
       

              

    

          

    

Thanks to these trusts for their generous support of the Optimist Class

   



Young Guns on Top of the Opti World 
Report by Hamish Willcox  

In an historic moment for NZ Optimist sailing, the prize giving at the Worlds in late July saw for the first time 
the NZ flag raised and the national anthem played. New Zealand’s 5  top Opti sailors stood atop the dais to 
receive the Miami Herald Trophy as the top nation at the Worlds. In what came down to a ‘two horse’ race, the 
New Zealand team managed to pass Poland on the last day, with the rest of the 52 countries in the distance – a 
vast improvement on New Zealand’s previous best 11th place last year.  

The 2004 Worlds in Ecuador were an outstanding success for the New Zealand team. In a fleet of 228 boats, 
Paul Snow-Hansen (Wakatere) was the stand-out finishing a clear 2nd with Dan Willcox (Murrays Bay) being an 
unlucky 4th. Frankie Lardies, Glendowie, in his first international regatta, was 43rd, Carl Evans (Kohi) finished 
strongly to be 55th and Susannah Pyatt (Murrays Bay) was 62nd (5th girl). The winner was Wei Ni from China, 
and two-time defending champion, Filip Matika, Croatia, was 8th. Corentin Guegan (“Coco”), from Noumea, 
who has sailed regularly in New Zealand, was 10th.   

Pl.

 

Team Name Total

 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

 

12 13 14 15 

1 China Wei Ni 47 2 1 5 1 8 -21

 

7 9 4 2 -10

 

1 4 1 2 

2 NZL Paul Snow-Hansen 78 1 -25

 

1 9 13 2 4 10 1 12 7 12 5 -17

 

1 

3 Spain Eugenio Diaz 89 1 11 (DS)

 

1 -32

 

16 2 24 2 21 4 4 1 1 1 

4 NZL Dan Willcox 96 19 3 16 19 1 1 5 15 3 1 -54

 

2 4 7 -22

 

5 Poland Lukasz Przybytek 103 9 3 (OC)

 

30 4 17 5 9 11 4 2 7 1 1 (BF)

 

6 Poland Kacper Zieminski 104 18 4 5 4 12 -53

 

13 12 8 -20

 

5 12 6 2 3 

7 Trinidad

 

Matthew Scott 105 5 15 2 (OC)

 

-32

 

5 2 11 14 9 1 13 14 9 5 

8 Croatia Filip Matika 112 15 11 6 4 1 2 11 11 2 8 21 -23

 

8 12 -25

 

9 Brazil Baepi Pinna 119 2 2 -34

 

14 11 1 24 5 1 3 18 11 -32

 

9 18 

10

 

Tahiti Corentin Guegan 119 -28

 

16 12 14 11 1 17 (OC)

 

5 5 13 5 2 9 9 

43

 

NZL Francisco Lardies 240 31 2 19 38 2 3 24 26 16 19 33 19 8 -50

 

-42

 

55

 

NZL Carl Evans 280 23 8 25 15 7 29 9 -43

 

27 20 37 -55

 

38 31 11 

61

 

NZL Susannah Pyatt 292 9 7 37 26 6 11 45 7 16 16 44 29 -55

 

39 (OC)

  

I had the privilege to be asked to coach this team at the event and to oversee their training before departure from 
New Zealand. Let's start back in the beginning. The NZ Opti team was selected at the Toyota OptiNats hosted by 
Worser Bay Boating Club, Wellington, over 15 races at Easter.   

The months of May and June were frantic as sailors were torn between training sessions and assisting their 
parents and NZIODA raise approximately $50,000 to finance the Worlds effort. In the background a 
combination of fundraising activities were pursued including auction night, Auckland boat show presence, 
fundraising regattas and much goodwill from family, friends, local communities and the general NZ yachting 
community. NZIODA was able to secure significant, and greatly appreciated contributions from the New 
Zealand International Yachting Trust and a number of charitable gaming trusts. Training for the team was 
conducted by Matt Davies and rotated out of Auckland yacht clubs represented by team members (Glendowie, 
Kohimarama, Murray's Bay and Wakatere). Generally the teams trained on Saturdays and raced with the 
Auckland OP fleet on Sunday.   

Our first goal was to ensure all the team could access the fastest equipment for the weather conditions expected 
at the worlds. This testing was achieved by sailors swapping their boats over 15 races and compiling the results 
to see if one set of hull, rig, sail, foils combination stood out from the rest in 5-12 knots of wind. This testing 
confirmed some lessons learned at the OptiNats and enabled the equipment phase to be completed early so 
sailors could then decide on their equipment, then practice on improving technique. During this process we 
learnt a lot about what works, and does not, in the Opti class. Matt Davies spent about 12 days over 2½ 



months with the team working on race training skills and race speed techniques. He also observed the team at 
various regattas and was able to converse with me via email. In mid-June I was able to spend a few weekends 
with the team and we discussed goals and mentally / physically prepared for the Worlds.   

Our plans were for the team to arrive into Ecuador 10 days before the first race so as to acclimatise, recover from 
the flight, and train. We discussed goals with the team and strongly supported two main goals: 1) Sail their 
"personal best" event. 2) Aim to improve their performance throughout the 8 day, 15 race regatta.   

I flew into Ecuador from Athens on July 9th to find that the team, under the guidance of Derek Snow, had 
managed to get their charter boats allocated and have them rigged and ready to sail. (At the Worlds all sailors 
must use the charter Opti supplied, but they may use their own sail, rig and foils). Our goal for the final training 
period was for us to become familiar with the wind and wave conditions of the worlds course area. At the same 
time it was important to ensure that the team would be fully charged up, and ready to race, but not risk being 
worn out by the training. It is important to understand that 5 hours intense training is far more tiring than a 3 race 
day! It is very easy to over train before an event! So our 3rd and most important goal was to fully recharge and 
make sure every team member was super keen, motivated, fresh and ready to race for 7 consecutive days of the 
worlds.   

The sailing conditions we encountered at the Worlds were probably every champion sailor's worst nightmare! 
Light patchy feeble trade winds blowing offshore producing a nasty chop that was exaggerated by the numerous 
fishing boats exiting the nearby fishing port. We trained for 6 days, had 1 day off and sailed briefly on the 
practice race day. We tapered training towards the racing period. This period was vital for the sailors. Coming 
from our 'off season' (winter) and facing opposition who were at their peak, coming out of the northern 
hemisphere mid season, was one more obstacle to overcome. Time on the water and racing over this period 
brought our team back towards the peaks they achieved for the OptiNats in April. We also learnt how to handle 
the extremely unfamiliar winds and sea-state. We had 3 days of 2-6 knots and 3 days training in 5 to 11 knots. 
The OP behaves like an AC cup boat with the winds below 5 knots, it has to be a huge wind shift to beat sailing 
in more wind speed! The sailors learnt to read the puffs on the water and got better at staying out of the holes. 
The other 3 days training we experienced a combination of long persistent shifts, short ones and patches of less 
wind. The chop was extreme for the wind speeds and required intense concentration to master. The team arrived 
ashore exhausted after each training day. They all put their heart and sole into this period. We managed to 
organise races with other teams during the training period and this gave us all the confidence that the Kiwi team 
would be fast enough to do well provided we sailed smart and to out best.   

The Ecuadorians put on a really good regatta - well organised on the and off the water (thanks in part to the 
hundreds of yacht club staff). The winds, although on the light side, were nearly always present with 14 out of 
15 races being sailed with the wind speed between 4 and 11 knots from 210 to 250 degrees. In the one race when 
the wind speed increased to 14 knots every Kiwi sailor finished in the top 14! I know our sailors would have 
performed better if we had seen more of these conditions!   

The NZ team impressed everybody with their speed, especially Paul Snow-Hansen and Dan Willcox, and 
Frankie Lardies on a number of occasions too. Prior to this regatta, NZ sailors had won 1 race at the Worlds (we 
broke ‘the duck’ with Dan Willcox last year). This year Paul Snow-Hansen and Dan Willcox won 7 races 
between themselves. Most other countries are now thinking that we are doing something pretty special in New 
Zealand. This time last year I made a prediction after returning from coaching the team at the 2003 Worlds in 
Spain. The article I wrote in Boating NZ said "NZ Optimist sailors would soon be footing it with the best in the 
world at this event, the premier international junior world sailing regatta." The standard of racing in New 
Zealand has been steadily increasing and the regular diet of top class racing in big fleets seems to have paid 
dividends even sooner than I had thought possible. The best thing about this development is that our Opti sailors 
and their parents are doing it primarily for fun. This contrasts heavily with most other successful Opti nations in 
which the sailors are put under huge pressure and often suffer burn-out at young ages.   

We must never forget the fun aspect, especially for junior sailors! I can still remember the great feelings I had 
when, as a junior, I sailed from the shore, completely independent of parents and coaches, totally in control, (or 
not?) of this world. As a junior sailor our sport offers this unique opportunity for kids to get away from the cruel 



screaming sideline crowds, over enthusiastic parents and coaches, let's keep it that way! In New Zealand we are 
very lucky, to have large high quality Opti fleets and a great racing circuit that seems to be increasing year by 
year. We also have the best sailing conditions in the world to race and train in. On top of this we have amazing 
junior sailing clubs and enthusiastic volunteers to recruit and keep kids in our sport. These are our secrets.   

For all Opti sailors and parents, and kids thinking about trying sailing, reading this, remember, success in the 
Opti class has no direct bearing on success in international sailing later. In fact the only correlation between Opti 
sailing and Olympic sailing is that 90% of the medal winners at last years eleven Olympic class worlds had 
competed at previous Opti worlds. Ben Ainslie, who is considered by many as the best young sailor of his 
generation, never finished better than 34th at the 3 Opti Worlds he attended. Most smart people think of sailing 
as "a sport for life" so lets be sure that in New Zealand that we do not burn out our young junior sailors. It is 
their perseverance that will get them to the top.   

For the technically minded, the top ten ranged from 33kg to 53kg and 1.4m to 1.68m in height. Most were born 
in 1990, six came from non-sailing backgrounds and the sails in the top 10 were were Toni Tio – Italy (3), North 
NZ (2), Jusczak - Poland (2), Olimpic - Italy (3).  

In closing, I have to say I was very proud of this year's Opti team. I have coached many, many sailors over the 
past 20 plus years and this team will always stand out as one of my most pleasurable coaching experiences. I 
shared the coach boat with the British and their coach said many times to me how impressed he was with the 
kiwi sailors. They were always polite and friendly, focused and motivated. We all had much fun together.   

I just want to say a huge congratulations to them all: Carl, Dan, Frankie, Paul and Susannah, great job! You have 
made New Zealand Opti history and will always be remembered for that. Most importantly, you had fun and 
represented NZ as the very best sailing ambassadors!  

For all the supporters, donors and sponsors, thank you for your generosity - we would not have succeeded in 
Ecuador without your support!  

Footnote: Hamish Willcox was a 3 time 470 World Champion is currently coaching the Great Britain 470 crews 
at the Athens Olympics  


