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FROM LEFT TO RIGHT: 
Jessica Watson; there are 

challengers aplenty; the Patriot; 
passing through Sydney 

Heads for Hobart

D
espite her youth, 
Jessica Watson 
knows well the mind-
numbing fatigue that 
comes from coaxing 
a tiny boat over 

terrifying liquid mountains that 
tower above the mast. Screaming 
salt-laden winds that blow the 
moisture from eye sockets. The 
gritty, caking salt that acts like 
sandpaper against raw skin. The 
slap of cold water that gushes 
down the neckline of wet weather 
gear while grappling with flogging 
sails and dangerously whipping 
ropes in the dead of the night on a 
bucking, heaving foredeck. 

All the while, trying to eat, 
sleep, navigate and keep your 
wits about you while being 
tossed about in an odorous, damp 
cocoon. For some, it sounds like 
hell. For hard-core yachties, it’s 
what competing in the Rolex 
Sydney Hobart Yacht Race is all 
about. Crossing Hobart’s Derwent 
River finish line for many is akin 
to conquering the sailors’ Everest.

After stepping ashore at 
Circular Quay in mid-2010, 
having sailed solo, non-stop and 
unassisted around the world, on 

For the crews taking on the Rolex Sydney Hobart Yacht Race 
challenge on Boxing Day, the past year has been one spent honing 
skills and steeling nerves in readiness to tackle the sailors’ Everest

Words Fiona Harper

wobbly legs that hadn’t touched 
dry land for seven months, 
16-year-old Watson had already 
achieved so much, surprising 
many who doubted her ability. 
She wasted little time making it 
clear she was no lightweight sailor 
despite her slight frame, setting 
her sights on further adventures. 

Denied the opportunity to 
compete in one of the sailing 
world’s greatest yacht races last 
year due to her age, Watson will 
skipper a youthful team onboard 
Ella Bache Another Challenge 
(EBAC) in this year’s Hobart race. 
All 11 crewmembers are aged 
between 18 and 21 years, only 

two of whom have notched up a 
previous “Hobart”. Sure, it’s only 
630-odd nautical miles, a mere 
drop in the ocean compared to a 
circumnavigation. But the course 
traverses one of the most fearsome 
stretches of water in the world: 
the Bass Strait, mockingly derided 
as the “paddock” by old salts 
since the race began back in the           
post-war 1940s. 

“The Rolex Sydney to Hobart is 
every young sailor’s dream and it 
will be an amazing experience. I’m 
confident our crew will be able to 
handle ourselves out there. We’re 
realistic about the challenges. We 
know it’s the toughest race in the 

world, but we’ll give ourselves 
the best possible preparation,” 
says Watson as the crew gathers 
in Sydney to begin an intensive        
12-week training campaign. 

EBAC will compete in the hotly 
contested one-design Sydney 38 
division, a sort of Grand Prix race 
among similar yachts within the 
main race. Leading the fleet for 
line honours will be five-time 
winner and defending champion 
Bob Oats maxi Wild Oats XI, 

though other contenders are likely 
to be Investec Loyal and Rambler 
100. Fleet sizes vary each year, 
though about 90–100 yachts are 
likely to start this year.

The bragging rights that come 
from completing a “Hobart” are 
substantial. For more than 60 
years, sailors have turned right 
after exiting Sydney Heads, 
destination Constitution Dock, 
Hobart. Many failed to make 
it. Mostly, boat or gear failure 

Watson will skipper a youthful team 
onboard Ella Bache Another Challenge 

Sailing Across 
the Paddock
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from only  AU$39
Jetstar flies direct to Sydney from Bali, 

Christchurch, Auckland, Fiji, Honolulu 

and Phuket, and from across Australia, 

and to Hobart from Melbourne, the 

Gold Coast and Sydney. Book online at

race info

The race starts at 1pm on 25 Dec, 
with staggered start times for 
each division. Start line location is 
determined on the day of the race, 
dependent upon wind conditions.
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prevents yachts completing  
the course. 

The tiny town of Eden on 
the southern New South Wales 
coast has become the unofficial 
“point of no return”. It’s the last 
safe harbour before crossing the 
paddock. Lives have been lost 
attempting to sail to Hobart. Who 
can forget the catastrophic race of 
1998 when six sailors perished, 
five yachts sank and only 44 of the 
115 starters made it to Storm Bay?

As Boxing Day dawns and 
crews mentally steel themselves 
for the sail southwards, tens of 
thousands of sightseers gather 
on headlands all along Sydney 
Harbour. For non-sailors, the 
Rolex Sydney Hobart Yacht Race 
offers the perfect excuse to pack a 
picnic lunch filled with Christmas 
Day leftovers and enjoy the 
spectacular harbour at its best. 

Onboard the yachts heading to 
Hobart, however, the crowds are 
barely noticed as crews focus their 
sights firmly upon the challenging 
days ahead of them. For one young 
sailor making her Hobart debut, 
leading one of the youngest crews 
ever to take up the challenge, 
there’s no doubt she will rise to  
the occasion. 

TOP/BOTTOM: Watson 
launches the campaign for her 

Sydney-Hobart challenge; at 
the start of the race
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