St HELENA TO CAPE TOWN
(The weather and the routes)

By Brookes Heywood

Participants in the Gover nor 0s 8 Ravemn cl®iaecokseveral St Hel
ways to get home after the race.
You may:

1. Carry on to the Caribbean eatogionbeyond: ééé. the
Ship the yacht back to Cape Town from St Helena.

Sail on a long fetch to Walvis Bay and ship the yacht back from there.

Sail against the trade winds and South Easter directly to Cape Town.

Sail clockwise around the eastern fringe of the High to Cape Town.

Sail the longer but easier, anti -clockwise semi -circle west of the High.

Motor straight through the High and sa il in to Cape Town from the SW.

No oarwD

If you wish to ship your yacht and crew back from St Helena be warned that space is
limited and bein g taken up rapidly. Visit the Shipping and Travel section of the
website, www.thegovernorscup.com for info on how to make bookings and the costs.

For those wishing to sail home, here comes first a bit of basic info, then some
opinions on the best route home.

THE BASICS
The South Atlantic high pressure system will dominate our homeward passage. An
average summer synoptic chart is shown in Fig.1.
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Figure 1 High North
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The High is caused by the air de scending after it has been driven up to the
stratosphere by the heat at the equator. Around the large windless centre south of St

Helena, the wind rotates slowly anti -clockwise, getting gradually stronger the further

out you go. To the north and east the wind merges into the fresh South -easterly
Trades. Along the southern rim, westerly winds predominate and the cold fronts

march by from the west bringing their own wind systems that start NW and shift

round to the W, SW and SE. During the summer, the Hig h moves southwards so that
St Helena gets to be more or less outside its northern rim with steady SE trade winds
predominating; and the southern rim with its westerlies may at times push right down

to past the latitude of Cape Town as in Fig.2..
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Figure 2 High South

The shape, extent and pressure are very variable, as illustrated by the two random

summer synoptic charts in Figs. 1 & 2..

The north -south movements of the South Atlantic High are influenced by the EI Nino
phenomenon in the Pacific Ocean, and reasonably accurate long  -range predictions are
possible. Anna Bartman of the Weather Office at www.weathersa.com _ is doing on -
going research on the wind systems and will let us know the predictions for 200 8
nearer the time

The ocean currents  follow the winds, flowing anti -clockwise round the South Atlantic
Ocean i.e. westwards north of St Helena, southwards along the South American coast,



http://www.weathersa.com/

eastwards along the Southern Ocean and northwards up the African coas t. The cold
north -setting Benguella current is a fairly narrow slow drift of around ¥z to 1 knot off

Saldanha Bay, getting stronger and wider as it heads northwards along the coast.

This is specially true opposite Walvis Bay where the Continental Shelf wi dens out.
Heavy southerly winds accelerate the current and once while approaching Cape Point

from the west in a summer south -east gale of | was set northwards in what felt like a
great river so | coul dnot |l ay Cape Poi ncontrasthd had
John Field of UCT Oceanography tells me that even a light northerly from a coastal

low can create a hard -to-find south -setting counter -current running southwards close

to the breakers right up the coast including Namibia.

Fog is prevalent over t he cold current from Cape Point northwards, getting more
common the further north you go. It is encouraged in any light wind with a westerly
component.

THE WAY HOME
Now, how to get your crew and your yacht back to Cape Town from St Helena? Here
are your options if you are not sailing on to the Caribbean or South America:
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Figure 3 Alternative routes
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1. Beat back to Walvis Bay and ship your yacht back from there . Contact Nic
Robbins, the GC 8 committee member co -coordinating this at +27(0)21 -
4028939 or n ic.robbins@molsaf.com Your author did the trip in 1991 from
22deg 47m S, 6deg19m E, 600 miles short of St Helena. Our desired course
was 93 deg. true. The wind was SE 15 to 20 knots, up to 30 knots at one
stage. Near the coast it freed us, turning to SW 15 knots with fog. Beware of
fog on that coast. Our vessel, a Lavranos 39 with a fixed prop and failed
engine, was sea -kindly but not too good to windward. We did it in 4 days in
one long fetch. If it had been from St Helena itself the course would have been
harder on the wind and we would have had to put in a tack or two, but
probably a yacht with better windward performance would not need to.

Comment : Having got used to a delicious tradewind run, such an upwind return

cruise would be a test of crew endurance. Go for it if you want to flout the cruising
manés dictum that a gentl eman never sails tl
days, but is it worth it?

If you want to add danger to discomfort at a time when a northerly wind is rare and
tran sient, you might be tempted to think of a time -consuming and uncomfortable
coastwise adventure cruise from Walvis Bay southwards against the current and the

prevailing SW or south -easter, visiting Luderitz, and lying up in various coastal
islands and bays : Port Nolloth: Lamberts Bay and others. Francois Duminy did it to
survey the coast in the square -rigged frigate  Meermin in 1793. Joe van der
Westhuizen researched the possibilities in recent years and he tells me that he
discarded all thought of doing i tin his 50 -ft Nina on the grounds of the very serious
dangers 1 contrary wind and current, heavy swell, shallow rocky coast, fog, and
more..

Comment:  Fog is common and when the big swell is up | have seen it crashing on
the bar at Port Nolloth for inst ance, forbidding entry.  This option is not advised,
though we met a New Zealander in Walvis who had done it northward from Cape
Town

2. Aqainst the trade winds and South -Easter to Cape Town . often followed
by the big ocean racers, tacking endlessly near t he rhumb line and making the

final approach from the west. Joe van der Westhuizen has done it in his 50 -

footer and says it was a miserabl e, bumpy,

again. Australian John Boardman used the route on the recent Clipper Race,
and he agrees: they paid the discomfort price for shorter course and extra
speed. He also says that the Clipper Race yachts found the Benguella current
to be over -rated.

3. Clockwise to Cape Town round the eastern fringe of the High . Jean de
Beer is one who h  as used this route for deliveries to Cape Town. He says you
set off from St Helena on the port tack fairly close to the wind but not hard on
it, heading roughly SSE. Following the isobar on the barometer, he would head
off a little to starboard if the w ind gets too strong, or a bit to port if the wind
reduces and the barometer rises. Around 32 to 34 deg. S the wind usually
changes to westerly, at which point he continues south for another day and
then makes his turn for Cape Town.




Comment:  This is th e way | would choose. Wind vane self -steering works better
upwind than downwind, and the principle makes sense. My caveat would be that one

should try at all costs to avoid a heavy beat against the south -easter and its big seas
at the end, so Cape Town m  ust be approached from the SW. That means that | would

want to get down to 35 deg or more before turni ng to start the final approach.

4. The longer but easier anti_-clockwise semi -circular sailing passage round
the South Atlantic High is the way to go, accor ding to all who have done it. |
guote two authorities:

Roger McCormick who has done it sever al ti mes

isobars south -westward, curving slowly southwards and eventually south -east. You
have to steer by the barometer and the wind velocity. If the barometer rises and the

wind diminishes, you are too far towards the centre of the High and must move out to

starboard, motor -sailing if necessary. If the barometer drops and the wind rises, you

may try easing a little east. | n the south, you should find yourself on the northern

fringe of the cold fronts with their favourable westerlies. Rough weather is possible,

but is unlikely in summer. Wherever you are when you reach the southern segment

of the High, in summertime you mu st carry on to further south
degree latitude, down to around 36 deg S, not far from Tristan da Cunha . Only from

there is it wise to head for Cape Town, making your approach from the south -west.

That is because in summer you are likel y to find the prevailing south -easter heavy on

your nose if you approach Cape Town from the north -west. o

David Elcock says you can go more or less due south from St Helena, roughly in the

direction of Tristan da Cunha. He has found that the wind tends to change at around

34 deg S. From there you curve gradually from your southerly course to south -

easterly until you reach 35 to 36 deg. S, and you approach Cape Town from the SW,
reaching across the prevailing south -easter.

Comment: FromtheearlyPortugu ese explorers through the
yotties, the route has stood the test of time and it must be seen as a strong option.

In passing, Tristan is said by all who have been there to be well worth a visit. Great

local interest and warm hospit ality from friendly people T but of course there is no
decent anchorage so a landing by dinghy is possible only in fair weather.

g

5. The direct route This last option involves loading up with water and diesel at
St Helena, motoring or motor -sailing more or le ss straight through the High
heading SSE to around 35deg.S, 10deg.E and again making your approach
from the SW to avoid the risk of heavy south -easter on the nose close to Cape
Town.

Comment:  Many have done it successfully, but it would not be for me. Motoring is
not the fun of sailing, and bear in mind the risk of engine failure that could dump you

in the middle of the High, hundreds of miles from the nearest wind and rain. If you

have only one watermaker, it too could fail . . . . The consequences c ould be dire.

ConclusionYer pays yer money and yer takes yer choice. St Helena is a
wonderful place. Balmy climate, beautiful scenery, steeped in history, stunning
fishing, friendly unspoilt people i and more. Why not be like Napoleon and just stay
on there?
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