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Race to Relevance
With blistering speeds and a television-friendly approach, 

this year’s America’s Cup is looking to go prime time

Story Jan Tegler
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Opening spread: Oracle 
Team USA’s new boat, 17, 
cuts through Bermuda’s 

Great Sound during 
a training session in 

February; left: Jimmy 
Spithill, left, mans the 

wheel as crew members  
grind to provide energy 

for maneuvering the boat

few hundred yards 
from my vantage point 
o n  t h e  w i n d sw e p t 
bow of a chartered 
powerboat bobbing in 
Bermuda’s azure Great 
Sound, Oracle Team 
USA’s stunning 50-foot 

catamaran rises up on L-shaped foils 
and flies by at more than 50 mph. It 
accelerates like no sailboat I’ve ever 
seen as the hulls lift nearly six feet above 
the water—a silent, low-flying missile 
that skims the waves, leaving behind 
glistening saltwater spray in its wake.

The brand-new racer, christened 17, 
will compete here in June, in the 35th 
edition of the America’s Cup. It’s a far 
cry from the 100-foot schooner America, 
which won the first Cup in 1851 (thus 
giving the race its name), with a crew 
of 21 sailors who cut through the waves 
around the Isle of Wight at just 10 to 
20 mph. But some would argue that the 
boats racing this year are significantly 
different from the ones that sailed 
around San Francisco Bay in the last 
Cup, just four years ago.

While Oracle Team USA general 
manager Grant Simmer recalls that 
the larger catamarans that sailed in 
2013 were able to get airborne during 
parts of each race, he says that “foils 
have improved so much over the last 
four years that the aim is to be flying 

RHAP0617_072_Americas_Cup.indd   75 11/05/2017   09:24



C
re

di
t t

k 
tk

 tk
 tk

 tk
 tk

 tk
 tk

��� �June 2017

zone for attracting both American and 
European viewers.

“If you look at television alone since 
the last Cup, we’ve had more than 
175 million people watching more than 
900 hours of racing across 150 channels 
broadcast around the world,” says Sir 
Russell Coutts, a five-time winner of 
the Cup as a skipper/helmsman and 
now the CEO of the America’s Cup 
Event Authority (the organization that 
manages the commercial and opera-
tional side of the America’s Cup). The 
establishment of an additional racing 
circuit in between America’s Cups, the 
Louis Vuitton America’s Cup World 
Series, has helped keep the sport in 
the public eye.

Breakthroughs in TV coverage have 
surely helped. A revolutionary graphics 
system called LiveLine overlays race-
course boundary lines in real time to give 

viewers a much clearer idea 
of the field of play. Developed 
for the last Cup by the same 
group that pioneered the 
yellow first-down line for 
NFL TV, the GPS -based 
system is deployed aboard 
helicopters. It functions in 

for the entire race. It’s likely that the 
boat that touches hull to water first will 
lose.” Oracle Team USA skipper Jimmy 
Spithill, who in 2010, at 30 years old, 
became the youngest ever winner of an 
America’s Cup, agrees: “We’re essentially 
trying to fly a boat with no engine, and 
we’re not in a cockpit,” he says.

Aside from the technological 
advancements—like carbon-fiber wing-
sails, hulls with hydrofoils, and more 
sophisticated control systems, which 
together enable the boats to reach 
60 mph (a good 5 to 10 mph faster than 
2013’s racers)—this year’s America’s 
Cup is poised to be a turning point in 
the race’s 166-year history. In January, 
five of the six current teams signed an 
agreement to make the America’s Cup a 
biennial spectacle (historically, the race 
has been a sporadic event, occurring only 
when a qualified yacht club challenged a 
defender), which would keep 
fans engaged and flatten costs 
between competitors. And the 
choice of setting for this year’s 
race was a strategic way to 
build on an already growing 
global television audience: 
Bermuda is in an optimal time 

“We’re essentially trying to 
fly a boat with no engine, 

and we’re not in a cockpit.” 
—jimmy�spithill﹐�oracle�team�usa�skipper

In 1995, Russell Coutts 
won his first America’s 

Cup as skipper of 
Team New Zealand’s 

Black Magic
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harmony with the overhead 
shots the helos provide and 
also tracks boat speed, gaps 
in distance between boats 
and course boundaries, and 
more. Stabilized, three-
axis, robotic high-definition 
cameras aboard each boat 
capture the action among crews 
and offer an onboard view of other 
yachts. The television audience share 
has grown, Coutts notes, “because the 
racing is now more exciting for the casual 
viewer to watch.”

The increase in excitement also 
owes something to the extreme athlet-
icism of the sailors—champions from 
rowing, triathlons, rugby, and cycling—
which is imperative for racing these 

technologically advanced 
boats. In the last two Cups, 
the boats were raced by 11 
men; this year, there will be 
only six aboard, undoubtedly 
upping the stakes. “The 
crews really push the limit 
physically,” says Spithill. 

“[They’re] always at or near exhaustion. 
If anyone gets behind on a decision or a 
function on the boat, then it snowballs, 
and it’s very difficult to get back ahead 
of the avalanche.”

Another attraction for a certain kind 
of America’s Cup viewer is the potential 
for wipeouts that comes with higher 
speeds, which has led to comparisons 
to Formula 1. During training for the 
2013 competition, Oracle Team USA lost 

control in San Francisco Bay, capsized, 
and was swept through the Golden Gate 
and into the Pacific Ocean. The crew’s 
injuries were minor, but a few months 
later, the Swedish team Artemis’s boat 
flipped and broke into pieces, leading to 
the death of British Olympic medalist 
Andrew Simpson.

Ky Hurst, a grinder for Oracle Team 
USA, acknowledges that the speeds 
America’s Cup yachts now attain and 
the close-quarters nature of the racing 
make it a dangerous game. But the teams 
have developed safety equipment, 
procedures, and coordination to help 
minimize risk. “We consistently hit 
speeds in excess of 40 knots [46 mph], 
and sometimes we push them beyond 
what we’re capable of and accidents 

“If anyone gets behind on a decision or 
a function on the boat, then it snowballs 

and it’s very diffi  cult to get back ahead 
of the avalanche.” —jimmy�spithill

America’s Cup boats have 
changed drastically over 

the years. Above is a shot 
from the 1962 race, 

with Team USA’s entry, 
Weatherly, leading Gretel, 
the Australian challenger.
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happen,” Hurst admits. “We 
wear sophisticated life vests 
with a lot of padding and 
wetsuits with thigh, shin, 
and knee guards. We carry 
two knives in case we get stuck under 
the net between hulls and need to cut 
our way out. We wear oxygen bottles, 
too, and it’s good to know we’ve got at 
least 20 breaths of air in the tanks on 
our back.” Crew members also wear 
helmets to protect their heads against 
knocks that can arrive violently when 
their boats’ hulls nose into the water, 
and harnesses that prevent them from 
falling hard if a yacht capsizes.

As in any sport, however, the 
greatest draw is the competition. 

Oracle Team USA is going 
for a historic three-peat 
this year and has a target on 
its back. After watching 17 
breeze past, I see British 

entrant Land Rover BAR skipping 
across the wake. It’s clear that skipper 
Ben Ainslie’s eyes are not fixed 
on the water but on the American 
defender.

It’s that kind of drama that will 
fuel any sport and keep eyes glued to 
television screens, Coutts says. “We have 
six teams [with] a realistic chance of 
winning. What story’s going to be told 
at the end of the America’s Cup? Who 
knows?” He lets out a loud laugh. “And 
that’s great!” 

“What story’s going to be told at 
the end of the America’s Cup? 

Who knows?”
—sir�russell�coutts﹐�five-time�cup�winner�and

ceo�of�the�america’s�cup�event�authority

A Day at the Races

The Watch• Inspired by historic timepieces 
Panerai created for Italian Navy 

commandos, this Luminor Marina 
watch is water-resistant up to 

1,000 feet. $8,100, panerai.com

The Shoe• Sperry’s classic boat shoe gets 
an update in contrasting white 

and blue, with an embossed 
America’s cup logo on the tongue 
and side panel. $100, sperry.com

The Bag• This collectible edition of 
Louis Vuitton’s iconic Keepall 
45 features a super-size check 

print and room for your 
foul weather gear. $2,160, 

louisvuitton.com

Above: the U.K.’s entry, 
Land Rover BAR, catching 

some air in Bermuda  

Whether you’re headed to Bermuda 
or watching at home on the couch, 
here are three official ways to show 

your America’s Cup spirit
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