14-20/01/2012

 Antigua
Distance: ~47nm


”17:00N 61:45W”
We got woken up by bright sunshine the next morning and after quickly packing up the boat for departure we left around 9.00 am. “Packing up” the boat is no simple matter but we pride ourselves in our perfect system; even the toughest ride cannot dislodge anything in the cabin or on deck. The primary aim is to stow or tie down everything so that nothing can get loose in even the biggest waves. I always start with the bookshelf that always accumulates some unruly items. Then I check that the locker doors and drawers are all closed.  Most importantly I close all portholes and hatches.  Fenix has a large number of portholes that are unusual on more modern boats. They are wonderful in anchorages as, when opened, they provide excellent airflow throughout the vessel. However left open unintentionally they can easily fill the healing boat up with enough water not only to run havoc on our belongings but to sink it. I pack up the navigation table and prepare the initial departure navigational instructions. My activities also include: selecting and putting the relevant chart on the table, putting the pilot book at  hand, setting the initial bearing, checking for immediate obstacles in the vicinity of the anchorage, checking the weather forecast and barometer reading. On deck Steve’s duties include, depending on whether we are on anchor or in a marina, folding up the swimming ladder, dismantling the wind propeller and setting up the towing propeller on our DuoGen, picking up and securing the dinghy and the anchor, stowing the ropes and fenders, checking all the halyards and sheets. It all sounds simple and quick but in practice it is quite a lengthy process. Usually it takes anything between 30-60 minutes to get the boat ready for departure.
We had a very fast run to Antigua. The seas were quite rough with 6-8 feet waves and a strong breeze, so 10-15 nms from the shore we had to furl our main and continue with full genoa. Closer to the island the sea became really rough; the waves continued building up. Looking at the island it appeared impossible to anticipate the existence of a safe anchorage. But optimistic as always and reassured by the chart plotter we continued powering towards a rocky outcrop named English harbour and bravely maneuvered Fenix into position to ride the waves into the anchorage. Once inside it was calm. No wind no waves. I couldn’t stop marveling about how safe natural harbours were.  No wonder that competing powers fought over them with such determination.
We motored into Nelson’s Dockyard, which was a beautiful place. It is one of the few remaining old British naval establishments in the world and the only restored 18th century British naval dockyard. It had everything the navy required to operate at such a far away land. The most fascinating part was a sail loft. Back then sails were genuinely the only source of power for a ship, thus keeping them in prime condition was a priority. When a ship arrived to the dockyard the damaged sails were loaded into the dinghy of the ship, called the ship’s boat. Then four brawny men rowed the boat into the sail loft. Surprisingly the sail loft was erected above a narrow canal. Today only the eight stone columns remain. They are sturdy structures reminding us that they had to be strong enough to carry not only the weight of the planks and the roof but the heavy sails. One could imagine how, with a complicated block and tackle system, they lifted the heavy sails onto the planks. There the sail makers took charge of them and started their repair work. After stitching up the damaged sails they lowered them back onto the boat which then returned the repaired sails to the ships.  [image: image1.jpg]



The culture of sailing remains alive and well in Antigua and we were suitably impressed by the fleet of some of the world’s most spectacular, largest, oldest super/mega yachts that filled the marina to capacity. It was a show that not even Monaco or Porto Chervo in Sardinia could match. Most of the well known antique – or replica - yachts were here on show.  No surprise that among the 80-150 foot yachts we felt a little bit overwhelmed and decided that anchoring outside the port was a much better choice. Anyway there was not a single berth available.
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The port also had on display the first rowing boat that was used to row across the Atlantic Ocean in 1998. The original owner donated the boat to Nelson’s Dockyard with the condition that it is made available to anyone wishing to use it to row across the Atlantic, and indeed it has been rowed three more times since. Any other takers??

We motored to the nearby Freeman’s bay and ignoring the warnings from the locals that “ The anchorage is full, you cannot anchor here”- we found a good spot and laid anchor. Our action brought upon us a steady visit from the neighboring yachts that “the wind is terrible, unpredictable here” “Then there is a current.”” You may drag and bump into other yachts” etc. This was unusual, as yachties are usually very accommodating and welcoming. It took us for a while to realize that most of the yachts in this delightful anchorage have been there for weeks or months and they formed a little community with suburban attitudes. They did not want short term intruders in their “backyard”. But, after Steve reassuringly put out an extra anchor to port side (mind you it did not do too much good, other than smudging some antifoul on our white gelcoat) and proving ourselves with the first night without bumping into anyone we got accepted and had quite a nice time. 
I went to “do immigration”, customs and check in. It was the usual unpleasant process, endless forms, dealing with bored uninterested staff, but at least they sat in the same office. So, after all it was not as bad as it could have been.  
I swam to shore every morning, walked from one side of the bay to the other and swam back to the boat. Walking on the fine sand under the palm trees with a picture perfect background was fantastic. I loved my morning swim and walk!
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At night the lights on the masts of the superyachts in Nelson’s Dockyard and at the nearby Falmouth harbour - separated only by a short walk - were all illuminated. The lights twinkled in red, blue yellow and white under the shy moon and from our anchorage it created an unbelievable vision of a mini Manhattan. 
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We went to make a booking for dinner at an inviting looking restaurant “Paparazzi “ just across the bay from Nelson’s Dockyard. Steve walked up to a guy who looked like the owner and asked him if we could make a reservation. To his astonishment the guy asked  ”Are you Hungarian by any chance?” . Now there is no doubt that we speak English with an accent. But absolutely no one so far has ever guessed that our accent was Hungarian. As it turned out Diego’s wife was of Hungarian descent. Christine grew up in Canada since she was 3 but still spoke almost faultless Hungarian. No wonder that she was the past president of the Hungarian Association! They moved to Antigua couple of months ago and took over the pizza place at the slipyard. They refurbished it and reopened as a more stylish Italian Pizzeria and Restaurant. The food was delicious and the service excellent. No wonder that we became regulars!  [image: image7.jpg]



Christine and Diego was a fantastic couple and they became our friends. Diego took us to visit Shirley’s Heights where we enjoyed the wonderful steel band playing Caribbean and popular music. The musical “qualities” of steel drums were discovered in Trinidad at the beginning of the 20th Century. The instrument is made from steel drums, normally used to transport liquids. First the wall of the drum is cut at the desired height. Then using a hammer they beat the hell out of the remaining bottom until it gives the desired sound. In its primitive form the instrument is used as a drum but a skilful player can bring out melodies, harmonies and the most experienced players make it sound like a full orchestra. It is a delightful instrument! 

We walked to Falmouth harbour where we found further superyachts staring at us arrogantly. Among them was Mirabella V, the world tallest sloop. Her mast reaches 100 meters! This is more than a 30 story high building. We saw her once before in Monaco just after her almost fatal drag onto rocks nearby. Their anchor dragged and although the captain was on the bridge he could not start the engine from the bridge due to a fatal design flaw: a switch had to be operated first somewhere in the engine room! Thus, the skeleton crew and the skipper helplessly watched as the yacht dragged onto the rocks while the engineer, who normally operated the switch below, was having a few beers on shore leave. I am sure that this tedious engine start-up procedure has been corrected since! Anyway, there she was, towering over the harbors and again brought out the - wooooow! - from us. 
Considering that that Antigua Race Week is one of the most important yacht races in the world we expected a large number of sailing shops and workshops like sail, engine, fiberglass, wood etc repair shops and chandleries everywhere. This was not the case and we were fairly disappointed. It seems that these service providers only set up temporary shops and move to Antigua only for the race; similarly to the Formula 1 circuit. 
One afternoon we had a knock on the hull. “ Ahoy Fenix – anyone home?”  I have to admit that after the initial rather cool welcome by our neighbors we answered the call with some trepidation. But out there in his dinghy there was a smiling man who introduced himself as “Louis – a fellow Hungarian”  It turned out that at the Paparazzi restaurant Christine and Diego mentioned it to him that there was a Hungarian couple at Freemen’s Bay and he decided to look us up. After establishing that indeed Fenix was the home to a Hungarian couple he enthusiastically motored back to bring along his wife, Anna. Soon we were all settled in the cockpit under the shade of the bimini for an afternoon chat. Hungary is a landlocked country thus sailing is anything but a national sport among Hungarians. Thus we very rarely meet Hungarian sailors, expats or otherwise. Louis and Anna left Hungary in 1956 and are now retired, living in Cod’s Harbour, USA. They have been sailing in the Caribbean for decades. They were a delightful couple and from their many stories I select here one: Louis was an Associate Professor at the Budapest University of Technology and Economics, the alma mater of both Steve and myself, before he migrated to the USA. Incidentally at the Autumn of 1956 he was attending a conference in Berlin and from there he took the tram to West Berlin. But when he heard that the 1956 revolution started in Hungary he called Anna to tell her that now, that communism was over, he was coming home.”You are crazy. Don’t even think about it”  - said Anna. And, how right she was! Sooner than anyone would have anticipated the revolution was crushed by Russian tanks.  Seeing the unfolding events she put on her big overcoat, climbing boots and made the dangerous trip across the border to Austria. There, Louis was waiting for her. And said;  Now that I am not a university Professor anymore a beautiful woman like you might want to find a better off fiancée. But Anna ignored his objections and married him in Vienna. Louis became very successful; working at IBM he became one of the programmers of the early, room sized IBM computers.
After some hard convincing they agreed to have some green tea. But when I opened the coffee jar the aroma of the coffee from Guadeloupe was so enticing that Anna opted to try my coffee. She loved it and declared that she had never tasted such a wonderful coffee! Now, this is something. After decades of brewing their horrible, week coffee and drinking it by the gallons, Americans became coffee connoisseurs and by now making the best coffee in the world. Sometimes, even beating the Italians in their own game of espresso making.  I offered her a packet of unopened Guadeloupe coffee which she accepted only after a long, long persuasion. As it turned out Steve profited really well from my generosity as next day, totally unexpectedly, Louis turned up with a highly appreciated present: some Hungarian “Gyulai” sausage, the best Boston had to offer.
They were an entertaining and vivacious couple. I told Steve this is how I would like us to be in twenty years time! Enjoying what life has to offer to full at every stage of our existence. 

The 17th of January was Steve’s Birthday and, as usual, I asked him what he would like for dinner. “Paprikas csirke” – Chicken stew in a creamy Hungarian paprika sauce was the answer. Normally a request like this does not create any difficulties but Nelson’s Dockyard was populated by souvenir shops, pubs, restaurants and truly awful bakery. The boulangerie of San Francois with their crispy Baguettes, Baguette Bretanny, croissants and “pain au chocolat”, just across the water seemed to be light years away. But after some careful search I located a deli in the basement of one of the buildings that charged horrendous prices. Apparently they were catering for the crews of the super yachts who normally get their food on board. Thus their offerings were mainly alcoholic and soft drinks, chips and some hapless looking dairy products in a fridge. But, I did my exploratory work of the freezer  and located some frozen chicken pieces and found a tin of cream next to the rows of rums, vodkas and Curacaos. After all some cocktails do require cream! I was happy with my findings and energized by this success returned to Fenix in a good mood. I surprised even myself how good and authentic my creation was. We had a wonderful dinner in the cockpit of Fenix peacefully bobbing up and down on her anchor, sipping  a nice Rose and admiring the mast lights of “Little Manhattan” at our doorstep. 

Next day reality hit us, we had work to do. We had to have our Volvo water pump repaired and make a decision about what to do with Fenix at the end of the season. The choices were: leave her in the Caribbean for another season or taker her back to the Mediterranean. Steve was vehemently against leaving the boat in the Caribbean as he considered the damage caused by humidity too severe. In addition sailing in the Caribbean made us to realise that we expect more than sandy beaches, snorkeling, swimming and having long sleeps from a holiday. We like the Med, visiting quaint little towns, museums, reading about the history of the places and yes, we like comfortable services, shops where I can buy supplies and experiment with my cooking. But we were not really ready for another crossing of the Atlantic, this time against the prevailing wind. You might be wondering that why our adventurous streak has run out. In real terms while it was our ambition to make a long distance passage we never intended to make it a “life style” choice. Sailing up and down the oceans of the world and going “troppo” has never been our plan. Sorry folks, it seems we are not the “old salt” types. 

Diego introduced us to a wonderful potential delivery skipper, Peter and after some discussions and visits to the boat we asked him for a quote to sail Fenix back to Spain. Though Peter seemed to be a suitable person but the task of preparing the boat and a “Fenix User’s Manual” still seemed to be daunting. Anyway, it seemed the decision had been made and I booked the return flights from Antigua to SF. But we still contemplated Anna’s words ” Yes, we too prepared detailed instructions for the delivery Captain, stuck them to the cabin walls, to the instruments just to be all ignored”. Steve’s “emotional brain” remained extremely unhappy with the arrangement. He could not stand the thought of leaving his beloved one - of course I mean Fenix -  in the care of someone else. At the end fate made the decision for us. Peter gave us a quote that was not a cent cheaper than transport by ship. Thus it seemed to be logical to use a shipping company instead of having Fenix sailed back as the wear and tear during a 2,800 nm crossing takes several years off the life of a sailing boat. I contacted a previously identified ship delivery company but their 2012 ship to Spain was full, though they still had a vacancy from Martinique to Genoa, Italy. After some further internet search Steve identified another ship that was sailing from St Thomas, US Virgin Islands to Spain. So, the deal was made and Fenix is expected to be back in Spain at the end of May. St Thomas was around 200 nautical miles from Antigua which, with 7 days left, was within easy sail. 

If only we had an operational engine! 
Next day the local mechanical wizard, Rob turned up. He looked at the engine and declared that he will fix it on Thursday/Friday. Friday was spent with engine repair. Rob enthusiastically took everything apart without the slightest consideration of noting how to put them back together. But after some unsuccessful tries he identified that the oil cooler was almost completely blocked by bits of an impeller that broke up many years ago, resulting in very high pressure at the water pump, which actually caused the leak at the shaft seal! This was a big discovery as Steve has been complaining about our measly water flow from the exhaust pipe for years to various mechanics without any of them ever realizing what the actual problem was. Mind you, whatever flow we had was enough to keep the temperature around 80-90C. Encouraged by this success he turned his attention to the back-up alternator. After $500 and another half a day of work by Rob and Steve, who had to show him how to re-connect the cables, the alternator seemed to be in working order again. The installation was almost perfect except that next day we found the fan belt ground up and spread evenly on every inch of the motor compartment like fresh snow.
Next day we sailed to St Christopher or St Kitts. What an exciting name! 
