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PROLOGUE

From Greenland’s Icy Mountains


Its most striking feature was the stillness – and deadness – and impassability of this new world: ice, and rock, and water surrounded us; not a sound of any kind interrupted the silence; the sea did not break upon the shore; no bird or any living thing was visible; the midnight sun – by this time muffled in a transparent mist – shed an awful, mysterious lustre on glacier and mountain; no atom of vegetation gave token of the earth’s vitality; a universal numbness and dumbness seemed to pervade the solitude.

Marquess of Dufferin and Ava, Letters from High Latitudes






There were no witnesses. It didn’t look like a moment from history. A great block of ice broke off the end of a glacier, and crashed down into a fjord with a rumbling roar. Probably it was the Jakobshavn glacier, the source of most of the world’s largest icebergs. A hundred years ago Jakobshavn was the fastest-moving glacier in the world, pushing down from the ice cap at the rate of 65 feet a day, until it reached the west coast of Greenland. About 10 per cent of all Greenland icebergs have split – or ‘calved’ – from the end of Jakobshavn. After they have wrenched away from the glacier, itself made of densely compacted snow which fell on the Arctic ice cap thousands of years earlier, icebergs rock and tilt on the water until finally they settle into balance.

Although there is a human settlement at Jakobshavn, Greenland is an inhuman landscape of neverending wastes. One cannot hope for mercy from the elements in this savage land of lifeless gloom. Long, dark, freezing winters are followed by brief, colourful summers – so bright that Matthew Henson, the black American who accompanied Robert Peary to the North Pole in 1909, found summer midnight in Greenland’s ice-bound wilderness as bright as dusk in New York on the 4th of July. The land belongs to polar bears, reindeer, musk oxen, wolves, arctic foxes and mountain hares. White-tailed eagles rule the skies, especially near Cape Farewell; black ravens are ubiquitous with their croaking; guillemots and ptarmigans are hunted as food; stiff-winged gliding petrels, snow buntings and peregrine falcons abound. There are fish, and walruses, but until recently no pleasure-seekers in the fjord. In such a wilderness of primeval rocks and eternal ice was launched the iceberg that made history.

Since 2000 the tongue of Jakobshavn glacier has retreated at an alarming rate from the coast, and the ice flow behind has sped up. Jakobshavn, indeed, is one of the great loci of global crisis. Nowadays 35 billion tonnes of iceberg calve from the glacier each year and float oceanwards down the fjord. Only about one-eighth of an iceberg is visible above water: the submerged seven-eighths can be so deep that icebergs get wedged on the floor of the fjord, and remain jammed there until broken by the weight of other icebergs smashing onto them from the glacier. As they are largely submerged, the drift of icebergs is governed by current and little affected by wind.

Some icebergs from Iceland are carried by the east Greenland current round Cape Farewell, where they join thousands of other icebergs from the western glaciers and together sweep into Baffin Bay. There they are taken by the Labrador Current, which carries them southwards towards the Grand Banks of Newfoundland. Many icebergs run aground on the coast of Labrador or on the northern part of the Banks and there disintegrate. The first appear near the Grand Banks about the beginning of March – ‘cold monsters that are so beautiful to look at and so dangerous to touch’, in the words of a Cunard captain on the North Atlantic run.1 By the end of June they have ceased. During a normal year some 300 to 350 icebergs drift south of Newfoundland, and about fifty are borne south of the Grand Banks. Short of bombardment there is no means to destroy an iceberg except by waiting for it to melt. The largest of them drift 2,500 miles before they dwindle away in the sun around Latitude 40. From the bridge of a liner on a clear day a large iceberg can be seen at 16 to 20 miles distance. In bright sunshine it appears as a luminous white mass. In dense fog its sombre bulk is undetectable at more than a hundred yards. On a fogless night without a moon an iceberg would be visible at a quarter of a mile, but in moonlight it might be seen at a distance of several miles.

Field ice – great sheets of ice piled on one another by wind and currents – is formed on salt water. It is practically impassable, and a ship caught by it will have difficulty getting free without damage. Field ice drifts out of the Arctic all year long, is carried south by the Labrador Current and supplemented by coastal ice. Often it runs ashore in bays along its route. It is susceptible to wind, unlike icebergs, and by early February of each year covers much of the Grand Banks of Newfoundland. There it drifts at the mercy of winds and currents until it melts. It is hard to detect at much distance, especially by night; but can be spotted by a flickering luminosity in the sky called ‘ice blink’.

The Arctic winter of 1911–12 was exceptionally mild. This accelerated the calving of icebergs from glaciers jutting over Greenland’s west coast. The icebergs were larger than usual, which meant that they took longer to melt as they drifted southwards. In April 1912 there was therefore more ice than usual floating in the Atlantic, and it was further south than usual, too. During the previous months of February and March, violent storms had pounded the Newfoundland side of the north Atlantic. The 3,000-ton sealing ship Erna vanished with thirty-seven souls; a schooner, Maggie, struggled for two months to cross from Portugal to Newfoundland until – battered, leaking, and with one crewman dead – it was crushed in the ice pack. By early April the tempests had abated, but the North Atlantic was strewn with spars, planks, and lost cargo. Over a thousand icebergs had drifted to the eastern edge of the Grand Banks off Newfoundland where for years at a time it had been rare to see an iceberg. As the Labrador Current sent these icebergs southwards, a sheet of pack ice, a hundred miles square, went with them. In mild weather, icebergs may split apart, with sharp reports, creating large lumps of ice called ‘growlers’. But in April 1912 the biggest bergs did not split into growlers. Instead, these hard, implacable masses headed at the rate of 25 miles a day towards the shipping lanes of the North Atlantic.









PART ONE

Embarkation


One of the most difficult – strictly speaking, impossible – things for historians to recapture is a sense of what people did not know at the time.

Timothy Garton Ash, Facts are Subversive























ONE

Boarding


‘A seaport without the sea’s terrors, an ocean approach within the threshold of land’ … Enemies or tourists, missionaries or immigrants, they all entered or left land here, and in some other age their phantoms are still processing along Southampton Water.

Philip Hoare, Spike Island






In 1901, H. G. Wells likened the urban poor to an iceberg with much of its rock-hard bulk lurking under the surface: ‘the “submerged” portion of the social body, a leaderless, aimless multitude of people drifting down towards the abyss’.1 This submerged mass of the poor had accumulated from across the world: their recruitment accelerating as spreading railway and steamship routes more easily carried migrants from remote fastnesses to great cities. If the iceberg was a metaphor, the great modern liner was a paradigm of Western society – ‘a monstrous floating Babylon’, wrote one of the Titanic passengers during its maiden voyage.2 G. K. Chesterton made a similar analogy between modern liners and the society that built them. ‘Our whole civilization is indeed very like the Titanic; alike in its power and its impotence, its security and its insecurity,’ he wrote after the ship’s loss. ‘There was no sort of sane proportion between the extent of the provision for luxury and levity, and the extent of the provision for need and desperation. The scheme did far too much for prosperity and far too little for distress – just like the modern State.’3

Over eighty years later the paradigm was sharpened into class war. James Cameron’s film Titanic diabolized rich Americans and educated English, anathematizing their emotional restraint, good tailoring, punctilious manners and grammatical training, while it made romantic heroes of the poor Irish and the unlettered. If Cameron’s film had caricatured the poor as it did the rich there would have been an outcry. Instead Jiang Zemin, the President of China, hailed the film as a parable of class warfare, in which ‘the third-class passengers (the proletariat) struggle valiantly against the ship’s crew (craven capitalist lapdogs and stooges)’. He urged fellow Marxists to see the film and study its depiction of money and class. Similarly, Serge July, editor of Libération, told his fellow French Marxisants that the film represented the suicide in mid-Atlantic of a society divided by class rather than a sinking ship.4

Class demarcations on ocean steamers were based on hard money rather than notions of social justice. The German-American Edward Steiner described how, after a mid-ocean storm in 1906, seasick third-class Atlantic passengers sidled from the hold looking shaken, pale and unkempt. On deck they made a diverting spectacle for richer voyagers who, from their spacious upper deck, looked down on them ‘in pity and dismay, getting some sport from throwing sweetmeats and pennies among the hopeless-looking mass’ of emigrants who wanted to be accepted as Americans. ‘This practice of looking down into the steerage holds all the pleasures of a slumming expedition with none of its hazards of contamination,’ Steiner continued, ‘for the barriers which keep the classes apart on a modern ocean liner are as rigid as in the most stratified society, and nowhere else are they more artificial or more obtrusive. A matter of twenty dollars lifts a man into a cabin passenger or condemns him to the steerage; gives him the chance to be clean, to breathe pure air, to sleep on spotless linen and to be served courteously; or to be pushed into a dark hold where soap and water are luxuries, where bread is heavy and soggy, meat without savour and service without courtesy. The matter of twenty dollars makes one man a menace to be examined every day, driven up and down slippery stairs and exposed to the winds and waves; but makes of the other man a pet, to be coddled, fed on delicacies, guarded against draughts, lifted from deck to deck, and nursed with gentle care.’5


For the millionaires on board, but also for surprising numbers of the poorest passengers, an Atlantic crossing was a regular round-trip which they made twice or more a year. For many others, though, it was momentous. An ocean voyage separates and estranges. People are parted, sorrowfully or cheerily, as it may be, with hope, regret or relief. At departure some think only of their next reunion, and others are set on a lifelong repudiation. There are times when leave-takings open chasms. US immigration laws stipulated that passengers of different classes must be separated on liners by locked metal barriers to limit their supposed power to spread contagion, but some obstacles between the classes were more insurmountable even than barred gates. Money made the difference. Contrast the contents of the pockets of two Titanic corpses recovered from the ocean: John Jacob Astor IV (‘Colonel Jack’), the richest man on board, had $4,000 in sodden notes in his pockets; but the jacket of Vassilios Katavelas, a nineteen-year-old Greek farm worker, had more meagre treasures: a pocket mirror, a comb, a purse containing 10 cents and a train ticket to Milwaukee.

The White Star Line, which operated the liner, promoted its leviathans as expressions of racial supremacy, for this was an epoch when Africans and Asians were customarily described as ‘subject races’. ‘The Olympic and Titanic,’ declared the owners, ‘are not only the largest vessels in the World; they represent the highest attainments in Naval Architecture and Marine Engineering; they stand for the pre-eminence of the Anglo-Saxon race on the Ocean.’ Both liners ‘will rank high in the achievements of the twentieth century’.6 Such clamorous confidence was soon to seem like deadly hubris.

Southampton, on England’s south coast, was White Star Line’s new port for its New York service. When Alfred the Great was king of the Anglo-Saxons in the ninth century, Southampton was his harbour. After the Norman Conquest in 1066, Southampton became a vital port between the duchy of Normandy and the kingdom of England. Roman barges, plague ships, merchant vessels, troop ships, Sir Francis Drake’s Golden Hind bringing Spanish gold to Queen Elizabeth – they all used Southampton harbour. After 1750, Southampton was developed as a smart spa town: spacious Georgian stucco terraces were built, and pretty villas studded the surrounding countryside. In 1815 the first steamship came to Southampton, and in 1839 the railway to London was opened.

It was not until 1892, when the London & South Western Railway (L&SWR) bought the Southampton Dock Company for £1,360,000, that the port mounted its challenge on Liverpool. Southampton held an advantage with which Liverpool could not vie: a double tide caused by the way that the Isle of Wight juts into the English Channel and diverts ebb tides. Norddeutscher-Lloyd and Hamburg-Amerika steamships already stopped at Southampton, as they plied the emigrant traffic between Germany and the United States, but it was an auspicious day when, in 1893, the liner New York, owned by the American financier John Pierpont Morgan, docked at Southampton, where its passengers were carried away on the South Western Railway. By 1895 the railway company had invested £2 million in the port, through which passenger traffic had risen by 71 per cent. Norddeutscher-Lloyd then built three ocean greyhounds, Kaiser Wilhelm der Grosse (1897), Kronprinz Wilhelm (1901) and Kaiser Wilhelm II (1903), while Hamburg-Amerika’s Deutschland (1900) held the Blue Riband, for the swiftest North Atlantic crossings in three consecutive years (at an average speed exceeding 23 knots). First-class passengers, especially rich Americans, became disinclined to make the railway journey to Liverpool, for embarkation on Cunard or White Star liners, when from London they could reach more readily the swift German steamships halting at Southampton.

In 1907 White Star withdrew its Atlantic liner service from Liverpool and inaugurated a new outward service from Southampton to New York, via Cherbourg in Normandy and Queenstown, Ireland, with a return service calling at Plymouth rather than Queenstown. A director of White Star, Lord Pirrie, became a director of L&SWR to ensure that relations between the two companies were lubricated by trusty cooperation. To meet White Star’s needs, the railwaymen erected a passenger and cargo shed at Southampton, 700 feet long, with passenger gantries for passengers to embark on Olympic and Titanic. It was said that ‘what Brighton is to London for pleasure, Southampton will be to London for business’. Other railwaymen called it ‘London-super-Mare’.7

But by 1911–12, Southampton’s prosperity was faltering. Seamen and ships’ firemen had long been pitied by trade unionists as the most downtrodden of workers. In 1911 they struck for higher wages, and after tense weeks in which money was short in Southampton, the shipowners yielded to the strikers’ demands. This outcome encouraged dockers to strike several weeks later, and in August two men were shot dead when the army was used to quell riots in Liverpool docks. Later that month, during the first ever national railway strike, two further men were shot dead by soldiers during rioting. On 1 March 1912, continuing the unrest, 850,000 coal miners struck for a minimum wage. Once the mines shut, another 1,300,000 iron and steel workers, seamen and others were thrown out of work. Despite the government introducing minimum-wage legislation, the strike had its own stubborn impetus and was not settled until 6 April. This left insufficient time for newly mined coal to reach Southampton and be loaded into Titanic’s bunkers, and 4,427 tons of coal had to be transferred from other liners lying at the quayside.

The gross tonnage of the Titanic was 46,328 tons. It measured 882 feet long and 92 feet wide. Its eight decks reached the height of eleven storeys. The top of the captain’s quarters was 105 feet above the bottom of the keel. Three million rivets held its hull together. The ship’s three propellers were each the size of windmills. Its steel rudder, weighing 101 tons, was 78¾ feet high. Its three anchors weighed a total of 31 tons. Its four funnels (one of them a dummy, added for aesthetic balance) were 22 feet in diameter and rose 81 feet above the boat deck. With such proportions a high crane, movable along the side of the liner on rails set into the concrete quay, was needed to lower cargo into the ship’s hold long before passengers arrived.

The freight laden into Titanic’s holds resembled the twentieth-century equivalent of the luxuries pictured in John Masefield’s poem ‘Cargoes’, with its Spanish galleon carrying rare gems and tropical spices and its quinquireme from Nineveh rowing across the Mediterranean bearing its treasure of ivory and peacocks. Precious stones sent from Antwerp alone were insured for nearly £50,000. One diamond merchant lost stock insured for £18,000 when the ship went down: ‘a North Atlantic liner, freighted with millionaires and their wives, is a little diamond mine in itself’.8 A consignment of ostrich plumes valued at £10,000 was also carried.9 There was a red 25-horsepower Renault motor car, and high-class package freight such as velvet, cognac and other liqueurs, cartons of books, as well as fine foods such as shelled walnuts, olive oil, anchovies, cheese, vinegar, jam, mushrooms, and goods like goat skins and jute bagging. Some 3,435 bags of mail were loaded at Southampton: business letters, of course, but equally precious to the recipients, letters going to migrants’ homes and boarding houses, from Finland, Sweden, Italy, Greece, Lebanon and the rest, bringing their treasures of memory and love from the old country. There were thousands of registered packets. Joseph Conrad has posted the manuscript of his story ‘Karain’ to his New York admirer John Quinn, one of those American collectors who rifled Europe for rarities to hoard in their private troves. ‘Karain’ was lost in the sinking, together with a seal ring belonging to the Irish dramatist Lady Gregory. Fortunately, Conrad had sent the manuscript of ‘The Secret Agent’ to Quinn by an earlier ship. Titanic was also carrying a rare copy of the Rubáiyát of Omar Khayyám in a unique jewel-studded binding by the English binders Sangorski and Sutcliffe. A Colorado mining millionairess, Margaret Brown, who made a late booking on Titanic, travelled with three crates containing architectural models of the ruins of ancient Rome, which she intended to give to Denver Art Museum.

It was providential that there were not more grievous, irreplaceable losses. When Titanic sailed, many European art rarities were in packing cases awaiting their final far migration to a New York millionaire’s show place on Madison Avenue. The US Revenue Act of 1897 had imposed a 20 per cent tariff on imported works of art destined for private homes. As a result, collectors like Pierpont Morgan had for fifteen years kept their acquisitions in London or Paris. But the balance of tax advantages had recently shifted. In the United States, partly at Quinn’s instigation, the Payne-Aldrich tariff act of 1909 repealed the import duty on art works; while in Britain, Lloyd George’s ‘People’s Budget’ raised the level of death duties. Morgan’s aversion to paying tax spurred him to order the transfer of his London collection to New York – despite Lloyd George issuing an official statement in January 1912: ‘Mr Pierpont Morgan’s art treasures would not be liable to death duties in England unless they were to be sold.’10 That January, to the consternation of English cognoscenti, Morgan’s paintings, furniture, miniatures, silver, sculpture, bronzes, ivories, majolica, enamels, porcelain and jewellery began to be packed for transatlantic shipment. The princely house in Kensington which served as a show case for his collection – ‘it looks like a pawnbroker’s shop for Croesuses’,11 the connoisseur Bernard Berenson observed – was given over to packers, hammerers and carters. Pierpont Morgan felt that the ships of the White Star Line, which he owned, had an inviolable safety record, and insisted that his precious rarities were carried on its vessels. White Star liners conveyed Morgan’s first packing cases across the Atlantic in February, but in March shipments had to be suspended for lack of an official who was required by pettifogging US customs regulations to monitor the packing. By this chance not a particle of Morgan’s collection was shipped on Titanic.

Most Titanic passengers reached Southampton from Waterloo station in London. Cart-horses were still used for haulage in the capital, and society women maintained carriages for the fashionable throng in Hyde Park, but a whirligig of motor cars, taxis, vans and buses had set about exterminating the old, slow horse-drawn traffic. The stench of exhaust fumes stifled passers-by, reverberations from motors cracked ceilings in the best districts, the sound of engines quelled conversation, chauffeurs with goggles and peaked caps were superseding liveried coachmen in cockades. There had been many types of horse-drawn vehicles – the brougham, cabriolet, landau and phaeton among others – and now there were new brand names to be mouthed by votaries of the cult of speed: De Dion-Bouton, Panhard-Levassor, Delaunay-Belleville, Lozier, Winton Bullet, Stoddard-Dayton, Pierce-Arrow, Pope-Toledo, Hispano-Suiza, Siddeley-Deasy. Such were the steeds carrying Titanic passengers to Waterloo.

E. M. Forster wrote in 1910 of ‘the poised chaos of Waterloo’.12 The station was being rebuilt so as to provide one of the world’s largest passenger concourses. A wide roof of glass and steel – soaring high so that the smoke from the engines might disperse – would protect passengers from rain, wind and cold. From the concourse, which would provide twenty-three gated platforms, strange new-fangled moving stairways called escalators were to take travellers down to the infernal tunnels of the underground railway system. The rebuilding was incomplete in 1912, and the new glazed roof stopped short: high girders jutted into mid-air; a jumble of smutty old office buildings awaited demolition; travellers could see timber roof beams and blackened smoke troughs in the remains of the old Victorian station. The station buffet still disappointed famished travellers with its dusty cakes and fossilized sandwiches. The ticket office remained a place where during busy rushes one could lose precious minutes as well as shillings. Porters’ trolleys piled with trunks weaved between the crowds. The station, recalled a railway historian, had a pervasive odour compounded of ‘empty loose-lid milk-churns, horses, Welsh coal and oil lamps, the London and South-Western smell’.13 It was a distinctive sooty smell which stretched halfway to Southampton, said Sinclair Lewis.14 Before the departure of the Titanic train, there was an extra ingredient in the Waterloo medley: ‘camera fiends’, as one of the first-class passengers had called them, paparazzi as they are called now, edging up the platform to take ‘snapshots’ of eminent men like John Jacob Astor.15

The design, compartmentalization and pricing of British railways were permeated by class demarcations. Class-feeling was innate and inexorable, as an Anglican clergyman demonstrated in 1912 when he protested at the Great Western Railway’s proposal to abolish first-class carriages on short runs: ‘this forcing [of] passengers accustomed to live in sweet and wholesome surroundings to herd with the unwashed and, very often, strongly malodorous things that one meets in a third-class compartment, is nothing less than an outrage’.16 Carriages were divided into small compartments, and classed as first, second or third class. Amenities varied between companies. The South Eastern Railway, which had bought Folkestone harbour as early as 1842 and served the cross-Channel ferries, followed the European mainland practice of providing pleasant second-class carriages and rough, rackety third-class. South Eastern was thought to be working well when its rolling stock left Victoria Station with third-class passengers packed as tight as anchovies in a tin, crushed in sweaty promiscuity, with everybody trying to read a crumpled copy of Pearson’s Weekly with someone else’s elbow in their face.

London & South Western provided less brutalizing third-class carriages, sombrely decorated in red, black and chocolate, while their second-class carriages had golden-brown plush seats, well stuffed and sprung, edged with Grecian frets in black and gold lace. There was a folding elbow rest in the middle of each row of second-class seats, thus providing four seats as against five in third-class. London & South Western carriages allotted a yard-wide seat to each first-class passenger: two seats (covered in blue cloth with gold lacing) faced one another in each compartment, and the luggage racks were gilded. Passengers could lounge, if they wished, as if they were in a club. Americans were accustomed to undivided railway carriages, where they could gaze down long aisles studying their fellow passengers, and found it odd of the privacy-conscious English to seclude themselves in separate compartments. The black and white photographs, with coloured-in details, of picturesque scenery like Bedruthan Steps or Boscastle harbour, which were framed above the seats, seemed quaint to travellers from the great republic.

On the morning of 10 April 1912 the Southampton boat-train left Waterloo station with a roar at 7.30, jolted over Vauxhall points and clanked towards Southampton docks. Just as the carriages were divided by class, so were the houses and towns on the journey. At first the train rolled along the lines on which weary, resigned commuters paid their daily tax of time as they travelled to and from London. The tight terraced houses of inner London with cindery sunless backyards yielded to tidy red-bricked suburban villas with ripening spring gardens. Then the boat-train reached the countryside. At a prudent distance from the rattle and smoke of the railway, the country houses of Surrey stood in pleasances and parklands. One of them, Polesden Lacey, had been bought by Sir Clinton Dawkins, the financier who had clinched the deal whereby Pierpont Morgan’s Wall Street firm won control of the White Star Line. After Dawkins had been worked to death by Morgan, a new owner employed the architects of the Ritz Hotel, Charles-Frédéric Mewès and Arthur Davis, to refit the interior. Polesden Lacey became a sumptuous display of Edwardian opulence and the material expression of the Edwardian spirit. Mewès and Davis were specialists, too, in designing first-class accommodation for Atlantic liners.

One can conjure the different walks of the embarking passengers at Southampton. The measured, steady treads; the hasty, bustling steps; the erect high-stepping of the proud or confident; the mournful plod; the skipping gait; the insolent slouch; a whistling saunter; the ruffled and huffy; the furtive types who sidled, the men who walked like panthers, the others who shambled like defeated men. The hats, too: Colonel Astor’s immaculately balanced bowler, trilbies worn cavalierly askew, sporting ulsters with black and white checks, flat caps jammed down on poor men’s heads. Women’s headwear, too, was an always precise indication of their social status. There were gradations down from women with the latest Paris hats on their head, and the freshest New York scandal on their tongues, to peasant women in shawls whose knowledge of the world was hardly longer than the shadow of their village steeple.

Four hundred and twenty-seven first-and second-class passengers boarded at Southampton with eager unclouded anticipation of the pleasures of White Star’s newest and finest equipage. They foresaw feasts, games and indiscretions ahead; they had presentiments of shipboard friendships, but none of death. There were 495 third-class passengers – many of them creased and dishevelled migrants with their bundles – boarding by a different walkway. Nikola Lulic, who boarded in Southampton, had crossed the Atlantic at least twice before. A Croat villager, he had deserted from the Austrian army in 1902, or else had absconded to avoid military conscription, and went to work as a miner in Chisholm, Minnesota. On Titanic he acted as interpreter and chaperone to a dozen other Croats who boarded with him at Southampton, and to others who embarked at Cherbourg: few had crossed the Atlantic before.

On the morning of departure, many of the ‘black gang’ – Titanic’s stokers and trimmers – went ashore for a last crawl through the dock pubs in Canute Road and Platform Road. A fireman called John Podesta later described how he and William Nutbean started drinking in the Newcastle Hotel before proceeding to a pub called the Grapes, where they met three of their shipmates – brothers called Bertram, Tom and Alfred Slade. At 11.50 they left the Grapes for the docks, and were walking towards Titanic when a passenger train trundled along the lines towards them. Podesta and Nutbean darted in front, and reached the vessel in good time by noon. But the Slades hung back, as did stokers Shaw and Holden, and trimmer Brewer. It proved a long train, and though they sprinted towards Titanic, the gangway was already being swung aside. They called to be let on board, gesticulated and argued, but Sixth Officer Moody, in charge of the gangway, decided that they were unreliable, and summoned a standby crew: Richard Hosgood, Alfred Geer, Harry Witt, Leonard Kinsella, and men called Lloyd and Black. The six stand-ins all died five days later. Podesta and Nutbean survived.

 

Ships’ names signify. In 1913 King George V vetoed the suggestion of the First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill, that a newly commissioned battleship should be named in commemoration of an English statesman, Pitt. ‘The name Pitt is neither euphonious nor dignified,’ the King thought. ‘There is moreover always the danger of the men giving the Ship nicknames of ill-conditioned words rhyming with it.’17 No-one could make rude rhymes out of Titanic. It was, however, a word that resounded for Churchill – a word, he thought, that encapsulated the Edwardian epoch. ‘The wonderful century which followed the battle of Waterloo and the downfall of the Napoleonic domination, which secured to this small island so long and so resplendent a reign, has come to an end,’ Churchill declared in 1909. ‘We have arrived at a new time. Let us realize it. And with that new time strange methods, huge forces, larger combinations – a Titanic world – have sprung up around us.’18

The words ‘Titanic grandeur’ seemed synonyms to Edith Wharton in 1910.19 Everyone felt the impregnable modernity of the White Star liner’s name. ‘The Titanic was indeed a Titan,’ a Cunard officer reflected when White Star launched its new liner. ‘The very name of this gigantic new ship had a fascination. It was a masterstroke of nomenclature … She would be the superb, the supreme liner. Her name, like that of HMS Dreadnought, was an inspiration expressing the confidence of a seafaring folk at the zenith of power.’20 To the French, too, ‘this Titanic seemed invulnerable, the most formidable affirmation of modern power. It was the most gigantic liner that had been seen afloat since the beginning of the world. It belonged to the world’s most admired maritime nation. It was equipped with the latest refinements of science and civilisation.’21

In 1914, Hugo Hirst, chief of the General Electrical Company in Britain, addressed a meeting of Cambridge undergraduates. ‘You cannot think of the greatness of America without at once bringing to your mind the names of Morgan, Rockefeller, Vanderbilt, Carnegie,’ he declared. ‘You cannot think of Germany without conjuring up the titanic figures of Krupp or Ballin, Rathenau or Henkel-Donnersmark; and it is these men, these captains of industry, men who turn hundreds of thousands of unskilled labourers into skilled workmen for the benefit of their country, who add to the strength and power, the prosperity and dignity, of the modern State.’22

This book is about the ship that Pierpont Morgan owned and ‘the titanic figures’, as Hirst called them, who were the industrial and financial rulers of the great republic; but it is also about the hundreds of thousands of labourers who were needed in the mines, factories, work gangs, sweat shops and street trades of Europe and America – and the thousands of craftsmen, mechanics, engineers and people with skilled trades, too.


A white marble monument stands in Áyos Sóstis, the village in Messinia province from which young farm worker Vassilios Katavelas and another man, Panagiotis Lymperopoulus, originated. It is inscribed in both Greek and English:


IN MEMORY OF THE FOUR HELLENES VICTIMS OF THE 1912 TITANIC TRAGERTY [sic] WHO WERE SEEKING ECONOMIC OPPORTUNITY IN THE USA FOR THEMSELVES AND FOR THEIR FAMILIES.*



The Áyos Sóstis monument also bears four words of Pittakos, from 650 BC: ‘Reliable land, treacherous sea.’ Men’s control, as Byron wrote, stops with the shore; but on board the largest ship in the world, named Titanic, it was easy to forget the primitive, witless, impersonal, annihilating power of the ocean. A man going to sea in a small boat may make mistakes and drown, Chesterton moralized after Titanic sank, ‘but, cautious or reckless, drunk or sober, he cannot forget that he is in a boat and that a boat is as dangerous a beast as a wild horse’. But a ship so large that it resembles a spa hotel can make its passengers oblivious of the ocean’s dangers. ‘An aristocrat on board ship who travels with a garage for his motor almost feels as if he was travelling with the trees of his park. People living in open-air cafés sprinkled with liqueurs and ices get as far from the thought of any revolt of the elements as they are from that of an earthquake under the Hotel Cecil.’23









TWO

Speed


God of Speed, who makes the fire –

God of Peace, who lulls the same –

God who gives the fierce desire,

Lust for blood as fierce as flame.

Julian Grenfell, ‘To a black greyhound’






Titanic cast off at noon on Wednesday 10 April. Eager sightseers lined the vantage points, and cheered or waved handkerchiefs as in spring sunshine the stately vessel was guided seawards by six tugs.1 Because of a coal strike, a small armada lay in Southampton docks in enforced idleness – tied side by side as there were insufficient berths for them all. As tugs guided Titanic through a narrow channel, the huge backwash of water churned by its starboard propeller sucked the American liner New York from its moorings. New York’s ropes tautened, then snapped one by one, making a noise like a series of gunshots, and the ship’s stern swung adrift towards Titanic. By the quick action of a tug which threw a line to New York’s stern, a collision was averted.

Titanic continued at half-speed down Southampton Water, with its low, swampy western shore, edged into the Solent, the waterway separating Hampshire from the Isle of Wight, then increased speed and walloped its way through the waves eastwards towards France. In the previous summer, when Olympic left on its maiden voyage, a throng of holidaymakers had lined the rails of Cowes promenade to watch it pass, but this was a blustery April morning, better suited to flying kites than lazing in the sun, and there were scant bystanders as the great ship passed Cowes. The summer resort looked bedraggled and desolate in April: it was weeks before the summer season when Punch would thwack Judy on the beach, and cocky young clerks in blazers would strut along the front. As Titanic passed the Isle of Wight, a second-class passenger, widower Lawrence Beesley, sat down to write a letter to his young son. ‘The ship is like a palace. There is an uninterrupted deck-run of 165 yards for exercise and a ripping swimming-bath, gymnasium and squash racket court & huge lounge & surrounding verandas. My cabin is ripping, hot & cold water and a very comfy looking bed & plenty of room.’2

Titanic steamed past Ryde, the Isle of Wight resort with its half-mile long pier, where the military fort had been converted into a park for holidaymakers, with tennis lawns and bowling greens laid out among ramparts, bastions and gun emplacements. At Ryde, white-walled houses rose in tiers up the steep hillside embowered with lilacs and laburnums sporting their spring buds. Many of these squat semi-detached boxes bore signs in their front windows announcing rooms to let for summer visitors. As Henry James noted when he visited nearby Ventnor, the boxes stood in serried rows with the resplendent surnames of noble families painted upon their gate posts: Plantagenet, Percival, Montgomery, Montmorency made fine names for boarding houses. Even on seaside holidays it was impossible to escape from class-consciousness and pretension.

As Titanic passed along the Isle of Wight, a few hardy families playing on the sands interrupted their games and swivelled their eyes; cottagers craned their heads out of upstairs windows; coast-guards trained their telescopes from cliff-tops – and all of them, a few days later, and to the end of the lives, remembered that they had once, briefly, glimpsed the doomed leviathan. ‘The Titanic,’ a county historian recorded, ‘was a palace of light and life and wonder. She was the greatest ship that ever sailed the seas. She was the greatest thing that was ever made by the hands of men. 60,000 tons moved away when the Titanic floated upon the sea … her engines had the power of 46,000 horses. Every two minutes her fires consumed a ton of coal. She was the last-made wonder of the world.’3

It was about 80 miles – taking four hours – to the roadstead off Cherbourg, where Titanic dropped anchor around 6.30 p.m. As dusk fell, embarking passengers were ferried out to Titanic on two tenders, Traffic for steerage passengers and Nomadic for the others. Thirteen first-class and seven second-class passengers left Titanic on Nomadic. Cargo went ashore, too, including two bicycles belonging to an army major, and a canary consigned by a Lincolnshire man named Meanwell, who had paid five shillings as its fare.

At Cherbourg, 142 first-class, 30 second-class and 102 third-class passengers came aboard – most of them having travelled on the special Train transatlantique, which had left Paris earlier that morning. In Zola’s railway novel La bête humaine (1890) there is an American businessman whose job takes him from New York to Paris, via Le Havre, every three weeks, based no doubt on a real-life commuter whose journey was thought extreme but feasible;4 and there were businessmen who traversed the ocean several times a year. Some first-class passengers embarking at Cherbourg were returning from Egypt: the Jack Astors of New York, Margaret Brown, and Emil Brandeis, who ran the men’s goods department in the great store founded by his father in Omaha, Nebraska. Other first-class ticket holders came from Paris. The couturier Lady Duff Gordon had a shop there, and was hastening across the Atlantic because of a summons from her New York branch. Martin Rothschild, a New York clothes manufacturer (and uncle of the satirist Dorothy Parker), had been inspecting Paris fashion houses. Charlotte Drake Cardeza, a textile and insurance heiress from Germantown, Pennsylvania, came aboard with her adult son, his valet, her maid, fourteen trunks, four suitcases and three crates, which suggests that she had splurged in the Paris dress shops.

Third-class passengers embarking at Cherbourg doubtless recognized from each other’s bearing that they shared similar hopes and had survived similar deprivations. Many of them were economic migrants, aspiring to prosperity, who recognized the kinship of each other’s experiences and ambitions even if they had never met before. Boarding an Atlantic liner was only the middle phase of a longer journey. Vassilios Katavelas, for instance, had travelled from Áyos Sóstis in the Peloponnese to the port of Piraeus, and thence by ship across the Mediterranean to Marseille, and finally by train via Paris to Cherbourg. Titanic, he expected, would carry him from Cherbourg towards New York and then Milwaukee. He and Panagiotis Lymperopoulus met two fellow Greeks on their journey. They had taken the first available transatlantic steerage berths, which turned out to be (doubtless to their agreeable surprise) on Titanic. Katavelas’s Titanic ticket cost £7 4s 6d (half the price of Lawrence Beesley’s second-class ticket and a tiny fraction of £512, which was what Charlotte Cardeza and her son had each paid for their tickets). None of the Greeks survived. Other voyagers were as much political or religious refugees as economic migrants. Eighty-one third-class passengers and two second-class passengers were listed as ‘Syrians’ in Titanic’s rosters. Almost all were Lebanese Christians, who had embarked at Cherbourg. Syria had been an exploited province of the Ottoman Turkish Empire since 1516, but grew increasingly restive after the Turkish revolution of 1908 overthrew the Sultan. The ancient kingdom of Armenia had also been tyrannized for centuries by the Turkish sultans, and its population intermittently massacred. Over a dozen Armenians, who like the Lebanese were seeking safe asylum as much as economic advantages, had also embarked at Cherbourg.

The ship raised its great anchor around 8 o’clock in the evening, but its outline remained clear to those on land, for lights gleamed from its portholes like a galaxy of stars, and lamps shone from its masthead. A first-class passenger recorded his first days at sea:


This, indeed, is the one great impression I received on my first trip on the Titanic – and everyone with whom I spoke shared it – her wonderful steadiness. Were it not for the brisk breeze blowing along the decks, one would scarcely have imagined that every hour found us some 20 knots further upon our course … The lordly contempt of the Titanic for anything less than a hurricane seemed most marvellous and comforting. But other things besides her steadiness filled us with wonder. Deck over deck and apartment after apartment lent their deceitful aid to persuade us that instead of being on the sea we were still on terra firma. It is useless for me to attempt a description of the wonders of the saloon – the smoking-room with its inlaid mother-of-pearl – the lounge with its green velvet and dull polished oak – the reading room with its marble fireplace and deep soft chairs and rich carpet of old rose hue – all these things have been told over and over again, and lose in the telling. So vast was it all that, after several hours on board, some of us were still uncertain of our way about – though with commendable alacrity some 325 found their way to the great dining saloon at 7.30 when the bugle sounded the call to dinner. After dinner, as we sat in the beautiful lounge listening to the White Star orchestra playing ‘The Tales of Hoffman’ and ‘Cavalleria Rusticana’ selections, more than once we heard the remark, ‘You would never imagine you were on board a ship.’ Still harder was it to believe that on the top deck it was blowing a gale, but we had to go to bed. Then the morning plunge in the great swimming bath, where the ceaseless ripple of the tepid sea-water was almost the only indication that somewhere in the distance 72,000 horses in the guise of steam engines fretted and strained under the skilled guidance of the engineers, and after the plunge, a half-hour in the gymnasium helped to send one’s blood coursing freely, and created a big appetite for the morning meal.5



Big appetites were satisfied on Titanic. Here is the first-class breakfast menu for the morning of Thursday 11 April:









	
Baked Apples


	
Fresh fruit


	
Stewed Prunes




	
Quaker Oats


	
Boiled Hominy


	
Puffed Rice




	
Fresh Herrings


	
Finnan Haddock


	
Smoked Salmon




	
Grilled Mutton,
Kidneys and Bacon


	
Grilled Sausage


	
Lamb Collops




	
 


	
Grilled Ham


	
Vegetable Stew





	
Fried, Shirred, Plain and Tomato Sirloin Steak &
Poached
& Boiled Eggs


	
Omelettes to Order


	
Mutton Chops to Order




	
 


	
Cold Meat


	
 




	
Mashed, Sauté and Jacket Potatoes


	
Vienna & Graham Rolls


	
Soda & Sultana




	
 


	
Corn Bread


	
Scones




	
Buckwheat Cakes


	
Blackcurrant Jam


	
Narbonne Honey




	
Oxford Marmalade


	
Watercress


	
 







 

 

This was an age, evidently, that cherished luxury, but it admired spartan values, too. Western culture in 1912 provided an emotional environment where taking risks, to the edge of physical extinction, was a point of honour. Men were always on the dare: they admired military bravado and its civilian equivalent, imprudence. In retrospect, it seems an age of warmongers. Frederick Scott Oliver was a draper, a business partner in the great Oxford Street store of Debenham & Freebody, providing soft silks, pretty textiles, mantles and millinery to home-makers and beauties. To him, England seemed enervated, flabby and doomed: he was roaring for a fight. ‘Nothing will save us except the sight of red blood running pretty freely,’ he had written to his friend Lord Milner at the time of Titanic’s launch. ‘Whether British and German blood, or only British, I don’t know – nor do I think it much matters. “Blood” is the only necessity.’6

Shipyards have never been soft places, like draperies, but Titanic had been built in the most violent shipyard in the world. An MP in the House of Commons claimed months after Titanic’s maiden voyage that a Catholic workman at Harland & Wolff had been stripped naked and roasted over a furnace until rescued by co-religionists brandishing sledge hammers and threatening to smash the skulls of his Protestant attackers. This story was denied, which did nothing to undermine its currency among those who wished to believe it. A few years earlier, when a Harland & Wolff worker was elected to the Commons, his supporters sang ‘Derry Walls’, a militant Protestant song celebrating the defeat of a Catholic king in a long, fearful siege of 1689:



The blood it did flow in crimson streams

Through many a winter’s night

They knew the Lord was on their side

To help them in the fight.



This was an age when violence was considered by many to be virtuous.

‘The world’s splendour has been enriched by a new beauty: the beauty of speed,’ declared Marinetti’s Futurist Manifesto published three years before Titanic was launched. Speed was hailed as the chief weapon that modern civilization had added to the armoury of human pleasures. ‘We will sing of the fervid night-time vibrations of armaments factories, and shipyards blazing with violent electric moons; gluttonous railway stations devouring smoke-plumed serpents; factories hung from the clouds by their crooked trailing smoke; bridges that leap rivers like giant gymnasts, and blind the watcher with reflective flashes of harsh sunlight; bold steamers sniffing the horizon; broad-chested locomotives whose wheels paw the tracks like the hooves of vast steel horses bridled by tubing; and the sleek flight of aircraft whose propellers turn like banners in the wind.’7 In the seven days after Titanic left Southampton, the American Harriet Quimby became the first woman to pilot an aircraft across the English Channel, Prince Scipione Borghese, who had already raced across Mongolia in a fast car, gave a press interview on his projected Peking to Paris air flight, and two aeronauts who flew out of Hendon in a race to Dublin both crashed and died.8

Moneyed men and women expected that their conveniences would be fast. The rich confirmed or cancelled their Titanic cabin reservations in the final days before the voyage if not at the last minute. Headlong changes of travel plans were signs of wealth; it proved one’s power to have sudden impulses as suddenly fulfilled. Instantaneous satisfaction of needs or whims became a measure of value if not the hallmark of quality. Immediacy was a keynote of the Edwardian mood. There was an impatience that had been unknown twenty years earlier. Undoubtedly the helter-skelter of the times was accentuated by the telephone. ‘The mistress of the house has all her local tradesmen, all the great London shops, the circulating library, the theatre box-office, the post-office and cab-rank, the nurses’ institute and the doctor, within reach of her hand,’ wrote H. G. Wells. ‘The businessman may sit at home in his library and bargain, discuss, promise, hint, threaten, tell such lies as he dare not write, and, in fact, do everything that once demanded a personal encounter.’9 There were telephones in all first-class cabins on Titanic: several liners had arrangements whereby as soon as they docked, the on-board telephones were connected to the land system so that millionaires could begin ringing their brokers, lawyers and butlers.

It was apt that American millionaires loved speed: the word had once been a synonym for success and good fortune. Henry Clay Frick, Pittsburgh’s Coke King, who cancelled his reservations on Titanic’s maiden voyage, was eulogized in terms that stand for his class: ‘His real hobby was speed, terrific speed, which came as a reaction from years of patient drudgery and as the revival of the impatience of an inherently eager disposition. Motoring he found delightfully exhilarating unless hampered by road regulation, to which ultimately, after securing the most expertly daring chauffeur to be found in France, he paid little heed. Nevertheless, with the multiplication of cars, came more and more “jams” and hateful “crawling along” until finally automobiling, as a pastime, was perforce abandoned.’10 In 1910 Frick sent his chauffeur for aviation lessons, and ordered him to buy a good flying-machine, as he was ‘sick’ of motoring between New York City and the Myopia country club at South Hamilton, Massachusetts.11 This was the sort of speeding millionaire for whom Titanic was built.

John Jacob Astor IV was one of the first Americans to buy a motor car, had eighteen vehicles in his garage and, like Frick, felt more real and alive when bucketing along the roads with dauntless celerity. Once, bedecked in train-driver’s overalls, he drove a steam engine at full tilt drawing a coach filled with millionaires. He was avid to hear the latest exploits of dashing young William K. Vanderbilt II, nephew of a man initially booked on Titanic, who in quick succession, with the wild hurry of the aimless, was thrown from his Renault when it crashed at 60 mph; scattered a hundred hapless spectators perched on wooden crates with one nonchalant twist of his steering-wheel at the start of the Madrid to Paris motor race; fired his revolver at Provençal paysans who tried to lash him with whips when he almost smashed their cart by reckless speeding; and drove one mile in 39 seconds at Ormond Beach, Florida. Several Titanic passengers were car-mad or speed-crazed. Algernon Barkworth, heir to a Hull shipping fortune, was proclaiming the need for better English roads at the moment when Titanic met its iceberg. Another passenger who boarded Titanic at Southampton was Washington Roebling II, heir to a New Jersey engineering fortune. The designer of the Roebling-Planché racing car, in which he finished second in the Vanderbilt Cup Race in 1910, he had just completed a motoring tour of Europe, no doubt at breakneck speed, in his new Fiat. The Michigan industrialist Dickinson Bishop, who boarded at Cherbourg with his nineteen-year-old bride, was to be met in New York by his newly bought Lozier, the most expensive line of cars then made in the United States, with new models priced at $7,750. In 1914, speeding after a dance at the Bishops’ country club, his car slammed into a tree, catapulting Helen Dickinson onto a sidewalk, fracturing her skull, and inducing epilepsy which killed her two years later.

Contempt, too, was basic to this world – not just the contempt of a Vanderbilt for peasants on their cart or gawpers on upturned boxes. Everywhere it seemed people were loftily insistent on their superiority while disdaining others’ inferiority. Few people bothered to notice the true value of others and behave accordingly. In Belfast a touchy group of bank clerks moved out of their boarding house when another lodger wearing workman’s clothes used the front door. They valued their dignity so highly because they paid so little for their rooms: they had little else to value except appearances. The low mechanic whom they despised eventually took control of the shipyard that built Titanic: he became Viscount Pirrie, Knight of St Patrick, Privy Counsellor, but remained so gnawed by false appearances that he lost a fortune living in a showy style which he could not afford. Several dozen Cornish miners travelling second-class on Titanic were heading for the Houghton County copper belt in Michigan. At sea or on land, above ground or hundreds of feet below, they would never think of talking or eating with the trammers – lowly Finns and Swedes who, once the miners had broken the rock face, loaded the minerals onto mining-cars, hauled them to the shaft, lugged back timber and rails for new levels. Insecurity, scorn and subordination were the psychological mainsprings of the Titanic era. People flinched from one another as upstarts, pretenders and failures. Andrew Carnegie, the Steel King, derided Pierpont Morgan, whose company owned Titanic, because he left only $68,300,000: ‘to think he was not a rich man’.12

‘A wonderfully quick trip,’ wrote Edith Wharton after crossing first-class on a liner from New York to Cherbourg with over a thousand other souls: ‘Literally not a human being on board with whom to exchange a word.’13 An American patrician, drawing her money from inherited landholdings, Wharton deplored ‘the innumerable army of American businessmen – the sallow, undersized, lack-lustre drudges who have never lifted their heads from the ledger’.14 A salaried pen-pusher of undiluted Yankee stock deprecated Peter Widener, the richest man in Philadelphia, whose son and grandson died with Titanic, because his grandparents were German emigrants. This fight for rank was humanity’s version of the farmyard pecking order: the merchant despised the pence-pinching shopkeeper, who frowned on the sordid publican, who looked down on the crafty farmer, who exploited the labourer tied to his toil. Most of them, in their way, were mad about the main chance, but could not afford to recognize what they shared.

Titanic, after it sank, was the cynosure of envious eyes: its doom aroused malicious satisfaction as well as horror. It was packed with millionaires, who provoked envy and awe, and migrants who aroused envy and contempt. The Atlantic people traffic was one long story of human denigration. In the turn-of-the-century prairie town of Galesburg, Illinois a Jewish immigrant was called a ‘sheeny’, a Swede a ‘snorky’, a Yankee a ‘skinflint’, Italians were ‘dagoes’, Germans were ‘Dutch’, Irish were ‘micks’, and Blacks were ‘niggers’ or ‘smokes’. ‘When you hated or wanted to be mean you said, “goddam mick” or “goddam nigger”,’ recalled the writer Carl Sandburg, ‘but if they called us “goddam snorkies” … then we would look for bricks to heave’.15 A university professor wrote in 1914 that ‘Steerage passengers from a Naples boat show a distressing frequency of low foreheads, open mouths, weak chins, poor features, skew faces, small or knobby crania, and backless heads’.16 He dismissed ‘the lower class’ of east European Jewish migrants as ‘moral cripples’ who ‘smirk and cringe and trick’ once they reach America: ‘they rapidly push up into a position of prosperous parasitism, leaving scorn and curses in their wake’.17

This was a merciless, bloodthirsty and speed-crazed epoch; but in Edwardian England people were enjoined by their churches to be unselfish, and taught that the mere raw fact of being alive was less important than being seen to behave well. A month before Titanic sank, an episode during Robert Scott’s expedition to the South Pole encapsulated the prevalent morality of masculine self-denial. Young Lawrence Oates, who was incapable of further marching because of frostbite and gangrene in his feet, left the other men in their tent and crawled into an Antarctic blizzard of -40° Centigrade. ‘We knew that poor Oates was walking to his death,’ Scott confided to his diary, ‘we knew it was the act of a brave man and an English gentleman.’ Rather than denounce Oates as a suicide, clergymen preached sermons lauding his courage in choosing death in the pitiless white blizzard in the hope of saving his companions. ‘Captain Oates,’ declaimed Lord Curzon of Kedleston, ‘the Eton boy, the cavalry officer, the South African hero, the English gentleman. Does history contain a finer picture than this young fellow, only thirty-two years old – exactly the same age as Sir Philip Sidney at Zutphen – walking out of the tent in the shrieking snowstorm to give up his life for his friends?’18 Oates’s sacrifice saved no-one: Scott and his men starved and froze to death.19

J. M. Barrie’s play Peter Pan, from its opening night at Christmas 1904, and his subsequent novel, Peter and Wendy (1911), proved an enduring tale of Edwardian desires, fears and ideals. Its gentle heroes contrast with the pirate crew commanded by Captain Hook, a debonair Old Etonian who is mortified by dirty ruffs and never more dangerous than when being silkily polite. ‘There is a touch of the feminine in Hook, as in all the greatest pirates,’ says Barrie’s stage direction. Hook agonizes over ‘good form’, which he fetishizes, and ‘bad form’, which he abominates. In the duel scene of the novel, flagging in his sword-fight with Peter Pan, Hook craves one last satisfaction: to see Peter Pan betray himself with ‘bad form’. As Peter Pan closes on him, Hook springs onto the bulwarks, and looking over his shoulder at Peter, gestures at him to use his foot and not his sword. Peter kicks instead of stabbing: Hook gets the boon for which he yearned. ‘Bad form!’ he jeers as he goes content to the open-jawed crocodile.20 Another resonant line closes the scene in which Peter goes to Tiger Lily’s rescue. ‘To die,’ Peter says in a shaky voice, ‘will be an awfully big adventure.’ Barrie’s friend, the American impresario Charles Frohman, was so permeated by the Peter Pan spirit that he too, like Hook, was thinking of good form – manly nonchalance – in the moments before he died. ‘To die will be an awfully big adventure,’ Frohman murmured just before he plunged to his death when Lusitania sank in the Atlantic in 1915.

In another scene, Hook ordains that the children must walk the plank, and calls for silence so that Wendy (‘with noble calmness’) can steady them. ‘I have a message to you from your real mothers,’ says Wendy, ‘and it is this, “We hope our sons will die like English gentlemen”.’ The boys avow in quavering voices that they will do what their mothers hope. National stereotypes are powerfully enforcing. Thomas Andrews, designer of Titanic, helping to launch its lifeboats, was a real-man’s Wendy as he steadied scurrying passengers on deck, ‘Now, men, remember you are Englishmen: women and children first.’21

Whether one behaves in a crisis like a calm hero or a frantic coward often depends on how much time one has to think. If the danger is sudden and intense, people often lose all self-mastery. This was demonstrated in the swift blazing horror at a La Charité Maternelle bazaar held in a wooden hall by the Champs Elysées in Paris on 4 May 1897. A spirit lamp kindled to light a cinema projector set the gimcrack edifice afire. All was of flimsy, flammable materials, with draperies and canvas covering the woodwork, and the stalls heaped with dresses, millinery and pretty combustible toys. Within a few minutes the roof was blazing, and its flaming fragments falling on the beau monde. ‘It all came upon them so suddenly, and passed so quickly, for the crowded hundreds of people gasping and struggling or fainting beneath a roof of flame, enclosed between flaming walls, pelted with a shower of flaming scraps and tatters, encountering their fellow creatures whose burning dresses carried the same danger to every neighbour in the shrieking, screaming mob of women.’22 The best-known fatality was the Duchesse d’Alençon, a Bavarian princess, and sister of both the Empress of Austria and the Queen of Naples. Of 130 people burnt to death, 123 were women (mostly of the upper classes), although about 200 men had been present, including the Papal Nuncio, the Duc d’Alençon, the Marquis de Lubersac, and the fashionable clubman Henry Blount. Loyal to their false conventions, newspapers lauded male heroism, but the truth is that most men fled, pushing, kicking and punching their way through the crowd, flailing out with their sticks rather than selflessly standing back.

Equally, if one has too long to brood on one’s desperate situation, selfless restraints collapse. On 1 March 1942, after the surrender of British Malaya, the Dutch steamer Rooseboom, carrying 500 mainly British evacuees to safety in Ceylon, was torpedoed by a Japanese submarine off the coast of Sumatra. The sequel made the awkwardness in Titanic’s lifeboats seem regulated and considerate. Walter Gibson, a soldier in the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, recorded that eighty survivors were crammed in one lifeboat, where five soldiers (led by a Liverpudlian) banded together – cutting the throat of one young soldier with a jagged bully-beef tin so as to slake their thirst by drinking his blood, killing and jettisoning twenty weak survivors – until themselves hurled overboard by the majority. ‘Three, as they came to the surface, got their hands to the gunwale and tried to drag themselves back. It was a confusion of pleadings and curses and choking half-smothered obscenities. Relentlessly we battered at their fingers with the rowlocks. We were down to the elemental now.’ Others in the lifeboat were driven by hunger and thirst to end their suffering by jumping overboard, though they hated the thought that others might survive conditions which had broken them. ‘That was a strange feature of every suicide,’ Gibson wrote. ‘As people decided to jump overboard, they seemed to resent the fact that others were being left with a chance of safety. They would try to seize the rations and fling them overboard. They would try to make their last action in the boat the pulling of the bung which would let in the water. Their madness always seemed to take the form that they must not go alone, but must take everyone with them.’23

This violence was the product of tropical heat and thirst, but also of war’s destruction of accepted rules, and of the cruel prolongation of the calamity, which induced the wild brooding that destroys restraint and self-respect. It was not only the Rooseboom suicides who had different codes of life from Lawrence Oates: everywhere there were men who would never see dying as an art, a
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