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	Circumnavigating the world was a dream we'd been having for a long time. It all started in the spring of 1994, when we signed on as members of a dive crew on a catamaran for an Atlantic crossing and then sailed westwards. After a few months in the Caribbean, we still enjoyed diving. Meanwhile, however, the skipper had lost the desire to sail and wanted to sell his yacht. And… that was that! 


	Back in Switzerland, homeless and without a job, we realized that the opportunity to take a longer trip would never be as good as at that point in time. We bought a Mitsubishi Pajero 4x4, had it custom-outfitted and shipped it to Australia. After an eleven-month journey through the red continent, we were not the least bit tired of traveling and shipped the vehicle from Fremantle to Cape Town. We spent the next seven months traveling Southern Africa, before returning to Switzerland in spring 1996 to settle down for a few years.


	But once you have been infected with the travel virus, there is a high risk of said fever breaking out again. That’s what happened ten years later. After three years of preparation, we started our world tour on September 3, 2006, wanting to make our dream come true.


	When, after 2,573 days, we crossed the Rhine and the Swiss border on September 21, 2013, more than 280,000 kilometers around our planet lay behind us. And ahead of us was the adventure of settling in back home! This book tells the story of that journey.


	Paul and Brigitta
Kandersteg, Switzerland, September 2024


	 




Goodbye Switzerland!


	As we crossed the Swiss border near Geneva, on September 3, 2006, three years of preparation, a few stressful last weeks and (tearful) goodbyes to family and friends were behind us. At that time, we didn't know if, and when, we would return to Switzerland. What we did know, however, was that we were excited about the journey ahead, no matter how long it might take.


	We were both lost in thoughts while the 6-cylinder diesel of our Toyota, which we had baptized Mahangu, hummed contentedly as we drove south, at 90 km/h, towards Algeciras. (Mahangu is a type of millet in Southern Africa that locals use to appease their hunger. We satisfy our wanderlust with Mahangu!)


	It is a very special feeling, having a multi-year journey ahead of you and leaving everything behind. Not even close to departing from Zurich airport - changing time zones and crossing continents within a few hours. This was a completely different dimension; and did we feel it! The anticipation of the trip was mixed with the pain of parting and a sinking feeling in our stomach.


[image: ]


	What would we experience in the coming years?


	 


	 





The journey starts



	

[image: ]


	What a feeling of freedom and independence! Like the migratory birds above us, we were drawn south and towards warmer climate. After a few days – just short of the Spanish border - we discovered a beautifully situated campsite on the coast. We parked Mahangu above the cliffs and looked out over the deep blue Mediterranean Sea, meeting an even bluer sky on the horizon. Looking down the steep cliffs in front of us, we could hear the roar of the surf all the way up to where we were standing. We fell asleep to the sound of the waves and the screeching of seagulls and woke up the next morning to the same sounds.


	It was a sunny autumn morning when we tackled the Pyrenees in second and third gear - this Toyota has just 131 hp. The customs post between France and Spain was deserted. No passport to show and no prying eyes looking into the car - thanks to the EU! At the top of the pass, we met a group of cyclists in their colorful jerseys who looked like budgies. They recovered from the climb before plunging downhill on their racing bikes at 50 km/h.


	We took it easy and set course for Cadaques. From there we followed the coast and camped in a picturesque bay on the Costa Brava. We would have liked to stay a few days to recover from the exertions of the past few weeks. The bad weather on the day after, however, hardly made us want to stay. We headed towards sunnier skies on back roads with little traffic - at least that's what we had hoped. We quickly learned to find suitable places to stay and slept in our car; be it on unpaved roads or in lonely bays. A few days and nights later we got used to this «Life on Wheels».


	A few days later we reached Andalusia in Southern Spain. We passed fig and almond trees with ripe fruit hanging from them - it was like driving through paradise. Again and again, we stopped to pick almonds and figs. The further south we got, the more we let go of all the tension inside of us. We realized that this journey we had been looking forward to for so long, had finally begun.


	 




Test drive through Marocco
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	Allāhu akbar, Allāhu akbar; Ašhadu an lā ilāha illā llāh; Ašhadu anna Muhammadan rasūlu llāh. Hayya ‘alā s-salāt, Hayya ‘alā s-salāt. (Allah is great; Allah is great. There is no God except Allah and Muhammad is his prophet. Come to prayer. Come to prayer.)


	Early in the morning of September 29th, 2006, we woke up to this call to prayer from the Muezzin, while camping near Ceuta on the Mediterranean coast. From here we started our three-week test drive through Morocco. On this test drive we wanted to see if we had thought of everything and were well equipped for a trip around the world.


	When you travel from Europe to Morocco by ferry, you don't just change countries; you also change the continent and, thus, the culture. Suddenly, in less than two hours, you are in a different world. The air is full of strange scents; you don't smell those in Andalusia. Very good ones, good and disgusting ones.


	Our trip coincided with Lent and Ramadan. During this time, in Muslim countries, the night is not used for sleeping, but for eating, which might last until the early hours of the morning. During the day the whole country dozes until the sun disappears behind the horizon. Then, life begins again.


	For the next three weeks we drove through Morocco and deep into the south of the country. Here lies Aït Ben Haddou, a well-preserved Ksar (fortress). Built of red clay and restored, this fortified village has served as the backdrop for many films, including Sodom and Gomorrah, Gladiator and Lawrence of Arabia. Every now and then those responsible helped out with the setting, because up close you can see that one entrance gate or other is not made of clay but of Styrofoam. But it looks deceptively real; and you’ve got to look twice to see it.


	We visited the Royal Cities and, of course, Marrakech. We made an excursion to the famous Djemaa el Fna in the evening and strolled through the busy market. Snake charmers, money changers, carpet and water sellers - they all feel at home here. (I haven't seen a place in the world where they haggle more!)


	But soon we had enough of the hustle and bustle in the cities; we were drawn back to nature. A day's journey later we were deep in southern Morocco, where the endless desert stretches across the country. In the evening, we set up camp at the foot of a dune, under a stand of palm trees. We felt like being in a scene from Lawrence of Arabia - couldn't we hear the pounding of the dromedaries? No, it was quiet - as quiet as only the desert can be. 


	The starry sky glittered above us. The Southern Cross, once used by caravans for navigation, was clearly visible against the velvety black sky. As a nightcap, I served a hot and sweet mint tea, before we crawled into our sleeping bags. We opened the skylight, listened to the rustling of the palm leaves, and looked at the star-sparkling sky until we fell asleep.


	 





Porto: First Shipment
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	Our test trip came to a happy ending in Ceuta, the Spanish exclave on the Strait of Gibraltar. Not only Mahangu, but we, as well, had proven ourselves over the 3'000 kilometers already covered. We boarded the car ferry that took us back to Europe, to Algeciras in Southern Spain. The weather was rainy; and so, the planned visit to Seville was rained off, in the truest sense of the word.


	We continued towards Portugal. The border between the two countries is formed by an elegant suspension bridge over the Guadalquivir. No border controls here either. Without the sign Bem vindo a Portugal we would not have realized that we were crossing the border into another country. We did realize that we were no longer in Spain when we went shopping: Groceries were cheaper, people were dressed less elegantly, and the language was Greek to us!


	We were hoping for better weather in the Algarve, in Southern Portugal. This region has a history closely linked to the Atlantic Ocean. In the 15th century, captains set sail to conquer the New World for church and crown with their crews. Near Sagres stands the Cabo de Sao Vicente fortress, where plaques pay tribute to a man who was called Henry the Navigator, although he never went out to sea. We looked at the stormy sea and imagined what it must have been like back then. Neither the captain nor the crew knew what awaited them on the other side.


	Porto, capital of the famous port wine, was around two hundred kilometers away. We had to be there in a few days to organize the shipment of Mahangu to Buenos Aires. The city on the banks of the Douro River announced itself with increasing traffic and smog; and by illuminated advertising for its famous port wine.


	Here, the Douro, a clean river in the north of the country, did not invite to swim. This was not a surprise, because a large part of Porto's untreated sewage flows into the river. That makes the fish happy who feast on it by the thousands, but not so much your nose, as soon as you get too close to the shore. At a nearby campsite, we converted our vehicle, so that it would fit into a 20-feet container. The box on the roof was placed inside and the second spare wheel on the hood. That way, we could drive Mahangu into a 20' container with a door opening of 227 cm. This is the cheapest solution if you don’t want to ship your vehicle on a RoRo (Roll on Roll off) ship. The latter might also be a problem because the cars are often broken into to get to the luggage, during transport or in the ports, where the ship docks. At the end of a journey, you can deal with it; but if it happens at the start of the journey, things might look quite differently!


	On Monday, November 6th, 2006, in Porto, we drove Mahangu into the container, which should arrive in Buenos Aires four weeks later. That’s what we fervently hoped for, as we boarded a plane to Sao Paulo a few days later. We wanted to use the time until the container would arrive in Buenos Aires for a flight through a part of Brazil, to get a first impression of this huge country.


	It shouldn't be the last flight on our trip around the world. Whenever we had to ship the car so that we could continue our journey elsewhere, we had to fly to the new destination, while Mahangu took a cruise. It always was a war of nerves, because we would never know if, and when, the ship with our container arrived. It is not uncommon for a container to be washed off the ship in strong waves! Or for the customer to stand in front of an empty container once it is opened…


	 





Argentina: Tango, Vino y Asado
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	Argentina and its capital, Buenos Aires, captivated us from the start. This city is a mixture of Barcelona, Milan, Paris, and Marseille; and it has the best of all four. And did I mention the meat and the wine? Just a pity that unloading the container didn't work the way we wanted. As an Argentinian, who we met at the hotel on the first day, said with a laugh: «¿Cómo puede funcionar un país, que fue fundada por los italianos y los españoles?» (How can a country, founded by Italians and Spaniards, work?) Is there something to it?


	On Monday, December 4th, 2006, at 10 am, we stood in the shipping agent's office and learned that the arrival of MSC Katharina Ann, aboard of which was Mahangu, would be several days late. (Never, on our trip around the world, have we experienced that a container ship arrives on time!) So, there was not enough time to get the container out of the port before the catholic feast day Conception of Mary, which means a day off for the porteños (residents of Buenos Aires). We used the time to do some sightseeing in Buenos Aires.


	Our hotel was on Avenida Mayo, which leads to Plaza de Mayo and on to the famous Casa Rosada, the Presidential Palace. This square has one special tradition: Every demonstration that takes place in Buenos Aires - and there are quite a few - has its beginning or end there. The place became particularly famous for the women’s demonstrations during the time of the military dictatorship under Jorge Videla. Every Thursday they gathered and banged their pans with wooden spoons to draw attention to their husbands and sons, who were violently kidnapped and disappeared during the «Dirty War». Back then, opposition members were murdered, tortured or simply thrown out of planes into the Atlantic Ocean. There are still demonstrations today. During our time in Buenos Aires, we saw one every other day.


	I would also have liked to see a football match at the famous La Bombonera stadium – its official name is Estadio Alberto Jacinto Armando. It is the home stadium of the famous Boca Juniors and shaped like a box of chocolates; hence the nickname. Brigitta, however, enjoyed the city's restaurant scene more. In these places you can order a tender filete de lomo weighing 400 g for less than US$ 10. And a bottle of Malbec, that comes with it, for the same price! An extraordinary feast is the asado. This involves meat from various animals, but also sausages that are grilled on a spit over an open fire. Argentina, however, is not only known for its excellent meat and wine, but also for the Tango. It is not uncommon to meet people performing this famous Latin American dance in the city’s streets. Or, rather, celebrate it!


	Not even the dead are forgotten in this fascinating city. Those who had accumulated power and money during their lifetime, and were famous enough, find eternal rest in the famous Recoleta Cemetery. However, Evita, Peron’s wife, had not been able to find peace there. Her pompous tomb still attracts hundreds of visitors every day, who bring her flowers.


	When our stay in the capital turned out to last longer than planned, we decided to use the long weekend, when the Porteños flock to Mar del Plata and the sea in their thousands, to fly to Iguaçu Falls, located about a thousand kilometers north of Buenos Aires. The impressive falls are 2.7 km wide, up to 80 meters high and consist of over 270 individual waterfalls! The most powerful is the Garganta del Diablo (Devil's Gorge). On the Argentinian side you can get up to thirty meters to the edge where the river plunges thunderously into the depths. We were soaked to the skin in no time. The platform, on which we stood with hundreds of other tourists from all over the world, shook; the air was filled with spray and the thunder of the water. Fantastic! The word Iguaçu comes from the language of the locals and means Big Water. It really is!


	PS. In the Lonely Planet we read that, until 1938, there was an additional attraction. Locals took a rowboat as close as possible to where the water falls. There they rowed against the rushing current, while the tourists sitting in the boat enjoyed the thrill. That went well for a long time - until the day when a rower had a dizzy spell. The boat, along with seven German tourists, was dragged under; none survived. Neither did that attraction!


	Back in Buenos Aires we were finally able to get our vehicle. However, only after we had freed our car from the container in a laborious operation. The easiest thing would have been to unload the car at the port, but private individuals are not allowed access to the port area. So the container was loaded onto a truck and driven to the outskirts of Buenos Aires. There, however, was no crane to lift it to the ground. Therefore, a tow truck had to be called to install a ramp to the container. We were then able to use the ramp and drive the car onto solid ground. All's well that ends well!


	The next day we started our journey through South America. Buenos Aires soon disappeared from the rearview mirror, the land stretching out before us. Here, towards the Brazilian border, people mainly live from cattle breeding. That day, we met the first gauchos who drove cattle in front of them. The further north we drove, the hotter it got. At first, we slept shirtless, followed by lying naked on the sleeping bags. Next, we turned on the air condition before we went to sleep, to cool down the interior of the car. And then we gave up and accepted our fate, lost in sweating…


	Our destination was the famous Reserva Provincial Esteros del Ibera; a marshland like the Brazilian Pantanal or the Okavango Delta in Botswana. There are 350 different species of birds in the Reserva – a true paradise! We were looking forward to the days at the lagoon, which extends over 13,000 square km. Surprisingly enough, we also found a campsite on the lagoon. What a sight it was, to have Capybaras grazing on the lawn. With up to seventy kilograms, they are the largest rodents in the world. We spent a few days at the lagoon, enjoying life and getting prepared for the onward journey to Brazil.


	With Christmas being just around the corner, we decided to spend it in a small national park, on the Rio Paranà. On the first day the huge river invited us to swim – the rangers assured us that there were no piranhas! Then it rained for days, and the river changed color from blue to dark brown. Due to the persistent rain, we had to spend most of our time in the car. We read, wrote and were able to test how it would be - living next to each other, in a small space, over a long period of time...


	 





Brazil: Tudo bem!
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	Nowhere else do you see the «thumbs up» sign as often as in Brazil. You bump into someone in the crowd, the thumb’s up: Tudo bem – no problem. If someone takes the right of way at the crossing: Tudo bem! Someone’s car had a breakdown, and the owner is lying under the car, the Brazilians drive past, honking and giving a thumbs up: Tudo bem! That wasn't true in this case, because we actually did have a problem, and a big one at that! After tire change number 7, numbers 8 and 9 followed. Something was wrong with the tires, but we didn't know what it was.


	A tire can be changed in no time, with the right tools and a lifting bag inflated by using exhaust gas. However, it is something else when the bag bursts with a loud bang, which happened a few days ago. Now we had to come up with something, in order to hoist the vehicle weighing more than three tons. We had a second lifting jack on board; but we couldn't crank the car high enough to change the wheel. We finally succeeded when we put a couple of fat Lonely Planet guidebooks under the jack…


	When changing the tire I got to know better Mahangu’s bottom side. And Brigitta watched dozens of Brazilians zooming by, windows down, showing the «tudo bem». So did the police - despite our breakdown triangle and both of my legs sticking out from under the car. We bought a new jack the same day and had the inner tube changed at the next borracheria. And what did the guy changing the tire finally do, when he found out that a wrong tube size had been fitted – the reason for the great number of flat tires? He showed us the «tudo-bem»! So, we continued our journey with a new inner tube of the brand «Tudo bem».


	Left and right we saw only endless, green fields. Soy as far as the eye can see. In Brazil it is mixed with fruit juices, or they use it for making cheese and tofu. Or biodiesel! We have already given Mahangu a tank filling without making his engine cough. Tudo bem!


	On the way to Salvador da Bahia there was a small town called Sao Felix. There, we knew from reading our travel guide, is a cigar factory, which bears a famous name: Dannemann. Since my supply of charutos (cigars) was running low, we had a good reason to stop there. On a sunny afternoon, after almost three weeks of rain, the idyllic town lay ahead of us. The Portuguese, the previous colonizers, also built a monastery there. Since the latter was no longer used for religious purposes, it had been converted into a small hotel, known in Brazil as a pousada. This one was aptly named Pousada do Convento and was furnished in a way that made you think you were staying in a monastery. We slept in a high, whitewashed room with two iron bedsteads. There was  a crucifix on the wall and a bible on the bedside table. We wouldn't have been surprised if we had had to take a cold shower...


	The next morning we packed our belongings and went shopping at the market. We bought four mangoes, two papayas, twelve oranges and a pineapple for less than US$ 3. With this delicious supply of vitamins we pulled up in front of the imposing building marked Dannemann in big letters. I pushed the door open and found myself in a hall with two dozen neatly dressed women making cigars. It smelled heavenly of dried tobacco leaves and spicy cigar smoke! Where did it come from? From a likeable, dark-skinned matron, puffing a fat cigar to check the quality. In this case, any ban on smoking at the workplace didn’t seem to apply! We watched in fascination as women’s hands nimbly rolled the famous Dannemann cigars. The decision to invest a few hundred Reais (Brazilian currency) in cigars was made unanimously and easily!


	Finally, the weather showed its best side. It was time to head to the sunny coast. We'd been traveling through Brazil for over a month now, but so far we had seen its beaches only in rainy weather! On the way to Salvador do Bahia we came across a beautiful, sunny beach. Coconut trees swayed in the wind, and white, puffy clouds hung in the deep blue sky. The water was crystal clear, a warm 28° C, and the campsite was deserted! Tudo bem!


	We spent the next few days lazing around, swimming and reading. In the evenings, at a wooden shack under a palm tree, we ordered first a caipirinha, then peixe (fish) or feijao, a typical Brazilian bean dish. For dessert there were mangoes, a cafezinho and a delicious Dannemann cigar. Every evening we decided to stay another day, even though the lights of Salvador da Bahia beckoned from the other side of the bay Bahia Todo os Santos at night.


	Probably the most famous carnival in Brazil is Rio’s, but a more original one takes place in Olinda, in the northeast of the huge country, near Recife. Thanks to good planning, we reached the city a few days before the carnival took place, since during carnival the city center is usually closed to all traffic. After we had parked our car in the garden of a friendly homeowner, we were virtually prisoners of the Carnival. But we could live with that!


	Carnival started at midnight on Saturday evening. And start it did! Behind a frevo orchestra we danced, with thousands of other onlookers, following the blocos through the narrow alleys of Olinda. We swayed to the beat of the music and enjoyed the hustle and bustle until, after three days, I keeled over. Little sleep, too little water and too many caipirinhas had taken their toll. After a few hours of sleep and Brigitta giving me enough water to drink, I was back on my feet! When will we have the opportunity to participate in a Brazilian carnival again?


	Speaking of Forro (Frevo): During the Second World War, the Americans operated Air Force bases in Pernambuco (Recife is the capital of this state and Olinda is right next door), because from here the “Flying Fortresses” could be used to reach and bomb German-occupied North Africa. The American officers’ clubs held public balls under the title «For All». The music was played by local bands (mostly Blacks). The instruments used were an accordion, a triangle and an African drum. The bands sang songs about the hard life in the bush, love and heartbreak. For All became «Forro». The name became synonymous with the events, but also with the dance and the music. Forro (or Frevo, as it is called in Olinda) is now a solid tradition in the northeast of the country.


	Brazil has more to offer than beautiful beaches, carnivals and caipirinhas. The next highlight was waiting for us: Shipping on a huge barge on the Amazon River from Belem to Manaus. On April 19th, 2007, we stood on the docks of Linave, a company specializing in car transport on Amazonia’s rivers. I parked our car in the shade, on the parking space reserved for the CEO. A staff member complained, but I responded with a smile and the Tudo Bem: «El mais importante son las clientes, pelo sem clientes no tem directores.» (We had learned some Portuguese by now!). He was so taken aback by my spontaneous response that he laughed and let us park the car in the shade. That was great, because it turned out to be late afternoon until we were able to get on the pontoon that would be towed to Manaus.


	Belém is only 140 km from the sea, so the tides affect the Amazon River with a tidal difference of six meters. We had to wait for the high tide before we could leave. This took until midnight. Only then the large pontoons had enough water under their keel and were pushed, in convoy, by a 1,500 hp tug. Sleeping was out of the question because there was a rumble as the pontoons collided. It wasn't until the early hours of the morning that we climbed into the roof tent and soon fell asleep while the pontoon was rocking gently.


	When we woke up, all we could see was green left and right, occasionally punctuated by shabby huts. The captain steered the convoy along the shore because that is where the current is weakest. A new day was breaking, and so was life on the Amazon. As we glided slowly past near the bank, we could look into the huts standing on stilts. Children made their way to school in their canoes, the men went fishing and the women fetched brown water from the river to wash clothes.


	After three days we reached Santarem, where a pontoon was unloaded and reloaded. I had to drive our car off the pontoon as we couldn't find space on a pontoon for Manaus in Belem. This was a great opportunity to stretch our legs and watch the hustle and bustle of this river port. Afterwards, we chugged upriver for another four days, towards Manaus. On board we met Gilberto and Flavio, two truck drivers headed for Manaus, who had loaded halves of beef into their refrigerated trucks. We drank a caipirinha with them every day at 5 p.m. We delivered the ingredients, cachaça, sugar and lime, and the truck drivers brought ice cubes from their refrigerated trucks - that's what you call international cooperation!


	During the day we relaxed in our hammocks that we had secured in the shade of the trucks. Or we would sit in the bow of the pontoon, where the noise of the refrigeration units and the ship's engine could not be heard, and let the scenery pass by until nightfall. In the evenings Brigitta cooked something on our camping stove or we ate in the kitchen on board the tug. There was no menu. There was also the same thing every day: Feijao y pan.


	On the fifth day, black clouds in the sky announced rain. Everyone on board set up buckets to catch rainwater. Half an hour later it began to rain heavily and the buckets filled with fresh water. Very good, because drinking water is always scarce on board. We had installed a 50 liter water tank in our touring vehicle; but usually we reserve it for the worst case. The two solar panels on our vehicle’s roof, providing electricity for the Engel refrigerator add to the luxury, the latter containing, among other things, a few bottles of beer!


	At night, the position lights of our convoy glowed red, green and white. It looked like a giant dragon-like creature moving across the water. A powerful light was used to search the shore at regular intervals to make sure we had enough distance and didn't run aground. This had happened to another captain the day before. His convoy hit a sandbar downstream and he was stuck. We pulled him back into the deep water with a rope. Timetable or not – on the river people help each other; you are dependent on each other. Some days ago, we had pumped diesel into the tank of another tug. Either the captain hadn’t filled up enough fuel, consumption had been higher than calculated, or he had sold too much fuel to the locals to supplement his pocket money.


	After six days we arrived in Manaus. In the heyday of the rubber boom the famous opera house was built there in 1896. Enrique Caruso, contrary to legend, never sung at this opera. Manaus was then known as the Paris of Amazonia, and the «rubber barons» could afford the best in the world. Shirts and suits were ordered in the famous salons of Parisian couturiers, and in 1902, English engineers built the floating docks – a technical sensation at that time.


	But the showpiece in Manaus was the opera: Decor, stage and lamps came from France, the marble from the famous Carrara marble quarries in Italy and the gilded bricks from Lorraine. The cupola came from Scotland, banisters and doors from England and the crystal from Murano. At that time, Manaus was one of the cultural centers of the world. Stately homes, such as that of the German rubber baron Waldemar Scholz, bear witness to this still today. Unlike the seringueiros (rubber tappers), these gentlemen lived a princely life! 


	Henry Wickham, an Englishman, put an end to all this. In 1876, he smuggled 70’000 rubber seeds to London on a freighter. There, in London's Kew Garden, the seedlings were raised, thus laying the basis for the large rubber plantations in the former British colonies of Ceylon and Malaysia. By 1920, the Brazilian rubber boom had definitely become a thing of the past, and Manaus sank into a deep slumber.


	 





Venezuela: Only not filling up is cheaper!
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	On May 7, 2007, and with empty fuel tanks, we arrived in Santa Elena, the first city in southern Venezuela. We had spent four unforgettable months in Brazil, during which we covered around 13,000 kilometers. We weren't the only ones in Santa Elena who wanted to fill their tanks. Brazilians know as well that gasoline is cheap in Venezuela - the country has the lowest fuel prices in the world. Thus, also they go to Santa Elena. They fill up at a pump specially designed for them, which is more expensive than the ones for Venezuelans, but still significantly cheaper than in Brazil.


	We pulled up to a gas station, where dozens of Venezuelans with their old bangers stood in line. The battered American vehicles looked thirsty, as if they didn’t make it below twenty liters per hundred kilometers. As our car runs on diesel, we were in the minority and it took only fifteen minutes until it was our turn. We filled both tanks to the brim and paid only 5 SFr for 160 liters! Drinking water is more expensive in Venezuela.


	Santa Elena, located at around 1’000 meters above sea level, is the starting point for climbing Cerra Roraima, 2’810 meters high and the most famous table mountain in the Gran Sabana. Arthur Conan Doyle, the famous English writer, was inspired by these table mountains to write his novel The Lost World, and also settled dinosaurs on them. Of course there aren't any up there, but there definitely is great flora. We had planned a six-day hike up the mountain, but the poor weather forecast put us off. As a replacement, we chose to drive to El Pauji, which is on the Brazilian border. There, a hill rises 400 meters above the jungle and is known for its orchids and rich birdlife. And above all, it was also said to offer a fantastic view of the Brazilian rainforest.


	The next day and in constant rain we started from Santa Elena. Red-brown water splashed up to the windows as we headed through large pools of water towards El Pauji. We passed abandoned gold mines and shacks in front of which locals dozed in their hammocks and let the day swing by. In the evening we looked for a place to spend the night, far away from the village so that the barking stray dogs didn’t disturb our sleep. The next morning, rain fell again from a gray sky – it was rainy season in Venezuela.


	The bad path took us to the bottom of the hill, where we put on our trekking shoes and filled our daypacks, with binoculars, fruit and a bottle of water. Along with a machete, as recommended by the locals. Thus equipped, and early in the morning, we began the climb through the damp rainforest. Soon sweat was dripping from every pore, no wonder - at almost 100 % humidity! We were soaked to the skin when we reached the viewpoint after half an hour. From up here we had a fantastic view of the «green lung of our planet». Rainforest stretched beneath our feet as far as the eye could see. We fought our way forward with our machete, along the mountainside full of dead tree stumps, orchids and other tropical plants. An environment making every botanist's heart beat faster. And then we had another view of the jungle that lay below us. Birds of prey circled on a level with us. Down in the rain forest, we heard parrots screeching – an unforgettable experience! Four hours and many drops of sweat later we were back at the foot of the hill, washing the sweat from our bodies on the banks of a stream.


	If there was one thing we didn't want to miss in Venezuela, it was the Salto Angel (Angel Falls), the highest waterfall on our planet. The water drops almost 1’000 meters from one of the many table mountains in the Southern Venezuelan rain forest. Getting there even with a 4WD is an impossibility, but there is always a plane!


	At 7 am on Sunday, May 20th, 2007, we headed to the Ciudad Bolivar airfield and boarded a Cessna that looked more trustworthy than the rusty taxi that had taken us to the airport. Carlos, a bush pilot who is not easily flustered, did a quick check of his plane before we took off into the blue skies. Soon Ciudad Bolivar was below us and the pilot turned south. All we could see below us was green. Green all the way to the horizon – no room for an emergency landing! Later we flew over a huge reservoir that is filled to the brim in the rainy season, due to the many rivers flowing through that area.


	Shortly afterwards the first tepuis (table mountains) appeared below us. A good hour later we landed on the bumpy runway at Canaima. We went to the jetty on the river, where a ranger was waiting for us. There we boarded a wooden boat with a 40 hp engine and two crew members. «Hold on!» they called. Then the engine roared and we took off. Fifteen minutes later we docked on the shore. Now we continued on foot while the boat crew navigated a rapid further upriver at high speed.


	Further upstream we got back into the boat, which still seemed to be waterproof despite having been chafed over rocks. The boatman recommended that we put on rain protection despite the bright blue sky. We soon knew why: Rapids after rapids. Shortly beforehand, the boat changed to top speed to cope with those rapids. Water splashed on us from all sides. Without rain protection, we would have been soaked to the skin in no time and would soon have frozen due to the wind chill factor.


	After about three hours we made a turn into the Rio Churun. From here we saw the Auyantepui, from whose plateau the water tumbles down. With 979 meters and free falling water of 807 meters, the Salto Angel is the highest on earth. One and a half an hour later we docked at the shore; but we hadn't reached our goal yet. We exchanged our sandals for sturdy shoes. This was necessary because the march was leading through dense jungle; and we had to cross a tangle of tree roots. A narrow path led us steeply uphill, and then we heard the mighty roar of water. Five hours after leaving Canaima, we were there: The Angel Falls lay ahead of us. What a sight!


	We spent the night under the roof of a simple hut with a few hammocks. The crew grilled a chicken over an open fire and served it with bread and salad. Unfortunately no beer. But a Venezuelan who was on the tour with us offered a sip of rum from his bottle. This gave us the drowsiness we needed to sleep in the unfamiliar hammocks.


	 





Colombia: No way through the Darien Gap!
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	In Maracaibo, just before the border with Colombia, we again had to be patient when refueling. When we drove to the gas station in the evening, it was «dry», meaning that there was no fuel at all. We were told fresh supplies would arrive the next day. The other morning we were at the gas station before anyone else. No wonder - since we did have the shortest route: We had slept there!


	Shortly before the border with Colombia we came across another message from Hugo Chavez. This time, he promised his compatriots the everlasting Bolivarian revolution, not to be stopped by anyone. According to himself, what he does is fighting against World’s Evil, together with the other Comandante, Fidel Castro. It was a particular experience for us to see Hugo Chavez's face practically everywhere and every day. What was striking was that Chavez always seemed to be slightly taller than his colleagues; and Hugo isn't exactly tall...


	The Panamericana, the so-called «Dream road of the world», which leads from Alaska to Tierra del Fuego, ends between Colombia and Panama, in the Darien Gap, in the jungle. There is no getting through here; neither for hikers, nor drivers or cyclists. So we had to put our car in a container again and ship it to Panama. Luckily, shortly before Cartagena we met a couple who were traveling through South America in a 4WD vehicle, as well. We sat together in a bar, and while drinking a cool Aguila (Colombian beer) we decided to ship our vehicles to Panama together, in a 40' container. Thus, we were able to save costs and share the workload of asking for offers.


	On Tuesday morning, June 19th, 2007, we drove to the port in Cartagena to load our vehicles into the container. The cargo ship was scheduled to depart the next day and arrive in Colon, Panama, 18 hours later. Our plan was to sail to Panama on a yacht via the San Blas Archipelago and then pick up our vehicles in the port of Colón. What gave us pause was a note in the Lonely Planet: «If you don't have a compelling reason to come here, do yourself a favor and don’t do it. Crime is a serious problem». But we had already heard so many horror stories that this one didn't really impress us either.


	Prior to anything else, however, we had to overcome the first obstacle - loading our vehicles into the container in the port of Cartagena. There, our vehicles were subjected to meticulous checks because it is from here that cocaine finds its way all over the world. And the smugglers are inventive, as the customs officers showed us: Cocaine can be found in upholstered furniture. Or in the head of a doll. Or in hollow table legs! So why not in the chassis of a vehicle? First, everything was checked by the police, and then the customs officers checked the whole thing again. Finally, a drug-sniffing dog was led through the interior of our cars. We had a clear conscience as we only had good rum and cigars on board. So we could follow this intensive investigation at our leisure. After more than an hour, we got the green light for phase two – driving our vehicles into the container. Soon our car was standing in the container that he shared with our fellow travelers' Land Rover.


	I was finally very happy when I was able to leave the container because inside it was hot as hell. Unsurprisingly so, since it had sat in the blazing sun for hours. I was soaking wet in no time and happy to be standing outside again, where the thermometer showed only 35°C. My sweaty shirt had almost dried, when I was told that I had to drive the vehicle out of the container again because the boss himself wanted to check it, too. He couldn’t have been serious - he was, though...


	San Blas is a paradisiacal beautiful archipelago in the Caribbean consisting of 365 islands and located off the coast of Panama. We wanted to visit these islands on board of a yacht. After we had driven our cars into the containers, we looked for a skipper who was willing to take us on board! There were dozens of yachts in the port of Cartagena; but many skippers would rather hang at the bar, drinking beer and even harder stuff, than set sail. We had almost given up hope and were already asking for the price of a plane ticket to Panama City when we heard from Marc, a Canadian skipper, who was willing to take tourists on board for an appropriate fee.


	When we boarded the yacht a few days later, we realized what a diverse crew we were: A Canadian (the skipper), a Brazilian, an Israeli, a Dutchman, a German, a Panamanian (the sailor) and two Swiss – my wife and I. If we thought we had booked some kind of cruise, we were wrong. As soon as Cartagena disappeared over the horizon, the skipper thrust the rudder of his 40-foot yacht into our hands, as he and his buddy set sail. An hour later, darkness fell, and the lights of Cartagena beckoned us one last time.


	Next, the captain assigned the watch. When Brigitta, my wife, stood at the helm for two hours at 11 pm, the moon had already set and it was pitch black. I was lying in the cramped, warm and damp bunk, trying to sleep, when suddenly there was light on deck. A container ship was coming towards us at great speed. Brigitta woke the skipper just in time for him to steer the yacht out of danger and illuminate the white sails with the help of headlights, thus increasing the chance for the container ship’s helmsman seeing and not ramming us. (This is just as much a reality as floating containers that fall from cargo ships into the sea, thus being a great danger to sailing ships, since they could ram and, subsequently, sink them.)


	When the sun emerged from the Caribbean at 6 am, there was no land in sight. The deep blue water was irresistibly tempting. We convinced the skipper to stop offshore. We put on our bathing suits, climbed onto the roof of the cabin and jumped into the water. This woke us up and, lacking a shower, we had taken care of that, as well. A few hours later, palm trees appeared on the horizon. As we got closer, we saw that they were standing on what turned out to be a beautiful little island. We anchored in the bay and treated ourselves to a well-deserved, so-called anchor drink. The cold Aguila tasted heavenly. The shore was just a coconut's throw away - close enough that we could have swum across. But how do you take a picnic and cigarettes with you in only your swimwear? So we got in the dinghy and headed to the island, where we spent an unforgettable afternoon on the deserted beach, feeling a bit like Robinson Crusoe!


	Just before dawn we chugged back to the yacht, which was anchored in the bay. For once, no one suffered from seasickness and everyone enjoyed dinner. The next day we set sail and headed for Porvenir. On this leg we were accompanied by dolphins, who followed us through the deep blue water, swiftly like arrows. In the early afternoon we reached the main town of the San Blas archipelago. We were just dropping anchors, when several women came toward us in their canoes. They presented beautiful Molas to us, hand-sewn works of art in bright colors, that they had made themselves. Why not buy a souvenir that will forever remind us of our visit to paradise?
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