
'Alien' SA yaclitsman .will miss.Irish warmth 
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DUBLIN - Ireland's Depart
ment of Justice provoked mut
tered protests last week when it 
referred to a stranded South 
African yachtsman as an illegal 
alien who had outstayed his of
ficial welcome. 

"We don't like to hear a term 
like that being used," said an 
angry spokesman at the Galway 
Bay Sailing Club in western Ire
land. "This man is our guest 
and we'd like to think he can 
stay here as long as he wishes." 

Neal Petersen, who describes 
himself as "the only black sin
gle-handed yachtsman in South 
Africa", has become something 
of a celebrity in Galway, lectur
ing in schools, speaking at 
lunches and appearing regular
ly on radio and TV program
mes. He has been there since 
September when, almost dead 
from exhaustion and low on 
water and food, his 13 m yacht, 
the Stella-R, was towed into the 
safety of Galway harbour. 

The 24-year-old from Wyn
berg, Cape Town, had been 

1 
found drifting off the Irish coast 

_

1 

by a fishing trawler, . his sail 
gone and his rudder damaged. 
His destination was Plymouth, 

-j the starting point for a single
handed transatlantic race to 

- i Newport, Rhode Island, begin
ning on June 7. And that is still 
his destination. 
- F15'r th«i: past six ·months, as

sisted by an army of local help
ers and with financial support 
from local businesses and from 
De Beers of Shannon, the Irish 
subsidiary of the South African 
company, he has been putting 
his R190 000 yacht back togeth
er again. On Sunday, when he 
sets out for Plymouth, he will 
be escorted out of Galway by 

I the Irish na'val vessel Orla -

~ 
which towed him into the wel
coming arms of Irish hospitality 
.about six months ago. 

"I will be sorry to leave," he 
- ~ says in a voice full of emotion. 

"I have made so many friends 
here and the Irish have been so 

- ' · generous and hospitable. In a 
sense, they have adopted me as 
one of their own." 

The Petersen story is better 
known in Ireland than in South 
Africa - the ·yo.ung boy, with a 
hip disability, from a poor fami
ly, who dreamt of becoming arr 
international yachtsman. 

He inherited. his love of the 
-j ( sea from his father, Edward, 

who was a commercial diver. 
'ne still lives in Wynberg ·with 

··wife Stella and daughter Janke, 
and Neal has been in touch with 
them regularly since his rescue. 

-1 · He learnt his sailing at False 
1-B~y Yacht Club in the 1980s. 

1
1 Then, in January 1991, he set off 

from Cape Town on what be
came a nightmare voyage. The 

- accident happened about 

U
OO miles off the Azores when 
e hit submerged container 
~-ates,. crippling his yacht. It 

Stormy weather .. . Neal Petersen puts the finishing touches to his boat, the Stella-R, 
•"!> \ ..._, \ \~Oj"Z- " before leaving the Royal Cape Yacht Club. S1"'1'H'L 

was a triumph of courage and I will be returning here to put the Stella-R. But what Qf..his il-
invention - including the use of together a sponsorship deal for legal alien status? "The Irish 
a bucket to rig up a makeshift a new boat. I plan to take part Department of Justice seems to 
sail - that eventually got him in the round-the-world single- have changed its minq about 
to Ireland. · handed yacht race starting that," he says. "They told me I 

"I was so lucky to end up from Charlestown, South Caro- could have my visa renewed if I 
here," he says with feeling. "In lina, in 1994." wanted to." 
South Africa, I couldn't get one One stop on that race will be His, friends at ·the Galway 
penny in sponsorship. Here peo- Cape Town, which is likely to be Bay Sailing Club may well have 
ple are so generous with their the first time Neal will see his had a quiet word with someone 
time and money: After the race, hometown since he sailed off in about Irish hospitality. 


