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Rounding The Horn

(From Dauber)

Then came the cry of ‘Call all hands on deck!’

The Dauber knew its meaning; it was come:

Cape Horn, that tramples beauty into wreck,

And crumples steel and smites the strong man dumb.

Down clattered flying kites and staysails; some

Sang out in quick, high calls: the fair-leads skirled,

And from the south-west came the end of the world.

John Masefield (1878–1967)

It is there, fragile and yet mighty, as ambivalent as all the objects of our dreams, delicate in the lacy clouds crowning its summit, solid in its massive virility among the waves. It is there, the hotly contested prize in a battle of Titans between the sea and the rock, craggy as though hewn by strokes of some unimaginable axe, furrowed by wrinkles, striped by crevasses.

Alain Colas (1943–1978)
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Cape Horn stands sentinel to the most feared seaway in the world


AUTHOR’S NOTE
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I based the selection of individual sailors’ stories and experiences at Cape Horn on some loose criteria of my own devising, centred on variety of endeavour, of personality, of vessel, of chronology and of precedent – had they achieved some wider acclaim of which rounding Cape Horn formed a part? That is not to say that those selected ticked every box, nor does it mean that those omitted – there is a fuller list of non-racing singlehanded Cape Horners given in the Appendix – are not equally varied and interesting. They undoubtedly are, but to include more than 20 entries would have necessitated too much of a compromise on detail or rendered the book too weighty a tome. Inclusion does not infer any kind of seniority in terms of achievement or status. Indeed, history has largely forgotten some, while others, not included, enjoy world renown.

The publisher persuaded me to include my own story as reassurance to readers that I had actually been to Cape Horn and sailed the hard (nautical) miles and so confer at least a degree of authenticity when writing about others who had embarked on similar adventures. I reluctantly acquiesced – reluctant because it meant deselecting another previously included sailor, and so, to him, I apologise.

On another note (and the reason why the word nautical above is in parentheses), distances at sea are given in miles – by which I mean nautical miles, but for readability I have omitted the qualifier nautical. In the interest of clarity, however, 1 nautical mile is equivalent to 1.15 statute or land miles and 1.85 kilometres.


CAPE HORN
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Cape Horn, the coccyx at the base of the Andean spine, stands at longitude 67°17’21” west, latitude 55°58’48” south. A forbidding buttress of naked, black rock, it rises 424 metres (1,391 feet) above the sea at the southern tip of Isla Hornos or Horn Island, the southernmost of the Hermite Islands, which cluster at the southern end of the Tierra del Fuego archipelago. It is just about as southerly as one can go on any continental landmass without actually setting foot in Antarctica.

Cape Horn is a gateway, both literally and symbolically, forming the northern boundary of the 800-kilometre-wide (500-mile-wide) Drake Passage that separates South America from the Antarctic Peninsula. It is the only choke point in the Southern Ocean where winds, waves and currents – unfettered for thousands of miles – are impeded and, like wild animals cornered and trapped, become frenzied in their zeal to regain freedom.
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Satellite image of Cape Horn and the Drake Passage seen from the east

There is no land to the west, none to the east, all the way around the world. This is a savage place. The Southern Ocean rolls ceaselessly around the planet goaded by westerly winds that, without land to decay them, regularly build to hurricane strength. The 3,220-kilometre-wide (2,000-mile-wide) ocean piles through the narrow gap of the Drake Passage, sucking water in from the Pacific side and spilling out on the Atlantic one. Currents rip around the headlands. The sea maddens. Winds funnelled by the high mountains of the Andes and the Antarctic Peninsula collide over the water. On the South American side of the passage, depths are relatively shallow. The seabed on the Antarctic side is more than 9.6 kilometres (6 miles) deep. This dramatically sloping bed has the effect of spinning the water channelling through, adding to turbulence.
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Cape Horn lies at the southern extreme of the South American continent

In round numbers, the surface of the earth extends to 317 million square kilometres (197 million square miles). Of this, 71 per cent – or 225 million square kilometres (140 million square miles) – is water. Amid this vast area, the relatively tiny stretch around Cape Horn has earned the reputation as the most treacherous of all the seaways.

For mariners, Cape Horn was once a necessary trial, lying as it does on the shortest and therefore most profitable commercial shipping route between Europe and the Far East. For yachtsmen, though, Cape Horn represents the ultimate challenge. Storm-lashed for 300 days of the year, it is a place of unremitting fury, a place that tests seamanship in the hardest school of all. Thus has it been ever since the supercontinent of Pangaea broke up some 200 million years ago – long before men took to the water in boats.

Then, when the earth’s landmass was a single block surrounded by a gigantic sea, what is now Antarctica was tucked up on the south-east side of Africa, butting up against modern-day Mozambique. The South American continent cuddled Africa’s western seaboard, its eastward-curving southern tip – Tierra del Fuego – caressing Africa’s southern flank and extending sufficiently far to overlap with Antarctica’s westward-jutting peninsula. Today, that peninsula is called Grahamland, named after Sir James Graham, First Lord of the Admiralty, by the English explorer John Briscoe, at the time of his Antarctic expedition in 1832.
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How Pangaea might have looked some 200 million years ago, before it started to break apart

As the earth’s guts convulsed, spewing magma and ash, its crust fractured. Tectonic plates shuddered and slid, tearing and grinding, ripping the land apart, dividing the one sea into a series of smaller oceans. Despite this, even as they travelled thousands of miles over millennia, the South American and Antarctic landmasses maintained their clinging, desperate union, until their touching fingers were finally prised apart to be separated by a mere 800 kilometres (500 miles). Today, that gap is filled with the ever-shifting waters of the Southern Ocean and named after the foppish, ginger-haired Elizabethan buccaneer, Sir Francis Drake, who found it. Here, between the reaching tips of two continents, geography has conspired to create interminable fury as if in retribution for the separation of erstwhile lovers.

Air, made frigid by the Antarctic ice sheet, spills outwards from the South Pole to engage with warmer, moisture-laden equatorial air. As they collide – the cold, denser air falling and the warm, tropical air rising – the earth’s eastward spin flips them into clockwise-rotating depressions, setting a train of destructive force marauding westwards, driving the relentless westward march of the Southern Ocean below. And nowhere on the track of these depressions is there any interruption by energy-sapping land. It is, in short, a hurricane factory dumping its product onto a conveyor belt that launches them on their trajectory around the base of the planet.

Whipped by the winds, the sea’s surface absorbs colossal quantities of kinetic energy, expressing its presence in wave formation. Without the rude imposition of land to get in their way, these waves build into mountainous seas. However, all of this, to a degree, is mitigated by the width of the Southern Ocean; the energies of wind and wave can dissipate northwards into the South Pacific, the South Atlantic and the Indian Oceans – everywhere, that is, except at the Drake Passage. Here sits Cape Horn, smack in the storm track. There is nowhere to run – neither for the wind, nor for the waves – and nowhere to hide – not for anyone on a boat.

Only New Zealand’s South Island, Tasmania and a scattering of islands (the Falklands among them) lie south of the 40th parallel, but all of these are way to the north relative to Cape Horn and the Drake Passage. As the westward-migrating mass of the Southern Ocean hits this roadblock, it fuels the northward-running Humboldt Current racing up Chile’s eastern seaboard. Water driven through the Drake Passage creates the treacherous Cape Horn Current, which close inshore can run at speeds sufficient to overpower the engines of most small craft. For any engineless vessel struggling under shredded sails or worse, getting caught in the Cape Horn Current is tantamount to a death ride.

All the ingredients required for a recipe for disaster are gathered in this place: the short, choppy seas generated by the shoaling effects of the continental shelves; the bitter cold; icebergs calved from the Antarctic ice sheet; the dense air, which packs a much greater punch than the warmer, lighter air found further north; and the heaving, mountainous seas that regularly spawn monstrous rogue waves.

That these are treacherous conditions has been acknowledged time and again by sea-goers. For instance, Jean-Michel Barrault – a naval writer, circumnavigator and journalist born in 1927 in Nantes – wrote in the foreword of The Logical Route, a book by his friend the legendary French sailor Bernard Moitessier (logical because the quickest way back from Tahiti to France was via Cape Horn): ‘There isn’t a sailor who doesn’t shudder at the thought of Cape Horn.’

So the question is: why would anyone wish to go there, least of all in a boat? The answer is they don’t, not any more, bar a few hardy or perhaps foolhardy souls. Cape Horn stands as a mighty challenge to those who venture to sea by sail, a silent beckoning against which to test their seamanship, their courage and their spirit. Perhaps these adventurers see a contest against the elements as a means to plumb the hidden depths of their characters or to attempt to exorcise their demons or, worse, to win bragging rights.

In 1936, Captain Warwick M Tompkins sailed his 85-foot schooner, Wander Bird, with a crew of 10, including his wife and two children, from Gloucester, Massachusetts to San Francisco. The track of the Wander Bird took her westwards around Cape Horn, and of that challenge, he wrote:

A man who loves the sea and ships can aspire to no more searching test than a Horn passage. It is the last word in the lexicon of sailormen. There nature has arranged trials and tribulations so ingeniously that in the van of all synonyms for sea cruelty and hardship is the ironbound name of Cape Horn. Winds blow elsewhere at times as strongly as they do south of fifty. Seas elsewhere may pyramid as high, break as heavily. There may be places equally remote and as bleakly lonely. Currents in other regions may be as adverse. These foes the sailorman may encounter separately or in pairs here and there, aye, encounter and best, but always in his heart he will wonder if he could face all combined. If he glories in the unequal contest of human muscles and artifices with the ocean, if the sea shouts an insistent challenge, he can never be truly content until he has voyaged from Fifty South in the Atlantic to Fifty South in the Pacific in his own command. This is the ultimate test, given to very few to know.

Captain Tompkins was alluding here to the commonly accepted definition of a true rounding of Cape Horn, passing from a latitude of 50˚ south in one ocean to 50˚ south in the other, leaving Horn Island itself to the north.

No one comes to Cape Horn in a small boat without trepidation in their hearts because they know that here, at the edge of the world, they face the greatest risk. If they have vulnerabilities – and everybody does – Cape Horn will find them and crack them open. If the boats in which sailors place their faith and hope have a weakness, Cape Horn will expose it. And if a mariner can pass through the Cape Horn region unmolested, whether by dint of good fortune, clever tactics or advance information, then he or she will breathe the greatest sigh of relief of their life.
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ADRIAN FLANAGAN

‘If you are afraid to do something, then you must do it or remain forever afraid.’




	Born

	1 October 1960




	Nationality

	British




	Date of Cape Horn rounding

	February 2006




	Boat name

	Barrabas




	Designer

	François Charpentier




	Year of build

	1991




	LOA

	38 feet




	Material

	Stainless steel




	Rig

	Cutter









My first encounter with Cape Horn occurred via words when, as a 15-year-old schoolboy, I read Sir Francis Chichester’s account of his 1966–1967 round-the-world voyage. The legend of Cape Horn has beguiled me ever since. Years later, in February 2006, I found myself at its threshold.

My rugged boat – Barrabas, a 38-foot cutter – had been built by a Frenchman, Bernard de Castro, a former special forces soldier who had fought in the Algerian war before going to work for the state-owned French stainless steel fabricator Ugine as a master welder. He had lovingly constructed Barrabas by hand over a six-year period, acquiring the titanium-enriched 316L stainless steel for the boat at cost. I wanted to attempt a singlehanded circumnavigation following a ‘vertical’ route westwards around Cape Horn and the Russian Arctic – a route that no one had tried before, perhaps for good reason – and being both beautifully engineered and immensely strong, Barrabas had all the design characteristics I was looking for: flush decks, low coach-house profile, deep fin keel, skeg-hung rudder, solar- and wind-power generation, centre cockpit, and that indefinable quality that instils confidence.
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Barrabas

Barrabas and I set sail from Southampton on 28 October 2005, with my ex-wife Louise working as expedition manager. By 5 February 2006, Staten Island (Isla de los Estardos) was just 119 kilometres (74 miles) south of my position. Past the island, the Cape Horn current ripped along, sometimes reaching 9 knots close inshore. Only by venturing deep into the Southern Ocean could we avoid it and create a better angle to climb north towards the Pacific. Winds to storm force 10 were imminent and forecast to last for three days. I decided to wait, protected by the continental landmass.

The vicious low cell tore through Cape Horn on Sunday 12 February while I held station, so, in order to ascertain the predicted future conditions, I ordered up a five-day GRIB weather file of the Cape Horn area. This GRIB file (GRIdded information in Binary) is a computer-generated forecast released for general use by the US National Weather Service, among others. GRIB data for anywhere in the world is collected remotely by weather balloons, marine weather buoys and satellites, and is then fed into the US GFS (General Forecast System), a computerised modelling program, where it is compressed into files of only a few kilobytes that can be downloaded as an email. For me, these short-term forecasts – up to 36 hours ahead – have always proved unerringly accurate and, together with GPS, this more recent technology gives latter-day sailors a huge advantage over those earlier pioneers who relied instead on a sextant and interpretation of cloud patterns. In short, I had the advantage of approaching Cape Horn with my eyes open. Many of those who had gone before went in blind.

I studied the data, then went on deck to make checks before committing Barrabas and myself to this most perilous stretch of water – running rigging, standing rigging, cuddy, emergency tiller, guardrail wire tension, liferaft, dinghy lashings, hatch storm covers. Other than the fact that the Hydrovane self-steering unit was vibrating – the bolts securing the gear to the transom needed tightening – all other checks were clear.

In the murky twilight, I saw the distant lights of a ship. Was it a fishing boat or a cruise liner? The relative safety of a larger vessel compared with my small yacht seemed to compound my vulnerability and, with that, my tension ratcheted up a notch at the prospect of facing Cape Horn alone.

As if to allay these fears, Louise forwarded a message from Bernard De Castro: ‘Je suivais la route de Adrian jour après jour, le Cap Horne n’est pas loin! Je lui souhaite courage et determination pour la suite.’ (‘I’ve followed Adrian’s route day by day, Cape Horn is not far away! I wish him courage and determination for what lies ahead.’)

It was time to go. We sailed south-east in the early morning of St Valentine’s Day, on a course to clear the dangerous overfalls east of Staten Island. The sky changed quickly from light, broken cloud to a purple darkness. The log showed speed through the water of 6.2 knots. The GPS displayed speed over the ground of 3.4 knots. The Cape Horn current was running at 2.8 knots.

By 7pm, we were south of Staten Island and I was able to pick out Vancouver peak. The wind came round to the north-west. Close-hauled, Barrabas was on a good heading, south-west. The latest weather data, which I’d downloaded at 4pm, indicated the north-west winds holding – the perfect wind to get me to the Diego Ramírez Islands.

The wind shifted to the west during the night. I hove-to and monitored our drift. Too fast! We were moving east at 2 knots, borne along on the current that drives the Southern Ocean ever eastwards. I gybed Barrabas and headed south. Through the night of 15 February, the winds veered north as I slept for a few hours. I woke, sensing a difference in the attitude of the boat. Something about her motion through the water generated an excitement in me. I stumbled from my bunk and peered at the GPS. I could scarcely believe the figures on the small screen: COG 2-6-0 (Course Over Ground 260˚). Perfect! Our course was now just south of west, putting us on a line directly towards the Diego Ramírez Islands.

The Cape spat squalls at me, letting me know that she could defeat me at any time, sapping my strength but, more than that, keeping me keyed up and anxious, pinning me down at the base of a psychological mountain I had to try to climb. I trimmed and re-trimmed the rig for three hours – shaking out reefs, putting in reefs and altering the sail combinations to squeeze every yard of speed out of the elements while I was still making a favourable course. If this wind did not hold, I faced the prospect of being beaten back, unable to match the onslaught of wind and current from the west.

I thought and re-thought our strategy. Stay high or go south? Meet the blows forecast for the next 24 hours or dodge them by heading south but waste valuable time? For the moment, though, we were heading west and eating up the miles.

At 9pm, a squall front came over. The north winds disappeared, replaced with headwinds from the south-west. I hove-to, drifting north and east at 3 knots. Was this a permanent wind change or a temporary situation? My euphoria morphed into despair as the precious westing slipped away.

Two hours later, another squall passed over, flipping the winds back over to the north-east. We were sailing again, due west! I tended Barrabas constantly, steering either side of due west to wring out every yard – it was grinding work. Every yard westward was like a small nugget of gold in the pan.

I set Barrabas to a close-haul with the headsail deep-reefed but the mainsail full to keep her bows pointing up on my preferred course just south of due west. As night settled in, the solitary rock of Cape Horn Island lay 80 kilometres (50 miles) north-west. I did not want to risk being caught over-canvassed in the dark so I reefed down and then went to my bunk. Sleep came easily. When I woke at 1am, we were sailing south-east on 142˚. The wind had backed through the hours of darkness. I raced on deck, gybed the boat, set full sail and eased the boom wide. We were running downwind around the Horn!

I sat at the chart table. In the three days since coming round Staten Island we had sailed close-hauled, reached with the wind abeam, and run with the wind behind. On Saturday 18 February, I wrote in the log: ‘The only scenario left to complete the set is a real blow...’

I would not have long to wait. To the west, a Cape Horn storm gathered its strength.

Low grey cloud, pregnant with rain, blocked us to the west. Barrabas was delicately poised; a soft wind from the east was pushing her gently towards the Pacific. The grey cloud, incongruous among its fluffy white neighbours, was coming towards us, propelled by an opposing wind at higher altitude. Suddenly, the air exploded. The wind-speed indicator cycled through numbers, 42 knots, 45 knots, 50 knots, 55, 58, 60, 62. I started the drill to reduce sail, hair whipping around my face. Just then, the mainsail halyard shackle failed. It was a stupid error on my part – I had not checked the shackle to make sure the pin was tight. Untethered, the sail thrashed wildly. I tore at the sailcloth, pulling it down onto the boom. The halyard had dropped down inside the mast, only stopping at the masthead because of the knot in its end.

I furled the headsail. Barrabas settled beam-on to the seas. I wanted to minimise drift eastwards and get some mainsail up so Barrabas would not be vulnerable lying a’hull. The pendulum motion of the boat was too great to climb the mast and retrieve the halyard, so I decided on a makeshift rig. I fetched a block, grabbed a spare halyard and with one end clamped between my teeth, climbed the mast steps to the level of the lower spreaders, about halfway up. Barrabas bucked wildly – with no mainsail up she was unstable. Wrapping one leg around the mast to hold myself, I shackled the block to a mast step, ran the halyard through the block and climbed back down to the deck. Although I’d only been aloft for a short time, the effort was akin to riding a wild horse. I felt physically drained. Quickly, I tied the halyard to the head of the mainsail then hoisted. Barrabas immediately settled.

The wind had shifted. It was now screaming out of the west. What were my options? Gybe and go north? Not enough sea room. Run before the storm going east towards the Atlantic and lose ground? Never. West, straight into wind, was impossible. I had to go south.

The storm raged all day and into the evening. The seas had now built to 7.5 metres (25 feet). I knew that a breaking wave half that height could easily roll Barrabas over if she were caught flush on her side. I set the Hydrovane self-steering and lashed the wheel hard over to windward to create an angle of attack to the oncoming waves and avoid lethal direct beam-on wave strikes.

It was then that the head blocked, regurgitating effluent into the bilges. The manual bilge pump was out of action. The outlet for the electric pumps on the port side was underwater with the heel of the boat. I stood braced below decks, clinging to the companionway. ‘Great,’ I thought. ‘I’m in a bloody washing machine with four gallons of sewage!’ I could hear the sizzling rush of breaking water, then the massive impacts of the strikes. Each time, the boat stopped dead, her rigging shaking, bulkheads groaning.

I pulled open the hatch and took two
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