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INTRODUCTION



Outstanding courage is a quality that lingers in the mind and touches the heart. Every year on Armistice Day we recall valiant First World War soldiers who stormed from trenches and met death on the battlefield. Meanwhile those suffering from terminal illness who bear pain with dignity and fortitude behind closed doors show courage of a quiet kind.

Then there are the lifeboat crews, whose bravery in the face of an onslaught from the elements is quite simply breathtaking – and likewise too often unseen. Time after time, in a heartbeat, they steel themselves to head off into the eye of a storm when every other mariner is steering for port. Ordinary men and women thrust themselves into exceptional danger not for money or fame but to save the lives of others. It takes a special kind of person to put the welfare of a stranger above their own. Yet it’s been the same story unfolding around Britain and Ireland’s coast for three centuries.

In an island nation, perhaps the desire to pull those in peril from the sea is instinctive. Once it was fishermen who manned the oars of their local lifeboat, no doubt feeling a sense of kinship with the sailors struggling to tame a high-masted brig on a rampant swell. The loss of sons, fathers and brothers to the sea was in any event a common occurrence for coastline communities, and that too lent inspiration for those that remained. Today, seaside towns are often no longer the domain of mighty fishing fleets, and the volunteers who man the boats are drawn from all professions. Nor are the ships that now come to grief at sea typically running goods or raw materials from far-flung dominions to the hub of a powerful empire. Although there are SOS calls from freighters and the like, it is the hobby sailor with his leisure craft who is now more likely to fall foul of weather, time and tide.

[image: images]

D class inshore lifeboat John Batson’s crew investigate a cave in Port St Mary.

No matter who is at risk or what the reason, a call for a lifeboat crew brings an instant response. Atrocious weather is a given, as few emergency calls are made when the sea is calm and the ambient temperature warm. Crew members must drop what they are doing at a moment’s notice to report for duty, leaving warm homes and safe offices for the vagaries of a wild sea. Lifeboat men and women are ‘can do’ in a modern era where the attitude is more often ‘let’s not’. While all have ample training and excellent equipment, it is nonetheless a major event on every occasion. Each swiftly taken step as they hurry to the boathouse takes them away from the security of family and friends towards an indeterminate outing, possibly littered with unspecified hazards. There’s no doubt that those who adopt it are a hardy breed with a proud heritage.

A similar impetus to the one driving today’s lifeboat crews was behind the foundation of the organisation back in 1824.

Yorkshire-born Sir William Hillary (1771–1847) was a former royal equerry who married well and, for reasons unknown, accrued England’s largest private army, which carried out exercises in the grounds of his stately home in Essex. It was an expensive pastime that left him divorced, almost bankrupt and ultimately living as an ‘exile’ on the Isle of Man. However, his bizarre military adventures had earned him a baronetcy and, presciently, he chose the motto: ‘With courage, nothing is impossible’.

As an Isle of Man resident, Hillary witnessed numerous mighty storms and the ensuing loss of life if unfortunate ships were caught up in them. It was a matter of perpetual concern to him.

On 6 October 1822, when Hillary saw the plight of the Royal Navy cutter Vigilant, which ran aground in Douglas Bay, he had the opportunity to intervene. Like many wrecks, it lay comparatively close to the safety of the shore, but at the mercy of immense waves whipped up by high winds there seemed little hope for the crew.

Along with a dozen fishermen Hillary, aged 51, jumped into one of two small rowing boats to help in a rescue attempt. Heaving on the oars, the men headed out to sea in the knowledge they would be swept back in the direction of Vigilant. The aim was then to fling heavy cables to the naval vessel and haul it off the rocks that held it fast. For his part, the ship’s captain began lightening his load, ditching cannon and masts into the sea. And, against expectation, the two tiny towing boats succeeded in pulling Vigilant free. Fortunately, although it was holed, it remained afloat and was brought back to safety in Douglas Bay.
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The RNLI coxswains and helmsmen at the official opening of the lifeboat college in Poole.

Hillary felt keenly the triumph of the successful rescue – and the despair that followed when he could not raise a crew to help other ships in distress that night. Finally, when he offered a cash reward, men came forward to man the oars once more and many lives were saved.

However, it was only a matter of weeks later that another rescue, this time mounted for HMS Racehorse, saw many of the crew saved but resulted in the deaths of six of the ship’s crew and three local fishermen who had tried to rescue them. Despite their courage and selfless intentions, Hillary knew that the families of the local men who’d been killed would now live in penury. He set about rallying interest in an organised rescue service through a pamphlet succinctly named: ‘An appeal to the British nation on the humanity and policy of forming a national institution for the preservation of lives and property from shipwreck’. He distributed 700 copies to bodies, including the Admiralty and Parliament, that he considered would want a stake in a new rescue service.
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Sir William Hillary, founder of the RNLI.

It was far from an instant success. But, with the help of London MP Thomas Wilson, interest began to ferment and Hillary finally attracted money and support from wealthy philanthropists. Wilson succeeded in giving the idea political leverage while Hillary continued to press for favours from a network of well-placed titled friends.


On 4 March 1824, the first meeting of the National Institution for the Preservation of Life from Shipwreck was held in London, with the Archbishop of Canterbury in the chair. Its eminent supporters included King George IV, who became a patron, five dukes and prominent politicians including Sir Robert Peel, founder of the police force, and Sir William Wilberforce, noted campaigner against slavery.

Supporters were generous, with donations totalling £10,000 within a year. But there was plenty of work to be done. There were boats and boathouses to buy for coastal communities around the country. (Some towns already had privately run rescue boats.) And the programme of improvement was perpetual.

Always open-minded to innovation, the Institution prided itself on keeping pace with new ideas. In 1881 the self-righting lifeboat was generally agreed to be the best option on offer. However, at the turn of the 20th century, no fewer than 60 non-self-righting lifeboats were in service around the coast. The Institution recognised it was not a case of ‘one size fits all’, given the different coastal profiles around Britain and Ireland. It became policy to let men from lifeboat stations trial different boats and select the best for their purposes.

Then there was financial support for the crew. As Hillary discovered, a cash incentive helped to rally volunteers, especially in areas where earnings were sparse. It meant that the best men could be selected, rather than the only men.

There was money too for men’s families if they died in service. While the spur to join a lifeboat crew was undoubtedly to save lives, extra income and the promise of welfare payments became a consideration to men all too aware that their families would otherwise be destitute if they, as the breadwinner, perished.

Those who helped launch the lifeboat or provided horses to do so were also given small financial rewards. It became common practice to issue an armband or a brass disc to each of a set number of helpers, who would be paid on its return. Without a control like this an entire village might become involved. Often, residents did so anyway without the hope of a payout at the end. In 1898 a pension scheme was introduced for long-serving lifeboat coxswains, bowmen and signalmen retiring through old age, ill health or accident.

In 1860 the now-renamed RNLI bought barometers for selected lifeboat stations in the belief that accurate weather-forecasting could help prevent loss of life. This followed the Royal Charter disaster off Anglesey in October 1859, when more than 450 people drowned. The ship’s captain had set sail with no knowledge that a hurricane was imminent.

Extending the initiative in 1882, the Institution furnished fishing boats with barometers at about a third of the retail price. The following year the same terms were offered to masters and owners of coasters under 100 tons. By the end of 1901 more than 4,417 had been supplied. By now the RNLI was independent of government, having been self-financing since 1869.

The RNLI conducted experiments. For example, in 1866 trials were held to determine which wood made the best oars. All crews feared losing their oars during a rescue in heavy seas. One finding of the trials was that those made of Norwegian pine were the most durable. Another was that it was sometimes better for oars to shatter than to be so strong that on hitting the sea floor in the shallows they were likely to remain rigid and capsize the boat. Meanwhile oilskins, sou’westers and boots became standard issue to crew, and each boat had a flask of rum, some tinned food and chocolate or biscuits.

The Institution also became involved in lobbying for the benefit of seafarers. In 1893 it was behind a resolution in the House of Commons that pressed the British government to provide telephones or telegraphs between all coastguard and signal stations around the UK, or to post offices where there was a shortage of coastguard posts, to improve the response time of lifeboats. Further, it asked for a Royal Commission to consider linking lighthouses and lightships with the shore. The resolution won cross-party support and the communications network was radically improved.
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Salcombe lifeboat William and Emma at Kingsbridge in 1904.

Despite these advances our coastal history has been pockmarked with maritime disasters, a litany of tragic events that have saddened British hearts. The loss of sailors, especially in home waters, is a spur for national mourning. The death of lifeboat crew who have wilfully put themselves in harm’s way in an attempt to rescue seafarers who would be otherwise doomed is enough to envelop the nation in grief. Such deaths cast a pall over communities from where the lifeboat men and women have been drawn.

From shore we can only imagine what’s gone on in the bleak final moments before death closes in on a crew. Gulping, gasping, searing chest pains and cold, clammy fear surely all play their part as people are pulled under the water or thrown against rocks.

Testimony from one survivor gives us some insight into what it is like to be capsized at sea. On 27 October 1916 the Salcombe lifeboat William and Emma overturned as it was returning to the harbour, killing 13 out of its 15 crew. In 1917 a local magazine published survivor William Johnson’s account of what happened.
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Coastal rescue meet, to raise awareness of maritime safety, at Cullercoats Harbour.
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RNLI Brighton lifeboat is called to a beached powerboat under the chalk cliffs of Beachy Head. The powerboat is refloated and towed back to Brighton Marina.

The boat, as a matter of fact, went out splendidly, though a little jumpily, because there was, no doubt about it, a very nasty sea. We had two reefs in the mainsail, a reef in the foresail, and a close-reefed mizzen. We went up around the Prawle, and when we got there we saw the vessel which was in distress – a two-masted schooner. We ventured inshore as far as we dared, and discovered that the crew could almost walk ashore, and were therefore not wanting any help from us. Finding we were not wanted we started to go back to Salcombe, and as there was no recall signal continued on our way.

Conditions at sea had worsened, however, and there was debate among the men about whether or not to risk going over the bar at Salcombe. Wet and cold, the men plumped for the direct route home rather than by a safer but more circuitous route, believing the lifeboat was equal to the task.

At last our opportunity seemed to come. We took in the sails and put out the drogue, and were in the act of unshipping the mast and getting the oars out for the pull in when a tremendous sea struck and capsized the boat. We clambered on to her bottom but were twice washed off, and each time I managed to grab and help a chum back. The coxswain looked to me and asked me what I thought of our chances and I told him, ‘Not much.’ Then we were all swept into the sea again, and I remembered nothing until I found myself on a rock some little distance from the shore, with Eddie Distin on another a few feet off. The waves broke over the rock and swished and swirled round it, but somehow I managed to hold on. Then the rescuers came, and of what happened subsequently I have only the haziest recollection. My watch stopped at 11.20 a.m., so that must have been the time, I suppose, that we were thrown in the water.

The men who died were coxswain Samuel Distin, second coxswain Peter Foale, his sons Peter and William, Frank Cudd, John Cudd, Ashley Cook, Thomas Putt, Bert Wood, James Canham, Albert Distin, James Cove and William Lamble. William’s fellow survivor, Eddie Distin, went on to become coxswain of the new lifeboat which began service the following year.

Another account given at an inquest reveals the practicalities of what happened when the Seaham lifeboat George Elmey overturned on 17 November 1962 after rescuing the crew of a stricken coble. The men who had been fishing were experienced boatmen caught out in a stormy squall, who summoned the lifeboat by firing a red distress flare. Within ten minutes the lifeboat arrived but got into difficulties approaching the harbour after the crew misread the pier lights. The sole survivor was a 32-year-old miner, Donald Whinfield Burrell. Donald’s brother Gordon and nine-year-old son were among the dead. This was his testimony.

The lifeboat then slowly tipped over to the port and carried on until she went right under. We fought our way out from under the boat. I tried to get hold of my son and did so. I had hold of one of my son’s arms and someone with a yellow oilskin had hold of my other arm but the sea parted us. When I surfaced I saw that I was one of eight men clinging on to the lifeboat and one man was swimming towards the lifeboat from the seaward side.

I don’t know if he got to the boat: I did not see my son. I was holding on to the propeller shaft and a big man, I don’t know who, was lying almost on top of me. My brother was next to him and another man along the same side of the boat. Arthur Brown was somewhere at the bow end. There were two other men clinging on to the other side from me and one swimming, and one man was lying on the keel of the boat. Another big wave came and washed all of us off the boat and I could not then see it. Almost immediately, another wave lifted me back to the boat and there were then three or four of us on the boat, including my brother Gordon. I got my left arm through a winch hole in the stern and my right arm round the propeller shaft and hung on. The waves were still bursting over the top of us. There was a life-jacket light winking about 30 to 40 yards to the landward side and another further inshore and one man was swimming towards the piers at Seaham Harbour.

I clung on and drifted with the boat, the others must have been washed off with the waves later. I saw some lights just north of the big rock on the Chemical beach and we were only 10 to 15 yards off shore with at least three of us still hanging on. We all shouted but no help came and the boat drifted south. I then heard the mast scraping on the bottom, and the lifeboat was washed ashore on the Chemical beach and I dropped on to the shore. I was washed back and forth, and some chains were wrapped round me. I managed to get out of these and on to the shore and round a big rock.

A sense of the panic and despair he must have felt is all the more powerful for their absence from his description. The lifeboat men who died were John Miller, Fred Gippert, Arthur Brown, Leonard Brown and James Farrington. The fishermen were Gordon Burrell, George Firth, Joseph Kennedy and young David Burrell.
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The memorial sculpture at the RNLI headquarters in Poole commemorates all the lifeboat men who lost their own lives in order to save others.
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These flood rescue team members helped tackle the Cumbria floods at Cockermouth in 2009.

Fortunately, technology has continued its forward march and still re-draws the battle lines against ferocious gales and freak waves. Once worried friends and neighbours lined cliffs and beaches to watch the unfolding fate of a lifeboat, pulled by oars, isolated in momentous combat against surging seas. The greatest asset the crew had were the years of accumulated seamanship which gave them an against-the-odds chance of achieving their goal.

Today lifeboats possess every known adaptation to speed their journey and keep rescuers and the rescued safe. There is abundant radio contact with the coastguard, who can alert land-based teams to help in shoreline or cliff rescues, and often a helicopter is hovering overhead. Lurking dangers offshore and beneath the waves are charted. There are even helmet cameras to record each rescue as it happens. It is all great news for the lifeboat men and women and their families, but technology tends to keep everyday heroics out of the headlines.

Of course there’s more to the lifeboat service than these front-line storm troopers. On numerous beaches lifeguards dispense education about sea safety and head for the water in an instant to haul out those caught in rip currents, ebb tides and squally winds. Many distressed people turn to the lifeguards for help when they’ve been attacked by lurking weaver fish that deliver a barbarous sting. A flood rescue team was formed in 2000 that operates both at home and abroad. It came into being after the disastrous flooding that devastated Mozambique, and it was on hand when Cockermouth in Cumbria disappeared under a sheet of water in 2009.


The Royal National Lifeboat Institution is a multi-million pound organisation, yet less than 2 per cent of its total income is from Government sources. Consequently the volunteers who work in RNLI shops, and the grocery shops and newsagents throughout land-bound counties who give shelf-space to a lifeboat-shaped collecting tin all play their part in keeping it buoyant. Then there are the innovators who work on improvements for life-preserving equipment charged with cutting the chances of a death in the line of duty for crew members. Boat-builders exercise care and diligence in making sure each craft is fit for active duty. Warehousemen are responsible for ensuring that each boat is properly equipped and each shop is fully furnished with goods. And let’s not forget the paper-pushers who keep the administrative wheels of this giant operation oiled and running freely. It’s a charity that engenders immense pride and enormous goodwill on every level.

In the 21st century safety at sea has risen dramatically since the days of sail. The advent and proliferation of lighthouses, decade-by-decade advances in weather forecasting, better built ships and improved communications have all played their part in enhancing the mariner’s lot in life. Lifeboats have kept pace with increased know-how and would be barely recognisable to the crews from a bygone age. Yet there’s a link between the grizzled fishermen crew of yesteryear and today’s lifeboat men and women. The eras are bridged by the same impulse to help when there’s no other help at hand, to man a last line of defence on behalf of those beaten down by furious winds and foaming waves. Since it was formed, the RNLI has saved an estimated 140,000 lives, as well as sparing perhaps five times that number the pain of a bereavement. Not everyone who has acted bravely to save a life gets a medal. Not every lifeboat story has a happy ending. But thanks to the resolute responses of the RNLI, the seas are a safer place.
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The very word ‘lifeboat’ is imbued with notions of integrity and nobility of purpose. Strange then that, in the beginning in the north-east, there was an unseemly squabble about just who should take the plaudits for its inception.

Essex man Lionel Lukin (1742–1834) is certainly in with a shout for being the originator of the first lifeboat. He designed what he called an ‘unimmergible’ boat – that is, one that wouldn’t sink. Basing his design on a Norwegian boat, he integrated a cork gunwale, watertight buoyancy chambers and a double-skinned keel to create the first designated lifeboat. (Various other workaday boats without modifications were being used to save survivors from offshore shipwrecks at the time.)

In November 1785 Lukin patented his design and was encouraged by the vocal support of the Prince of Wales, later King George IV. To see how his invention performed at sea, he gave it to a pilot at Ramsgate, hoping the experienced seaman would conduct meaningful trials. Alas for him, the craft was never seen again. According to his obituary in The Gentleman’s Magazine, Lukin later discovered that ‘the boat had frequently crossed the channel at times when no other could venture out and it was surmised that, having been detected in illicit traffic, it had been confiscated and destroyed abroad’.

So Lukin built another boat, which he called Witch on account of her capacity to sail safely in stormy weather. Once again the boat was ‘unsinkable’, and it was this unusual concept that caused some excitement at the time. Among those who noted its possibilities was Dr John Sharp, who lived and worked at Bamburgh Castle. There he ran a school and a pharmacy, and offered medical care to a poor and needy population. And his concern for his fellow man extended to seafarers on the notoriously dangerous coast off Bamburgh. He established a rudimentary coastguard service with a horse-mounted beach patrol that looked for vessels in distress on stormy nights. He ensured that a gun was fired from the castle in foggy weather to alert ships’ captains to the proximity of land and also kept sturdy chains at the castle for hauling disabled shipping to the shore, ‘to be lent gratis to any person who has occasion for them, within 40 or 50 miles along the coast, on giving proper security for their return’.
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Trent class lifeboat George & Mary Webb with Whitby behind.

At Sharp’s request Lukin provided a lifeboat for Bamburgh, an adaptation of a simple Northumberland coble which was presumably instrumental in saving numerous souls. Its builder was in no doubt about the importance of the vessel. When he died in 1834, Lukin’s gravestone bore the following inscription: ‘This Lionel Lukin was the first who built a Lifeboat and was the original inventor of that principle of safety by which many lives and much property have been preserved from shipwreck.’

Lukin’s self-penned epitaph is loaded with considerable bile, initially directed at William Wouldhave (1751–1821), a parish clerk from South Shields, who was likewise credited with innovating lifeboat design.

Wouldhave came to prominence in 1789 – four years after the advent of the unimmergible – in a competition organised by concerned businessmen who had witnessed a major tragedy in the mouth of the Tyne that same year. A vessel, the Adventurer from nearby Newcastle-upon-Tyne, ran into difficulties just 300 yards from the shore. Growing crowds watched in horror as crew members who had retreated to the rigging to avoid punishing waves fell one by one to their deaths. Although the onlookers were horrified by the unfolding tragedy, nobody was prepared to put to sea to attempt a rescue. Indeed, to have done so in conventional open boats would almost certainly have been a death sentence.

William Wouldhave was one of many entrants bidding for the two guineas prize money. According to Wouldhave, he was inspired by watching a woman draw water from a well using a wooden dish shaped something like an orange segment. The scoop often swivelled on its fixings but never stayed upside down. He forged a model of his self-righting design in copper, lining the inside with cork. The design was commended for its quality but, to Wouldhave’s fury, he was offered only half the prize money after nominally coming second. Ultimately he turned the money down. Pointedly, Wouldhave’s tombstone was engraved with the following accolade: ‘Inventor of that invaluable blessing to mankind. The Life-boat.’
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A painting of Henry Greathead’s boat, The Original.

Meanwhile, to compound the confusion, Henry Greathead (1757–1818) came on the scene. Like Wouldhave, he also entered the lifeboat competition. His suggested design was considered ‘useless’ by the judging panel, but he was a South Shields shipwright, which lent him considerable advantage in the eyes of the competition organisers. They assembled what was considered to be the best aspects of all the entries, chiefly rooted in the plans submitted by Wouldhave, and gave the spec to Greathead to construct.

The result – ironically known as The Original – combined aspects of both Lukin’s and Wouldhave’s blueprints. Lukin was in no doubt that it was to all intents and purposes his work, and now his ire was directed at Greathead. The Original was, Lukin insisted, ‘to all the essential principles of safety precisely according to my Patent and differed from it in no considerable respect except the curved keel which contributes nothing to the general principles of safety but renders it unfit for a sailing boat’.

Despite a flurry of letters at the beginning of the 19th century focusing on the competing claims of lifeboat designers, it is now Greathead, something of an also-ran at the time, who is generally remembered as the creator of the lifeboat, and this assertion was duly recorded on his headstone too.

It must have caused both Lukin and Wouldhave some discomfort to watch as Greathead was awarded hundreds of pounds by public bodies in gratitude for his work. For his part, Greathead was an accomplished public relations campaigner. The National Maritime Museum has
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