BERMUDA

THE

ARGO
GOLD CUP
...and the part it has played in the development of the
International One Designs and, eventually, Bermuda’s
hosting of next year’s America’s Cup
by Guy Venables

T

he King Edward VII Gold
Cup, now the Argo Group
Gold Cup, is the oldest
match racing trophy for
one-design yachts in the
world. The actual cup was
awarded by Edward VII in
1907 during Jamestown,
Virginia’s Tri-Centenary Regatta, held in commemoration of the 300th anniversary of the
first permanent settlement in America.
The winner, C Sherman Hoyt, held on to
it for 30 years and finally donated it to The
Royal Bermuda Yacht Club. He proposed that
the club held an annual one-on-one 6-Metre
match race series and remarked on “my

returning a British Royal Trophy to the custody
of your club with its long record of clean
sportsmanship and keenly contested races
between your Bermuda yachts and ours of
Long Island Sound and elsewhere”.
It was a cup to be contested between the
Bermudians and the Americans and the first
winner of the cup in its new placing was the
celebrated American Briggs Cunningham, who
was also the first skipper to win the America’s
Cup in a 12-Metre. Although it is just one of
hundreds of cups in the Royal Bermuda Yacht
Club’s stunning trophy room, it is certainly the
most keenly contested. The race for which it
is awarded is one of the finest yachting races
in its own right, but it is noticeable how many
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“I don’t think I’ve ever had a more joyous day on the water.
The boat was a delight to handle and balanced perfectly. The
planning and hope and care hadn’t been in vain”
skippers and crew who have taken part go on
to racing in the America’s Cup teams. In
Bermuda, due to the all-inclusive nature of
sailing within the island’s curriculum, the
competitive sailors are held, as they should be
everywhere, among the ranks of superstars.
In 1935 the famed American sailor and Wall
street banker Cornelius ‘Corny’ Shields first set
eyes on Eldon and Kenneth Trimmingham’s
beautiful 6-Metre sloop Saga from the deck of
Furness Withy liner Queen of Bermuda. Corny
Sheilds had a good look at Saga, admiring
the full-length Oregon pine planks, glued on
edge so finely she “shone like a porcelain bath
tub.” What if, he thought, we could tame the
escalating cost of competing in 6-Metre boats?
What if the playing field was levelled to allow
people to win without the wealth of the boat
owner to sway advantage?
He persuaded the Norwegian yacht designer
Bjarne Aas (who had also designed and built
Saga in Norway) to secretly design a yacht
along her lines but lighter, shorter and with
a taller rig. The resulting design was smaller,
with less displacement, but greater beam of
6ft 9in. It measured 33ft long, 21ft 5in at the
waterline, and had a draft of 5ft 4in and displaced 7,120 lb with a 2-ton lead keel. The mast
was 45ft carrying 426 sqft of sail. They kept
the traditional metre-boat’s long overhangs,
graceful sheer, deep, narrow hull and lofty rig,
ideal for race handling and perfectly balanced.
With this came a specific intention of starting a
fleet to compete between themselves.
The very first, Aileen, was built and the
International One Designs were born. Corny
Sheilds was the first to ever sail one and he
described it in a letter. “I don’t think I’ve ever
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had a more joyous day on the water. The
wind was from the northeast, light in the
morning and then stronger at mid-day, so we
had a chance to try her out under a variety of
conditions. The boat was a delight to handle,
and balanced perfectly. I felt great satisfaction at this - the planning and hope and care
hadn’t been in vain.” Uffa Fox pitched in with a
description likening them to a streamlined fish:
“lines as clean as a smelt’s and each and every
line perfect for its purpose.”
With Aas in full production mode the IOD
became the first serial-produced large-scale
sailing boat. Aas found he could deliver up to
50 boats a year to the USA, Bermuda, United
Kingdom and Norway.
A year later there were 25 of them
competing on Long Island Sound. In 1936
they cost £1750 each.
As World War II loomed Aas, who was in
Norway, realizing that invasion was imminent,
buried the IOD jigs in the boatyard’s back garden to ensure their survival. The Nazis didn’t
find them and they survived the war and were
eventually to be used for a plug for the early
fibreglass IODs.
Meanwhile the racing pretty much shut
down in Bermuda during the war, resuming
in 1946 with the Amorita Cup on a Gold
Cup course in One Designs. The sails on the
Bermudian boats were in such a bad way the
Americans agreed to draw straws to determine
who used the American sails in the first race,
and then rotated them throughout the races.
The Gold Cup itself had ceased to be held
from 1940 to 1950. Previously the 6-Metre
boats were the class sailed in the Gold Cup but,
partly due to cost, favour was swinging towards
the International One Design boats. Consequently when the Gold Cup was put back up as
a race trophy in 1956 racing was with the IODs
and Bert Darrel had the honour of defending
the cup in this new class. He subsequently went
on to win it six times (although it is Russell
Coutts who is the overall winner as he won his
seventh championship in 2004).
Then another pivot changed the future of
Bermudian sailing. Following Australia II’s
1983 America’s Cup win, Americans for the
first time in 132 years had to prepare to sail for
the Cup in waters outside the US. Therefore,
in late 1984 the Courageous (Peter Isler) and
Defender (Tom Blackaller) syndicates moved
their 12-Metres and training camps to
Bermuda to practice in the type of ocean
conditions expected in Freemantle in 1987.
The potential significance of this development was not lost on a few creative visionary
members of the Bermuda IOD Class. Led by
Reid Kempe and Malcolm Kirkland they persuaded the Royal Bermuda Yacht Club that the
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1985 was a watershed year
and you can connect the dots
from there to Bermuda’s
winning the right to host the
America’s Cup in 2017

traditional US vs Bermuda one-on-one contest
for the Bermuda Gold Cup should be dropped
in favour of a new round-robin format with
numerous international participants. The
RBYC was initially reluctant to allow what had
previously been a strictly Corinthian event to
take on the trappings of professionalism, with
professional skippers, commercialism and even
the possibility of sponsorship, but they relented
as the advantages were palpable.
Thus the first Bermuda Gold Cup under the
new round-robin format was held in Bermuda
in Spring 1985 with eight renowned international skippers, including one Bermudian. It
was spearheaded and organized by an energetic
band of sailing enthusiasts from the Bermuda
IOD Class with help from the RBYC, some
sponsors and numerous volunteers. The regatta,
held in eight IODs loaned by their owners, was
a resounding success and paved the way for the
RBYC becoming a founding member of the
World Match Racing Conference in late 1985
led by the RBYC’s Jordy Walker. The RBYC
then took over the complete running of the
Bermuda Gold Cup under the new and more
dynamic format.
1985 was an exciting and watershed year
for sailing in Bermuda and clearly led the way
to the Bermuda Gold Cup becoming such a
renowned fixture on the international sailing
calendar, at a time when America’s Cup activity
worldwide was rampant, and you can connect
the dots from there including Russell Coutts
winning the Bermuda Gold Cup seven times,
to Bermuda winning the right to host the
America’s Cup in 2017 championed by the very
same Russell Coutts.
Even now with the purse money at $100,000
C Sherman Hoyt’s mention of spirit of fair play
seems to be all-pervasive at the Gold Cup, with
hugs and handshakes being passed around
after each race and teams mixing happily at the
bar afterwards.
The venue itself firstly is a great draw for
international teams and secondly brings
world-class match racing close to shore where
spectators can easily see the competition.
The tournament takes place only steps from
Bermuda’s colourful Front Street in historic
downtown Hamilton or, if you’re lucky enough
to be a member or guest, one of the finest
establishments in the world, the Royal
Bermuda Yacht Club.
With special thanks to Jay Kempe, George
Cubbon, Paul Doughty and RBYC
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