
S yachting in South Africa 
grows at a.,n alarming rate, it 
has become necessary to lay 

down standards of safety for boats. 
Although we have a nptoriously dangerous 

coastline, South Africa has a very good re
cord as far as safety is concerned, and we 
can attribute that partly to the high stan-' 
dards of safety laid down by the Cruising As
sociation of South Africa (Casa). · 

The main object of such strict safety rules 
is preparedness in case · of disaster. Casa 
hosts many ocean races and cruises, so they 
have a great responsibility regarding the 
safety of the yachting folk who venture out to 
sea. 

But, no matter how stringent the rules, the 
ultimate responsibility for safety and surviv
al lies with the skipper and crew and their 
ingenuity and thorough planning before set
ting sail. 

Accidents do happen, no matter how care
ful one is. Disasters can· occur in ftat calm 
conditions. It's not always a violent storm 
that puts a sailor into a liferaft for days or 
months. 

A very well-known figure in South African 
yachting circles is Mr Gordon Webb, who has 
a'.lnextremely interesting experience behind 

DURING tfie 1971 Cape to Rio Race on 
board Pioneer, they had settled into a 

comfortable watch routine and were steering 
the yacht through the night, happy that their 
handicap position in the race was third. Ev
erything was running smoothly and they even 
had a good chance of winning. 

Suddenly there was an awful shuddering 
crash as Pioneer's bow leapt up in the air. 
Then a second smash and the little yacht was 
forced over on one side. As the crew of five 
struggled to maintain their balance, they saw 
the huge tail ftukes of a blue whale disappear 
into the deep. 

Gordon's wife, Jennifer, felt water splash
ing round her ankles. Pioneer was sinking. 

They immediately radioed a distress mes-
/ sage and set about gathering food and sup-

plies for use in the liferaft. As the water 
reached waist level they freed the raft, re
membering to grab flares and protective 
clothing. 

Then they boarded the raft and watched 
helplessly as their yacht sank. They were 
adrift with feelings that there was little 
chance of being saved in the middle of the 
'vast Atlantic Ocean. 

They settled into a routine watch system, 
hoping their distress message had been 
heard. For the five on board there seemed 
little to say, They sat and thought of their 
families and children, and, of course, their 
;;urvival. 

Tony, one of the crew, noticed a speck on 
the horizon and waited until he was quite 
mre it was a ship before he told the others. 
~xcitement abottnded as the Potomac came 
·loser until there was no longer any doubt 
:hat they'd been seen and rescue was at hand. 

IA FTER 16 long hours in the liferaft -
f1 certainly the longest 16 hours of their 
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lives - they were pulled up to the safety of 
the ship. 

Lone saiior Steven Callahan spent 76 days 
in a lifera~, after his tiny yacht sank off the 
Canaries. i e drifted right across the North 
Atlantic a d barely managed to survive on , 
raw fish a d water he collected with a solar 
still. His . tory of his struggle to survive 
makes ind edible reading. 

It was his meticulous planning before he 
set out on liis voyage that ensured his eventu
al survival He was close to death and des
peration when he wrote: "How many eyes 
have .seen like mine? I feel them, all around 
me, millions of faces, whispering, crowding 
in, calling 'Come, ,it is time'." 

For us, safely on shore, it is impossible to 
relate to his feelings of utter despair. "I value 
every moment that is not spent in pain, des
peration, hunger, thirst or loneliness," he 
writes. 

Maurice r.nd Marylin Bailey survived for 
an incredible 117 days at sea on a liferaft 
when their yacht was sunk by a whale. They 
caught fish and birds and were fortunate to 
catch turtles. The turtle eggs and blood gave 
them the 'liquids their bodies needed for sur
vival. 

The Robertson family of six survived for 
38 days adrift, and when their liferaft col
lapsed, they were lucky enough to ~ave a 
small rigid dinghy in which to continue their 
ordeal. 

THE mental strain and anguish of people 
in "absolute survival" conditions makes 

fascinating reading. They force their minds 
to work logically. In each of th~se incredible 
stories, one thing is apparent. They all pre
pared for the ultimate, and that's why they 
survived to tell the tale. 

Their liferafts were easily accessible when 
their yachts sank. Emergency food rations 
and clothing, water and flares were close at 
hand. They all had some way to catch fresh 
water once their liferaft supplies had run 
dry. They all had some implement by which 
they could spear fish. 

Nobody can anticipate such disasters, but 
everbody who goes to sea can be prepared. 

Regular checks on safety equipment must 
. be carried out. Organisations like Casa high
light the importance of safety at sea. Local 
yacht clubs all run their own safety pro
grammes. 

Many yachties mutter about the Casa rules 
being excessive, but they certainly have re
duced the risk of loss of life. 

In his book, Steven Callahan wrote:. "From 
1972 to 1977, 374 sailors died in US waters in 
commercial · fishing accidents. We ask our
selves why. Let us learn and realise that the 
water is not our natural element. It is not 
conquered or controlled, nor caring when you 
slip up. Instinct alone does not ensure surviv
al in these conditions. Use common sense. 
Safety sense." 


