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by 
Paul Wallace 

IT'S an ugly and ornate 
piece of Victorian sil
verware, which cost the 
Royal Yacht Squadron 
only 100 guineas (£105) . 
to buy in 1851. 

Since then, more money 
has been spent on trying to 
win it than any other tro
·phy in history ... 

Indeed, the next Ameri
. ca's Cup will cost the com
peting syndicates some
where in the region of 
R900m in research alooe. 

And winning yachting's 
premier trophy. has be
come the world's most 
ruthless and bad-tempered 
sporting challenge. 

But the enormous sums 
of money involved make 
up only part of the legend 
that has grown up around 
the trophy. 

Competition for the 
America's Cup has almost 
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always entailed arguments 
over the rules, accusations 
of foul play and sharp 
practice, even open allega
tions of cheating. 

Dubious standards of 
sportsmanship, though 
they have done little to en
hance the prestige of the 
s_iw:t, have pliced the 
America's Cup in a unique 
position. 

In 1970, an argument be
tween the United States 
and the Australian chal
lenger over the removal of 
a lavatory door from' the 
American boat Intrepid 
was a case in point. 

So heated did the argu
ments become, that the 
Australian Government 
even began to talk of 
breaking off diplomatic re
lations with Washington -
and of withdrawing its 
troops in Vietnam! 

And today, the tradition 
of acrimony is being main
tained. 

So much so that the out
come of the latest race has 
been decided, not on the 
water, but in the courts. 

Last year, the San Diego 
Yacht Club of California 
defended the Cup against a 
challenge by Michael Fay, 
of New Zealand. 
'.. A Supreme Court judge 
in New York had already 
been called in to rule that 
Mr Fay's monster boat -
the biggest and fastest that 

could be built within the 
regulations - did conform 
to the rules. 

San Diego replied by 
competing with a twin-hull 
catamaran, which seemed 
to flout those rules - and 
which was twice as fast as 
Fay's boat. 

The result was what 
yachting purists regarded 
as a gross mismatch, won 
with ease by the American 
boat. 
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But at the end of March, 
the judge ruled that boat 
had been ineligible, and 
that the Cup was New Zea
land's. 

Anyone still in any doubt 
about the hold the Cup has 
on the public imagination 
only had to watch the reac
tion of this ruling in New 
Zealand itself. 

The Prime Minister 
voiced ·his satisfaction, and 
said the integrity of the 
competition had been re
stored. 

Shares in Michael Fay's 
merchant bank rose by 
W 7o! 

This win-at-all-costs at
titude would certainly 
have been alien to the gen
tleman who inaugurated 
the America's Cup in 1851. 

The Royal Yacht Squad
ron in England had heard j 
about a new schooner be- j 
ing built in New York, and 
they invited its owner to 
bring it over.
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The new schooner, 
America, routed all the op
position in a race round the 
Isle of Wight, and returned 
to the New World with the 
cup that has borne her 
name ever sinr.e. 

In 1857, the schooner's 
owners gave the cup to the 
New York Yacht Club with 
a deed of gift, setting out 
the rules governing future 
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competitions . 
It is this deed which has 

been the subject of bitter : 
dissent ever since. 

But the dark talk of espi
onage, intrigue and double
dealing reached its peak in 
1983 when, after 132 years, 
the lon11:est soortine run in 
history finally came to an 
end. 

The cup was wrested 
from New York by the Aus
tralians, amid the usual ac
cusations of cheating and 
double-dealing. 

There was rejoicing 
throughout Australia, but 
their hold on the trophy 
was short-lived, as the 
Americans won the trophy 
back through the San Diego 
Yacht Club at the first at
tempt. 

Sailing purists doubtless 
regard the quarrelling as 
an irritating irrelevance 
which has disfigured the 
prestige of a great sporting 
event. 

Yet without it, the 
America's Cup would have 
remained largely an 
unknown event,· the pre
serve of a few very rich 
men and devoted yachts~ 
men. 

The years of notoriety 
have made it a sporting 
legend . . . 


