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Summary – This paper considers how solutions created during crisis by bricolage can permeate the popular narrative to become traditions, using the example of ‘women and children first’ established in 1852 during the sinking of HMS Birkenhead off the coast of South Africa. The theoretical implications include bricolaged solutions lasting over many years between and across situations. 




Abstract
Crisis management literature has tended to categorise responses to events as either planned or bricolaged. This link is clear with many examples of both forms of response, and many post-crisis investigations into whether plans were followed in response and recovery. This work explores a third influence on crisis – the role of tradition. The sinking of HMS Birkenhead is presented as the first known incidence of ‘women and children first’ – the practice where the lives of women and children is prioritised in allocating spaces on lifeboats. Once established in this incident we argue that the practice becomes a tradition. Crisis traditions are defined here as events distributed in space and time which are practiced in the face of infrequent circumstances, with little to no participant experience between events. These traditional responses are often not inscribed in the way that plans, protocols or policy might be, though they are communicated through media and popular narrative. Maritime disasters are used as examples of the role of tradition in the formation of subsequent crisis responses. The article suggests that traditions might have more of a role in the response than has hitherto been considered. 

Summary of HMS Birkenhead’s Final Voyage
The HMS Birkenhead was a British naval steam troop ship built in 1845. In January 1852, it departed Portsmouth, England for South Africa under the command of Captain Robert Salmond. It carried several hundred new recruits to reinforce nine army regiments, some officers and families (including 31 children, 25 women), and crew, totalling 693 people onboard. Lieutenant-Colonel Setton was the most senior Army officer present.

The Birkenhead arrived at Simon’s Town near Cape Town on February 23, 1852 to transfer some troops and passengers (where many of the women and children disembarked) and head to Algoa Bay. 638 people remained onboard. On February 25, it set sail for Algoa Bay in the early morning hours with many soldiers still asleep in hammocks below deck. Sailing conditions were clear and calm.

In the early hours of February 26, around 2am, the Birkenhead approached Danger Point near Gansbaai, east of Cape Town. The ship suddenly struck an uncharted rock jutting out from the point. The collision severely damaged the forward hull, causing the lower troop berths to immediately flood. 

Seeing that the ship was being beaten against the rocks, Captain Salmond tried to reverse the damaged Birkenhead, but as the ship separated from the rock it struck again and started taking on more water. Attempts were made to patch the hole and pump water, but the influx was too great. As the ship flooded, Salmond ordered the preparation of lifeboats and provisions.

Of the ship’s eight boats most – including the largest - were found to be unserviceable due to poor maintenance. The remaining three boats comprised of two cutters with a typical capacity of around thirty and one small gig, with a typical capacity of just seven. Colonel Setton commanded the soldiers to assemble on deck in orderly lines to raise the bow of the ship. As the remaining boats were deployed allow women and children to board the boats first. 

It was 15 minutes from striking the rock to the bow breaking off, another 5 minutes later the hull split in two. As the ship slipped under the waves, Captain Samond called every man for himself, Setton recognised the danger of flooding the lifeboats and shouted to the soldiers to "stand fast!" and maintain discipline even as the ship broke up. Many were drowned or taken by sharks while attempting to swim to shore over a mile away, Including Captain Salmond and Lt-Col. Setton. Some made the swim, others clung to the rock and wreckage to be saved by other vessels the following day. Only 193 survived the sinking, this included all the women and children onboard at the time of the wreck who set off in the first cutter.

Bricolage and Establishment of Traditions
Weick (1993) explains the significance of bricolage in creating a solution where preexisting solutions are not suitable. His analysis of prior accounts (Mclean, 1992) of smokejumpers during the summer of 1949 shows how existing sensemaking breaks down and is reconstructed through bricolage. A crisis is inherently uncertain as meaning becomes lost, paths of action are not clear. Weick (1993, p.633) defines this as a cosmology episode, where “people suddenly and deeply feel that the universe is no longer a rational, orderly system.” Sensemaking which has hitherto guided activity collapses. The stable situation for the crew and passengers on the Birkenhead collapses when the ship hits the rock, the standard solutions are rendered ineffective through the loss of the ship’s boats. As in Weick’s (1993, p.640) account of the Mann Gulch disaster where “one organizational order collapses, a substitute might be invented immediately”; an alternative solution is bricolaged by key actors – Lt-Col. Setton who prioritises the safety of the women and children on board. This is shared through the organization of the soldiers on board. 
In the years following the story of the Birkenhead was cemented as an example of good order during a crisis – specifically the crisis of a sinking ship. The story was reported in all major papers of the time, inspired several significant poems (Doyle, 1862; Kippling, 1896) and paintings (Dixon, 1852; Hemy, 1892) and was held as “behaviour which appears to have been up to the finest traditions of the British Army” (Roupell in Bevan, 1989, XIII). The legend of the Birkenhead lead to widespread knowledge of the practice of women and children first; a principle which organized the crisis onboard during this particular event. During subsequent similar events the same organizing practice – known from the Birkenhead story and other subsequent reenactments – is again reenacted. Table 1 sets out other significant instances where the practice of ‘women and children first’ was reenacted to order the situation of a different sinking ship. Significantly, this was often many years apart, with the tradition never being formalised, only shared through cultural narratives and art work. 
Table 1: Selected Known Instances of ‘Women and Children First’
	Year
	Incident
	Location
	Cause of Sinking
	Ship Registration
	Total on Board
	Lives Lost

	1852
	HMS Birkenhead 
	Off South Africa
	Struck uncharted rock
	United Kingdom
	~635
	~445

	1878
	SS Princess Alice 
	River Thames, UK
	Collided with another ship
	United Kingdom
	~800
	~650

	1904
	PS General Slocum 
	East River, 
New York
	Fire on board
	United States
	~1,300
	~1,000

	1912
	RMS Titanic 
	North Atlantic Ocean
	Struck iceberg
	United Kingdom
	2,224
	~1,500

	1915
	RMS Lusitania 
	Off Ireland
	Torpedoed by German U-boat
	United Kingdom
	~2,000
	~1,200

	1940
	RMS Lancastria 
	English Channel near Saint-Nazaire, France
	Bombed and sunk by German aircraft
	United Kingdom
	~6,000
	~4,000

	1941
	SS Victoria 
	Black Sea off Odessa, USSR
	Torpedoed by Soviet submarine
	Germany
	~5,000
	~2,500

	1942
	RMS Laconia 
	Off West Africa
	Torpedoed by German U-boat
	United Kingdom
	~2,732
	~1,500

	1956
	SS Andrea Doria 
	Off Nantucket, Massachusetts
	Collided with another ship
	Italy
	1,706
	46

	1991
	MTS Oceanos 
	Indian Ocean near East London, South Africa
	Hull breach from storm damage
	Greece
	571
	0




Weick (1995) makes the distinction between Inter-Subjectivity and Generic Subjectivity, the first being a shared understanding of what is happening and what is to be done in a shared context, the second being an understanding which is shared more widely, for instance, across a society. Within the situation Intra-subjective solutions become inter-subjective if sensemaking is communicated to other members of the temporary organization established within the crisis, but the sensemaking is still contained within the event. Traditions permeate this boundary, what is at one moment a societal understanding of what to do on a sinking ship becomes immediately relevant as the context changes. Without the established tradition in the generic domain bricolage must be undertaken again (introducing a third, intra-subjective, level) to establish a new solution which might be contested, less optimal or unsuccessful. 
The establishment of a tradition which can be reenacted during an event provides a means of organizing – but it does not assure an optimal outcome. Famously, during the sinking of RMS Titanic in 1912 many lifeboats were launched with women and children only onboard – leaving many empty spaces. 

Practical and Theoretical Implications
This paper has set out how practices created though bricolage can persist beyond an event if a tradition permeates to be generically subjective (Weick, 1995). Like other papers (Author) this develops the implications of bricolage on practice over a wider timeframe, on this occasion post-event. 

Weick (1993, p.628) considers ‘how can organizations be made more resilient?’ – concluding that teams can be organized and experienced in anticipation of events to build advantages should a crisis occur.  
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