
 

  Close Encounter


  From Close to the Wind


  BY PETE GOSS


  THIS STORY OF Pete Goss, an ex-Royal Marine, is one of sheer determination, incredible courage, and heroism of the highest caliber. Pete Goss was first drawn to the challenging long-distance ocean races at the age of twenty-four, and his first transatlantic boat was so weary when it arrived at the finish line in America that its keel fell off. Sacrificing everything including his home and car to build his boat, the Aqua Quorum, he set off on one of the most grueling races, the Vendee Globe, a nonstop single-handed yacht race around the world.


  In this excerpt from his book, Close to the Wind, Goss gives up his chances to win the race when he hears the faint Mayday of a competitor. Deep in the raging Southern Ocean far below Australia, in winds gusting near hurricane strength and in seas the height of six-story buildings, he knows that the oldest tradition of the sea must be followed: when someone is in trouble, you help.


  It won’t give away anything to say that he saves the near-dead sailor from certain death in a life raft somewhere in the vast wilderness of the merciless sea. But it should prove satisfying that his actions brought Goss France’s highest award for gallantry, the Legion d’Honneur; he was awarded the Medal of the British Empire by the Queen; and, perhaps just as important, he was named Yachtsman of the Year by a public who viewed Pete Goss as a true hero. When he crossed the finish in France, a crowd of 150,000 were on hand to cheer not the race winner, but its hero.


  [image: image]


  CHRISTMAS DAY 1996 BEGAN with a bright blue sky and a crisp, refreshing, twenty-knot wind from the north. My position was about 1,400 miles south of Perth, Western Australia. Perfect. I had been making good speed all night under the number two staysail and one reef in the main as we surged along over the large northerly swell that had set in. It would have been idyllic if it hadn’t been for the barometric pressure, which was dropping fast. A fall of thirty-six millibars in twenty-four hours, and most of that had been in the last twelve. The forecast looked horrifying—the isobars on the weather chart were so close together that they seemed to merge into a solid black line. I had a deep sense of impending doom and felt very uneasy—I couldn’t settle, couldn’t relax. I had seen livestock back in the West Country bunch together and move restlessly about the field before a bad storm; I could relate to the feeling, except I was on my own. I had experienced many severe blows over the years but this one, for some reason, held a heavy sense of foreboding. I could almost taste it in the air.


  Thoughts of Christmas were pushed to one side. I tried to ignore the feeling of uneasiness but it followed me around the boat as I checked that everything was as it should be. Fear was not an emotion which I associated with the sea. Of course, I respected the ocean but for me it was no longer an alien environment, it had become my way of life over the years and I was comfortable in its presence. I knew that Aqua Quorum and I were up to the job—it was the waiting for what were bound to be pretty grim conditions that brought on the whispers, the anxieties. It was time to have a cuppa, get busy, apply logic. Once the storm arrived the rest would be easy.


  I could feel it now, I togged up and got on deck. The wind started to back—within three hours it had gone round to the southwest and was rising at an alarming rate. I could only just keep up. No sooner had I gybed and sorted everything out than the number two needed dropping. And I mean dropping, it was over the side and in the sea. Damn! It was a real struggle to drag it on to the deck as we hurtled along. I folded it up and left it lashed there. I knew it should have gone below but I just didn’t have time—the wind was rising faster than I had ever experienced. I clambered back to the mast, put the third reef in and still the wind rose. Hell’s teeth! I reduced the sail area and immediately it was too much and needed reducing further. I could sense the autopilot struggling to cope as we hurtled along. No time to tidy the reefing lines. I flaked out the staysail halyard and freed the clutch; couldn’t afford niceties. The sail flogged like a bastard as we careered off down an odd sea, often submerged. It was hard work to manage the most basic of jobs and my elbow was playing up, too.


  I whipped off the staysail and shoved it below taking loads of water with it—so much of the stuff was sweeping the decks that it was hard to judge a good moment. I made the staysail halyard off on the storm jib, thankful that I had already hanked it on in readiness for the occasion, made my way back to the mast and tried to pull it up. It was no good, the wind was too strong. I had to winch it all the way. It felt very hot inside my Musto oilies, I’d been hard at it for a couple of hours now. I went back to the cockpit for a breather to find that the wind was up to forty-five knots and rising. Fuck me—and it was only just beginning. The hair stood up on the back of my neck.


  I forgot about taking a breather. I had to get the main down and get it down quickly. Up to the mast, I flaked out the halyard, checked everything over; if it went wrong now I’d have a hell of a job getting it back under control. Not happy with the sheet, I nipped back, winched it in a bit and eased the halyard. The sail fell away and jammed on the spreaders, pinned by gusts of goodness knows what strength. It was a real old struggle and I had to work between the gusts that were whipping the water into a white frenzy. I tied it off with enough rope to moor the Queen Mary, removed the halyard, made it off on the end of the boom and took it up tight. I then rigged up a couple of lines from the end of the boom to either side of the cockpit and winched them up bar tight.


  I worked my way round the boat, tidying everything away and making sure that all was shipshape. I pulled both dagger boards up and added a line to stop them falling out if we got rolled upside down. I tied off the blades on the wind generator as the automatic brake didn’t seem man enough in these conditions. I knew the number two sail should be removed from the deck and stowed below but decided to leave it—the bow was under water most of the time now and discretion was the better part of valour in this case.


  I had to crawl on hands and knees back to the cockpit. The wind was still rising and I felt as though I was a passenger in a car, with the driver pressing hard on the accelerator with no regard for a rapidly approaching corner. I rolled from my knees into the cockpit and clipped on my additional safety line before releasing the other. The wind was a screaming banshee lashing the ocean into a frenzy of spume and spray that felt like a shotgun blast on my hands and face. It had settled at a vicious fifty knots, topped up with regular gusts that blasted their way through us at sixty knots, flattening the sea as they passed. Still the storm hadn’t settled—it continued to rise.


  I stumbled below and for the first time in my life fitted the washboards in anger. I shook off the worst of the water, grabbed a Mars bar and once again called up the weather chart. There was nowhere to go, the best thing was just to run before it and hope the storm dissipated before inflicting too much damage. Looking at the chart I suspected that Raphael and Patrick might be experiencing even worse conditions and I silently wished them well—we were all caught up in something far greater than we had ever experienced before. The energy of the storm was incredible—they were hurricane conditions. The hull hummed and shook as we surfed off down a wave at twenty-seven knots. I braced myself for the impact at the bottom and we dropped for what seemed an eternity before the crash came. The wind in the rigging rose and fell from a high-pitched screech to a low and sorrowful moan that worked its way into my soul.


  I clambered back on deck and marvelled at the conditions as we flew along under the storm jib alone. The sail was little more than the size of a tablecloth and yet the sheet was tight and as unyielding as a steel rod. It resonated when I hit it with a winch handle. There was a roar as a big sea broke behind us. I ducked beneath the canopy and held on for grim death as good old Aqua Quorum accelerated out of it. This was fantastic. I grabbed the camera and fired off a few shots for the kids. I had never managed to take a good wave shot in all my years at sea. The lens somehow flattened them out, but I suspected that these monsters might be impressive. And still the wind rose.


  My main concern was the waves. A large and menacing sea had been whipped up from the southwest and was being made worse by a northerly swell which would take a while to dissipate. Individually they presented nothing more than one would expect—it was when they combined that they erupted into an unpredictable brute of tumbling water. At times we were planing across the face of a northerly swell, leaning to windward on the occasional steep face when a southwesterly sea slammed into us. The transom was lifted by the combined force of the two waves and we turned and dropped dangerously into a pit. I spent a while finding the best line, set the autopilot and tumbled below. There was no steering out of the bad ones. I was better off shut below in the safety of the hull.


  I was worried. I felt my control of the situation ebbing away as the conditions deteriorated. Unusually, the first knockdown was to windward. Two waves erupted on my port quarter, Aqua Quorum slewed round until she was dead downwind, the keel on full power pulled her over and the wave did the rest as we accelerated into what felt like a brick wall. I was braced against the chart table, hands against the cabin roof, feet on the floor in a star position, and I watched through the skylight as the spreaders dragged in the water. They pulled her back to windward, she was up, the storm jib filled and she was off again. Water poured into the cockpit and cascaded below.


  I considered going to bare poles to slow the boat’s headlong rush but instinct told me that speed, alarming as it may have been, was the one defence I had. We hurtled into a hole at forty-five degrees and stopped dead. I waited for the seemingly inevitable pitch-pole as we went completely under. The cabin went dark as the sea cut out the light. I was thrown against the chart table and looked out of the back of the boat at the sky as gallons of water poured into the accommodation from the cockpit. The flare box hit me on the shin and the pain gave me something to focus on, dispelling the fear as Aqua Quorum struggled to recover. The rudders were out of the water and I held on and hoped. There is always one bad blow on any long race and you know that if you get through it you will make the finish. I had no doubt that this was the one.


  There was a tremendous crash and Aqua Quorum was knocked down again. I was thrown across the cabin as the boat groaned under the strain. Through the din I heard the satcom system bleeping away. I couldn’t believe it was still able to work on what had practically become a yellow submarine. I struggled across to the chart table and called up the message. Mayday, mayday, mayday. It was a distress call being passed on by Marine Rescue and Control Centre (MRCC) Australia. The vessel in trouble was the yacht Algimouss. Poor sods. I wondered who they were and hoped I wouldn’t be joining them. I assumed that she was somewhere near the Australian coast. I extricated a chart from the mess, plotted their position and did a double take. They were about 160 miles away. Who the hell would be daft enough to be down here? It never occurred to me that it might be one of us. The name Algimouss meant nothing to me as race communications had used the name of the skipper rather than the name of the boat.


  The satcom bleeped again. This time the message was from Philippe Jeantot. The mayday was from one of us. Algimouss was Raphael Dinelli’s boat and he was in trouble. Philippe asked if I could help. I took another look at the chart and realised that things were pretty bad: not only was Raphael 160 miles away from me but he was also to windward in atrocious conditions. But I had to go, I knew that. It was that simple; the decision had been made for me a long time ago by a tradition of the sea.When someone is in trouble you help.


  However, I needed a minute to grasp the enormity of it. How could we make headway in this weather? Would Aqua Quorum hold together? The reality of what lay ahead grabbed at my guts. It was a cold and clammy grasp. Having made the decision I sat down to contemplate the consequences. It was only for thirty seconds, a minute—I’m not sure. I thought about what I was about to put on the line: my family, my boat, my life. In my own little world it was a profound moment that I shall never forget. To me, and I am sure it is different for everyone, if you keep chipping away at life you will eventually get to a clear and simple crossroads. I knew I had to stand by my morals and principles. Not turning back, whatever the stakes, would have been a disservice to myself, my family and the spirit of the sea. I fired off a quick fax to Philippe and expressed my doubts as to our ability to make our way back to Raphael—but I was going anyway.


  I ventured on deck and the fight began. I had to think of it as a fight. I shouted at the wind and waves, and the anger helped to strengthen my resolve. We had to gybe. Oddly it was easy and went like clockwork. I brought Aqua Quorum up to face the wind, feeling the full force of the hurricane, as the wind across the deck immediately increased by the twenty-five-knot speed that I had been travelling down-wind. The first gust put the guardrail under and the lower spreaders touched the water. I couldn’t believe the energy that was whistling past. I winched in the storm jib hard, put the helm down again and waited to see what would happen. Aqua Quorum was game, it was as if she knew what was at stake. The mast slowly came upright and she began to move to windward. I couldn’t believe that she was making about eight knots—sometimes more—as she climbed steeply to the wild, toppling crests at the apex of each huge wave, before accelerating down the fifty-foot slope on the other side and into the next trough. It wasn’t quite the course I needed—eighty degrees to the wind was the best we could do—but it was a start, and the wind would ease soon. It had to.


  Meanwhile it screamed deafeningly through the rigging, sounding like a jet taking off, as Aqua Quorum gamely struggled away. It was impossible to breathe if I faced windward—the breath was sucked from my lungs—and I couldn’t open my eyes.


  Now that we were committed, I knew that we would do it somehow. The things I learned with the Royal Marines took over: be professional at all times, never give up and make intelligent use of everything on hand. I had asked a lot of my boats in the past, but never this much. I decided to take no prisoner. Aqua Quorum would do it or she would break up in the attempt; a man was out there and there could be no half measures. Night closed and we struggled on. The huge, breaking seas and the waves were horrifying.


  I had to fire off a fax to Tracey as I didn’t want her to hear about all this from someone else. I made the mistake of telling her not to worry which was something I had never done before. She told me later that it was the only time during the race that she became really concerned.



   25 DEC 1996 15:56 FROM INMC VIA SENTOSA LES


  Hi Tracey, Happy Xmas — I am in bad storm 60knts wind but fine, I stress fine. Another competitor is in distress & I am trying to make my way back to rescue him, I stress I am fine & storm may just be easing so don’t worry. Wanted you to know before press start baying. Can’t tell you how much I love you. Hope the Xmas meal/day has been good. Love to all. Pete XXXXX


  FROM 423420410=AQUA X 25-DEC-1996 15:56:42 MSG214085 SENTOSA C IOR




  Below it was an indescribable mess: water slopped about and a litre bottle of cooking oil had burst. Everything was coated with the stuff and it was slippery. I slithered and slid about—it was getting as dangerous below as it was on deck. My infected elbow took a bad blow and would cause problems from then on. A wave swept the deck with such ferocity that all the rope clutches opened. God, what next?


  I crawled into the cockpit and we were knocked down again, this time beyond ninety degrees, and I felt myself falling out of the boat. Aqua Quorum came up, a spinnaker pole had burst its lashings at one end, the head car metal fitting at the top of the mainsail had broken, and both the mainsail and the number two, which were lashed to the deck, were ripped. I decided not to venture beyond the mast.


  I was wet and very cold as I hadn’t had the chance to put on my full thermals. I was also hungry. I got below, grabbed some food and shoved it down. Raphael needed someone in good shape. Come on, keep going, take charge. I could feel the first signs of hypothermia coming on, being soaked through and not wearing my heavy thermals. I put the kettle on and dragged my warmest thermals over the wet ones. A big wave hit the boat and the kettle hit the deckhead. I re-filled it and flashed up the stove again. This time I held the kettle down but with the next big wave both the kettle and I hit the deckhead. I crawled into my sleeping bag and tied myself into the bunk before dropping into semiconsciousness. The tea would have to wait.


  I awoke with a jolt as we were knocked down again. We were being knocked down every half hour or so now. I was disoriented, tired and confused in the darkness. The cabin filled with a nauseating smell. My stores under the chart table had broken free and an aerosol can of oil was emptying itself. There were big sparks coming from under the table—the can had wedged itself across the live generator terminals and was causing a short circuit. A fire was all I needed.


  The wind had lost its edge; I felt the worst was behind us. Hold on, Raphael. We had eighty miles to go and I could make the course. I updated Philippe, gulped some water, ate what I could and went back to my sleeping bag. I had to conserve energy because I felt my limits were not far off. I thought of Raphael out there and wondered how he could possibly survive. The wind was easing, we had got through round one, and I needed to make good use of my time in the corner before round two began. I worked as fast as I could; the wind was down to thirty-five knots now and I needed more sail up. I checked the deck and stowed the torn number two. I tackled the repair to the mainsail, drilling holes for the needle to save time. It took two and a half hours, every minute dragging. Raphael would be in a bad way by now—he had to be. I talked my way through possible first aid treatment as I sewed.


  Job done, I went below and stowed the sailmaker kit, put a quick cup of tea on and . . . vrooooom . . . it was a Royal Australian Air Force rescue plane. They told me over the VHF radio that they had dropped Raphael two life rafts, he seemed well and was in an immersion suit. His yacht Algimouss was submerged. I took her position and asked if there were any other vessels involved in the rescue. ‘No, sir, we’re pinning our hopes on you,’ came the reply. Fine. We’d do it.


  Round two began as the aircraft’s engines faded into the distance. I spent a quiet few minutes working out my next actions as Aqua Quorum continued to bash her way to windward. I needed a new strategy because the fight had changed. My opponent was wily and I must adapt. More thought was required now and instinct and determination were not enough. I broke the way ahead into clearly defined chunks and mentally walked the course a few times. I felt as though I was actually there, each time throwing in a new problem and coming up with a practical solution. Every visualised run culminated in a successful rescue.


  Phase one was a simple yacht race to Raphael’s general location. Phase two would take a little more effort to crack. It was a big area and it would be like looking for a needle in a haystack, particularly as it would be getting dark. Phase three would be the pick-up. This could present all sorts of complications. No worries though. I had plenty of time for some more reruns of this phase. First of all I needed information and so I faxed Philippe and asked for a detailed twelve-hour weather forecast for my area. Philippe played a vital role throughout the operation.


  Very soon a special forecast came through from Météo France: a front would arrive in the afternoon, the wind would head me all day, visibility would reduce and winds of forty knots were expected. This would add a good four hours to the passage and make it very hard to find Raphael. There was no room to manoeuvre. I just had to get on deck and sail like the devil. The rest of the day was spent concentrating on the boat speed—nothing dramatic, just sailing—and it was a relief, apart from the frustration of being headed off the course by the hour. I continually got updates on Raphael’s position and drift. MRCC Australia confirmed that an RAAF plane would aid the rescue in the morning. This gave me great comfort for we had a safety net if I couldn’t find him in the dark.


  Provided Raphael could cope with the cold I felt we had him. I was now twenty miles directly downwind of him and started short-tacking up his drift line. It began to get dark. This could actually be a blessing if the raft had a light as it would make him easier to spot. The wind just would not settle and the autopilot found it hard to keep as close to the wind as I would have liked in the confused sea, so I went back to the helm. Some five hours later, we were five miles downwind of where Raphael should be, given his drift. I slowed Aqua Quorum down and popped up the mast to the first set of spreaders to try and catch a glimpse of him. In those seas, I needed a lot of luck.


  I went below and saw that another message had come in. It was a position update and it had changed considerably. We had overshot the mark by seven miles. Philippe also informed me that he had seen a photograph taken from the RAAF plane. Algimouss had been dismasted and was submerged. There was nothing to be seen apart from the life raft and he thought the yacht may have sunk by now anyway. There was no point in looking for a mast. The needle in the haystack got smaller.


  I sailed back to the exact position I had been given and, as I was to windward, I dropped the main and zigzagged down his drift line under storm jib, keeping the speed down to between three and five knots. It was very dark and the front had arrived. A sense of desperation set in as the wind rose and visibility fell. I stood on the bow, blasting the foghorn and firing rocket flares. If only I could attract Raphael’s attention, he could the let off a flare and we would have cracked it. ‘Come on, Raphael. Wake up,’ I shouted into the darkness. There was no response, just an enveloping greyness that soaked up my attempts to penetrate it.


  I reached the end of his projected drift line. He was here, I knew it. I could feel it and yet emptiness pervaded. Come on, come on, we didn’t tackle that storm for this. Give us a break, Neptune, surely we deserved one now. I decided to carry on the run until I had doubled his drift. We had to exhaust each avenue. Nothing.


  Right. We turned round, got the main up and worked back. We’d bloody well do this all night if we had to. You’ll never grind us down, damn you. The main kept jamming in the lazy jacks. My elbow ached and there was no strength. I had to be methodical. Persistence would pay. I nipped below and another position came in. It had changed and the drift was different. All that for nothing. I started to replot the position, but there were now two charts swimming before my eyes as if I were drunk. I just couldn’t work it out. The first plot put him a crushing sixty miles away. Whoa, hang on, that wasn’t right. I went on deck and stuck my head in a bucket of water. It was the first time I was thankful that the Southern Ocean was cold. I went back to the chart table and started again. It made sense now. He was six miles away and the plot was quite recent. Dawn had arrived. I rammed down some cold beans, a mug of cold water, and went back to concentrating on boat speed. It seemed an eternity before we arrived at the new waypoint and the show started again.


  Slowly, slowly. Concentrate, don’t miss him. Come on, Raphael, bang off a flare or something. You have got to help yourself now. I am not enough. I tried the Navico hand-held VHF in desperation. It is waterproof and I could use it on deck. I got a response. ‘Aqua Quorum, Aqua Quorum. This is Rescue 252. We have started our descent and should be with you in four minutes.’ Thanks, guys. The relief was heady. Soon the RAAF plane flew past. They had a visual. He was three miles away and they would drop a smoke flare by him. I still couldn’t see him. They turned and flew back toward me. As they passed over Raphael they flashed their lights. I took the best bearing of my life. They informed me there were two life rafts, Raphael was in the first and he had waved at them. Good lad, he must have the constitution of an ox. Phase three suddenly became simple.


  I dropped the main, felt the wind and . . . there he was! As the life raft came into sight I judged the best approach. Port side. I had grablines all round the boat and a long line with two fenders on it aft just in case I overshot. Fifty, forty, thirty, twenty metres. It was going to be a good one. Thank heavens for all the practice. I ran forward and threw off the headsail halyard. Raphael gripped the grabline. Got him!


  Wow, a true professional here. He insisted on passing me three distress beacons and a box of stores. There was a bottle of champagne. Oh go on, then, seeing as you’ve brought a drink. We both heaved and he was on deck. Just like that. The best Christmas present I’ve ever had, all wrapped up in an immersion suit.


  My new passenger lay face down on the deck and tried to move, but he was too stiff and cold. It was hardly surprising—he had spent two days waiting for me to rescue him. I gently turned him over to reveal a nose and two very inflamed eyes surrounded by thick, yellowish wax. A feeble ‘thank you’ could be heard from inside the immersion suit. All I could see was his eyes and I shall never forget them. I had no idea that a pair of eyes could convey such a depth of relief and gratitude. I was cheered to see that Raphael could converse and that he tried to help himself—the last thing I wanted was a medical case. I dragged him back to the cockpit by his ankles; his feet were agonisingly painful because of the cold, and he couldn’t walk. We worked together to get him under the cockpit overhang. I nipped up to the foredeck and raised the storm jib to steady the violent roll of Aqua Quorum in the swell. I set the autopilot and got back to Raphael.


  His survival suit was inflexible and encrusted with salt, and it took five minutes to undress him. His hands and feet were in the worst condition: cold, colourless and useless. Skin came away on contact and I wondered if there would be long-term damage. The next step was to get him below through the small hatch, which was difficult to negotiate at the best of times. He was very stiff—it was as though rigor mortis was setting in—and it took a couple of attempts before he tumbled through. Now he was below in my cramped, wet little hell hole. It was a palace to him and he smiled weakly. I gave him a quick clean with wet-wipes and towelled him down—no major injuries, just bruising.


  I put a dry set of thermals on him, pulled a woolly hat over his head and eased him into my best sleeping bag. He couldn’t straighten out so I propped him in a sitting position against my kitbag and put a support under his knees. Every movement was slow and painful for him. I bunged on the kettle and informed the RAAF plane of the casualty’s condition and thanked them for their help. They asked my intentions. Crumbs, I hadn’t thought that far. I’d probably drop him off in Hobart. I asked the RAAF what I should do with the life raft. Leave it, they said. I went on deck and cast it off—it would probably bob around the Southern Ocean forever. The kettle was boiling and I made a very sweet cup of tea in a cyclist’s drinking bottle; I had it on board for just such an occasion as it has a nipple on the top and you can’t spill the contents. I helped Raphael slowly and painfully wrap his frozen hands round it. He took a sip and a look of pleasure lit up a face haggard beyond its twenty-eight years. He told me later that it was as though he had landed in England.


  I filled my grandmother’s old hot-water bottle and placed it under his feet. As Raphael began to warm up he started to talk in a mixture of broken English and French, which I found hard to understand. He wanted to share his ordeal, repeating himself many times during the telling of how he fought off death for forty-eight hours. I told him that he was a very lucky man to have survived. It was strange to have another human on board after so long by myself. It was both a pleasure and an intrusion. I had a bizarre urge to start tidying up. Aqua Quorum could certainly do with it. What a boat! I felt a great surge of pride at the fantastic job she had done.


  Raphael was very weak and stiff and unable to get out of his bunk without help. His body had seized up after days of being huddled in a life raft in icy temperatures. Going to the toilet was a major task—I had to carry him to the bucket and support him there. The race doctor was a great help during this time, prescribing medication and giving advice. I administered muscle-relaxant drugs and gave Raphael physiotherapy in the form of stretching. It exhausted him but improved his mobility, and after five days he could get out of his bunk unaided. When he slept, the roll of the boat seemed to bring back memories of his ordeal and he had the odd nightmare.


  The fax continued to pour out an endless stream of messages. Many were from Raphael’s family and he did his best to translate them for me. His parents said that I was now part of the Dinelli family and a fax from his elder brother in Paris said: ‘We have another brother now in Pete.’ I was very touched by the warmth of those messages.


  Four days after the rescue Raphael proposed by fax to his girlfriend Virginie on her birthday. I think that perhaps his close brush with death on the deck of Algimouss made him realise what was important in his life. She faxed back her acceptance and suggested that I be best man. I was honoured. It was time to have a go at the champagne. The satcom had endless messages for us and demands for our story poured in from the press. It appeared that our little adventure had caused quite a stir. For the moment I only communicated with the race doctor, Jean-Yves, about Raphael’s condition. I was also concerned with trying to get the damage on board sorted out before I arrived in Hobart. I wanted a quick turnaround so that I could get on with the race, having lost many miles and a lot of time. I was told that the race committee would give me an allowance for the time lost during the rescue, but I felt it was all a bit hypothetical.


  Apart from a quick handshake at the start of the race, I didn’t really know Raphael, but we hit it off immediately. I was to discover over the next days that we were kindred spirits. I have since been told that it is unusual for the relationship between a casualty and the rescuer to be a successful one because of complex feelings of guilt, gratitude and debt. Not so with us. We felt we were facing the same foe. Any one of the competitors could have been in the path of the freak wave that capsized Raphael and destroyed Algimouss. There but for the grace of God . . .


  However, all I really wanted to do once I had him sorted out and in a sleeping bag was to grab some sleep myself—I was already tired when we went into the storm, and by the time of the actual pick-up two days later I was exhausted. The trouble was that Raphael was on a survivor’s high and kept rabbiting away. I just couldn’t shut him up.


  At first he kept repeating aspects of his rescue over and over again and it took a while to piece his ordeal together. His was a tale of quite extraordinary determination. There is no way that he should have survived for the length of time that he did. He had accepted that he was probably going to die, but he never gave up and kept pushing death before him, day by day, hour by hour, minute by minute. The man is a giant.


  Raphael had been overtaken by an intense storm. The wind was blowing at hurricane strength—sixty-five knots and over—and increasing in the gusts to eighty knots. His boat was surfing on waves as high as a sixty-foot, six-storey building. It was too dangerous on deck and he was sheltering down below and trying to control the headlong rush of Algimouss with his autopilot. It was hopeless. He was trapped inside the upturned hull of Algimouss after being cap-sized by a huge wave which crashed across the boat, flipping it on its side and turning it upside down. He was strapped below in his seat with everything flying everywhere. He worked his way free and activated his satellite emergency radio beacons, praying that someone would hear his mayday. The mast broke and was pile-driving through the hull—water poured in through the holes it made. After freeing himself, he spent the next three hours in the galley with the water rising up to his thighs. The diesel tanks were leaking and the fumes were making him violently sick.


  The mast eventually freed itself from the tangled rigging, passed through the side of the hull and the boat righted itself. He clambered into the cockpit, which was awash, clipped himself to the submerged hull, faced the fifty-foot seas and fought it out. Each wave that struck choked and froze him, the icy water working its way down inside his survival suit. He could feel his body locking up with the cold, and started dancing on the flooded deck to keep his circulation going. ‘I must have looked like a madman,’ he said later.


  He had nothing to eat or drink as he clung on there for twenty-four hours. Huge waves were running and each time they swept the boat he could feel her starting to give up and begin to settle lower under his feet for her final trip to the bottom. He talked to her, shouted at her, and again and again she dragged herself back to the surface. He thought about Virginie and their daughter Philippine. He made plans for the future, determined to be positive. The ropes which attached his life raft to the hull parted in the savage winds, and he was forced to watch his last hope of survival blow away.


  He held out through that night and thought that all was lost until the RAAF, who played such a brave and vital part in his rescue, turned up and dropped him another life raft. He clambered on board, taking with him some food and a bottle of champagne which had washed to the surface. Inside the life raft was a message in French saying that Pete Goss and Aqua Quorum were ten hours away, due south. Five minutes later Algimouss finally succumbed to the Southern Ocean and sank beneath the waves to begin her long journey, 3,500 metres down to the sea bed. Then began the struggle for survival in the life raft until we finally arrived on the scene.


  For me it did not end with picking up Raphael. It was probably the toughest physical and mental ordeal I had ever been through and I didn’t realise the extent of the toll it had taken until a few days later when I was sitting on deck, enjoying the sunshine and the brightness of the day. I had just given Raphael a decent physiosession and he was asleep. Suddenly I found tears rolling down my cheeks. I don’t think I was crying in the normal sense of the word—I certainly wasn’t grieving for anything. It was a release of the tension that I had bottled up during the previous five days. I was thoroughly exhausted. I had been shocked when I changed out of my thermals after the rescue—I barely recognised my body for bruises and weight loss. I reckon I lost at least half a stone in thirty hours. The tears didn’t take long to clear. I had just explained how I felt in a fax to Tracey:



   29 DEC 1996 05:27 FROM INMC VIA SENTOSA LES TO 001441503230779


   Hi Tracey, Raphael is asleep. I have just given him a physio session & he is improving although still not well. I just wanted to express my feelings to you as a shoulder to cry on . . . I feel quite traumatised at the moment, very tired & a bit emotional about the whole thing. It was a very bad experience & I now have to get myself back together, drop off Raphael and try to start all over again having lost my stride. I don’t think it will be easy & I’m not looking forward to it . . . I’m on top of it but it just helps to share it. AQ is fine & I do little repair jobs every day—she is brilliant & it was she who saved the day . . . Tell the kids I love them loads & thank them for the cards they sent me. I had a good Christmas because I saved a man’s life & he is OK. I am sailing home as fast as I can to give them a big hug. Thanks, Tracey. I feel better now, you know how it is. Love you loads ’n loads. Pete.


  FROM 423420410=AQUA X 29-DEC-1996 05:28:14 MSG232858 SENTOSA C IOR




  There was a language barrier between Raphael and me—he spoke only schoolboy English and I couldn’t speak French. At first we communicated by using pictures and sign language but by the end of the ten days that it took us to get to Hobart we were having pretty deep conversations. As the journey went on Raphael’s English grew better and better, the words just seemed to come. First, his understanding of what I was saying increased, and then, he began to reply more and more fluently.


  We talked about our families and pretty much everything else—from life generally, to boat design and the ideas he had in mind for his next Vendée, and personal relationships. Sometimes it would take a whole day to get one fairly simple point across, but we would always get there in the end.


  Our paths leading up to the Vendée start line were pretty similar. Like me he had been endlessly beset by one financial crisis after another. I told him about having to sell our home, and how I was worried about how Tracey and I were going to manage to pay the heating bills when I got back after the race. England was in the grip of a particularly vicious winter and Tracey was struggling to keep our rented cottage warm. Raphael told me about his struggle to find a boat and fund his campaign—only to be refused official status in the Vendée at the last moment by the race committee because he hadn’t been able to complete his qualifying passage. He decided he would sail the course as an unofficial entrant, an outsider. Nothing was going to stop him taking part in the Vendée. Like me, he had dreamed long and hard about the race.


  As Raphael gradually became a little more mobile he busied himself below with some light tidying up and trying to sort out the mess caused as Aqua Quorum fought her way back through the storm to find him. Food packages had burst and the contents were strewn everywhere. While he was putting my stores in order he found a number of cassette tapes which were hidden away along with some other surprise Christmas presents—my other tapes had long since been destroyed by water cascading below during a storm. The Walk-man was still working and so Raphael and I took turns in enjoying the tapes—we discovered a shared pleasure in music. Next he came across a Christmas card from my children which had survived the soaking that had ruined all my other Christmas cards, along with the presents, early in the race. When I read the greetings from Alex, Olivia and Eliot I had a lump in my throat.


  I had my share of finds as well. While I was working on the generator on New Year’s Day I stumbled across a shrink-wrapped Christmas pudding wedged up in a corner of the engine. Perfect timing. We celebrated New Year’s Eve with Christmas pud and some half-bottles of wine that had escaped the bashing. Raphael and I got very drunk. Among the Christmas presents were a couple of party hats—a pair of headphones dressed up like a Christmas cracker with the word ‘BANG!’ printed across them for Raphael, and a bobble hat with rude words and funny sayings sewn on for me. As midnight neared we pledged that we would race together in the future when things were on a more even keel. The constant crashing and bouncing caused by the gale which raged outside barely seemed to matter as we toasted in the New Year. It was a great party.



 

  The Story of Sailing


  From My World—and Welcome to It


  BY JAMES THURBER


  A N AMERICAN HUMORIST probably best known for The Secret Life of Walter Mitty, Thurber joined Harold Ross’s newly established The New Yorker where his wry humor showed great sensitivity to human foibles.


  He was, however, no sailor and his attempt to understand sailors and their lingo led to the following piece.


   [image: image]


  PEOPLE WHO VISIT YOU IN Bermuda are likely to notice, even before they notice the flowers of the island, the scores of sailing craft which fleck the harbors and the ocean round about. Furthermore, they are likely to ask you about the ships before they ask you about the flowers, and this, at least in my own case, is unfortunate, because although I know practically nothing about flowers, I know ten times as much about flowers as I know about ships. Or at any rate, I did before I began to study up on the subject. Now I feel that I am pretty well qualified to hold my own in any average discussion of rigging.


  I began to brush up on the mysteries of sailing a boat after an unfortunate evening when a lady who sat next to me at dinner turned to me and said, “Do you reef in your gaff-topsails when you are close-hauled or do you let go the mizzen-top bowlines and cross-jack braces?” She took me for a sailor and not a landlubber, and of course I hadn’t the slightest idea what she was talking about.


  One reason for this was that none of the principal words (except reef) used in the sentence I have quoted is pronounced the way it is spelled: gaff-topsails is pronounced “gassles,” close-hauled is pronounced “cold,” mizzen-top bowlines is pronounced “mittens,” and crossjack braces is pronounced “crabapples” or something that sounds a whole lot like that. Thus, what the lady really said to me was, “Do you reef in your gassles when you are cold or do you let go the mittens and crabapples?” Many a visitor who is asked such a question takes the first ship back home, and it is for these embarrassed gentlemen that I am going to explain briefly the history and terminology of sailing.


  In the first place, there is no doubt but that the rigging of the modern sailing ship has become complicated beyond all necessity. If you want proof of this, you have only to look up the word rigging in the Encyclopaedia Britannica. You will find a drawing of a full-rigged modern ship and under it an explanation of its various spars, masts, sails, etc. There are forty-five different major parts, beginning with bowsprit and going on up to davit topping lifts. Included in between are, among others, these items: the fore-topmast staysail halyards (pronounced “fazzles”), the topgallant mastyard-and-lift (pronounced “toft”), the mizzen-topgallant brace (pronounced “maces”), and the fore-topmast backstays and topsail tye (pronounced “frassan-tossle”). The tendency of the average landlubber who studies this diagram for five minutes is to turn to Sanscrit in the encyclopedia and study up on that instead, but only a coward would do that. It is possible to get something out of the article on rigging if you keep at it long enough.


  Let us creep up on the formidable modern sailing ship in our stocking feet, beginning with one of the simplest of all known sailing craft, the Norse Herring Boat. Now when the Norse built their sailing boats, they had only one idea in mind: to catch herring. They were pretty busy men, always a trifle chilly, and they had neither the time nor the inclination to sit around on the cold decks of their ships trying to figure out all the different kinds of ropes, spars and sails that might be hung on their masts. Each ship had, as a matter of fact, only one mast. Near the top of it was a crosspiece of wood and on that was hung one simple square sail, no more complicated than the awning of a cigar store. A rope was attached to each end of the crosspiece and the other ends of these ropes were held by the helmsman. By manipulating the ropes, he could make the ship go ahead, turn right or turn left. It was practically impossible to make it turn around, to be sure, and that is the reason the Norsemen went straight on and discovered America, thus proving that it isn’t really necessary to turn around.


  As the years went on and the younger generations of Norse-men became, like all younger generations, less hardworking and more restless than their forebears, they began to think less about catching herring and more about monkeying with the sails of their ships. One of these restless young Norsemen one day lengthened the mast of his ship, put up another crosspiece about six feet above the first one and hung another but smaller sail on this new crosspiece, or spar (pronounced, strange as it may seem, “spar”). Thus was the main topsail born.


  After that, innovations in sails followed so fast that the herring boat became a veritable shambles of canvas. A Norseman named Leif the Sailmaker added a second mast to his ship, just in front of the first one and thus the foremast came into being and with it the fore mainsail and the fore topsail. A Turk named Skvar added a third mast and called it the mizzen. Not to be outdone, a Muscovite named Amir put up a third spar on each of his masts; Skvar put up a fourth; Amir replied with a fifth; Skvar came back with a sixth, and so it went, resulting in the topgallant foresail, the top-topgallant mizzen sail, the top-top-topgallant main topsail, and the tip-top-top-gallant-gallant mainsail (pronounced “twee twee twee twa twa”).


  Practically nobody today sails a full-rigged seven-masted ship, so that it would not be especially helpful to describe in detail all the thousands of different gaffs, sprits, queeps, weems, lugs, miggets, loords (spelled “leewards”), gessels, grommets, etc., on such a ship. I shall therefore devote what space I have left to a discussion of how to come back alive from a pleasant sail in the ordinary twenty- or thirty-foot sailing craft such as you are likely to be “taken for a ride” in down in Bermuda. This type of so-called pleasure ship is not only given to riding on its side, due to coming about without the helmsman’s volition (spelled “jibe” and pronounced “look out, here we go again!”), but it is made extremely perilous by what is known as the flying jib, or boom.


  The boom is worse than the gaff, for some people can stand the gaff (hence the common expression “he can stand the gaff”), but nobody can stand the boom when it aims one at him from the floor. With the disappearance of the Norse herring fisherman and the advent of the modern pleasure-craft sailor, the boom became longer and heavier and faster. Helmsmen will tell you that they keep swinging the boom across the deck of the ship in order to take advantage of the wind, but after weeks of observation it is my opinion that they do it to take advantage of the passengers. The only way to avoid the boom and have any safety at all while sailing is to lie flat on your stomach in the bottom of the ship. This is very uncomfortable on account of the hard boards and because you can’t see a thing, but it is the one sure way I know of to go sailing and come back in the boat and not be washed up in the surf. I recommend the posture highly, but not as highly as I recommend the bicycle. My sailing adventures in Bermuda have made me appreciate for the first time the essential wonder of the simple, boomless bicycle.



 

  The Fisherman’s Cup Races: Last Act


  From Wanderer


  BY STERLING HAYDEN


  A NAUTICAL VERSION OF the rivalry between the Hatfields and the McCoys was the long-running battle between two famed fishing schooners: the Bluenose, skippered by Captain Angus Walters of Nova Scotia; and Captain Ben Pine’s Gertrude L. Thebaud from Gloucester. The two raced, officially and unofficially, for more than twenty years.


  In 1938, a young Sterling Hayden served both as the navigator and as the daredevil mastheadman aboard the Thebaud in that year’s race. With the tall blond looks of a Viking god, he was quickly discovered by Hollywood and, though he only wanted to earn enough to buy his own schooner, he was soon a movie star. His career started and stopped many times: during World War II when he fought with Italian partisans and after the war when he was blacklisted as a communist. Best known as General Jack D. Ripper in Dr. Strangelove, as the fall guy of The Asphalt Jungle, and as the bad cop in The Godfather, he once took his children in defiance of a divorce decree and set sail across the Pacific with them.


  Through it all, his one true love was the sea and, whether he was sailing a schooner in the Pacific, living aboard a barge in France, or looking over San Francisco Bay from his home in Sausalito, he was, first and foremost, a sailor.


   [image: image]


  OUT OF GLOUCESTER, A WEEK before the first race, forty men and one tall ship bound on a trial run. Pitted against the clock. Against some wind as well—ragged brawling wind blowing a southeast gale. Storm warnings fly beneath a dull gray sky, and leaves skirmish. (Out on the Banks, no dories will work this day, and up in Boston, girls clutch skirts and hats go tumbling to leeward.)


  Half past ten, says a belfry clock. Captain Ben Pine stands by the wheel.You would swear he was part of his ship—in spite of the blue-vested suit, the brown felt hat and a red bow tie. More like a coach he looks than like a racing-schooner skipper.


  A motor launch tows the Thebaud free of the wharves and holds her head to the wind. “You can set your mainsail now,” Ben says softly. Forty men to the halyards—peak to starboard, throat to port. Twenty men to a side—to lay back hauling, grunting at first, then gasping. Big new halyards an inch and a half in a diameter. The canvas flogs. All over the harbor you hear it. (Plenty of empty seats in Gloucester’s schools. Plenty of hooky players hiding out in wharves.)


  “Now go ahead on your foresail.” Ben spits in his hands and paces in front of the wheel, feeling the wind and gauging the heft of the ship. Putting pieces together like an artist, working with wood and wind, buoys and rocks and anchored vessels, painting a wind-blown scene.


  “Run up your jumbo and jib.” His voice edged now, the coach look lost. The decks a tangle of gear; of mooring warps, gaskets, lifts, sheets, runners, tackles and halyards. (Paid for by townsmen who donated money or labor, by riggers and shipwrights and sail-makers who worked for almost nothing.) Ben spits as he gauges and measures. The towline is gone, and the bow cants fast to starboard. She starts to move through the water. Most skippers would be content to run for the open sea, but not Ben Pine.


  Cordage bites into grooved oak rails. Like an iron-capped lance, her bowsprit flies toward Sherm Tarr’s office window. A sharp puff rams home in her sails and lays the vessel over. Her rail smokes. Dead toward the dock she goes. Anyone who doesn’t know schooners would swear something is wrong.


  She goes now. Better than ten she goes. Up aloft, you hear a deep rumbling roar—and the hissing of spray. Square in mid-channel lies an old-time sailing vessel—a brigantine with a lascar crew, hailing from Ceylon. Her name stands out—Florence C. Robinson.


  With a thrust of his fist, Ben orders a man aloft. Up he goes on the run till he reaches the masthead, where he heaves himself over the hounds, breathing hard, and goes to work with the topsail. “Stand by!” Ben’s voice betrays his calm. One final look—full circle—with an arm flung wide for balance. Now he claws at the wheel, fighting it over. “Helm’s alee!” For the first time, he really yells out.


  She slashes into the wind. Canvas booms and sheet blocks dance under booms. Straight into the eye of the wind. (Not six feet separate her from the queer brig with the crew all wrapped in skirts and blankets—tumbling up on deck in response to a shipmate’s warning.)


  She passes across the wind, flung down to port. “Leggo your main sheet, boys.” Ben is right where he wants to be. “Clear that coil—now let her run to the knot.” The sheet runs snaking out till the knot fetches up in the block.


  She swings toward the harbor entrance, and all around the harborside spurts of white stab from whistles—a pleasant sound, on a southeast day with rain.


  Half a mile inside the breakwater she really begins to pitch, though the force of the wind is blunted. Both topsails are set. Down in the galley, they’re mixing hot water with rum, butter and cinnamon.


  Up aloft you hang on. Beyond the breakwater the wild Atlantic growls. Plumes of spray pounce on lighthouse windows. Your main-masthead is six feet higher than where Jack Hackett lives, thirty feet away. His voice is high and loud. “Oh dyin’ Jaysus, boy, if she catches one o’ them seas just right she’ll pitch us clear to Newfoundland!” Up here, you feel the motion more. You feel her reach out over a sea and hang; then down she goes with a sickening rush, and the second after the crash your
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