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FOR CHRIS

THE FINAL CHAPTER ‘NEVER SAY NEVER’ IS DEDICATED TO MY DEAR ‘AUNT’ BETTY, MISS ELIZABETH EYELS, 1921–2010, AND TO A GREAT MAN OF THE SEA, WILLIAM BRYN FOULKES, 1940–2010. BLESS THEM BOTH.


‘Astonishingly vivid, painstakingly honest and utterly gripping … A tour de force’
—The Financial Times

‘Compelling and horrifying in equal measure … a gripping read’—The Daily Telegraph

‘Among the many survival stories from the oceans, mountains and frozen wastes, this one is distinguished as much by the unvarnished prose as the heroism’
—The Sunday Times

‘How do you cope with mind-numbing fear when your nightmare turns to reality and you have been left to your fate?
A highly personal and emotional account’
 —The Independent

‘The story of a guy who looked death in the eye and came out the other side’
 —The Sunday Business Post, Dublin

‘Inspiring’
—Libby Purves, The Daily Mail

‘Nick’s blow-by-blow account of sailing into the eye of a fearsome storm is completely un-put-downable … a must-read’
—Yachts and Yachting

‘This gripping story is all the more poignant for the fact that Nick Ward chose all those years to keep to himself the gruelling details rather than open up to a hounding press. At times, reading it is like staring at a car wreck; the redemption comes in the lesson on human failings and, finally, forgiveness’
—Seattle Times

‘His account of sheer endurance, and his judgement of his colleagues, bears haunting resemblance to mountaineer Joe Simpson’s Touching the Void’
—The Irish Times

‘Nick’s narrative reels the reader in, just like the storm caught the racers … a rip roaring thriller’
—bymnews.com

‘This tale of one man’s determination and courage in a time of absolute despair is not only utterly chilling but extremely moving and stays with the reader long after the last page has been turned’
—Metro

‘A vivid picture of hell’
—Yachting Monthly

‘A grippingly terrible tale of catastrophe at sea’
—www.timesonline.co.uk

‘The stuff of legend and sheer guts’
—The Good Book Guide

‘A chilling and evocative account of a man on the verge of death’
—Sunday Tribune

‘Shows Nature at her best and worst … a real page-turner’
—The Lifeboat

‘A mesmerising story … a moving and inspirational account of survival against the odds. After reading it you’ll never look at the sea in the same light again’
—The Irish Examiner
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One
Breaking the Silence

It is over 26 years since I sat alone at a bedside table with paper and pen supplied to me by Treliske Hospital in north Cornwall. Then I thought it important to record the facts, as I knew them, while they were still vivid in my mind. I was tired and overcome, but the words wrote themselves. The date was 15 August 1979 – the day after the most shattering event of my life. This last quarter-century has given me plenty of time to reflect on the longest 14 hours of my life, which I shared with my friend and crewmate Gerry Winks aboard the yacht Grimalkin.

Four days before, on 11 August 1979, I had set sail on my first ever Fastnet Race, part of a crew of six men: David Sheahan (owner and skipper of Grimalkin), his son Matthew Sheahan, Gerald Winks, Mike Doyle and Dave Wheeler. All of us on Grimalkin were excited and proud to be taking part in this 600-mile offshore classic. The race began in nearperfect conditions, but on day three the unforeseen happened – Grimalkin, along with many of the other yachts, got caught up in the deadliest storm in the history of modern sailing.

The Fastnet Race disaster of 1979 claimed the lives of 15 yachtsmen, including two of Grimalkin’s crew, David Sheahan and Gerald Winks. What happened during Fastnet ’79 has been much written about, including a great deal of intrigue about the circumstances in which Gerald Winks and I were left for dead, abandoned by our shipmates, at the height of the storm.

I have seen little or nothing of the other three surviving members of Grimalkin’s crew, Mike Doyle, Dave Wheeler and Matthew Sheahan, over the last quarter-century. The few days we spent together aboard Grimalkin have been written about, discussed and debated in the yachting press, on television and by the media. But we, the remaining crew, the survivors, the four of us, have not spoken collectively, either in public or privately. I have always felt there has been some bad feeling, some uneasiness between us. Recently, during a television documentary, I heard Matthew say that he had felt ‘closure’. Like me, I am sure that he too, along with Mike and Dave, has his own perception of the events that took place on that god-awful August day.

In the months following the disaster I gave several interviews. I know now that I never portrayed my true feelings nor gave the full story. I was a 24-year-old man in deep shock and in no position to evaluate my situation objectively. Much of what I read about the circumstances surrounding my story caused me such pain that I simply wanted to block it all out. In 1980 I took the decision not to be interviewed again on the subject. Since then, every time a television company, a film company or a journalist has knocked on my door asking for an interview, I have declined.

That was until September 2004, when I was approached by a documentary filmmaker called Sinéad O’Brien. She had by chance heard a story of how a young man had been abandoned with his crewmate in the Irish Sea. Of course, my first reaction to this approach was one of unwillingness. Now, though, I had begun to write for myself, not specifically about the Fastnet Race, but personal thoughts in the form of a journal. I discussed this new approach at length with my wife Chris, and then I agreed to meet Sinéad. She was interested in pursuing the story for a documentary or feature film, and had come across a video clip in which I was pictured with my dead crewmate Gerald Winks at my feet. The footage was taken moments before a Royal Navy Sea King helicopter rescue. Watching the streaming video on my computer screen brought back immediately, all too vividly, a slice of time buried but not forgotten. I was shocked, overcome – and glad that Chris was with me. Over the next few months, Sinéad, this bright, young, vibrant, tenacious Irish woman, was to tease out memories from me, some long covered up, almost denied. In front of this stranger I began to purge myself of 25 years of pent-up emotions.

After much indecision I decided to concentrate my latent emotions into a book – to finally put down on paper the feelings of anger, torment, helplessness, despair and pure bloody-minded frustration I had felt while trying to survive the near impossible.

Sinéad was able to explain to me the best way to embark upon the project. It was not long before we became partners in this book. My co-writer’s input from the very start has been inspirational. I recognised her talent and enthusiasm immediately. Once she realised I had a story to tell, Sinéad brought her incisive style and her structuring skills to the writing of this book. She showed me how to add without veering off the line – the line of being true to myself. Without Sinéad this story would have been left as a private journal, unpublished.

This book is as much for Gerald Winks as it is for me – for if it were not for him, I would not be here to tell this story. This is the, until now, untold story of what became of Gerry and me on that day, 14 August 1979. This is my ‘closure’.

NICK WARD, 2007


Plate Section
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Sunday service with Pa, Ma and Simon. Pa’s hand is resting on my shoulder.
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Pa at Hamble Quay waiting to take me on my first sail in Fred (1959).
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Less than a year later I was sailing Fred on the river by myself.

[image: images]

All togged out in new sailing gear for the beginning of the 1968 racing season.

[image: images]

Above Getting ready to crew a Merlin Rocket in March 1971. This photo was taken just a week before my brain haemorrhage.
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Right In the spring of 1972 I was back to my beloved Hamble River – not yet fully recovered but ready to try my first sail with Mark.

Back racing again – rushing towards Hamble Quay (1977).
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Left Enjoying a break on one of my many deliveries (1978).
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Grimalkin earlier in the 1979 season during a Solent Points Race.
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11th August 1979. Another Fastnet start in Cowes Roads off the Isle of Wight, but this time I was more than an onlooker – I was finally taking part.
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This photo of Grimalkin was taken just one hour before our Fastnet 1979 start. While waiting, we put in some practice tacks as David carefully sussed out our Class V competition.

The Fastnet Lighthouse – this, the most southerly point of Ireland, was the turning point of our race. On August 12th 1979 Grimalkin was headed towards this infamous rock along with 302 other yachts, all completely oblivious as to what lay ahead. When the killer storm struck during the night of August 13th it disabled the entire fleet.
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My first Fastnet start with Pa – this was the breathtaking sight that inspired me to one day take part in this great race.
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After I realised that rescue had finally come I sat there waiting – with Gerry, dead, at my feet. The sea conditions had moderated but Grimalkin’s deck was still rising and falling around 20 feet according to Peter Harrison, the Royal Navy winchman. Danbuoy and lines trail astern.

[image: images]

Tuesday 14th August 1979: Tai Fat rides out the storm before spotting Fragola’s flare and discovering Grimalkin wallowing in the waves. The sea’s brutality had gone, but misery remained.
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Christian’s Mayday from Tai Fat brings a Royal Navy Sea King helicopter swooping towards me. I am hearing rock music in my head and thanking God for being spotted. I am telling Gerry his ordeal is nearly over.
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Grimalkin sits low in the water, hidden in the troughs. The seas are still confused and it is very cold. Another night at sea with Grimalkin and I was sure of death.
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Gerry is finally lifted off the yacht.
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The sheer size of the seas can be gauged here. The wind had dropped to Force 7, but with the seas still running at 25–30 ft, I couldn’t help but think that, along with Gerry, the other crewmembers had perished... I was described as catatonic.
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Glénans Sailing School’s Fragola, taken from Tai Fat. Fragola fired a parachute flare, then stood by during my rescue. Sightings of her were obscured by the huge swells.
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Being winched to safety by Peter Harrison, I later found out that I was the last person to be taken alive from the sea during the Fastnet disaster.
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Waterford in Ireland – September 1979. This was the first sight that Matthew and I had of Grimalkin after getting off the bus. I was surprised at how emotional I felt on seeing her.
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When I walked around to the port side I was shocked to see her name was all but gone.
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Above left This is the starboard side looking forward showing the compass and speedometer. Despite a tidy up by the salvage crew, debris still littered Grimalkin’s decks – even the bunk poles were laid across them. The bent stanchions were probably caused when she was dismasted.
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Above right Port side view looking forward.
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Above left This photo of the starboard side shows a large crack in the cabin side. I hadn’t noticed this during the storm, and I knew that it must have caused considerable leakage into Grimalkin.
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Above right This was the port quarter berth where I rested between bouts of bailing. The freezing water rising inside the cabin continually drenched me as Grimalkin was thrown around by the Force 10 gale going on outside.
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Above left My first steps into the cabin brought a familiar, all too unpleasant reminder of my time alone with Gerry – the overpowering smell of diesel oil. Then I saw the shattered navigation table with the VHF radio from which David and Matthew had made our Mayday call for rescue.
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Above right Right up in the bows amongst the debris I spotted the small blue bucket I had used to bail the boat for hours before my rescue.
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The cockpit looking aft. This is the view I had whilst bailing. The empty winch on the left of the photo is the one I used to pull myself and then Gerry, barely alive, out of the water. Although Grimalkin’s cockpit was self-draining, the water didn’t drain out because she was floating so low in the water. The life raft well in the centre of the cockpit is empty.

[image: images]

Top The lines and ropes we had streamed behind Grimalkin during the storm in an effort to slow down her breakneck speed were strewn all over the deck.
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Above The galley sink, filled with cans and jars of food. These were flung from their shelves during the storm and became deadly projectiles.

[image: images]

My original gear: this lifejacket and harness saved my life.
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15th July 2005: Sinéad and I aboard Grimalkin. It was shortly after this that we decided to collaborate on writing this book.
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I am at my happiest trimming. Keith Grainger (Grimalkin’s co-owner) is standing and Jerry Smith is helming Grimalkin on the 55-mile Round the Island Race, in June 2007. It was wonderful feeling Grimalkin roaring along.
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Weymouth, June 2007. My hero, Commander Peter ‘Harry’ Harrison, who plucked me from Grimalkin.
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Clockwise from left back: Dave Ferrarotto, Tony Russell, Nick Ward, James ‘Jimbo’ Davies (1st Mate), Ian Kirton, Anna Kastanias-Kirton, Emily Caruso (2nd Mate), Simon Bradley (Skipper), Nigel Beacham, and Penelope Rance.
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The full kit for Fastnet 2009: three layers of comfortable, breathable, waterproof clothing, so different from 1979. My combined lifejacket and harness shows twin crutch straps which prevent it from riding up over the wearer’s head – a cause of death by drowning in 1979.
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Introduced after 1979, these double action hooks cannot open or straighten under load. The twin hooks can be opened with one hand and are stitched or looped to a flexible 2-metre tether and clipped to a soft loop on the harness.
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Designed to cut tethers under load, and fitted as standard to my combined lifejacket and harness, this cutter is one of many safety innovations which could have saved lives back in 1979.

[image: images]

Motor sailing to the start line Ariel prepares to hoist her huge Yankee jib off Osborne Bay.

Off Cowes before the start. Grimalkin, the boat which saved my life in 1979, came out to see me off. ‘Good luck from Grimalkin’ is the message strung from her stanchions.
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Action aboard Ariel as we tack to cross the start line. The wind is light and the huge Yankee jib is manhandled over from starboard to port tack. I am out of the way aft, timing the start. Taken from Grimalkin there’s an Isle of Wight ferry and supporter’s RIB in the background. White discs on Grimalkin’s guardrail aid the genoa over it when tacking.
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With crew wearing lifejackets along with all other 274 entrants, Ariel passes through the starting gate flying her orange tri-sail and storm jib. This has been a requirement since 1979.
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Yachts flying orange coloured storm sails follow Ariel into the start gate to be checked by the Royal Ocean Racing Club (RORC).
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Shortly after the start, most of the fleet carry their asymmetric spinnakers. The RIBS of the media, supporters and photographers surround us. The mainland shore is in the background. And the atmosphere is electric.
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Trying to get every ounce out of the light winds, we take it in turns trimming. It’s my favourite job. Concentration is no problem.
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An amazing horizon and a vast expanse of sea. With no competition close to Ariel I realise that on this day I will round the Rock. As my watch ends I stay above deck to savour the moment.
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As Ariel approaches the iconic Fastnet Rock, I fulfil my 37-year ambition, see it in the flesh and take Ariel’s helm to round it. I feel tired and very emotional, but it’s a brilliant moment as it closes the loop for me.
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3pm Friday 14th August, on the way home. We are approaching the area where, on Tuesday 14th August 1979, I was picked up.
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A new day dawns. On rounding the Rock the weather forecast is ominous and Ariel flies her medium-weight spinnaker and looks forward to some stronger winds – we want to surf home to Plymouth under full sail. This sky reminds me of another time and another place, not far from this point.
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