
Having just celebrated his 63rd birthday, 
Bertie Reed’s sailing achievements are 
being recognized on 14 July, when he will 
be inducted into the Single-handed Hall of 
Fame in Newport, Rhode Island.

This year’s inductees are: Dame Ellen 
MacArthur, Bertie Reed, Minoru Saito and 
Jean-Luc van den Heede. Bertie is the fi rst 
South African to be inducted and joins 

an elite group of extraordinary single-
handed sailors that include Joshua Slocum, 
Eric Tabarly, Sir Francis Chichester, Harry 
Pidgeon, Sir Robin Knox-Johnston, Isabelle 
Autissier, Christophe Auguin and Phillippe 
Jeantot.

With single and double-handed 
sailing seeing a rebirth in South Africa, an 

‘Evening with Bertie’ was organized by 
Bertie’s home club, Gordon’s Bay. This was 
an opportunity for sailors to chat with him, 
to ask questions and to honour his lifelong 
sailing achievements. It was an informal 
affair sponsored by Wilde Fruit Juices and 
it gave Bertie the chance to present the 
Wilde Fruits Trophy to the new holders of 
this record from Simonstown to Gordon’s 
Bay.

Many sailors showed up for this 
evening, including some of the greats from 
single-handed sailing. Guy Bernadin, now 
on his fi fth circumnavigation; JJ Provoyeur, 
the fastest South African around the world; 
Peter Roelofze, winner of the 2004 South 
Star Race and Piet Scheepers, winner of 
the single-handed division in the recent 
South Atlantic Race.

Guy Bernadin talked about his meeting 
Bertie during the first BOC and how he 
is as important to South African sailing as 
Eric Tabarly was to French sailing. He also 
thanked Bertie’s wife Pat for sharing Bertie 
with the other single-handers.

Bertie talked about some of the issues 
that he has always felt were crucial to 
his successes. Fitness, both mental and 
emotional. He talked about training on 
the beach with his crew for the fi rst Rio 
race and how important his wife, Pat, had 
been when he was off racing. Knowing 
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An Evening With Bertie

Peter Roelofze, Piet Scheepers, JJ Provoyeur, Bertie Reed and Guy Bernadin celebrate with Bertie who will be 
inducted into the Single-handed Hall of Fame later this month.
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that everything at home was in order and 
that his family was taken care of, allowed 
him to focus on the race and do well. He 
stressed how important it was for a single-
hander to know that family lives were in 
order and said that ‘he was always sailing 
towards seeing his family again’.

Time management is one of the most 
important aspects of the solo sailor’s daily 
routine. Bertie used to sleep with an egg-
timer on his chest and would set it for 
a maximum of 20 minutes. He’d then 
go on deck, have a look around, check 
everything, do whatever chores were 
needed and only then go back for another 
catnap. In three around the world trips, the 
longest he had ever slept in a single stretch 
was four hours!

Like sleep, food is equally important. 
Bertie often made enough for three days 
at a time. With no refrigeration, food was 
simple and nutritious. Corned beef, meat 
balls, potatoes, pasta, cheese, onions 
and garlic. Pat, always dealt with the 
provisioning. Menus were created for every 
day. Treats like peanut butter and chewing 
gum were included and all the tins were 
marked. Food was pretty simple with most 
breakfasts being cereal, lunch was cheese 
and crackers and dinner was tinned meat 
and veg.

Like a well-oiled machine, single-
handed sailing is all about constant 
maintenance and planning. The boat has 
to be constantly attended to, lines checked 
for wear, sails trimmed for optimum 
performance and everything checked and 
checked again. Like the boat, the sailor 
has to look after himself too. Making sure 
you have washed, your teeth have been 
brushed and you are fed, watered and 
rested becomes part of the endless daily 
chores when racing alone.

With the fl oor open, people asked all 
kinds of questions. Bertie talked about 
his scariest moments when competing on 
Voortrekker in the first BOC race, being 
alone in the Southern Ocean surfing 
down huge waves and being hit by a cross 
breaking wave that slammed her on her 
beams ends. He told how Voortrekker 
struggled under the weight of the water 
and then picked herself up and charged 
off again with the interior in a shambles 
and Bertie frantically checking to see that 
everything was okay. Then, he re-packed 
everything, only to have this happen 
again and again as they charged towards 
Australia.

Bertie talked about rescuing John 
Martin in the next race after John had 
collided with something in the Southern 
Ocean. Daily radio check-ins become 
the only contact that you have with the 
outside world and while chatting to Pat one 
morning, she had mentioned that John was 
having problems with Allied Bank. Sailing 
in the Southern Ocean is not a place for 
complacency and every sailor knows that 
the only person who might be able to 
render assistance is another competitor 
as there is almost no commercial traffic 
down south. With this foremost in his 
mind, Bertie asked Pat to contact Jean van 

Rooyen to fi nd out what was wrong and 
whether John needed assistance. 

In a time before reliable and cost 
effective satellite communication, radio 
schedules were set up and provided that the 
atmospheric conditions were good and the 
gear had enough power, communication 
was no problem. Of course this could 
easily change, especially if a boat had 
been damaged and was taking on water. 
Chatting to Pat about two hours later, Bertie 
was told that John had problems and was 
moving towards the NW. Allied Bank had 
collided with something and was severely 
damaged. John was attempting to repair the 
problem. To monitor the situation, Bertie 
and John set up a radio schedule. As a 
precaution, Bertie aboard Grinaker altered 
course towards John and the following 
morning John asked Bertie to come and 
collect him. The damage to Allied Bank 
was too severe and it was simply a matter 
of time before the keel dropped off.

Abandoning a boat and asking for help 
is not an easy decision to make, especially 
when the boat is still sailing, even if 
mortally wounded. It has to be one of the 
hardest decisions and I am sure that John 
wrestled with this for many hours before 
asking his friend and competitor to come 
and rescue him. Hourly radio schedules 
were set up and Bertie sailed towards John. 
Finding another yacht in the expanse of the 
ocean is no an easy task, especially when 
sailing alone. Finding the crippled Allied 
Bank and then actually rescuing John in 
big seas was a monumentally diffi cult task. 

It was decided that the most effective 
way to do this was for John to launch his 
life raft and climb aboard it. Bertie would 
then be able to sail up to the raft and 
collect John without running the risk of 
damaging Grinaker by colliding with Allied 
Bank. John launched his raft and jumped in 
with only his personal belongings. Bertie 
managed to collect John on his second 
attempt and once onboard, John climbed 
into Bertie’s bunk and slept for two days. 
It was all an incredible feat of seamanship, 
friendship and sailing ability.

Bertie also talked about how sailing 
single-handed was not seamanship; due 
to the fact that you are not able to keep a 
proper watch. The International Rules for 
the Prevention of Collisions at Sea require 
that all mariners maintain a proper watch 
at all times. Obviously sailing alone, this 
is not possible and while every precaution 
is taken, you do have to sleep. Bertie 
also talked about passing close to semi-
submerged containers and logs, not to 
mention whales and other things close to 
the surface. Deep ocean, many ships keep 
poor lookouts and Bertie commented on 
a number of occasions where he had had 
close calls with ships that had not seen 
him. While this is not common practice 
and the fi nding of Moquini’s hull in mid-
ocean shows that many ships do keep 
good watches, collisions with ships are a 
constant threat for the single-handed sailor.

Asked if he had ever had any medical 
emergencies while at sea, Bertie told us 
about an incident where he had gotten a 

small infection on his hand during one of 
the around the world races He had thought 
nothing about it and while working on 
his generator he had doused the wound 
with diesel. This in turn had taken a 
minor infection and turned it into a major 
medical problem. His arm had swollen up 
and there was a red line of blood poisoning 
working it’s way up his arm. Left untreated, 
this was going to become a major medical 
emergency. Now he was truly sailing 
single-handed! A radio call was made to 
a military doctor in Durban. With only 
basic medical equipment onboard, the 
doctor told Bertie to wash the wound and 
then coat it with sugar and keep it dry. This 
was done twice a day and the sugar pulled 
the infection and poisons out of his arm. 
An old ‘Boere Remedie’, simple and very 
effective.

Speaking of his achievements, Bertie 
told us that his greatest sailing achievement 
was fi nishing second to Phillippe Jeantot 
in the Inaugural BOC race. Phillippe had 
built Credit Agricole specifically for the 
race and Bertie sailed the ‘Grand Dame of 
SA Sailing’, Voortrekker, which had been 
built for the original Observer Transatlantic 
Race.

Congratulations Bertie! Well Done and 
Bravo. Thank you for your contribution to 
sailing, for freely sharing your expertise and 
experiences, for providing an inspiration to 
those who have followed and are following 
in your footsteps. Thank you Pat, for 
supporting Bertie, for always being there 
and for sharing Bertie with us all!  �
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