URITED STATES COAST GUARD
H&‘m’ DQ ci
S 22 0CT 1954

Commendant 's Action
on

. . ' 7
¥arine Beard of Investigation; cepsising of passenger motarboat
HORA V, Delaware Bay, on 15 July 1954 with loss of 1ife “

1. Fursuant to the provisions of Title 46 C.F.R, Fart 136, the record
of the Marine Board of Investigation convensd to investigate subject
capualty, together with ite Findings of Fact, Conclusions, and Recom-
mendatlons, has been reviewed. ’ «

2, The M/B NORA V, of 13 g.t., built in 1939, on 15 July 1954 at about

0820 departed Bowers Beach, Delaware, with eight passengers and one

operator on board for a fishing excurpion in the Delaware Bay. Weather

and fishing were favorable until noon, when & wind sprang up end the Bay

became choppy. Fishing was soewed and the NORA V was headed back to

port, and while so en route she evidently came in contast with a aub-

surface object whiech holed the vessel csusing her to ocapsise at about

1315 on 15 July 1954 in spproximate position 3.8 miles to the westward

of Fourteen Foot Bank Light, Dslaware Pay. All persons on board aban- §
dored the vesasl by entering the water directly, all waring approved
1life preservers, and remained in the water for approximetely 20 hours

before being roscued by the Cosst Guard. As a result of this sasuslty,

thres passengers perished. The weathar at the time of the capsising was

clondy and elesr, west wind 15 to 20 miles per hour, and sea choppy.

3. The Fisdings of Fact, Conclusions, and Recommendetions of the Marine
Board of Investigation convened to investigate subject casualty are
approved.

(eigned) A. C. Richmond

A. C. RICHMOND
Viee Admiral, U, 5. Coast Guerd
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REPORT OF A
MARINE BOARD OF INVESTIGATION
Convened at the
U. S. COAST GUARD MOORINGS, CAFE MAY, NEW JERSEY
and \
IEWES, DELAWARE
on
17 & 19 JULY, 1954
| and at
BOWERS BEACH, DELAWARE
on

25 August, 1954

To Irquire in%o and Inwestigate the Circumstances Surrourding
the Cepsizing of the Passenger Motorboat NORA ¥ in Delavars

" Bay, on or about 15 July, 1954, with loss or‘ life
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The Board arrived at the Following findinge, Conclusions amd Recommendstions:
ELNDINGS OF FACT:

1, A% approximately 1315 EDST, 15 July 195, ths Motorboat NORA V sprung a
major leak and shortly thereafter cepsised sbout 3.8 miles, 2,7° True from
Fourteen Foot Bank Iight, Delasware Bay. The boat did nmot sink, however, and
vas later recovered. Of the nine persons on board at the time, three lost’
their lives and %two wers hospitalised for a period in excess of 72 hours due
to shock and exposure. The bodies of the three dead were alsc recovered and

the cause of death in all three instances has been recorded officially a=s
drowning. .

2. Ths following persons were aboard the boat when the aceident ocourred:

. o - .
~~ TRl

N ™

T -~ Age - Hospitalized

Mr. James N, Gosnell — Passei' r - Age .-} Decoased

Mrs, Marie B, Owings - Passcnger - Age [JJ- Doceased
|

~ Passe

Mrs. lelis Jenninge - Passenger — AgefJJjj - Deceased




. sided. Although other party boais were observed departing,

MMES 31606

3. The weather et the time of the ecasualiy was ocloudy and clear, wind

‘west 15 %o 20 miles per hour and the ssa choppy.

4o The HORA V., O.,N. 238841, is an uninspected wood-hulled motorboat of
13 gross Lons, gas sorew, built in 1939, length 43 feet, beam 12 feet and
depth 3 ifeet., Her construction is referred to as a Chesapeake Bay Deadrise
typs and hes cross bottom planking. She haz an opsn cockpit extending
approximately 2/3 of her length and a small cabin forward. She is licenged
to engays in the coastwise itrade as a passenger and fishing vessel and is
owned and operated by Harry G. Heideck, Smyrna, Delaware, who holde motor-
boat operator's license Wo. A=55743. :

5. The VORA V. had been engaged for a day of fishing on 15 July 1954 by
a group heesded by ﬂ. A severe storm had passed through the
area during the provious night and when the first of the group arrived at
the doclk st Bowers Beach, Delawars, 1t was still raining. hst&ted
at thai iime that be was coneerned aboudt the weather and questioned the
advisability of the trip. Howsver, when the remainder of the party arrived
approxisately one bour later, the weather had moderated and the n sub-
waited

a while longer and when the decizion wes {inally mede to go out, the sun was
shining end the vind and sea wers calm. After leaving the dock at about 0820
the NORA ¥ procseded to the area about 1 1/2 miles SW of Fourteen Foot Bank

Lighthouse, The {ishing was good anxd the weether continmued fair until short-

¢ noor when the wind sprang up from the west and the bay became choppy.

turned on his radio and got a raport of strong winds for that after-
noon and contimuing into the following day. The party was advised that it
would bz beat to sreturn and they agreed. At about 1245 the fishing was
secured znd the boat heeded for Bowers Beach at a normel cruising speed of
10 to 12 miles per hour. The sse conditions at that time were described as
choppy with no swell, and [N estimated the wind to be west about 15 to
20 miles per hour. Spray blew over the boat causing the passengers to gather

under the sunshade, and as the NORA V proceeded, she slapped or occasionally
- pounded zomewhet in the chop. Whenever a larger wave was encountered, speed

was reduced and ths boat was allowed to roll into it. The weather was not
considercd bad or urusual by the male passengers, all of whom hsd salled with
an ke WORA ¥ on prior occanions when éonditions were much more severe.
When the beat had heen inbotnd approximately 25 mioutes, W ¥V jarred
sharply ia a roll and upon reflectlion after the casualty, a _
were of the opinion that the vesssl had stiruck something :2 that :dit;g;ioﬁot{-
ever, since nothing was sighted, the incident was dismihﬂn , na

five minutes einpsed when suddenly [NNEG called attention
to weter which was then over the floorboards within the cebin. [ juxped
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imedintely to the engine box and threw off the cover in order to connsct

the beld drive to the bilge pump. He could see at a glance that the water
was coming in too rapidly for the pump to be effsctive and instead ran for-
ward to the raedio and turmed it on. While waiting for it to warm up, life
prezervers wers distributed to all the passengers. They were advised to

take entra cres then were directed to c¢limb atop the sunshade and hold on

to 2 iine that waz made fast to the sampson post forward. himself
donned two life preservers, then sent a distress call on the Coust Guard
frequeney, bub when he completed the transmission he heard another station
drowning out his signal., Getting no reply he shifted to the commercial
fishing boat freguency and got off ore distress call before the power failed
and again he heard no reply. It was approximately three minutes after the
water had first been noticed in the cabin that the NORA V settled in the
water and rolled over to starboard as she did so. The passengers continued
to hold on to the bow line as directed, with the exception ofh
who was last seen with two life preservers on swimming away from the scene.
The bottom of the boat was slimy, providing no hold and fearing the passen-
goers would be thrown against the hull by ths seas directed them to
drop the bow 1ine and stay in a group. Under direction, the pas-
senzers then made a circle with the three women and boy in the middle.
i and I cach had extra life preservers which they put on in the
vater wit: I 2ssistance. With the od buoyancy they assisted
keeping the womtn upright in the water. also had an extra life pre-
server which he used to help support his wife. After checking the tie
strape on the passengers' life preservers, then suggested he strike
out aicne in an effort to get help. After a brief discussion, all agreed

and [ cot ovt toward a salvage vessel which he krew was operating

near the rain ship channel. The remeinder of the group stayed together
throvghout the night; however, at approximately 0200, 16 July, Mrs. Owings
gaid she could "hold on" no longer and shorily thereafter ber head fell to
one side and her husband believed her heart had given out. Shortly there-
after, Mrs. Jennings stated she didn't think she could make 1%, and in spite
of [ efforis to hold her head out of the water and give her additional
buoyancy, she also quietly lost consciousness and apparently dfed. The group
held on %o the bodlies of the two women and Owings' life preserver waa
remsved to give additional support to the boy. Boats had been seen
in the srea durlng the night, but none came close ard it was not known whether
they were searching or not. Soms time after daybreak aireraft were seen _
epperently sesrching the area and shortly after one was observed to come very
close the survivors and two bodies were finally picked up at 0930 EDST 16 July
1954 by Coast Guard patrol boat 40408. : :

6. B c::ried by the tide after leaving the group was unable to reach
any bomts or light stations in the area, but was finally apotted by a Coast
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Guard sireraft the following morning end rescued at 1030 EDST 16 July, bty
Coast Guard patrol boat 40409.

7. ter swimming awey from the NORA V immedimtely after the cesualty,
Jemes Gosnell was not Seen mlive sgain. His body was recovered by the Coast
Guard boat CG 40409 at about 0800, 17 July 1954 while on a routine trip. All

personnsl who had been on bosrd the NORA V were thus accounted for.

8. Neither Mrs. J]llnor her son were called to testify dus principally
to their condition at the time the Board convened, and in addition, it was
considered that their testimony, under the ciroumstances, would add litils or
nothing to the evidence already adduced.

9, Shortly after 2300, EDST, 15 July the Coast Guard Group Offics at Caps
May, N.J. received a radio call from the fishing vessel JEREMIAH OFDEN stating
that the WORA V had departed Bowers Beach, Delaware that morning, was last
seen about poon in the vicinity of Fourteen Foot Bank Idght btut hed not re-
turned. Through the Coast Guard Lifeboat Station, lLewes, Delavare, it was
determined that the NORA ¥V left from the Good Morning Cafe at Bowers Beach
and they were contacted for verification of the report. The Good Morning
Cafe sdvised that the HORA V occasionally stayed out overnight but since she
had a perty aboard, was due back before derk and was therefore considered
overdue. After gatting a description of the NORA V, the Coast Guard Fatrol
Boat £3520 was dispatched at 0045 16 July for visual and redar search of the
aras. The CG 83529 was unsuccessful and at daybreak other Coast Guard air
and surface craft joined the search and were assisted by privately owned
boats and alrcraft. At about 0730, 16 July the fishing vessel LUCKY advised
by radic that the NORA V had been sighted overturned about ope mile west of
Fourtesn Foot Bank Light. The Coast Guard Patrol Boat 83518 vas nearest to
the scene and arrived alongside at 07,0. The NORA V was found to be over-
turped with a hole in the bottom measuring approximately 1 1/2 £t x 5 ft due
to twoe displaced planks looated on the starboard side amidships., One of the
two planks was misaing entirely and the other was still fastensd loosely at
the keel. This plank was removed and wedged into the hols %o prevent loss.
The boat was towed to deeper water and at 1100 was turned over to the USCGC
GENTTAN. Examinstion of the boat by Coast Guard personnel at that time dis-
closed that two adjacent bottom planks which extend from the keel to the
chine had fallen out. The planks were 1 3/4" thick and had been nailed at
the outbosrd end to ths chine and at the center of the boat to what appeared
to be & keelson fitted to the side of the keel. The keel itself was not
rabboted. Between the keel and the chine was a longitudinal stringer to
which -the planks were also nailed, Further inspection disclosed that it had
been fastened with 3 1/2" galvanised steel cut nails. Approximately 6 such
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naile remained in the plank, three at tho erd where it joined the keelson,

two at the chine and one apparently broken off where the plank was fastensd

to the stringer. Additional holes which had apparently acoomaodated other

nails wers also visible. There were mo nails remaining in any of the longi-
tudinel members and no evidence that any neils had pulled through the bottom
planking, Thers was no rotting of the wood in evidence, either in the plank

or the longitudinel members, and the condition of the mails, although corroded
to some extent was satisfactory. The recovered plank was refastened and a new
plank was fsshioned to replace the one that was missing. In spite of the fact
that the bottem of the boat was awash the repairs were accomplisbed satisfactor-
ily and when the boat was righted and d out she was released to the fishing
vessel EDLIN, owned by friends of who towed her back to Bowers Beach.

10. Aceording to Bl prior to putting the NORA V in the water in May,
1954, a new engine had been installed and the botiom was renailed. The fasten-
ings adjacent to the keel were not touched, however, since they had been reworked
in August, 1953. I cetimated the size of the nails to be 3" and stated thet
whers they passed through the stringers they were bent over for greater holding .
power. ' ‘

11. The Board's inspection of the NORA V on the ways at Bowers Beach disclosed
her bottom planking to be in satisfactory overall condition. Minmor deterioration
of the wood wee observed in places, but none affected the seaworthiness of the
‘vessel. There was no apparent evidence of the vessel having struck a submerged
object. Efforts were mads to remove several pieces of bottom planking in order
. to inspect the condition of the fastenings and interpal memsbers; however, the
planking was too firmly secured to permit removal without splitiing the wood
and the cockpit decking prevented inspection from above. The life preservers
pecovered from the passengers as well as those still aboard the boat were found
to be of the balsa wood and cork types. All life preservers examined were in
satisfactory condition and of an approved make. Examination of the interior of
the boat and her equipment disclosed no viclatlon of law or regulation.

12. At the comclusion of the session on 19 July 1954 no further witnesses were
called and after reconvening briefly on 5 August 1954 for the purpose of enter-
ing certain photographs in the record as exhibits the investigation was declared
finished and the board adjourned to consider the evidence. After the testimony
had been transcribed a copy was furnished Captnin_tt his request on

16 August 1954. The following day, NN communicated with the Board advislng
that the testimony of the Coast Cuard damage controlman who had made the temporary
repairs to the NORA V had not correctly described the internal construction of
the bost since there were actually two longitudinals between the chine and the
xeel instead of one. [JJJJJl] stated further that he had since opened the boat
and found & 2 1/2 foot section of one of the longitudinels broken out in way of
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the two affected bottom planks. Aecordingly, the investigation was rsoponed
and on 25 August 1954 the Board reconvened at Bowors Beach, Delaware, for the
purpose of further exemining tho internal structure of the NORA V and to take
additicnal tesiimony. ‘

13. With a portion of the cockpit decking removed, ths Board was abls to
thoroughly inspect the interral construction of the boat. As shown on Exhibit
#8 of the record, it was found that the keel was a solid T-shaped timber
measuring 10 1/2 inches across the top and 16 inches deep, The chins is &

4" x 6% member tapered slightly at the upper edge and in addition there were
two longitudinal stringers spaced equi-distant between the chins and the keel.
The boitiom planking was palled to the chine, to both stringers and ic tlhe under
side of the cross bar of the T-shaped keel. Running thwartships fron ckire to
chine over the top of the keel were timbers measuring 2 1/2" at the baze with a
6" rise spaced spproximately 3 ft. apart. They were fastened at the keel by
one drift bols and at the outboard ends were malied to both the chine srd to
the ribs. The under edges of the timbers were notched 3/4" to accommodate the

- outboard stringers. These timbers, referred to inm Exhibit #8 as "floors" had

apparently served as such when the vessel was originally bulltj hovever, the
Eresent cockpit decking now rests on cross beams located approximately cne foot
igher. Examinotion of the intsrnals in way of the affected bottom planks dis-
closed that the longitudinal stringer nearest the chine had been broken off for
a distence of about 2 1/2 feet. Neither of the broken ends extended to the
edges of the two affectad planks. In addition, the 2 1/2* x 6" floor timber
loested directly above the missing bottom plank had brokenm off at the drift
bolt and was slso missing. Both the chine and the rib were cracked where the
outboard end of the floor timber had been fastenzd. There was no dawmage to
the cockpit decking above the affected planks. A1l internsl members were of
sound timbers throughcut with no evidence of rot.

14. Accerding to the testimony of N ropristor of the boat-
yerd, the copdliion of the internals at the time the boat was first opaned
for repalrs vas the same as it was at the time of the Board's exsmination on
25 August. From the additional Yestimony of Damage Controlman

who eifscted the temporary repairs, the fact that the vessel's botiom was
awash at the time precluded iniernmal axaminatiop for hidden damage. There
nevertheless was no doubt that only one longitudinal atringer appeared in

the sffected srea at the time the repalrs were made... - -
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CORCLUSIONS: |

1. DBased on the evidence adduced, it ls oonsidtred that the casualty was
censed by the NORA V's striking an unidentified submerged object. Although
the bottom showsd no outwerd evidence of having beén struck, with the ex-
ceptior of the two dislocvied planks, the broken stringer and the broken
floor tirber which was directly over the missing plank could only have been
carried sway by the forcs of & sharp heavy object penetra botton.
This conclusion is suppirted by the testimony of ? , both

of whom had definite inpressions that the vessel ocome down on an unidenti-
fisd object beneath th> surface shortly before witer wms discovered in the
cabin. In addition, the Board is of the opinion that a boat of the HORA V's
design and build shouid normally be cepable of withstanding sea conditions
considerably more ex’reme than those encountered at the tiwe of the casuaity
and there is no dispute among the witnesses that I nevigated with
reasonable care to prevent possible da.mage from pounding.

2. Since the foics necessary to ponetrate the hnll and shear the internal
members would &y psar to preclude the poasibility that the object encountered
vas afloat, the District Englneer, Philadelphis Distriot, Corps of Enginvers
was advi sed by letter of the posaible existencs of an uncharted menace to
navigation and 0o further aotion is desmed wamnted in this regard.

3. Notice wau fslken of the unanimous pralse accorded - by the pessen-
gers who were interrogated, and the Board was of the opinion that it was
justly deservsd. Fad it not besn for Heidscii's prompi action and positive
direction when the leak was discovered, the casualty oould conceivably have
been occasioned b loss of 1life at the outset. Eg nddble was the
conduet of the yv. ssengers, whose calm adherence to instructions,
particularly in the weier, facilitated the mutual assistance and encourage-
ment which undouttedly was instrumentsl in keeping the loss of life at &

‘minimum in spits of over 20 hours im the water.

4. Notwithstoading the officlal pronouncomnt of death by drowning, the
menner in which Mrs. Jenninge and Mrs. Owlngs dfed, as desoribed by the
witnesses, would appear to indicate the probsble presencs of antecedent
causes, particnlarly since there was no evidenos of asphyxiation iu the
case of eitner woman before consciousnoss was apparently lost. In this
connection, it wes noted that autopsies vere not performed on any of tho
three decrused. '
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RECOMMENDATIONS ;

1. Thars being no evideace of nagligence,. violation of law or any failuxe

of Consi Gusrd spproved equipment, it 18 Tecommended that no further action
be takzs spd the cesa be closed.

(signed) 1, H. Shackelford
L. H. SHACKELFORD
Captain, U. 8. Coast Guard

(sigred) J. A, Heikel
J. A. HEIKEL
It. Commander, U. S, Coan® Guard

{sigred) J. H, Hawley
J. H. RAWLEY
Lt. Commender, U, S. Coasi Guard

A% £:30 p.m. ke Board edjourned to avait the action of the Convening
Suthoriny.

{sigred) L. H. Shackelfoxd
L. H. SHACKELFORD
Captein, U. S, Coast Guaud
Chairman

(sigred) J. H. Hawley

J. H. HAWIEY :

Lt. Commander, U, S, Coaxt Guard
Member and Rscorder

a3






