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A
 F

am
ily 

M
A

T
T

: 
S

om
etim

es trying to function in the cocoon 

of a conventional lifestyle becom
es too m

uch. 

T
hat happened to Jeannine and m

e in 

1970—
w

e felt stifled in our w
ork, routine in 

love, fragm
ented in fam

ily life, torn in a 

thousand directions by the incessant clatter and 

confusion of our existence in N
ew

 O
rleans. 

T
elevision w

as an enem
y, M

atthew
 and 

M
elissa, our children, seem

ed to live in a w
orld 

of their ow
n, and our happy ideal of a fam

ily 

united by love and com
m

on concerns felt re- 

A
D

V
E

N
T

U
R
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M
att and Jeannine H

erron: 

O
dyssey 

m
ote and unattainable. 
L

ooking for a w
ay out of the m

alaise, w
e 

bagan to put together a long-standing interest in 

A
frica w

ith our dream
 of taking a voyage in our 

31-foot sailboat, A
quarius. T

he catalyst cam
e 

unexpectedly w
hen Jeannine w

as offered an at-

tractive research job that w
ould not open up for 

18 m
onths. T

he gift of unencum
bered tim

e w
as 

exactly w
hat w

e needed. W
e decided to sail 

w
est from

 N
ew

 O
rleans across the A

tlantic and 

explore W
est A

frica's coast from
 our boat. 

sion like this—
tim

es w
hen you can choose betw

een stay-

ing hom
e and sow

ing your crops, or raking a risk and 

jum
ping into the unknow

n. W
e happen to think there is a 

high price to alw
ays choosing the safe w

ay. W
hen life 

becom
es routine and predictable, you have stopped test-

ing yourself, and you stop grow
ing. 

I know
 it is difficult for you to understand, but w

e do 

not regret taking our children out of school for a year. 

Som
e people are horrified w

hen w
e say this, of course, 

and their im
m

ediate question is, "W
hat w

ill you do 

about their education?" A
ctually, the m

ore I think about 

w
hat their "education" is going to be lice, the m

ore 

excited
 I get; 

M
att and I !crow

 as little about A
frica as the children, 

so w
e w

ill all learn together. Som
e subjects w

e w
ill have 

to learn in order to get by—
coastline characteristics, 

clim
ate, geography, even politics. O

ther subjects w
e w

ill 

pursue for pleasure as w
e stop in various ports—

art, 

history, m
usic, crafts, religion, anthropology and things 

W
e haven't even thought of yet! A

 lot of intangible learn-

ing w
ill take place as w

e shop in strange m
arket places, 

exchange m
oney and m

ake new
 friends. 

In som
e w

ays our education has already begurr. In 

W
hy T

ake C
hances? 

JE
A

N
N

IN
E

: 

D
ear M

om
 and D

ad, 
T

hanks for your thoughtful letter. W
e understand your 

concerns about our trip and I w
ill try to reply the best I 

can. It's natural to be w
orried w

hen those you love are 

contem
plating w

hat seem
s to be a risky venture. I w

on't 

deny that there are certain risks in undertaking this 

trip—
risks to our finances, risks to our health, perhaps 

even our lives. B
ut there are steps w

e can take to 

m
inim

ize these risks and in the end they m
ay be no 

greater than the risks of living in a large A
m

erican city or 

driving an autom
obile on A

m
erican highw

ays. 

A
ctually a w

ell-supplied and w
ell-sailed boat is quite 

safe at sea. P
eople cross oceans in sm

all sailboats w
ith- 

out m
ishap all the tim

e. O
f course there are dangers, but 

there's som
ething im

portant in learning how
 to evaluate 

danger and deal w
ith it. D

uring H
urricane C

am
ille last 

m
o
n
th

, th
irty-six people gathered in a m

otel near the 
b
each

 n
o
t far fro

m
 G

u
lfp

o
rt, M

ississip
p
i to

 h
av

e a "h
u
r-

ricane party." T
hey w

ere all killed w
hen the building 

w
as leveled

' It is incredible to m
e that anyone chose to 



a
c
 n

o
t a

r ro
m

 u
 p

o
rt, ississip

p
i to

 h
a
v
e
 a

 u
r-

ricane party." T
hey w

ere all killed w
hen the building 

w
as leveled! It is incredible to m

e that anyone chose to 
stay near the beach after the w

eather bureau predicted 
w

inds of over one hundred fifty m
iles per hour and tides 

exceeding tw
enty feet. W

hat happened to their basic 
anim

al instinct for self-preservation? W
hat disastrous 

failure of nature or society prom
pted those thirty-six to 

party in the face of a hurricane? H
ad they been so shel-

tered all their lives that they didn't recognize real danger 
w

hen it finally presented itself? W
ere they too used to 

depending on others? P
olicem

an? M
other? Insurance 

agent? G
od? Just plain luck? 

T
here is a difficult lesson to learn, relearn and pass on 

som
ehow

 to our children: it is the im
perative to persist 

w
ith a w

hole skin (and a w
hole soul) to challenge any 

attack on that w
holeness, to know

 w
hen that integrity is 

threatened (and equally im
portant, w

hen it's not) and to 
m

eet each threat w
ith effective and responsible action. 

W
e w

ant our children to be prepared for any danger—
the 

obvious physical ones like C
am

ille and especially the 
sneaky slow

 ones that quietly steal the zest and joy out of 
life and leave you w

ondering w
here they w

ent. 
Y

ou are w
orried about "finances" and "security." 

W
e have different thoughts about security, partly be-

cause w
e have lived in a different age from

 you. T
o those 

w
ho w

ent through the crisis of the depression, security 
m

eans m
oney in the bank, a good steady job and a nice 

safe hom
e. B

ut thanks to our parents, w
e have been 

fortunate enough never to have experienced the kind of 
insecurity the depression caused. S

o w
e are freed to 

search for other kinds of security-7an inner security, if 
you w

ill, that doesn't depend on econom
ics, but reflects 

the talents, capabilities and w
isdom

 w
e have stored aw

ay 
in our ow

n neurological banks. W
e both feel confident 

that w
e have the ability to m

ake a com
fortable living for 

our fam
ily no m

atter w
hat happens, and this frees us to a 

certain extent from
 the necessity of accum

ulating goods 
for the future. T

he idea of having to "start all over. 
again" if w

e spend all w
e have on this voyage is not 

frightening to us because there really
 is n

o
 "start" an

d
 

no "finish"—
there is just L

IF
E

, to be lived as fully as 
possible. W

e don't regard the last tw
elve years as an 

accum
ulation of anything but experience—

and w
e can't 

lose that very easily. 
W

e w
ill put aside som

e m
oney in the bank in case of 

em
ergencies on our trip and leave M

att's m
other w

ith the  

pow
er of attorney for our affairs. T

he cost of the trip 
should not be great unless w

e run into unforeseen 
em

ergencies or repairs. W
e w

ill sim
ply m

ake our w
ay 

across the A
tlantic via B

erm
uda and the A

zores to A
f-

rica, and then proceed slow
ly dow

n the w
est coast. 

W
e're not going to m

ake hard and fast plans right now
, 

but decide things as w
e go along. W

e m
ight sail the boat 

hom
e, have it shipped back, fm

d som
ebody else to sail it 

hom
e, or even sell it. W

hatever w
e do w

e probably 
w

on't lose m
oney. T

he boat is ours and w
ith the tre-

m
endous num

ber of im
provem

ents w
e are m

aking she 
w

ill be w
orth m

uch m
ore if w

e do decide to sell her. 
O

ther costs w
ill be m

odest. W
e w

ill have no rent, no 
autom

obiles to keep up, no insurance, utilities or ser-
vices. O

ur life w
ill be sim

ple and groceries inexpensive. 
M

att w
ill send photographs to B

lack S
tar and handle 

assignm
ents for them

 in A
frica, and w

e both w
ill be 

w
riting. D

uring the struggle to keep m
y head above 

w
ater in graduate school I have had little tim

e for reading 
(other than textbooks), or for w

riting or thinking, strange 
as that m

ay seem
. 

M
om

 and D
ad, in your letter you sounded so w

orried 
and sad! I hope I can explain w

hat this trip m
eans to us. 

T
here are tim

es w
hen people feel an instinct to reach out 

and m
ove to the frontiers of their experience. T

o som
e 

this instinct seem
s like G

od's w
hisper, or a special 

destiny; to us it is just a strong feeling that this is a right 
thing to do, and that now

 is the right tim
e to do it. 

T
hroughout a lifetim

e there are m
any m

om
ents of deci- 

preparation for the trip w
e have m

ade a large m
ap of 

A
frica tacked onto a piece of plyw

ood. W
e throw

 darts at 
it, and each player gains points w

hen his dart lands, by 
being able to identify the country, the capital, and other 
pertinent inform

ation. (S
om

eone told M
elissa that A

ra-
bian horses are bred in S

enegal so that's alw
ays her 

contribution for S
enegal.) 

A
t sea w

e all w
ill be involved in the everyday business 

of sailing the boat. W
e w

ill need each other for every 
operation—

standing w
atches at the helm

, predicting the 
w

eather, navigating, cooking and preparing the log. 
W

hat better reason to learn m
eteorology, astronom

y, 
physics or m

athem
atics? T

he ship's log traditionally con-
tains the technical data of a journey's progress, but w

e 
hope that ours w

ill also be a record of our thoughts and 
feelings as w

e go along—
a repository of poem

s, stories, 
songs and dream

s. 
W

e're goineio take lots of books to fill the long.  
T

V
-less days. W

e'll read to each other and perhaps even 
revive the ancient art of storytelling. M

atthew
 never 

reads for pleasure now
, but m

aybe he w
ill start enjoying 

reading on the boat. W
e have alw

ays m
ade m

usic to-
gether as a fam

ily, but there m
ay be tim

e for m
ore of it 

on the boat. W
e are taking instrum

ents for all of us. I 
think learning French w

ill becom
e very im

portant to us if 
w

e w
ant to be able to com

m
unicate in W

est A
frica, and I 

intend to use our first aid drills as a w
ay to teaching som

e 
basic anatom

y and physiology. 
A

ctually, fohm
e the best part of the trip is that w

e are 
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going to be living for a year as close to sunshine, rain, 
clouds and stars as you can be. A

nd there's just the • 
excitem

ent of the thing—
the idea 9f pitting yourself 

against the A
m

know
n—

the gam
e of stretching the ego, 

alw
ays asking a little m

ore of it—
the thrill of confronting 

physical hardship and danger and com
ing out on top. W

e 
need that excitem

ent, that spark. you can im
m

obilize 
yourself pretty thoroughly in your environm

ent. Y
ou can 

deaden your senses an nothing is too threatening, too 
sad, or even too joyful. A

nd the self continues to 
exist—

not robust, barely alive. B
ut cut pff that spark of 

excitem
ent, that prim

itive im
pulse to learn and explore, 

and that's w
hen the process of dying begins. 

M
y m

ind can't even im
agine w

hat it m
ust feel like to 

m
ake landfall 'after a m

onth of sailing across em
pty 

ocean. B
ut I think w

e'll rem
em

ber it for a long tim
e. 

T
his letter has gotten lengthy but I w

ant you to under-
stand that our plan is not flippant; w

e are very serious 
about it. I hope I have succeeded in resolving som

e of 
your m

any w
orries. W

e love you and w
ant you to enjoy 

our adventure too. 
L

ove, 
Jeannine 

NARPER's W
EEK

LY 

A
nd it's all am

plified by the surrounding space; the 
slightest forger tw

itch or w
hisper takes place under the 

m
agnifying glass of enveloping em

ptiness. 

O
ctober' 

JEA
N

N
IN

E: T
he barom

eter has been incredibly high, lift-
ing our spirits and producing an intoxicating optim

ism
. 

Y
esterday w

e stretched in the sun, hung our clothes out 
to dry and congratulated ourselves for a turn of good 
luck. C

aptain and F
irst M

ate laughed and played and 
banished everyone from

 the foredeck for som
e privacy 

under the bright sky. 
B

ut w
e celebrated too soon. In the afternoon the w

ind 
began to build and the w

aves got decidedly higher, al-
though the ,sky rem

ained clear and blue. W
e told our-

selves it w
as just a w

ordy day, tom
orrow

 w
ould be fore 

again, but night brought steady intensification. 
B

y m
orning the barom

eter had dropped from
 30.6 to 

30.0 inches and w
e estim

ated the w
ind at force six. W

e 
had progressed only seventy m

iles in the last tw
enty-four 

hours. A
quarius w

as struggling now
 under single-reefed 

m
ain and w

orking jib, but w
e w

ere reluctant to reef 
further because the A

zores seem
ed so close w

e w
anted to 

as he turned over the tiller to m
e. "I've really w

aited too 
long, but I'm

 not sure it's a good idea to head her into the 
w

ind for reefing against these w
aves. W

e've never had 
w

aves like this! W
hat do you think?" 

"W
ell, w

e reefed w
hile pow

ering dow
nw

ind once and 
it w

orked pretty w
ell," I answ

ered. "W
e w

on't have as 
m

uch w
ind velocity if w

e're m
oving w

ith it rather than 
against it." 

"I don't know
. D

o you think you can keep the boat in 
better control if w

e're not fighting the w
aves?" 

W
e surged upw

ard as a big one rolled under us. 
"Y

eah! I do! It's going to be tricky enough for you to 
keep your balance up there on the cabin top w

hile you're 
tying the knots!" 

"O
kay. L

et's try it!" 
A

nxiety and inexperience helped us m
ake that deci-

sion. T
hey w

ere not reliable counselors. W
ith the m

ain-
sail tightened dow

n am
idships there w

asn't m
uch pres-

sure on it and our run dow
nw

ind felt right, but as soon as 
M

att loosened the m
ain halyard to reef, the w

ind caught 
the slack leech and tried to w

rap the sail around the m
ast. 

B
efore w

e could blink, the head of the sail had w
hipped 

into the upper shrouds and w
as torn alm

ost com
pletely 

off at a point about tw
o feet from

 the top. 
"Son-of-a-bitch!" M

att claw
ed the flapping sail dow

n 
to the boom

. I eased the boat off the w
ind, then began to 

tin dow
nw

ind, fum
bling w

ith the engine controls as I 
considered our m

ishap. It w
as serious but not a calam

ity. 

M
ethuselah responded and the tiller becam

e enervated 
once again. N

o question w
hat to do next. T

he m
ainsail, 

w
as our stability and our salvation, it m

ust be repaired. 
W

e needed all our options in this w
eather. 

"H
and up vny ditty-bag!" M

att shouted into the crack 
betw

een the hatch cover and the closed com
panionw

ay 
door. 

F
or three hours he sat on the cabin top braced against 

the boom
, his safety harness snapped to a life line, and 

stitched, racing the increasing w
inds and oncom

ing 
darkness w

hile I ran the boat w
estw

ard under pow
er, 

tow
ard

 h
om

e an
d

 th
e settin

g su
n

, eatin
g u

p
 th

e w
ron

g-

w
ay m

iles—
the hard-w

on, w
rong-w

ay, turn-around 

m
iles. M

ovin
g m

ou
n

tain
s h

eaved
 u

n
d

er u
s as I tried

 to 
keep her steady so M

att w
ould not be throw

n off. In the 
valleys w

e cou
ld

 see n
oth

in
g b

u
t sn

ow
cap

p
ed

 w
alls 

around us rising to tw
enty feet or m

ore. W
hen w

e gained 
the heights w

e looked dow
n across the ranges w

here the 
snow

 boiled off into spindrift and m
elted into the air. It 

w
as aw

esom
e! W

e b
ob

b
ed

, a b
lu

e seagu
ll, over th

e rol- 
'
 	

"
 ' 



M
att and Jeannine H

erron and their tw
o children, 

M
atthew

 and M
elissa, sailed the 31-foot A

quarius 
across the A

tlantic in the m
ost dram

atic episode of 
an 18-m

onth voyage. D
uring the journey M

att H
er-

ron found that "the am
ount of new

 inform
ation and 

seam
anship skills I had to m

aster in order to voy-
age safely w

as the equivalent of learning a w
hole 

new
 profession." 

iuw
aiti H

ow
e aim

 w
e setting sun, eating up the w

rong-
w

ay m
iles—

the hard-w
on, w

rong-w
ay, turn-around 

m
iles. M

oving m
ountains heaved under us as I tried to 

keep her steady so M
att w

ould not be throw
n off. In the 

valleys w
e could see nothing but snow

capped w
alls 

around us rising to tw
enty feet or m

ore. W
hen w

e gained 
the heights w

e looked dow
n across the ranges w

here the 
snow

 boiled off into spindrift and m
elted into the air. It 

w
as aw

esom
e! W

e bobbed, a blue seagull, over the rol-
lers. A

s long as I could keep from
 catching a w

ave 
sidew

ays, A
quarius sim

ply lifted up one side and skied 
dow

n the other. 
In the-m

idst of all this turm
oil a strange agitation near 

the boat caught m
y eye. It w

as an im
m

ense sea turtle 
thrashing aw

kw
ardly at the surface as if he had suddenly 

forgotten how
 to sw

im
. 

"H
ey! M

atthew
! M

elissa! C
om

e see a turtle!" T
he 

hatch slid back and tw
o yellow

-crested slickerheads 
cautiously em

erged from
 the safety of their nest below

. 
"W

ow
! H

e's huge! W
hat's he doing w

ay out here?" 
M

atthew
 shouted above the w

ind. 
"W

hy is he struggling so hard at the surface w
hen he 

could be dow
n below

 w
here it's peaceful?" M

elissa 
asked. "JE

SU
S C

H
R

IST
! L

ook at the W
A

V
E

S!" 
"W

atch out!" I shouted. "H
ere com

es a big one!" 
T

he children ducked inside and slid the hatch closed just 
as a w

ave slam
m

ed across the bulw
arks and doused us 

w
ith spray. M

att stopped sew
ing and w

rapped him
self 

tighter around the boom
 w

hile A
quarius lurched sicken-

ingly up on the verge of the w
ave, leaping like a jet 

tow
ard the distant sun. F

or a split second she hung sus-
pended as the w

ave m
oved out from

 under her, then she 
dived heavily dow

nw
ard, crashing w

ith seven-ton im
-

petus tow
ard the bottom

 of a valley w
hich kept dropping 

out below
 us. T

he im
pact rattled our teeth and sent up a 

fabulous spray, but w
e w

eren't dislodged. A
quarius 

calm
ly righted herself as if to apologize for trying to fly. 

T
he turtle had disappeared. 
M

att threw
 m

e a look of concern and thanks. O
ur eyes 

m
et w

ith a jolt of recognitions. H
ere w

e w
ere at the 

"decisive m
om

ent." T
his w

as w
hat it w

as like to be in a 
gale at sea! It w

as a m
om

ent w
hich, in our virginity, w

e 
had approached w

ith considerable apprehension. B
ut 

now
 that it had arrived, it w

as not fear w
e felt but an 

intense concentration of em
otions—

joy, aw
e, exhilara-

tion, hum
ility—

a justification of all m
om

ents. W
e knew

 
the ocean now

, m
ore intim

ately. W
e had unclothed and 

touched secret aspects. W
hat the future held for this 

relationship w
as not im

portant; w
e had lost our inno-

cence and w
e w

ere not afraid. T
hat w

as enough. 
—

F
rom

 T
he V

oyage of. A
quarius, 

to be published this m
onth by E

. P
. D

utton 

F
rom

 the L
og 

Septem
ber 18 

M
A

TT: A
lm

ost a w
eek gone and w

e're yet to sight a ship 
or any other evidence of living hum

ans inhabiting this 
planet—

only that tw
ice-a-day, disem

bodied voice, polite 
and colonial, reciting from

 B
erm

uda the accum
ulated 

w
eather observations of ships all over the N

orth A
tlantic 

O
cean—

only that to convince us w
e proceed in corn-

pany. I'm
 so lonely this m

orning I can taste the em
pti-

ness. I need a ship—
anything-4o bounce m

y aloneness 
off, to prove by reflection m

y ow
n existence. M

y 
• thoughts ring like hollow

 drum
s, their im

pact m
agnified 

by the surrounding vacuity. I had the sam
e eerie sensa-

tion sailing to B
erm

uda, but not until w
e had been lying 

several days in St. G
eorge's harbor did I understand w

hy 
every action perform

ed in port seem
ed so m

uch less 
significant than at sea. 

A
t sea the horizon is three m

iles aw
ay—

an exact circle 
of blue all around. Y

ou live like a grain of rice in the 
precise center of an im

m
ense blue platter. F

or the m
ost 

part nothing happens anyw
here else on that platter. A

 
squall, a jum

ping fish, a flight of sea birds is all that ever 
disturbs the vast em

ptiness, the vast eventlessness of the 
surrounding space. O

n the grain of rice, by com
parison, 

the pressure of events m
ay be very intense; sentient hu-

m
ans living too closely together, generating great den-

sities of m
ovem

ent and em
otion. T

he m
otion of the boat 

itself is an unceasing and often highly charged activity.  

m
ake as m

any m
iles as w

e could. T
he cloudless sky 

belied our notion of storm
. A

lm
ost im

perceptibly the 
w

ind hefted itself onto force seven, and the barom
eter, 

as depressed as w
e w

ere, dropped to a new
 low

 at 29.7. 
W

e had never seen it that low
. W

hat w
as it telling us? 

A
round lunchtim

e w
e realized w

e w
ere fooling our-

selves; the w
eather w

asn't going to go aw
ay. In spite of 

the beguiling sky, w
e w

ere already into som
ething very 

bad indeed. L
unch w

as a hurried, w
orried sandw

ich af-
fair. F

eeling decidedly green I took to m
y bunk, but 

w
ithin m

inutes M
att w

as calling m
e out to help. 

I struggled into foul-w
eather gear and w

eaved out to 
the cockpit, w

here m
y stom

ach prom
ptly rejected its 

sandw
ich. I have learned that it is m

ore efficient to lose a 
m

eal gracefully than to fight it dow
n, w

illfully attem
pt-

ing to control a belligerent autonom
ic nervous system

 
w

ith the underdeveloped pow
ers of m

y cortex. (Som
e-

day yoga and I w
ill conquer the sea, but this w

as not the 
d

ay.) 
I looked around, am

azed. T
he elem

ents w
ere engaged 

in som
e pow

er trip, an anarchic display. In the tight dry 
cabin under a w

arm
 blanket I had successfully insulated 

m
yself from

 the physical and psychological assaults of 
the tem

pest. O
ut here noise and spray quarreled around 

m
e; the w

aves had grow
n to an aggressive m

aturity. I 
had left m

y shelter, I w
as exposed. O

h L
ord, w

hat 
w

aves! N
o longer boyish, live-and-let-live spirits, they 

now
 com

m
unicated im

m
ediate, unm

istakable authority. 
"W

e've got to go to a full storm
 reef," M

att shouted 


