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  Battling sea squalls and sleep  
           deprivation, Zac Sunderland,   
a 17-year-old from California,  
           spent a year cruising 25,000 miles  
     in his 36-foot boat to become  
              the youngest person ever to  
          sail around the world solo

W r i t e r  S u S a n  H e e g e r    P h o t o g r a P h e r  j e n  e d n e y

 

ac Sunderland didn’t 
even have a driver’s 
license when he left 

home to circumnavigate the globe 
on June 14, 2008. he did have a bond 
with the ocean and a confidence 
around boats courtesy of his father, 
a California shipwright. at sea for 13 
months and three days, Zac warded 
off fear and loneliness with a strict 
routine of boat maintenance, 
housekeeping, fishing, equipment 
checks, reading, and satellite phone 
calls to his parents. But he often had 
to scrap the schedule when his 
engine failed or rigging broke—and 
once when he was pursued by pirates 
off the coast of indonesia, until  
they veered away as suddenly and 
mysteriously as they had appeared. 
Sharks followed Zac’s boat and strong 
seas threw him off course, but he 
was determined to reach this goal.  
“i have to keep my thoughts focused 
on the task at hand,” he recalls 
thinking early in his trip. “Can’t get 
too caught up in what-ifs.” 
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Brief stop for 

provisions: Cape 

Town, South africa  

   “I respect the  
 ocean, but  
     I’m not scared  
as long as I’m  
           in control”
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What Zac 
Brought  
on Board

Zac’s Journey
departed: June 14, 2008 
returned: July 16, 2009

 
 

 
 

 

 
 

What he wore: men’s Puma 
inshore Jacket. “it’s warm, 
lightweight, hooded, and 
watertight.”
What he ate: Mountain 
house chicken teriyaki with 
rice. “i like freeze-dried 
food—you just add boiling 
water and it’s done!”
His go-to tools: self-steering 
Monitor Windvane from 
Scanmar international. 
■ three different raymarine 
gPS systems for navigation.
■ four husky adjustable 
wrenches. “For fixing the 
engine, tightening bolts on 
the tiller, adjusting the rig.”
■ two 10-packs of aa lithium 
batteries. “For my spot 
transponder, which identified 
my position and sent a  
text message to my mom 
and dad when my satellite 
phone went down.”

■ three Panavision 
night vision 
cameras. “For 
filming a docu-
mentary of my trip!”
How he passed 
the time: on his 
5'10" roberts 
shortboard. Zac 
surfed some of  
the world’s best 
breaks. his favorite? 
Durban, South africa.
■ on his Panasonic 
toughbook laptop. For 

blogging and other commu-
nications, games, and DVDs.
What he read: North to the 
Night by alvah Simon, about 
Simon’s trip to the arctic with 
his wife on a 36-foot sailboat.
What he listened to: his iPod, 
loaded with Blink-182, Sum 41, 
taking Back Sunday, and more. 

read Zac’s blog at  
zacsunderland.com/blog 

Marina del rey, California,  
to oahu, hawaii

The first leg of the trip was spent  
getting in a good groove and finding his  

sea legs. All in all, the water was  
calm and sailing was a breeze. 

oahu, hawaii, to  
darwin, australia

Zac dealt with communication issues  
this leg of the journey and wasn’t  

able to call or e-mail for more than a week.  
He communicated via radio with other  

ships, which relayed messages to his parents.  
An engine problem meant an unscheduled  

stop at Port Moresby in Papua New Guinea.

darwin, australia,  
to Cape town, south afriCa 

Some 300 miles off Indonesia’s shore,  
a mysterious boat seemed to chase  

Zac one night. He passed the boat without 
incident, but it was tense. A broken  

boom and other difficulties also challenged  
him during this part of the trip.

Cape town, south afriCa,  
to Marina del rey, California  

(by way of Grenada and panama City)
During the longest continuous stretch  

in the water (five weeks), Zac navigated the  
Panama Canal, dealt with more boat damage,  
changed his route because of tropical storms,  

and was warmly welcomed home. ➸ Now that you’ve read Zac’s story, learn more about the photographer. See a special gallery of Jen edney's compelling images on life.com.


