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:,,COMMENT 

After the tragedy, 
the questions 
MORE than a dozen yachtsmen drowned. 

Families bereaved. Families frantic 
with anxiety. 

The Fastnet Race of 1979 will toll forever 
like a muffled bell in the consciousness 
of those whose joy and challenge is to 

.sport with the sea, and in the calcula
tions of those whose responsibility is 
to organise such events. 

It. is true that before this catastrophe 
no single life had been lost in the half
·century of the race. It is fair to point 
out that in the previous 30 years fewer 
than half a dozen crewmen have died 
in races in British waters. And it may 
well be, as many of the shaken sur
vivors of the present tragedy are now 
claiming, that the malevolence of the 
winds and waters was so intense as to 
be freakish. 

But death and destruction at sea on this 
scale and the unprecedented and 
magnificent rescue operation it has 
called forth do pose questions that 
past traditions of ocean racing cannot 
adequately answer : 

Have competitors, faced with the worst 
that the elements can hurl at them, 
been found guilty of sacrificing safety 
for lightness in boat design ? 

Should all craft competing in so 
demanding a race be obliged to have 
two-way radios installed ? 

If all boats in the race were to be 
equipped with two-way radios and if 
similar horrendous conditions were 
ever to be forecast, should not the 
Royal Ocean Racing Club advise com
petitors that the n~ce be called off ? 
Would· such a decision, at least in 
terms of human endeavour thwarted, 
be so very different from that des
perately sad moment when an expedi
tion leader has to abandon the ascent 
on the mountain summit because the 
weather has turned implacably foul ? 

It is for yachtsmen, in general, and the 
Royal Ocean Racing Club in particular, 
to agonise over these matters. And 
they will. For, though they may not 
readily emote in public, they have 
been shocked by this tragedy. 

At such an emotional moment, the 
staunch good sense of Mr John Nott, 
the Trade Minister, is to be valued. 

A Cornish MP himself, he is on the 
scene to commend the wonderful work 
of the men of the Royal Navy and of 
the lifeboat service. At the same time, 
he makes clear his view that it is not 
the job of Government to regulate 
ocean races. He acknowledges that 
the risk of tragedy is inseparable from 
the desire of man to pit his courage 
and skill against the elements. 

He hopes that the Fastnet Race will 
continue to be run in coming years. 
And so does the Daily Mail. 


