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Sunny
There are plenty of more serious distance races than the biennial 

Regatta al Sol, known as much for the post-race celebrations on Mexico’s Isla 

Mujeres as the competition itself. But don’t tell that to the two boats that 

engaged in a 550-mile match race last May.

By TRoy GIlBeRT SIde up
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G etting scoped out by high-
speed Cuban Navy patrol 
boats in the middle of the 
night was little more than 
a minor distraction for 

the crew of Greg Smith’s Olsen 40 White 
Trash II. They had more important things 
to worry about. With only 100 miles re-
maining in the 555-mile 2008 Regatta al 
Sol—race to the sun, in Spanish—from 
Pensacola, Fla., to the tip of the Yucatán 
Peninsula, they were in the midst of a 
pitched battle for top honors in the rac-
ing division with Mad Max II, a J/120. 
They were exhausted, but with the com-
petition in sight—as they had been for 
most of the race to that point—there was 
no time to rest, or bother with the curi-
ous naval vessels. 

“We were constantly changing leads,” 
says Smith, who sails White Trash II out 
of Fairhope, Ala. “It’s amazing how hard 
we sailed when they would almost get 

out of sight, even if we were beat. There’s 
no question we were really sailing hard 
for all five days.”

Gerald Carney, Jr., the son of the skip-
per of Mad Max II, has done four races 
across the Gulf of Mexico, but had never 
spent this much time in sight of the com-
petition. “It was bizarre to see them con-
stantly on the horizon,” he says. “Usually 
after the first 24 hours you’re alone. We 
didn’t really lose sight of them until we 
made the hard cut across the Gulf Stream 
on the last day and then we didn’t know 
where anybody was.”

The Regatta al Sol is one of three major 
races that transect the Gulf of Mexico. 
The biennial event runs from Pensacola, 
Fla., to the unassuming island beach re-
sort of Isla Mujeres where the Havana 
Club rum pours freely and topless Eu-
ropeans laze on its beaches. What else 
would one expect from a place whose 
name translates to Island of Women?

But to enjoy this vacation destina-
tion, one must first reach it. For those 
that choose to go by boat, the Caribbean 
makes sure they earn their arrival to the 

Mad Max II (far left) and White Trash II (right) 
converge on the starting line for the 2008 
Regatta al Sol. They would spend most of the 
next five days sailing within sight of each other. 
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island. The rhumb line for the race runs 
counter to the northward punching fist 
of the massive Loop Current that is the 
dominant navigational feature of the 
Gulf of Mexico. The current squeezes 
between the Yucatán Peninsula and the 
western tip of Cuba at 4 knots or more. A 
full frontal assault rarely pays off; instead 
crews work the lesser eddies and vorti-
ces that pockmark its edges, a process 
that usually makes the race significantly 
longer than its 555-mile stated length. 
Couple this with the historically schizo-
phrenic wind patterns and this regatta is 
the full package, multi-dimensional and 

highly complex ocean racing. 
“The Gulf is different,” says Guy Brierre 

who co-chaired the regatta and raced on-
board Mad Max II. “On this race you can 
be 300 miles from nowhere. That’s over 
350 miles with absolutely no land effects. 
Yet this race was one of the strangest ones 
I’ve seen in the Gulf with the wind shift-
ing back and forth in the middle of no-
where. There were no clouds whatsoever 
and the wind’s going back and forth 30 
degrees. And don’t forget that the Gulf ’s 
Loop Current is a big deal. You have to 
play the rhumb line until you hit the cur-
rent and then start your strategy. If you 
get a lot of leverage to one side early; 
when it’s wrong, it’s really wrong.”

At the pre-race weather briefing in 
Pensacola, a professional meteorologist 

did little to calm the racers anxieties—
he requested all of the skippers sign a 
waiver stating that he was not liable for 
his forecast. 

He had good reason to be cautious. 
Within a few short hours after the start, 
a nasty squall line spitting out water-
spouts left and right walked over the fleet 
a few miles from the Pensacola Bay sea 
buoy. Animal, a Pyramid 45 that took 
over scratch boat honors when the TP 
52 Decision was unable to start, was dis-
masted by gusts approaching 50 knots. 
The dismasting alerted the other crews 
to pay heed as the grey and wet storm 
consumed the fleet.

While most every boat was shortene-
ing sail, Mad Max kept up its blade and 
never reefed. “I really thought we should 
have put the chicken chute up,” says Benz 
Faget, who has won this race nine times 
and was at the helm of Mad Max during 
the worst of it. “I believe that a big key to 
winning any race is to own the start and 
the first few hours; it’s disheartening to 
see your competition pull away early and 
that can really define crew morale for the 
rest of the race.” 

Mad Max followed Faget’s advice to 
the letter, building a lead in the stormy 
weather. However, that night the wind 
grew light and in the morning they 
found White Trash had pulled slightly 
ahead. All their hard earned gains had 
been erased.

“The Gulf of Mexico is very unpre-
dictable,” says Smith, who lost the rig 
on White Trash 200 miles into the 2006 
edition of the Regatta Al Sol, “and what 

The paths of the three individual class winners in 
the 2008 Regatta al Sol show just how difficult it 
can be to reach Isla Mujeres.

Gulf Stream

yucatan current

loop current
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looks like a very easy thing to sail is in 
fact very challenging. I don’t think there 
has been more than four or five truly 
peaceful races over the years.” 

After that first day, the weather was 
more cooperative and the race evolved 
into a stare down between the two low-
est-rated boats remaining in the racing 
class, with White Trash tracking Mad 
Max across the Gulf.

“We really saw the boats just geared 
for what they were made for,” says Brian 
Harrison, who sailed on White Trash, 
“The Olson is a quick boat in under 12 
knots of breeze and Mad Max would just 
step on us when it would blow over 13. 
There were great sailors on both boats, 
and it was just the varying wind condi-
tions and navigating the current [that 
made the difference]. On the last day, we 
hit an eddy that was actually like a wash-
ing machine where the current and the 
wind were counteracting each other and 
we were really like a ship in a soup bowl. 
At one point we were doing 5.5 knots 
back toward Florida.”

Over its 50-year history, the Regatta al 
Sol has seen large swings in participation, 
but it appears the race is trending up-
ward in the wake of Hurricanes Katrina 
and Ivan. The post-race festivities on Isla 
Mujeres play a substantial role. Spend 
any amount of time in a Gulf Coast yacht 

club bar and it’s difficult to miss the sto-
ries of the austere and focused racing and 
the gonzo whirlwind of onshore activi-
ties that always follow.

What makes this destination special, 
however, is the welcoming attitude of the 
locals. The local government formally 
makes all the sailors honorary guests in 
a ceremony replete with Mexican mili-
tary color guard. Another tradition in-
volves racers slavishly decorating nearly 
50 golf carts—the island’s primary form 
of transportation—with palm fronds, 
yacht club burgees, and long beads for a 
raucous Mardi Gras parade throughout 
the island. 

“The hospitality of the people and the 
parties they put on for us, the basket-
ball game between the islanders and the 
North American Drunken Sailors team 
to benefit the local school, everything us 
just spectacular,” says Harrison. “The fact 
that half of New Orleans YC was there 
holding down a corner bar stool for us 
all week was pretty cool too.”

There’s also a beachside awards cere-
mony. This year, Greg Smith’s crew hauled 
their skipper, still sitting in his chair, up to 
the small stage where he accepted his tro-
phy for first overall in the racing division. 
After 4 days and 10 hours of sailing, he and 
his team had beaten Mad Max II by 5 min-
utes and 20 seconds of corrected time. 

“We were the most surprised eight 
people in the world when we finished 
and docked up at the island,” says Smith. 
“At first they told us we had lost by one 
minute. It was neck and neck. All I can 
think is that by holding low, possibly 

through luck, we got out of the current 
faster. Between these two boats, nobody 
deserved not to win this race.”

After reflecting on his dismasting two 
years before, Smith then cracked a wry 
smile. “I’m just thrilled,” he said. “I got to 
sail this race again, which is great. Fin-
ishing it is even better, winnings a little 
bit nicer.”                                                   F

2008 ReGaTTa al Sol
 RacInG  
(boat, skipper, elapsed time, corrected time)
1. White Trash II (olson 40)
Greg Smith, 106:42:05, 98:22:35
2. Mad Max II (j/120) 
jerry carney Sr., 106:19:40, 98:27:55
3. lunami (Beneteau 40.7) 
celeste Roman, 109:21:20, 100:06:20
 cRuISInG SpInnakeR
1. fidelis II (Beneteau 45) 
Steve Montagnet, 128:11:20, 111:32:20
2. Tangerine (pearson 36.5 ketch) 
alan Steele, 153:37:06, 122:37:51
3. unscripted (Tartan 42) 
lance Rydberg, 153:37:50, 133:16:50
 cRuISInG non-SpInnakeR
1. alegria (catalina 470) 
Marguerite Burr, 129:33:10, 111:30:55
2. lady Gray (Beneteau 49) 
Bob hughes/hXXXX leach, 131:18:40, 116:30:40
3. Blue heron (catalina 380) 
Russ & Mary anne hoadley, 151:49:10, 130:32:40

In stark contrast to the gloomy start of the race 
off pensacola, fla. (left), the post-race festivities 
in Isla Mujeres featured a lot of sun and plenty 
of costumes and decorations. at the awards 
ceremony, Greg Smith’s crew carried the White 
Trash II skipper up to received his trophy. 
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