Hello everyone from Gary and Sue Kissel: 

As an important part of a Caribbean visit with Rick and Cindy, a contribution to the travelogue is called for. Since I don't have a memory for facts, I will attempt to express the experiences of the trip and leave the facts to the guide books (and make sure you read the guidebooks Carefully). For an absolutely amazing trip like Sue and I have just experienced, I don't really know where to begin. So I will begin at the end. 

We loaded our gear onto the ferry from the dock at Le Saintes, a small group of very European feeling islands just south of the main island of Guadeloupe. Rick and Cindy waving goodbye from the dock and preparing, I am sure, for the next phase of their adventure. The ferry was a 42 passenger, totally enclosed vessel. We were starting our trip home that would ultimately involve a dingy ride, ferry, taxi, airplane, taxi, hotel, taxi, airplane, shuttle, hotel, shuttle, airplane, and the final drive home in our car two days later. The ferry first stopped on another island to pick up more passengers and once we got started towards our destination the journey turned into what I can only describe as a high school bus ride home after winning the big game. The whole crowd burst into what must have been the Caribbean/French version of '99 Bottles of Beer', with a distinctly strong Afro-Pop rhythm with a French accent. The water was rough, and swells were crashing into the side windows of the enclosed cabin directly next to Sue's face. The rougher it got the louder the chants. These were the real people of these islands, not the Euro tourists we had seen in town the last two days. This was the Caribbean, and we were being swept along on its waves and with its people. This ferry ride was a summation of the trip we had had over the last 10 days because we had met our friends in what could be one of the most untouched areas of the island chain, a circumstance of timing that I will always be grateful for. 

 

We met up with Rick and Cindy on the island of Dominica. It is pronounced Domineeka, like the old 60's song by the Singing Nuns (for those old enough to remember). Known as the 'Nature Island' for reasons that are plainly obvious once there. No resorts, a few small hotels, old Caribbean villages, mountains rising over 4000 ft, lush tropical rainforest, beautiful waterfalls, active volcanic activity, wildly curving roads and billions and billions of bananas and coconuts. It is a poor island that depends on agriculture for its income while attempting to build a fledgling tourist trade. There are few actual beaches so tourism and Mega-resorts have passed it by. Mostly visited by cruisers and eco-adventurers, it is a place made for the adventurous at heart. Diving and snorkeling are legendary among those who know. Hikes that will sap your strength and literally take your breath away (it's a long story and I can still feel the effects a week later, an exciting day and one I will truly never forget!), where the guide cooks eggs for you in the volcano while you stand there on hot sulfur covered rocks, and the temperature drops 20 degrees as you ascend the mountain. It is a real rainforest so the rain comes straight down in the forest, and sideways on the ridges. This is a country where they actually cut the grass along the roads with machetes and the speed limits rise exponentially with your pulse as your driver (hopefully) weaves sporadically through the potholes (possibly volcanic also). There are signs of poverty (to my eyes) yet very few actually seem poor. They have little, but seem to enjoy what they have. I have seen poverty on the south side of Chicago that saddened and scared me much much more. Peering into one of the 10' X 10' houses along the town of Portsmouth, Dominica I saw a small bed, a chair, a refrigerator the size of a walkman and a stereo the size of a refrigerator. No windows, only curtains and maybe wooden shutters to save the stereos from the occasional hurricane. They have what they have, Mon, and life is hard yet good at the same time. There were smiles everywhere and the occasional questioning look, but we never felt threatened. 

 

And then there were the people and the characters. There was Martin, a serious and extremely knowledgeable nature guide that works tirelessly to promote his island home as well as make it safe for visitors. He explained how the British took timber out of the forest with a train they built in early 1900. The train now long gone and the tracks grown over, Martin calmly admits he has never seen a train. The 'Boat Boy' (actually an aging Rasta) who brought fresh baked bread to Dragonfly's doorstep everyday became my breakfast savior. Our other guide, Sea Cat, a gregarious refugee from the Indy 500, nonchalantly calling his wife on the cell phone from the top of the volcano to tell her he would be home late because the two 'out of shape' hikers in the group might not make it out alive (we showed him!). And Bob, the wonderful cruiser next door, who hugged us like family after knowing us for only three days. Bob is a chapter by himself and I wish him the best, and thank him for making us feel like part of the cruiser family. That leaves Cindy and Rick, standing on the dock and wishing us a good journey home. A number of years ago Nissan Automotive had an ad campaign based on the slogan "Life is a Journey, Enjoy the Ride". I was so captivated by this slogan I have tried to make it my philosophy, and this trip proved to be a great ride indeed. Our sincerest thanks to great friends for allowing us to share this part of their journey. I only whish they could have joined us for a chorus of '99 Bottles of Kabuli' (the local beer) on that crazy ferry ride. 
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Skimming along on Dragonfly but home now 

