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While we are steeped in American holiday traditions such as Thanksgiving, Christmas and the upcoming 
New Year, I would like to share a moving story of one family and their true test of “Thanks.”  
 
Like many songs, the hymn “It Is Well with My Soul” was born out of personal experience.  
Its composer, Horatio Gates Spafford, was a Chicago lawyer who – although previously successful – had 
suffered setbacks when his considerable real estate investments were lost during the Great Chicago Fire 
of 1871. His finances took another hit during the Panic of 1873 financial crisis. After two rough years, he 
decided to alleviate some of his family’s stress by giving them a change of scenery.  
 
Plans were made for the family (including Horatio, his wife Anna, and their four daughters) to journey to 
Europe in November 1873 via the French iron steamship Ville du Havre. Horatio accompanied them to 
New York, but at the last minute had to change his plans because of a business obligation. He sent his 
family on ahead, promising to join them in time. Wife Anna and daughters Annie (b. 1862), Margaret Lee 
(b. 1864), Elizabeth (b. 1868), and Tanetta (b. 1871) set sail on November 15th.  
 
Ironically, the Ville du Havre’s captain – acting as confident as a familiar future captain on another 
“unsinkable” ship 39 years later – assured Anna Spafford and other passengers that his ship was very 
safe and the voyage would be an easy one. A week into the voyage, on 22 November 1873, the liner 
collided with the British clipper Loch Earn. Even as the ship was struck, sounding like an explosion 
according to passengers, the captain told everyone “it’s nothing, nothing.” As the ship began to take on 
water, the crew assured passengers that the ship was too safe to sink.  
 
But they were wrong; the Ville du Havre sank in just 12 minutes, killing an estimated 226 people – 
including all four of the Spafford daughters. Anna survived the shipwreck by clinging to a floating plank. 
His family never reached their destination – and he never saw his four daughters again.  
 
As anyone can imagine, the accounts of the Ville du Havre sinking are terrifying. Heartbreakingly, in the 
last moments of daughter Annie Spafford’s life she is recorded as proclaiming: “Don’t be afraid. The Sea 
is His and He made it.” As Anna was thrown into the sea, she felt her baby Tanetta pulled out of her 
arms by the rough waves. All four daughters drowned. When Anna was finally rescued she was 
unconscious, floating on a piece of debris.  
 
Once Anna arrived in Cardiff she sent a telegram to her husband in Chicago that must have devastated 
him:  “Saved, but saved alone. What shall I do?”  
 
Horatio left Chicago to meet Anna, who was staying with friends in France. At one point during the 
voyage, the ship’s captain summoned Horatio to his cabin and explained that he had determined the 
exact spot where the Ville du Havre had gone down. He let Horatio know that they were at that moment 
passing that very spot. Horatio then returned to his own cabin and, leaning for strength on his 
tremendous faith in God, wrote his famous hymn, “It is Well With My Soul.”  
 
When peace, like a river, attendeth my way, When sorrows like sea billows roll; Whatever my lot, Thou 
hast taught me to say, It is well, it is well with my soul. 
 



The real test of thankfulness is whether we can give thanks from the heart for what we do have, despite 
the wounds and pains of yesterday's struggles. Ours is not some fair-weather faith, but a resilient trust 
in in the midst of pain.  
 
How about us? Does our material bounty cause us to neglect thanks? When our clans gather this holiday 
season, will a thought of thankfulness be shared around the dinner table?  Will our children see us bow 
our head to give thanks, or merely ask for another helping of dressing and cranberry sauce?  
 
None of us are immune to ebbs in our lives but we are defined in part by how we climb out of those 
troughs. We have so much to be thankful for and my sincere wish is that we all take a moment to reflect 
upon our blessings.  
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