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Signs & symbols used on charts


Navigation signs
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	Port (red) and starboard (green) buoys
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	Special buoys
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	Cardinal buoys
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	Navigational lights
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	Sector lights
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	Radio beacons
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	Wrecks protuding above water
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	Rocks
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	Whale habitats
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	Church tower








Port signs
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	Mooring berths
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	Mooring buoys
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	Buoys restricting swimming area
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	Petrol station, crane, harbour master's office, marina office
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	Marina, fishing wharf, ferry berth
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	Anchorage, no anchorage
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	Tourist information, monument
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	Airport
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	Supermarket
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Preface


The Canary Islands really captivated me once I got there. While I had sailed across the Atlantic many times, I had never sailed close enough to visit them. I finally decided to make up for it, and, from distant Greece, I sailed specifically to the Canary Islands for the winter, in order to sail around the area for half a year and get to know the peculiarities of this archipelago – supposedly belonging to a European country, but so very different from anywhere else in Europe. Even the Spanish language, which I once taught, shows great variations here compared to mainland Spanish – it is more like South American than Castilian.


The Canary Islands are seperated from Europe, but the differences are even greater, both in the natural world and in human interaction. And on top of that – which is important for sailors who are often forced to rely on local supplies or services of mechanics or electricians – the infrastructure is excellent.


I wrote this guide based on a six-month cruise around all the islands of the archipelago in various weather conditions, with night entrances to ports, both with crew and solo – with the chart plotter on, but always carefully identifying successive lights. My caution was dictated by the principles of good nautical practice, as well as the fact that the British pilot was last updated a number of years ago, and the Spanish publication did not fully meet my expectations. So I decided to write down my experience in the form of a book, which could be useful for thousands of sailors sailing the waters around the archipelago each year, both in planning the route, as well as sailing it.


See you in the Canary Islands!
Marek Jurczyński, September 2022


To my beloved wife, who is my favourite autopilot in the world, both on the yacht and in life


About the author




Marek Jurczynski, sailor and traveller, has in the past been associated with the monthly magazine Żagle. He is the author of a series of sailing guides, which years ago introduced Polish sailors to Mediterranean waters: Croatia: A guide for sailors, Greece: A guide for sailors and Italy: A guide for sailors.


He is also a literary translator and journalist with many years of experience in press, radio and television.


For 25 years he has been sailing the Mediterranean and the Atlantic on his yachts, most recently on the Dżolla, a First 375. This Cruising Companion is a collection of the author’s experiences of many months of sailing Dżolla around the islands.
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Tenerife is the largest and most famous of the Canary Islands dubbed ‘paraiso’, or paradise, by the locals








General Information





The Canary Islands archipelago (Islas Canarias in Spanish) stretches from east to west for 260 miles – that’s the distance between Alegranza (Spanish: Isla de Alegranza) in the northeast and the western tip of El Hierro.


Until the Middle Ages, the archipelago was considered to be the world’s end, as it was the westernmost piece of land known to Europeans.


The name of the Canary Islands comes from the Latin word canis (dog), as the isles were home to large packs of wild dogs.


The Canary bird was named after the island, because it was here that it was first seen; nowadays it is no longer found in the islands in the wild.


GEOGRAPHY


The archipelago consists of seven main islands – starting from the east, they are: Lanzarote, Fuerteventura, Gran Canaria, Tenerife, La Gomera, La Palma and El Hierro – and six smaller ones: La Graciosa, Alegranza, Lobos, Montaña Clara, Roque del Este and Roque del Oeste. Most of the smaller islands are uninhabited or only periodically inhabited.


All of the islands are volcanic in origin, with rocky coastlines and only occasional natural beaches. The sand is usually black or grey, but in Fuerteventura and Gran Canaria (Maspalomas) there are stretches of coastline where the wind has blown in yellow sand from the Sahara. The light-coloured beaches of Gran Canaria and Tenerife were created artificially, using sand shipped from nearby Africa.


The Canary Islands archipelago was formed by volcanic activity beneath the floor of the Atlantic Ocean. It is part of Macaronesia, a collection of four volcanic archipelagos in the North Atlantic Ocean which comprises the Portuguese islands of Cape Verde, the Azores, Madeira and the Selvagens Islands. The archipelago’s tallest volcanic peak is the Pico del Teide on Tenerife at 3,718m (nearly 12,200 feet) above sea level.


The archipelago falls under the territory of Spain. The autonomous region is divided into two provinces: Santa Cruz de Tenerife with the capital of the same name, and Las Palmas with the capital in Las Palmas de Gran Canaria. Although politically the islands are European, geographically they are closer to Africa, as the island of Fuerteventura is only 60 miles from the Moroccan coast.


The climate on the islands is oceanic-subtropical. Temperatures are moderate, with rainfall most common in the high mountain areas, especially on the islands further west. The climate in the east of the archipelago, like the islands of Lanzarote and Fuerteventura, is certainly dry. The temperature of both the ocean water and the air remains similar all year round: at an average of 18 degrees Celsius during wintertime and 24 degrees in the summer. The climate is therefore similar to that of the Portuguese island of Madeira, some 250 miles away, known as the Island of Eternal Spring.
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These water fountains can be a godsend in the hot climate
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Fuerteventura beach with sand blown in from the Sahara Desert





The Canary Islands are inhabited by over 2 million people. The most populous is Tenerife with almost 900,000 inhabitants, followed closely by Gran Canaria with about 850,000. Then it’s Lanzarote (almost 150,000), Fuerteventura (more than 110,000), La Palma (less than 90,000), La Gomera (just over 20,000), El Hierro (about 11,000), La Graciosa (about 700 people) and Lobos (4 people).


HISTORY


In ancient times, the islands of the archipelago would be visited by Carthaginians, Greeks and Romans. Because they considered them a place of carefree fun, they called them the Happy Islands. The Berber tribes, who came from the northern part of Africa, later settled on the isles. The last known indigenous people inhabiting the Canary Islands were the Guanches, who arrived there around 2nd century BC.


The end of the 14th century brought about the Norman conquest of the islands. In the following century, the archipelago was completely controlled by the Spanish. For the Guanches, this meant slavery and forced acceptance of the Christian faith, which, combined, resulted in the near complete disappearance of their culture and assimilation with that of the invaders. However, one element of the Guanchen heritage has survived on La Gomera. They used a peculiar system of long-distance communication, based on a series of whistles with different tones. This was mainly to warn against invaders. On La Gomera, the Guanches’ whistled language is taught in schools, and in the main square of San Sebastián de la Gomera, there are demonstrations of this language (mainly at the weekends and during carnivals).


The islands’ greatest economic boom came in the 16th and 17th centuries. That period was characterised by the expansion of settlements and a significant increase in production – mainly of sugar, wine and carmine, used for dyeing fabrics. The prosperity of the islands, however, provoked frequent attacks by pirates, which in turn contributed to economic downturn. These factors resulted in a mass emigration of inhabitants to the Spanish colonies in South and Central America, as well as to the islands of the Caribbean Sea, especially Cuba.


At the end of the 19th century, repatriation efforts began – wealthy descendants of the emigrants mainly flocked to La Palma, but also to La Gomera and Tenerife. To this day, during the Canary Carnival celebrations, the tradition of wearing of loose white colonial clothes and the sprinkling of talcum powder on each other is still practised – in memory of the return of rich emigrants who scattered a cargo of flour in the port. This event took place during the Carnival season and led to joyous celebrations. Nowadays flour has been replaced by talc, which is easier to wash off the streets than flour which thickens when it comes into contact with water; however, the fun remains.


In 1821 the Canary Islands ceased to be a colony and became a province of Spain, with Santa Cruz de Tenerife as its capital. This decision was not popular with the inhabitants of Las Palmas in Gran Canaria. The authorities, fearing a revolt, decided to divide the Canary Islands into two provinces: the eastern (with the islands of Fuerteventura, Gran Canaria and Lanzarote) and the western (with the islands of Tenerife, La Palma, La Gomera and El Hierro).


In 1982, the Canary Islands were granted partial autonomy. Since then, although part of Spain, they have had their own parliament and judiciary. Their status within the European Union is somewhat complicated – although Spain itself is a member of the community, the Canary Islands, as an autonomous region, are excluded from it.


In 2000, a special economic zone was established in the Canary Islands and since that time there has been no VAT in the archipelago and income tax is 4 percent.


LANGUAGE


Spanish is the official language of the Canary Islands. Aside from some remote mountain villages, you will get by just about anywhere speaking English or German, sometimes French or Portuguese, too. No need to worry about visiting restaurants, either, since the menus are usually translated into several languages.


The Spanish spoken in the Canary Islands differs slightly from the mainland version, although the differences are not obvious to people who are not fluent speakers. Spaniards residing in the archipelago speak with a singsong Latin American accent, making the Canarian dialect similar to the Spanish found in Cuba, Puerto Rico, the Dominican Republic or Venezuela.


The emigration of the archipelago’s inhabitants to Latin America worked both ways – the Canarian dialect enriched and diversified the language in the colonies overseas, while at the same time it returned to the islands transformed, along with the wave of repatriation of the enriched descendants of the Canarian emigrants.


This is also noticeable when looking at the fare in local restaurants – nowhere else in Europe will you find such a density of Cuban and Peruvian establishments as in Santa Cruz de La Palma and Santa Cruz de Tenerife.


A characteristic difference in the Canarios’ (Canarians’) pronunciation is the silent ‘s’. Canarios also have distinct terms; for example, their word for a bus (Spanish: autobús) is guagua – adopted from the Cuban dialect. They also use diminutives, characteristic of Latin America, and accents, i.e. pronouncing ‘c’ and ‘z’ as ‘s’. The pronunciation of ‘s’ before a vowel is also different from traditional Spanish and similar to Andalusian and Latin American variations. Castilian archaisms and borrowings from Portuguese complete the mix.


However, don’t worry that Canarios will not understand Castilian pronunciation – rather, it works the other way around: a foreigner who knows classical Spanish may not understand a Canarian.


Even if you don’t speak Spanish, it’s worth learning at least a few phrases if you’re planning a cruise in the waters around the Canary Islands. In more remote areas, especially when entering smaller ports at night, the marinero on duty may not always speak English. There are some useful phrases in the Dictionary on page 157.


PRICES


In the islands, the euro is the prevailing currency. The network of ATMs on the larger islands, especially in tourist destinations, is sufficient, although not as dense as in the UK. It is worse in smaller towns and on more remote islands, such as El Hierro, for example, where in Puerto de la Estaca, the main ferry port, there is not a single ATM and for cash you have to go to the island’s capital Valverde, a few kilometres away. However, in the vast majority of shops and establishments you can pay by card.


In shops, some products are cheaper than in the UK, but for most goods – for example, fruits, alcohol, meals in restaurants – the prices are slightly higher. Grocery shopping is best done in large supermarkets, such as Lidl, Mercadona, HiperDino or Makro.
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Due to the huge variety of products, the choice can often be very difficult
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Note! You can buy a box of bananas for around €2. However, it is difficult to get rid of cockroaches from the yacht afterwards, which get as big as a grown man’s finger. Bananas, even those bought in bunches, ought to always be washed before being brought onto the boat. It is not without reason that anywhere you look in the ports, you will see advertisements for firms engaged in disinfecting yachts…


Relatively cheap, due to the lack of VAT, are cigarettes – the average price does not exceed €2, for local brands you will pay just €1.20. Also much cheaper than in continental Europe are electronics, usually the difference is 40-50 percent.


For cosmetics and perfumes, you will pay 60 percent less than on the mainland. Fuel is also cheaper, the price of which before the pandemic did not exceed €1, and in the 2022 fuel crisis did not rise above €1.40 – that’s still roughly 60 percent of the prevailing prices on the European continent.


During your stay in the Canary Islands, it’s also worth looking at prices in the chandlers, especially in Las Palmas de Gran Canaria. A hand-held waterproof VHF mid-range radio (e.g. Cobra) costs €55, a water pump impeller for a Yanmar engine – €7, a lifejacket – €50.


Prices rise, and even double, in November and December, when the transatlantic Atlantic Rally for Cruisers (ARC) starts, and owners are rapidly retrofitting yachts so that they are allowed to participate – requirements include duplicate safety equipment such as flares, first aid kits and so on. Even a month after the start of the regatta, shops can still lie empty, and it is not until the end of January that the situation returns to normal. In some shops in the port of Las Palmas de Gran Canaria, bartering also flourishes – vendors sometimes accept used equipment as part of the deal. You can come across interesting bargains, like a stainless-steel grill attached to the stern for €40 or a 120m2 spinnaker for €100.


Prices in restaurants depend mainly on their location – you will pay less in a tavern in the interior of the island, more in a seaside restaurant in a tourist destination, although the differences are not great. For fish dishes, it’s worth going to bars in fishing ports, run by Cofradías de Pescadores, or fishing cooperatives. In such places, prices are affordable, much lower than in restaurants, and the fish is always fresh. Such harbour bars can be found, for example, in Valle Gran Rey on La Gomera, Gran Tarajal on Fuerteventura or Puerto de San Juan on Tenerife.
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You can drink and buy delicious coffee in charming places like this





In a restaurant, the average price of dinner is €10–12. It is best to ask for the so-called menú del día, which is a set menu consisting of a starter, main course and dessert, as well as wine or beer, which usually costs no more than €8. Menú del día is usually served in the early afternoon and there are generally at least 2-3 dishes to choose from.
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There are lots of cafés and restaurants serving food and a feast for the eyes





CUISINE


Canarian cuisine has its own peculiarities, as it combines influences of Spanish cuisine with Latin American and African ones. The most popular dishes are seafood, fish and tapas, which are Spanish snacks.


Arepa – one of the favourite local specialties – a hot roll with a filling. It is the Latin equivalent of the hamburger (which originates from Venezuela). The cornmeal bun is filled with cheese, vegetables, mushrooms, seafood, meat or other products.


Papas arrugadas – small jacket potatoes cooked in water with a generous portion of sea salt. They are eaten either as a side dish or a stand-alone snack. The potatoes are traditionally served with mojo sauces.


Mojo sauces are made from olive oil and vinegar, with the addition of garlic and various herbs and spices. They come in two basic varieties: mojo verde (green in colour, with the addition of herbs, mainly coriander) and mojo rojo (red, spicy, based on paprika and bell pepper).


Ropa vieja – a dish that, depending on the recipe, consists of poultry, beef, chickpeas, vegetables or potatoes.


Conejo al salmorejo – rabbit fried in a special marinade, topped with wine while roasting.


Local cuisine also features lamb and goat dishes. Carne fiesta is a dish consisting of small pieces of pork meat, fried with pepper and other spices.


In the Canary Islands, soups are very popular. Rancho canario is a nutritious broth with thick noodles, with floating pieces of meat and potatoes. Caldo de millo is a corn soup with chickpeas and bacon, and potaje de alubias is a thick bean and pea soup.


Golfio is an accompaniment to many dishes that can only be found on the islands of the archipelago. It is a type of dark bread made from roasted grains of various cereals and water. It is used as a base for a dish called escaldon, which is a mixture of golfio, broth, vegetables and meat.


The islands also produce very tasty cheeses: goat’s, sheep and cow’s milk cheeses, to be precise. One of the most famous is a sheep and cow’s milk cheese called el queso de flor, which owes its distinctive taste to being flavoured with a local variety of thistle. La Gomera’s specialty is almogrote, a delicious spicy cheese paste. Santa María de Guía de Gran Canaria is a town in the northern part of the island of Gran Canaria, which is famous for its excellent local product – floral cheese.
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Be sure to try the regional cheeses





Canary Islanders also enjoy eating fruit. The local variety of banana is particularly good – they are small, but very sweet.


Popular desserts include flan and crema catalana (varieties of caramel cream), as well as bienmesabe (an almond cream made with whisked egg yolks and honey, often with the addition of cinnamon and lemon).


Honey, of which there are many types, is added to many sweets – honey is produced from the common viper tree, the Pico del Teide yan tree, avocado or heather.


Desserts consisting of fresh fruits, including prickly pear, characteristic of the archipelago, are very popular. Fruits, especially bananas, are added to many desserts and cakes. Frangollo is an excellent dessert from Tenerife, which is made from milk, cornflour, eggs, sugar, lemon, almonds, raisins and cinnamon. Truchas canarias are Christmas dumplings served sweet, made with flour, lard, egg yolks, sugar, white wine, yams, almonds and lemon zest. Many places sell roasted chestnuts, of which some 20 varieties are grown.


Fans of sweets will appreciate palm honey (miel de palma), the condensed juice that comes from the top of the date palm tree. It is dark caramel in colour and has a distinctive delicate date flavour.


In terms of alcohol, sailors are known to drink to their miraculous rescue and return from the sea. So, with what can you celebrate both of these events in the Canary Islands?


The islands of the archipelago are famous for wine. Among the most popular varieties are the sweet and semi-sweet white wines of the malvasía (according to legends endowed with volcanic power) and moscatel varieties produced on Lanzarote and Tenerife, and the red wines produced on Tenerife: listán negro and negramoll.


Liqueurs are also very popular, including the most famous liqueur made from the dragon tree – dracaena. According to the beliefs of the islands’ original inhabitants, the Guanches, this tree is endowed with magical properties. The liqueur has a characteristic reddish colour – when the bark or leaves are cut, the flowing resin takes on this shade while oxidising, which gives it its name of ‘dragon’s blood’.


There is a coffee liqueur with a very peculiar taste produced near Tazacorte, consisting of rum, sugar and ground coffee.


La Palma produces sweet honey rum (ron miel), made from sugar cane and honey. La Gomera is famous for mistela, an alcohol that is a mixture of wine, sugar, orange peel and spices.


Many local dishes can be made from products available in the UK. Below are some interesting recipes for Canarian dishes.




Papas Arrugadas Con Mojo


Ingredients:


• 1kg of small potatoes


• 2 handfuls (¼kg) coarse sea salt


• a quarter of a lemon


• water


Preparation:


Wash the potatoes without removing the skin. Then, put them in a pot, add salt and a piece of lemon, then pour water (no more than the level of the potatoes). Cook until tender (about 15 minutes), pour off the water and leave them on the heat for a while longer (about 2 minutes) to steam. Serve with mojo rojo or mojo verde.
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Papas Arrugadas Con Mojo





Mojo verde and mojo rojo (pronounced moho berde and moho roho) are the most popular sauces in the Canary Islands. They are served with virtually every meal (meat, fish, bread), but most often with salty papas arrugadas potatoes.




Mojo Rojo


Ingredients:


• 2 red bell peppers


• 1 hot red chilli pepper


• ½ teaspoon ground cumin


• ½ teaspoon dried sweet paprika


• any number of garlic cloves (even a whole head – at your discretion)


• 1 tablespoon of wine vinegar


• about 10 tablespoons of olive oil (to get the right consistency of the sauce)


• sea salt (to taste)


Preparation:


Having removed the core, put the diced peppers into the blender. Add spices, pressed garlic, vinegar and oil. Blend to a smooth paste. The finished sauce can stand in the refrigerator for up to a month (in a tightly sealed jar).







Mojo Verde


Ingredients:


• 3 green bell peppers


• any number of garlic cloves (even a whole head – at your discretion)


• 1 teaspoon of cumin seeds


• 1 bunch of coriander or parsley


• 4 tablespoons of wine vinegar


• about 10 tablespoons of olive oil (to get the right consistency of the sauce)


• sea salt (to taste)


Preparation:


Having removed the core, put the diced peppers into the blender. Add chopped parsley or coriander, spices, pressed garlic, vinegar and olive oil. Blend to a smooth paste. The finished sauce can stand in the refrigerator for up to a month (in a tightly sealed jar).







Canarian Soup (Sopa De Canarias)


This is a vegetable soup that you can try on any of the islands. It is often served spicy and with bread.


Ingredients:


• 2½ litres of chicken broth


• 1 red bell pepper


• 1 onion


• 2 carrots


• 1 cob of corn


• 4 potatoes


• 100g red lentils


• 1 glass of water


• 3 tablespoon of tomato paste


• parsley


• 125g of pasta (you can also use rice or omit this ingredient altogether)


• olive oil


• salt and pepper (to taste)


• ½ teaspoon of sweet paprika


• ½ teaspoon of curry


• ½ teaspoon chili


Preparation:


Put the diced vegetables and the corn cut in half into the broth along with the spices and herbs. Cut the onion into cubes and fry in olive oil, then add to the soup. Cook the whole thing until the vegetables are soft. Then add the previously cooked pasta and lentils. Finally, add tomato paste and chopped parsley. If necessary, season to taste.







Ropa Vieja


The name can be translated as ‘old rags’, which, however, should not discourage you from trying this dish, since the term refers only to its appearance, not the taste. Ropa vieja (pronounced bieha) is a very filling dish that tastes best the next day. The dish originated from the Canary Islands, but it can also be found in Cuban cuisine and in the Caribbean region.


Ingredients:


• 1kg of tender beef


• 2 onions


• a piece of hot pepper


• 2 red bell peppers


• ½ green bell pepper


• ½ yellow bell pepper


• 2 cloves of garlic


• 125ml of semi-dry red wine


• 2 cans of tomatoes (around 1kg)


• 500ml water


• 2 tablespoons of balsamic vinegar


• salt, pepper (to taste)


• 2 bay leaves


• spicy and sweet paprika


Preparation:


Place all the ingredients in the pot. The beef should be cooked in one piece. Cover the whole dish with tomatoes, balsamic vinegar, wine and water. The meat must be immersed in the liquid at all times and the dish covered. Cook the meat on low heat until tender (about 4 hours). Once it is soft and falling apart, remove it from the pot and separate it into long fibres with a fork. Then thoroughly mix it with the sauce and cook it for several more minutes, making sure it doesn’t burn.







Rabbit In Salmorejo Sauce (Conejo Al Salmorejo)


Ingredients:


• 1 rabbit (we can substitute rabbit meat with chicken thighs)


• 10 cloves of garlic


• a few sprigs of thyme


• 1 teaspoon of sweet smoked paprika


• 3 bay leaves


• 1 hot pepper (chilli or piri-piri)


• ½ teaspoon ground cumin


• 1 red sweet bell pepper


• 250ml white wine


• 2 tablespoons of wine vinegar


• approx. 5 tablespoons of olive oil


• salt


Preparation:


Divide the rabbit meat into pieces, then put them into a dish. Blend all other ingredients – except red bell pepper – with a blender to a smooth paste. Pour this prepared marinade over the meat, then cover it with clingfilm and refrigerate it for several hours (or overnight). After this time, remove the meat from the marinade and fry it in olive oil so that it browns (about 10 minutes). Then, put them on a plate, and pour the marinade into the oil left after frying and bring to a boil. Add the chopped sweet red bell pepper and then the meat. Simmer over low heat for at least 40 minutes, until the meat is tender (Canarios can braise a dish for up to 2 hours, so that the meat falls off the bone). If necessary, season the sauce to taste. Serve with papas arrugadas.





TRANSPORT TO THE ISLANDS




The Canary Islands are in the same Time Zone (UTC) as the United Kingdom and Ireland. The time difference between other Western and Central European countries (including Spain) and the Canary Islands is one hour. Daylight saving time and standard time are also introduced at the same time as on the mainland, and the changes take place in the final weeks of March and October.





BY YACHT & FERRY


If you are taking a yacht from Europe to the Canary Islands, you basically have a choice of two routes: along the coast of Morocco, where several decently equipped marinas have been built in recent years, or the direct route, which involves a cruise of 5-6 consecutive days.
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Marina Santa Cruz de Tenerife





In the first case (600 miles), you can sail from one port to another, but face choppy seas in the shallow Moroccan waters and frequent lack of wind, forcing motor sailing.


Sailing the direct route (650 miles), it’s a good idea to move 200 miles away from Morocco to avoid Africa’s wind shadow. Due to the prevailing north-easterly winds, some sailors, in order to avoid sailing in light winds, choose to follow a starboard tack course to Madeira (600 miles), from where they follow a slightly tighter port tack to the Canary Islands, 250 miles away.


A similar route – which gives better winds – is often chosen on the way back from the Canary Islands to Europe (although a popular islands’ saying is that the shortest way to Europe is via the Caribbean). It is possible to sail to Madeira in prevailing northeast winds from the Canary Islands in one tack.


Note: In spring, it is not even worth trying to enter Madeira’s capital Funchal, because at that time a lot of yachts are returning from both the Canary Islands and the Caribbean; the queue for a place in the port – or rather for a place in the raft, among many yachts moored side-by-side – is usually days, if not weeks, long. Better to sail to the marina Quinta do Lorde in the southeast of the island. From Madeira – provided you consistently keep a tight course – you can reach Gibraltar in one tack.
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