NEWPORT TO ENSENADA 2009 by Cleve Hardaker “Sojourn”
One of the inescapable memories for small boat crews racing southeast to Ensenada in Todos Santos Bay is the relentless flashing light on the islands of the same name. Often, boats can drift and slap sails all night with that light off in the distance seeming to mock all efforts to make the boat move. This year though, that did not happen. SOJOURN emerged from the darkness of Saturday morning before the twenty-mile light was in view. More importantly, she sailed into the dawn at six knots on a broad spinnaker reach with about twelve knots of wind heeling her comfortably to port.

The watch change at 07.00 brought me up to take over as grinder on the spinnaker winch. Brendan moved over to spin trim as Buz handed him the sheet to take the helm. Kathy, the watch captain, left the helm for her break. We sailed all night with three up and two down for two-hour stretches. One hour on each topside job was pretty comfortable and not tedious.

This shift change, though, brought bad news. Carpe Domani, the Catalina 27 double-handing in our class was crewed by my good friends Larry Wilson and Tim Coker. We had dropped them behind us on Friday afternoon off Dana Point where we launched our blue, white and turquoise three-quarter oz. spinnaker. And we had a good view of their brand new spinnaker before they disappeared in the distance and the dusk. Now, however, as the blanket of night was lifting and occasional running lights were turning into boats, Carpe’s spinnaker emerged behind us but not nearly close enough to the horizon for us to hold our time on her.

Damn! How did they close up on us like that? What is our track? Check the GPS. We’re not trimmed right! Check everything. Open up the snatch block on the starboard rail and release the lazy-sheet/after-guy. No need to strap that down any more. Wind is further aft than it had been. Traveler down more and tighten the boom-preventer so the quartering swell can’t spill air out of the mainsail. Take all the outhaul off. Ease the main halyard!

 “They’re sailing higher than us skip,” says Brendan. And so they were. “Cover them, Buz, we’re not letting them get away.” Now I have to dance around the boat putting the trim back the way it was. We’re sailing about fifteen degrees high of the waypoint between Islas Todos Santos and Punta San Miguel. Boat speed notches up a bit into the solid sixes. Wind is down to ten knots so heating it up a bit is good. But the bearing on Carpe is not changing so we are not pulling away.

As the daylight advances it brings in more wind. Twelve knots then thirteen so the trimmer has to work hard. That is my job now because Brendan is driving and Mark is up to grind. Boat speed is hitting seven quite a bit and we are heeling hard and throwing some spray off the bow. I don’t want to sail this high but Carpe won’t come down. Finally I tell Brendan to head down toward our original waypoint. We break it off with Carpe and I’m gambling that we have enough pressure to go deep and direct.

Breakfast muffins, juice and watching Carpe -- nobody wants to fire up the old alcohol stove to brew coffee. They are still high. We’re moving well and we are right on the waypoint and the wind is at about one-thirty apparent. After we clear the waypoint we have seven miles to the finish but we have to sail due East with the wind at our back. The swells rolling into the bay are pushing directly from astern but driving becomes very tricky and we get one bad spinnaker collapse that wraps the head-stay. It is not often that I wish for a spinnaker net! Mark works the wrap out and we have Brendan sail higher but he is not comfortable and the course is not great.

 “Better let me start my driving shift a bit early Brendan, if we tie a knot in the kite rather let me do it”. Kathy and Buz are both up. The finish is coming up fast. We’re sailing almost dead downwind at six and a half knots and hitting sevens when the swells pick us up. Buz spots an eight on the GPS. We are still sailing to starboard of the finish line so I feather the boat left so we are sailing five degrees by the lee. There is plenty of pressure. The pole and the boom are about as perpendicular to the boat’s centerline as you can get them. But it is not enough. We are still ten degrees right of the committee boat which we can see now. There are dozens of spinnakers both inside and outside and ahead of us.

Time to jibe. Nobody has had to go up on the front of the boat since we launched the spinnaker on a starboard tack Friday afternoon. Brendan snaps on to the jack line and goes forward to do an end-for-end jibe over to port. Kathy is on main. She centers it and sheets in hard so nothing untoward can happen with the boom. She handles the fore guy. Mark and Buz are on the sheets. “Trip!” The kite is flying free and wild. I notice fifteen knots apparent on the wind instrument and the boat is thundering down a swell at eight. Welcome to Ensenada!

It is tough to drive the boat under the port sheet so Brendan can reach it but he snags it finally and snaps it into the jaw. Now he has to bear-wrestle the pole on to the mast ring. Kathy is fighting the fore guy and the pole wants to sky. I grab the new guy from Mark. “Go help him!” Mark’s added horsepower subdues the pole and they holler “Made!” The boat steadies as she is trimmed up.

The GPS was pinged at the jibe point so now I know we were three miles from the finish and it took us twenty-eight minutes to cover the distance. We arrived at 09:53:44 on Saturday morning 20:43:44 after starting the 125.5 mile race. But Carpe was still there, zeroed in on the finish line and coming fast among a flock of other spinnakers. No place to hang around and take times. Looks like they got us. Put the boat away and head for the harbor. Crack open a beer to celebrate a hell of a ride.

We had reserved a slip at Juanito’s and we tied up there amongst a partying bunch of sailors. Between fixing rum drinks, folding sails and quaffing beers we heard the stories from the neighbors. Looks as if we were the only ones that went inside the Coronado Islands. After an hour or so a boat motored by and hailed us. Carpe! Damn! That spinnaker we were racing all morning must have been another boat! “Hey Larry, what time did you guys finish?” “Oh, about 11.00.” Whoa! 11.00, that’s about an hour behind us. We already knew that we owed them twenty-five minutes and six seconds. “Woo-hoo! We got you, man!” The crew redoubles the partying. We know we have done well because Encore, the other 27 that we owe time to reserved a slip at Juanito’s and has yet to show up.

Around 13.00 we decide to head over to the Bahia Hotel where the race headquarters is located to check out the results so far. The sunshine is brilliant and a strong cool breeze is blowing the big flag horizontally over the town. Things are looking good! The crowd on the lawn of the Bahia is small and we easily jostle for spots to view the results board. About half the PHRF K boats are listed with finish times and corrected times. We are there with 14:01:20. It is the best-corrected time of all the K class boats. Obsession finished three minutes ahead of us but she owed us twenty-four seconds per mile. We are second boat to finish in our class. “Looking good, guys! I think we won it! Boats that are not on the board yet have to be out there still.” Carpe has second best corrected time about thirty-three minutes behind us. Coronas all round!

I fall into banter with somebody I know from Long Beach. “Did you get the dolphins yesterday afternoon?” “Hell yeah we got them. Got some pictures that actually show them too! Got them after dark too, when the bio-luminescence was going and you could watch the glittering silver torpedoes going by the boat!” “How was your start?” “Not that good, we were maybe twenty seconds late but we came off the line with five knots boat speed and we have not had that in three years! Inside line again. I’m getting tired of always having to fight for clear air after our start. They ought to alternate years for inside and outside lines.”

Kathy and Buz push into the conversation. “Come look at this”, they say. Led over to the results board they start going through the corrected times listed. “We’re 14:01:20, look at the Maxis, everybody is more, PH A everybody more. PH B we beat all of them. We beat all the racing boats on handicap time!”

Joe Baiunco who I know from being on the board of RBOC comes over. He has been posting times on the board as the scoring committee calculates them. “Are you from SOJOURN?” he asks me. “That we are Joe.” “Well, congratulations!” he says, “You guys have three trophies coming. What kind of boat are you?” I am stunned. “We’re a Catalina 30. What do you mean three trophies?” “Not three, it’s going to be four,” says the guy working with Joe. “You get the Frank Butler trophy too for the first Catalina on corrected time!”

And so it was. SOJOURN and her crew earned the President of the United States trophy, the original trophy presented to the boat with the best-corrected time since 1949. It is a cool silver cup dedicated by President Truman. She earned the Tommy Bahama trophy, another silver cup filled with mini pineapples that look like hand-grenades and make the whole thing really heavy. This is for the PHRF boat (Not including Maxis and sport boats) with the best-corrected time. She earned the Converse-Wurdemann trophy, a silver cup dedicated in 1906 for the winner of a special race. This one is for the PHRF class K boat with best-corrected time. And to cap it all, the half-hull model of the Catalina 38 HASSLE that was the original Frank Butler trophy and that carries the names of many fast Catalina yachts of all sizes.

Truly gratifying though was Carpe’s result. They got second in PH K and first place in the double-handed class. Best of all though, they were second overall on corrected time. Talk about a personal rivalry pushing your performance! And then our other buddy Steve Roeber sailing his Catalina 30 in Cruising Gennaker got second in class and a great finish time without using any engine as the Cruising boats are allowed to do.

So, how did we succeed? Well, the two critical elements are boat preparedness and crew preparedness. You need the gear and equipment to take advantage of the conditions that arrive and you need a crew that is focused and can handle all aspects of sailing the boat. There is no kicking back while the skipper takes a nap. In fact, Kathy who is the primary driver on SOJOURN and watch captain for this race sailed into a hole in the early hours of Saturday morning. Boat speed fell out of the sixes and into the low fives and she erupted! Chased the grinder back to the transom with a spotlight to look for kelp on the rudder. Nagged the trimmer to light up the sails to see what was wrong. Then conceded that the wind had dropped off three or four knots. Nobody relaxed though until the helm heated up the boat and speed notched back over six.

Still, the three critical factors we exploited were wind related. The velocity was good so the boat could hit hull speed or better and secondly we could sail broad reaching angles for most of the race. Then, the most critical element of all, the wind stayed all over the course all night long. Not that these conditions favored us more than any of the other displacement boats that raced, but we seized the advantage.

Our strategy, from long before the start, was to sail the rhumb line. It can be risky. That course takes a boat inside the Coronado Islands and can put one into a horrible wind shadow. SOJOURN set a waypoint half a mile north of North Coronado and the crew sailed the boat a little lower than many to close in on that. When we cleared Point Loma near San Diego at about midnight, I was confident that the wind would hold. We then committed to sailing inside and headed a little lower yet to provide clearance from the island shadow. Most boats sailed a ‘natural’ course that had them outside the islands and in the uncomfortable position of having to sail so deep to go inside the islands that it would hurt boat speed. So most did not sail inside but sailed extra distance outside.

In a nutshell, we sailed the race efficiently. The charted course distance of the race was 125.5 NM. SOJOURN sailed 126.5 NM. We sailed at hull speed or better over the entire course. Our average speed over the ground was 6.10 knots but we fought a current of 0.5 to 1 knot over the whole course so boat speed through the water was that much better. It takes a long time for the stars to align for your boat during a race so that your PHRF rating actually does describe what the boat will do. Be ready for it when it occurs. The second chance can’t be forecast!
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