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Chris Nicholson’s Volvo Ocean Race career spans a third, a DNF (did not finish) and a second. It’s easy to see what’s missing. By Rebecca Hayter

As the new skipper of an Emirates Team New Zealand entry, Australian Chris Nicholson delivers the first shot: “I’m out-numbered, so as long as the Kiwi guys can cope with the next Rugby World Cup result, then we’ll be alright.”
Out-numbered on nationality but the engaging, 40-year-old has the numbers that count for the 2011-12 Volvo Ocean Race. They include three VORs, six times world champion in the 49er and the 505, two times Australian Yachtsman of the Year and a finalist for World Sailor of the Year.
Thanks to ETNZ boss Grant Dalton’s good work in securing Spanish sponsor, shoe manufacturer Camper, the boys are going to be extremely well-heeled. More importantly, New Zealand once more has a Volvo team to call our own – and that is just damn fine splendid. 
Nicholson wasn’t born to sailing but as soon as he stumbled across it at the age of seven, he was connected and has done the inevitable Sydney Hobarts. “I think five or six, too many,” he shrugs. “It’s a nasty race but it’s only for two or three days so that’s okay, but I would prefer being with my family at that time of the year.”
And no, the PR man did not tell him to say that. 

Outside of late December, Nicholson thrives on the thrill of tight, tactical endurance racing, and its provider of “something different every second of the day, every day of the year”.
So he gets bored on a day race?
“Possibly. I loved the racing side of it but I probably used to suffer a little on the same, repetitive training.”
As ocean racers tend to be, he is a chaser of challenges. “I honestly think it’s very hard to get people to understand just how hard the boats are pushed. Yes, we are 11 guys on the water and everyone has families and yes, there is some stress involved, but by the same token, you get a team like that together, to be able to operate at that level and at those speeds in the parts of the world that we do, it’s just a very special thing to be part of it.”

Like all Volvo sailors, he looks forward to the Southern Ocean. “I probably shouldn’t because when you get down there, you’re busting to get out but it’s where these boats are right on the edge and everybody is red-lining their skills. They’re right at their maximum and to get a team through that in good shape – it’s a good feeling.”

In the 2005-06 VOR, as watch captain on Movistar, he won a Seamanship Award after the yacht nearly sank off Cape Horn after a fairing around the keel ripped away. Nicholson was in his bunk when the call came: "We're sinking! Everyone up."
With the electrics already flooded, Nicholson, an electrician, dived under water to wire the pumps directly to the battery terminals. As he later told Australian journalist Rob Mundle: “Each time I dived to find the terminals and try to secure the cables to them, I was saying to myself, 'Oh dear, I know what's coming here, a bloody great [24-volt] whack.' There were a few arcs and sparks and plenty of bad words from me each time I copped a boot."
He got the pumps operating when the water was centimetres from sinking the yacht, but, later in the race, Movistar was abandoned due to structural failure.
That kind of experience has made Nicholson a valuable commodity in VOR and he fielded enquiries from other teams in the build-up to joining ETNZ. Whichever team he ended up with, he would have had the boat built, designed and sea-trialled in New Zealand. “In the end, it was a perfect scenario. It’s a powerful, strong team and it’s good to be part of it.”

The Movistar experience is also proof that winning the next Volvo Ocean Race depends as much on decisions made today as on whether or not to gybe in a Southern Ocean storm. Hence, his day to day schedule: “A lot of meetings.” 
Mostly they involve ETNZ’s design powerhouse. It is early days but decisions made now would be horrendously expensive to change later. “Each direction has a huge snowball effect right across the program, so you have to have your head around every aspect.”
There will be few, if any, ETNZ America’s Cup sailors on the Volvo campaign, partly because they will be busy with the TP52 campaign, the Louis Vuitton and, hopefully, the America’s Cup, but there is plenty of interchange of information. “It’s a big thing with the design team to get into a project now and then they are match-fit to start designing for the Cup,” Nicholson says.

 “The more we invite the Cup guys in to help us with certain aspects, whether it’s the rig or the sails, the more we learn from them.” He admits those from the Volvo arena were apprehensive about coming into a Cup environment. “Normally you’d expect, not trouble, but I guess some difficulties, but all of us are quickly understanding the benefit of coming into this management and this team. It’s been good. The [Cup] guys want to see the global team do well.”
As the leader of that team, Nicholson is big on communication. Asked for a self-analysis, he says, among lengthy pauses: “Honest… And I can listen to people.”

It’s a trait he admired in Dalton during Nicholson’s first Volvo on Amer Sports 1 in 2001-02. “I guess just to try and be clear, to be upfront about how things are, to give clear concise direction.
“My skippering style is to listen to them; there’s no way these programs are a dictatorship because we are all very, very good individuals at our chosen jobs.” Those tasked with tactics and navigation, for example “are far, far smarter in that computer analysis than me”.

“They are very good at their jobs and to go against anything they recommend, you’d want to have a very good reason.”

In the 2008/09 Volvo he was co-skipper on Puma, a single-boat campaign which finished second to Ericsson 4. In a race that has long been won by two-boat teams, it was a great achievement, but he counts communication among the reasons for missing first place.
The rules for 2011-12 ban two-boat testing but the Volvo 70 design path is likely to develop the heavy air, reaching-running winners of the last two races and may tip the 24-hour record. “It’s a big day, though, to knock out 600 nautical miles, it’s just a massive feat. I think we held it a few years ago, at [530 miles]. You’ve probably had two or three 500-mile days and one or two 500 days after it. You can just see the look in the guys’ eyes, they are worn out. You think, ‘Oh, I think we’re going to do the 24-hour record,’ and it’s probably the furthest thing from their minds.”
Among early crew announcements are Stu Bannatyne, watch captain on Ericsson IV, and rising star 
Adam Minoprio.
“Yeah it’s cool. It’s funny, I look at him [Minoprio] and he’s exactly where I was 10 or 12 years ago. He has to make a transition from the match racing side to offshore driving which he will, I have no doubt. You don’t go winning what he has won and not have that skill.”
 As it has in America’s Cup sailing, ETNZ has proved a feeder for young talent.

“Yep,” agrees Nicholson. “The Volvo is a massive life skills course – some of the hardest days of your life and some of the best.”
