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1. SYNOPSIS

1.1 On the afternoon the 21st October 2005, Mr. John McBride departed Bunbeg,
Co. Donegal on board the yacht “Lady Helen” on his own bound for Tory Island.
At 21.30 hours on the night of the 22nd October 2005, his body was recovered
from the water in a position north of Inishilly Ledges to the south west of Cruit
Island, Co. Donegal.
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2. FACTUAL INFORMATION

2.1 Description of sailing vessel – “Lady Helen”

The vessel in question is defined as a twin masted gaff rigged Drascombe
Lugger of Glass Reinforced Plastic (hull and deck). The vessel houses expanded
foam buoyancy chambers. A locker is located aft, which also houses the
outboard motor recess well. The “Lady Helen” was white in colour. (See
appendix 8.2 for a photograph of similar type vessel).

2.2 Technical details:

Length Overall 18 ft. 9 in.
Length at Waterline 15 ft. 0 in.
Beam 6 ft. 3 in.
Draft (c/plate up) 0 ft.10 in.
Draft (c/plate down) 4 ft. 0 in,

Sail areas

Jib 36 sq ft
Main 74 sq ft
Mizzen 22 sq ft

The “Lady Helen” was fitted with a 5 H.P outboard engine. The lugger is
described as a most admired and flexible open day boat.

2.3 Owners Name: Mr John McBride
Address: Annagry,

Co. Donegal.

Mr. McBride is described as a very experienced seaman known to carry a
personal flotation device (PFD) on board. However when recovered from the
water no lifejacket or PFD was found on his body. He had a mobile ‘phone in his
possession. His vessel, as far as can be ascertained, did not contain a radio,
EPIRB or distress flares.
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3. EVENTS PRIOR TO THE INCIDENT

3.1 On the afternoon of the 21st October 2005, Mr. John McBride departed Bunbeg,
Co. Donegal, bound for Tory Island. During his trip he altered course to
Aranmore Island where he stayed the night.

3.2 At approximately 19.50 hours on the 21st October 2005, Mr. McBride spoke by
telephone to his daughter telling her where he was. He spent part of the
evening at a local Public House and at some point during the evening he shifted
the vessel from it’s original berth to an alternative berth to take advantage of
the tide and to refuel. He was later sighted on Aranmore Island at 02.00 hours
on the 22nd October 2005 and again at 07.00 hours prior to his departure.

3.3 Weather at the time is described as cloudy and mild, a dry day, very slack
winds with moderate sea conditions and a swell height of 2 meters reducing to
1.5 meters with a period of approximately 10 seconds. (See appendix 8.1).
Local sea conditions however are described as rough with a very heavy swell.

3.4 The “Lady Helen” was sighted under sail off Aran Roads at 13.30 hours on 22nd
October 2005. This was the last known sighting of this vessel. The observer
does not know whether or not Mr. McBride was on board at that time.



7

THE INCIDENT

4. THE INCIDENT

At 21.27 hours on 22nd October 2005, the body of Mr. John McBride was picked
up by the Aranmore Life Boat at position latitude 55 degrees 01.54 N and
longitude 008 degrees 27.33W (See appendix 8.3). His body was found floating
in the water in the face up position. He was not wearing a life jacket/personal
floatation device.

The most likely explanation for this casualty is that Mr. McBride at some stage
decided to run down the sails and proceed under power. In order to achieve this
he started the engine, ran it in neutral and proceeded to take down the sails.
At some stage he lost his footing, possibly due to the relatively heavy swell
acting against a small boat, and fell overboard.



5. EVENTS FOLLOWING THE INCIDENT

5.1 During the afternoon of the 22nd October 2005, Mr. Neil Gallagher observed the
“Lady Helen” adrift close to shore approximately 100 yards from Aughinish
Point, Cruit Island, Co. Donegal. Mr. Gallagher contacted his son Frank
Gallagher who in turn contacted his brother Charles Gallagher who was at that
time fishing in the area. He inspected the vessel and made contact with Malin
Head Coast Guard at approximately 16.38 hours. Sails were down and the
engine was tilted to the water in neutral. A pipe and tobacco lay on the decks.
There was no fuel in the engine despite the fact that it had been filled the
previous night.

5.2 At 16.45 hours, “Lady Helen” was towed, by Mr. Charles Gallagher to
Kincasslagh Pier. The vessel was searched by members of An Garda Siochana.
Mr. McBride’s life vest and lunch box were never found.

5.3 During the course of the day visibility became reduced. Rescue Helicopter 118
from Sligo and later Helicopter 116 from Dublin were called to assist in the
search. Heavy showers and darkness hampered the search.

5.4 At 16:59 hours Marine Rescue Sub Centre (MRSC) initiated a search for Mr.
McBride tasking Bunbeg Coast Guard to launch a boat and the Search and
Rescue Helicopter in Sligo to assist. Subsequently Aranmore Lifeboat was
requested to launch a full-scale search for Mr. McBride and shore parties
assisted. A May-Day relay radio message was broadcast.

5.5 Mr. McBride’s body was found floating in the face up position and it was
assumed that he was wearing his personal flotation device/life jacket in the
water. This was found not to be the case. Mr. McBride’s body was face up due
to the fact that air had become trapped within his clothing affording some
degree of buoyancy.

8

EVENTS FOLLOWING THE INCIDENT



6. CONCLUSIONS

6.1 The cause or causes of this incident are not known. There is no direct or
indirect evidence to establish why Mr. McBride left the yacht “The Lady Helen”,
and ended up in the water. The most likely explanation is set out in paragraph
4.2 of this report.

6.2 Earlier that morning local weather conditions were described as fresh with a
heavy swell, it appears that the wind fell away by early afternoon but there
was still a considerable swell. The vessel was reportedly last seen off Aran
Roads apparently under sail. Two hours later the vessel was again sighted close
to Cruit Island with sails down and engine in the neutral position.

6.3 On closer inspection the fuel tank feeding the engine was found to be empty
despite it having been filled the night before. It is estimated that a full tank
was more than adequate to complete the entire journey with plenty in reserve.
There were other cans full of petrol onboard. We cannot put a definite time on
when Mr. Mc Bride entered the water.

6.4 What has been established is that Mr. McBride, in a conversation with his
daughter the evening before, assured her that his mobile phone was fully
charged and that he would ring the following morning. Mr. Mc Bride never made
that call, as a result his daughter tried to make contact with him but without
success. This in itself was not cause for alarm as reception is often difficult to
achieve due to the topography of the area. In addition, Mr. Mc Bride was
himself a very experienced sailor and weather conditions were still quite
favourable.

6.5 Mr. Mc Bride’s weight, coupled with the added weight of his now water sodden
clothes, must have made it impossible for him to climb back onboard. It is not
known at what time Mr. McBride entered the water. The sea temperature at the
time was recorded at 17° Celsius.

6.6 An autopsy carried out on the body of Mr. McBride has established that death
was due to drowning.
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7. RECOMMENDATIONS

7.1 This incident again highlights the fundamental precaution of wearing an
approved flotation device/life jacket.

7.2 This incident highlights the need for all persons in similar situations to make
proper plans prior to commencing a voyage and in particular to take
cognisance of the following:

7.3 Check the weather prior to departure and arrange regular up-dates throughout
the voyage.

7.4 Notify the Coast Guard of your voyage or departure time and your expected
time of arrival and give them regular up-dates during your voyage.
Factor in tidal conditions
Note the limitations of the vessel.
Ensure that adequate safety equipment is carried on board.

7.4 It is a statutory requirement for recreational craft under current legislation –
Statutory Instrument No. 921 of 2005 - to carry a suitable life jacket/personal
floatation device (See appendix 8.5).

7.5 Solas Chapter V – Safety of Navigation came into force on lstJuly 2002
transposed into Irish Law and reproduced as Marine Notice No. 9 of 2003 a
section of which deals with new regulations applicable to privately owned
recreational craft (See appendix 8.4). 

7.6 Another major consideration prior to setting off on a voyage should be the
rigging of Jack /Safety Lines to which the crew are attached and thus are
prevented from falling overboard while still allowing free movement about the
boat. (See Appendix 8.8).

7.7 It is also worth fitting a radar reflector to a vessel and above all the carriage
of an approved type Emergency Position Indicator Radio Beacon, V.H.F. radio
and emergency flares. These are the tools by which a victim may summon help
and may be the difference between life and death.

7.8 This tragic incident highlights the dangers of persons taking vessels to sea
unaccompanied without proper VHF radio, emergency flares, emergency
position indicator radio beacon or other safety features.

7.9 Recreational Craft users are recommended to follow the requirements and
guidelines given in the Department of Transport’s recently published “Code of
Practice for the Operation of Recreational Craft”. The Department of Transport
should publicse this code.
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8. LIST OF APPENDICES

8.1 Met Eireann weather report.

8.2 Photograph of a similar vessel

8.3 Chartlets.

8.4 Marine Notice No. 9 of 2003

8.5 S.I. No. 921 of 2005

8.6 Marine Notice No. 36 of 2005

8.7 Marine Notice No. 24 of 2005

8.8 Use of Jacklines /Safety lines
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Appendix 8.1 Met Eireann weather report..
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Appendix 8.2 Photograph of similar vessell
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Appendix 8.3 Chartlets.
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Appendix 8.3 cont. Chartlets
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Appendix 8.4 Marine Notice No. 9 of 2003.
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Appendix 8.4 cont Marine Notice No. 9 of 2003.
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Photographs courtesy of the RNLI at Padstow.

Appendix 8.4 cont Marine Notice No. 9 of 2003
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Appendix 8.5  S.I. No. 921 of 2005
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Appendix 8.5 cont. S.I. No. 921 of 2005
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Appendix 8.5 cont. S.I. No. 921 of 2005
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Appendix 8.5 cont. S.I. No. 921 of 2005
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Appendix 8.5 cont. S.I. No. 921 of 2005
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Appendix 8.5 cont. S.I. No. 921 of 2005
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Appendix 8.5 cont. S.I. No. 921 of 2005
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Appendix 8.5 cont. S.I. No. 921 of 2005

28

APPENDIX 8.5



Appendix 8.5 cont. S.I. No. 921 of 2005
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Appendix 8.6. Marine Notice No. 36 of 2005

30

APPENDIX 8.6



Appendix 8.6. cont. Marine Notice No. 36 of 2005
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Appendix 8.6. cont. Marine Notice No. 36 of 2005
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Appendix 8.6. cont. Marine Notice No. 36 of 2005
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Appendix 8.6. cont. Marine Notice No. 36 of 2005.



Appendix 8.6. cont. Marine Notice No. 36 of 2005. 
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Appendix 8.7. Marine Notice No. 24 of 2005
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Appendix 8.8. Use of Jacklines /Safety lines
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