2015 World Cruise Log: Salalah

SATURDAY, MARCH 28:  As is our wont, we were up before 5am to watch the sail in to Salalah, Oman.  After we got our coffee and tea, we first went aft on the promenade deck to watch for bioluminescence.  Sadly there was none, this time.

So Gin & I spent some quality time in the pleasant morning air on the darkened top deck of the ship watching the lights of the coastline go by.  I had determined that we were not going to go into the comparatively uninteresting town of Salalah, but rather spend some time walking the cliffs and shore just outside the port.  More of a nature day, rather than a history day.

When 6am came around, we had our light breakfast and began preparations for our day out.  The ship was docked and the gangplank open at 7:30am and, as usual, we were on the first shuttle bus to the port gate.  The bus dropped us at a long taxi queue in a secured and controlled area just outside the gate.  Gin & I walked immediately out of that area, ignoring the taxi drivers, and onto an uphill road that looked promising.  As we started up the hill, we noticed some yellow birds flitting around in the thorny bushes by the road.  Then we saw their hanging basket-type nests (sort of teardrop shaped) hanging from the thorny twigs.  We spent some time observing their comings and goings and photographing them…a wonderful encounter in the natural world.

Behind the thorn bushes was a six-foot high stucco wall running parallel to the road, and inside the wall was the Mausoleum of Bin Arabiah, which consisted of several white stucco buildings.  We found an open gate and went in.  We were met by the caretaker, a local who apparently lived on the site, and kept a veggie garden there.  He said we could walk around and photograph everything.  He also showed us his garden, which had some variety of gourd squashes, green peppers, a reddish plant that looked like it was in the spinach family, spearmint, and eggplant.  Yet another friendly local, and another pleasant encounter.

We walked on, to the top of the hill, to a place called The Oasis Club, a private enclave that was not open at this time of day.  On the way, we had noticed a nice beach off to the right so, after looking out over the Arabian Sea and seeing lots of small fish and a southern stingray in the clear, warm water, I suggested we get right back onto the bus and go get our snorkel gear.  We did.  After our experience in Bora Bora, we brought nothing that wasn’t going into the water with us…shipboard keycard, ID cards, port pass, and a credit card, all of which were tucked inside our dive skins.  Fins, booties, snorkels and masks, for the rest.  Not too long later, we had returned to that little beach and were in the water swimming around the rocky promontory of the Oasis Club.  We ignored a sign of dire warnings of dangerous currents, possible death by drowning, etc.  None of it was true with the present gentle sea conditions.  There was no coral, but lots of rugged basaltic rock that had ended its flow in the sea providing nooks and crannies for the sea life.  Around the point of the promontory, we found that the sea had carved a large, high-ceilinged cave into the rock.  It was very cool.  As for sea life, there were plenty of the common species of small fish, some sea cucumbers, urchins, catfish, etc.  We enjoyed ourselves for the better part of an hour and, not having snorkeled since Bora Bora, found we were getting a little crampy in the calves.  So, in the name of safety, we slowly swam back around to the beach.  When we got there, lo and behold, the word had spread quickly about this beach because there were about 15 people from the ship milling around.  Happily, none of them were prepared to snorkel, but were just puttering around at water’s edge, so we had the bay to ourselves.

Around 12:30pm we went back to the ship.  We showered and washed our snorkel gear, and hung our skins and suits up to dry, all of which took about an hour.  Then it was lunch and an easy afternoon lazing around the Lido deck while downloading and reviewing photos, drinking iced tea, and watching the crew prepare the Lido pool area for the big sail away party featuring free drinks.  They decorated the area to look like a sultan’s harem and all the crew were dressed in caftans and Arab head coverings.  Clever and fun.

When the party began a little before 4pm, we had a couple of Corona Extra beers, ate some nice hors d’oeuvres, watched and photographed the belly dancer performance, and enjoyed the music of The Neptunes jazz trio.  At 5pm the captain pulled out of the Port of Salalah and headed out to sea for the run along the coast of Yemen, as the party continued unabated.  It went on past 5:30pm and eventually wound down when the bars closed shortly thereafter.  Nice sail away.

Yemen is presently under air assault by Saudi Arabia and Egyptian forces.  The captain came on the PA system to assure us that we would be in no danger and that we’d be running well out to sea during the next couple of days.  He also noted that as we approach the horn of Africa and Somalia he would increase speed to the ship’s full capability of 23 knots and remain so until we have gone through the Gateway of Tears (the narrow passage into the Red Sea) and safely into the Red Sea and Saudi Arabian waters.  So we’ll have four consecutive days at sea, then a day at Aqaba, Jordan and the tour of Petra.  Then we’ll transit the Suez Canal, which is an event in itself.  

Now back to our regular programming.  We went in for dinner about 6pm, and kept it light, considering the goodies we’d already consumed at the party.

The evening entertainment was a British singer, piano player, tap dancer named Peter Cutler, backed up by the Amsterdam Orchestra.  High energy, great voice.  Could have done without the tap dancing and piano playing.  It felt a little forced, like “look at all my show skills!”  He has a musical theatre background in the West End of London.  A pleasant enough evening, though.

At bedtime, the pedometer showed almost six miles, but that did not include our walk to and from the beach with our snorkel gear.

SUNDAY, MARCH 29:  Today marks the return to normalcy aboard the ship.  The GI lockdown has officially ended, and we can get our own coffee and tea, make our own salads, generally serve ourselves without intervention by a rubber-gloved crewmember…about damned time.  That stupidity ran for 3 weeks and two days.

We were up at 5am, and in the gym to begin the first of four consecutive sea days.  We noticed our calves were a bit stiff and sore from yesterday’s snorkeling—our large fins put extra stress on the ankles and calves—so it was good to stretch them a little in our gym routine.  The sea day schedule is in effect.  Barbara gave a morning briefing on the upcoming port of Aqaba, Jordan and the historical site of Petra.  I didn't attend either guest lecture.  The afternoon 2-miler was more good exercise to stretch our calves.

Evening entertainment is a European (Poland) clarinetist who pretentiously goes by one name:  Woytek.  He was about 20 years and 20 pounds past his publicity photo, but he could sure play the clarinet…and he truly shared the stage with the Amsterdam Orchestra, giving each of them some jazz solo time.  He played jazz, classical, and show tunes, then mixed them together.  Thoroughly entertaining when he was playing…not so much when he was talking.  When we called it a day, the pedometer read about five miles.  

MONDAY, MARCH 30:  Sea day.  5am. Coffee. Tea. Gym. Excursions presentation on Jordan, Israel, and some of the Mediterranean stops.  Barbara’s port lecture on the Israel stops in Ashdod and Haifa.  Lunch.  Sunday NY Times Crossword.  Two-Mile Deck Walk.  Dinner.  Entertainment:  Toni Warne again.  Great again.  Bedtime again.  Pedometer: five miles.

TUESDAY, MARCH 31:  Mostly repeat yesterday.  Barbara talked about Kusadasi, Turkey.  Formal night, and we skipped the evening entertainment of the AS&D in favor of staying in and reading.  Pedometer, 4 ½ miles.

WEDNESDAY, APRIL 1:  This is our fourth consecutive lost at sea day, somewhere in the Red Sea.  Four-hour gym workout.  Skipped lunch, in favor of negotiating a lasting Middle East peach agreement, whereby all states of the Middle East would buy peaches solely from the United States.  All the proxy sheiks and sultans were there from the Salalah sail away.  We celebrated the accord with a 14-mile power walk on the promenade deck.  In the evening, we had a private dinner with the captain and his lovely wife, featuring some kind of peachy dessert…num num num…after which we were royally entertained by 1001 Arabian Nights belly dancers…num num num…when we finally fell into bed, this day was long past and the pedometer showed 37 miles.  Busy day.

APRIL FOOL!

The real day had a return to the Queen’s Lounge of Peter Cutler with a wonderful evening performance…just great songs and great singing.  Our pedometer was a little over 4 miles today...a little short because the wind over the outside decks was averaging 42 knots…not pleasant.
