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My Thanks to My Supporters


This solo circumnavigation was, apart from the actual sailing, a surprisingly intensive joint effort put up by many friends and supporters. I find it difficult to thank everyone who helped me, but I would like to name a few who, as the venture progressed, so willingly gave their assistance.


In England before the start: Paul Hodder-Williams and George Greenfield who both backed the idea from the moment it was mooted; Harold Evans of The Sunday Times and Alastair Hetherington of The Guardian who believed the project sound enough to buy the radio despatches. I have written of several supporters and helpers in the book: Colonel Whitbread, Lord Dulverton, architects Warwick Hood and Alan Payne, their Excellencies the Governor-General and Lady Casey, Captain Max Hinchliffe RAN, Jim Mason, George Gardiner and John Pleasants; the four apprentices of Kelvin and Hughes; John Fairhall, Murray Sayle and Nigel Forbes.


Other helpers who were not written about in the book include: Monica Cooper and the staff of Francis Chichester Ltd, George West, Supervisor of the GPO Marine Radio Section at Brent, Ernest Rayment of Kelvin and Hughes who helped me collect my library of charts.


In Sydney many people made us feel at home as well as helping us in every possible way: the Lord Chief Justice and Lady Barwick, His Excellency the British High Commissioner and Lady Johnston; Hugh and Bar Eaton; Commander Wood, RN, of Canberra; the Flag Officer and staff of the RSYS; the Commodore and Secretary of the CCA; President Nancy Leebold and the officers of the Australian Institute of Navigation; William Vines, Managing Director of the IWS; Jim Sare and Darli McCourt of Hodder and Stoughton, Sydney, who dealt with thousands of letters, mostly from young people; Terry O’Keefe and Pat McCarthy of IWS; Colin, Lorna and Robert Anderson; Peter Green, Captain James Dunkley of Oriana who looked after Sheila so well, and took home my charts used on the passage Plymouth to Sydney.


On return to England: the Commander-in-Chief, Plymouth, and Lady Talbot; the Lord Mayor, Lady Mayoress and the Corporation of Plymouth; Mr Lloyd-Jones, the Town Clerk and Mr Bottom, the Public Relations Officer; the Vice-Commodore, flag officers, and Captain and Mrs Terence Shaw of the Royal Western YC of England; Surgeon Rear-Admiral Stanley Miles and the staff of the RN Hospital, Plymouth; Dr Gordon Latto; Frank Carr, who collated for me all the historical details of Sir Francis Drake’s knighting at Greenhithe by Elizabeth I; Erroll Bruce, our delightful sailing and naval etiquette master on the sail up from Plymouth to London; Lord Simon, Chairman, Commander Gilbert Parmiter, harbour master, and the staff of the Port of London Authority; Chief Superintendent D. Davies of the Thames Division Metropolitan Police and his staff; Captain and Mrs Arples and the staff of the Training ship Worcester; Sir Richard Colville, press officer to HM The Queen.


At Greenwich: Admiral-President Sir Horace Lyddon and Captain M. A. J. Hennell of the Royal Naval College, Greenwich; the Lord Mayor of London and Lady Bellinger; the Corporation of the City of London; the Remembrancer Sir Paul Davie and Colonel Britton.


I would like to thank, too, Raymond Seymour, our guiding star in public relations, and John Fox of Whitbreads whose help was invaluable.


All these people did far more for me and the voyage than they need have done.


Finally, after the oceanic hurly-burly was done, John and Helen Anderson, who achieved the editing of about 400,000 words that I have written about this voyage, to bring it down to book size ready for printing in September 1967. If you like the book, praise them; if you don’t, blame me.


F.C.


September, 1967






Acknowledgement is due to The Times for permission to reproduce the extract by Murray Sayle which appeared in The Times on March 21, 1967; to The Sun for permission to quote the interview between John Seddon and Alan Villiers (January 12, 1967); to The Guardian for permission to quote from Alan Villiers’s letter, published January 11, 1967; and to Rupert Hart-Davis, Ltd, for permission to quote from A Gypsy of the Horn by Rex Clements.






1. The Dream




This is a fairy story for me. Long, long ago, as the best fairy stories begin, I wanted to fly round the world alone. At the end of 1929, I had flown from London to Sydney alone in my Gipsy Moth plane, rigged as a land plane. I wanted to circle the world alone and the only way I could see of doing it was by fitting out the Gipsy Moth as a seaplane, which would enable me to route my voyage through Japan and Northern Canada, where there were no airfields at suitable intervals. So I learnt how to fly a seaplane, converted the Gipsy Moth into one, and set off again from Sydney. How I flew into the half-mile span of steel telephone wires stretched across the harbour at Katsuura and was catapulted into the harbour is another story. That ended my solo attempt, and, indeed, it was only a miracle that I escaped alive. That was in 1931.


As the years passed, this urge to circle the world alone lay dormant in me, like a gorse seed which will lie in the earth for fifty years until the soil is stirred to admit some air, or light, and the seed suddenly burgeons. And so it was with me, only flying, meanwhile, gradually lost the attractions of pioneering to become a matter of technical training and piloting expertise, and all the places that I had hoped to go to, where an aeroplane had never been, had not only seen aeroplanes, but had grown used to them, and the usage of them.


I will not go into details about how in 1953 I changed over from flying to ocean racing in yachts. I have already described this in my book The Lonely Sea and the Sky. After the record-breaking attempt I made in 1962, in my solo voyage across the North Atlantic in my yacht Gipsy Moth III, I decided that there was a chance of circumnavigating the world solo in an interesting, attractive way. Hundreds of yachtsmen have sailed round the world, including many sailing alone. Nearly all these have followed the well-beaten trail along the Trade Wind belts. I think most of them have taken about three years over the voyage. But I knew only of eight yachts which had circumnavigated by way of Cape Horn. Actually, there was a ninth which I did not know about—Bernard Moitessier’s Joshua, in which Bernard and his wife Frangoise had rounded the Horn, though I do not think they had circumnavigated. The Horn was the big attraction in a voyage round the world. For years it had been in the back of my mind. It not only scared me, frightened me, but I think it would be fair to say that it terrified me. The accounts of the storms there are, quite simply, terrifying. The tale of ships lost in that region could never be completed because there have been so many.


I told myself for a long time that anyone who tried to round the Horn in a small yacht must be crazy. Of the eight yachts I knew to have attempted it, six had been capsized or somersaulted, before, during or after the passage. I hate being frightened, but, even more, I detest being prevented by fright. At the same time the Horn had a fearsome fascination, and it offered one of the greatest challenges left in the world.


I started reading up every interesting account I could find, and from every success or failure there was something to be learned. Finally, I began to cheer up; most of the yachts were, I considered, unsuitable for the task, yet only two had been lost with their crews. I thought that, with a suitable craft, and suitable tactics, I could make the voyage.


The second interest for me was that I saw a chance of making the fastest voyage round the world that had ever been made in a small boat. I planned a two-passage voyage, with Sydney the only port of call. This was the only way to make speed. I got the idea from 1929, when I tried to beat the time of Hinkler’s wonderful solo flight from England to Australia. The chief reason for my failure then, in my opinion, was that I planned two flights a day and lost hours of valuable daylight dealing with all the authorities, passport, customs, etc., in two different countries each day, whereas Hinkler made one long flight per day. I certainly would have made one long flight if I had been able to get permission to carry more petrol—I was only allowed to fit two extra tanks—but I ought to have overcome this obstacle somehow.


To sail a yacht from Plymouth to Sydney in one stage was a most formidable proposition: could it be done? I measured it off somewhat hurriedly, and made it 13,750 miles. This was along the old clipper way, which the square-rigged ships followed, and reckoned the fastest route after they had experimented with every kind of diversion over a hundred years, and with ten thousand ships. (When, later, I measured it more carefully and slowly, it came out at 14,100 miles.) What was the best time that I could hope to do this in? In 1964, in the second solo race across the Atlantic, I was beaten by Lieutenant Eric Tabarly of the French Navy, who had a boat specially built for the race; his speed was 105½ miles per day for the east-west crossing of the Atlantic. On the west-east passage home after the race I had my son Giles with me, and we averaged 126 miles per day. I reckoned that the clipper way would be more like the west-east passage across the Atlantic than the east-west. On the other hand, a passage of 14,000 miles was a very different proposition from one of 3,200 miles. However, I reckoned that 126 miles per day was a fair target, at least one that I could aim for, and hope to hit.


I had known that there would be a boat or boats specially built for the 1964 Transatlantic race, and I dare say that I could have got myself a new boat, too, if I had really tried; but I did not want to try then, because by now I had set my heart on the round-the-world voyage, and already the Transatlantic race had become secondary in importance to me. I saw it as a chance to test my theories as to what would be the best kind of hull, gear and tactics for this round-the-world voyage. The 1964 race had fourteen starters, and it was a slice of good luck for me that I was beaten, coming second to the Frenchman, Eric Tabarly. My sporting cousin, Tony Dulverton, went along to see my wife Sheila during the race and said, “Why had I not got a suitable boat which would stand a chance against the Frenchman?” He added that he would provide me with a boat for the next race in 1968. When I got back to England I told him of my round-the-world-Cape-Horn ambitions, and he agreed to provide me with the boat that I wanted.


Now I must go back a bit in time. Before the 1964 race I had been to the naval architect, John Illingworth, and discussed a Gipsy Moth IV for trans-ocean solo racing. His firm of Illingworth and Primrose was to design it, and preliminary sketches were prepared. At or about the time of the race a place was booked in Souter’s boatyard at Cowes for building this yacht in 1965. The price quoted me by John was within my range, provided that I sold Gipsy Moth III first. The construction was to be of a multi-skinned hull; that is to say, a number of thin skins or plankings laid diagonally across each other and glued together, so that the hull would be, in effect, a moulded piece of plywood. I asked for a scow-shaped hull, that is to say of broad beam, shallow draught, and flattish bottom, with a deep keel. John said this would not do, because a scow-shaped hull would pound too heavily in the open sea. I was happy to leave the hull design entirely to him. I had a great admiration for his successes in ocean racing. While I was still in America after the 1964 Transatlantic solo race, a cable arrived from Illingworth and Primrose suggesting that I should share the cost of the mould for this boat with Lort Phillips, who was building a boat for my rival in the race, Valentine Howells. I was upset at the thought of sharing what I had always assumed was a design exclusive for myself, and so I abandoned this particular project.


Perhaps I should observe here that singlehanded racing is very different from racing with a full, and probably expert, crew. With a good crew, a boat can be expected to sail at its greatest possible speed the whole time. With a singlehander, it is a different case. He cannot man the helm, and keep the sails trimmed for their maximum efficiency, for twenty-four hours a day, as can be done with a crewed-up boat. Success for the singlehander depends largely on his judgement as to what will be the best rig, and tactics, while he is asleep. He also depends enormously on what kind of boat he has, what effort-saving gear he uses, and what fatigue he can spare himself by using cunning tactics. With a lot of crewed-up yachts, all sailed at their maximum speed, the race would go to the best boat, which might well mean that there was no true race at all, and for that reason handicapping is essential. In a singlehanded race across an ocean handicapping is nonsense.


After sailing back across the Atlantic from the 1964 race I was, as usual after a long voyage, in an optimistic, happy mood, and when Tony Dulverton said that he wanted to build a boat for me, I suggested again that Illingworth and Primrose should be the designers. Tony said that Camper and Nicholsons must build it, because they have the reputation of being the best yacht-builders in the world, and they had built his grandfather’s yacht. Sheila also was keen to build at Camper and Nicholsons. She reckoned that we would get the best from them and believed in having it. At a meeting of the architects, the builders, Sheila and me, Tony announced that the boat must be built in the best possible way, regardless of expense. This ensured, of course, that it would be an expensive boat. I am a business man, and I was one of the few pioneer aviators, if not the only one, who made the money which was used to pay for the aeroplanes he flew. My yachts, Gipsy Moth II and Gipsy Moth III, were also paid for with money that I had saved in business, so I could never have entered into the deal that was made, whereby Camper and Nicholsons, unable to quote a definite price for the boat, were not restricted as to the amount it would cost. However, Tony said, generously, that I was to have no worry whatever about finance; I was to be free to get on with preparations for the voyage.


John Illingworth’s original design was for a yacht of only 8 tons displacement, but after this meeting he increased the length of the boat from 48 to 54 feet. I said, facetiously, that it might as well have a few more feet and become a Twelve Metre! I then said that although my original wish as to size was 9 tons Thames Measurement, I would agree to increasing the size, so that the displacement was 9 tons; but that it must not be any bigger. Perhaps I should explain here that “Thames Measurement” is a convenitional formula for expressing the tonnage of yachts, while “displacement” represents the actual weight of a boat. Accepting the Thames Measurement figure for the displacement would mean a substantially bigger boat. Illingworth said he wanted the size for speed, and that it would be a very light, easily driven hull. I said that the mainsail must not exceed 300 square feet; his plan had a mainsail of less than 300 square feet, a mizzen of about 140 square feet and the largest foresails were a working jib of 200 square feet and a genoa staysail, also of 200 square feet. This seemed a very small sail plan for a 54-foot boat, and I said so. He said that the hull would be of such light displacement that it would be easily driven by this sail area. I believed, however, that the boat would scarcely have moved in light airs with that sail plan, and it was fortunate that I asked for a jib 50 per cent larger; and I also asked for two big genoas, three times as big as his biggest foresail, that is, 600 square feet each. I objected to the long, pointed counter on the plan, which seemed to me to be a potential weakness, and the length was cut down to 53 feet I inch. I did not gain much, however, because the self-steering gear was then perched up beyond the counter. The design had a short, deep keel amidships, with a separate rudder and skeg aft. I thought this design would be unsafe running in big seas down south, and John agreed to extend the keel to the rudder. Building was to start at the end of 1964, and to be finished by September 1965.


Almost every week Sheila and I went down to Portsmouth to talk about the boat and to see how things were going, chiefly in the hope of getting things done. The summer dragged on; often there seemed to be no change whatever from one week to another. It became obvious that the boat could not possibly be finished by autumn. We then got another promise that it would be finished by January.


According to John Illingworth, Gipsy Moth IV was going to be a very fast boat indeed. I used to lie awake at night imagining her steering down the faces of the great Southern Ocean rollers and, with surfing, perhaps, going so fast that she would be able to challenge the great runs of the clippers. Her waterline length was 39½ feet so that her theoretical maximum speed should have been in any case close to 200 miles per day. (The theoretical maximum speed of an ordinary boat—that is, one that does not rise half out of the water and plane—is a function of the waterline length.)


One of the things that worried me was that John insisted on having a specially big, powerful and heavy self-steering gear designed for the boat. I could not understand this because Colonel Hasler’s standard self-steering gear had brought about half the competing boats across the Atlantic safely in the 1963 single-handed race without any problems, or breakdowns. But John argued that the heavier gear was essential for the bigger boat. If I had insisted on Hasler’s standard gear, changing the design of the boat, if necessary, to accommodate it, I think now that I might have saved myself a great deal of worry and grim work.


After reading Lubbock’s books on the clippers, I came to the conclusion that their average passage time from Plymouth to Sydney was 100 days*. I could try to equal this, an average speed of 137½ miles per day, or so I thought then, basing my calculations on my original rough measurement of the distance to Sydney. Actually, it entailed a daily speed of 141 miles, or nearly six knots, day and night, for over three months. I decided that when the time came I would give out that I was trying to equal 100 days, a good round number, which people could understand. What I was really after was a voyage round the world faster than any small boat had made before; but I did not want to say anything about this; I still had the feeling, inherited from the early flying days, that disclosing a particularly difficult objective was to invite failure.




What fast small boat circumnavigations was I competing against? Vito Dumas, the Argentinian, had circled the world in a year and ten days, and during his voyage he made the longest solo passage that had been made until now, 7,400 miles. But his circle was round the bottom of the globe, and while this does not diminish the fine achievement of his voyage, it gave him a route of some 20,000 miles only; a circumnavigation where the vessel passes through two points on the earth’s surface which are diametrically opposite each other would be more like 30,000 miles. No other small boat seemed to have completed a circumnavigation in any time approaching that of Vito Dumas.


I begged Camper and Nicholsons to get the boat finished by the end of January 1966, so that I could see her in the water before I left for a month’s get-fit visit to the South of France. However, she was not launched until March. There was a launching party—something I don’t approve of, because I think that the time to celebrate is after a boat has done something, not before. Sheila launched the boat. Sheila has a sure, almost uncanny, instinct concerning ships and boats, and if she had been left alone on this occasion all would have gone well; unfortunately, she took advice from Charles Blake, the manager of Camper and Nicholsons. Now Charles is a most delightful person, amusing, friendly, kindly and knowledgeable, a man that any boy would give a term’s pocket money to have as an uncle. But in this small matter he slipped up; he said to Sheila, “You don’t need to throw the bottle of champagne—just let it drop down to the stem.” Sheila did so, and the bottle did not break! I was horrified; my heart sank; I thought. What a terrible omen. At her next try, she did it her own way, and the bottle smashed against the stem perfectly. Then the hull stuck on the greased ways, and would not move towards the sea. I had a cold despair of premonition in me. I jumped down, and pushed with my shoulder against one of the launching cradles. I knew that this must seem odd to the people watching, but I was determined that if any slightest effort of mine could make that boat go, she should have it applied. Slowly, she began to move, and finally floated off on the water. 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!”




* Captain Jagoe said later that 100 days was the average of the fastest clippers, that 127 days was the average of all the clippers.




2. Frustrations




At the first trial in the Solent, the very first thing that we noticed was that the mainsail fouled the lower shroud while the yacht was still on the wind, so these shrouds had to be fitted with levers, and every time I wanted to sail slightly off the wind on a close fetch I had to move up to the mainmast, release the leeward lever, and tie back the shroud to the mainmast to prevent it from chafing the sail. One of my first demands for a singlehander’s boat is that there should be no levers or runners—I had had the rig of Gipsy Moth III changed to get rid of the back stay levers. Yet here I was with this boat, which had to carry me round the world, with not only levers on the lower shrouds, but also another pair of levers on the back stays, which were clumsy to operate every time I wanted to set a mizzen staysail. The next thing that happened, far more serious, was that a puff of wind, only Force 6, heeled the boat right over, so that the masts were horizontal, parallel with the water surface. John Illingworth and Colonel “Blondie” Hasler were on board for this trial. We all had different views on how far over Gipsy Moth went. John said she was nowhere near horizontal. Blondie said, “I thought at the time she went over 80°, but afterwards I thought to myself one probably exaggerates, and that she probably did not go over so far.” I was sitting on the edge of the cockpit, and I kept watching the mast and never took my eyes off it as I particularly wanted to see how far over she would go. Campers’ men told me that she lay over with her toe rail under water when on her mooring in a moderate puff of wind. Here was a boat which would lay over on her beam ends on the flat surface of the Solent; the thought of what she would do in the huge Southern Ocean seas put ice into my blood.


John decided to slip her again as soon as the tides were favourable, to cut away chunks of deadwood in the keel, and to fill the holes thereby made until 2,400 pounds of lead had been added to the keel. But as she could not be slipped until April I had her to myself to do some preliminary solo sailing in her for two or three weeks. One day in the Solent I was furling the mainsail. With only the headsails and the mizzen up she would still heel 30-40°. On the deck which I had requested to be flush, so that big waves could sweep it, without meeting any superstructure to carry away, there were two skylights-made of metal and armoured glass by a French firm. These were two items of equipment on the boat which always worked perfectly, but unfortunately I had not then got used to having glass in the middle of the deck; it was slippery, wet with spray, my feet shot from under me and, owing to the heel of the boat, I came down a most colossal crash on my thigh. The pain was intense for a while, but eased as I finished off the job and put the boat back to her mooring. I found a purple-black bruise about five inches in diameter on my thigh but the pain went off, and I went about my ordinary business, with no pain or trouble for four days. Then I noticed that this purple-black patch was spreading, and that it was down below my knee, and up into my buttock. Now the pain began, and I found my foot half-paralysed. This partial paralysis, or if that is not the right word, complete loss of feeling and power of movement, attacked one part of my foot at a time—at one time the small toes might be out of action, another time the big toe, another time the outside of the foot, and so on. Like a fool I did not go to my doctor: the truth was, I was frightened that he would try to stop my voyage. I worked hard with exercises, trying to get back the movement in my foot and leg. It was a bad handicap, not so much because I had lost all balancing control in that leg, for I knew that I could get along on the boat without it, using my hands, and by pressing some part of my body against the mast or a shroud to keep balance, but because I could not walk, or do my daily exercises which are essential to keep me fit. Indeed, it was to be fifteen months before I could begin to walk enough to get real exercise from it.


Well, the boat was slipped, which cost me a month’s valuable sailing trials. The shipwrights made a fine job, sawing out huge chunks of wood from the keel deadwood, and pouring in molten lead in its place. When Gipsy Moth was relaunched she was better, but still horribly tender, lying over to a light breeze. The discomfort below was great. All along during the building, John had demanded that all the fittings and furnishings must be as light as possible to save weight. For example, he specified that the bunks should not have any lining between them and the hull. As the deck leaked all the way along where it joined the hull, when I got into the open sea, this would have meant that, lying in a bunk, I would have had the water streaming on to my bedclothes. Fortunately as it turned out, Campers thought this was a mistake, and put lining in between the bunks and the hull. While pressing for economy of weight in such ways, at the same time, John suggested a second lavatory, or “heads” as we call it. He said that when the boat was going fast it would be impossible to use the one forward. This surely was a novelty to have two lavatories for a singlehander and I was surprised at his proposal because of his expressed desire to keep the weight down, but I agreed for the one reason that I knew it would provide me with a really adequate cubicle for hanging up oilskins, which otherwise I should not have had. This is a most important feature for long ocean racing.


On top of all this, there was the tremendous extra weight of the special self-steering gear in the very worst place, aft of the end of the stern of the boat. There was the extra weight of the levers which had to be added, and that was on top of the deck, also in a bad place. To return to the discomfort below, in the autumn of 1964, Angus Primrose, the partner of Illingworth and Primrose, came over to Gipsy Moth III lying at her mooring in the Beaulieu River, and Sheila and I spent several hours with him laying out the interior of the new boat. My principle was that everything should be the same as in the previous boat, unless there was a definite reason for changing it. We measured all the cabin furniture, settees and bunks, also the galley layout, and we noted everything down. Unfortunately, all this was wasted, because his notes and plans were lost. By the time this was discovered, Gipsy Moth III had been stripped and laid up, and the same work could not be done again. However, Sheila had taken over the galley layout, and the general decorating and furnishing, and nearly every week discussed the items with the head joiner at Campers. In addition to that a full size “mock-up” model was made of the galley, and the next section of the boat to it, which contained my swinging chair and gimballed table. Sheila took the greatest trouble over all the details; but in spite of all this she did not get what she had designed and asked for and half the things went wrong.


For instance, if you opened one of the cupboards under the galley when the boat was heeled, the contents would spill out on to the cabin floor, and when I got out on the ocean I reckoned the stowage of cutlery, crockery, bottles, jars and tins was the worst I had experienced. They all rushed and banged from one side to the other when the boat changed heel, making a noise out on the ocean which I can only compare with a country fair in full swing. One thing that was good was the stowage of the saucepans, frying pans and the like. The cupboards above the galley were set so far back that they were out of normal reach. The plate racks were in an inaccessible well behind the galley sink, put farther back than planned, and the water which splashed into this well stayed there until there was a carpet of mouldy muck at the inaccessible bottom, bits of which were brought up every time a new plate was fished out. When the galley drawers got damp—and they were always being splashed with the water squirting under the ill-fitting sides of the cabin hatch—they jammed, so that it was impossible to open them; for weeks a lot of things I wanted were locked up in this way in one drawer. There was nothing to prevent these drawers, when they were working, from coming right out of their openings, unless they were shut tight, and several times a whole drawer shot across the cabin, emptying the whole lot of cutlery on the cabin floor.


The main cabin was cramped. Sheila did not have enough room to get in and out of her bunk when the yacht was heeled, and the side of the bunk had to be cut away and hinged. There was not a comfortable seat in the cabin, and although the table was too small for my needs, it was difficult to squeeze past it if the yacht was heeled, even when the flap was down. Very little came out as we originally planned. Time was short.


As for the construction, the shipwrights’ work was superb. The shipwrights were responsible for the six-skinned hull, and all the laminated frames and stem and stern pieces, and the keel. This hull stayed watertight throughout the voyage, and stood up to all the stresses and strains the boat was subjected to. The rest of the construction was a different matter. An immensely strong cabin doghouse was built of moulded laminations, with the armoured glass windows firmly bedded into it. But all round this doghouse, where it was joined to the plywood deck, leaked badly when I got out into the ocean. Similarly, the deck leaked all round where it was joined to the hull, with the result that the lockers were nearly all running wet. It became difficult to find a dry spot in any locker where I could stow gear which I wanted to keep dry. I tried to stow everything first in a plastic bag before putting it into the locker, but the trouble with these bags is that they sweat, and it is amazing how water from a locker running wet will find its way into a bag. I had trouble with the plumbing, too; the freshwater tanks continued to bring up clouds of fibrous, fungusy matter, presumably due to chemical action taking place on the inside of the tanks, or the pipes. The two fuel pipes, by which diesel oil was fed into the tanks in the keel for the motor used for charging batteries for the radio telephone and electric light, actually shrank and pulled away from the tanks when I was at sea, and presumably all the diesel oil would have spilled out into the bilge when the boat heeled if the tanks had not been narrow and deep, let right into the keel. I never could use the basin in the heads during the voyage, because, when the boat was heeled to port, if the lavatory was pumped out its contents were pumped into the basin, and there they stayed, however much pumping was done, until the boat heeled the other way, or until I mopped out the mess. As soon as I could I jammed the plug into the bottom of the basin, and kept it there.


When the builders came to fit the engine after the various alterations in plans, it was found that the propeller would be out of the water. The engine had to be moved forward into the cabin, thereby spoiling some lockers, and cutting down the available space.


I think it is important to mention these things, because they illustrate the sort of thing one has to try to foresee when planning a non-stop passage of more than three months’ duration. If things go wrong on a three or six days’ race, it is not a great hardship to put into port for mast or rigging trouble, while plumbing trouble, even if it results in loss of fresh water or fuel, would probably not do more than cause inconvenience or discomfort. The same failure of gear might well wreck a 14,000-mile voyage. My old Gipsy Moth III would have done well enough for the voyage, except for some constructional features. First of all, I wanted a flush deck, to give easy passage to breaking waves without risk to deck hamper. Secondly I thought I should have a stronger cabin top or doghouse. This was needed over the galley end of the cabin, partly because the floor rose up there, and partly because I wanted to be able to look around from the cabin. In Gipsy Moth IV this top was made immensely strong out of four skins of mahogany glued together over a mould, and the openings for the windows were cut after the gluing and moulding had been completed. It had rounded corners and edges, and would offer little resistance to a wave. Another feature of Gipsy Moth III that I wanted changed was the single-plank hull. I had a bad leak with this construction in the 1964 Transatlantic Race, which gave me a lot of trouble and cost me a lot of time. Such a leak, in the big seas of the Southern Ocean, might have opened up sufficiently for the boat to founder. Gipsy Moth IV was to have six skins of mahogany, the total only 7/8 inch thick, but immensely strong, and very light for all that strength. I also wanted a watertight bulkhead forward, eleven feet from the stem, which would give the boat a good chance of survival if she had a head-on collision with an iceberg.


One of the things I had asked of the designer was that the boat should be easily manoeuvrable with only the mainsail set. I had two things in view here; in the first place it is a great boon to a singlehander to be able to manoeuvre his craft easily, no matter how slowly, with only one sail set, and that must be the mainsail. I could take old Gipsy Moth III in and out of the moored yachts up the Beaulieu River with only the mainsail set, and I cannot recall ever touching anyone. The second point is that I reckon that if a yacht will manoeuvre easily with the mainsail only, she is likely to have a well-balanced rig when the headsails and mizzen sail are added, which means that she will require only a light touch on the helm. This is enormously valuable in a single-handed yacht, controlled by a self-steering gear. It means that the load on the self-steering gear will not be excessive. Our first day of trials, by tradition, was for builder’s trials, and I was not expected to take the helm. However, when I returned to the harbour and only the mainsail was set, I was given the helm. I sailed out towards the nearby jetty on the east side of the harbour, and when within 50 or 75 yards of it put the helm down to tack. Gipsy Moth IV would not answer the helm. We were headed right for the jetty and getting closer every minute but I was so angry that I did nothing but call to John about this. He started the motor, pushed it into gear, speeded it up, and got the boat round that way. The design had failed me badly in this respect.


I had been worried when John increased the length of the design to 54 feet, because for one thing the bigger the boat the more sail is required in light airs, and therefore the more work is required of the singlehander in setting sails and taking them down again. John was soothing and countered my opinion by saying two things: firstly that this boat would be so light that only a small sail area would be required to drive it, and secondly that it was so big that it would be able to carry its sails much longer in the changing wind than would a smaller boat. I want to make it clear that the original design for Gipsy Moth IV had a displacement of 8 tons. When John pushed the size up, increasing the length to 54 feet, I reasserted that 9 tons (Thames Measurement) was the optimum size for a singlehander to get most efficiency, and most speed. When John asserted so positively that this boat would be so easy to handle, and that the extra size would give me greater speed because it would push up the theoretical maximum speed, I raised my limit to 9 tons displacement. The boat as finally designed was of 9Vi tons displacement, which was already half a ton over my maximum figure. When the extra ballast had been added to the keel the displacement ended up at 11Vi tons—no less than 18 tons Thames Measurement! The latter was double the weight limit I had intended from the beginning, and the displacement was no less than 37½ per cent more than the final weight I had agreed to. The sail area could not be increased any more, because each sail was already up to the maximum which I could handle efficiently. Therefore, I was now going to have a boat greatly undercanvassed in light airs; also she would need all sail setting in much less wind than if the hull had been of the size I really wanted. John’s saying that she would carry her sail much longer than a small hull was true in a way, but drew attention away from the two facts which really concerned me—first, that because of the extra size I should have to set all sail much sooner, and secondly, that in a gale all the ordinary sail has to be stripped off to make way for storm sails, and I should still have all the work to do whether it was done sooner or later. With the bigger hull there would be more sails to strip off, and therefore more work to do.


I waited excitedly to see what speed I could get out of her in the Solent. At first I was disappointed, because she seemed slower than Gipsy Moth III in light airs, but she gave me a thrill when the breeze piped up to 24 knots and she reeled off 9 knots. This is certainly a thrilling speed for a singlehander. But there were two factors which I could well have taken more notice of; one was that she had to have all plain sails set to get up this speed in a 24-knot breeze, which meant that she would be undercanvassed with all plain sails in a lesser wind; and the other was that she heeled 30 to 40°. Being in the cockpit when sailing in the Solent one pays no attention to a heel of 35°—it just adds to the thrill of fast sailing. When it comes to working below at this angle of heel, it is a very different matter; and when the sailing is in big seas instead of the smooth waters of the Solent, an initial heel of 30 to 40° is unsafe. A big wave can push it over another 40°—and then what?


As speed was to be such an immensely important factor in my voyage, let me state some basic facts about it. Any kind of hull should be able to attain a speed (in knots) equal to 1.3 times the square root of the waterline length (in feet). For example, Joshua Slocum’s Spray in the 1890s could attain a speed of 8 or 9 knots, though her hull shape would give modern yacht-designers the horrors. Her stem and stern were nearly up and down, so that her waterline length and overall length were nearly the same. Whatever the modern designer’s views on Spray, the fact remains that she not only made fast passages—the 1,200 miles Slocum sailed in eight days in 1897 stood as a singlehanded record for seventy years, until about two years ago—but she was also a splendid seaworthy boat. There is no mention in any of Slocum’s writings of her ever having broached to, and I am sure he would have mentioned this if it had happened.


A hull designed solely for speed, like a crack Twelve Metre, can have a maximum speed of 1.5 times the square root of the water line length. An off-shore racing yacht by a top designer will have a maximum between the two. The reason why the maximum speed is a function of the waterline length derives from the wave-formation of a yacht going at speed. A shorter yacht has to start coming up the face of the wave sooner than a longer yacht would do. And, of course, as soon as she starts climbing, her speed must stop increasing. The sheer radical speed of Gipsy Moth IV is, therefore, the square root of 38½ feet multiplied by 1.3 at its worst, or 1.4 at its best; that is, 8.06 knots, or 1936 miles per day, or 8.687 knots and 208½ miles per day. While Gipsy Moth IV was building I had hoped from what the designer had said that the theoretical maximum speed would be greatly exceeded in a moderate breeze, say 15 knots, at which most sailing is done, but now this hope was fading. I asked Peter Nicholson, one of the best off-shore helmsmen in the world, to come out one day. I thoroughly enjoyed watching his helmsmanship and particularly how close to the wind he could sail the boat. The breeze freshened to over 20 knots when Peter was aboard and I was convinced that I had been getting the maximum out of the boat for that wind. I was sorry it was not a light breeze; I should like to have seen him at work in light airs, to check whether the boat was slow then or if I was sailing her badly.


By now I had been planning this project for three years, and all the early part of 1966 I spent preparing charts and navigation, testing instruments, etc. Although I had planned to have only one port of call, I must be prepared to go to the nearest port anywhere along the route in case of a bad accident, such as being dismasted. I wanted Great Circle charts, and Hydrographic charts, showing the average winds and currents for the months of the year when I would be passing through the area. I had to get a dozen Admiralty Pilots, the sailing directions for the lands I was passing, and the seas that I should be sailing through, the Admiralty Manual giving radio beacon details all around the world, and another volume giving the time signals.


One of the reasons why I wanted speed was that whereas I wished to reach Sydney at the beginning of December, I did not want to be at the Cape of Good Hope one week earlier than necessary, because it would be early spring down there at the beginning of September, when I could expect very rough conditions. I wanted to leave Sydney by the end of December so as to round the Horn before the end of February. This meant a fast turn-round at Sydney. I reckoned that I should never be able to refit there in a month by myself. My only hope of getting away quickly would be to have Sheila and Giles out there to help me. I can’t believe that there is a more hospitable city in the world than Sydney, and I reckoned that the social pressures and the amount of work to be done on the boat, with all the planning for the second passage, would amount to a terrific load for anyone in a great hurry. To finance all this I agreed to radio an account of the voyage, twice a week, once to the Sunday Times, once to The Guardian. This required preparation, not only the installation of the Marconi Kestrel radio telephone set and the provision of suitable aerials, but also the organisation of radio contacts with all the different countries along the route. This was tackled with great efficiency by George Gardiner of the Marconi Company.


In order to get these various things rolling I was forced to disclose my plans much though I disliked doing so. A press conference was arranged for March 22. The night before this I was asleep when the telephone rang. Sheila said, “Don’t answer it,” but unfortunately I did. It was Tony, who said, “The cost of the boat has amounted to 50 per cent more than I understood it was going to be. Can you find the extra money?” I felt an immense depression; my spirits seemed to sink to nothing. It was an almost intolerable burden since I was in the thick of preparations, and I had given no thought at all to the finance. It was a big sum for me to find too; considerably more than the originally-planned Gipsy Moth IV would have cost.


On top of that I had an even worse blow. The brass knob at the end of one of the curtain-pulling cords in our drawing room had swung back, hitting Sheila in the eye and bursting a small blood vessel at the back of her eye. The doctor said that in the circumstances it was serious, and that she must go to bed for a complete rest straight away, and certainly not attend the press conference. Sheila had been working far too hard for months, preparing the press release for this venture, helping to run our map publishing business of which she is a director, and working on the layout of the boat’s interior and the provisioning for the voyage, while I was concentrating on the preparations for the voyage itself. Life seemed at low ebb. I was deeply worried about Sheila, worried and annoyed at having to set to at this stage to find so much extra money, crippled in one leg, and disappointed in the boat. I suddenly realised how much I should miss Sheila at the press conference, and I realised, too, how much I had leaned on her strength and her flair for handling anything in the nature of public relations. However, I was committed to the project, and it must go on.


Most of the summer months of 1966, before I sailed at the end of August, which ought to have been spent in deep sea trials of Gipsy Moth IV, had to be used, instead, for difficult business dealings. First of all, Colonel Whitbread, of Whitbread’s the brewers, came to my rescue with a contribution towards the cost of the boat. He is an amazing man; I suppose that everyone knows him as one of the business tycoons of Britain, but besides that he has a remarkable diversity of sporting skills. The ones that interest me most are that he learned to fly in the same year as I did (1929), and still pilots his own plane (which I don’t), and that he is a keen yachtsman. His contribution was made without any paper work or strings attached to it, a generous gesture which made me keen to repay it tenfold. Several other firms supplied gear for the boat or cash towards the building cost. The International Wool Secretariat paid for a one-seventh share of the boat.


When we started building, my cousin Tony had insisted that no firms should supply free gear or goods in return for advertisement. However, to raise the money we were still short of, I had to approach all the suppliers, and ask if they would contribute in return for advertisement. Most firms refused, but some rallied round; for instance Ian Proctor presented me with a special discount for the masts and spars; John Shaw, as before with Gipsy Moth III, made up and gave me the stainless steel rigging wire which never failed me; ICI Fibres presented me with cordage and deck wear. All these business dealings not only caused me immense worry but also prevented me from carrying out the offshore sailing and the much-needed sailing-drill which I had planned. As a result it was not till I was on the ocean that I discovered Gipsy Moth IV’s three major vices which spoiled my plan for the project and nearly wrecked the voyage.








3. The “Off” at Last








In spite of my anxiety about Sheila, the pain in my own leg, incessant worry over money to pay for Gipsy Moth IV, and realisation that I had not got the boat I wanted, I kept going. The project really did seem a great one, worthy of framing and panache. I would start from Tower Pier, London, and sail down to Plymouth with my family as crew, attempt to sail round the world with only one stop, and then sail back from Plymouth to the Tower of London. The clippers used to take a tug down the Thames, perhaps as far as South Foreland, and they might carry a pilot as far as the Lizard, so that my having a crew aboard as far as Plymouth would not be departing from traditional clipper practice. I had intended to walk down from my house in St James’s to the yacht, and then walk back home again when I completed the voyage. Unfortunately, my damaged leg wouldn’t let me walk on it, so that particular plan had to be abandoned.


For the rest, the essential things somehow got done, and preparations went ahead. The press conference was well received, and I was heartened by the immense fund of goodwill that ordinary people up and down the country seemed to feel for me in my venture.


I gave all the time I could to sailing trials of Gipsy Moth in the Solent, and although there were so many things about her that worried me—as they were to worry me throughout the voyage—gradually I worked her up and improved her performance. I discovered one reason for what I felt was Gipsy Moth IV’s crankiness—her mainmast, which was supposed to be only 47 pounds heavier than the mast of Gipsy Moth III, had turned out to be 162 pounds heavier.


There were things that comforted me, too. A friend came with me on one sail to calibrate instruments, and I was just starting a short sleep when he rammed a big light buoy head on. The only damage was that the stem was bashed in to a depth of about 1 inch, about 12 inches above water level. It was amazing how well the construction stood the shock. My friend was very depressed and apologetic, but I was relieved at the strength of the yacht’s construction. This incident made me worry rather less about icebergs!


Looking back to my journal over those days, however, I find most of the entries reflecting pain or worry of one sort or another. I do not wish to weary anyone with an account of my miseries, but the troubles I had then were germane to the voyage. I will sum up with a few extracts from my journal:


“May 10. Been hot-packing thigh. Very painful at times. Twenty-three days since I slipped on the saloon skylight.


“May 14. This has been a very depressing period, and I seem to get more miserable, not less. First, the worry about Sheila. Her living an invalid’s life for three weeks is depressing, and on top I have all the worry of the finance troubles with Gipsy Moth IV. I can still barely walk. Several of my toes are out of control. I have aches like sciatica nearly all the time, with bad nights, unable to sleep for more than 1½ hours without waking to bad pain.


“May 19. F + D = fatigue breeds despair. Day trip to Gosport fatiguing—4½ hours travelling to and fro by train, 5 hours sailing, 1½ hours tidying up, added to strain of wonky leg.


“May 28. Clear sky after dawn—it promises a lovely day. Chores yesterday. Rigged anchor tripping line and buoy, washed more paint and moved the mizzen staysail halliard which was in a dangerous place, where I would grab it in place of a taut shroud and could easily go overboard.


“June 4. Everyone says I am not to worry, but it all ends in worry and work for me each time I seem to be getting ahead with my sailing trials. I suppose we shall sort it all out. On the bright side, a bound but uncorrected copy of my Along the Clipper Way arrived, and I was thrilled to read Masefield’s race up Channel in Bird of Dawning again. What a superb artist!


“June 5. Today was exhilarating. I feel cheered up. A romping sail in a fresh wind put fresh heart into me, killed my depression and sense of futile failure, restored my confidence and optimism. It was badly needed.


“June 29. Pile of agenda not lessening. Time shortening.


“July 7. Two-day fast to get rid of the acid and fatigue due to all the financial scraping and worry. Thank heaven that Whitbread’s have come to my help.


“July 11. Got through a tremendous amount today with post-fast energy. What I worry and get sad about is Sheila’s present state. She seems so fragile.”


That is enough. We lived through that period, although there were times when financial troubles seemed so overwhelming that I wondered whether Camper and Nicholson would release the boat to let me start at all. In the end, the finance was sorted out somehow. On August 12, with Sheila, Giles and Commander Erroll Bruce for crew we sailed the yacht to London for my start from Tower Pier, and the Reverend “Tubby” Clayton (of Toc H) held a service of blessing on board Gipsy Moth IV. We had a good passage back to Plymouth, where Gipsy Moth IV lay to a mooring off Mashford’s Yard at Cremyll, for a thousand and one last-minute jobs to be done. The time of departure was drawing very near. It was good to be at Mashford’s again, the starting point of all my singlehanded ocean sailing.


Sheila and Giles helped me to sail Gipsy Moth IV from the mooring at Mashford’s to the Royal Western Yacht Club’s normal starting line off Plymouth Hoe. I had the usual sinking feeling before a race. Sid Mashford in his launch took off Sheila and Giles, and after that I was alone. I ought, I suppose, to have experienced a sense of thankfulness, or at least relief, that here I was after all the years of planning, actually at sea with my great adventure before me, but the truth is that I was kept so rushed manoeuvring the yacht that I did not have much time for feeling of any sort at all. I was tacking to and fro behind the starting line, waiting for the eleven o’clock gun; and short-tacking a 53-foot boat keeps a one-man crew fully occupied. However, I managed it without too great an effort. I had a jib and the mainsail set, and by timing the tack right, letting go the jib sheet at the right moment, and hauling it in the other side while steering with my backside against the tiller, I could avoid the grind of using a winch.


I crossed the line as the gun fired and was off on my 14,000-mile sail. It was a sparkling, sunny morning and I added my big staysail and the mizzen as I made my way out of Plymouth Sound. Eighty-eight minutes after the start, Eddystone Lighthouse was abeam, and I had been making good 7¾ knots. I turned in for a short sleep, and immediately got a dollop of sea on to my shoulder in the bunk from one of the ventilators. I cursed it heartily.


I set a course which would take me clear of the main steamer lanes. At nightfall I hauled down the White Ensign, and also the little pennant which the Cutty Sark had presented to me, and which I was flying in the starboard rigging. I lit my “Not Under Control” lights—two red lights, one several feet above the other on a staff, which fitted into a socket in the stem. This would warn any other vessel which might expect me to give way to it when I was asleep that Gipsy Moth could not change course, or slow down. I was feeling queasy and off my feed: I was not sure if this was due to seasickness, or to a hangover from the excellent party we had the night before. Perhaps it was both.


At midnight I flashed my torch and hooted four times at a small steamer, which kept on a collision course. She finally altered course to pass astern. I got an hour’s sleep at 01.30, but was woken at 03.00 by pain in my leg. A deck leak was dripping into my bunk near the foot, and I rigged a plastic bag, with string at the four corners, to make a sort of tent over the place. At 05.00 a gale squall had me out, to furl the mainsail and drop the staysail genoa, thus reducing the sail area from 940 feet to 440 feet. I got pretty wet in spite of a one-piece deck suit, and it was quite hard to get a foot-hold on the heeled deck. At 07.00 there was a rough sea with a 24-to 32-knot wind, and I still had only the mizzen and a jib set. I had no appetite, but had been actually sick only once. By noon I had made good 190 miles in the first 25 hours of the voyage. I got a sextant fix from the sun, and finished hoisting the mainsail and the staysail genoa by 13.30. I found that the windward filler line from the self-steering gear had stranded. This was the start of almost endless trouble with making the boat self-steer, though mercifully I did not then know it. These troubles were not the fault of the self-steering gear; the load on the rudder was so great that a tremendous strain was imposed on the tiller lines connecting the self-steering gear to the tiller.


I was still too near the tribulations of the land for the peace of the sea to find me, and I was still feeling feeble and unbalanced on my feet. The cabin, I am ashamed to say, was still a muddled dump. By evening Gipsy Moth was slowed right down, slamming badly, and scooping up the foredeck full of sea. It was very uncomfortable and sickening, and my head was aching. One big slam set Gipsy Moth aback. I thought the self-steering gear must be broken but it was all right. I dropped the jib and decided to jill along until conditions improved.


I had no feeling of romance about the voyage yet but, of course, seasickness is very anti-romantic. I was ready for a good sleep that second night, but ran into an extended fishing fleet on the edge of the Continental Shelf. And just at that time there was a heavy squall, so I had to keep a lookout as well as I could, in pelting rain and a strong wind. I must say I cursed those fishermen. I think they were tunny fishermen, although in the dark I could see nothing but their lights. I did see a single tunnyman next day, with his brown sails and the long poles for his fishing lines.


I could still eat nothing, but at noon on August 29 I managed to get down a little food—my first meal since leaving Plymouth two days before. It had been a bad morning. I was having great difficulty in handling the self-steering gear, and the boat. A 35-knot squall from the north-west had set Gipsy Moth griping up to windward, overpowering the self-steering gear. I dropped the 300-foot jib and, after a rest, hoisted the 200-foot working jib. I had not fastened its tack to the deck, and it flew up the stay to the masthead. However, on slacking the sheet right off, it came down again. I left it on deck, I am sorry to say, and although I knew well enough that what should be set were the working jib, storm staysail and trysail, I decided to wait a while and try instead to get some food inside me, for I feared that lack of food was making me short of strength. I could not manage much, but I think that the effort to eat did me good.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
Gipsy Moth

Circles the






OEBPS/Images/BelloLogo.jpg





