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A Career in Sails
America’s Cup legend Tom Whidden, who once raced dinghies at Colby, has reached 
the pinnacle of sailing and the sail business

 After the 223-foot tall sailing behemoth 
BMW-Oracle squeezed inside defending Alinghi 
5 at the first buoy to take the lead for good in 
February’s America’s Cup final, Tom Whidden 
’70 had nothing but kudos for the U.S. boat’s 
tactician. “John Kostecki did a very nice job 
calling something called the lay line,” said Whid-
den, who attended the races in Spain. “He did 
a great job with that. He made the decision for 
the other boat very difficult. ... The nuances of it 
are more subtle than most people realize.”

He should know. One of the most experi-
enced America’s Cup sailors ever, Whidden is 
the veteran of eight America’s Cup campaigns 
including three victorious turns as tactician on 
Dennis Conner’s boats. And his company, North 
Marine, makes most of the high-tech sails for 
these races.

Inducted into the America’s Cup Hall of Fame 
in 2004 for “his brilliance as a tactical advisor, 
his soundness as a crew organizer, and his 
mastery of winning in difficult boats under the 
most demanding conditions,” Whidden’s profile 
as a businessman is equally imposing. He’s 
taken sailmaker North Sails sailing through the 
ceiling as president and CEO of North’s parent 
company, North Marine.

Not surprising, perhaps, he finds some of 
the same skills that took him to the pinnacle 
of competitive sailing helped build his company 
into the world’s leader, by far. Knowing how to 
exploit innovative technology, how to assemble 
good people, and how to lead a team paid off 
in both arenas, he said. And finding a balance 
between confidence and hubris is as important 
in the front office as it is on deck.

So how successful does North Sails have to 
be to match three America’s Cup victories? How 
about a 70-percent market share. That’s where 
Forbes put North six years ago. “If you take our 
six or seven or eight next biggest competitors 
and you add them together, they’re probably 
about our size,” Whidden said this spring. With 
its subsidiaries, the North empire has about 
$325 million in annual sales now, he said.

North sails were used on both boats in this 

Tom Whidden ’70, America’s Cup Hall of Fame sailor and head of North Marine. North makes sails 
and rigging used on the world’s most sophisticated racing yachts and items for NASA and Boeing.

Stephen Collins ’74 STORY    

year’s match between BMW-Oracle and Alinghi. 
The previous America’s Cup saw North sails 
on 11 of 12 boats, and in 2003 all nine teams 
raced under North sails. Given the level of com-
petition, servicing competing teams requires 
sworn secrecy and impervious firewalls between 

different in-house design teams, Whidden said.
The downside to such market dominance? 

“You have to make sure that you don’t become 
complacent,” said Whidden. 

Whidden started sailing in Long Island Sound 
as a 10-year-old, and by high school he had 
three goals: “To get to be a sailmaker, to try for 
the Olympics, and try for the America’s Cup.”

He maintained that focus while earning a 
degree in psychology at Colby—and learning 
valuable organizational skills, he says—and he 
spent summers and Jan Plans working for Al-
cort, the company that made Sunfish sailboats. 
He raced a Finn dinghy while at Colby and made 
it to the final pre-Olympic trial race before being 
beaten. 
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Tom Whidden ’70, third from left, aboard Stars & Stripes, in the 2002 Louis Vuitton Cup race. At left is the Italian boat, Mascalzone Latino. Whidden was 
tactician for Dennis Conner in six different America’s Cup campaigns. In the photo the boats are maneuvering for position before the start of the race.

His subsequent career as a sailmaker, a 
vocation chosen in part to allow him to sail 
competitively back before one could make a 
career out of sailing alone, exceeded his wildest 
expectations. “It all sort of snowballed and 
turned into something pretty cool,” he said of 
his business success. “I used to think doing 
a million dollars would have been the greatest 
thing I could ever accomplish in my life.” 

North Sails had $25 million in sales when 
he took over the company in 1987, he said, and 
now it’s doing 13 times that volume. “We make 
sails all around the world. We make masts 
in Auckland, New Zealand; Cape Town, South 
Africa; and Sri Lanka. And we make rigging in Sri 
Lanka and in Newport, Rhode Island.”

 The rigging that North sells is state-of-
the-art carbon, as high-tech as the company’s 
patented one-piece composite membrane sails. 
“We don’t stitch ’em, any more,” Whidden said. 
“Sailmaking’s changed a lot.”

And the technology has applications beyond 
sailing. North built all the soft storage for the 
Space Shuttle and the prototype of the machine 
that lays down carbon fiber for the fuselage of 
the Boeing 787. “We’re working with NASA right 
now on a balloon that they’re planning on trying 
to land on Mars,” Whidden said, noting that 
North also had a hand in surveillance balloons 
used by the Department of Homeland Security.

“You know the artist Christo? We did the 
umbrella project with him.”

Big-time stuff. But for all of his accolades, 
bestowed at the White House, the America’s 
Cup Hall of Fame, and beyond, Whidden says 
one of the most meaningful was an honor 
handed down at Colby. First among Whidden’s 
Colby mentors was athletic trainer Carl Nelson, 
now retired, who cared for Colby students and, 
in 1972 and 1976, for U.S. Winter Olympians. 
In 1989 Whidden received the first-ever Carl 
Nelson Award, for achievement in the world of 
athletics. 

“That just stuck with me, because he had 
always been a role model for me and he was a 
good guy and competent and cared about every-
body,” Whidden said. “Of all the things I got over 
the years, that was one of the nicest.”
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In the photograph Doanh Wang is 5 years old. 
He and his older sister, Khiet, stand on a roughly 
hewn wooden bench, their parents next to them. 
Boxes of food and tin cans are piled on a table. 
The roof is bamboo poles and palm fronds. 

Thirty years later, as Colby’s head tennis 
coach, Wang would pull this snapshot from a 
photo album. Frustrated by his players’ lack of 
motivation at practice, their coach showed them 
the refugee camp where his family lived after 
fleeing South Vietnam. 

“My parents sacrificed a lot for me to be here 
to coach you,” Wang recalled telling them. “And 
I’m sure your parents sacrificed a lot for you, 
too. So when you go out and play, I want you to 
think about how privileged you are to be on this 
campus, to be a part of this team.”

He got the players’ attention. “It left an 
embedded memory on all of his athletes as to 
where Coach gets his drive and determination,” 
recalled Nick Rosen-Wachs ’09. 

Privilege, Wang told his players, can come 
in many forms—in a new country that offers 
opportunities for a good education, good jobs, 
and chances to excel on sports fields and tennis 
courts, for example. For one South Vietnamese 
boy, those privileges began Feb. 19, 1979, the 
day his family landed on American soil. “That 
day,” Wang said, “was a whole new world.” 

Wang’s family had a comfortable life in a 
large apartment in Saigon—until 1975, when 
North Vietnam forces overran the city. Wang’s 
father, Phan Vuong, worked for an airline that 
flew Americans in and out of the country. After 
South Vietnam surrendered, Vuong worried about 
his family’s safety. 

“We’ve got to leave,” Vuong recalled telling 
his wife, Quach. Then, in 1978, Vuong learned 
he was under investigation for his loyalties to 
the South Vietnamese army and the Americans. 
Two days later he bribed security officials so his 
family could flee. 

With a bag filled with sugar, water, and a 
couple of changes of clothing, Vuong’s family 
slipped away. Wang recalls his mother hushing 
her 5-year-old son and 9-year-old daughter. “Just 
be quiet and follow Mom and Dad.”

They huddled in a small boat that sailed from 
South Vietnam’s coast. Later they were picked 

swelled, conditions deteriorated. At one point the 
boy grew so sick his father carried him over the 
mountain to a clinic. 

Vuong and Quach prayed it would soon be 
their turn to leave for Los Angeles, the city Vuong 
had requested. But months passed. Desperate, 
Quach begged her husband: “Tell them we will 
take anywhere in the United States.”

Finally, after eight months, Wang’s family 
heard their names over the public address sys-
tem. “You are going to America!” other refugee 
children shouted to Wang. 

But not to Los Angeles.
In February 1979 the family arrived in Bing-

hamton, N.Y., where Vuong’s brother lived. Wang 
had never before seen his breath and remem-
bers being awed by the sight. With help from 

Tennis coach doanh wang, a former refugee, tells players they’re fortunate to be on the court

Barbara Walsh STORY     JASON McKIBBEN PHOTO

Tennis coach Doanh Wang, whose family fled 
Vietnam in 1978, remembers his parents’ 
sacrifice and tells his players that to be a Colby 
student and athlete is a privilege to be repaid 
with hard work. Left, Wang and his family in 
their hut on the island of Pulau Tengah, where 
they lived after fleeing South Vietnam in 1978.

up by a Malaysian gunboat; rough seas tossed 
the vessel for three days as it journeyed south. 
Exhausted and seasick, the family arrived on 
Pulau Tengah, a small Malaysian island in the 
South China Sea. When they landed some 600 
refugees lived there. Within a few months the 
population increased to several thousand. (Today 
it is uninhabited.)

Among the first wave of “boat people,” Vuong 
and his family built the bamboo hut and dug a 
well. Families cooked over open fires, and smoke 
aggravated Wang’s asthma. As the population 

Sports As Privilege
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the local Catholic church, the family received 
food, furniture, and rent money while the parents 
searched for jobs. 

On his first day at St. Thomas Aquinas 
School, Wang did not understand a word but took 
comfort that Korean twins in his class looked 
like him. While his father worked at a wholesale 
tool company and his mother cleaned hotels and 
houses, Wang and his sister studied. “You must 
try hard,” Wang remembers his parents telling 
them. “We leave Vietnam so you can have better 
opportunity.”

To keep himself occupied, Wang played soccer 
and tennis. His athletic ability and competitive 
spirit impressed teammates and coaches. On 
the fields and courts, Wang finally felt accepted. 
“Here,” he realized, “I am equal.”

Later, as he attended Binghamton University, 
majoring in psychobiology, Wang played varsity 
tennis. Coach Mike Starke recognized something 
special in the lefthander. 

“He had a deep competitive fire and respect 
for the game,” Starke said. “For a lot of American 
kids, they view sports and their education as a 
right. But Doanh has always believed that life, 
college, and playing sports are privileges.”

Wang’s senior year, his singles record of 
17-4 helped lead Binghamton to the Division 
III nationals—a first in the university’s history. 
Doanh won two out of three matches. 

Years later, after earning a master’s in social 
work at the University of Wisconsin-Madison and 
teaching urban youth about HIV, tennis remained 

Women’s lacrosse made it to the NCAA 
Division III national tournament quarterfinal 
game for the first time in the program’s 
history, hanging with top-ranked Hamilton 
College before falling 14-9. The final poll of 
the year put Colby at sixth in the nation.

The game, at Hamilton May 16, capped 
another strong season for Colby, which made 
the NESCAC title game for the fourth straight 
year. Colby finished the season 15-5.

With the postseason finale, six seniors 
finished their Colby lacrosse careers, includ-
ing two-time All-America standouts Amy 
Campbell and Caroline Duke, and veterans 
Carly Rapaport, Caroline Atwater, Keryn  
Meierdiercks, and Kathleen Kramer. 

Leading the team into the future will be 
Kate Pistel ’13, selected for the Womensla-
crosse.com All-Rookie Team. Pistel had a 
strong first year, finishing fourth on the team 
in scoring with 28 goals and four assists for 

32 points.
In their NCAA quarterfinal debut, the 

Mules gave up quick goals in the opening 
minutes of each half but stayed with Hamil-
ton for most of the game.

That tenacity and teamwork served Colby 
well the previous day in its second-round 
matchup, in which the Mules, then ranked 
ninth, stopped fifth-ranked Cortland State in 
a thrilling 10-9 come-from-behind win.

Against Cortland Colby trailed 9-6 with 12 
minutes left to play, but four goals from four 
different players—including the game-winner 
from Anne Geraghty ’11 with just over four 
minutes left—sealed the victory.

“That’s what was so exciting,” said Colby 
head coach Karen MacCrate Henning. “They 
tried to check down our top scorers, and that 
meant different people had to step up—and 
they did. Our defense was a total team effort 
as well, really working together as a unit.”

Postseason Run for Women’s Lacrosse

his passion. While assistant coach for women’s 
tennis at Wisconsin-Madison, Wang learned Colby 
had an opening. In 2007 he was hired as head 
coach for the men’s and women’s tennis teams. 

Wang sat in his office in the Alfond Athletic 
Center. Dressed in khakis, a black Colby Mules 
T-shirt, and sneakers, he spoke about his love 
for tennis. Testaments to his teaching skills hang 
on the walls: a half-dozen NESCAC certificates 
honoring his teams. 

 Though he appreciates the awards, Wang 
believes there is more to coaching than winning 
matches. He expects his players to excel off the 
court—in their studies and the community. Team 
members are required to meet with their coach 
to discuss athletic and academic goals; they also 
know that Wang’s office door is always open if 
they need to talk. 

 “Because he knows us so well off-court, it 
makes it easier for him to understand what is 
going on in our heads during a match,” said Katie 
Muro ’11. “His investment in us as people, as 
opposed to solely tennis players, is what makes 
him stand out as a coach and as a person.” 

Tennis, Wang tells Muro and other players, is 
a lot like life: You may win or lose, but it’s perse-
verance that counts.

And, if the team has difficulty understanding 
that concept, there’s a photograph tucked away in 
Wang’s scrapbook.

SPORTS SHORTS

Spring seasons at Colby produced five All-
Americans and 30 members of NESCAC’s 
All-Academic team among other honors ... 
Emma Linhard ’11 went to the women’s 
track and field nationals in the 1500 
meters, ran a personal best, and finished 
eighth, for her fourth All-America honors. 
High jumper Danielle Sheppard ’11 tied 
for 11th at nationals. Katrina Gravel 
’10, a three-sport captain as a senior, 
made ESPN Magazine’s Academic All-
District I Track and Field/Cross Country 
team ... Baseball closed a 13-16 
season splitting a doubleheader with 
Plymouth State two weeks after sweeping 
a doubleheader at Bowdoin. Devlin 
McConnell ’12 led in batting average 
(.455) and slugging percentage (.727), 
while Mike Mastrocola ’12 had the most 
hits (33), RBIs (29) and doubles (11) ... 
In softball Alyssa Lepore ’11 raked in 
New England honors including ECAC DIII 
All-New England after leading the Mules 
in hits (42), RBIs (26), doubles (9), and 
walks (12). She led NESCAC in on-base 
percentage (.519) and was second for 
batting average (.462) ... In MEN’S 
TRACK AND FIELD Trent Wiseman ’13 
took fourth in pole vault (14’ 8.75”) at 
the Open New England championships, 
and Mike Bienkowski ’10 was 13th in 
the 5000 meters (15:55.15) at the ECAC 
Outdoor championships ... WOMEN’S 
TENNIS turned in a winning season, 8-7 
overall with a 3-5 mark in conference 
play, and MEN’S TENNIS finished 6-7 
overall and 3-5 in the conference. Both 
teams defeated Wesleyan, Hamilton, 
and Connecticut College in NESCAC 
matches ... All-Americans in women’s 
lacrosse were Amy Campbell ’10 and 
Carolyn Duke ’10 ... Men’s lacrosse 
All-Americans were Craig Bunker ’11 and 
Whit McCarthy ’10, while Ian Deveau 
’13 was NESCAC rookie of the year. 
Colby reached the NESCAC quarterfinals, 
losing to Bowdoin in overtime. Earlier, the 
Mules had come from behind to defeat 
previously unbeaten Connecticut College.

Emma Linhard ’11, second from right,  
All-America in women’s track and field.
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For more, including other photos of 
Doanh Wang in a refugee settlement:  
www.colby.edu/mag, Keyword: privilege 
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Flight School
Student-built airplane takes high-resolution pictures from the sky, opens research opportunities

RUTH JACOBS STORY     ROBERT P. HERNANDEZ photoS

To call them the modern-day Wright brothers 
might be pushing it. But Foster Huntington ’10 
and Dan Opalacz ’10 needed their brotherly 
friendship to make it through some challenging 
situations this year, as they ran into glitch 
after glitch—and trees and fences—with their 
homemade Unpiloted Aerial Vehicle (UAV). 
“This is mine and Dan’s baby. We’ve had, you 
know, screaming-at-each-other battles,” said 
Huntington, as Opalacz laughed. “We’ve gone 
to places, crashed the plane, and just haven’t 
talked on the car ride back, we’re just so 
pissed at each other.”

But after a year and, they say, thousands 
of hours of work, the science, technology and 
society (STS) majors are still friends and have 
nearly perfected a model airplane that flies on 
GPS (Global Positioning System) coordinates 
and takes high-resolution images of the land 
below—images that put Google Earth to 
shame. The two knew they weren’t the first to 
create this technology, but they had a specific 

goal: to create something that other students 
could use in their research—and to do it on 
the cheap.

“There’s kind of two kinds of UAVs. There’s 
the military UAV,” said Opalacz—“which costs 
hundreds of thousands of dollars,” added 
Huntington—“and that’s like the only UAV the 
government really uses. And then there’s these 
UAVs, which we make out of foam. And ours 
costs fifteen hundred dollars.”

In fact it was a U.S. Air Force and Navy UAV 
that got Huntington looking at this technology 
in the first place. During the summer of 2009, 
he watched an RQ-4 Global Hawk Remotely 
Piloted Aircraft fly over Maine’s Brunswick 
Naval Air Station. He started digging around 
online and found that hobbyists were making 
miniature versions of drone planes. “I 
remember exactly where we were. We were in 
the Fireside Lounge [in Cotter Union] and I was 
just like watching all these videos online and 
I was like, ‘Dan you gotta see this, this is so 

Above: Dan Opalacz ’10 launches the Unpiloted Aerial Vehicle (UAV) he and Foster Huntington ’10 designed and built this year as a science, technology 
and society senior capstone project. Below: The two speak about their project to enthusiastic students at an after-school program in Waterville.
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cool,’” recalled Huntington. 
Opalacz, an STS and geoscience double 

major, remembers that day too. “Immediately 
I thought, ‘Wow, this could be really useful 
as a research tool for Colby professors and 
scientists and students,’” he said. And Opalacz 
had his own research goal: to use the plane 
to capture images of the tidal river at Popham 
Beach and, over time, document the erosion 
patterns there. 

The two took the idea to Professor James 
Fleming, director of STS at Colby. “I asked 
them to cross their t’s and dot their i’s and 
explain the significance and provide a vision 
and measurable milestones,” he said. With the 
detailed proposal in hand, Fleming agreed to 
serve as their adviser for a yearlong capstone 
project. But in order to make it happen, they 
needed money. So Huntington and Opalacz 
applied for a Goldfarb Center research grant, 
which they received. They did lots of online 
research, bought parts, and had a plane in the 
air before the end of the fall semester. But that, 
the pair would learn, was just the beginning. 

They encountered two major issues: 
technological glitches and crashes. “I’ve 
crashed a lot,” said Opalacz. “I’ve destroyed 
some planes.” But as long as the components 
aren’t damaged, a broken foam plane is an easy 
fix, they say. Troubleshooting can be more time 

consuming. “We get to the field, everything’s 
working, and you’re like, ‘Oh, the motor’s not.’ 
… Throughout this project in general we’ve just 
had to do tons of troubleshooting—going back 
to the drawing board.”

Since a major goal was to make a UAV 
that other students could use to take aerial 
pictures for research projects, graduating 
seniors Opalacz and Huntington needed to do 
everything they could to minimize glitches for 
students who would inherit the plane. They 
added a parachute to help dampen the impact, 
thereby protecting the electronic components, 
and they downsized—creating a new plane half 
the size—so the lighter plane wouldn’t land (or 
crash) as hard. All of their troubleshooting is 
documented on their blog (www.uav.blogspot.
com) so that future students can learn from 
their experiences.

Throughout the year Tucker Gorman ’11J 
worked with Huntington and Opalacz, and 
this spring he prepared to become the go-to 
person for students and faculty looking to 
use the plane in their research. Gorman 
will be available this fall to teach the next 
round of students to troubleshoot and to fly. 
Fleming expects demand. “There’s a general 
enthusiasm and a sense of brainstorming 
what’s next,” he said. 

The first to jump on the opportunity, and 

offer support in the form of additional grant 
money, was Associate Professor of Biology 
Catherine Bevier. She plans to use the 
plane to map and study a 15-acre wetland in 
Norridgewock, Maine. Bevier hopes to survey 
amphibians and other wildlife in the area. “The 
fly-over and aerial photography would also 
give a baseline for vegetation and landscape,” 
she said. “It’d be very cool to do a yearly 
survey and see exactly how this whole wetland 
area changes over time.” Beyond that, the 
owners of the land are considering building an 
educational trail that will be open to the public, 
and the aerial photography will be crucial in 
mapping the route. 

Other professors and students are 
considering uses for the plane in their 
research. “We really think it will let kids 
sort of dream about what kind of research 
they want to do,” said Opalacz, “because 
they’re not going to be constricted by raising 
thousands of dollars to hire a conventional 
aerial photographer. They can just take our 
plane out.” Added Huntington: “Pretty much 
every professor we talk to in the sciences is 
really excited about applications of this for their 
students.”

Fleming is among them. He called the UAV 
project “the best student project I have ever 
seen.”

Equipped with an autopilot, GPS 
navigation, and digital camera, the plane 
flies a predetermined path via GPS 
coordinates. It requires a human operator 
for take-off and landing through a remote 
control, and once it reaches altitude it 
can be switched to autopilot. 

The UAV the students used this 
spring could fly for about 50 minutes 
at 70 miles per hour, but Huntington 
and Opalacz found this to be more than 
they needed for their purposes—their 
research “missions” tended to run 
around two and a half minutes. During 
that time they took ample photographs 
that they stitched together using 
computer software.

How does the 
UAV work?

A view of the Alfond Stadium and Seaverns Field taken by the student-built UAV.
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