
is also almost identical; the only differences are related 
to the fact that the AC72s had wings and “daggerboards,” 
the hydrofoils that were lowered through the center of 
each of the hulls when it was time to foil. 

 This is what the America’s Cup version of Rule 42 
says: “A yacht shall compete only by using the wind and 
water to increase, maintain or decrease its speed. Her 
crew may adjust the trim of the wing, sails, rudders 
and daggerboards and perform other acts of seaman-
ship.” Rules experts say the permissible adjustments 
to the wing did not include the repetitive movements 
that were required for pumping.                                 .  
   The Racing Rules of Sailing also includes a more  
explicit prohibition against pumping. Its Rule 42.2 lists 
a number of illegal techniques, including: “pumping: 
repeated fanning of any sail either by pulling in and  
releasing the sail.” The America’s Cup rules did not 
include this language. While this difference in the two 
sets of rules does not mean pumping was permitted in 
Cup races, the less explicit language may have led some 
Oracle team members to conclude that they had found 
a loophole. 

 
* * * * 

When I learned that Oracle had been systematically 
fanning the wing of its AC72, I asked several rules experts 
if pumping was allowed under the Cup’s version of  
Rule 42. They told me it was not. Given that Oracle’s 
pumping was not done in response to shifts in the  
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direction of the wind, gusts or waves, they said repet-
itive pumping was a violation. However, when this 
book was originally published, the team’s spokesman, 
Peter Rusch, argued otherwise. He said the fact that the 
word “pumping” was not included in the America’s Cup  
version of Rule 42 meant it was permitted. In 
response to his assertion, I decided to do more 
research.  

The men and women who determine whether rules 
have been violated in important sailing regattas are  
“International Judges,” officials who are certified by 
World Sailing, the sport’s international governing body. 
Once a race is completed, the Judges examine reports 
and evidence of possible rule breaking, and determine 
whether there were actual violations. The other officials 
who regulate races are umpires, who are positioned on 
the water to watch for potential infractions. There are 
about twenty International Judges in the United States, 
and I attempted to question each of them. In doing 
so, I pointed out the differences between the standard  
version of Rule 42 and the America’s Cup version. Then 
I described Peter Rusch’s rationale and asked for their 
reactions. Many declined to comment because binding 
determinations about the legality of what happened  
during the 34th America’s Cup could only have been 
made during the event and by the officials who oversaw it. 

But several Judges confirmed what I had been told 
before. They said Oracle’s pumping was not allowed 
under the America’s Cup version of Rule 42 even though 
the term was not specifically cited. They said that if the 
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umpires had seen the pumping, Oracle would have been 
penalized and forced to stop using the technique. Not one 
of the Judges accepted Peter Rusch’s argument that pumping 
was permitted.

There was only one way pumping might have been 
legal given Rule 42: the lead umpire for the 34th Cup, 
Mike Martin, could have altered the rule by issuing an 
“interpretation” of its meaning before or during the 
regatta. But for this to happen, he would have had to 
have consulted with the teams and posted an interpreta-
tion on a publicly available online notice board. There 
was no such notice.

 
* * * * 

The pumping itself was a massive challenge. The  
muscle could only come from the “grinders,” the brawny 
sailors who pushed and pulled at pedestal-mounted  
handles to drive the winch Kyle Langford used to bring  
in the wing. Until now, only two grinders had been 
dedicated to powering the winch. From now on, there  
would be six. And rather than waiting until Langford  
told them to turn the handles, they would do so con-
stantly, to ensure he had an always-ready source of 
power.

Meanwhile, on that same Friday, the wing itself was 
at last being transformed. Holding off on the planned  
modification, Scott Ferguson realized, had been a terrible 
mistake. With the now nearly hopeless score, it was obvi-
ous that the time had come to lay everything on the line. 
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