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         Chapter 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 near-perfect 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

         
         
         
      

   
      
         
         
         Chapter Two

         
         
         
         
         The Jewel in the Crown

         
         
         
         
         I was born in the little south-coast village of Hamble, in Hampshire. I was the youngest of four children, three boys and one girl, and my upbringing was pretty
            much the usual for a small village by the sea. Hamble is no ordinary village, though; life in the village is inextricably
            bound to fishing, sailing and, in particular, yacht racing. Some of the finest national and Olympic sailing champions were
            born here, sailed here or are connected in some way with this place. If you are born in Hamble, it is inevitable that the
            sea or sailing will play some part in your growing up.
         

         
         
         
         
         And certainly my father, Pa, instilled in his three sons from a very young age a love of the water and all things nautical,
            particularly sailing. My first sailing lessons were at the age of four in a pram dinghy Pa built for me during the winter
            of 1959/60. In the garage of our home, I would sit in a wooden rocking chair watching Pa plan and shape the plywood dinghy.
            The love, care and attention he put into building it were extraordinary. Perhaps because I was the youngest and he was that
            much older when I was growing up, Pa had the time to do things for me he had not had for the others. I know I spent far more
            time with him than my siblings had, and although I adored both my parents, Pa and I had a particular, wonderful affinity.
            Many nights I fell asleep in the rocking chair to the sound of him sawing, planing and nailing, then to be carried to bed
            in his arms. He was well built, six foot two, and for as long as I knew him had white hair, and an untipped Senior Service
            cigarette in his hand. Articulate and well read, he captivated me with bedtime stories and tales of the sea. He read me many
            tales, classic accounts of ships and their crews sailing the southern oceans and rounding Cape Horn. I wanted to be there,
            with the characters in the books. I can remember the absolute thrill I felt when we launched the dinghy down at Hamble quay
            the following spring — and also the crowd that it drew. Pa had named her Fred after my uncle — for no particular reason other than he couldn't really think of anything else — but I recall someone from
            the crowd calling over to him, 'You can't call her Fred.'

         
         
         
         
         'We'll call her whatever we like,' said my father, straightforwardly, to the heckler. 'Won't we, son?'

         
         
         
         
         Standing alongside Fred, knee-deep in water, I waited for Pa to lift me in. Then finally, with the crowd cheering, I was off on my first sail in Fred with Pa. I felt like a sailor heading off to the southern oceans to follow his dreams.
         

         
         
         
         
         Over the summer of 1960 Pa taught me the basics of sailing, how to tack up and down the river — as ever, he taught me with
            great care and attention. At such a young age I had no fear and my confidence grew quickly. I revelled in the water and everything
            about it, sometimes taking risks that Pa strictly warned me against. One of the first rules he instilled in me was that if
            the dinghy capsized, I was to stay with it.
         

         
         
         
         
         'Stay with the boat, son. Hang on to it, never leave her — she will save you.'

         
         
         
         
         This beautiful navy-blue and snow-white dinghy was my first love. And I had fallen not only for Fred, but for the river too. These lessons with Pa began a life-long passion.
         

         
         
         
         
         
         While I was still a very young boy, I heard about the Fastnet Race from my next-door neighbour, Dick Langton, a seasoned offshore
            sailor. Dick had competed in three Fastnet Races, and he told me of the notorious stretch of water between the mainland and
            the rock, and all the variations in weather he had experienced, from being totally becalmed to being rained and hailed on.
            He described the stunning sunsets you could witness off the south coast of Ireland where the Irish Sea and Atlantic Ocean
            met, and how he'd never seen anything like them. I used to slip under the fence, dash into his front room and plead with him
            to tell me more. He told me of lightning, thunder and summer gales, but he also told me that, while no part of the route was
            easy, it was all worth it — the finish and the reception at Plymouth justified every minute of the 'hardship'. His hearthside
            stories gave me an idea of how important this race was. In my young mind it began to take on mythical form.
         

         
         
         
         
         Pa had also increased my appetite for the Fastnet by taking me when I was seven years old to Cowes Bay on the Isle of Wight,
            a stone's throw from where we lived in Hamble, to see the race's start. This was in the early 1960s, and Pa drove the launch
            Snapdragon for Eileen Ramsay, a famous marine photographer. Even at this age I was aware of the significance of this great race, that
            it was the last in a series of five that make up the Admiral's Cup competition, the world championship of yacht racing. To
            this day the Fastnet Race is considered to be the jewel in the crown of offshore races.
         

         
         
         
         
         It took just under an hour to travel across the Solent to Cowes. We anchored in the bay and waited. This Fastnet Race start,
            the first of many I was to watch in the coming years, enthralled me. Hundreds of yachtsfilled the bay. The atmosphere, the
            feeling of being there, made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up. I stood by Pa; typically, he didn't miss the chance
            to give me a nugget of sailing advice. 'One hand for yourself, one hand for the boat, Nicholas,' I remember him telling me.
            And I promised myself that one day I would be among the boats on the start line, that I would see for myself what this race
            was all about.
         

         
         
         
         
         As I grew older sailing became my whole life, an integral part of my being — or at least that's how it felt for a teenage
            boy without a worry in the world other than would the weather be OK for that night's racing. I couldn't get enough of it.
            I loved every minute I spent afloat. All other activities — social, academic or otherwise — were secondary, or based around
            sailing. I was racing at least three days a week. I dashed home from school to take part in Wednesday-evening races. On Fridays
            I couldn't wait to get out of school because weekends meant uninterrupted, intensive sailing. I belonged to the Hamble River
            Sailing Club, a great club on the banks of the river Hamble, which over the years has produced more champions and medal-winners
            than almost any other club in the country. When I wasn't in school, most of my time was spent in, on or around the river.
            If I wasn't involved in club activities, I was still on the river, earning pocket money by helping Ray Sedgewicke, the Hamble
            ferryman.
         

         
         
         
         
         Pa was soon taking me round the country to open meetings, trailing our dinghies and winning a few cups and medals on the way
            — for my club and, much to Pa's approval, for myself. I had a long apprenticeship in dinghies before I made my first Channel
            crossing in my early teens and started to race small keelboats offshore. Hamble and Cowes were my playgrounds, my schools
            of race training and seamanship.
         

         
         
         
         
         School life was also pretty good fun. Many of my school friends were involved in sailing. I like to think I was a fairly normal,
            well-balanced schoolboy, who had hopes of doing well in my 0-level exams and going on to do something connected with the sea
            or the river. I was sure of my future; it seemed simple then. I was dead set on a career in the merchant navy. I was also
            very clear about which offshore races I wanted to race in. I reckoned 17 was the right age for my first Fastnet. On completion
            of that I would move on to the Sydney to Hobart Yacht Race and the Bermuda Race. But the Fastnet was to be first. I was intent
            on that.
         

         
         
         
         
         At the age of 15, in my fifth and final year at secondary school, I had an unexpected setback. I suffered a brain haemorrhage.
            The previous day I had been playing hookey, along with my good friend Mark Parkin. We had enjoyed a very long walk to Titchfield
            Haven, a small, popular tidal inlet with a picturesque harbour that dried out at low tide. It was a very hot March day and
            by the time we had walked back again I had a nasty headache, which fortunately eased off by the time I went to bed.
         

         
         
         
         
         The next day, 24 March 1971, was again hot. This time I attended school. In the afternoon I played a hard-fought game of hockey
            and was exhausted after it, more exhausted than normal. School friends told me afterwards that I collapsed on the hockey pitch,
            but this I don't recall. I simply remember having a violent headache, like a migraine but worse. As usual I caught the bus
            home, but unusually when I got there went straight upstairs and to bed.
         

         
         
         
         
         My headache got more severe as the evening wore on, so severe that I starting to bang my head against the woodchip-wallpaper-covered
            wall of my bedroom to try to stop the pain. I was sick several times. Turning over in bed, I tried supporting myself with
            my left arm and it collapsed beneath me, useless. The vision in my left eye became blurred, as if there was a screen being
            erected on my left side, blocking things out. My curtains were closed because I couldn't bear any light. Soon I had lost all
            sensation in the whole of my left side. An ambulance was called.
         

         
         
         
         
         I was taken directly to the Royal South Hants hospital in Southampton. Ma was with me. I felt every bump the ambulance went
            over, and its flashing blue lights and the sound of its siren hurt my eyes and ears. I remember looking up at Ma as she squeezed
            my hand and gently rubbed my forehead. I had never
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