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DEATING WITH
EMERGENCIES AT SEA
A CONVERSATION WITH
ROBERT CAMBY
STAFF CAPIAIN OF QUEEN MARY 2

by

Richord H. Wogner

n n the thfud dav of an eastbound FansaF
f ltanric crossing in August 2009. Queen
\-/ Marv 2 diverted ftom her course and ran
firll speed aorthwest throughout the aftemoon and
into the night. Some two hundred miles otr the
coast of eastem Newfoundland, a Canadian
Hetpules military tanspod airplane began drop
pitrg flares around the ship. A giant helicopter
then app€arcd over QM2's highest open deck
(Deck 13). Two Canadian Coast Guardsmen came
down a line and working with QM2's cew, placed
a critically-ill passenger into a wire basket. In a
sedes of lifu, lhe patient, his wife and the two
Canadians were winched inio the helicopt€r. As
quickly as it had appeare4 the helicoptcr disap
pearcd into the gloom. The next day, Cornmodore
Bemard Wamer announced that thc passenger was
resting comfortably in a Newlioundland hospital.

The officer directly in chargc of this dra-
matic rescue was Staff Captain Rob€rt Camby.
Camby is a young officer wilh substantial creden-
tials including serving on P&O's legendary
Canb€rra and Princess Cruises' first Royal
Piincess (now P&O Cruises' Artemis). In his 15

year career, he has advanced rapidly through the
officer ranks working on every class of Princess
ship and all of the P&O ships except Arcadia.
Most recently, he was Staf Captain on P&O's
Auora during her world cnrise.

The highpoint in his career thus far was his
appointrnent to Queen Mary 2. "l have a real love
for this ship. I fell in love with it within the first
ten minutes of bcing onboard back in 2005,
instanrly, I like the Cunard brand, I like the way
we have all the cocktail padies, the passenger inte-
gration. I am used to doing that - - cocktail parties,
dinner padies - - since I was very small with my
family. It is something that comes quite naturally
to me; it is a pan ofthisjob that I enjoy. Having it
more regimented and formal is the method that I
Drefer."

Camby's shoreside lifestyle is consistent
with the glamorous style of his ship. As a young
boy, he wort a scholarship to study piaro and vio-
lin at the British public (ie. private) school St.
Jobn's. Both of his grandfathers had been profes-
sional violinists and his matemal gandfarher,
Johnny Douglas, was a successful composer and
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the musical director of RCA'S Living Strings
series. Indeed, his family owns a record company
lhat still releases albums of Douglas' work. This
musical background gave Camby entry into the
world of West End and Broadway Theater. As a
result, when he is on leave. he attends opening
night parties and "meets up with Sir Cameron
Macintosh once or twice a weekjust to catch up. I
usually go up and down to London on several
occasions to see his four shows or something to do
with the shows."

In addition to being involved with enter-
tainment cha ties he is a membe! of The Lord's
Taverners, cricket's number one charity. ln 2007,
he became a Freeman oflondon and more recent-
ly was inducted as a Chevalier into the Orde Des
Coteaux de Champagne.

With such a background, one naturally
wonders why he chose to go to sea. "When I was
young I never really had the passion to play the
violin or the piano professionally. Even though I
went through the grades and did the qualifications,
it was never really something that I looked at as a
career I had a lot ofnine-minute wonders. I want-
ed to be an undertaker. a removals man, and, of
cours€. all airline pilot. Then, my family went on
the Canberra for holidays in the early 1990s. I
went on the bridge as a young boy, saw all the
chaps up there and thought'l quite like the look of
that."

;f l though dramatic. the evacualion ofpassen-
fl gers liom cruise ships by lrelicopter is

.I \becoming increasingly common,rs com-
munications and aercnautical technologies
advance. Nevertheless, they are complex opem-
tions that requir€ extensive planning and coordina-
tion.

Queen Mary 2 has a large medical center
with doctors and nurses. In fact, the ship has been
divert€d in order to bring medical assistance to the
sick and injured on other vessels. Why then would
the ship ever have to do a helicopter evacuation?
"The facilities onboard are second to nofle for a
ship but they do nol equate to some ofthe facilities
that you have at a land-based hospital, including
the ability to operate. We don't have an operating
theater onboard. Some of the guests that we have
disembarked medically by helicopter needed sur-
gery. That decision is often made between the doc-
tor and the captain, whoever is in command at the
time."

The first step in the decision-making
prccess is a detemination by the ship's doctor that
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a passenger (or cr€rr member) needs land-based
care and must have it b€fore the ship can reach port.
"The ship will do whatever it can. Safety of life
comes abve anything including the voyage. We
will temporarily postpone the voyage to get the pas-
senger off and then proceed with the passage after-
wards."

The next step is for thc doctor to call the
bridge. Although the technology keeps improving-
a helicopter's ninge only extends some 200 miles
out to sea. Thus the ship's mvigator, who reports to
the staff captain, musi determine if the ship can
come within helicopter range within the time that
the doctor believes is critical for the patient.

This calculation does not entail just deter-
mining whether the ship would come within heli-
copter range if it doubled back towards its port of
odgin, lnstead, more rcmote lands are considered.
For example, in one instance, Cunard's former flag-
ship Queen Elizabeth 2 was mid-Adantic when it
was delermined that a passelger had to be evacuat-
ed. lnstead of going east or west, the ship sailed
due nodh to rendezvous with a helicoDter that was



based in eastern Canada but which fl€w to
Greenland to refuel and which then flew due south
to me€t the liner.

Helicopter medical evacuations are not
without e significant economic cost. A ship bums
much more fuel running at full speed than it do€s at
its nolmal cruising speed. Not only does the ship
usually have to run at full sp€€d to make the r€n-
dezvous but in order to get back on schedule "we
have to go full speed across the Atlantic for thr€e
and a ha.lf days. Rather than 25 knots or 24 knots,
we haye to do 28, which is a huge incrcasc in cost,
We obviously have to tell the company [home
officel about that. Safety of life - - you can't put
any pric.e on a life. I don't think anybody on this
ship or in this company shoreside would question a
decision conceming the safety of a person
onboard."

Once the shiy's commanding ofiicer deter-
mines that a helicopter evacuation is necessary and
is feasible without placing others at an inondinate
risk, thc staffcaptail becomes responsible for exe-
cuting the operation. On a trsnsatlantic crossing,
this usually involves working with the British or
Irish coast guards if the ship is in the eastem No h
Atlantic and the Canadian o. United Stetes coast
grurds if the ship is closer to North America. "l
phone the coast guard station [for the area] that we
are in and tell them it is a go. We will then com-
municate with them every 30 minules to tell them
our position, cou$e and speed. We give them
updales of weather conditions - - the cloud cover,
how high the cloud is, visibility, wind, barometer,
whether it is rising or falling, whethe! there is a
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storm coming, They give us an update on whethe!
the helicopter has taken off and what range we can
get 1o it.'

"At the same time. I invire all of the h€ads
ofdeparttnent up here - - we have a meeting on the
bridge, which I conduct. I tell them to refer to the
ship's specific rcsponse to helicopter operations
[i.e. writt€n procedures], The ship has a very
detailed rogimented response, which includes: the
evacuation of certain cabins: it includes the clear-
ing of all the balconies of all debris; it includes
clearing ofall opcn decks: it includes the marming
of all open decks by security. Every single open
deck door has to be manned."

The r€ason that doois have to be secued
and cabins and balconies cvacuated is that therc is
always some risk involved when the ship is in close
quarters with a helicopter. For example, a sudden
down draft when th€ helicopter is hovering low
over the deck could cause it to crash into the shio.
Accordingly. the preparations include "sefting up;f
all the fire teams up on Deck 13. You will have
about fiv€ firc tearns, Some ofthem will be used as
attack teams, some will be what we call 'snap and
grau - - ifthe wrcckage were to come down on the
deck, we could pull out pans and drag the bodies
out. Then we have some of our rescue boats, our
fast boats, msnn€d, so ifanyone fell into the sea we
would be able to rescue them."

Therefore, passengers are not allowed !o
come on deck to watch the action. "Unforturately,
some passengers may want to take flash photo-
graphs, which can put the helicopter pilot off At
the same time, we have to stop passengers fiom
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waving stuff. We have had passengers irr the past
trying to wave flags, baseball caps - - if anything
like thal gcts in the rotor blades, down comes the
aircraft So you want to keep peopl€ offthe decks,
keep the decks clear. If a helicopter were to c€sh
orlto the deck then it would send shnpnel across the
top decks ofthe ship so right away you would have
a lot of people in danger. We keep the whole of
Deck 12 and Deck 13 completely empty Deck 7 is
completely empty because ifahelicopter were to go
down, it would land on the lifeboats [which are car-
ried just above Deck 7l and [people on] Deck 7
would be in danger. We keep them offthe balconies
because the helicopter passes very close to the bal-
conies. Plus the fsct that the helicopter has its own
policies and proccdures and ifthey were to see a lot
of people on lhe open decks, they would not make
their apprcach,"

One person, however, does stand on the
open deck. "l [am] the flight deck officer and I will
co-ordinate the entire operation from the c€nter of
the flight deck. I am the only one pemitted to stand
undemeath the helicopter, which is a very precari-
ous position. I communicate directly with the heli-
copter and the bridge."'Ihe helicopter is often not the only aircraft
padicipating in the evacuation. As noted earlier,
there can also be a Hercules military transport air-
plane. "The Hercules is a traffic plane. He comes
over the top and circles. Hedoesall the communr-
cation initially with us. He can communicate with
the bridge and with me a lot earlier than rhe heli-
copter can. Hc is almost like a reconnaissance
plane. If it is at night, he also drops flares, which
will give the helicopter almost a runway approach
to the ship, So, he does extemal communications to
everybody else, keeps the traffic in areas clear, and
monitors the radar so the helicopter can do nothing
but concentrate on getting over the ship."

When the helicopter arrives, it does nol land
on the ship. Although made of steel, QM2's upper
decks are jot reinforced to cope with the weight and
stress€s associated with landing a military helicop
ter. Therefore the helicooter hovers low over the
deck and access to and fiom the aircraft is by cable.

"They will send down Dormally two p€ople,
both of whom will be paramedics. One will be the
main paramedic and the oth€r the winchman. The
paramedic and the winchman will be taken straight
to, in this case, Stairway A, Deck 13, where the
patient is. We cordon that of aid secure the area.
At that stage, the helicopter moves of and stands
by at the side of th€ ship."
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The panmedics transfe. the patient ftom
the stetcher in li,hich he was brought up from
the ship's hospital to one of their own stretchers.

"Then I will communicate with the heli-
copter aod say that she can rnake her approach
again and we will bring the patient out [onto the
open deckl. The paramedic will attach himself
to the stretcher and he will go off with the
patienl Also, if [the patient is] traveling with a
partner a(ld the partner wishes to go as well, we
will lower down [another] basket and the basket
will go otr with the other half and the winch-
man. They are generally mor€ nervous about
the husband or the wife than they are about the
patieDt. The [patiert is sedated] atrd does Dot
know what is going on and will go up quite
smoothly. It is usually, the partner, the wife or
the husband that is more nervous because they
are going up in complete knowledg€ of what is
going on. They will do a lot to protect that per-
son as they are going up in the air. They are
absolutely amazing in doing that."

Although this ends the ship's involve-
ment in the evacuation, Cunard has established
"Care Teams" to assist evacuated passengers
and their families. This can involve providing
assistance at the location where the passenger
was lalded as well as with arrangemeds to
transport families to the scenc. "lt is a fantastic
op€ration. The Care Team system with this
company is amazing. The idea is that you are
not left on your own."

n addition to being responsible for helicopter
evacuations of individual passengers, the
staff captain would also take a leading role in

the unlikely event that there had to be a mass
evacuation of the ship. "There is no ship that I
have ever been on in my ls-year carger that is as
sea worthy as this, We have to sp€nd a lot ofour
time convincing the passenge$ that it is gale
forc€ ll outside and they do not necessarily
believe ra because the ship is so steady. She
was designed for that and we arc very fortunaie
!o be on a ship as safe as this. The safety stan-
dards on here are higher than on any ship that I
have been on, not that the others are not high but
this is extremely hieh. The drills, the training
and things like that, we are by far the finest ship
I have ever been on."

"The best lifeboat is the ship. So unless
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the ship was - - and we would know - - in irnminent
daoger of foundering, we would stay onboard the
ship as long as possible. We have food supplies,
towels, wamth, and the ability for communication.
Even though the boats do have that the best possi-
ble place to be on is on here dry. Obviously, when
the people go on the boats there is the possibility
that p€ople are going to get wet and hypothemia is
going to set in. So, you dont want to be in the
boats unless you have to and for the shortest possi-
ble time."

In the €vent that a catastrophe required the
evacuation of the ship, "we have the ability with
the GMDSS equipment to communicate with every
living soul on the planet. Even if we were in dan-
ger of sinking within minutes, we would have th€
ability to press buttons on that to send out ldistress]
signals. lf we have time, we \ryould actually type
out a message and detail all the information and
then send that. We would have somebody with us
fairly quickly. Aircraft would afiive fairly fast and
they would be able to circle us and drop extra life
rafts and supplies before other ships could get to
us. Nowadays, the world is very small."

Participants in the lifeboat drills that take
place on €very voyage ilvariably think of the
Titanic disaster and wonder how their ship would
do if she stuck an iceberg or was involved in a
similar collision. "There are a lot of [watertightl
compartrnents on her€. lf you were to flood six of
the forward compartments, she would stay afloat
with that. But they say she is a'two compartment
ship' which is to say that if the two largest com-
parhnents on the ship were to be flooded, then she
would be in danger offoundering."

Maritime schola$ generally agee that it
was a mistake for Titanic to try and tum to avoid
the iceberg rather than let the ship strike the iceberg
bow on. Camby explained that the same would be
true with a modem liner. "Tuming is not so good,
you don't want to mak€ a hole down the side. Your
most sensitive parts ofthe ship are the side, which
are the passenger cabins, balconies, passenger pub-
lic rooms where passengers are most likely to be
close. olus the fact that all the lifeboats are there.
The forward end ofthe ship are mostly tar*s and a
couple of store rooms so you would be able to hit
that part of the ship sftaight on and you would
probably do the least amount of damag€. You
would have the least danger of sinking because you
could sustain a certain amount of d€rnage up for-
ward and srill be able !o float quite easily and you
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have isolated it to one arca where there axe hardly
any people."

As is pointed out duriog every passenger
lifeboat ddll, a more likely danger is frre.
Consequently, QM2 has a system of smoke detec-
tors linked to a hydrafog system that can blaiket an
area in a fire-dosing mist within seconds. ln addi-
tion, 'we havg fire teams onboard that are all quali-
fied and hained by the UK fire taining schools, the
same as you have for the normal firemen in the UK.
All of the officars are lxained firefighlers and we
refresh our ticket every year so we go back to the
hre training schools in Hampshire or New Castle
We get put through ow paces just like a nomal
fireman would do. We get trained in the latest
eouiDment."- 

"We [also] undergo training regularly
onboard here. The drills are twice a month but we
also do familiaxization training for out firc teams
about every four days. They will be taken in their
normal uniforms up to look at certain ateas which
are where the fires are more likely to occur if we
wer€ to get one - - cooking ax€as, theater areas
where they use pyrotechnics, places like that.
Then, we txain our fire teams over and over and
over again in entry procedues for a fire in that par-
ticular area. The idea here is if you gave our fire
teams a blank piece of paper alld you sat them on
the bridge and said to them you have a fire in the
Kings Court galley, they would be able to get a pen
and draw for you where the fire points axe, where
the door is, which way it opens all from memory.
Without having to go dolvn there or think about it,
they know that behind this door there is a red but-
ton on the left etc. You drill them to a point wherc
they are so familiar with they are as familiar with
each area of the ship as they afe with their own
home."
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