
USS Chester
speeding to the site
of the Titanic
disaster.
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Two very interesting US Navy ships played a part
in history’s most famous shipping disaster — the
loss of the Titanic. Those ships were two of

America’s first scout cruisers — the USS Salem (S-3)
and the USS Chester (S-1). The “S” stood for Scout
but, shortly after the end of World War One, the
designation was changed to CL. The first scout

The USS Salem displaying the scout cruiser’s attractive
lines. Although modern in many respects, the old-
fashioned “ram“ bow was still used.

Because of their speed and radio capabilities, the scout
cruisers were immediately called in to aid the Titanic disaster.

RMS Carpathia was the first ship to arrive on the site of the
Titanic’s sinking. Radio transmissions were botched between the
scout cruisers and the liner.

to broadcast CQD, CQD (come quick, distress),
and SOS, SOS along with the ship’s position.
Ironically, this was the first time that SOS was
used as an emergency call from a ship at sea.

Many ships picked up the call, and the
Cunard liner Carpathia arrived first on the
scene. She arrived just hours after the ship sank
and rescued just over 700 survivors who had
escaped in the ship’s inadequate 20 lifeboats.
Another 1500 souls perished including many
wealthy and influential Americans. One was
Maj. Archibald Butt, military advisor and first
friend to President Howard Taft who was
literally beside himself to learn any news of his

The US Navy’s
Chester-class scout

cruisers blazed a
brief path of glory

before being
bypassed by
technology
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cruisers were to be redesignated USS Chester (CL-1),
USS Birmingham (CL-2), and, of course, the USS
Salem (CL-3). These ships were not only America’s
first scout cruisers, but also the precursors of the
Navy’s light cruiser class and in many ways served as
the example for destroyers built during World War I
and thereafter.

The relationship of the Salem and the Chester to
the loss of the Titanic was brief and ended on a
disagreeable note. The great liner sank at 2:20 am
on 15 April 1912, some 500-mi from the Nova
Scotia coast. Until power was lost just minutes
before the ship foundered, Marconi wireless
operators Jack Phillips and Harold Bride continued


