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Whh abit of practme yau can be
cranking the jib as part of a racing
crew — no experience required

Every April, top ocean-racing yachts
from around the world gather to
compete in Antigua Sailing Week.
MARK SISSONS

MARK SISSONS
FALMOUTH HARBOUR, ANTIGUA

‘This ain't no floating gin pal-

ace taken out by some mil-
lionaire t\uc a season for
sundowners.” So says veteran
English skipper Tony McBride as
he pilots our ocean-racing yacht,
Spirit of Juno, through Antigua’s
historic Falmouth Harbour. The
Farr 65 was originally designed
and built to compete in the leg-
endary Millennium Round the
World Yacht Race, and Juno is
still one of the fastest yachts

afloat.
Admiral Nelson once moored

his fleet in Antigua, launching
sorties from here against ma-
rauding Caribbean pirates. Well
over two centuries on, the cap-
tain and crew of Juno are sailing
into another battle - the annual
round-the-island race kicking off
Antigua Sailing Week. The Carib-
bean’s longest-running and most
famous ocean yacht regatta cele-
brates 50 years in 2017 and draws
professional crews from more
than 20 countries - along with a
few nautical neophytes like me.
Tucked between Montserrat
and St. Barts in the eastern Carib-
bean’s Leeward Islands, lush, lan-
guorous Antigua is blessed with

365 sand-sculpted, reef-lined
Deaches - famously one for every
day of the year. It also offers
some of the Caribbean’s finest
sailing conditions, with year-
round temperatures of around 27
C and steady easterly breezes
blowing at close to 20 knots in
high season.

Yachting has an illustrious his-
tory on Antigua, and the island’s
prime winter racing season fea-
tures prestigious international
events such as the Caribbean
600, Superyacht Cup, Antigua
Classic Yacht Regatta and Anti-
gua Sailing Week.
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Antigua: Ondeck’s floating classroom is a high-pressure, sink-or-swim environment

s one of the Caribbean's fop saling schools, Ondeck Antigua feaches beginners fo be members of yach crews whil enduring realrace conditons. Ondecks yacht crews are manned by
experienced captains such as Tony McBride, right, a burly, wind-burned commander from Britain. pHoros oy Magk sissons

“Today we're racing against
some serious crews, but

't worry about them,” cau-
tions skipper McBride during our
prerace briefing. “Above all, stay
focused on our boat and your
role*

How did I get here,
real life Rolex commercial?
Amazingly, 'm just two days into
on-the-water basic training pro-
vided by Ondeck Antigua, which
offers a five-day Royal Yachting
Association-certified sa
course designed to teach begin-
ners the minimum level of sea-
manship and helmsmanship
1to be a useful member
ng yacht's crew. And
they lc 1ch much of it aboard

tina

swim environment aboard our
floating classroom as we scram-
ble - often with slapstick results
- to execute on McBride’s terse
instructions. I soon discover the
key to successful ocean-yacht
crewing is doing one job aboard
and doing it well. Our captain
has divided us into pairs as-
signed to haul, hoist, trim and -
above all - keep one another
from falling overboard as Juno
slices through often-choppy
waters.

It may be all hands on deck,
but we're mostly all thumbs as
the race unfnlds One unfortu-

of the race. “Shows you how
quickly things can go wrong in
ocean racing,” snarls a deflated
McBride.

As Juno limps back to port, we
pass an idyllic indent, Carlisle
seagull’s soar from Fal-
mouth Harbour. Unlike some of
OndecK’s students who've opted
to live aboard their yachts during
basic training, I've traded an
amidships berth for a beachfront
villa on a palm-fringed white
sand beach surrounded by
dense, emerald rain forest. After
all this onboard intensity, it’s a

relief to retreat to tranquil Carl-
isle Bay, definitely an upgrade
over any cramped ship’s quar-
ters. This posh hideaway with
split-level occanside suites and
genuine laid-back West Indian
hospitality partners with Ondeck
Antigua to offer sun and sailing
getaways.
With the onboard action ov er,
my crew meets at the Antigua
Yacht Club for a few rounds of
postregatta margaritas. “Bloody
well done!” skipper McBride uus
his disconsolate crew. “We went
out and kicked ass there for a

while against all those pro teams
and their muscles, pushing our
boat and our skills hard. We're
not yet a finely tuned racing
team, but we will be.”

For this regatta rookic, the race
results matter less than the thrill
of an unforgettable aquatic
adventure,

Special to The Globe and Mail

The writer was a guest of Ondeck
Antigua and Carlisle Bay Resort
Neither reviewed or approved the
story.

nate a twentysome-
thing real estate agent from
London, succumbs to scasickness
and spends most of the race
vomiting OﬁthL stern. Another,
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a ITlllL‘ n(fshmc Iuna
jockeys for pole position with 11
other yachts. Among them are
several that have competed in
the America’s Cup, the Super
Bowl of ocean-yacht racing.

“I'm bullying these other boats,

swinging purposefully close to
them - like jousting - keeping
them out of our space,” shouts
our burly, wind-burned comman-
der as Juno wildly swerves with-
in a few metres of our focs,
tacking, jibing, trying to steal
their wind in a very expensive
game of high-stakes, high-seas
chicken.

From Vancouver's Spanish
Banks, I've often watched gleam-
ing yachts - their mainsails bil-
ing as they escaped their
terrestrial tethers - and won-
dered what it must feel like to be
aboard. Three days ago, I
couldn’t tell a jibe from
bush. Now, I'm crewing
oceanic Grand Prix as
rounds the first race marker of
this 100-kilometre long regatta.
It’s the nautical equivalent of
journalist George Plimpton tend-
ing goal for the Boston Bruins.

1's a high-pressure, sink-or-

IF YOU GO

a middl from
Minnesota, Imnuc.\lh cranks the
jib sheet winch so hard that he
accidentally inflates his personal
flotation device, sending him
reeling across the deck. Sun-
screen splattered bodies scram-
ble from port to starboard, stern
to bow.

In ocean-yacht racing, as in
high-octane sports, timing
is hing. Or, in Juno's case,
bad timing as we near the half-
way mark of the race. Rounding
another marker. '1ppcr McBride
orders the spinna
dropped and the tria mgulm jib
sail fixed to the bow raised in
one co-ordinated action designed
to maintain our course and
velocity. But disaster strikes as
the half-hoisted jib becomes tan-
gled. Then the twisting spinna-
ker gets away from the crev

aps violently back into the
water. It takes nearly the entire
crew to finally heave and haul it
out of the sea. Meanwhile, a rip
appears in the flapping jib, ren-
dering it useless. With only the
mainsail left to power her, Juno

| is now virtually crippled and out

GETTING THERE

'WHERE TO STAY

Air Canada and WestJet both
offer non-stop flights between
Toronto and Antigua.

SAILING SCHOOL

Ondeck Antigua offers a full
range of internationally recog-
nized Royal Yachting Associa-
tion (RYA) courses, from
beginner to captain’s level, as
well as opportunities to crew
in a number of professional
sailing regattas. The RYA Com-
petent Crew Five-Day Course [
took, which teaches novices
how to steer a yacht, hoist
sails, handle ropes and general
boat etiquette, starts at $1,200.
More advanced courses, such
as the five-day Yachtmaster
Ocean Theory course that cov-
ers astro-navigation and
worldwide meteorology, cost
around the same. For further
pricing and course descrip-
tions, see ondecksailing.com.

A charming option in the
heart of the sailing action is
the Admirals Inn and Gun-
powder Suites, comprising
four historic buildings dating
back to 1788 set amid lush gar-
dens in historic Nelson’s Dock-
yard at English Harbour. The
round pillars on the grounds
once supported a large boat
house with a sail loft above.
Standard double rooms with
harbour view start at $220.
admiralsantigua.com

Offering understated luxury
on Antigua’s southern coast,
Carlisle Bay Resort, a sister
property to London’s five-star
One Aldwych Hotel, has ded-
icated sections for both fami-
lies and couples. Backed by
rain forest, this upscale, all-
suite, beachfront resort has
cight restaurants and bars, a
spa, yoga pavilion, screening
room and tennis courts. Gar-
den suites start at $740 a night
based on double occupancy.
carlisle-bay.com

Mark Sissons
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| 10 Days | Roundtrip Miami
NoV 21, 2016

Visiting: St.John, Charlestown, Philipsburg, Gustavia,
Virgin Gorda

pecialty coffees and teas
event & more
Hw/AIR" + INTHOTEL |
From

$ 2,599 CAD

] 14 Days | Puerto Caldera to San Diego
JAN 26, 2017

Visiting: Puntarenas, San Juan Del Sur, Acajutla
Puerto Quetzal, Puerto Chiapas, Huatulco, Manzanillo,
Puerto Vallarta, overnight Cabo San Lucas

Ko Samui

Uimted Tme Ofer

13 Days | Hong Kong to Singapore
DEC 10, 2016/ JAN 19, 2017

Reverse itinerary available on JAN 06,2017
Visiting: Hanoi, Hue, Ho Chi Minh City, Bangkok,

10 Days | Singapore to Hong Kong
NOV 30, 2016

Visiting: Ko Samui, Bangkok, Ho Chi Minh City

17 Days | Rome to Dubai
oCT 07,2016

Visiting: Sorrent, Taormina, Crete, Agaba, Salalah,
Muscat

18 Days | Sydney to Singapore
MAR 22, 2017

Reverse itinerary available on FEB 01,2017
Visiting: Brisbane, Hardy Reef, Hamilton Island, Townsville,
Cairns, Thursday Island, Darwin, Benoa, Celukan Bawang
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