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Tenth anniversary of Da Gama disaster 
A LOT is going to be written 
about the Wilbur Ellis da Gama 
ocean race in the nex t few 
weeks as this year's race, which 
starts on May 12, is the tenth 
anniversary of the disastrous 
"Da Gama drama" when the en
tire fl eet was devastated in 
1984, and not one of the racing 
fleet finished. 

I was aboard Assegai, one of 
the boats that made it home in 
one piece with little damage of 
any consequence. It was tough 
and frightening out there as one 
really knows the chips are down 
when there is not a stitch of sail 
flying on the boat. 

Waves were breaking over the 
boat with the force of the water 
bodily sweeping crew to the lim
its of their safety harness lines. 
The safest place was below 
deck, but someone had to helm, 
and there had to be people on 
const:i.nt lookout. 

Sailing is not a dangerous 
sport, but whenever there is a 
yachting-related accident, it 
mak~eadline news simply be
cause yachting fatali ties are 
rare occurences. 

In fact the sport has a very 
proud safety record in this 
country. This was reinforced 
even in that 1984 race when de
spite three boats sinking, and 
one running aground, the only 
loss of life came in the tragic 
and mysterious circumstances 
surrounding the loss of Rubicon 
with all hands. 

To this day no-one knows 
what happened, and not a sin
gle trace of the boat or crew has 
ever been found. 

·In that fateful storm no-one 
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was lost overboard, which in the 
prevailing conditions was some
thing to be proud of, and proved 
just how high the standards of 
seamanship were. 

In those conditions it was 
easy to be swept overboard, yet 
the few pe~ho were by the 
massive waves were all wearing 
safety harnesses, and were able 
to get safely back aboard. 

Few boats required outside 
assistance, with most managing 
to limp back to port under their 
own steam, proving that the 
fleet was pretty well equipped 
to go to sea and handle almost 
anything thrown at them. 

But what really caused the 
problems? 

It was not the wind alone, nei
ther was it just the rough seas, 
but a combination of the two. 
Off the east coast · between 
Richards Bay and Cape Agul-

has, we have a very strong and 
fast-flowing Agulhas cu~rent, 
which at times can flow a~ over 
six knots. 

All yachtsmen, and even the 
merchant ships try and use the 
current to their full advantage, 
as it gives one extra "free" 
speed and distance over the 
water. 

But, in cert ain conditions, 
with a deep low pressure system 
causing the strong south-west
erly wind which blows against 
the current flowing in the oppo
site direction, huge seas are 
common. Many people incor
rectly refer to the resultant 
huge waves as "freak waves" 
but they are not, as they are a 
fact of life, and do occur, and 
should really be referred to as 
rogue waves. 

It was these rogue waves, 
coupled with the very strong 
gale force winds that caused the 
problems. Most boats that sus
tained damage did so in the cur
rent where the rogue wave& are 
most common, generally pitch
polling boats stem over bow, or 
rolling them on their beam ends 
through 360 degrtes. 

When the storm struck the 
more ex perienced skippers 
knew to immediately head 
inshore to calmer waters, but in 
the prevailing conditions, coup
led with the fact that those 
seeking the maximum assis
tance from the current were up 
to 40 miles out to sea, it took a 
long time to get out of the dan
ger area, and this is where much 
of the damage to boats took 
place. 

The waves were huge, an apt 

description for their steepness 
being t o liken them to mine 
shafts - there was no bottom to 
those vertical walls of water. 

Had the yachtsmen been less 
experienced, and the boats 
b adly designed, b u ilt and 
e quipped , the devastation 
would have been many times 
worse. The reason for there be
ing fewer fatalities and no seri
ous man-overboard incidents, 
was that in those days the 
keelboat fleet was active in me
dium and long distance races, 
and sound seamanship was sec
ond nature to all those crews. 

My concern is that in recent 
years there has been a steady 
decline in interest in overnight 
and long distance races. This is 
not a local problem, but one 
common in most active offshore 
sailing countries a round the 
world. No-one has an answer as 
to why this has occurred, and 
why the trend has moved to-
wards day racing. · 

The crews who sail boats in 
day races are extremely compe
tent in those situations, but it 
t ake s a different type of 
competence and commitment 
to spend the nigJlt perched on 
the windward side of the boat 
when all hell is breaking loose, 
to change sails in pitch dark
ness, and just to survive the 
night wet, cold and without a 
warm drink and the ability to 
go home to a warm dry bed 
when you've had enough. 

Distance races at night need 
to be encouraged to broaden 
the experience of the crews. 

B i elaanl Crockett 


