Greetings All: 

Get ready for another long winded tale from the Eastern Caribbean! I guess the fact that I have not written my travel email for 3 weeks is a good indication that we have been busy bees. Over the past weeks we have been to Martinique, Dominica, Guadeloupe, Montserrat, Nevis and are now in St. Croix. I hope you have the stamina to make it through this email! 

We left St. Lucia in late March and spent 4 days in Martinique. Martinique is a huge island and we chose to make it a brief trip, our main goal being to shop a few of the French chandleries for boat parts since D-fly is a french boat & many parts are hard to locate. The chandleries were somewhat petite compared to what we expected so we quickly moved on and spent a lovely night in Anse Noir just south of Fort de France. As we entered the bay we maneuvered around three large day catamarans filled with snorkelers that took up most of the shallow part of the bay; not to be outdone by the French, we boldly squeezed D-fly between the shore and one of the party boats. After 4PM we were relieved to see the party boats depart and that night we had the bay to ourselves. Of course we snorkeled a bit and were rewarded with our first juvenile French Angelfish (black and yellow vertical bands) and a turtle, among other beautiful sights. The next 2 nights we stopped at the old world city of St. Pierre, seated at the base of Mt. Pelee. Here we treated ourselves to a great French dinner at La Tamaya -- a quaint little restaurant with a nautical theme where the owners/staff do not speak English. With a bit of broken English and French we were able to figure out most of the menu and enjoyed one of the best meals of our trip (Rick had shark, I had duck). Martinique certainly deserves more time with a rental car! 

We left Martinique excited to reach Dominica. We had heard so much about Dominica from Gail and Alan as ell as other cruisers we have met along our way south. Knowing that Dominica was a "hikers paradise" it had become our goal throughout our trip to be physically ready for some challenging hikes by the time we arrived. Our first stop was in the capitol of Roseau, a bustling city that is used to cruise ships and tourists, yet still unsophisticated and unpolished. We spent our first day in Dominica on boat chores – yes these have to be done – sanding, varnishing, engine repairs. 

The next day the real fun began! Rick and I joined up with friends on s/v "Blueprint Match" for a hike with Seacat (a local tour guide) to Victoria falls. It was as if all the other tour guides we have met on our trip were preludes to Seacat. How does one describe Seacat? He is a tour guide on steroids – all energy and exuberance, bounding from rock to rock, tree to tree, spurring us on and educating us on everything we see and hear around us. The hike to the falls was all about playing in mother nature's jungle gym. We walked into the rain forest and followed the the river for about 2 hours. We sloshed across the river in water up to our knees, crossing the river 5 times, Seacat pointing out the best footing and providing an extra hand when necessary. We pulled ourselves up the face of boulders and slid down their other side any way we could. The river is fed by the "boiling lake" and is a whitish blue due to it's sulfur content. The moss on the rocks and the shrubs lining the riverbank were emerald green, the sun streamed down lighting up all the beautiful colors. The whistle of birds in the canopy could be heard amongst our laughter. The falls themselves are the highest in Dominica, with a fantastic volume of water and a large inviting pool for swimming. Seacat coaxed most of us under the slight shelter of a rock on the edge of the falls, grabbing our hands to pull us around blind corners when we were blinded by the spray from the falls and into the protected shelf – his only instructions to us before disappearing into the swirl of water were "follow me and keep you head above water" ! Seacat led the bravest (and the oldest) of our group up onto the rock cliff next to the falls and they both jumped into the pool to huge applause. But the fun wasn't over; we returned to eat Ital food with Seacat's friend Moses who lives by the river. Visiting with Moses was another treat; he is a rasta who eats primarily from his own garden. After a tour of the garden we enjoyed his delightful Callalou soup of pumpkin, bread nuts, sweet potatoes, dasheen, coconut milk and spices. We ate from calabash bowls in his little hut-like kitchen. It was all we needed to top off a great morning. Still, Seacat had more in store for us. He drove us back through the countryside telling us about the towns and the people. He would pull over on the side of the narrow road about every 15 minutes & head into a field or climb a tree, returning with a fruit or a nut for us to sample. We ate the sweetest grapefruit, juiciest mangos and most flavorful guava. He took us to a pretty black sand beach, found a coconut, cracked it by dropping a big stone on it a few times and then cracked the nut so we could drink the fresh milk and eat the flesh. Seacat retrieved almonds and cashews from trees, cracked their shells with his knife and gave us the nuts. He returned with unknown fruits that he split and directed us to suck on the seed and try to guess what it was (coffee beans and cocoa beans). He found bayleaf and lemon grass on the side of the road for us to smell. And toward the end he said "now I will show you the smallest thing you have ever seen" and there on the side of the road was a beautiful flower, nestled within it was a little bitty hummingbird nest & it's owner was resting within the nest. It was an exhilarating day of learning, laughs and fun. 

That was only our 2nd day in Dominica. We then moved up the coast to Portsmouth where we met our friends Gary and Sue from Louisville, Kentucky (they had been instructed to find a way from the airport to the well known Purple Turtle beach restaurant). Portsmouth is a very small town, without the hustle and bustle of Roseau. Here we rendezvoused with another C1500 friend on s/v "Rockhhopper". Rick went diving w/ Bob and Julie from Rockhopper and then we all enjoyed a boat ride up the Indian River. Martin, our guide, rows us up the river early so we can see the birds, the river narrows and is overhung by huge trees on both sides. Massive roots twist into the water and vines dangle into the river. At the end of the river is a bar that offers fresh guava, pineapple and passionfruit juice as well as rum punches such as their famous "dynamite". Martin also gave us a tour to Spanny falls and Red Rocks . How many waterfalls can one person see? Well, they do vary quite a bit, Spanny falls was located in a darkened cavern, cascading down from high above in a relatively narrow stream, encircled by moss and ferns growing on the surrounding walls. Victoria falls was a wide, open, sunny haven, the roaring falls rushing over carved black stone walls, gathering in a vast inviting blue pool. 

We did a bit of snorkeling in Dominica, but found that the shallower waters were infested with tiny stingy creatures – what's up with that? We walked up to Fort Shirley and to a view where an ancient cannon still stands. Then came our denouement, we arranged another tour for our group with Seacat to the "boiling lake". This is one of the most arduous hikes on the island, 14 miles round trip. We left the boat at 6:15am and Seacat drove us south to Roseau (where can you get a cup of coffee at 6:15AM in Dominica? Nowhere!) and up a wild mountain road to the trail head. The trail take us up long, steep staircases as we ascend the peaks and back down staircases to descend into the valleys. Eventually we come to the Valley of Desolation, where pools of sulfur bubble and boil around us. Seacat instructs us to follow him and not to stray from his path. As we make our way, Seacat runs ahead of us to a particular boiling pool and by the time we arrive he is reaching into the pool, his hand wrapped in a cloth, to retrieve our newly hard boiled eggs. We continue down and up the trail toward the "boiling lake", passing warm pools which promise a therapeutic soak on our way back. Where is this boiling lake, anyway? Finally we climb one last rise and before us is... a boiling lake! We relax over Seacat's homemade lunch of codfish salad, tamarind juice, plantains and our contribution of Ibuprofen -- then start the 7 mile trek back. But after all that work and accomplishment, for most of us the most unforgettable part of the day was the ride back to Portsmouth – these twisty mountain roads have no speed limits, and Seacat was very motivated to get us there as fast as possible as he had a 2 hour trip ahead of him before he would return home. The remainder of our days in Dominica were focused on recovery, we did a gentle walk in the Syndicate forest and were fortunate to see some gorgeous parrots during the late afternoon. 

Gary and Sue decided that they couldn't go home and tell their friends that our boat never moved while they visited us, so we weighed anchor and headed to the very civilized islands of Les Saintes in Guadeloupe. Rick and I had spent 2 nights in The Saintes w/ Tom in Feb. and had hoped to return. During our sail we spotted both humpback whales and dolphins cavorting. Still in recovery mode at The Saintes, we enjoyed some mellow walks to the windward beaches, lots of great food (smoked fish to die for) and nice snorkeling off the boat. Alas, Gary and Sue left us for home after what they seemed to think was quite an adventurous week. 

Our quiet and relaxing anchorage in The Saintes became quite a nightmare over the weekend, the wind was nonexistent so all the anchored boats were bobbing around aimlessly. More and more boats arrived and on Sunday we spent most of our day monitoring two rafted powerboats anchored in front of us, fending them off at one point as they drifted within inches from our solar panels. How do you say "get out here and move your boats you crazy people" in French? 

We next headed back up the west coast of Guadeloupe, stopping again for some exquisite snorkeling at the Jacques Cousteau underwater parkt. The public moorings here lay just off a rocky headland and it was concerning that if the wind swings around we might flipper back to find our boat on the rocks. But what are you going to do, there are fish to see – you just go for it. It was a very windy day on the mooring but the snorkeling was so fine that we decided to tough it out overnight ( i.e. bounce) so we could snorkel again in the morning. The next day we were rewarded with our first Adult french angel fish, along with 2 intermediates French angels and a juvenile French angel, rock beautys, a cool lobster and much more. 

Drop the mooring and off we go to Deshais, the quaint little fishing village on the NW of Guadeloupe. In the anchorage we were greeted by 3 sea turtles and when I jump in with my gear I saw 6 turtles feeding below the immediate vicinity of D-fly. That is what I call a welcoming committee. 

Another place that we heard lots about from friends was Montserrat. Well, there isn't anything like seeing firsthand what a volcano will do to a thriving community. As Dragonfly approached Montserrat the Soufriere was blowing smoke and belching grey ash. Our course took us up the windward (east) side and around the north tip to Little Bay, which is far from the volcano and the "exclusion zone" that guards more than half of the island's southern waters. The first mountains we saw were green and lush, but once you get a bit further around you see the volcano's grey peaks and the huge ash flows going all the way down to the sea. We hooked up with s/v "Quest" from Montclair, N.J. and went for the 4 hour taxi tour with Sam Sword. Sam drove us as far as one can go up into the hills to an overlook area that had been reopened only 2 years ago. From here we had an amazing view of the Volcano, the skeletons of houses still standing in the villages that were abandoned, cows walking through fields of ash, and green farmland which literally borders the ash flow and is recovering since the ash is so fertile. But eerily, the smoke still bellowed from the cone as we took in the sights. 

Sam then drove down into the city of Plymouth, which was completely destroyed. Plymouth was a thriving resort area, catering to yachties, cruise ships and tourists. It had a beautiful beach, a bustling shopping district, lots of hotels, nice houses, etc. Now it is covered in a thick carpet of ash. Although the houses still look nice from a distance, they are blanketed inside and out with ash; many of the roofs have been partially eaten away. Of course the owners of the homes we visit are not there, but much is as they left it (with some looting commonplace). Magazines and newspapers lie on coffee tables. Suits and dresses hang neatly in closets. Hundreds of houses and lives immediately abandoned. We drive down to what was once the islands "best harbor" with the cleats on the piers still visible; but they are far from the water's edge as they have been enveloped by new land which has displaced the harbor. The Montserrat golf course lies hidden thirty feet below the surface now, only it's sign a clue as to what was. 

Luckily their were few deaths during the explosion (farmers who refused to leave their farms) and British investment in the island continues. The people of Montserrat take real pride in working together to make steady improvements. The folks on "Quest" commented that they could see many improvements since their prior visit here 2 years ago. It does, however, make me wonder what their future will be as the areas that are far from the active volcano do not lend themselves to tourism without tremendous investment. 

The downside to our Montserrat experience was that after 1.5 days in the harbor, D-fly was covered with it's own film of volcanic ash. Now that is a novelty, but we decided to leave as soon as we returned to the boat and followed Quest to Nevis. We arrived just past sunset and in a typical show of cruising camaraderie, Robert on Quest guided us safely into the anchorage. We spent a busy morning scrubbing the boat and then had great afternoon ashore with Robert, Christina and Bill from Quest. They invited us to go to the Golden Rock Plantation with them, a beautiful small hotel in the hills -- here we walked the nature trail (viewed monkeys), ate a lovely lunch and relaxed in their garden. Another beautiful spot to remember for a future land based vacation! 

Now we are in the home stretch. Yesterday we decided to leave the rolly anchorage in Nevis behind and move on to St. Croix. It was pleasant day of motoring and a beautiful night of sailing under a full moon. For you sailors out there, how is it we are now traveling north and west and the wind is still ON THE NOSE? We arrived in St. Croix this morning and were greeted by Dwaine in his dingy from s/v Tortilla Flats; a cruiser we met briefly in St. Martin who noticed our arrival. Tomorrow we'll clear back into the United States after 4 months – what a strange feeling! Already it's obvious that we are in the U.S. - newspapers are common, television is blaring in all the restaurant bars, most of the boats in the anchorage fly an American flag, and the burgers sure are good.

Thanks for sticking with this epic. I know it's a lot to read, but i have to get it down on virtual paper so I have something to look back on myself! 

Stay tuned...
Cindy 
