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    The Crystal Palace, flagship symbol of Victorian confidence in progress and technology.
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    The Titanic (transverse section).
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  Foreword

  Years ago, I was motorcycling in Asia along the Himalayas, from Kathmandu to Bhutan through Sikkim, India. I was traveling with a group of Brits, who naturally required we stop for afternoon tea. In one remote village, with little more than a dirt road in and a dirt road out, we entered a humble establishment with only two tables and seating for no more than eight. On the wall I noticed a poster for James Cameron’s film, Titanic. I doubted that anyone in this small village could have possibly ever seen the ocean, yet they were familiar with the story of Titanic.

  Titanic is not the shipwreck associated with the greatest loss of life, nor is it the deepest of shipwrecks. The events relating to the tragedy are reasonably well documented, and both Britain and the United States conducted formal inquiries into the sinking. Nevertheless, the story of the sinking of Titanic is something that people from around the world cannot help but be drawn to. Unequivocally, Titanic is the most famous shipwreck in the world.

  For most of my adult life I have worked as a professional diver, and have been diving shipwrecks almost all of that time. As a free-swimming scuba and rebreather diver, I had visited some of the most legendary wrecks within reach of the technology of the day. I have had over 150 dives on the Andrea Doria, dived to the Lusitania located off the coast of Ireland, and been to the sister ship of Titanic, the Britannic, lost near the island of Kea in Greece.

  The wrecks I had dived were hundreds of feet deep, while Titanic was thousands. The difference in depth was symbolic of the difference in cultural significance. Titanic was in a class far beyond anything I had ever experienced. It would be impossible for anyone who considered themselves a wreck diver not to dream about one day diving in a submersible to Titanic.

  In 2005 I had the opportunity of a lifetime: to dive the Titanic. I was already working on programs for television with diving partner Richie Kohler and Lone Wolf Documentary Group producer Kirk Wolfinger. When I was approached with a program idea on Titanic, I immediately went to Kirk and Richie. We were going to Titanic! It was a business opportunity, but more than that it was a chance to visit the most famous shipwreck in the world. Given this opportunity, how could my life stay the same, and how could I not dream of perhaps contributing something to the cumulative knowledge of Titanic?

  To prepare for our expedition, I needed to learn everything I could about Titanic, including her construction, her history, the sinking, and the legend. In the beginning, I probably knew as much as anyone with an interest in maritime history. As a young man, I had read the classic, A Night to Remember, by Walter Lord, and had seen the black-and-white film made from the book many times, at least as many times as I had seen Jim Cameron’s well-done blockbuster. I had seen several documentaries and read books relating to the discovery of the wreck of Titanic as well. I thought I already knew quite a bit about Titanic.

  Then a friend recommended I read Wyn Craig Wade’s Titanic: End of a Dream, and told me that if I was to read only one book on Titanic, it should be this book. I thought this was rather presumptuous considering the book was out of print, more than twenty years old, and there were so many other recent writings with the benefit of all that modern explorers could contribute.

  I approached reading End of a Dream as a work assignment, and certainly had to take into consideration when the book was written and the information available to the author at the time. I could not have been more surprised at what I found. I did not read anything prior to, or anything since, that was able to convey to the reader the meaning of Titanic.

  I found Wyn’s writing to be engaging and endearing, but the thing that really made this book stand out was how it was able to translate the human emotions of the Titanic sinking into modern culture. Wyn was able to convey what Titanic—and, more importantly, the sinking of Titanic—meant to the people of that time. If we cannot understand the impact of Titanic on the world of 1912, how can we possibly understand how Titanic integrates into our culture and thinking today?

  Titanic was truly a community afloat, with everything you might find in a small city, including a government, social classes, and a sense of progress. As Titanic left the dock, she was almost a caricature of herself. The appropriately named ship was symbolic of the dreams and expectations of the men, women, and children in 1912 prior to World War I. As they looked ahead at the brave new world they were building, Titanic reflected who they were.

  

  For me, how could I explore Titanic and not actually understand Titanic? All the modern controversies relating to metallurgy, the recovery of artifacts, competing explorers, and the natural compression of the wreck—all are irrelevant unless they are viewed in the context of what Titanic is.

  This is how Wyn saw Titanic—in terms of real meaning and context. His book not only helped me to understand Titanic, it helped me to understand why Titanic appeals to people all around the globe, and why the sinking truly was the end of a dream. Modern discoveries, theories, and revelations on Titanic do not change the context of this magnificent ship as she was in 1912. Thirty years after this book was written, it is still important, relevant, and honest.

  John Chatterton


  

  Introduction

  to the Centennial Edition of

  The Titanic: Disaster of a Century

  (originally published as The Titanic: End of a Dream)

  by Wyn Craig Wade

  View From a Century

  by Barbara Wade

  “Prophecy is nothing more, or less, than knowledge of the past combined with a deep understanding of the present.”

  – Wyn Craig Wade

  “For there is never anywhere to go but in.” – Doris Lessing

  After so many years and so many voyages in search of it, news that the Titanic had been found seemed like the conquering of an Everest, the achievement of the impossible. Only this time the impossible lay two and a half miles below sea level, in the dark, on the ocean floor.

  Among the first details to come in from the North Atlantic in 1985 was that the wreckage was found piled in two locations two thousand feet apart: the bow end in one pile and the stern, smashed nearly to rubble, in another. The unusual distribution of the debris that had been the Ship of Dreams confirmed the scenario described by some survivors at the time of the tragedy: just before sinking the ship had broken in two.

  The Titanic: End of a Dream, Wyn’s first book, was published in 1979, a time when finding the Titanic was still being compared to looking for the proverbial needle in a haystack. Then, six years later, in August 1985, Wyn got an unexpected call. Robert Ballard was on the line and was calling from the research ship, Knorr. Ballard and the Woods Hole team had been sonar-combing a target area of the North Atlantic for several months, and time and money were running out.

  

  “He wanted to verify coordinates for the positions of other ships in the area at the time,” Wyn explained later. The idea was to try to triangulate Titanic’s last position from those of other ships known to have been in the vicinity at the time, and then focus the Knorr’s search around that. And so, when word came a week or so later that the Titanic had been found, Wyn was gratified but not overly surprised. He was more interested in the fact that her remains lay in two places (a fact taken for granted now but had not been thought possible at that time).

  Years before, when End of a Dream was still in the manuscript stage, Wyn had planned to narrate his account of the sinking with the bizarre scene a Titanic survivor had related to him. An articulate retired teacher when Wyn corresponded with her in 1978, Ruth Becker Blanchard had been twelve years old when the ship struck the berg and she and her mother, sister, and baby brother were put off in separate lifeboats. In a typewritten memoir of her experience, Ruth related how she had watched Titanic founder and, before her final plunge to the bottom, suffer an incredible final insult:

  
    As we looked back at the Titanic, it was a beautiful sight outlined against the starry sky—every porthole and saloon blazing with light. It was impossible to think anything could be wrong with such an enormous boat, were it not for that tilt downward in the bow, where the water was now up to the lowest row of portholes. … Finally, as the Titanic sank faster the lights in the cabins and saloons died out. At the same time the machinery roared down through the vessel with a rattle and a groaning that could be heard for miles—the weirdest sound surely that could be heard in the middle of the ocean, a thousand miles from land.

    To our amazement the Titanic broke in half—the prow slipping down quietly under the water—and the stern remaining in an upright position for a couple of minutes—seeming to say “Goodbye—so sorry!” Then with a quiet slanting dive it disappeared beneath the waters. …

  

  Wyn longed to bring Ruth’s account of the sinking to the fore of his narrative; however, in light of all the evidence against it at the time, he decided to omit it. As we learned in 1985, Titanic began confirming Ruth’s story immediately upon discovery and has continued to do so with subsequent expeditions and research.

  Two decades later Wyn and I would take the train to Chicago for a premiere showing of James Cameron’s blockbuster movie, Titanic. After the first, breathtakingly beautiful opening scenes of the ship, Wyn grew increasingly restless. Later that evening, he spoke for the first time of doing a centennial edition of End of a Dream. The hundredth anniversary of the sinking would be a good time to make revisions, he thought—by then a quarter-century’s worth of findings from the wreck site would be available for assessment—and 2012 would be his last opportunity to demonstrate something he adamantly believed: that Titanic’s truth is the most powerful story of all.

  “Titanic’s human drama is better than fiction,” he would tell audiences. “You have irony, naivety, acts of genuine courage, tenderness, cowardice, compassion. You have wistful romance in the end of an era, the end of peace and tranquility. Victorian optimism, wrecked. And you have horror: luxury turning into a nightmare, and the enormous disparity between the best of life and a most horrible death.”

  Regrettably, Wyn did not live to tell Titanic’s story for twenty-first-century readers—his insight into the most mythic disaster of the twentieth century would have provided a unique perspective on the events of the new millennium.

  [image: image]

  Wyn’s study of the Titanic arose out of personal disaster. In the spring of 1976, Wyn and I were preparing to move with our five-year-old son, Derek, from our home in Waitsfield, Vermont, to East Lansing, Michigan, where Wyn had been accepted into a doctoral program in psychology at Michigan State University.

  A month before our scheduled departure Wyn’s father, in South Bend, Indiana, died unexpectedly of surgery complications. The loss of this pillar of support gave Wyn deep misgivings about undertaking a move that would impose more upheaval for the family. After much discussion, reason overruled instinct and we decided to proceed as planned. Two months later we were in South Bend, based there temporarily with Wyn’s mother—between homes, jobs, and medical insurance—when Derek, out playing with local children, was hit by a neighbor’s car.

  As disaster has a way of doing, the events of a moment changed our lives forever. As for our best-laid plans, we never returned to Vermont.

  When asked how he came to be interested in the Titanic, Wyn would shrug, give a wry smile and say, “It was the only way I could think of at the time to deal with our medical bills.” What he did not mention was that with his wife and son now engaged full time in medical treatment in South Bend, he was soldiering on with coursework in East Lansing a hundred miles away. During the course of this separation from his family he had become increasingly preoccupied by the disaster of the century. Between classes and research papers, he peered through microfilm machines at sixty-five-year-old newspapers, absorbing the circumstances and logistics of the archetype of accidents. In the basement of the MSU library Titanic had become his occupational therapy, self-prescribed.

  What for Wyn began as a personal interest in a famous public tragedy grew in size and scope to become a full-scale analysis of Disaster itself. The reviewer for the Houston Chronicle called End of a Dream “the best autopsy of a disaster I have ever read.” The book went far beyond mere dissection and analysis, however. Somewhere in the course of his writing and research, Wyn followed Titanic into deeper water.

  Shortly after his death, I came across his speaker’s notes, a handful of lined, three-by-five cards and a half a dozen typewritten pages created for those occasions when he was asked to speak about his book and the Titanic. One page contains a list of nine numbered items, titled with characteristic modesty, “Some Details.” These were distinguishing features of End of a Dream which he regarded as unique and which have since become mainstays of the Titanic narrative. The list cites, in order:

  
    “the portrayal of the character of Senator Smith;

    the re-evaluation of Titanic’s officers;

    definition and use of the distress signal in 1912;

    the Officer of the Watch and 2nd officer Murdoch’s critical error at the helm.”

  

  End of a Dream, he notes, was also the first account to “shift more responsibility to the captain, exonerate Ismay, de-emphasize [the importance of the] lost wireless messages” and give insight into the lives and personalities of steerage passengers.

  The ninth item indicates that Wyn saved the best for last. Affirming Mr. Chatterton’s observation two decades later in his Foreword to this edition, the list names End of a Dream’s greatest contribution to the subject as: “Titanic’s meaning, then and since: why has this disaster held such sway over our imaginations?” This last “detail” brings us to a topic that inevitably surfaces in earnest conversations about the disaster: Titanic’s perennial mystique.

  Titanic as mirror


  The prospect of an expedition finally finding the legendary ship piqued Wyn’s interest. “At one point,” he writes in his notes, “I wondered if some of the Titanic’s mystique lay in the inaccessibility of her wreckage. She was buried two miles under the sea, as inaccessible as Noah’s Ark—and there’s something haunting about that. But I realized that wasn’t the answer. When I was informed that [the Woods-Hole/Ballard] expedition was out on the North Atlantic and close to finding her, I predicted that finding her would only increase our fascination with the Titanic. And that’s what has happened: more books and documentaries have been produced since the discovery of the wreckage than ever.”

  It’s a rare historian who can tell a story well and Wyn, possessing the Scotch-Irish gift for storytelling, was one of them. Keenly aware of the power of story to move, he could lift history out of the dust of dates and facts with ease. As a historian, he maintained that Titanic’s story needed little embellishment if told well and true. Identifying with Shaw’s expressions of “profound disgust” at the “outrageous, romantic lying” that glorified the disaster, Wyn reacted with similar distaste to sentimentalized treatments of the subject.

  With every page, End of a Dream demonstrates that Titanic’s people beckon us into a magic theater, one where facade is stripped away and true character is revealed—for better or worse. We identify with the heroic on board, and weep for the lost. We find ourselves interested even in the less than admirable, because we are drawn to understand human weakness through such unfortunates as Ismay, the compulsive, introverted company chairman; the polished but ultimately decision-paralyzed Captain Smith; the capable yet overwhelmed first officer, Murdoch, whose fate it was to be at the helm in the moment of crisis.

  Third class survivor August Wennerstrom, the Swedish newspaperman, tells of his experience in episodes that leap from pathos to thrilling adventure and back again:

  
    Coming out of the deck, again, we met a Swedish woman, from Chicago [this was Alma Pälsson and her children; see Feuilleton, Wennerstrom entry—Ed.]. She had, if I remember right, 4 small children and had not got them dressed in time to get in the lifeboats. We helped her with the children and I carried one of them. We met Capt. Smith; he picked up one of her children, but said that our time was coming, and before he finished the words, one of the boilers in the engine room exploded, and threw us all apart. This was the last I saw of the woman and her children from Chicago.

    Men jumped and were washed overboard. Titanic sank deeper and deeper. So came a second explosion that threw me clear across the deck and as a wonder, we landed right in front of a collapsible boat that had until now been overlooked ....We had not to push the boat off the deck, as the Titanic by this time was under the water and we were floating about her decks. …When the third explosion came we were right above one of the funnels and the explosion ripped the bottom out of our boat and threw us clear around the Titanic to the other side. Here we stayed, and lay, holding fast to our bottomless canvas boat, which was filled with water, but could not sink on account of the cork railing around her sides.

    It was a scene that I never will forget. It was horrible, but at the same time in one way that I am not able to explain a wonderful, dramatic scene.

  

  Through Titanic’s story we are driven to wonder if we would have had the stuff to survive; or, if not, to go down gracefully. If we would have had the pluck of a Jack Thayer, the religious faith of a Lightoller, or the sheer luck and fortitude of an August Wennerstrom. Would we have had the unthinking selfless courage of an Arthur Peuchen or a Molly Brown, or would we have been among those in the lifeboats demanding our oarsmen to ignore the cries and bobbing bodies receding behind us in the freezing water?

  Titanic draws us to her because she reflects back to us the most fascinating thing in the world—ourselves. Those who would discover her secrets could do worse than look in the mirror and ask, What is it about this ship that specifically fascinates me?

  In End of a Dream Wyn pulls no punches about where his own interest lies. As he once explained to his young son, “Responsibility means what the word sounds like: it’s the ability to respond.” A measure of character, in other words, is the ability to put one’s own need of comfort, convenience and even safety aside in order to go to the aid of others, particularly those in dire need or distress.

  We see this conviction at work in Wyn’s tender attention to Arthur Rostron, captain of the Carpathia; also in the wry vignettes of the straight-talking (and frequently confounding) fifth officer, Harold Lowe. We see it most dramatically in his portrait of the unstoppable, thoroughly American senator from Michigan, William Alden Smith, who doesn’t hesitate to plow through special interest and social convention in his quest for accountability.

  And we see it, most uncompromisingly, in the book’s painstaking analysis and cross-examination of the unfortunate and less than responsive master of the Californian.

  Titanic as archetype


  Wyn had an instinctive appreciation of syzygy, the conjoining of opposites. His description in Chapter 14 of the blend of beauty and horror that was Titanic in her last moments captures the uncanny tableau witnessed only by those in lifeboats who dared to look:

  
    … her immense hull, silhouetted against the stars, pointed “like an enormous black finger” toward the heavens … the spectacle of her three massive propellers towering in the sky wavering between awesome and obscene.

  

  This image, reproduced on nearly every book cover and media package on the Titanic, conveys a scene so bizarre and so compelling that it can justifiably be called archetypal.

  Wyn and I discovered the writings of Carl Jung as young adults—Wyn through his studies in psychology, I through the works of Hermann Hesse. We were intrigued by Jung’s concept of archetypes, images that arise spontaneously from the human imagination through dreams, art, and fantasy, and make us aware of a deeper ground of being upon which our daily lives rest like the tip of an iceberg—that shadowy, non-rational dimension of life that Jung called the collective unconscious. I was reminded of our mutual interest in archetypes when I began re-reading End of a Dream to prepare for republishing it. The issue of Titanic’s mystique, I felt, the magnetic strength and sheer endurance of this ship’s story, could not be ignored and might, in fact, derive from a more ancient and compelling source than history itself. After all, the titan ship had inserted itself into our personal lives in the most unexpected and intimate ways.

  The image of Titanic sinking—especially now that the breakup at the surface seems confirmed—conjures two, much older images that survive in Western consciousness: the Tower of Babel and its medieval counterpart, the Tarot card of “The Tower.” Both images semaphore the same message— unthinkable catastrophe—along with the implication that the disaster at hand is in some way human-made. “Titanic sinking” resurrects these ancient images for contemplation by the modern mind. All three images shock, and forcefully remind us of humankind’s ever-present danger: our propensity for self-delusion.

  Titanic as oracle


  Beginning with the September 11 attacks on the World Trade Center in 2001, the world has been turned on its head, repeatedly, by the unthinkable. The attacks on the Twin Towers provoked what some saw as a second horror, the U.S. invasion of Iraq. The backlash of terrorist action and ideology that exploded and spread across the Middle East afterward administered further blows to Western self-confidence. And if these events weren’t unsettling enough, 2008 saw the unfolding of a global financial crisis, spawned by rampant speculation in the U.S. housing market; the oil spill in the Gulf of Mexico, which took over news headlines for months in 2010; and the nuclear mayhem triggered by a giant earthquake and tsunami hitting Japan in 2011. These and other disasters have erupted, one upon the other, in just the first decade of the new millennium, creating a numbing series of catastrophes, giving doomsayers satisfying fodder for apocalyptic predictions, and making stability and order look like things of the past. With monotonous consistency, postmortem studies after each disaster identified the same naive and simplistic—a Buddhist would call them “unskillful”—attitudes which a hundred years ago gave us the Titanic: complacency, self-interest, and overconfidence.

  In a word, hubris.

  “Consider the basic scenario,” Wyn would say to his audiences. “Here’s a colossal, brand-new ship, the biggest and best, going full speed ahead into an ice field in spite of numerous warnings … and when disaster strikes, there are not enough safeguards, the captain becomes paralyzed, and more lives are lost than necessary simply through a lack of preparedness and organization—utterly typical of the haste and arrogance of the 20th century.”

  A fan once wrote to Wyn with the question, “Do you think civilization as we know it will survive the century?” Wyn took the time to reply:

  
    Think of the first spaceships taking small numbers of emigrants, and then bigger ships taking immense hordes of people to settle into new ways of life on distant planets. Then think of the first giant space shuttle, the Titania, which will be loaded with possibly half the earth’s populace—people of all nations and classes—all of them brimming with excitement and expectation of colonizing the New World. The voyage will be epic-making and wonderful. And then comes all those meteorite reports, which the captain ignores, because the Titania is ‘practically unwreckable.’ … The rest, you know.

    August Wennerstrom recounted his own mid-crisis insight:

    We came into one of the magnificent suites, clothing was thrown all over, on the table was money, jewels, and diamonds … Now, under natural conditions the first idea had been to save all the wealth before you—you know how crazy people are after money and wealth—but it’s artificial, earthly, and of no account. Money and wealth are death-things and of no value to you when you stand face to face with death.

  

  In Greek mythology, the Titan gods were personifications of what the ancients regarded as the primordial matter of the universe, phenomena of nature that defined the cosmos. Sun, Moon, Sea, Sky, Fire, and (interestingly) Memory were just a few of these forces. In this sense—of cosmic reality concretized and projected to suprahuman scale—Titanic may at last be living up to her name. Lacking our ancestors’ gift of projecting our human awe of cosmic forces onto “the gods,” we nevertheless still sense a numinous quality about the Titanic disaster which for various reasons other ship-wrecks—even other, and worse, disasters—do not inspire.

  In the form of a glorious and doomed ship, this man-made Titan confronts us with a stark vision of our own Achilles’ heel, the ego-mind that seeks to control and dominate, and directs our gaze to the consequences of ignoring our limitations in the face of forces we only partially understand or appreciate. Nature’s unusual display of weather that calm and moonless April night in 1912 struck many as a personified, even personal challenge to the mix of power and ignorance that came charging across the Atlantic. Now, a hundred years later, Titanic still haunts us, a tragic reminder that our greatest strengths frequently blind us to our greatest weaknesses.

  Wyn called Titanic “a story of if’s.” If the ship had gone through proper sea trials. If the captain hadn’t canceled the boat drill that Sunday. If there had been binoculars in the crow’s nest. If there had been a swell in the sea instead of a dead calm, and so on. Like most disasters, Titanic is an event in which no single factor can be blamed as a cause and where so-called acts of God seem somehow to create less collateral damage than the actions of humans. Titanic is a reminder that it takes a convergence of human error, overconfidence, and denial coupled with evolving external events to invoke the bolt from the blue.

  The sinking of the Titanic signaled the end of a dream for the Gilded Age, but not of humankind’s penchant for self-delusion. Wyn concludes his book with a warning that just manages to skirt prediction: It is possible that humanity may not learn what it needs to know about itself in time to realize its genius. The hope Wyn offers lies in the chronicle of Titanic’s brief ocean-going existence itself, in the step-by-step unfolding of detail upon detail and the unrelenting pile-up of error that led, finally and inexorably, to Titanic’s doom. We can learn from this chronicle lessons of overconfidence and negligence, of self-interest and shortsightedness, and recognize the critical need to heed the signs which warn us that our own actions are giving birth to danger on the horizon.

  By his last chapter, Wyn had come to see Titanic as more than the pipe dream of the Gilded Age. He fully comprehended the ship through the mythic lens of meaning—as a compass or blueprint for our survival as a species, as an oracle for our time. “It took a leap in technology,” he would tell listeners,

  
    to discover and explore the first technological marvel of the twentieth century. And we’ve come full circle. The Titanic disaster was the first true technological disaster of the twentieth century. And perhaps the most entrenched myth, still, is the belief that technological progress will solve our cultural, social and spiritual problems—just as our grandparents and great-grandparents believed in 1912 before the Titanic went down.

    Right now there is a tremendous belief that the computer and the access it affords to the information highway is a tremendous solution to many of our problems. Well, computers couldn’t result in any kind of major disaster, could they? Naaa. Unthinkable.

  

  Titanic’s mystery lies neither in the beauty of her builders’ vision nor in her remains at the bottom of the sea, but in the mirror of both. The most precious secret held by the Ship of Dreams is none other than the mystery of ourselves. As this book suggests, if we can ever embrace the image in the mirror that Titanic holds up to us—both as historic event and archetypal reality; if we can begin to seek wisdom and understanding as hungrily as we consume information and technology, then this present-day Titan may let us go. And then, perhaps, we can let her go, back to that pantheon of gods that gaze impassively on human fortune and folly.

  In the meantime, Titanic abides—a silent, watery witness to all that life gives, and eventually claims back again in return.

  # # #
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  Preface

  For seventy-five years, the RMS Titanic has possessed a nautical mystique second only to that of Noah’s Ark. The inaccessibility of the Titanic’s wreckage, resting some two miles deep in the North Atlantic, has seemed only to increase the ship’s strange pull on our imaginations. With the news-breaking discovery of the Titanic’s grave in 1985, we have relearned what our grandparents always knew: that there is something very special about the Titanic—something otherworldly and numinous that exploration of the wreck by manned submarine is just as likely to enhance as to dispel.

  We may have forgotten that in 1912 the foundering of the fabled White Star liner was a twofold drama. One side of it was a monumental catastrophe: a luxury cruise transformed from Paradise to Chaos in less than three hours. The other side was society’s response to the calamity. In America, the profound reaction to the disaster can be compared only to the aftermath of the assassinations of Lincoln and Kennedy, which were followed by periods of rapid and often frightening transition. In the case of the Titanic disaster, the entire English-speaking world was shaken; and for us, at least, the tragedy can be regarded as a watershed between the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The sinking of the Titanic marked the end of an era. With her sank the smug Victorian dream that mankind’s progressing technology was lifting the planet closer and closer to heaven. Out of the bitter loss of this cherished illusion came our present age—the Age of Anxiety—for which the foundering of the Titanic offered the first glimmer of reality.

  This book purports to tell the complete Titanic story—it is a report not just of the sinking but of how society was shaken by the disaster and why people responded in such a way as to make the Titanic an enduring symbol of the twentieth century. I find the immediate aftermath of the sinking inseparable from the story of the shipwreck. And I do not believe that an appreciation of one precludes an understanding of the other. I have therefore tried to give equal attention to the two special facets of this epic catastrophe.

  A few words on method are in order. Part Two, the longest section of this book, recounts the United States Senate’s formal inquiry into the disaster, in which the Titanic’s surviving owner, officers, seamen, and passengers gave sworn testimony beginning just five days after the ship had foundered. For the most part I have relied on the U.S. government’s printed transcript of the testimony from these hearings. In 1912, however, there were no practical recording devices, and 80 percent of the testimony was taken down in shorthand by a single harried but valiant young stenographer named William McKinstry. Consequently, various mistakes, typographical errors, and American misunderstandings of clipped British accents (“forty” for “fourteen”) entered the record. I have corrected these on the basis of newspaper accounts of the investigation and also on the basis of information contained in the private papers of Senator William Alden Smith of Michigan, chairman of the Senate inquiry.

  Throughout my recounting of the Titanic investigation, the reader will find italicized flashbacks describing the uncanny events that took place in the middle of the North Atlantic on the night of April 14, 1912. The content of these flashbacks is taken exclusively from survivors’ accounts of the wreck; hence, a majority of it is in quotes.

  Survivor data came from various sources. A sizable block represents testimony and affidavits given to the U.S. Senate inquiry. The data also include survivor accounts published soon after the disaster; carefully selected newspaper interviews, material from private archives, letters sent to the President, interview transcripts, and material supplied by survivors living today who were kind enough to share their recollections with me. For the flashbacks, all these data were programmed to be retrievable by such coded areas as time, place (deck), lifeboat number, etc. Naturally, the perceptions of nearly two hundred people entail inconsistencies, and while these are fewer near the onset of the disaster, they increase geometrically as the point of the Titanic’s foundering is approached. (At the end one minute seemed to some survivors like one minute; to others, it seemed like a lifetime.) I was therefore obliged to make numerous decisions, and not everyone will agree with my conclusions. Occasionally, my decisions were made easier by the living survivors, who graciously answered some of the most absurd and trivial questions put to them in seventy-five years. Nevertheless, the final decisions were mine and I take full responsibility for them.

  This book focuses on the American inquiry held immediately after the shipwreck, an investigation as misunderstood as it has been misrepresented. Accordingly, I have not relied on the rehash of the accident conducted in London by the British Board of Trade—that is, with two exceptions. The British testimony was used for the flashback in Chapter 8 relating Officer Lightoller’s conversation with the Titanic’s captain shortly before the collision; and also for the goings-on aboard the Californian in Chapter 16.

  I might add a word on the Californian and her unfortunate commander, Stanley Lord. Soon after the first edition of this book appeared (and even while it was in galleys), I was rebuked in correspondence and in print by a very few but fiercely partisan individuals for the content of Chapter 16. They demanded that I retract what I’d written or, at least, engage in public debate over the matter. I have given close consideration to their arguments and can find no reason whatsoever to alter what I wrote seven years ago or to minimize the severe conclusions of the 1912 Senate inquiry regarding the Californian. If anything, the newest and least circumstantial evidence warrants an even harsher arraignment of her captain. Following the discovery of the wreck of the Titanic in September 1985, the head of the expedition, Dr. Robert Ballard, refused to disclose the exact coordinates of the ship lest treasure hunters despoil her. In a Washington press conference shortly after the research vessel Knorr returned home, however, Ballard revealed that pinpointing the Titanic’s location shed light on one of the major controversies of the disaster. He stated that the Californian was close enough to the Titanic to have seen her distress rockets and rescue her passengers. As to Captain Lord’s contention that he was more than nineteen miles away, Ballard insisted, “He was a lot closer. Inside of ten miles, perhaps as close as five miles. … The passengers could have been rescued. No one needed to die.” This is exactly what Senator Smith concluded from far less certain data seventy-five years ago; and it has steadfastly withstood the test of time and the best endeavors of his detractors. There are no reconstructed conversations in this book. Everything in quotations is taken from published, archival, or private sources. Also, the body language of testifying witnesses and other individuals is not my own fabrication but reflects instead the impressions of numerous news reporters. A complete list of newspapers used, as well as other sources, may be found in the Bibliography.

  W. C. W.

  


  

  Prologue

  Pilots of the Purple Twilight

  In the spring of 1851, the graceful expanse of London’s Hyde Park was packed with a congregation awaiting the event of the century. People from all over the world had assembled to witness the most spectacular trade show ever conceived. Never before in its history had London been so crowded. In spite of the size of the assembly, a respectful order was maintained, for the event was in many respects a religious festival. The temple about to be opened was a shrine to technological progress; the exhibition itself, an unparalleled celebration of the Victorian spirit.

  The International Exhibition of Industrial Arts, thereafter called the Great Exhibition, had been the dream of Britain’s Prince Consort. The colossus that housed it, the Crystal Palace, was a monstrous greenhouse constructed by master engineers Messrs. Brunel and Russell from a prize-winning design sketched by a gardener on blotting paper. Beyond sheer size, part of its sensation lay in its paradoxical union of steel and glass—England’s most durable and most transient products. Even the temple of the exhibition was a testament to the wily ingenuity of this new age of industrialism, an age of paradox materialized.

  Inside the gaping, sunlit dome of the palace, spectators could thrill to exhibits of machinery, commerce, culture, and decoration from every civilized nation on earth. Special events took place on the hour. One could witness the operation of the world’s largest steam engine, a frightening, hissing behemoth whose sole function was to entertain and awe, or listen to the heavenly thunder of simultaneous performances of the palace’s four pipe organs. The Edinburgh Review quickly realized that the Great Exhibition was a monolithic symbol of the age that bore it, a “living scroll of human progress, inscribed with every successive conquest of man’s intellect.”

  It was completely appropriate that England should have housed and hosted this spectacle. Great Britain’s freedom from the fractious political revolutions of the previous century had permitted her to dole out moderate social reforms on a gradual basis, thus preserving her solidarity. This unity—combined with her islanders’ ingenuity and abundance of coal—permitted her to win first place in harvesting the newly growing scientific wonders.

  By 1840 the steam engine alone had transformed England’s industries into sprawling, whirling beehives, and no part of her culture was free from the dizzying influence of a leaping technology. The telephone was invented; then came mechanical refrigeration. Faraday’s electrical dynamo, then Edison’s electric light permitted factories to stay open all night long, swelling production to a hitherto unimaginable degree. The turbine and internal combustion engines appeared; in time, the sorcery of Marconi’s wireless telegraphy. As Winston Churchill recalled, “Every morning when the world woke up, some new machinery had started running. Every night while the world had supper, it was running still.”

  As a result of new products and processes, the nation grew healthier and the population began to increase. From the time of the Great Exhibition until only twenty years later, the population of England rose by five million. The new technology continued to grow proportionally.

  It was as exhilarating as only the experience of seemingly limitless growth can be. The feeling at a mass level spawned an optimism childlike in its innocence and adult-like in its determination. It was a consuming optimism, oblivious to the complications that would ensue once the natural limits of growth appeared. Furthermore, the breadth and immediate consequences of the growth were so unprecedented that people could no longer rely on past solutions for their problems. Instead, novel solutions had to be invented almost on a daily basis. In time, the need to keep eyes fixed on the future buoyed optimism even further, for the future had become tautly intertwined with the Victorian Dream.

  Briefly stated, the Dream held that God’s laws had been more precisely defined by the new sciences—those of social Darwinism as well as physical technology. Then came a teleological step: Man’s condition had been improved by the new technology so that he could better meet the more perfectly manifested laws of God. Man’s purpose, therefore, was to dedicate himself to applied technology and increased materialism; then, in time, the Kingdom of Heaven would be realized on earth. It was an admirably parsimonious formula for making Heaven and Nature sing. Alfred Lord Tennyson’s personal vision of the Victorian Dream accurately vented the aspirations of an entire age:

  
    For I dipped into the future, far as human eye could see,

    Saw the Vision of the world, and all the wonders that would be;

    Saw the heavens fill with commerce, argosies of magic sails,

    Pilots of the purple twilight, dropping down with costly bales; …

    Not in vain the distance beacons. Forward, forward let us range;

    Let the peoples spin forever down the ringing grooves of change.

  

  When Prince Albert announced his plans for a Great Exhibition, the didactic function of the event had been very dear to his Prussian heart. The mammoth trade show would offer, he said, “A living picture of the … development at which mankind has arrived and a new starting point from which all nations will be able to direct their future exertions.” In other words, the exhibition would be the first organized step toward the realization of the Dream. The British public could familiarize itself with the new technology, and nations of the world could share their respective achievements. Two weeks before the opening of the Crystal Palace, the Prince Consort’s growing enthusiasm was more than he could contain. “We are living,” he said, “at a period of most wonderful transition which tends rapidly to accomplish that great end to which indeed all history points—the realization of the unity of mankind.”

  Indeed the opening of the Crystal Palace, on the morning of May 1, 1851, was a nineteenth-century glimpse of Eden. As the London Times observed, it was “the first morning since the creation of the world that all people from all parts of the world” had assembled “and done a common act.” The climax of the morning was the pageantry of the opening ceremony, at which Queen Victoria officiated. For his adoring wife the Prince Consort had achieved, even if only momentarily, the role of the greatest queen bee in Christendom. The Times continued:

  
    In a building that could easily have accommodated twice as many, twenty-five thousand persons, so it is computed, were arranged in order round the throne of our SOVEREIGN. Around them, amidst them, and over their heads was displayed all that is useful or beautiful in nature or in art. Above them rose a glittering arch far more lofty and spacious than the vaults of even our noblest cathedrals. Some were most reminded of that day when all ages and climes shall be gathered round the throne of their MAKER.

  

  It was as if Dante’s passionate vision of the heavenly throng in the form of a rose had been materialized before thousands who had never even heard of Dante. No matter that the materialized version was crassly vulgar. No matter that the combined choirs had sung out of tune and the four palace organs had been poorly synchronized. What a splendid noise it all had made! The Golden Age of Victorianism had arrived, and the palace and its exhibition constituted an event speculators would itch to duplicate down through and beyond the course of the nineteenth century.

  Twenty years later saw the beginning of an era that lasted until 1912. The Second Industrial Revolution had been born, and English-speaking nations achieved intellectual and social domination of the world. Progress in all its myriad forms continued, the Dream remained intact, but something was amiss. Advances in science had trammeled former religious beliefs, substituting a new credo in which people actually grew skeptical of anything that could not be proved in a laboratory. More and more the real became equated with the material. The Dream slowly crystallized into a goal of mere acquisition.

  There were sounds of warning, but these were voices crying in the wilderness. Thomas Carlyle reviled the “Gospel of Mammon,” in which Hell—once a terror of the Infinite—had been reduced to simply “not making enough money.” Matthew Arnold attempted in earnest to clarify the Dream. “It is in making endless additions to itself,” he wrote, “in the endless expansion of its powers, in endless growth in wisdom and beauty, that the spirit of the human race finds its ideal.” But expansion, he warned, had to be inward as well as outward. Trust in external expansion and “faith in machinery” was to Arnold “the most besetting danger to the Age.”

  The mood and momentum of the late Victorian era could not be tempered. By the end of the century the Golden Age had become, in Mark Twain’s famous epithet, the Gilded Age, a period of pronounced money-grubbing and ludicrous ostentation, when “excess” and “success” became interchangeable. Whereas England had reigned supreme over the Golden Age of Victorianism, she had to share the honor of ruling over the Gilded Age with a former colony.

  In 1851 the contribution of the United States to the Great Exhibition had been embarrassingly deficient. Punch had noticed that the entire east end of the Crystal Palace had been set aside for the Americans, “but what was our astonishment, on arriving there, to find that their contribution to the world’s industry consists as yet of a few wineglasses, a square or two of soap, and a pair of salt cellars!” Even when a few more items were added, without a doubt the most interesting and influential “product” of the United States proved to be its minstrel show, which, like the palace’s giant steam engine, went into gyrations on the hour.

  After the Civil War things were different. The United States’ natural resources were swollen tenfold in the course of westward expansion and from the annexation of such territories as Hawaii, the Philippines, and Puerto Rico. Consequently, industrialization could proceed at a “glorious” rate. Railways stretched across the country, steel companies rose, and diverse giant factories mushroomed overnight in the urban centers. As in England, the merchandising capitals of the United States began drawing in the rural population and immigrants started flocking to her shores in hordes. In 1850 the population of New York City had been less than 700,000. By 1900 that number had grown to over 3 million.

  Post-bellum legislation and the absence of income tax had made it possible for individuals to accumulate vast sums of capital. Business trusts were formed by so-called captains of industry that quickly grew into huge amalgamations with far-reaching power. In 1901, J. P. Morgan organized U.S. Steel, which owned as much land as the states of Massachusetts, Vermont, and Rhode Island combined. “The public has nothing to fear from the bigness of a great corporation,” said George W. Perkins, one of Morgan’s directors. “No true American is afraid of a thing because it is big.” In spite of his rhetoric, rough-riding Teddy Roosevelt preferred speaking softly to the trusts rather than wielding the big stick. There had been only three millionaires in the United States in 1861. By the dawn of the new century there were over 3,800 of them. These captains of industry easily overran their European rivals and quickly made up for lost time. One of their dearest ambitions was that of acquiring all the trappings that signified affluence in Europe. Accordingly, they began building multiple mansions for themselves and ransacking Europe for treasures with which to stock them.

  The foibles of the nouveau riche were not exclusively characteristic of America’s moneyed classes. Since it was theoretically possible for any self-made man of the United States to equal the achievements of millionaires, the aspirations of the Gilded Age permeated the poorest levels of American society and spread to the naive immigrants who daily arrived at the docks as well. Eventually everyone grew fond of appraising things in terms of size, number, and expense, and the popular press began writing in unbridled superlatives. To Holbrook Jackson, it was the inevitable “outcome of a society which had absorbed a bigger idea of life than it knew how to put into practice.”

  By 1907 the time was finally right for the elite of the Gilded Age to duplicate the stunning achievement of the Crystal Palace and the Great Exhibition of 1851. The new project was an amicably concerted effort between rich American capitalists and British manager-industrialists. Marriages between wealthy Americans and aristocratic Britons had already been in vogue for some time, and this new venture—comprising a union between Yankee greenbacks and British traditions—seemed assured of success where previous attempts had failed. Like the Prince Consort’s vision, the monstrous size of the new palace required an enormous investment of capital. Even with a huge foundation in American stocks and securities, $6 million worth of 4.5 debentures had to be marketed and in fact were sold with relative ease. Like the former palace, the new one promised to be a spectacle of the latest in scientific technology—a colossal showcase featuring “all that is useful or beautiful in nature or in art.” Once again it would provide a splendid setting for the celebration of the spirit of its age—presided over by Anglo-Americans, of course.

  A crucial difference figured between the new and the old projects, however. Whereas the former venture had united the civilized nations in resplendent triumph, the new one was to unite the world in an appalling tragedy. The Gilded Age had pushed the Victorian Dream well beyond anything imaginable in 1851. The new palace had been designed to float.


  

  PART ONE

  Midnight Crossing

  
    There was peace, and the world had an even tenor to its way. True enough, from time to time there were events—catastrophes—like the Johnstown Flood, the San Francisco Earthquake, or floods in China—which stirred the sleeping world, but not enough to keep it from resuming its slumber. It seems to me that the disaster about to occur was the event, which not only made the world rub its eyes and awake, but woke it with a start, keeping it moving at a rapidly accelerating pace ever since, with less and less peace, satisfaction and happiness. … To my mind the world of today awoke April 15, 1912.

    —JOHN B. THAYER

    Titanic passenger

  


  

  1

  Monster Ship

  The twentieth century had just begun. At the end of its first decade, the youngest of a spectacular pair of oceangoing twins stood towering on the ways in Slip Number 3 at the Belfast shipyards of Harland and Wolff, Ltd. An observer at the construction site recorded:

  
    For months and months in that monstrous iron enclosure there was nothing that had the faintest likeness to a ship; only something that might have been the iron scaffolding for the naves of half-a-dozen cathedrals laid end to end. … At last the skeleton within the scaffolding began to take shape, at the sight of which men held their breaths. It was the shape of a ship, a ship so monstrous and unthinkable that it towered there over the buildings and dwarfed the very mountains by the water. … A rudder as big as a giant elm tree, bosses and bearings of propellers the size of windmills—everything was on a nightmare scale; and underneath the iron foundations of the cathedral floor men were laying, on concrete beds, pavements of oak and great cradles of timber and iron and sliding ways of pitch pine to support the bulk of the monster when she was moved, every square inch of the pavement surface bearing a weight of more than two tons. Twenty tons of tallow were spread upon the ways, and hydraulic rams and triggers built and fixed against the bulk of the ship so that, when the moment came, the waters she was to conquer should thrust her finally from the earth.

  

  In front of the immense steel scaffolding, a small black sign with simple white lettering announced:

  

  White Star

  Royal Mail Steamer

  “TITANIC”

  Without question, she was the apogee of the steamship, the apotheosis of the ocean liner. Coincidentally, her sea birth would formally launch the epoch of the twentieth century.

  The North Atlantic Ferry was already big business. Many years had passed since Dr. Johnson had compared crossing the Atlantic Ocean with “going to prison with the chance of being drowned.” The new technology, which had entered shipbuilding as a direct consequence of the Great Exhibition, had changed all that. A dynamic transformation had been wrought in the form of ships. Light wooden hulls had given way to ponderous steel; graceful sails had been usurped by belching smokestacks. By 1900 the form of ships was still in transition, intensified now by the changing demands and the spirited competition of travel merchants who scrambled for the expanded and highly lucrative markets of exportation and emigrant traffic. As emigrants literally eddied in steady streams toward various, distant Lands of Golden Opportunity, steamship companies became corporations, and the big ships grew even bigger.

  Eventually, for commercial magnates and the nomad rich, North Atlantic crossings became necessities. To all appearances, the most formidable ocean on the globe had been reduced to a common highway, traversable almost as swiftly, safely, and surely more agreeably than the continent.

  For many years, a prosperous and friendly business relationship existed between shipbuilders Harland and Wolff of Belfast and the Ismay and Imrie Company (White Star Line) of Liverpool. Under White Star contracts, Harland and Wolff worked on a “cost plus” basis. The firm was free to build a ship along its own specifications, barring no expense; then a fixed percentage was added to the total expenditure which constituted its fee. It was agreed that Harland and Wolff would never build a ship for White Star’s competitors, nor would White Star contract with rival shipbuilders.

  Some of the most striking innovations in the North Atlantic liner had resulted from the collaboration of Thomas Henry Ismay, stolid Victorian businessman and cofounder of White Star, and Sir Edward Harland, Yorkshireman and marine-engineering prodigy. Their first triumph—the Oceanic, completed in 1871—was perhaps their greatest. This beautiful ship served as a paragon for subsequent White Star liners and influenced the course of rival shipbuilding as well. Ismay, always mindful of his customers’ comfort, had realized that the more people felt at home, the less they experienced a terror of the sea and all of its nauseating consequences. On the Oceanic, therefore, he had moved all first-class accommodations, as well as the popular grand saloon, from the traditional stern to amidships, where vibration from the engines was minimal. He also had the roofs of the deck houses built out, the resulting space serving as lanes for passenger exercise—promenades, they were called. Additional innovations on subsequent White Star liners included running water in cabins, electric bells to signal stewards, and other minute but welcome conveniences.

  Harland and Wolff were considered the highest-priced and most painstaking shipbuilders in Europe. The laborers were paid on a high scale, and a long waiting list was maintained for craftsmen who hoped to join the firm. Called “builders in the most complete sense of the word,” Harland and Wolff were equipped and skilled in all facets of shipbuilding and few components were subcontracted. Consequently, a wonderful integrity permeated the whole of their creations. Moreover, beginning with the Oceanic, Sir Edward Harland had managed to streamline the hull of the passenger steamship, substituting for its tubby profile the long, sleek lines of a racing yacht— remarkable, considering the scale of the vessels.

  Thomas Ismay died in 1899, Sir Edward Harland in 1895. White Star was taken over by Ismay’s thirty-eight-year-old son, Bruce, who had always been employed in the family firm. Lord W. J. Pirrie, who had worked his way from boilermaker to baronet, succeeded to the chairmanship of Harland and Wolff.

  By 1901, virtually all the major ocean lines were in serious trouble. Competition from new steamship companies, notably from Germany, and a slackening of emigrant traffic were followed by a ruinous rate war. If that were not enough, passenger lists were more and more taken up by nouveau riche tourists—mostly Americans—who demanded increased luxury as well as speed. Both demands required a staggering increase in the outlay of capital for building new ships.

  At this point, American financier J. Pierpont Morgan took a giant’s step into the picture. Many Americans had been sizing up the financial prospects of overseas markets. Morgan, having bought up American railroads, coal, and steel, had now set his sights on something bigger—the Atlantic Ocean. Shortly after the U.S. Steel merger, a shipping magnate had asked him if it were possible to bring the various North Atlantic steamships under one ownership. “It ought to be,” was Morgan’s laconic reply. Now, at the height of the rate war, Morgan proposed an immense international trust, predominantly American-owned, which would essentially control all major European ship lines. Morgan’s plan was to end the rate war simply by crushing competition and then fix prices at a comfortable profit.

  British citizens were immediately unnerved by the clout inherent in Morgan’s proposal. In the midst of this fear and outrage, the leaders of the Cunard Line succeeded in getting a loan of more than £2 million from the British government. The result was Cunard’s Lusitania and Mauretania— the largest steamships the world had ever seen and which, by virtue of the latest design in marine turbine engines and hulls shaped by the Royal Navy, quickly captured the Blue Riband for speed across the North Atlantic. After this dazzling achievement by its archrival, White Star’s viability as a competitor with Cunard depended on its submission to the Morgan scheme.

  Bruce Ismay was understandably in a quandary over whether or not to part with his father’s business. With the exception of augmenting the passenger over the freight service, Bruce’s conduct as the new manager of White Star indicated that he intended to pursue Thomas Ismay’s original plans and principles. Lord Pirrie of Harland and Wolff, however, was highly enthusiastic and argued convincingly for the Morgan plan. For Pirrie, it meant quite simply that Harland and Wolff would be able to expand its production by supplying ships to the entire International Mercantile Marine, the proposed moniker of the new monster trust.

  Eventually, Morgan made an offer that the White Star shareholders couldn’t refuse; he offered to buy them out at ten times the value of the line’s earnings for the year 1900, which, owing to the traffic of the Boer War, had seen an exceedingly handsome profit. Assuaging the deepest British fears, Morgan further assured that ships of the White Star Line, though principally American-owned, would remain reserves of the British navy and could be completely taken over by it in the event of war.

  The deal between International Mercantile Marine (IMM) and the White Star Line was finalized in December 1902. It was agreed that Bruce Ismay would remain the White Star’s managing director and chairman.

  Shortly afterward, the IMM nearly collapsed. A “rich man’s panic” had led to a wave of selling rather than buying stocks. Morgan had oversubscribed the trust to the tune of $150 million; this, the panic, and the haste with which IMM had been formed put the trust in a perilous position. It was like an acute case of financial indigestion, and Andrew Carnegie howled with delight that Morgan had finally found something too big to swallow. Morgan beseeched Bruce Ismay to become president of IMM, an offer which, in spite of its enticing salary, Ismay did not want. For one thing, it would mean spending a lot of time in New York, and Ismay—a dedicated introvert—disliked being away from home. In the interest of his father’s line, however, he acceded and became president of the giant trust. With Ismay’s meticulous organization, plus the appointment of an energetic and resourceful American, P.A.S. Franklin, as vice-president, the International Mercantile Marine lumbered to its feet in four years.

  One evening in 1907, the chauffeured limousine of Mr. and Mrs. J. Bruce Ismay arrived at the elegant Belgravia residence of Lord and Lady Pirrie for dinner. Both Ismay and Pirrie had been standing by patiently for the past several years while opulent German liners and the speedy Cunard sisters had steadily eaten away at their profits. With the solidarity of the new trust, the relationship with Franklin in the New York IMM office, and the immense capital standing behind them, the two men were finally in a position to parry their competitors right off the lanes. After dinner, over their cigars and port, Ismay and Pirrie began computing figures and sketching designs—doodles that would culminate in the Titanic.

  Manager and builder were equally agreed that it would be foolish to attempt to compete with the speed of the new Cunard liners. Much more promising would be a gigantic pair of twin ships, later followed by a third, which could guarantee a week’s crossing on a regular schedule without fail and under spectacular conditions. The new ships would not only exceed the Cunard sisters half again in gross tonnage, able to accommodate much more freight and passengers, but they would exemplify safety and economy of operation as well. Always in the end, though, these ships would be the last word in comfort and elegance. Incorporating the devices and decorations of a dozen different past and present civilizations, they would have something for everyone. They would be stunningly complete, seagoing exhibitions. More space would be devoted to the accommodation of deluxe travel than had ever before been possible—a promise that could not fail to seduce the wealthiest of North Atlantic passengers.

  IMM had never floated very successfully, and its securities hadn’t enjoyed much favor. The huge ships were exactly the kind of attraction the giant trust needed, and J. P. Morgan, who loved big things anyway, enthusiastically endorsed the proposal as soon as he heard it. Major alterations of the Belfast shipyards ensued.

  

  The two vessels were going to be built side by side in twin slips. This necessitated clearing out space that had formerly served for the construction of three ocean liners. The flooring of the two new slips was piled throughout, reinforced with steel, and then covered with concrete four feet six inches thick in some places. Harland and Wolff expanded the size of its steel plating shop and constructed new joiner and boiler shops. When it came time for the ships to be “fitted out” (the postlaunch process of completing superstructures and interiors), the firm would be ready with a 200-ton floating crane, specially purchased for the occasion.

  Most commercial interests regarded the new venture with admiration. The staid British journal The Shipbuilder saw the project as rightful heir to the Victorian Dream, noting that “the design and construction of these two magnificent ships would have been beyond the range of possibility but for the cumulative experience available from earlier efforts during the past half-century.” Technological journals devoted to modern applications of electricity, engineering, radio, refrigeration, and the like were in accord in praising how all the latest technological advances were being ingeniously consolidated in the realization of such mammoth and splendid vessels.

  There were a few detractors. The editors of The Economist growled at shipbuilders attempting to “lick creation.” Their objections were entirely pragmatic: These “monster ships” would “involve too great a concentration of life and wealth in a single bottom”; moreover, the size of the ships surpassed existing underwriters’ ability to insure them. Seaman and novelist Joseph Conrad would become the most eloquent opponent of the “big-ship movement.” Increase in the size of ships, said Conrad, was not progress: “If it were, elephantiasis, which causes a man’s legs to become as large as tree-trunks, would be a sort of progress, whereas it is nothing but a disease, and a very ugly disease at that.”

  Complaints arose on the other side of the Atlantic as well. There wasn’t a single dock on the American continent large enough to berth the twin giants. P.A.S. Franklin, with Morgan and the IMM behind him, prevailed upon the New York Harbor Board to permit two of the Chelsea piers to be extended one hundred feet into the North (Hudson) River. The American journal Engineering News raised two questions about the request: whether it would be safe for navigation in the North River, given its decreased width from pier extensions; and whether New York taxpayers could equitably be asked to shoulder the cost. The News continued:

  

  
    If these latest marine monsters represented a real advance in economic transportation—if their construction meant cheaper transatlantic freight transportation—it would probably be easy to answer both of these questions in the affirmative. We know of no reason, however, to suppose that these huge vessels really represent any such advance. They are built primarily to furnish the acme of luxury in passenger travel. Instead of representing an advance in economic transportation, they probably represent an actual increase in cost. … The curious thing is that [the IMM and White Star] should undertake to build these huge vessels without knowing beforehand where they could dock them at this end of their voyage. As the companies have put themselves into a dilemma, it would seem to be a good plan to let them find their own way out.

  

  In the end, they did find their own way out. The power wielded by the House of Morgan was sufficient to convince New York authorities to extend the docks at city expense.

  The first of the twin “marine monsters,” the Olympic, sailed on her maiden voyage to New York on May 31, 1911. On the very same day, the RMS Titanic was launched from Slip Number 3. White Star had chartered a Lancashire-and-Yorkshire turbine steamer to speed its guests across the Irish Channel to witness the launching at Belfast. Thirteen minutes after noon, “in the presence of an enormous company,” the Titanic was launched, taking only sixty-two seconds from the time the hydraulic triggers were released to the time she smacked the Irish Sea. J. P. Morgan, who had traveled from London especially for the event, inspected the deck area of the Titanic where his own private suite would be constructed.

  Leaving aboard the Olympic was J. Bruce Ismay, making the maiden voyage for the express purpose of determining any shortcomings in her appointments or general functions. Overall, Ismay thought the Olympic “a marvel,” but several things couldn’t pass his impeccable standards. The deck space on the Olympic, for example, Ismay thought excessive; it would be more feasible (as well as lucrative) to transform a good deal of the Titanic’s deck space into additional passenger accommodations. Furthermore, the reception room adjacent to the first-class dining saloon proved to be more popular than anticipated; it was considerably crowded after lunch, tea, and dinner. On the Titanic, the size of the reception room—as well as the number of seatings in the dining saloon—could stand expansion. The forward end of the vast promenade on A Deck, which adjoined a number of choice staterooms, wasn’t sufficiently protected from the elements to suit first-class sensitivities. On the  Titanic this area should be completely enclosed with clever sliding windows. Other necessities were even more trivial; mattresses should be firmer, cigar holders were needed in the first-class bathrooms, and an electric potato peeler was required to keep up the pace of the crew’s galley.

  All of these observations introduced alterations in the blueprints of the Titanic—changes directed by experience and that seemed insignificant at first. The cumulative effort of the alterations would be such that the sister ships could no longer be regarded as true twins.

  Following enactment of Ismay’s recommendations further “improvements” were made on the Titanic. Groupings of wicker furniture were replaced with handsome hardwood. Luxurious carpeting was fitted throughout the grand saloon. Since the saloon’s reception room had proved so popular, another one was specially created to adjoin the first-class à la carte restaurant, where wealthy passengers could hold their own private dinner parties. Two extraordinary first-class suites were constructed on B Deck, one of them earmarked for J. P. Morgan. In addition to sumptuous, stateroom accommodations, these suites featured a spacious parlor and a private promenade deck with half-timbered walls of the Elizabethan period; at the height of the season, the suites went for $4,350 one way. On the same deck, a Parisian boulevard was added to the restaurant, giving the satisfying illusion of a French sidewalk café. Space was found to accommodate 163 more passengers than on the Olympic, the majority of them in first class.

  Ultimately, the Titanic became the Olympic perfected. Outweighing her sister by over a thousand tons, the Titanic became the largest and most luxurious vessel afloat. In newspapers on both sides of the Atlantic, she was soon being called “the Wonder Ship,” “the Last Word in Luxury,” “the Unsinkable Ship,” “the Biggest Ship in the World.” On Wall Street she was nicknamed “the Millionaires’ Special.”

  In March, a great deal of overtime was worked by Harland and Wolff in order to have the Titanic ready for April. Following her sea trials, the Titanic loomed into Southampton Harbor on April 3, 1912. Her maiden voyage had been set for a week later. Docked at her special berth, she rose out of the water, according to one spectator, “like the side of a cliff.” Her breathtaking enormity dominated all first impressions. She was nearly 900 feet long. The American journal Power advised its readers to run one-sixth of a mile “to appreciate in a small way the vastness” of the ship. From top to bottom, her nine steel decks made her equivalent in height to an eleven-story building. Atop her spangling superstructure, four gigantic funnels—22 feet in diameter—rose 62 feet above the casings; twin locomotives could drive through one of these funnels with plenty of room to spare. Fifty feet above the funnels, the aerials of her wireless swung suspended between two tall, exquisitely streamlined masts. A total of 3 million rivets (1,200 tons of them) had gone into her gleaming hull. Her three huge anchors represented a combined weight of 31 tons. Her 101-ton rudder, which had to be cast in six separate pieces by the Darlington Forge Company, was the height of a large house.

  But statistics were overshadowed by the sheer aesthetic satisfaction in a ship of such incredible scale. Even considering her eventual fate, officials today at Harland and Wolff believe the Titanic to have been, without a doubt, the firm’s finest achievement. “She was my last baby,” said Alexander Carlisle, the chief designer of the ship, who by that time had been promoted to the position of master builder of the King’s Royal Navy. The hull of the Titanic, encircled by the bright golden band that had always identified steamships of the Ismay Line, still conveyed the gracefulness of Sir Edward Harland’s original racing lines: sharpness of stern, slenderness, a high cutaway counter, and extraordinary length. “So perfect are her proportions,” wrote The Shipbuilder, “that it is well-nigh impossible for the inexperienced to grasp her magnitude except when seen alongside another vessel.” Her external form embraced the best of nineteenth-century traditions, while internally and on every account, she was a genuine palace—a wedding of technology and convenience unique to the new century. The Titanic was a perfect realization of the juncture between two eras.
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