CRUISING
PUERTO RICO’S
SOUTH COAST

by Joan Conover

The southern coastline of Puerto Rico Is an ignored crulsing ground, or so it
seems from the coverage in major cruising guides. My husband, Greg. and | cruised
ahoard our Morgan 511, Growitiger. from the west coast beach village of Boqueran
with its northemn bay. the city of Cabo Rojo and Marina Pescaderia. to the historic
grandeur of Ponce, to our midway stopping point, Salinas, to the island of Vieques
plus Culebra — it was like a retum to our past experiences of carly cruising.

The South Coast Lifestyle

Southern Puerto Rico has maintained a proud lifestyle that takes yvou back in time.
The many harbors started as and still are fishing villages, with very good local sea-
food found everywhere. There
are myriad finger-food bars, such ﬁ —
as Sal Pa Deniro in Salinas, -
where local specialties. as well as g - S —
beers and tropleal drinks and o S ey -
musle, are served late into the romcy
evening. We found the tradition- - mn
al “grouper fingers”, empanadas
of ectopus and reglonal fish, and
an absolutely wonderful muro —
a white fish with amazing flavor.

On weekends, the people focus
on their children and family
members. The people you meet .
along the southern coastline are SR,
living a life they are happy with.
with family and frends: itf's a
lifestyle remintscent of the 1960s.
Sundays are family days: you'll
find groups at the beach or pub-
lic parks flving kites and enjoying plentes. Friday night is “dress up™ night, and the
outfits are amazing: formal attive, long dresses, jewelry, and perfect makeup and
hair. Be sure to have at least one outfit to shine in!

The cruising lifestyle s also “back in time”, to an era before charter boats and
intemnet distractions,

The low-lying southern coastline ares Is similar to The Bahamas In many ways,
with sandy cays, protected waterways behind coral and sand dunes. with quiet
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Most of Puerie Rico's south coast features anchorages protecied by coral reefs.
mangroves and small private cays. The reefs and mangroves protect an amazing
waterway system of small coves and bays that are sultable for overnight or day stops,
Sailing behind the reefs, in protected waters. cruisers can tuck into small coves and
take advantage of a sparsely populated shoreline.

The mangrove habitat is swarming with large ta
Not only are the mangroves a hatchery for fish.

ons and even larger manatees.
ut also lobsters are found all

through the underwater grasslands of the bays. Puerto Ricans are proud of and
protect thelr environment: when we visited in April 2016 there were three environ-
mental efforts underway for turtle, forestry and manatee conservation near
Salinas alone.

Puerto Rico is a land of contrasts in geography and in industry. In the smaller southern
towns such as Salinas. most local businesses are still separated into their functions — a
separate amily min bakery and so on. However, in nearby large town areas near Salinas
or Ponce, within taxi mnge. we found Walmaris, as well as Home Depots, McDonakds
— all the products of a modern USA. From the old-time ambience of the south-coast
lifestyle, it's a short drive 1o modemn-day America on the major interstate highway leading
directly to San Juan and the upscale, ‘.ﬂﬂ—l.‘ltl\l Iiving found there in the Old City.
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Above: Salinas Harbor is a changing boatscape of transients mived with longtime
liveaboards

Below: Puerto Rico's south ooast, showing Ponee, Caja de Muertos, Salinas and
Bahia de Jobas: It was like a return (o the past’
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anchorages. However, unlike the Bahamas. the elevation inland rises up to protec-
tive mountains running east and west along the center of the island. These moun-
tains offer not only destinations for wonderful day trips {rainforests and other eco-
systems are in easy driving distances}. but also cause weather and wind changes
that smart crulsers can use (o transit west to east along the coastline. The diuwmal

wind pattems offer the opportundty to sall eastward against the prevalling winds,
—Continued on next page

Sailing Against the Trades

Located between the Mona Passage, with its strong southerly currents, and the
Virgin Islands, Puerto Rico has west and east coastlines with strong current flows.
East of Puerto Rico, south-trending currents sweeping from the open Atlantic join

Abouve: The crews of Sans Cles and Growltiger share nov notes on a beach-bar naplkin

Left: Snack time! Tasty bites and cold beers rule at Sal Pa Dentro

with the west-flowing currents of the Leewand Islands and can make easting a chal-
lenge, even with perfect wind conditlons.

The southernmost tip of Puerto Rico needs 1o be respected as a “cape”. Photos of
this landmark show it to be similar to Portugal's Cape Finisterre, Follow guidebook
advice on times and weather patterns that support rounding this land feature.

—Continued on next pag



—Continued previous page
Locals make the castward passage along Puerto Rico’s south coast and the pro-
tected side of Vieques in the evening and nighttime, taking advantage of mountain
downslope (katabatic) winds and the diurnal wind patterns affecting th r'lﬁrnn.l
trades. Local knowledge also provided us an insight on ways to utilize wind.
tides and currents to travel against the trades towards the Virgin Islands.

On traveling west to east, SSCA Statlon Host Janso Lassus amd Chris
Parker of the Marine Weather Center both mentioned diumal winds and
staying close (o the southemn coastline because of currents, gaining the
benefit of the mountain winds at niFhL By close, they mean very close, just
outside shoal and reef areas, in safe dep ths,

To sall west to east back to the US Virgln Islands, we followed the local
guidance and waypolnts, staying just outside the reefs in over 20 feet of
water. This kept us away from the local fishery pots, and out of the west-
setting currents found off the southerm coast of Puerto Rico, Some cur-
rents run as high as 1.5 knots. (There Is a small circular current area to
the south and west end of Puerto Rico; be aware if you get counter-
current as you navigate that area:) Once to the tip of southern Vieques.,
it's easy to head north to Cubebra. or south.

Lecals know to depart from Salinas via the Boca del Inferno/Bahia de
Jobos area in later afternoon, if necessary for tides and winds: crulsers can
anchor just to the north and west of the cut in good holding near the north-
erm shore line. Leaving Salinas at 3:00ii, we took the Boca del Inferno cul,
and then saifled close in along the southern coast to the eastern tip of
Vieques and onward to 5t. Crolx, arriving at dawn In Christiansted harbor.

Crutsing the southern coastline, long-time crulsers of more than 20 years”
experience, the Klumbs on thelr Morgan Out Island, S/V Orion, sail day
hops from Culehra to Punta Arenas (alea. Green Beach) on Viegues to
Puerto Patillas on the southern coast mainland (be careful: this is a compli-
cated anchorage with reefs, and having local knowledge s a good idea), to
Salinas. onward to Coffin Island and Ponce, and then back. Sue Klumb says,
“Punta Arenas, located on the west coast of Vieques, is an excellent stopover
when sailing from Puerto Rico to Culebra or the USVI. Punta Arenas is a
peaceful anchorage with good holding in sand for a short stop.”

Bahia de uerdn

On the southwest tip of Puerto Rico. Boquerdn is a large harbor with a
fishing heritage. This ts the most popular western port for vessels heading
north or south from Puerio Rico on the east side of the Mona Passage. It's
well traveled, with lois of cruisers anchoring here, and well descri in
Frank Virgintino's Puerto Rico crulsing gulde [see footnote).

This is not a port of entry; crew will have to travel to M.:_ra#uez to check
in. The holding is okay; note that this 15 an old harbor which has old fish
traps and more on the seafloor. A marina, Club Nautico de Boquerdn, has fuel and
water bul very shallow depths. Contact the marina before attempting entry. On any
entry to the harbor or exit, carefully follow charts and guldes: reefs and rocks make
difficuli passages on the wesiern side of Pucrio Rico,

Boqueron has loud music and an active nightlife!

Just to the north of Boqueron, find a second harbor, with a midsized marina.
Marina Pescaderia. SSCA Crulsing Station Host José Mendez, savs. “Draft Is no
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Sue Klumb says, "Anchorage is not very good in the harbor, but ean be done. Better
to get a dock at the Ponce Yachi and Fishing Club (PYFC) If possible. PYFC is a privaie
club, but :.h:'g. will accommodate transients and offer a special weekly rate, which
allows partial use of the [acilities including showers, laundry, and dinghy docl.
Arrangements for hauling out and ha wark done at FYFC necd to be coordinated
with the club’s management beforehand. Friendly warning: It is loud in Ponce anchor-
age and PYFC, because the boardwalk, La Guancha, is right next to it and music at
full power and dancing is enjoyed by all who go there, especially on the weekends.”

Ponce has the Old World flavor of Spanish colonial Pucrio Rico as well as culiural
events and good shopping areas. Sue adds. “Ponce has an old Inner city, a spee-
tacular Museum of Art. a huge indoor mall with upscale department stores including
Macy's. and numerous fine dining restaurants as well as casual ones. There are two
Super Walmarts, a Sam’s Club. Pueblo Supermarket, Marshall's, TUMax. Burlington
— you name It In other words, good shopping and eating!”

Salinas, Bahia de Jobos

Midway along the coastline, in the Bahia de Jobos area, Salinas offers very
protected natural anchorage. It is known as a hurricane hole. and nearby man-
grove swamps are opened for public access for boats to go into and tie up to
the mangroves.

In the entry channel we found ten to 11 feet of water. Entering the harbor for his
first time, Hank Schmidt of Offshore Passage Opportunities had no issues with his
Swan, which draws cight feel. and tied up stern to at the Salinas Marina. We found
11 to 12 feet of water at the Marina de Salinas docks.

With vesscls coming in for a day or so of rest and provisioning, then heading out
on their next leg of the passage. the harbor is a changing boatscape of transients
mixed with longtime liveaboards. Boats are anchored or on private moorings in the
harbor. In the harbor, as all along the southem coast. night-time winds die to zero
around 6:00r, bullding again after 8:30am. so make sure you take those winds into
consideration If choosing a spot to anchor. The fuel dock is not easy to access;

boat cruisers should expect to jerry-jug diesel fuel unless they have good
bowthrusters, a short turn radius for right angles, and the ability to back out
through several angles.

Marina de Salinas offers a monthly package to allow crulsers access to their
facilities, laundry. swimming pool, WiFi and more. Anchoring is, of course, free!

Crulsers are very welcome In Salinas; visitors find a family friendly community that
seems like a piece of Spain tucked into a corner of Puerto Riro. Most everyone ks bi-
lingual, but the fvorite is definitely Spanish! The nights in Salinas are filled with
Latin music sounds, but not usually noisy.

All over the area are cxcellent small family-run restaurants and tapas bars. On
Sundays, Mexican Train dominoes are played almost everywhere. Cruisers are wel-
come (0 foin In, and many expats will offer advice on playing technigues. They are
serfous about their dominoes and their beers!

There Is barbecue on Friday nights at the Marina snack bar. The El Dorado
Restaurant is next door to the marina, for a more formal dining experience.
Walking towards the beach to the west you can find a lovely little bakery with
*Cuban” sandwiches for snacks. Just look for an open sign and walk in. no
reservations required.

A casual crulsers’ bar, Sal Pa Dentro, operated by S5CA Crulsing Hosts Janso
[Gene) Lassus, Anna and litile Yorkie Diego. is jusi putside the marina gates, Sal Pa

problem at all. The bay has anywhere from 12 to 18 feet on the entrance channel
and the marina has at least nine feet on all three docks at the end.” Vessels of up to
eight foot draft are seen in this harbor, just to the north of Boquerdn. They offer full
services, with fuel and water.

Bahia de Ponce
Ponce, the second largest city in Puerto Rico and the key city on the southern
coast, Is an excellent stop for crulsers. It offers boat services, provisioning, inexpen-
sive si.igﬁ in the Ponee marina. an casy-in-and-out fuel dock with a T-head tie-up.
an anchorage (rolly at times). plus nearby Isla Caja de Muerios (Coffin Island) for
alternative anchoring in settled weather.
=Continued on nesd page

Dentra is on the water (tame tarpons beg for snacks), has a dinghy dock, and is
designed with the boating community in mind: “sin zapatos, sin camisa, sin prob-
lema.” The restaurant was rebullt following a 2015 fire and Janso has been collecting
boat burgees again, as the old facility was covered floor to celling with boat flags. The
restaurant offers the maost .ulmdnu homemade finger foods! Live music is provided
on holidays, or “just because”™. The colorful local ferry stops by at the Sal Pa Dentro
dock on its way around the Bahla de Jobos mangrove area as well as on its way to
the oceanside bar beloved by locals.

‘Sailors welcome!” SSCA station hosts Janse and Anna with Offshore Passage
Opportunities” burgees

Hank Schmitt adds. “Salinas Is centrally located to rent a car and tour the island. The
erew of Avocntion visited the Camay Caves, the waterfalls in the rainforests, the food
kdosks in Loquillo and the Bacardl Rum ory. We look forward (o visiting again.”

Next month: Vieques and Culebra.

For the best current guide to sailing Puerio Rico, including chart information. waye
points and location-specific details. go to Frank Virgintine's o, freecnisingguides.
com and dounload the Puerto Rico guide (2015). He utilizes the advice of many local
experts, such as Tom Cordero, for an excellent publication. There are so many aspects
of the western Puerto Rico coastline, i woild reguire an entire article; the same for the
eastern coast with s many marinas and quality safling areas near Fajardo. Virgintino's
quirde goes into great detail abouwt both cast and west sides of the island. — JC

Joan Conover s the Cruising Station Coordinator of the Seven Seas Cruising
Association [SSCA).



