14-18/12/2011
 Martinique
Distance: ~35 NM

“14:35N 61:03W”
With a perfect wind of around 10 knots we sailed towards Martinique on a reach, flying a genoa and the main and doing a satisfying 5-6 knots. Before sunset the wind strengthened to a lively 15 knots then died off. We slowly continued sailing under the starry sky towards Martinique and after negotiating some tricky marks, anchored under the fort at Fort de France around 21.00. 
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Next day we were basking in the morning sun and contemplated the world but soon the reality of further problems with the boat called Steve into action. Practically anything and everything with a connector in it got corroded by the humid tropical climate and a number of systems stopped working. The most painful was the failure of the custom built PC we use as our main chart plotter with CMap charts of the entire world on it. The fact that the intelligent alternator controller failed did not even raise an eyebrow but the fact that the quite new AIS, specifically built for maritime purposes, stopped working was really quite annoying. Anyway Steve spent the day trying all sort of tricks on the integrated circuit boards of the PC -  “You know while other kids were playing soccer I was building electronic gadgets” - but this time tropical humidity beat him and he gave up. In the afternoon we went into the very pleasant town of Fort de France where I performed the customs and immigration checking in and out routine on a computer in the local chandlery! I was so grateful for the simple, non intimidating process that in my excitement I felt obliged to purchase a nice TBS top. Good excuse wasn’t it?

Martinique was delightful and at least for us it provided a stark contrast to Saint Lucia. As far as Western history is considered both islands were discovered by Columbus and later colonized by the French and the British, who fought spirited battles over them. One a the famous battles should have been fought over Martinique between Lord Nelson and Napoleon’s admiral, Villeneuve after the British installed cannons on Diamond Rock, the rocky outpost of what we call today Fort de France. Villeneuve sailed to Martinique and ousted the British in due course but the famous battle between the French and British navies never happened. Nelson followed bad intelligence and sailed for Trinidad thus missing Villeneuve. Napolen might have been a genius commander on land he never understood naval warfare, and ordered Villeneuve to confront the British as soon as possible. Thus, the Battle of Trafalgar was fought and lost by the French navy.

But Martinique remained French so it has well established French traditions. Today it is still a French prefecture and part of the European Union (if it is still in existence as you read this!), the currency is Euro and the language is - not surprisingly - French.
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     The Schoecher Library

                    Pretty locals in national costumes



Napoleon’s famous lover and later wife Empress Josephine de Beauharnais was born on Martinique and her estate is a delightful tourist attraction at the Trois Ilets. She was a good friend, lover? of an enlightened thinker and anti slavery advocate Victor Schoecher who convinced her about the wrongs of slavery. The empress was quite articulate and was famously persuasive thus Napoleon abolished slavery in a decree in all French colonies. The effect and the French policy of integration created a plural society where blacks, mulattos, descendents of Indians, creoles and whites coexist seemingly happily. There is a pleasant atmosphere as people stroll on the narrow streets of tiny colorful two story houses decorated with miniscule balconies. The government buildings surrounded by gardens are fit to be any of the wide boulevards of Paris. The dinghy dock joins the magnificent park La Savanne. The dock was built with the obvious intention of to be fit to receive an emperor. The huge rendered hardwood platform hangs over the sea allowing the waves to break under it. This creates a scary thunder but miraculously the design manages to keep the dinghies bobbing up and down without flooding them. On Saturday nights the area is used for fairs where local food delicacies entice the large crowds to enjoy one of the outstanding Caribbean bands. We loved the lively streets of Fort the France and the people in Anse Mitan near the tiny marina of Ponte du Bout were great. 
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