
QN 12 AUGUST 1979 a small secondary 
depression situated south of Newfound

land started its passage east across the Atlan
tic, following the track of so many such sys
tems before it. The day before, over 300 
yachts with around 2,500 crew had left Cowes 
at the start of the classic biennial Fastnet 
Race. The weather had been unsettled for 
much of Cowes Week and pre-race briefings 
indicated that gale force winds could be ex
pected during the course of the race. Initially, 
as the depression accelerated toward Ireland 
it showed no tendency to change its char
acter or course, and it was not until the even
ing of the 13th that it deepened rapidly and 
over the following night and morning passed 
just to the north of that part of the Irish Sea 
which the Fastnet yachts were crossing, ex
posing them to its underbelly, the area of 
strongest winds. 

The veer in wind direction from south 
through to north-west created two major 
wave patterns which, coupled with the storm 
force winds, produced a very confused and 
dangerous sea. During the night and morning 
of 14 August, the storm, mercifully short
lived, caused the loss of fifteen live~ on the 
race, several others died on yachts not taking 
part, twenty-four of the Fastnet fleet were 

::,.' Ctasd" Rating 
Um/ts 

Started 

0 42.1-70 14 
1 33-42 56 
II ,19-32.9 53 
Ill 2:iS,-28.9 64 
IV 23-25.4 58 
V 21-22.9 58 

"' 'TOTAL 303 

FEBRUARY 1980 

In the area of most sev,ere weather, waves prob
ably achieved a significant height* of almost 33ft 
... they might have approached 46ft. The highest 
individual wave every 3: hours would have been 
close to twice the significant height . . . such 
waves could have possE~ssed steep or near verti
cal-sided profiles . wave crests would have 
been travelling at 30-40 knots. 
Report by the Institute of Oceanographic Sciences on Severe Wave 
Conditions During the Fastnet Rac1e-August 1979 

abandoned and a great many others suffered 
severe damage inflicted by the sea. Of the orig
inal number of starters, only eighty-five 
finished in Plymouth, the remainder being 
scattered, shaken, in ports round the Irish Sea. 

The storm was unusual, but not without 
precedent for that time of year. What created 

• Significant heigh! of a wave is 1he average 
heighr of 1he 1hirry-1hree larges/ waves ow 
of'ninely-nine individual waves 

Finished Retired 

13 1 
36 19 
23 30 
6 52 
6 44 
1 48 

85 194 

the disaster was the combination of an un
seasonal storm, very large and unpredictable 
seas and the fact that there were a large num
ber of yachts in the area. 

In terms of casualties and damage, this was 
the most disastrous event in the history of 
ocean racing. As a result the RORC and the 
RY A carried out a formal inquiry into the 
1979 Fastnet Race and a report of their find
ings was published before Chr· stmas. This 
document is probably one of the most ~mport-
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ant ever published to anyone who ever sails 
offshore, cruising or racing and its effects, if 
we are to learn from past lessons, should be 
far reaching outside the racing sphere as well 
as within it. We have, in preparing this article, 
quoted selectively from the Official Report, 
but our quotes cover only a fraction of what 
is contained in it, covering the most signifi
cant points for any'seagoing yachtsmen. 

For the statistician, questionnaires, an
swers to which form the basis of the re
port, were sent to the skipper and two crew of 
each of the 303 yachts that started the race. 
669 were returned, representing 265 yachts, 
but the final analysis was based on 235 yachts, 
as thirty yachts were either not at sea during 
the storm or their questionnaires were re
turned too late to be included. In this report, 
235 is taken to be 'the fleet'. 

The last time the Fastnet Race was sailed 
in weather of anything like the severity of 
the 1979 event was in 1957. Since then entries 
have increased in number by almost seven 
times and the average speed of yachts (taken 
from the fifth boat home in the large class) 
has increased from 5¼-8 knots. Since the in
ception of the race in 1925 and prior to I 979 
only one life was lost. 

The International Offshore Rule (!OR) 
keeps tight watch on extremes in design, 
curbing developments leading to excessive 
cost or 'reduced safety or suitability of yachts 
for cruising'. The RORC imposes stringent 
regulations regarding minimum safety equip
ment standards, including lifelines and pulpits, 
enforcing these by means of spot checks. As 
yet, however, there are no rules on minimum 
scantlings, although these are likely before 
long. 

However, boats of extreme light displace
ment and dubious ultimate stability were 
appearing and in 1978 the !OR Council in
stituted stability tests. Only one owner in the 
sixty-one yachts suffering severe knockdown 
in the storm blamed basic stability defects in 
his yacht; the Report contradicts general 
opinion among the rest by showing that 
there was a definite correlation between 
shallow, wide hulls and knockdown in the 
smaller yachts. It was accepted that in the 
conditions some knockdowns were inevitable, 
but the number was unacceptably high. 

The RORC has always made it clear that 
the decision to start and to continue a race is 
the skipper's responsibility, as also is fitness 
of boat and crew. This is a long accepted prin
ciple of seagoing. It is held that if races were 
to be postponed or cancelled because of bad 
weather there could be an incentive for de
signers to reduce heavy weather qualities in 
design. 

WEATHER CONDITIONS 
In the questionnaire sent out to skippers and 
crews, they were asked to estimate both time 
and strength of maximum winds as well as 
significant wave height, and from this it be
came apparent that at its height, between 
midnight and 0800 on 14 August, the wind 
reached Force 11 and maximum wave heights 
were in the order of 40-44ft as judged by those 
in the area. 

The fast-moving depression started with a 
pressure of I 006mb, changed little in 24 hours 
up to noon on the 13th, when it suddenly 
deepened rapidly at a position 250NM south
west of Valentia. By 0 100 on the I 4th, the 
pressure had fallen to 978mb and the depres
sion, Low Y, was just to the west of Valentia 
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'and in a few hours passed over Ireland. The 
Meteorological Office estimates indicate 
mean wind speed of 50-55 knots at times, with 
gusts as high as 68 knots and waves as high as 
50ft maximum. 

Unusual though this storm may have 
been for August, it cannot be considered a 
freak as there are precedents. It has been esti
mated that such an August storm occurs once 
every IO years. Winds were probably near pre
vious records (mean speed of 55 knots re
corded in 193 I). 

The Report takes up the story: 
As Low Y moved across the north of sea 

area Fastnet there was a marked and rapid 
wind veer. This resulted in the wind and 
waves coming from different directions. 
Those in the vicinity of the Fastnet Rock ex
perienced the veer during hours of darkness 
and for them the lack of coriformity between 
wind and sea directions made conditions 
particularly difficulr. 

34 pn cent of the competitors reported 
having experienced similar weather before, 
for 58 per cent it' was the worst weather they 
had ever experienced . . . many very ex
perienced competitors stated that the wind 
strength was not unusual but the sea con
ditions were the most dangerous they had 
ever experienced possibly because of the 
rapid wind veer. Most of the damage to the 
fleet appears to have been caused by waves 
rather than wind. 

To back up the weather assessment, tht: 
Inquiry Committee commissioned a report 
by the Institute of Oceanographic Sciences. 

morning of 14 August, and the higher newly
generated waves from the 50 knot winds 
would have been travelling from the west, or 
even slightly north of west, be/ore dawn. 

We have already quoted their assessment of 
wave sizes at the beginning of the article -
the fact is that whether the waves were 30ft 
or 50ft, their crests would have been moving 
at 30-40 knots and in ,profile they could have 
been steep if not vertical sided. To be hit by or 
fall off the top of a wave even of 20ft of this 
nature would be pretty devastating, es
pecially for a small yacht. 

Effect of Shallows 
It is interesting that contrary to much popu
lar speculation, the Institute considers that: 
there would have been no obvious effect 
caused by shallows 100ft or more below the 
surface. The Labadie Bank is about rwice this 
deprh. 

The Institute also suggests that the effect 
of tide would have been negligible in the Fast
net storm area. 

Weather Forecasting 
The vast majority of competitors relied al
most solely on the Radio 4 Shipping Fore
casts, only listening in at forecast times, so 
any intermediate gale warnings in many 
cases went unheard. This was unfortunately 
to prove quite significant, as the first gale 
warning was broadcast just after the I 355 
forecast on 13 August, the first warning of 
Force 9 less than an hour after the 1750 fore
cast, and the first warning of Force 10 at 2245 
- by the time of the 00 I 5 forecast the wind 
had been at storm force for half an hour or so. 

Competitors listening only to Shipping 
Forecasts received only 3 hours' warning of 
Force 8 and none of Force 9 and 10. The tim
ing was unlucky and this, coupled with the ex
tremely fast development of Low Y, meant 
that there was little chance for anyone to run 
for shelter. 

For those with VHF radio, weather fore
casts were available from coast radio stations, 
but it is likely that the bulk of these boats 
would anyway have been outside VHF range. 

The Inquiry also asked competitors to re
port on other visible phenomena that might 
have indicated a rapid deterioration in the 
weather. Of those 235 yachts included in the 
Report, as many as 54 per cent said that they 
were plotting no kind of weather map, only 
5 I per cent said that their barometers gave 
prior warning of the likely severity of _the 
storm and 66 per cent said that their own ob
servations of visible phenomena (clouds and 
other signs) gave no prior warning of the 
severity. 

On forecasting the Report concludes: 
There is at present no method of predicting 

with any certainty when a depression will 
deepen rapidly in the Western Approaches to 
the British Isles; so gales which arrive with 
/i11le warning are a feature of our weather, 

The Labadie Bank - no signific~mt effect on wave height 

General Situation 
The primary cause of the high waves seems 
to have been a lenticular area of strong winds 
of about 50 knots which approached from the 
west along the line of 50° N (see diagrams). 
The waves produced by the earlier southerly 
wind would have been travelling as swell from 
the south in the Fastnet area during the early 

which those who sail must expect to en
counter from time to time . .. 

The length of warning of storm force 
winds was certainly not sufficient for the 
majority of competitors to run for shelter. 
Any that did so might have hazarded their 
yachts by arriving in the vicinity of the coast 
in a rising storm. 
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ABILITY OF YACHTS TO 
WEATHER THE STORM 
Section 3 of the Report reiterates the concern 
shown by the custodian, or the IOR about 
light. beamy. shallow hull form;, and lack ol 
initial or ultimate stability. A complete 
analysis of the rating certificates of yachts 
taking part was instituted by the Inquiry 
and it is worth 4uoting ,omc pas,ages in 
full. or the underwater profiles or contem
porary yachts the Report states: 
... 1he prese/11 rOling rule . . nei1her mea
sures nor comruls unden,·a1er pro.file, so 
de1•elop111e111s w11·ards ,•err shon .fin keels 
ha1•e occurred because 1his cCJ1'!fiiura1io11 
is believed 10 he 1he fas1es1 and 1101 hecause 
i1 rn11/'ers a rating ach•a111age. 

In other word,. if de,igners thought long 
keel:, were faster. they would employ them 
and the rule would not necessarily hinder 
them. But the Report continues: 

Concern has also heen expressed abow 1he 
appare/11 lack <!/' directional stc1bility and 
tmdencr to hroach exhibited hr some mod
ern raci;1g _rach1s . .. modern k~el shapes are 
highly e.fficie111 in 1erms of 1//i / drag ra1io bw 
1her do 1101 add w direC1io11al s1ahili11· in 
1he· 1rnr in 11·hich a longer kl'l!I increase; i/,e 
radius" <!/' a yach(s wrning circle: nor do 
they ac1 as a roll da111pi11g.fin in 1he 11·ay 1ha1 
a longer keel is believed ( Y M e111phasis) /() 
aCI. 

As there were very few long-keeled yachts 
in the race. the topic is highly subjecti, e. 
What is fact. however. is that 112 bnats (48 
per cent) or the rleet were knocked down on 
one or more than one occasion. Most of 
these were from among the smaller classes 
(Ill. IV, V). Of those boats. in these classes. 
which answered the questionnaire. over hall 
(eighty-three boats - 57 per cent) suffered BI 
(horizontal) knockdowns. Thirty-three per 
cent of the entire fleet. moreover. suffered 82 
knockdown and many of these completed the 
almost unheard of 360 degree roll. In con
cluding this part of the Report it i · stated that: 
. . . in 1he sea condi1ions experitrnced, 
charac1eris1ics 11·hich appeared 1u increase 
a yacht's likelihood of si!ffering a knock
down past 90 degrees (82) (YM emphasis) 

include: lack <!/' ini1ial stahili1y as indica1ed 
by high 1enderness ra1io ... ; 1\"ide hea,11 a.1· 

indicGled by Im,· L/ B ra1io (!here is cm~,- a 
sligh1 indication 1ha1 1his fac/Or 11·as s1g11i/i
cant); ,,-ide shallow hull.fi,r111 . .. 

FEB R UAR Y 1980 

·1 here \\as little indication ol an~ relation
,hip bel\\cen balla,1 ratio or length di,placc
mcn1 ratio and , ulnerabilit, to knock
dU\\ 11'. ie abilit, t,l GIIT\ ,ail and hca,~ 01 
light di,placcn;cnt 1·c,pc<.:1i, el~. 1 n nther 
\\ord, not all "idc hnat, llr light huat, "ill 
inc, i1abh· sulkr knllC~d,"' 11' and there i, 
no defin-ite prool that a high halla,1 ratio 
i, al\\ay, ,a fer in 1he,c cnnditi,ln,. 

Questicr.: Did you experience a knockdown be
yond horizontal (including a 360° roll) (B2 
Knockdown) 

COMPARISON WITH RATED DIMENSIONS 

Base 
Fastnet Class 
0 

II 

Ill 

IV 

V 

No answer 

Total Aban
doned 

235 23 

8 
3% 
40 

70% 
40 

17% 
52 6 

22% 26% 
46 8 

20% 35% 
47 8 

20% 35% 
2 1 

1% 4% 

82 
Knockdown 

Yes No 

77 136 

6 
4% 

6 29 
8% 21% 

4 33 
5% 24% 
24 24 

31% 18% 
20 19 

26% 14% 
22 24 

29% 18% 
1 1 

1% 1% 

If. ho,,·e,er. \\C Ion~ al the cnmparisnn, 
made bcll\een a hall-tnnncr and a Conte"a 
32 commi"inncd frnm the W PII ,nn I 11,t it utc 
b, 1hc Inquiry the picture hccnmc, much 
ckarcr. The fir,t hoat sullcred a se,erc 
knockdo\\ n and remained upside do\\ 11 fpr 
,ncr 5 minutes. I he C,,nlL'"a. ,rn the nthcr 
hand. \\l\S knocked do\\ 11 and yet rcp,irtcd 
,cry rapid righting. On an anal, ,i, nl ri,e 
hnats which remained i1n crted rr,,m be
tween 30 seconds and 5 minutes the Report 
states: 

These .fiw, rep"ns gi,·e grounds .fi,r co11-
cem ahow 1he ul!i11w1e selfnil11i11g ahili1y 
,!f'cenai11 hocus . .. 

The length/disp!acement ratio is an acceptable 
way to ccmpare "heavy· or 'light" boats. From 
the tab!e it car. be seen that relatively light 
boats, ie be!ow about 175. fared worst in terms 
of structura! damage to the hull 

I [FA\~[rn [FA\m I 
I he Cnnte"a 32, in cnmparison to the 

hall-tonner. l\.b hca1 ier. narro1,cr and had 
a lo11er centre nl gn11it,. It al,o had a 
better 1heore1ical ,tabilit,. ic higher (i M. 
The Contcs,a had a gr~arer range nl po,iti,c 
stahilit~ and in them) cnuld he knocked 
dm111 to 156 degrees bdurc imcrting com
pktcly. ·1 he hall-tnnncr. on the other hand. 
"ill tn1ally i111 en at 117 degree, and thi, 
particular boat did just that. remaining 
up,idc dcmn. \IC repeat. lor mer 5 minute,. 
The greatest righting lorce acts 11 hen the 
Contessa heel, 1<1 about 78 degrees. l he half
tnnncr. <111 the other hand. lo,c, a measure 
oi her maximum theoretical stability alter 
onl, about 53 degrees. Wherca, the 1,ork 
carried out on thL'W ,achb doc, not take 
into account ,ail rlan and hull \\·indage. 
there i, more than a ,trong inkrcncc that 
the Conte"a is the ,alcr hoat c,pcciall, 
,1hcn the practical nh,cnation, nl their rc
~ri.:-cti,i.:-ere\\~ ctn: tal-.cn into account. 

It can therclurc 0L' ,een that theoretical 
stahili1, calculation, made at the dra11 ing 
hnard ;ire hornc out in rracticc. The picture 
ln,,k, hlca~ lnr ,mall. h11ht. heamY hnab 
11 ith quc,tinnahlc ,tahili~,. a, un~ might 
fb~Um~. 

... hoar .ii=e I<' •HII'<' .ii=e ra/i" i.1 1111 i111-
pona111 _/{1c/Or 11·hich 11·i// ahrny.1 111ake 
.,111aller h"a1.1 11/UI"<' 1"1ii11erahle. /11 cla.1se.1 
/1-:! the perce11/{/ge <ii .,,-,·ere (8:!J k11uck
d"11·11.1 1rn.1 I I ,,er C<'III c"111par<'d 11·i1h 415 
per cell/ in c/a.1,1e.1 J-5. 

·1 he largc,t rntcgor, ol damage ( 111 ell c 
boats) after 82s was di masting. but the Re
port linds little indica1inn ,,1 rig 11cakne". 
II ,nu rnll thrnuuh 3(,0 dcurec,. the chance, 
ar~ hiuh of riu' damauc. '-111c11t,-nine per 
cent n1· rig, da~nagcd (.t] in all): l1<mc1er. 
lailcd due 10 the \\Cigh1 nl 11a1er including 
capsi1e and , ct uni, ,Hie rig ,uffcred I rom a 
broken ,hroud. Hea, ier ma,1, \I nulcl entail 
strnngcr hulls lll ,upport them and 1he 
.,tari 11/' a .1r1irnl 1111rnrd.1 111"re hea,·i(1· cn11-
_,fl'ucted hoat.,. requiring 1nore sail to dri,·r 
!lw111. The ge11erai pa11er11 "( damage i., 
1/Wch as 11·011/d 1,,, ext"'cled in _rnc/11.1 .wh
jec1ed 10 1he 1•iole111 accelera1io11s and enor-
1/1()1<., /c>rce., i111·"/,w/ in a had k11"ckdo11·11. 
/()fa/ i;11·eni"11 "r J()() degree roll. Damaging 
the rig. it ,L·em,. is undcr,tandahlc hut there 
i, mnrc lll it than thi,. Sncral nl the death, 
11crc the indirL'CI rL·,ul1 nl knockd,H111s. 
The ca,uailic, 11crc 11a,hL·cl ,ncrhnard and 
Ihll ri.:-cln ('red. 

Dan1auc in ucncral i,.. di:-.cu:-.:,.cd in gn:i.ll 
detail a,;-;.i ,om~ pninb ,tand ,,ut head and 
,h,,uldcrs ah,nc the r,·,1. I here 11as hard I, 
11 boat "hich came through cnmpletely un
scathed and ,,nee again the ,mailer hnat, 

Questlcr.: Did you experience significant struc
tural damage to the hull, including hatches and 
companionways? 

Length/Displacement 
Less 121- 150- 175- 200- 225-

than 149 174 199 224 249 
120 

Base 4 15 16 78 50 16 
Yes - 5 3 11 6 1 

33% 19% 14% 12% 6% 
No 4 10 11 61 39 15 

250+ 

7 
-
7 

100% 67% 69% 78% 78% 94% 100% 
No - - 2 7 5 - -
answer 13% 9% 10% 
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I [FA\§TIW[E1f [FA\m I 
fared worst or ;tll. I he greatest cause of in
terior damage wa~ lron1 matcriab not 
properly lixcd. 111 particular hatterics. 
cookers and other littings corning adrilt. 
The causes or hLill damage. on the other 
hand. were widely spread. Few hoats actu
ally sulkred signiricant structural lailure, 
but of a total of thirty-four boats which did, 
five lost washhoards. rour had hull damage. 
five reported huilding ddects and four lost 
e4uiprnent. 

The hmrilic incidence of rudder collapse. 
especially in yachts 1·i11ed with carhon fihre 
stocks. is the suhject ol greatest dehatc. al
though designers seem to he 1·u11y aware of 
the risks in their use. All these and other 
related prohlems would have heen largely 
eliminated if the letter as well as the spirit 
or the RORC Special Regulations had heen 
complied with. ·1 he loss of washhoards. a 
simple fault. w:1s especially tragic. With 
regard to steering failure. harcly half the 
twenty-five yachts which reported trouhle 
mam1gc<l to rig ~atisfactory emergency 
arrangements although the Regulations 
state: 

Crewr shall he 111,·are o( alternatit•e 
metlwds o( stel'rinK the rachts in the et'l:'111 
o( total rudd!'rfailure i11 anr sea. 

Being aware of them and actually effect
ing emergency methods arc 4uite separate 
things. Whether through insufficient plan
ning or a hasic difficulty in steering some 
contemporary yachts at all. many crews were 
lelt helpless in the face of rudder failure. 

One interesting point is that very few 
windows were actu,tlly damaged in knock
downs. Many racing hoats. l1<>wc,cr. do not 
have them and the lesson of small windows 
on the whole seems to have been learnt. 
There seems to he a greater risk of window 
damage through objects striking them from 
inside than pressure of water on the outside. 

On damage as a whole it is worth 4uoting 
again from the Report: 

]1-1(' liKhler hoots appear to have heen 
more susceptihle to hull dtlll1llKl' than the 
h<'at·ier. :!J per cmt o/ thl:' hoats 11·ith a 
/./ OSPI. ra1io o/ less 1ha11 175 reponed hull 
danWKI:', co111p(ired 11·ith I:! per ce111 o/ hul//s 
tl'ith a L/ DSPL over I 75. 

Watertight Integrity and Bilge Pumping 
Whereas most ocean racing crews accept a 
certain amount of \\':tier below as a fact of 
life. 33 per cent of the nect reported that 
watertight integrity was considered a proh
lcm. The largest category of response refers 
to companionways (ninety-eight boats). 
The smaller the opc·ning not normally sub-

AT THE TIME OF THE KNOCKDOWN BEYOND 
HORIZONTAL 

Question: What was the aspect presented by 
the boat to the waves? 

Base 
Astern (:!30°) 

Quarter (30° -60°) 

Abeam ~30°) 

Bow(;t60°) 

No Answer 
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Total 

n 
10 

13% 
.20 

26% 
26 

34% 
13 

17% 
8 

10% 

METHODS OF ABANDONMENT AND STATUS OF YACHTS ABANDONED 

rota/ 

Base 
82 Knockdown 
Structural Damage· 
to.Hull 
Lost Steering 
Dismasted 

mc~1;;ed. quite naturally. the smaller prob
lem ·of water entering. but with ventilators. 
cockpit lockers. engine controls and hull, 
deck joints all causing leaks. the cumulative 
effect in some boats was more than enough. 

• to cause considerahle alarm. Boats which 
lost washhoa°rcls when rolled were in many 
cases powerless to stop the ingress of vast: 
amounts or water and in general crews felt. 
that the sides of the companionway entrance, 
should he vertical or near vertical and that. 
it must he possihle to secure and open the 
hatch from both inside and out. The Report: 
or the investigation arter the 1956 Channel 
Race showed that large 4uantitics or water 
were shipped through openings not norm-
ally immersed and although the findings 
were passed on to owners and designers 
some or the lessons tl'ere either not proper/I' 
learnt ;,r appear to ha;,e heen ji1rgo11e11. cir 
'the hoats which lost washboards. Griffin 
was abandoned because they could no longer 
stem the free now into the boat. All th(: 
problems experienced. however. have heen 
the subject or exhaustive sllldy and comment 
in the yachting press at some time or an-
other. Much of it is simply commonsense. 

The Report then discusses bilge pumping 
arrangements in general. 

Pumps 11·hich discharged into the cock-• 
pit 1,·ere also criticised, as when there 1,·as a 
large quanrity or v.·ater in the hull the cock-• 
pir did not drain effectively and had itsel( 
to he bailed. 

The lack of bilge sumps caused great 
annoyance in many boats and some com-
petitors used a stirrup pump for clearing the: 
last few inches. A wet boat is not necessarily 
a safety risk but it certainlr 1,·as a fac10r in 
lowering the morale and increasing the risk 
or hypothermia due ro 11'1'I clothes and bed-· 
ding . .. Use of the heads pump as a second-
ary measure was generally considered use-
less. 

The interesting points to note from this 
section are that most competitors would\ 
rather have more. better sited bilge pumps 
than any bigger capacity units. It is a well-
known fact that a rit man can seldom shiflt 
more than 10-15 gallons a minute with a 
manual bilge pump. and idle hands would! 
be much better employed at additiona.l 
pumps than waiting to relieve the man 
pumping. In general. however, 76 per cenl 
of the sample of 235 boats considered thal 
the bilge pumping arrangements proved 
satisfactory. It is likely in future that regu-
lations on self-draining cockpits will revolve 
around minimum times for complete evacu-
ation rather than minimum si7.e of cockpi11 
drains. 

Comfort and Security of Accommodation 
One of the main criticisms of the accommo
dation of the Fastnet fleet was lack of hand-

23 
22 

16 

Abandoned Abandoqeq Abandonea 
to Life toolher to Ship/ 

Raft Yacht Hel1coprer 

6 16 
6 15 

2 ~ 3 
1 5 
4 12 

holds and crash bars. Secure stowage, under
standably, was also a problem and related to 
it items of equipment such as food tins which 
became potentially lethal missiles as the boats 
capsized. Although a number of yachts re
ported that batteries came loose, only two 
reported them a potential hazard. Another 
rather alarming fact (bearing in mind that 
33 per cent of the fleet experienced knock
downs beyond horizontal including 360 
degree rolls) was of cookers dropping out of 
their gimbals when the yachts rolled beyond 
90 degrees. 

Interior design, in general, seems to have 
come out quite well. only 5 per cent of the 
fleet reporting serious crew injuries below, 
42 per cent of these being 'inevitable', 25 per 
cent 'might have been avoided' and 42 per 
cent from 'poor design'. As reported in the 
last section, lack of a sump in shallow-bilged 
yachts made clearing smalli ·h amounts of 
bilgewater difficult and the resulting water. 
causing wet clothes and bedding, was cer
tainly a factor that affected crew morale. 

Deck Arrangements 
A small number ( 16 per cent) reported in
adequate handholds/ harness attachment 
points and a smaller percentage reported a 
lack of toerails. A number of crews reported 
that safety equipment was so well stowed that 
it was often difficult to get at when needed 
and suggestions were made that items like 
flares, lifejackets and marker buoys should 
have ready and easy stowage places incor
porated at the design stage. Twenty-six per 
cent commented that cockpit draining was 
inadequate and some suggested altering the 
present rules to specify not the minimum area 
of drains, but a set time (3 min) for the cock
pit to empty. The RN LI commented on 'the 
deplorable lack of towing points' on modern 
racing yachts and a number suffered un
necessary damage after the race due to this 
and the absence of bow fairleads. Whilst 
85 per cer-t felt that the non-slip deck sur
faces were adequate, the report failed to dif
ferentiate between each type, information 
which would have been of use to all. 

Rigs 
The much-criticised frailty of ocean racers 
rigs was not apparent during the Fastnet 
storm. Although there were dismastings, 
only a very small figure, 16 per cent, lost their 
rigs in B2 knockdowns. Several crews had 
problems reeving the third slab reef pennant, 
often finding it easier to hand the mainsail 
altogether, reeve the line and re-hoist. 
Seventy-two per cent of the lleet were not 
equipped with trisails and only 36 per cent of 
those who had one actually set it (comments 
were made later that the design of modern 
racing spars made setting this sail so difficult, 
and potentially dangerous, that many didn't 

Cookers dropping out of gimbals when yachts rolled beyond 90 
degrees 
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bother). However, although crews on the 
whole praised the area, sheeting arrangernents 
and provisions for attaching their storm jibs, 
45 per cent felt a need to carry a trisail, and 
ORC rule changes for 1980 will make the 
carrying of a trisail for all offshore and ocean 
racing events compulsory. 

SAFETY EQUIPMENT 
It is the inadequacy of some types of safety 
equipment that comes in for greatest criti
cism in the Report. The loss of six lives can 
be directly attributed to the failure of life 
harnesses or their attachment points and 
seven lives were lost in incidents involving 
liferafts, of which three were directly attri
butable to the failure of the raft. 

Safety Harnesses 
Although many harness manufacturers claim 
to construct their harnesses to BSI standards, 
very few have actually had them tested to full 
BSI specifications and hence carry the Kite
mark. The reason for this is cost: the outlay 
necessary to achieve the Kitemark has to be 
recovered by the manufacturer over what is 
by any standards low volume of production, 
and the result is a fairly substantial increase 
in unit cost. 

That six lives should be lost due to harness 
or attachment point failure is tragic, but 
that 11 per cent (twenty-six) of the 235 yachts 
in the Report should report harness failures 
is scandalous. Some of the reported failures 
were: harness buckle failure (since modified); 
line breaking; attachment point failure 
(guardrail); the belt of a jacket/ harness 
pulled out; line broke at the point where 
there was a knot; cast stainless hook opened 
and released itself; harness failed; harness 
ring failed (made of poor quality bronze); 
buckle failed because it had been put on 
wrong way round; buckle held under strain, 
but was liable to come undone with no load 
on-the line. 

Question: Were there instances of harness fail
ure? 

Base 
Yes 

No 

No Answer 

Question: Do you know the cause? 

Base · 
Hook Failure 

·Rope/Line Failure 

Harness Failure 

Broken Attachm"imt Poi 

No Answer 

Comments received from competitors 
included: harnesses simple to put on were 
appreciated: harnesses which tended to snarl 
and twist and those which were incompatible 
with lifejackets attracted unfavourable com
ment; harnesses with two lines. each with its 

' own hook were an advantage. particularly 
for the helmsman who had considerable dif
ficulty if he was not held firmly in place; in
adequacy of harness attachment points and 
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Question: Harness attachment point used 

lack of adequate toerails may have influenced 
decisions on sail changes ... even if the yacht 
was not lying safely without sail. On harness 
attachment points, 28 per cent of the fleet 
reported that they would, with hindsight, 
change them in light of their experiences 
during the race. 

In its final recommendations, the Report 
suggests the following with regard to har
nesses: the need for harnesses to comply with 
BS4224, to be regularly surveyed and main
tained and the provision of strong attachment 

, points; the need for double harness lifelines 
in severe weather; and danger of clipping on 
to guardrails; the need for jackstays and the 
advantages of having permanent lifelines in 
suitable pla&s which can be clipped to har
nesses; the practical advantages of a com
bination harness and lifejacket. 

Liferafts failed to provide the haven of 
safety that some crews expected of them 

the liferaft in which he was stowing provisions 
(still attached to the yacht) capsized and 
broke adrift. 

The account of the surviving crew from the 
liferaft that disintegrated highlights several 
basic defects in their design. 

The abandonmenr 10 the lifera_/i was ac
complished successfully. The yacht Morning
town sighted the lifera_/i and a_/ier several 
unsuccessful al/empts succeeded in laying 
alongside it. Morningtown's crew had great 
difficulty in holding on 10 the ra/i and they 
were unable to gain access to the canopy 

Harness failure - six lives lost and 11 per cent failure rate 

Liferafts 
In the same way as the life-boat is designed 
for operation in extreme conditions, most 
yachtsmen seem to expect the same sort of 
ultimate refuge of their liferafts. If one con
siders this starkly, it is expecting a great deal 
from a craft that is little more than a 9ft in
flatable to provide a haven of safety in wind 
and sea conditions which have caused a yacht:, 
many times its size and many times stronger, 
to get into trouble in the first place. Because 
so many of those who took to their rafts 
found serious defects in both their design and 
construction, it can only be hoped that the 
manufacturers take a serious look at their 
products and consider whether the existing 
concept can be improved or whether they 
will need to explore completely new avenues 
to produce a 'failsafe' life-saving raft. 

Of the fifteen liferafts that were launchecl, 
only six were deployed when no help was 
at hand. The others were used either to aid 
helicopter rescue or when a rescuing vessel 
was close at hand. Of the six yachts aban
doned with no immediate prospects of rescue, 
two sank and two suffered major super
structure damage to the extent that, although 
they were later recovered, the crew had every 
reason to think they were in danger of sink
ing. Hence only two crews considered that 
the liferaft offered greater safety than the 
undamaged hulls of their yachts. 

Seven people in the race died as a result of 
incidents involving liferafts: three after the 
capsize and disintegration of their raft, three 
while attempting to climb a coaster's pilot 
ladder from their capsized raft and one after 

opening. While the ra_/i was alongside, 
Morningtown's steering wires jumped the 
quadrant and by the time this defect had 
been repaired she had losr contact wirh the 
ra_ft. 

Shortly after the brief contact the raft was 
capsized and the rwo buoyancy chambers 
were torn apart. The crew remained in the 
lower half; but rhae was only one a11achmenr 
point (the remains of the painter or drogue 
line) to which one man was able to clip his 
safety line. An hour later two of the survivors 
were swept out of the ra_/i and it was im
possible/or the others to rescue them. 

Three hours later rhe lower half of the 
raft was again capsized and all but one of 
rhe survivors found rhemselves clinging ro the 
lanyards of rhe upper buoyancy chamber 
which had become completely separated from 
the lower. One man died while still clinging 
to rhe lanyards before a helicopter arrived 
at 0945. 

Other comments on liferafts included 
(bearing in mind that total liferaft usage of 
all fifteen combined was only 25 hours): six 
capsizes were reported; with the exception 
of those rafts which inflated upside down 
and had to be righted (NB rafts are supposed 
to right themselves on inflation), crews re
ported successful boarding (twelve crews); 
several complaints that with the painter on 
the opposite side of the raft to the opening, 
boarding was unnecessarily difficult - sev
eral crews found difficulty in cutting painters 
for this reason; protection from the sea was 
inadequate - many crews considered the 
securing arrangements for canopy accesses 
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inadequate and several that this was of 
greater significance than keeping the ent.-ance 
to leeward; protection against cold was also 
a problem for crews who were in rafts for any 
length of time - foil 'space blankets' were 
suggested by some, but whilst these are ex
tremely efficient at preventing heat loss by 
radiation, the major loss of heat suffered 
in a liferaft is by conduction through the 
single membrane raft floor. An inflatable 
floor would be one answer to this. 

One crew commented on the fact that their 
raft 'banana'd' on several occasions when hit 
by waves which cause the hoops to over 
pressurise and vent off and so they needed re
pumping by hand. They also commented that 
the attitude of the raft to the sea seemed 
unimportant. 

Liferafts suffered severe failure 
in several cases 

A number of other questions were asked 
relating 10 the use of the liferaft: were you 
able to stream drogue straightaway'? 5 - yes. 
4 - no (out of 15 launched); did it affect 
the behaviour of the raft'' 3 - yes, 3 - no; 
did water in the raft adversely affect sta
bility'' I - yes, 7 - no; was cold an im
portant factor'' 8 - yes, 3 - no; were you 
able to keep access door closed'' 3 - yes, 
5- no. 

As twelve liferafts were washed overboard 
during the storm, it seems that stowage is 
an area for improvement. Eight of these 
were stowed in the cockpit and four on 
deck and in several cases, those in the 
cockpit were secured only by a locker lid. 
Several competitors remarked that the 
best place to stow the raft was down be
low, and although skippers' estimates of 
time they thought it would take to launch 
their rafts varied between under 15 sec
onds and over 2 minutes, only one crew 
remarked that their raft had been too 
securely stowed (it took them 5 minutes 
to launch it). 

In conclusion, on liferafts, the Report 
states that: 

Liferafts clearly failed to provide the 
safe refuge which many crews expected. 
Seven lives were lost in incidents associ
ated with rafis . . and the yachts they 
abandoned 11-ere subsequently found afloat 
... fourteen lives ,,·ere saved in incidems 
in which survivors wok IU ra.fis .fi"om yachts 
which have not been recovered. 

The recommendations on liferafts state 
that: 

There is evidence of shortcoming in the 
design, structural standards u_f; and weather 
protection a.ffiHded by the lif"era/is 11·hich 
,,·ere used. It is recommended that the 
RY A should approach the Do T and request 
the Departmem, to dra11· up in consultation 
11·ith the R YA, RORC and li/"erafi manu
facturers, a specification .for rncht Ii/e
ra/is. 

Lifejackets 
No deaths are directly attributed to the failure 
of lifejackets and 91 per cent of the fleet re
ported carrying Kitemarked lifejackets. Most 
crews, however, appeared to consider them 
less important than harnesses with only 43 
per cent wearing thetn'as standard procedure 
during the storm. 

There were only ten reports of lifejackets 
being used in anger, although it is notable 
that four of the six lost overboard through 
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harness failure were not wearing lifejackets. 
It is, however, impossible to surmise whether 
their lives might have been saved if they had 
worn them. Of the ten, only one found his 
jacket ineffective. Three bodies were sighted 
or recovered floating face down wearing 
jackets and in one instance the wearer's 
head had slipped through the collar so the 
jacket was on his back. He had, though, died 
of exposure and it is suggested that the life
jacket had been supporting him adequately 
prior to his death. 

The compatibility of harnesses and life
jackets came in for criticism from competi
tors. Their comments repeatedly suggest a 
combination harness and lifejacket, although 
a number consider inflatable jackets too 
flimsy to wear all the time and those with 
permanent buoyancy too cumbersome. 

In their recommendations, the commi11ee 
preparing the Report state that ... although 
there is no conclusive evidence that failure 10 
wear l/f"ejackets caused loss of life, the large 
number of competitors potentially at risk 
through failing to do so is disturbing. They 
suggest that the RY A should talk with manu
facturers of harnesses and lifejackets with a 
view to wider production of a combination 
apparatus. 

Pyrotechnics 
In general. competitors were happy with the 
flare stowage arrangements. However. the 
large Polythene containers in which certain 
brands of flares are stowed came in for some 
criticism. crews saying that they had tq 
empty the entire contents to find the particu
lar flare they wanted. Se,·eral crews found 
that they were rather short of flares. many 
commenting that they had plenty of red 
handflares but not enough red parachutes. 
There was some confusion ca used over d if
fering firing mechanisms. and the possibility 
of standardising the mechanisms was dis
cussed. 

Question: Comment briefly on performance of 
flares 

Total 

Base 52 
Failure Due to Losing Striker Overboard 2 

4% 
Useless/Inefficient 14 

28% 
Satisfactory · 28 

56% 
Excellent 4 

8% 

The table above shows the performance of 
flares. Of fifty-two who commented 28 per 
cent found them useless or inefficient an 
alarming fact to emerge from the Report. 

Electrics/Engines 
Flooding, inevitably, caused the failure of 
electncal equipment in many of the yachts. 
However 47 per cent of the fleet were able 
to maintain 75 per cent plus of normal bat
tery power during the storm, and 51 per cent ., 
entered harbour with this much power left in 
their ba11eries. 

The questionnaire contained no specific 
questions on the use of' engines. Hu11·ever, it 
is known that several yachts used their en
gines during the storm 10 help maintain 
steerage 11'ay, to keep the racht at 11·ha1 11·as 
considered a safe angle to the ll"aves or 10 
improve pointing to make an ojfing.fi"om the 
Cornish coast. At least 111·0 dismasted rac/11s 
retired under po11·er unaided. Of the· three 
yachts 11·hich picked up sun•ivorsji-om other 
_rnchts or lif"erajis, 111"0 used their engines to 
improve manoeuvrability. Some competitors 
11·ho tried 10 use their engines 10 manoeuvre 
during the storm reported being unable to do 
so because they had no eleurical po11·er 
availablefor starting. 

THE ABILITY OF CREWS TO 
WITH ST AND THE STORM 
It was generally thought by the outside world 
that much of the bad trouble was due in part 
10 inexperienced and unseasoned crews and 
it was pointed out that there had been li11le 
really bad weather in a succession of Fast
net races preceding thi, one. The Inquiry 
largely disproved this belief. Only a small 
percentage · ," ho. felt themsel,·es 
and their ~"'"-~'""'" ~,Br ::tif .e*pe icnce. 

•. ·1-,;"' I. • 

believed rb ns •. uugh\:'l\a,' en 
different had they been ,rnoie experienc 

There was a_ sligh\. inc'.tication ~l(i. , ry 
expenenc ·Js_1p~1 w;th- ...• n· qrt (J1ore 
races or "jitges.,of Q~'ef ·sOO-n1L1e , t11ind 
them wer · · '·-tk~i'.1 11·i1" ·'1li!1do'flments. 
se1·e1-e knockdowns and damage than those 
with less' · firri'c'e.""Bti't !i"tf.-·5l" id 
not appe~i;i),tJi.l. ·' ' -
pers were at 
was ther 
team wor 
importan 

E,·en 
efficiene) 
than expecte . a 
highest expectation was th· 
a crew would be s · · · ed. 
fift\'-one or 2J. i,'b.i-tc le 
in (i crew '~ 'c, .-t'tl. .-:.i.;~~\"J.'~::t:,-;.: nt 
and so l ,~ rj · < n et 
normallv u~i:1/1 seasickne, . re ~ .. G,.I t . . 

generally ~ffecb ·e ;:ind of a gr up I ·1x 
users ll\"er ha1r ◊Cthem used Stu~tron. · 

Out of a tot,il 2,500. there ,,·ere only forty
nine cases in ,,·hich there were problems due 
to fitness. physical handicap. old age or ex
treme youth and very few skippers felt that 
they would be more chooscy in future regard
ing these factors: a re,, skippers II ho had 
nursed doubts retired bef<>rc the storm struck. 

Sun·ival Tactics 
Question: At the height or the storm what 
do you feel ,,as the principal danger"' Taking 
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a base figure of 235, the biggest danger 
feared was the steep, breaking sea ( 103), 
knockdown/ capsize (37), man overboard ( 15), 
crew injury (1-5). Ten skippers feared pooping 
and only six feared gear damage. Thirty did 
not answer. Faith in boat, crew and gear is 
shown strongly. 

Of those who hove-to (twenty-six boats), 
only three rated capsize or knockdown as 
the principal danger and of a total of eighty
six who laid to under bare poles only eigh
teen thought it so, both groups rating the 
breaking sea as a greater danger. With hind
sight 73 per cent of the heave-to faction 
said they would do the same again and 90 
per cent of the bare pole faction would repeat 
this tactic. A similar picture emerges for 
those who ran under bare pole, those who 
streamed warps and those who combined 
any three of these tactics. There was a gen
eral feeling that the greatest danger lay in 
being caught by a particularly steep and 
breaking sea. In daylight at least many felt 
that provided the boat had reasonable control 
it was better to steer and thus either avoid 
or take the seas at the best angle for the 
boat. Conversely, those which lay a'hull had 
no such control. Many laid for a quite con
siderable time in this way but inevitably a 
knockdown seems to have occurred. Re
membering the Oceanographic report, which 
remarks on the arrival of extra large, extra 
steep seas occurring at 3-hourly intervals, 
this has significance. Perhaps without that 
cross-sea pattern and these 3-hourly peaks 
all or most of the heavy weather tactics 
would have been successful. but we don't 
know for sure. 

In a breakdown of 1actics employed the 
Report gives various crews· comments on 
effectiveness, class by class. We have abbrevi
ated thus: 

Class I: One heavy knockdo,rn 11·hile a'hull, 
steering having been damaged ... Kept sail
ing throughout ... No problems i,·hi/e close 
reaching . .. Rolled and dismasred by excep
tionally steep wave, seas confused and i,·ave 
angle impossible rojudge. 
Class Ill: Knocked down bad~r afier J hours 
safely a'hull, then ran off' purposely fast at 
5-10 knots - seemed ru work 1<·ell .. 
Couldn't be slowed doll'n enough by 101dng 
warps. Heavy falls off' 1rnves and eventual 
capsize ... Rolled over 11·hi/e running with 
warps, would have been safer sailing 2 knots 
fas1er. 
00D 34: Lay a'hu/1 for ha(f an hour then 
a bad knockdo1rn. Tried lying 1\'ith sail over 
the bo1<·s IV hold her head up. Worked at 
.first bur a.fier I 1/i hours rolled 360 degrees. 
Ran with warps and drogues for 12 hours. 
Seemed IV 1-1·ork ll'ell although by then seas 
were easing . .. A 'hull.for half an hour, 1hen 
rolled by a wave that 1rnuld hal'e capsized us 
whatever angle it had approached ... Kept 
sailing under storm jib, 11'!1ich 11·as /Vo big. 
Would have been happier under rrisail. 
Class IV: Kept reaching under swrm jib. 
Suffered several knockdv,rns . . Seemed 
safe as long as absolutely stem-on to i;·aves. 

Ran directly before .for several hours, 
then rolled by cross sea appearing .fi'om no
where . . . Broached while running under 
bare pole, then rolled upside down by next 
wave catching her beam on ... Three bad 
knockdowns while ru'hning with warps. Prob
ably sailing wo slowly ... No ({/Ctics seemed 
safe. Knockdowns both while reaching under 
storm jib and running ll'ith bare pole rowing 
warps . . . Running under bare poles warps 
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streamed was safe. Without warps, too fast 
on any point of sailing . . . Very bad knock
down, almost pi1chpoled while running down 
sea to go to assistance of another yacht. 
Class V: Two bad knockdowns while hove 
to. Two more at speed up to 15 knots, down 
wind. Best tactic seemed to keep sailing to 
windward . .. Kept going to windward under 
storm jib, luffing into worst seas. Worked 
well. Probably have been beuer s1ill with tri
sai/ . ... Lay a'hull during darkness and kepi 
sailing during daylight. No real problems ... 
Capsized while trying to sail to windward. 
Couldn't maintain enough speed to meet 
seas on the bow ... Knocked down once to 
about 120 degrees during the 19 hours lying 
a'hull. 
Comessa 12: Kept sailing to windward. No 
particular problems . .. Kepi the boat sailing 
with no particular problems . Heavily 
knocked down while lying a'hull. 

Many suggested that given the proper 
storm canvas, a skilful and determined 
helmsman could avoid the worst waves; 
others claimed that there were waves that no 
tactic could counter. There is also the ques
tion of human frailty; how long can the best 
of helmsmen stay on the job? There is an 
inference in the Report that active rather 
than passive tactics were successful and 
those who could maintain some control over 
direction and speed fared better. Of the base 
figure 235. 190 or 81 per cent kept a man 
at the helm whatever the tactics employed, 
even when hove-to and of the eighty-six who 
lay under bare pole, sixty-seven of them had 
a man at the helm. 

Watchkeeping and Organisation 
The continuing efficiency of a yacht at sea 
depends upon her watchkeeping routine. 
which allows crew to get some rest and to 
take food. In general. the yachts with more 
experienced skippers fared slightly better in 
this respect. crews were better fed and ex
haustion le s widespread. 

Very few who stayed on deck stayed dry 
and those out in the open during a knock
down were of course soaked. Several com
petitors remarked upon the extreme cold ex
perienced. A few skippers kept the whole 
crew on deck during the height of the storm. 
afraid of being trapped below during a knock
down and two lives were lost in cockpits -
one man when. being injured. his harness 
was cut to release him prior to getting him 
below and another in the same incident 
trapped under the upturned cockpit. There 
were no instances of yachts sinking while 
upside down and all those who were tem
porarily trapped below. ultimately got out. 

A favoured arrangement was to ha\'e two 
men on deck. or one and a standby waiting 
below. at the hatch. As fifty-one yachts re
ported a man washed o\·erboard. sometimes 
one or more. sometimes on se\'eral occasions 
it is plain that the fewer on deck the better. 

lt is unlikely that any foul weather clothing 
could be effective in such conditions. but 
there were few reports of crew having to 
stay for long periods in wet clothing .. One 
man had to board the raft in his underwear 
but the risk of changing into dry gear was 
small compared to the risks from hypo
thermia. The majority of people had taken 
the precaution of stowing dry gear in plastic 
bags and thus, having dry things to put on. 
reports of hypothermia were few. 

Of 235 questioned, 85 per cent maintained 
watches, 72 per cent served hot food during 
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the storm, ( only 44 per cent having specially 
prepared hard-weather food on board) and 
only 18 per cent considered lack of sleep/ 
exhaustion as a factor in their actions. Even 
in the smaller boats the majority kept 
watches and prepared hot food -- a higher 
percentage of special foods, and the im
pression seems to emerge of a majority of 
boats continuing to be run in a sensible and 
seamanlike manner. 

Navigation 
When erratic steering, unknown drift and so 
forth are added it is surprising to find that 
I 03 of the 235 total managed to keep posi
tion to within 5 miles. 

In the smaller classes the numbers man
aging this were commendably high, although 
a 15-mile radius was more realistic and to 
the question 'Were you able to keep position 
plot worse than 15 miles?' only eighteen of 
the 235 said 'yes'. which included 15 per 
cent of Class 1 V and only 3 per cent of Class 
V. When asked whether uncertainty of 
position was a factor in action taken, the 
majority. 8 I per cent, said 'No·. 

... some were short of charts 

One of the biggest surprises in the Report 
was that while the majority of competitors 
felt that depth of water affected the sea 
state. as we have seen earlier the expert 
opinion did not. although there has never 
been afu/1 and systematic survey of1he area. 

An important and disturbing factor regard
ing charts on board emerges here. There had 
been a printer's strike at the Hydrographic 
Department and this may ha\'e been in part 
responsible for 18 per cent of the Oeet not 
having sufficient large-scale charts when it 
came to looking for harbours of refuge. Apart 
from the Report and since 77 per cent of 
the Oeet did ha\·e sufficient charts for this 
purpose. one might conjecture that economy 
was a \'ital reason in many cases. In the 
smaller classes and again predictably. charts 

No particular survival tactic appeared 
sigr.ificar.t!y more effective than the 
others Pharo: RNAS. Culdrose 



being damaged by soaking played a heavy 
role, although the total suffering in this way 
was only sixty-five of the 235 questioned. 

Retirements 
We feel that the more often one returns to 
the spectacle of a eries of rogue waves, 
house-high, steep, vertical topped and rush
ing on at 30-40 knots, the easier it is to keep 
in perspective the sort of decisions people 
were called upon to make. In many cases 
faith in the seemingly invulnerable yacht 
must have been shaken over and over again. 
The unbelievable had happened; could not 
the ultimate destruction now happen? Was 
there a last alternative? By then also the 
rescue services were offering safety. On the 
one hand then shattered confidence in the 
ship and on the other a chance to escape. 

Actual retirements from the race numbered 
171, but it should not be assumed that all 
retired in disarray. The majority did so be
cause it seemed prudent to do so, or be
cause, having regard to the situation gleaned 
from listening to radio reports of search and 
rescue, it was deemed sensible to quit the 
area so as not to impede rescue work. Skip
pers without R/T felt a need to put the minds 
of relatives ashore at rest. A similarly re
sponsible attitude was shown by those who 
sheltered in Irish ports and who later could 
have resumed the race and rounded the 
Fastnet Rock but who did not do so. 
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In percentage terms of the 235 base 
number, crew fatigue, skipper fatigue, low 
morale, and seasickness show a very low 
percentage as reasons for giving up. A total 
of forty-four yachts originated a distress call 
and at least two of these were relaying the 
call for another yacht. Of these, thirty-three 
were from yachts in distress and eleven 
seemingly premature calls, but no criticism is 
levelled at them for this because delaying a 
distress call can have grave consequences 
for both rescued and rescuer. 

Twenty-four yachts were abandoned and 
only five were not later recovered, one of 
these sinking under tow. From this percent
age comes the question of whether crews 
were wise to abandon while their boats re
mained afloat; after all, seven lives were 
lost from three liferafts and in each case the 
parent yacht was later recovered. With only 
one exception, all the abandoned yachts had 
been knocked down to past horizontal and 
all had hull, rig or steering damage. In seven
teen cases abandonment was calculated in 
that crews remained aboard until lifted off 
by helicopter or rescued by ship or another 
yacht; in several cases the raft was used 
purely as a means of transfer. 

Only six were abandoned before help 
arrived (two have not been recovered and 
must have been _sinking at the time of aban
donment). There were two more which, 
having been knocked down, had suffered 
tructural damage and, further knockdowns 

seeming likely, there were grave doubts that 
they would survive. 1 only two cases did 
crews take to the raft, leaving a virtually un
damaged hull. The plain fact is that skippers 
considered at the time that the lives of their 
crews were at less risk by abandoning and 
their decisions can therefore only have been 
correct ones, as they saw things at the time. 

Sheer uncertainty must have played a large 
part in persuading a skipper to abandon. 
Yachts found later to be undamaged would, 
during the storm, have seemed very danger
ous places to be due not only to being dis
masted, helpless hulks, but also to the total 
chaos below and the terrifying rush of water 
through lockers and around the ankles of 
crew below. Even in cases where the water 
that had entered during a knockdown was 
later found to be comparatively small in 
terms of volume, the yacht must have 
seemed to be sinking. Moreover, who knew 
for certain that there was not unseen dam
age somewhere and that the boat was not 
sinking under the crew's feet? 

SEARCH AND RESCUE 
The first indications of difjicullies with the 
Fastnet race fleer became apparent during 
rhe /a1e evening of Monday 13 Augus/, when 
a number of yach1s reported problems with 
rudders and steering gear . . . Rescue op
era/ions began when the Ba/1imore life-boa/ 
le/1 her station at 2215 on Monday 13 Aug
ust in answer 10 a distress signal from a rud
derless yacht. Between midnight and 0200 on 
the morning of Tuesday numerous red flares 
were reported and Mayday calls intercepted, 
and four fur1her life-boa1s were launched to 
Join in the rescue operation. 

Af1er daybreak, 1he SAR operation con
sis1ed of two phases. The firsI, which rook 
place on Tuesday 14 August, involved the 
rescue of urvivors from 24 abandoned 
yachts and was largely completed by dusk 
on 1ha1 day. The second, which involved 
accounting for 1he safety of all compe1ing 
yach1s, ran concurrent wi1h phase one but 
continued unlit 1412 on Thursday 16 Augusl 
when all yachts were accounted for. 

There were a number of factors that made 
the SAR operation a difficult one. Initially, 
the lack of an accurate list of competitors 
complicated matters; helicopter crews were 
unable to differentiate between those yachts 
in distress and those safely hove-to; the 
many liferafts broken adrift and empty 
hampered rescue authorities and wasted 
much time; the identification of yachts was 
very difficult with many under bare poles, 
so they could not display their sail numbers 
(it was suggested that the sail number should 
be marked on the deck in retro-reflective 
tape so that identification would be possible 
day and night); yachtsmen's lack of knowl
edge of air search rescue techniques, particu
larly regarding the use of green flares; life
rafts were particularly difficult to identify and 
it was suggested that the sail number or 

Seven lives lost after crews abandoned 
afloat 

the yachts were later found 
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name of the parent vessel should be marked 
on the top and bottom of the raft. 

Before the race, the RORC installed a Data 
General computer into the race control HQ 
and this piece of equipment was to prove in
valuable, particularly in the aftermath of the 
storm with the tidal wave of telephone en
quiries. 

Much comment has been made that it 
should be compulsory for all yachts to carry 
VHF/RT, including recommendations from 
the SAR authorities, and the Report goes to 
some length to explore this field. 65 per 
cent of the fleet carried VHF radios, the 
majority of the larger yachts being fitted 
ranging down to 28 per cent of Class V 
having sets. However, despite 65 per cent of 
the fleet being fitted with VHF, the system 
was not very effective as Channel 16 rapidly 
became overloaded due in a number of cases 
to poor radio discipline and procedure. 

The SAR authorities and the Coast Radio 
S1a1ion at Land's End did not know until 
sometime after the start of the SAR opera
tion the names of the competing yachts and 
whether or not each was fi11ed with radio. 
Thus it was sometime before any effective 
action was taken 10 co-ordinate the record of 
boats which were safe and this is believed 
10 have contributed significantly to the length 
of the second phase of the SAR operation. 

As the SAR authorities have laid great 
emphasis on the importance they auach to 
the use of radio the Inquiry has considered 
how radio might be used more effectively in 
future races . .. 

There is one serious drawback to manda
tory position reporting schedules. The radio 
failure rate during the race was 15 per cent/or 
VHF-fitted yachts, as opposed to an abandon
ment percentage of 8 per cent. In any 
weather the radio failure rate is likely to ex-

more of three frequencies. Each of these 
have their limitations, particularly with re
gard to the monitoring of the frequencies 
and also the restricted DF facilities, and the 
Report considered that while the EPlRB is 
very valuable for aircraft safety, its effective
ness for racing yachts competing in coastal 
water did not justify its use. 

The presence of efficient rescue services 
clearly added 10 the total number of yachts 
abandoned, as many of those who were 
taken o.ff by ships and helicopters would not 
have aoandoned unless rescue had been at 
hand. There have been allegations that the 
rescue services positively encouraged crews 
10 abandon their yachts but no evidence has 
cotne 10 light 10 support rhese allegarions. 

CONCLUSIONS 
If anything was freak about the Fastnet, it 
was not so much the wind or the waves, it 
was the fact that over 300 yachts of all types 
and sizes were in the lrish Sea when an ex
ceptional storm took place with little warn
ing. That over twenty should die during the 
gale, fifteen of them crew on Fastnet Race 
entrants, is a tragedy, but if we can learn 
anything from the experiences of those who 
came through then perhaps we can reduce 
the' cha·nces of the same thing recurring. 
Faults in design and construction of yachts 
and their equipment were all too apparent in 
many cases and the Report has carefully 
outlined those areas of major concern. A 
pity, though, that they were unable to name 
names of specific items as it would have 
added immeasurably to its value. Similarly, 
after strong reading in the body of the Re
port, its main recommendations seem a little 
lightweight. 

' ... some knockdowns were inevitable, but the incidence of bad knock
downs was unacceptably high .. .' 

ceed the number of yachrs in disrress by a 
similar amount. A radio failure, or even an 
alarm clock or memory failure causes a yacht 
to miss a reporting schedule and there is a 
danger of over-reaction. The present system 
of assuming that all is well unless there is 
an indication of trouble has much to recom
mend it over a system in which a yacht is 
assumed to be in trouble if she is not posi
tively known to be safe. 

If radio is to be made compulsory it must 
also be made as reliable as possible and the 
equipment required should include an 
emergency aerial which can be rigged if a 
yacht is dismasted or loses her masthead 
aerial and a reserve power supply for use if 
the main batteries become unserviceable. 

The three factors which prolonged the 
search after the Fastnet storm were the 
number of competitors, the distance of many 
yachts from land and the initial absence of 
a contingency plan/or keeping tally of yachts 
reported safe. The case for compulsory radio 
is therefore strongest for races in which 
there is a particularly large number of entries, 
and in which the course takes competitors a 
long distance offshore (but the limited range 
of VHF has to be considered). 

There were suggestions that the use of 
Emergency Position Indicating Radio Bea
cons (EPIRB) would have assisted the SAR 
operation. These devices operate on one or 
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The Report draws its own conclusions. The 
following are ours, seen as they affect all 
seagoing yachtsmen, racers and cruisers 
alike. 

I [FA\~B [FA\CT§ I 
Weather 
• The storm was exceptional for August. 
but not unprecedented. On average there ts 
such a gale in that month ~ry 10 years. 

• The primary cause of the high and steep 
seas was strong winds from the south 
which rapidly veered to the west causing a 
confused and dangerous pattern. 

• Most damage was caused by waves rather 
than wind. 

• Although the area has not been fully sur
veyed, it is considered unlikely that the 
Labadie Bank or any other charted shallows 
would have had any effect on sea state. 

• Low Y developed rapidly and unexpectedly. 
Given the state of the forecasting art. the 
radio gale warnings given were the best 
that could have been expected. 

• Although the Report draws no conclusions 
about the level of meteorological knowledge 
of crews, there are indications that for a 
good part of the fleet it was not high. By 
dusk on 13 August, all the indications were 
there for a gale, even a severe gale. includ
ing a rapidly falling glass and several ex
perienced crews told us that other visible 
phenomena pointed clearly towards gale 
force or stronger winds. Nearly hall' the fleet 
said that their barometer gave no warning 
- perhaps this is a reflection of the fact that 
a barometer is not a mandarory item of' 
equipment under the RORC Special Regula-
1iuns. 

Ability of Yachts to Weather the Storm 
• Structural damage, apart from rudder 
failure, was relatively light considering the 
conditions encountered. but many healthy 
yachts had their ability to carry on seriously 
compromised by shortcomings in basic de
sign detail - much of which should have 
been dictated by commonsense. 
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• The Report gives cause for considerable 
alarm about the seagoing abilities of a cer
tain type of yacht, especially those of very 
light displacement, wide beam, shallow hull 
form and low initial stability. Such yachts 
were more prone to B2 knockdown and in 
one case (Grima/kin) the boat remained in
verted for over 5 minutes. 

• After the 1957 Channel Race an Inquiry 
was held which commented on the amount 
of water that yachts shipped through open
ings not normally immersed (hatches, sky
lights and ventilators). It seems that the 
lesson has not been learnt. A major cause of 
flooding (the sinking of one yacht being 
caused by it) was through washboards drop
ping out when the yacht was knocked 
down. Already builders are investigating 
methods of positive fitting of boards and it 
also seems that yachts with steeply-angled 
companionway sides are more prone to 
washboard loss than others. 

• Safety equipment as specified by the 
RORC seems adequate in some cases, in 
need of closer evaluation in others (especially 
harnesses), but more important seems the 
need for regular inspection and maintenance. 

• Lack of handholds and crash bars below 
was clearly a problem as was the secure 
stowage of equipment and gear such as 
batteries, cookers and other heavy objects. 

• A quarter of the fleet reported inadequate 
cockpit drainage. The concept of a minimum 
draining time rather than drain size makes a 
great deal of sense. 

• Rigs seemed to fare better than one might 
have expected, although it appeared that 
crews had difficulty in setting trisails. How
ever, the fact that a large proportion of the 
fleet said they would like to carry trisails 
indicates that we might see a re-emergence 
of this sail. 

• In general, safety equipment fared poorly 
in the Inquiry. It is true that survival condi
tions were encountered, but it is in these 
conditions that safety/emergency equipment 
should carry on working. Harnesses failed, 
liferafts failed to provide the haven of safety 
crews expected and some just came apart 
at the seams. Lifejackets, as a second line of 
defence after harnesses, seemed to work 
when worn, but despite conditions few crews 
wore them during the gale as they felt they 
hampered normal working. 

Pyrotechnics also provided difficulties, and 
with a reported fourteen out of fifty-two who 
used flares finding them inefficient or use
less, it seems that this is another area for 
serious improvement by the manufacturers or 
stricter scrutiny by the RORC. We would like 
to see a complete re-assessment of life
harnesses with more emphasis on testing 
for strength and evaluation for ease of use. 
Organisations such as the RORC should also 
encourage the annual inspection of all items 
of safety gear such as harnesses. There is 
also a real need to look at the present inflat
able liferaft concept. Originally developed 
for aircrews' use, hopefully in moderate 
weather, they have probably developed as 
far as possible in their present form. Perhaps 
the North Sea Oil Industry can provide 
pointers here; it is a great shame that the 
manufacturers of the only recent promising 
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The presence of rescue services clearly added to the number of yachts 
abandoned 

Experienced skippers 
abandon 

slight indication that they were less likely to 

new design of raft, the Igloo, are no longer 
producing it. There is also a real need for an 
unobstrusive Iifejacket, easily donned and 
ideally coupled with a harness, provided the 
combination is kept light and compact. 

Ability of Crews to Weather the Storm 
• It would appear that a crew's best chance 
of survival, when all other tactics fail, is to 
stay below, battened down securely and with 
windows protected. Given searoom, the 
modern hull seems able to remain afloat de
spite severe damage to rig and steering, pro
vided her hull and deck are unbreached. 

• In such extreme sea conditions no one 
storm tactic was markedly better than 
another, save perhaps for keeping the boat 
under helm. The stamina of a helmsman 
capable of handling her would then be debat
able. How long could he keep it up? 

A comment was overheard after the storm 
from a cruising yachtsman who had been 

near the storm area. 'Of course I was all 
right because I had a long keel under me 
and a heavy boat.' It is easy to be com
placent sitting at home and reading about 
the Fastnet storm, thinking that one's own 
boat would have been all right. Walk outside, 
look at the highest part of your house, im
agine a wave that size and near vertical 
about to break over her and go inside and 
think again. The standard of seamanship 
shown by Fa tnet crews is probably higher 
than could be expected of average cruising 
crews in the same situation. They would also 
have had more stamina. But for the magnifi
cent efforts of the rescue services and the 
fast passage of the depression, the final toll 
might have been far higher. O 

Copies of the Report of the 1979 Fastnet 
Race Inquiry are available, price £2.50, 
from The RYA Membership Dept, 
Shaftesbury Road, Gillingham, Dorset. 
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S1lDLEH1S FllST1VET 
Here follows a personal account and some re
flections on the Race, by one of the competitors, 
MARTIN SADLER, Managing Director of Sadler 
Yachts Limited. 

THE CREW comprised Richard Hill, 
skipper and owner of our boat; Tony 

Chadwick and Paul Clements, as deckhands; 
Gail Davis, our cook; Nick Hill, navigator, 
and myself as helmsman. We were, I suppose, 
a typical sort of crew in that three of us had 
sailed together before in some fairly rough 
conditions, and Tony and Paul had shared 
the experience of a bad Biscay gale, but 
otherwise we were a new and untried com
bination. In the event, it was a good and 
happy crew, which made all the difference in 
the test we were to suffer later. 

Our boat, Sissy Too, was a Sadler 32, with 
only minor variations from the standard 
boat. She was brand new, having been 
launched only 3 weeks before, and we were to 
thank her for safeguarding our lives before 
another week was over. 

In preparing for the race I had considered 
that the effects of the sun over 5 or 6 days at 
sea might be one of the biggest hazards. 
Accordingly I had equipped myself with lots 
of sweatshirts, two pairs of sunglasses and I 
had bought a new sunhat for the occasion! 

But on came the jumpers soon after the 
start as we bowled happily along in a light 
wind, Force 2 to 3. We had an exciting race 
to the Needles, cross-tacking with Green 
Dragon, a one-off boat that we reckoned to 
be the boat to beat in our class. 

Just off St Alban's Head, dusk fell and 
with it a fog. We felt very much alone. There
after we stayed well offshore, with visibility 
down to no more than 100yd. Now and again 
we crossed paths with other boats, and we 
had the inevitable near-miss with a container 
ship that passed no more than I 00yd astern, 
doing at least 20 knots. 

Off Land's End, at around dawn, we ran 
out of wind completely. We dropped anchor 
in a sloppy sea, to wait for the fog to lift and 
the wind to awake, which they did, after only 
half-an-hour. Anxious to get on, we hauled 
at the anchor only to find it well and firmly 
fouled. We did the only thing possible and 
cut the warp and handed the end to a passing 
fishing boat. We were to regret the loss of 
that warp. 

In a freshening breeze, we set sail for the 
Rock. Unbeknown to us, we were setting sail 
for hell. I awoke, after my off-watch sleep, to 
find us fairly cracking along on a sou'west
erly beam reach in a Force 4 to 5. 

The midday forecast was for Force 6 to 7, 
possible 8, and the news cheered us - giving 
the prospect ofa fast run to the Rock. 

The 1800 forecast mentioned Force 9 and 
we prepared for a rough night. The cook got 
out the steaks and we all had a substantial 
meal with all the trimmings. 

We were to be glad we had it under our 
belts. By 2300hrs we were starting to reef. 
Just before midnight we called everyone on 
deck to get more sail down quickly. This left 
us with a deeply reefed mainsail only. 

Still not too concerned, we listened to the 
midnight shipping forecast, which wa(ned of 
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Force 10! In the next IO minutes the wind 
increased so quickly that we were forced to 
take in the remaining sail. We were now 
under a bare pole. 
• The anemometer gave a wind speed of 45-
50 knots and the seas were growing visibly by 
the minute. / was convinced that having got 
up so quickly, the storm would surely abate 
just as speedily. I couldn't have been more 
wrong. We saw other boats still sailing and 
holding their course, but we were content to 
run before the wind. Even with no canvas up, 
we were making 4 10 5 knots. 

It was rough and uncomfortable, of 
course, but I went below for my off-watch 
nap still not over-concerned. 

I awoke at 0500hrs to discover that con
ditions had obviously got very much rougher. 
Then, whilst struggling into my oilies for my 
stint at the helm, the boat took a mighty 
heave and rolled massively to port. We went 
well beyond 90 degrees of roll, and those of us 
in the saloon were thrown like twigs against 
the cabin side. I fell against another person 
(and nearly broke his neck it transpired) and 
we hit the pilot berth. Charts, dividers, trans
istor radio, watches, etc were hurled right 
across the boat, clat1ering and banging. I 
remember being worried, even in all the con
fusion, that numerous oddments had crashed 
against the port windows. There was some 
water about and I was convinced that we had 
broken a window and that we were really in 
trouble. 

As we came, quite quickly, back upright, it 
was with enormous relief that I realised I was 
mistaken. We seemed to be OK and with sur
prising calm we surveyed the chaos. I have a 
very clear memory of the hatch opening an 
inch or two and a calm voice saying, 'Every
thing all right down below?' 

We replied that we were and the hatch 
snapped shut. Gail was the next to speak -
'What do we do now, send up a flare?' In a 
matter-of-fact voice Nick replied, 'There's no 
point, there's no one to see it!' He was re
warded by chuckles all round and I com
pleted putting on my oilskins happy that 
everyone was so composed. In retrospect, I 
am very aware that if just one of us had shown 
signs of panic, it might well have been enough 
to tip us all over the knife-edge of self
control. I clambered into the cockpit and 
was immediately struck by the awful din of 
the howling wind. 

I stared incredulously at the sheer awesome 
enormity of the wave a few yards behind us. 
At least the height of the mast, it travelled 
towards us at a fearsome pace. We were 
drawn like a child's toy boat up the face of 
the wave and its crest crashed down over the 
full length of the boat, completely swamping 
the cockpit. 

Life-buoys came out of their holders, the 
liferaft came adrift and was floating about in 
the cockpit and ropes snarled from their 
lockers and coiled themselves around our 
legs. 

We surfed wildly along with the wave at a 
tremendous pace, until it finally left us be
hind, and we began to fall back into the 
trough. As I took the helm from Richard he 
told me, by bawling close to my ear, that he 
had been thrown into the sea by the roll I had 
experienced below, and had been saved only 
b:, his harness. He confirmed that we had 
rolled beyond horizontal, broadside-on to the 
crest of a wave, but with the masthead still in 
fresh air! 

I concentrated thereafter on looking for
ward only, learning that I could tell when a 
big one was coming by the depth of trough, 
and the noise of its thunderous approach. 

I tried steering at about 45 degrees to the 
wind and wave direction, seeking to avoid 
being caught broadside, or steering straight 
and the other very real possibil:1y of being 
pitch-poled from a crest. 

A mighty roar from behind and a rushing 
wall of foaming water flung us bodily on our 
side. We clung to the guard rails, hanging 
vertically from them for a few seconds till 
the boat righted itself. The technique ob
viously didn't work but I quickly learned 
that the best compromise was to steer off 
about 45 degrees but to turn straight down
wind as the crest approached and boiled 
away beneath us. Then, as it passed, to helm 
off to 45 degrees again as we slid down into 
the next trough. 

Once I had gained this technique, it was 
astonishing how steady the boat became, 
with very li11le water coming aboard. In this 
way we bucketed along at about 6 knots, 
gaining confidence all the time that we could 
survive. 

But when I heard that the 0600hrs forecast 
was for Force 11 imminent I thought, 'Oh my 
God, it's going to get worse!' 

Just as we were digesting this appalling 
news, the storm seemed to grow immediately 
more violent. The wind took on a higher 
pitch lo a screaming howl - the water 
around us became a continuous bed of foam
ing spume. I remember thinking, at that 
point, that we really were facing death. / 
considered how on earth. in these conditions, 
we could put over the liferaft without losing 
it. I couldn't see how the light line from it 
could last more than a few seconds before 
the wind simply tore the raft away. Even if 
the line held, could we all safely get into the 
raft? And even if we succeeded in that, how 
much safer would we be, in these gigantic 
seas? A capsize of the raft seemed very likely 
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and could the raft take the enormous stress? 
It had to be 1ha1 we stayed wi1h 1he boa/. 

Bui if a helicop1er had winged ifs way from 
heaven and hovered over us al 1ha1 time, I 
1hink we might well have op1ed for gelling 1he 
hell ou1 of it! But we had no choice but to 
hold on. 

We were completely alone and words are 
totally inadequate to describe the hell of the 
next few hours. The seas were of unbeliev
able and indescribable ferocity, with wind 
speed rising to 65/ 70 knots. 

After what seemed like a lifetime the wind 
started to abate, and by early afternoon was 
down to 45 knots. A brief consultation and 
we decided to switch on the engine and make 
for Cork. Doing so meant retiring from the 
race, of course but there was no debate. We 
had all taken enough. We all dreaded the 
prospect of another night at sea. We had also 
lost faith in the weather forecasts and the 
midday forecast of an improvement was 
greeted with undisguised disbelief. Our only 
thought was to reach harbour, to eat and to 
get dry and warm. We al/found ii impossible 
10 swallow food and we were now feeling 1he 
ejfecls of hours of being constan1ly wet and 
cold. 

We thought we were about 20 miles from 
Cork, which was a mistake caused by sight
ing an uncharted oil rig and mistaking it for 
another that was charted. We were, in fact, 
about 45 miles from Cork and we motored for 
IO hours or so, slightly into the seas which 
were dying all the time, but with the wind 
still blowing around Force 8. 

Cork had to be our destination, for that 
was as far north as our chart went. We had 
oniy brought the charts we expected to use. 
There's a moral there, for it would have been 
easier to head further north but that would 
have meant sailing into uncharted waters. We 
could have put the sails up, of course, but we 
were happy to take the easy way out and 
motor, such was our longing to put an end to 
this awful voyage. 

At last we sighted Cork, but had to enter 
using only Reed's Nawical Almanac as we 
hadn't pilot notes for the area. We had to 
seek assistance from a passing pilot boat 
which led us to the Royal Cork Yacht Club, 
where we gratefully tied up. 

It was around 0300hrs, but the Club was 
ready and waiting for arrivals from the race. 
There were twenty or so boats there ahead of 
us, and more arriving all the time. Our first 
actions were to telephone our various homes 
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and report our safe arrival. Then a shower, a 
meal, and to sleep. 

Here I must pay tribute to the officials and 
members of the Royal Cork for their un
stinting and exceptional assistance. We owe 
them a very big thank you.' 

Reflections 
The sail back to Plymouth, after a couple 
of days' recuperation, was uneventful but 
thoughtful. It may be useful to detail some 
of these thoughts for the wisdom-after
the-event that they embody. We learnt 
several lessons the hard way, and they 
may serve as food for thought for others. 
• The most important moral that I draw 

from our experience, as advice to anyone 
unfortunate enough to be caught in sim
ilar extreme circumstances, is-
1. Stay with the boat If you can 
A lot of problems were caused by crews 
leaving, or trying to leave, their boats 
before it was actually necessary to do so. 
In fact, only four boats actually sank 
during the whole episode. Several aban
doned boats were subsequently sighted 
still afloat with plenty of freeboard even 
though hatches were open. 

In retrospect, although we would very 
much have liked to get off the boat, stay
ing with it was the safest thing to do. 
A number of specific points emerge 
from our experience: 

2. Carry enough warp to trail astern 
We had lost our anchor warp which we 
could have used for the purpose, but in 
future, I shall carry extra heavy-weight 
warp in a long enough length to give a 
long bight. A drogue, too, would have 
been useful. We could, then, have lashed 
the tiller and all retired below to wait the 
storm out. 

Warps should only be trailed from the 
stern. We did hear of a boat that trailed a 
warp and sailbags from the stem. A mis
take, for the modern boat will easily blow 
off when head into the wind, and that 
particular boat did in fact roll through 
360 degrees. Also the stresses on the 
rudder are considerable if the boat is 
knocked astern. 

3. Constantly check the security of 
hatches 
At one stage we found our cockpit locker 
open and our anchor well lid open. In 
those circumstances it's easy to overlook 
checking that all hatches are well secured 
and vigilance is needed to make sure they 
stay that way. 

4. Fit storm covers over windows and 
ports 
Plywood covers to the exterior of all 
lights would have removed the worry (un
justified as it turned out) of breakage by 
the sheer force and weight of water. 

5. Flt fasteners to the washboards 
It had never otcurred to me before that a 
boat rolling past 90 degrees can lose its 
washboards, especially if the hatch is even 
slightly open. All that's needed is a 
through-fastened peg or catch. We were 
diligent in keeping the hatch bolted shut 
and afterwards we sponged only about 
two bucketsful of water out of the bilges. 

Lost wash-boards would have been a 
death-knell. 

On the Fastnet, the lid was not adequately 
secured through the sort of oversight 
that's only too easy to make in preparing 
for a race or long voyage. Here, the rec
ommended arrangement is for shockcord 
to be used to hold the hatch securely in 
place, whilst still allowing speedy access 

All that is required to fabricate storm
covers is a piece of stout plywood cu/
to-shape, and a method of quick fixing. 
The suggestion here is four eye-plates 
permanently fixed to the coachroof sides, 
slots in the ply, and snap-shackles to 
secure. Then the covers could be titted 
very rapidly when necessary 

It's a horrifying prospect, but with a hatch 
only slightly open, washboards can be 
lost when rolling to 90 degrees, and 
were lost by some competitors in the 
race. One answer is to fit barrel-bolts 
on the inside at either end of the top 
washboard. A further bolt would secure 
the hatch itself, from within. To secure 
from the cockpit, a snap shackle could be 
used with the hasp and staple type fitting 
used on this boat 

6. Carry charts and pilot notes for ad
jacent areas 
We were right on the edge of our chart 
when making for Cork. If we had been 
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blown further north, we would have been 
in a very hazardous situation even after 
safely surviving the worst of the storm! 

7. Use safety harnesses religiously 
We developed a system that the person 
coming up from the cabin would open the 
hatch sufficiently, to pass his hook out to 
those in the cockpit. Only when it was 
made fast would he be called out, at a 
good moment. The reverse procedure 
applied forgoing below. 

On the Fastnet race, the crew secured 
their safety harness lines to the sail/rack 
traversing the cockpit, since the boat was 
not fitted with the safety harness eyes 
which can be seen below the track, 
mounted on the forward bulkhead of the 
cockpit well. They are to be highly recom
mended, as opposed to the common 
practice of securing safety harness clips 
to the lifelines between stanchions, 
which may have been weakened by con
tinuous use 
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A good idea is this safety harness wire 
running from the cockpit to the foredeck 
on both sides. Thus a crewman can travel 
the full length of the boat without clipping 
and unclipping as he goes 

We had our harness lines attached to 
the sailtrack as being the strongest con
venient point. We then took a couple of 
turns around a winch as an extra pre
caution and to shorten the range. We 
also hung on to the stanchion lines! Even 
a brief second of not being hooked up 
would have been sufficient to possibly 
lose a man overboard. 

8. Have seasickness pills on board 
I took Stugeron, being prone to seasick
ness and they worked! In such appalling 
conditions, even someone not normally 
a sufferer from seasickness could well 
be affected. Even one member of the crew 
being ill would have been an extra worry 
and problem. 

We none of us felt well, but none of us 
felt ill! 
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9. Eat well before the worst arrives 
We all found that for many hours we were 
unable to swallow properly. Part fear no 
doubt, but also due to sheer nervous ten
sion and the effects of such violent pitch
ing and rolling on the digestive system. 

Eventually, hunger exacerbated the 
effects of the wet and cold and real fat
igue set in. Any longer, and I feel that this 
escalating fatigue could have reached 
danger point. Our steak dinner stood us 
in good stead! 

10. Check all fitments for strength and 
rigidity 
For example, we found that the lee
cloths on the bunks were not quite strong 

• enough for the conditions. The eyes be
gan to pull away from the canvas. If they 
had given way it could have caused in
jury, which would have been a tragedy 
miles and hours from safety. 

The Calor stove came off its gimbals 
and the burners and other bits and 
pieces flew around the cabin. 

A 
As a means of preventing the cooker jump
ing off its gimbals, a circlip covers thi~ 
slot at the top of the gimbal mount. By 
oversight they had not been replaced on 
the boat in the race. The safety rail in 
front of the cooker is another valuable 
safety item, preventing the cook from 
falling on to the stove in rough weather 
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It is understood that several competitors 
had problems with batteries shifting ancf 
discharging acid. It is essential that bat-
teries fit snugly, as on this installation, 
and are held firmly in position with 
wedges, battens or straps. The lid shoulcf 
be capable of being securely fastenecf 
down, in this case by screws 

' 11. Two-way radio 
I leave the question of having two-way 
radio till last. Certainly it would have been 
welcome in order to pass a message to 
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our loved ones that we were safe long 
before we made it to Cork. As it was, we 
had to wait 10 hours before we could do 
so. 

On the other hand, we might have been 
tempted to .call for assistance when, in 
fact, we didn't need it. We were certainly 
scared, uncomfortable and unhappy, but 
we were not in sufficient danger to put 
rescue services at risk merely to alleviate 
our misery. . . . 

On a more general note, I was very 
glad indeed that I was in a boat with a 
healthy ballast keel beneath us. In my 
opinion, many modern boats are too 
lightly ballasted and too prone to ex
cessive roll in severe conditions. We 
were carrying a lot more ballast than is 
the average for the majority of modern 
cruiser/racers. I sincerely believe that it 
saved our lives. 

Another design feature which was 
brought to light by the tragedy, was the 
necessity for strong rudders. I believe 
that rudders are the better for having a 
below-water pintle-bearing to share the 
stresses inflicted in bad seas. This nec
essitates having at least a small skeg be
fore the rudder, or better still a full-length 
skeg. 

A stout rig is another obvious necessity. 
But the regrettable trend to building 
lighter and lighter boats had its reward 
in several boats suffering dismasting, 
no doubt as a result of insufficient 
strength in either the mast itself or the 
rigging. 

In conclusion, perhaps I should answer 
the two most common questions that 
everyone seems to want to ask. The first 
is, 'Would you do it again?' The second, 
'What was uppermost in your mind when 
you thought you'd probably had it?' 

My answe-r to the first is that at the 
time I was quite, quite sure that I would 
never go offshore again. Now, some time 
later, that resolve has weakened with 
fading memory. Certainly the experience 
gave me confidence in the ability of an 
adequate sailor and a good boat to have a 
fighting chance of surviving the worst 
that the sea can offer. Provided, that is, 
that the sailor keeps his head, follows 
sensible safety procedures and has a 
modicum of good luck. 

My answer to the second is more sub
jective. My major thought when faced 
with the possibility of death, was concern 
over my wife and children. Losing my own 
life didn't seem particularly important. 
What I would be leaving behind did. I 
therefore extend my deepest sympathy 
to the families of those who perished. 
Man will probably always want to test 
himself against nature with all the atten
dant risks. 

The real tragedy is that probably some 
of those who entered the race had been 
lulled into a sense of false security by 
the fact that the two previous Fastnet 
races had been quiet affairs with balmy 
weather. I count myself in this number 
and if the lives lost serve no other pur
pose, they have certainly brought the 
potential dangers of ocean and offshore 
racing to the fore. The tragedy will be 
remembered for many years to come as a 
cautionary tale. In that, at least, it will 
serve a valuable purpose. <> 
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