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She grew up on a yacht, sailing the world.

ANTHONY DENNIS spoke to a teenager who is now trying to adjust to
life on the land.

THE SEA stole Jana Piper's childhood. She took her first steps when she
was 18 months old, crossing Bass Strait on her father's schooner. As she
grew older her daily lesson became the next port of call; seasickness her
adolescent illness; her only friend her ocean-going chihuahua-cross; her
teacher her wayward father, infected by a toxic, incurable wanderlust that
swept both him and her along and, eventually, away. Yet the sea allowed
Jana to catch a wave to adulthood, to glimpse a life rarely afforded an
average child.

Jana is now 16 and finally ensconced on dry land, truly unfamiliar territory,

in Tin Can Bay, near Gympie in southern Queensland. She rides horses

now, not waves. She is carefully gluing together the fragments of virtually

an entire childhood spent sailing the globe with her father, Laurie Piper. Schooled by correspondence but educated by the sea, Jana
preparing for the uncertainty of her approaching adulthood.

Atlanta is an 18-metre Yankee-cut top-sail gaff-rig schooner, to be precise, which Laurie rebuilt from a 1922 Tasmanian fishing boat. -
became their home during Jana's formative years. By the time Jana was 14 she had visited more than 30 countries and sailed across thre
oceans. She was taking watch and steering a course before she was 10 and could scramble all the way to the top of the rig with the agility of
monkey. The sea allowed her to grow up but it might have left her something approaching a half-life. Today, she seems to be searching fc
the other half, though she remains sanguine.

"Some people I know are, like, 50 and they've never left Queensland," she says, "and it's like, you've missed out on so much, you've misse
out on your entire lifetime."

Jana's father is now 55. He is a salt-water Crocodile Dundee, a legend in sailing circles as much for his seamanship and his survival as h
derring-do. Laurie left school at an early age and is imbued with a guiding principle that "world knowledge" is more valuable than a tradition:
education. "I couldn't see any future in hanging around in Australia," he says. "All I could see were bureaucrats."

There are those, of course, who have and will question the wisdom of taking a child to sea and denying her what society considers a propt¢
childhood. Peter Gill is Laurie's best mate and has been described as Jana's "surrogate mother" who accompanied both Laurie and h
daughter during their their world wanderings. He isn't one of the critics of Jana's arguably dysfunctional childhood, but he empathises wit
the difficulties Jana experienced, especially as she grew older.

"It hasn't been easy for Jana," says Gill. "She's hankered for the life of a normal kid. As you get older you need your own friends and yot
own space."

Atlanta was the vessel that rescued Steve Fossett, the millionaire American balloonist, who plummeted almost 9,000 metres into the Cor:
Sea during his abortive attempt to fly around the world in August. It was near the end of an epic five-year odyssey sailing the world th:
Laurie sailed the boat, with Jana and her stepsister, Camilla, aboard, into a "treacherous maze of reefs", at night, to collect the strande
Fossett. Laurie, as a result, became a hero, though it was one in a series of adventures, with Jana a leading protagonist.

Jana Piper, who is part-Polynesian, was abandoned by her mother when she was five months old and it was left to Laurie to raise her alon
When Jana was about six months, Laurie had one hand on the wheel and the other holding her as he sailed down the east coast from Nort
Queensland to re-establish life in Eden in southern NSW. It was obvious he was always going to raise Jana unconventionally. His way
inevitably, meant a life mainly at sea.

In 1993, Atlanta embarked on the world voyage with Jana, a period that encompassed one of the most critical phases in a child's life. Durir
that time, Laurie had chiselled a living from chartering the boat and salvaging wrecks. Jana's later life was documented on a Hi-8 camer:
largely by Gill, though Laurie has been recording Jana's growth since she was two years old. They became inseparable as she mastered tk
skills of a seaman, adopted the role of Laurie's minder and keeper, swam with dolphins and climbed volcanoes.



Yet each friend she made along the way, on the boat and onshore, slipped from her grasp as Atlanta set sail again on another course, takir
with it another aspect of her adolescence. The only continuity in her life were Laurie, Peter, Cuddles, her beloved pet chihuahua, Atlanta an
the horizon.

"At the time I was devastated [to have to leave behind the friends she had made]. They were good friends and they couldn't put up with m
father. Dad's a great person ... but he is too high-spirited and too hot-headed. He'll never change. You can't teach an old dognew tricks ... Bt
he's a pretty cool dad, I must admit."

THE story of Laurie and Jana Piper has become the subject of a documentary, Atlanta's Child, to be screened on the Seven Networ
tonight?. It's the kind of remarkable tale that's occasionally rescued from what would otherwise be oblivion. The documentary is compose
largely of the footage shot by Laurie and Peter of Jana growing up at sea since she was two, a poignant family album, demonstrating Jana
astounding shipboard skills (and her unquenchable energy), as well as a vibrant travelogue of her visits to diverse destinations such ¢
Malaysia, the Maldives and Vanuatu. But most revealingly, it is a portrait of the undercurrents in an unusual father-and-daught«
relationship.

"Laurie's definitely a nomad," says Toni Davis, the 27-year-old director of Atlanta's Child, her first film. "There's a perpetual motion abot
him - you're never sure whether he's running away or running towards something. Jana's very much halfway between two worlds. She's nc
sure if she's still a child or an independent adult. What is difficult for her is that her sense of security is her nomadic father."

Perhaps the most significant moment of Laurie and Jana's relationship occurred when she was 14. Atlanta had laid anchor in Greece, three ¢
so years into the world voyage, when Jana decided, after much contemplation, that she wanted leave her father and her life at sea. Sk
wanted to return to Australia, to a normal existence and to receive the proper schooling denied to her by her travels, to a life, for the firs
time, without her sea-gyspy father.

"I think that Dad thought me staying would be more beneficial for me, but I thought otherwise," she says. "I finally realised that I'd be so f
behind in school and so many people I'd met along the way would tell me, 'Jana, your schoolingis so important' ... I realised, 'Oh my Go«
I'm four and a half years behind [at school], what am I going to do? Luckily I only got kept back two years.

"Dad and T have always been close, but as the journey developed we got closer and got to know each other better. But then when I left an
went away, the relationship died a bit. We'd forgotten each other's ways and changed our ways while we were apart."

The producers of the documentary flew Jana and Camilla to Tahiti to be reunited with their father on the last leg of his five-year voyage an
to gauge how Jana, now an independent, head-strong young woman, less tolerant of Laurie's foibles, would relate to both her father an
Atlanta. (It was on their return to Australia from the shooting of the film that they rescued Fossett).

When you meet Jana she appears like any other 16-year-old you've met - a little elusive on the issues that trouble or challenge her, but
person who radiates a worldliness that emerges only from the depths of a unique experience.

"I've met a few children who have been on yachts and have sailed around the world and are so more advanced than the children I know i
Australia," she says. "You just compare the intelligence level of those children who have done correspondence and have travelled and yo
compare the intelligence of those who have been in school, nine to three every day of their life, and you can tell the difference. They aren
clued in to life. It's probably the parents. They have the biggest influence on a child's life development."

Laurie's only regret about his rearing of Jana was that he spent too longin Asia during their travels, largely because he "went broke" in tt
Philippines (why?) and had to spend a long period there until he could afford to set sail again. He believes that Jana suffered most in Asia, i
terms of peer support, because a Caucasian child couldn't slip as seamlessly into Asian society as she might have in a part of the world suc
as, say, the Caribbean.

"The sea is my way of life," he says. "My life's whatever comes ... I've got a clear conscience about Jana. The basic knowledge she's picke
up will shine through in her later life. It wasn't a burden to take on the responsibility. If all goes well I'll probably put my roots down to s¢
my kids through school. My little daughter's not so little any more. I'm very proud of her."

Then he'll be off again, no doubt, under sail to somewhere or other, because the sea is a dream for Laurie and he doesn't want anyone t
interrupt it, not even Jana.

She now lives in Two Can Bay with her father and sister and Laurie's girlfriend, Colleen. She'd like to be a vet, but can't face the prospect ¢
all the study, so she may become a model. She has transferred much of the energy she applied to her life at sea into horses and, les

successfully, into her schoolwork.

"I got bored very quickly [with schoolwork] and I needed to direct my energy in some other way - and horses and fun, goingto the beacl
socialising with my friends, were it ... [ seem to respect adults a bit more ... I don't really respect people my own age as much.

"I would love to travel again, for sure, maybe more independently, on my own, not with my dad looking over my shoulder all the time. I lov



Atlanta, but I could never ever bring myself to live on her ever again."

* Atlanta's Child screens tonight at 6.30 on Channel 7.
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