2015 World Cruise Log: Ponta Delgada

WEDNESDAY, APRIL 22:  We were up early to watch the sail-in to Ponta Delgada on the island of Sao Miguel.  The captain had us on the dock at around 7:30am.  As predicted, it was overcast and spitting rain.  As we walked off the ship, we saw the Regal Princess cruise ship sailing in…an unplanned stop for them due to that nasty Atlantic storm.  

Because I was afraid the overcast would put the volcano of Sete Cidades in the clouds, my plan B had been to go to Furnas, with its hot springs, parks, and gardens.  But by the time we walked to the bus stop across from the Tourist Info Center, the skies had begun to show patches of blue off to the west, so I said plan A was back in effect, which was to take the early bus #205 to Sete Cidades, a village inside a collapsed volcanic caldera.  But instead of going all the way to the village, we got off at Vista del Rei, a trail that goes around the rim of the crater.  The ride from Ponta Delgada was lovely as we passed through small mountainside villages reminiscent of Amalfi, with their narrow roads and tile roofs…at one point, we even did the same bus dance with another bus.   We saw great views of the rugged coast and deep ravines as we rode up the southern side of the volcano.  As we got off the bus at the rim, one of those magical moments happened…a herd of about 50 dairy cows, some in need of milking, was being led right up the highway, blocking traffic in both directions.  The farmer was leading a bull by a leash, and the cows followed.  His wife was bringing up the rear, making sure none of the ladies wandered away.  Then, with the bus driver waiting patiently, the farmer led them off the road and onto the rim trail we were about to hike.  As it turns out they had several pastures along the outside of the rim into which they distributed the cows.  The bull got his own pasture, away from the ladies.

Anyway, from the bus stop, as we walked the rim trail, we were careful where we stepped, because the cows had dropped lots of fresh liquidy poop as they went up the trail ahead of us.  Poop notwithstanding, the magic continued as we thoroughly enjoyed our solitude for five miles around the circular caldera, and spectacular views of its cinder cones, steep, green inner walls, verdant farm fields, cattle, and the village of Sete Cidades and its lakes, one blue and one green.  We arrived at the northern side of the rim where several bus tours had disgorged their sheeple, to take pictures at an overlook, ending our lovely solitude.  We didn’t tarry long there, but rather found a trail that snaked down the steep inside wall, eventually to the floor of the caldera.  We were the only people on that trail…ah, lovely solitude again.  The trail was steep, with loose, gravelly, tricky footing…glad we were going down and not up.  When we reached the floor of the caldera, we met a couple of farmers repairing erosion to their dirt road between fields.  They said it had rained a lot last night, and that we were very lucky to have such nice weather for our trek.  We agreed. They pointed the way to the road that went into Sete Cidades, and we continued on.  Fields and cows and crops and farmhouses across the valley were in their own little world here inside the volcano.  Eventually we came to the village, and went down to the lakefront park, where we realized it was lunchtime.  So we sat on a platform at the ultramodern park headquarters building, looking out at the lake, and had our picnic.  We walked the streets of this picturesque little village photographing it all.  Then I figured we should find out what time the next bus left for Ponta Delgada.  The locals said not until 4:30pm, but if we went up the south rim road 4km (2½ miles) we could catch one at 3pm in Mosteiros.  That beat hanging around the village for the next 3½ hours, so we started walking out of the valley toward Mosteiros.  About a mile up the road, it began to sprinkle rain, so we put our ponchos on and kept going.  Not long after that, a young Dutch couple touring the island on their own stopped and gave us a ride the rest of the way up to Mosteiros in their rental car.  Well that saved us some time, and gave us the opportunity to walk around Mosteiros, itself a pretty little village high on the rim of the volcano.  At 3pm, the bus showed up as scheduled, and we had another picturesque ride down the volcano back to Ponta Delgada.  We got off the bus on the western edge of town, at the huge old fort.  We climbed to the top of the sea wall to watch the massive storm waves crashing against the wall sending salt spray over 100 feet into the air.  Then we walked around the fort, and into the alleys and plazas of the city.  It was still a couple of miles to the ship from this end of town, but we enjoyed a leisurely, photographic stroll.  At one large plaza fronted by a large church they were doing serious decorations and wiring lights to everything.  I asked what the event was, and a guy told us it was preparations for Santo Cristo celebrations, that are the week of May 5.  It’s the biggest religious holiday in the Azores (except, maybe Christmas).  

After dinner, Ginny went to the evening show, but I opted for putting my feet up and enjoying the quiet of our cabin and a good Jonathan Kellerman psychological thriller.  Over 14 miles on the pedometer.  Big day…

THURSDAY, APRIL 23:  With the bus schedules for other towns being pretty sparse, I decided to spend today in Ponta Delgada.  Today would be a garden day.  There are three lovely and important gardens in this city:  Jose do Canto, a true botanical garden; Antonio Borges Garden; and the Presidential Palace (Palacio de Santa Ana) gardens.  We were down the gangplank shortly after dawn, and as we walked we watched the city waking up.  It was a couple of miles from the ship to the first garden, and on the way we found the central market whose produce merchants were just setting up for the day’s business.  There was also had a fish market there whose catch seemed to be on the smallish side.  There were even some baby parrot fish, which surprised us, as well as some medium sized moray eels.

We also passed the Carlos Machado Museum whose panel truck was, itself, a work of art illustrating the museum’s cultural offerings, in 3D, bursting through the roof of the truck.  Made us smile.

We followed our little street map to the Jose do Canto Garden, and found it wasn’t really open at this early hour, but the gate was standing wide open, so we went on in.  Ginny was in horticulture heaven.  Everything had detailed labels and there were a very wide variety of plants from around the world.  One of her questions was, “With all these imported plants, what’s really native to these isolated islands?”  She found her answer after walking all over the garden.  In a back corner, behind a stonewall, was what appeared to be a nursery area in which every plant was native to the Azores…specific varieties of cherry, viburnum, heather, holly, pericallis, and others.  When we had fully walked this garden, we headed out the now officially open gate, and headed next door to the Presidential Palace, but were told by a very serious armed guard at the gate that it didn’t open until 10am.  It was only 9am, so we went about six more blocks west to the third one, the Antonio Borges Garden, a large public park directly across from the local high school.  This park is a genuine treasure.  Its horticultural centerpiece is a massive banyan-like fig tree.  It’s also the site of some very old fortifications, man-made caves, etc. that have been pretty well preserved.  I’ll have to look them up when we get home, because they were not labeled, which struck me as strange.  We spent over an hour here, and then headed back toward the Presidential Palace.  On the way, however, we saw that a very nice cemetery was open, so we first walked through there, photographing the vaults, memorials, and the pretty little chapel.

At the palace, we had to go through a little security check, in which they copied down my driver’s license info, and issued us badges on lanyards to wear around our necks, and charged us the senior rate of 1 euro each.  No entry into the palace itself…only the gardens surrounding it.  These are formal gardens that require constant care to maintain the look and feel, but are beautiful, nonetheless, as was the classic architecture and interesting color of the palace itself—a shade of rust red, with white trim.  Striking.  In back of the palace are the greenhouses, nurseries, and some less formal gardens, as well as the old palace stable and carriage house.  By the time we had seen the grounds, we discovered it was picnic time, so we wandered back down to the pond in the front garden and had our picnic on a bench there.  Very pleasant.  Then we turned in our passes, and bid El Presidente adios.

We continued our walk even farther uphill on the back streets and found ourselves at the edge of the city, looking across a freeway at a rural scene…cows, fields with stonewalls dividing them, etc.  Eventually, we wound our way back to a bus stop near the north edge of town, and waited for the Line B Minibus.  It felt good to take a load off.  For the princely sum of 35 cents each, we rode the minibus back to the port and decided to call it a day at about 3pm.  We spent the rest of the afternoon downloading, reviewing, and relaxing.  After dinner, we retired to the cabin.  Earlier in the day, I had predicted to Ginny that the Atlantic storm causing the high winds and all those big waves would cause this evening’s “Dancing With the Stars” competition to be postponed for another night.  And sure enough, after we had left port, our ship was doing some serious rockin’ and rollin’ on the high seas, when Gene came on the PA and announced the schedule changes.  And so to bed, rocked to sleep by the sea.  Turn the clocks back one hour tonight...we’re now on the prime meridian time zone.  Over 8 miles on the pedometer for the day.

FRIDAY, APRIL 24:  Sea day, the first of six that will take us across the Atlantic Ocean to our home port.  We got up a little before 5am to go to the gym, but the ship is still running in 12-foot seas with 50 knots of wind across the deck, which makes walking look and feel like a drunken sailor.  A little too unsafe for using the gym, and when we checked, it was empty…so the usual early gym rats must’ve agreed.  We parked ourselves out on the Lido pool deck, sipping our beverages and eating our usual light breakfast, while we watched the swimming pool behave like an out of control washing machine, sloshing over on the deck, sending high splashes against the sides, and generally looking like the gnarly ocean around us.

As the morning wore on toward 11am, I noticed that the winds had dropped significantly, down to around 24 knots across the deck, so it looks like we’re driving into somewhat nicer weather.  It’ll take a while for the seas to smooth out a little, but for now it’s still very lumpy as we rock and roll across the Atlantic.

As this quiet day has passed, the seas have become somewhat less rocky, which was nice as we dressed formally for our turn at the Captain’s Dinner in the Pinnacle Grill.  Cocktails began at 6pm in the Wajang Theater/Culinary Arts Center.  We both had wine.  Dinner, as expected, was a very elegant, four course affair with a different wine served with each one.  The food was delicious and beautifully presented.  Our table mates were David and Patty, of Ohio, and the ship’s officer was the head of housekeeping, Shiv, from New Delhi, India.  Polite conversation all around, which became slightly blurry with all the wine they served.  At the end, the Staff Captain toasted our voyage.  Captain Mercer was not in attendance.  Each guest was then given a parting gift of a ceramic travel mug, embossed with this world voyage route on a Mercator map.  Back in our cabin, it was bedtime, after aspirin and hydration to counter the overabundance of wines tonight.  The pedometer showed only 1.30 miles today.  A note on our bed said:  Clocks go back another hour tonight.  

SIDE NOTE:  With all of our ports behind us on this world cruise, I decided to check the pedometer to answer Dori’s question to us before we left, which was:  “How many miles do you walk on a long cruise like this?”  The answer is that when we get back to Fort Lauderdale, we will have taken around 1.3 million steps, or around 730 miles.  Simply amazing.  That’s roughly the equivalent of walking from Baltimore, Maryland to Jacksonville, Florida.  

SATURDAY, APRIL 25:  Sea day.  The seas are much smoother and the winds calmer this morning, but the weather is gloomy and overcast with periods of rain.  We slept late after last night’s debauchery.  It was almost 7am when we got to the Lido for breakfast.  Slugabeds.  Quiet morning.  Lunch.  Since we still have some shipboard credit left, we went shopping for clothes for Ginny.  I also bought a windbreaker to replace my fading PING jacket.  The afternoon was also very quiet.  I spent it catching up with this log, and she worked on the trek pages. (Note from Ginny: actually I was working on corrections and the index to my third book. I'd received the proofs at one of our stops in the Mediterranean Sea. They were due May 1, the day after we hit Ft. Lauderdale!)  I’ve also noticed a slight scratchiness in my throat, and a need to cough.  It feels like a cold may have caught me…oh, the irony…all the bugs and sickness that has plagued this ship for 110 days, and in the last days of the cruise a cold gets me.  By early evening the weather was deteriorating again, with increasing winds and waves.  The captain noted that this was an unpredicted bit of weather, but not as extreme as the past couple of days.  Dinner, skip the A S & D show.  A little over a mile today.  A swig of NyQuil for bedtime.  Turn the clocks back one hour again tonight.  

SUNDAY, APRIL 26:  Sea day.   Slept til 6am.  Then another very quiet day.  I did the Saturday NY Times crossword.  Lunchtime was not routine.  The culinary department had set up a large buffet in the main dining room featuring the many types of foods they prepare over the course of a voyage.  We decided to partake.  I went during the photo session from 11am to noon to capture the spread for our shipboard photo folder.  Then at noon, they opened the door and in we went.  Truthfully, while it was a pretty spread, it was just OK as far as the food flavors and seasonings went.  Surprisingly, the lobster tail medallions were completely flavorless…hmmmm.  Their day-to-day work easily surpasses this special spread for deliciosity.  It was like they prepared it all for appearance, not taste.  The desserts, however, were very tasty and decadent and abundant.  

The weather has once again begun to deteriorate as the winds and waves are increasing the rock and roll of the ship.  

This evening, after a light dinner we went to the Mariner Appreciation Night cocktail party.  Yesterday the room steward delivered our silver medallions recognizing over 300 cruising days with Holland America Line, and tonight we dressed formally and wore our medallions to the Queen’s Lounge where we were recognized for that loyalty milestone.  Pictures with Capt Mercer and Hotel Director, Henk Mensink.  Clocks back another hour tonight.

I mentioned yesterday that I had a scratchy throat, and it seems that it was true.  Throughout today I've been getting a mild cough...more to come.  More NyQuil tonight.  And so another day ends with only about a mile and a half on the pedometer.

MONDAY, APRIL 27:  Sea day.  Slept in this morning until 6am.  The weather has once again come to gale-force with 56-knot winds across the deck.  The seas are also back up to about 12 feet.  The Atlantic has been a bit cranky for this crossing.  The captain’s forecast is that sometime tonight we should drive out of this stormy area and perhaps have a smoother last two days at sea.

Quiet morning doing the Sunday NY Times crossword.  At 11am, we attended the 4-Star Mariner brunch…and we were amazed at just how many 4-Star folks there are on this cruise.  Not a very exclusive group when you get on World Cruises.  

I checked with the front desk this morning to reconcile our account, and to see how much of our shipboard credit is left.  We’re good.  Maybe a bit more shopping.  By late afternoon, my cough was becoming a bit more than mild.  NyQuil before the evening show to keep from coughing through the performance.

Tonight’s show was The Flyboys, a British singing group with a distinctly 1930s sound, reminiscent of "Triplets of Belleville" music.  Some acapella and some with a recorded, brass oriented, sound track.  No brass in the AO.  Once again we end the day with only a couple of miles on the pedometer.

TUESDAY, APRIL 28:  As soon as I stirred this morning I found the coughing has become violent and I feel serious phlegm in my upper respiratory tract.  Runny nose in constant need of blowing.  A full-on case of the same shipboard crud I contracted in the early weeks of the 2012 cruise.  At least it waited until the very end to hunt me down this time.  But now it has me with a vengeance, and makes me miserable.  I've pretty much stayed in the cabin except to eat today.  Just reading and writing.  Quiet time.  I did spend some of my cabin time packing my bags, so that's done.  

Gin went to see the show tonight, but I stayed in for reading and an early bedtime.  Drink lots of fluids and get lots of rest.  NyQuil to let me sleep the night through without coughing.  Again, less than two miles today.

WEDNESDAY, APRIL 29:  Last day at sea, and last day of the cruise.  At 6am tomorrow morning we'll be in Fort Lauderdale.  After breakfast, Gin commandeered the cabin to do her packing, so I found a quiet spot up on the Lido deck to do the NY Times crossword.

I also went to the front desk to get a final statement of our account.  Of our original $1,050 of promotional credits, some went for two of the HAL shore excursions, and with some of it we bought some nice clothing from the limited selection in the ship's shops.  That left $136 on the last day, so I had the front desk add it to our hotel charges for the crew tip fund.  Promotional credits are use or lose, so that's how we used them to zero out our account.

When Ginny finished packing, we turned the room over to the cabin stewards to make it up for the day, and then we pretty much spent the rest of the day reading, writing, and laying out trek pages.  After dinner, we were in for the night and I reviewed things I needed to do tomorrow morning.

We're doing expedited disembarkation, which means we'll get off the ship carrying our own bags at 7:15am.  So we double-checked everything to be sure we'd do that without any hiccups.  All was in order.  NyQuil and I was asleep by 7:30pm for an early wake up.  Only a couple of miles today.

THURSDAY, APRIL 30:  The anticipation of heading home this morning had us both up at 5am.  Breakfast before sunrise, and just as the rosy fingers of dawn were touching the eastern sky, we sailed into Port Everglades and were docked at a little after 6am.  With expedited departure for 7:15, we gathered our stuff and did the final bag drag up to the bow of the 2nd deck and parked ourselves fourth in line with about 40 minutes to wait.  We were READY.  They released us on time and it was a long bag drag to customs, where we showed our passports and customs declarations...no bag inspections was a pleasant surprise.  Then another long bag drag all the way back the length of the terminal to the rental car shuttle pickup point.  We had made such good time getting off the ship that we had to wait almost half an hour for the first shuttle of the day.  As we waited, bus loads of ship workers were being dropped off near us. The Amsterdam was headed to a 14-day dry dock session in the Bahamas. Shortly after 8am the shuttle showed, we got our car, and were off to see Dori and Suvi.

Dori had taken the morning off to see us, give us our mail, introduce us to Kathy the nanny, and re-introduce us to the lovely and talented Miss Suvi.  Kathy was nice and had coffee ready for us...aaaaahhh.  Suvi has grown and developed significantly in our four-month absence, and she has become a charming little human being who smiles a lot and really likes people...what a personality!  Dori has finished Suvi's room and it's a perfect baby place.  We visited for a couple of hours and it was time to get on the road.

Five hours later, we were home, and I began waking up the house we'd put to sleep so long ago.  All was in order, and no disasters had befallen our home.  Life is good.

EPILOGUE:  We agreed that this world cruise felt completely different from our first one.  We knew and understood so much more.  I was much better prepared from a plotting and scheming perspective.  I also learned that for some specific ports, private tours set up by Cruise Critic members (especially Charlotte Holland) are a good and cost effective way to go.  We have now lived on the MS Amsterdam for almost nine months as our home away from home.  This itinerary, even though it was changed for political and weather events, was most excellent.
