

  

    

      

    

  




  I M P R I N T




  





  Copyright © 2008 Vincent Bossley – www.sailboat2adventure.com




  





  





  Having come to the end of this XinXii edition you may wish to learn and read more.




  





  You can visit me on my website www.sailboat2adventure.com read my profile and also my blog on




  http://wwwsailboat2adventurecom.blogspot.com/




  





  This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this ebook with friends or other people then please purchase additional copies for each person. If you are reading this book and did not purchase it, then please return it to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author.




  





  [image: ]





  E-Book creation and distribution




  www.xinxii.com




  





  





  





  





  





  Sailing Adventures in Paradise





  





  





  (South Seas Cruising in a Sailboat)




  Vincent Bossley




  Copyright ©2008




   




  





  





  





  XinXii Edition




   




  





  





  License Notes




  





  This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please return it to XinXii.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the hard work of this author. 




  Contents:




  Voyage of the Little Ship




  St.Lucia




  St.Maartin




  British Virgin Islands




  BVIs to San Blas Islands




  Cristobel, Panama




  Panama Canal Transit




  Balboa, Panama




  Balboa to Galapagos Islands




  Puerto Ayoro, Galapagos Islands




  Galapagos Islands to Marquesas




  Taiohae Bay, Nuku Hiva, Marquesas




  Ua Pou, Marquesas




  Marquesas to Tuamotus




  Rangiroa Atoll, Tuamotus




  Tuamotus to Papeete




  Tahiti, Society Islands




  Papeete to Moorea




  Moorea, French Polynesia




  Moorea to Huhine




  Raiatea, French Polynesia




  Raiatea to Bora Bora




  Bora Bora, French Polynesia




  Bora Bora to Niue, Pacific Islands




  Niue, Pacific Islands




  Niue to Vava’u, Tonga




  Vava’u, Tonga




  Vava’u to Ha’apai, Tonga




  Nukualofe, Tonga




  Tonga to Bay of Islands, New Zealand




  Epilogue




  




  Adventures in Paradise




   




  
Voyage of the Little Ship Tere Moana’





  In August of the year of the Lord nineteen hundred and ninety five the little sloop, re-registered and renamed ‘Tere Moana’( Maori for fast water), nosed tentatively out of Brighton Bay, tacked onto a general south westerly heading and began her voyage home. Home to her was a cluster of luxuriant islands called New Zealand, on the other side of the planet, and she had been looking forward to this moment for a long time.




  Her staunch and doughty crew encapsulated with her, accompanied her down the coast of ‘Old Blighty’, out into the English Channel proper, sunk the Lizard and headed into unknown waters otherwise known as Biscay Bay. Two storms later she arrived remarkably intact, and even more remarkably, with the crew still on board, at La Coruna in North Western Spain. The pallor of the crew was in no way due to the lack of sunshine of a normal English summer, but as they were still ‘in situ’, she decided to press onward – the crew having passed the first test she had set them. She continued on down the coast of Spain, exploring the fascinating Ria’s en route, Portugal, out to Madeira, that incredibly verdant green jewel, and the Canary Islands. The first big leap was to be the Atlantic, that cold, leaden, restlessly heaving and intimidating body – not an ocean to be taken lightly.




  She knew that she could handle it, but could the crew? This was her main concern as, heading South toward the Cap Verdes, she turned westward finally, butter melting and followed the sun down Columbus’ trail toward the beckoning romance of the Caribbean Sea and West Indies. Much to her surprise, nineteen days later she arrived at St. Lucia (pron. St. Loosha) still with the limpet crew! – she just could not shake them off! Job being completed she retired to the shore ‘on the hard’, for a well earned hiatus of a few months. It didn’t take long to settle into ‘limin’ time’ and the short time she had allowed herself stretched into three whole years. Rumour had it that the Captain had returned to England participating in all sorts of strange rituals those humans have. She wondered to herself dreamily, basking in the warm Caribbean sunlight, if she would ever understand the creatures?




  All that is past and has hazily drifted into the passages of history. But wait……..we have a new challenge in the offing………our good little ship is becoming restless and it is time to press on again, forever homeward. It is time to be splashed and once again for her to feel the cool rush of the ocean flowing along the smooth, svelte lines of her underbelly – no longer to be restrained ashore in a dry, dusty and forgotten corner of a crumby, decrepit Caribbean boatyard. The call goes out to the Captain to terminate his dalliance in northern climes, get his buns down south, and get on with completing the voyage. This brings us to April of the year of the Lord nineteen hundred and ninety seven – and this is where we take up the tale……..




  
St.Lucia - April:





  Enter Captain and new crew in the form of sibling. Three weeks of daunting cleaning, stripping down, rebuilding and very sweaty work followed, punctuated by frequent forays to mechanics, chandlers, electronic shops, sail makers, cafes, bars and showers – not necessarily always in that order. It takes several days for sibling crew to overcome the sad sense of loss of her favourite pillow. Having carried it all the way from New Zealand, with various stops on the way, it was left in the airport in Miami – the thought of having tocross the Pacific without it was rather intimidating!




  The third member of the crew arrives one day from England, with a beautiful new and shiny brass, three bladed feathering propeller8. Instant lust. She knows that once eased onto her shaft they will become one with the sea and her speed will climb to heights that the Captain has only previously dreamed of in his flights of fancy - frequent indulgences of his which are gradually dawning on her.




  Her new Anglo crew member, arriving straight from a cold, grey English spring, delights in the Rodney Bay sunshine, exposing on the very first day, much of his large pale frame. The many warnings of sunburn and subsequent pain are ignored, resulting in the comical scene of an oversized lobster cavorting around the boatyard by evening. Visiting the local bar and downing a few rum punches only enhances the glow, which, by bedtime reaches its peak and is already converting to pain. It takes several days of complete cover up and buckets of lotion for it to subside - lesson one she remonstrates – when coming directly to the tropics from an opposite season, take heed from the folk who are already there.




  A short test sail to Antigua to catch the tail end of Sailing Week and show her heels to those slugs called racing boats. Fat chance! she is left swinging on her anchor for three days while Captain and crew satiate themselves ashore with a visitor from the land they call Oz. They finally return minus the Ozman having despatched him into a silver tube back to where he belonged. Having explored the delights of English Harbour and Falmouth Harbour over the hill, the crew make noises about moving on again. Falmouth, she thinks to herself – isn’t that where we set sail from all that time ago – why do humans’ do this? give a far off distant place the same name as one in their homeland – she though that people left the place where they were, moving to new lands to forget about the old one, so why? - partial cure for homesickness perhaps?




  En route to St. Maartin, sibling crew, unaware of her own strength, winches up the genoa to ripping point and beyond and, not surprisingly, the jib tears right along the foot. The Captain does not reveal that the sail is well overdue for repair and coolly allows sibling to suffer a severe attack of the guilts! rolling it back onto the furling forestay with sad tail hanging, to be repaired later, in St. Maartin. Later on, during the midnight watch, same sibling calls for the captain and points out a schooner silhouetted on her port quarter, apparently on a collision course. With the setting moon behind, the schooner is in stark relief. Jet black on the shimmering sea she looks very intimidating, closing at a rapid rate. Pirates of the Caribbean? nonsense! but nevertheless a shiver runs up their spines as she slips past easily without incident. A casual wave from the moonlit helmsman in the cockpit defuses our crews’ tension and the Captain returns to his bunk. Our gallant little ship is slightly affronted at being overtaken in this manner, but she reasons, the schooner being a much larger vessel is probably on some important mission to the north. She muses about mooring alongside her in St. Maartin perhaps and swapping tales. This is the first of many of these adrenaline pumping incidents and she notes that the crew handle it with aplomb. She will make sailors of them yet!




  
St.Maartin - May:





  Nosing into this expansive harbour, circling a huge gleaming white block of flats called a cruise liner for heavens sake, she touches bottom in the marina – boat boy says there is plenty of depth for her two metre plus some keel – Fool!! Now she has a grazed bottom, but fortunately no one else will see, so ‘mums’ the word. Still smarting over this whilst the crew are libating ashore, of her own volition she moves to deeper water. This translates into a heart stopping incident for the faithful crew returning after dark, who finally locating her amidst awful visions of an early termination of the voyage, next day scour the island for a heavier duty anchor. Proudly sporting it on her nose, she feels vindicated for last nights’ involuntary exploration of the inner harbour.




  Sailing out of Phillipsburg Harbour in a spanking breeze round to Simpsons Lagoon on the western side of St. Maartin, she has a chance to make amends. She forces a rather rude ketch on the wrong tack attempting to head her off, give way and fall astern. The marriage of her slippery underbelly and sensuous feathering propeller was having the desired effect already. The increased speed gave her the feeling of a young filly, flaring nostrils, lungs and heart pumping, with new power about to be unleashed.




  Simpsons lagoon, the graveyard of so many fine vessels – one thousand destroyed in Hurricane Marilyn of 1995 – most cleared away now, but enough remaining as a grim reminder of the destructive power of major weather. Masts and mud stained hulls poking out of the mangroves, she had to gingerly negotiate all the way up to the marina. Slipping a tad too wide around one of them she touches bottom again – oops! When will they learn – she is a deep footed ship. Only mud on the bottom this time so not a problem. Much of the remainder of this month she is reined in at the dock whilst various necessary, not so necessary, and some downright dubious refinements are made to her ever changing silhouette. However, the captain seems to think they are all crucial for arriving safely on the other side of the planet and secretly, she is not unhappy with her appearance – in fact she is quite proud of her looks these days so she indulges him. She also feels somewhat guilty currently because in a moment of dreamy inattention she allowed him to lose his footing on the pulpit whilst clambering aboard and, cracking a rib on the rail, he has been somewhat ill humoured this last while.




  St. Maartin, the Dutch side of the island, is very colourful, rather dirty, bustling and industrial. It is inhabited by many Dutch people and Afrikaners from South Africa who saw it as one of the few havens during the Apartheid years. Much marine activity is carried out here but scenically it is bereft of any of the attractions expected of a Caribbean island. The French half, St. Martine, on the other hand is the reverse of the medal – clean, tidy, many boutiques, cafes, brassieres, beautiful beaches, lagoons, ambience and more - but of course much much more expensive. Back in the marina she senses that things are coming to a certain state of readiness and quietly tugging at her lines knows that more progress would be made if not so much time was spent in the evenings at Lagooneys Bar swapping tales and exaggerations with other like minded sailors. Impatience is setting in and unsteady feet stumbling back on board in the dark is seen as further evidence by her of the sailors’ nemesis of never being able to leave port.




  British Virgin Islands - May:




  Several days of serious R&R is deemed necessary by the captain as many hours of sterling effort and time to bring her up to speed have been logged by the crew.




  Only a few minor tasks remain and she will be ready for the quantum leap across the sparkling Caribbean Sea and into the unknown. This unknown is the Pacific, that huge and restless, expansive ocean we have all at some time dreamed about and mentally explored. The draw now is becoming irresistible and her head and cutwater is constantly straining to point south eastward in the direction of those hazy and mystically blue horizons. So, sails are set for the British Virgin Islands (BVI’s) and a taste of history and hedonistic pleasure. Slipping through Peters’ Passage and rounding up into Sir Francis Drake Channel she feels a tingle of excitement pass through her fibres of grp. She realises that some of the molecules of that most famous bowling pirate of all time and his Hind of Gold are still in the waters of this channel and sliding along her newly polished flanks. She shares this with her crew, who, not totally unaware of this phenomenon, dash about the deck with blood curdling(they think) boarding yells, cutlass parry’s and other general pirate like actions. They do however, refrain from hoisting the skull and crossbones! Customs officials in these parts do not look too kindly on random acts of hedonistic hooliganism – rather that decorum be observed and the courtesy flag of the nation being visited is flown from the starboard halyard, precisely positioned above the yellow customs/quarantine flag. She lays these checks upon the crew from time to time and they generally measure up!




  Tortola appears to be a fine place and she is quite happy to turn the crew loose, bounding ashore for sampling of the local delights. Time also for catching up with mail – incoming(pathetic) and outgoing(legion) – of letters and postcards to their family and many friends breathlessly awaiting news of the intrepid three. She senses the excitement of crewmembers following the receipt of several small squares of white covered in black lines and the time spent poring over them – time which in her opinion would be much better spent on her – and can only wonder. Final preparations including radar repair, new propane gas system and general fine tuning including more spare rope, shackles and various bits of deck chandlery are stowed, and entered into the Ships Book18. Squeezed in between all this activity, a visit is made to Jost Van Dyke and the legendary bar on the beach. No matter that the famed musician was nowhere to be seen, the crew could still bathe in the tropical ambience of it all. A shining morning arrives and early, she slips out of her berth and noses around to the fuel dock to receive a belly full of that awful and smelly but necessary diesel. She casts off again and suddenly, there it is, with her nose heading south west and feeling it in every fibre of her hull, the route home to New Zealand, that jewel of the south Pacific the crew have been blabbing on about now for months.




  
BVI’s to San Blas Islands - June:





  A sparkling cerulean caribbean sea and a fresh breeze on the port quarter inject her with infectious excitement, transmitting to her crew so that everyone is in tearing high spirits, and looking forward to piling on as many sea miles as she can before nightfall on this first day. She feels the urgency and with some tweaking of the sails, she lifts her skirts, settles in with serious intent, and leaps forward at a cracking eight knots. She revels in an impossibly blue sea and rattles the topping lift to alert the crew of the arrival of the first batch of dolphins, seeing them on their way and blessing their voyage – a good omen. Sleek and big and black and white, these fools of the seas play with her, frolicking out, beside and under her keel, one moment rushing full tilt at her sides, then turning abruptly to skim along within millimetres, using the water pressure between them and her hull as a cushion, then charging out ahead to leap yet again in their joyfulness. Diamonds arcing through the sun each time they exit, they finally tire of this pedestrian behemoth with three idiot grins hanging over the side, and head off somewhere looking for a more mobile playmate.




  Long, hot, humid days follow as she heads down into the cauldron in the south west corner of the Caribbean Sea known as Panama. Visions of swamps, mangroves and mosquitoes along with stultifying heat are conjured up to play upon the imagination of her crew. The fine wind holds and our ship bowls along making an extra thirty nautical miles a day due primarily to that union of her shaft and that object of her desire, the shiny new brass feathering propeller. She is surprised and very pleased with the difference it makes and shares this with the captain who now thinks he is so clever! The following wind pushes her along, dragging her own microclimate with her creating a kind of vacuum, so everything above water level is cooking, including the crew! Coleridges’ famous lines from the ‘Ancient Mariner’ float up in the haze:




   




  All in a hot and copper sky,




  The bloody sun at noon,




  Right up above the mast did stand,




  No bigger than the moon.




   




  Day after day, day after day,




  We stuck, nor breath nor motion;




  As idle as a painted ship,




  Upon a painted ocean’




  STC - 1799




   




  How to paint a picture with few words? Although a lengthy poem, Coleridge says it all about the Doldrums, in this short passage.




  Life on board is moulded into a routine and one day runs into another, smoothly, seamlessly, like a never ending Mobius Strip. The Captain, lounging languidly in the cockpit, shaded by the awning, glances lazily astern and suddenly leaps bolt upright, staring into the water where the fishing lure is swimming some one hundred metres in their wake. He cannot believe his eyes as a huge darker blue shadow angles up toward the lure, gives it a little nip, disdainfully turns, and sinks back into the depths. Several pounding heartbeats later he is able to splutter a shout to the others, who pour out of the companionway to see what all the fuss is about. Seeing nothing and believing the Captain is going delirious, despite his postulations regarding a monster marlin, they retire once more below – poor fellow! However, he knows, as does she, that indeed it was a large billfish of some kind, as its’ gleaming bill had cleared the water whilst it inspected the lure. He put it down to curiosity and added it to his store of knowledge on pelagics.




  Brilliant green flash in the last of the suns early evening rays, flinging off rainbow droplets, each a prism of colour, signals a solid strike on the trailing lure35. In comes a beautiful 7kg Mahi Mahi. These gorgeous fish, when first out of the water, are a kaleidoscope of brilliant colours, sometimes blue, sometimes green and/or gold – hence the Spanish name for them, ‘Dorade’. She is quickly filleted and placed in the ships refrigerator in preparation for dinner. Sibling crew announces dinner with a couple of strikes on the ships bell16, and our crew tuck into the ‘catch of the day’ with relish. Served up with straw potatoes, slivered carrot, tomato, red pepper, salad, hot bread and a glass of chilled chardonnay her crew will enthusiastically quaff it all down, relaxing in the cockpit in the last soft glow of the tropical evening, distant pink and rose cumulus stacked to the ceiling – could there be anything more enjoyable?




  ‘Why do they have to go to those lengths to feed themselves?’ she wonders when all she needs is wind in her sails?




  With Cartagena sunk astern and well across the gulf of Darien, she alters course a few degrees to port to intersect with the San Blas archipelago. This little forgotten corner of the globe interests her immensely. Early morning with the sun behind and rolling gently on the moderate swell she approaches the first bunch of islands cautiously. At this point only palm trees are visible. Gradually other landmarks slowly rise out of the sea to reveal more small islands, white beaches and some tiny buildings. Many reefs are also visible, darkly lurking under the surface to catch an unwary visitor. Her crew are being extremely canny because the charting in this area is inaccurate at best, and whilst she knew the way in, she let them practise their conning skills. There were going to be many more situations similar to this, once they entered the Pacific and sailing amongst those South Sea islands. Besides, it made them feel good and gave them bragging rights at the next nautical bar they happened upon. Dropping anchor over her nose in Porvenir, just fifty metres from the Custom house, she comes to rest. That was about the extent of their harbour – a small pond encircled with jagged reefs. However, the ground is good with the anchor holding well.




  A bump on her starboard side accompanied with a soft ‘halloo’, signals the arrival of several canoes loaded with small and smiling light brown ladies, offering the crew all kinds of clothing items embroidered with the most brilliant coloured native patterns – hours of work gone into each item and selling them for a song. These Mila Indian folk are delightful people, small, smiling and quiet, and still living a traditional life to which stressed out Westerners aspire. Porvenir, the capital is nothing more than a village of straw huts. Dirt roads suffice as there are only two trucks on the whole island. Amongst these tropical hues of greens, blues, browns and golds, was the only blot on the landscape. Perched crookedly at the entrance to the one establishment selling anything was a bright and garish red Coca Cola can dispenser! The absence of men struck the crew and it was finally established that they all go off every morning to the mainland to work in the banana plantations.




  There being no restaurants or eateries in this capital, the crew retire back on board for a simple dinner and catch up on sleep. As the evening wears on, the off shore wind gradually increases in strength to the point where she is really lunging on her short anchor scope and straining her purchase on the bottom. She signals the captain her distress and he, after interrupting his sleep every thirty minutes and coming up to check, finally emerges complete with sleeping bag and settles down in the cockpit. From here he can regularly peer over the gunwale to check the short distance to the white water foaming over the jagged teeth of the alarmingly nearby reef. The captains’ imagination continually plays tricks with his night vision, but fortunately the breaking water comes no closer. At this point he is joined by the anxious Anglo crew member to share the watch duty.




  Finally falling into a deep mindless sleep for an hour or two, he awakens to a violet dawn. Lifting his woolly head above deck level the captain is amazed at the scene before his eyes. A huge cloud of white butterflies is passing left to right across his vision and heading off to the mainland just visible, emerging from the early morning murk. Shaking his head to clear it he realises it is a large fleet of tiny skiffs, single white sail up – the men of the village spiriting off for their days work – what a wonderful sight, but belying a day of hard toil ahead for them.




  Cristobel, Panama - June:




  Farewell to this little forgotten paradise as she lifts her cqr out of the sand, drops away and carefully picks her reef strewn route out to sea. Sibling crew has the sharpest eyes so she does the conning from the pulpit rail – balanced on the top rail, grasping the furler stay with one hand and the other shading her eyes, she is reminiscent of a ships figurehead guiding our good ship to safety. Gybing onto the plotted southerly course she finds the stiff offshore breeze is just aft of her port beam. With an almost flat sea she leaps forward to an exhilarating eight knots plus and sails like this hour after hour into the gorgeous soft tropical evening. She feels extremely comfortable in this mode with everything on her in concert, and, with full and taut sails up knows she is a handsome boat indeed. The only sounds apart from the wind is the tinkling whisper of her stem knifing through the water, the gentle sigh of it creaming along her sides and the soft gurgle as it exits in miniature whirlpools under her stern. Sounds that she and her crew can become so absorbed in, that time is endless, lulling all into a luxurious torpor.




  More practically, she notes that the captain, when in the saloon, regularly hugs the lower end of her deck stepped mast, presses his ear to the moulded aluminium and listens. From this position she understands that he can hear everything that is happening on the ship. The multitude of sounds flowing up and down that metal tube, form a pattern. The flexing of the mast, creaking of the running rigging, steering quadrant chain, rolling furler jumping in its’ shackle and even the watermaker chugging softly aft, can all be heard. Any change or unusual sound immediately alerts him to ascertain what it is, locate the cause and take whatever action is required – ‘He’s coming along’, she muses.




  Angry red sun rising astern next morning picks out a massive flotilla of merchant shipping – all waiting in the ‘roads’ off Cristobel, their turn to transit the Panama Canal. She has never seen so many ships together in the one place. Tankers, freighters, container ships by the score and one smart looking military vessel which on closer inspection turns out to be a US Coast Guard cutter. She makes a bee line for it and, cheekily passing under her stern eliciting waves and wolf whistles from some of the white clad uniformed young crew. Sibling crew mistakenly thinks the attention is directed at her – poor girl!




  The vhf crackles into life with the Port Captains’ invitation to enter the inner harbour. A stiff breeze coming straight out of the entrance forces her into a tacking course back and forth across the wide bay, on past the control tower and several large vessels, toward her anchorage. Slipping from the deeper water of the channel onto a large muddy bank, she finally loses way as the crew drop her sails, comes to rest and drop anchor in 11metres on ‘The Flats’ of Cristobel Harbour. As all seagoing sounds drop away they are replaced with an overall heavy stillness. Lightly scented breeze wafting off the mangroves, stultifying heat closing in on every pore preparing to sweat, and a brilliance of light that have the crew squinting even through their sunglasses. Other background noises slowly return – the far off humming of a busy working port, toot of a car horn somewhere off in the direction of Cristobel, a cry from a hovering gull, all faintly intrude on her consciousness as she dreamily settles down to a period of well deserved rest.




  She bundles the crew ashore in the inflatable24 knowing that their first stop will be the venerable Panama Yacht Club for a cold beer and catch up on local knowledge. They already know that the administration requirements for transiting the Canal are bureaucratically complicated. Here begins a convoluted and arduous paper trail which goes on for seven days. The Panamanians are renowned for their confusing and frustrating approach to administration – it is probably a hangover from the Spanish connection. Five separate offices needed to be visited and whilst it was affirmed at the outset that the correct papers for a transit could be completed within 24 hours, the reality is that it takes the best part of a week. Four of these offices are located in Cristobel and Colon but nobody seems to know who or where they are! So commences a trek among what appears to be the back alleys, one minute in searing humidity and the next in a tropical downpour that threatens to flatten a person to the pavement. At its’ heaviest, the rain rebounds a good ten centimetres off the cobbles, producing a hovering shimmering sheen over the flagstones of the road. The heavy wet tropical smell is glorious. Manana culture is depressingly evident everywhere, but always with a smile – definitely not to be attempted during siesta!




  The minders at the Club issue a warning not to travel into Colon unattended. Our intrepid crew, brushing off such nonsense, step out through the overgrown yards with bits of ships and boats strewn everywhere, rusting in the long grass. Welcome to the third world! A short bus ride brings them to Colon where they are immediately struck by the decrepit nature of the buildings. Years of exposure to the elements, with no maintenance, let alone painting, has left them largely looking like a very old and unused Hollywood western movie set. Progressing up the dingy main street, they expect at any moment to encounter a posse of gun toting Gringos shooting their way out of some saloon. Instead, they are confronted with the sounds of a busy shopping afternoon in any border town anywhere. One concession to their romantic view, but one that surprises and disturbs, is to find a security guard at the entrance to most shops, complete with sawn off shotgun and safety off. This is to quell the problem of shoplifters! Whilst our crew never saw an incident as such, several shotgun reports were heard within the vicinity. Another chilling aspect was seeing the motorcycle police, nicknamed the ‘Lynx’. These mobile police are clad head to toe in silver cat suits, plus helmet, riding a very powerful silver motorcycle. The pillion once again carries the ubiquitous shotgun, this time balanced on his knee pointing skyward, and they are a very intimidating sight indeed. Their technique often, apparently, is once they have a suspects’ vehicle in their sights, is to close from behind in the dark with no lights, pull alongside, and empty the contents of the gun into the vehicle. Our crew were not able to ascertain what happened if they fired into the wrong vehicle!




  The dinghy pool at the PYC contains a variety of underwater obstacles to snag the unwary approaching tender. Most of them are sharp and laying at exactly the right angle to slice through or hook into and tear the millimetres thick rubber of the bottom or sponsons. On their second trip, one such of these catches our not so vigilant crew off guard – fortunately only metres from the dock – a quick glance over the side shows an ever increasing stream of air bubbles under pressure, racing to the surface(quite fascinating in other circumstances!) and a hasty retreat with paddles foaming the still water follows, taking the Avon back to the dock – fastest she had ever moved under manpower! Hauled out, upended and inspected, it is found not to be a life threatening rent and can be patched. Naturally, the repair kit23 is still with our little ship, moored 1.5 kilometres away, and completely innocent of events. So, our intrepid crew begin the usual search by knocking on the few boats that are actually in the marina berths and, naturally again, some tender hearted sailor comes to our rescue – sibling crew is usually called up for this kind of incident, with expectations realised. With thorough drying, scuffing and gluing, our crew are able to effect a suitable repair, and retire to the bar whilst curing – there is always an upside to any catastrophe!




  Many a steamy night follows with our crew frequently sleeping in the cockpit under the stars, only to be driven below when the next deluge passes through. A tropical rain shower is very different in terms of intensity than what they were used to and once below, conversation can be very nearly drowned out with the drumming on her coach roof. She enjoys the coolness of it and is pleased that it washes the salt out of her sails, off the rigging and topsides – she will have to remind them tomorrow to sluice down the teak decks with salt water from the canvas bucket – this keeps them nice and tight by keeping the teak strips slightly swollen and tight up against the black sikaflex caulking87.




  Next morning she is rudely awakened with a not too delicate bump on her starboard side – this announces the arrival of the Admeasurer, which in number comprises four swarthy Panamanians with very black moustaches and big boots, clumping around her decks and below measuring everything they can lay a tape alongside or around. Because the majority of their work is large merchant vessels, cruising yachts just don’t fit into their matrix. A cruising yacht not having a funnel, but, the box on their form requiring an entry, they measure a starboard dorade vent – necessity is the mother of invention! Many curious questions follow until, finally, with a bottle of Johnny Walker Black Label changing hands they depart, instructing our crew to be ready for when a Pilot will be delivered for the transit.




  Documentation progress is slow, and when the final stamp with payment required is to be at the Panama Canal Commission, a $50 taxi ride takes them to the PCC office. This office is positioned mid way along the canal and most inconvenient – but considering ships travel both ways through the canal, there is a certain logic to it being at the Gatun Locks. With document stamped and USD495 paid(transit fee which has increased currently to USD600 plus a USD850 buffer fee – refundable if not used) our crew hasten back aboard to await the arrival of the Pilot.




  Panama Canal Transit – June 11:




  Pilot on board by 5.45am next day and informs the captain that 6.5knots have to be maintained for the 21 nautical mile journey. Now, she thinks to herself, that means she should be there on the other side and therefore in the Pacific by lunch time. What she doesn’t understand is that in between times she has to negotiate the three locks along the way – up and into Gatun Lock, down to Pedro Miguel locks and finally, Miraflores Locks – this all takes time and will probably use up most of the day. The captain is a little concerned that running the engine so hard for so long may cause problems. She knows that the motor is good enough, but lets the captain fret anyway. Running into the locks, rafting up with other yachts, handling the monkey lines as they are hurled down onto her decks from above and bouncing around in the turbulent waters of the locks all goes well and she is rather pleased with herself and her crew. They had all heard some awful stories of major damage to small vessels in transit and were somewhat fearful of this leg of their journey. She felt somewhat intimidated in the Gatun Locks by a merchant vessel whose bow some 15 metres up, loomed forward over her own bow and she thought that it could have given her just a little more sea room. The turbulence in the locks as the water rose and then lowered was quite dramatic, and she had the crew dancing around her deck constantly watching and adjusting her fenders – she was very protective of her unsullied flanks and did not want them tarnished by some unfeeling merchantman, whose only concern was to get out the other end to continue its pecuniary voyage. She also knew that if she got on the wrong end of a small bump from one of them, her hull would pop open like an egg. The captain having to sign an indemnity to the PCC, was also acutely aware of this.




  The captain, perched on the stern rail in the Gatun Locks suddenly spots two large porpoising fish astern and close to the lock gates. They are a pair of very big Tarpon and apparently these fish regularly use the canal system to traverse into the Pacific and vice versa – fee free of course! Cruising between Pedro Miguel Locks and Miraflores she passes the Pedro Miguel Boat Club to port and smugly notes all the yachts out on ‘the hard’. They were in various states of repair and many of them looked like they had been




  there for quite some time – this club was famous for voyagers returning home for respite before venturing into the Pacific, with many of them never coming back to continue. Obviously, she muses, folks from the Atlantic side - but to her crew, the Pacific was their home and held no such fears. Finally, into Miraflores Lock and the last batch of ‘bump and grind’, her nose pointing west, the huge, massively steel strapped and dripping gates crack open to reveal a sliver of ever widening blue which is her first view of the mighty Pacific Ocean. She feels a jet of excitement pass through her and realises that at last, this is the beginning of a great voyage – the crew also seem to be somewhat stimulated and prattle on about how smart they are to get thus far unscathed! Indignantly, she would like to remind them, if it wasn’t for her, they wouldn’t be here at all! She remonstrates by heading for one of the pylons of the great ‘Bridge of the Americas’, until Anglo crew noticing, brings her smartly back on course, and on a heading for the Balbao Yacht Club. She claps onto a mooring, shuts down and releases them ashore and the club bar, to find the first gullible bunch of sailors who will listen to their pathetic babbling! This is the first time using the repaired dinghy in anger again and it holds up well.




  
Balboa,Panama – Pacific side-June:





  No paperwork required at this port, so all can have a few days of relaxation whilst preparing(mostly mental) for the next big leap into the unknown of the Pacific. The crew have heard of a local zoo which may be worth visiting, so a trip is planned. Apart from a range of odd animals in not very large enclosures, this zoo did not have a lot to recommend it. The Tapirs were a standout and the captain, always having a soft spot for toucans was fascinated by these large and curious birds. They are a riot of the brightest of colours and the finite delineation from one colour to the next in their feathers is nothing short of amazing – not to mention their huge scimitar like beaks. That night her captain is moved sufficiently to write a short ode to these brilliant creatures:




  ‘Toucan Toucan why so bright?




  How come your colours are so finite




  Colours on feather cut like a sword




  No blending in for you my word




  That scimitar beak so pale yet strong




  What is it you do with it all day long?




  The beak parts and nestled in the slot




  A shimmering lance like tongue peeks out




  Your piercing knowing eye so sharply etched




  Has our imagination severely stretched




  as to your intelligence




  Your vibrant chaos leaves us askance




  And yet………………from a distance




  The brain behind our eyes gives us a chance




  And you are one with natures’ plants’




  ‘Romantic fool,’ she thinks, nestling in the pale clear blue water, mini waves of light rippling along her flanks – ‘it’s only a bird!’




  Panama City sits on a wide sweeping bay and looks like any other tropical city. The usual slum areas run up the green hills behind, pockmarked by the brown devastation of American bombing in Noriega’s downfall. This is pointed out at the first opportunity by the locals. They do have a very active university campus and pouring millions into the project to boost the education of local and international students. The city holds very little attractions for our crew so a few lazy days are spent around Balboa and the yacht club, with the Captain continually fiddling with bits and pieces on her, the excuse being they are vital to this next step of the passage. She knows that she is 100% ready to go but understands his apprehension – there are not too many places from here on and as far as New Zealand where broken things can be fixed. Vague stories of yards in French Polynesia and associated islands float around but not much store is taken of them. Whilst our crew have heard of yachts with laptop computers on board and connected to the internet, to date she has not allowed any of this funny technology to be plugged into her – GPS, weather fax, radar and single sideband radio will do the job as far as she is concerned:




  ‘How do they think James Cook managed?!’ She scolds.




  Forever thinking westward she senses another boat moored not too far away from her who may be going in the same direction. She makes a mental note that she is a similar size to herself and that perhaps they may run across one another’s course in the coming days – it is always nice to travel in convoy on a passage so she wonders if the captain is aware of this vessel?




  
Balboa to Galapogas Islands - June:





  Plumb on the equator and a few degrees south of Panama lie the Galapagos Islands, nine hundred nautical miles to the west. Out of the Gulf of Panama and into a great bowl of swirling currents and counter currents, acting as a great collection point for all kinds of floating detritus, she must pass to reach these evolutionary famous islands. Notorious for calms, squalls, electrical storms and generally fractious sailing weather this will be another good test for her and crew. She revels in the feel of the Pacific, the initial excitement still with her, and with a moderate SSE breeze on her port quarter, she makes a good 6.5 knots, heading westward down the forever shimmering golden path to the sun. The second evening in light airs, she overhauls the other yacht she noticed at Balboa. Unable to contact her by vhf the two captains enter a hailing contest across the gently heaving water, and it is established that this vessel is also heading for New Zealand via the Galapagos. Her crew are quite excited about this as it implies the possibility of sharing of companionship, adventures and resources. It is to be two days before their radio is operating again, by which time they are both well out of vhf range and there is no further contact after losing sight of them sometime during the night watch45.




  Several days pass and she holds her course fair for Santa Cruz. Intermittent squalls during the day and amazing electrical storm displays at night hold the intense attention of the crew. Lightning of the forked and flashing variety is constant and surrounds them around the complete 360 degree horizon. This performance is accompanied by thunder of varying intensity, structure and duration depending on the distance. If one listens carefully, a certain rhythm begins to emerge and the captain on watch and in the dark begins to conduct his very own ‘Thunder and Lightning’ polka. She thinks he is acting out some strange midnight ritual to placate the Gods (not too far from the truth!) and adds it to her list of unfathomable human eccentricities. One monstrous extended flash is solong and intense and, coupled with an extra heave of the deck as she trips over the crest of a wave, the captain almost loses his balance. Whilst stumbling around the cockpit attempting to regain his equilibrium, he is interested to note that he can actually see the colour of things during such an extended blaze of light.




  It is on one such other similar moonlit night watch, the captain, glancing over his shoulder into a disappearing rain squall is transfixed by a rare sight. There, sitting dead centre of the fast retreating raindrops, and between them and the moon behind him, is a perfect Moonbow. This rare phenomenon is created exactly the same way as a daytime rainbow with this particular one forming a perfect hoop from sea surface to sea surface, absolute even brightness all the way round, with the bands quite distinctly separated. They are not in colour, just various shades of grey matching the daytime rainbow band sequence. Night light has not sufficient strength to activate the colour cone receptors of the human eye so they don’t recognise colour. Staring with wonder, it goes through the captains’ mind to rouse the others, but rather selfishly decides to let them sleep on. If he woke them and they were anything less impressed than he, then it would diminish his own satisfaction and fulfilment of witnessing one of natures’ marvels – what a privilege to view this unique spectacle.




  Next day, in very little wind and sliding over the long gentle rollers, she senses that something is afoot. A lone Booby circles her mast endlessly and eventually is joined by its mother. The baby Booby is obviously exhausted and the mother, with encouraging sounds shepherds it closer to our ships’ swaying mast. The technical mastery of alighting on her swaying and rotating truk is beyond the youngster and having bent the vhf aerial to a strange angle, settles for a crash landing into the pulpit rail. Settling there for a couple of days it gulps down the odd flying fish that have miscalculated their flight path out of a wave and landed on the deck. During this time the Booby does not move and our crew are amazed at the quantity of guano deposited on the foredeck. This dries rapidly in the tropical sun and even with constant flushing away, leaves a nasty stain. Two days of this is enough for our captain, and he shoos the bird away finally, and it takes off in a westerly direction accompanied by its mother who has re-appeared. Later that afternoon, our young friend is spied drifting past in the calm, perched on what appears to be driftwood. On closer inspection it turns out to be a large sea turtle sunning itself on the surface and acting as temporary host – what the Booby does when the turtle submerges was never revealed, as they slowly bob away astern and eventually disappear out of sight into the blue haze.




  All this time her engine has been running as all wind has deserted her. With a two knot current pushing against her nose, progress is painful. Sometime during the night however, that big hand moves to her stern, and she feels the immediate effect of being gently pushed along. As far as she is concerned she is still travelling through the water at the same speed, but she is happy for the captain as he often chides her that it is the speed over the ground (SOG) that matters. As they close land this after current builds to three plus knots, so with the engine cruising at around sixteen hundred rpm, her SOG jumps to eight knots – the captain is happy and starts singing to himself again, particularly now that the necessity of beating that other yacht into port keeps sneaking into a corner of his mind. She knows she can run the legs off it anytime, but with no radio contact and the vagaries of weather, doubt has a habit of creeping in.




  With eighty nautical miles to go to make landfall, life on the surface and above, multiplies exponentially. Birds begin appearing from all points – many flights dip past and overhead in all the hues of browns, blues and white imaginable. Booby’s come and go in legion, flocks of various gulls and later in the afternoon the first Frigate bird is spied, high up and gliding gently, huge wings outspread, flash of red at throat, giving the impression of a reconnaissance aircraft. Several high and lazy circles later he breaks off and glides away into the lowering sun, no doubt reporting back to base. Dolphins reappear in great numbers, gambolling around our little ship to the strains of sucking and blowing her captain is extracting from his harmonica14. Flying fish, wings whirring and flashing in the sun, are popping out of the waves everywhere and large pelagics’ repeatedly and vigorously strike at her trolling lures, causing them to give up their grip on the line and depart evermore. The plethora of extraordinary life on and around these islands they are all looking forward to seeing, with high expectation, is closer to becoming reality.




  Under full sail now, with a fine breeze on her port beam, she reaches toward her destination in high tearing spirits, and allows her crew to gambol around her decks – she is feeling good, so she guesses her crew should be allowed to join in the excitement of making landfall after nine days at sea. She is beginning to understand their stimulation comes from not only the expectation of a new landfall, but also a break in the routine of ongoing shipboard life.




  ‘Land ho’ the cry goes up and all eyes instantly swivel westward. A high flat, steely layer of cloud has climbed up from the west, but right on the horizon, dead ahead, a dense black and jagged tooth protrudes from the silver surface.




  ‘Full marks,’ she thinks, ‘this crew really is shaping up’, and she lets them congratulate one another again, knowing full well that she would have brought them here anyway!




  As the tooth climbs higher into the sky it begins to look more like an island of some substance, and from the charts and its shape, it is established that they are indeed gazing at Santa Cruz Island. On the western side is Academy Bay and Puerto Ayora, their final destination. At this moment, with the island dominating the offing, it suddenly disappears and leaves what appears to be a blank canvas on which, only moments ago was a very real island. The captain, deliciously (for him), allows the crew to panic momentarily and then explains rather loftily that this phenomenon is known as the ‘Garua Effect’ and is peculiar to the Galapagos Islands. During the dry or ‘Garua’ season, inversion layers form over the highlands of the islands and frequently a fine mist forms. This translucent haze very often obscures the high ground making it invisible to the observer from a distance. They, being well back over the horizon unable to see the unobscured lower slopes, and with the western sky now cloudy, the impression of the island disappearing is very genuine.




  ‘My goodness’ she exclaims, ‘fancy them not knowing that!’ Her resonances coming in an entirely different form, and under water, tell her that islands of that size just do not move!




  All sail is best trimmed, and she thrusts forward with urgency now that the decision has been made to make landfall that night. Sailing into the gathering gloom, the islands, built completely of black lava and basalt, appear incredibly intimidating. Their steep and jagged cliffs, fringed at the base with foaming white water, conjure up Jurassic Park thoughts. A Frigate bird could easily morph into a pterodactyl and a sea iguana into a T-rex, such are the overactive imaginations of her crew. Darkness falls and with the cloud cover obscuring the moon, it is a very black night. The original hydrographic charts of the area show some lights, but they are either not turned on or fallen into disrepair, as there is only one in the main approach, off the starboard bow. Fortunately as she rounds the final headland and Academy Bay opens up, the lights of moored craft and the small port help her into the bay. There is going to be no docking here as the port consists of a partially sheltered corner of the bay in which all vessels, commercial, tourist and yachts alike are moored.




  Creeping forward, she approaches a vast black hulk outlined against the dim port lights. It is very poorly lit and there is some suspicious looking activity going on alongside. Our crew, staring, staring, can see some things being hauled up the side of the ship from a lighter, and as she comes closer a single gallows like arm protruding over the side of the ship is doing the hauling. Attached to the end of the heavy chain is a very upset, upside down milking cow. Her mouth is working and her free hind leg kicking furiously, but that is all the resistance she can muster as she is dragged unceremoniously up the rusting side. Fifteen to twenty of these poor animals disappear into the hold of the ship in this manner, and her crew are wondering what barbarous acts may be exacted upon them once inside the bowels of the ship. Feeling her way further up into the corner, where hopefully she can find a mooring position more out of the swell, many a long rode and scope is piloted around, until they arrive at a spot her captain deems fit for them to drop anchor and moor.




  Over her nose rattles the chain endlessly, almost to the bitter end before it takes in the mud. With the constant swell she realises that she has to let out as much scope as possible. This task is completed and a small stern anchor laid out to reduce her swing, the crew sit down to a self congratulatory cup of tea. Halfway to their lips, their cups freeze, as the whole island is suddenly plunged into total darkness. Santa Cruz is on generator power, and midnight is the shutdown time. Our poor crew slide into their bunks that night with some level of apprehension, wondering what tomorrow is going to bring.




  
Puerto Ayoro – Galapagos Islands - June:





  Dawn breaks a murky grey sheet over the town. The bugle blast of the navy reveille is the first sound to be heard, and her crew stumble into the cockpit. Peering into the mist they realise they are moored directly off the local navy base. Without a military vessel in sight, crisp white uniformed ratings line up in the quadrangle, and salute the Ecuador flag as it is hoisted up its staff. Our crew remind themselves that Ecuador is indeed a democracy and they have no need to worry – however, following on from what they saw the previous evening, the nagging doubts firmly lodged in the corner of their minds will not disperse. These islands are so unique, and classified ‘eco tourist’ by the Ecuadorian government, there are strong warnings and procedural advice for visiting yachtsmen. Visiting areas other than designated ports, is not allowed, and if caught will face immediate arrest and probable confiscation of vessel. Visits are only allowed for a maximum of forty eight hours on an emergency basis, repairs and/or provisioning, with visas issued to this effect. All printed material stresses this, so her crew are acutely aware of this protocol as they put ashore in the dinghy to visit the Puerto Capitano.
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