
7

When I was young I was pretty much afraid of 

everything. I’m not sure when that changed, but Mum tells a 

story about a day at a family gathering when I was playing with 

my cousins and my elder sister. They were all holding hands and 

jumping into a swimming pool, and Mum was watching me 

closely because I was afraid of water and couldn’t swim. I was 

five years old.

I obviously got sick of only watching the game, because as 

everyone lined up to hold hands for another leap I joined in. Mum 

says she kept waiting for me to let go, but I didn’t. I jumped with 

everyone else, shrieking and giggling until we hit the water. I sank 

to the bottom and my uncle rushed to pull me out.

I wish I could say when it was that I went from being that 

quiet little girl, tagging along behind the others, to the girl who 

set off to sail around the world believing completely that with 

enough dedication she could achieve anything she set her mind 

to. Somewhere along the way I learnt that if you truly want 
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to live life you have to get involved, pursue your passions and 

dream big. I don’t know when that was, and I don’t remember 

jumping into the pool that day, it’s just a story my mum tells. 

But somewhere between that moment and sailing out of Sydney 

Harbour on Ella’s Pink Lady, I came to understand what Helen 

Keller said far better than I can – ‘Life is either a daring adventure, 

or nothing.’

To tell you about myself and why I wanted to sail around the 

world, I have to start by telling you about my parents. As Dad 

likes to remind me, I wouldn’t be here without them, and it’s 

only with the support of my family that I’ve been able to follow 

my dream.

My mum, Julie, and dad, Roger, are both from New Zealand. 

They married there in 1986 and in 1987 flew to Sydney, bought 

themselves an old station wagon from a car dealer on Parramatta 

Road and drove up the coast to Queensland. Apparently, once 

they hit the Pacific Highway and started to go a bit faster, they 

noticed the car had a terrible diff whine that they hadn’t picked 

up on before. Mum laughs about it now and says the dealer 

must have thought, ‘Look at these Kiwis just off the boat, I’ll 

sell them this lemon.’ Luckily, the car made it to the Gold Coast 

and Mum and Dad set about making a new life for themselves.

Mum found work as an occupational therapist but Dad decided 

to give away boiler-making and try something different. Before 

he got into real estate he had a business hiring televisions, and it 

can’t be a coincidence that we never had a television when I was 

growing up. I think Dad saw how dependent people became on 
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them and how they restricted the lives of their owners – keeping 

them inside and inactive – and he decided he didn’t ever want 

to be like that.

I don’t think my parents planned to stay in Australia forever 

but then my elder sister, Emily, was born in 1992, I was born in 

1993, my brother, Tom, was born in 1995 and my younger sister, 

Hannah, came along in 1997. And so, with four young kids, they 

were too busy to think about moving back to New Zealand.

Apart from not having a television (which definitely put us 

in the minority) my childhood was very normal. Mum and Dad 

were never sailors, in their early days together the closest they 

got to a boat was fishing in a tinny back in Whangarei. They 

were big on camping trips and we would get away as often as 

we could. Dad would give us the choice of either going to one 

of the local Gold Coast theme parks for the day or spending the 

same amount of money to head off camping for a week at our 

favourite spot. Camping always won. Then, when I was in Year 

Four, Mum put us into a summer holiday sailing camp run by the 

Southport Yacht Club. I have a feeling she thought Tom would 

get the most out of it, even though he was only six, but Emily 

and I were also part of the action. Hannah was too young so 

she preferred to stay on the beach with Mum. From that camp 

the three of us moved on to the weekend beginners’ sailing class 

and then to club racing. John Murphy, our instructor, was great, 

although I’m sure his voice was permanently damaged from yelling 

across the water at us to ‘Pull that sheet in!’

I wasn’t exactly thrilled by sailing at first. I was frightened to 

be out on the Broadwater and so far from shore, but I never felt 

pressure to keep sailing from Mum or Dad or anyone else. On 

the windy days when I decided not to sail, I had to sit on the 
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beach with Hannah and I felt very left out. Watching everyone 

pull their boats up the beach at the end of the day – smiling and 

full of stories – was hard and I knew I was letting fear stop me 

from being part of the fun. Emily was really good. She picked up 

everything quickly and made it look effortless. I could see how 

much she loved it and I wanted to be like my elder sister. It’s a 

bit like that day jumping into the pool. I didn’t want to be left 

on the beach, waiting for everyone to come back bragging about 

a race. I wanted to be in the thick of it. On the days when it 

was windy and the Broadwater was covered in small whitecaps, 

I didn’t have enough strength to handle my boat and was always 

somewhere at the back of the fleet, struggling. But on the quiet 

days, when being strong and quick didn’t matter, I found that, 

with a bit of planning, using tactics and a lot of patience, I could 

be right among the pack and competing for positions. As I got 

better at sailing my confidence increased and I began enjoying 

it more and more.

Mum asked me once if I felt pushed into sailing. I didn’t. It 

was just something we did. It became our family thing and, if 

anything, we kids pushed Mum and Dad into sailing. We didn’t 

play netball or soccer or do nippers, we went sailing. The sailing 

facility at Southport Yacht Club, at Hollywell, was a friendly, 

family sort of place separate from the licensed club. It didn’t take 

long for the whole family to be spending all our weekends at the 

yacht club with us kids taking lessons, racing or crewing on bigger 

boats, and Mum and Dad driving or manning the rescue boats.

My best friend, Pamela Fredric, and her family were also part 

of the sailing club, and had the no-television thing going on too, so 

if we weren’t outside we’d be busy making something or playing 

games. Winter school holidays were the exception. Sometimes 
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Mum and Dad would hire a television and a video player and 

we would curl up and watch documentaries and movies together 

as a holiday treat. Our family favourite was a documentary by 

Sir Edmund Hilary on his climb of Everest. My parents are very 

normal people but things like not having a television were seen 

by many as strange, so that was probably an early indication that 

they were not going to make certain lifestyle choices just because 

everyone else did. As we got older, decisions were always made 

with input from all the family. When tying the dinghies on the 

roof of the car after a long weekend on the water, Emily and I 

were trusted and expected to do just as good a job as any adult. 

I never felt like a dismissed kid who was seen and not heard, but 

rather as a person with my own valued opinions.

By the time I was in school, Dad had long since left television 

hire behind and had established a thriving real estate business. 

Then, out of the blue, he had an offer from someone who wanted 

to buy the business and, though he didn’t accept it, the proposition 

started Mum and Dad thinking about what they could do if they 

weren’t so tied down. Like anyone, they initially found it hard 

to contemplate breaking out of their settled life, especially with 

four kids, but they started to dream and one of the things they 

discussed was travelling around Australia. About a year later 

another offer came along and this time Dad accepted. Dad had 

always said that if he was going to travel he wanted to do it 

as a family. He didn’t want to wait until we had all left home 

and become a grey nomad. Who knew what could happen in 

the future?

So, the plan was to buy and modify a bus that we could travel 

around Australia in before we were too old to want to do it 

together. I was at the start of Year Five when Mum and Dad sold 
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our house in 2004, and while they were getting the bus ready to 

travel with all six of us they bought a 52-foot motorboat for us 

to live on. It was called Home Abroad. We had gotten rid of a lot 

of stuff when we moved out of the house but we made sure our 

pet cockatiel, Maggie, came along with us. I think the plan was 

to spend some time on the boat and then head off in the bus on 

the great adventure, but we ended up on the boat for over five 

and a half years, cruising up and down the Queensland coast 

and making the occasional trip on the bus to inland Australia. 

We left school when we moved onto the boat and the four of us 

started distance education with Mum ‘boat’ or ‘bus’ schooling us.

Right from the start we learnt that boats come with endless 

breakdowns and maintenance issues. It took a while before we 

had everything shipshape enough to spend more time out at sea 

and at anchorages than in the safety of marinas and the necessary 

boat yards. We slowly learnt how to handle the boat as a family, 

becoming more confident as we went. Emily and I sat in while 

Mum and Dad studied navigation and also when they went for 

their radio licences. It didn’t take us long to establish a routine 

for docking and leaving a harbour. We all had jobs and were all 

an important part of the crew.

When the boat was sorted and we had the knowledge we 

needed (and our docking had improved to the point where half 

the marina stopped putting out extra fenders to protect their 

boats every time we came and went!) we started cruising further 

north up the east coast of Australia. This new life gave us kids an 

amazing freedom. We’d stop at islands where we’d be the only 

boat in the anchorage. We’d swim, snorkel, collect shells and 

explore beaches, islands and waterways. There would be walks 

up to lighthouses, down gullies and to find waterfalls. There was 
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always something particularly special about a place when you 

had it all to yourself.

We visited some incredible areas, but I think we’d all agree 

that Lizard Island was the best of all. It was a breathtaking 

tropical paradise of palm-lined beaches and coral reefs. The main 

anchorage at Lizard Island is always full of yachts and boats and 

everyone anchored there would come ashore at sunset to meet 

up on the beach. It was a very relaxed and friendly environment 

and as the grown-ups chatted about their comings and goings, 

the kids would be off exploring on their own. Sometimes we’d 

meet up with other families on yachts, get to know them and 

travel with them for a time. There would be fires on the beach, 

water fights and all sorts of expeditions across islands and up 

mountains. But most of the time we travelled alone, just us, and 

because of that Emily, Tom, Hannah and I became very close.

It wasn’t all idyllic sunshine, smooth seas and clear skies 

though. There were family quarrels, sibling fights and teasing, 

grumpy moods and the need to stop in various ports to wait for 

bad weather to pass and to stock up on provisions. We’d often 

fill three or four shopping trolleys at the local supermarket – Tom 

and I became experts at sneaking in a little extra chocolate! When 

the weather kept us in one place too long we’d all get impatient 

(probably when most of the fights and grumpiness flared up), 

wanting to be on the move again. Mum and Dad used these 

stops to make us catch up on our schoolwork so we were always 

pleased when the good weather returned.

One of the only times that we hit any really bad weather while 

cruising is a memory that’s pretty embarrassing and, looking back, 

kind of hilarious, too. We hadn’t been living on the boat all that 

long at the time so we were all still learning the ins and outs. 
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I was eleven. It was one of those afternoon storms that seem to 

whip up out of nowhere and turn nasty very quickly. There was 

terrible visibility, 40-knot winds and a steep messy sea. I spent 

all my time, when I wasn’t needed on deck as a look-out, hiding 

under the saloon table pretending to comfort Maggie!

Living on the water also meant that we met all sorts of 

characters and old salts who inevitably hang around yacht clubs, 

marinas and boat yards; it was fascinating and often inspiring 

to hear about their sailing and boating experiences. Though, I 

have to admit it annoyed me heaps when I was dismissed because 

I was a girl – and a ‘scrawny young thing’ as well. When you 

live on the water, it’s an unwritten law that when another boat 

is pulling in you stop to give a hand and take their lines. Being 

a ‘little girl’ meant that more often than not, my offer of help 

would be completely ignored, while the line was passed to the 

fully grown man next to me. It was incredibly frustrating to have 

this happen. I was just as capable of handling the lines as anyone 

else. I hated being judged by my appearance and other people’s 

expectations of what a ‘little girl’ was capable of.

Dismissals like this may have made some people give up on 

sailing altogether, but I just got fired up. Maybe part of it was 

because I knew what I could do and so, even though I was young, 

I wasn’t going to let other people knock my confidence. For a 

long time I had struggled with reading and spelling (actually, I still 

have big problems with spelling) but I was lucky because Mum 

and the teachers at school recognised early on that I was dyslexic. 

Dyslexia is a neurologically based language disorder that means 

a person has difficulty recognising and learning the connection 

between sounds and words. It’s one particular form of learning 

disability that can make reading, spelling and sometimes maths 
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difficult to understand. For some, this can really put a dent in 

your self-esteem, but I was lucky because no one ever made a huge 

deal about it with me. I never felt labelled and was never made 

to feel stupid because I couldn’t read properly, which I know can 

happen to some kids. Mum just kept plugging away, encouraging 

my love of books by reading to all of us. She supported me and 

gave me time to find my own way.

Mum always said that one day a light would come on in 

my brain and my struggles with reading would fade. She was 

right. My favourite book was The Little White Horse and I 

would pester Mum to read it to me all the time. One day she 

said, ‘Jess, you practically know it off by heart. Why don’t you 

read it to yourself?’ So I did. I faltered at first but after that I 

moved on to other stories and new books. Once I had the hang 

of it I could escape into another world whenever I liked. I am 

now a big reader, but I’m not sure my spelling’s ever going to 

be much good. Despite that, I’ve always been able to get good 

grades in English (well, I would be able to if they didn’t deduct 

points for it arriving so late) by putting in more time and effort. 

Luckily, I have someone who checks my blogs before they go 

up so I don’t have to worry too much. Still, I’m sure there’s a 

lot of giggling behind my back at some of my more amusing 

mistakes!

Getting ready for the trip meant I wrote all the time. I wrote 

to people for advice, to try and chase up sponsors and I made 

list after list of what I would need. Writing my blog has also 

helped my confidence and taught me more than any weekly 

spelling test ever did. And writing this book has been another 

challenge but, trust me, it will have been decoded (proofread) 

before it gets to you!
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Dealing with this type of learning difficulty perhaps made me 

a stronger person, so coping with small knockbacks – from some 

sailor overlooking my offer of help to tie up a boat, to people 

saying I didn’t have what it takes to sail around the world – never 

caused me to doubt myself, or rarely ever. Overcoming dyslexia 

has certainly been a great lesson, showing me what you can 

achieve with some extra effort, despite whatever setbacks or 

handicaps stand in your way.

Living on the water on the family’s motorboat, surrounded by 

all things nautical, meant sailing and boating had become a big 

part of my life. But until the day Mum started to read us Jesse 

Martin’s Lionheart, I’d never even considered that I could one 

day become an adventurer. I’d always thought of adventurers as 

grey-haired men with beards who climbed mountains or flew old 

aeroplanes across wide expanses of ocean. Hearing about Jesse 

made me think differently. It was as if something clicked in my 

mind. This guy wasn’t a superhero, he wasn’t privileged in any 

way, he didn’t have a beard and he definitely wasn’t old. Jesse 

was a normal, everyday person who had a dream and decided to 

make it happen. He was someone I could relate to and it made 

me wonder . . . Could I do it? Could I sail around the world on 

my own?

I didn’t tell anyone at first what was going through my head. 

I started reading everything I could about solo sailing. I made 

lists of what I’d need and collected articles about boats and 

rigging and long-lasting food. Mum says she knew something 

was going on because I started putting pictures of huge Southern 
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Ocean waves and storms above my berth. I was visualising myself 

dealing with the wild seas and fierce winds before I even knew 

what visualisation was.

Once the seed was planted and I started dreaming of sailing 

around the world, the first thing that hooked me in was a 

curiosity about whether or not it was something I could do. It 

wasn’t so much the action-packed and adrenaline-fuelled nature 

of it that appealed to me, it wasn’t the thought of knockdowns 

and 12-metre waves, it was all about putting a plan in place and 

getting the details right so that the risks were minimised as much 

as possible. I knew I was a young girl and that I didn’t have the 

physical strength of a fully grown man so I had to work out ways 

to do things that suited me and my body. To me, sailing is not 

about strength, it is about knowledge, and I spent all my spare 

time learning about sailing by doing it or talking to really great 

sailors and listening to what they had to say. I would rather be 

sailing than anywhere else and I love the challenge of making 

my own decisions and overcoming the problems thrown at me. 

When I am on the water reefing a sail or tacking in response to 

the wind and the waves, everything becomes really simple. It was 

only after a long time spent visualising what it would be like in 

the Southern Ocean, mentally putting myself through different 

situations, imagining how I would feel at different times and 

constantly asking myself whether I could do it, and whether I 

really wanted to do it, that I came to the conclusion that I could 

and I did.

I thought about it a lot, made more lists and read heaps more 

books, among them was Joshua Slocum’s Sailing Alone Around 

the World. He was the first person to sail around the world 

singlehanded. Slocum left Boston, Massachusetts, in April 1895 
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and he sailed his boat, Spray, into Newport, Rhode Island, in 

June 1898. It took him three years, two months and two days to 

achieve his astonishing feat. I read anything I could find on solo 

circumnavigations and learnt about people like Francis Chichester, 

who was the first person to sail around the world solo west to 

east via the great capes. Kay Cottee was the first woman to sail 

solo, unassisted and non-stop around the world and I read her 

book, First Lady, over and over. I was fascinated to read about 

Ellen MacArthur, who in 2001 was the youngest person ever 

to complete the Vendée Globe round-the-world non-stop yacht 

race and went on to set a new world record for a solo, non-stop 

circumnavigation of the world. I loved reading about Robin Lee 

Graham and his five-year journey to sail around the world in 

his boat, Dove. I also read Lionheart again and again and finally 

got up the courage to share what I was thinking with my sister 

Emily. It was just another one of our discussions about our hopes 

for the future, so it didn’t seem like all that much of a big deal.

Telling Mum and Dad was really hard. I was twelve and 

we’d just come back from a season’s cruising and were having a 

pretty serious family discussion about what our plans were from 

there. It was the perfect time to bring up my dream, but if it 

hadn’t been for Emily dropping hints and forcing me to explain 

I would have chickened out and kept quiet. I knew that Mum 

and Dad wouldn’t tell me I wasn’t allowed to go but I was still 

incredibly nervous.

I had to be able to imagine myself out there on my own, and 

after a while I could. I’d done enough research to know it was 

possible, that in theory I could do this. You can never really know 

what’s going to happen, the ocean is powerful and completely 

unpredictable, but I believed if I made the effort, had the right 
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boat, prepared myself physically and mentally, developed my 

sailing skills and sought out the knowledge a solo sailor needs, 

that I’d have as much chance as anyone to sail around the world. 

When I finally brought up my plans with Mum and Dad I might 

have been telling not asking but, of course, I wasn’t going to 

be able to go without their blessing (until after I was eighteen 

anyway!). And if they’d had any reasonable objections to my 

plan I wasn’t going to lightly brush them aside. I would listen 

and absorb theirs – and anyone else’s – well-informed advice.

Finally getting the words out was quite a relief. I couldn’t have 

explained what I wanted to do any more seriously (tears and 

all!). I’m not really sure that Mum and Dad believed me right 

away or maybe they chose not to, hoping that I’d forget about 

it and move on to something else. Mum says when six months 

had passed and I was still totally focused on making this dream a 

reality, she started to believe I would achieve my goal. She threw 

her support behind me. Dad didn’t get behind the idea till much 

later. After me constantly pestering, talking, getting him to teach 

me all he knew about engines, asking him to phone sailors I’d 

been getting advice from and cluttering up the boat with folders 

full of cuttings from magazines and pictures of yachts for sale, 

it was getting harder for him to ignore my dedication.

At the end of Lionheart, Jesse Martin says:

We need to encourage and help those around us, particularly 

our youth, with whatever their dreams may be, and then we’ll 

start to see great things happen. I was just a normal kid with 

a dream who was serious about what I wanted to do. But 

without the support of my family, I would never have made 

it . . . There are people out there dreaming of great things, 
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and it’s a good chance that your son, daughter, brother, sister 

or friend is one of them.

Believe and encourage them so they won’t lose one of 

humanity’s most prized assets – the ability to dream.

My parents had always encouraged me to dream and, with their 

help, I was going to do everything I could to make my dream 

come true. Thanks to sailors like Jesse Martin, Kay Cottee, 

David Dicks and Tania Aebi I knew that normal people could 

do extraordinary things. I wanted to be one of them.

At the end of our second year on Home Abroad we headed back 

to the marina at Mooloolaba for Christmas on the Sunshine 

Coast. As we got older, Emily and I were finding it tougher to 

live in such a confined space and not being able to get away 

from each other or the rest of the family. Being at the marina 

was great because it meant we could spread out a bit, give each 

other a little more room and do our own things. The marina is 

barely 100 metres from the beach, so we spent a great deal of the 

summer hanging out there with the Rawlings family, who we’d 

met while cruising the Whitsundays. They were also spending 

Christmas at Mooloolaba.

Like us, there were four kids in the Rawlings family. Their 

eldest, Nick, and Emily were around the same age and they hit it 

off right from the start. Anna, the Rawlings’ second child, and I 

bonded complaining about the annoying behaviour of our older 

siblings! The four of us hung out together and we’d go sailing 

in the bay and muck about in dinghies while the youngest two 
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Rawlings kids, Mikayla and Eric, played around the marina with 

Hannah and Tom.

After being used to the freedom we had when we were cruising, 

it didn’t take long for our Mooloolaba day trips to be pushed 

further. We talked our parents into letting us go camping. One 

time we headed up one of the local rivers in an over-loaded dinghy. 

We were perched on top of all our camping gear, complete with 

a 12-volt fridge and a solar panel so we could charge our iPods. 

We drew some funny looks from the canoeists as we passed by 

with our little two-horsepower engine putt-putt-putting away!

We’d often be out of phone range on our adventures and 

we learnt fast that it was up to us to get out of any trouble we 

got into. Being the eldest, Nick was the leader; my role was the 

parental negotiator, because there was often a lot of persuasion 

needed to talk the parents into letting us go off somewhere. 

Despite the fact we weren’t drinking, partying hard or taking 

drugs, Mum and Dad were criticised by other parents around 

the yacht club for giving us so much independence. They always 

knew where we were going and they never let us go anywhere 

without a well-stocked first-aid kit and insisting we take all the 

necessary precautions. Yes, bad things can happen, but bad things 

can happen anywhere and wrapping us in cottonwool was not 

necessarily going to keep us safe. My parents made a purposeful 

choice to let us have space to explore and they trusted us to do 

the right thing. No matter what, in their minds, that was the right 

way and the only way for them to parent their children, and it 

makes me angry when they are judged.

People often ask me how I talked Mum and Dad into allowing 

me to sail around the world. The truth is I put in the groundwork 

and gained their trust with these smaller adventures. It’s true that 

Bh2073M-PressProofs.indd   21Bh2073M-PressProofs.indd   21 17/06/11   3:01 PM17/06/11   3:01 PM



22

True Spirit

any big thing starts with a few small steps. Nick, Emily, Anna 

and I always did our research, planned thoroughly, and if all else 

failed, there was always some persistent and determined nagging. 

The same principles applied to sailing around the world – actually, 

less nagging and heaps more planning, but you get the idea.

One particular trip was meant to be an easy weekend’s sailing 

with Emily and Nick on a 23-foot yacht that Nick owned with 

another guy from the marina. At the time Nick was fifteen, 

Emily was fourteen and I was thirteen. We’d checked the weather 

forecasts, bought our provisions, charged our radios and left at 

first light to sail the 35 nautical miles down to Moreton Bay 

where we planned to spend the night before returning the next 

day. To start with, things went smoothly. The sail down was 

perfect and we pulled into the anchorage in time to have a swim 

before it got dark.

Things started going downhill in the evening when Nick, who’d 

had a slight cold, took a turn for the worse and was feeling really 

unwell. Then the wind changed direction during the night and 

many of the boats, including ours, started dragging anchor. We 

didn’t manage to get much sleep as we spent the night avoiding 

other boats and trying not to get blown away. Daybreak was 

more promising and after a cooked breakfast we were looking 

forward to the sail home.

Once we’d left the more sheltered water of the bay, the wind 

started rising and then shifted unexpectedly from the north, 

the direction we were trying to sail. By mid afternoon we were 

making no progress in a pretty steep sea and increasing wind. 

Emily was severely seasick, leaving me and Nick to sail the boat 

and handle the worried phone calls from our parents. We weren’t 

in any serious danger as we were not far off the coast and only 
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a radio call away from help but, with the wind picking up again 

and nightfall approaching, things weren’t looking great.

Up until then I would have been the first person to go to 

pieces in a situation like this (and end up under a saloon table) 

but at the tiller, as Nick navigated, I realised that if we were 

going to get out of this safely I had to pull my weight. If I 

had any hope of ever sailing around the world I was going to 

have to start proving myself. All of a sudden it wasn’t Nick 

calling the shots as he normally would; we were making the 

decisions together with Nick even taking my lead. Drenched 

and exhausted as I was, everything suddenly looked different. 

Wrestling with the tiller became fun. Realising that I could do 

this, that I could do more than just let the conditions get the 

better of us, was the most exhilarating feeling. Looking back, 

I’d say that was the moment that sailing solo around the world 

became more than just a distant dream. During that drama I 

found my confidence and discovered that I really could influence 

how things turned out.

After weighing up our options, and phoning our parents to let 

them know what we were doing, we turned around and surfed 

into a safe anchorage. We spent another night dragging anchor 

before setting off once again the next day when the weather 

settled down. We started the sail home feeling more than a 

little apprehensive, but it turned out to be a perfect day. Any 

triumphant return was spoiled by the rudder suddenly falling 

off just a few kilometres from home, but we eventually made 

it back to the marina in a dramatic finish to a full-on weekend 

of sailing.
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