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“It was a brilliant crowd … a rare gathering of
beautiful women and splendid men.”



—First-cabin passenger LILY MAY FUTRELLE
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Caught in the lights of the submarine was a small statue of a Greek goddess. She lay on the soft abyssal mud surrounded by lumps of coal, porcelain sinks, silver serving trays, filigreed windows, a china doll’s head, champagne bottles, and much more. No light had ever before been shone on this extraordinary underwater cabinet of curiosities.

But with more of the Titanic’s wreck site left to explore, the submarine Alvin soon left the debris field and moved on. By early August of 1986, explorer Robert Ballard and his team were back at the Woods Hole Oceanographic Institution in Massachusetts with miles of film footage and hundreds of still photographs. My job for the next year was to edit and compile Dr. Ballard’s images and data into a book about his discovery and exploration of the lost liner.

Fortunately, to share the task there was Ken Marschall, the world’s foremost painter of the Titanic and a font of knowledge about the ship. When I asked him about the Greek goddess, he produced a photograph of the first-class lounge, one of the most elegant of the liner’s public rooms. On its marble fireplace stood a statuette that was a match for the one on the ocean floor. It proved to be a reproduction of the Artemis of Versailles, a renowned Roman sculpture, from a Greek original, that Louis XIV had once installed in his palace’s Grande Galerie. The statuette was an appropriate piece of décor for the Titanic’s lounge which was described in a 1912 shipbuilding magazine as “a noble apartment … the details being taken from the Palace of Versailles.” The Artemis of the Titanic, however, had been made of an inexpensive zinc alloy known as spelter, and then gilded. On the ocean floor, its gilding had been eaten away, leaving only the dull, gray metal underneath. For a ship that has come to represent the sunset of the Gilded Age, the spelter statuette seems an apt symbol.

The Titanic’s story, however, has lost none of its sheen. On the eve of its centenary it remains what Walter Lord, the author of A Night to Remember, once labeled “the unsinkable subject.” It has inspired hundreds of books, movies, and websites, and one hesitates to launch another craft into such crowded sea-lanes. Yet in most accounts of the disaster, the Titanic is the protagonist and her passengers merely supporting players, identified with tags like “millionaire John Jacob Astor,” “crusading journalist W. T. Stead,” and “fashion designer Lady Duff Gordon.” Yet who were these people? And what had brought their lives to this fateful crossing?

To Lily May Futrelle, her fellow travelers were “a rare gathering of beautiful women and splendid men.” A rare gathering it was—liner historians report that no other passenger list of the period ever featured quite as many celebrated names. For Lady Duff Gordon, the Titanic was “a small world bent on pleasure.” And it was indeed a smaller world than ours—the populations of the United States and Canada were a third of what they are today (and Great Britain’s a third less), and wealth and influence were concentrated in much tighter circles. Those who made ocean crossings regularly usually found acquaintances on the first-class passenger list.

But “bent on pleasure”? There was certainly a contingent of the transatlantic leisured rich on board, a recently evolved class of Americans who kept homes in Paris or regularly made the crossing for the winter “season” in London or on the Continent. But many of the liner’s first-class cabins were occupied by hardworking high achievers. The artist Frank Millet, for example, was on his way to Washington to help decide on the design for the Lincoln Memorial. His friend, White House aide Archie Butt, was heading home to prepare for a grueling presidential election campaign. Railroad president Charles Hays was returning to Canada for the opening of his company’s new Château Laurier Hotel in Ottawa. Lady Duff Gordon herself was a leading British couturiere who had urgent business to tend to at her New York salon. Within their lives and those of others on board can be found a remarkable convergence of the events, issues, and personalities of the age, forming what Walter Lord called “an exquisite microcosm of the Edwardian world.”

In America, the Titanic is often described as a cross-section of the Gilded Age, an era of rapid industrialization and wealth creation in the United States that began in the 1870s and ended with the introduction of income taxes in 1913 and the outbreak of World War I the following year. Her sinking is sometimes viewed as the warning bell for a complacent society steaming toward catastrophe in the trenches of the Western Front. As the poet and actress Blanche Oelrichs observed, it was “as if some great stage manager planned that there should be a minor warning, a flash of horror” before the greater calamity to come.

When Robert Ballard’s book The Discovery of the Titanic was nearing publication in 1987, I asked Walter Lord, the dean of Titanic historians, to pen an introduction. In it he pondered the enduring mystique of the Titanic and concluded:


The thought occurs that the Titanic is the perfect example of something we can all relate to: the progression of almost any tragedy in our lives from initial disbelief to growing uneasiness to final, total awareness. We are all familiar with this sequence and we watch it unfold again and again on the Titanic—always in slow motion.



As the tragedy of the Titanic unfolds once again on these pages, the remarkable characters who people it, will, I trust, help illuminate a world both distant and near to our own, and convey anew the poignance of this epochal disaster.
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The train from Paris pulled in behind Cherbourg’s dockside station on the afternoon of April 10, 1912. On board was the well-known artist and writer Francis D. Millet. (photo credit 1.1)
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The Titanic was going to be late.

To the first-class travelers aboard the Train Transatlantique, now chugging to a stop at Cherbourg’s quayside terminus, this would be dismaying news. The six-hour journey from Paris had been quite long enough. How many hours, they wondered, would now have to be spent in this small, smoke-grimed station before White Star’s new steamer could arrive to take them to New York?

As the passengers descended from the train, the scene on the platform was frenetic, according to a young American named R. Norris Williams, who recalled “the porters scurrying around, the crowding and jostling … excited people with lost luggage, porters asking for a larger pourboire, Thomas Cook’s representatives trying to placate some irate would-be-important-looking person—in short—pandemonium.”

One representative trying to placate amid the pandemonium was Nicholas Martin, the manager of White Star’s Paris office, who had taken the train to Cherbourg to be a calming presence for just this kind of circumstance. As trolleys piled high with steamer trunks and leather suitcases were pushed along the platform, he circulated among knots of passengers, offering reassurances that although the Titanic had been delayed while leaving Southampton, she was now en route across the Channel and the tenders would be ready for embarkation by half-past five.

The most important person Martin had to appease was a tall, thin man with a large black mustache and an impatient expression. The American millionaire John Jacob Astor IV was not only the wealthiest passenger waiting to board the Titanic, he was also a friend of the White Star Line’s chairman, J. Bruce Ismay. Astor and his young wife, Madeleine, had, in fact, made the crossing from New York with Ismay on the Titanic’s sister liner, Olympic, just ten weeks before. Astor, according to one acquaintance, “made a god of punctuality” and had a habit of compulsively reaching into his waistcoat to check the time on his gold pocket watch. Fueling Astor’s impatience on this occasion was the uncertain health of his wife, now several months pregnant. Concern for her had caused him to hire a nurse to be in attendance for the voyage home. Martin no doubt made sure that the Astor party, which included the nurse, a lady’s maid, a valet, and an Airedale terrier, was quickly ushered into the station.

Far less demanding of the White Star manager’s attentions were the more than one hundred third-class passengers, Lebanese and Syrian emigrants, mostly, along with a few Croatians and Bulgarians, who were arranging themselves docilely on wooden benches beside their wicker cases and carpetbags, occasionally calling out to their playing children to stay near. They had been traveling for days since they had left their villages, and a few hours more made little difference.

To a seasoned traveler like the celebrated artist and writer Frank Millet, delays, likewise, were something to be taken in stride. But spending several hours in a stuffy waiting room amid the braying voices of his fellow Americans was a more daunting prospect. Like many U.S. expatriates, Millet had an acquired disdain for his less sophisticated countrymen—and women. “Obnoxious, ostentatious American women,” in fact, would be singled out for special scorn in a letter he penned the next morning from the Titanic. “[They are] the scourge of any place they infest and worse on shipboard than anywhere,” he wrote to his old friend Alfred Parsons. “Many of them carry tiny dogs and lead husbands around like pet lambs. I tell you, when she starts out, the American woman is a buster. She should be put in a harem and kept there.”

Such crankiness was not typical of Frank Millet, a man known for his geniality and disarming smile. His friend Mark Twain used “a Millet” as a label for a warm and likeable fellow. “Millet,” he once wrote, “makes all men fall in love with him” and is “the cause of lovable qualities in people.” Millet’s less than lovable mood on this April day in Cherbourg can be put down to exhaustion. He had just completed a month in Rome where, as he described to Parsons, he had had “the Devil of a time.” As the head of the new American Academy of Art in the Eternal City, Millet had found himself mediating a stream of administrative squabbles. And his final week there had been monopolized by paying court to J. Pierpont Morgan, the American financier who was to help fund the Academy’s new building.

Now Millet was required back in America where more meetings awaited. In Washington, the Commission of Fine Arts, for which he was vice chair, was eager to finalize agreement on a Doric temple design for the Lincoln Memorial. Next came the American Academy’s annual board meeting in New York followed by a trip to Madison, Wisconsin, where he had won a commission to paint murals for the state capitol building. It was a punishing schedule for a man who would be sixty-six in November but Frank Millet had never been content doing just one thing. As one of his oldest friends observed, “Millet was an artist but constantly subject to a great temptation, that of making excursions into other fields. Thus he led more or less the life of a wanderer.”

During his wandering life Millet had shown an almost uncanny knack for being present at many of the landmark occurrences of his day. Where things were happening, Millet was invariably to be found—from the U.S. Civil War, where he had served as a drummer boy, to the building of the White City for the 1893 Chicago Exposition, to the conflict in the Philippines during the Spanish-American War, to the boarding of the Titanic on its maiden voyage. As an English art critic wryly noted in 1894, “Inertia is not one of Millet’s faults; he is ever in movement, a comrade in the world of art. Are the heavens to be decorated? See Millet. Is there to be a banquet for the gods? See Millet. Has the army moved? Yes, and Millet with it. He breathes the air of two hemispheres … he is contagious in art and manly enthusiasm.”

The name by which Millet’s era is known was coined by his friend Mark Twain in his first novel, The Gilded Age, a satire he cowrote with a friend in 1873, on the greed and corruption underlying Americas’s post–Civil War boom. On March 11, 1879, Twain had stood beside Millet at his wedding in the Montmartre mairie [town hall]. The other witness was sculptor Augustus Saint-Gaudens, and the bride was Elizabeth “Lily” Merrill, the younger sister of one of Frank’s Harvard classmates. Lily was a beautiful, if strong-minded, young American woman—drawn from the very ranks of those whom her husband would later claim “should be put in a harem and kept there.”

In 1885 Lily and Frank became the center of an artists’ colony in the village of Broadway in Worcestershire. This unspoiled Cotswold village had beguiled Frank on a visit from London in the spring of that year and he had rented an old stone house on the village green. His artist friends came to visit and some chose to stay. Henry James put Broadway on the map by extolling it in Harper’s Monthly as “this perfection of a village.” The novelist, then forty-two, had been drawn there by the presence of one of his protegés, a twenty-nine-year-old artist with soulful eyes and a cropped black beard named John Singer Sargent. In 1886 Sargent painted a portrait of Lily Millet looking ravishing in a white dress and mauve shawl with her black hair swept high. Twenty-six years later she still wore her hair that way, though it had by then turned an elegant white.

In April of 1912, Frank, too, showed signs of his years and his once-handsome face had assumed the mien of a genial owl. As he walked through the tiled concourse of Cherbourg’s dockside station, his features likely also reflected the fatigue he felt after his challenging month in Rome. Lily had joined him toward the end of his time there, and they had left together for Paris two days ago and stayed at the Grand Hotel before departing on separate trains. By now Lily would be across the Channel and on her way back to Broadway, to Russell House, the large stone manse where, years before, his circle of artistic friends—Sargent, James, Lawrence Alma-Tadema, Edwin Austin Abbey, Edmund Gosse, Alfred Parsons, and others—had enjoyed rollicking evenings of what Frank called “high Broadway cockalorum.”

In recent years, however, Russell House had been more home base than home for Millet. It had really been Lily’s home, where she had raised his daughter and two sons, decorated the house, and designed the large gardens. Millet’s absences most often took him to the United States, where his murals of mythical and historical figures were well suited to the rotundas of the domed and pillared public buildings going up in the burgeoning capitals of his homeland.

America’s fondness for grandiose neoclassicism would reach its apotheosis at the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition in Chicago. Around a large boat basin where Venetian gondolas would glide was erected the White City, a staggering display of domes, porticos, colonnades, and loggias all covered in a white finish and lit at night by white electric bulbs. Frank Millet was the man who made the White City white. As the exposition’s director of decorations he had come up with the right mix of paint to cover the rough, temporary finishes of the pavilions. To help his “Whitewash Gang” apply it within a very tight schedule, he had even invented an early form of spray painting, using a compressor and a hose with a nozzle fashioned from a gas pipe. Millet also created murals for the New York State pavilion and painted some large winged figures on the ceiling of the Palace of Fine Arts, which housed the largest exhibition of American art ever seen in the United States.
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J. Pierpont Morgan (photo credit 1.32)

The brilliant showcasing of American paintings and sculpture at the Chicago exposition spurred the idea of creating an academy in Rome where American artists could soak up classical inspiration. Charles F. McKim, one of the partners in the famed architectural firm McKim, Mead and White, spearheaded the academy project, and Frank Millet agreed to be the secretary of its first board. With all the funds for the American Academy having to be privately raised, McKim sought out the greatest moneyman of the age, J. Pierpont Morgan. On March 27, 1902, McKim breakfasted with the financier at his home at 219 Madison Avenue and came away with more than he had expected. Morgan had agreed to give financial support to the American Academy but had also asked McKim to draft plans for a private library to house his collection of rare books and manuscripts on land next to his Madison Avenue brownstone. “I want a gem,” Morgan declared, and McKim’s Italian Renaissance design for the Morgan Library still stands as one of New York’s architectural treasures.

J. P. Morgan traveled and acquired for his collections constantly, but at sixty-five showed no signs of lessening his business interests. “Pierpont Morgan … is carrying loads that stagger the strongest nerves,” wrote Washington diarist Henry Adams in April of 1902. “Everyone asks what would happen if some morning he woke up dead.” Among Morgan’s many “loads” at the time was a scheme to create a huge international shipping syndicate that could stabilize trade and yield huge returns from the lucrative transatlantic routes. By June of 1902 he had purchased Britain’s prestigious White Star Line for $32 million and combined it with other shipping acquisitions to form a trust called the International Mercantile Marine. In 1904 Morgan installed White Star Line’s largest shareholder, forty-one-year-old J. Bruce Ismay, son of the line’s late founder, as president of the IMM. The second-largest shareholder was Lord William J. Pirrie, the chairman of Harland and Wolff, the Belfast shipbuilders responsible for the construction of White Star’s ships. Pirrie had been the chief negotiator with Morgan’s men and was placed on the board of the new trust.

The British government had acceded to Morgan’s flexing of American financial muscle in the acquisition of White Star but had also provided loans and subsidies to the rival Cunard Line for the building of the world’s largest, fastest liners, Lusitania and Mauretania—with the proviso that they be available for wartime service. By the summer of 1907, the Lusitania had made its record-breaking maiden voyage, and Pirrie and Ismay soon hatched White Star’s response. They would use Morgan’s money to build three of the world’s biggest and most luxurious liners. Within a year Harland and Wolff had drawn up plans for two giant ships, and by mid-December the keel plate for the first liner, the Olympic, had been laid. On March 31, 1909, the same was done for a sister ship, to be called Titanic. A third, initially named Gigantic, was to be built later.
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Lord Pirrie (top, at left) and J. Bruce Ismay inspect the Titanic in the Harland and Wolff shipyard (middle) before her launch on May 31, 1911 (above). (photo credit 1.33)

There is a now-famous photograph of J. Bruce Ismay walking with Lord Pirrie beside the massive hull of the Titanic shortly before its launch on May 31, 1911. The tall, mustachioed Ismay, sporting a bowler hat and a stylish walking stick, towers over the white-whiskered Pirrie, who wears a jaunty, nautical cap. Missing from the photo is J. P. Morgan, who had traveled to Belfast with Ismay and would shortly join him and other dignitaries on a crimson-and-white-draped grandstand. To the crowd of more than a thousand onlookers, Morgan would have been instantly recognizable from countless newspaper cartoons depicting him as the archetypal American moneybags—his walrus mustache and giant purple bulb of a nose, the product of a skin condition called rhinophyma, being easily caricatured.

For the launch ceremony, there was no beribboned champagne bottle to smash against the bow and no titled dowager to pronounce “I name this ship Titanic.” That was not how White Star did things. Instead, at five minutes past noon, a rocket was fired into the air, followed by two others, and then the nearly 26,000-ton hull began to slide into the River Lagan to cheers and the blowing of tug whistles. A white film from the tons of tallow, train oil, and soap used to grease its passage spread over the water as the ship was brought to a halt by anchor chains. Soon, the Titanic’s hull gently rocked in the river while the newly completed Olympic waited nearby.

The launch had gone off just as planned and a highly pleased Lord Pirrie hosted a luncheon for Morgan, Ismay, and a select list of guests in the shipyard’s offices, while several hundred more were entertained at Belfast’s Grand Central Hotel, where a third luncheon was held for the gentlemen of the press. During the speeches at the press luncheon, the construction of the “leviathans,” Olympic and Titanic, was hailed as a “pre-eminent example of the vitality and the progressive instincts of the Anglo-Saxon race.” That American money had paid for them was made a positive by the observation that “the mighty Republic in the West” and the United Kingdom were both Anglo-Saxon nations that had become more closely united as a result of their cooperation. While the Belfast men toasted their success and the primacy of their race, a shipyard worker named James Dobbins lay in hospital, his leg having been pinned beneath one of the wooden supports for the hull during the launch. Dobbins would die from his injuries the next day.

Following the luncheon, J. P. Morgan and Bruce Ismay boarded the Olympic along with other guests and sailed for Liverpool. Exactly seven months later, on December 31, 1911, Morgan would walk up the Olympic’s gangway once again, this time in New York bound for Southampton. From England he went on to Egypt, where he spent the winter at a desert oasis called Khargeh supervising the excavation of Roman ruins and an early Christian cemetery. By mid-March, Morgan was in Rome, and on the morning of April 3, 1912, he stood with Frank Millet atop the Janiculum Hill, reviewing the plans and site for the new American Academy building. Like the Morgan Library, this was to be another of Charles McKim’s Italian Renaissance palaces, built from a design drawn up by the architect before his death in 1909. Millet was keen to see McKim’s dream realized and Morgan told the New York Times, “I hope that here will eventually be an American institution of art, greater than those of the other countries, which are already famous.” The next day the financier went on to Florence, where Millet soon joined him, perhaps to lend an informed opinion on Morgan’s ceaseless acquiring of art and antiquities. “Pierpont will buy anything from a pyramid to a tooth of Mary Magdalene,” his wife had once noted. Morgan was no doubt pleased that Millet was sailing on the maiden voyage of the Titanic. He had planned to be on board himself before changing his plans in favor of a stay at a spa at Aix-les-Bains with his mistress.

WHILE MORGAN TOOK the waters in Aix on April 10, Millet waited on the Normandy coast for Morgan’s newest ship to arrive. Eschewing the loud Americans crowding the waiting room, he may have chosen to stretch his legs after the long train ride from Paris. In front of the small, Mansard-roofed Gare Maritime stood the White Star tenders, Traffic and Nomadic, on which luggage and mail sacks were being loaded. The two tenders had been built at Harland and Wolff to service the new Olympic-class liners which were too large to dock in Cherbourg, the first stop after Southampton on White Star’s transatlantic route. The quay in front of the Gare Maritime led to a long jetty with an ancient stone tower at its end. It was a mild spring day with scudding clouds allowing bursts of sunshine, so Frank might have walked out on the jetty to see if there was any sign of the liner on the horizon. The walk would have helped to clear his mind of the institutional politics that had plagued him in Rome. As he wrote to Alfred Parsons the next day: “If this sort of thing goes on I shall chuck it. I won’t lose my time and my temper too.”

It would be a big disappointment for Lily Millet if Frank chose to “chuck” his post as head of the American Academy. She was enchanted with the Villa Aurelia, the ochre seventeenth-century cardinal’s palace that went with the job. Now that her children were grown, Lily was establishing a career as an interior designer and had great plans for the villa and its gardens with their sweeping views of Rome. Here she could imagine the serene evenings of their twilight years, reconciled and reunited with her wandering husband.

Frank’s friend Archie Butt, too, had admired the villa when the two men had stayed there together before Lily arrived. Since 1910, Frank’s more-or-less permanent base had been Washington, D.C., where he had shared a house with Major Archibald Willingham Butt, the president’s military aide, known to all as “Archie.” It was Frank who had persuaded an exhausted Archie to come with him to Rome the month before and take some rest-and-recovery time before the fall presidential election. President Taft needed his closest aide to be in fighting trim for the coming campaign, and had arranged letters of introduction for Archie to the pope and the king of Italy to grant an air of officialdom to his trip. According to a March 31 social column in the New York Times, Major Butt had “had the entrée to every house worth while in Rome,” and “by doing exactly what the doctors forbade,” as Archie himself had put it, he was in splendid condition and ready to return home. Major Butt had gone on to visit embassies in Berlin and Paris before continuing to England to see his brother. At about the same time that Frank was departing from Paris on the Train Transatlantique, Archie had boarded the Boat Train at London’s Waterloo Station for the noontime departure of the Titanic from Southampton.

After five o’clock that afternoon, with the luggage loaded aboard the Cherbourg tenders, passengers began making their way toward their gangways. As Frank approached the Nomadic, his weary mood may have lifted. He could look forward to dining with Archie on the Titanic that evening and hearing his droll observations of the other passengers, all delivered in Archie’s characteristic Georgia drawl. Millet had often said that he was not a fan of maiden voyages—he preferred liners where the officers and crew were more familiar with the ship. But his meetings in America wouldn’t wait. And if White Star’s new liner lived up to its billing, there would be a comfortable room and a good dinner for him at the end of this very long day.
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Among those boarding the tender Nomadic (top, at left) were John Jacob Astor, his young wife, Madeleine, and their Airedale, Kitty. (photo credit 1.12)
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As Nicholas Martin had promised, the tender Nomadic was ready for departure at 5:30. Although the Titanic had still not been sighted, Martin had decided to board the passengers and have the tender wait in the harbor. With a late-afternoon chill now in the air, most of the Nomadic’s 172 first- and second-class passengers made their way down to the lounge, where roll-backed slatted benches provided plenty of seating. The room was paneled in white and decorated with carved ribbon garlands that gave a hint of the elegance awaiting on the Titanic. By contrast, the Traffic, now loaded with mailbags and the wicker cases and satchels of steerage travelers, had clean but spartan interiors, in the style of White Star’s third-class accommodations.

Soon the floor of the Nomadic’s lounge began to vibrate and smoke belched from its single stack as the tender started to move toward the breakwater. It wasn’t long, however, before the young American R. Norris Williams began to wonder why they had been sent out on the tender so soon. “Riding the waves in the outer harbor is interesting for a little while,” he noted, “but then you get bored; the saloon is stuffy so you wander the decks again, just waiting. Innumerable false alarms as to the sighting of the Titanic—more waiting—slight and passing interest in a fishing boat—more waiting.” Williams had spotted one of his idols, the U.S. tennis star Karl H. Behr, among the Cherbourg passengers. Behr, aged twenty-six, had been ranked as the number 3 player in the United States and had competed for the Davis Cup and at Wimbledon. Norris Williams was a talented player himself who had won championships in Switzerland and France and was planning to play on the U.S. tennis circuit that summer before entering Harvard in the fall. He was traveling with his father, Charles Williams, who was originally from Philadelphia and was, in fact, a great-great-grandson of the most famous of all Philadelphians, Benjamin Franklin. Williams Senior had practiced law in Philadelphia before moving to Geneva with his wife in the late 1880s. Norris had been born and educated there and was fluent in three languages as a result. At twenty-one, he was tall and lanky, with prominent ears and a winning smile seen above the broad collar of his fur coat. Father and son were both wearing large fur coats, which would have caught the eye of Frank Millet as he scanned the room for people he knew.

[image: ]

R. Norris Williams and his father, Charles Williams (photo credit 1.25)

The Astors with their entourage and Airedale terrier stood out as well. Even their Airedale, named Kitty, had become famous, from the many photographs of the couple with the dog that had been splashed in the newspapers the summer before. Everything the Astors did was news, but the fact that forty-seven-year-old John Jacob Astor IV, whom the gossip sheets preferred to call Jack Astor, or even Jack-Ass (tor), was engaged to a teenaged girl almost thirty years his junior had provided the year’s juiciest story. Every detail of the romance had fueled daily headlines. When they would wed and where was a subject of heated speculation. Astor had confessed to adultery in late 1909 in order to grant his first wife the divorce she so ardently desired. This had eased the case through the courts but had greatly lowered his chances for church-sanctioned second nuptials.

Jack Astor’s first marriage, to the Philadelphia society beauty Ava Lowle Willing, had been a disaster from the start. The night before the lavish wedding in February of 1891, the tearful bride-to-be had purportedly begged her parents to call it off. Marrying into America’s richest family was clearly not enough to overcome the fact that at twenty-six, Jack Astor was already earning his jackass sobriquet. Within his circle he had a reputation for “pawing every girl in sight,” and in 1888 a gossip column had gleefully described him brawling with another young preppy—using both fists and walking sticks—in the cloakroom of Sherry’s Restaurant. The fight, unsurprisingly, had been over a girl.

Tall and awkward, with a large head atop a skinny frame, Astor had grown up being cosseted by a domineering mother and four older sisters and ignored by a distant and dissipated father. Boarding school at St. Paul’s in New Hampshire was followed by three years of studying science at Harvard, where he left without finishing his degree. “It is very questionable, whether, were he put to it, he could ever earn his bread by his brains,” was the observation of the Manhattan gossip sheet Town Topics. But Jack was clever with machines and spent many hours tinkering in his home laboratory dreaming up new inventions. Many of these were highly impractical, but a “pneumatic road improver” that could suck up dirt and horse droppings from city streets had won him a prize at the 1893 Chicago Exposition. The next year, he had published a Jules Verne–ish novel, A Journey in Other Worlds, which envisioned electric cars and space travel in the year 2000.

Within a year of their wedding, the beautiful Ava (pronounced Ah-vah) had dutifully produced a son, William Vincent Astor, but from then on she ignored her husband as much as she could, devoting herself to parties, bridge, and flirtations. (A daughter, Alice, born in 1902, was rumored not to be Astor’s child.) Divorce was out of the question as long as Jack’s mother, Caroline Schermerhorn Astor, was alive. The Schermerhorns had been early Dutch settlers in the Hudson Valley, and it was this lineage, coupled with her husband’s vast fortune, that allowed Caroline Astor to appoint herself queen of New York society. Her annual ball was the city’s most exclusive affair, and a divorce could cause exclusion from its gilded guest list. The name “the Four Hundred,” for the city’s social elite, was believed to refer to the capacity of Mrs. Astor’s ballroom, but it was, in fact, Mrs. Astor’s chief courtier, a drawling socialite named Ward McAllister, who had coined the term when asked by a reporter how many people he thought comprised New York society. McAllister had realized that greater status than his means allowed could come from organizing the society of a city awash in new money. And he soon saw that Caroline Astor, whom he dubbed the “Mystic Rose” after the heavenly being in Dante’s Paradiso, around whom all others revolve, was in need of a court chamberlain.

When the Mystic Rose gave a ball, her Fifth Avenue mansion was decorated with hundreds of American Beauty roses and she appeared festooned in so many diamonds that her court jester, the outrageous Harry Lehr, called her “a walking chandelier.” Yet by the early years of the new century the New York/Newport social set was growing tired of Mrs. Astor’s stiffly elegant gatherings. When a stroke diminished her faculties in 1905, Caroline Astor became a recluse, inspiring a depiction in the Edith Wharton story “After Holbein” in which “the poor old lady who was gently dying of softening of the brain … still came down every evening to her great shrouded drawing-rooms with her tiara askew on her purple wig, to receive a stream of imaginary guests.”

The death of the Mrs. Astor in 1908 marked the end of an era in New York society, but it also provided an opportunity for her son and his wife to end their moribund union. The next year, after the most discreet divorce that money could buy became final, Ava boarded the Lusitania for England, where she was well known in society. She eventually married an English baron, Lord Ribblesdale, and although the marriage did not last, Ava remained Lady Ribblesdale for life.

Freed from the shadow of two overbearing women, Jack soon demonstrated an uncharacteristic bonhomie. Formerly glum and awkward at social gatherings, he now accepted invitations readily and hosted parties at Beechwood, the thirty-nine-room family “cottage” in Newport, and at the Fifth Avenue Astor mansion. While visiting Bar Harbor in the summer of 1910, he met a seventeen-year-old girl named Madeleine Talmage Force and became instantly smitten. Madeleine and her formidable mother (known in society as “La Force Majeure”) were soon regular guests on Astor’s yacht Noma, in his box at the opera, at Beechwood in Newport, at Ferncliff, his Hudson Valley estate, as well as at the Manhattan mansion. All of which must have dazzled a teenager just out of Miss Spence’s School for Girls.

Early in 1911, Town Topics noted that “Mother Force has let no grass grow in getting her hook on the Colonel [Astor].” By August 2, the New York Times had reported that the couple were engaged and described how this had come about. Madeleine’s father, apparently concerned about “continued rumors of the attachment between Colonel Astor and his daughter,” had called Astor on the telephone to discuss the matter and it had been agreed that Father Force should announce the engagement. Force majeure, indeed.

Over the next five weeks, the newspapers feasted on wedding details, particularly as one minister after another refused to officiate. In the end, a Congregationalist pastor presided over a rather short service held in the ballroom at Beechwood in Newport on September 9, 1911. Criticism from the pastor’s congregation would soon cause his resignation from the ministry. The newlyweds, too, received a very cool reception from Astor’s social set, which may have contributed to their decision to leave in January for a ten-week Mediterranean tour highlighted by a trip down the Nile.

One Newport acquaintance who hadn’t snubbed Jack Astor was Margaret Tobin Brown, the estranged wife of Denver millionaire James J. Brown. She was sympathetic to marital woes and escaped her own by traveling. That winter, in fact, Mrs. Brown had joined the Astors on their excursion to North Africa and Egypt. In her pocket as she sat near the Astor party on the Nomadic was a small Egyptian tomb figure that she had bought in a Cairo market as a good luck talisman. The voyage Margaret Brown was about to take would immortalize her in books, movies, and a Broadway musical as “the unsinkable Molly Brown,” a feisty backwoods girl whose husband’s lucky strike at a Leadville, Colorado, gold mine vaults her into a mansion in Denver, where she is rebuffed by Mile High society. In the 1957 film A Night to Remember, Molly Brown is first spotted announcing loudly to her table in the Titanic’s dining saloon that her husband “Leadville Johnny” was “the best gol-durn gold miner in Colorado” who had “built me a home that had silver dollars cemented all over the floors of every room!” The rags-to-riches arc of the Molly Brown legend is essentially true, though the details are highly fanciful. The real Margaret Brown, in fact, was never known as “Molly” until after her death, when a greatly embellished biography gave her that tag—and the mansion with silver dollars in the floor was an invention of the same writer.

[image: ]

Margaret Tobin Brown (photo credit 1.69)

Feisty she was, however, and Margaret Brown’s remarkable energies had already been devoted to such causes as women’s suffrage and the establishing of the first juvenile court in the United States. Her self-betterment included learning several languages at New York’s Carnegie Institute, and by 1912 any “gol-durns” in her speech had been long banished and she was mixing with society figures at her summer “cottage” in Newport and on her European travels. With her hennaed hair, expensive clothes, and forthright manner, Mrs. Brown might seem a likely candidate to be one of Frank Millet’s “obnoxious, ostentatious American women.” But some recent news had muted her customary ebullience. While staying at the Ritz in Paris, she had received word that her first grandchild, four-month-old Lawrence Brown Jr., had fallen seriously ill, and she had immediately booked passage home on the earliest available ship. It would therefore have been a rather subdued “Molly” Brown who waited on the Nomadic for the ship that would propel her into legend.

Margaret Brown was not the only passenger returning home because of a family emergency. The writer, interior designer, and Washington society figure Helen Churchill Candee had also received an alarming telegram, informing her that her twenty-five-year-old son, Harold, had been injured in an airplane crash. Helen had gone abroad in January to finalize research on a new book about antique tapestries. After spending time in Spain and Italy, she was returning to Paris in early April by way of the Riviera, when a cable sent by her daughter caused her to immediately make plans to sail for home. As she sat alone on one of the Nomadic’s slatted banquettes, her petite, elegantly dressed figure topped by a modish hat, Helen, too, was almost certainly preoccupied by anxious thoughts as she wondered what had possessed Harold to get into one of those dangerous new flying machines.

The most somber group of all, however, were the Ryersons of Haverford, Pennsylvania, who were returning home for the funeral of their twenty-one-year-old son, Arthur, a Yale student who been thrown from an open car while motoring on the Easter weekend. The family had received word by telegram in Paris, and Arthur Ryerson Sr. had cabled back to arrange his son’s funeral for April 19, two days after the Titanic was to arrive. His wife, Emily, was being given comfort by two of her daughters, Suzette, aged twenty-one, and Emily, aged eighteen, while thirteen-year-old Jack Ryerson was tended by his tutor, Grace Bowen. The Ryersons were part of Philadelphia Main Line society, named for the fashionable suburban towns built along the Main Line of the Pennsylvania Railroad and a group that would be well represented on the Titanic’s first-class passenger list.

Margaret Brown described her time aboard the tender as an hour or longer of sitting in a “cold, gray atmosphere,” which may have referred to more than just the weather, given the number of anxious or grieving passengers on board. The mood on the tender certainly affected Margaret’s friend Emma Bucknell, a wealthy widow from Philadelphia, who had also been traveling in Egypt. The matronly, nervous Emma had confided to Margaret that she feared boarding the Titanic because of her “evil forebodings that something might happen.” Mrs. Brown simply smiled at her friend’s premonitions and offered reassuring words to her.

Yet Emma Bucknell was not the only one on board with apprehensions about the voyage. Fashion writer Edith Rosenbaum had at first been looking forward to the crossing, but on reaching Cherbourg she had been gripped by fears and had sent an anxious telegram from the station to her secretary in Paris. Perhaps it was simply nerves, she thought, since this was her first trip to New York as a fashion buyer and stylist, and she was bringing trunks of valuable Paris gowns to show to American clients. Edith also hadn’t fully recovered from a car crash the summer before that had killed her German fiancé and severely injured another friend. They had been motoring to the races in Deauville, which Edith was covering for Women’s Wear Daily, when their automobile crashed into a tree. She had survived with only minor injuries, but the emotional trauma of it lingered.

The accident, however, hadn’t diminished her love of France. On her first trip to Paris five years before, Edith had known instantly that it was the city for her. Back home in Cincinnati, marrying a young man from a suitable Jewish family was what was expected of her, but at twenty-eight the prospects for that were growing slim. Over her father’s objections, she returned to Paris in 1908, determined to find work in the fashion trade. Her first job was as a salesgirl for Maison Cheruit in the Place Vendôme. Madame Cheruit herself had been impressed by Edith’s American verve and jolie laide looks—and her claim that in Cincinnati she had always ordered her dresses from Cheruit. After a year, Edith left the fashion house to write about French style for a small periodical distributed by Wanamaker’s department stores, and this led to a job as Paris correspondent for Women’s Wear Daily. She also drew sketches for the Butterick Pattern Service and later even designed her own line of clothes for Lord & Taylor in New York. But designing, in her words, was “just a sideline.” As she would later say, “I never fooled myself that I was going to be another Lady Duff Gordon.”

Edith had written about the opening of the Paris branch of Lucile Ltd., Lady Duff Gordon’s fashion house, the year before. The idea of an English couturiere establishing an outpost in the capital of haute couture had raised some Gallic design noses skyward, but fashionable French women had soon flocked to Lucile’s showroom on the rue de Penthièvre. It was from there that Lady Duff Gordon and her husband, Sir Cosmo, had left that morning to take the train to Cherbourg. Seeing the famous designer sitting calmly on the Nomadic in her sable coat and pearl earrings and holding a bouquet of lily of the valley likely helped to calm Edith’s fears. She had covered the fashion shows at Lucile’s salon but had never actually met the famous couturiere in person, though the lounge of the tender did not seem quite the right place to approach her. Introducing oneself, she had learned, was not the done thing on this side of the Atlantic.

His Swiss-educated manners, similarly, may have inhibited Norris Williams from approaching Karl Behr on the Nomadic. The American tennis star, in any case, was no doubt preoccupied by thoughts of the girl he would soon see on the Titanic. Nineteen-year-old Helen Newsom was a friend of Karl’s younger sister, and a romance had recently blossomed between them despite some objections from Helen’s mother and stepfather, Sallie and Richard Beckwith. It wasn’t that Karl was unsuitable—he was from a prosperous New York family, after all, and was a Yale graduate and a lawyer, as well as a tennis champion, and had good looks and charm to spare. But at nineteen Helen still seemed a little young for serious courtship. In a bid to cool things down, the Beckwiths had decided to take her on an eight-week tour of Europe in February. On boarding the Cedric, however, they had discovered that Karl Behr was a passenger as well, traveling to Europe on a business trip, or so he claimed. During the crossing the Beckwiths’ attitude had softened toward Karl and he was able to spend some quiet time with Helen, something he looked forward to repeating on the crossing home.
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Helen Newsom and Karl Behr (photo credit 1.15)

Norris Williams was out on deck when the Titanic was finally sighted. Shortly before 7 p.m. her funnels were seen beyond the breakwater and the word quickly spread to the passengers in the lounge. Norris noted how majestically the great liner steamed toward them. To Edith Rosenbaum it looked like a six-story house; to Margaret Brown it was “the master palace of the sea.” Mrs. Brown recalled the Nomadic then putting on steam and steering out into the waves of the outer harbor. She also remembered that when the Nomadic reached the choppy seas beyond the breakwater, some of the passengers became “actively ill.”

In Edith Rosenbaum’s highly colored recollection, however, the rocking of the tender was caused entirely by the wake of the huge Titanic, since the sea until then had been calm. As the Nomadic drew alongside, she described how “the tender [began] pounding against her sides with such force that I feared she would break in half.” According to Edith, it took ten men to hold down the gangway “as it shook and swayed in every direction.” Edith also claimed to be the last person to leave the tender since the “uncanny upheaval” of the Titanic’s wake had stirred her fears anew.

Yet never in her most tremulous imaginings could Edith Rosenbaum have predicted that 50 of the 172 travelers who sat with her aboard the Nomadic were embarking on the final voyage of their lives.
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(photo credit 1.61)
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On stepping into the Titanic’s first-class reception room, Edith Rosenbaum instantly felt uneasy. (photo credit 1.70)
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