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THE 
King 
706 Squadron had 
been out since dawn 
scouring the blue ex
panse of the Western 
Approaches which, by 
Tuesday night, had be
come the graveyard 
for s o m e o f t h e 
world's finest yachts-
men. 

This time conditions 
were different. 

The killer storm had a/bated 
and t!here was a gentle Force 3 
instead of a Force 10 storm. 
Moderate seas had replaced 
mountainous waves-and clear 
skies gave near-pe1iect visibi
lity for the helicopter crews 
scanning a 20,000 square mile 
area o:f the Atlantic Ocean. 

Lt.-Cdr. Robert Wilkinson 
watched one of his helicOl!)ters 
return to RNAS Culdrose 
empty-handed and said : 'There 
is no question of us giving up 
the search while there is still 
the possibilty of findng sur
vivors.' 

No desk-bound Commander, 
tlhis. The Officer Commanding 
706 Naval Air Squadron since 
October last year donned his 
flying gear and, by 3 p.m .. was 
piloting a £1½-million Sea King 
on the way to collect two 
bodies and a reported three 
survivors that had been picked 
up by a passing ship 100 miles 
away. , 

Air Sea Rescue is just one 
of 706 Squadron's functions 
from this modern helicopter 
base, perched on a plateau on 
the Lizard peninsula. 

All the pilots are helicopter 
instructors. For the squadron 
runs courses throughout the 
year for advanced J)il_ot and 
operational flying trammg. 

What is so remarkable 
about Tuesday·s massive 
rescue operation is that it 
was carried out while most 
of the Culdrose base were 
supposed to be enjoying a 
three-week summer holi
day. 

WARNING 
Commander Wilkins.on, 35, 

married with four daughters, 
was awakened from his sleep 
by a telephone warning that 
some yachts were in trouble. 

He drove the short distance 
from his house in the nea.r~y 
market town of Helston -
home of the Cornish floral 
dance-to help mastermind 
what was to become the 
biggest-ever air-sea operation 
in peacetime history. 

That day he had planned to 
go yachting. 

·The rei.ponse from the crews 
when we sent out a call to 
them on holiday wa.s tremen
dous. I had phone calls from 
as far away as Manchester, 
Birmingham and London,' he 
said. 

"Thankfully we·ve got a lot 
of people living near the base, 
so we've been able to cope very 
well with the emergency. 
• .'The chaps were piarv~~lous 

1 -they all wanted t9.1,\W>-' · 

l>a-ily Ma·il, l'hursdar,-August 16, 1979 

HOW THEY CAME TO THE RESCUE. 
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!'ICTURE BY GEOFFREY WHITE 

Exhaustion after a strenuous rescue fiight. Petty Officer Roy 
. H,enshaw takes a nap before setting out again. 

BY 
JOHN HAMSHIRE 

Chief air-crewman David 
Fowles, married with two 
chil-dren, was winched into the 
sea half a dozen times to bring 
survivors to safety. 

He had done the job many 
times before. But this time the 
sheer duration of the rescue 
operation made it the worst 
and most difficult he has ever 
experienced. Three of the sm
vivors had been clinging to a 
Jiferaft that had been split in 
two by the violent, crashing 
waves. 

'Another half an hour and 
they would have been dead 
from exhaustion. There was 
nothing for them to hold on to. 
Their hands and arms were 
curled around the sides of the 
broken raft. One of their col
leagues was already dead. It's 
a miracle that they managed 
to cling on for so long,' he 
said. 

Just back from four hours' 
searc,hing an ocean J.ittered 
with abandoned and broken 
craft, the 32-year-old craggy 
Scots pilot Lt. Fred Robertson, 
marri.ed with two young chil
dren, said : 'Th-;o; enormity of 
what we encountered was 
appalling. 

'Normally when you go out 
on a sea1'Ch -and rescue, the · 
w'hole 2~~,Mg..n is a challenge. 

This time it was dep1·-2ssing_ 
We didn't have to look far for 
the victims. They were all too 
easy to see - some of them in 
the water, others clinging on 
to their battered craft. 

'It was obvious that 
people had died. We saw 
empty lifera.fts and life
jackets, and men jf.oating 
fo the water who fro-m 
their position could not 
possibly have been alive.' 
It was 5.15 a.m. when Lt. 

Robertson got the phone call 
to hurry to the base. He 
wa,s in fact on stand-by, and .so 
was prepared for any emer
gency call-out. 

DIFFICULT 
He said : 'The seas were very 

high, and occasionally spray 
lashed our windscreen. But the 

· most difficult and worrying part 
of the exercise was the crewman 
being winched down into the 
sea. 

'He had a very hard time get
ting to some of the survivors 
and going down into the water 
several times must have been 
exact.in;.' 

,oav~d Fowles knows that only 
_!:~k In total he spent eight 

hours on duty on Tuesday, anq 
had just half an hour break in 
between flights. 

He kl;ows the dan,;ers of th·e 
Fastnet, R'.l.ce p,erha,ps. betteu 
than anyone else taking part . 
in Tuesday's rescue operation. 
In 1977 he sailed in a Royal 
Navy yacht in the 1'ace · and · 
hoped to be in the ev~nt this 
year. · ' 

'I must confess,' he s:=iid, ' 
'that I'm glad I· didn't take , 
part. It was very tiring in. the. 
water. But yachtsmen are very . 
sensible, switched-on people. 011 
one occasion, when I w11s 
swimming to reach a survivor, 
the seas were sweeping me in 
the opposite direction. Some
one on a yacht nearby threw 
me a life ring attached to a 
rope and pulled me to where 
the man was floating_ They 
realised my predicament only 
too well. 

'On another occasion back in 
the helicopter one or t-11e men 
I'd rescued gave a hand in 
treating another survivor.' . 

Lt. Steve Radley, who is in 
charge of pilot training, had 
been p,lannirug to paint the out
side of his house, when he got 
the mes·sage that his services 
would be required. At one 
stage his radaJ·-equipped heli
copter took over from an RA~ 
Nimrod directing other hell-
copters, not fitted with radar, . 
to boats in distress. · 

SURPRISED, 
Lt. Ray Winchcombe, 37, 

was on his way to the shops to 
get a paper at 8.40 a.m._ wh_en 
he was called back by _his. w1!e 
to the phone. 'My oar was m 
dock so I had to get a lift to the 
base,' he said. By 9,40 a.m. he 
was airborne. 

'What surprised me out 
there was the number of 
abandoned yachts that, 
looked from the air to be 
in near-perfect condition. 
There must have been 
millions of pounds wortl?, 
of vessels lying a.drift.' 
Lieutenant Winchcombe, an 

observer, talked to some of the, 
res~ued yachtsmen afterwa1'<ls 
about their ordeal. 

'Many of them gave up 
because they'd simply had 
enough,' he said- 'Apparently 
another gale had been forecast 
and I think they felt they could 
just not go through with 
another night like the previous 
one, not knowing if they were 
going to live or die.' 

In the Culdrose sick bay 
yesterday a pile of discarded 
shirts and yachting sweaters· -
some proudly bearing the names 
of stricken craft - gave the 
onlv indication of Tuesday's 
tragedy and the fact that 75 
rescued yachtsmen held to be 
treated. 

Surgeon Commander Clive 
Millar who at 47 looks like a 
youthful version of bearded 
Jrumes Rob2rtson Justice·, paced 
the empty corridors as news 
came through t,hat more injured 
might be brought in. 

'I'm full of praise not only 
for my staff but fo,r the yachts
men who took paa-t in the ra-ce,' 
he saJd. 

'They weren't bothered 
about their cuts and bruises 
which we wanted to treat. 

-Whey-~really were a tough 
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