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TO THE READER

THIS IS A TRUE STORY. IT IS ABOUT A SHIP WITH AN EXTRAORDINARY history. In 1912, RMS Carpathia sailed full speed through the dark night into iceberg territory, to answer the distress call of the sinking Titanic. It was a brave and perilous rescue mission that has been overshadowed by the events of that tragedy, until now. Woven into this story are other facets of Carpathia’s history: her service in World War I, when she was sunk by a German U-boat while leading a convoy out of Liverpool; the modern search for her wreck by the National Underwater Marine Agency; and two dangerous expeditions to dive Carpathia, which lies at the limits of human reach.

The people and events in this book are all real, and I have endeavoured to depict Carpathia, and those whose lives have intersected with hers, with honesty and integrity. While writing this book, I conducted extensive historical and archival research that spans several continents and numerous archives, museums, universities, libraries, historical societies and heritage sites. Wherever possible, I have relied upon primary source material. I have also consulted maritime historians, archaeologists, technical divers and Titanic experts.

I constructed the historical figures in this work from the records they left behind, including memoirs, letters, periodicals, official testimonies and photographs. The dialogue attributed to these characters is either quoted or deduced from these sources, and is sometimes edited for clarity and brevity.

The contemporary portions borrow primarily from Richard ‘Ric’ Waring’s experiences and impressions diving Carpathia. All of the men who dived her wreck – Zaid Al-obaidi, Helmuth Biechl, Andrea Bolzoni, Tim Cashman, Jeff Cornish, Bruce Dunton, Duncan Keates, Mark Elliott, Edoardo Pavia, Carl Spencer and Richard Stevenson – have valuable stories to tell. I chose to focus on Ric because he is one of only two men who participated in both the 2001 and 2007 dive expeditions, and he led the larger second expedition. Ric allowed me to stay in his home and interview him extensively, and in many places I use his words and thoughts.

Because this is Carpathia’s story I have presented the ship in a way intended to enliven her historical significance. For practical reasons, I could not cover many facets of her history, so please forgive any omissions. Writing Carpathia’s story has been a challenge, but it has also been an honour, and I hope it will stay with you the way it stays with me.


PREFACE

1903

ON THE BANKS OF THE RIVER TYNE THE AIR SOUNDS WITH the relentless clang of hammers striking steel. From sun-up to sundown, a metallic echo drifts up from the Swan & Hunter shipyard and rounds the small borough of Wallsend until it fades into the shadows of everyday life. The slow thud-thud-thud as long steel beams heated pliable in the furnace are sledgehammered into curves, then pinned to cast-iron slabs until cool. The quick one-two-one-two as riveters alternately strike white-hot bolts flat against hull plates, before they glow red and harden.

The North Eastern Railway follows an embankment along the shipyard’s northern boundary. From behind the windows of passing trains the cacophony is dampened, as though underwater. The passengers have a choice between two views. The first, on the riverside, sees the grass sloping down from the track, down to where a crowd of navvies, capped heads bent, cut away the bank to level a new section of yard. A small company of men cluster, unsure, around something they’ve unearthed. Beyond them is an industrial landscape of belching smokestacks, towering cranes and wooden gantries sheltering the metal skeletons of ships under construction. In the curve of the Tyne the passengers see the black and red livery of a Cunard steamship fitting out.

The view through the opposite window is less diverting. Rows of tepid brick houses with peaked roofs and chimney stacks slip past, the homes of the men who work the yard. Most of them possess blood memories of a time long gone, which seems to have no real meaning for their lives now. A vague remembrance of what their homes are built upon.

Almost two millennia ago this place was a Roman fort on the empire’s frontier. Segedunum: Strong Fort. Sheer stone ramparts with towers and gateways enclosed infrastructure that supported a garrison of soldiers. From its western gate ran a great stone wall that extended beyond the horizon, built to separate Britannia from Caledonia, the Romans from the barbarians. There are still remnants of The Roman Wall scattered across the breadth of England, but all that remains here is the town’s name: Wallsend. Because, from Segedunum to the coast, the River Tyne succeeded the wall as the barrier that separated the two worlds.

Mostly.

As the men cut away the bank they encounter a line of waterlogged rubble that runs down to the river. For the first ten days they clear it with the rest of the dirt and clay, but when the rubble takes form they begin to take care as they pare back the earth. About two hundred feet from where stood the south-east tower of Segedunum they expose ashlar stonework and realise they’ve discovered ancient Roman relics of the wall.

Work stops. The lyrical tones of Geordie weave through the shipyard as the men try to make sense of the discovery. The wall runs east–west, but this section runs south. Yet, even in ruins, it is unmistakable. Six and a half feet wide, both wall faces have horizontal courses of neatly cut stone blocks. These facing stones are relatively uniform in size, ten inches high by twelve inches wide by at least sixteen inches deep, and flank an exposed core of charcoal-flecked mortar and familiar rubble.

The find evinces great interest amongst local antiquaries, and Swan & Hunter soon realise the significance of what they have uncovered. This is the literal wall’s end. While the main Curtain Wall finished at Segedunum’s western gate, this short Branch Wall extended from the south-east tower down into the Tyne below the low-tide mark, joining wall to river.

It is a significant discovery, but the demands of the shipyard take precedence. Before long, the wall that has existed for almost two thousand years is torn down, stone by stone. The rubble and earth from the foot of the bank are used to level the yard, rewriting history. Some of the facing stones are taken away as curiosities, some used to permanently mark the site where they were found, along with a bronze tablet that reads: These stones were taken from the Roman Wall’s End and mark the position of the wall and its course, from the camp of Segedunum to the River Tyne. May 1903. Most of the stones are removed to a local park and re-erected in a pretty facsimile of how the wall looked when it was first built.

But that is not all. One or two pieces are placed in a glass case aboard the little Cunard ship anchored in the Tyne. The ship’s name is Carpathia, but on these pages she is Thia.

Stone and steel. Past and present. The Roman Wall. Thia.

One is already remarkable. The other destined to be.


PART
ONE


THE BOAT RIDE

2007

THE MANCHESTER FIREFIGHTER RELAXING IN A RICKETY camp chair on Ocean Dancer’s deck blithely ignores the weather, intent on his magazine. Faded jeans and a British green weatherproof keep him warm and dry. Behind Dancer, whitecaps and foam trail like breadcrumbs before they’re swallowed by the grey sea. The wash leads back to Plymouth Sound, and yesterday.

Swells splash up Dancer’s hull and through the open bulwark doorway. They surge across her already wet wood deck, sloshing between the side of the boat and her superstructure before spilling back the way they entered. An endless incursion and retreat.

A small group of men also reclining in camp chairs or leaning against convenient surfaces pretend they’re not silently measuring the sky. In the ashy light, the orange skin of the rhib stowed at the bow seems muted. Only the yellow of Dancer’s inner hull and the neat rows of scuba tanks and rebreathers, in the same shade of canary, are bright against the grey. Too bright.

‘He’s brought his Land Rover magazine,’ Tim Cashman says, looking at the glossy pages the firefighter’s holding. His tone implies there is something amusing about Richard Waring and his reverence for Land Rovers. Some inside joke that binds them in a friendship that began with a shared interest in diving, but is now one of old camaraderie.

Ric grins good-naturedly, lets the dig slide and instead says in his gravelly Mancunian accent, ‘It’s a bit ravin’ rough,’ as the boat rocks on the swells and tilts his chair first to one side then the other, until he teeters and goes over. The copy of Land Rover flicks around when he tries to counterbalance, but he tips into Duncan Keates beside him, who reaches out a hand and shoves him upright while the others all snicker.

When they’re not laughing at each other they talk about the things men talk about when they’re alone. Privileged conversations. But they’re also divers. Some of the best in the world. So they tell those stories too. Anything to distract from the possibility that bad weather will send them scurrying back to port.

Or perhaps not.

These are the kind of men who know that a ship in the harbour is safe, but that is not what ships are made for. Once, men like them believed that somewhere out there mythical beauties lured sailors to their doom, but here is the truth: the deep blue is the siren. What tempts is its beguiling expanse of glittering waves, the salty wind and the promise of what lies beyond. Or below.

The weather in the Celtic Sea, where it meets the tempestuous North Atlantic, was always going to be their first challenge. Not the most significant or most dangerous one they’re facing on this voyage, but one that will determine whether the £30 000 they’ve risked in chartering Dancer will pay off, or be the most expensive gamble they have ever lost. When it comes to money, that is.

The other thing they’re gambling with is their lives. Technical diving is a dangerous pastime. At the depths they’re going – more than five times the depth limit of mainstream recreational diving – it’s probably more dangerous than Ric’s regular job fighting fires. There, merciful days are spent installing smoke alarms for the elderly and letting kids sit in fire engines.

Most people don’t have a profession, much less an avocation, that entertains death on intimate terms. Ask any technical diver and they’ll probably play down the risks. Cite thorough preparation and due care as allies. But it’s all too telling that they never tell their wives about their close calls. When something goes wrong hundreds of feet below, that’s when divers find out whether they really believe in God.

Amongst the men aboard Dancer is the Northern Gas Team, who use special gas mixes for deep wreck diving. They’ve been joined by other divers from the United Kingdom, Italy and Germany. Some of them have been diving for decades. Ric got his start when he was a Boy Scout. It was in a local swimming pool with an aqua lung. Says he flippin’ loved it. That it didn’t matter how cold it was or that there was no way he could afford the gear, he knew that this was something he wanted.

When he was a stupid kid he tried potholing. He and some friends bought a guide book and used it to find caves to explore. They’d clamber down rope ladders, no equipment, no experience, thinking they could see the bottom when really they were a hundred feet in the air. Eventually, one of those friends offered to sell Ric his old diving kit cheap, if Ric promised to sign up for lessons. There’d been a few too many close calls in the caves.

Ric agreed. He bought the gear second hand and joined the Worsley Sub Aqua Club. His first sea dive was at St Abbs, off Scotland. That first time defined his life. Who he was: Boy Scout. Dry caver. Who he became: Wreck diver. Firefighter. Union man. From that day, in the way of the things that are most important, diving became the mould around which everything else fitted.

It’s what brings him here. Now.

Aboard Dancer.

Leading this expedition.

Expedition. The word conjures images of Shackleton and Hillary, and challenges that have already been conquered. Of a world where there’s nothing new under the sun. Maybe that’s because it’s under the deep blue that the world’s mysteries take shelter. Beyond the willowy incandescence where sunlight fades and blue becomes black. Amidst living fossils, sea monsters, all things imagined and all things sent there. Or that the sea takes for its own.

Over the course of history this has included millions of ships. Most fade into obscurity and rot until they’re one more sand dune in a wet desert of dunes. Some few we find, even seek, before they are gone forever.

On deck, the lads are still at it. One of the Italians, Edoardo Pavia, does a credible impression of the Godfather when he rasps, ‘I like to say hello to you. I just brought,’ he gestures to his heart, ‘the head of a horse for you. So I like you to behave as a brave man. You do understand me. We’ll make a propose to you that you won’t refuse. I guarantee.’ This sets them all laughing again. They can’t help themselves: at the nonsense he’s uttering and the pained earnestness on his face as he strains to perfect his imitation of the Sicilian Mafioso.

But it’s true. They’re all brave men. Behaving as brave men do. Entertaining possibilities. Testing limits. Attempting something extraordinary. They talk quietly as they check their gear, place camera equipment in pressure-resistant housings, configure dive watches and inspect drysuits – at more than 500 feet down, wetsuits won’t do. They set their weight belts, check their strobe lights, verify the nitrox mixes in their rebreathers and test their regulators. Test their emergency air tanks.

Time passes until the yellow of those tanks doesn’t seem so artificially bright. Until the colour is at ease against the backdrop of water finally gone blue again. Three dolphins break the surface, arcing low and racing Dancer. After 36 hours and a respectable start on the crates of beer that accompanied them aboard, the team reach the waters above Thia.


NEW YORK

1912

CAPTAIN ARTHUR ROSTRON’S BLUE EYES CRINKLE AGAINST the sun as he surveys the Hudson River framed by Pier 54, where Thia’s docked, and Pier 55. The bow of RMS Olympic is slowly eclipsing the river tableau, throwing a shadow across Thia’s stern until the view is replaced by a hulking starboard profile that seems to go on forever.

When Olympic finally berths, the black tips of her four yellow funnels rise high above the passenger terminal that encloses Pier 59. The cavernous building hides her black-and-white hull from Thia, a quarter-mile away at the foot of West Fourteenth Street.

Arthur can’t help but notice the largest ocean liner in the world. The riverbed here had to be deepened to accommodate her draught and the slip lengthened to protect her stern, and, word has it, it takes her purser nine miles to complete his daily inspection. She’s a far cry from Conway, the tired wooden frigate in the Mersey where he spent two years learning to sail, or his first appointment on Cedric the Saxon, a majestic, full-rigged clipper. Yet those days weren’t so very long ago. Two decades, perhaps.

When he first came to New York this shoreline was an eyesore of ramshackle waterfront structures. Then the same architects working on Grand Central Terminal flexed their protractors and gave New York the Chelsea Piers, a stately row of pretty pink granite buildings that are identical save the wrought-iron numbers lining their façade. Each pier’s entrance is a grand affair. Gabled pediments rest above oversized arches with windowpanes at the top and doorways at the bottom, sided by ornamental pilasters. Running alongside West Street and bridging the span between the scores of magnificent arches are flat-roofed corridors, though corridor implies less grandeur than is present, each with six separate, smaller entrances and eighteen square windows, all with a sense of perfect alignment and geometry.

Outside the blushing granite, the street teems with dockside commerce. Wagon wheels and horse hooves over cobblestones, delivering sugar and flour. Pearl barley and potatoes. Linen and soap and a thousand things needed to restock the docked ocean liners. West Street is wide, bisected by two sets of tram tracks, and it seems as though there are more carts than people.

Thia’s been in port more than ten days, discharging and loading cargo, and is due to depart at noon tomorrow. There is only a small window of overlap while both she and Olympic are in New York and more than a few of Thia’s crew weave along the hectic dockside to marvel at the superliner.

Human nature is one that makes comparisons. It’s the method by which judgements are made. As her captain, how can Arthur not compare Thia to Olympic? The other ship is colossal. Her bridge is a hundred feet from port to starboard wing. She has a French à la carte restaurant, Turkish and electric baths, a swimming pool, a gymnasium, an atrium with palm trees, like in the most prestigious hotels.

Thia has … Thia has none of these things.

She’s only a decade old but it may as well be a century. Even Olympic, not yet a year in service, is about to be outclassed by a larger sister ship. Every year, bigger, faster, more luxurious liners join the world’s merchant armada. The race to control the North Atlantic, as though it’s a domain to be annexed, is fearsome. But Arthur knows it’s wasted endeavour. The only thing more powerful than the sea is God.

[image: image]

The Hudson courses a straight line from north to south as though it was designed by man for his convenience. The river is a demarcation of territory, as so many rivers are, but between much easier places than those that lie aside the Jordan and the Acheron. White sails snap in the breeze and smokestacks emanate from the hundreds of ships churning through its water, rivalling the stacks along its shores. So many that there is no part of the lower Hudson that can be looked upon without the sight of a half-dozen vessels, the spaces between full of fading ripples of wake.

It’s a familiar sight for Arthur, a man who has lived his life at sea. He misses the feeling of a windjammer riding high, but there is no denying that the relative ease of serving as a steamship officer has allowed him to weather those years well. He’s middle-aged and of average height, but attractively stern-featured. Not an easy accomplishment. Sometimes, he has a way of tilting his shoulders that draws the attention of others. It’s unstudied. Enigmatic.

He was five years old when he declared his intention of going to sea to his parents, and, though they tried to dissuade him, even as a boy he was constant. It’s not surprising he became Thia’s captain, and before Thia, he served on her sisters, Ivernia and Saxonia. When he first came to Thia then, only a few months ago, he was not so much the stranger that he might otherwise have been. But he is the best kind of man to command her. A man who, if he must, commands with care.

[image: image]

The night passes quietly and the next morning Thia embarks 125 first-class, 65 second-class and 550 steerage passengers. Amongst them are the Ogdens, Louis and Augusta, who are no strangers to Thia, nor to her captain, whom they’ve befriended during their travels. Augusta is a New York socialite. Though past the first blush, she still smiles like a young girl. Louis is a member of the Tuxedo Park elite. Fabulously wealthy, he likes to travel to distant reaches. A decade ago it was Spain, Portugal, Brazil, Uruguay and the Argentine with Augusta. After that he travelled 500 miles by mule along the slopes of the Andes in Bolivia. For this world tour, through Algiers, the Sahara, Spain, the Mediterranean and Europe, he’s purchased a new camera. In the not too distant future, Louis and Augusta will become godparents to Arthur and his wife Minnie’s only daughter.

As he does before every voyage, Arthur takes a few moments of privacy in his cabin. He kneels on the Brussels carpet and removes his cap. Cunard issue and worn by all the officers, the cap is dark blue with a gold emblem of a crown and a rampant lion surrounded by a laurel wreath. As he is captain, there are oak leaves embroidered around its brim. Arthur bows his head and prays for a safe voyage. He lives his life close to nature, and it makes him feel keenly that there is a Higher Command. This belief brings him strength and comfort.

From the pier the mooring lines are cast off, like clasped hands releasing. Thick and sinewy, the ropes are coiled on Thia’s capstans. She pulls cautiously away from Pier 54 into the Hudson’s slim stretch, the place also called the North River. Other ships and boats press so close to her hull that passengers can call tidings across the way. So close that they need hardly raise their voices and the chatter drifts clearly across the river’s surface. Some vessels travel upstream, destination in sight. Others, like Thia, have just embarked.

The distinction between the banks is never so clear when standing upon one, looking towards the other; the contrast between the Jersey Shore and the tall buildings of Lower Manhattan never so unadulterated as it is from the river. Hoboken, Jersey City and Bayonne lie in fifteen miles of unbroken cityscape, the people as dolls amongst rows of poor-girl dollhouses, square and beige and dirty.

None of the passengers milling about Thia’s decks notices the dirt as they look on the last land they will see until the Rock of Gibraltar. It does not seem to be dirt, more a veneer of indefinable brownness. The hundreds in steerage know that brownness intimately: it is the colour of their tenements.

Then Thia passes Liberty. It is a strange thing, the feelings those pretty verdigris shades evoke. The unique experience – for my happiness is not your happiness – that accompanies each voyager who stands on the deck of a ship and follows the curve of her arm, open and aloft, and bearing light. What Liberty means to those travelling upstream is evident. For those travelling downstream it is not always so clear. For them she marks the start, not the end, of a journey.

She is a marker of many things. Her diadem is an emblem of the seven seas and, like her torch, a symbol of enlightenment. Perhaps this means that when men sail the deep blue they invariably change the world. But then, change and enlightenment are often indifferent. One thing she marks is a message. To all who look upon her. From all who’ve looked upon her: Make of me what you will. Through me, you.

Thia can also be thought of as a marker. But her message is different. It’s difficult to divine, but she will tell it to Arthur. He is not afraid to carry the truth.

1907

Five years ago, when Arthur was serving as chief officer aboard Campania, he saw something.

‘Keep clear of the snag right ahead,’ he said, Lancashire accent strong.

Harry – H. C. Birnie – junior officer, Scotsman and reverend’s son, altered course a point. He was the only other person on the bridge. As Campania drew nearer, Arthur and Harry became puzzled. What on earth was it? The size, the shape became more distinct, but no more logical as they watched.

Here is one of those facts that just is: a thing in the water is gone too soon. A boat, flotsam – you cannot make them stand still so you can stare. You cannot run back for a second look. You have only the approach and that moment of passing to gape. And the moment was not long enough for Arthur or Harry.

‘It’s alive!’ So startled was Arthur by the realisation that those words were unconsciously exclaimed. The thing’s neck was a full foot thick, supporting a head that rose nine feet out of the water, and it was no more than fifty feet from Campania when she passed. Ah, but for a camera. He had never wanted one so badly before, nor was he likely to again, but, thinking quickly, he began to sketch on a nearby surface before it passed from view.

As they watched, the thing looked about, turning its head for all the world as a bird will on a lawn between its pecks. He could not make out its features, but surely those were bulges where the eyes would be, and tiny ears angling out of its head.

And then it was gone.

When Campania’s captain returned to the bridge that evening, the first question he asked Arthur was, ‘Have you seen anything?’ He expected a reply about Galley Head, for they were off the coast of Ireland and his last order had been to keep watch for it.

‘Yes, sir.’ And then this followed: ‘A sea serpent.’

This earned a look from the captain. ‘What did you drink for dinner?’

Deliberately, airily, Arthur replied, ‘Not had my dinner yet, sir.’

‘Then what did you take in your cabin after I left the bridge?’

‘Haven’t left the bridge since you saw me, sir.’

Then he showed the captain his sketch.

Arthur was not likely a man who enjoyed the impressionists. The straight lines with which he drew the thing appear as though they were executed with a ruler. No hesitation. No exploratory strokes. It is almost childish in its simplicity: a vertical neck rising true out of the water, perfectly uniform in thickness and topped by a flawless oval head. But it is unlikely a child could manage such elegant simplicity. Such functional accuracy.

On the sketch the small ears, if that’s what they are, protrude, antennae-like. About them there is an endearing quality – the life in an otherwise inanimate image, more technical in nature than fantastical.

‘I saw it, too, sir.’ With Harry to corroborate, their account was hard to refute, and the captain continued to ask them, interestedly, about the thing in the water. But doubt will always accompany such tales.

Only two years prior, Rudyard Kipling had been aboard Armadale Castle when it struck and dragged a thing, for fifteen minutes, that was over fifty feet long, and which its passengers could not agree to be fish, whale or shark. There was some suggestion that whatever it was be called Piscis Rudyardensis, as though to suggest it was as real as Mowgli or Shere Khan, just a thing from one of Kipling’s books.

That Arthur and Harry’s thing inhabited their captain’s mind well past that night is clear. One might wonder if, were it possible, he would have wished himself upon the bridge. If, given the choice, he would have chosen to be present so he could believe, or absent so he did not have to.

The Friday following the encounter Arthur answered a knock upon his cabin with an invitation to enter.

The captain stepped across the threshold. ‘Did you see it, Rostron?’ he asked simply.

‘Yes, sir.’

1912

In the wake of the contemptuous incredulity displayed by landsmen ignorant of the fathomless potential of the deep blue, there is a secret tradition amongst seafaring men who, but for a brave few, decline to communicate the existence of things in the sea. But, there are sufficient instances on record that make a formidable body of testimony.

Arthur Rostron has never, will never, be afraid to testify.

He is true, like the Hudson, no deviations, flowing to the Atlantic. That is not to say either is easy to divine. No man or thing ever is. For example, the place where the Upper Hudson becomes the Lower Hudson is called the Narrows. But can the place where one becomes the other be pinpointed so easily? This place is only a mark on a map, or it is two opposing shores, but it cannot be the water. If a man called Frank stood on the banks of Brooklyn and looked at the water that lay between him and Staten Island and said, This water is the Narrows, it would be true. And if the next day Frank stood on the banks of Brooklyn and looked at the water that lay between him and Staten Island and said, This water is the Narrows, it would be true. But it is not the same river and he’s not the same man.

Thia, too, is like the Narrows. The place where one thing becomes another. Swan & Hunter gave her quadruple expansion engines and twin screws, but they could not foreswear masts and sails; they still cling to the wind. And when she passes through the Narrows, it is like one thing becoming another meeting another thing becoming another. And they may commiserate, understanding that no others but those similarly cast can comprehend what it is to be caught in the place of the in-between. Of having the shared fate of being forever stuck in that place with no chance to become unstuck.

But what is on either side of Thia’s threshold?

The past and the future.

She is the first day of an industrial evolution.

And when Thia emerges from the Narrows she is in the Lower Bay, and then the Atlantic, eastbound, a thousand souls in her care.
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