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I t happens to us all – the dreaded moment when we 
have to hang up our ‘wings’. For me it occurred 
quite suddenly. In October last year I underwent 
eye surgery to improve my sight for flying – sadly it 
went horribly wrong and I ended up in hospital for 
a week following an emergency operation to ‘save 

my eye’ – but sadly not the sight in it.
It had never occurred to me that I would ever have  

to give up flying. Apart from my husband Peter and 
family, it was the love of my life. Soaring above the Earth 
is a privileged paradise – and suddenly it was taken 
from me.

I can, and do, relive my two Round the World flights. 

From the most dramatic moment – my engine stopping 
over the North Pole – to the most extraordinary, flying 
into American Samoa with the blow holes on each side 
of the runway creating an arch of water over me as I 
landed. I also recall landing on Christmas Island in the 
middle of the Pacific with only crabs to greet me, and 
wondering how much nuclear pollution remained from 
the atomic bomb tests of the late 1950s. 

On my second RtW flight I waited for five weeks for a 
good weather window to cross Drake’s Passage into 
Antarctica. There are so many memories, but the most 
vivid of them all is the kindness I received at every place 
I stopped and the interest everyone showed in Flying 

Main Hi-vis yellow 
jackets for one and 
all, including Nelson 
the poodle. Stars of 
the show are 
donkeys Muffin, 
nearest the camera, 
and Wizard.

Following failed eye surgery, the intrepid solo RtW pilot Polly 
Vacher swapped her wings for four legs.  And the Donkathon was 

born. Polly takes up the tale…

A life after 
flying…
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Left Polly’s aircraft in 
Antarctica, on her 
second Round the 
World flight.

Below The Vacher’s 
Beautifully restored 
Leopard Moth 
G-ACMA, now being 
enjoyed by a new 
owner.

“Soaring above the 
Earth is a privileged 

paradise and suddenly it 
was taken from me”
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Scholarships for Disabled People, which was the 
purpose behind my flights.

On my first RtW solo flight I was followed by a 
journalist called Carolle Doyle. She was writing for the 
Sunday Telegraph and, although she had to make her 
way on scheduled airlines, she managed to meet me at 
many of my stops. We became great friends. When 
Carolle came back she needed to ‘move on’, so she 
bought a donkey and taught it to drive a little buggy. I 
was riveted with this idea and, after returning from my 
second RtW (polar) flight, I determined to learn all I 
could about donkeys.

Double the joy!
In 2008 I acquired two yearling gelding donkeys of my 
own, Wizard, a thoroughbred who is very arrogant and 
feisty and Muffin, a ‘moggie’ with the kindest heart you 
could ever wish for. Over the years, and with a lot of 
help, I trained Wizard and Muffin to drive as a pair. 

Life was very full, flying on a regular basis, especially 
to Kemble and Nympsfield, where I am involved in a 
project called Spirit of Aviation to help disadvantaged 
youngsters, and also looking after the two donkeys. 
While staying with Carolle last summer, she took me to a 
church in the beautiful Pennant Valley in North Wales. 

Later, when I was in hospital recovering from the 
operation on my eye, feeling very sorry for myself and 
trying hard to come to terms with the end of my flying 

Left Polly, an intrepid 
solo round the world 
pilot, having 
achieved the feat 
twice, raising 
awareness and over 
half a million pounds 
for disabled pilot 
scholarships. 

Below Donkeys do 
not like water but 
with perseverance, 
training and a little 
tempting with their 
favourite treats, they 
now take it in their 
stride.
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career, I received a card from the Vicar of St Melangell. 
On it was written: Please know of our prayers for you at 
this challenging time.

It was a light bulb moment! There and then I decided 
I would drive my donkeys from my home in South 
Oxfordshire to St Melangell – and the idea of the 
Donkathon was born! 

The old adage that says, ‘if one door closes, another 
opens’, really is true. More often than not one has to 
work hard to find the ‘alternative door’, but this literally 
dropped like manna from heaven.

The Donkathon has been all embracing, and the 
logistics and preparation are proving almost as 
challenging as my RtW flights. But it is great fun! 

The most important issue is finding stable 
accommodation for my two donkeys every 8-10 miles of 
the 200-mile journey. Donkeys are desert animals and 
they are not used to rich grass, hence their time on 
grass has to be strictly rationed. In short, we can’t just 
put them in a field for the night. This is where the world 
is so good, and most people are incredibly kind and 
generous. One farmer has passed me on to another, 
and friends who know friends en route have very kindly 
offered help.

It is at this point that I must mention that I am doing 
the Donkathon to raise funds for Multiple Sclerosis 
Research. My nephew was diagnosed with MS at the 
age of 25. It is crucial to find the cause and hence the 
cure for this debilitating disease which so often affects 
the young. The prospect of spending a lot of one’s life in 
a wheelchair is devastating and far worse than losing an 
eye or even not being able to fly! So, if we can help in 
some small way towards controlling this disease, it will 
be so worthwhile. 

Passable roads
Back to the preparation. Having established the country 
roads we would use on the journey (thanks to the OS 
maps which we can now get online), we drove the route, 
measuring each section exactly, checking that all the 
roads were passable.

One of the major hazards is that we have to cross two 
fords, and donkeys do not like water. Ford training took 
on a whole new meaning. With Ben Hart’s advice (see 
www.hartshorsemanship.com ) we set up a shaping 
plan. First, we trained the ‘boys’ to walk over large 
sheets of black plastic, then turned on the hose pipe to 
make the plastic wet and appear like a stream. Finally, 
we took them to Shilton, near Burford, and tried to lead 
them through the ford there. Apples, carrots and ginger 
nuts all helped coax them through the first time, but on 
our second visit they very quickly took to it and we were 
able to harness them up and drive them through the 
water. That was one more hurdle conquered.

In the middle of ford training we were desperate for a 
cup of coffee, so we walked the donkeys along the road 
to the local pub. There was nowhere to secure them so, 
in desperation, we tied them to the wooden pub table 

outside. What we had forgotten is that donkeys like 
chewing wood, so we spent the whole coffee break 
elbowing them away from the edge of the table.

Donkeys’ coats are rough and if it rains, their hair 
soaks up water like cotton wool, which in turn can lead 
to a chill or skin disease. Thanks to the internet I was 
able to find The Tack Room at Llugwy Farm in Powys, 
where Di Grenyar made beautiful yellow jackets for my 
‘boys’. They really will protect them from the weather 
and also make them more visible in the dark, wooded 
country lanes. 

Sponsors welcome 
With a very competent committee behind me, we are 
forging forward with preparations and fund raising. We 
are looking for sponsors and any help would be 
gratefully received.

The most important thing, as with my world flights, is 
to have lots of you showing your support in whatever 
way you feel able – perhaps you will join us for one or 
more of our legs, or pass the message on to anyone you 
may know with MS, even maybe do a flypast or just 
spread the word. 

The support the LAA gave me during my Round 
Britain Flight was amazing and our editor, Brian, helped 
me complete this by flying me in his Jodel into Farthing 
Corner, as the strip there was too short for my 
aeroplane. And we will never forget the wonderful 
advice and help with approvals given by the LAA during 
the rebuild of our beautiful Leopard Moth. This was such 
a special aeroplane, not only because of its amazing 
history as a company aircraft for the National Benzole 
Company and its work for the RAF during WWII, but 
most importantly because it was the last aeroplane Sir 
Geoffrey de Havilland ever flew. 

It has now passed to a new owner who will love and 
cherish it as it so richly deserves.

We never look back (apart from enjoying happy 
memories), our glass is more than half full and the new 
door is well and truly open. 

Do come and join us on the next big challenge, the 
Donkathon. Deatils on www.donkathon.org or follow us 
on Facebook. 

Thank you, and I hope you all continue to enjoy your 
flying for many years to come. ■

“One of the major 
hazards is that we have 
to cross two fords, and 

donkeys do not like 
water”
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