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Prologue


How the rumor got started, I have no idea. Naturally it was a bit startling to learn that I had died five years ago! Amusing, too. I forget exactly when I got the news, but it was some time prior to Ted Hood’s memorial service at the New York Yacht Club Station, Harbour Court, at Newport, Rhode Island, on September 20th, 2013.


Ted, of course, was a legendary figure in the sailing world––sailmaker, designer, builder and sailor extraordinaire. I had been so detached from the sailing world by this time that I was unaware of his death and it was only by chance that I learned of his memorial service. I decided to attend.


After the service, guests were invited to a buffet in the adjacent tent. The food was laid out on long trestle tables and I was just about to serve myself when I heard the words, “Dick Carter?” I looked up and there, on the other side of the table, was Yves-Marie de Tanton, a star designer who worked for me forty-some years ago. He came around visibly shaking and fumbling for his phone: “I’ve got to take a picture.” As Bob Perry, another yacht designer and former associate put it, “What did you expect?” Yves-Marie thought he had just seen a ghost.


A couple of weeks later, we had a long lunch to catch up at my home on Cape Cod. As he was walking out the door, Yves-Marie turned, and said, “You should write a book.”


And so I did. Here is my story.












Introduction


“For years I have said that sailboat racing is like malaria,” writes Dick Carter in his stimulating memoir. “You never get rid of it.”


That’s one of the rules of life in this very entertaining and instructive memoir of a man obsessed not only with boats but also with the lure and challenge of radical innovation. As he says, “I love examples of ideas that are counter-intuitive.” Put such a mind in a sailboat and there’s no telling what will happen. When he came out of nowhere in 1965, The New York Times called Dick the “mystery man in American yachting.” A young businessman and Yale graduate from inland New Hampshire who first sailed on a small lake, he transformed himself through a spectacular act of will into a brilliant, daring yacht racer and designer. He changed his sport, creating new types of boats and winning big races while surviving daring voyages.


“It was a moment engraved in my memory,” he writes of one of these adventures. “For the first time in my life, I was leaving the civilized world and moving into Mother Nature’s vast realm… all to be experienced from the deck of a 34-footer.”


Despite his lack of formal training in naval architecture, Dick Carter made himself into a skilled yacht designer with radical ideas and a record of daring and continuing success. Blessed with what sailors call “an eye for a boat”—an intuitive understanding of why some boats sail faster and better than others, and the ability to transform that understanding into new expressions—he also had an insight into how intuition blossoms when it is teamed with a probing mind and personal courage.


When he dared not only to build a boat to his design, Rabbit, but to enter the high-tech, cutting-edge, elite regattas run by the Royal Yacht Squadron and the Royal Ocean Racing Club, Dick Carter surprised everybody by winning the prestigious Fastnet Race. Over the next decade he and his boats dominated the intensely competitive new golden age of Grand Prix yacht racing, sometimes in American waters but mostly in the windy, rough, cold English Channel and the North Sea. In Rabbit and other boats, he and his loyal crews beat the world’s best sailors and yacht designers, meanwhile establishing a new look and innovative technology for racing yachts.


His influence reached all the way to the America’s Cup, whose breakthrough 1967 winner, Intrepid (designed by Olin Stephens, the world’s most successful yacht designer) sported an important new feature that Dick had developed on his own, the trim tab. When the sailing world decided to change its design rating rules, he was so widely respected that he was appointed to the planning committee alongside Stephens.


This story of the underdog sailor taking on the world (and conquering it, too) is often surprising—and also roundly entertaining as well as inspiring and instructive. His approach was straightforward: challenge the common wisdom with a daring that he described this way: “Once a challenge is met, or met successfully, that is enough for me.”


The last challenge was the first he could not successfully meet—the petroleum crisis of the 1970s that depleted economies and nearly destroyed the boating business. Dick Carter, just a decade after he burst on the scene, retired from boats, and moved on to a whole other life so completely that, before long, many of his old friends and shipmates were sure he has died.


Now Dick is back, with his remarkable story.


—John Rousmaniere, September 9, 2017


Author, Fastnet, Force 10; The Annapolis Book of Seamanship;


A Berth to Bermuda; After the Storm; and other books about sailing and the sea.
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Early Days: Summer Sailing on Cape Cod


I’m not sure why my parents elected to summer on Cape Cod, Massachusetts, rather than among the lakes and mountains of northern New Hampshire, which my father loved. I was born in Nashua, a mill town located in southern New Hampshire forty miles north of Boston. My father served as treasurer in the paper product company Nashua Corporation, founded by my grandfather whom I never met.


My parents found a cottage for sale in Cataumet, a village located at the head of Cape Cod’s Buzzards Bay. The cottage was built in 1905, strictly for summer living, simple and rustic, cedar-shingled, with wide shaded porches overlooking the water. An intriguing little room with large windows on all sides, separate from the house, was a perfect spot for watching the sun set. Known as the Pilot House, it was perhaps the after-dinner retreat for the gentlemen and their cigars in earlier days. Situated on a bluff overlooking a private beach, the house was only a couple of hundred yards from Hospital Cove, a magical and secluded natural harbor. Over time, the house’s rafters became festooned with pennants, which my brothers and I won in the Sunday afternoon races.




[image: 2 boys sailing towards the camera]


Skippering our Phil Rhodes designed Arrowhead sloop under the guidance of my older brother John, 1941.
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Our cottage at Cataumet, Cape Cod.
Photo: Catherine Carter






I well remember those tedious, de rigueur family Sunday lunches, which seemed to go on forever. I would be watching the wind and the clock, fidgeting and fixated on getting out in our sailboat, ready for the afternoon race, my stomach in knots, a heavy meal the last thing I wanted.


A word about Buzzards Bay: the prevailing summer wind along the northeast coast of the U.S. comes from the southwest. Buzzards Bay is one of the few bodies of water in New England actually facing southwest. So when the land heats up at the head of the Bay, it increases the velocity of the wind coming from the southwest. One could almost set one’s watch for when the sou’wester kicks in every afternoon. Any sailor leaving the protected waters of the Cape Cod Canal, and riding a favorable current into the Bay’s rough water and strong wind, understands why the Buzzards Bay sou’wester enjoys such a reputation.


The reason the house was for sale was immediately obvious; the 1938 hurricane had devastated the New England coast. In Cataumet, an estimated ten or twelve feet of the bank had been washed away. I can remember vividly that when I was eleven, there was only one foot of bank remaining beyond the corner of the house. Not long thereafter, my father had the bank restored with riprap at the base.




[image: Room with sailing pennants displayed on exposed ceiling rafters]


The pennants represent 40 years of family racing. Photo: Catherine Carter






With such an ideal location for sailing, thoughts turned towards boats. My father, who was definitely not a sailor, asked a neighbor what kind of sailboat we should get. He was told: “Eh-verybody has a Herreshoff 12.” My father didn’t take kindly to the suggestion that the boat should be selected for social reasons and it certainly brought out his Yankee independent thinking. So in 1940, we acquired a Cape Cod Knockabout, an 18-foot centerboarder that we named ALBATROSS.


But my mother, clearly anticipating the classic problem of a twelve-year-old son dealing with boredom, sent me to camp in July 1940. Camp Kabeyun, located on Lake Winnipesaukee in New Hampshire, was selected. One of the appeals of the camp, I am sure, was that they offered sailing instruction with their two 18-foot Winabout sailboats, a class similar to the smaller Town Class. Maybe I would learn to sail.




[image: A group of people in sailing boat]


Sitting furthest aft in the 18-foot Winabout.






I had a great time at the camp except for one thing. Every boy was expected to pass the dreaded cove test: swimming from one side of the cove to the other, a distance of 50 yards. Well, I was a scrawny kid, a real sinker, and I just couldn’t do it. I obviously showed serious interest in sailing though, and at the end of camp, the sailing instructor, whom I idolized, said, “I think you’re ready to solo.” I couldn’t believe it. It was a camp rule that no one could sail solo unless he passed the cove swim test, and here was the instructor ignoring the camp rule. Apparently he had enough confidence in my sailing ability to handle the Winabout alone. My vivid memory of that sail was how hard I had to think about everything. I certainly wasn’t encumbered with the wearing of a life preserver. But my sense of accomplishment was palpable, and to have such a vote of confidence in my sailing ability meant the world to me.




[image: Tennis coach with 2 boys]


I was a real bruiser at 12 years old.








[image: Group of boys sitting in front of a table displaying model yachts that they had made]


The first boat I ever “built” was at Kabeyun. We shaped the hulls, cut out the metal for the keels, cast the lead ballast, made the sails, the works.







Sailing at Cataumet


The Buzzards Yacht Club, formed in 1930, ran a series of races in July and August, initially for the Herreshoff 12 1/2s. Then somewhere along the line, the Club added a handicap class, which permitted boats of different designs to race together. This was where brother John began his racing career in the summer of 1940, sailing our Knockabout. The competition included some very fine sailors.


I had just returned from Camp Kabeyun to sail in the August 1940 series. I recall the salt spray flying into my face as we slugged to windward. It was quite different from the placid freshwater of Lake Winnipesaukee at camp!


Little did we realize at the time that we would sail the ALBATROSS for only two seasons. Tom Kingman, a local boat builder, had started building a 21-foot sloop called the Arrowhead, and the best local sailors of the handicap class opted for the new boat. It seemed only logical for us to follow suit. I was too young to be involved in the family decision, but the determination to acquire an Arrowhead, which we named GREY GHOST, had a profound effect on my sailing career.




[image: Three racing yachts heading for the next mark]


GREY GHOST in the lead.






The Arrowhead was designed by Phil Rhodes in 1936. Rhodes was to become one of the leading American yacht designers in the generation that followed Nathanael “Nat” Herreshoff, the preeminent American yacht designer of the era. Rhodes created a very graceful looking 21-foot daysailer whose elegance was enhanced by a tall mast. Her Achilles heel, however, was her tenderness in a stiff breeze. She was more suited for the lighter airs of Long Island Sound.




[image: A man and woman sailing a Herreshoff 12 sailing dinghy]


A Herreshoff 12 built in 1939, VIKING, located in Cataumet’s harbor and still sailing today.
Photo: Dorothy Crossley, Courtesy of Cameron Bright






The Herreshoff 12 1/2, by contrast, was specifically designed to handle challenging Buzzards Bay conditions. In 1914, a group of summer residents from Monument Beach, a Buzzards Bay town near Cataumet, approached Nat Herreshoff, “the Wizard of Bristol”, in Bristol, Rhode Island. They stipulated that they wanted a boat simple enough for their boys to learn to sail, and that would also return them safely home. The idea for the “Buzzards Bay Boys’ Boat” was born.


Herreshoff designed a 16-foot, short-ended boat with a snubbed bow and transom stern sitting on a 12-foot 6-inch waterline. Following Nat’s custom of naming boats by waterline length, the boat became the Herreshoff 12 1/2. Many sailors simply call it the Herreshoff 12 or just, the Twelve.


The boat’s ample beam and large amount of lead in the keel (49% ballast/displacement ratio) made for a stiff boat. This stiffness was enhanced by a gaff rig with a lower center of effort than a Marconi (sloop) rig, which would have had a higher mast. In short, the boat was an ideal design for ‘bringing the boys home’ in the strong wind and steep chop of a Buzzards Bay sou’wester. The Herreshoff 12 design proved so popular that it celebrated its 100th anniversary in 2014.


In retrospect, I thank my lucky stars that I was to sail hours and hours in a tender boat like our Arrowhead, which demanded more skill in Buzzards Bay conditions. She forced me to learn many lessons in seamanship. She was not fail-safe like the Herreshoff 12.


I had already discovered through childhood games like shooting cards, playing marbles and tossing jack knives, that I had a strong innate competitive streak requiring skill rather than overt physical strength. I found that sailing fitted my personality extremely well as it required the development of skill and concentration rather than outright athleticism.


I was the youngest son of the youngest son going back four generations. My two older brothers, David and John, were followed by my sister, Anne, and myself. We boys went to boarding school, first to Eaglebrook School and then on to Phillips Academy, Andover. My two brothers were too old to be playmates but rather became mentors in their respective fields of interest. David was interested in art history, which eventually led to his work as a curator and director in museums. John, interested in sailing and later in gliding, took up architecture as a career.



Voyage to New Haven, Connecticut


When brother John was accepted as a student at Yale University in New Haven, Connecticut, he decided that he wanted to have GREY GHOST at Yale for weekend sailing on Long Island Sound. Although disappointed at the move, I was really excited to cruise from Cataumet down to New Haven in our 21-foot daysailer. But the planning was not so simple. America was at war! Restrictions on ship movements were introduced and, as we were to discover, that included small sailboats. We applied and received permission to leave port after June 24, 1942.




[image: Dick sailing his Arrowhead dinghy singlehanded]


Sailing endless hours in Buzzards Bay. As to racing, there were just two Arrowheads: the green boat, ANGEL, owned by a neighbor, Mr. Alden, versus GREY GHOST, sailed by me, a teenager. Age made no difference. It was gray boat versus green boat! Sometimes he won; sometimes I won.






When I woke up on the morning of the 29th, I was thrilled to see that the wind was blowing out of the north. This meant we could have the wind behind us as we ran down Buzzards Bay towards Rhode Island. After a quick loading of provisions and sleeping bags, we set off. Once we had cleared the channel, we noticed a convoy of ships stretching from the entrance of the Cape Cod Canal into the upper Bay.


Built in 1914 by the U.S. Army Corps of Engineers, the Canal was designed to enable commercial and naval shipping traveling up the Atlantic Coast to bypass the treacherous sea trip around the outer shore of Cape Cod. During World War II, the Canal protected shipping from the German U-boats lurking offshore while Buzzards Bay was used as an assembly area for ships going by convoy to Great Britain.


Curiously, the convoy wasn’t moving. Our ideal course crossed the line of ships. What to do? We knew that our norther would only last until early afternoon, when the Bay sou’wester would kick in, so we opted to cross the line to get as far down the Bay as possible. Since the ships were stationary, there was no risk. All went according to plan until a Coast Guard launch began motoring at high speed in our direction. I don’t remember the exact words, but the gist of it was, “You shouldn’t have crossed the convoy,” (even though it wasn’t moving). The next words I remember vividly: “You must turn back.” My heart sank––you don’t tangle with the Coast Guard. We gave up our easily won miles and ended up beating down the Bay when the expected sou’wester came in.


My other clear memory of the cruise happened at the end of the second day. We were aiming for Newport, Rhode Island, a deepwater port where the U.S. Navy had installed submarine nets at the entrance to the harbor. The nets closed at 8:00 pm. Designed to block enemy submarines from entering a port, a typical net was woven from 1" thick, galvanized steel wire ropes, suspended from buoys and moored by two pairs of 6000 lb. anchors. A gate in the net allowed friendly craft to pass through. It was a race against time. We were in sight of the nets and guard boats, but the breeze was dying. If the gate closed at 8:00 pm, there were no other harbors within easy reach. It was imperative to make it through. It must have been a strange sight for the Coast Guardsmen in charge to see this small yacht appearing out of nowhere, struggling to get into the harbor on time. They held the gate open an additional seven minutes to let us in. A grateful crew of GREY GHOST gave them a heartfelt salute.


With brother John and GREY GHOST away for the summer, it was decided that I should have a boat, and a 10-foot catboat was acquired. My brother said we bought the Hadley skiff at a roadside stand. It was flat-bottomed, a design of utter simplicity. By sitting on the rail and wrapping my feet under the seat, I could hike out to generate more power. I tied a rope around the tiller so I could steer. Sailing in a strong sou’wester on the smooth water under the lee of Cataumet’s Scraggy Neck causeway, I reached speeds that were positively exhilarating.


World War II came home. My father, who had served in the U.S. Army during World War I, signed up again. Brother John joined the Army in June of 1943, and David began working for the U.S. State Department as a courier in Europe. We had already sailed GREY GHOST back from New Haven, but the smallish fleet of Arrowheads in Buzzards Bay was seriously depleted when several skippers joined up. This was to have a major effect on local racing.


Gasoline rationing had been introduced which obviously restricted travel, but it was the mandatory nightly blackout that was the most dramatic change. When silhouetted by lights on shore, coastal shipping became easy targets for the German U-boats patrolling the Eastern seaboard. We installed black window shades and became very conscientious about not turning on any lights unless the shades were drawn. Another exciting aspect of the blackout was that the night sky could be seen as never before.


During the wartime summers of ’43, ’44, and ’45, there were no friends my age in Cataumet, and sailing was the only activity. I spent countless hours sailing solo in GREY GHOST.


Throughout these war years, I appreciated enormously the confidence my mother had in my solo sailing. She never expressed anxiety and I never thought twice about risks. I learned much later, however, that my mother was not worry-free; she was just determined not to show any concern about my sailing ability, fearful that it might have an adverse effect. There was one occasion, though, when my mother became especially distressed.


My sister Anne, who was definitely a non-sailor, had decided to go for a sail with a friend in GREY GHOST. Come four o’clock: no sign of sister Anne; five o’clock: no sign. My mother became visibly agitated. Six o’clock, suppertime, still no sign. Seven o’clock and my mother was in a serious state of worry. Finally, at eight o’clock, the telephone rang. It was sister Anne calling from the Coast Guard station at the entrance of the Cape Cod Canal. She and her friend had been rescued by the Coast Guard after GREY GHOST had been sucked into the Canal entrance.


My mother wasted no time. We dashed into the car, drove over the Bourne Bridge and arrived at the station. I was not privy to the discussion between my mother and the officer in charge, though I am sure there were effusive thanks for the rescue. Sister Anne and her friend were delighted to have been “rescued”. They hadn’t eaten since noon, and here it was close to nine at night. But the officer made it clear to my mother that the boat had to be removed; it could not remain at the Coast Guard dock overnight. There was no real discussion. My Mom was to take the girls by car back to Cataumet and I was to sail GREY GHOST back to Hospital Cove.


I felt there was no time to lose. I jumped on board and quickly raised the mainsail, then the jib. A Coastguardsman cast me off. I must admit I was feeling a bit of a warm glow about the trust my mother placed on me. Having just turned fifteen, I was the ‘man of the family’ while my father and two older brothers were off in the service, and this was a man’s job that had to be done.


There was a light norther blowing which meant that if it held, I would be reaching or running all the way home. But what really lifted my spirits was the state of the tide. The current that had earlier carried sister Anne up the Canal had now reversed, so I not only had a fair wind, but also a fair current to get me out of the confines of the Cape Cod Canal.


I had never sailed at night before, and had never sailed the entry into upper Buzzards Bay from the Canal. But despite the wartime blackout imposed along the coast, the buoys that marked the shipping channel leading out from the Canal were lit.


This was my highway out of unfamiliar territory. When I reached the end of the shipping channel, there was sufficient moonlight to identify a dark blob in the distance. It had to be Scraggy Neck in Cataumet. So I headed for the middle of the blob. I figured that by sailing along familiar shore I could feel my way back into Hospital Cove harbor.


Approaching the Scraggy Neck shoreline, I still couldn’t recognize anything familiar. But as I turned left to sail parallel to the shore, I finally detected the Neck’s small cove with a few boats moored. For the first time that night, I knew exactly where I was and sure enough, good ol’ red nun buoy #2 loomed ahead, appearing black in the darkness. It marked the entrance to the narrow channel between Scraggy Neck on one side, and the sandbar of Bassett’s Island on the other. I had sailed this channel countless times. Black can buoy #3 marked the edge of the sandbar, but local sailors knew to give it a wide berth since the sandbar had partially migrated into the channel. Problem was, I couldn’t see the black can, and the last thing I wanted to do was run aground. I angled towards the shore to guide me along the channel. Finally spotting the can, I turned left at the buoy and headed straight for Hospital Cove. I then noticed a figure standing at the end of our dock. I couldn’t believe it. It could only be one person––my mother. I wondered how long she had been standing there. But I had to quickly concentrate on finding our rowboat tied to the mooring. Once located, I luffed up into the wind, caught the mooring and secured it to GREY GHOST’s mooring cleat. I had a feeling of immediate satisfaction; I had brought her back safely. Jib and mainsail were quickly furled and secured with sail stops. I rowed our skiff back to our dock. There were very few words spoken between my mother and me. What could one say? I didn’t dare ask her how long she had been waiting. So we hurried back to our house. It was after 11 o’clock at night, way past my bedtime.
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Post-War Sailing


After the War, the Arrowhead fleet rebuilt itself, though it was never more than six or seven boats. The racing, however, was competitive. By then, brother John and I were rotating as skipper, and we managed to win the 1947 and 1948 Arrowhead Championships. For the final race of the summer season, early in September, 1948, I decided to try an experiment that had been brewing in my mind. We tied one end of a line around the mast, just above the spreaders. At the other end, we made a large loop. Brother John took the helm for the start and I got into the loop, put my feet on the rail, and swung out––all 125 pounds! In short order, my brother, who was taller and heftier, said, “This is ridiculous; you come back and steer,” and he got into the loop. Then, cousin Bob, who was crewing, got into the loop on top of John. Their combined weight out over the windward side increased the boat’s stiffness to an amazing degree. We powered away from the other boats, going through waves rather than over them. We won by a mile. Trapeze is the modern term for the loop we used to win the race and, in hindsight, it was my first successful experience of innovation. That was to be my last sail in GREY GHOST. But what a memory!
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International 14 and Racing for Yale


I entered Yale University in the fall of 1946. After finishing required courses in my junior year, I had to choose a major subject. Economics would have been a conventional choice for someone going into business as a career. But even at that time I felt that college was a place for developing interests that would last a lifetime. My interests were definitely history of music, arts and architecture. Fortunately Yale introduced a new program called History of Arts and Letters that solved my “major” subject perfectly. In music I was especially drawn to the Baroque Era and the music of Johann Sebastian Bach. The medieval period captured my imagination in art and architecture. It also confirmed to me that I had a strong visual aesthetic sense. In the spring of my junior year, brother David, who was studying at New York University for his PhD in art history, asked me to accompany him on an extensive tour of Europe that upcoming summer.




[image: Two men sailing an International 14 dinghy, with the helm leaning out]


Racing our International 14 in the Princess Elizabeth Cup on Bermuda Sound, May, 1950. We alternated skippering and here I happened to be at the helm. Photo: Perinchief






“What? And give up sailing?” was my initial reply. But the more I thought about it the more sense it made. It would tie in beautifully with my course work for my upcoming senior year.


So the summer of 1949, my brother David and I set off for our European adventure. With his expertise in art history, he knew where to go and I did the driving in a secondhand Citroën ‘Traction Avant’ (‘front-wheel drive’) sedan that we bought from a dealership in Paris. Crazy as it sounds, we visited 149 museums, churches and cathedrals in seven different countries. Our operating philosophy was “It‘s better to see something worthwhile for a mere seven minutes than not to see it at all.”


The International Fourteen


The International 14 was the premier dinghy class in England. When the Prince of Wales donated a trophy in 1927, it became one of the most sought after trophies in the dinghy world. In 1928, Uffa Fox, a wildly charismatic boat designer and sailor from the Isle of Wight, burst onto the scene by winning the Prince of Wales Cup in his own design, AVENGER. With this boat, Uffa became hugely successful, achieving fifty-two firsts out of fifty-seven starts. But his worldwide fame came when he wrote three books* reviewing the best boats from the top yacht designers in the world. His chapters on the International 14-footers absolutely fired the imaginations of brother John and myself.


Uffa Fox perfected windward sailing technique by sailing the dinghy upright, that is, with no or very little heel. In one race that began with a reach, he deliberately stayed behind to avoid the congestion at the first mark. Then with clear air on the windward leg, he sailed past boat after boat to win the race. The other boats were sailing at excessive angle of heel to windward, resulting in slower speeds.


But nearly everybody who has read Uffa’s book Sailing, Seamanship and Yacht Construction, remembers the story of Uffa and his crew making the gutsy decision to sail his small dinghy, AVENGER, across the English Channel. Departing in rough weather, it sounded like near insanity. The hundred-mile sail to Le Havre, France, took twenty-seven hours and was an emphatic demonstration of Uffa’s extraordinary seamanship. The return trip was even worse. Uffa and crew were beating to windward for thirty-seven hours to return to Cowes. Uffa Fox became for me the personification of a dream, that some day I would race dinghies in England.


Interested in acquiring our own 14-foot dinghy, brother John and I quickly settled on a cold-molded wooden boat built by Sandy Douglass, of Painesville, Ohio. It was modeled on ALARM, the International 14 designed by Uffa that had won back-to-back Prince of Wales Cups in 1934 and 1935. We named her RABBIT. The name just seemed to suit a dinghy like the International 14.


After a few shakedown sails on Buzzards Bay, we trailered the boat 450 miles to Rochester, New York, for our first regatta, the 1947 Great Lakes Championship. These races, hosted by the Rochester Yacht Club, attracted International 14 sailors from Canada as well as the United States. When we arrived at the yacht club, our first task was to remove the road tar that had splattered over RABBIT’s bottom during the long trek from Cataumet. I was busy cleaning off the tar with kerosene when two top International 14 sailors from California came by, Pete Serrell and Bill Lapworth. I had already heard the rumor that the superb finish on their two pristine International 14s had been baked on by an auto body shop. Staring in disbelief at RABBIT’s overturned hull, still streaked with tar and kerosene, they asked where I was from. “Cape Cod,” I replied. Fifteen years later, Bill Lapworth designed the hugely successful Cal 40.


We raced in the International 14 One Design class (with all boats built by Sandy Douglass) and ended up second overall. The low point, however, was when we were close reaching to the finish and a boat passed us close to windward. That 14 was helmed by a woman. Oh, the humiliation!


Later in the season we joined a small fleet of International 14 enthusiasts at the Essex Yacht Club, located at the mouth of the Connecticut River, which had the additional advantage of being close to Yale, where brother John and I were both enrolled. Above and beyond normal studies I was heavily involved in intercollegiate dinghy racing during weekends. My one vivid memory was a particular race when we were beating to windward. I happened to be steering, and both of us were hiking out to the maximum. Suddenly, my hiking strap gave way, and I did a complete back flip out of the boat. John managed to hold the boat upright and, with the mainsheet still in my grasp, I pulled myself back aboard, soaking wet. Needless to say, we abandoned the race. I was freezing.


Since the International 14 was a development class, designers were constantly trying to improve the speed of the boat while still staying within the rules for length and displacement (weight). In 2005, I had the opportunity to sail a restored, later model International 14. It had been fifty-seven years since I had helmed a 14, but right away things felt different from RABBIT. There was a smoothness of response to the puffs of wind and an elegance to the boat’s motion that had been lacking in RABBIT.




[image: Two sailing dinghies racing side by side away from the camera]


Brother John and I racing RABBIT (left) on Bermuda Sound in 1950. Note the difference in design between the two International 14s. RABBIT was designed in 1934, whereas SANDYS TOO (right) was a modern 1950 development. SANDYS TOO has wider beam which is carried aft to a broader stern.






Thus she planes more easily, as one can see in the lift of her bow.


ALARM’s beam, and therefore RABBIT’s, was 4’ 8", six inches narrower than the beam on the later model 14. It was that extra beam that made the difference in handling.


Looking back, I realize that brother John and I were racing an International 14 model that was too narrow for our light weights. We lacked power in a breeze. On the plus side, however, sailing an International 14 was like taking a master class in sailing technique, especially when planing at high speeds.


In the 1960s, my friend George Moffat acquired a second-hand 14 which, like RABBIT, was also based on ALARM. George is of a slight build, and knew he had to increase the beam of his boat to be competitive.


First he removed the rounded molding that sat on the top of the sides of the hull for comfortable seating. Next he removed the fixed-buoyancy tanks. Finally, with 2x4s on either side, he placed a car jack at the maximum beam points. With everything in place, he began to crank the jack. He cranked and cranked until the boat started creaking. When finished, he had added four inches to the beam, effectively making his old ALARM model boat competitive.


In the 1940s, only a relative handful of sailors raced high-performance dinghies in the U.S. I consider my experience in the International 14 to be one of the most important influences in my development as a sailor.



Sailing for Yale


My first roommate at Yale, Bobby Monetti, was a Junior Champion (Sears Bowl) of Western Long Island Sound. After choosing classes and settling down in the freshman dorm, we promptly joined the Yale Corinthian Yacht Club. Established in 1881, the yacht club is the oldest collegiate sailing club in the world. But up until 1946, it was a club for private boat owners. There were no club-owned boats available for Yale students. In short order, the Commodore negotiated an agreement with the nearby Milford Yacht Club and raised funds for the purchase of four wooden Dyer dinghies, all in time to hold selection trials for the 1946 Intercollegiate Yacht Racing Association (ICYRA) Freshman Championship at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology (MIT) in Cambridge, Massachusetts. In the selection trials, Bobby Monetti had the most points, I came in second, and Bobby Coulson of Marblehead, a prize collegiate sailor and two-time National Junior Champion (Sears Bowl), came in third. My roommate Bobby and I would represent Yale at MIT.




[image: sailing in light winds in a clinker-built dinghy with the city of Boston in the background]


Bobby Monetti and I racing for Yale in a lapstrake Tech Dinghy on the Charles River, MIT in the background. With this team, Yale won the 1947 ICYRA National Championship at New London, Connecticut; was second in the 1948 ICYRA Nationals at Annapolis, Maryland, and won the 1949 ICYRA Nationals at Ann Arbor, Michigan.






In 1935, MIT had built the first facility for collegiate racing: a Sailing Pavilion at the Charles River Basin in Cambridge, opposite Boston, complete with a fleet of 36 “Tech Dinghies”. Although I appreciated MIT’s generosity in allowing other collegiate sailors to race in their boats, I did not enjoy racing there. The Tech Dinghy was perfectly described by former Yale sailor H. Coleman Norris (’53) as “built to withstand the rigors of college neglect rather than built for speed.” This put a real premium on tactical ability over seamanship. Furthermore, the winds could be quite erratic, influenced in part by the tall buildings on the Boston side of the river. Local knowledge was most helpful. Despite all this, Bobby, sailing in A division, and I, in B division, won the 1946 ICYRA Freshman Championship.


We next won the 1946 Danmark Trophy, a varsity regatta at the Coast Guard Academy in New London, Connecticut. The Coast Guard dinghies, although non-planing at twelve feet in length, were sensitive boats to sail and the waters on the lower reaches of the Thames (pronounced Thems) River were broad and excellent for racing.


My most striking memory, however, was during a minor regatta, the 1947 Connecticut Valley Championship hosted by the Coast Guard. It was blowing approximately 20 knots and gusting. Brother John, at Yale Architectural School, was crewing. Thanks to our experience in the International 14, we knew how to sail a dinghy in a breeze. Our leads became so large it was almost embarrassing. We won every race. It was a day for seamanship.


As the number three sailor on Yale’s team, I became Monetti’s crew for the important regattas.


In 1950, the ICYRA National Championship would be held for the first time on the West Coast, at Newport Harbor, California. When we learned that we were to sail forty-four races in three days (twenty-two in Division A and twenty-two in Division B), I felt a bit overwhelmed. Bobby Monetti skippered in Division A and I skippered in Division B. Our biggest competition came from the formidable University of California, Berkeley, team with Bill Ficker, who later won the 1970 America’s Cup as skipper of INTREPID; and Lowell North, founder of the highly successful North Sails. Larry Shep replaced Lowell, whose leg was in a cast.


During the series, the overall lead shifted back and forth between Yale and the University of California (Cal), but through Bobby’s great tactical ability, Yale led by seven points going into my last race. It was a race I would never forget.


Physically, I was never a strong person and the demands of three days of intense racing were taking their toll. By the time of the twenty-second and final race, I was suffering from utter exhaustion. My crew, Jon Erickson, and I were running on fumes. We were late leaving the dock, late arriving at the start line, and late at the starting gun. Arriving at the leeward mark (with a windward beat to the finish), we were in ninth place. Cal was in first. Yale’s overall lead had evaporated; I was about to blow the championship. I had to beat the two boats that were several boat lengths ahead. When they rounded the leeward mark, they split tacks, one heading for the weather end of the finish line, the other to the leeward end, having been forced into tacking to clear his air. Both ends were equidistant from the mark. It made no sense to follow either boat so I went to the lay-line of the leeward end of the finish, and tacked. I was a bit conservative, and overstood slightly to ensure I could sail at maximum speed to the finish. I had to summon whatever energy I had left in order to concentrate on boat speed. Glancing to weather, I saw that the lead boat had fallen into a light air patch. I was elated. I could now simply focus on the boat to leeward.


The boat to leeward had now tacked for the line. I took one more glance at the weather boat and was horrified. He had caught a fresh breeze and was rocketing to the finish. The boat to leeward was approaching on port and I yelled, “Starboard!” He ducked under my stern as I crossed the finish line. I didn’t know if I had beaten the weather boat or not. I recognized Len Fowle, Secretary of the ICYRA, on the race committee launch as it was heading in. I gave him a thumb’s up followed by a thumb’s down. He returned a thumb’s up. We had won the championship. I was too tired for elation––it was more relief. With my seventh place, Yale had won the forty-four race series by one point, 403 to Cal’s 402.




[image: Team of four holding the trophy]


Yale’s winning team of the 1950 ICYRA Championship at Newport Harbor, California. From left: Dave Toy, me, Bobby Monetti and Jon Erickson.






Len Fowle, a prominent yachting journalist, had galvanized the growth of intercollegiate racing on the East Coast and in the Midwest, while businessman and former Stanford sailor, Bob Allan, was instrumental in galvanizing the West Coast. (Bob’s then five-year-old son, Skip, would crew aboard my design RED ROOSTER nineteen years later in the 1969 Admiral’s Cup.) Bob was with Len on the committee boat during that last race of the championship. As Bob later wrote, after “the nail biting finish…Len Fowle turned to me and in the finest New England tradition, said, ‘If you’ll excuse me, I would like to give one small cheer for the Eastern team’.”


Once ashore, I learned that I had managed to beat the boat to weather that had caught the fresh breeze, by half a boat length––it was that close. There is a world of difference between winning and coming in second, yet Cal could not have come closer to winning the championship.


 


 


*Books by Uffa Fox:


Sailing, Seamanship and Yacht Construction (1934);
The Second Book (1935); Sail and Power (1936)
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Firefly Racing




[image: Looking down the congested startline, full of Fireflies with the committee boat at the far end]


The start of the 1953 Firefly National Championship, Hunstanton, England. My boat is seventh from the left, sail number #1221. Photo: E.E. Swain








[image: Line drawing of a Firefly dinghy to show where everything is situated]


The Firefly dinghy arrangement plan.






It seemed like no time at all, after returning from California, I turned right around and flew off to Bermuda. I had been offered a summer job teaching sailing at the Royal Bermuda Yacht Club. They had ordered four Firefly 12-foot dinghies from England so everything was set for my arrival.


On the first day, 25-plus kids plus one father-helper showed up. My rough plan was to spend the first week unpacking and rigging the boats, and then “wing it” from there. To my surprise and a little bit to my chagrin, we rigged the boats in a couple of hours. It was no time for hesitancy; I had to give the impression it was all planned.
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