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Durban-set for· Fireball fireworks 
THIS week sees an influx of inter
national yachtsmen arriving in 
Durban to compete in the Fireball 
Class World Championships 
which are to be sailed at sea off 
the beachfront. · 

The pre-worlds, which is in ef
fect a tune-up regatta, starts on 
Saturday, going through until the 
following Wednesday, with the 
world championships starting on 
Saturday 12 March for a week. 

With the extensive media cover
age this event should obtain, I 
know many laymen will ask what 

_a Fireball really is. 
Essentially, it is a very fast, very 

wet and very exciting two-man 
spinnaker/trapeze racing din~hy. 

In real terms it is a 4,93 metre, 
80 kilogram high-performance din
ghy which was originally designed 
for home building in marine ply
wood. As the class has grown in 
size and stature over the years, 
the technology that goes into im
proving performance has in
creased · to such an extent, that 
one rarely finds competitive boats 
being home built. 

Nowadays few of the top boats 
are built of marine ply, but rather 
from an exotic fibreglass, Kevlar 
and foam sandwich construction 
which makes the boats incredibly 
stiff and light. 

Weight is not only vital in a rac
ing hull, but also in crew weight, 
with top crews having a combined 
weight of between 140 and 160 
kilograms, making this a boat for 
the smaller, lighter and more 
athletic types than your average 
winch jockey on a Whitbread 
ocean racer. 

Something about this class 
which should please those cam
paigning for equality between the 
sexes, is that it has always attract
ed women, both as crew and on 
the helm , .with husbands and 
wives even teaming up. The worn-
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en are good too, proven by the fact 
that three women helmed boats 
into three of the top ten places in 
last year's worlds in Belgium. In 
fact, husband and wife com
binations have previously won the 
worlds, with hubby "out on the 
wire" while wifey "drives"! . 

Campaigning a Fireball is an ex
pensive business, due mainly to 
the high cost of the components 
which are all imported. The all-up 
cost is some R25 000 which, for the 
youngsters the class attracts, is a 
major investment. 

Racing will take place on an 
Olympic type cGurse which is· a 
triangular course with the first leg 
being the windward leg set in line 
with the direction of the true 
wind .. From the windward buoy 
the boats bear away down a reach 
to a second (gybe) buoy, where 
they gybe the boat by sailing the 
stern through·the wind on to a sec
ond reach to buoy three. Having 
done a full triangle they then sail a 
"sausage" between buoys one and 
three, giving them a true down
wind (running) leg, then another 
complete triangle, finishing at the 
end of the windward leg. 

This course giyes them a com-

plete spread of angles to the wind 
on which they sail, while allowing 
spinnakers to be set on reaching 
and running legs. Tactics play a 
very important part in the upwind 
legs, as one can sail up the middle, 
to the port (left) side of the course, 
or to the starboard (right) side, 
while on the offwind legs the abili
ty to surf waves and work the boat 
and spinnaker to main maximum 
speed is vital. 

The worlds course will be about 
18 nautical miles long, with each 
race taking about three hours. 

Durban is goiqg to be tough for 
the international guests who 
could find our strong northeasters 
which whip up a steep and nasty 
sea, very difficult to sail in. The 

. long flat Fireball bow just buries 
itself into this north easterly shop 
resulting in the cockpit filling up, 
making the boat •slow and slug
gish, so unless they quickly mas
ter a technique to prevent his, 
they could be in trouble. On their 
side they have experience. 

European sailors compete in -
many major events all over Eu
rope, and have learnt to adapt 
quickly to changing conditions, 
whereas our local sailors are more 
used to sailing in their back yards, 
relying on their local knowledge, 
and consequently being slow to 
react to changing conditions. Lo-
cal knowledge will hold them in 
good stead throughout the event, 
and could see some of them com
ing out on the winners podium. 

It is going to be a very interest
ing series as there are going to be 
some fifty foreign yachts compet
ing, with a few European and 
world champions among them. 
Our fellows will perform well, with 
Alec Lanham-Love and Andrew de 
Vlieg being the in-form South Afri
cans in the build up to the cham
pionship. 

Richard Crockett 


