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  About the Author


  Foreword


  The Pacific Alone is a well-chosen title, recalling the solitary and precarious nature of a trans-Pacific kayak voyage. But while I paddled my kayak alone, my wife, family, and dozens of active supporters—a shadow crew of sorts—came along in spirit. The emotional trauma of family and friends waiting for news of my arrival was real, and Dave Shively’s book skillfully weaves these disparate strands—the angst of padding and waiting—into a coherent story. To enable him to tell this story well, I confided in Dave, trusting him with my journals and sharing my thoughts in a series of meetings beside the ocean, surf and sea breezes keeping the conversations real.


  When I read The Pacific Alone, every word of Dave’s vivid retelling rang true, and I re-experienced the exhilaration and terror I felt when I was on that crossing. I was exquisitely aware that some accidental ship encounter, unexpected weather, a physical injury, any small mistake at all, might end in disaster or death. It was precisely that sense of edginess, though, that made my crossing worth doing. Now when I consider that state of being and read Dave’s accounts of other human-powered Pacific crossings, some successful and others tragic, I can only reflect on how fine a line exists between success and failure. Even though I lived this story, reading The Pacific Alone provided me with deeper insights into my sixty-four days of living on the edge.


  Ed Gillet
San Diego


  

  CHAPTER ONE


  The Limit


 


  

  1° 23' 0.4" North, 78° 50' 27.45" West—


  Pacific Ocean off the Ecuador-Colombia border
December 1984


  THE IDEA EMERGED FROM THE SWAMPY MANGROVE MUCK OF THE LAWless borderlands.


  Ed Gillet paddled alone a under a half-moon. He followed the glowing V-shaped ripple ahead of his narrow kayak’s bow. He kept the undulating point fixed on the dark lump of a distant island. Each stroke ahead flashed neon green as his paddle blades sparked small explosions of tiny bioluminescent reactions in the warm equatorial waters.


  “The sea was alive,” Gillet recalled, noting sudden bursts as sea snakes would rise from the Pacific’s depths, “like lightning illuminating a thunderhead at night.”


  After such a strike, frenzied sardines would land by the dozen on the deck of the adventurer’s solo expedition sea kayak—much less tense a matter than having to shoo the occasional sea snake off of the neoprene spraydeck covering his lap (used to keep water out of the boat). Gillet reveled in the dynamic surroundings and silence only broken by wild and abrupt interludes, the slap of acrobatic Mobula rays leaping and flapping furiously out of the water, or a flying fish smacking into his chest with the subtlety of a baseball thrown at close range.


  Mainly though, he needed cooler paddling conditions, the night transit a means to avoid northwest Ecuador’s debilitating midday heat. This crossing to Isla de la Plata, twenty-five miles offshore, would also provide a scenic detour in Gillet’s extended journey up the entire west coast of South America.


  It also helped minimize unnecessary run-ins with local boatmen. Since leaving Chile, the locals seemed to be growing more suspicious and more aggressive in their interactions.


  The sight of the lone paddler certainly posed more questions than answers. A nonmotorized boat was strange enough. An overloaded red sixteen-foot decked sliver of a craft, however, was another matter entirely. Especially one helmed by a tall, fair-skinned gringo whipping a succession of uninterrupted strokes across remote corners of the coast at a rapid clip, each twist of the torso bouncing a mangled lock of fiery blond hair.


  Through Chile the conversations with local fishermen reflected genuine interest and hospitality, often marked by invitations to share stories over vino, with village visits that led to frequent requests for school presentations, autographs for the children, and interviews with newspapers and radio stations small and large. Through the militarized ports of Peru, the inquisitions became much more abrupt. Between the terrorist threat of the leftist Sendero Luminoso (Shining Path) movement, economic collapse, and inexplicably warmer Pacific waters that had left the fishermen hungry, not to mention an “agitated and paranoid” military, which threatened him at gunpoint several times, Gillet felt like he “was being released from jail,” finally reaching what he hoped to be friendlier waters.


  Before the Isla de la Plata crossing, a talkative local had issued a cryptic warning to look out for tiburones (sharks). But it wasn’t until a mere half-mile north of the island that Gillet understood that the threat of tiburones wasn’t actual sharks, but rather, the nickname given to the motorized wood canoes—narrow twenty-four-foot “nautical workhorses” used for fishing or transporting people and goods between coastal villages by day.


  As the sun rose on the transit back from the island, Gillet quickly figured out how the tiburones were used by night. With his headlight off to avoid becoming an unnecessary target for flying fish, he paddled into an odd-looking square box wrapped in plastic and nylon cord. Upon closer inspection, pulling the box up on his deck, he figured it held about ten kilos of marijuana. After taking a photo of it with his waterproof Nikonos camera, he threw the bale of dope back out to sea. Wasting no time finishing the rest of the crossing, he stopped to resupply, and reassess, in the nearest busy town of Esmeraldas, Ecuador.


  Gillet wondered about his next steps. Alone at a Chinese restaurant in Esmeraldas, worlds away from his home in San Diego, he scribbled in a journal:


  “I’ve arrived at a mental state where this trip means everything to me,” he wrote. “I can’t imagine stopping now—I feel as though I’ve paddled forever and I don’t want to end this anytime soon.”


 

  

  Gillet, at thirty-three, had added a layer of wiry muscle to his otherwise slender frame. Closing in on five thousand miles paddled in the year to date by working up the western coast of South America from Punta Arenas, Chile (just above the Strait of Magellan), Gillet’s resolve had hardened northward with his skills. He had learned how to handle every conceivable sea kayak challenge, from harrowing surf landings in the dark to miles spent grinding into the teeth of fifty-knot gales, and how to do it alone. He’d stayed out of trouble by relying on intuition, as well as a little luck—literally dodging bullets fired by a soldier in Puerto Bayóvar, Peru, as warning shots. He had escaped detection by drug traffickers on his recent crossing to Isla de la Plata, where he inadvertently paddled into the rendezvous drop-point. What he didn’t have was money.


  He’d long burned through the $7,000 loan to fund this expedition. Three months prior in Lima, he had cashed in his return airline ticket. Without enough money to purchase a flight home, Gillet’s sights were still fixed firmly ahead: closing the final five hundred miles to Balboa, Panama. There he hoped to crew a yacht that could perhaps offer passage back to Miami or San Diego. So he squirreled away an emergency eighty dollars and spent the rest on food stocks to fuel his final twenty-five days. His final contact with otherwise disinterested Ecuadorian authorities was in the town of San Lorenzo, “a sweltering banana port a day’s paddle from the Colombian border.”


  With a full load of food supplies, he celebrated Christmas by falling back into his “crepuscular existence,” meaning laying low in the midday heat and making miles at dawn and dusk. As he plugged northward again under a pale-blue tropical sky, Gillet entered the maze of mangroves marking an area on his chart peppered by coastal towns with no names, no road access, and no connection to the outside world aside from the “steady parade” of the motorized tiburones shuttling villagers through the channels.


  Thinking he might connect with villagers to secure a safe place to camp for the night, Gillet paddled in toward a particular community. He immediately had second thoughts. This didn’t seem like the typical village getting by on subsistence fishing. “I immediately got the vibe that these were not guys I wanted to meet.” A mob he described as “deranged and agitated” emerged from the “clusters of wooden shacks squatting on stilts over the steaming tidal flats.” Amassing on the rickety dock, they whistled at him, shouting questions about his “mission” in Ecuador. He turned away and began paddling back out to the mangroves.


  Only a few hundred yards out from the “ramshackle village,” Gillet heard the starting sputter of an outboard motor: A tiburon headed straight for him. He raced toward a side channel. Gillet panicked, not knowing whether to ditch the kayak and take his chances in the jungle, or keep paddling full bore. There wasn’t time for either. The dugout was approaching full throttle, lifting its bow to conceal the passengers, though Gillet had already clearly spotted three men and two teenage boys on board.


  Prepping for the potential impact, Gillet popped off his spraydeck—perhaps he could roll over and swim away underwater, freeing himself from the collision. The motorized canoe cut the throttle feet from his kayak as the log runners used to stabilize the canoe bumped into Gillet’s kayak. When one of the teenagers grabbed for his paddle, Gillet managed to wrestle it free and start paddling off. As the canoe idled along to his right, Gillet noticed the crew’s eldest member perching in the middle of the boat, pointing the barrel of a rusty double-barreled shotgun down and away. Gillet guessed he was drunk as “his crossed eyes rolled around his pockmarked face.”


  The order was direct: “Don’t move or we’ll kill you,” the crazed-looking cross-eyed man told Gillet as he and another of the crew pointed their 12-gauges, asking him to hand over his gun.


  Gillet had one thought: “This is it.” He had no gun buried in his kayak, though he longed to reach for the stainless steel 4-10 single-shot Snake Charmer shotgun he had left in Chile. Should this exchange escalate anymore, he could only think to calculate “the distance between the sharp edge of my paddle blade and the nearest human throat.”


  Not believing him unarmed, Cross-eyes bent down to grab Gillet’s paddle. Slapping away his hands, the two engaged in a “thrust and parry battle,” Gillet holding his ground, but not noticing another member of the boat crew grabbing his fifty-foot safety/swim line, which Gillet used to moor his kayak. “I was hooked on a leash I couldn’t cut,” Gillet suddenly realized, as the men fired up the boat’s outboard motor and began towing him back to the village.


  As the boat beached, the younger teenagers grabbed the bow line, dragging Gillet “like a captured animal” inside of his kayak, up the muddy shore of the community. A crowd of two dozen villagers circled around the catch. Cross-eyes pointed the barrel of his shotgun at Gillet. The order was clear: Get out of the boat. Gillet stepped out, feet sinking into the mud. As the crew realized he was not some sort of religious missionary figure, they began rooting through his boat, looking for that gun, or perhaps a radio if he was indeed sent to spy on them. Or, maybe something else of tangible value.


  “Where is la plata [the money]”?


  “I don’t have any,” Gillet responded in a mostly true admission. Though fluent in Spanish, Gillet could only pick up 85 percent of the conversations firing all around him, some worried about what they should do with him, others unconcerned and only wanting to talk. Was he a threat? Divided, no one seemed to know what to do.


  Cross-eyes jabbed his shotgun barrel in Gillet’s stomach, telling him that if he didn’t have money, he ought to then leave his cameras with the town.


  “I couldn’t stand the abuse any longer,” recalled a desperate Gillet, who reacted. He quickly stepped aside, grabbed the gun barrel and pushed Cross-eyes back. Both were equally surprised as the “drunken bandido,” tripped over backwards onto the mud; the shotgun ending up in Gillet’s hands. Suddenly the stranger was armed.


  The surrounding crew immediately leveled five guns at Gillet’s chest. Gillet looked around at the destitute condition of the crew. Betting that this raiding party was as absurd as its unbalanced leader, Gillet handed the gun off to a child standing by, watching the proceedings with impartial curiosity. “I said, ‘Hey, this is dangerous, put it somewhere safe.’” The exchange produced a few snickers. The mood changed. The tense air of hostility seemed to loosen.


  “Go ahead,” Gillet shouted. “Kill me.”


  In the uneasy silence that followed, Gillet began packing his gear back in his kayak.


 

  

  “I’m leaving,” he announced hoarsely, dragging his boat toward the water. “Are you going to shoot me?”


  Swallowing anger, muttering curses, Gillet looked back to make sure no one followed him out of town. Catching his breath, voice gone from an hour of crazed screaming, he tried to collect himself in the mangroves. Still shaking, silent in his boat, he looked at his surroundings, unable to paddle forward. “It opened my eyes to the reality that I was in a very dangerous place,” Gillet recalled, coming to grips with just how vulnerable and defenseless he was.


  Perhaps this was providence, how everything was meant to fall into place. He had gone as far as safely possible. It was time to go home.


  Returning to the naval outpost in San Lorenzo, Gillet sold off his kayak, along with his waterproof paddling jacket, tent, and sleeping bag to the comandante and his sailors to fund transportation via a rickety military transport plane and bus to Quito. Finally, after trading away his camera to a pair of drunk travel agents still open on New Year’s Eve, he had his one-way ticket north to Miami. With the travel arranged, and momentum shifted homeward, he began to reckon with reality. He had fallen short of his goal. He processed the range of emotions: anger at the hostility he had experienced; frustration with having to endlessly explain himself to bureaucrats; and disappointment mostly, not ending the expedition on his own terms.


  He needed a new trip. But not something along a coast. “I was confident that I could travel almost anywhere in the world and successfully tackle an unknown coast,” Gillet said. Another coast would merely be “ringing changes on the same notes.” The plane landed abruptly to refuel—the result of a labor strike and fuel shortage in Ecuador—in, of all places, Panama. Gillet laughed at the irony, having arrived in a roundabout way at his original destination. But the circumstances, with the strike, the close-call kidnapping, all the extra variables told him exactly what he required of a new adventure. He needed a trip as far away from people as possible. A truly solo trip. That is, he needed a trip offshore to “the emptiest place I could imagine.”


  As he flew home over the blank expanse of the Gulf, Gillet started thinking about possible extended crossings of interest: Isla Guadalupe, 150 miles off the west coast of Baja; Cocos Island, 340 miles off the Pacific shore of Costa Rica; or, the Galapagos Islands, perhaps, a full 565 miles out of his old holiday haunts in Esmeraldas, Ecuador.


  But then he considered the cost: The return travel fare, as well as the time and logistics involved. It just stung too much, especially the Ecuador option—getting all the pieces right back to where he just had sold everything to leave?


  What if he could essentially leave from his front door—no planes, no permits. And if he was already planning to subsist for days offshore, why not go for the big one?


  Why not paddle to Hawaii?


 

  CHAPTER TWO


  Katie and the Kayak

 
 



  37° 42' 28.32" North, 123° 4' 15.42" West—


  Southeast Farallon Island


  October 1985


  THE FOG CLEARED AT DAWN TO REVEAL THE ISLAND’S JAGGED OUTLINE ahead. Ed Gillet plugged rapid strokes through steely, rolling swell. He thought little of reaching his goal: the largest of the forbidding cluster of uninhabited crags twenty-seven miles beyond the Golden Gate.


  Rather than fixing attention on the gathering mass of gulls flapping overhead to the great whites surely lurking below, or the fearless elephant seals mouthing at his kayak, Gillet was still occupied with thoughts of the woman back on shore.


  She appeared on the Sausalito beach where he and his friend Larry Robinson prepped their kayaks the prior morning for this marathon day of paddling. A beige, white-topped ’74 Volkswagen bus had pulled into the parking lot, rack loaded with a twenty-two-foot double rowing shell. From it, Gillet recalled, “a strikingly tall, strong-looking blonde woman” emerged, who then approached and sized him up.


  “Could I sweet-talk you into helping me unload my rowing shell?” she asked. “It’s 160 pounds and you look like you can hold up your end of the boat.”


  Was that a sexist comment? Gillet wondered, though he was quick to help the woman, who did not mince her direct words. As the pair unloaded the shell onto the rowing club’s storage racks, she explained how she had raced it with a partner the previous day, and Ed told her of his plans to kayak the next. She returned to her van, but sensing shared interests, Gillet grabbed for a magazine he’d brought along on his road trip up the West Coast. He presented an article through her driver-side window to keep the conversation going. The story pictured a bearded kayaker and something about South America.


  “Oh, huh, he seems interesting,” she said.


  “That’s me!” Gillet exclaimed.


  She did a double-take to the quick, clean-shaven man before her with “charming reddish-blond hair.” Katie Kampe introduced herself, and the two connected as Gillet downplayed the trying five thousand miles of his South American epic. Before Katie drove away, Ed, in his nonchalant way, added a mention of his plans to kayak to Hawaii. Somehow, she didn’t seem so impressed.


  Hawaii aside, a paddling expedition to the Farallon Islands alone was not some kind of gimme. To Gillet, “It was just a thing to do; it’s there and it’s nice to have an interesting goal,” he said. “It’s also illegal to land there—and sometimes the goal needs to be sort of illegal to make it fun and interesting because you are doing something that violates what normal people do.” To members of the San Francisco paddling community, like Dr. Creig Hoyt, kayaking to the Farallons, a feat that would require over twenty-four hours of sustained paddling, was certainly not something that normal people did. In fact, it was groundbreaking. Prior to Gillet and Robinson, no sea kayakers had ever rounded “The Devil’s Teeth.”


  “We thought it was such an outrageous notion, it wasn’t even on our radar screen,” Hoyt remembers of hearing the news, which sparked an unofficial race among locals to repeat the feat. “[Gillet] just said, ‘Oh yeah, we went out and came back in, it was kind of fun.’ And we thought, ‘Well shit, if he can do it, so can we.’” The next year, Hoyt and three other locals replicated the circumnavigation in tandem kayaks, a run that thirty years later functions as a badge of achievement when Hoyt’s neighbors introduce him as “the guy who kayaked around the Farallons.”


  In the early ’80s, boundaries were constantly being broken. Hoyt’s houseboat in Sausalito was a crash pad for seafaring adventurers from across the West Coast converging on San Francisco Bay. It was a tight community of like-minded paddlers. The sport of sea kayaking was still in its preliminary stages of development, far from a mainstream outdoor activity of the masses.


  “If you saw someone on the road, with a boat, you knew who it was—that’s how small is was,” says Bob Licht, who recalls Dr. Hoyt as “one of the central characters” in the Bay Area’s tight-knit paddling community. Licht had started his sea kayak outfitting business three years prior with a single boat. By 1985 that sparse community was growing, as was Licht’s outfit, Sea Trek. Located on the Sausalito beach where Ed and Katie met, Sea Trek quickly emerged as one of the sport’s early West Coast footholds outside of the Pacific Northwest manufacturing nexus between Seattle and Vancouver.


  “The reason for the blossoming of sea kayaking during the ’80s was because it was still a ‘freedom activity,’” says John Dowd, a Kiwi transplant to British Columbia who literally wrote the book on sea kayaking after opening Ecomarine, the world’s first specialty sea kayak shop founded on Vancouver’s Granville Island in 1980. As backpacking gained momentum, the appeal of another new way to escape urban life also began gaining popularity.


  “It was all about packing and going on long trips, so all the boats reflected that,” says Licht, who did an extended 1982 road-cycling journey north to visit Dowd and learn the mechanics of operating a shop and guiding shorter sea kayak day tours.


  On Gillet and Robinson’s super day tour out to the Farallons, they looped down from Point Reyes to the islands, and then straight back east into the bay. That’s as much paddling as one could pack into a day. After a midnight start, and fifty-five miles of busy open-water paddling over eighteen hours—in which they opted not to land illegally, exit their boats, and stretch their legs on the island’s research facility—they crossed underneath the Golden Gate on an ebbing sundown tide. There, back on the beach, Ed ran into Katie again.


  The chance encounters stuck with Gillet as he and Robinson continued up the West Coast, on a pilgrimage, much like their friend Bob Licht’s, to sea kayaking’s Seattle area hotbed. The soon-to-be stalwart West Coast Sea Kayak Symposium was entering its second year in Port Townsend, Washington. Gillet had been invited to present a slideshow on his South America expedition while Robinson was looking to promote Open Passage, one of the first sea kayaking outfitters to open in Southern California.


  On the return trip, the pair routed back through the Bay Area for Sea Trek’s big event: the ten-mile race around Angel Island. “The beach fronting Richardson Bay was buzzing with racers and spectators milling around a hundred or so kayaks,” Gillet recalled of the scene. As he sat on the grass, contemplating his race strategy through the tidal currents, he heard an unmistakable noise over the crowd. It was the unmistakable high-pitch hoot of Mike Neckar, “a huge, barrel-chested guy who exudes geniality and good humor.”


  The Czech emigrant to Vancouver was, as Licht put it, holding court. “He was very influential,” Licht says. “He was loud and took up a lot of space.” That influence had much to do with Neckar’s sea kayak designs under his manufacturing label, Necky Kayaks. Referred to in one history of sea kayaking’s early days as “the 8,000-pound gorilla in the room,” Neckar designed kayaks that had a sexier appeal. These were not cumbersome expedition kayaks, or outsized “folding” wooden-frame Kleppers. They were faster and featured a less rounded, more defined chine (where the hull bottom transitions to the boat’s sides). “They were more fun to paddle,” says Licht. “And we wanted boats that could handle the conditions we had here, which was chop, and by far, his boats would perform better. I would give Neckar credit for taking the sport from more than just big expedition kayaks.”


  When Ed Gillet saw the kayak that Neckar had brought down to the Sausalito beach that day, it was exactly the big expedition boat that he had in mind. Neckar’s new creation was a tandem kayak he had christened the Tofino, “named for the pretty port in Clayoquot Sound on Vancouver Island’s western shore,” Gillet recalled, “with a five thousand-year-old paddling tradition, and a favorite destination for modern sea kayakers.”


  Gillet knew that his kayak for the Hawaii expedition would need to meet a few basic criteria. The first was internal storage. Only a tandem kayak would have space for food, water, and gear, plus enough available space to sleep inside. But Gillet doubted the longer hull of a tandem would hold up to the constant demands of an extended offshore trip, “where rough water survival was paramount.” He needed performance with size. He also needed speed. The folding kayaks used by Hannes Lindemann in 1956 and Franz Romer in 1928 for their famed transatlantic crossings, both of which relied heavily on a single-masted sail, were too wide and too slow of an option for Gillet’s liking. The ideal kayak Gillet had in mind did not yet exist.


  Then
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