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The best tribute to the brave boys who went out that night is that the Penlee lifeboat is still dedicated to life-saving at sea

MIKE SAGAR-FENTON
looks at how, despite the
devastation to the
community of the loss of
the Penlee lifeboat 25
years ago, the precious
work of saving lives at sea
continued - and still
continues

NO-ONE who lived in West Cornwall
then will ever forget December 20,
1981.

It was a Sunday, and as people
turned on thelr radios or heard from
thelr family and friends that the Pen-
lee lifeboat had been lost with all
hands a cold numbness spread
through the whole community

[t seemed almost against nature. No
Cornish lifeboat had been lost for over
40 years and we were perhaps com-
placent with the usual pattern that the
lifeboats went out, rescued people,
and came home again

suddenly the last piece of the jigsaw
was missing, leaving a shocking gap
which still inspires a feeling of empti-
ness even 25 years later

Those closest to the tragedy really
were in shock. The families, formerly
ordinary anonymous Mousehole
people, were given no time to begin to
come to terms with their loss before
they became the target of mass na-
tional and international media

Some were respectful but many
were brutally intrusive, leaving a bit
ter taste, Thelr dignified response to
this, and later to the controversies
over the relief fund, was a tribute to
the families’ strength and sanity in
the face of a world turned upside
down

Those left from the lifeboat’'s op-
erational crew were  equally
shattered. The lost crew were mem
pers of their close-knit team, family,
friends often from schooldays, drink
ing companions, part of the very fab
ric of the village, suddenly gone along
with their boat

Their response has gone down in
historv though It is typical of the
spirit of lileboat men and women
everywhere

The very next day, as the helicopters
were quartering the seas outside the
harbour wall looking tor bodies and
wreckage, a new team were volun
teering and demanding a replacement
lifeboat as a matter of urgency. What u
there was a vessel In trouble and there
was no lifeboat avallable to help?

As the press ballyhoo went on, a

new crew quietly got on with the job of

retraining. Usually a crew grows or-
ganically, the older ones teaching the
younger, but this time the cream of the
station had gone overnight

An RNLI team came to Penlee to
train the replacement crew, and with
in a couple of months the station was
completely operational once more

It was a huge achlevement, and
proved for ever that a lifeboat station
1s neither a bullding, a boat, or even a
crew. It is an idea, and as long as that
idea is shared there will always be a
Penlee 1ifeboat

And so there Is. In 1983 the station
made a hard parting with Penlee
Point in order to accommodate the
revolutionary Arun Class Mabel Alice
in Newlyn. She was designed to lle
afloat rather than splash down a slip
way, and so took moorings in Newlyn
harbour, where she remained for the
whole 20 years of her service. Her 1irst
coxswain was Kenny Thomas, and he
was followed in 1992 by Nell Brock
man, whose father Nigel had been lost
aboard the Solomon Browne.

Nell was one of the youngest cox.
swalns In the RNLI, and he 18 now one
of the most experienced. He was even
chosen to go to China to train the
growing Chinese lifeboat service on
the Arun lifeboats they have acquired
from the RNLI.

The 25th anniversary finds the life-
boat station in excellent heart. In 2001
It was decided to add a fast-response
inshore lifeboat to Penlee’s comple-
ment, and an inflatable Atlantic 75
Paul Alexander now deals with the
many smaller emergencies which nat-
urally arise on a crowded holiday
coast - swimmers in trouble, inflat-
able dinghles blowing out to sea,
wind-surfers, jet skis, dinghies and
yachts in difficulties, even small fish-
ing boats which might need a tow.

B A member of the Penlee lifeboat crew for the past 10 years, Halph
Curnow Is a seif-taught artist who took up painting seven years ago.
Below Boscawen is one of a series of acrylic paintings that Ralph
Curnow has completed around the subject of the Penlee liteboat
disaster of 1981, "One of the reasons that |'ve produced these

In 2003 she was joined by the state
of-the-art Severn Class Ivan Ellen, de
slgned to proceed at speed In all
weathers to whatever ITH*-.I‘l:lp Imay
require her services

Despite the increasing work-load
only two members of the Penlee sta
tion are full-time employees of the
RNLI. All the rest are volunteers,
taking time out of their lives not only
for the service missions but also for
the rigorous training now required,
exercises, demonstrations and
routine work

They are supported by a network of
shore-based volunteers, some acting
as officers and somé performing as
tonishing feats of fund-raising

Despite having no prominent retall
outlet unlike some other stations, Pen
lee still manages to ralse around
£50,000 every year towards KNLI
funds

Anniversaries of the
tragedy are still difficult
times, especially for the
families who experience
another wave of atten )
tion y

The sadness of the event
which touched and In-
spired the whole nation
can never fade, and Its
memory will always be
painful

However the best pos
sible tribute to the brave
hoys who went out that
night is the fact that the
station they served still
exists, busier and more
successful every year,
still dedicated as they
were to the work of 1ife-
saving at sea

The story of Penlee
BO€eSs on

® For those wishing
to know more about T8
the Penlee lifeboat dis
aster, the BBC docu
mentary The Cruel Sea
s to be repeated on
December 19 at 7pm on
BBC2. Penlee - The Loss
of a Lifeboat and Penlee
Lifeboat the first 200
years by Michael Sagar
Fenton are avallable from
bookshops

historic relevance of the event. Hopefully these paintings will heip to
keep the memories alive because what the crewmen did that night
was tremendous. It is difficult to get a visual of what the scene that
night was like so |'ve had to take a lot of artistic ieence to get light
into the scane. The painting shows the Solomon Browne making the
first of its runs to try to get a line on to the Union Star. I've tned to
get it as accurate as | can otherwise the painting is meaningless.”

B The memorial to the crew of the
Solomon Browne in Paul Church

paintings is that some of the younger generation are not aware of the
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' touched
- ‘the nation

N ALL the 200-vearold annals of
the Ieboat service perhaps ths
MOt remembered name = that of
the Sodommon Rrosse
Lemembered nod st because
she was lost with all her eipght
crew on that terrible December
night IS vears ago. but for the way
B coxswa gt and crew upbeld the
fimest maditions of the Hfeboat
sorvice 0 the most extreme of
OO 1T MO
Deceenber 19 1981 began as any
sormal calm Gy
wall Up unttl three I the af
IErnonn olhing sdwcaled il was
going to be anvthing other than a
opical ey pre-Uhnsomas day
Bt after Spam the wind began to
eain sSrength with uncomumon
spred. WhREn jus: two hours
Mounts Bay was in the ip of
Errcanw force winds the ke of
whi® few had sevn
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the ship ®© remr op and Its mast
pearty bt the rotors o s bag
par thar bogse= the Umion Sior
rolied aod pitched Deyomed hel)
copter rescoe 1 be only hope now
iy winh the lletaom. A! B 1 2pm
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PETER WAVERLY
recounts the story of

what happened on that
fateful night 25 years
ago
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The waves ETEW even [Aaiver as
she jell the shelter of land The
Sodomon Browne was now taking
on some of the worst conditons
ever wilnessed in Mount™s Ray

she took nearly half an hoar to
et to the Union Srar, guided per-
haps by Heghts from the refurned
Sea hing plloted by Russ Smith
with him was leading aircrew
Martin Rennide. and winchman
stoeve Mardow

Wil coswaln Richards ook
his craft into the lee created by
the coaster and one #ve wilnie=
<aw the [iTehoat s DOW twire toach
her port stern. [T was a mirack of
seamanship that this manoesuvre
was ven achieved Huge waves
broke across the coaster's middie
Then her sea anthor broke. Un
stable before, she was more so
now Twisting and turning at the
mercy of the monster seas, and
moving ever closer W Boscowen
cliffs barelv 30 yards distant
Having no lock gefting people off
in the . Trevelvan Richards
guickly brought the lifeboat back
ground the coaster and into the
wrealher

e may have done this to Zive
himself more s=a room and o
gliow the lifeboat o be pinned
against the side of the coaster by
wind and sea so that people could
fump from the stricken vessel |t
WOrEad

Th+ |[ifeboat reported [our
people taken off and that she was
going back for more. The Iwo
shipe were now barely 50 yvards
from the cliffs The wind howled
ard rain came in almost hori
pontally All around them the seh
heaved and bolled white. Timw
was fast running out Looking
down om the scene from his Sea
Eing piot Russ Smith saw the
itfeboat washed oanto the deck of
the coaster and off again Then
radio omntact with the Solomon
Hrogme was soddenly o=t at
&

No-One witnessed the exact mo
ment! the lfeboat disappeaned
Captain Buourman from the
bradge of his tug was the lasi
person o see I He saw the 5o
lomson Browss slop one of the
huge waves and then it disap
pemred into & trough. She may
havw been slammod into the sea
bed for the water was shallow
there. of samashed against the
comster or rocks Perhaps the
comster Ccapeiaed on top of Lhe
ldebont Whatever happened was
sadden and ostaclysmic The
Lights from both wesseds went oul
girreosd &t The slline 1ime

Falmouth coestpusnd calied W
the Hisbowt over the alr weves
bt therr was only stlence Fil-
teen minuies laler the upturned
{mion Segr ran O o

ers abvove n the raln and

spumne corning over the 80 i high

i
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B The Solomon Browne
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B The wrack of the Lindion Star upturmed on the rocks

clifls were completely helpless. At
first no-one was sure what had
occurred. The prolonged silencs
from the ileboatl made everyomn
fear the worse

Dawn brought a beautiful

Arm. sunny day - but it was ocold
with griel

The rescue operation turned in
0 a4 ssarch lor the bodles of thi
elght men of the Solomon Brown
and the eight aboard the Unkon
Slar

Much wreckage was found
along the coast mom Lamorna (o
Penzance, most of it from the [ie
boat. Splintered fragments that
told of her sudden. violent de
SLUCL o0

The ssa. calm., benign and
sparkling. no longer the monstoer
of that lerrible night, helped to
make the mind doubt. Helicopters
guartering the sea off Penzanc
promenade Vessels golng out in
seauch. Wreckage hauled from
the sen. ax well as bodles All
confirmed the cold reality of what
had taken place in the walery hell
only hours before

It was just days before Christ
mas 1981 and allected Lhe nation
ke o maritime disastor sincs
the sinking of the Titank 70 year
beefre

A Penlee disaster fund wa:
l.ll.l-ﬂ-'} st up o help the families
that had sullered los: Twelw
childdoon had lost their fathers
Donations began to flood In from
ACTUSS '-Il' oouUnLry Almost ovor %
I'H.Il.l outisd had o bucket or other

ru‘nﬂj.l:hl o recelve money and

10 some exten! the nation s spon
(ANSOUS OUulpouUring of fenerasity
ob=cuMad the ongoing grief (rom
the disasion

Mousehole was & village trau
miatissd by Its loss, s TAamous
lights were switched ofl exceplt lor
the three main davs of Christmas
for the sake of the children. First
priority was the recovery of bod
s And wreckage, a soarch that
went on right over the Christmas
period

Hellcopters from Culdrose and

the replacemaent Penliew [iebaat
Charles H Barreti, took part in
NS painstaking process. Foul

bodiles (rom the [Heboal and two

rom the (nion Star were all that
L Sia gave up

Umn Friday January 22 1982 thi
Duke and Duchess of Kenl, along
with Rear Admiral Graham. di
ector of the lHeboal service il
lEnded a memorial service al Pauwl
Church with its RINLI ag at hall
mast and a lilebelt rom the s
e beside the altag

Al & private meeling In thi
Vicarage the Duke and Duchiess
Have each of Lhe Dervaved Tamillos

.:I.'.I'H...‘r ,H-. 'F

4 slver oross marked with the
inmitials of thelr lJoved ane A Tew
Ays Wter the RNL]! announoxd

Lhat Trevelyan Richards had been
postiumously awarded the sl
vice's highest award, the Gaold
Medal, with Bronze Medals golng
Lo all the crow
Iributes to the elght IHeboat

men came the length and breadth
of Britain. Their bravery louchxd
the nation in & way rarely seen. It

culminated in a nationwide trib
ute to the men on Mondavw Feb
ruary 15 at Truro Cathedral

Before 1,300 people, among
them Prime Minister Margared
Thatcher, Bishop Mumiord gave
the service and spoke of the men's
bravery and their selfless act of
eoing to the ald of those in need of
their help

['he service at Truro closed the
nation's grieving and the story
from then on took a more prac
tical turn as the focus switched 10
the causes of the tragedy

At St John's Hall in March,

Coranas Derrick Pepperell
opened the inguest into the 16
deaths

Vocidental death verdicts were
delivered an 15 of the 16 victims
Captain Moreton was the oniy
fatality recorded hy the Inguestas
belng due (0 misadventurn an
indication that the jury thought
he bore some responsibility T
his own fate

Attention then began to focus
on the Hoard of Trade ingquiry in
the ballroom of the Queen's Hotel
which began on March 14, 1553

Chalred by wreck commission
e, Richard Stone QC, the anguir
ran for 29 days lls main purpose
was to gel at the cause, U any, of
the Uragedy and to make reeom
mendations to prevent & resur
(R b i L

Much of the ingulry centred on
the ssue of whethor the HHeboat
nad beon called out too late Bulas
ane coasiguard put i, he was at
the command of the sk | ppser of the

»

g

{/ni Siar as to what he “;ml:ﬂ
Ly (1

Phe inquiry closed on Wednes
dav, April 27, Its Nindings were
published an Mav 18
e inguiry fioand no-One was
although many had ex
pocied Captain Moreton to come

L deal of eriticlsm [0 hl"-
in asking for help rom the
polential rescuers that night

W hat came out in the evidenoes
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LMOm KRS ."-I”I vears ol ex
perience ol i conditions was
that the Union Star was probably
doomed the moment her engines
il

such wore the extrems wealthal

CONOILIONS that i 'i"..l."-.Th.l'llpH'Ill'IH
expert that he did not think
couwld have been se
coaster oven had
Captain Moreton accepted the of
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Cures o thi

fer Hell opier nescue hond '“ll.“]"d
impassibl the same wilness

i
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In I.I. |'||I

considerad  rescuing
ifeboat in such ocon

ditions o be extremely danger
Lill

Une good thing did emerge
from all the tragedy British coast
guards are now empowersd o
OVer rule a4 captain U they con
Ricder endangering his ship

BN Crew Dy nol |_|L||1|,_:|,],|,p,||1,11|||-]
o R NT

in the Western A Pproat his Lhal
Powes Dacked up by the coast
RUA] [y \ngllan  Prinoess,
which on almost permanent

slandby at anchor in Mount's Bay
peady to go to the rescoe of any

rge ossal

. Hamms Ii"!rl'ul

B Gary Wallis

THE familiar carcls will again
be sung at Mousehole this
Christmas. The harbour lights
will shine across the waters
with the message of hope and of
Christ's birth In a Bethlehom
manger

This yvear there will be an
added poignancy to the village
oocasion for it s the 25th an
niversary of the herolsm of
¢lght brave local men ™
membered world wide for thelr
final act of valour

he Penlee Lifeboat Solomon
RBrowne was broken In hur
ricane conditions during dark
ness on December 19, 15981, The
crew, led by coxswain Trevelvan
Richards, 58 tried, onoe again,
to take ol those on the siricken
conster mion Star. In all 16
lives were lost

Many fond and tragle memar
e will be rekKindled (n the cOm
ing davs There will b
increassd media and public In
terest because of the landmark
NI rsare.

et the amilies have |
constantly with their great loss
dav bw dav since December 193]
And 1ifeboatmen will e on daty
i Pendee,. In Cornwall and
throughout Hritain again this
LChristimas, as aiwnays

lhair viguianoe and
cuntinues and the heroes ol
Pendee will never be fargotien

Uhie RNLL Gold Medal lar out
standing gallaniry was awal
did o the Coxswaln and the
RNLI Bronze Medal was awar
dixd to sach of the crew . Second
Coxswaln-Mechan i Stephen
Madron, Assistant Mechan i
Nigel Hrockman: Emergenos
Mechanic John Hlewitt, Crow
members Charles Greenhaugh
hovin Smith, Barrie Torrie and
ary Wwallis

I'ese were presented to the
families by Princess Alioe
Duchess of Gloweester: Those on
the comster who also perished
were e captain, his wile, hel
two daughters and four crew
members

hat Christmas them wore so
MANY messages of sympathy in
cluding those Imam the Queen
ind Prince Phllip. Prince
Charles. Prince Minkster Mo
garel Thatcher and the Duke ol
hent, president of the RNLI

L he Duchess ol kent latervis
ited Mousehole, on more than
ane occasion, o meet the wid
ows. There were memaorial ser
vices - including one at Truro
Cathedral. The appeal fund N
nally raised over £33 milllon

Local memorials at  the
‘home' of the Solomon Browne
At the Penlee station, at Paal
farish Church and Mousshole

il O L

Methodist Chapel are breas
ured
'oday Neldl Brockman, 42

whose father Nigal died in the
tragedy, 18 coxswaln of the Pen
i lifeboatl and has Immense
pride in the deboatmen who
diel and In the present crew

He had this message [or the
AlnIvYersary

| appreciate all the support
through the years from the pub
e and the local press. We are
VEery prowdl w serve here in West
Carnwall and proud of the sup
POrT We ce ivo
Penlee continues to grow We

have had two new boats and are
still going on as strong a8 ovel
We have had our busiest vear in
2006 with 47 'shouts’. 21 for our
stvern class fvan Kllen which
came n March 2008 and the
others far the Inshore vessel

Most of the rescue calls this
yYedr have been for tows of ves
sols and a lot of what the oox
swaln describes as “routine”
work. Recent lettors of Com
mendation fraom the RNLI have
o Tor Coxswaln and crew for

B Cumvent Pendes lifehoatmean, from

h:_,u! Hn.h'-\_ KITEN, COEWRN

DOUGLAS WILLIAMS
recalls the horrific
night and the grief of
a community that
followed

hringing a sick man safely to
shore from a French trawler
and taking ol the crew of the
Nolphin ol Moasehaole

Nell was only 38 when he
Doecame coXxswain and In %%
was awandad the RNLT Brones
Miexial for his work in rescuing
e Noewlvn corabber Julan
Ml

Nell was 17 at the time of the
iragedy, knew the men o0 well
ind has vivid reecollections of
thal tremendous storm  six
nights belore Christmas

It was a hell of a nght. 1t was
norrendous, Lhe waorst weather |
have over seen. To get four oll
the coaster was a brilbant eal
al seamanship

He wias at the [Weboat station
responding o the ol an that
(ateful night but was told “oni
lrom @ach lamiuy s enough on A
night like this He relurned
home and walted for news with
his mother Jacgueline and
brothers Kevin and Martin

Like so many | was awake
through that tragic night, wall
ing as the early reports became
areality and was in Mousshole
an Sunday, December X

All was hushed as relations
nelghbours and triends, visited
the bereaved

An emational cloak of griel
covered the scene and as a
fournalist as well as a friend ol
TR .l“ii. i | l'I.'I.'il WA O One ol
the crew, | could feel the heart
rending silence and numbness

The griel poured over at the
funerals at Paul and Lelant
churches of the four men whose
Dod les weny recovensd

Noone who was there will
ever lopget the scenes when the
calTins were DOrne on the
showulders of n.n“l_*.,u:ut'* andd
Iriends, as the Mousahole cholr
SN Ssunsed and Svening Siar
and the Fishermen's Psalm The
Lord is myv Pilod was read

Many of the mourners broke
down and wept openly AR
WIS porbaps most polgnant
among those who may never be
granted the mercy of seeing
thelr monfolk laid to rest

The church at Paul was des
orated with s Chelstimas (o
and a crib

The Vivar, the Rev Hugh Cad
man, summed it up so perfectly
In this Nativity setting "They

e

oignancy for a village as
it remembers its heroes
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laft 10 ngiht: Fatch Harwey, e hai

gave their lives in order t _—
Ltheir fellows sy
W SIMNEeErs. v

AT W TR

ihank (sl

far the counrage and Kindreess
which cause men (o k all for
Hive s <aki

iz was what 1= moant to

ove ane s lellow man

It was nearly three months
later that | reported, o Nall U
whaole of the 1wo davs inguest al

the Gulldhall, Penmance The
| [T e L havs
echoel amound the world In
many books, NewspapeT veports
And recards

For the feelings of all were
capiured in the epitaph to the
Muousehole men in the words of
[he American plllll ol ths Sai
Ring belicopler ram RNAS
Culidrose who ew over the Lits

s T e

boat and coaster thal night
LI Cdr Russell L Smith di
clamad F'hev were muly the

oravest elght man | have ovel
soen Who were also rotally dexd
icated to uphalding the highest
standards of the RMNLI
e Cornishman used thess
WOItls Tnam my report as (1s
front page headline - and the
graphic lines continue to thrill
and inspire the heart
He added and | said in the
story. “Throughouat the entire
svalution the Penlee
UMW Never appearasd o esitale
After each time they weme
washed, Mown or bumped away
Iram the casuvalitx the Penles
immedialtely commencoesd an
olher rnun-in
helr spirit and dedication
WARS amazing conswering the
Norrific hurricane seas and the

e T

constant pounding thev were
laking
e greatest act of « ATV TY,

that | have éver seen and am
IKely 10 ever see, was the pen
uwitimale cournge and dexdea
tion shown by the Penlee men: 1t
manocuvired back alongside the
casualty in over 6t hreakers
andd rescued fow peopae shortly
alter the Ponlee had been
bashed on top of the casualty s
hatch covers.”

he Jury returned unanim
OUSs verdicts of accidental death
on 1o victims of the disasten
with a verdict of misadventure
on the Master of the 1 400-ton
CUnuon Star, Captain Henry Mi
chael Moreton

Fhrough the vears | have al
ways been reluctant w write of
the disaster as anniversaries
have passsd. Knowlng so many
of the crew and thelr aniltes
andl caming myselt from a close
Knit Nshing family and com
munity, there has been a deep
andl parsonal sense of loss

- — ] D T e . o S A —
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LEvind Fatsoin

an Mouse hiode

SSCONO COXSwilen

Hut, a5 a ournalist, | ¥as
thers to report a8 accurabtedy
and sympathelically as possibde
the iraeedy dav by day, the amo
fonal Maneral s«
the Iremendouns aiobal react ion
and then sosthe new hoat Mo bel
Ve ake P place 10 continie
the noble tradit ton

| Was amioneg e Dappy crowd
Dartodr man
shartie before the disasies
when crewman O harles G
haugh, landiord of the Ship D
switched on  the bHriliiant
fanirviale Lights Ever sonoe Uhen,

n Decomber 19 theses have
Deen dimmed {Foom Spm 10 Spm
a0 Lhat ondy the Coss and (he
Atrels shine oul

v Heroes of Penlee will

jOows, learm o

ik

U0 e remambered al the an
nual amiudy service al Paad
Church o Sunday morning

December 17, when thelr names
w Ll be read and prayers sakd. A
memorial candle will be [t

NO doubt, as In previous
there will be owers In
meOry ol the PFendes station st
Miousehaole, from which the
CTew el on that dresagml
night

Mhis woekend, on Salurday
December 16 the Mousshole
Hghts will be switched on by
Rov and Margamet Pascoe. with
the Uradittonal caral singing
ROy 1= a former treasurer of the
Hghts comumittes. the chalrman
is Dudley Pearose, secretary Di
ana Burmoughs and treaswrer
Amanda Ellis

e BBC Chuniry Flle pro
pramone will feature the village
the !-'HH'Ih'.[u'l.lil‘_L

Mes Burroughs sasd work on
the repair of the lghts had be
guiy when they were taken down
In the New Year and the in
stallation had continued sinoe

SeHeinber
o anly there

LS

Un Decembeee
w il be a "Park and Ride” scheme
irmom Penzance RN FTIRTAT o
Mousehole along the promen
wie. The charge will be €250
refurn for adults, €1 60 for chil
dren and a 5 tunily tcket for
two adults and tewo children

e Newivn harbour lights
switch-an will be the previous
night, LOMTOT TO, Fridax
Deceimber 15

The families of the Sodowmon
Hrowme crew will have no extra
events for this 35th anniversary

bul will remember in thelr
own personal and private way
45 they have always done

Like the arms of Mousehole
Plers, they have always been
enfolded in the love, protection
and alfection of the loval
Peuple
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