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“Tasting real fear sharpens the senses.”
—DANY ST-CYR, Empress of Ireland diver
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The Empress of Ireland (from original deck plans)

Length: 548 feet
Displacement: 26,000 tons
Owner: Canadian Pacific Railway
Year of Building: 1905–6
Passenger Capacity: 1,550
Crew: 420


Preface

“The Empress of Ireland,” Pitt said quietly. “It’s the ship the world forgot. A tomb of a thousand souls. God only knows what we’ll find when we get inside her.”

—CLIVE CUSSLER, Night Probe!

I was in my junior year at Syracuse University when I first heard the dramatic story of the Empress of Ireland. I had been a diver for a little over three years, and like other new arrivals to the sport, I was obsessed with it. From my parents’ home on Long Island, I regularly made underwater forays into the ocean off the Island’s South Shore. Being ensconced in central New York State during the school year, I found, was not a hindrance to my diving ambitions. Central and upstate New York held a wealth of diving locales.

I had joined the Syracuse Scuba Society, a group of local divers who traveled throughout the northeastern United States to pursue their common passion. The Finger Lakes, Lake Ontario, and the Thousand Islands region of the St. Lawrence River were among the popular dive destinations our club explored. It was on one such weekend trip in 1970 that I learned of the mysterious Empress of Ireland.

Peter Perrault was president of the club. The forty-something engineer was well suited to the position. He already had decades of diving experience and a contagious quest for adventure and discovery. An excellent diver and leader, he was held in awe by the dive club members, including me.

On that long-ago weekend, Pete Perrault regaled us with stories of his exploits on a sunken Canadian ship somewhere in the remote Quebec Maritimes. I don’t recall the details of his story, but I clearly remember that the sunken ship he described was one I wanted to see firsthand. To a twenty-year-old kid, such a dive had all the ingredients of an unforgettable adventure.

Perrault was planning another trip to the ship, and a few other members were planning to dive with him. I didn’t have the time, the income, or the experience needed to join them; in any case, they never invited me. But I didn’t let go of the idea of making the trip to distant Quebec and diving the wreck. Sure enough, almost a year later, in 1971 I found myself ready to descend to the remains of the great ocean liner.

In the early 1970s the sport of scuba diving was still new. Diving technology hadn’t progressed much past the 1940s, when the Frenchmen Jacques Cousteau and Émile Gagnan conceived and built the first selfcontained underwater breathing apparatus (scuba).

Sitting on a boat’s gunwale waiting to enter the thirty-six-degree water of the St. Lawrence off Rimouski, Quebec, I wore a quarter-inch-thick wetsuit, a single seventy-two-cubic-foot tank with a basic regulator, fins, mask, snorkel, knife, and little else. Years later, the thin wetsuit would be replaced by a snug drysuit, the single small-volume tank upgraded to twin high-volume cylinders. My buoyancy would be controlled by a buoyancy compensating device, my stay on the bottom lengthened by oxygen-enriched air, my ascent determined by a dive computer, and I’d carry backups for all my equipment to ensure a safe dive.
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The Empress of Ireland, 1906.
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The author diving in California, 1970.

My memory of that first dive is as murky as the frigid water I slid into. Back then most dive lights were little more than underwater penlights, not the high-candlepower floodlights available today. Consequently the meager beam hardly penetrated the forbidding darkness.

It was like swimming down into a black hole. I couldn’t see the bottom, and when I looked up I couldn’t see the boat sitting on the surface. The incredibly cold water rushed into my inadequate wetsuit, chilling me to the bone. As I pulled myself down the anchor line, I felt the river’s herculean drag as the tidal waters rushed out to the waiting ocean—intent, it seemed, on taking me with them. My already exhausted breath bubbled out of my regulator and escaped to the surface, leaving me to stubbornly pull myself deeper.

The massive steel hull below me materialized just moments before I alighted on it. It was covered with bizarre-looking creatures I had never seen before. They looked like mutant bulbous flowers, a field of poppies stretching endlessly beyond my limited vision.

I clutched the anchor line in my neoprene-encased fist for fear of being swept away by the current into the surrounding darkness. As I surveyed my steel perch, I realized the crushing weight of the water had rendered my thin wetsuit useless against the cold and had also stripped it of its buoyancy. The fabric was sucked hard against my skin, displacing any thermal layer of warm water.

Still, I made some tentative, shivering probes into the porthole-pocked hulk. But fear was getting the best of me, as if my worst nightmare had become reality. Escaping to the surface was my only thought. Fighting the current back to the anchor line, I pulled and kicked upward until warm air and sunshine flooded my senses. It was as welcome a feeling as I had ever experienced.

I recall that on the trip back to the harbor in Rimouski (as exotic and foreign a place as I had yet visited in my young life), I thought, “God, was that stupid.” I was thankful that my life had been spared and resolved to be more careful about how I spent my time underwater. Still, as the years passed, I thought often of that brief dive and of what lay beneath the waters of the St. Lawrence. It was unfinished business.

I had met the mysterious Empress of Ireland. The hook had been set. I wanted to learn more about her and understand why she now rested forgotten on the barren bottom of the Gulf of St. Lawrence. I wanted to swim along her corridors where passengers once strolled and peer out the windows of the bridge as her master had done. I wanted to touch the lifeboats still tethered to their davits, the same lifeboats that never received the panicky hordes who sought deliverance. I wanted to touch the raised letters that spelled out her name on the bow. I wanted to see her anchor, which would never again be weighed for distant ports. I wanted to make the Empress part of my life.

It took me decades, but I finally went back and wrestled with the story of the Empress of Ireland. My understanding would begin by learning its place in history and why it held such fascination for so many. That is why I found myself listening to a master storyteller and Empress expert, author Clive Cussler, as he gave me his take on the Canadian ocean liner some thirty years after my first dive on her.

Clive Cussler was a tough interview to land. In 2002, after several phone calls, I finally cajoled him into a meeting. Two years earlier, he had written some kind words about my first book, Deep Descent, which chronicled diving the wreck of the Andrea Doria, but it was our shared passion for shipwreck research that finally won him over.

I flew out to Arizona to visit him at his winter home, a fitting place for a best-selling author. I found him in the courtyard of his expansive adobe house, painting his front door. He was dressed in a polo shirt and khakis and welcomed me as if I were a neighbor dropping by. Tall and lanky and sporting a rakish goatee, the seventy-three-year-old author shuffled through the living room with me in tow. He opened a glass door to the Spanish colonial veranda and ushered me back out into the Arizona sun. A lavish, custom-designed pool lay outside the door of his library, which served as his writing space.

Cussler’s two-story library would make any researcher, writer, or mariner envious. The walls hold oil paintings of famous ships, and ship models crowd the tables. All of them represent conquests of sorts for Cussler.

His two books on searches for lost shipwrecks, The Sea Hunters and The Sea Hunters II, written with coauthor Craig Dirgo, have sold millions of copies. But it is his Dirk Pitt® adventure novels such as Raise the Titanic!, Inca Gold, Sahara, and Deep Six that have financed his true passion: solving the great mysteries of ships that disappeared. Cussler himself was a deep-wreck hunter who discovered several lost ships.

I found it curious that Cussler kept only two artifacts recovered from sunken ships whose stories he had used as plots or had investigated for his nonfiction books. Both mementos were from the Empress of Ireland.

Cussler’s philosophy about treasure hunting on shipwrecks is clear: his goal has never been lifting artifacts from famous shipwrecks for his own aggrandizement. Integrating the ship’s history into his novels and solving the mysteries of lost vessels gave satisfaction enough. The famous ghost ship Mary Celeste, the tragic Lexington, the historic CSS Hunley, and the torpedoed Carpathia were proof of that. Yet here were a soup plate and a champagne bottle from an obscure Canadian ocean liner, treasured gifts from Canadian diver Mark Reynolds.
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Clive Cussler at his Arizona home.

He proudly lifted the items from a bookshelf so I could examine them. After nearly a century on the bottom of a river, the bottle was unevenly worn by the constant buffeting of water and sand. The soup plate’s glaze was cracked and discolored by the salt water and mud that had entombed it. But both felt smooth in my hands and spoke of a time long past.

Cussler had never dived the wreck or even visited the remote shores of the Quebec Maritimes. Still, the vessel had inspired him; hence his reverence toward the ship’s artifacts he now cradled. They were a tangible connection to the wreck, the links he needed to connect to the story of her demise. These trinkets must have made the wreck, and therefore the story, more real to him.

Before putting the story together for his novel Night Probe! he had briefly considered using the torpedoed ship Lusitania as his plot vehicle, but that wreck was simply too famous, and the story would have seemed contrived. Cussler cast about for another shipwreck that could carry the book and decided on the Empress of Ireland. It was a ship, he said, “that no one has ever heard of but that nonetheless was a compelling story.”

A compelling story indeed. Understanding its place in history became a quest that drove me across more than three decades. Cussler, as both a shipwreck authority and a best-selling author, confirmed for me the mystery, tragedy, and intrigue of the Empress of Ireland.

When I returned to the Empress in the summers of 2002 and 2003, even though I was physically less fit than I was in 1971, I was better equipped mentally to deal with the dangers and challenges the wreck presented. And there were many.

IN THE YEARS after my first visit to the Empress, I had made over two thousand dives, mainly in California, the Pacific Northwest, the Caribbean, and Hawaii. But it was the northeastern United States that was to become the focus of my most dramatic dives.

The northern latitudes of this country are not blessed with warm or gin-clear waters. Surface conditions are affected by the North Atlantic’s frequent storms. It’s always a crapshoot whether a dive will be canceled owing to bad weather at sea. Usually you don’t find out until you arrive at the dock with a gear-laden truck after a several-hour drive. The underwater world often mirrors surface conditions. In northern seas unexpected currents and thermoclines stir up silt in the nutrient-thick waters and impair visibility.

Northeast wreck diving compares to an underwater swim through a Caribbean reef system as scaling an ice-coated peak does to a stroll through a tropical garden. As you plunge through dark, freezing water, strong currents and poor visibility often render the dive an exercise in blindman’s bluff. Abandoned fishing nets, monofilament, razor-sharp corroded steel, and the collapsed remains of sunken ships can trap and sometimes kill an exploring diver. Deep-wreck diving is never easy and never completely safe.

Despite the latest innovations in computing algorithms to ward off an attack, decompression sickness still plagues deep divers. Nitrogen bubbles compressed in blood and soft tissue can expand upon ascent to cripple or kill a diver. Too rich an oxygen mix can be toxic at depth, sending the diver into convulsions that often result in drowning. These dangers plague cold-water wreck divers more than others. On average there are eighty scuba-related deaths a year in the United States; a disproportionate number come from the small group of deep-wreck divers. According to the Divers Alert Network (DAN), a nonprofit organization that provides medical information and advice to the diving public, in 2001 the average incidence of decompression sickness was about 10 in 10,000 dives and 1.3 per 100 divers, but in the cold-water wreck group the average was 37 in 10,000 dives and nearly 3 per 100 divers—almost three times the overall average. Life insurance companies place divers like me in the same actuarial category as professional race car drivers. Consequently I have no life insurance. This extreme diving is not for everyone, but for those who accept the challenge and the physical risk, the rewards are plentiful. Over five hundred years of history lie hidden beneath the Atlantic off the coast of the northeastern United States and Canada. Most of this history goes unexplored, its artifacts unrecovered. The few of us who venture below are spared being overrun by theme-park masses.

The sea bottom off the northeastern United States is probably the least known. The challenging conditions there help explain why. Paradoxically, for many of us in the dive community who call the Atlantic coast our home, the difficult environment has only made us more eager to probe its mysteries. A unique creativity is required in diving there, in learning how to adapt and survive.

Warmer but bulkier drysuits have mostly replaced the old wetsuits, so we no longer have to shiver in waters that rarely rise above fifty degrees Fahrenheit on the bottom. Carrying duplicates of each piece of critical equipment has become our guard against catastrophic system failures. High-intensity lights can now better pierce the blackness of the depths, while advances in breathing-gas mixtures, such as the oxygen-enriched air called nitrox, and trimix, a helium-rich mixture, allow longer and safer stays on the bottom and reduce the chance of nitrogen narcosis.

Dive computers and software programs now take the guesswork out of decompression planning, so you know how long you have to hover at various depths as you ascend after a dive to “off-gas” the accumulated inert gas in your blood and soft tissues and decrease the chance of the dreaded “bends.” Wreck-diving techniques borrowed from cave divers have made penetrating a sunken ship an experience one is more likely to return from. Such techniques as penetration lines and slimmed-down gear configurations were all pioneered by “cavers.”

The advances in diving technology that make divers safer in the world’s oceans made it possible for me to dive the fabled Andrea Doria in 1990. But descending to “the Mount Everest of diving” back then was not my culminating achievement; it was only the beginning of a renewed quest.

There was still that memory of my first bungled attempt to experience another great ocean liner that had tragically succumbed to the depths: the Empress of Ireland. The siren call that emanated from the cold reaches of the St. Lawrence had remained strong for many years. I suppose a lot of the appeal of diving the Empress versus the Andrea Doria was that the Canadian Pacific ship was from an era long before my time, whereas I remembered the Andrea Doria and its dramatic sinking. A dive to the Empress was a trip further back in time.

The lure of the wreck was tempered by the knowledge that more experienced divers had paid for the encounter with their lives. Researching those accidents and their causes would help protect me on my three returns in 2002 and 2003. My recounting them in these pages may also warn other divers that the Empress should not be taken lightly.

Exploring the Empress of Ireland is a pinnacle dive, a highlight of a career, much as summiting the tallest peak is for a mountaineer. And like the mountaineer entranced with his “Everest,” returning again and again to relive the experience, I would return to the Empress. I told myself it was because the ship was so large that to know her would take a whole career of diving.

Yet there was more to it than physically experiencing the lost ocean liner. I believe it’s like visiting a loved one’s grave. Some things you just can’t let go of—or don’t want to. But why did this ship have such a hold on me?

There were the technical and physical challenges I loved, but each dive also had the potential to forge a stronger connection to a great story—a story of loss, heroism, and hubris. I wanted to be part of that story and to make the story a part of me.

I would not be alone in my journey. In August 2003 my return to the Empress of Ireland would be particularly poignant. I would be joining Ronni Gilligan, a pioneering diver of the Empress, returning to the wreck after thirty-two years. Ronni’s quest to reconnect to the old ship would give me a better understanding of my own as I tried to analyze the appeal of this sunken vessel that had slipped beneath the waves ninety years ago.


CHAPTER ONE
Fourteen Minutes

Our concern for those in danger seems to turn especially to those in peril on the sea.

—LOGAN MARSHALL, The Tragic Story of the “Empress of Ireland” (1914)

Throughout Canada, winter releases its frigid grip only reluctantly. In the Quebec Maritimes, ice floes still choke the St. Lawrence River well into May. Abetting the freezing chokehold on this eastern Canadian province, the Labrador Current continues to chill the waters into summer, a clear reminder that in these northern latitudes intemperate weather reigns supreme.

The Labrador Current streams down from the Davis Strait, off the west coast of Greenland, southward along the coast of Labrador. Colder than the surrounding waters and laden with nutrients, the main stem of the current continues south past Newfoundland and over the Grand Banks, contributing to the productive groundfishery for which the Banks are famous. But an offshoot of the Labrador Current squeezes through the Strait of Belle Isle between Labrador and Newfoundland, then flows westward along the northern shore of the Gulf of St. Lawrence. Plunging below the outflowing surface waters, this cold, deep-running current penetrates far into the gulf to the Suguenay River where a steep-walled sill forces the frigid waters to the surface. The surrounding wind-whipped shores bear mute witness to these forces of nature.

Loosening winter’s fierce grasp, warm southern winds frequently blow across the rolling Quebec countryside and spill out onto the river. The meeting of cold water and warm air produces a dense concentration of water particles called advection fog as the air cools to the dew point. The resulting phantom fog banks on the St. Lawrence are as inevitable as the tides, though not as predictable.

During the early morning hours of May 29, 1914, two ship captains, one on the bridge of an opulent ocean liner and the other on an unglamorous collier, or coal-carrying cargo ship, were speeding to their home ports, traveling in opposite directions.

Both men were intent on making their scheduled arrival times. The ocean liner’s precise landfall at her destination would avoid disrupting passengers’ travel plans. A timely port arrival for the collier meant fulfilling her contract for delivering a valuable cargo. But both captains had on their minds the fog regularly produced by the forces of nature along this busy waterway. Visibility could be poor to nonexistent on the St. Lawrence, and conditions had been known to change without warning.

The Empress of Ireland

The Empress of Ireland, built and operated by the Canadian Pacific Railway, was making ready for departure from Quebec City on Thursday, May 28, 1914. Aboard were 420 crew members and 1,060 passengers. The Empress’s destination, despite her Canadian ownership, was her homeport of Liverpool, England, with her landfall projected for six days hence.

The Empress of Ireland was about to make her first Quebec City–Liverpool round-trip of the 1914 summer season. The ice on the St. Lawrence had finally broken up on April 25, freeing the river for transatlantic service. In Canada it was always big news when the massive steel leviathans of both shipping and passenger traffic could finally make ports of call deep in the heart of the province. During winter and spring, when the river was frozen over, ships were forced to make their landfalls in Canada at the ports of Halifax, Nova Scotia, and St. John, New Brunswick. Although fine deepwater ports, these two oceanfront cities lay hundreds of miles and many hours by train from Quebec City and Montreal, the inland hubs of Canadian commerce and the points where immigrants from Europe wanted to disembark.

By 1914 the Empress of Ireland had proudly flown the checkered red-and-white banner of the Canadian Pacific Railway for eight years. Along with her sister ship the Empress of Britain, the Empress of Ireland had made ninety-five transatlantic crossings for the giant Canadian transportation company without major problems. The two vessels were the pride of the railway line, and the line had much to be proud of.
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The Empress of Ireland. Courtesy of P. Beaudry Collection.

At the time, the Canadian Pacific Railway was one of the largest and wealthiest companies in Canada, an all-encompassing monopoly. Not only did it own the transcontinental Railway line, it also owned a fleet of ships that crossed the Pacific as well as the Atlantic. The company boasted of being able to pick up passengers in such faraway ports as Hong Kong and Yokohama, connect them with one of its famous trains for transcontinental passage across North America, with stopovers at its grand hotels in the interior of Canada, and then deliver them to another luxurious ocean liner for service to Europe.

In the first few years of the twentieth century, the Canadian Pacific Railway had been reluctant to enter the transatlantic trade, preferring to focus on its land-based operations. But it could not ignore the booming market of hordes of immigrants seeking passage to the New World. For decades the company had sat by as steamship giants Cunard and White Star amassed fortunes by transporting immigrants. It was not until a Railway rival, the Canadian Northern, threatened to leap into the business of ocean shipping that the Canadian Pacific Railway’s hand was forced.

After purchasing the Elder Dempster Line and its fleet of ships in 1903 and hiring some of its experienced mariners, the company further raised the competitive stakes by ordering two new ocean liners from the renowned Fairfield Shipbuilding and Engineering Company of Glasgow, Scotland. Construction started on hull numbers 442 and 443 on Glasgow’s Clyde River on April 10, 1905. The two identical vessels were the epitome of modern design. The Empress of Britain was launched in 1905, and the Empress of Ireland followed on Saturday, January 27, 1906.

Both ships were fittingly referred to as the “Empresses of the Atlantic.” From stem to stern, each measured 548 feet 9 inches. From port to starboard rail they stretched 65 feet 7 inches; from the keel to the uppermost deck they soared 87 feet. The vessels drew just 27 feet fully laden, a relatively shallow draft ideal for river travel. Their gross register, or carrying capacity, was 14,191 tons, and they displaced 26,000 tons.

Two state-of-the-art quadruple-expansion reciprocating steam engines cranked out 18,000 horsepower and spun twin propellers. The Empress of Ireland could steam across the seas at an average cruising speed of 18 knots (21 mph), an astonishing feat for that era. The vessel also had a double bottom that ran from stem to stern, which prevented flooding should she run aground. Twin two-hundred-foot bilge keels projected from the hull below the waterline on each side, reducing the ship’s tendency to roll. Ten transverse bulkheads divided the Empress into eleven watertight compartments, making her unsinkable—at least on the drawing board.

The helmsman steered the huge vessel by means of a telemotor, a hydraulic mechanism that transmitted the wheel’s movement from the bridge to a distant steam engine in the stern through five hundred feet of copper piping to operate the rudder. The reliability of the rudder would later be called into question.

Compartments four and six in the middle of the ship were the largest, since they contained the engine room and boiler room; they took up 175 feet of the ship. In case of catastrophe, thirty-two stewards were assigned to manually close the horizontally sliding watertight doors. Operating the compartment doors was a laborious task under the best of conditions, a design flaw that would prove to be the ship’s Achilles’ heel.

The Empress of Ireland could accommodate 300 first-class passengers, 450 second-class (or cabin-class), and 800 third-class, all in a style that the Times of London called “delightful and cheerful.”

The Canadian Pacific Railway had no desire to compete head-to-head with Cunard or White Star on sheer luxury. Those two lines served the more lucrative New York to Southampton market. The Canadian Pacific would hammer home a different marketing angle in advertisements liberally circulated throughout Europe: passage aboard one of their ships required only four days on the open sea, a powerful selling point after the recent Titanic disaster in 1912. Many passengers saw world travel as a dangerous endeavor, as that “unsinkable” White Star liner had proved. As a further selling point, the ocean route to Canada on the Empress of Ireland was considerably shorter than the New York route, with two of the journey’s six days spent on the inland waterway of the St. Lawrence. Many jittery immigrants traveling in third-class steerage found solace in this idea—most had never experienced ocean travel, and even fewer could swim.
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Empress of Ireland postcard, about 1912.

Although not in the class of White Star’s Titanic, Britannic, or Olympic in luxurious trappings, the Empress of Ireland held her own. The first-class rooms, adorned with cherry and mahogany and featuring private baths, were in the ship’s airy superstructure of the upper and lower promenade decks.

A grand staircase swept down from the promenade decks under a central skylight and spilled into the shelter deck, which housed the spacious first-class dining room. The dining room accommodated families in its snug alcoves or served large parties in Edwardian splendor at banquet-flashlightsized tables. A music room, smoking room, library, open fireplaces, and children’s playrooms all were much admired features on the Canadian Pacific ship. First-class trappings were lavish by today’s standards and harked back to a time when travelers expected fine craftsmanship in public transportation.

If not elegant, second-class accommodations were certainly comfortable and up to snuff for travelers who were more frugal but still relatively well-off. Most of the 450 second-class passengers were either businessmen who traveled back and forth between North America and Europe or middle-class Canadians and Americans traveling on holiday. Berthed in the main and upper decks at the rear of the ship, they too were serenaded by the ship’s string quintet in the sumptuous public rooms.
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The first-class dining room. Courtesy of P. Beaudry Collection.
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The grand staircase. Courtesy of P. Beaudry Collection.
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A first-class cabin. Courtesy of P. Beaudry Collection.

Although lacking the amenities of first and second class, third-class passengers still found themselves in reasonable quarters. The Canadian Pacific adhered to government travel standards, and at the time the public considered the company to be “enlightened,” and not only because of national pride. Third-class passage was highly profitable for the company. On their way to populating the open spaces of the Canadian Commonwealth, third-class passengers enriched the railway with their meager earnings (in 1914 fares for steerage were under twenty dollars, equivalent to a bit over three hundred in 2004 dollars). In 1913 alone, almost half a million immigrants crossed the Atlantic to populate the vast Canadian territories, many of them aboard the railway’s two new liners. To the Canadian Pacific, there seemed no end to the traffic.

In addition to nautical engineering designed to ensure a smooth, safe passage, the Empress of Ireland bore sixteen steel lifeboats suspended from davits on the boat deck, as well as twenty collapsible lifeboats and twenty Berthon wood-and-canvas lifeboats, for a total of fifty-six with a total capacity for 1,948 people. The lifeboats provided a space for every passenger and crew member, as dictated by the new regulations for safety at sea after the Titanic disaster.

Commanding the Empress of Ireland was a man well suited for the job, Captain Henry George Kendall. Kendall had the kind of career that might have inspired the adventure writer Joseph Conrad. Leaving his home in Liverpool at age fifteen, Kendall signed on to a merchant marine training ship, a square-rigger named the Iolanthe. The Iolanthe and her harsh skipper were tough initiations into the mariner’s life. Jumping ship in Australia to avoid a murderous shipmate, Kendall drifted from one adventure to another, having a go at panning for gold in the Australian outback, pearling in the Arafura Sea, and crewing aboard a Norwegian bark hauling nitrogen-rich guano to the United Kingdom.

Kendall finally achieved the rank of first mate aboard another squarerigged sailing vessel, the Liverpool, the largest British sailing ship of its time. Kendall stayed on after the Canadian Pacific Railway bought the line and continued to rise in rank for eleven years, until he acquired his own well-deserved command. Kendall was forty years old when he assumed command of the Empress of Ireland in April 1914. As master, or captain, on May 28 he was overseeing the loading—of coal for the ship’s furnaces, of passengers, and of cargo—for only his third time, in the shadow of Quebec’s Lower Town.

Even though he had been with the ship a scant four weeks, Kendall was highly regarded by his crew of seasoned sailors. Joining him on the bridge were six officers, four of whom carried “master’s tickets,” the same captain’s credentials that Kendall had. Thirty-six able-bodied seamen and a total of 130 coal stokers, firemen, engineers, and trimmers (crewmen detailed to rake, or “trim,” the burning coal in the furnaces for maximum heat production and complete combustion) labored under his keen eye. The rest of the ship’s crew consisted of kitchen and dining staff and stewards who catered to the passengers’ other needs. With 2,600 tons of coal in her belly, the Empress of Ireland cast off at 4:27 P.M. on that warm, sunny May afternoon.
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Captain Henry George Kendall. Courtesy of V. Gilligan Collection.

Among those aboard were 170 Salvation Army members. The Salvationists were off to London to attend their Third International Congress, overseen by the organization’s founder, General William Booth. The contingent was led by Commissioner David Rees, head of the Salvation Army in Canada and its thirty-nine-member Territorial Staff Band. Also getting settled in their second-class cabin were fifty-year-old Major David Creighton and his wife, Bertha. David Creighton had labored long for the Salvation Army, and this trip to London was a reward for his diligent service. The couple must have been excited, looking forward to their trip across the ocean on the opulent ship; the hard life they lived with their five children among the immigrant and working class in Toronto could be put aside for a few precious weeks.

The Empress was not without her complement of celebrities. Foremost among them was the famous English actor Laurence Irving and his equally renowned actress wife, Mabel Hackney. The pair had just finished a triumphant tour of Canada with their acting troupe and were returning home. Also bound for England was the wealthy sportsman Sir Henry Seton-Karr, who had managed to fit in some hunting and fishing between various North American business ventures. Socialite Ethel Paton of Sherbrooke, Quebec, was to visit family in Europe, while Montreal millionaire Major Henry Lyman, fifty-nine years old, was embarking on a romantic tour of the Continent with his young bride. Filling out the first-class cabins were dozens of the moneyed elite of Canada, many traveling with nannies and maids.

Despite the prominent presence of celebrities, wealthy capitalists, and old-money aristocrats, the Empress passenger manifest was still representative of broad Canadian society. Berthed in the lower levels of the ship were hundreds of hardworking immigrant families, many going home to the Old World for the first time. Some were returning to reestablish links with their roots or to show off children or grandchildren. Many, no doubt, went home to spread their largesse among their less-fortunate relatives. Still others were returning home for good, broke and soured by their failed North American ventures.

That day on the Empress, hundreds of passengers also hailed from the American Midwest, including three hundred immigrant workers from Detroit’s Ford Motor Company. The auto workers had recently been laid off and were returning to Europe until the production lines would hum once again in the fall. Passengers from the British Commonwealth countries of Australia, New Zealand, and South Africa were also among the shipboard community.

As the great ocean liner cast off from Quebec’s quayside, the Salvation Army Band, assembled on the ship’s promenade deck, played “O Canada” and “Auld Lang Syne” for the throngs that lined the rails. As the Empress of Ireland steamed out onto the river, the band ended the impromptu concert with a Salvation Army favorite: the bittersweet “God Be with You Till We Meet Again.”

The Storstad

On May 27, 1914, after taking on 7,500 tons of coal, the steam-powered collier Storstad weighed anchor in Sydney, on Cape Breton Island, and began her routine run to Montreal, four days up the St. Lawrence River. The Storstad, a newer vessel than the Empress of Ireland built in 1911, was a workhorse compared with the racehorse Empress. She was also considerably smaller, 440 feet long and 58 feet wide. She displaced a mere 6,028 tons, and her maximum speed was 18 knots. She was built in Newcastle, England, but flew the Norwegian flag of her owner, the Klavenes line. Her single black smokestack was emblazoned with a large white K. The Storstad was an ugly, squat vessel, devoid of color. Manned by Norwegian sailors, the ship was on a charter run for the Dominion Coal Company of Canada. The Storstad was as suited for the unglamorous work of transporting coal as the Empress was for quality passenger service. The Storstad was designed for utility, not comfort. There was no fine wood paneling, artwork, carpeting, or grand rooms on this ship. She was a floating coal bin with engines.

The advantage the Norwegian ship had over the Canadian ocean liner was strength in design. She was a heavy cargo hauler. During the winter months she transported iron ore, and since she often called on icebound ports in Nordic countries, she had an Isherwood design system. Unlike the traditional design of vertical ribbing for hull strength used in most vessels of the time, the Isherwood system employed horizontal beams that ran from stem to stern for reinforcement. With a sharply raked, or slanted, bow designed for breaking ice, the Storstad was a formidable weapon against ice floes—and other ships—in the unlikely event of a collision. She was built like a chisel and could cut through another ship like a dagger.

The captain of the Storstad, Thomas Andersen, was a no-nonsense bull of a man with thirty years of experience on the sea. He had commanded the Storstad and a crew of thirty-six for the past three years without incident. Described as modest and unassuming, Captain Andersen was not a man to brag because just weeks before his ship had rescued a crew of six from a fishing boat who had been cast adrift off the coast of New Jersey.

The St. Lawrence

The St. Lawrence Seaway was still a work in progress in 1914 and would remain so for another forty years. The then-existing locks between the river and Lake Ontario would not accommodate ships longer than 250 feet. Nevertheless, the St. Lawrence was the pride of Canada. As one citizen wrote in 1914, the waterway was “a fitting entrance to a great country, an adequate environment for the history of a romantic people, a natural stage-setting for great events and gallant deeds.”

When the Lachine Canal, which bypassed the Lachine Rapids in Montreal, opened up the American Midwest’s Great Lakes to commercial shipping in 1825, it gave impetus for the widening and deepening of the 750-mile long St. Lawrence River to accommodate large commercial ships. By 1844, vessels over five hundred tons could navigate the entire river to Lake Ontario. The massive effort to make the St. Lawrence an economically vital waterway continued. In 1914, noted maritime historian Logan Marshall put it this way:

The deepening of the channel, the straightening of curves and the removal of obstructions—these things have been but the beginning of measures taken for the safety of the St. Lawrence route by the Canadian government. The waterways had to be charted. The tides had to be measured. The darkness had to be lighted and beacons erected to throw a warning or a welcoming flash across the waters. Fog alarms have been installed. Wireless and other signal stations have been erected, and a system of marine intelligence has been built up to warn the mariner of coming storms. Science has been enlisted in the cause and the Dominion has in several directions been a pioneer in the world-wide work of providing for the safety of those who go down to the sea in ships.

One such safety improvement was the construction of the Pointeau-Père (Father Point) Lighthouse, just four miles downriver from the commercial center of Rimouski near the remote Gaspé Peninsula. The lighthouse was originally built in 1859, then rebuilt in 1867 after a fire. It was replaced with still another tower of more modern design in 1909. The Pointe-au-Père Lighthouse cast a beam that could be seen for twenty miles on a clear evening, but of course it had little effect in fog.

The lighthouse was also where ships took on, and dispatched, their government-mandated river pilots. River pilots were expert navigators of the river temporarily put in charge of a ship’s bridge to guide the vessel safely up and down the river. Pointe-au-Père was also the point where the river arguably became the Gulf of St. Lawrence.

Despite the efforts of the Canadian government to portray the St. Lawrence River as a safe, navigable waterway, experienced mariners were wary of its charms. In addition to weather-induced hazards common on the St. Lawrence, the river and the Gulf were both notorious for precipitous drop-offs, making depth soundings guesswork at best. The Imperial Merchant Service Guild calculated that in 1912 and 1913 “it had spent more money on Canadian lawyers to represent its members after St. Lawrence accidents than it had spent on legal fees in any other part of the world.”
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Pointe-au-Père Lighthouse, about 1914. Courtesy of V. Gilligan Collection.

The portion of the Gulf of St. Lawrence just east of Rimouski was devoid of marked channels for vessels making their way up or down the Seaway. The channels today provide a defined two-lane waterway for ship traffic, but in 1914 defenders of the Seaway argued that none were needed, since at Pointe-au-Père the Gulf was over thirty miles wide. Surely, they said, that was enough room for oceangoing ships to maneuver.

The Collision

At his small desk in his cabin amidships, Major David Creighton wrote a letter to his oldest son, eighteen-year-old Wilfred.

My Dear Son:

We were so pleased to get your wire and to learn that all were well. May the dear Lord, whom I humbly endeavour to serve and whom you also strive to follow, abundantly bless you & Edith & Willie & Arthur & Cyrus & give us in due time the pleasure of meeting again with good news & all well.

I do believe you will all honestly strive to be helpful to each other & do your best during our absence. It was really brave of you all.

I had a frightfully busy trip down and right up to this minute. We are now sailing down along the St. Lawrence & I hope to mail this from Rimouski. Everything is going very nicely and the day has been beautiful…. We will have a good budget of news to mail you when we land at Liverpool.

Our very best affection & love for all. Let the others read this letter.

Papa & Mama

David Creighton signed the letter along with his wife, Bertha, and posted it in time for the bagging of mail to be shipped ashore at Rimouski. He then climbed into bed with Bertha and turned off his bedside electric lamp, sure that he and his wife would get a good night’s sleep.

As David Creighton wrote, it had been a “frightfully busy” day. Long train rides and the rush of boarding a ship for Europe had exhausted the excited travelers. Few people were awake as the Empress of Ireland loaded her last bags of mail onto the waiting Lady Evelyn, a postal tender sent out from Rimouski. At 1:30 A.M. the river pilot transferred to the tug Eureka, based at Pointe-au-Père. The tide was running in, and the temperature had dropped precipitously. The night air was well below freezing.

[image: image]

The Creighton family, 1914. Courtesy of David Creighton.

The Empress, laboring forward under the constant hum of her steam engines, slipped farther into the Gulf of St. Lawrence, glittering like a Christmas tree in the darkness. The tireless Captain Henry Kendall was still in command as the ship left the southern shore in her wake and took a northeast heading. It was customary for the captain of a vessel to stay on the bridge as long as the river pilot was aboard. Kendall was now due for relief from his next in command, Chief Officer Mansfield Steede, but Kendall was new to this ship. He wanted to remain on deck for his first trip on the Empress from the inland waterway to the open sea.

After the river pilot left, Kendall had his helmsman steer a course of 50 degrees, which would take him a comfortable six miles offshore from the Gaspé Peninsula. Once there, he would head east-southeast to the Cabot Strait and then east for the seas of the Atlantic, 250 miles away.

At 1:38 A.M. Seaman John Carroll, huddled in the crow’s nest on the forward mast, notified the bridge that the lights of an unknown vessel were an estimated eight miles off her starboard bow. There was no cause for alarm. Ship traffic along the vital river was to be expected.

Gauging the heading of the mystery ship was a fairly straightforward affair, even in 1914. According to the Rules of the Road, the internationally accepted set of maritime standards, every ship had to have prominent range lights mounted on the forward masts and navigation lights on the starboard and port bridge beams (at the widest part of the ship).

The starboard (right) side carried a green light, the port (left) side, red. On the fore topmast was a white light, and at least fifteen feet behind it, mounted higher, was another white light. The navigation lights were screened so they could be viewed by an oncoming ship only from the angles between dead ahead and ninety degrees abeam (to the side). Thus a captain could determine an approaching ship’s heading in relation to his own by reading its navigation and range lights. If the approaching ship was headed directly at him, officers on the bridge would see both the starboard and port lights and the two range lights, one above the other. If the oncoming ship slowly showed just the red light, exposing its port side, it was turning to its right, and the degree of separation between its two range lights would widen at the same time. Since the white range lights were visible from a greater distance than the red and green navigation lights, a lookout often had to guess another vessel’s heading from these alone. If both range lights were visible, the vessel was heading toward the observer. (The lower, forward light could not be seen from astern.) If the forward, lower light was to the right of the higher, the other ship was angling to the observer’s right, and vice versa.

Because the other ship was on his starboard bow and its forward range light was to the right of its aft one, Captain Kendall determined that the inbound ship would pass the Empress on her inshore side, starboard to starboard. The Rules of the Road generally called for two ships approaching each other on roughly parallel courses to pass portside to portside, but with over six miles of deep water between the Empress’s starboard side and the southern shores of the St. Lawrence, as well as over twenty miles to her port side, Kendall was not worried. Having put the desired distance between his ship and the southern shore, he calmly ordered his helmsman to turn the Empress twenty-six degrees to the right. The new heading would carry the Empress down through the gulf. It would also put the Empress on a course more parallel to that of the other ship, but still with a safe separation on a clear night.

With his binoculars locked on the oncoming ship, Kendall observed its movements. Even though the other ship was still miles away, because of the closing speed of both vessels they would pass each other in minutes. He went out onto the navigational bridge to get a bearing on the other ship from a binnacle-mounted prismatic compass that would allow him to view simultaneously the object being sighted and its magnetic heading. Before returning to the bridge, he saw the other ship’s green navigation light, confirming that it would be passing the Empress starboard to starboard. Then Kendall noticed something else.

With his ship still under a full head of steam, he watched in consternation as a dreaded blanket of fog crept toward him from the southern shore like a slow-motion avalanche. In moments his visibility could all but disappear. Now Captain Kendall had something to worry about.

As the drama was unfolding, Chief Officer Alfred Toftenes was the officer in charge of the Storstad’s bridge. Captain Andersen had retired to his cabin four hours earlier to take his place in bed beside his wife (it was relatively common then for captains’ wives to sail with their husbands). Toftenes, thirty-three years old, had a master’s certificate and had been aboard the Storstad for three years. Captain Andersen had the highest regard for his seamanship. Toftenes was under orders to awaken the captain when the ship neared Pointe-au-Père to pick up the river pilot.

Toftenes had been alerted to the presence of the other ship by two clangs of the lookout’s bell from the bow. Toftenes and Third Mate Jakob Saxe quickly picked up the lights of the approaching vessel at approximately the same time the Storstad was sighted by the Empress. The chief officer and Saxe later said they saw the other ship’s lights off their port bow, and as they watched, the ship swung slowly toward the Storstad’s port side. Since the unknown ship was to his left, he decided that the Rules of the Road called for a port-to-port passing, and he maintained his course of 245 degrees (S65W).

In 1914 fog was mariners’ most feared adversary. In a time before ship-to-ship radio communication and radar, fog rendered them almost clueless about the location of other ships. Ship whistles were notoriously unreliable, since fog could play tricks with sound waves. Nevertheless, mariners were required to signal their intentions: one long whistle blast for making way on a steady course; one short blast for a turn to starboard; two short blasts for a turn to port; three short blasts for slowing down; and two long blasts to signify dead in the water.

Chief Officer Toftenes was under further orders to notify Captain Andersen if fog arose. It was a duty he neglected. Perhaps Toftenes felt that the captain, who was to be awakened soon enough upon approaching Pointe-au-Père, could use the extra minutes of sleep before his long watch. Or perhaps Toftenes simply felt capable of captaining the ship through the adverse conditions.

On the bridge of the Empress, Captain Kendall had determined that the other vessel was holding its course. Then the fog swallowed up his ship. Though he didn’t think a collision was imminent, Kendall, ordered his ship “full astern,” reversing the engines. He was still confident there was no real danger; nevertheless, he took the precaution of halting his forward progress.

His decision was transmitted down to the engine room through the ship’s internal telegraph and signaled to the other captain by three short blasts of the whistle. Kendall walked to the wing bridge and looked over the side to make sure his ship had stopped moving forward. Satisfied, he returned to the bridge and further ordered “stop engines.” Kendall then gave the whistle two long blasts, signaling that his ship was now dead in the water. Kendall assumed the other ship would hold its course for a starboard-to-starboard passing. Although a port-to-port passing was generally preferred, every captain had the discretion to make passing decisions with the safety of his ship in mind. All Kendall could do now was wait.

Toftenes would later state that he believed the Empress was still off his port bow when the fog engulfed them. To be safe, Toftenes slammed the ship’s telegraph indicator to “stop.” The engine room responded by decoupling the shaft of the single propeller, effectively putting it in neutral. The Storstad couldn’t come to an immediate stop and continued to plow through the seas, propelled by her forward momentum. Toftenes gave one long blast of the whistle, indicating to the other ship that he was holding his course even though the Storstad was no longer under power.

An event two years earlier must have been spinning through Henry Kendall’s head. The Empress of Britain, the Empress of Ireland’s sister ship, had encountered heavy fog off the Magdalen Islands and had struck and sunk the British cargo ship Helvitia. Despite heroic action by both ships’ crews, reputations and careers had been destroyed. The captain of the Empress of Britain, accused of excessive speed in the fog but not completely to blame, had been given a desk job in Quebec City. Kendall didn’t want that to happen to him.

On the bridge of the Storstad, Alfred Toftenes feared that his ship, no longer under power, was losing steering control, since no water was moving against the plane of the rudder. There was also the incoming current to consider. To hold his course, Toftenes reluctantly ordered “ahead slow.”

To correct the drift of the ship in the current, Toftenes then ordered his helmsman to steer her a bit to starboard and signaled his intent with a single long blast of the whistle. Toftenes then alerted Captain Andersen, in his cabin, of the fog, using the bridge’s voice tube, which communicated with various parts of the ship. In the meantime Third Officer Saxe, noticing that the ship had not responded well to the corrective steering order, grabbed the wheel from the helmsman and spun it hard, turning the ship sharply to starboard.

The Fatal Embrace

Captain Kendall, still nervously waiting for the other ship to pass, slipped into the chart room directly aft of the bridge to check the time. It was 1:53 A.M. He returned to the bridge and peered apprehensively into the sepulchral fog. No more than two further minutes had passed when suddenly Kendall saw the range lights and both navigation lights of the mystery ship appear out of the dense mist, not passing but bearing down on him. With the ship dead in the water, the starboard flank of the Empress of Ireland was totally vulnerable, perpendicular to the Storstad’s chisel-like bow. At that moment he knew the worst had come to pass: his ship was about to be rammed.

Captain Andersen had just arrived on the bridge of the Storstad at 1:55 A.M. He stared along his bow, shocked at what he saw. Dead ahead, shrouded in the fog but now visible, was the glittering hull of the festively lit ocean liner. Without hesitating, Andersen ordered full speed astern, trying to put his vessel in reverse, his only evasive option once he saw the ocean liner. All he could do then was brace for the impact.

Kendall ordered his engines “full ahead” and turned his huge ship hard to starboard. He hoped this desperate action would kick the starboard rear quarter out of harm’s way so that his ship would suffer only a glancing blow.

Kendall grabbed the megaphone and tried to hail the other ship’s bridge. But it was too late. The noise of steel crushing steel never thundered around him. There was no jarring crash, no sailors knocked from their feet. Kendall felt just a bumping sensation, barely noticed by some of the passengers belowdecks. The surprised captain of the Empress quickly realized why. The invading ship had penetrated as smoothly as a scalpel through the Empress’s most vulnerable place, between the hull’s ribs in the expansive engine room, the heart of the ship.

Kendall shouted through his megaphone to the other captain to “go ahead full,” hoping that the gaping wound in his ship’s flank could be temporarily plugged by the bow of the invasive ship. If the Storstad maintained forward motion, the wound might stay closed long enough to keep the sea from pouring into his ship’s engine room. Kendall desperately needed time for his crew to close the bulkhead doors in the damaged compartment or the Empress would sink.

Andersen had every reason to comply with the command shouted from the Empress’s bridge. His own crushed bow made his ship equally susceptible to the waters of the St. Lawrence, and holding the ships locked in their embrace could save them both. But Andersen could not keep the ship in place. The bigger ship was still moving forward, and seconds later his smaller vessel was swept aside.

Frigid water poured into the gash in the Empress of Ireland. The great ocean liner immediately began to list to starboard. Kendall’s only hope for saving his ship was to run her aground on the distant south shore of the St. Lawrence, some five miles away. He ordered the engines “full speed ahead.” Captain Andersen, on the bridge of the Storstad, watched as the black hull of the wounded ship disappeared into the fog.

Andersen’s wife had rushed from their cabin and joined her husband as the Empress faded from view. She asked if they were going to sink. Andersen replied quietly, “I think so.” If the ship was going down, then she would go down with her husband. She moved closer to his side.

Both the senior and junior wireless operators aboard the Empress were awakened by the ship’s shrill whistles moments before the collision. Both felt the gentle bumping coming from the starboard side of the ship and ran in their pajamas to see what had happened. Peering over the side of the ocean liner, they were shocked to see the Storstad brushing alongside them, having just been torn from their ship’s side. Senior wireless operator Norman Ferguson acted quickly, without waiting for orders. In the wireless room he cranked up the transmitter and tapped out a message to the Pointe-au-Père station saying that they had been hit by another ship and might need assistance—to stand by. Assistant operator Crawford Leslie at the Marconi wireless office at Pointe-au-Père received the message and acknowledged it.

Suddenly awakened, the Pointe-au-Père senior wireless operator William Whiteside then took over the wireless headset. Moments later he heard the SOS signal and learned that the Empress of Ireland was “listing terribly.” But back on board the injured ship, Ferguson could not transmit the ship’s coordinates; no one up on the bridge had called down with their location, and Ferguson couldn’t leave his post to ask. The senior wireless operator rightly surmised that the ship’s officers were occupied with saving the ship.

Ferguson could only estimate their distance from Rimouski—about twenty miles out. Whiteside tapped back that he was dispatching two rescue ships, the tender Lady Evelyn and the pilot boat Eureka. That was the last message the Empress received. Within seconds of Whiteside’s message, the ship lost all power. By the time the captains of the Lady Evelyn and the Eureka were notified, their crews assembled, and a head of steam generated by their coal-burning engines, forty-five crucial minutes had passed.

Belowdecks on the Empress, most of the passengers who were awakened by the collision would later report that they hadn’t thought much of it. One survivor described the noise as being “like two dishpans clashed together in the distance.” Other sleep-fogged passengers thought the ship had simply brushed against the dock at Rimouski.

Second-class passenger Will Measures was awakened in his cabin on the forward main deck. He later remembered that the collision was “a gentle bump like the starting of a train.” He glanced out his porthole, saw nothing but the blackness of night, and tried to go back to sleep.

Salvation Army band member Stanley Bigland, also in second class, was jarred from his slumber by the impact. Scrambling out of bed, he woke his cabin mates and told them, “Something struck us.” Fellow band member Alfred Keith threw open their door to see water already pouring into the corridor. He yelled to his fellow Salvationists, “We’ve struck an iceberg.” The men quickly pulled on their trousers.

James Duncan of London, England, would remember being awakened in his first-class cabin by the ship’s whistle signals. Duncan’s cabin was just above the point of impact. After dressing and grabbing his life belt, a canvas vest filled with cork, Duncan made his way up to the promenade deck to find the ship listing horribly to starboard: “It was pretty rotten on deck. We simply stood there, we knew we were going down, there was no question about that from the first, and it was no good struggling. The poor women were hysterical, but there was no chance to do anything for them.”

Chief Steward Augustus Gaade was jolted from his sleep by the sound of crunching metal two decks below him. After dressing quickly, he encountered night watchman William Morl, who said they’d been hit by something. The chief steward told Morl to start waking the sleeping passengers and to have them put on their life belts and go up to the open decks. Gaade, suppressing his rising panic, rushed back to his cabin to finish dressing, then sprinted up to the boat deck to help launch the number one lifeboat.

By that time the ship had listed so badly that getting the boat in the water was almost impossible. Panicky passengers scrambled for space. Once free of its holding chucks, the boat swung wildly out over the water, pitching the occupants into the water while the six who had been trying to free it clung to the gunwales, as one observer would later say, “like so many monkeys.” Gaade decided it was his duty to report to the bridge for orders.

Shutting down the bulkheads to lock off a compartment was a practiced procedure that thirty-two of the ship stewards were assigned to do in an emergency. It was a task that required a good deal of muscle. The team of stewards had to use a lever to move the horizontally sliding steel bulkhead doors, which divided each of the lower three decks into even-sized sections of passenger accommodations. Working in pitch blackness since the ship’s electric power had been snuffed out, the stewards also had to overcome gravity, deep inside the ship, while fighting what must have been a strong instinct to flee for their lives, given the frightening pitch of the vessel. Standing in seawater fouled by debris and with screams of panic ringing in their ears, the stewards attempted to do the impossible.

As the team set to work, the ship listed even more sharply to starboard. Of the thirty-two stewards who manned the bulkhead doors, only thirteen would survive, and of those only five were from the wounded starboard side of the ship.

Then there was the matter of closing the portholes. Many of them were open to the cool air of the night. Many passengers had apparently ignored the stewards’ earlier orders to shut them when retiring for the night. No doubt the travelers preferred sea spray to the stagnant air that aggravated seasickness. The portholes pocked the ship, some just five feet above the waterline. With the ship listing, those portholes were all submerged, and water poured through them.

After slamming the ship’s telegraph indicator to “full ahead,” Kendall, trying to control his fear, grabbed the bridge telephone and called down to Chief Engineer William Sampson. He ordered Sampson to give him full power, but the engineer could not restart the engines. It was easy to understand why.

The knifelike bow of the Storstad, over forty-six feet high, had opened a gaping wound fourteen feet wide that extended twenty-five feet below the Empress’s waterline. Worse than the size of the hole was its location. The watertight bulkhead between the two boiler rooms had been crushed, and the two compartments, together 175 feet long, were now open to the sea. Water poured in at sixty thousand gallons a second, extinguishing the boiler fires. The Empress of Ireland had lost all power and floundered helplessly in the frigid black water.

Not only was all propulsion lost, but the flooded generators meant that the Empress had no lights in the cabins and corridors. It was a moonless night; panic raged below in the dark, flooded passageways. Cries for help echoed down the rapidly filling corridors as people slogged through waist-deep water. There was little to be done, it seemed, but try to save oneself and one’s immediate family.

The Passengers

Since it was the first night out at sea, passengers—already weary from the strain of reaching the ship via early twentieth-century transportation—would not be expected to run safety drills. The first drill was scheduled for the second day out.

Most of the passengers were not yet familiar with the layout of the ship or the location of escape routes to the boat deck. Adding to the pandemonium, the listing staircases were slanted and disorienting. The cascades of icy water quickly numbed the few lower-decks passengers who were able to escape from their cabins. It was every ocean traveler’s nightmare: being trapped inside a sinking ship in freezing water in the black of night.

Second-class passenger John Black of Ottawa was one of the lucky few. Awakened by the collision, Black thought at first he had simply been having a vivid nightmare. But he stumbled to his door and looked out to see frantic passengers rushing past. Then he noticed the sharp leaning of the ship. Black shook his wife awake. The pair fled for the open deck, with his wife crying and the panic nearly consuming him. By the time they reached a railing, the Empress was angled so steeply that both husband and wife slipped down the deck and were pitched into the water.

The plunge sent Black deep into the St. Lawrence. He desperately struggled upward in the black water. As he burst to the surface, air filling his grateful lungs, he found his wife bobbing beside him. That was not the only miracle. A lifeboat that had broken free from its davits was just a few strokes away. Black was able to boost his wife over the boat’s side, but he could not then muster the strength to climb in himself. The freezing water was robbing his extremities of all feeling and power. He told his wife to be brave, then struggled off toward another nearby lifeboat full of people. Surely, he thought, they would be able to pull him aboard.

Before he could reach the lifeboat, part of the ship’s superstructure broke free and fell onto it with a terrible crash. Black shut his eyes in horror. When he opened them, he was stunned to see the lifeboat reduced to a pile of flotsam. There was no sign of survivors. At least, Black thought, their deaths were “sudden and merciful.” Minutes later, a lifeboat from the Storstad picked him up.

Many survivors would later tell how they had slipped into the sea. Some said it felt surreal, like walking down the beach and into the water. Others reported that the deck suddenly lurched beneath them, spilling them, grasping and clawing, into the St. Lawrence. Still other passengers simply stepped off the Empress as if they were entering a pool. Few reported leaping from up high.

First-class passenger James Duncan of London was one of those who stepped into the sea; he was wrapped in an overcoat. He immediately began swimming for the distant Storstad, which appeared out of the slowly dissipating fog, not knowing that she too was wounded. Duncan’s frigid swim lasted almost an hour, “a jolly long time” he later recalled with aplomb.

There was little time for heroics aboard the sinking Empress, as passengers and crew were overcome by the rapid deterioration of the vessel, the blackness of night, and the fast-encroaching waters. But Merton Darling of Shanghai encountered one act of selflessness. The renowned English sportsman Sir Henry Seton-Karr came upon Darling in a first-class corridor full of panicking people. Darling had forgotten his life belt but had no intention of retreating to his cabin to find it. Seton-Karr thrust his own into Darling’s arms. Darling tried to give it back, telling him to save himself, but the English gentleman would hear none of it. He shoved the life belt back, telling his astounded fellow passenger that he would find another. Seton-Karr rushed off before Darling could protest further. Sir Henry never found another life belt. He perished in the freezing waters.
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This chilling illustration depicting the disgorging of the Empress’s passengers into the sea appeared in Colliers magazine.

Frederick Abbott of Toronto was the last person to see the actor Laurence Irving and his wife, Mabel Hackney, alive. He encountered them just outside their cabin in the passageway. Irving quietly asked Abbott if the ship was sinking. Told that it appeared so, Irving turned to his crying wife, telling her there was no time to lose. He moved to grab a life belt. Just at that moment the ship lurched, throwing Irving against his cabin door. His face was bloodied, and Mabel went into hysterics. Irving wrapped his wife in his arms and tried to calm her. He put the life belt on her and carried her up the leaning staircase to the boat deck. Abbott shouted after the couple, offering to help, but the English actor replied, “Look after yourself, old man, but God bless you all the same.”

Abbott did just that. Jumping into the sea, he quickly found a piece of floating wood to hold on to. He could still see Irving and his wife on board the sinking Empress, locked in an embrace. Abbott continued to watch the couple helplessly. Just before the ship slipped away beneath their feet, they kissed one last time. Both Laurence Irving and Mabel Hackney drowned.

Third-class passenger John Fowler of Vancouver was one of the few survivors who actually saw the Storstad strike the Empress of Ireland. He too had been awakened by the two ships’ warning whistles. Curious, he poked his head out his porthole on the starboard side, shocked to see another ship’s bow moving rapidly toward the Empress’s flank. He quickly retreated inside his cabin, thinking he would be crushed. Fowler was spared the blow because he was just forward of the collision point, yet he could still see the crash by peering out his porthole. But to the Canadian, the impact didn’t seem fatal.

Fowler immediately tried to close his porthole, but his cabin was so close to the waterline that the inrush of water made it almost impossible. Struggling desperately, he finally managed to wrestle it closed as the numbing water reached his shoulders. Once out in the passageway, he saw that madness had taken hold. Panic-stricken passengers were climbing over one another to escape from the sinking ship. Fowler came across a woman carrying two small children. He tried to reassure the frightened woman and fastened life belts on her and the children as others rushed past. Fowler was able to escort them up the slippery staircases to the open deck but quickly lost them in the chaos. There was little else to do but to save himself. He jumped into the St. Lawrence and swam until a lifeboat from the Storstad picked him up. John Fowler would never learn whether the mother and children survived—he didn’t know their names.
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British actress and Empress of Ireland victim Mabel Hackney. Courtesy of V. Gilligan Collection.

Fowler and Black were not the only passengers the Storstad picked up. After the collision Captain Andersen quickly ordered his four lifeboats away to help rescue passengers from the sinking ship. In the fog, Andersen could not see the struggling mass of people in the freezing water below, but he certainly could hear their screams.

Like so many of the passengers aboard the Empress of Ireland, Salvation Army Major George Attwell and his wife barely stirred at the collision. Attwell told his wife the Empress must be dropping off the pilot in Rimouski, but his wife was not convinced. Finding bedlam outside their cabin, the Attwells collected themselves and rushed for the boat deck in their night-clothes. Attwell found fellow Salvationist Major Hugh Findlay trying to help his wife up the steeply angled staircase. Mrs. Findlay cried out that she couldn’t make it, so her husband asked Attwell to help, but the two men together couldn’t pull the older woman up. Attwell had to abandon the Findlays to save himself and his wife. It was a harrowing three minutes before the Attwells emerged into the chill air. The Findlays were not so lucky; both went down with the ship.

The Attwells climbed to the port side boat deck, but because of the pitch of the ship, the lifeboats swung inward over the boat beck and could not be launched. Knowing of no other option, the couple sat down and slid to the other side of the ocean liner and into the water.

Both Attwells had had the presence of mind to put on their life belts, which kept them afloat until they were picked up by a lifeboat from the Storstad. The Empress life belts could easily keep a grown adult afloat for days, but in the frigid water of the St. Lawrence, rescues were measured in minutes, not hours.

Before escaping, the Attwells had seen Alice Foord at the rail of the Empress next to her husband, Ernest, clutching their small daughter. They had no life belts. They thrust the little girl into the Attwells’ arms, telling them, “We’ll take our own chances.” But another Salvationist, Kenneth McIntyre, came along and gave Mrs. Foord a life belt. She reached for her daughter, telling Attwell, “I’ll take the baby myself now.” George Att-well watched as the woman hugged the little girl and turned to find a lifeboat. The Foords never made it to safety.

It was estimated later that only those passengers who emerged from inside the ship within five minutes had any chance of survival; the others were all doomed. Within those first few minutes, water was already lapping at the boat-deck level, normally forty-five feet above the water. The dramatic list of the ship made all the boats on the port side unusable, since they were swinging from their davits over the deck instead of the sea. Falling debris made launching the starboard lifeboats a dangerous endeavor. Only six of the sixteen lifeboats were successfully put to sea.

What little hope there was for those still entombed below evaporated altogether within ten minutes of the collision, when the Empress of Ireland suddenly lurched to starboard, leaving just the port side of the great ship barely above water.

No survivor ever caught sight of David and Bertha Creighton among the crowd of passengers struggling to survive the calamity. The Creightons were berthed in the second-class section, two decks below the promenade deck. No one knows whether they were on the starboard or port side, since the Canadian Pacific Railway kept no such records. If they were in the starboard section, in all likelihood they were crushed or drowned quickly. If their quarters were on the port side, it may have been an agonizing wait for the encroaching waters. Their fellow Salvationists could only pray that the Crieghtons’ faith eased them in their final moments.

The Heroic Captain

Before the last sudden lurch to starboard, Chief Steward Gaade found Captain Kendall on the port wing bridge issuing orders to his junior officers who were deploying the lifeboats. It had become harder and harder to stand without holding onto something. Gaade asked his captain if he could run the ship aground. Kendall, exhausted from only minimally successful attempts to save passengers and crew, said in a barely audible voice that it was not possible since they had lost all steam. Gaade then commented that it looked as if they were finished. Kendall replied, “Yes, and a terrible finish it is too.”

The final violent lurch of the ship, caused by the water’s filling the starboard side, catapulted Captain Kendall from the wing bridge into the water. The two large black-and-yellow smokestacks crashed into the sea, crushing many bobbing passengers. The St. Lawrence swirled down into the gaping smokestack holes, further overwhelming the ship with tons of water. The vast port side, however, was still afloat. Over seven hundred passengers clung to the black steel hull, which was slowly descending into the sea. Some of the survivors later described it as like sitting on the beach anxiously watching the tide come in: “The waves came splashing up the slope of the steel, and then retired one after the other. But each came a little higher than the last.”

Just minutes later, Captain Henry Kendall, treading water in the freezing St. Lawrence, watched in shock as the Empress of Ireland slipped silently to the bottom, taking with her eight hundred passengers and crew still trapped inside. In her frothy wake she left a trail of bubbles, deck furniture, shattered lifeboats, and a wailing mass of humanity, many of whom would quickly perish from the cold. It was 2:09 A.M., just fourteen minutes after the collision.

Second-class passenger Robert Crellin was wearing only a nightshirt when he collected in his arms an eight-year-old child named Florence Barbour, the daughter of his neighbor back in British Columbia. She had been separated from her mother in the panic of abandoning ship. Crellin swam off in search of a lifeboat with the child clinging to his back. He later remembered that the air and water were “as cold as winter.” “The child was pluckier than a stout man. She never even whimpered, and complaint was out of the question. Time and time again I feared Florence would lose her hold, and I would speak to her when my mouth and eyes were clear. Each time her little hands would clutch me tighter, until it seemed she’d stop my breath, but I welcomed the hold because it showed she had the pluck and courage needed.” Crellin and the girl made it to one of the lifeboats. Florence’s three-year-old sister, Evelyn, and their mother, Sabena, did not have the good fortune of encountering a man like Robert Crellin. Both drowned.

Kenneth McIntyre, one of the Salvation Army Band members who had serenaded the ship’s company when leaving Quebec City just ten hours earlier, swam off in the direction of the Storstad. Minutes into his swim, when his arms became so numb from the cold that he lost control of them, McIntyre flipped over onto his back and began to kick. When the fog finally lifted, minutes after the Empress sank, the Salvationist was able to navigate to the distant Storstad, where he was safely pulled aboard.

Captain Andersen had been quick in getting the Storstad’s lifeboats into the water. After the collision the Norwegian collier had drifted just a short distance from the Empress. Andersen was worried that his own ship might still sink, but he could not ignore the cries for help coming from where the big ocean liner had been.

The crew from the Storstad made multiple trips in their lifeboats to the floating mass of terrified and crying survivors. On one such trip, a lifeboat picked up Captain Henry Kendall. Kendall then took charge of the Storstad lifeboat and picked up sixty survivors before returning to the collier. Kendall remained with the lifeboat and with a small crew rowed back to the site of the sinking to rescue more survivors; but time was running out for those left behind.

Nearly four hundred Empress survivors were eventually taken aboard the Norwegian ship Storstad, where Captain Andersen and his crew were overwhelmed by the crush of desperate people. All of the survivors had been ill prepared for the freezing waters of the St. Lawrence. Many had fled their berths and jumped into the water naked. The captain and crew, without hesitation, distributed their clothing to those suffering from hypothermia. Captain Andersen’s wife pulled down the draperies in their cabin, which she had painstakingly sewn just days before, and distributed them to shivering survivors. Circulating among them, she poured coffee and whiskey. The generous woman even gave away her shoes. Dr. James Grant, the Empress’s surgeon, had escaped from his cabin by squeezing through his porthole. He almost hadn’t made it, but a passenger standing on the capsized hull noticed the doctor trying to pull himself out, grabbed him under the arms, and hauled him out. Grant suffered severe lacerations, but once free of the steel ship’s embrace, he leaped into the sea. His experience among terror-crazed clusters of floating survivors was harrowing: “There were several hundred souls swimming around in the water screaming for help, shrieking as they felt themselves being carried under, and uttering strange, weird moans of terror.”

Grant was scooped from the sea by a Storstad lifeboat. What he found aboard the Norwegian ship was equally horrifying. Wrapped in blankets and borrowed clothing, Grant did his best to attend to the survivors. Many were beyond help. Women and children died in his arms, victims of exposure. As the surgeon later put it, for many of them “the last spark of energy had been exhausted.” Of the four hundred Empress passengers aboard the Storstad, twenty-two died before they could reach shore at Rimouski, less than an hour away.

Though the Storstad’s lifeboats arrived within minutes of the collision, they came too late for many of the desperate Empress passengers. The mass of screaming survivors was quickly reduced to a quiet grave of bobbing cadavers. The thirty-two-degree Fahrenheit water took a horrible toll. Over two hundred passengers who managed to flee the sinking ship lived only long enough to die from hypothermia while waiting for rescue. Gordon Davidson, however, did not give up.

Davidson, a history professor from San Francisco, managed not only the most remarkable Empress survival story but also one of the greatest of all time. In just his pajamas and life belt, Davidson swam all the way to land, over four miles distant, in water temperatures that killed most people in just minutes. Scrambling up the rocky shore at Sainte-Luce, Davidson headed for the church rectory’s door and knocked. One can only imagine the housekeeper’s shock when she opened that door in the early morning hours of May 29, 1914.

When Captain Kendall finally succumbed to fatigue, and to the realization that there were no more survivors to rescue from the now-silent waters around the tomb of his ship, he steered the lifeboat back to the Storstad and wearily climbed aboard. He reportedly confronted Captain Andersen on the bridge of his ship. “Sir,” he said, “you have sunk my ship. You were going full speed in a dense fog.”

The offended and equally spent Norwegian captain replied, “I was not going full speed. You were going full speed.” Thus began the recriminations that would bedevil both Canada and Norway for months to come.

What was immediately certain was the huge loss of life in the collision. The sinking of the Empress of Ireland remains one of the greatest maritime disasters in the history of peacetime North America, and the most devastating in Canada. The numbers are staggering. The Empress of Ireland lost 840 passengers, or almost 80 percent of the paying clientele. Of the 87 passengers in first class, 36 were saved, just 41 percent. Only 48 of the 253 in second class (19 percent) lived to recount their ordeal, and just 133 of 717 (18 percent) in third class made it to shore in Rimouski.

Sadly, the statistics mock the idea of “women and children first,” making the sinking an even greater tragedy. Only 41 of the 310 women (13 percent) aboard would survive, and just 4 of the 138 children (3 percent). The lucky Florence Barbour, rescued by Robert Crellin, was one of them.

Fate did not spare many of the celebrities aboard the Canadian Pacific ship. The body of Sir Henry Seton-Karr was found forty miles downriver from Sainte-Luce, days later, without a life belt. He was identified by the monogrammed handkerchief stuffed in his pocket. Sir Laurence Irving’s corpse, floating among the other dead above the sunken ship, was identified by a signet ring. At least he would receive a tombstone; his wife was either trapped in the Empress or later buried with other unidentified bodies in a mass grave at Pointe-au-Père. The body of David Reese, the commissioner of the Salvation Army, was found days later and returned to Toronto for burial.

Although the couple were “promoted to glory” in the parlance of the Salvation Army, the bodies of David and Bertha Creighton still are entombed inside the Empress of Ireland. What had been planned as a reward for service had become a terrifying ordeal that ended their lives. Perhaps their only consolation was in experiencing those last moments of life together. Their sad, untimely, and tortured deaths, like the deaths of so many of the Empress victims, would give inspiration to the quest of many survivors, family members, and authors to understand the Empress of Ireland tragedy.
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Empress dead at a makeshift morgue in Rimouski. Courtesy of P. Beaudry Collection.

The Devastating Aftermath

Although more people perished aboard the Titanic just two years earlier—1,503 total lives had been lost in 1912—the Empress disaster claimed a larger number of passengers: 840 passengers died on the Empress to 807 passengers aboard the Titanic. Of the 420 crew employed on the Empress, 248 survived, a disproportionate 59 percent compared with just 20 percent of passengers. Newspapers made much of this telling statistic in the weeks that followed. The crew and owners of the vessel contended that it was the time factor and new passengers’ unfamiliarity with the ship, rather than cowardice or irresponsibility on the part of the crew, that explained the crew’s disproportionate survival rate. It was the first night out, they explained, the collision happened late at night, and the Empress sank in just fourteen minutes. It was a crisis situation, ultimately, of “every man, woman, and child for themselves,” although the crew members, by most accounts, reacted to the accident in a professional and brave manner and did their best in the worst of circumstances. The crew of the Empress was not legally bound to help passengers off the ship once the abandon ship order was given or the ship was in imminent danger of sinking.

There was another connection to the Titanic that the press made much of. A coal stoker named William Clarke had amazingly escaped the flooding engine room of the Empress; the plucky Irishman had also been feeding the Titanic’s engines on that April night in 1912 when it went down. When asked by reporters to compare the two sinkings, Clarke replied, “Waiting around for the end was the hard part on Titanic. There was no waiting with the Empress… she rolled over like a hog in a ditch.”

Legal Wrangling

After dropping off survivors of the collision in Rimouski, the Storstad arrived in Montreal two days later under her own power. Amid the mangled steel of her battered bow, newspaper reporters and the curious public could still spot the paint from the hull of the Empress. Officers from the High Court’s Admiralty Marshal stood by, waiting to board the ship and begin the investigation of the disaster.

The Canadian Pacific Railway’s lawyers had already filed a claim of $2,000,000 ($30,000,000 in 2004 dollars) against the Norwegian vessel for the loss of the company’s ship. As condolences poured into Canada from all over the world and as services for the dead were headlining newspapers in North America and Europe, lawyers for the two shipping lines began to point fingers at each other. The legal maneuverings, however, actually had begun the day after the sinking near Rimouski.

The local coroner called for an inquest, which was held in a schoolhouse in the small riverside community. Captain Kendall, still haggard and exhausted from the ordeal, rose from his hospital bed and fired the first shot in the legal battle that would determine who was responsible for one of the greatest maritime disasters in history.

[image: image]

Storstad’s battered bow in Quebec City. George Scott Railton Heritage Centre.

Kendall accused the Storstad’s captain not only of negligently ramming his stopped ship but also of backing out of the gash he created instead of continuing under forward power to minimize the flooding of the damaged compartments. Kendall also took the position that the Storstad’s rescue efforts were insufficient and vigorously insisted that it was not the Norwegian boats but the Empress’s lifeboats that had delivered most of the survivors to the Storstad. Kendall no doubt spoke under the emotional and physical strain of surviving the disaster himself. As it was later established in the official inquiry, Andersen and his crew acted selflessly and heroically in the rescue of the Empress survivors.

The Canadian, American, and British press immediately began a media war for justice, falling in squarely behind the English sea captain and the Empress. One story appearing in the Toronto Globe was fairly typical of the media’s sentiment when it spoke of how the Storstad was “driving throughout the dangerous night, reckless of the consequences.”

In his 1978 book Fourteen Minutes, then widely thought of as the definitive book on the accident, James Croall wrote that underneath the accusations against the Storstad lay a thinly disguised resentment of the Norwegian monopoly of coal and iron ore transport up and down the St. Lawrence. The Norwegians maintained their monopoly, this public sentiment went on, by “cutting corners, both metaphorically and literally.”

The Storstad’s management company, the Maritime S.S. Company, countered with a press conference in Montreal on June 2, 1914. They claimed that the Storstad, despite having the right of way, had slowed and then stopped her engines while maintaining the same heading in the fog. It was the Empress of Ireland, they claimed, that had changed course by turning to port and exposing her flank to the Storstad.

After the collision, Captain Andersen said, he had ordered “full ahead” to keep the gash plugged, but the Empress’s forward momentum had swept aside the much smaller Storstad. The crew of the Norwegian collier was blameless, the Storstad’s lawyers claimed. The Maritime S.S. Company countersued for $50,000 ($750,000 in 2004 dollars) to cover the damage to the Storstad.

The Canadian government wanted a public inquiry, and it wanted one fast. No such procedure existed in Canadian maritime law, so legislation was quickly proposed and passed in just three days. Since the Canadians had no experience in these matters, they turned to England, which sent John Charles Bigham, widely known by his title of Lord Mersey, to Quebec to preside over the inquiry. The Norwegian government was not consulted about its choice of who was to preside.

Lord Mersey had been a member of Parliament, a high court judge, and finally president of the Probate, Divorce and Admiralty Division. It was in this division of English law that he had become known. In 1912 he had sat as chairman of the court of inquiry that had looked into the sinking of the Titanic. Two distinguished Canadian judges would sit with Lord Mersey in the inquest of the Empress accident.

The Canadian Pacific Railway found the best legal counsel money could buy. It engaged Butler Aspinall, a London attorney who was known for his expertise in Admiralty Court and who, like Lord Mersey, had served during the Titanic inquiry.

The Norwegians, not to be outdone by some canny English Admiralty lawyer, turned to New Yorker Charles Sherman Haight, who was acknowledged as the best that the United States Admiralty Bar could offer.
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Incident as described by the Empress of Ireland (top) and the Storstad (bottom). Drawn by Jim Sollers.

On June 16, 1914, the inquest into the loss of the Empress of Ireland opened in Quebec City to a great deal of media coverage that crowded out news of the growing conflict in Europe that would soon snowball into World War I.

Lord Mersey, not surprisingly, turned out to be a no-nonsense judge. One legal obstacle after another, proposed as stalling tactics by attorneys from both sides, was rejected by his gavel, leaving some of them, in the own words of the media, “gasping.”
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“Canada mourns.” Halifax Herald, June 2, 1914.

When the inquest began, Captain Henry Kendall was the first witness. He stated unequivocally that both ships were on a heading that would have permitted them to pass each other starboard-to-starboard, or green running light to green light, at a safe distance. The only explanation for the collision, he contended, was that the Storstad had altered her course in the fog by turning sharply to starboard, which carried the Norwegian ship into the Empress. But Charles Haight, in his cross-examination of Kendall, suggested that the Empress had actually intended a port-to-port passing.

Haight pressed by contending that the Storstad had stopped her engines and then later turned to starboard enough to hold her course in the current. The starboard turn would have given the Empress more room in the port-to-port passing. Haight stated that since the Storstad had lost her steering ability (because she had stopped, so no water was flowing across the rudder plane), Chief Officer Toftenes had telegraphed down to the engine room a “slow ahead” in an effort to hold her heading.

Haight focused his questioning on several issues. One was the speed of the Storstad on impact, as estimated by Kendall, and why he had felt the need to stop his ship if he believed it was on a course that would have them passing safely starboard-to-starboard. Haight also questioned Kendall’s assertion that the Storstad had turned to starboard in the fog, as if the collier had been on a deliberate course to ram the Empress.

Haight also brought up the Empress’s rumored steering problems. He called on the Empress’s quartermaster, James Galway, to reiterate his claim that the steering mechanism that operated the rudder was malfunctioning at the time of the accident. As it turned out, Galway didn’t make a convincing witness. He appeared to be a disgruntled employee, and the evidence he gave, as reported by the attending press, was often “unintelligible.”

The Storstad’s chief officer, Alfred Toftenes, also underwent a grueling interrogation by Canadian Pacific Railway’s counsel Butler Aspinall. Toftenes stuck to the story as outlined by Charles Haight and acquitted himself well. It was Captain Andersen, questioned next, who began to poke holes in the story of how his ship had been handled during the last few minutes before the collision.

Andersen admitted that Toftenes was supposed to wake him if there was fog, which he did not do. The Storstad’s captain also admitted that Toftenes had altered the course of the Storstad in the fog by ordering the helmsman to turn slightly to starboard, thus ignoring standing orders. Toftenes and Third Officer Saxe also admitted under questioning that they had initiated the crucial turn without orders. Andersen also had no explanation for, among other things, why the Empress would dangerously change course and cross the Storstad’s bow in the fog.

In their decision issued on July 11, 1914, Lord Mersey and his two colleagues determined that the two ships’ stories were “irreconcilable.” They wrote, “Times, distances and bearings vary so much even in the evidence from witnesses from the same ship, that it is impossible to rely or to base conclusions on them. We have, therefore, thought it advisable to found our conclusions almost entirely upon other events spoken to by the witnesses and upon their probable sequence in order to arrive at a solution of the difficulty.”

It all came down to this: if those on the Storstad’s bridge, as testified, had seen the Empress’s port red light, then only a highly dangerous turn hard to port in the fog by the Empress would have brought the ocean liner in front of the collier’s bow. But if the officers aboard the Empress were correct in stating that they were on a starboard-to-starboard passing track, then only an equally dangerous starboard turn in the fog by the Norwegian ship would have taken her off her heading toward the starboard flank of the Canadian Pacific Railway ship.

[image: image]

“He is the pilot in a fog.” The Canadian press was quick to lay blame on the Norwegian ship Storstad for the disaster.

The inquest also examined why the ship sank so fast. After questioning the engineer from the Fairfield Shipbuilding Company, the court determined that, theoretically, the ship should have stayed afloat if all the watertight bulkheads and portholes had been shut down. This was never done. Haight continued to hammer at the purported steering problems aboard the Empress and went on to attack Captain Kendall’s credibility. Haight suggested that Kendall was lying about the ship’s heading to avoid admitting that the terrible tragedy resulted from his rash decision to change course. But these arguments did not sway the court.

Conceding that the case was a “very peculiar” one, the three presiding judges concluded that one of the ships must have been mistaken about the position of the other one. The judges also believed that both ships’ bridge officers were honest in their recollections of the accident but that they had both been wrong in estimating how close they were to each other when entering the fog bank. Ultimately the court ruled that the Storstad had misread the Empress’s heading and had responded in an incorrect manner, causing the collision.

The court, however, faulted Kendall for stopping his engines when he should have proceeded “ahead slow” as dictated by the Rules of the Road. The court also believed that Captain Kendall was “mistaken in supposing that the way [momentum] had been entirely taken off his ship,” and that the movement of his ship had contributed to “the force of the impact.”

After eleven days and sixty-one witnesses, the inquest decision was read by Lord Mersey on a blistering hot Saturday in July 1914. It took Lord Mersey one hour to read the sixty-five-page report aloud. Sifting through the fine points of marine navigation, both ships’ seaworthiness, and the Rules of the Road, the ruling came down to which ship had altered its course in the fog. That, the report concluded, had been the Storstad.

Although the scales tipped against the crew of the Storstad, they did have the small satisfaction of knowing that not all blame could be laid on them. The court concluded that both ships had made mistakes that contributed to the sinking. Said the court’s final decision:

We regret to have to impute blame to anyone in connection with this lamentable disaster, and we should not do so if we felt that any reasonable alternative was left to us. We can, however, come to no other conclusion than that Mr. Toftenes was wrong and negligent in keeping the navigation of the vessel in his own hands and in failing to call the captain when he saw the fog coming on.

To the relief of the Canadian government, the court of inquiry also absolved the St. Lawrence waterway, stating: “It was a disaster which might have occurred in the Thames, in the Clyde, in the Mersey or elsewhere in similar circumstances.” A great symbol of Canadian ingenuity and pride remained untarnished.

The Canadian Pacific Railway quickly seized the Storstad and later sold it at auction for $175,000 ($2,625,000 in 2004 dollars). Buoyed by its success in convincing the inquest judges that the Storstad was at fault, the Canadian Pacific Railway filed suit a year later in the Canadian Supreme Court. The court duly found the Storstad solely to blame for the disaster in this unique case. In the meantime the owners of the Storstad and their lawyers had effectively vanished. Claims of over $300 million ($4.5 billion in 2004 dollars) by passengers, crew members, and cargo owners were settled by the Canadian Pacific Railway, dividing up the meager $175,000 received for the Storstad.

The Norwegians held a court of inquiry in August 1914 of their own at their consulate in Montreal, where the Storstad officers gave testimony without a public audience or press present. Afterward, they presented all evidence to the Norwegian Maritime Court in Oslo. To the surprise of no one, the Norwegian court absolved the Storstad’s crew of all blame for the disaster in Quebec.

THROUGH A TANGLE of legal maneuvers and quietly executed sales, the Storstad appears to have been later repurchased by the Norwegian Klavenes Line at a sum well below its value. The workhorse ship went on to serve its new owners for three more years.

On March 8, 1917, somewhere off the southwest coast of Ireland, the Storstad was torpedoed by a German U-boat. Heavily laden with relief supplies for Belgium, the ship resisted the inevitable sinking long enough for Captain Thomas Andersen and his crew to abandon ship safely. What happened to Captain Thomas Andersen after the sinking of the Storstad remains a mystery.

At the outbreak of the Great War, Henry Kendall was the marine superintendent managing shipping traffic for the Canadian Pacific Railway in Antwerp. Kendall managed to escape the Belgian seaport before the German army arrived by piloting the ship Montreal to England, with his old command the Montrose in tow. Kendall later had a ship torpedoed out from under him during the war but survived to work once again for the Canadian Pacific Railway after the war ended. He retired in 1939 to live a quiet life of a pensioned mariner in London. In November 1965, at ninety-one, he succumbed to old age, unlike so many of his shipmates who had died prematurely. His obituary did not mention that he had been the captain of the ill-fated Empress of Ireland, still resting at the bottom of the Gulf of St. Lawrence.
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Architect: Francis Elgar

Shipbuilder: Fairfield Shipbuilding and Engineering
Length: 548 feet (168 meters)

Breadth: 65 feet (20 meters)

Gross tonnage: 14,500 tons

Displacement: 26,000 tons

Draught: 27 feet (8 meters)

Propulsion: Quadruple-expansion reciprocating

steam engines

Horsepower: 18,000
Top speed: 20 knots
Watertight bulkheads: 10

Watertight compartments: 11

Maximum capacity: 1,550 passengers, including
420 crew members

Lifeboats: 16 steel, 20 Englehart collapsibles,
20 Berthon collapsibles

Quebec to Liverpool: 6 days, including 4 for crossing
the Atlantic
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Bas-Saint-Laurent Regional Office

337 Moreault

1st floor, Room 12

Rimouski, QC

GsL 1Py

Phone: (418) 727-3650

Fax: (418) 727-3824

drbsl@mec.gou

Michel Demers, Receiver of Wreck
Fisheries and Oceans Canada
Navigable Waters Protection

101 Champlain Blvd.

Quebee Gity, QC

GIK 7Y7

Phone: (418) 648-5403

Fax: (418) 648-7640
demersm@dfo-mpo.ge.ca





ops/f0123-01.jpg





ops/f0049-01.jpg





ops/f0179-01.jpg





ops/f0086-01.jpg





ops/f0174-01.jpg





ops/f0061-01.jpg





ops/f0200-01.jpg





ops/f0038-01.jpg





ops/f0069-01.jpg





ops/pub.jpg
International Marine / McGraw-Hill

Camden, Maine + New York « Chicago » San Francisco
Lisbon « London « Madrid » Mexico City « Milan « New Delhi
San Juan  Seoul » Singapore « Sydney = Toronto





