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VASCO DA GAMA IMAGES

Resolve, one of the more fortunate RCOD's, which only sustaineda
90 degree knockdown and kept her stick. unlike her three sister-
ships. which lost their masts. The worst experience was that
sustained by Aeaction. which was pitchpoled and rolled through
360 degrees. :
University of Natal entry Transformer off Durban shortly before
the start. She was later to sustain steering damage.
Hollerball, skippered by Geoff Williams, was later rolled through
360 degrees but returned to Durban unaided. Rolferballis a Holland
half-tonner. g
Assegai, under the experienced hand of skipper Terry Clarence,
.was one of the more fortunate entries, returning with no damage
besides a swamped radio.
The official SAP entry for the race. the Miura Crackerjack was
skippered by Lt. Steve Senekal. He reported no significant damage
Red Amber, a Miller and Whitworth % tonner, has her spinnaker
blown out off the Bluff.
Helga, a Lavranos 36. reported no damage.
Off Green Point on the return journey, Orca’s crew search for
signs of the survivors of the L26 Cape of Good Hope. Left: Peter
Hargreaves (owner), top Garth Bradftield and at the wheel skipper
Brian Mittlefeldt.

ALL PHOTOGRAPHS: Mike Rushworth
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Counting the Damage

De-hriefing: 5/5/84

Boat Type Skipper Commants

KIGA Lavranos 2-ton M. Thomas No{ iigniﬁcant damage. Some torn sails. Returned
safely.

ASSEGA/ Lavranos 1-ton  T. Clarence Nt; slignificent damage. VHF swamped. Returned
safely.

SHAYA MOYA M & W 1-ton B. Tocknell No damage,

FANTASY Lavranos Charger D. Cooper 360° roll. Dismasted. Returned unaided.

BLACK MAGIC  Peterson 33 G. Hitchins 135“; k&rockdown. Severe deck damage. Returned
unalged.

MAGIC CARPET  Lavranos %-ton  D. Cox No damage.

TRANSFORMER  Peterson 33 D. Vinnicombe 380’; rgll. Dismasted, rudder broken. Returne
unaided. :

RED AMBER M & W 3-ton A.G. Hurter No damage.

CHARISMA Impact B. Cuthbert 4 X 360° rolls. Dismasted. Returned unaided.

ROLLERBALL Holland %-ton G. Williams 360° roll. Minor rigging damage. Returned unaided.

ELEMENT L26 D.J. Haliburton ~ No damage.

GUNNADDOO RCOD AA Lawrence  135° roll. Dismasted, returned unaided.

REACTION RCOD P. Collins Pitchpoled, 360° roll, dismasted. Accepted tow by
another yacht but would have made port unaided.

THEKWINI RCOD J.M. Vosloo Dismasted. Returned unaided.

RESOLVE RCOD P. Southam g{]" knockdown. Lost aft hatchcover. No other

amage.

HELGA Layranos 36 J. Cookson No damage.

PURSUIT Lavranos 36 C. Bonnet Pooped several times. No damage.

ORCA Lavianos 36 B. Mittiefeldt No damage.

CRACKERJACK  Miura S. Senekal Water in electronics. No significant damage.
Returned unaided.

STANDFAST V.d. Stadt D.A. Grant No damage.

GULLIVER Sturzbecker No damage.

CAPRICORN Mauritius 43 G. Metz No damage. Only boat to finish.

SAXON Hartley 32 A.D. Woolnough No damage.

EXCALIBUR Lello 34 R.B. Ward Broke propeller shaft. Returned safely.

UMLELD N&D Keeler/Lello J. Harrison Returned before gale.

At 10/5/84, no si/gn has been found of the Lavranos 1-ton Aubicon, skipper S. Eichholz, which was last seen
at nigh?:fal! on 26/4/84 approximately 15 miles off North Sand Bluff. A search for this yachtis continuing at the
time of writing.
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CLUE MOOTIREN

IN ASSOCIATION WITH
AIR MAURITIUS —

Launches the first Bareboat Charter
Scheme in Mauritius

From April onwards we are fully “on stream” and operational!
14 glorious days sailing flotilla-style round the beautiful coast
of Mauritius — Indian Ocean. If you feel you can’t handle a
Miura or Astove yacht within your party, we can provide a day-
skipper/instructor (extra charge). You sleep aboard, eat
aboard (BUT YOU DON'T HAVE TO IF YOU PREFER GOOD,
INEXPENSIVE RESTAURANT DINING) meals you cook your-
self from low-cost locally available fresh produce. Fly Air
Mauritius Jan Smuts — Plaisance — Jan Smuts (departure ex
Durban also available) for as little as R1 100 per person all
inclusive EXCEPT FOOD AND DRINK.

Please write for more information; send R50 deposit and we'll
send you a VHS or BETA videotape to view in the comfort of
your own home.

Large parties 20 and up specially catered for — includes bun-
galow accommodation for the non-sailors.

CLUB MIURA, JOHANNESBURG
/O HOLIDAY HUNTER, 2ND FLOOR CAPE YORK,
JEPPE STREET (COR. NUGGET), JOHANNESBURG.
TELEPHONE 23-2757
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DA GAMA RACE

15h00 on Sunday 29/4/84.

3, Sensation

Ran aground on a rock platform 3 miles north
of South Sand Bluff, at 03h00 on Friday 27/4/84.
Sensation tacked close to the shore, but was
thrown on to ‘the rocks by large waves, which
were so powerful that the boat, under sail and
with the motor running, could not make head-
way against them.

Vernon Goss — Commodore PYC

John Foaden — Chairman Offshore Yachting
Committee

David Cox — Chairman Cruising Association
of SA, Natal Region

Personal
Account
of Race

A personal account of the 1984 Vasco da Gama
storm by Mike Rushworth, who crewed on the
yacht Orca.

HE ‘& Wilbur Ellis Vasco da Gama Race

will be an experience that few Durban or
East London yachtsmen and women will forget.
For many it will be their ultimate storm — few
will ever encounter worse. The fact that nearly
all survived is a tribute to their seamanship and
the basic soundness of their yachts, in spite of
the hammering they went through. However,
the fact that Rubicon and her crew were lost,
cast gloom over the event.

Stories about the gale, which reached hurri-
cane force occasionally, are still coming out.

Some are stories of wild elation, such as Terry
Clarence and his crew on Assegaai who expe-
rienced wild toboggan-type rides down huge
waves, under bare poles, clocking 18,5 knots
with a bow wave neatly high as the spreaders.

For others it was a night of absolute horror,
like; Neil Bailey's Sensation which was picked
up by giant freak waves 3,5 miles from the coast
and flung on the hostile rocky shores of the
Wild Coast. Miraculously all 11 crew survived.

For the navy crew of Cape of Good Hope it
was a night the memory of which will stay with
them for the rest of their lives. Struck and rolled
by huge seas and 60-knot winds, the crew of
four had literally a few minutes to inflate the
liferaft and abandon ship before the L26 sank.
Fortunately help and rescue was at hand and a
SAAF Super Frelon plucked the men from the
ocean just over three hours after their yacht had
sunk eight nautical miles off Green Point 40
miles north of Port Edward.

The following story of the crew of six on
board the Lavranos 36 Oreca does not contain
the horror that some yachts experienced but
could, possibly, be typical of the experience
that many went through and returned from,
ured but intact,

The week preceding the race was one of
much pleasant anticipation. The *Vasco' to East
London is always a popular race among Durban
yachtsmen. Sailing is never easy, but the wel-
come given by the East London Yacht Club is
always outstanding and the Natal lads talk about
the club ‘bash’ on the prize-giving evening for
months afterwards.

At the pre-race briefing and cocktail party at
the Point Yacht Club a little apprehension had
crept in. After seven near-perfect sailing days of
north-easterlies the ‘glass' was beginning to drop.
The good weather couldn’t hold much longer.
The possibility of a wet beat, for at least part of
the race, seemed strong.

Skipper of Orca Brian Mittlefeldt studied
the synoptic charts available and was concerned
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DA GAMA RACE

that the two low pressure systems which had
been moving slowly up towards Cape Town
would push past the Indian Ocean high and
head up the coast. Oreca’s owner, Peter Har-
greaves, also felt concern that the low systems
were intensifying.

Race day, Thursday April 25, dawned and
the north-easterly was still blowing a steady
15— 20 knots. Orca s crew arrived on board at
7.30 am, stowed personal gear and made final
preparations before dropping mooring lines and
heading up towards Durban harbour entrance
at 8.30. On board were: owner and builder of
Orca Peter Hargreaves, skipper Brian Mittle-
feldt, a Cape to Uruguay and Vasco veteran,
John Elliot, Garth Bradfield, John Child and
Mike Rushworth.

The start, off shore, opposite Durban’s Snake
Park, went without serious hitches at exactly 10
am and the fleet of 27 headed south to East
London on the 1984 Vasco da Gama race.
Sensation, Shaya Moya and Assegai were soon
specks on our horizon,

As the crew of Orca had only two previous
weekends to familiarise themselves with the L36,
skipper Mittlefeldt had decided not to take any
chances and in the 20-knot north easterly he
decided to pole out a No. 2 jib with full main
instead of carrying a ‘bag’.

A 35 1o 45-knot south westerly had been
predicted earlier that morning — the lows had
pushed through — but when the 11 am shipping
forecast came over the air on channel 16 there

was relief. Only 25— 35 knots was now expected
from the south west at about 5 pm. It was gomi_
to be a beat . . . but not too bad.

When I went below to fill in the log | noted
that the barometer had dropped another milli-
bar to 1008. Conditions were pleasant, swell
moderate and we were heading south in the
Agulhas Current at 5—6 knots.

By 5 pm, when the evening four-hour watch
took over, the barometer had drapped another
6 ‘clicks’ to 1002 millibars. When 1 took over the
helm from the skipper the ‘front’ appeared to be
moving up towards us. Brian Mittlefeldt decided
to take the pole in, put up the storm jib and put

COMFORT WITHOUT
SLOWING DOWN

Getting where you want, whether |
cruising point-to-point or racing
toward the finish line, is much
more fun going fast. Superb |
deck layout with moulded-in
features — available only on

boats that have been really well engineered and developed
Combines excellent sea-worthiness, speed and handling with high
volume below decks. The accommodation layout is carefully
arranged to satisfy both the long-distance yachtsman and week-

end sailor.

MBR 38

* Hull & Deck R11 100
* Fitted modular
interior GRP
units R3 500
* Sailaway R75 000
* Finance available
* Qur factory is
Lloyds-approved
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two reefs in the main. "Just to be on the safe

side,” he said. This wind lasted for half-an-hour
and subsequently turned out to be the front.
The wind went back into the north-east by 6
pm. Was that the predicted south-west which
had now come and gone or was there more on
the way?

Mittlefeldt decided to play it safe and wait.
The barometer climbed one millibar . . . some-
thing was on its way.

At7.30 pm the blast struck. Orca heeled over
and the windspeed indicator shot up to 35 knots,
I glanced up to see a dark low cloud roll over us.
The helm was beginning to get hard to handle.
Mittlefeldt, Bradfield and Child went up,
dropped the main and we beat into the south-
west under storm jib alone.

The sea at this stage was still comparatively
small — 1.5t0 3 m,

By the time the next watch came up at 9 pm
the size of the sea had risen alarmingly — 410 6
m and [ was battling to hold the yacht on a
course of 120 degrees, almost straight out to
sea. Windspeed had crept up to 40 knots-plus
and, before he took aver the helm, the skipper
ordered the storm jib down.

With Oreca now under bare poles, my waich
went below to try to get some rest.

Inspite of a full set of Henry Lloyds and boots
I was drenched by the spray continuously
coming into the cockpit, hitting my face and
running down my neck. For Peter and John it
must have been the same. Still in ‘oilies’ and
clasped safety harness, I lay down in the quarter-
berth next to the chart table and tried to rest.
The others did the same.

By midnight the mation below was becoming
violent, The saloon table went crashing over,
ripped out during what felt like a broach, and I
was now cold as well as wet. I put on warm dry
clothing, donned ‘oilies’ again and slid open the
hatch.

‘The scene had changed dramatically. The
seas were now huge and the wind speed was
now blasting through at 50 to 60 knots. The
night was wild and the gale was shrieking
through the rigging. Wave crests were bem;,

SOME YACHTS AREDESTINED TOBE CLASSICS

Here are two thoroughbreds with features which will not date.

FAaRR 38

performance crmser

and stable.

With handling qualities that appeal to the racing sailors,
while being ideal for cruising and family sailors. Very
seaworthy, well proven in SA conditions, extremely fast

When competing as a "One Design” all boats will be
essentially equal and racing becomes a test of sailing
ability, not the size of your cheque book.

Lewmar forehatch now standard.

For 1984 Lipton Cu;_’.
FANTASTIC VALUE

Just compare our prices and specifications and then
) come and see for yourself.

TWOIRKOCEANS MARINE (PTY)LTD

Old Mill Road, N’abeni, Pinelands, 7405. Tel. (021) 53-7505/6, 49-1866 A/H.

whipped off and spindrift and spume covered
the ocean. Wave height must now have been
close to 10 m and the ibaces very steep. | hooked
on ta the safety line and sat down in the cockpit.
Broaches and near-broaches were becomin
frequent and skipper Mittlefeldt decided to trail
warps,

Because of the heavy strain on the yacht
fittings John Elliot suggested that they be at-§
tached to the primary winches,

I now sat and took careful note of how Brian
handled the helm. He fought the wheel conti-
nuously and 1 could see, with mounting appre-
hension, that he was getting tired and that 1|
would have to take over soon,

The first warning we got of a heavy poop was
when Brian glanced over his shoulder and said
simply “Oh shit”. The next moment it felt like §
the whole Indian Ocean had fallen in on us. A
monster wave had broken over our stern. The
helmsman was smashed straight onto the wheel.
I had my one arm around the primary winch
and held the rail in front of the steering binnacle.

It was like being hit by a train.

I was flung forward by a force that I couldn't
resist onto the instrument panel on the forward
section of the cockpit. I was vaguely aware of
arms, legs and spluttering crew pasping for air in
a cockpit now completely awash with what must
have been nearly a ton of water.

The ca)(.klpll drains worked quickly and we
took stock of ourselves. The skipper had a badly
swollen upper lip and | had a numb upper arm,
but fortunately not broken. Peter and John were
a bit shaken but otherwise OK,

Brian was by now clearly in need of rest and,
very unhappily. I took over the helm again. My
knees were genuinely shaking when I took over
the roller-coaster ride. The windspeed indicator
had now been frequently 'off the clock’ which
read a maximum of 68 knots and hadn't been
below 50 knots for five hours now. The boat
speed indicator had ceased to function, The
seas were mountainous (Steve Rogers crewing
on Shaya Moya claims he definitely saw Sir

s

Only R18 800 fully fitted out.
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Edmond Hillary putting a flag on top of one of
them). All one could do was try to keep the
stern square to the following sea and try to keep
the bows pointing down the now very steep
wave face. Often the bottom of the trough was
impossible to see.

Broaches were becoming a serious problem.
An interesting fact emerged here that waves of
6 to 10 m would come through for about 10 to 15
minutes and then a huge set of ‘growlers’ —
usually three — would come through about 15

i degrees off the course of the previous ones.

Although hard to estimate, these appeared to
be 3 to 4 m higher than the others and, because
of their steepness, breaking. When they broke
over or around us the whole ocean, for as far as
we could see. was white with foam.

One of these sets struck us and caused me to
unavoidably broach the boat. For what seemed
to be a heart stopping age, we lay right over,
beam on to the sea. | had a nightmare vision of
the next ‘growler’ striking us and rolling us over.
I had the wheel hard over to starboard but she
would not respond.

The hatch slid open and the skipper stuck his

i head up. "Ease off the helm a bit,” he shouted

over the howling wind. Orca began to gain way
again. What a time and place to get a lesson in
seamanship!

After two hours on the helm | was finished,
mentally and physically. Apart from the obvious
factors, the noise and constant high wind are
very tiring. It was hard to believe that it could
carry on unabated for so long. 1 reluctantly
asked Peter Hargreaves to call up Brian again.
It was 3 am.

One of the most comforting aspects of that
wild night was the camaraderie that existed in
the cockpit among the watches. When John
Elliot brought up a cup of hot coffee in the
height of the storm it was appreciated more
than champagne and oysters.

ABOVE: A photograph taken by crewmember of Orca Mike Rushworth showing
breaking seas — this after the full fury of the hurricane had passed.

BOTTOM LEFT: By contrast the flimsy life-raft abandoned at sea was at first thought
to be that of Rubicon but later proved not to be.

The fact that we all realised we depended on
one another to survive was most important.

The night wore on and the sometimes hurri-
cane-force winds continued without let up. We
were now on a landward course. By first light
we had Green Point abeam and the watch spot-
ted flares about 5 miles dead ahead of us. One of
the crew got on the VHF and tried to contact
whoever it was in distress. Unbeknown to us at
the time, the flares were being fired by the crew
of Cape of Good Hope whose yacht had already
sunk and were now in their liferaft.

M V Solly heard our call and then radioed
Orea, saying that she had also seen the flares. By
co-ordinating our course and her own the officer
onwatch in Solly was able to get a pretty reason-

,able fix on where the flares were fired from.
Unable to manoeuvre in such unstable condi-

Alan Tucker of Sydney, Australia (left), and Lex Raas of Cape Town (third from left)

tions we carried on our course, hoping to get a
sighting of whoever had fired the distress flares.
We could see the M V Solly and watched as an-
other vessel moved in. About three hours later
we saw a Super Frelon chopper of the SAAF
pass over onthe final stage of the rescue opera-
tion,

Now close inshore and off Amanzimtoti, the
wind and sea conditions eased considerably.
The warm sun had raised the spirits of Orea’s
crew. Beers and hitherto untouched pre-pre-

ared food was dished up and at about 10am on
riday morning, accompanied by Crackerjack
skippered by Steve Senekal and his SAP crew,
we crossed the bar and entered the welcoming
waters of Durban Harbour. :
It was a Vasco to remember. . . . ]

were the first yachtsmen to enter boats for the 1985 South Atlantic Race, at the
offices in Cape Town of the Cruising Association of SA (CASA). Handing them their
entry forms is the race secretary, Commodore Ted Jupp (right), Alan Tucker, a former
Johannesburg stockbroker, has entered his maxi sloop Rampant /I, which took line
honours in the 1982 race to Uruguay, Lex Raas has entered a new French-designed
yacht, First Lady, which will be skippered by Steve Meek (second from left). Looking on
are CASA secretaries Julia Fagan, right, and Alison Joy.
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