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hen | took survival training with the
W Royal Navy, the chief petty officer

who instructed us was adamant that
anybody who fell off aboat wasguilty of self-
inflicted wounds. In hisopinion, theact of going
overboard from aperfectly serviceablevessel should
beleft entirely to divers. | agree, but I’ m not asrude
about it ashewas.

Thelesson from that training wassimple: Don't
gooverboard. But if you do, stay with the boat,
preferably by wearing aharness. Why? Because
even being dragged acrossthe water is better than
spending ahalf-hour or moreinthewater whilea
novice helmsman makes multiple passestrying to
rescueyou infading light. To make sureyou stay
hitched to the boat, theideal combinationtowear isa
floatation jacket, with astrong point and “ D” ring,
clipped onto therailing.

Since my dayswith the Royal Navy;, it has
become second natureto brief my crew every timel
goout. | don’t mean the finger-wagging, doom-and-
gloomtypeof briefing. I'mtalking about alight,
informative boat acquaint, with an explanation of the
safety equipment and how it works. It isessential
your crew know your intentions before something
goeswrong. | strongly adviseall the peoplel teach
that they should practice at |east one man-overboard
drill every timethey go on thewater. Once someone
fallsin, you velost your chanceto practice.

Thefollowing itemsare what an average sports
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boat, in reasonable condition, acouple of milesoff
shore, should havein order to recover someoneif
they fall overboard:

Throwable, Coast-Guard-approved seat
cushion or horseshoering.

Crew-overboard polewith red-and-yellow
flag indicating aman overboard. Some comewith
srobelights.

Lifeding (helpsthe person stay afloat and is
used to hoist the person out of the water)

Flashlight

Heavingline

Suitablefirst-aid kit with space blanket
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Flares
Spareclothing
Paddle

Boat hook
Boarding ladder

If you do lose somebody over theside, thereare
threethingsyou must doimmediately: First, shout,
“Man overboard!” Thisgetstheattention of the
whole crew, especially the helmsman. Second, point
and keep pointing. A head bobbing about infading
light offshorewill belost in seconds. | know this
because of my survival training- lost sight of avery
expensive practice body. Wefinally found it, but not
beforethe chief had to get rude again. Third, thr ow.
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Get thelife preserver into the water as soon as
possible.

Most sailing coursesteach you that as soon as
someone goes over, no matter what side of the boat,
you should turn toward the man overboard. Thiswill
kick the stern and the prop away from him. Then,
depending on thetype of water you' rein, you have
to know how to come about to pick up the personin
thewater. Thereisn’t any single method to recover a
man overboard for all watersand weather condi-
tions. Solet’slook at anumber of scenarios.

Inall these cases, we' re going to assumeyou
areina25-foot boat with asingle screw, with three
or more people aboard. L ater, wewill ook at what
you haveto do with acrew of two or if you' reaone.

Scenario 1:
A lake with no tide and a
moderate wind

Asthe person goesover, shout, “Man over-
board.” Turn the boat toward him to kick the prop
away. Point, then throw. With no tide, themain thing
you haveto dea withisthewind. Turn off well
downwind, makeaturn back, and position yourself
downwind of the person. Thewavedirectionwill
giveyou thewind direction. Head directly into the
waves; thewind will act asyour brakes. Asyou get
to within 30 yardsof the person, dow toidleand
select which sideyou wish to recover him from.
Shift to neutral and drift up to the person. Cut off the
engine before you make contact. Thelegsof the
personinthewater will tend to fly up under the hull
ascontact ismade. A careless knock of theengine
controlscould result in seriousinjury from the prop.

A point | haveto emphasizetimeandtimeagain
when I’ mteaching thesedrills, isyou must be
stationary alongside the person. Passing at two or
three knotsand making agrab for asoaking wet,
220-pound guy isan invitation to havetwo people
overboard instead of one. If you can’t get close
enough to the person, throw aline and paddleto him.
Bring him aboard at the most convenient point of the
boat, often the transom or aboarding ladder.

Scenario 2:
A fast-flowing river

Inthemiddlereachesof atida river, tidescan
beuptofour or fiveknots. Asaruleof thumb, the
effect of atidewill have threetimesthe effect of
wind of the same speed on avessel. Tidesare
usually either going in or out, other than the short
period at the bottom and top of thetidewheniit
stands. Use the same procedures asin the lake.

Spring 2000

Only now, usethetidesasthe brakesinstead of the
wind. Thisrequirespracticeand boat-handling skill,
especialy if theriver ismaking three or four knots.

Bridge buttresses and moored vesselsget inthe
way. Theriver can be busy with commercial traffic.
Riversdon’t conveniently runin straight lines. They
follow the bends, thunder into embankments, carom
off to mid-stream, swirl around mooringsand through
jetty piles, and can carry the person overboard on the
journey of alifetime.

Assoonasitispractical, makeaMayday call.
You don't haveto chop to channel 16 onyour radio;
makethecall directly ontheworking channel. This
way, any other traffic (leisure or commercial)
monitoring thefrequency will pick it up and may be
abletohelp.

Scenarios 1 & 2

TIDE WiND

A man overboard at night, inatidal river, an hour
or two after high water on aspring tide, isascary
scenario. Don't let it happen.

Scenario 3:
Acoupleofmilesoffshore

L et’splacethisscenario onanorthern Atlantic
Coast with awestward, 2-knot tide. We now havea
wind and tide problem to resolve. Inahypothetical,
windless condition and a2-knot tide, you can effec-
tively forget thetide component. If therescueboat is
stopped in the water, both objects (the man over-
board and the boat) are moving 2 knotswestward, so
their relative movement isthe same. Therefore, in
thiscase, all we haveto resolveisthewind factor.

Do the same preliminaries—shout, kick the stern



position yourself 6 to 8 feet
upwind of him, thenwait. The
freeboard of your boat will have
far morewindresistancethana
head inthewater, soyou will drift
conveniently down onto theman
overboard. Cut theengineasyou
make contact. Thismethod also
providesaleefor theman over-
board. In other words, it giveshim
some protection from thewind and
will flatten out the sea. Makeyour
recovery inthe manner already

Scenario 3

WIND

discussed.

Williamson Turn

If only two peoplearein the boat, the shout-
point-and-throw isuseless. The man overboard
would bethe one shouting, and the helmsman may
be too busy to manage athrow. But don’t worry,
Mr. Williamsonwill cometo your aid. Heinvented
theWilliamson Turn. Here' swhat isrequired for
this.

L et’sassumeyou are chugging away at 20
knots on acourse of 010 and your oneand only
crew member decidesto go for an unexpected
swim. Kick the stern away from him, continueon

i Williamson Turn
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010 for ashort run, and then turn thewheel hard to
starboard. When you have reached 60 degrees off
your heading (070 degrees), turnthewheel hard
over to port until you reach thereciprocal. (In other
words, acomplete 180-degreereverse of your
initial course of 010 would be 190 degrees.) You
will then berunning directly back to theman
overboard. Believeme, it works. I’ vecarried it out
infast patrol boats, inshore mine sweepersand
cabin cruisers. The beauty of Mr. Williamson’'sturn
isthat it worksat night aswell—need | say any
more?

Now that you’ vereached thevictim, how
do you get him out of thewater? Timeiscrucial
becauseof hypothermia. Most commercial,
passenger pleasure craft havealifting derrick and
tackle—not for decoration; they’ rerequired.
Getting a220-pound guy out of the seaisno joke.
Thetragic death of Rob James, thefamousBritish
yachtsman, bearstestament to that. Hiscrew got
him alongside, but they couldn’t get him out of the
water, and hedied. Use swimming platforms,
boarding ladders, aloopinamooring line, anything
you haveto get him aboard. Practice using them.
But doit using areslistic dummy—not a5-gallon
water bottlewith atire attached or afender.

Onceyou haverecovered thevictim, his
survival may depend onyour first-aid skills. If you
don’t want the man overboard to come back to
haunt you, practicethe skillsyou need to keep him
alive after heisback intheboat.

Now you may ask what would happen if you
went boating solo and fell overboard. You must
wear acord attached to akill switch onthethrottle.
If you go overboard, the switch will automatically
kill the motor so the boat won’t be out of your
reach, and you may haveto take only ashort swim.
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