
When their catamaran dismasted at night, en route from Tonga to New Zealand, 
Damian Clark and Kerry Lorimer had to make brutal decisions to save their boat.

Offshore cruising

Words and photos by Kerry Lorimer

A 
bone-jarring crash 

was the first sign that 

something had gone 

horribly wrong.

At the end of a 

season’s cruising in 

Tonga, we’d left Neiafu bound for 

New Zealand aboard our Catana 

521 catamaran, Sel Citron, and 

had logged 241 nautical miles in 

our first 24 hours. As darkness fell, 

we’d reduced sail and were sailing 

comfortably with double-reefed main 

and about half the jib rolled out.

It was around 9.30pm and Damian 

was on watch when the crash 

sounded throughout the boat. I was 

off-watch, asleep in bed. I grabbed 

my jacket and safety harness as I ran 

outside. Damian was already on deck. 

There was a moment of stunned 

disbelief. We knew immediately what 

had happened: we’d lost the mast – 

but the tangle of sheets, reefing lines, 

sails, broken glass, shards of carbon 

and twisted metal took longer to 

comprehend. 

It was dark. We had been romping 

along on a beam reach at 10 knots 

in a 2.5-metre swell. Now, it seemed 

suddenly still. 

As far as we could tell in the 

darkness, the mast had broken into 

three pieces, with the base lying 

across the deck and the mainsail and 

jib lying in the water off the starboard 

side. The three sections were still 

tethered together by the mainsail, 

running through the luff track and 

held at the top by the main halyard. 

It was still blowing 25 knots. The 

mast had fallen to leeward, and the 

boat was being blown downwind, 

over the top of the wreckage.

The middle section of the mast 

was twisted back toward the boat, the 

jagged end of it ramming into the hull 

with a terrible grinding noise. It was 

being driven by the wind and waves, 

and the downward drag of the top 

two-thirds of the mast, which was still 

loaded with the bulk of the mainsail, 

was sinking under the boat and in 

danger of fouling daggerboards, 

propellers and rudders.

It takes longer to read this than it 

took us to size it all up and realise that 

our first priority was to avoid being 

holed by the broken mast section.

Instinct says: "Just start cutting – 

get rid of it all as quickly as possible." 

But amid the chaos, we had to 

execute every step of the process 

in a logical order. Otherwise, we'd 

make the situation even worse than 
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925 miles from home

38   Boating New Zealand  February 2014 



it was already.

Our mast was a 21.5-metre carbon 

spar, supported by two stays – a 

cap shroud and a lower – on either 

side, with no spreaders. We had a 

roller-furling jib and a prod with a 

roller-furling gennaker.

First, we had to undo the 16mm 

Dyform wire cap shrouds and the 

starboard lower. Then we had to lift 

and heave them overboard as gently 

as possible to avoid causing further 

damage.

There was no way we could save 

the mainsail, nor could we get the 

headsails back onboard since they, 

too, were attached to the top of the 

mast, which was at least 10 metres 

underwater. 

So we had to cut away the mainsail 

from the track cars and reefing lines, 

unshackle the jib furler and let them 

go. All our sheets were 16mm thick, 

and the halyards and reefing lines were 

not much finer. In all, there were about 

14 halyards, reefing lines and sheets 

to be cut – sawn through with the 

emergency knife we kept by the saloon 

door. I tackled those while Damian 

worked to isolate the power to the 

mast so we could cut all the electrical 

cables – AIS and VHF antennae, radar, 

wind instruments, lights – that run up 

the inside of the mast. 

Meanwhile, the boom was 

still attached to the mast at the 

gooseneck. It had smashed the solar 

panels, scattering glass rubble over 

the deck, and was resting on the 

cabin top. If it went overboard still 

attached to the mast, it could take out 

the helm station on the way, possibly 

leaving us unable to steer, so we 

spent some time struggling to get the 

big steel bolt out of the gooseneck. 

But when we finally detached the 

boom and cut the mast free of the 

boat, we realised that the gennaker 

was not only attached to the top of 

the mast, but was still attached to the 

prod on the bow. 

The wire stay keeping the prod 

upright had broken, so the tip of the 

prod was now in the water. In effect, 

the whole rig – now about 25 metres 

below the surface – was acting like an 

enormous sea anchor. 

There was no way of reaching the 

end of the prod from on deck. At first, 

we thought to disconnect the prod 

at the bow, but it was still attached 

to two bobstays that, in turn, were 

attached to the bows of the boat. 

“We knew 
immediately what 

had happened: we'd 
lost the mast…”

Damian worked to isolate power to the mast so we could cut the electrical cables that run up inside the mast. The boom had smashed the solar panels

➤ loa 15.8m
➤ beam 8.6m
➤  draft 1.35m, boards up;  

2.6m, boards down
➤ displacement 17,000kg
➤  cabins ‘Owner’ version – three 

cabins
➤  engine Twin Volvo 78hp TMD 

turbos 
➤ solar panels 8 x 130 watts
➤  generator Northern Lights 

4.5KvA
➤ fuel capacity 1000 litres
➤  water capacity 800 litres, plus 

Spectra watermaker 60lph
➤  rig Cutter rig, with roller furling 

jib and masthead furling gennaker 
on prodder. Sail area (main, jib, 
gennaker) 280m2

➤ designer Christophe Barreau

Sel Citron 2003 
Catana 521 catamaran
Sel Citron is a 2003 Catana 
521 catamaran. A blue water 
performance cruiser, the boat had 
sailed from France to Australia 
and back to New Zealand before 
Australians Damian Clark and Kerry 
Lorimer bought her in 2012, with the 
idea of sailing around the world on 
the ‘No Plan’ plan: no fixed itinerary, 
no fixed timeframe. This was their 
first season’s cruising.
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If we released the prod, it could 

pull the bobstays out of the boat, 

leaving holes either side just above 

the water line.

The only way to release the 

gennaker was to get in the dinghy 

and cut it free at water level.

That was the scariest part of all. 

Picture this: It’s pitch dark and 

we can’t see anything beyond a few 

metres from the boat. Big, black 

waves are heaving through beneath 

us, but now that we aren’t moving, 

they’re smashing into us and 

rebounding between the hulls.

We’re trying to lower the dinghy 

into the water from the transom-

mounted davits. As it touches the 

water, the dinghy is hit by a big 

swell, which slams the outboard 

engine into the topsides. 

Damian clambers in and manages 

to start the engine and get around to 

the bow, all the while being tossed 

about like a cork and swamped by 

waves. We fight to position the dinghy 

between the two hulls with waves 

rolling through, hitting the hull and 

backwashing, swamping the dinghy 

and throwing it around wildly. 

Meanwhile, the prod is trying 

its best to puncture the dinghy’s 

pontoons or hole the bottom – it 

nearly did both, nearly breaking 

Damian’s hand and arm. I’m face 

down, leaning out from the bow, 

trying to hold the dinghy in position 

and shine a torch on the shackle that 

needs to be undone. 

Damian did an amazing job to 

get it undone and jettisoned, get the 

dinghy back to the stern, surf it up to 

the transom and jump on board.

We had another half-hour or so 

cleaning up ropes to ensure nothing 

would foul the props, checking the 

bilges and securing the stump of the 

mast and the boom.

Finally, at 12.30am, we started an 

engine, got underway and got out 

the Betadine. Our hands and feet 

were full of carbon splinters and glass 

fragments; knees and elbows were 

skinned from sliding around on the 

non-skid deck in glass rubble; we had 

numerous small cuts and grazes and 

I had a cut on my arm that probably 

should have had stitches from the 

sharp edge of a broken stanchion; 

Steri-strips would have to do. 

Our immediate concern was 

where to go? We were 150 nautical 

miles from Tongatapu and 925 miles 

from New Zealand. If we returned to 

Tonga, we wouldn’t be able to effect 

repairs there: somehow, we’d still 

have to get the boat to New Zealand 

on her own bottom. 

Fortunately, we’d filled up with 

fuel before we left and were carrying 

1000 litres. We quickly did some 

fuel consumption calculations and 

decided to head to New Zealand: 

it was a gamble, but we figured we 

could do it. Just. 

Our weather man, Bruce Buckley, 

was forecasting a long enough spell 

of mild weather to see us home. 

Nevertheless, facing 925 miles of 

open ocean in a damaged boat, with 

no materials for a jury rig, was a little 

daunting. 

We knew we were utterly alone. 

We also had a sudden, renewed 

appreciation of the security afforded 

by a set of sails, as opposed to being 

solely reliant on an engine. Or in our 

case, two engines.

Come daybreak, we made contact 

with Bruce Buckley and the NZ 

Rescue Co-ordination Centre and 

arranged to keep the RCC updated 

with position reports for the rest of 

the voyage via sat phone email.

The magnitude of what happened 

struck us in stages. At the time of 

the dismasting, we weren’t scared 

or panicked – we just did what we 

needed to do.  The worst moment 

came a day or so later, when we 

discovered cracks in the welds of 

the forebeam that ties the two hulls 

together at the bow.

On closer inspection, we could 

see that the entire aluminium 

beam had been twisted and bowed 

when the rig was dangling from the 

gennaker. Realising the enormous 

forces required to do that; thinking of 

Damian in the dinghy and how things 

could have so easily gone differently, 

made both of us feel sick.

We assessed the damage. The 

aluminium stackpack supports that 

extend horizontally from the boom 

had smashed two solar panels, 

punctured the cabin top and gouged 

the gel coat in numerous places. 

The boom was in bad shape. 

Several stanchions had been 

snapped off, lifelines broken and the 

starboard pulpit was bent. The prod 

was bent sideways and its bracket 

twisted; the forebeam twisted and 

bowed. The fittings attaching the 

bobstays to the hulls were bent and 

there were various scuffs, dents and 

gouges to the deck and other gel 

coat areas. 

We couldn’t see what damage may 

have been done to the topsides by 

the mast ramming into the side of 

the boat.

Most of the mast and all the sails 

and rigging are at the bottom of the 

Tonga Trench. 

Heartbreaking? You bet: we 

worked out that our beautiful new 

carbon-membrane mainsail, that had 

cost a small fortune, had been up for 

a grand total of eight days' sailing. 

The jib and gennaker were also brand 

A metallurgist’s report determined that the dismasting was caused by a failed U-bolt 
attaching the port lower shroud to the cabin top. Both sides of the bolt sheared at 
the top of the thread – 25mm below the surface of the 50mm thick deck – due to 
a minute amount of cyclic movement over a long period. The fault could not have 
been detected by a visual inspection prior to the dismasting.

“Heartbreaking? You bet: we worked 
out that our beautiful new carbon-

membrane mainsail, that had cost a 
small fortune, had been up for a grand 

total of eight days sailing.”
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new. And the new radar – which went over 

with the mast – had been used once.

We’d done so much work on the boat to 

make it as strong and safe as we could. All the 

standing rigging had just been replaced and 

the day before we left Neiafu, everything had 

looked perfect.

It took us another eight days to reach 

New Zealand, running one engine at a time. 

I lost count of how many times every day 

Damian calculated and re-calculated our fuel 

consumption and our likelihood of reaching 

New Zealand under our own steam. 

We’d aimed for Opua as the closest port of 

entry to New Zealand, but around 300 miles 

out, Damian determined we’d have enough 

fuel, with a bit to spare, to reach Whangarei, 

and altered our course accordingly.

Saturday morning dawned still and sunny. 

We cruised into Marsden Point Marina, 

Whangarei, cleared Customs and Quarantine 

and friends met us on the dock with flowers, 

fresh food and a bottle of Bombay Sapphire. 

It felt pretty good to be home.

Lessons learned

Have a plan: decide how you’re going 
to free your rigging in the event of a 
dismasting. Some cruisers carry a battery-

operated angle grinder. Wielding a tool like 
that in big seas has its own risks. We chose to 
have the right punch and mallet to drive out the 
clevis pins, with a hacksaw back-up should the 
shrouds be under load.

Have the right tools for the job – especially 
cable cutters and spanners man enough to undo 
your gooseneck or other large fittings. You want 
as much leverage help as you can get: long 
handles and two spanners to work together.

Keep a powerful torch – and a spare – handy, 
as well as a head torch and a strong, sharp knife.

Know how and where to isolate the power 
to the instruments on your mast or rigging, and 
understand the implications for your navigation 
and other systems.

Carry enough fuel to get you beyond your 
halfway mark and have a sound idea of your fuel 
consumption efficiencies.

Don’t just think about it, make that plan: as we 
discovered, even when you do everything right, it 
really can happen to you.
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