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February 28, 2007

For the last 6 years Clare and I took some long trips in March, usually to Europe, but this year we decided to wait until May to cross the Atlantic.  But we knew we would have an urge to get away to a warmer spot at some point during the cold weather.  But where could we travel for a short period of time that we hadn’t visited before?  And where would there also be some rail interest?  Although we had been to Cuba, Jamaica and St. John, we had never gone to any other islands in the Caribbean.  The Tren Urbano in San Juan, Puerto Rico finally opened 2 years ago and Fred Schneider had expressed an interest in seeing both the new rail line and the American island territory.

I recalled that Julien and Martha Wolfe had taken a cruise to Caracas, and I also knew that a few urban heavy rail systems had recently been inaugurated in Venezuela.  I started checking into cruises to that country but found that there were now very few;  obviously the anti-American government of Hugo Chavez has taken a toll on Venezuela’s tourist industry and its appeal as a destination for Americans.  At the same time I looked into other rail attractions in the area and found that the tourist operation at Arroyo in Puerto Rico had been discontinued a few years ago.  But on the bright side, a Google search of Caribbean railroads indicated a new passenger service on the Island of St. Kitts.  

When looking for Venezuela cruises I had come upon one from San Juan that stopped at St. Kitts.  And it was of a short duration, only 3 days.  Having never been on a cruise before, the idea of trying one out in conjunction with a trip to Puerto Rico was very intriguing.  We ascertained that Royal Caribbean Lines (officially Royal Caribbean International) operates the Empress of the Seas on a 3-day itinerary from San Juan to St. Kitts and St. Maarten about once a month and decided to try it out.  Thus we coordinated our visit to Puerto Rico with the dates of the liner’s schedule.  We selected the trip that would leave San Juan on Friday night, January 26 and return on Monday morning, January 29.  It was easy to find a flight to San Juan on Tuesday, January 23 with a return late in the day of January 29 (see attached itinerary).

I asked Fred and Marie Schneider, and Phil and Sue Craig to accompany us on the cruise, but the ladies had other commitments.  Nevertheless Fred was still interested in seeing Puerto Rico, so he signed on for Tuesday to Friday, and later Phil also decided to join us.  Prior to Thanksgiving Delta had advertised a rate of $89 each way (plus taxes and fees) from the New York area to San Juan, which resulted in a total cost of $221 for the round trip, while Continental was posting a price of $231.  By the time I was ready to make the reservations, those fares had expired and $241 was the cheapest on either airline.  Knowing from previous experience that the fares would probably go down again in December I decided to check daily.  In December 3rd’s New York Times Delta advertised a fare of $99 each way, but Continental had not matched it.  But on December 5, I found that Continental was now charging only $202 total, so I jumped on that immediately and bought e-tickets for Fred, Clare and me.  By the time Phil made his decision to go, the fare was back up to $241, which was still a decent price.

I usually use Expedia to determine hotel rates and availability, checking the reasonably priced and well located ones on TripAdvisor to make sure they are not noisy, dirty or unsafe.  All of the hotels listed were either in Old San Juan or the Condado Beach area, a good distance from Tren Urbano.  Most were priced at resort rates, but a few met our requirements and I was able to make reservations at the Coral Princess Hotel for $120 (double) to $150 (twin) per night.  I also reserved an outside stateroom on the ship through the travel agent I (and Bruce Russell) usually use (he formerly had a store front near my home, but now works out of Teaneck), and we were all set.

I had scheduled a 1 p.m. flight, figuring that there would be sufficient time for Fred to drive up from Lancaster and park in our driveway for the duration of the trip, but the logistics were changed when Phil decided to come along, and he invited Fred to spend the night before the flight at his home in Upper Montclair.  But because of the outrageous fees the airlines charge to change reservations, we stayed with the 1 p.m. departure rather than moving up our getaway time.  I printed our boarding passes on line and changed Fred’s seat to one that would allow him and Phil to sit alongside each other (in an exit row).  

We originally planned to reach our flight by riding New Jersey Transit (via Secaucus Jct.) and the Newark Airport monorail (now called AirTrain), but at the last moment decided to use a taxi, which came in at only $50 (including tip) for the four of us.  We got through security very quickly (including the hand checking of my film and camera) and were ready to board by 11 a.m., although Continental did not start the process until about 12:30.

The flight aboard the Boeing 737 was relatively smooth.  The aircraft, which was about 2/3 full, pushed off at 1:03 (1:00) and we were in the air by 1:30.  The flight attendants passed out earphones for the movie, The Lake House, but we passed in favor of the opportunity to read and solve the Sudoku puzzles in Continental’s flight magazine.  Cheeseburgers were served for lunch, which Clare and I found sufficient and tasty.  We turned our watches ahead by one hour (Puerto Rico is on Atlantic Time) and we touched down at 5:43, reaching the gate at 5:47 (5:53).  San Juan’s Luis Munoz Marin International Airport is dominated by American Airlines (and its American Eagle subsidiary), but I noticed that all the major U. S. carriers were in attendance with flights to and from their hubs.  But most connecting flights to other Caribbean destinations are operated by American’s fleet of aircraft, ranging from small prop units to jets of various sizes.  I guess American’s domination of Caribbean traffic dates back to its acquisition of O. Roy Chalk’s Trans-Caribbean Airways in 1971 and its trade with Pan Am for that carrier’s Caribbean routes in 1975.  I vividly (and fondly) remember D. C. Transit’s PCC cars being lettered “an affiliate of Trans-Caribbean Airways.”

We were greeted by a blast of sultry air as we alit onto the gangway, and were happy we would be able to enjoy warm weather on the Isla Encantada (Enchanted Island, the motto on Puerto Rico’s license plates) for the next few January days.  After picking up our luggage (security personnel conscientiously checked the tags against the stubs applied to our boarding passes) we found a taxi and were taken to our hotel.  The Coral Princess is located on a quiet street two blocks away from the beach in San Juan’s traditional resort area, Condado Beach, and is but a short work from Avenida Ashford, the area’s main thoroughfare.  We had to ring the doorbell to attract the attention of the desk clerk, who then buzzed us in.  To enhance security the hotel was locked from the outside at all times.  Although our room was not as large as it could be, it was clean and quite pleasantly decorated, being equipped with an LCD television set with cable programming supplied by Comcast.  With a decent free Continental breakfast we felt it was a good deal for the San Juan area.  Our room was on the ground floor while Fred and Phil were accommodated two stories further up in this whitewashed four-story elevator-equipped facility.  The public areas were quite attractive, with a tropical forest located in the interior patio leading to the breakfast/lounge area.  We found a young family from Houghton, Michigan at the postage stamp-sized pool, who indicated they were enjoying their stay in San Juan and at the hotel.  [In 1961 I rode the Milwaukee Road-Duluth South Shore & Atlantic Copper Country Limited from that Upper Peninsula iron mining community to Chicago.]

After freshening up we went out to dinner, at about 7:30 p.m.  The desk clerk recommended a nearby traditional Puerto Rican restaurant along Avenida Ashford.  We observed that the street hosts a large number of hotels, restaurants and chain stores, including Walgreen’s, Wendy’s, Subway, Chili’s and so on.  But the restaurant we had been directed to was closed, and so we ate next door at a competitor.  As it turned out, the food was just passable;  fortunately we were able to do much better on the next few days.  We were quite tired and went to bed early, although Clare and I stayed up long enough to watch Veronica Mars on TV (I had set up our VCR to record it, but now we wouldn’t have to wait to get home).

The itinerary for our visit was the following:

Wednesday, January 24:
Tren Urbano

Thursday, January 25:

Auto rental for drive to El Yunque, Puerto Rico’s rain forest

Friday, January 26:

Visit Old San Juan

Puerto Rico and San Juan

For the most part things turned out exactly as planned, but I’ll get to that after I relate my impressions of San Juan and Puerto Rico.  The Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, an island about 100 miles long and 35 miles wide, is a territory of the United States.  This status provides certain benefits, but it has drawbacks as well, and there has been a great deal of dialog about possible future statehood.  The main advantage of its current status is economic, as the island receives a large amount of financial aid and tax exemptions (and tax incentives) for what is a relatively struggling area.  On the other hand full statehood would allow Puerto Rico’s residents, who are American citizens, full voting rights and the ability to run their own affairs in a more democratic manner.  The island has a population of about 4 million, with about 50 percent living in Metropolitan San Juan.  Its other large cities, with populations ranging from 150,000 to 300,000, are spread out along the island’s coastline, and include Agualdilla, Ponce, Arecibo and Mayaguez.  Puerto Rico was originally a Spanish colony and was awarded to the United States in 1898 as a result of the Spanish-American war.  Thus Spanish is the population’s native language, but those people involved in tourism and major commercial enterprises are bilingual.  Both English and Spanish are considered “official” languages.*  

With its ties to the U. S. and the post-World War II revolution in communications and transportation, the Commonwealth is becoming more and more like the mainland, with the same chain stores, restaurants, TV programs, as well as institutions with American standards like hospitals, schools, museums and universities.  Nevertheless one can easily find bodegas and tabernas that still have the ambience of bygone days.  Letter carriers of the U. S. Postal Service can be seen making their rounds in the same trucks and uniforms found here on the mainland, but they may not be able to speak a word of English.  On the other hand, like most of Latin America, soccer is the territory’s most popular sport.  Thus Puerto Rico is a combination of the new and the old, the American and the Latino.  There are beautiful resorts with pristine beaches that contrast sharply with colonial-looking villages with poorly paved streets.  Housing on the island consists of a continuum from old tiny bungalows to new, gated communities.  The population ranges economically from the very poor (in both rural and urban areas) to the very wealthy, the latter living on colonial estates, in large McMansions or fancy high-rise apartments. 

After World War II the decision was made to convert the territory’s agricultural economy to one emphasizing light industry and tourism.  Puerto Rico was a very poor island and this change of policy has served the people very well, as there is now appears to be a thriving middle class.  I suspect that prior to these changes people were either very poor or very rich, with the majority falling into the former category.  The sugar-based economy on most other Caribbean islands is only now being phased out.

As a result of this poverty, the late 1940s and early ’50s saw a huge influx of Puerto Ricans onto the mainland, particularly New York City.  This was depicted very effectively in Arthur Laurents’ reworking of the Romeo and Juliet saga, which was combined with a Leonard Bernstein and Stephen Sondheim score to become the hit musical, West Side Story.  I suspect that the song, America, sung in the original production by Chita Rivera (and in the movie by Rita Moreno), symbolically described life in Puerto Rico (and the lives of Puerto Rican people in America) at that time.  See http://www.mp3lyrics.org/w/west-side-story/america/ for the lyrics.*
The Puerto Rican people come in all colors, ranging from white to black, and on the surface there seems to be little racial prejudice, as most folks consider themselves “Creole” and have a common language and similar interests regardless of the color of their skin.  On the other hand, like many other Latin American countries with mixed populations, including Mexico, Brazil and Peru, I have no doubt that the Caucasian population controls most of the island’s wealth and power structure.

Immediately before our trip we saw newspaper and television reports describing an increase in crime on the island (specifically the number of murders) and that the authorities were considering calling in the National Guard to restore order.  Further investigation however, revealed this was mainly drug-related and would probably have no effect on tourists like us.  However, we were warned about thievery, especially involving automobiles and car parts, and we did see thick metal bars on many doors and windows (and the hotel’s doors were kept locked).  However, I do not know whether the general crime rate in San Juan is any worse than that found in the New York metropolitan area.

The agglomeration of San Juan appears to be the result of sprawl that has joined its former suburbs to the main city.  Greater San Juan has a population of about 2 million and includes the barrios (neighborhoods) of Condado, Hato Rey, Miramar, Santurce and Rio Piedras (among many others), as well as the municipalities of Guaynabo, Caguas, Carolina and Bayamon.  The original city, which is actually on an island, was founded in 1508 by Ponce de Leon and is now called Old San Juan.  It is the primary destination for sightseeing tours.  The beachfront areas of Condado Beach and the newly developed Isla Verde (where the main airport is located) are also important tourist sites.  The latter two areas are home to most of the city’s hotels, including many resorts like the Caribe Hilton (which were the area’s first).  Now just about every chain, including Marriott, Westin, Hyatt and Sheraton, have major four-star facilities.  San Juan’s commercial center is at Hato Rey, which contains many high-rise office buildings in what is now called the “Golden Mile.” 

Transportation and Tren Urbano

Long-distance public transportation on Puerto Rico is now provided by a comprehensive network of bus services.  But despite an excellent road system, the buses are not as busy as they could be because of extensive automobile ownership.  Apparently as soon as a person can afford to buy and operate a motor vehicle he does so.  This is illustrated by the large amount of traffic congestion on Puerto Rico’s roadways.  But there was a time when the principal cities on the island were connected by railroad service.  The American Railroad of Puerto Rico, a meter-gauge operation started in Spanish colonial times, was constructed to support the sugar industry.  It expanded to a system totaling almost 200 route miles, covering most of the island except for the mountainous center and parts of the east coast.  It operated until the late1950s, when the effect of the completion of paved highways and the curtailment of the agricultural economy resulted in the diversion of most of its freight and passenger traffic to the roads.  Passenger service quit in 1953 and the railroad was abandoned 4 years later.

San Juan also had a small standard-gauge electric tramway system, which used American-style cars.  There were but two lines, with the mainline to Rio Piedras operating only until 1928, when it succumbed to a hurricane.  The other line, which started in Old San Juan and looped through the Condado Beach area, survived until 1946.  For over a half century there was no rail transit in San Juan, but the horrendous traffic situation finally impelled the Commonwealth to propose the creation of a heavy rapid transit system.  In 1993 the FTA approved the first phase of Tren Urbano as an ISTEA turnkey demonstration project.  The contract for this groundbreaking American DBOM (Design, Build, Operate, Maintain) project was awarded to Siemens in 1996, and construction soon got underway.  Siemens subcontracted the operation of the system to ATI, Alternativa de Transporte Integrado (or Integrated Transportation Alternatives, also known as Alternate Concepts, Incorporated).  ATI is associated with Veolia (formerly called Connex), which also operates commuter services in the Boston (MBTA) and Los Angeles (Metrolink) areas, and will eventually run the Oceanside-Escondido Sprinter, Tri-Rail in South Florida and the Phoenix light rail system.  Its president is the charming James O’Leary, the former General Manager of the MBTA.

Back to the narrative.  On Wednesday Phil, Fred and I rode and photographed Tren Urbano, and were treated to a comprehensive tour of the system’s maintenance facilities.  New York railfan Ray Mercado, who traveled to San Juan with Ray Berger a few months earlier, put me in touch with Rose Marie Bernier, Manager of Technology Transfer, Training and Community Relations of the ATI, who was pleased to offer us the tour.  I checked in with her on Wednesday morning and we agreed to meet at her office at 2 p.m., but she later called back and moved up the time to 11 a.m.  This became a tight timetable, as some of us overslept.  Ray Berger had given me directions on how to reach Tren Urbano from Condado.  It involved at 15-minute walk along Avenida Roberto Todd to Avenida Ponce de Leon, where we then rode a bus to Tren Urbano’s inner terminal at Sagrada Corazon.  From there we continued on a metro train to Martinez Nadal, the closest station to the shop (see map at http://www.urbanrail.net/am/snju/san-juan.htm).  I was told to notify the station personnel upon our arrival, and a van would be dispatched to pick us up.  This turned out very well, and it took us only about an hour to make the entire trip.  As a result we turned up only a few minutes late.

We were met by Ms. Bernier, who then turned us over to Jorge Matos, who escorted us to the shop floor and yard.  We were allowed to take as many photographs of the clean spacious facility as we wanted, both inside and out, and Mr. Matos, who is quite conversant with all aspects of Tren Urbano’s operations, responded to all our questions.  He then took us to the Operations Control Center (OCC), but that was off limits for pictures.  The OCC is an enormous room, loaded with consoles and video displays.  A huge model board displays the system’s entire track layout and the locations of all trains on the road.  Security is very tight and representatives of both ATI’s private security firm and the state police are always present.  We later had an in-depth conversation with Johnny Garcia, who is in charge of security for the operation, and who indicated that so far the system has not suffered any fatalities.  All in all we were treated very well by the hospitable folks at ATI and were very impressed by the quality of their staff.  Except for a stop for lunch at a fast food establishment near the outer end of Tren Urbano’s route, we spent the rest of the partly cloudy day riding and photographing.

Bill Vigrass was involved in the initial development of the system and can probably tell the story of the line’s construction better than I can.  But apparently the project was plagued by delays and disputes, including an investigation into the possible mismanagement of funds.  It appears that the $2.4 billion project (up from an original $1.25 billion) was entirely funded by the FTA and other federal sources (including the local share).  Service was supposed to be inaugurated in 2001, but the delays pushed that back until December 17, 2004.  On that date the trains began operating, but only on weekends, with free rides offered to all.  With the bugs ironed out regular revenue service started on June 6, 2005 (Dia D?).

The first phase of the system, the only portion funded and operating, is 10.7 miles long.  It runs from Santurce to Bayamon, through San Juan’s downtown, past the large University, the Medical Center, the V. A. Hospital and several stadiums.  It misses the tourist areas of Condado, Isla Verde and Old San Juan, concentrating instead on residential and commercial neighborhoods.  The line is mostly elevated, but there is some surface operation and a short section of subway.  Of the 16 stations, 11 are elevated, 2 underground and 3 are at grade.  Running time from end to end is 31 minutes.  The complex housing the large shop, storage facility and Operations Control Center is located toward the outer end of the route.  The standard gauge line uses third rail energized at 750 volts DC for power.

Siemens built 72 air-conditioned cars with AC motors, configured as married pairs. There are three doors on each side of the attractive stainless steel rolling stock, which seat 72 in a mostly transverse pattern.  The colorful (red, yellow and green) ATI logo is emblazoned on the sides of many of the cars, covering parts of two of the picture windows, like an advertising wrap.  Although it takes up a relatively small amount of window area, it does reduce visibility from inside the cars.  Like most recently-built heavy metros, the cars operate under ATC with a motorman, but unfortunately the full-width cabs are sealed off preventing forward vision by passengers.  The Siemens cars seem to have a major problem with crumbling epoxy and water seepage in the body skin.  I was sprayed with water resting above the molding near the roof several times as trains decelerated entering stations.  Ray Berger told me Siemens has had to replace some floors, and we observed just that at the shop.

Service operates from about 5:30 a.m. to 11:30 p.m.  The one-way fare is $1.50, but monthly and quarterly passes are also sold at $45 and $90, respectively.  The fare collection system is very much like New York City’s.  Thin magnetic cards, like New York’s MetroCards, may be purchased from touch-screen vending machines, and entry into the paid area is controlled by turnstiles that are released when a card is swiped through the reader (zooped).  Upon exiting the cards must be slid through again for the turnstiles to be released.  With every use an LCD display indicates how much money remains on the card.  In theory the system is programmed to allow passengers a maximum of two hours to complete a ride, but that aspect has of the software has not yet been activated.  The fare cards are reusable, and additional funds can be added using cash or major credit cards.   

The stations, which can accommodate 8-car trains, are attractive with platforms accessible by stairs, escalators and elevators.  Personnel are stationed at entrances to answer questions and help passengers buy their cards and work the turnstiles.  The entire system meets ADA requirements.  Platforms and trains are equipped with large-size maps of both the Metro and the city’s entire transit system, which also includes both traditional buses and minibuses.  Automated station announcements aboard the trains are in both Spanish and English.  Similarly, bilingual annunciators in the stations indicate when the next train is due to arrive.  Whether located on center or side platforms, the electronic signs indicate the expected arrival times for trains in both directions.  All stations have some sort of art, with the Roosevelt facility in downtown Hato Ray adorned with large black-and-white blow-ups of scenes from Puerto Rico’s past rail operations.

Thus Tren Urbano is a very modern heavy Metro system.  Unfortunately, it is not living up to expectations.  Built to carry an estimated 115,000 passengers per day, the system’s patronage is a mere 30,000 to 40,000.  Original projections called for 6-car trains running at 4-minute headways during rush hours, but 4-car units running every 8 minutes do the job without strain.  I suspect the high $1.50 fare is part of the problem.  We all commented that the ridership appeared to be relatively upscale, with mostly well-dressed passengers, many carrying Macy’s shopping bags.  We saw very few laborers aboard the trains.

Free transfers allow passengers to combine their Tren Urbano trips with connecting buses.  The bus fare is only 75 cents, and the motor coaches are equipped with magnetic card readers, which will deduct a ride if a passenger is originating on the bus system, but not if he is transferring from a train.  When we traveled toward the Metro, most of the passengers on our bus stayed aboard past Sagrada Corazon, no doubt riding to the same downtown locations served by Tren Urbano, but at a significantly lower fare and without a time-consuming transfer.

The buses we rode to and from Tren Urbano ran counter to the prevailing traffic on Ponce de Leon and Fernandez Junco, two parallel one-way arterial streets (just like the light rail system in downtown Denver).  They are operated by two organizations, both seemingly under the control of the Puerto Rico Highway and Transportation Authority:  the Metropolitan Bus Authority (AMA-Autoridad de Metropolitana de Autobuses, and Metrobus, a private company currently operated by First Group (who also runs the light rail system in Croydon, south of London).  Apparently Metrobus was set up to offer a higher quality bus service, with faster running times resulting from stops being spaced further apart.  The drivers accepted 25 cents, dropped into the fare box, from each of us, as that is the current senior-handicapped-student fare.  According to websites, the senior fare is valid for people aged 60 to 74, with those older riding for free.  However, when we tried to obtain half-fare magnetic cards for Tren Urbano, we were told they are only available to residents of Puerto Rico.  I wonder what the FTA would say about that.

We had no trouble taking photos and were never challenged, despite the presence of security personnel on most station platforms.  The choice of scenic locations however, are limited.  While there are few obstructions beyond the ends of platforms (unlike many other new lines, who seem to have ugly boxes holding electronic equipment aside the tracks), most backgrounds do not vary significantly.  And despite the time we spent setting up for photos, we did not see a single piece of work equipment go by, no snow plows, not even a sweeper.

Because of our late start and the time we spent at the maintenance facility, as well as our long lunch, I went back to the line early on Friday morning to complete my photographic record.  At that time I shot some pictures of trains at one of the subway portals.  Photography from the street was not worthwhile as the high concrete barriers built to baffle the sound of the trains on the elevated portion of the line, cut off views of the rolling stock below the windows.  Fortunately these impediments are omitted at stations.  The only parking structure close enough and sufficiently high to allow the line to be photographed from above is located at the V. A. Hospital near the San Francisco station.  We went there on Thursday morning but were turned away, ostensibly because photography is not permitted on federal property.

All in all the operation made me think of Miami’s Metrorail (with an underground portion added), although the rolling stock is more reminiscent of the Pullman-Standard built 1500-series cars on MBTA’s Red Line.  There has been talk of expanding the system but at this time there are no officially-endorsed plans.  One short extension that has been supported from time to time involves adding two underground stations beyond the line’s inner end toward the Minillas Government Center in Santurce.  As far as reaching Old San Juan and Condado, such extensions would be extremely costly, as they would have to be underground.  Thus we reflected on the proposition that had the line been built as light rail (and its current patronage could certainly be accommodated by that mode), then it could easily be extended on or alongside streets to reach other population centers.  Oddly enough, each year a 10-mile light rail extension of Tren Urbano to Caguas is listed by NARP in its “Wheels of Progress” compilation of current and future rail expansion.  It seems like wishful thinking to me.

Other Excursions

On Wednesday night we had dinner at a Chinese-Japanese restaurant near our hotel.  It was quite good and we shared the dishes we each ordered.  Thursday was the day for our visit to El Yunque, Puerto Rico’s unspoiled rain forest, via rental car.  The hotel desk clerk suggested we hire a car from Target, which she indicated is one of the most reliable and reasonably-priced auto rental firms in San Juan.  They came by a little after 9 a.m., and brought us to their nearby facility.  Their logo is almost identical to the mainland’s discount chain, but the rental company has no relationship with the Minneapolis-based retailer.  The auto was a Suzuki Aerio, and it was large enough to accommodate the four of us comfortably.

Before we headed out to the eastern side of the island we stopped at the V. A. hospital to try to get photos of Tren Urbano, but as I mentioned earlier, we were turned away from the parking garage.  After losing our way for a short period, we finally got onto highway 187, a scenic byway along the Atlantic coast.  The drive was very pleasant with almost continuous views of the ocean and its deserted beaches.  We even stopped at one of them for a short walk and some photography.  We eventually came back to the main highway, route 3, and then turned southward onto route 191, which climbs into the jungle.  Fred had brought along his Golden Passport, which allowed us to enter the federally-protected forest without having to pay for admission (both Clare and I had left ours back at home).  We first stopped at the visitor’s center (El Portal), where we had a light lunch and saw an introductory movie (narrated by Jimmy Smits) about the area, which was initially preserved by the Spanish government in 1876.  We also were exposed to some educational displays and attractive scenery, and checked the gift shop as well.

El Yunque, located in the Luquillo mountains, is part of the Caribbean National Forest.  It is a verdant area, covered with vines and ferns, and contains huge trees and flowering plants.  We then drove up the road through the lush vegetation, stopping at La Coca Falls for some photos.  There is another waterfall in the park, La Mina, but it is accessible only by a 3/4-mile hike, so we passed that one up, as Fred was having some trouble with his legs.  But we did stop at the Yokahu Tower, where we climbed to the top of the castle-like structure along a winding interior staircase (96 stairs) for an excellent, panoramic view of the park and the ocean to the north and east.  We were very lucky, as the weather stayed sunny for our entire visit;  we had been warned about unpredictable storms and sudden heavy downpours, as El Yunque is not called a rainforest* for no reason.

Until 1989 it was possible to leave the park at its southern end, but Hurricane Hugo created an avalanche that destroyed the lower portion of route 191, and successive landslides and hurricanes (like Georges of 1998) have kept the road closed.  Thus we exited the same way we entered, but then we turned eastward again, deciding to convert our excursion into a circle trip.  Thus we continued along routes 3, 31 and 30 clockwise through the center of the island.  Although we didn’t stop often for photos, we got a good look at the countryside, which included some farms with cattle (and their friends, the egrets), as well as a great deal of light industry.  And we saw plenty of low-grade housing as well as new gated communities.

Phil had driven for most of the outbound portion of the trip, and I had the wheel for the return until Clare complained that I was driving too fast on the twisting roads through the mountains.  We changed positions and now I was in one of the back seats.  She didn’t drive any slower than I did, but I easily figured out what had bothered her:  the ride in the backseat of the Suzuki was very uncomfortable, with poor springs magnifying every blemish in the road.  The last leg of our return trip was over freeways (52, 18 and 22, a continuous north-south route) and we became ensnared in traffic congestion.  We tried to get around it, but conditions were worse on the parallel side roads.  Perhaps the problem was an accident, as after we got back on the freeway it was smooth sailing the rest of the way.  But as we got closer to San Juan, we saw how miserable the commute was for drivers leaving the city in the afternoon rush hour.  Traffic was bumper to bumper for miles.

We soon found our way back to the car rental location, filled the tank with gas nearby and returned the car.  We had driven a bit over 140 miles.  The total damage came to only $40.00 (exactly), $30.94 for the rental and $9.06 for the gas.  Clearly the Suzuki makes up for its poor riding qualities with excellent gas mileage.  Fuel, by the way, is sold by the liter in Puerto Rico, and the price was a little bit under 50 cents, just below the price in New Jersey (1 gallon equals 3.785 liters).  After a detailed examination of the vehicle a Target employee drove us back to the hotel.  I tipped him $10, so the whole trip cost us only $12.50 a head.

Phil arranged for us to have dinner with a Spanish-born retired New York restaurateur whose establishment he often patronized in the days he worked in New York City.  Clare and I had eaten there on occasion as well.  But that event was postponed to Friday lunch, right before Fred and Phil would have to leave for the airport for their 3:25 p.m. flight.  Instead we decided to go to Old San Juan for dinner, where there are a very large number of good restaurants, many aimed at the tourist trade.  We chose a French establishment, Trois Cent Onze, located appropriately at 311 Calle Fortaleza.  We rode the B-1 bus to its terminal at the edge of Old San Juan, paying 25 cents each for the privilege.  The four of us comprised about half the vehicle’s patronage on this early evening trip, which was quite rapid.

The restaurant was a good choice, as the food was excellent.  I had medium rare slices of duck breast, which were perfectly prepared in a very tasty sauce.  Clare had pork tenderloin, Fred chose bouillabaisse and Phil consumed the salmon.  The elegant restaurant was decorated with lovely tiles and the soft background music consisted mainly of French cabaret songs of the type made famous by Edith Piaf, Yves Montand and Charles Aznavour.  Everyone enjoyed the food, and although the prices were a bit steep, we agreed our dinner was well worth the expense.  We returned to the hotel by taxi.

Friday was getaway day.  Fred indicated he would spend the morning in Old San Juan, but as it turned out he just went over to the beach.  I got an early start and finished up my riding and photography of Tren Urbano, taking some photos of stations from the street and of the trains through a fence above one the subway portals.  Upon our return we checked out of the hotel.  Clare and I left our luggage there, but Phil and Fred stowed theirs in the taxi that took us to the restaurant for lunch, as it was on the way to the airport.  Our taxi driver, a very pregnant Lisette, expertly got us to our destination, and we arrived well before our 12 noon appointment, but soon Andres and Elisa Lugris joined us.  Elisa was originally from Puerto Rico, while Andres was born in Galicia and lived through much of the Spanish civil war.  Anyway Andres bought El Faro in Manhattan in 1959, and ran it until his retirement.  Now the restaurant is operated by their son, Mark.  It was a great lunch, mostly because of the conversation, which was about life in Spain, the U. S. and Puerto Rico.  I wish Andres and Elisa the best of luck, and we will certainly visit El Faro in the near future.  It’s located at the edge of the West Village, near the Meatpacking District, at Greenwich and Horatio Streets.  Clare and I occasionally eat nearby at Pastis, but next time we’re in the area we’ll revisit El Faro.  Incidentally, Andres picked up the check, much to our protestations.  But he trumped us by being able to communicate with the waiters better than any of us could.

Lisette had left her phone number and soon she reappeared with her taxi.  We all piled in and first dropped Phil and Fred off at the airport, which was not too far away.  Then it was back to the Coral Princess.  Since it was now close to 3 o’clock and we would be permitted to board the Empress of the Seas at any time after 2 (and we were feeling the after effects of two big meals), we decided to pick up our bags and go directly to the port.  We got there a few minutes after 3 p.m.  

Before describing our cruise, I’ll finish the Puerto Rico segment of this narrative.  After returning from the cruise on Monday, Clare and I decided to tour Old San Juan.  Clare had explored the area on Thursday, stopping off at a number of museums, including ones devoted to Pablo Casals, Felisa Rincon de Gautier (the first woman mayor of San Juan) and Ponce de Leon.  I wanted to gather in the ambience of the area, and Clare had a little more shopping to do.  Since were flying back to Newark on this Monday, we inquired aboard the ship about where we could store our luggage without going all the way to the airport and then coming back to Old San Juan.  We were advised that a jewelry store called “La Barrichina” would hold our luggage, but we were discouraged from using it.  However, when both the taxi starter and cab driver recommended it, we taxied over to the store and left our luggage, which consisted of 2 carry-on suitcases and my ersatz camera bag.  The lady sales clerk indicated that they would store our bags gratis, just a tip to the person retrieving the luggage.

With that load off our backs (it was around 10:30 a.m.) we began a walking tour of the area.  Many of the buildings in Old San Juan date back to the 16th and 17th centuries, with the old city remaining partly enclosed by massive walls containing several old forts.  Most notable are “El Morro” (actually San Felipe del Morro), which was begun in 1539, and San Cristobal, dating from the 17th century.  We did not visit the citadels themselves but viewed their massive exteriors.  But we did stop at the Angel Botello art gallery and the 16th century Cathedral.  The buildings typical to this area, crowding each other on the narrow cobblestone streets, are very quaint.  The facades, and I expect the insides too, are beautifully restored.  They tend to be festooned with flowering balconies, which add to the ambience of the area.  I suspect many of the upper floors now house expensive condominiums.  Many of the cobblestone streets terminate at shaded plazas, which contain benches and food kiosks for strollers and shoppers.  The only problem in Old San Juan is the traffic, which is heavy, and even bumper-to-bumper in many places.  I would think a certain amount of pedestrianization would substantially add to the area’s value and attractiveness.  

Stores catering to the tourists trade share the area with those serving local residents.  For the most part, the former sell jewelry, gifts and souvenirs, and there also are franchise outlets for fast food flourishing adjacent to upsacale restaurants.  One of the buildings looks like it once housed a major department store, but now is a branch of Marshalls, occupying only the first two floors (Macy’s, Penney’s and Sears are located in Plaza las Animas, a huge suburban-style mall south of downtown San Juan).  We stopped at an old fashioned bakery cum cafe for lunch, and were served by black-vested waiters with bow ties in a large space with ceiling fans that evoked the aura of Latin America in the days before air conditioning.. 

We noticed that free air-conditioned buses, outfitted like trolleys, looped through some of the major streets, starting at the edge of the quarter, where a huge statue of Christopher Columbus looks down upon the city.  There are also some beautiful Spanish Colonial and Beaux Arts buildings nearby.  We saw many of the facades from our taxi as it transported us back to the airport.  Among them are the governor’s mansion, City Hall, the Carnegie Library and some former university buildings.

The Cruise

As mentioned earlier, our trip aboard Royal Caribbean International’s (RCI) Empress of the Seas would be our first cruise.  After paying for the cruise we received a personalized bound computer-printed copy of “Adventure Awaits, Your Guest Vacation Documents” from RCI via our travel agent.  He urged us to confirm our passage and sign up for our choice of shore excursions via the internet, which is what we did.  We provided a credit card number for all the charges we would incur aboard the ship and were able to print out our “Cruise Tickets,” which were actually bar-coded boarding passes.  The paperwork indicated that we would depart San Juan at 8:00 p.m. and could board the ship as early as 2.  Thus when we arrived at the pier at about 3:30, we found a relatively short line of passengers waiting to embark.  In less than five minutes our boarding passes had been scanned and we given plastic identification “SeaPass” cards, pre-printed with our names and stateroom number.  These cards would work the lock in our cabin and could be used to charge any purchases made aboard the vessel.  Our luggage was quickly taken and tagged, and we were told it would be delivered to our room later in the afternoon.  We rode up a series of escalators and passed through security, where our carryons were x-rayed.  I wasn’t forced to put my camera and film on the belt and we did not have to remove our shoes prior to walking through the metal detector, as we usually do at airports.  With our SeaPass cards inserted into a reader, our photos were taken and electronically aligned with the information already recorded (either magnetically onto the card, or just by room number and name into the ship’s database, probably both).  Each time we left the ship and came back our SeaPasses were scanned, allowing the staff to know whether we were the true owners of the card, and whether we were aboard prior to each sailing.  [At about the time of our departure from St. Maarten, an announcement over the public address system asked several passengers to “report to Customer Service.”  I suspect the ship’s management wanted to be sure these folks had made it back from their shore journeys.  We were warned on several occasions not to be late reboarding, as the ship would sail on time with or without us.]  We continued up to deck 5, where we walked through the gangway onto the ship’s main concourse.  Drinks were being distributed, balloons were floating, and a gay festive air permeated the area.

First something about the ship.  The Empress of the Seas was built as the Nordic Empress at St. Nazaire, France in 1990 and is registered at Nassau, the Bahamas.  It was renamed after being entirely renovated in 2004.  The 50,000-ton ship is 692 feet long and 100 feet wide, and can travel at a speed of 19.5 knots (about 22 mph).  It has 790 staterooms (483 outside) and can carry a maximum of 2,020 passengers (many rooms can hold up to 4 passengers with upper and lower bunks set against each wall).  It is one of a fleet of 20 Royal Caribbean International (RCI) cruise ships, all with names ending in “of the Seas,” like Freedom of the Seas, Voyager of the Seas, etc.  It is the smallest of the RCI fleet, as most can accommodate over 3,000 passengers.

There are 10 decks on the ship (actually 11 if you count a balcony penthouse above the top level).  Our cabin, No. 4132, was located on the starboard (left) side of the 4th level, a bit aft (toward the rear).  We were quite happy with our spacious room, which had an incredible number of places and surfaces for stowing our possessions.  Included were closets and drawers for all our clothing and cubbyholes for our wallets, change, purses, etc.  The bathroom was also large, with fixtures similar to those found in any modern hotel.  The shower, however, was a little tight;  it was lucky we never dropped the soap.  Our queen-sized bed consisted of two singles pushed together in front of our wide porthole (actually a picture window).  The room could also have been organized as one with twin beds, with end tables and reading lamps between them instead of on either side.  This was no Budd-built double bedroom for the California Zephyr.  There was also a television, which we did not use.

Our cabin was in a good spot, close to the main restaurant, the Carmen Dining Room, which seats over 1,000.  Located at the stern of our deck, it included additional tables on a balcony, accessible from the 5th deck and from a grand stairway within the room itself.  It appeared that the staterooms were all located on the 3rd, 4th, 7th, 8th and 9th decks.  The 5th and 6th contained the main entertainment venues, with four bars, various stores, the gambling casino and the Strike Up The Band Lounge, a two-story theater that also served as the locale for lectures.  In the center of the ship an atrium, with elevators at two of its corners, rose from the 5th to the 10th level.  Another “grand” curving staircase, decorated rather garishly (or impressively, depending on your taste), connected the 5th and 6th decks, and was used by the ship’s photographers as a backdrop to record remembrances of the voyage, especially on the night of the formal “Captain’s Dinner.”  Additional bars were located on the 7th, 8th and 9th levels, which also had a library and card room.  The top deck, whose center was exposed to the sky, contained the swimming pools and lounge furniture, as well as food and drink accoutrements (soft-serve ice cream, lemonade, iced tea and bottled water were continuously available).  The rear portion of the deck contained a spa and a full-fledged gymnasium with up-to-date exercise equipment.  The top deck also had a rock-climbing wall.*  The front of the deck contained the Windjammer Cafe, the ship’s buffet lounge, that served breakfast, lunch, dinner or snacks (at appropriate times) all through the day and night.  We were able to circumscribe the ship on foot on both the 6th and 10th levels. 

When making our reservations we signed up for the 6:30 p.m. dinner seating in the Carmen Dining Room.  The other choice was 9:00 p.m., which would have meant that we would have had to attend the second showing of each evening’s entertainment (at 11.00 p.m.), rather than the first show at 9:15.  We tend to retire early and knew we would have to rise early for one of our two shore excursions and our arrival back in Puerto Rico.  Other choices for dinner were the unreserved buffet and the Portofino restaurant, which advertised gourmet northern Italian cuisine at an extra charge of $20.00 per person.  The Carmen Dining Room also served breakfast and lunch at appropriate times with come-when-you-want open seating.  We patronized the extensive buffet only for snacks after returning from our off-ship excursions on Saturday and Sunday.  

We found the ship’s food to be excellent and the service impeccable.  Of course it was not up to the quality of 5-star restaurants (like Danny Meyer’s establishments in New York City), but it was superior to many of the expensive restaurants that we have patronized on special occasions.  The menus were varied, although shrimp cocktail was a staple each night.  Among the many choices for main courses on three evenings, were roast duck, lamb chops, prime ribs and various cuts of steak.  The food was served to order (I like my meat rare) and substitutions for potatoes and vegetables were handled gracefully and accurately.  Desserts were incredibly tempting and both Clare and I gained a couple of pounds, despite having light snacks in lieu of lunch each day (the buffet’s steam-table pizza and the french fried potatoes were delicious).  I’ve heard the expression, “Travel is broadening.”  I guess they meant cruises.

Service personnel aboard the ship hailed from all over the world.  While a brochure indicated that 90 countries were represented, we found that the majority of the help came from the Philippines, South Africa, India, China and Korea (they all wore name tags containing their country of origin).  Our young female assistant waiter was from Serbia.  All except our Filipino cabin attendant spoke perfect English.  They indicated that they work without days off for six months at a time.  Then they get at least six weeks of vacation and the opportunity to sign on again.  Our waiter, who also was a Filipino, indicated his daughter is now two years old and he will not return after his current tour is over, because it’s too long to be separated from his family.  

We were paired at dinner each evening with Jon and Marlene, a couple from Ballarat, Australia, who were about ten years younger than us.  They indicated that they were spending a couple of months with their daughter (who just gave birth to their first grandchild) and son-in-law, whose job had brought them to San Juan.  Jon rode Ballarat’s streetcars until their demise in 1971 and since Clare and I visited that city less than two years ago, we had a great deal to talk about.  They were going to visit Washington, D. C., San Francisco and Los Angeles before returning to Australia, so we were able to provide them with some sightseeing trips, especially for their forthcoming drive along the California coast.  Jon was interested in sailing and his shore excursion on St. Maarten was unfortunately aborted in mid-journey due to a minor accident.  The ship’s management clearly tried to pair people of like age and background together.  We were assigned to a table for ten for dinner.  The other couple (four chairs were empty) sat apart from us and when we invited them over indicated that they wanted to remain secluded because they rarely had time to be “together.”  We speculated on whether the middle-aged lovebirds were engaging in an extra-marital affair.  We wore sport shirts for dinner each night except for Saturday, which was the formal Captain’s Dinner.  On that occasion I wore a tie and blazer, but noticed that the dining room was not as crowded as on other nights.  I suspect that many passengers brought only casual clothing and they ate in the buffet that evening.  Very few men at the dinner wore tuxedos, but most had ties and jackets.  

We saw the theatrical performances with our Australian friends.  We had skipped the entertainment on Friday night, as it wasn’t scheduled to begin until 11 p.m., but we enjoyed the other two shows.  The presentation on Saturday night was entitled “Tango Buenos Aires” and was excellent.  Sunday night’s, which featured a comedy magic act, was not to my taste, but many in the audience laughed hysterically.  While Clare and I were en route to the theater, I heard my name called out.  I’ve had the fortune to run into many friends unexpectedly on foreign trips and this one turned out to be no exception.  E. R. A. member Bob Gordon from the Philadelphia area was on the cruise with some of his co-workers.  He indicated he had not yet ridden Tren Urbano, but that would be his first stop after we returned to San Juan, as he had a late flight back to the City of Brotherly Love.  Thus after a conversation about INEPTA and NJ Transit, I was able to answer his questions about Tren Urbano and its fare system, and most importantly, I indicated that photography would be no problem.

Among the Americans we met, at breakfast, on our shore expeditions and during our mock disaster drill, were a couple from Mahwah (a pastor and his wife), a university professor and his wife from Columbus (I tried but couldn’t resist making a remark about the Ohio State-Florida game), a couple from Montana, and a group of “Culligan Men” and their significant others, who received passage on the cruise as a reward for their water softener sales activities.  A large percentage of the passengers were Puerto Ricans (either young couples or families with children) whose native language is Spanish.  This was not surprising since the ship’s originating port was San Juan, and the duration of the cruise was short (3 days), so it wasn’t too expensive.  While it was clear that the ship was catering mostly to English speakers, safety and other important announcements were also made in Spanish.  The entertainment also tended to be bilingual.  We noticed that there was little interaction between the American and Puerto Rican passengers, but it appeared everybody was having a good time.  And the ship never felt crowded.  I don’t know how many people were aboard, but I’m pretty sure it was not sold out.  We never had to wait in any lines.

The weather was good throughout with highs in the mid-80s.  The cabins and indoor public spaces, of course, were air conditioned, but lounging around the pool was also a very popular activity.  I cannot compare the “ride” on the Empress of the Sea with any other experiences.   (Similar-sized vessels ferried us overnight between Stockholm and Helsinki and smaller ships carried us between Palma and Barcelona/Valencia; Stockholm to Tallinn; and Tallinn to Helsinki.)  However we did not feel any discomfort.  On a few occasions (in the dining room and at one of the shows) we felt the ship roll, and I suspect had we stood up quickly we might have lost our balance.

So, were there any negatives about the cruise?  Just a few.  I suspect shopping was on the minds of many of the passengers more than anything else.  An Australian lady named Sandy introduced herself as the “shopping chica,” and provided several lectures on how to shop for the best bargains, selling various discount coupon books.  Her patter, which mainly covered jewelry and clothing, attracted a large number of people.*  The ship was loaded with boutiques, and the management really pushed jewelry, art and liquor.  There is no reason for me to criticize those who like to go shopping, but on the other hand, you can do that at the mall, by catalog, and on the internet.  There seems to be something wrong with civilization when shopping becomes the primary purpose of foreign travel.  [Everyone knows it is really railroads and streetcars.]

The other aspect of the cruise I found offensive was my perception of being “nickel-and-dimed” by Royal Caribbean.  I am told that other lines do the same.  For example, you had to pay an extra $6.00 a day if you want unlimited soft drinks (you would be given a huge souvenir Coca Cola cup to carry on your person); otherwise if you ordered a soft drink, $1.50 plus tip was charged to your SeaPass (this even included such beverages at dinner).  Our stateroom was stocked with cans and bottles of soft drinks and water, and if we consumed any, their cost would be charged to our account.  I can understand an extra charge for booze and high-quality wines, but would the “abuse” of Coca Cola actually cause economic hardship to the cruise company?  Also, I cannot imagine why dinner in the Portofino restaurant should cost an extra $20.  I’m sure the food came out of the same kitchen as the main dining room’s.  And the menu was pasta-based, hardly an expensive ingredient.  On top of that I couldn’t help thinking that the main reason for the existence of the “Captain’s Dinner” is for RCI to increase its revenues by renting tuxedos ($100+).  All in all this aspect of cruising sounds very chintzy.  If profit margins are so tight why not just add $6 a day to the base price of the cruise rather than degrade passenger enjoyment by charging extra for trivial things like soft drinks. 

Excursions in Port

The ship would dock in two Caribbean ports, specifically at Basseterre on the island of St. Kitts (Saturday) and at Philipsburg in St. Maarten (Sunday).  A plethora of excursions were offered for both locations and before leaving the U. S. we carefully searched through the list and descriptions, selecting our activities.  St. Kitts was a no-brainer, as there was a tour of the island by rail, so we quickly signed up for it.  Basseterre is the capital of the Federation of St. Kitts and Nevis, a two-island nation that became totally independent of Great Britain in 1983.  At that time it was known as St. Christopher (Kit is a diminutive form of Christopher).  These islands are now governed by their inhabitants, mostly descendents of former slaves who worked on the sugar plantations.  St. Kitts contains an area of only 65 square miles and hosts a population of about 35,000, while Nevis, slightly to the southeast, has 12,000 people and 36 square miles of area.  Basseterre, with 15,000 inhabitants, is significantly larger than any of the republic’s other urban areas.  The island’s location is described as the juncture of the Windward and Leeward islands in the eastern Caribbean.

The construction of a 30-inch gauge 30-mile long railway, circumscribing the predominant northern portion of St. Kitts, was undertaken between 1912 and 1926 to support the production of sugar cane.  Just like most of the Caribbean, this island’s sugar-based economy is now on its way to extinction.  Smaller demand (because of cheaper natural and artificial substitutes), combined with Europe’s decision to eliminate buying preferences for former colonies, ordained the death knell to this once thriving industry.  With profitable operation problematical, the government of St. Kitts discontinued the commercial cultivation of sugar cane three years ago.  The fields still cover the island, but we were told that a New Jersey company has been hired to harvest the crop until it fades from the soil.*  The company will construct a plant to convert the cane to electricity, natural gas and ethanol.  As a side benefit, this will reduce the Federation’s need to import fuel for the next few years.  By that time the government hopes that its economy will be sustained by tourism.  That might be overly optimistic, although it is hard to imagine any other viable alternatives (The Mouse that Roared comes to mind).  Anyway, after the cessation of sugar cane production, instead of abandoning the line, it was recycled as the St. Kitts Scenic Railway, and began carrying tourists in January, 2003 (see (http://www.stkittsscenicrailway.com/).  [For a description of the railroad’s operations during the sugar cane era, when it was called the St. Kitts Sugar Factory Railway, see http://www.railways.incanada.net/Articles/Article1983.html.]

Our ship docked at Basseterre on time at 11:00 a.m. and although we didn’t rush, we were among the first passengers to reach the pier.  We disembarked from the 2nd deck after our SeaPasses were scanned.  Since our excursion would not begin until 12:30, we canvassed the corporate-owned jewelry and souvenir shops adjacent to the pier, even purchasing a few postcards and some t-shirts for our grandchildren.  At around noon, a representative of the tour arrived and soon a pair of small buses appeared and our tickets were collected.  We were split into two groups and driven to the railroad “terminal” at Needsmust, an open area outside of town.  

The train was on a long siding, spotted next to a small shack, which served the crew and employees.  It consisted of an ancient-looking locomotive, a boxcar-like power generator and five attractive double-deck coaches.  The diesel engine was painted solid white while the remainder of the train was resplendent in an attractive green and white livery.  The locomotive and the generator car both had chimneys, which spewed a certain amount of smoke when the train accelerated.  The people on our bus, which numbered about 20, were ushered into the middle coach.  The second bus arrived a little later, and its passengers occupied the rear coach.  The other three cars also had a decent load, perhaps from other venues, including some walk-ons.

After boarding and finding seats, I alit and took a few photos of the locomotive and the train, plus a flock of white egrets that were surveying the activities.  Each coach contains a staircase connecting the enclosed lower level with the open deck.  The air-conditioned lower level is outfitted with large arched picture windows and is beautifully furnished with comfortable rattan armchairs in a 2-and-1 pattern, seating about 30 passengers.  Tables are inserted between the rows of chairs, which are moveable, but arranged to face each other.  There is a lavatory and a bar in each car.  Padded longitudinal benches line each side of the upper level, which can also accommodate all of the car’s passengers.  The upper deck is covered by a white tarpaulin, which protects the passengers from the hot sun and the occasional showers that are hallmarks of tropical weather.  The company sells no more than 28 seats per car, so passengers may congregate on either level without ever being forced to stand.  There were about 20 in our coach.  But many of us stood on the upper level on this fine clear 85-degree day, as photography in all directions could be more easily accomplished from the car’s corners, where camera-holding passengers could lean on the safety rails that circumscribe each coach.

As we pulled out at 12:40 we entered the mainline.  The track behind us probably leads to the company’s shops and would be the route of a clockwise circuit of the island.  I saw two more similar locomotives in the area.  One looked somewhat derelict, but its paint was still bright.  There was an attendant in each car who continually served complimentary cold soft drinks and mildly alcoholic ones (pina coladas, rum punch and beer).  In addition, snacks, including sugar cakes, were passed out.  A narrative over the public address system, punctuated by recorded Caribbean-style music, provided us with information about the history, geography and economy of St. Kitts.  For a break from the scenery, the passengers in each coach were occasionally serenaded with traditional and American-style folk songs by a quartet of choir-like singers. 

We did not go very fast, perhaps reaching 15 mph on rare occasions.  At times the train swayed considerably, bobbing from side to side, which was especially noticeable on the top deck.  It seemed as if the oscillation, which at first would have a lulling effect, would gradually gather momentum until the train’s brakes were finally applied.  Then, until the next episode, the ride would alternate between smooth (rare) and bumpy.  We would slow down to less than 5 mph on the worst of the bad track.  On the other hand there were a few long trestles, many spanning gulleys, that appeared to be relatively new and in excellent condition.  The train crossed the main road a number of times, occasionally on overpasses.  A speeder, in sight from time to time, preceded us along the tracks, while an automobile paralleled the train so its driver could flag major road crossings.  Of course the whistle was quite active, especially when we crossed the many dirt tracks.

We saw fields of tall cane on both sides of the right-of-way, and as explained earlier, knew it was on the way to oblivion.  We did view some farming activities, consisting of small vegetable gardens and domestic animals.  Cows (each with a personal egret) and plenty of goats were in sight, as well as small wild pigs and an occassional wild green monkey.  Whenever we passed children, they waved and we returned the greeting.  The older houses are tiny, with rusty tin roofs.  It is very clear that the population is poor;  we saw no sign of air conditioning.  An American standard of life is a long way off for the typical resident of the island.*  There were also wildflowers, and the sight Mt. Liamuiga, St. Kitts highest peak (at 3,232 feet), surrounded by a rainforest, was ubiquitous throughout the journey.  Occassionally we were high enough to see the Atlantic Ocean with its pristine beaches and dark (black) sand.  In summary, the scenery was pleasant (as opposed to spectacular), with vistas of ocean, surf and small canyons as we wound past farms, small villages and old estates, many with abandoned windmills.
Unfortunately, the narrow-gauge train no longer traverses the whole of the railway.  The 30-mile run was cut back sharply to only 18 miles in July, 2005, most likely because the four-hour ride was too long for most tourists (railfans excepted).  Thus, a little over halfway around the island , we rounded a long well-groomed streetcar-like turning loop and came to rest with each of the coaches alongside its corresponding bus.  This gave me the opportunity to photograph the speeder and get some closeups of the train as well (I was the last back onto our bus).  The rail part of the tour lasted about two and a quarter hours, and covered a little more than half the distance around the island.  I do not know if the railroad has been abandoned beyond that point (I hope not).  

[After we got home I spent some time trying to find out more about the railway from the internet.  I discovered that the locomotive fleet was built in Romania and purchased from a sugar-beet operation in Poland.  The generator car was built by Colorado Rail Car and the five coaches were fabricated by the Hamilton Manufacturing Company of Burlington, Washington (perhaps the train should be called the St. Kitts Zephyr).  Interestingly, the same company has built rolling stock for the White Pass & Yukon Railway, which also is a narrow-gauge railroad and derives much of its patronage from cruise passengers.  I could not find a telephone listing for the carbuilder though.  I also discovered that Steve Hites, the General Manager of the St. Kitts Scenic, wrote a book about the WP&Y.] 

The tour continued in the counter-clockwise direction for another hour, with the driver pointing out a few more sights and stopping at a place overlooking the harbor, which allowed us to get some good photos of the Empress of the Seas.  We were delivered back to the landing at around 4 p.m.  Our SeaPasses were examined by the port’s security staff before we could get anywhere near the ship and then were inserted into the card reader upon our boarding.  Again our carryons were x-rayed.  I had just finished a roll of film and therefore put my camera through the machine without arguing.  The metal detector ignored the rolls of film in my trouser pockets.  We had a great time on the St. Kitts Scenic Railway and I’m sure all of the other passengers did as well.

It was a bit more difficult to decide which tour to take on Sunday, at our second port of call, Philipsburg on St. Maarten.  The tropical island on which Philipsburg is located is shared by two countries, (Dutch) Sint Maarten and (French) Saint-Martin.  The island is much smaller than St. Kitts, with an area of only 37 square miles, but it is much more developed, especially its older tourism industry.  St. Maarten, which occupies the smaller portion of the island (16 square miles with 41,000 residents), is part of the Netherlands Antilles Federation, which also includes Curacao, Bonaire, Saba and St. Eustatius.  The official language is Dutch (Nederlands) and the coin of the realm is the NAF florin (more commonly know as the guilder*).  The capital is Philipsburg, the island’s principal port.  In contrast, the French-speaking side of the island occupies 21 square miles, but has a smaller population (36,000).  Its capital, Marigot, is inland and the euro is its official currency.  The French part of the island is known for its cuisine (of course).  It is a subprefecture of Guadeloupe, which is an Overseas Region of France.  Both countries have a modicum of democratic home rule and while they are separated by manned gates at their boundary, passage between the two is perfunctory, and generally does not involve any formalities.  The island prides itself on its scenery, beaches, duty-free shopping and the colorful villages and markets (like all of the other Caribbean islands).  The U. S. Dollar is accepted everywhere.

As mentioned earlier we decided which tour to take in advance and signed up via the internet.  Among the choices were general sightseeing, cavorting with nature, swimming at a beach (including with dolphins), snorkeling and scuba diving, sailing and other kinds of boating, shopping (ugh!), and more exerting pleasures like hiking and climbing.  We thought we would have liked to go swimming with the dolphins, but decided not to try it this time because the tour description sounded a bit too commercial, indicating we would “stroll through a charming wine cellar to see the dolphins play.”  We also decided to skip snorkeling, as we had engaged in that activity in places where the coral reefs and tropical fish were noted for their magnificent colors and unusual beauty, and the description of this excursion mentioned neither.  Thus we finally settled on the “Loterie Farm Treetop Adventure Tour.”  The description was quite intriguing:  

“While you soar between the tops of majestic 200-year-old Mango and Mahogany trees, you will experience, ‘up close and personal’ the rich biodiversity of St. Martin’s only rain forest micro-climate.  Experienced staff will instruct you in the use of high-tech gear and explain the double redundant safety features while giving you an overview of the history, ecology and preservation effort of the 330-year-old former sugar plantation.  Then it’s up, up and away!  The exhilarating traverse adventure course, consisting of a sequence of zip-lines, rope swings and ‘bridges’ suspended from platforms mounted in the trees of the forest, will leave you in a physical and mental state of total euphoria.”

It then went on to say that participants should be in “excellent physical condition” and gave weight and height restrictions that we easily met.  However, we should have been able to read between the lines.  This was not a tour for 70-year-old people unless they are used to a large amount of physical exertion.  As it turned out, instead of a “state of total euphoria,” it left us in a state of total exhaustion.  

We were among 14 who were collected by a bus at 8:30 in the morning and carried across the border from the Dutch section of the island to the French part.  We got in a small amount of sightseeing, and then we were deposited at a lovely estate.  We found out it was also a hotel specializing in “Eco” tours, including hiking, climbing and just strolling.  We perused the restaurant’s French menu, which was quite intriguing.  While our equipment was being handed out we were told that people as young as 15 and as old as 85 have enjoyed this “adventure.”  After signing releases we were each given a harness that included two safety straps that we were told to attach to cables at all times (while climbing or traversing the area between trees, some 20 to 30 feet above the ground, or even just resting).  In addition we were provided with “zip line” equipment that would allow us to glide down a wire from one tree to another.  That included a glove that we could use to slow us down when zipping down the cable (if the gravity of the situation got too great), and a stainless steel device, a gizmo containing wheels with ball bearings that after being clamped onto the “line” would roll down the wire while we were suspended terrified in our harness.  For safety purposes we were instructed to always have both straps attached to wires (except while transferring them one at a time between cables, which we would have to do quite often, especially when completing from one obstacle and starting another).  There were 32 courses to be traversed, including single cables, suspended logs and rope ladders, and, of course, the zip lines.  They were not in any order of degree of difficulty, and all were repeated with slight variations.

The instructor demonstrated some of these courses and then kept an eye on us from the ground, giving instruction when necessary.  There were ladders at about every other tree so he could climb up in case of a problem.  Clare gave up after traversing three of the courses; she especially did not like having to stop (while balancing herself on a wire in thin air) in order to use her hands to unhook the safety straps (one at a time) from one portion of the supporting structure and then affix them to the next part.  I lasted only about halfway.  I had a great deal of difficulty with a totally flexible rope bridges, getting very nervous as they swayed in all directions while I shifted my weight from one foot to the other.  Then my stamina began to wear out after I swung from one tree to another, Tarzan-style, with one foot in a rope loop.  In order to accomplish this my arms had to support my whole weight (I should lose some) and that exhausted me.  As a result one of my feet slipped on the next obstacle, and although I was able to get back onto the wooden steps before the attendant arrived to help me, that caused me to lose my breath, and my confidence wavered.  Although I was partly terrified, I actually enjoyed the zip lines very much, and had I been in better shape, I think I would have given the excursion an A-plus rating.  Instead, I was exhausted and embarrassed.  Fortunately we did this in the morning, before it got too hot, and so Tarzan and Jane were able to spend the afternoon relaxing around the ship’s pool (no lunch, but plenty of cold liquids).  

When we arrived back at our cabin that afternoon we were greeted by a packet that included a statement of the charges we incurred aboard the ship (that would be debited to our credit card), luggage tags for our departure and envelopes to use for tipping.  None of the passengers are required to tip the ship’s service personnel, but Royal Caribbean publishes a list of suggested amounts in its informational booklets.  If we wished to abide by these suggestions, we could officially agree by stopping off at the Customer Service desk, which we did during the previous day.  These tips, which added up to $9.75 each for each day, included gratuities for the Dining Room waiters, the maitre’d and the stateroom attendant.  A perforated computer printout showing the individual amounts, with our names and cabin number, was included, and we could insert each part in an envelope and personally deliver it (and we could add more if we received exceptional service).  I thought this was very clever, and it actually personalized the experience, as each recipient would thank the giver profusely.  (Of course, I like the European method of NO tipping better, with service employees getting paid decent wages and the cost passed on to the customer through higher base prices.)

As for the luggage, the cabins in each area of the ship were assigned differently-colored tags, and the disembarkment process was controlled by having the passengers called by luggage-tag color.  This is a good idea, as it allows the staff to move the baggage off the ship in an organized manner and place it in specifically-marked areas of the terminal for easy identification and collection.  In addition, it controls egress, as that is a relatively slow process because of U. S. Customs and Immigration.  We had to place our luggage outside our cabin doors by 11:00 p.m. Sunday night.  The ship was due to dock at 7:00 a.m. Monday morning and it was right on time.  We were asked to vacate our stateroom by 8:30, so we had breakfast in the main dining room at about 7:30.  We then sat in the theater and waited for our color to be called.  This occurred about 9:45 and I guess they were a little over halfway through the list of colors.  The line at Customs and Immigration was pretty long and moved in spurts, depending on how long the personnel wanted to question individual passengers.  It was not onerous, but on the other hand, it was not as quick as walking across the border from Tijuana.   Considering the large number of passengers, I was impressed at how smoothly everything went.  In fact the ship never appeared to be crowded (but I don’t know how many people were on board).  

So what is the bottom line?  Will we go on another cruise?  We cannot complain about the amenities or the service, and we felt we got our money’s worth.  But we were also glad that our first cruise was short.  Our conclusion is that a cruise ship is little more than an excellent hotel--but one that floats.  Normally our travels are not driven by the desire to spend time at specific hotels.  So we decided that we could vacation on a cruise again, but only if its ports were places that we really wanted to visit (and spend no more than a single day).  

As mentioned earlier, we easily found our bags and taxied to Old San Juan for the rest of the morning.  We arrived back at the airport at 1:30 and immediately asked if we could travel standby on the 3:25 p.m. flight, instead of waiting for our 5:30 plane.  The agent said there should be no problem, but we did not get seats until boarding began.  We then called Phil, who had indicated he would pick us up at the airport, and told him we would be on the earlier flight.  As a result, we sat one behind the other, each next to a window, in an almost full B-757 aircraft.  We pushed off at 3:32 p.m. (3:25) and left the ground at 3:42.  Our dinner was similar to the lunch on our outbound trip.  The chicken sandwich was tasty and filling, but it was not a gourmet meal.  We flew into Newark from the south, which probably allowed us to pick up a few minutes, and touched down at 6:40, arriving at the gate at 6:52 (6:41).  Thus we figured we saved 2 hours by flying on the earlier plane.  

Unfortunately, at the baggage carousel we had a similar experience to Fred’s and Phil’s.  Lots of  luggage came out at first but none were ours.  Then there was a long wait and a second batch came through with one of our two bags.  I suggested that Clare go out to find Phil’s car (we had decided to meet at the front end of the International Departures deck of Terminal C).  She found Phil easily but they still had a while to wait before I was able to roll out our two pieces of luggage, as the carousel stopped again.  It wasn’t until the third group of bags came out that I was able to leave.  Meanwhile many other passengers were still waiting.  Traffic was light and it took only about 20 minutes to get to Montclair.  Thus we arrived home around 8:15 after landing in Newark just before 7:00.  That was the worst timing I’ve ever experienced in my memory, but it did not outdo Phil’s and Fred’s experience with the same flight, which they had taken only 3 days earlier.  They had to wait 90 minutes for their bags and did not get to Montclair until around 8:45.  After thanking Phil we were greeted by a meow coming from a 17-year old someone who stayed very close for the next couple of days.  It was an excellent trip and we got just what we expected out of it.  







Jack May

*   Like the Province of Quebec there are no cultural reasons to adopt English as the territory’s principal language.  But also consistent with the Canadian experience, economic advantage will more likely accrue to those who can also speak English (especially without an accent).


*   My father’s butcher shop was located at 784 Columbus Ave. (between 98th and 99th Sts.) on the west side of Manhattan.  Like the tale told in West Side Story, by the late 1940s enough Puerto Ricans had moved into the neighborhood to replace much of his mostly Irish clientele.  As a result, he had to close the store, as the new immigrants were too poor to afford good-quality meat.  [At that time he started all over again, moving back into the headquarters of his Aunt Hilda’s and Uncle Charlie’s business at 976 Second Ave. (between 51st and 52nd Sts.)].  Thus the Puerto Rican immigration had a significant effect on our family’s life.


*  Clare and I were unprepared for such an event while on the island of Itatinga in Brazil during 2000.  After leaving the isolated area’s only form of transportation, an electric railway with open streetcars, our group was hiking up to a waterfall when the sky suddenly opened.  Heavy rain pounded us for about 3 hours and there was absolutely no shelter.  When we finally found a store I discovered that my shoes were over half-filled with water.  Fortunately Clare had brought a plastic bag, which I used to protect my camera.  I have great photos of our soaked group (mostly students).


*  a playground-like device, which has become quite common on boardwalks.  Our granddaughter especially likes the one in the Point Pleasant Beach amusement park.


*  I didn’t know you had to take lessons in shopping.  My impression is that it is embedded in the female chromosome.


*  Usually, each successive harvest of sugar cane produces a smaller amount of product, and previously the declining yields justified replanting.  Depending on agricultural practice, two to ten harvests may be possible between plantings, so the cane will probably disappear during the next decade.  


*  This raises the issue of whether the former agricultural workers and their children will move into the city.  If so, will there be a rise in urban poverty, with its resultant crime, drugs and violence?





 


*  Yes, the guilder lives on, despite the euro becoming the official currency of The Netherlands.





