Ocean Rowboat

A former fighter pilot seeks a design for a solo,
nonstop voyage across the Pacific.

Text and illustrations by Eric W. Sponberg

In January 2013, I received this
e-mail through my website: “Hello,
I'm interested in building a solo ocean
rowing boat to cross the Pacific. I
didn’t see any specific mention of
such endeavors on your website, but
was curious if you could help me
locate a designer and builder for such
a project. Thank you for your time!
Respectfully, Jacob Hendrickson.”

“I can design the boat for you,” I
replied, and offered some credentials
as backup—offshore rowboat designs
of the last 20-30 years haven't been
quite right, in my opinion, and 1
helped Tori Murden redesign and
rebuild American Pearl, her Challenge
Business class 23’ (7m) plywood
rowboat. In December 1999, Murden
became the first woman and first
American to row solo across the
Atlantic Ocean in that modified boat.

So many boat design requests begin
with “I want to build a boat, but I
don’t have any money” for which
there is only one reply: “Sorry, T can’t
help you.” But if Hendrickson proved
financially able, then I might be able
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to fulfill a 30-plus-year dream to
design an offshore voyaging rowboat.

Hendrickson was a U.S. Air Force
pilot flying A-10 Warthogs in Afghan-
istan, recently transferred to Korea.
His military commitment would be
over in 18 months, plenty of time for
design thinking. The route was to be
Sequim Bay, Washington, to Cairns,
Australia, 6,208 nautical miles. He sent
me a map summarizing all the major
solo rowing quests across the Pacific
up to the present (facing page).

That was before the December 27,
2015 crossing by British adventurer John
Beeden, the first to complete a solo non-
stop row from North America to main-
land Australia. The 7,400-nautical-mile
journey in his 20’ (6m) Socks II from
San Francisco to Cairns took 209 days
and averaged 15 hours of rowing per
day. Weather conditions delayed the
53-year-old’s arrival by a month.

In 1982-83, British rower Peter Bird’s
attempt to row Hele-on-Britannia
6,043 nautical miles from San
Francisco to Australia ended after 295
days, in a rescue from 13’ (4m) waves

threatening to crash him onto the
Great Barrier Reef, 33 miles short of
his goal. On a previous attempt, Bird
had lost his boat, the 35'x 5/(10.7m x
1.5m) Britannia II, when he capsized
off Maui, Hawaii, in 1980, and it broke
up on the rocks. He had borrowed
Britannia II from fellow British rower
John Fairfax, who, with partner Silvia
Cook, had rowed two-handed from
San Francisco to Australia in 1971-72
in 3061 days. In a subsequent solo
attempt, Bird was lost at sea in 1996.
Clearly, a solo Pacific crossing is
difficult and dangerous. I asked Hen-
drickson to list everything about or
on the boat he wanted, including
design and safety features, equipment,
and storage requirements for food and
supplies. I received a very compre-
hensive, multipage spreadsheet that
completely guided the design. It
included hot links to website sources
for each piece of equipment listed.
The first big design question was
figuring out how long Hendrickson
would be at sea, because that deter-
mines the size of the boat. Although






