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Sailing Day

‘Oh, Daddy, am I really going with you to America 
this time?’ asked a wide-eyed six year old girl dressed 
in a knee length blue coat. Her curly locks of brown 
hair fell out from beneath the knitted-cream tam hat 
she was wearing. She gripped her father’s hand tightly 
as they waited at Waterloo Railway Station. 

‘Yes, my dear,’ answered her father beaming down 
on her. They were watching a train trundle into the 
station. It screeched to a slow halt as a cloud of steam 
enveloped its engine. ‘Yes, Nana,’ he repeated. ‘You 
are coming with me and you will be staying with me 
all the time that I am in Chicago.’

‘Oh, Daddy, I am so excited,’ the little girl said as 
she bounced up and down eager to enjoy every minute 
of this great adventure she was about to embark on.

It was nearing 7.30 on the morning of Wednesday, 
10th April 1912 and Mr John Harper, a Baptist pastor, 
and his daughter were waiting for a special train known 
simply as the Boat Train to take them to Southampton 
from where they would sail to America. 

One by one, the doors of the train’s carriages 
were opened and passengers clambered out onto 
the station platform. Soon it was filled with people 
pushing, pulling and carrying suitcases and trunks of 
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all shapes and sizes. Nana and her father managed to 
make their way through these passengers towards the 
empty carriages. ‘Let me help you up, child,’ the loving 
father said as he bent down and lifted his daughter into 
the train. With Nana safely inside, John Harper lifted 
their two brown leather cases into the compartment. 

The carriage they had entered comprised of eight 
seats on either side with another door on the opposite 
end. This was closed as it led directly out onto the 
tracks. Nana’s father carefully lifted both cases onto a 
shelf above the seats before making sure his daughter 
was seated comfortably. Nana chose the seat right 
next to the door. This allowed her to peer out through 
the window and observe the mass of people bustling 
about in the station. She stared open-mouthed as a 
porter escorted a lady, in the most amazing green 
velvet dress, towards their compartment.

‘But I always travel first class,’ the lady was 
protesting to the red-faced porter as he lifted her 
suitcase in at Nana’s feet.

‘I am very sorry, madam,’ he responded, ‘but the 
first class train does not leave for another two hours. 
If you want to wait for that you can, or else you need 
to get on this one which, as you have been told, is for 
second and third class passengers. It will take you, just 
like the first class train, to Southampton to join the 
new ship the Titanic.’

‘I was never told there were two trains running 
today,’ the lady continued to protest, ‘but I am 
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certainly not going to wait around this filthy station 
any longer. It really is disgraceful.’

The lady haughtily lifted herself into the carriage 
where young Nana and her father were sitting before 
turning to the porter again and exclaiming, ‘When I 
am on the Titanic I am certain I will not have to wait 
to travel first class!’ The lady then attempted to lift her 
luggage onto the shelf opposite Nana and her father. 

‘Here, let me help you,’ John Harper spoke kindly. 
He stood up and took the case from her hand and 
lifted it up onto the shelf. ‘They do make these shelves 
rather high,’ he commented.

‘Oh, thank you,’ the lady said, her voice softening 
a little from the harsh way she had been complaining 
to the porter.

‘It’s my pleasure,’ Nana’s father said as he returned 
to his seat. 

The woman stood rearranging her dress before 
taking a seat opposite Nana.

‘I couldn’t help but hear that you are travelling 
to New York on the Titanic,’ John Harper spoke up. 
‘We’re booked on that ship, although we will be going 
on to Chicago,’ he continued pleasantly.

‘I am going back to our home stateside,’ the 
new passenger replied. ‘My husband is a banker 
here in London, but we have a large apartment 
in New York. I always travel first class, but they 
didn’t tell me there were two trains running to 
Southampton today, otherwise I would have 



10

Titanic: The Ship of Dreams

arrived at the station much later,’ she continued 
with an indignant air about her.

‘What’s New York like?’ quizzed Nana, her eyes 
still staring at the velvet and brocade dress the rather 
well-to-do lady was wearing.

‘Oh, it’s just amazing,’ the lady replied, putting 
heavy emphasis on the word amazing. ‘In fact it must 
be the most exciting place on earth!’ she continued 
beginning to lose her haughty countenance as she 
smiled easily at Nana. ‘There are big shows on every 
evening in the theatres, and restaurants that open all 
night. There are candy stores and street entertainment 
on just about every corner. It really is an exciting 
place. You must get your mummy and daddy to let you 
spend some time there!’

‘Mummy is in heaven,’ Nana answered quietly. 
‘She went there when I was born so I don’t remember 
her at all.’ The girl’s voice was calm as she spoke of 
the loss of the mother she had never known. ‘But I do 
have her photograph here in this clasp,’ she continued, 
her manner brightening as she opened a little silver 
locket and showed the photograph to the lady.

‘Oh, I …’ the lady blushed with embarrassment, 
‘I … um didn’t mean to be …um … I’m sorry about 
your mother,’ she finally managed to get out. 

‘That’s alright,’ Nana answered. ‘I know that she is 
happy in heaven with the Lord Jesus.’

The lady pulled herself forward towards the little 
girl and said kindly, ‘I am sure she is.’ Then turning 
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to Nana’s father she lowered her voice and said, ‘It’s 
lovely when they are at the age to believe in such 
things, isn’t it?’

‘To believe in what things?’ John Harper answered 
simply.

The lady leaned closer to Mr Harper and lowered 
her voice even further, not wanting Nana to hear, and 
said, ‘To believe in heaven.’

‘That’s not some childish fantasy,’ replied Nana’s 
father. ‘Not at all. It’s a very real and wonderful 
place that God has prepared for those who trust 
his Son as Saviour.’ The woman looked across at the 
man in a puzzled, but thoughtful expression. ‘You 
see,’ he continued, ‘I am a preacher of the gospel on 
my way to Chicago to take meetings in the Moody 
Church. There I will tell people about the love of 
God, the Lord Jesus Christ and the way to heaven.’ 
He paused as he looked at the woman who appeared 
to be listening with interest to what he was saying.

‘Have you been to America to preach before?’ she 
enquired politely.

‘Yes, I was there at the end of last year. This time 
they have asked me to stay for three months and I am 
pleased to be able to take my daughter with me. We 
were supposed to be travelling on the Lusitania from 
Liverpool last week, but our plans changed and now 
we intend travelling second class on the Titanic. So as 
I am sure you can imagine, my daughter Nana is very 
excited at the prospect.’


