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PORTLAND PORT WELCOMES HOME RESCUED SEAFARERS

THE four-man crew rescued from a yacht that sunk off the coast of West Africa has reached British shores safe and sound, via Portland Port.

Three Brits, a South African and the ship’s cat were life-rafted from high seas as their custom-built yacht, Ex Africa, was sailing in the Cape Verde Islands. On Sunday 15 May at 19:00 local time (21.00 BST) they were all plucked to safety, unscathed, by British Antarctic Survey vessel the RRS James Clark Ross (JCR), which was returning to the UK and put into Portland Port, Dorset, on Tuesday 24 May 2011.  The cat, Fairy Fey, a 12-year-old tortoiseshell who lived on the yacht for four years, has been taken into quarantine.

The survey vessel was at the scene in less than six hours after being alerted by the Moroccan coastguard that the Ex Africa was taking on water and losing fuel fast. The yacht had also sustained damage to its propeller and rigging.

Director of British Antarctic Survey, Professor Nicholas Owens, said: ‘I am delighted that our ship was able to rescue the four-person crew and they are now safe and well.

‘It was down to the professionalism of the captain and his crew that we were able to provide assistance and rescue the yacht’s crew safely.’

The 45-foot Ex Africa was owned and built by British ex-pats Peter and Sue Beeson, permanent residents of South Africa. They both retired from their jobs to live on the yacht at a permanent mooring in the the Royal Cape Yacht Club in Capetown.

Mrs Beeson, 63, originally from Oxford, described their homecoming: ‘We were standing at the rail of the ship and we saw Peter’s daughter – my step-daughter – and her husband standing on the dockside at Portland Port. We waved, and I broke down into tears because it was so wonderful to see family. 

‘The first thing on my mind was to make sure the cat was comfortable. We put Fairy Fey into a travelling box with her blanket, toy mouse and some catnip, and she was taken off. Then we said goodbye to the amazing crew and captain of the fantastic ship that rescued us, got in the car and drove to stay with family in Norwich.

‘I want to thank the captain and crew of the RRS James Clark Ross (JCR), who went far beyond what they could have been expected to do for us, not only in the rescue but once we were on the ship. They were wonderfully understanding and it was just the most amazing thing.’

Ian McQuade, Commercial Manager at Portland Port, said: ‘Everyone at Portland Port is relieved that Mr and Mrs Beeson and the rest of their crew, including Fairy Fey, have reached Portland Port in good health. We are sorry about the loss of Ex Africa, and are pleased that we are able to lighten some of their worries somewhat by helping them to make arrangements for their unexpected arrival back in the UK.’

PHOTO CAPTIONS:

Safe and sound at Portland Port: L-R Wynand Steyn, Peter Beeson, Sue Beeson, Tristan Waterkeyn (with James Clark Ross crew). Watershed can also provide photos of Fairy Fey the cat in happier times on board the Ex Africa, and in her travelling cage as she is taken into quarantine. 

NOTE TO EDITORS

To interview Ian McQuade please contact James Fenton or Emily Pykett at Watershed PR: 01308 420785. Please note that Mr and Mrs Beeson are not available for media interview, however, additional background information and quotes are provided below.

BACKGROUND INFORMATION    


     

The yacht rescue took place at Lat 16d 12.8’N Long 027d 23.9’W off the coast of West Africa. Danish tanker ‘Kate Maersk’ also in the vicinity of the rescue.

Timeline (at local time):

11.30

JCR alerted yacht has sent out distress call

17.45

JCR arrives at the scene

19.08 All crew rescued and onboard JCR

20.20

Yacht sinks

Mrs Sue Beeson, 63, a British citizen, was a former client services manager for a national South African e-commerce company. Her husband Peter, 69, also a British citizen, the Ex Africa’s captain, was formerly a mechanical engineer. The custom-built 45-foot gaff-rigged cutter took the couple, who were permanent residents of South Africa, over 1 million rand to complete in Cape Town over a period of more than 10 years.

Mrs Beeson described their volunteer and unpaid crew, Tristan Waterkeyn, 30, (also British) and Wynand Steyn, 29, (South African), as ‘brilliant and very capable’. Both had their skippers’ tickets, as did Mr Beeson. Mrs Beeson has local waters skippers ticket.

Mrs Beeson said: ‘The yacht that we (and our cat, Fairy Fey) were rescued from, and had been living on for the past three years, was our only home. It was our retirement home, we spent 10 years building it. It was designed by a Dutch naval architect and the steel hull was built by qualified marine welders. We had it totally fitted out for our retirement and sailed well on her sea trials along the Western Cape coast. Our intention was to sail her to France, have the rig taken off there, converting her to a barge, and spend our retirement years in the inland waterways of France. Now it’s at the bottom of the Atlantic, and we are now having to start again.

‘Our intention is, if we can scrape enough money together, to carry on with our dream to retire on a small barge and live on the canals of France. We will  then be reunited with our beloved cat, Fairy Fey (now in a quarantine cattery in Colchester), who we miss terribly.

The seals on the prop shaft had given in, the prop shaft became full of sea-water instead of oil, and was leaking sea water into the bilges. Water was eventually coming in faster than could be pumped out. At that stage the JCR arrived the water was over the floorboards and the Ex Africa crew, estimating they had about 24 hours before the ship would sink, decided they needed to abandon ship. ‘It was really getting quite grim” said Mrs Beeson.

Fairy Fey, who was put into a cat carrier, was first on board the James Clark Russell. Then the lifeboat went back for some luggage and finally for the other two crew. Then the Ex Africa was scuttled, in case she became a navigational hazard for shipping.

Mrs Beeson said: ‘I could not bring myself to watch our dream go down to the bottom of the Atlantic, but Peter and the crew watched her sink. All of our possessions, everything we owned was on that boat. We would like to thank the captain and crew of the James Clark Ross from the bottom of our hearts for all the many, many kindnesses they showed to us during the time we were lucky enough to be on their ship. We have never experienced such generosity and kindness.

About Portland Port: Previously a naval dockyard for over 150 years, Portland Harbour is now a thriving and successful commercial facility. It still maintains a close relationship with the past through its ongoing contract to support the RFA, as well as being home to the activities of Global Marine and Portland Bunkers International. It has over 4,000 acres of water at depths of up to 15m (C.D.); and provides vessel services from long term lay-ups to brief maintenance calls, luxury cruise liner docking facilities to industrial cargo shipments.

The tariff and general Portland Harbour Authority information can be viewed at http://www.portland-port.co.uk/
· Portland Port has over 2,000 metres of alongside berths and 11.6 metres (C.D.) depth of water at the deepest alongside berth. 

· Berthing for vessels up to 300 metres (subject to Harbour Master's approval). 
· 11 designated anchorages are within the 2,000-acre inner harbour. Six designated anchorages are within the 2,500 acre Outer Harbour. 
· A width of 210 metres and depth of over 12.6 metres (C.D.) at the entrance of the harbour mean that there are few vessel beam, lock, or air draft restriction. 
About British Antarctic Survey: RRS James Clark Ross is one of two ice-strengthened vessels used by the British Antarctic Survey to undertake scientific research in Antarctica. She is primarily a marine science vessel for biological, oceanographic and geophysical cruises. The vessel is owned by the Natural Environment Research Council. Find out more at: 

http://www.antarctica.ac.uk/living_and_working/research_ships/rrs_james_clark_ross/index.php
British Antarctic Survey (BAS), a component of the Natural Environment Research Council, delivers world-leading interdisciplinary research in the Polar Regions.   Its skilled science and support staff based in Cambridge, Antarctica and the Arctic, work together to deliver research that underpins a productive economy and contributes to a sustainable world.   Its numerous national and international collaborations, leadership role in Antarctic affairs and excellent infrastructure help ensure that the UK maintains a world leading position.  BAS has over 450 staff and operates five research stations, two Royal Research Ships and five aircraft in and around Antarctica. www.antarctica.ac.uk 
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