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RIDER ON 
THE STORM

Racing a three-masted topsail schooner in high winds is no 
joke, but taking the win in class at Voiles de Saint-Tropez 
made it really special, as her skipper tells
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SHENANDOAH
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T
he build up to the Voiles de Saint Tropez 
cannot be exaggerated. It’s the last event of 
the classic calendar and the end of the 
summer, so there’s quite often an emotional 

attachment to this regatta for a lot of sailors.
For us on Shenandoah the intention was to bring 

the boat to the south of France to showcase her on the 
circuit because, after a 22-year tenure, the owners are 
looking for the next custodian to look after her. 

As is customary before Saint-Tropez, we took part 
in the Régates Royales in Cannes, with a couple of 
days training preceding it. It’s been a while since 
Shenandoah has graced the racecourse, so we spent a 
week removing all the charter toys, extra anchor, books 
and many spares that we carry for the ‘what if’ 
scenarios during the summer charter season. Alas, we 
had to take the Steinway piano on board for the racing as 
the thought of removing it... well, enough said! 

As well as removing weight we also brought some 
sails out of deep storage and trained the crew to be 
able to push the boat to a competitive level against 
similar boats in her class. 

Shenandoah was never intended as a race boat, but 
rather as a global cruising yacht. Nevertheless she 
turns heads when doing either. When we were given 
the green light to do the regattas, the crew was delighted 
and, for me, it was the first time I’d had the chance to 
dig out the spinnaker and assemble a race team. 

Gathering a team for Shenandoah is a real delight as 
the people you get to choose from are very enthusiastic 
to be part of the programme. We ended up racing with 
a roster of six permanent crew, six seasonal and an 
additional 12 race crew. We were sailing with the bare 
minimum required to effectively race this boat. Three 

masts, 10 upwind sails with 1,000m2 (10,764 sqft) and 
three downwind sails that double that area should not 
be taken lightly and needs a lot of hands. 

For us, Cannes was seen as a sort of training regatta, 
and due to the combination of windward/leeward 
courses and the light airs, the conditions were not ideal 
for the boat, but they were perfect to galvanise the 
team and get the manoeuvres smooth and speedy. 

We arrived in Saint-Tropez on the Sunday, and with 
us safely stern-to and the crew soaking up the 
atmosphere of the town it felt fitting to pop up to the 
Sube, have a beer and admire all the beautiful classics 
parked up in such a spectacular setting. The Voiles is 
about the sailing but the après sail is also an important 
part of what gives this regatta such a unique identity 
amongst the competitors.

THE MISTRAL ARRIVES AT ST TROPEZ 
A Mistral bringing 50 knots plus of wind arrived on 
the Tuesday, which meant the first day of racing was 
abandoned. There was also another unfortunate call 
to abandon the following day, so racing for the Gstaad 
Centenary Cup, which is separate to the Rolex Trophy, 
took place the next day. Conditions were excellent and 
the race course first-rate for a quick pursuit out and 
back into the bay. The leeward mark rounding was the 
highlight of the race. Watching the breeze freshen to 
the point that those still flying their spinnakers were 
broaching and rounding up ahead of us was a great 
spectacle. Fortunately, it’s something we never have to 
contend with on Shenandoah: due to the sheer weight 
of the keel she behaves very well in gusty conditions. 
So, it was a handbreak turn around the leeward mark 
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History of Shenandoah
Shendandoah of Sark – or just Shenandoah – is a steel, three-

masted topsail gaff schooner built for the American banker 

Charles Fahnestock in 1902, at the height of the new American 

wealth. She instantly became one of the most glamourous 

yachts in the world, racing the crème de la crème from her base 

at Newport, Rhode Island. From the very start, she was a yacht 

that cruised as well as raced, and this is a pattern that has 

continued. She lost her three topsails after the war, and cruised 

to and around the Med where she spent years cruising and 

entertaining royals and stars of entertainment and commerce. 

During her life, Shenandoah has crossed the Atlantic many times 

and ventured further, up the Amazon, Niger and Congo rivers. 

She has been owned by princes and counts, but in 1972, a new, 

more modern owner, took her over: Marcel Bich, famous for Biro 

ballpoints and disposable cigarette lighters. Bich was a great 

owner for the yacht, giving her back her original name – 

something he believed strong in. He restored her and remained 

her owner for 14 years, during which the yacht starred in Rod 

Stewart’s video for ‘What Am I Gonna Do’, and a photo shoot for 

Vogue. She was restored comprehensively under a later 

benevolent owner in the mid 90s, and attended the America’s 

Cup Jubilee on the Solent in 2001. The current owner has had 

her from around that time. 
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and a blast upwind to the finish, which put us mid-
fleet, respectable considering the boat that won could 
fit inside the main saloon of Shenandoah, twice!

With the Gstaad behind us, we only had two 
qualifying races for the Rolex Trophy. For the first race, 
in light airs we set off toward the pin end maintaining 
clear air and managed to keep away from the other 
yachts. As we progressed the wind slowly veered, lifting 
us up and over the lay line of the first mark. By the time 
we were within 500m of the mark we started cracking 
sheets and preparing for a gybe set. Everything was 
working out nicely. With the mark rounded and gybe set 
complete, we powered up and headed back home with a 
breeze filling in from astern. We had good company all 
the way down with Belle Aventure keeping us on our 
toes all the way to the finish line. We finished second to 
Viveka on corrected time in that race.

THE FINAL RACE 
The start for the final race 
was downwind at around 
20-25 knots so there was a 
little hesitation whether or 
not to use the kite. After the 
start it was La Sèche à l’Huile 
to port and then on to a 
mark off Saint- Aygulf before 
returning back to Saint-
Tropez for the finish. 

We started as far as we 
could downwind toward the 
pin end because we could see 
those ahead struggling to 
make La Sèche without 
gybing. This did mean that as 
soon the starting gun went, 
we got rolled by Naema, who 
had made the right choice to 
hoist her spinnaker and 
gollywobbler. With Ashanti and Puritan behind us and 
the wind looking light ahead, we made the call for the 
kite and up it went with us narrowly avoiding the wind 
shadow of Ashanti which was catching us. 

Now with the kite up and the wind fading from 20 
to 12 knots, it was a real effort to balance the boat 
speed with keeping the kite flying and heading up, 
thereby avoiding two gybes before La Sèche. With 
Shenandoah’s 4.8m draft, it was going to be close but 
we had to make it, even if that meant shooting the 
shallow spot. As we came abeam of La Sèche it was 
some relief as the boat speed was down to 6 knots and 
we were almost running by the lee, but we’d made it past.

The focus was now on Viveka who was only 500m 
or so ahead of us but closer to the shoreline. Certainly, 
if we could keep her from growing her lead, we could 
be well in with a chance, but no sonner than as I was 
thinking about that, a breeze line crept in from the 
shore and she was carried away with it. There was 
nothing we could do. We helplessly watched her sail 

away and, unfortunately, we were just outside the wind 
line, which seemed to take an eternity to reach us. By 
the time it did, she must have doubled the ground 
between us, but now we had the wind, we were back 
up to sailing at over 10 knots and things were looking 
up. Then, as Viveka approached Les Issambres, the 
wind started to veer and she sailed into a big shadow, 
slowing almost to a standstill and visually sat upright. 

By this time we had other things on our radar. The 
fleet ahead was now heading back toward us, close 
hauled and on starboard. With us sailing downwind on 
port and the kite up, the breeze now around 20 knots 
true, we had the delicate challenge to try to thread our 
way through the oncoming traffic. 

SAILING INTO ONCOMING TRAFFIC 
It must have been a little daunting to see Shenandoah 
carving her way through, but in the true spirit of 
gentlemanly classic racing (or perhaps sheer fear) we 

managed to safely find a path 
through. As soon as we were 
clear we could see the next 
breeze line filling in from the 
port quarter and the following 
call was to drop the kite. Just in 
time as well, because as the kite 
was folding under the shadow 
of the foresail, the breeze 
was now up to 25 knots and 
building. With the spinnaker 
safely in her bag and stowed 
midships, we were now getting 
headed into the leeward mark. 
The wind had come around 
more to the west and we were 
on a beam reach, Shenandoah 
in her element. Viveka was still 
to windward of us struggling 

with the gusty conditions, sailing 
lower in an effort to drop the kite, so we headed up and 
passed astern of them, giving them a great wind shadow 
to assist with getting their kite down. 

With the entire set of fore-and-aft sails hoisted, we 
were pushing 14 knots coming up to the mark and 
watching Naema overpowered ahead gybing around 
the mark. The return leg back into the bay of Saint 
Tropez was going to be a little closer on the breeze so 
we readied the fore and main topsails for drop and 
hold because the conditions were growing livelier by 
the minute. Just as we approached the mark and 
flicked a 180, the topsails came down in record time 
and we started the next challenge to claw back the lead 
from Naema who was around 700m ahead of us. So 
far, we could not have asked for better conditions. 
We’d sailed downwind without making a gybe and 
then gybed from reach to reach at the leeward mark. 
As we sailed closer into the bay, we could also see 
Elena being taken down to leeward with strong gusts 
now pulsating down the bay of Saint-Tropez. She was 
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trucking along and an impressive sight to see, but we 
could still see her so we knew that we’d probably beat 
her on corrected time.

We were now watching down the race track and 
seeing the story unfold. The wind was still building and 
being offshore it was very gusty. Naema by this time 
was heeled right over and being pushed down to 
leeward of us. Our cap rail was almost constantly in the 
water and the jib trimmers looked like whitewater 
rafters from time to time. We needed to get the jib top 
down before it was to late so, with 15 sailors on the 
foredeck, and a quick bear away, it was down in a flash 
and lashed to the bowsprit. Back up we came on to 
course and headed on starboard up to La Seche. 

A slight round-up at the mark, then the final furlong 
to the finish, but we were still overpowered with the 
mizzen topsail set on the windward side. The foredeck 
team came back, Bryan shot up the mizzen ratlines and 
down she came with an assisting hand over the mizzen 
peak halyard so as not to get the topsail snagged or 
jammed on any running gear aloft. It came down much 
easier than expected but there was no time to think about 
our luck as we were nearing Naema, and Shenandoah 
was now galloping at full charge to the finish.

FINISH LINE AND VICTORY 
We were down to six sails and still overpowered but 
using it to our advantage. We kept the mizzen sail over- 
trimmed to drive us to windward, and the sheet team on 
the hydraulic winches of the main, fore and outer jib were 
in control of heel. Each time the caprail dipped under water 
and turned the middeck into an aquarium, the guys in great 
synchronisation eased the sheets, preventing the heel from 
becoming dangerous. I was on the helm pushing the boat 
as hard as I could to windward, taking advantage of 
every gust, pinching her up not only to depower the boat 
but also to keep us up on the lay line to the finish. From 
the stern of Shenandoah I could see all the crew focused 
on the task ahead. We were pushing the boat to the absolute 
limit and she was responding with total grace. She was in 
her element and so was I, watching each wave breaking 
over the windward bow throwing up a spray that lashed 
down the deck, bellowing over the cockpit and turning 
into a white mist over the aft deck. It was just amazing; 
the wind, the view, the taste of saltwater spray and the taste 
of victory mixed in the air. Watching the crew was magical. 
They were clearly all in harmony saying “Come on, is 
that all you’ve got? We can take more, we can do this!”

The leg was short but we had reeled in Naema, who 
by now had to tack to cross the finish line. We had managed 
to keep Shenandoah on the lay line and blasted across the 
finish line 50 feet from the pin end to take the victory and 
the 2022 Rolex Trophy. We had sailed a race with only one 
gybe and no tacks. It was quite simply our day, and as the 
gun sounded at the finish, the atmosphere was euphoric. 
Never in our wildest dreams did we believe we could win 
a regatta like this with Shenandoah, but we’d done it, and 
every crew member was on a real high for days 
following this historic victory. 
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SHENANDOAH OF SARK
DESIGNED: Theodore Ferris
BUILT: 1902, Townsend & Downey, NY
LOD: 137ft (41.5m)
BEAM: 27ft (8.3m) 

DRAFT: 15ft (4.7m) 

DISP: 178 tonnes
ACCOMMODATION: 11 guests, 12 crew
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