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The 10th anniversazy of South Africa's tvorst yachting tragedy 1j~: • 
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The Da~ Gama 

rac,e: disaster 
This year marks the 
10th anniversary of the 
disastrous 1984 Wilbur 
Ellis Da Gama race 
from Durban to East 
London. Norman 
Sheriff looks back at 
that terrible night and 
forward to this year's 
race. 
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T was the worst night 
in South African yacht rac
ing history. In the space of 
a few hours four yachts 
were lost - one with all 
hands - when a south
westerly hurricane-force 
buster hit the 29-strong 
fleet competing in the an
nual WHbur Ellis Da Gama 
race. 

The race had started plea
santly enough off Durban with 
the cruisers starting 18 hours 
before the ocean racers. There 
was a fresh north-easterly 
breeze blowing but that Qight, 
Thursday April 26, the wind 
changed and brought with it a 
ferocious storm that hit the 
fleet, turning back all except 
one yacht. 

The waves were mountain
ous and the winds of hurri
cane-force - literally hell on 
the high seas. 

The first yacht to come to 
grief was the Navy entry Cape 

of Good Hope which sank off 
Aliwal Shoal. The crew were 
rescued by helicopter. 

The ocean racer Sensation, 
one of the biggest yachts in the 
race, went aground at Mkam
bati on the Transkei coast. The 
10-man crew managed to 
scramble ashore on the rocks 
where they were eventually 
found by a game ranger. 

The cruiser ,Spiffero was dis
masted after two 360-degree 
rolls. She was taken m two by 
a Kuswag vessel but sank 
under tow. The crew were res
cued. 

But the worst incident was 
the loss of the East London 
yacht Rubicon with all hands. 
Under .the command qf Siggie 
Eicholz, the yacht was last 
seen off North Sands Bluff and 
thereafter nothing was heard 
or seen of the five-man crew. 

Despite air and sea searches 
nothing was found - no 
wreckage, clothing, lifejackets 
or debris. The yacht and her 
crew just disappeared. 

Ther.e have been many 
theories as to what happened 
to Rubicon 9n that night but, 
with no proof, none can be sub
stantiated. 

Meanwhile, the rest of the 
fleet had enough problems of 
their own with yachts being 
dismasted, and crewmen going 
overboard. The yacht Black 
Magic had her cabin-top 
stoved-in by a huge wave and 
Reaction pitchpoled - a 
forward somersault - and 
broke her mast. 

Reaction skipper· Peter Col
lins recalls: "We were a long 
way out to sea and one of the 

ILL-FATED: The Rubicon 
went down with all hands. 

leading yachts at that stage. 
After the storm hit we tacked 
under jib for a while but 
weren't getting anywhere so 
we turned back. At about 6am 
off South Sands Bluff after 
being at the helm for several 
hours, I heard what sounded 
like an express train behind 
me. It was a gigantic wave 
which tipped us up so far it 
threw me over the cabin-top 
and the boat turned turtle. 

"While in the water I no
ticed the top of the mast had 
broken off and was under 

water with, surprisingly, the 
navigation lights still burning. 
After being hauled back 
aboard, we rigged a jury sail 
and were eventually taken in 
tow by Magic Carpet." 

Collins remembers being 
short of breath and having 
what seemed like a weight on 
his chest during the drama. In 
retrospeet this was not sur
prising as a day after reaching 
port he had a heart bypass op
eration - a .result of his expe
riences in the Da Gama. 

Geoff Williams, skipper of 
Rollerball, recalls: "During the 
night crewman Rob Stevenson 
went overboard and · took tiller 
with him. We got him back 
aboard and used a shifting 
spanner and a tube cut from 
dan buoy to jury-rig a tiller 
and c.ame back under bare 
poles." 

Dave Cuthbert, skipper of 
Charisma said: "We were 30 
miles off Margate at about 
midnight when the wind came 
through from nothing to over 
70 knots in a matter oJ mi-. 
nutes and we reefed down to a 
storm jib. 

" At 2.30am we were dis-
. masted but conditions were 
too severe to keep it on board' 
so over the side it went. Half 
an hour later we were cork
screwed through the water -
most of the time completely 
submerged. 

"Crewman John Bendall and 
myself were pitched over
board and were in the water 
hanging onto our lifelines. I 
had a few anxious moments 
when the Karabine hook on my 
life harness bent under the 
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AGROUND: The Sensation lies on the rocks on the 
Transkei coast. 
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pressure but, with assistance, 
we scrambled back aboard. 

"Below decks was like a 
scene from hell . The lockers 
had all burst open and the 
bilges were full of food, cloth
ing , battery acid and sea 
water. One crewman was con
cussed after being thrown 
across the cabin. 

"We set about cleaning the 
boat and decided - for safe
ty's sake - to throw the boom 
overboard as well and just ran 
before the wind with the motor 
oing. 
"Looking back, I suppose 

this must be what it feels like 
to be inside a washing ma
chine." 

Some yachts however suf
ered little or no damage. They 

1were the ones which sailed 

close inshore when the storm 
hit. Those which stayed off
shore took the pounding. 

Crewman Richard Crockett 
on boar·d Assegai, the winning 
yacht the previous year and 
one of the lucky ones this year, 
said: "The storm hit us at sun
set on Thursday and got stead
ily worse all night. We pressed 
on but the seas got bigger and 
we felt it prudent to save the 
boat and turn back and run 
with the storm, reducing sail 
to just a storm jib. 

"Assegai is an ultra-light 
boat and she made incredible 
speed under bare poles surfing · 
down waves. Our biggest fear 
was pitchpoling and we had 
some hair-raising moments, 
but made it back safely." 

Since that year a trophy -

The Rubicon Trophy - has 
been awarded annually for 
seamanship dunng this race. 

Last year conditions were 
again bad with 46 yachts start
ing the race and 36 turning 
back after another severe 
south-westerly buster hit the 
fleet. Slight damage and much 
seasickness was reported. 

So, with all this danger and 
discomfort, why then are there 
more boats and crews taking 
part every year? 

Well, as one yachtie quipped 
this week: "It's like banging 
your head against a brick wall 
- it's great when you stop!" 
But perhaps the real reason is 
this is a tough race through 
hostile waters and like the 
Comrades and the 'Dusi, it's a 
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daunting challenge and people 
just rise to it. 

This year the race starts at 
llam on Thursday, May 12 
meaning the fleet will be at 
sea on Friday 13th. 

Sailors are generally a su
perstitious lot but does this 
omen worry them? 

Apparently not as a record 
fleet of over 50 yachts is ex
pected. 

The record for the 240-nauti
cal mile passage is just over 30 
hours set several years ago by 
the yacht Ilse but this is ex
pected to be broken this year 
by the huge yacht Marchioness 
skippered by Neil Bailey. The 
yacht, previously known as 
Parker Pen Ltd, was one of 
the frontrunners in the last 
Rothmans Cape To Rio race. 


