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Diary of a Circumnavigation

Book IX

by

Edmund J. Steele


Oman: Salalah



December 1, 2006



Position N 07 35.3 E 071 58.4 at 0100 UTM



Yesterday evening I had decided to check the raw water cooling pump impeller on the main engine. It was well that I did, as I found that 5 of the 12 vanes on the impeller had broken off. With some loss of both skin and blood, I changed the impeller and replaced the pump cover. It leaked. I found a replacement "O'" ring and inserted this. When I tightened the four bolts that hold the cover on, I was careful not to drop them behind the engine and tightened them by hand before using a wrench. On the fourth bolt, I could not locate the bolt head with the wrench by "feel". The head of the bolt had sheared off under just finger pressure. There are now only three of the four bolts holding the pump cover on and the worst of it is, even if I had a spare bolt (and I don't), the shaft of the bolt is still in the body of the pump. The good news is that it is no longer leaking and hopefully, it will all hold together until we reach mechanical civilization - wherever that may be.



Our plan was to leave this morning at around 0800 hours. At 0530 hours, I received the detailed weather forecast I had ordered from Commander's Weather which warned of a tropical system developing just south of us and which could catch us as a depression, or even as a cyclone, in mid-passage to Oman. Of course we are 12 hours time shifted from the USA and it was not until 2000 hours that we were able to get an updated report plus answers to questions we had posed. The system is developing slowly and should allow us time to get clear before it might become actively dangerous. Although it could track exactly along our path to Salalah, it is predicted as more likely to head elsewhere. If it does decide to come after us, we would head west or southwest towards the coast of Somalia and check into the Hilton in Mogadishu (OK guys - just kiddin' about Mogadishu). We decided to go for it, raised anchor in the darkness and reversed our inbound GPS track to clear the atoll reef pass from Uligamu. For the first couple of hours we were under full sail but then the wind died and we went to motor. We would normally like to conserve diesel at this end of the trip but felt the need to put some miles between ourselves and the storm brewing to our south. Current position at 0100 UTM is N 07 35.3 E 071 58.4. Just 1,200 miles to go! 



December 2, 2006



Today the winds were frustratingly fickle. They blew from the forecast direction and when they reached 7 or 8 knots, we would be under full sail of poled out Genoa, main, mizzen and our colorful red, white and blue striped, mizzen staysail. For an hour or so, we would be sailing at 5 knots over the ground and all would be well. Then the wind would drop to 3 knots, the sails would begin to flog aimlessly and we would be back on engine again. The mizzen staysail is a light wind sail and has been very useful in these types of sailing conditions. It is usually worth an extra half, or even three quarters of a knot, when flown. It's draw back for a shorthanded crew like ours, is that it takes two of us to strike it. By using an extra sail bag, we had worked out a scheme to hoist it with just one person awake but when the wind drops and we begin to motor, I need to wake Annette to help drop it. Several times a sail change became necessary but I would decide to just wait for twenty minutes or so before making a decision. The wind would occasionally cooperate by changing back to the original condition and I could let sleeping wives lie.



It was hot all day with temperatures in the high 80s, low 90s Fahrenheit and the humidity was such that a clean tee-shirt was sopping wet with perspiration within a few minutes of being donned. When the wind died, there was no cooling cockpit breeze and it seemed hotter than ever aboard. By 2030 hours, we had been at sea for 24 hours and had covered 157 miles since our departure from Uligamu. As we motored or sailed on through the night, we enjoyed a full moon and near midnight, a large pod of dolphins played around DoodleBug and cavorted off our bow-wave. I had wondered if they played at night, as they do in the daytime and this was the first time it has been bright enough to watch them by night.



December 3, 2006



Position N 08 48.5 E 069 43.5



The early morning hours found us passing several small craft. The first was a vessel showing a red over white light. The height of the lights above the horizon, versus the size of the radar echo, made me feel sure this was a yacht. Although the moon was setting, I saw the flash of a white hull through the binoculars. They did not respond to hails on the VHF radio. Perhaps the crew were just asleep and had turned on their anchor light as well as their tri-color sailing light. We next passed through 5 or 6 small boats that were widely spaced and showing one or more dim yellow lights. I supposed these to be fishermen but all of the fishing vessels we have previously encountered this far at sea, have been using arc lights that can be seen glowing even over the horizon.



At 0900 hours the wind picked up and held in the range of 9 knots or better and we are finally sailing comfortably on a beam reach. We have been passed closely by nearly a dozen large freighters, container ships and chemical tankers. At around 1400 hours we had 6 large vessel targets on the radar with a 12 mile setting. We are obviously either crossing or have entered the main drag of shipping lanes and will need to be particularly alert tonight. 



December 4, 2006



Position N 09 57.0 E 067 33.0



The winds have been light all through yesterday but we have been sailing continuously, rather than burning diesel. This is a much more pleasant way to travel. By 2030 hours yesterday we had completed our second day at sea and had run an additional 148 miles. This morning as I write this, we are 894 miles from Salalah and if we maintain our current speed, we should arrive around Sunday morning.



The light winds have continued all day and we sailed on with poled out Genoa, main, and mizzen. Our apparent wind angle had swung around just forward of the beam and we reluctantly had to strike the mizzen ballooner (staysail) that had been helping to push us along. By 2030 hours, we had passed our third 24 hour period at sea (we left on Friday evening from Uligamu) and recorded a run of 142 miles in the previous 24 hours. We only passed a couple of freighters today - nothing like the near traffic jam of yesterday.



December 5, 2006



Position N 11 07.0 E 065 20.0



745 miles to go. All well on board.



Around 0800 hours this morning we passed a couple of rain cells and, shortly after, the wind rose from the 9 to 11 knot range, to the 15 to 18 knot range. We had been expecting to pass the remnants of a cold front today and supposed this was it. The wind stayed high for the rest of the day and into the night and the waves correspondingly built up all day long. The full moon rose after sunset and this really helps in sloppy conditions. It is so calming to look out over a sea of silver waves when you are being knocked all around, rather than let your imagination run unfettered on a dark and gloomy night. At 2030 hours, we saw that we had run a respectable 175 miles in the previous 24 hour period and 45 minutes later, passed the half way point between Uligamu and Salalah. If we can keep up this rate of travel, we might make it to Salalah on Saturday night. We saw only two ships this morning, the ocean is empty again.



The weather forecast file shows a depression formed off the Maldives and will be centered at N 5 E 67 by tomorrow morning and strengthening. By 12/8/06 it is forecast as centered at N 7 E 65. If the present winds hold, it should not catch us.



December 6, 2006



Position N 12 32.0 E 062 36.0



We are currently 564 miles from Salalah. All well on board. Since passing through our "cold front" of yesterday morning, there has been a noticeable drop in the humidity. The thermometers maintain that it is no cooler during the heat of the day but it does feel cooler. We have moved from a tropical air mass to an air mass from Arabia. The winds have stayed steady throughout the day and we have continued to beam reach under full sail. The seas have been choppy with wind driven chop on top of swells and producing 8 foot seas. Despite this, it has been a pleasant enough sail with blue skies and sunshine. The flying fish do their usual stuff but we have now witnessed a new type of flying fish I have called "sub-orbital". Instead of taking off and flying in a low path over the water, these explode at a near vertical angle from the waves, climbing to 20 or 30 feet. They then continue their arc and plunge back into the sea at a steep angle. (On Thursday - tomorrow - we would find a large flying fish on the floor under the dining room table, in the main cabin. How on earth did it get there? The seas have been too rough to have windows open. The only way would be through the cockpit door and perhaps onto the far couch, before rolling onto the floor. We have found no scales or slime to support this theory however.)



[image: img1.jpg]Sunrise off the starboard quarter
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At around 1600 hours, we saw the second ship of the day, coming up behind us. It was a huge container ship and we watched on radar as it changed course to pass down our port side. About an hour later, a voice came on the radio in a version of English - that is, there were a continuous stream of English words, although they did not always go together. "Captain, oh Captain, please speak me. I fish boat, you must speak me. Give me green, oh please captain oh captain speak me, oh captain, give green......" . We supposed that there was a fishing boat that the freighter was approaching, although we did not see a problem on the radar display. Then we saw the freighter swerve and take off to the west. There were dozens of fishing boats in our path. We were hailed by another boat and the captain asked who we were, where we going, where we were from etc. He offered us some fish if we would stop by. We politely declined as we were under full sail and both the wind and seas had been building all afternoon. About 20 minutes later, the "vessel in distress" alarm went off on the VHF radio. There were by now perhaps a dozen fishing boats in view, so we did not immediately respond. Perhaps 30 seconds later, a conversation took place in a language I could not identify and I have postulated as Somali. The distress alarm was then switched off. I checked the charts and of course the closest land mass is Socotra, Somalia. The sailing websites have been full of reports of piracy attacks on ships lured by fake distress calls and I had almost forgotten how close we are to the risk area.



Several times we counted as many as 11 targets on the radar display on the 12 mile setting. We spent the next 8 hours maneuvering through and between the radar targets. As night fell we were reefed down with winds in the low 20's (knots) and seas of 10 feet or so off the beam. The fishing boats would show up on radar at perhaps 8 miles but their lights would not be visible until they were within 4 miles of us in the choppy seas. This all made for an uncomfortable night as it was not possible to relax due to the constant course changes and sailing conditions. At one point an errant wave hurled Annette off the cockpit side cushion where she had been lying and onto the cockpit floor. She will have a huge bruise but no other injuries other than her pride...... - no bikini wearing in Oman!



December 7, 2006



Position N 13 55.0 E 059 55.0



We are 385 miles from Salalah and expect to arrive Saturday. All well on board. The nights are now cold enough that a blanket is needed on watch and we have broken out the sweaters from storage. We are definitely moving north! The high winds stayed with us throughout the night and on until the evening today when we were able to "shake out" our reefs and continue under full sail again. We had run 178 miles yesterday and added another 181 miles today. By late afternoon, the waves had died down to a six foot chop and life aboard was becoming more tolerable. We have just over 200 miles to go to reach Salalah and should arrive on Saturday. As usual, at this part of the passage, the on board topic of conversation is of fine restaurants around the world and what we would order..... 



December 8, 2006



Position N 15 33.0 E 056 46.0 at 0600 UTM



We expect to arrive tomorrow morning at Salalah. All well on board.



Blue skies and sunshine as the Indian Ocean passes by below our hull. At around 1000 hours we passed the only cargo ship we have seen in two days. At 1200 hours we heard an American voice on the VHF challenging a ship and asking for its name and destination. We only heard one side of the conversation but, the American voice identified himself as "Coalition helicopter". Since the transmission was from an aircraft, he could have been anywhere within a hundred miles of us but it did give us a warm fuzzy feeling that there might be a cop on the block somewhere. During our 7th 24 hour period at sea, we have sailed 164 miles.



December 9, 2006



Position N 16 56.2 E 054 00.3 at 1100 hours local time



We arrived Salalah, Oman this morning and anchored at N 16 56.2 E 054 00.3 at 1100 hours local time. We are now waiting for customs to clear us. All well on board.



In the small hours of the morning, we were hailed by a seismic survey vessel that asked us to change course to avoid their streamer. I could see the vessel on radar and asked which direction the streamer was laid out. The voice dispiritedly replied that they had dropped the streamer, their chase boat had one end but, they didn't know which direction the balance of the streamer lay. (A seismic streamer is an armored cable containing hydrophones at intervals along it's length. It can be up to 5 miles long and has paravane devices attached to it at intervals to maintain a constant depth when under tow.) The seismic vessel voice then had a long conversation with the chase vessel in Russian, thereby confirming in my mind, why the name "DoodleBug" didn't register with them.



We made a long detour to give both vessels a six mile clearance, as they had requested, and an hour or so later spotted lines of small radar reflections ahead of us. What we were sailing into was miles and miles of arrays of floats. Some of the floats were brighter on the radar than others and we presumed that they contained some form of radar reflector. Dawn was approaching and we knew that this was some form of fish capturing device but what? Suspended nets? We suspected the latter, as the buoys could be seen as deployed in staggered lines. We tried to skirt the obstacles but, as we moved off our course, we could see more and more of these on radar. We were not sure that we could go between the buoys, so we eased carefully between a couple of spaced radar reflections, hoping we were not going to become entangled, or if we were, that we could cut the blasted thing while there were no witnesses.



We did resume course without incident and dawn brought the sight of a high escarpment in the distance with a long row of high rise buildings at sea level along the coastal base. We could see Arabia! It looked dry. We called Salalah port control and they asked us to wait just off the harbor entrance marker buoys until a cargo ship left. We bobbed around for an hour and then got permission to enter the harbor. We dropped the anchor at 1100 hours local time at N 16 56.2 E 054 00.3. We are in Oman. 
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We tidied the boat, had lunch, sent e-mails and waited.......At around 1300 hours, I called the port control on the VHF and asked if we should go ashore with our documents or should we wait aboard for Customs clearance? I was told to wait aboard for Customs. Five minutes later, the port control called back to say that Customs were on the way. Visions of supper at a restaurant and cold beers danced before our eyes. At 1630 hours, I called the port control and asked if we were to see the Customs today? The reply was, "DoodleBug, standby". At 1700 hours, Annette would not let me call the port control to ask if they were going to answer my question today. There is a naval vessel anchored a couple of hundred yards away and twenty or so sailors swam over to say "hi". We told them we could not invite them on board as we were awaiting quarantine and asked them what the Arabic word for "shark" was. They laughed. They seemed a very pleasant group and invited us aboard their vessel - presumably after we are legally here.



December 10, 2006



This morning we began calling the port control for Customs clearance at 0700 hours. After a couple of radio requests by us for status and at 0915, a skiff finally showed up with two officials aboard. Fifteen minutes later they were through and told us to head for the immigration office, indicated by a vague wave of the arm in the general direction of the port. We took down our yellow "Q" quarantine flag, got dressed up in "modest" but hot attire and headed for the dock. The dock is a crumbling concrete wall, with rusting iron ladders attached and fronted by deeply rafted wooden fishing boats. We headed for a gap between the fishing vessels and swarmed up the slimy, smelly, corroded ladder. I had memorized the location of the Immigration office from a guide book plan of the harbor but, as we approached it's location, it did not look promising. The port is a huge spread-out container terminal with lots of huge trucks and cranes whizzing about. We were the only pedestrians and we flagged down a passing pick-up truck to ask directions. The driver spoke good English and informed us that the immigration office had recently been moved. He offered us a ride which we accepted with alacrity. At the "Immigration", the supervisor ushered us in to his office and, after a few minutes, informed us that we needed to pay 6 Rials each for visas and 15 Rials for "supervisor overtime". We had now been at the port for 26 hours and it was 1030 hours on Sunday morning. The weekend in Oman is Thursday and Friday. We were being asked for 27 Omani Rials - about US$72. I offered US dollars and this was viewed with shock and horror. How could we have sailed from the Maldives without having a supply of Omani Rials? The supervisor suggested we return that afternoon, after we have been to a bank and pay his "friend" Saif Al-Noofli the money, plus a fee of 25 Rials. We were now up to 52 Rials (US$140). At this point the Samaritan who had given us a ride earlier was passing the office. With his help we negotiated the rip-off fee down to US$100 payable on the spot - no taxi rides needed. The computer system was allegedly "down" so we still had to return that afternoon to get our passports and visas but, we were finally free to leave the port and head into town. Our new friend was also heading into town and dropped us off at a car rental place where we rented wheels for a few days. First stop was the Crowne Plaza Hotel (formerly the Holiday Inn) and one of the three places in town where you can get a beer with lunch plus access the internet. We had several errands to perform in Salalah. We confirmed that a shipment of fuel filters for the main engine was in Oman and in the hands of DHL. Richard on SV Muggerl had been trying unsuccessfully to get the results of some medical tests he had made here last April. We found his hospital and confirmed that his doctor would be holding surgery on the morrow. Finally we drove around looking for a Restaurant called the "Oasis" in the port area. We drove up and down the road where we believed it to be without any sign of an eating establishment. We stopped to ask a group of men who were walking up the hill towards us in a very determined manner and who did not look like locals. They turned out to be the crew of the container ship MV Maersk Missouri and they were also heading for the "Oasis". We turned the car around and found the aptly named establishment tucked in a housing area off the road.



[image: img9.jpg]Salalah customs arrive



The Oasis was a "private members only" club that provided fine food, a wide selection of draft and bottled beers, darts, bowling, pool, internet access and the like. The sign over the bar read www.salalahexpats.com and the crew of the MV Maersk Missouri indicated that to qualify for membership, you basically had to walk into the bar. They were a fun group to visit with and we very much enjoyed talking with them. They are US based and run a continuous circuit from the East coast ports of the USA to the Middle Eastern ports. They said they had heard us talking to the Port Control on the VHF and had looked across to see us at anchorage. They said they just loved seeing that "Big, Beautiful, American flag" flying from our stern. Their Captain, "Willie", is a fan of sailing boats and makes his crew alter course when they come across a sailing vessel at sea, to pass by close enough to view them and pass on weather forecast information. (He probably has caused several cardiac arrests). He has bought a yacht but said that although he can bring his container ship to the dock without the assistance of a tug if need be, he has yet to be outside of the ICW with his yacht. (The ICW is the intra-coastal canal. It runs down the US east coast from New York to Mexico.) He asked Annette how we got started and she mentioned we took a couple of courses with the American Sailing Association (ASA). Annette said that for Willie, as the Captain of a container ship, he already knew most of what was taught. For example, he already knows navigation and the "rules of the road". Willie replied that "when you are as big as us, you are the road!" The MV Maersk Missouri was sailing that night, so the crew quaffed their final beers and bade us farewell as they hiked back to their vessel. We drove back to the port gates, where we were told we could not bring the rental car inside without a permit. Of course we had been told a few hours earlier we did not need a permit, so we whined and pleaded, until the guards relented and let us in with the warning that we would need a permit "next time".
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December 11, 2006



Today we hit the hospital for Richard's test results - "come back at 1200 hours", over to the Hilton to upload some documents to the internet, and at the same time discovered our DHL shipment was ready for pick-up in Salalah. Tracked down the DHL office, got the shipment, back to the hospital and miracle of miracles, walked out of there forty five minutes later with the missing test results in hand. To celebrate we returned to the Hilton for lunch and have now visited all three bars in Salalah. On the return trip to DoodleBug, we had to stop and wait for camels to cross the highway. Annette took about a million photographs and we now know are truly in Arabia.



[image: img13.jpg]Our spare filters arrived!
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We have been running errands but in the process, have been driving all over Salalah, through the built up areas, industrial areas and residential areas. The houses and stores in the less affluent parts of town are the typical square limestone block boxes that can be found throughout the Middle East. There are no yards or fences and the houses are usually separated by a packed dirt and rubble road. The high rent homes have fancy balconies and stylish windows as well as walled gardens but, when we can see through the gate, there is no attempt at landscaping within. Salalah is built on an arid coastal plain although steep hills provide a dramatic backdrop. The automobile traffic has been light and well behaved with no horn honking. The drivers are courteous, don't cut you off, and will wait patiently while someone backs out of a parking spot. Like our memories of Tripoli, Libya, thirty five years ago, there are almost no women to be seen in public and those that are viewed are clad from head to toe in a black robe that shows only the eyes. Several of the women even have the eyes veiled. We saw women working in the hospital, as receptionists in the hotels - the rooms are cleaned by men - and in a few gift shops. We visited the "gold" souk which was in an alleyway behind one of the major roads. I know Annette was disappointed, because the old Tripoli gold souk is buried in a labyrinth of tiny passages behind the old Turkish fort and the exotic smells of coffee, spices and camel dung, provide excitement and a scent of adventure to the shopping experience. The Salalah souk was fun but perhaps a little too pasteurized.
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December 12, 2006



A day of mundane chores. We had decided to carry the maximum quantity of diesel when leaving Salalah to minimize our refueling up the Red Sea. Annette also had several loads of laundry to wash. The first task was the laundry. We did some laundry on board in our washing machine but we did not want use up all of the sweet water in our on-board tank as the harbor was too dirty to use the water-maker and there was no convenient way to get to any dock water. The cruising guide had mentioned a washroom on the dock but had warned that the toilet facilities were not up to Hilton standards. We had checked out the washroom and found a tiled trough filled with mud, mosquito larvae, and decaying human artifacts of suspicious origin. Annette decided she would do her laundry in buckets on the dockside, while Ed schlepped buckets of clean water, back and forth from the washroom to the dock. Annette stayed clear of the washroom herself, as it was the only facility available to the ranks of native fishing boats, rafted deep along the dock. The semi-naked users of the washing facility expressed looks of shock and horror at my appearance. Just imagine the effect an unshrouded woman would have! While Annette stomped on soapy clothes in her bucket, I shuttled diesel jugs to the dock and into our rental car. I was not concerned about messing up the rental car, as the trunk seemed to be about an inch deep in goat hair already and a little diesel would just improve the fragrance. We hung out our clothes to dry all over DoodleBug and then set out to buy diesel and also refill our main propane tank. The latter was more of a challenge and my technique for getting the message across to the various stores we stopped at, was to hold the tank up and point at it. We were directed deep into the industrial sector of Salalah to a facility next to "Bebsi" (No "P" in Arabic, so it comes out as Bebsi Cola). After asking at a mechanic shop and passing the same place twice, the mechanic jumped into his car and signaled us to follow him. We soon arrived at a gas plant but they would only exchange bottles - no filling. I was not about to give up my aluminum marine tank, for a rusting steel one. The gas guy waved his arms and our mechanic friend, jumped back in his car and indicated we should follow. We drove for miles across Salalah, mainly on unsurfaced roads, through small herds of goats and past the odd tethered camel. We finally reached a filling plant and I handed the tank to one of the men there. He filled it up. I asked how much and he waved his arm at a doorway and indicated I should go there. I entered the door and found myself in an office with two men seated. The man behind the desk asked me what I wanted. I said he had just filled up my gas bottle. He stared at me. "Was it a big one or a little one?". "A little one", I replied, " 20 pounds of gas. 9 kilos". "How about one Rial?", he said (about US$2.60). "Okay". The mechanic had waited until he was sure we were OK and then waved goodbye at us and took off as we thanked him. Without his help and kindness we would probably still be wandering around Salalah.
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December 13, 2006



We have done our laundry, loaded up with groceries, diesel and propane (couldn't buy any beer though!!!) and decided that we would spend the day doing tourist things and head out at dawn tomorrow. We prepared our crew lists for exit and headed over to the Customs and Immigration at 0900 hours to check out. The officer on duty asked when we wanted to leave. I said 0700 hours tomorrow morning. He said come back two hours before you want to leave. I said, "Customs and Immigration will be open at 0500 hours?". He insisted they were a 24 hour operation and that all that was necessary was to show up there, two hours beforehand.



Our next stop was the "Handicraft Souk". We eventually found this market that was in a building that looked like an abandoned shopping mall. The sign in front of the building indicated we had come to the right place and that it was open but there was only a single vehicle parked outside with some people unloading stuff. This did not look good, nevertheless we walked inside. The shopping mall look was continued inside with perhaps a dozen or so small stores showing examples of jewelry and local crafts in their window displays and with the exception of two stores, all firmly closed. Annette shopped the two open stores and in the second store, a lady in native dress, demonstrated the Omani specialty of frankincense. We had seen this stuff that looked like big crystals of raw sugar and had wondered what it was. She had a small ceramic holder with a single charcoal briquette burning inside and she dropped small pieces of frankincense onto the burning charcoal to produce a fragrant smoke. We learned that frankincense is tree sap. I did not ask about the myrrh because I just keep seeing the scene from "The Life of Brian" where the three wise men offer gifts of gold, frankincense, and myrrh, to what they think is the infant Christ (actually the baby is Brian). Brian's mother asks what is "myrrh". The wise men respond that it is a kind of balm. "A bomb? Why would you give a baby a bomb?!" But I digress....
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The next stop was the meat, fish, and vegetable souk that was nearby. These markets were crowded and very active. A curious pair of incidents happened here that I will relate. While Annette was in the meat market taking photographs, an elderly man began shouting at her and then approached her and tried to smash her camera out of her hand. He did not succeed, as it was attached by a wrist strap. She was slightly rattled by this and as we were leaving, we walked through a section of the fish market. Annette asked a man if it was OK to take a picture of a tub of fish. He indicated yes and she took the picture. There was a woman sitting nearby and Annette turned to her to show her the monitor picture (it's a digital camera) when the woman struck at her and hit her on the wrist. Now perhaps the woman thought that Annette was trying to take her picture and she did not want it taken. The point is, in our culture, we do not strike out at strangers. We may say "No!" firmly. We may even yell but we don't generally strike or make physical contact and certainly not with a woman.
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vegetable market
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When we travel abroad, we see supermarkets, ATMs, airports, cars and buses and we make the assumption that the underlying society operates as we would expect and we can often be wrong. A woman's experience can be quite different from a man's experience. Annette cites a couple of examples. In the supermarket there was a delicatessen counter that looked exactly the same as you would find just about anywhere in the world. Annette wanted to buy two pre-cooked chickens. As she was placing her order, three men walked up beside her. The clerk served all three men before turning back to Annette to complete her order. In the various offices we have been in, Annette has greeted the occupants with a, "Hi, Good morning / Good afternoon". On more than one occasion, the men sitting there have pitched their voice high, to a falsetto and echoed her greeting back at her in mimicry. Not considered either friendly or polite in our world but accepted in a patriarchal society.



For lunch we returned to the Oasis Restaurant and I checked the weather forecast online and also checked my e-mail, to see if my insurance agent had e-mailed a .pdf file of my insurance certificate. My insurance had conveniently expired at the beginning of the month and there was indeed an e-mail from the agent, confirming he "would" be e-mailing me a certificate.



The next step was to return the rental car and we returned to the rental office to find it was closed. By asking around, I discovered that the owner of the rental office lived in the adjacent apartments. I knocked on several doors and finally handed the keys to a shrouded woman who peeked around the doorframe. By this time Annette had lined up a taxi and we climbed aboard to head back to the Customs and Immigration office at the port. As soon as the cab started rolling, the driver asked where we were from. When we said "USA", he said "I have USA music". He slid a cassette into his radio player and turned the volume up to play the "rap" music, sufficiently loudly to concuss most of the flies that were buzzing around inside. Annette said, "How old are you?". He said "23". She then said, "That is your music. I am 55 years old. That is not my music". He apologized, we laughed together, he turned off the radio and then proceeded to sing, "Nana nana nana nana..." with his hand cupped over his ear, so that he could get the acoustics right. He announced that "Nana" meant "mountain". We were thoroughly entertained and pleased that the Customs office was so close.



[image: img37.jpg]Salalah port with DoodleBug at anchor. The other two anchored yachts were unoccupied



We tried again with the Customs officials. The officer asked for an additional paper. What paper? He waved a piece of paper at us that was covered with Arabic script. Where do we get one of those? From the port control office on the opposite side of the terminal complex. We began to walk through the complex and the security people went ballistic. It was forbidden and dangerous. "I walked down here yesterday and it was OK". After a complicated and little understood conversation with a lot of arm waving, they dispatched a security officer to drive us over to the port control office. We arrived at the port security office and the officer said, "Doodlebug?". He then produced a form with a 25 Rial charge on it and told me to pay this at the office "downstairs". Now the port control office was on the second floor of the building but "downstairs" turned out to be another building, several hundred yards away at the bottom of the hill. I went inside and the man behind the desk said, "25 Rials for the fine". "What fine?". "You were fined 25 Rials (about US$65) for not having insurance". Note that we have never, ever been asked for insurance papers or the like. "I have insurance." "You do?" "Yes". "International Insurance?" "Yes". The man seemed very surprised and sent us back to the port control office to have the fine removed. This was going to work, until the supervisor noticed that my certificate had expired at the end of last month. Gosh, darn that freekin' agent! I got them to agree to accept a copy of the e-mail from the agent, saying that the renewal was in place, plus a copy of the "old" coverage certificate. Now we had to go back to boat to print off the e-mail. Just as we were leaving, they mentioned that the finance office closed at 1600 hours and we had less than an hour to do this but we could get the certificate faxed between the offices. Back to DoodleBug. Back to the finance office. An hour later the "fine" was removed and I had paid my port usage fees of 1 and 1/100th Rials based upon our tonnage. About US$2.80. It was now getting dark as Annette and I walked the two miles across the "forbidden and dangerous" road back to the Customs and Immigration office. At the C & I office, the same man who had sent us to the port control office for an exit certificate now wanted our entry permit from our last port plus our entry custom's declaration. We are LEAVING not ARRIVING! He looked confused. (We are and have been the only cruising yacht in the anchorage). He remained confused for the next hour while he searched through every file in the building. There was a one line entry in the log-book where we had cleared on the 10th but no other paperwork to be found. Finally he gave up. He filled out a one page form with a few details and handed me our clearance certificate. Just five hours to complete the process. That added to the 26 hours to clear us in, gives a record 31 hours to clear in and out for a three day visit. As we walked back through security to the "forbidden and dangerous" road, the new security guard asked if we had a car. We said "No". He said, "Be careful".

Djibouti



December 14, 2006



Position N 16 00.0 E 053 32.0 at 1500 hours local time



We raised anchor this morning at 0605 hours local time and set sail for Djibouti on the horn of Africa. This will be a five day run if the weather cooperates.



...later....



It was still dark as we motored out of Salalah harbor and we had mixed feelings about leaving. Salalah had been a welcome touch of civilization, with grocery stores, gas stations, hotels and car rentals. The people had been generally friendly and on several occasions, had bent over backwards to be more than helpful. The port authorities were described in the cruising guides as "efficient and no-nonsense". This we did not find to be the case and although we are used to being hassled and scammed in Middle Eastern countries, we had not been mentally prepared for the scams and inefficiencies of Salalah port and were exhausted by yesterday's departure dance.



[image: img38.jpg]Leaving Oman



By 1030 hours we under full sail with poled Genoa, main, mizzen and mizzen ballooner (staysail). We headed out into the middle of the Gulf of Aden and began to encounter shipping. One tanker cruised slowly down our port side over the course of several hours and then crossed our track. We had "right of way" for several reasons, not the least of which, was we were under full sail and easily observable in the daylight. Nevertheless we were forced to furl the poled Genoa and make a major course change in order to avoid being run over. Unfriendly! The seaway became positively crowded and by 2000 hours we had three different ships within four miles of us and negotiated with them over the radio, as to which way they were going to pass us. Everyone was cordial and cooperative and we weren't hit even once. The winds stayed up into the night and after we passed our first waypoint, we turned west so that they were blowing from directly astern. We ran through the night with poled Genoa, winged main and mizzen and dawn found us 173 miles from Salalah.



December 15, 2006



Position N 14 36.0 E 052 22.0 at 0140 UTM



We are 60 miles off the coast of Yemen opposite the town of Qishn. All well on board.



...later....



[image: img39.jpg]not for use on humans



This morning we sat in the cockpit together and reviewed our procedure, in the event we are attacked or boarded by hostiles. The wind was blowing at 19 to 22 knots from astern and producing a short, steep and choppy roller, that made us feel particularly glad we were not heading into. These are not good pirate conditions. The victims keep falling off the plank, way before they get to the end and this spoils the whole ceremony. We were under full sail with the Genoa poled into position. At 1020 hours we got a radar return, large for a fishing boat but smaller than a bulk carrier or container ship and that was approaching fast. At about eight miles, I identified it as a large wooden Arab Dhow, with a tripod system on deck to unload cargo. It changed course to head directly at us and just as I began to make an evasive course change, I saw a second radar reflection some five miles behind the Dhow. This was definitely a container ship sized echo and I resumed course, on the assumption there would be no funny business in front of witnesses. The Dhow passed down our port side, about three quarters of a mile off and then swung across our stern continuing on its way. The reason may have been that the container ship had also swerved sharply to follow the Dhow and was now four miles away and dominating the horizon. Thanks Guys! The sea conditions deteriorated during the day and the roller from the stern was in the 8 to 10 foot range. Fine for us with our heading! As we headed into the night we were sailing wing-on-wing and had the mast tri-color navigation light lit. Around midnight we came upon some small fishing type boats and noticed that one increased speed sharply and began to move to intercept us. At the same time, a freighter appeared on a collision course from ahead. We turned off our navigation lights and changed course, using our radar to track everyone's position. We passed between the freighter and the intercepting vessel and slid down the port side of the freighter at less than a mile's range. Spooky with no lights on! The smaller radar target passed through our previous position but did not match our course change, thus indicating he had no radar and couldn't see us in the dark. All night long we have kept a sharp watch for vessels both large and small and at 0400, spent over an hour making drastic course changes to avoid a veritable swarm of radar contacts. These coalesced into rain showers, leaving us tired and chagrined. We are approaching the area with the statistical highest number of pirate attacks today and if we have planned this right, will transit the worst area, west of Al Mukalla, during the night of 12/16/2006.



[image: img40.jpg]gonna try and eat the whole thing!



Dawn found us on a empty sea, sailing along at six knots with a light wind from the stern. Our distance run over the previous 24 hour period was 170 miles.



December 16, 2006



Position N 13 00.0 E 049 43.0 at 0320 UTM



Lighter winds today as we head west through the Gulf of Aden. We maintained full sail all day with winged main, poled-out Genoa and mizzen, averaging about six knots over the ground, with winds of 10 to 16 knots from directly astern. We would probably have done a little better with twin headsails but the forecast had indicated more wind shifts than we have actually experienced. Unlike yesterday, we have seen large commercial vessels to the north of us but have had no "close encounters" during daylight hours and have seen no native vessels. Around 2200 hours a freighter approached us from head on and we turned on our deck level navigation lights when he was within six miles of us. He did not respond to our VHF hail but changed course abruptly when he was about three miles off. We have not been showing any lights at night and as the sky has been partly overcast and moonless, we are invisible, except to those with radar. The new moon rose at 0330 hours local time but added very little extra light. We have been heading back south again, as we follow the course of the Gulf of Aden to the west. The Southern Cross still hangs above the horizon but, on the opposite horizon, the Dipper and Polaris remind us that we are heading home. The nights have been cool since we crossed the Arabian Gulf and sweat suits are again "de rigueur" for night watch. At 0240 hours UTM our position was N 12 17 E 047 18. We are 25 miles beyond the prime hunting grounds of the Yemeni and Somali pirates, although we have another full day of running the gauntlet. Djibouti and our first African landfall still lie 255 miles to the west. We should arrive sometime on Monday evening.



December 17, 2006



This morning we measured a 152 mile run in the previous 24 hour period and at 0730 hours were "bracketed" by a container ship and a small freighter. They approached us from directly ahead with the container ship altering course to pass down our port side and the freighter to starboard.



At 0820 we heard US Warship "Laramie" talking to another vessel over the VHF and negotiating how they would pass each other. As we headed into our third day of pirate dodging, it was nice to hear an American voice on the radio and to know they were most certainly armed.



1010 hours and the sea boiled in a line about fifty yards off our bow. A tide rip? Surely not in the Gulf of Aden. We soon realized we were looking at a line of fifty or so dolphins. They ignored us and tore off across the ocean towards Yemen.



1350 hours and we heard the sound of an aircraft. The radar confirmed that a large military four-engined turboprop was making a pass over DoodleBug. Annette waved frantically and the plane waggled his wings in response. How friendly!



1515 hours we passed a radar target that indicated a small, fast boat three miles off. As we drew level and the vessel could see our sails, they stopped dead in the water for four or five minutes, still three miles away. They then began to move away at speed in their original direction. We were flying poled Genoa and poled red, white, and blue paneled Ballooner at the time and must have stuck out like a sore thumb, even 10 miles away. The small boat was always hull down to us and we never did see them visually.



At 1630 the wind died and I started the engine to motor-sail. I checked the engine compartment a few minutes later and saw that there was what looked like sea water below the engine. A fast examination showed that the hose clamp holding the rubber end-cap on the transmission heat exchanger had broken in two. I shut the engine down and had a replacement hose clamp on within a few minutes with only a mild quantity of cursing. I consider this component as a design weakness on Doodlebug. It is held with only a single hose clamp, as there is not space for a second. All of the other connections use a double hose clamp. We were fortunate to spot this clamp failure before the rubber connector had fallen off the heat exchanger and while it was still just leaking. This cooler is in-line with the main engine seawater supply and the failure of the part would have swiftly flooded the compartment, probably overwhelming the bilge pump, while simultaneously causing the engine to overheat.



2130 hours and the radar shows a very fast vessel approaching Doodlebug directly. I turned on the low level navigation lights as we had been running "darken ship". The track of the object entered the sea clutter zone around DoodleBug and disappeared. I was thoroughly shaken and only upon reflection, realized that we must have been seeing some kind of aircraft, perhaps a helicopter. At the time, we heard nothing over the sound of our own engine. We passed other small craft in the night but they did not change course or give any sign of having detected our presence.



2345 hours I saw the streaks of torpedoes, passing at high speed under DoodleBug and my heart skipped a beat until my brain identified them as dolphins, stirring up the bioluminescence in the water. The pod of dolphins played around us for the next fifteen minutes or so and their antics could be seen by the tubes of light in the water as they streaked back and forth. They occasionally breached with a milky explosion of bioluminescent spray, while we could hear the huff, huff of their breathing. Really cool! Dawn brought small rain showers and has us motoring in very light winds, just under a hundred miles from Djibouti and after another 24 hour run of 154 miles.



December 18, 2006



The winds died away and we motored the final miles to Djibouti (formerly French Somalia). We have seen no shipping of any kind, an empty ocean. Even the mindless chatter on the VHF died away, as we left Aden in our wake. The most exciting happening was we saw hundreds of reddish brown crabs, swimming in the ocean. They were in 1,200 feet of water and 25 miles from the nearest land. I didn't know crabs could swim! They were about four inches across and waved their pincers threateningly as DoodleBug passed. As darkness fell, we could see the lights of Djibouti on the horizon. We anchored at N 11 36.1 E 043 08.0 at 2100 hours local time. The Djibouti Navy met us in a small boat and guided us to an anchorage that was within 100 feet of the position I had previously selected when we were in Salalah. We chatted to the Security folks before we went to bed and noticed that the cockpit was already swarming with mosquitoes. We have started taking our anti-malaria prophylaxis medicine this evening, washed down with a beer that the security folks gave us. DoodleBug is in Africa!



December 19, 2006



When we arrived in Djibouti last night, the parting words of the security chief included a warning to put everything away, as there might be "swimmers" in the night. We did indeed scour the decks and secured everything that was loose, before rigging a motion detector alarm in the cockpit that faced the stern of the vessel. This is a battery powered unit and we bought it the Post Office in Darwin for about US$20.



[image: img41.jpg]the swimmer in the night left behind two plastic bags and some tape



At 0300 hours, Annette was awakened by the scream of the alarm and she woke me up, as I was contentedly and deeply sleeping through this racket. She opened the window in the stern cockpit and found a slightly built man, crouched in the corner behind the dinghy. Using her biggest, deepest Vivian voice, she yelled, "You! Go! Now!". He replied several times, "I am sorry madam, I am sorry madam" before disappearing into the night. We had been told to call VHF CH13 if we had security problems and we tried this without response, before calling the port control on CH16. (The security chief told me the following day, "You should have called CH13". "I did but nobody answered". "Well my guys didn't answer because they don't speak English but I have already talked to them about that"."Right...".) Of course by the time the naval patrol showed up, the intruder was long gone and had left behind a grimy piece of string and two plastic bags. The M.O. is to place the loot inside a doubled plastic bag and then tie this to his body for the return swim.



The rest of the night was undisturbed and we arose to complete the check-in formalities. The first step was a dinghy ride to the dock. The ride passed the main animal loading area of the port and there were lines of dhows and larger ships taking on a cargo of camels, cattle and goats. The harbor wall we approached had the requisite rusting iron ladder and Annette scaled this and discovered that the sloping concrete dock was about and inch deep in animal shit, which she had just placed her hands into. She started whining about washing her hands and "Wet One" wipe up tissues and I sympathetically reminded her that she was supposed to use the left hand and shake hands with the right. (HRH was not amused).



[image: img42.jpg]the livestock dock



[image: img43.jpg]the ladder we need to climb



[image: img44.jpg]at docks edge  ladder and shit



The port captain was a delight, friendly, and chatty and we were on our way to Immigration within 10 minutes. At the Immigration office, they wanted US$40 for visas (Just as the cruising guides stated). I handed over two twenties and was informed that one twenty was OK but the other was the wrong series. Huh? Apparently, in an effort to thwart the North Korean flooding of the world markets with high quality forgeries of US banknotes, the Djiboutian authorities will accept no US bill issued prior to 2001. I changed a "new" $100 bill in the nearby duty free shop, thereby solving our Immigration visa problem and defining the source of replacement alcohol aboard DoodleBug. At the dinghy dock we had been pounced upon by a Djiboutian lad who said he would look after our dinghy. The port captain said this "service" would cost us at least US$5 and we should have negotiated. On our return, I gave the guy 2 bucks and he seemed happy enough.



We moved our dinghy to the nearby Djibouti Navy dock and walked towards the port entrance. On the way, we passed by the US Laramie (a coalition warship) and shook hands with the soldiers guarding the gangplank. Annette thanked them for what they are doing and told them to stay safe. They in turn asked her, "Why in God's green earth would you want to sail up the Red Sea?". We gave them our cruising cards with our website information and began walking into town to check out the sights. I tried an ATM at one of several Banks but the computer screen kept showing a message to the effect that my bank had declined the transaction. We then asked two ex-patriot French ladies, where we might find an ATM that was more friendly. They maintained that Djibouti banks like to pretend that they provide ATM services but that there are no ATM's in town where you can access overseas funds. Back to the first bank and I got an advance on my Visa card. We now had lunch money and found a nearby Bar / Restaurant. Our first two beers were small and nowhere even close to filling the glass. We had a second round and asked the waiter to fill the glasses this time, to which he smiled. Lunch was pleasant but not the best French cuisine we have enjoyed, although the bread was great as usual. The beers cost US$6 each. Thus fortified, we decided to make a pass at the big downtown Supermarket. Everything was now closed up tighter than a drum and would remain so until late afternoon. The whole town sleeps from about 1300 hours until 1700 hours.



[image: img45.jpg]Dhows, the traditional freighter of Arabia



[image: img46.jpg]The Djibouti dockside
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On the dock
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[image: img51.jpg]In the background, the goat ship



We schlepped six cases of emergency beer (US$20 / case) back to DoodleBug and "Said", the Port security officer, showed up just as we were unloading it. We invited him aboard for a beer and he said he had time for just one. After he had drunk three beers, we heard five or six times about his six children and the sad story of an English yachtie sponsoring his children through school but the Englishman has now inconveniently died. "Damn. What a bummer!". He has two wives but one just looks after the camel herds back at his village. Then he told us that out of his own pocket, he had paid the other marine police 2,000 francs (about US$12) to look after our dinghy today. (blank look on our part). He clambered back into his boat. We made arrangements to meet him on the dock in the morning and he will have arranged a car and driver for us for the day.



[image: img52.jpg]Djibouti nightfall. Our dinghy is hoisted on the spinnaker halliard to prevent theft. The beer in the cockpit has yet to be stowed



December 20, 2006



This morning we awoke to pouring rain but we had an appointment to meet Said on the dock at 0800 hours with the car and driver, so off we set. At the dock there was no Said, no car, and no driver. The other soldiers insisted he would be back "tomorrow" and we negotiated a 1000 franc price, "to look after our dinghy" - half of Said's quoted price. We had not yet paid our port dues, so we walked down the dock to the finance office and performed this task. Then we went across to say "Hi" to the GI's on the US warship docked nearby and Said showed up. "What happened to the car?". "You want car?". "This afternoon we need a car to pick up diesel". "OK, car this afternoon".



[image: img53.jpg]Khat is forbidden!



[image: img54.jpg]Djibouti street scene



[image: img55.jpg]It had just rained and the potholes are flooded
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Yesterday as we walked into town, we were plagued with taxis every few seconds. They would draw alongside us as we walked and honk their horn, as though it had never occurred to us to stand at the curbside and just flag down a taxi. Today in the pouring rain, there were no taxis to be seen. As the rain got heavier, we took shelter under the awning of a conveniently closed restaurant and waited till a cab came by. We then rode to downtown and found the tourist office. The tourist office was actually open, had posters on the walls touting the wonderful diving and sealife off the Djibouti coasts and little else. The girl behind the desk confirmed that there was no museum, no art galleries etc. and recommended a nearby cafe for breakfast. We had breakfast at the Beverly Cafe, an establishment on the fourth floor of the building that also contained the "Planet Hollywood" restaurant/bar. Annette had gone into the latter to ask for directions but as they were negotiating an employment contract with Luca Bratzie (the Godfather's "heavy") in the dim reaches of the booths, she left. Petit Dejeuner (breakfast) at the Beverly Cafe was fine and we gazed out over the soaking rooftops of Djibouti as we ate our cheese omelet and croissants. Next stop was the money exchange where I was offered 65cs on the dollar to exchange our surplus Omani Rials for local currency.



We spent the rest of the morning walking the now flooded streets and market places. In spite of the rain, most of Djibouti's 750,000 residents seemed to be out and about, as did their dogs, goats, camels, beggars, trucks, buses, vans, motorcycles bicycles, hand carts and donkey carts. An incredible mélange of sounds, smells and colors. Although the Djiboutians are predominantly Muslim, the women are dressed in a more African style of bright, colorful robes, with their heads covered but their complete faces showing. The market places were a sea of mud and we picked our way carefully through the shallower spots. This was definitely an African experience and light years away from Oman.



[image: img59.jpg]some streets were completely flooded



[image: img60.jpg]This woman appears to be trying to clean up saturated mud with a broom
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No photos allowed!



[image: img65.jpg]Djibouti restaurant  our lunch stop
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[image: img69.jpg]the fish and bread are then baked



[image: img70.jpg]….and the cooked meal



Said had invited himself to lunch with us at a local Djiboutian restaurant. We called his cell phone and he showed up about ten minutes later, in a truck driven by his friend. We ate baked fish, with a type of Indian "Nan" bread, grated bananas in bread, grated dates in a kind of cous-cous base and bananas in "Nan" type bread soaked in honey. The fish was beautifully cooked and very tasty. For us westerners, the biggest problem was the Djiboutian custom of eating everything with the fingers from the plate. We opted to use forks. After lunch, Djibouti closes down anyway, so we rode back to the port and took our port dues receipt from this morning to the Port Captain to ask for an exit permit. This took about three minutes versus the five hours in Salalah! What a contrast! 



[image: img71.jpg]

Loading the cattle



As we left the Port Captain's office, we ran into the port radio controller of our arrival, who asked if we were "DoodleBug". He walked down the dock with us and we chatted as we walked towards a ship that was loading camels and cattle with a crane. Annette began to take pictures when the animal handlers got irate and aggressive. The port controller told them to cool it, that we were just tourists and faked at head butting the nearest drover. This looked like a confrontation that might escalate. We decided to abandon our controller and walk down the "other" side of the animal yards. There we met the Port Technical manager, Joseph Davies. He invited us to have a coffee with him at the nearby and recently opened 5 star hotel. A delightful visit and Joseph delivered us back to the dock where he reluctantly returned to work.



At our dinghy, our dinghy guard was missing, as was the safety engine stop cord from the outboard motor. Crap! We returned to Doodlebug with me physically holding the engine "off" switch into the "on" position. About an hour later, our dinghy guard showed up at Doodlebug to receive his payment. Now of course since it had rained, he needed an additional 1000 df fee (about US$6) for bailing out our dinghy after the rain and also for fendering the dinghy off the dock. I paid him the extra "fender" squeeze without a moment's regret, as I now had my safety cord back.



[image: img72.jpg]buying diesel



That evening Said astonished us by showing up as promised with the truck. We filled up our diesel cans, bought stamps at the Post Office, and shopped for groceries at the downtown supermarket. The prices were three times US prices but it was a nice clean store. They had a selection of goodies and they played Christmas carols for us (in French of course) while we shopped. Back to DoodleBug and we paid off Said for his assistance at less than the outrageous fee that we had expected.



December 21, 2006



Today we readied DoodleBug for the passage up the Red Sea. We have checked engine and batteries, serviced the generator, pre-cooked several meals and were close to departure readiness. We made a final run to the duty free for a last couple of cases of beer and Said, the security chief, showed up to say "Goodbye". We had arranged that we would be in mid-generator-oil-change and mid-cook when he arrived, as he obviously planned to settle down and drink our beer all afternoon. His requests for monetary assistance for the education of his children was now expanded to encompass "all" Djiboutian children. I think perhaps he is a branch of UNESCO. Finally he got discouraged with the slow flow of beverages and zero flow of cash from us and I dinghied him back to his dock. I have no idea as to how long he had arranged before his own skiff was scheduled to return. At 1520 hours we raised anchor and set sail for Massawa in Eritrea. We were soon under full sail and heading for the narrow strait of "Bab-el-Mandeb" that guards the access to the Red Sea.



[image: img73.jpg]walking from the duty free store to the dock
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Eritrea

December 22, 2006



Position N14 05.0 E 042 07.0 at 1500 hours UTM



We are heading north and sailing about 25 miles off the coast of Eritrea. All well on board.



..later...



[image: img76.jpg]radar in the Bab el Mandeb shows multiple targets heading both directions
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Dawn also shows the Hanish Islands



[image: img79.jpg]



In the wee hours of the morning, we had skirted the African coast north of Djibouti and were approaching the Bab el Mandeb - the "Straits of Sorrows". This is a narrow passage that separates the Red Sea from the Indian Ocean. All of the commercial shipping that trades in the Red Sea, or that passes through the Suez canal, is squeezed into this passage. For traffic control, there are designated northbound and southbound "sea-lanes". Unlike freeway lanes, there are no painted lines or concrete separation barriers and DoodleBug needed to cross both lanes at right angles, in order to be on the right hand side of the northbound lane. The radar was choked with images of freighters passing in both directions, the land masses that straddled the straits, plus the assorted islands and navigation markers adding clutter and confusion to the picture. Feeling somewhat like a turtle crossing a freeway, we picked our moment and drove forwards under sail and engine. We had planned to arrive at dawn and make the passage in daylight but "things" don't always work out. We were faced with "heaving to" for several hours, or using the favorable tidal flow to our advantage and trusting to the electronics to guide us through. We plumped for the latter. A fast approaching freighter did not respond to my repeated hails on the VHF and then began flashing a strobe at us as a warning. I wanted to yell, "Asshoooolllee!!" at him but there was no secure or legal means of communication available and I am pretty sure he did not hear my voice from the cockpit. Once in the lane, everything settled down and we shot through the straits, under sail and with the assistance of a couple of knots of current. As dawn came, we passed the Hanish Islands, a group of stark volcanic cones with basalt and ash flows. They provided sharply contrasting colors against the sea and the haze. The winds began to increase and we were soon surfing down steep, sharp waves with 26 knots of wind from the rear and DoodleBug attempting to broach every minute or so. The waves had breaking tops and these conditions were predicted in none of the several contradictory weather forecasts we had garnered. By early afternoon, the winds had dropped to just under 20 knots and the waves began to die a little. We crossed over the shipping lanes to the South Massawa Channel and continued to sail north through our second night, about 15 miles or so offshore. Just after dusk, the new moon set in an orange "Cheshire Cat" grin, leaving just the light of the stars. We have seen no local shipping and no shore lights, just the radar image of large freighters as they pass to our east. We are headed to the port of Massawa in Eritrea but would arrive at dusk tomorrow if we try a direct approach. They don't like "after daylight" port entries, so we will probably seek to anchor in nearby "Port Smythe" for the night, before heading over to Massawa on the morning of Christmas Eve . At 2330 hours UTM on 12/22/2006, our position is N 14 44.4 E 041 17.2.

December 23, 2006



Position N 15 32.2 E 039 59.5 at 1400 UTM



The shipping had thinned out as we sailed on a course that follows the western coast of the Red Sea. The big boys are making a direct run for Suez and are now passing us, several miles to the east. At around 0400 hours, I noticed a small radar reflection of an object we were overhauling and that was also moving along our route. With the binoculars, I found a single bluish light and decided I was looking at the LED mast light of a sailing vessel. I hailed "SV Carita" on the VHF and found myself again talking to Jens, the Danish single-hander. He had left Uligamu (Maldives) within minutes of DoodleBug and had bypassed Salalah and Djibouti, preferring instead to put in at Aden in Yemen. We chatted for a while and vowed to meet up in Massawa. We had been sailing with poled Genoa, main and mizzen, with the wind off our stern but at 0630 hours, the wind speed dropped and we went to motor. The day was warm and with the wind still from the stern but almost matching our forward speed, it felt windless and stifling in the cockpit. We passed through a line of a half dozen pelicans that were just floating on the Red Sea, with perhaps a quarter mile spacing. Strange sight! We could readily identify even the distant birds with their distinctive, prehistoric beak. Dolphins visited us on several occasions and these were dark grey on light grey, smaller and with a longer beak than the dolphins we have been seeing in the Indian Ocean. They are always fun visitors and their playful exuberance, provides a welcome interlude.



[image: img80.jpg]at anchor in Port Smythe. The patch of smooth water ahead shows the reef position



[image: img81.jpg]Two thirds of the circumnavigation achieved!



The Massawa authorities do not allow a night entrance to their harbor, thus our destination for today is some 30 miles short of Massawa at "Port Smyth". Port Smyth is a reef anchorage on the west side of Shumma Island. We were arriving at 1630 hours, bad light for reef spotting, as well as being just after high tide. The chart showed leading markers to take you through the reef pass and markers on both sides of the entrance. The six year old cruising guide noted that the back leading marker was very hard to see, the front marker had been broken down and the reef markers were absent. We hoped that these had been repaired in the past several years. When we arrived we saw that the cruising guide was accurate. By using the cursor on the electronic chart plotter, we were able to get an instantaneous display of the bearing to the leading markers and then by using our binoculars with a built in compass, we were able to spot both markers. The sea was flat and as we motored slowly towards the island, there was no sign of either reef or reef passage. We had both markers lined up perfectly and we glided slowly in, turned towards our chosen anchorage spot and then anchored. As far as we could tell visually, we were still in the middle of the Red Sea but without waves or swell. At 1700 hours local time (1400 hours UTM) our position was at anchor at N 15 32.2 E 039 59.5.You will note that we are a half mile east of the fortieth meridian east of Greenwich. This means that DoodleBug has just passed the two thirds point of our circumnavigation!



December 24, 2006



Position N 15 36.7 E 039 27.8 at 1230 hours local time



This morning at 0650 hours, we used our GPS track to reverse our course out of the reef harbor, where we had spent the night. There was little wind and the water was still and flat. Just as the previous night, it was an eerie feeling to exit a reef pass, without any visual sign of its existence. That is, other than the swell that became apparent once we had cleared the reef entrance. We had woken up to rain showers and the rain began again in earnest as we headed towards Massawa. An hour later the wind had swung to the NNW and was blowing at over 20 knots. Within minutes we had a seaway of short, sharp, eight foot breaking waves and the rain was pouring down and blanking out the radar. We drove almost directly into the headwind for an hour and a half, before we rounded a reef and were able to turn the engine off and sail close hauled, with sheets of water over the bow, all the way up to the Port of Massawa. We are being educated as to the weather patterns of the Red Sea.
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Bombed and sunken ships
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We entered the harbor and attempted to tie up to the dock wall as instructed. The wind was blowing us onto the dock from the beam and we came to rest against a huge rubber ships fender, protected by our own fenders. Annette went ashore and found no cleats or other means of tying us up fore and aft, anywhere within reach. We powered back off the dock and moored alongside a tugboat, trying desperately to reduce the amount of black tire marks against our hull, again with the use of lots of fenders. The Port Captain had me fill out a form and then told me that the Immigration would not be back until 1400 hours. It was 1230. We also needed to see the Security people but they would not be in until tomorrow. In fact, the latter were the only group of officials who actually required us to come to the dock. We powered off the tugboat against the wind and headed for the inner harbor in order to anchor.



As we headed for this part of the harbor, we could see the bombed out buildings and sunken ships all around us and we zigzagged through the wrecks. This bomb damage was from the various wars with Ethiopia in 1990 and 1999. SV Carita was already at anchorage and we maneuvered between fishing boats until we found a clear spot and dropped the hook. Massawa! Arrived at 1230 hours local time and anchored at N 15 36.7 E 039 27.8 No sign of Santa Claus.



December 25, 2006



[image: img90.jpg]chart showing the number of cargo vessels and the number of cruising yachts that have used the port



Yesterday we had met Jens at the dock and wandered together around the deserted dock facilities, until about an hour later we located the Immigration officer. Annette believed he had been sleeping in his office and had simply locked and bolted his door. He stamped our passports and then laboriously filled our arrival cards for us, a task we could have completed ourselves in about 30 seconds. I noticed on the walls of his office were bar-graph charts, showing the number of yachts that had called here for the past several years. The peak months were March and April, when perhaps 80 yachts had stopped in each of the past two years. For all other months of the year, the average number of boats per month was three. Some months had no arrivals. We had seen no other cruisers in Djibouti and Jens had seen five boats in Aden, all heading the other direction. The Immigration official issued us gate passes to leave and re-enter the Port and we decided we needed to check out the town and see if we could find supper ashore. One of the officials we had spoken to had recommended the "Red Sea Hotel". "Very nice hotel. Very nice restaurant". We walked out of the dock gates and past a line of buildings with multiple dirty and skewed signs advertising "Bar". There were groups of men sitting around on plastic chairs, drinking glasses of tea and quite a few girls standing around. If you ever wanted to imagine a "Sailor's Dive" in a foreign port, this was it. The people were friendly and responded to our wishes for "Merry Christmas", although they stared with curiosity at the only three foreigners in Massawa. We walked across a causeway joining the port to another body of land and where we could see modern looking buildings in the distance. We were surprised at the amount of obvious bomb damage to the buildings in the vicinity of the port. The undamaged buildings had a Spanish/Moorish look to them rather than Italian (Eritrea was colonized by Italy in 1890). Before the Italians, the Turks had invaded and this had been part of the Ottoman Empire since the 16th century. It is true that many of the buildings looked dirty and run down enough to be 150 years old but, I doubt that they dated to this period. We followed directions and arrived at the Red Sea Hotel, where I ate the third worst hamburger I have ever eaten in my life. (The winner is still in Las Vegas, New Mexico). The local beer was good. It was cold, tasty and cost 90 cents per bottle at inflated hotel prices.
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This morning we again made the pilgrimage to the dock to meet the Security officials, who had been absent at our arrival. They were nowhere to be found and neither was the Port Captain. The Port was even more desolate and deserted than the previous day, if that were possible. We walked around the "Old town", along packed dirt streets, and looked in all of the small stores. I suspect that you could have found just about anything in this part of town but you would have had to really explore for it. Annette gave three small children pieces of candy. A few minutes later, we rounded a corner into an open square and a herd of small children were running towards us led by the urchins who had already received her largesse. We escaped and ate breakfast at "Mike's" cafe near the port and negotiated with him to get laundry done. Mike's English was excellent and he was a useful source of local information. Next door was an internet cafe, which was jammed full of users. I think they were all writing e-mails that began, "Hello, I am the widow of former Minster of Defense, General Mbotu and who died leaving 80 million dollars in his bank account. If you would.....". Inside the store it was hot and buzzing with flies. I checked a couple of sites but the response time was glacial. Jens tried to send a single e-mail to his parents and gave up in disgust after half an hour.



That evening we set off again in search of Christmas Dinner. Mike had recommended the "Beach Hotel" and we wandered up and down the area of town where we had found the "Red Sea Hotel", receiving conflicting directions from the different people we asked. Finally, we asked a taxi driver and negotiated a price of 150 Nakfas (about US$10) to take us there. It turned out to be five miles away and we were stunned at the roads we took. Through slums, industrial areas, agricultural areas, across broad wadis and along straight empty roads looping over empty dunes. Where were we going? Mike's careless wave had indicated walking distance. Was this still Eritrea? Eventually we slowed to a compound with a militarily style barrier across the road. This was the Beach Hotel. Annette asked the taxi to wait, while she asked at the abandoned looking reception if the restaurant was open. "No! No restaurant." "What?" "OK, wait, I ask". Five minutes of negotiation and the consensus was, yes, they had a bar and a restaurant and they were both open. Next the bar was open but the restaurant did not open for another twenty minutes. No problem, we will get a beer in the bar. I ordered two beers for Jen and I and Annette wanted a Sprite. Manuel from Fawlty Towers might have been Eritrean in another life. "Do you have Sprite, 7-Up or lemonade?". He held up a bottle of water. "How about Coca-Cola?". "No". We opened up the refrigerators ourselves and looked inside. The choice was water or beer. "OK, three beers".



The restaurant magically was "open" a few minutes later. The tables were nicely laid out with tablecloths, napkins and silverware. We got the music turned off and the ceiling fans turned on. None of the other guests were inconvenienced by these actions, since there weren't any other guests. The waitress brought two impressive looking menus over. I had quizzed Mike earlier about food and had determined that the two staples are fish and pasta. I ordered the grilled fish. Jens and Annette then proceeded to go through the menu selecting various delicious sounding dishes, to which the response was always the same, "We don't have that". "Three grilled fishes?" "OK". Annette then asked if she could have a side order of spaghetti. A smile. "Yes we have that". The flies were persistent and abundant but nevertheless the grilled fish was nicely cooked and tasty. This was by far the best meal we have eaten in Eritrea. We ordered three Cappuccinos from the menu, expecting to be turned down and were pleasantly surprised to receive them. The taxi driver returned forty five minutes later than requested but nevertheless found his way back through the darkened roads and streets to the port. Christmas in Massawa.



December 26, 2006



After two days of hanging around an empty and deserted port, we are to have a busy day. First, we are to check in with "security" this morning. We find the security office open and the Port Security officer there welcomes us in to his office and politely inquires as to what he can do for us. I explain that we have been told to see him this morning. "OK, you have seen me". We chatted for a while. He has a son living in Ohio. I then brought to his attention that yesterday, Christmas afternoon, we had returned to the port, shown our passports and gate passes to the guard and began to walk across the tarmac towards the edge of the dock. The guard who had just admitted us, then began to shout at us. He told us to, "Get out! Port closed!". Annette had walked towards the dock pointing at our dinghy, when he grabbed her by the arm and shoved her. I explained that in our culture, you can shout, you can shove me if you want but, you never lay your hands on a woman. He was mortified at our complaint but said that the soldiers they use for guards are ignorant and they have little control over them. As we were leaving his office, we were beckoned by the man in the next office. The sign on his door read, "Safety and Training". He offered us candy and insisted on fixing tea for us while we chatted. His office was liberally covered with hand-made posters containing quotations from the Bible. He was very pleasant man, obviously a devout Christian, and seemed bored and lonely.
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Captured 1988 and destroyed in 1990 in the battle of Afabet
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Next was a call to the Immigration Office, directly outside of the Port gates. The officer here insisted that we return to the Port Immigration office and retrieve the landing cards the official had completed upon our arrival two days earlier. Okaaay. We re-entered the port, found the Port Immigration office open but without the official who had been there at our arrival. The two men within spoke almost no English and looked confused. We rummaged around in their office, found the landing cards, waved them at them with smiles and vague arm gestures and headed out of the door. Try that in Dallas Airport Immigration! Back to the other office and the official announced that we needed a photocopy of our passports. I produced them. And a photograph each. From my back-pack, I produced two sheets of passport photographs, a pair of scissors, and proceeded to snip out two passport sized photos of Annette and I. "Those are computer photographs!", he exclaimed, "No good!". I insisted that these photographs were obtained from the Passport Office of the United States of America. They always use a digital camera there and that is the way they are (utter bullshit of course!). A grudging "OK". He asked me what we would be doing in Eritrea. I said we planned to visit Asmara. "Where is your permit for Asmara?". I said, "First visa, then permit". "Ah yes, you know everything". I wasn't aware that Eritreans were familiar with sarcasm. He had seemed to have become more annoyed, each time he had asked for something and we had produced it. As though he was hoping he could give us more of a run-around. 



An hour later we had our visas and sat at Mike's cafe, where we collected Annette's laundry and negotiated a price with a local taxi driver to take us to Asmara and return. Next was a ride in the "People's Taxi", a mini-bus crammed beyond imagination with human bodies, over to the "Ministry of Tourism" office. Here we asked for the Asmara permit and also for a permit to buy diesel. We waited for twenty minutes or so and then the young man, who spoke excellent English, indicated that the boss-man was out. We left copies of our passports with him and he assured us that we could collect the permit, or send someone to get it, later that afternoon. We walked back towards the port and about fifty yards beyond the place where we had caught a taxi on Christmas Day to take us to the "Beach Hotel", we found the "Beach Restaurant". Just a few more paces on Christmas Day and we would have saved ourselves a five mile taxi ride but then we would have missed that part of the adventure.



At the Beach Restaurant, we enjoyed lunch on the second floor of the hotel, looking out over the port basin with DoodleBug and Carita moored in front, center of our view. Annette chatted to a lady searching for the rest room (the power had gone out and there were no lights). The lady was "Ms. Aster Tesfai" and she is "Asset and Operations Manager" for the Houston Housing Authority. She is originally from Eritrea but now lives in Houston and has a son studying medicine at Baylor. Her brother (?) introduced himself and gave us his phone number in case we ever had problems in Massawa.



Later that afternoon we were back at the Ministry of Tourism office to pick up our permit to go to Asmara in the morning. After we arrived at the office, the young man began to fill out an elaborate form with three copies, carbon paper, and details on both sides. By the time he had finished this, the boss had left again and was not there to sign it. The young man promised that it would be ready for us to pick up at 0800 hours tomorrow morning on our way out of town. Insh'allah.



December 27, 2006



Our taxi met us in the morning as promised and we stopped by Mike's cafe to pick him up. Together we headed back to the Ministry of Tourism office to pick up the promised transit permit to Asmara. Thirty minutes later, we had the permit and also a hand written letter on a piece of paper torn from a notebook and stamped with the Ministry of Tourism seal. We walked to the adjacent building and a few offices later, the permit was signed by the Chief of Security for the Massawa area. We then drove to a third building, containing the Ministry of Transportation. A couple of offices later, a large, bored looking man, empathically tells us, "No diesel! Diesel finished! That program is over! You must go back to the Ministry of Tourism". He added a long letter by hand to our scrap of notepaper. Signed it. Sealed it with the Ministry seal and then folded and stapled it, so we couldn't read the contents. We dropped off Mike, who suggested that we see the Ministry of Tourism in the capital at Asmara.



At last we headed out of Massawa, for a 72 mile drive to the Eritrean capital of Asmara. Asmara was founded some 700 years ago but today's modern city with it's wide boulevards, was a result of the Italian colonization in the first half of the twentieth century. The drive began at sea level of course and turned inland, towards the tall mountains we could see. Almost immediately, we were stopped by a military checkpoint. Our taxi driver took out transit permits and followed a soldier to a "hut" made from a shipping container. The other soldiers lounged. Some held the end of a scrubby nylon rope with a few gray rags tied to the middle and stretched across a couple of 55 gallon drums - the "barrier". All vehicles were stopped, so we did not feel singled out but we were certainly scrutinized carefully. After about ten minutes, we were off again (probably checking us out by accessing the Interpol databank on their "Blackberry" wi-fi terminals). At this altitude, the terrain was windswept sand and gravel, almost no sign of agriculture but with long camel trains, tied nose to tail and loaded with the exotic goods of the orient. The geology showed evidence of volcanism, with deeply colored ash flows, basalt, and weathered lava mixed in with the gravel. Asmara is at an altitude of 7,500 feet - slightly higher than Santa Fe. The geology was changing as we climbed, with tortured and steeply dipping sedimentary rocks becoming the norm.
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There were now fields under cultivation and it was becoming cooler. Many of the hills were terraced and had a large villa and stone church tucked away behind steep walls on the ridgetops, looking distinctly fortified. We could see that the terraces were broken down in many places and the loose stacked stone walls supporting them had collapsed. There was little sign of repairs being made on the agricultural front. The road however was well surfaced, two lane, and wound along precipitous drops offs, without a guard rail. At one point, we passed groups of people standing in the road, peering over the drop off. Our driver later confirmed that a car with four passengers, including a father and his two sons, had just gone over the edge and all occupants killed.



We were stopped again by the military to check our permit just outside the town of Ghinda and again on the outskirts of Asmara, before plunging into the traffic of the city of over a half million.



Our first stop was at the Ministry of Tourism, where we were told that the program to sell diesel to tourists had finished and we must get a permit from the "Government Garage". Another office and here the man in charge was so important, he looked like he had just stepped off the golf course. He lounged sideways across his chair and desk, without making eye contact with us. About thirty minutes later, with much sighing and exasperated gestures, several peremptory calls to his secretaries, and lots of form stamping, he gave us a permit to buy 100 liters of diesel. (I had requested 300 liters. We normally carry about 1,000 liters and are fortunately well supplied at the moment). Finally we are at our hotel, the "Concorde". It is downtown, tucked away, clean, comfortable, has TV, shower etc., is decorated but definitely not 5 star. At US$16 per night there is little cause to complain. We asked at the front desk for a good Italian restaurant, where we could get "pizza". We are directed to a small restaurant about fifty yards along the street called the "Sun Pizza Parlor and Fast Food".
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The Sun cafe was delightful inside and looked like a "Shakeys" pizza parlor from the 60's - for those readers old enough to remember. Annette admired the paintings on the wall and was told that the artist was the owner's son, who is presently in London pursuing a degree in Fine Arts. Annette wanted to know if the artist had a web-site and had work for sale. The artist's mother and owner of the restaurant said her "other" son could answer our questions.



Twenty minutes later, the "second" son arrived. His English was excellent. Seven years ago he entered the Eritrean military for his 18 months of national service and is still enlisted. He is working as a Visual Basic programmer on a Windows XP platform. He is just about to begin a project in the "Java" programming language and I assured him that it really sucks and is like going back in time twenty years. We mentioned that every family in Eritrea seems to have other family members in the USA, Canada, or Europe. We spoke of meeting Houstonian Ms. Aster Tesfai at the Beach Restaurant in Massawa two days before. "I know her, is she here?" We said she was leaving to return to the USA and that her brother (?) had given us his card. He blinked in astonishment. "I know him too, he is married to my cousin.



December 28, 2006



This morning we asked at the hotel front desk if there were guided tours of Asmara. We were advised that such did not exist but that any taxi driver could provide us with a city tour. I explained that I needed a taxi driver with good English and who knew the tourist sites. The guy behind the desk disappeared and about five minutes later a taxi driver showed up. I explained that we wanted to see the most significant tourist sites, that we did not know Asmara, and would rely upon his expertise. We negotiated an hourly rate for the taxi. All was agreed. We climbed into the taxi and the driver turned to us and said, "Where do you want to go?".



I had purchased a city map and began to read the names of places that had a camera picture next to them. We first visited the "Mai Jah Jah". This turned out to be a water garden with cascading ponds (Mai Jah Jah means "water turned back"). Unfortunately there was no water and all was dry. Annette asked, "May I take a photograph?" His reply was,"Yes, you don't".During our city drive, we visited the major cathedrals and mosques of the city and even found a synagogue. It was locked up tightly and we were told that there are no Jewish people in Asmara.
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We continued our tour of the various sites around the city but the driver was no help with commentary, so we left the cab at the central downtown marketplace. This sprawling marketplace was extremely tidy compared to other places we had visited. The usual smells of untreated sewage and rotting food were completely absent. In fact the streets were uniformly tidy with no trash. The stores showed clean and attractive displays of goods and were decorated for Christmas Season, both within and without. The throngs of people on the streets seemed happy and friendly. There were bars, restaurants, cafes and coffee shops. Many of the men were wearing suits and the waitresses in the larger cafes were in uniform. The streets did have a few beggars but the city seemed very cosmopolitan with late model yellow taxis everywhere, some girls in traditional Moslem garb but many wearing tight fitting jeans and tee-shirts. Asmara could easily be taken for a town somewhere in Southern Europe.



Back at the hotel, we chatted to a gentleman we met sitting in the central courtyard. His name is Fiorito who escapes from an Italian winter to Asmara for three months of each year. I borrowed his "Lonely Planet" guide to see if any of the 5 star hotels here accept credit cards. They don't. Fiorito is an engaging and voluble companion and as we were talking, he suddenly suggested that we go to lunch together. His English is so, so - but much better than my Italian. After three years of working in an office with three Italians, I only learned to swear. We communicated in a mixture of English, French, Spanish and Italian with a sprinkle of Arabic. We had lunch at an Italian restaurant he knew and had a really delicious lasagna. On our return towards our hotel, Fiorito stopped the taxi near a housing area and proceeded to knock on the door of one of the homes. A lady answered the door and invited us in. Annette and I were more than slightly confused. It transpired that the Eritrean lady is the sister of one of Fiorito's best friends and he had called her previously by telephone. She introduced herself as Yodit Abraham. She had been expecting us and graciously performed a formal Eritrean coffee ceremony for our benefit. She kneeled gracefully, fanned charcoal in a small brazier and proceeded to roast coffee beans in a pan over the charcoal. When the beans had roasted, she removed a few coals and sprinkled them with Eritrean frankincense, to perfume the room. She ground the beans in a small hand mill and added these to a terra cotta retort. This then had water added and was placed on the coals to boil. Each time the retort boiled, she removed it briefly from the heat and replaced it. Finally she poured the coffee into small cups with sugar added. The mouth of the retort had a horsehair plug to prevent egress of the coffee grounds. More water was added to the grounds, the coffee re-brewed and our cups filled three times. During her ceremony, we sat in her beautifully decorated home and snacked on the array of cakes, peanuts, candy and the like that filled the table before us. By this time we got up to leave, we were so stuffed with food, we could barely waddle back to the hotel. Nevertheless, we were determined to make a supreme effort to join Fiorito at a traditional Eritrean restaurant that evening.
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The Eritrean taxis do not operate in the evenings and we walked the few miles to the Restaurant, through the back streets and neighborhoods. Although it was dark at this time, there were children playing soccer in the street near the few street lights and, for the darker streets, Fiorito used a flashlight. Our supper destination was the restaurant "San Francisco" near the church of same name. The restaurant was in a large ranch home that was decorated with an eclectic mixture of iconic religious art and African artifacts. The wait staff were all women in formal Eritrean traditional dress and the food for the evening was another impossible array of chicken, goat, beef, vegetables, garbanzo bean dips, salad and breads, served "family" style. Fiorito had ordered two traditional Eritrean alcoholic drinks that were served in large glass bottles. The first was mead, made from just fermented honey and water. This looked and tasted like it contained oranges but we were assured that it did not. It was quite tasty and contrasted sharply with the second drink. This was mud brown and tasted awful. We managed a sip but noticed that Fiorito was not even drinking his. He then admitted that he didn't like it. Duh! The food was tasty, with exotic spices but the meats were tougher than our spoiled western tastes are used to. A wonderful experience and a great finale to our Asmara visit.
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December 29, 2006



A breakfast of Cappuccino, tea, and pastries at a local cafe and we met our taxi driver as promised for the return trip to Massawa. It was overcast, rainy, and misty as we headed back down the tortuous hairpins towards the lower levels. The same military checkpoints but the soldiers seemed listless and uninterested in our documents. The only traffic heading towards Massawa were camel and donkey trains laden with their unknown burdens. The traffic towards us were occasional truck loads of troops. Our driver postulated that these were garrison troops moving to relieve others. This seemed very likely, as the nearby Ethiopian / Somalian conflict would be more mechanized. At some places on the highway, the mist reduced the visibility to less than 50 yards and the driver slowed and proceeded carefully. At mid-way, we saw our first "road-kill", a coyote sized wild African dog. A live animal appeared out of the mist and then trotted off as quietly as it had arrived. Perhaps two or three miles further along the empty road, we came upon a family of large gray Baboons, foraging near the roadside. They did not seem alarmed by our appearance and watched us carefully. We were later told that they could be fed bananas and would approach the vehicle to take them. Exciting. We were soon back in the depressing environs of Massawa and found DoodleBug waiting patiently for us.
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In the afternoon, we met with Mike to discuss picking up our diesel. He suggested that we leave the diesel cans in his cafe and take a mini-bus over to the gas station. I asked if we could just telephone the gas station. He said, "Yes" and climbed into the mini-bus. After a brief tour of two deserted gas stations and following several conversations with local residents, he announced that there was no diesel in Massawa. They were expecting a delivery tonight - so maybe diesel tomorrow.



December 30, 2006



Again I asked Mike, if we could just telephone the gas stations to see if they had diesel. Again he said, "Yes" and climbed into a mini-bus. No diesel in Massawa. Not entirely true. The Agip station has diesel but the pump is broken. They are expecting a mechanic to come from Asmara within a few days.



Our crisis is obvious. We have already changed dollars to Eritrean currency to pay for the non-existent diesel. The obvious yachtie solution! We will spend the money on beer! We tell Mike to forget the diesel and he promises to locate the beer.



In the afternoon, we rode the crammed mini-bus to the market in the next village, where Annette bought a variety of fresh vegetables. She tried to buy bread but there was none to be had. We toured the deserted port trying to locate the Security, Port Control or Immigration officers. No luck. We finally found the Immigration officer by hammering on the door of his office until he appeared. He insisted that he would provide us with our clearance document in the morning, no earlier than 0700 hours and that we must come to the dock with our vessels (Jens had looked after DoodleBug during our visit to Asmara and Carita was also leaving). We insisted that their dock was dangerous for sailing vessels and he finally relented and agreed we could anchor just off the dock and transport him back and forth by dinghy.



[image: img138.jpg]At the market to buy the last few fresh food items



[image: img139.jpg]On the tracks. The train originally ran from the port of Massawa to Addis Ababa, capital of Ethiopia



[image: img140.jpg]Ed and Jens at the bus stop



The beer showed up as promised and we schlepped three cases of bottles back to DoodleBug. This was the only time the port gate guards got excited at the goods we were exporting but they had been such assholes, we were not generous and provided no gifts. As we dinghied back to Doodlebug loaded down with beer, the reason for the long lines of moored and deserted fishing trawlers was now obvious. They have no diesel.



[image: img141.jpg]No diesel available!



December 31, 2006



Position N 16 02.0 E 039 27.2



We had set the alarm last night and awoke at 0500 hours to prepare DoodleBug for departure. The Port Immigration Officer had agreed that we could anchor just off the main cargo dock and that we would meet him there promptly at 0700 hours. The agreed plan was I would then transport him by dinghy to SV Carita, to inspect same for stowaways and have him issue a departure certificate. We would then repeat the procedure with SV DoodleBug. At 0630 we raised anchor from the inner harbor and re-anchored as agreed. At 0700 hours, Mike showed up on his bicycle to wish us farewell. No sign of the Immigration officer. At 0740 hours I dinghied ashore, walked the half mile over to his office and beat on the locked door. A muffled "huh" issued from within. Five minutes later, a tousled and sleepy Immigration Officer emerged. He made various excuses but he was obviously chagrined to be caught asleep. A little earlier, I had asked Mike what kind of salaries these various officials were paid. Mike said that the military draftees make about 400 Nakfa per month (about US$22/month) but an official like the Immigration Officer might make about 700 Nakfa per month (less than US$40/month). By now I had realized that the man lived in his office. The reason he took so long to answer the door, was the time it took him to roll up and hide his bedding and put on his uniform. He owned a wrist watch but no alarm clock.



By 0830 hours we had been inspected for stowaways, had our certificate in hand and set sail. The wind was in the northwest and blowing at up to 18 knots with a steep and short, six foot chop, sending spray sweeping across the deck. After two tacks, the wind began to drop in intensity and we eased into an anchorage about 25 miles north of Massawa, at Harat Island. SV Carita arrived shortly after and Jens joined us on DoodleBug for a wonderful supper of pork chops, potatoes, onions, and tomato salad, followed by plum pudding and custard, all washed down with liberal quantities of beer. This and a champagne toast, made a fine end to 2006. We are currently anchored at N 16 02.0 E 039 27.2.
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