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The Story

 


The Volvo Ocean
Race runs for 37,000 miles through 10 stages across the world’s
seas and oceans. It is raced in the planet’s fastest and most
demanding monohull, the Volvo Open 70, capable of sustaining speeds
of well over 30 knots. The boat and the course make this the most
exacting of all crewed sailboat races, a microscopic examination of
the sailing skill, seamanship, stamina and strategy of the 11 men
aboard each yacht.

 


This book
charts the story of some of the 88 men who left Alicante in October
2008 to win that race. It follows them through the next nine months
as they endured and enjoyed every possible emotion, their human
story intertwined with the raw elements of nature and the
extraordinary technology on which their success, and sometimes even
their survival depended.
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By the early afternoon of 29 October 2008,
the racing yacht Ericsson 4 had been on world record pace for
almost 36 hours. Fourteen tons of Volvo Open 70 in a relentless
charge across the South Atlantic, driven by 35 knots of wind
pressing on hundreds of square metres of high-technology
fabric.

They had first punched through the old mark –
562.96 nautical miles in a day – in the early hours of the morning.
The mileage eased briefly after breakfast, but then it clicked
relentlessly upwards once again. Now they were closing on a new
barrier – 600 miles in a day, sailing at an average 25 knots: that
meant 25 nautical miles for each and every one of the 24 hours.
This was new territory.

At the wheel just after midday was Stu
Bannatyne, the watch captain. He had held the same position aboard
the 2001–02 Volvo Ocean Race winner, illbruck. Bannatyne is softly
spoken. On first meeting, you might think him shy, or aloof. Not at
all the kind of a man you imagine flying through freezing southern
oceans at maniacal speeds, with the lives of everyone on board in
his hands. But the quiet reserve hides iron resolve and a
single-minded focus: useful qualities when the slightest hesitation
can spell disaster.

Bannatyne’s first trip away from his native
New Zealand was to the 1989 ISAF World Youth Championships in
Canada. It wasn’t so different from home, though there was plenty
to distract a curious teenager on his first trip abroad. But none
of it had any effect on Bannatyne, who came away with the
single-handed title. In doing so he joined a pantheon of sailing
luminaries that includes triple Olympic gold medallist Ben Ainslie,
and three-time America’s Cup winner Russell Coutts.

Now Stu Bannatyne was applying all that
focus, constantly bracing every nerve and muscle against the
elemental battering. The elevated helming position provided a great
view in daylight, but left him exposed to everything that the ocean
could hurl at the boat. Protection was afforded by a survival suit,
a windsurfing helmet with a full face visor, and he was tethered to
a strong line, the jackstay, that runs transversely across the boat
by the wheels.

There were just three men on deck with him;
two on the sheets, and one at the double-handed winch pedestal,
grinding the sails in response to the commands. Those commands were
the only words spoken; the howl of wind and waves and the screech
of winches allowed for nothing else. This was sailing at the very
edge of human endeavour, and they all knew it.

They were sailing the boat at the fastest
possible angle to the wind. Now, the wind shifted slightly, forcing
them into the waves. Instead of skipping across the back of each
one at a steady 26 or 27 knots, Bannatyne was forced to sail down
the face, which accelerated them to a speed that would have earned
him a fine in an urban area, not to mention the opprobrium of his
wife, Amanda. Then the boat ploughed itself into the back of the
wave in front, plunging the foredeck into green water and washing a
white wall of boiling foam and spray back down the boat.

If the motion was bad before, now it was
impossible. Down below, men were trying to follow the normal
routines of any other day: eat, sleep, wash, dress. But this was
not a normal day – this might be a day that people would talk about
for years to come, the day when Ericsson 4 went through the
600-mile barrier. And then there was a bang.

 


Eighteen days earlier, eight Volvo Open 70s
had left the race village in Alicante to the cheers of tens of
thousands of spectators. They had started the first leg of the
2008–09 Volvo Ocean Race, bound for Cape Town, South Africa, on a
grim, grey day. The wind was blowing hard out of the north-east –
more North Sea winter than Mediterranean autumn. The fleet sailed a
lap of the bay in sight of the tenth-century Castle of Santa
Bárbara, before turning south-west towards the Cabo de Palos, the
first of two capes they would have to negotiate on their way to the
Straits of Gibraltar, and then the Atlantic.

No one was particularly surprised when
Ericsson 4 led the way down the coast. They came to the race with
impeccable credentials, part of a two-boat operation, with sister
ship Ericsson 3 also racing. The group behind the team had been
involved with the race since the 1980s. They won it with Team EF in
1997–98, were second in 2001–02, but in the previous race they had
slipped to fifth, with Ericsson as a sponsor.

The giant communications technology company
was eager for another go. This time they started early, with the
designer of the winning boat from the last race, the Argentinean
Juan Kouyoumdjian. They hired a world-class crew, led by Brazilian
Torben Grael, who has an enviable collection of Olympic medals (two
gold, two bronze and a silver), as well as having led a Brazilian
team to third place in the previous race.

They weren’t the only ones with a score to
settle. Telefónica Blue and Telefónica Black were the second of the
race’s two-boat teams. Led by five-time Volvo veteran, Bouwe
Bekking – sports and technical director as well as skipper of the
Blue boat – their ill-starred 2005–06 Volvo Ocean Race had opened
with a first-night structural problem which forced them to retire
from leg one. A tragic conclusion was narrowly avoided when their
yacht, movistar, had finally been abandoned in the Atlantic Ocean
on leg seven, after the keel structure had suffered a dangerous
failure.

Jonathan Swain, who had climbed into the
liferaft with Bekking on that occasion, was back as watch captain
aboard Telefónica Blue for 2008–09. They were just a couple of
hours out from Alicante when Swain took the wheel. They had a small
spinnaker up and a reef in; conditions were fresh, but not
frightening – as the saying would have it. But almost immediately
Swain lost control of the boat, rounding up into the wind,
broaching, sails flapping. He heaved on the wheel and got her back
on track, only to lose it again. Bekking frowned; his instructions
to Swain had been to take it easy. They needed to settle into the
race before pushing hard.

Something wasn’t right, and it didn’t take
long to find the problem. The tiller arm – the strut that connects
the rudder to the steering gear and the wheels on deck – was
broken, and the starboard rudder was flapping uselessly. They had
limited control with the port rudder, which was fine when the boat
was upright. But when Telefónica Blue heeled over on to her
starboard side, the good rudder came out of the water and they
quickly lost control. Fortunately, once they were past Cabo de
Palos they had the option to sail back towards the coast. That put
the working rudder in the water, and also got them into calmer
conditions, so they could work on the repair.

They dug the boatbuilding spares out of the
bag – not something they had imagined doing so soon after the
start. It seemed as if Bekking and Swain’s first-night jinx had
struck again. But this was a great deal less serious than the
problems of 2005, and five hours later – although they weren’t
convinced of the durability of the repair – they had full control
of the boat.

The tiller arms had been a problem earlier in
their preparation, so two brand-new, redesigned units had been
delivered to their facility in Alicante. But, because they were an
unknown quantity, they had decided not to fit them before the
start. Now that decision had come back to haunt them. They could
call into a port and swap them, but that meant taking a 12-hour
penalty, the minimum time a team was allowed to suspend racing to
seek help.

Bouwe Bekking and navigator Simon Fisher
pored over the charts and weather maps to find the most efficient
spot, and chose the Bay of Gibraltar. Decision made, they pulled
into Algeciras on the evening of Sunday 12 October. Their support
team met them with a van full of equipment, and sent the sailors to
a local hotel. Swain reflected afterwards that it had been a
strange sensation, lying in a comfortable bed, hours after they
should have left shore-side comforts behind for the three-week race
to South Africa.

In Swain’s case, the journey was a kind of
homecoming. Brought up in Durban, on South Africa’s east coast,
Swain was born to English parents, not long after they emigrated to
their new home. He has subsequently proved no less prone to
wanderlust himself, and now lives in Florida, with his American
wife Cary and their two children. He stuck around in South Africa
just long enough to get an education and complete his compulsory
military service, and then headed for the States, where friends had
told him he could earn a living as a sailor. And they were right.
Starting from nothing, Swain had risen to the very top of the
sport.

By 7am the next morning the crew was back at
the dock, where the support team was giving the boat a final clean,
ready to go. They motored out to where they had suspended racing
and, exactly 12 hours later, pulled up the sails and set off in
pursuit of Ericsson 4, who led the fleet over 100 miles away.

It had been rather different a week earlier.
Telefónica Blue topped the podium in the opening in-port racing
with a brilliant performance. In the light winds they were
“unstoppable on all points of sailing”, as Swain put it afterwards.
But this was a marathon, not a 100-metre sprint. And Bouwe Bekking
made it clear to the team that even after that triumph there should
be no question of complacency. In short order, they had reaped both
the advantages and disadvantages of having their training base in
Alicante. Dominant in the local conditions, they lacked the time
spent sailing in the stronger winds and waves more common in the
Atlantic, which might have led them to fix the tiller arm problem
before the race started.

 


It had all been very different indeed almost
four decades previously. When Colonel Bill Whitbread and Admiral
Otto Steiner RNSA (Royal Naval Sailing Association) had had their
idea of a crewed yacht race round the world, it certainly hadn’t
included in-port racing. But like many good ideas, it had its
genesis in a pub: the Still and West on Portsmouth waterfront
where, legend has it, the pair brewed up the notion of the race. It
was a different world back then. A dozen men had just walked on the
moon, but not many more had sailed a yacht successfully through the
southern ocean and round Cape Horn. Steiner and Whitbread proposed
a fully crewed race through those same waters.

Seventeen yachts accepted the challenge and
turned up at HMS Vernon, a Portsmouth naval base, in the autumn of
1973. This early version of the modern race village was just an
encampment of pay phones, sailmakers’ tents and caravans selling
yacht gear. The boats were loaded with fresh food, wine, real bunks
and dining tables. They were mostly privately owned or entered by
the armed services, and the crews were largely amateur. Setting a
trend, some were more ready than others. Burton Cutter was still
being built as she crossed the start line. Fourteen boats finished,
but three men died: Paul Waterhouse went overboard from Tauranga,
Dominique Guillet from 33 Export, and Bernie Hosking from Chay
Blyth’s Great Britain II. Questions were asked: was this sport?
But, at the prize-giving, the organisers announced that the race
would be run again in four years’ time.

Two years later a rival round-the-world race
was held, with a single stop in Sydney and sponsorship from the
Financial Times. Only four boats competed and the exercise was not
repeated. In contrast, 15 yachts came to the line for the second
Whitbread Race in 1977. A classic was born, and then nurtured. But
25 years and seven races after they began Whitbread finally decided
that they had had enough.

It was the Swedish industrial giant Volvo
that stepped in to pick up the mantle of the world’s greatest
crewed round-the-world race. And more changes followed to an event
that had constantly evolved in boat design, format and route. The
2008–09 Volvo Ocean Race was the third iteration, and the second to
involve the crash and burn of in-port racing (literally in this
case: two boats collided on the start line in Alicante). But while
the in-port action accounts for 20 percent of the available points,
the heart and soul of the Volvo Ocean Race remains in the name:
ocean racing.

 


Telefónica Blue wasn’t the only one with
problems now that the team was finally at sea. Team Russia was an
unusual entry among its corporate brethren. In a race village
overwhelmed by the displays, exhibitions and pageants of modern
brand communications, Team Russia sat bereft of all slogans and
logos save one: ‘Team Russia sails for the whale’, actively
supporting the message of the Whale and Dolphin Conservation
Society.

St Petersburg businessman, Oleg Zherebtsov,
wanted to do the Volvo Ocean Race, and he wanted to do it for the
right reasons. So he asked Andreas Hanakamp to skipper a campaign
for him, and together they set up a team, built a boat, chose a
cause, and then Zherebtsov planned to take his place aboard,
working at the sharp end, on the foredeck. But just days before the
start in Alicante, Zherebtsov had to return to Russia after the
tragic death of his mother.

The team set off without him. And they were
soon in trouble. Before the start gun had even gone, they had water
pouring into the boat. The keel on a Volvo Open 70 is swung (or
canted) from one side to the other to provide additional leverage.
The movement of several tons of lead bulb on the end of a steel fin
provides a highly efficient counter-balance to the pressure of the
wind on the sails.

To achieve this canting effect, the keel fin
pivots on giant pins inserted into the base of the hull, and above
the pivot sit two massive hydraulic rams that push the top of the
fin from side to side. As the pivot is not waterproof, the whole
lot is surrounded by a solid carbon-fibre ‘wet-box’, which is
sealed at the top by a transparent plate, so the crew can see
inside. The two rams push on the top of the keel via holes in each
side of the wet-box, and they are sealed by ‘ram boots’ – flexible
waterproofing around the ram arms, allowing them to move. Team
Russia’s ram boots had cracked and were leaking badly.

They put the bilge pumps on and started
bailing. But within a couple of hours it became clear that this
wasn’t sustainable; they didn’t have the manpower to bale and sail
the boat. They had to fix the leak. They started work as they
settled into the run down to Cabo de Palos. Positioning the boat a
little to leeward of the fleet, they got caught in a squall with
more breeze and the wind direction shifting against them. Trying to
hold on to the wrong sail until they clawed around the cape, they
blew it into pieces.

Wrestling the wreckage down below, sailmaker
and trimmer, Jeremy Elliott could have been forgiven for cursing
the kind of upbringing that had cemented an unbreakable affiliation
with boats and the ocean. He had been brought up in a house that
overlooked the water in the south-west Irish harbour town of
Kinsale. Everybody sailed. In 1985, when he was six, pop star Simon
Le Bon’s Whitbread Maxi, Drum, turned up in the harbour. It was a
vivid inspiration, and the young Elliott was bitterly disappointed
when he was judged too young to join his father aboard for a
sail.

The fire was kept burning by the 1989–90
Irish Whitbread Race entry, NCB (lovingly nicknamed by others in
the fleet ‘Nice Cruising Boat’ or, rather less kindly, ‘Not Coming
Back’). In time, Elliott found his way into the ranks of
professional sailing, and now here he was, setting off on his first
Volvo Ocean Race – and responsible for fixing the mess of sail
cloth. But he’d never quite got over his bouts of first-night
seasickness. And as anyone who is prone to it will know, the one
thing that will bring it on is working down below. Elliott faced up
to 24 hours of confined labour repairing the sail.

On the upside, being a thorough, thoughtful
kind of guy (with more than a passing resemblance to Harry Potter
when he has his glasses on), he had gone to some trouble in his
preparation for this moment. A spinnaker is shaped in the same way
as a dress or a shirt. The three dimensions of the finished product
are created by careful tailoring of the two dimensional panels from
which it is constructed. The hard part when rebuilding a broken
sail in the mobile confines of a Volvo Open 70 hull is not, despite
appearances, how to move hundreds of square metres of cloth through
the jaws of a tiny sewing machine in a space smaller than the
average bathroom, but how to do all that and restore the damaged
panels in such a way that the sail retains its original, designed
shape.

To help in this task, Elliott had worked on
the principle that when any sail breaks, it rips as far as the
nearest seam, and then tears along it. When he had designed each
spinnaker, he’d had the laser plotter indelibly print ‘tear lines’
150 millimeters back from each edge of the panel when it was marked
out and cut. This defined a panel equal in proportions to the old
one, but 150 millimeters smaller in each dimension. Once the sail
had been dismantled around the damage, Elliott and crewmate Ben
Costello had to cut along the pre-marked tear lines on each damaged
seam, and then sew the pieces back together with the tear lines all
matching, which should ensure that the sail was rebuilt in the
original shape.

For hours they battled away at the sail, with
Elliott occasionally rushing to the hatch to throw up. Around them,
others struggled to stem the flow of water into Team Russia from
the leaking ram boots. And all this against the background of
constant baling, and the race to Gibraltar. Eventually, a
waterproof kit bag was chopped up to provide the perfect material
to stem the leak. And after 20 hours’ work, the sail was finished
and Elliott’s sickness was gone. When they put the sail back up, it
looked almost new. Elliott noted a couple of little tweaks he’d
like to do when it came back down. But it stayed up, and in one
piece, for the next eight days of sailing.

 


Those eight days took the fleet all the way
down the coast of Africa, past the Canaries and Cape Verde Islands,
the pace unrelenting once they got into the trade winds. The Azores
High was a lot further west than normal, and it had left a band of
stronger wind on the coast. Telefónica Blue used it to get
themselves back in touch with the fleet. But her sister ship,
Telefónica Black, made big losses by going to the west of the
Canary Islands, thus sailing out of the best of the breeze and
replacing Blue in last place. The temptation to go west was
understandable, not least because of the old maxim: Never let
anyone get west of you entering the doldrums. It had worked
beautifully for the winner in 2005–06, but by the end of the first
week at sea, everyone who had gone that way had lost ground.

The highest-profile casualty was Ericsson 4,
who had led the fleet for most of the journey south, only giving up
their advantage when they ventured too far west after passing the
Canary Islands. Then, just after breakfast on the morning of 16
October, the team indicated to the duty officer at Race
Headquarters in Whiteley, England, that they had a different kind
of problem. Tasked with a 24/7 watch over the fleet by all the
means that modern satellite communications allow, the duty officers
are always the first stop when there is any kind of issue, big or
small, aboard the boats.

Ericsson 4 informed the duty officer that New
Zealander Tony Mutter had an infected knee; the crewmen (trained as
on-board medics by the Ericsson team and Race Management) were
requesting advice. The first stop in such circumstances would
normally be the race’s own medical coordinator, Polly Gough. But,
in a coincidence you couldn’t write as fiction, she was having
surgery that day, to repair damage to an injured knee.

The next stop was the on-call medical adviser
at the time, Dr Spike Briggs, an anaesthetist at a hospital on the
south coast of England. He requested more information, including
photos, and measurements of both knees so that the swelling could
be judged. Questions and answers were fired back across the Satcom,
and soon Briggs advised that further oral antibiotics be
administered, then the inflamed wound was to be incised and
drained, cleaned and dressed.

On the boat, Stu Bannatyne got ready to help
with the task. Bannatyne had been the medic on several of these
races, including the one he had won with illbruck in 2001–02. But
this was the most serious condition that he’d seen. They
photographed the procedure, and sent the pictures to Briggs for
analysis. By evening, Mutter was no better, and the crew contacted
the team management and asked them to look at a possible evacuation
– the Cape Verde Islands were looming to the south. Wheels began to
turn; the situation was constantly assessed. How bad was Mutter?
What were the risks of continuing? How much time would it cost them
to drop him off, and where and when could it be done to incur the
least penalty?

The following morning – after another round
of checks, photos and consultations – the decision was taken to
evacuate Mutter to a boat coming out from São Vicente in the Cape
Verde Islands. Ericsson 4 gybed off course towards the rendezvous.
The rescue boat was late, and it was more than two frustrating
hours after the intended meeting that they finally made
contact.

Mutter slipped into the water in his survival
suit, his gear in a dry bag, and into the helping hands of the Cape
Verde Islanders. For Polly Gough, coming out of surgery herself,
there was relief that the system had worked. There had been
constant encouragement to the crews to deal with problems early,
before small issues became big ones. And Ericsson 4, with the help
of the Race Management and their shore team, had done just
that.

Tony Mutter was safe in hospital, with his
own team doctor in attendance. It took several days of intravenous
antibiotics before the infection was beaten, and, as Bannatyne
explained afterwards, they couldn’t have dealt with that on board.
Mutter was in Cape Town to greet the boat, and back to full fitness
for the start of the next leg. While his crewmates had lost around
50 miles to the
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