
SUIDOOS - THE 14-YEAR 
OLD WONDER 

GA WIE FAGAN's dramatic handicap win 
over Dave Abromowitz in this year's 
Uruguay race, after a nail-biting trans
Atlantic chase, has been hailed as a triumph 
for the 1.0.R., for the handicapping system 
which so effectively ironed out the vast 
differences between two such radically 
different boats. Yet this accolade, however 
well deserved, has obscured another 
triumph, one just as dramatic in it's own 
way and certainly a lot more instructive. 

This is the triumph of Ricus van der 
Stadt's clean, classical, 'never surprise the 
sea' hull lines, lines which, 1.0.R. excluded, 
allowed Fagan in his sparsely equipped, 
14-year-old Suidoos, with no electronic aids 
and old sails, to lose only 18 hours to the 
new, well-equipped Three Spears over a 
course of 4 500 miles. 

In fact, one of his spinnakers was so old it 
had bolt-ropes for luff tapes! He popped it 
east of Trindade. 

In case anyone dismisses Fagan's win as 
luck - he himself does so, with gargantuan 
modesty, but this is a winner's privilege - it 
must be remembered that the legendary 
Voortrekker, also a 14-year-old van der 
Stadt classic, has taken the Class 1 handicap 
trophy. Voortrekker's consistently good 
results in every race she enters must say 
something for the designer's radical fore
sight. 

It has also become fashionable to consider 
van der Stadt passe in the Lavranos
dominated fleets fielded in South African 
racing circles - 34 percent of the Uruguay 
fleet were conceived on his drawing board -
but a look at this year's European circuit 
quickly proves this false. 

His designs topped the Solent points 
championships last year, carried the overall 
win in the Irish offshore race, took first and 
second places in the RORC Class 4 
championships and had six class places in 
the East Anglian championships. 

Van der Stadt, of course, has retired, but 
his office is closely directed by him at all 
times. Run by Kees van Tongeren, the office 
was considered for the design of Voor
trekker II before a decision was taken to 
support the home industry. 

Speaking from Punta del Este shortly 
before he returned to Cape Town, Gawie 
described Suidoos as a delight to sail, a boat 
which, like a good horse, seems to feel the 
exhiliaration of the chase and will belt along 
at full speed without being driven. 

'We kept her sail-loaded all the way, with 
as much as she would carry. We thought 
ahead, strategised our way around weather 
problems, but Suidoos balances so easily 
that once she's underway we never had to 
fight her,' he said. 

Suidoos is. a very narrow yacht, with a 
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beam of only 2,74 m on an overall length of 
12,23m - a radical design which has always 
been cruelly penalised by the IOR rule, but 
which, with the age allowance granted this 
year, achieved a rating of 28,6 ft. 

She is an adaptation of the Seevalk design 
commissioned by Kees Bruynzeel, which van 
der Stadt used as a floating test. The 
yacht was even tried out with a highlift keel 
with very high chord thickness - the engine 
was actually mounted inside the keel - but 
this was discarded. 

What was not discarded, however, was the 
long, flat run of the hull, the sleek narrow 
stern and the Dutchman's particularly 
inspired idea of efficient hydro-dynamic 
shapes. Voortrekker has the same clean run 
which leaves a surprisingly flat wake, small 
bow, wave and converts horse-power into 
speed, not water turbulence. 

On five consecutive days after rounding 
Trindade, Gawie told me, he averaged over 
200 miles before a severe cold front moved 
in from the south and turned the wind onto 
his nose. 

The old, bolt-rope spinnaker, which he 
said 'just floated out of it's ropes', was 
already gone, lost before Trindade. On this 
five-day run he lost another as the smell of 
victory turned hope to lust, and the crew had 
to spend three days trying to sew it back into 
something resembling a bag. This was the 
only damage they suffered in the 4 500 mile 
race. 

The last 180 miles, as he struggled to 
maintain his narrow handicap lead, was 
hard on the wind, but Gawie quickly points 
out that the same contrary wind hit 
Abromowitz. 

'I had a very good boat, an excellent crew 
and unbelievable luck,' he said, but when 
pressed he admitted to some 'boer maak 'n 
plan' scheming which paid off. 

'With the experience of two previous 
crossings, I had intended going quite high, 
perhaps to 16 or J 8 degrees south. But you 
have to play these things by ear and in the 
event there was no reason for us to do so. We 
never went higher than 19,30 south, and 
would have added distance to no advantage 
if we had.' 

He also cleverly anticipated a wind switch 
to north-east when he was still east of 
Trindade. Making a loop to the south he 
was then perfectly placed for a speedy broad 
reach approach to the island, which 
considerably improved his handicap plac
ing. 

Preliminary planning also called for an 
inshore course south down the Brazilian 
coast. but a falling barometer and canny 
foresight allowed Gawie to anticipate a 
wind-switch to the south, so he stood well 
offshore and again was able to use the wind 
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change to advantage. 
Confirmation of his overall win left Fagan 

stunned. 
' This is completely unexpected, the last 
thing we thought would happen - which 
just proves that_ a seaman must never relax 
his vigilance. Here we are with a prize-giving 
ceremony coming, and absolutely no clothes 
to wear - none of us has anything smarter 
than jeans and T-shirt.' 

Frantic telegrams to his wife, while 
crewmen scrambled around borrowing any
thing that would fit both them and the 
occasion, got them ready for the big night, 
but only just. 

His modesty extends to strong praise for 
Abromowitz who, Fagan said, sailed 'a 
faultless race'. And to compliments to his 
crew - his son Hennie, Alex Voye and 
Dawid van Ryswyk, all of whom are 
experienced and competitive Fireball 
sailors. 

His lack of essential equipment for the 
award presentation ceremony extends to his 
boat - only the basic essentials went with 
him: sextant, barometer, log, chronometer. 
No Weatherfax, no Satnav, and the only new 
items in the J 4-year-old inventory were three 
sails bought for the race. 

"Pressure of work and other interests 
tumbling over one another have left me little 
time for sailing in the past few years," Gawie 
said. "In fact Suidoos has been moored at 
Saldanha Bay for the past two years, 
untouched. So I didn't feel it necessary -
the expense is outrageous anyway - to fit 
sophisticated equipment before this race. 
Suidoos is seaworthy and safe, and that is 
enough for me." 

Suidoos's performance has steadily 
improved in the three South Atlantic races 
in which Gawie has entered. 

In 1973, with an elapsed time of 29 days, 
he was placed 21st overall and sixth on 
elapsed time. In 1976 he lost on elapsed 
time, comin~ in 20th, but improved his 
overall placing to sixth. This year he crossed 
the line in eighth position with an elapsed 
time of 27 days. 

Those who know Fagan in Cape Town -
he is an architect committed to the 
restoration and preservation of historic 
buildings and was responsible for the 
restoration of quake-damaged Tulbagh -
have paid warm tribute to him on his win. 

Springbok yachtsman Jerry Whitehead, 
who rounded Cape Horn in his Contessa 32, 
Bootlicker, after completing the 1979 South 
Atlantic Race, described the win as "excell
ent testimony to the fairness of the 
handicapping system under the IOR. that 
the newest and oldest boats should, after 26 
days of racing day and night over a 4 500 
mile course, end up almost neck and neck 
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on handicap." 
'The outcome is also a great credit to the 

stamina of Gawie Fagan, who elected to sail 
not only without any modern aids such as 
statellite navigators and weather facsimile 
equipment, but also with the minimum crew 
allowable - four, including himself." 

With the prestigious South Atlantic 
Trophy under his belt and the threat _of 
horrible revenge from Dave Abromowttz 
hanging over his head, Gawie returned to 
Cape Town soon after the prize-giving, 
leaving a crew to sail the lovely Suidoos 
home. 

He has made it clear that his incredible 
"David and Goliath" win has not spawned 
an ambition for greater things - in either 
boats or events. 

"Suidoos is a family boat, one we all love 
dearly. She has served me very well, 
particularly on the long races_ such as t~e 
South Atlantic. I am not mterested m 
round-the-bouy racing, where Suidoos 
would really be put in her place by a boat 
like Three Spears. No, I will keep Suidoos, 
sail her occasionally when the whim strikes, 
and continue much as before," he said. 

Just a brief look at the yacht's history: 
Suidoos, formerly Westwind, was built by 
Fred Smithers (who, incidentally, also 
taught Gawie Fagan how to sail in their 
boyhood days) in a backyard in Cape Town 
in 1968, and Fred skippered her to Rio de 
Janeiro in the first South Atlantic Race in 
1971. Gawie bought her in 1972, for 
RIO 000. 

He had no intention of entering the 1973 
race to Rio, but some months before the 
start the organisers called him to say they 
were "a little short of entries", so he obliged, 
and sailed her to Rio, still under the name 
West Wind. 

Shortly after that Smithers told Gawie 
that he was building another yacht and 
would like to name her West Wind again, so 
Gawie graciously relinguished the name and 
re-christened her Suidoos. 

Gawie himself, at 56, has 25 000 miles of 
ocean cruising to his credit, and carries an 
offshore skipper's ticket issued by the 
Cruising Association of South Africa. 

THE SOUTH ATLANTIC RACE AS SEEN FROM BMW 
SENSATION THE WITS UNIVERSITY ENTRY. 

Illustrations and Text by ALEC STONE 

I remember diving for the washing-up 
bucket as it toppled overboard. Missed it by 
inches but that's as good as a nllutical mile 

- all our plates, pots, and pans made a 
colourful litter in our wake, the plastic stuff 
floated, the aluminium winked goodbye as it 
descended. A pity also, because Chutney our 
cook had just finished his morning session 
of cleaning. He has a quaint habit of putting 
all the clean, dry Items in rows according to 
colour, then when all is done, he loads the 
bucket and takes it below. Only on that day 
his attention was diverted while the stacked 
bucket was on the deck ... 

We all laughed too, so starved were we of 
excitement. 

That was fifteen days out and no decent 
breeze had as yet materialized. 

Quite unlike the atmosphere at the start, 
where excitement abounded. There were 
crowds, and crowds on the RCYC jetty, the 
queue for the ferry stretched around the 
block. There was noise, a constant squeak
ing, the actual sound of high excitement. 
Crewmen all having their last shorebound 
beers. giving and receiving their last 
shorebound boasts and advice. And as each 
boat pulled away from its mooring, more 
shouts, and a cacophonous symphony of 
hooters. foghorns and the squawks of 
abandoned girlfriends. The people leaving 
shouting back - W e'II be seeing you on the 
other side! W e'II be waiting for you! More 
crowds on the breakwater, on stands 'nogal', 
yachting as the once-every-three-year's 
spectacle acheived a rugby-like status. All 
those people! Cheering each boat as it 
paraded past in front of them, with its 
forestay pennant fluttering. (Forestay flags 
are a good idea, every boat should have o?e). 
And amid all this excitement and carmval 
atmosphere, the individual crewman (that's 
me) feels a gnawing nervousness. There are 
so many boats in this bay, so many potential 
accidents. (Thank somebody nothing did 
happen). 

The crowds we muscled through on the 
jetty have displaced themselves seaward, on 
yachts, trawlers and boats of any descript
ion. And they're still cheering! Black Pepper 
and Dirk both mastless, are an amazing 
sight loaded to the point of making Dunkirk 
look underbooked. This melee, thts mad 
traffic jam is so different from the fleet of 
immobile fleas as seen from the SABC-TV 
aeroplane, who true to form, is busy making 
another pathetic attempt at yachting report
age. 

We're running out of time, the man on 
the rado tells us. We set up for our heavy 
spinnaker, the one with our sponsors colours 
on. An impressive puff of smoke from Fleur 
sends class one off - for a breathless 
moment we think Rampant's huge bag will 
wrap. Trekker II hoists bag a bit more 

slowly, with a measured, majestic pace. 
(They do things methodically in the Forces!) 
Diel springs away with a speed that belies 
her faintly ungainly appearance. 

The next ten minutes goes so quickly -
I'm still afraid we're going to crash into 
something. There's not much space left in 
this bay. We jockey for position in the 
approved manner, the gun goes right on 
time, as confirmed by the nice man on the 
radio, and up goes our bag, only halfway 
Before the stops blow out! But we're off, 
shouting, cheering, singing. 

The "restricted area" to the turning mark 
looks like an anything that floats competit
ion. Here's a Fireball, bobbing erratically 
and looking ludicrously puny amongst us, 
here's two paddle skis right under our bows; 
there's a windsurfer; here's a drifting, 
powerless fishing boat listing crazily as the 
crowd on the decks runs from side to side for 
a better view. 

We round the buoy in close company, 
much yelling for water, Suidoos is right 
there, giving us a chilling reminder of her 
potential especially with her new rating. We 
sheet in on the new course just behind race 
favourite Three Spears - it was coincidence 
of course that just then, a large cruising 
yacht also named 3 Spears bears down upon 
us to get a better look. All their sails are 
oversheeted giving us dirty air like it needs 
OMO! No matter, it's all part of the fun on 
the greatest fun day since yachting began!!! 

Things began to settle down and quickly, 
a little too quickly in fact. It was also 
amazing how rapidly we lost sight of the 
other boats - on that first evening we only 
had one other boat, (3 Spears) in sight. Still 
we got more than our Money's worth on that 
first night, with an eclipse of the moon, the 
sheer beauty of which had our whole crew 
silent for once. 

A routine began to establish itself on our 
boat, as I'm sure it did on every other one. 
Every morning, 6.00 a.m. - breakfast, 9.00 
a.m. - position reporting, 12 noon -
lunch, 4.00 p.m. -tea, 6.00 p.m. - supper, 
midnight - watch change, with reading, 
sleeping, washing, steering, filling up the 
spaces between those points. Helmuth, our 
resident DJ. also sent morning re
ports to Channel 702. The nationwide 
concern about Adam's early problems with 
constipation really amused us. But mainly it 
was routine and looking back, the famous 
comment on fighting a war comes to mind, 
and this "race" was just like that: days and 
days of routine (boredom?) and brief 
moments of exhilaration (terror?). And just 
like the war, the race began to drag on. 

"A Pox on this Godrotting Ocean!" 
Adam said, quoting from the epic junk 
novel he was reading. That was the 5th day 
out, and there was no wind for the morning 
watch. I wonder how many curses our little 
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strip of ocean had thrown at it? Paging 
through our log, one can get a pretty good 
indication of the mood of the crew at the 
time. 
For instance:-

! Grooving along nicely. 
2 Had two cups of milkshake (Sustagen) 
3 Beating! Can you believe it?! 
4 Still beating 
5 Those bloody Baggies are playing 
6 Going strong, Lekker 
7 Lazy afternoon 
8 Dig the speed wobble 
9 Daisy (staysail) is doing its job 

10 I'm bloody tired 
11 Another watch over 
12 The bloody blooper is a hassle 
13 Going barmy in the doldrums, My brain 

hurts. 
14 Danger and excitement afoot! 

\ 

---------
-------

15 Sod the blooper 
16 Hell driver on the wheel! 
17 A whole 12 miles in 3 bloody hours. The 
romance of yachting 
18 Nothing exciting happening 
19 Nothing exciting still happening , 
20 Thought for the day: the ideal yacht has 

a Puckman programme on the SATNA V 
etc., (censored). 

For us the race became frustration in that 
we spent the whole of it repairing a course 
error which we made on the second day. On 
arrival in Punta, we found that every boat 
had its own hard luck story, and that 
everyone fell in a huge hole! Still, course 
selection plays a huge part in the strategy of 
this race, and to some people this single 
overriding priority makes the whole exercise 
a little one sided. Nevertheless the navigator 
- tacticians on 3 Spears and Suidoos more 

than deserved all the congratulations they 
received. For us up-country yahoos this 
aspect of the race was educational - and 
humbling. 

All the predicted duels within the race 
did develop and some pretty close racing 
was encountered right in the middle of the 
ocean: Humber Express vs Guru; Kitara vs 
Checkers Hyper; Rubicon vs Italtile vs 
Weetbix II; Voortrekker II vs Rampant II 
(in which a game of guile ocured - with 
Bertie tempting Bobby and Alan further 
south than they intended to go) and BMW 
Sensation vs Nutcracker. We were upset to 
hear of the failure of Nutcracker's rudder as 
the dice between us had been especially 
close right up to that point and they were 
still some 20 miles ahead of us. 

Marathon runners only enjoy themselves 
when they stop. Similarly, the· lot of many 
crews improved considerably on arrival at 
Punta del Este. For as it was the first beer 
and the first steak for 27 days! But other 
than the novelty of eating food that wasn't 
either canned or dehydrated, life in Punta is 
very good. It is unfortunately true though, 
that the good things in life are not always 
cheap: The people in Punta are adept at 
ripping off rich Argentinian holidaymakers 
and you don't get discounts simply because 
you look like a yachtie. No schpiel on Punta 
del Este is complete without some mention 
of its architecture, which is a mind blow. I 
have never seen so many fine buildings all 

together in one place. 
· The hospitality of the locals, both 
Argentinian and Uruguayan is wonderful. 
Each yacht received a tumultuous and 
memorable welcome on arrival, regardless 
of the time. We got in at midnight and there 
were hundreds of people waving and 
cheering. A case of beer plus two bottles of 
champagne was placed on board, so our 
quarantine period passed pleasantly and 
very quickly tool Then there was the 
ASADO (braaivleis) party on Gorritti, the 
island in the bay. The most successful braai 
I have ever been to - not even the rain 
could dampen our spirits!!! A carefully 
selected (i.e. inempt) South African soccer 
team played its way to a diplomatic defeat 
by a Uruguayan· under 10 side. 

Tonight is the grand prize giving, 
tomorrow we sail for home. Let's hope the 
sharp chop yesterdays Pampero kicked up 
treats my inevitable hangover kindly! 
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