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Joshua Slocomb got into big trouble in 1898 during his single handed circumnavigation in his sailing boat ‘Spray’. He was to the west of Pillar, that grim sentinel of the Horn, making for the Galapagos when a powerful NW storm forced him to turn around. His survival plan was to run before the storm round Cape Horn and make for the Falklands. However when he recognised the mountain on Fury Island, he decided to make for the Cockburn Channel. With huge seas breaking over the rocks he managed to dodge the breakers and found his way through a group of small islands. Thus he managed to find shelter well before he reached the Horn. 

Slocum had a well found boat with provisions and good navigation equipment. However his approach through the rocks was extremely hazardous, but he made it after five days of struggle. Even with GPS I know no-one who would attempt it today. Later Slocomb admitted it was the most difficult passage he had ever made. Slocomb was a seasoned mariner, but I believe he had a sixth sense by which he listened to the sea and watched the breakers to keep him clear of the rocks. Otherwise he must have been very lucky.

The ‘Criccieth Castle’ could have gone round the Horn or route through the Magellan Strait. The Panama Canal was not yet open so most boats passed through the Straits and bunkered at Punta Arenas. We know the storm struck in position latitude 54°23’S and longitude 61°12’W so they must have gone round Cape Horn. Mrs Thomas is quite specific that they were 180 miles from the Falklands when they took to the boats. It took them 8 days to reach the Falklands from there, running before the SW winds with two sea anchors out. Capt Thomas would remember that a course of NNE would bring them to the Falklands, but before he left the Bridge he would have had time to plot a course, which would have been about 025 True. He would have had a compass in the lifeboat and since the variation in that area is 10 E, so they would be steering 015 on the Compass whenever the sea conditions allowed.

We can be sure Capt Thomas took some charts into the lifeboat. No mention is made of navigation, so it is unlikely they had sextant, chronometer, and nautical tables. I think it is safe to assume they must have found the Falklands by dead reckoning. That is amazing, but Capt Thomas would spot the clues of an approaching landfall far better than we do today. Why they ditched the tin of corned beef is a complete mystery to me.
Shackleton’s journey in the ‘James Caird’ in 1915 from Elephant Island to South Georgia took 16 days to cover 800 miles. Frank Worsley did the navigation; he was quick and accurate with the sextant but their nautical tables were falling to pieces due to the soakings they kept getting. I have a lovely copy of Worsley’s calculations done at the time, and for me that is the Holy Grail. His calculation of latitude was spot on. He was only 20 miles out on Longitude, equivalent to 80 seconds on his chronometer. Shackleton, Worsley, and Crean then set off to cross the mountains to find help at the Norwegian Whaling Station at Stromness. Amazingly they did this hazardous feat in 36 hours, a time that has not been bettered to this day.

In terms of human endurance, seamanship, and determination, these three stories of courage in the face of storms in the South Atlantic are remarkable. Here we have men clinging on to their own lives and encouraging others not to give up. Amazingly we have also the pregnant Catherine Thomas surviving her ordeal whilst at the same time protecting both her unborn daughter and her four year old son as well.

Those two children went on to lead successful lives, and from them was born Sylvia. So Captain and Mrs Thomas live on through their grand-daughter Sylvia. She is another of the reasons that the Thomas family clung on to life in that open boat a hundred years ago. Only six of the crew of twenty-two survived. There can be no better evidence of the power of Darwinism, the survival of the fittest.
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