Unit 4: Many maps, same place
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Lesson 1: Pupil / Teacher Resource

Why did the Titanic sink?
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Titanic was unsinkable. That’s what her owners said. She was so safe she carried only 20 lifeboats – instead of 40 – because after all, lifeboats would never need to be used on an unsinkable ship.

Titanic was travelling from England to New York along the Great Circle Route. Icebergs were not unknown in these seas in April, but they were very rare. 

Captain Smith was in charge. He was a very experienced seaman. He was 62 years old and this was going to be his last voyage. His last ship had been involved in a collision but he had not been blamed for it.

On Sunday evening 14th April 1912 the air suddenly went very cold. The men on watch in the crow’s nest were told to keep a look out for icebergs.

The Captain was anxious to get to New York on time and did not order the ship to slow down. Instead it sped on at 22 knots and the Captain went to bed.

In the night Captain Smith was awoken from sleep by the warning sound of the gong being struck in the Crows Nest.  This was the danger signal - those on watch had spotted an iceberg straight ahead!

Murdoch, the First Officer on Watch, ordered the ship to ‘turn to starboard, and then full speed astern!’ However the ship was slow to turn because of her speed and struck the iceberg. There was a shudder rather than a bump.
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“What have we struck, Mr Murdoch?”, asked the Captain.

“An iceberg sir”, replied Murdoch.

The Captain rushed straight to the bridge and ordered the watertight doors to be shut. These were supposed to protect the ship from flooding.

But the iceberg had scraped across the entire length of the ship, ripping a huge gash well below the waterline, and water came flooding in.

John Phillips the radio operator sent out a distress signal – CQD. This meant Come Quick! Danger! 

Even now Captain Smith and the crew did not realise the terrible danger they were in. All the passengers, woken from sleep, thought at first it was just a minor emergency that would soon be put right. Everyone had great faith in the Titanic’s unsinkability.

But soon the water inside started to rise. When the Captain saw it was unstoppable, he gave the order to sound the alarms and uncover the lifeboats. They were loaded up with ship’s passengers, women and children first.

Soon everyone saw that there were not going to be enough lifeboats – not half enough.

The water rose fast and Titanic’s bows dipped low in the sea. Some people got away in the lifeboats, but many others did not. The great ship began to stand on end, and then finally disappeared under the water.
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