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Wednesday 10 July 2013 Cartegena
We are about 90 nautical miles from Cartagena and are due to stop thirteen or
more miles out to await a berth. Apparently the water is too deep to anchor close in and
so we simply drift far out. Whether or not it will be possible to get off and wander the
city is in some doubt. There are 500 containers to be moved, 400 off, 100 on. Not
likely to take all that long.
During the night I awoke to heavy rain on the window and looking out saw it
by the light of almost continual blue lightning pouring down, bouncing and spraying
over the containers. A fierce squall. The Captain says he will exchange a fifty dollar
bill of ours for some low denomination ones so as to enable a taxi fare to the old city
without the bother and risk of haggling over change.
We watched an incredible film last night: “Butterfly on a Wheel”, gripping and
very clever. Salutary and near total revenge upon a philanderer. I am now well in to
typing my own diary, written just prior to St Helena, soon to move on to my St Helena
diaries proper - tiny and close writing though, more difficult than Dot’s.
Thursday 11 July 2013 6.44am
We started the engines and began to sail towards Cartagena at about 11.00pm
with spectacular lightning constantly flashing. I watched the lightning show for a

while as we steamed in and as rain developed, but then went to bed to a restless night
with a fair bit of reading. We are now in Cartagena port and could well be loaded and
away without having a chance to venture out. We shall see. We watched yet another
unlikely and nail-biting film last night: “Collateral” with Tom Cruise. Coincidentally
both this film and one called “Blow” watched a couple of nights ago mentioned
Cartagena with reference to its prominent place in the worldwide drug trade.
Later: 4.25pm
We are now heading pretty well due north for Philadelphia, though slightly west
in order to make the gap between Cuba and Haiti. We note that there is one more clock
change, even though our longitude change is minimal.
We were able to spend a most interesting morning in Cartagena. The Captain
told me that we should be sailing at 12.30pm and so ought to be back by 11.30am. We
managed this almost, but not quite. We got back to the docks by 11.28am, but had to
wait for the security bus that continually circulates for workers and crew. So we only
arrived at the actual gangplank at 11.42am. As we drew up we noticed the Captain at
the top of the gangplank as well as others, all apparently anxious for our return. The
Captain doubtless fulminatingly so, though he disappeared on our appearance!
Crew or passengers arriving late are a nightmare. The Chief Engineer told us
over dinner that in his experience it has happened twice. The ship waits an hour,
perhaps two and even a bit more. Then the defaulter’s belongings are collected and left
on the wharf and the ship sails. The agency will pick up the offender and fly him home
and, depending on the nature of his contract, will deduct the cost from his salary. Such
an offender is unlikely ever be employed as a sailor again. The usual cause is
drunkenness. We were only ten minutes late, and then they discovered a problem with
one of the reefer containers which had to be unloaded, so we caused no harm to
anyone. Nonetheless, like chastened children, we decided to steer clear of Whackford
Squeers the headmaster on the bridge as we enjoyed our trip out of Cartagena Bay
observing it all from a lower deck! We joked later that the line of folk to greet us,
headed by the Captain, was a reception of the sort usually afforded to Royalty. We are
now back in favour, treat the bridge as home and are able to laugh about it all.
Our trip into Cartagena was hugely interesting and enjoyable. As we left the
dock (no passports have been stamped for any of these visits during the voyage) we
were accosted by an aged and grizzled tout for a taxi-driver, persistently insistent. We
had a chat with him, but decided to walk to town rather than taxi, far more interesting
and our shipshape leg muscles needed exercise. We set off with him doggedly
following, pleading four out custom. He had the grace to tell us we were heading in
the wrong direction, which was good of him. We eventually lost to old blighter.
We made our way to town with little difficulty. Whenever we asked advice we
were always advised to take a taxi. The possible reason for this is that anyone with any
sense doesn’t walk. Normally it is too hot but as well the pavements are lethal, worse
even than Zimbabwe. There are great holes, protuberances, sawn of metal posts that
stick up four of five inches, fissures, cracks and crumblings everywhere. To look
around and enjoy a scene is to invite disaster. Why should this be so we wondered?
I find London, compared to Australia bad enough, but Latin countries, as too
Zimbabwe, are atrocious. Added to this danger is the depression that sinks over one’s
spirits when you tread on a soft dog turd, and there was plenty of that about. While on
such matters we also encountered no less than three abandoned, porcelain toilet

pedestals on our morning’s adventure. So an interesting and brisk walk indeed along
what was at first a very busy street. As with the Panama Canal we were lucky in the
weather. It was cloudy, sparing us a merciless sun, though still very hot and humid.
As with Colon, but nowhere near as bad, there were signs of poverty and
dereliction. However the areas through which we walked were by no means really
squalid. Here and there we passed a scarecrow person sleeping on the pavement, and
some of the costermongers and street stall vendors looked close to desperate at times.
We passed a skin and bone pony pulling a miserable cart and likewise a donkey, but
poverty did not confront or affront us, as it did at times in Colon. I rejoiced to see
once more a great Flamboyant tree in scarlet flower. When we crossed the canal and
walked along a different and wider street, there were signs of imaginative town
planning, a tree lined walkway with a strip of parkland and benches, though all
neglected, unkempt and littered, the canal’s water when it came close to the path, was
putrid with rubbish and litter. There appears to be a heady mix in places like this of
extreme wealth, modernity and sophistication with poverty, squalor and decay.
Although we knew we were heading in the right direction for the Old City
generally, we had no idea where it was exactly. Eventually we saw a huge and
impressive fort looming ahead and so made for that, though with only a morning at our
disposal we had no desire to tour it. We found the couple in the booth selling tickets
to tour the fort to be very helpful (as was everyone we talked to) and they gave us a
most useful map of the city.
Then happened one of the events for
which our visit will always be remembered.
Having re-crossed by way of another bridge
the murky canal now a lagoon, we came to a
busy road with a great curve in it. Half way
across the road was a kerb, facilitating a
crossing between frenzied cars and motor
bikes in two dashes rather than one. I waited
my moment and made it to the middle kerb. I
waited for another gap and dashed for the
other side. However, the kerb was much higher
on the far side than the near side. My legs
were taken by surprise and I fell headlong in
front of the oncoming traffic and kissed the
dirt. I sprang up like a young gazelle and made
it to the other side. It was a frightening
episode, not least for Diana, who only saw her
beloved spreadeagled on the dirty tarmac after
he had fallen. A fellow on one of the scooters
that might well have run me over, gave me a sympathetic grin and wave as he passed,
as did several lounging onlookers as I passed them. My only injuries a bruised knee,
and slightly stiff shoulder, both now mended, no broken skin. I literally kissed
America’s dirt, and more dramatically then ever did Pope John Paul.
More carefully thereafter we made our way through narrow and colourful
streets, only slightly shabby, the pavements still appalling. We passed a great square,
closed to the public, possibly for renovations, and then to a wide open bricked space

dominated and dedicated, of all people, to the great Cervantes. We couldn’t make
enough sense of the inscription to work out what connection, if any, he had had with
the New World, for his dates are very, very early. Beyond the space was a great stone
wall with an arched entry into the old city.
It is very beautiful, almost completely enclosed by a thick stone wall and full
of old buildings, or more modern ones built to fit in. They are painted brightly and are
for the most part in the old balconied style. There were intriguing glimpses through
archways into lovely and leafy courtyards. Vendors touted their wares everywhere, but
not annoyingly. There was very little traffic and slow, some roads being closed to
vehicles altogether. Most interestingly, given the crude and makeshift-seeming
electricity infrastructure in the rest of the city (both in Cartagena and in Colon), here
in the old city there were no wires at all, they must all be underground. It would make
the place ideal for shooting historical films.
We wandered quietly around. Thirsty in such humid heat, we foolishly decided
on a drink from a vendor of what appeared to be freshly squeezed oranges. However,
not only was it full of ice, it was probably water-diluted as well. Water is suspect in
such places and climes and so we might well have granted ourselves a dose of Gyppo
guts. Moreover having been quoted a price of one dollar for a large plastic tumbler, I
asked for two and while the second was being poured took a sip from the first,
delicious, but then discovered that the vendor was not interested in American dollars.
However, because I’d already sipped the one, he very happily and kindly urged us to
finish it, which we did appreciatively at no charge. Moreover no ill effects.
We looked in on the two
church’s. One of them was a
monument to St Peter Claver
whose corpse was on display, under
the altar behind glass on white
linen and surrounded by gilt.
Claver cadaver’s face as uninviting
to intimacy as are most skulls I have encountered. The Church itself, as too the second
one we saw, was surprisingly plain and austere, not at all baroque as we expected,
though there were a few sickly and sentimental statues of saints. St Peter Claver I
learned later was the most remarkable and wonderful of men. Due to his fearless work
for and among the thousands of African slaves passing through Cartegena he has
become the patron saint of slaves, of the Republic of Colombia itself and of ministry
to African Americans. Interestingly way back in the sixteenth century Pope Paul III
issued a decree prohibiting slavery.
The second Church had an interesting reredos, but there was a Mass going on
it seemed, for a fellow in what appeared to be a chasuble was talking from a lectern
to a good scattering of folk sitting in the pews, so we couldn’t venture forward to sight
see. As we left music broke out, bizarrely the tune of the great sixties Dillon song
“Blowing in the Wind....” though we couldn’t of course understand what words it was
set to for they were in Spanish.
We set off back to the docks along a different route, by way of similarly
dangerous pavements, me content after my first ever ramble in South America, and in
a country notorious for volatile politics, drugs and drug barons.
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As we sailed out we were able to get a glimpse of the city’s equivalent to
Australia’s Gold Coast: great high rise buildings, possibly on their other side
overlooking fine beaches, though the beaches from our viewpoint, through binoculars,
appeared less than inviting. A fascinating and most enjoyable morning.
Friday 12 July 2013 6.44am
The ocean is grey and choppy, reminding us of seas not seen or felt since New
Zealand. We are told that we are in the distant wake of a hurricane and so the
Caribbean is not as tranquil as one imagines it to be. Today we pass under the vertical
sun which is already on its return pilgrimage from the Tropic of Cancer, dragging
summer along well behind it. When we visited the Bridge this morning we were 16
degrees north, 75 west and travelling at a speed of 18.5 knots with a wind of 19 knots
from the SE. This afternoon we should have a sight of the mountains of Haiti, but it
looks as though we will pass through the Windward Passage between Haiti and Cuba
in the dark. We might well espy some of the Turks and Caicos islands before leaving
land behind until we arrive in Philadelphia. We have now spent a month and two days
on board this ship and it has become almost home. A week on land before the Atlantic
crossing will be welcome nonetheless.
Saturday 13 July 2013
We awoke to a very calm sea today for we sail through the Bahamas and they
shelter us from the wider ocean’s swell. This morning on the Bridge we could see on
the port side, gleaming in the sun, but low“South Cay” and on the starboard side the

far more substantial “Acklins Island”, also low but with a tall lighthouse. Later this
morning we will pass by Crooked Island, Rum Cay and San Salvador (or Watlins)
Island which was Christopher Columbus’ first land fall in 1492. We shall also very
soon cross the actual Tropic of Cancer.
Sunday 14 July 2013 7.25am
This is the last full day at sea on board the Bahia. Tomorrow night we should
be off Philadelphia waiting for an early morning trip up the river, a journey which
takes we are told 6 hours. Our Latitude this morning 29 degrees north and 74 degrees
west. There are 588 nautical miles to go and out speed was temporarily up to 18 knots,
a daily clearing of the engine’s throat for a couple of hours. We are now slowing down
to a more moderate 15 or 16 knots. I treated myself to a cooked breakfast this morning
because on Sundays we have only one cooked meal. Sunday afternoons are free for the
crew, including even the Chef. The last two films we watched were “Fracture” with
Anthony Hopkins, and last night “High Crimes”, both absorbing.
Of all the Bahama islands we sighted yesterday we travelled closest to San
Salvador (Watlins Island). We passed it only a very few miles away and it appeared
idyllic with miles and miles of white, coral sand beach in a tranquil sea, low lying and
apparently pretty well totally undeveloped. An odd motor boat pottered about, and the
white roofs of occasional houses were bright in the sunlight. Lovely.
Monday 15 July 2013 8.05
A sunny final morning at sea on this ship. All appears on schedule, the sea
calm. I have just eaten a cheese omelette and wish I hadn’t. I was saying at breakfast
that the thought of enduring the ship’s galley for much longer does not appeal. Though
I have enjoyed my meals, enough is enough. We watched the film Avatar on the laptop
of the Chief Engineer yesterday afternoon as it wouldn’t download on to my USB and
he was keen that we should see it. Brilliant technically, the storyline is childishly trite
and largely predictable. On the other hand the first of The Raj Quartet books, now
nearly finished, is one of the most subtle reads I have had in ages, and gives pause for
thought as to one’s own history and attitudes. Brilliant. Today we have to pack.
Later: We had a beautiful time up at the bow for the last time, the water perfect, never
so blue or calm in open sea since we began this voyage and with a lovely, cool breeze.
Several small motor boats were about, probably rich Americans after tuna or
swordfish. We saw dolphins, not close, but a whole pod showing their backs. Our last
lunch was cabbage rolls, not at all bad and I swapped the ubiquitous boiled potatoes
for rice, always available from a big pot that the Filipinos use. We laughed at the
thought of our temerity while at Shepparton in wishing our own dubious cabbage rolls
on guests. In the evening there was nasty fried squid on the menu so we opted for
Filipino beef, which was alright. We are now, at ten minutes to ten, in Delaware Bay
with a pilot on board and at this stage forge ahead at 17 knots. It is very beautiful
outside, with silky, moonlit water in which we spotted whales before twilight settled
in too dimly to see anything. We need to pack - half done - to be ready for Immigration
at any time from 5.00am. We watched a film called “Law Abiding Citizen” tonight,
compelling, but horrifyingly violent. I couldn’t watch parts of it.
We were in dock when I awoke at about four in the morning and by five I was
showered and dressed for we had been told that Customs and Immigration would be
after us by about that time. However we didn’t go searching them out until later and

when we went down to the ship’s office around 6am it was at just the right moment.
The Captain and the first of the officials were present, we filled in our forms, handed
them over with our passports and they were duly stamped with only a friendly
comment and that was that. We were free to go. However we had emailed Peter French
to pick us up between nine and ten and not to push it even for ten as we would be
happy to wait. So we had our last breakfast and then said Mattins and had a read in our
cabin until about half past eight. Then to our amazement we got all our luggage, still
far too much of it for Antwerp, into the lift with ourselves and Peter French’s big
picture. We made our way down to the main deck, bade fond farewells to Piotr and
Karolina, more formal than fond to Volker the Captain, and walked down the
gangplank. I went first with the picture, crewmen and stevedores with the luggage,
Diana brought up the rear. We were picked up be a bus and taken to the gate where we
sat in the shade awaiting Peter French to pick us up.
It was very warm and humid. We discovered my phone is not responding
inwards or outwards, and I look forward when arriving in England to buying a new sim
card and cutting all connection with Telstra for good! It meant that we couldn’t ring
Peter French, but eventually he turned up, hardly changed since we worked together
at St John’s Wodonga. We loaded his borrowed station wagon and headed thirty miles
north to Princeton on the wrong side of the road talking non stop all the way.
So ended a very happy, utterly fascinating and extremely blessed trip on a fine ship,
the Bahia. The first and longest portion of our great journey to “the haven where we
would be.”

Levitating in Cartagena
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