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Photographing 
Sailing Regattas

By Cim Macdonald
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The first opportunity I had to take pictures at a sailing regatta came 
from the Nanaimo Yacht Club.  My accountant's partner was an avid 
sailor and on the race committee.  He had purchased some of my 
marine paintings and knew I used a camera, so he asked me if I 
would be the photographer for their annual event. I jumped at the 
chance and arrived early on race day with my Olympus OM2. I was 
dismayed when I found out he had asked another photographer too, 
he thought I was a little too green for the job. I stayed and was sent 
out on a power boat to see what I could do. 

The next year, when asked again, 
they agreed to have me as their only 
photographer on viewing my previous 
years images.

On the day of the race my job was 
to get prints of the days shoot printed 
for the sailors to purchase. That meant 
tearing off to London Drugs and back 
as soon as the last race finished, for this 
I was treated to a bag lunch and the 
banquet dinner.
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 Most of the boats participated in 
several regattas and other clubs soon 
heard of my abilities, next I was asked 
to cover Cowichan Bay and Maple Bay 
club races.

Word reached the Victoria Yacht club 
and I was invited to send an application 
to participate in their annual Swiftsure 
race.  I was accepted and was very excited 
to be one of their shooters.  

 I decided to upgrade my equipment 
and bought a Nikon F90X, an 80 to 
400 mm lens and some rain gear for 
my camera and myself, I was never 
sure whether the boat I would be 
on had any cover, several times in 
an open boat, I and been soaked by 
crashing waves or pouring rain.  After 
the race, I gave the committee a slide 

presentation.  After one of my shows 
the committee purchased two of my 
Swiftsure pictures to give to dignitaries.  
I had come a long way from selling 5 
x 7s! 

My camera gear has been upgraded to 
a Nikon D3 which is very fast, I still use 
it even though I have a D4.  Now that 
everything is digital I took along my lap 
top and made CDs of the days shooting 
to show on a screen and sell. 

My career lasted many years with 
regattas including Easter Seals, Women 
in Wind, Taser Worlds, T Bird 
International, Fireball Worlds, 360 Race 
Around Vancouver Island, Cal 20's, 
White Rock, Whitby Island, and ended 
with Schooner Cove.  One other sailing 
event I had the pleasure of covering 

was the Tall Ships, in Steveston and in 
Victoria.

All was not always fun and games, 
one race committee put me on a whale 
watching boat with a TV crew and a 
very new driver who stopped and started 
constantly, all who were aboard became 
sea sick. In another instance, I had 
changed lenses on my camera and didn't 
zip up my camera bag properly, someone 
picked it up too fast and I watched in 
dismay as my 24 - 120 lens sank before 
anyone could grab it.

The boats and people assigned to drive 
me varied between a home made open 
skiff to a very large cruiser.  The best one 
was a 16' runabout with a top and at 
least a 50-horse motor on it and oh yes a 
driver that had some sailing experience. 
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The less experienced drivers didn't have 
the skill to get me in close to the action 
but I used my 80 - 400 mm lens for most 
of those times.   

Some of the hardest shots to take were 
on bright sunny days with big waves, 
most boats had white sails except for their 
spinnakers.  In order to avoid white out 
I generally focused on the whitest part 
of the sail and hoped for the best.   As 
I was bounced along the other problem 
was how to keep the horizon line straight.   
For that I often did some post photo 
work if time permitted if not they were 
just displayed as shot.

The weather played a vital roll in the 
shots I took.  If it was raining really hard 
races were cancelled.

 Since I did the Schooner Cove regatta 
many times I had the same driver each 
year. When the water was flat calm with 
no wind the races would be postponed, 
instead of taking me to shore to wait 
for wind, he would take me to some of 
the small islands that were close by.  On 
one of these side trips I snagged the best 
sequence of Eagle pictures I have ever 
taken. 

When I looked back over the years 
covering regattas I realized I had made 
some great friendships and had some 
super times. g

Cim MacDonald, FCAPA, is current-
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