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When Geoff Holt sailed his trimaran 
into Southampton Water on 
5 September 2007 it was to a 

cacophony of cheers and horns. He had 
spent the last 109 days sailing 1,455 miles 
around Great Britain. What’s more, he 
completed his challenge exactly 23 years 
since the accident that broke his neck, 
paralysing him from the chest down. Geoff 
hadn’t realised the significance of the date 
until a journalist mentioned it at the finish 
line. “It took the wind out of my sails when 
it dawned on me,” he wrote in his online 
diary. 

The relevance of the date has inspired 
Geoff to write about his experiences 
in a book which will take readers from 
his childhood when he rowed to school 

every morning through to his teen years 
working on luxury yachts in the Caribbean, 
to achieving his personal ambition of 
navigating the British coastline as a 
disabled sailor. He’s finding the experience 
very cathartic: “I use one finger to do my 
typing which makes it hard,” he jokes. “But 
it’s therapeutic to get all your feelings onto 
paper.” He plans to complete it by the end 
of spring to see it in the shops in time for 
the Southampton Boat Show in September, 
where he hopes to be able to sign his book 
for fans. There’s little doubt that there’ll 
be buyers for Geoff’s book – not least 
the hundreds of people who emailed him 
with messages of support throughout his 
voyage, along with the many supporters 
who voted for him to win the BBC TV South 
Sports Personality of the Year Award in 

Geoff Holt made history last 
year when he became the 
first disabled person to sail 
single-handedly around 
Great Britain. He talks to Able 
magazine about conquering his 
own personal mountain.  

December. “I’m quite humbled by all these 
things,” explains Geoff. “I really didn’t 
expect it to become so big.” 

That’s especially true when you realise that 
41-year-old Geoff undertook the challenge 
– which he named Personal Everest – for 
purely selfish reasons. “It wasn’t done for 
any other reason than to give myself the 
honour of sailing round Great Britain,” 
he says. Becoming a role model for 

hundreds of other disabled people while he 
metaphorically climbed his mountain was 
something that Geoff had not counted on. 

MESSAGES OF SUPPORT
During the voyage, emails began to pour 
in from enthusiastic supporters who 
told Geoff that he was an inspiration. 
These unexpected messages gave 
him the willpower to carry on with his 
mission even when he felt like giving up 
– something which happened a few times 
during the challenge. Personal Everest 
took almost twice as long as originally 
scheduled, and the terrible weather this 

summer really affected progress. 
One of the worst periods came when Geoff 
and his support team – which included 

his wife Elaine and five-year-old son Tim 
– were stranded in northwest Wales. With 
the summer slipping away from them 
at a rate of knots, the Personal Everest 
crew was stuck in Abersoch for a morale-
crushing 25 days. Geoff also struggled 
with rough seas on the 60-mile trip from 
the Isle of Man up to the Scottish coast 
(which he managed in one day) as well as 
the harrowing weather conditions: “Sitting 
with my head three feet above the water 
meant I was very prone to exposure,” 
he explains. “Even on cloudy days I was 
getting fried to a crisp.” The fear of 
pressure sores added to his worries, along 
with the fact that his boat was so small he 
couldn’t carry any food or drink onboard, 
relying instead on his support boat to pass 
rations over via a fishing net. 
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Geoff Holt nears the finish line at 
Southampton water on 5 September

“It wasn’t done for any other reason than to give myself the honour 
of sailing round Great Britain” Geoff Holt
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NEVER GIVE UP
Despite all this, Geoff never gave up thanks 
to the messages of support he’d received 
from other disabled people. His responsibility 
to them weighed heavily, particularly after 
one email that told him if he turned back, 
people would just assume all disabled people 
give up when faced with tough challenges 
– something Geoff was eager to prove wrong. 
“I’m normally a bit manly about these things 
but I was moved to tears by that message, 
which said that I was carrying the hopes 
and dreams of a number of disabled people. 
From that point forward, this was no longer 
about me or my sponsors, it became about 
these people; some of whom I don’t know 
and some of whom I’ve got to know through 
their messages.” One of these supporters 
was Juliet, who uses a wheelchair and had 
never tried sailing before. Seeing Geoff 
complete his mission after meeting him in 
Bude inspired her to take up sailing at her 
local Sailability group. Similarly, a man with 
motor neurone disease visited Geoff at four 
locations in Wales and was inspired by what 
he was doing: “I never thought he would 
get in a boat,” admits Geoff, “but he sent 
me a photograph of himself sitting in a boat 
because he’d taken up sailing.” Geoff has 

replied to more than 350 people who wrote to 
him en route and is humbled by their support. 
What’s more, he’s immensely proud that he 
and his team managed to affect the lives of 
so many people. 

Sadly, the experience wasn’t entirely positive 
and Geoff was shocked at the response he 
had from some sections of the press. Some 
of this occurred after an accident which 
happened before he’d even started on his 
adventure. A freak wave knocked Geoff 
from his boat prior to leaving Southampton 
Harbour and he ended up face down in 
the water for 30 seconds. “Some critics 
said incredibly hurtful things,” says Geoff. 
“They weren’t interested in the fact that I 
was attempting to try something; they were 
just critical of disabled people trying to do 
anything.” Geoff believes their criticism 
wasn’t just an insult to him; it was also an 
insult to people with disabilities who try and 
do something with their lives.

MOVED TO TEARS
But those negative experiences couldn’t 
take away from the immeasurable feeling 
of achievement that Geoff felt as he was 
escorted into harbour on the final day A
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Geoff makes waves doing the voyage 51

“You can aspire to greater things if you want to.” Geoff Holt
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of his voyage. Accompanied by some 30 
supporter boats, the harbour police and the 
coastguard’s helicopter, Geoff savoured the 
moment. “I let myself enjoy it,” he beams. 
“I was so proud of myself – if I could’ve 
slapped myself on the back I would’ve done.” 
There were other moments too, such as the 
journey through the Crinan Canal in Scotland, 
where the team sailed through the lock gate 
and saw the Western Isles spread out in front 
of them. “There were days when there was 
nowhere in the world that I’d rather have 
been than sitting in that boat,” reveals Geoff. 
“Sometimes I was moved to tears by the 
scenery and the beauty of it.”

So, apart from the amazing experience and 
the unexpected admiration from disabled 
people across the world, what motivated 
Geoff to undertake his challenge of a lifetime? 
When he was injured, he felt as if his future 
career in sailing had been taken away from 
him. But getting back in a boat after his 
accident seemed like the natural thing to do, 
and he’s never looked back. “I’m desperately 
keen to demonstrate that disability does not 
mean you’ve got to pack up and live a life on 
benefits,” he explains. “You can aspire to 
greater things if you want to.”

OTHER ACCESSIBLE 
SAILING OPTIONS

• Able2Sail 
 (07737 028 437, www.able2sail.org.uk) 
• Gwenelli Trust (01488 658 330) 
• Jubilee Sailing Trust 
 (023 8044 9108, www.jst.org.uk)
• Longford Offshore Sailing Association  
 (01243 530 269) 
• Meridian Trust Association 
 (07768 152 860, 
 www.meridiantrust.org) 
• Ro-Ro Sailing 
 (07976 530 914, 
 www.disabledsailing.org) 
• The Rona Trust/London Sailing   
 Project (01489 885 098, 
 www.ronatrust.com) 
• Sailing Endeavour 
 (01629 540 609, 
 www.sailingendeavour.com)
• Sailing for the Disabled — Isle of Man 
 (01624 620 376, www.sftd-iom.com) 

Centre of Excellence status has been awarded to 11 RYA-recognised training centres. 
These offer very good levels of accessibility and specialised training for disabled 
visitors, volunteers and sailors, as well as providing an example to other sailing clubs 
of how accessible sailing works.

RYA SAILABILITY CENTRES OF EXCELLENCE
• Berkshire: Burghfield Sailing Club (01189 303 604, www.burghfieldsailability.org.uk)  
• Devon: Dart Sailability (01803 856 676, www.dartsailability.org) 
• Kent: Westbere Sailing Opportunities (01227 710 410, www.wsosail.org.uk) 
• Lake District: Blackwell Sailing (01539 443 787) 
• London: Tideway Sailability (020 8858 1822, www.tidewaysailability.org) 
• New Forest: New Forest & District Sailability (01425 483 692, 
 www.new-forest-sailability.org.uk)
• Northern Ireland: Craigavon Watersports Centre (028 3834 2669, 
 www.craigavon.gov.uk) 
• Rutland: Rutland Sailability (01780 720 292, www.rutland-sailability.org)  
• Staffordshire: Rudyard Sailability (01782 853 721, www.rudyardsailability.org.uk)
• Suffolk: The Woolverstone Project (07718 585 358, www.woolverstoneproject.org.uk) 
• Yorkshire: Otley Sailing Club (01943 850391, www.otley-sailingclub.co.uk)

Geoff with his son Tim 
and wife Elaine

RYA Sailability was set up by the Royal 
Yachting Association (RYA) with the aim 
of making it easier for disabled people to 
experience and enjoy sailing. It does this 
by providing advice, training and grants 
to sailing clubs so they can upgrade their 
facilities and introduce hoists, launching 
ramps and adapted changing rooms. 

RYA Sailability has already helped 
more than 200 clubs reach at least the 
foundation level of accessibility. To find out 
more, call 0845 345 0403 or visit 
www.rya.org.uk/sailability.

Thanks to its growing success, Sailability 
is also extending its work to other 
watersports, beginning with powerboats. 
Two companies have been recognised by 
RYA Sailability thanks to the accessibility 
of their powerboat training and facilities 
– Boatability in Portsmouth 
(0845 260 8777, www.boatability.co.uk) 
and Dorset-based Absolute Aqua Ltd 
(01202 666118, www.absoluteaqua.co.uk).

WANT TO LEARN TO SAIL?


