Julia Jones celebrates pioneering women sailors who defied gender norms at sea
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In Stars to Steer By, Julia Jones embarks on a journey through the remarkable lives of 20th-century women who defied societal expectations to embrace the sea. Through a rich tapestry of stories, from intrepid adventurers to competitive racers, Jones highlights not only their extraordinary feats but also the personal struggles against the backdrop of a predominantly male world. The book immerses readers in tales of ingenuity and resilience, epitomised by Rozelle Pierrepont, who, having once served as a Wren during World War II, yearned for freedom and adventure beyond the constraints placed upon her. Following her heart, she invested her modest inheritance in a yacht named Imp, embarking on a voyage that ultimately led her to Finland, defying both nautical challenges and societal norms.
The narrative is steeped in a spirit of independence and rebellion, as exemplified by Naomi Power, who famously used her T-shirt to plug a hole in her boat while circumnavigating in 1978. Such tales resonate not only within the maritime context but also reveal a broader commentary on women's roles in society, particularly the pressure to conform to traditional expectations. Many women in Jones's account longed for autonomy in an age when opportunities were scarce. As Barbara Hughes aptly noted, the joy of sailing lay in complete control—an elusive freedom that many sought amidst the societal confines of their time.
This celebration of defiance is made even more poignant through the lens of fashion—or the lack thereof. The spirited anecdotes surrounding women's attire, such as Nicolette Milnes-Walker's audacious choice to sail naked in 1971, underscore the liberation that sailing granted. Yet, while the waves provided escape, these women still grappled with the societal implications of their choices, balancing personal freedom with the scrutiny of public perception.
Jones also examines the historical barriers that women faced, often relegated to the role of helpmeets for their male counterparts. The experiences of Muriel Stock, who insisted on being treated as an equal aboard her brother's ship, further illuminate the complexities of gender dynamics within the sailing world. Her determination to be seen as ‘Peter’ rather than simply an auxiliary presence underscores a yearning for legitimacy that resonates deeply with the ongoing struggle for equality in the sport.
As the narrative progresses to the present, Stars to Steer By does not shy away from addressing the continuing challenges women encounter in professional sailing. Despite significant advances, the book reflects on contemporary barriers and the lingering societal attitudes that persist. Insights from leading figures in the sailing community, including Julia Jones herself, reveal a commitment to fostering inclusivity and challenging traditional gender norms. Organisations within the sailing industry are increasingly questioning outdated roles and working towards creating a more equitable environment for aspiring female sailors.
In illuminating these stories, Julia Jones not only pays homage to the past but also encourages future generations of women to seize the possibilities that lie ahead. Stars to Steer By thus serves as an inspiring testament to the adventurous spirit that has propelled many women into uncharted waters, and it advocates for a world where the next generation can navigate their own paths—free from societal constraints.
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