Panama-canal!

This part of our travel report is with great thanks to Mr Wilhelm Wilhelmsen for letting us use his handling agent Barwil.

We arrived as planned in the evening of Feb 28th. Upon arrival we tried several times to call Christobal Signal, the traffic control center, but without success. Next day I found out that the speaker in my VHF handset had stopped working. However we sneaked inn and found the local Yacht Club only to be sent out to anchor at The Flats. Monday morning it was time to try to get things moving. A call to the agent Barwil and the snow ball started rolling. A small obstacle turned up as Haffies Malaysian passport was on the “special visa required list” and I had to take a taxi together with a custom officer to Balboa. One hour each way, 3 minutes to get the passport stamped and back again! Well back the immigration officer decided that even I needed a visa. New taxi to town together with the officer, Color copy (photo) of my passport, finger prints, fill out forms with the names of my deceased parents, 45 minutes,  and then back again. Of course a few dollars had to change hands as they always do here. Imran Hans they found out did not need a visa, but I had to pay one dollar for the phone call to Panama so they could get the confirmation!
Colon is considered one of the most unsafe places for yachters to visit. The city itself is quite safe, but getting there, only some 500meters, is the big problem. On the way a housing area of rather dubious character has to be passed and we met enough people that regretted that walk. Taxi to town, one dollar, is the only solution for a safe transit. With an unemployment rate of 29, 8% no wonder crime rate is high. So far we have avoided walking around in Colon. The people seem to live mainly on the streets and beggars harass you at every possible occasion.  Practically there is no reason to leave the Yacht Club as everything you need to do may be fixed and or arranged by some of the local contractors. We have Chino, the “manager” of the dinghy dock. Collects his 2 dollars every day and fixes small things like filling gas tanks, getting me a horn etc. Then comes perhaps for us the most important: Alfonse our line handler boss. When passing every boat needs 4 line handlers and one pilot, the advisor? The later is provided by the canal company, handlers may be own crew, borrowed crew from other boats or rented in professionals. As I do not feel like gambling on safety I have hired Alfonse and his friends for the passage. After a few days the “admeasurer” came onboard with his bundle of papers that had to be filled out, but first the boat had to be measured from bow to stern. Finally someone that knew and could write Tonsberg straight out, he was quite familiar to the Whilhelmsen fleet! The only entertainment we have when waiting onboard is to listen to channel 12 on the VHF radio, Alfonse got me a new speaker in the handset. In total 36 boats are passing through the canal every day. Every boat has to report to Christobal Signal and all movements are controlled from there.  It is quite amazing how many dialects there are of the English language there are at sea! Even contacts between ships and agents go on ch 12, and Barwil seems to be one of the most popular one! We finally got our transit date, the 11th, and then it is off to Flamenco island on the Pacific side for a haul out and new bottom paint on Haffiman.
But sitting onboard all the time is a bit too boring so we rented a taxi for a day and went to the Gatun Locks to have a peak on how it works. Amazing to watch how the big Panamax containerships are handled through the locks. With the help of small locomotives they are guided safely through with hardly an inch clearance on each side but not a sound to be heard from metal hitting the rough concrete walls of the dock. For each boat to pass they drain 56.000.000 gallons of water from the artificial lake that has been made, but I have to mention they have a 7 months rainy season down here! 58 % of the total water drained from the lakes goes to the locks; the rest goes to power production and drinking water. The income from the canal represents 6, 4 % of Panamas GDP, and constitutes 43 % of the public utilities sector.
March 08:

No doubt that we have ended in a “Banana Republic”! We just got the message that our transit time has been changed to march 21. What exactly are going on we do not know, but have left it all to Barwil to sort out. It seems that boats are moved up and down the list without any logic, unless there is the usual “one dollar syndrome” operating somewhere. Will be interesting later today to see what happens. At the moment we just have to wait and see.

March 10:

Finally things seems to be sorted out, our passing is now finally scheduled for the 11th. 

March  11: 
After a few adjustments about the time of departure, we picked up our “line handlers” : Chino with half of his family, and picked up the advisor at 18.00.  A Moody 35 and a 41 ft catamaran were to go at the same time and we were told it would be a nesting, all boats tied together with the catamaran as center boat. The darkness came before we arrived at the Gatun Lock. The plan was to nest up the boats before entering the locks and then enter as one unit. The catamaran with French captain and some other yachters as line handlers seemed for a moment to try to run away in a cat and mouse play. And our advisor was for a moment not quite happy. It proved that the captain did not understand either English or Spanish, so finally one of his crew had to translate as best he could. This caused quite a delay in the chain of command from the advisor to the captain. However we got safely in and properly tied up behind a cargo ship. Even though the locks are floodlighted it is a rare feeling looking up on 9 meters of wet concrete walls and the gate is closed behind you. The water starts “boiling” around the boat; the line handler’s takes in the slacks at the locks is filled up, and if everything works out you are climbing 9 meters in approximately 10 minutes. The catamaran looked like a chicken farm as the crew ran around to take pictures; we and the Moody had all the handling that went  perfect. We got safe through the Gatun Locks and anchored for the night at a mooring bouy some mile into the lake. The advisor left us, and there we were in the darkness together with the French catamaran and our four line handlers, Chino and his relatives. As a heavy rain set in during the night it got quite crowded downstairs, but we survived. Next morning a new advisor arrived together with the screams of the monkeys in the rainforest surrounding us. Off we went taking some short cuts here and there to save time. What an odd feeling cruising on the lake in between islands with the mangrove forest all down into the water, and here and there some single trees sticking up like navigation marks. Hot like in a bakery, some 35C, humid but still not to bad. I may understand the living hell it must have been for the people once starting to build this impressive waterway. And finally up here in the lakes we met two Norwegian boats, first the Bergesen and second the Wilhelmsen Car transporter giving us a nice blow in the horn as she saw our Norwegian flag!
We kept on through the man made Gaillard Cut and under the new impressive bridge, and then it was another fight again trying to get tied up to the French catamaran again. We finally succeeded and got into the Pedro Miguel Locks for our first decent. A near incident happened as the handlers in the lock managed to put the lines on Richards’s boat on the same pulley and the whole nest started a nasty twitch. Quick reverse on Haffiman got it back in line again, and a nice thank you from my line handlers and the advisor for saving what could have been a bad incident. A good reminder of what might happen; this is not a place to enjoy the scenery, but to stay alert. It even proved the needs of having line handlers that are trained and experienced in different situations. My advice will be always to have at least 2 experienced handlers that even understand Spanish and may communicate directly with the advisor. But we got safe through both the Pedro Miguel and Miraflores Locks and was finally out in the Pacific!!! The Advisor was picked up as we passed under The American Bridge, our handlers we let off at the Balboa Yacht Club and we continued towards The Flamenco Yacht Club hoping to get Haffiman out of the water for a bottom job. At Flamenco we managed finally to get a mooring bouy inside the break water. But first we were inspected by the health authorities wondering if we had any pets or foreign food onboard! This after having stayed for almost two weeks in Colon! Luckily the Barwil boarding officer came at the same time and no “one dollar fees” were issued! Our papers were in perfect order. We managed to get Haffiman up, not without some heavy arguments and a day delay, and moved into Country Inn for a stay ashore for the first time since we left Europe last November. No secret that we all looked forward to that luxury! However that was not to be as we expected.  After 3 days on the toilet I had to see a doctor. 4 shots in the butt and a bag of IV go me back in shape again, just as Haffiman was finished and ready to go back at sea again. At least Haffie and Imran Hans had some relaxing time in the pool and a little shopping in the city. 
At the moment, March 24, we are waiting for our mail to arrive from Norway, and in the meantime Haffie had to see our doctor again for an infection in the eye. This does not seem to be a healthy place, but we just have to wait a few more days and try to make the best out of it.
We will try to give a small update before we continue to the Galapagos, hopefully next week.( end March).

