
Hi friends,

It's already a long time since I had that idea to cross singlehanded the biggest ocean in 
its southern forties and to put my flags and pennants into Nemo Point's ground. Why, I 
don't know, maybe just because that's how human beings are: when a guy is in front of a 
mountain he has to climb it and when a sailor is staying on shore of an ocean, he has to 
go and have a look over the horizon. There is a phrase of Plato which already spoke to 
me a long time ago and which I wrote into my logbook in a hard moment of this trip, 
slightly adapting it and not taking it too seriously: "There are three sorts of men: the 
living, the dead and the silly who go to sea"!

Now that I could realize my little dream... I'm feeling sorry that I waited till my 70th 
birthday to make me this present! I can't say that it was easy, because it's still a hell of a 
bit to bite, but I felt very much at ease and when approaching the South American coast, 
I easily could have carried on: absolutely no feeling of enough, of welcome land! And I 
can't anyway not be happy, thinking that three months before departure, I was laying 
under the surgeon's knife at Dunedin hospital for my shoulder.

It was great fun sailing the first 500 miles to the Chatham Islands together with my great 
friend Allan from Dunedin, for whom it was the first trip on high sea. A crossing of five 
pleasant and various days, quite cold ones however, and we have been welcomed 
officially by the very nice local policeman, who showed us the main island by driving us in 
two days around it in the police car! The 500 inhabitants of the island live from cray fish 
and blue cod fishing, which they send by plane to Auckland for a lot of money, which they 
squander in expensive beers at the local hotel bar! But these lonely islands, which aren't 
visited by many boats in that hard corner of the Pacific Ocean, left me the memory of 
amazing wild landscapes and of impressive sceneries in a play of light which only a so 
violently changing climate can rise in such a rough nature.  

From the Chathams I sailed during a week toward ENE up to the 40th parallel in order to 
avoid depressions which were rife more south on the orthodromy at that time. Then I 
descended in latitude up to Nemo Point, the farthest offshore point on earth, which I had 
planned to join in order to drop into its ground the Swiss flag together with the pennants 
of the Fadanautic Adventure Team of Neuchâtel, Switzerland and of the Otago Yacht 
Club of Dunedin, NZ, where they had been so kind as to make me a honorary member. 
Of course I took advantage of that conquest of new Swiss "territory" to bring some order 
into that area of the Pacific Ocean by putting as well some signposts indicating at least 
direction and distance to significant places in Switzerland, Italy, Germany, USA, 
Polynesia and New Zealand. :-)

Then the winds pushed us down to 50°S, where I met the strongest gale I ever 
experienced in my sailing life: in more than 50 kts of wind and waves which just broke 
over the boat, dragging away what they could, 'Ata'Ata proved to be the wonderful little 
boat I knew it was: with her I would face without any doubt another trip in such conditions 
and latitudes. The fact is that the high southern seas are really different: the always 
present, heavy westerly swell is just waiting for gales, which follow one another with 
metronomic regularity, to generate those enormous waves which can become 
unbelievably huge and just break over the boat, when they meet at right angle cross 
waves left over by the preceeding wind direction. It's quite impressive to see water 
flowing into the boat through the closed cabin door interstices like a water fall under 
pressure. There were moments when I felt really very small, insignificant, when I was just 
there, humble, amazed by such an unbelievable outburst of forces...

The main problem I had was nevertheless the cold: around 0°, when everything is 
soaked wet and the rain feels like snow or when hail is wipping your face and your 
hands, however many layers of good clothing you put on, keeping them on to sleep, of 
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course, it's just freezing cold! I drunk coffee in a row already just for the pleasure to warm 
up my hands! :-)

I was a bit lucky too, well, a great bit: shortly after half way and after the strongest gale of 
the trip, I broke a lower shroud of the mast, due to breaking of a simple stainless steel 
plate, which had cristallized (a well known phenomenon, which I however experienced 
then live actually for the fist time in 50 years of sailing). I managed to repair and to go on 
as "smoothly" as possible without loosing the mast, with some loss of speed, which was 
fully unimportant (I probably would have been able to save some 3 days, if I could have 
sailed the boat at her normal speed). Not easy psychologically, especially 2000 miles 
away from any land, to see all of the sudden a shroud just wobbling free about, knowing 
that your mast is held by another five pieces identical to the one which broke, therefore 
probably issued from the same production run. I used all the ropes I had aboard to add 
some emergency shrouds, for repair as well as for prevention. Apparently all that stuff did 
it's job!

I had to make as well a new Windpilot self steering rudder blade to replace the original 
one of profiled aluminium, which a (very) big fish must have bitten off (it's not a joke: it 
has been pulled off from behind into the direction of sailing). Once more modern 
technology helped: without a 12 V rechargeable drill, I couldn't have made a strong 
enough spare blade, sacrifying the rudder bench of my dinghy and adding steel jaws to it. 
It's actually working as perfectly as the original one.

After 45 days at sea I have been wonderfully welcomed at Valdivia Yacht Club in their 
little marina La Estancilla in the Valdivia river, half way between town and ocean. After all 
the great friends I had made in New Zealand, Chileans are wonderful, kind people as 
well, including officials from the Navy, Customs, Immigration, Ministry of Agriculture and 
MRCC (Marine Rescue): they're doing their job seriously, but without any complication 
and very kindly and Chile is the only country in South America running a functionning sea 
rescue organisation and what's more on a really huge territory, from Antarctica to the 
Tropics and up to Easter Island to the West. Congratulations!

I hadn't used my Spanish for a while, but it's now really useful since I practically haven't 
got a minute for myself since my arrival here: I'm invited all the time on other boats and 
here just came another guy with a bottle of wine, just to say hello and to congratulate! 
Incredible! People are really very nice here and it's a lovely place as well in a meander of 
the only navigable river of Chile, nested in the green. Of course it had to be expected: as 
local people here proudly say: Valdivia is the rainiest area of Chile! And it can be really 
pouring here, though we enjoy right now wonderful first summer days.

From the marina there is a bus every 20 minutes driving along the river to the pretty town 
of Valdivia. With its 130.000 inhabitants and the Universidad Austral de Chile, the city is 
quite comparable to Dunedin in New Zealand, with more or less the same dimensions 
and home as well of its important University of the South of the country. And the contrast 
is really striking from one shore of the Pacific ocean to the other one between those two 
friendly and welcoming cities, between the quiet, organized and tidy kiwi town with its 
northern atmosphere and the profusion of colours, sounds and activity of the latin 
American town. What a moving privilege it has been to be able to discover this wonderful 
richness of our world simply by the force of the wind in the sails of my little boat, which 
gave me the time to perceive the real measure of things! 

I gonna make now - without any hassel - the necessary repairs and then we'll see. I still 
don't know what's coming next but once more: useless worrying about the future, it's 
coming anyway! :-)

With lots of love and nice thoughts I wish you all a merry Christmas and a very happy 
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new year

René
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