Return trips on Race Boats.

One of the great ways to learn, to gain some experience together with valuable sea miles is to offer yourself as crew to bring a racing yacht back from a long distance race. The most interesting of which would undoubtedly be from Hobart.  As a number of sailing students take on this trip, I have agreed to write out some notes to help them make them better prepared and hopefully make the trip safer and satisfying.

First thing to appreciate is that a racing boat has few, if any of the creature comforts you are familiar with.  Unless you pick a cruiser racer, there will be no showers, little water, primitive cooking conditions, primitive toilet arrangements and the boats are super exposed to the elements.  Also, some of the boats will have a different motion to what you are used and may present you with a heightened risk of sea sickness.  So here is my checklist.

1) Make sure your boat of choice gets there first… that is often a problem.

2) Make sure you are happy with the skipper and his experience, as often the return skippers are just nominated, or like you, fresh out of the sailing school.

3) Check the boat out before it leaves Sydney so you are familiar with your living conditions.

Try to arrive at the departure point with a day spare,  firstly to enjoy the ambiance but also to get on board the boat,  familiarise yourself with the boat,  and help pack it to be delivered safely. The race crew would have left it with sails packed for racing, not necessarily suited to cruising home. There is also a need to change the race sails to cruising sails etc.

Then of course the obligatory shopping!  Most grand prix yachts will provide the food and dictate their alcohol policy. Most cruiser racers will expect you to contribute to the cost of food. If you are picky about food, or have a special interest in food, make sure you help with the shopping.  There you can influence the purchases without making a fuss. Make sure you cater to any diets, but don’t over cater, people eat half their normal rations whilst at sea. 

As a responsible crew member, you would be expected to have searched the boat from bow to stern.  You should climb into the bow below decks, note the positioning of cables, spare equipment, anchors etc.  Then the head, read the instructions, pump it and make sure you know how it works.  Again going back through the boat, light the stove, make sure you know how and look for the safety blanket and fire extinguishers.  Then coming back in the boat, (owners won’t mind), get into every cupboard and lift every floor board, until you get to the motor.  Make sure you know where the fuel tanks are, how to check the motor (water and belt tensions) where the electrical panel is and learn the battery switch arrangement.  Most boats have a main switch,  OFF,  1 and 2.   Some boats like mine have an engine battery isolating switch too, hidden away.  You need to know what works and how, all the way to the stern. Then check the steering mechanism, the emergency steering, and anything else housed in the stern.
This is standard stuff that you should do on any boat that you race or cruise.

Then on deck, note the life raft stowage, jack stays, safety rails and any shortcomings that you see for your size and body weight.   Make some mental notes of areas that will give you trouble, for example where the genoa sheets go through blocks, mainsheet traveller etc.

A well organised boat will have a crew form and an instruction manual. They will either deal with that before your embarkation or shortly after.

Then assist the skipper in filling water tanks, fuel tanks, storing stuff.  Most boats on delivery will give you your own bunk for the trip.  (That is indeed a luxury).  Pick it thoughtfully if you get a choice.  Most boat will want you to keep everything other than wet weather gear in that bunk.   Best have in your sailing bag a plastic garbage bag for wet clothes.  Because you are still living out of your bag!
Kit

From Hobart, what we don’t appreciate is how cold it is.  Some nights can be 8 degrees in summer, which with a wind chill, is about 4 degrees.  So, boots, woollen socks, thermals or warm layers, are all valuable.   And the days heat up, so you need to be able to be in cool gear too.  It is very much, “if it fits into your bag take it”.  The boat will expect you to bring wet weather gear, a sleeping bag, boots and your sea bag.  If you don’t have a sleeping bag, Kmart cheapies are good because if they get wet you can throw them away.  Boat shoes, there are many, DFO at Silverwater has Sperry Docksiders for $50.   But there are modern deck shoes these days, great in summer, some not so good in cooler waters. 
In your kit, also take gloves, a hat, a scarf of towelling, so that you can wipe your face, or stop the rain going down the front of your wet weather gear. A small torch is essential and most boats like you to carry one of those multitools with the accompanying knife for undoing shackles. I always take some aspirin, (not Panadol) as often dehydration will give you a headache.  Sea sick pills, there are plenty, ginger seems to be popular.  Usually, those who are busy don’t get sick, steer the boat if you feel sick, it balances the senses.  Most sea sickness is nerves and if, like in Hobart you have a day on board going up the Derwent, then not a problem.
Departure from Hobart for 90% of the boats is on the evening of the 2nd or on the 3rd depending upon weather.  Either way, most boats try and get down the river to Port Arthur or Wineglass Bay for the first night.  Thereafter, there is one safe anchorage on the East Coast at Shouten, which is the last safe port until Eden apart from anchoring in the lee of Flinders Island.   The trip from Shouten to Eden is about 320 miles, not to be contemplated in a hard NE wind.  Weather is important.  Storms come from the SW, which gives fast passage, the NE gales are just wet and uncomfortable and to be avoided.
Eden is the first shower opportunity and a meal at the Fishos club. If passage is slow thereafter, Ulladulla is the next stop, showers at the wharf and a meal at the pub.

Wollongong is the next safe haven and they don’t like yachties and it is shallow.

The trip from Hobart to Sydney timetable about 5 days.   You can do it in three, if you had a southerly or westerly air stream, but the average is 5 with some from the south and some from the north.

Internet is on board most boats these days.  Telstra works most of the way, other phones won’t work until you are close to the coast and Vodaphone hardly at all.  Nothing works in the middle of Bass Strait.  

Southport

The trip back from Southport is a very good introduction to the coast and whether you are going to like offshore sailing.  The only refuges on the way back are Coffs Harbour and Port Stephens (with Newcastle a long way off track). Southport weather is also cold at night and usually against the prevailing SE sea breeze.  But a short trip and no big seas, although, never underrate the dangers of the Southport Bar, both the yacht club and the exit from the breakwall.

At the end of the trip, be sure to leave the boat spotless, spend some time cleaning, make sure all the old food etc is off the boat, boat is hosed down, and be sure to thank the senior members of the crew for their support and tuition.

And take your RYA log book, as there are valuable miles.  The skipper will sign off on it for you.  Enjoy!
Capt D

