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Stormy weather 

SEEING that the world men live in can, be more or 
less evaluated from the words commonly used to 

. describe it, the fact that the word " seaworthi
ne s " seems to have so limited a use outside legal 
terminology may mean that the property is now one that 
can be taken for granted. A master confronted by 
bad weather can usually think about how long he will 
be delayed, rather than about whether he will get there 
at all. This is true so long as the weather conditions 
do nol become extreme. But wind and sea can build 
up to the point where the master and crew need only 
relax somewhat or make one mistake and they will 1::nd 
up swimming. Even to-day ships do founder in the 
open sea. The loss of the Princess Victoria was an 
instance of a ship's being overwhelmed by the :;ea. 
From time to time a ship is likely to find herself in 
conditions of wind and sea that could not po ibly 

have been fully provided against by her builders, and 
which, consequently, demand the exercise of a con
siderable measure of skill by the people serving on 
board. 

A dramatic incident occurred in December 1944 when 
the U.S. Third Fleet was caught in a typhoon in 
tropical waters east of the Philippines. The damage 
resulting was comparable with that which might have 
resulted from a major action, and necessitated some 
changes in strategy. 1'hFee destroyers and about 800 
men were lost, and many ships suffered severe damage. 
Some of the weather observations recorded are rather 
startling. A barometer reading of 27·30 was reported 
by one ship, and of 28·00 by several ships. A wind 
velocity of 124 knots was reported, and waves 70 ft. in 
height. 



One destroyer is said to have rolled 80°, and 
yet she lived to tell the tale. It is perhaps to be 
expected that the three ships lost would be destroyers. 
They were due for refuelling, and though it is not known 
that any ran out of fuel, there is the possibility that 
some tanks were empty that would have been better 
full. The sequence of events in such circumstances is not 
too hard to imagine. There would be the difficulty of 
keeping the destroyer moving fast enough for her to 
be under proper control, the trouble in keeping water 
out, and the consequent danger of the steering gear, 
or even the engines, being put out of action. If such a 
ship could not be kept moving and under control, she 
would lie over so far, due to the force of the weather, 
that it would be impossible to keep water out, and she 
would eventually settle. 

In considering the weather experienced by ships, 
it must be kept in mind that the roaring forties and 
fifties, once so much used by sailing vessels, are not 
frequented by steamers. The waves in this area, having 
a fetch clear around the world, can build up to their 
maximum height. Whaling ships have reported winds 
much in excess of 100 m.p.h., and seas to match. A 

S0,000-ton tanker ailing westward round Cape Horn 
fell in with wave of about her own length and, though 
not in danger in any sense, did have a rather uncom
fortable time. 
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In 1952 Mr. W. A. Robinson, not 
exactly looking for trouble, perhaps, but moved by 
curiosity and the spirit of adventure, sailed a 70-ft. 
yacht down to 50° South while on a trip from Tahiti to 
Chili, and ended up by getting all the wind and waves 
that any reasonable man could ask for. At first he 
was able to lie to, as a large sailing vessel would have 
done, but later on had to stow all his sail ar,d drift 
under bare poles. Finally he put the helm up and ran 
under bare poles, with some hawsers over the stern to 
slow the yacht down and help to keep her tail-on to 
the seas. He thought the waves were about 50 ft. aigh 
and said they were very teep, being possibly less 
than 400 ft. long. 

The best way of dealing with weather as bad as this 
\.; : avoid it.\-il. thir..g lhat is much easier to a_rrange 
than it used to be in the old days. Typhoons are 
like i ebergs, rockbound coasts, and other ships, in 
that they should be given plenty of room. This is, of 
course, many times more important for a passenger 
ship. But the risk cannot be avoided altogether, and 
what might be helpful is a properly correlated collection 
of data relative to the really serious weather condition 
experienced by ships and the way in which different 
ships have behaved. Such data would allow better 
preparation for what is a most dangerous situation. 
It would be of value not only to the men on board, but 
also to shipbuilders, who would get to know something 
of the deficiencies evident in ships which are pushed lo 
the limit. In this connection it is very possible that 
much valuable information will become available after 
the publication of the discussions which have been 
taking place at Wageningen, Holland, this week where 
the ubject of the symposium has been " The behaviour 
of hips in a seaway." 


