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WHEN an international sporting · 
event has to be postponed due to. 
a couple of players being mugged, 
it's a' very sad day indeed. Prison 
ships have been mooted as a 
solution to prison overcrowding, 
but unless these vessels are left to 
ride out a few southern ocean 
storms/ they would hardly be a 
deterrent to the criminals we have 
to put up with at the moment. . 

And the southern ocean was 
where it all happened last week as 
the fleet took a pounding. First 
the women's boat 'F Language' 

. suffered rigging failure, and then 
a few days later, after having 
survived a brusl;l with an iceberg, 
Lawrie Smith's 'Silk Cut' broke 
the top section of her mast, 
effectively putting her out of the 
leg and the race. 

As the Whitbread fleet headed 
for Cape Hom there was every 
likelihood of a traffic jam as they 
and the boats competing in the 
Gold Race were scheduled to 
round the Horn from the 
opposite direction. 

The Whitbread fleet has been 
subjected to some exceptionally 
tough conditions, with all boats 
reporting breakages, and skippers 
openly stating that they are only 
sailing at 95 percent of their 
ability in an attempt to keep the 
boat together, and ensure the 
safety of their crew. This is one 
hell of an admission in a race of 
this nature, but an admiral one 
under the prevailing awful 
conditions. 

Major effort 
In an e-mail I received from 

'Chessie Racing', former Durban 
sailor Jonathan Swain said: "Yes 
people, it is confirmed that I, 
Jonathan Swain, will have 
completed my first and last 
Whitbread race in May this year. 
Everything about these boats and 
this race is a major effort. · 

"Seriously, these last two days 
111 t11e sum11e% Ctl"an soon 
humbles one. We had some pretty 
major sail damage as a few nasty 
squalls took us by surprise. It was 
definitely some of the wettest 
sailing that I have ever done. lee 
cold water continuously coming 
across the deck in mounds of 
spray as we surfed along at 20-25 
knot~ plus. By last night the swell 
had picked up a fair amount and 
it was really exciting driving by 
almost feeling alone. I believe that 
we now have a new top speed 
record of over 30 knots but there 
was just too much spray to s~e 
the instruments. During one surf 
a side wave broke over the boat 
and washed Fuzz Spanhake into 
the wheel with such force that he 
bent it pretty badly." 

Grant Dalton from 'Merit Cup' 
said: "It is not so much that-the 
conditions are worse than we 
have ever experienced before - it 
is that the pace of the fleet is 
breathtaking. No one is giving an 
inch. You know that unless you 
are averaging 18 knots in these : 
conditions, you are probably 
getting left behind. Weekend 
yachtsman would just not believe 
the way the yachts were being 
driven. It's another dimension, 
entirely. It's impossible to stand 
on deck - we would be washed 
off our feet in seconds -- such is 
the force and frequency of the 
water pouring across ~t." 

Impression 
Dalton's description of a 

. particular scene 'down south' 
gives one a very clear impression 
of what it's all about. 11 As I looked 
out the hatch, not more than 
200m away, there was 'Toshiba' 
absolutely flying. It was one of 
the most dramatic sailing scenes 
you could imagine. These two 
yachts at a point on the globe _ 
which is as far away from land as 
anywhere else on earth, going as 
hard as they can. We are 
averaging around 20 knots in up 
to 40 knots of breeze. As 'Toshiba' 
started to surf their hull would 
come clear right back to the keel. 
At the same time a huge wave of 
water rose above the tops-ides and 
the boat was hurled into the 
trough. I had never seen a boat 
look like that before. Prior to 
being caught tip by 'Toshiba' we 
had been sailing under storm, 
spinnaker in control, but still on 
edge. We got absolutely smacked 
by the rest of the fleet sailing that 
way and changed up to the bigger 
size spinnaker, the same as · 
'Toshiba'. This is not safe at all, 
the way we are sailing now, but 

· what choice do you have. Come 
last or hammer .it with the chance 
. of crashing like Silk Cut. I guess as 
a competitor the latter is the only 
opdon. 


