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o.ﬁ.' t‘h t In the warm blue Caribbean waters of the Lesser Antilles, a sailing dream came true.
e coas i o L G R o
I have sailed on many boats, on many bodies of water. Dinghies on rivers and
’Df St. Maa'rt en y a lakes in the Midwest. A felucca on the Nile. A winidjammer from Florida to Bimiii
: : A junk on the South China Sea. An old-fashioned Turkish gulet on the Aegean. A
career in sails traditional Dutch tjalk sail freighter with moveable side keels on the Waddenzee.
By Timothy Harper All those sailing experiences fade like a sunset at sea, however, when [ find myself
helping sail a 12 Meter Class yacht, the class that contested the America’s Cup be-




13 METRE CHALL ENGE

tween 1958 and 1987, in Creat Bay off Philipsburg, the capital of Dutch St. Maarten,

Onir erew—a skipper, two professional sailors and a elulch of tourists like me —
has a match race against another 12 Meter vacht on an America’s Cup—style course,
But the competition s not just any other boat. We are mcing against the Stam &
Stripes ‘87, arguably the most successful 12 Meter yacht ever, the boat that Dennis
Conner, the United States' best-known America's Cup captain ever. skippered to an
upset victory in Australia to reclaim the Cupin 19587,




hat race also marked the end
of an era in yacht racing—it
was the lastyear in which the America’s
Cuip was contested with 125; for the
1988 Cup, the specifications were
changed, and the future for these boats
dimmed. Without the America’s Cup
there was little reason for anyone to
spend millions building these sleek,
finicky “grevhounds of the seas™

Colin Percy, an Englishman who
worked as a hospital management con-
sultant in Canada before moving to St
Maarten, was a hard-core sailing fan
who hated the idea that the 12 Meter
Class yachts might be mothballed, or
sold off to casines and exclusive resorts
to become floating cocktail bars.

Cine night in 1989, during the an-
nual Antigua Race Week, Percy went
into his usual lament: [f was a crime
that the old 12s were no longer racing:
Someone suggested that Percy buy one
afthem. He could sail it in big open-
class rces and take paving customers
for day sails. “Or.” Percy mused, "1
could buy two and race them against
each other.” He could, in other words,
give everyday sailors the chance to

crew legendary boats that they had only

read—and dreamed —about sailing
themselves

Perey founded a parmership, the
St. Maarten 12 Metre Challenge, and
bought two Canadian 125, He began
nicing them against each other in 1990
He later bought two more 12s, Stars &
Stripes '87 and Stars & Stripes "86, and
an unfinished hull that was completed

and chnstened True North TV (or “lw”).

It'sa typical winter day in the fishing-
diving-sailing haven of St. Maarten (the
French half of the island is called St.
Martin}, sunny and 80 degrees Fahren-
heit {about 26 Celsius), with a fresh
brecee, when T join the crowd of tourists
on the main pier at Philipshurg. Most
are nomsailors whose travel agents,
concierges or cruise directors told them
the St Maarten 12 Metre Challenge
has won a number of awards for being
one of the best “soft adventures” in the
Caariblean.

Percy and several of his employees
begin working the crowd, dividing us
inito crews of 15. They try to make sure
the crews loak about the same physi-
cally, with comparable numbers of
young adults, older people and children

(12 is the minimum age). Each crew in
tum hoards a launch and is ferried out
to its yacht. My group steps from our
launch onta the yacht True Narth IV,
One of the three tanned young
crewmen gives me a hand, grins at
me and savs, “Welcome aboard. Any
health problems?” When | say no, he
miations me to a spot toward the front of
the cockpit. [ am going to be a gninder,
the nost physically demanding job on-
the boat. Other people are assigned
jobs pulling lines or trimming sails. A
couple of senior citizens say they jost
wanted to go along for the ride, and are
directed to seats nmidships where they ™
can see and heur evervthing but won't
have to work. One cheerful gray-haired
grandmother from the Midwest is
named honorary captain and givena



After one tack about 30 minutes
into the race, however, our skipper
frowns. “We're behind them,” he
says. “We've got dirty air.”

stopwatch. “Timekeeper is the most
important job on the boat today,” our
young skipper declares,

For the next hour, the skipper runs
us through a series of practice maneu-
vers, trying to get us to contrel a boat
that is 70 feet long, weighs 35 tons and
has an B6-foot mast. | am one of four
grinders at the front of the hoat, facing
each other two and two, furiously crank-
ing a winch forward or backward, a
certain number of revolubions, on the
skipper's command. The two guys on
the other wineh have no problem, but
the woman opposite me can't keep up.
Her hands fly away from the winch han-
dles as soon as we start cranking, and
she cries out, “Fean’tdo this.” Within
seconds another woman has replaced
her "You are the new winch wench,”

a crewnan bells the substinte. She
blushes, smiles, grabs the handle and
starts crmking for all she is worth,
Within minutes, the four of us are
panting and sweating, looking enviously
back at our shipmates, who seem to be
enjoving a relatively letsurely ride,

When our skipper spots the signal
flag from the officials boat monitoring
the race, he tells the grandma from
the Midwest— cxeuse me, the time-
keeper—to start the stopwatch. The race
will begin in six minutes, and we want o
position True North TV to cross the start
line as soon as possible after that, Ifwe
cross the start line even a split second be-
fore, we will have to turn around, circle
back and go through the start line again.
In the America’s Cup and most other
races, the boat that wins the start usually
wins the race. Our timekeeper calls oul
the time every halFminute, and then
we all help her count down fo zero, We
swoosh across the start line seconds
later, justahead of Stars & Stripes.

Wherni T'm not hunched over and
cranking furiously, 1 speak to the young
skipperand the other two crewmen,
who skitter abgut the deck showing
landlubbers how to raise and lower sails,




haul lines, jibe and tack and come
about. Our three crewmen are imong
approximately 20 professional sailors
on Percy's staff, most of them young
guys in their 20s from the Caribbean,
England, Australia, South Africa and
the United States. Most are senpus up-
and-coming sailors, and a stintwith
Percy and his 126 an important part
of their sailing résumés.

The erewmen tell me that Perey has
made few concessions to the paying
public. For example, he ran a waist-high
lifeline around the deck to keep cus-
tomers from getting knocked out or
falling overboard. And the sail area was
reduced slightly. But there are still no
restrooms on boand (guests are advised
“to muake prior arrangements”) and no
padded seating. The only changes were
made for safety, not comfort, and these
boats are still bare-bones, meant to rce,
Indeed, Percy still occasionally mces

stages races virtu-
ally every day dur-
ing the winter
tourist season and
marst weekdays
during the sum-
mer off-season. It's
best to phone in
advance for Teser-
wations, Races be-
gimat 8:30 a.m,
10am, 1145 am.
and 1:30 p.m,
starting from

the main pier in
Philipsburg, The price starts at US57(0
peT persan,

The company of-
fers packages, from
ane day to a week,
complete with food,
ladging and an
awards banguet, for
groups, carporate
teams and rival safl-
ing clubs to match-
race against each
other

For more infor-
mation, contact 5t
Maarten 12 Metre
Challenge at RO Box
820, 5t. Maarten,
Chutch West [ndies:
599-54-20045, www.12metre.com,
e-mail: info@12metre.com — L5

the 125 in major Canbbean races.

The daily St. Maarten races are on
a shorter version of a regulation Amer-
ica’s Cup course, five miles instead of a
typical 22 miles. As True North IV and
Stars & Stripes leave the start line, they
immediately separite on broadly differ-

Heeling over at 15 degrees, hold-
ing on, the salt spray in our faces,
our boat moving so fast that we
can hear the swoosh of the bow
slicing through the waves . ..

ent tacks; back and forth through the
course, for the next halkhour. Every
few minutes, our skipper tells us that
the boats appear to be about even. After
one tack about 30 minutes into the
race, however, he frowns. “We're be-
hind them,” he savs. “We've got dirty
air. That means they've positioned
themselves o take our wind.” He tells
us we could try to catch up from be-
hind, or we could make a series of
sharp tacks. "It a lot more work,” he
says, nodding meaningfully toward us
erinders, “and we might not catch up
anyway, but it's our best chimee.”

Cur boat unanimously agrees to go
forit, and the next 10 minutes are a mix
of concentration and perspiration for us
grinders as True North IV sweeps back
and forth across the course. ln the deci-
sive mave, True North TV and Stars &
Stripes appear to be headed toward the
same spot on the water from sharply op-
posing angles. We get there first. Heel-
ing over at 15 degrees, holding on, the-
salt spray in our faces, our boat moving
sor fast that we can hear the swoosh of
the bow slicing through the waves,
we cnt infront of Stars & Stripesata ;
night angle, almost close enough to
reach outand touch its bow from our
stern. The good-natured jeers from
Sturs & Stripes fade quickly in the wind

A5 WE ITHOVE SWay.



