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Welcome to The First Thirty Years – An Attempt at Opti 

History in New Zealand, an officially unofficial guide.  

NZIODA wanted to preserve the history of Optimist 

sailing in New Zealand and what better way to make that 

happen than through this book.

A huge thank you to Mike Judd for providing the bones to this 
amazing story which we are pleased to share with our members. 
In fact, it’s more than the bones, it’s many months of research, 
interviews, catching up with old friends and digging deeply into 
the archives to tell a story of how a $120 home-built boat in a 
spare bedroom in Christchurch in 1975 turned into a national 
institution.

Thank you Mike, and the other many contributors, who have 
managed to fill in many of the gaps. You have not only given us a 
permanent and ever-lasting story to be enjoyed, told and retold 
by generations to come, but have also painstakingly put together 
a tale of presidents and P Class battles, clinics, campfires and 
cooked breakfasts, and international competition.

We are so grateful to you for your hard work and we know our 
members will enjoy reading the story over and over again!

  
Matt Harker 
NZIODA President

INTRODUCTION
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THE BOAT
The Optimist dinghy is a small yacht designed for 

children to experience sailing and racing for the first time.

This concept has been so successful that the class is the most 
numerous in the world. Countries are joining The International 
Optimist Dinghy Association (IODA), the international 
association, at a steady rate and around 60 national teams 
compete at the World Championships each year.   

The ‘Pram’ style Opti, characteristic with a pram bow, allows a 
greater volume and beam in a short hull. This volume, and the 
flat bottom, gives the boat greater stability which engenders 
confidence in hesitant young children. The design of the rig  
also allows shorter spars which can be stowed within the hull.  
A low centre of effort in the rig also means that increases in wind 
strength cause fewer heeling moments, making the boat more 
stable and, as a result, better for smaller children learning to sail.

The Opti design is owned by the International Sailing Federation 
and is administered by The International Optimist Dinghy 
Association, a very active and efficient class association.

The early Optimists were built from plywood with rather wide 
tolerances to allow for unskilled amateur home builders to 
construct a boat which would comply with the rules. However, 
these wide tolerances allowed skilled boat builders to exploit the 
rules and develop variations.  

In the 1980s throughout Europe, boats constructed from glass-
reinforced plastic were continually being modified in the search 
for better performance. This meant that boats were perceived to 
become obsolete quickly. This led to increasing costs.

In the early 1990s, the international body set out to make 
the boat one-design. The rules were tightened so that boats 
manufactured anywhere throughout the world would have to be 
identical. This aim was achieved, despite intense scepticism from 
the yachting establishment!

Today, IODA tightly guards this ‘one-design’ concept, and 
any deviation from the class rules is firmly dealt with. IODA 
secretary and its committee are also extremely vigilant 
in investigating and pursuing any threats to the 
integrity of the one-design class.

What this all means is that a sailor 
chartering a boat anywhere in the world 
can be assured that the boat they 
charter will be exactly the same 
as the one they sail at home. 
They can take their own 
equipment away with 
them and know that it 
will fit perfectly – a huge 
achievement considering 
there are approximately 
40 Opti builders in 25 
countries throughout 
the world.

https://www.optiworld.org/
https://www.optiworld.org/
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FLORIDA AND 
FEDERATIONS 
Did you know the Optimist was originally a soapbox 

cart which children used to ‘sail’ around the streets of 

Clearwater in Florida, USA?

A Rotary organisation, Optimists International, asked Clark 
Mills, a local dinghy builder, to design a floating version so 
children could use their energy safely. The first of these little 
boats was built in 1948 and given the name Optimists. It soon 
became popular around Clearwater.

In 1954, Axel Damgaard, skipper of the Danish training ship 
Christiaan Radich, saw the boats in Florida and took the design 
back to Denmark. A weekly family magazine wrote an article 
about the new boat and the Danish Sailing Federation had a 
naval architect modify the plans. The boat was quickly accepted 
as a children’s yacht throughout Scandinavia. For the following 
20 years the best Optimist sailors came from the Baltic countries. 

The class began holding world championships in 1962 and the 
International Optimist Dinghy Association was formed in 1965. 
The Optimist became an ISAF (then IYRU) international class in 
1973. For a number of years now, the class has had the greatest 
number of boats of any class in the world.

THE FIRST THIRTY YEARS OF OPTIS IN NEW ZEALAND

Clive Roberts.  

Published in  

The Auckland Star, 

Monday 12 May 1975

THE NEW ZEALAND 
STORY
It was Clive Roberts, an OK world 

champion and NZ Finn Class international 

representative from one of New Zealand’s 

most respected yachting families in 

Takapuna who first spotted the potential 

of this little boat from Europe. 

He’d seen the boat while travelling, and 
just happened to be chairman of the Youth 
Committee of the New Zealand Yachting 
Federation.

Clive then got in discussions with Paul 
Pritchett (New Zealand International Optimist 
Dinghy Association (NZIODA) life member), a 
successful small boat sailor from Christchurch, 
about bringing the class to New Zealand. He 
was convinced there was a need in the country for a small boat 
that was easier to control than the traditional beginner’s boat in 
New Zealand – the P Class. 

While staying with Clive and Bev Roberts, Paul and Bob Coultas 
(who were competing in the 1975 Flying Fifteen New Zealand 
National Championships in Auckland), talked over a vision for 
building and racing Optimists. Clive wanted every child in New 
Zealand to have the opportunity to have a boat and learn to sail.

At that time, Clive and Alf Locke were working with Consolidated 
Chemicals (which evolved into the fibreglass, resin and paint 
company Epiglass) to manufacture Optimists and promote the 
class on a commercial scale. These negotiations had been on-
going for a year with no result. 
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Clive lent Bob and Paul a set of plans for the Optimist he had 
obtained in Sweden some time previously. The two took the  
plans home to Christchurch and studied them. They shook their 
heads in disbelief and concluded that they did not think the thing 
would sail. 

Tragically, Clive was killed in a road accident four months later. 
Paul decided to press on to fulfil Clive’s dream and built an Opti in 
the spare bedroom of the Pritchett’s Christchurch home between 
August and September 1975 – for a total cost of $120!

When the craft was launched, a group 
of local members who were painting the 
Charteris Bay Yacht Club at the time were 
amazed to see two absolute novices sail 
around happily. Immediately six of the 
workers, who were parents themselves, 
said this boat was just what they wanted for 
their children.

As part of a general promotion of yachting, 
Charteris Bay Yacht Club held an Expo at 
a shopping mall in Christchurch and the 
local community newspaper, The Observer, 
gave the group publicity. There were soon 
25 people wanting to build boats and so 
began New Zealand’s love affair with the 
Optimist.

At the end of the first season, 45 building fees had been 
purchased. At the end of the second season, it was 345. In 1978 
there had been 945 registrations and by the end of 1979, 1445 
Optimists had been registered in New Zealand. 

Building 
Optimist in the 
Christchurch 
Mall in 1975,  
The Observer

As at mid-2022, there has been more 
than 4000 Optimists registered in New 
Zealand. However, not all these boats 
have been built. In the early days people 
who enquired about plans and paid a 
building fee were issued with a metal 
plaque with a worldwide and NZ sail 
number. This fee was then paid to the 
owner of the design,  the International 
Sailing Federation, as a royalty for the use 
of the plans. However, many boats were 
built without paying a building fee. 

The KZ 1, Muffin

THE NEW ZEALAND STORY
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THE EARLY 
COMMITTEE
The Charteris Bay Yacht Club took on the task of 

fostering the class in Canterbury and tried to encourage 

other clubs to look after their own regions. 

Surprisingly, there were no replies to correspondence with such 
clubs as Takapuna Boating Club (Clive Roberts’ club) and it was 
obvious no one was interested in the class on a national basis at 
the time.

A meeting was called at Charteris Bay in February 1976 from 
which an interim national committee was elected. Chairman 
Paul Pritchett wrote to IODA and received plans, rules and 
plaques. It was apparent that the plans used for the first 40 or so 
boats were out of date; aspects such as the buoyancy and spars 
needed rectifying.

An inaugural meeting of the New 
Zealand International Optimist Dinghy 
Association was held in March 1976 and 
the officers elected were:

President  Paul Pritchett 
Treasurer  Cyril Petrie
Measurer  John Morrison
Chairman of Meetings Jim Whitmarsh
Registrar Bob Coultas 
Promotions Bret De Thier

 John Ramage 
The position of secretary was left vacant.  
Two resolutions were passed:

Paul Pritchett

1. The aim of the association is to promote sailing for the 
beginner at low cost.

2. The Optimist class is not a threat to any other class in 
New Zealand but is to fill a gap as a training yacht to 
promote junior sailing throughout the country.

Early deliberations at the meetings covered local issues and 
dealings with the IYRU, IODA and NZYF over the printing 
of plans. Permission was eventually obtained to print plans 
in New Zealand.

The committee decided to spend money on promoting the 
class in a professional manner. Bret de Their, a graphic 
designer, came up with ideas for a numbered series of 
bulletin information sheets which were sent out with new 
registrations, a poster, stickers for boats and letterhead. 

The information bulletins were sent out with plans and BFR 
plaques (building fee receipt). There were seven bulletins 
covering topics such as ‘What is an Optimist?’ and ‘What can 
you do with an Optimist?’ These included suggestions such as 
installing rowlocks and rowing the boat. Those who tried soon 
discovered that the Optimist does not row well at all! 

Optimists were also promoted as small yacht tenders. People 
soon discovered that Optis do not tow well either. Other 
bulletins included: ‘Joining a Yacht Club’,  ‘Basic rules’, ‘Rigging 
an Optimist’ and ‘The New Zealand International Optimist 
Dinghy Association’. Advertising on the top of the Bulletins was 
sold to meet printing costs. There was no advertising or social 
media to spread the word!
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Pat Pritchett (NZIODA life member) 
was co-opted soon after the meeting as 
secretary. As there was no internet, all 
communications had to be done on a 
manual typewriter. One of her first duties 
was a whole series of communications 
with NZYF over obtaining permission to 
print plans in New Zealand. 

As the design was owned by IYRU, and 
administered by IODA, getting permission 
to print the plans elsewhere required 
much negotiation. In the end, common 
sense prevailed and NZIODA was allowed 
to do this. (NZ was one of the very few 
countries to have amateur boat builders).  

Optis at Charteris Bay 1977

POSTAL PROBLEMS
At this time, printed material was sent by post and bulky 

items such as plans could take as long as four months to 

travel by sea from Denmark to New Zealand.

The plans were large sheets of plan paper with full-size drawings 
of the frames and some parts. Also included was a 20-page set of 
building instructions. New Zealand was the only country allowed 
to print plans and the right to do so was jealously guarded. 

Once an article written by Nick Tolerton about the Optimist at 
Charteris Bay was published in Sea Spray, the premier yachting 
magazine in New Zealand, the letters of interest started flooding 
in. There were 400 enquires by October 1976. As no details of 
plans or prices appeared in the article, these were then sent back 
with bulletins one and two. Sixty percent of these came back 
with the appropriate payment and off went 200 plans and BFR 
plaques.

However the advanced payment of the building fee to IODA 
caused problems; both in terms of having to front up with $1200 
and then by the time one order arrived, these were all pre-sold. 
Second mailings were needed to get the building fee receipts  
out to people who already had the plans. The association was 
forced to airmail the building fee receipts and plaques from 
Denmark as this was the only way to get them to New Zealand 
within a month. 

New Zealand Customs demanded that the boat tax, introduced 
by the Muldoon government of 20 percent tax, be paid on the 
BFR even though duty on the metal plaques was minimal. 
Pat Pritchett, with the assistance of local MP Colleen Dewe, 
convinced Her Majesty’s Customs that the metal plaques  
had no value and the duty and boat tax were waived. 
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This problem was to reoccur 15 years later when the association 
had some building fee receipts couriered from Ireland with 
DHL and were again required to make a payment at that time. 
Apart from being expensive, the couriers declared the receipts 
to have their face value. Mike Judd held several discussions with 
the Auckland office before telling the department to keep the 
receipts. An Optimist parent who was a customs officer finally 
arranged for the release of the receipts (now stickers) at no cost. 
Déjà vu! 

By October 1976, several contacts in areas 
such as Gisborne, Nelson, Palmerston 
North, Tauranga and Taupo had enthused 
locals to build Optimists by the dozen. 
Dave Newell in Gisborne had 20 Optimists 
on the go by the end of October 1976. 

There were a number of ways families 
came to the decision of buying an 
Optimist. Some saw the plans and 
thought it would be easy to build. Others 

were cajoled by people who had already seen the boat in action 
and were convinced of its potential. Others were coerced by 
people promoting the class and trying to encourage the class’ 
growth throughout the country.

When these first boats were launched, other local parents saw 
how easily the children took to the water and decided to build 
boats themselves. This snowballed until after a year or so there 
was a viable group to set up a formal training scheme. From 
this group, the Napier Sailing Club gained family members and 
several parents took up sailing and bought their own boats.

Building optimists, 
Foxton

Within a couple of years the sailors 
graduating from the learn to sail 
programme began racing at the 
Napier Sailing Club and at local 
age-group regattas. This gave 
a healthy boost to the number 
participating in all club activities. 
In Napier, there were 40 children 
in the learn to sail scheme after 
three years. Another 20 sailors who had been through the 
training scheme were racing each Saturday.

Many of the children who joined the Napier programme were 
from families with no history of sailing. The parents and children 
could see the Optimist was easy to sail, forgiving and fun. As the 
sailors progressed, they were able to cope with more and more 
technical advancement and sophistication. This is one of the 
Optimist’s biggest advantages – it progresses with the sailor.

During the second year of NZIODA existence, attempts were 
made to gain national status for the class in New Zealand and 
to write a constitution. There was much communication with 
the chairman of classes, David Cooke, but the requirement that 
“The owners of Optimists must have voting rights and a say in 
the affairs of their class” proved a major stumbling block. This 
problem was new to NZYF as other classes had owners who were 
of an age capable of running the affairs of their association.

In September 1978, the Optimist was approved as a national 
class in New Zealand subject to some minor constitutional 
changes. The constitution was then given the approval of NZYF 
in April 1979.

Taking parent out for 
a sail, Foxton

POSTAL PROBLEMS 
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The Optimist committee also 
concentrated on other important matters, 
such as promoting the class throughout 
the country via the area contacts and clubs 
already sailing Optimists, and sending out 
a regular newsletter Optimist Operator 
with news from around the country in 
it. Around 600 boats were built in the 
second year of NZIODA’s existence and 
considerable effort was put into trade 
fairs and boat show stands to promote the 
class. 

Birkdale College had a building group which featured on the Of 
Course You Can Do It TV show.

Brian Mearns published a series of building hints in Sea 
Spray. Camps created a lot of goodwill with owners, as did the 
introduction of age-group regattas. 

In the winter of 1977, the Christchurch Star also ran a Star 
Optimist Building Series promotion with a series of articles 
instructing readers in the building of a boat. Kitsets were made 
by Elders, well-known small craft builders in Canterbury, and 
these boats were then built by the owners in their own homes. 
Progress updates were published in The Star and Opti numbers 
registered 200 to 245 were built under this scheme.

All of this effort made the public, especially those interested in 
sailing, very much aware of this safe little boat which was making 
sailing more accessible to young children. It also promoted 
yachting in general to the nation. 

Easter sailing in 
Foxton 1977

In July 1979, the first AGM was held to elect a committee for 
the newly constituted NZIODA as a member of NZYF. Four new 
members were added to those already on the committee.

The full committee was:

President Paul Pritchett
Vice president John Ramage  
Secretary Pat Pritchett
Treasurer Cyril Petrie
Committee Peter Millington, Hugh Hobden, Malcolm   
  Pearson, Glenys Halcrow, Les Halcrow, Jim   
  Chapman and Stella Millington

Bret de Thier, who had been a member of the committee during 
the formative years, decided not to stand as he was planning to 
move to Auckland. However he continued to be involved in the 
class, using his artistic ability in promotional activities. 

In September 1979, two coaches’ clinics were held at Charteris 
Bay and Tauranga. These were sponsored by Mount Cook 
Airline and were known as the Mount Cook Airline Optimist 
Dinghy Coaches Clinics. A total of 34 people from 23 yacht 
clubs attended. Harold Bennett from NZYF outlined a proposed 
national youth training scheme and The Award Certificate 
designed by Bret de Their was introduced. These had been 
available since 1977.

There was also a showing of the 75-shot sequence film strip 
Teaching Sailing in a Learners Pool produced by John Ramage, 
the principal of Diamond Harbour School and a member of the 
Optimist committee. A tape commentary was later added to 
this, and slides produced as well as the film strip. There was also 
considerable discussion on the philosophy behind the Optimist 

POSTAL PROBLEMS 
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and teaching young children to sail. Those attending left with a 
real sense of optimism!

The award certificate programme was administered by 
committee member Hugh Hobden and was loosely based on 
a scheme swimming clubs were using. The skills required to 
become a competent sailor were divided into three certificates: 
beginner, sailor, and able sailor. Each certificate was divided into 
tasks. The completion of each task was marked by the awarding 
of a sticker to be attached to the certificate. Hugh spent hours 
posting out hundreds of these certificates around the country, 
along with measurement certificates as per his job as chief 
measurer. 

The beginner certificate was designed to be completed 
before the children went on the water. It covered: the 
parts of the boat, safety, knots, and rigging the optimist. 
the sailor certificate took the Optimist novice through 
the basics of controlling and moving the boat, and the 
able sailor certificate took the student to the stage 
where he or she had completed their first race. 

The printing of these certificates 
was sponsored by Lombard 
Insurance, whose name featured on 
the certificates and stickers. When 
awarded in this way, the certificates 
provided the sailor with an ongoing 
record of achievement. The certificates 
were sold to yacht clubs for 50 cents 
each and provided a large part of the 
funds required to pay the administration costs of the association.

The latter part of 1979 was busy with the organisation of the 
second annual Mount Cook Airline Optimist Dinghy week held at 
Quail Island, Lyttelton Harbour, in January 1980. 

This was attended by 50 of the most experienced children from 
throughout New Zealand; 28 from the North Island and 22 
from the South Island. This event was a great success, but a few 
problems became apparent, like the fact many children had little 
racing or sailing experience. Finding 28 boats to borrow for the 
North Islanders who flew down with Mount Cook Airline was also 
a mammoth task.

The lessons learnt brought some proposals for future camps. It 
was decided there should be separate North and South Island 
camps with an insistence on higher competency amongst sailors 
taking part. The regatta at the end of the camp was to be replaced 
with a championship event. 

Measurement certificates were to be required for all boats. The 
matter of measuring boats was to remain a contentious issue for 
several years as the committee felt it was more important to get 
children into boats than to insist on strict compliance with the 
rules.

Optimists on 
Victoria Lake, 1977, 
Christchurch.

POSTAL PROBLEMS 
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THE 1980s
Registrations to June 1980 increased by 425 to 1875. A lot 

of interest was being shown in learn to sail programmes 

by schools all over the country. 

The Water Safety Council took this new wave of interest as a 
time to introduce a booklet for school children called A Guide 
to Confident Dinghy Sailing. This was supplemented with a 
teacher’s manual; Guidelines to teaching Dinghy Sailing skills at 
a Basic Level. 

Much of the material for these was supplied by NZIODA. They 
were based around the tape/slide presentation being hired 
out by the association. Around 300 of the filmstrip versions 
were available through the Department of Education for use in 
schools.

Paul Pritchett went to the Flying Fifteen world 
championships in England in July 1980 and, while there, 
he was invited by the UK chair and coach to join their 
Optimist team at Cascais in Portugal for the Optimist 
world championships. He attended IODA’s annual general 
meeting. 

The application and dedication of Viggo and Edith 
Jacobsen from Denmark as president and secretary, making 
them the father and mother of the IODA since its inception in 
1972, impressed Paul greatly. It was a huge undertaking and was 
all performed voluntarily. They became lifelong friends of the 
Pritchetts.

The racing at the world championships was of a good standard 
and most of the 125 children seemed very competent and capable 
of organising themselves with the help of a team leader.

When Paul returned home, he felt it 
would not be very long before New 
Zealand sent a team to this event. 
On reflection, he realised the costs of 
travel, and the need for trials for this 
competition, would change the pleasant 
little training yacht with happy kids and 
friendly parents into a highly-technical 
and expensively-geared racing machine 
sailed by stroppy kids with bullying neurotic parents! A decision 
was made at this time to discourage serious racing for as long as 
possible.

Numbers increased in 1980–81 to 2250, with the main growth 
area being Auckland. The reason that most other regions were 
off the mark quicker was due to active contacts who organised 
promotional schemes.

An Optimist camp was held at the Gisborne Yacht Club 
organised by Dave Newell on behalf of NZIODA. Harold 
Bennett, the NZYF national coach, conducted the training. A 
total of 28 children attended and one of the highlights of the 
week was the visit of Ceramco New Zealand and its skipper, 
Peter Blake. 

Peter (later Sir Peter) and his crew were very hospitable and 
spent time talking to the Optimist sailors and explaining the 
build-up to the Whitbread Round the World Race. The children 
in their Optimists formed a guard of honour as Ceramco sailed 
out of Gisborne Harbour to continue its promotional tour of 
New Zealand. 

Optimists sailing at 
Gisborne 1979

Cascais, Portugal.
The venue of 1980 
Optimist World 
Championships.
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The South Island camp at Macandrew Bay, run by 
Brent Nelson, was attended by 20 children. This 
camp was run on the same lines as the Gisborne 
event, with three days of coaching and two days 
of championship racing. A trophy was presented 
to the winner of the Gisborne regatta, inscribed 
North Island Champion. This was to cause a little 
controversy later.

During the 1981 season, there were two Optimists sailing at 
Kohimarama, with Jon Bilger sailing in the second division 
with the P class. Jock Bilger and Mike Judd were elected to the 
Committee of the Kohimarama Yacht Club and encouraged the 
introduction of the class as the premier training boat in that club. 
Within two years, there were 30 Optimists sailing at Kohi.

At the 1981 annual general meeting, Pat Pritchett did not seek re-
election as secretary, her place being taken by Glenys Halcrow. 
Stella Millington stood down as editor of the newsletter, 
Optimist Operator, and Rosemary Allen was elected in her place. 
There were several other changes on the committee.

The 1981–82 season saw a reduced amount of promotion for the 
class as it was felt that there was a good following in all areas. 
North and South Island camps were held at Taupo and Timaru, 
with 39 attending the North Island event and 20 the South 
Island one. Boat registrations were up to 2550.

At a meeting of the committee on 15 March 1982, a proposal to 
move the administration of the class to Auckland was discussed. 
The committee felt that, as there was considerable growth in the 
Auckland area, a change in location would benefit the class. As 
the North Island Age Group Regatta was scheduled to be held at 

Northcote – Birkenhead Yacht Club at Easter, it was decided to 
hold a meeting to gauge interest in this move.

This meeting was duly held and well attended by parents of 
Optimist sailors in Auckland, as well as Harold Bennett as a 
NZYF representative.

Those present decided the administration of the class would, “for 
a time”, move to Auckland and the changeover would take place 
at the AGM to be held at Murrays Bay Boating Club on 24 July 
1982.

Ever mindful of costs, the committee decided that three 
members of the present committee would attend the AGM.

On the 14 June 1982, an ‘interest meeting’ was held at the 
Murrays Bay Sailing Club to establish prospective membership 
of a committee to run NZIODA affairs. The meeting felt the 
committee should take the form of representatives from 11 clubs 
sailing Optimists in Auckland:

 
Takapuna Boating Club 
Kohimarama Yacht Club 
Glendowie Boating Club 
Taikata Sailing Club 
Bucklands Beach Yacht Club 
Murrays Bay Boating Club 
Northcote Birkenhead Yacht Club 
Manukau Yacht and Motor Boat Club 
Howick Sailing Club 
Panmure Lagoon Sailing Club 
Pakuranga Sailing Club

1980s

Attendees at 
OPQUIC, Quail 
Island Camp, in 
Lyttelton Harbour
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A list of the eight office bearers was formulated:

President 
Vice president  
Secretary 
Treasurer 
Publicity officer 
Chief measurer 
Plans officer  
Registrar

It was felt there should be a minimum of nine members on the 
committee, including the officers. Harold Bennett was asked to 
obtain from the previous committee the duties of each officer 
so that those agreeing to become involved were aware of the 
commitment needed. The meeting felt that a reliable secretary 
was necessary and that an honorarium of at least $500 be 
paid. There were a number of suggestions as to who could be 
approached for this position.

On the publicity side, the group was adamant that the Optimist 
Operator bi-monthly magazine must continue.

Cautiously, the meeting recorded in its minutes that if these 
requirements for a committee could not be met, Auckland should 
not take over the administration as it would be detrimental to 
the class. The system the first committee in Canterbury had set 
up, with contacts from regions throughout New Zealand, was 
commended and a new group should try to keep this going.

To continue a close relationship with the founders in 
Christchurch, Paul Pritchett was asked to stand as vice 
president.

In the minutes of this meeting, there was a statement in capital 
letters that the Optimist should be regarded as a ‘TRAINING 
CLASS ONLY’. There was also a note that serious competition 
should not be encouraged.

The meeting felt that all boats should be measured and should 
comply with the spirit of the class.

The annual general meeting of NZIODA was held at the 
Murrays Bay Sailing Club on 23 July 1982.

 
The officers elected were:

President   Don Burfoot
Vice president   Mason Pepper
Secretary    Ann Armstrong
Treasurer   Ted Sadd
Chief measurer   Dave Newell
Assistant secretary  Lesley Petford
Publicity & promotion  L Godfrey
Registrar   John Gaiser
Award certificates   Graham Pert
Plan secretary   John Everett

Other committee members elected were: 
A. Moffatt, R. Willcox, A. Bannatyne, S. Reid, M. Judd (life 
member) and J. Stanier.

Paul Pritchett remained as a member of the committee in his 
position as past president.

1980s
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Membership fees were set at $5 for a senior or family 
membership, and $4 for a junior!

Harold Bennett informed the meeting that the national body of 
yachting in New Zealand would take over the annual training 
camps and they would be known as Junior Sail. He also informed 
the meeting that NZYF would give “all assistance possible in 
furtherment of the class”. 

At the next meeting on 26 August 1982, Mike Judd was 
appointed liaison officer to maintain contacts in the other 
regions of New Zealand. Area contacts were set up in Wellington, 
Christchurch, Gisborne, Napier, Tauranga, Rotorua, Taupo, 
Hamilton, Dunedin and Collingwood.

Communication with the area contacts became quite sporadic 
with clubs changing their Optimist representatives and not 
advising the association, and Optimist parents moving on with 
their children to other classes. This is one of the major difficulties 
with a children’s class; the youngsters grow out of the boat and 
parents lose their reason to be involved in the organisation. 
In smaller regions, development tends to move in cycles with 
a group of children starting to sail together and then moving 
on. There can be a few years between groups and thus a lack of 
continuity.

In 1983, Don Burfoot, who had been president, did not stand 
for re-election. It later transpired he was suffering from cancer 
and unfortunately succumbed to the disease in 1984. Mike Judd 
was elected president at the AGM in 1983 – a position he held 
for 12 years. During these years, the class went through a period 
of slow to moderate growth. The prevailing philosophy was that 
children learned to sail and race in the Optimist. They were then 

encouraged to move to the P Class. This culture was a definite 
impediment to the development of the Optimist.

Secretaries who served the association in those times were 
Colleen Pert, Gail Dixon, Helen Coutts and Helen Eaglestone 
(NZIODA life member). Helen Eaglestone was secretary from 
1997 until 2002, and made the Optimist Operator her particular 
project; collating, editing, publishing and posting the quarterly 
magazine for five years. 

As Optimists are a child’s sailing class, the committees are 
usually dominated by parents who are active while their 
offspring are involved in the Optimist, and then move on. 
This keeps a fresh perspective on activities. There are some 
committee members who have a strong belief in the class and 
stay on long after their children have graduated to other classes 
and even left sailing.

Notable in these ranks are Paul and Pat Pritchett from 
Christchurch, who must be credited with the introduction 
of the class to New Zealand. Paul served as class president 
during the formative years from 1974 until 1982. He 
chaired the registration of the class in New Zealand with all 
the bureaucratic negotiations which that involved. Setting 
up the structure, which has stood the class in great stead, 
was also achieved under Paul’s chairmanship.

Pat was the early secretary of the association and coped 
with the mountains of paperwork involved with setting up the 
class and registering the rapidly expanding fleet.

Hugh Hobden from Christchurch was chief measurer and 
administered the changing class rules in the early years. 

1980s

Paul & Pat Pritchett
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In any one-design boat that tries to keep the emphasis on the 
performance of the sailors, rather than the boat, the rules 
must inevitably be kept up to date with the advancement 
of technology. The balance required to ensure that modern 
materials are used, but older equipment is not immediately 
made obsolete, is a constant juggling act which IODA does very 
successfully. 

The chief measurer of a national organisation has the task of 
ensuring these decisions are passed on to the local sailing scene. 
Hugh performed these duties for several years before Dave 
Newell of Gisborne took on this mantle. Dave held this position 
for almost 10 years before handing on the position to the Chief 
Measurer Mike Judd. 

When the class began to hold national championships in 1996, 
the early decision not to insist on all boats being measured came 
back to haunt the committee. There were some 2500 boats in 
existence which had been built by people with all sorts of skill 
levels and to plans that had since been superseded. To ensure 
that the national championships were fair, and that people 
were discouraged from cheating, the New Zealand association 
decided it would move towards having all boats competing at 
major regattas measured. At this time, the international body 
was introducing the one-design concept, initially for fibreglass 
construction, and later for wood and wood-epoxy.

SPREADING  
THE WORD
Promotion in the media and through 

yacht clubs was a large part of the 

successful introduction and growth 

of the Optimist in New Zealand. 

This began with the efforts of Clive 
Roberts and Paul Pritchett starting the 
conversation with their friends and 
yachting acquaintances. 

Then there was an intensive campaign 
in the news media, most of which 
centred around Christchurch, as well as 
the promotion in the national boating 
press – particularly in the then-popular 
publication Sea Spray. Personal contact 
was maintained through the network 
of club and regional contacts. The 
committee established an early liaison with the Department 
of Education, who then enabled them to promote the class 
as the national learn to sail boat through the New Zealand 
Water Safety Council. Pat Pritchett deserves huge praise for 
her efforts in replying to all those early enquiries with her 
professional material such as the information bulletins. Much of 
this material was developed by Bret de Thier, an Olympic Finn 
representative from Christchurch who later moved to Auckland.

Sea Spray Annual 1977 
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In the winter of 1976, Ballins soft drinks (later taken over by Coca-
Cola) sponsored a trailer load of six Optimists for school use. 
These were booked by schools through the Canterbury Yachting 
Association and were maintained on the proceeds from hiring them 

out for more than 20 years. This idea spread 
around the country and several other areas 
had similar schemes.

Attempting to fulfil Clive’s dream that 
“every child in New Zealand should have 
the opportunity to learn to sail and the 
Optimist was the way to do that”, Paul 
decided that he needed to visit as many 
yacht clubs as possible to spread the word. 
A family caravan trip was undertaken in the 
1978 May school holidays. Each evening 
Paul spoke and showed a film of OPECAR 
(Optimist Easter Camp and Regatta held 
in the grounds of Orton Bradley Park 
and Charteris Bay Yacht Club in 1978) 
to interested parents and children at 
each yacht club he visited. He did this in 
Nelson, Picton, Palmerston North, Napier, 
Gisborne, Tauranga, Panmure Basin, 
Hamilton and New Plymouth yacht clubs, 
assisted in most cases by the informal group 
of contacts NZIODA had formed. The theme 
was to use the Optimist to get kids into 
sailing and to have fun before they started 
in the P Class.

Optimist Easter 
Camp (OPECAR) at 
Charteris Bay Yacht 
Club in 1977 

TELETHON 1978 
24 hours to build 10 Optimists!

This promotion was done on the ground floor of 
the incomplete MLC building in Cathedral Square, 
Christchurch, in conjunction with the 1978 NZ Telethon. Clips 
of the progress were shown on national television during the 24 
hours.  
 
People came and went all day and night to lend a hand to build 
these 10 Optimists, starting from scratch, within 24 hours. The 
sail numbers were KZ991 to KZ1000. The latter was auctioned 
at the end of the Telethon, at 4.30 on Sunday afternoon! The 
funds were given to Telethon. Eight were sold and one, 997, was 
paid for by Charles Luney, whose company was constructing the 
MLC building. This was named Charlies Angel and was donated 
to the Charteris Bay Yacht Club as the second club training boat.

The tape/slide presentation Teaching Sailing in a Learner 
pool was very successful in making a large number of people 
aware of the boat’s potential. The committee also took many 
opportunities to have stands at boat shows around New Zealand 
and all of the early members remember standing in cold halls 
talking to yacht club representatives about this “funny looking 
boat”. Wherever the Optimist was tried it became a success, as 
children discovered the pleasure of learning to sail in a boat that 
did not punish every mistake with a swim, and that performed 
astoundingly when sailed well.
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COMMUNICATION
The early committee recognised that a vital part of any 

organisation is keeping members informed. 

To this end, a newsletter called the Optimist Operator was sent 
out to all members of the association bi-monthly, with news of 
what was happening in different regions. This was the vehicle for 
informing members of what was happening in the class nationally 
and internationally. 

As well as notices of race and results for age-group regattas, there 
were also personal stories from young sailors. The job of collecting 
and collating this material fell to a number of people and provided 
a vital service to the class. The cost of printing and posting a regular 
publication was also the major expense for the committee. Stella 
Millington was the original editor. Helen Eaglestone then went on 
and performed a sterling 
job as editor for a number 
of years. She revised the 
format into Optitech, 
which was mailed out 
in A4 format. With 
the almost-universal 
uptake of the internet 
into Optimist families 
Optitech was then 
emailed to members 
and clubs on a 
regular basis.

CAMPS AND 
CLINICS
The Optimist class in New Zealand has always had a 

focus on fun and participation. 

This is in no small way attributable 
to the foresight of the original 
committee. The first Easter camp was 
run by Pat and Paul Pritchett and 
Cyril and Jewel Petrie, in conjunction 
with the Charteris Bay Yacht Club – 
OPECAR Easter 1977. One hundred 
children camped in tents in Orton 
Bradley Park in Charteris Bay with 
makeshift toilets and campfires to 
cook breakfast. 

The following year, 1978, 108 sailors 
and 70 boats arrived. Harold Bennett 
came that year and brought his 
daughter Carla with a rainbow sail 
which was the envy of all the young 
sailors. OPECAR was run as a learn 
to sail camp and the aim was to 
have fun with Optimists while at the 
same time learning to sail them. The 
day programme was run from the 
Charteris Bay Yacht Club where lunch and dinner were served. 
Dinner was cooked at various baches and rushed down to the 
club at the appropriate time. A simple menu was devised which 
became traditional fayre for Easter camps. 

Optimist Easter 
Camp (OPECAR) at 
Charteris Bay Yacht 
Club in 1977 
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The highlight for the children was a day sail to Quail Island with 
a golden syrup tin of provisions for lunch. Much imagination 
was shown in the contents of this tin! Fifty sailors would be on 
the water at any one time and 50 on the shore. Games, devised 
by John Ramage (principal of Diamond Harbour School) for his 
school sailing, were popular activities. Some of these included 
capture the flag, fight the admiral, sink the bismarck, fight 
pollution, follow the leader, scavenger hunts, relays, backward 
sailing and capsize drill. 

Onshore activities included rigging and derigging competitions, 
and windfoil (indicator) making from feathers. A new activity, 
devised in desperation one very wet day, was building model 
Optimists from shoe boxes. A Committee member who owned 
a shoe shop donated all the boxes. Clothes driers were lent and 
ran non-stop in the boy’s changing rooms. Tending these was the 
most unpopular job for the adults on the roster! 

Easter Sunday would start with an Easter egg hunt at Orton 
Bradley Park, along with a firewood gathering exercise for the 
evening’s bonfire. At the bonfire, club member Rev. Richard 
Robertson, would hold an informal Easter service. 

There are many tales from Easter camps! One young girl from 
the West Coast brought a kitten with her to her tent. This 
resulted in several kitten chases to find it. Cattle came down from 
the surrounding hills one night, which caused anxious moments 
for the supervising adults who managed to eventually chase them 
back – fortunately they did not reappear.

The Canterbury Optimist Dinghy Association was formed in 1977 
and took over the organising of the Easter camps which ran for 
another twelve years. They remained an important milestone in 
many young Canterbury Optimist sailors’ lives. 

Quail Island Camps
In January 1978, 48 Canterbury children enjoyed a weekend 
camp on Quail Island. Quail Island was chosen as a venue for 
OPQIC because it had a large old building, the Barracks, built 
for navy cadet training during the Second World War, and 
also because kids loved the adventure of living on an island. 
A further advantage was voiced by Harold Bennett, NZYF 
youth development officer: “It keeps all the parents away, so 
we can get on with the job of coaching!” Harold Bennett and 
committee members Hugh Hobden, Paul Pritchett and Bret 
de Thier were coaching staff assisted 
by Pat Pritchett and Dale Keenan as 
cooks. This was such a popular camp 
that it was decided to open it up to 
Opti sailors from around the country 
who were starting to race.

So in January 1979 it was in two 
parts, OPQUIC and OPQUICA –  
A for advanced. Paul approached  
Mt Cook Airlines to sponsor the 
airfares of children who flew from 
Auckland via Mt Cook Airlines. They paid half the fares. 
Harold Bennett was again chief coach. Gerald Hewitt 
(Northcote), and Stuart Reid (Hamilton), came for coaching 
development, and Leslie Egnot was a special coach after 
winning the Tauranga Cup the previous year. Auckland and 
Dunedin children came for a week, and local children joined 
them for OPQUIC and OPQUICA. Fifty children were on the 
island at each camp. At the weekend all children participated 
in the South Island Age Group Regatta (SIAG). 

Auckland and 
Hamilton participants 
of 1979 OPQUICA 
ready to board.

CAMPS AND CLINICS
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In January 1980, Mt Cook Airlines again sponsored children 
from Auckland to join children from Dunedin and Canterbury 
and 50 attended. This event was made an official national 
training camp with Harold Bennett fully involved. Harold 
brought along another coach, Torkel Stillfors, an 18-year-old 
Swede who had attended three Optimist world championships. 
Torkel was very popular with all the young sailors. Brett de 
Their, Olympic Finn representative in 1972 and NZIODA 
committee member, also assisted with the coaching. 

North Island sailors attending were not sure what they had 
struck when they found they were to sail to Quail Island, sleep 
on the wooden floor of the Barracks, and do their washing in the 
sea. The only mod-con was a coal range – the chimney of which 
had to be cleaned by poking an Optimist mast down it before 
use! The cold Canterbury wind was also a new experience and 
the camp organisers used dire threats to make sure that a warm 
jersey was worn while sailing.

At one OPQICA, an Optimist went missing one morning. The 
adults searched the nearby shores and were getting frantic 
when a call came from Lyttelton Police Station to say the 
morning ferry from Diamond Harbour had found an Optimist, 
taken it in tow to Lyttelton, and a passenger had carried it up 
the hill to the police station. Was it ours? 

In January 1977, the first Age Group Regatta in New Zealand was 
organised at Charteris Bay Yacht Club to develop the Optimist 
sailors in their racing – with more chances of success than the 
usual single-class regatta offered. This was named SIAG (South 
Island Age Group Regatta). Sailors competed in two-year age 
groups and every entrant received a certificate. The OPQIC and 
OPQICA camps at Quail Island culminated in the weekend’s 

SIAG racing each 
January. The North 
Island sailors were 
billeted with local 
families for this 
weekend and their 
first wish was for 
a soft bed and a 
shower.

In March 1980, an 
Optimist camp was organised by Dave Alexander at the hydro-
electric village of Tuai for the second time. The report in the 
Optimist Operator of May 1980 is worth repeating here as it 
gives an insight into the fun that was had in the early days of 
Opti sailing in New Zealand.

“Thirty children and approximately twenty adults travelled for 
several hours to participate in the second Tuai Optimist Camp. 
Everyone enjoyed a weekend of sunshine, relaxing on and 
around Lake Whakamarino.”

Having wound their way over the loose shingle of State Highway 
38, a contingent of 15 Taupo Optimist skippers and their 
families reached Tuai exhausted on Friday night. The Gisborne 
participants arrived on Saturday morning with 11 boats, and 
three Wairoa yachts were added to the fleet before sailing got 
under way.

The calm sunny conditions frustrated the ‘give her the gun’ 
sailors but gave all skippers the opportunity to practice skills 
for sailing in light airs. The patrol boats did an excellent job 
shepherding becalmed mariners across the lake. 

Tuai Optimist 
Camp 1980

CAMPS AND CLINICS

Quail Island
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With only a zephyr cracking the surface of the lake, the old 
salts race became a sculling contest. One lady skipper, standing 
grandly in the centre of her yacht, proceeded down the final leg 
of the race paddling stylishly with her centreboard.

As the evening barbecue died down, the hunting party returned 
triumphantly to camp. A lone rabbit was waved limply from one 
pair of possessive hands to another.

Families gathered for a sing-along accompanied by guitars 
and a weird collection of instruments the children banged 
enthusiastically. As the night wore on, the orchestra flagged, and 
the choir, one by one, made its way to bed.

Sunday’s event included coaching activities for all 
skippers. By the end of the weekend, all sailors were 
familiar with the sudden jolting halts in progress caused 
by hitting one of the hidden weedbanks scattered about 
the lake. After a final Pied Piper cruise around Lake 
Whakamarino, everyone loaded their yachts and wearily 
headed for home.

The NZYF organised two summer camps in 1980 at Timaru and 
Gisborne, which they called Juniorsail. These were conducted by 
Harold Bennett, assisted by some younger coaches from the local 
area. Juniorsail continued in this format for a number of years 
with coaches giving their time voluntarily, and the head coach 
being paid a small allowance. One of the prerequisites for sailors 
attending these camps was to have achieved the Able Sailor 
certificate in the NZIODA award scheme. These were produced 
by the association and sold to yacht clubs for 50 cents each. This 
provided a small but steady income stream for the class.

In the early 1990s, NZYF employed a youth training officer 
from England, James Robertson. James was given the task of 
getting the junior training of sailors in New Zealand on to a 
more professional footing. He used the very successful training 
scheme run by the Royal Yachting Association in England as his 
template. As part of this programme, a junior training system 
was established, its curriculum being the New Zealand Yachting 
Federation National Training Scheme. 

One of the outcomes of this new system was the introduction of 
a prerequisite for attendance at the Optimist camps (Optisails) – 
sailors needed to have attained level three of the NZYF scheme. 
This effectively took away a third of NZIODA’s income. The 
rationale behind this move was that the NZIODA scheme was 
run by “any competent person” and NZYF wanted to ensure 
those teaching children to sail were qualified under their own 
rules. This piece of bureaucracy meant all instructors now had 
to have the NZYF club instructor’s certificate. This did nothing 
to change the way children were taught to sail or to improve the 
quality of the instruction. It did, however, allow NZYF to control 
the instructors at Optisails. 

Right from the beginning, one of the major problems 
encountered at the clinics was the disparity in ability between 
sailors who received their instruction at different clubs. Despite 
the efforts of Yachting New Zealand in training club instructors 
and insisting that those who attend Optisails have achieved 
level three in the National Training Scheme, there was still a 
huge difference in the ability between sailors who learn at a club 
with a strong racing fleet and those who have only a few active 
juniors. 

CAMPS AND CLINICS

Lake Whakamarino
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The Optisails provided a very good introduction to yacht racing 
but young sailors who had been racing for a while became 
frustrated with the lack of more advanced skills, particularly as 
New Zealand sailors were not performing well in international 
competition. NZIODA identified this problem, and a proposal 
was mooted to bring in an overseas coach with Optimist specific 
skills. IODA offered some assistance with airfares for countries 
with lower results in the world championships. Barry Davies 
(life member) from Howick, along with Bryan Davies from 
Glendowie, both members of the NZIODA committee, organised 
to bring two-time world champion Martin Jenkins from 
Argentina to New Zealand in the summer of 2000–01. Martin 
was to hold training clinics and show local coaches how to train 
our Optimist sailors. 

The first of these clinics was held at Howick and a group of 
parents and coaches saw demonstrations of sailing techniques 
and tuning tips as Martin instructed a small group of invited 
sailors. Unfortunately, the information was not passed on and 
very few outside those present gained any real benefit. Martin 
also toured New Zealand, holding similar clinics at other venues 
including some South Island clubs. Wherever he went, Martin 
impressed with his skill and knowledge. To see an 80kg Laser 
sailor outperforming the best Optimist sailors – most of whom 
were half his weight – reinforced the belief that our children had 
a lot to learn!

NZIODA was convinced this exercise had been a success and 
decided to continue to bring in experts from overseas. Barry 
Davies and Bryan Davies (no relation) organised a clinic to be 
held at Willow Park Christian Camp at Eastern Beach in January 
2002. 

Eastern Beach proved to be an ideal venue for these training 
camps. The camp has accommodation for around 200 people, 
with dormitory and room sleeping arrangements, large dining 
room, a large hall, extensive grounds and only a minute’s walk to 
the beach. 

The original concept of the clinic was to provide coaching for 
the top 50 Optimist sailors in New Zealand. However, when 
applications were invited the event was oversubscribed and, as 
accommodation was available, organisers decided to make the 
event bigger and cater for up to 80 sailors in more groups. This 
allowed sailors of lesser ability the opportunity to attend an 
intensive sailing week. 

Henrik Hellman from Holland was employed for the camp. 
Afterwards he toured around giving instruction in centres 
outside Auckland. The father of one of the coaches, Bob Adler, 
was recruited as camp director and kept the youngsters busy. 
The camp was a financial success and was able to put a small 
amount of money back into the association’s finances.

These training camps ran again successfully in 2003 and 2004 
and have now become a regular fixture on the calendar for 
Optimist sailors in New Zealand. Andrew Wills was head coach 
in 2002–04, and organised a group of local young coaches to 
assist him alongside the visiting overseas sailors.

CAMPS AND CLINICS
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THE WORLD 
CHAMPIONSHIPS
The original committee did not envisage a New Zealand 

team at the Optimist world championships. In fact, 

several members, and NZYF coaching director Harold 

Bennett, expressed vocal opposition to a team being sent.

Some of these people had seen the event and believed the 
nationalistic fervour and pressure on the top performing 
sailors was not in the best interests of the children. This was 
a wise decision at the time and certainly assisted the class to 
gain widespread acceptance in New Zealand. However, the 
competitive nature of Kiwi, meant this situation could not last 
forever.

The first attendance of an international regatta by a New 
Zealander was when Jon Bilger sailed in two Optimist regattas 
in Germany while his father Jock was sailing in the Flying 
Dutchman world championships in Sweden, and Kiel Week in 
Germany in 1980. He placed second in the 12 and under group 
at Sh’ilksee, and 30th in the A division at Kiel after having 
considerable gear trouble with his borrowed boat.

Jon wrote in the Optimist Operator of October 1980: “Even 
though it was their summer the water was freezing cold. It 
hailed in my first race and rained almost every day we were 
there. The Germans were well prepared for it. I was not. I must 
have looked ridiculous to them as I wore only several jumpers 
and woollen pants, but they had full length wet suits and 
waterproof nylon oversuits. Most wore gumboots and gloves. 
The briefings were a problem as I could not speak the language, 
so I had to get an interpreter to explain the course, the sailing 
instructions and the briefings. I soon learned the German word 
for ‘starboard’ at the starts.

The best part of staying there was that I made some great 
German friends who were very nice to me. They took me into 
their own homes and gave me lunch and taught me to speak 
some German.”

The first appearance by a New Zealand sailor at the Optimist 
world championships was by Karleen Dixon, whose parents 
took her on a holiday to Europe and, while there, attended the 
Optimist world championships. At the time, Gail Dixon was 
NZIODA secretary and brought back reports of how well the 
contest was run and the friendliness of the participants – both 
contestants and organisers. 

While Karleen was not allowed to be a New Zealand 
representative because there had not been a selection process, 
her entry was completed by NZIODA. At her first attempt 
Karleen was well down in the fleet, but when she went back 
the following year she improved considerably. There was some 
criticism in New Zealand as Karleen had not been performing at 
a high level in local competition. The association felt that having 
someone sail in world competition would give an indication of 
the level our sailors were achieving.

In 1989, Hal Wagstaff was a NZYF representative at the 
International Yacht Racing Union (IYRU). At meetings of this 
international body the president of IODA, Helen Mary Wilkes, 
had been asking Hal when New Zealand would be sending a 
team to the Optimist world championships. Helen Mary is a 
formidable lady, and Hal told her that a team would come soon. 
At the prize giving for the Tanner and Tauranga Cups in January 
1990, Hal announced that trials would be held in conjunction 
with the national youth trials in May and a team would be 
selected to go to the Optimist world championships. While the 

IODA World 
Championship Logo 
1986
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rumour mill brought this information back to NZIODA no-one 
thought to discuss this with the committee at the time of the 
announcement.

Twelve sailors from the top placings in the Tauranga Cup were 
invited to compete in a series of races held at the Tamaki Yacht 
Club. Boats were provided by NZYF, who organised the event, 
and a team of four was selected. At the prize-giving the NZYF 
vice president announced the members and then stated that as 
no entry had been made and there was no money for the team, 
the sailors would not be going to Greece to compete in the 
Optimist World Championship that year. This caused more than 
a little consternation among the parents and sailors who met and 
decided that, if possible, they would raise the funds and attempt 
to gain late entry. 

The day after the prize-giving the chief executive officer of NZYF 
telephoned the president of NZIODA and asked if there was 
any way an entry could be made. Mike Judd, who was president 
at the time, phoned Helen Mary Wilkes in Ireland and was 
assured that late entry could be made and she would approach 
the suppliers of charter boats at the contest to see if they could 
provide boats. 

Within a couple of days all of these matters were taken care of, 
and New Zealand had a team entered in the Optimist world 
championships, even if they were not Optimist sailors. The team 
and their parents worked very hard towards this goal and in July 
Simon Cooke, Craig Brown, Scott Radley and Andrew Estcourt 
sailed in the contest. The invitation race was not sailed that year 
and the trophy which had been donated for this purpose was 
awarded to the New Zealand team as the one which had come 
the farthest!

The team generously donated this trophy to NZIODA, and it 
is now awarded to the highest-placed sailor who crosses Cook 
Strait to compete at the national championships. When this 
team returned to New Zealand, they reported that they felt 
participation in the world championships was worthwhile.

This was discussed at length by the NZIODA committee and 
a survey was sent out to yacht clubs throughout New Zealand 
to gauge opinions on whether New Zealand should participate 
and, if so, how the team should be selected. There was still 
considerable resistance to any serious competition in the 
Optimist class, so the committee decided to select the New 
Zealand team from the top finishers in New Zealand’s premier 
youth class at the time, the P Class. 

Twelve sailors who were the eligible age to compete at the 
Optimist worlds and finished in the top 20 at the Tauranga Cup, 
were invited to contest trials held in Auckland in February 1992. 
When the invitations were sent out, the invitees were informed 
that if they were selected, they would be solely responsible for 
obtaining the funds to attend the world championships. A team 
was selected and when the parents met after the contest, they 
decided not to commit to the financial burden of guaranteeing 
the cost of around $34,000.

The following year the same thing happened and, while one 
of the team members was prepared to go, the others could 
not make the commitment. A member of the committee, 
Pam Wegener, and a past committee member, John Pausina, 
proposed to the association that NZIODA should commence 
fund-raising so the team would at least have a start when 
selected. 

THE WORLD CHAMPIONSHIPS
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This subcommittee worked hard and, by the time the trials were 
held the following year, there was about $5000 in the kitty to 
help the team. Some of the activities used to raise funds included 
an auction of donated goods, the raffle of an Optimist, and a 
stand at the Boat Show. Numerous companies were approached 
for sponsorship, but very little money was raised in this manner. 
When the team was finally selected the parents joined the 
committee, which had already been working on raising the 
necessary funds for nearly 12 months, in helping with further 
fundraising.

When the team of Laurence Thoms, Derek Scott, Reece Johnson, 
Elliot Cree and Alastair Gair were selected, Mike Judd and his 
wife Lorna, expressed a desire to attend the contest. Mike, as 
NZIODA president, wanted to see how the contest was run, meet 
the international officers, and as a coach, help the team members 
perform as well as possible. Lorna went along as the country 
representative. In the early stages of the organisation none of the 
parents wanted to go with the team and Lorna and Mike were 
going to look after the five teenagers on their own.

Murray Thoms, Laurence’s father, was persuaded to travel as 
team manager and was an invaluable member of the party. 
The budget for the trip was $35,000 and $12,000 was raised. 
NZIODA paid the registration costs for the team officials and the 
balance was paid by those travelling. 

The travelling party decided that all the funds raised would be 
used for the sailing team and the adults would meet their own 
costs. 

NZYF were reluctant to grant Team New Zealand representative 
status because the selection process, which they had instigated, 

did not comply with their requirements. When it was pointed 
out that the team was representing the NZIODA and would be 
regarded as a New Zealand team anyway, NZYF gave the team 
the right to wear the silver fern and presented them with caps.

The subcommittee in New Zealand organised for the team to 
stay in Los Angeles on the way to Italy and, when they arrived 
late morning, it was decided to visit Universal Studios. This was 
a huge hit with the travelling party, even though it came after the 
long flight from New Zealand.

The world championships that year were held in 
Sardinia in July, and the New Zealand team performed 
reasonably well. They placed 17th out of 41 teams. The 
best individual placing was Alistair Gair in 52nd. All 
those who attended from New Zealand were amazed by 
the venue – the marina of Porto Rotondo in Northern 
Sardinia. This facility was owned by the Aga Khan and he 
was also the patron of the event. The sailors found the Optimists 
used at the world championships far better than anything they 
had sailed in New Zealand, but they still suffered from not being 
familiar with Optimist-specific skills.

On the way home, a visit to Disneyland had been arranged 
along with another day to take in other attractions. There was a 
misunderstanding in the itinerary which caused the team to miss 
their flight out of Rome. The team manager really earned his 
keep and was able to rebook the team on the next day’s flight so 
that the visit to Disneyland still happened.

Both those who attended this contest and the parents of these 
young sailors were convinced that the benefits of going to the 
world championships were well worthwhile, and believed 

THE WORLD CHAMPIONSHIPS

Sardinia, the venue 
of Optimist World 
Championships held 
in 1994
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that New Zealand should continue to attend. There were 
some rumblings back home about sailors from another class 
representing New Zealand at the Optimist’s own world contest.

The trials for the 1995 contest were held under the same 
conditions as the previous years to find the team to represent 
New Zealand at the Optimist worlds that year.  The team 
members were Michelle Vinsen, Matt Davies, Kevin Borrows, 
David Healy and Andrew Flannagan. Mike Judd travelled 
as country representative and Pam Wegener was the team 
manager.

This time the venue was Mariehamn in the Aaland 
Islands – an independent territory administered by 
Finland. Michael Knauf who had been in Europe 
attending another regatta, was employed as coach, and 
met the team in Sweden on the way to Finland. New 
Zealand sailors featured in the top 10.

On the team’s return, Mike Judd voiced the opinion 
that there was little to be gained by continuing the selection of 
sailors from the P Class to represent Optimists. There had been 
suggestions that older sailors who went to these contests would 
come back to New Zealand and pass on what they had learned to 
the class back home. This did not happen, mostly because clubs 
in New Zealand did not invite the team members to help.

For the next few years, the New Zealand teams selection to 
attend the Optimist world championships was based on the 
results from the New Zealand National Optimist championships 
held each Easter. Teams have been sent to each of the world 
championships since that time (except in 2020 and 2021 due 

to the COVID-19 pandemic). Some people have voiced the 
opinion that selecting the New Zealand team at the national 
championships in April for an event in July does not give the 
children adequate time to prepare for a major contest.

Preparing properly for the nationals is the ideal preparation for 
the world championships and is a natural progression. This has 
been confirmed by the success of the New Zealand team at the 
2004 world championships in winning the Miami Herald Trophy 
for the team which scores the highest points in racing. Paul 
Snow-Hansen achieved the highest placing with second and Dan 
Willcox was fourth. This was achieved by having a structured 
training programme where the whole team trained together and 
shared their knowledge and development. Most of the credit for 
this performance must be given to Hamish Willcox who worked 
out the programme and Matthew Davies who put the plan into 
action. 

The parents and sailors also 
deserve credit for following 
the training schedule. Once 
again, this shows that one 
of the most important 
ingredients in the mix that 
makes up success is the 
willingness to put in the work 
required.

THE WORLD CHAMPIONSHIPS

Mariehamn, the 
venue of 1995 
Optimist World 
Championships

Optimist worlds, 
Napier 2011
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THE NATIONALS
In the early stages of the Optimist’s development in New 

Zealand, Paul Pritchett and the first committee made an 

inspired decision that the class would not be helped by 

international competition.

While a major part of this decision was an aversion to competing 
directly with an already well established class in New Zealand 
(the P Class), the lack of serious competition allowed many 
boats to be built and a lot of youngsters to be introduced to 
sailing. As there was no competitive reason to need a faster boat 
than anybody else, many parents built an Optimist for their 
child confident the boat would not be too closely inspected and 
possibly rejected. This was a major reason for the rapid rise in 
numbers over the early years. There were a few boats built that 
‘cheated’ the rules, but generally the home builders complied 
with the spirit of the class rules.

In the sport of yacht racing, learning to sail is just the start. 
Children are naturally competitive and it seemed inevitable that 
serious racing could not be avoided forever. There had been 
pressure from some regions to hold both North and South Island 
championships, and it was obvious that a national championship 
would be well supported by sailors.

When the teams began going to the world championships, having 
been chosen from another class of yacht, the NZIODA committee 
was put under a lot of pressure from its members to choose 
Optimist sailors to compete in these teams. After the team 
returned from Finland in 1995 (where they had been questioned 
by the international association on why the Optimist sailors 
in New Zealand were not given the chance to attend their own 
world championships) the committee surveyed the ‘Optimist’ 
clubs in New Zealand for their opinion on holding a national 
championship and selection trials. 

The results of this survey were overwhelmingly in favour 
of holding the contest, so the committee decided a national 
championship would be held and the team for the world 
championships would be selected from this regatta. This 
decision was made in August and the national championships 
were proposed to be held at Easter the following year. The Lake 
Taupo Yacht Club agreed to host the event and their organising 
committee were very cooperative in setting up this major regatta 
at short notice. 

A number of issues had to be settled, such as dividing the fleet 
if there were too many entrants to sail in one race, measuring 
of boats and equipment, choosing the team to go to the worlds, 
and the continuing format of the contest. The racing was held in 
variable conditions and from the 97 entries a team was selected 
to attend the world championships in Ireland. The team was 
Sam Fenwick, Simon Minoprio and Tim Christiansen. The 
measurement issue was solved by requiring all equipment other 
than hulls to be measured, all hulls to be weighed, and hulls to 
“comply with the spirit of the rules”. 

On the Saturday evening, a general meeting was held for the 
parents. This was very successful and several proposals for the 
future of the class were considered. Recommendations were 
made to the committee regarding the direction of the class and 
how the national championships should be held in the future. 
Two of the major considerations were the timing of the nationals 
and the allocation of a venue for the contest. The meeting was 
very strong in its recommendation that the nationals be moved 
around the country and the committee was directed to hold the 
nationals in the South Island at least once in every five years. 
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The meeting also strongly recommended 
that the contest be held at Easter to avoid 
direct competition with the P Class. 
Measurement was to be phased in over a 
period of five years, so that by the 2001 
nationals all boats would have to have 
a measurement certificate for the hull, 
spars, foils and sail. 

The meeting also decided that clubs 
wishing to hold the national contest 
should apply 18 months ahead of the 
scheduled event and the venue would 
be decided prior to the championships, 
allowing the organisers a reasonable 
amount of time to organise the event.

The following year (1997) the regatta was run at Kohimarama in 
Auckland and saw the first fleet of more than 100 boats. One of 
the features of this regatta was the move towards pre-measuring 
of boats so that only checking of certificates was needed for 
entry. This has been a pet project of Mike Judd who was to 
become chief measurer the following year. The Optimist class 
rules state that a boat must be measured to race in the class and, 
once measured, it is the owner’s responsibility to keep all of the 
equipment within the rules. 

There was some dissatisfaction voiced at the prizegiving 
at Kohimarama, and the NZIODA committee resolved to 
work towards giving the organising club a fairly specific 
set of instructions in the future running of the nationals. A 
disappointing aspect of the contest at Kohimarama was the low 
attendance at the annual general meeting on the Saturday night. 

Greg Adler (BBYC) 
winner of 1998 
nationals at Evans 
Bay Wellington

Only nine people showed up to elect the governing body of the 
class. Either the parents were satisfied with the way the class 
was being administered or they were completely apathetic (or 
perhaps both!).

The following year the contest moved to Wellington where the 
Evans Bay Yacht Club committee agreed to run the event. The 
club was also running a regatta for Paper Tiger catamarans, 
and their resources were stretched. During the year leading 
up to the nationals, there was a change in the organising 
committee and the second group did not seem to be as 
enthusiastic as the first. 

Measuring was conducted by a local measurer and continued 
the movement towards simplifying this procedure. The contest 
was held in mostly light winds and some long days on the 
water tested the endurance of many sailors. The prizegiving 
was very disappointing. It clashed with a social function in 
another room. The importance of this part of the contest to the 
children seemed to be underestimated by the organisers. 

In 1999, the nationals were held in the Optimist’s original 
birthplace in New Zealand – Christchurch. The Canterbury 
Yacht and Motor Boat Club ran a very special event which was 
attended by 110 sailors. Bev Roberts, Clive’s widow, opened the 
regatta and Paul Pritchett was the principal race officer. This 
gave a real sense of occasion 25 years after the class was first 
introduced to New Zealand by Clive. It also coincided with the 
100th year of yachting in Canterbury. Harold Bennett, who had 
coached at the early Quail Island Camps, also attended. The 
event went very well, with a huge marquee providing shelter 
for contestants and a venue for the prizegiving. Opti KZ 1, the 
Pritchett’s ‘Muffin’ was also on display.

THE NATIONALS
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A team of sailors attended from Australia along 
with some sailors from Nouméa, making it 
an international event. Elise Rechichi from 
Perth, Western Australia, was the first female 
sailor and took home the Judd Family Trophy. 
A computer glitch meant there was a delay in 
finding the results. The organisers decided 
to have the planned final dinner before the 
prizegiving ceremony, and this caused the 
formal event to be a little unruly. One notable 

feature of the visitors was the group from 
Kohimarama in Auckland who rented a 
large furniture truck, hired a driver and 
drove 30 Optimists and two patrol boats 
1150 kilometres to the event. During the 
contest the truck provided a base for the 
club members. Those who attended this 
regatta will remember the evidence of the 
devastation caused by a storm earlier in 
the year and being called ashore when a 
southerly gale threatened to arrive. When 
the forecasted wind duly arrived, the 
young sailors were grateful to be on land.

The year 2000 saw the national championships being 
held at the Bay of Islands (BOI) Yacht Club in Waitangi. 
This contest was notable for being run by a club with very 
limited membership. Much of the organisation was done 
by the NZIODA committee, with the local members mainly 
organising the venue and patrol boats. The BOI club obtained 
assistance in the provision of patrol boats from visiting clubs. 

Jo Aleh receiving 
trophy for the first 
female from Mike 
Judd at the 2000 
nationals at the Bay 
of Islands.

With 150 boats expected, there would be a requirement for 15 
patrol boats. The precedent was established for visiting boats to 
be designated as rescue boats and this worked well. 

The conditions were variable. In one race, the first fleet were 
almost at the top mark when a huge gust capsized almost all of 
the second fleet. The race was abandoned, 
and all rescue craft were called on to assist 
sailors back to the beach. There was some 
confusion in the counting of sailors and the 
system of signing on and off was tested. 
Those who were present and heard the 
concern in Murray Ferris’ voice were left 
in no doubt about the value of enforcing a 
strong system of checking sailors on and 
off the water.

New Plymouth hosted the 2001 nationals. 
As a club, they insisted on running the 
contest and did not want the national association dictating how 
things were to be done. The onshore part of the championships 
was very well conducted. 

On the water, the principal race officer, who was experienced 
in running events for other classes, did not recognise some of 
the special needs of sailors aged between 10 and 14. A decision 
was made after this event for NZIODA to provide the principal 
race officer for future contests, so that the association could be 
sure the person in charge of racing would be familiar with the 
special needs of the Optimist class.

Scott Illingworth, 
Brett Sellers, Alistair 
Thompson, Jonathan 
Rankine and David 
Robertson. The first 
five in the 2000 
nationals at the Bay of 
Islands.

THE NATIONALS
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The conditions were very trying with light winds and huge wind 
shifts. Big swells from the Tasman Sea made sitting in a small 
boat very uncomfortable at times. One feature of this contest 
was the visit of a team from Canada. This was the first time a 
group from the Northern Hemisphere attended the New Zealand 
national championships. The Nouméan team were there again 
and were always near the top of the fleet. The committee ruled 
that, while a non-New Zealand sailor could win the regatta, that 
person could not be the New Zealand national champion.

The contest came back to Auckland in 2002, to be organised by 
the combined Wakatere and Takapuna Boating Clubs. As this 
event was being held in the home waters of the committee, there 
was some pressure to get the organisation right and to formulate 
a template for the conduct of the New Zealand national 
championships in the future. During the lead up to the regatta, 
there was some concern about running the event in an area of 
strong tidal flow with the possibility of light winds. Provision 
was made to tow all the boats to a course area two miles up the 
North Shore coast if necessary. A total of 182 entries made this 
the largest one class national championship conducted in New 
Zealand at that time.

The organisation was very efficient, and any glitches were not 
obvious to participants. Instead of lack of wind, there was too 
much at times and in one incident an upside-down Optimist was 
picked up from the ground and blown over a bank to land on a 
young female sailor. Luckily, very little damage was caused to 
either.

Queen Charlotte Yacht Club in Picton hosted the event in 2003. 
The doomsayers had a field day, in fact several! The weather 
was too unreliable to conduct a fair contest, they said, the club 

too small to handle the event, the Cook Strait ferries 
would get in the way, there would be too much wind, not 
enough wind, a visiting race officer would not be able to 
read the conditions.

In the end, Queen Charlotte Yacht Club ran an excellent 
contest and their 20 or so members, along with 
volunteers, handled the event with panache. The wind 
was fickle, with the first couple of days being lost to 
too much wind. Strong winds overnight damaged the rig storage 
area and shredded one sail. Another day was lost through lack of 
wind. 

The captains of the Cook Strait ferries were helpful in providing 
weather reports. The local populace embraced the event, and 
all of the children and parents were made welcome. Seals and 
dolphins provided entertainment on the days when sailing 
was slow. As with all of the nationals to date, Picton added its 
own flavour, and the decision made in Taupo in 1996 to move 
the event around the country as much as possible has been 
vindicated.

Following the New Plymouth nationals, a number of concerns 
were identified in the conduct of the regatta and the committee 
felt they needed to standardise the event so all Optimist national 
championships would be conducted in a uniformly high manner.  
 
The organising committee of the Wakatere regatta in 2002 
carefully documented the process they used to prepare for and 
run the national championships and this document was used 
as a prescription for the conduct of the New Zealand Optimist 
National Championships.

THE NATIONALS

Queen Charlotte 
Yacht Club
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AGE GROUP 
REGATTAS
From very early in the development of the class in New 

Zealand, it was recognised that children love to compete 

– especially with others of the same age. 

As there was a deliberate plan to downplay competition in the 
Optimist in this country, many clubs, areas and the South Island 
held age-group regattas.  
 

At these events, the main emphasis in 
the results was placed on finishing places 
in age groups such as under 10, 11&12, 
13, 14 and over. Many of the groupings 
were decided on the day when entries 
were closed so the groups would be a 
similar size. These regattas continued 
through the 1980s and into the 1990s as 
the major forms of competition in the 
class. Around 1990 the NZIODA gave 
trophies to clubs who organised regional 
age-group regattas. This needed some 

standardisation of age groups, but it was not until about 1998 
that the present age groups were resolved. The South Island Age 
Group regatta (SIAG) and Timaru age group regatta are still held 
annually. SIAG takes place at the birthplace of the Optimist – the 
Charteris Bay Yacht Club at the end of January every year.

Optimists at Charteris 
Bay Yacht Club

GREEN FLEETS
In 1995, Keith Elliott (NZIODA life member) proposed 

that New Zealand should investigate the system of Green 

Fleet regattas as used in the United States.

The idea was for there to be a competition for less experienced 
sailors which would serve two purposes:

1: Allowing less experienced children to compete with a greater 
chance of success.

2: Separating less experienced sailors from the open class sailors 
so there is less chance of one interfering with the other, allowing 
organisers to make decisions appropriate to the ability of the 
children. 

After several attempts, the official NZIODA Green Fleet policy 
was formulated. The South Island Optimist Association also 
formulated a silver fleet for a while which tried to separate 
sailors using older boats from those using the IOD95 hulls.
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THE P CLASS
In the early days, and in some areas even today, the 

Optimist was seen as a threat to the traditional P Class.

The ‘P’ was designed in 1923 by Harry Highet as a small, 
easily-built yacht for fun sailing. It was not really meant to be 
exclusively a children’s boat. When the P was originally designed, 
it was built from solid timber planks with a ‘gunter’ rig. This 
had a short mast and a longer gaff which was hauled up with a 
throat halyard to lie as close as parallel to the mast as possible. 
This gave a sail shape that was very similar to a single mast, 
with an added complication of the throat halyard which could 
slip and allow the leech of the sail to fall away. It was not very 
long before the ‘Bermudan’ rig was introduced with a single 
mast – about 13 feet long. The boat is only seven feet long and, 
with the mast placed only a foot from the bow, it is very unstable 
downwind. The tall mast also means that considerable strength 
and technique is needed to keep the boat from capsizing. 

The P Class is fully decked with only a small cockpit which is 
above the water when the boat is on its side. Capsizes are a 
regular occurrence in P Class sailing and righting a capsized 
boat is a skill learned very early in the career of all skippers. The 
P is exciting and challenging for lighter skippers but a sailor’s 
performance is punished severely by too much weight. Learning 
to sail a P, especially if there is any more than a light breeze, 
results in a lot of swimming and righting the boat. 

Many older sailors express the opinion very strongly that the P 
Class is the reason New Zealand youth sailors performed well 
in international competition. The reasoning is that, because the 
boat is so hard to sail, anyone who masters it can sail anything. 
While teaching lessons the hard way was acceptable education 
practice 50 years ago, modern thinking is that the cost in those 
who are lost to the sport because they are not ready for the 
difficult lessons, is too great. It has been said that the P Class put 
more children off sailing than it brought into the sport. 

The P does, however, have a very important place in yachting 
in New Zealand as an exciting boat which teaches the very 
important skills of trim, balance and sail setting, in a graphic 
manner. 

This entrenched attitude meant that often when a parent became 
interested in introducing the Optimist to a new region there 
was, and in some cases still is, concerted opposition to what was 
perceived as a threat to a New Zealand icon.

Before the introduction of the Optimist, the number of P Class 
yachts was relatively static. Since that time, there has been a 
slight decline in their numbers, but by 2005 there were now 
more than 4000 Optimists registered in New Zealand. Many of 
these boats have had more than one owner, which means there 
are several thousand more young people in New Zealand who 
have spent some time learning to sail.

When the Optimist begins to establish a foothold in an area, 
the same arguments are trotted out by older yachtsmen; that 
the Optimist is too easy to sail, that it teaches bad habits, that 
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competitive boats are too expensive, that as an open dinghy it is 
too easily swamped, that it will kill the P Class, that children seek 
more excitement, and that there are too many classes in New 
Zealand already.  

The Optimist is easy to sail, but to sail it well needs the same 
amount of skill and practice as any other boat. The boat does 
not scare less confident young sailors away from the sport of 
yachting as the P did, and a number of these youngsters who 
were terrified in their early experiences have gone on to high 
achievements later in their sailing careers.

The boat does not teach bad habits, the instructors do. 
Traditionally, sailing has been taught in yacht clubs by well-
meaning older sailors or parents. While the efforts of these 
people must not be decried, they have often not had the 
communication or instructional skills to impart the necessary 
basic knowledge. 

NZIODA has put a lot of effort into bringing overseas coaches to 
New Zealand to help local instructors keep up with international 
trends. 

When it set out to normalise the design of the Optimist, the aim 
of IODA was to have a boat that would be available worldwide 
for less than USD$2000. They have achieved this and have 
also managed to keep control of the design so that all over the 
world the boats are the same. This means boats are continually 
in demand and hold their value. The net result is that a family 
can buy a boat, either second-hand or new, and be confident 
that when the time comes to sell it on there will not be a great 
loss in value. This makes sailing in the Optimist one of the least 

expensive exercises in yachting. Society seems to have moved 
away from where a parent and a child built a boat in the garage 
and the child learned to sail and look after their project. 

There is still the opportunity for parents to build competitive 
Optimists or Ps, but many do not want to spend the time 
involved and would much rather buy a boat and have their child 
taught by a trained instructor. It is also fair to say that as the 
level of sailing has improved, the standard of boats has kept 
pace. This means that building a boat in which a young sailor 
can feel confident that their equipment is as good as those 
around them is very much more difficult, and probably beyond 
the reach of the home handyman. This is especially true in 2022 
when almost all Optimists sailed competitively are made out of 
fibreglass.

When the Optimist is properly sailed it can be sailed in wind and 
wave conditions that have many other classes staying ashore. 
The P Class has its own attractions, one of which is that it is a 
more exciting and challenging boat to sail. For those who feel the 
need for the extra thrills, a logical progression is to move from 
the Optimist to the P.

Properly managed, both classes should coexist in New Zealand 
yachting for many years to come.

THE P CLASS
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BOATS
At the beginning of the class in New Zealand, all boats 

were built by their owners either from plans or in 

building schemes organised by such groups as yacht 

clubs or polytechnics and secondary school night 

classes. 

Many of these builders had never seen 
an Optimist so it was a credit to the 
legendary practicality of Kiwis that 
the boats produced almost without fail 
complied with the spirit of the class. As 
the emphasis was entirely on getting 
children started in the sport of yachting, 
rather than the promotion of a new class 
of racing yacht, measurement took on 
minor importance. 

The experience of Mike Judd is a typical 
case. “I was discussing with a friend 
building a boat for my children to learn 
to sail and to develop water sense. He 

suggested that I should build one of these new Optimist things. 
The plans were only $15 so I bought a set to see what they 
looked like. With the plans came a step-by-step set of building 
instructions including cutting diagrams for the sheets of ply. 
The plans were 1/5 full size and very easy to follow.

I purchased all the timber and fastenings as listed in the 
building instructions and commenced construction. The datum 
line as nominated in the measurement form was set up as a 
string line between nails on the back of a chair with a bag of 
cement on it and a nog in the frame of my garage. I took much 
care to ensure that the measurements were as close as I could 

Alf Locke 
examining an 
Optimist in 1976

make them to the design. I made no 
attempt to exploit the tolerances. Later 
experience was to show that this gave 
a very good all-round performance. 
The boat remained one of the better 
performing Optimists for the nine years 
our family used it. The foils were made 
from ply as shown in the plans but were 
later replaced by laminated timber. 
I made the mast, boom and sprit from 
commercial grade aluminium with a 
wooden boom jaw. The placement of the 
sprit attachment to the mast took a lot of experimentation to 
achieve a good sail shape. The sail was made for us by a Napier 
sailmaker who used some cloth that he had made some jibs for 
Javelins out of.”

At one stage it was estimated that there were some 2500 sets of 
Optimist plans sold in New Zealand, and only about 10 percent 
of these had been measured. In 1978, Fi Glass, a Christchurch 
builder of fibreglass runabouts, made a mould under the 
supervision of the chief measurer of the association and for 
several years these boats were the only commercial fibreglass 
Optimists in New Zealand.

A little later, Whiting Yachts built a mould and produced a few 
boats. Fibreglass City obtained these moulds and made a few 
boats, including about a dozen for a Waterwise scheme at Okahu 
Bay in Auckland. There were also some fibreglass boats built in 
yacht club schemes, particularly at Manly on the Whangaparoa 
Peninsula, New Plymouth, as well as some built in Taupo, where 
rumour has it that the strengthening ribs on the inside were 

Fiberglass Optimist 
in 1979
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moulded round Pinex Wallboard strips. This very soft, sponge-
like wall lining that absorbed water and eventually washed away, 
leaving hollow channels which strengthened the bottom.

A couple of people supplied kitsets for home construction. One 
was produced by a member in Huntly. Ply components were 
marked out, and the packaging became the building frame. 
The assembly was very straightforward, and some 20 or 30 
boats were built from these kitsets. Production of these handy 
sets stopped in the early 1980s and, while there was some talk 
of others coming on the market, none have eventuated. A few 
boatbuilders constructed Optimists to clients’ orders, but most 
boats were home constructed. A few enterprising individuals 
made boats to order. Two that come to mind were Keith Duggan 
and Russ Treanor, who both produced high-quality wooden 
boats. 

Almost all these boats were built in the traditional manner, 
upside down on frames as set out in the official building 
instructions which the Optimist association supplied with each 
set of plans. There was some awareness of the ‘stitch and glue’ 
construction method, but very few attempted this exercise.

In 1994 an American family, Chris and 
Darleen Buckley and their two children, 
arrived in New Zealand on their yacht 
with a fibreglass Optimist. Chris was 
convinced he could build a wooden boat 
as least as good as the fibreglass boats. At that time, IODA was 
going through the exercise of making the class a true one-design 
and had proposals for the strict control of the dimensions of 
the boats so that boats built anywhere would be as identical as 
possible but could still be built by anyone. Chris’s neighbour, 
Bruce Dow, developed a system of building the boats on three 
formers which produced very stiff and strong hulls. Chris 
continued to build these hulls, making minor modifications to the 
bottom shape within the tolerances allowed, and produced boats 
that were as fast as the new fibreglass boats. Twenty such boats 
were built to this very successful style. 

At first, these boats were built to the old tolerances but utilised the 
acknowledged faster shape of the new IOD95 fibreglass boats. When 
the wooden design was updated in 1997, a few minor adjustments 
were made to fit the Dow/Buckley to the new measurements.

About 1992 there were proposals put to the technical committee 
of IODA to tighten the tolerances in the construction of boats 
as it was felt that some manufacturers were building in planned 
obsolescence to encourage sailors to keep buying new boats. 
There was also a feeling the cost of the boats was spiralling, and 
measures should be taken to keep the costs reasonable. As a result 
of much lobbying and research by the technical committee, a 
new design for fibreglass boats was considered and passed at the 
annual general meeting of IODA in Sardinia in 1994. 

BOATS

Building Optimists 
at Foxton
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This was to be called the IOD95 design, and the first boats were 
to be produced for the worlds in Finland in 1995. Draft plans 
were circulated to the members of IODA around the world 
for submissions and consideration. Keith Elliott and Arnold 
Nichols decided they would produce fibreglass Optimists in New 
Zealand. They obtained the table of offsets and the proposed 
rules and plans. As the New Zealand season is six months out 
of phase with the Northern Hemisphere where the design was 
being modified, they felt that it was imperative to build boats to 
the new design in the season that they would be introduced in 
Europe. 

This meant building to the proposed plans and hoping that 
there would be no major changes when the plans were finalised. 
This involved much consultation with the measurers in New 
Zealand – mostly Chief Mesurer Mike Judd – and a lot of design 
work. The plan was to take five of the new boats to the world 
championships in July. A couple of prototypes were produced 
and the IODA chief measurer, David Harte, was flown out from 
Ireland to measure one of the prototypes and check the moulds. 

Approval was given for construction, and this commenced in 
a shed near Arnolds factory in Warkworth. Five of the earliest 
boats were moulded in black and decorated with the silver fern 
logo of Team New Zealand. These were freighted to Finland 
with the New Zealand World Championship Team. The boats 
were only finished days before the team departed and sat in a 
tropical downpour on the tarmac in Hong Kong on the way to 
Finland. The arrival of these boats created quite a stir and some 
consternation as the organisers of the contest had not been 
expecting any IOD95 boats other than the charter boats supplied 
by a Finnish manufacturer. Measurement was rather stressful as 

the boats were examined very closely. When the plans were first 
sent out the bottom was specified as being flat, with no hollows 
allowed. It turns out that it is an impossibility to produce a 
uniformly flat surface in a moulded fibreglass hull. This was 
pointed out to the designers, and they altered the plans to specify 
up to 6mm of convex curve, but no concavity. 

As the new boats had been stacked on top of each other and had 
sat in a tropical downpour with the top boats half filling with 
water, the bottom boats developed concavities in the bottom. 
This was rightly rejected by the measurer so the boats were taken 
out into the sunny car park and their edges were sanded until 
there was a slight convex curve in the bottom. The boats were 
then taken back in to the cool of the measuring shed where they 
developed concavities again. The boats were then taken back out 
in to the car park, a drink was consumed, and the measurer was 
then called back out to check the bottoms. They now had convex 
surfaces! The Chief Measurer threw up his hands in horror and 
passed the boats. It was now left to the team to apply gel coat to 
the hulls, sand and polish them.

There was a display corner to show off the new design, with a 
prototype from Winner in Denmark, the charter boats from 
Finland, and the black boats from DWR in New Zealand.

The effort of Keith Elliott in providing these boats for the New 
Zealand team was huge, and probably not fully appreciated by 
the general members of the New Zealand Optimist Association. 
Keith had taken a huge risk in producing the boats. He also 
freighted them to Finland with some assistance from Cathay 
Pacific. At the end of the contest the boats were sold for less than 
half of the cost of the materials used to build them. Keith was 
heard to say very strongly that he would never do that again!

BOATS
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A couple of years later Bruce Rankine and a few other 
parents decided to import some ex- charter boats from the 
world championships and sell them in New Zealand. At each 
world championship charter boats are provided by a major 
manufacturer and are later sold off at a discount. These 
are brand new boats which have only been used for the one 
regatta. By buying a container load, they can be purchased at a 
significantly cheaper price. Two or three container loads of these 
boats were imported and sold within New Zealand. This was not 
good for Keith’s business. Some of the importers were lax with 
the paperwork and there are some boats around which have not 
been properly measured.

In about 1999, Kiwi Yachting Developments began to import 
IOD95 Optimists from Singapore. These boats were produced by 
a company called Sailboats Enterprises. This company is owned 
by a couple of ex-pat Australians and declared that it wants to be 
the second-largest manufacturer of Optimists in the world. These 
Singapore boats were sold at a price that Keith’s company – now 
named ‘Sail One’ could not compete with. Keith searched for a 
more reasonably priced source of supply and was able to enter 
into an arrangement with an emerging producer – ‘Far East’ – 
which sees their boats being sold in New Zealand under the ‘Sail 
One’ brand.

One of the disappointing facets of all of this is that there are 
no longer any fibreglass Optimists produced in New Zealand. 
There have been a few private imports of boats from Denmark 
and Argentina, but the cost of landing one-off new boats in this 
country is prohibitive.

OVERSEAS 
EXCHANGES
The Yacht Club in Noumea has had an exchange 

programme with the Glendowie Boating Club for a number 

of years, where sailors from the respective clubs visit in 

alternative years. 

There have been visits by sailors from Japan, with some New 
Zealand Optimist sailors travelling to Fukuoka on a sister 
city programme with Auckland. This was organised as a ‘fun’ 
experience. The sailors were selected by a panel as representatives 
of the children of Auckland and sailing skill was only one of the 
criteria for inclusion in the party. Some individuals have visited 
Tahiti and a few Tahitians have come to New Zealand. 

In 2003, Keith and Kathie Elliott of Sail One sponsored a 
development team to the Australian national championships in 
Adelaide. This team was selected from sailors who sailed Sail One 
boats and would be remaining in the class for at least another 
season.

During the time the America’s Cup was in Auckland, a few of 
the competing families had children here, and these sailors 
participated in local events. Notable amongst these were the two 
Grael children from Argentina, with Marco 
providing tough competition 
for the top sailors in New 
Zealand.
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OVERSEAS  
COACHES
From the very early days of Optimist sailing in New 

Zealand, the class has recognised that much can be learnt 

from young sailors who have been through the Optimist 

scene in countries where the class has been active for 

much longer than here. 

One of the first examples of this was a Swedish 18-year-old, 
Torkel Stilafors, who had attended three world championships. 
Torkel was a coach at the Optimist Quail Island Camp, Advanced 
(OPQUICA) in January 1980.

In December 1985, Grethe Halvorsen, a Norwegian Laser sailor, 
was in New Zealand and through some keelboat contacts spent 
several weekends coaching at Bucklands Beach. Grethe also 
helped at the Juniorsail at the Hamilton Lake in January. One 

Steven Brooks 
(HSC), Jamie and 
Alistair Thompson 
(Torbay Sailing 
Club), Brad Davies 
(HSC) farewell 
Argentinian sailor 
Martin Jenkins at 
Auckland Airport

of the highlights of this weekend was when Mike Judd was 
ferrying Grethe back to the clubhouse in a four metre Boston 
Whaler. In an attempt to show off, Mike ran the boat straight 
at the clubhouse balcony at speed. At the last minute the motor 
was put into reverse and revved up. Unfortunately, the propeller 
pin shore and the boat did not slow down as quickly as planned. 
Grethe was able to step off onto the deck and help push the boat 
back in to the water!

In November 1999, Barry Davies (life member) was able to 
engage the services of Martin Jenkins from Argentina to provide 
some expert coaching. Martin had been world champion in 1994 
and 1995. He had also been doing quite a lot of coaching for 
NZIODA. Because New Zealand had never finished in the top 
group of countries at the world championships, IODA helped 
with a subsidy towards Martin’s fare. Martin conducted a two-
day clinic for coaches at Howick and then travelled around the 
country coaching in Wellington and Christchurch.

A few years later, Henrik Hellman from Holland was brought out 
to New Zealand to coach at the Optimist clinic in January and 
then tour around the country assisting coaches in the regions. 
Henrik had a great time travelling around in a car bought for him 
by the then president of NZIODA, Kevin Robertson.
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LIFE MEMBERS
At the 1980 annual general meeting of the New Zealand 

International Optimist Dinghy Association, Paul and Pat 

Pritchett, who were instrumental in starting the Optimist 

scene in New Zealand, were awarded the first two life 

memberships. Then at the 2004 AGM the following 

NZIODA life members were appointed: Mike and Lorna 

Judd and Helen Eaglestone. 

Helen Eaglestone, secretary of the class from 1997 until 2003 
and editor of the class newsletter for a number of years.

Mike Judd, who was president of the class when it really began 
to flourish after a few years in the doldrums. Mike had also 
been chief measurer when the class was getting the boats in 
New Zealand up to a standard so that all sailors have an equal 
opportunity to succeed.

Lorna Judd, who spent some time as treasurer and for six 
years was the person who initiated the entries to the world 
championships – including getting the fundraising started for 
the teams.

THE FIRST THIRTY YEARS OF OPTIS IN NEW ZEALAND

2007 ADDENDUM TO 
OPTI HISTORY
In 2007, the NZIODA team to the Optimist world championships 
achieved what up until then had been only a dream since the 
class was first introduced to New Zealand. Chris Steele won the 
individual world championship and Alexandra Maloney won 
the girls’ individual world championship. The team also won 
the teams trophy for the highest scoring team of four sailors. 
Many people in the yachting fraternity voiced the opinion that 
this was not possible citing that New Zealand is too far away 
from the top competition in Europe, and the team is not able to 
prepare properly because of the expense of travelling to warm-up 
regattas. A great deal of the credit for these wins must also go 
to the coaches in New Zealand who were able to get our team to 
such a high standard.
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Photos and Clippings

From the archives of Paul Pritchett & Sarah Nicholl

Project Management

Veronica Aris, NZIODA

Design

Viivi Ronkko, Subzero Group

CREDITS “I was at the official opening ceremony  
of the sailing at Kiel 1972 Olympics.  
The Olympic flame at the yacht harbour 
was lit by the torch en route to Munich 
and a wonderful moment ensued. What 
seemed like hundreds of Optis launched 
at a nearby beach and sailed through the 
harbour entrance en-mass like a swarm of 
locusts. They disembarked on the massive 
slipways and the young sailors joined 
in the official opening ceremony. A huge 
moment for them.”

 
Bret De Thier




