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The nation 

The Fastnet tragedy 
AS EVERY sportsman knows, there is an element of 
danger in practically all sports, adding perhaps a 
certain piquancy to what otherwise might tend to 
become rather mundane. Usually, the risk is held to 
very acceptable limits by the experience and expertise 
of those participating, but occasionally conditions 
arise which make it difficult if not impossible for even 
the most experienced to cope adequately. Such an 
occasion came with the Force Ten gale which swept 
the Fastnet and surrounding .seas early yesterday 
morning. 

As we write, the havoc it created among the 
yachts is considerable, with, regrettably, loss of life as 
well as destruction of and damage to the vessels 
themselves. For those unaccustomed to the sea and 
its vagaries, it is perhaps a little difficult to 
understand. But for knowledgeable seamen - as of 
course they are - this is part of the game and the 
challenge. But it must be remembered that they were 
participating in a race for the Blue Riband of the 
sailing and yachting world, and they would not easily 
have been put off by adverse weather reports. 
Sportsmen tend to take these things in their stride, 
hoping that the conditions will not be too b;id, or that 
they and their craft will be able to cope. 

In the event, the weather was the worst seen in 
that very blustery area at this time for a great many 
years. Apparently, while there was a warning, the 
gale came on with such ferocity that it created 
mayhem. In any event, some of the yachts were placed 
where they could not easily run for shelter and had no 
alternative but to carry on and hope they would 
survive the worst that the fickle weather could throw 
at them. 

It must be remembered too that while some of the 
yachts taking part are large and very swift, they are 
purpose-built for the task in hand. They are racing 
machines, and for the landsman, perhaps the best 
comparison that can be made is that they are more 

akin to Formula-type racing cars than to rugged 
trucks. True, they can weather much and endure a 
great deal in the hands of experienced crews, but 
there is a limit, and clearly, it was reached for some 
yesterday morning. In human terms, it is bad enough 
that the ra,ce should have turned into something of a 
shambles, but it is infinitely more regrettable that 
lives have been lost. The sympathy of all sportsmen 
will go out to those who have gone down in· the 
treacherous seas, and to a lesser extent, of course, to 
the many who have lost very expensive boats and 
equipment. 

It is timely too to pay a well-earned tribute to the 
various rescue agencies on both sides of thel Channel. 
They were stretched to the very limit in attempting to 
cope not with one or two serious incidents, but with a 
great many, which were spread over a very wide area. 
The brave people involved deserve our unstinted 
admiration for the unremitting manner in which they 
willingly threw themselves into the daunting task of 
rescue in heavy seas and most difficult weather. Out 
of practically every sea disaster come tales of courage 
and heroism. In this instance, we will probably never 
hear them all, but that does not mean that they did 
not happen. In the biggest rescue operation of its kind 
ever mounted off these coasts, the finest traditions of 
the sea have been exemplified by all of those taking 
part. 

For the rest, we can but symp~thise with the 
bereaved in this terrible and in many ways, most 
unusual tragedy. In doing so, we must remember that 
man has always pitted himself against the elements, 
on land, in water and in the air. Inevitably, the time 
comes when the same elements vent their full fury on 
the challengers in a manner which reduces even the 
most intrepid to helplessness. That is the full measure 
of the tragedy of this particular Fastnet race - a 
story of daring, courage and very regrettably, of 
disaster. 


