
Our "SCOPE girls" have no illusions about 
what lies ahead of them in the longest yacht race 
ever organised. Six men and a woman have just made 
the reverse journey - from Rio to Cape Town -
in the 52-foot ketch, Stormy. David Alexander, of 
Durban, navigated Stormy on the voyage and 
his description of a tremendous storm they ran into 
makes hair-raising reading. This is the sort of weather 
our girls on Sprinter, as well as the crews of the 
other 60-odd yachts taking part in the race, are 
likely to run into 

W
E were five 

days out of 
Tristan da 
Cunha when 
the storm 

hit. We were about 2,414km 
(about I ,SOO miles) from 
Cape Town - approximately 
half-way - when the wind 
backed from north-east to 
west. It fell swiftly and 
eventually died altogether, 
leaving us with slatting sails in 
a northerly swell. 

For sewral holU'S Stormy 
wallowed like an ungainly 
piece of flotsam, rising and 
rolling at the whim of the 
advancing swells. lbis lull 
should have warned us of 
what was to come. 

Then the wind moved 
round to south-east and we 
soon had the yacht moving 
comfortably under genoa, 
main and mizzen sails. 

Next morning dawned 
grey and cold with a fresh 
south-easterly heading us off 
our proper course. Through
out the morning we had to 
decrease sail as the wind 
velocity rose. 

The seas were now 
building up steadily and the 
wind was beginning to hum 
through the stays. By noon 
we had taken in the main 
and were running on 
working jib only. 

Julian Lopez, the Spanish 
seaman from Tenerife, was 
at the helm when the first 
"grandaddy" hit us. It was 
the wave to end all waves. 
It must haw been at least 
I 2m (almost 40ft) high and 
it smashed into Stormy 
sending her gunwhales 
under. A great, green gout 
of thundering water steam
rollered across the deck and 
went cascading into the 
saloon and after cabin. We 
were literally buried beneath 
tons of thrashing seawater, 
and it was only our safety 
harnesses that kept us from 
being swept overboard into 
that frothing maelstrom. 

As it was, the violence 
of the wave tore our 
emergency lifesaving equip
ment off the taffrail. 

Only the jib sail was up 
but the yacht was surfing 
along at I 0 knots. We later 
estimated that the wind 
then howling about our ears 
was gusting at up to 11 Okm/ 
h (68mph) - Force 11 on 

the Beaufort Scale. 
We decided to get the 

working jib down and haul 
up the spitfire sail in its 
place. Just as we started an
other giant roared in at us, 
its foaming crest streaming 
white spume metres above 
our heads. 

I had released my safety 
harness and was making my 
way along the starboard 
deck when I felt the boat 
shudder, then lift. I clung to 
the rail as the deck tilted at a 
crazy angle, and then I was 
staring straight down into a 
black-green abyss as Stormy 
began to plunge down the 
peaking wave face. It was 
terrifying. 

For a moment I thought 
the boat was going to pitch 
pole (somersault). It 
plunged down the face of 
that watery mountain while 
we hung on in helpless • 
terror. Michel Fascio, our 
French journalist crewmate, 
was at the helm now, but 
he was powerless to stop 
Stormy as she slewed, prac
tically rolled over, and then 
buried her bows in the 
trough. 

Just as the killer wave 
broke the yacht broached 
to starboard and the full, 
frightening might of the 
wave thundered down over 
us. 

I felt myself plucked 
bodily from the deck and I 
grabbed out wildly to stop 
myself being swept over
board. 

I slithered and slid from 
one mizzen stay to the 
next, grasping each with 
desperate clutches as the 
churning water carried me 
to certain doom. 

At I ast I .. surfaced ,. 
coughing and spluttering in 
a welter of frothy foam, 
and I glimpsed Conrad 
Bagley, the skipper, and 
Michel in the cockpit with 
water up to their necks, 
Johnny Kipps, our Cape 
Town novice, and Tim 
Driscoll, the American. on 
the foredeck hanging on for 
dear life. 

I had been in the worst 
possible place when the 
wave struck. But with only 
a badly bruised and cut 
ankle, bruised arms and 
ribs, I could consider myself 
fortunate indeed. And I had 
learnt my lesson - always 
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A HOWLING GALE AND 
40-FOOT WAVES by DAVID ALEXANDER 

ABOVE: The ketch Stormy. She has just 
done the Cape to Rio yacht race route in 
the opposite direction. 

LEFT: Six of Stormy's crew members. 
From left: Johnny Kipps of Cape Town; 
David Alexander of Durban and 
author of our story; Terry and Tim 
Driscoll from California; and Julian Lopez 
from T eneriffe. Skipper Conrad Bagley 
is seated at front left. Seventh crewman, 
Michel Fascio, is not in the picture. 

wear a safety harness in 
rough weather. 

When Stormy staggered 
upright Michel shouted that 
the rudder was no longer 
responding. I took over the 
helm and found that it 
would take starboard helm 
for half a tum only - but 
very little to port. I 
reckoned that heading into 
the seas would be the best 
bet, so with what little 
helm I had at my disposal I 
turned her up to starboard. 

How wrong I was. The 
seas were just too great, 
and out of the grey, 
swirling murk, yet another 
mauler hurled itself down 
on us. For the third time 
we were knocked over by 
the force of the onrushing 
water. 

But this time we were 
better prepared. Conrad was 
in the engineroom, Terry -
Tim's wife - and Julian 
were in the saloon, and the 
rest were in the after cabin 
baling out water with 
pumps and buckets. 

As the wave careered 
into us I ducked into the 
cockpit and let the roaring 
tide sweep the deck. Then, 
as Stormy righted herself, I 
put the helm over to port 
as hard as it would go and 
slowly the yacht came 
round to head directly 
downwind. 

Stormy began to gather 
way and eventually the waves 
- no matter how menacing 
they appeared astern - were 
largely spent by the time they 
rolled under our transom. 
Throughout that night we ran 
before the storm in a north
westerly direction, under bare 
poles, at speeds of up to eight 
knots. 

Down below it was 
chaos. When Stormy rolled 
to port, lockers on the star
board side disgorged them
selves, and when she was 
thrown to starboard, items 
from the navigation desk 
ended up in the galley. 

Lamps were smashed, 
bedding was dunked in icy 
cold water, and breakfast 
cereals and books made a 
soggy mess on the saloon 
floor. 

The engineroom had 
taken a lot of water and 
was a shambles. Batteries 
had gone kaput and for the 
rest of our voyage the 
engine was out of com
mission. This meant that we 
had to work the water 
pumps by hand. 

With the engine and 
batteries went the lighting 
system and we had to 
resort to candles, emergency 
navigation lights and torch
light for night compass 
readings. The radio was also 
useless as it had operated 
off the batteries. The 
refrigerator, too, was dead 
- but this didn't pose much 
of a problem as the weather 
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was so cold anyway. 

Towards dawn the wind 
lessened and squalls that 
came up out of the dark 
were no longer quite so 
vicious. Shortly after day
break we set the spitfire jib 
and, instead of running 
dead downwind and away 
from Cape Town, we were 
now at least able to make 
way at right angles to our 
true course. 

Head winds and heavy 
seas were to plague us for 
several more days, and it 
was not until three days 
after the storm that we 
could get back on course 
again. 

At times the seas were 
short and steep, and if the 
helmsman relaxed the· boat 
would head up too sharply 
and then pound its way 
across the following wave 
trough . After one par
ticularly bad session of 
trough-hopping the forestay 
came away and went crash
ing to the deck. 

Conrad Bagley , the 
skipper, went up the main 
mast in the bos\ln's chair 
and managed to secure the 
emnt stay which had come 
away because of a sheared 
cotter pin. 

As he worked the mast 
swung in erratic circles and 
often threatened to topple 
him from his precarious 
perch. But he did the job -
a fine piece of seamanship 
under the circumstances. 

Eventually the wind be
gan to ease off and as the 
temperature rose so did our 
spirits. South African radio 
programmes came through 
loud and clear on our 
portable; sea birds wheeled 
around us and we even saw 
a seal that performed a 
ridiculous back-somersault 
just to show off. We all 
laughed. 

The clouds disappeared 
and then just before noon 
Johnny sighted land: it was 
Cape Columbine. As 
navigator, I felt most grati
fied! 

We closed on the coast 
and passed within a few 
kilometres of Dassen Island 
as the sun set. Cape Town 
was only 58km (36 miles) 
away. For several hours we 
were becalmed within sight 
of Robben Island, and then 
a light north-westerly breeze 
came up and we ghosted in 
towards the welcoming 
wonderland of Cape Town's 
twinkling lights. 

At 05.54 local time we 
moored at the Royal Cape 
Yacht Club basin. We had 
crossed the South Atlantic 
- the hard way. 

• 

"The look on the hotel managers 
face was enough . .. I knew I didn't 

have the right travellers cheque!' 
Before Wynand de Wet went on his three-week trip, he made a 

little mistake. 
He asked his bank for some "international" travellers cheques 

without specifying American Express. 
ToWynand deWet, a travellers cheque was a travellers cheque. 

But to the manager of the seaside hotel outside Rome, a travelers cheque 
should say "American Express" on it- and something else was some
thing else. 

American Express Travelers Cheques are accepted everywhere. 
And if your American Express Travelers Cheques are lost or 

stolen, no problem. You go to the local American Express Office or 
Representative-we're all over the world-and get your missing Cheques 
replaced. 

So when you want an "international" travelers cheque, ask for 
"American Express". 

Buy them where you bank or at American Express offices. They 
come in U.S. or Canadian dollars, pound sterling and Swiss Francs. 

For people who travel. 
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