Yacht race to St. Helena
The “once-in-a-lifetime” Governor’s Cup Yacht Race from Cape
Town to Jamestown on St. Helena Island in the South Atlantic
Ocean is a 1750 nautical mile yacht race which takes place every
two years.
Months of hard work and meticulous
preparation preceded our departure on
Canace, a 13 m long yacht. Preparations
included enough food and stores for an
outbound 15-day journey and a 30-day
return trip for five people.
The start gun rang out at 14h00 on
27 December 2014. The day began
with a light south-easterly breeze; by
midday the winds had strengthened
to a steady 30 knots in Simonstown,
peaking over 45 knots off Cape Point.
Those winds were the strongest of the
entire race. Close-hauled, Canace beat
southward almost directly into the wind
for six gruesome hours, rounding Cape
Point by early nightfall under a gloomy
dark sky.
Settling in
The next two days were tough on the
whole crew as we adjusted to the
confined space of a yacht and learnt
the art of crawl-shuffling along the
deck. Sleep deprivation, spilt coffee,
and playing dodgem cars with fishing
fleets and commercial ships added to
the discomforts and insecurities. On
day three we adjusted to ship life and its
routine. We had moved sufficiently far
offshore to be out of the narrow, cold
Benguela Current which runs northwards
up the west coast, as we entered the
warmer waters of the deeper Atlantic.
The cold grey clouds had given way
to friendly puffy cumulus clouds with
clear air and sparkling water. The seas
had calmed down to 1 m and the wind

was 12 knots on our starboard stern
quarter, driving Canace effortlessly
through the water at 8 knots. With
1500 nautical miles to go, we estimated
we could make St. Helena within two
weeks. Everyone started to relax and
enjoy the time together. This is what
the Transocean sailors call the “milk
run” – the easy downwind run from
the Cape of Storms to the tropics of
St. Helena skirting the outer edge of the
south Atlantic, high and well north of the
westerly storms below the Cape. Warm
clothes were replaced with T-shirts and
sunscreen.
A racing yacht is a working environment,
with ongoing tasks taking up much of the
day and our crew were either allocated
responsibilities or fell naturally in with
a specific task. If sleeping at sea was
unusual, preparing meals presented
another challenge altogether. Meals
and allocation of food fell to Irma.
Fortunately, our skipper, Kevin, was
determined that we all eat well, and
cooking became part of the fun and
creativity onboard.
I was the most experienced fisherman,
or perhaps the only one keen enough
for the job. I trolled silver spinners,
coloured feathers; each day trying
something different, but there was never
a take other than too much interest
from swooping Petrels and Albatrosses.
Occasionally a bird would become
overzealous and I was forced to reel in
and abandon fishing, rather than face
having to deal with a hooked Albatross.
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Meanwhile, the winds softened and by
the end of the fifth day we suffered the
torment of two windless days. Taking
advantage of the glorious weather,
we admitted defeat and bathed in our
3000 m aqua-deep swimming pool.
Clive, our “international” crew member
from London, tech-savvy and fresh from
the BBC, was first overboard and braver
than all the South Africans.
We mostly sailed on autopilot, simply
because the autopilot could hold a
better course than any of us could
manually. However, a shift in wind speed
and direction would require manual
intervention to reset the auto steering. This
was fine if the shift was slight, but it often
came in sudden gusts forcing the yacht
to heel sickeningly to one side, dipping
gunwales below water.
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Navigation

Landfall
Landfall came after 14 days of sailing,
with an ETA of 20h00. From 15h00
we started scanning the horizon for St.

Homeward
As we left the shelter of the island, the
powerful open ocean swells advanced
towards us, blocking the horizon. Everyone
struggled with land legs and a gloomy
seasick feeling. We were now sailing into
the wind and the motion was abrupt and
sudden. We had to sail for at least five days
under these conditions to get sufficiently
far south to start turning east towards the
Cape and then hopefully we would sail
more comfortably with the south-westerly
wind on our backs.
After ten days of sailing southwards we
turned east for Cape Town, certain that the
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Two days of no wind ended abruptly on the
seventh day at 02h00. There is something
truly astonishing and shocking when a
yacht, flying full sails, is struck by a squall
in the middle of the night. Misdirected
wind power translates into speed and
lurching, sails crack like gunshots and
the sheets stretch as taut as steel. It takes
skill and decisive knowledge to ease the
power from the sails using the correct
winches and sheets, and doing it quickly.
Once it was over, the instruments showed
8 knots, direction north-east, and the spirits
lifted on board.
Iain was chief navigator and communications
officer. His precise manner, honed from a
profession as an anaesthetist suited him to
the task. I was the meteorologist and using
my skills as a trained weather observer, we
would hold a daily discussion to evaluate
the course for the next 24 hours. The instant
availability of weather data beamed in via
satellite is a benefit of sailing in the modern
age. With a weakened and more northward
high pressure cell, Iain had the challenging
job of positioning the yacht towards the
outer sector in the stronger winds, while still
maintaining the shortest sailing line to the
island – two concepts which are seemingly
contradictory.

Helena. The tell-tale sign that we were
approaching a landmass was the change
in cloud shape and density. The cotton
ball fluffs of cumulus from the trade winds
were disrupted by towering stacked cloud,
higher, taller, darker and quite unfamiliar.
Approaching from the south-east, the
shoreline was already in late afternoon
shade and the sharp rocky features,
battered by the long fetch of Atlantic swell
winds, looked gloomy, forlorn and even
dangerous.
Our arrival was challenging, as the sun
set suddenly, as it does in the tropics,
and we were picking out lights,
channel buoys and moving
boats. The winds sheared
down off the mountains,
katabatically pouring out of
the valleys. One moment we
were in calm and the next in 20
knots of wind across the bow.
Tacking our way in to anchorage
with Kevin issuing commands, we
crossed the line to the RMS St. Helena.
Iain had successfully navigated Canace
into Jamestown, Kevin had commanded the
ship and the crew had done sterling work.
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Canace was equipped to capture solar
power for recharging batteries and the
motor was run once a day in idle mode with
the propeller disconnected (a race rule) to
run a desalination plant and heat water for
showers. We made and consumed about
6000 l of fresh water for the round trip.

south-easters and the Benguela Current
would not force us too far north. The
eastward passage was fast downwind
sailing with the westerly winds behind
us. Things became calmer and quite
warm on deck. The great Atlantic rollers
approached from the south west, and
the yacht slowed as it slipped into the
trough ahead, the tautness in the fishing
lines eased and, looking aft over our
right shoulders we could see a monstrous
Atlantic roller bearing down, obliterating
the horizon, moving easily at twice the
speed of Canace. For a moment, it
seemed the wave would crash on
board and fill the cockpit, but
Canace lifted her stern to surf
down the face, the speed rising
as the monster passed silently,
harmlessly and with a hissing
noise under the keel to continue
the journey to the shores of Africa
where it would arrive long before us.
Two days from port we picked up
increased traffic rounding the Cape and we
knew we were close to home. At first, we
noted them on our automatic identification
system (AIS), and then we saw them – the
huge bulk carriers from Saldanha Bay,
carrying our country’s iron ore, cargo
ships rounding the Cape, bound for
Europe or the Americas. In the day, they
loomed up over the horizon as megalithic
structures, huge and box shaped, piled
high with containers. At night, it was more
disconcerting as all we saw were the lights,
and the distance between the fore light
and the stern light could be as much as
300 m, sometimes appearing as two
separate ships. Three or four of these
200 000 t bulk carriers crossed our path
more than once.
As we approached Cape Town, it became
busy, and crossing the line of the Benguela

Current was notable as the sea colour
changed from aqua blue to pea soup
green. A sense of sea salt and iodine filled
the air, the temperature chilled onboard
and, in the morning, a light fog lay over
the sea. The fishing trawlers were scattered
on the radar and moved in confusing
patterns across and behind, sometimes
fading into the fog. They were an enigma
to the system, following no rules, carrying
no AIS to identify themselves and sailing
in confusing and erratic directions as they
trawled long nets. The peace of the deep,
lonely ocean was gone.
The final 24 hours were busy, packing
and cleaning the cabin. Details of land
slowly appeared in the lifting dawn, first
the lighthouses of Dassen and then Robben
Island, then the west coast shoreline, still
well north of Koeberg. Table Mountain
finally emerged from the sea, already
capped with its cloth, preparing for another
windy summer Cape day. We dropped sails
one last time, sad, yet relieved we wouldn’t
have to stack the mainsail yet another time.
With the motor started, we passed the day
sailors, ski boats and tourist trippers, with a
mildly superior feeling that we had crossed
an ocean.
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