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INTRODUCTION

    The sound of the screaming was the worst thing, they said. For those who survived the Titanic disaster – which took place in the dying hours of 14 April and the early morning of 15 April 1912 – the awful noise of fellow passengers calling out into the dark night was the one thing they could never forget.

    Jack Thayer, a seventeen-year-old boy who lost his father in the sinking, compared the wail to the continuous high-pitched hum of locusts one might hear on a midsummer night in the woods near his home in Pennsylvania. Second-class passenger Charlotte Collyer, who was travelling with her husband and daughter, described the noise as being like a gigantic swarm of bees; ‘the bees were men, and they had broken their silence now,’ she said. ‘Cries more terrible than I had ever heard rang in my ears.’1 For crew member George Kemish the sound was forever seared on his consciousness. ‘A hundred thousand fans at a Cup Final could not make more noise,’ he said.2 Similarly, third-class passenger Frank Goldsmith, who was only nine years old at the time, likened it to the roar of a crowd at a baseball game. He grew up near Tiger Stadium in Detroit, but when he became a father he could not bring himself to take his three sons to a game. It reminded him of the screams of that night, says his son, Thomas.

    Four days after the sinking of the Titanic, George Rheims, who was travelling in first-class, wrote a letter to his wife, Marie, detailing precisely what happened. After rushing to his cabin to save a photograph of his wife, he ran back up on deck where he undressed to his shirt and undershorts. The bow of the liner was already in the water and he knew the ship did not have much time left. Nearly all the lifeboats had left the Titanic – any remaining places were reserved for women and children only. Water was pulling the bow of the majestic vessel down with an almighty force, he said, and the stern was gradually rising into the sky. An explosion from the bowels of the ship threw him into a pile of ropes and chairs. His only chance was to try and swim and so after taking a running start he jumped overboard. He thought his fall would never end, but then after what seemed like minutes, he hit the icy water. He was pulled under, but after a long dive finally came to the surface. He swam away from the ship, fearful that the sinking would suck him under. Then he turned to witness the liner’s final few moments.

    ‘Suddenly, I saw the Titanic go down, straight up, with horrible explosions and excruciating screams . . . There was then a huge swirl, then silence. Suddenly [there] rose a dismal moaning sound, which I won’t ever forget; it came from those poor people who were floating around, calling for help. It was horrifying, mysterious, supernatural.’3

    Marjorie Newell Robb, who was twenty-three at the time of the disaster and who lost her father that night, watched the sinking from lifeboat number six. Interviewed about the disaster in 1981, when she was ninety-two, she recalled the visceral impact of the sounds. ‘I can remember, to this day, the noise the ship made as it went under,’ she said. ‘You could actually feel the noise, the vibrations of the screams of the people, and the sounds of the ship.’4

    For Hugh Woolner – a first-class passenger who jumped into collapsible D fifteen minutes before the ship went under – the noise of the sinking was like thousands of tons of rocks tumbling down a metal chute. ‘Every light went out and the roaring went on for about a minute,’ he wrote a few days after the event. ‘Then arose the most fearful and bloodcurdling wail. It was awful. One thousand seven hundred men in the dark, going down amid that ghastly turmoil! I can never forget it.’5

    Thomas Patrick Dillon, a crew member who gave evidence at the British inquiry into the disaster, desperately clung to a handrail as the ship went down. A wave of water washed over him, sweeping him into the sea, and as he looked around he saw over 1,500 people struggling to stay alive in the ocean. ‘The air was filled with sharp, pitiful groans,’ he said, recalling how one young man near him repeatedly called out for his mother. Another man clutched him round the neck and Dillon had to battle him off, finally seizing him by the throat in a bid to save his own life. He was in the freezing water for approximately twenty minutes before he was pulled into a lifeboat. ‘I was told afterwards that I was unconscious for a long time,’ he said. ‘I would rather die a hundred times than go through such an experience and live.’6

    As survivors recounted their experiences, the horror of the loss of the Titanic came to be encapsulated by an auditory, rather than, visual memory. Passengers seemed able to erase, to some extent, the surreal sight of the ship – then the biggest moving object in the world – splitting in two and then disappearing under the surface of the Atlantic, but not the awful, nightmarish cries that accompanied the sinking. ‘The concerted cry of despair that came from the direction of the liner as she plunged into the ocean is ringing in my ear this minute,’ said silent screen actress Dorothy Gibson, who escaped in lifeboat seven, and who recounted her memories in a newspaper interview on her arrival in New York. ‘I cannot describe it. It sounded like a mighty wail.’7

    Recalling her memories of the disaster at the United States Senate Inquiry, passenger Daisy Minahan described the cries as ‘horrible’,8 while George A. Harder recalled the noise as a ‘continuous yelling or moaning’.9 Ruth Becker Blanchard, then a twelve-year-old girl travelling from India to Michigan with her mother and siblings, could still hear the noise in her ears more than seventy years later. The screams, she said, were the ‘most terrible noise that human beings ever listened to – the cries of hundreds of people struggling in the ice-cold water, crying for help with a cry we knew could not be answered.’10 Second-class passenger, twenty-seven-year-old Edwina Troutt, later Corrigan, wrote in a 1958 letter of how crew member Joseph Henry Bailey rallied the survivors in lifeboat sixteen to raise their voices in an effort ‘to help drown out the cry of death’, as well as singing the popular song ‘Pull for the Shore’.11

    Yet, for some, the sound of the screams had seeped so deeply into their psyches that there was no escaping them. Chief baker Charles Joughin – who drank a bottle of spirits before simply stepping off the sinking ship, reportedly without even getting his hair wet – said later that he was haunted by the cries throughout his life. ‘All those years, and I could never put that noise out of my head. Not even drink could put it out.’12 For third-class passenger Gus Cohen, who wrote of his memories fifty years later, the sound of the cries ‘is never out of my ears’.13

    After witnessing the sinking of the ship from lifeboat fourteen, seven-year-old Eva Hart, who had been travelling on the Titanic as a second-class passenger with her parents, and whose father died in the disaster, turned to her mother and commented on the harrowing nature of the cries. ‘I’ll always remember her reply,’ said Eva years later. ‘“Yes, but think about the silence that followed it” . . . because all of a sudden the ship wasn’t there, the lights weren’t there, and the cries weren’t there . . . Silence. The silence was worse.’14

    This stark contrast – between the unbearable noise of the cries and the complete stillness that came after – could almost serve as a symbol of the way in which survivors responded to the event. At the same time as remembering the experience, many repressed certain elements of that night. For example, second-class passenger Albert Caldwell, who was twenty-six in April 1912, was happy to relive the tragedy for the benefit of friends and family. His great niece, Julie Hedgepeth, recalls how Al loved to talk about his time on the Titanic – he was, she recalls, far from melancholy or morbid about it. However, one day she asked him about something he never mentioned, something he deliberately left out of his narrative – the noise the passengers made after being thrown into the water. ‘Finally I saw him turn sombre. “You have to forget the screams,” he said quietly. “You have to forget the screams or you’d go crazy.” ’15

    This forced forgetting – the conscious or unconscious suppression of memory – was one of many strategies employed by those who survived. For them, the experience was like a closed book, a text that had been placed in a strongbox and locked away from both prying strangers and curious family members. It was a subject not open for analysis or discussion. When, in the 1950s, historian Walter Lord contacted a number of survivors for the first of his two books on the Titanic, he encountered a certain amount of resistance. Typical is the response from the daughter of first-class passenger Leila Meyer, who escaped in lifeboat number six and who lost her husband, Edgar. ‘Under no circumstances can she be approached on the subject of the Titanic,’ she wrote of her mother. ‘She has no written account of any kind, and never discusses it.’16

    J. Bruce Ismay – the chairman of the White Star Line who survived the disaster in ignoble circumstances when he accepted a place in a lifeboat rather than going down with the ship – would not countenance discussion of the incident. The very name of the liner – a ship that was to be the pride of his company, the last word in technology, opulence, and efficiency – was forbidden to be mentioned in his presence. The shock of the loss of the vessel – the contrast between its exaggerated presence and its sudden absence, the excessive enterprise of the venture and the extraordinary fall and concomitant shame – was too much to endure as it symbolised the sinking of his own reputation.

    Of course, this enforced forgetting – this desperation of survivors to wipe the incident from their consciousness – could not be successfully achieved without consequences. In its least severe form the repression led to a type of self-erasure, in which individuals were reduced to mere shadows of their former selves. Ismay is one such example – a man who has been described, inaccurately, as a ‘recluse’ in the years after the Titanic. It’s true he did spend increasing amounts of time at Costelloe Lodge, his summer home in County Galway, Ireland, where he indulged his passion for fishing, and was largely rejected by the society that had previously embraced him. Yet the label ‘recluse’ does not capture the strangeness of his new personality. The truth of the matter is that Ismay became a ghost, more of a spectre than a man. In his spare time, he would haunt the parks of London, where he would sit on benches in the hope of meeting down-and-outs; post-Titanic he identified with the disenfranchised and the marginal. When he travelled by train he would reserve a first-class cabin to himself, refusing to venture into the dining car and insisting that his servant close the blinds to the windows so that the general public could not see him. His granddaughter, the historian and writer Pauline Matarasso – who remembers him from her childhood – has gone so far as to describe him as a ‘corpse’.

    She says: ‘Having had the misfortune (one might say the misjudgement) to survive – a fact he recognised despairingly within hours – he withdrew into a silence in which his wife made herself complicit, imposing it on the family circle and thus ensuring that the subject of the Titanic was as effectively frozen as the bodies recovered from the sea.’17

    Constance Willard was another survivor whose whole being seemed to have been snuffed out by the enormity of the experience. Larry Boyd, an instructor in physical education and recreation at Las Campanas Hospital – an expensive and discreet institution in California that specialised in the treatment of mental illness – remembers her as a silent, shadowy figure; a prematurely old woman with long white hair, who always wore a nightgown, even during the day. ‘I was not too successful in getting her interested in any activities, but sometimes, late in the afternoon, she would go for short walks with me out to the tennis courts or the rose garden,’ he says. ‘She didn’t want to be seen by visitors to the sanatorium.’18 She was first admitted to Las Campanas – whose most famous patient was Judy Garland, the actress who once occupied the room next to Constance’s – in the 1930s, when she was in her forties, suffering, it seems, from a total disintegration of the personality. Her only interest, noted Boyd, was the feeding of ‘her’ cats – creatures that lived in the lush grounds of the sanatorium. Every Friday night the patients were invited to attend a film evening and, on one occasion, the chosen movie was A Night to Remember, the 1958 film made from Walter Lord’s book of the same name. Boyd remembers feeling worried that she might react badly to the film, but she sat through it in silence; afterwards she never mentioned the Titanic. ‘I knew better than to ask about the Titanic, and the subject never came up,’ he recalls.19

    In April 1962 – on the fiftieth anniversary of the sinking of the ship – the staff of Las Campanas were instructed to look out for reporters keen to seek an interview with Constance Willard. But no one tried to hunt her down and the day passed quietly. However, around the time of the anniversary, the Los Angeles Times published a number of photographs taken on board the Carpathia, the rescue ship that transported the 705 survivors to New York. Boyd remembers looking closely at the pictures to see if any of the young ladies was Constance, and later that day he showed the images to one of the doctors. ‘He told me that he had already confirmed that one of the ladies was Miss Willard,’ he says. ‘I imagine when she was sitting on the hatch of the Carpathia, she could never have believed she would end her life in a sanatorium in distant California.’20

    Today there are few traces left of the shadowy figure of Constance Willard. We only seem to know what she didn’t do – she never married, never had children, never had a job. Her only friends were a few cats and the staff of a psychiatric institution in California, far from her birthplace of Minneapolis, Minnesota. Apparently, that cold night in April 1912, when she was ordered by an officer to jump into a lifeboat, at first she refused to get in. ‘Don’t waste time – let her go if she won’t get in,’ the officer is recorded as saying. Constance then ran back to the first-class deck to search for her friends, none of whom she found. Although she did eventually board a lifeboat, which she shared with seven men, twenty women, and several children, it was as if she left a piece of herself behind on the stricken ship, a fragment of her identity that sank with the liner to the bottom of the Atlantic.

    How people remembered the event can be traced back to the manner in which they survived. Each of the 705 survivors responded in their own individual way according to a matrix of factors based on gender, class, economic status, personality type, past experience and future expectations. As passengers configured and reconfigured their memories of that night so too did they lay the foundations of the method of their psychological survival. After the tragedy, some were so desperate to find something good amidst the emotional wreckage of the disaster that they suffered from a sort of mass hysteria, a collective need to create a positive narrative of the event, a trend that also reflects the expectations of society at that time. In a way, these stories not only helped the survivors to cope with their surreal experience; the world at large benefited too. The sinking of the Titanic was so shocking, so negative, so alien to the securities of Edwardian society that almost as soon as the disaster was reported, myths began to spring up like fragments of driftwood from the sea. As first-class passenger May Futrelle – a writer who lost her husband, the crime novelist Jacques Futrelle, in the sinking – noted, many of the news clippings from the time were nothing more than ‘the wild imaginings of frustrated reporters who could not get facts from survivors and had to write something’.21

    These narratives, often questionable in their veracity, tended to be stories of self-sacrifice, anecdotes that illuminated the innate goodness of mankind. The band, some said, stood on the deck of the sinking ship and played until the very end with the strains of ‘Nearer My God to Thee’ echoing over the dark ocean. The Captain, Edward Smith, swam over to one of the lifeboats with a baby in his hands, ensuring its safety, before slipping under the waves. A young woman gave up her place in one of the lifeboats to a mother with a young child.

    ‘I often think it all over again and again, the things I saw as plain as if they were printed on my brain,’ recalled Bertha Watt (later Marshall), a twelve-year-old second-class passenger. ‘I know now that I learned a great deal of the fundamentals I have built a happy life on, such as faith, hope and charity, just in one short week of my life, listening to people talk and hearing answers my mother gave to me and others and later thinking how some behaved.’ Writing about the experience in 1963, she remembered the diverse reactions of some of the adults in her lifeboat, particularly the unexpected hypocrisy of a man of the cloth and the shallowness of one of the first-class women on board.

    ‘There was the minister who hid under the seat in our boat, walking stick and small suitcase included,’ she wrote. ‘When we were well on our way he appeared and sat bemoaning the fact that he had lost so many years of sermons on the Titanic. Another woman was worrying about her jewels when all of a sudden another woman yelled, “Give me back my husband and son and I’ll buy you jewels.” Those few days before we landed in NY were a life all their own. Tragedy affects people in so many different ways.’22

    One of the aims of this book is to show the impact of the Titanic disaster on the lives of its survivors. For the majority the experience was nothing short of traumatic; women, especially those in second and third class, lost husbands, brothers, fathers, sons. Their lives would never be the same again. Writing in 1955, Marjorie Dutton – who travelled aboard the Titanic as an eight-year-old second-class girl – described how her life seemed to be blighted or cursed. ‘My father was drowned taking our worldly wealth with him, as in those days people were not as bank minded as they are now,’ she said. ‘Since that time I have been blessed with bad luck and often wonder if it will ever give me a break, but it just seems to be my lot . . . I think my name was published at the time as having been drowned.’23

    In a number of letters written to Walter Lord in the 1950s, Marjorie described her straitened circumstances – the fact that she could not claim any money from the Titanic Relief Fund because of her marital status (even though her husband had died fifteen years previously), her ill health (she had had a stroke in 1953), and the loss of her part-time job. She was unable to meet her day-to-day expenses, she could no longer pay the mortgage on her house in Chilworth, Surrey, and feared she was so low on money that she could not afford to buy food. ‘I cannot help thinking that if it had not been for the Titanic affair I might have now been in America in very different circumstances,’ she wrote. ‘I’m afraid one cannot help feeling at times that life can be very unkind through no fault of one’s own.’24 In the final letter of the series, she seems particularly distressed. ‘I am now in desperate straights [sic], as I have now lost my job and the people I had living in my house to pay expenses are leaving,’ she says. ‘I feel that, after all, I am still a survivor and also lost my father on the Titanic. I do hope you will forgive me for writing to you like this, but I feel so desperate I do not know what to do.’25 Marjorie Dutton died nine years later, aged sixty-one, after a period spent living in a nursing home in Gosport.

    Yet for others, the memory of that night spurred them on to greater things. After coming so close to death – and encountering so many of its markers (the unknowable iceberg itself, the sinking ship, the ink-black sea, not to mention the unforgettable screams and the ocean littered with corpses) – it was as if some survivors chose to squeeze every last drop of experience out of life. For instance, journalist and author Helen Churchill Candee went on to travel in China, Japan and Cambodia; she became fascinated by the mysterious ruined temples of Cambodia and in 1924 published the travel book Angkor the Magnificent. Indeed, after the death of their husbands in the sinking, many women were forced to adopt new forms of independence. Renee Harris – who lost her husband, the Broadway producer Henry Harris, that April night – transformed herself into America’s first female theatre manager and producer. The details of her career, she said, were never of much interest to people, ‘but let them learn that I am a survivor of the Titanic, then I am the center of attention,’ she said. ‘This, unfortunately, is consistent with the public’s appetite for violence and horror.’26 Until her death in 1969, aged ninety-three, Renee looked upon that night as a defining moment; either she could let herself be consumed by grief or she could make a future that was, at least, endurable. Writing in an unpublished document in 1977, she said, ‘That fateful night that engulfed me fifty years ago has never entirely disappeared, though it has become buried under the many events that have accrued through the years. There is no doubt in my mind that what I went through that harrowing night in 1912 was a test to find out if I should go through life without my beloved or just give up.’27

    For the privileged, cynical few the Titanic was nothing more than an experience to be mined, an opportunity to turn tragedy into profit, dolour into dollars. Although there is a general perception that the Edwardian era – and its equivalent in America, the gilded age – was less obsessed with scandal and sensation than we are today, in fact nothing could be further from the truth. Within four weeks of the sinking, the first-class passenger and silent screen star Dorothy Gibson had made the first film about the disaster, starring herself, and sporting the same dress that she had worn that very night. Perhaps this was her way of surviving. By turning the event into a performance, an ‘act’, Gibson was able to transform experience away from reality – a territory full of painful memories, murky emotions and unpleasant sensations – into a place of fantasy. What happened to Dorothy Gibson – and her mother Pauline, who was a fellow passenger – after the Titanic contains all the elements of melodrama: illicit love, passion, ambition, intrigue, accusations of spying and even internment in a concentration camp during the Second World War. Similarly, many of the survivors went on to lead fascinating lives – lives that will be explored in this book in relation to the wider cultural context.

    Most accounts of the Titanic story stop at the point when the rescue ship, the Carpathia, docks in New York. This book shows what happened later, after the newspaper reporters had moved on, after the glare of attention had dimmed. In many respects, it is an untold story, or series of stories, which is uncovered using many documents (letters, diaries, memoirs) that have never been published before.

    Survivors said that after the ship went down the sea was as calm as a millpond. However, for many passengers the echoes of that night continued to reverberate throughout their lives, the memories refusing to completely die away. The Countess of Rothes, for example, recalled dining out with friends a year after the disaster when she ‘suddenly felt the awful feeling of intense cold and horror’ that she associated with the sinking of the Titanic. She realised that the orchestra was playing The Tales of Hoffman, the last music she had heard at dinner on the night of 14 April 1912.28 Disassociation was a common complaint, a feeling of disembodiment and disconnection. Second-class passenger Lyyli Silven, from Finland (who lost her aunt and uncle), remembered that often, when she related what had happened to her, she would be left with an overwhelming feeling of unreality, as though ‘the whole thing is like a dream’.29 For many survivors, the spectre of the Titanic would forever cast a shadow over their lives.

    

  
    
       
    

    One

    A FANCY-DRESS BALL IN DANTE’S HELL

    Sunday 14 April 1912 dawned bright and clear. There was a feeling of optimism in the air, a sense that anything was possible. The ship seemed to glide over a sea of glass. For first-class passenger Colonel Archibald Gracie, the RMS Titanic was a ‘floating palace’,30 a high-class hotel that cut through the waters of the Atlantic with a majesty and power he had never experienced before. As he stood on the first-class deck, he noticed that the sea was so level he could barely make out a ripple.

    Since Wednesday, when the ship had departed Southampton on its maiden voyage to New York, Gracie had taken advantage of every luxury. After all, this was a liner that had cost $7.5 million to build, a ship that carried 800 bundles of asparagus; one and a quarter tons of fresh green peas; 36,000 oranges and 16,000 lemons; 75,000 pounds of fresh meat; 11,000 pounds of fresh fish; 4,000 pounds of bacon and ham; 7,500 pounds of game and poultry; 1,000 sweetbreads; 40,000 sausages; 40,000 fresh eggs; 6,000 pounds of fresh butter; not to mention the 1,500 bottles of wine, the 20,000 bottles of beer and stout or the 850 bottles of spirits. For the gentlemen on board there were 8,000 cigars, which they could enjoy while putting the world to rights.

    It’s not surprising then that on that Sunday morning, after a few days of self-indulgence, Colonel Gracie felt he should take a spot of exercise. He rose early, before breakfast, and played a half-hour game of squash with Fred Wright, the professional racquet instructor, followed by a swim in the heated salt water swimming pool. The exercise refreshed his body and his spirit, erasing, for a few moments at least, a slight uneasiness that hung over him. ‘The pleasure and comfort which all of us enjoyed . . . seemed an ominous feature to many of us, including myself,’ he said, ‘who felt it almost too good to last without some terrible retribution inflicted by the hand of an angry omnipotence.’31

    Lady Duff Gordon – the London-based couturier known as ‘Lucile’ – remembers how extraordinary it was to see and taste strawberries in April in mid-ocean, while another first-class passenger, Marjorie Newell Robb, was still able to recall in 1981, at the age of ninety-two, the feel of ‘carpets that you could sink in up to your knees’, the ‘fine furniture that you could barely move’, and the ‘very fine panelling and carving’.32 Many second-class passengers spent their time riding between floors in the elevator, which was described as ‘a great new attraction on the boat’.33 The tang of novelty hung in the air – in fact, one could even smell it. In a letter, second-class passenger Marion Wright wrote to her father from the ship on 11 April and said, ‘It is lovely on the water, except for the smell of new paint, everything is very comfortable on board.’34

    For thirteen-year-old Madeleine Mellenger (later Mann) the ship was nothing short of a floating miracle. She was travelling with her mother, Elizabeth Anne, in second class to make a new life for themselves in America. Her father, Claude Alexander Mellenger, a London journalist, had brought the family to the point of ruin through years of what she later described as ‘his extravagance and high living’. After Mellenger finally deserted them, Elizabeth was forced to take a position as a lady’s maid and travelling companion with the wealthy Colgate family of America. For Madeleine, the Titanic became a symbol of promise, a sign of new beginnings. ‘I could write forever about Titanic and how it changed my life,’ she wrote in a letter nearly sixty years later. ‘A little while ago I started a “Story of my Life” kind of thing and I had to stop as it was running into dozens of papers and I wondered if I could finish it.’35 That Sunday morning she remembers Charles Jones, the Colgates’ superintendent who did not survive the disaster, knocking on the door of their cabin on E deck and showing them a series of beautiful photographs of the family’s grand estate in Bennington, Vermont. At eleven o’clock the mother and daughter attended the Divine Service, which was held in the first-class dining room.

    Captain Edward J. Smith – a distinguished, bearded man whose plan it was to retire after the Titanic’s maiden voyage, following fifty years at sea – led the passengers through the service, which included the ‘Prayer for Those at Sea’ and the hymn ‘O God, Our Help in Ages Past’. After the service, Madeleine Mellenger remembers going back to her cabin with her mother in order to get ready for lunch and, as she walked along the wide corridor that ran the length of the ship, seeing a door open. ‘I saw Captain Smith and his officers coming toward us in full regalia, lots of gold braid, and I knew him, as he looked so much like Edward VII, beard and all,’ she said. ‘I asked, what they were doing and was told they were inspecting the airtight compartments and doors. That was his last inspection.’36

    As was customary, Captain Smith and his men would meet at noon each day to take a series of sun measurements. With the use of sextants the officers were able to work out the precise position of the ship and, as a result, chart the distance they had travelled in the course of twenty-four hours. Those passengers who had bet on the ship’s sweepstake would then meet in the first-class lounge to hear the results – the ones who had picked a figure closest to that day’s passage (which came in at 546 miles) could collect a tidy sum.

    The sweepstake was just one of many diversions offered to discerning passengers on what was considered the world’s most sophisticated ship. On board there were Turkish baths, a fully equipped gymnasium, a lending library, a smoking room, a reading and writing room and a wide range of restaurants. The first-class dining saloon – a magnificent room 114 feet long and 92 feet wide – was decorated in a style inspired by English Jacobean houses such as Haddon Hall and Hatfield, ‘but instead of the sombre oak, which the sixteenth- and seventeenth-century builders would have adopted, the walls and ceiling have been painted white’.37 The room had a series of ‘recession bays’, which in effect formed ‘a number of separate private dining rooms, where families or friends can dine together practically alone, retired from the busy hum of surrounding conversation’.38

    Many first-class passengers also commented on the grandeur of the main staircase, which measured 60 feet high and 16 feet wide. The walls were covered with oak panelling, which, although simple in character, was ‘enriched in a few places by exquisite work reminiscent of the days when Grinling Gibbons collaborated with his great contemporary, Wren’. On the top landing stood a clock, flanked by two female figures, ‘the whole symbolizing Honour and Glory crowning Time’.39

    Not only was it the last word in luxury, but the Titanic was also a massive 46,000-ton signifier of technological mastery. With its revolutionary design – the liner possessed a series of watertight doors which its designers assumed would protect it from virtually every calamity – a writer in Shipbuilder magazine of 1911 proclaimed it ‘practically unsinkable’.40 By the time passengers boarded the liner, less than a year later, the word ‘practically’ had been erased from the collective consciousness. Sylvia Caldwell, who was travelling in second class with her husband Albert and ten-month-old son Alden, remembers asking a deck hand who was carrying luggage on board whether the vessel really was unsinkable. The man turned to her and said, ‘God himself could not sink this ship.’41 Captain Smith, in an interview five years before his final voyage aboard the Titanic, stated, ‘I cannot imagine any condition which would cause a ship to founder. I cannot conceive of any vital disaster happening . . . Modern shipbuilding has gone beyond that.’42

    The ship was enveloped by a sense of safety and security. In fact, the vessel was seen by many passengers to be a symbol of social order. The liner’s passengers were stratified by class – the third class at the bottom of the ship, the second in the middle, the first at the top – and, for the most part, did not mix with one another. Each person was content with his or her place; those in third class knew better than to aspire upward, those in first would not dream of looking down below. These were days when, for the majority, God was still in his heaven and everything was right with the world.

    As seventeen-year-old Jack Thayer, an American who had been visiting Europe with his parents, wrote in a privately printed memoir in 1940, ‘Upon rising in the morning, we looked forward to a normal day of customary business progress. The conservative morning paper seldom had headlines larger than half an inch. Upon reaching the breakfast table, our perusal of the morning paper was slow and deliberate. We did not nervously clutch for it, and rapidly scan the glaring headlines, as we are inclined to do today. Nothing was revealed in the morning, the trend of which was not known the night before . . . There was peace, and the world had an even tenor to its ways.’43

    That Sunday, Jack could see his future mapped out as plain as the clear, straight line of the distant horizon. After graduating from Haverford School outside Philadelphia, he would attend Princeton, then travel in Europe, returning home to America to practise private or commercial banking. As he said, ‘It could be planned. It was planned. It was a certainty.’44

    He spent most of the day walking around the deck with his mother, Marian, and his father, John Borland Thayer, who was second vice-president of the Pennsylvania railroad. The family stopped for short conversations with various acquaintances such as Thomas Andrews, the ship’s chief designer, J. Bruce Ismay, the chairman of the White Star Line, and Charles M. Hays, the president of the Grand Trunk Railway of Canada. Like many passengers, Jack noticed that, as the afternoon wore on, the temperature seemed to plummet. ‘I remember Mr Ismay showing us a wire regarding the presence of ice and that we would not reach that position until around 9 p.m.,’ he said.45

    Ismay had been given the wire by Captain Smith just before lunch, during which first-class passengers could choose from fillets of brill, egg à l’Argenteuil, grilled mutton chops, or, from the buffet, salmon mayonnaise, potted shrimps, Norwegian anchovies, roast beef, veal and ham pie, corned ox tongue, galantine of chicken, and a selection of cheeses including Gorgonzola, Camembert and Cheddar. The message had been sent by the Baltic, another White Star Line ship. Transmitted at 11.52 a.m., the message read: ‘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.’46

    Ismay did not seem unduly worried about the threat of icebergs. When he met Marian Thayer and her friend, Emily Ryerson, later that afternoon, he seemed animated and excited. According to Emily Ryerson’s statement, dated 18 April 1913, after a short, polite conversation about the suitability of their accommodation, Ismay took the Marconigram from his pocket and brandished it with a flourish at the two women. The gesture was motivated, according to Marian Thayer, by a need to show the two socially prominent passengers ‘who he was’. This sense was reinforced by Mrs Ryerson, who stated, ‘Mr Ismay’s manner was that of one in authority and the owner of the ship and that what he said was law.’47

    The icy temperatures forced many passengers to stay inside their cabins; those in first class were fortunate enough to have staterooms complete with heating. Edith Rosenbaum (later Russell), a thirty-three-year-old fashion journalist and buyer, was so cold she remained in bed until four o’clock that afternoon, at which point she decided to dress and take a short walk around the deck. As she stood by the stern she noticed the enormous propellers – they weighed around thirty-eight tons each – that churned up the darkening waters below. ‘The foam whirled in a great cascade, made blood-red by the rays of a glorious setting sun,’ she recalled. ‘It looked like a crimson carpet stretching from the ship to the horizon.’48

    She then returned to her stateroom, A-11, to dress for dinner. In Edith’s mind, clothes were much more than mere garments to warm and protect the body; fashion was both a source of joy and a complex language of individual expression. In addition, fashion was how she made her living – on this trip she had with her a number of trunks packed with exquisite gowns that she had ordered in Paris for clients and businesses in America. Her original plan was to travel on the George Washington, sailing from Cherbourg on 7 April, but her editor at Women’s Wear Daily in New York wanted her to file a report on the fashions at the Easter Sunday races in Paris. She had discovered she could book a passage on the Titanic, leaving Cherbourg on 10 April, and she would still arrive in New York on the same day as the George Washington.

    As she had stepped on board the train at Saint-Lazare station in Paris, bound for Cherbourg, she noticed a man and a woman rushing towards her, waving. It was Laurent, the head tailor at Paquin, the couturier on the Rue de la Paix, together with the head tailoress. Just as the train began to ease itself out of the station they passed over two huge white boxes tied with tapes, carrying heavy lead seals, containing a number of garments that she had ordered but which she assumed would not be finished in time. The boxes accompanied her on to the Titanic, boxes that, as she later remembered, ‘were never unpacked and went down with the ship just as they were delivered’. Before the voyage she had tried to insure her collection of clothes, but she was told, in no uncertain terms, that ‘it was ridiculous to spend money for insurance when travelling on an unsinkable vessel’.49 The opinion – the invincibility of the vessel – was echoed on the tender that had ferried her out from Cherbourg to the Titanic. As they approached what appeared to her like an enormous building, almost a skyscraper, John Jacob Astor IV, the richest passenger on the liner, told her that the ship had cost ‘ten million dollars to build, and [had] emphasised that she was unsinkable, a miracle of modern shipbuilding’.50

    Yet, as she had embarked, something unsettled her – an awful sense that all was not right. The night before she sailed she had visited Madame de Thebes, one of the most famous fortune-tellers in Paris, who had told her she was about to endure a ‘dreadful experience’ during which she would lose her possessions and many, many friends. At the time she had felt highly sceptical, but as she set foot on the boat she was not so sure. Certainly the ship had every luxury one could think of and was, as she wrote to her secretary in Paris in a letter on 11 April, as big ‘as from the corner of the Rue de la Paix to near the Rue de Rivoli . . . [it has] bedrooms larger than any Paris hotel room, and altogether is a monster. I cannot say I like it, as I feel as though I were in a big hotel, instead of on a cosy ship’.51 She also remembered the words of an Arab fortune-teller who had told her, while reading grains of sand, that she would be in a ‘very grave sea accident’. She had been so troubled that day that she asked Nicholas Martin, the general manager of the White Star Line’s Paris bureau, whether she could get off the ship. He had informed her that she could disembark, but her luggage would have to stay on board. ‘My luggage is worth more than I am,’ she said. ‘I had better remain with it.’ And so he had arranged for her to have a stateroom where her trunks could be stored.52

    In the late afternoon of 14 April, first-class passengers were in the process of getting ready for the gala dinner that Sunday evening. The men wore dinner suits, white shirts complete with collar studs and cufflinks, while the women sported a dazzling array of dresses. ‘On these occasions, full dress was always en règle,’ noted Colonel Gracie, ‘and it was a subject both of observation and admiration, that there were so many beautiful women . . . aboard the ship.’53 Helen Churchill Candee noted that the prettiest girl in the room wore a ‘glittering frock of dancing length, with a silver fringe around her dainty white satin feet’.54 Edith Rosenbaum chose to wear a white satin evening gown, together with velvet slippers topped with imitation diamond buckles.

    At around 7.30 p.m., Bruce Ismay dined with the ship’s doctor, Dr William O’Loughlin, in the first-class à la carte restaurant. During the meal, the doctor mentioned that the ship had ‘turned the corner’, meaning that the liner had reached a certain point in the Atlantic where it started to head directly for New York. Later, this conversation would be analysed for evidence that Ismay knew about the intricacies of navigation; if that point could be proved then it would demolish his later defence that he had been travelling on board the Titanic as a mere passenger rather than in any official capacity. At dinner, Captain Smith asked Ismay for the Baltic’s Marconigram regarding ice so he could share it with his fellow officers on the bridge.

    That evening Ismay was in a boisterous, confident mood, telling Lord and Lady Duff Gordon that ‘undoubtedly the ship would establish a record’.55 The liner continued to cut through the dark Atlantic waters at a speed of around 22 knots – the Titanic’s top speed was in the region of 24 knots – while, in contrast, a number of other ships had dropped anchor for the night on account of the dangers of ice. In addition to the message from the Baltic, the Titanic had received a flurry of ice warnings during the course of that Sunday, and while the Captain had taken heed of them – he had already plotted a course that took the ship ten miles south of the normal shipping lane so as to avoid drifting ice – it seems as though he too had been intoxicated by the air of hubris that powered the vessel.

    In the second-class dining room, a group of around one hundred passengers filed into the saloon for the Sunday evening service. Marion Wright, a young woman from Somerset, England, who was travelling to America to marry her sweetheart and start a new life in Oregon, walked to the front of the room and sang ‘There is a Green Hill Far Away’ and ‘Nearer My God to Thee’. Before each hymn, Reverend Earnest Carter, who led the service, explained a little about the circumstances surrounding their composition. Lawrence Beesley, a schoolmaster from Dulwich College, recalled that it was curious that so many of the hymns dealt with dangers at sea. Included in the service that night was ‘Lead, Kindly Light’, which the Reverend said had been composed after a shipwreck in the Atlantic, and ‘Eternal Father, Strong to Save’, which features the lines, ‘O hear us when we cry to Thee/For those in peril on the sea’.

    Young Jack Thayer seemed entranced by the beauty of the ocean. After dinner, he decided to take a few turns around the deck, with a new acquaintance, Milton C. Long, the son of Judge Charles M. Long of Springfield, Massachusetts. In June 1911, Long had been travelling on the SS Spokane – which was cruising from Seattle to Alaska – when the ship hit an uncharted rock off Seymour Narrows. The majority of passengers had had a lucky escape – all but two of the 160 tourists were accounted for – but perhaps that experience had shaken Long’s belief in the invulnerability of modern shipbuilding; he, for one, had experienced the possibility of death at sea. Yet, as Jack and his new friend looked out at the perfectly still ocean, they assumed that the evening would end as peacefully, and as comfortably, as the previous four nights on board the ship.

    ‘It was a brilliant, starry night,’ Jack recalled years later. ‘There was no moon and I have never seen the stars shine brighter; they appeared to stand right out of the sky, sparkling like cut diamonds. A very light haze, hardly noticeable, hung low over the water . . . I have never seen the sea smoother than it was that night; it was like a millpond, and just as innocent looking . . . It was the kind of night that made one feel glad to be alive.’56

    •   •   •

    Elizabeth Shutes, a forty-year-old governess, could not sleep because of the biting cold. There was something strange about the air that night, she recalled, an edge to it that unsettled her. The smell of it reminded her of the air inside an ice cave on the Eiger glacier that she had once visited. She lay in her bed, unable to banish a sense of anxiety that clawed at her consciousness, until finally she got out of her berth and switched on her electric stove. The red glow of the heater cheered her for an instant, before a sense of nervousness returned.

    Up on the promenade deck, the mood was rather different. Silent film actress Dorothy Gibson was playing bridge with a party that included her mother, Pauline; Frederick Seward, a prominent marine lawyer from New York; and William Thomson Sloper, a stockbroker from Connecticut. As Dorothy later remembered there was a ‘great deal of merriment on board’ that night.57 The ripple of laughter danced through the air, sounding a top note to the light melodies provided by the ship’s band. The accompanying conversation was as sparkling as the ice-cold champagne that seemed to flow all night. ‘Inside this floating palace [there was] warmth, lights and music, the flutter of cards, the hum of voices, the gay lilt of a German valse,’ noted Lady Duff Gordon – ‘the unheeding sounds of a small world bent on pleasure.’58

    After the gala dinner, Lady Duff Gordon and her husband, Cosmo, retreated to their staterooms on A deck. Across the ship, passengers prepared for bed, changing out of their clothes, whether it be evening dress or more workaday garments, into nightgowns and pyjamas. By eleven o’clock, many were either in bed reading or fast asleep, lulled by the steady rhythmic pulsation of the ship’s engines. Jack Thayer, after putting on his pyjamas, said goodnight to his parents in the next room. Before climbing into bed, he opened slightly the porthole of his cabin and noticed that the breeze made a ‘quiet humming whistle’ as it entered his room.59 It was, he said, ‘a fine night for sleeping’, and, what with all the fresh air he had had that day he was tired.

    For some members of the crew, however, the day was just beginning. On the boat deck, in the cramped surroundings of the Marconi room, Harold Bride, the twenty-two-year-old junior wireless engineer, heard the sound of his colleague, Jack Phillips, tapping out a series of traffic messages on the wireless system. Without bothering to dress fully, Bride got out of bed and started work. There was an enormous backlog of messages that had to be cleared. Earlier that day the Marconi system had broken down and it had taken the two men seven hours to fix it.

    At around eleven o’clock that night, the Marconi operator from the Californian, which was in the near vicinity, sent a message to Phillips that the ship had stopped and was surrounded by ice. Phillips, tired and overworked, was nearly deafened by the blast of noise that came from his equipment. He was also furious that the Californian’s operator hadn’t bothered with the usual etiquette of asking whether it was acceptable to interrupt transmission and Phillips had replied with a curt ‘Shut up! Shut up! I am busy.’ As a result, the message from the Californian never reached the bridge of the Titanic.

    In the crow’s nest of the ship, twenty-four-year-old Frederick Fleet stared into the darkness. At ten o’clock that night he, and his fellow ‘eyes of the ship’, Reginald Lee, had relieved Archie Jewell and George Symons. He had been told to keep a sharp lookout for small icebergs and growlers. The cold bit into him, chilling him to the marrow. As the night wore on, a slight haze settled over the water line, but it was, as he remembered later, ‘nothing to talk about’.60 Although the ship was equipped with binoculars, the set was not at hand and was later said to have been mislaid; if Fleet had been able to use them it’s highly likely that he would have spotted the iceberg much, much sooner.

    At around 11.40 p.m., Fleet saw an object loom out of the night, something ‘even darker than the darkness’, high above the water line.61 With each moment, the indefinable, unknowable mass seemed to grow bigger. The moment of revelation – when the thing revealed its true identity – would haunt him for the rest of his life. Without a moment’s hesitation, he rang the bell in the crow’s nest three times – a sign that something lay in the path of the ship – and then rang down to the bridge.

    ‘What do you see?’ asked an officer.

    ‘Iceberg right ahead,’ he replied.62

    Fleet had heard about time slowing down, but he had always dismissed it as a romantic notion. Now, for the next half a minute or so, he endured the agony of being a witness to time seemingly stretching out before him. With each second the liner sped towards the iceberg, a dark mass that now towered above the ship; surely, collision was certain. Then, just as it seemed too late, the vessel turned. Fleet watched as slithers of ice cascaded down on to the forecastle and well decks, before the iceberg glided by and disappeared once more into the night. ‘That was a narrow shave,’ said Fleet to Lee, assuming that the ship had suffered minimal damage.63

    Around the ship, passengers experienced the collision in a variety of ways, each recalling the moment differently. One described it as though the Titanic had passed over a thousand marbles, while another compared it to the sound of someone tearing an enormous piece of calico. Second-class passenger Sylvia Caldwell was woken up with a start; she later said that the sensation was like ‘a large dog had a baby kitten in its mouth and was shaking it’.64 Martha Eustis Stephenson, who was lying in her bed in first class, immediately felt something was terribly wrong as the sensation brought back to mind the early morning, almost six years ago to the day, when she had witnessed the city of San Francisco reduced to rubble during an earthquake.

    Governess Elizabeth Shutes, who had been made so anxious by the curious smell of the cold, described it as a ‘queer quivering’ that seemed to run under her feet, the whole length of the ship. A moment later, her employer Edith Graham, knocked on her cabin, and announced that she had just seen an iceberg pass by. Although everything was then ‘sepulchrally still’, Elizabeth remembers watching her charge, nineteen-year-old Margaret Graham, trying to eat a sandwich; her hand shook so badly that the ‘bread kept parting company from the chicken’.65

    Up on A deck, Dorothy Gibson felt a ‘slight jar’, but the movement seemed so insignificant that she, and her group, continued to laugh and converse for a full fifteen minutes before she noticed that the stewards and officers had started to behave with ‘considerable nervousness’. She then said goodnight to her party and stepped out on deck, with the intention of having a brief stroll. As she came out of the saloon she noticed that ‘the great ship was leaning heavily on one side’. As she walked, she saw ‘passengers engaged in card playing and other forms of divertissement’. The night was beautiful, the moon ‘shining brilliantly and the stars twinkled without being obscured by a single cloud’. Yet, in the ocean, there were ‘icebergs around us and the water seemed filled with the shattered remains of others’.66

    Jack Thayer remembered the moment that occurred just as he was going to bed. He seemed to sway ever so slightly and then he heard the engines stop – it was this ‘sudden quiet’ that he found more startling and disturbing. All was silent except for the breeze whistling through the half-open port window. A moment later, he heard the distant noise of running feet and muffled voices, followed by the sound of the engines starting up again. But there was something odd about the timbre that emanated from deep within the ship, as if the engines functioned not ‘with the bright vibration of which we were accustomed’, but as though they were tired.67 Curious, he quickly threw on his heavy overcoat and put on his slippers, and after calling out to his parents to tell them that he was going up on deck to ‘see the fun’, he left his cabin to find out what had happened to the ship. His father said he would follow shortly.68

    Renee Harris, who was married to a successful Broadway producer, was playing double Canfield with her husband in her cabin. Earlier that day, she had taken a tumble down a flight of stairs and had suffered a compound fracture of the elbow. Despite the pain, and the trauma of having her arm set, she had made an appearance at dinner that night, but had left early to return to her cabin. She had heard the talk of ice and had thought to herself how strange it was that the ship should sail at such a speed. ‘The door of the clothes closet had been left open and I noticed my clothes swinging to a marked degree,’ she remembered, ‘so I said, “We’re going awfully fast to have my dresses sway like that – much too fast among icebergs,” when at that very moment the ship stopped.’ Her husband said that he and Jacques Futrelle, who had the room opposite, would go out and see what all the fuss was about, and so he asked May Futrelle to sit with Renee in his absence. ‘It is not an ordinary event to have a ship suddenly stop in the middle of the ocean so I was alarmed,’ she said.69

    Laura Mabel Francatelli – ‘Franks’, Lady Duff Gordon’s secretary – was getting into bed in her cabin on E deck when she felt an almighty crash. ‘The collision shook me, as well as everything else in my room.’ She put on her dressing gown and opened her door to see several people standing in the corridor, all wearing ‘night attire’. Two gentlemen approached and told her that although they had hit an iceberg there was no reason to be concerned and that she ought to return to bed.70

    Some passengers claimed to have seen the iceberg itself. Edith Rosenbaum had finished writing a batch of letters in the drawing room, when she returned to her cabin to get ready for bed. Just as she was about to turn on the electric light in her cabin she felt a ‘very slight jar, then a second, a little stronger, and a third, accompanied by a heavy shock, strong enough to make me cling to my bed-post’. She noticed the floor seemed to list and that the ship had come to a dead stop. As she opened her porthole and looked out she saw a ‘huge white mass, like a mountain’ drift by.71 Virginia Clark, from California, had just climbed into bed when she felt a sudden jolt. As she looked through the window, instead of seeing the blackness of the ocean and the sky, she saw a ‘perfectly white background’, which she assumed was ‘a tremendous ship with its white bow at the window’. Anxious to discover more, she stood on her bath to look out of the porthole, but saw nothing but the night, ‘which shows the rapidity with which the ship must have passed the huge white thing after it was hit’.72

    According to quartermaster George Rowe – who was stationed on the poop deck, the raised deck at the stern of the ship – the iceberg was in the region of one hundred feet tall. Just before the collision he noticed that the light seemed to take on an extraordinary quality, as if the air was full of minute ice particles, ‘like myriads of coloured lights’, a phenomenon that sailors called ‘Whiskers round the Light’. At 11.40 p.m. he felt the ship shudder, a movement that he compared to the sensation of buffing up against a dock wall. At first sight he thought that the large object that passed by was a Windjammer, a type of sailing ship, but as it came closer he realised it was an enormous iceberg. Despite this, at the time he ‘did not think the collision was serious’.73

    In fact, many passengers took advantage of the drama to have a bit of fun. Some scooped up chunks of ice into their hands and proceeded to have snowball fights, while one passenger in the second-class smoking room asked a friend whether he could fetch him some ice to top up his highball. In general, the whole thing, as Edith Rosenbaum observed, was regarded as a great joke; she recalled throwing snowballs with an acquaintance on board, twenty-seven-year-old Robert Williams Daniel.

    Even the chairman of the White Star Line did not think the ship was in danger at first. Ismay was asleep in his cabin when he felt a jarring movement. Assuming that the liner had dropped a propeller, he pulled on a pair of trousers over his pyjamas and threw on an overcoat and went straight to the bridge to speak to the Captain. Smith told him the ship had struck ice. Was she seriously damaged, Ismay asked. ‘I’m afraid she is,’ Smith replied. Before Ismay had arrived on the bridge the Captain had checked the commutator, a piece of equipment ‘like a clock to tell you how the ship is listing’.74 The device showed Smith that the liner was already listing two degrees down by the bow and five degrees to starboard. On seeing this, Captain Smith was heard to say to himself, ‘Oh, my God.’

    Smith, together with Thomas Andrews – the managing director of Harland and Wolff, the Belfast-based company that had built the Titanic – began their descent into the bowels of the ship to inspect the damage. With each discovery the prognosis worsened. The cargo hold at the front of the ship was flooded; the mail room was deep in water; the freezing-cold sea was seeping into boiler room number five, and boiler room number six was already fourteen feet under water; even the racquet court where Colonel Gracie had played a game of squash earlier that morning was filling with water. Back on the bridge, Andrews calculated that the iceberg had ripped a three-hundred-foot hole, or series of holes, along the starboard side of the ship. Although the crew closed the liner’s watertight doors, five of the ship’s compartments had been damaged, meaning that seawater started to weigh down the vessel, allowing yet more water to flow over the top of the bulkheads. If only four of the compartments had been flooded, Titanic would have survived. But, as Andrews realised, ‘she could not float with all of her first five compartments full’.75

    The Titanic would not last the night.

    •   •   •

    Laura Mabel Francatelli realised something was seriously wrong when she overheard a man in her corridor tell a passenger that the hold, luggage and mail had ‘gone’. She dressed quickly and opened her door to find water running down her corridor. When she reached the cabin of her employer, Lady Duff Gordon, she found ‘Madame’ wearing two dressing gowns for warmth and Sir Cosmo in the process of getting dressed. A minute or so later a member of the crew knocked on the door to tell them that the Captain had issued an order for all passengers to wear their life preservers. ‘The next instant they were putting one on Madame, and I,’ the secretary wrote to a friend. ‘Oh, Marion, that was a sickening moment, I felt myself go like marble, but Madame and I prayed together, for God to look after us, and keep us safe, if it was his will.’ Sir Cosmo accompanied his wife and ‘Franks’ to the top deck, which was already full of people. ‘I looked over the side of the boat and tried to penetrate the blackness,’ she remembered, ‘and noticed the water was not such a long distance away from us, as we had always remarked at what a height it [the ship] was. I said to Sir Cosmo, “I believe we are sinking.” He said, “Nonsense, come away,” and then we walked more to the bow of the boat.’76

    Among the crowd was Dorothy Gibson, who observed Thomas Andrews ‘run to and fro with a face of greenish paleness’.77 Mary Sloan, a stewardess from Belfast, recalls the look of horror in Andrews’s eyes that night; although the chief designer was trying to control his emotions and his fear, it was possible to discern from his demeanour the fate of the ship. ‘I read in his face all I wanted to know,’ she said.78 Andrews told Jack Thayer and his father that the ship would not last more than an hour. The two men returned to their staterooms to find Marian Thayer and her maid dressed. Jack hurried into his clothes – ‘a warm greenish tweed suit and vest with another mohair vest underneath my coat’ – and tied a life preserver, which he described as a kind of large, thick cork vest, around him, before putting on his overcoat. The family rushed to the lounge on A deck, which had become crowded with people. There, Jack saw his new friend, Milton Long, who asked if he could join the Thayers. ‘There was a great deal of noise,’ said Jack. ‘The band was playing lively tunes without apparently receiving much attention from the worried . . . audience.’79

    When Edith Rosenbaum was told to put on her life jacket and leave her cabin she didn’t have time to get fully dressed. She was still wearing her evening dress – a style which the women of the day called ‘potato sacks’ or ‘hobble skirts’– her velvet slippers and thin silk stockings. She donned a fur coat, fur scarf and a knitted wool cap and, before locking her trunks, rushed up to the lounge. ‘Shall I ever forget my last look into my stateroom?’ she wrote years later. ‘The soft pink light of a table lamp, the pink down quilt, the warm radiator casting a soft glow, everything so cosy, so comfortable. How I hated to leave it.’

    On her way to the lounge, she walked past the open door of a friend who had recently bought a dog in France. She heard the animal whining and so walked into the cabin and stroked it, tucking it under the bed cover, before closing the door. She then met her bedroom steward Wareham, and asked him whether he would return to her cabin to fetch her lucky mascot – a toy musical pig that played the popular song ‘La Maxixe’. Although fellow passengers who overheard the exchange looked at her with distaste – how could she think of such a trifle when the boat was sinking? – the toy had special meaning for her. In August 1911, Edith had been seriously injured in a car accident on the so-called ‘hill of death’ between Deauville and Paris. Her friend at the wheel, a German gun manufacturer named Ludwig Loewe, had been killed instantly as the car ploughed headlong into a tree; she only survived because she had been tossed from the vehicle and landed on a tyre. ‘My mother, having heard that the pig was considered a symbol of good luck in France, and feeling that good luck was just what I needed, presented me with this toy pig, the size of a big kitten and covered with white fur and black spots,’ she said later.80

    Although Edith heard the order for all women and children to go to the boat deck, she ignored the command, choosing instead to settle down in a cosy armchair in the lounge. She still could not comprehend the seriousness of the problem and assumed it would be safer to stay on board the ship than take the risk of getting into one of the lifeboats. She watched as some people queued to get back their valuables and observed a regiment of bakers in their white uniforms deliver loaves of bread to the lifeboats. ‘I remember saying with a laugh to someone standing by me that this looked like the carnival parade at Nice.’81 Writer Helen Churchill Candee used a similar but darker analogy to describe that night – with its strange mixture of passengers, some in nightclothes, some in evening dress, some in a combination of the two – as ‘a fancy-dress ball in Dante’s Hell’.82

    It was as if the normal rules that underpinned the world had been broken, and the law of gravity itself undermined. Water was flowing down corridors, swirling up staircases and over the watertight compartments; with each minute the ocean invaded the ship, weighing it down further. As a result the liner was tilting and listing, making it ever more difficult for people to move around. Lawrence Beesley, the schoolmaster from Dulwich College, remembers the sensation of trying to walk down a staircase. It was, he said, a ‘curious sense of something out of balance and of not being able to put one’s feet down in the right place’.83

    At 12.45 a.m. the first distress rocket was fired, its sparks briefly lighting up the night sky. At the same time, officers on the starboard side of the ship prepared to launch the first lifeboat – lifeboat number seven. Dorothy Gibson and her mother, Pauline, clung to each other as they were jostled by a large crowd of people, ‘but that mattered not,’ she said, ‘so long as I found that I was being pushed nearer the lifeboats that were being lowered’.84 After the Gibsons had been helped into the boat by their bridge companions, William Thomson Sloper and Frederick Seward, Dorothy insisted that the two men join her. She held on to Sloper’s hand until the officer in charge relented. Joining them in this boat were Dickinson Bishop and his wife, a honeymoon couple from Dowagiac, Michigan (unknown to her at the time, nineteen-year-old Helen was pregnant – she had either conceived on her honeymoon or while on board the Titanic), and Robert Williams Daniel, who had thrown snowballs with Edith Rosenbaum only an hour earlier. In all, there were twenty-eight passengers in this lifeboat – apart from three crew members, all of them were from first class. The lifeboat had a capacity to hold sixty-five.

    Madeleine Astor – the eighteen-year-old newly married wife of John Jacob Astor – was offered a chance to get into the lifeboat, but she refused. She was five months pregnant – she had conceived on her honeymoon – and climbing into a lifeboat suspended seventy-five feet above the dark ocean seemed like too great a risk to take. She would rather stay on the ship with her husband, she said.

    At this time – just over an hour after the iceberg collision – there was still little sense of confusion or panic. Karl Behr, a twenty-six-year-old lawyer and former champion lawn tennis player, recalls Bruce Ismay coming up to his party and telling them that they should get into a lifeboat. ‘No one . . . was anxious to obey,’ he said, as ‘ . . . we all still felt that nothing so far warranted such a risk; to our minds the idea of the Titanic sinking was preposterous.’ A few moments later, Ismay approached Behr’s group again and, with more emphasis, ordered them to get into a boat. At this point, after a short discussion, they relented and Sallie Monypeny Beckwith took the lead and directed her family – her husband, Richard Beckwith, and daughter from her first marriage, Helen – towards lifeboat number five. For months, Behr – a runner-up in the men’s doubles championship at Wimbledon in 1907 – had been pursuing Helen, a friend of his sister. Although Mrs Beckwith had tried to keep the couple apart – she had even gone so far as to take her daughter to Europe to try and separate them – Behr was having none of it. After following Helen halfway across the world – and inventing a business trip in Europe – he wasn’t about to part from her now.

    As she approached lifeboat number five, which was surrounded by around twenty crew members, Mrs Beckwith heard Ismay calling out for more passengers. She walked up to Ismay and asked him quietly whether each member of her party, men included, could get into the lifeboat. ‘Of course, Madam,’ Ismay replied, ‘all passengers, men and women, go in these boats.’ The statement was not quite true, however, as three men – Captain Edward Gifford Crosby, Frank Warren and Engelhart Ostby – were already standing on the deck and waving goodbye to their wives and daughters. The three men would lose their lives that night.

    Just as the crew started to lower lifeboat five, Dr Henry William Frauenthal – distressed at being parted from his wife, Clara, or perhaps finding himself unable to live and die by an Edwardian code of honour – jumped down into the boat, together with his brother, Isaac, and two other men. As he landed, Frauenthal – a heavily overweight man who was wearing two life jackets – hit first-class passenger Annie May Stengel. The impact of the fall broke two of her ribs and rendered her unconscious. Someone shouted out, ‘Throw that man out of the boat,’ but it was too late, and the boat continued to be lowered.

    Apart from this incident, perfect discipline seemed to prevail, remembered Behr, as each of the passengers assumed that it was simply a case that they would spend an hour or so in the lifeboat before returning to the Titanic. Lifeboat number five, which left the ship at 12.55 a.m., carried around forty people – again, apart from a handful of crew members, all of them came from first class.

    ‘Nearly all the men saved with their parties were in these first few boats, all this before the lack of organisation and realisation of danger was felt,’ said Behr. ‘This was after explained by the fact, then unknown to us, that the Captain had ordered all passengers to A deck, the one below, while we were on the top boat deck on the side which had been struck, the star-board.’85

    Over on the port side of the ship, Charles Herbert Lightoller – the ship’s Second Officer – was busy preparing lifeboat six. He called out for women and children, and slowly they came forward. He saw a young English couple – Tyrell and Julia Cavendish – looking dazed and confused. She was wearing nothing but her husband’s overcoat, a wrap and a pair of thin shoes. The couple looked at each other for a brief moment, before Lightoller gently took hold of Julia’s hand and directed her towards the boat. When she looked back her husband had disappeared into the crowd; she never saw him again.

    Helen Churchill Candee was the next passenger to secure a place in the boat. Candee – a fifty-three-year-old American writer – had been travelling in Europe when she had heard that her son, Harold, had been injured in an aeroplane accident. On board the Titanic, she had attracted the attentions of a number of men, some of whom had appointed themselves as her protector. Candee, however, was an independent woman – a divorcee, she had written the bestselling guide How Women May Earn a Living. She was not, however, immune to the joys of romance, and it seems that on the ship she had dallied with the affections of two men – Hugh Woolner, a forty-five-year-old London investor, and Edward Austin Kent, a fifty-eight-year-old architect from New York. In her account of the disaster published in the magazine Collier’s Weekly, Candee refers to herself and her unnamed companion as ‘the Two’. As she was walking up the grand staircase, she bumped into Kent, and gave him an ivory cameo of her mother and a small gold flask, engraved with the Churchill crest. The items were later found on his body when it was recovered from the sea and brought to Halifax, Canada.

    Boarding the lifeboat proved difficult for Candee. As she climbed into it, she lost her footing, and landed on the oars lying lengthwise in the boat, hurting her ankle. Yet she did not make a fuss and kept the painful injury to herself.

    Lightoller then spotted Margaret ‘Molly’ Brown – a first-class passenger who later became the subject of a musical and Hollywood film – who looked as though she was about to walk away from lifeboat six, towards the starboard side of the ship. He grabbed hold of her with the words, ‘You are going, too,’ and physically manoeuvred her into the lifeboat. By the time Lightoller had managed to direct around two dozen women – plus two crew members, quartermaster Robert Hitchens, and Frederick Fleet, the lookout who had first spotted the iceberg – into the boat he ordered it to be lowered. As it began its uncertain descent, Hitchens called up to say that he could not handle the lifeboat with only one other man. Lightoller called out for a crew member to step forward, but as he got no reply, a middle-aged man, Major Arthur Peuchen, a Canadian manufacturer of chemicals, announced that although he was no seaman, he was a yachtsman. ‘If you’re sailor enough to get out on those falls and get down into the boat, go ahead,’ said Lightoller. Peuchen hesitated for a moment, before jumping out a distance of some ten feet, grasping the ropes and sliding down into the boat. In his cabin, he had left behind a tin box containing $100,000 worth of stocks and $200,000 in bonds, choosing instead to take only a good luck pin and three oranges.

    Those in third class, however, did not have the luxury of being able to choose what to take with them; in fact, they would be lucky if they escaped from the ship with their lives. Eighteen-year-old Gus Cohen, an unemployed printer who was emigrating from England to America in search of work, went to bed at 10.30 p.m. that Sunday night. He shared his cabin with six other Englishmen; he would be the only one to survive the disaster.

    At 11.40 p.m. Gus had been awoken by a crash, but assumed, like many others, that it was a minor problem in the boiler room, and so he went back to sleep. Even later, when he was woken by the master-at-arms and told to put on a lifebelt, he didn’t worry. He walked up to the third-class deck, where he saw great lumps of ice, and realised that the ship had struck an iceberg. He heard the call for women and children to take their places in the lifeboats and saw a number of people praying and holding rosaries. He thought to himself, ‘I will pray when I am rescued.’ People seemed to be in a daze, as if trapped in some odd sort of dream. He worked out that if he stayed on the third-class deck he would almost certainly die. ‘I could see that the first-class passengers were looked after first,’ he remembered. ‘I tried to get to the first-class deck, but was barred by sailors from going there.’ Finally, through a circuitous route, he did manage to find a way up to the first-class deck, but by then, he said, ‘things were hopeless’; he knew that he would not be allowed into a lifeboat. He would have to do something. For the moment, however, he didn’t know what.86

    Those third-class passengers who occupied cabins at the front of the ship felt the full impact of the collision. Bertha Mulvihill, who was sharing her room with Margaret Daly, was nearly thrown from her berth. Eugene Daly – Margaret’s cousin, and a friend of the Mulvihill family from Athlone, Ireland – was also woken by the crash. He went to the girls’ quarters to check on them and found them ‘awake and confused’. He then returned to his cabin and put on his life jacket. When he stepped into the corridor, however, he discovered that he was the only passenger wearing a life preserver and immediately became the butt of jokes. Daly grabbed his thick black overcoat, with its astrakhan fur collar – a garment he later credited with saving his life – and urged his cousin and friend to get dressed. Margaret pulled on a coat over her nightgown and went out into the corridor. When she heard the call for all passengers to put on life jackets she went back inside and retrieved a life preserver.

    The three friends then started to climb upward, finally reaching the deck above. But almost as soon as they arrived, Margaret realised she had left a number of precious keepsakes in her cabin. She wanted to go back and retrieve them, and although Eugene tried to stop her, she was adamant. Margaret, however, was in for a shock – her cabin was now under five feet of water and the expedition left her legs soaking wet.

    On rejoining her friends Margaret had to wait for what seemed an eternity as the group was ‘held below deck for the longest time’. According to Bertha, ‘Every time we went up a stair they were locked.’87 Finally, Eugene managed to find an open route towards the lifeboats on the upper deck. The other problem, according to Eugene, was that many women in third class believed the reassurances of the stewards that the ship could not sink. ‘Most of the women believed these statements,’ said Daly, ‘until it was too late. That is why so many of the women in the steerage [third class] were drowned. When they finally realised that the ship was sinking they tried to reach the boats, but could not get through the crowd of other frightened passengers.’88

    As the water continued to gush in, the crew knew that time was running out and so they worked quickly to launch the boats. With each moment, the situation proved more desperate. Titanic was carrying 2,228 people, yet her sixteen lifeboats (plus four Englehardt collapsibles) provided enough space for only 1,178. Loss of life would be inevitable.
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