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With the death, on 30 April, of Sir
John William Maxwell Aitken,
boating in general and powerboat
racing in particular lost an
innovator, competitor, promoter
and figurehead. More than all
these things, though, our sport
lost a friend but whilst his
presence will be sadly missed, the
legacy he has bequeathed to us
will live long and continue to
shape offshore racing. He, and
the sport, could wish for no
greater monument,

The perception of Tame varies
enormously. One measure is that upon the
death af the individoal concerned, almost
evervone feels a personal and striking
sense of loss, even thouwgh their relation-
shipr may have heen a remote one. There
can have been few people in our sport of
offshore powerboat racing whao, on hear-
ing of the passing of Sir Max, did not feel
such loss, Born in Maontreal, Canada, in
1910, 1o a backeround and Tamily of great
personal wealth, heir (o a man ol
domineering and passionate beliefs that
took him to pinnacles of commercial and
political success, it was perhaps inevitable
that Max Adtken would forever stand in
the shadow of his father, later Lord
Beaverbraok. That the son should have
carved out for himself a persopal niche in
histery, wilising those gualities of
competitiveness and perseverence with
which he was blessed, spoke volumes for
him.

Moving to England was a plan already
formulated by his lather and in train so
the young man was educated at West-
minster and Pembroke College, Cam-
bridge, gaining a footkall blue in the pro-
cess, whilst his Tather undertook a variety
of political roles and established what was
to become one of the world's greatest
publishing empires. With his mind already
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Wiain phota: Sir Max Aitken In the Long Gallery, his private Maritime Musewm al

Cowes, Above: Gypsy Gird, perlaps the best known af the Aitken race boals,
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made up that following in the parental
[ootsteps was net all that it was cracked
up to be and with the desire 1o make his
oo weay in the conmercial world, the
advent of the Second Weorld War came
almost as a blessing in disguizse for it gave
the competitive spiril of voung hax full
and free rein. With a war record that
included commanding night lighter squad-
rons and the Strike Mosguito Wing in
Morwegian waters, he emerged from bhosti-
lities with the rank of Group Captain and
a D80, DFC and Ceech War Cross, his
reputation made as a dashing and adven-
turous man of action with an independence
that.he cherished above all things.

Flirting briefly with his father's heloved
palitics, as the sitting member of Parlia-
ment for Holborn between 19451930,
Max Aitken returned o Fleet Street o
assume al least some of the contrel of the
family publishing business, seging the
platform created by the newspaper group
as a vehicle for more than just political
and social comment. For him, the oppor-
tunities to promote the Daily Express
through sport, and in particular, boat ancd
car racing, were too great to jgnore and
thus the name of Altken became inter-
woven inextricably with the resurgence of
motor racing at Silverstone after the war
and the growth of leisure boating. 1§ these
[ew facts provide the back-drop 1o the
Adtken legacy then the personal involve-
ment of the man himself provides the key
to the suceess of his ventures, based upon
his own love of the sea and his competi-
Lion on it.

| compated in six Cowes Torguay events. Desigaed D Siv Max's grear friend Ray
| Hunt and built in wood By Souters ar Cowes, she was powered by Curminring fiesels

Sailing was and remained his first love.
Az a boy, he started sailing in dinghics at
Seaview during his summer holidays an
the [sle of Wight but it was whilst com-
manding his fighter squadron in Norfolk
that he took to competitive sail racing, in
whiat he described as a particularly hot
dinghy class. Racing a1 Wroxham became
an almost daily relaxation before flving
his night missions and it was inevitable
that atter the war, he would continue. His
father was ever suspicious of boating,
being himsell the almost unwilling owner
of a 1000 ton steam vacht but more for
the fact that being on the water put you
oul of contact. Perhaps because of this
and seeing a perverse pleasure from this
isolation from the boardroom of Beaver-
braok MNewspapers, Max quickly progres-
sed from a Dragon called Joel that won
the Cowes Championship under his
command o what he described as his
Favourite boat, the steel schooner
Lumberjack.

Lumberjack was a large stavsail rig of
S0 tons and 65 leet overall and lead, in
turn, to Drumbeat, designed by the same
lavy Hunt who was by this time beginning
Lo dominate the embryonic offshore
powerboal racing scene on the other side
of the Atlantic, Aitken and Hunt had met
in America on a number of occasions and
during one of the winding down periods
after a particularly tough ocean race, they
walched the running of an early Miami
Massau powerboat event. The challenges
and demands of racing powerboats aver
wide tracts of exposed seawavs fascinated
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the competitor in Max Aitkeo and it was
not long helore the Cowes Torguay race
wits born in 1961, promoted by the Daily
Express, Completing the chronology of
the sailing boats that benefitled from Sir
Max's hand on the tiller, Drumbeat was
followed by Outlaw, which represented
Britain in the Admiral's Cop winning
team of 1963, a one tonner called
Roundabout which also represented her
country, Crusade from the board of Alan
Crurney and built by Will Souter in Cowes
and Perseverence.

The basis for starting the Cowes
Torquay race was well appreciated but the
actual start and findshing points need a
little explanation, Cowes was ever likely to
be the starting point the centre of sail
racing in Europe, it was by the carly
sixties alzo the weckend home of the
Adtken Tamily. Around 1930, the old sail
loft and offices of Ratsey and Lapthorn
had become vacant, placed squarely on
the west bank of the Medina River in the
centre of Cowes and Sir Max, realising the
unigue nature of the site and enjoying its \
close proximiry to his old and dear friend,
Uffa Fox's home, made the purchase, The
Prospect, as it has become, comprised
offices on the road frentage which now
serve as the domestic and dwelling area
with the old workshops converted skill-
fully inlo what has served in later years as
a monument to all forms af vachting and
& musewny of unigue gqualitics. That long
gallery, once a sail loft, has seen the best
competitors, builders and designers in the
boating world pass throogh and during
past Cowes Weeks, anvihing up to 180
people from the visiting Admiral’s Cup
teams have sat down to dinner there. The
Aitken hospitality (o overseas visitors has
stretched (o include the party on the first
evening of the Cowes Torguay weekend
and bencath the ariginal rood of pitch
pine, are stored so many memenioes of
Rritish boating herilage that even the
regular visitars are jolted out of
complacency.

S0 0f Cowes gave us the start line, why
Torguay? The stories vary and may be
apocryphal but most credence hangs on
he legend that the national hunt season
included horse racing at Mewton Abbott
around that part of the season and with
Lady Violer's love of equine spert and
some involvement by the Daily Express, it
was casy to slip away for a day’s sport on
he trf, Maore likely however was the Fact
hat the Adtken holiday home in Deven
erved as a good base for overnight
weovery, before the return irip to the
wolent, However it ocourred, Cowes (o
[oroguay became oot just the first race of
tature in the British offshore calendar
it & sporting challenge that proved the
pughest mix of logistics, skill, navigation
nd sheer good boat handling in BEurope
nd Morth America and Sam Griffiths,
aving been denied a win, spoke of it
hat ao-one could cruly call themselves
Viorld Champion if they had nol wan
owes', That comment, from that man,
ould have pleased Sir Max more than
ny other,

For seven vears, the great race ran one
vy, saving the return run Cor the

linger Goblet, bt io the build up to
eighth race, Sir Max again set the seal
areatness on the event that he had

ated, by asking the boats to do the

nd trip, Nor was he reticent to lake
1 in his own creation and theew himself
pleheartedly inte the business of com-
tition. As with his sail boats, so did he ‘
ng and seek innevation in the power-
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boats that he owned and raced and he
swifthy graduated from cruisers to purpose
built racing machines. From the relatively
stancard Bay Hunt designs, built by
Bertram Yacht Company, the Adtken need
for speed, quickly produced first Vivacity
in its ebvious but pretty vellow and white
livery and then the glant Gypsy Girl.

For those of us who first met Sir Max
Adtken in the sixties, truly the vintage
days of his race, his direct stare and direct
speech was mirrored in the comment with
which he inevitably concluded his
weleome ta competitors during the race
briefing. Safe racing was his creed, but let
the day be rough! As he had the best
rough weather boat i any race fleet, his
request was natural but his results over
the cleven years of his participation
demonserated a consistency that proved
the overall competitor who conld indeed
take the smooth with the rough. A [ifth
place in 1968, seventh in 1964 and 1971,
gighth in [967 and 1969 were the best of
his erop and he was supported regularly
and ably by Lady Vialet, whose Ultra
Violets were a feature of the sixties. Nor
digd it stop there. Maxwell Aitken has
proved a doughty competitor, navigating
for a wide warlety of visitors including
Bobby Routbord in Fino, Roper Hanks in
The Blonde, Willie Mevers in Mike
Droxford's Limit Up fleet and more
recently, for the astonishingly guick Red
fveco,

Mention the name of Sir Max and maost
people autside his immediate circle wonld
have first conjoured up the image of a
successful company chairman, moving in
the coreidors of power and at home in
panelled boardrooms, enjoving the cul
and thrust of big business, While he could
be all af those things, it was at sea or at
Prospect that he came really alive, close
to his beloved boats and never happier
than when afloat or near the movement of
the tides, the slap of waves against the
jetty. In an interview conducted at
Prospect in 1974, all the spark was there,
all the drive and enthusiasm that made
him such a dominant and resourceful
character 1o the fore. His comments were,
and are, more than a little Muminating.

Asked why he enjoved sailing so much,
the answer came back that he didn’t know
why, he just did; pressed further on ocean
racing he was morve fortheoming. *Because
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I'm a competitive person by nature and
hecause racing imposes disciplines on
zailing that you don’t otherwise pet. You
push on, regardless of the weather, and
vou don’t stay in your bunk an extra half
hour just because its wet outside”. On the
reasoms for his involvement in powerboat
racing he was equally illuminating, *1
started the Cowes to Torquay powerboat
vace and [ felt that having started it 1 had
better go in far it [ kept up my
involvement because [ think it does you
good and keeps you young and it sets an
example for people from abroad (o come
here and race too',

With ooean racing as a pastime, a
major powerboal race carrying the Adtken
and the London Boat Show to his
credit, Sir Max could have been forgiven
for backing off a little but his obvious
caring about the sea and ils accessibility
came bubbling through when asked about
the future of boating. “The boating
explosion, as evervone persists in calling
it, has meant that a lot of relatively
uonknowledgeable people are taking to the
water. The Government is trying to
improve water safety and that, 1 think, is
a very good idea but 1 hope they don't try
to licence boats, The Americans have, and
1 think it's a great mistake. They will
control us. They will say that we may go
here but we may not go there and to date,
the sea has been free. In my view, it
should remain 5o for ever’,

His final comments on that day, as we
talked about the artefacts in the gallery at
Prospect, have a hollow ring about them
now. His boating had alwavs been of the
hasically taxing and phywsically uncom-
fortable kind so whal motivated a man
who could command almost anything that
he might desire, to regularly push himself
Lo the limits? *I'm just a very competitive
person and 1 probably always will be, at
least until 1 retire and mayvbe then [ can
devote more time to cruising and getting
my enjovment in a less extreme way'. By
the time that he relinguished the day to
day running of the newspaper empire that
he had inherited from his father, Sir Max
Adtken, ocean racer and powerboat driver
was already a sick man and his dearest
wish remained unfulfilled. We should be
eternally grateful that the Aitken legacy
lives on — and that we can benefit from
his farsightedness siill.

The Prospect of Cowes siaried {ife as a sail boft but became the favoured
hame of Siv Max, The patronage by the fomily of many businesses on
the Island did much fo stabilize the local econamy.
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