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Resource: Skill Five

Level 2 Award


OCR Level 2 Award in Thinking and Reasoning Skills J930

This resource is designed to accompany the OCR Level 2 Award in Thinking and Reasoning Skills for teaching from September 2009.

This resource supports the teaching of Skill Five: Evaluating Evidence.

Captain Smith
Captain Smith was fifty-nine years old when he became Captain of the Titanic, and he had planned to retire after sailing the Titanic. He had worked for the White Star Line for thirty-eight years, and he had an excellent safety record with them.  Despite his record there were forewarnings that Captain Smith could not control a ship as big as the Titanic. Right after the Titanic departed the ship came within inches of colliding with another big ship called the New York. The same thing happened in 1911 when Captain Smith was the Captain of the Olympic ship. Both of these ships were much bigger than Captain Smith was used to, and there was not an adequate amount of tests run before the ship set sail to see if the boat could be controlled in a timely manner. Yet in the Titanic movie there were no signs of a near crash, and it looked like a smooth sail until the night of the deadly crash. Captain Smith went down with his ship that night.    

The Fateful Ice Warnings that Could Have Saved the Titanic

At 7:50 on the night of April 14, 1912, the MV Mesaba of the Atlantic Transport Line sent the following telegram to the Titanic:

“In lat 42N to 41.25N long 49W to long 50.30W saw much heavy pack ice and great number of large icebergs also field ice.  Weather good, clear.”

This telegram gave precise details of the massive ice field already in the path of the TITANIC. The surviving officers of the TITANIC claimed that they had never seen the signal.  Various theories have been advanced over the years as to why this terrible oversight occurred.  

One suggestion was that as Titanic had come within range of Cape Race coast station, Jack Phillips the telegram operator on the Titanic was attempting to clear a huge backlog of telegrams for the United States, and this vital warning was overlooked.  

A study of the ice warnings received by the Titanic indicates that WITH THIS ONE EXCEPTION, all had been sent with the MSG prefix, indicating a personal message for Titanic’s Captain – which he was required by regulations then in force to personally acknowledge.  

All the previous ice warnings addressed to Captain Smith had been personally acknowledged by him. How then did this vital telegram fail to reach the Captain?

A study of the Mesaba telegram provides the answer – the vital MSG prefix was not used by the Radio Officer on the Mesaba, who substituted the words “Ice report.”

There can be little doubt that had Jack Phillips, a skilled and experienced operator, been given a MSG prefix when he received the signal, it would have been delivered to the bridge and would have received the necessary acknowledgement from Captain Smith – who would have at once been alerted to the danger ahead…..

In probably the most ironic wireless signal exchange of the whole Titanic saga, Evans, the (inexperienced) Radio Officer on the Californian also failed to use the MSG prefix when instructed by Captain Stanley Lord to inform the Titanic of the ice field – Evans informal, chatty message to the Titanic led to the infamous rebuke by the overworked Phillips – “Keep out, I’m working Cape Race!”
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