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Despite humble beginnings, Marlon Cole has rlse·n 
to become a qualified teacher, a company direc­
tor - and a top skipper in off-shore yacht racing 

A
s a little girl, living with her 
grandparents in the west 
coast fishing village of 
Mamre, Marion Cole never 
for a moment imagined she'd 

one day be one ·of Souffl Afirca's top 
yachtswomen, or competing in any sport 
for that matter. Her family simply didn't 
have the money for such "luxury". 

Marion's grandfather was a fisherman 
and every .day he · would set out in his 
dinghy to make a day's catch. All was 
well until big business took over !he 
fishing industry in the area and he was 
forced out of business. This left few op-

"WE'RE ALL HERE FOR THE· 
PLEASURE" 

tions for~• fatare. Moreover; there 
gh school in Mamre so after 

c.---r ... aving junior school she had to move to 
Cape Town -and pay her own way 
through high school. 

She worked in restaurants and clothing 
shops during her holidays to pay for her 
education and eventually qualified as a 
teacher. Thereafter she taught for nine 

· years at a Mo!-"llvian mission school in Dis­
trict Six. 

"It was a fascinating experience, but 
tJrings became depressing towards the 
end with the demise of District Six," she 
says. All the more affluent people moved 
out first to homes they could afford else­
where, S(j eventually I sat with a lot of 
underprivileged children. 

"The school - called Zinzendorf - was 
demolished the year it turned 100, and I 
subsequently went to teach at a reforma­
tory for girls in Eerste River. Two years of 
that was enough for me, my being a soft­
natured person." 

While Marion was teaching at Eerste 
River she got involved with what she calls 
"outdoorsy people," one of them her hus­
band-to-be~ Brian, who was very involved 
j,n Dying and_::sailing, ' 
·• "I immediately took to both -flying and 
sailing, as we1:} as doing Spanish dancing 

by Heather Dugmore 

and part-time modelling on top of my 
teaching. So suddenly I had a very full life 
after being a lonely child growing up in a 
little village," she says. "I was very lucky 
to meet Brian. It's not often you meet a 
man who does so much." 

By the time Marion left the reformatory 
she'd become so involved in sailing that 
she was offered a job in sailmaking. "This 
meant I spent most of my time either mak­
ing sails, selling sails or sailing." 

In 1976, when Marion first began sail­
ing and flyiug, non-whites couldn't legally 
join t~ local flying club or get flying li­
cences, but the Cape Gliding Club ap­
plied to Pretoria for permission to accept 
Marion.,.. and permission was granted. 
Shortly afterwards the yacht clubs were 
also allowed to accept non~white mem­
bers. 

At sea,. according to Marion, colour 
and sex have no place: "Once you've Wl­
tied your yacht and gone sailing, all that 
sort of thing falls away because the sea is 
so Wlpredictable that there's no room for 
thinking about those things. At sea, every­
one is equal. For instance, when you're 
about to capsize, there's absolutely so 
case of 'get the women first.' " 

Marion has taken part in a string of top 
sailing competitions over the past 12 
years. She takes on the best of the men 
and is one of the few women skippers 
aroWld. 

''The criterion is whether you're a good 
skipper, regardless of whether you're 
male or female," she says ''The bottom 
line is, if you're not a good skipper 
people simply won't crew for you.'' 

Marion's prowess speaks for itseH: Last 
year she won her class and came second 
overall in the toughest Double Cape race 
ever sailed. Conditions were so tough 
that many of the entrants dropped out, but 
Marion and her crew were determined to 
win. "The race starts each year on a Fri­
day night and usdally ends on the SWlday, 
but we finished early on the Saturday 
evening. We were totally finished be­
cause we hadn't been able to drink, eat or 
sleep because of the weather. But I had a 

good crew and we did it." . 
"A skipper alone can't win a race, so 

you've got to pick the best crew you can," 
says Marion. And where does she find 
crew? "Around the bar at the yacht club. 
That's where you get to meet everyone, 
and then it becomes something of a chain 
reaction. You ask someone you think is 
suitable to join you, then he knows of 
someone else who's good and so on." 

Though there are plenty of women sail­
ors, very few are skippers. Why? "I don't 
really know why," says Marion, "but it's 
not a cheap game and you don't get many 
women boat owners. ·They're mostly 
wives and girl-friends and the wives tend 
to stop sailing to·have babies and the girl­
friends come and go. As far as women 
skippers go,. there aren't more than 10 in 
the entire Cape area." 

So why is Marion an exception to this 
general rule? . 

'Tm not an exception but I think there's 
more to life than cooking and bringing up 
babies," she says. "Maybe one day I'll 
stop sailing and do those things and then 
there'll be one less woman skipper." 

Marion's ideal, as far as sailing is con­
cerned, is to one day participate in a 
cross-Atlantic race, or maybe next year's 
Beachcomber - From Durban to Mauri-

"AT SEA, EVERYONE IS EQUAL" 

tius and back. "As yet I haven't been able 
to go on long journeys, though fve had I 
many opportunities because of the busi- I 
ness. But one day I will, that's for sure!" ; 
she says. "The other thing is, long races 
are very expensive, especially if you 
don't have a sponsor. And these days if 
you're not a John Martin or a Bertie Reid 
it's hard to get a sponsor." 

Marion is sailing in the Ligtcm CUp this· 
week, skippering the "Tfu-ee Trees" 
yacht. Before the race, she said: "There 
are ·a lot of entrants and it's going to be 
vezy tough, but fve got a good crew and 
a good yacht, so I think we can make it." 

In Marion's book, "make it" means 1 

WIN. l:l I 

PE:.RSONALITY 

/ 
/ 

Archives of Richard Crockett & Sailing Publications.  
www.sailing.co.za - editor@sailing.co.za



RCYC Lipton Trustees Archive

JUIOVE: .Madon ucf cnnr gJJost along 
DJ Jlglil Janeaes DJ tlle yacJJt site's skip­
pering in tbis week's Lipton Cup races. 

· IUGin': .Madon aed to be a p.ut-time 
model, · ucf JJer freqaent exposare to 
the salty sea air luu dODe notlling to 

.spoil JJer Joob. 
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