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First run in 1986, the Atlantic Rally for Cruisers, popularly known as the ARC, 
annually brings together yachts from around the world to sail across the Atlantic 
Ocean from the Canary Islands to St. Lucia. Over the years alternative routes have 
been added, including an ARC+ stop in the Cape Verde islands and an ARC+SVG St. 
Vincent final landfall. 

The recent 35th edition of the ARC was unusual owing to the impact of the Covid 
pandemic and extraordinary due to the organizers’ and 2020 participants’ 
commitment to going ahead. The most noticeable difference was the smaller size of 
the fleet — 84 boats versus an all-time high of over 200. 

The event’s organizers, World Cruising Club (WCC), said, “It’s certainly been a very 
different event with the Covid-secure protocols in place, but there’s never been a 
better time to go to sea and enjoy the freedom and remoteness that a 2,700-nautical-
mile passage across the ocean will give. World Cruising Club has worked closely with 
host ports in Gran Canaria, Cape Verdes (for the ARC+) and St. Lucia to be able to 
offer an ARC experience for those determined to reach the Caribbean this winter.

“Many of the crews this year have sailed in the ARC previously, including two rally 
veterans — Manfred Kerstan on Albatros, now on his 26th ARC, and Christoph von 
Reibnitz on the oldest boat, Peter Von Seestermuhe, built in 1936. There’s lots of 
first-timers too, though, and the support and safety network of the ARC rally is one 
of the main reasons for their participation — perhaps even more so in 2020. Several 
crews are also using the ARC to raise money and awareness for charities, giving an 
additional focus to their challenge, but for others it is a personal achievement to 
cross an ocean perhaps as a bucket-list dream. While there are many motivations 
for navigating the Atlantic, this year’s sailors are certainly united in feeling they are 
doing something very special in 2020.”

WCC’s Communications Manager Sarah Collins tells Compass, “As a general trend, 
many of the crews, even those with a new boat, are experienced sailors — more so 
than in a ‘normal’ year. Although they could have gone independently of the rally in 
terms of sailing experience, they have chosen to go with the ARC for the guidance we 
can give and the reassurance of being with the organization during the uncertainty 
of Covid. Those with less experience may have chosen to defer to next year due to 
the difficulties in preparing and getting here during the pandemic. Those with more 
confidence have felt able to continue with their plans for sailing to the Caribbean, 
and understand that it may be a challenging cruising season. They are a hardy 
bunch and it has definitely taken some determination to get here.”

The pre-departure program in Gran Canaria was adapted, as the popular ARC 
seminars were moved online. Participants confined their preparations to their crew 
“bubble” for five days before the start, and every crewmember had a PCR test as part 
of the pre-departure protocols.

ARC+ 2020 saw some 100 sailors on 24 boats from 11 different countries starting 
from Gran Canaria on November 8th, bound for a stop at Mindelo, Cape Verdes, before 
proceeding to St. Lucia. (There was no ARC+SVG for 2020.) Jorn Aalefjaer from Norway, 
sailing with his family on their Jeanneau Sun Odyssey 469 Ticora III, commented, “We 
are ready and eager to begin this great journey. We feel like Coronavirus has been biting 
at our heels all the way down as we made our way to the Canary Islands.”

ARC+ crews in Mindelo had a frustrating few days as they awaited the results of 
their PCR tests, before they got the “all clear” for departure. Problems with imported 
supplies of test-kit reagents into the small island nation of Cape Verde resulted in 
the scheduled November 19th restart being delayed to November 23rd.

The direct-route ARC 2020 saw more than 300 sailors from 29 different countries 
aboard 60 boats. Thirteen vessels were family boats, with 24 children ranging from 
four to 16 years old. 

Overcoming even more challenges than most was disabled sailor Natasha Lambert 
aboard the specially adapted Nautitech Open 46 Blown Away. Natasha, aged 23, who 

has quadriplegic athetoid cerebral palsy, was able to control the boat using breaths 
and her tongue. She sailed with her father, who designed the Sip Puff system she 
used, her mother, her 14-year-old sister, and four additional crew. On December 12th 
Blown Away crossed the finish line, making Natasha the first person to sail across the 
Atlantic using just sip and puff technology to control a boat. Natasha used her ARC 
participation to raise funds for the Ellen MacArthur Cancer Trust, Cowes Lifeboat 
Station and her own MissIsle School of Sip Puff Sailing (www.missisle.com). The family 
plans to spend time in the Caribbean, visiting local communities and schools.

ARC 2020 saw excellent weather, with consistent east-northeast winds for almost 
the entire route. On December 3rd, the first arrival — the all-Belgian crew of the 
Marsaudon TS42 Banzaï — sailed across the finish line, claiming a new multihull 
record for the course of 10 days, 21 hours, 3 minutes and 56 seconds. It was a duel 
to the finish from the start between Banzaï and the JP54 monohull Vitali the Kid, 
sailed double-handed by renowned French racing helm Jean-Pierre “JP” Dick and 
Fabrice Renouard, who led for most of the crossing. It was only in the last 24 hours 
that the lightweight 42-foot catamaran pulled ahead, to finish a little over an hour 
ahead of its rival. On arrival, rum punch in hand, skipper Vincent Willemart thanked 
the WCC, saying, “We are only sailing — you have to do all the organization!” 

Rodney Bay Marina worked with WCC and the St. Lucian authorities to ensure ARC 
2020’s success. General Manager Sean Devaux tells Compass, “It was a collective 
effort to meet the challenges. We are grateful for the support of the Chief Medical 
Officer, who allowed time at sea to count toward ARC sailors’ quarantine. At sea, 
captains conducted daily temperature checks and noted any health concerns among 
the crew. Forty-eight hours before arrival, all captains sent health declaration forms 
to St. Lucia. On arrival at the designated isolation dock, all participants were given a 
red wristband and had PCR tests. On receiving negative results, the crews received 
blue wristbands and could move their boat to another dock and go ashore. A big local 
PR campaign let citizens know about the rigorous protocol for ARC arrivals.” 

Sean adds that the marina’s restaurants operated with reduced capacity and social 
distancing in place, and events such as Chris Doyle’s talk on cruising the islands 
and demonstrations by local chefs were held virtually. Even the gala prizegiving 
would be on a big screen on a big cat where everyone could watch from their boats.

The ARC 2020 arrival was the first major event held in St. Lucia since the pandemic 
began in March. In a year of so many disappointments it was tremendous to see the 
fleet realizing their ambitions, experiencing the magic of ocean sailing, and finally 
enjoying the Caribbean sunshine and the welcoming party at Rodney Bay Marina.

From log of the crew of the Pogo 12.50 Rush: “For everyone doing the ARC there 
will be a different reason, a personal goal or a selfless one, such as those doing it for 
charity. Whatever that reason, once we arrive we’ll all have the same thing in 
common — and if you know, you know.” 

For more information and to enter ARC 2021 visit www.worldcruising.com

ATLANTIC RALLY FOR CRUISERS 2020

For the Davena family — Vincent, Ayesha, Michael (16) and Robert (14) aboard the Lagoon 
450S Our Peace — the Covid pandemic brought a complete lifestyle change. Vincent explains, 
“My wife and I looked at each other one night in June of last year and realized we’d rather 
quarantine for 2020-2021 on a boat with our teen sons than in northern Virginia with online 
school, video games, and texting as their only social means. We felt it was better for them to 
homeschool online, scuba, snorkel, sail, kite and live adventures within other cultures… 
assuming we were allowed to make landfall somewhere!” Vincent began working remotely  
on his residential design and renovation business, and wife Ayesha took a sabbatical.  
Their sons have taken to homeschooling. They signed up for the Atlantic Rally for Cruisers. 

A Most  
  Extraordinary  
            ARC!

Left: Presented with St. Lucian rum punch and a basket of local produce by WCC staff,  
 the Banzai crew celebrates making the fastest-ever crossing for a multihull in the ARC.
Bottom left: After being tested at the quarantine dock (upper right), ARC crews could 
  move their boats to the other parts of Rodney Bay Marina. See a drone view at     
  https://youtu.be/IC8ZzzELCa8
Below: Natasha Lambert, who has quadriplegic athetoid cerebral palsy,  
  overcame even more challenges than most to sail in ARC 2020.
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