RESCUE BYA
SATELLITE!

Crossing the Atlantic, the
trimaran Gonzo capsized.
But a Soviet satellite

was listening for the cry
of any troubled ships.

8Y JACK SOMER

hen Walrer Greene and his

WO Crewmman Sei out on a
dangerous Atlantic voyage bjr -
maran, they were ready for almost
anything. But they never dreamed
thair lives would depend on the
power of a Russian satellite.

At about 0830, Sunday, Oct. 10,
1982, during a violent North Atlan-
tic storm, the 50-foot trimaren Gon
zo capsized in 30-foot seas some
300 miles east southeast of Cape
Cod. Walter Greene, 38, a re-
nowned sailor and Gonzo's design-
er'builder, was at the helm, When
Conzo flipped, Greene was thrown
into the chuming sea, under the
massive but graceful hulls. He
swam underwater and, after sever-
al attempts, reached one of the out-
er hulls, or amas as they're called,
and surfaced. It took less than a
minute, as Greene recalls, by which
time his crew. Robert Goodman, 28,
and Aneirin Williams, 22, who had
been asleep inside the main hall,
regained their balance.

The three companions wenre sail-
ing from Portland, Me., to Dar-
mouth, England, then delivering
Gonzo 1o St. Malo, France, where
Greene was to start the quadrennial
Route du Rhum, a 4,000-mile race
to Guadeloupe for solo sailors. The
storm had nsen unexpectedly;
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Coast Guard at Portsmouth, Va., and
weather wamings from WWV, the
Bureau of Standards time-tick station in
knot winds, But by Saturday evening,
three days out, Gonzg was plunging
into heavy seas and battling winds
gusting to 50 knots.

Before dark, Greane elected to strip
Gonzo of all sail, alter coursa o run
before the easterly gale, and Low Warps
and sail bags to slow the boat and sia-
bilize her steering. Still, szhe was
unmanageable and nearly broached 10
times during the night. And during
Gresne’'s moming watch she surfed off
& large wave at high speed and her
starboard hull dug deep into the
trough. The ineria instantly flipped her
on her back. Unlike ballasted mono-
hulls, which can right themsalves when
capsized, an upside down irimaran,

though it floats, is a helpless creature at
the mercy of wind and wave,

Fortunately, Greene and his crew
were not helpless creatures, Williams
had, in fact, survived an earlier trima-
ran capsize, and Greens had. satled tri-
marans more than 40,000 miles. In less
than half an hour the thres donned sur-
vival suits to avoid hypothermia. Then
Greens was passed a keyhole saw with
which he cut away the wood around a
porthole to make a hatch, Willams
found and activated the yacht's EFIRB
(Emergency Position Indicating Radio
Beacon). Thus began one of the most
remarkable rescues in marine history—
the first ever in which a satellite played
an instrumental role.

The EPIRB is a small radio that trans-
mits & distress signal over 121.5 and
243.0 MHz (commercial and miliary
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w:unlsﬂ-dlrpuhdhulutm—
after the rescoe of the Gones crew—
two downed planes and a yacht whose
engines had died in & storm wore located
with “guidance from above.” Twebee Hves
ware saved. The agency was not super-
natural. but man-made—a satellite rescoe
SyEam.

A worldwide system, part of which is
shown above, will when complets, be
made up of specialized satellites which
pick up distress signals and transmit posi-
tions to ground bases. The frst of thess
heavenly rescosrs—Russia’s COSPAS,
lsunched sarty last year—did all the ros-
culng during 1882. But the French ARGOS

newly lsunched SARSAT
(Search and Rescus Satallite, Alded Treck-
ing) will be on lne this year, SARSAT
carriss a Canadisn-bullt traneponder aed
French-built computer salectronics and
waighs anly 65 pounds. It also serves as a
weather satallite. Tho total cost to the
United States heas been estimeated at $25

million, with an approxmatsly equal cost

Rescue By Satellite—How It Works

split by Canada and France. Ancther 1.5,
satellits, NOAA-8, also will go up this

YOar.
Ground sations are being insallsd in
Alpales and Californda to cover most of
North America. One is already in opers-
tion at Scott Air Force Bass in Ilincis. A
Canadian station is located in Omawa. The
Soviets have a station in Archangel, while
Europsan stations are baing set up in Tog-
louse, France, and Tromso, Norway.

Tha satellifes in the system ame
designed to pick up distress signals from
beacons which smomatically tranamit an
508 if subjectad to great sheck (such as in
an airplane crash). They also pick up sig-
nals from handheld tranemitiers callsd
Emergency Position Indiceting Radio Bea-
cons (EPRIB).

The distress beacons are batlery pow-
ered end generally transmit with & power
of less than one watt 80 they will be affec-
tive fior at laast 48 hours. Rescue aircradft
can also pick up the distress signals, but
st b within 200 miles to detect the sig-
nal. Sometimes, when the beacon is smug-
glad amid rough terrain, it can bé haard

tross signal into an actual location when
plckad up by cne of the rescus satellites is
done shifting of
the redis frequency. As the satellite noars
the beacon, the signal is received =t &
slightly higher frequeancy than it was sctu-
ally rransmitted: as the satellite fies away,
the signal sounds as If it were ot o slightly
Iower frequency than it really is. In it res-
cus of Gonzo, COSPAS provided flve sep-
nrate possible locations within less than
50 miles of one another based on signals
received on different passes.

The satellites circle the sarth in & rels-
tively low orbit about every hour and a
half, &z speeds of 300 miles per minute. If
a satellite’s orbit weroe properly designed,
& singls vahicle could provide worldwide

eny one location
would be sarviced for only several brief
poriods during sach day. COSPAS did that
job admirebly. Now, since thers is cower-
age from more than one satallite, the sams
area is monftored several dozen tmes a
day.

Computers aboard satellites in the sys-
tem record, store End play back to groomd

the type of vehicls, the craft's registrathon
end ownerghip, and even the time and
neture of the accident.

The system has worked in the most out-
of-the way places. When the yacht Bloe
Josns lost engine power during 8 South
Atlantic sorm last year, her crew of seven.
waited for calm winds, then hoisied her
sail and made for what appeared to ba an
anchoned tanker in the littls travelod spot.
But the tanker tumed out to be a long-
abandoned and grounded vessel. At that
time, COSPAS picked up the Blue Jeans”
EPIRB beacon, and all abosrd her wers
rascusd within three days.

—James Oberg
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