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While there are many things that Belfast has been famous for in her long and rich 

history, the craft of shipbuilding has probably headed that list. Out of all the 

vessels that have slid down the slipways in Belfast, the most famous was 

undoubtedly the R.M.S. Titanic. 

This was of course due to what occurred on that fateful night 14th April 1912 

when she sank on her maiden voyage. The sinking of the Titanic is one of those 

events in history that even though it happened over a hundred years ago, it is still 

much talked about and debated to this day. The reason for this is that the tragic 

story of the Titanic is an event that stands out from all the rest as a landmark 

event. Not just was this a tragic event that generated great sadness, but one that 

was a great surprise. It was inconceivable that such a thing could ever happen. 

The sure horror of the sinking was what made it 

stand out, not unlike the horrific events that 

unfolded on 9/11 of this generation. In order to 

relate to the impact that the news of the sinking 

of the Titanic brought we should think of the 

events on 9/11 when we watched the live 

television footage; this is of similar magnitude to 

what the world witnessed as news of the sinking of the R.M.S. Titanic “sunk” in. 

The Titanic, along with 2,224 passengers and crew (the exact number is actually 

disputed as some who had booked to travel failed to turn up and there were believed to be a 
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number of stowaways), left Southampton with 75,000 pounds of flesh-meat, 40,000 

eggs, 1,500 gallons of fresh milk and 40 tons of potatoes. In her cabins were 

almost 200,000 items of linen including 800 eiderdown quilts, 7,500 blankets, 

3,600 bed covers and over 40,000 towels of various types. The better cabins had 

four-poster beds and fire-places that could burn coal. 

In beauty and luxury she was unsurpassed, with no ship ever before her being 

able to compare with her attributes. One of her most admired features was the 

First Class staircase known as the Grand Staircase. This descended through seven 

decks from the Boat Deck down to E Deck before it became less grand and more 

functional as it descended to F Deck. It was capped by a wrought iron and glass 

dome that served to offer natural light. The Titanic weighed 46,328 tons, was 882 

feet and nine inches long and 92 feet six inches wide. This made the Titanic the 

largest ship afloat in 

April 1912, according to 

official records. 

She was the largest, 

most luxurious and the 

most expensive ship by 

far in her day. 

At the time of her 

building the Titanic was 

the second of three 

monster ships that were 

commissioned by the 

White Star Line. Olympic 

and Britannic were the 

names of the two other 

sister ships that had 

been commissioned.  

This was done in 

partnership with Lord 
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Pirrie who was co-owner of the 

Belfast shipyard Harland & Wolff. 

By the time the Titanic slid down 

the slipway into the water it was 

already a legend due to the “no 

expense spared” policy in which 

she was constructed. The 

craftsmanship of the Titanic made 

her the “PRIDE OF THE NATION”.  

The Captain was a Southampton man named Edward Smyth and 

in April 1912 he was the highest paid man afloat. As well as 

being the Captain of the Titanic he was also the Commodore of 

the White Star Fleet. As history has shown, he was a man of 

unbridled arrogance. A short time before they set sail he told a 

New York reporter that he “had never had an accident, that 

under his command accidents just didn’t happen”. That brings 

me to my first observation from onboard the Titanic. 

1.  THE DANGERS OF ARROGANT LEADERSHIP 

It is a well attested fact that the Titanic received no less than six “ice warnings” 

and the leadership onboard ignored every single one of them. 

 

 THE ICEBERG BELIEVED TO HAVE BEEN STRUCK BY THE TITANIC 

Captain Edward Smyth 
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Jack G. Phillips 

One of the cruelest evidences that a leadership has lost touch and is arrogant is 

that they ignore the warnings. 

 The British Inquiry that was held in London heard the evidence from the Captain 

of the steamer The Californian. At 11pm on the 14th April 1912 forty minutes 

before the iceberg was struck, the Californian suddenly broke through the 

airwaves with this warning from their radio transmitter “I say old boy; we are 

stopped and surrounded by ice, you must slow down”.  The reply from the First 

Wireless Officer, Jack Phillips of the R.M.S. Titanic was “Shut 

up, shut up, I am busy”. The Californian failed to respond to 

distress flares as her Captain and wireless operator went to 

bed. The following morning they awoke to the news that the 

Titanic had sunk. Despite eventually reaching Titanic’s last 

known location, only wreckage was visible as those in the 

water had perished. Another ship called the Carpathia was in 

the area and she had picked up survivors from the lifeboats. 

Now what was so important that the First Wireless Officer Phillips had not got 

time to hear the WARNINGS? (When you do not have time to hear the warnings you are 

already in trouble!) In this case he was too busy because he was completing business 

deals and booking hotel accommodation for passengers – and all on the orders of 

the Captain. 

When a leadership ignores security for the sake of comfort, they put everyone 

under their “care” in danger. It is an arrogant spirit that says “it will never happen 

to me”. A spirit of arrogance of this nature leads to a destroyed sense of 

priorities. This brings me to the second observation from onboard the Titanic:- 

2.  THE DANGERS OF NOT PAYING ATTENTION TO THE BASICS  

Having a destroyed sense of priorities causes one to not pay attention to the 

basics. This was most certainly the case onboard the Titanic as one of the most 

remarkable revelations that emerged from the British Wrecks Commissioner’s 

Inquiry was the evidence given to it by Fred Fleet. Fred was an orphan who was 

raised in Barnardo’s in Southampton. At the age of twelve he joined the White 
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Star fleet as a deck boy. At fourteen he became a lookout and at the age of 

twenty four he was a chief lookout on the R.M.S. Titanic. In evidence to the 

Inquiry he told a hushed courtroom that he was the lookout who spotted the 

iceberg and in fact it was Fleet who uttered the now famous words “Iceberg! 

Right ahead!” When he was pressed by the Chairman “Could he not have seen it 

sooner?” he replied to a shocked courtroom 

that the reason why he could not have seen it 

any sooner was that no less than three 

requests that he had made for his binoculars 

were ignored and he was left to climb the 

lookout tower without them. 
 

Why were his requests ignored? Quite simply, 

they were ignored because everyone was too 

busy to pay attention to the basics. If you are too busy to pay attention to the 

basics in your life and circumstances, then you are too busy. 
 

I have often wondered if it was possible that all those lives could have been 

saved, if Fred Fleet had been handed a pair of binoculars? The same can be said 

about our own lives; if we fail to pay attention to the basics, we are on course for 

a certain shipwreck. 

Another striking observation onboard the Titanic and my third point is:- 
 

3.  THE DANGERS OF BEING DAZZLED BY RICHES  

In the Gospel of Mark, chapter 4 and verse 19 we read “And the cares of this world, 

and the deceitfulness of riches, and the lusts of other things entering in, choke the word, and it 

becometh unfruitful”. 

The Master refers here to “the deceitfulness of riches”; they promise things in a lot of 

cases that they plainly cannot deliver. Riches can buy food, but riches cannot 

purchase an appetite. Riches can buy you fine clothes; however they cannot buy 

you a healthy body to put them on. Riches can be deceiving and this observation 

can be clearly seen onboard the Titanic. What I can only describe as the “most 

despicable revelation” to come to light at the British Inquiry was contained in the 

testimony of a man called Charles Hendrickson. 
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Occupants of Lifeboat 1 pictured onboard R.M.S. Carpathia 

 

On that fateful night, Hendrickson was one of the crew members in Emergency 

Lifeboat 1 which had only 

twelve people onboard 

despite having a capacity 

of forty. This was the least 

number of occupants on 

any of the Titanic’s 

lifeboats that night. At the 

British Inquiry when 

Hendrickson was asked by 

the Q.C. if his lifeboat was 

full, he was extremely hesitant and did not reply. When pressured to respond, he 

broke his silence in a soft voice that he did not wish to answer that question. The 

Q.C. demanded that Hendrickson answer and reminded him he was under oath 

and that the Court compelled him to answer the question “was your lifeboat 

full?” “No” he eventually replied. He was further asked to explain why it was not 

full and did he not hear the cries of despair from drowning people? And why did 

he not go back for them? WHY NOT? After a pause to a hushed and to a packed 

courtroom he proceeded to explain that a Mr. and Mrs. Duff Gordon gave him 

and his fellow crew members a five pound bond (around a month’s wages) and a 

cigar if they did not go back. 
 

Asked to continue, Hendrickson went to say that in order to receive the money, 

he and the other crew were instructed to ignore the desperate cries for help from 

people floundering, even though their lifeboat was nowhere near its capacity, 

they were told to leave them in the water.  
 

Due the huge public interest in these despicable events, the 

appearance of the Duff Gordons as witnesses drew the largest 

crowds that were seen at the Inquiry. According to the 

testimony of Hendrickson, he had proposed going back to 

rescue survivors, but “the women objected”, despite there 

being “plenty of room for another dozen”. Other crew 
Lucy Duff Gordon 
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members testified that it was Lucy Duff Gordon who expressed concern that the 

lifeboat would be swamped if any attempt was made to rescue survivors. Lucy 

Duff Gordon denied this, claiming instead that she had overheard crew members 

stating that they had lost everything and that their pay had stopped the moment 

the Titanic sunk. Out of sympathy she offered them a fiver each to purchase new 

“kit”. Due to the rumours that Cosmo and Lucy Duff Gordon had bribed the 

lifeboat crew not to rescue people in the water after the ship went down, the 

New York press called Lifeboat 1 the “Money Boat”. The Inquiry report 

reprimanded the occupants of Lifeboat 1 for not making a concerted effort to 

rescue survivors from the icy waters. 

 

 

 

 

 

People were easily bought then and they are just as easily bought today. They are 

people who are not only dazzled by riches, but will let others perish in order to 

get them. If you have more money than decency then like the Duff Gordons on 

the Titanic lifeboat, you are a danger to society…and I trust you never get on a 

boat with me. 
 

Not everyone who was wealthy behaved in a despicable manner. There is a 

wonderful example where the wealth of the people 

involved did not matter.  
 

As the Titanic was sinking, Isidor Straus, the wealthy 

owner of Macys Department Stores dotted around New 

York, was offered a seat in a lifeboat, but he refused, 

reportedly stating that while there were still women 

and children on board he would not take up a space in 

a lifeboat. His wife Ida was asked to board a lifeboat but she refused saying to her 

husband “Where you go, I go.” They had been married for forty years and she 

would not leave his side further saying that “I will not be separated from my 

 

Isidor and Ida Straus 
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husband. As we have lived, so will we die together”. Eyewitnesses described the 

situation as a “most remarkable exhibition of love and devotion”. Isidor and Ida 

were last seen on the deck of the Titanic, arm in arm before a wave swept them 

into the ocean. The estate of Isidor Straus was declared to be worth ten million 

dollars. It was Thomas Manton who said “Riches with blessing are not a hindrance 

to grace, but a channel for it…because everyone sees what is important to you”. 
 

There is no one who leaves this world any richer than when they were born into 

it. Some however, leave this world richer for them having been in it because of 

the blessing they have left behind. 
 

The fact that Isidor and Ida Straus are remembered for the manner in which they 

died, speaks volumes as to how they and especially Isidor lived and were his 

priorities lay. A memorial plaque to them sums it up well as it carries the words of 

Song of Solomon chapter 8 and verse 7 “Many waters cannot quench love, neither can 

the floods drown it”. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

All human life and its many faces were exposed onboard the R.M.S. Titanic as it 

slid beneath the icy waters of the Atlantic Ocean. There was bravery and there 

was skullduggery. There was sacrifice and there was selfishness. There was 

wisdom and there was foolishness. Riches are not evil in themselves, but when 

abused they are dangerous.  

Do not allow yourself to be deceived or dazzled by riches. 
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4.  THE DANGERS OF APATHY AND OVERCONFIDENCE  

Another observation from onboard the R.M.S. Titanic is one that reflects the 

general attitude of those who were in a position of authority.  

In the second class saloon, the Rev. Carter was conducting hymn singing and he 

received a request for the popular hymn “For Those in Peril on the Sea”. He said 

“we are not in peril, but others may be, let us sing for them and not for us”. That 

was at 10pm, two hours later all onboard were in peril. Within hours of that 

statement, the Titanic was at the bottom of the ocean with over fifteen hundred 

lives lost. 

It is dangerous to think that it could not happen to you. (Only by God’s Grace) 
 

When the Titanic struck the iceberg it was while it was steering away from it, 

however the spurs of the iceberg caused a three hundred foot gash along her 

flanks. While the gash was not continuous, it still left the great ship doomed. 

Within minutes she was taking in water and within an hour the mighty pride of 

the White Star fleet was listing. She should have stayed afloat for two to three 

days, but she was on her way down. 

She hit the iceberg at 11:40pm and 

two hours and forty minutes later the 

unsinkable ship was disappearing 

beneath the waves. Those still alive 

were either the few in the lifeboats or 

those floundering in the icy cold 

waters; most tragically were in the 

water. 

This brings me to my final observation. 

The previous observations were from onboard the R.M.S. Titanic; this one is an 

observation amidst the waves of the shipwreck. This final observation is I would 

say the most important one:- 
 

5.  THE IMPORTANCE OF FINISHING WELL  

Some months after the Titanic sank, in a church hall in Hamilton outside Toronto 

Canada, a man called Aguilla Webb stood up and with tears streaming down his 
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Evangelist, John Harper 

face he gave the following testimony:- “ There alone in the night with two miles of 

water under me, I cried to Christ to save me, I am John Harper’s last convert”. 

John Harper was an Evangelist from Scotland and was on his way to speak in the 

Moody Institute in Chicago. He boarded the R.M.S. Titanic on the 10th April in 

Southampton with his six year old daughter Annie Jessie and his niece Jessie 

Leitch. While evacuating the ship John Harper wrapped Annie Jessie in a blanket 

and placed her in Lifeboat 11 from which she and Jessie Leitch were later rescued. 

While he himself was offered a seat in the lifeboat, he refused and is reported by 

a survivor to have called out “Women and children and unsaved people into the 

lifeboats”. John Harper gave his life jacket to a fellow passenger, thus ending any 

prospect of his own survival. He ran along the decks pleading with people to turn 

to Christ. 

When the Titanic sank, just like fifteen hundred of his fellow travellers, he found 

himself in the icy Atlantic waters; however with John 

Harper there was no panic. He continued his life as an 

Evangelist and fulfilled his calling until his dying breath. He 

swam from person to person asking them a simple yet 

profound question “Have you made your peace with 

God?” After he had prayed with a group of people, Webb 

went on to say that when he came to him he asked if I had 

“made my peace with God?” I told him “No”, but upon 

him asking again I said I would like to. He prayed and I was 

led to Christ. After leaving Webb, John Harper swam 

towards another lady in distress, but hypothermia had set in and he sank never to 

be seen again. Webb finished his testimony by stating “I was John Harper’s last 

convert”. Webb was one of only a handful to be plucked from the water that 

night and he lived to testify of God’s Amazing Grace. 
 

John Harper finished his course well. He was saved in his early teens in 1886 

through reading John chapter 3 verse 16 “For God so loved the world, that he gave his 

only begotten Son, that whosoever believeth in him should not perish, but have everlasting life.” 
 

Some four years later at the age of eighteen, John Harper was preaching the 
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Gospel. He was thirty nine years of age at the time of his death. Dr. Ian Brown in 

his excellently researched book “Belfast Boats” tells us that John Harper’s initial 

plans were to travel a week earlier on the Lusitania, however he decided to delay 

their departure for a week so that they could sail on the new ship, the Titanic, 

which was about to make its maiden voyage.     

             

“As for God, his way is perfect:” Psalm 18 verse 30 
 

Through the selfless actions of John Harper we see the importance of finishing 

well. I trust God that through His Grace, we all learn from this example and finish 

our course well for Him! 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“We have much to do and so little time to do it.” A.W. Tozer 


