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Prologue 
Four thousand people have climbed Mount Everest, two thousand 
people have swum the English Channel, twelve people have walked 
on the moon; only one person has successfully swum non-stop around 
Easter Island, or Rapa Nui, as it is known to the local inhabitants. 
Rapa Nui is politically part of Chile, but due to its isolation from 
the mainland, it has retained its own cultural identity and even has its 
own language. This is an eyewitness account of Sarah Ferguson’s epic 
swim around the island, which was completed at 3:15am, on Saturday, 
March 16, 2019, local Rapa Nui time.
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START / FINISH
27° 8’50.01”S 

109°25’51.45”W
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The end
Sarah Ferguson has just swum sixty-three kilometres non-stop in a 
little over nineteen hours.  She is exhausted. Twenty minutes previously, 
we were administering glycerine and a non-steroidal bronchodilator 
to try to keep her throat open, the prolonged effect of exposure to 
high salinity having taken its toll.  Sarah Houston, her coach, has 
been swimming uninterrupted with her for the last ten kilometres. 
Before that, she was administering feeds every half hour and had 
already swum at least five kilometres in stages, so she’s swum around 
fifteen kilometres herself on this day.  The Chilean navy has closed the 
port because of the giant surf. No shipping allowed in or out until it 
subsides. They radio us and urge us to abandon the swim and allow 
them to ferry us back to land on the special naval vessel that has been 
deployed to keep us safe. I peer into the darkness and see volleys of 
foam exploding off the rocks. I can hear a man with an American 
accent shouting through the darkness.

“Go Sarah, you can do this!”

I can’t tell if it is Tod, William or Jeff, but it is a reminder of just how 
close we are to reaching shore. 

It is bitter sweet. We’ve come so far and we’re so close, but it seems like 
the ultimate objective is just out of reach.

In good conscience, I know I’m incapable of guiding the two Sarahs 
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safely across the reef in the early hours of the morning with a giant 
swell running, especially after a swim of this magnitude. I can’t see 
properly, and my nerves are screwed to the snapping point. In the 
harbour, I can see the ambulance waiting, lights flashing, a morbid 
beacon of impending disaster…




