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One of the first problems was 
that the central propeller 
couldn’t spin in reverse (rotate / 
turn backwards). The other two 
rear (back) propellers could, 
but to do this, the engine of 
the central propeller had to be 
switched off. When it was off, no 
water passed over the rudder*, 
so the ship became difficult to 
control. Believe it or not, the 
fact that the ship could not go in 
reverse was part of the design.

Yet, the propeller design was 
not the reason the ship sank. 
According to startling evidence 
given in two books, Titanic’s 
Last Secrets by Brad Matsen and 
What Really Sank the Titanic 
by Jennifer Hooper McCarthy 
and Tim Foecke, the ship sank 
because materials used in its 
construction were not as strong 
or were of a lower quality.

Let’s start with the hull plates• 
as discussed in Titanic’s Last 
Secrets. The hull is essentially 
the body of the ship which sits 
in the water. The Titanic’s hull 
was made up of many large steel 
plates. These plates were made 
a quarter of an inch (approx. 
6 mm) thinner. The ship was 
faster but weaker. Evidence that 
thicker plates may have kept 
the ship afloat is shown by the 
accident of the Republic and 
Florida in 1909. Florida hit the 
Republic on its side. The Florida 
continued to New York, the 
Republic remained above water 
for 38 hours. In both cases the 
ships used thicker heavier plates. 
In total six people died. At the 
time it was considered the biggest 
boating disaster in history.

Another structural weakness 
was the use of low quality rivets. 
A rivet is a large strong metallic 
pin with a smooth head on one 
end. After it is put through the 
holes of two pieces of metal, the 

shaft (long body of the rivet) is 
hammered until a thick second 
head is formed. The two heads 
keep the metal plates together. 
(Click here to see how rivets are 
hammered.) Apparently the rivets 
on the Titanic did not have the 
strength to hold the ship together.

These facts certainly change 
our understanding of what 
happened on the night of 

14th April 1912. Maybe, if the 
Titanic had a different engine 
on its propeller it could have 
avoided the iceberg. If the steel 
plates and rivets of the ship were 
stronger, perhaps it would have 
remained afloat for longer, at 
least long enough for the RMS 
Carpathia to arrive and more 
people could have been saved.
Ryan Scott (Australia)

The gianT’S weak SpoTS
Technological flaws in the Titanic 
in its time the Titanic was 
a state‑of the art ocean liner, 
so it is surprising that it had 
a problem with its design, 
which may have contributed 
to its sinking.

↑ The central propeller was driven 
by a turbine (a wheel turned by the 
movement of liquid or gas) which was 
powered by steam (the hot gas that 
is produced when water boils) from 
the engines of the side propellers. This 
engine design was a very clever way of 
using the energy from the two other 
engines to increase the ship’s power. 
Unfortunately, the direction of the steam 
could not be changed, so the turbine 
could not turn in reverse. Consequently 
(so), less water flowed over the rudder 
and the ship was more difficult to control 
in reverse.

G lo s s a r y *
flaw – defect
liner – a large ship designed for carrying 

people which has accommodation and 
entertainment on board

rudder – a flat piece of wood or metal 
under the ship that helps to change 
direction (lodní kormidlo)

L a n g u a g e  p o i n t •
Plate usually refers to a flat piece of 
metal, for example cars have plates at 
the back for identification. Here they 
refer to thin parts of metal that were 
joined together to cover the hull of 
the ship. 

ta s k
Try to match following words and phrases (they are in bold in the text) 
with their correct translations according to the context.

1 in its time… state-of-the-art
2 startling 
3 hull
4 may have kept the ship afloat
5 side
6 in total
7 structural
8 rivet
9 pin

10 head

A) konstrukční
B) celkem
C) hlavička
D) na svoji dobu nejmodernější
E) čep/kolík
F) překvapivý
G) mohly udržet loď na hladině
H) bok
I) nýt
J) trup (lodi)

Solution: 1D, 2F, 3J, 4G, 5H, 6B, 7A, 8I, 9E, 10C

t e C h n o lo g y

www.youtube.com/watch?v=xkcfoTfH6tg

