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            Whatever the miracle is that grants us life, it deserves to be repaid by exploring, to the very maximum, all that is on offer in the time span we have been allotted. It is a precious gift and one that should be honored, not by cowering in a draught-free basement in case the candle gets snuffed out prematurely, but by experiencing, to the very highest order, the very best of every opportunity.
            

            IAN DICKENS
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         This is about a voyage of discovery. Over its journey I discovered true friendship from quarters I had not expected, lost ‘friendships’ from quarters that surprised me, had my eyes opened by the simplest of gestures and experienced kindnesses that took my breath away.
         
 
         Many of those are described in the following pages.
 
         On the sailing front, I would like to thank the directors and staff at Clipper Ventures, creators of an extraordinary event that changes people’s lives. Not only did they deliver a great race, they also provided a string of opportunities to keep the wolf from the door when I returned home.
 
         To Stuart Gibson, who ran our race with such elegance. The mixture of competitiveness, focus, dedication, professionalism, humour, humanity, humility and honesty set an astonishing example. You are a unique individual and a privilege to know. To you, Liz, Ben and my godson Oliver, my gratitude is never-ending.
 
         To all of the crew of London, who proved to be such inspirational individuals battling against the conditions and, in some cases, their own demons. We have a unique, precious bond and the moments we shared have ensured friendships for life.
         
 
         To dear Mirella Ricciardi, who urged me to write it all down, and to Brian McLaurin, who responded so warmly when I did. He introduced me to John Blake and turned an idea into a book with disarming ease. Without that introduction this book would not exist. At the publishers, my editors Adam Parfitt, Richard Dawes and Amy McCulloch, who guided me through the maze with gentle encouragement, reassurance and valued advice, for which I am hugely grateful.
         
 
         To Barry and Wendy Taylor. Readers will see why you are so loved when they start to turn the pages.
 
         To the numerous family members and friends, who provided such incredible levels of support and encouragement. Special thanks go to Marion and Jonathan Lloyd for publishing advice, the loan of their cottage in Norfolk for me to write in and for several days of fearless seafaring skills which demonstrated that only real sailors perform off Blakeney Point.
         
 
         To Mum and Dad, Liz, Nicky and Gerry, whose support through e-mails and letters proved that family bonds are not dulled by miles. My father passed away a couple of years after my race ended and I’ll always be grateful that he lived my adventure as if he too was on-board.
 
         And finally, to Anne, Holly and Michael, whose love, support and selflessness continue to amaze me on a daily basis. I hope you know that it is returned with interest.
 
         
             

         
 
         Ian Dickens

      

      
    

  
    
      
         
         
 
         
            FOREWORD
            

         
 
         I met Ian fifteen years ago when I was looking for camera kit to document my first polar walk. I had expected to meet a serious and intense businessman intent on grilling me for several hours before agreeing to my requests. Instead, I found an easy-going and enthusiastic supporter who readily warmed to the idea of someone walking through the Antarctic ice with several thousand pounds’ worth of kit which might never come back.
         
 
         But come back it did, and in the expeditions that followed I was able to rely on Ian, as my adventures continued and developed. While I flew off to the most remote parts of the world, he continued to pursue a career in London, but it was clear that a brightly burning flame would eventually ignite in to something more spectacular.
 
         Looking back, I suppose there were a few clues – his desire to hurtle head-first down the Cresta Run seemed to be the height of foolishness to me, but it clearly acted as an antidote to his day-to-day routine behind a desk. I was happy to act as patron for his fundraising drive to the Arctic Circle and back in the Auto Arctic Challenge Car rally, driving a soft-top MG, which raised over £10,000 for Mencap and Motivation.
         
 
         Clearly these were mere warm-up acts, and I was not hugely surprised to learn that he was leaving to embark on a round-the-world yacht race. I admit to feeling slightly miffed at losing such a valued supporter – and, by now, good friend – but equally I knew how fulfilling the challenges he would inevitable encounter would be.
 
         Ian’s words show an extraordinary and often moving depth of thinking as he observes the valuable lessons his journey presented. It makes this book far deeper than a simple tale of circumnavigating the world under sail, and it is clear that the family genes for communicating have been passed down to him!
         
 
         It is also clear that he has taken the numerous lessons that all adventurers learn – preparation, team work, mental strength, stamina, an unknown tomorrow, exhaustion, despair and elation and applied them back to the everyday events that ‘normality’ brings.
 
         He has learned that to go off and test oneself in such a challenging way requires the unstinting support of a loving family. He is blessed with a wife who provides such unswerving support and deserves huge credit for providing the stability for his extraordinary adventure.
 
         This book should inspire a great number of folk who may think it’s too late for them to leave their desk and follow their wildest dreams into proving themselves wrong.
         
 
         
             

         
 
         Ran Fiennes, 
 Exmoor.
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            DROWNING
            

         
 
         King’s Cross railway station is an odd place to start drowning.  Especially on a train emerging from a tunnel, on an unremarkable  Monday morning in mid-September.
         
 
         The grime-encrusted brickwork picked up the first glimmers of  early-morning light as the slowly turning wheels clanked and ground  their way out of the darkness.
 
         A lone green fern grew out of the wall, fed by the meagre rays and the  constant subterranean drip-drip from the street above. But the falling  droplets would never be enough to deal the fatal blow to my lungs.
 
         Alongside, a diesel-belching 125 crept slowly past, its fly-spattered  windscreen heading away from the light, towards a hundred business  meetings in Leeds, Bradford, Darlington and Peterborough.
 
         The train stopped with a jolt once more and I watched as the red-underlined,  slick first-class carriages of the InterCity paraded their  important passengers slowly by. A voyeuristic elongated curtain call from  a cast of grey-suited, laptop-tapping, coffee-sipping, FT-reading, loudly  speaking, telephone-calling management. Their journey had only just  started, but even now, at eight in the morning, the jacketless white shirts  were already building a heavy sweat of frustration as the telephone signal  went down, the secretary was still on voicemail and the e-mail from head  office introduced an out-swinger from left of field, creating different ball  parks that would need ongoing dialogue before flags could be raised to  check for flutterings.
         
 
         My throat started to tighten a little and I eased my tie open.
 
         In my own carriage, people stirred. Papers were folded, coats  collected, briefcases snapped shut and wobbling queues made their  swaying way to the door in order to snap up pole position on the race  to the tube.
         
 
         A hiss of air released the eager throng and the seething mass strode  off to the exit, carrying me along in a tidal wave of smartly tapping,  briskly pacing, eager-to-hit-the-ground-running feet.
 
         Like rivers pouring towards the sea, several further tributaries  joined the main current and individuals, with personalities, wives,  husbands, children, hobbies, hopes and dreams that existed in  mortgaged homes in Huntingdon and Sandy, Biggleswade and  Cambridge, Hitchin and Stevenage, became a small amoeba of  unimportant matter – a tiny part of a gigantic cancerous cell which  carried them in a surge towards a gaping hole in the ground.
 
         They tumbled like a torrent down the steps and swirled headlong  around corners, through ticket halls and barriers and on, downwards,  into the bowels of the earth.
 
         They filled the underground platforms and packed on to the Circle  line train so tightly their breathing had to become unified in order to  share the space.
 
         I stood gasping for breath as the current swept me along like a piece  of flotsam, bobbing and swirling in the raging confusion of white  water that tore a path of its own choosing, taking out anything that  dared to stand in its way.
 
         There was no courtesy or queue to get on board the tube train that  was now disgorging passengers like projectile vomit. As they poured  out of the carriages in a counter-current to the fast-flowing tide, there  was the normal jostle, with every man and – more often than not – an  even more aggressive woman securing their own place. No ‘women  and children first’ on this Monday morning. People trying to get off  were ignored. People with suitcases were glared at. The man who had  stopped to help the harassed mother and her pushchair were easy prey  to the crowds behind, who swept around the stationary island and  looked on smugly through the glass as the train pulled away, leaving  him behind on the platform.
 
         But despite my lack of oxygen, I was happy to help a fellow  struggler with a lifebelt or two.
 
         We had an entire two minutes to wait, the mum, her baby and I, for  the next train – a lifetime in the race to the desk and the podium, with  its gold medal, would never countenance such moments of selflessness.
 
         I supposed I should have been bothered by my lack of enthusiasm  in not taking the competition seriously enough, but the baby in the  pushchair was cute and her mother pathetically grateful that someone  had broken the rules.
         
 
         I made it through the two stops and fought my way back up into the  sunlight for the final dash. I was on the surface again now, allowing the  current to take me at its own pace as it babbled around the traffic  bollards and news stands. Turn right, forty strokes, angle across the  road with an inelegant front crawl, along the parade of shops with a  nod of a hello to the ironmonger treading water unlocking his security  grilles, a nod to the long-serving street sweeper I nodded to every  morning, a nod to the Big Issue seller, and it was backstroke down the  final street before arriving at the steps of my office.
         
 
         And it was here that the deep-end dangers really began to lurk.  Predators with big teeth awaited below the oily calm of the corporate  surface that lapped up to the shores of my desk.
 
         It had not always been like that, though.
 
         For twenty very happy years I had done the same journey without  too much thought, swimming happily in a unique and privileged  environment for an organisation that had the character and personality  of a large family firm.
 
         At the head, a jolly, paternal, visionary, larger-than-life  character. Shunning further education, he had headed to sea aged  sixteen and learnt hard lessons from the deck of a series of rusty  freighters that slowly ploughed the waters of the Atlantic, the St  Lawrence, the Caribbean and the English Channel. Life was learnt  from bar room brawls, from cockroach-infested digs, from over-made-up  ladies of the night, from late-night drinking, from smoky cafés in  dank and desolate docksides, where grey cranes towered, storage sheds  echoed and forklift trucks rolled, on the edges of some of the world’s  great cities.
         
 
         That experience left him a unique observer of people, with a  wisdom and a wit that made him equally at home with a peer of the  realm and a London cabbie.
 
         His name was Barry and I considered it my huge good fortune to  join the company he ran, in the most junior of junior positions.
 
         ‘Sales office order entry clerk, three weeks holiday, starting salary  £5,000’ was what it said on my contract but despite that lowly start, I  was the first person he came to see, and offered a warm welcome to my  first Monday morning in July 1979.
 
         For the next two decades his charismatic leadership continued to  create an environment that was hard-working, fun, original, creative  and, when the work stopped and the partying began, often exhausting.
         
 
         As the corporate years passed, a mass of opportunities found their  way to my door and saw me rise through the ranks to the heady  heights of marketing director, representing the interests of the UK  company on behalf of the Japanese HQ and its German-based  European sidekicks.
 
         I was suddenly important. A bulging deluxe Filofax, the ubiquitous  mobile phone, a smart company car, rich holidays and a gently bulging  stomach from expense-account lunches in Langans, the Ivy and Harvey  Nic’s Fifth Floor.
 
         Throughout that time, Barry’s attitude remained unchanged and he  approached business with the same rare zest allied to an eager desire to  squash pomposity. Bullshitters were shat upon and his focus on  common sense was liberating to work alongside.
 
         ‘Why are we doing that?’ he would reply to an accountant  desperately overeager to complicate proceedings. ‘We are doing it  because it’s fucking obvious, that’s why!’ No research, no focus groups,  no think tanks. Just pure common sense allied to a laterally thinking  mind that clearly understood the people he wanted to market to.
 
         But the heady days of the eighties gave way to the hard-nosed  nineties, and with the planet closing in on the new millennium, Barry  had to endure an ever-increasing number of periods when his head was  held under the surface by a new European way of doing things at odds  with his own well-proven beliefs.
 
         Forget the success he had managed so well for so many years. In  other quarters, a new and ‘better’ way was being proposed. What had  worked well in the UK seemed to be viewed with an ill-concealed envy  and, instead of encouraging, nurturing and learning from the example,  it was deemed better to wipe the slate clean and introduce a whole  series of new approaches led by a European team.
 
         Nothing he saw convinced him that this offered a better future and  rather than drown in the cesspit of stagnant waters, he cashed in his  quarter of a century of success and struck out for the shore and the  freedom of early retirement.
 
         We had forged a special partnership and had created a series of  award-winning marketing campaigns that filled the boardroom with  an embarrassment of framed riches.
 
         I was devastated to see him go and even more concerned that, with my long-term ally gone, I would probably be next in line for the  dunking sessions.
         
 
         I headed up a project to create a new advertising campaign for all  of Europe – a first for our now border-squashing company. After nine  trying and rather lonely months, the fruits of the ad team’s labour  broke in sixteen countries.
 
         A few months later, sales reached new levels of success.
 
         Big mistake.
 
         The success of the work again created a debilitating envy and a  nasty campaign of negativity flew towards my desk. I had not followed  the European way as I was expected to do, and as Ian-bashing from  across the Channel became all the rage, one or two who should have  known better in London decided, with a firm eye on their future  careers, that it would be useful for them to join in too.
 
         The negativity reached its peak and the marketing campaign that  had been so effective was deemed a disastrous waste of time and  resource. It was scant consolation when the work was entered into the  industry’s annual awards a couple of months later and walked off with  the top accolades from juries all over the world. By that stage I was  well and truly disillusioned with an uncomfortably large number of  people who, for twenty years, I thought were on the same side as me.
 
         It was into that bubbling pool that I plunged on that September  Monday morning, hoping beyond hope that the weekend had allowed  me to put things into perspective. Opening e-mails, listening to  voicemails and reading faxes that demanded I report to Germany in the  next twenty-four hours to answer yet more charges of nonsense put  paid to that. My battles were now almost exclusively against  individuals who had the same company name on their business card,  and the excessive energy spent fending off the predators seemed such a  waste of a beautiful day.
 
         I also had to consider the uncomfortable possibility that the  European view was maybe right, even though twenty years of  experience shrieked, ‘No!’ Perhaps the Teutonic vision had a real  foundation for a new future and the English oak tree that I was barking  up was the wrong one.
 
         Whatever, I did not want to spoil my two decades of valued working  pleasure with months of misery that would end up leaving me bitter,  twisted and thoroughly fed up.
 
         Clearly, this was a battle I could not win and it would have been  easier for my sanity to start looking for another job. But when I shared the concerns with friends, they looked astonished at my angst. So long  in one company, led by a visionary leader, had protected me from the  ravages of the modern corporation. The scenes I described were  deemed completely normal – mild even – compared with some of the  shockers that my more battled-scarred mates had experienced on a  daily basis.
         
 
         And if that was sobering, other much more valuable influences came  to bear and helped remind me of where my priorities should really lie.  A colleague (an unscheming one) was one day perfectly fit and the next  doubled up in agony with what appeared to be a back problem.
 
         Tests followed tests and slowly a much more serious picture  emerged. It was cancer, an unkind one, and work, home, wife and  children all became replaced by courses of chemotherapy, loss of hair,  sallow skin and a terrified look in his sunken eyes as the prospect of  death before the age of forty loomed large.
 
         Suddenly, being a head of a department or having a smarter car than  a colleague or staying in a junior suite rather than a standard room,  paled against his desire to simply walk out into the back garden and  kick a ball with his young son again.
 
         He battled hard for several months, made it through the longest  night, when the family were called to say tear-strewn goodbyes around  his beeping, tube-infested hospital bed, and fought his way into the  light of a new day and merciful remission.
 
         A farmer from a village near my home, only a few years older than  me and a great character, had started to feel unwell.
 
         We went to see him at Addenbrokes Hospital, where he sat, a  frightened and suddenly small man, not knowing what had gone  wrong. Unbeknown to any of us, a tumour was slowly eating into  his brain and six months later this strong, funny, warm-hearted  father of a beautiful young child lay ranting in a private mad world  at the local hospice.
 
         His funeral was, in the end, a blessing.
 
         A pilot whom I was privileged to meet vanished into the heavens. A  brilliant flyer, respected by all who knew him, who flew stunts for  Spielberg and charmed all those whose lives he touched, had one slip  and his thousands of hours of experience suddenly counted for  nothing. His Messerschmitt plunged to the ground and the impact and  explosive fire took him away too.
 
         All were people of my sort of age, now being remembered amid the  tears, and the fragility of life was brought well and truly home. When one is made aware of such a fragile thread, the rail journey, the tube,  the meetings and the unbelievable pettiness of it all are brought into  sharp focus.
         
 
         I was healthy, successful, lucky to have a loving, supportive family  and a wonderful home. I had achieved a lot professionally, met enough  fascinating and famous people to fill Hello!, and through my  friendships been privileged to enjoy a number of very special moments.
         
 
         The back seat of a Hawk jet with the Red Arrows. The Williams pit  garage in Japan when a friend became world motor-racing champion.  Being at Wembley to see Chelsea lift the FA Cup. The helicopter trip in  to the Grand Canyon with a party of journalists. The run up to London  in a Royal Navy submarine. The breathtaking descents of the Cresta  Run. Learning to fly and gaining my pilot’s licence. The many  opportunities that had come my way from the people I had met over  two decades of corporate life.
 
         My portfolio of achievements was good and I seemed to be  respected within the industry for all that I had achieved. Was my  existing predicament really so bad that all this was worth giving up,  just because a new band of people had new views about how the future  should be shaped? And if I did move on professionally, would I simply  be exchanging my nine-to-five commuting day for another, perhaps less  bright hamster wheel, that even now lurked in the file of an  unsuspecting headhunter somewhere in London?
 
         Or perhaps now was the time to have a complete change of  direction, sell up, move away, downscale, live simply and opt out of the  race that seemed to be more and more dominated by the rats.
 
         The salary, the bonus, the car, the expense account, the  opportunities, the travel, the house, the holidays, the large garden, the  privileges. Was this really exchangeable, especially when I was not on  my own and had the responsibilities of others to consider?
 
         The answer was a mixed-up ‘Yes/I don’t truly know/probably/I’m  not sure/don’t be such a bloody fool’. But, with the events at work  clashing with the dramas of the cancer ward, the local hospice and a  lone Spitfire dipping a saddened wing over a pilot’s funeral in tribute,  I had at least come to the conclusion that something needed to  happen. Something or someone deep in my subconscious was giving  me a heavy-handed prod, and chucked a lifebelt on the surface of the  swirling water right under my nose.
 
         I grabbed it and started to swim.
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            ADVERTISING WORKS
            

         
   
         As a marketing man I’d spent much of my time proving to companies that investing money in a fine advertising agency generated an excellent return for them in terms of additional sales.
         

         At the end of the following week, the marketing people at a company called Clipper Ventures could make the same claim to their superiors. They had created a single-page, colour, right-facing ad and booked space in the Sunday Times supplement. All they had to do was sit back to wait for a reaction and they didn’t have to wait long to get one from me.
         

         A picture of an ocean-going racing yacht storming along under reefed sails on a wave-flecked ocean. A headline beckoning the adventurer. A number to call. The seductive line that offered the bored breakfast-table reader the chance to break away and achieve something truly exceptional. Anyone, the ad said, could earn themselves a place on board and compete in a yacht race that circumnavigated the planet.

         It was a potential answer to all my problems – except for one or two minor details. I needed to find £23,000. I would have to take a year off. I needed to persuade my wife that it was a brilliant idea. I would have to tell my children that I would be away in a risky environment for longer than they had ever experienced. My proud parents would have to be told that I would probably have to give up my hard-fought career. The bank would need to know that the mortgage and bills would still be met despite my being (a) out of the country and (b) having no income. I would need to tell work that I wanted out.

         Minor problems that were exacerbated by a rather too large overdraft and a less than friendly work environment that would probably not take too warmly to the request of a sabbatical.
         

         But for now all that could wait. All I needed at this stage was a brochure that would tell me more. Once I got that I could start to consider a plan of action that would begin with suggesting to my wife, as subtly as possible, that this was one of my better ideas.

         A difficult task to find the right opener and I started to rack my brain for the best way of breaking the news. In Sainsbury’s perhaps, as we walked through the produce of the world. ‘Look, darling, bananas from the Dominican Republic. Wouldn’t it be fascinating to sail there? Oh look, pineapples from Hawaii – did you know that an English-run yacht race calls in at Waikiki? Dolphin-free tuna – so important to protect the ocean, don’t you think?’

         Maybe not.

         Perhaps a wistful look through my father’s photo albums, where images of his father and brothers joined Dad on the bridges of a host of great warships. As I looked at their gold-braided sleeves, I could perhaps summon up a misty-eyed detachment that might be translated as a desperate yearning for the sea. A tad too melodramatic perhaps.

         Maybe it should be a mid-life crisis style breakdown. Allow it to seep out late one night after several Scotches, with a head-clutching moan of despair and an Oscar-winning delivery: ‘I can’t go on like this.’

         Not unless I wanted to get a firm slap followed by an abrupt demand to pull myself together.

         The problem was solved by Holly.

         Holly is my daughter – fourteen at the time of this attempted subterfuge and, as is true for any father anywhere in the world, the most beautiful and perfect daughter a father could wish for.

         Sparky, fun, honest, stunning, coy and the owner of a long and languid pair of legs that were the first thing I spotted coming down the stairs as I hastily finished dictating my address into the Clipper Ventures mailbox.

         ‘What are you doing?’ she asked, wrapping her equally long arms around my waist in a loving hug. Over my shoulder, she studied the hard-working ad, taking in the content with a sweep of the eye.

         ‘Are you thinking of sailing around the world? Cool.’

         I had not intended to talk to anyone – even to consider planning anything – until I had seen more details. The race demanded volunteers and there was a selection process to get through. There was no point getting my hopes up, or winding up other people, until I knew exactly what my chances were.
         

         Before I could explain to Holly that she had got the wrong end of the stick, Anne appeared at the front door with a huge clutch of Sainsbury’s carrier bags hanging from each arm. One of the bags was ripped badly at the handle and my wife was involved in a frantic battle to deliver it to the floor before gravity took over. It looked like the shopping trip had not been the highlight of her weekend and the tearing plastic was the conclusion of a less than satisfactory hour away from the house. I took in the heavyweight contents of the bag, which appeared to be made up of several large and ripe pieces of fruit from far-flung corners of the world, and wondered if there was a chink of an opening for my carefully rehearsed argument.

         The bag finally crashed downwards, spilling melons and mangoes on the floor, and as they rolled away a steady stream of fine Anglo-Saxon, broadcast in a broad Irish accent reserved for such occasions, issued forth amid the exotic trifle that surrounded our feet.

         I chickened out, mainly through a sense of self-preservation, but also because my daughter had got there before me.

         ‘Dad’s thinking of sailing round the world,’ she airily announced to the harassed figure still standing in the door. Holly now also took in that her mum had clearly not entirely enjoyed the aisle tour of the world’s food markets and the remark was not timed to be the most helpful. The sound of all the other bags hitting the stone floor in an orchestrated crash made my daughter jump, me tremble and scared the dog, who headed through the polythene jungle out into the sanctuary of the garden.

         I had a sudden desire to follow.

         There was shock, of course, at the intention of electing to spend a year apart. There was an instant demand to know much more about the year away. What was this event? When did it start? How much did it cost? Did I intend to apply for the whole race or do just one of the legs? How would I raise the money? How did I feel about being apart for the best part of twelve months? What about the job? What about the mortgage? What about the children? What about us?

         A whole series of immediately practical questions rather than the much more obvious, ‘No bloody way, sunshine.’ It was typical of the woman I had been married to for eighteen years, and a complete contrast to the reaction of some of her friends, who over the following months would exclaim, ‘But how could you let him?’

         Anne viewed their behaviour as downright selfish. ‘No, you can’t be allowed to experience the thrill of travelling around the planet, because we want you here at home. Get back to work, pay the mortgage, mow the lawn and put up the shelves.’ She viewed me as far more than a cash-supplying handyman commodity and was cautiously excited about the magnitude of the trip. And if she was hurt by my decision, then she hid it brilliantly well. Perhaps because she had an ulterior motive.
         

         For the past couple of years, family holidays – paid for by my generous director’s bonus – had seen us hoisting sails on board a variety of yachts in the heat of the Mediterranean summer.

         Just three weeks before this awkward confrontation, we had nudged gently up to a rough wooden jetty beside a sandy beach in the backwaters of Turkey. Our yacht-handling skills had been viewed with scarcely concealed nervous relief by the owner of a well-used sailing boat with a tatty red ensign flying from the stern. He and his wife, dressed in battered T-shirts and worn shorts, had been busy hanging out a curious assortment of washing as we hove into view.

         With a nautical version of ‘Janet, donkeys!’, they were off the boat and ready to repel anything that looked like it might damage their precious home. The safe arrival of our mooring ropes on the quay had calmed their fears and we had an amiable chat in the warm sunlight.

         The couple were two professionals from the UK who had done their fair share in the boardroom and decided to opt out and gently cruise from one hot spot to the next on a boat that contained all they really needed in life. Anne, in particular, had envied that freedom and, long after we had waved goodbye the following morning, we fantasised about one day adopting an equally simple lifestyle.

         The days where even a swimsuit would be overdressed. Days free of TV and newspapers, commuting, lawnmowing, council tax, parking fines, speed cameras and party political conferences. Days free of meetings, voicemail, impossible deadlines, the M25, traffic reports, litter-strewn streets, floods, shops that stock Christmas crackers in September, Easter eggs in January and Halloween masks in August. Days free from privatisation, ensuing train crashes, sabre-rattling warmongering and ‘Two Jags’ Prescott. Days free from an environment where loyalty was no longer valued and blinkered self-interest was deemed so normal that complaining about it was considered to be the start of a nervous breakdown.
         

         The opportunity to do the ultimate journey around the world under the guidance of a professional would be a fantastic learning opportunity and Anne saw the Clipper Ventures idea as a sound investment in her own dream. It was a brilliant argument and one that I wish I’d thought of when faced with that awkward carrier-bag moment of explanation.
         

         There were still inevitable concerns, and over Sunday lunch we began to touch on the issues. How would we pay for the trip? How would the mortgage be met while I was away? What would the separation do to our relationship? How would the children react? What if I fell overboard and didn’t come back?

         While I had already been rumbled by Holly, twelve-year-old Michael was out doing what twelve-year-olds do. Riding bikes, kicking balls, swinging from trees and dreaming up far-fetched games that were acted out on the village green in front of our home.

         He arrived back for lunch, breathless, wreathed in sweat, and headed straight for the sink and a glass of frantically gulped water. Like Holly, he took in the concept with an easy acceptance and, as the debate continued, the materialistic thrills came into view.

         As I shared the route, savouring for the first of many times ‘Portugal, Cuba, the Galápagos, Hawaii’, Holly interrupted me.

         ‘Does this mean we can go to Hawaii?’

         ‘Quite probably, yes,’ I guessed, and that was it. As far as my children were concerned, the trip was a definite, and she drifted off into planning bikinis and the bags required to carry them.

         Michael held out a little longer and my travel itinerary continued through Japan, China, Hong Kong, the Philippines, Singapore, Mauritius, Cape Town, Salvador, in Brazil, and New York.

         One leg away from returning home, he too had found his own Eden, becoming instantly smitten with the idea and wondering whether Nike Town should be the first port of call or perhaps it should be the Empire State. Whatever, it would be vital news to airily lob into the classroom on Monday morning, despite my dire warnings to say nothing at this stage.

         I noticed that Anne, trying her best to be hard-nosed about the travel prospects, had visibly wilted when I had mentioned the Galápagos Islands.

         But until I had a place on board there was little point in going any further. I had no idea of the criteria the organisers were looking for, and might well find myself on the receiving end of a reject letter saying, ‘No mid-life-crisis candidates required. Good luck with the rest of your life up a dead-end street. Kind regards, Sir Robin Knox Johnston.’

         Stopping the conversation now would also allow me to open another bottle of red, put the globe on the table for an in-depth study, find where the dog was hiding and tell her it was safe to re-enter the house.
         

         I decided on one thing, though. Should I get a place, I wanted to start and finish the entire race on board the yacht. I had to complete the journey and deal with all the challenges it had to offer. The sensible option (which I had hardly taken in from the ad) of doing a six-week leg, taking the time off as holiday and funding it by cashing in an insurance policy, was far too practical. If you mean to do it, then it should be all or nothing and the difficulties placed in the way would all be part of the challenge.

         If we were going to worry the bank and the mortgage company, then let’s really give them something to fret about.

         I filled up Anne’s glass, the children went in search of the atlas and Raggles settled back down in her basket and nodded off to sleep.
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            EASY GOODBYES
            

         
 
         Clipper Ventures, true to their promise, sent through a pack of information and an application form a couple of days later. Meanwhile I had been to the website and was already hooked by the adventure. I really did hope that Sir Robin, the man at their helm, had a soft spot for middle-aged businessmen trying to find more from life, because I now wanted this very much indeed.
         

         Anne and I filled out the forms, thinking long and hard about the testing questions that asked for a very honest, warts ’n’ all opinion about myself. These were clearly the ones that would give an insight into my personality and provide clues as to whether I was made of the right stuff.

         We agreed that a cheeky response was the best approach, and that summed me up anyway. If they were looking for a bunch of military-style squaddies, with fun and banter banned, then perhaps the event was not for me.
         

         I stuck it all in an envelope with a good-luck pat and Michael hurtled across the green on his bike to the postbox, demonstrating a fearful disrespect for the laws of gravity and tyre adhesion.

         When the post arrived a couple of days later, among the envelopes was one with a Clipper Ventures postmark. Not an A4 folder full of information this time, just a simple regulation envelope with what felt like a single-page letter inside.

         Suddenly I was sixteen again, looking at the faces of my parents, knowing that the O Level results would either thrill or disappoint. The affected lack of interest, the studied indifference from around the breakfast table, belied the nervous anticipation in the room. As in the days of exams, I wanted to run and hide under the bed or lock myself in the loo before reading if Sir Robin had made the grave error of deciding I was not even worthy of an interview.
         

         First I opened the bank statement and the long line of numbers adding up to one big OD suggested that knuckling down to earning more cash was the sensible option for the next few months. Or decades.

         Reader’s Digest offered an escape route in the next envelope, advising me that I had been selected to win at least a million. There was some tedious small print regarding the purchase of a book that detailed fascinating facts about ‘healing plants of the world’. So confident were Reader’s Digest that the money was virtually mine, I wondered if Lloyds might take the ‘YES’ sticker as down payment against the overdraft, and was tempted to stick it to the bank statement before posting the whole lot off again.
         

         The third envelope could wait no longer, so I opened the life-changing communiqué and read its content. Never has anyone been happier to receive an invitation to the small market town of Olney and have the potential of adding £23,000 to their bank-account burden. While Anne, Holly and Michael whooped their enthusiasm, I too had to admit to feeling just a trifle happy. After all, with Healing Plants of the World in my bookcase, my financial problems might be well and truly solved for ever.
         

         
             

         

         On the train to King’s Cross I dreamt of what might be. The problems at work that had been getting me down so much were suddenly hugely diminished and I realised how badly I wanted this new chance. The fields of Bedfordshire gave way to the suburbs of north London and, as row after row of terraced houses crept by, I was off in a frenzy of escape, in the midst of a sun-kissed distant ocean with dolphins splashing all around. The whole idea was wonderfully romantic.

         The romance continued when I offered to kiss Clipper’s marketing manager.

         We met a week later in a small industrial estate on the outskirts of Olney, in an office about as far from the sea as it was possible to get. Sitting nervously in the company’s reception area, eyeing a couple of other candidates suspiciously, I wondered how to approach the impending grilling. Here was yet another new experience for a man who thought, rather too arrogantly, that he had experienced most of what life had to offer. My interview technique had become decidedly rusty and I had no idea of where the probing questioning might go.
         

         In the end it turned into a really good chat, which I enjoyed hugely. After an hour in which my technique had included a mild dose of pleading, the interrogator looked at his watch, snapped his pen shut and uttered the immortal line, ‘Thank you, we’ll let you know.’

         I was completely in the hands of someone else and it left me feeling distinctly uncomfortable.

         A couple of days later another letter arrived from Clipper. It contained three paragraphs, the most important of which started with the word ‘Congratulations’.

         If I was ecstatic, so too was Anne, even though she was entering the foothills of a deep journey of discovery. Ever practical, she was acutely aware of the potential pitfalls that lay on the paths ahead. This was not just an idea any more, a fantasy played out over a bottle of wine. This was real, a black-and-white absolute fact that could be life-changing in ways that might unearth our deepest fears. But she remained totally and utterly positive, despite that troubling prospect.

         Touchingly, Michael and Holly were also nothing other than completely thrilled and their excitement matched my own. While Anne, as an adult, could think things through with a practical logic, the children were surely allowed to have selfish moments of feeling sorry for themselves at the year-long loss of Dad. Their reaction was such a spontaneous act of support that tears pricked my eyes as they smiled smiles of real happiness for my adventure. I was going to be away from home for the best part of a year to follow a personal dream, but not an ounce of selfishness entered their thoughts.

         When I spoke to my new best friend at Clipper to thank him for his brilliance in character judgement, the offer of the kiss was laughingly dismissed and replaced with a couple of much more practical issues.

         Paying the money and booking up for training.

         I had yet to resolve how we might pay for it all, but still Anne remained completely positive. She was adamant that, having come this far, I would be mad to turn the opportunity down, no matter what problems work might put in my way to quash the dream.

         ‘You’ll kick yourself for ever if you don’t do it,’ she admonished, fully aware of the responsibilities I had towards her, the children, our home, Lloyds Bank and, if they were lucky, Reader’s Digest. For several weeks there was a small niggle that refused to go away, especially late at night as I tried to get back to sleep. It whispered words like ‘irresponsible’, ‘fool’ and ‘idiot’ as an incessant nag. But Anne had quietly spotted the signs and was already heading them off at the pass.
         

         I e-mailed Barry in his retirement idyll of Miami and he concurred with Anne’s view. We had kept in regular contact and he knew that work was becoming an increasingly challenging experience for me. He also knew that the longer I stayed a part of it, the unhappier I would become. But he urged me to do the race for far bigger reasons. He and Wendy, his spiritual and visionary wife, knew that the journey would offer a set of experiences of such clarity that my eyes would be opened in a way they had never been opened before. Whatever the future held, no one could take away the experiences that sailing around the world would provide.

         My parents were also completely on side. Dad loved the idea of another family member going to sea. He loved the idea of the seamanship involved and the scale of the journey. More importantly, both my mother and father thrilled to the boldness of my decision, recognising that I felt able to turn my back on convention and dare to dream a completely impractical dream.

         They had watched with growing dismay, they now confided, the pressures a modern directorship puts one under. They could not understand the amount of travel, the meetings, the punishing schedules that were asked of me and, like any parent, they worried at the toll it might be exacting on their son. There he was, perfect material for being struck down by one of the dangers that come stalking people in their mid-forties. A narrowed artery struggling to deal with high blood pressure, perhaps, or a sudden tumour (as my poor workmate had demonstrated). Or maybe an exhaustion-driven nodding off at the wheel, ending in a somersaulting, horn-blaring wipe-out on the A1 in the middle of the night.

         They saw my decision as nothing other than a truly positive step and realised how difficult the debate must have been to arrive at that point. Any doubts were hidden well and a letter from Dad was hugely supportive and full of unconditional parental love. Already my adventure was unleashing emotions that would have probably otherwise remained unsaid and the honesty that resulted from it was hugely moving and very precious.

         The difficult bit was sharing my plans at work. The easy answer was to simply leave and the past few months had made that a temptation, but life is rarely so simple. I had a mortgage and bills to pay, and a family to keep fed, warm and healthy during my year away.
         

         I decided to go for the sabbatical option, even though it would mean that I would have to return to an environment that was rather less than enjoyable. But who knew how I might feel after a year away – perhaps the break and a new perspective might be beneficial all round and I could approach another decade with renewed energy and a grander global vision. That ought to appeal to the Germans, surely?

         In the business press I noticed several articles where visionary companies spoke about the benefit of holding on to valued individuals and paid them while they went off to recharge. I carefully cut them out and added them to the early-morning rehearsal of words in front of the mirror before the now tedious dash to the train.

         I sought out my new boss in his newly decorated MD’s office and put the idea to him across his grey wooden desk. I tried not to hide anything and attempted to enthuse on the energies that the trip would bring. The pieces about sabbaticals that had handily appeared in the press to help my cause delivered a faint glimmer of hope, despite the heavy sighs that dominated the meeting rather too much.

         At this early stage in his appointment, it was clear that anything that rocked the boat would be frowned upon from above. The easy option for him was to stay safe and follow the path of least resistance. But, having worked alongside me for several years, he heard a nagging whisper urging him to do better than just dismiss my request out of hand. At the end of the consultation he agreed to think about it for a while, and a couple of days later I was called back for the decision.

         Unfortunately, it was the two-letter version.

         No.

         No, a sabbatical would be unacceptable. The achievements and the market successes, the loyalty and the passion, the desire to come back and continue were all acknowledged, but the answer was ‘No’.

         If I wanted to go, then it would set a precedent and everyone on the board would want to be off. While none of my fellow directors had ever previously hinted at the desire to spread their wings and set about discovering new vistas, I had to accept that perhaps they might be tempted.

         I felt there was an element of brinkmanship being played. Told no, I might simply dismiss the idea as a dreamy aberration, forget about the magnitude of sailing around the world and knuckle down to drowning every time I pulled into King’s Cross.

         If that was the case, it was a complete misreading of my character and the burning desire that was becoming an all-consuming inferno. My mind was made up and, with Clipper assuring me of my place, I was going to be on the deck of that yacht when the start gun fired, no matter what it took. The flickering of the flames could clearly be seen from the other side of the grey desk and the awkwardness that it generated suggested that my single-mindedness was hardly helping make for a perfect corporate day.
         

         ‘Nothing changes,’ I told him, hoping beyond hope that Anne agreed. I would resign if I had to, but still hoped that we could work some sort of deal. With my head light from the euphoria of the moment, I walked back to my office and wondered how on earth I might find the money – not just to fund my place, but also to keep the family surrounded by bricks and mortar, heat and fish fingers, petrol and tins of Winalot while I was away.

         At least the unhappy meeting had closed with the agreement to give it even more thought, and the man in charge was at pains to point out that he wanted to reach a fair conclusion if he possibly could. But until that could be resolved, he asked me to keep the plans to myself. He did not want the other directors to know and he certainly did not want a boat-rocking session with his superiors from across the water.

         That was fine, except when it came to my most immediate colleagues. Not only did I owe it to them to be honest, but the person who would take on most of my responsibilities in my absence was the person I had employed and nurtured for the past five years. She had become a loyal and trusted friend and, quite apart from wanting to ensure that she was happy to enter the lion’s den, I wanted to be completely straight with her as I planned my own future.

         I organised lunch and nervously told her that the world’s oceans awaited me. She had seen me struggle in recent months and had been supportive in the increasingly lonely battles, so was well placed to appreciate why I wanted this dramatic change. And while I gabbled on about what a great opportunity it was for her career, she stopped me short, held up a hand to attract a passing waiter’s eye and ordered two glasses of champagne.

         While the company decided how it was going to see me on my way, I took out an additional loan on the house in order to pay my £23,000 crew member’s bill, hoping beyond hope that the future would deliver a solution to fund it all.

         After several more months we finally agreed on a package that would allow me to leave but generously acknowledged my length of service and contribution to the company. My position would be made redundant and the resulting deal would provide enough funds (with careful housekeeping) to keep Anne and the children housed, fed and warm for my year away. The dog might have to get used to the cheaper offering of Sainsbury’s own brand of diced rabbit in gravy, though. And despite the supposed secrecy, by the time the announcement was made, the entire company knew all about my plans.
         

         By then I was sporting the giveaway skin colour of a man who had spent several weeks at sea with other like-minded volunteers likewise completing their training. More telling than the healthy skin tone was the healthy persona that went with it.

         The dark-rimmed, sunken eyes. The close-to-the-surface anger sparked by political games. The bubbling frustration caused by a surfeit of meetings in too many different locations with not enough time between them. The daily backlog of a hundred e-mails and mailbox messages. The ever-ringing mobile and the stream of urgent faxes that drove the breakneck pace of an average day. All of that had blissfully disappeared for a few precious days as I faced my new future and loved what I saw.

         The issues that seemed so important had folded themselves up and found a tiny recess in my mind where they remained wonderfully undisturbed. With them went the nine-to-five routine of commuting, the familiar London streets that marked the route between station and office, the sandwich bar with its unchanged lunchtime menus and the ongoing tedious exchanges between one department and another.

         All of this had been replaced by the growing camaraderie of a bunch of strangers who arrived, from a broad mixed bag of backgrounds, at the quayside, intent on giving nothing less than their all.

         Every applicant for the race underwent an identical training programme and no matter if it was a crew member’s first, tenth or one-hundredth time on a boat, we were all starting as equal. I was amazed at the numbers who had no sailing experience at all yet threw themselves at the course with real gusto.
         

         The training was designed to be as tough as possible, but the harder the instructors made things, the more inspirational the performance from this unique group of people. No matter whether it was three in the morning or three in the afternoon. No matter whether we were soaking wet, tired or confused. No matter whether someone was making a lunge to the rail to be gloriously sick in front of the rest of the crew or making a fool of themselves by cocking up a manoeuvre. The only thing that existed on board was a committed level of support and a desire to help each other through whatever surprise came next.
         

         A larger-than-life gynaecologist, used to the high proportion of teenage mothers Newcastle produces, would break off her conversation, lean over the side, throw up, make a typical nurse-like comment about lunch being just as good on the second tasting, laugh enthusiastically and then look for the next job to do. Down below, three university students sat in a line, looking for all the world like the three wise monkeys. With impeccable manners, they politely asked if perhaps the bucket might possibly be passed down to them, before burying their head and adding to the content. The retching sound from one would set off his neighbour, while the third, rather than simply letting supper go on to the deck, would make a polite request for the bucket to be passed on in readiness.

         Through sail change after sail change, working twenty-four hours a day with just a few hours of snatched sleep, we pounded through the waters of the Atlantic until we were exhausted. Exhausted from the physical exercise, exhausted from the vomiting, exhausted from the amount of information we were being bombarded with and exhausted from the lack of a full night in a stable bed.

         Yet, exhilarated and completely alive too, alert and more awake than I had been in years, I was inspired by the supporting, laughing, encouraging help that lifted moods and got us working together as one. Strangers became brothers and by the time we set foot back on dry land, the group had become a really unified team.

         Social barriers vanished and I was deeply, deeply inspired by the generosity of the personalities I shared my training with. After just one week, I knew without a shadow of a doubt that I had made the right choice and, with life looking far less jaded, I returned to the office with a definite spring in my step.

         I was humbled once more, but this time in the corporate world, as my day of leaving drew closer. After so long with one company I wondered if I might suddenly crumble in an emotional heap when the moment came to say goodbye. Setting that process in motion, I had written to all the contacts that filled the bulging pages of my Filofax, from Ackerley via Lichfield to Young. I had been amazed at their responses, which ranged from the ‘I always knew you were barking (Ackerley, A.) to ‘Wow, what an adventure – you’ll be following in the steps of my great-great-great-grandfather (Lichfield, P.) to ‘What a sad day for the company and what a great moment for you’ (Young, R.). I was applauded for my decision to think big and brave, rather than make the more predictable step of safely sidling from one desk to another, and congratulated for taking a dive into the unknown.
         

         Much of this sentiment came from individuals for whom I had a huge respect, having followed their own adventures with ill-concealed envy via e-mails, postcards and letters dispatched from an exotic collection of foreign fields over the years. Chris Bonington and Ran Fiennes urged me onwards and upwards. Mirella Ricciardi, the artist behind the seminal photographic book Vanishing Africa, grasped my decision with a passion that was frightening. Judy Leden, the women’s world hang-gliding champion, wrote a dedication in her book encouraging me to ‘go on taking risks’ and giggled down the phone when I told her I was. Adrian Thurley – another pilot, ex-Red Arrows – was equally thrilled at the prospect, as was the company president, who wrote a personal letter of warm support from his eyrie high up in a glass tower in the Shinjuku district of Tokyo.
         

         If these responses were humbling, the icing on the cake came in August 2000 – a couple of months before the start of the race, when I was asked out to dinner by my advertising agency. We met at Kettners restaurant in Soho and it was clear that something was up. Jeremy Bowles, our account director, was full of over-the-top innocence and bonhomie. Sarah Gold, our account handler, could barely conceal her excitement and my work colleague Sara, who was set to inherit my day-to-day problems, puffed nervously on more cigarettes than usual.

         These people had kept me sane for the past year as we fought our advertising battles and they were all trusted friends. Despite my agency’s reputation as one of the most creative in Europe, the most imaginative nicknames they had managed to create for each other were ‘Bowlsie’ and ‘Goldie’.

         Bowlsie and I had worked together for twelve years and had been thick as thieves through all of them. Not only had we worked hard to create a whole series of award-winning campaigns, we had played hard too.

         Given such a close bond, I guessed that Kettners was not going to be a quiet drink and an early night, but was still unsure what their nervousness was hiding. After a studied yawn from Sara and yet another whispered conversation on her mobile, it was suggested that perhaps we might move on to Groucho’s for another drink.

         Rumbled.
         

         I knew that none of them was a member and the club has a distinctly superior attitude to visiting guests. I knew this because Bowlsie and I had been kicked out a couple of years previously for daring to use a mobile phone from the club’s dining room. It was apparently strictly against the rules.

         Once in the club, my posse of friends urged me up some back stairs and then, rather curiously, shoved open the door of the Gents and pushed me in. The curious part was that they followed – girls as well as boy – and then started to undress me.

         I had a panic-laden vision of being pushed naked on to a stage where a series of strippers would set about humiliating me as my mates cheered. It was not something I really wanted to endure and a good scuffle in the confines of a pair of urinals ensued. In between breathless lunges, they promised that nothing untoward was about to happen. They just wanted me to wear something a little different for whatever awaited me in the club.

         Out from a suit bag came the outfit of a Royal Navy ordinary seaman, circa 1942, and as my suit, shirt, trousers and tie were stuffed away, I was transformed into a jolly Jack Tar with huge bell bottoms and jaunty cap.

         Dressed as a sailor out for an evening in deepest, gayest Soho. Ha, bloody ha!

         I was led to a door and, amid a lot of stage coughing and banging, it swung open and I was pushed through, to be greeted by a great cheer.

         I stood, mouth agape, taking in the scene in front of me. I had anticipated that there would be a bit of a work send-off and had expected to see familiar faces from my office, the agency and one or two other companies I worked closely with. What I hadn’t expected was the breadth of the turn-out and the generosity that such a commitment involved.

         As I scanned the room, I could see photographers David Bailey and Bob Carlos Clarke. Alongside them were Richard and Susan Young, Jane Bown and Barry Lategan, chatting amiably with Carol White, head of the Elite Premier model agency. Judy Leden (who hates coming to London from her Derbyshire home) was there, as was Charlie Shea-Simonds, leader of the Diamond Nine Tiger Moth display team. There were Damon and Georgie Hill, giggling at my outfit, mingling with Ron Smith, who had come up from the Isle of Wight especially for the night. By the time he got home it would be way past midnight. Mountaineer Paul Deegan was there; so was TV presenter Chris Packham. Everywhere I looked, I saw the faces of people I had worked alongside over the years, and they all had happy, smiling, laughing faces, genuinely pleased to be able to share the moment.
         

         There were speeches, of course, and as I stood on a chair I spotted more and more precious people who had made time in important schedules or travelled long distances to say goodbye. I was truly humbled by what I saw and taken aback by such simple and genuine signs of friendship. It meant a huge amount to me and I was moved to tears by such kindness.

         The party flowed and everyone seemed to have a great time as I went from hug to kiss, handshake to embrace, toast to banter and back to hug again. One hard-boiled ad man said goodbye with tear-filled eyes, clearly expecting me to be washed overboard somewhere far away, and saw this as the last opportunity to say a proper farewell.

         It was a fantastic night – especially as Anne had been smuggled into the club (thank heavens the stripper fear had been unfounded) and she was as touched as I was to witness the generous outpouring of support that filled the room.

         Perhaps I had become too close to the job and, as it became an all-enveloping task, I had been unable to stop and appreciate the numerous good qualities of the people around me. That extended to my family as well, and the exhausted and drained father who sat silent in front of a large glass of red wine at the supper table every evening, too tired to speak or truly listen to the playground news that was being shared with him, had clearly missed so much.
         

         Bugger. Maybe I was wrong to leave after all.

         Too late. The deal was done, the letters written, the lawyers happy, the Germans ecstatic, the President sad and I guessed that my still-warm seat had designs already on it.
         

         If the sole result of my decision was to witness such honest declarations of support, then that alone was already enough, even if the race itself were to turn into some sort of ghastly nightmare. The leaving party had been a bit like attending my own funeral, where I could look down and witness the people I care about, saying all the nice things that the pressure of everyday life normally holds back.
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            GETTING A PROPER JOB
            

         
 
         I had a couple more days of work in London before I was formally  due to leave, but I took advantage of the last holiday allowance and  headed off for a final break with the family. We rented a simple little  cottage beside the sea in Norfolk. The four of us pottered over picnics  on Holkham beach, strolled through the narrow streets of Holt, sat on  a steam train to Sheringham and had long barbecues on the pebbles at  Salthouse. Some gentle sailing through the muddy creeks out into  Blakeney Pit was a fun prelude to the challenges ahead and as we  headed out into the North Sea chop off Blakeney Point, I was urged to  pay attention to the skills of the skipper at the helm.
         
 
         There was a lot of ribald banter from my cousin and her husband  as I trimmed the small tan sails of their tiny open boat, and they were  laughingly adamant that the shingle spit just off the starboard beam  was a test equal to that of the Cape of Good Hope. Marion and  Jonathan may well have been right, although I imagined that off the  African coast there would probably be fewer boats crammed with  day-tripping, ice-cream-licking seal-spotters watching us slip  purposefully by.
 
         Behind the happy-family-on-holiday image lay a growing  momentum of departure. We all knew that the moment was fast  approaching where serious goodbyes would have to be said and no  one wanted to face up to the prospect. We pretended it would never  come and put on brave faces, laughed overeager laughs, and the  hands that gripped mine on either side held on with extra strength as Holly and Michael refused to let go. The goodnight hugs were  extra firm as the days were counting down but, while they struggled,  my focus remained firmly on the adventure ahead.
         
 
         We were able to test the emotions again in a trial separation, when  I went off to complete the last part of my training, competing in four  races around the British Isles. The entire fleet came together for the  first time and we headed for the start line of the first twenty-four-hour  event.
         
 
         The eight entries in the Clipper Ventures race – each a sixty-foot,  cutter-rigged ocean-going yacht – looked the part, badged up with  sponsors’ names, along with the colours of the eight UK cities who  were supporting the boats. On board London Clipper, with our blue  and red stripes, the crew who would share so much together over the  next year set sail as a team for the first time.
         
 
         Unfortunately, our skipper was not with us. Stuart Gibson was the  name the website listed as the man in charge and the fact that he was  currently paddling a sea kayak around the frozen wastes of Alaska  suggested he was not shy for a bit of adventure.
 
         As it turned out, circumstances worked in our favour. A missing  leader forced us to work harder to forge a team and a really strong  spirit of togetherness began to take hold on board. The drafted-in  training skippers commented on it as we bashed around the English  Channel, rounded Land’s End and fought our way up the Bristol  Channel, before returning to Southampton via Plymouth. By the time  we returned from the final race to Jersey with Stuart now with us, we  were well on the way to establishing a solid bedrock of stability among  the eight individuals signed up to go the whole way around the planet.
 
         Just like the earlier training, I was amazed and moved at the  sacrifices people had made in order to get on board. We were a real  mixed bag of individuals from a broad range of backgrounds, jobs and  disciplines, with ages spanning forty years.
 
         There was Ellie Matthewman, an A&E nurse turned marketing  consultant who had sold her flat to raise the funds. With a buyer found  in July, she had to move out and now listed her UK address simply as  ‘London Clipper, Shamrock Quay, Southampton’. All her possessions  were in her mum’s attic, the boot of her car or on board the boat.  Already this was her home.
 
         There was Jane Gibson, a young PA who wanted to get away from  a desk in London, see more of the planet and hone her small-boat  racing skills. She too would sell her flat to pay for it all and, while the vital buyer was sought, her parents agreed to underwrite the  participation fee.
         
 
         There was Alistair Baxter, already known to one and all as Ali Baba.  A larger-than-life, shaven-headed, fanatical Arsenal supporter, he was the  sort of chap you would cross the road to avoid if you saw him heading  out of the tube station on his way to his beloved team’s Highbury ground.  But crossing the road would have led you to miss out on meeting the most  gentle, perceptive, deep-thinking, funny, caring, gregarious and huge-hearted  football supporter in London. Flogging advertising space for a  series of struggling medical journals, wall calendars and the occasional  tray of dodgy perfume had earned him enough commission to find a place  on board.
         
 
         Fast becoming his chief partner in crime was Andy Howe, fresh out  of Westminster School and university. Backed by his parents, Andy  energised the boat with the enthusiasm of an on-heat spaniel and his  flashing smile and ready friendship proved deeply infectious. His  parents were no doubt expecting that the trip would enrich his  education, but they had not bargained for the fact that Mr Baba would  be sharing the bunk opposite their son for eleven months. A tragedy,  especially when one considers the cost of a private education.
 
         Anna Kellagher kept the girl-power momentum rolling and, like  Andy, she seemed to enjoy a ceaseless supply of energy and enthusiasm  for any and every task, no matter what time of day or night. A research  scientist, she brought a constantly analytical mind to every problem on  board and was quick to offer a solution to any problem that presented  itself. The job could go on hold for a year and she was happy to rent  out her London flat while she was away. As a result, she was homeless  too. All across the fleet of clippers, parents who had long celebrated the  day when their house was their own again, suddenly found that the kids  were back in town.
 
         The Fire Service had said goodbye to Alan Wells with the usual gold  watch affair. But after years with his beloved brigade, Alan was  adamant that an immediate departure to the bowls club was not for  him. So while the other early retirees went for their flannel fittings,  Alan was at the chandler’s getting kitted out for a final adventure way  more alarming than those found on Blue Watch.
 
         I added my cashed-in career to the single-minded list of personal  sacrifices on board and was joined by the final member of the team.
 
         Watching this curious collection of individuals with an incredulous  eye was Akira Sato, a talented sailor from Yokohama in Japan. Aki had read about the race in a Japanese yachting magazine, applied for  a place and flown to the UK for an interview. His sailing credentials  were impeccable, his agility on a boat second to none, his fitness and  age perfect, but his English was, unfortunately, dreadful.
         
 
         This was a race crewed primarily by English speakers and clear  communication was of obvious importance. In a crisis it was essential  and lives might even depend on it when the shit found the fan – an  inevitability at some point over the next eleven months.
 
         Sadly, Aki was turned away, and as he left the Buckinghamshire  office, eight thousand miles away from home, he tried to recall how to  arrange a taxi and a train ticket back to the airport. But, like everyone  else on board, Aki had the same determination and was not going to be  beaten. He managed to order a taxi and negotiate the rail system back  to Heathrow.
 
         But, instead of returning crestfallen to continue his white-coated  role researching cosmetics in Japan’s industrial heartland, he took a  flight to Canada, begged a bed from some friends, resigned from  the job that had made his parents so proud and set about learning  the language.
 
         Two months later he was back in England and in front of the MD  of Clipper Ventures once more. ‘Now will you take me?’ he asked in  impeccable English, and was warmly welcomed on board. And now  that Aki was with us, Ali Baba set about quickly expanding his  vocabulary by teaching a medley of songs dear to the Arsenal faithful.
 
         We had yet to sail an ocean in serious anger, but already here were  a bunch of people who inspired intense levels of respect in each other,  and wherever you looked there was a bigger sacrifice and a larger  effort from someone else.
 
         As you would expect from a skipper in such a race, Stuart Gibson’s  sailing credentials were impeccable. Not only was he a sound sailor, he  was also a good teacher and a well-balanced manager. This last quality  was essential when the team needing management was the mixed bag of  strong-willed personalities already described. For each of us, the  environments where we were the experts, the people in control, the  people making decisions, had been replaced by a totally new way of  living and working.
 
         Ellie had been the boss when an ambulance, its blue light flashing,  arrived at her A&E department, and she had taken control of injured  patients and weeping nervous relatives. Anna had run her team of  scientists with a rod of iron as they peered into microscopes and deepened their understanding. Alan had been at his happiest when the  alarm sounded and the Blue Watch team swung into action down the  pole, each knowing the job he would have to do when his much-missed  appliance arrived at the shout. Ali was the one who made the  decision about how much he would charge for a page of advertising  and who he would target next.
         
 
         None of us knew anything about living together, crammed within  the confines of a sixty-foot length of fibreglass. Our lives had never  centred around the narrow bunks, with no separate cabins or snore-proof  doors, that were now the core of our home. And as the boat  went to sea on practice sails to try to turn a group of individuals into  one cohesive, finely tuned team of round-the-world sailors, we all  struggled to acknowledge each other’s skills and new-found abilities.  We were all experts, we all had an opinion, and, as we watched  someone else attempting to complete a task, we all had better ways of  doing it. As a result, a steady stream of helpful advice was offered on  anything and everything taking place on board.
         
 
         The furling of a sail, the process of putting a reef in the mainsail, the  packing of a spinnaker, the coiling of a rope, even how much water to  put in the kettle when it came to a tea break, were all tasks  enthusiastically debated. And while we were all quick to offer lots and  lots of advice on everything, we were distinctly uncomfortable about  receiving it. Tell a strong-willed person that there is a better way of  achieving a goal and more often than not their views will become more  firmly entrenched and more and more obtuse.
 
         I saw a whole series of glorious parallels with the boardroom I had  left behind, as our early behaviour mirrored the attitudes that exist in  work places the length and breadth of the country.
 
         Stuart was the man who faced the daunting task of managing this  powder keg of personality, and in addition to ensuring that his charges  made it around the world faster than anyone else, uninjured and still  speaking, he had other highly charged emotions that dominated his  every waking moment.
 
         Clipper had approached him with the offer of skipper, but the  chance to complete the trip that all sailors dream of was at odds with  a rather more pressing responsibility. Back home in north Wales, in a  small stone cottage overlooking the sea from a gentle hillside, lay a  tiny bundle of kicking, gurgling blue-eyed baby who had been born  into the world at the same time as I had been celebrating my departure  from work. Overseeing baby Ben Gibson’s every move was his proud mother, and as she watched her first-born suckle contentedly at the  breast, her mind was filled with the thought of losing her husband for  the best part of a year – the first and most important year of their fine  young son.
         
 
         Stuart’s decision had been a desperately hard one to make. Liz  Gibson came out of the same mould as Anne and was adamant that if  the opportunity was presenting itself, then he should grab it with both  hands. Liz is a local GP and an immensely practical and honest thinker.  Baby Ben would not be aware that his father was not around and as  long as he was fed, warm and dry, then the child would be blissfully  unaware and blissfully happy. And while Stuart could accept that fact,  he still desperately wanted to be a part of that first year. To see his son  grow, smile his first smile, utter his first ‘Da-Da’ and take his first step.  And while Ben did not have a clue of his dad’s impending departure,  Stuart most certainly did. Like any first-time father, he was racked with  guilt and, despite Liz’s eager support, still had his doubts.
 
         We secretly wondered if he might even pull out before the start and  did as much as we could to persuade him to stay. We showered gifts on  him for the impending christening; we worked harder than any other  boat to prove our eagerness; we offered him breakfasts and dinners,  drinks in the bar after training and an ever-present eagerness at the  sights, sounds and experiences that he would lead us through as we  discovered the planet. In the end it was probably a close-run thing, but  Stuart stayed, and in between the pangs of guilt he began to demonstrate  the skills and qualities that would inspire such devotion and loyalty.
 
         I returned to work to fulfil my last two days behind a desk in  London, and felt comfortable as the office floor gently rolled from long  days at sea. After I had completed the King’s Cross route for the last  time and sunk slowly into my huge leather executive chair, a steady  queue of people came to my door for an audience.
 
         They issued long diatribes about individuals who had created  political mayhem over the past couple of weeks and complained and  whined and demanded that action be taken. It was true that certain  people seemed to be behaving in a less than helpful manner, but even as  the earnest beseeching went on across the desk, I had an urgent desire  to giggle uncontrollably. This was all suddenly very silly and  spectacularly unimportant.
 
         
             

         
 
         I still had to make one last visit to the ad agency over in Knightsbridge  and, with a couple of hours to spare before the warm white wine moment of departing speeches in a boardroom packed with awkwardly  shuffling staff, I strolled away from the slowly crawling traffic and  meandered through Hyde Park. Drawn towards the placid peace of the  Serpentine, I sat on a park bench at the water’s edge and reflected on  the year that had just past.
         
 
         It was a year ago that I had decided on a major change and now the  moment had come when the salary stopped, the Club Class travel and  grand hotels were over, the company car was no more and the expense  account a thing of the past. I had no more need of a suit, a briefcase, a  diary or a secretary to manage it. I had no politics to fight, no battles to  win, no meetings to attend, no e-mails to collect or mailbox messages to  respond to.
 
         As twenty-one years of sitting in an office came to an end, I sat in  the warm September sunlight and felt more content than I had felt in  years. For an hour I sat there, oblivious to everything else in the world  as the traffic hissed through the trees, the inbound jets to Heathrow  lowered themselves out of the sky and a group of young children from  a playgroup excitedly fed bread to the ducks. Serious workers were at  work, leaving the park for American tourists, pensioners leaning on  their sticks, lovers walking hand in hand, a well-heeled rider and her  horse cantering through the sand and the odd rower out on the lake  showing off to an adoring partner. We were each content in our own  world and happy to be able to have the time to simply watch the  afternoon unfold.
 
         That was it. Being a ‘grown-up’ was finally over. Now I could  seriously go to work and start playing.
 
         The task of preparing the boat began in earnest and more crew  came to join Ellie as London became our new home. I lived on the boat  during the week, going home at weekends to be with my family. On  board we lived like gypsies, grabbing whatever bunk might be  available and falling asleep to the gentle slap of the passing tide in the  River Itchen. Shamrock Quay, at the back end of Southampton, is not  a glamorous marina and, nestling under the building work of the city’s  new football stadium, we went about our daily tasks, fitting in with the  other jobbing workers who made their living from boats at this  functional, practical yard.
         
 
         The daylight brought with it a heavy damp dew, which made a  perfect alarm call. By 06.30 most of the crew had stumbled over the  rough yard in a half-dressed, half-awake, yawning stumble and  queued to get the hot water. Lines of steaming naked bodies emerged unselfconsciously from the cubicles and, as we towelled ourselves  dry, the tasks for the day were discussed.
         
 
         While one person was planning to go deep into the bilge, another  would be hoisted high up the mast. Another would be off on a sail-repairing  course while another couple, in a different classroom, would  consider the complex issue of global routing.
         
 
         Spanners and pliers were not the work tools for most of us and we  set about learning the workings of our boat with a splendid cack-handedness.  Fingers were sliced open, hammers dropped from the top  of the mast, vital bolts plopped into the oil-laden foul bilge water and  the bravest soul took a first nervous screwdriver to the flushing  mechanism of the two heads, or on-board lavatories.
         
 
         In between bouts of manual labour I went off to meetings that  discussed provisions and drew up a shopping list for fourteen  people’s breakfast, lunch and dinner over seventy days, with no  fridges to store it all in. I learnt how to service and repair the on-board  diesel generator and main engine after a day of lectures in a  lathe-turning, oil-smelling fabrication shed, and returned to the boat  clutching a certificate of competence that meant as much to me as  any advertising award.
         
 
         More lessons on fixing followed at a two-day first-aid course. I  could hardly believe that it was me snapping the stethoscope shut  and deflating the blood-pressure collar, injecting apples with a series  of practice syringes and learning how to stitch a wound using sutures  on a mortally wounded ripe pear. In between the laughter prompted  by a series of dreadful bodge jobs, the Army medic giving the lectures  offered some sobering advice.
 
         ‘If anyone receives a serious blow on the head and damages their  skull,’ he said, aware that the class had pencils poised and were ready  to frantically scribble down the solution ‘you might as well not bother.’
 
         The nervous new sailors looked at each other and the colour  drained from the upturned faces as he continued. ‘Unless a  helicopter is within thirty minutes’ flying time and the patient can  be stabilised, then basically they are dead meat. That’s it, lecture on  head injuries over.’
 
         And just to make sure we were completely up to speed, he reminded  us that for about ninety per cent of our journey a helicopter would be  way out of range. Suddenly I wanted my crew mates to take the  greatest possible care. On the training races we had already seen two  crew airlifted from the deck of Liverpool and flown off to hospital in a coastguard Sikorsky. One of our own crew had got her fingers caught  in a shackle when a line released suddenly and her screams could be  heard on boats a quarter of a mile away.
         
 
         A fully powered-up sixty-foot sailing yacht carries awesome loads,  and I shared the dangers with the rest of the crew as we ate supper that  night. Anne had already asked the crucial question and, in seeking the  answer, I had established that there were two body bags on board. But  out in the tropics, where the heat is intense, burial at sea for the soul  that got it wrong was the probable answer.
 
         Thank heavens Ellie was on board with her A&E nursing skills and  I hoped and prayed that she remained undamaged throughout. If she  got hurt, my two days of learning would be brought to bear and, quite  frankly, the idea terrified me. I vowed to keep a special eye on her and  pad her bunk with cotton wool if necessary.
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