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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The cockpit seats are over vast lockers which may be used for
storage. They could also be converted into quarter berths with
communication hatches through the cabin bulkhead but main
access from the cockpit—probably such an arrangement would
only be used while at anchor and with the added cover of a
cockpit tent. At left is designer Nigel Irens.

boat enthusiast. But I believe that’s a mistake. A true boat
enthusiast, whatever his bent, will acknowledge an appre-
ciation for any good boat.”

Nigel’s career has followed an interesting path. Having
completed three years of a course in Boatyard Management
(during which time he lived on a 22’ wooden gaff yawl,
and spent his vacations working at the Elephant Boatyard
at Bursledon in Hampshire), he moved to Bristol to open
a dinghy sailing school in the City Docks. Teaching was
only a summer occupation, and the winters were times
when he could pursue other avenues of interest. One winter,
for example, he worked on oil rigs in the North Sea. But
it’s the following year, 1974, that really sticks in his mind.
That was the winter in which he went to the Shetland Isles
to find himself a Shetland Model (a 20, dipping-lug-
rigged, double-ended, open workboat that would once
have been called a Fourern to distinguish it from its
larger, now-obsolete sister, the Sixareen; see WB No. 118).

Almost as soon as he arrived in the islands, Nigel found
the perfect boat and spent the next few months braving
the harsh conditions, finishing the hull’s refit, and
occasionally helping a local crofter to move his sheep. He
remembers it as possibly the best winter of his life. And
the boat, named ANNIE, will always be one of his favorites.
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When he left the islands, ANNIE went with him, trans-
ported by sea and road to the southwest of England where,
for the next two years, Nigel cruised her, sleeping beneath
a barrel-top cover by night, and learning to cope with,
and ultimately appreciate, the dipping lug rig by day.

By 1976, the sailing school had closed and Nigel had
moved on to WorkBoats Ltd., a yard near Bristol that
was building fiberglass trimarans. It was there, in 1977,
that he designed and built his first boat: a 60’ staysail
schooner-rigged cruising trimaran named PROMENADE.

But it was racing, not cruising, that was capturing his
imagination. In 1978, he took partin the two-man Round
Britain race, and, he says, “like everyone else, I started
thinking, ‘Well, yes, but it’d be better if the boat had less
of this and more of that.””

The difference, of course, is that unlike everyone
else, Nigel Irens put his thoughts into practice, and the
following year, in the 40" trimaran GORDANO GOOSE built
by him to his own design, he won the Vingt-Quatre Heures
de Solitaire—a 24-hour singlehanded race off St-Malo.
Nigel Irens, Racing Yacht Designer, had arrived.
INigel Irens. By then his name was recognized through-

out the European sailing world, but his face was not
so well known. I was manning The Boatman magazine’s
exhibition stand when he appeared from nowhere and
started talking about a boat that he had designed and was
hoping to build in the near future. He didn’t introduce
himself, and I had no idea who he was. It was late in the
day and, along with every other exhibitor in the place, I
was tired and longing for closing time. When he offered
to show me a picture of the model that he had already
made, my heart sank—now I was going to have to be
polite. From a small, tatty, brown envelope, he produced
four well-thumbed photos of a little model, complete with
Plasticine helmsman. I was instantly captivated.

“I'm sorry,” I said, “what did you say your name was?”

“Nigel Irens,” he replied. “I call the boat ROXANE.”

Our conversation started over.

No matter what he’s designing, whether it be a 60’
composite trimaran, a 10’ fiberglass rowboat, a 50’
wood/epoxy Bristol Channel pilot cutter, or a 30 strip-
planked cruiser, Nigel’s creative process follows the same
route. He designs from models. He told me once that he
Jjustlikes them, that he’s used to appraising a shape three-
dimensionally. “A model is something that you can take
home,” he said. “You can leave it on the kitchen table, and
consider it from all angles, you can hold it in your hands;
it’s not like paper and lines.”

That said, he does start with a crude lines plan—these
days a crude computer lines plan—then he carves a model
out of a block of jelutong (a knot-free, latex wood much
favored by European model- and pattern-makers). From
the model, he takes off sections or uses external templates
to gain a shape, feeds the information back into the
computer, and produces a lines plan.

And that’s what happened with ROXANE. For 17 years,
ever since his cruising days aboard ANNIE, the concept of
simple, efficient, enjoyable cruising had been maturing
in his mind. And the more time went by, the more he
wanted to combine his understanding of high-tech
materials with his love of traditional form.

t was at the London Boat Show, 1993, that I first met
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“Firstly, I find traditional boats aesthetically very
pleasing. Secondly, they contain a number of wonderful
ideas that evolved through the reality of working: They
were keptsimple so that crews could be of minimum size;
their forms were designed to cope with rough water as
safely, efficiently, and comfortably as possible. In the last
few decades, many of those ideas have been discarded or
ignored in the quest for speed. Discomfort for speed is
fine in a race boat crewed by tough sailors who genuinely
want to be challenged, but the worry is that many of
those speed-giving developments—light weight, shorter
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Left—In the boomless sail, the full-length battens are seen
by the designer as hybrids “between batten and boom”; they
prevent the sail from flogging when head-to-wind, add
stiffness at the foot when the large lugsail is set full or reefed,
and are a great aid when the sail is being furled.

Top—The low coach roof allows good visibility along the deck,
but its masstve companionway hatch, when opened, gives
great light and a wonderful feeling of space down below.
Above—Access to the fo’c’s’le cabin. To starboard can be seen
the main yard (with the sail still bent on to it) which is the
right length to stow neatly along the side deck.

and deeper keels, less wetted surface—have crept into our
cruising boats. For the most part, such boats perform well,
but they’ve become increasingly uncomfortable. Going
upwind, for example, a modern, light-displacement yacht
will go fast, but the amount of pounding, the frequency
of the movement, and the high vertical accelerations make
life on board so unpleasant that more and more ‘cruising’
crews are just staying at home.

“So, over the years, I realized that, as with many people,
racing wasn’t for me, and I didn’t want to cruise in a
boat designed to be competitive. I wanted a boat that
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_ ROXANE

Designed and built by
- Nigel Irens Design
 LOA 29/6"
IWL 2617 ¢
Beam 86"
Draft, board up 26/
Draft, board down 59"
Displacement. 6,614 Ibs
Sail area, main 398 sq ft
Sail area, mizzen  64.6 sq ft
Engine Yanmar 1GM10 + Maxprop
Water 11 gallons (13% gallons U.S.)
Fuel

~ 5% gallons (6/2 gallons U.S.)
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Peter Chesworth

The accommodations do not
include quarter berths. Says the
designer; “They detract from the
‘circular’ feel of the cabin, and
use up valuable living space.”

The lower step of the companionway doubles as a seat for the
cook. To port, and out of shot, is a sink, a small work surface,
and cupboard similar to that seen here above the stove. The
end-of-berth opening is designed for foot room, so that even the
tallest crew member can stretch out in comfort.

would be nice to look at, comfortable at sea, would have
sufficient performance to make it interesting to sail,
would be as large as possible while still being trailerable,
and would have a shallow draft.

“Draft is so important: If you draw 6, you're restricted
to offshore or, at best, coastal sailing. Butif you draw 2/6"
(as ROXANE does with her centerboard raised), a new
world is suddenly open to you. I've always found it an
amusing paradox that the richer you are, the bigger your
boat, the more it draws, and the fewer places it can take
you. I know of yachts that are moored on some of the most
beautiful estuaries in England, and all their owners ever
see is the same old stretch of coastline outside the river’s
entrance. There’s awhole world just upstream that they’ve
never even dreamed of.”

Of course, the counter-argument to this is that a deeper
draft allows for a lower center of ballast and thus a stiffer
and potentially more efficient hull for less weight. It's a
point which the designer concedes and which he has
addressed: The shallow draft and the desire for comfort
with performance have led ROXANE to be well ballasted;
she weighs 3 tons.

In his own words, Nigel makes “no claims that ROXANE
is the great panacea, capable of being all things to all
people, but I'm pleased with the way she stands up to
her sail; her hull shape performs well. The waterline is
very narrow and the turn of the bilge quite high, so she’s
tender for the first two or three degrees of heel, but then
she stiffens up because of all the reserves of buoyancy
above the waterline. She’s also remarkably dry, maybe
because of the flare in the bow and the lightweight rig.”
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The cabin, simple and comfortable, went through several stages
of development, and at each new stage a full-sized mockup
was built and then tested by members of the boatbuilding
team—nothing was left to chance.

OXANE has been along time coming, and, in the

designer’s mind, both her hull form and sail

plan have changed over the years. At one time
she was to have been double-ended and have had a large
dipping lugsail. By the time she finally made it onto paper,
and then emerged as a model, she was transom sterned, and
the sail plan had become a balanced-lug yawl.

Although the intention has always been to offer future
hulls in either wood or fiberglass, the first one was strip-
planked over cross-sectional molds. No attempt was made
to keep hull weight down, as Nigel has witnessed too
many instances when boats originally produced in wood
have then been transposed to ’glass, and performance
has been disappointing thanks to the increased weight of
material. Thus, ROXANE’s Western red cedar planks were
of generous thickness (%2"), with bead-and-cove edges,
and were sheathed in three layers of 9-0z ’glass cloth set
in WEST SYSTEM epoxy. The backbone was created in
nonstructural moldmaking materials which were then
“glassed over. When the hull was finished, it was removed
from the molds, turned upright, and the hollow center-
line was reinforced with "glass and epoxy, filled with lead
billets for ballast, and an external cast-iron keel was added.
The transom is in %" marine plywood thickened with
solid mahogany to about 1%4"where it extends above deck
level. The rubbing strake is mahogany, and the low cap-
rail, the only restriction around the wide, cambered decks,
is teak.

Butit’s the rig that is probably ROXANE'’s most distinctive
feature, and, in this age when the lugsail has become
popular only on the smallest of boats, it seems an unlikely
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choice. Its advantages, however, are many. It requires
little running rigging: just one halyard and one sheet.
Being boomless, it can be carried low, just sweeping the
deck. Set far forward, it leaves the large cockpit free of
flapping canvas and sheet. Its low aspect and large area
provide immense power. And it looks good—traditional
and shapely. But, make no mistake: It may look “old world,”
but this is a decidedly modern rig—lightweight synthetic
cloth, full-length battens just above the foot and at each
reef position. And the spars? Well, the mizzen spars are
in "glass/epoxy, while the main spars are in carbon fiber/
€poxy. .

Considering the designs that have come from Nigel
Irens’s board before ROXANE, the use of such a modern
material as carbon fiber is not so surprising, but he chose
it for reasons other than mere familiarity. Like the design
of the hull, the design of the sail plan and rig has been the
result of striving for ease of use, fine performance, and
Nigel’s much emphasized wish for “comfort under sail.”
Having opted for shallow draft, and done his utmost to
lower the center of gravity within the hull, he came to the
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conclusion that it would be a mockery to then set up a
rig with heavy spars, an abundance of rigging, and there-
fore weight aloft. The beauty of the lug rig is that, so
long as you can produce spars that are strong and stiff—
too much bend, and the sail loses power—then there is
no need for standing rigging. Carbon fiber is the ideal
material to meet those requirements.

The mainmast on ROXANE is 31’6 " long, heel to head;
is braced by a collar at the deck; and supported by a step
at the keel. It weighs just 80 Ibs and can be lifted easily
by two people (for stepping, a third person is useful to
prevent the heel from slipping away as the mast comes
vertical). As for the yard, although it’s 24'long, it weighs
a mere 35 Ibs, so that the sail can be raised by one person
using a single halyard and a simple block system—no
heavy winches or sophisticated gearing.

hen you’ve nursed an idea for as long as Nigel

Irens has nursed ROXANE, the world should

perhaps forgive a degree of apprehension when
the thought becomes reality.







