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			Foreword

			by HRH The Duke of Kent

			In the fifty years that I have had the honour of serving as President of the Royal National Lifeboat Institution, it has been a pleasure to meet hundreds of courageous volunteers all around the coasts of the UK and Ireland. I can tell you that no two lifeboat crews are the same; they are each made up of volunteers from many different backgrounds, launching from stations with their own unique histories and coastal challenges.

			Yet there is something that binds every RNLI lifesaver. They show a special sort of kindness that compels them to answer calls for help from strangers. That is the spirit that led to the formation of the Institution nearly 200 years ago. The charity looks very different in the twenty-first century, with its sophisticated craft, and the development of newer ways of saving lives through lifeguarding and education work. Many things have stayed the same, though – the selfless spirit still runs true.

			I was, therefore, delighted to hear that a book would be produced that celebrates RNLI rescues from the twenty-first century, recounting remarkable rescues in the lifesavers’ own words. In these pages you will read dramatic – yet typically modest – accounts from brave and skilful people. Many of them were recognised with special awards for their actions, and it was a privilege to present Medals for Gallantry to some of these lifesavers personally.

			We owe a great debt of gratitude to all the crew members, lifeguards and survivors whose true stories appear in this book. It will raise crucial funds to help the charity save more lives at sea.

			I hope you enjoy reading every page as much as I did. I also hope you share my utmost admiration for the remarkable people of the RNLI, who volunteer to save lives around our coastlines every single day. Thank you so much for your support.

		

		
			Introduction

			by Mark Dowie, Chief Executive of the RNLI

			Have our nations ever owed more to those who put themselves in harm’s way to help others in a crisis? In recent times, we have seen how the best of people are prepared to combine their skills, courage and kindness to ensure that we can survive the storm. For the RNLI’s lifesaving communities, that sort of sacrifice has been a way of life since 1824.

			Prior to joining the RNLI as Chief Executive in May 2019, I was privileged to serve alongside the volunteer crew at Salcombe Lifeboat Station. It was my responsibility to make the call on whether to deploy a lifeboat, sometimes in the most extreme conditions, requiring careful judgement in balancing the safety of the crew and saving lives at sea.

			Having seen their selfless courage and commitment first-hand, they deserve recognition, even though it’s the last thing on their mind when they answer the call for help. Each lifeboat crew member and lifeguard who features in this book has their own unique, fascinating story. As well as recalling the drama involved in saving others at sea, they also share their motivations and emotional stories from their own lives.

			There is, of course, no book big enough to do justice to every RNLI rescue and rescuer. There are hundreds of lifeboat stations, and thousands of crew members and lifeguards. Between them, they have helped so many people survive the storms. I would therefore like to take this opportunity to send my sincere thanks to Every One who has played a part in saving lives at sea over nearly 200 years of the RNLI’s history. As the owner of this book, that now includes you too.

			This is Our Watch for the RNLI. Like generations of lifesavers before us, it’s our job to keep this special charity safe and secure for the next 200 years, so it can continue to save lives while being loved and treasured by so many.

			Thank you for buying this book, and for supporting the RNLI. May it bring you hope and warmth after stormy times.

		

		
			1.

			A Leap of Faith

			Mark Criddle, Torbay 2008

			

			The wind was howling and the rain was lashing RNLI Torbay Lifeboat Station as I looked at my watch.

			Almost seven o’clock.

			I put down my cup of tea, turned my gaze away from the darts on the television and looked out of the window. It had been wild outside all day. Screaming gales were tearing through the usually calm horseshoe bay, whipping the waves up high; frothy and white, even before they crashed against the shore. Yet despite this, the radio in the station had been quiet and I couldn’t see anything on the horizon. So, I allowed my mind to wander onto more domestic matters.

			I wonder if that drying is finished yet?

			Since my children, Marsden, four and Maitland, seven, had arrived, my wife Melanie and I were constantly overwhelmed by the amount of washing that two small boys managed to create. In the winter months, I forever found myself drying piles of wet clothes in Brixham Marina’s launderette, next door to the lifeboat station. Grabbing my pager and zipping up my jacket, I battled against the wind back to the launderette and reached into the dryer I’d filled twenty minutes earlier.

			Still wet! I tutted.

			Pushing the door firmly shut, I turned to sit on a bench opposite the dryers, but before my bottom had time to hit the seat, my pager jolted to life. It was Ken James, the deputy launching authority for Torbay, calling for an immediate launch. As coxswain for the station, I swung into action.

			Abandoning my washing, I darted straight back to the boathouse and got on the telephone to find out what Ken knew about the incident.

			‘There’s a coaster about 34 miles south-east of Berry Head,’ he said. ‘She’s listing, and the captain called the coastguard for assistance.’

			‘How many crew on board?’ I asked.

			‘Twenty in total, we think,’ he said.

			Berry Head was a coastal headland and the southern boundary of Tor Bay in Devon. The Ice Prince, a 6,395-gross-tonne Greek-registered vessel, was carrying timber down the English Channel from Sweden through to Egypt. She’d been caught by the gale-force winds and strong waves, and was now tilting on her side, her cargo shifting the more she leaned.

			So far, so straightforward, I thought.

			As dramatic as it sounded, it wasn’t particularly uncommon. In fact, the previous coxswain, David Hurford, and I had escorted the vessel’s sister ship into Brixham a few years earlier.

			I wasn’t overly concerned. The weather was going to make things hairy, and it was going to be a bigger incident than usual. But it was still just an escort job.

			Since I’d been next door in the marina, I was the first to reach the station, but I wasn’t on my own for long. Within minutes, bodies began to burst into the station from all over town. Before I knew it, there were thirteen volunteers at the station, all ready and raring to go – the fact that the weather was so wild was getting them even more excited than usual. They knew that any job in these conditions would be a challenge, and challenges were what we trained for.

			We’d been asked to launch our Severn class lifeboat, the Alec and Christina Dykes, and stand by at the scene, with a less powerful Tyne class lifeboat from RNLI Salcombe following behind us. I looked round at the thirteen assembled crew members, faces excited and expectant, and sighed inwardly.

			I hated this part.

			Only seven of us could go out.

			I was coxswain and it was my job to choose.

			As a full-time mechanic with twenty years in the RNLI, I’d often joked about being made coxswain, but I never really expected it to happen. When David retired and I was asked to step into his shoes, I couldn’t believe my luck.

			Even two years on, I had to pinch myself occasionally. I loved having responsibility for my crew, my lifeboat and the people we were sent to help.

			But I never enjoyed picking who to take out.

			Every single one of those volunteers had dropped everything to get down to the station and get on our boat. They’d left jobs, partners and children without a second thought. They were all willing to risk their own lives to help others. Just like myself, when I’d started volunteering, they all wanted to go out. In my eyes, they all deserved to go out.

			But with thirteen people and only six spaces, I was going to have to disappoint someone.

			It was a feeling I remembered all too well.
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			I’d known from a young age what the lifeboats meant to their crew.

			Back then, when you heard the maroons go off – two loud rockets that would be shot out towards sea – you knew exactly what was happening.

			A lifeboat was being launched!

			Pagers were rarer than hen’s teeth in those days. There was one for the launching authority, one for the mechanic and one for the coxswain. Everyone else had to keep their ears peeled for the maroons.

			If they went off while I was at my nan and grandad’s house, I had front-row seats. They lived on a hairpin bend facing the shipyard, just a hundred metres or so from the lifeboat station.

			We were so close you’d feel the vibration in your bones. Then, moments later, cars would come screaming round that hairpin bend, as crew members raced to the station. If there was a shout, they all wanted to be part of it.

			You see, our coastal community was built around fishing, shipping and seaside tourism. Most of us had spent our childhoods out on boats or in the water. The lifeboat was our town’s safeguard. The volunteers were local teachers, parents, plumbers and much more. But when those maroons went off, they were RNLI crew, above everything else.

			I was fascinated. Sometimes I’d even run down to the shipyard and onto the front, just to watch the lifeboat powering out to sea.

			What would it be like to be part of that? I’d wonder.

			Eventually, at the age of 19, I plucked up the courage to ask the coxswain, Arthur Curnow, if I could join the crew. Coxswains were renowned for being tough and fearsome, so it had taken me two years to build up the nerve. I can’t even remember what I said to Arthur that day. But I remember his response.

			‘What are you doing tomorrow?’ he asked.

			‘Nothing,’ I said, puzzled.

			Surely it wasn’t going to be that easy?

			‘Bring a chipping hammer down to my tugboat,’ he said. ‘I have a job for you.’

			‘OK,’ I nodded.

			As well as being the coxswain, Arthur had some boats himself and employed a few people from around town to work on them.

			The next day, Arthur still hadn’t answered my question, but I found myself chipping rust off his tugboat nonetheless. In fact, it happened again and again and again.

			Why am I here doing this for no money? I thought one day.

			But deep down, I knew why. As well as a bit of free labour for Arthur, this was also a test. Would I turn up tomorrow with that chipping hammer? Was I prepared to go and do something, no questions asked? Would I do a good job, even without pay?

			If I did, he knew I’d make good crew. So I did what he asked.

			It took almost a year to get my answer, when Arthur invited me out on a training exercise one day. The crew were doing man-overboard drills on a miserable, blustery day, when he called over to me.

			‘Come on, then,’ he said, beckoning me to the wheelhouse of the Edward Bridges, an old wooden Arun class lifeboat. ‘Come up and have a go.’

			I couldn’t believe it. Sucking in a deep breath, I took the wheel with as much confidence as I could muster.

			I’m driving a bloody lifeboat. What’s that about? I thought, grinning from ear to ear as I crashed through the waves.

			I couldn’t contain my excitement when I got home.

			‘Arthur let me drive the boat today!’ I exclaimed, bursting through the door and regaling my mum and dad with every single detail.

			Just like that, I was crew.

			And just like that, I was hooked.

			But it didn’t mean I got to see much action. Not for a long while. Back then there was a crew of more than thirty and roughly eighteen shouts a year. I didn’t often get picked, but I made it my business to always turn up.

			Just like my crew had tonight.

			Plenty had changed since I’d first volunteered in 1988. For one, Arthur’s little initiation ploy was a thing of folklore now, something we all laughed about. Recruitment was a stricter process these days. The maroons had gone as well, with all crew now having their own pagers. And although we were regularly doing over one hundred shouts a year, it could still be just as tough to get picked.

			But there were some things that never changed. The commitment of the crew. The camaraderie. That desire to go out in any conditions. That willingness to always show up – even if you might not be picked.
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			That was exactly what I could see in the thirteen brave crew members who’d turned up tonight. The anticipation in their faces snapping me back to the task at hand. Obviously, I would be going. My crew were my responsibility. But now we were ready to launch and – whether I liked it or not – I had to pick my crew for tonight’s job.

			Who would be most appropriate?

			Looking round the room, I made my selection.

			‘Roger Good,’ I said, indicating the crew’s second coxswain.

			‘Mat Tyler.’ He was our station mechanic and full-time crew like me.

			‘Alex Rowe and John Ashford.’ Alex was a doctor and John a paramedic. Their professional skills were always useful to have on board. Then finally I called out the last two names.

			‘Nigel Coulton and Darryll Farley.’

			Without further discussion, we kitted up, ran out to our lifeboat, the Alec and Christina Dykes, and, at 7.44pm, we sped out of the station.

			Almost immediately the wild conditions were evident. Driving at fifteen knots, we found ourselves crashing against the waves.

			‘We’re going to have to strap in,’ I shouted, as I steered the boat in the direction of the stricken ship. ‘It’s going to get pretty nasty.’

			It was something we almost never had to do, but tonight it was essential. We had a two-hour journey ahead of us. I couldn’t have my crew getting injured on our way if we caught a bad wave.

			It was going to be a long night.

			[image: Paragraph break image]

			We were making progress towards our destination, when – fifteen minutes into our journey – the radio crackled to life. It was a call from the captain of the Ice Prince. His tone made my ears prick up immediately.

			‘There’s water in the engine,’ he said. ‘The engine has stopped.’

			I frowned as the words sank in. The rising panic in his voice was evident.

			But you were just listing a minute ago, I thought.

			‘The engine has stopped?’ I repeated, to confirm I’d heard correctly.

			‘Yes,’ came the reply. ‘I’m drifting.’

			‘OK,’ I said. ‘Understood.’

			This changed everything.

			The urgency escalated immediately. With no engine, there was no control. The ship was even more vulnerable to the sea’s swell and the howling winds now.

			We had to take it up a notch.

			I turned to my helm, Roger.

			‘Increase our speed to twenty knots,’ I said. Roger reacted immediately. It would knock around twenty minutes off our journey time. As Roger powered us on, my brain ticked over.

			What were we going to find at the scene?

			I’d expected a routine escort job, but now I knew I had to be prepared for more. The coastguard helicopter India Juliet had even been tasked with evacuating some of the ship’s crew. As we got closer, the situation seemed to be deteriorating by the minute.

			Yet another update crackled out of the radio.

			‘One of my crew was washed against the sshhhhh shhhh,’ came the voice of the captain. ‘He’s sssshhhh.’

			I struggled to understand the message over the cabin noise and radio interference, but I could feel the fear in his voice.

			‘Can you repeat that?’ I said.

			‘He’s shhhh broken shhhh leg …’

			I didn’t know exactly what had happened, but there was an injury. If there had been one, there could be more.

			After that, we went full throttle. Roger really opened the lifeboat up and charged out, about fifteen miles east of Berry Head. Finally, the Ice Prince came into view.
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			I stepped out of the shelter of the wheelhouse and moved up to the flying bridge to evaluate the scene. My eyes adjusted to the darkness and I could see the outline of the ship looming. Then my jaw hit the floor – it was like nothing I’d witnessed before in my career.

			She was groaning as she leaned at more than forty degrees, rails touching the surface of the waves, battered by winds that were reaching up to fifty miles per hour.

			‘How is this thing still afloat?’ I gasped.

			Looking at my crew, I knew they were thinking the same. We could hear India Juliet’s rotor blades whirring above us and saw a thin beam from her lights intertwined with lights from HMS Cumberland, a Royal Navy frigate that was standing by on station, illuminating the unfolding drama.

			The crew of the Ice Prince were gathering in the ship’s wheelhouse, before struggling over to the ship’s bridge wing, where India Juliet’s winchman was battling against the elements to winch them up, using a hi-line to try to control their movement as they were zipped up past the ship’s flailing mast and aerials.

			It emerged that the plan had been to remove the injured man and eleven of his comrades, while a skeleton of eight senior crew would remain on board to try to start the pumps while we worked with RNLI Salcombe to escort the vessel to safety.

			But with no engine, and news coming over the radio that its generator had gone down as well, she was what we called a ‘dead ship’ – a vessel that could no longer move under its own power.

			What’s more, she was beam on to the weather. The worst possible position she could be in.

			One side of the ship calm, the other rough, and everything conspiring to capsize her.

			‘A decent set of waves is going to come through at any minute,’ I said to Roger. ‘She’s going to roll over.’

			‘There’s no way this thing’s going to stay afloat,’ he agreed. ‘And there’s still crew on there.’

			We both knew that this could very easily turn into a rescue job. And a serious one at that. While India Juliet was continuing to try to take her casualties, I powered the lifeboat around the ship.

			If I had to get people off, how would I do it?

			Our lifeboat was much smaller than the Ice Prince, so I needed to find safe access points that were a similar height to our lifeboat. Two decades’ worth of shouts flew through my head. I called up all the knowledge I had and all the conversations I’d had with coxswains who’d seen big jobs like this one. I considered every option.

			Get up alongside the ship, get your crew into a life raft and rescue them to the raft …

			I shook my head. A life raft would be tossed around like paper in those waves and my crew wouldn’t be safe. It wasn’t an option.

			The ship crew wear thermal suits. It’s easier to get them in the water, chuck them a line and pull them into the boat …

			But there was debris everywhere and the sea’s swell was unpredictable. Plus, I didn’t fancy our chances of convincing anyone to jump into that sea …

			Just then, the voice of India Juliet’s pilot crackled over the radio. As the weather worsened, it had become harder and harder for the winchman to control the line in the heavy swell and rain squalls, and he’d had to keep cutting the hi-line free to avoid catastrophe. But they’d managed it.

			Now they were at capacity.

			‘We have our twelve casualties,’ he announced. ‘We’re returning to Portland.’

			It was good news, but there were still eight people left on the ship. In these conditions, with casualties to drop off and fuel to be topped up, it could be more than an hour before the helicopter returned.

			As it turned and headed back in the direction of the coast, rotor blades slicing through the gale-force winds and rain, I radioed the skipper of the Ice Prince.

			‘What’s your intention, captain?’ I asked. I knew what the answer should be, but it wasn’t my call. The ship’s captain had to make the decision.

			Wait for the helicopter or abandon ship now.

			‘My intention is to abandon ship to you,’ he said without hesitation. ‘I need to get us off this ship right away.’

			I didn’t blame him. I certainly wouldn’t have chosen to stay on board. The list was now so great that the ship’s rails were partially submerged under the water.

			It would only take one strong set of waves and …

			I shook the thought from my head. With the captain’s intentions confirmed, it was our turn. Now I had to make my decision.

			How the hell were we going to do this?

			Getting the ship’s crew in the water might have worked in other conditions, on other rescues. But I knew the casualties would be tired and scared. We’d have a job convincing them to jump into a heaving sea, gale howling, and telling them it would all be fine.

			There had to be another way.
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			During my recce, I had come up with a plan. It wouldn’t be easy, but I believed it would work. I returned to the wheelhouse and called Roger.

			‘Right, Rog. This is what we’re going to do,’ I said. ‘We’ll tell the captain to gather his crew at the stern of the ship, near the winch for the stern anchor. That’s about the same height as our bow.’

			‘OK,’ Roger nodded, noting every detail.

			‘I’ll drive up to the ship, keep the bow into the weather,’ I continued. ‘If they climb over the rail, we should be able to get them from there.’

			We decided we’d have five men on our bow to help pull the crew over – Roger, Nigel, Alex, John and Mat. Darryll would stay with me on the flying bridge to assist with steering and to control our searchlight, the only adequate source of light we had to cut through the pitch darkness. When we got close enough to the stern of the Ice Prince, our five crew members would be able to grab each survivor and pull them over to our foredeck.

			‘If anyone goes in the water,’ I said to Roger, ‘we will have RNLI Salcombe standing by to assist.’

			‘Right, I’ve got it,’ said Roger.

			‘Don’t take anybody off until I’m ready,’ I said. ‘And make sure it’s safe.’

			Roger knew the score, but the job was already dangerous enough. I didn’t want anyone taking unnecessary risks.

			As he led our team to the foredeck, I confirmed our plan with RNLI Salcombe. Then I radioed the Ice Prince captain and explained my plan step-by-step. I knew once they left the wheelhouse, our communication would be limited, especially since many of the ship’s crew didn’t speak English. We’d have to rely on hand signals and shouting over a roaring gale to get the job done.

			Fortunately, he was on board with what I proposed.

			‘We’ll make our way out now,’ the captain confirmed.

			And that was it.

			So we had all agreed to the plan. We just had to stick to it.

			I climbed out into the thrashing wind and rain, and up to the flying bridge. With no intercom, all I could do was rely on the captain and his crew doing what we’d agreed, and my crew doing what we’d agreed.

			It was easy to feel crushed by pressure. But over the years I’d learned to keep a cool head. As the radio fell silent, my mind went quiet too.

			No more discussion. Just get it done.

			I knew that was how successful rescues worked. I settled on my one single focus. Keeping crew, casualties and our boat safe.

			Bringing them all home.

			Blood pulsed in my ears as we made our test approaches, gauging how best to go alongside the ship and ascertaining what gave us the best position to pull the casualties over.

			After a few attempts, I looked over at Roger and the crew positioned on the foredeck and gave a thumbs-up, which was promptly returned.

			We were ready.

			The adrenaline coursing through my body spiked as they shouted for the first man to scramble over the two anchor winches, a flagpole and across a deck that was now tilted at forty-five degrees to the rail we planned to rescue them from. As he climbed over, my heart was in my mouth. I fought to hold our position and hoped beyond hope that he would grab the split-second window and jump into the arms of my crew.

			As I moved alongside the ship, I sucked a deep breath in and watched as he released his grip.

			Five sets of arms, all clad in the bright yellow uniform of the RNLI, reached out to grab him. Five brave volunteers, harnessed to a boat in the most appalling sea conditions, all extending their arms to grab a complete stranger and pull him to safety.

			Talk about a leap of faith …

			Thankfully, we succeeded.

			In a heartbeat, the man was on our foredeck, shaken but safe.

			If I’d had time to think, I’d have been overwhelmed with pride.

			But there was still a lot of work to do.

			One down. Seven to go.

			With Darryll expertly illuminating my path, I manoeuvred the lifeboat away and prepared for a second approach, then a third. Both times we managed to stay a safe distance apart from the ship.

			Both times the crew members landed safely. As Nigel ushered them down below, there were cuts and bruises, but no major injuries.

			I took a long, slow breath.

			Things are going well.

			Or at least, they were. As we went in for our fourth approach, I knew immediately that something was wrong. Instead of jumping, the man stayed glued to the spot. Through the rain and sea spray, even I could see that he was terrified.

			We came around again and again, but he couldn’t make the jump.

			‘We’re going to have to get closer!’ shouted Roger. ‘So we can grab him and pull him over.’

			‘OK,’ I yelled.

			Darryll and I worked together on the approach, trying to get as close as possible without touching the ship. Each time it wasn’t quite enough.

			‘We need to be closer,’ Roger shouted through the darkness.

			This is risky, I thought, as I manoeuvred to make another approach. It we get too close and make contact …

			Suddenly, my worst fear was realised as we caught a bad swell on the starboard side.

			CLANG!

			There was a massive jolt, and the lifeboat slammed into the side of the Ice Prince. The deafening sound of metal against metal tore through the wind and rain, piercing our eardrums. Alex and Mat were sprawled across the foredeck, while the others had just about managed to cling on. Next to me, Darryll had been hit by the searchlight and his head was bleeding.

			‘Everyone OK?’ I shouted.

			‘All OK here!’ came a few shouts from my crew.

			True professionals, they just got up and carried on.

			We were all right.

			Now, what about the ship’s crew?

			I looked back at the Ice Prince and my stomach lurched. The man who’d been clinging onto the rail had vanished from sight. My eyes darted around in the blackness.

			Had he fallen? Had we caught him between the boats?

			I shuddered.

			He’d have been crushed immediately …

			All I could do was pull the lifeboat away from the side of the ship. Truth be told, I expected to see a body in the water. But as I peered over, I gasped.

			‘He’s not there!’ shouted Alex.

			Where had he gone?

			Seconds dragged like minutes as we used the searchlight to scan the black expanse around us. Then Mat spotted him.

			‘He’s there. Port side,’ he called out. The man had resurfaced in the swell, where the ship was rolling heavily. And he was moving!

			I allowed myself a moment to heave a sigh of relief. He was OK.

			For now.

			Once again, our situation had shifted. Now we had a man in the water, with two boats and debris being tossed all over the place.

			In line with our plan, I knew that RNLI Salcombe would be preparing to recover the casualty. All we could do was wait.

			Stick to the plan.

			But then, thankfully and somewhat miraculously, the sea did us a favour. A wave suddenly picked the man up and rolled him back inboard towards the ship. Summoning all the strength he had, he managed to grab onto the ship, clamber back up the tilting deck to the muster point at the stern, before wriggling back into position on the rail.

			We tried again to approach and encourage him to jump, but once again he was frozen on the spot.

			Could anyone blame him?

			The four remaining crew members were shaken to the core as well. No one else was going to be making that jump tonight.

			Not after what they’d just seen.

			We were going to have to pluck them off ourselves, and there was only one way for us to do that.

			‘I’m going to have to pin the boats together,’ I shouted to Roger. ‘You’ll have to grab what you can and pull them over.’

			It was enormously risky. I’d have to keep contact for as long as I could, to give my crew the best chance, but move away before a wave smashed us into the side of the ship again. We’d been lucky the first time. But who knew what damage another collision might cause?

			Then there was the debris to consider. By now a considerable part of the Ice Prince was submerged. Massive logs littered the water around us and there were hidden hazards lurking below the surface too.

			This was going to get tricky.

			But I was single-minded. We had a plan and we were going to stick to it. Heart pounding, I used all the power of the lifeboat to get its shoulder against the ship, to try to stop the movement of the larger vessel.

			It didn’t work on our first attempt, but we weren’t going to give up. Time after time we made our approach as the ship rolled uncontrollably and the rain and wind battered us from all directions. Harnessed tightly to the lifeboat, my crew grabbed and pulled the men over when they could, trying again and again when they missed.

			In the end it took an hour and a quarter – and more than fifty approaches – guided only by Darryll and our searchlight.

			Finally, we grabbed our last man, the ship’s captain.

			Yes!
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			But there was no time for celebration yet. We needed to get our survivors back to land. As Nigel took them down below, it was clear they were all glad to be off the Ice Prince. But when we powered back to the lifeboat station, motion sickness began to set in … along with a belated realisation of the severity of the situation they’d found themselves in. They knew they could easily have all been killed.

			Just like we could have …

			Still pumped full of adrenaline, I wouldn’t let my mind go there yet. As coxswain, I was responsible for getting survivors, my crew and my boat back safely.

			My job wasn’t done yet.

			It was quarter past one in the morning when we finally arrived back. Relief and exhaustion began to set in as we helped the survivors off the boat. Two were whisked away in a waiting ambulance, to be treated for shock and minor injuries. For the rest of them, we provided some good old RNLI Torbay hospitality.

			‘Let’s get you one of Ken’s famous breakfasts,’ I said. As usual, Ken, our deputy launching authority, had prepared a slap-up breakfast of tea and delicious sandwiches.

			I sat back and watched as everyone tucked into the food and chatted excitedly about the ordeal.

			‘I’ve been on crew for twenty-six years,’ Nigel said. ‘And this is the best job I’ve done.’ He couldn’t contain the pride in his voice. And rightly so.

			The crew had been marvellous.

			They’d saved eight lives.

			In my head, the same moment from the rescue kept playing over and over.

			Pulling up towards the ship to see my crew with their arms outstretched, in the pounding rain and gales, risking everything to grab hold of a complete stranger.

			It was a moment that I knew would remain with me forever.

			What we felt in pride, the Ice Prince’s crew felt in gratitude.

			‘Thank you for saving my life,’ said one of the younger guys, smiling broadly, as he sipped his tea. Another guy expressed thanks on behalf of those who couldn’t speak English.

			‘From me and the other crew, one big thanks,’ he said.

			Sandwiches eaten, rescue reports completed and a few short interviews given to local journalists who’d gotten wind of the shout, I was almost done for the night. I just had one final task to complete before I headed back to Melanie and the kids.

			I had to pick up the drying from the launderette.

			By the time I got home it was 4.30am. We’d been out for nine and a half hours. As I slipped into our bedroom, Melanie stirred.

			‘You got called out, didn’t you?’ she said.

			She knew I’d been out, of course. As everything unfolded, Ken had called all the wives and told them to expect a long night.

			‘Yes, that’s right,’ I replied.

			‘All back safe?’ she asked.

			‘Yes.’

			‘Good.’

			Then, after a moment’s pause, she continued: ‘Did you bring the washing back with you?’

			I couldn’t help but laugh out loud.

			‘Yes, all done.’ After the night we’d had, I was glad to be home to answer such a mundane question.
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			The next day I woke, switched on the television and sat in bed trying to muster the energy to get up. I was physically drained, but I knew there was plenty still to do at the station.

			More reports, reviewing video footage and checking any damage the lifeboat had sustained.

			I knew it had been a big job. But I didn’t really realise how big, until my brain, still foggy with sleep, tuned into the news.

			‘Last night saw a massive rescue in the English Channel,’ the reporter announced.

			Oh, what’s this? I thought, ears pricking up.

			‘The rescue involved a 6,395-tonne coaster and RNLI lifeboat crews from Torbay and Salcombe,’ the reporter continued, over grainy footage of a huge ship listing wildly and a tiny boat bobbing alongside it.

			Hang on. That wasn’t just any boat.

			It was our lifeboat.

			Seeing the scale of the incident through black-and-white camera footage from the helicopter, the enormity of what we’d done suddenly dawned on me and my whole body began to shake. It was the most bizarre sensation.

			Christ! My head spun. We did that. That was us!

			I flicked through the channels. The story was everywhere. Timber from the ship had littered the coastline and reporters had been hard at work finding out how it got there.

			Melanie must have seen all the fuss too, but she didn’t ask about it. We were back safe – and that was all she needed to know. That had always been her way of coping. She knew what I did could be dangerous, but she knew I loved it.

			It worked well for our marriage for lifeboat talk to be kept off limits.

			I didn’t blame her for not wanting to know. I was elated by our success, but as the day went on, the reality of the danger we’d faced started to overwhelm me.

			Watching the video footage from different sources, I found my heart pounding. It was no longer just my memory of how it all played out.

			It was there in front of me. I could clearly see every risky move and every near miss. My legs and hands began to shake even more violently than they had watching the news report, and emotion bubbled up inside me.

			We’d been lucky.

			Watching the moment when the boats collided. Watching the crew member plummet into the water. Seeing how small and insignificant we looked being tossed around by the waves. Like David and Goliath.

			We’d been really lucky.

			Lucky that our lifeboat had withstood the collision. Lucky we’d got everyone off the ship. Lucky that none of our crew had been hurt.

			Honestly, I felt sick. Any one of them could have been killed out there, working in those conditions.

			And it would have been my fault.

			Rewinding and reviewing each minute of footage, I questioned every single one of my decisions over and over. It was
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