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A YEAR AND A HALF
TO CROSS THE PACIFIC
Nicole Burns
(Nicole did not grow up sailing and, being the sort of person who could be ill on a cross-Channel 
ferry, going offshore in a small boat was certainly not top of her ‘must try’ list. Then she met 
Jeremy. Sailing was his passion, having spent his childhood on small family sailing boats on 
the River Orwell and subsequently skippering various yachts for their employer’s sailing club 
as an adult. For him, he either had to give up his passion or persuade Nicole that she loved 
it too. Twenty years later they decided to take early retirement when, in 2018, they were 
invited to cross the South Atlantic with friends. Their intention is to buy their own yacht one 
day, but in the meantime they crew for others to gain bluewater experience.

Part of Nicole and Jeremy’s voyage is shown in olive green on the chartlet on page 170.)

It had never been our intention to take more than 18 months to sail across the Pacific. 
In fact, that was well over a year longer than our original plan. Having left Panama in 
February 2020 we should have reached Australia by the beginning of August but, as 
with most people’s plans that year, ours were well and truly scuppered.

Jeremy and I do not have 
our own boat – yet – but 
we have sailed extensively 
for many years and for 
the past four have been 
lucky enough to crew on 
several yachts undertaking 
bluewater voyages. The 
dream had always been to 
sail around the world, so we 
were extremely excited in 
2018 when we met Chris, 
the owner of a Bavaria 
46, who had signed up for 
the World ARC and was 
looking for crew for the 
entire circumnavigation. 
After several meetings and 
a number of passages along 
the south coast of the UK, 
we were thrilled to sign on 
for the two-year adventure.

I n  J u l y  2 0 1 9  w e 
j o i n e d  N e x t  S t e p  i n 
Lymington and, with four 
aboard, set off to see the 

Ready to start the world tour.
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Chris and James

world. We crossed a very flat 
Biscay, played lobster-pot dodging 
down the west coast of Spain and 
Portugal, left our mark on the wall 
in Funchal Harbour, Madeira, 
had a fast Atlantic crossing to 
St Lucia, endured a rather hairy 
and at times terrifyingly fast sail 
to Colombia and had a unique 
experience transiting the Panama 
Canal. I vividly remember the 
final giant lock gates opening and 
our excitement about entering 
the new and (for us) unexplored 
Pacific. That was what we’d 
all been looking forward to 
the most ... the jewel in the 
circumnavigation’s crown.

After a few days exploring 
Panama and a week’s stop in the 
beautiful Las Perlas islands, we set 

off to cross the world’s largest ocean. En route to the Galápagos we crossed the Equator, 
a huge milestone for many sailors. Jeremy and I were already ‘shellbacks’, having crossed 
it in 2018 on passage from Fernando de Noronha, Brazil to the Caribbean, so we were 
put in charge of preparations for the traditional Line-Crossing Ceremony. Dressed as 
Neptune and his trusty assistant, we prepared for Chris and Bromley (who had taken 
over from James) to be read their list of offences and show deference to Neptune 
by offering food, 
d r ink  and  the 
odd Colombian 
coin overboard. 
Bromley bravely 
jumped in for a very 
quick swim! We 
actually crossed 
the Equator five 
t i m e s ,  h a v i n g 
heaved-to for the 
c e r e m o n y  a n d 
drifted backwards 
and forwards with 
the variable winds 
and current.

Fun crossing the Equator

Giant lock gates on 
the Panama Canal
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We spent two weeks being thrilled by 
the amazing wildlife of the Galápagos 
– swimming with turtles, penguins 
and sharks, dodging the noisy sealions 
and watching the prehistoric-looking 
marine iguanas. By 4th March 2020 
it was time to leave. Everything in 
the world was normal and we were 
excited about the next five months 
which would see us crossing the Pacific, 
visiting French Polynesia, Tonga, the 
Cook Islands, Fiji and Vanuatu, and 
reaching Australia in August. We’re not 
sure why, but the last thing Jeremy did 
before losing wifi contact was to take a 
screenshot of the BBC News page. Main 
heading – 34 cases of coronavirus in the 
UK. Little did we suspect how much 
this would disrupt our plans and lives 
in the coming months or, as we now 
know, years.

We weighed anchor and, down to only three aboard, set off on our longest passage 
to date. We had expected a fairly slow start to the passage with a fair bit of motoring 
and, indeed, that is what we got ... at least for the first 48 hours. We headed south to 
find the westward current and, as a bonus, also found the perfect wind for a great sail, 
goose-winging with a poled-out genoa. Next Step loves this point of sail and we made 
great progress without touching the sheets for days on end.

While on passage we deliberately did not seek out news of what was happening in 
the world. There is something wonderful about being (temporarily) cut off. Nothing 
ever really changes ... or does it? We were sailing in company and had twice-daily 
radio calls with the fleet. We gradually began to get snippets of information. First, the 
UK was running short of toilet paper – how ridiculous! Then the US had closed its 
borders. Something serious was going on.

We were two days short of the Marquesas Islands, due to drop anchor in Hiva Oa, 
when we were told to go straight to Nuku Hiva instead. The next day that changed 
again and we were instructed to continue directly to Tahiti without stopping. We were 
gutted. We had been at sea for 18 days and could almost smell land but, disappointed 
as we were, we altered course and sailed a further 1000 miles to Papeete. We were 
lucky – unlike some in our fleet we had plenty of food, water and fuel. 

At this point we experienced some of the worst weather we had seen so far, with 
lightning storms which persisted for over a week. They always say that night-time is 
when the bad things happen and that was true for us. One night there was an ominous 
crash. Jeremy was on watch and Chris and I had been asleep, but we were up on deck 
very quickly. Our spinnaker pole had come loose and its end was in the water – this 

King of the Galápagos had to be sorted immediately, despite the weather. Chris went forward to retrieve 
the pole, with Jeremy and me helming and handling multiple lines from the cockpit. 
Thunder and lightning were all around us and suddenly we saw a bolt of lightning 
hit the water ... we literally saw it fizz. Shocked, Jeremy and I looked at Chris, half 
expecting to see a Tom-and-Jerry-type back-lit skeleton on the foredeck – he was, after 
all, manhandling an aluminium pole whilst hanging onto a steel shroud. But someone 
or something was looking after us that night ... perhaps our gifts to Neptune had done 
the trick? The pole was retrieved, the storm blew through and we did what every Brit 
knows is the only thing to do in such a situation – we went down below, stripped off 
our wet clothes and had a good old cup of tea.

Twenty-six days after leaving the Galápagos we arrived in Tahiti and were directed 
to the Papeete town marina. Another disappointment, as friends arriving during the 
previous couple of days had all gone to Taina Marina, five miles along the coast. To say 
we were shocked by what awaited us is an understatement. All the shops were shuttered, 
with no people on the street and no cars to be seen. There was practically tumbleweed 
rolling down the road. We had to find someone to bring us up to date.

Over the following days other members of the rally arrived and as it turned out we 
couldn’t have asked for a better place to be during confinement. Cruisers in other parts 
of French Polynesia faced much greater restrictions than us. Those who had anchored 
in or needed to divert to Nuku Hiva were literally stuck on their yachts. Only one 
person per week was permitted to go ashore (usually the skipper), no swimming was 
allowed and it was forbidden to approach another yacht by dinghy. Some people didn’t 
leave their yachts at all for seven weeks. That must be hard enough when there are 
just two of you on board – heaven knows how larger crew coped. Flying out was almost 
impossible. We heard of one American who chartered a private plane to get him to 
Tahiti so he could return home, but most didn’t have that luxury.

Goose-winging across the Pacific
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It is not, perhaps, surprising that the islands took such stringent steps, when you 
consider that less than 200 years ago westerners brought in smallpox, wiping out huge 
swathes of the local population. Of course they were going to be worried for their 
safety. Tahiti, however, is relatively used to foreigners, not least because there are so 
many French nationals there in the police, government administration, teaching, 
hospitals etc. So we had a lot more freedom – one hour a day for shopping and another 
for exercise. We had neighbours so could chat to other boats, and indeed made many 
good friends during that period whom we would probably not have got to know so 
well had we been sailing around.

We were locked down in Papeete Marina for seven weeks, but then French Polynesia 
began to open up again. No new visitors were permitted to enter, but those already there 
were free to sail and explore the islands. We didn’t need to be told twice. Together 
with several other yachts we headed off to the beautiful island of Mo’orea for a few 
days, before backtracking to the Tuamotu Archipelago, a series of atolls just over 200 
miles northeast of Tahiti.

Our first stop was Fakarava, and we were lucky not to arrive sooner than we did. 
Yachts that had been there a day earlier were hit by a vicious squall which instantly 

A very empty Papeete marina

Beautiful 
Mo’orea

reversed the wind by 180°. Two yachts dragged onto the reef and a number of others 
had to abandon their anchors when the chains became wrapped around bommies 
(coral heads or outcrops standing higher than the surrounding reef), creating dangerous 
snatching in the waves. Fakarava is well worth a visit, particularly if you enjoy diving. 
The Wall of Sharks in the south pass is said to be one of the best diving sites in the 
world. It is certainly one of the most amazing that I have dived. I have never seen so 
many sharks together in one place, though I’m not sure I’m as brave as some others 
who ventured to do a night dive there.

Toau was our favourite atoll. 
We passed a week there waiting 
for a weather window to sail 
back to the Society Islands, 
and spent a few hours each day 
helping Gaston and Valentine 
on their coconut plantation. In 
return they fed us on one of their 
pigs and freshly-caught parrot 
fish from the reef. It was so 
interesting to experience their 
everyday life – from meeting 
Mou Mou the tame frigate bird 
and watching their dog Rocky 
literally jump on sharks to 
scare them off, to hearing their 
thoughts on religion and an 
isolated life and learning about 
self-sufficiency.

Fakarava 
in calm 

times

Helping out on
the coconut plantation
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Our final visit was 
to beautiful Huahine 
i n  t h e  S o c i e t y 
Islands, another of 
our favourite places. 
We felt very lucky 
to be visiting these 
islands with so few 
other tourists around. 
We visited stingray 
feeding stations in 
groups of twelve rather 
than a hundred, and 
dived or snorkelled 
in groups of six or 
seven, seeing no one 
else in the water. How 
many other people 
are going to be able 
to experience these 
places like we did? 
Part of me feels guilty 
that we enjoyed the 
summer of 2020 so 
much when life in 
the UK and elsewhere 
was miserable for so 
many. We certainly 
were very restrained 
about what we put on 
social media.

As time went on it became more and more obvious that things were not going to 
get better any time soon. Some of our friends had left to sail back to their home ports 
in New Zealand and Australia, some had headed off to Hawaii, others had secured 
pits* in Fiji (the yachts are still there as of January 2022), and some yachts were 
left in marinas or yards in French Polynesia, many of which are also still awaiting 
the return of their owners.

By mid July, the decision was made to leave Next Step in Tahiti and for the three of 
us to fly home. Notwithstanding that Fiji was open via the Blue Lanes arrangement, 
the lack of any guarantees that we could go further west convinced Chris that 
Tahiti would be a better option. We were fairly certain that other owners would 
be coming to similar conclusions and knew that space in the marinas was limited, 
so headed back to Papeete from Huahine as soon as the weather allowed. A week 

Next Step in Toau

* Similar to the keel trenches dug in part of the Caribbean for boats summering 
ashore.

later we were on a flight home, armed with the requisite five masks per person for 
the journey. We were convinced that we would soon be returning to continue our 
circumnavigation. How wrong we were! 

We hadn’t been home for long before we received news from Chris that he had 
decided to ship Next Step back to the UK and sell her. This must have been an 
extremely difficult decision for him after spending so many years dreaming of 
circumnavigating and preparing a yacht to do just that. Happily, he has now 
found himself a smaller yacht to scratch that sailing itch, even if it won’t be to 
such distant climes.

Our journey continued. Roving Rear Commodore Simon Phillips had also been 
participating in the World ARC and had also left his Discovery 67, Sapphire II of London, 
in Tahiti. When he heard that we were ‘available’ he and his wife Helen invited us 
to join them to sail on to New Zealand. We jumped at the chance and, after a few 
Covid-induced delays, flew back out to Tahiti in October 2021.

Fortunately Sapphire had weathered the previous year well, partly due to having 
had someone living aboard for most of the time, and after a couple of weeks to sort 
out a few issues, reprovision, pre-cook meals and arrange PCR tests we were ready to 
set off. There were five of us aboard and it was going to take us around 14 days to get 
to New Zealand – we were going to make sure of that, even if it meant heaving-to 
at some point. Anything less than 12 days and we would have been whisked off to 
an isolation hotel as soon as we arrived.

A year later – ready to leave Tahiti
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Celebrating our arrival in New Zealand with watermelon champagne.
Left to right: Jeremy, Nicole, Helen, Simon and Ian. Photo Ian Jarred

We waved goodbye to Tahiti and soon settled into our new watch rota – a four-hour 
rolling system with two people on together, but staggered so that the first half of your 
watch was with the off-going, back-up watchkeeper, while the second half was with your 
replacement, when you then became the back-up crew and could doze in the cockpit under 
a very cosy blanket. This was particularly welcome as the temperature dropped one degree 
per day on average as we headed south. For much of the time the wind was on the beam. 
The male members of the crew all claimed it was ‘champagne sailing’, but it’s funny how 
recollections can vary. I, personally, was quite unwell. I often suffer from seasickness but it 
usually lasts only three days before I gain my sea legs. This time it took seven. No wonder 
I lost weight (but soon regained it, and more, once we arrived in New Zealand). I think 
it probably had something to do with lack of sleep due to being constantly thrown off my 
bunk into the air every time we went over a wave (we were in the forward cabin). The 
second week was wonderful – until, that is, we were hit by a gale north of New Zealand 
which we were unable to avoid. There was no way I was setting foot in that forward cabin 
... when not on watch I lay down on the day bunk in the saloon. I’m just grateful it was 
our last day at sea. Give me the trade winds and downwind sailing any day!

This passage was very unlike any we had experienced before. We were totally alone 
and did not see one other yacht, ship or fishing boat, not even on AIS or radar. We 
didn’t see a single plane in the sky. We tried ‘all ships’ calls on VHF a couple of times 
but didn’t receive so much as a crackle in response. The only light we saw was on 
Rarotonga, but even they didn’t respond to the VHF. It was eerie. Probably best not 
to think too hard about it.

Sapphire II of London at the quarantine dock in Opua, New Zealand

The passage included crossing the international date line. This was a first for all of 
us, and to mark the occasion we had planned a celebration dinner of steak washed 
down with watermelon champagne (real champagne is far too expensive in Tahiti). 
Unfortunately it took place in the middle of the night with an approaching gale, 
so no one had any inclination to get up, let alone to celebrate. The only people to 
witness this momentous occasion were those on watch at the time and the watermelon 
champagne had to wait for our arrival.

On day 15 we arrived in New Zealand’s Bay of Islands, where we were met by very 
friendly immigration personnel and given an escort into Opua marina. We were directed 
to the quarantine dock and instructed to put up a sign warning people off as we were 
in isolation. In the friendliest of ways, they left us in no doubt that we should not 
step off the boat nor have contact with any other person unless we wanted to restart 
our 14 days’ quarantine. Naturally we did as we were told and, three days later, after 
receiving negative PCR tests from the Health Authorities and the all clear from the 
customs dog, we were set free to explore the beautiful Bay of Islands.

So, we did it. We crossed The Pacific, the world’s largest ocean. Purists may say that 
we need to get to Australia to complete the trip, but with borders still 
closed and having logged over 8000 miles since Panama, I’m comfortable
with our claim. Maybe 2022 will see us doing that extra hop.


