
Woman's 
·2°/0 ears, 
but 100°/o 
sheer guts 
BIANCA WILLIAMS 

IMAGINE being the only person 
with a hearing disability on a 
yacht race around the world, espe
cially in bad weather when your 
crewmates cannot shout warnings 
to you which could save your life. 

This is one of the terrors braved 
23-year-old Charlotte New from 
the UK who is the only deaf person 
taking part in the British Telecom
munications~allenge. 

New is one of the 18-member 
crew aboard the BP Explorer, one 
of 12 yachts competing in a race 
that sails against the prevailing 
winds and tides instead of with it 
as yachts usually do. 

New, who was born with only 
2% hearing, is also an avid horse 
rider. She gives her occupation as 
"horsewoman and yachtswoman" 
in the listing of the crew members 
of the different yachts competing 
in the race that goes the "wrong 
way around the world". 

"I can't hear them talk, but 
when it's windy, they can't hear 
each other talk either," she joked. 

She described some of the ways 
the crew transmit information to 
her. "When things get hectic on 
board, they communicate with me 
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by hand signals. 
"At night, they hold red torches 

under their lips so that I can 'see' 
what they are saying." 

She said sometimes when 
things become busy, some crew 
members forget her deafi1ess and 
just shout instructions at her, but 
this was something they soon 
overcame. 

In strong wind conditions 
when the boom, weighing almost 
half a ton, would suddenly scythe 
over the deck, New's crewmates 
would warn her to duck whenever 
it swung towards her head. 

"I can't hear the swish of the 
boom as jt swings, so they have to 
warn me with hand signals, 11 she 

explained. 
The long journey caused some 

male crew members to grow 
beards and this led to some diffi
culty for.New because their lips 
were hidden behind the gr9wth. . 

Another communication prob
lem arose when crew members 
pulled their fleece-lined jackets up 
to protect the lower part of their 
faces from the cold wind. This also 
obscured their lips and caused 
some distress for the young New. 

New deCided to enter the race 
when she was only 13 because she 
wanted to show other deaf people 
and people with hearing disabili
ties that they could do anything 
and that they were able-bodied . 

despite their hearing disability. 
"What is there that I can't do? I 

can do anything," she exclaimed. 
The race has also brought her a 
real personal benefit: last year, she 
heard her own voice for the first 
time after she was fitted with hear
ing aids given to her by one of her 
sponsors. 

New says her first view of Cape 
Town, -as they neared the coast, 
was of the outline of Table Moun
tain and the lights of the city. 

"When I saw the lights and the 
mountain I thought: 'We're here 
at last!'," she said with a broad 
smile. 

The experience that impressed 
New most, was si hting an enor-
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mous iceberg in the Southern 
Ocean. "It was very, very big and 
looked like Sydney's opera house. 
It was beautiful," she said. 

· In Africa, her strongest wish 
was to go on a safari to see lions, 
but she can't afford to do this. 

"I want to see the lions, but the 
safaris are too expensive," she said 
wistfully. 

New hopes however to drive 
down to Cape Point and to visit 
some of her family before setting 
sail on the next leg. 

The 12 yachts competing in 
the race will leave Cape Town on 
May 13 for La Rochelle on~h 
sixth leg of the race after a br" 
ceremony at the V&A Waterfro t. 


