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Jessie Rogers tells the story of the man 
behind Contessa yachts; the quiet 
legend who loves the water and boats 
in equal measure. 

Racing    Certainty
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Jeremy Rogers’ rise to boat 
building fame is fairly 
well-documented, from 
the first Folkboat, Dysca, 
which led on to the  

           development of the 

Contessa 26, and the move from 
his back yard in Lymington to 
five factories and 200 employees 
turning out production yacht 
after production yacht. 

Less well-documented is the 
racing career that drove that 
production and the fire that 
burned inside Jeremy, fuelled by a 
passionate love of racing. Jeremy 
never stopped racing; Cadets, 
Finns, 505s and OK dinghies, 
each boat built by Jeremy himself 
down to the masts and booms. 
It was undoubtedly this tireless 
production of boats which he 
intended to race himself that 
created such a good and unusual 
boat builder. Here was someone 
who built, raced, tweaked, 
adapted and built again. Jeremy 
didn’t draw boats on paper but he 
knew what he wanted and there 
was no question that his dealings 

JEREMY ROGERS AT 80 A RETROSPECTIVE

Jeremy never stopped racing;  
Cadets, Finns, 505s and OK dinghies, 
each boat built by Jeremy himself 
down to the masts and booms.

This page: racing 
Contessa 35 Bootlicker; 
Opposite: handing 
over one of the many 
Contessas (32s, 28s 
and 38s) commissioned 
by The Joint Services 
Sailing Club.
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with designers were very much 
collaborations; working alongside 
someone who could draw his 
visions.

As a young boy Jeremy and 
his two brothers were taken 
by their intrepid mother to 
Canada to escape the threat of 
war. Summers saw the brothers 
playing on the banks of the 
Ottowa river and during long 

winters snowed into their house 
for months at a time, they 
entertained themselves making 
model boats. 

With the war over the family 
returned to the UK and finally 
settled in Keyhaven, where 

Jeremy and his younger brother 
Jonathan started sailing Cadets. 
Model boats then turned to real 
boats and by the time Jeremy 
had finished his first term at 
Clayesmore school he had built 
his own Cadet to race. 

Jonathan remembers Jeremy’s 
feverish production during 
school years where his brother 
was the only pupil in the school 
allowed time off lessons and 
given a key to the workshop. 
“There were canoes, a Planet with 
a sliding seat, he rebuilt several 
Finns as well as a number of 
old 1920s Austin 7s which were 
salvaged from scrap yards.” In his 
last year at school Olympic Finn 
sailor Richard Creagh-Osborne 
was drafted in to oversee the 
building of a 505 which Jeremy 
and Jonathan raced successfully 
at Cowes that year. 

Following a five year boat 
building apprenticeship Jeremy 
started out on his own, and with 
the launch of an early Contessa 
26, Contessa of Wight, the Rogers 
brothers had a bigger boat to 
play with. In 1969 Contessa of 
Wight bagged second place in 
the Round the Island; a result 
repeated the following year with 
Contessa 26 Amarilla, and it left 
the brothers hungry for more. 
It was out of that hunger for 
more and better racing that the 
Contessa 32 was born and by 
1971 Red Herring was launched 
to compete in Cowes week. She 
duly won her class that year 
and also competed in several 
offshore races under the RORC 
programme. Up until this time 
all the boats were crewed by the 
family, Jeremy and Jonathan 
and their wives Fiona and Ann. 

All that changed in 1973 when 
Jeremy set his sights on the One 
Ton Cup. This was a highly 
competitive and prestigious series 
with the cup being defended 
by the likes of Ted Turner and 
Lowell North. Around 45 boats 
were designed and built for 
the British selections and then 
thrashed it out in a series of 
RORC offshore races followed by 

a programme of round the buoys 
Olympic courses. Sparkman and 
Stevens were the designers of the 
beautiful and fast Contessa 38, 
Thunder, that Jeremy built for 
this purpose, and although not 
triumphant in bringing home 

Following a five year boat building 
apprenticeship Jeremy started out  
on his own.

Above (clockwise 
from top left): one 
of Jeremy’s cold-
moulded, modified 
Folkboats, Tarquin, 
1964; Contessa 
production line, 
1968; Jeremy and 
Dysca, 1961. Inset: 
Jeremy, 1974. 

…by the time Jeremy had finished 
his first term at Clayesmore School  
he had built his own Cadet to race.

Above: racing 
one-off Contessa 
Karate; inset: 
racing Contessa 
26, Amarilla.
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the cup in 1973, 
they did bring 

back the 
excellent 
American 
sailor Bill 
Green and 
started a 
collaboration 

with the 
designer 

Doug Peterson. 
Peterson went on 

to design the Contessa 
35 Gumboots for the 1974 

One Ton Cup when Jeremy and 
his crew triumphantly brought 
home the cup for Britain. Within 
a couple of years Jeremy had his 
sights on the big prize of the day, 
the Admiral’s Cup. 

The Contessa 43, Moonshine, 
so called because she was 

built mostly out of hours, was 
launched for the 1977 Admirals 
Cup and Jeremy recalls having 
riggers still fitting the forestay 
minutes before the start of the 
race. Despite this off-the-hoof 
start they had a successful series, 
coming home first British boat 
in the team with Britain winning 
the cup. 

By 1979 the Contessa 39 was 
on the drawing board. Once 
again the turnaround time was 
tight. Three weeks after coming 

out of the mould the boat was 
finished. including fitting the 
engine, building the deck, rating, 
rigging and off to the selections. 
Eclipse’s performance that year 
was exceptional. Britain gained 
second place in the Admiral’s 
Cup and Eclipse’s contribution 
was significant. The series 
included the infamous 1979 
Fastnet where Eclipse was top 
Admiral’s Cup boat matching her 
place in the Cup that year. 

Looking back it’s hard to 
imagine how busy those days 
must have been, not only 
running a successful race team 
but building the boats to race 
and funding it all by setting up 
a production line of boats to 
manufacture less intense versions 
of these racing machines. Jeremy 
was and always has been a tireless 
innovator; in 1978 he introduced 
injection moulding into yacht 
building, way ahead of his time 
with the production of the 
OOD34s. His drive throughout 
has remained the same: build 
good, beautiful boats to go fast 
on the water. Ask Jeremy about 
his success, as a helmsman or 
as a boat builder and his answer 
is always the same, “it just feels 
right”. I think the owners of 
any Contessa 32 and any of the 
Contessas will agree. How fitting 
that Jeremy’s creations conjure up 
in people a sense of something 
that is hard to put in words but 
just feels so right. O

Ask Jeremy about his success, 
as a helmsman or as a boat builder 
and his answer is always the same, 
“it just feels right”.

This page: Admiral’s 
Cup winner, Contessa 43 
Moonshine; opposite: 
still racing Gigi.

Watch the new history of the Contessa 
film at https://vimeo.com/245897935
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