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            Introduction

         

         I originally wrote Quest for Adventure through 1979 and 1980, setting my start point at the end of the Second World War, a period that was not only within my own conscious memory and the beginning of my own personal quest, but also one which marked so many huge social, economic and political changes. Bringing my investigation up to date covers just over half a century, and reveals some changes in the style and nature of people’s quest for adventure which are not necessarily for the best.

         The what and the why of adventure is the reason for this book. I should like to go back to my own beginnings, since I suspect that it is only through one’s own experience that one can analyse motives and feelings. For me it started with a picture book of the Scottish hills, picked up at the age of sixteen. The pictures were in monochrome, showing rolling hills, rocky crags and shimmering waters. I was captivated in a way that I had never been before, longed to be among them, to reach their tops, to see beyond the confines of the page. And then came a trip to stay with my grandfather in Ireland. He lived to the south of Dublin, and from his garden I could see the Wicklow Hills. I caught a bus and set out on my first mountaineering expedition to climb one of the outlying hills but fled, frightened, when a great cloud of cumulus threatened to engulf me. I had no compass and anyway did not know how to read one.

         But this was adventure. Tentatively, I was stepping into the unknown, had an awareness of danger – admittedly more imagined than real – and a love of the wild emptiness of the hills around me. The following winter a school friend and I hitch-hiked from London up to Wales. It was the long hard winter of 1951, and the whole country was clad in snow. Viewed from Capel Curig the Snowdon massif had for us all the scale and majesty of a Himalayan peak. Clad in school macs and wearing army boots, we tried our Everest by the Crib Goch Ridge, but were avalanched off a long way from the top. My school friend had had enough and hitched home, but I stayed on and made a solitary attempt on Glyder Fach the next day. It was a brilliant blue, sparkling day with great galleons of cloud sweeping over the tops. Once again I fled, afraid of getting lost, but on the way down stopped to watch some climbers on the Milestone Buttress, just above the road. They were roped together, moving slowly up the sheer rock, one at a time, tiny coloured blobs against the grey of the rock and the white of the snow that covered every ledge. I knew then that was what I wanted to do. I can’t define why or how, had never read a book about rock climbing, didn’t even know that the game existed.

         I found a friend of the family who did a little climbing and he took me to Harrison Rocks, a small outcrop of sandstone just south of London. It wasn’t ten metres high. You climbed with the protection of a rope hitched round one of the many trees at the top of the crag. At the end of the day, I knew that I had found something I was good at and loved doing. The basic satisfaction of climbing is both physical and mental – a matter of co-ordination similar to any other athletic attachment. But in climbing there is the extra ingredient of risk. It is a hot, heady spice, a piquancy that adds an addictive flavour to the game. It is accentuated by the fascination of pitting one’s ability against a personal unknown and winning through. Being master of one’s destiny, with one’s life literally in one’s hands, is what gives climbing its fascination.

         It also gives a heightened awareness of everything around. The pattern of lichen on rock, a few blades of grass, the dark, still shape of a lake below, the form of the hills and cloud mountains above might be the same view seen by the passenger on a mountain railway, but transported to his viewpoint among a crowd, he cannot see what I, the climber, can. This is not an elitist ethic, but rather the deeper sensuous involvement that the climber has with the mountains around him, a feeling heightened by the stimulus of risk.

         These are the elements of adventure that I have discovered in climbing – the physical satisfaction of having complete command over one’s body, a sense of risk in the process, an awareness of beauty and the exploration of the unknown. At its most satisfying this would mean one of the rapidly dwindling unknown parts of the world, but almost equally satisfying is a personal unknown, even if others have trodden that path before. The romantic adventurer has always had strong links with science and intellectual curiosity; the very act of trying the unknown, whether it be a stretch of unclimbed rock, a sheet of polar pack ice or an attempt to be the first to sail alone around the world, holds a challenge of the mind as well as the body.

         But there is one more ingredient that appears in almost every adventure, as it does in everyday life – the spirit of competition, gratification of ego, call it what you will. Though today competition climbing has developed its own line of athleticism with set rules, historically and in theory climbing is a non-competitive sport. In practice, however, there is a very high level of competition. At its simplest level, a group of climbers bouldering almost inevitably start to compete, trying to outdo each other, to solve a climbing problem that has beaten the others. On bigger crags or mountains, it is reflected in the sense of urgency to be the first to complete a new route, be it on Scafell, the North Wall of the Eiger or Everest itself. In any activity competition is a spur to progress. Although there are undoubtedly exceptions, I am sure that most of us respond to the stimulus of competition and, having won, enjoy the fruits of success, be it the approval of one’s peers or acclaim from a much wider field.

         History has offered plenty of opportunities for the adventurously inclined to sail the seas in search of merchandise or plunder, to trek overland to distant Cathay, but adventure as we know it today is a very recent phenomenon. The concept of climbing mountains or sailing small boats just for the fun of it could only come to those with sufficient wealth and time to indulge their whims. It came on the back of the Industrial Revolution, which brought a certain amount of leisure and money, at least to a privileged minority. At the same time, the growing safety and blandness of urban life sparked the desire to escape and seek the stimulus of the unknown, the thrill of defying danger and enjoying the physical beauty of nature entirely for its own sake. During the first half of the twentieth century, adventure games remained the prerogative of a small, middle-class minority. If you were working a six-day week, with only a week’s holiday each year, even if you were able to afford to buy a small boat, you would not have had time to sail it. It was cheaper to go climbing, but, without a full weekend, there was not enough time to get started. In addition, two destructive world wars consumed the energies and, in many cases, the lives of two generations.

         It has only been since the Second World War that the field has been laid open to almost anyone in the developed world who craves such a release. This is the reason why people in their thousands tramp the hills, sail their boats, fly their gliders. The ordinary person has been given both the time and the money to do it. It is also why comparatively few people from the Third World play the adventure game – they have not yet reached this level of affluence or leisure. The Sherpa in Nepal is happy to be a high-altitude porter, frequently enters into the spirit of an expedition, is keen to reach the summit, but he is still doing this entirely professionally. For the Nepalese to organise their own expeditions to their high mountains is still a rare occurrence. The more successful ones could undoubtedly afford it, for they are well off, even by Western standards, but I suspect they are too busy consolidating their newfound positions. They are members of a society in a state of fast transition and it is their children or grandchildren who will, perhaps, feel the restless urge towards adventure for its own sake.

         In this book I want to look at a wide spectrum of adventurous activities, to see what they have in common, not so much in motive – the why of it – but rather the ‘how’. In studying what took place in an adventure, be it an attempt to sail round the world, cross one of the poles, or climb a mountain, the reasons for doing it emerge on their own. But the field of adventure is so wide I have given myself a few ground rules in deciding which ventures to study.

         To me, adventure involves a journey, or a sustained endeavour, in which there are the elements of risk and of the unknown, which have to be overcome by the physical skills of the individual. Furthermore, an adventure is something that an individual chooses to do and where the risk involved is self-imposed and threatens no one but himself. It could be argued that the man who volunteers to join the army, or becomes a mercenary or perhaps a member of the security services, is also an adventurer answering the tempting call to play the danger game. I am aware that this is what attracted me to the army when I became a professional soldier for a few years. It is something the recruiting posters play upon, but in the end one cannot escape from the fact that the soldier’s adventures and thrills are at the expense of others, and that part of the thrill of adventure can become the thrill of the hunt. This goes outside my own ground rules.

         There are different levels of adventure which one can separate in the same way as the athlete distinguishes between a hundred-metre sprint or a marathon. The hundred-metre dashes of adventure are activities that are very intense but of short duration. Take the solo rock climber making a new route in North Wales or the English Lake District. His is undoubtedly the ultimate in adventure, for his life is literally in his hands and, if he makes a mistake and is a couple of hundred metres above the ground he will almost certainly die. He is faced with the challenge of the unknown and the extreme limits of muscular control. It needs an intense level of commitment, but the period involved is comparatively short. At the top of the crag the tension is over and the climber can return to a pint at the pub, home, family, friends. The same can be said of other extreme-risk sports – steep gully skiing, white-water canoeing, hang-gliding or dinghy sailing on a stormy day; in all there is an immense concentrated commitment.

         The marathons of adventure are to Himalayan peaks, to the poles and across the oceans. The biggest difference is the obvious one of scale, where the element of time is perhaps as important as size. The immediate risk and skill level might not be so concentrated, but the expedition requires both physical and mental stamina, the capacity to live with others for a long period of time or, perhaps even harder, to be alone and self-sufficient.

         From my own point of view I have worked my way through the various levels of the game; first as a necky young rock climber, tackling the most difficult rock climbs in Britain, next to the middle-distance of the Alps, with climbs like the Central Pillar of Frêney and North Wall of the Eiger, and then, in more recent years, to the great peaks of the Himalaya, with all the complexities of logistics, human relations and the sheer scale of everything involved.

         In this book I want to look at my fellow marathon-runners, to see what we have in common, where we are different. I am not unduly concerned by the level of mechanical aid used in the adventures I have selected, since in almost every case some kind of tool or mechanical assistance is needed. My own personal ethic in planning an expedition has always been to use the minimum force that I have felt would give the enterprise concerned a chance of success. Thus, on the South-West Face of Everest, we had a team of very nearly a hundred, using oxygen, specially designed tents that were like miniature fortresses, and the best equipment available at the time. Since five expeditions that had been similarly equipped had failed, this seemed a reasonable scale of effort at that particular time. Having achieved success, I would never want to launch a similar expedition, since the challenge is forever to reduce the size and force of each enterprise to its most fundamental simplicity. Reinhold Messner succeeded in climbing Everest from the north side on his own, without the help of oxygen. In 1988 four Czech climbers succeeded in climbing the South-West Face alpine-style, without using oxygen, but perished on the way down, exhausted after spending too long above 8,000 metres. Is there perhaps a finite barrier to what human beings can achieve either in high-altitude performance or in athletics? Who can tell? Perhaps someone some day will climb the South-West Face solo and survive to tell the tale.

         In my selection of adventures I have only been able to deal with a limited number of subjects in the detail that is essential to convey the story of what happened. So I have chosen the ventures which have been important, innovative ‘firsts’ – the first ascent of Everest, the first crossings of both poles, the first circumnavigation of the world by balloon, the first non-stop solo voyage in a sailing boat round the world. I am uncomfortably aware that I will inevitably have left out many ventures that readers will feel are either more representative or more outstanding than those I have included; my answer can only be that the ones I have chosen are ones that especially inspired me and are examples which, I hope, will illustrate a broad spectrum of post-war adventure.

         In checking out adventures over the last twenty years for this new edition I became aware of the huge increase in the numbers of people undertaking all forms of adventure, linked to a decreasing number of obvious firsts to achieve. In the climbing field the 8,000-metre peaks had all been climbed by 1962, Everest was soloed by Messner in 1980 and, although there are still a huge number of smaller unclimbed peaks and even more unclimbed faces and ridges on some of the highest peaks in the world, the easily identifiable superlatives have been achieved. The same can be said of sailing, while in polar travel there has been a refinement in style rather similar to that of climbing, with a reduction of numbers and level of support, the ultimate goal being to traverse the poles alone and unsupported. It could be argued that the last unique first, the equivalent of the first ascent of the highest point on earth, was in the air with the first complete non-stop circumnavigation of the world by balloon in the spring of 1999. The year before, Brian Milton, became the first man to fly round the world in a microlight.

         While there has been an explosion in the number of people going adventuring, the way adventure is pursued has changed. We seem to have entered an era of adventure-on-a-plate, neatly packaged and sold at an appropriate price. You can join a commercial expedition to attempt Everest for prices ranging from $25,000 to $65,000, race around the world in an eighteen-metre yacht for around £25,000 or be conducted to one of the poles. The terrain remains the same – Everest, the Southern Ocean or the wastes of the Polar Ice Cap are no different from when the original adventurers climbed or crossed them. The fact that they are more attainable does not render them less dangerous. However, that special quality of the unknown has vanished from this level of adventuring. The guided client need hardly think, indeed is encouraged not to take the initiative.

         On Everest the tents are erected, the food is cooked, the fixed rope set up, the acclimatisation programme carefully planned until the client sets out for the summit from the South Col. It can, of course, all go terribly wrong, as it did in the spring of 1996 when nine died in an appalling storm. Guides, starved of oxygen, made faulty decisions; clients, without the experience to cope for themselves in a crisis, just sat and waited to be told what to do or, in trying to get down, lost their way. The very shallowness of the tailor-made adventure-on-a-plate proved their undoing. There has also been a change of emphasis amongst the elite. This is particularly noticeable in the field of mountaineering.

         With the obvious firsts already climbed, the next step is to try to make ascents that are faster, in better style, without supplementary oxygen or the aid of Sherpas. There is the challenge of skiing or paragliding from the summits and the growing popularity of collecting summits – the seven highest peaks of each continent or, much more challenging, the fourteen peaks of more than 8,000 metres, all of which are either in the Karakoram or the Himalaya. The first person to do so was Reinhold Messner, arguably the greatest innovative climber of all time, and yet in setting this trend he has changed the emphasis in climbing from exploration to peak-bagging, which ends up all too often in following the easiest possible known route to the summit.

         It is very noticeable that fewer new routes are being tackled today. The ascent of new routes, which I believe is at the core of climbing adventure, has always been a minority activity. The vast majority of climbers are happy to follow in the footsteps of others, guide books clutched in their hands. But there is and always has been a small elite who have gone for new routes and unclimbed summits. There are still literally hundreds of unclimbed peaks of between 5,000 and 6,000 metres in Central Asia. There are unclimbed faces and ridges on many of the 7,000-metre peaks. In describing the first ascent of the North Face of Changabang, climbed in 1997, I have tried to capture the magic and challenge of this style of climbing.

         I am still attracted by what seems at first glance to be impossible. To me, the ultimate in adventure is to convert this impossible into the feasible, and this is what all the adventures I have chosen have in common. Together they represent a complex mosaic, the component pieces of which differ enormously in so many ways, but which contribute to a fascinating overall pattern.

         
             

         

         Chris Bonington

      

   


   
      
         
            – Chapter 1 –

            Kon-Tiki

            Thor Heyerdahl’s Raft Voyage Across the Pacific, 1947

         

         The world was still recovering from war; the rubble of ruined European cities had not yet been cleared, there were food shortages and everywhere people were trying to pick up the threads of their lives where they had been left five or six years earlier. Thor Heyerdahl was one of those millions. Like so many others, his life and career had been interrupted at a crucial point; he had made the best of frustrating, uncomfortable and sometimes dangerous years through the war and now, in 1946 at the age of thirty-two, was returning to the intellectual quest that was the driving force of his life.

         Heyerdahl never considered himself to be an adventurer. ‘I don’t think I’d call myself a real adventurer, although I suppose I’ve become one. I don’t look for adventure for the sake of adventure. The closest I can say that I go to it is that I love nature. I love the wilderness and to be in touch with the wilderness.’

         As a boy and young man this took him on long walks and ski treks in the Norwegian mountains. His clear, analytical and intensely inquisitive mind led him into science and his passion for nature channelled him to biology, which he studied at university. It was during his university course that he conceived his scheme to renounce present-day material benefits by going to live for at least a year on a Pacific island without a single product of modern technology. He even set about finding himself a mate to share this return to Paradise, and together they sailed to Tahiti in 1937 and were landed by a copra schooner on the shores of the beautiful and incredibly remote Fatu Hiva, an island in the Marquesas group. Originally, Heyerdahl had intended to deny himself all modern implements, but the South Sea Island chief who had befriended them in Tahiti persuaded him to take along a machete and a metal cooking pot. These were the only concessions they made; they took no drugs, medicines or even matches.

         At first it seemed a paradise, a Garden of Eden where bananas and coconuts grew in abundance, where it was always warm and lush and beautiful; but the hand of Western man had already affected the balance of its society. Originally, the island had had a population of several thousand but they had been decimated by white man’s diseases and only a handful of ragged, rather suspicious natives were left. The idyll quickly began to wear thin; the natives did their best to part them from their money and possessions; they were caught in the middle of a feud between a Catholic missionary and a native Protestant pastor whose flock had shrunk to one – his sexton. The natives became increasingly hostile, slipping poisonous centipedes and scorpions into the dried grass of their bedding; soon, they were covered in sores that would not heal; in the rainy season they were permanently soaked to the skin and began to suffer from malnutrition in this island paradise. The bananas were out of season and all the coconuts had been harvested. They ended up hiding in a remote sea cave, afraid for their lives, while they waited for the copra schooner to make its annual visit to the island and carry them away.

         But there had been many idyllic moments and it was on Fatu Hiva that the seeds of an idea which was to dominate his life to the present day were sown. Sitting on the beach one moonlit evening, admiring the waves, his wife said, ‘It’s queer, but there are never breakers like this on the other side of the island.’ They were sitting on the windward, eastern shore, and the mighty waves, driven before the prevailing trade wind, had surged all the way across nearly 7,000 kilometres of empty ocean from South America. How Heyerdahl came to use this simple observation as one more link in his theory connecting the old Polynesian god. Tiki, with the legendary Peruvian sun god, Kon-Tiki, is now well known. A world war intervened, however, before he was given his chance to prove that the people with white skins and long beards who had built the monuments in the Andes before the arrival of the Incas and who were said to have fled from them across the Pacific on their balsa-wood rafts could have been the ancestors of the Polynesian islanders.

         His research all seemed to be fitting together, but he was unable to persuade any of the academics to take it seriously. They resented the intrusion of this unknown young Norwegian whose only qualification was an honours degree in biology. The main stumbling block was the question of how the South American Indians could possibly have crossed 6,500 kilometres of ocean to the nearest South Pacific island, Easter Island, with its silent guard of huge stone figures. Neither the South American Indians nor the Polynesians had discovered how to make a planked boat with a keel, but the Indians had used big sea-going rafts, driven by sails, for their coastal trade. The wood they used was balsa, very light and buoyant but it also absorbed water and the experts declared that there was no way a balsa-wood raft could stay afloat for more than a few hundred miles without becoming waterlogged and sinking. Therefore, quite obviously, there was no way that the South American Indians could possibly have crossed the Pacific Ocean.

         Faced with this impasse, there seemed only one way to prove that at least the journey could have been made. In desperation Heyerdahl decided to build a balsa-wood raft and sail it from Peru to the Pacific Islands. His purpose was to prove his theory possible, but the spirit that drove him on was the same restless, adventurous curiosity that had taken him to Fatu Hiva before the war. He knew practically nothing about the sea or boats, was even frightened of water, but once he had made up his mind he plunged into the planning with a thoroughness that eventually was to ensure his success.

         He met a young engineer called Herman Watzinger at the seaman’s hostel in New York where he was living while he tried to win acceptance for his theory. They began talking and Watzinger, having expressed an interest in Heyerdahl’s plans, was promptly invited to join him. Apart from anything else, Heyerdahl probably needed someone close at hand to confide in and share both the work and the rebuffs that inevitably accompany any expedition in its early stages. Slowly, he managed to raise the money, much of it from personal loans which somehow he would have to repay at the conclusion of an expedition which all the pundits guaranteed would fail. He also got together all the food and equipment he reckoned they would need. Here, he was faced with a fundamental decision of whether he should try to reproduce in full the experience of the pre-Incas, carrying only the food he assumed they would probably have used in ancient times. In this instance, influenced perhaps by his experience on Fatu Hiva, he decided against it, feeling that the challenge of sailing a balsa-wood raft across the Pacific was quite enough. They planned, therefore, on using Army processed rations, cooked on a kerosene stove. Initially Heyerdahl did baulk when Watzinger suggested they needed wireless communications, not so much to call for help which, anyway, would not be available in the empty reaches of the Pacific, but to send out reports on their progress and weather information which could be used for meteorological research. Eventually Heyerdahl agreed to this.

         He had decided on a crew of six and therefore needed to find four more for the team. On this, his first venture, he wanted people he knew well and immediately invited three old friends. One was Erik Hesselberg, an easy-going giant of a man who had been to navigation school and had sailed several times round the world in merchant ships before settling down as an artist. He would be the only crew member with any experience of the sea. The other two were old friends of Heyerdahl’s wartime days in the Norwegian Resistance, Knut Haugland and Torstein Raaby, both of whom were skilled wireless operators. The sixth place was to be filled only when they reached Peru, by Bengt Danielsson, a Swedish ethnologist who was interested in Heyerdahl’s migration theory and attracted by the romance of the adventure. The team was formed, as in the case of so many ventures, through a combination of personal friendship and chance meetings, and yet it all worked out, mainly through Heyerdahl’s instinctive judgement of personality. He was attracted by people with a sense of humour who were easy going and would fit into a small group, and yet who had the drive and determination to carry a venture through.

         At last, in March 1947, Watzinger and Heyerdahl flew down to Lima to start building their raft. They were armed with a host of introductions to important people, ranging all the way up to the president of Peru. Heyerdahl understood the art of personal and public relations. These introductions and his confident but easy manner were to prove invaluable in getting the help he needed to get the project under way. But first he had to get the balsa logs for the raft. The Incas had cut them in the coastal jungle of Ecuador, floating them down the rivers to make up their sea-going rafts on the coast. It seemed simple enough, but Heyerdahl was quickly told that he had arrived at the wrong time of the year. They were now in the rainy season and it would be impossible to reach the jungle where the big tree trunks they would need could be found. They would have to wait another six months for the dry season. He certainly could not afford to do this and so resolved to get into the jungle from the landward side, the Ecuadorian highlands. Eventually, after several misadventures, he managed to reach the jungle and find someone who could guide him to some suitable trees. At last Heyerdahl could feel that the adventure was under way.

         They cut twelve large balsa logs near the banks of the Palenque river, tied them together in a rough raft and floated down to the sea where they were loaded on to a coastal steamer and carried to Callao, the sea port of Lima. By going to the president of Peru, Heyerdahl had managed to get permission to build the raft in the naval base. The rest of his team had now assembled in Lima and the next few weeks were spent building their reproduction of a pre-Inca raft.

         Sea-going rafts had been in use well into the nineteenth century and so there were plenty of pictures from which to copy the basic designs. Since the Incas had not discovered the use of iron, no nails or wire hawsers were used. They chose nine of the thickest logs for the raft, floating them side by side to see how they fitted naturally into each other, with the longest log of about thirteen metres in the middle and the remaining ones ranked symmetrically at either side to give the effect of a bluntly tapered bow. Deep grooves were then cut in the wood to give both protection to the ropes binding the logs together and also to stop them slipping. At various places where there were gaps between the logs, five solid fir planks were squeezed between them to protrude a metre and a half down into the water to act as a kind of centreboard or keel, to limit sideways drift. This had been a feature of the old Inca rafts. Herman Watzinger, the engineer, supervised the construction of the raft, helped by Bengt Danielsson, who was the only member of the crew who could speak fluent Spanish and thus transmit Watzinger’s instructions to the Peruvian workers.

         Heyerdahl put a great deal of thought not only into the seaworthiness of his craft, but also into the little details of day-to-day living on what was to be their tiny world for the months ahead:

         ‘We gave the little deck as much variation as possible. The bamboo strips did not deck in the whole raft, but formed a floor forward of the bamboo cabin and along the starboard side of it where the wall was open. The port side of the cabin was a kind of back yard full of boxes and gear made fast, with a narrow edge to walk along. Forward in the bows, and in the stern as far as the after wall of the cabin, the nine gigantic logs were not decked in at all. So when we moved round the bamboo cabin we stepped from yellow bamboos and wicker-work down on to the round grey logs astern, and up again on to piles of cargo on the other side. It was not many steps, but the psychological effect of the irregularity gave us variation and compensated us for our limited freedom of movement. Right up at the masthead we placed a wooden platform, not so much in order to have a look-out post when at last we came to land as to be able to clamber up while en route and look at the sea from another angle.’

         They were immensely proud of their raft as it took shape in the Naval Dockyard surrounded by submarines and destroyers, the modern weapons of war. Their many visitors were less impressed, however. They were assured the balsa would absorb water and they would sink like a stone before they were halfway. Or the ropes would wear through and the whole thing disintegrate. The dimensions were all wrong. The raft was so small it would founder in a big sea and yet was just long enough to be lifted on the crests of two waves at the same time. So it would break in half and that would be the end of them.

         ‘Are your parents still living?’ one well-wisher asked Heyerdahl. When he replied that they were, the man commented: ‘Your mother and father will be very grieved when they hear of your death.’

         No one gave them any chance of success and the amazing thing is that their morale remained so high. Knut Haugland told me that this was largely the result of the confidence which they all had in Heyerdahl’s planning, judgement and attitude to risk. He did not believe in taking risks – he was convinced that the raft would carry them across the Pacific. Of the team the most seriously worried was Bengt Danielsson, partly perhaps because he had known Heyerdahl for the shortest time but also because he had lost his heart to a local girl. He was tempted to withdraw and it is a tribute to his own courage and Heyerdahl’s personality that he stayed on with the expedition in spite of his doubts.

         At last, on 28 April, everything was ready. A huge crowd had assembled around the harbour to watch the send off; dignitaries from the Government and embassies had also joined the throng. The decks of Kon-Tiki were piled high with a chaos of bananas, fruits and sacks of fresh food, purchased at the last minute. There was a babble of excited talk, well wishers thronging the boat, while all of the crew, with the exception of the leader who was weighed down with a sense of responsibility, had gone off for a last drink with friends and sweethearts. The noise on the quay rose to a crescendo; the tug which was going to tow them out to sea had arrived, nosing its way up to the throng of small boats crowded around Kon-Tiki. A motor launch carrying the towrope sidled up to the raft as Heyerdahl, with a nightmare vision of being towed out to the Pacific without a crew, tried to explain with his few available words of Spanish they would have to wait:

         ‘But nobody understood. The officers only smiled politely, and the knot at our bows was made fast in more than exemplary manner. I cast off the rope and flung it overboard with all manner of signs and gesticulations. The parrot utilised the opportunity afforded by all the confusion to stick its beak out of the cage and turn the knob of the door, and when I turned round it was strutting cheerfully about the bamboo deck. I tried to catch it but it shrieked rudely in Spanish and fluttered away over the banana clusters. With one eye on the sailors who were trying to cast a rope over the bows, I started a wild chase after the parrot. It fled shrieking into the bamboo cabin, where I got it in a corner and caught it by one leg as it tried to flutter over me. When I came out again and stuffed my flapping trophy into its cage, the sailors on land had cast off the raft’s moorings and we were dancing helplessly in and out with the backwash of the long swell that came rolling in over the mole. In despair I seized a paddle and vainly tried to parry a violent bump as the raft was flung against the wooden piles of the quay. Then the motorboat started, and with one jerk the Kon-Tiki began her long voyage. My only companion was a Spanish-speaking parrot which sat glaring sulkily in a cage. People on shore cheered and waved, and the swarthy cinema photographers in the motorboat almost jumped into the sea in their eagerness to catch every detail of the expedition’s dramatic start from Peru. Despairing and alone I stood on the raft looking out for my lost companions, but no one came. So we came out to the Guardian Ries, which was lying with steam up ready to lift anchor and start. I was up the rope ladder in a twinkling and made so much row on board that the start was postponed and a boat sent back to the quay. It was away a good while, and then it came back full of pretty señoritas, but without a single one of the Kon-Tiki’s missing men. This was all very well, but it did not solve my problems and while the raft swarmed with charming señoritas, the boat went back on a fresh search for los expedicionarios noruejjos.’

         An hour went by and the other five members of the crew trickled back to the wharf to be ferried out to Kon-Tiki. It was a delightfully haphazard, slightly chaotic departure that underlined the relaxed control Heyerdahl exerted on his team and the free, essentially happy, spirit of the entire enterprise.

         Accompanied by a fleet of small boats, the tug towed them out into the bay. Soon they were bucking up and down in the Pacific swell, as the tug hauled them eighty kilometres out, beyond the coastal winds and currents, into the open sea. The tug cast off and the six men were left alone in the empty ocean on a vessel of a design that had last sailed off the coast of South America 200 years before, but had only ventured out into the Humboldt Current on the morning offshore wind and had always returned to land on the evening shore winds. It was, perhaps, a thousand years since a pre-Inca fleet had carried the god-king Tiki and his tall, fair-skinned people in their desperate flight towards the setting sun across the great empty ocean. What did Tiki think he was going to find? How could he know that there was going to be land at the end of the voyage, or was he content to entrust the lives of his people to the sun god whom they were following?

         The crew of the modern-day Kon-Tiki raised the mainsail, with its stylised picture of the head of Tiki, and waited for the wind to drive them ever westward. At first hesitantly, and then with a steadily growing strength, the South-East Trades drove them remorselessly into the empty ocean of the South Pacific. That night they saw the lights of two steamers; they signalled with their kerosene lamps but the lookouts were not alert, not expecting to see anyone, let alone a pre-Inca raft heading out into the Pacific. These were to be the last two boats they saw all the way across. They were now totally committed. There was no way they could sail against the wind; all they could do was to sail before it, relying on the constant direction of the South-East Trades to take them to their 6,500-kilometre-distant destination.

         That night the seas rose steadily, piled high by the growing wind; great rollers of dark water swept down, so much faster than the raft, curling above the stern, breaking over it and smashing down on to the deck. The two helmsmen, always on duty on the great six-metre steering oar, were learning from scratch how to control this prehistoric boat. They quickly discovered that the best way was to lash a cross-piece on to the handle of the oar so that they had a kind of lever to turn against the immense force of the seas but, as the waves increased, they found that they had to lash the steering oar loosely in position to prevent it being torn from their hands. When the great combers came rolling in from behind, the helmsmen had to leap up and hang on to a bamboo pole that projected from the cabin roof, while the waves surged across the deck beneath their dangling feet, before running away between the numerous gaps and chinks between the logs. Already, quite a few of the prophecies of doom had been laid low. The raft rose and fell easily between the crests and troughs of the waves with the buoyancy of a cork. They could not be swamped because the water simply flowed away through the logs and over the side. The worst that could happen was that the cabin could be swept by a breaker, particularly if they let themselves get abeam to the waves, but provided they kept the stern into the sea, the waves rarely reached the cabin before dissipating.

         After three days of battering by heavy seas the wind eased and the waves became more even. The team were able to settle into a steady rhythm of living, though there were still some serious worries. Would the balsa wood become waterlogged? After a week, Heyerdahl surreptitiously broke off a small chunk of wood and dropped it into the sea; it sank like a stone. The prophets of doom might have been right after all. Then he dug his knife into the wood and found that only the outer couple of centimetres had absorbed water and most of the log was still dry. With luck, the sap further in would act as an impregnation and check the absorption.

         Another cause for concern was that the ropes holding the raft together might be worn through by abrasion. There was a constant movement and flexing as the raft responded to the contours of the waves, shifting, creaking, water gurgling between the logs. Lying in the little shelter at night it was easy to imagine the constant friction and stress on the cordage, and the consequences if it started to come apart. Each day they examined the ropes, but there was no sign of wear; the balsa wood was so soft that the ropes had cut deep into it, getting their own protection and, at the same time, lubrication from the salt water in the smooth channels they had worn.

         Day followed day, with blue skies, the constant wind of the South-East Trades and a blazing sun that dropped over the western horizon each evening, just as it always had done, just as it had led the original Kon-Tiki and his fleet of rafts to their unknown destination.

         The modern-day sailors were already beginning to tire of their processed foods, but the sea provided plenty of alternatives. Travelling only just above the sea’s surface, and little faster than the current, weed and barnacles on the undersurface of the raft gave small fish an attractive shelter and it soon became a moving home for fish as well as humans. The variety was incredible. It ranged from clouds of tiny, multishaped and multicoloured plankton to the huge whales which harvested the plankton. They were accompanied by shoals of sardine, dorado (dolphin), schools of porpoise, flying fish, which provided breakfast each morning, and a huge variety they had never seen or heard of before. Some of them were new discoveries. One night, Torstein Raaby, who was sleeping by the entrance of the shelter, was awakened when the lamp by his head was knocked over. He thought it was a flying fish, grabbed for it in the dark and felt something long and slimy that wriggled out of his hand and landed on Herman Watzinger’s sleeping bag. Eventually, when they managed to light the lamp, they saw an extraordinary snake-like fish with dull black eyes, long snout and a fierce jaw, filled with long sharp teeth. Watzinger grabbed it and under his grip a large-eyed white fish was suddenly thrown up from the stomach out of the mouth of the snake-like fish; this was quickly followed by another. These were obviously deep-water fish and, later on, the team were to discover that they were the first people ever to see alive the Gempylus, a deep-water mackerel, though its skeleton had been seen in the Galapagos Islands and on the coast of South America.

         A few days later Knut Haugland saw the biggest and ugliest shark he had ever seen. At least fifteen metres long, as it swam round the raft and then started ducking underneath it, its head was near the surface on one side and the tail lashing the water on the other. The head was broad and flat, like a frog, with two small eyes at the side and jaws over a metre wide. If angered, it could undoubtedly have smashed the raft to pieces with its massive tail. It was the very rare whale shark, the biggest of the species, and it circled the craft for over an hour, the crew watching it, apprehensive yet fascinated. At last, as it cruised under the raft and came up the other side, just beneath Erik Hesselberg, he drove a harpoon into its head with all the force he could muster. The shark erupted into fury, lashed the water with its huge tail and plunged into the depths. The strong rope attached to the harpoon parted as if it were cotton and a few moments later a broken-off harpoon shaft came to the surface.

         They devised games to lure sharks on to hooks baited with dorado, or they would simply allow the shark to bite through the dorado, which it could do with a single snap of its powerful jaws; as it turned to swim away one of the crew would seize the shark by the tail and heave the tail up on to the stern logs, where it would thrash around until it either managed to heave itself off and regain its freedom, or until they managed to drop a noose over the tail and so caught it until it thrashed away its life.

         And the days slipped by with the routine of daily sun shots, the recording of wind speed and weather, the daily radio call, the round of fishing and the turns at the steering. Heyerdahl, as skipper, kept a gentle, unobtrusive but positive control over his little crew, his natural air of authority leavened by a rich sense of humour. They had agreed to various rules which they all enforced: that the helmsmen should always be attached by a rope to the raft and that no one should swim away from the raft for fear of being swept away – they could not possibly sail back against the wind to pick anyone up. Losing someone overboard was a nightmare risk of the voyage and it happened on 21 July, when they were getting close to the Pacific Islands. A gust of wind caught one of the sleeping bags which were hanging out to air; Watzinger dived to catch it, toppled on the edge of the deck, was unable to regain his balance and flopped into the sea:

         ‘We heard a faint cry for help amid the noise of the waves, and saw Herman’s head and waving arm, as well as some vague green object twirling about in the water near him. He was struggling for life to get back to the raft through the high seas which had lifted him out from the port side. Torstein, who was at the steering oar aft, and I myself, up in the bows, were the first to perceive him, and we went cold with fear. We bellowed “man overboard!” at the pitch of our lungs as we rushed to the nearest life-saving gear. The others had not heard Herman’s cry at all because of the noise of the sea, but in a trice there was life and bustle on deck. Herman was an excellent swimmer, and though we realised that his life was at stake, we had a fair hope that he would manage to crawl back to the edge of the raft before it was too late.

         ‘Torstein, who was nearest, seized the bamboo drum round which was the line we used for the lifeboat, for this was within his reach. It was the only time on the whole voyage that this line got caught up. The whole thing happened in a few seconds. Herman was now level with the stern of the raft, but a few yards away, and his last hope was to crawl to the blade of the steering oar and hang on to it. As he missed the end of the logs, he reached out for the oar-blade, but it slipped away from him. And there he lay, just where experience had shown we could get nothing back. While Bengt and I launched the dinghy, Knut and Erik threw out the lifebelt. Carrying a long line, it hung ready for use on the corner of the cabin roof but today the wind was so strong that when they threw the lifebelt it was simply blown back to the raft. After a few unsuccessful throws Herman was already far astern of the steering oar, swimming desperately to keep up with the raft, while the distance increased with each gust of wind. He realised that henceforth the gap would simply go on increasing, but he set a faint hope on the dinghy, which we had now got into the water. Without the line which acted as a brake, it would perhaps have been practicable to drive the rubber raft to meet the swimming man, but whether the rubber raft would ever get back to the Kon-Tiki was another matter. Nevertheless, three men in a rubber dinghy had some chance, one man in the sea had none.

         ‘Then we suddenly saw Knut take off and plunge head first into the sea. He had the lifebelt in one hand and was heaving himself along. Every time Herman’s head appeared on a wave-back Knut was gone, and every time Knut came up Herman was not there. But then we saw both heads at once; they had swum to meet each other and both were hanging on to the lifebelt. Knut waved his arm, and as the rubber raft had meanwhile been hauled on board, all four of us took hold of the line of the lifebelt and hauled for dear life, with our eyes fixed on the great dark object which was visible just behind the two men. This mysterious beast in the water was pushing a big greenish-black triangle up above the wave-crests; it almost gave Knut a shock when he was on his way over to Herman. Only Herman knew then that the triangle did not belong to a shark or any other sea monster. It was an inflated corner of Torstein’s watertight sleeping bag. But the sleeping bag did not remain floating for long after we had hauled the two men safe and sound on board. Whatever dragged the sleeping bag down into the depths had just missed a better prey.’

         It had been a narrow escape and everyone was badly shaken, but there was no time to reflect before another storm was upon them. They were hammered by winds and sea for another five days. At the end of it the steering oar was broken, the sail rent and the centreboards below the raft hung loose and almost useless, the ropes that held them tight having parted or lost their tension with the violent motion of the waves. The gaps between the logs were now very much wider and everyone had to be on their guard to avoid catching an ankle in between the constantly flexing logs; but the raft was still sound, the cargo dry and the crew were fit. On 17 July they had their first visit by land-based birds, two large boobies; the flying fish, also, were of a different species, similar to those that Heyerdahl could remember catching off the coast of Fatu Hiva which was now only 500 kilometres to the north.

         They began to worry about their landing – probably the most dangerous part of the entire voyage. Heyerdahl had vivid memories of the huge surf smashing against the jagged cliffs of Fatu Hiva. The coral atolls to the south could be even more dangerous, with their widespread reefs like hidden minefields lying just below the surface. If caught on one of these, Kon-Tiki and its crew could be smashed to pieces by the breaking surf while still far out from any island haven. Swept before the wind, their ability to manoeuvre was slight; it was unlikely that they would be able to creep round an island or reef into its sheltered lee.

         For a couple of days they headed towards Fatu Hiva, but then a north-easterly wind blew them down towards the Tuamotu atolls. They were now accompanied by the constant scream of sea birds, as they wheeled and dived upon the raft. Land was undoubtedly close by. At last, at dawn on 30 July, they sighted a low silhouette, little more than a faint shadow against the red-gold blaze of the rising sun, on the far horizon. They had passed it during the night; there was no chance of backtracking against the wind; they would have to wait until they were swept on to another island. They were subdued rather than jubilant:

         ‘No extravagant outbursts were to be heard on board. After the sail had been trimmed and the oar laid over, we all formed a silent group at the mast head or stood on deck staring towards the land which had suddenly cropped up, out in the middle of the endless all-dominating sea. At last we had visible proof that we had been moving in all these months; we had not just been lying tumbling about in the centre of the same eternal circular horizon. To us it seemed as if the island were mobile and had suddenly entered the circle of blue empty sea in the centre of which we had our permanent abode, as if the island were drifting slowly across our own domain, heading for the eastern horizon. We were all filled with a warm quiet satisfaction at having actually reached Polynesia, mingled with a faint momentary disappointment at having to submit helplessly to seeing the island lie there like a mirage while we continued our eternal drift across the sea westward.’

         Later that day they sighted another island; having seen early enough this time they were able to head for it. Soon they could pick out the dense palm trees that grew down to the shore, could see the still waters of the lagoon inside the reef, but between them and the end of their voyage was the reef itself, a confusion of white, thundering spray that occasionally cleared to show the jagged brown teeth of coral. If thrown on to this their chances of survival would be slight. Edging in as close as they dared, they could actually see the separate trunks of the trees, the texture of the sand on the beach, so very close to them and yet still unattainable. As they coasted down, parallel to the reef, there was a mixed feeling of holiday excitement tinged with underlying fear. Erik Hesselberg, a big Peruvian sunhat on his head, played the guitar and sang sentimental South Sea songs; Bengt Danielsson prepared an elaborate dinner, which they ate sitting on the bamboo deck under the cloudless blue sky. Somehow, all this emphasised the incongruous menace of the tumbling, crushing surf between them and safety.

         It was beginning to get dark and they were very nearly at the end of the island when they spotted some figures among the trees; two canoes came streaking out through the surf and in a few minutes, for the first time in three months, they spoke to strangers – the descendants, perhaps, of Kon-Tiki and the original voyagers. With a mixture of sign language and the few words of Polynesian that Heyerdahl could remember, they indicated that they wanted to find a way in through the reef. The islanders replied by saying ‘Brrrrrr’, indicating that the white men should switch on their engine. They could not conceive that there was none and Heyerdahl had to make them feel underneath the stern to prove that this was the case.

         Then they joined in trying to paddle the raft in towards land. Two more canoes came out but, as dusk fell, an offshore easterly built up, slowly pushing them away from the reef. It was now pitch dark; they gathered from the islanders that there were only the four sea-going canoes on the island, although there were plenty of men on shore who could help paddle them in, if only they could get out to the raft. Knut Haugland volunteered to take the rubber dinghy in to collect some more helpers and disappeared into the dark.

         But the wind steadily increased in strength as they were blown out from the shelter of the island and they began to wonder if Haugland would ever manage to return. They paddled desperately, but were growing increasingly exhausted. At last, out of the dark came a shout. He had managed to return with some of the islanders, but now it was too late; quite obviously, they would never get to the island. The Polynesians leapt back into their canoes and paddled home into the dark toward the invisible island. It hardly seemed to matter any more, so glad were the crew to be reunited. They had become such a tight-knit little group of over the months, that this seemed the most important thing of all. After all, there were more islands for them to land on.

         They sailed on, drifting ever closer to the dangerous reefs of the Takumé and Raroia atolls; then the wind veered to the north, bringing a hope of creeping round to the south of them. They were tense, worrying days, the memory of the breakers smashing down on to the coral reef all too vivid. Now so close to success, they could very easily lose their lives within easy sight of their goal. On the morning of 7 August they sighted some low-lying coral islands in their path; they were being swept inexorably towards them and soon they could see the white chain of breaking surf that barred their way to safety.

         The previous days had been spent in preparation for their seemingly inevitable shipwreck, as they packed all their documents and films into waterproof bags, securing them in the cabin which they lashed with a tarpaulin. Also, with great difficulty, they pulled up the centreboards, now encrusted with seaweed and barnacles, through the gaps between the logs to reduce their draft to the minimum. As they worked they drifted ever closer to the crushing breakers. Heyerdahl kept the log almost to the last moment:

         ‘9.45: The wind is taking us straight towards the last island but one, we can see behind the reef. We can now see the whole coral reef clearly; here it is built up like a white and red speckled wall which just sticks up out of the water in a belt in front of all the islands. All along the reef white foaming surf is flung up towards the sky. Bengt is just serving up a good hot meal, the last before the great action! It is a wreck lying in there on the reef. We are so close now that we can see right across the shining lagoon behind the reef, and see the outlines of other islands on the other side of the lagoon.

         ‘9.50: Very close now. Drifting along the reef. Only a hundred or so yards away. Torstein is talking to the man on Rarotonga. All clear. Must pack up log now. All in good spirits; it looks bad, but we shall make it!’

         Now very nearly among the wild upsurge of breaking waves, to give themselves a few more moments to tap out their position on the Morse key of the radio, they dropped the heavy anchor, attached to their thickest length of rope. It held just long enough to swing Kon-Tiki round, so that the stern was facing the reef, then started dragging along the bottom as the raft was swept inexorably towards the thundering, boiling spray of the great Pacific waves smashing on to the reef.

         ‘When we realised that the sea had got hold of us, the anchor rope was cut, and we were off. A sea rose straight up under us and we felt the Kon-Tiki being lifted up in the air. The great moment had come; we were riding on the wave-back at breathless speed, our ramshackle craft creaking and groaning as she quivered under us. The excitement made one’s blood boil. I remember that, having no other inspiration, I waved my arm and bellowed “hurrah” at the pitch of my lungs; it afforded a certain relief and could do no harm anyway. The others certainly thought I had gone mad, but they all beamed and grinned enthusiastically. On we ran with the seas rushing in behind us; this was the Kon-Tiki’s baptism of fire; all must and would go well.

         ‘But our elation was soon damped. A new sea rose high astern of us like a glittering green glass wall; as we sank down it came rolling after us, and in the same second in which I saw it high above me I felt a violent blow and was submerged under floods of water. I felt the suction through my whole body, with such great strength that I had to strain every single muscle in my frame and think of one thing only – hold on, hold on! I think that in such a desperate situation the arms will be torn off before the brain consents to let go, evident as the outcome is. Then I felt that the mountain of water was passing on and relaxing its devilish grip of me. When the whole mountain had rushed on, with an ear-splitting roaring and crashing, I saw Knut again hanging on beside me, doubled up into a ball. Seen from behind the great sea was almost flat and grey; as it rushed on it swept just over the ridge of the cabin roof which projected from the water, and there hung the three others, pressed against the cabin roof as the water passed over them.’

         The raft was still afloat, lying in the trough of the breakers just short of the reef. Another wall of water came rolling in, towered above the raft, toppled and smashed down up on it, engulfing the raft, tearing at the men, so tiny and puny, who clung to it. Another and then another wave swept across them and each time they were edged closer to the sharp jaws of the reef, then the biggest wave of all, a sheer green wall curling above them, smashed over the raft, lifting it on to the reef itself, so that the raft was now held immobile against the savage force of the sea. They clung on to their bits of rope, lungs bursting as the sea boiled around them, and then it fell away leaving a momentary lull when they could glimpse then appalling havoc. The cabin was smashed flat, the mast broken like a matchstick but, worst of all, Heyerdahl could see only one other member of his crew:

         ‘I felt cold fear run through my whole body. What was the good of my holding on? If I had lost one single man here, in the run in, the whole thing would be ruined, and for the moment there was only one human figure to be seen after the last buffet. In that second Torstein’s hunched-up form appeared outside the raft. He was hanging like a monkey in the ropes from the masthead, and managed to get on to the logs again, where he crawled upon the debris forward of the cabin. Herman too now turned his head and gave me a forced grin of encouragement, but did not move. I bellowed in the faint hope of locating the others, and heard Bengt’s calm voice call out that all hands were aboard. They were lying holding on to the ropes behind the tangled barricade which the tough plating from the bamboo deck had built up.’

         Wave followed wave. Each time they were pulled a little further over the reef; each time the undertow tore at them, trying to draw them back into the maelstrom of breakers. But the force of the waves began to diminish and soon were just foaming around the stranded raft. They were able to let go their holds, take stock of the damage, and found that the raft was still remarkably intact, with the cabin flattened rather than destroyed, the logs still held together by their bonds.

         Exhausted but jubilant, they salvaged vital items of gear and then waded through the still waters behind the reef to a low-lying palm-covered island. Their voyage was over; they had proved that a balsa wood raft could cross the Pacific Ocean.

         Heyerdahl wrote: ‘I was completely overwhelmed. I sank down on my knees and thrust my fingers down into the dry warm sand.’

         The voyage of Kon-Tiki was the first great romantic venture after the Second World War and it caught the imagination of the entire world, particularly once Heyerdahl had published his book telling the story. There was an element of light-hearted schoolboy adventure in tales of near escapes with sharks and storms, of desert islands and palm trees, combined with the fascination of Heyerdahl’s determination to prove how an ancient legend could actually have been fact. This venture provided the general public with exactly the relief from the drab violence and ugliness of war that everyone wanted.

         But Heyerdahl had less success with his fellow scientists, who dismissed his voyage as an adventurous stunt with little relevance to serious scientific proof or study. Part of the reason was because Heyerdahl wrote his popular account first, so that he could pay off the huge debts incurred in making the voyage. His serious study, American Indians in the Pacific, was not finished until 1952. But when confronted by hostile academics, he showed the same implacable but good-humoured determination that he had shown through the frustrations of preparing for and making his voyage. Slowly, he won over the academic world to his view, final victory did not come, however, until after he had mounted another expedition, this time one that was purely scientific, to Easter Island, ‘the navel of the world’, whose strange giants of stone had mystified all the scientists who gazed upon them.

         Heyerdahl chartered a trawler and took a team of archaeologists to the island to complete the first comprehensive dig that had ever been made there. Once again he used his breadth of view and intense curiosity combined with a deep humanity to gain a completely original view of what had happened on the island. The story of his discoveries on Easter Island is, intellectually, as exciting an adventure as anything on board Kon-Tiki. As before, he wrote a popular book that deservedly became a huge best seller and then followed it by a serious study, Easter Island and the East Pacific. The academic world was at last convinced that his theory of migration must be correct, giving him their unanimous endorsement at the Tenth Pacific Science Conference in Hawaii in 1961.

         But for Heyerdahl the mystery was not completely solved. There was the intriguing similarity between the pyramids and other archaeological remains of Mexico and Peru and those of ancient Egypt and Mesopotamia. There was no evidence of any such civilisations further north on the American continent, the acknowledged route of countless migratory waves of people who had crossed the Bering Strait from Asia. Was it possible that ancient man had crossed the Atlantic from the Mediterranean? In the case of the Pacific migrationary theory, Heyerdahl had been on his own, but on the Atlantic there were two schools of thought already, the Diffusionists who believed that there must have been some kind of migration direct from Europe to Mexico, and the Isolationists who considered that this was impossible and that the Aztec and Inca civilisations had evolved on their own among the Indians who had originated from Asia. Their strongest argument was that the American Indians had not discovered the use of the ribbed and planked wooden hull, which, of course, both the Phoenicians and Vikings had. On the other hand, both reed boats and balsa rafts were in use in America and had been used on the Nile and in Mesopotamia at the dawn of civilisation.

         Heyerdahl was immediately fascinated by the prospect of the practical experiment, of recreating a reed boat and sailing it across the Atlantic. Once again, it was the spirit of science and adventure. On the first attempt they were baulked just short of success, when their boat, Ra I, disintegrated. He returned the following year with a boat whose design they had improved in the light of experience, and this time managed to complete the crossing, reaching the island of Barbados. Also, on Ra II, they took only food which would have been available in ancient times – grain, dried nuts, fruit, olive oil and wine. They ate better than any of them had ever done on previous expeditions!

         But still he was not content. Ra II, like Kon-Tiki, had only been able to sail before the wind. It had, therefore, been at the mercy of the wind and currents and could only have made a one-way voyage. Heyerdahl wanted to discover whether these reed boats could have manoeuvred against the wind, whether they could have sailed the high seas, through the Persian Gulf, the Indian Ocean and the Red Sea, carrying both merchandise and passengers between the ports of the ancient world. And so Tigris was born.

         Tigris was a reed boat built on the banks of the River Tigris, using the reeds of the Marsh Arabs under the direction of a group of Bolivian Indians from Lake Titicaca, the only men who still build and sail boats made from reeds. The boat was a success; she could carry a good load, could sail the seas with and against the wind, but to Heyerdahl’s eyes the real problem derived from the world around them – not from wind and sea, but from what man has done to the land and ocean. They had innumerable narrow escapes when nearly run down by giant tankers, saw hideous slicks of oil and chemicals polluting the Persian Gulf and Indian Ocean and were barred from landing anywhere on the shores of the Red Sea because of the conflicts in the area, finally, in protest against unrestricted armament delivery from industrialised nations to a corner of the world where civilisation began, Heyerdahl and his crew decided to burn Tigris, in a dramatic gesture of disillusionment at what man is doing to his planet.

         There are so many levels to Heyerdahl’s adventures, the pure, thrilling romantic adventure, the fascinating and practical work of historical detection and, on yet another level, that of social experiment, for on both Ra and Tigris, Heyerdahl sought to affirm his belief that people of different countries and backgrounds can work and live together by selecting an international crew, many of whom he did not even know personally before hand.

         For a man who does not consider himself to be an adventurer, Heyerdahl has throughout his life tackled some extraordinarily challenging and potentially dangerous schemes, but has done so, not for the sake of playing a risk game, but rather because he was prepared to accept the risks and then neutralise them as far as he could to attain his end. As an outstandingly bold and innovative man of science and of action, Thor Heyerdahl emerges as one of the great adventurers of the post-war period.

      

   


   
      
         
            – Chapter 2 –

            The Man Who Raced Himself

            Francis Chichester’s single-handed circumnavigation, 1966–1967

         

         It is Joshua Slocum who enters the ocean-going record books as the first man to circumnavigate the world single-handed aboard his famous sloop Spray. He set out from Boston in 1895 and returned three years later in 1898. This leisurely seeming progress had, however, been a magnificent achievement, for Slocum had none of the self-steering equipment and strong lightweight gear and winches used by the modern yachtsman. Nor, of course, did he have GPS (Global Positioning System) to help pinpoint his position. He made plenty of stops along the way. He prudently avoided the empty, storm-ridden expanses of the Southern Ocean and got round the tip of South America by going through the Magellan Straits.

         Francis Chichester had a very different approach to the adventure of solo circumnavigation and a more ambitious objective. Testing himself to the limit was not something new to Chichester. When he set sail from Plymouth on 27 August 1966, he had already established his individuality and success several times over, not just in the field of sailing but also as a pioneer of long-distance solo flying. Not only did he aim to sail round the world single-handed, he meant to go faster, with fewer stops, than anyone had ever done before.

         With his great sense of history, he wanted to follow the old clipper route but, characteristically, was not content merely to follow the clippers; he sought to beat their time from England to Sydney and then back home to England round Cape Horn. His plan was to make only the one stop at Sydney, and achieve the longest continuous voyage ever attempted by any small craft, let alone one that was single-handed. By the mid-1960s only nine small boats had been round the Horn and, of these, six had been capsized or pitchpoled. No single-handed boat had ever been round. The fact that Chichester was sixty-five when he set out on his attempt made it even more remarkable.

         He had always had an intensely competitive urge, combined with an adventurous, technically minded curiosity. The son of an English parson, he had a lonely childhood with little love or understanding at home. He was sent off to prep school and then to Marlborough, a public school that has produced several outstanding venturers, including John Hunt. Like many of his fellow-adventurers, his school career was undistinguished and, at the age of eighteen, without consulting his father he decided to abandon all ideas of going to university and the career in the Indian Civil Service which had been planned for him and, instead, emigrated to New Zealand, travelling steerage with £10 in his pocket. It sounds like the classic schoolboy adventure story, and Chichester certainly lived up to this conception. He was determined to make his fortune and took on a variety of jobs, ending up in property development. At the age of twenty-seven he was making £10,000 a year – in those days a great deal of money. He returned to England in 1929, having achieved his aim of making £20,000 before going back home.

         There was nothing particularly original about a wealthy young businessman taking up flying, but now, after twenty-four flying hours of instructions, he decided to buy a plane and fly it to Australia, hoping to beat the time taken by Hinkler, the only other man to do it. Chichester did not get the record, but he did manage to fly his plane to Sydney. He also flew into the depression, which took away the greater part of the fortune he had built, but he did not let this deter him and threw most of his energy into further flying projects. In those days flying was adventurous in a way that it has long ceased to be. There were no radio beacons or flight control paths. The Gipsy Moth had an open cockpit, a range of under a thousand miles and a top speed of just over a hundred miles an hour.

         No one had ever flown across the Tasman Sea from New Zealand to Australia. Chichester now dreamt up a plan of flying all the way from New Zealand to England over the Pacific, thus circumnavigating the globe, flying solo, something that had not yet been done. For a start, though, flying the Tasman Sea offered a huge challenge. It was 1,200 miles wide, two thirds of the distance across the Atlantic, with weather which is even more unpredictable. Even if he stripped everything out of the Gipsy Moth and carried extra petrol tanks, his plane could not have made that distance in a single hop. Looking at a map, he noticed there were two inhabited islands on the way, Norfolk and Lord Howe, but neither had airfields. Then he got the idea of fitting floats to the aircraft so that he could land on the sea, but still he had to find the islands – Norfolk Island, 481 miles out into the featureless ocean, and Lord Howe another 561 miles on. There were no radio aids and so he would have to do it by a combination of dead reckoning and taking shots of the sun, no easy matter while flying a juddering, bucking plane. He only had to be half a degree out in his reckoning and he could miss the island altogether; he would not have enough fuel to get back to New Zealand, had no radio to call for help and would have had little chance of being picked up by a ship. He hit upon the technique of aiming off – of intentionally missing the island to one side, so that he knew which way to turn when he had calculated he had gone far enough. It is a technique used by orienteers aiming for a checkpoint in the middle of a featureless country, but for them the penalty for a mistake is dropping a few places in a race; for Chichester it could well have been his life.

         An Australian, Menzies, beat him to the first solo flight across the Tasman Sea, flying it in a single hop with a plane that had sufficient fuel capacity. This did not deter Chichester, who was fascinated by the navigational challenge of trying to make a landfall on a tiny island. He was busy learning astronavigation, adapting a sextant to his own specialist use as a solo pilot.

         Ready at last, on 28 March 1931, he took off from the far north tip of New Zealand, full of apprehension about what he was trying to do:

         ‘At noon I flew over the edge of New Zealand; it was Spirit’s Bay, where the Maoris believed there was a vast cavern through which all the spirits of the dead passed. I flew from under the cloud into the clear sky. All my miserable anxieties and worries dropped away, and I was thrilled through and through. Over my left shoulder, the last of New Zealand receded rapidly. Ahead stretched the ocean, sparkling under the eye of the sun; no sport could touch this, it was worth almost any price. I seemed to expand with vitality and power and zest.’

         He was putting into practice a whole series of techniques he had developed for calculating drift and position as a solo flyer:

         ‘I had to try a sextant shot to find out how far I was from the turn-off point, and at the same time to check my dead reckoning. I trimmed the tail as delicately as I could to balance the plane, but she would not stabilise and I had to use the control-stick for the whole time while adjusting the sextant ... I had just got the sun and horizon together in the sextant, when terrific acceleration pressing my back made me drop the sextant. I grabbed the stick and eased the seaplane from its vertical nose dive into a normal dive and then flattened it out.’

         He managed to get a sun sight, took some more shots and, at last, came to the point where, according to his dead reckoning and after working out his sun sight, he should make his right-angled turn. He was now going to put this theory into practice:

         ‘The moment I settled on this course, nearly at right angles to the track from New Zealand, I had a feeling of despair. After flying in one direction for hour after hour over a markless, signless sea, my instinct revolted at suddenly changing direction in mid-ocean. My navigational system seemed only a flimsy brain fancy: I had been so long on the same heading that the island must lie ahead, not to the right. I was attacked by panic. Part of me urged, for God’s sake, don’t make this crazy turn! My muscles wanted to bring the seaplane back on to its old course. “Steady, steady, steady,” I told myself aloud. I had to trust my system, for I could not try anything else now, even if I wanted to.’

         He made his landfall at both Norfolk and Lord Howe Island before disaster struck. A squall during the night sank the seaplane at its anchorage in the harbour. It seemed a complete write-off, but Chichester would not accept defeat and resolved to rebuild the plane and its engine, sending for what parts he needed, even though he had very little experience of the necessary practical mechanics. The wings alone had about 4,000 separate wooden struts, some of them no thicker than a pencil. He had to take them to pieces, repair or remake the damaged parts and put them together again. He also had to strip and clean the engine – ironically, the only part to give serious trouble was the brand-new replacement magneto. With the help of the islanders, he took just ten weeks to do it and complete his crossing of the Tasman Sea, staking his life on makeshift repairs.

         But this, of course, was only the start of his odyssey. He was determined to fly to Britain across the Pacific and might have if his journey – and very nearly his life – had not been terminated when his plane hit some unmarked electricity cables across the mouth of a Japanese harbour.

         Back in England he met Sheila. His first marriage had been unhappy and short-lived. His marriage to Sheila, however, was to be the bedrock of all his further achievements. But these were still far away. In 1939 the war intervened, putting a stop to any ideas he, or anyone else, had of adventure. Chichester volunteered for the Royal Air Force but was told that his eyesight was not good enough and he was too old. He refused to be rejected and finally managed to find himself a niche, teaching navigation to flyers.

         At the end of the war he started a map publishing business which commanded all his energies until 1953, when he became restless for adventure. He abandoned the idea of flying as being too expensive and now lacking in adventure. He liked the idea of sailing, however, particularly as it was something he could share with his wife and son, Giles. But he had not the temperament of a casual weekend yachtsman. Almost immediately he started racing, first crewing for experienced skippers, but as soon as possible entering his own boat, which he had named Gipsy Moth II. At first he had little success but he learnt fast, using his skill and knowledge as a navigator as well as his inventive ingenuity to improve his boat’s chances. He was leading a similar life to that of many active, successful businessmen, working hard through the week, then stretching himself at weekends and holidays on the yachting circuit.

         But this regime took its toll. Chichester was a worrier over business matters; while decisive, with superb split-second judgement at the controls of a plane or helm of his yacht, he could be indecisive when it came to decisions over money or long-term planning. I can sympathise with this seeming contradiction, being very similar in temperament. The world of the sea, air or mountain is wonderfully simple, a place of black and white, or life or death, but the world of commerce, or even everyday life, is so much more complex.

         He became very run down and, in 1957, he faced the greatest crisis of his life. A massive cancerous growth was discovered in his lung. His chances of survival seemed slight. The surgeons wanted to operate but Sheila Chichester stood out against it, feeling that it would almost certainly kill him and sensing, perhaps, that even if it did not, it would leave him an invalid. With the help of his family he fought through the illness, going to the very brink of death before the cancerous cells became inactive and he was back on his way on the road to recovery. He commented: ‘When I was a boy at home, I used to hear my father pray every Sunday, “From sudden death, good Lord deliver us.” This had always puzzled me; sudden death seemed a fine way to go out. Now the meaning seemed clear, the prayer should read, “From death before we are ready to die, good Lord deliver us.’”

         As soon as he finished a short convalescence he started crewing for fellow yachtsmen as navigator, but during his illness he had seen a notice on the board of the Royal Ocean Racing Club, proposing a single-handed race across the Atlantic. This immediately appealed to him as having all the right ingredients, the huge scale of the challenge, the need for innovation and the fact that it was for an individual solo effort. He instinctively knew from his flying days that he functioned best working by himself. Later, in Alone Across the Atlantic, he wrote: ‘Somehow I never seemed to enjoy so much doing things with other people. I know now I don’t do a thing nearly as well when with someone. It makes me think I was cut out for solo jobs and any attempt to diverge from that lot only makes me half a person. It looks as if the only way to be happy is to do fully what you are destined for.’

         Already, he had on the stocks a new boat, Gipsy Moth III, which was bigger and faster than his previous one, and just thirty-two months after being taken ill, only fifteen from a shaky convalescence, he was on the start line with three other boats. At the age of fifty-eight, when most other men have long before slowed up, he was about to enter the most exacting race that had ever been devised. Pushing himself and his boat to the limit, using his cunning as a navigator and his ingenuity in designing the solo sailing devices, particularly his self-steering gear, Miranda, he won the race in forty and a half days.

         Most men would have been content with such a record, but not Chichester; convinced that he could improve on it, he did not want to wait for the next trans-Atlantic race and, in 1962, set out on his own to try to beat his own record, cutting it down to thirty-three days fifteen hours. He was already looking for other challenges and it was at this stage that he started thinking of circumnavigating the globe on the old clipper trail. In 1964 he entered the trans-Atlantic race once again but, although he broke his own record by coming in a few minutes short of thirty days, he was beaten by the outstanding French sailor, Eric Tabarly. Gipsy Moth III was now just four years old, while Tabarly’s boat was very much lighter and had been specially designed for the race, but more than this, Tabarly – besides being a superb sailor – was a very much younger man and single-handed racing is a ferociously strenuous game, demanding not only skill but also tremendous stamina. After this race Chichester saw, perhaps, that he could no longer compete with a rising generation of experienced sailors in this particular field, but he was already one step in front of it with his plans to circumnavigate the globe, thus confirming not just his ability but also his position as a great innovator and pioneer.

         Chichester’s aim was almost unbelievably ambitious; in wanting to race the clippers round the world, he was taking on three- or four-masted boats of up to 300 feet in length with crews of over forty. A fast time for a clipper was around a hundred days. To equal this Chichester would have to sail around 137.5 miles a day, averaging six knots, day and night throughout the voyage to Sydney. To do this, he wanted an even bigger and faster boat than Gipsy Moth III; she would have to be robust enough to face the ferocious seas of the Southern Ocean and yet be a craft which he, now aged sixty-five, could handle on his own.

         Speed in a yacht is determined by the length of the boat on the waterline, combined of course with the design of the hull and its sail area. Gipsy Moth III had been built while he was ill, practically without supervision, and, but for a few almost inevitable teething problems, she had proved an excellent boat of which Chichester had been very fond. His new boat, Gipsy Moth IV, suffered perhaps from over-supervision, with the ideas of the designer, John Illingworth, and those of Chichester at times coming into conflict.

         The whole project was obviously going to cost a great deal of money – more than Chichester could afford to pay out of his own pocket. He was grateful, therefore, when his cousin, Lord Dulverton, offered to pay for the boat. There were changes and modifications throughout, and as a result it took longer to build, cost considerably more than had been planned and even when it was launched finally, in the spring of 1966, only a few months before he was due to sail, there seemed to be some serious faults. At the launch, several things went wrong; the bottle of champagne, swung by his wife Sheila, did not break on first impact, the boat stuck on the launching ramp and Chichester had to leap down to give it a push to make sure it slid down the greased way and then, when it hit the water, in Chichester’s words, ‘There, the hull floated high on the surface; she didn’t look right. Then, two or three tiny ripples from a ferry steamer made folds in the glassy surface, and Gipsy Moth IV rocked fore and aft. “My God,” Sheila and I said to each other, “she’s a rocker!’”

         They barely had time enough left to correct her tendency to rock and heel or to sort out all the other problems, some of which appeared to have been fundamental to the design of the boat. Chichester describes all these troubles at length in his book Gipsy Moth Circles the World and grumbled about them at the time, earning a fair amount of criticism from both friends and the press for what, at times, sounded like peevish recrimination. On the other hand, one needs to understand how he must have felt, trying to combat these faults on his own over a long period, across thousands of miles of storm-wracked ocean.

         He was ready to sail from Plymouth on 27 August 1966. Sheila, his son Giles and a close friend had crewed the boat with him from London to Plymouth; they sailed with him out into the harbour and were taken off by boat. Left on his own, he tacked up and down behind the start line, competitive as always, determined to cross the line the very moment the start-gun fired, even though he was racing against no one but himself and the voyage ahead was over 14,000 miles.

         At sixty-five, despite age and his struggle against illness, he was extraordinarily fit and trim. He had become a vegetarian, mainly to combat arthritis, and regularly undertook yoga-based exercises, becoming a great believer in the benefits of standing on his head. Chichester was only around five foot nine and yet, because he was lithe and thin and wiry and through the sheer vibrant energy of his personality, he gave the impression of being a much taller man, with his strong face, firm jaw, thin lips that almost vanished when he smiled and prominent nose, framed by glasses. A laconic, dry sense of humour made him good company. I only met him once, when he took me out to lunch in 1972; he wanted to learn as much as possible about the climber’s use of jumar clamps in climbing a rope. He thought he might be able to use them to climb his mast, if he had to do any work on it. He was a delightful host but it was easy to see the single-minded determination below the surface. It was that of someone who would use anyone and anything to the full to achieve his objectives and, of course, without this drive he would not have achieved a fraction of what he had done in a uniquely full life.

         As he set sail from Plymouth there were no regrets and few doubts. He was used to being alone – indeed he welcomed it. Very matter-of-factly he had got down to the business of solitary sailing. The key challenge of the voyage was the empty windswept seas of the Southern Ocean and, in a way, the run down the Atlantic was a time to shake down, to sort out problems, work out systems, even to get one’s sea legs. During the first few days Chichester suffered from seasickness. At the same time, being in the shipping lanes, he had the constant worry of being run down by an unobservant merchant ship, one of the greatest hazards of the yachtsman, particularly a solitary one. In a normal race Gipsy Moth IV would have had a crew of six, taking turns to sleep, change the sails, run watches, cook the meals and take care of the endless round of minor repairs and maintenance that beset any yacht being driven hard.

         Chichester was racing himself on the longest race that anyone had ever undertaken, intensely aware of each day’s progress, setting himself targets that he was determined to attain, fifty-one days out, he reached the latitude of the Roaring Forties, the great Southern Ocean where the winds, uninterrupted by land, are spun by the revolution of the earth in a westerly direction and the seas are driven up by the winds into fifty-foot waves. It is a watery wilderness of chill winds and rain, of successive depressions that carry violent storms, where there is very little let-up for a solitary yachtsman. This is where the stress to man and boat is at its most acute. With day after day of high seas everything becomes damp; there is no opportunity for drying out sleeping bags and the only way to dry out one’s clothes is to go to bed wearing them, still damp, and dry them by one’s own body heat. On wild nights the solo sailor usually goes to bed fully clad in oilskins, to avoid the delay of getting dressed each time some emergency summons him on deck through the night. The boat itself is permanently heeled, when it isn’t being tossed all over the place by squall or storm. There is little or no relaxation, rarely an uninterrupted sleep of more than a few hours, the agony of time and time again forcing oneself out of the comparative warmth of a damp sleeping bag, into the savage wind, spray and rain of a pitch-black night to adjust sails, to put the boat back on course. This means stumbling across a bucking deck in the dark, waves smashing in from all sides, struggling with ropes and winches, clearing fouled yards with numbed fingers.

         Chichester wrote:

         ‘I was fagged out and I grew worried by fits of intense depression. Often I could not stand up without hanging on to some support and I wondered if I had something wrong with my balancing nerves. I felt weak, thin and somehow wasted, and I had a sense of immense loneliness and a feeling of hopelessness, as if faced with imminent doom. On November 5th I found that I could not stand on my legs without support, just as if I had emerged from hospital after three months in bed. I was exhausted after a long struggle with the radio on the previous evening, and a long-drawn battle with the mainsail during the night finished me off. Then I thought, “Husky young men on fully-crewed yachts during an ocean race of a few days have been known to collapse from sheer exhaustion. I have been doing this single-handed for more than two months. Is it any wonder that I feel exhausted?” That cheered me up a bit, and I made two resolutions: firstly to try to relax and take some time off during the day; secondly to eat more nourishing food.’

         He managed to keep going through a combination of determination and self-discipline, but the boat’s gear was now beginning to fall apart. One of the most important pieces of equipment, and certainly the most fragile, is the self-steering. This is a small vane or even sail, usually at the stern, which is either linked to the rudder itself or sometimes to a small extra rudder, which reacts to any change of course the boat takes to bring it back on to its original heading in relation to the wind; it enables the solitary yachtsman to get some sleep at night, to work on maintenance jobs during the day and even to relax occasionally to read a book. It is not the complete panacea, however, and to get the best from the boat the sailor must constantly check the trim of the sails and make minor adjustments to the course, even in a steady wind. Chichester’s self-steering gear was slightly damaged in the first storm to hit him in the Roaring Forties and, some days later, was completely destroyed – an experience shared by almost all single-handed circumnavigators. It was a grim moment for Chichester:

         ‘The sight of the self-steering gear broken beyond repair acted like a catalyst. At first I turned cold inside and my feelings, my spirit, seemed to freeze and sink inside me. I had a strange feeling that my personality was split and I was watching myself drop the sails efficiently and lift out the broken gear coolly. My project was killed. Not only was my plan to race a hundred days to Sydney shattered, but to take a non-stop passage there was impossible too. Then I found that I was not really crestfallen; it was a relief. I realised that I had been waiting for this to happen for a long time.’

         He altered course to head for Fremantle, Western Australia, and started to adjust his tackle to try to make the boat sail on its own without the self-steering. On 17 November his resolve returned. His habitual ingenuity had, at least partly, solved the problem. He swung the boat back on course for Sydney. He realised that now he had little hope of reaching his target of a hundred days, but he came extraordinarily close to it, pulling into Sydney harbour on 12 December to find a hero’s welcome on his 107th day.

         The first part of his journey was over. He had made both the longest and fastest ever non-stop, single-handed voyage. But it had taken a severe toll; he was undoubtedly weakened and tired, both physically and mentally. He was very sensitive about two pictures taken on his arrival in Sydney, one of him embracing his son, Giles, who towered over him, making him look like a frail old man in tears, and another of him seeming to be helped by a policeman off the boat. As a result of these there was a strong outcry both in the press and from close friends. Lord Dulverton, the principal owner of the Gipsy Moth IV, sent a telegram urging him to abandon his circumnavigation, newspaper columnists and prominent members of the yachting world foretold doom but Chichester, although needled by the constant sniping, was determined to go on. To this end he had the boat completely overhauled, altered the shape of the keel, increasing its weight and changing the stowage.

         After seven weeks he set out from Sydney on 29 January with a boat that was improved. Both he and his boat were put to the test all too soon. A tropical storm was forecast in the Tasman Sea, but this had not deterred him. He was buffeted throughout the day by violent winds and mounting seas, and was feeling queasy from what, at the time, he thought was sea-sickness, though later decided was the after-effects of Australian champagne. As a result he could not bring himself to secure with a rope the net carrying his two big genoa sails, which were stowed amidships. He fled below from the bucking deck, took off his oilskins and lay down on the bunk, the only way of withstanding the violent rocking of the boat. Switching off the light he dropped off into the fitful sleep of the sailor who, rather like a wild animal, probably always has some level of consciousness to detect any change in the state of the boat. He did not hear the huge wave which must have hit the boat, but was conscious of her rolling over. It just did not stop.

         ‘I said to myself, “Over she goes!” I was not frightened, but intensely alert and curious. This is the sensation shared, I think, by most people in the actual moment of disaster; I have had the same feeling in a climbing fall, with a flash of curiosity wondering what it will be like when I hit the ground. Most of us feel fear, but this is usually in anticipation of danger rather than at the time of disaster. Then, there is no time for it; there is even an excitement in getting out of the situation. Chichester describes his own response:

         ‘Then a lot of crashing and banging started, and my head and shoulders were being bombarded by crockery and cutlery and bottles. I had an oppressive feeling of the boat being on top of me. I wondered if she would roll over completely and what the damage would be; but she came up quietly the same side that she had gone down. I reached up and put my bunk light on. It worked, giving me a curious feeling of something normal in a world of utter chaos. I have only a confused idea of what I did for the next hour or so. I had an absolutely hopeless feeling when I looked at the pile of jumbled up food and gear all along the cabin. Anything that was in my way when I wanted to move I think I put back in its right place, though feeling as I did so that it was a waste of time as she would probably go over again. The cabin was two foot deep all along with a jumbled-up pile of hundreds of tins, bottles, tools, shackles, blocks, two sextants and oddments. Every settee locker, the whole starboard bunk, and the three starboard drop lockers had all emptied out when she was upside down. Water was swishing about on the cabin sole beside the chart table, but not much. I looked into the bilge which is five feet deep, but it was not quite full, for which I thought, “Thank God”.’

         I am sure Chichester’s approach to the shambles to which his boat had been reduced and the danger of another capsize, was as matter-of-fact as his description. On deck, most important of all, he found that his mast was still standing with the rigging undamaged, mainly because he had taken down all the sails before turning in that night. A monohull boat, when rolled over by waves or wind, will always right itself because of the weight of ballast and that of the keel; the real danger, though, is that the mast might break, particularly if there is any sail set. There is also the danger that the dog house, coach roof or hatches might be smashed, laying the boat open to the waves. Fortunately, in Chichester’s case, there was no damage and his only loss was one of the genoa sails and some lengths of rope he had failed to tie down the night before.

         The wind was still howling through the rigging, the seas mountainous, but he was desperately tired and realised he needed to conserve his energies. He decided, therefore, ‘To Hell with everything’, went down below, cleared the mess of cutlery, plates and bottles from his bunk, snuggled down into the soaking wet bedding, fully dressed in his oilskins, and fell into a deep sleep, not waking until it was broad daylight.

         When he awoke the wind was still gusting at between forty and fifty-five knots but he set to, first checking the boat for serious structural damage and then starting the appalling task of clearing up the mess. Although only two days out, it never occurred to him to return to Sydney or call in at a New Zealand port. Damage to the boat was superficial and, remarkably, the self-steering gear had survived the capsize, though the socket for the vane shaft was very nearly off. He fixed this, however, without too much trouble and sailed on, north of New Zealand, heading for Cape Horn.

         There were more crises, falls and minor injuries, the constant wear and tear to his own sixty-five-year-old frame and that of his boat. There were more storms, but none as dangerous as that of the Tasman Sea and when, at last, he reached the Horn – the most notorious place for storms anywhere in the world – it was almost an anticlimax. The seas were big and the wind strong, but they were nothing to some of the seas that Chichester had had to face It was also positively crowded compared to the Southern Ocean. The Royal Naval Ice Patrol ship HMS Protector had come there to greet him, a tiny Piper Apache chartered by the Sunday Times and BBC flew from Tierra del Fuego to film him from the air as his boat, under the storm jib, raced through the white-capped seas of the Horn. In some ways it was a natural focal point of the voyage, a kind of oceanic summit but, like reaching the summit of a mountain, the adventure was by no means over; having got up, you have got to get back down again. In Chichester’s case he had a long haul, a good 9,000 miles. There were more storms, more wear and tear, but he was now heading into kinder climes.

         Yet he never stopped competing with himself, never ceased trying to get the very best out of his boat, making runs of up to 188 miles a day, driven on by the winds of the North-East Trades, doing 1,215 miles a week. These were records for single-handed sailing, something of which he was intensely aware.

         And then, at last, towards the end of May he entered the English Channel and came in to a welcome that is certainly unique in post-war adventure – even greater, perhaps, than that for John Hunt and his party after Everest. It had been announced on his arrival at Sydney that Chichester would receive a knighthood. This honour no more than reflected the huge popular acclaim he had already achieved. He was met by a fleet of boats outside Plymouth; a quarter of a million people watched him sail into the harbour and many millions more saw his arrival on television.

         One man who was not there was Donald Crowhurst, a businessman and amateur sailor who had followed Chichester’s voyage avidly, had been inspired, as had others, to wonder if he could perhaps cap this achievement by sailing single-handed non-stop round the world. That day Crowhurst chose to go off sailing with a friend in the Bristol Channel. They listened to the commentary of Chichester’s arrival on the yacht radio and, perhaps out of envy, chose to belittle and joke about the adulation Chichester was receiving. But the yachting world joined the vast majority of the British public in recognising not just Chichester’s achievement but the enormous stature of the man himself. The whole voyage of 29,630 miles had taken just nine months and one day, from Plymouth to Plymouth, of which the sailing time was 226 days.

         Chichester was an innovator, one of the greatest ever in the adventure field. It is in no way belittling to the achievements of Ed Hillary and Tenzing to say they achieved what they did on Everest as part of a team, using traditional methods and following practically all the way in the steps of the Swiss team that so nearly reached the summit in 1952 (indeed, it was the Swiss team that broke some of the greatest physical and psychological barriers).

         Chichester, on the other hand, brought a completely new concept to small boat sailing, both in terms of distance and speed; he set his own rules, conceived his own challenges and had done so throughout his life, from the days he set up flying records in the ’thirties until this, his crowning glory. His achievement in going round the world on his own with only one stop, faster than any small boat had done so previously, would have been an extraordinary feat for a man of any age; the fact that he was sixty-five made it all the more incredible and certainly increased its public appeal still further.

         Chichester undoubtedly enjoyed both the acclaim and the money he was able to make by exploiting his achievement. Several of his friends have mentioned, sometimes wryly, that he was a good self-publicist. Perhaps he was, but I am quite sure that the real drive that spurred him on was not the need to make a name for himself. In Chichester the most important motive seems to have been his intense competitiveness, combined with an adventurous curiosity that was undoubtedly technically orientated. He was not in the least bit interested in the direct physical effort required to climb a mountain or row the Atlantic; he enjoyed working through machines that were still sufficiently simple to have a close and direct contact with the elements, firstly in the open cockpit of the Gipsy Moth and then behind the helm of his yachts.

         The competitiveness and curiosity never left him; having circumnavigated the globe he sought other challenges that he, an ageing but indomitable and realistic man, felt he could meet. Once again he created the competition, wrote his own rules and then tried like hell to win. He had a new boat built, Gipsy Moth V, which was even bigger than Gipsy Moth IV and very much easier to sail. He set himself the challenge of sailing 4,000 miles in twenty days, to average 200 miles a day – this in his seventieth year. He didn’t quite make it, taking twenty-two and three-tenths days for the run. On the way back across the Atlantic he was hit by a storm as ferocious as any he had encountered in the Southern Ocean; his boat capsized but recovered, and he was able to sail her back to port.

         But by now his health was beginning to fail; he was a sick man but, still refusing to give up, he entered for the 1972 trans-Atlantic single-handed race. His agent, George Greenfield, described how at the start he was so weak he could barely climb down a ten-foot ladder from the wharf to his boat. He set sail all the same, in considerable pain, heavily dosed with pain-killing drugs. A short way out into the Atlantic he was involved in a collision with a French weather ship that had come too close. It is not clear what their intentions had been, whether to give him help or whether just out of curiosity, but the collision broke Gipsy Moth’s mast and damaged the hull. There was no question of being able to continue the race. His son, Giles, and friend and editor of many of his books, John Anderson, were flown out by Royal Naval helicopter to help him and Giles, with a Royal Naval crew, sailed the boat back to Plymouth.

         Chichester went straight into hospital and died shortly afterwards from cancer. His prayer – at least in part – had been answered: ‘From death before we are ready to die, good Lord deliver us.’

         Few people can have led such a full life.
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