

[image: image]




OCEAN


FEVER


DAMIAN FOXALL’S career in professional yacht racing covers virtually every major transoceanic competition, and a record set with the late Steve Fossett for the fastest boat to sail around the world. With co-skipper Jean-Pierre Dick, he won the Barcelona World Race in 2008 and was a watch leader on Ireland’s Green Dragon team in the Volvo Ocean Race 2008–2009. He has been signed to the French Groupama racing team as watch leader in the Volvo Ocean Race 2011–2012. From Derrynane, County Kerry, he now lives in Lorient, France.


DAVID BRANIGAN is a marine photographer-journalist based in Dublin with a passion for the ocean, boats and boat people. An official photographer for five Whitbread and Volvo races, he also writes for The Irish Times, Irish Independent and Irish Examiner and is a volunteer lifeboat coxswain with the RNLI station at Dun Laoghaire, County Dublin.


oceanfeverbook@gmail.com





Contents


World Map


Acknowledgements


1  Knights of the Green Dragon


2  Coming to Ireland


3  The Derrynane Years


4  London Calling


5  Sun, Sand, Sea and Sailing


6  La Vie en France


7  Racing the World


8  The World Turned Upside Down


9  Non-stop, Never Give Up


Appendix


Round-The-World Races


Dedication


Disclaimer


Photos


Copyright





Map of the World


[image: image]


1. Newfoundland


2. Derrynane, Ireland


3. Strait of Gibraltar


4. Azores


5. Canary Islands


6. Bermuda


7. Caribbean Sea


8. Cape Verde Islands


9. Fernando de Noronha


10. Martim Vaz


11. Tristan da Cunha Gvp


12. Gough Island


13. Falkland Islands


14. South Georgia


15. Kerguelen Islands


16. Madagascar


17. Mauritius


18. Hobart, Tasmania


19. South Island NZ


20. Chatham Islands


21. Fiji


22. Pitcairn Islands


23. Hawaiian Islands


24. Galapagos Islands


[image: image]





Acknowledgements


To try to acknowledge everyone connected with these stories and to thank those who helped would be an impossible task and very unfair if somebody was left out. So our gratitude goes to everyone connected, however distantly, with the Ocean Fever stories, especially to all the owners, skippers, crews and shore teams who make high-performance racing on the world’s oceans possible.


For their patience and understanding in delivering the final copy the authors are truly grateful to: all at The Collins Press; Patricia Hope; Rosemary Dawson, ace publicist and friend; photographers Thierry Martinez, Benoît Stichelbaut and Yvan Zedda for use of their dramatic work; Kevin Murphy for his drawings; Donal Browne; Paul Gough for his sporting eye and critique; and also to everyone in Derrynane and Caherdaniel, for your constant encouragement, friendship and great humour.


Finally, and most especially, to Suzy-Ann and Jennifer for their patience and support, especially when it seemed like completing this book was all that mattered.


Damian Foxall, Lorient


David Branigan, Dun Laoghaire


2011





1


Knights of the Green Dragon



Volvo Ocean Race 2008


End of Leg 1: Cape Town


Billowing clouds swept around the crest of Table Mountain. The sprawling city and suburbs of Cape Town were bathed in glorious sunshine as visitors thronged the historic Victoria & Albert Waterfront in early December 2008. It was 6 a.m. and, stepping outside in running shoes, I closed the front door of our hotel apartment quietly so as not to wake my wife, Suzy-Ann, and our two-year-old son, Oisín. They were still recovering from their long flight to South Africa and it was only the beginning of a long year of travel and living out of suitcases, a roller coaster of emotion that would include disasters and successes, goodbyes and hellos at the dockside as normal life was once again put on hold for them.


I jogged through the crowds, part of the stream of professional sailors all heading to work for the day, following morning workout sessions at the gym. After three weeks at sea non-stop, the change to life ashore was very welcome. Gathered around the quays were the bases of the seven Volvo Ocean Race teams that had just arrived at the end of Leg 1 of the epic 39,000-mile race around the world after starting out from Alicante on Spain’s Mediterranean coast barely three weeks earlier.


At first glance, each 70-foot yacht appeared similar, apart from the sponsors’ colours and graphics that covered every inch of surface area. In fact, the boats varied hugely and were the result of years of collective effort by naval architects, engineers and various scientists even before each was built by a team comprising experts in disciplines from electronics to carbon fibre construction. The level of technology required is comparable to the aviation industry but without the passenger requirement – or the regulation.


At this point, the end of Leg 1 (out of ten) on the ultimate proving ground, the test was under way of the design and build teams and the crews pitted against one another and all, in turn, against the forces of nature across the oceans and seaways of the planet.


Each boat was craned out within hours of arrival, stripped of almost everything not bolted or bonded in place, for the planned refit and repair programmes. The previous three weeks had been punishing on both men and equipment but worse lay ahead. Preventative maintenance now would offset more serious problems later and the restaurants of the V&A were grandstands for the boatyards that had appeared overnight to herald the arrival of the fleet.


Nestling in one corner of the docks, between the slips where Chinese tuna boats were being refitted and the elegant corporate offices of the BOE Stockbrokers building, a small pier near the maritime museum that once served as the team base for the South African America’s Cup Team Shosholoza had become the adoptive home for the Green Dragon team, our Sino-Irish entry in the race.


Compared to the other teams, project management had pulled off a neat coup. While all had pairs of fully fitted shipping containers and marquees leapfrogging around the world to be waiting at each destination, we had the relative luxury of a purpose-built office and dock space with workshops and sail loft ready to move into. Green Dragon had her own berth and the shore team had easy access from their equipment containers just yards away. Team members enjoyed desk space and rows of laptop computers with dedicated high-speed Internet access surrounded by catering-sized jars of vitamin supplements and high-energy drinks aimed at offsetting the race diet of freeze-dried fare. Work lists, calendars and performance charts covered the walls; at this early stage in the campaign, some of the data might have been of interest to rival crews and visitors were welcomed with a wariness in case sensitive information might make its way outside the tightly knit project structure.


The base was indeed a bonus, a saving of effort and precious resources but was still a pyrrhic victory of sorts. Having the use of the Shosholoza facility was a reminder of our underfunded campaign, which was obliged to take whatever savings could be eked out without affecting performance: our own mobile bases were as good as any other team’s but the expense of setting these up could wait till later in the race.


Nevertheless, an upbeat mood permeated the dockside. Local schoolkids arrived to visit the boat; Colin Wrafter, the Irish Ambassador to South Africa, toured the project in person. It was early days in a very long race and we had just delivered what appeared to be a credible result that defied the odds. The sun was shining and all appeared to be well.


On this morning, however, in the boardroom overlooking the base, a private meeting was about to take place and would review in detail everything that had taken place at sea over the past three weeks. Just like the planning that had gone into the campaign, it would be exhaustive and very thorough.


The Beginnings


We were the team that our skipper, Ian Walker, built. Or more correctly, that he and his business partner Jamie Boag built for a syndicate of Irish business people who were deeply committed to sailing and the opportunities that the Volvo Ocean Race offered the country.


As a double Olympic silver medallist, Walker had barely been out of sight of land on the Fastnet Race, such was the extent of his offshore/oceanic racing experience. In the broad church that is the sport of sailing, inshore and Olympic racing are worlds apart; and competitive ocean racing – thousands of miles from land – and inshore racing are equally distant. Yet the challenges of any yacht race and racing tactics, whether inshore or offshore, were attractive for Walker. This plus his team management ability overcame any reluctance to embark on a round-the-world race.


That Walker is one of the best inshore racing sailors around none of us had any doubt. He was certainly no pushover; you don’t get to win two Olympic medals without being one of the best helmsmen in the world; he knew how to drive any boat quickly. But as skipper he had the toughest and loneliest role on board a fully crewed racing yacht at sea for weeks on end. Little wonder while we were at sea he and Boag burned up time on the sat phone as they discussed the wider issues of the project that we had been insulated from – and had insulated ourselves from. For the rest of us, our roles had little bearing on ‘the big picture’ and knowing this we simply immersed ourselves in being focused on the job at hand, exclusively while at sea and barely leaving time for personal lives ashore.


In spite of the rigours of his role and inexperience offshore, Walker learnt the priorities quickly. As legendary Whitbread race skippers went, the old-school mantra of ‘follow-me-or-fuck-off’ was successfully championed by Lawrie Smith and Grant Dalton decades earlier. Although both led from the front, able in almost every role on board, the traditional top-down hierarchical command structure has since given way to flatter management that gathers good sailors with specific expertise on board increasingly complex racing boats. Walker’s coordination style was also to get stuck in himself, to be involved in all aspects of the project and was as demanding of himself as he was of everyone else. There would be no faulting him on the energy and commitment he put into the campaign and he was motivated most by excellence, both in himself and his team. To be skipper and learn all the functions of deck work was hard but mental toughness plus his considerable work rate, on top of his load of responsibilities, quickly overcame this. He confided in a small group of people, notably Neal ‘Nelly’ McDonald to whom he listened carefully, though the advice was not always heeded in the early stages of the project as Walker’s hands were tied by the issues we were not aware of. Neither he nor Boag could share the full picture of the delicate background negotiations as sponsors were signed up, even halfway into the race.


A few years before, Walker was involved the Italian +39 America’s Cup team so he was no stranger to big-boat campaigns and from the outset of the Green Dragon project, before the crew was assembled, he was immersed in budgets and doing the accounts. But that was a normal function of a start-up when they did not have money so all management activities were very centralised until gradually team members were employed. So he brought his neighbour Phil Allen onto the team who became the saviour of many logistical nightmares.


As well, around this time, the lack of a professional sailing culture in Ireland became apparent. Stepping from the hugely resourced Solent area around Southampton and the Isle of Wight not just to Ireland but to Galway and the west of Ireland was a culture shock. In the Solent area where the ‘Cowes mafia’ moniker holds some truth, the nebulous established network of professional sailing that puts friendship and loyalty firmly alongside skill was plainly absent across the pond. Putting together a project on this scale demands reliance on people you know and trust but without an established professional scene in Ireland, problems could quickly build up.


On top of the professional-level services gap in Ireland and the lack of high-end technical resources, another disparity existed between what the syndicate thought the team needed and what Walker and Boag knew was required, at least in the early stages of planning. The twenty years from the previous Irish entry in this race, NCB Ireland in the 1989–1990 Whitbread Round-the-World Race, to the present era was evident in many ways. And therein lay a problem that faced Walker and Boag.


As so many years had elapsed since a sailing project on this scale was undertaken in Ireland, the people involved had moved on, taking their knowledge and experience with them, leaving the marginal interest and more than a little cynicism that followed the outcome of that earlier race. In those days, to keep people happy, simply completing the course, safely and without serious injury, flying the Irish flag around the world in an era that pre-dated Riverdance just was not enough; only outright victory would do, it seemed.


Undaunted by this backdrop, almost twenty years later the syndicate behind the Green Dragon committed to Walker and Boag that a new boat would be designed and built, a campaign would be funded and, separately, the city of Galway would host a stopover in the closing stages of the 2008–2009 Volvo Ocean Race.


We did not appreciate it at the time but a massive leap of faith had been taken to begin building Green Dragon and the catalyst for this was the drive of the project’s founders: Eamon Conneely, John Killeen and Enda O’Coineen, all three passionate about sailing and Galway in equal measure.


On one of his first visits to Ireland, Walker was given a copy of Tim Pat Coogan’s book Ireland in the 20th Century. After his introduction with the long and tortuous history between Ireland and Britain, Walker’s conclusion was: ‘we really fucked you guys over.’ But he continued as he began, the British skipper of an Irish boat that would fly a tricolour around the world.


‘This is an Irish-International team,’ both Walker and Boag said at the start and that was good enough as far as we were concerned. It was an ethos that held true from beginning to end. There would be no compromising on people or materials. Where possible, Irish sailors and support crew would be employed but only if their skills fitted the requirements as it was intended to showcase Ireland in a top-class campaign.


After returning from winning the Barcelona World Race with Jean-Pierre Dick, I found the prospect of competing as a watch leader on the first Irish entry for the Volvo Ocean Race immediately compelling and was reassured as other top Irish sailors were also being brought on board.


Justin Slattery, an old sailing mate from setting a round-the-world record on the giant catamaran Cheyenne was also an early recruit. Decades earlier, both of us had encountered NCB Ireland which had inspired us then. Reared in County Wexford but with his early sailing experience being in Cork, where he was born, Slattery had been the bowman for Mike Sanderson’s winning ABN AMRO team in the previous Volvo Race and brought valuable insights from that campaign. Like me, he had also been waiting for a chance to sail for Ireland in a major ocean race and he brought an edge to the crew panel with his experience plus sheer, gritty determination, especially when under pressure such as sail changes in rough seas when the job calls for perseverance regardless of the conditions.


Ian ‘Soapy’ Moore’s track record as an Irish navigator on the professional circuits for America’s Cup teams as well as major offshore and long-distance races made him an ideal choice and a coup for the project in this critical role on board. He was a long-standing navigator with Walker and had sailed as navigator with Team Illbruck, the 2001–2002 Volvo Ocean Race winning 60-footer. And, being based on the Isle of Wight, he was already well known to many of the team members. His job on board was to soak up information both before the race and during it, to crunch numbers and run tactical software while all or most of the time cooped up in a dark and stuffy corner below decks, surrounded by electronic instruments. It was about as far removed from the popular image of yachting – sipping iced drinks on a palatial vessel in the company of glamorous people. And if ever he did find himself with spare time, there was plenty for him to do on deck or when needed if drama took over.


Also recruited were Dubliners Johnny Mordaunt and Johnny Smullen who would become the heart and soul of our shore team with their decades of experience in project management. James ‘Jimbo’ Carroll was the third Dub on the shore team and was the ‘BC’ or boat captain from the outset and we now had a distinctly Irish backbone to the team.


For all of us throughout our careers comprising years of competing on various teams for other countries, or for private individuals or sometimes multinational corporations the size of Ireland, such campaigns always left us longing for a chance that one day we might see the green, white and orange flying from our own Irish entry in a transglobal ocean race.


After we signed on together, both Slattery and I were often asked whether we would not have preferred the skipper’s role. Surely an Irish entry demanded an Irish skipper? The question missed the point completely. It was not and never is about who gets to be the boss. It’s about getting the job done and Walker was the right man for that job. Sea law requires a ‘person-in-charge’ to be ultimately responsible and our media and popular following also look to an individual as a figurehead. Yet, in a team situation, having an effective skipper is just one element of a result and taking a part share in that performance remains at the core of what drives each member of the crew. Being part of that was everything Slattery, Moore and I could have asked for when we signed up. That, plus lifting the trophy as overall winners, of course.


An economic build price from a branch of the Australian McConaghys boatbuilders in China was the beginning of the Sino-Irish link and when sponsorship from Shandong Lingong Construction Machinery linked to the Volvo corporation followed, Green Dragon took her name. Although an option to buy the winning boat from the last race existed, management knew that both crew and funding might not be available had they pursued this route.


We always knew it was going to be tight, launching a new design barely five months before the start. But the many positives and reassurances from team management that everything was on track left us to concentrate on boat and team preparations in the early summer of 2008. With only five months to go before the start of the race in which time we had to test sails, practise with the boat and train crew, our brand-new boat arrived on the deck of a ship after a five-week voyage. As the Volvo Open 70-footer was craned onto her dockside cradle in Portsmouth, the crate containing her underwater appendages was opened. Inside, the contents comprised the weighty, torpedo-like bulb that attaches to a long keel fin. This in turn attaches under the hull to the hydraulic rams inside the boat’s hull that swing the whole arrangement to counterbalance the force of the rig and sails. This system is designed optimally to deliver the awesome speeds of these boats, yet as we pulled the last of the packing away, Slattery – who had won the previous Volvo Race on the first generation of these boats and already had a well-honed instinct for speed ingredients – needed to verify the keel weight, as both he and McDonald had warned of its importance to our performance. If it was underweight it would affect the overall ability of the boat to reach its best speeds.


It was a big day when boat and keel were joined together. All the elements had been built in different parts of the world – New Zealand, China, US and Italy – and all needed to fit perfectly and first time. Slattery and crew member Phil Harmer called over to the mobile-crane driver who was lifting the keel fin and bulb out of their packing cases. From the load sensors on the crane, he confirmed the weight. As the measurer took notes of the readings, he headed off to the office without telling anyone. Slattery’s original concern was that in their enthusiasm at a new facility, the boatyard in China might have ‘added in’ construction materials and inadvertently pushed the weight of the boat over the optimum target. He had already wondered at the amount of internal structure that the previous race winner had not had – or needed. This latest generation boat should have been an evolution of this but instead appeared heavier. This concern was now added to a bigger issue. With a rule limit of 7.4 tonnes for the overall keel fin and bulb weight, the results of the weigh-in highlighted and made public for the all the team to see an ultimate flaw: the design specifications had placed some 600 kg in the fin, leaving the bulb light by over a half a ton. Keels, especially canting keels, generate the ‘righting moment’ that creates the power and speed potential of a sail boat. To be on target weight was crucial.


On that day, months before, when Green Dragon had not yet been sailed, Slattery returned home and apologised to his wife in advance for the frustration that inevitably lay ahead. As one of the best bowmen around, he carried a lot of credibility and, typically, he wasn’t afraid to speak his mind and highlight our potential for underperformance. Our boat would struggle to match the other new builds in the fleet. Perhaps on the short in-port race courses the difference of half a knot in boat speed caused by our lack of power might not matter so much. But over the course of several days or even weeks, the difference would be massive and could translate into Green Dragon finishing days behind faster boats.


Yet Slattery remained completely committed to the project, purely because it was an Irish team and anyone with guts would not quit easily. We all felt the same; so too did McDonald, even though he had no Irish connection; we all decided to stick with the programme. Offers from other teams were made to some of us in the months leading up to the start but the programme was already up and running and our Irish team came first.


The Team


If an underweight keel was Green Dragon’s Achilles’ heel, it was probably about as significant a problem that could have existed short perhaps, of the boat itself falling apart. But the heart of the issue went beyond the design of the appendage and all the way to the roots of the project, something that was far away from the minds of the sailing and shore crew.


In the months following her arrival into Portsmouth in June 2008, the issue of Green Dragon’s weight bubbled away in the background. It was not too late to remedy the situation and regain a competitive edge. A redesign of the keel and work on the hull to rebalance the all-up weight of Green Dragon could be managed within the remaining time before the start of the race in mid-October, or at worst we could receive a new keel fin in Cape Town. Twenty years previously, the NCB Ireland entry had cost IR£4 million to campaign. Fast forward to 2007 and the cost of building a state-of-the-art racing yacht stood at €4 million alone, without all the other costs of wages, expenses, sails, shore bases and new technologies that would require at least another €10 million to just scrape by with. But Walker’s reality as skipper was a world removed from that of watch leader and the rest of the sailing team. What he knew and we did not was that the project simply did not have the financial cushion or the time to throw a handbrake turn into the programme and address the keel issue.


Together with Boag, Walker strategically brought forty people under the umbrella of the campaign, comprising all the elements of our racing team: experienced sailors, talented newcomers, technical expertise, logistics and applied resources.


Neal McDonald, arguably one of the best offshore sailors in the world, had competed in six round-the-world races including two as skipper in this event. We had raced together on a record circumnavigation attempt with Ellen MacArthur on Kingfisher B&Q in 2003. McDonald could be relied upon to take the wheel and steer accurately and fast in even the most demanding sea state for an entire watch without fatigue. His presence alone brought an air of gravitas and reassurance to the crew panel that lifted all of us. Crucially, he had offered the team his services before the boatbuilding started but the tight finances did not allow for this and his experience was lost at a critical phase.


Australian Anthony ‘Youngster’ Merrington joined Green Dragon with 120,000 ocean miles already logged through a campaign in the 2001–2002 Volvo Ocean Race on Team SEB and more recently with Paul Cayard on Pirates of the Caribbean. He had also sailed on the Kingfisher B&Q circumnavigation.


Race rules required each team to sail with three under-30-year-olds so up-and-coming talent was sourced for the team. Phil ‘Wendy’ Harmer had sailed in the previous race with the ABN AMRO 2 youth team. He became responsible for all our sail inventory and maintenance and, after McDonald, he was the best helmsman on board, in part due to his experience on Australian 18-foot skiffs in Sydney Harbour.


Our only permanent Kiwi in the team, Andrew ‘Animal’ McClean was a big, strong easy-going bloke with a degree in mechanical engineering that would be invaluable, especially at sea, for the inevitable breakages. As he worked with Southern Spars in Auckland, he took responsibility for everything to do with our rig.


Freddie Shanks who sailed extensively with Walker in the MedCup TP52 inshore circuit joined Slattery on the bow. He held numerous youth titles as a former champion boxer and doubtless this discipline helped make him ultra-reliable with a steady dependability I came to appreciate as we shared the same watch at sea.


And all the time while the team was being drawn up, Australian Tom Braidwood was in China with his family. As a boatbuilder and project manager on behalf of the team, during the build Tommy got to know the boat intimately and made the crucial decisions for the deck layout and equipment that we would later come to reply upon so heavily. As he was already an experienced ocean racer, he was the ideal candidate to be the boat captain during racing phases and opposite number to Jimbo on the shore crew. His work ethic was akin to a whirlwind; he got stuck in and worked hard and was not slow to point out if others weren’t pulling their weight: a true-blue Aussie who said things the way they were.


When the team secured sponsorship from the three Chinese companies, a funding crisis was averted, at least temporarily, and Green Dragon took her name to become co-flagged. The race required that an MCM – media crew member – be carried and be responsible for sending the constant stream of video, images, interviews and updates from the boat during the race. The role also included food preparation duties, though ‘cook’ would be a gross overstatement. The Chinese involvement required some representation in the crew line-up so Guo Chuan was recruited to sail as MCM.


He had started sailing in 1996 and was the first-ever Chinese participant in the single-handed mini-transatlantic class so he had previous experience from a demanding event. He was selected from trials with other Chinese sailors and his gentle manner belied his physical toughness and great stamina. Later, months after his selection, Guo earned the nickname ‘the human cannonball’ from an incident when Green Dragon was surfing through heavy seas at close to 100 per cent performance. He was crouched in the companionway filming the waves washing along the decks and partly submerging the crew huddled on deck. In the noise and the chaos of Green Dragon sailing on the edge between control and wipe-out, Nelly shouted through the crashing waves that even in the hatchway he needed to be clipped on. Nodding that he would obey but also persevering just a bit longer to finish his filming sequence, he started to retreat from the torrent of water sweeping aft along the deck past the shelter of the companionway and pilot house.


In an instant, the boat hit the back of a much larger wave ahead and in the next second, the boat, rig and all of the crew on deck shuddered from around 30 knots to a sudden halt. Instinctively, all on deck gripped a secure point tightly but our Chinese mate, who was just re-entering the hatch, was disoriented by the surprise boat movement and lost his grip, continuing his forward movement at full speed.


Slattery, resting off watch in his bunk inside, watched in amazement as our media man was propelled through mid-air, managing a complete back flip before finally touching down, head first into a bucket deep in the bilge of the boat. A minute later, he emerged, grinning sheepishly though bloodied from a cut forehead and murmuring ‘I okay, I okay . . .’


Though times had changed from years past when Whitbread race entries carried a dedicated cook to deal with freezers full of real food, the role of MCM risks becoming a similarly thankless one – thankless because no matter how high the standard of cuisine, the worst food critic is a hungry sailor. As increasingly weight-dependent racing boats demand that luxuries such as fresh food be replaced by freeze-dried packets of monotonous meals that simply require reheating, beef stroganoff bears a striking resemblance to chicken and potatoes, which in turn seem to match the colour, taste and consistency of lamb curry. And desserts aren’t much better, just sweeter, so suspicions run high that the recipes are variations on a theme.


But not all the freeze-dried manufacturers incur ill feeling and even differences between regional factories can be detected after months at sea. An American brand is one such supplier and the popularity of its USA products score higher than its UK counterparts amongst many ocean-racing crews. Preparation is a straightforward procedure: go to the daily food bag and select a meal from the array of identical packets pre-packed by the shore team. Cut the sachet open, pour into a large pot of water, soak thoroughly, heat and serve. Severely uncomfortable consequences await those failing to rehydrate fully a meal that can continue this process during the digestion process by soaking up vital body fluids and leading to stomach aches and constipation.


The MCM role could so easily have become a surrogate cook, even for these relatively simple meals. But although his duties included this and even mopping out the bilge in heavy weather, no other assistance was permitted in the racing of the boat in order to prevent teams simply inserting a top sailor into the role and boosting their on-board resources. Between these duties and the potential intrusiveness of his cameras that would appear in reality-TV-style awkward moments, Guo could have been an obvious person to be picked on as the butt of jokes for stressed crew, although this would have been too easy and unfair. However, as his English improved and he detected the subtleties of deck humour, he was soon well able to give as good as he got and share in the banter. On one occasion, when the food bowls were passed up on deck, it turned out that this particular batch of freeze-dried fare had not come from the preferred US factory but rather from its UK manufacturing operation. As the on-watch crew fed themselves, Nelly took his first few spoonfuls before delivering an unfavourable review.


‘What the fuck is this?’ growled McDonald. ‘We can’t eat it, it’ll fucking kill us.’ Guo heard the remark and appeared on deck.


‘What’s going on, Guo?’ he snapped, albeit with a smile.


Everyone knew that although Guo had cooked the food, it wasn’t his fault. There was brief pause and then, to everyone’s delight, Guo delivered a perfect put-down.


‘English-food, mate,’ he replied. ‘English food . . .’


Speechless but still smiling, Nelly withdrew while everyone else cheered ‘Nice one, Guo!’ for having managed the rare feat of getting one past Nelly.


Nevertheless, a separate week-long series of wind-ups between Guo and Slattery somehow kicked off and in the background a few of the other lads joined in for the craic. Personally, I would never think of taking on Slattery even for fun: when it comes to wind-ups and slagging, it doesn’t take much to spark him off so it is not a road I care to go down. Sea boots started disappearing overboard and a rotting fish was discovered in a sleeping bag. Avoiding tension, even of the good-natured kind, had to be a priority so they finally called a truce.


Although permanent crew, the core of team members afloat still needed time off for family commitments so plans were included to swap in guest crew for various legs during the nine months of the race. Scotsman Ian ‘Budgie’ Budgeon was already well known to many of us and sailed for two legs. Wouter ‘the router’ Verbraak from the Netherlands managed to sail on three different boats during the race and he alternated with Steve Hayles, a race veteran from Southampton plus Jean-Luc Nélias from France as relief navigators for Soapy who took paternity leave at times from the boat. For in-port races, we were permitted to sail with additional crew so Kiwi Chris ‘Maniac’ Main was another stand-in.


Overall, whether permanent or stand-in, any crew member’s prospects boiled down to not just being a good sailor with a useful skill or craft, but also to the subtle art of fitting in. In the case of ocean racing, this means knowing how a race boat operates and how to plug in to an established and tight-knit group of people. Creating an effective team means bringing together people with not just different skill sets, but different and compatible personalities. This is the harmony Walker sought from the outset and it was achieved despite the lack of financial resources. Simply put, money cannot buy relationships of any kind and this was true for the whole Green Dragon team.


Team Debrief in Cape Town, End of Leg 1


Walker called the group together and the Cape Town meeting got under way. In the scheme of things, there was nothing especially unusual in such a crew meeting: ashore, they were a daily occurrence; while afloat, Walker would gather his navigator and both watch leaders into session at least once but sometimes three times daily to analyse tactical options, weather forecasts, fleet positions, boat manoeuvres and sail plans.


But a leg debrief is a different session. This meeting would be forensic in the hunt to extract improved performance from all departments on board: job lists, time lines, conclusions, future developments, how the boat is sailed and occasionally interpersonal issues (though it is important that the meeting does not get blocked by such problems and to limit the level of analysis to avoid ‘bagging’ individuals and concentrate on changing what can be changed).


All the routine issues such as the word-list of breakages and technical issues with the boat had already been emailed ashore during the leg so the boatbuilders and sailmakers were ready with solutions and fixes. These were still discussed under each heading – to get the easy stuff out of the way.


Less easy to fix were the unspoken problems, or rather, the problems that were spoken of but had been parked to avoid a breakdown of personal and working relationships in the close crew. In fact, in a less-gelled team, interpersonal disputes could easily have erupted on board, given the extended periods at sea in a constant state of competition. Crew compatibility is one constant that has defied the march of technology. But for Walker and his Green Dragon team, the single unspoken problem continued to be the one for which no solution existed and depending on when and whether each of us accepted its reality, it would remain unmentionable: because our keel was light and our boat was heavy, we would lack boat speed at critical times.


It could have been a production meeting for any corporation’s business. Freshly showered and shaven, clean clothes – team uniforms – and fed with real food served to us on the dockside on arrival, there was a happy buzz in the room before the group was called to order. There was no need to belabour the details – we had all been present – so Walker briefly summed up the outcome of the past three weeks of relentless effort. In fact, it had ended up being more successful that most of us were prepared to acknowledge.


He began the meeting’s reports following a careful agenda that reflected the on-board watch-keeping structure, picking through the details of our race thus far. The skipper and navigator operated as their own team with an ad hoc watch system at sea as they prepared the strategic options based on the latest weather data and fleet performance and positions. These objectives were then passed to the watch captains who, along with their crew on deck, agree how best to deliver our fastest speeds based on our sail inventory and likely weather in the coming hours. We would also review the latest ‘skeds’ or scheduled reports of the performances from the other seven boats in the race and these updates became a staple of our daily diet like the rise and fall of internationally traded stocks and bonds. And the graph hadn’t been very encouraging, almost from the get-go.


The start from Alicante before tens of thousands of spectators both afloat and ashore had been marred for us by a problem with our hydraulic canting keel system, which slowed our manoeuvring and robbed us of the chance to scorch away from the start. But we managed to stay in touch with the leaders for the first few days until it became apparent that, even at this early stage, favourites were emerging within the eight-boat fleet. That we weren’t leading the fleet did not surprise any of us on board Green Dragon. As all eight boats reached the Strait of Gibraltar, we were not alone with technical problems – but all boats would expect teething issues of some kind, regardless of the amount of preparation involved.


As a procession southwestwards along the coast of Morocco formed, it was instantly clear that in these steady trade winds, tactical options to deliver an edge and get a jump on the leaders were severely limited. Walker and Soapy agonised: a risky ‘flyer’ was on the cards and a make-or-break gamble was called for ahead of the first scoring gate on the southern side of the equator, still almost ten days of hard racing away. A call was needed on whether to sail between the Canary Islands of Gran Canaria and Tenerife or to stay closer to the coast of Africa. The leaders opted for the latter and held their ground while our call involved dicing with the wind shadow from the steeper Canarian mountains. Result: marginal loss of miles but no nearer getting our break. It was never going to be a race-changing move but conventional race wisdom dictates the need to sail always in the same wind as your rivals.


The next tactical call arrived two days further south, on the approach to the Cape Verde Islands. But by now, a combination of our lack of boat speed was starting to show as we trailed the leaders by up to 100 nautical miles. Fleet leader Ericsson 4 had to make a brief stop to drop off a sick crewman. The rest of the fleet was inadvertently duped by the medical emergency on board and covered Ericsson 4 skipper Torben Grael, assuming his was the best strategy.


Further behind and with less to lose, Soapy made the bold but strategic call to break from the fleet and sail westwards. He had spotted a weather window of favourable winds and, looking ahead to the windless doldrums zone 60 miles north of the equator, reckoned we could make a fast transit of the area by heading deeper into the Atlantic Ocean. Statistically, the doldrums are easier to cross further west but it becomes a question of paying extra miles to get to the optimum crossing point. There was a spread of 50 to 90 miles between us in the west and the main fleet further east as we all dived southwards for the equator. It proved to be just the jump we needed and within three days, Green Dragon shot from third last on the water to a solid lead and first place which we held all the way into the southern hemisphere and the scoring gate at the Brazilian island of Fernando de Noronha, 200 miles off South America.


It was a great way to start the race and for a time we were tricked into thinking we were on a roll. There was a minor celebration on board as we picked up the first ocean-racing points on the first leg of a ten-month race. It was a good lift for the crew but raised false hopes and allowed some people to remain in denial and for the rest deferred the truth of our poor pace. We had picked up four points for first place and a valuable morale boost for a celebration that was short lived; even the younger crew as much as the veterans on board were all too aware of the long, long race ahead. Privately, we were all conscious of our Achilles’ heel that had been revealed to us on that fateful day almost six months earlier when Green Dragon arrived from the boatbuilders’ yard in China.


The race boiled down to accumulating points for high performances, whether at the end of the ocean stages or during each leg at scoring gates or closer to land in the in-port race series. But in spite of our navigator’s genius, it is simply not possible to win on tactics alone in a ten-month race. There were intelligent sailors on every boat and hoping otherwise wasn’t remotely realistic. All the other teams had good sailors and good navigators, and most had good boats going fast in the right direction.
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