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The Moral of This Story is to Wear a Life Preserver: The Broadside Origins and Summer

Camp Legacy of “The Titanic”

Courtney Greer, August 2022

From when I was ten years old until I was in college, I spent my summers at a summer

camp in Richmond, New Hampshire, first as a camper and later as a cabin leader, kitchen

crewmember, and one-time performing arts program head. Camp Takodah, a YMCA camp in the

middle of nowhere that hosted campers for two- or four- week residential sessions throughout the

summer, is a place not unlike the Bread Loaf School of English in landscape and camaraderie. In

every aspect, the camp strives to teach the four core values of honesty, caring, respect, and

responsibility. One of the ways the camp teaches responsibility is by requiring cabin groups to

clean up their own tables at the end of meals: passing your plates to the cabin leaders, who would

scrape all the leftover food into pebbled bowls, collect the utensils and cups, and eventually pass

around a rag to wipe down the table. In order to make this period of cleanup more enjoyable, we

would sing songs -- most of an upbeat tempo, from a variety of sources and genres, often with

accompanying gestures and dances, and always learned by hearing and by heart.

One of the first longer songs I remember learning by heart was a song called “The

Titanic”, a song about the sinking of the Titanic featuring a catchy tune, lots of clapping and

gesturing along to the lyrics, and a cheerful yet scolding tone. The song1 begins with the building

of the ship and the hubris of the shipbuilders (Oh they built the ship Titanic,/ To sail the ocean

blue/ And they thought they had a ship/ That the water wouldn’t go through…), mentions the

socio-economic hierarchy of the passengers that affected the fatality demographics (And the rich

refused to associate with the poor/ So they sent them down below/ Where they were the first to

1 Lyrics to the version I learned are provided in their entirety on pages 9 and 10



Greer 2

go), refers to the apocryphal story of the song the band was playing as they went down with the

ship (And the band started playing “Nearer my God to Thee”), and ends with a warning (Always

wear a life-preserver/ When you go out to sea). When I was on the staff, we would occasionally

discuss the morbid nature of the song in passing, but never thought it was a big issue. As current

Camp Takodah Director Sarah Cunningham Castro told me, “I do think it’s rather funny that we

sing about children drowning… [but] I just know for my 20 years at camp no matter who is there

that song is a fan favorite amongst campers” (Castro, interview).

The history of “The Titanic” dates back nearly to the sinking of the Titanic herself, with

songs about the disaster being heard and sold in public places as early as a week after the

sinking. The earliest songs about the sinking of the Titanic were primarily heard by song

collectors within southern African American communities. In his chapter on “The Great Titanic”

in American Negro Folk-Songs, Newman White refers to early versions of the ballad heard in

Alabama, Tennessee, and North Carolina between 1915 and 1916. The earliest recorded

broadside of the event can be found in the Frank C. Brown Collection of North Carolina

Folklore2 (Version A); it makes reference to the ship striking the iceberg between 2 and 3 AM;

the ship’s band playing “Nearer My God to Thee” as the ship sank; and men, women, and

children fleeing the ship. However, the broadside is dated from the day before the Titanic sank.

Curiously, this is not commented on in the Collection, but it casts doubt on the integrity of that

particular broadside printing. Two other broadsides (Versions B and C) are included in the

Brown Collection, one printed in 1920 (B) and the other undated (C). Both broadsides tell the

story of the sinking in a narrative fashion from the ship’s departure from London (it actually

departed from Southampton) through to the sinking of the ship, and the choruses of the

2 A copy of the relevant pages from North Carolina Folklore, acquired from archive.org, can be found in the
supplemental PDF.
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broadsides are very similar: “it was sad” that the ship sunk, and referring to the “husbands”,

“children”, and “women” on board. The overall focus differs slightly -- W.O. Smith’s version

“Destruction of the Titanic” (B) spends several stanzas describing the separation of families and

the enforcement of prioritizing women and children on the lifeboats; Version C, with the same

title, adds a verse about the wealthy passengers being unable to buy their safety off the ship:

“Money could not pay their way.”

While most early songs about the sinking of the Titanic were about the spectacle and

grand tragedy of it all, some provided social commentary. Hudley “Leadbelly” Ledbetter's "Fare

Thee Well, Titanic" tells an apocryphal story of black heavyweight champion boxer Jack

Johnson being refused passage on the ship, and expresses some degree of schadenfreude about

the tragedy ( Black man oughta shout for joy,/ Never lost a girl or either a boy./ Cryin’, “Fare

thee, Titanic, fare thee well”). White describes “The Titanic” as a ballad “[belonging] to a class

of songs… composed by and for a professional singer rather than by and for a group”, which

might suggest a careful approach was taken crafting the song (White 347). While early versions

of “The Titanic” focus on telling the story and communicating the tragedy of the casualties, later

ones pick up an aspect of class consciousness.

It is well-documented that lower-class passengers on board the ship were consigned to

close, uncomfortable, unclean quarters, and made up a large percentage of the death toll because

their cabins were on the lower decks -- they had a longer journey to the top deck, and many of

them were trapped when their floors were closed off to try to stop or slow the flooding after the

Titanic struck the iceberg. Recall that Version C in Brown’s Collection contains a line about the

wealthier passengers going down with the ship -- a misleading detail, because while only 33% of
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men in first class survived, the first class passengers had the largest percentages saved among

men, women, and children, compared to the second and third class passengers.

However! It seems that this line, in the next recorded version of the ballad (Version D in

Brown’s Collection) was expanded into an entire verse about the socioeconomic divides on

board the ship. The third verse of this version, which was written down in North Carolina in

1920 by Miss Fanny Grogan, is as follows:

When the ship left England a making for the shore,
The rich had declared that they would not ride with the Poor;
So they put the poor below so they would be the first to go.
It was sad when that great ship went down.

The sentiments of this verse, if not most of the wording, remained in all later versions of the

ballad, including a transcription of a version sung at Trinity College in 1920 (version H in

Brown’s Collection), an “improvised” version heard in Mississippi in 1926 (recorded in White’s

book), and most professionally recorded versions from Ernest Stoneman’s in 1924 to Pete

Seeger’s in 1959. It continues in versions sung at summer camps to this day.

One of the earliest recordings, if not the earliest recording, of this ballad was done by

Ernest Stoneman in 1924 or 1925. This version, which primarily uses Version D from Brown’s

Collection, became an enormous hit and was the first country song to sell over a million copies.

Stoneman switched verses 4 and 6, so that a verse with a reference to St. Paul occurs in the

middle of the song, rather than the end. Instead, Stoneman’s version ends with the people on

board singing “Nearer My God to Thee” (another apocryphal and also unlikely story from the

tragedy), which then transitions into Stoneman slowing the tempo and repeating “Nearer My

God to Thee” in the original tune, before ending the song with a final mournful “It was sad when

that great ship went down”. In his speech/essay “The Sinking of The "Titanic" and the
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Floundering of American Folksong Scholarship”, Norm Cohen corrects Stoneman’s claims of

song authorship:

Stoneman’s song, which he claimed to have written in 1914 after reading newspaper
accounts, was one of many to note that the rich would not mingle with the poor…It also
dwells on the ship builders’ assurances that they were making a ship that “no water could
ever go through.”... He may have been the first to sing the ballad to the tune of the 19th
century pop song, “Watermelon Smilin’ On the Vine. (Cohen 4)

Having already examined several versions of the ballad older than Stoneman’s recording (and at

least contemporary to his claim), we know that initial claim is false. What is interesting, though,

is that Stoneman’s version (and Brown’s Version D) are some of the first to make reference to the

hubris of the shipbuilders who, in the song, claim they have “[built] a ship that water would not

go through”, prompting God to put out his hand and “[show] the world it cannot stand”. The

moral about pride takes on two dimensions: one about the cruelty of the rich, and one about

overestimating your own power and ability. The tune Stoneman used did become standard for

most, if not all, future recordings.

In 1927, William and Versey Smith, a husband and wife duo reputed to street singers

from Texas (or North Carolina, as Brown’s Version B is attributed to a W.O. Smith in Durham),

recorded a very similar version in Chicago, albeit with a much simpler repeated tune. Many of

the same details are mentioned -- when the ship struck the iceberg, the rich passengers refusing

to go near the poor passengers, 1600 casualties, the hubris of the ship builders -- but the details

are not presented sequentially, and the overall melody of the song is much more upbeat; one

wonders if the Smiths’ recording was even influenced by Stoneman’s. In “The Last Scene of the

‘Titanic’”, Peter Stanfield describes the Smiths’ recording as an “apparently artless performance

(suggestive of street singers attempting to attract a crowd on market day, with rhythm

emphasized at the expense of melody)” (“The Last Scene” 4). Though Stanfield and others may
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find the lyric/melody dissonance distasteful, the concept of tying an upbeat melody to mournful

lyrics has a long history in ballad singing -- and it’s a motif that continues in summer camp

performance of the song.

In the 1930s, the ballad still had a strong presence in rural communities in the south.

Texas folklorist John A. Lomax, making sound recordings in rural Kentucky in the 1930s and

40s for the Archive of American Folk Song at the Library of Congress along with assorted

family members, recorded two versions of the ballad in “the field” in 1937, both of which use

verses and lines from Brown’s Version D (and by extension Stoneman’s version, although it’s

unclear whether these singers would’ve picked up the song aurally and memorized it or bought

the record). The first was recorded on June 28th of that year in Ashland, Kentucky, at the home

of a woman named Jean Thomas. It features two men named Walter Caldwell and James

Williams, one man singing in a slightly mournful tone and one playing guitar. Caldwell and

Williams’ performance includes the chorus of Version D, as well as Verses 1 and 5, and parts of

Verse 6. The second recording was recorded on September 23rd of that year and featured

unaccompanied singing by a young woman named Arlie Baker, recorded at Pine Mountain

Settlement School in Pine Mountain -- about 150 miles away. Baker’s version, which is less than

a minute, includes almost the exact wording of Verse 1 of Brown’s Version D, a chorus that starts

on the second line of Version D’s chorus, and most of Verse 2. Ballad scholarship suggests that

ballads change for one of two reasons: either the songs are expanded over time (and debatably

worsened), or whittled down to more concise, polished versions of themselves. It would seem

that at this point in the ballad’s life cycle, the first verse and the chorus cemented themselves in

the song, but the rest of the verses’ fates depended on the individual singer’s preferences and

memory.
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Frank C. Brown’s Collection, held at Duke University, includes two other field

recordings, both of which are referenced in the book of North Carolina Ballads. Both are

abbreviations of Version D, but what is notable about Nancy Lineberger’s performance (recorded

in Shelby, North Carolina, in 1940), is that she sings the repetitions in the chorus differently. In

Version D and in Stoneman’s recording, the first line of the chorus -- “Oh it was sad when that

great ship went down” -- is repeated in its entirety at the beginning of the chorus. Lineberger

instead begins the chorus with “It was sad, Lord, yes”, repeating this once before singing “It was

sad when the great ship went down” and then proceeding with the rest of the chorus. This change

makes it possible for the first two lines of the chorus to become a call-and-response, if so desired

(as is the case in later summer camp versions).

The ballad returned to the mainstream in the next decade, when folk singer Woody

Guthrie recorded his own adaptation for Volume 1 of the Asch Recordings. It is most likely that

Guthrie came across the song through his interactions and creative partnership with Alan Lomax,

the son of John Lomax, who continued his father’s work after Congress declined to renew

funding for the project. Guthrie’s version, called “It Was Sad When the Great Ship Went Down”,

uses only the first line of the chorus -- “It was sad when that great ship went down”, repeating it

for almost the entire song. The song also appeared on the reissue of American Folksay Ballads

and Dances - Vol. 1 in 1954.

Another famous folk artist who had a hand in popularizing “The Titanic” ballad, and who

also had connections to Alan Lomax, was Pete Seeger, who worked with Lomax on the Library

of Congress’ Archive of Folk Song, and undoubtedly encountered the ballad there. He included

his version of the song, called “The Titanic Disaster”, on an album called American Ballads in

1957. Seeger’s version, using the now-familiar tune, combines Nancy Lineberger’s version of the
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chorus with the lyrics of Brown’s Version D; however, the verses are almost completely shuffled

-- Verse 1 to Verse 3 to Verse 2 to Verse 5 to Verse 6 to Verse 4. The storyline of the ballad, in

this format, now features a sort of reflection and regret; the singer describes the immediate panic

of the passengers, then the divide between the rich and the poor passengers, and then the hubris

of the shipbuilders, seeming to trace the doom of the ship backwards. Ending the song with Verse

4 makes it more poignant, as the singer refers to the “Nearer My God to Thee” apocryphal story,

and then describes the two fates of the passengers and crew: “Some were homeward bound,

sixteen hundred had to drown”.

Pete Seeger is the linchpin between the world of folk revival and the world of summer

camp songs. Blacklisted in the 1950s after he testified to the House Committee on Un-American

Activities, Seeger’s performance venue options were restricted. One type of venue he could

perform at was the college campus -- a place for young adults who were “the prime candidates

for jobs as counselors at summer camps” (“Beyond the Embers” 40). Former directors of Camp

Killooleet in Vermont, Anthony Seeger and Kate Seeger (Pete Seeger was Anthony’s uncle),

describe Seeger’s influence on the camp counselor crowd -- not only his songs, but his

“singalong style” and his founding of Sing Out! Magazine, which printed many camp songs

during the 1950s and 60s. In addition to these contributions, he visited and performed at camps

and schools, and put out childrens’ albums. To say he has been integral to the singing culture of

American summer camps is an understatement.

In the summer of 1958, at Camp Killooleet, a staff member (and a “classic summer camp

song leader”, according to the Seegers) named Ed Badeaux recorded an album of camp songs for

the same record label that has put out many of Pete Seeger’s albums -- Folkways. Badeaux’s
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album, called Songs of Camp, featured staff members and campers singing camp songs together

-- one of which was “The Ship Titanic”. In the notes for the album, Badeaux wrote:

The songs of camp are actually not too much different from the songs of any other type of
environment.... Certain popular songs join certain folk and just plain camp songs to form
our repertoire.... [The] variety of songs which children respond to is much wider than the
average person would think. There are the usual children's songs which you normally
think of when you think of camp songs. Some are cute, some silly, a few inane, but each
seems to fill some sort of unconscious need for the child. In addition there are many
beautiful and moving songs which can come to mean more to the children than the other
kind. (quoted in “Beyond the Embers” 40-41)

Badeaux’s version sounds like an early form of the version I learned in the early 2000s. The song

has a long history at Camp Takodah -- the furthest back any alumni could recall singing the song

was 1959 (Pierson, Facebook comment). The verses progress with the same parts of the story,

and the choruses feature the two-part call-and-response harmony. The only significant difference

is the addition of the warning about life preservers in Camp Takodah’s version -- every other

difference is an issue of phrasing. Badeaux’s version has removed the verse about St. Paul and

the reference to the number of casualties; in some versions at Takodah, the reference to the

Lord’s hand in Verse 1 has been replaced with non-rhyming lines about the iceberg. In the years I

attended Takodah, songs tended to replace Christian references with secular lines in order to be

more inclusive, and I suspect this was the reason behind this change.

“Songs of Camp” Camp Takodah’s Centennial Songbook

Oh they built the ship Titanic, and they said when they
were through
That they had a ship
That the water wouldn’t go though
But the Lord’s almighty hand put up his hand
Said the ship would never stand

CHORUS:
It was sad when the great ship went down

Oh they built the ship Titanic, to sail the ocean blue
And they thought they had a ship
That the water wouldn’t go though
But the Lord put up his hand/ It was on a rainy morning
Said; the ship would never land/ When the iceberg hit the
ship

CHORUS:
It was sad when the great ship went down
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It was sad (It was sad)
It was sad (It was sad)
It was sad when the great ship went down
To the bottom of the sea (last note sung over the next line)
Husbands and wives little children lost their lives
It was sad when the great ship went down

Oh they sailed from Engle-land and they were not far
from shore
When the rich refused to associate with the poor
So they sent them down below, and they were the first to
go

Oh they swung the lifeboats out, on the deep and raging
sea
And the band struck up with "Nearer my God to thee"
Little children wept and cried as the waves swept over the
side

Oh Lordy it was sad (How sad?)
Mighty sad (Too bad!)
It was sad when the great ship went down
To the bottom of the sea (last note sung over the next
line)
Husbands and wives little children lost their lives
It was sad when the great ship went down

They were on the English shore, when the rain began to
pour
And the rich refused to associate with the poor
So they sent them down below, where they were the first
to go

So they sent the lifeboats out, on the dark and stormy sea
And the band started playing "Nearer my God to thee"
All the fishies swam around, and the children they
drowned

Oh the moral of this story, as you can plainly see
Is to wear a life preserver, when you go out to see
The Titanic never made it across the ocean blue

Many blogs of former summer camp attendees, as well as the MudCat forums, are full of posts

seeking memories of this song. Does anyone remember singing this? Yes, but we sang it this

way… Some versions sing about the captain jumping overboard; some about the captain trying

and failing to wire for help. Some make reference to Lady Astor, a socialite who survived the

sinking (her husband did not); some make reference to a fictional second ship that also sinks.

Most sing about husbands, wives, and little children in the chorus; some sing about uncles, aunts,

and little children losing their parents. In “The Magic of the Boy Scout Campfire”, Jay Mechling

describes how the chorus was parodied, and eventually adopted in its parodied form:

One line in the chorus goes: "Husbands and wives, itty bitty children lost their lives." But
at one campfire sometime in the troop's past, some boy instantly parodied the song by
singing: "Uncles and aunts, itty bitty children wet their pants." Slowly other Scouts
would sing the parody version until, now, this version is the troop's official last chorus.
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One of my college-age informants nicely summarized the emergent quality and other folk
genre at Boy Scout camp. "We have lots of customs and traditions," he said, "but the
greatest custom and tradition of all is the custom and tradition of new customs and
traditions.’ (“Magic of the Boy Scout Campfire” 47)

This tendency to parody can be seen mostly in different versions of the chorus, although many of

the verses about a second ship sinking or the captain jumping overboard trend on the sillier side.

One former Takodian (she attended in the late 80s) told me that she argues with her children

(current campers) about the correct words in the chorus: she sings “Mighty sad (too bad)” and

they claim it’s “Mighty sad (what a bummer)”; I remember both versions being sung in the early

2000s (Abell, Facebook comment). Most versions end with some sort of moral: wear a life

preserver; we are equal in the eyes of the Lord, so treat your fellow humans well or don’t be

vain; don’t go where you don’t belong; don’t trust sailors because they will break your heart.

“The Titanic” is always sung at an upbeat tempo, sometimes with enthusiastic clapping along.

While “The Titanic” remains a national summer camp staple -- sung at bible camps,

secular residential camps, scout camps, etc. -- it has not been without minor controversy. The

Seegers note that the song is sometimes banned at camps due to lighthearted treatment of serious

subject matter:

Many camps and schools avoid songs with serious content or themes and will not use a
song in which someone died… Looking at the history of songs in the English language,
many of the most powerful have dealt with tragic death, and the most diverse kinds of
popular music do so today. From our perspective, there is probably no quicker way to
make music for children irrelevant than to remove life's serious aspects from musical
treatment. (“Beyond the Embers” 53)

It is somewhat foolish to think that children have not been exposed to serious themes, including

and not limited to death, in their lives outside of summer camp. While it is admirable to attempt

to create a world at camp where the dangers of the outside world do not exist, it is ultimately not

doing the children any favors. One Takodah alumnus recalls being “asked not to sing the Titanic
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song when the Elwells (the first directors of Camp Takodah) were at camp because they'd known

someone lost in the disaster” in the late 1970s or early 1980s, but several others recalled singing

it in the 1960s and early 1970s when the Elwells were at camp: “Never heard anything about the

Elwells not liking it” (Forry, Abar, Taylor, Facebook comment). Another alumna, looking up the

lyrics, said she’d never really thought about it as a camper, but as an adult she was “slightly

horrified that we sang this!” (Morgan, Facebook comment). This makes me wonder if there were

some cabin leaders in the late 70s/early 80s who wanted a break from singing the song and came

up with a story to discourage campers from singing it; I would guess the song gets sung at least

every other day, if not more frequently. While I have no experience with “The Titanic” being

banned while I attended and worked at Camp Takodah, I do recall a song called “Airborne

Ranger” being discouraged from being sung in the early 2000s -- during the early years of the

wars in the Middle East -- because it involves lines about dying in combat and being shipped

home in a box. Another alumna, who is now a military spouse, says that song has a much

different meaning for her now (Crossman, Facebook comment).

Why has this song found a second life in the summer camp community, and should we

still be singing it if it deals with death in such a seemingly flippant way? When storyteller,

singer, and author Bill Harley was considering whether or not to put a recording of “The Titanic”

on his next children’s album in 2010, he posed the following thoughts on his blog:

…But is this family fare? It would be (and was) for my family. But a lot of families
probably don’t want death and destruction on a family album, and I understand that…
Who wants to explain it all to a four year old? Especially when you’re tired at bedtime.
(Harley)

The response from parents was unanimously in support of including the song -- one parent

pointed out that “death and destruction and tragedy are easier pills to swallow when set to music”

(“Maria”, “The Titanic Quandary” comment) -- but Harley ultimately decided to leave it off the
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record. Perhaps Harley was unaware that death and disaster have a long, popular history as

ballad topics (and also -- note that one of the Lomax Kentucky recordings was sung by an

adolescent). Serving as verbal tabloids in times when literacy rates were much lower, ballads

were, as Una McIlvenna explains,

…the most accessible medium in the early modern period, cutting across all divisions of
class, education, gender, age and location. They were also potentially the most emotively
powerful medium: as well as the writer’s choice of sensational language and affecting
music, the ballad’s emotional potency could be heightened by the performance of
whoever chose to sing it. (“Ballads of Death and Disaster” 276)

This latter function, Revell Carr notes in “‘We Never Will Forget’: Disaster in American

Folksong from the Nineteenth Century to September 11, 2001”, helps “the local community heal

and reestablish its regular patterns of life.” The songs serve as immortal living documents,

reminding us what happened and how people were moved by these events. And though the

performance of the song may be more raucous than is sometimes appropriate, by keeping the

song alive, we keep the tragedy of the sinking in our collective consciousness. “The Titanic” is

usually one of the first longer songs campers manage to memorize at Camp Takodah, probably

aided by the logical narrative sequencing, which brings a sense of community inclusion and

accomplishment; the song only works if everyone is singing along. By continuing to sing about

“the great ship” that “went down”, even after we are no longer campers, we continue to

remember the dangers of human folly and cruelty, we continue to remember to wear our life

preservers, and we continue to remember each other.
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Song Recordings (organized in order of contribution to the development of the ballad)

William & Versey Smith - When That Great Ship Went Down

Uncle Dave Macon - Watermelon Smilin' on the Vine

Ernest Stoneman - Ernest V. Stoneman-The Titanic 1924

Arlie Baker - 1937 - https://lomaxky.omeka.net/items/show/546

Walter Caldwell and James Williams - 1937 - https://lomaxky.omeka.net/items/show/120

Jamie Church - 1939 - https://repository.duke.edu/dc/brownfrankclyde/RL00160-PD-0022_02_03

Nancy Lineberger - 1940 - https://repository.duke.edu/dc/brownfrankclyde/RL00160-PD-0035_01_01

Woody Guthrie - When That Great Ship Went Down from The Asch Recordings, Vol. 1

Pete Seeger - The Titanic (When That Great Ship Went Down) from American Ballads

Ed Badeaux - "The Ship Titanic" from Songs of Camp
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