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Saved by a spare RIB
By Bill Woods (Saphire)

Saphire, a Dehler 34, set out from Chichester Harbour to race to
Bembridge on Saturday 2 October but lost her steering when the
rudder jammed before the start. Able to motor only in small circles,
she found herself being swept by wind and tide on to the breakers on
Chichester Bar and radioed the Coastguard for help.

Saphire was crewed by Jan Graydon and Charles Minter - both
experienced sailors, Charles holding a Yachtmaster qualification, 1 was
Assistant Sailing Secretary for the day and had discussed with the Ruce
Officer, Martin, our likely courses in the south-westerly force 5 to 6 wind,
We delayed leaving Sparkes Marina until 09.45 because of insulliciont
water. In order to make good speed against the incoming tide, we quickly
hoisted full main and motor-sailed out of the harbour, catching up Hoopoe,
the start boat, at the West Pole Beacon, The wind was less than forecast, uf
around 20 knots, although we had come through a squall approaching 30
knots as we passed Chichester Bar Beacon.

At about 10.20 1 handed the helm to Charles and went below to contact
Hoopoe via mobile phone to double-check which course they had set nind
the start time. 1 then selected channel 72 on VHF to contact the fleet (o
give them the start time, which had been delayed by five minutes
Unfortunately, 72 was occupied. After what seemed an age, but was
probably only two minutes, I was able to begin to broadcast: "CCRC fleet.
CCRC fleet, this is Saphire with race instructions.... . " - at this point
Charles called down, "Bill, the wheel is not connected to the rudder!” We
were about 300 metres north of Chi buoy, sailing south in about 3.5 metres
of water.

I rushed on deck with the emergency tiller in my hand. Charles rapidly
fitted it while I checked the wheel and found that it turned freely without
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engaging with the rudder mechanism. Our combined efforts could not get
the rudder to move using the emergency tiller. It was clear that the
trunnion rod was still connected, but its angle was wrong, suggesting that it
had run over centre. We were slowly motor sailing in port handed circles
and being blown on to the West Pole Sands.

[ knew it was time to give the Coastguard a call on 67. They responded
immediately and once they had plotted and confirmed my position they
realized why there was some urgency in my voice. A calm voice asked if
my anchor was holding. No, I replied, but I hope it will do when I set it! I
ran on deck and shot forward to the anchor locker, unwittingly with my
mobile phone in my left jacket pocket and the handheld GPS in the ri ght.

It seemed to take about half an hour to withdraw the pin from the anchor
roller; it was stiff and the motion at the bows was so vigorous that [ was in
danger of being tossed overboard. After about two minutes, my aluminium
Fortress anchor, 11 metres of chain and about 10 metres of rope had been
paid out, the warp made up around the cleat and the pin replaced. Feeling
quite tired, I made my way gingerly back to the chart table to report to the
Coastguard that the anchor was set and slowing the boat’s drift
considerably. Charles and Jan cut the engine and dropped the mainsail.

By now the motion was quite violent. I managed to regain the chart table
seat to alert the Coastguard that we were lying in breaking waves and
drifting steadily towards West Pole Beacon. The good news was that the
tide was still rising and that the Hayling Lifeboat, an Atlantic 75 called
Betty Battle, had been launched. The CCRC fleet was disappearing in the
spray on their beat to Dean Elbow.

Charles and Jan were sitting stoically in the cockpit, resting, having
proficiently secured the boom and mainsail, while the boat did a good
impression of a bucking bronco.

The motion at the chart table was uncomfortable and it seemed an age with
no radio contact so I moved up to the cockpit and called the Coastguard
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again on the handheld VHF. Simultaneously, over my right shoulder |
could see the lifeboat just becoming visible in the spray around Eastoke
Point. A collective sigh of relief passed around the boat. Our saviour was
on the way and we still had three metres of water, but we were now well
over the sandbank between the West Pole and Bar Beacons.

It seemed to take an age before the lifeboat closed on us and decided how

to approach Saphire through the breaking waves. The coxswain made
about five attempts before a smiling lifeboatman called Tony jumped
aboard. Somehow, I had expected him to talk to me about the intended
tow. Instead, he discussed how important it was for me and the crew (o
abandon Saphire immediately and take to the lifehoat. Considering the
time it took to get one lifeboatman on to our boat, the boat's position, and

the time it would take to get Jan and Charles safely into the lifeboat, |
politely declined his kind offer, as did my crew.

1 focused his attention on setting up the tow, as [ was concerned that we
were being set on to the Bar Beacon. We both went to the bow 10 {ind that
the starboard roller attached to the cast aluminium stemhead had broken
cleanly off under the snatch load and sunk down the rope (o join the
anchor! T was alarmed that the next item to disappear would be the cleat
itself, but as luck would have it the violent action had shaken off (he fipure
of eight, allowing the rope to surge out gently around the cleat. This
simple observation showed me the way to save the boat. All | had (o do
was sit in the anchor locker and surge out more warp as we came (0 ()¢ fop

of a wave. In this way both cleat and the anchor held.

After what seemed like an age, the lifeboat approached our port bow and
threw us a line. Whilst trying to fix it around the mast with a bowl ine
Tony held me, and I, in turn, held him as he passed the rope through the
remaining bow roller. Despite working as a team, the violence of the
waves breaking over Saphire almost knocked us overboard on a number of
occasions and our handhold in the anchor locker and the guard wire were
all that kept us onboard.

I seemed to be working in slow motion, tying my largest fender to the
anchor rope before 1 could cut it away with the emergency knife that I
purchased for just such an occasion on our visit to Australia in 2000. The
knife did its job.

Eventually, the lifeboat angled itself into the waves and took up the slack,
applying its 140 horsepower engines. It took off vertically, and I expected
it to do a back flip but somehow it landed the right way up on the other
side of the three metre high wave crest with all the crew intact. But the
tow rope exploded as soon as the load came on. At first, | thought t.hat my
bowline had failed, adding to my despondency, but I came to realize that
any rope would fail given the loads involved in pulling a four-ton yacht
through breaking waves against 30 knots of wind and a rudder on full port
lock.

By now the Chichester Bar Beacon was less than seven metres off the port
beam!

Unknown to us, Frank in the Hayling Island SC rescue RIB had been
monitoring my depth warnings to the Coastguard. He had realised the
seriousness of our situation, and suddenly emerged between us and the Bé.ll‘
Beacon and quickly fixed his RIB fore and aft to Saphire’s port side. His
240 horsepower engine kept us clear of the beacon whilst we fixed the
lifeboat similarly to the starboard side. With engines running forward and
astern alterhately the two RIBS managed to return us safely to Sparkes
Marina. At last! I retired to the safety of the cockpit feeling very giddy. 1
half realized that I was probably in shock, as I was violently sick all over
my gallant crew!

A reception committee was waiting for us on the dockside and the k?nd
lifeboat medics checked me out in the most professional and understanding
way. After offering our heartfelt thanks to the lifeboat crew, they departed
and we were left to clear up the mess! The damage was a broken stemhead
fitting, a damaged steering system, and a “lost” anchor, chain and warp.
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The following morning [ went to Hayling Lifeboat Station to thank the
lifeboatmen for saving us. They had already been training that morning and
had found the “buoy” marking my ground tackle but had been unable to
recover it because of the swell and the way it had embedded itself deeply
in the sand. 1 asked after their health and they of mine, and we swapped
tales of bruises and sore ribs. Strangely, both Tony’s and my left hands
had seized up overnight for no apparent reason. Only by talking through
the events on the foredeck again did we work out that each time a wave
tried to knock us overboard we had held on to the rim of the anchor locker,
Each successive wave had slammed the anchor locker lid on our knuckles.
Of course, we hadn’t felt it at the time!

Lessons learned

On a lee shore in 30 knots of wind, drop the anchor before dropping the
mainsail.

Have one of the crew fire a red parachute flare whilst the radio call to the
Coastguard is being made.

Contact the Coastguard on channel 16, as other yachts might be monitoring
this channel, although I doubt that a tow from another yacht would have
achieved much more than an effective anchor in the conditions prevailing
and might have endangered both vessels.

A waterproof handheld VHF is essential in communicating with (he
lifeboat when the noise of the wind and sea makes normal conversation
over short distances impossible.

The aluminium Fortress Guardian anchor was launched easily and quickly
owing to its light weight. It would have taken considerably more effort to
launch a conventional anchor under a heaving pulpit.

Running the anchor rope across both cleats with a sausage fender
underneath the warp might have provided enough ‘give’ to prevent the loss
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of the stemhead.

Don’t stow fenders in the anchor locker in a blow; they are very difficult to
handle in a breaking sea.

Wearing lifejackets with harnesses attached to lifelines is essential on a
pitching foredeck.

Be aware that cast aluminium fittings, although light and apparently
substantially made, can snap under dynamic load, whereas a stemhead
fitting made of stainless steel would have deformed before it broke.

Wearing good waterproofs is essential. Despite being repeatedly
submerged by large waves for over half an hour, I was warm and dry
underneath. (The handheld GPS still works, and so does the mobile phone -
after a week drying out on top of the boiler!)

Despite being well equipped for the conditions, after half an hour hangin.g
on to the foredeck of a lurching yacht I was exhausted and could barely tie
a simple knot or maintain a conversation. The crew need to know how to
do everything that the skipper has to do in case he is incapacitated.

Before accepting a tow from a lifeboat in future I will rig one of my
mooring warps in a loop around each of my primary and spmn?ker
winches taking a bight on which to fasten the towrope just in front of the
mast.

. Conclusion

During the following week, in a rare calm spell, Frank managec} to lift my
anchor and ground tackle on a second attempt. Thus, the following Sunday
when I arrived the boat, all the tackle was accounted for, My knot had
held on the fender, and warp and chain were intact. The anchor itself was
undamaged apart from a sizable bend in the shank. I now have great
confidence in aluminium anchors.
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