10-14/01/2012

Towards Antigua
Distance: ~55nm


”16:18N 61:48W”
After the longer than planned interlude at Saint Francois we decided to return to the pleasant Iles des Saintes. It was an unusually early departure for us at 9.00 am but we were rewarded with a perfect 15-20 knts wind. Sailing on broad reach was fantastic and a thankfully uneventful experience. We arrived in the early afternoon and ended up staying for two days. After so much time in a marina we tremendously enjoyed being back at an anchorage.
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On 12th January we weighed anchor and sailed to Deshaies. Again, wonderful sailing on reach; wind 10-20 knts. It was a sheer pleasure. In the afternoon the wind picked up and increased to 20-30 knts. But we were soon sailing in the lee of Guadeloupe so after putting in some reefs to cope with the strong gusts, we continued to have some great sailing. We dropped anchor at 16.00, remained on the boat and marveled at the clever maneuvers of a ClubMed sailing ship in the sunset. Looking the hills around the bay we spotted some lights just behind a rocky outcrop and on closer observation with binoculars  it looked like a restaurant.  After some hesitation we decided to brave the strong winds and go there for dinner in our dinghy. It was the right decision. The restaurant was carefully hidden among the trees. All sides were open to the tropical forest around it and the kitchen was hidden by clever design under the floor. We were at canopy level surrounded with trees squeaking under the continuous pressure of the strong wind. It was raining but in the sanctuary of the roof we were very, very comfortable. We had a good dinner and lamented about the world affairs in general. 

I picked up a flyer advertising a dinner concert “Jazz and Blues Harmonica Festival” for 13th January. It sounded just like what we needed to complete our Guadeloupe experience. So we delayed our departure and the next day purchased the tickets on the internet. 
On the day of the concert the wind really picked up and by the evening a nice storm accompanied with steady rain was on offer. We were set for a perfect tropical storm experience! And we were not impressed. This was not the rainy season. The tourist magazines advertised uninterrupted sunny says! I was particularly devastated as the pleasant, short crossing by dinghy from Fenix to the restaurant became an adventure on its own right. And I was not in the mood for more adventures! I wanted a nice predictable pleasant night. 
Somewhat disappointed we threw on our wet weather gear on top of our smart outfit (after all we were in France) and instead of a clutch filled with lipstick, perfume and tissues I picked up my backpack. Equipped with VHF radio, personal EPIRB, a small anchor and several torches we stepped out into the pitch dark Caribbean storm. No, we were not to discover another unknown continent, we were going to motor 300 meters for a dinner! But, outside the sea was angry and the offshore wind was relentless. A motor failure would have been really, really bad news so we had to prepare for the worst. 
Once in the dinghy, the trip was not as bad as it looked from the cockpit and after 10 minutes we arrived to the well built little dinghy dock protected by an enormous wall of rocks from the fuming sea. We stepped out onto the jetty and were surprised to find ourselves literally in the spotlights of the local TV station.  The local celebrity, somewhat taken back by our looks, gracefully welcomed us but he was visibly relieved when we took off our wet weather gear, packed it up in a bag and, like James Bond, converted our appearance to smart-looking dinner guests. Passing him we climbed the stairs to the restaurant that started to fill with guests. There, we handed our tote bag to the stunned bartender for safe keeping and with some guidance from the locals set out to practice our cocktail making ability at the open bar. 
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There was a great welcoming atmosphere and we were glad with our decision to ignore the obstacles to come. There was full table service. The French, rightly so in my opinion, do not believe in buffet style dining. There was a very exiting menu on offer and I was keen to try their octopus entrée. After the first taste I was blown away. The dish was absolutely unique and delicious with a presentation fit for kings. Sadly I am unable to describe the rush of flavors; the balance obtained between seafood and the vegetables but here is my newly formed theory on the subject: the French are convinced that their culture, their couture, their cuisine, their literature are the best in the world. They are a confident nation. This confidence is reflected in their cooking, their design, their architecture and the way they carry themselves. 
Australia as a young nation, perhaps not surprisingly, lacks this confidence. Having freed themselves from British stiffness Australians frequently turn to nature for clues. We admire the untouched bush and are proud of our intact coastlines, not scattered with human built objects. Our cuisine, experimenting with influences from all over the world, is at its best when it aims to give back the natural flavors of the ingredients. Our children are considered to be, depending on your point of view, wild or free spirited and our architecture aims to build structures that melt into the natural environment. While an Australian garden tries to melt seamlessly into the surrounding bush the French garden with its meticulous symmetrical design of geometrical shapes proudly stands out. Any emerging natural shape horrifies the gardener and is cut, chopped, poisoned mercilessly. 

As far as cooking goes the attitude is the same. Nature’s offerings are nowhere appreciated more than in France. The markets of French towns are always picture perfect and the produce on offer is simply incomparable. The range of fruits and vegetables, their shapes, colors and their presentations are always exceptional. But this bounty of fresh produce is only considered to be raw material and has never shaken the view of French chefs that it should be and can be converted into something superior. The French cuisine does not try to preserve the original flavour of a fruit, vegetable, fish or viand but mixed and processed with the imagination of the chef it aims to create something “magnifique”, complex and heavenly. This requires almost a Good-like confidence in yourself. “Yes, I am the Creator” – even if only of a dish. “I can do better than nature and create something superior” – thinks every French chef.
The Chef of our Hemingway restaurant delivered a bounty of unexpected flavours that perfectly matched the wide range of music played by the three bands. The first band was playing traditional Caribbean blues. The second played what I’d call an “intellectual Jazz“  with fantastic complications and varieties. All musicians were superb and the harmonica player was exceptional. The third act was a real entertainment provided by two guys who played American style blues. The surprise came at the end when the three bands came together for a jamming session and to our greatest surprise, the owner who up to this time was walking around the tables talking to the guests, like owners do, picked up a harmonica and nervously stepped up onto the stage. He was actually very good. Jamming went well into the night and it was around 1am when we asked the bartender for our gear. We donned the oilskin trousers and the jackets, put on the hoods and soon our dinghy was heading towards Fenix in the relentless rain and the howling wind that never stopped for a moment. 

It was the best night of this holiday and we were a little sorry to leave Guadeloupe. Next morning we sailed to Antigua on reach in a record time and early afternoon we dropped anchor at the idyllic Freeman’s Bay.  
