THE GREAT ESCAPE………….march 2011
We are now in Madagascar. Let us tell you the story of getting here.  In the days pre Somalia pirates, you simply sailed up the E coast of Africa to the Horn of Africa, giving it a wide berth as the people of Somalia have been pirates for thousands of years.  Then, up the Red Sea.   Simple. This year is different.  The plan we needed was  to make our way south to the Mozambique Channel, Cross the 600 miles to Madagascar, ( keeping at least 60 nm south of the Comores islands) then return to Chagos for 2 months, and then to India where we would leave Nepenthe and come back to USA for a few months.   Cyclones are finished with the Arabian Sea after November, and we would go in convoy through the bad spots, and spend a year in the Red Sea, visiting countries at our leisure, with our good friends on another sail boat.  This year became  very different.  The Somalia guys came down and harassed Kenya and Tanzania……….the local expat fishermen did not even now go out at night.  As nothing bad happened to the Somalia men, the local thugs took to mimicking them, not in taking hostages, but in being bandits to boats anchored in beautiful anchorages.  Our dram of cruising here in E Africa  faded in these facts.  We found only 5 places where we could safely stay and not have our dingy and motor stolen.  To replace either of these would be over a month or two. Shipping and corrupt customs officials. These are poor countries and we must look like a treasure ship to them.  Most local people in these countries make about  1 usd/day. 75% percent do not even have ACCESS to electricity. 25% have it at least close by so they can pay to charge up their phones. Amazing. The top layer of locals are so very wealthy. Local expat tell us that very often only  20% of world aid money and supplies ever reach the people who need them.  The remaining 80 % go into greedy hands. Why do we still give? It has become a big business.  Having said all that, we have loved this continent; have traveled 8 of its countries, all on local buses and transport.  Only once have we seen another white “mazunga” on a local vehicle with us.  We have been treated so well, helped immensely, given advice and directions and assistance constantly. As an older woman, I have been especially honored.  Mama, come sit here, and I get the best seat, so kind the people are.
We made our way down from North Kenya to Tanzania with another boat. Day hops so we would not be out at night. .  The local expat people we met [image: image1.jpg]


told us that there is a vibrant and efficient bush telegraph and not to tell ANY one when and where we were going. SO we cleared out of countries with destinations that were far off from our plan. When we reached Dar Es Salaam, TZ, we stopped to do our last provisioning of fresh food. We needed to leave while the NE monsoon brought down strong winds, the pirates do not come down here then as it is too hard to get back up north. These winds usually remain til March/April, so we had to be gone by then and to Madagascar even though it is till cyclone time there. While in Dar, we listened to county after country fall in the area we planned to cruise along the Red Sea……………THEN we heard the news that 4 of our cruising community on the S V Quest were killed!  Then, while checking the internet for pirate events, some good web sites……..we found the Somalia mother ship NE of Madagascar, which would block our path back up to Chagos. The next day the pirates took the Danish sail boat with 7 on board. 3 were children.  The S Africa boats around here are going back to S Africa, in convoy, they motor the 1000 miles mostly down the coast vs the SE trades in May/June. That is not an option for us. NEW PLAN.  Get out of here now and go to Madagascar for 2 months, then brave the Mozambique Channel and its winds and currents and go to S Africa. 1800nm. We needed to sail out of sight of land during the day and with NO lights at night. This week  it is NO moon, which is in our favor.  Far enough out  from land to avoid the fishing nets and bandits but close enough not to temp any pirate. Well, we did it. 6 day passage with squalls, rain, no wind, too much wind, grand sailing from all points of sail. We would reef and unreef several time every day.  We lived in the ITCZ ( intertropical convergence zone, called the doldrums in the Atlantic ocean)  !   One night in the ITCZ, Jim said it was SO dark that  it was like sailing with a blind fold on. He could not see a winch, his hand, nothing.  100% of the sky was filled with dark flat c louds( nimbo stratus mixed with thunder heads, cumulo nimbus).  To adjust sails he had to move on his hands and knees and feel for the right lines. He said he now knows what it would be like to be blind.  During our worse squall , really a gale, we had 40kt winds, the tops of the waves were blown off into spindrift, Loud moaning and shrieking in the rigging,  waves flattened by the wind, the force of the rain made it almost impossible to open our eyes. Torrential rain like we have never seen before.  One hour later we were becalmed.
It feels good to be out and away from a deteriorating situation. The first time in our 12 years that we had to be concerned for our lives and safely.
This means we now get to brave the southern ocean along the south coast of Africa and the Cape of Good Hope,  a place of fearsome SW blusters, and come up  around the Cape to the southern Atlantic  and north to Gibraltar!  This trip from the SE coast of S Africa to the Pillars of Hercules is 7,500 miles. 5,000 of these miles will be made between Nov/Dec of 2011 and May 2012…… 7 months. We hopefully will get to visit some of the Atlantic islands: St Helena, Ascension, Canaries, Cape Verdi and the Azores on the way. We are now “getting our mind around “this new plan. Thankfully we have the information and charts to get to S Africa, where we can get the next ones for forward passage.

We are so thankful  1:for being where we were and not in the Red Sea at this time……..2: for having this option of going around the Cape…….. 3: for our good friends who daily watched the pirate sights and emailed us during this passage. God Bless you.  We have a ham email system for weather and short emails, but no internet and they watched for us.  4:We also had some pretty special people who were our prayer team for the passage. Hugs to you, you know who you are.
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We write this to give you a perspective of what we faced, and  how we came to the decisions we did.  Fingers crossed now for NO cyclones this month of March , in April the reported number really decreases.
Now to enjoy cruising in the lovely  north western coast of Madagascar.  March 10, 2011 Our first anchorage is in a gorgeous bay, sandstone rock formations, beaches, lush mountains  ……… quiet and peaceful and we have it all to ourselves.  To be held so safely in the hand of  God. We give thanks.
March 19.  We are all cleared in legally now to Madagascar. They lived up to their reputation of being cunningly creative in fee creation.  We had to go to 5 different buildings, distribute forms all over and pay about 70usd for one month here. Harbor dues and anchorage dues and what not.  The visa for one month is free as is the cruising permit. Perhaps we should think of the charges as merely gifts, although we have receipts for all . Go figure.  The “boss” at immigration was at the airport waiting for a delayed plane, so had to wait outside for 2 hours.  We had a taxi man who spoke English which was essential. 
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Their forms are all in Malagasy or French, so we cannot read theirs and they cannot read ours.  Most officials did not speak English, or pretended they did not, adds to the confusion and elevates their power over us.  Interesting day…… 7 hours.  Now we relax and go to an anchorage and have a vacation.

It is still transitional weather, between monsoons, so we have rain most days for a bit.

The tidal range here is huge,  this is now full moon time, the highest and lowest of tides, and today it is 4.5meters,  which is about 13 ½ feet! This is the day we came into this anchorage with a low sandbar at the entrance, and near to low tide time. Lowest we saw was 13 feet, so our 8 ½ feet did well.  We were greeted by the school teacher and bought 2 delicious mud crabs for dinner.  Yum !  They taste like lobster, are about the size of a dinner plate and about 4 inches high.  We ate them 3 of the five dinners we had in this bay. Decadent !  I should have taken a picture, drat.  We had a marvelous sail here, slow but good,   8 hours, averaged 3mph only but it was beautiful!  We need to save ALL our fuel for the Mozambique passage and those awful currents and SW storms that come flying around the corner. This village is known for it delicious wild honey and today we went into the village to trade for some.
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 Met the lady school teacher who  also makes the honey maker and  a seamstress ! She showed us the school, introduced us to some children, and we saw their tied up “ pet” lemurs.  Wanted to let them go free !  They are so cute and soft to touch !
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 The villages are very primitive, no          electricity!  The men fish daily in          these small fast boats with square              sails.    THIS is exactly where we   all                       should all send out old sails !
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It rains a bit most every night now, so we get lots of fresh rain water, it is so good to do the wash in rain water, we also use it for drinking.  Was able to do al the rugs the other day with a big rain and the dinghy filled !    The SE monsoon time is almost here now. APRIL 6.  SO the winds are now more consistent and stronger. Having some grand sails between anchorages, most are about 30-40 nm apart, so easy day sails.

         Jim did this incredible thing !    He reconditioned the monitor wind vane……at anchor with thousands of little bits just waiting for a chance to spring into the water.  This is what I call raw courage………….. This is what we usually use to assist in steering the boat, it uses wind power instead of using an auto helm and does a very good job.  It does  steers  in  relation to a wind angle you set, so IF there is a change in wind direction, you need to adjust, or go the wrong way. VERY helpful, like a third person on board.

This is such fun mucking around little islands and finding new anchorages.  The thrill of entering a new anchorage and not knowing for sure what we will find, our computer charts here are NOT spot on so eyeball navigation is crucial. Our anchorage today in on the Alcatraz of Madagascar !  We ambled around the old maximum security prison here. All dilapidated now and over grown.  A few of the prisoners stayed on the island and we saw 2 families living in the old buildings………..a small garden planted off a ways .  [image: image9.jpg]



They are shy, speak no English, not even French, so conversation is about NIL. That is a shame, we would love to be able to talk with them.  It is the downside of being here, not being able to communicate.  But, a small factor, we do not see many people at all, and they do not approach us .
Madagascar facts :

1. The fourth largest island in the world, and the OLDEST island on earth

2. One of the poorest  countires in the world.

3. Broke off from Gowanaland 150 million years ago, and thus it’s flora and fana developed in isolation.   ONLY HERE: 8 entire plant families , 165 palm species, 89% of flowering plants are endemic, LEMURS !  There are 8 species of baobob trees in the world, 6 are only here. 

4. They practice ancestor whorship and have many FADY, taboos or rules about eating, sitting, everything.  EX:   it is fady to walk anti clockwise around a baobob tree. 

5. Medicial plants abound that they make into healing oils.

6. 80% of the world’s vanilla comes from here.
We saw the endangered fish eagle in our anchorage !  Many birds here and groves of baobobs, 5 of the 6 types found in Madagascar are in this anchorage.  There are supposed to lemurs at times on the beaches, so we are going early at hight tide to try and see some.  It gets VERY shallow at low tide and we can not get in over the coral.

Update: April 14.  We are now finished with relaxed cruising and making our way south to prepare to cross the daunting Mozambique Channel.  We have sailed 750 miles from Tanzania. Our crossing is 1000 miles. We will make our way withwinds such as they are down south 300 more miles before crossing.  The winds are light off shore and on shore, variable with an hour or two each day with no wind.  We will ftherefore have to make up our own anchorages, as we have the last two night.  After tacking and tacking into headwinds and making NO progress for 6 hours, we gave up headed toward land and dropped anchor in a reasonable depth at 1130 pm and slept. May well do the same for the next few days until we get down to the Barren Islands.  Uninhabited except for visiting fishermen apparently.
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  We have now done 500nm from Tanzania to Madagascar, and 350nm down the coast.  NOW, we start the next leg,  going south down around the Cape Andre and follow the west shore of Madagascar to latitude 21.  That is another  300  nm south in SE winds, even Nepenthe may not be able to do this.
Take care, eager to see you all this summer! ! ! 

Carole and Jim

