Designer Greg Elliott
nas the same
philosophy today as
when he was drawing
skiffs 30 years ago...
as he tells Tim Jeffery

For a man whose raceboats carry grunty
names such as Future Shock, Ouverload,
Maverick, Junkyard Dog, Gorilla Biscuits
and Maximus, Greg Elliott is a quietly spo-
ken man. Quiet, yet opinionated, and a per-
suasive advocate too. He also shakes hands
with a massive mitt, as we did in the lobby
of the Royal New Zealand Yacht Squadron.
This is home turf for the Kiwi designer.
Outside there is the Squadron’s Elliott 6m
fleet, the success of which was instrum-
ental in ISAF picking the boat for the
Women’s Match Race event in the 2012
Olympics. He was there to meet the guys
from McConaghy International, the 120-
strong Chinese offshoot of the Australian
boatbuilders supplying the revamped
model. Inside, while waiting for Elliott, I
looked at the honours board and there
among the big boats was Future Shock, the
Squadron’s 1991 championship winner.
Elliott’s been around much longer than
this, having started designing in 1977, but
his reputation has not travelled as widely as,
say, Bruce Farr or Laurie Davidson. Look at
the half models in the RNZYS and you’ll see
that Elliott is every bit a part of the thriving
culture of Kiwis who have designed quick
boats, men such as John Spencer, Des
Townson, Jim Young, Paul Whiting,
Murray Ross as well as Farr and Davidson.
‘I guess I am just following on,” says
Elliott with a shrug. ‘Bruce Farr is the
most... he’s just fantastic when you think
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about it, from where he started. But I guess
there’s a lot of people from New Zealand
on a similar theme.” It’s clear Elliott holds
Farr in high esteem. Back at the end of the
1960s his father built the first one-person
QQ-Class and the first International Moths
designed by a then teenage Farr.

The ‘Kiwi theme’ hardly needs stating
nowadays, but in the 1980s, or even the
1960s in the case of Spencer and Town-
son, light displacement was far from the
norm. Elliott’s own work has always
espoused the virtues of good yacht design:
long waterlines, minimum overhangs, light
displacement, low-drag shaping above and
below the waterline and high stability.
There is an Elliott ‘look’, less distinctive
these days in a world of plumb bows
and minimally shaped topsides. One-time
radical is now contemporary mainstream.

“The boats were light, easily driven and
well-balanced,” explains Elliott of what
he’s always strived for. His boats have had
speed in their genes. “There was no mys-
tery to that, [ thought, though people do
seem to get it wrong. ..

‘l liken it to a performance motor
vehicle — always nice to drive. If you look
at Mari Cha 1V, the shape is not so differ-
ent from the 6m. It’s really just a big
dinghy, let’s be honest. If you look back to
when Bruce Farr started designing skiffs
and now look at his boats today you think,
crikey! A Volvo 70 looks like that. They
are the same; hard chines, slab sides...’

Some of the Elliott look is directly
attributable to the New Zealand and
Australian phenomenon of trailer yachts.
Light weight and short-ends were needed
to max out performance from a given set
of dimensions. ‘It’s quite funny really...’
muses Elliott now, ‘but in the 1980s, with
the plumb stem and cut-off ends and fair
hull forms, when everyvone else was
making twisted and contorted IOR

products, I was just doing my own thing
basically. But that was all pushed along
because the trailer scene was very strong in
New Zealand in those days.’

There 1s a perception that Elliott’s early
boats were too much of a good thing in
terms of the old IOR and IMS rules, as the
algorithms rewarded designers for making
their boats go slower. Elliott is no fan of
these rules yet inherently fast boats could
still sail to their ratings. His 12m Sassy II
for Kiwi offshore stalwart Tom McCall
was top IMS boat at the 1992 Kenwood
Cup and helped New Zealand claim the
team prize. Elliott’s famous 16m wing-
masted schooner Elliott Marine was
another McCall boat, built for fast
offshore passage racing including the
Melbourne-Osaka two-hander.

Disarmingly, Elliott reckons yacht
design doesn’t have ‘much mystery behind
i’. He’s a man who’s done a stack of
offshore miles, and always ponders about
pace, handling and sail carrying as he sails.
He also believes his fundamental beliefs
are scalable, which is not always the case
when you study the results of some design-
ers. ‘If you strike that sort of theme all the
way through, it was something I was doing
in the 1980s and continued right through
to Mari Cha, which 1 co-designed, and
Maximus. So from 20ft to 30ft to 40ft to
120ft and 140ft, the boats are very, very
similar. I think it’s been pretty successful.’

Indirectly, the trailer-yacht got an Elliott
boat into the Olympics. That’s how the
5.9m started. For more than 10 years it
was used for RNZYS youth training, a
class in which the likes of Steve Cotton,
Gavin Brady, James Dagg, Sean Clarkson,
Richard Mason, Cameron Appleton and
Adam Minoprio won their first keelboat
titles before entering the world of the
Volvo, America’s Cup and match racing.

When the 5.9s got tired after 12 years’








