21/01/2012

St Christopher 
Distance: 57nm
“17:17N 62:43W”
What can I say? Sailing was wonderful. But, just as we were about to reach the narrow channel between Nevis and the Southern peninsula of St Kitts, huge black clouds were gathering behind us. The forecast did not say anything about storms but, as far as we could tell, a serious storm was brewing behind us. It seemed that the clouds and us moved with more or less the same speed for a while so I was hoping that we will be through the narrow passage before the squalls hit us. But the clouds were slowly gaining on us and it became obvious that the storm will hit us in the middle of the narrow channel, only 200m wide in one place. I became very anxious; not so because of the wind but the potential building up of the waves. We prepared accordingly. Put on our PDFs, tied ourselves to the cockpit floor with the lanyards, furled some of the sails, collected the 2sqm solar panels from the top of the bimini and closed the bimini, and lifted the towing generator out of the water. Then the squall hit us with a burst of rain drenching us to the skin and giving a good wash to Fenix. The wind was around 30-35 knts but the waves remained manageable. The storm passed us quickly and for the rest of the passage we enjoyed  a colourful sunset highlighted by the  occasional rainbow. We arrived to the anchorage just in front of the harbour St Kitts after dark. I cooked a brilliant spaghetti puttanesca and threw together a decent tomato salad.  Unusually, we ate inside. It was just nice sitting in the comfortable, dry, warm salon talking about the events of the last week.
Usually I cook much more on the boat than I did during this trip. There is a myth about the Caribbean and the wonderful local supplies. These wonderful supplies might exist in some fairyland or perhaps inland, away from the anchorages, but our experience was the opposite. Contrary to our expectations the local market’s offerings most of the time were limited to some unknown unsavory root vegetables, miniature bananas and a special type of orange that grew to the size of a mandarin, black pineapple which to me meant miniature pineapple, coconuts and the occasional avocado. To be fair the avocadoes were extraordinary. The size of a melon and the taste of heaven! I love avocadoes but one cannot live on them for two months. So we ended up trying to locate supermarkets – would you believe that most Caribbean islands had an IGA? – which sold tomatoes, capsicums, apples and oranges and sometimes even pears. We simply could not understand that on this land of plenty no one would bother growing anything. Diego made a fleeting comment about gangs robbing the market gardens when the produce was ripe, thus depriving the islands from a potential thriving industry. It is hard to fathom but restaurateurs on the islands imported everything from Miami. Actually, with the exception of Guadeloupe, there was a parallel economy servicing the tourism industry. The locals did not seem to produce the products and services this industry needed. It is a shame, as all islands saw tourism as their savior and the way out of poverty. Before globalization most islands had special arrangements with the USA and Europe to produce and deliver bananas, sugar and other cash crops. With the advancement of globalization and global trading agreements these arrangements came to an end. The island’s producers could not compete. Brazil had cheaper bananas, Australia cheaper sugar. Thus the plantations slowly disappeared and St Kitts closed the last sugar refinery 10 years ago.  
During the night two cruise ships arrived to St Kitts. They were expertly tied up to the quay. Within ours they poured their thousands of passengers onto the island. Islands like St Kitts see the cruise ship industry as their way to a better future. They built expensive harbours and reception halls surrounded with miniature shopping centers offering either local souvenirs (some of them made in China!) or watches, jewelry and out of fashion luxury brand items, like Chanel, Gucci, Louis Vuitton, Todds etc. These shops more or less all look the same in St John’s, Antigua, St Kitts or St Thomas (USVI). We felt really sorry for the passengers who visit these arrival centers without ever experiencing real island life. 

But this was our lucky day.  “The officers are at the commercial harbour they will be back in the afternoon” we were told in the immigration office. We gratefully exited the cruise ship reception hall and got into a taxi to visit Brimstone Fort, around 20 km to North.

It was an interesting drive through a lush countryside on the pothole peppered road. Our driver was a good-humored guy and was entertaining us with endless stories. The road was lined by houses, estates, tiny churches of most dominations of Christianity. We slowly waved through the traffic and soon we were driving along the beautiful blue sea. Our guy pushed the horn and waved to most of the pedestrians walking along the road. He even stopped occasionally to have a chat. We passed something that looked like a boat cemetery that turned out to be a boat yard with hurricane holes. [image: image1.jpg]


You see, a big narrow hole is dug on land then the boat’s keel is lifted and buried into it and tied to 6-8 anchor-points, thus providing enough support that supposedly ensures that your treasure survives even the worst hurricane. Even the thought  sent shudders through Steve who felt vindicated with our decision to move Fenix back to the Mediterranean. 

Soon, we entered into the national park and drove through a thick jungle of low trees that covered the road like a canopy. We even spotted the famous green monkeys of the island! After some hair-raising turns of 280o, we arrived to the entrance of the fort built on top of a volcanic mountain that has been dormant for a long time. The fort was huge. [image: image5.jpg]
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There must have been an enormous commitment on the British side to build something substantial like this. It looked indestructible to our eyes. But obviously it was not indestructible to the French who, during the Napoleonic wars, arrived with their navy and occupied it within a week. The fort was beautifully restored and we tremendously enjoyed the walk. The view was incredible. On a good day one could see far away over the endless blue sea.[image: image3.jpg]


 The fort was surrounded by the ruins of sugar cane plantations and steep, bright green mountainsides. It was a beautiful site and we were pleased to see so many visitors. [image: image4.jpg]



After a 45 minute walk we returned to our taxi and drove back to the marina. We made a short stopover at the local IGA where, among other staples, we purchased some curiosity items like Cuban Bread. All I can say that they should stick to manufacturing cigars. We also bought some hot food, rice and beans, salad, steamed veggies and a stew-like meat dish. Sailing in the lee of the island gave us a perfect opportunity for our lunch. The food was delicious. But after the demolition work I was looking at the strange looking pieces of bones with curiosity. We started to wonder whether we consumed a monkey, a dog or a goat. The question remains open. 
After passing St Kitts we turned towards St Barth. St Barth, depending on your point of view, either is the gem or the shame of the Caribbean; the “millionaire’s island”. As usual the wind got stronger after sunset and until we reached some coverage in the lee of the island it was quite a rough ride.  We furled the main at around 17.00. It was quite dark by the time we approached the anchorage of Gustavo. The wind was mercilessly blowing around 25-30 knts and it was raining. Furling the huge genoa of Fenix in 25 knts is a scary process. Once the sheet is loosened it starts hitting the dodger and the windscreen with huge lashes creating an incredible noise. So recently Steve came up with an excellent solution. We go downwind and furl on the run. This way the sheets remain manageable and calm. Equipped with confidence in our new maneuver we sailed close to the rocky shore and started to furl. 
The electric winch started up in the usual manner, then it squeaked with a painful sound. Steve stopped the reefing. We looked and looked but could not see anything wrong. So he started it again. The same noise. At that point with my life jacket on, lanyard tied to the jackstay and equipped with a torch I crawled to the bow. I hanged onto the stay, looked up and could see that our spinnaker halyard, that was tied to the bowsprit, got caught in the furling. I reported my findings and at that point Steve handed over the helm and went forward. I kept the boat on course while he tried to unfurl and furl again. But the halyard got caught again. What a pain!  In the meantime we were getting uncomfortably close to the shore so we had to tack out, slowly drifting out of the protective coverage of the island. This was something I was not looking forward to, trying to fix our sail in rather bumpy seas. But after some further maneuvering the halyard was released, taken back to the mast and finally we furled the Genoa. 
We motored carefully between small islands with rocky outcrops, looking huge and scary in the faint moonlight. Once inside, we were confronted with myriads of lights, presumable belonging to sailing and motor yachts.  I pulled out our 3M Lumens search light and with that a local war erupted between the captain (Steve) and the first mate (myself). The captain was quite keen on retaining his night vision while steering. I tried to shine the light on the water but when it hit the life lines or the stanchions the reflection initiated hysterical screams: “Move the light!”. I do not think it is necessary to give further details. 
We eventually anchored successfully and over a lovely dinner peace returned to the boat. We were excited and full of expectations visiting St Barth the next day.

