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Travel letter 2 - 2012 

 

ur first attempt to sail from the Canaries to Madeira and the mainland Portugal/Spain early 

May was smothered in light winds, currents on the nose and a too small weather window. 

 

Destinations tend to bend with the wind 
As flexible as we are, marina life in Las Palmas was 

resumed seamless and the weeks flowed by like dry 

sand through our fingers. After many unsuccessful 

attempts to plot a convenient course to Madeira or 

Portugal over the Gribfiles weather downloads, we 

decided it could be also very enjoyable to visit the 

Azores again. Once we cut that knot it was exciting 

to check the pilot and tourist information to make 

plans about; “what to visit at which islands”. 

It seemed possible, with a few tacks to get clear of 

the island Gran Canaria, to leave for the Azores 

June the 7th. 

 

Beating the wind for 800 miles 
For the entire trip we expected to have 10 to 15 kn of winds from the northerly 

quadrant. Therefore we felt lucky to start with NW 10 Kn which would get us 

free from Gran Canaria without too many tacks. As soon as we passed the Las 

Palmas breakwater the engine was killed and Zeezwaluw gently rode the ocean 

swell under 

full sail. 

Although we 

liked our stay 

in Las Palmas now we really felt 

good on this sunny day sailing along 

the island with no other sounds 

than the seabirds and the whisper 

of water along the hull. 

 

During the first night the wind died and the engine pushed us in the 

desired direction. The engine hum is not what we really appreciate 

but the sky was clear and the view at all the twinkling stars kept us 

happy. When the wind returned the next morning, it blew from the 

NNE with 15 to 18 knots. Not too spectacular but the sea became 

bumpy and it was time to put the first reef in the main to allow our 

stomachs to get settled. 

 

Under these conditions we always bless the in advance prepared meals. It only takes a 

rush into the galley, take the chow from the refrigerator, dump it in a pan and light 

the stove. Run back; stick your head into the fresh air, eyes locked on the horizon 

and wait 10 minutes while delicious fumes start to escape the galley. When we are 

ready for another dinner in the cockpit, a volunteer fills the plates. 

We must have been radiating happy brainwaves because 2 groups of dolphins visited us during this 

first culinary adventure. 

 

O 

https://salingadventuresofsyzeezwaluw.wordpress.com/2017/03/24/zeezwaluw-galley-secrets/
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As we were expecting very calm weather during the last day of the 

trip we decided not to tack to keep us near the rump line to the 

Azores but simply stay close hauled at the best possible course 

considering speed and comfort. 

The advantage was that we could sleep in our normal comfy bunk and 

all the stuff that managed to fell out of cupboards remained were it 

landed until we retrieved it when convenient. 

 

Sailing is waiting 
Every sailor experienced “sailing is waiting” because; you have to wait for spares when things need a 

fix, when everything is working again you have to wait for the right weather window while once 

underway you have to wait again until you finally arrive. 

To prevent that you get bored, the weather tends to change unexpectedly, as it did, also during this 

trip. After 4 sunny days the clear blue skies turned grey and nasty, producing rain and gusts up to 28 

knots. The barometer did not show anything spectacular, it simply kept slowly rising during the 

approach of the Azores high. The lucky aspect was that the wind had a tendency to come from the 

North East so the wind vane pointed the bow more or less to Santa Maria, the most SE island of the 

Azores. 

 

Just to keep you in a good mood we were most of the time 

accompanied by the elegant Great Shearwater, gliding effortless 

along the waves, just not touching the water with their wingtips on 

their search for food. It is amazing to follow these silent hunters 

and see how easy they handle sudden gusts and avoided spindrift of 

breaking waves. 

 

A famous Dutch saying “after rain come sunshine” appeared to be true again after another 24 hours 

and in the afternoon of the 6th day. The rain stopped and we sailed under clear blue skies again. 

However the disappearing rain also took most of the wind away and the remaining 100 miles we had to 

motor-sail. That night the clear sky offered a breathtaking view of the countless twinkling stars and 

planets. Expelling the engine hum with Carmina Burana on the MP3 player this view made good for the 

past wet days. 

 

Approach of Santa Maria Island 

The morning of day 7, the island 

Santa Maria started to grow on 

the horizon. As always it is 

exciting to make out more and 

more details of your destination 

while local fisherman pop-up and 

the sky gets filled with the sea-

shore birds 

 

At 11.30 we were safely moored in the marina of Vila do Porto, meeting familiar staff but new fellow 

sailors from various places. Facing the steep hill to reach the village, made us decide to leave that 

climb for tomorrow. We settled in the cockpit recalling the 795 miles trip of close hauled sailing.  
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Santa Maria 
We have been at the island before in the past few years so there was no real urge to rent a car to 

explore the area. Happy but a bit tired after the sailing trip the 

first few days were easily filled with doing the laundry, the E-

mail and a little shopping at familiar places. When we were 

servicing the engine we realized that the total amount of engine 

hours has been so low that the last oil change was a year ago in 

exactly the same location. 

 

The marina and the village was very quiet, not too many yacht 

movements or other tourists to be seen; even the tuna fishing 

activities were still hardly noticeable. For us it’s time for some 

extensive walks around the village and to pay our lighthouse tax at the Port Police station. Eager to pay 

that tax we kept the friendly station crew busy for about an hour. After that we are allowed to sail 

around the islands for six month with a clear conscience. All that entertainment was a €2, = charge 

only. Very soon however, it was time to move on to the next island, Sao Miguel. 

 

Sao Miguel, a spooky destination 
With first daylight on June 22th we left for Ponta Delgada, a trip of about 55 miles. As soon as we 

rounded the SW rock Ilha da Vila, the SW-ly wind (12-15Kn) picked up and carried us 

in the right direction. At sea the sky was clear and we enjoyed sailing on a beautiful 

sunny day. As always we are curious at what distance the next destination start to 

fill the horizon especially for islands with some mountains/hills. So we checked our 

charts and position a couple of times when there was still no land at the horizon while 

we should be within 10 miles of it. 

 

With only 5 miles remaining we saw small areas with a lot of 

eddies and very flat water due to the eastwards tidal current. 

Suddenly we became aware of a large low hanging cloud in front 

of us causing poor visibility. Combined with the current effects 

this was spoooooky. 

Guided by radar and GPS and of course excellent seamanship of 

the crew the shore slowly became visible at 1 mile distance. 

Once inside the harbour it was easy to find the reception quay 

of the marina and just after 17.00 we were moored at one of 

the outer pontoons of the new marina.  

 

New grounds to explore 
As the marina was one of the few without Wi-Fi, we combined our city walk with 

the purchase of a new SIM-card for our old dongle. The afternoon went by with 

the discovery that old dongles don’t talk with new SIM-cards, 

so by the time everything was working, our hoofs were a little 

shorter. 

A nice thing about new places is to find out what is interesting 

to visit and where to find the popular shops and the vegetable market.  Ponta 

Delgada with its old city centre and modern surroundings really fulfilled all the expectations you can 

have from places to visit. 

  

Santa Maria marina 

Ponta Delgada marina 
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A small guidebook about Sao Miguel provided many interesting city walks from which we did most 

(hoofs even shorter). After we were saturated with shopping, small repairs and chandler visits it was 

time to rent a car for a couple of days. 

 

The first car-day was focused on the west side of the island 

with stunning views along the coast and an overwhelming amount 

of flowers along the roads. 

One of the most beautiful places we visited was the huge crater 

bowl (4 km diameter) of Sete Cidades with its blue and the 

green lake at the bottom. 

The story goes that the lakes were formed a long time ago when 

a beautiful princess was no longer allowed to meet her Sheppard 

lover. 

Both of them cried so much that the lakes were formed, the blue from the blue eyes of the princes 

and the green one from the green eyes of the sheppard. 

 

Looking at the banks of the lakes, overgrown with Hydrangeas and Azaleas it’s easy to imagine they 

inspired to romantic tales. 

Ponta Delgada city canter Ponta Delgada nice park near city canter 

View near Sete Cidades 

The blue and the green lake 

The blue and the green lake from higher view point 
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 Beautiful fishing villages  

Heading east the next day brought us through many lovely fishing villages along the (south) coast and  

an unexpected large area with volcanic activity further inland. 

 

It was astonishing to wander around Lagoa Furnas were at many places steam escaped from the bottom 

and small flows of boiling water found their way to the lake. In the area were also a couple of 

restaurants located, which 

cooked their stews in 

these natural furnaces 

next to the kitchen. 

Unfortunately the 

escaping steam was rich of 

sulphuric fumes which 

were not really inspiring 

our appetite and we easily 

convinced each other that it was still too early for a lunch break. 

 

As the 

distance from 

Ponta Delgada 

to the most 

eastern part 

of the island 

is only 40km 

we assumed 

to reach that 

soon after 

leaving Lagoa 

Furnas. 

Wrong guess, because we drove into an area were the locals don’t need road signs. So after us passing 

the same church for the third time our navigator had to ask directions to escape this village. 

 

The next time-consumer was the narrow serpentine roads through the hills to the most eastern tip of 

the island. Although it took some time, the views were really astonishing. 

 

Lagoa Furnas 

Country side road with hydrangea 
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Luckily the northeast side of the island had a brand-new (European money) 4-lane highway and as there 

was hardly any traffic, we were back in Ponta Delgada in no time. 

 

The third day it was time to explore the middle part were we focused on another crater lake, Lagoa do 

Fogo and the hot springs a little north of it. 

Our island guide quotes: “The zigzag road follows the top of the crater and Lagoa do Fogo emerges 

majestic and dramatic”. 

Looking over the Crater Lake from the top that description could not be truer. Just to get a good 

impression we stopped many times to 

view the crater from different angles 

and admired the diversity in colours. 

Looking at the scenery around the 

crater the first thing to notice is that 

you are able to see the north- and the 

south coast at the same time as the 

island is only 13 km wide at the 

narrowest point. Even at this distance the shape of the commercial harbour of Ponta Delgada is easy to 

recognize. 

 

A little north of Lagoa do Fogo we visited Caldeira 

Velha, an area with hot springs containing many 

minerals. Around the area were the hot springs 

cascade into several reservoirs, the vegetation is so 

dense and exuberant that it is easy to imagine 

yourself in a Jurassic jungle. 

 

The reservoir with the hot spring water looked very 

inviting to take a dip but with the arrival of a group 

of seniors the spell of the moment went past. 

The hot springs in this area are not 

only used as a tourist attraction 

but 2 geothermal plants, which we 

passed on our way back, are using 

the heat from 1200m deep to drive 

their steam turbines, generating 

electric power. 

Exhausted by so many impressions 

of the unexpected beauty of the 

island we just had enough time to 

prepare some food for the 150 

Nmile trip to the island Faial when 

the next good weather window came up. 

See for more adventures in the Azores Archipelago in: “Sailing from the Azores back to Las Palmas”. 

 

 

Riens and Ineke Elswijk 

 

___/)___ 

Lagoa do Fogo 

Caldeira Velha 

https://salingadventuresofsyzeezwaluw.files.wordpress.com/2017/03/2012-3-sailing-from-the-azores-back-to-las-palmas1.pdf

