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sos • • • sos ••• Titanic!
Radio operators ' courage still inspires amateurs.

In 1910, the government required ell ships to have a wireless telegraph Yet by 1912,
fewer than 400 ships were equipped with Marconi wireless. It was the Titan ic disaster,
just off the coast of St. jolin's, Newfoun dland, which fin ally proved the value of
wireless to the world. This article is about the Titanic's fateful day and the two wireless
opere tors, j ohn Phillips and Harold Bride, who performed their du ties with valor and
honor. We reprint it to honor the 90th anniversary of the disaster.

W
orking on the 7/((IU;C was
serious business and hard
work for senior teleg raphi st

John George Ph illips, 24, and junior
teleg raphist Harold Sidney Bride, 22,
Although signed on with the crew as
telegraphists, the two men were actu­
ally employees of Marconi International
Marine Communications Company, Ltd.
Ship-to-shore wire less transmission
was in its infancy and viewed more as
a convenience than an integral part of
the ship's command. The operators
were under the capta in's command.
but only with regard to receiv ing and
transmitting messages of importance
to the ship. Their main job was taking
care of the passengers' telegrams while
at sea . The ship's weathe r reports and
ship-to-ship telegrams came second, as
they weren' t paying cu stomers. Unde r
its agreement with the Marconi Com­
pany, the White Star Line. owner of the
Ti tanic. was provided with free wire­
less messages betwee n the ship and its
owners or other ships regarding navi­
gation, safe ty, or the sh ip's business,
provided the messages did not exceed
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a 30-words-per-day average. Excess
words were charged to the ship 's
owner at half the usual tariff rates. In
return , White Star was to pro vide the
Marconi operators wi th their meals
and lodgi ng. The Marconi Company.
in tum , paid John Phillips and Harold
Bride approximately $23 per month
and $ 12 per month, respectively.

The fateful Sunday

On Sunday, 14 April. 1912, Philli ps
and Bride had been busy rece iving,
logging, and transmitting passenge r
messages. Wire less transmitting and
rece iving ranges increased markedly at
night. and night signals fro m the pow­
erful Bri tish land station at Po ldhu
(call lette rs MPD) re layed by interme­
diate ships had included news, stock
reports. and some persona l messages.
There had bee n daily tra ffic messages
to and from Titanic '« passenge rs. The
ship's I .S-kilowatt wire less transm it­
ter, among the most powerful a float,
had a 400-mile daytime transmitting
range . This range increased sigu ifi ­
camly at night , but during the day, par­
ticul arly now in the North Atlantic , its
funct ions were limited to ship-to-ship
me ssages.

Signals were transm itted and re­
cei ved on closely adjacent standard
frequencies, with two , three, or even
morc signals being sent or rece ived at
the same time. Much of the operator's
skill invol ved being -ahlc 10 discrimi­
nate and se lect the particular messages
addressed to his station. To assist op­
erators. eac h station had its part icu lar
iden tifying call let ters . With few ex­
ceptions, callletters from Brit ish ships
generally began with M, while those of
German ships started with D, and
United States nava l vessels with N.
Ti tanic's ca ll lette rs were MGY.

The long hours and tedious work
made the job very stressfu l for Phillips
and Bride, hut fortunately for them
they would work in shifts to help each
other at the Morse key. In 19 12, laws
did not require two operators or 24­
hour watches on the ship's wire less .
Many passenger liners and all freig ht­
ers had single wireless operators who
res ted or slept when they could.

Ice!

Wireless operators were supposed to
intercept for their captain 's atten tion
all messages relating to the nav igation
and safety of his vesse l. Phill ips and



Bride received several messages con­
cerning ice conditions in an area to­
ward which the Titanic was directly
heading. At 9:00 a.m.. a message fro m
the Caronia was taken immediately to
the bridge , where it was posted for the
officers' attention . Another message
was received from Athinai via the Baltic:

Cap tain Smith, Titanic
Greek steamer Athinai reports pass­

ing icebergs and large flotation of ice
field today.

This message placed icebergs within
a few miles of Titanic's track. It was
taken to Captain Smith. The message
was not posted on the bridge nor entered
in the scrap log until 7:15 p. m.

As daylight turned to dark, the cool
air began to tum cold. At 7:00 p. m., it
was 43 degrees. Because of the da y's
wireless messages, an iceberg watch
was ordered. By 7:30 p.m ., atmo­
spheric temperature had dropped to
39 degrees .

At this time a message from the
Californian to the eastbound freighter
Antillian was overheard by the TItanic s
wireless operators . Harold Bride dcliv­
ered the message to the bridge and
handed it to an officer. The Californian
message reported ice about 18 miles
north of Titanic's track. By 8:40 p.m.,
the ai r had fallen to 35 degrees as the
Titanic steamed full ahead at 21 knots.
Around 8:50 p.m., Captain Smith was
briefed by his officers about weather
conditions and the ice and about the
precautions that had already been taken.

More warning

It was 9:40 p.m.. and in the wire less
shack Harold Bride had turned in for a
nap before working the busy late-night
traffic . John Phillips was manning the
transmitter alone when a message was
received from the westbound Mesaba:

To Titanic and eastbound ships:
lee reports. Sa w much heavy pack

ice and great number large icebergs.

Also field ice . Weather good, clear.

The land station at Cape Race, New­
foundland (call Ictters MCE) , was in
range now and John Phillips was very
bu sy transmitting messages which had
accumulated during the day. Unable or
unwilling to leave his key unattended,
he ignored the Mesaba's ice message
which described ice di rectly ahead for
Titanic.

The message never did get to the
bridge. With lights from the ship's decks
seemingly guiding the way. Titanic sped
with determination through the night at
2 1 knots. The sea was so calm that one
officer on the bridge made the comment
that in all his years on the sea he had
never seen it so flat. The stars shone
brightly in the moonless sky.

As I0:30 p.m . approached, the
steamer Rappahannock, passing on an
opposite course , signaled the Titanic
with its Morse lamp:
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sos ...sos ... Titanic!
con tinued from page 15

Have just passed through heavyfield
ice and several icebergs.

Titanic replied by signal light:

Message received. Thanks. Good
flight.

Titanic continued on her course,
speed undiminished. In the wireless
room, John Phillips was very busy
with Cape Race traffic as well as send­
ing and receiving messages to and
from other ships. A few minutes before
11:00 p.m. he was interr upted by a
very stro ng signal from a nearby ship,
the freighter Californian. twenty or so
miles away to the north:

I sav old mall we 're stopped Gild
surrounded hy ice.

She was so close that she almost
blasted Phillips' ears off. Annoyed by
the intrusion interrupting his traffic ,
John Phillips curtly responded:

Shut up. Slim up. I am busy. I am
working Cape Race.

Californian's wireless operator, Cyril
Evans, rebuffed by John Philli ps' curt
message, listened for several more
minutes to Cape Race traffic . Then ,
around II :30 p.m., he turned off his
equipment and turned in.

Doomed

On the Titanic, two crewmen in the
crew's-nest sw ung their arms in an ef­
fort to keep warm in the freezing air.
Their eyes strained into the night's
darkness ahead. They had wished they
had thei r binoculars to help them see
better. Somehow, the binoculars had
been misplaced the day before.

Suddenly, without a word, one of the
cre wmen hunched forward and peered
intently into the black, moonless night.
He immediately reached for thc bell
lanyard and gave three sharp pulls to
signal an alarm. He then picked up the
phone piece and called the bridge:
"Iceberg right ahead."
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The warning was too late. The offic ­
e rs in the bridge stopped and reversed
engines and averted a head-on colli­
sion with a large iceberg, but the huge
iceberg managed to strike a glancing
blow on the Titanic fifteen feet above
her keel. The gash ex tended for 300
feet along her side, floodi ng five of her
compartments. T he Titanic was de­
signed to float with three or four
flooded compartments, but not five.
She was doomed.

Carpath ia to the rescue

By 12:05 a.m., the Titanic's front
compartments were rapidly fi lling with
water and all engi nes were stopped.
Captain Smith, realizing the ship was
sinking, personally went to the wire­
less room and ins tructed the wireless
ope rator to order a ca ll for assistance.
"Yo u had better ge t assistance," Cap­
tain Smith told his wireless operato rs.

John Phillips set the frequency on
the multiple tuner to 600 meters, ad­
justed the spark gap for maximum
range, and sent out the standard CQD
distress call (some operators called it
Come Quick, Danger) from Titanic's
huge antenna. Later that night, Harold
Bride decided to use the new distress
signal, SOS , which was j ust coming
into use. Titanic's wire less operators
sent one of the first SOS's from a ship
in distress.

SOSSOSCQDCQD--~fGY.

This was a call for help to save over
2,200 lives on a ship that only had
enough lifeboats to save 1,1 78.

By 12:45 a.m. , severa l ships and
land stat ions had responded to Haro ld
Bride 's and John Phillips' di stress
calls . The Carpathia was 58 miles
fro m the Titanic at the time of co llision
and responded immediate ly. Car­
pathia's captain turned his ship around
and raced to the rescue.

Opportunity lost

Although the Carpathia was close to
the distressed Titanic, there was an­
other ship that was much closer -- but
it never heard the Titanic's wireless
distress calls. The wireless operator on
the Californian had turned off his

wire less and gone to bed after John
Phillips had told him not to interfere
with his comme rcia l traffic . The Cal i­
fo rnian could have saved the lives of
all the Ti tanic' s passengers if only the
operator had not shut off his wire less
and turned in for much-needed sleep.

Abandon ship!

Ori the Titanic, Captain Smith or­
dered loading of the lifeboats with
women and children first. By I :30 a.m.,
Titanic's bow was distinctly down and
she listed heavily to 1'011. The slant of
the ship's deck was becoming Slee per
and people were having trouble keep­
ing their balance as they moved toward
the stern. Lifeboa ts were being low­
ered into the calm sea 60 feet helow
the ship's deck. Althou gh the lifebo ats
were capable of carryi ng 65 passen­
gers. some boats were filled with
fewer than 20 people.

Signs of panic began to appear. In the
wireless shack, John Phillips and Harold
Bride were sti ll at their posts, the ir
di stress ca lls becom ing increasingly
de sperate:

Engine room getting flooded.

At I :45, another di stress call:

Engin e roomful! up to boilers.

Every man for himself

By 2:05 a.m. most of the lifeboats
had heen lowered (except for the
collapsibles) and had moved away from
the Titanic. More than 1,500 people
sti ll remained aboard. With the boats
all gone, hundreds of passengers left
behind stood quietly on the upper
decks. A quiet calmness set in. Captain
Smith made hi s way to the wireless
room and told John Phillips and Harold
Bride that they had done thei r duty.
Now it was every man for himself.

Into the sea

As the ocean water filled one com­
partment after another, the water's
weight pu lled the Titanic's bow com­
plete ly under. The great ship's im­
mense bulk started a catas trophic arc
into the star-filled sky. As the Titanic
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upended, hundreds and hundreds of
people were thrown into the sea. The
water temperature of the North Atlan­
tic was about 28 degrees Fahrenheit.
As energy from the generators faltered,
the last wireless signal spluttered to a
halt.

At 2:20 a.m., the liner started its
nearly vert ical descent downward into
the sea. Not yet complete ly under the
surface, with a loud roar the sinking
hull broke in two near an expansion
joint and engine room shaft. The for­
ward section of the ship began its drop
to the ocean floor ove r two miles be­
low, while the stern section remained
afloat a few seconds more before it,
too, plummeted to the bottom.

Down with the ship

Almost immediately, the silent night
was filled with the calls of floating sur­
vivors, growing in number until there
was almost a continuous wailing
chant. Hundreds of people cried for
help as they strugg led in the icy cold
water. Some of the ship's 1,500 pas­
sengers managed to reach some of the
lifeboats, but most did nolo Long be­
fore dawn, hypothermia had claimed
the lives of most of the floating survi­
vors. The rescue ship, Carpathia. ar­
rived around 4:00 a.m. and started to
take on survivors from the lifeboats
that held mostly women and children.
Everyone was still in shock, not only
from the horrendous experience they
had just witnessed but also from the
bitter cold that engulfed them . In all,
711 passengers survived the ordeal.
Captain Smith did not survive, He
went down with his ship.

Constant duty

Of the two wireless operators on the
Titanic, only Harold Bride survived the
tragedy. Even after his subsequent res­
cue by the Carpathia, he continued to

perform his duties as a wireless opera­
tor. The ship already had a wireless
operator named Harold Cottam, but he
had not slept for many hours and was
totally exhausted. Bride had to be car­
ried from the dispensary, where he was
treated for severely frostbitten feet, to
the wireless room where the exhausted
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Cottam was working. Once Bride began to transmit,
Cottam got a few hours of precious sleep. Both Cottam
and Bride ignored all information requests from private
and public sources even as the Carpathia sai led full-steam
to America.

Once the Carpathia reached New York. Bride was car­
ried ashore on the shoulders of two Carpathia officers.
Among the last of the survivors to be brought ashore,
Bride had been almost constantly on duty since boarding
the ship from an overturned collapsible boat and now, to­
tally exhausted, he was taken to a nearby hospital for
treatment of crushed and frostbitten feet.

Inquiry

At the Titanic inquiry, several proposals were made :
I . Lifeboat s required to have increased capacity, a seat for

eaeh person aboard, and adequate manning.
2. Wireless stations required to have 24-hour manning .
3. Amateur interference banned.
4. All ships required to prov ide reliable auxiliary power

sources.
5. Wireless operators required to maintain secrecy of all

messages.
These wireless recommendations resulted in the Radio

Act of 1912, which requ ired all ships to carry wireless sta­
tions. The Act also contributed to the Marconi Company 's
extraordinary financial success.

"The last I ever saw of him ... "
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The wireless operators of the Titanic, John G. Phillips and
Harold Bride, went into the history books as two young
men who heroically stood at their post, bravely transmitting
distress signals until moments before the huge ship sank.
John Phillips ' body was never recovered. Harold Bride said
of his coworker. "Phill ips ran aft and that was the last I ever
saw of him."

Harold Bride kept a very low profile in the years follow ­
ing the TItanic disaster. World War I found him as a wireless
operator aboard the steamer Mona s Isle. Later in life, he
became a salesman before returning to Scotland, where he
died in 1956.

Bibliography

Dr. Robert D. Ballard. The Discovery of the TItanic,
WarnerfMadison Press , New York. 1987.

John P. Eaton & Charles A. Haas, TItanic.' Destination
Disaster, W.W. Norton and Company, New York-London,
1987.

John P. Eaton & Charles A. Haas, Titanic: Triumph and
Tragedy. W.W. Norton & Company. New York-London,
t986.

Walter Lord, The Night Lives On, William Morrow &
Company, Inc., New York, 1986. fa

Say you saw it in 73!


	016.jpg
	017.jpg
	018.jpg
	019.jpg
	020.jpg

