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FROM THE EDITOR 
ANDREWBRAY 

T
he 1979 Fastnet Race remains the worst disaster 

in the history of offshore racing. Fifteen race 

crew lost their lives, as did four from a trimaran 

shadowing the race and two from a cruising boat 

unfortunate enough to be in the area at the time. 

Now, 30 years on, we look at various aspects of that 

storm and the lessons learnt in a special 28-page feature, 

but central to the whole story is Matthew Sheahan's 

personal account of what happened during the early 

hours of14 August 1979. At the age of 17, he was on board his father's halftonner 

Grima/kin. This is one of the most powerful and moving sea survival stories I have 

ever read. His father was one of those lost in the race. 

In the wake of the disaster, the Royal Yachting Association and Royal Ocean 

Racing Club commissioned an inquiry. Both organisations reacted rapidly to the 

disaster to pre-empt any official government inquiry and to demonstrate that 

sailing was a sport that could govern itself responsibly. 

The result was the most far-reaching report ever into the safety and performance 

of small craft, their crews and their equipment in extreme conditions. It was-and 

still is-the most definitive work of its kind ever published and much of it is still 

relevant today. It led to new safety standards defined in the ORC Special Regulations 

and brought new ideas to yacht design and to safety and general equipment. We 

have re-published this report in full on our website, www.yachtingworld.com 

If you race or cruise offshore it is a must-read. 

Could the Fastnet storm happen again? The answer is undoubtedly yes but even 

though yachts would still be overpowered and rolled by the seas it is likely, because 

of big improvements in crew training, safety gear, communications and search and 

rescue, that the human toll would be very much lower. 

Andrew Bray 

Monthly newsletter 
Would you like to receive my month'f' newsletter by e-mail? Go to www.yachtingworld.com, 

scroll down the page until you get to On the Wind'.jill in your e-mail details and it will be sent to 

you completely free of charge on the day of publication of the latest issue. 

Extra value at the click of a button! 

Have you read my blog? There's all sorts of nonsense and 
comments on the current sailing scene. r11\.\.\. 
See it at www.yachtingworld.com ~,,, 
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FASTNET 1979 THE FACTS 

HOW THE FASTNET RACE DISASTER UNFOLDED mJ Magicdismasted and 

taking in water Source: HM Coastguard final situation report. All times UTC 

13August 14August 
talking on Ch16 to Magic, E St Mary's lifeboat 

E!lmFirst storm w'arning on 

BBC Radio 4. Manyyachts 

missed this, but caught the 

regular forecast at 0015 

E!Jm First indications out at 

sea of deteriorating 

conditions were when 

Coastguard heard Cof)dor 

which had lost her rudder in (right) launched to Magit' 

heavy seas. Moments later, 

Condor advised another boat rmlJ MRCC Shannon 

dismasted. Red flares sighted. reported five yachts in 

The developing storm 

t}~ 

This satellite picture from 15372 on 13 August 

is the first indication of the storm developing 

and becoming more intense than previously 

thought. The shape is the classic comma and 

the cold front shows where an abrupt change 

in wind direction will occur 

Race facts 

303 starters 

235 boats exposed to the storm 

85 finished 

194 retired 

15 crewlost 

Fastnet 
Rock 

Baltimore 
RNLI 

E 
l 

Cou rtmacsherry 
RNLI 

• Buck's Fizz 
(Trimaran) 

• Charioteer 
(00D34) 

Griffin* (OOD 34) • 

A 

Ballycotton 
RNLI 

N 

• Gringo Ariadne 
Scaramouche • (Frffl 33) (cart 35) 
(S&S swan 48) Hestrul II & -, Gan• • (Hustfer33) Polar Bear 

~ 
Magic* (Ed Dubois 30)e (=man &Pye 33) 

Tiderace IV• • Alvena eama:ue 
3 

"(_ n 
The central pressure has dropped to 978mb. 

Many in the race are now experiencing gale 

force south-westerlies 

] 

~, 1 

J~ 
't, 
~ 

,o~{:: 

I/~(! 
,.!, -~ Tl,(-..ll i5 

An abrupt veer from SW to NW during the 

hours of darkness created a severe sea state. 

Other Met charts show a distinct trough 

following the cold front 
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(Ron Holland 36ft) (Doug Peterson 33) (34ft Br@gewater 
• Navigation and 

Allamanda •eamlhoe Steamship co.) 

Grimalkin 
(Ron Holland 30) 

(00D 34) (Carter 34) 

Golden Apple of the sun 
(Ron Hollam:f 34) • 

Finndabar 
•(S&S Swan 40) 

festillll Tertia 
• Bonaventura (Contessa 35) 

(Ohlson 35) • 

eM•llg-■ 111 
(Laurent Giles) 

•Billy Bones 
(Maurie Delph) • Trophy 

(Holman & Pye 40) 

Abandoned boats 
• Sighted position 
• Estimated position 
• Not registered in Fastnet Race 
* Known to have sunk 

24 race yachts were abandoned. Of these, 19 were later recovered. 
Two not listed here are Annee and Kestrel, both mentioned in the 
Coastguard rescue reports but not listed in the RORC entry list, one 
of several anomalies in the records at that time. 

Bishop 
Rock 

Fly around the Fastnet Race course of 1979 and read more about the circumstances 
of each rescue In our Google Earth Interactive map on www.yachtlngworld.com 

St Mary's 
RNU 

I 



difficulty in Fastnet area. 

Three I ifeboats launched to 

assist from Courtmacsherry, 

Ballycotton and Dunmore 

East lifeboat stations 

Dm Race escort vessel 

Morningtown reported that 

Baldonnel 
Irish Air Corps 

four persons had been 

sighted in a life raft close to 

where flares had been seen 

earlier in the night 

li2m MRCC Shannon 

reported six yachts in distress 

117 miles NW ofland's End 

U1 

From 

mm 
&lD SAR Nimrod scrambled Two Sea King helicopters are 
from RAF Kin loss. Forecast is airborne from RNAS Cu Id rose 
revised for Storm Force 10. 

Elm Mulligatawny reports 

ml1 Wessex helicopter being dis masted. 

airbornefrom RNASCuldrose Morningtown reports that 

Grima/kin has capsized 

Craft involved in search and rescue 
HMNLS Overijssel. Dutch frigate and race guardship. 
Rescued 15 survivors, including those from Trophy and 
Callirhoe, and 2 bodies from Bucks Fizz 

,;,, ha:ns 
Sennen Cove lifeboat (Rother class). Assisted various boats 

Baltimore, Courtmacsherry, Pen lee and St Mary's lifeboat (Watson class). 
Rescued Regardless, Wild Goose, Pepsi, Casse Tete, Victride,Magic, 
Festina Tertia, Pegasus 

St Ives lifeboat (Oakley class). Went to rescue of Grima/kin, towed Azenora II 

Dunmore East lifeboat (Waveney class). Saved crew from Autonomy, 
escorted Juggernaut and 2 others 

Falmouth lifeboat (A run class).Towed Big Shadow, Golden Apple of the Sun 

Ballycotton and Lizard-Cadgwith lifeboats (Barnett class). 
Rescued Ossian. Accanito, Wild Goose and survivors of Ariadne 

,t tr 
#tr lr:, 
,to • 
wllw 
• 

RAF Chlvenor, Brawdy and Coltlshall Oil rig vessel Gulf link 18. Rescued 7 survivors ofTiderace /Vand 
helped tow Wild Goose 

-Angle 
RNLI 

\1\1 

I! 

A L t S 

p.,, l 

Fishing vessels Ker/ea, William Harvey, Cap Der Guy, Sanyan, Petit 
Poisson, La Critiqued and Boy Ga,ytowed or rescued New Brig, 
Tarantula, survivors of Charioteer and survivors of Flashlight, 
towed Sandiette //,Annette and Lipstick 

Tugs Robust and Ro/licker.Assisted several yachts.Towed 
Skidbladnerto St Anne's 

Coasters Chiem see, Piro/a, Mariana Vand Nanna rescued survivors 
from Ariadne,Allamanda,assisted Gan, towed Ariadne t 
HMS Anglesey, on fisheries patrol from Plymouth. Rescued . . 1• 

1 survivors Bonaventure II. On 16 August boarded and battened ~ 
down Grima/kin, Callirhoe,Allamanda,Gan, Tiderace IV and Kestrel 

1 

HMS Scylla.on anti-submarine exercises from Portland. \t, --. lJ, I.},!• 
Assisted in searches - - ■ 1■ ■ -

HMS Broadsword. Sailed 14August as co-ordinator of \ ::t rf1 ·teuk f 
surface search. Set up grid search pattern NW Scillies , - - •-•■ I I 

L.E. Deirdre, Irish Navy fisheries patrol.Assisted in searches ~ 
Aircraft 
Lynx helicopters from RNA$ Cu Id rose. Flew,; sorties 

WessexV helicopters from RNAS Cu Id rose. Flew 27 sorties 

Sea King helicopters fro_m RNAS Cu Id rose. Flew 25 sorties 

Beech King fixed-wing aircraft, Irish Air Corps. Flew 6 sorties 

Wasp helicopter from HMS Scylla. Logged 10 yachts SW Scilly Isles 

--=,,;:=::: '¥ 

7tS 1 t 

f,eochCoas<goarnAUwUqoeAT1.3ass;s,,d ,o~a«hes ~ 
Nimrodsceneofsearchcommand:2fromRAF ' - • ___ ______......& 
Kinloss,3fromRAFStMawgan. Flew13sorties ~ 

t: 

I 
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f 
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FASTNET 1979 GRIMALKIN 

Bi1i1 Flares fired from One crew rescued by 

Charioteer 63 miles ESE of helicopter, remainder taken 

Fastnet Rock in tow by French trawler 

Petit Poisson 

ml HMSAng/eseyrelays 

Mayday from French yacht mEI St Ives lifeboat 

Tarantula, reported sinking. launched to Grima/kin 

mEI Nimrod Rescue, 

airborne from RAF Kin loss. 

Sea Kings and Wessex 

helicopter proceeding from 

St Mary's, Scilly. Nimrod 

assumes scene of search 

commander 

Wessex helicopters alone 
flew for 60 hours over 3 days 

~ -~ " ..,,_ 

LIFE AND DEATH 
DECISION 

Five minutes that changed my life forever 
In 1979 Matthew Sheahan, aged 17, was racing his father's yacht Grimalkin. 

After being rolled, pitchpoled, battered and half drowned, and believing the rest of 

the crew to be dead, he and two others had to make a crucial decision. For 30 years 

he has held backjrom challenging others'widely published accounts, but now he, 

Mike Doyle and Dave Wheeler tell their full story for the first time 

1
0830* Tuesday 14 August 1979, 
aged 17, five minutes changed my 
life. Five minutes that, despite the 
stress of the previous six hours, 
would encapsulate the most 

extreme emotional highs and lows that 
I would ever experience. Five minutes that 
would be stretched to the longest minutes 
of the night and culminate in the most 
important decision I would ever make to 
this day- a decision that would need to be 
made in the most testing conditions. And a 
decision that I would feel forced to justify 
three decades later. 

During what turned out to be the wildest 
and most destructive night in yacht racing 
history, our six-man crew aboard Grima/kin, 

a 30ft Nicholson halftonner, saw conditions 
deteriorate rapidly as we headed out across 
the Celtic Sea on our way to the Fastnet Rock. 
Aboard were my father, David Sheahan, 
Gerry Winks, Mike Doyle, Nick Ward, Dave 
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Wheeler and myself. All had experience of 
offshore racing, all had raced together 
aboard Grima/kin for most of the season 
through a variety of what we thought were 
testing conditions, yet none of us had any 
idea how far we would be pressed during the 
next few hours. 

The first knockdown was a shock to the 
system, a one-off, an extreme incident that, 
like lightning striking twice, was impossible 
to imagine happening again. But when it 
did, time after time, it was clear that our 
focus had changed from racing to survival. 

As we careered down the perilously steep 
face of a yet another mountainous wave it 
was clear this was going to be a big one - at 
best a terrifying white knuckle ride, at worst 
the end of our night. Within a few seconds 
our boat speed leapt from a lethargic amble 
in the trough of the wave to a thundering 
plane as the wave pitched us head first into 
the invisible trough 40-6oft below. 

Running down what felt like a vertical 
wave under bare poles in the dark while 
trailing multiple warps, there was nothing 
we could do to slow down. As the log wound 
itself up like the rev counter on an engine 
that has just been floored, a pair of huge 
white bow waves arced out from each side, 
providing a V-shaped wall of water ahead. 

The continual howl of the storm was 
deafenfag, but the rumble and hiss 
generated by this outrageous burst of speed 
rose above the background. A soul-chilling 
surge of fear swept through all ofus as we 
heard the terrifying sound ofa breaking 
wave 40ft above us. In just a few seconds the 
10ft high foaming crest was bearing down 
on us from behind like an avalanche. We 
dared not look back. There was no escape. 

As time slowed down before the 
inevitable crash, the most terrifying aspect 
of our predicament was the realisation that 
we had no more options. There was simply ►► 

'Times in Matt's recollection are ship's time. Note that times in official sitrep report, usedforourTime/ine, are in UTC 





FASTNET 1979 GRIMALKIN 

m?il RAF Cu Id rose makes 

urgent broadcasts on the 

media for air and ground 

crew to return to station so 

more aircraft can be tasked 

El French trawler 

Massigny reports picking up 

seven crew from Charioteer. 

Proceeding to Newlyn 

&'I Sennen lifeboat 

launched to assist operations 

m'.IJI Nimrod Rescue 1 

locates two separate tubes of 

torn-a pa rt I iferaft fr9m 

nowhere to go. Any attempt to steer along 
the face of the wave was futile and would 
have meant a knockdown and tonnes of 
foaming water cascading onto the boat. 
Having been knocked down repeatedly and 
the crew thrown into the water, we'd already 
been there several times during the night. 

Pitch poled 
We braced ourselves for the pooping of our 
lives, but a split second before the onslaught 
from astern, the bow disappeared as we 
nosedived into a wall of water in front. No ' 
one had seen that coming, not that it would 
have done any good if they had. As the bow 
submarined into this secondary wave, 
Grima/kin's stern rose until it arced over the 
bow and stood us on our nose. As we 
approached the vertical, crew were thrown 
against the back of the coachrooforout of 
the boat altogether. A split second later and 
we were hit from astern by the breaking 
wave and we pitchpoled. 

Solid water and bubbles rushed past my 
face, my limbs streamed out as I was towed 
underwater like a mackerel spinner by my 

161 Y \CHTING WORLD Al.'GUST 2009 

harness line. I had no idea which way was 
up, where the boat was, or what would 
happen next. Helpless, overpowered and 
overwhelmed, when your predicament 
gets to this stage your mind goes into an 
alien state where fear is replaced with 
resignation. But, as I was to discover three 
hours later, this clearly wasn't my time yet. 

Seconds later! broke the surface, trailing 
alongside the boat, spluttering, thrashing 
around and desperate to get hold of 
anything connected to the boat. Although 
she had righted herself, Grima/kin was now 
starting to accelerate down the face of 
another wave. 

I don't really know what happed next 
other than somehow I managed to get back 
aboard. As I scrambled back on deck, I could 
hear shouting, but in the dark, the noise 
and the drama of the conditions it was 
impossible to work out who was saying 
what. As I tried to make sense of the 
situation I looked aft to see a pair of hands 
clutching one of the vertical legs of the 
push pit. It was Dave Wheeler hanging on, 
struggling to keep his head above the 

Grima/kin Fact File 
Crew: 
David Sheahan (45),owner and skipper 

Matthew Sheahan (17), owner's son 

Gerry Winks (35), trimmer-sailing friend from 

mid-Seventies 

Mike Doyle (24), helmsman and back-up 

navigator-joined crew in 1979 

Dave Wheeler (19), trimmer-joined 1979 

Nick Ward (24), trimmer-joined 1979 

Boat: 
Grima/kin was a Nicholson half-tenner, 

designed by Ron Holland, one of several 

sisterships to the prototype Silver Jubilee, 
which was HalfTon national champion and 

HalfTon level rating champion 1977-Grimalkin 

was built by Camper & Nicholsons. 

LOA 30ft oin 9.14m 

LWL 24ft gin 7.54m 

Beam 

Draught 

10ft 3in 

5ft gin 

3.12m 

1.75m 

Trophy with survivors on 

board and begins homing in 

fleet guardship Overijsse/ 

mtiJ Helicopter reports 

Grima/kin's position is 

incorrect and search 

unsuccessful 

quarter wave. As the stern pitched and 
heaved, somehow we pulled him back 
aboard. I sat there and looked at him and for 
a reason I still don't understand, ran my 
hand down his harness line to find his 
carbine hook floating free, detached from 
the boat. Both ofus went numb with shock. 

Just lucky 
Until this moment, running with the seas 
had been slightly more comfortable, safer 
even, than trying to reach across them or lie 
ahull where we felt like a sitting duck waiting 
for yet another breaking crest to roll us on 
our side, sometimes through 360°. Sailing 
downhill reduced the apparent windspeed, 
reduced heeling and provided a degree of 
manoeuvrability that allowed us to dodge 
the terrifying breaking crests. The trouble 
was that at speed and with waves coming 
from all directions- now the breeze had 
swung through 90° -the potential fora 
major pile up was greatly increased. 

The reality was that until now we had 
simply been lucky, most of the breakers had 
rolled past us on either side-just. On this 
point of sail there was no skill in avoiding 
the waves, we were simply playing a game of 
Russian roulette. And when the bullet and 
the barrel lined up, the waves that struck us 
broadside had simply laid us flat or rolled us, 
ejecting the crew into the sea. 

Running out of options 
That was frightening and risky enough, but 
the pitchpole that we had just experienced 
was all the more distressing as it drove 
home the unpleasant truth that we were fast 
running out of options. What else could we 
try? How much more could we take? How 
much more could our boat withstand and 
how much more water below decks would it 
take to see her start to sink? 

As we took knock after knock, thinking 
beyond the next 60 seconds seemed 
impossible. Tired, cold and hypothermic, 
just responding to our surroundings second 
by second was the best our six-man crew 
could achieve. Our ability to make rational 
decisions was being impaired rapidly. 

Even the simplest things were becoming 
difficult. I remember that, despite ►► 



FASTNET 1979 GRIMALKIN 

mD Nimrod reports survivors from Polar Bear Bonaventure. Proceeding to 

locate Magic conditions as WSW 60 knots, 

sea state 8, 3 miles visibility, mil Panamanian coaster 

cloud base 1,200ft and wave Nana reports picking up ml!I Helicopter picks up 

height so-6oft survivors from capsized yacht three crew from Grima/kin 

and two from Trophy.Three 

nJ Dutch guardship l'i1lm HMS Anglesey picks up crew from Trophy picked up 

Overijssel picks up six all crew from RNSAyacht by Overijssel, two died 

recognising the various components ofzip 
on my oilskin jacket, l just couldn't work out 
how to do it up. 

But, over the course of the next few 
hours, life was about to become far more 
taxing and present the most serious 
dilemma I have ever experienced. 

The final blow 
Looking back at conditions during the night 
and listening to the accounts of others, 
including those of our surviving crew, has 
helped me to understand how some sailors· 
saw the storm and their reasons for wanting 
to abandon their boats. 

Aboard Grima/kin during the night we 
had discussed whether we should abandon 
ship and considered the issue of whether we 
should send out a Mayday. Neither debate 
drew a consensus. My father was reluctant. 
He certainly did not want to abandon the 
boat and neither did he feel at that moment 
that a Mayday was warranted. 
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Leaving the boat had never cropped up in 
our discussions during our preparations for 
the race other than to check that the liferaft 
was in date. But when it came to sending out 
a distress call, he knew precisely what was 
involved. Being a methodical man who left 
nothing to chance, he had run through the 
procedure several times at home. I still have 
the four hand-written pages of A4 he used as 
revision notes. He knew what a Mayday was 
for and despite our uncomfortable plight, 
questioned whether at this point there was 
imminent risk to life. 

But as we continued to take a hammering 
through the night and into the dawn it was 
becoming clearer that several of our crew 
were in a seriously bad way. In particular, 
Gerry Winks, a sailing friend of several years 
from our former club at Queen Mary 
reservoir, was suffering badly from 
hypothermia and struggling to stay 
conscious. Nick Ward was struggling too. 

As the pounding continued and with the 

My father and I on 
Grima/kin's first 

offshore race to 

Cherbourg after 

taking delivery of 

her in the autumn 

of 1978. We had 
raced together in 

a variety of dinghies 

and keel boats since 

I was seven. I can 

only think of two 

offshore races that 

we didn't compete 

in together 

boat flooded, a rapidly deteriorating crew 
and another debate as to our predicament, 
we decided it was time to call for some help 
and at around 0600 my father and I went 
below to send out a Mayday. 

Racing yachts of the day were never 
designed with knockdowns in mind, let 
alone full 360° rolls. Few are today. Had they 
been, general stowage would have been in 
secure lockers rather than open stowage 
under pipecot-type bunks. 

As we were repeatedly hurled around the 
ocean, food, equipment, internal ballast and 
even joinery started to fly around the cabin, 
making the accommodation a seriously 
dangerous place to be. 

Six years later I would experience similar 
conditions in the 1985 Fastnet aboard a 
three-quarter tonner and witness the 
skipper spending his off-watch nailing down 
locker lids with screws, or'Manchester nails' 
as he liked to call them. According to him, 
we were taking no risks. Ifwe didn't need it, 
or it couldn't be fastened down and it 
presented a risk, it was over the side. 

But in 1979 the lesson was only just being 
learnt and we were about to have a practical 
demonstration that I believe contributed to 
my father's death. 

Chaos below decks 
As I stood by the chart table listening to my 
father make contact with the yacht 
Morning town, which was relaying our 
message to Land's End Radio, 1 heard an 
awful deep rumble outside, another wave 
was bearing down directly upwind of us. 
A quick glance through the port hand 
coachroofwindow revealed a monster 
breaking wave, careering towards us. 
I remember bracing myself before the noise 
and chaos erupted below decks as we were 
rolled yet again through 360°. 

As the boat came upright, the water, gear 
and general debris rained down onto the 
cabin sole. My father lay slumped over the 
chart table, unconscious and bleeding from 
the head. He had been hit by a tin of food 
and had a bad gash on his head and a deep 
skull fracture. We had to get out of the cabin. 

I grabbed the first aid kit and called for 
help to drag him up on deck where we tried 



E -St Mary's lifeboat 

assisting Victride back to the 

Scilly Isles 

m Eightcrewairlifted 

from Camargue 

lml Casse Tete towed 

to Ireland by the 

Courtmacsherry lifeboat 

IDill One crew airlifted from 

Azinor II. Boat towed ashore 

by St Ives lifeboat 

ml Tiderace/Vrequires 

assistance 

Im Skidbladner Ill 

abandoned. Five survivors 

airlifted. Yacht towed by tug 

Ro/licker to St Anne's 

to attend to his wound. I was sitting in the 
cockpit cradling my father's head as he 
mumbled incoherently and he winced as 
I sprayed plastic skin onto the gash. It was 
the last definite response I got from him. 

I hadn't managed to get clear of the boat and 

Deep-rooted fear 
From here on, time stretches and 
compresses as the combination of 
hypothermia, stress. anxiety and deep
rooted fear distorted proceedings. The VHF 
antenna had broken in the last 360° roll 
rendering the radio useless. I remember a 
Nimrod making two swooping passes 
overhead as it dropped green flares. I 
remember that we fired what few flares we 
had after several had been swept away as a 
wave washed across the deck. 

We could make none of them operate 
properly and they either skimmed along the 
tops of the waves, or buried themselves in 
the water just yards from us. I suspect we 
were not firing them off correctly rather 
than any fault with the flares and mention 
this only to highlight our mental plight at 
the time. Our ability to save ourselves was 
becoming dangerously compromised. 

Desperate to display our distress we 
hoisted a square over a circle, but looking 
back, clearly a battle flag and a lifebelt were 
not the best items to hoist up the mast. The 
increased windage, to say nothing of the 
foolishness of hoisting a lifebelt were clear 
indications ofa crew in mental meltdown. 
We were becoming incapable of thinking 
rationally and were physically spent. 

Slumped in the cockpit, holding onto my 
barely conscious father. I remember hearing 
the familiar roar of yet another aquatic 
avalanche behind my head. We were hit hard 
in the back as if shunted from behind on the 
motorway. Then nothing. 

Nothing. until I found myself trapped 
under the upturned side deck of the boat. 

Drowning ·, 
I could see the name of the boat on the side, 
a bold written script in royal blue, but 
upside-down. I could see the keel and the 
rudder pointing skywards -a familiar and 
frustrating sight when sailing my National 
12, but this was clearly wrong. 

couldn't breathe or indeed get my head above 
water. To drown when we had survived so much 

during the night seemed so unfair 

As I swung in and out from under the 
gunwale and struggled to break free I could 
feel something between my legs which 
I realised was a head - Nick Ward's, I 
recognised the blue collar on his jacket. 
I grabbed his head and tried to pull him out, 
but he was jammed. There was no motion 
from him either, no thrashing of arms, no 
twisting of the head. 

Quickly l realised that I too was in serious 
trouble. I hadn't managed to get clearofthe 
boat and couldn't breathe or indeed get my 
head above the water. Only occasionally was 
I able to take gasps of air as the boat rose and 
fell over the waves that continued to sweep 
through. With my life harness line running 
under the upper guardwire before it went 
back to the cockpit, the line simply wasn't 
long enough to get my head clear. 

I was being pinned down. Our safety lines 
only had hooks on one end and were spliced 
to the harness, making it impossible to 
release. A blessing in some ways - had I been 
able to release the line at my end, I suspect 
there would have been nothing to hold onto 
and I would have been swept away. 

As a child I had been late to 
learn to swim and lacked the 
level of confidence you might 
expect of someone who lived 
for sailing. Consequently, a 
fear of drowning was at the 
top of my list of phobias. Yet 
when faced with this 
outcome for real, as I 
struggled in vain to free 
myself, I was amazed to 
discover that irritation, 
anger and bitterness 
rather than blind panic 
and abject terror were the 
overwhelming emotions. 
The calmness of the 

situation struck me as a huge relief, yet 
being forced to say goodbye at 17 years old, 
when the world was just starting to open up, 
seemed fiercely unjust. To drown when we 
had survived so much during the night also 
seemed so unfair. 

Whether the several gasps of air that 
I did manage to grasp accelerated the 
hallucinations I do not know, but I saw my 
family, friends, car and drum kit all neatly 
lined up on green rolling hills atop chalk 
white cliffs less than a mile away, which was 
both comforting and cruel. 

Yet while my mind played tricks, my body 
appeared to be continuing its struggle to 
survive. The only way to get my head above 
water was to take off my inflated lifejacket in 
order to remove the separate safety harness 
underneath. Somehow I managed this, 
looping one arm through the discarded 
lifejacket for support. As I surfaced I spun 
around to see Dave Wheeler pop up 
alongside me at the aft quarter. 

Until that moment I had assumed I was 
the only one to be thrown clear. I was elated 
to see him. As I shouted to him that we 
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DI Polar Bear abandoned. 

Six survivors taken on board 

Overijssel. Yacht towed to 

Penzance by MV Pirola 

i Ell Pegasus under escort 
1! .g from St Mary's lifeboat 

~ 

"Come on, we've gQt to get off the boat, she's 
sinking. The rig's down and will go through the 
hull. Come on, come on she's sinking." 
My God, he's serious, they're climbing in 

should climb on the upturned hull, the 
gunwale started to rise above the water's 
surface. Suddenly the entire deck opened up 
in front of me and a broken mast allowed . 
Grima/kin to right in an instant. Indeed, so 
fast did she come up that I was launched 
into the boat, hauled by the harness line 
that I had not fully removed. 

I landed on top of Gerry and Nick. They 
looked desperate. At 17 I had only seen one 
person die, a weekend sailor at Queen Mary 
who had had a heart attack on the pontoon 
after stepping out of his dinghy on a breezy 
day. But that was at a distance; this was face 
to face. Both my crewmates were motionless 
in the bottom of the cockpit, which was 
swilling with water. Nick's face and lips were 
blue, Gerry had a facial injury. 

As I scrambled to my feet I was looking 
upwind and saw a body face down in the 
water soft or sou pwind. I knew instantly 
who it was. I knew too that he had drowned. 
Fit men don't lie face down in the water, 
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arms outstretched unless they're doing 
front crawl. My father was blind in one eye, 
wore glasses and could only swim breast 
stroke. As kids we teased him that he 
couldn't go underwater like us and while he 
tried to laugh it off, it was clear he couldn't. 

A snap second later I turned around to 
help Dave Wheeler back aboard and together 
we stumbled across the cockpit to the high 
side to see a pair of hands gripping the 
pulpit stanchion. It was Mike Doyle, clinging 
to the back of the boat. Together we just 
about managed to haul Mike back aboard. 

I stood up, looked to windward and 
watched us drift further away from my 
father, as we were pushed by the wind and 
the waves. I was numb, exhausted, in shock 
and bewildered. My brain was in neutral, my 
body freewheeling, I felt like an empty shell. 
Only the yelling behind me snapped me out 
of my trance. 

"Come on, we've got to get off the boat, 
she's sinking!" screamed Mike. "The rig's 

down and will go through the hull. 
Come on, come on, she's sinking!" 

As he yelled at us he was 
scrambling towards the aft leeward 
quarter. The liferaft was already 

afloat, removed from under the 
cockpit floor some time earlier 

and prepared in case we had to 
deploy it in a hurry. After the 
boat had inverted, the raft 
dropped into the sea. All Mike 
needed to do was to pull the 
ripcord. As he did so the liferaft 

inflated, but in the 50-60 knot winds 
it started flaying around behind the boat. 

My God, he was serious, he was climbing 
in. Dave was following too. 

My instinct was to stay on the boat. My 
father and I had frequently repeated the 
quip we had heard about stepping up to the 

lfll Hestrul II abandoned. 

Six survivors airlifted. 

Ell Can abandoned. Six 

survivors airlifted. Can towed 

to Newlyn by Mariana V 

liferaft from the masthead. But this was for 
real and it felt so wrong. 

I was standing in the middle of the 
cockpit, my drowned father to windward, 
two motionless bodies at my feet, a 
seriously disabled, dismasted boat and the 
only two people who were conscious in a 
liferaft holding onto the pulpit and asking 
me whether I was coming or staying. I don't 
know if the naivety of being just 17 helped or 
hindered in such a situation. 

The right response? 
Thirty years on, I still don't know how I'd 
react given the same set of circumstances. 
What I do know is that it's damned easy to 
be wise after the event and make decisions 
that seem clear-cut from a warm secure 
room on terra firma after hours, weeks or 
years of deliberation. 

My instinct at the time might have told 
me that staying with the boat was the right 
thing to do, but the sequence of events that 
followed can and have been argued to be 
precisely the right response by many, 
including sea survival experts. 

Mike did what he believed was right at 
the time, so did Dave and I have always 
respected that. Nothing has and will change 
this. The terror of being trapped under the 
upturned hull is one that even now I can't 
bear to imagine. Mike, a strong swimmer, 
describes the fear he felt and the conviction 
he had that the boat was going down. I don't 
blame him for one second for wanting to 
get off that boat as soon as she righted, 
something he had helped to achieve by 
climbing the hull. Had my father remained 
with the boat and conscious, his fear of 
water and enclosed spaces would have sent 
him into a blind panic, as indeed it did when 
the boat was upside-down. 

Mike had cut my father free, something 
I will always be grateful for. He did what he 
felt was right at the time and I would defend 
fiercely any criticism of his actions. 

A respect for both the men who died and 
the people who tried to save them is why 
during the last 30 years I have deliberately 
avoided certain issues to do with the past 
few minutes ofmy father's and Gerry's lives. 
It's easy to make snap decisions when you're ►► 
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lml All seven crew of mB Callirhoe Ill abandoned. li!I Ossian towed by 

Tide race recovered by oil rig Six survivors taken on board Ballycotton lifeboat 

supply ship Gulf Link 18 the Overijssel 

DE/I ColdenAppleofthe 

mDI WildCoospequires mi.I Festina Tertia sinking. Sun loses her rudder. Ten 

assista nee. Dun more East One crew lost overboard. crew airlifted. Yacht towed 

lifeboat tows to port Survivors airlifted. Boat to Newlyn by Falmouth 

towed to Scilly lifeboat 
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ml Supply vessel Cuff Link 

18takes Wild Goose in tow 

with seven survivors aboard 

ml Crewmanfrom 

Flashlight airlifted. Yacht 

towed to Newlyn by 

La Critiqued 

not there, and sometimes hard to live with 
them when you were. 

All three ofus have been criticised for 
leaving two crewmembers aboard the boat, 
most recently in Nick Ward's book Left for 
Dead, and before that in John Rousmaniere's 
book Fastnet Force 10 where, in the 
inaccurate chapters that refer to our plight, 
the author suggests that: 'A close look 
convinced them [myself, Dave and Mike] 
that if Winks and Ward were not dead, they 
soon would be.' 

I have always found that statement and 
the intimation that we made a casual and 
callous assessment deeply offensive. The 
author and others who have made such 
one-sided judgements without having 
asked any of the three ofus for our side of 
the story also forget that we were leaving 
three people behind. Among them was my 
father and, while his plight looked 
desperate, I hadn't given up. 

What I will admit to is simply not having 
the strength to lift or move two adult bodies, 
especially as they were caught up in a cat's 
cradle of ropes. 

Survival is not simply a battle of wills, a 
set of rights and wrongs that make for a 
convenient flow chart for success. Saving 
oneself to fetch help for others is not an 
unusual strategy. Sometimes it's simply an 
instinct. I believe that the chain of events 
that followed, while far from being a 
strategy at the time, demonstrate this. 

Salvation, confusion, success 
When compared with the terrifying hours in 
a spinning, flooded and unstable liferaft, the 
stress we had experienced aboard Grima/kin 
during the night was a walk in the park. This 
alone would make me think doubly hard in 
the future about climbing into a liferaft, but 
it still wouldn't necessarily make for the 
right answer. 

When we were finally picked up by a Sea 
King helicopter at around 1030, I was the 
first to be plucked to safety. On entering the 
helicopter I was asked which boat I was from. 

"Grima/kin," I replied. 
"Are you sure?" asked one of the crew, 

shouting over the roar of the engine and 
rotors. We've had no report of her here." 



"Grima/kin, Grima/kin, she's upwind from 
here, you have to go back, there are two 
people on board and one in the water," 
I stressed, as the recovery of Mike and Dave 
continued below us. "We must go back, we 
must go back," I continued, anxious that my 
message wasn't getting through. 

Lying back against the fuselage of the 
helicopter were other sailors, the first 
inkling I'd had that others were in trouble 
too. A weak smile greeted me from one of 
the crew from Trophy. 

With Mike and Dave now aboard, 
l continued my plea for the helicopter to go 
to Grima/kin. I can't remember who told me, 
but it was made clear that they didn't have 
enough fuel to continue a search and had to 
head back to shore, but I was not to worry. 
They would radio ahead the position and 
inform the rescue services; another 
helicopter would be back out. 

Partially relieved, but still concerned 
about the plight of the other three, I hadn't 
begun to appreciate the havoc the storm 
had caused. As we flew over, boat after boat, 
more life rafts than I'd seen at a boat show, 
waves, spume and chaos lay below. 

Recently, I met up with one of the pilots 
who flew us back to safety, Keith Thompson, 
who today runs a successful helicopter sales 
and charter business in Cornwall called 
Castle Air. He described to me how the 
rescue plan was developing more quickly 
than the services could sort out and how 
rescues were being prioritised. 

"We were the second Sea King airborne 
that day. As we took off, we thought we were 
rescuing just one boat, but by the time we 
had reached the Scillies on the way out I had 
filled up my kneepad note board with the 
names of boats that we were being asked to 
search for and was starting to write the 
names on the windscreen," he explained. 

"We weren't sure whether we were 
looking for boats, liferafts or people. People 
in the water were our priority. Next came 
liferafts. At one point we lowered our man 
down onto a life raft to see if the crew were 
OK. They said they were, so we said we'd pick 
them up later." 

This was a staggering indication of the 
scale of the drama that had unfolded and 

ml Gringoabandoned, by Chiemsee and FV Boy Gary mil Four remaining crew 

believed sunk.Survivors from Flashlight airlifted 

airlifted by helicopter mJ Five crew of Al!amanda 

s:- airlifted. Yacht towed to 

~ El Ariadne abandoned. Newlyn by MV Piro/a ml Crew of Mulligatawny <:i 
5' 
"' Two survivors rescued by and six crew of Maligawa Ill 
~ Nana, one airlifted, two more Im Crewman from rescued by Dasher, a Services 
~ 
<,: dead. Yacht towed to Newlyn Flashlight airlifted Nicholson 55 

I remembertryingtofind someone to ask whether 
another helicopter had gone back out to the boat 
and whether they had found the crew. I still hadn't 
given up hope, but I started to feel sick inside 

the unconventional a pp roach that was 
required in the extraordinary 
circumstances. The fact that we had been 
picked up at all suggested that we had been 
part of this prioritisation. That, and luck. 

"We headed back after four hours' flying 
to refuel and went straight back out as there 
was no one to take over," continued 
Thompson, whose working day finished 
after 8 hours and 20 minutes of flying in 
seriously challenging conditions. 

Dry land 
Landing at RNAS Culdrose, we hobbled 
across the apron and were transported to 
the Naval hospital. My recollection of our 
arrival is a blur. Confused, anxious and 
disorientated, on the one hand I was relieved 
to be ashore, on the other, numbed by the 
shock of the previous few hours and the 

worry and distress at having left my father 
and two crewmembers behind. 

l do remember trying to find someone to 
ask whether another helicopter had gone 
back to the boat and whether they had 
found the crew. I still hadn't given up hope, 
but I started to feel sick inside as the 
prospect of having to phone home to break 
the news to my mother, brother and sister 
began to occupy my thoughts. 

I had already started to hear dramatic 
stories on the ward of boats going down 
with all hands and, while these were 
unconfirmed (and fortunately, as it turned 
out later, untrue}, it was becoming clear that 
this was a major disaster. I needed to tell my 
mother that three ofus were safe, but three 
were not. How could I tell her what had 
happened to Dad? Should I continue to keep 
her hopes up, or was it better to face the 

Recently I met up 

with Keith Taylor, 

one of the two 

helicopter pilots 

aboard the Sea King 

that rescued us. His 

description of the 

conditions and of 

the rapidly 

escalating drama 

helped to make 

some sense of a 

wild and 

disorientating 

experience 
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ml Tamasin II escorted to lifeboat and towed to Cork. Fastnet Race competitor) escorts New Brig towards Seil lies by Falmouth lifeboat 

Pad stow by Royalist One person lost overboard reports losing two crew Milford Haven 

overboard 40 miles from D11 St Mary's lifeboattows 

lim Juggernaut towed to 11m Billy Bones abandoned. Round Island. No trace B1 Rescue helicopter Festina Tertia to Seil ly 

port by Dunm?re East lifeboat Six crew airlifted. Yacht found of crew and yacht picks up one survivor and one 
towed by St Mary's lifeboat returned to Falmouth '. &m Animal assisted into body from Grima/kin 

m1:I One crew of Gunslinger Milford Haven by Angle 
airlifted. Four taken off by lliD Tempean (not a ml French trawler Ker/eo BJ Big Shadow assisted to lifeboat 

likelihood that he had drowned? I couldn't 
think how I would tell her either way. 

Nick Ward and Gerry Winks were not 
recovered from the boat until later that 
evening and even then were only stumbled 
across by the rescue services, despite my 
repeated requests to get help to them. What 
had happened as a result of the Nimrod fly 
by, my comments in the helicopter and my 
efforts once ashore? 

Once again, it would be easy to start 
pointing fingers, but in my opinion, very 
wrong. Such an extraordinary event relied· 
on an extraordinary response and people 
were forced to make decisions as they went 
along, many of them heroic. Sometimes 
there simply are no guidelines and goodwill 
and instinct take over. 

When I did discover that Nick had been 
recovered alive, I was relieved and delighted. 
Thank God. Suddenly the effort spent 
nagging people about going back to the boat 
seemed worth it after a day in which I had 

The family scrap book which includes all the 

newspaper cuttings, notes and personal memoirs 

that followed the disaster 
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Sadly, after 30 years, I feel that our story in 
particular has become one-sided to the point that, 
if I don't speak out, what has been published so far 
will become fact by default 

spent plenty of time doubting myself and 
questioning whether others knew more 
than they were prepared to tell me. Yet the 
good news came with bad. Gerry was dead 
and there was no report of my father. His 
body was never found. 

Although in my heart I knew he had gone, 
for the next few years I couldn't help 
thinking that maybe, somehow, he had 
survived. Whenever I saw a story in the 
national newspapers, no matter how small, 
regarding a body that had been found, my 
heart raced. Was it him? Or perhaps by some 
miracle he had survived ?Thirty years later 
I'm just about over it, but it doesn't stop me 
wondering what might have been. 

Life after '79 
Returning to our flat in Hamble was tough. 
Our life was in turmoil and continued that 
way for many months. Aside from the 
distress and practical implications following 
the loss of two crewmembers from our boat, 
my father was one of the founding partners 
and the financial director of a large London
based company. Because his body had not 
yet been found, a death certificate could not 
be issued and the family's assets and estate 
was frozen. The company had suddenly 
been thrown into a difficult situation too. 

Our minds were in many places and again 
I found myself responding to situations 
rather than controlling them. While we had 
never anticipated anything like this, the 
turmoil and distress wasn't surprising. 

What was alarming, though, was the 
broadside we took when John Rousmaniere's 
book Fast net Force 10 was published the 
following year. Included in the various 
stories of the storm was a detailed account 
of our assessment during those critical five 
minutes on 14 August, the actions that 
followed and the suggestion that the three 

of us were wrong to leave the boat- all of 
which was written and published without 
the author ever asking me, Dave or Mike. 
I felt betrayed. 

I also felt confused. If nothing else, one of 
the pictures in the book taken from the 
helicopter shortly before Nick was airlifted 
off the deck shows Gerry in precisely the 
same position as I remembered leaving him. 

As part of the process that followed the 
loss of two lives from Grima/kin, Mike Doyle 
and I had to attend and give evidence at the 
inquest into the death of Gerry held in Truro 
on 17 October 1979. The purpose was also to 
provide evidence so that a death certificate 
could be issued for my father. 

The pathologist's evidence as to the cause 
of Gerry's death had been given when the 
inquest was opened on 16 August and death 
was due to drowning. The Coroner added 
that his drowning had been quick. In his 
view, Gerry had been dead at the time the 
boat was abandoned. 

The helicopter observer, Petty Officer 
Glover, who lowered winchman Peter 
Harrison down onto the deck to recover Nick 
and Gerry also gave evidence. He said that 
Harrison had found Gerry tangled in various 
sheets and cables and was aboard the boat 
for about five minutes to untangle his body. 

Moving Gerry and Nick seemed 
impossible to us at the time. Now it seemed 
that a fit and healthy helicopter crewman 
had a similar problem. 

In the heat of the moment we believed 
the two crew were dead. Thankfully one of 
them wasn't and was recovered. According 
to the findings at the inquest, it appeared 
that the other one was. 

Even back in 1979 it was clear that the 
issue as to whether or not Gerry was dead 
when we left would be contentious. Nick has 
his recollections, I have mine. What I did 



know for sure and what hasn't changed 
since is that, at the time, everyone did what 
they felt was correct given the 
circumstances - whether on board the deck 
of our boat, in the pilot seat of a helicopter, 
in the admissions department of the 
Culdrose sick bay or in the search and rescue 
co-ordination centre. The '79 Fastnet was an 
extraordinary storm which led to an 
unprecedented sailing disaster. 

Sympathy 
I still have the greatest sympathy for Nick's 
terrifying ordeal, coming to on board the 
boat with four of his crew mates missing. 
I cannot begin to imagine how I would have 
coped. Yet it saddens me that, terrifying 
though his ordeal was, little regard has been 
paid to the sensitivities of what others 
might have been going through and how 
they have coped since. To analyse people's 
response is one thing, to criticise their best 
efforts in the circumstances quite another. 

In recounting my experiences in this 
race, on TV or in the press, I have always 
tried to consider the feelings of others, 
particularly those who were involved and 
their families. Upholding their dignity, 
respecting their judgement and the stress 
that such actions may have caused them 
since was always in my mind. Not everyone 
was able to get back in the saddle. I did, I was 
lucky, others less so. 

But sadly, after 30 years, I feel that our 
story, in particular, has become one-sided to 
the point that, if I don't speak out, what has 
been published so far will become fact by 
default. Not only do I feel saddened about 
the description of what happened aboard 
the boat, but the suggestion that I shunned 
Nick following his safe return also upsets 
me. The suggestion of a pact among the 
three ofus is offensive. 

A few days after Nick returned to the 
Hamble we met and he visited our flat. We ...... 
went to church. A few weeks later we 
travelled to Ireland to find the boat and a 
few weeks after that we went to the liferaft 
manufacturers RFD in Godalming after they 
had recovered our raft. 

Yes, conversation may have been 
strained; simply coping with everyday life 

15AUGUST 1979 seven survivors from Griffin 

on board. Lorelei heads to port m?J Alvena abandoned 

and believed sunk.Crew 

rescued by Moonstone and 

bound for Falmouth 

mJ MRCC Shannon sends 

Land's End Coastguard a list 

of some 50 yachts sheltering 

or under tow into Irish ports 

and Milford Haven 

m?:J Falmouth lifeboat 

locates Lorelei, which has 

Recovering Grima/kin 
For reasons that barely seem logical today, on 

returning to Hamble I was determined to find and 

recover Grima/kin, convinced that she was still 

afloat somewhere. Yet my search for our boat, 

conducted with the kind help of the secretary of the 

Royal Air Force Yacht Club, drew blank after blank, 

with coastguards reporting that she had been sunk 

- until we received a phone call saying that she was 

sitting in a Customs compound in New Ross, 

Southern Ireland. 

was hard, let alone rationalising the difficult 
decision I had had to make. I could have 
buried my head in the sand, hidden away, 
but I wanted to show my support and 
gratitude that he had survived and to face 
up to what would clearly be a difficult, 
emotional issue. 

I feel disappointed and disheartened that 
my best efforts at the time are now judged 
to have been insufficient. 

Mike Doyle, who had developed a 
friendship with Nick during the 1979 season, 
visited Nick at his home shortly after he was 
released from hospital. It is unfair to clairp, 
as Nick does, that none of us spoke to him. 

But the bottom line was that Nick 
survived, my father and Gerry didn't. While 
it hurts to think of the people who might be 
affected by this, it hurts even more to think 
that the biggest decision of my life to date 
might now be considered, by those who've 
read just one side of the story, to have been 
a quick and cold-hearted response. 

It was anything but. 

A hastily organised visit to Ireland was rewarded 

with finding her looking in a very sorry state after 

she had been salvaged by a commercial vessel. 

Determined to have her repaired and 

recommissioned, I had the boat shipped back to the 

UK and rebuilt by her original builders Camper & 

Nicholsons. 

I took delivery of her in spring 1980 and with 

family and friends sailed her back to her berth on 

the Hamble. For the next four years I raced and 

cruised her with friends. 

The anniversary 
In truth, 30 years means nothing to me, but 
14 August means everything. Whether on 
the weather rail of race boats or 4,000ft 
above the English countryside, hopping 
from thermal to thermal in a gliding 
championship, 14 August has become for 
me a big day for reflection, a reminder if 
nothing else, that keeping a cool head and 
staying on top of your situation starts with 
your state of mind. Don't let the little things 
slip away from you. 

But the days in between each 14 August 
are pretty important too and there still 
aren't many that I don't have some thought 
about my father, the race or what I have 
learnt as a result. 

In the 30 years that have passed since 
that terrible night and for all the distress 
that it has caused, losing control of the small 
things is what I fear the most. The more you 
let things run away from you, the bigger the 
potential disaster. 

Perhaps that's what this is all about. 
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mH Anneeabandoned. 

Crew rescued by French 

trawler Cap der Guy 

mDJ Lipstick, with six crew, 

towed to Dunmore East by 

trawler Cap der Guy 

companies called from St Just 

and Padstow to check 

coast! ine for wreckage or 

bodies washed ashore 

transport latest data to 

RNAS Cu Id rose 

l!tm MRCC Shannon dealing 

with report of injured1:rew on 

Windswept 

ofScillywith no rudder, under 

storm jib. Falmouth lifeboat 

sent to escort her to port 

BmJ Yacht Pep5i reaches 

Kinsale and reports an 

upturned catamaran 30 miles 

5 of Old Head of Kinsale 

Imm Unaccounted-for 

yachts processed as, 65 

Bia Coast rescue, 

mD Land's End Coastguard 

arranges police escort from 

RORC to Plymouth airport to Em Big Shadow located W 

BJ Falmouth lifeboat puts 

to sea to look for Tempean and 

helicopter search also 

undertaken 

MIKE DOYLE 
I had to decide whether I should try to 

help David, or keep contact with the boat 
Survival instinct kicked in and I turned to 
the hull and started to swim towards it As I 
put my head in the water to take maybe half 
a dozen strokes to reach the boat, I saw a 
spinnaker sheet which we had used as a 
warp trailing in the water. 

"It was my decision to leave 
Grima/kid' I reached down and I was able to pull 

myself to the stem I lost my grip on the 
rope and looked round for something else 
to hold onto. The only thing I could see was 
the engine exhaust port so I stuffed my 
fingers into the exhaust pipe and tried to 
wedge them there. 

W
e were lying ahull and the waves 
were coming from the port side. 

As we rose up the side of the wave, 
a breaker formed on top and, as we 

reached the crest of the wave, the hull was 
rolled over. I remember feeling that the boat 
was going down, but it must have been the 
hull sliding down the wave. 

When the boat rolled I found myself 
surrounded by water, trapped, totally 
disorientated, dressed in full foulweather 
gear, exhausted and with no air. I held my 
breath for as long as I could, but had to expel 
the air from my lungs, as they felt as if they 
were going to explode. I felt as though 
someone was turning lights off and on in my 
head and I needed air, but there wasn't any 
I opened my mouth and took a gulp of water. 
I gagged, closed my mouth and swallowed. 

With a feeling of total detachment from 
reality and my circumstances, strange 
thoughts passed through my mind. I started 
to feel comfortable below the upturned hull, 
it wasn't that bad under the water and it was 
nice and quiet out of the storm. I had almost 
resigned myself to the fact that I was about 
to drown. I then thought about the 
problems I would leave behind for my wife 
Anita. I had the kitchen to finish-what 
would she do without me there to complete 
the installation of the doors? 

I struggled towards the stern of the boat 
through a tangle oflines and suddenly 
found myself in a pocket of air. I had found 
my way to the cockpit David [Sheahan] was 
already there conscious and shouting for 
help. Like me, he was being forced into the 
sole of the cockpit by his lifejacket 

Grima/kin seemed to be settling further 
down in the water and there was a constant 
hissing sound from the cockpit drains. I 
realised I needed to remove our life jackets 
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to allow us to move beneath the boat. 
I searched for my knife and after a struggle 
managed to open the blade. First of all I cut 
David free as he was having more difficulty 
than me as a result of his head injury. I then 
cut free my own life jacket We were being 
hindered by our lifelines so I proceeded to 
cut these free too. 

Although David was confused, I believe 
he was aware of our situation. I asked him to 
help me to release the liferaft valise, which 
was at the rear of the cockpit I cut through 
the lanyards holding the upper and lower 
guardrails, hoping that it would allow the 
raft to float out from under the boat It was a 
futile struggle as the raft was stuck to the 
cockpit solely by its inert buoyancy. 

At this point there was a sudden surge 
and I thought the boat had started to sink as 
the bow tipped down, with a sudden 
increase in the air hissing out through the 
cockpit drains. I shouted to David that we 
needed to clear the boat. We both took a 
breath to swim under the guardrails to get 
clear. As I approached the surface, I found I 
was still attached by my lifeline and couldn't 
reach the surface. I fumbled for my knife 
and cut myself free. I had obviously cut 
through another line while under the boat 

When I surfaced David was about 8ft 
from the boat shouting for help. I looked 
back towards the white hull of Grima/kin, 

about 4-6ft away 

I looked back to David and there was 
nothing I could do. He was drifting away 
No other crewmembers were in sight and 
I thought they must be dead under the 
upturned hull, which now looked like Moby 
Dick basking on the surface. 

Before the start, I had read an article 
about the Sydney-Hobart Race where a 
crewman had climbed onto the upturned 
hull. When I looked up at the prop I saw the 
red and white spinnaker sheet was wrapped 
round the prop blades. At this point I 
thought I was alone, not knowing that Matt 
and David Wheeler were on the other side of 
the hull trapped by their lifelines and 
unable to free themselves. Although totally 
exhausted, I thought that to climb onto the 
hull was my only chance. 

I was at the stern of the boat on the 
windward side and moved down the side 
level with the prop. I summoned all my 
remaining strength and pulled on the sheet 
and to my surprise, the hull started to roll 
on top ofme. I fended myself a way from the 
rotating hull, ending up at the stern of the 
boat with Matt and David standing above 
me in the cockpit I was exhausted and 
wrapped my arms around the rear ►► 

I looked back to David and there was nothing 
I could do. He was drifting away. No other crew 
members were in sight and I thought they must be 
dead under the upturned hull 



FASTNET 1979 GRIMALKIN 

lmiJI MRCC Brixham 

receives a call about a 

missing trimaran, Bucks Fizz, 

accompanying the Fast net 

Race yachts.This report was 

immediately related to the 

report about a capsized 

multi hull near Kinsale 

mil Aircrewlocates 

Tempean making own way 

back, with three crew aboard. 

Two crew confirmed lost, 

presumed drowned. 

abandoned yachts to identify 

crew from log books and 

personal effects and transfer 

these to RORC 

lml Fourcrewfro~ 

Mistake floating in dinghy 

rescued by Monica 
Im Crew from HMS 

Anglesey put aboard some 

stanchion, telling both of them just to leave 
me alone, but they pulled me on board. • 

As I stood there on the now-righted boat 
I knew I had lost all confidence in Grima/kin's 
ability to weather the storm. The boat had, 
as I thought at the time, claimed three lives 
and I did not want her to claim the lives of 
the remaining crew, Matt, David and myself. 
My only thought was to find a place of safety 
away from the stricken hulk. I had one 
option, the liferaft, and rightly or wrongly 
I made the decision: abandon ship and 
possibly live, or stay and die. 

Nick and Gerry had been lying on their 
backs, their heads under the water covering 
their faces. The water drained out within 
seconds, but neither of them moved. We had 
to leave to save our lives, get clearofthe hull 
in case it rolled again. I knew I could not 
survive another capsize. 

Had the hull remained in the inverted 
position, I have no doubt that Grima/kin 
would have been remembered for the loss of 
six lives. If we had taken to the life raft before 
David was injured, would we have all 
survived, or was it better to stay with the 
boat? In hindsight, the boat made it 
through, but at what cost? 

The raft was brand new; would it have 
weathered the storm conditions with all of 
us aboard? Two died as a result of the poor 
stability of Grima/kin. Once Matt, David and 
I were in the liferaft we became a target for 
rescue. I would have preferred to have had 
all of us in the liferaft, but that was not what 
fate had in store. 

The Fastnet has had a major impact on 
my life and it has taken years for me to come 
to terms with the consequences of that day. 
It was my decision to leave Grima/kin. 

DAVE WHEELER 
"Our skipper was gone, our boat 
was shot, our mates we 
concluded were dead" 

I saw the wave coming. It was huge. I had 
known for some while that it was only a 
matter of time before we would go right 
over again and had clipped my lifeline near 
the toerail beside me. I shouted a warning to 
my crew mates and then it hit us. 

Water, darkness, confusion, fear ... 
Suddenly I was beside Matt at the side of the 
yacht with my head just above the surface, 
seeing Grima/kin's keel pointing to the sky. 
Matt was drowning, held by his lifeline to 
the boat as I was, but his line for some 
reason was shorterthan mine and he 
couldn't keep his head above the water. I was 
in a similar state, but I was able to keep my 
head clear for longer periods than he could. 

I was going to die, this was it. Matt was 
going to die too. 
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David, the skipper, came out from 
beneath the boat to my left and was washed 
away beyond the stern. I caught glimpses of 
him in the waves and then he was gone. 

I don't know exactly how long Grima/kin 
remained inverted, but I am sure it was a few 
minutes. It seemed much longer. I tried to 
help Matt, but couldn't get his lifeline off. 
I couldn't find my knife. 

Then I was somehow at the stern of the 
boat and she was righting. I was now looking 
at the righted boat and knew I had to get 
back on board, it took all of my remaining 
strength, but I got back onto the deck. 

Matt was there too - alive. Mike was 
overboard, but holding onto the push pit. 
Together Matt and I pulled him on board 
- he would not have made it on his own. ►► 

IB1\'I Some 120 yachts 

accounted for since daylight. 

Land's End Coastguard 

calculates only 44 now 

outstanding from among the 

Fastnet Race competitors 



iEm Sea King picks up a 

survivor from abandoned 

yacht Hestrul II and transfers 

to Treliske hospital 

lnllJ Sandiette /I located by 

tug Robust.Towed by MV 

William Harveyto Penzance 

lmll Overijssel locates 

upturned trimaran Bucks Fizz. 

No reply from sounding hull. 

Impossible to board boat in 

prevailing sea conditions 

ID American Corsair, 

searching in same area as 

Overijssel, locates and 

recovers two male bodies, 

later identified as crew from 

Bucks Fizz.The remaining two 

crew,a man and a woman, 

still missing 
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FASTNET 1979 GRIMALKIN 

mD Annette towed to 

Penzance by MV William 

Harvey 

Em Newlyn lifeboat 

commences search for yachts 

still drifting 15 miles from 

Land's End 

Nick and Gerry were crammed in the well 
of the life raft space beneath the floor of the 
cockpit, tangled in a mess of ropes and wire. 
They had been trapped underneath the boat 
while she was inverted and were not moving. 

Grima/kin looked as though she had been 
hit by a bomb. The rig was gone, held to one 
side of the boat by some shrouds and 
running rigging. The washboards had gone 
some hours earlier, but now there was also a 
crack running down the length of the 
coachroof. The water inside the boat was 
almost up to the top of the companionway 
and, although she was now very low in the 
water, the boat was still moving violently to 
the waves, making the water inside the boat 
slosh about. There was no let up in the 
waves; they were truly terrifying. 

We tried to move Nick and Gerry, but they 
were so tangled up in wire and rope. We tried 
to find pulses and couldn't-our mates, we 
concluded, were dead. 

Our skipper was gone, our boat was shot 
and it seemed she would go down with the 
next big wave that hit us. Matt, Mike and I 
were, to put it mildly, not in a good state 
physically or mentally. I remember Mike 
distraught that he had cut David's lifeline in 
order to save him from drowning 
underneath the boat, only to see him 
washed away and trying to explain this to 
Matt. Matt had briefly seen his father in the 
water, but he was upwind of the boat some 
way off and then he had lost sight of him. 

All of us had quite literally come as close 
to drowning as is possible and now had to 
deal with our belief that Nick and Gerry had 

······•····· .. ·•···•············ 

Emil Only nine yachts Yachts begin to arrive in 17 AUGUST 1979 

now outstanding. Some 40 Penzance and are met by port Nimrod and Sea King relocate 

yachts from RORC entry list medical officer. Many in need Bucks Fizz. Hull searched, but 

eliminated as non-starters by of medical attention, no bodies located and escape 

.... 
~ 

the end of the day particularly for mild, hatch still in position. (Two 

-;;; 
hypothermia bodies were recovered on 

:E mm! Distress traffic 
~ 
"' downgraded to 'urgency'. 

also died. Mike was convinced Grima/kin 
was going down, Matt wanted to stay with 
the boat, I was unsure what to do. The whole 
situation was confused and by no means 
clear-cut. We had a discussion about 
whether to stay on board or abandon our 
boat. We decided to abandon. 

We somehow managed to get the raft 
into the water and climb in it. We drifted 
away from the boat and shut the flap. The 
roar of the sea didn't go away, it was a 
terrifying sound -you could hear a breaker 
coming and on impact the raft seemed to be 
picked up and thrown violently to one side. 

In the raft listening to the storm, feeling 
the raft bend and distort to its rage I was 
certain we would not survive. To say that 
Matt and Mike were in poor shape would be 
a massive understatement. [ was not much 
better. I don't remember how long it was 
before we heard the noise; it seemed like 
hours. We opened the flap to see a Sea King 
helicopter hovering above us. 

Our rescuer came down on the line. One 
minute he was in the sea, in the wave, the 
next he was high in the air when the wave 
dropped away. It seemed impossible that he 
would be able to get to us, but eventually he 
was in the entrance of the raft. 

He shouted above the storm and the 
helicopter roar that he could only take one 
person at a time. We said Matt should go 
first. He came down again and, as Mike was 
in a worse state than me, I went up last. [t 
was a long wait, but eventually up I went. 

On reaching the door of the Sea King 
I thought it was all over. How wrong I was. 

15August and taken by 

American Corsairto Barry) 

Not many days go by without my mind 
going back to the events of August 1979. It 
has been part of my life ever since. For many 
years I was unable to talk about it. I didn't 
sail for a year or so after '79. When I did start 
again, it took several years of inshore sailing 
before l was able to sail offshore. Thirty 
years and many thousands of sea miles later, 
nothing can change what happened- David 
Sheahan and Gerry Winks died, Nick Ward, 
Mike Doyle, Matthew Sheahan and I survived. 

Do I question the actions we took? Would 
I change things given the time again? 

Having worked as an RYA instructor and 
commercial ocean skipper, qualified in 
ship's medical care with all the experience 
that brings, the answer is undoubtedly yes, 
on many issues. Would it bring back David 
or Gerry? I don't think it would. 

Since '79 l have skippered and trained 
many offshore race crews, including a 
Fastnet campaign. My crew's safety is my 
overriding responsibility and the events of 
that August and the lessons learnt are 
always in the forefront of my mind. Given 
the circumstances, our experience at that 
time and our physical and mental states, we 
reacted to the situation as we saw it. Nick's 
survival proved our conviction that he had 
died very wrong; however, it does not 
change what, in our minds at that time, we 
truly believed to be true. 

Thank God Nick survived, and at the 
memorial service for David a few weeks later 
we paid our respects to our missing skipper 
and as best we could said sorry to Margaret 
Winks for not getting Gerry home alive. 

Matt returned to offshore racing four 

weeks after the Fastnet in a JOG race 

to Le Havre aboard the prototype to 

Grima/kin, Silver Jubilee. He got a part

time job running the boat and the 

campaign while the owner commuted 

between Bahrain and Hamble. 

winning the Clarion Cup for the best

placed British entry on handicap. 

Later that season Matt started a 

course in Yacht Design at Southampton 

Institute. After qualifying he joined 

Proctor Masts as a spar designer 

before moving on to become technical 

sales manager for the yacht division. 

In 1985 he competed in another 

Fastnet Race, this time aboard Robert 

Bottomley's SJ35 Fearnought, a breezy 

race that saw 50 knots on the way 

back and a spell under bare poles. 

In 1992 he joined Yachting World as 

Technical Editor. Aside from the many 

miles that he has clocked up since, In 1981 Silver Jubilee was sold and 

her owner's new project was a HalfTon 

Cup campaign in a new Rob 

Humphreys design called Zephyros. 

They competed in the 1981 Fastnet, 
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During this period he sat on the 

RORC's Technical Committee, the 

Special Regulations committee and 

the main committee. 

he has campaigned ceaselessly for 

improved stability for offshore yachts 

and to ensure that the data be made 

publicly available. 



FASTNET 1979 WEATHER 

T 
here was nothing in the forecast at 
the start of the race to indicate a 

torm, but a storm came with 
devastating effect. How and why did it 

cause such a catastrophic disaster? Neither 
the track it followed nor the central pressure 
of the depression was in itself remarkable. Its 
speed of close to 45 knots was quick, but not 
exceptional. It was only when it began to slow 
down and deepen in the 24 hours between 
midday Sunday, 12 August and Monday 13 
that it appeared to develop storm tendencies, 
deepening eventually to 978mb, a central 
pressure that would be considered deep in 
winter and this was the height of summer. 

By mid-afternoon on Monday, satellite 
pictures showed that the depression was 
more significant than had been thought and 
was deepening rapidly to a storm. It has been 
suggested that it was the afternoon satellite 
picture that prompted the imminent gale 
warning that unfortunately was broadcast 
after the shipping forecast. As the shipping 
forecast was the primary weather 
information for most yachts in those days, 
any warnings outside the scheduled time was 
unlikely to be heard at sea. 

Some synoptic charts at the time indicated 
a trough following behind the cold front. 
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Whether this was the front or a trough 
behind it, what is important is that there was 
a large change in wind direction in the 
region of 90°. 

This is a significant feature of the storm, 
with the strongest wind arriving as the 
pressure rapidly rose after the trough. Gusts 
contained within the leading edge of squalls 
can be half as much again (or more) as the 
average wind speed, making the reported 
gusts of So knots realistic. 

south-westerly wavetrain would still have 
been large when the north-westerly waves 
arrived, creating a very short steep sea and, 
although the inquiry found that, in theory, 
neither the shallow water nor tidal stream 
had a significant effect, competitors who 
were asked reported that they thought it had 
made a difference. 

Although estimating wave heights is very 
difficult from a yacht, claims of 50ft waves 
are substantiated by the report from a 

J~ 
There was a large change in wind direction of 90°, the 

strongest wind arriving as the pressure rapidly rose. It was 

the sea state generated that caused the biggest problems 

Diagrams of wind fields produced by the 
Met Office show this 90° change in the wind 
direction and when we read reports from the 
boats of the conditions experienced, it is the 
sea state that is the one overriding factor that 
generated problems for the boats. 

Our understanding of waves is not 
complete. Records from North Sea rigs show 
that the existence of very high, or rogue 
waves is much greater than theory would 
have us believe. In the Fastnet storm the 

Nimrod pilot on 14 August of wave heights 
of'50-6oft'. 

It was the sea state the wind generated 
that caused the biggest problems, just as it 
did nearly 20 years later during the 1998 
Sydney-Hobart race. 

Advances in forecasting go hand in hand 
with advances in computing power. It seems 
amazing now that the first live TV forecast 
was made in the UK in 1954 and ten years 
later the first operational cloud pictures 



Satellite images of how the Fastnet storm actually developed between 13 and 14 August 1979. The first in the sequence shows the position of the cold front, with its 

abrupt change in wind direction. By the afternoon of 14 August the storm has passed over and you can see that the vicious cold front has already dissipated 

from satellites became available. What we 
can call modern numerical modelling 
techniques started in the early 196Os in the 
UK as the Met Office took delivery of its first 
electronic computer. The new technology 
enabled observations to be used not only to 
draw up weather charts, but by going back to 
first principles, mathematical modelling of 
the atmosphere could be made at a number 
of different heigh ts. 

Nowadays, as we sit on a modern race boat 
we can have near broadband speed internet 
connections, download satellite pictures and 
compare a number of computer models in 
the middle of an ocean. It is all a long way 
away from 30 years ago when the principal 
weather information was the Shipping 
Forecast on Radio 4. 

At the UK Met Office the main model is 
run with an approximate 40km resolution 
and 50 levels through the atmosphere, 
forecasting ahead for six days. In 1979 the 
area covered, resolution and1evels were all 
significantly less; in the region of 300km 
resolution with 10 levels. Like a digital 
picture, the higher the resolution, the greater 
the detail and the greater the accuracy. As 
weather is three-dimensional, the increase in 
levels taken into account increases accuracy. 

Wind field 
13 August 1979 

1800 GMT 

-so+knots 
1111111111111 40-50 knots 
, .. · __ 30-40 knots 

Far left: the passage of the 

low pressure across the 

Atlantic and how it 

intensified. Left: this wind 

field diagram shows the 

wind change. North

westerly waves would 

have arrived before the 

windshift, creating a 
confused sea 

The complexity of the models and the the majority of the fleet would be there. 
forecasts they give has increased immensely These were coincidences too close for 
and, while there is always the possibility of comfort and the start was delayed by 24 
another Fastnet storm, the forecasting hours. In reality, the storm did not generate 
should offer a much longer warning. the wind speeds that it might have done, nor 

Contemporary reports and the Fastnet was there the 90° veer in the same place. 
Race Inquiry made much of the accuracy of Even so, there were a lot or retirements, 
the Shipping Forecasts broadcast by the BBC. yachts heading direct to Plymouth with a 
What has not changed is that the forecasts considerable amount of damage in only 
then and now are still for only 24 hours - 24 moderate conditions. 
hours from the time of issue, which is not There is no doubt that weather 
necessarily the time of receipt. However forecasting has become much more accurate 
accurate the forecast, a yacht can travel only over the past 30 years and it is unusual for 
a limited distance to get to shelter. So forecasts, even at three days, to be wrong. This 
knowing what the weather will be doing in48 has, however, increased our expectations. 
Of72 hours is important for trying to avoid • Today, sailors are demanding an accuracy of 
incoming bad weather. just a few knots and a precise wind direction. 

As a group, sailors will often say that the 
forecast of bad weather occurs more . 
frequently than bad weather itself This is not 
necessarily true, but forecasters do look at the 
worst that is likely to happen rather than the 
best. So even if a forecast were completely 
accurate, would sailors take as much notice of 
it as they should? 

The forecast for the 2007 Fastnet Race 
showed a depression of similar central 
pressure (978mb) as the 1979 Fastnet storm 
tracking through the Irish Sea at a time when 

Chris Tibbs is a meteorologist 

and sailor. After three round the 

world races and 250,000 miles 

of sailing, he went back to 

university and gained a Masters 

degree in meteorology. He works 

as a forecaster and weather router and has 

competed in many classic ocean races, including 

twice in the Fastnet. 
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_FASTNET __ 1 __ 979 __ 1NQUIR\'. 

Alan Green, then 40, was 

secretary of the Royal Ocean 

Racing Club, organisers of the 

Fastnet Race. He faced the 

questions and was a driving·: 

force behind the irzfiuential 

F astnet Race Inquiry 

A
fter the start of the 1979 Fastnet Race 
in Cowes we packed up and drove 
down to Plymouth and I had gone 
out to the lighthouse on the 

breakwater to check that everything was set 
up properly for the finish. While I was out 
there, the wind in Plymouth shot up rapidly 
and there was some doubt initially as to 
whether they could even risk getting a boat 
out to get me back in. 

I was getting phone calls from my RORC 
colleague Janet Grosvenor, who was telling 
me that there were some rescue calls going 
on and that the weather was turning bad 
very fast. So I came back in to race 
headquarters as fast as possible. By then the 
situation was worsening and there were 
more distress calls. 

We quickly developed a system. Some 
very good people, club members, came in to 
Plymouth. We soon realised that the 
situation was very much bigger than we had 
anticipated, so what we set up was really an 
information exchange. The company 
providing our results service helped. The 
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phones were beginning to ring and ring at 
this stage and we said we needed to have 
a really rapid-response information
processing system so we could feed all the 
information from the Coastguard, boats and 
relatives into a computer and give it to a 
telephone answer service who had the data 
in front of them. 

This was fairly early days in IT and Ian 
Porter and his team produced a database. 
We got all the volunteers we could lay our 
hands on and set up telephone answering 
points. Each had a big pile of fan-fold 
computer print-outs, because we didn't all 
have screens in those days. 

We didn't know exactly how many yachts 
had started. We thought we did. We made an 
assumption in those days that ifwe had the 
crew list and the paperwork and the boat 
was seen in the starting area, she was racing. 
But this wasn't always the case. There were a 
number of anomalies in our list. 

After 1979 we brought in a check-in gate 
and, in order to rank as a starter, the boat is 
required immediately before the start to sail 

through and wave to the committee boat 
and actually receive acknowledgement from 
them in order to proceed to the start. That 
system was immediately established and 
continues to this day. 

We maintained as good communication 
with HM Coastguard as we could. Roger 
Ware's team collected confirmed facts and 
was in charge of press communications. We 
set up a press office in the Duke of Cornwall 
hotel and had a press conference twice a day 
and we agreed that I would be the sole 
spokesman so that there wouldn't be any 
duplications going on. 

We got questions such as: "Why did you 
start the race when all the fishermen down 
in the West Country knew there was a storm 
coming and headed in?" In that particular 
case, the answer was very simple. I replied: 
"That information was not available to us at 
the start of the race." 

Afterwards I just felt a deep sense of 
sorrow for those who had lost people. I 
would see people on the dock and there was 
one, an American, who was the same age as 



my own father, being helped along and that 
puts a lump in your throat. You realise that 
there but for the grace of God goes a 
member of my family. 

During one of the media briefings, 
someone had asked: "Will there be an 
inquiry?" and I immediately said: "Yes, we 
shall certainly have our own inquiry," and 
indeed we did, with the RYA as the national 

properly, so do it and we will be interested in 
how it goes'. We never had any interference 
from government. 

Sir Maurice Laing (Admiral of the RORC) 
and Sir Hugh Forbes (president of the RYA) 
were the titular heads, but Bill Anderson 
(training manager of the RYA) did the lion's 
share and he and I worked together The 
Inquiry made many recommendations and 

]~ 

We didn't know exactly how many yachts had started. We 

made an assumption in those days that if the boat was 

seen in the starting area, she was racing. That changed 

authority. We sat down with them and 
worked it out very fast indeed. The report 
was delivered in mid-Decem'-'5er and it was 
pretty comprehensive. 

The government of the day was not 
trying to make our life difficult and they 
appreciated that we were going to do this in 
an open and objective way and their view 
was 'you guys have the expertise to do this 

the things that were changed by us or were 
instigated because of the Inquiry were: 

BOAT STABILITY -This was one of the key 
items and we got the Wolfson Unit to do 
some stability curves. It was not a subject 
in general parlance in those days and now is 
in great part because of the Inquiry. After 
the race it was also appreciated that these 

things can sometimes happen and it is 
wise to be prepared. One of the big things 
was all the loose gear-tins of beans flying 
out of lockers or, worse, batteries not 
properly secured. In a heavy knockdown, if 
you have paid attention to that stuff, the 
consequences would be less serious. 

VHF -That became mandatory. During the 
1979 race only 65 per cent of boats had it. 

LIFEJACKETS-There was a British Standard, 
but it was not widely followed. That 
improved, but sometimes it takes a long 
time to come through and finally today 
crutch straps and splash guards have 
become much more acceptable. 

SAFETY HARNESSES-Similarly, these have 
been well developed. Some safety lines 
broke in the race. Now we also reg uire an 
overload indicator in the safety line. 

LIFERAFTS-The standard was virtually 
uncontrolled in 1979 and getting standards ►► 
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has been quite a tough and long job. We 
even had to have an !SAF standard because 
development of the ISO standard was 
taking so long. Particular issues were 
strength !=Jf construction, large ballast 
pockets and a good boarding system. 

BOAT CONSTRUCTION -The ORC and the 
RORC introduced a scantlings standard fo:r 
new boats, which was to follow the 
American Bureau of Shipping rules. 

STORM SAILS- From thence forth, a sform 
trysail became mandatory and the 
minimum heavy weather sails were all 
prescribed. 

EXPERIENCE QUALIFICATIONS-These had 
previously been applied in the Sydney
Hobart Race, but hadn't in the Fastnet. 
From then on they were applied, with a 
minimum of two Channel Races for the 
majority, including skipper. 

There were a lot of other details, such as 
washboards being secured. Boats had been 
rolled or knocked down and lost their 
washboards and a hell of lot of water had 
come on board. Bilge pump handles had to 
be retained-another alarmingly simple 
procedure, but one to which people hadn't 
paid attention. 

Bilge pumps that pumped out into 
closed cockpits were no longer allowed -
there were a lot of them about. Locker lids 
needed to be properly clamped shut. 

And since then the impact of modern 
communications is absolutely incredible. 

Read a copy of the 

1979 Fastnet Race 

Inquiry report on 

our website 

www.yachting 

world.com 

'""' FASTNET RACE 
INQUIRY 

REPORT 

Alan Green continued as secretary of the RORC 

until 2000. He is chairman of the ISAF 

international regulations commission and 

represents ISAF at the International Maritime 

Organization. He is the author of the indispensable 

safety guide The Offshore Special Regulations 
Handbook (Ad lard Coles, £16.99) 
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The winch man from a Wessex V helicopter from RNAS 

Culdrose goes into the water to rescue a survivor from 

Camargue, a 34-footer whose crew abandoned after the 

steering pedestal broke. The yacht is nearby. 

Air crews airlifted 75 people in total, winch men going 

on board yachts and into the water in waves of up to 60ft. 

The flying skills of the pilots and bravery of the crews in 

these conditions is one of the untold stories of the disaster 

-
Above: a nurse poses with airlifted survivors of the storm at 

RNAS Cu Id rose near Helston, Cornwall. Left: more rescued 

sailors recover and strip off sodden clothing at Cu Id rose. 

There were many cases of minor injuries, but the most 

common problem was hypothermia 

Change for the better? 
Since 1979 navigation and safety equipment has changed radically. But 

Chris Tibbs warns of the danger of an over-reliance on technology 

Navigating in 1979 was a world away from today. 

We now know exactly where we are all the time, 

with GPS and electronic charts. In 1979 automatic 

navigational aids such as Loran and Decca were 

specifically banned. Satnav was in its infancy and 

was also prohibited. The tools for the navigator 

were a sextant, a radio direction finder (RDF), 

compass and experience. 

RDF sets were simple in principle- home in on 

a number of distant radio beacons to get bearings, 

which would give a position. In practice, they were 

difficult to use and often wayward. 

The Fastnet Race Inquiry concluded that the 

lack of precise navigation was not a contributing 

factor to the disaster, but with hindsight it's easy 

to see that it would have helped considerably. 

Communications were poor. VHF or MF radio 

was not mandatory. Only an estimated 25 per cent 

of the smaller yachts carried VHF. Now yachts 

must carry 406 MHz EPIRBs and position trackers 

so their locations can be monitored ashore. 

Man overboard was then, and still is, one of the 

greatest concerns. Today, it is a recommendation, 

and is soon to become a requirement, to have a 

man overboard button at each helm station. 

Personal location beacons are also 



Three of the eight crew from the Oyster 37 Trophy- Dick Mann, 

Russell Smith and Derek Moreland-cling to the top half of their 

disintegrated liferaft before being helped aboard the guardship 

Overijsse/ by a diver. The skipper had earlier been airlifted, as he was 

not wearing a lifejacket. 

Trophy was rolled and dismasted around midnight on 14 August. 

The crew took to the life raft which, after repeatedly capsizes, tore in 

two. Two crewmen were washed away and one died and drifted off. 

One crew left in the bottom half of the raft was spotted in the 

water by a helicopter crew and rescued. On this same helicopter 

sortie he and skipper Alan Bartlett were joined by Matthew 

Sheahan, Mike Doyle and Dave Wheeler from Grima/kin 

Peter Blake, skipper of the 78ft Condor of Bermuda, recounts a hairy moment. 

Reaching to the finish under spinnaker and surfing at over 20 knots, they did 

"a three-point turn", spinning through 180° and making stern board until 

Blake steered her backwards, she spun round again and the kite refilled 

The ship's company of the Dutch frigate HNLMS Overijsselturn out as a coffin 

with the body of one of the Fast net Race dead is carried off. The crew of 

Overijssel did a superb and very skilled job rescuing survivors from the yachts, 

picking up 15 people in all and treating many of them on board. The rescue of 

the crew of Trophy (left) from the water was one notable example 

recommended. But while these advances are very 

welcome, the sea conditions the yachts 

experienced in 1979 would make recovering 

someone in the water incredibly difficult 

regardless. It's safer to prevent crew going 

overboard and today's built-in harnesses and 

life jackets with crutch straps are far better. Add 

layers of modern synthetic clothing and 

breathable oilskins and the life ofa sailor is 

altogether more comfortable, reducing the risk of 

hypothermia and seasickness. 

incorporated into the rules and help to save lives 

but there's a phrase that can apply as well- 'all the 

gear but no idea'. This is something else the 

authorities have addressed and now a proportion 

of the crew doing the Fastnet Race have to go on 

safety and sea survival courses. Having helped to 

do the safety inspections for the ARC, 

There is more professionalism in the sport at the 

top end. But I think the majority of crews are still 

weekend sailors dedicating time and money to 

what is still largely a Corinthian sport. 

There has been a growth in the 'pay for 

adventure' market fostered by such events as the 

Global Challenge and Clipper Ventures. Both have 

excellent safety records, as do most of the sailing 

schools that offer a Fastnet Race experience. 

Attitudes have also changed; in 1979 there was a 

reluctance to wear harnesses andtifejackets. Only 

very slowly over the last 30 years has that changed 

and finally there is much greater acceptance of 

wearing them, especially among cruising boats. 

Racing crews can still be reluctant although they 

are mandatory at night and in bad weather. 

Many technical advances have been 

I get the impression that many 

sailors are over-reliant on 

technology and lack 

practice of safety 

techniques. When was 

the last time you did an 

MOB drill in the dark 

with a spinnaker? 

Have race crews 

themselves changed over 

the last 30 years? That's a 

more difficult question. 

It seems to me that, as a whole, we are more 

risk-averse than we were 30 years ago. Better 

forecasts and communications have given us 

more information and I think that if a storm of 

similar ferocity to 1979 were to affect the race, 

many would seek shelter rather than press on. 

RDF was one offewtools allowed to navigators 

in the 1979 race. It was difficult to use and often 

resulted in a cocked hat larger than you wanted 
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FISTNET 1979 RESCUE TODAY 

I
t seems inconceivable today that a 
major ocean race like the Fastnet could 
start with the race organisation unsure 
of the number of competitors, a third of 

the fleet carrying no means of two-way 
radio communication and only a handful 
equipped with a rudimentary Emergency 
Position Indicating Radio Beacon (EPIRB). 

But 30 years ago the Royal Ocean Racing 
Club and Fastnet sailors knew no better. As 
far as they were concerned they were using 
leading edge technology. However, there 
was an ethos within the offshore racing 
community that frowned upon any gizmo 
capable of aiding a navigator because it 
reduced the challenge of racing in a small 
yacht. The disaster was a serious wake-up 
call for ocean racing protocol. 
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The subsequent Fastnet Inquiry report 
was compiled by the Royal Yachting 
Association and the RORC. Its description of 
the search and rescue phase of the 1979 
disaster is harrowing, but considering the 
task the various rescue organisations were 
confronted with, it is remarkable that the 
operation was largely completed by the 
morning of16 August, little more than 50 
hours after the first distress calls were 
received late on Monday 13 August. 

Problems of identification 
The key problems for rescuers included 
difficulty in identifying yachts (storm sails 
or no sails meant no numbers), the inability 
to confirm casualty positions or to 
communicate with yachts by radio and the 

difficulty of identifying life rafts - many 
were revisited unnecessarily, thus wasting 
time. In addition, there was no accurate list 
of starters accounting for all competitors -
303 as it turned out- and that extended the 
rescue operation. 

The Maritime Rescue Co-ordination 
Centre (MRCC), then at Land's End, bore the 
brunt of the early stages of the disaster and 
progressively Nimrod aircraft from Kinloss, 
helicopters from Culdrose, Chivenor and 
Brawdy and eight military vessels became 
involved. Six commercial vessels, including 
four trawlers, came to help and numerous 
lifeboats from UK and Irish ports were at sea 
for long periods right from the start. 

The main means of communicating 
between yachts and shore was via relayed 



VHF although aircraft controlled by Kinloss 
had more sophisticated HF. Three box files 
of hand-written logs and reports, which are 
still stored in MRCC Falmouth, bear witness 
to the vast amount of work undertaken. 

The biggest challenge was verifying the 
position and identity of yachts in distress. 
VHF messages and Maydays relayed via 
other yachts, including the RORC vessel 
Morning town and other ships, provided 
scant and sometimes inaccurate co
ordinates and air crews were~ften briefed to 
start searching rather than being sent to a 
position to carry out a rescue. In short, the 
rescue services simply didn't know where 
yachts were in the early stages of the crisis. 

'Taking the search out of search and 
rescue," is the aim today, according to James 

The assembled air crews, 

medical staff, fire and 

ambulance crews of RNAS 

Cu Id rose that took part in 

the Fast net rescues. Wessex 

crews of771 Squadron flew 

27 sorties between 14 and 16 

August, while Sea Kings of 

706 Squadron flew 25 sorties 

and Lynx crews a further ten. 

But besides these, air 

Total helicopter flying times during the rescues 

14August 
Nimrods-25 hours 11 minutes 

Wessexs -29 hours 34 minutes 

Sea Kings-48 hours 55 minutes 

Lynx-86 hours 25 minutes 

Total= 191 hours 4 minutes 

15August 

16August 
Nimrods-21 hours 58 minutes 

Wessexs-7 hours 39 minutes 
Sea Kings-22 hours 

Lynx-2 hours 

Total= 53 hours 37 minutes 

Total airlifted: 74 survivors (three 

later died) plus 1 body 

crews from RAF Kinloss, RAF 

:,., St Mawgan, RAF Chivenor, 
~ " RAF Brawdy and RAF 

Nimrods -60 hours 53 minutes 

Wessexs -22 hours 45 minutes 

Sea Kings -41 hours 15 minutes 

Lynx-11 hours 55 minutes ~ " Coltishall were involved in 

~ the rescues and the Irish Air 
-<> 

~ Corps also flew two sorties Total= 136 hours 52 minutes 

Wessex 

helicopter 

aircrew 

~ 
0 

~ 

Instance, the current manager at MRCC 
Falmouth. The advent of satellite 
communication and GMDSS (the Global 
Maritime Distress Safety System, 
introduced in the 1990s), enabling the use 
of far more sophisticated EPIRBs, satellite 
phones and GPS-driven plotters, has 
changed everything and dramatically •. 
reduced the need to search. 

GMDSS equipment is mandatory on 
commercial ships and a yacht in distress can 
benefit from it if they have the means of 
linking into the system. 

In addition, race organisations work far 
more closely with MRCCs, providing 
accurate fleet information, crew contact 
data and often sophisticated tracking 
information demanded by and paid for by 

event sponsors. It's a big upside of 
commercial backing. Falmouth, for instance, 
has detailed and up-to-date files on most 
offshore races, including the Volvo, Clipper, 
Mini Transat and World Cruising events 
which will immediately provide them with a 
picture. They also rely on event websites. 

As in 2007, all competitors in the Rolex 
Fastnet Race 2009 will carry OC Tracker 
beacons to enable the public, let alone the 
rescue services, to 'watch' the fleet using 
satellite technology. So there is now rarely 
an issue with establishing the number of 
yachts starting or racing at a given time. 

In 1979 BBC shipping forecasts were 
about the only means of receiving weather 
information. Because the real intensity of 
the storm was first broadcast as an ►► 
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Above: coastguards and 

district controllers gather at 

Gwen nap Head Coastguard 

Station in Cornwall for a 

presentation after the 

Fastnet disaster. The head of 

the Coastguard service, Tim 

Fetherston Dilkes, is at the 

centre of the picture. 

Left: the hot seat at 

Falmouth MRCC today. 

Whoever is duty officer at 

the time of an incident 

takes control of rescue 

co-ordination. The wall 

charts are still there, but 

computers are key 

]~ 

If a dangerous situation started developing, a broadcast 

would be made to all shipping to make them aware that 

the Fastnet fleet might be in distress and in need of help 

unscheduled storm warning shortly after a 
main forecast and as such was not heard by 
many yachts, the bulk of the fleet didn't 
know what was about to hit them. 

Today, Navtex, which continually 
updates weather warnings, the information 
available via the web and improved BBC 
bulletins mean the chance of missing a 
nasty piece of weather is almost impossible. 

But if the Fastnet does hit really bad 
weather and a yacht needs help what would 
happen today? With MRCC Land's End no 
longer in existence, MRCC Falmouth has 
become the co-ordinating centre, which in 
the event ofa 1979 repeat, would take 
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control. James Instance said that, ifa 
dangerous situation started developing, a 
broadcast would be made to all shipping to 
make them aware that the fleet, spread over 
an accurately defined area, might be in 
distress and need of help. "Enhanced Group 
Calling is a satellite broadcast using 
lnmarsat C-we broadcast to a footprint 
covering the area," says Instance. 

If a yacht is in distress James Instance 
doesn't hesitate with his advice. "Hit the 
EPIRB button -activate it!" As a Category 2 
yacht race, all Fastnet competitors are 
required under Special Regulations to carry 
an EPIRB which when activated will perform 

two functions. First, through its 406MHz 
broadcasting capability, it will link into the 
satellite-supported GMDSS system and 
immediately alert a land station that 
someone is in trouble. In fact, Falmouth has 
responsibility for British-registered vessels 
anywhere in the world activating an EPIRB. 

They know who you are 
All yachts must register their EPIRB with the 
Maritime and Coastguard Agency and 
Fastnet competitors lodge their unique 15 
digit ID (known as a Hex ID) with the race 
organisation. When the beacon is activated, 
land stations, including Falmouth, will know 
which yacht it is, where it is and who has 
registered it. 

The same EPIRB should also be capable of 
transmitting a low-power'homing' signal on 
121.5MHz, which is crucial when rescue 
helicopters are making their final approach 
to a target. Their equipment picks it up and 
homes straight in. 

All yachts must now carry two-way radio, 
either VHF or MF with digital selective 
calling. The press ofa single button will send 
a distress message and even if it is out of 
range ofa land station (there's only a small 
area in the Celtic Sea which isn't covered by 
the GMDSS Sea Area Al for VHF coverage) 
there's a good chance the already-alerted 
shipping in the 'footprint' will get it, along 
with other yachts. 

Waterproofhandheld VHF sets are also 
required for Category 2 and come into their 
own in the final stages of a rescue. All yachts 
must be fitted with the correct cabling to 
maintain the stated transmission power of 
a fixed VHF radio and, if the main aerial is 
mast-mounted, there should be an 
emergency arrangement in the event of 
a dismasting. 

Satellite phones like Iridium are not 
required for Category 2, but it could be 
argued that it would be a foolish skipper 
who did not have one on board - he should 
also make sure everyone has a fully charged 
mobile which can be used close to land. 
James Instance emphasised the usefulness 
of e-mail systems such as Sail mail for 
sending a message from a yacht in distress. 

So the ability to get the distress message 
across has clearly been improved beyond 
all recognition. 

Once Falmouth is in receipt of a distress 
call, the duty officer can alert a large number 
oflifeboat stations in the race area, many of 
which have vessels capable of maintaining 
22 knots in very big seas. Helicopters and 
fixed-wing aircraft- air 'assets' as they are 
known -can be called upon in a cascading 
system, depending on necessity. There are 
two Sea King helicopters on permanent SAR 



standby at Culdrose, Cornwall, which can be 
in the air in 15 minutes during the day and 
45 minutes at night and a further two at 
Chivenor in north Devon. RAF Valley on 
Anglesey can also be called upon. Culdrose is 
the biggest helicopter base in Europe and, 
while its main responsibility is military, 
further'assets' could be requested. 

Most search and rescue helicopters are 
now fitted with infra-red heat-seeking 
sensors and crews wear highly sophisticated 
night vision goggles. They can fly a 480-mile 
round trip day or night to include ten 
minutes to effect a rescue, but in the Fastnet 
of1979 most rescues were carried out 
between 60 to 80 miles from land. A 
refuelling facility has since been installed in 
the Isles of Scilly which can boost range. 

Major Incident 
James Instance said that things change if a 
Major Incident is declared. At this point 
ARCC Kinloss can be called upon to deploy 
Nimrods, which have the most sophisticated 
communications equipment available and 
exceptional detection capability. 

With a whole team of radio operators 
working on board, a highly effective 
airborne communications network swings 
into action, reporting directly to Kinloss 
which then can be interrogated by phone or 
online by MRCC Falmouth, who remain in 
overall control. Extra staffate'called in to 
deal with additional pressures such as 
media and next of kin enquiries. 

Instance was keen to emphasis a couple 
of points about the point of rescue. 
Casualties who have been in the water for 
some time are now lifted into a helicopter in 

the sitting position with a two-part strop, 
one under the arms and another under the 
seat. Rescue organisations believe that the 
sudden release of external pressure as they 
clear the water and the effect of being 
'strung up' by the arms can lead to a 
dangerous rush of blood to the lower 
extremities, which has, they believe, caused 
death in the past. 

The arrival of a ship may be a welcome 
sight, but expecting an exhausted casualty 
to grab hold of, let alone climb up, a net on a 
massive moving topside, is asking a lot and 
other methods of getting victims out of the 
water must be considered first. 

Finally, James Instance believes that the 
old adage that you should only ever step up 
into a liferaft- ie as your yacht sinks - is 
definitely still relevant. Liferaft design may 
have improved, but at the mercy of a large 
breaking sea they offer little protection and 
nothing, it would seem, has been done to 
solve the identification problems of rafts. 
His advice is: stick with your yacht, get that 
EPIRB working and use VHF, flares and 
smoke when help is at hand. 

Read more about the 1979 

Fastnet Race disaster in 

our special section on 

www.yachtingworld.com 

Features: 

• Interactive 3D satellite map 

• On board accounts from Griffin, the RORC OOD 

34 that sank, and Assent, the Contessa 32 which 

won her class 

• Read the full Fastnet Race Inquiry Report 

• Photo galleries of the storm and rescues 

Those who perished 
Ariadne 
David Crisp 

Frank Ferris 

William Le Fevre 

Robert Robie 

Cavale 
:::i 
~ Peter Dorey 

Festina Tertia 
Roger Watts 

Flashlight 
Sub-Lt Russell Brown 

Sub-Lt Charles Steavenson 

Grima/kin 
David Sheahan 

Gerald Winks 

Gunslinger 
Paul Baldwin 

Trophy 
Robin Bowyer 

Peter Everson 

John Puxley 

Veronier/1 
Gerrit-Jan Willerink 

Non-racers 
Bucks Fizz (trimaran shadowing fleet) 
Olivia Davidson 

John Dix 

Richard Pendred 

Peter Pickering 

Tempean (cruising yacht) 
A 36ft Holman & Pye design registered in 

Mylor, Falmouth, belonging to Dennis A. 

Benson. Two crew were reported to have 

been lost overboard, presumed drowned

names unknown. 

A memorial service for t~e 1979 Fastnet 
Race victims will be held at 1730 on 
Wednesday 5 August at the Holy Trinity 
Church in Cowes. To help accommodate 
numbers, if you would like to attend, please 
e-mail Janet Grosvenor-jg@rorc.org.uk 
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LETTERS 
TO THE EDITOR 

Have your say 
Text your,views and comments to Tel: +44 (0)7855 468550, or send an e-mail to yachtingworldletters@ipcmedia.CQm, or send by post to 

The Editor, Yachting World, The Blue Fin Building, no Southwark Street, London SEI oSU. 

Letters may be edited as appropriate 

What piracy? 
Sir, The definition of' piracy', 
according to the United Nations 
Convention on the Law of the 
Sea (UNCLOS) of 1982, is 'any 
criminal acts of violence, 
detention, or depredation 
committed for private ends by 
the crew or the passengers of 
a private ship or aircraft that is 
directed on the high seas against 
another ship, aircraft, or against 
persons or property on board 
a shj p or aircraft.' 

Therefore, using words such 
as 'piracy' in your feature 'Piracy 

Will we have to think twice 
before saving a life? 
Sir, We have to suppose that in this increasingly 
litigious world one sponsor or another would, 
sooner or later, decide to pursue costs for a rescue 
(What Price Saving A Life' July issue, On the Wind). 
It is a shame that it was PRB and, as your article 
says, it leaves a bitter taste to what was otherwise 
a remarkable gesture of sportsmanship. 

It does, however, also beg a couple of questions 
for the future: 
· Will a rescuer think twice about offering 
aid for fear of the embarrassment of what his/ 
her sponsor might do to recover costs? Will the 
rescued think twice for fear of a suit he/she may 
not be able to afford? 

It certainly does not bode well for the safety, 
sportsmanship, or camaraderie, of the IMOCA or 
any other short-handed fleet. 

PRB presumably got more coverage in the 
international press for the rescue than they 
would otherwise have got. Should they not be 
happy that their skipper did the right thing? And 
that their company have had more positive press 

than they otherwise might have expected? 
I cannot pass by Kito de Pavant's comments 

either, which are, I think, unfair. He was not on the 
scene and so could not understand the pressures 
Vincent Riou was under in attempting to rescue 
Jean Le Cam. We should congratulate Riou for his 

sportsmanship and seamanship, and perhaps 
sympathise with him that, presumably to keep 
his sponsor sweet, he has had to make a statement 
supportive of their actions. 

IMOCA have two options: some sort of binding 
agreement that makes it a requirement to 
provide aid and that any reasonable cost incurred 
is at the expense of the team providing it (the 
current unspoken position). Or they need to set 
up some sort of central fund, paid into by all 
skippers (or the sponsors) involved in a race to 
cover the unforeseen costs of a rescue. 

Whatever they do they need to do it fast 
and decisively- the worst possible outcome 
here would be for ambiguity when it comes to 
providing aid to a stranded skipper. 

Christopher Burgess 

-a growing menace' (Yachting 
World, June issue) is 
inappropriate, and even more so 
when the words are used out of 
context and the so-called 
statistics (see your graph on 
'types of incident by region') are 
somewhat meaningless. 

ten times more anchorages? three of these while the 
remainder have been for the 
most part crime-free. 

For instance, you indicate 
45 incidents for the Leeward 
Islands versus 110 for the 
Southern Windwards- is it not 
also salient to point out that 
there are probably ten times 
more yachts cruising the 
Southern Windwards and also 

How many of the 'incidents' 
were instigated by the victims 
(I know of several, usually 
involving drugs)? How many 
minor incidents went 
unreported in some regions? 

I have spent the past 27 years 
in the Southern Windward 
islands and have cruised the area 
extensively. In St Vincent and 
the Grenadines there are well in 
excess of30 separate 
anchorages, but the majority of 
crime in the area has been 
virtually confined to two or 

Narendra Sethia 

Readers can check the statistics 
used in the article by visiting 
www.safetyandsecuritynet.com. 
This voluntary organisation is 
unaffiliated commercially and 
politically and is the only one 
effectively to collate statistics of 
crimes against yachtsmen 
throughout the entire Caribbean 
area. The website is regularly 
updated. - Ed 
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Kestrel - she flies 
In his article on my recent design 
for Kestrel Superyachts (Yachts, 
July issue) David Glenn raised 
concern about displacement and 
weight-carrying ability. I thought 
it might be of interest to readers 
to understand the design 
thinking behind the choice of 
hull lines and displacement. 

The intention was to create a 
spacious cruising ketch, yet I 
wanted sailing performance to be 
exceptional for this type of yacht. 
Despite having a chosen 
displacement greater than 
current design trends, Kestrel has 
a refined, low-resistant lines plan 
and a good sail area:displacement 
ratio to ensure good all-round 
sailing ability. 

Kestrel's sailing performance 
will be less affected by the 
additional weight required for 
long-distance voyaging than 
similar length yachts oflighter 
displacement. 

Ron Holland 

Dangerous book 
forooys 
Following a chance encounter 
with Sir Robin Knox Johnston 
I was invited aboard Su ha iii for a 
look inside -what a thrill, but 
how basic she is compared to 
today's round the world racers. 
Sir Robin was sprucing her up for 
a commemorative lunch at St 
Katherine Dock to mark the 40th 
anniversary of his return to 
Falmouth after his solo feat 
(reported June issue). 

It inspired me to read A World 

of My Own, Sir Robin's story..o..f his 
circumnavigation, which I had 
bought for my son. It's a classic of 
endeavour and endurance-and 
a childlike lack offear. Every boy 
should read it. 

Vicki Weston 

{),recycle 
WM-n you ha ... e fi"i•hed with 
Phis magazine pl.o.e recyde it. 

Fastnet 1979 - What they said at the time 
Lest one be confused by those 

in the Fastnet Race who have 

mentioned the virtue of having 

good boat speed to enable you 

to pick out the best possible 

course through the big waves, 

just remember this applies to a 

boat that's in good shape with a 

strong and aggressive crew still 

very much in the racing spirit. 

The small storm sails are 

for what proved to be an even 

more demanding condition 

where a boat and/or crew was 

experiencing difficulty and there 

it's probable that the right small 

storm sail would have provided a 

far more viable alternative. 

Rod Stephens Jr 

Sparkman & Stephens Inc 

New York 

I can't imagine any more 

negative thinking than the 

sickening excuses for yachts 

not carrying storm trysails. If 

novice sailors don't know how 

to use their storm sails or if their 

gear is inferior, then it is the 

sailors' business to improve their 

handling and hardware. 

NEXT MONTH 
On sale 13 August 

For the ninth year running 
we bring you the Great 
Atlantic Gear Test, based 
on a survey of over 200 
yachts, each sailing around 
5,000 miles between 
Europe and the Caribbean 

It's time yachting leaders 

stopped worshipping at the altar 

of the IOR. Provision of storm 

sails must come first-then 

the designers can add all the 

bloopers, cheaters, duckers or 

whatever sails they like. 

Hal Roth 

Maine 

• There should be a minimum 

size for the Fastnet Race. The 

minimum crew for a race over 

250 miles should be five and 

they must have reasonable 

accommodation, which 

translates to a minimum 

waterline length of 24-26ft. 

• It is ridiculous for a race longer 

than 50 miles to allow crew to 

sit on deck with legs outside 

the lifelines. You cannot expect 

a crew treated like that to be in 

good condition. 

• Rudder breakages occurred 

because of bad construction or 

small-diameter rudderstocks. It 

is not the fault of boats being 

skegless. 

E.G. van de Stadt 

Beemster, Holland 

in the ARC. Far more than a catalogue of what works and what does 
not, the study also looks at ease of use and after sales service. 
A must for anyone who ventures offshore in a modern yacht. 

Liveaboard test. We cruise the new Oyster 54 for a week in Brittany. 

PLUS Southampton International Boat Show preview and a 
superyacht cruising round Africa. 

Designer Ron Holland is quoted 

as saying the worst type of 

boat to be at sea in a storm 

of Fastnet Race proportions 

would be a Colin Archer. Thirty

five of these vessels were built 

between 1893 and 1924 by the 

Norwegian Rescue Company. 

During the whole of this period, 

only one was lost in deep water. 

Towing disabled fishing boats 

off lee shores under sail in storm 

conditions was all in a day's work. 

Tom Cunliffe 

Cowes 

Anyone venturing into the 

Western Approaches without 

being prepared for severe 

conditions is a fool. Those waters 

have a history of treacherous 

weather dating back at least to 

the days of Sir Francis Drake. 

As Ted Turner pointed out to 

a radio interviewer at the finish 

in Plymouth: "If it wasn't for such 

weather you people would all be 

speaking Spanish!" 

Peter Bowker 

Tenacious 

Lymington, Hampshire 

To be sure of your copy of 

Yachting World every 

month, take out a 

subscription and save 

10 per cent! PLUS 2 free 

boat show tickets if you 

subscribe today*. Call 0845 

1231231 and quote code 10D. 
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