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1 The Sinking of the Titanic,1912

From somewhere down below, there had come a strange
tearing sound. It was as if a great fingernail had scratched the
ship from one end to the other. But this first sign of trouble

‘was hardly even noticed.

Only the men in the boiler rooms, at the bottom of , the
world’s biggest passenger ship, knew that something terrible
had happened. |

- Many of the passengers were asleep in their cabins. But,
in the first-class part of the ship, a few wealthy gentlemen
were still drinking and playing cards, or sitting in comfortable
chairs in the smoking room. Other men and women in evening
dress were walking along the top decks looking up .at the
stars. '

It was easy for these people in their fine clothes to believe
that they were on the safest ship ever built. For it did not real-
ly seem like a ship at all.

The Titanic was like a hotel on water. There was every
luxury you could imagine on board. The rich first-class pas-
sengers slept in large cabins with thick carpets and beautiful
furniture, and with  expensive pictures on the walls. There
were also special small cabins for their servants. The smokmg
room was so large, it reminded the gentlemen of their clubs
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back in London. Certainly for these wealthy passengers the
Titanic was the finest ship in the world. And, as everyone
knew, she could never sink. The men who had built her had
promised that nothing could sink her} -

On the lower decks, of course, life was not quite so com-
fortable. The second-class and the third-class passengers were
not nearly so well looked after. Their cabins were smz—-:ller » the

" beds were smaller and they could not expect nearly as good a

service as in the first class.
- Yet they too felt sure that the Titanic would never sink.

"For the ship was built to keep out the seawater] She had a
double bottom which was divided into sixteen ‘watertight’
compartments. She could still float if any two of the compart-
ments filled with water. No one imagined that more than two
could ever be flooded, even if there was a collision at sea. This
was why the Titanic was unlike any other ship yet built.

. This great ship, nearly one-sixth of a mile long and 104
feet high, set of on her first voyage across the Atlantic from
Southampton to New York on 10 April 1912. On board were

2 207 men, women and children. There were many famous

names among them.

On the first night of the voyage the sea was calm. The
weather was clear and bright but very cold.” Radio messages
received that morning, had warned the Captain of icebergs.

Twenty minutes before midnight, Frederick Fleet, stand-
ing at the.look-out. point high above the. ship, suddenly saw
something in the sea ahead of them. It seemed to grow bigger
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and bigger.
Fleet shouted, ‘Iceberg!’ and rang the warning bell three .
times. For a few seconds it looked as if nothing could stop the
Titanic from crashing into the iceberg. It stood about a hun-
~ dred feet above the water. Then the bow of the ship slowly be-
gan to swing away. But it was too late. Although the Titanic
appeared to miss hitting the iceberg, it struck the knife-sharp
ice hidden beneath the water. The ice tore a hole 300 feet long
along one side of the ship. : _
. Down in boiler room number six, two members of the
crew were talking when the warning bell sounded. Suddenly
the whole side of the ship seemed to break open. The freezing
sea poured in uninvited, and the two men ran for their lives.
' Up on top, pieces of ice broke off from the ﬂbaﬁng moun-
tain on to the deck as the Titanic went past. A few first-class
_passengers, out for a last walk before bed in their expensive
fur coats, laughed and started making snowballs. They didn’t
for a moment imagine they were in an);—az;nger
They did not notice at first that the ship’s engines had
stopped. But the Captain of the Titanic, Edward J. Smith,
rushed out of his cabin next to the bridge and asked his First
Officer : “‘What on earth was that?’
“We’ ve hit an iceberg sir;’he told him. But none of them
yet knew that there was any serious damage
- Captain Smith gave orders quickly to his offxcers “Find
out what is going on down below!’ :
Edward Smith was a splendid-looking gentleman of fifty-
3 .



nine, with a full white beard. He was a natural leader and all
the passengers and crew admired him. But even he could not
believe that his fine ship was badly hit.

It was not long, however, before one of the créw came
rushing up from the lower decks with the bad news: ‘She’s
taking in water fast]’ he shouted. :

" Then Captain Smith knew in his bones that the Titanic
would sink. He sent for the one passe;lger Qn: ‘board who might '
know how to save her. This was Thomas Andrews, the man
who had built the Titanic. He was travelling on her first voy-
age in order to discover if there were any problems.He under-
stood ships in the way that some men understand women or
horses! But even he hardly noticed the seratching sound from
below, because he was working late. There was a problem
with one of the kitchens. -

He and Captain Smith went together to the lower parts of
the ship to see what had happened. Water was now spreading

- everywhere. '

“Thomas Andrews saw to his horror that the first five
‘watertight’ compartments were flooded. He told the Captain
that if three, or even four, of the first five compartments were
flooded, the Titanic could probably still float. . But not all five. '
For the bow of the ship would sink so low that water would
start to pour into the sixth compartment. And so on.

“There is nothing we can do,’ said Andrews, ‘The Ti-
tapic cannot stay afloat. ? The two men looked at each other
for a moment.. Would she really sink? '
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The passengers in the cheapest cabins, in the lowest part
of the ship and nearest to the bow, were beginning to ask the
same question. One passenger climbed out of his bed to see
what was happenﬁng and stepped into cold water. By the time
he had put on some clothes, the water covered his feet.

And higher up, second-class passenger Lawrence Beesley .
was having difficulty going down the stairs to his cabin. It
seemed as if the steps were sloping downwards! His feet did
not fall where they should. And, although it was a calm sea,
the ship was leaning over on one side.

Some of the first-class passengers left their rooms. Not
because they knew anything of what ‘was going on beneath
them, but because the engines had stopped. When they asked
what was happening, they were told that there was nothing to
worry about -+ There was not much excitement.

In the first-class smoking room, the gentlemen in their

dinner jackets continued their game of cards as before.

On deck ‘E’, however, it was a very different story.
There, the third-class passengers were so frightened that they
seized their luggage and began pushing their way up to the
higher decks. '

At 12 : 05 a. m. , Captain Smith turned to his First Offi-
cer. ‘Uncover the lifeboats,” he said, ‘and tell the passengers
to gather together immediately on the decks.’

Then the Captain, with his broad shoulders held back,
went to the radio room. .

‘Put out a call to all ships for help,’ he told the two men
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on duty. It was now just over half an hour since the colhslon l
with the iceberg.

In the first class, the stewards went from cabin to cabin
knocking lightly on the doors. They asked the sleeping pas- .
sengers very politely to put on warm clothes and go to ‘A’
deck with their lifebelts on

Some of them, unable to believe what they were hearing,
refused to leave their warm beds. And even those who obeyed
the ste o felt no fear because they, like everyone else,
knew that the Titanic could never sink.

The. gentlemen just put coats over thelrtgmw But
some of the ladies dressed themselves as though they were
preparing for a pleasant evening out! They felt they must look
their best even at a time like this. " )

In the second class, the orders to go to the lifeboats were
given less politely. For example, Chief Steward John Hardy
threw open the doors of at least twenty cabins and shouted:
‘Everybody on deck with lifebelts on, at once!’

The third-class passengers were, in general, left alone to
find their own way out. The less you paid, the less you mat-
- tered on the Titanic. The result was that most of them wan-
dered around without knowing where to go or what to do.

~ Even in the second class, there were problems. Two
women tried to go through a gate into the first class to reach
the lifeboats. But an officer stopped them. ‘The boats will be
lowered to your deck, ’ he told them. '

Almost until the end, the crew tried to prevent third-class



passengers from entering the first-class boat deck. When the
boats were finally lowered, one officer actually fired his gun to.
keep passengers on the lower decks from jumping into hls
lifeboat , as it went down. :

So sure were the builders of the Titanic that she COuid
never sink, that there were only sixteen large lifeboats made
of wood. There were also four other lighter ones that were
kept on deck. None of the passengers knew that there would
not be enough room for them all, Yet, if all twenty boats were
full, there would still be over a thousand people left behind on
the sinking ship. -

The first-class passengers stood around on the boat deck;
waiting to find out what to do next. On orders from Captain
Smith, the crew began to swing out the lifeboats, ready to
drop them down into the sea. It looked such a long way down|
Most of the people could not believe they had to leave the
ship. One person asked if she could have a pass so that she
“could return to the ship the next day] - -

Were they really expected to risk their lives by steppmg
into these small boats? The deck of the Titanic beneath their
- feet still seemed safer to them, even though it was sloping
downwards.

" The men in charge of the lifeboats cried out Wonmh and
children first]” But not many stepped forward. One very large
woman simply refused to go anywhere near - the hfeboats

‘I’ ve never been in an open boat in my life]’ she cried.
As if to remind them of those first few happy hours on
7



board the Titanic earlier that evening, the ship’s band arrived
to play some light music. They were playing in the first-class
lounge but decided to move up to the boat deck. It was the on-
ly way they would get an audience! : a8

It was a strange sight. But their music was loud and gay
and brought a few smiles to the faces of the passengers and
crew. 2 ‘

Many of the women would not leave without their hus-
bands. The officers allowed a few couples to climb into the
boats and finally even single men. But there was no rush for
the boats. In fact, one of the boats was lowered with only
twenty people on board. There was room for twice as many!

There was one. person on board who still did not know
what had happened. Almost an hour had gone by since the col-
lision with the iceberg. But George Rowe, a member of the
crew who was on duty alone at the stern of the ship, had heard
nothing. He was astonished when he saw one of the lifeboats
floating on the water. He phoned the bridge to tell them about
it. It was only then that he knew he was standing on a sinking
~ship. - ‘ ' :

If there was anyone who still believed that the Titanic was
not in real trouble, he soon changed his mind at 12 ¢ 45a.m.
For that was when the first signal rocket was sent up. The sky
was lit up. Suddenly everyone knew that there was no time to
lose. One young man who had only just got ‘married kissed his
pretty wife and whispered: ‘It’ all right. You go and I’1l stay
a while. ’ ) : S
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There were twelve other couples on the Titanic who were
on their honeymoon. It was a sad sight to see the young girls
parted from their husbands.

One girl, waiting to climb into lifeboat number exght, ’
cried out that she had left-behind the picture of her husband
Jack. Others tried to stop her but she ran off to her cabin to
fetch it.

As more rockets exploded in the sky, there was greater
eagerness to get into the boats among the women who were
waiting their turn. One woman in her fifties missed the boat
completely as she climbed over the side of the Titanic. The
crowd screamed. But, as she fell between the two boats to-
wards the sea below, someone seized her foot and held on.
Three or four passengers pulled her up and helped her into the
lifeboat.

Down in the third class, hundreds of people were still
struggling desperately to find their way to the boats. The plan
was to fill some of the boats as they went down with people
from the lower decks. As the boats reached their deck, they
would climb in. But the plan went wrong. For the doars
through which they were going to escape were locked. So the
boats left without them} 4

- Many of the third-class passengers were crowded togeth-
er, shouting and pushing, at the foot of the stairs on ‘E’
deck. It was a long and very difficult journey up to the boat
deck. None of them knew how to get there. A steward tried to
help but most of them did not understand English. Some man-
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aged to reach the second-class deck, but then got lost.

Two girls climbed up an emergency ladder and found -
themselves in the first-class restaurant. They stared aston-
ished, at all the tables set with beautiful silver for breakfast
the next day! i

One group .of third-class passengers managed to reach a
door leading to the first class. But a member of the crew was
standing there on guard. He took one look at their angry
faces, shut the door, turned the key and ran. The passengers
had to break down the door to get through.

It was hard for anyone now to walk more than a few yards
without falling or slipping. For the bow of the Titanic was go-
ing down -+« down into the sea. A few passengers rushed off to
get the belongings they had left behind. But many of them
found their cabins deep in water. '

Most of the boats were away by 1 ¢ 30 a. m. Many of them
still had room for more people. One had only twelve on board.

To those left of the Titanic, watching the small boats
pulling away from the ship; it was like a scene from a film.
However, the freezing cold air and the lifebelts around their
middles soon reminded them that this was all really happen-
ing. :

" &till the band played on. The pleasant sound of the music
floated across the water to the passengers who had escaped in
the small boats. On the Titanic all the lights were still on.
Someone said it looked like a huge birthday cake.
' One of the tragedies-of that night was the fact that only
10



ten miles away there was another ship, the Californian. Since
10 : 30 p. m. she had been unable to move forward or back-
ward because of the dangerous ice all around. ,

The crew could see the lights of the Titanic in the dis-
tance. But they did not know the name of the ship, nor any- ‘
thing of the disaster which had happened. For the radio was
switched off at 11 + 30 p. m. when the man on duty had gone
off to bed. There was no one to take over from him. This -
practice—which would never be allowed ‘today—was quite nor-
mal in those days. So nio one on board the Californian heard
the cries for help sent out from the radio room on the Titanic.

As the lights sank lower and lower on the horizon, it
seemed to those on the Californian that the mystery s_hip was
Just steaming away. They saw the rockets, but they still did
not understand what was happening. They thought there was
a party on board!

Then, shortly after two o’ clock in the morning, as the
crew of the Californian slept in their beds, Captain Smith gave
his final order to the hundreds remaining on the Titanic: ‘A-
bandon ship, every man for himself. ’

The band was still playing but even they were now wear-
ing lifebelts. And the music had changed. Now it was a slow
sad piece called ‘Autumn’. People stood in silence, staring at
the water. They had to decide soon whether to jump or not. It
did not take them long. The bow of the ship was completely
under water and the stern was rising further and further out of
the sea.
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The deck became so steep that it was impossible to stand.
Some people gave up and just fell down the slope towards the
water at the.other end of the ship. Others-seized hold of any-

" thing that was fixed to the deck. They wanted to put off the
moment when they too would find themselves fighting for life
in the icecold Atlantic. '

‘A crowd of third-class passengers had now worked their
way up to the boat deck But of course there were no boats left
for them.

No one knew what happened to Captain Stmth He had
been calling on everyone to ‘be British’. Then, when the last
boat had gone, he was seen walking back to the bridge. Some
thought he stayed on the Titanic to go down with his ship.
Others later said they had seen him in the water, struggling to

" save a child before disappearing beneath the waves for ever.
There was even one story that he had shot himself. But no one
could prove how he met his end. '

" Thomas Andrews was last seen standing in the first-class
smoking room, with his lifebelt lying on a table nearby. When
a steward asked him if he was gomg to leave, he gave no re-
ply. ' ‘

The stein of the ship rose higher in the air. It was asif
some monster of the sea was lifting it up. Passengers and crew
jumped into the water, bottles, glasses, chairs, tables , buck-
ets, eggs, suxtcases and other belongings were ﬂylng every-
where.

Well away from the Titanic ,the seven hundred or so’men,
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women, and children in the lifeboats stared at the ship. Only a
few hours before she was carrying them peacefully along on

the voyage to America. Now this beautiful ship was standing = -

on one end, preparing for the final dive to the bottom of the
sea.r A .
{ For some it was too pamful to watch. They turned away
and put their hands over their faces. But they could not shut
out:the cries of those drowning in the freezing water.

‘She’s gone, that’s the last of her. ? sighed one of the
passengers. ‘

Now everyone looked. All they could see 'was the hori-
zon. But about three hundred yards away the water seemed
angry. It took a few more seconds for the waves to become
still. But then the sea was left once more quite. smooth and
undisturbed. '

A total of 1 502 passengers and crew drowned that night,
most of them men. But 103 women and 53 children suffered
the same fate. "

However, it was the people in the third class who suffered
the most. Out of 454 men, only 55 were saved. Out of 179
womem only 98 were saved. And out of 76 children only 23
were saved. In the first class, 120 peoi)_le droyyned. Only five
of those were women. A

Not all of them went down with the ship. Many of the
swimmers, struggling to reach the lifeboats gave up in the
ice-cold water. Very few—in fact, only thirteen—were picked
up by the boats. ‘
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