Report Dated Thursday, May 1 (Position N22 34 11; W78 38 62; Cayo Guillermo, Cuba)

The report we sent two days ago was a draft sent by mistake.  This is the "finished product".

Our crossing from the Jumentos to Cuba was done purely under sail.  We left Duncan Town, Ragged Island April 14 at 16:30.  The winds were 15 knots on our beam.  We put up our big foresail and reefed main.  The sky was overcast, so the nearly full moon didn't light the waters too much.

As we put up the main, we noticed a small 1/2" x 1" rip in the lower half of the sail.  So we heaved to and lowered the main, got out the white duct tape, and we both worked on a temporary patch.  Within minutes we were underway again, our buddy boat way ahead of us.

Later on, the dinghy oars came off their fasteners and dragged in the water, despite the fact they were also tied down.  So another heave to in the ocean, and we took the oars off.

Finally, when the seas got to 6-8' and winds gusting to 20 knots, we had to heave to again to change our foresail to the smaller lapper.  The helm cable started acting up again, so the tiller went on as well.  We managed 46 nautical miles with the tiller, finally arriving without further incident to Bahia de Vita and moored at the Puerto de Vita marina at 10:00 Tuesday morning, 3 hours later than our buddy boat.  According to the trip computer on the GPS, we actually did 84.5 n.miles in 17.5 hours at an average ground speed of 5 knots.

When we first approached the port entrance from the Old Bahama Channel, Ron tried hailing the Guarda Frontera, but to no avail.  The courtesy flag was already up, so we simply proceeded towards the lighthouse at the port entrance.  Once within half a mile of the lighthouse, the Guarda Frontera hailed us in broken English and told us to proceed into the port channel and follow the dinghy that would be awaiting us.  Sure enough, the dinghy was there, and the gentleman made hand gestures to follow him. 

We’d finally arrived in Cuba!  We were told to moor along side the wall even though all but one other boat were moored Mediterranean style, whereby the boats are side to side of each other and perpendicular to the dock.  We were greeted by a cheerful, fluent English speaking Afro-Cuban woman by the name of Ernestina.  She welcomed us to Cuba and gave Deborah a beautiful red flower.  We were given instructions to stay on our boat until we cleared with the health, custom and immigration officials.

As the day wore on, different government officials boarded the boat:

1st: Doctor who gave us the clear to take down our quarantine flag $20.

2nd: Customs (3 officials) $10

3rd: Immigration $30

4th: Vet $5 (arriving pets with proper vaccination papers are quarantined for a                                                                 day)

5th: Agricultural Official $5

When we were ready to leave the marina, we were visited by the harbor master who issued the cruising permit, $15.  So the total fees paid to all officials for our 26-foot sailboat was US $85.

Puerto de Vita Marina is a new marina which is now the new port of entry for North-Eastern Cuba, replacing Baracoa.  Many sailors arriving to Cuba are not aware of this and are still making their way to Baracoa, only to be sent on their way again. 

This marina has much to offer.  The mooring price is $.50 U.S. per foot, including water (they recommend not drinking it) and electricity (using the standard 110v 15 amp and 220v 30 amp marine cable connectors).  They have clean shower facilities, but no hot water nor toilet paper.  They have a restaurant (accepting only U.S. dollars) with excellent pricing as compared to what we’ve seen so far.  Here are a few examples:

Maybee Beer…………………$0.75

Crystal Beer………………$1.00

Alcohol Drinks……………$1.50

Small Pizza……………………$3.00

Diesel and Gas are also available, but not within the dock location; so jerry cans are required. The empty jerry cans are left with the marina personnel, and they are brought back filled.  We paid US$.70/litre (US$2.70/US gal) for diesel and $1.20/litre ($4.61/US gal). They also have a limited stock store with rum and other food supplies.  However, we found that rum was much cheaper at the major hotel resorts’ gift stores in Guardalavaca, as little as US$3.60 for a 1 litre (1.06 US quart) bottle.

We stayed at the marina in Puerto de Vita for a week, during which time we visited the towns of Guardalavaca and Holguin.  Thanks to Roger's (captain of our buddy boat) being fluent in Spanish, we were able to get around using public transportation, eat in a basic Cuban restaurant instead of the tourist restaurants, shop in local produce markets with pesos instead of in dollar stores with US dollars and high prices, and spend a day with a Cuban family.

Public transportation is baffling, and we haven't quite figured it out.  Firstly, tourists are not supposed to use it; they are supposed to take special tourist taxis and charter buses.  In fact, the system conspires to discourage tourists from venturing out of the hotel resorts all together.  For example, we were able to get onto a bus to Guardalavaca at the main highway about a half mile from the marina.  It cost us 1 peso (the equivalent of less than US $0.05).  After doing some internet at a big hotel resort and having a big lunch in a neighborhood restaurant (44 pesos for two), we went to the bar next door and listened to a wonderfully talented young man singing and playing his guitar for his friends.  We finally dragged ourselves away around 15:00 to head back to the hotel area to catch a bus back to Puerto de Vita.  To our amazement, the first bus driver wouldn't let us on, saying that the buses were for Cuban workers only.  We tried another bus, only to be told the fare was US $5.00 EACH.  So the four of us decided to take a taxi the eight miles back for US $10.  

On another occasion, after waiting a long time for a bus, we finally hitched a ride on the back of an open-air two-ton truck with about 20 other Cubans for a peso each collected by the road-side Transpo official.  We gather he is also responsible for keeping a list in order of "first come first served" so that when a private vehicle without passengers stops they can hitch a ride.  We assume that private citizens with cars are obliged to give rides.

We were invited by a Cuban family to spend Sunday at their home in Holguin some 30 miles away.  We set out from the marina at 07:00 to walk to the highway for a bus.  One after another the buses passed full up.  After over an hour, we finally got on a bus, for a fare of 4 pesos each.  But when we got to the city bus terminus and tried to board another bus to get to where we were supposed to meet our host, we were again told by an English passer-by that we were wasting our time waiting for a bus because we'd never get on with so many Cubans waiting.  He said we should take a horse carriage for what should cost not more than 10 pesos total for the four of us.  The first one we approached said he couldn't take us.  The next one wanted US $4 each.  For US $16 we figured we'd best take a taxi, only to find out that the taxis at the taxi stand were not allowed to take tourists.  Then, on the sly, one of the horse carriage drivers came up to us and said he'd meet us across the street and take us to our destination (only about a mile away) for 50 pesos.  To end a long story, it took over three hours to reach our Cuban friends, when it was actually only a half-hour drive from our marina.  We really had a great time and two wonderful meals.   Cubans don't have much, living in very meager conditions, but they are so generous and very willing to share what they have.  Our hosts were far better off than many, but their apartment didn't have running water, instead having to keep two large drums of water filled in the apartment from which they extracted water to flush the toilet and wash up.

Late that night when we had to get back, our hosts accompanied us in a horse carriage for ten pesos to a location where we could get a taxi.  He negotiated US $25, but we had to bring a second driver in the back seat with us because supposedly he was the one with a license to carry tourists, not the actual driver.  Our parting instructions from our host were not to speak at all if we were stopped.  Ron and Roger were told to sit in the front with the driver, while Andy and Deb sat in the back seat with the other fellow.  Well, to be honest, this clandestine arrangement caused us some concern, with thoughts of it being a set-up to rob us and leave us stranded.  But then we were reminded that we weren't in America and that we had nothing to be worried about, as we were in Cuba.  This is just how the system has to be worked.  And in fact, we were stopped by officials in military-style uniforms.  The driver left us in the car and walked back to speak with the official.  Although Roger didn't catch the whole thing, we gather he was questioned why he was carrying a fare outside town so late.  He explained he was just taking us over the hill another short distance, and we continued our trip right back to the dock of the marina.

We're going to sorely miss having Roger with us, because fluency in Spanish is the key to a boaties survival on a fixed budget.  The tourist stores and restaurants are often about as expensive for us as in Florida.  But if you can get your hands on pesos, purchased on the street at 25 pesos per US dollar, then you can buy food in local markets cheap and eat out for next to nothing.

Another frustration for us is not being able to go ashore from just any anchorage.  After leaving Puerto de Vita Tuesday, April 22, we needed to find a telephone to call American Express regarding the upcoming expiration of Ron's card.  Our first opportunity would have been Thursday when we anchored for the night opposite Playa Santa Lucia.  We had planned to go ashore the next day, make our calls, then visit the hotels and perhaps do some shopping.  Friday morning the Guarda visited us to check our papers.  We told him what we wanted to do, so he called his superiors.  While we waited for an answer, he checked us in on our cruising permit.  The answer came back that we could not go ashore because it was not an international port of entry so there were no immigration officials.  This seemed very strange to us.  We cleared with immigration on arrival in Cuba at Puerto de Vita and were now in possession of tourist visas which are supposed to give you free access to move about Cuba.  But we didn't want to press the issue, and we simply asked them to check us out, as we would have to leave immediately.  They told us the next place we could go to shore was at Marina Cayo Coco.

We'll tell you about our sailing adventures to Cayo Coco in our next report.

