
Lessons Learned

COLD WATER TRAGEDY 
 

 

At 0710 hours on 19 May 1973, the MV COMET with a fishing party on board departed Galilee, 
RI, en-route to the fishing grounds off Block Island. Shortly after departing Point Judith Harbor, 
RI, the vessel encountered heavy seas and at approximately 0800 hours, the COMET 
foundered and quickly sank by the stern. All hands immediately abandoned the vessel. The 
captain and passengers clung together in the water utilizing life preservers, buoyant apparatus, 
and flotsam to support themselves. At 1230 hours a passing yacht, the sailing sloop DECIBEL 
sighted them and commenced picking up survivors. The captain of the DECIBEL notified the 
Coast Guard Station at Block Island and an active air, surface, and shoreline search was 
commenced. Active search efforts were discontinued on 23 May 1973. Of the 27 persons on 
board 11 were rescued. Twelve had perished in the sea and four were missing. The COMET 
was not certified by the Coast Guard for the carriage of passengers for hire at the time of the 
casualty. 

The COMET (ex-WANDER) was built by the U.S. Navy at the Brooklyn Navy Shipyard in 1941. 
The original hull design was that of a standard open deck Navy liberty launch, of carvel-design, 
round bottom construction. In 1955 the vessel was purchased by a private party and a GM 671 
Diesel of 165 horsepower was installed, the hull decked over, and a small wheelhouse 
installed with a trunk cabin aft approximately 10 ft. by 20 ft. The vessel had 1600 lbs. of 
permanent cement ballast located amidships. It had one bilge pump driven from the propeller 
shaft by belt. The vessel first came under Coast Guard inspection at the Marine Inspection 
Office, Philadelphia, in April 1958. The lifesaving equipment required was one Coast Guard 
approved adult life preserver for each person on board plus four children's life preservers, also 
one Coast Guard approved life-ring and one piece of buoyant apparatus for 20 persons. The 
vessel was certificated to carry 40 passengers plus a crew of one licensed operator and one 
deck hand. The next year the certificate was changed (at the owner's request) to carry 38 
passengers. The vessel was certificated for coastwise operation between the hours of sunrise 
and sunset and to operate (under reasonable conditions) not in excess of 20 miles from a safe 
harbor of refuge between Sandy Hook, NJ, and Indian River, DE. In May 1970 the COMET 
changed employment from Portland, ME to Providence, RI. 

On 23 June 1970 inspection for certification of the MV COMET was commenced by the Marine 
Inspection Office, Providence, RI, prior to the issuance of a new Certificate of Inspection 
changing the vessel's route to the Rhode Island Sound area. Certification would be contingent 
upon the satisfactory correction of 25 deficiencies found during the inspection. 
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On 26 June 1970 the vessel was visited by a Coast Guard Inspector and most requirements 
were found to have been satisfactorily completed. However some requirements still remained 
outstanding. These outstanding requirements were discussed with the Officer in Charge, 
Marine Inspection, after which a temporary Certificate of Inspection was issued to the vessel. 
The vessel was visited by a Coast Guard Inspector on 22 July 1970. All outstanding 
requirements were observed to have been satisfactorily completed. A permanent Certificate of 
Inspection was issued to the MV COMET expiring 26 June 1973. Its route was changed to: 
Lakes, Bays, and Sounds; between Martha's Vineyard, MA to Montauk Point, NY, not more 
than 20 miles from a harbor of safe refuge. The total number of persons to be allowed on 
board was 40, including a crew of one licensed operator and one deckhand. 

On 19 May 1971 a routine dry-dock examination was commenced by the Marine Inspection 
Office, Providence, RI at Wickford Shipyard, 125 Steamboat Avenue, North Kingston. RI. 

The COMET had a 2-inch tail shaft and during Coast Guard Inspection the attending Coast 
Guard Inspector found the clearance to be excessive to such a degree that he could "flop it up 
and down." The fastenings on the COMET were nails and screws. One of each was pulled 
from the hull and they were found to be in apparent good condition. Testing of the hull was 
done with a "blunt screwdriver" and in "a couple of places" the Coast Guard Inspector 
completely penetrated the 2-inch planking of the COMET. The only weather deck opening on 
the COMET is an access hatch to the forepeak. This is a watertight opening, consisting of a 
wooden cover, wood-to-wood fitup, with a metal flat bar on the top edge. One other opening is 
found in the passenger's cabin. It consists of two wooden access hatches over the engine 
room space. 

The manager of Wickford Shipyard, North Kingston, RI where the MV COMET was in storage 
during the winters 1970 and 1973, testified that the only work his yard did was to replace some 
fuel lines and discharge piping. The yard changed some hoses and pipes to the engine head 
and exhaust. Also, the bilge pump hose was replaced and two remote fuel line shut-off valves 
installed. The work done was primarily to correct the deficiencies found by the Coast Guard 
Inspector on 23 June 1970. He also stated that no repairs were made by the shipyard to 
correct the deficiencies found in the hull of the COMET. It was estimated that the required hull 
repairs would cost approximately $4,000. The owners of the MV COMET, being advised of the 
deficiencies in the COMET's hull, decided not to make the repairs and surrendered the 
vessel's Certificate of Inspection to the Officer in Charge, Marine Inspection, Providence, RI on 
20 May 1971. Subsequently they placed the COMET up for sale. On 7 September 1971, the 
new owner made his first downpayment on the COMET. On 14 June 1972 the sale was 
completed. At the time of the sale, the new owner was advised by the old owner that the 
vessel did not have a Coast Guard Certificate of Inspection. 

On the evening of 18 May 1973 at approximately 1800 hours, the crewman of Central Falls, RI 
was picked up by the owner/operator of the COMET, and the two drove to Wickford Shipyard 
in North Kingston where the vessel was tied up. Preparations were then made for the 
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COMET's forthcoming trip to Galilee, RI where a fishing party of 25 persons would board the 
vessel. It is not known what hour the COMET departed Wickford Shipyard. It arrived at Galilee 
at approximately 0700 hours on 19 May 1973. The organizer of the fishing party had collected 
$10 per person and had given the captain an advance deposit of $100 for the use of his boat. 
At approximately 0710 hours the vessel departed Galilee and proceeded to sea via the west 
jetty of Point Judith Harbor. After departing the jetty, a southerly course was set towards Block 
Island. Seas were from the southwest at a height of 3 feet. Most of the passengers had 
gathered on the stern area and the rest were in the main cabin. 

After being underway for approximately 45 minutes, the vessel was observed by the 
passengers on the stern to be taking heavy spray and sometimes water over the stern, and the 
vessel appeared to be slowly settling by the stern. At approximately 0755 hours one of the 
passengers went up to the pilothouse to see the captain and advise him of this situation. The 
starboard pilothouse door appeared to be jammed and he was unable to open it. He shouted 
to the captain "We're taking water", and shortly thereafter the engine stopped. It is not known 
whether the captain stopped the engine or if it failed as the result of flooding in the engine 
room space. The captain immediately came out of the port pilothouse door and ordered 
everyone to put on life preservers and stay with the boat. 

It is estimated that approximately 35 Coast Guard approved life preservers were on board the 
vessel. Testimony by survivors indicated that everybody was able to put on a life preserver 
with the possible exception of two or three passengers. Immediately after the engine stopped 
the COMET swung to port and broached in the seas. The vessel rolled heavily in the seas and 
quickly assumed a port list and commenced to sink by the stern. The captain was able to cast 
loose the Coast Guard approved box-typed buoyant apparatus stowed on top the amidship 
house prior to abandoning his vessel. The crewmember who did not survive the casualty, was 
seen attempting to use the ship-to-shore radio transmitter, but was unable to send a 
"MAYDAY" message before the COMET went under. As the COMET rolled heavily in the seas 
and sank by the stern, the amidship house was torn loose from the hull. At approximately 0800 
hours the COMET went under and all hands abandoned the vessel. 

A small dinghy of fiberglass construction floated free from the COMET as it sank. Three 
passengers climbed into the partially submerged dinghy with approximately 5 others hanging 
onto the side. It was shortly thereafter that the first passenger succumbed to the elements. The 
survivors in the dinghy decided to paddle over to the buoyant apparatus which was floating 
nearby; it was reached after approximately one-half hour and the dinghy was abandoned. 
Several other passengers also found their way to and were supported by the buoyant 
apparatus. The captain instructed everybody to keep legs and arms moving as much as 
possible in order to keep circulation going. Within 2 hours, three more persons�one of them the 
captain �had succumbed. After approximately 3 hours in the water the toll had risen to five. 

Some passengers found their way to a small piece of flotsam, a section of the amidship house, 
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approximately 8 feet by 10 feet and were supported by it. They could see the buoyant 
apparatus about a quarter to one-half mile away; efforts to paddle over to it proved futile. 

At one point, about 2 hours after the sinking, the group on the buoyant apparatus had decided 
that two of them should make an attempt to reach shore. Utilizing a long wooden bench which 
had floated free from the COMET, they started to paddle, surfboard fashion, towards shore. 
After about 2 hours the yacht Decibel, O.N. 539028, sighted them and took them on board. 

The captain of the DECIBEL, with a crew of three, had left Stonington, CT at approximately 
0800 hours on the morning of 19 May 1973, enroute to Marion, MA. While transiting the Point 
Judith area, the captain made a course change to put the wind more on the vessel's stern. At 
this time he heard voices to windward, and looking up he saw what appeared to be two 
persons in a kayak. As the DECIBEL closed he saw that they were on a wooden bench and 
waving to him requesting assistance. At approximately 1230 the two men were taken aboard 
the DECIBEL. The captain called the Coast Guard Station on Block Island and immediately 
commenced a search for the remaining survivors. The procedure the DECIBEL used for 
rescuing the survivors was to come up to windward of a group in the water under sail and 
auxiliary motor, stop his engine, and let the yacht drift toward the survivors. In this way he was 
able to keep them close aboard on his lee side and also offer them some protection from the 
seas. The DECIBEL's crew would the tie several survivors alongside the yacht in a group. A 
line was then passed around each survivor's waist and he would be hoisted aboard with a rope 
tackle which had been rigged to the DECIBEL's main boom. The boom would then be swung 
inboard and the survivor lowered to the deck. A total of ten survivors were taken aboard in this 
manner. 

The life preservers the survivors were wearing had no crotch line and in several cases the life 
preserver had slipped up on the body of the man and was no longer keeping his head out of 
the water. Two bodies were seen floating in this position, face down in the water. The group of 
survivors holding onto the buoyant apparatus had become entangled in the small diameter 
manrope around the edge and had to be cut loose by the crew of the DECIBEL. The majority 
of the survivors still had their shoes on. 

A Coast Guard 40-foot utility boat from Point Judith Coast Guard Station arrived on scene at 
1253. As the seas were running high, it was decided not to transfer the survivors and at 1257 
the DECIBEL departed the scene enroute to Point Judith Coast Guard Station with survivors. 
At 1340 the DECIBEL moored at the Coast Guard dock and all survivors were transported to 
the South County Hospital, Wakefield, RI. The Coast Guard remained on scene to continue 
rescue operations. 

A utility boat from the Coast Guard Station at Castle Hill, RI arrived on scene and shortly 
thereafter rescued one survivor. The passenger was in fair condition and requested to stay 
aboard the boat in order for it to continue the search for the remaining survivors. At 1355 a 
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Coast Guard helicopter from the Coast Guard Air Station, Cape Cod, landed at Point Judith 
Coast Guard Station with two bodies. 

Five Navy helicopters on a training mission overheard the search and rescue traffic on radio 
and volunteered their assistance. The Navy aircraft marked bodies by smoke flares and 
searched the perimeters of the area. 

One of the utility boats placed a towline on the bow section of the hull; however, the line parted 
and the hull sank at approximately 1500 hours. At approximately the same time, the CGC 
POINT JACKSON arrived on scene and shortly thereafter marked the COMET's position with a 
buoy. Four Coast Guard utility boats dispatched from nearby stations continued the search and 
rescue efforts until 1645, recovering seven bodies. 

At 1608 the U.S. Navy Helicopter 403 lowered four Navy scuba divers to the CGC POINT 
JACKSON. Diving operations were commenced at 1805 to locate the hull of the COMET. At 
1944 all diving operations were terminated with negative results. All bodies taken to the Coast 
Guard Station at Point Judith were transported to the South County Hospital by personnel of 
the Narragansett Bay Rescue Squad. A shoreline search for bodies was conducted by 
personnel from the Rhode Island Department of Natural Resources and Rhode Island Police 
with negative results. At the end of the day, 11 persons had been rescued and 12 bodies had 
been recovered; four persons remained missing. All survivors had been wearing Coast Guard 
approved life preservers, and all bodies except one had been found wearing approved life 
preservers. 

An active air and surface search was maintained for the four missing persons until 
approximately 2000 hours on 21 May 1973. Throughout this period the CGC TOWLINE, using 
side-scanning sonar and assisted by U.S. Navy scuba divers, searched to find the hull of the 
COMET but was unsuccessful. The CGC TOWLINE secured its operations at approximately 
1700 hours 23 May 1973. 

The MV COMET was equipped with a Bendix "Skipper 430" marine radio transceiver with three 
working frequencies: 2182 kHz, 2638 kHz, and 2406 kHz. The vessel had a valid 
Communications Act Safety Radiotelephone Certificate on board issued by the Federal 
Communications Commission on 24 August 1971. The certificate was valid until 24 August 
1973. It is not known if the operator had a Federal Communications Commission operator's 
license authorizing use of the radiotelephone installation on board the COMET. Further, it is 
undeterminable whether or not the radio transceiver was in satisfactory working condition at 
the time of the casualty. 

The MV COMET on the morning of 19 May 1973 was carrying passengers for hire; therefore, 
under the provisions of 46 USC 390c the vessel was required to be certificated by the Coast 
Guard. 46 USC 360d authorizes a penalty of not more than $1,000 against the owner or 

file:///F|/..%200%20main%20older%20drive%20directo...T%20SITE/October%2007%20backup/moa/docs/ll2698.htm (5 of 7) [06/16/2014 12:34:23 PM]



Lessons Learned

person in charge for carrying passengers without a valid Coast Guard Certificate of Inspection. 
Under the provision of 46 USC 390b and the regulations promulgated thereunder, the person 
in charge of the MV COMET, was required to have a Coast Guard Operator's License. Again, 
46 USC 390d authorizes a penalty of not more than $1,000 against the owner/person in 
charge for operating a small passenger-carrying vessel without a Coast Guard operator's 
license. He did not hold such a license. 

 

Among the conclusions listed in the final report of the Coast Guard Marine Board 
of Investigation were the following: 

The source of flooding which caused the sinking of the Comet is unknown. 
The most probable source of flooding was a leak originating in hull planking, 
the stern tube, a through-hull fitting, or piping which caused the vessel to 
settle and submerge. 

This casualty could possibly have been prevented had the required repairs 
been completed and the vessel kept under U.S. Coast Guard certification. 

This loss of life could have been prevented or minimized had the personnel 
aboard the Comet been able to send a "MAYDAY" radio message prior to 
abandoning. 

That this loss of life could have been prevented or minimized had the vessel 
been equipped with primary lifesaving equipment with a capacity of 100 
percent of the total persons allowed on board instead of 50 percent, and of a 
type which would keep people out of the water. 
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 5/16/98 
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