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On 4 February 2005 at 550 04’ South and 
780 37’ West, deep in the Southern Ocean 
and 380 miles west of Cape Horn, my 
yacht Sula was hit by a massive wave and 
rolled, dismasted and partially flooded. 
This is the story of how I brought her to 
safety, single handed, without assistance.

Sula is a Bruce Roberts 36, cutter 
rigged with a LOA of 43 feet. She has 
two backstays, running backstays and two 
forestays in addition to the inner forestay. 
She is known for her robust GRP Airex 
foam sandwich construction and strength 
of her rigging, which had been replaced 
less than 12 months previously. I had 
circumnavigated her solo between 1999 
and 2002 so she and I were well tried in 
heavy conditions.

By day 40 we were into the ‘Furious 
Fifties’, having clocked up 300 miles in 
the previous two days; 1345 to go. It was 
another real Southern Ocean day, very cold 
(to me anyway). Temperatures were around 
60 C in the protected part of the cockpit. 
This did not take into account wind chill 
factor. We were getting along at six knots 
under full genoa. There were a few squalls 
passing, and I spent most of the time in my 
‘warm’ bunk. I had lots of prepared meals 
in case of bad weather. The days were long 
– dusk at 20h30 and dawn at 03h30.

The next day I logged on to the
‘Patagonia Cruisers’ Net’ a radio station 
set up to exchange information between 
yachts operating in this region. They 
provide a very good weather forecast. (I 
do not have weather fax facilities.) The 
next few days were miserable, cold grey 
and bleak, and I began to think about my 
tactics for entering Drake Passage. I was 
advised that there were three low pressure 
systems heading my way! So I spent a 
couple of hours securing and preparing 
– and began the wait.

Day 47 equalled my previous longest
non-stop passage, Panama to Marquesas. 
Winds gradually increased all day with 
subsequent rising seas. At 17h00 I further 
reefed the genoa as Sula was starting to 
round up. Something was coming over 
the horizon from the SW. I had a horrible 
night, no sleep. Ted, on Capistrano, told 
me that Russel Radio, in New Zealand, 
wanted to talk to me. My premonition was 
that they wanted to warn me of something 
nasty headed my way.

The 48th day out of NZ, I received a 
severe weather warning from the ‘Patagonia 
Cruisers’ Net’ specifically directed to me 
advising of an intense low pressure system 
(954 hpa) closely followed by another 
which was deepening, heading in my 
direction. At the time I was in Latitude 550 
South and approximately 380 miles from 
Cape Horn. On this advice I decided to 
stop Sula and wait for the systems to pass. 
By night the winds had risen to over 45 
knots and the seas were quite awesome. 
I prepared the parachute anchor, and 
hove to with helm lashed and a little bit 
of staysail out. We were not lying well 

– beam on. Barograph 998; too much wind
for wind generator and no sun for solar.
Still could not get any sleep, and it was
Barograph 989.

But Sula seemed to be holding her 
own nicely and I was not overly anxious. 
So, I sealed the hatches and retired to 
my sea-berth. I remember thinking how 
comfortable it was below considering the 
conditions outside.

At around midnight Sula was hit by 
a massive, rogue wave, the noise and 
power of which will live with me forever. 
I can remember the feeling of being forced 
sideways and then gradually continuing 
to roll until completely upside down. 
Everything seemed to stop and I thought 
she was not going to come back up. I 
was calm and resigned as I realized that 
survival in my present capsized position 
was slim. I started to get up from the ceiling 
when there was a shudder and shake and 
in another fit of crashing and banging Sula 
came back upright. 

I did not know it then but the forward 
hatch had been torn open and one of the 
storm-boards was smashed in, flooding 
the inside with freezing water. In pitch 
darkness I sloshed through water and 
debris to the main hatch and on getting it 
open I was greeted outside by a scene of 
total destruction. The mast was broken in 
two and lying on the deck. The dodger and 
awning were a tangled mess. I realized that 
I was in very serious trouble. 

I was soaking wet and knew if I didn’t 
do something about it I would die from 
hypothermia. I secured the hatch, replacing 
the smashed storm-board with a spare. 
I was terrified of being rolled again. The 
inside of the boat was a shambles and 
the scene was made more eerie by the 
scream of the high water bilge alarm siren 
as the automatic bilge pump kicked in. I 
struggled forward into my front cabin and 
was devastated to find the hatch had been 
torn off and everything inside flooded and 
soaked. Things were just getting worse. I 
had to cover the hatch opening or else the 
next wave over the boat would sink us. 

For some reason I was having trouble 
breathing. I could feel something in my 
throat, a part of my body, and whenever I 
swallowed it would try and come up and 
block my wind pipe. I controlled it by 
breathing through my nose, but this almost 
led me to panic. I was in enough trouble 
fighting to save the boat without a medical 
emergency to contend with as well. 

I fought my way back through the boat 
out through the main hatch and along the 
deck amidst the tangle of lines and wires. 
The fallen mast was sliding backwards and 
forwards across the deck. A safety harness 
was not even considered. If I did not cover 
the forward hatch I knew I would be sunk. 
The water temperature was six degrees so 
survival was impossible. I ‘leopard crawled’ 
along the deck to the forward hatch which 
I found was still attached by its hinges but 
trapped under the mast and impossible 
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to close. I clung on for dear life as the 
wind tore at my body and the freezing sea 
engulfed me every few minutes. Somehow, 
out of sheer desperation, with fingers 
frozen, I managed to remove the locking 
rings, take out the hinge pins, slide the 
hatch out from under the mast and refit it 
to seal off the opening. As the hatch ‘dogs’ 
had been torn off I had to wire the hatch. 

By the time I had completed this 
and got back inside and sealed the main 
hatch the hypothermia problem was 
critical. I knew that I had to raise my core 
temperature or I would not last long. I 
eventually found some ‘less wet’ clothing 
and layered it on. There was nothing I 
could do on deck until daylight so I started 
damage assessment inside. The ingress of 
water had played havoc with the electrics 
and I could smell shorted out wires. I 
eventually managed to get two very small 
reading lights to work, revealing a shambles 
of cushions, carpet, fruit, vegetables, books 
and other bits and pieces sloshing around 
on the floor. Just managing to find one pair 
of broken reading glasses was a bonus. The 
automatic bilge pump eventually failed 
and so I had to go back outside to use the 
manual pump in the cockpit. I have no 
idea how long I pumped but eventually the 
water was no longer above the floor.

While on deck securing the fore-hatch 
I had noticed the dinghy (which is also my 
liferaft, and in survey as such), was hanging 
over the starboard side, so when dawn 
broke I went out to see about retrieving it. It 
was partially in the water and as I watched 
it started slamming into the hull with the 
motion of the waves. There was a chance it 
could smash my port-lights or damage the 
hull. I had literally just released its painter 
when it tore itself free and fell in the water. 
Initially it was fouled with lines that it 
had carried away with it, but by heaving 
and jerking I eventually got it free. I was 
now in the precarious position of clinging 
to a heaving deck while trying to hold 
on desperately to a 100kg dinghy being 
wrenched at by waves and wind. I had to 
hang on. I slowly worked my way aft along 
the deck until in the cockpit where I found 
the end of one of the halyards and tied it 
to the painter. This allowed the dinghy to 
float clear. Unfortunately it seemed to have 
a wish to keep coming back and bashing 
into Sula’s hull. In a very short time the 

waves overwhelmed it and it capsized.
Where the time went I have no idea 

but when 07h00 hrs came around it was 
time for the ‘Patagonia Cruisers’ Net’. With 
my aerial a tangled mess on the deck I 
did not really expect to make contact. 
Luckily another boat heard me and set 
up a relay to the controller. After giving 
details of my plight and my position I 
requested information on the closest safe 
harbour. While this was happening another 
boat monitoring the transmission advised 
the Armada Chile (Chilean Navy) of the 
situation. The Armada wanted to know if I 
was declaring an emergency and needed 
their assistance. I told them I did not wish 
to declare an emergency at this stage. 
Information came back to me that the 
nearest safe entrance into the Patagonian 
Channels was Bahia Cook, 252 nautical 
miles away. The Armada, who were at 
this stage monitoring the call advised that 
Bahia Cook was not a recognised entrance 
into Chilean waters and that if I wanted 
to come in through there I would have 
to declare an emergency and proceed 
from Bahia Cook to the Naval station at 
Puerto Williams in Chile. At this stage, 
not knowing if my engine would start or 
not, that was all hypothetical. If my engine 
would not start I would have no choice but 
to declare an emergency. I signed off the 
net very relieved that at least now someone 
knew I was out here in a world of hurt. 

The storm was abating. Once I was 
happy that things had stabilized, and I 
was no longer worried about being rolled 
again I started contemplating my options. 
Everything now depended on whether 
I could get the engine started and if so 
whether it had been knocked out of 
alignment or whether the propeller had 
been fouled by wire and lines that had gone 
over the side. I commenced a systematic 
check of everything that would play a 
roll in its operation. Oil and water levels, 
battery acid levels, battery charge. The 
house batteries were not looking too good 
but the main cranking battery appeared 
to be OK. The wind generator had been 
turned off in the storm and somewhere 
during the rollover all three blades had 
broken off to less than half their original 
length. Just for the hell of it I turned it on 
and was absolutely amazed to see the amp 
metre registering 10 amps (I have since 

calculated that, with the shortened blades, 
it took 50 knots of wind to generate 10 
amps), and the house battery metre moving 
into the green. I turned the propeller shaft 
by hand to check the engine alignment and 
make sure it was free. Prior to this I had 
retrieved all lines from overboard. Now 
came the big moment. Would it start?

With my nerves strained I turned the 
key and, nothing. I pulled the engine 
cowl off and checked the alternator and 
solenoid then hit the remote starter that 
I had installed to allow me to turn the 
engine over while working on it alone. To 
my great relief the engine turned over. I 
went back to the control panel to give it 
some throttle and thought I would just try 
the ignition again. My relief at it starting 
was eclipsed only by the alternator also 
kicking in and charging. Now, would 
the drive train engage? I nearly jumped 
for joy as the gear box engaged and the 
prop started pushing me forward. I dived 
below to check the transmission rear seal, 
which would almost certainly fail if the 
alignment was out. As long as everything 
held together I was now mobile. This was 
certainly the most defining moment in 
effecting my own rescue. 

There was just one more problem. I 
was towing an upside down dinghy. My 
liferaft. This situation soon changed when 
the strain of the tow snapped the tow rope. 
I had visions of towing the dinghy slowly 
until the seas moderated and then trying to 
affect a recovery. I turned around into what 
were still huge seas and went back for it. 
I later realized what a desperate, futile 
attempt this was. There was absolutely no 
way I could have retrieved it. So, I turned 
east and laid course for Bahia Cook. It was 
nearly 10 hours since I was rolled.

Sula was now heading towards safety 
and assistance. Bahia Cook was two days 
motoring away so I had plenty of time to 
contemplate my position. It would have 
been easy to let depression take over. My 
beautiful boat that I had just spent two 
years preparing for this adventure was 
wrecked and not insured. (The expense of 
offshore insurance was outside my ability 
to afford. Apart from the fact that it is very 
difficult to get insurance in such high 
latitudes anyway. My insurance has always 
been to ensure that components used and 
preparation was of the highest standard.) 
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I had honestly believed that Sula was 
capable of taking a rollover and staying in 
one piece.

At my 15h00 ‘sked’ with the net I 
advised them that I had got the engine 
going and was proceeding towards 
Bahia Cook at around five knots. I would 
continue to advise my progress. It was 
very reassuring having this contact. The 
two boats I had best contact with were 
Theleme, with Michelle, who was my 
original contact and relay and Les on 
Islander. I didn’t know it then, but every 
boat on the net was following my progress. 
On leaving New Zealand I had established 
a ‘sked’ with Russel Radio who were 
monitoring my progress through relay 
from Capistrano, which was then in Chile, 
and I asked Michelle to notify them of 
the situation and let Russel Radio know. 
Ted on Capistrano came back and asked 
if he should advise my father and brother. 
Initially I was not going let anyone know 
but decided that maybe it would be better 
to advise them.

It was not until late that first day after 
the roll that I was able to have anything 
hot to eat or drink as the flame diffusers 
for the stove had gone walkabout, and 
even when I put in an all out effort to 
work out where they might have flown 
and found one of them I still could not 
light the stove as all the matches and every 
cigarette lighter had received a saltwater 
bath and would not work. I eventually had 
to open the ‘Abandon Ship Kit’ to find an 
emergency flint striker. That first cup of 
sugary ‘Rooibos’ tea was bliss.

As dawn broke on the second morning 
I could see the snow covered mountains of 
Patagonian Chile ahead. Les, on Islander, 
had detoured to come and meet me just 
inside Bahia Cook and guide me to a safe 
anchorage, as I did not have a detailed 
chart of this area. I asked Les what was 
the situation with the Armada Chile. 
He advised me that we should keep my 
present situation secret from them and that 
it was his intention to get me through the 
Chilean Channels to the main Argentinean 
port city of Ushuaia. He explained that 

because I was entering Chile I officially 
would have to check into the Chilean Navy 
Base at Puerto Williams. The problem with 
this, he explained, was that once Sula 
was in Puerto Williams she would not be 
allowed to leave until inspected and found 
seaworthy to Chilean Navy requirements. 
As there is absolutely no facility for fixing 
or procuring parts for a yacht at Puerto 
Williams Sula would effectively be trapped 
in Chile and might never be released. At 
this stage I just wanted to get her safely off 
this ocean that had been so cruel to her 
and I really did not need this additional 
bureaucratic stress. I asked Les what were 
the chances of getting past the Chilean 
Navy and he indicated less than good. My 
only other option was a detour of over 300 
miles parallelling the coastline of Tierra 
del Fuego, down around Cape Horn and 
then back into to the Beagle Channel via 
the Atlantic Ocean entrance. This entrance 
can be used by boats going to either Chile 
or Argentina. As long as the Chilean Navy 
could not prove that I had entered their 
territorial waters I could then proceed 
legally to Ushuaia.

Such a detour of over 300 nm could 
not be taken lightly and depended on two 
major factors. Weather, and whether I could 
keep the engine going for another three to 
four days. I asked for the forecast for the 
next few days and the predictions looked 
favourable. I was carrying enough fuel but 
I didn’t know how much of it had been 
contaminated by seawater in the rollover. 
Two fuel vents had been torn off in the roll 
and it was hours before I discovered them 
and blocked them off. I decided to go for 
it. I realised that it was a one-off chance, 
as any problem would have resulted in 
my having to request assistance from the 
Chilean Navy with the associated costs 
and bureaucratic nightmare. For the next 
24 hours I would be parallelling one of the 
most notorious and unforgiving lee shores 
as I headed for Cape Horn.

Conditions that day as I ran down the 
coast of Tierra del Fuego towards Cape 
Horn were near perfect and as the new day 
gradually lit the horizon there it was, that 

most famous place of all nautical tales - 
Cape Horn. I came in close to soak up the 
spectacle and atmosphere of this ominous 
piece of rock. I officially rounded ‘The 
Horn’ at 05h25 on 8 Feb.

I now altered course to the north east, 
skirting outside the Chilean islands. My 
next problem was to find somewhere to 
anchor for the night, as with no radar, 
navigation lights or a detailed chart of 
the Beagle Channel I could not navigate 
by night. Also I was just too physically 
exhausted to stay awake another night. 
This was the fourth day since the roll and 
I had been running on adrenaline the 
whole time. I was mentally and physically 
drained. I had taken a pounding in the 
roll and my whole body ached. There 
were plenty of anchorages close by but 
they all had one problem. They were in 
Chile. My options for a safe anchorage 
eventually boiled down to just one and, if 
sea conditions held, I could make it by last 
light. I had a very good book showing all 
the anchorages in the area and although it 
was taking me away from Ushuaia, it was 
in Argentina. The bay I headed into had 
two anchorages one of which had a buoy 
maintained by the Argentine Navy and, as 
I could barely get to my anchor because 
of the fouling of the mast and rigging and 
also with the chance of my anchor chain 
clearing the locker cleanly being very slim, 
that buoy sounded like just what I needed.

It was just after 19h00 hrs when I 
entered the bay and the wind had picked 
up and was really blowing. A phenomena 
called a ‘williwaw’ is a major factor of this 
area and I now got to see my first williwaw 
(mini-tornadoes with extremely high 
gust ranges). These things were literally 
exploding off the water and I wondered 
how in the hell I was ever going to pick 
up a mooring. That problem soon resolved 
itself as when I came around a corner into 
the anchorage there was another yacht on 
the mooring, the second boat I had seen in 
52 days. I motored up to it and screaming 
over the wind asked the solo yachtsman 
if there was another buoy around, as I 
had (pretty obvious) problems. I sort of 
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got the message that he didn’t know and I 
would not have expected him to leave that 
mooring in the conditions prevailing. 

I dived below to read up on the details 
of the other anchorage in the bay and 
headed off for it a mile or so away. Luckily 
one out of my three depth sounders was 
working so I was able to work my way in. 
The wind was now blowing around 35 
knots. I managed to get the anchor away 
but then as I had anticipated, the chain 
jammed in the haws pipe. And I mean 
jammed. I had to go below open the chain 
locker and try and pull the chain back 
down. To do this I had to motor forward to 
take the strain off the anchor, which luckily 
was holding, retrieve some chain and then 
race below to try and pull it back into the 
locker. The jam was up inside the haws 
pipe and no amount of tugging would 
budge it. I was getting quite desperate. 
Eventually, repeating the motoring up 
process about four times and bashing 
the chain with a hammer and windlass 
handle the jam cleared and I got the rest 
of the chain down and gave the engine its 
first rest in four days. I wrote in my diary, 
“WHEN WILL THIS TEST END?”

I cleared the anchorage at 04h00 the 
next morning having got a good five hours 
sleep and headed for the Beagle Channel. 
Once again the weather was holding and I 
made good miles. As I entered the channel 
the Armada Chile contacted me from one 
of their many shore-reporting stations. I 
described myself as ‘yate de motor’ (motor 
yacht) and advised them my destination 
was Ushuaia. Later, I was again contacted 
by another Chilean shore station and then 
an Argentine Navy station. That night I 
anchored just 35 miles short of Ushuaia. 
Most of my time during the day was taken 
up with transferring fuel from those tanks 
that were contaminated and cleaning out 
fuel filters.

The next morning I departed about 
05h30 and as I was approaching Puerto 
Williams I heard Les from Islander on the 
radio. I called him up and it turned out 
he was just leaving Puerto Williams for 
Ushuaia. Using the spare binoculars Dad 
gave me just prior to leaving Oz, (my main 

pair was filled with water) I looked across 
and could see Islander just up ahead. 
Within an hour we were motoring along 
side by side. How amazing that the boat 
that had been 80 miles down the channel 
waiting for me three days ago should be 
the one to lead me into Ushuaia.

By mid-day I was rafted up in Ushuaia 
drinking champagne with Les and his crew. 
I had brought Sula 600nm, under her own 
power, to safety.

I have since learned: The wind at 
Cape Horn on the night I was rolled was 
recorded at 120 knots. Les saw two Armada 
Chile boats in the Channel between Bahia 
Cook and Ushuaia, an unusually high 
presence, according to Les. One of my 
shrouds failed which is probably the reason 
for the dismasting. Two years before a yacht 
with a couple on board was lost just 30 
miles from where I was hit.

From the position of items inside 
the boat and the areas of greatest water 
damage Sula was partially pitch-poled and 
may have come back up the same way as 
she went over. I was convinced it was a 
360 degree roll at the time but my senses 
may have been confused as I was facing 
forward during the initial 1800 but when 
I started to stand up on the ceiling I was 
facing aft toward the main hatch. I realized 
how lucky I had been not to have suffered 
any serious injury when I found a machete 
stuck in the ceiling and nasty gouges in the 
timber work. At the time I really thought 
‘This is it’. Apart from ordinary sore throat 
medication the problem I had experienced 
with breathing gradually settled down. I 
put it down to some form of reflux reaction 
brought on by fear. (The symptoms have 
since been diagnosed as a prelude to 
panic, something I can readily accept 
under the circumstances.)

Sula had barely tied up when the 
helpers descended on her and started 
stripping her rigging. Within 24 hours we 
had the mast off the boat. My main priority 
was to then try and get the insides back to 
a habitable state.

I slowly came to terms with the fact that 
I was in for quite a long stay in Ushuaia. I 
had a big expensive job ahead of me, the 

logistics of which were a nightmare. It is 
3000 km to the nearest yacht chandlery 
in Buenos Aires. Taxes on imported items 
are 40% - 50% and that is if you can ever 
get them through the convoluted, paper 
riddled, bureaucratic and corrupt system, 
which is such a part of South America.

On the positive side, it is bound to 
do wonders for my Spanish. Although 
cold, Ushuaia is a vibrant little city with 
fabulous, cheap eating places and cheap 
booze. There are three glaciers visible from 
my dock and ski fields close by in winter. 
Just after my arrival in Ushuaia I was given 
what I thought was a very appropriate 
card by a fellow yachty. It contained the 
following quote from a sailor who was 
rolled 500 miles from Cape Horn in 1967:

‘And when I reach the Pearly Gates
To Saint Peter I can tell……….
One more Cape Horner reporting Sir,
For I’ve served my time in hell’.

I have also served my time in hell.

About the author, Ron Llewellyn, Justice of 
the Peace, Member of the Royal Institute 
of Navigation.

After a career in the Australian Army 
during which time he also served with the 
US Army Special Forces, the Canadian 
Forces and the British Parachute Regiment, 
Ron established a successful business in the 
adventure tourism industry. He started 
sailing in 1991 and following the sale of his 
business in 1995 has been cruising since. After 
a one year cruise of the Western Pacific he 
departed Australia in 1999 and completed a 
three year, westerly, solo circumnavigation. 
(see www.joshuaslocumsocietyintl  list of solo 
circumnavigators.)

To support his cruising life Ron works in the 
marine industry as a professional skipper. He 
holds Australian commercial qualifications and 
is an Ocean Yachtmaster Instructor.

After a two year refit of Sula he departed 
Australia in November 2004 on an easterly 
route bound for South America via New 
Zealand and Cape Horn. Following the eight 
month repair of Sula he continued his voyage 
and is currently in Brazil.  •

pg.46,47,48,50,52[cruise].indd   5 5/15/07   2:22:24 PM




