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Friend and mentor,
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so many years ago …






Prologue

FOR THOSE IN PERIL ON THE SEA…



Eternal Father, strong to save,

Whose arm hath bound the restless wave,

Who biddest the mighty ocean deep

Its own appointed limits keep;

Oh, hear us when we cry to Thee,

For those in peril on the sea!

O Christ! Whose voice the waters heard

And hushed their raging at Thy Word,

Who walked on the foaming deep,

And calm amidst its rage didst sleep;

Oh, hear us when we cry to Thee,

For those in peril on the sea!

Most Holy Spirit! Who didst brood

Upon the chaos dark and rude,

And bid its angry tumult cease,

And give, for wild confusion, peace;

Oh, hear us when we cry to Thee,

For those in peril on the sea!

O Trinity of love and power!

Our family shield in danger’s hour;

From rock and tempest, fire and foe,

Protect us wheresoever we go;

Thus evermore shall rise to Thee

Glad hymns of praise from land and sea.

— “Eternal Father, Strong to Save”

written by William Whiting, 1860





And those who have survived will now quietly begin to forget the dead: they won’t remember who was who or which was which. It is all over.

— Jean Anouilh, Antigone (1946)

Who died? Who did the murder? Tell us now.

— Sophocles, Antigone (500 BC)






Chapter 1

THE CRUELEST OCEAN



At the dawn of the Age of Exploration, as the darkness of the Middle Ages began to recede, the most important sea route in the world was the one that began in the waters surrounding western Europe, ran south down the coast of Africa to round the Cape of Good Hope, and gave out into the broad expanse of the Indian Ocean. It was this route that allowed Portuguese and Dutch traders, using navigational secrets that they jealously guarded from the eyes of their Spanish and English competitors, to bring the flavors and textures of the mysterious and exotic Far East to a cold and drab European continent: spices, silks, ivory, jade, jewels, fruit trees, and tea.

But though the trade route to the East would remain a source of immense wealth for another three hundred years, once Christopher Columbus stumbled upon the New World in 1492 it slowly began to give pride of place to another passage. In the decades that followed Columbus’ voyages, the Spanish and Portuguese began to systematically plunder the cultures and empires of Central and South America, and for the next two centuries a steady procession of galleons passed back and forth between Europe and the Americas. Those sailing east were laden with treasure, while those sailing west were filled with explorers, missionaries, adventurers, and eventually settlers. Full-bellied, with steep-sided hulls and high forecastles and poopdecks, these ships were slow, cumbersome, and at best only indifferent sailers, often vulnerable to the ferocious storms that ripped up and down the American coasts. Nevertheless, the sheer volume of booty they carried back to Lisbon and Cadiz caused the westward passages across the Atlantic to usurp the primacy of the route around the southern tip of Africa, which fell into an eclipse from which it would never escape, as the fortunes made in trading spices in India were soon surpassed by the fortunes gathered from the looted treasures of the Incas, Mayas, Toltecs, and Aztecs.

In the 17th and 18th centuries, as the Spanish and Portuguese empires began their decline and the number of galleons sailing across the Atlantic diminished in proportion, their place being taken primarily by British ships. These were called East Indiamen—they were stout, bluff, and highly seaworthy—and they carried a commerce in trade goods rather than plunder between the Old World and the New. As the beginning of the 19th century approached, the jewel in the maritime crown of shipping lanes was the route that spanned the Atlantic from Great Britain to North America.

What made it so valuable was the simple fact that Britain’s economy was the fastest-growing in the world, while Canada and the American colonies were its largest markets. Britain supplied most of North America’s demands for industry as well as meeting its requirements for precision manufactures, along with specialized materials and luxuries that were as yet beyond the Americans’ and Canadians’ ability to produce. Russian oak from the Baltic states, British railroad rolling stock, Austrian crystal, German optics, French wines and fabrics, Irish laces, all were carried to the United States in British ships. On their return crossings, those same ships would have cargo holds full of raw cotton from the American South, Canadian and American ores, pine and fir from the Pacific Northwest and Canada, and countless tons of grain. As more sophisticated and diverse commerce developed, ships began to be more specialized, their size, hull forms, and sail plans adapted to specific roles, be they carrying cotton or tobacco, tea or coffee beans, passengers to Europe or immigrants to the United States—or, given over to darker tasks, rum-running and slaving.

Yet no matter what form of trade or commerce a ship might be undertaking as it made its way across the Atlantic, it was never an easy or safe passage. In particular, the North Atlantic soon came to be regarded as the cruelest ocean. Capricious and chimerical, the North Atlantic could transform herself from a vista of gently rolling swells passing beneath an azure sky to a maelstrom of towering waves driven by howling winds under glowering leaden clouds, and then to a smooth, tranquil calm under impossibly bright stars, all in a matter of hours. Her tricks were many, her weapons legion: the North Atlantic could conjure up impenetrable fog to confuse and bewilder helmsmen, driving rain that blinded helm and lookout alike, wind-driven sleet that could abrade the paint from a ship’s hull or tear a topman from the rigging, hurricane-force winds, seas sixty…eighty…a hundred feet high—and always at her disposal she had one of her most subtle devices: ice.

The mot of Samuel Johnson, that an ocean voyage was much like being thrown into jail with the added opportunity of being drowned, has been repeated often enough that it has become something of a weak joke. Yet in Johnson’s day it was a profound, if acerbic, observation, made all the more so by its undeniable truth. Passage across the Atlantic meant being confined to cramped, dimly lit and poorly ventilated quarters, for weeks, sometimes months, on end, while being fed a monotonous diet of barely edible food. Nor was the chance of being drowned inconsiderable, for throughout most of the 18th century nearly one in every five ships which set sail from London or Bristol, New York, Boston, Halifax, Southampton or Liverpool never arrived at its intended port.

Records exist to bear this out. Historians estimate that in the past 400 years, over a thousand ships have been lost just along the North Carolina coastline alone, a treacherous stretch of water known as “The Graveyard of the Atlantic.” Farther up the Atlantic, off the coast of New England, records show that in the years between 1790 and 1850, three out of every five American sailors working those waters would eventually lose their lives to drowning. It is a matter of official note that, from 1840 to 1893, 7,523 people perished as 125 passenger ships were lost on the North Atlantic. Often the circumstances were such that a ship setting out on what would prove to be her final voyage would simply sail into oblivion. Running afoul of ice, winds, waves, or the ever-present threat of a fire on board, unless by some fortunate chance another passing vessel was nearby to render assistance, a ship which found itself in distress was doomed.

For the most part, the missing ships were merchant vessels mainly carrying cargo, along with a handful of passengers, and were crewed by some fifty to sixty sailors. Records of the losses, though not thorough by modern standards, are plentiful but obscure: more attention was paid to the vanished cargoes than to the lives lost, as those keeping the records were mostly insurers who, while not entirely indifferent to the fate of the crews aboard lost ships, had financial losses as their first priority. As for any passengers aboard a ship gone missing, their fate was accepted as simply one of the risks taken when crossing the open ocean. One of the hidden barbs in Samuel Johnson’s comment was the implication that an ocean voyage was something that no sane person ever willingly undertook, and that even when necessary there was something vaguely disreputable about it.

That attitude began shifting as Western Europe and North America moved into the 19th century. As the Industrial Revolution took hold on both continents, business became more international, compelling more and more industrialists, businessmen, and merchants to hazard the trip across the North Atlantic for commercial purposes. At the same time the social changes being wrought in the nations of Western Europe, particularly in Great Britain, transforming agrarian communities into industrial societies, created a surplus population which began emigrating from Europe to Canada and the United States, a migration which would gradually shape the character of both continents.

Suddenly there was a new industry on the North Atlantic, whole shipping lines springing up devoted to carrying passengers as well as cargo. Names that would become household words in a few decades’ time appeared in the newspapers, advertising crossings to and from Liverpool, Cobh (later Queenstown), London, Hamburg, Bremen, New York, Boston, Philadelphia, and Halifax—names like Cunard, White Star, Collins, Inman, Hamburg-Amerika, Norddeutscher-Lloyd, and Holland-America. People began moving across the ocean in unprecedented numbers, until hundreds, then eventually thousands, of passengers were being carried by individual ships at one time. But while the nature of business on the North Atlantic had changed, the ocean itself hadn’t, and when one of these passenger-laden ships went missing, the loss of life was no longer negligible. In fact, it could be horrific.

One of first recorded passenger ships to disappear was the square-rigged packet Lady of the Lake, bound from England to Quebec in 1833, when she was lost in mid-Atlantic with 215 passengers and crew aboard. It was believed that she struck an iceberg. A similar fate overtook the Ocean Queen, which disappeared somewhere in midocean with ninety souls aboard her in 1834. Two years later the packet Driver with 372 people aboard sailed from Boston and was never seen again. Another tragedy came in 1840, when the 222-ton Rosalie, built in 1838, vanished in the Sargasso Sea. In September 1853, the emigrant ship Annie Jane foundered somewhere west of Scotland, taking all 348 passengers and crew with her, leaving not a trace.

Sometimes there were tantalizing hints as to the fates of missing ships. In August 1840 the steamship President, ostensibly the pride of the American merchant fleet, made a somewhat unimpressive debut as she took more than sixteen days to cross from New York to Liverpool on her maiden voyage. Despite the extravagant claims of speed made by her owners, the President’s crossing was fully three days longer than the rival Cunard Line’s new Acadia, also on her maiden voyage. But the President soon became a popular ship and usually sailed with a full or nearly full passenger list. The only persistent criticism of her was that her coal consumption was considered by some of her officers to be excessive, and on one occasion she had to turn back to New York to avoid running out of coal in mid-Atlantic.

On March 11, 1841, the President left New York with 136 passengers and crew aboard, and almost immediately was caught in a fierce gale. An American packet, the Orpheus, saw her two days later, “rising on top of a tremendous sea, pitching and laboring very heavily.” She was never seen again. There were only a few clues to her fate, mostly scattered reports of wreckage found floating on the sea, but eventually the conclusion was inevitable—the President had sunk, taking everyone aboard with her.

Rigged as she was like any other steamer of the day with a full set of masts and yards, she should have been able to ride out almost any storm under sail, even if she were deprived of the power of her engines. What is most likely was that she encountered a rogue wave—at the time a little-known phenomenon–-one of those enormous walls of water that suddenly rears up before or alongside a ship, breaking over it with thousands of tons of water, sufficient to reduce even the stoutest wooden hull to flinders in moments. It was only one of many weapons the North Atlantic had at her disposal to teach respect to those who failed to show her sufficient deference.

Whatever the exact cause, the disappearance of the President was like a brooding spectre that hovered over the Atlantic for a long time. The disaster badly frightened those travelers who had to make a transatlantic crossing, and they switched their bookings from steamers to sailing packets in droves, although it was never explained how the fact that the President was a steamship had contributed to her disappearance. Yet, a year later, the number of passengers making the crossing on steamships was barely half of what it had been before the President was lost. There was more to come.

Not all ships that were lost simply sailed into oblivion. On September 27, 1854, the speedy Arctic, the finest ship in Collins’ fleet, six days out of Liverpool and about sixty miles south of Cape Race, Newfoundland, was caught in a heavy fog and rammed by the small French steamer Vesta. At first the damage to the Arctic seemed slight, but it soon became obvious that the flooding was rising faster than the ship’s pumps could cope. The Arctic’s captain, James Luce, steered his ship toward Newfoundland, hoping to run her into shallow water and save her.

But while she was still some twenty miles short of her goal, the rising water quenched the fires in the Arctic’s boilers and she lost all power. With the ship’s situation now hopeless, her captain ordered the passengers into lifeboats. In what was one of the saddest chapters of the history of the American merchant marine, the Arctic’s crew, abandoning all pretense of discipline, commandeered the boats—in some cases physically throwing passengers out—and rowed away, leaving those still on board to their fate. Shortly afterward the ship sank, taking with her almost 400 lives, leaving only forty-five survivors.

Tragedy would again strike the Collins Line two years later. In late January 1856, Cunard’s brand-new Persia was ready to set out on her maiden voyage from Liverpool to New York. By purest chance, the then-fastest ship on the Atlantic run, the Collins Line’s Pacific, had left Liverpool just three days before with forty-five passengers and 141 crew aboard. Although the captain of the Persia was firm in his protests that there would be no “race” to New York between his ship and the Pacific, the public certainly anticipated such a contest. There was much belching of smoke and furious churning of paddlewheels when the Persia pulled away from the dock that morning, but unknown to those watching her depart, there would be no record crossing for the Persia on this voyage. Five days out of Liverpool, making well over eleven knots, she ran headlong into a field of ice. Her bow was damaged—sixteen feet of her hull plating had its rivets sheered off—and her starboard paddlewheel and its housing were crushed and crumpled. Her speed reduced by more than half, down by the head, nevertheless the Persia pressed on to New York, her iron hull having withstood an impact that would have shivered a wooden-hulled vessel.

When the Persia limped into New York on February 9, there was no sign of the Pacific— she had literally vanished without a trace. As more and more ships made port in New York and Boston and reported the extent of the icefield that the Persia had encountered, it became clear what had most likely happened to the Pacific. Running at eleven knots or better, she had driven into the ice, and the impact which the Persia’s iron hull had been able to absorb had overpowered the wooden keel and frames of the Pacific, sending her to the bottom with everyone aboard her. It would be more than a century before her wreck was found—in the same waters where the Persia had rammed the ice floe.

Disaster would twice overtake the Inman Line as well. In 1854, the City of Glasgow, a beautiful Clyde-built ship, disappeared in the North Atlantic with 480 passengers and crew aboard her. Sixteen years later, somewhere between New York and Liverpool, the City of Boston, with 177 passengers and crew, vanished forever. It’s believed that she was a victim of a fire onboard; certainly fire caused the loss of Hamburg-Amerika’s Austria in 1858, costing 471 lives.

Collision was a hazard as well, as ships would get lost in fog, storm, and mist, and blunder into each other. Almost 400 people drowned when Hamburg-Amerika’s Cimbria was accidentally rammed and sunk. In 1891 the Anchor Line’s Utopia sank after colliding with a collier, and 562 aboard her were lost. Norddeutscher-Lloyd’s Elbe was the victim of a collision in 1895, at the cost of 332 passengers and crew; in 1898 the French Line’s La Bourgogne was rammed by a merchantman and quickly sank, taking 549 lives with her.

Naval ships were by no means immune from the North Atlantic’s furies either. HMS Atalanta had begun her career with the Royal Navy as HMS Juno in 1844. After service in the Pacific she became in turn a storeship, a barracks, and the headquarters of the Portsmouth Dockyard police before being converted into a training ship in 1878 and renamed. Sailing to Bermuda in January 1888, Atalanta arrived there on the 29th, and set sail for home on the 31st with 250 young cadets and thirty-one officers and ratings aboard. She never arrived at Portsmouth, nor was any trace of her or any clue to her fate ever found. Her disappearance was considered a national catastrophe in Britain.

What marked each of these tragedies–along with countless others—was the inability of the ship in distress to summon aid from any other ship that was out of immediate sight or sound. The problem was, in a nutshell, communications–-or rather a lack of them. The simple truth was that once a ship sailed out of sight of land, it was as remote and inaccessible to the rest of the world as if it were on the far side of the moon. Yet, ships die hard, and save for those rare occurrences when the sea would literally rear up and smash apart some hapless vessel, hammering its remains to the bottom, there was almost always time for a ship struggling to survive to summon assistance, to signal her distress—but only if there was another ship near enough to see or hear. But unless some means was devised that allowed a ship at sea to signal “over the horizon” to other ships or even the shore, the fate of any vessel finding itself alone and in distress was inevitable.

The solution would be provided at the beginning of the 20th century by a young Italian engineer, Guglielmo Marconi. Born in Bologna, Italy, on April 25, 1874, he was the second son of Giuseppe Marconi, an Italian country gentleman, and Annie Jameson, the daughter of a member of the Irish gentry who had been born and raised in Daphne Castle in County Wexford, Ireland. Demonstrating a powerful intellect even as a youth, Marconi was privately educated at schools in Bologna, Florence, and Leghorn, where he showed a keen interest in physical sciences-–particularly electricity—in early adolescence. Constructing his own laboratory at his father’s country estate at Pontecchio, he began experimenting in 1895, building on the work of Hertz, Preece, Lodge, Maxwell, Righi, and other scientists who had specialized in electrical studies.

Working carefully and methodically, that same year he was able to construct a device that produced controlled, modulated electric sparks which were translated into electrical signals that could be picked up by a receiving device over a distance of one and a half miles without the use of wires. The system was practical, reliable, and in one fell swoop, Marconi became the inventor of “wireless” telegraphy. The potential applications for such a system were immediately obvious to Marconi, and he attempted to interest the Italian government in his invention, only to be rebuffed. So he did exactly what any other young inventor who had created some new technological marvel did during the 1890s–-he took it to London.

Communications was one of the Victorians’ great fascinations. Postal deliveries six times a day in the cities, telegraph lines running to every town and most villages, great underwater cables cris-crossing the oceans–-these were among the hallmarks of the high tide of the British Empire. With colonies, protectorates, territories, mandates, embassies, and consulates girdling the globe, not to mention an equally vast collection of business enterprises, the Victorians’ obsession with communications was an understandable consequence of the need to manage the far-flung marches of the Empire. When young Marconi arrived in London in 1896, he immediately took his apparatus to the Engineer-in-Chief of the Post Office, Mr. (later Sir) William Preece. Preece, who was the antithesis of the stereotypical myopic civil servant appointed only on the basis of whom rather than what he knew, immediately saw the value as well as the potential of wireless, and set the process in motion by which later that year Marconi was granted the world’s first patent for a system of wireless telegraphy.

A series of successful demonstrations followed in London, on Salisbury Plain, and across the Bristol Channel, all of which received considerable attention in the British press. Marconi saw to this, for in addition to being an engineering genius he had a shrewd business mind, and understood that good press coverage all but guaranteed the success of his next venture. That came in July 1897 when he formed The Wireless Telegraph & Signal Company, which three years later was renamed Marconi’s Wireless Telegraph Company Limited. So successful was he in promoting his invention, and so successful was his wireless system in operation, that within a few years “Marconi” became synonymous with “wireless” and the two were often used interchangeably.

In 1898, both the Royal Navy and the United States Navy began installing experimental wireless sets aboard some of their warships, demonstrating that wireless communication at sea was a practical proposition, and the following year Marconi established regular wireless communication between France and England across the English Channel, setting up permanent stations on the Isle of Wight, at Bournemouth, and later at in Dorset. In 1900 he took out his famous patent No. 7777 for “tuned” or “syntonic telegraphy”; that is, wireless circuits that could be “tuned” to send and receive on a specific, regulated frequency rather than across the entire electro-magnetic spectrum. This single development would prove to be the foundation of the radio, television, and computer industries of the 20th century and beyond.

As his experiments continued, Marconi expanded his devices’ capabilities. Marconi International Marine was formed in April 1900 to develop shipboard wireless sets for merchant vessels and passenger ships, the first installations being undertaken the following year. In December 1901, he staged a demonstration that proved wireless waves were unaffected by the curvature of the Earth, transmitting the first transatlantic wireless signals between Poldhu, Cornwall—near Land’s End, the uttermost southwestern corner of England—and St. John’s, Newfoundland, a distance of 2,100 miles. Exactly a year later he transmitted the first complete messages to Poldhu from stations at Glace Bay, Nova Scotia, and later Cape Cod, Massachusetts, tests that resulted in the establishment of the first transatlantic commercial wireless service in 1907.

Almost immediately there was competition. There was France’s Compagnie Generale Telegraphique, which had played a major role in laying the first transatlantic telegraph cables in the 1880s; the American Marconi Company, wholly independent of the various British Marconi corporations, which was formed in 1899 and began supplying most of the American merchant marine; while the largest competitor was the giant German electrical firm Telefunken, formed in 1903 from the merger of divisions of two rival firms, AEG and Braun-Siemens, which supplied wireless equipment used by the German government, the German Army, and the German Navy, and which also had a monopoly on the sets installed in German merchant ships.

The rivalry between British Marconi and American Marconi was intense but good-natured, the only real source of friction between the two firms being the British use of International Morse Code, while American Marconi insisted on using American Morse. The difference was much like that between British spoken English and American spoken English—close but not always compatible. The French, of course, simply made a point of being French, and their operators only contacted the wireless stations of other nationalities when it was absolutely necessary.

Marconi’s rivalry with Telefunken, on the other hand, was barely civil. While an enduring complaint about wireless of that era was the deliberate interference often caused by operators of one company with the signals of another, the worst and most frequent offenders were the German Telefunken operators, who, as an assertion of the alleged superiority of German wireless, often seemed to take an almost childish delight in interfering with Marconi messages.

For the wireless system to work it required trained personnel to operate it. Marconi Marine operators received their instruction at the Marconi School in Liverpool (called by its students the Tin Tabernacle), where they learned much more than simply the dot-dash rudiments of Morse. The school had several sets of working wireless apparatuses that were used for instruction, including a half-kilowatt set which had a range of about 100 miles, which was used for basic instruction, as well as several of the standard one and a half-kilowatt sets that were used on most Marconi-equipped ocean liners and a powerful five-kilowatt set. The school accommodated sixty pupils and the average term of instruction spanned ten months. Courses in electricity, magnetism, radio-wave propagation, troubleshooting of equipment, and the new regulations, such that they were, of the International Radiotelegraphy Convention, were all included.

The Convention was very clear about how wireless operators were supposed to conduct themselves, and quite explicit about the priority of certain types of transmissions. The courses in radio wave propagation explained to the operators the effect of the ionosphere on wireless transmission and why both transmission and reception were clearer and longer ranged at night than during the day. Of course, this benefit in range and clarity often meant that the majority of a wireless operator’s work was done during hours when most of the rest of the world was asleep.

The young men who graduated from the “Tin Tabernacle” quickly found themselves employed on ships all over the world. They were a distinctive type of youth, always intelligent, often high-strung, energetic and intense, yet time and again they would prove remarkably cool and calm in an emergency, carrying out their duties even when their own lives seemed to be in danger. Their position aboard the ships on which they served was somewhat peculiar: although they would be required to sign the ship’s articles and were subject to the orders and discipline of the ship’s captain and officers, they weren’t actually part of the crew. The company which owned the particular vessel in question would contract with Marconi Marine for their services, so that they remained Marconi employees no matter to which ship of what shipping line they were posted aboard.

At that time there was no requirement for a 24-hour wireless watch to be maintained by any ships, save warships, so the wireless operators usually worked a schedule set for them by their ship’s captain. On large ships, such as the fast German liners or Cunard’s soon-to-be-launched Lusitania and Mauretania, there would be two wireless operators who alternated shifts, twelve hours on, twelve off, seven days a week. Smaller vessels warranted only one operator, who usually pulled duty in fifteen- to eighteen-hour stretches.

It was not hard work in the conventional sense, but the long hours of enforced immobility and intense concentration as the operator sat at his table, headphones on, key at hand, were exhausting. The pay did little to compensate for this: a senior operator only made £8 ($40) a month, a junior operator only £5 ($25). It was the knowledge that they were part of a small, select fraternity, sitting on the leading edge of a new, revolutionary technology that few people understood and even fewer could operate, capable of snatching messages seemingly out of the thin air with their ungainly looking apparatus, that kept most operators at their stations.

The skill of the early wireless operators was nothing short of amazing. Spending long hours, sitting almost motionless, only their hands moving as they worked the key of their apparatus; or sitting listening through their bulky headphones as they sought to pluck the signals from other stations out of the ether. It was all far more difficult than is popularly supposed. Instead of the carefully modulated buzzes, beeps, or tones that today are most commonly associated with Morse Code, the sounds made by open spark transmitters of the day were more like bursts and crashes of controlled static, which resembled nothing so much as the interference distant lightning will create on a radio. And yet these bursts and crashes, and the various signals into which they would evolve, would save thousands of lives in the decades to come.

From the very beginning of his work Marconi had made it clear that his primary goal was to perfect wireless communication in order to bring an end to the isolation of ships at sea. An accident to the East Goodwin lightship, moored off the Goodwin Sands at the Dover Straits in the English Channel, offered the first proof of his success. On the evening of April 28, 1899, wrapped in a thick fog, she was rammed by the freighter R.F. Matthews. The lightship had been equipped with one of Marconi’s first shipboard apparatuses, and within minutes a message had been sent to the wireless station at the South Foreland lighthouse: “Help, we have just been run into by the steamer ‘R.F. Matthews’…Our bows are damaged.”

A lifeboat was quickly dispatched to the lightship but fortunately the damage was relatively minor and the crew was in no danger. Yet the incident made it clear to even the most casual observer that communications between ships, and between ships and the shore, were now not only possible but practical. In the words of historian Warren Tute, in his book Atlantic Conquest, “Wireless telegraphy was to deprive the sea of its ancient terror of silence.” The ultimate proof of that came ten years later.

On January 22, 1909, the White Star Line’s R.M.S. Republic left New York bound for Naples, Italy with 525 passengers and 297 crew aboard. Just before six o’clock the next morning she found herself surrounded by thick fog 175 miles from the Ambrose Lighthouse. Her skipper, Captain William Sealby, reduced speed to barely steerageway and began sounding the ship’s steam whistle at short intervals. It was a situation fraught with danger, for in heavy fog, doing anything could lead to disaster–-including doing nothing. It was a circumstance that had led to catastrophe for many other ships-–and was about to do so again.

Unknown to Sealby, the Lloyd-Italiano steamer Florida, inbound for New York from Naples, was not far from his ship, thoroughly lost. The fog swallowed up the Republic’s whistle, and though she was ablaze with light from bow to stern, the fog was so heavy that the glow was diffused and muffled at only a few hundred yards off. At 5:51 a.m., the Florida suddenly loomed out of the darkness on the Republic’s port side and drove her bow deep into the White Star liner, almost squarely amidships. The Republic’s engine room immediately started flooding, and before long it became clear to her chief engineer that the pumps, while slowing the inrush of water, would be unable to stop it. When the water rose high enough to reach the boilers, the Republic would lose all power and quickly sink. Captain Sealby swiftly mustered the passengers and crew, and began preparing to abandon ship.

Had the collision taken place a decade earlier, the situation would have been exceedingly grim for the Republic, as the only ship known to be nearby was the Florida, now drifting unseen somewhere in the fog, the extent of her own damage then unknown. But circumstances were different in this case: the Republic was fitted with an early version of the 1½-kilowatt Marconi wireless, and Sealby instructed the Marconi operator, 25-year-old Jack Binns, to send out a call for assistance–-the international distress signal “CQD.” Binns quickly made contact with a sister ship, White Star’s Baltic, which was 200 miles away but coming hard, as well as the U.S. Coast Guard’s Nantucket wireless station. Soon that station was relaying the Republic’s signals as power began to fade on the sinking ship, and over the next thirty-six hours Binns remained at his post, as a half-dozen ships, including the Cunard Line’s Lucania, the French Line’s La Tourraine, the Inman Line’s New York, and a U.S. Coast Guard Cutter, the Gresham, began converging on the sinking Republic.

Meanwhile the Florida had drifted back out of the fog and lay a few hundred yards off the Republic’s port side. Her captain had the ship sounded and found that her collision bulkhead was holding firm, so Captain Sealby proposed that the Republic’s passengers and crew be taken aboard the Italian ship. A daring transfer of passengers and crew began, using the Republic’s lifeboats, working in relays against rising swells and rain, shuttling back and forth between the sinking liner and the Florida. It would take almost twelve hours to get everyone but a handful of the Republic’s officers and crew off the sinking ship. Now the problem was that the Florida was dangerously overloaded, and it was only when the Baltic appeared on the scene and took off the excess passengers that the danger was finally past for the small Italian steamer.

The fog began to lift, and Captain Sealby, along with the forty-six crewmen who remained aboard, began preparing the Republic to be taken in tow, in the hope that she could be run into shallow water and saved. She was slowly settling stern-first, and though some progress was made toward Nantucket, at a little before 8:30 p.m. on the 26th, the Republic began sinking rapidly. Within minutes she was gone, Captain Sealby and his crew being swept off the ship as she went under.

Miraculously, only four lives had been lost in the entire incident, all victims of the collision itself. It created a stir on both sides of the Atlantic, where both Captain Sealby and Jack Binns were rightly hailed as heroes. Binns in particular was singled out: he had spent almost thirty-six hours at his wireless key, without relief, without sleep, with little to eat or drink except an occasional cup of coffee, exposed to the wind and rain the entire time, for the collision had torn away two of the wireless office’s walls. His success in reaching ships hundreds of miles away that otherwise would never have known of the Republic’s plight, but were able to come to her assistance, drew attention to the lifesaving potential of wireless as nothing else could have done.

The dramatic image of the Baltic’s dash through storm and fog in response to the Republic’s call, and her subsequent rescue of the sinking ship’s 1,650 passengers and crew, were all the proof the world needed to understand that with the aid of wireless a ship in distress no longer need struggle alone to survive. Wireless could always summon other ships nearby; a liner’s lifeboats would only be needed to ferry passengers and crew to safety aboard another vessel. There would never be the need for everyone aboard to take to the boats at the same time-–someone near at hand would always answer when the wireless sent out a signal of distress…






Chapter 2

THE CARPATHIA AND ARTHUR ROSTRON



At the beginning of the 20th century the Cunard Line, once the dominant passenger line on the North Atlantic, was confronting the gravest crisis of its sixty-year history. It was not facing the oblivion which had overtaken many other passenger lines over the decades, but rather a fate far worse: obscurity. The company was unable to sustain the energy and momentum that had driven its many successes in the 1880s, and the decade between 1895 and 1905 could not be considered one of the line’s most stellar periods.

Only six new ships had been launched in the whole of the 1890s, and by the turn of the century the majority of Cunard’s fleet was made up of vessels that were small, slow, and rather pedestrian. The average age of the company’s ships was thirteen years, and the oldest member of the fleet, the Servia, had been launched in 1881. While for sixty years Cunard had been symbolic of safe, well-founded vessels that crossed the Atlantic reliably, if not always spectacularly, the new standards for speed and comfort being set by its British and German competitors meant that safety and reliability were no longer enough. While Cunard refused to indulge in the penchant for increased luxury and ever-higher speeds which engrossed most of its competitors, the choices of the traveling public made it clear that they wanted to be sped across the Atlantic, and coddled as they did so.

The threat—“problem” is too weak a word—that the newly-sur-gent Teutonic companies particularly posed to Cunard was very real. In quick succession the twin German shipping lines, Hamburg-Amerika and Norrdeutscher-Lloyd, introduced a series of very fast, very luxurious liners that quickly began skimming the cream of the North Atlantic passenger trade, and were making enormous inroads on the volume of immigrant traffic being carried to the New World as well. The first of these ships was the mean-looking, imposing, unmistakably German Kaiser Wilhelm der Grosse. In the words of John Malcolm Brinnin, she ushered in “a period of steamship history when the landscapes of Valhalla enscrolled on the walls and ceilings of grand saloons would all but collapse under their own weight, as well as a period when Teutonic efficiency united with matchless engine power would give Germany all the honors on the northern seas. And when the wits of the first decade of the [Twentieth] Century began to say something was ‘hideously’ or ‘divinely’ ‘North German Lloyd’ they meant, according to one American contemporary, ‘two of everything but the kitchen range, then gilded.’” Her pretentiousness slowed her not a whit, for the Kaiser Wilhelm der Grosse immediately took the Blue Ribband (the honor for speed champion), romping across the North Atlantic on her maiden voyage in early 1897 at nearly 22 knots.

Not content in merely besting the British steamship lines, whose transatlantic ascendancy had heretofore been unchallenged, the Germans embarrassed them by next introducing the Deutschland, which belonged to the Hamburg-Amerika Line, crossing the “Big Pond” at a speed of nearly 23 knots. Long, low, with a sleek four-funneled superstructure, the Deutschland looked the very part of the Atlantic greyhound. Yet her preeminence was to last less than a year as, adding insult to injury, the new Kronprinz Wilhelm set a new record at 23½ knots. The year after that the Kaiser Wilhelm II proved a shade faster still. This Teutonic monopoly on the Blue Ribband was more than Great Britain could stand—a head to head showdown was approaching between these upstart Germans and the established maritime prowess of the British.

Almost overnight, it seemed, Cunard’s entire fleet seemed dated and obsolescent, a collection of dowdy, frumpy old ladies whose staid conservatism, which had once seemed to be part of their appeal, was now seen as quaint and homely—and hopelessly passé. Even the vaunted claim, “The Cunard has never lost a life,” which had been invoked with suitable gravity for more than half a century any time a newcomer to the North Atlantic appeared to challenge the line, now lost its potency. Safety was no longer enough, as passengers wanted speed and luxury just as much, if not even more. That the Germans were each carrying roughly twice as many passengers as Cunard was bad enough, but because of the sensation these new ships were creating for Norddeutscher-Lloyd and Hamburg-Amerika, along with the accompanying publicity, they were attracting still more passengers. Even if a traveler wasn’t able to make his or her crossing on one of the German speedsters, the cachet of sailing on one their stablemates was still attractive. And because Cunard, like the German lines, relied heavily on the immigrant trade to make its profits, any decline in the number of fare-paying passengers carried serious financial consequences.

Cunard’s response to the German challengers would soon appear, first in the form of the Caronia and Carmania— the “Pretty Sisters,”—and ultimately in the awesome shapes of the Lusitania and Mauretania, ships that would be triumphs of speed and luxury on such a scale that the German shipping lines would never recover their brief pre-eminence on the North Atlantic. But those magnificent ships were still to come when construction began on a handful of modern, if somewhat modest, Cunard liners. The first step taken toward refurbishing the fleet was an order placed for three liners, two to be built by C.S. Swan & Hunter and one by the John Brown shipyard. The first two would be the Ivernia and Saxonia, followed two years later by a ship that would be neither the largest nor the fastest ship in the line’s service, but would ultimately become one of the most famous in the whole history of Cunard: the Carpathia.

Built in the Swan Hunter yard, the Ivernia was launched in late 1899, and entered service in April 1900. At close to 14,000 gross tons, she was the largest ship yet built for Cunard, but she would hold that honor for little more than a month, as the next ship to enter service, the Saxonia, was even larger. Built by the John Brown shipyard on Clydeside, in Scotland, the Saxonia was launched on December 16, 1899, with a gross tonnage of over 14,200 tons. By mid-May 1900 her fitting out was complete, and she set out on her maiden voyage from Liverpool to Boston on May 22. She was equipped with a pair of quadruple expansion engines, which turned two propellers. Not yet ready to challenge the Germans head-to-head, Cunard’s priority with the three sisters was size, not speed, and the Saxonia’s machinery gave her a service speed of 15 knots.

The appearance of the Ivernia and Saxonia was distinctive, if not particularly handsome. They had long, black hulls with a graceful sheer, straight up-and-down cutter bows, and attractive counter sterns reminiscent of the popular Campania and Lucania; but there the resemblance ended. Rather than the multi-tiered superstructure sported by their predecessors, surmounted by clusters of vent cowls and topped by a pair of powerful-looking funnels, the superstructures in these new ships were long and low, creating the visual impression that they had been somehow flattened out and spread the length of the hull. Atop it all would be perched a single tall, almost spindly funnel; spaced equidistant along the length of the ships were four masts. As awkward as this arrangement may sound, as a whole the proportions worked together to create a look that was modern and purposeful, if not exactly handsome.

This class of ships had been designed from the outset to make money for Cunard by carrying both passengers and cargo. The four masts were no affectation added for appearance—they acted as kingposts for the booms that were used when loading or unloading cargo. The cargo spaces were quite large, and as a consequence the passenger accommodations were not as extensive as might have been expected of the largest ships in the Cunard fleet. Accommodations were for two hundred Second Class passengers and fifteen hundred Third Class—there were no First Class cabins at all. Their dual roles as cargo and passenger ships were confirmation, if any were needed, of Cunard’s straitened circumstances: the line could no longer depend for its revenues on ships built exclusively for passengers, but as in its early days the company was once again looking to freighting as a way to help it stay solvent. In the first few years of the 20th century Cunard needed to earn every pound it possibly could.

The third ship of this trio, the Carpathia, joined the Ivernia and Saxonia in 1903. Her keel had been laid down on September 10, 1901 at the Wallsend shipyard Swan & Hunter, and she was launched on August 6, 1902. An interesting sidelight to her construction was that while the Carpathia was taking shape in one of the yard’s gantries, at the other end of the shipyard archaeologists had begun excavating the recently-discovered eastern end of Hadrian’s Wall, the ancient Roman boundary between Britannia and Caledonia (Britain and Scotland)—a fascinating juxtaposition of the ancient world and the modern. As the Carpathia was just barely larger than 14,000 tons, the Saxonia remained the largest ship in Cunard service until the Caronia made her appearance in 1905.

In her role as a cargo carrier, the Carpathia was a bit more specialized than her two sisters. Designed to carry refrigerated food, in particular meat, she had been built with three large refrigerated holds, as well as one for her own provisions. Her powerplant was identical to that of the Ivernia and Saxonia, a pair of ten-cylinder quadruple expansion engines turning two propellers, which gave her a top speed during her sea trials of just over 15 knots.

Like her two sisters, the Carpathia was originally designed to carry just Second and Third Class passengers. Despite the absence of First Class berthing, the standard of the accommodations was remarkably high: rather than imitate the gilt-and-marble extravagance of the German ships, Cunard placed a premium on quiet comfort. Even in Third Class there were features normally found only in higher classes on other companies’ ships–-they included a smoking room (the usual practice was for Third Class smokers to make do with taking their nicotine on the open deck, quite an impossible feat in anything but clear weather), a bar, a ladies’ sitting room and a dining saloon spacious enough to serve 300 people at one sitting—quite large as a standard for any class of passengers at the time. Second Class had similar amenities, somewhat more opulent in decor, of course, and it also had a library.

While the term “steerage” was still used more-or-less interchangeably with “Third Class,” the circumstances that greeted Third Class passengers in the first decade of the 20th century were a far cry from the “dank ’tween decks” of sixty years before. The culmination of the trend begun by William Inman a half-century earlier, the accommodations aboard the Carpathia were typical of a new consciousness of the value of Third Class passengers to the Cunard Line.

William Inman, a Liverpool shipowner who formed the line which bore his family name, had revolutionized the immigrant trade in the mid-19th century. While the rest of the steamship industry focused their efforts on luring First Class travelers aboard their ships, Inman recognized the potential market that emigrants represented, especially the Irish, and decided that the time had come to take advantage of the opportunity. Rather than compelling them to cross the Irish Sea to embark at Liverpool or Bristol, he began embarking them at Queenstown (now Cobh), which sat on a small harbor on the south Irish coast.

Charmingly, Inman’s wife took on a very active role the business, creating the ships’ interiors as well as drawing up their sailing schedules. She also made it her business to look after the welfare of Inman passengers: on one occasion she disguised herself as an emigrant on the passage from Liverpool to Queenstown in order to experience firsthand what life was like for the steerage passengers. For as little as £5 ($25), an Inman ship would carry an emigrant from Liverpool to Philadelphia. The fare included three meals a day: arrowroot with sugar and milk, oatmeal porridge and molasses at breakfast; a mix of salt beef and fresh beef at dinner; tea and gruel for supper. Bland and monotonous it may have been, but a genuine improvement over the offerings of other lines, where emigrants had often been expected to provide their own food and prepare it during the voyage. Little wonder, then, that impoverished Irish families soon flocked to the Inman offices in Dublin and Queenstown. Other steamship lines, including Cunard, were quick to copy Inman’s success, and within a generation Queenstown had been transformed into one of the busiest emigration ports in Europe.

A great many myths have built up around the flood of immigrants that flowed to the shores of the New World at the end of the 19th century and the beginning of the 20th, aided by a spate of romanticized reporting, photographs, and artwork from the period. All too often the steerage passengers were portrayed as “tired, poor…huddled masses”—babushka- and shawl-clad mothers gripping the hands of small, wide-eyed children, or wide-eyed young men in ill-fitting clothing clutching their few belongings in loosely tied bundles, all hoping to find their fortunes in such exotic locales as New York, Pittsburgh, or Chicago.

The truth was, as with so many subjects of the journalism of that day, a good deal more mundane. Despite the increasing numbers of central and southern Europeans emigrating to America, the majority of those leaving the Old World for the New were still Anglo-Saxon. Many were Germans, whose Fatherland was undergoing a bewilderingly rapid transformation from an agrarian society to an industrial juggernaut, with all the attendant social dislocations. Many others were Britons, often skilled or semi-skilled workers, sometimes craftsmen, occasionally members of the professions, forced by lack of work in England or Scotland to seek employment in America, as Great Britain began edging toward her slow industrial and economical decline. To these people a ship was transportation, its sole purpose to take them from Liverpool (or Southampton or Cherbourg or Queenstown) to Halifax, Boston, or New York. Passengers like these were not influenced by such luxuries as Grand Staircases, electric elevators, or swimming baths, the baubles dangled before potential First Class passengers to attract their patronage. Their interests lay in clean quarters and decent food. In this respect the Cunard Line served them admirably.

Third Class berthing on a ship like the Carpathia was spread out along the lower three decks of the ship, the superstructure being the exclusive preserve of Second Class. The quarters would be divided into sections for single men, single women, married couples, and families. There was a near-Puritanical streak at work in the layout of these sections, peculiar to the morals and morality of the day, which made sure single men and women wouldn’t have cabins anywhere near each other. Single men were usually berthed forward, single women aft, with married couples and families distributed between the two areas. The cabins themselves were spacious, spotless, and if a bit austere, were by all reports comfortable enough. The unmarried men or women would share a room with three to five other passengers of the same sex, while married couples and families had rooms to themselves.

The Third Class galley provided a fare that, while not spectacular, offered good food and plenty of it; in some cases, especially with those from the more impoverished Balkan countries or Irish counties, the steerage passengers ate better aboard ship than they ever had at home. All in all, they received a good deal more than most expected when they paid for their passage, especially when fares could be as low as £7 for a Third Class berth: a clean bed, fresh linens, and soap each morning, and three meals a day.

Her completion delayed by a strike at Swan & Hunter, the Carpathia finally passed her sea trials in April 1903, and left Liverpool on her maiden voyage on May 5, stopping first at Queenstown on her way to New York. Cunard created a schedule for the Carpathia which put her on the run between either Liverpool and New York, or Liverpool and Boston, during the summer months, while between November and May, she carried immigrants (mainly Italian and Hungarian) from Trieste and Fiume in the Adriatic to America. Though this schedule had been designed first and foremost to serve the immigrant trade, which was Cunard’s bread-and-butter in these years, it wasn’t long before the Mediterranean crossings began to enjoy a vogue among wealthy Americans on holiday. Soon Gibraltar, Genoa, and Naples (and sometimes Messina and Palermo) were added to the itinerary as ports of call.

Inevitably, in an effort to capitalize on this new found popularity for the Mediterranean, Cunard sent the Carpathia back to Swan & Hunter in 1905, there to be refitted with entirely new accommodations. Cabins and public rooms for 100 First Class passengers were provided. Second Class accommodation remained at 200, while by converting some of the cargo space and making a minor reduction in cabin sizes, Third Class berthing was increased to 2,250 passengers. While she could still work her passage by carrying cargo, the Carpathia was now very much a passenger liner, and in a low-key way, one of Cunard’s most popular.

While there would always be that segment of the traveling public which clamored for the thrill–-and sometimes discomfort–-of a six-day passage on Cunard’s new Blue Ribband speedsters, Lusitania and Mauretania, there were just as many who enjoyed the leisurely pace of a ten day crossing to Liverpool or fourteen days to Trieste aboard the Carpathia. By 1909 she had been placed on the Mediterranean run permanently, only returning to Liverpool at the end of each year for a refit. In January 1912, the Carpathia was given a new captain, the man with whom her name would forever be linked, even long after he had gone on to far greater and more glamorous commands.

Arthur Henry Rostron was born in Astley Bridge, near Bolton, Lancashire, to James and Nancy Rostron in 1869. Educated at the Bolton School from 1882 to 1883, and then at the Astley Bridge High School, the young Rostron decided that he wanted to pursue a career at sea, and so joined the cadet school HMS Conway, in Liverpool, at the age of thirteen. After two years of training there, he was apprenticed to a Liverpool shipping firm bearing the imposing name of the Waverley Line of Messrs. Williamson, Milligan, and Co. Sailing first on an iron-hulled clipper ship, Cedric the Saxon, Rostron spent the next six years at sea, sailing to all parts of the world including the Americas, India, and Australia, gaining invaluable experience in practical seamanship while he studied for his various Mates’ examinations. By 1887 he was serving as Second Mate aboard the barque Red Gauntlet. Rostron would later remember that while he was aboard her he had his closest brush with death at sea, when the Red Gauntlet toppled over on her beam ends (literally lying on her side) during a storm off the south coast of New Zealand; the ship managed to recover and Rostron lived.

In December 1894, at the relatively young age of twenty-five, he reached a major milestone in his professional career when he passed the examination for his Extra Master’s certificate. He promptly joined the Cunard Line in January 1895 and was given a position as fourth officer on the ocean liner RMS Umbria. Possession of both a Master’s and an Extra Master’s certificate was crucial to the ambitions of any young man aspiring to the command of a ship in the British Merchant Marine. These certificates were first issued by the Board of Trade in 1845, and were made compulsory for all captains and watch-standing officers after 1850.

A Master’s certificate—“ticket” was the popular parlance—meant that the holder was fully qualified to stand watches and make decisions about the speed, safety, and navigation of a ship without having to consult with and obtain the approval of a senior officer. Earning a Master’s ticket not only required several years of experience at sea, it also meant sitting for a grueling Board of Trade examination in which the applicant would be tested on his knowledge of shiphandling, lading, navigation, and safety at sea. An applicant had to be 21 years of age to be eligible to sit for the examination, and if he passed, his ticket would be endorsed for either sail or steam.

The written examination was daunting. The candidate would be expected to determine latitude by the altitude of the Polar star at any time; determine latitude by the meridian altitude of the moon; find the magnetic bearing of any fixed object when at sea or at anchor; to construct deviation curves; explain the effect of a ship’s iron or steel hull on the compasses, as well as correct for it; show a practical knowledge of the use of charts in navigation, including course corrections required by currents; and how to use and correct depth soundings. If the candidate was sitting for a sailing master’s examination, he would be required to demonstrate his knowledge of making and taking in sail, whether in moderate and stormy weather. All applicants would have to show that they were familiar with the rules of the road at sea for both steamers and sailing vessels, including their regulation lights and fog and sound signals; and be able to describe the signals of distress, the signals to be made by ships wanting a pilot, and the liabilities and penalties incurred by the misuse of these signals. In particular he would have to show that he understood the use of rockets if his ship was in distress.

An oral examination would follow, where the candidate would be expected to show that he had a thorough and practical knowledge of an incredible range of subjects, beginning with the law as it applied to hiring, discharging, and managing a crew; the law regarding load-line marks, as well as how to complete the appropriate reports in respect to lading; and the entries to be made in the ship’s official log. Other questions would cover how to prevent and check an outbreak of scurvy on board ship; invoices, bills of lading, dealing with Lloyd’s of London agents; the prevailing winds and currents of any part of the globe, as well as the trade routes and tides. Finally, he would have to be prepared to answer any other relevant questions which the Examiner might ask.

While all of this may seem a bit tedious, or even mundane, nothing could better demonstrate the bewildering range of responsibilities which a ship’s master faced on each and every sailing. The examination for an Extra Master’s ticket was even more demanding, as it would cover both steamships and sailing vessels, regardless of what the applicant’s previous experience might be. But possession of an Extra Master’s certificate literally was a “ticket” for an ambitious merchant marine officer, for it was an unchallengeable endorsement of competence, and as such allowed its holder to grasp the rungs of the ladder of promotion which could lead to one day being given command of one of the most famous vessels in the world.

In the years after Rostron joined Cunard, he rose steadily, if unspectacularly, up the company ladder. This was not a reflection on Rostron’s abilities, for Cunard captains were expected to be conscientious and circumspect—but never spectacular. It was with as much truth as wit that Mark Twain had once summed up Cunard’s attitude when he observed, “The Cunard people would not take Noah as first mate until they had worked him through the lower grades and tried him for ten years or such matter…. It takes them about ten or fifteen years to manufacture a captain; but when they have him manufactured to suit at last they have full confidence in him. The only order they give a captain is this, brief and to the point: ‘Your ship is loaded, take her; speed is nothing; follow your own road, deliver her safe, bring her back safe—safety is all that is required.” Arthur Rostron’s career demonstrated the truth of Twain’s remarks; in fact, it would eventually demonstrate the wisdom of Cunard’s methods.

He served on various vessels, including Campania, Etruria, Ivernia, Pannonia, Saxonia, Servia, and Ultonia, the only break in his service coming in 1905 when, as an officer of the Royal Naval Reserve, Rostron was obliged to temporarily serve in the British Navy during the Russo-Japanese War. He worked his way up the ranks until September 1907, when he was named as First Officer of the shiny new Lusitania, then the largest and, it was hoped, fastest ship yet to be built. He held this post all through her sea-trials, which were the most extensive ever conducted for a passenger liner up to that time. It was with some surprise then that he received the news, the day before the Lusitania departed Liverpool on her maiden voyage, that he was being taken off her bridge; but the surprise was a pleasant one, for Rostron was informed that he was being given his first command, the cargo ship Brescia. Then in quick succession, he commanded the Ivernia, Pavonia, Pannonia, and Saxonia.

There is a temptation among some maritime historians to anticipate events and overplay the regard in which Arthur Rostron was held within Cunard before April 1912. What is unquestionable, however, is that he was a conscientious officer who was respected by his peers and crews alike. He was known throughout the company as “the Electric Spark” for his decisiveness and boundless, infectious energy. He was also noted for his piety; he neither smoked nor drank, was never heard to use profanity, and in a day and age when recourse to the Almighty was not regarded as quaint or a sign of weak-mindedness, was known to turn to prayer for guidance.

He took command of the Carpathia on January 18, 1912, and took her to New York for the first time a week later. For the next four months the Carpathia plied her regular service between New York and Fiume. While on her westbound crossings the Carpathia would usually be heavy with immigrants in Third Class but relatively few passengers in First or Second Class, while on her eastbound passages she was usually carrying Americans on holiday, calling at the ports of Europe or visiting the Mediterranean, so that much of Third Class would be sitting empty. Consequently it was hardly surprising when, on April 11, 1912, the Carpathia pulled away from Cunard’s Pier 54, into the Hudson River and out of New York harbor with 125 First Class passengers aboard, 65 in Second Class, and 550 Third Class passengers rattling about in a space designed for four times that number.

Captain Rostron was once heard to comment that all Cunard ships had three sides—port, starboard, and social, and that the captain must be the master of all of them. The years of the Edwardian Era were when ships’ captains came to the fore: while their social standing had been rising for decades, they were now approaching the pinnacle of their power and fame. A popular captain who gained a reputation for being a good host, an entertaining storyteller, and a discerning social arbiter quickly attracted a loyal coterie of passengers, almost invariably wealthy and socially prominent, who would follow him from ship to ship, or if he preferred to stay with one vessel, as did many Cunard captains, they would travel exclusively on that ship. Both for the money they spent and the attention they attracted, these recurring entourages were worth their weight in gold to Cunard.

Not all captains enjoyed the social side of their responsibilities, however. Captain William Turner, who was the first captain of both the Lusitania and the Mauretania, cordially detested most passengers, regarding them as overblown bores and busybodies, and he vastly preferred the company of his officers and the surroundings of his bridge to that of the Captain’s Table in the First Class Dining Saloon. Because Turner’s skills as a mariner made him too valuable to lose, Cunard created the position of Staff Captain, a “second” captain, qualified in every way as a ship’s master, who would relieve Turner of some of the burden of the administrative details of the ship’s operations, as well as take over the duty of entertaining the passengers. Apparently it was a successful solution all around, for the position of Staff Captain became a permanent fixture on Cunard’s larger ships, even though most Captains found presiding over their own table at dinner to be one of the more pleasant aspects of their job.

The Carpathia, however, was not large enough to warrant a Staff Captain, and in any event, Arthur Rostron seemed to enjoy the social side of command as much as any ship’s master. Only rarely would a member of the British, Italian or Austrian aristocracy appear on the Carpathia’s passenger lists—for the most part their ilk preferred the glamour of the Lusitania or Mauretania, White Star’s Olympic, or the fast German liners. Consequently, the men who, along with their wives, occupied the captain’s table on the Carpathia would be men from the world of business, manufacturing or trades, men with whom Rostron could easily relate, who had attained their affluence and social station through intelligence, hard work, and perseverance.

On the voyage in April 1912, the first two days out of New York were utterly uneventful, as was expected, and the passengers and crew of the Carpathia settled into a comfortable routine as the ship made her steady progress eastward. The weather was brisk, not particularly warm for April, but not unbearably cold. It would get warmer as the Carpathia made her way southward past the Azores and on through Gibraltar into the Med. Captain Rostron knew that the previous winter had been rather mild in the Arctic, and as a result the amount of ice which was drifting down into the North Atlantic was considerably heavier than usual. However, that was not a worry for him or the Carpathia, as her course would take her more than eighty miles south of the westbound routes, where the ice might be more of a hazard.

Sunday morning, April 14, was a little different than the previous two days. For the crew, after breakfast was over, there came a faithfully followed Sunday ritual of a passenger ship at sea: the Captain’s Inspection. It was an impressive sight with Captain Rostron leading the way, followed by the Department Heads—Chief Officer, Chief Engineer Johnston, Chief Steward Hughes, Purser Brown—all in their best uniforms. From top deck to bottom, bow to stern, and through all the public rooms, they visited every accessible part of the ship. The inevitable small deficiencies were found—a spotted carpet in one of the lounges, a small spill of oil in one of the engineering spaces, a crewman’s bunk or locker not quite properly squared away. It is as ironclad an unwritten law in the merchant marine as it is in the military that there is no such thing as a perfect inspection. However, of serious deficiencies there were none.

Next came the Boat Drill. As outlined by the Board of Trade, Boat Drill only required a ship’s officers to supervise a picked crew, mustered beforehand, to uncover a designated lifeboat on each side of the ship, swing it out over the ship’s side, and climb aboard. Some officers would require the crewmen to examine the oars, mast, sail, and rigging that were stowed in each boat, and account for the required kegs of water and tins of biscuit. Others weren’t so demanding. Once this was accomplished, the crewmen would climb out of the boat, swing it back inboard, pull the cover back on and return to work. On the Carpathia, as on almost every other liner on the North Atlantic, only the crew had assigned boat stations, and these were merely assignments telling the crewmen which boats they were supposed to assist in loading and lowering. As for the passengers, there were no lifeboat assignments of any kind.

At noon, on Sunday as on every day, the captain and his officers gathered on the starboard bridge wing, each with a sextant in hand. They would take a series of sun sightings to work out the ship’s precise position, which would then be recorded in the ship’s log, along with the distance covered in the previous twenty-four hours. Like most of her contemporaries, the Carpathia held a sweepstakes for the passengers to wager on the day’s run. Once the noon sun-sightings were taken and the distance known, the ship’s siren blew and those passengers who had placed wagers would gather in the First Class Lounge to await the results. On the larger express liners, the winnings in the sweepstakes could amount to several hundred pounds (or dollars) but that of the Carpathia was, of course, far more modest. Still, it was always exciting, particularly for a passage which promised to have very little if anything in the way of other excitement.

In the wireless office, which was located in the after superstructure, above the Second Class smoking room, young Harold Cottam was being kept quite busy. Just 21 years old, Cottam had been the youngest graduate ever of the Marconi School, having completed the course at the age of 17. He had to wait almost three years before having the chance to go to sea, as regulations forbid any operator younger than 21 to be posted to a ship, though sometimes the officials would look the other way when a particularly talented but under-age applicant came forward; in the meantime he worked mainly as a shore operator in Liverpool. Then came his first posting at sea, aboard the White Star Line’s Medic, on the Australian run. After four months on the Medic, he joined the Carpathia in February, and quickly became comfortable aboard her, for Rostron was a good skipper who had a better grasp of the realities of wireless than many of his contemporaries.

Wireless, while becoming more reliable with every passing year, was still a far-from-perfected technology in 1912. Ranges were still limited, the performance of some sets was marginal, and there was a shortage of skilled operators; but the rapidly growing number of conventions and etiquette were adding a much needed measure of discipline to wireless communications. What was most noticeably lacking was standardization—there were a half dozen types of equipment; two different Morse codes, American and International; no regulations concerning the hours wireless watch was to be kept; and no definite order in the ships’ crew organizations as to where the wireless operator belonged. This was due, of course, to the fact that the wireless operators did not actually work for the shipping line that owned their particular vessel, but were actually employees of British Marconi.

Another problem was the sheer volume of work which sometimes beset the operators. Passengers seemed to take an almost childish delight in sending messages to friends and families from the middle of the Atlantic Ocean. As a result, a good deal of any Marconi man’s time was taken up with private messages that had nothing to do with the ship itself, mostly of the “Having a wonderful time, wish you were here” variety. These messages had to be handled, since the passengers were paying for the service, but they tended to cause the work to get piled up, and occasionally interfered with traffic important to the safe navigation of the ship. This could present a problem on a smaller vessel like the Carpathia, which only had one operator, who typically worked a fifteen- to eighteen-hour shift, taking his meals at his desk, other breaks coming irregularly and infrequently. Adding to the problem was that there were no set, uniform procedures for handling messages unless they were specifically addressed to a ship’s captain. Otherwise, Cottam, like his colleagues throughout the merchant fleet, took care of any incoming messages as best he could.

This Sunday was no exception. In addition to the usual spate of passengers’ messages, there was an unusual number of reports of ice being sent by ships on the northern track. Cottam listened intently, copying down anything that might prove useful for the Carpathia, periodically taking the messages up to the bridge when there seemed to be a lull in the traffic. Cottam, like most of his fellow Marconi men, knew little of navigation, so he used his discretion in regard to what went to the bridge and what did not, but he wisely preferred to err on the side of caution.

At about 7:00 p.m. that evening, Cottam heard directly from his friend Jack Phillips, who was the senior operator on board the new White Star liner Titanic. Phillips was sending a ship-to-ship message from one of the Titanic’s First Class passengers to a Mrs. Marshall aboard the Carpathia. The Titanic had been silent for most of the afternoon—Cottam suspected it was equipment problems—and Phillips didn’t seem inclined toward much small talk, as fellow operators would sometimes engage in, so Cottam sat back and listened as Phillips sent message after message to the Marconi station at Cape Race. Phillips would send a message, wait for one minute to give operators on other ships a chance to start sending messages of their own, and if none began, would tap out another. It was during these breaks that Cottam picked up ice warnings sent from the liner Mesaba and the cargo ship Californian.

It was just before 10:00 p.m. that Cottam gathered up his collection of accumulated messages and went forward to the bridge, where he found Captain Rostron, First Officer Dean, and Second Officer Bissett preparing for the change of watch. Rostron took the messages and thanked Cottam, who then returned to the wireless office. Quickly reading the messages, Rostron paid particular attention to the ice warnings, noting that all of the positions given were well to the north of the Carpathia’s course. Turning to Bissett, he remarked with a smile, “Wonderful thing, wireless, isn’t it?”

He would soon find out just how wonderful it was.
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