
Rolex Fastnet 2009 Race : Venemous (USA 60006), CM Farr60 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
By Dave Bradly, NSC Fleet Captain. 
 
19th August. 
 
The Fastnet Race is one of those “Holy Grail” events for any sailor who has even thought 
of racing. I am not sure how or why I did this, but can safely say that I am really glad that 
I did and VERY happy with the result : out of 300 entrants (many professional crews 
included) we were 10th over the line, 10th in class and 20th overall on corrected time. 
 
That was the short story and now I am attempting to fill in the dots between the shifts, 
day and night time and events that happened over the 3 ½ days while at sea.  
 
Pre-amble to this is how did I get here (this is not my beautiful house etc.etc) : The year I 
turned 40, I organized a lad’s week away to Antigua Race Week. Awesome time, most 
stories to remain untold (boat rules apply) but at the end of the last race, I asked a couple 
of the collected crew what was next. Sydney Hobart was the response. Did that. At the 
end of that race, I asked Greg (longest standing friend of some 25 years), what was next. 
Fastnet was the response. Simple. Or so you would think. 
 
Greg had a go two years ago, but it blew the dog off the chain for the race – actually the 
first time in it’s million year history they postponed the start for a day due to 50 knot 
winds. Anyway, he ended up in some small bay down in Cornwall waiting out the storm 
to retire from the race (as did over 70% of the entrants). Got to have another go. That 
brings us to 2009 and the Venemous campaign.  
 
The question often asked of me is “how did you get involved in this” as to the outsider it 
seems impossibly hard to get there from here (where ever that is). Simple answer is : 
money. We found the biggest and fastest boat we could and chartered it for the Fastnet. 
Rationale behind the “biggest & fastest” was also very easy to explain : if the race lives 
up to its ugly reputation, we wanted to be out there for the least amount of time, so 
requiring the fastest boat. Money helps, but you need to be pretty focused to make this 
sort of thing happen. Time, logistics and something euphemistically called “real life” all 
conspire to get in the way. What is real life anyway? I am blessed with a partner 
(Kathryn), kids (Lloyd & Ophelia), a family and job that allow me to chase my passion of 



sailing with relative ease. A HUGE thank you to all of them as I could not do this without 
their full support.  
 
The Plan : a full training and race program on Venemous culminating in the Fastnet Race 
starting on August 9th 2009. I was able to only make one of the training events as they all 
took place in the UK and I live in Canada, so commuting was hard to justify. That being 
said, we had one crew member (Martin) from Switzerland and he made every training 
and race event in the lead up to Fastnet – think of the airmiles!! Here is a summary of all 
the miles / events done (courtesy of Phil, another crew member) : 
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As you can see from this, we were more than slightly successful in our lead in races too. I 
was only able to take part in the De Guingand race, but is it just a co-incidence that it was 
the only event that we actually won overall?!?!? Obviously. 
 
 
 
 
Venemous 
Pre-start in the Solent 
(note small boats around) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



The Fastnet Race : 
Day -1 :  
This was spent with friends and family and a short drive down to Southampton for the 
ferry ride (Red Funnel) to Cowes on the Isle of Wight. Strange peace descended during 
the day and calmness was the feeling with a small amount of excitement. I guess that 
happens when one is properly prepared and surrounded by loved ones. Strange. The ferry 
ride was fun and it is first time I have seen the Solent from a “big ship”. Gosh, what a lot 
of sail boats in that area. Of course it was the last day of Cowes Week which is a HUGE 
racing event for keel boats of all shapes and sizes. We wandered down to Royal Yacht 
Squadron to watch the boats as they came in to the finish along the beach. The tide here 
is viscous (some 4 knots) so everyone was within 50 feet of shore trying to stay out of the 
tide. Some collisions and many raised voices as the whole thing happened in slow 
motion. Ice creams, sun hats (English style) and fish and chips for lunch were the order of 
the day. Then off to Venemous for a walk aboard with family to take a look. That night 
we opted to catch up with some other friends who were racing the Fastnet in a different 
boat (Deliverance – Dehler 39) for a BBQ and drinkies. Very fun, but I was amazed at 
how young the crew were. Not a soul over 20 is my guess and even they lovingly referred 
to themselves as “The Children”. An early night at the Newport hotel. 

 
family on the beach at Cowes. 
 
 
 
 
 
End of Cowes week racing 
(to the sound of crunching gel coat) 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
English cure to a sunny day 
(the hat made of newspaper, shortly to be re-purposed to fish & chips) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Day 0 :  
Woke early and got a decent breakfast in before departing for East Cowes to park the car 
and take the Medina River chain ferry across to the Yacht Haven where Venemous was 
waiting for us. She had been prep’ed during the past couple of days and we went on 
board. Lots of “hurry up and wait” ensued as many of the paid crew ran around putting 
food and water on board, getting our new mainsail on and battened etc.. Finally time to 
go after everyone else (most starts from noon, but we waited till 14:00hrs for our GO). 
Waived the final goodbyes to the folks on the dock and headed out in to the traffic just 
north of Cowes. Check in with the RC with our storm and tri-sail flying (bright orange 
and VERY small). Then on to race prep. Decided the north end of the line was the best 
place to be for wind, but mindful of the fact that it was a down-wind down-tide start in 
less than 8 knots of breeze. Being OCS was not an option as picking your way back 
through the fleet against the tide having to drop the kite would be a very poor start to our 
adventure. Adrenalin pumping now as we get in to sequence with the other 25 very large 
yachts in our IRC SZ category. There were a couple of 100+ foot boats out there with us 
including ICAP Leopard. Amazing how small a one mile line becomes with this size of 
hardware zipping around. Pulled a perfect start with #2 chute up only about 15 seconds 
late. Started heading west up the Solent playing catchup with the the other 275 boats that 
had started before us. Slow moving traffic and fast tides always make this an interesting 
place to race in. We stayed on the north side of the Solent and as the wind shifted 
westerly, we dropped the chute and switch to #1 headsail. Through Hurst Castle where 
the Solent narrows to a few hundred feet, but deepens to over 70 metres causing the seas 
to be very confused. Out to the Needles and the fleet splits as predicted. About 2/3rds 
going south in to the English Channel for more wind and 1/3rd staying on the shore for 
tide and shore breeze. We stayed in land and had a goal of getting to Portland Bill before 
the tide changed. Wind got lighter, but it was dead out to sea and the boats that went out 
sailed MUCH further for no more wind. As we were 8 hours in, we found out we were 
placed FIRST OVERALL. Incredible, but not to last. The wind died, the tide turned and 
we started to go backwards with the tide and 300 other boats. Decision time after dark : to 
kedge or not to kedge. We took too long to decide, but finally dropped an anchor by  
tying every piece of sheet & halyard we had on board together to reach the bottom at 150 
feet. It worked and we stopped while others around us went backwards. 



Watch shifts started after an excellent hot dinner, which is one of the benefits of being on 
a paying guest boat. 3 hours on, 3 hours off. I don’t know about you, but it takes me at 
least 2 days to get comfortable with the shift pattern. First of all finding a “berth” is a 
challenge as they all seem to be full of people when I come off watch, secondly, the boat 
is moving and light down below. Finally, I put myself on the wrong watch and so only 
got to lie down for 1 hour first time in. Did you say GRUMPY”? Yes. Multiple sail 
changes through the night, finally settling on the “Wind –seeker” which is a super light 
jib to try to get some forward motion going. Seemed as though I came up on watch twice 
to see the same damn scenery of Portland Bill. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Watch out for those canons!  
Royal Yacht Squadron, Cowes. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Day 1 :  
As dawn broke, the shore breeze kicked in on a sunny morning and we were able to make 
progress also with a changed tide under us. Beating beating beating. Multiple headsail 
changes depending on wind strength. Something strange here is the headsails #1, #2 and 
#3 are all the SAME size, just with different weights of cloth and so need to be changed 
up at 8 and 13 knots respectively. Headsail #4 is smaller and good to 25+ knots, but 
mysteriously has a big #5 on it. Something tells me the sail inventory is a little muddled. 
We had used a crap mainsail through all the training events, but it did have a reef pennant 
on it, whereas the new mainsail was GORGEOUS in shape but no reefing. Hope it 
doesn’t blow too hard. This new main paid really well for us in the light stuff. Uneventful 
day as we tracked along the south coast of the UK. There were no safety radio call ins, so 
it was a mystery as to who was where – we used shore based cell phone technology to 
track others in the race and had family phone in with details. Not strictly within the rules, 
but not expressly forbidden. Of course the usual weather files and updates on tide were 



available to all. This was fast becoming quite the tactical race as to wind and tide. Good 
fun to squeeze as much boat speed out of Venemous as we could. 
 
 
     Luxurious main cabin. Well appointed with….. 
     Wet gear!! 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
I am not saying ocean racing can be boring at times, but…… 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
Day 2 :  
As we got near the southerly most point of the UK (The Lizard), the fog started to come 
in and the temperature dropped significantly. It always amazes me when one goes off 
shore just how cold you can get even when the ambient air temp may be as high as 20 
degrees. Sitting on the rail and getting wet means one needs to wear almost all you bring, 
and add a hat at night. The seas started to pile up as we saw another two or three tide 
changes and wind increasing as we headed in to the Irish Sea. This place is notorious for 
terrible winds and seas – if you look at the ocean floor topology and understand a little 
about the Gulf Stream, you would understand why. Billions of gallons of ocean being 
pushed in to a space where it just won’t fit, so it must go up in the form of waves. Big, 
square, nasty, non-directional ones. This made for a very uncomfortable night with at 
least two sea sick casualties (one of the owners too). As we approached the Fastnet Rock 
in thick fog, we could hear it long before we could see it. Actually we didn’t really see it 
that clearly at all and had to be satisfied with only a ghostly image of this infamous rock, 
but that was somehow very fitting. More worrying were the spectator boats that loomed 
out of the fog towards us, as many of them were fishing boats looking initially like they 
were on a collision course for us. After round, there is a short windward dog-leg of about 
7 miles to a spacer mark. The official reason for this is to stop upwind and downwind 
boats interfering with each other, but I think it is so that this race can be of the right 
length to be one of the bog 3 three races, all at 610 miles (Fastnet, Hobart & Middle-Sea 
races). Cynical, but likely. Anyway, the beat went without a hitch and we rounded to 
hoist the #1 big chute. Off we went. 
 

 
“The Rock” as it is affectionately known (shown in photoshop’ed sunny calm weather) 
Venemous rounded at 7pm on Day 2, about 120nm behind the leaders 
 



 
 
“The Rock” as seen by us. As the Irish would say, “Tis’ nothing but a soft day”. 
Note the head of Dave, our navigator, just coming up to make sure it is where he thinks it 
should be (he did a fantastic jib, by the way, only hampered by silly challenges). 
 
 
 
 
Day 3 :  
Having rounded the Fastnet, the mood on the boat lifted noticeably and we all became 
much more focused on getting the boat to go fast. The issues now were no battery life, no 
generator and no engine to charge anything. This meant that there was no radar and we 
were in thick fog with a visibility of only 50 feet at times, which is less than the length of 
the boat. Unusually, at this time we also had 19-24 knots of breeze on and the #1 big kite 
up, so doing 15+ knots basically blind at night. Somewhat nerve wracking especially as 
there were 200 or so boats coming at us in the other direction plus the busy Irish Sea 
shipping lanes and lots of fisherman with long reaching nets out all over the place. In 
these conditions, night vision is key. Everyone on deck is of course wearing lifejackets 
and we also insisted that everyone off watch in a bunk wore a life jacket. If you have a 
collision at this time, getting out of the boat is challenge enough without having to locate 
a lifejacket. Once the boat leveled out a little under chute, we were able to re-start the 
gen-set and the engine – fuel starvation was the “official” story, but Greg told me it was 
because someone had forgotten to open the breather hole on the fuel tanks so they stalled 
after setting up a vacuum. The smallest of things can initiate what is lovingly called the 
incidence pit, so we were lucky for sure. Boat booking along now and lots of spin trim 
going on. All on watch people did stints on the grinders to ensure we kept everyone fresh. 
Do 3 hours of grinding and it is not so incredible that you can sleep like a baby after that, 
even in your lifejacket. 



As dawn broke I was on the 5am to 8am shift and we had some light rain but the wind 
held thankfully. I love that shift. Dawn over an ocean in any weather is really a sight to 
behold. Quite magical. Then we approached the western reaches of England with the 
Scilly Isles to be left to port (on the way out, it didn’t matter as it wasn’t a mark of the 
course). We passed the Bishops Rock lighthouse. Nice piece of trivia here : I think it was 
the 1641 sinking of the Merchant Royal with over a $1B of gold on board that struck me 
as somewhat ironic. Apparently the mid-shipman was in the process of being hanged for 
insolence when they foundered. He had the audacity to challenge the captain about the 
dangerous nature of his course. Unfortunately for him, it was too late, and also the 
captain survived!!  
 

 
Bishop’s Rock Lighthouse, Scilly Isles. 
 
As we continued, we noticed many going off shore again for wind strength and direction. 
We took a navigator informed decision (thanks to David) to stay in close and make the 
most of shore breeze and good tidal decisions. It paid off big again and we succeeded in 
passing several of our class through the next 8 hours or so. 
 
We rounded the Lizard around 6pm and had a visual on 3 other yachts just ahead of us. 
The race seemed to kick up a notch at this time with everyone sensing the end in sight 
and also the possibility of really improving our standing. Suddenly the dinghy guys and 
round the cans racers took over and we really pushed ourselves and Venemous to the 
max. All 3 boats ahead of us owed us time, but it now became a clear case of line 
honours and so we started to reel them in one by one. The yachts were : Chernikeef, 
Lucky and Cutting Edge. Through some incredible spinnaker trimming and course 
choices for tide and pressure we passed all three as we sailed towards our finish. As night 
fell everyone came up on deck to be on-hand as needed. We sailed up Plymouth 
approaches still with the chute up, enjoying a great hot dinner (the third of the trip) of 
sausages, mash and onion gravy. This was Brian’s favorite – our resident foredeck Kiwi. 
We dropped the chute before rounding the channel marker in to the harbour and beat to 
the finish at about 12:30am to rapturous applause from the 4 people still on the dock!  

·  3 days, 9 hours, 28 minutes, 12 seconds after we started, we were home.  
·  Race is supposed to be 607 miles, we sailed 591 miles (not sure about this?) 
·  We placed 10th in our IRC SZ class, mostly with pro-crews. 
·  We placed 20th overall out of 300. AMAZING 

 



 
 
Focus. Focus. Focus : opening the case of beers, dockside in Plymouth. 
 
 
 
More importantly there was a dockside welcoming committee from Rolex sporting a case 
of lager for our troubles. This lasted about 10 minutes while we got ready for the run 
ashore. Plymouth being a heavy duty Navy town, there are a couple of 24 hour bars, to 
which we hot-footed. Several hours later (I think) I lay down for a couple of hours sleep 
on the boat and then rented a car for the long drive back to my parent’s house in time for 
their 50th Wedding Anniversary. 
 
 
      ICAP 
      fastest 
 
       Morwenna 
       most leisurely  
 
 
 
 
 
 
Footnote : I am very happy to have had the chance to do this, it was made unforgettable 
by the crew (some of whom I knew really well to begin with and all of whom are now 
life long friends) and the great boat. Chartering a boat, especially when it comes with the 
owner, is always a risk and this trip was no exception on that front. I am able to ignore 



most of that as the sailing and race were fantastic and I have met some wonderful people 
on the crew. The human story is always what this is about, and I am sure the tales will 
become taller with time and the memories warmer.  
 
Of course, as we crossed the finish line, I asked Greg, “ What’s Next?”. The answer 
is………. 
 
 
Cheers, 
Dave 
 
Our course in the Super Zero (IRC) class, with several boats behind (we’re orange) and 
about 4 hours out of Plymouth. 
 

 



 
 


