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At the sign of the Mark Buoy

The business mind has a natural aversion to sentiment, but we think there will be few who will begrudge the Eastern Associated Telegraph Companies the indulgence in a “Night Out,” on the occasion of their fiftieth birthday.  Apart from the natural pride which such an auspicious anniversary must evoke in those whose welfare and interests are bound up in the Companies, it would have been ungenerous to neglect the opportunity of paying tribute to the man whose genius conceived and gave birth to the great organisation.

The story of John Pender’s inexhaustible tenacity and courage, and his enduring faith, in the face of recurring adversity, is an inspiration to all: and it is typical of the finest British instincts.  He was little more than twenty one when he set forth, with a mythical bundle on his shoulder, to seek a wider field for his activities than was afforded in his native Dunbartonshire.  For a while he dwelt, and prospered in Glasgow as a merchant in textile fabrics, and in course of time, he migrated to Manchester.  In the salubrious commercial atmosphere of Lancashire he acquired a wide knowledge and experience of trade in various parts of the globe – India, China, Australia and elsewhere: and at the age of forty, had won his way to the front rank of export merchants, and he was then, we imagine, on the look out for new worlds to conquer.
It was about this time that his fairy godmother, in the shape of Cyrus Field, an American merchant, came on the scene for the purpose of enlisting English support for a projected submarine cable between Newfoundland and Ireland, adequate for the purpose not forthcoming in America. The significance of long distance submarine cables to the future welfare of British trade at once impressed itself upon  John Pender’s shrewd mind, and he was one of the 345 business men who contributed £1000 each in response to Mr Field’s appeal.  The outcome was the formation of the Atlantic Telegraph Company, of which Mr Pender became a Director: and under its auspices attempts were made to span the Atlantic in 1857, and in the early summer of 1858 – both ventures ended in failure.  A later expedition, however, in the latter year, was successful, and Ireland and Newfoundland were brought in direct communication.  The achievement excited universal interest, and in the United States was regarded as a great national triumph.  As soon as the news reached New York all business was suspended, prayers of thanksgiving were offered up, and the city bedecked with flags.  Subsequently, messages of congratulation were exchanged, over the new cable, between Queen Victoria and the President of the United States; and the celebration continued off and on for about a month, culminating in a grand ovation to Cyrus Field and Officers of the expedition.  Meanwhile, the cable itself had been manifesting very little vitality – in fact it never functioned satisfactorily since it was laid down: and as it would seem with malice aforethought, on the very day of the fete to the national hero it gave a final gasp – and since then has rested in silence on the sea bed.
This tragic denouement provoked an intense revulsion of public feeling, and during the ensuing five years, in spite of Mr Field’s activities, no appreciable amount was subscribed to replenish the empty coffers of the Atlantic Company.  But, in 1864 he got busy again, and arrived in this country with 370,000, which he had contrived to raise in America: and this was supplemented by liberal contributions from Lord Brassey, John Pender and other interested parties on this side. The telegraph Construction Company, which was established about this date with Mr. Pender as Chairman, contracted for the manufacture of a new cable: and, it agreed to accept stock in the re-organised Atlantic Company for a very substantial proportion of its outlay.   July of the following year (1685) the Great Eastern, with Captain James Anderson in command, set out on the great quest, but once again the fates were unkind, and twelve hundred miles of her precious cargo were abandoned at sea.  This disaster sealed the doom of the American Atlantic Company: it was on the rocks again, and its chequered but not inglorious career was ended.  The Telegraph Construction Company was also feeling a chilly breeze, as its Atlantic Telegraph Stock was down to zero.  For upwards of ten years Cyrus Field had been struggling hard to give his country the lead in long distance cable enterprise, but his valiant efforts received comparatively little encourage-ment in the United States, and the expeditions planned by him were only made feasible by the financial and technical aid which was forthcoming in England.  The control of the enterprise now passed into British hands, with John Pender as pilot.  He had been pulling his weight from the outset, and had been in no wise dismayed by the frowns of fortune: setbacks only served to stimulate the energies the more.
In the meantime the outside of the public remained sceptical, and was not taking a hand in this business; the idea of depositing money in Davey Jones’s Locker in the hope that it might return after many days did not appeal even to the sporting instincts of  the man in the street.  In those early days the mysteries of the deep were more or less a sealed book, and there was no means of telling what the old man of the sea might do about it when you took the liberty of lowering a cable into his domains.
Prior to 1865 expedition no one had visualized the possibility of raising a cable two and a half miles from the bed of the ocean after it had been laid down, but the experience gained on this last occasion proved that, with sufficiently strong ropes and grappling hooks, this would be practical.

In March 1866, the Anglo-American Telegraph Company was formed, Lord Brassey subscribing £60,000, Sir Daniel Gooch £200,000 and John Pender and others £10,000 apiece, ample funds being provided for the manufacture and laying of a new cable.  But, the venomous blight seemed to pervade the trail of Atlantic telegraphy, for when all the omens were propitious, a new menace arose, and threatened the enterprise with irretrievable disaster.  The Gutta Percha Company, whose co-operation was essential and had been relied upon, intimated that it could not see its way to participate, as it felt that it would be sacrificing its usual lucrative business for a venture, the outcome of which, in the light of previous experiences, was dubious, and the failure of which would ruin the Company’s own undertaking.  It was at this critical moment that John Pender’s indomitable faith and courage were manifested in a superlative degree.  In order to ensure the aid of the Gutta Percha Company he spontaneously offered his personal guarantee that, in the event of expenditure failing, he would indemnify the Company for any losses that might accrue, to the limit of a quarter of a million – in other words, he staked a large fortune on the success of the coming venture.  This splendid impulse stands out as the most arresting landmark in his wonderful career, and it affords positive evidence of his unselfish motives.  A reference to official archives, however, would show that, when in later years he strove to induce in successive Governments a realisation of the importance of fostering All-British cables, he was actuated by the same public spirit.

The perplexities of the Gutta Percha Company having been dissipated, the manufacture of the cable was proceeded with and on 30th June, 1866, after having been thoroughly overhauled and equipped with chains and ropes of formidable strength, the Great Eastern, with Captain Anderson in command again, sailed away from the Medway, heavily ladened with cable: and on 27th July, her massive hull hove into view at Heart’s Content, Newfoundland, “ a great work, a glory tour age and nation,” as The Times described it at the time having been accomplished.

The world in general had been disillusioned to such an extent by previous failures, and had cherished so little faith in the success of the present attempt, that the news of the old and the new worlds being in direct telegraphic communication, over a stretch of 1852 nautical miles, came as a great surprise, and excited wonder and admiration.  Hitherto, no cable exceeding 100 miles had functioned efficiently.  After a short interval, the Great Eastern, relieved of the bulk of her cargo, and a still greater weight having been lifted from the minds of those on board, the expedition sallied forth in high spirits to tackle the cable that had been abandoned the previous year: and, early in September, the good ship turned up again at Heart’s Content with the duplicate connection in tow.
The double triumph naturally gave tremendous impetus to cable enterprise, and during the ensuing years lines were laid down in all directions, largely on the initiative of Mr. Pender; and it was in 1872, that he secured control of the various Companies operating between this country and India, and amalgamated then into the Eastern Telegraph Company.  In the following year the Eastern Telegraph Company was formed to absorb the cables running into India, to China and Australia: and, as time went on, the South African, Western, and other lusty infants joined the family circle.
Mr .Pender’s achievements in the foiled of submarine telegraphy were officially recognised in January 1888, when he was officially knighted by Queen Victoria: but he was not content to rest on his laurels, and amid the placid surroundings of his home in Foot’s Gray in the “garden of England,” he continued, until his death in 1896, to evolve new schemes and developments for stabilizing and solidifying the great organisation he had brought into being.  It was a proud heritage that he handed down to those who came after him, under the flux of time has not dimmed its lustre.  Under the directing influence of the Marquis of Tweedale, Sir John Wolfe-Barry, and the present chairman, Sir John Denison –Pender – the British network of submarine cables was an asset of vital import to the Allies, and the Companies emerged from the ordeal with abated strength.
This in brief is the story of the old Cable veteran, and we think his fine record of achievement will make an inspiring appeal to Cablemen at the present time.
