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Mick Dawson is a former Royal Marines Commando, now a sailor, motivational speaker and film maker. He saw active service in the Falklands War at the age of seventeen and then again in the Middle East. Following on from his military career, he pursued his lifelong passion for the ocean. Mick became a professional sailor and eventually one of the most experienced and successful ocean rowers in the world. In 2009 he successfully rowed the North Pacific Ocean from Japan to San Francisco with his friend and rowing partner Chris Martin, completing one of the ‘last great firsts’. Subsequently he’s gone on to create the Cockleshell Endeavour project, which is designed as a resource to assist recovering veterans dealing with physical and mental health issues. This book tells the story of the Cockleshell Endeavour.
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I’d like to dedicate this book to two incredible people who, sadly, will never meet. Between them they are responsible for the start of this remarkable story and the successful conclusion to it.

To Jackie Grenham (Mrs G.) and Natalie Harper.
I hope I’ve done justice to the story you both helped create.
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INTRODUCTION

This book, much like my first, is largely based around waterborne adventures. It appears water may be my natural habitat. The difference with this book, though, is that it’s not my story. I’m just a small part of it. It’s the story of two men and their battles to overcome major physical and mental health problems unexpectedly forced upon them.

Both former servicemen with very different issues at very different times in their lives, they had one thing in common. The system that was designed to support them when they needed it failed them.

It’s not a story of recrimination or bitterness, though, nor is it a story which paints former service personnel as victims or universally damaged. They’re not. Quite the opposite. The story of the two Steves in this book is a relentlessly positive one. It shows how combining the physical and mental strengths developed in the service to overcome increasingly formidable challenges enabled them to finally conquer their own problems and disabilities.

I hope their stories will inspire you as much as they inspired me while sharing in their adventures.




CHAPTER 1

HURRICANE LANE

So close.

It was 17 August 2018. After two months at sea and having rowed close to three thousand miles from Monterey Bay in California, we were almost within sight of our destination, Honolulu.

I’m an experienced ocean rower, but my partner, Steve ‘Sparky’ Sparkes, was not only a complete novice, he is also blind.

If we made it across, Sparky would become the first visually impaired person to row the Pacific. He should get an entry in the Guinness Book of World Records and we’d also raise money for and raise awareness of the continuing plight of UK veterans who’ve slipped through the support network of every conflict from World War II to the present day. There was a lot riding on our little adventure.

I wrote in the ship’s log as a postscript to that day’s entry: ‘Hurricane Lane has formed well south of us about 360 miles and is currently tracking steadily west.’ Tongue in cheek, I finished the entry: ‘Is there going to be an unexpected last-minute drama?’

Three days later I’d get the answer. Yes, there was going to be a last-minute drama. A potentially catastrophic one.

Hurricane Lane, which since her birth had mirrored our course west across the Pacific harmlessly, almost four hundred miles south of us, ominously began to slow her progress. At the same time, she was steadily building in ferocity as she fed on the warm waters of the Pacific Ocean beneath her. Ultimately, she grew into a Category 5 storm, the highest classification there is for a hurricane. With wind strengths potentially well in excess of a hundred miles per hour, Lane had now become one of nature’s most destructive phenomena and, terrifyingly, she began turning her attention towards us.

Unusually for hurricanes forming in that part of the Pacific, she changed course unexpectedly, twice, steadily arcing her path north, towards the Hawaiian Islands. And us. By 21 August, Hawaii was bracing itself for only the second Category 5 hurricane in history to strike its shores.

Sparky and I, on our intrepid rowing boat Bojangles, were bracing ourselves for our first.

Initially I’d decided not to tell Sparky about Lane until it became clear whether the storm would affect us or not. I knew hurricanes seldom make landfall in the Hawaiian Islands, so there seemed at that time no major cause for concern. Sparky was in severe pain from a compression fracture to his shoulder, which had all but crippled him for several weeks. Exhausted from over two months at sea, battling endless challenges, now constantly in pain, he really didn’t need anything else to worry about.

The day before Lane turned her attention towards us, I’d received a weather report from the race organisers saying the storm was forecast to continue heading west, staying well south of our position until eventually decaying and dying deep in the Pacific, hundreds of miles west of Hawaii. It was unlikely we’d suffer any noticeable affects from the storm’s passage as we completed our final few miles into Honolulu. It was the news I’d hoped for and expected to hear, but I was still relieved and told Sparky right away.

‘Mate,’ I said cheerfully, ‘just to let you know, we’ve had a hurricane forming south-east of us over the last few days. Hurricane Lane. I didn’t want to say anything about it until I knew if it would affect us or not. Happy to say the latest weather forecast has it passing south of us heading due west in the next day or so and shouldn’t bother us at all.’

‘Thank God for that,’ he answered sombrely. ‘I think we’ve had enough to deal with without getting run down by a bloody hurricane as well.’

It was welcome good news and it lifted morale for both of us as we looked at last towards the final two or three days on board and what increasingly appeared to be our imminent successful arrival in Honolulu.

The following day I stared in disbelief at the new weather forecast in front of me. It was from my old rowing partner and friend Chris Martin, the race organiser and director. He had been so inspired by our voyage in 2009 across the North Pacific, from Japan to San Francisco, that he’d gone on to set up the now biannual Great Pacific Race, from Monterey Bay in California to Honolulu. We were taking part in its third incarnation.

The news was bad, and he obviously wanted to be the one to let me know. It seemed Lane had changed direction and was now on a collision course with the Hawaiian Islands, and by virtue of that heading straight for us, a hundred miles offshore, heading towards Honolulu in a seven-metre-long ocean rowing boat.

In addition to being bad luck, it was also potentially life-threatening. Somewhere deep in my subconscious, even as, incredulously, I read the forecast, I wasn’t surprised. It was almost as if I’d known, from Lane’s initial inception just a few days earlier, that she was going to impact our arrival. During our voyage we’d christened the trip ‘The death of a thousand cuts’, because of the endless unexpected hurdles we’d had to overcome. The question now was: would this be the final cut?

Despite that, and not for the first time in my ocean rowing career, I read and reread the weather forecast in front of me, willing the information contained in it to miraculously change to a more helpful prognosis. It didn’t. The forecast was what it was. No matter how many times I read it, the news didn’t get any better, but waiting for divine intervention to strike at least gave me time to let the reality settle in.

I recognised the situation and, more importantly, what options were available to us. One: stay on board, batten down the hatches and attempt to ride the hurricane out. Two: row as fast as we could and desperately try to make landfall in Honolulu ahead of the storm. Or three: call for rescue and get off the boat before the potentially deadly storm hit.

After more than two months at sea, overcoming what seemed like an endless stream of increasingly devastating and demoralising challenges and with success almost within our grasp, it appeared the cruellest outcome of all awaited us: ignominious failure just in sight of the finish line.

I called Chris on the satellite phone to discuss the options, and to hopefully discover at least some small measure of positive news. I was pleasantly surprised to discover there was some. The projected path of the storm meant if we deployed the parachute anchor to halt our progress, we would be in the safest possible position to survive the storm. (The parachute anchor is exactly that – a parachute dropped into the water on the end of 250 feet of line attached to the stern of the boat. It inflates beneath the surface of the water as a normal parachute inflates in the air and then acts as a giant drogue in the ocean. It slows the boat and prevents it from going backwards too swiftly in adverse winds, but more importantly it helps prevent the boat capsizing in a storm.) Deploying the parachute anchor at our present location would slow our progress west, if not halt it, but keep us in a position where we could escape the worst of the hurricane’s ferocious winds.

We were in the survivable quadrant of the hurricane, so our luck hadn’t deserted us completely. The bad news was that every mile further west we progressed would bring increasingly powerful wind speeds and the mountainous seas those winds would generate.

With Lane’s progress across the Pacific once again picking up pace, racing the storm into Honolulu would almost certainly see us caught just offshore when she hit. That would be a deadly situation for any vessel, let alone a small ocean rowing boat. Chris suggested optimistically that there was the possibility of running for the sanctuary of a slightly closer port on a nearer island. Even that option left us vulnerable to being caught at sea just as the storm arrived.

There were then two viable options. Stay on the boat and try to ride out the hurricane that was barrelling towards us or call for help and get off as soon as possible.

My natural inclination was to stay and ride the storm out. I’d built Bo to survive exactly the conditions which were coming, and I was confident she would keep us safe as she always had done on the six-month crossing of the North Pacific Chris Martin and I had completed nine years earlier. Severe weather was a constant issue on that voyage of almost seven thousand miles and Bo had carried us safely through everything that the North Pacific had thrown at us.

But Sparky was injured, constantly in considerable pain and discomfort from his damaged shoulder, and exhausted. The sole purpose of our voyage, which we’d named The Cockleshell Pacific Endeavour, was for him to become the first visually impaired person to row the Pacific Ocean. We wanted to show the world that blindness didn’t have to limit what you could achieve. One thing was for certain, though, whichever course of action we followed, it was Sparky’s decision.

‘Mate, you know that hurricane I mentioned yesterday?’

‘The one that’s “going to miss us”?’ He emphasised going to miss us almost as if it was a promise which I was about to break.

‘Yeah. That one. Well,’ – I paused, before breaking that unspoken promise – ‘I’ve just had an update. It’s changed direction and it’s not going to miss us now. In fact, it’s heading straight for us. And just for good measure it’s been upgraded to Category 5.’ Sparky may have lost his sight, but he was a former Royal Marine. He could deal with the facts however harsh. He would insist on them.

There was a pause. Sparky was out on deck near the front hatch, wrapped in his foul-weather jacket. Despite the proximity to Hawaii, it was still a cold day with frequent squally showers. He didn’t react immediately as he allowed the news to sink in.

Finally, he said quietly, ‘Seriously? You’re not taking the piss, are you?’

‘No mate. I’m not taking the piss.’

‘For f—’ He didn’t finish the word or his sentence. He didn’t need to. I could hear the anguish and frustration in his voice. Two, maybe three, days from finishing and now this. It would have broken many people.

‘We’ve basically got two choices,’ I said to him. ‘We put the para anchor in now and get ready to ride it out. Or we call for rescue and get off the boat before the storm hits. The good news is we’re in the best position to ride the storm out and in the best boat. We can survive this, mate. Bo’s built to do just that. But make no mistake, this is a life-threatening situation and there are no guarantees. It must be your call. Whichever decision you make, I’ll happily go along with it,’ I lied. I would never have happily left Bo.

I paused for a few seconds before asking solemnly, ‘Well? Do you want to get off, mate?’

He turned towards me and said slowly, ‘Of course I fucking want to get off!’ My heart sank. He paused for a few seconds longer, staring into the distance before carrying on. ‘But I’m not going to, am I? Do you think I’ve come all this way to let you and everybody else down now? We’ll stay on board and ride the bastard out!’

He slowly turned towards me, a typically broad grin spreading across his face.

‘Anyway,’ he said. ‘I’ve been through a hurricane before.’

‘Really?’ I replied doubtfully. ‘When?’

‘When I was in the corps in 1984 on HMS Hermes. In the middle of the Atlantic, no big deal,’ he said dismissively.

I smiled and shook my head. ‘Mate. HMS Hermes was an aircraft carrier … We’re on a rowing boat. This is going to be a bit different.’

He shrugged his shoulders and smiled. ‘Right,’ he said, ‘what do we need to do first?’

Decision made. We began to prepare Bo and ourselves for the deadly storm, all the time trying not to think too deeply about what the next couple of days might have in store for us.

The days that followed would indeed prove to be among the most terrifying and challenging of our Cockleshell Endeavour experiences. But they weren’t the start of them. The Pacific row had, in effect, been born on the top of a windswept Falkland Islands mountain overlooking Port Stanley four years earlier …
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