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Titanic: The Official Story, April 14-15, 1912. New York: Random House, 1997. 18 documents. 
$25.00. ISBN o-375-501 15-O. 

Reviewed by Harold C. Relyea, Specialist in American National Government, Govern- 
ment Division, Library of Congress, Washington, D.C. 20540-7470. 

History records that the British luxury passenger liner Titanic, on her maiden voyage, sank 
south of the grand banks of Newfoundland on the night of April 14- 15, 19 12, after collid- 
ing with an iceberg. Fitted with a double-bottomed hull, divided into 16 watertight com- 
partments, she was considered “unsinkable.” Due to an insufficient number of lifeboats 
(1,178 boat spaces for 2,224 persons on board), the speed with which she sank (about 2 
hours), the frigid condition of the sea, and no immediate response to Titanic’s distress sig- 
nals, 1,5 13 lives were lost. In addition to the official examinations of the immediate disas- 
ter, the first International Convention for Safety of Life at Sea was called in London the 
following year, with the result that rules were established requiring that every passenger 
ship have lifeboat space for each person embarked, that lifeboat drills be held during each 
voyage, and that ships maintain 24-hour radio watch for distress signals. Moreover, to 
warn ships of icebergs in the North Atlantic, an International Ice Patrol was established. 

While public interest in the Titanic was recently rekindled with the September 1985 dis- 
covery (and subsequent filming) of the vessel on the ocean floor, her disaster became far 
more captivating with the December 1997 release of James Cameron’s epic motion picture 
portrayal of her demise.This latter event prompted the publication of a variety of books 
memorializing the ship, those who sailed on her, and her story. Random House has repro- 
duced a “document study pack” prepared by the British Public Record Office (PRO) in 
London from its Titanic holdings. Gleaned from the PRO collection were 18 documents 
which were then reproduced in facsimile versions of the originals. (The PRO’s “study 
pack” and Titanic pictures offerings may be accessed through the CCTA Government 
Information Service Websites <http:Nwww.open.gov.uW>, by selecting Public Record 
Office from the Organisational Index, consulting “PRO Publications,” and browsing “Gen- 
eral Interest Titles.“) 

Accompanying the facsimile documents is a 15-page illustrated guide, providing some 
background information and a bibliography, and explaining each record in chronological 
order. The guide appears to have been prepared by the PRO, but its authorship is not indi- 
cated. 

Among the documents included in the facsimile collection are certain registration and 
sailing forms; deck plans; communiques and press reports concerning the sinking; a sample 
of returns of passengers drowned; an escape account; and enquiry materials. The final 
report of the British Commission of Enquiry into the loss of the Titurzic is produced in full 
(74 pages). It blamed the disaster on the excessive speed of the ship in waters known to 
contain icebergs and the failure to maintain a proper watch. 

Also included is a “digest of testimony” or index of witnesses appearing before a sub- 
committee of inquiry of the Senate Committee on Commerce, chaired by Senator William 
Alden Smith of Michigan. American interest in the disaster might be inferred from the fact 
that Titanic was to berth in New York and had U.S. citizens as passengers. There were, 
however, deeper motivations. Titanic was a British vessel, but was operated by a firm. the 
White Star Line, owned by an American trust, the International Mercantile Marine Com- 
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pany (IMMC). The IMMC could be sued under U.S. law if negligence could be estab- 
lished. Furthermore, Senator Smith was a political rival of the IMMC’s owner, J.P. 

Morgan. 
A considerable amount of attention has gone into the production of the facsimile docu- 

ments contained in this packet. They have largely been reproduced in their original size, 
some with color details, and using good quality paper. Certainly, historians, archivists, and 
Titanic aficionados will find this collection to be of interest, and perhaps, too, will others 
in the larger community of GZQ readers. 

GUIDELINES FOR REVIEW OF WORLD WIDE WEB SOURCES 

If the review is of a government World Wide Web site, please note the following standard 
format for proper citation: 

Federal Computer Products Center (U.S. Department of Commerce. Technology 
Administration. National Technical Information Service.) http://www.ntis.gov/fcpc. 
The Web pages were reviewed during the week of March 8, 1998, and were viewed 
using Netscape 3.0 software. 

Please pay particular attention to these points in the review: 

l How often is the information updated? 
l Is there clear attribution (or identification) of who is responsible for the content of the 

Web pages? What is the purpose of the Web pages? 
l Is there a clear connection with other agency information programs and what the 

agency chooses to distribute through its Web pages? 
l Are the Web pages, from the perspective of graphics, layout, indexing, etc., easy to 

use and fairly simple to download? 

As well, view the Web pages through one or two types of Web browsers and consider 
how that affects the quality and speed of delivery. 

For a complete list of criteria for the evaluation of Websites, see Kristin R. Eschenfelder, 
John C. Beachboard, Charles R. McClure, and Steven K. Wyman, “Assessing U.S. Federal 
Government Websites,” Government Znformadon Quarterly, 14 (1997): 184- 185. 


