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0330 hours we raised anchor and slipped out of the Fort de France anchorage bound for Dominica. The rock music was still going strong but there was otherwise no other sign of life and the street and harbor lights were sufficient for us to maneuver between the other anchored yachts. There was little swell in the lee of Martinique as we motor-sailed north along the west coast. By dawn we had also passed the slumbering town of St. Pierre and the volcano Pelee brooded above, its summit shrouded with heavy clouds. Once past St. Pierre, the waves began to build and by 0700 hours we were beam reaching under full sail across the Dominica - Martinique channel. As we left the tip of Martinique, we passed close by a pod of about a half dozen small black whales - yet to be identified.



Once clear of the land, we experienced 8 to 10 foot seas, uncomfortably just off the beam and the wind increased to just over 22 knots. We reefed down to Genoa and mizzen, while still sailing at better than 8 knots. We have experienced this phenomenon before; when we are just clear of the island, there is some kind of wind funneling effect. By the time we were in mid-channel, the wind had dropped back to the forecast 17 knots.
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small whale spotted ?

[image: img3.jpg]approaching the island of Dominica

[image: img4.jpg]Dominica

[image: img5.jpg]a fisherman with a very large fish trap

[image: img6.jpg]off to the customs check in

[image: img7.jpg]the results of hurricane Omar on the town of Portsmouth

[image: img8.jpg]

[image: img9.jpg]



1000 hours we were off the coast of Dominica, motor-sailing north towards the town of Portsmouth. Dominica has some seven active volcanoes on the land (plus an eighth below our proposed anchorage) and the terrain is amazingly rugged. Steep mountainsides cut by deep valleys and everywhere thick lava flows, all cloaked in dense green vegetation. The population of the island is low, about 70,000 all told, and large expanses of the coast show neither habitation nor visible attempts at agriculture. At 1325 hours we dropped anchor in Prince Rupert Bay at position N 15 34.9 W 061 27.9 and were almost immediately visited by Martin in his water-taxi "Providence". Martin gave me a ride to the Customs office at the other end of the bay and within minutes we were checked in and legally here. Martin returned at 1800 hours and transported us to the town of Plymouth and we walked back through the town in the direction of the "Purple Turtle" restaurant for supper. From what we have seen, Dominica has nowhere near the wealth we saw in Martinique but the homes were well kept, the streets clean and the people invariably friendly. At the restaurant we briefly met and chatted with John, a molecular biologist and Professor at the local University, plus his associate who is the headmistress of the elementary school. The arrival of the waitress bearing our supper unfortunately interrupted a lively and interesting conversation. Our choice of the former was "chicken or fish", was nicely cooked and tasty.
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On Sunday, sometime in 1492, Columbus sailed into Prince Rupert Bay, although that was not the name written on his chart. He was either badly hung over at the time, or had used up all of the good names of Spanish Royalty, ex-mistresses or whatever and the only name he could come up with for this new island was, "Sunday". He thought about it for a while and decided that maybe that was really too mundane and would maybe sound more exotic in Spanish, such as, "Dominica". Hence the name. The local Carib Indians lived up a river that emptied into the bay and in the same tempo as his island naming scheme, this became the "Indian River".
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Martin picked us up in his water-taxi at 0700 hours for a tour of this historic river. The ride to the mouth of the river was spectacular in itself, as the beach and shoreline is decorated with the wrecks of nearly a dozen rusting hulks of sizeable ships, that were cast ashore by Hurricane Omar some three months ago. One of the hulks blocked the entrance to the Indian River and it took a mechanical digger to create a new entrance to the river, so that tours could proceed. The river is perhaps a couple of feet deep and both banks are lined with "swamp bloodwood" trees, a variety of mangrove. The trees overhang the river forming a verdant tunnel, with hanging creepers, crabs scuttling amongst the roots, exotic birds flitting amongst the branches and herons and egrets stalking their prey along the muddy banks. It is not a large river and Martin had to lift his outboard at the river mouth to proceed upstream with the use of oars, that at times barely cleared the opposite bank. Columbus had been rowed up this river, as well as Captain Drake and Captain Sparrow. Captain Sparrow's journey can be viewed in the movie "Pirates of the Caribbean II", wherein he consults the oracle of the very pretty voodoo witch. We passed the site of the voodoo witch's cabin but she has since moved on and the jungle has largely recaptured the site.
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The river contained shoals of mullet fish and Martin pointed out that the river was very saline, allowing barracuda from the Caribbean Sea ingress to occasionally thin the mullet. As we slowly passed under the overhanging trees, propelled by Martin's muscles against the flow of the river current, we saw a four foot long iguana silhouetted in the branches above. Our destination was about 700 yards from the river mouth, where an enterprising individual had build a snack bar and we disembarked for a guided nature walk along the river banks, with Martin identifying the jungle plants for us.



Back at the bar the owner introduced Annette to his friend "Martin" - same name as our river guide. This Martin was a large land crab that he was in the process of fattening on a diet of coconut and sugar cane and who was invited to dinner some two weeks hence. Annette has been lusting for crab for a while time now and it was with difficulty that we got her to return "Martin the crab" to his owner.
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On our return down the Indian River we passed some inches below a boa constrictor that was hung on a creeper just above our heads. It moved a little so we knew it wasn't plastic. Probably a left over animatronic snake from the movie shoot. This river trip was a fabulous experience and a great tour. What a beautiful place.



1025 hours: We raised anchor and set sail for Les Iles Des Saintes. Back to France! The passage was similar to yesterday with 20 knots of wind on a beam reach and 6 to 8 foot waves. Off to the starboard we could see the low profile of the island of Marie Galant, as we approached the narrow pass between "Grand Ilet" and "La Cloche". This was not the recommended approach to the islands and the guide recommended "good visibility". As we neared the pass entrance, we could see jagged rocks on either side, with spectacular breaking seas. As usual, what would have been an exciting passage was enhanced by the arrival of a heavy rainstorm with gusting winds blocking out most of the view of the hazards. By the time the squall had cleared, we were between the rocks and heading back into deeper water beyond. We anchored at "Bourg Des Saintes" on the Islet of "Terre d'en Haut" at position N 15 52.2 W 061 35.1 at 1345 hours, next to fellow Amel Super Maramu, "SV Bootlegger". We visited with the Martin, Kevin and Carl aboard this fine vessel and joined them for an excellent supper ashore. Altogether a very fine day.
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Guadeloupe
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This morning we made the pilgrimage ashore to "check in" with the authorities. This is far more laid back in the French world than just about anywhere else we have been. For example, we arrived yesterday on a Sunday and the relevant authorities were "closed" for the week-end. Today we wandered into the police station and the officer gave us a single page form to complete, that needed to be faxed to Guadeloupe from the local "cyber-cafe". We bought a beer each and hung for ten minutes or so until the form was faxed back to the cafe but now bearing a stamp in the bottom right hand corner. Back to the police station and we showed the officer our stamped form. That was it. No document or passport checks.
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Ashore this is a delightful place for yachties. The streets are narrow and lined with ever kind of store selling gifts, jewelry, art and fashion clothing that you can imagine. Santa Fe's "flea market" on steroids. Annette believes it would take her at least a week to shop the place with the thoroughness and degree of intensity that she believes it requires and deserves. We took a necessary lunch break at a restaurant called "Tikaz' la" operated by Philippe Dade, allegedly a former chef for British Royalty (perhaps Fergie?). This elegant restaurant was literally on the beach. The waves would come right up to the low concrete pad upon which our table was sitting. I kept expecting to get splashed but it never happened. Lunchtime entertainment was provided by a brace of Pelicans who were fishing a few yards from where we sat and who were paying a whole lot less for their meal.
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We began the day by renting wheels in the form of a motor scooter. This form of transportation is pretty much dominant on Iles des Saintes. The paved roads are few, narrow and usually the width of a single car or van. Scooters are everywhere, as are scooter rental outlets. Our first stop of the day was to visit the imposing fortress that dominates the anchorage from the summit of a 1000 foot elevation hill to the north. The fortress is called Fort Napoleon and was built in 1867. I thought this was a little late to be building stone fortresses, as the American Civil War had already introduced and demonstrated the effectiveness of the rifled cannon and entrenched fortifications, plus Napoleon himself had been dead for half a century. There was little information as to the origins of the structure, other than that is had been used as a prison until the early 1900's. The fortress was surrounded by exotic cactus gardens and truly stunning views. To the north we could see the scattered white triangles of sails bound to or from the island of Guadeloupe. To the south lies Dominica and all around are the scattered isles of the Iles Des Saintes, with the deep blue of the Caribbean and the ochres of the shallow reefs with the white of breaking waves. We have not been plagued by mosquitoes here and the climate has been quite pleasant. As we walked through the prison governor's office, my thoughts were of Steve McQueen, imprisoned on Isle du Diable in the movie "Papillon". This place was Club Med by comparison.
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It does not take long to tour the islet of Terre D'en Haut and we visited several beautiful beaches that would be ideal for long picnics and lazy swimming. We thought that these islands would be perfect for a family vacation. One of the many small restaurants we had passed had been grilling chicken on an open barbeque. Annette has very little self control in matters like this, so we stopped for lunch and fed French fries with small pieces of baguette to a rooster that was strutting unconcernedly between the dining tables.
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At 1055 hours we raised anchor and set sail for Point a Pitre on the Island of Guadeloupe. The sail was hard on the wind and the wind gusted between 12 and 24 knots, with seas in the 8 foot range. We sailed with reefed Genoa and reefed main until the wind dropped slightly and we could then unfurl both sails to maintain speed. The waves were short and steep and I speculated that this might be due to the many shallow banks directing and deflecting the Atlantic breakers our way. At 1430 hours we backed into a slip between two other Amels at "Bas du Fort" marina, Guadeloupe, position N 16 13.3 W 061 31.8. We are hooked up to city power and will enjoy a couple of nights with air-conditioning. The whole island has been on strike for several weeks, allegedly to protest the cost of living versus France (have they even been to France lately?). We have noticed that prices in the Caribbean are markedly less than those we experienced during our transit of the Mediterranean last year. Nevertheless fuel is unavailable here and many of the grocery stores are closed. The restaurants around the marina appear to be in business, so we will see how this affects our stay.
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We picked up a rental car this morning and set out to tour the east side of Guadeloupe. The island is shaped like a butterfly, with geologically recent volcanoes on the West wing and older extinct material on the East wing. The marina is located somewhere close to the butterfly's butt, so to speak. As we left the marina area, there were huge piles of garbage on the side of the road and debris scattered everywhere. We headed east along the coast road, that is nicely surfaced and reasonably well sign-posted. The traffic was moderately heavy and we came to an area with crowds of people walking and vehicles parked everywhere. As we eased by, we could see that the east bound folks were hauling empty fuel cans, while facing the other direction was a line of cars, parked bumper to bumper and stretching well over a quarter mile. These people were trying to purchase fuel from a gas station and it looked like total chaos. There has been a "strike" here for nearly two weeks. We have quizzed the locals but the details are still fuzzy. The best we can tell is that the strikers represent one particular political party. They have no specific demands, their desire fall more in the category of, "everything". They want independence from France but they also want the cash handouts to continue. Anyone who has raised teen-agers will recognize this approach. From our point of view, the most obvious effect was that most of the gas-stations were barricaded closed, with stacks of tires, forklifts, wooden pallets, parked vehicles and the like, in a decorative style reminiscent of Gaza. We continued our drive to the east and the traffic began to thin out. This side of the island is well cultivated, with the major crop being sugar cane. We did not see industrial size plantings, the fields were smaller than I would have expected for this type of commodity crop. There were groups of banana trees but nothing that looked commercial plantings. The homes were smart and well kept and there is definitely an aura of prosperity here, quite unlike the English speaking islands we have visited, such as Dominica, St. Lucia and St. Vincent. What is missing is any visible form of wealth generation mechanism, such as mining, manufacturing or agriculture, that could support their lifestyle. This place must cost the French taxpayers a fortune.
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The small towns we visited were very picturesque and the views magnificent. As we passed through the town of St. Anne, we followed three truck loads of riot police, that were equipped with all of their gear such as helmets and shields. Disquieting. The town of Le Moule had a police checkpoint, that had some hard faced, legionnaire types scanning each vehicle as they passed. Apparently we did not fit the profile and were thus ignored. We stopped for lunch in Anse Betrand and then headed back to Point a Pitre to see if we could find an open supermarket. Many of the stores were closed and some barricaded but we found ourselves in a part of town unlike the pastoral regions we had drifted through. Here were stark blocks of soviet style apartment buildings, with the ground level walls daubed with graffiti. There was garbage and debris scattered everywhere and a plume of smoke with the stench of burning rubber, where some auto tires were on fire. Nevertheless there was a supermarket with a single open door and we parked and "walked easy, man" over to do some shopping. The place looks like a war zone but we found a boulangerie (baker) that was open just fifty yards from the supermarket and stocked up on the very necessary baguettes. Our neighbors at the marina told us that two days ago there were no baguettes after the strikers cut the power. Maybe we are not seeing Guadeloupe at its best........
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Our next boat destination is Deshaies (pronounced "Day-Ay") on the northwest tip of Guadeloupe. Local information indicated that the Customs official there is often "hard to find" and folks have waited a day or two to check out of Guadeloupe. To avoid this, we went to the local Customs office near the marina and obtained our clearance documents. We really wanted to sail the "River Salee" that separates the two halves of Guadeloupe but extensive research indicated that it is just too shallow for DoodleBug. Pity.



Our auto tour of Guadeloupe continued today with the west wing of the butterfly. This is the mountainous island with two active volcanoes and far more spectacular scenery. This side has the banana plantations and a little sugar cane but overall seemed less cultivated than the east, probably due to the rugged mountainous terrain. We had lunch at a pretty beachside cafe and were the only diners. On our return across the mountainous spine of the island, we stopped near the summit of the pass of "les Mamelles" and hiked a trail towards the summit of the peak of the same name. I say "towards" because as the trail climbed higher, the mud grew deeper and Annette was losing her flip-flop footwear in the deeper holes. A beautiful hike but I did not want to risk losing the whole girl in a mud hole; thus we retraced our sloppy steps back to the parking area, where it was necessary to paddle in the drainage ditch to remove the worst of the mud before inflicting the balance on the rental car.



Back at the marina we made a last trip to the internet cafe. The marina Wi-Fi was inoperable and so too was a subscription I had purchased in Dominica, that promised Wi-Fi connections in Guadeloupe. I received an e-mail from our satellite phone provider in answer to my query, wherein they stated they had "discovered" that both of our Sat phone SIMS had become "inoperable". Could they send me two more? I e-mailed back and said that the latter was unlikely; could they re-activate the existing SIMS? They called on our cell-phone and explained that they needed to transfer my service to "Stratos", their upstream provider. More calls but by now the cell-phone battery was sinking fast and sure enough, went dead in the middle of being put on "hold". Back to DoodleBug to recharge. An hour later we reconnected and I was promised that I would have Sat phone service restored that same evening. And so we went to bed.
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A quick check this morning showed that we were still without Sat-phone service. We dropped our lines at 0735 hours and set sail for Deshaies "around the island". This meant sailing for over three hours to the southernmost tip of Guadeloupe before turning up the west coast for a further five hour sail to the north. We really missed not being able to sail the river through the middle of the island! The sail itself was a very pleasant broad reach, under full sail with blue skies and sunshine. When we made the turn back north, we were still able to sail for the next three hours before the wind became fluky and switched to a headwind. We sailed into Deshaies Bay and dropped anchor at 1500 hours at position N 16 18.4 W 061 47.9.
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Daughter Marian had called our cell phone earlier and we had related our tale of Sat phone woe to her. She tracked down the various parties and by the time we retired to bed, both phones were working again. The other miracle was that the Dominica Wi-Fi subscription actually worked in Deshaies Bay and we were thus able to update our weather forecast information that showed light winds for the morrow. The guide book had warned that this bay was a wind funnel and indeed it was. Nevertheless the holding was good, we had plenty of room to swing and we went to bed with winds of 25 knots or so pushing DoodleBug around.



Nevis
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This was the day everything went sour. I couldn't sleep last night and gave up trying at 0300 hours. I checked the weather forecast one last time and prepared DoodleBug for departure. Apparently I wasn't quiet enough and managed to wake Annette. She tried to go back to bed but it was not to be and we raised anchor at 0405 hours in light rain. The forecast was for light winds in the 10 to 15 knot range and in anticipation of a broad reach, we had rigged the port Genoa pole system at dusk last night. The winds seemed to be matching the forecast, as we headed out of Deshaises Bay, although the waves were bigger than expected. We just assumed that this was due to the swell rounding the northern point of Guadeloupe and interfering with the swell from the south, thus setting up a cross sea. This would sort itself out as we moved away from the land. Although it was quite dark, Annette and I reluctantly left the comfort and security of the cockpit, deployed the port pole system and set the Genoa sheet in the end of the pole. The winds began to build markedly. The guide book mentioned that this might happen in the vicinity of Guadeloupe and that the winds would settle down, once we were further offshore. Within the next ten minutes we were reefing down the Genoa we had just deployed, as well as the main, with winds up around 34 knots and seas in the 8 to 10 foot range and getting bigger. Of course, we couldn't really see how big the waves were, as it was still pitch dark and raining but we were getting thrown all over the place. Suddenly we had green water across the bow and cockpit, as a freak wave broke. Where had that come from? The wind and waves were supposed to be from behind. What was worse was that water was pouring into the main salon through the hatch. It was closed but had not been dogged down correctly and was open enough to thoroughly soak the dining area. This is the first time in six years of sailing that we have taken water aboard like this.



Next I noticed that the starboard Genoa sheet was very loose. When I tugged on the excess, it was soon obvious that it had become detached from the sail. WTF!? The "bitter" end was not damaged and had just become untied. This also has never happened before. The waves continued to build and the wind stayed up in the 30 knot range, with a short, steep and breaking sea. How we longed for dawn so would could see what was going on. The waves had a few twelve footers mixed in with the tens and we turned about 30 degrees off course, to put these on our stern, while we hoped that the wind and waves would drop to something near the forecast values and we could come back on course. We took the opportunity of a brief lull to turn down wind and to recover the pole system and re-rig the Genoa. DoodleBug had been rolling so wildly, I was afraid that we would submarine the end of the pole and besides, the wind angle was more of a beam reach than a broad reach. By now we were approaching the active volcano on the island of Montserrat. The rain had returned in earnest and although we could smell the brimstone, there was no sight of the volcano, that the chart indicated was but five miles away. We still sailed a few degrees south of our course and I would hit the autopilot to get another 10 degrees on the stern for the biggest waves.



In the lee of Montserrat, the winds "died" to the 15 knot mark and we were able to come back onto course for Nevis. We had been sailing with reefed Genoa, plus mizzen and when the winds dropped, I decided to add some mainsail to keep our speed up, in the steep and confused seas. This is when I noticed that the motor housing on the main outhaul looked odd. A quick inspection showed that all four retaining bolts were unscrewed and about to jump ship. I had checked these bolts a month or so ago and everything looked great. OK, no main. I could have used the manual rigging option but we were just 25 miles from Nevis island and sailing at 7 knots without the main. There was more rain, more high winds as squalls came through but at 1455 hours we picked up a mooring at Charlestown, Nevis; position N 17 09.0 W 062 37.9 . A tough day. The adventure continues.
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Last night I had examined the outhaul motor and discovered that the four bolts that attach the gearbox to the boom had sheared off. I need to be able to remove the gearbox and then find a machine shop that can extract the broken ends of the bolts. This was not going to be easy at anchor off a Nevis beach, thus at 0700 hours this morning, we dropped our mooring and set sail for Port Zante Marina at Basseterre, on the nearby island of St. Kitts. The distance was but 11 miles and we motor-sailed in light winds using the Genoa. As we cruised along the coast of St. Kitts, we could see dark rain clouds over the volcanic summit of Nevis behind us. Fortunately they stayed where they were and we enjoyed bright sunshine. Our first sight of the southern part of St. Kitts showed low hills of obvious volcanic origin and with low vegetation. The island does not appear to be heavily populated.



The high point of the passage was when we spotted a half dozen frigate birds feeding directly ahead of us. They were swooping down and grabbing small fish from the water. We could see them take the fish and swallow them. What was unusual about this was that frigates supposedly don't fish themselves. Their feeding technique is to mob or scare other more successful fishing birds and cause them to drop their fish. The frigates then swoop down and grab the dropped food. Frigates don't swim or dive and have difficulty taking off from either the ground or from the water, yet these large birds were actually hovering as they grabbed fish from the water. Amazing. We passed through the flock and they continued to fish as though we didn't exist. A few minutes later we witnessed the "typical" behavior when we saw four or five frigates mobbing a half dozen gannets. The gannets were diving for fish and the smarter birds floated on the surface until they had safely swallowed their prey before taking off again. At 0900 hours we tied up in the marina at position N 17 17.6 W 062 43.5
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We checked in with the marina office and then made the tour of Customs, Immigration and Port Captain. All three offices were close to the marina so it was not too arduous a task. Next step was to find some internet service, as I needed to determine how the outhaul motor is removed. This research was successful, in that I discovered I will need to use a "substantial" model of a tool called a "puller". Annette and I toured the small town and were able to purchase a puller from an automotive supply store. It may not be of the "substantial" variety and we will just have to try it and see.
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Yesterday we had made reservations to ride the St. Kitts Scenic Railway and 0730 hours found us wandering the streets, looking for a taxi to take us to the Railway Station. The railway was built to haul sugar cane and the track still circumnavigates the island. In 2003, the railway stopped hauling cane and the rail employees just switched over to hauling tourists instead. In 2005, the St. Kitts government further decided to halt the production of sugar from the huge cane-field that dominate the Island's agriculture. The sugar cane still exists, it just isn't getting harvested at the moment. I say, "at the moment" because the current idea is to restart sugar production to make ethanol for transportation needs. I am guessing at the details but I would expect that the current price of oil, together with the absence of a suitable funding source, has perhaps put "global warming" on hold. In the meantime, if a cruise ship is scheduled to arrive in St. Kitts, the scenic railway will operate. Today was such a day and we finally flagged down a van and were dropped at the station shortly afterwards. Although as I stated earlier, the railway track still circumnavigates the island, only about 60 % of this is used and maintained. Our route therefore took us along the north and east coasts, with the track hugging the rugged seashore, passing through the tiny villages, broad cane fields and with the steep cone of the volcano Mt. Liamuiga dominating the center of the island. The route also passed over deep "ghuts" or canyons, on steel bridges that are no wider than the thirty inch narrow gauge track we were riding upon. These canyons were often in the uncultivated parts of virgin rainforest and we could see long tailed monkeys jumping through the tree-tops, as we passed above. The monkeys were introduced several centuries ago by French sailors as pets and today they outnumber the people by a factor of two and are a menace to farmers. They are without natural predators, are "protected" by the government and the only thing they don't eat is the sugar cane.
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As our train rocked past businesses, homes and traffic, the local "Saint Kittians" would invariable smile and wave. One of the highlights of the trip was that several Pre-schools had their entire classes standing in line, all in matching uniforms, to wave at the tourists as we rode by.
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Last night the wind howled in the marina and today began with 30 plus knots of wind and heavy driving rain. This weather pattern is forecast to continue for the next two days and I took advantage of a brief lull between rain clouds, to make an another attempt to remove the recalcitrant main outhaul gearbox. I had made several attempts yesterday without success but had made some modifications to the set-up of puller and spacer bars this morning. It came off! I was surprised, even though that was precisely what I was attempting and I marveled at the quantity of dirty grease that now bespattered our freshly rain-washed deck. I had used the interludes of rain to track the wiring inside DoodleBug and soon had the unit completely removed. With the assistance and advice of David of Indigo Yachts, here in St. Kitts, the unit was dropped off at a machine shop to have the broken studs drilled out and retapped.



Meanwhile it was still pouring with rain but we overcame inertia and forced ourselves out into the rain on a scouting trip. We needed to locate the means of taking on diesel (we still have more than a half tank but I like the security of a full tank), gas for our out-board dinghy motor and a refill for the largest of our two propane bottles. Annette also wanted a spoon made from a coconut to go with her Calabash bowl collection. We tracked down everything on our list and also tracked down Domino's Pizza, where we ordered a large pepperoni and black olive pizza "to go". We have been talking about and discussing this for six years now.
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Annette had decided that she needed to shop the pottery on Nevis and this morning she caught the ferry over to that island to continue her quest. Meanwhile back on DoodleBug, I had received the main outhaul motor / gearbox combo and spent the entire day cleaning it, repacking the grease and re-installing it. It did not want to return to work and I spent hours, drifting it back into position and finally bolting it together. The next step was to re-install the wiring but this task required the First Mate's assistance so I took a break over at the internet cafe, updating weather forecasts plus entry procedures for the next group of islands. Annette returned before I was through and with her help, we soon had the power cables re-routed through the mast, hooked up and tested. We are back in business! The main outhaul works again!

[image: img72.jpg]Annette finds traditional coal pots

[image: img73.jpg]...and the potters



We decided that we deserved a nice dinner in town and after cleaning the major work stains off our bods, headed towards land. On the dock met Mike and Bess Smith from Padre Canyon, Colorado. Mike is a Professor of Histology (a branch of anatomy concerned with the study of the microscopic structures of tissue - I had to look it up) at the local medical school and he and Bess spend months at a time here in St. Kitts. Mike recommended the medallions of pork at the nearby StoneWalls restaurant. This is what we ordered and the meal was indeed delicious. Mike and Bess had invited us to join them for a drink after dinner and we headed over to join their friends at a local beach bar. The entertainment that night was karaoke. Annette and I had seen this form of entertainment in a movie but had never experienced the live version before. There were some excellent singers in that bar and if I had been capable of singing (other than shower singing of course) I might have attempted a song, especially after the third beer.



February 13, 2009



The morning of Friday 13th arrived and we had a busy day ahead of us. We picked up the rental car we had reserved and made the pilgrimage to fill our propane tank. Sailing vessels will normally use aluminum tanks for propane, because aluminum has fewer corrosion problems than steel tanks in a salt environment. The marine tanks cost a lot more than steel tanks and so the option of simply swapping an empty tank for a full one is not going to happen, if you want to keep your own tank. Thus we were headed for a plant where we could get our own bottle filled and conveniently, St. Kitts has such a plant, a mile or so east of the marina. We next found a regular gas station to fill up a jerry jug of gas (petrol) for our dinghy outboard. The final supplier of vital yacht supplies was from the Carib bottling plant on the west side of town. "Carib" is the local beer, is very good and the bottling plant sell it by the case. By lunch time we had obtained clearance / departure documents from the Customs office and paid our marina bill. Chores over!



We had passed the Brimstone Hill fortress when we made our tour of the island by choo-choo train and now wanted a closer look at this imposing citadel. The fortress dominates the north end of the island and its ramparts are defended by steep cliffs on at least three sides. In 1690 British forces mounted cannon in an attempt to recapture Fort Charles on the coast below, which had been occupied by the French. The fortress had been designed by British engineers but the heavy work of building the thing was of course relegated to African slave workers who had been imported by the sugar cane industry. Much of the stonework and like construction utilized ballast stones from the ships that serviced the island. We were told that the ballast stones were from Wales and had been cut and shaped to fit the cargo holds of the various vessels. When we arrived at the fortress, we drove up a single vehicle wide, paved road that was incredibly steep and made very sharp turns through gateways in the encircling defensive walls. The road had signs indicating that you should sound a horn upon approaching these blind corners and it was with some relief that we were alone on the road. The road terminated in a courtyard with a parking lot, bar and snack shop. We had not found lunch in our travels and ordered cheeseburgers at the bar. As we waited for our repast, Annette commented to a totally innocent stranger that he was sitting in the sun and he should move to the shade before he acquired melanomas. Thus chastised he moved under the canopy we were enjoying. He commented that he was off work and so Annette asked him what he did for a living. He said he was a D.J. and worked in several bars. We then recognized him as the D.J. from the karaoke bar last night. As we chatted to John Cogger, we discovered that he has lived on St. Kitts for the past fourteen years but he is originally from Station Road, Tyseley, Birmingham. This is perhaps a quarter mile from my own humble origins. I have never before met anyone else who has successfully escaped from "Tyseley", one of the less salubrious districts of the then industrial City of Birmingham. John attended the University of Birmingham but completed his degree in herpetology at the University of Leeds. I also attended Leeds University studying Physics but predated John by over a dozen years.
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After leaving the Brimstone Hill fortress, we drove back down the incredibly steep hill and entered a tunnel formed from overhanging rainforest trees. Ahead of us on the road was a troop of monkeys and these seemed much less shy than the others we had seen and would stop to stare at us when we passed. We made a stop some 400 yards north of the fort, where a van had crashed through the wall of the local cemetery some days earlier. We met John at the site and from the debris, Annette recovered one of the Welsh ballast stones she had been coveting. The stones had been used to build the French occupied fortress of Fort Charles (built 1672) . The lesser fortress had been converted to a leper colony in 1890 and when this too was abandoned around 1960, some of the stone had been used to build the cemetery walls. John lives with his wife next to the cemetery and we met his wife returning from her work as an elementary school teacher. Together we explored the crumbling ruins of the fort / leper colony that the rainforest was in the process of burying under a mass of creepers and vegetation. We had a great visit with a fellow Brummy but the light was fading and we needed to return our rental car and prepare for the morrow. When we stopped at a local restaurant to get supper, we met and shared a table with a young couple of veterinary students from the local University. They too had been at the karaoke bar that evening. The hazards of living on a small island.
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Anguilla



February 14, 2009



In strict and exact sequence, this morning we dropped the six lines that had been holding us somewhat awkwardly to the dock at the marina and at 0600 hours set off in the pre-dawn for the island of Anguilla. The day began with showers passing close by our stern but we had a near 70 mile run to make, close hauled in winds that would climb to 24 knots and then briefly drop back to 15 knots. Waves were in the six foot range and we sailed with reefed Genoa and mizzen for most of the day. "Close hauled" is not a particularly comfortable point of sail and the First Mate did not appreciate the motion. We passed close by the island of Statia and the cone of Saba off to our port, with St. Barts off to starboard; then skirted close by the island of St. Martin. Throughout, we sailed just about as close to the wind as we could get and were no more than a quarter mile off our rhumb line course when we rounded the westernmost tip of Anguilla. For the following hour we simply motored directly into an 18 knot headwind along the north coast of the island. We dropped anchor in Road Bay at 1615 hours at position N 18 12.0 W 063 05.7
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The island of Anguilla is low and flat compared to the ancient volcanic islands we passed today. There were perhaps twenty boats of various types anchored in the bay and a row of bar / restaurants spaced along the white sand beach. The sight of land had revived the First Mate and as today is Valentine's Day, we cleaned up to repair our shipwrecked sailor look, launched the dinghy and set out in search of supper. Within minutes of our landfall, the sun set behind DoodleBug and I watched a "green flash" through her rigging. We took this as a good restaurant omen and indeed this was the case. The first restaurant we tried was "fully booked" but relented when we began to whine and plead. We enjoyed a really excellent meal at the "Barrel Stay Restaurant on the Beach", with the anchor light of DoodleBug swaying gently and romantically in the background and promising a miserable rolly night.



February 15, 2009



The first task of the day was to clear in with the customs and immigration authorities. We had spotted their office when we came ashore yesterday and could see one of the officers in his white uniform, chatting to a taxi driver outside the Custom's office. The office was locked and inside the chain-link fence was another officer, similarly uniformed. We asked when the office would open, since it was already some 15 minutes later than the stated time on the plaque next to the entrance. The officer seemed embarrassed and then said they were waiting on a third officer, who possessed the key to get in. Righty. Annette had a few grocery items and we had the taxi driver take us into town to the nearest supermarket. He gravely pointed out and named the islands we could see and which we had sailed by yesterday and also the traffic lights that had been recent installed at the intersection next to the supermarket. We all have our means of measuring progress. On our return to the dock next to the Custom's office, the situation remained unchanged, in that the office was still tightly locked. We had admired a lone islet we had seen on our approach called "Sandy Island" and which seemed to sport a single beach bar. We asked the taxi driver if the bar / restaurant would be open and he indicated that we would need a $90 cruising permit in order to visit. The latter would be obtained from the locked Custom's office. The alternative was to take a water taxi across for $20. Deal! We deposited our documents back aboard DoodleBug and grabbed our snorkel gear before heading back to the dock. The water taxi carried us, as well as the proprietor of the restaurant, food and cooks. The islet was very pretty, a coral reef surrounded a light green inner lagoon and a sand bar perhaps 100 yards by 30 yards in size, on the windward side. The two wooden structures were a bar / restaurant with covered patio and an outhouse. The islet had some natural vegetation and this had been enhanced with palm trees, imported from the main island. Very much a travel magazine "cover shot" type of place. We placed our lunch orders and then snorkeled the circumference of the lagoon. The reef had been badly damaged by the last hurricane but there were organisms trying to recover and shoals of brightly colored reef fish to admire. By lunch time a few more boats had arrived to spoil our feeling of isolation. The cooks were safely hidden from view in the kitchen and we had walked the edges of the sand bar, with waves crossing on both sides and remembered the other achingly beautiful and lonely places we have visited. The Robinson Crusoe feeling was then further disturbed by the announcement that our lunch was ready. I had grilled grouper and Annette had crayfish and they were both really excellent. Back at the dock we determined that the Custom's office was finally open and we checked in and out of Anguilla for a morning departure. For beaches and restaurants, Anguilla has done itself proud.
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Virgin Islands



February 16, 2009



We awoke at 0345 hours and groggily put the kettle on for tea and coffee. At 0430 hours we raised anchor and pointed DoodleBug west, across the darkened anchorage and towards the British Virgin Islands. The winds were light and we motor sailed with poled Genoa, winged main and mizzen until dawn, when the winds picked up a little and we could shut the engine down. The seas remained choppy, with waves of up to five feet but these were from behind, just producing a roll and we sailed at a near dead run, on a clear and sunny day with just a few high wispy clouds. By afternoon, the wind had dropped again to a whisper and we were back on engine but could now see the outlines of the island of Virgin Gorda ahead on the horizon. We then made a high adrenalin passage through the narrow pass of "The Blinders", with breakers close to port and a hidden reef to starboard, before turning along the coast to the port of Spanish Town. We picked up at mooring at 1650 hours at position N 18 27.3 W 064 26.5
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February 17, 2009



As usual, the first task of the day in a new island group is to check in with Customs and Immigration. These officials were not as friendly as others we have met and loaded us down with five forms to complete. They also charged us 20 US cents for the cost of the forms. We are back in US dollar country and probably will remain so for the balance of our cruise. Once we had paid our dues and recovered our passports, we walked down the road to the next bay seeking lunch. There was a beachside snack bar open in Fisher's Cove and we enjoyed a pleasant lunch with a fabulous view. Annette could not get over the fact that her hamburger was nicely cooked and contained recognizable meat, instead of some unknown, watery, grain-like substance.
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For the afternoon we dinghied some two miles down the coast to a formation called "The Baths" on the southwest tip of Virgin Gorda. This came highly recommended by web-mistress and daughter Helen, who had visited Virgin Gorda with her husband Mark, six years ago on the occasion of their honeymoon. "The Baths" is an unusual formation of huge granite boulders, that forms a series of pools, just off a white sand beach. We maneuvered between some 50 vessels of every shape and size, who were moored or anchored just off our destination. We were not allowed to beach our dinghy but there were dinghy mooring buoys provided at the edge of a marked off swimming area. The snorkeling was excellent and the submarine reef creatures were in much better condition than the hurricane damaged reef we had visited in Anguilla.



That evening we experienced the tail end of a cold front that had reached this far south. The wind was forecast to swing to the north and to increase to just over 20 knots and this indeed happened. I had carefully checked the geography of our anchorage, as well as the predicted wind direction and it looked like we would retain shelter from the wind driven waves; and so we went to bed. At 2200 hours we began to rock violently from side to side. The pitching was slight, so I had guessed correctly on the wind-waves. What I failed to take into account was the swell coming around the top of the island. This was probably the worst night of rolling that we have spent in any anchorage and I looked for some alternative anchorage that might provide better shelter. Unfortunately, those in proximity have narrow entrances, guarded by reefs and the number of unlit charter vessels also greatly increase the risk of an midnight landfall. The roll was not dangerous and was not stressing the mooring, just DoodleBug's crew. Thus we tried to sleep and longed for dawn 



February 18, 2009



The first glimmerings of dawn and we split this pop-stand! What an awful night! DoodleBug rolled violently for most of the night, with a swell from the beam providing the action. Poking a head out of the cabin to survey the other poor unfortunates, who were similarly moored, showed their anchor lights swinging in wild arcs, just as ours surely was. Our closest Santa Fe neighbors had sent us and e-mail saying that they were arriving in Tortola on Friday to charter a Sunsail yacht for the week. Tortola is the next island and our cruising guide stated that the marina at Maya Cove was Sunsail's headquarters. We dropped our mooring at 0615 hours, well before sunrise and broad reached under reefed Genoa and reefed Main over to the small bay behind Buck Island, that also shelters the Sunsail marina. At 0730 hours we entered the bay to find it empty of other vessels and lake smooth. We found a clear patch of sand in 12 feet of water and anchored at position N 18 25.6 W 064 33.7. DoodleBug lay perfectly still in the grey and blustery dawn and we went back to bed.



By lunch time we had regrouped, launched the dinghy and headed over to the nearby marina. There were no Sunsail charter yachts moored and the marina manager confirmed that Sunsail had been gone for a year or so and were now to be found in Road Town harbor. He also showed us on a chart where it was possible to anchor within this harbor. This was important information, as our guide indicated that anchoring was illegal everywhere within the confines of this busy commercial harbor.
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1410 hours and we raised anchor from our wonderful, calm, safe spot and headed for Road Town. By 1500 hours we were anchored behind the Sunsail / Moorings marina and alongside a pair of giant cruise ships. We called the Moorings marina to see if they had slips available and received a curt "No". The next call to the Village Cay Marina was more successful and we moved the few hundred yards to the marina and tied up at a slip. Our slip is just off the marina bar / restaurant, described in the guide as "breezy". We decided that we deserved something other than "breezy" and walked over to enjoy a fabulous meal at in in-town restaurant called, "The Dove". Back at DoodleBug, the live music emanating from the "breezy" bar had no effect in preventing us from dropping off to sleep.



February 19, 2009



Slow day. We enjoyed the convenience of being at a marina with the opportunity to repack lockers and dry their contents. There has been no seawater penetration of these lockers, just the slow accumulation of condensation. Besides, when you are moored just off the marina bar as we are, it is always a looks good to have a brightly colored spinnaker, draped over the boom and drying.
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The next task was to find working WiFi (wireless internet connection) and again the rule held true - the more expensive the marina, the less likely to have working WiFi. Of course, they could sell us internet access in the hotel attached to the marina - at $10 per hour - but we would have to use their computer. WiFi has made such a change to the logistics of sailing. When actually working, you can access the internet from the safety of your own cabin, check weather, pay bills, monitor bank accounts. There is some risk of electronic piracy but less than when you use the hotel computer. In the Maldives, I had watched the internet cafe girl type in the program name "keycapture" when she turned on the computer we were to use. This is the risk of course; that someone captures your bank account name and password and then empties your account. The other risk is physical. We risk damage to a laptop due to rain and spray when we haul it ashore in a dinghy. On this occasion, we found a nearby bar that provided both free Wi-Fi and non-free beer.



February 20, 2009



Our neighbors from Santa Fe arrive today for their week's sailing with a Sunsail charter. We had arranged to get together for dinner and in anticipation of our own departure, this morning we visited the Customs and Immigration to obtain clearance documents and settled our account with the marina. At lunch time we wandered over to the ferry dock and by quizzing each of the four ferry operators, were able to determine that the St. Thomas ferry was due to arrive at 1300 hours. Sure enough, sandwiched between the steady stream of "life-boats" transporting cruise ship passengers to and from their respective cruise ships, was the St. Thomas ferry bearing our closest Santa Fe neighbors, Pari and Jeremy. They had not expected us to meet them but were grateful for the assistance in hauling their luggage to nearby Village Cay marina. They don't board their charter yacht until this evening, so while Jeremy and I contemplated the supply of Caribbean beers, Annette took Pari to the local supermarket. In an astonishingly short time the girls reappeared with a shopping cart piled high with groceries. Now we definitely needed to "taxi" over to Sunsail's marina and schlepped the mountain of goodies and luggage onto their charter boat. Jeremy's cousins were meeting them at the marina for the weeks sail and they too arrived to add zest to the party. We ate supper together before mutually wishing everyone "fair winds" for the coming week.
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February 21, 2009



At 0715 hours, we slipped our lines at the Village Cay marina and headed out, bound for the port of Charlotte Amalie, St. Thomas Island, US Virgin Islands. It was already dawn when we left and the white tops of the wind whipped waves showed us that it was still blowing hard beyond the shelter of the land. Fortunately, we are headed downwind, or at worst beam reaching. Our first leg was south-south-west from Tortola, passing between the islands of Norman Island in the BVI's and St. John in the USVI's. The wind was just behind the beam and we raced along with just reefed Genoa and reefed main, with winds of up to 24 knots. We soon left the relative shelter of the islands and turned west along the southern coast of St. John. As we passed the point of "Ram Head" we saw another Amel Super Maramu headed on a reciprocal course. The waves at this point were at least eight feet and the east bound yacht was alternatively being buried amongst the waves, before leaping upwards, so that we could see completely under it's hull to the keel. We on the other hand slid gracefully over the waves under near full sail. I say "near" as we just had a smidgen of Genoa unfurled, as we couldn't be bothered to rig the poles necessary to hold it in position on a near dead run and we were crossing the sea-bed at 7 knots anyway. At 1115 hours we dropped our anchor at position N 18 20.1 W 064 55.7. DoodleBug is back in US territory for the first time since our stop in American Samoa in 2004.
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We dinghied ashore with our papers and were soon accepted back into the fold. As we perambulated through the town, all of the achievements of American technology and culture were here. Hooters, Wendy's, K-Mart and so on. Annette wandered through K-Mart in a near daze, like she was seeing the interior of a Martian flying saucer. She has been shopping hard on this trip but it's not the real thing in them furrin' countries. We had anchored next to another Super Maramu and the crew dinghied over to say "Hi". They are Dave and Jacqui aboard "SV Jackster" and we had met them at Port Ghalib, Egypt where they were enjoying a scuba diving holiday. We had shown them around DoodleBug and they had been impressed enough that they had purchased their own copy. They are now leisurely beginning a circumnavigation. We had sundowners together aboard DoodleBug and chatted long past cruiser midnight (9 p.m.) talking of shoes and ships.



February 22, 2009



Just slightly hung over this morning after a fun visit last night with Dave and Jacqui - all their fault! We finally managed to dinghy ashore to tour the island of St. Thomas. We soon met up with "Flexxx" (UnoFlexxx@gmail.com (340) 771-1263) a part-time taxi driver, who works as a cable / telephone installation guy during the week and gives island tours on the week-ends. Flexxx was enthusiastic and knowledgeable about the island and would occasionally drag out a binder with the "official" tour description, to confirm the facts he was recounting to us. The day was beautiful; clear skies and sunshine and from the mountaintops and view-points, we could see the many places we have visited off in the distance, as well as the islands we were headed to.



St. Thomas is a very pretty island, with nicely landscaped homes and prosperous looking businesses. Quite pasteurized compared to the Windward Islands but a pleasant place to return to, nonetheless. Flexxx dropped us back in the town of Charlotte Amalie, where we had a disappointing lunch at one of the town's "hot-spots". Apparently their good chef doesn't work week-ends.
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Back aboard DoodleBug we managed to unload our surplus food storage containers onto SV Jackster, who are just beginning their circumnavigation. DoodleBug is now riding higher in the water and Jackster riding lower.



Puerto Rico



February 23, 2009



The alarm went off this morning. It is an electronic woman's voice saying as cheerily as double "A" batteries can make it, "Good morning! It is 4 o'clock, A.M.". I think I would prefer a bell, or a rooster, or something. We dragged ourselves out of bed to get that first cup of coffee / tea and prepare to raise anchor. At 0445 hours the anchor was clear of the sea bed and we began to maneuver carefully in the pitch darkness between the other anchored vessels. It was at this point that I realized that the digital compass that drives the autopilot, had become "flipped" and was 180 degrees out. The port of Charlotte Amalie lies in a kind of basin and it was not immediately obvious where the exit to the bay lay. We cleared the other anchored vessels and by comparison to the traditional magnetic ship's compass, confirmed that the autopilot display was exactly off by 180 degrees. At 0500 hours we departed using higher mathematics (subtracting 180) on the plotted course, thus producing a bearing to steer DoodleBug towards her next port of call. This steering problem has occurred twice before in the past six years and powering off and restarting the electronics does not repair the problem. Once we had sea-room, I found the manual for the autopilot and with a flashlight found the installation section with instructions for making a manual calibration correction to the compass. By hitting the "-10 degree" correction button 18 times, we were back in business and could sail with a greater sense of confidence, between the scattered islets of the Virgin Islands.
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Just after sunrise we enjoyed clear blue skies and sunshine, sailing with poled Genoa, and mizzen, broad reaching in 13 knots of wind but with 6 foot waves. Two hours later we had passed northwest between St. Thomas and Isla De Culebra and were no longer in the shelter of St. Thomas. We were still broad reaching but the waves were building, with 8 footers on the starboard stern quarter and a solid bank of cloud advancing from the east. By mid morning the wind was directly astern and we sailed with poled Genoa, winged main and mizzen in a dead run. The waves we were experiencing were obviously a remnant from an Atlantic low and were offset from the wind direction. The breakers crashed spectacularly on a series of reefs that lay just off our port side and which formed a ship killing trap, off the northwest point of Culebra. A second line of reefs stretched for over ten miles between Culebra and Puerto Rico and must have been a horror for wooden sailing ships in the days before GPS satellite charting and diesel engines. Both Culebra and the eastern half of Puerto Rico that we were approaching, are mountainous and heavily wooded. We sailed along the northern coast of the islands, bound for the port of San Juan, Puerto Rico. The day seemed gloomier with 100 % cloud cover and the waves had built to 10 footers but still "comfortably" off the stern and we sailed with winds of up to 18 knots on a dead run. Ahead of us now were tall multi-storey buildings, lining the shoreline. They did not look like hotels and seemed a little institutional. Apartments? The San Juan airport to our port had a steady stream of jets taking off and landing and each appeared to roar directly overhead. We were perhaps a mile and a half off the beach when a para-surfboarder rocketed towards us. The "surfer" was riding a type of surfboard with a vertical hydroplane leg below and this seemed to hold him above the largest waves as he struggled with the boggling feat of both controlling the board in the high seas and hanging on to a parachute that wanted to go to Dallas.



A large power vessel crashed through the waves towards us with spray reaching the huge antenna array. From the latter we had surmised correctly that this was the US Coast Guard and as they passed us close by, we waved and photographed them. Nobody aboard the Coast Guard vessel stepped out of the shelter of their cockpit to wave back and they crashed off into the distance. We were fast approaching the entrance to the Port of San Juan and the eastern side was guarded by ramparts with citadel and at the base of the cliff, a line rocks with huge breakers, as the 10 foot waves expended their hydraulic energy. We crept as close as we dared to these rocks as we needed to make a sharp turn to port and did not want to be broadside to the waves for any longer than necessary. As it was, the turn was uneventful and we shot into a clearly buoyed channel, motoring past moored cruise ships, tugs, freighters and the usual detritus of a big commercial harbor. At 1625 hours we dropped anchor at position N 18 27.6 W 066 05.6



February 24, 2009



The marina buildings at the head of our anchorage are topped by a large "Sizzler" sign and this restaurant occupies the entire top floor of the building. We ate there last night and can report that at least the view was good. This morning we dinghied back to the marina dock and tied up between dusty, mildewed and sinking dinghies. Apparently they don't get a lot of traffic here and the marina itself is crammed with power boats, not much sail. The anchorage is interesting as it contains a couple of cruising yachts, a handful of local, abandoned looking yachts and a pair of masts. The masts project some 20 feet from the water and their spacing suggests a ketch. We have passed them by several times in the dinghy but can see no sign of the sunken vessel beneath the murky waters.
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We left the marina and walked back along the promontory we had paralleled on the way in, towards the "Old Town" of San Juan. It was a walk of perhaps two miles along a busy highway and we kept looking for a dinghy dock that might shortcut the process but the entire dockside of the promontory was festooned with razor wire topped chain-link fences and Homeland Security signs, warning of dire consequences to trespassers. Eventually we found "Old San Juan" and visited the fortress Castillo San Felipe del Morro, at whose foot we had passed by so closely yesterday. The waves were down from yesterday but the rocks at the base of the cliffs looked just as fearsome. We wandered through the castle (construction begun in 1539) and marveled at the thickness of the walls. This fortress was linked with the fortress of Castillo San Cristobal and the walls used to enclose the entire town of San Juan as protection against marauders. Over the centuries, the marauders were many, a consequence of the fact that San Juan was a key port in the systematic plundering of the New World by the Spanish conquistadores. It was a very scenic walk between the fortresses, sweeping grassy slopes with the view of the sea coast, thus we promenaded over to tour the fortress of San Cristobal. This fortress had a subterranean tunnel system to allow protected passage of troops between different parts of the citadel. The tunnel system and architectural style reminded us strongly of the fortress we had visited on Menorca last year. During WWII, the US Army built an outpost here and a sign claimed that the concrete bunkers were to "protect Puerto Rico from submarines". Clever submariners.
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We ate a mediocre lunch before attacking the several museums in town. The Museo de San Juan was the most interesting. It was a little light on exhibits and the most fascinating object was the museum building itself. The latter had been built as a marketplace in 1857, became a youth home in 1935 and was converted to a US military warehouse in 1941.
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February 25, 2009



Bright and early this morning we laid out lines and fenders to move DoodleBug to the fuel dock. We had checked water depths on the approach yesterday using the dinghy and a hand held depth sounder. The tide tables gave high tide at 0840 hours and the fuel dock allegedly opened at 0800 hours. DoodleBug backed gracefully into the deserted dock and we tied up and managed to connect to the marina WiFi while we waited for the day to begin. 



The forecast calls for light winds for the next week and as a precaution, we filled our tank, plus seven extra jerry jugs. I don't know how easy it is to obtain diesel in the Bahamas but the San Juan marina price of $1.95 per gallon, may not be seen again. When moving DoodleBug back to anchorage, now bursting at the seams with diesel, we met a dinghy heading towards the dock from a large sloop anchored nearby. We spoke briefly and discovered that the sloop is Serenite, last encountered in 2006 at the Chagos Islands in the Indian Ocean.



The balance of the day we spent on a trip to the supermarket to restock on a few groceries. The marina is located near a bridge at the intersection of several high speed highways, with concrete overpasses, ramps and tunnels. Our passage on foot to the supermarket required us to transit this mess and we scurried swiftly across multi-lane highways during the infrequent gaps in the traffic. The return journey was even more difficult as we were now loaded down with groceries and schlepping a large pizza from the Domino's next to the supermarket. Always good to try a little of the local culture.



February 26, 2009



This morning we picked up a rental car and headed out of the city of San Juan to see a little of the rest of Puerto Rico. The island has a population of some 4 million souls, of whom half live in San Juan. The road we were on could have been a freeway in Southern California. San Juan is America, with all of the franchise stores of any large US City, lining the highways. The only way you tell you are not in California is that the air quality is too good.



Our immediate destination was the El Yunque National Rain Forest at the eastern end of the island. The access to the park was via a well surfaced two lane road, that climbs steeply up the mountain of El Yunque, with great views of both the tropical rainforest and the sea far below. The rainforest is the home to the near extinct Puerto Rican parrot. We didn't see any and the park headquarters restaurant had none on the menu, so we continued our exploration into the interior of the island. The interior roads were far less traveled, more potholed and the overhanging rain forest trees had great creepers dangling into the roadway. The winding roads would cross boulder filled mountain streams, with waterfalls and silent pools between the rocks.
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This is very pretty country. We did notice however that the homes and businesses we passed were heavily barred, enclosed with razor wire topped fencing. The homes had windows, gates, patios and even window air-conditioning units, all armored against illegal entry. This aspect of living corresponds with the inner urban police officers, who were heavily armed and most wearing military style flak jackets. Armed Security companies were common. I had asked a young man at one of the museums if there had been civil unrest in Puerto Rico. He indicated that this has not been the case but that some 5 to 10 percent of the population want independence from the United States. He reminded me of the outrage when President Bill Clinton pardoned Puerto Rican terrorists but pointed out that the men involved were New York, ex-patriot terrorists. This is fuzzy in my memory now but I seem to remember it had something to do with getting the Puerto Rican New York vote for Hillary's senate run. Anyway, the security level we observed would be related to run of the mill property crimes rather political issues. It also made me aware just how little I know about this fascinating country that the UN considers an "American colony".
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