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THROW away the books on 
meteorology and start afresh. 

That is how yachtsmen feel 
after a tough return from Rio 
following the Cape to Rio yacht 
race. 

The reason for their frustra
tion is a marked change in pre
vailing weather systems, which 
have thrown route planning 
into confusion. · 

Traditional trade winds, 
relied on for centuries by 
sailors , have changed to such 
an extent that even blue ocean 
cruisers have had their world · 
turned on its head. 

"Cruisers from all parts of 
the world are reporting the 
same phenomenon. Weather 
patterns have changed dra
matically during the past few 
years," said Cruising Associa
tion of South Africa secretary 
Eric Wells. 

"The return leg from Rio is 
just one such a case. It used to 
be that you'd get following 
winds, ·but this year the boats 
h.<1vo had the wind on the nose 
all the war.on top of that, the 
sea is very rough. " 

Harrowing is how sailors are 
describing the return voyage. 

Already four yachts have had 
serious trouble on the return 
leg, including the by-now
famous Assegai, the yacht of 
Royal Cape Yacht Club supre
mo David Abromowitz. 

Fortunately Assegai was one 
of the lucky ones. She was able 
to return to Brazil under a jury 
rig and, it seems, will be easy to 
repair. 

On Monday Cape Town 
architect Gawie Fagan's yacht 
Suidoos sank after springing a 
leak earlier on the return voy
age. 

Suidoos was well-known at 
the Royal Cape Yacht Club as a 
regular feature in local races. 

Catamaran ace Colin Kenny 
was one of the sailors injured 
in an accident on the return 
leg. 

Catamarans don't normally 
do well sailing into weather, 
preferring instead to turn their 
beams and quarters to the wind 
for good cruising. 

An unexpected gybe made 
the boom of Kenny's yacht 
swing violently across the deck 
and gave the · skipper a hard 
knock against the head. Kenny 
had to lay u~ at Tristan da 
Cunha to see the island's doc
tor and recover. 

The return ~eg from Rio is 
not the hardeft sailing in the 
world under normal circum-
stances. ~ 

The routin; has been to go 
south around the South 
Atlantic high pressure system 
and get followfig winds all the 
way back to Cape Town, sailors 
say. I 

With the wind following an 
anti-clockwisetrotation around 
a high pressu e system in the 
southern hem sphere, the tra
ditional tra~ routes were 
north arouncl_..Q}e high if sailing 
w~st atm·sotm\ around if trav
elling east. l · 

That has be~nThe attraction 
of the Rio r~e - following 
winds both w s. 

In days of y re sailing ships 
carried rigs d.esigned to per
form best with following winds. 
Today tr~de .,winds races like , .. 
the Cape to Rio still attract 
yachts designed, or set up, for 
this purpose. J · 

So when weather condition~ 
which have p'revailed for so 
long suddenly changed, yachts
men threw aWflY the book and 
felt their way along. 

"The highs 'are far further 
south than they used to be and 

· the lows much further north," 
said veteran ocean racer Bertie 
Reed. 

"On the return from Rio, I 
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went down as far as 38' south 
and we still had wind from 
ahead," Reed said. 

"If you watch the weather 
on CNN, you'll see that there 
are a lot of low pressure cells 
where the high is supposed to 
be. 

"That little El Nino is back 
off the coast of Chile and I am 
sure things like the destruc· . 
tion of the rain forests have 
something to do with it. 

"I'm no expert and I just 
can't say why, but the seas were 
a lot rougher as well on the 
return. But ifyoU think about it, 
the start of the race was also 
different. 

"There was no south-easter, 
it was more westerly and it 
took us a long time to pick up 
the trades." 

Weather forecaster Riaan 
Smit at Cape Town Interna
tional Airport agreed that the 
South Atlantic high was fur
ther south this year , but 
'ascribed it to normal fluctua
tions over long periods. 

With the change in season, 
the high pressure belt is head
ing north again to allow fronts 
through as normal, he said. 

"The books these sailors 
speak of are compiled on the 
basis of statistics gathered dur
ing h period of 30 years and 
there are bound to be fluctua
tions," he said. 

"There is also no sign yet of 
a retwm of EJ Nino. EI Nino · 
normally affects the weather in 
the sumiller rainfall regions of 
the country and they have had 

·excellent weather this season." 
Mr Smit said theories about 

changes in weather patterns 
because of global warming still 
remained theories and that 
even if they did occur, they 
would happen over a very long 
period of time:· 

"You simply won't notice the 
changes within the space of a 
year," he said. 

DAMAGED: Assegai, 
known during the last Rio 
race as Inspiration, had to 
return to Brazil for repairs 
after losing her mast on the 
return voy~ge. 

upper Rio yachts 

SUNK: Suidoos in full glory, as Cape Town yachtsmen ca"me to know her. No~ she lies 
l in Davv Jones's locker about 2 000 nautical miles frnm r.~nA Town in the Atlantic ocean. 


