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I have long since ceased to be startred by the extraordinary riaarrc phenomenon. The erear ship has not
only cast a long shadow in the decades since she sank. bur as *e know. she ca* a.lbresludorr:too. No
doubt all the anticipations ofthe ship and what befe 

 

it can be explained. but e\en so. it is lhe number of
anticipations, of coincidences, of premonitions. that impresses the sheer cntlcal mass. So I *as
surprised but not startled by coming across a short stor) set on boatd ritahi..-in 190g! This uas fouryears before the tragedy, three years before the launch. t\ro )eais before the keel was laid.

Anticipations in literature of the ship and./or the tragedy are various. An earty one was the poem ..-{
Trysl" written by the American poet celia Thiuter and published in the lg70s. It recounts the fateful
and littal conjunction ofan iceberg sairing from the Nonh and a "stately ship" in the Atlantic. In 18g6
Y T.-S1:{,. t}.r: l*paigning English joumalist. published a story. ,,The Sinking ot'a Modem Liner,,,in
the Pall Mall Gazete. In it a liner leaves Liverpool and ii"k. up p*."ng".. and mailbags in
Queenstown and heads across the Atrantic. fhe liner is in a colrision fivi diays out in its joumey to New
York and when it becomes clear that there are insufficient lifeboats, there is panic and the captain is
forced.to brandish a revolver to keep men in steerage from storming what boats theie are (some of
which leave without their full complement ofpassengers).

In 1892 Stead published "A Dramatic Incident" in the christmas number of the Revie* of Reriews.
English tourists travel to rhe New World on rhe Whire Star liner Majestic, captained by Captain E.J.
Smith, with whom stead had travelled in rear rife. The liner fo ows another ship that collides ,rith an
l:",b:ig 

i":i9-11ly,ic. and seven passengers manage ro clarnber on board an icefloe. The shipwreck
nao Deen toretotd by a passenger on boatd Majestic who .sees' it happening beforehand. Smith is
unconvinced when the seer'secs'the fate of the survivors, so a hypnotiscd passenger.precedes, the
Maieslic a\d cornmentates on what she .sees'. An ice-waming ,ouod. on Majestic, the ice_fog lifts,
Captain Smith sees the last man alive on the tloe and saves him. The story justifles extra_sJnsory
perception, in which Stead was a campaigning believer.

some ofthe anticipations are just commonsense applied to the prccautions taken or not taken w.hen large
liners head across dangerous waters with people on board. Bui in "A Dramatic Incident.'' Stead thoug'ht
that tragedies such as the Titanic's could be forcseen in vision. How ironic that he did not foresee ihetragedy in which he lost his life. rndecd, stead's spirit contact. 'Julia.' s€nt a message ofgood wishes onApril 3'd for his voyage on Titanic. Stead's knowledge was rrot foreknowledge but hindsight, for he
allegedly communicated the story ofhis death on litanlc to several clairvoyants

In May l9l2 a story called '.The White Ghost of Disaster" was published in popular Magazine. ByMayn CIew Camett. it had been wriften and had gone to press when disaster struck Titanic-.lhe story
:-T 

b:ifh,j" 
ll" i:tenrion 

of rcadcrs by an intrigued rep;rer on the San Francisco Examiner on Apil
ro .. fn rne Trrsr hatl ot the sroq. a liner 900, feet long (Titanic vras gg2,) tears through a smooth sei at
22 .*iots (ntunic's speed) despite the conviction of the second officer (Mr Smitht rhat there is ice
amidst the fog. The lookout sees an iceberg too late, the liner plunges heilong into it and there is panic
among the ftousand passengers as the of}icers .nd crew try r. maintain discipiine. fhe captain retums
to the chan-room u hile rhe ship :inls. rctrier e. his revolr ei and shoors him,eil

The most f'amous anticipation was reveaied by walter Lord in A Night to Remember (1955): Morean



Robertson's f'rdrTrt (1E98). The specifications ofRobertson's litaz are alarmingly similar to those of
Tilanic and. so ue her speed across th€ Atlantic, her collision with an iceberg in April, the insufficiency
of lifeboats. Robe(son even used the notodous phrase "practically unsinkable." Robertson's novella
severcly tests one's explanation of mer€ coincidence.

I discuss these foresights in my book, The Age ofTil \ic: Cross-(:uftekts ih Anglo-Amefican Cuhure
(Merli[, 2002). But only in the pasl few weeks did I by accident come across a short story called "The
Ship's Run." The story app€ars in a collection by M. McDonnell Bodkin- Bodkin invented the detective
Paul Beck who first appeared in Paul Bech the Rule ofThurnb Derective (1898). "The Ship,s Run', is in
a follow-up colleclion, The Quests of Paul Beck (1908). The story opens on the deck of',the great ship
Titanic as she slid in the grey dusk, a softly-moving island, in and out tfuough the multitudinous
shipping of New York harbour" on her way to Queenstown. Titanic of the "BIue Star" line is ,,the
largest and fastest passelger boat afloat," of 23,000 tons (exactly half the tonnage of the real filanic)
and travels at 20mph (23 knots, just about the real lilaaic's speed).

The story involves card-shalps who rig the betting on the daily lottery on the ship's run, which I
believe was indeed one form of gambling aboard the transatlantic liners. However, I did not know
that the gamblers pte-dated Olympic, for a reporter on the Sari Fft)hcisco Exominer revealed, in a
news item nncomected with Titanic, the presence of card-shaxps on board that ship in a piece on
April f0s, before Titanic collided with the iceberg. These ',boatrnen,, had won $15,000 on one
voyage from wealthy smoking-room habitu€s. Either the presence of garnblers on board liners or this
particular example of high-stakes gambling was the news in this item. If the former, then Bodkin
imagined an activity on Titanic and other liners that came to Dass. perhaps readers of COD can
enlighlen me on this. In any case. Walter Lord in The Nighr ltver ,lr t lq86r revealed r}re piesence
of tbree gamblen on board lita.ric using aliases, and possibly a fourth, the notorious Jay yates. ln"The Ship's Rtm," it is the detective who uses an alias: paul Beck.

Beck has been placed on board in disguise by the Blue Star line because ,1here had been too much
professional gambling on their ships of late.,, In this case, passengers bid beforehand on figures
reprcsenting the predicted distance the ship is likely to travel that day (between 485 and 520 miles). on
the last day, after days of great distances, one gambler bets on the ,,low field," then an accomplice
satotages the ship to stop her and .educe the mileage. The swindlers are foiled by Beck. A naive young
lrish landlord retuming to Ireland stood to lose $15.000.

_Bodkin .was_ a man oflhe archipelago. He was a deputy editot of Ukiled llelanrl, a King's Cotmsel, a
Nationalist M.P., an historical novelist, an Irish County Court judge and a detective wriier. He was a
strenuous Home Ruler but thought the English patliament the greatest club in lhe world, hero_
worshipped Gladstone' and se1 all his detective stories in England. He recounts in his entertaining
Recollections of an lrish Judge (1914) his voyage acrcss the Atlantic to the st Louis Exposition of 1904,
and this was presumably the source of,,The Ship's Run.,'

But where did his ship's name come from? According to Eaton and Haas and Mccluske, the building
ofthree great ships for the white star Line was bom as an idea at a London residence in the summer ol
1907. How soon after that werc the names of the proposed ships settled, and publicised? When might
Bodkin have got wind of the name fr'taric? But why narne an imaginary ship of23,000 tons Titinic
when a real one of that nane of 46,000 tons had been armouncedl (Was iris story published in a
magazine before it appeared in book form? lo which case it is earlier than 1903.) Did B;dkin read the
natlle.ntunic in a newspaper or did he dream it up? perhaps readers of CeD can throw light on this.
The ship's run is not finished yet.


