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We are sailing

The start of this prestigious racing event in
Hong Kong harbour is a spectacle that is hard to beat

running through their veins and, as

soon as they are able, they go to sea.
Others discover sailing by happy
circumstance: they get invited aboard
someone’s boat, and thus begins a lifelong
love affair. Either way, serious yachtsmen
and women will say: “Once a sailor, always
a sailor.”

For such folk, Hong Kong is a haven.
The yachties’ home waters are some of the
most scenic in Asia, while facilities, such
as the excellent Aberdeen Marina Club,
provide world-class marine services and a
complete family-friendly social
environment.

For serious blue-water sailors, Hong
Kong also offers an exciting, stellar racing
calendar. One of the most prestigious
offshore events is the Rolex China Sea
Race, held once in two years, in April, and
attracting entrants of the highest
international calibre.

The first 565 nautical mile race from
Hong Kong Harbour to Subic Bay in the
Philippines took place over Easter in 1962.

S ome people are born with salt water
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Five yachts braved the crossing that year —
three from the Royal Hong Kong Yacht
Club, one from Manila, and one from
Japan.

The race evolved from a cruise to
Manila undertaken by Royal Hong Kong
Yacht Club member Sim Baldwin, using
his yacht Morasum, a 40-foot yawl by
Sparkman and Stephens, modelled on
Carlton Mitchell’s famous yacht Finisterre.
Baldwin was keen to test Morasum’s
sea-worthiness. His adventure became a
topic of conversation at the club, and
members suggested the cruise should be
repeated, but this time as a race, with a
fleet of vessels.

Sim’s crossing took eight days. The
first race that followed was completed in
six, and now the journey can be
accomplished in as little as three days.
Yachts in those days did not carry radios.
Hector Ross, the winning skipper in the
inaugural race, steering his Reverie, had
no idea he had arrived in first place until
he crossed the finish line.

Today’s competitive yachts are high-

Hi Fi, Line Honours Winner of the
2008 Rolex China Sea Race ... for
serious blue-water sailors, Hong
Kong offers an exciting, stellar
racing calendar.
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tech racing machines, built for speed from
strong but lightweight materials, such as
carbon fibre. They have bigger and more
powerful rigs (sails), and advanced
electronic equipment.

While the skippers of today might
cross oceans more swiftly and in greater
comfort than ever before, they still face
the same challenges. Peter Churchouse,
owner of Moonblue 2, says the Rolex
China Sea Race is a more challenging race
than even the notorious Sydney-Hobart
race, or the UK’s Fastnet.

The South China Sea takes yachts

much further away from land, he explains.

Typically, the race begins with 20 to 30
knots of beam-on breeze. The seas off
Hong Kong tend to be lumpy and
unpredictable, testing even the most
experienced of skippers and crew. The
first night is always the hardest.

As the yachts approach the shores of
the Philippines, the skippers indulge in a
cat-and-mouse game of tactics as they
pace their yachts under a clear blue sky.
Here the seas are calmer, and crew
members cast off their wet-weather gear
to cross the finish line in brilliant
sunshine.

Moonblue 2 is a New Zealand-built,
custom-designed Warwick 64-footer. The
10-member crew enjoys an outstanding
level of comfort. Moonblue 2 boasts such
extras as air-conditioning, a business
centre, a captain’s bar and a gourmet
galley, complete with wine refrigerator
and ice maker. One of the many tough
decisions the skipper must face is
“choosing a nice Bordeaux to have with
dinner.”

There are no such luxuries on board
Hi Fi, Line Honours Winner of the 2008
Rolex China Sea Race. Owner Neil Pryde
had the Hugh Wellbourn-designed 53-
footer built in the UK as a one-off, fast
racing yacht, and it has served him well.
Hi Fi was the top boat in Asia in the
2008/2009 season, and so far this season
she has won the two “big ones”: the Raja
Muda Selangor International Regatta, in
Malaysia, and the Phuket King’s Cup, in
Thailand.

Hi Fi’s inside is stripped for speed,
the vessel is empty save for a two-burner
stove, a couple of rudimentary bunks, and
a toilet. The skipper and his crew of “hired
guns” (professional racing yachtsmen)
don’t mind - they are there to win.

The race was officially recognised by
the Royal Ocean Racing Club in 1972, and
has grown steadily over the years, drawing
members of the international yachting
fraternity to Hong Kong.

Rick Strompf, chairman of the Rolex
China Sea Race, says the start of the
competition in Hong Kong harbour is a
spectacle that is hard to beat.

“Starting downtown, in the middle of
a city, is thrilling for both the crews and
the spectators,” Rick says. “This race
brings yachting people from all over the
world to enjoy the best of our beautiful
harbour.”

So why do men put their lives on the
line to go to sea in boats?

Peter Churchouse loves doing long
distance. He says there is nothing quite
like the feeling of seeing the moon rise
over a calm ocean, and the sense of being
at peace with the world.

Rick Strompf loves the strategic
aspects — and the opportunity to “get
away from work.”

They all agree that the sea finally “gets
in your blood”.

“Besides, it keeps us young!” the
skippers chorus.
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The cheering team from Hi Fi (previous page), and Peter
Churchouse (above) onboard Moonblue 2, a New
Zealand-built, custom-designed Warwick 64-footer, with
all its amenities.
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