Three Peaks Yacht Race 2008

Mistral of St Helier competing as “Team Indian Summer”

8th Overall, 2nd in the IRC Handicap race and, I calculate, the 9th fastest time since the race included Whitehaven instead of Ravenglass. We were first over the start line and still forth as we exited the Menai Straits.  Not a bad result for an ex-Conwy School of Yachting boat with team who had only 2 days practice before the race. 

I bought Mistral in December and she needed over 60 engineering jobs to bring her up the scratch. These included fitting Jeffa rudder bearing and sleeving the shaft, re-fitting the running backstays, removing and re-sealing half the keel bolts, rebuilding the gearbox, fitting Tek-Dek in the cockpit and retiming the engine injection. Halyards where replaced with Dyneema, the spinnaker pulleys and gear were re-fitted and the mast re-rigged to suit the North Kevlar’s bought from “Super Tramp”. The task was not helped by a charterer ramming another vessel and holing the stern two weeks before the race.

We tried the mast at the full rake, as specified by North’s but the boom was so low that we decided prudently to shorten it by 60mm to keep the boom higher.  Safety was our main consideration as our race runners where both over six foot and not used to reacting to crash gybes.

The race became one of the fastest ever with spinnaker runs most of the time. Only the Barmouth to Bardsey and Whitehaven to Mull of Galloway were beats in 20 knots. 

With an entry of 22 of which many were racers including HOD 35’s, Reflex 38’s, two J’s a One Tonner and an Admiral’s Cup IOR 49.5 foot our target was a top ten finish.  We particularly wanted to beat our Conwy sister ship “Still Smiling”, a race prepared Sigma 400.  Did we beat her? Read on.

Race report.

The 2008 PowerBar 3 Peaks Yacht Race, which began on Saturday June 28th, will be remembered as one of the fastest and most competitive ever, and had one of the highest finish rates anyone can remember. 

Two local sailing yachts, Team Indian Summer and Still Smiling, the Sigma 400, of Conwy marina, battled it out to race the other yachts and each other, with Team Indian Summer finishing 30 minutes ahead of Still Smiling after 3 days of running and racing.

For sailors and athletes looking for adventure, the PowerBar Three Peaks Yacht Race is an irresistible challenge, and this year’s event was one of the most competitive for many years. Now in its 31st year, this classic sporting event attracted 20 intrepid teams who sailed from Barmouth on June 28th, heading for Fort William and carrying runners who scaled the highest peaks of Wales, England and Scotland on the way.

Those who successfully reached the finish sailed 389 nautical miles, risking sandbanks, rocks and fierce tides. Each team consists of 5 people: the 3 sailors aboard get little rest as the race is continuous and the 2 runners in the teams complete 72 miles and 14,000 feet of climbing to reach the summits of Snowdon, Scafell Pike and Ben Nevis. No easy task when most of the running is done in the night, sleep deprived and unsteady on the feet due to seasickness.

The battle between Team Indian Summer and Still Smiling started early in the race with Team Indian Summer taking the lead at the start - however, Still Smiling overtook them on the beat to Bardsey. The first leg of the race took all the boats from Barmouth to Caernarvon. With strong southerly winds, this leg was fast and the competition was intense, with the top 4 boats arriving within 9 minutes of each other. It was the middle of the night when the yachts arrived and the runners faced a difficult night on Snowdon as the cloud base was very low and there were strong winds on the summit. 

Several boats had already sustained damage, some teams were seasick and another of the race favourites, Nunatak (J120), went aground on the sand just inside Caernarvon Bar. They’d had a good sail and were leading when disaster struck. Their dejected shore crew stood waiting on the jetty, receiving occasional phone calls from the stranded yacht, who watched a procession of competitors sail past. Eventually this yacht was forced to retire from the race.

The runners crossing the summit Snowdon overnight knew they were not just racing each other, but also the tide in the Menai Strait. The longer they took, they more the tide would turn against them later in the morning once they were back on the boat.

The two leaders passed safely through most difficult section of the Strait, the area known as The Swellies between the Menai and Britannia bridges, at 05.45am, just before the tide turned, knowing those behind would have the fierce tide against them, and would fall further back.

With the tide turning and now sweeping southwards under the bridge at a fearsome speed and volume the race became a slow motion affair, and at times stood still. Still Smiling were in third place approaching the bridge, but then stopped, stationary in the water right under the arch of the bridge at 07.00am.  For an agonising 10 minutes it seemed they were going nowhere – except maybe backwards, but then the sails filled and, ever so slowly, they passed under the bridge to follow the leaders out the Strait.
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Fifteen minutes later Team Indian Summer arrived and suffered the same fate, except they were stopped 300m short of the Menai Bridge. Again, the forward momentum from a favourable wind could only hold them in place, this time with the help of their runners, who had been rewarded for their fast Snowdon run with a backbreaking stint of rowing! For a brief time the tide pushed them back – then the wind picked up and with a sudden spurt they were approaching the bridge and the runners gratefully lifted their oars out. It had taken them 20 minutes to cover that 300m, but that short distance meant they were through with the leaders.

For the next leg, the teams sailed to Whitehaven marina and the second night of the race again saw the leading teams sending their runners up a peak overnight – only this time it was Scafell Pike, and the weather was a little better. This leg starts with a cycle ride to Ennerdale, followed by a run (or walk) over Blacksail Pass and then up onto the summit of Scafell Pike and back to the marina. 

This leg is about 56 miles, taking anywhere from 7-15 hours, and usually does a very effective job at completely exhausting anyone who dares.  Once the runners are back on board, the yachts can only leave the marina if the tide is high enough that there is enough water under the boat for it to get out of the marina, lock and outer harbour. After setting a new record for time on the Scafell leg, the leading yacht had just enough water to get of out Whitehaven marina, 5 hours ahead of all the other yachts, only to run aground in the outer harbour where it sat on its side until the next morning when the tide came in and floated it off. At one point there were five boats aground there, three coming in and two trying to get out. 

The local Conwy yachts, Still Smiling and Team Indian Summer, remained close to each other throughout the race. Unfortunately, the runners from Team Indian Summer got lost on top of Scafell Pike and could not find the check in point. This delay added an hour to their time giving Still Similing an opportunity to pull away. 

The top of Scafell is completely featureless, with no defined path and just piles of rocks. In the pitch dark and winds strong enough to blow someone off the top, it could be almost impossible to navigate without a compass. Include running an ultramarathon 24 hours before, sleep deprivation, seasickness, and still 24 miles back to the boat, this makes for a gruesome ordeal.

They were only a 1 1/2 hours behind the top teams and competition was fierce.


The sail up to Fort William offers some of the trickiest sailing in Great Britain. Sailing crews are very tired at this point and must navigate strong tides and infamous currents for the next 24-36 hours around the Mulls of Galloway and Kintyre, through the Sound of Jura, Sound of Luing, into the Firth of Lorn and past the Corran Narrows into Loch Linnhe to get their runners to Corpach for the last running leg, Ben Nevis.

The leading boats made the Sound of Luing before the tide turned but Team Indian Summer met the force of the ebb tide against a full gale right opposite the entrance to the Correywrecken. They dosed the #2 Genoa and reefed to third reef to make the run through with big confused seas and 8 to 9 knots in the water. The winds and tides in opposite directions creating huge waves which the boats surfed down at top speeds. As they passed the Fladda narrows to the Firth of Lorn the gale accelerated to 40 knots with lashing rain. It was a long, wet, cold and sleepless night in the gale force winds. 

Still Smiling sustained damage to the main sail and mast during the night at 3:00 AM after a broach with the spinnaker going under the boat, giving Team Indian Summer the opportunity this time to catch up. Smiling went to the west of Lismore Island but Team Indian Summer craftily sneaked up the shorter narrower passage to the east and through Apin narrows. As they emerged they saw Still Smiling becalmed in the lee of the island running on Genoa and storm trysail. The race was on.

Team Indian Summer arrived in Corpach 19 minutes ahead of Still Smiling and their runners were too quick for Still Smiling’s runners who were not able to catch them on the Ben Nevis, placing the teams in 8th and 9th for the overall positions.

A well done to both teams for a fantastic effort in one of the toughest adventure races and in one of the most competitive races in the history of the race.

Team Indian Summer was racing to raise sponsorship money for the Conwy Sea Cadets and successfully collected over £1000.  
For full race coverage, results and photos visit www.threepeaksyachtrace.co.uk
What do we think about Sigma 38’s after the race?

They are remarkably better than my old Jeanneau Sun Odyssey 34.2. The windward speed and pointing, in particular, were amazing.  The surprise was how quiet she is down below in big seas. The Jeanneau used to bang and crash about but the Sigma glided. Our runners slept soundly in the aft cabin lee cloths and only woke twice during broaches.

The lateral stability is superb and the boat proved easy to handle with just the three sailors.  The hardest part was folding the Kevlar main sail in pitching seas. 

Under spinnaker in the big swells she does want to broach but we put this down to our extreme lack of experience with the spinnakers. Before the race we had two hoists and one hour on smooth water as practice.  Our first Gybe with Mistral was in the middle of the Swellies! Because of this we only ran on spinnaker in the Straits and for 1 ½ hours in the North Channel. We did the rest on poled out #1 or #2 Genoas.

With the high boom she was difficult in the light airs of Loch Linnie where we chased zephyrs and rowed. The main sagged badly and the acceleration in a gentle puff was poor. With more familiarity I am sure that we can cope with the increased mast rake and subsequent lower boom.

On deck the controls were marvellous, particularly the Vang and we didn’t miss the lack of a mainsheet fine adjust system. I guess that “round the cans” it would be more important.  Our traveller is still the original, now obsolete, 4:1 system and we are definitely going to change that for the 6:1 with re-circulating balls.

I have taught on Mistral many times over the past 6 years and can therefore asses the effect of the changes that we made.  The Kevlar sails where truly amazing compared to the old saggy Dacrons. The power generated with less heeling was obvious and welcome as was the easy of hoist and trimming.

The wide side decks make deck work and foresail handling a breeze and safe even in the gale.

Finally the almost frictionless combination of the Jeffa Delrin roller lower rudder bearing and a self aligning ball top bearing has a dramatic effect on the steering. The wheel is feather light giving wonder control both up and down wind.  The heavy beats and the downwind surfing have proved the engineering to be sound.

All in all the Sigma 38 OOD performed wonderfully and it would be interesting to see how one of the regular association racers would do in this race. We finished within 8 hours of the J105 and the Reflex 38 and 1 ½ hours from a HOD 35. We even held the IOR 49.5 and the One tonner to 4 ½ hours. All after 56 hours of racing. 

This is my third year in the event and the best yet. The irony is that between 2006 and 2007 we won 6 trophies but this year probably none – but we have the satisfaction of a great sail in a Sigma 30 OOD through some of the toughest waters in the UK – wow.

Keith Mander

Proud owner Mistral of St Helier.

PS She performed so well for the team that she may get renamed :-
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