Cowes Week Racing

With the sounds of the starting gun fading rapidly from my mind I recollect the amazing memories from racing for the first time at Cowes this August.
I was sailing with a great bunch of guys that were all members of the British Limbless Ex Service Men’s Association (BLESMA). I am also an above knee amputee and had not met any of the members of the crew before apart from the Skipper Paul Burns. Paul, who is also a trustee of the Gwennili Trust, had done a huge amount of work prior to the week to get one of the UKSA’s boats - ‘Outreach II’ -  rated and insured for racing. The crew – Nigel, Paul H, Gary, John and Peter had various sailing experiences ranging from occasional to racing in the Fastnet last year but all were well above competent.
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Outreach II Racing in Solent

August 2010
We all turned up in Southampton on Sunday and got the ferry over to West Cowes to find our bunks in the UK Sailing Academy where the boat was moored. For the first night we ate at their canteen which provided some interesting culinary meals and of course we had to try the bar out to taste its range of products. 
Next day – first race day - we got the boat ready and the crew were given their basic sailing positions – mainsail winch, foredeck operations etc. which seemed to suit these burly ex military types, I was volunteered for navigation duties, which I enjoy enormously mainly through a mixture of ignorance and enthusiasm! I must say though, a Day Skipper ticket didn’t prepare me for guiding a 13.5 tonne yacht with a 2.25 metre keel and the spinnaker out in a Force 4, right next to Bramble Bank with half a metre to spare! 
Having sorted the boat out, we powered out to the starting line for the Black Group of races. When we got there we were one of many boats in different classes all waiting for their starts. After about an hour the Committee were calling postponements on the VHF and we didn’t really know why but after a further hour they called the whole starting list off due to lack of wind. We were all disappointed but it gave us a great chance to get some practice sailing in for another two or three hours. We got back to the mooring and had another great meal at the UKSA canteen and then went down to Cowes via the water taxi to sample the life at the Haven and various other locations.
Tuesday started with more wind and a threat of showers. We got ready and steamed out to the start line again however we were being told over the radio that the RYA Committee Boat that was the start point had moved to further down the Western approach of the Solent so we merrily powered over 5 miles with a lot of other boats including the RYA vessels and started looking for our competitors pennants – there weren’t any – panic – what we all had not seen is that there were TWO Committee boats, one for half the fleet (where we were now) and for the rest of the Black Group, including our class, IRC Class 5 (where we had been). I didn’t know that a Sweden 39, fully laden could do 10 knots under power. Somehow we got back to our start line with minutes to spare and started our first race. We only had 5 marks to sail to but they spread all the way down to Hampstead Ledge (where we had just come back from). This took us nearly six and a half hours of racing. Although we had seen our class at the start we didn’t see them again. This promoted a few strange looks down the companion way at me, that appeared to be questioning whether we were in the correct bit of water. After the race we finished exhausted and found out that the winners had taken nearly half the time to complete their race – oops. It wasn’t until we had completed a few more races that we found that our craft wasn’t really competitive in this class. This did not dampen our spirits though and we completed five races over the six days we were in Cowes.
Two moments were memorable for different reasons. 

On Wednesday we thought we had the measure of the yacht, being seasoned racers of one whole race, so the skipper decided to get the spinnaker out in a 12 knot wind.  Everyone else had full sails out downwind so what could be the problem? If we were going to be competitive at all it had to be done. I had earlier advised that the forecast was indicating that the wind would be gusting and veering from SW to NW it was just a little unfortunate that all that happened in the 5 minutes while we were putting the sail up – result – the sail filled before we had full control, the wind gusted up to 20+ knots, veered round 30 points, the bow went down and we did a very quick 360 degrees!! Some mariners gained a great deal of seasoning.
After we got back from this entertaining day’s racing we all decided to go down to Cowes and do some further sampling of the night life. Now I know I was with ex-service guys but I was not ready for the experience that they had in store – The British Legion – I have not led a sheltered life but was shocked when within ten minutes of being in the Club we were standing round observing the local personalities when a lady of some proportion went over to another equally sized lady and gave her a right hook with the force that knocked her completely off her feet. I saw straight away that it was going to be one of those nights so after a few sambuca’s, delivered in the time honoured fashion in test tubes and several pints it was time for a dance. Now my crew mates didn’t all get into the spirit of this and found their entertainment by standing, watching and pointing hysterically at what I thought was a very passable attempt of the Bee Gee style of dancing. 
My overall impression of the week is of fantastic camaraderie, great sailing and even better racing. I would suggest that any reader of this article that questions the enjoyment of Cowes Week and who has not tried it to get down to the Solent next year in anything that will float and get involved.

Steve Backhouse

