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ward leg of the 18,5-nautical-mile 
course, New Zealand crewman Mike 
Spanhake grips a device construct
ed from a length of wood, two nails, 
two bits of wool and a cheap elec
tronic compass. Spanhake points this 
unlikely tool into the wind until 
the bits of wool flow together, and 
then notes the compass reading. 
When he develops a sense of the 
wind's mood, he calls Butterworth 
on a walkie-talkie. "The breeze is 
shifting regularly and rapidly through 
20 degrees or more, Brad." 

Boom! At the gun, Conner leaps 
first across the starting line, catch
ing the New Zealanders in the infa
mous zone of "dirty air" - where 
the flow of wind is disturbed -
slightly to windward and behind 
Young America. "The Kiwis are in 
trouble," a spectator points out. 
"They'll never climb out of there." 

the $US75 000 entry fee. Eventual
ly Blake, famous for circum
navigating the globe in the fastest 
time, used his commanding pres
ence to win the backing of local 
businesses. But by the end of 1993 
he had rounded up only $US12 
million - less than half of what 
some American, Japanese, French 
or Australian syndicates spent. Thus, 
the Kiwis learnt to make do, cheer-

Peter Blake, left, and Dennis Conner 

WHEN THE New Zealanders 
began planning their Amer- fully accepting what other chal

. ica's Cup challenge in early lengers would have considered 
1993, they faced a seemingly insur- privation. In San Diego, they shar
mountable problem: lack of money. ed accommodation, and made or 
The US syndicates competing for bought their own lunches. When a 
the honour of defending the tro- crew member tore his only pair of 
phy had big advantages. First, they shorts, Blake teasingly demanded 
were sailing in home waters and to see the damage before paying 
faced none of the shipping expens- for a new pair. And unlike the oth
es challengers from other countries er crews whose members had spe
incurred. Secondly, the US con- cialist jobs, New Zealand crew 
tenders had the backing of corpo- members each had at least three. 
rate America, including Sears, Everybody had to sail - even 
Boeing and General Motors. the accountant. And everyone was 

By comparison, New Zealand's responsible for maintaining equip-
46-year-old campaign chief Peter ment. Tom Schnackenberg, the old
Blake raided his life savings to raise est crew member at 50, helped 
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design the boats, wrote computer 
programs, ran the sail-development 
programme, and navigated. Some
times he also helped hose down 
the hull after racing. 

The frugality of the New Zealand 
challenge failed to impress the 52-
year-old Conner. In the 1987 Amer
ica's Cup in Perth, he had implied 
that the Kiwi team were cheats 
when they fielded a fibreglass boat 
instead of the usual aluminium. 
After a challenge off San Diego in 
which Conner predictably white
washed a Kiwi single-hulled boat 
by using a catamaran, he denounc
ed the boat's designer as "a loser." 
So the Kiwis had a score to settle 
with the American skipper. 

More worrying for Blake and 
his team was the realization that 
their efforts to make ends meet 
might not be enough. Take the 
yachts' sails, for example: racing 
sails are constantly evolving as each 
new design gives the owner a min
uscule advantage in speed. Some 
America's Cup syndicates test sail 
shapes in multimillion-rand facili
ties provided by aircraft companies. 
New Zealand, however, has no 
aerospace industry. 

Undaunted, Schnackenberg's 
four-man sailmaking team turned 
to engineers at the University of 
Auckland. They set up a wind tun
nel in an old warehouse on cam
pus and produced a one-fifteenth 
scale model of Black Magic for test
ing. To measure how the wind blows 
at sea level, workmen arranged ce
ment blocks on the floor to ·break 

SLAUGHTER ON THE WATER 

up wind artificially created by fans. 
Then they "bent" the disturbed flow 
further through scores of vanes that 
resembled twisted venetian blinds. 
Computers measured the effect of 
the wind on the model. In this way, 
the New Zealanders dragged a few 
extra fractions of a knot out of 
Black Magic's sails before making 
them up in the sail loft in San Diego. 

Inspired improvization became a 
habit. Shore crew chief Tim Gurr 
was unhappy with the "wings" -
the appendages that went on Black 
Magic's keel to help her sail more 
efficiently to windward. Milled-steel 
replacements would cost around 
R130 000. And the boatbuilding 
purse was nearly empty. 

Renowned for their dogged pur
suit of lateral solutions to con
struction problems, Gurr and his 
team devised a laminated wooden 
version as rigid as .steel. Total cost: 
Rl 600. 

VER A MINUI'E into the first 
race, Black Magic is still trav

elling in the dirty air. As 
drenched helmsman Russell Coutts 
concentrates on manoeuvring the 
bucking yacht through the waves, 
his teammates look grim. 

Suddenly, Black Magic starts to 
climb out. Now she's matching YoWlg 
America's speed and sailing higher 
to windward, out of the zone of 
doom. Within minutes, YoW1g Amer
ica's running out of room. The Amer
ican skipper orders the defender 
onto another tack. Coutts responds 
by spinning Black Magic into a 
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matching tack, the stern missing 
Young America's bow by metres. 
"They're right in their face," yells a 
commentator. This is a street brawl. 

Conner orders a second tack. 
The New Zealanders respond. At 
that moment, the wind strengthens 
and shifts ten degrees, darkening 
the surface of the ocean. Black 
Magic ride.<> the shift briefly as foam 
boils along her mirror-like flanks. 
Then she tacks for the windward · 
marker buoy. Within seconds, the 
New Zealanders lead by several 
boat lengths. Spanhake, watching 
from the dinghy, gives his jerry-built 
compass a quiet pat. 

Black Magic's crew are well 
aware that the Americans can over
haul them down the long down
wind leg. As the New Zealand boat 
rounds the mark, port grinder Craig 
Monk and mastman Matthew Ma
son charge from the cockpit to the 
foredeck to hoist by hand the huge, 
500-square-metre spinnaker without 
winches. The two men each grab 
the halyard and heave. Other yachts · 
usually dispatch four men operat
ing winches to do the job. The New 
Zealanders do it this way because 
it's quicker and saves both money 
and the weight of the winches. 

Twenty metres away, helmsman 
Coutts watches them, waiting for 
the right split second to bear away 
for the downwind leg. If he swings 
the helm too soon, the wind will 
catch the sail too suddenly and rip 
open the stoppers that keep it furl
ed. So powerful is the sail that it 
could drag the two men, still hang-
76 

ing onto the halyard, up the mast. 
But their timing is perfect, and 
Mason and Monk hoist the sail 
more than ten storeys high in 20 
seconds, giving the challengers an 
extra boat-length lead. The black 
yacht crosses the finish line two 
minutes and 45 seconds ahead. 

By cup standards, it's a thump
ing. But the Kiwis barely shake 
hands. There's a long way to go and 

· they know Conner is dangerously 
unpredictable when cornered. 

After four races, the New Zea
landers have four straight victories 
over Conner. One more win would 
give them the cup. Aware of Peter 
Blake's superstitious habit of wear
ing red socks whenever he races, 
Kiwis everywhere began to buy 
red socks. Soon, red socks sold in 
New Zealand carried a royalty of 
about R12 that went to the cup 
campaign and allowed the team to 
pay its final bills. It was almost 
impossible to buy a pair of red 
socks anywhere in the country. 

T NEW ZEALAND headquar
ters in San Diego, tension was 
mounting. The Kiwis knew 

Conner was working on strategies 
to defeat them. Blake warned his 
crew to stay motivated. "Against 
Conner we can never relax," he told 
them. "We'll win it when we cross 
the line, not before." 

A few days before the fifth race, 
the crew sanded Black Magic's hull 
with ultra-fine sandpaper. "Even an 
extra tiny fraction of a knot might 
help," Blake said, "and sandpaper 



doesn't cost much." 
May 14. Conditions are not ideal 

for what the New Zealanders hope 
will be the final race. The swell is 
big, the wind blowing 13 knots and 
dancing round the compass. As 
Black Magic circles, waiting for the 
start, Butterworth runs through his 
pre-race routine. Then - disaster! 
A win~h working the mainsail in
explicably goes down. The wire rope 
spins uselessly off the suddenly 
slack drum. "We've got a prob
lem," Coutts tells Blake quietly. 
Vital in close-quarters racing, the 
winches sheet in sails under loads 
of 4 000 kilopascals. A breakdown 
means that a yacht can't compete. 

Blake glances at his watch. Forty 
minutes to go before the starting 
gun. "Do what you can," he says. 
Fingers flying, the crew take the 
drum off. Knowing the Americans 
are watching, the rest of the team 
nonchalantly carry on pre-race rou
tines. To show panic would hurt their 
pride and give Conner confidence. 

The crew working on the winch 
check it thoroughly and refit it at 
lightning speed. With the last bolts 
in, they throw in a few quick tacks 
to test the drum. Miraculously, it 
holds. Coutts swings the helm, and 
Black Magic heads towards the 
starting line. 

In New Zealand, Television NZ 
has a record audience as thousands 
of people stop what they're doing 
to follow the race. Prime Minister 
Jim Bolger pairs his flame-coloured 
hose with a dark business suit. 
Governor-General Dame Cather-

SLAUGHTER ON THE WATER 

ine Tizard wears hers with low
heeled shoes and a Team NZ cap. 

At the gun, each boat heads off 
on different tacks in the quest for 
the elusive wind shift that will give 
them an advantage. For the first 
few minutes, there's nothing between 
them. Young America's got faster, 
Blake thinks, his heart pounding. 

When the boats cross on differ
ent tacks for the second time, Black 
Magic is narrowly clear. "We've got 
leverage, but not much," remarks 
Butterworth. He knows the yacht 
that reaches the first windward mark 
in the lead usually wins. 

Black Magic charges towards the 
top mark as Monk and Mason pre
pare to bell-ring the spinnaker. The 
Americans are close behind. As 
Coutts lines up the buoy to go in 
"fat" - in a wide arc - the pair 
strain to put everything into the 
hoist. The helms.man bears away, 
almost too soon, as the sail runs 
up the last few metres of the mast. 
If Conner has another comeback 
in him, it has to be now. 

By the second turning mark, 
Young America is just half a minute 
behind. Conner has handed the helm 
to co-skipper Paul Cayard and is 
now calling tactics. The New Zealan
ders know they can't afford to play 
safe and "depower" the boat by re
ducing the potentially rig-busting 
tensions. They head upwind under 
full load. 

Suddenly bits start to break on 
the American yacht. A rope hold
ing the foresail gives way and is 
hastily replaced. A shackle bursts 
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"Black Magic's" crew show their 
elation after their win 

and her jib crumples. By the time 
the replacement sail is up, Black 
Magic is nearly four lengths ahead. 

In Auckland, a church organist 
can no longer contain himself. He 
slips out between hymns and brings 
back a report to the vicar, who in
terrupts the service to tell the con
gregation about Black Magic's lead. 

Now it's too late even for the 
king of comebacks. Conner looks 
resigned as Black Magic starts the 
final leg in an impregnable posi
tion. The Kiwis cross the finish line 
one minute and 50 seconds ahead 

" " of the Americans. In all five races, 
Black Magic has beaten them by 
an average of nearly three minut~ __ 
It's only the second time the Amer
ica's Cup has left the US. 

While New Zealand parties its 
red socks off, cup experts try to ex
plain how a tiny nation could crush 
American know-how. Incomprehen
sibly to many, Conner explains to 
the press that his syndicate's bud
get wasn't big enough and couldn't, 
for example, stretch to produce 
Black Magic's near-perfect sails. At 
this, Schnackenberg chuckles. "It 
was done on the smell of an oily · 
rag." But the architect of the slaugh
ter on the water understands exact-· 

· ly what happened. The Kiwis' lack 
of resources forced them to pursue 

·inexpensive solutions. "It comes 
down to common sense," Blake says. 
"The right planning and the right 
people enjoying what they do." 

ITTLE KNOWN to the rest of the 
world, the New Zealanders' path 
to glory started long before 

Black Magic was built, in 1993 when 
they all signed "Blake's charter." It 
listed, in Peter Blake's words, how 
they would set about winning the 
cup. The main point required the 
yachtsmen to work selflessly as a 
team. Tacked onto the end was a 
simpler commandment: "Have fun." 

THE MANAGING EDITOR of a tabloid featuring Elvis sightings and in
siduous space aliens told a journalist: "If someone phones me and says 
their toaster's talking to them, I don't recommend professional help. I say, 
'put the toaster on the phone.' " - Arthur Higbee 
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