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The estimated 2 200 people aboard
the Titanic on an April night in

1912 considered themselves lucky to
be on its maiden voyage.

In size the Titanic was as long as
Jour éity blocks — 265 m— and as
high as an eleven-storey building.
But propellers as big as windmills,
a rudder as big as an elm tree,
and stokers who worked constantly
feeding coal into the giant boilers
to create the steam jfor the Titanic’s
huge engines were no match for the
giant icebergs that lay in the ship’s

| path.
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THE FATEFUL NIGHT

BY ROBERT D. BALLARD

J ack Phillips, the first wireless operator on
the Titanic, quickly jotted down the message
coming in over his headphones. “It's another
iceberg warning,” he said wearily to his young
assistant, Harold Bride. “You'd better take it up
to the bridge.” Both men had been at work
for hours in the Titanic’s radio room, trying to
get caught up in sending out a large number
of personal messages. In 1912, passengers on
ocean liners thought it was a real novelty to send
postcard-style messages to friends at home from
the middle of the Atlantic.

Bride picked up the iceberg message and
stepped out onto the Boat Deck. It was a sunny
but cold Sunday morning, the fourth day of the
Titanic’s maiden voyage. The ship was steaming
at full speed across a calm sea. Harold Bride was
quite pleased with himself at having landed a
job on such a magnificent new ship. After all, he
was only twenty-two years old and had just nine
months’ experience at operating a “wireless set,”
as a ship’s radio was then called. As he entered
the bridge area, he could see one of the crewmen
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standing behind the ship’s wheel steering her
course toward New York.

Captain Smith was on duty in the bridge, so
Bride handed the message to him. “It's from the
Caronia, sir. She’s reporting icebergs and pack
ice ahead.” The captain thanked him, read the
message, and then posted it on the bulletin board
for other officers on watch to read. On his way
back to the radio room, Bride thought the captain
had seemed quite unconcerned by the message.
But then again, he had been told that it was
not unusual to have ice floating in the sea lanes
during an April crossing. Besides, what danger
could a few pieces of ice present to an unsinkable
ghip?

Elsewhere on board, passengers relaxed on
deck chairs, reading or taking naps. Some played
cards, some wrote letters, while others chatted
with friends. As it was Sunday, church services
had been held in the morning, the first-class
service led by Captain Smith. Jack Thayer spent
most of the day walking about the decks getting
some fresh air with his parents.
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At 12:45 a.m. the ship was well down at the bow and the
first white distress flares were fired.

Two more ice warnings were received from
nearby ships around lunch time. In the chaos of
the radio room, Harold Bride only had time to
take one of them to the bridge. The rest of the
day passed quietly. Then, in the late afternoon,
the temperature began to drop rapidly. Darkness
approached as the bugle call announced dinner.

Jack Thayer’s parents had been invited to
a special dinner for Captain Smith, so Jack ate
alone in the first-class dining room. After dinner,

it

as he was having a cup of coffee, he was joined
by Milton Long, another passenger going home
to the States. Long was older than Jack, but in the
easygoing atmosphere of shipboard travel, they
struck up a conversation and talked together for
an hour or so.

At 7:30 p.m., the radio room received three
more warnings of ice about 80 km ahead.
One of them was from the steamer Californian
reporting three large icebergs. Harold Bride
took this message up to the bridge and it
was again politely received. Captain Smith was
attending the dinner party being held for him
when the warning was delivered. He never got
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to see it. Then, around 9:00 p.m., the captain
excused himself and went up to the bridge. He
and his officers talked about how difficult it was
to spot icebergs on a calm, clear, moonless night
like this with no wind to kick up white surf
around them. Before going to bed, the captain
ordered the lookouts to keep a sharp watch for
ice.

After trading travel stories with Milton Long,
Jack Thayer put on his coat and walked around
the deck. “It had become very much colder,” he
said later. “It was a brilliant, starry night. There
was no moon and I have never seen the stars
shine brighter...sparkling like diamonds...It was
the kind of night that made one feel glad to be
alive.” At eleven o'clock, he went below to his
cabin, put on his pajamas, and got ready for bed.

In the radio room, Harold Bride was ex-
hausted. The two operators were expected to
keep the radio working twenty-four hours a day,
and Bride lay down to take a much-needed nap.
Phillips was so busy with the passenger mes-
sages that he actually brushed off the final ice
warning of the night. It was from the Californian.
Trapped in a field of ice, she had stopped for
the night about 28 km north of the Titanic. She
was so close that the message literally blasted in
Phillips’ ears. Annoyed by the loud interruption,
he cut off the Californian’s radio operator with
the words, “Shut up, shut up. I'm busy.”

The radio room had received a total of seven
ice warning messages in one day. It was quite
clear that floating icebergs lay ahead of the
Titanic.

High up in the crow’s nest on the forward
mast, Fred Fleet had passed a quiet watch. It was
now 11:40 p.m., and he and his fellow lookout
were waiting to be relieved so they could head
below, perhaps for a hot drink before hopping
into their warm bunks. The sea was dead calm.
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The deck of the forecastle
area of the ship held the
giant anchor chains and
large round bollards to
which ropes were tied
when the ship was in port.

A team of 20 horses was
needed to pull the huge
anchor made

for the Titanic.

The air was bitterly cold.

Suddenly, Fleet saw something. A huge, dark
shaped loomed out of the night directly ahead
of the Titanic. An iceberg! He quickly sounded
the alarm bell three times and picked up the
telephone.

“What did you see?” asked the duty officer.
“Iceberg right ahead,” replied Fleet.

Immediately, the officer on the bridge or-
dered the wheel turned as far as it would go.
The engine room was told to reverse the engines,
while a button was pushed to close the doors to
the watertight compartments in the bottom of
the ship.

The lookouts in the crow’s nest braced
themselves for a collision. Slowly the ship started
to turn. It looked as though they would miss it.

180

DARK WATER,

DEEP WATER




The Titanic’s swimming
pool was one of the first
ever seen on an ocean
liner.

But it was too late. They had avoided a head-on
crash, but the iceberg had struck a glancing blow
along the Tifanic’s starboard bow. Several tonnes
of ice fell on the ship’s decks as the iceberg
brushed along the side of the ship and passed
into the night. A few minutes later, the Titanic
came to a stop. _

Many of the passengers didn’t know the
ship had hit anything. Because it was so cold,
almost everyone was inside, and most people had
already gone to bed. Ruth Becker and her mother
were awakened by the dead silence. They could
no longer hear the soothing hum of the vibrating
engines from below. Jack Thayer was about to
step into bed when he felt himself sway ever so
slightly. The engines stopped. He was startled by
the sudden quiet.

Sensing trouble, Ruth’s mother looked out

1
This elegant foyer stood
below the wrought-iron
and glass dome over the
first-class staircase.

of the door of the second-class cabin and asked
a steward what had happened. He told her that
nothing was the matter, so Mrs. Becker went
back to bed. But as she lay there, she couldn’t
help feeling that something was very wrong.

Jack heard running feet and voices in the
hallway outside his first-class cabin. “I hurried
into my heavy overcoat and drew on my slippers.
All excited, but not thinking anything serious had
occurred, I called in to my father and mother that
I was going up on deck to see the fun.”

On deck, Jack watched some third-class
passengers playing with the ice that had landed
on the forward deck as the iceberg had brushed
by. Some people were throwing chunks at eagh
other, while a few skidded about playing football
with pieces of ice.

Down in the very bottom of the ship, things
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'The boilers of the Titanic
were over 4.5 m high.

were very different. When the iceberg had
struck, there had been a noise like a big gun
going off in one of the boiler rooms. A couple of
stokers had been immediately hit by a jet of icy
water. The noise and the shock of cold water had
sent them running for safety.

Twenty minutes after the crash, things
looked very bad indeed to Captain Smith. He and
the ship’s builder, Thomas Andrews, had made
a rapid tour below decks to inspect the damage.
The mail room was filling up with water, and
sacks of mail were floating about. Water was also
pouring into some of the forward holds and two
of the boiler rooms.

Captain Smith knew that the Titanic's hull
was divided into a number of watertight com-
partments. She had been designed so that she
could still float if only the first four compar tments

- Stokers worked day and

_ night shoveling coal into
boilers that created the
steam that drove the giant
reciprocating engines.

were flooded, but not any more than that. But wa-
ter was pouring into the first five compartments.
And when the water filled them, it would spill
over into the next compartment. One by one all
the remaining compartments would flood, and
the ship would eventually sink. Andrews told the
captain that the ship could last an hour, an hour
and a half at the most.

Harold Bride had just awakened in the radio
room when Captain Smith stuck his head in the
door. “Send the call for assistance,” he ordered.

“What call should I send?” Phillips asked.

“The regulation international call for help.
Just that.” Then the captain was gone. Phillips
began to send the Morse code “CQD” distress
call, flashing away and joking as he did it. After
all, they knew the ship was unsinkable.

Five minutes later, the captain was back.

182

DARK WATER,

DEEP WATER




The Titanic had three propellers. The middle one was 5 m
across and the other two were over 7 m.

“What are you sending?” he asked. “No, madam. You have time for nothing. Put
“CQD,” Phillips answered. Then Bride cutin  on your lifejackets and come up to the top deck.”
and suggested that they try the new S0S signal Ruth helped her mother dress the children

that was just coming into use. They began to send quickly. But they only had time to throw their
out the new international call for help—it was  coats over their nightgowns and put on their
one of the first SOS calls ever sent out from a ship ~ shoes and stockings. In their rush, they forgot
in distress. to put on their lifejackets.

Ruth and her family had stayed in their bunks Just after midnight, Captain Smith ordered
for a good fifteen minutes or so after the room  the lifeboats uncovered. The ship’s squash court,
steward had told them nothing was wrong. But  which was ten metres above the keel, was
Ruth’s mother couldn’t stop worrying as she now completely flooded. Jack Thayer and his
heard the sound of running feet and shouting  father came into the first-class lounge to try
voices in the hallway. Poking her head out ofthe  to find out exactly what the matter was. When

cabin, she found a steward and asked what the Thomas Andrews, the ship’s builder, passed by,

matter was. Mr. Thayer asked him what was going on. He
“Put on your things and come at once,” said replied in a low voice that the ship had not much

the steward. more than an hour to live. Jack and his father
“Do we have time to dress?” she asked. couldn’t believe their ears.
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The iceberg
brushing past
the Titanic. In
the picture one
can see that the
largest part of
the iceberg was
underwater.

The Titanic was divided into 16 so-called "watertight”
compartments. Because they were. not sealed at the top,
water from one full compartment could spill over into the
next one until the ship eventually sank.

From the bridge of the Titanic, a ship’s
lights were observed not far away, possibly the
Californian’s. Captain Smith then ordered white
distress rockets fired to get the attention of the
nearby ship. They burst high in the air with a
loud boom and a shower of stars. But the rockets
made no difference. The mystery ship in the
distance never answered.

In the radio room, Bride and Phillips now
knew how serious the accident was, and were
feverishly sending out calls for help. A number
of ships heard and responded to their calls, but
most were too far away to come to the rescue
in time. The closest ship they had been able
to reach was the Carpathia, about 83 km away.
Immediately, the Carpathia reported that she

was racing full steam to the rescue. But could she

get there in time?

Not far away, the radio operator of the
Californian had gone to bed for the night
and turned off his radio. Several officers and
crewmen on the deck of the Californian saw
rockets in the distance and reported them to
their captain. The captain told them to try to
~ contact the ship with a Morse lamp. But they

received no answer to their flashed calls. No one
thought to wake up the radio operator.

On board the Titanic, almost an hour after
the crash, most of the passengers still did not
realize the seriousness of the situation. But
Captain Smith was a very worried man. He knew
that the Titanic only carried lifeboats for barely
half the estimated 2 200 people on board. He
would have to make sure his officers kept order
to avoid any panic among the passengers. At
12:30 a.m. Captain Smith gave the orders to
start loading the lifeboats — women and children
first. Even though the Titanic was by now quite
noticeably down at the bow and listing slightly
to one side, many passengers still didn’t want to
leave the huge, brightly lit ship. The ship’s band
added to a kind of party feeling as the musicians
played lively tunes.

About 12:45 am., the first lifeboat was
lowered. It could carry sixty-five people, but left
with only twenty-eight aboard. Indeed, many of
the first boats to leave were half empty. Ruth
Becker noticed that there was no panic among
the crowds of passengers milling about on the
decks. “Everything was calm, everybody was

184

DARK WATER,

DEEP WATER




The route of the Titanic from Southampton to where she
collided with the iceberg approximately 640 km off the coast
of Newfoundland. She sank near the edge of the undersea
Continental Shelf, indicated below. The ice field the Titanic
encountered (inset) was 125 km long.

orderly.” But the night air was now biting cold.
Ruth’s mother told her to go back to their cabin
to get some blankets. Ruth hurried down to the
cabin and came back with several blankets in
her arms. The Beckers walked toward one of the
lifeboats, and a sailor picked up Ruth’s brother
and sister and placed them in the boat.

“That’s all for this boat,” he called out. “Lower
away!”

“Please, those are my children!” cried Ruth’s
mother. “Let me go with them!”

The sailor allowed Mrs. Becker to step into
the lifeboat with her two children. She then called
back to Ruth to get into another lifeboat. Ruth
went to the next boat and asked the officer if she
could get in. He said, “Sure,” picked her up, and
dumped her in.

Boat No. 13 was so crowded that Ruth had to
stand up. Metre by metre it was lowered down
the steep side of the massive ship. The new
pulleys shrieked as the ropes passed through
them, creaking under the weight of the boat and
its load of sixty-four people. After landing in the
water, Ruth’s lifeboat began to drift. Suddenly
Ruth saw another lifeboat coming down right on
top of them! Fearing for their lives, the men in
charge of her boat shouted, “Stop!” to the sailors
up on the deck. But the noise was so great that
nobody noticed. The second lifeboat keptcoming
down, so close that they could actually touch the
bottom of it. All of a sudden, one of the men in
Ruth’s boat jumped up, pulled out a knife and
cut them free of their lowering ropes. Ruth’s boat
pushed away from the Titanic just as boat No. 15
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The final moments of the Titanic.

hit the water centimetres away from them.

Below, in the third-class decks of the ship,
there was much more confusion and alarm. Most
of these passengers had not yet been able to
get above the decks. Some of those who did
finally make it out had to break down the barriers
between third and first class.

By 1:30 am. the bow was well down, and
people were beginning to notice the slant in

the decks. In the radio room, Bride and Phillips
were still desperately sending out calls for help:
“We are sinking fast...women and children in
boats. We cannot last much longer.” The radio
signal gradually got weaker and weaker as the
ship’s power faded out. Out on the decks, most
passengers now began to move toward the stern
area, which was slowly lifting out of the water.
By 2:05 a.m. there were still over 1 500
people left on the sinking ship. All the lifeboats
were now away, and a strange stillness took
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hold. People stood quietly on the upper decks,
bunching together for warmth, trying to keep
away from the side of the tilting ship.

Captain Smith now made his way to the
radio room and told Harold Bride and Jack
Phillips to save themselves. “Men, you have done
your full duty,” he told them. “You can do no
more. Abandon your cabin. Now it’s every man
for himself.” Phillips kept working the radio,
hanging on until the very last moment. Suddenly
Bride heard water gurgling up the deck outside
the radio room. Phillips heard it too, and cried,
“Come on, let’s clear out.”

Near the stern, Father Thomas Byles had
heard confession and given absolution to over
one hundred passengers. Playing to the very
end, the members of the ship’s brave band finally
- had to put down their instruments and try to
save themselves. In desperation, some of the
passengers and crew began to jump overboard
as the water crept up the slant of the deck.

Jack Thayer stood with his friend Milton
Long at the railing to keep away from the crowds.
He had become separated from his father in
the confusion on deck. Now Jack and his friend
heard muffled thuds and explosions deep within
the ship. Suddenly the Titanic began to slide into
the water. The water rushed up at them. Thayer
and Long quickly said goodbye and good luck to
each other. Then they both jumped.

As he hit the water, Jack Thayer was sucked
down. “The cold was terrific. The shock of the
water took the breath out of my lungs. Down and
down I went, spinning in all directions.” When
he finally surfaced, gasping for air and numbed
by the water, the ship was about 12 m away from
him. His friend Milton Long was nowhere to be
seen. Jack would never see him again.

Jack Thayer was lucky. As he struggled in the
water, his hand came to rest on an overturned

lifeboat. He grabbed hold and hung on, barely
managing to pull himself up out of the water.
Harold Bride had been washed overboard and
now also clung to this same boat.

Both Jack and Harold witnessed the mighty

ship’s last desperate moments. “We could see
groups of...people aboard, clinging in clusters
or bunches, like swarming bees; only to fall in
masses, pairs or singly, as the great part of
the ship...rose into the sky...” said Thayer. “I
looked upwards — we were right under the three
enormous propellers. For an instant, I thought
they were sure to come right down on top of
us. Then...she slid quietly away from us into the
sea.”
Out in the safety of her lifeboat, Ruth Becker
also witnessed the end of the Titanic. “I could
look back and see this ship, and the decks
were just lined with people looking over. Finally,
as the Titanic sank faster, the lights died out.
You could just see the stern remaining in an
upright position for a couple of minutes. Then. . it
disappeared.”

Then, as Ruth recalled, “there fell upon the
ear the most terrible noise that human beings
ever listened to — the cries of hundreds of people
struggling in the icy cold water, crying for help
with a cry we knew could not be answered.” In
Thayer’s words, they became “a long continuous
wailing chant.” Before long this ghastly wailing
stopped, as the freezing water took its toll.

Jack Thayer and Harold Bride and a number
of other survivors clung to their overturned
lifeboat, centimetres away from an icy death in
the North Atlantic. Numb from the cold and not
daring to move in case the boat sank under their
weight, they prayed and waited for help. Then,
as the first light of dawn crept on the horizon, a
rocket was seen in the distance. The Carpathia
had come to their rescue.
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