Friday, October 20, 1995

    The Jofian drifted happily northeast all night.  We actually made five miles while we slept.  Awoke to a lovely dawn and resumed our voyage.  It was calm and beautiful all day.  We made excellent time.  We were glad we had waited until morning to go through the Margarita Channel; not only would it have been somewhat risky at night, but we would have missed a lot of great scenery.

    We were amazed as we approached Porlamar.  We had expected a small resort town, similar to Kralendijk.  Instead we saw scores of high-

rise buildings!  The city is almost as large and impressive as Puerto La Cruz, with a skyline that reminded us of Manhattan.  Even Pampatar has a few high-rise buildings, but nothing compared with Porlamar.

    It was only 12:30 when we dropped anchor in the harbor at Pampatar.  We had really made tracks!

    Ours is the only U.S. boat in the harbor.  Most of the rest of the boats are Venezuelan, except for a small sloop next to us flying a flag we didn't recognize.  The young couple from the sloop rowed by in their dinghy on their way back to their boat.  Roy called "Hello!" to them, but they didn't respond, although the woman waved.  A little while later, we saw the man on the stern of his boat, bringing up his dinghy.  There wouldn't have been anything unusual about that except for the fact that he didn't have a stitch on!

    We gathered up our papers and our good clothes and paddled to the beach in front of the old fort.  The cruising guides tell us we should hire agents to clear us in and out; we shouldn't try to do it ourselves.  But in our opinion, the clearing in and out process is part of the fun and adventure of arriving in a different country.  Each port has slightly different procedures, and it's interesting to find out what they are, so we ignored the guides and set out to do it ourselves.  We're glad we did.

    Adouana (Customs) was very easy to find.  We walked half a block up the street from the fort, and there it was!  Everyone was as nice as could be.  The official seemed to understand my limited Spanish, and he spoke carefully, so I could understand much of what he said.  He was very courteous and pleasant.  A woman in the office even offered us cups of coffee!  They had a copy machine right there, so we didn't have to chase all over town looking for one.  Their typewriters were in good condition, and the typist used all ten fingers!  Quite a contrast from Mexico.

    When the guides were written, you had to go from Customs to the National Guard to Immigration to the Port Captain, but the National Guard is no longer part of the loop.  The Customs official told us to go next to Immigration, which is near the Flamingo Hotel.  We walked about a mile-and-a-half along the waterfront, following the signs to the Flamingo Hotel.  When we got there, we asked the doorman where Immigration was, but he didn't know.  Fortunately, he and another guard knew where the Port Captain was, so we continued up the road in the direction they indicated.  It turned out that both the Port Captain and Immigration were in the same building as the Coast Guard.  However, the Immigration officials had left for the weekend.  Since we have to clear in with Immigration before going to the Port Captain, there was nothing further we could do today.

    We walked back to town and caught a bus to Porlamar.  The bus fares here are unbelievable -- 20 Bolivares, which is less than ten cents U.S.!  We can ride buses till the cows come home!  Not surpris-

ingly, the buses are very crowded.  Some passengers hang out the doors.  When the bus is too full, the driver won't stop to let more on.  We were lucky and got seats on the bus to Porlamar, but on the next buses, we had to stand.

    It was mid-afternoon, and we hadn't had lunch, so as soon as we saw a McDonald's, we got off the bus.  There obviously isn't any shortage of cheap labor in this country; there must have been fifty employees in there.  The ones that weren't in the kitchen or behind the counter were mopping the floor or wiping off the tables or helping the little kids in the playground.  There were ten times as many employees as customers.

    In the shopping plaza in back of McDonald's there was a one-hour photo developing place, so after we ate, we went there and Roy dropped off his roll of film.  We weren't in Porlamar yet; we were in Los Robles, so we caught another bus into downtown Porlamar, which was crowded with people and stores galore.  I wanted to buy a birthday card for Bill, since I'm already late, but we couldn't find a store that sold greeting cards, although we managed to buy some postcards.  Found a Radio Shack, but they didn't have printer ribbons.  Bought an English-language newspaper at a little stand.  Then Roy saw a Tourist Information booth, so we went there.  The man was very pleasant and eager.  He spoke English quite well.  Told me there was a bookstore around the corner where I could buy birthday cards.  I bought a map from him for 250 Bolivares.  He offered to exchange money at a rate of 235 Bolivares to the dollar!  At El Morro, we had gotten only 170.  No wonder they were so eager to change money!  I had $40 with me, and rather stupidly only exchanged $20.  Guess I couldn't quite believe the rate.  Then I went around the corner and found a tiny bookstore.  All their greeting cards were in Spanish, but I found one I could read and bought it for Bill.

    By then, it was after five, so we caught a bus back to the photo place and picked up Roy's pictures and a couple more rolls of film.  Most of the pictures came out quite well.

    We wanted to buy some groceries on our way back to Pampatar, but Roy was very thirsty and wanted a glass of water.  I made the mistake of suggesting he get one at McDonald's or the ice-cream parlor on the corner.  Roy's eyes lit up, and we headed for the ice-cream parlor.  Of course, you can't just ask for water without buying something, so we both had ice cream.  The system there was rather strange.  We had to pay the cashier first.  She gave us a receipt, which we took to another employee, who dished up the ice cream.  However, there seemed to be a communications gap between the cashier and the other employee. We had paid for single scoops, but he gave us huge double scoops!  It took us quite a while to eat them.  The sun set, and a few drops of rain came down.  We had wanted to get back to our Royaks before dark, so we decided we'd better forget about the groceries and just head back to Pampatar as quickly as possible.  As soon as we finished the ice cream, we crossed the street to the bus stop, just missing a bus by half a minute.  Buses had been running very frequently, so we thought we wouldn't have to wait long.  Time went by and darkness fell, but no bus came.  We saw a few buses approaching, but they all turned in to the gas station.  We finally decided the buses must stop running at six o'clock.  They were fueling up for tomorrow and going home.  (The drivers own their own buses here.)  Many taxis were going by, so we tried to flag one.  Finally one stopped.  He wanted 900 Bolivares to take us to Pampatar.  That's quite a bit more than the 40 we would have paid on the bus, but it was still less than $5 and we needed to get back, so we took it.  Then we found out why no buses had come by -- we'd been waiting on the wrong street!  The taxi went out to the main road, and we saw lots of buses.  Well, we'll know next time.  The important thing was to get back to our Royaks and the boat. It was pitch dark by then.

    Our Royaks were where we had left them, chained to a palm tree, but it was obvious kids had been playing with them.  They were sandy and dirty, my painter was covered with sand, and the cord from Roy's reel was strung across the beach.  No real damage, though, and nothing missing, so we cleaned up the mess and headed for Jofian.  Didn't have too much difficulty finding her in the dark.

    We were very glad we got back when we did.  In a few minutes, the rain came down in earnest, lightning flashed, and thunder boomed.  We were able to fill the water tank and a five-gallon jug.

    After all that ice cream, neither of us was hungry, so we skipped supper.  Relaxed and read and enjoyed the storm.

Saturday, October 21, 1995

    Yesterday, Roy had put a plastic bag of trash in his Royak to get rid of in a trash can, but he hadn't seen one.  This morning when he looked in his Royak, the trash was gone!  The kids must have stolen it yesterday!  We hope they didn't strew it all over the beach.

    Roy had the nutty idea that he wanted to eat breakfast at McDonald's, so we paddled in that direction, thinking we could walk there from the beach.  Ha ha.  Passed Angel Point, with its interesting rock sculpture of a kneeling angel.  Saw a breakwater that looked as if it surrounded a marina, so we paddled over there to check it out.  It turned out to be a marina under construction.  It will be a dandy when it's finished, but it's not going to be for transients; they're going to sell the slips to people on a permanent basis.

    We pulled up on the beach just past the marina.  A couple from England came along and struck up a conversation.  They were very nice but extremely talkative.  They just talked on and on, despite our hints that we wanted to go eat breakfast.  The woman made our day, though, by saying we looked fifty.

    Eventually we got away from them and started walking towards the street.  Some workmen in a golf cart came along and offered us a ride. That was very nice of them.  It wasn't a very long ride, but every little bit helps.

    We walked a short distance along the street and then decided we had to turn right to get to McDonald's.  We had only the vaguest idea where we were and where McDonald's was.  We walked about a mile without seeing any sign of it, so we got on a bus and rode into Porlamar.  It was noon by then, and we were hungry.  Walked around looking for a likely place to eat, but all we saw were refreshment stands and ice cream parlors.  In desperation, we ate some strawberry ice cream for breakfast.  It was delicious and gave us the energy to continue on.

    There's a tremendous demand for U.S. money in this country.  They must be expecting another devaluation of the Bolivar.  People keep offering to exchange money.  We were walking along the sidewalk when a man with a pocket calculator came up to us and punched in 240.  That was five more than yesterday, so I told him I'd like to exchange $100. Roy had $20 he wanted to exchange.  The man took our money and handed it to another man, who started to walk away.  We had visions of our money disappearing, so we followed close on his heels.  He went to a merchant and tried to make the exchange, but the merchant refused.  We were relieved when he handed back our money, but he kept urging us to follow him.  After several futile attempts, he finally found someone who would exchange the money at 240.  Roy got 480 Bolivares, and I got 24,000.  That made us feel better.

    We saw a restaurant across the street, so we crossed over and ate a real breakfast.  It was called "Desayuno Americano" (American Breakfast).  It consisted of orange juice, bacon and eggs, toast with butter and strawberry jam, and coffee or tea.  Roy had coffee, and I had tea.  It was a tasty and filling meal.

    Our strength renewed and money in our pockets, we headed for the CM Supermarket, which is supposed to be the largest on the island.  We got on the first bus that came along, without paying attention to its destination.  We ended up in Los Robles, so we got off and walked back to the main road.  Waited a while at what appeared to be a bus stop, but no bus came along.  We saw some people waiting at a bus stop around the corner, so we went over there.  Of course, right away buses went by the stop we had been at.

    We got on a bus that we thought was headed towards Pampatar, but instead it took us back to Porlamar.  We're not disoriented, not much. Anyway, when we got downtown, we crossed the street and carefully read the signs before getting on another bus.  This one took us to the CM Supermarket.  We were greatly disappointed in the market.  If this is the best Margarita has to offer, we have a problem.  There were almost no U.S. products, and the produce was quite limited and sorry-looking. We bought a few things, including some chicken thighs, and then caught another bus towards Porlamar.

    Our next problem was finding our way back to the Royaks.  We got off in the outskirts of Porlamar, crossed the street, and watched to see which direction the buses went in.  One came along that said "Playa Azul" (Blue Beach).  A beach had to be on the waterfront, so we got on.  We lucked out.  It took us within a block of the hotel or apartment building or whatever it was where we had left our Royaks, so it was an easy walk from there.  Our Royaks were where we had left them, and we got home before dark.

Sunday, October 22, 1995

    Another beautiful, calm day.  We relaxed and enjoyed.  Paddled over to the Coast Guard building and saw that there was a little beachlet next to it where we can land our Royaks tomorrow.  Then we paddled along the coast by the town.  This being Sunday, hundreds of people were playing in the water or relaxing on the beach.

    We came to an especially attractive stretch of beach southwest of town.  Roy pulled in to the beach to go for a swim, but I continued on until I was close to the point with the angel sculpture.  There was a covered walkway that went up to it, and I was hoping I could go up there, but after I landed, I saw that there were several armed guards at the entrance to the walkway, so I figured they were to keep people out.  There's an expensive development of Mediterranean-style houses on the hilltop.  Only one has been finished, but it looks really nice. The walkway is part of the development, and the development is obviously exclusive.

    I swam for a while in the delightful water.  Then Roy came paddling up.  We both swam a while, and then got out of the water to walk around.  When we got close to the walkway, I was delighted to see a sign that said "Public Access".  Another sign explained that there are no private beaches in Venezuela; by law, all beaches and coastal areas must be open to the public.  I don't know what in the world the armed guards were doing there; we walked right past them with no problem.  This was the loveliest walkway we've ever seen.  It was very substantially built; it must have cost a fortune.  It was shaded and breezy and comfortably cool.  There were plants and benches at intervals.  The walkway went up the hill to the statue and down the other side.  The view of the ocean was spectacular.

    We read on a sign that this statue had been placed there by The Hills development in 1993 to replace the original statue that had been destroyed by a storm in 1989.  That must have been quite a storm!  The statue was high above the water and was quite large and solid.

    When we returned to the beach, we bought ice cream from a vendor and then followed a path to the road.  The sidewalk was wide and well-

paved.  Obviously, a great deal of money had been put into this development.  There was a guarded gate and nicely landscaped grounds.  We returned to the boat before dark, feeling relaxed and happy.

    A strange thing happened at supper.  Last night, when I cooked the chicken we had bought at the supermarket, it stayed pink.  I was afraid it was spoiled and not edible, but Roy said it tasted delicious, so I ate a little of it.  Tonight, it was pink again, but again it tasted delicious.  However, it didn't quite taste like chicken.  It had no bones or skin.  Suddenly, it dawned on me that it tasted like ham!  That would explain the pink color.  It looked like ham, it tasted like ham, it had the texture of ham.  Yet the package had clearly said, "Muslos de Pollo" (chicken thighs).  Weird.  But I enjoyed the meal a lot more when I realized I was eating ham and not pink chicken.

Monday, October 23, 1995

    Paddled to the Coast Guard station to complete the clearing-in process.  We had been told on Friday that Immigration would be here at eight o'clock Monday morning, but the official didn't show up until nearly ten.  We had expected a spiffy uniform and gold braid, but he was casually dressed and greatly overweight.  He cleared us in without any problem and then sent us to the Port Captain down the hall.

    Venezuelan Spanish is different from Mexican Spanish, which makes communication even more difficult.  Fortunately, there was a man there who spoke a little English, but his accent was so thick, he was difficult to understand.  The Port Captain was very nice but only knew a few words of English.  Communication was slow, but eventually the papers were filled out.  Then the Port Captain told us we had to buy two stamps for 2000 Bolivares.  I started to get the money out, but the Captain and the English-speaking man told us not to pay.  This was confusing, but eventually they got across that we had to go to the Libreria Maneiro (Maneiro Bookstore) in Pampatar to buy the stamps.  Fortunately, the Port Captain wrote it down on a slip of paper.

    When we got to downtown Pampatar, I went first to the Post Office to mail the birthday card to Bill.  This is the weirdest looking Post Office we've ever seen.  It looks more like a hotdog stand.  It's a tiny, round, squat building near the town square.  We had a hard time believing it was really a Post Office, but the clerk sold me a stamp.  Postage is a lot less here than it was in the ABC islands.  The stamp for a letter is only 100 Bolivares, and postcard stamps are 50.  In the ABC's, a letter was 1.75 florins and postcards were .90 florins.

    I asked for Poste Restante mail, not really expecting any.  There wasn't any.  Then I asked the clerk where the Libreria Maneiro was, and she indicated it was a couple of blocks down the street.  We walked in that direction but didn't see anything that looked like a bookstore.  Came to a hole-in-the-wall that sold paper and stuff, so we asked in there, but the man said the Libreria was farther down the street, so we continued walking.  Passed an even tinier hole-in-the-

wall that didn't seem to have much of anything.  Finally ran out of street, so we asked a grocer, and he pointed us back in the direction we had just come from.  What do you know, that dinky hole-in-the-wall was the place!  There was even a sign on the wall that said "Libreria Maneiro", but we had walked right by it without seeing it.  I showed the slip of paper to the woman, and she sold us the stamps, no problem.

    That accomplished, we got on a bus to Porlamar.  Stopped at McDonald's for lunch and then went on into town.  Rode the bus to the end of the line.  Walked a few blocks to the waterfront.  Found a lovely esplanade that went right along the coast.  A lot of money had been put into building it; too bad they hadn't put some of the money into building a waste-water-disposal plant.  The raw sewage empties right into the sea and creates a charming aroma.

    We strolled along the esplanade as far as it went and then walked along the beach, which would have been very nice except for the fact that every hundred yards or so there was a ditch full of dirty water that we had to cross.  We managed to get across several without getting wet, but eventually we came to one we couldn't cross, so we followed a little alley to the street and continued our walk on the sidewalk.  We could see hundreds of sailboats anchored near the Concorde Hotel, so we wanted to go over there and see what we could find out.

    It's so sad.  The shoreline could be beautiful waterfront property, and parts of it were, but right next to luxurious hotels and condos were the most wretched, squalid shacks, surrounded by heaps of trash and puddles of filthy water.

    When we finally reached the Concorde, we were disappointed.  It had been a first-class hotel twenty years ago, but it's deteriorated.  I'm not even sure it's still occupied; there were no signs of life around it.  The Budget Rent-a-Car place and various shops near it had been long since abandoned.  It needed a fresh coat of paint.

    We walked down the dirt road past the hotel to the small marina.  Didn't see any vacant slips.  We were hot and thirsty, so when we got to the beach, we went into the open-air refreshment stand for something to drink.  Roy had a Pepsi, and I had bottled water.  We sat in the shade and relaxed.  It was a nice little beach and far enough out from town to be clear of the sewage.

    When we started back, we met a U.S. couple that had just returned from grocery shopping.  They had a great many bags of groceries, so I asked the woman which store they'd gone to, and she told me Rattan's.  She said they had a lot of U.S. products there, and she showed me on the map where it was located.  Sounded like just the store we'd been looking for.

    Caught an autobus back to town.  There were plenty of seats when we got on, but the driver kept packing people in.  Several were sitting on the floor.  It was unreal.  We kept trying to see how much people were paying when they got off (in this country, you pay when you exit instead of when you enter).  It looked as if they were paying fifteen Bolivares, which surprised us, since we expected an autobus to be higher than a big bus.  When we got off, I handed him thirty Bolivares for the two of us, but he wanted forty, so I gave him another ten.  That's the same rate as the big buses.

    We had overshot our destination, so we walked back towards Plaza Bolivar, which is shady and pleasant.  Pampatar is the small town we had expected, but Porlamar is a large, bustling city with endless shops.  I've never seen so many stores in one place.  There are street after street after street full of stores, stores, stores.  Somebody in this country must have money, because there were thousands of people shopping.  The streets were filled with vehicles, too.

    We were hoping to find the Rattan Supermarket, but there was no sign of it.  We had noticed Cada on the way in.  It's supposed to be a large supermarket also, so we went there.  Another big disappointment. It was dinky, crowded, and had almost nothing we wanted.  They didn't even have eggs!  Can you imagine a supermarket that doesn't sell eggs? This is such a strange country.  The grocery stores don't sell eggs, the bookstores don't sell books, and ham comes packaged as chicken.

    It was getting late, so we returned to Pampatar and went to the small grocery store across the street from the beach where we had left our Royaks.  They had nice-looking chicken but no eggs.  However, the checker told me where I could buy eggs.  I asked for "dos muslos" (two thighs), but when I opened the package back on the boat, I saw that he had given me two backs or breasts or something.  It was delicious, fresh chicken though.  Best we've had in ages.

    While supper was cooking, we watched an exciting sailboat race on television.  The reception here is excellent, but all the channels speak Spanish.  They show a lot of old U.S. movies with Spanish dubbed in.  For this program, it didn't matter what language the people were speaking; the action shots were terrific.

    Just as supper finished cooking, the microwave and the TV went blank.  Roy rushed back to check the inverter, but couldn't find anything wrong.  They came back on for a second and then went off again.  Great.  All we need is an inverter problem, especially with the propane stove out of commission.  We were lucky supper had finished cooking before it conked out.

Tuesday, October 24, 1995

    Took the stamps to the Port Captain's office.  Thought it would only take a few minutes this time.  All he had to do, we thought, was stick the stamps on a document and hand it to us.  It turned out he had to fill out another form; that took about ten minutes.  Then he said he was going to make copies.  He must have gone into Porlamar to find a copy machine; he was gone at least half an hour.  I was glad I'd brought a book to read, but Roy had to sit there with nothing to do except tell the English-speaking guy how to stop the air conditioner from leaking water all over the floor.  The Port Captain finally returned.  Stuck the stamps on a document, blammed it with a rubber stamp, signed it, and gave it to us.  They're very fancy stamps; they even have holograms on them.  Really look neat.  Now we can stay in Venezuela for six months if we want to.  (We don't.)

    Back to McDonald's for lunch and then into downtown.  We wanted to get a one-burner propane stove in case the inverter quit for good.  It had worked okay for breakfast, but who knows?  We also wanted to get some more water filters.  We found a small marine-supply store, but they didn't have filters or propane stoves.  However, they had a part that Roy can use to repair our old stove.  It was surprisingly inexpensive, so Roy bought it.  They told us of a ferreteria (hardware store) that might have the filters we want, so we headed there.  They had a few filters, but not the kind we needed, so they sent us to another hardware store.  That place didn't have filters or stoves either.  They told us to go to the place around the corner that we'd just come from, so we gave up.

    We finally found an ATM that communicates with the U.S.  This money is so confusing that I punched in 4000 Bolivares (about $20) instead of 40,000.  Oh well, at least now we know where we can get money if we need it.  Of course, it would be at the official rate, which is only 170, so as long as we have U.S. dollars, we're better off exchanging them instead of using the ATM.  Every place we went, guys kept coming up to us, wanting to exchange money.  By the end of the day, it was up to 250!  Obviously, the Venezuelan economy is in bad shape and will soon devalue the Bolivar again.  We're only going to exchange a little at a time, so we won't be stuck with a lot of worthless money.

    We actually saw stores that had eggs for sale!  Some of them looked more like drugstores than grocery stores.  Figures.

    Roy bought a glass of orange juice from an old woman on a street corner.  She squeezed the oranges right in front of us, so we know they were good fresh oranges, and she used at least six of them.  When Roy asked, "Cuanto?" (How much?), I heard her say something-treinta.  Treinta means thirty, which is nothing, so I assumed she must have meant five hundred and thirty, but it turned out she only wanted thirty Bolivares!  That's about fifteen cents U.S.!  How can she possibly make a living?  She has to buy the oranges and plastic cups.  I shouldn't think thirty Bolivares would even cover her expenses.

    We walked around and walked around until we were too tired and thirsty to walk farther.  Then we bought cups of ice cream and ate them in the shade.  That renewed our energy, and we went to the Rattan Supermarket, which we had seen from the bus on the way in.  It's right there in plain sight on Avenida 4 de Mayo, the wide street the bus goes down.  I had even stuck my head in the door a few days ago but hadn't realized it was a grocery store, because the front part of it was a department store.  It's huge!  The grocery section is magnificent!  It's everything we hoped for and then some.  Even in the U.S., this would be considered a first-class market.  In fact, it's called a "Hypermarket" instead of a supermarket.  It had really nice stuff, much of it from the U.S., and it was clean and nicely laid out. We're sure glad we ran into that woman from the U.S. yesterday.  We bought almost more than we could carry.  It came to less than ten thousand Bolivares, which surprised me; I was afraid I wouldn't have enough loot to pay for it all.

    The bus system (?) here baffles us.  No matter which stop we're at, the bus stops someplace else.  We waited at one stop for maybe twenty minutes.  Several Pampatar buses with vacant seats went by without stopping, even though we waved.  They seemed to be stopping at the stop about a hundred feet away, so we went over there.  Along came a Pampatar bus that passed us and stopped at the stop we had been at previously!  We gave up and returned to that stop.  Fortunately, in a few minutes a Pampatar bus stopped.  The men here are very courteous; if there are no seats, one usually offers me his, which is what happened this time.  But Roy had to stand until someone got off.

    I'd forgotten to bring the insulated bag, so I waited to get to Pampatar to buy chicken and eggs.  We didn't want them to fry on the way home.  When we got to Pampatar, we left the groceries at the Royaks with Roy guarding them, while I walked in the direction the checker had told me.  Walked to the end of the street and turned right, asking in every likely and unlikely looking place if they had eggs.  No one did, and I was about to give up, when I came to a very unlikely looking place.  The sign out front said "Sandwiches" and "Hamburgers", but when I peeked inside, I saw a handful of groceries.  Didn't see any eggs, but I asked anyway, and to my amazement, the grocer said, "Si."  He had eggs!  As usual in this part of the world, they're sold loose.  I was very glad I'd remembered to bring our plastic egg holder.  The grocer started to get a plastic bag to put the eggs in.  I quickly handed him the holder.  He was impressed and wanted to know where I'd bought it.  At least, I think that's what he was asking.  I told him, "Estados Unidos" (United States).

    When I got back to the grocery store where we'd bought chicken last night, I asked for "piernas de pollo" (chicken legs) instead of muslos.  This time I got the right thing.  We had a huge, delicious supper.

Wednesday, October 25, 1995

    At last, a day when we didn't have to go to an official!  We paddled ashore and explored the Castillo.  It's in remarkably good condition for a fort that was built between 1644 and 1664.  There was a tiny jail in there that I'd hate to be locked up in.  From the upper level, there was a glorious view of the bay.  Below, at the moat level, were twelve rusty canon and room for three more.

    As usual, we went to McDonald's for lunch, but instead of eating dessert there, we went to the Italian ice cream parlor.  Roy had a strawberry shake, and I had a chocolate shake.  They were the biggest, most elaborate shakes I'd ever seen!  They were topped with whipped cream.  Roy's had a fresh strawberry on it, and mine had chocolate sprinkles.  There were even paper parasols stuck in them.  They were delicious!  (The shakes, not the parasols.)

    We wanted to go to the ferry terminal, which is 30 kilometers west of Porlamar.  Wandered around downtown looking for the bus terminal.  When a friendly man greeted us in something resembling English, we asked him.  He told us to go three blocks straight ahead, turn right one block, and then turn left.  We followed his directions, and lo! there were the buses.  One was just leaving for Punta Piedras, where the ferry terminal is, but it was full and the driver wouldn't let us on.  He said, "No puerta," which means no one can ride in the doorway. In a couple of minutes, another bus came along.  It was empty, so we got on and sat down.  The seats were comfortable, but the bus was stifling hot.  We sat there for what seemed like forever until the bus was full.  Then the driver took off.

    We finally got to see something of Isla Margarita besides the Pampatar-Porlamar area.  It looked a lot like the ABC islands -- flat and arid and full of cactus, although there were a lot of green bushes too.  We were disappointed when we got to the ferry terminal.  The ferry was at the end of a long dock, which we couldn't go out on.  Dozens of people, with their belongings piled beside them, were waiting patiently on benches.  A posted sign showed the times the ferry left, but there was no indication of the fares.  Apparently, the ferry only went to Puerto La Cruz and Cumana.  We had hoped we could take a day's excursion to Isla Cubagua or Isla Coche.

    We strolled along the waterfront for a ways.  The town or village reminded us of Mexico and Central America.  No wealth here.  Some boys pestered us for money.  Apparently, "money" was the only word of English that they knew.  I kept saying, "No!" but one persisted.  I finally got angry and said, "No damos moneda!" (We don't give money.)  He got the message and left.  Guess he was surprised that a gringo could speak Spanish.

    We came to a pleasant area where a garden had recently been planted.  There was a plaque indicating it had been created in July, 1995, in memory of "pescadores que vuelvan sobre el agua con pies desnudos" or something like that.  As closely as I could translate it with the help of my Spanish-English dictionario, that means, "fishermen who return over the water with bare feet."  Oh well, poetry never makes sense in any language.

    We caught a better bus going back.  The windows were open, letting in a good breeze, and the glass was clear, so we could see the scenery, such as it was.

    When we got back to Porlamar, I exchanged $60 at 240.  Roy bought a kilo of grapes at a fruit stand.  Unfortunately, ants were crawling all over them, so he didn't want to put them in his backpack.  We walked over to Avenida Santiago de Mari¤a, the Fifth Avenue of Porlamar.  There were a lot of fancy shops, but there were also vendors of cheap jewelry and knickknacks, with their wares spread on the sidewalk.

    When we got to Rattan's, Roy sat out front on a bench in the shade with his grapes and ants and both our backpacks, while I went in.  In the department store section, I saw a one-burner Coleman stove for about $90.  Also saw some filters that may or may not fit.  Next time we're there and Roy doesn't have ants, I'll show them to him.

    Bought a head of cabbage and some carrots and potatoes.  Then I stood in line at the butcher counter to get some chicken thighs.  The sign said "Muslos de Pollo", but when I finally got waited on, they didn't have muslos, just breasts.  After waiting all that time, I went ahead and bought them.

    As usual, our wait for a bus required a great deal of patience.  Bus after bus to Pampatar went by without even slowing down.  It was six o'clock and getting dark by the time we were finally able to get on a bus.  Of course, it was pitch dark when we got to Pampatar, but there were enough lights on the beach to enable us to get in our Royaks without any problem.  Another sailboat had come in and anchored just past Jofian.  It had its masthead light on, so we aimed for it and found our boat easy as pie.

    The German cruiser next to us had mistaken our anchor float for a mooring buoy and tied to it!  Roy got him straightened out real fast.

Thursday, October 26, 1995

    Ate breakfast downtown at a place called TropiBurger, which is sort of a Venezuelan McDonald's.  They didn't begin to have the number of employees McDonald's has; there were only two or three.  We got a kick out of their cutting the straw in half and just giving me half a straw!  Well, that's one way to save money.

    Went to the Avis car rental place at the Bella Vista Hotel to find out how much it would cost to rent a jeep for a day.  It was the equivalent of $30, including mileage and insurance, so we made a reservation for tomorrow.  We'll be able to drive over the entire island in one day.

    We caught a bus to Juan Griego on the north side of the island.  The countryside was much prettier and greener that that we went through yesterday.  There were small mountains all around us.  Went through a mountain pass.  Juan Griego was a pleasant seaside town.  We ate lunch at a sidewalk restaurant that left a lot to be desired.  Roy had a ham, sausage, and cheese sandwich.  I made the mistake of ordering a mixed salad.  Of course, it consisted of everything I don't like -- cucumbers, green peppers, tomatoes, and raw onions.  Fortu-

nately, Roy helped me eat it.

    We strolled down to the waterfront.  There was a pleasant, shady plaza, that was in the process of being repaved.  After wandering around for a while, we returned to Porlamar and then Pampatar.

Friday, October 27, 1995

    What a fun day!  We picked up the jeep at ten o'clock and took off.  The clerk this morning was a different one from yesterday.  She didn't speak much English.  When she was filling out the contract, she asked which hotel we were at.  I tried to tell her, first in English and then in Spanish, that we weren't at a hotel; we were on a valero (sailboat).  She didn't seem to be getting the picture, so I repeated, "Nuestro valero en la Bahia de Pampatar" (our sailboat in Pampatar Bay).  Later, when I looked at the contract, I saw she'd written "Hotel Valero, Bahia de Pampatar".  Oh well, I tried.

    The tank was only a third full, so we stopped at the first station we came to and filled it.  We could scarcely believe the price of gasoline -- ten Bolivares a liter.  That works out to about twenty U.S. cents a gallon!  Haven't seen prices like that for decades.           Headed to the western, less populated end of the island.  Went through Boca del Rio and then followed the coast.  About 11:30, we passed a little restaurant and wondered how it managed to stay in business, so far out in the boons.  We soon found out.  It was the only restaurant for miles and miles.  We kept kicking ourselves for not stopping there for lunch.  We would have starved if we hadn't brought trail bars and apples with us.

    We drove to a little town called San Francisco.  It was at the base of a mountain.  We hoped there would be a road going up into the mountain, but there wasn't.  We were very hungry, so we stopped at the only eating place (if you want to call it that) in town.  According to the menu, they had sandwiches, but that was a myth.  They didn't have much of anything to eat, so Roy ordered a Pepsi and I had a bottle of water.  A wash basin was standing next to the counter in plain sight, so I went over to it to wash my hands.  Turned the faucet, but nothing happened.  Then the proprietor leaned over the counter with a pitcher of water and poured water over my hands.  So there was running water!

    The houses most of the people live in are pathetic.  They reminded us of Mexico and Central America.  They're tiny little huts, nearly bare of furniture.  Chickens wander around the yards, and probably inside the houses as well.  The little children run around in their brown skin.

    Our dopey map showed a dirt road running along the waterfront, so we tried to get to it, but were unable to do so until we came to La Restinga National Park.  This is a very large lagoon that nearly cuts the island in half.  There was a wide, level dirt road from the highway to the beach, and a narrower road that paralleled the beach.  The beach went on for miles and was nearly empty.  Roy pulled off and parked, and we walked around on the beach for a while.  It's a good thing we had four-wheel drive, because we nearly got stuck in the sand.  A little farther down, we saw a small bus that had gotten stuck.  Roy offered to help him, which was a rather futile gesture, as our little jeeplet couldn't have pulled the bus, even if we'd had a chain or strong rope.  All the driver of the bus had was a skimpy line, that broke immediately.  There was nothing further we could do, so we continued on down the road.

    Came to a little beach community that was pitiful.  I don't know if the people lived there year-round or just rented a cottage (?) for a week's vacation, but the place was littered with trash and garbage and stank of untreated sewage.  The beach was nice, and it could have been a pleasant resort if it had been maintained properly.  Visitors came here by boat across the lagoon.

    We continued on towards La Guardia, the town at the other end of the strip of beach between the lagoon and the sea.  The map showed a road going all the way, but the map lied.  The road diminished and turned into sand, so Roy turned around before we got stuck.  We had to go all the way back to the park entrance and down the highway to Boca del Rio.  Then, after only one or two wrong turns, we found our way to La Guardia by paved road.  They have surprisingly good roads on this island.  They're well-paved and lighted, and the highways are divided.

    We were still looking for some lunch.  Thought there'd be a restaurant in La Guardia, which looked like a large town on the map, but when we got there, there was no there there, so we continued on to Juan Griego.  We didn't want to go back to the place we ate at yester-

day, so we just had some ice cream at another little place.  The rest-

room looked nice at first glance, until I saw the two-inch cockroach walking along the edge of the wash basin.

    We continued on up the coast.  Passed a huge, luxurious hotel with its own golf course and beach.  Stopped at a viewpoint overlooking the sea.  Went as far north as we could, and then headed south towards La Asuncion.  I kept trying to find the road shown on our map that would take us along the coast to Pampatar.  After several false starts, we finally found a side road that took us to an uncompleted six-lane highway.  It will be a dandy when it's finished.

    We zoomed down it to Pampatar as the sun was setting.  When Roy turned on the lights, they hardly showed up at all.  He figured the alternator wasn't working.  There was just barely enough daylight left to get us safely back to Pampatar.  We parked next to the silly-

looking post office.

Saturday, October 28, 1995

    What a stroke of luck we had!  We were supposed to return the jeep at ten this morning, so we got up at five to give us a few more hours to drive around.  The jeep started right up.  We needed gas, so we drove to the station across from McDonald's.  Roy filled the tank and then tried to start the engine.  Dead as a doornail.  Couldn't have happened at a better place.  We were on a downward slant, so we had no difficulty pushing it out of the way.  Roy stayed with the jeep while I rode the bus downtown.  (The public phones here don't take coins; you have to have a prepaid card.  Of course, we don't have one.)

    Got to the car-rental place a little before eight.  It was closed. Eight o'clock came and went, and so did eight-thirty.  I was beginning to wonder if they opened on Saturday, but finally they came to life.  The manager spoke enough English to comprehend what I was telling him. He and an employee put another battery in the trunk of a car and drove me back to the jeep.  After they installed the battery and tightened the alternator belt, the jeep started right up.  To compensate us for the inconvenience, the manager gave us another day for free!  Wow, two days' jeep rental for $30!

    The map showed a road going up into the mountains near La Asuncion, so we drove there and actually managed to find the road.  It went up, up, up.  Came to big trees, such as banyan.  After several miles, we came to the entrance to the National Park.  The entrance fee was only 100 Bolivares each, about fifty cents!  There was a really nice picnic area near the entrance, so we strolled around it.  They've done an excellent job of making an attractive area, with paths and steps and rock walls and picnic shelters.  Each shelter has its own fireplace, table, and benches.  There's a terrific view, too.

    We drove to the top of the mountain.  Only the telecommunications towers were higher.  We were at 950 meters, or a little over 3000 feet.  The air was so refreshingly cool!  And what a view!  We could see almost the entire island.  Had a great view of Pampatar and Porlamar and Juan Griego and way out to sea.  It was delightful!

    When we left there, we visited the old fort in La Asuncion.  It had been built in 1682, and was quite similar to the one in Pampatar.

    Roy wanted to see the airport, so we went there next.  It was small, as international airports go, but seemed to be well-equipped.

    Then we drove down a side road to Playa del Yaque, where wind-

surfers abound.  There were hundreds of them out on the water in the channel between Isla Margarita and Isla de Coche.

    From there, we drove to San Juan Bautista and Fuentidue¤o, hoping to find another road into the mountains.  We saw the ancient spring, but the road ended without going up the mountain.

    This is an election year, so the politicians are out in force.  We met a very enthusiastic parade of blaring loudspeakers and cheering people.

    Came to a village where a lot of people were standing around.  We wondered what was going on.  When we got closer, we saw a dead horse lying by the side of the road.  It looked like a young, healthy horse, so we assumed it had been hit by a vehicle.

    We overshot our turn to La Asuncion and had to double back.  It was getting dark by the time we got there, and we missed the turn to the wide highway we'd been on last night.  Went several miles out in the country before we realized our mistake and turned around.  We were glad we had headlights that worked.

    When we came to the amusement park, the rides were operating and were all lit up.  There's a very large ferris wheel that we would have liked to take a ride on, but it was getting late, so we figured we'd better head for home.

Sunday, October 29, 1995

    Got up at five again for an early-morning drive before returning the jeep.  Went to another fortification that we had seen from the water, but there wasn't much of anything there.  Continued on out towards Whale Point until the road ended.  Then we went back towards town and took the first right.  We drove out a dirt road and found a salt flat, but it was much, much smaller than the one in Bonaire and had apparently gone out of business a long time ago.  The piles of salt were covered with dirt.  Guess when the locals need salt, they come out here and help themselves.  We saw one man scooping up a bucket of salt.

    Roy's such a kid!  He kept going off-road and bouncing over rocks and hills and ditches.  He especially enjoyed hearing me scream and laugh.  Sometimes I thought the jeep was going to tip over, but it didn't.  It was a relief to get back on smooth road.

    We bounced past a flock of vultures and out a dirt road to the beach.  Saw some people gathering something, but they were too far away for us to tell what.

    Drove past a bunch of hovels to the highway.  Soon we came to a luxury development called Margarita Lagunamar.  There were several hotels, many tennis courts, and a large waterslide.  Somewhere was a lagoon and a beach, but we couldn't get close enough to see them.

    It was close to nine o'clock, so we headed towards the car-rental place, taking numerous detours to see interesting sights.  We sure hated to turn in the little jeep.  It had been a lot of fun.

    Found a very nice, clean, attractive bakery-cafe, where we enjoyed a delicious snack.  The owner was a Puerto Rican, who had lived in Germany for 17 years.  He was fluent in English, Spanish, and German.  He had only been in Isla Margarita for seven months, and he really 

regretted it, but there was no chance of selling the place now.  He said the Venezuelan government was corrupt, but the German government was very honest.  He wasn't making much money.

    Stopped at a hotel, and Roy phoned Steve to let him know where we were and that all was well.  It was an ideal place to phone -- cool, quiet, and private.

    We were surprised to find stores open on Sunday.  Even Rattan's was open, so we went in.  I showed Roy the one-burner stove and the filters I had found, but they weren't quite what he wanted.  We bought a few groceries and returned to the boat.

    It was nice to be on the boat in daylight for once.  Three kids came by in a pedal-boat.  There were two eleven-year-old boys and a slightly younger girl.  Roy invited them aboard.  First they returned the pedal-boat; then the boys swam out to the Jofian.  They were nice, courteous kids.  Roy got a big kick out of showing them around and trying to communicate with them.  The little girl came out on a board, but she didn't stay long.  Roy got the boys to dive off the Jacob's ladder.  They dove and swam really well.




