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      To everyone who followed and shared the voyage 
with me, thank you.

      And to Mum …

   
      
      a note from the author

      Thanks to all the people who have followed my blog. When I was putting this book together with my publisher I started to rewrite
         the story of the voyage in a more traditional way, but it didn’t work. I lost something doing this. Instead, I decided to
         include the blogs (though they have been edited sometimes) and then expand on them to reveal things I wasn’t quite ready to
         talk about when I was at sea and to pass on things I have learnt since. I hope you enjoy reading about my whole journey, not just my 210 days on the ocean.
      

      It can get a bit confusing, but throughout this book I have used kilometres to measure distances on land, and nautical miles
         to measure distances at sea.
      

      1 nautical mile = 1.852 kilometres

      Interestingly, a nautical mile is longer than a normal mile (1.6 kilometres).

      I have also used feet and inches when referring to the length of vessels, but metres and centimetres for everything else.

      1 foot = 0.3048 metres

      All temperatures are given in degrees Celsius.

      I’ve tried to explain the sailing terms as I go, but I have also included a glossary at the back of the book – I hope you
         find it helpful.
      

      Jessica Watson, 2010

   
      
      Chart of Jessica’s circumnavigation
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      1. Departed from Sydney, 18 October 2009
      

      2. Crossed the equator, 19 November 2009
      

      3. Caught my first (and only) fish, 23 November 2009
      

      4. Christmas at Point Nemo – the furthest point from any land
      

      5. Rounded Cape Horn, 13 January 2010
      

      6. Experienced four knockdowns in the South Atlantic Ocean, 23 January 2010
      

      7. Passed south of Cape Town and Cape Agulhas, 23 February 2010
      

      8. Roughly halfway between Cape Agulhas and Cape Leeuwin, 19 March 2010
      

      9. Sailed under Cape Leeuwin, back in Australian waters, 11 April 2010
      

      10. Wild seas rounding Tasmania, 2 May 2010
      

      11. Arrived back in Sydney Harbour, 15 May 2010
      

   
      
      What is it in the sea life which is so powerful in its influence? … it whispers in the wind of the veldt, it hums in the music
            of the tropical night … above all it is there to the man who holds the night watch alone at sea. It is the sense of things
            done, of things endured, of meanings not understood; the secret of the Deep Silence, which is of eternity, which the heart
            cannot speak.

      From Mast and Sail in Europe and Asia 
by H. Warington Smyth (1867–1943)

   
      
      A half-moon had risen, giving the sea a silvery sheen above the darkness below. After sunset, the still, glassy conditions of the afternoon had been blown away by a light
         wind from the west and Ella’s Pink Lady was making good time under full sail with the mainsail, staysail and headsail set. I couldn’t have asked for better conditions
         for my first night out. Watching Ella’s Pink Lady sail along at a steady 4 knots, I felt extremely proud of my cute little pink yacht. Finally being on my way was a big relief,
         and I contemplated the next few days sailing and the huge adventure that I’d soon be setting off on. It was a beautiful night
         and the thought of something going wrong was the furthest from my mind.
      

      I’d left Mooloolaba with an escort of boats and helicopters at around ten that morning, and after fifteen hours at sea and
         weeks of full-time preparation I was feeling tired and slightly queasy. It normally took me a few days to find my sea legs.
         Confident that everything was fine, I decided to put my head down for a few minutes and have a catnap.
      

      Ella’s Pink Lady and I were about 15 nautical miles east of North Stradbroke Island by this point. I’d have liked to have been further offshore,
         away from the local fishing fleets and possible shipping, however the current and earlier light winds meant I hadn’t sailed
         very far since leaving. After scanning the horizon, checking the radar and AIS (Alarm Indication System) and setting my alarms,
         I climbed into my bunk, still wearing my life jacket and harness.
      

      A horrible bone-shuddering explosion of noise woke me as Ella’s Pink Lady was suddenly stopped in her tracks and violently spun around. Jumping up as the awful grinding noise continued, a quick glance
         up through the companionway told me that we’d collided with something huge, a ship. The sky was a wall of black steel, obscuring
         the stars and towering over me. The roar of engines filled my head and my whole world.
      

      Leaning out into the cockpit, I grabbed at the tiller, flicked off the autopilot and tried to steer us. It was hopeless. There
         was nowhere to go, nothing I could do. Shuddering and screeching, we were being swept down the ship’s hull. Another glance
         told me that the ship’s stern, with its bridges protruding, was fast approaching. The noises were getting louder and, knowing
         that the mast and rigging were about to come down, I rushed back below hoping for some protection.
      

      With my hands over my head I sat on my bunk as a whole new and far more terrible set of noises began. A few short seconds
         passed but to me they felt like hours. The cupboard next to me ripped apart as the chainplate behind the bulkhead splintered
         it into a million pieces. The boat heeled to one side then suddenly sprung upright with the loudest explosion yet as the entangled rigging suddenly freed itself and crashed to the deck.
      

      When the boat steadied and the roar of the engines started to fade I went back on deck. It was a mess. There was rigging,
         lines and huge rusty flakes of black paint and slivers of metal from the ship’s hull everywhere. Beyond Ella’s Pink Lady I could see the dark outline of the huge ship’s stern slipping away unaffected, leaving us at a stop in the foaming white
         slipstream.
      

      Shocked and disbelieving, my head still reeling, I desperately tried to come to grips with what had happened while checking
         the bilges for water and the hull for damage. All I could think was ‘my poor boat’, and while flicking switches to see what
         equipment still worked it became a sort of chant – ‘my poor boat, my poor, poor boat’. I was numb and still shaking off the
         last remnants of sleep; being scared hadn’t crossed my mind. My only thoughts were for Ella’s Pink Lady.
      

      Taking deep breaths to calm my shaking hands, I picked up the radio to call the ship and then grabbed the phone to tell Dad
         what had happened. ‘I’m okay,’ I told him. ‘I’m fine, perfectly okay, but we’ve been hit by a ship, we’ve been dismasted,’
         I finished in a rush.
      

      Back on deck, alone and miles from land, it took me over two hours to slowly clear the deck, lash the broken rigging in place
         and cut the tangled headsail away. I had to pause frequently to lean over the side and throw up as my earlier queasiness had
         turned into full-on seasickness. Finally, I turned on the engine to motor the six hours to the Gold Coast.
      

      How quickly everything had changed.
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      Ahead of me lay at least 23,000 nautical miles of empty ocean, furious gales and the threat of multiple knockdowns. But on
         that day, I doubted that anything I was to face in my months alone at sea would be as difficult as holding my head high as
         I steered a crippled Ella’s Pink Lady between the Gold Coast breakwaters and saw the crowds lining the river, the fleet of spectator boats and the scrum of waiting
         media.
      

      I didn’t know if the crowd was there to show their support or to witness what many thought was my early defeat. I had to force
         myself to ignore negative thoughts and to concentrate only on guiding us up the river, throwing the occasional wave and half-hearted
         smile to nearby boats.
      

      I knew that in one horrifying incident I had given fuel to anyone who had criticised me and my parents for what I was trying
         to do. In their eyes I had proven exactly why I shouldn’t ever be permitted to sail alone. However, in that same moment, I
         had proven to myself that I had the ability to achieve my dream. Any doubts about whether I could cope mentally vanished.
         I realised my inner strength.
      

      In the coming months, when Ella’s Pink Lady was thrown violently about by the wind and waves, or when home felt a million miles away as we drifted, becalmed, and the
         days ran into each other in slow motion, I was able to look back on that day after the collision with the 63,000 tonne bulk
         carrier Silver Yang and draw strength from knowing I’d held myself together when all I’d really wanted to do was fall apart. As the saying goes,
         what doesn’t kill you makes you stronger. That tanker could have killed me but it didn’t. And in its wake I was stronger,
         more determined and ready for whatever came my way … almost.
      

   
      
      PART ONE

      The Starting Point

      
      ‘Security is mostly a superstition. It does not exist in nature, nor do the children of men as a whole experience it. Avoiding
         danger is no safer in the long run than outright exposure. Life is either a daring adventure, or nothing.’
      

      
      HELEN KELLER

      
      When I was young I was pretty much afraid of everything. I’m not sure when that changed, but Mum tells a story about a day at a family gathering when I was playing with
         my cousins and my elder sister. They were all holding hands and jumping into a swimming pool, and Mum was watching me closely
         because I was afraid of water and couldn’t swim. I was five years old.
      

      
      I obviously got sick of only watching the game, because as everyone lined up to hold hands for another leap I joined in. Mum
         says she kept waiting for me to let go, but I didn’t. I jumped with everyone else, shrieking and giggling until we hit the
         water. I sank to the bottom and my uncle rushed to pull me out.
      

      
      I wish I could say when it was that I went from being that quiet little girl, tagging along behind the others, to the girl
         who set off to sail around the world believing completely that with enough dedication she could achieve anything she set her
         mind to. Somewhere along the way I learnt that if you truly want to live life you have to get involved, pursue your passions and dream big. I don’t know when that was, and I don’t remember
         jumping into the pool that day, it’s just a story my mum tells. But somewhere between that moment and sailing out of Sydney
         Harbour on Ella’s Pink Lady, I came to understand what Helen Keller said far better than I can – ‘Life is either a daring adventure, or nothing.’
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      To tell you about myself and why I wanted to sail around the world, I have to start by telling you about my parents. As Dad
         likes to remind me, I wouldn’t be here without them, and it’s only with the support of my family that I’ve been able to follow
         my dream.
      

      
      My mum, Julie, and dad, Roger, are both from New Zealand. They married there in 1986 and in 1987 flew to Sydney, bought themselves
         an old station wagon from a car dealer on Parramatta Road and drove up the coast to Queensland. Apparently, once they hit
         the Pacific Highway and started to go a bit faster, they noticed the car had a terrible diff whine that they hadn’t picked
         up on before. Mum laughs about it now and says the dealer must have thought, ‘Look at these Kiwis just off the boat, I’ll
         sell them this lemon.’ Luckily, the car made it to the Gold Coast and Mum and Dad set about making a new life for themselves.
      

      
      Mum found work as an occupational therapist but Dad decided to give away boiler-making and try something different. Before
         he got into real estate he had a business hiring televisions, and it can’t be a coincidence that we never had a television
         when I was growing up. I think Dad saw how dependent people became on them and how they restricted the lives of their owners – keeping them inside and inactive – and he decided he didn’t ever
         want to be like that.
      

      
      I don’t think my parents planned to stay in Australia forever but then my elder sister, Emily, was born in 1992, I was born
         in 1993, my brother, Tom, was born in 1995 and my younger sister, Hannah, came along in 1997. And so, with four young kids,
         they were too busy to think about moving back to New Zealand.
      

      
      Apart from not having a television (which definitely put us in the minority) my childhood was very normal. Mum and Dad were
         never sailors, in their early days together the closest they got to a boat was fishing in a tinny back in Whangarei. They
         were big on camping trips and we would get away as often as we could. Dad would give us the choice of either going to one
         of the local Gold Coast theme parks for the day or spending the same amount of money to head off camping for a week at our
         favourite spot. Camping always won. Then, when I was in Year Four, Mum put us into a summer holiday sailing camp run by the
         Southport Yacht Club. I have a feeling she thought Tom would get the most out of it, even though he was only six, but Emily
         and I were also part of the action. Hannah was too young so she preferred to stay on the beach with Mum. From that camp the
         three of us moved on to the weekend beginners’ sailing class and then to club racing. John Murphy, our instructor, was great,
         although I’m sure his voice was permanently damaged from yelling across the water at us to ‘Pull that sheet in!’
      

      
      I wasn’t exactly thrilled by sailing at first. I was frightened to be out on the Broadwater and so far from shore, but I never
         felt pressure to keep sailing from Mum or Dad or anyone else. On the windy days when I decided not to sail, I had to sit on
         the beach with Hannah and I felt very left out. Watching everyone pull their boats up the beach at the end of the day – smiling
         and full of stories – was hard and I knew I was letting fear stop me from being part of the fun. Emily was really good. She
         picked up everything quickly and made it look effortless. I could see how much she loved it and I wanted to be like my elder
         sister. It’s a bit like that day jumping into the pool. I didn’t want to be left on the beach, waiting for everyone to come
         back bragging about a race. I wanted to be in the thick of it. On the days when it was windy and the Broadwater was covered
         in small whitecaps, I didn’t have enough strength to handle my boat and was always somewhere at the back of the fleet, struggling.
         But on the quiet days, when being strong and quick didn’t matter, I found that, with a bit of planning, using tactics and
         a lot of patience, I could be right among the pack and competing for positions. As I got better at sailing my confidence increased
         and I began enjoying it more and more.
      

      
      Mum asked me once if I felt pushed into sailing. I didn’t. It was just something we did. It became our family thing and, if
         anything, we kids pushed Mum and Dad into sailing. We didn’t play netball or soccer or do nippers, we went sailing. The sailing
         facility at Southport Yacht Club, at Hollywell, was a friendly, family sort of place separate from the licensed club. It didn’t
         take long for the whole family to be spending all our weekends at the yacht club with us kids taking lessons, racing or crewing
         on bigger boats, and Mum and Dad driving or manning the rescue boats.
      

      
      My best friend, Pamela Fredric, and her family were also part of the sailing club, and had the no-television thing going on
         too, so if we weren’t outside we’d be busy making something or playing games. Winter school holidays were the exception. Sometimes
         Mum and Dad would hire a television and a video player and we would curl up and watch documentaries and movies together as
         a holiday treat. Our family favourite was a documentary by Sir Edmund Hilary on his climb of Everest. My parents are very
         normal people but things like not having a television were seen by many as strange, so that was probably an early indication
         that they were not going to make certain lifestyle choices just because everyone else did. As we got older, decisions were
         always made with input from all the family. When tying the dinghies on the roof of the car after a long weekend on the water,
         Emily and I were trusted and expected to do just as good a job as any adult. I never felt like a dismissed kid who was seen
         and not heard, but rather as a person with my own valued opinions.
      

      
      By the time I was in school, Dad had long since left television hire behind and had established a thriving real estate business.
         Then, out of the blue, he had an offer from someone who wanted to buy the business and, though he didn’t accept it, the proposition
         started Mum and Dad thinking about what they could do if they weren’t so tied down. Like anyone, they initially found it hard
         to contemplate breaking out of their settled life, especially with four kids, but they started to dream and one of the things
         they discussed was travelling around Australia. About a year later another offer came along and this time Dad accepted. Dad
         had always said that if he was going to travel he wanted to do it as a family. He didn’t want to wait until we had all left
         home and become a grey nomad. Who knew what could happen in the future?
      

      
      So, the plan was to buy and modify a bus that we could travel around Australia in before we were too old to want to do it
         together. I was at the start of Year Five when Mum and Dad sold our house in 2004, and while they were getting the bus ready to travel with all six of us they bought a 52-foot motorboat
         for us to live on. It was called Home Abroad. We had gotten rid of a lot of stuff when we moved out of the house but we made sure our pet cockatiel, Maggie, came along
         with us. I think the plan was to spend some time on the boat and then head off in the bus on the great adventure, but we ended
         up on the boat for over five and a half years, cruising up and down the Queensland coast and making the occasional trip on
         the bus to inland Australia. We left school when we moved onto the boat and the four of us started distance education with
         Mum ‘boat’ or ‘bus’ schooling us.
      

      
      Right from the start we learnt that boats come with endless breakdowns and maintenance issues. It took a while before we had
         everything shipshape enough to spend more time out at sea and at anchorages than in the safety of marinas and the necessary
         boat yards. We slowly learnt how to handle the boat as a family, becoming more confident as we went. Emily and I sat in while
         Mum and Dad studied navigation and also when they went for their radio licences. It didn’t take us long to establish a routine
         for docking and leaving a harbour. We all had jobs and were all an important part of the crew.
      

      
      When the boat was sorted and we had the knowledge we needed (and our docking had improved to the point where half the marina
         stopped putting out extra fenders to protect their boats every time we came and went!) we started cruising further north up
         the east coast of Australia. This new life gave us kids an amazing freedom. We’d stop at islands where we’d be the only boat
         in the anchorage. We’d swim, snorkel, collect shells and explore beaches, islands and waterways. There would be walks up to
         lighthouses, down gullies and to find waterfalls. There was always something particularly special about a place when you had it all to yourself.
      

      
      We visited some incredible areas, but I think we’d all agree that Lizard Island was the best of all. It was a breathtaking
         tropical paradise of palm-lined beaches and coral reefs. The main anchorage at Lizard Island is always full of yachts and
         boats and everyone anchored there would come ashore at sunset to meet up on the beach. It was a very relaxed and friendly
         environment and as the grown-ups chatted about their comings and goings, the kids would be off exploring on their own. Sometimes
         we’d meet up with other families on yachts, get to know them and travel with them for a time. There would be fires on the
         beach, water fights and all sorts of expeditions across islands and up mountains. But most of the time we travelled alone,
         just us, and because of that Emily, Tom, Hannah and I became very close.
      

      
      It wasn’t all idyllic sunshine, smooth seas and clear skies though. There were family quarrels, sibling fights and teasing,
         grumpy moods and the need to stop in various ports to wait for bad weather to pass and to stock up on provisions. We’d often
         fill three or four shopping trolleys at the local supermarket – Tom and I became experts at sneaking in a little extra chocolate!
         When the weather kept us in one place too long we’d all get impatient (probably when most of the fights and grumpiness flared
         up), wanting to be on the move again. Mum and Dad used these stops to make us catch up on our schoolwork so we were always
         pleased when the good weather returned.
      

      
      One of the only times that we hit any really bad weather while cruising is a memory that’s pretty embarrassing and, looking back, kind of hilarious, too. We hadn’t been
         living on the boat all that long at the time so we were all still learning the ins and outs. I was eleven. It was one of those afternoon storms that seem to whip up out of nowhere and turn nasty very quickly. There
         was terrible visibility, 40-knot winds and a steep messy sea. I spent all my time, when I wasn’t needed on deck as a look-out,
         hiding under the saloon table pretending to comfort Maggie!
      

      
      Living on the water also meant that we met all sorts of characters and old salts who inevitably hang around yacht clubs, marinas
         and boat yards; it was fascinating and often inspiring to hear about their sailing and boating experiences. Though, I have
         to admit it annoyed me heaps when I was dismissed because I was a girl – and a ‘scrawny young thing’ as well. When you live
         on the water, it’s an unwritten law that when another boat is pulling in you stop to give a hand and take their lines. Being
         a ‘little girl’ meant that more often than not, my offer of help would be completely ignored, while the line was passed to
         the fully grown man next to me. It was incredibly frustrating to have this happen. I was just as capable of handling the lines
         as anyone else. I hated being judged by my appearance and other people’s expectations of what a ‘little girl’ was capable
         of.
      

      
      Dismissals like this may have made some people give up on sailing altogether, but I just got fired up. Maybe part of it was
         because I knew what I could do and so, even though I was young, I wasn’t going to let other people knock my confidence. For
         a long time I had struggled with reading and spelling (actually, I still have big problems with spelling) but I was lucky
         because Mum and the teachers at school recognised early on that I was dyslexic. Dyslexia is a neurologically based language
         disorder that means a person has difficulty recognising and learning the connection between sounds and words. It’s one particular
         form of learning disability that can make reading, spelling and sometimes maths difficult to understand. For some, this can really put a dent in your self-esteem, but I was lucky because no one ever made
         a huge deal about it with me. I never felt labelled and was never made to feel stupid because I couldn’t read properly, which
         I know can happen to some kids. Mum just kept plugging away, encouraging my love of books by reading to all of us. She supported
         me and gave me time to find my own way.
      

      
      Mum always said that one day a light would come on in my brain and my struggles with reading would fade. She was right. My
         favourite book was The Little White Horse and I would pester Mum to read it to me all the time. One day she said, ‘Jess, you practically know it off by heart. Why
         don’t you read it to yourself?’ So I did. I faltered at first but after that I moved on to other stories and new books. Once
         I had the hang of it I could escape into another world whenever I liked. I am now a big reader, but I’m not sure my spelling’s
         ever going to be much good. Despite that, I’ve always been able to get good grades in English (well, I would be able to if
         they didn’t deduct points for it arriving so late) by putting in more time and effort. Luckily, I have someone who checks
         my blogs before they go up so I don’t have to worry too much. Still, I’m sure there’s a lot of giggling behind my back at
         some of my more amusing mistakes!
      

      
      Getting ready for the trip meant I wrote all the time. I wrote to people for advice, to try and chase up sponsors and I made
         list after list of what I would need. Writing my blog has also helped my confidence and taught me more than any weekly spelling
         test ever did. And writing this book has been another challenge but, trust me, it will have been decoded (proofread) before
         it gets to you!
      

      
      Dealing with this type of learning difficulty perhaps made me a stronger person, so coping with small knockbacks – from some
         sailor overlooking my offer of help to tie up a boat, to people saying I didn’t have what it takes to sail around the world
         – never caused me to doubt myself, or rarely ever. Overcoming dyslexia has certainly been a great lesson, showing me what
         you can achieve with some extra effort, despite whatever setbacks or handicaps stand in your way.
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      Living on the water on the family’s motorboat, surrounded by all things nautical, meant sailing and boating had become a big
         part of my life. But until the day Mum started to read us Jesse Martin’s Lionheart, I’d never even considered that I could one day become an adventurer. I’d always thought of adventurers as grey-haired men
         with beards who climbed mountains or flew old aeroplanes across wide expanses of ocean. Hearing about Jesse made me think
         differently. It was as if something clicked in my mind. This guy wasn’t a superhero, he wasn’t privileged in any way, he didn’t
         have a beard and he definitely wasn’t old. Jesse was a normal, everyday person who had a dream and decided to make it happen.
         He was someone I could relate to and it made me wonder … Could I do it? Could I sail around the world on my own?
      

      
      I didn’t tell anyone at first what was going through my head. I started reading everything I could about solo sailing. I made
         lists of what I’d need and collected articles about boats and rigging and long-lasting food. Mum says she knew something was
         going on because I started putting pictures of huge Southern Ocean waves and storms above my berth. I was visualising myself dealing with the wild seas and fierce winds before I even
         knew what visualisation was.
      

      
      Once the seed was planted and I started dreaming of sailing around the world, the first thing that hooked me in was a curiosity
         about whether or not it was something I could do. It wasn’t so much the action-packed and adrenaline-fuelled nature of it
         that appealed to me, it wasn’t the thought of knockdowns and 12-metre waves, it was all about putting a plan in place and
         getting the details right so that the risks were minimised as much as possible. I knew I was a young girl and that I didn’t
         have the physical strength of a fully grown man so I had to work out ways to do things that suited me and my body. To me,
         sailing is not about strength, it is about knowledge, and I spent all my spare time learning about sailing by doing it or
         talking to really great sailors and listening to what they had to say. I would rather be sailing than anywhere else and I
         love the challenge of making my own decisions and overcoming the problems thrown at me. When I am on the water reefing a sail
         or tacking in response to the wind and the waves, everything becomes really simple. It was only after a long time spent visualising
         what it would be like in the Southern Ocean, mentally putting myself through different situations, imagining how I would feel
         at different times and constantly asking myself whether I could do it, and whether I really wanted to do it, that I came to
         the conclusion that I could and I did.
      

      
      I thought about it a lot, made more lists and read heaps more books, among them was Joshua Slocum’s Sailing Alone Around the World. He was the first person to sail around the world singlehanded. Slocum left Boston, Massachusetts, in April 1895 and he sailed his boat, Spray, into Newport, Rhode Island, in June 1898. It took him three years, two months and two days to achieve his astonishing feat.
         I read anything I could find on solo circumnavigations and learnt about people like Francis Chichester, who was the first
         person to sail around the world solo west to east via the great capes. Kay Cottee was the first woman to sail solo, unassisted
         and non-stop around the world and I read her book, First Lady, over and over. I was fascinated to read about Ellen MacArthur, who in 2001 was the youngest person ever to complete the
         Vendée Globe round-the-world non-stop yacht race and went on to set a new world record for a solo, non-stop circumnavigation
         of the world. I loved reading about Robin Lee Graham and his five-year journey to sail around the world in his boat, Dove. I also read Lionheart again and again and finally got up the courage to share what I was thinking with my sister Emily. It was just another one
         of our discussions about our hopes for the future, so it didn’t seem like all that much of a big deal.
      

      
      Telling Mum and Dad was really hard. I was twelve and we’d just come back from a season’s cruising and were having a pretty
         serious family discussion about what our plans were from there. It was the perfect time to bring up my dream, but if it hadn’t
         been for Emily dropping hints and forcing me to explain I would have chickened out and kept quiet. I knew that Mum and Dad
         wouldn’t tell me I wasn’t allowed to go but I was still incredibly nervous.
      

      
      I had to be able to imagine myself out there on my own, and after a while I could. I’d done enough research to know it was
         possible, that in theory I could do this. You can never really know what’s going to happen, the ocean is powerful and completely unpredictable, but I believed if I made the effort, had
         the right boat, prepared myself physically and mentally, developed my sailing skills and sought out the knowledge a solo sailor needs,
         that I’d have as much chance as anyone to sail around the world. When I finally brought up my plans with Mum and Dad I might
         have been telling not asking but, of course, I wasn’t going to be able to go without their blessing (until after I was eighteen
         anyway!). And if they’d had any reasonable objections to my plan I wasn’t going to lightly brush them aside. I would listen
         and absorb theirs – and anyone else’s – well-informed advice.
      

      
      Finally getting the words out was quite a relief. I couldn’t have explained what I wanted to do any more seriously (tears
         and all!). I’m not really sure that Mum and Dad believed me right away or maybe they chose not to, hoping that I’d forget
         about it and move on to something else. Mum says when six months had passed and I was still totally focused on making this
         dream a reality, she started to believe I would achieve my goal. She threw her support behind me. Dad didn’t get behind the
         idea till much later. After me constantly pestering, talking, getting him to teach me all he knew about engines, asking him
         to phone sailors I’d been getting advice from and cluttering up the boat with folders full of cuttings from magazines and
         pictures of yachts for sale, it was getting harder for him to ignore my dedication.
      

      
      At the end of Lionheart, Jesse Martin says:
      

      
      
         We need to encourage and help those around us, particularly our youth, with whatever their dreams may be, and then we’ll start
            to see great things happen. I was just a normal kid with a dream who was serious about what I wanted to do. But without the
            support of my family, I would never have made it … There are people out there dreaming of great things, and it’s a good chance that your son, daughter, brother, sister or friend is one of them.
         

         Believe and encourage them so they won’t lose one of humanity’s most prized assets – the ability to dream.



      
      My parents had always encouraged me to dream and, with their help, I was going to do everything I could to make my dream come
         true. Thanks to sailors like Jesse Martin, Kay Cottee, David Dicks and Tania Aebi I knew that normal people could do extraordinary
         things. I wanted to be one of them.
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      At the end of our second year on Home Abroad we headed back to the marina at Mooloolaba for Christmas on the Sunshine Coast. As we got older, Emily and I were finding
         it tougher to live in such a confined space and not being able to get away from each other or the rest of the family. Being
         at the marina was great because it meant we could spread out a bit, give each other a little more room and do our own things.
         The marina is barely 100 metres from the beach, so we spent a great deal of the summer hanging out there with the Rawlings
         family, who we’d met while cruising the Whitsundays. They were also spending Christmas at Mooloolaba.
      

      
      Like us, there were four kids in the Rawlings family. Their eldest, Nick, and Emily were around the same age and they hit
         it off right from the start. Anna, the Rawlings’ second child, and I bonded complaining about the annoying behaviour of our
         older siblings! The four of us hung out together and we’d go sailing in the bay and muck about in dinghies while the youngest
         two Rawlings kids, Mikayla and Eric, played around the marina with Hannah and Tom.
      

      
      After being used to the freedom we had when we were cruising, it didn’t take long for our Mooloolaba day trips to be pushed
         further. We talked our parents into letting us go camping. One time we headed up one of the local rivers in an over-loaded
         dinghy. We were perched on top of all our camping gear, complete with a 12-volt fridge and a solar panel so we could charge
         our iPods. We drew some funny looks from the canoeists as we passed by with our little two-horsepower engine putt-putt-putting away!
      

      
      We’d often be out of phone range on our adventures and we learnt fast that it was up to us to get out of any trouble we got
         into. Being the eldest, Nick was the leader; my role was the parental negotiator, because there was often a lot of persuasion
         needed to talk the parents into letting us go off somewhere. Despite the fact we weren’t drinking, partying hard or taking
         drugs, Mum and Dad were criticised by other parents around the yacht club for giving us so much independence. They always
         knew where we were going and they never let us go anywhere without a well-stocked first-aid kit and insisting we take all
         the necessary precautions. Yes, bad things can happen, but bad things can happen anywhere and wrapping us in cottonwool was
         not necessarily going to keep us safe. My parents made a purposeful choice to let us have space to explore and they trusted
         us to do the right thing. No matter what, in their minds, that was the right way and the only way for them to parent their
         children, and it makes me angry when they are judged.
      

      
      People often ask me how I talked Mum and Dad into allowing me to sail around the world. The truth is I put in the groundwork
         and gained their trust with these smaller adventures. It’s true that any big thing starts with a few small steps. Nick, Emily, Anna and I always did our research, planned thoroughly, and if all
         else failed, there was always some persistent and determined nagging. The same principles applied to sailing around the world
         – actually, less nagging and heaps more planning, but you get the idea.
      

      
      One particular trip was meant to be an easy weekend’s sailing with Emily and Nick on a 23-foot yacht that Nick owned with
         another guy from the marina. At the time Nick was fifteen, Emily was fourteen and I was thirteen. We’d checked the weather
         forecasts, bought our provisions, charged our radios and left at first light to sail the 35 nautical miles down to Moreton
         Bay where we planned to spend the night before returning the next day. To start with, things went smoothly. The sail down
         was perfect and we pulled into the anchorage in time to have a swim before it got dark.
      

      
      Things started going downhill in the evening when Nick, who’d had a slight cold, took a turn for the worse and was feeling
         really unwell. Then the wind changed direction during the night and many of the boats, including ours, started dragging anchor.
         We didn’t manage to get much sleep as we spent the night avoiding other boats and trying not to get blown away. Daybreak was
         more promising and after a cooked breakfast we were looking forward to the sail home.
      

      
      Once we’d left the more sheltered water of the bay, the wind started rising and then shifted unexpectedly from the north,
         the direction we were trying to sail. By mid afternoon we were making no progress in a pretty steep sea and increasing wind.
         Emily was severely seasick, leaving me and Nick to sail the boat and handle the worried phone calls from our parents. We weren’t
         in any serious danger as we were not far off the coast and only a radio call away from help but, with the wind picking up again and nightfall approaching, things weren’t looking great.
      

      
      Up until then I would have been the first person to go to pieces in a situation like this (and end up under a saloon table)
         but at the tiller, as Nick navigated, I realised that if we were going to get out of this safely I had to pull my weight.
         If I had any hope of ever sailing around the world I was going to have to start proving myself. All of a sudden it wasn’t
         Nick calling the shots as he normally would; we were making the decisions together with Nick even taking my lead. Drenched
         and exhausted as I was, everything suddenly looked different. Wrestling with the tiller became fun. Realising that I could
         do this, that I could do more than just let the conditions get the better of us, was the most exhilarating feeling. Looking
         back, I’d say that was the moment that sailing solo around the world became more than just a distant dream. During that drama
         I found my confidence and discovered that I really could influence how things turned out.
      

      
      After weighing up our options, and phoning our parents to let them know what we were doing, we turned around and surfed into
         a safe anchorage. We spent another night dragging anchor before setting off once again the next day when the weather settled
         down. We started the sail home feeling more than a little apprehensive, but it turned out to be a perfect day. Any triumphant
         return was spoiled by the rudder suddenly falling off just a few kilometres from home, but we eventually made it back to the
         marina in a dramatic finish to a full-on weekend of sailing.
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      Mum and Dad hadn’t given up on seeing some of Australia by land and in early 2006 we all packed up for a trip in the bus down
         the coast, then inland to Adelaide and up the Birdsville Track to experience the outback. It was very different from travelling
         together on the boat because we couldn’t take off and explore by ourselves as much. It was great to see other parts of Australia
         but we all missed the freedom we had living on the water. And if we thought things could get cramped on a boat, it was even
         worse in a bus.
      

      
      The novelty was enough to keep us excited at first and it was good for Mum. She has a bit of a thing for lighthouses, so all
         down the coast we’d stop at just about every lighthouse and the six of us would have to climb up the almost-always steep path
         to the top of a headland to check out the buildings and the view. The best one for me was the Wilsons Promontory Lighthouse
         at the southernmost point of mainland Australia. Built by convicts in the mid-1800s, the tower is made of the local granite
         and it sits on a cliff that looks out over the often wild Bass Strait. There is no vehicle access to the lighthouse, so it
         was a full day’s walk to get to it, but well worth it. The views when you get there are stunning and it is definitely on my
         list of places to revisit so I can explore a bit more.
      

      
      Caravan parks are expensive and because we were completely self-sufficient in the bus, we rarely used them. We’d make the
         most of truck stops, showgrounds and just about anywhere else you could park a bus and not be moved on. The bus was an impressive
         vehicle. It was huge, bulky and painted gold with a big red stripe down the side so it really stood out (we came to seriously
         regret the bold paint job!). It would have been a great bus for a touring rock band. One of the few times we stopped at a caravan park to catch up on a bit of schoolwork during a couple of rainy days, a group of curious campers got together
         and elected a leader who marched up to the door of the bus and knocked. We were all working away at the table and heard them
         ask Mum what time would be best for them to be given a tour of the inside. To their credit, they’d decided that if we showed
         them all through the bus at the one time it would be less inconvenient for us. Just another reason why we avoided caravan
         parks!
      

      
      We spent my thirteenth birthday in a car park on the Great Ocean Road looking out at the Twelve Apostles. (Not that there
         were twelve to count. The ocean and wind keeps taking their toll on these limestone stacks and so there were only eight left
         when we were there.) I can almost map our trip by marking out the car parks. There was one at Charlotte Pass, in the heart
         of the New South Wales Snowy Mountains, where we had to wait for the snow to stop so we could bike to the top of Mt Kosciuszko
         – it says a lot that you can bike almost right to the top of Australia’s tallest mountain!
      

      
      Another time we spent the night on top of a sand dune overlooking Lake Eyre in South Australia. This campsite was made even
         more interesting because it was at the end of a 100 kilometre boggy, sandy, four-wheel-drive access road. The bus wasn’t designed
         for off-roading, so we got some strange looks from the locals when we set off up the deserted track. Dad was always prepared
         for any disaster and before we drove off he made inquiries at a nearby town to make sure there was a tractor in the area big
         enough to pull us out if we did happen to get bogged.
      

      
      That wasn’t the only time we headed off-road. For me, the highlight of the whole trip was when we set off to travel along
         the Birdsville Track, a 520-kilometre old stock route which runs from Marree in South Australia to Birdsville in Queensland. It is a really beautiful area and the desert stretches out into
         miles and miles of flat nothingness, broken up only by the odd sand dune. It has a reputation as one of the harshest areas
         of Australia and can be tough to drive on. Though most of the year it is very dry and dust storms are common, when it rains
         it can become impassable and flash flooding can happen. We weren’t too concerned as we were there in the dry season. We’d
         stop the bus at the odd water hole and the occasional ruin of an old sheep station to stretch our legs and explore. With the
         red earth, scarce water and gnarly vegetation it was a stark contrast to the lush rainforests and blue waters of the coast
         that we were used to.
      

      
      We soon learnt how the track got its reputation when first one tyre went and then two together. Changing a tyre on the bus
         was a bit more of a challenge than on a normal family sedan, because everything is just so huge and you can only carry a certain
         amount of spare parts. The first time, everything went smoothly thanks to the help we got from some people in passing four-wheel
         drives. The second time wasn’t so easy. For a start, we didn’t have enough tyres left, so we just had to stop in the middle
         of the track for the night. Dad called for help on the sat-phone and we waited until some new tyres could be brought out to
         us. I’ll always remember that night. I walked away from the lights of the bus, out into the desert to look at the stars. They
         seemed endless and were so clear and absolutely incredible! I’ve seen some pretty spectacular starry nights while out at sea,
         but there’s something even more breathtaking about the sky in the outback.
      

      
      We had a lot of fun on the road trip and I was glad Mum and Dad gave us the chance to see different parts of Australia, but
         I think we all knew when we finished that trip that our days touring on the bus as a family were over. We were getting too old for it and we were all keen to get back to the boat. If
         I wanted to improve my sailing skills I needed to be near the ocean.
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      By 2007 it was looking likely that we’d be based at the Mooloolaba Marina on the Sunshine Coast for a while, so Mum and Dad
         enrolled us in local schools. I lasted only a term at Maroochydore High before going back to distance education. Because I
         half-expected we’d be on the move again sooner rather than later, I didn’t get involved in any sport or any other school activities
         and I didn’t really attempt to make friends either. If I was going to sail around the world I needed to put my full effort
         into making it happen, so going back to distance education gave me more flexibility. I found a job washing dishes at Fish
         on Parkyn, one of the Sunshine Coast’s leading restaurants. I needed to earn money because if I wanted to get some ocean sailing
         experience I had to be able to pay for airfares to get myself to a yacht. It was tough enough to persuade people that I would
         be up for crewing for them, but I also had to persuade Mum and Dad that it would be safe for me onboard, and working long
         hours to pay for my airfare was another way I could show them I was deadly serious about making this happen. You have to be
         dedicated to keep turning up to wash dishes until one in the morning … it isn’t fun.
      

      
      For me, the hardest part of this whole adventure was getting people to take me seriously and working out how to make it all
         happen. By this time Mum was behind me 100 per cent because she recognised how serious I was. I would use her as my sounding board to bounce ideas off about attracting sponsorship or gathering knowledge. I’d constantly ask her, ‘How do we
         make this happen? What’s the next step?’
      

      
      I started by talking to people, telling them what I was hoping to do. I didn’t have the money to do this by myself and I needed
         to let people know what I was planning. I visited boat yards, marinas and workshops, talked to whoever would listen and asked
         tonnes of questions. I wrote letters to anyone I could think of who might support me in some way; I even sent a letter to
         the Queensland Premier, Anna Bligh, to find out if there were any grants available to young adventurers. One of her policy
         advisers replied on her behalf to let me know there wasn’t anything they could do to support individual efforts, but passed
         on information about the Duke of Edinburgh Awards and also a few websites that might be useful. I contacted newspapers and
         sent emails to reporters and editors to put my dream out there in the hope that someone might read about me and help me with
         sponsorship. By the time I turned fourteen I had spent almost three years learning everything I could and researching the
         best equipment to use. I had to get cracking if I wanted to achieve my goal and one of the main things I had to do was get
         a boat. Even if my parents had the money (which they didn’t) they wouldn’t have bought me a boat. At this point, they may
         have come around to the idea and were helping me where they could, but this was my thing, I had to put it together and show
         them I had what it took if I had any hope of their continued support.
      

      
      There were so many people who supported me and helped me get out on the water, but one person who was crucial in getting me
         ready for this trip was Bruce Arms. Bruce has been sailing all his life, starting off in small dinghies and skiffs, then moving
         onto keel boats and multi-hulls. He is a solo sailor who has competed in three solo Tasman races and two Tasmanian Three Peaks
         races, and he won the 2007 and 2010 Solo Tasman Yacht Race from New Plymouth, New Zealand, to Mooloolaba, Queensland. Bruce
         has a huge amount of sailing experience and he is also a boat-builder, which makes him the perfect person to learn from. Bruce
         and his wife Suzanne are friends with Pat and Judy Gannon, a couple we met when we were cruising Lizard Island on the family
         boat. We stayed in touch with Pat and Judy and when they heard about my proposed trip they organised for me to meet Bruce
         in mid 2008.
      

      
      At first, Bruce labelled me a little girl with a big scheme, but once we met he decided I had what it took to pull off this
         trip. Before he did anything he met up with Mum and Dad to make sure I was doing this for the right reasons and that I wasn’t
         a puppet for my parents. It didn’t take long for Bruce to see Dad was definitely not behind this and that Mum was supportive
         but not living her dream vicariously through me.
      

      
      Bruce and I are very different. Bruce is a very methodical man who thinks things over and goes through the processes to be
         sure. He was the perfect mentor for me because, early on, I could go too quickly through something and not see the best way
         – my family call it being a bit blonde. I have learnt to slow myself down and be more measured and a lot of that is thanks
         to Bruce. After discussing it, Bruce and Suzanne decided they would do what they could to help me out. It was a big call for
         them and a number of Bruce’s friends were worried that, should something go wrong on the trip, he could be held responsible
         in some way. Bruce knew there was criticism of me and my parents for what I was trying to do and was aware that anyone who
         agreed to help me would also become a target. He didn’t care. Bruce could see something in me that he could relate to and he wasn’t going to let others stop him from giving me all the assistance he could.
      

      
      Bruce and Suzanne own a Chamberlin 46-foot multi-hull catamaran called Big Wave Rider. It is a beautiful boat to sail and once Bruce made up his mind to help me out he was a man of his word. He took me on a
         number of voyages to bolster my experience and to gauge if I had what it took to sail around the world. One trip was from
         Mooloolaba to Hobart and when Mum asked Bruce for his impression of my abilities he said, ‘She has a talent for sailing and
         is a quick learner.’
      

      
      If you ask Bruce what it takes to be a solo sailor he’ll tell you a person has to be mentally strong, an all-round sailor
         and able to do everything themselves – cooking, sailing, electrical or engine repair, plumbing, rigging, weather watch, the
         list can be endless. What he doesn’t add is an age or a gender, and from the moment we met I never felt judged or inadequate
         because I was a teenager and a girl. The sailing world is very male-dominated but for Bruce, and the many other fabulous supporters
         I have had, it has all come down to my ability, my focus and my dedication. Unlike the sailors who failed to pass me their
         line to tie up their boat, the fact I am a teenage girl is irrelevant to them. I do wonder if the outrage about me attempting
         to sail around the world would have been as full-on if I was a teenage boy. I know Jesse Martin and his mum and dad had to
         deal with a lot of criticism when he was setting off, so perhaps it would have been.
      

      
      It was pretty clear the first thing I needed to do (besides find a boat) was to get some serious offshore sailing experience,
         not an easy task when you’re a fourteen-year-old girl. Let’s just say I wasn’t going to be a skipper’s first choice. I was
         already sailing once, and sometimes twice, a week with a local boat Soraya and I was also working casually at the local sailing school as an assistant, teaching kids and adults to sail in dinghies.
         Teaching kids to sail was good fun but I found that some of the adults didn’t like being told what to do by someone so much
         younger than them, which more often than not ended with us all getting wet! This sort of attitude made me more and more determined
         to make my dream happen.
      

      
      When I got the job as a dishy at Fish on Parkyn I don’t think anyone there expected I would last long. It was hard work and
         meant a lot of late nights, but I loved the challenge of it, and if I was having a bad night, well, the restaurant made a
         really good sticky date pudding and someone had to eat the ones that didn’t quite turn out! The money I earned went towards
         flights and things like wet-weather gear.
      

      
      I can’t tell you how excited I was when all my hard work looked like it was paying off. I lined up my first ocean passage
         from Vanuatu to Brisbane on the 42-foot Elegant Gypsy. We’d met the yacht’s owners, Sharon and Chris, and their two young boys, Hugo and Max, when we’d been cruising up north,
         and had kept in touch since. They had just finished a season in Vanuatu. Sharon and the boys were going to fly back to Australia
         and Chris needed crew to help sail back.
      

      
      Before Mum and Dad gave the okay, all the voyage details had to be double-checked, there was personal safety equipment to
         buy and Dad insisted on getting me a personal EPIRB (emergency position indication radio beacon). Mum and Dad nervously drove
         me down to the airport to see me off, still clearly worried about agreeing to let me go. Their confidence was not helped by
         the confusion at the check-in desk, where I was told, ‘Sorry, there’s no booking for anyone under the name of Watson.’ Luckily
         the problem was sorted when it was discovered that I had somehow managed to book myself in under the name ‘Ms Mooloolaba’. I still
         haven’t lived that one down!
      

      
      On the plane over to Vanuatu I met my fellow crew member, Martin, and while practically bouncing with excitement I desperately
         tried to act completely grown up. In the end the passage was very straightforward, in fact we didn’t tack or gybe (change
         direction) once during the 1107-nautical-mile voyage, which has to be some kind of record. It definitely wasn’t the high-action
         passage I’d been hoping for, but it did give me a taste of offshore sailing and, more than anything, I found that I loved
         the simple day-to-day life of long-distance sailing.
      

      
      Maybe Mum and Dad were hoping that once I finished this first passage I would have had enough and would forget all about this
         solo sail idea. I didn’t. I was ready for more.
      

      
      Back at home again, I did my coastal skipper’s course with the local sailing school. The theory side meant a week of learning
         about navigation, passage planning and interpreting weather charts. The practical side of the course meant sailing up the
         New South Wales coast from Coffs Harbour back to Mooloolaba on the school’s 37-foot yacht. We had very mixed conditions during
         the sail and I learnt a lot.
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      I had written to many people for advice over the years and Bruce suggested I contact Don McIntyre. Don is one of the world’s
         great adventurers and one of Australia’s most experienced sailors. He has competed in the BOC Challenge Single-handed Around
         the World Yacht Race and made many Antarctic sailing expeditions. He and his wife, Margie, even lived in Antarctica for a year. Don made a documentary called Knockdown about his solo sail around the world in 1990 and I was keen to watch it. I was told Don was a supporter of young adventurers
         so I felt okay to email him. He sent me a copy of his film and from then on we kept in touch often.
      

      
      Don was great with advice and contacts and I was feeling things were finally, if slowly, starting to happen. But the crunch
         came when I got an email from Don that basically said, ‘You can’t do this without a boat … and you don’t have a boat!’ You
         might think my total belief that I would be able to pull the necessary support together at that point was part madness, part
         teenage foolishness, but Don’s email really hit a nerve as I’d been thinking and fretting over the exact same thing.
      

      
      By that time I had a few local sponsors, such as Ullman Sails and Fleming Windvanes, and many suppliers had pledged their
         support but hesitated at making the final commitment until I had something solid behind me – a boat. It was a strange sort
         of juggle: I needed the small sponsors to prove that I was serious to get the funding for a boat, but without a boat only
         a few people were willing to commit themselves.
      

      
      I didn’t know it then, but Don and Margie had talked about me at length and had decided that they would buy a boat that I
         could use for my circumnavigation. Supporting young people in this way goes to the heart of Don’s belief in the power of adventure
         to inspire. He has said:
      

      
      
         Adventure is something that can be a swear word to a lot of people. As soon as you say adventure, they say rescue, and there’s
            a lot of people who sort of question the values of it, but the bottom line is if we keep wrapping up our society and our young kids in cottonwool, which is what we’re doing, we’re
            changing the culture of Australia. Australia needs heroes, Australia needs adventurers, and there’s a lot of real, serious
            positive benefits for anyone who’s getting out there and having a go, and chasing their dreams and really pushing themselves
            to the limit.
         

 

     
      I had proved to Don that I was doing this trip for all the right reasons and after meeting Mum and Dad he knew that I was
         driving this. There was no way that I was being pushed and manipulated by fame-seeking parents. Just writing that makes me
         laugh because my mum and dad are the complete opposite. He also knew there were people, like Bruce, who were ready to put
         in the hard work to get any boat I had ready for the trip.
      

      
      Not knowing what Don had planned, I didn’t dwell on the negatives and just kept doing everything I could to get experience.
         I found out about an international organisation called OceansWatch, which works closely with the world’s yachting community
         to undertake marine conservation projects and to deliver humanitarian aid to developing countries. The organisation uses volunteers
         to crew their boats and help drive their projects and I could see this was a way to gain more sailing experience and also
         to give something back to the environment. I made contact with Chris Bone, who is the CEO and Project Leader for the Asia–Pacific
         arm of OceansWatch. Chris has been an environmentalist for many years and was once a skipper for Greenpeace.
      

      
      I managed to convince Chris I was serious about sailing and very serious about making a solo circumnavigation. He listened,
         and despite my age he was prepared to give me a chance as crew but made me get my parents to call him so he knew they were
         aware of my scheme. With Chris’s help I made a number of ocean passages on Magic Roundabout. My first passage was from Whangarei, New Zealand, to Vanuatu with Melinda Taylor and James Pitman. My kitchen-hand job gave
         me enough money to fly to places like Vanuatu or New Zealand to meet a yacht and, though the passage was free on an OceansWatch
         journey, I had to pay twelve dollars a day for expenses. For a five-week trip that adds up.
      

      
      My next offshore passage was from Vanuatu to Brisbane. I was supposed to be flying home after getting off Magic Roundabout but I heard that a yacht called Serannity needed a crew to sail back to Brisbane. Perfect for me to get more practice and increase my ocean sailing knowledge while
         saving me an airfare. I had to call Mum and Dad and persuade them it was a good idea and, after asking Chris Bone to check
         out the owners, who was going to be onboard and whether the yacht was ocean-safe, they agreed.
      

      
      My next big voyage was as an unofficial skipper on Magic Roundabout from Brisbane back to Whangarei. I was still too young to have a boat licence so Jim Hawke – who had spent years training
         people young and old to sail – was the official skipper and Ricki Colston was also onboard as crew. Jim agreed to let me skipper
         the boat and said he would only step in if needed so I could get an idea of what it took to call the shots. He was fantastic
         because he never once overruled what I decided, just asked me constantly why I was doing things the way I was. He helped teach
         me to trust my instincts and his questioning was the perfect training to encourage me to think things through carefully and
         logically.
      

      
      Of course Mum and Dad asked Jim to give them feedback about my abilities and I was very pleased to find out he told them that,
         in his opinion, I was in the top ten per cent in my sailing ability and in the top two to three per cent for guts. It was
         nice to get this assessment from such an experienced sailor and I am sure it helped reassure Mum and Dad.
      

      
      My Aunty Wendy helped set up another huge highlight for me. She had worked at Campbell Island, one of New Zealand’s sub-Antarctic
         Islands, for the New Zealand Meteorological Service and was able to organise for me to crew on Evohe, an 82-foot steel yacht that had been built in the De Wachter Shipyard in Antwerp, the Netherlands, and was designed specifically
         for the harsh Arctic and Antarctic conditions. The boat was sailing from Bluff, on the southern tip of New Zealand’s South
         Island, to Auckland Island and then on to the Campbell Island Group, which is a World Heritage area. I was especially pleased
         to get this passage as it meant I could get some Southern Ocean experience. I was crewing with a team of meteorological service
         personnel and engineers and so it was the perfect setting to ask lots of questions and learn a great deal about the volatile
         weather patterns that can develop in this region.
      

      
      When I wasn’t sailing or washing dishes, all my energy was directed towards making my trip a reality. As I clocked up the
         hours at sea, more and more people were helping me, but I still had to use the media to get the message out that I was looking
         for sponsorship. There wasn’t any other way for me to go, but as soon as I did this I opened myself and my family up for criticism.
         I was hoping the media would be interested and a number of newspapers and television stations started to follow my progress,
         but the exposure proved a double-edged sword. There was no way I could make the trip without sponsors and there was no way that Mum and Dad would let me go if I compromised in any way
         on my preparation or equipment. But I was not expecting the negative comments and the way Mum and Dad’s parenting was attacked
         whenever a story or article appeared.
      

      
      Having people like Don McIntyre behind me helped a lot. Don is no fool and he could see we were doing everything we could
         to be as safe as possible. I’d been talking to Don for about a year and every time things got nasty he would send a message
         to me and my family that helped offset the negativity.
      

      
      I talked to heaps of people about what sort of boat I should use for the trip and Bruce and Don were two of many. They had
         some great advice. When I had first started putting my dream list of boats together I had pictured using a Sparkman & Stephens
         34 (S&S 34). It had been tested in global circumnavigation conditions by Jon Sanders, David Dicks and Jesse Martin and had
         proved to be a tough little boat. Then I started to think I needed a faster boat and thought about all sorts of different
         designs. I ended up coming full circle back to the S&S 34. There have been more than fifty S&S 34 yachts built in the United
         Kingdom and over 160 built in Australia since the mid-sixties. They are still being built in Western Australia. Apparently,
         every S&S 34 ever built is still sailing. That is incredible. I couldn’t go against the boat’s established reputation. It
         was very important that I had a boat I could handle well alone and there was no way I was going to take a risk with an unproven
         boat, even if it could possibly get me round faster.
      

      
      When Don and Margie offered to provide me with a boat I was thrilled, but was very careful not to let myself get too excited
         until everything had been finalised. Knowing that someone believed in me enough to sponsor me with a yacht, and then to have it be someone like Don who knew what it took to make the trip, was
         amazing. It just didn’t seem real at first. In March 2009, I was away in New Zealand when Don went to check out a suitable boat we’d found, and I remember pacing back and forth all
         day as I waited to hear the results of the surveyor’s report. Shanty, as the boat was called then, had been built in 1984. In Don’s words it ‘had a new engine, was in reasonable condition, had
         a solid mast and an asking price of $68,000’. He negotiated that down to the mid-fifties and did the deal.
      

      
      What I had hoped and dreamed of for so long was really starting to come together. With the boat sorted, the pace picked up
         a notch or two and a few times I had to pinch myself to make sure it was all real.
      

      
      [image: image]

      
      Once we had the boat I spent a few weeks cleaning and polishing her up for a press conference to announce my intentions to
         sail solo, unassisted and non-stop around the world. I needed to do this to try to drum up some serious sponsorship. At the
         same time I was also kept busy in the classroom, this time doing a yachtmaster ocean course and learning to use a sextant.
         I’d had lessons from my instructor, John Bankart, and we’d make trips to the beach to take sextant bearings off Venus, followed
         by a series of sun sights. It was really satisfying to plot our position on a chart within 4 nautical miles using only the
         sun, planets, sextant, almanac … and a lot of help from John.
      

      
      Don flew up from Tasmania to help with the media plans and preparations and check out the boat and he brought Mike Perham
         with him. Mike had set off in his Open 50 high-performance racing yacht, Totallymoney.com, from Portsmouth, England on 15 November 2008 in an attempt to become the youngest person to sail solo, unassisted and non-stop
         around the world (sound familiar?). Sadly, persistent problems with his autopilot and then the rudder meant he ended up having
         to make lengthy stopovers for repairs in Lisbon, the Canary Islands, Cape Town, Hobart and Auckland and so he was forced to
         revise his goal and aim to be the youngest person to sail solo around the world. I’d been following Mike’s progress over the
         internet and was totally thrilled to meet him.
      

      
      Spending time with Don and Mike going sailing, talking about the route, going through the ins and outs of preparation and
         listening to Mike describe the awesome experience of being alone at sea made me appreciate how very special what I was about
         to do really was. Though hearing about riding 15-metre waves in 50-knot winds and the feeling of being knocked down alone
         in the Southern Ocean was a sobering reminder of what was ahead of me. Dad was still struggling with the idea that this was
         really going to happen and so meeting Mike and seeing how another teenager was dealing with the adventure of a lifetime was
         (slightly) reassuring for him. I made sure he wasn’t around for the more dramatic tales.
      

      
      I know there are some who think that there is a fierce rivalry and competition between young sailors like Mike, Jesse Martin,
         Zac Sunderland and his sister Abby, but the truth is we support each other, email, share our knowledge and wish only the best
         outcome for all. I am very sorry that Mike had the problems he had with his autopilot but I am grateful that I got to spend
         time with him before I set out on my own adventure.
      

      
      Meeting Mike made things suddenly seem so real and also served as a reminder for me to have fun with every part of the voyage
         and preparation. We renamed Shanty to Youngestround and Bruce and I sailed her from Mooloolaba to Rivergate Marina in Brisbane for a scheduled media launch. We cast off the
         mooring lines and set off into rain squalls and 20 knots of wind blowing straight on the nose for my first big sail in the
         boat. To begin with we made good progress, but then the wind dropped right off and the rain came down heavily. We ducked below
         to stay dry and soon discovered that the trusty autopilot had a few quirky personality traits – we christened him Mr Wonky.
      

      
      After a few accidental tacks we slowly sailed south before discovering another problem – water in the bilge. I offered to
         take the wheel and Bruce gallantly set to work bailing the bilges. It was a great relief to realise the water was from washing
         the boat down the previous night and not some critical leak in the hull. I can’t say we made great progress and at the top
         of Moreton Bay we were slowed even more by a strong outgoing tide. We got down to 3 knots with the assistance of the iron
         topsail (engine).
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