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Elisabeth (Libby)and Fonathan McKee have been married for 27 vears and

sailingtogether for29. The tworecentlywonthe Tasar World Championships
2017 in Gamagori, Fapan. IL’s the fourth Tasar World Championship win
under their belts. What’s their secret?
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Over the last decade, I’ve been
0 privileged many times to be

aboard the Royal Canadian
Navy ship that establishes one end of
the Swiftsure International Yacht Race’s
startline. The ship anchors off Victoria’s
Clover Point, a small thumb of land
jutting out into the Strait of Juan de
Fuca. To the south of the anchorage, the
snow-topped Olympic Mountains cre-
ate a majestic backdrop. Swiftsure, the
largest yacht race on North America’s
Pacific Coast, is arugged, exacting, col-

orful, international competition. Winds
can be brisk, or it can be a frustrating
“Driftsure.” Occasionally, after the start,
the flooding tide can sweep boats back
way past the start line—as far back as
San Juan Island.

I'm delighted to hang over the ship’s
bulwarks, watching from above the more
than 200 sailboats participating in the
race every year. Competitors come from
British Columbia, Washington, Idaho,
Oregon, and California. They duel with
a cornucopia of vessels—sloops, ketches,

the occasional yawl, a schooner or two,
catamarans, and trimarans. Mostly
they’re made of fiberglass, with a few
cold-molded hulls, even some classics
built of wood.

As they mill about awaiting the start
of one of the five races they’ve signed up
for (six in 2018), it’s amazing how such
a throng of boats- sails raised, the use of
engines outlawed- avoids colliding. The
boatsjuggle, jockey, and slither narrowly
past each other, jostling within inches of
competitors. Thesails, litby ablazing sun,

Left: Racers jockey for position off the 2015 start, marked by a Royal Canadian Navy ship in the background.
Above: The racer RAGE out of Portland, Oregon was the first in 2015 to round the mark for the Classic Race.

are magnificent—pure white, traditional
red, silvery gray, golden, black. The boats
are filled with lively crews, in colorful
foulies, their adrenaline high.

Then, aloud blast. The naval ship lets
off a canon shot, signalling the start of a
race. Whitish smoke wafts over nearby
sails. The first group of racers is off!

75 RACES AND COUNTING

In 2018, Swiftsure will celebrate its
75" run on May 24 to 28. It wasn't al-
ways smooth sailing, though. In 1930,
six sailors from the Seattle (SYC), Royal
Vancouver (Royal Van), and Royal Victo-
ria (Royal Vic) yacht clubs figured it was
time for a good race. Over a few toddies,
they decided to race the following day
from Cadboro Bay and round the light-
ship, Swiftsure (hence the race’s name),
anchored on Swiftsure Bank. The Royal
Ocean Racing Club rules were applied;
and SYC’s “skimming dish schooner”
Claribel won.

The following year, four yachts en-
tered the event, with only one—Royal
Vancouver’s Westward Ho—finishing the

1935-1946: The depression put
caused a halt of informal racing
after 1934, and WWZ meant

no more sailing until after the
conflict was over.

1930: Six sailors from the
Seattle, Royal Victorian and
Rayal Vancouver Yacht Clubs
decided to race a pair of sloops
around the lightship Swiftsure,
the first race.

1930

race. The Depression depressed racing—
asingle contest was held in 1934. During
World War II, many sailors patrolled
the waters to spot Japanese subs; racing
wasn’t considered patriotic.

But in June 1947, with post-war op-
timism blooming, 15 yachts, using the
Cruising Club of America handicap
system, lined up near Brotchie Ledge
and began anannual tradition thathasn’t
flagged since. Between 1948 and 1950, the
race started in Port Townsend to bypass
thenotorious Race Passage currents, but
in 1951 the Royal Victoria Yacht Club
became the permanenthost. The race has
started off Victoria ever since. Over the
years, Swiftsure grew to attract as many
as 400 competing boats, then settled
back to a couple of hundred annually.
The choice in 1960 to hold Swiftsure on
the U.S. Memorial Day weekend helped
attract boats coming from afar.

The traditional course is the Swiftsure
Lightship Classic (138.2 nautical miles
[nm]), but other courses were added as
interest grew. By 1962, after many skip-
pers felt their boats were too small to

1947: With the war over and locals in an
optimistic mood, the first organized
Swiftsure race began. These yachts are
gathered a year later at the start of the
1948 event in Port Townsend.

1950

64 NORTHWEST YACHTING || MARCH 2018

MARCH 2018 || NORTHWEST YACHTING 65



Left to Right: The racer Grey Wolf on course toward
the appropriately named Race Rocks Lighthouse
beyond; Intense competition during 2016’s race; The
Brotchie Ledge light marks one of the few obstacles
just outside of Victoria Harbor (photos Jan Anderson);
The multihull-specific races are relatively new on

the Swiftsure schedule, but are well attended

[photo: Marianne Scott).

reach Swiftsure Bank, the race committee
introduced a shorter race to Clallam Bay,
15 miles west of Port Angeles, calling it
the Juan de Fuca Race (78.7 nm).

It proved a success, and by 1969, nearly
50 boats competed. The 1988 addition of
the Cape Flattery Race (101.9 nm), falling
almost halfway between the Swiftsure
Lightship Classic and the Juan de Fuca
courses, attracted many larger yachts. The
Hein Bank Race (118.1 nm), introduced in
2015 (just 20 nm shorter than the Swiftsure
Lightship Classic), gives great competition
to larger, faster boats not wishing to stick
their nose into the open Pacific.

Finally, the Swiftsure Inshore Classic,
whose courses are determined for each
race after reviewing weather and tidal
current predictions, was added in 2004.

AN 88-YEAR TECHNOLOGICAL EVOLUTION

The first Swiftsure racers sailed on
wooden yachts. These were generally
reserved for the wealthy—the initial in-
vestment and the never-ending upkeep

were outside the average family’s means.
But the growing affluence of the post-war
‘50s and ‘60s, combined with the inven-
tion of fiberglass boat construction mate-
rial, allowed less well-heeled people to
own boats.

As Daniel Spurr wrote in Heart of Glass:
Fiberglass Boats and the Men Who Built
Them, “Indeed, were it not for fiberglass,
hundreds of thousands of people, like
myself, might never have taken to the
water as we have... in everything from
canoes to sportfishermen to sleek sloops
and homely ketches.”

Along with changes in boat-building
material, sails also benefitted from new
tech. Our first Swiftsure racers used cot-
ton or hemp sails. The invention of Dacron
and nylon sails allowed sails to be much
lighter and maintained a much better
shape. Today’s carbon-fiber reinforced
sails have produced an almost meteoric
improvement, offering ever-higher per-
formance, lighter weight, and greater
stretch resistance.

Similarly, today’s sailors use cored
synthetic lines that combine such materi-
als as aramid fibre, Kevlar, Technora, and
Vectran. They’re much lighter, tougher,
and UV- and stretch-resistant than the old
ropes made of hemp, cotton, linen, orjute.
And they’re lots easier on the hands.

“I think the first Swiftsurers would also
be impressed by the change in clothing,”
said Ron Jewula, who has 25 Swiftsure
racesunder his keel. “We wearlightweight,
waterproof foul weather gear and drysuits.
Breathable stuff with bright colors. Much
better than the old, heavy, and uncomfort-
able oil slickers that made everyone look
the same.”

Ron added that feeding a crew, espe-
cially on coldish overnight races, is much
easier than in the past. “Most boats have a
fridge, stove, and propane,” he said. “You
can eat pretty well on freeze-dried food
and keep up your strength.” He recalls
the 2009 race when one of the crew was
cooking while “the moon shone through
the clouds. We had abeautiful run around

the Navy ship on the Bank and a close-
reach back. A textbook race.”

But the following year, no one ate a
bite. “It was total slop,” Ron said. “We got
within 10 miles of the Navy ship on the
Bank at nine in the evening. Big waves,
no wind, just sloshing around. Everyone
was seasick. We finally got around the
mark 12 hours later.”

Modern electronic navigational aids
have replaced the dead reckoning of the
past.Icanimagine the early racers gazing
in wonder at today’s chart plotters show-
ing the yacht’s exact GPS location, with
radar overlay to boot.

Or reading the names of the freighters
plying the Strait on AIS. Or seeing how
hardware/software informs sailors when
to tack, their boat’s wind direction and
speed, the prevailing currents, and exist-
ing depths.

“These electronics allow us to continu-
ally play the tacks,” said Bob Bentham,
who’s competed 17 times. “And now that
SPOTs [race trackers] are carried aboard

1951: Ono became the first
yacht to miss the lightship mark.
A Canadian naval ship caught
her 20 miles beyond the Swift-
sure. The sailboat turned back
but neglecting to round the ship,
ended up being disqualified.

1952: Humphrey Golby went

on the air from Apache as “the
Voice of Swiftsure” in the first
use of radio reporting in the
race. Ham Radio operator Dr. Ben

1955: The Canadian naval
sail-training ship, HMCS Oriole,
competed for the first time; with

one exception, she’s participated

ever since. Launched in 1921

1961: Royal Van’s Winsome Il
became the first Canadian boat
to win Swiftsure since 1931.

Bonar Davis skippered as owner

Ches Rickard was away during
the 1961 race. Winsome lll
would also win in 1962 & 1963.

1967: The Pacific Handicap
Racing Fleet (PHRF] handicap
system was introduced.
Tacoma Yacht Club’s Rain

Nickells served as relay. and 97" long, Oriole is the oldest

Bird was the first PHRF

1950

—and largest — competitor. The
ship is currently undergoing refit
in Nova Scotia.

1960

winner. Rain Bird is seen
here at a later date with the
smaller sailboat Klickitat.

1970

1971: 35+ knot winds during

the race dismasted six boats
just after the start. Forty-four
competitors withdrew.

1976: Swiftsure is known

for its stringent safety
regulations. Boats have run
aground, shipped water,
turned turtle, and collided,
but only one person has
died. In 1976, Native Dancer’s
skipper, Wilbur Willard, was
swept out of the cockpit near
Bonilla Point during a gale.

1980: Bill Buchan’s
centerboard Sachem,
which he built in his
garage, was the first
overall winner on a
sailboat without a
fixed keel.

1980

1986: Multihulls enter the race.

1988: Russia makes its Swift-
sure debut with the Kapitan
Panev, skippered by Viktor
Bukhalsky from the Antares
Yacht Club in Nakhodka, near

1995: Cassiopeia finishes

in just under 18 hours and
established a new corrected
time record — the first under
20 hours. The boat, built by
Davidson, wins again in 1996
and finishes second in 1997.

Vladivostok. The boat arrived
by freighter, with the crew
sponsored by the Bellingham

Yacht Club. 1 990

all long course boats, there’s no guessing
where each competitor is located.”

RACE CHALLENGES

Weather and winds. As Bruce Hedrick
(formerly with Northwest Yachting maga-
zine) told me, “Perhaps the reason Swift-
sure is so popular is that no two races are
ever thesame. It'ssaid, in fact, that NOAA
sends its weather forecasters to the Pacific
Northwest to teach them humility.”

Besides the fickle weather, racers
agree Race Passage always tests the best
of sailors. The currents in the passage
between Race Rocks and Vancouver
Island’s rocks can reach 6 knots. The
2018 Swiftsure won’t be an exception—a
strong flood will run until 15:48 hours
on Saturday.

When tall racing tales are told, many of
them focus on Race Passage mishaps. John
Buchan, a long-time competitor, struck a
rock in 1976 when returning in the fog.
“We were bucking the tide and had no
wind,” he recalls. “When we got jammed

2000s: Soup is a
Swiftsure tradition! As
racers finish and arrive
at the Inspection
Dock, they’re always
greeted with smiles,
congratulations and
warm soup, supplied

by SYSCO Victoria.
1997: At 120°, SYC’s Extra

Beat was the largest yacht
to enter the 1997 Swiftsure
Exhibition Race. The Frers
120 was ineligible to com-
pete because of its movable
ballast.

2000

on that rock, I turned on the engine to
get off.” He sailed on and won the race,
only to be disqualified. “I had to turn on
that engine for safety,” he said, still a bit
disgruntled.

“We'vesailed white-knuckled through
Race Passage,” said Ron Jewula. “It’s the
intensity of navigation. Lots of boats have
nailed one of those islets here. Yet it’s an
adrenaline high when you’re screaming
through the Passage at midnight even
when you're tired and goofy.”

2078: NEW TRICKS FOR AN OLD DOG

This year’s contest introduces the Leg-
ends of Swiftsurerace, aninshore day-race
for boats built in 1967 or earlier. Boats
that haven’t raced any of the Swiftsure
long courses since 2010 may also enter
this contest. In addition, a one-design
Six Metre race is planned for the Inshore
course. And, as so many multihulls are
now entering Swiftsure, a Juan de Fuca
Multihull race has been added.

Continued on Page 68

2014: Nine Oregon boats that
had completed the Oregon
Offshore Race opted to

stay in Victoria and entered
Swiftsure — doubling their
race quota.

HMCS QOriole, helmed by Jeff
Kibble, wins the Lanterne
Rouge trophy, recognizing
fortitude, discipline, and
“stick-to-it-iveness.” She is
the last boat to finish within
the time limit of 06:00,

2017: Swiftsure’s Race Tracker

[SPOT), developed by Royal Vic’s Alec
Matthews, received over 500,000
views. The previous year, the website
crashed—too many folks logged on. The

Monday.

2010

system has since been beefed up.

2020
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The Royal Canadian Navy
vessel sets an iconic
Swiftsure scene at the
starting line as racers
large and small prepare
to do their best.

Continued from Page 67

Swiftsure is hoping that retired U.S.
Navy Rear Admiral Robert McLinton will
be able to join the race in May. In 2016,
at age 90, he was the oldest skipper to
compete. When I spoke with Bob, who
resides in Sequim, he said he’ll come if
he can sell his ] /35 Intrepid and replace it
with a J/105.

I asked him what has contributed to
such along sailing life. His Annapolis Na-
val Academy training started his 39-year

waterborne career, buthe’s alsobiked from
Los Angeles to Boston and from Swartz
Bay, B.C. to Mexico, for a total of 24,000
miles. He’s proud his rides raised $51,000
for charity. The exercise and dedication
have kept him sailing and in good shape.
If any Northwest Yachting readers can help
Bob switch boats so he can compete in
Swiftsure at age 92, give him a shout!
Therace’s 75" iteration is shaping up to
be yet another memorable one. For those

curious about more details and the latest
developments, the event’s official website
is a great resource (swiftsure.org). NWY

Marianne Scott is an award-winning marine author
who writes for magazines around the world. She has
contributed to Northwest Yachting since 2001. She’s
sailed round-trip from Victoria to French Polynesia
ina 35" sailboat, circumnavigated the Baltic Sea,
traversed the rivers of the Netherlands, and recently
completed a 2,700 NM voyage to Alaska. Visit her
website at saltytales.com.

“Where it's a Boat Show Every Day™

Anacortes, WA

FEATURED LISTINGS

OPEN

7 DAYS
A WEEK!

We have 3!

57’ Bayliner - '99, ‘01 & ‘01 53’ Prima Sedan 1998 $219,800 53’ Canoe Cove 1985 $149,900 48’ Novatec Trawler 2006 $279,000 48’ Navigator 2008 $399,999

We have 3! We have 2! We have 2!
4788 Bayliners from $169,000 43’ Tollycraft 1981 $129,900 42’ Mikelson 1986 $129,000 39’ Bayliners from $92,500 27 Ranger Tug 2013 & 2016
MORE QUALITY 54’ Ocean Alexander ‘87 $275,000 40’ Avanti Sunbridge ‘98 $92,500 37’ Sea Ray Sedan '92 $45,000 34’ Cruisers ‘05 $119,950
BOAT & YACHT 48' Defever Trawler ‘80 $89,999 40’ Bayliner 4087 ‘01 $129,900 36’ Jersey Sportfish ‘91 $89,000  33'Bayliner 3388 ‘99 $79,900
43' Kha Shing Tri Cabin ‘77 $62,500 40’ Nova Sundeck '88 $84,900 35’ Carver Mariner ‘98 $69,900 32’ Bayliner 3288 ‘93 $39,925
LISTINGS 43 Marine Trader ‘85 $69,500 39’ Ocean Alexander Sedan ‘86 ...$123,500 35’ Bayliner Aft Cabin ‘96 $81,900 32’ Eagle Trawler ‘92 $82,900
42’ Uniflite ‘77 $49,900 39’ Carver Aft Cabin MY ‘94 $69,725  34'Bayliner Express 08’ $86,000 30’ Carver Aft Cabin ‘93 $39,900
41’ President ‘81 $59,450 38’ Bayliner 3818 ‘88 $58,000 34’ Bayliner Convertible ‘89 $49,999 28’ Bayliner Classic ‘04 $43,500

2919 V Avenue
Anacortes, WA
877-588-9208

See all of our Pre-Owned Inventory Online

BananaBeltBoats.com
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