


[image: cover image for Full Circle]







[image: Penguin Books]











Ellen MacArthur





Full Circle


[image: Penguin Books]










Contents

List of Illustrations

Map

Prologue

Full Circle

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-one

Chapter Twenty-two

Chapter Twenty-three

Chapter Twenty-four

Chapter Twenty-five

Chapter Twenty-six

Chapter Twenty-seven

Chapter Twenty-eight

Epilogue

Illustrations

Chronology

Glossary

Follow Penguin









 


‘If you want to build a ship, don’t drum up people together to collect wood and don’t assign them tasks and work, but rather teach them to long for the endless immensity of the sea.’

Antoine de Saint-Exupéry











List of Illustrations

All line drawings are by the author; all photos are from the author’s collection or Offshore Challenges unless stated otherwise.

 

1. Me with my Great Granddad.

2. With my brothers, Lewis and Fergus.

3. My Mum, older brother Lewis, Grandpa and Gran, younger brother Fergus and, at the front, me and Mac.

4. The grid that I made to mark off every penny I saved towards buying my first boat.

5. Threpn’y bit.

6. On board Iduna, aged eighteen, ready to set sail on my first big adventure – a solo trip around Britain.

7. The Vendée Globe, 2000. (Jacques Vapillon)

8. A shot taken moments after leaving Kingfisher. (Michel Birot)

9. During the Route du Rhum in 2002. (Jacques Vapillon)

10. In Guadeloupe at the finish of the Route du Rhum 2002. (Marie-Pierre Tricart)

11 and 12. Two images demonstrating the fragility of multihulls. (Gilles Martin-Raget)

13, 14 and 15. The capsize of Foncia during the Challenge Mondial Assistance, 2003. (Yvan Zedda)

16. Kingfisher II. (Jacques Vapillon)


17. The Southern Ocean.

18. The makeshift mast, which allowed us to sail for Australia.

19. The fantastic crew of Kingfisher II. (DPPI)

20 and 21. Photos taken during the build process of Mobi.

22. Sailing Mobi for the first time. (Thierry Martinez)

23. Passing Cape Horn on the training sail with Loik and Mark.

24. Managing resources on board Mobi. (Billy Black / DPPI)

25 and 26. Setting off from New York on the West–East crossing. (Billy Black / DPPI)

27. A life of lists!

28 and 29. Two images of the kit that I would take with me on the solo attempt.

30. Looking out of the window in Falmouth towards the dock and the boat, before setting off.

31. We’re off … (Thierry Martinez)

32, 33, 34 and 35. Snapshots taken during the Round the World Voyage, from fixing generators to building snowmen.

36, 37, 38 and 39. Images of exhaustion during the record attempt.

40. A visit from HMS Gloucester. (Royal Navy)

41. A Tornado flies above Mobi as we pass the Falklands. (1435 Squadron RAF)

42. A satellite image showing both Mobi (the orange dot) and the remnants of the sun’s light, setting in the west.

43. Reunited with Mum and Dad at the finish. (Liot Vapillon / DPPI)

44. On the podium at Falmouth. (Carlo Borlenghi / SEA and SEE / DPPI)

45. Keroman submarine base.

46. An abandoned fishing vessel, the Victor Pleven.

47. The ship’s graveyard in Kerhervy on the Blavet river.

48. Mobi sits in front of the Shanghai skyline.

49 and 50. South Georgia.


51. Grytviken, a derelict whaling station established in 1904.

52. Grytviken in the 1960s. (Dave Wheeler)

53. Photograph of Solveig Jacobsen on the Grytviken flensing plan, taken by Magistrate Edward Binnie in 1916.

54, 55, 56, 57, 58, 59, 60 and 61. Images taken from our time on Bird Island.

62, 63 and 64. The exciting but demanding challenge of building a home.

65 and 66. Floss.

67, 68, 69, 70, 71 and 72. Images from our canal adventure.

73. The annual Round the Island Race, 2007. (Rick Tomlinson)

74. IDEC, the boat in which Francis Joyon beat my record. (Jean Marie Liot)

75. With Francis at the finish of his record attempt (Thierry Martinez)

76 and 77. With Greg Homann on board ‘Foxy Lady’ on the Archipelago Raid. (Thierry Martinez)

78, 79, 80, 81, 82 and 83. Sailing with the Ellen MacArthur Trust. (Gleber Rodriguez; On Edition; Ellen MacArthur Trust; Maxine Duggins)

84. From an early age I can remember visiting farm sales in Derbyshire with my Dad.

85. With Eamonn, working the dogs.

86. Floss and ‘Norm’.

87, 88, 89 and 90. My journey towards setting up the Ellen MacArthur Foundation has led to many unique and interesting experiences. (Steve Thearle; Renault)

91. A graph showing the increasing gap between the amount of oil we use and the amount which has been discovered. (Richard Crookes)

92. A diagram showing the difference between a linear and a circular economy. (Richard Crookes)

93 and 94. The house finally taking shape.

95. My Nan, on her graduation day. (Derby Evening Telegraph)








Prologue
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We travelled down to the dock very early on the morning of the start: in part to avoid the traffic, which inevitably builds up quickly, but also as I wanted to savour the atmosphere before the pontoons were smothered with people. The sea was flat as we drove along the beach, and the grey of the sky blended with the watery horizon to appear even more mystical and immense than I remembered. My mind was alive, flashing so many images back to me, like travelling through a gallery of time. The shapes of buildings on our right were the silhouettes which had marked my first ever landfall following an ocean crossing, and on our left was the beach on which I had swum in the days after as I dreamt of circling the globe. The Nouch Sud, the buoy marking the finish line of the Vendée Globe, floated silently in the distance, while the sea, quiet and flat, awaited the presence of twenty-six boats and their skippers who were about to make it their home. Even as the town uttered its first sounds of waking, there was a distinct air of nervous tension, and I could feel its familiar fingers rummaging around uncomfortably inside me once more.

Down on the pontoons, the skippers were feeling the pressure. Saying goodbyes, knowing that even if all went well it would be the last time they would hold their children and loved ones for three months, was almost too much for some. The looks on their faces said it all for me. In their eyes I could see those who had already made their farewells and were focused solely on the race and others still clinging on with the very ends of their fingertips, savouring every hug, smile and glance until the comfort of the land could be with them no more. Before the race had even begun they were holding back the tears as they dealt with the harsh reality that they were the cause of the unmaskable pain on the faces of those close to them together with the realization that their last moments of complete rest had passed until next year.

There were hundreds of thousands of people in Les Sables d’Olonne, and the atmosphere was electric. The air felt every bit as charged as it had in November 2000 when I was there with Kingfisher – I felt astonished that eight years had passed since then. Now, being older, I understood the event for what it really was and I was both intrigued and humbled to witness the excitement of the crowds and their reactions when they recognized one of the sailors.

Emotion, hope and silence were what I felt on the pontoons that morning. Not one person was raising their voice; no one was laughing. Hoards of people, all speaking in whispers as if at a wake. Only the isolated sessions of cheering stirred the atmosphere as each boat finally untied from the dock to leave.

Those who had never competed in the Vendée before were about to experience something truly remarkable; the journey down the mile-long channel, lined with crowds of people all willing them on with their adventure. Families, the old and the young, waving banners and cheering for each of the boats as they felt the ‘finality’ of their heading out to sea, to head to the bottom of the earth and back, solo, non-stop. There are few sights like it in the world. It’s perhaps akin to the feeling in a football stadium – except that these sailors would soon be alone and a far cry away from the cheers of their fans. The contrast between that journey down the channel and their first night alone could not be more stark.

I looked out into the watery distance where the boats were all waiting to start; it was still grey and calm, and the sky and the sea seemed to merge as one. As I stared out the cluster of craft I could see began to blur as my eyes welled with tears … and time, just for a few minutes, seemed to stand utterly and totally still.

In that moment of emotion my heart knew why I wasn’t going, and as it was my heart which had sent me out there in the first place I put my faith in believing it. Perhaps it’s like loving someone so much but knowing that you simply can’t live with them any more – I don’t know; but as I stood there watching the boats slip away I knew that the impossible had happened. My racing years were over.

Though I still felt as much in love with the sea as ever, something inside me had grown to eclipse that passion. I had experienced something three years before which made me see the world in a different light and, having seen that, I could not go on as before.

For me there was a much bigger race out there, and I had already crossed the start line …









Chapter One
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I remember vividly how difficult I had found it leaving Kingfisher in February 2001. As I climbed over her guardrails, it felt like having a part of me I no longer knew how to live without torn out of me. It was not the fact that I had spent three months alone, but ironically the fact that I was stepping from the safety of her deck into an unfamiliar new world where hundreds of thousands of people were chanting my name. It was as if the second I stepped off her I had reached my destination, and there I was, standing uncomfortably at a junction, having no idea which path was next. The world around me was more turbulent and unpredictable than the wildest seas I had encountered deep in the Southern Ocean, and just when I expected to be caught by the strong, familiar arms of life, nothing happened.

Every minute of the Vendée had been a day in a dream. I had treasured every sunset, storm, high and low as if it was the last moment of my life. Though it had been a rollercoaster of emotions with the highs higher than you could ever imagine, and lows to match, I knew exactly why I was doing it. I had spent ninety-four incredible days at sea and had been in my element. I was twenty-four and I’d come second in the most high-profile solo ocean race in the world. But despite this, the moment which should have been pure elation as I crossed the finish line was shadowed in fear. There were two fears: the realization that the normality I craved, and had left behind on that same dock some three months before, was simply not there any longer; and the fear brought by the end of something, the end of a dream which had paved the path of my life in every conceivable way until that moment.

When I was a child my dreams hadn’t been about crossing a finish line, or standing before a cheering crowd; they had always been about simply being out on the water. Ever since the age of four I’d dreamt of being at sea, and as I had grown up my dreams had grown with me. Sailing Cabaret, my Auntie Thea’s boat, had been my first experience. My elder brother, Lewis, and I loved it so much that, bizarrely for a family from landlocked Derbyshire, our annual family exodus became sailing on the south coast. Nan (Mum’s Mum, who was in her late sixties) came too, and when my younger brother, Fergus, and Mac the dog came along that made seven of us and a dog on board a boat that was essentially designed for four!

As we hoisted our sails, just simple triangles of fabric, I was riddled with a restless excitement. For the first time in my life I felt a boat come alive: the wind filled our sails, and we began to move through the water. Though I was experiencing this through the eyes of a child, I knew that, for the first time in my life, somehow, I had touched freedom. Dependent on nothing but the elements, I was convinced we could sail for ever, and to a country child used to running free in the fields ‘for ever’ felt like the biggest field imaginable. Almost endless, the ocean held more excitement and adventure than I could cram into my tiny head, and as each year passed I read everything I could get my hands on to learn more about it.

As its powerful lure began to eclipse my rural life, I realized the only way to overcome my frustration was to channel my savings into buying a boat. From the age of eight, I saved every penny I could, and by the time I had control of my dinner money, I was saving all but the 4p I spent on beans and 4p I spent on mash (with free gravy!) in my clear blue money box Blu-tacked firmly to my radiator. Hand-drawn on a piece of paper above was a grid containing 100 squares, and each time I reached a pound, I would drop the coins in and cross one off. When I’d saved £100 I took a celebratory trip to the building society, though much to the horror of the cashier, as all those coins took a lot of counting!


I named my first boat Threpn’y bit, but I was soon to realize that years’ more saving were needed if I was to be able to afford to put her in a sailing club by the water. Even so, many happy hours were spent sitting in the garden, dreaming of the adventures we would one day have together.

But despite sailing taking over my world, what was around me in Derbyshire was quite different. Our home was a smallholding, with the sound of chickens and ducks outside as opposed to the sound of waves breaking on a shore. At school, too, sailing was a remote concept, and not even I could see then how a life at sea could ever materialize. Loving animals, and being surrounded by them from an early age, I felt drawn towards the idea of being a vet. I spent a week doing work experience at a practice near by and loved it; it seemed like a fulfilling career. Being around animals, particularly on the farms, was hard work, but it appealed hugely to me. Spending time with the farmers and being out in the countryside suited me far more than being stuck in any office, and for three years I spent virtually every Saturday there, helping out to gain experience.

Veterinary Science is one of the hardest university courses to get into, and, as my school had advised me not to bother applying, I’d decided to work my socks off to prove them wrong. However, despite my determination the situation was taken out of my control as I was struck down with glandular fever just a few months before my A-Level exams. It was a real blow; however, ironically it turned out to be one of the biggest turning points in my life. Though with my illness one door closed, another, previously hidden, opened. At 2 a.m. one morning there was a sailing programme on the TV, and, after borrowing my Nan’s video recorder to tape it, I was able, despite my horizontal state, to watch images of people racing round the world. I remember vividly the opening sequence of images, with boats, sailors and the ocean, and in one split second I made the irrevocable decision that sailing was to become my future.

I knew I had no choice but to follow my heart, and before I had even finished taking my A-Level exams I had spread my wings and was gone. I began by teaching courses at a nautical school in Hull. The Humber was a wide, windswept, tidal river, but I loved it. At eighteen I found myself working with the guys from the barges, tugs and workboats, as well as with people who wished to learn to sail and navigate. In my enthusiasm I had dived in the deep end and I grew up quickly. I was teaching a mixture of disciplines such as the splicing of tug tow lines as thick as my leg, identifying lights on ships at night and how the wind and tides worked. Some of my students were three times my age, but I put all I had into the teaching, and as we worked together with a great level of two-way banter I soon became one of them. During the courses we’d all go to the pub at lunchtime, and I especially relished the chance to chat with the guys from the barges and hear both sobering and amusing stories of their fathers and grandfathers who had all worked on the river. I felt at home with them, and they were real people. Their trade was one of the few still going on the river, as the fishing fleet Hull was once so famous for was now reduced to a few faded photographs and memories. I realized then just how much I enjoyed people’s company – something that would make my subsequent journey more challenging.

In the spring of 1995, just weeks after my unexpected win of the Young Sailor of the Year award for passing my Yachtmaster qualification aged eighteen, I decided to embark on my first solo journey. It was not long after buying my third boat, Iduna, that I hatched a plan to sail round Britain. It was a huge challenge for me, and the feeling I had, aged eighteen, as I sailed out of those lock gates at Hull Marina was one of the most powerful ever. Behind me on the dock was the past; my two brothers, Mum and Dad, and many of my friends waving goodbye, and beyond me was the future, the wide expanse of the river Humber leading out to sea. I felt suspended in time between the past which was slowly slipping from view behind me on the dockside and the future which lay ahead. Just waiting to unfold.

I had never sailed solo before; nor had I spent more than a few hours sailing the tiny Iduna. I was nervous, but excited. Everything surrounding me felt new. Spending four and a half months in my own company was a totally alien experience for me, but the journey gave me confidence, both in myself and in my sailing ability. It also introduced me to the wider world outside Derbyshire and Hull. I talked to people, learnt from people, and saw more of the UK than I had in my previous eighteen years. I relished the challenge and loved the experience of sailing at night, seeing new places and managing my little world of the boat. I explored, found tiny anchorages, frightened myself. Everything about the journey fascinated me, and every decision, repair or manoeuvre was part of a huge puzzle that I was relishing the opportunity to solve. I returned, not as the shy girl who had left, but as a young woman who was learning how to handle being alone, how to deal with fatigue and stress, and how to make life-and-death decisions.

It was an indication of what was to come. Before I had finished my Round Britain I was already setting my sights on the next challenge, and the following year, on my twentieth birthday, I left Boston, USA, to sail two-handed across the Atlantic. Things were changing in my life more quickly than I could keep up with, and each breath and step I took was a progression towards my ultimate goal. Now firmly etched in my mind, the goal of sailing round the world for the first time felt possible, and part of this was due to a chance meeting with a man called Mark Turner.

Mark worked in the marine industry and appeared to know everyone. He had decided his next sailing challenge would be the Mini-Transat, a race I too was keen on, and in January 1997 – eight months before the start – Mark and I formed a partnership which was to become instrumental in everything I achieved on the water. Offshore Challenges, our company, was to become the vehicle through which my career unfolded.

My enthusiasm and Mark’s communication skills created a powerful partnership. After we made it, elated, to the finish of the Mini Transat, Mark decided to step back from sailing and take on the role of managing our project on land. Our shared goal was to find the funding for a competitive entry into the Vendée Globe, and to do this we almost had to achieve the impossible. We had nothing bar enthusiasm and the most intense ambition to share our project with the world, but that was enough to persuade Kingfisher plc to sponsor the twenty-two-year-old girl who stuck by her word.

Life at that time was on a knife edge. Mark had resigned from his job as marketing director for a marine company, and I was living in a Portakabin in a boatyard on £10 a week for food. Many things played a part in that dream coming true, but none touched me more than the unexpected but poignant gift I had been unknowingly left by my Nan. I used this to pay the entrance fee for the Route du Rhum, a race which we would use to demonstrate to Kingfisher that I could handle a race around the world. Though in a boat we chartered at the last minute, I won my class. Kingfisher were convinced, and five months later we announced our project to build a boat for the Vendée Globe. Though people would later say to me, ‘Kingfisher were so lucky to sponsor you,’ I would always reply that it wasn’t luck. They took a gamble – a huge gamble to sponsor a young sailor with virtually no track record. They had believed in us, and it paid off.

The hills and valleys of Derbyshire had been replaced by the Southern Ocean’s rolling waves, and the girl who’d saved her school dinner money for a boat in her landlocked years was about to become the skipper of a newly designed 60 foot boat. I couldn’t believe it was my life as I sat there in the design meetings in total disbelief as we brought to life the most beautiful boat I could imagine. But she was not just any boat; she was called Kingfisher, and I was going to race her round the world.

Kingfisher was an IMOCA 60, a 4x4 of the ocean. They are powerful and awe-inspiring boats and designed primarily to be sailed solo round the world skippered by the world’s best single-handed sailors. Just four months after her launch in Auckland, and after sailing her half-way round the world, I competed in my first race, the Europe 1 NEW MANSTAR race. The pressure was immense as I crossed the start line in Plymouth. I was twenty-three and racing to the USA in my first professional competition, and for the full two weeks at sea I was really nervous. But it culminated in success way beyond anyone’s expectations. In just five years I’d gone from sailing solo for the first time in my life to winning my first race against the best single-handed sailors in the world.

Our second race, the Vendée Globe, began just five months later. It was this race which finished in Les Sables d’Olonne in February 2001. I finished second, and as a result, the race brought me into the public eye and changed my life for ever.


I had thought at the time that my wish to stay on board Kingfisher at the finish was solely because I loved the sea so much and was happy out there in a way that I had never found elsewhere in my life, but with hindsight I realize that a great part of the fear and emotion of leaving her was that I was leaving her safety. Kingfisher was the most incredible boat I could ever have wished to have sailed, and I felt like the luckiest person in the world to be able to call myself her skipper. In the year leading up to the Vendée I had spent more time on her than I had on land, and she had become my home. Life out there was different too, as, though you have no control of the elements, you are totally in control of the boat on which you sail. Many decisions may dictate success, failure or even, in extreme situations, life or death; but they are your decisions and yours alone. You hold the key to dealing with every single thing that happens to you out there, but on land, trying to satisfy requests coming in from all over the world, life could not have been more different.

Within minutes of stepping on the dock a particular photograph was taken of me. It was in black and white, and I’m holding my hands up before my face at the request of the photographer. Despite having finished second in the Vendée I was not smiling as I stood there in my worn old waterproofs, gently biting my bottom lip, my hair tousled and short from where I cut it myself ten days before the finish and the precious selection of good luck charms I’d been given around my neck. When I look into my own eyes in that photo now I see a frightened and vulnerable girl. I may have won the hearts of those who had given me such incredible strength and support, but I had lost my anonymity, and like so many things in life, you don’t realize just how precious it is until you’ve lost it. In that tumultuous time in my life the one thing I craved was normality – and that was the last thing I could possibly have had.

Few people understood what I was going through that year, not even many who were close to me, and as I always gave my all in public, everyone around me thought that the Ellen they knew was fine. But I wasn’t fine, far from it. Inside, I felt as if I was trapped at the base of a waterfall, held under water and, whilst trying not to panic, I was desperately struggling to find which way was up.


In effect 2001 taught me what really matters in life. It taught me how to be strong, and most importantly it taught me just how important having values was. I knew who my friends were, and when people I’d never spoken to before claimed to have known me from old, I knew the score. I remember people saying to me that they remembered me living in my little boat, or in the tiny Portakabin I rented in Hamble, but I knew the people who were friendly to me back then, and I could count them on one hand. I would be polite, but felt that it might have been nice if they’d said the briefest hello back then.

Life was a mixture of emotions, as some unbelievable things happened, such as receiving an MBE and even having a mountain named after me, but alongside the opportunities I found myself picking my way through a minefield of pitfalls. I was being pulled in every direction possible. Amidst all of this mayhem the one thing which gave me control of my life back was getting out to sea again. There I felt not only at home, but safe. Thankfully my own compass had pulled me back to where I could be me again … and that was doing exactly what I did best: getting out there on the water. This helped my relationship with Mark and Offshore Challenges too, as it gave me the space to reflect on my own future and rise above our challenges dealing with life on land.

After a brief trip to Scotland with Mum and Dad, which gave me the time to write down my thoughts, I met with Mark to discuss the future. It was a pivotal moment, as rather than shying away from the downsides of our success, I faced them head-on and decided to take control of my life again with a mammoth five-year plan.

My first goal was to sail Kingfisher again in the 2002 Route du Rhum. Next was the Jules Verne, a crewed round-the-world record attempt with the aim of being the fastest crew round the world ever. My third ambition, the most important to me, which I didn’t make public at the time, was a solo attempt on the round-the-world record. Since being in the Southern Ocean on the Vendée I’d been both enchanted by and drawn to its seductive beauty, and I knew I had to return there. To break either the Jules Verne record or the solo record I would need to sail a multihull, and bar a couple of crewed races in them I had very little experience. I had already agreed to sail the Transat Jacques Vabre two-handed transatlantic race at the end of the year with my good friend Alain Gautier on his 60 foot trimaran Foncia. I knew this was an essential part of learning how to control these highly strung beasts.

Multihulls are very different from monohulls. Despite their gigantic structures they are lighter and faster than the equivalent length of monohull like Kingfisher. The biggest difference is that multis use floats or hulls to keep themselves the right way up, whereas Kingfisher had a huge 3 ton lump of lead 4.5 metres beneath the water to do the same. If a huge wave or the wind pushes a monohull over, then the keel will ultimately pull the boat back the right way up, like a pendulum. A multi has stabilizers, if you like, which make them very stable, until the point where they are pushed that little bit too far, when they can literally cartwheel through the air. Trimarans and catamarans both have much in common, both seemingly flying through the air, high above the water. They are fast and elegant but they can be flipped on to their backs in seconds as they capsize. They are actually more stable upside down than the right way up, which does not fill you with confidence when you are about to take one deep into the Southern Ocean, where waves can be as high as five- or six-storey buildings.

I wanted to sail in the south with a crewed multi first, to work out how likely it was that I’d kill myself down there. To make the decision harder, at the time there appeared to be no individual who had ever made it round the world non-stop in a multi, though several had tried. In fact, only a handful of boats had even made it round fully crewed, so for me the Jules Verne would be a decisive journey and would influence one of the most important decisions of my life: solo or not? If I decided ‘yes’, it would take the danger I had previously experienced at sea to a new level. Sailing solo in the Southern Ocean on a multi was nothing short of madness.








Chapter Two
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The Route du Rhum had been a real eye-opener to me when I’d raced it for the first time back in 1998, and now, in 2002, I was to compete again. It was to be my final race with Kingfisher, and I was looking forward to being reunited for one last adventure. It would be the first time solo for me since the finish of the Vendée almost two years before.

Run every four years from St Malo in France to Guadeloupe in the Caribbean, the Rhum is a 3,540 mile race which starts in November. Though the destination sounds warm and inviting, the start is the absolute opposite. Freezing gales and storms are usually on order for the first week, and in the 1998 race I had worn my survival suit continuously for ten days. The weather reports then building up to the start were horrendous, and in the race I saw 65 knots, which, at force 12, is as high as the Beaufort scale goes! I remember looking at the weather charts before the start in the house that we’d rented as a team. I was incredibly nervous, which was not helped by the fact that one of the low-pressure systems heading across the Atlantic had ‘BOMB’ written next to it, which I did not take as a good sign!

The 50 foot boat that I’d sailed the first time had been chartered at the last minute, and, though she was a good boat, she was not my boat; I had managed to get her across the Atlantic, but it had been an incredibly hard physical struggle. This time, though, it was different: four years had passed, and I was sailing my beloved Kingfisher. Though she was 10 feet bigger, I knew her inside out and back to front. In fact, I would go as far as saying she felt like an extension of me. Everything about her was wonderful, from her shape to the way she handled a storm. Plus, after sailing 75,000 miles in each other’s company, we had a deal: I looked after her, and she looked after me. Together we made a very strong team.

When we had won the first race we had ever competed in together I am sure that many said that it was beginner’s luck. It was even suggested by one competitor that I’d cheated. Then, five months later, I started the Vendée and finished second. Perhaps even then some felt I’d been lucky. Whatever their view, though, there was a real feeling that the skipper of Kingfisher for the Route du Rhum in 2002 was no longer the girl from Derbyshire who’d competed in the Vendée Globe. Now I was seen as a serious contender; and in racing terms it was my coming of age.

When we arrived in St Malo I was more relaxed than I’d ever been for a race before. We got on really well as a team that year: no matter if things went right or wrong, we always had a laugh about it. Humorous banter was something we had in truckloads, and I was in a good place mentally. It was the characters in the team such as Jonny, Charlie and Nobbers who made it feel so special. I had known Charlie for years, and, though Jonny and Nobbers had joined the team more recently, we all gelled extremely well. Though he had worked in sailing for years, one of Jonny’s previous jobs was as a nightclub DJ, and he was capable of defusing any difficult situation with his wicked sense of humour. They chose to nickname me ‘Miss’, in the sense of a schoolteacher, which was quite amusing, and Kingfisher became the ‘Mighty Fish’. We spent a good deal of time together over that year, and going out for a drink with the guys in those first evenings in St Malo was the perfect antidote to pre-race nerves. All in all, the guys brought out a relaxed and cheeky Ellen, and that state of mind certainly helped me psychologically in the build-up to the start. I also felt physically much more prepared. In 2002 I had begun training in earnest, and this time had a real fitness plan in place.

St Malo was bedlam before the race. Almost a million people visited the boats and flocked into the area for the race start itself. I have no idea where that number of people could stay, as hotels must have been at bursting point. Vast numbers of people all with different-coloured jackets looked like hundreds and thousands on a cake as they thronged along the barriers, sometimes five or ten deep. The 2002 Rhum was the biggest since its inception back in 1978, with the docks crammed full with fifty-nine race boats and a staggering fleet of eighteen 60 foot multihulls. They looked spectacular as they lined the docks, each of them pretty much as wide as they were long. I knew many of the multihull skippers too, having raced the year before and earlier that year with my good friend Alain Gautier on Foncia, and always against the other boats in that fleet. There was my old rival Michel Desjoyeaux there, the only sailor ever to finish ahead of Kingfisher and me in a solo race. But this time he was racing in the 60 foot multis rather than the 60 foot monohulls, so we were no longer direct competitors. The monohulls’ start was on Saturday 9 November, and the multis’ was the following day, as they are much faster boats, and staggering the starts would mean they’d finish in Guadeloupe closer to the monos.

My greatest rivals in the seventeen-boat IMOCA 60 foot fleet, the largest of the monohull classes, were Roland Jourdain (nicknamed Bilou) from France, Mike Golding from the UK and Jean-Pierre Dick, also from France. It felt reassuring to me that I had already raced against Bilou and Mike in the Vendée and that I no longer felt like the new kid on the block. Though being one of the race favourites put a lot of extra pressure on, I was not alone, as a sailor from our team, Nick Moloney, a great guy, friend and character in the sailing world, was also racing as part of the Offshore Challenges sailing team. He was racing in Class 2 monos, as I had in 1998. His previous solo race had been the Mini Transat, two years before. In fact we had got to know Nick as he had raced in my old Mini, Le Poisson.

The team had helped here a great deal with my confidence, however, and I was comforted by the fact I knew Kingfisher was faster than she had been in the Vendée. We had modified her a great deal over the previous winter, managing to lose 300 kg. We had swapped her steel rigging for a lighter material, which allowed us to change her keel bulb for a smaller one, and I was very much hoping that this would help us out.

In order not to spend all of the ten days before the start keeping a low profile and dodging the crowds, I headed off to stay in a barn for a few days. It belonged to Mark’s mum, and though small was perfectly formed! It was an ancient stone building in an orchard; half was a tiny stone house with one room downstairs and one up, then next door in the ‘real barn’ part was the toilet and shower. There was no heating, just a huge open fire, but the place was magical and such a tranquil contrast to the bustle of St Malo.

My partner, Ian, had also come to join me. We’d been together about three years, and he had been through many race starts before. He understood the pressures. Since the Vendée I had never stopped: I had been continually travelling, attending meetings or sailing, so it was great to spend some quality time together at the barn. We cooked on the huge fire and chatted, and I spent the evenings looking at the weather charts, sorting out what clothes I’d have on board with me and packing the vitamin supplements I would take every day. It reminded me of the countryside in Derbyshire, and I felt at home there. It was the perfect place to relax in; the weather outside was crisp and sunny, and the cold mornings, with the orchard covered in the most beautiful haze, were very special.

On the day of the start I felt awful. The weather forecast was very bad for the first week of the race, and the wind was absolutely howling as I woke before daybreak and dressed in my thermals. Mornings of starts are always unpleasant: you are saying goodbye to one world and entering another, and you inevitably feel quite detached from what is going on around you. I felt sick inside with nerves and was seriously concerned about getting Kingfisher safely out and to the start line. There are many rocks surrounding the entrance to St Malo, and the conditions that day were challenging. The forecast was for gusts of 30–35 knots, and for the night, gusts of 35–40.

Ian and I drove down to the marina, where we said goodbye. He was the best person to have around during those stressful moments: he was incredibly supportive and knew just what to do. I felt a mixture of emotions at that moment. Leaving the safety of land and the warmth of a car for the unpredictable ocean is not always easy, but I also wanted to get on with the race and get the worrying and stressful start over and done with. I was a sailor who liked to be in a clear piece of ocean to make clear decisions. Close racing with many other boats had never been my thing. I was very, very nervous. I leant over and kissed Ian, shedding a couple of tears on his shoulder. Then, knowing it was time to go, I took a deep breath and wiped my eyes.

‘Right, better go to work,’ I said. And with that, I was gone …

I had decided that having Ian on board while getting the boat to the start line was not the right thing to do any more, as it’s a stressful time, and, though he would never wish to be a distraction, I knew that ultimately that would be unavoidable. Mark wasn’t on board either, as he had decided to be with Nick Moloney. The wind was still honking as I pulled my waterproof trousers and jacket on. It was 9 a.m., six hours to the start, and I was keener than ever to get settled into my new home. So many things were going through my head: what was the battery voltage, were the spinnakers all packed properly, what sails would the others have up for the start … The race boats have no engines, and as we were towed out through the channel I looked again at the weather; the forecast for two days’ time was force 8–9 with a wave height of 6–8 metres. Luckily we would be out of the English Channel and in the Atlantic Ocean by then. Surrounding us on all sides were hundreds of boats: all shapes and sizes of spectator boats, the teams’ support boats and the forty-one monohulls about to begin the race.

I don’t know where the six hours went, because, before we knew it, it was time for the guys to get off. They were allowed to stay on board by race rules until four minutes before the start, and stay on they did! We had quickly realized that the conditions were so rough out there getting off would be difficult. Finally, with almost exactly four minutes to go, we got the rib close enough for the guys to jump. So energetic was their departure that they actually ended up diving into it, and it was a real miracle that they all made it.

Four minutes later, and despite our hurried disembarkation of the guys, Kingfisher was the first boat to cross the start line. Starts have never been my strong point, so I was both relieved and glad to be away cleanly and with good speed. My heart was racing; and, though nervous, I felt ecstatic I was back at sea with the Mighty Fish.

The mist cleared as we passed Cap Fréhel, which was wonderful for the thousands of people who were perched on and clinging to the rocks to catch a glimpse of the sailors heading off for the Atlantic. Despite the weather the turnout was once again staggering, and I can’t explain just how encouraging it was to hear the spectators’ cheers. I was second around the buoy, our final turning mark off the French coast: Bilou had beaten me, but I was not concerned so early in the race. Then, totally unexpected, our first hitch. Kingfisher suddenly careered off course. Even so early on in the race I knew it was happening, you become so tuned into the boat that you feel it instantly.

‘Shit, shit, shit,’ I cursed as I leapt across the cockpit to grab the helm. This was not good news.

I switched from one autopilot to the next; luckily we’d built a system capable of doing that easily. It put me on edge, though; we only had two pilots, so having a problem with one of them in the first hours was pretty worrying.

Not long after we rounded the buoy it began to get dark. The sky was still grey and nasty, and the weather deteriorating. The first night was a blur: I can’t have had more than an hour’s sleep, in short naps of ten or so minutes in the cockpit: as we were still in the English Channel I had to keep a constant eye out for ships. The nights were long in November, and out at sea on a cold, wet, rough night, you knew it. However, the good news was that, despite slipping into second place for the 0300 position report, we were up in first for the 0700.

With the forecast we had I was extremely cautious not to damage Kingfisher during the strong and unstable winds. Seb Josse, one of the French skippers, had been dismasted at the start, and it was a stark reminder that even in a tried and tested 60 footer, which had finished sixth in the Vendée Globe, things could go very wrong. The first night had been pretty horrible wind-wise, but the second day decided to give us hours of changeable and frustrating wind which was either too little or too much, knocking the boat flat on her side. Sailing upwind makes it harder too, as the wind is cold and energy-zapping as it races towards you across the deck. Raindrops become needles which assault your eyes when they are carried helplessly by a strengthening wind: you feel each one piercing your eyeballs as you squint ahead into the distance on the lookout for ships or fishing boats. It’s really stressful in the Channel when you are ship-spotting and -dodging. As there is no one else on board to keep watch, it’s down to you, and, though we have radar detectors which sound alarms when ships pop up over the horizon, there can’t be many moments in the Channel where there aren’t any alarms. Sailing close behind a huge ship to avoid it always keeps you on your toes … It’s weird out there to know that there are other people so close: you can often see lights in the accommodation block lit up appearing to cut out the cold as people occupy their cabins. The huge stern light a big ship carries is very powerful, and if you pass close it can light up your world. You smell the exhaust fumes from the engine of this gigantic steel structure and you feel very small in your tiny sailing boat. Then there is the moment when the wind disappears – only for a few seconds, but the sails often flap, and the boat lurches to windward as the sails no longer balance the keel. As result I dropped back a few miles.

My tactic in the first days was to not break Kingfisher. The old adage of ‘you have to finish to win’ could never have been more important than in a race that starts in the winter gales. I had still not been able to solve the autopilot problem, which was a huge worry gnawing away at me. At this stage I had lost the lead and I tried to make sense of the weather by talking to Jean-Yves and Meeno, my weather routers. Tacking Kingfisher at the right time was crucial with all these shifting winds and weather fronts around. It sounds a bit obvious, but you cannot sail a sailing boat directly into the wind. About forty-five degrees off either side is what you can get on a 60 footer in any kind of seaway, so working out which side of the wind was the closest to the route was pretty essential. Tacking is also not as simple as pushing the tiller over in a dinghy and swapping sides. In a 60 footer you have to shift every item in the boat from one side to the other; from your food to the spares and sails in the forepeak, and then empty tons of water-ballast from one side, before filling the other. At the same time you are constantly thrown around in the dark, damp forepeak: it must be what it feels like in a washing machine!

Our second night at sea was more stable, but the wind was stronger. It was a force 7, and the waves were beginning to build. That evening the sea showed us its splendour as we went through the first of many fronts, with clear blue skies on the other side followed by a beautiful starlit night. I was in third; 23 miles behind the leader, Bilou, in Sill. Connecting to the internet for weather files and communication was getting harder, as the antennae could not cope with the sea conditions, and I realized that, if it was challenging now, it was going to get a whole lot worse.

It was not only the monohull fleet that was struggling, though. Our second night at sea was the first for the multis. One of the huge 60 foot tris had already capsized in the gusty squalls by the coast, and, frighteningly, another, Bonduelle, had sailed straight into him at full pelt. Little did we know it then, but this incident was the first of many in this race, which were to ultimately lead to the demise of the ORMA 60 foot trimaran class.

During the day conditions worsened. The bad weather was moving in. I had positioned myself further north and west than the other boats, which, though it did not help my ranking too much, had placed me as close to the weather front heading to us as possible. The idea was to head for the front; then, when the wind changed on the other side of it, you could head off at great speed on the course which you were after. The centre of the depression was sitting off Ireland, and none of us could predict when the front would come our way. However, by the fourth day of the race I had crossed it, and that night was horrendous, with aggressive and confused seas, and a wind gusting from 20 to 45 knots. Despite a night of wrestling with sails and anguish over when to tack, I had lost ground and was 24.8 miles behind Bilou and 10.3 behind Mike. With weather as changeable as we had it was impossible to know if our tactics would work. Being further north could have equally been a blessing or a failure.

We pressed on. The wind increased, and I began to feel more and more as if I was in a battle for survival rather than a race. All through the next day we pushed, the wind coming round, and the waves beginning to batter us harder and harder. I said on a phone call to Mark back at our office in Cowes: ‘These are break-boat conditions, and the worrying thing is that it’s only going to get worse.’ I was pleased, though, to see how Kingfisher was dealing with the weather we were being dealt out there. She is a sturdy little lass with a big heart and a lot of guts, and her true colours were showing through. Solid water was now crashing over the deck, making her literally tons and tons heavier. Her cockpit would take ages to drain; it was even too deep for my wellies! Occasionally we got the chance to see the sun, though, and I remember a brief moment where the noise and violence of all around us melted into insignificance when we saw the golden sunrise, like a moody painting, bringing to life the 30 knots of spray.

Wave height was now up to 10 metres, and the worrying part was that the waves were hitting the side of Kingfisher very hard. They were not only breaking against the boat but also over her, and on numerous occasions I had to duck beneath her cuddy to dodge a wall of foamy water. Equipment needed to be tied down, as it was regularly thrown off the chart table, and our little cabin felt like a survival capsule. I had seen huge waves before, but this had a different element to it. This time the distance from the peak of one wave to the next was less, making the sides of the waves very steep. The water was white too, really white; it was like looking out across a frozen landscape. If the radar alarm went off, spotting other ships out there was a nightmare: the waves were so large that you could only actually see them for a few seconds every minute, when both of you happened to be on the crest of a wave. The biggest difference was that we were sailing across the waves, not away from them as you generally do in the Southern Ocean, and this meant that not only was Kingfisher being ‘punched’ by every wave, but, if I was on deck, I was too! I was used to hearing water rush beneath Kingfisher’s hull, but less used to hearing the waves slam into us, followed by deafening torrents of water surging over her deck, as if we were beneath the Niagara Falls.

I was just stepping into the cockpit, masked and hooded up in an effort to protect my eyes from the driving spray, when a wave lifted us high into the air and hit our rudder like a bullet. Suddenly Kingfisher bore away, and I leapt across her cockpit to grab the helm. Nothing happened; we continued bearing away. Not only were we sailing in the wrong direction, but, if we were forced into a crash gybe in these conditions, it would have been lethal. I pushed her tillers harder still, then suddenly realized that she sailed straight only when her rudders were totally skewed over on one side. Something serious had happened, and, as I calmed her heading down, I feared her rudders had been badly damaged. From one second to the next we had gone from all fine and under control to worrying whether I could even remain in the race. I dropped her mainsail, darting between the helm and the main halyard. All I could think of was ‘Solve it fast!’

Somehow, despite having an ineffective steering system, I managed to ‘heave to’ and park Kingfisher. Huge lumps of ocean were still being thrown at her, but her hull had ceased charging through the waves. I went below, I could hardly stand, her motion was horrendous and more unpredictable than when we’d been flying along. I scrambled through the hatches in her black, cold interior. I checked the systems often, so I was well acquainted with the route. The moment I saw the rudder stock I realized what had happened. The huge nut on the shaft had slipped, and her tiller system, which was linked by bars to her rudder system, had been forced to the point of slipping round inside the centre of the quadrant. I searched in the tool kit for the spanner to tighten the nut. It wasn’t there. Damn it! I raced back on deck and hauled the tillers as hard as I could. In my heart I was pretending to have the strength of an Atlantic wave, but I couldn’t do it. I tried again, bracing my feet against the centre console, waiting for the lull between the waves so I could put the most effort in. It worked, and the rudders centred. Not quite square, though: it was impossible to get them quite square, but the more I did it, the looser the stock would become. I did my best, trying to peer over her stern to find the best alignment. Her rudder reference unit was damaged too, which was essential for her to steer on the autopilot. I then sabotaged one to fix the other, recalibrated it, which frightened the life out of me, as it needed the tiller to be pushed all the way one way, then all the way the other. We were slewing round the ocean like a drunk. I hoisted the mainsail, which was easier said than done, as I had to feed the battens inside the lazy jacks, but, that done, we were back in business. I lay back in my cuddy seat and sighed with pure relief. Just another day in the office!

Day five was upon us, and I hadn’t managed once to boil the kettle – the only way to have a hot meal. All I had been eating was snacks. It had been so challenging, and I was sure that everyone in the fleet was just as exhausted. Wind speeds overnight had been gusty and unpredictable, which made conditions quite treacherous, and hearing the reports coming from the rest of the fleet was sobering. There had been eighteen 60 foot multis at the start. After the initial two pulling out early on in the race, one more had pulled out after seeing the carnage. But things had gone from bad to worse. Francis Joyon on Eure et Loire had capsized, as had Yvan Bourgnon on Rexona Men. Yvan, with whom I’d raced three years before, had not even had any sails up. He was literally thrown over by an 80 knot gust hitting his mast. Bayer had decided not to continue after seeking shelter off the French coast, and, though Belgacom had restarted after repairs, she had quickly abandoned after hitting a channel marker while leaving the port. Gitana had sustained mast damage; Michel Desjoyeaux on Géant had pulled in for his third time in Porto Santos, Madeira; and Marc Guillemot on Biscuits La Trinitaine had been forced to stop in the Azores. Sodebo had pulled out of the race into Portugal, and Sopra, the fourth boat to capsize, had fallen victim to this same weather system which had left Loik Peyron having to abandon Fuji Film after his starboard hull had flown up in the air and sheared off. How the ocean could make a 60 foot racing boat appear to be made of paper was sobering for us all to see: Fuji Film had been torn apart by the waves smashing into her floats. Her sister ship, Sergio Tacchini, skippered by Karine Fauconnier, was near by and was also smashed to pieces. My good friend Alain pulled out after breaking a forward beam. He had also snapped the cruciate ligaments in his knee, though it seemed like an absolute miracle that no one had been seriously hurt.

It had been a multihull massacre out there, and it made all the skippers in the race feel uneasy. But it wasn’t just the 60 foot tris; our fleet was hit too. Virbac, lying in fourth, had been dismasted, and Dominic Wavre had torn his headsail and decided to abandon too. I had survived, though there was certainly some worry back in Cowes when my emergency beacon went off by accident after being submerged by water in the cockpit. Mark had repeatedly tried to call the boat’s satellite phone, but I was on deck, removing water by the bucketload from the mainsail to prevent it from tearing. Though they could see from the polling system that Kingfisher was racing along, I knew that they would be worried I’d fallen off. They were mightily relieved when I returned to the cabin and answered the phone – not being able to reach a sailor when they are at sea sparks off all sorts of worries.

I didn’t lose my sense of humour through all this, though, as on one phone call, after vividly describing just how bad the sea state was, I continued to say, ‘And I’ve got a wet arse … and it’s never nice having a wet arse. It’s a little bit too wet for comfort.’

My nearest rival had been Mike, with Bilou in the lead further south, but things were changing. That afternoon Mike moved into the lead, and it transpired that Bilou had ripped his mainsail in winds that had reached over 70 knots, causing damage so serious he was going to have to make a pit stop. I felt sad that there would be one boat fewer in our group, and that Bilou, for now at least, was out of the running. I was sure that Mike and I would miss him. I heard the news when I called the office: ‘Really? Oh no. Poor Bilou. It sounded much worse further south. I’m sure he’ll be back with us, though … The wind is really kicking in … 40 knots. Jeeze 42 … 43 … 44 … 46 … 48 … 52 … gotta go … will call you back.’

Later on I called back.

‘Have you seen a position report?’ I asked. Long pause.

‘Yep. You’re in the lead,’ came Mark’s reply.

‘I am?’

‘Yes, by three miles,’ followed by an even longer pause.

‘Nice work!’ I replied excitedly, too tired to think of anything more appropriate to say in response.

‘Sorry, I thought you would have known that,’ Mark said.

‘Does everyone in the office know?’ I asked.

‘We sure do,’ said Mark. ‘We live by the position reports.’

It was reassuring to know that there were others watching from afar what we were up to. We were now in the lead, for the first time in four days, and I was now going to do my level best to hang on to it!


PRESS RELEASE
 Date: 14/11/2002

RHUM: KINGFISHER LEADING - SILL RIPS MAINSAIL HEADS TO MADEIRA …

As gale force winds hit the UK spare a thought for the RHUM skippers trying to survive these storms. KINGFISHER holds on to a 9.5 mile margin over Mike Golding (ECOVER). Yesterday KINGFISHER was 60 miles north of ECOVER - this morning this distance is reduced to just 17 miles as ELLEN moved south during the night to try to avoid huge seas building over a shallow shelf in the Atlantic.



I knew that night the storm would begin to abate, and I wanted to prepare myself for it. I rested as much as I reasonably could between the squalls and prepared myself to give my all. I knew that it was a very good time to take miles out of my competitors and push hard. It’s exhausting making all those sail changes very quickly, but it’s all too easy to kid yourself that it’s worth waiting that extra hour before changing up a gear to stay on the pace.

My tactic worked, and we had a very active night. The wind dropped from 55 to 25 knots over a matter of hours, and, though it was dark and I was exhausted, I dashed about the boat, determined and focused in my work, knowing that now was the time. The following morning’s position report came through. We had increased the lead from 3 miles to 17.1. Yippee! Now the challenge was to not get sucked into the Azores high-pressure system which sat ahead. From this moment on the race would be a downwind sleigh ride, and as I knew Mike’s boat was theoretically better downwind, I would have to sail Kingfisher as I never had before. Though I didn’t realize at the time, this was the beginning of a 2,500 mile match race between Mike Golding and me.

It was hard to believe that we had only made it one-third of the way across the Atlantic. I was really chuffed to have gone up into the lead, but I was acutely aware that there was still a long way to go. A reminder of just how easily it could all be over was finding that the leeward runner pin, essential for holding the mast up on port tack, had almost worked itself loose enough to fall into the sea, and I knew why: it had been removed in St Malo to attach the race-banner to the side of Kingfisher. Though it sounds insignificant, if that had come out, and I’d gybed Kingfisher, we would have been dismasted.

The following day Mike went into the lead, predominantly because I slowed to deal with a whole host of issues on Kingfisher. Not only did we have something caught round the rudder, which meant we had to stop for an hour, but we also had some challenging windless conditions. I spoke to the team: ‘All I can do right now is sail Kingfisher as fast as I possibly can between here and the finish line, try and make every tactical decision as best as I can and sleep as best as I can. And then, if I do all of that, then I guess the best man wins, don’t they?’

I had seen Mike that morning: a tiny sail, almost a dot on the horizon. He was the first yacht I’d seen since the day after the start. With the problems I was having on board, he sailed straight past me. It was weird thinking of Mike’s little world on board, wondering how he’d coped with the conditions, but it was also frustrating to have lost the lead. With his speed downwind I decided that I should do something different tactically, so I hoisted the spinnaker and spent the rest of the day, running into the evening, staying lower and keeping further south. I managed to get a 40 mile latitude difference from him. That night was incredible: sailing gently along with the spinnaker, watching all the signs for where the centre of the high was, following wind shift and barometer, and checking and checking the weather charts to understand where the high was moving. The feeling of calm in the air brought with it a heart-stopping silence, and just like in a fairytaleKingfisher and I were sailing straight towards a beautiful full moon. Despite the importance of the decision about when to gybe, that night I felt clear headed. I really believed that we were on the right track, having taken the more southern option, and I felt confident the decision would come naturally. The risk of getting it wrong was that we’d end up stuck in the centre of the high with no wind; the good thing about getting it right would be that we’d make the most of the wind direction, sail as close as possible to the right direction and be the first boat to come out of the high, touching the new, stronger winds and setting off on the motorway to Guadeloupe! I slept
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