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SUNSTARVED
On A midsummer rAce thrOugh sweden’s 
pristine ArchipelAgO, cOmpetitOrs devOur 
the dAylight And the scenery.
By Troy Gilbert



M
oss-strewn boulders 
and granite walls 
are so close we can 
hear the cries of 
nesting ospreys from 

the birch trees towering above. When 
we’re mere feet away from rocks, the 
countdown to our next tack starts.

“Tre, två, ett, nu!”
We’re 20 miles southeast of 

Stockholm and our silver-hulled TP52 
tacks on a dime, its 3DL sails sweeping 
across the boat. A hulk of a grinder 
with cropped blonde hair quickly spins 
the pedestal handles and then grunts 
one final quarter turn. In Sweden’s 
cool summer air, and this close to 
the Arctic Circle, he’s not sweating a 
single bead. As he catches a breath, he 
gazes up at the stone fortress that once 
defended this narrowest stretch of the 
Swedish archipelago.

As soon as we tack, the other side of 
the channel is less than 25 yards away 
and we’re closing in on it at 6 knots. The 
grinder bows his head in anticipation 
of yet another countdown. With the 
wind on our nose, he’ll do this many 
more times to get us down this half-mile 
channel. We complete nearly 30 tacks 
in the first eight hours of the race, each 
one taking us closer to the open water 
and clear air of the Baltic Sea where the 
350-mile ÅF Offshore Race, the region’s 
biggest and most prestigious distance 
race, has played out since 1937.

The crew of the TP52 Blixt Pro Sailing 
heads south for the largest island in the 
Baltic Sea as the vanguard of a nearly 300-
boat fleet, enjoying the perpetual twilight 
still found at 2 a.m during the height of the 
Swedish summer.
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This annual midsummer regatta 
was long known as the Gotland Runt, 
typically a 200- to 300-boat affair. It 
used to start and finish at the island of 
Sandhamn, taking the fleet some 250 
miles out and around Gotland Island, 
but in 2011, the Royal Swedish YC 
seized the opportunity that came with 
its new race sponsor, ÅF Consulting 
(pronounced ew-ef), to rebrand it and 
boost participation with a start smack 
in downtown Stockholm. Nestled deep 
in the Swedish archipelago, which 
consists of nearly 30,000 islands and 
a maze of deep and narrow channels, 
Sweden’s capital is a maritime city 
perfectly situated to host an urban 
distance race start. Its location also 
adds extra miles and the complexity of 
racing through the archipelago.

Swedes love the sea. They always 
have. Frozen in ice and snow for most 
of the year and with barely four hours 
of winter daylight, the entire country 
explodes in midsummer with festivals 
of dancing round maypoles, singing, 
eating, and celebrating 24 hours 
of daylight. They’re drawn to their 
pristine coastline to lounge on rocks 
and grassy knolls. The waterways teem 
with boats and private boat clubs. 

Set up in the shadow of the Royal 
Palace and Sweden’s parliamentary 
building, the race village has 
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“Sweden’s capital is a maritime city  
perfectly situated to host an urban  
distance race start.”

Left: Spectators line the route 
through the Swedish archipelago as 
competitors start the inshore race.

Center: ORC-A boats are cheered
on from the shoreline as they tack
through the narrow straits just 
northeast of Stockholm.

Right: The ÅF Offshore Race 
village is located in the heart of 
Stockholm’s Old Quarter.
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“The locals possess a patriotic energy. 
They are quietly but fiercely proud, 
with a great sense of humor.”
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temporary floating docks built to 
handle 300 entries. The waterfront 
is lined with cafes filled with would-
be supermodels and sun-starved 
Scandinavians. Electronic dance music 
floats over the harbor day and night. 
Volunteers with hand-counters tally 
nearly 180,000 people passing through 
the race village in the days before the 
start. The piers are lined with all sorts 
of boats, from the cruisers tackling 
a shorter inshore course to the 98-
foot Esimit Europa 2 with its 18-man 
crew donned in matching white gear 
and vests. Classic sailing yachts with 
perfect teak are parked across from a 
row of TP52s, including King Harald V 
of Norway’s own royal sled. This year 
there are 248 boats across nine classes.  

On the morning of June 30th, 
spectators line the waterfront to see 
the spectacle off. With the entire 
fleet milling about, a press helicopter 
buzzing directly overhead, and the 
shrieks of roller-coaster riders from 
the nearby theme park, there’s high 
energy on the water. On the silver 
TP52 Blixt Pro Sailing, we get into 
position, preparing for a little breeze 
and many miles ahead. 

The first part of the course 
serpentines roughly 50 nautical miles 
through the archipelago, before turning 
south into the Baltic Sea. Competitors 

then head for Gotland, the largest 
island in the Baltic, round it to port, 
and head north to finish at the bustling 
island outpost of Sandhamn. The fastest 
boats have been known to finish in 40 
hours, but for some of the cruisers, the 
race can take five days or more.

With Esimit Europa 2 leading out 
of the city, the remaining ORC-A 
competitors fight 
for clean air and 
open lanes. For 
Blixt Pro Sailing, 
on which I’m a 
guest, Swedish is 
the language of 
racing, although 
its skipper, 
Thomas Blixt, rarely utters a word. 
Most of his 14-man crew has sailed 
with him for decades, and other than 
brief consults with his sailing partner 
and sailmaker, Stefan Winberg, he’s 
quiet and concentrated at the helm. The 
program is finely tuned.

”I’ve been pretty lucky,” he tells me 
when we first meet. “Since 1986, I have 
won this race nine times, four times 
overall. When I win 10, then I can quit.”

Racing past the royal family’s 
summer castle in the outer 
archipelago, shoreline picnickers give 
way to desolate islands. These are 
deep waters, and the rocky shorelines 

can be approached to within several 
feet. But hazards abound, including a 
few sandy shoals amongst the outer 
islands, as the crew of Esimit Europa 
2 learns when they hit an unmarked 
hazard and come to a full stop ahead 
of us. Without sustaining any serious 
damage, they continue on and enter 
the open sea.

The Baltic Sea is a 160,000 square-
mile, brackish inland lake upon 
which the Russian Navy occasionally 
provokes the fleets of its smaller 
Baltic neighbors—the Swedes always 
standing up to the challenge. And 
while the vast majority of the boats 
racing are native, competitors also 
come from Germany, Norway, and 
Russia. The locals possess a patriotic 
energy. They are quietly but fiercely 
proud, with a great sense of humor. 
There is national honor at stake in this 
regatta, but the sailing instructions 
do allow for the taking of time for 
whaling or seal hunting opportunities.
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A
fter a long day of tacks 
and sail trimming, a 
few lights on the steep 
northern shores of 
Gotland become visible 

on the island’s silhouette. We ease 
into a calm race rhythm, enjoying the 
perpetual sunset. Dusk sets in around 
10 p.m. and never leaves. The light 
tricks you into thinking you aren’t 
making progress through time, but then 
there’s talk of dinner and it comes on 
deck: a shrimp and cream cheese paste 
squeezed from a tube and slathered on 

dark, beautiful Swedish breads. Later, in 
the light winds and chill of the night, I 
can only hear the hull slapping through 
the water and the light snores of the 
crew bundled up and asleep on the rail.

As the sun rises past the medieval 
church spires of the town of Visby 

on the western coast of Gotland, it 
feels much like a continuation of 
the evening’s sunset. Real daylight, 
however, brings the team’s focus back 
to the race at hand. Our competitors 
have snuck up on us in the morning 
light, and word begins to trickle up 

“We ease into a calm race rhythm, enjoying the 
perpetual sunset. Dusk sets in around 10 p.m. 
and never leaves.”
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from the nav station as to standings 
and positions. An excitement rises in 
hurried Swedish, sails are re-checked, 
and a few hours later we turn north for 
the final leg to Sandhamn.

Under a building northeasterly wind 
of 12 knots, we hold our position in 
the fleet. Down below, our navigator 
constantly scans the weather reports for 
wind updates as the winch’s drive shaft 
cranks above his head. There are few 
serious currents in the Baltic to contend 
with, he tells me, and on his display, the 
fleet’s positions are reassuring. It shows 

us on the island’s eastern side with the 
leaders, while a blob of hundreds of 
boats stream down the opposite shore.

The leg up the east coast is 120 miles, 
culminating in a final turn around the 
sea buoy that marks the entrance of 
the archipelago. With the wind at our 
stern, we swiftly knock off the last short 
stretch to Sandhamn, where a small 
hut on a rock and the press boats mark 
the finish. Our final position is fourth, 
so Blixt will most certainly return for 
another attempt to win 10. 

For days following our early arrival, 

spinnakers flow into this small island 
from the blue waters of the Baltic, 
providing a picturesque scene atop 
an already stunning landscape. Boats 
rafting up one by one bring the energy 
of Stockholm. Each new arrival re-
energizes the party. The Royal Swedish 
YC hosts a massive semi-formal regatta 
dinner where our tablemates include 
the Royal Fleet Surgeon and the first 
Swede to climb Mount Everest. Fueled 
by glasses of aquavit, there are toasts and 
traditional drinking songs well into the 
bright night.
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Left: Stockholm’s waterfront rises behind the race start. Top: We douse the 
spinnaker onboard Blixt Pro Sailing, making the turn for the final leg north. 
Bottom: Boats continuously raft up for days after finishing at the beautiful, 
remote island of Sandhamn.


