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I n June of 2011, Matt Rutherford 
and St. Brendan set out from An-
napolis, sailing toward Annapolis. His 

ambitious project never really resonated 
with much of the sailing press, even as 
he pushed his way north into Ba!n Bay 
and then west-west-west, through Arctic 
Canada and on toward Russia. 

I read a speech recently, “Solitude and 
Leadership,” given at West Point last year. 
William Deresiewicz, speaking to an 
incoming class of plebes, espoused 
the importance of concentrating on 
one’s thoughts, at length, to really 
form unique ideas about things. To 
be able to "lter out the voices of 
others and come up with original 
thoughts is the essence of leadership. 
To lead. 

Matt told me he had already 
started thinking about the Arctic 
on the way back from Africa (he re-
turned from his last big voyage, across 
the Atlantic and back, alone in 2010). 
He had time, and solitude. #e enthusiasm 
with which he related his plans to me was 
infectious. 

In Alaska, he "nally garnered some 
moderate national attention when a "shing 
boat rendezvoused with him and brought 
an NPR reporter along. Matt never at-
tempted to profess that the voyage would 
be unsupported—only nonstop—so he 
happily devoured an entire pizza while 
giving his interview, riding it out anchored 
not to the seabed, but to the sea itself, 
drifting on his parachute drogue, so as to 
keep his streak alive.

By then, he had been recognized as pi-
loting the smallest boat ever single-handed 
through the Northwest Passage. St. Bren-
dan, a classic Albin Vega, is 27 feet long.

Even this feat, which would have been 
heroic in the days of single-handed ocean 
pioneering, when Robin Knox-Johnston 
and Bernard Moitessier were recalibrat-
ing the standard of what was possible on 
a small sailing boat, went largely ignored. 
#e general consensus, I believe, is that the 
Northwest Passage, navigated successfully 
by more and smaller boats annually, is no 
big deal anymore. From the perspective of 
the armchair sailor, the Northwest Passage 
has become routine.

#en, Matt doubled the Horn, and 
people started paying attention.

As I write this, Matt, a good friend 
of mine whom I will continue to refer to 
rather un-journalistically by his "rst name, 
and St. Brendan are out of the furious 50s 
and back in the roaring 40s. #ey have 
doubled Cape Horn, sailing nonstop from 
50 degrees south on one side and back 
above 50 degrees south on the other side. 

#e day he rounded the Horn, just 
around New Year’s Day, the Internet, at 

least the corner of it concerned with sail-
ing, exploded just a little bit. I dedicated 
my own website to his accomplishment, 
the last of the major hurdles—at least as 
seen through the public’s eye—that Matt 
had to vault. 

And yet, glancing at the map on his 
website, he still has a hell of a long way 
to go, with more than 5000 miles until he 
can even start to think about being home. 
“#ere’s no reason to rush on back to An-
napolis,” he wrote. “I’m going to baby the 

boat, and I’ll get back when I get back. 
I like it out here. Why would I want to 
return to land?”

What Matt is in the midst of accom-
plishing—has already accomplished, even if 
he gets o$ the boat tomorrow and swims to 
South America (and I have no doubt that 
he’d make it if he decided to do so)—can-
not be overstated. In an era of record-seek-
ing and "rst-attempts (ironically, Banque 

Populaire just earned the Jules Verne 
trophy for fastest lap of the planet, 
and Laura Dekker only yesterday 
completed her circle in St. Maarten 
as the youngest-ever around alone), 
Matt, in a modern world that gets 
excited over these things before trivi-
alizing them, simply does not care. It 
was a joke, but when his friend and 
biggest supporter Simon Edwards 
posted “Don’t pull a Moitessier on us 
Matt” after he’d doubled the Horn, 
it dawned on me that the French-

man is in a way Matt’s closest peer.
I’m envious of Matt in many ways, least 

of which because he’s out there and I’m 
not. Matt recently had his "rst article, sent 
in via sat. phone, published in Cruising 
World, and I was struck by the innocence 
in his voice as he described his voyage. #e 
same innocence that pervades every one of 
Moitessier’s classic books, the innocence 
of a person describing something they 
have only just experienced; an inner voice 
fascinated by the world and what can be 
discovered in it. Where I tend to make life 
decisions based on how it might sound in 
my next article, Matt simply lives. And for 
that above all, I am most jealous.

As I write, on January 24, Matt is still 
further south of the equator than Annapo-
lis is north of it. We are thinking about 
his homecoming, with only the north and 
south Atlantic to negotiate now. I guaran-
tee he is not.

Rutherford’s adventure has raised $25,000, 
a 10th of the goal, for Chesapeake Region 
Accessible Boating. To learn how you can help, 
visit crabsailing.org. 
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