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Foreword



  Dr Cleeve Robertson


  CEO, National Sea Rescue Institute (NSRI)


  I was privileged to grow up in the coastal villages of Camps Bay and Bakoven and to come home every day from school to an ocean of oppor­­tunity. The sea was an integral part of our lives, and members of the local community depended on it for both recreational and economic reasons. It gave life, literally and figura­tively, to so many people.


  We were taught early on to pay great respect to the ocean and its many moods, learning that it was always the boss, and could change its mind within minutes. Our symbiosis with this three-dimensional monster wasn’t without harsh lessons, and every day we were reminded that just as the sea gave life, it took it away, indiscriminately – no emotion, just raw power.


  Technology was immature in those heady days when, as kids, we fashioned canoes out of corrugated iron, wood and bitumen. Com­mer­cial vessels and small craft were made of wood, radios were hard to come by and unreliable, outboards failed often, safety equip­ment was extremely basic and the training of most people who ventured offshore was elementary at best.


  This was a recipe for emergencies at sea. In 1966, these factors came together when 17 fisherfolk lost their lives in a storm off the Southern Cape coast. It is perhaps surprising that, with our reputation as the Cape of Storms, no maritime rescue service existed at the time, and that there was no capacity to render assistance beyond local boats and passing ships.


  In the wake of this tragedy, the power of one was demonstrated by a lady called Patti Price, who, having experienced the benefits of Britain’s Royal National Lifeboat Institution (RNLI), lobbied for the creation of such a service in South Africa. Within a short period the South African Inshore Sea Rescue Service (SAISRS) was born; the name was later changed to the National Sea Rescue Institute (NSRI).


  I have a childhood memory of the burly men and excited boys who carried a plywood ski-boat from the boat shed at Bakoven, affixed an old Johnson outboard to the transom and set off through the kelp-lined channel past Bakoven Rock to go and rescue vessels or people in distress. It was a hard and primitive operation made safer only by the character and passion of the volunteer crew.


  The service evolved progressively, sometimes with great difficulty, but always forward. In December 1986, I was an unexpected bene­ficiary of the NSRI’s services when I ran aground in dense fog at Shelly Beach on Robben Island during the long haul of the Rothmans Week. The rescue crew shall remain nameless to protect the CEO’s reputation, but my respect for the ocean, and for the volunteers who go out selflessly to rescue people they don’t know, and who may never know them, was affirmed.


  Today’s NSRI relies on a complement of a thousand volunteers, and its rescue boats and facilities are living testimony to the spirit of 50 years of NSRI volunteers who often rose from their beds or desks to venture onto a cruel sea to save the lives of so many South Africans who would otherwise have suffered a terrible death by drowning.


  This book is a tribute to those NSRI volunteers and some small record of their brave professional mission to save lives in South African waters.


  Go with the honour that only respect for the sea and humanity can inspire.


Introduction



  Tony Weaver


  Some of my earliest memories from childhood centre on the sea. Our playground as children was the False Bay coast and beyond to Cape Hangklip and Hermanus. The eastern side of False Bay, from Gordon’s Bay to Rooi Els, is dotted with crosses that mark the spots where fishermen have been swept off the rocks and drowned. It is a coast that is notorious for freak waves that seem to come from nowhere.


  Fishing for yellowtail off Whale Rock and Blaauwkrans, my father and his fishing mates, such as Major Dougie van Riet, Nico Myburgh and others, would keep a beady eye on us kids, constantly drumming ocean safety into us. ‘Never turn your back on the sea,’ they would say. ‘Never stand on a wet rock, and always plan your escape.’


  We learned that rip currents were our friends when surfing, and we would ride them like a conveyor belt out to the back line. But they were the enemy of the holiday-makers who flocked to our beaches each summer. We came to understand exactly how the tides operated, and the phases of the moon, and how to read the weather by tapping the barometer. We dived for rock lobster, perlemoen and alikreukel, wearing rugby jerseys for protection against the rocks; wetsuits only came much later.


  And we always treated the sea with deep respect. It is a wonderful friend, but a powerful and terrifying foe when its mood changes.


  So I was delighted when the NSRI asked me if I would be interested in working on a book to mark the 50th anniversary of its founding. It is an organisation that is close to my heart.


  We decided to gather together a collection of stories, vignettes really, that would give a glimpse into the world of Sea Rescue, as the NSRI is commonly known. Many of these stories had already been told in For Those In Peril, the lavishly illustrated book that Andrew Ingram and Henri du Plessis put together for the 40th anniversary, so we decided not to repeat any of those. I then began researching what I thought would make for a good collection of short stories – snapshots of rescue life. Source materials included the unpublished history of the NSRI written by the former CEO, Lieutenant Commander Alan Hollman RN (Retd), covering the years 1966 to 1991, minutes of meetings, scrapbooks and 41 years of Sea Rescue magazines.


  We narrowed the list of stories down to around 40 or so, and then began gathering material. What finally ended up in the book is not in any way meant to be a history of Sea Rescue, and inevitably there are many stories that have not been told. Some of the stories I wanted to tell couldn’t be accurately verified because people had died, emigrated or simply forgotten the details.


  It was also logistically impossible to visit every station in the country to listen to their stories, so we had to select chapters based on what was achievable and affordable. My apologies to those stations and stories that were left out.


  And we wanted to make the stories as wide-ranging as possible, so in these pages are not just sea rescues, but also fires, floods, a shark encounter, an air disaster, a mystery that has never been solved, and the invaluable memories of some of the founders of the NSRI 50 years ago.


  My thanks to all who gave of their time and memories in helping to make this book happen, and special words of thanks to my co-conspirator and former colleague at the Cape Times, Andrew Ingram (who is a damn fine writer and photographer), Meriel Bartlett (who was an invaluable sounding board and guiding hand throughout), NSRI CEO Dr Cleeve Robertson, all the authors who donated their chapters free of charge, and the crew at Jonathan Ball – Jeremy Boraine, Ceri Prenter and editor Alfred LeMaitre.


  And the biggest thank you of all goes to the Sea Rescue volunteers: you are all heroes.
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1 In the beginning


    Andrew Ingram and Tony Weaver


    The Overberg and Southern Cape coast, stretching from the eastern tip of False Bay at Cape Hangklip all the way to Mossel Bay and Knysna, is home to some of South Africa’s richest fishing grounds. It is also one of the most dangerous stretches of coastline in the world.


    These days, fishermen and other ocean users can use the internet to call up an array of weather websites and apps that can tell them what the swell and wind will be doing a week in advance – WindGURU, Yr.no, South African Weather Service, Wavescape, the list goes on. The information is remarkably accurate, as super­computers the world over process data from weather stations and satellites and use complex algorithms to pinpoint almost to the minute when the weather is likely to turn nasty, or when the swell is going to pitch from a benign and gentle ripple to an out-of-control monster.


    It wasn’t like that in the old days. First thing every morning, ocean users would tap their barometers to see if the needle was rising or falling. Down here on the southern tip of Africa, a rising barometer meant that a high-pressure system and south to southeasterly winds were on the way. A falling barometer meant that westerly to northwesterly cold-front conditions were approaching, and a rapidly falling barometer meant that a storm front was approaching with rain, big winds and, most likely, big swells.


    Experienced older hands could read a lot more into that slight movement of the needle. For surfers, a falling barometer and a cold front meant bigger, more powerful waves. For fishermen, the wind direction made all the difference in terms of bringing warmer water inshore, and with it shoals of sought-after gamefish such as yellowtail and katonkel (king mackerel or couta).


    In 1966, Gerhard Dreyer was a professional fisherman working out of Still Bay: ‘I was there for a good few years. We had small boats, skuitjies; they were not big boats, they were all open boats with inboard diesel engines, and that’s how we caught our fish. My boat was called Bakvissie.’


    It had not been a good year. ‘The sea can get very rough off Still Bay, and that year, 1966, in January, one night a boat came in, and about 50 or 60 metres from the harbour it capsized. Six men drowned and three came out alive. That was late at night.


    ‘The fishing was very bad that year for January, February, March. My men were crying. Then one morning, it was 12 April 1966, we went out at three or four o’clock in the morning to the Jongensklip side. We anchored off Jongensklip, and that day at last the fish were really, really biting. As fast as you could pull your line in, you caught them.’


    Gerhard ran the boat back to Still Bay to offload their catch, and, with conditions still fine, they headed back out again.


    ‘Later, at about four or five o’clock, old Willem Beuker said to me, “There’s a wind dog coming.” I didn’t know what he meant, then he said, “There is a terrible storm on the way.” So I said we must go home, but my crew talked me out of it. That was the mistake I made. They said they had had a very difficult time, and that we must turn around and carry on catching.


    ‘And I listened to them.’


    Gerhard took the boat back to the place where they had cleaned up the fish that morning, and earlier in the afternoon, and anchored off Jongensklip, away from three other local boats, Charmaine, Seabird and Taljaard.


    ‘I wasn’t wearing a watch, but I would guess that at about nine in the evening, the current changed direction. The bow was facing more or less west, and then the current turned due east so that the sea was now coming constantly from the side of the boat.


    ‘And then came the wind, and terrifying waves, and I said, “Pull up the anchor!”, and we headed out into the deep sea, and I said to the men, “Throw everything in the boat overboard, throw everything off and pump water.” They got angry with me, they didn’t want to throw the fish overboard. I said to them, “Listen to me!”


    ‘And so they threw everything overboard, everything, the fish, the lines, everything, until it was just us on the boat. That’s what saved us.’


    It was still eight hours until dawn.


    The swell was terrifying, running at up to 15 m, and it was estimated that the wind was gusting at up to 130 km/h. The little fishing boat was tossed about and it was only superb seamanship on Gerhard’s part that kept the crew alive.


    ‘It was just up one mountain of a wave, then down the mountain – big, big seas. And so it carried on and on until I guess it was about two or two-thirty in the morning. It had calmed just a little bit and I turned the boat around and we came back with those big seas running behind us, and we pumped water on that boat. The men pumped all the time, and then when we turned, with the sea behind us, it went a little bit better.


    ‘And we headed for home. We only had lanterns on the boats and then someone said, “There’s a lantern.” Dawn was breaking and we saw this lantern. And we got to where we had seen the lantern, and there were just planks and fish and jerseys and stuff drifting.


    ‘Then we saw one man in a lifebuoy, and I circled around him three times to get him in the boat, and eventually we got him in the boat, and it was a fisherman called John Arries.


    ‘There had been three other boats out, Charmaine, Seabird and Taljaard, and each of them had six men on them, 18 men altogether. And I picked up the only survivor, Arries.


    ‘Seventeen men drowned that night.’


    * * *


    The news of the Still Bay tragedy made headlines, especially in the western Cape newspapers. It hit home especially hard for Patti Price, a teacher and swimming instructor who had herself been rescued from the English Channel by the Royal National Lifeboat Institution (RNLI).


    Lieutenant Commander Alan Hollman RN (Retd), who joined the NSRI as Operations Officer in 1969, and who became CEO in March 1983, authored an informal, unpublished history of the organisation up until 1991.


    He wrote that the story of Patti Price ‘goes back to early 1943 when South Africa was still a member of the British Commonwealth and there was a Southern African branch of the Royal National Lifeboat Institution of Great Britain. This was a fundraising organisation and raised the huge sum, in those days, of £36 000 to build three large lifeboats to replace some of those lost in the war. These were 42-footers and were named Southern Africa, Deneys Reitz and Field Marshal and Mrs Smuts and served the RNLI for over 20 years.


    ‘Prominent among this fundraising committee and workers had been a small, dynamic woman named Miss Patti Price. She was deeply shocked by the (1966) deaths of the fishermen in Still Bay and found it unacceptable that South Africans should have donated so much to an overseas lifeboat service, yet men should have died in this tragedy for want of a lifeboat to go to their aid. Miss Price, herself, in her early life was rescued by a lifeboat from a wrecked ship in the English Channel.


    ‘Accordingly she wrote in the strongest terms to the press and also to the then president of the Society of Master Mariners of South Africa, Captain John Payn, and said that something must be done about it. As a result, the Master Mariners, at their annual congress in August 1966 in Cape Town, made a resolution to set up the South African Inshore Sea Rescue Service and so the NSRI was launched.


    ‘The essence of the new service would be that its crew members would all be volunteers receiving no payment or allowances, and so it has remained to this day.’


    Hollman wrote that ‘the next step was for the Master Mariners to invite a number of prominent men in the shipping and fishing industries and yachting and power boating to form an action committee. These gentlemen met for the first time in Cape Town in late 1966 and elected as their chairman Mr PJ O’Sullivan of the SA Fish Canners. Pat O’Sullivan remained in the chair for the next 20 years, and in 1989 was decorated by the State President for this outstanding voluntary service to South Africa.


    ‘The Honorary Secretary was Captain Douglas Milward, who later served on the Port Elizabeth committee. The Honorary Treasurer was Mr GV Myburgh, an accountant and Springbok sailor, who later succeeded Mr O’Sullivan as Chairman of the Institute.


    ‘Foremost amongst their aims was to raise money for the new ser­vice and to appoint an Honorary Chief Administrative Officer to organise the seagoing side of the operation. Their fortunate choice fell upon Captain RH (Bob) Deacon, a young master mariner and instructor at the Merchant Navy Academy “General Botha” and a fine seaman. Bob had a Mate’s Certificate of Competency in sail, one of several South Africans to achieve this distinction, others being Captain WJ (Billy) Damerell, later a director of the NSRI, and Captain P Nankin, who as Captain Superintendent of the Merchant Navy Academy gave invaluable assistance to the NSRI for many years.


    ‘Late in 1966, the NSRI’s first rescue boat arrived from England. It had been donated by the Society of Master Mariners and was a 15-foot six inches inflatable built by the RFD company, and powered by a 40-horsepower Evinrude outboard engine. This was the same type of craft used by the RNLI for inshore rescue work in the UK, and so was of proven capability.


    ‘It should be said that from the very first the RNLI, which was founded in 1823 and is the oldest lifeboat service in the Western world (and only preceded by the Chinese in some much earlier dynasty), has been a very good friend to the NSRI. In those early formative days, the RNLI sent the NSRI copies of all its rules and regulations and fundraising organisation, and on countless occasions subsequently has responded to the Institute’s requests for advice on operational and administrative matters.


    ‘But back to IRB 1, or Snoopy as it came to be affectionately known. This little boat was manned by Bob Deacon as coxswain and Mr Ray Lant as crew. Mr Lant was a power boat racing man and by profession a diesel engineer employed by the Cummins Diesel Company, whose engines the NSRI came to use in some of the big lifeboats as they entered the fleet.’


    Snoopy was kept in a municipal boathouse in Three Anchor Bay, but was also loaded onto the roof of a VW Kombi if it was needed further afield. It was first launched on a rescue on 14 January 1967, to search for a missing person who was actually safely ashore.


    The second rescue turned out to be very dramatic.


    ‘On 27 March 1967, the motor launch Lucky Jill caught fire in Table Bay with six people on board. IRB 1 was quickly launched and sped to the scene where the casualty was well ablaze and sinking. Knowing that there were only seconds to spare, Bob Deacon drove the rescue boat up onto the hull so that the crew could scramble aboard. He then backed up, and was barely clear when the Lucky Jill blew up and sank. This was a spectacular start to the NRSI’s service record, with six lives saved. This little boat went on to save seven lives before being withdrawn from service in 1967 being ill-suited to the steep chop in Table Bay …


    ‘Sadly, both Bob Deacon and Ray Lant died of illnesses at a relatively young age, but not before each had made a major contribution to the NSRI.’


    Hollman says that ‘the use of the date 29 May (1967) for a great many years as the NSRI’s anniversary is shrouded in mystery. Confusion also arose from a formal change of name from SAISRS to NSRI on 12 June 1967. The change was made because of the operating restrictions implicit in the word “Inshore” and the saving of two words in texts and two letters on craft.’


    Be that as it may, on 12 June 1967, the South African Inshore Sea Rescue Service was formally, and legally, renamed the National Sea Rescue Institute.
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2 The Originals


    Tony Weaver


    It’s a stormy Cape Town Saturday afternoon, with a five-metre swell running. Outside, the surf is crashing, threatening to extinguish the braai fires burning in two half-drums on the slipway. Andrew Ingram and I are sitting in the ops room at Station 2, Bakoven, chatting to ‘the Originals’, the first NSRI crew members after Bob Deacon and Ray Lant. They are Mitch Brown, Don Nicholls, Pieter Pienaar, Trevor Wilkins and Bob Selman. Later, at Witsand, we chat to Allan Cramb, another of the Originals.


    All these veterans had slightly different memories of exactly how the NSRI was started, but all agreed it involved wine, specifically Lieberstein and Tassenberg drunk from a ‘ses man kan’ (six-man can) – a gallon bottle (4.5 litres) with a glass ring on the neck so you could sling it onto your shoulder to make pouring easier.


    Don Nicholls starts off the reminiscing: ‘We were a bunch of guys who used to play darts at the Clifton Hotel, and we were approached by Fred Lighton, who in turn had been approached by Bob Deacon, suggesting we start a rescue service at Bakoven.’


    Mitch Brown chips in: ‘In 1967, we were aware of a rescue set-up being run from Three Anchor Bay by a very good seaman, Bob Deacon, and a character, Ray Lant, who rode a star-spangled Harley-Davidson, and they had obtained the services of a 16-ft rubber duck with one outboard on the back. Before Bob and Ray started up, there was no sea rescue in real terms.


    ‘In 1959, a Mrs Pearson had left a bequest to start one, and Bob and Albie Mathews began trying to establish a financial set-up that would work. They approached the Sea Point and Camps Bay Round Tables and Lions to fund it. A friend of ours, Fred Lighton, was a member of Round Table, and he said, “I know where we can get some guys to make up a crew.” We all used to hang out at the bar of the Clifton Hotel. 


    ‘It wasn’t really something that was on our horizon; we were fishing from Three Anchor Bay, and fishing up and down the coast here. We were at that time spending a lot of time at Bakoven, we had a couple of glass-fibre dinghies here for fishing; it was the place we came to with our kids on summer weekends.


    ‘When Fred approached us, we said, “What the hell, let’s do it.” We thought that this would be fun, like “Hey boys, we get a boat to play with” – better than the thing we had, which was a five-horsepower engine and a 12-ft glass-fibre dinghy. It all ended up in a gathering at Fred Lighton’s house in Clifton. That was what really got the station going.’


    Allan Cramb, who was Bakoven Station Commander for 12 years, and later NSRI Technical Manager and then Operations Director, was too young to hang out at the Clifton Hotel – he was just 15 at the time. But he remembers a follow-up meeting at which the NSRI was launched:


    ‘I had a misspent youth on Bakoven Beach. In early 1967, I was 15 and there was a meeting at the old Camps Bay Hotel, where the Sonnekus Flats are now. Jimmy and Bob Deacon were there, Albie Mathews, Mitch Brown, Don Nicholls, Ray Lant, Ivan Klerck, a bunch of others. And that’s where it was decided to establish the NSRI.


    ‘My dad didn’t really want me to join; he was very cautious. My first-ever call-out was in the September school holidays that year. I’d just turned 16. The crew had arrived, we tied the engines on, and when the boat got back, my father saw what a great thing this was and said, “OK, I’ll sign the papers,” because I wasn’t 18 yet.’


    Mitch remembers the first boat they had: ‘We knew a guy, Tony Munna, who used to build state-of-the-art marine-ply boats, and he offered to help. That was in September 1967, and the 16-ft Munna was named Excalibur. Another guy who owned the old green boat shed here at Beta Beach said we could use it.’


    Allan recalls that ‘Three Anchor Bay had the first boat, but they had no home. They were Rescue 3, because of Three Anchor Bay. Their first boat was a little rubber duck, Snoopy, that was kept on the top of a Volkswagen Kombi. Bakoven was next – although there’s always a big argument about this; they got their first boat, a 16-ft Munna, that eventually ended up in Mossel Bay.


    ‘That was kept in that first boat shed when you get down to the bottom of the Bakoven stairs on the left-hand side of the path. That meeting at the Camps Bay Hotel was to decide where to build the first base, and they looked at Camps Bay, they looked at the White House, which is now the Twelve Apostles Hotel, but we felt it was too remote and desolate there in those days.


    ‘We then borrowed that boat shed at the bottom of the stairs and the rest is history; that became South Africa’s first rescue base.’


    Mitch says that launches were something of a logistical nightmare: ‘The shed was pretty small, and we couldn’t get the boat in with the engines attached, and there wasn’t room for the fuel, so we kept the fuel up the hill, in Peter Pullen’s outside toilet. We’d pull the boat out stern first, run down with two 40-hp engines, then run down with the fuel. We would bolt the engines on, and then away we would go.’


    Trevor Wilkins remembers that they had no slipway, and used logs as rollers: ‘By then the adrenaline’s up and running – a launch took us about 15 minutes. Then of course we had to start the engines.


    ‘This station [Bakoven] is very together; there is a matrix that kept it together through the early years when there was no real head office. In the early days, we had to launch the boat over the sewerage outfall pipe, until we finally got the go-ahead from the City Engineer to build the slipway over the pipe, which made it considerably quicker. We built the boats, we built the shed, we did all the work ourselves. There were rocks in the way, we got a pneumatic drill, drilled holes, put expansion powder in the holes, cracked the rocks.’


    Don Nicholls holds up his hand: ‘And I lost a finger on the launch winch.’


    Mitch says that, in the early days, ‘we had a lot of say in the boats when they needed replacing; the station actually built a boat, the Ace Craft. In the really early days of Sea Rescue, we didn’t have any administrative back-up or functions; when we ran out of money, we financed it ourselves. And one of the big, big disappointments we had was that we thought we could fish off the boats, but that was strictly verboten.


    ‘When we launched Excalibur, which was christened by Wendy Klerck, the wife of Station Commander Ivan Klerck, the mayor, Gerry Ferry, who was a hell of a character, gave this speech that had us completely puzzled. About a quarter of the way through we realised he had pulled the wrong speech out of his pocket – it was one written for the opening of a crèche!’


    Communications were a major issue, both on land and at sea. Pieter Pienaar described their first radios as being military-issue, ‘the size of a big rucksack, with big whippy antennae. They didn’t work most of the time, they were utterly useless, and the microphones used to shock you.’


    There were, of course, no such things as satellite navigation GPS units, cellphones and the like. Mitch says navigation was done pretty much by line of sight, which got a lot more tricky during night operations: ‘We used to go out blind, no navigational aids, just a compass. But we all grew up on this coast, so we would look at the street lights and work out where we were from that. We initially put a pole on a rock out here with a blue light on top, but it didn’t last very long, one big sea and it was gone, that was that.


    ‘And we got a lot more responsible, because you get a really deep sense of satisfaction in performing a good rescue and knowing that you have actually saved somebody from a really scary situation.’


    Pieter remembers that their very first operation happened almost straightaway. ‘We had our very first rescue in our first week of operation: we were called out at 17.50, Dudley Turner’s yacht got lost. Out we went, but we couldn’t get back in, so we had to dock at Granger Bay.’


    And then came their first really big rescue. Mitch takes up the story: ‘There was this French oil tanker, the Sivella, that ran aground at Mouille Point on 4 February 1968. We were all at a party up the road. Out we went in our 16-ft boat to rescue this 81 566-ton tanker! We spent the night out there covered in oil, wearing drysuits; there were no wetsuits then.’


    Trevor recalls that ‘we were wearing old army-issue kapok life jackets, and the kapok just absorbed the oil, so if we had gone overboard we would have sunk straight to the bottom’.


    And all the while, they were pretty much making it all up as they went along. There was no training manual. They were the pioneers; they wrote the training manuals.


    Mitch says that ‘those early days were a huge learning curve for us. We would rush out at high speed to where the casualty was thought to be. But we soon learned to slow right down, to plan. We learned that people who were blown out to sea on lilos were seldom where we thought they would be, and we learned to plot where they were likely to be.


    ‘We learned to smell the air for diesel when searching for a missing boat. It wasn’t top-down, we worked together, coxswains didn’t bark orders.


    ‘A lot of the early rescues were crayfish poachers, Hobie Cats – Hobies were very popular then – little fishing chukkies, the boats that ran on paraffin engines breaking down, and some sizeable vessels like the Sivella.’


    In his unpublished memoir, Lieutenant Commander Alan Hollman recounts that ‘from the earlier days in Cape Town, the NSRI had at concession rates the services of Medicall (later Telecall), a highly efficient emergency telephone service so that all the duty port staff had to do was telephone Medicall and tell them to call out a particular rescue boat and crew.


    ‘In those days, the NSRI could not afford to provide its duty crew with pagers, so that for the week a crew member was on duty, he was required to remain close to a telephone, and this severely restricted his private life.’


    Pieter Pienaar remembers that ‘if you were on a standby crew, the Port Captain’s office and station commanders needed to know exactly where you were going to be and there had to be a telephone there. So if you wanted to go to the movies, you had to leave the movie house’s number and let the manager know you were there. Halfway through the movie this slide would suddenly pop up saying “Pieter Pienaar report for duty”.’


    Hollman wrote that ‘if he left his home to go to a friend’s home or to the local cinema or supermarket, he had to telephone the Medicall Control Room and give the telephone number of the place he was going to, and on return home reverse the process. He also had to remain within 10 minutes’ driving time of his rescue station, observing all traffic regulations and speeds.’


    Perhaps the record for a call-out at that time was held by Paddy Pryde, of what was then the Paarden Eiland station. ‘Paddy was at his desk on the 13th floor of what was then the Sanlam Building on the Foreshore when he was called out by Medicall. From the time of receiving the call, informing his superior along the passage, descending to ground level, reaching his car and driving to SAS Unitie, where the rescue boat was being temporarily kept on moorings, being joined by the other members of the “office hours” crew, rowing out to the rescue boat in a dinghy, slipping moorings and reaching the end of the breakwater, was an incredible 14 minutes.


    ‘It took only a few more minutes to reach the casualty, a man on his own in a small dinghy off Sea Point with engine failure, so that they were greatly pleased with themselves and their fast response. They were therefore understandably cross when the man asked, “What kept you?”’


    One of the challenges for the first volunteer crews was establishing ways of cooperating with other rescue volunteers, such as the Mountain Club of South Africa, and with official agencies such as the police, ambulance services, fire brigade and the like.


    Trevor Wilkins says that one of their first multi-agency technical rescues was that of a young girl who was reported missing by her boyfriend off the Sentinel, Hout Bay, on 7 November 1974. The couple had walked around the base of the Sentinel to go and look at the seals, and then got cut off by the incoming tide. They started climbing up the Sentinel, when she fell and they lost contact, and he scrambled out, barefoot, to call for help.


    ‘By then we had handheld radios. We got briefed by the SA Police, set up communications with a command post at Hout Bay police station and a UHF and VHF relay station on Chapman’s Peak Drive, but we didn’t know where the hell the girl was, so we played music so that she could hear us and keep her spirits up. The rescue started at 6 pm and carried on until midday the next day.’


    The March 1975 edition of NSRI News Review records that ‘these teams were having a tough time in the dark but were greatly aided by the [rescue boat] Hubert Davies anchoring close in and firing illuminating flares and shining her two powerful spotlights on the cliffs. However, perhaps the best service the rescue boat rendered was to give reassurance to the young girl who saw the lights and flares and knew that help was on the way. Unfortunately, she could not be found that night, though the climbers got within yards of her without knowing it, and the search had to be postponed until first light.’


    The next morning, Trevor says, ‘Captain Theodore Huddlestone from Court Helicopters flew in with a small chopper but it couldn’t handle the wind. So he went back to base and came back in a Sikorsky. I hung below the chopper – there was no winch back then – and we found the girl on the rocks in a white dress. The Mountain Club came in and we sent a doctor down and got her out. We all just cried when she came over the top. She told us she had heard the noise and the music and knew she was going to be rescued, and that was what kept her going.


    ‘The Mayor of Bellville was so moved by this that he donated a VW Kombi to us, and we used to use it, with the boat strapped on the roof, to get to rescue scenes faster. It was out of this mobile rescue idea that Dr Alan McMahon got the idea for Metro [Medical Emergency Transport and Rescue Organisation].’


    As the News Review reported at the time, ‘this was an excellent piece of cooperation between the police, the Mountain Club, Court Helicopters and NSRI and had a happy conclusion. NSRI soon after received a heart-warming note of thanks from the girl, who said she was recovering well from her injuries.’


    I ask the Originals what their most memorable rescues have been, seeing as they have been at it for a long time.


    Pieter Pienaar recalls how ‘one Sunday morning we were out on a training session and we went out Hout Bay way. There was a big wind blowing and past Sandy Bay a lilo was blown out to sea and a young woman who was staying with Ben Dekker in his cave swam out after the lilo. We spotted her, got the lilo, and she climbed on board the boat. She was stark naked and very calmly asked for a lift back to shore. Needless to say, all the guys wanted to do their practice sessions off Sandy Bay after that.’


    Allan Cramb says that ‘my strangest rescue ever was possibly my best rescue ever. It was in the late 1980s; I was working in Paarden Eiland. It was a magnificent morning, a perfect Cape day at about 11 am, 12 noon. My pager went off and I got the message that there was a ski-boat overturned off Llandudno.


    ‘I phoned the Port Captain and said, “I don’t really understand this, conditions are perfect. When I left Bakoven this morning, the sea was glassy.” And he said, “Well that’s the report we got, it was phoned in by a Llandudno resident.”’


    So Allan went to the station, assembled the crew and launched, and they motored around to Llandudno. The report they had was that the casualty boat was near the wreck of the Romelia, a derelict tanker that had run aground and been wrecked when it lost its tow in July 1977. Alongside the wreck was a yellow ski-boat, upside down, with twin outboard motors and ‘everything that opens and shuts’.


    ‘Two guys from Goodwood were on the hull. They said they had built the boat themselves, and didn’t quite know what had happened. So we helped them turn the boat over. We said, “Can we do anything else to help?”, and they sheepishly said, “Well, you could take those girls back to Sandy Bay.”


    ‘We looked up, and there were three naked women on the Romelia. They had been at Sandy Bay, swam out to the Romelia, then these guys rocked up and started chatting them up. They offered them a lift back to the beach, and all three girls climbed down onto the gunwales at the same time and they flipped the boat.


    ‘The wind was coming up, so we loaded the girls on one by one, and it was strange, somehow we couldn’t find a blanket or a towel for them to cover up with, and the wind was coming up so I had to gun the throttles to go a bit faster, so they had to hang on with both hands. That was my best rescue ever.’


    Trevor Wilkins tells the last story: ‘We were called out one day to Hout Bay, just off the Sentinel. There was this yacht in trouble, sails flapping, but otherwise all seemed okay. We got there, and there appeared to be nobody on board. So we climbed on board and we found the crew below decks, the owner and his lady, and the only thing that separated them was a thin layer of sweat.


    ‘It was an embarrassing moment, especially as the lady wasn’t his wife.’


    That’s the Originals.
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    3 Sea rescues of yesteryear


    
      

    


    
      

    


    
      

    


    Over the past 50 years, many illustrious South Africans have, in one way or another, donated their time and expertise to the NSRI. One of them was the renowned writer Jose Burman, who authored 31 books, among them Great Shipwrecks off the Coast of Southern Africa (C Struik, 1967), Strange Shipwrecks of the Southern Seas (C Struik, 1968) and The Bay of Storms: Table Bay, 1503–1860 (Human & Rousseau, 1976).


    This chapter was originally published in the very first edition of the NSRI magazine, Sea Rescue, Volume 1, Number 1 (March 1982).




    Shipwreck is the ever-present fear in the minds of mariners, a fear that has all too often been fulfilled. Nor did it matter how close to the shore a ship was wrecked, for without some means of getting ashore through the boiling waves there was small hope of survival.


    The coast of South Africa has witnessed some very brave, and some very novel rescues.


    Perhaps the best-known is the wreck of the De Jonge Thomas in 1773, though the wreck is not as well known as that of the rescuer, Wolraad Woltemade. It was at the height of a northwest storm on 1 June 1773.


    Captain Barend Lameren was at the helm of his ship, De Jonge Thomas, when it broke its moorings and began to drag anchor with 191 men, women and children on board. Just after midnight Capt. Lameren ordered the ship’s cannon to be fired as a distress signal.


    The piteous cries of those aboard the wreck were ignored and the East India Company’s servants ashore set about the task of salvaging the wreckage which was now drifting onto the beach. At this juncture Wolraad Woltemade, a 65-year-old retired German dairyman, who had brought food and wine for his son, Corporal Christian Ludwig Woltemade, took matters into his own hands.


    Mounting his horse, Vonk (Spark), Woltemade rode into the sea and swam the horse out through the surf. As they approached the wreck he turned the horse and called for two men to jump into the sea and grasp the horse’s tail. After a moment’s hesitation two men threw themselves into the water and swam to Woltemade, who urged the horse forward and dragged them ashore.


    He repeated the ride again and again until he had saved 14 men. The horse was by now staggering with exhaustion but when the equally exhausted and hypothermic Woltemade dismounted to rest, such a pitiful cry went up that he remounted and rode back into the surf. As the labouring animal neared the ship half a dozen men jumped into the water and grasped the horse, overwhelming it. It was all over in a moment – horse, rider and sailors disappeared beneath the waves.


    Woltemade’s body was found the next day. Vonk’s body was never retrieved. Of the 191 men, women and children on board, 53 survived, and of these 53, 14 were saved by Woltemade and Vonk.


    Despite the undoubted bravery of Woltemade there were voices raised in criticism of him, asking why he had not taken a rope out to the ship, whereby the entire crew, and not just 14 men, might have been saved, and this criticism has never been answered satisfactorily.


    The problem of getting a rope out to a wreck had already been solved very bravely and very effectively on 5 May 1692, when a storm caught the outward-bound and return fleets, both in Table Bay. The sea rose to incredible heights and soon waves were breaking over the mastheads of some of the 10 anchored Indiamen. Three ships dragged their anchors; of them one, the English Indiaman Orange, broke up with the loss of nearly all hands; another, the Dutch Indiaman Goede Hoop, was so near the shore that the crew were rescued.


    The unfortunate men aboard the third ship, the Dutch Hoogergeest, were beyond the breakers and out of reach. No boat could live in that sea, but Jochem Willemsz, quartermaster of one of the other anchored ships, offered to swim out and take a line to the Hoogergeest.


    The wind was still blowing a full gale, the seas were mountainous, and the temperature icy, with periodic squalls of hail sweeping across the bay. Willemsz struggled gamely outwards, lost to sight from shore every time a breaker hid him. Time and again the men paying out the line thought he had disappeared for good but each time he would reappear, high on the crest of a wave, each time a little nearer to the wreck. One last burst of energy and the brave quartermaster reached the Hoogergeest, to be drawn aboard by eager hands.


    Soon a stronger cable had been pulled out to the wreck and attached to a raft which was launched from the Hoogergeest. With another line tied to the ship, the raft made a series of journeys to the beach, saving everyone from the rapidly disintegrating vessel. Among the last to come ashore was Jochem Willemsz.


    His feat was no less brave than that of Woltemade but Willemsz survived – which is probably why everyone knows of Woltemade, and hardly anyone has heard of Jochem Willemsz.


    A more novel method of rescue was used when the ship De Visch was wrecked off Green Point on 16 May 1740. A boat was lowered from the ship and attempted to carry a line ashore. It was swamped but the three men in the boat were so close to the beach by that time that they were pulled out by those ashore, together with their line.


    In a rescue the establishment of a line between ship and shore does not end the matter, for the vital problem of how to travel along the line still remains. At the worst men have sometimes swung themselves hand over hand or have edged their way along the rope, using feet as well as hands. This is not only an extremely strenuous undertaking, fitted for strong men, but is very hazardous, for the line is often under water. The answer therefore is a suitable container that can be drawn backwards and forwards along the line. The Captain of De Visch solved this problem, ingeniously using one of the huge copper cauldrons in which the men’s food was cooked. This was hung over the cable by its iron rungs and two men climbed inside it and were drawn to the shore. The empty cauldron was then pulled back to the wreck and the manoeuvre repeated.


    Between 100 and 150 men had come ashore before there occurred the incident by which the wreck is chiefly remembered:


    The Bottelier [steward] got into the cauldron accompanied by his assistant [the Bottelier’s mate] and by a little boy. The Bottelier had money on board and he had crammed his pockets with ducatoons thereby materially increasing his weight. The load was too heavy; one of the iron rungs broke off the cauldron and its three occupants were thrown into the sea. The rope was at once slackened so that they could keep themselves above water by means of it. The Bottelier’s mate and the little boy were, in fact, saved in this way, but the Bottelier, weighed down by the gold in his pockets, sank like a stone and was drowned – his wealth was his undoing.


    The second cauldron was then produced and replaced the broken one, and the rescue went on successfully. Only the Bottelier paid the price of his greed.


    Another instance of a brave rescue of another kind took place in Table Bay on 19 May 1793, when the Sterrenschans ran aground during a storm. The vessel lay half-filled with water, only the poop rising clear of the waves. On it were crowded the crew, and those with keen eyesight could see the Captain’s wife clinging to the vessel’s side. The Captain’s wife was a local girl named Jacoba Swanefelder, who had been aboard her husband’s ship only for a cruise to Simon’s Bay. Her father offered a large reward to anyone who would rescue his daughter, but nobody was willing to risk the heavy seas.


    A young Frenchman, Louis Grandpré, has left an account of what followed:


    Just then appeared the captain of a whaler who, the evening before, had been surprised by the storm and unable to return to his vessel. The relations of the young lady told their story to him and appealed for his help. I regret I cannot record the name of the brave man – an American.


    His boat was on the beach, but the crew was near at hand. Assembling them he launched the skiff and braved the danger of the waves. The lightness of his puny craft was its salvation and it reached the wrecked ship – all the spectators cheering wildly. The greatest difficulty, however, lay ahead; he must board the craft and then transfer the inexperienced lady to his small boat, tossing on the waves in a horrifying manner, at one moment high on the crest of a wave, the next speeding down into the trough.


    The sea smote mercilessly against the ship, and the rocks which were visible now and again at her stern, prevented the ship from coming alongside, and it was only at the stern this could have been done. We saw him risk his life 20 times, but his persistence, the courage of the young woman, and the presence of mind of her husband eventually triumphed over the elements’ rage.


    The American manoeuvred himself within hailing distance and he and the Captain agreed on a plan. Struggling against the sea he succeeded in holding his boat within reach of the stern of the ship. In the meanwhile a sailor had set up a pulley at the far end of the brigantine on a yardarm jutting out some feet beyond the poop. Through this he passed a line, thin enough to be cut with a single stroke by a knife, but strong enough to bear the weight of a person. The Captain tied the rope into what is called a running bowline.


    We saw him fasten it around his wife; he then embraced her and with the crew hauling on the other end of the line, lowered her over the side until she was suspended a couple of feet above the water. She remained in this position for a quarter of an hour, the waves reaching her and drenching her from head to foot, whilst the skiff battled against the waves until he reached her. It is a well-known fact that no boats are lighter or faster than those used in whaling, where it is necessary to avoid the sudden turns of the wounded monsters.


    The American then, standing in the stern of his boat, manoeuvred so well between succeeding waves that, coming alongside the young woman, with his knife in his right hand, he was able to grasp her in his left arm and simultaneously cut the rope above his head. They both collapsed into the bottom of the boat, but he quickly rose again and continued steering with his large oar. In half an hour, amid cheers, he brought her to the shore.’


    To climax this heroic account in true romantic fashion, one should be able to record that the ship sank with all hands, the only survivor being the young lady thus gallantly rescued. In actual fact the wind died down that afternoon, and despite a heavy sea still running, the Captain and crew of the Sterrenschans were all rescued that evening by boat.


    A model example of a rescue was that of the Abercrombie Robinson, a British troopship that went aground in Table Bay on 28 September 1842. The ship was carrying 521 soldiers and 84 women and children – a situation with even graver potential than the wreck of the Birkenhead ten years later.


    The men behaved with model discipline and the Captain proved a tower of strength, cool, calm and giving crisp and sensible orders. The first attempts to get a line ashore, either by floating a cask or firing a gun, proved ineffective. Eventually a line was brought ashore by a boat from the ship.


    The sea was high with squalls of wind and rain, when the first surfboat was hauled out to the wreck. Women and children were immediately placed in the boat and it headed back to the shore. By 8.30 that morning all the women and a large number of the soldiers were ashore, the men behaving as if on parade.


    That there was still tremendous danger of a disaster was proved at ten o’clock, while the rescue of the soldiers was still proceeding. The Waterloo, a convict ship which was anchored not far from the Abercrombie Robinson, lost her last anchor and went aground. Immediately the ship began breaking up. Aboard the Waterloo were 219 convicts, 18 women and children, and the crew.


    Those on the beach could do nothing. There was no means of firing a line aboard the wreck, no life buoys, no ropes fastened to casks, not even enough rope, for the whole rescue had been concentrated on the Abercrombie Robinson. By noon nothing was left of the Waterloo save her keel. Some 190 souls had perished in full view of the crowded beach.


    The triumph of the complete rescue of the Abercrombie Robinson’s complement of over 600 was overshadowed by the dreadful disaster of the Waterloo.


    One good effect of the wrecks was the decision that a lifeboat must be provided. On the very next morning a public meeting was held, and within an hour the equivalent of R208 was raised to build a lifeboat, the first forerunner of the NSRI.
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