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The Vendée Globe 2000/2001




Introduction

I have always wanted to write a book for as long as I can remember, although when the time appeared right, the process was far harder than I could ever have imagined. As a shy six-year-old I’d won a writing competition on Jackanory, and when interviewed by the local paper I apparently said, ‘Don’t make it too long, just a few pages of your exercise book will do!’

If only I had taken my own advice!

The reality of a naturally active person locking herself in a room to make a deadline has been a massive test in itself – never did I think that I would be able to spend three days in a house without leaving its walls.

I can only apologize for the fact that the book did not come out last year, the winter after the finish of the Vendée Globe, but I can’t help but feel that it is a more complete story as a result of the extra year. In 2001 my life went upside down, with pressures from many directions – and it’s been important for me to look back on it and reflect. Writing this account as seen through my eyes has been tough, but it has forced me to take time to try to understand everything that happened.

This book has been written and edited in the oddest of places, from the back of the car to departure lounges, at home and in hotel rooms. The long-lost depths of the loft have been explored for photos, and I think I may have visited some of the darkest recesses of my soul to transfer my experiences and memories as clearly as I could on to these pages. On the subject of pages I must thank from the bottom of my heart Rowland White, who must be the most patient and tolerant editor in the world. Without him, this book would have needed to be in at least two volumes!

I have included some early transcribed logs, correspondence, and more recent e-mails sent from the ocean in their original form, so you will find spelling mistakes or typing errors which are often a measure of the degree of roughness at sea at the time! I have assumed basic sailing knowledge in the text, but for those of you who have not yet experienced the feeling of the water beneath you, there is a glossary at the back.

The hardest part of writing has been the sheer number of people and experiences that we have had to leave out. The original text has had to be reduced by half, which has made it difficult to thank all those who have played such important roles in my life, from the time I began sailing up to our present projects. That is why there is such a mammoth set of acknowledgements at the end of the book!

But this book would not have been possible without the belief over the years of lots of people. So many have made such a big difference to our projects and have made them what they are so far, from Jim in Hamble, Lindsey who made Kingfisher’s beautiful tillers, BT for sponsoring years of communication, allowing us to share our races with millions, to the French boy with his ‘Thank you Ellen’ banner at my Vendée arrival – though much of the sailing I have done so far has been single-handed, I have not been alone. Mark Turner, in particular, and the extraordinary team around me really have made that difference: from those who prepared the boats for their voyages, to those who communicated the story hidden away in the office and without whom this would have been a much shorter story, if it could have been written at all.

I cannot finish this introduction, though, without thanking Kingfisher Plc. People often say ‘… and I would like to thank my sponsors’, but I really mean it. Offshore racing as we know it would simply not exist without sponsorship. Kingfisher believed in us back in 1998 when we walked into their boardroom with a plan, and more passion and energy than you could imagine. In a pivotal year, when for us it was make or break, they made it!

When I was a kid I was inspired by books, and I would lose myself in a world of my own, huddled in a corner of the school library. One of my favourites was Gypsy Moth Circles the World by Sir Francis Chichester, published in 1967. When I visited my old school library just a couple of years ago I found that same book. The library card tucked in its cover still bore the name Ellen MacArthur several times – but there were no other names since mine and just one before!

I always try to give my all to any project that I undertake, and this book has been no exception. I have not tried to write a sailing book, nor a book about the Vendée Globe, but more simply a book about my life. I just hope that you enjoy it.



In the Vendée Globe section of this book, the e-mail logs sent back by Ellen start with log code of ‘ellenmacarthur.com/dayX’. If you look up these links (e.g. www.ellenmacarthur.com/day4) on the web you will find a complete day-by-day account of the Vendée Globe, including weather charts, positions of the raceboats, full accounts of the race situation, photos taken during the race and a complete collection of Ellen’s logs, impossible to print in their entiréty in the pages of this book.


1 August 1995

Dearest Ellen,

Mum told me you had read recently a book by another young girl about sailing, and were overawed and convinced you could never write one as good. Of course you could.

Nobody wants to read a book which is almost a replica of someone else’s. What they would be interested in, is how it feels to a young teenager in a very tiny home-worked on boat, to venture out around a coast she’s never touched before, having to make friends as she goes. Don’t use sentences everyone else has always used. Surely at your age, spurred only by your own ambition, everything is different to you from the norm. Recapture the feeling – of loneliness – of occasional panic – of irritation.

The thing to do is GET WRITING. Concentrate on that, and not on producing perfection. Get it written, then leave it to mature in a desk or drawer. Get it out and read it again in a month or two months’ time. You will see its faults then, its badly written bits, its boredoms. GET WRITING…

Best of luck,

Love,

Nan




Prologue

[image: image]

‘I’m not there yet, we haven’t crossed the line yet.’

I spoke in French into the sat phone as I struggled to answer too many questions. ‘It’s not over till it’s over’ turned over in my mind. I was acutely aware that Kingfisher and I had not finished the race. Please leave us alone to concentrate on getting over that line.

Outside the fog was closing in, though until now the sea had remained calm. I was worried that I would hit someone or something over the last few hectic miles of the race. We simply had to finish safely; we had already seen what a fragile existence we were living out here. As far as a boat’s concerned, more often than not it’s the land that is the threat, and it was land we were approaching. The first support boat that came out to meet us was now almost out of sight, though only a few yards ahead of us, disappearing in the thickening fog.

I had felt torn over those last days of the race. Problems with the forestay had meant there was a constant risk of losing the mast, which was massively stressful. But despite this I wasn’t sure I wanted to finish. Part of me quite definitely wanted to stay out there for ever.

The fog rolling in as the light faded felt like a sign, as if we weren’t meant ever to see the finish. It was as if were meant never to come, or that we might be able to pop across the line and slip back out again silently under the cover of the blanket of mist. I thought back to my very first transatlantic crossing, in which our first land fall after leaving America was Les Sables d’Olonne. Alone on deck then, seeing the shoreline for the first time, I’d wanted to turn back, imagining that the other side of the ocean would never come.

Five years later, right now, I have that same feeling.

Within the fog it was eerie. I could hear other boats around me, but all I could see through the grey denseness were the few square metres of dull water around us. The suspense gripped me. Small waves began to build as the wind increased, bringing a damp chill into the late evening air. My heart beat faster as with our growing motion my fears for the mast returned. I set about reefing the sail, reducing its area to lessen the strain. Moving through the darkness, I worried about a collision while I was busy concentrating on the sail. The support boat was out of sight now, blanketed in the fog, and I was worried she would lose me completely. With the reef in I was happier; although we were slower, we were safer. The ends of races are never easy, so why should the Vendée Globe be any different?

I popped below to the cabin to check our distance from the coastline; we were heading right for the shore and it was time to tack. Back on deck I looked up and could see more clearly and began to pick out a few lights around me. As the seconds passed the fog began to lift and I could see lights distinctly for the first time. My little world evaporated. I suddenly felt I’d been dropped into a Hollywood film set – there couldn’t have been a greater contrast from the silent covering of the fog to the thousands of lights which surrounded me. There were boats of all sizes heading towards us, and helicopters above with searchlights sweeping as if looking to pinpoint an escaping prisoner. The noise dominated the moment – whenever the sound of the rotors drifted away on the wind, it was replaced by the radio chattering out information on our position and speed. I stood in the cockpit, took a few long, deep and calming breaths and looked up and around to try to take in the situation. It was breathtaking.

The water felt confused as the boats moved close around us, a choppy, fidgety motion which I hadn’t felt once in months. I could hear voices on the radio, some in English, some in French, some of strangers, some of people I knew. I thought I heard the name of the boat that my parents had come out on at the start of the race. I knew they were near, I could sense it, but my world was blinded by the blazing searchlights. I had my own floodlight ready on board and tried pointing it at several of the large motor cruisers to see if I could spot Mum and Dad. No luck, just many waving figures and rolling cameras.

I had the photocopy of the finish line, given to all the skippers at the briefing before the race. I had put it in the waterproof folder, hoping then that the day would come when we could use it to find our way in. Everything seemed so different from our departure – even the lighthouses on the harbour breakwaters were lost in this artificial brightness.

I ran up and down Kingfisher’s deck making final checks as we glided towards the finish line, and could see every part of the boat, so there was no need for a head torch. I stood by the shrouds squinting to see the Nouch Sud buoy that helped signal the finish, but it was impossible. I returned to the chart table to study the chart. We needed to tack again.

I talked on the radio to the support boats, asking them to warn others I was about to turn. We had to make sure that we made space in the crowds so I could turn Kingfisher safely. I dashed below a couple of times to use the main VHF radio once the hand-held had gone flat. Although we were clearly not alone, it seemed so much quieter inside the boat. I tried to believe that the finish was not imminent, that I was just sheltering inside from a rough sea, still in the same world I’d been in for so long, but I couldn’t. Our sole objective for over ninety days had been to cross the line as quickly as possible, and now it was less than a mile away. We’d sailed 26,000 miles, but I wished we still had 26,000 more to go.

As I peered into the cockpit of each boat I could see people, people I knew, faces I had not seen for over three months, tearful but smiling. Everyone hung on every second of every minute as we closed in on the finish.

Although I was desperate to see everyone again and to cross the line before we had more problems, I still wasn’t ready for the race to end. Our focus on getting here had been so intense that it was hard to see to the other side of it. I had been through the experiences in my head a million times, but at the end of it all, something somewhere inside me knew that everything was going to change.

Things began to happen more quickly. The RIB with our support team on board was now almost alongside us. The flashing white light of the buoy was getting closer, and its enormous black and yellow superstructure became clear ahead of me. For a brief moment there seemed to be complete silence – we were nearly there. I looked around Kingfisher for one final check that everything was still OK. As my eyes refocused on the buoy, there was a deafening crack… the gun had fired, and at 1936 and 40 seconds on 11 February 2001 we had crossed the finish line.

Adrenalin surged through me. The RIB pulled alongside us, its passengers jumping aboard like a raiding party, and as the horns blew and the voices screamed I was embraced and wrapped up in loving arms – my first human contact for over three months.

Strangely, there were no tears, just the most incredible feeling of relief. As if a plug had been pulled, my concentration ebbed away in the time it takes for a gun to fire. No longer did I need to sleep for just ten minutes to recover, no longer did I need to look at the instruments each time I blinked. It was over, the race was over, and if it weren’t for the adrenalin I’m sure I would have collapsed. We had made it. Together, Kingfisher and I had made it.

The whole team was soon on board and getting to work. As we pointed to the harbour entrance, I tried to say that the course was 055, but my voice was drowned out by the noise. Alain Gautier, a member of the Kingfisher team and himself a veteran of the Vendée Globe, came on board and placing his hands on my shoulders, looked straight into my eyes – he understood. He then handed me a rucksack like a radio pack connected to a pair of headphones. For the next hour I was interviewed live on at least two TV stations, but I found it difficult to concentrate, my first priority still being to get Kingfisher into the harbour. Alain asked what I had learnt about myself and how I had changed during the race. I tried to explain. But he knew, he had already been through this. We had lived through extraordinary and dangerous situations out there, and I reflected on how much people are capable of. But while it’s tough, it’s still our choice, and in that way we are very, very lucky.

Without warning, the mainsail dropped down as we approached the entrance to the harbour channel. I reacted without thinking before checking myself – for the first time in months, Kingfisher was out of my hands. I wanted to talk to the guys sailing her, I wanted to be with them, but as we neared the breakwater more and more boats closed in. Once in the channel you could have walked from one side of the harbour to the other across the boats. It was euphoric mayhem.

People were cheering, waving and calling my name. Through the smoke from the flares I could see whole families, people old and young on the edge of the harbour walls and along the water’s edge. In the distance I could see thousands of people hanging over their balconies. I’d never seen so many smiles at one time. Overwhelmed by the welcome, I could only smile back, from ear to ear. I tried to smile for every single face in that crowd as we slowly crept up the channel.

I was handed a pair of distress flares, which I banged on the deck to light. The heat was intense and the fumes filled the air. Through the red light of the flares I could see more, and made out individual figures. ‘THANK YOU ELLEN’ was written on a piece of wallpaper held up by a boy and his mother – he was standing on tiptoe, trying to lift his message high in the hope that we would see it. People were waving flags and flares, there were scarves and torches. I felt every person in that crowd had been with us and that everyone there was sharing in the moment. It seemed as if I was enjoying a party, not a celebration laid on especially for us. I was smiling and cheering with the people.

The contrast from being completely alone to being surrounded by hundreds of thousands of people within a matter of hours, could not have been greater. It was such an intense situation that it was almost too much to bear. I wanted to jump high in the air to say thank you. The last time I had passed these harbour walls was when we set off for the start. I remembered the nerves, the reality of the situation, and the concentration of trying to focus on the race that was about to start. Although I had to believe we would finish the race, I was aware of the dangers to come. Every one of the twenty-four boats crossed that start line with the hope of finishing. I found it difficult to comprehend that of all of those, I was just the second to make it. As I thought of what we’d been through together I dropped to my knees and kissed Kingfisher’s cold deck, the two flares still burning bright and hot in my hands.

As the flares burnt themselves out I began to see the faces around the boat more clearly. Through the constant barrage of camera flashes I looked ahead and there, in a small RIB, was Michel Desjoyeaux, the Frenchman who had crossed the same line just over twenty-four hours earlier to win the race. I walked to Kingfisher’s bow and swung over her pulpit to climb below her bowsprit. In the shadow of the bow I could only see Mich’s eyes as he approached; not a single communication had passed between our two boats while we’d been out there, but we had shared so much. Mich knew that too. We hugged briefly, then he was gone.

There was still another surprise in store for me in the channel; friends of the project had brought Iduna to les Sables d’Olonne. She was my first ‘real’ boat, bought with school dinner money saved over eight years. She had been laid up in Mum and Dad’s garden for the last three years and I was stunned by the thoughtfulness of the gesture. At a little over 20 feet long she was tiny, and as I looked down into her cockpit from Kingfisher’s enormous bow it just emphasized how much life had changed over the last three years.

Seconds out from the pontoon we had left on the day of the start, Mum and Dad came on board for the first time, their faces showing sheer happiness and relief. Dad walked across and held out his arms, and as they closed around me the length of time I’d been away was suddenly apparent. Mum hugged me too and as I wrapped my arms around both of them, she kissed me on my forehead… now I was home.

As Kingfisher finally approached the pontoon, I felt like a child awaiting an exam. All I could see were the hundreds of journalists, their lenses and microphones pointing directly at me. When we touched the dock moments later, I was standing completely alone.

I talked but I couldn’t concentrate. The situation felt unreal. How could it be me who was talking to these people? Questions were asked and I remember saying that it felt ‘too much, both doing the race, and being here right now’. I was passed an enormous champagne bottle and stood there with my knees shaking. If ever there was a time I had to look like I could open one it was now! The whole world must be watching us… I shook the bottle and the cork exploded out above the heads of the crowd. As champagne sprayed into the air it sank in: we’d done it, we’d finished second in the Vendée Globe. Kingfisher and I had been out there for ninety-four days and we had done it together. I simply felt like her pilot – we had worked together but she, and she alone, had, at the end of the day, carried me home.

I was asked what had been the best and worst moments of the race. I replied, ‘The best moment is right now, and the worst moment will be in five minutes’ time when I have to leave and I don’t want to get off.’ I was dreading it.

Mark Turner, without whom we’d never have got this far, walked towards me, and I saw by the look on his face that it was time to leave Kingfisher. I felt a knot in my stomach and I wanted to run away, I wanted to turn back time, somehow to pinch myself to wake up, and be back out there again. But this time I knew that it was not possible, my time was up now.

Tears welled uncontrollably in my eyes and I could feel a pain burning inside me. I felt numb as Mark’s arm touched my shoulder, and involuntarily my feet began to walk me to her bow to climb off. Like in a nightmare, my feet wouldn’t do as they were told. I wanted to stop and stay put. I knew I wasn’t ready to go.

I turned away from Mark and slipped out from beneath his arm, the tears blurring my vision. I was oblivious to the noise and the hundreds of flashing cameras. How could I leave Kingfisher? How could I walk away? Our trip was over, and I knew deep down inside that things never could or would be the same again.

I walked blindly to the cockpit. Never before in my life had I wanted to disappear like this. I stood facing Kingfisher’s bow and closed my eyes, my forehead pushing hard against her coach-roof. We needed time alone. I wanted to say thank you, I wanted her to know how sorry I was that it was all over, that I would have to leave her. Those few minutes felt like hours as I thought harder about one single thing than ever before in my life. Sadness felt so different from exhaustion. This was a pain in my heart, whereas before pain had only run through every bone in my body.

The last three months felt like forever and I could not remember what life had been like before the race. For the first time since I crossed the line my feelings were coming out, their rawness impossible to hide, I was about to leave my friend, and it was breaking my heart.

Deep down, I knew that I could not have done more to look after her. As I stood with my head bowed I could only say my last thank you as I heard the noise of the crowds once again. Just the fact that I was alive and standing with her was evidence enough to me that she had done her level best to look after me too.

Until this moment the finish had felt like a dream, the thousands of people, the yell from the crowds, and the bright lights continuously shining. But right now those images were blurred and distorted by the pain. I clenched my teeth and tore myself away.

I cannot remember those final steps to Kingfisher’s side, but as I climbed over her guard wires for the first time in more than three months I felt as if I was leaving a very large part of me behind. As I jumped on to the pontoon, I held tight on to her wires, then laid my head against her. My eyes were tightly closed as I reached out to stroke her hull, her rounded gunwale felt cool and calming, and for one last moment the world closed off.

Then I heard the gentle words ‘Come on, Ellen’ as an arm slipped around me, and as I turned to leave my hand slid silently away from Kingfisher. Our Vendée Globe was over.


Chapter One

[image: image]

I was clearly a stubborn child from the word go. I was not in the mood to come out, so Mum had to be induced three weeks after my expected arrival date.

I was very lucky with where I was brought up. Our house near Whatstandwell was in the heart of rural Derbyshire. We lived on a smallholding which had been growing slowly shed by shed and fence by fence over the years as Dad worked in his spare time filling our small field. The house was away from main roads, surrounded by farm tracks, fields and footpaths which scattered across the hills and woods as they disappeared into the distance.

The rattle of tractors and the mooing of cattle were more common than the sounds of cars and people, and we were always surrounded with things to do, whether it was converting an old motorized lawn-mower into a ride-behind, or building a flying fox from the massive sycamore tree. We would generally amuse ourselves outside and were never without a project on the go.

While I was young Mum was at home most of the time. She had left her job as a teacher to take maternity leave, though as I grew up she started working again as a home tutor. Dad was a teacher, as he had always wanted to be even as a small child, and taught craft design and technology.

Dad is a bit of a collector of tools and old machinery. What most people would consider junk, he treasured – but junk or not, it needed to be housed somewhere. In and around the duck yard were sheds of varying shapes and sizes, which sprang up year by year as I grew older. We had a small field next to the yard, and once the bull had been removed by a local farmer, the field became an outlet for our energy – an amazing playground.

I was fascinated by spy and survival books, and spent hours crawling around like a Commando in the long grass, which came well above my waist as a small child. I can still vividly remember seeing the stems waving gently above my head, dancing in the breeze as I lay on my back staring up at the sky and dreaming of being marooned on a faraway, hidden island.

As a kid I was full of imagination. I would play for hours with a few bits of cardboard, a pair of scissors and sticky tape, happily muttering away to myself as I worked alone on the kitchen floor. Failing that, I could spend happy hours swinging from the table edge, hanging on by my fingertips – just because it was there. I could not sit still.

I was always headstrong. From the age of three I was sent to ballet classes in an attempt to straighten out my pigeon-toed feet. I hated it. Dancing round a room in a leotard just wasn’t my idea of fun.

It got to the point where I was so frustrated that one day I lay back in the car seat and simply said, ‘Mum, I’d rather be dead than go to ballet.’ Although I was only four years old, I think Mum understood that I really did hate it and had made my mind up, though I suppose I should grudgingly thank her for making me stay long enough to straighten out my feet!

When I was four my younger brother Fergus was born. Mum was worried at my initial lack of interest in him, so when I did show interest, asking if I could carry him into the house when they came back from hospital, she let me. Unfortunately I tripped and fell at the doorstep with the tiny Fergus in my arms. I immediately burst out crying, joined by Ferg once he’d bounced on the floor, then Mum came rushing in, crying too. I was clearly lacking doll skills! And I’m not sure Ferg has ever really forgiven me.

The extended MacArthur family all lived within walking distance of each other and therefore spent a good deal of time together. The villages in Derbyshire tend to be quite insular, so for most of the years of my childhood, our life revolved around the local area.

Nan was Mum’s mother and lived alone. Gran and Grandpa were Dad’s parents and lived with Great-Granddad, Gran’s father. Gran still lives in the house where she brought up my dad and his brother, Glyn. There were sheds and fields there too, and a big orange Jersey cow that we kept for the family’s milk. I remember sitting on Grandpa’s knee on the old wooden three-legged stool, milking the cow and riding her in the field afterwards. Grandpa was a gentle, patient man who was very fond of his family. He was a stonemason by trade, working from home in his workshop down the yard behind the house, which was bristling with tools, saws and machinery. I would spend hours in there amusing myself by cutting and fiddling around with small chunks of local grit stone while he worked. Afterwards he would head inside to the cosy kitchen for orange squash and biscuits and, if we were lucky, we’d get a slice of Gran’s fantastic sausage and egg pie, before settling down to listen to the football results with Great-Granddad.

We’d often play hide and seek in the yard, go climbing and build dens in the hay barn, or go on ‘expeditions’ in the attic. Grandpa was very keen on cricket and on a fine day we’d play a game together on the long flat lawn which had been hand-laid years earlier by Great-Granddad. He loved being outdoors and was an enthusiastic gardener, tending his vegetables with great care and joy or delighting in his brightly coloured sweet peas. He had an incredible affinity with nature, and as a child I was immensely impressed that he had a pet robin that often came and sat on his spade. I would spend hours sitting with him talking about his life down the coal mines, not realizing the danger he’d been in back then. He talked of the canaries they took down with them to warn of gas, and told me the names of every single one of his pit ponies, which he continued to reel off faultlessly at the age of ninety-three. There was a strange connection between Great-Granddad and me; somehow, even with a good eighty-five years between us, we were soulmates.

He had always maintained that he did not want us children to see him if he became very ill in his old age, and suddenly after he had a stroke we just did not see him any more. Mum told me that he was very ill but I didn’t understand what a stroke was and when she told me that he wasn’t eating, I felt sure that if I went over to their house I could make him eat. When he died I was sure my heart was broken.

Nan lived across the valley in a small cottage which was also where Mum and Dad first lived together. Lewis, my elder brother, spent the first few years of his life there too, before they moved across the valley to the family house where Fergus and I were also brought up.

I will always have the fondest memories of Nan – of going for long walks in the Dales with her wearing her woolly marmalade-coloured hat. From childhood her passion was for learning and her enthusiasm was rewarded when she won a scholarship to go to university. Tragically, her father forbade her to study further and forced her to go out to work as soon as she was old enough. She dutifully followed his wishes and worked as a secretary after taking evening classes in shorthand and typing at school. By the age of sixteen she was providing for the family. But fate intervened again when her husband died young. She was forced to stop pursuing her dream and worked ridiculously long hours to support Mum and her sisters, determined that each of them would have the chance to go to university.

We were lucky that Mum and Dad were at home with us in the school holidays which were generally spent as a family. In this close environment we did most things for ourselves. A great deal of our food was grown in the garden after Dad had specifically fenced off and cultivated an area of the field. He would always try to do all the car repairs and services himself, and our early holidays were generally in the caravan, bought when the little Fiat car which Mum won in a fish finger competition was sold.

Family walks would last for hours and hours in any weather. We’d pick bilberries in the summer on the moors, have snowball fights in the winter down the farm tracks, play hide and seek in the enormous rhododendrons, and be taught by Dad how to sharpen our penknives on loose bits of stone.

As a result of our father’s love of machinery and antique engines we frequented the Crich Extravaganza each summer, taking along our Wolseley stationary engine and the little caravan. Dad loved these events, and as children we revelled in the chance to ride on the massive steam-powered, coal-fired traction engines, or feel the beating of the fairground generator steam engines which were run and looked after by friends of Dad’s. I always thoroughly enjoyed being around the engines, getting covered in coal dust, oil and soot. The atmosphere was fantastic, with a real commotion when the engines moved around the grounds. The whistles would blow, breaking out above the gentle but constant throb of the moving pistons. Dad would spend hours chatting to his friends about threshing machines and old tools as the smoke and steam from the engines billowed up into the blue sky.

All of this could not have been further removed from the sea. None the less, this was an interest that showed itself early on.


Chapter Two
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In 1980, Lewis went down to the East Coast to sail on Cabaret, my Auntie Thea’s boat. I couldn’t understand why I wasn’t going as well and Mum’s explanation that I was too young did nothing to console me. I was only four.

We saw Lew and Nan off on the train at Derby station and then Mum took me to the Derby Playhouse to see a puppet show called Button Moon. I was miserable. How could a puppet show ever take the place of an adventure of a lifetime? As I thought about what Lewis was doing I sulked until he returned.

He came back full of his trip, having loved every second of it. I think he might even have regretted being so enthusiastic, as I would not leave him alone, bombarding him with questions to find out something new about his experience, whether it was the weather, the number of sails Cabaret had or a detailed description of the interior of the boat.

My day came less than a year later. It was Easter, and for the first time I went with Nan and Lewis to see Cabaret. I remember nothing of the journey down to London other than intense excitement. I would not relax in any way, shape or form till I had laid eyes on Cabaret. I had dreamed of this moment for over six months.

I’d been told we were heading for Paglesham, and I had no idea what to expect. The word meant nothing to me, I was just dying to see the water. Face pressed against the cold glass of the window, the journey seemed never-ending. Buildings turned to trees, then to miles and miles of long, thick, wavering grass on the flat, marshy estuary. The land seemed to go on for ever, all the time ebbing away. Was this always the way to the sea, I wondered.

As I gazed out on to the river for the first time, the water was calm and muddy, with weed floating here and there. Lewis and I were hanging over the edges of the dinghy, looking at the boats on the river while Auntie Thea tried to answer my stream of questions. I just couldn’t take it all in. I spotted Cabaret as she sat on her mooring and she was the most beautiful boat I had ever seen. She could, I was sure at that moment, take us anywhere in the world.

I was ready to burst as the little dinghy pulled alongside. Before we’d even tied on I was clambering up over Cabaret’s tall white topsides, trying to get under the guard wires and on board. The thought of climbing over the guard wire (which is the correct way of doing things) seemed quite impossible. The result was that, forgetting the size of my lifejacket, I got jammed beneath them. My head was on the deck and my feet were waving out over the water!

Once on board Auntie Thea unlocked the solid-looking wooden doors. I was right next to her, and as they opened I peered down into the deep, dark cabin. There was a smell of engines and timber, like Dad’s garage, and the cabin seemed to smile at me. From that moment on, Cabaret felt like our little home.

Our first night on board was like a dream. I was tremendously excited as I lay there listening to the gentle lapping of the water on the hull. I could hear birds calling in the distance, I was so eager to get on with our adventures that I could hardly sleep. My world felt alive, and tomorrow we were going out to sea.

We went completely out of sight of land, and for the first time in my life I felt totally free. It would not have surprised me if I’d asked Auntie Thea if we could stay out at sea all week. I was hooked.

I became completely besotted with sailing and began to save every penny I could for a boat. Everything went into a money box which sat on my bedroom radiator for ten years. Above the radiator on a piece of graph paper was a hand-drawn box of 100 squares, and each time I made it to a pound I would drop it in and tick a square. Once the 100 were ticked I would proudly ask Mum to pop the money into my building society account for me.

I would spend hours poring over Practical Boat Owner magazine, which Auntie Thea subscribed to, writing letters to companies in search of their latest brochures. Each one was filed in order of the size of dinghy. I also began collecting sailing books avidly. I kicked off my sailing library at a very young age with Arthur Ransome’s Swallows and Amazons series. Mum and Nan had both been keen readers of these books and had passed them on to me.

I loved the spirit of adventure the books brought me, and dreamed of sailing on a lake to a secret island that had long been forgotten. I would spend hours and hours imagining what the secret harbour would look like, and how the firewood could be collected for the campfire. I dreamt of exploring at night with small hurricane lanterns, and of nights spent moored in a protected bay, or beneath trees at the side of the water.

Few children from the junior school in Wirksworth, our nearest main town, will remember me for anything other than being the girl who loved boats. I would draw a tiny optimist dinghy on everything from pencil cases and rubbers to exercise books – you name it, it had a boat on it!

I made three very good friends at junior school, Ben, Sarah and Simon. (Simon would become my boyfriend seven years later.) I was a bit of a tomboy, I guess, preferring to play with a good sharp knife and a block of wood than with make-up and dolls.

But Sarah was a bit of a loner too. She’d moved to our school from another one in Belper, and now lived across the valley from us and shared the same school bus. Though not as interested in the outdoors as me, she was, and still is, incredibly patient with my love for the sea. We would spend hours ‘sailing’ around the school playground pretending that the circles and squares painted on the concrete were islands and secret harbours. Poor girl!

I became friends with Simon when I was eight or nine years old. He’d just moved up to Derbyshire from Felixstowe on the Suffolk coast and he had sailed before. That was enough. On discovering we shared the same passion, we got on instantly. I can still remember the excitement of our first conversation.

Along with Simon and Ben I’d climb and abseil, play at being a Commando, go on expeditions and build dens in secluded woodland. Only more recently have I come to realize how lucky I was to be able to go out into the country and create a whole world of adventure.

I worked hard at school, though I did tend to spend every minute of my free time reading still more about boats and the sea, or I’d sit on the bus or in a corner at break-time with nothing more than a notepad and my imagination, designing possible new fittings to put on boats. The sky was the limit, but to make these dreams real I needed a boat.

For the time being, this meant Cabaret for a week each summer. And she was certainly no gin palace. Thea had bought her as a wreck and done her up herself. With seven, and later a dog, on a boat designed for four it was snug!

Cabaret was kept in a small boatyard at the end of a long, bumpy track. The main building was made of blackened weathered boards with the words J. W. SHUTTLEWOOD painted in white on a battered sign. This was a long way from being a marina. There were no floating pontoons to tie alongside, no fancy shower or toilet blocks, just mooring buoys scattered along the centre of the winding river. Creeks and gulleys crept inland from along the water’s edge. I used to spend time looking out at the water, mesmerized by the movement around the buoys in the river, or dreaming of the adventures to be had aboard the rows of tiny dinghies lying in the marsh grass.

At just 26 feet, Cabaret was a small boat. Her cabin was dark and deep with a magnificent glow of varnished mahogany from her woodwork. She was not a beamy boat, therefore her cabin was narrow, and it was quite difficult for two people to pass each other below. On peering down into the cabin you could see the tiny two-burner galley on the left, and the chart table on the right. There were four adult bunks, two running underneath the cockpit, and one on either side of the main cabin. Beyond that was a door leading to the triangular forepeak where, along with the anchor and sails, we three children were stowed. I took the port side, Fergus the starboard, and Lewis, being the oldest and tallest, got the longest berth down the centre, above the toilet.

Nan was always the first to rise in the morning, with a thirst for her wake-up cup of tea. She was always slightly out of her depth in the galley as she found the paraffin stove confusing to use. We’d usually wake soon after she did to the sound of her cries as flames billowed up against the cabin roof.

For the first few years we cruised the local rivers around the East Coast, visiting new places like Brightlingsea and Walton-on-the-Naze, the evocative setting for one of the Arthur Ransome stories, before becoming more adventurous and heading across the North Sea to visit Holland, France and Belgium.

On our first crossing, Fergus and I were allowed to stay up long enough to see ‘the galloper’, which was a buoy moored near the coast, as we approached our home waters once again. After dark we saw phosphorescence for the first time – Cabaret’s bow wave churning up the plankton that responded by looking like a thousand stars twinkling in the water, before disappearing into the blackness behind us. I tried to take the phosphorescence home in a jam jar, but it died, and no longer shone when disturbed. I began to realize that the beauty of the water can’t be taken away or captured. It can only properly be appreciated at first hand. I was also struck by how many sides the sea has to its personality. An angry sea on one crossing can be as smooth as silk on another. I was fascinated by how all this was possible and was desperate to understand much more.

I sailed alone for the first time in the French shipping port of Dunkirk on a sailing dinghy which my auntie had bought to be towed by Cabaret. I felt a mixture of freedom, responsibility and respect for the water – feelings which remain unchanged today. Each day that passed seemed to reinforce my love of the sea and photographs at the time invariably show me in knee-length shorts, with a royal blue peaked sailing hat and a little telescope which hung around my neck for years – just like the one from Swallows and Amazons.

We encountered our first real storm on the way back across the North Sea. I recall Cabaret being thrown around, but I also remember how solid she felt, and how much faith I had in her. I never felt scared in the storm, though I knew that something was going on in which we all had to be careful, hold on tight and clip on with our safety harnesses.

Sailing through the night was something else that left a vivid impression on me the first time it happened. Several times we had left early in the morning and anchored as the sun set, but sailing through the sunset and then the sunrise the following day was a whole new adventure. There was a feeling of constancy and endlessness about this kind of sailing. Why should we stop, why do we need to pull into port each night, why can’t we carry on further? I had made my first open sea passage, and I’d loved it.

Following our North Sea crossings we returned to UK waters, and spent time cruising a little further north and south from our Essex home port. The first year we headed north and sailed up the Deben and the Aide rivers. We had the dinghy, so we children were able to do a fair bit of sailing too.

I was still desperate for my own boat, so when we headed south to sail on the Solent the following year, I decided to try to do something about it by busking in the street during Cowes Week to raise funds.

While Cabaret sat at anchor in Chichester Harbour I perched on the deck in the evening mist practising sea shanties on my tin whistle. I can only apologize to everyone anchored in the same harbour, as most of the shanties were learnt through trial and error – mainly the latter! Once we made it round to Cowes I lost my nerve. I felt intimidated by the multicoloured spinnakers and matching crew shirts. Everyone there seemed so much older and seemed to belong. I couldn’t see any other children with sailing hats and telescopes round their necks. This was a type of sailing I really wasn’t used to.

Lewis also enjoyed his sailing and started going to Ogston Reservoir with the school. I was still in the junior school and so, theoretically, not old enough to take part, but I would go with Mum to collect him and wait in the car looking out at all the boats. Eventually I managed to talk to one of the supervisors, and was lucky enough to be allowed to join in. I had found somewhere more local than the sea to sail.

But while I loved sailing there and learnt a great deal, I still dreamed of owning my own boat. I had in mind a tiny, varnished wooden dinghy with tan sails, though Auntie Thea was against it. She was sure that a fibreglass dinghy would hold its value better. The only problem was that a fibreglass boat was more expensive. I felt stuck, especially when I found an 8-foot fibreglass Blue Peter dinghy at a local boat sales yard a short drive from home. She cost £5 35, but I had barely £200 saved.

It was Nan who came up trumps. She knew how much I longed for a boat, and how hard I’d been saving. At the same time Lewis was trying to save for a BBC computer and Nan decided to give all three of us £300. It was a terrific amount of money and I am still amazed at just what a generous gift this was as it was a significant lump of her life savings.

After deep discussion I named the dinghy Threep’ny Bit, attaching the real thing, a coin found in the depths of one of our cupboards, to her hull. I used to spend my days rigging her up in the garden, making little tents for her, and working out how I could camp on board.

My bedroom at home was tiny. If I reached out I could almost touch both walls but I was determined to keep all Threep’ny Bit’s gear there. The ropes, oars and sails covered the whole floor and I could see that the only option was to keep everything on the bed, and move it when I needed to sleep. In the end, however, I came up with a simpler solution: when Mum and Dad went out, I took the bed apart and moved it to the barn. I slept in a sleeping-bag that I could roll up every morning, and the room felt as though it had more than doubled in size.

On the wall I had a 5-foot square map of a trout pond nearby. I’d walked there several times and was dying to get afloat on it. The owners of the pond couldn’t have known how many of my dreams were realized when they told me I could keep Threep’ny Bit there. As she slipped into the water for the first time, the little wooden oars squeaked in her rowlocks and the water flowing beneath her bow made a bubbling sound.

Over the following months I spent many happy hours playing on the pond. I took Threep’ny Bit into the reeds, to hide from the savages. As I watched the moorhens going slowly about their business through my tiny telescope, I pretended that not a soul in the world could see us hidden away. I would land on the island and find perfect places to moor up, and the driest place to pitch a tent. I had the place for the campfire worked out so that I could hide the flames from anyone who tried to attack the island, and chose the tree in which to hang the lantern to show any allies the way in. There were passages behind the island which were difficult to negotiate with thick weed pushing its way to the surface, ready to catch unwary oars and leave them stranded in the weed beds till rescue came. There were fox tracks in the woods, and enormous holly bushes which opened out into tinder-dry palaces if you were brave enough to fight through the prickles. The pond occupied my thoughts and dreams day and night.

As my tenth birthday approached, I was just old enough to go on a race training camp at Rutland Water, a large reservoir at least ten times the size of Ogston. This was a long way from Derbyshire, but as soon as I knew that I was old enough to go I was determined to do so. The course was a week long, and I had asked for it as a birthday present from my family.

I learned a tremendous amount during that week. At ten years old I was one of the youngest of the sailors and was a bit too small for the boat. This wasn’t helped by the weather we encountered during the week. It blew at least a Force 6 each day but one. I found keeping the boat upright incredibly difficult and capsized eleven times during the first day. I was so frustrated when I came last or second last in most races as I had imagined I would be able to get better results.

It was also the first time I’d been away from home by myself and I was homesick. I didn’t really fit in with the crowds from the different sailing clubs, I didn’t have a dinghy with new sails, or the latest gear. I had no wetsuit and sailed in a navy-blue anorak and tracksuit which I would try to dry each night over the dormitory radiator. It was the first time in my life I had felt lonely. I was surrounded by people but
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