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INTRODUCTION

I

t might be a piece of music, an Instagram posting, a diary note.
Such prompts frame certain events in our lives – and then there
are the events which need no frame at all.
It might be the first time you heard about a pandemic and
were told it was just a mild flu. It might be the moment you heard
that two young women missing on paddle boards in Galway Bay
had been found, and were alive.
Or it might be the morning you turned on RTÉ Radio 1’s
Morning Ireland and heard that a helicopter was missing off the
north Mayo coast.
During the long days and weeks of the search for the missing
Rescue 116 winch crew, Paul Ormsby and Ciarán Smith, a chat
with the Smith family in the community hall in Eachléim, near
Blacksod, led to this book being written. I had interviewed Ciarán
Smith for an earlier book on Irish air-sea rescue, entitled Mayday!
Mayday!, some years ago, and he spoke with both humour and
modesty about some epic rescues he had been involved in when
with the Air Corps.
Since 2004, when that first book was published, there has
been much change and development in the area of air-sea rescue,
including the state’s leasing of Sikorsky S-92 helicopters for the
Irish Coast Guard as part of a 500-million-euro, ten-year contract.
State-trained paramedics can now administer many types of
medicine while treating casualties on board aircraft before they
reach hospital. Hundreds of successful rescues have been recorded
over the past seventeen years off the Irish coastline.
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Although the Air Corps was withdrawn from search and rescue
duties in 2004, in 2021 it marked almost ten years in providing
an invaluable emergency air medical service. It is backed up by
the privately funded Irish Community Air Ambulance based in
County Cork. Like the Irish Coast Guard, as well as the many
volunteers crewing RNLI lifeboats, emergency medical flights
have made the difference between life and death in many situations
across this island.
In July 2021, former UKIP leader Nigel Farage, who cham
pioned Brexit, gave rescue at sea an unexpected boost when
he posted a photo on Twitter of the Ramsgate RNLI lifeboat
carrying refugees it had plucked from the English Channel. He
accused the ‘wonderful RNLI in Kent’ of becoming ‘a taxi service
for illegal immigration’. The charity defended its actions, stating
it was incredibly proud of the humanitarian work its volunteer
lifeboat crews did to rescue vulnerable people in distress. The
public voted with their credit cards, resulting in a substantial
increase in donations to the RNLI in Britain. While migrants
are not making perilous sea journeys to reach this island, my
proceeds from this book will go to the RNLI in Ireland for a
similar reason.
Many memorable figures have helped to develop search and
rescue in this country. Among those who feature here are the Air
Corps pilot Barney McMahon; the campaigner Dr Joan O’Doherty
(McGinley), who campaigned successfully for the formation of
a west coast search and rescue service from her kitchen table;
the late Dr John de Courcy Ireland; Irish Coast Guard officers
in charge, including Charlie Cavanagh in Greencastle, County
Donegal; RNLI coxswains, including the recently retired Kieran
Cotter in Baltimore, west Cork; campaigning lawyer Michael
Kingston; the four aircrew who lost their lives off Tramore in
1999; Caitríona Lucas, the Irish Coast Guard’s first volunteer to
die on duty; divers Michael Heffernan and Billy O’Connor, who
lost their lives on sea searches; and the four crew of Rescue 116.
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All shared one belief. Rescue at sea should always be for humanitarian reasons, without judgement as to how or why anyone
has to call for help.

1

A DARK DAY

B

ernard Lucas couldn’t stay at home. The County Clare farmer
was well used to dropping everything to respond to a vessel
in trouble off the coast. As an experienced volunteer with the Irish
Coast Guard unit at Doolin, he had done so many times before.
When his pager went off on 12 September 2016, details were
sketchy. A boat had capsized off Kilkee, farther north up the coast,
and he was initially asked to drive up there to assist. He was en
route to Kilkee in his car, close to Miltown Malbay, when he was
asked if he could turn around and go back to Doolin to provide
crew for his unit. He did so and found officer-in-charge Mattie
Shannon and colleagues waiting for him with the unit’s D-class
rigid inflatable boat (RIB).
Bernard and fellow Doolin volunteers Conor McGrath and
Davy Spillane launched, and he was on the VHF radio and close
to Kilkee when advised to head directly for the pier. Bernard was
puzzled and checked to confirm this over the radio. He thought
they should be heading straight for the capsize.
As they approached, two gardaí were standing at the foot
of the pier steps; they asked if Bernard was on board. Spillane
remembered feeling a distinct sense of disquiet as his friend and
colleague was escorted ashore and into a Coast Guard vehicle.
Bernard barely remembered being driven to a nearby clifftop.
Only a few hours before, his wife, Caitríona (41), had left home for
Kilkee to assist in a search for a missing man. She had anticipated
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she would be walking the shore with members of Kilkee Coast
Guard. Now, just several hours later, Bernard could see paramedics
working to stabilise a casualty before they were all airlifted by the
Rescue 115 Shannon helicopter to hospital.
The casualty was his wife.

***
Spillane and McGrath stood off Kilkee pier in the Doolin RIB,
listening to the VHF radio. They knew from the terminology, and
a reference to ‘vital signs’, that something was seriously wrong.
Their first confirmation of this was when the RNLI Aran allweather lifeboat approached them. The lifeboat crew lined up on
deck to offer their sympathies to the two Doolin men.
By then, Bernard had been flown with his wife to hospital in
Limerick. Caitríona was pronounced dead several hours later. As
news of the fatality filtered out, those who knew the Lucas couple
and their work with the Irish Coast Guard were lost for words.
Caitríona had been one of the most respected and competent
volunteers with her unit in County Clare. Her qualifications
ranged from coxswain and navigation to climbing, first aid and
emergency response, along with suicide-prevention training. She
was also national secretary and an active member of the Search
and Rescue Dog Association (SARDA). Some striking photos
of her, which appeared subsequently in the press and on social
media, reflected a woman who loved her family and her dogs,
the people around her and the great outdoors. One SARDA
volunteer recalled later how her calming presence had helped
trained search and rescue dogs to cope with the roaring engines
of a helicopter.
Caitríona Lucas was the first Coast Guard volunteer to die
while on active service.

***
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The Doolin unit to which the Lucas couple were attached had
earned a reputation as one of the top Coast Guard teams around
the coast. Led by Mattie Shannon, it was also one of the busiest,
meeting a diverse and challenging range of call-outs ‒ from vessels
in trouble at sea to climbers and walkers in difficulty, and people
reported missing off the Cliffs of Moher.
School teaching advisor David McMahon from Lissycasey
had been missing for the best part of a week when Caitríona had
travelled to Kilkee to help with the search. Both the Civil Defence
and Kilkee Coast Guard had been tasked with finding the missing
man. However, the Kilkee unit was having difficulty mustering
volunteers due to internal tensions.
Some traced these tensions back to 2013, when a 30-year-old
community marine rescue service founded by Manuel Di Lucia was
incorporated into the Coast Guard. The community had initially
favoured the state takeover, since it was finding it difficult to raise
funds and Coast Guard involvement would guarantee its future
and equipment. However, the transition did not run smoothly.
As the Independent Clare TD Dr Michael Harty subsequently
told the Dáil on 15 February 2018, many Kilkee volunteers with
experience and local knowledge were not accepted on the new
roster. Harty also noted that a plaque commemorating the activities
of the former community service was removed, and the number of
people involved had dropped from twenty-six to twelve. This loss
of valuable experience included qualified coxswains. Di Lucia later
said he tried repeatedly to highlight the issues which arose, and
noted that there were several public demonstrations.
Coast Guard management had appointed Doolin Coast Guard
unit member Martony Vaughan as officer-in-charge at Kilkee in
2013, initially for six months. It was felt that a skilled outsider could
best deal with any issues arising during the transition. However,
Vaughan had a direct management style that did not always sit well
with volunteers. Despite this, he continued in the position for the
next few years. On 24 March 2016, Coast Guard manager Michael
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O’Toole was formally alerted to problems when four members
of the Kilkee unit forwarded him a memo after several informal
contacts. The memo referred to problems with communication,
lack of clear definition of roles and responsibilities, and inadequate
supervision of training. It also referred to an ‘air of distrust’ over
the use of CCTV to ‘monitor people’ and identified a need for head
office training for new officer roles, along with familiarisation of
policies, procedures and protocols. It said there should be full
debriefings with all crew in relation to incidents and occurrences,
and ‘no more one-on-one chats’.1
The memo continued, ‘While we are acutely aware that we
are an emergency service which requires a professional, safe and
efficient response … the social aspect of the unit no longer exists.’
It suggested that ‘an active training plan and more openness within
the entire team’ would ‘help in rectifying this issue’. It also said,
‘Morale and enthusiasm are at an all-time low within the unit, and
there is a danger of a significant number of people exiting the unit
which could severely hamper our ability to respond to taskings.’
Coast Guard management held a meeting with the Kilkee
volunteers in July 2016 to discuss the issues raised. At another
meeting, on Friday 9 September, Kilkee volunteers were told that
Vaughan was stepping aside and, from Monday 12 September,
taking up another position. The unit’s deputy, Orla Hassett,
would be appointed interim officer-in-charge until a permanent
replacement was found. That Friday also, a search for the missing
man was initiated.
There were several search launchings over the weekend of
10‒11 September, which Vaughan co-ordinated, and on the Sunday
evening he asked volunteers to be at the station early on Monday,
when Hassett was due to take over. Launching involves a ‘triple lock’
system of approval by a Coast Guard rescue co-ordination centre,
along with the unit’s officer-in-charge and the coxswain. As there
was a shortage of available qualified boat crew, Valentia Coast Guard
was asked to request assistance for Kilkee from the Doolin unit.
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A small craft warning had been issued for Monday and
specified that southerly winds would reach force 6 or 7 on coasts
from Donegal to Dublin and on southerly coasts to Roche’s Point
off Cork. However, its forecast for the south-west and west coasts
was for a less severe westerly force 3, with wind speeds further
decreasing in the afternoon.
There was an early launch that day, and then a second at 10.30
a.m. Kilkee coxswains Jenny Caraway and James Lucey, who was on
the helm, required one more crew member for their second launch
of the Kilkee Delta RIB. Doolin’s Caitríona Lucas had the necessary
qualifications. She had her own drysuit and helmet but was given a
life jacket at Kilkee. The search plan was to head towards Intrinsic
Bay and then north of George’s Head to Chimney Bay.
The Delta RIB was returning to base when it reported on VHF
radio at 1.06 p.m. that it was just off the back of the Pollock Holes,
a popular Kilkee swimming spot, and would do ‘one search around
underneath the shelter’, then ‘head in’. It entered a small cove northeast of Foohagh Point – a shallow area and potential ‘surf zone’.
Local knowledge has it that the seabed rises in ‘sharp cliff faces’,
rather than a gradual shelving, and this can cause confused seas,
with unexpected sudden uprisings and large swells. The previous
Friday, Hassett had been asked by her officer-in-charge to search
in this area but had refused, as she believed it was too hazardous.
She remembered she was reprimanded for this over the VHF radio.
The Delta RIB was 20 metres from the shoreline on that
Monday when a large breaking wave directly to starboard tipped
it over, throwing all three crew overboard, before it righted
itself again off Knockroe Point. Coxswain Caraway had the only
functioning radio, her personal hand-held VHF, and issued a
‘Mayday’ call on channel 16.
Her broadcast was not picked up by Valentia because of
transmission difficulties involving hand-held devices. However,
an eyewitness on the shoreline phoned Kilkee station, which in
turn contacted Valentia. It tasked the Shannon-based Rescue 115

12

SEARCH AND RESCUE

helicopter, the RNLI Aran Island lifeboat, the Civil Defence and
the local fire service to assist.
Martony Vaughan arrived at Kilkee Coast Guard station
sometime after noon and began liaising with other agencies and
with the Coast Guard helicopter. He then left to go up to the
nearest headland, leaving Hassett in the station. Recognising an
‘imminent threat to life’, she asked the local gardaí to requisition a
privately owned RIB, which she joined and took to sea.
Initially, all three of the Delta RIB crew had been able to form
a huddle in the water, staying as close as they could to their vessel,
which was now upright again. But before they had a chance to try
to reboard it, they were separated in the confused seas close to the
rocky shoreline. As Caraway was swept towards a cave, she saw
Lucey trying to reach Lucas, but without success. By now, all three
had lost their helmets in the turmoil.
Lucey, who had now also been swept towards the cave, managed
to haul himself up onto a ledge near its mouth. Meanwhile, Caraway,
an experienced diver, was being pounded off the cliff face and knew
she had to try to swim out to sea. Her best chance of doing so was
to keep her life jacket deflated. Civil Defence drone video footage
recorded Lucas trying to hold onto the port bow section of the RIB,
with the waves repeatedly breaking her grip. After three minutes,
she lost her grip entirely and was next seen lying face down in the
water. Her life jacket was not inflated. She was unconscious when
airlifted from the water by the Irish Coast Guard’s Rescue 115.
At this point, the Doolin RIB, with Spillane and McGrath on
board, was standing off the cave, with dozens of rescue agency
personnel watching from the clifftop above. Gary Kiely and Adrian
Kenny of Kilkee Marine Rescue, who were both experienced in
using jet skis for surfing, were asked by Vaughan to try to gain
access to the cave. They tried twice, at great personal risk, losing
gear in the white breakers. Spillane remembered putting a space
blanket around one of the two men after these attempts to protect
him against hypothermia.
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Caraway was at the base of a cliff face and still trying to
swim out when Hassett spotted her. When there was a break in
the waves, she managed to reach the RIB and Hassett pulled her
on board. She had ingested a lot of water and required hospital
treatment.
It would take more than four hours to rescue Lucey from his
precarious position, after another team from Lahinch, including
Dave Ainsworth and Steve Thomas, had been asked to attempt to
swim into the cave. Doolin Coast Guard and Kilrush Fire Service
cliff teams eventually managed to get Lucey a line and he was
winched to safety by the Rescue 117 helicopter from Waterford.
It was dusk when Spillane and McGrath in the Doolin RIB
headed back south for home, in a gathering Atlantic swell. There
had been issues with their boat taking water throughout the day
and it was not handling well as they passed under the Cliffs of
Moher. They stopped the engine and raised the outboard to check
the propeller, but nothing was found – the boat was taking water
underneath. After they berthed, Spillane remembered there was
no debriefing, ‘hot’ or ‘cold’, as would be normal procedure in such
an incident. It effectively meant that the crew who had boarded
the RIB many hours before were left in a type of limbo.

***
‘Don’t put things off. Do them now. Life is short; life is very
precious,’ Bernard Lucas said at his wife’s funeral, before reading a
poem in her honour.2
Parish priest Fr Denis Crosby told the packed congregation in
Liscannor church that the thousands of people who had attended
the night before ‘were able to convey something that words can’t
do ‒ respect and thanks’. ‘Caitríona Lucas lived as if she was the
light. She carried the light wonderfully into our world. She was a
light in our world that is very often dark and careless,’ Fr Crosby
said. She ‘gave her life, all her life, and she knew that living was
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giving,’ he continued, recalling her work in the local library and
how she had set up a Lego club for youngsters. In joining the
Coast Guard, she had overcome a fear of heights to undertake
rigorous coast and cliff rescue training, he noted.
‘She was particularly blessed in life to have Bernard; they were
perfectly matched: they were both cracked, they were crazy people
and the primary craziness they had was that they were crazy about
one another,’ Fr Crosby said. He recalled how they had shared
journeys, travelled widely, and their greatest achievements were
their two wonderful children, Ben (20) and Emma (18).
Ben recalled a mother who was an exceptional, honest, kind
and caring person, and his hero, while Emma read from the Gospel
of St John on how ‘there is no greater love than to lay down one’s
life for one’s friends’. Symbols of Caitríona’s life brought to the altar
included her climbing helmet, a painting by her of a Coast Guard
helicopter and the Doolin RIB, and a replica she had made of the
same craft.
One such helicopter – Rescue 115 from Shannon – flew in over
Liscannor Bay and dipped its nose in tribute, as hundreds of people,
including many from the search and rescue community, accompa
nied her coffin draped in a tricolour to Kilmacreehy cemetery. She
was buried in her native Clare soil to the haunting strains of ‘Roisín
Dubh’, played by Davy Spillane and Blackie O’Connell.

***
When it came, the debriefing for the Doolin and Kilkee units was
far from ideal. Both units were invited to meet at the Doolin station
– a fraught situation given the fact that a volunteer had died. The
meeting was attended by two senior Coast Guard officers – against
normal practice, as this could constrain people from speaking
their minds on a confidential basis.
Shortly afterwards, a survival at sea exercise was organised
off Doolin pier by its commander, Mattie Shannon. Senior Coast
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Guard management were present. In an interview with me
afterwards, Spillane recalled:
During that exercise, my drysuit started filling with water
up to my thigh, which was alarming. It failed in the sea, with
water up to my groin. I got out of the water and approached
management to tell them … Mattie checked the seal at my
neck, and told me I had put the suit on incorrectly and to
resume the exercise. I refused to do that and went straight
back to the station.
As I was taking my suit off to shower, my drysuit neckseal then failed catastrophically and completely separated
from my suit. I got dressed, went to the operations room
where there was a formal safety meeting in session, run
by the unit safety officer. At that meeting, I formally stated
on the record in my capacity as a qualified coxswain to the
safety officer that the personal protection equipment was
not fit for purpose. I asked that this be recorded.
I specified then that the helmet, drysuit and life jacket
were not fit for purpose and asked that each of these details
were recorded in the minutes – which they were. There were
a number of unit volunteers present in the room at the time.
Two investigations were initiated into Lucas’s death – one by the
state’s Marine Casualty Investigation Board (MCIB) and one
by the Health and Safety Authority (HSA). Spillane informed
investigators he had retrieved a helmet from the water. He recalled
that the helmet had its buckle fully fastened ‒ suggesting it was
properly worn but had failed to stay on because of an impact.3
Independently, the Coast Guard was alerted a few weeks later
to an issue with the Rescue 400 life jackets used by its volunteers.
The unit which raised the alarm was told there was no issue.
However, later events would confirm its concerns.

Doolin coxswains Caitríona and Bernard Lucas on a training exercise off
County Clare. Caitríona lost her life off Kilkee in September 2016, the first
Irish Coast Guard volunteer to die on duty. (Courtesy of Bernard Lucas)

A Sikorsky S-61
coming in to
land at Blacksod
lighthouse in
December 2001.
(Courtesy of Fergus
Sweeney)

Dawn at Blacksod
lighthouse on 14 March
2017, hours after the
Rescue 116 crash. An
ambulance stands by
in readiness as the
search for the air crew
continues. (Courtesy of
Fergus Sweeney)

Captain Dara Fitzpatrick and winchman Ciarán Smith of Rescue 116, who
lost their lives off north Mayo in March 2017.
(Courtesy of the Fitzpatrick and Smith families)

Rescue 116 air crew winchman
Paul Ormsby (above) and (left)
Captain Mark Duffy with his
children Esmé and Fionn in
2014. (Courtesy of Ed Shivnen and
Hermione Duffy)

Irish Coast Guard winchman Neville Murphy (extreme right), who is
also an RNLI lifeboat volunteer, with his Dunmore East lifeboat station
colleagues marking the arrival of a new Shannon-class vessel. On the boat
are Roy Abrahamsson, Joe Molloy, Brendan Dunne, Jonathan Walsh and
Peter Curran. On the pontoon with Neville are Alex Coleman, Bill Deevy,
Maryia Balbachan, Raina Frieberg, Hugh O’Sullivan, Nicole Whelan, Paul
Sheehan, Oisin Fitzgerald, David O’Halloran, Gus MacNamara and David
Murray. (Courtesy of Patrick Browne)

Dr Marion Broderick, Inis Mór GP, who was part of the West Coast Search
and Rescue Action campaign and a long-serving voluntary medical officer to
the RNLI Aran Island lifeboat. (Courtesy of Joe O’Shaughnessy)

Rotor-blade damage to the
Shannon Sikorsky S-61 after
the near-ditching off the west
coast in December 1993.
(Courtesy of Joe O’Shaughnessy)

Sikorsky S-61 co-pilot Carmel
Kirby at Galway airport after
the near-ditching. (Courtesy of
Joe O’Shaughnessy)

Captain Seán Redahan
(left) and winchman
Gary Robertson.
Robertson was awarded
the Billy Deacon Award
for his part in the
rescue of a fisherman
off Arranmore Island in
April 2016. (Courtesy of
CHC Helicopters)

