From Philosophy to Design

Nigel Irens and ROXANE

by Jenny Bennett

‘ ‘ O h, it’s a French fishing lugger. You can tell
by the rig, the cut of the sails, the workboat
hull, the black paint—the Bretons, you

know, all paint their fishing boats black. Of course, it’s
been converted, and it’s in surprisingly good condition—
can’t be very old.” He knew it all, and the people around
him hung on his every word as they watched the sleek 30-
footer maneuvering under a small mizzen with ease and
style through the crowded anchorage. We, too, a group of
friends leaning on the sea wall, sipping on long-awaited
beer, watched and listened and smiled. Should we put
him straight (it was sorely tempting), or should we be kind
and allow him to continue basking in the misconceived
admiration?

It was the first afternoon of Falmouth Classics '94 in
Cornwall, England. Of all the 300-odd boats that had
taken part in the day’s racing, none had inspired more
speculation or praise than ROXANE. She had arrived
quietly and without ceremony the previous evening, and
today, during a race held in next-to-no wind, her tall
sail—startlingly white against an azure sky—had ghosted
through the fleet to trounce all competition, large and
small, and claim first prize. Her performance had sparked
more respect and more controversy—just what was she?

As a marketing gimmick, ROXANE’s attendance at
the festival could not have been bettered. She had proved,
despite the lack of wind, that she was fast, she had displayed
unique maneuverability under sail while those around
her had resorted to power, and, while her skipper had
sought out the best spot in which to anchor, she had
demonstrated the advantages of an unexpectedly shallow
draft. But, as we all know, marketing gimmicks are only
as good as their follow-ups, and the man behind this
new sensation is not known for proclaiming his own
successes to the world.

igel Irens works out of a small industrial estate
in southwest Devon. His is a ramshackle office,
struggling for space at the back of a boatshop
that has recently been outgrown. When you visit, the
office is invariably in apparent chaos, unfiled papers
everywhere. As the man talks, he will remember that he
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has a photo, somewhere, that perfectly illustrates his
argument. Papers are shuffled, drawers are opened, coffee
cups shifted. Half an hour later, when the conversation
has moved on, the elusive picture will surface—a little
dusty, but nevertheless the right one.

They are inauspicious surroundings, and yet, from here
have come the lines for some of the fastest oceangoing
yachts that man has ever sailed. Nigel Irens is the designer
behind FORMULE TAG (holder of the world record for
distance sailed in one day—>518 miles, average speed
21.6 knots), APRICOT (winner of the 1985 Round Britain),
FLEURY MICHON VIII (overall winner of the 1986 Route
du Rhum Singlehanded St-Malo to Guadeloupe, and
the June 1987 to April 1988 holder of the West—East
Transatlantic sailing record), FLEURY MICHON IX (winner
of the 1988 Carlsberg Singlehanded Transatlantic Race,
beating the record by six days), ENZA (the aforementioned
FORMULE TAG now redesigned, rebuilt, and renamed,
and the current holder of the Jules Verne trophy for the
fastest sailed circumnavigation of the world). Since 1980
he has designed approximately one racing multihull per
year, and the list of awards and prizes claimed by designer
and boats alike is staggering.

As is to be expected, he has a great love for the form
that has brought him so much success, but, more importantly,
that love is just one aspect of his overall passion for fine
boats.

We were talking one day about his latest sailboat design,
an apparently unlikely progression from large, high-tech
racers to small, traditional coasting cruiser—I think the
term I used was “complete change of direction.” He
gathered his thoughts (a habit he has when speaking of
something close to his heart) before saying, “I think the
thing that is hard for an outsider to see is that there’s a
common thread in all my boats: they are all enthusiasts’
boats, all very pure, and all designed with a very specific

‘purpose in mind.... In whatever guise, they are all boats,

notsubstitute holiday cottages.” He paused before adding,
“Within the boating world, there are a number of divisions
across which sailors wouldn’t normally feel any kinship.
I'm perfectly aware, for instance, that most would claim the
very word ‘multihull’ to be an anathema to a traditional
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