Tuesday, April 27, 1993

    The Port Captain was in this morning, and he's very, very nice.  He speaks English fairly well, does his job very competently, and is always smiling and pleasant.  He even had U.S. country music playing in his office.  It's been a long time since we've heard any of that.

    The Port Captain typed up our International Zarpe (clearance) and sent us to Migracion.  They stamped our papers.  Then we caught a bus to Customs in the Free Trade Zone.  No one spoke English and they were very slow, but eventually they got us stamped.  We took a copy back to the Port Captain.  Then we were free to leave.

    Went to several stores, trying to find a birthday card for Aaron (my grandson).  Heard "No" so often, I could scarcely believe my ears  when someone finally said, "Si."  It was at a general store that had everything under the sun.

    With the help of a gringo in the Tourist Information office, we finally found the Post Office.  It was off on a side street but looked like a nice normal post office.  Got stamps for 20 postcards as well as Aaron's birthday card.  To our amazement, the clerk put all the stamps on the cards and even glued the envelope shut!  First time we've ever known a postal clerk to provide such service.  Usually they just shove a pile of stamps at you and let you lick them yourself.  We tipped her 100 colones.

    Took the bus to the other end of town and bought a newspaper so we could find out what happened in San Jose yesterday.  Spanish is easy to read, because many of the words look like English words, but understanding spoken Spanish is another ballgame.

    Returned to the boat, ate lunch, and weighed anchor.

    The first day we were here, a guy going by on a boat said he had a message for us and would give it to us later.  Don't know why he didn't give it to us then.  Haven't seen him since.  Before leaving, we went down to where we thought his boat was, but couldn't find him.

    I contacted Fairfax on the VHF and told her I hadn't been able to find any dried catfood.  It turned out she had never been to Playas del Coco.  She just 
thought
 I could get it there when she told me she 
 knew
 I could get it there.

    Headed back out the Golfo Dulce to the Pacific.  Soon we were off the coast of Panama.  Next stop Balboa!

    I signed on to the Pacific Maritime Net to see if they had any late news about the situation in San Jose.  To my amazement, they hadn't even heard about it!  Even Maury knew nothing about it.

    We made the interesting discovery that if I transmit on the shortwave radio while the autopilot's on, Charlie goes completely berserk, so from now on, we'll turn him off before I transmit.

    Roy listened to the Christian Science Monitor news on his little shortwave radio and found out it was a Colombian drug cartel that pulled off the caper in San Jose in retaliation for the arrest of some of their members by Costa Rica last year.

    Roy caught another fish just in time for supper.

Wednesday, April 28, 1993

    We had a disconcerting and puzzling experience today.  Very early in the morning, on Roy's watch, we passed a megabuck motor yacht, double hull, 95-100 feet long, streamlined, shiny new, gorgeous.  She was easily capable of 30 knots, but when we passed her, she was just sitting there, not moving.  Shortly after we passed, she began following us, going at our slow rate of speed.  Hour after hour she stayed about two miles directly behind us.  Then around noon, when I was on watch, she suddenly speeded up and went slightly to starboard of us, then turned at an angle and came zooming toward us as if she were going to ram us.  At the last minute, she veered and passed in back of us, less than 50 feet away, which is much too close for comfort.  I could clearly see four men on board her, and there could have been more below.  I brought a can of mace up from the galley and nearly woke Roy but decided to see what they were going to do next.  Believe it or not, they then pulled the same stunt on the port side--

zooming towards us as if they were going to ram us and then swerving around our stern.  Fortunately, this time they kept going until they were nearly two miles from us, but then they slowed down and remained within two miles of us, going at our speed, all afternoon.  Once they came up on our port side and crossed in front of our bow.  While the boat was directly ahead of us, I was able to read her name and home port through my binoculars: "Trigana" out of Puntarenas, Costa Rica.  In the evening, she finally disappeared for good, thank goodness.

    We have two theories:

        1. They mistook us for a sailboat they were supposed to                   rendezvous with for some sort of drug smuggling                        transaction;

        2. They were a bunch of rich dudes with nothing better to do,

           trying to get their jollies from harassing a sailboat.

    Either way, it made for an unpleasant and worrisome day for us.

    Haven't had any wind since we left Golfito.  We've been motoring all the way.

    On top of everything else, I don't feel so hot.  Guess I've got the Costa Rican Revenge.  Felt fine all the time we were in Mexico, but Costa Rica brought a new set of bugs.  Also, this chronic cough is driving me up the wall.  The doctor said it was nothing serious, just an allergy, but it certainly is annoying.  Plus, I never feel as if I've had enough sleep when we're going around the clock.  Even though the aggregate amount of sleep is probably more than one would get in a full night, it isn't as satisfying.  And there's also the heat.  At night, the temperature is delightful, but during the day, I melt.  We're only 7 degrees of latitude above the equator.  I'm looking forward to going north to Florida.

Thursday, April 29, 1993

    Very changeable day as far as the wind is concerned.  Early in the morning, we had a perfect sailing breeze.  Zoomed along for several hours at 6, 7, even 8 knots.  The the wind died, so we had to motor for a while.  Then it came up on the other side, so we sailed again.  Then it died again.  But as we began to approach Punta Mala (Bad Point), whammo! we were clobbered on the nose with 20-25 knot winds and 4-5 foot waves.  Worst of all was the strong opposing current.  It was so strong that after motoring against it at 2200 RPM for an hour, we discovered we'd actually been carried backwards!

    Obviously, we had to do something different, so we sailed southwest, away from Punta Mala.  That way, we were able to use the wind to our advantage and eventually get out of the current.  But we were getting farther and farther from Balboa.

Friday, April 30, 1993

    Shortly before I was to get up for my midnight watch, there was a tremendous noise.  Sounded like a big piece of heavy metal slamming against something.  Woke me up out of a sound sleep so abruptly, I sat bolt upright in bed.  I called to Roy to ask if he was all right, but of course he couldn't hear me over the noise of the engine.  When I got up, he told me it had been the autopilot that had crashed.  I figured it was totally destroyed, so I hand steered all through my watch, but when I got up for my 4 a.m. watch, I was delighted to find Charlie working flawlessly.

    Another strange thing happened during the night.  We smelled a peculiar odor, first in the main cabin, then in the cockpit, and then it disappeared.  It smelled medicinal or like a strong disinfectant, but we couldn't find anything spilled.  Mystery.  We'll probably never know what caused the odor.

    What an absolutely perfect day in every way!  Didn't have to use the engine all day.  The wind was ideal.  We flew along at 6-7 knots.  Even the temperature was ideal--comfortably warm but not hot.  The wind kept it cooled off.  Most pleasant weather we've had since leaving San Diego.

    Panama Bay is a lot larger than it looks on the chart.  Been sailing east at top speed all day without the slightest glimpse of land in any direction.

Saturday, May 1, 1993

    We had thought we'd be in Balboa yesterday morning, but here we are, still 100 miles away, and Roy's beginning to worry that we'll run out of fuel.  We have 36 gallons left, which would take us 150-200 miles under good circumstances, but if we have to battle headwinds and possibly opposing currents, we could run out, so we studied the chart for a possible fuel stop.  Saw a little speck called "Puerto Escondido".  Usually, ports have fishing boats, and fishing boats need fuel, so we figured we might be able to get diesel there.  Even an extra ten gallons could make the difference between reaching Balboa and not.  However, there was no mention of "Puerto Escondido" in "Sailing Directions", which was strange, since every other hump and bump was included.

    We motorsailed to the spot where "Puerto Escondido" was supposed to be, but when we got there, there was no there there.  It was pristine wilderness, untouched by human hands.  We dropped anchor, ate lunch, and relaxed a while.  Then Roy noticed a reef that was too close to the boat, so he yanked up the anchor and we took off.

    The sky filled with dark clouds, which cooled things off, and there was a slight breeze out of the west, so we were able to motor-

sail north at 1600 RPM's, not using much fuel.

Sunday, May 2, 1993

    The experience of a lifetime!  I was lucky enough to be on the dawn watch (4-6 a.m.) as we approached Balboa.  While it was still dark, I could see the bright lights of Panama City spread for miles along the coast.  As the sky lightened, I was surprised to see all the towering skyscrapers.  I had had no idea there was such a large, modern metropolis down here.

    The GPS and autopilot took us fairly close to the first buoy.  I turned off Charlie and steered over to the buoy so I could identify it and see exactly where we were on the chart.  It was "ML".  Roy got up at 5:30 and we both watched for buoys.  The next one was "AL", so then we knew exactly where to go to get to the shipping channel.  As required, I radioed "Flamenco Signal Station" to advise them of our approach and to request permission to proceed to the Balboa Yacht Club.  Permission was granted immediately.

    As we motored down the channel, I radioed the yacht club for directions.  We soon arrived at the mooring area for the club.  There were quite a few boats there, mostly from the U.S. and Canada.  A little power launch came zooming out to meet us and take us to a vacant mooring buoy.  Roy and I couldn't believe our eyes.  There was the Trigana!!!  Moored right next to our mooring!!!  Of all the weird coincidences!  But at least here we feel safe.  We're surrounded by other boats, instead of being out on the ocean by ourselves.

    They have a free water-taxi service here to take people ashore.  We were scarcely moored (using the neat "Happy Hooker" Al Snider had given us) than a taxi pulled up.  We weren't ready and tried to tell him to return in 5 minutes, but he didn't understand and kept waiting, so we grabbed a few things and jumped in.  Halfway to the dock, I realized I'd forgotten our passports and ship's papers, but it turned out the officials don't work on Sunday, so it didn't matter.

    We hadn't had breakfast, so we were going to eat at the yacht club restaurant, but we were greeted at the head of the pier by a professional line-handler named Harper.  He told us in English that the restaurant at the yacht club wasn't open, but we could get breakfast at the golf club.  He took us all the way over there.  Of course, he was trying to sell his services as a line-handler.  He charges $50 for the transit, which is reasonable, considering it takes at least 10 hours and could take 2 days.  He also said he could get 3 more line-handlers (we have to have 4; I could be one, of course, if one fails to show).

    The golf-club breakfast turned out to be pretty sorry.  They didn't even know how to soft-boil eggs.  Later, we found out we could have gone to a delicious, all-you-can-eat brunch at the Officers' Club.  Live and learn.

    On the way back to the yacht club, we met a U.S. guy who's lived here more than 20 years, first as military and then as retired, so he was able to give us lots of valuable information.  He even offered to drive us to the Rey Supermercado, which he recommended as having good groceries at fairly decent prices.  We didn't have our shopping bags with us, but we were happy to get the ride.  At least we could find out where the place was.  And we didn't have to hunt up a cambio to exchange money; U.S. money is used here.

    The store turned out to be about 10 miles away.  We went past the most magnificent high school I've ever seen, perched high upon a hill. It looked more like a university than a high school.  Ron, the man who was driving us, said he paid $5100 to send his kid there for one year!

    We also passed the remains of the Panamanian railroad.  Until just a few years ago, it was a nice railroad, running between Colon and Balboa, but it wasn't maintained properly, and now it's just a bunch of rusting hulks.

    Passed a cluster of the most wretched hovels human beings ever attempted to exist in.  Ron told us even the people who live there don't dare go outside at night.  The police only enter the barrio in groups of four.  Once, when a policeman was killed in there, the U.S. Army had to be called out to restore order.

    On the other hand, there are lovely suburban areas with neatly manicured lawns and towering shade trees.  And security bars on every window and door.

    Ron dropped us at the Rey Supermercado, but we didn't really know where we were.  We walked through the market to see what they had, and were delighted to find dates and Instant Cream of Wheat.  We decided to check out the shops in the adjacent shopping mall before buying groceries.  One of the straps had come out of Roy's new sandals, so he was looking for another pair, and I was looking for clip-on sunglasses.  After going to practically every store in the mall, Roy found a pair of sandals just like the ones he had bought in Costa Rica for $8.  Here they were $21.  He didn't buy them.

    Later, he found a pair of imitation leather sandals for $2, so he bought them.

    I never found any clip-on sunglasses.  There were a couple of optical shops, but they were closed.

    We were astonished by the number of armed security guards, and when I say "armed", I'm not talking little revolvers; I'm talking rifles and sub-machine guns.  At the ready.  They were all over the place--in the super market, in the shops, on the sidewalks, in the parking lot.  It was kind of scary.  Like being in a city at war.

    We bought a few groceries and took a cab back to the yacht club.  The fare was $3, and the cab was in good condition.

    After lunch, we walked a short distance to the Intel telephone office, which is two blocks from the YMCA.  The Y makes a useful landmark, because it's at an important intersection and everyone knows where it is.  The calls to the U.S. were surprisingly cheap--only $4.30 for 3 minutes station-to-station.  They sure cut you off abruptly at the end of 3 minutes, though.  I talked with Bill and Diane.  Carol and Barbra weren't home.  Roy talked with his daughters, Carol and Laura, and with his friend, Al Snider.

    That evening, there was a nice little thunderstorm.  There are no droughts down here.  It rains nearly every day during the rainy season (now), and there are frequent thunderstorms.  We had a doozy one night at sea.  It hit so suddenly, we still had the main up.  We had to go out in the downpour to take it down.  Were drenched in instants, but it was warm.  In fact, the rain felt refreshing.  Got the salt washed off.  Filled our water tank and our sun-shower bags.

Monday, May 3, 1993

    As soon as we reached the head of the pier, the immigration officer took us into his office and stamped our passports.  He told us we had to go to the Migracion office at Diablo Heights for our visas.

    Harper was still hanging around, wanting to handle lines for us.  We told him we didn't know yet.

    Went to the yacht club office to register.  No sooner got there than the Quarantine Officer popped up.  Don't know if the immigration officer notified him, or if our contacting Flamenco Signal Station started the ball rolling.  He and Roy went off to the boat, while I stayed in line at the office.

    The yacht club charges a one-time fee of $15 plus a daily charge of 35 cents a foot for the mooring.  That's $14 a day for our boat, which is absurd for a mooring, but we have no choice; it's the only show in town.

    This so-called "yacht club" doesn't even vaguely resemble those in the United States.  It's a rickety, junky old building that hasn't had a coat of paint in 30 years.  It's dirty and depressing.  There isn't much of anything there except the office to collect your money, a bar, ugly restrooms, and the laundry room, which has one washer and one dryer.

    I settled with the office, put deposits on keys for the shower and laundry room, and kicked back to wait for Roy.  He was gone so long, I was beginning to think the inspector must be taking the Jofian apart board by board, but it turned out the water taxi had taken a long time to take them out there and bring them back.  The inspector had been very nice and hadn't snooped around at all.  Roy told him about the incident a few days ago with the Trigana.  The inspector was very much interested and is going to report it to the Port Captain.  He wants us to report it to the yacht club, so Roy brought the log ashore and had the yacht club office Xerox the relevant pages.  When we get back to the boat, I'll write a report for the club.

    Walked over to the Intel office again, and I phoned Kathy at her job.  I always hate to phone people at work, but her home phone's been changed and is unlisted, so I had to get her new number.  Got it.

    We ran into some people from the U.S., who told us about a good lunchroom in the YMCA building, so we went there.  Had soup, carrot cake, etc.  Then we went across the street to the Chase Manhattan Bank and cashed a couple hundred dollars' worth of Travelers' Checks.

    Walked another couple of blocks to the post office and mailed some mail.  Then walked around looking for the Diablo Heights Migracion Office.  Couldn't find a cab, so we hopped on a bus (15 cents).  The driver said he was going to Diablo Heights.  He let us off at the foot of the hill, and we had to hoof it from there.

    The Diablo Heights Migracion Office turned out to be a joke.  We found a two- or three-storeyed building containing a super market, beauty parlor, DMV driver's license office, tailor shop, etc.  There was absolutely no indication on the outside that there was a migracion office in there, but it was listed on the directory in the lobby, so we clumped up the stairs, and sure enough, there it was.  The office was fairly large and nearly bare.  There were two clerks in it, who apparently had nothing to do and did it well.  But they sold us our visa stamps for $10 each.  We asked them how to get to the Port Captain's office in La Boca, but they didn't know.

    We walked back down the hill to the main street, hoping to find a cab.  A busybody told us La Boca was back up the hill we'd just come down, so we trudged up it again but saw no sign of La Boca.  We didn't even know if La Boca's a street, a town, or what.  I remembered seeing "U.S. Consulate" listed on the directory in the building where the migracion office is.  We figured there might be someone at the U.S. Consulate who spoke English and could give us directions, so we climbed the stairs again and looked at all the doors but couldn't find the consulate.  Fortunately, just then a very nice lady from the U.S. came along and offered to drive us to the Port Captain's office in her car!  She's a teacher for the Department of Defense, working with the children of military personnel in Panama.  She took us right to the Port Captain's door.  It was quarter to four.  The office closed at three-thirty.  Oh well, at least now we know where it is.

    Roy's been carrying around an empty propane bottle and asking everyone in sight where we can get some more.  Several people have told us to go to Novey's Hardware Store, so we hopped in a cab and went there.  It's in Panama City.  Went past a lot of wretched tenements, but Novey's was as nice as Orchard Supply or any other top-

quality hardware store in the U.S.  Sure enough, they had quart bottles of propane.  We bought three and a few other items.

    Then we took a cab to Rey's super market for more groceries.  For blood-curdling thrills, forget amusement parks, forget bungee jumping, forget white-water rafting.  Just go down to Panama City and ride in a taxi.  The driver zooms at high speed through crowded streets, barely missing pedestrians and other vehicles.  He invents his own lanes.  He ignores stop signs.  He makes left turns from the right lane.  He squeezes through the tiniest cracks.  Believe me, you get your $2 worth.

    We ended up at a different Rey's from the one we were at yesterday.  They're like Lucky's--all over the place.  Bought a few more groceries and headed back to the boat.

    The Trigana was leaving, so we hailed her on VHF and asked the skipper why he had nearly rammed us a few days ago.  He said he had been marlin fishing and sometimes he took a nap and the crew took over.  Yeah, right.  But at least he did apologize.

Tuesday, May 4, 1993

    Bagged up the most essential dirty clothes--sheets, towels, under-

wear, etc.  Also wrote the report on Trigana for the yacht club.

    When we got to the laundry room, another woman was just starting on a huge pile, so we left our laundry and soap there and took the report to the office.  Then we took a cab to the Port Captain's office.  Got there at twelve.  They were just going to lunch.  Our timing is terrific.

    We walked down the hill to where there were a few shops.  Found a little ice cream parlor that was run by a guy from the U.S.  We each had a slice of pie and two scoops of ice cream, but we were disappointed; it wasn't very good.

    At one o'clock, we returned to the Port Captain's office.  Guess what--we had to go to the Admeasurer first.  He said it was just a few blocks and gave us directions that were rather vague.  We promptly got lost.  Found ourselves at the Panama Canal College.  Went inside and talked with a professor who spoke flawless English.  He drew us a little map of where the Admeasurer's office is, and we set off again, back down the hill towards the Y.  Took one wrong turn but finally found the place.  It was a clean, modern office building like any in the U.S.  We had to sign in at the front desk and wear visitors' badges.  Most impressive building we've been in south of the border.

    When Roy bought the Jofian, there was a Panama Canal license on her from her 1981 transit of the canal.  He was told it was valuable, and it really was.  The Admeasurer found her old records and filled out the forms using the old data, thereby saving us the time and expense (approximately $200) of having her measured from stem to stern.

    Since it was nearly 3 o'clock when we got through there, we grabbed a cab to go the few blocks back to the Port Captain.  (Only cost $1.)  The Handline Transit Coordinator completed the paper work for our transit, explained the procedure, and billed us $70.  What a pleasant surprise that was!  We thought we'd have to pay $200 or more. That $70 includes the fee for the Transit Advisor.  Every small boat going through the canal has to have an Advisor, four line-handlers, a helmsman, and four 125-foot lines.  Our lines are only 100-foot, but he let us go through anyway.  However, it's at our own risk; I had to sign a form absolving the Panama Canal Commission of all liability.  As the Coordinator pointed out, the canal was built for freighters and other large ships, not for little sailboats.  Small boats can easily be damaged and often are.

    We're scheduled to go through Thursday--day after tomorrow!

    Our paperwork completed, we turned to other important matters.  Roy is still trying to fix the generator.  He needs a 15-amp circuit breaker.  When we were at the Rey's market on Sunday (the first one), we had noticed a Radio Shack nearby, so we wanted to go there.  Problem was, we didn't know where "there" was.  We asked a taxicab driver to take us to Radio Shack and drew a complete blank.  Then we told him it was near Rey's.  That was a mistake.  He took us to the Rey's in downtown Panama City where we went yesterday.  No Radio Shack in sight.  We told him it was the wrong Rey's; we wanted to go to Radio Shack.  He took us to another Rey's.  Wrong again.  He talked to his dispatcher on the radio, but apparently didn't get much helpful information.  Finally, however, he took us to the right Rey's, and there was Radio Shack.  We asked him to show us on our street map where we were.  We were in an area called El Dorado, so at last we knew where we were.

    After all that, Radio Shack didn't have a 15-amp circuit breaker.  Neither did another electronics parts store nor any of the hardware stores we went into, so Roy finally decided he'd bypass the circuit breaker.

    Bought a few more groceries and took a cab back to the yacht club. The woman in the laundry was just finishing.  Perfect timing for once. I did the laundry while Roy took the groceries back to the boat and did some things he wanted to do.

    The washer only used cold water, but most of the stuff came reasonably clean.  Cleaner than they were, anyway.

Wednesday, May 5, 1993

    A few days ago on the Breakfast Club, someone told how easy it had been going through the canal with professional line handlers, so I signed on this morning to get more information.  The skipper of Island Trader responded.  He recommended someone called Robinson and volunteered to contact him for us.

    I radioed Flamenco Signal Station as I'd been instructed to find out what time we were scheduled to go through the canal and was told the Transit Advisor would arrive at our boat at 5:45 a.m.  That was good; by getting an early start, we have a chance of completing the transit in one day.

    Pretty soon a water taxi pulled up with the Island Trader skipper and Robinson.  The water taxi driver is going to be one of our other line handlers, and Robinson will find two more.  We'll pay them $50 each plus lunch plus bus fare back to Balboa ($1.75 each).  The handlers will be at the boat by 5:15 in the morning.

    That settled, we went ashore and set out in pursuit of a chart store.  We had the address of a chart store, but the first two taxi drivers we showed it to didn't know where it was.  The third didn't know either, but he volunteered to find out.  He had a nice new cab with air conditioning and velvety upholstery, so we really enjoyed the ride.  First he asked the police and then the fire department.  The latter told him where it was, so he took us there.  It turned out to be across the street from the Y.  We could have walked there.

    The chart store was large, immaculate, well-stocked, and well-

organized.  We bought four charts and a copy of Sailing Directions for the western Caribbean.

    Took a cab to Rey's to buy food and sodas for the line handlers and the Transit Advisor.  When we left the store, Roy had his hands full carrying the groceries, so I carried the roll of charts.  We stopped just outside the store to load the groceries into our heavy-

duty shopping bags.  I leaned the roll of charts against the wall while I helped Roy load the bags.

    A taxi pulled up, driven by an old geezer who looked as if he could scarcely walk, let alone drive a cab.  We asked him how much to the Balboa Yacht Club, and he said $5.  We laughed and walked away.

    A few minutes later, another cab pulled up, driven by a much more capable-looking driver, who said $2.50, so we hopped in.

    Several miles later, I happened to glance over at Roy.  I saw the two shopping bags but didn't see the charts.  I asked him where he'd put the charts.  The CHARTS?!  Yikes, the CHARTS!!!  We motioned frantically to the driver to turn around.  Fortunately, there was a break in the traffic, so he was able to do so.  All the way back to the store, Roy and I were on the edge of the seat, wondering if our $60 worth of charts would still be there.  As we approached the store, our eyes scanned the wall.  Roy spotted them first.  There was our roll of charts, right where I'd left it.  By dumb luck, it was right next to a woman at a table, so people undoubtedly thought it was hers. Anyway, a roll of charts doesn't look like anything valuable.  I jumped out, grabbed it, hopped happily back into the cab, and we were off again to the Balboa Yacht Club.  We paid the driver an extra $1.50 for his trouble and additional miles.

    So now we're all set for our transit of the Panama Canal!

Thursday, May 6, 1993

    This is it!  The BIG DAY!  We transit the Panama Canal!

    Got up at ten to four and ate breakfast.  A few minutes before five, two line handlers arrived.  The Transit Advisor got here a few minutes after five, and five minutes later, the other two line handlers arrived.  We were delighted to see that one of them was Harper; we'd felt bad about not using his services after he'd been so nice to us.  So now everything's perfect.

    Here's the game plan: we will tie to a motor yacht that will tie to a tugboat that will tie to the wall.  So we have absolutely the best position and are least likely to sustain damage.  The three of us will follow the container ship "Torrens" into the lock.

    The Transit Advisor is a pleasant young man of 34, who speaks English fluently but with a heavy accent that makes him difficult to understand.  He's climbing the career ladder and expects to be a pilot in five years.

    The line handlers are all top-notch.  They know what to do, how to do it, and when to do it.  When they're not working, they stay aft out of the way.  They're worth every nickel of the $50 we're paying them.

    The Advisor had us start out slowly for the first lock, Mira Flores.  We went under the high bridge that crosses the channel and is part of the Pan-American Highway.  We saw the Torrens coming up behind us.  It soon passed us and entered the lock ahead of us.

    We entered the lock and waited for the tug to tie to the right side of the lock and the Calipsos to tie to the tug.  Then we moved up and tied to the port side of Calipsos.  The huge gates swung slowly shut behind us, and the water level began rising.

    In due course of time, we were floating about 30 feet above sea level.  The gates in front of us opened, and the Torrens moved forward to the next lock.  The three of us untied and moved forward individually to the next lock, where the entire procedure was repeated.

    We crossed Mira Flores Lake, entered Pedro Miguel Lock, and rose to the highest level, 85 feet above sea level.

    Next came a long stretch with no locks, so the crew could relax.  I fed them a mid-morning snack of hard-boiled eggs and doughnuts plus a cold soda.  They gobbled it down eagerly.

    We went through the famous Gaillard Cut and crossed the Continental Divide.  There was a plaque on the side of the canal at the Divide.

    Roy told me to take some Ritz crackers out to the line handlers.  I didn't want to because it was almost time for lunch, but he kept insisting, so I finally did.  They ate a few, but didn't really want them.

    We entered the 23-mile-long Gatun Lake, and I fixed lunch--big bowls of spaghetti and meatballs, corn, and pork and beans, plus cold sodas, and cookies for dessert.  Guess they had enough to eat; I was going to fix more, but they declined.

    The weather was great--cloudy enough to keep things cool (that is, not scorching), but no rain.

    The other boats had long since disappeared way ahead of us.  The Advisor kept urging us to go faster; if we could rendezvous with the others at Gatun Lock by 3 o'clock, we could complete the transit in one day.  Most sailboats take two days.  We were already at 2200 RPM and making hull speed of 6 1/2 knots.  We couldn't go any faster with the engine, so Roy put out the headsail, and that gave us another half knot.  We flew over the lake at 7 knots!

    Around 2:30, we saw the Torrens waiting to enter the lock.  Here the order would be reversed: the three small boats would enter the lock first, with the container ship bringing up the rear.

    The Torrens started moving forward, and our Advisor urged us to move ahead of it.

    Gatun Lock goes down the 85 feet in three steps.  There are strong currents towards the right wall, so the tug tied to the left wall.  The Calipsos moved up to tie to the starboard side of the tug but messed up!  They got the bow tied, but the stern was caught by the current and swung out into the middle of the channel, so Roy had to stop and wait for them to get straightened out.  In the meantime, the Torrens was coming up behind us, breathing down our tailpipe!  By the time the Calipsos got its stern tied to the tug so we could move ahead, we were almost directly under the wide, towering bow of the Torrens!  That is definitely  the closest I ever want to come to a container ship.  We were all sweating it, including the Advisor.

    Roy, of course, did a flawless job of bringing the Jofian up to the starboard side of Calipsos.  Our bow and stern were tied, zip zip, the Torrens stopped advancing, the gates closed, and the water level began dropping.

    When we'd gone down about 28 feet, the gates ahead of us opened, we untied and moved forward into the next section of the lock, which also had a strong current.  Would you believe, the Calipsos did the same stupid thing again!  Again Roy had to stop and wait while the Torrens advanced towards our stern.  And then the whole performance was repeated a third time in the third section of the lock!  Does this guy never learn?  Anyway, thanks to Roy, we made it through the canal safe and sound.  The Advisor congratulated Roy for his excellent job.

    A pilot boat came up to take the Transit Advisor ashore.  He'll be driven by car back to his home in Balboa.

    The line handlers directed us to the Balboa Yacht Club, where we tied to the fuel dock.  We paid them their well-earned wages plus $1.75 for bus fare to Balboa, and they departed.

    We dood it!  We went through the Panama Canal!  I felt like Queen of the May, with nothing to do but kick back and enjoy.  And rustle up a little grub.

    Shortly after we tied up, a man came by with a note saying we had to give a $50 deposit to the club bartender.  Roy did so.

Friday, May 7, 1993

    We're on the Atlantic side of Panama!  We can scarcely believe it. What a great experience!

    The yacht club here is even more dingy and depressing than the one in Balboa, and the city of Colon is dirty, crowded, ugly, and rife with crime.  The unemployment rate is 50%.  It isn't safe for gringos to walk around alone.  We don't want to stay here one minute longer than we have to.  There is nothing the least bit scenic or attractive.

    There is a Migracion official right here at the club, so we took our papers to him, but he said we had to go to the Port Captain first. He spoke English, so we asked him where we could cash some Travelers' Checks.  The yacht club accepts only cash.  He told us to go to the Banco General.  He gave us a small map of the city, but advised us to take a cab.

    We asked the bartender to call a cab for us.  He tried, but the line was busy, so we went out front and waited.  Soon a cab pulled up. He took us to the Banco General for $1.  The bank was clean, modern, attractive, air-conditioned.  It could have been a bank in the United States, except for the armed guards.  We had no difficulty cashing $400 worth of Travelers' Checks.

    We rather foolhardily walked a few blocks to a super market.  Of course, we wore no watches or jewelry and looked as if we didn't have two dimes to rub together.

    Bought a few groceries and took a taxi to the Port Captain's office.  A lean, courteous elderly gentleman named Jerry led us up two flights of stairs to the Port Captain.  Then he led us back down and across the street to another building, where we had to purchase a cruising permit for $37.80.  We were supposed to have gotten it in Balboa, but no one told us.  The clerk was fast and efficient when she worked, but most of the time she stood around, talking with her fellow employees, so we were in the office over an hour.  Then we had to go back to the Port Captain's office on the third floor.  Again, Jerry led us.  He used to travel with a calypso band.  He's been to San Francisco and San Diego, and speaks English quite well.

    Our zarpe was issued to us, Roy tipped Jerry $1, and we took a cab back to the yacht club.  Returned to the immigration office and had our passports stamped.  Then I went to the office to arrange for fuel. Had to pay in advance.  Filled the tank and all the jerry cans, 93 gallons at $1.40, from which they deducted our $50 deposit.  Also paid $11.70 for the privilege of tying to the fuel dock for the night.

    Getting away from the dock was a challenge.  We had gone in bow first, there was a strong wind pushing us against the dock, and there were other boats downwind of us.  We finally took the floating line over to another dock.  With the assistance of another cruiser, we pulled the Jofian around so her bow pointed out.  After that, it was easy, except one of the boards we were using to protect the hull from the black tires on the dock got caught on a tire and bent a stanchion. My fault.

    We motored over to the anchorage and dropped anchor, so Roy could change the oil.  While he was doing that, I took a quick nap.  Luckily, I didn't sleep long.  As I was coming back up into the cockpit, I heard a man on a nearby boat calling to us that we were dragging.  We had dragged a quarter mile or more and were perilously close to his boat.  Roy had drained all the oil out of the engine, so he had to quickly dump in a gallon of new oil while I winched up some of the anchor chain to get us farther from the other boat.  He then started the engine, motored to a safe spot, and added the fifth quart. Then we were on our way north.  Next stop, Isla San Andres.

    It was a perfect day for sailing.  The wind was just right, so we turned off the engine and sailed at six knots under full sail.  The temperature was pleasant, too.  Much cooler than on the Pacific side.  We're on the Atlantic Ocean!

Saturday, May 8, 1993

    Another perfect sailing day.  Kept sailing north to San Andres.

    This being the rainy season, it rains nearly every day, so we keep topping off our water tank with rain water.




