A lifetime ago, back in 1995 I co owned a race boat called Mr. Technology. It was the first canopied boat that Phantom Boats ever built. Will Smith, the owner of Phantom Boats was one of my teammates and he was with me when we flipped over in Key West Harbor during the second race of the 1995 Key West World Championships. After all three of the onboard crew survived the roll over without a scratch, Will swore during our ride back to the dock that he would never build a race boat without a canopy again. Hence, Phantom single-handedly started the whole canopied A class revolution that has now turned into Super V Lite. Mr. Technology was the second canopied V bottom to race with APBA, SBI and US Offshore, the first being the Fountain called Dragon Lady that is still being raced today (well maybe not after what they did to it in Sarasota) by Peter Meyer and Joe Scro in the Super Vee wars.

Mr. Technology was sold in 1997 and it end up in Sarasota Florida in the hands of Jeff?? Jeff did some whacky things to Mr. T, like and stuffing twin 1300HP blower motors into its bilge and running over 130MPH. He also adding extension boxes and a center trim tab between the drives.  It was a precursor to some of Will Smith’s latest Star Wars Super Vs racing today. Jeff raced it a few times with smaller motors but it was a foot too short to be legal in Super V so it could only race in the P Classes.

Unfortunately Jeff lost his life in a motorcycle accident about a year ago. Soon thereafter, his mother contacted me about helping her sell the boat, and I was interested in seeing it find a good home. Along came Richard Phillips. He’s from Trinidad but lives and works in Canada. After Richards spoke to Will and I many time, he ended up working out a deal to buy the bare hull with rigging. No motors or drives, but it still looked great sitting on its triple axle Myco trailer.  Richard had the boat and trailer strapped to a flatbed trailer and then shipped (literally) to Trinidad. Once there, the boat underwent a complete re-rigging, complete with #V drives and twin 1000HP naturally aspirated motors from Blue Thunder Marine Engines in Fort Lauderdale. Richards’s goal is to have the fastest V bottom in Trinidad and to win The Great Race. 

When Richard called to invite me to attend their race, I wasn’t sure weather to accept or decline the offer. I had planned on attending the Orange Beach race that fell on the same weekend and something about visiting Trinidad in the middle of August didn’t appeal to my sweat glands. Trinidad is close to the Equator and temperatures during the summer are typically about 95 degrees with very high humidity. Deep inside, I knew from the moment that Richard invited me that I would be going, I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to witness the rebirth of something that was once a big part of my life.

The Trinidad & Tobago Powerboat Association www.ttpba.com is that mysterious place where old race boats are rebuilt to race another day. Just looking through their web site I can see some old favorites, yet with unfamiliar names on their sides. The majority of the fleet is built locally in Trinidad. Joe Peres from Team Snack Attack owns a company called Bowden Boats. Many race boats have come from his molds. Another local boat builder is called Formula III. Between those two builders, they represent the majority of the boats that will be racing in the Great Race.

I’ve been to several Caribbean islands throughout the years and usually enjoy taking a few steps back in time as these islands typically have a quaint and somewhat innocent aura. Trinidad isn’t quaint nor is it innocent. This is probably the richest island in the Caribean and the local economy is thriving and self contained. This is one of the only islands that does not rely on tourism as a major source of income. While other Islands still have chickens running around the airport runways and a small shack serving as the airport terminal, Trinidad is in a league of it’s own with a very modern airport and direct flights from several major US cities. The island boasts a population of 1.3 million with the majority living the Port of Spain section of Trinidad.

We arrived on Wednesday evening and were pleasantly surprised at how mild the weather was. Far less humidity than would be found in Key West at this time of year and a temperature in the high 70s. Trinidad is located just seven miles off the coast of Venezuela. It’s the southern most island in the Caribbean chain, just ten degrees north of the Equator. Trinidad and its sister Island Tobago are actually below the bowling alley were hurricanes form between June and November and then roll on up through the Caribbean and directly into the United States.  Taking a vacation in the Caribbean during the summer months can be a gamble, not so in TT. If you were to visit TT on a vacation, choose Tobago over the industrialized Trinidad. Tobago is almost entirely a natural sanctuary both above and below the seas. It’s also the finish line for The Great Race. 

We stayed at the Kapok Golden Tulip Hotel. A nice modern facility with manicured grounds and an abundance of amenities. On Trinidad, this is about as nice as it gets, a hotel for business travelers. There are no resorts on Trinidad, that’s where Tobago comes into play.  All the spectacular beachside resorts are on Tobago just thirty miles Northeast from the eastern tip of Trinidad.

This will be the 36th running of the Great Race; its heritage is deeply ingrained as part of Trinidad’s culture. Everyone knows about the Great Race and it was even broadcast live from flag to flag on a local radio station. Overall, there were 28 boats running in eight different classes. This race is of great national pride and small part of the Island’s heritage. Of all the people we met, everyone both young and old, male and female knew about the Great Race and the date when it would be run.

Conversion was 6.22 TT to the dollar and gas was only 5.12 TT per gallon. An abundance of refineries throughout the island and a few working oil rigs right off the coast allow for the abundant fuel supply.

On Thursday night all the racers gathered at the Trinidad and Tobago Yacht Club for a pre race celebration. In the distance, the lights of Venezuela where visible as the South American mainland is only seven miles due West.  After the party we visited with a few of the teams that were burning the midnight oil in preparation for the Great Race. This race is no ordinary adventure, nor is it small course stadium racing. This race could be a one way ticket to paradise or hell. Paradise is found by making it to Tobago in one piece. Hell would be finding your team broken down and adrift in a stiff current and no site of land in any direction. For this reason, the teams are required to bring enough food and water to sustain the entire crew for two days. The longest any team has remained at sea after a breakdown was four days. The entire race is 90 miles and one third of that distance is in open water as the boats leave the eastern tip of Trinidad and turn north to make the crossing to Tobago.  After the race, the teams will stay overnight in Tobago before returning on Sunday. Rather than run these racing machines back across the same brutal conditions, they tow the boats back in single file behind one of the oilrig tugs.  They say a tug can pull up to ten boats in single file, so two of these large ships should be enough as no one expects more than twenty of the twenty eight entries to reach Tobago without breaking down or breaking apart. This race is sponsored by Carib Breweries and carries at $60,000 TT dollar purse, about $10,000 US. Another interesting note about this race is that they only recognize the winner in each class and the over all winner, no second place trophies in this race. 

We visited Team Roughneck in their garage as they were preparing their triple O/B powered 34’ Phantom for the race. In addition to their normal prerace inspection and preparation, they secure a 1” rope around all three outboards. Should one get ripped off its mounts, they hope not to loose it to Poseidon.

After visiting a few other teams, we finally go around to visiting with Mr. Technology. Now renamed Baico II. I hadn’t seen her in person since 1997, but there she was in all her glory. Now sporting a pair of 573 cubic inch naturally aspirated Blue Thunder dry sump engines producing 1000 ponies each. On the stern, a set of twelve inch stand off boxes held the Super Speed Master #V drives turning a pair of 34” four blade cleavers. The one very noticeable change to the boat was the exhaust stacks. These custom made, fully water jacketed zoomie pipes were used because there was simply no better way or room to run the exhaust in the tight fitting engine compartment.

The boat is just getting dialed in, so far they found 106mph, spinning the 34s at just over 6000 RPMs. Rather than looking for all out top speed at this time, the feeling is that this set up will produce more than enough speed to win the race. The goal is to beat the one other C class entry. Rage is a 40’ locally built Formula III hull with slightly less power but years of experience running in these waters. The other more aggressive goal is to be the overall winner of the race. To accomplish this, Baico II will need to take on and beat Mr. Solo.  The boat is known simply by the name Solo that stands for the Solo Beverage Company. It also stands for the name of the owners Ken Charles junior and senior. Between the two of them, the name Mr. Solo has been the first to arrive in Tobago twelve times over the thirty-six years this race has been staged and they’ve won the last five years in a row. The newest Mr. Solo is a 40’ Scism cat with 850HP Blue Thunder Racing Engines and #VI drives. Ken Charles and Mr. Solo are a huge part of the allure and mystic of this race. Racers dream all year of the moment when they will have the chance to go head to head with the great Mr. Solo in water that is not very Cat friendly.

Team Baico picked me up at the Kapok Hotel just before 6AM because this race starts at 7:45AM before the ocean has a chance to build during the daylight hours. We drove directly to the airport and after stripping our twin turbine chopper of all four of its doors we took off with a flight plan to follow the ninety-eight mile race to Tobago. 

The race has two starts, the slower boats leave at 7:45 and the larger, faster boats get the green flag at 8AM. We’ll follow the slower boats and then when the faster ones pass us, we’ll take off after them. The Trinidad and Tobago Powerboat Association runs a rule book that is similar to the old spec rules that APBA had followed until recent times. First you should know that there are no cranes, (all boats are ramped in using a tractor and storage trailer) so weighting the boats has never even been discusses. The use a time proven set of rules that has worked for them for decades. Team Baico will field two boats in this race, Baico I is 28’ Formula III running twin OMC outboards in the Sport II (Twin O/Bs, Sport I is single O/Bs). While Baico II will run in the premier C class.

Team Baico is owned by Brian Branker, owner of British American Insurance Company located on Trinidad. Brian is an ex racer and his blood still boils with the passion to race, but these days he prefers to act as team manager and sponsor for these two fine racing machines. For this race, Brian’s daughter Kadra will be in the Navigator’s position in Baico I, while Brian and his lovely wife Lyda went in the helicopter with me.

The smaller boats took the green at quarter to eight and after running south for two miles, they rounded a buoy and headed north toward the tip of Trinidad. At the northern tip, the boats ran through a very narrow passage between the edge of Trinidad and one of the outer islands. From there they turned right and continued and wound their way through a bay to reach the open ocean on the north side of the island. Five miles up the coast, the boats turned right into a cove and rounded a marker boat in front of one of the Island’s most popular and spectacular beaches. From there they went back into the ocean and ran another ten miles up the coast before turning left and running to Tobago, some thirty miles away.  One they get to Tobago, there is a three turn course that they must navigate twice for the thousands of fans that await their arrival with great anticipation. 

When the race started we followed the leader of the first start, which was Baico I. Right behind was Rite Formula and Sabotage. Following them came the Sport I boats, such as Matrix and Air Time. These were small 20’ to 24’ Single outboard boats there were going to spend most of the morning in the air. Then came the Production II boats, twin outboards on an open center console fishing boat. In their wake came the Production I boats, similar open center consoles only smaller with one outboard. Finally, the Pirogue class boats rounded out the field. These high bow fishing boats with large outboards and three riding team members can range from 23’ to 31’ an will cover the course at about 40MPH. These boats are more of a heritage class than a racing class as local fishermen making a living in Trinidad use these types of hulls every day.

In the second start, we saw the premier class boats heading out to sea. Mr. Solo ran unopposed in the M class, while Rage and Baico II would be the only entries in the twin big block Vee bottom class. In B class, White Heat a triple O/B powered Bowen hull would take on Roughneck, a 34’ Phantom (built in Trinidad under license from Will Smith) with triple 2.5 Mercs. Then came the A Class boats. Looking more like a fleet of Super Vee Lites as a Formula III hull complete with canopy squared off against two Extremes and a 30’ Scarab, all having canopies.

We stayed with Baico I until the boats entered the open ocean, and then hovered awaiting the boats from the second start. We could look right down the tunnel of the big MTI as Mr. Solo headed toward us with Baico II and Rage on either side and slightly behind. Solo continued to pull away after they got into the ocean and started flying. We held our position and waited to witness the C class battle that we had waited for between Rage and Baico II. Rage is 40’ with that huge stabilizing wing reminiscent of Gancia de Gancia, the Fabio Buzzi V bottom that won Open class in Key West in the early 90s. Baico II may have had more power at only 34 feet, they had trouble spanning the wave tops. 

The ocean had nice five or six-foot swell but there was no windblown chop to make it harsh. The swells were simply big and all the boats were catching major air as they ran along the island’s northern coast. At one point that we were right over Baico II, I removed my headset just so I could listen to those Zoomie pipes scream…and they did. Tractor headers may be the newest fade on race boats but let me tell you, these short pipe, water cooled zoomies produce a sound that until now has been reserved for the drag strip. The volume was loud and the note was crisp, I think you’ll be seeing more boats with these in the future in the United States.

With Solo in the distance, Baico II and Rage had a great race going. Rage would pull ahead, and then Baico II would find a calm stretch and fight back into the lead. Some of the jumps that these two boats took were absolutely spectacular. We were flying about 20 feet off the water and often their deck was at eye level from the chopper. More than once we go splashed in the chopper as we ran through their roostertails. The battle abruptly ended as Baico II took a huge flight and shut down upon re-entry. At first we thought it was a mechanical problem, but once Brian spoke to the crew via cell phone, we learn the boat was fine, but the driver wasn’t. Apparently Junior took a really hard hit and was having trouble breathing and couldn’t feel his legs. He couldn’t climb out of the canopy on his own. While we hovered overhead, Brian was scheming how he could get down on the boat, assist in getting Junior into onto a rescue boat and then run the boat the rest of the way to Tobago. It was an ambitious plan that wouldn’t work. When we left the area to continue on, a Navy boat and Coast Guard helicopter were arriving on the scene. Surprisingly, response time was no more than five minutes. 

By now all the boats had passed our location and were just about to make the left turn to head north toward Tobago directly into a head sea. We passed the Pirogue class boats with their crews hanging on for dear life, then came the Production boats, a little more refined but not by much. The Sport I boats were flying high, taking a pounding and running for pride and a case of Carib beer. Sport II was being dominated by Baico I as the boat was dialed in and running level.

The A and B class boats came next as these full blown race boats have run together many times and know each other’s tactics. Ahead Tobago was growing large in our windshield and we could see Rage just ahead and Solo’s roostertail was just getting in sight. As we approached Rage, their huge wing started moving around and finally came completely undone from one of its mounting pillars. Swinging wildly in the breeze, the crew had to come to a crawl to make repairs, we continued on after Solo. By the time we caught up with him, he was already doing the prerequisite laps around the two-mile triangular course in front of the thousands of spectators that awaited their arrival on shore. He did it again, the 13th win and 6th in a row for Mr. Solo. We circled the course as the rest of the field emerged from a rainsquall that engulfed the last few miles of the race behind us.

After we landed, Brian spoke to Richard via phone and we learned that the Coast Guard had tried to cut the canopy off of Baico II in order to extradite Junior from behind the steering wheel. After several broken blades, they gave up and had to find a way to lift him out through the canopy opening. Upon his removal, they placed him in a basket and airlifted him to a hospital were he was diagnosed with three broken ribs and a compresses vertebrae. He should be fine in a few months.

Sidebar

Trinidad was the first inhabited island of the Caribbean having been settled by the Amerindians (Caribs and Arawaks), native Indians from South American mainland, from as early as 5000 BC. 

Columbus landed Trinidad for the first time on Tuesday 31st July 1498 on his third voyage across the Atlantic. By all accounts his crossing was a hard one. He was forced to take a more southerly route to avoid a hostile French Fleet and this led him into the doldrums. It was in this situation that Columbus sighted the Trinity Hills or the Three Sisters on the southern coast of the country. Reminding him of the Holy Trinity, it was this sight that became the inspiration to name the country Trinidad. After claiming the island for Spain he sailed through the Grand Boca, where, at this point, he sighted Tobago in the distance and named it Bellaforma. 

Within three hundred years, the Amerindian people were all but wiped out through exposure to European diseases and Spanish massacres, with survivors being gradually assimilated. Though Spanish-run, the island's culture became increasingly French. It was during this period that Carnival was first conceptualized when slaves, upon being banned from participating in the "Masked Balls" that the French regularly held, mocked their masters and celebrated their own costumed festivities amongst themselves. Things heated up politically when the British, led by Sir Ralph Abercromby, invaded in 1797. The Spanish surrendered with hardly a shot fired.

The island became a British experiment, introduced indentured Indian labourers to the island, in 1845. By 1917, when the system finally ended, some 145,000 Indians, mainly from Calcutta, had arrived. Though better regulated than slavery, the working and living conditions of the labourers were indistinguishable from those of slaves. Many never returned to India, accepting land in lieu of their passage home. Further adding to the ethnic mix of Trinidad were immigrants from other parts of the world, like Africa, Portugal, China, and Syria. 

World War II brought economic improvements as large areas, such as the Chaguaramas peninsula, were leased to the US military to establish their Caribbean base. 

Independence from British rule was granted on August 31st, 1962, although the colonial structure of society remained, and Trinidad & Tobago became a Republic in 1976.
