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At a crowded press conference a couple of hours 
later, some of the assembled journalists clearly believed  
Oracle’s comeback resulted from something singular, 
not just the accumulated benefits of various marginal 
enhancements. “You mentioned that you broke the code,” 
Joe Vasquez, a reporter for KPIX, the CBS television 
affiliate in San Francisco, said to Ellison. “A lot of people 
want to know: what do you mean that you broke the 
code?”

Smiling, Ellison replied, “Is Russell in the room? Are 
we allowed to talk about that?  Or is it going to be a 
big secret?” Russell Coutts was not on the dais and he 
declined to speak up from the back of the room, so  
Ellison continued. He acknowledged that the crew had hit 



on a powerful new technique, but he would not describe 
it. “The boys sailed the boat quite a bit differently,” he 
said.  “We increased the horsepower of the boat. I guess 
I’m not going to go into details of exactly what we did.”

A few minutes later, Tom Fitzgerald, a reporter for the 
San Francisco Chronicle, put the same question to Jimmy 
Spithill:  “Since Larry is not going to be more forthcom-
ing about how you got the extra horsepower, can you 
tell us exactly how you did it?”

Spithill tried to deflect the question with a joke:   
“I was just winding you guys up. We didn’t change a thing.”

The room erupted in laughter, but Fitzgerald persisted, 
and Spithill eventually said, “There are so many changes 
we made. There were physical changes to the boat.  There 
were a lot of technique changes like Larry alluded to.”  
He wouldn’t say anything more.

 
* * * * 

During the months that followed, rumors about 
Oracle’s methods continued to swirl, and then another 
important question arose: where would the next com-
petition for the Cup take place? 

Given that San Francisco was Ellison’s home base and 
that the final races had attracted a lot of attention, it 
was widely assumed that the competition would remain 
there. But insiders knew that Oracle’s relationship 
with the city was fraught.  During the negotiations that  
preceded the 2013 regatta, Coutts and Ellison had 
demanded a host of economic benefits from the city.  They 
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didn’t get everything they asked for, but many civic lead-
ers believed the city had granted an unseemly subsidy to 
California’s richest man. According to various reports, 
the Cup ended up costing taxpayers millions of dollars 
and anticipated new employment had failed to materialize.

Coutts didn’t rule San Francisco out, but he said he 
and Ellison were also exploring several other possibili-
ties: San Diego, Newport, Chicago, and Hawaii. There 
was a logic for each of them, particularly for Ellison.  
San Diego and Newport had both been the venue for 
multiple America’s Cup regattas. Ellison owned a grand 
house in Newport, the onetime summer estate of the 
Astor family, and he grew up in Chicago. He also had 
a major foothold in Hawaii, having spent $300 million 
to acquire almost the entire island of Lanai. For a time, 
Hawaii appeared to be the leading contender, but then 
the list was expanded to include a location that wasn’t 
even in the United States—Bermuda. Given that the 
America’s Cup had been established as a “friendly com-
petition between foreign nations,” this last possibility 
came as a major surprise.

For most of the Cup’s history, nationality was its cen-
tral theme. Sailors always came from their campaign’s 
country of origin, and so did the designers and builders 
of their boats and the makers of its sails. Over the years, 
nationality requirements had been loosened, but there 
was a growing sense that Oracle was pushing too far.   
To most U.S. sailors, the fact there was just one American 
on board Oracle’s AC72 during the final races in 2013 
seemed absurd. 
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Selecting a foreign venue would not be entirely unprec-
edented. After Ernesto Bertarelli, the Swiss billionaire, 
won the Cup in 2003, he selected Valencia, Spain as 
the venue for 2007, but because Switzerland is a land-
locked nation his options were limited.  For a winning 
team with several viable domestic alternatives to chose 
a foreign venue would be an entirely different matter.  
For many America’s Cup fans, it was almost beyond 
comprehension.

But Ellison went with the unthinkable, announcing 
that the 35th America’s Cup would be held in a British 
overseas territory 600 miles from the east coast of the 
United States. The decision was largely based on eco-
nomics. Bermuda’s government agreed to subsidize the 
regatta—which was set for June 2017—with a financial 
package valued at $77 million. In addition, Coutts and 
Ellison hoped the island’s mid-Atlantic location would 
encourage television distributors to offer live broadcasts 
in both the United States and Europe. 

But the decision seemed sure to have non-financial 
costs. “The Cup was always about nationality—the Amer-
icans against the world or the Kiwis against the world,” 
says John Rousmaniere, a noted author and sailor who 
has written about the event for decades. “That’s the key 
to what made the America’s Cup a special event. Now 
that that’s gone, the Cup is becoming irrelevant.” 

Once again, the racing would be on high-speed, hydro-
foiling catamarans, though they would be smaller than 
they had been in San Francisco (62 feet long rather than 
72), part of an effort to reduce costs and attract more 
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teams. Ellison predicted that a dozen teams would sign up 
for the 35th Cup, so many that he said the racing would 
be organized into Pacific and Atlantic divisions. In fact, 
including Oracle, there would be just six.

 
* * * * 

After it became known that Oracle had pumped its 
wing to increase its boat speed in the 34th Cup, it was 
inevitable that the other teams would attempt to develop 
similar techniques for the racing in Bermuda and also 
in preliminary races that were scheduled for Oman, 
New York, Chicago, Portsmouth (England), and Toulon 
(France). 

But the circumstances would be different from what 
they were in San Francisco: now it was widely understood 
that wing-pumping was technically possible, there was 
no chance that it would go unnoticed by the officials, and 
multiple teams wanted to do it. And so, after discussions 
between the teams and the umpire who officiate in 2017, 
Richard Slater, it was determined that pumping would 
be allowed in the 35th Cup. On March 11, 2016, Slater 
announced the new approach on the notice board, declar-
ing that the teams “may pull in and release the wing or 
any other sail without restriction.”

Slater’s decision did not retroactively make Oracle’s 
pumping during the 34th America’s Cup legal—that 
could only have been done by the umpire for that event, 
and he would have to have publicly announced that he 
was doing so before or during the 2013 regatta—but 
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Slater’s announcement would be profoundly important 
to the racing in the 35th America’s Cup. A long-banned 
technique would become a legitimate part of the game in 
sailing’s best-known contest. Oracle’s technique would 
go from being a secret weapon to a central, perhaps even 
decisive component of the competition. 

It also seemed likely that the new approach would put 
further distance between the America’s Cup and the rest 
of sailing. By making the boats faster and, most particu-
larly, enabling them to get up on their foils more rapidly, 
universal pumping was likely to advance Ellison’s goal of 
turning the Cup into a television-ready, big-time global 
sporting event. But that’s not what most sailors want 
the Cup to become, particularly if it requires sacrificing 
what they regard as a fundamental principle. They believe 
sailing is about using traditional seamanship to manage 
the interactions between boat, wind and water. Systems 
designed to turn sailor brawn into propulsion are, for 
them, an abomination. 

Scuttlebutt Sailing News, a popular daily newsletter for 
competitive sailors around the world, broke the news that 
pumping would be permitted in the 2017 edition of the 
America’s Cup. One day later, By Baldridge, a onetime 
Cup sailor and a former commodore of the Houston 
Yacht Club, contributed a comment to the newsletter 
that captured a widespread view of what legalized pump-
ing would mean for the America’s Cup.  “It seems to me,” 
he wrote, “that this is no longer a sailing competition.”
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