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“DON’T SPEND HURRICANE 
SEASON IN LUPERÓN… the 
o!cials are corrupt… you’ll get 
sick if you touch the water in 

the harbor… the streets are filled 
with sewage… it’s really hot…” 
"e negative opinions of Luperón 
harbor on the north coast of the 

Dominican Republic far outnum-
bered anything positive we had 
heard about the protected hurricane 
hole in the middle of the hurricane 
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belt. In fact, the only consistent 
positive remark we heard was its 
reputation as an excellent hurricane 
hole. But it was the middle of May 
2007 and we were on our sailboat 
in George Town in the southeastern 
Bahamas. At that point, we had 
three options: 1) continue cruising 
in the Bahamas and other points 
south, sticking our tongues out at 
Mother Nature; 2) run back to the 
Chesapeake Bay where we started 
our cruise in November 2006; or 3) 
spend hurricane season in Luperón. 
Not being the type of people to be 
swayed easily by public opinion, we 
chose Option 3 and spent June to 
November 2007 anchored in the 
tranquil, mountain and mangrove 
lined Luperón harbor.

HIDING FROM HURRICANES 
AND DEBUNKING RUMORS
    As first-time, self-insured, cruis-
ers and sailors in the Caribbean my 
husband, Hans, and I are scared sil-
ly at the prospect of hurricanes. We 

hightailed it from George Town and 
arrived in Luperón on the morning 
of June 10, 2007, a mere ten days 
after the o!cial start of hurricane 
season. I had spent a semester of 
college in the Dominican Repub-
lic in 2000 and Hans had visited 
the island twice before. We were 
both thrilled to return and excited 
at the opportunity to spend many 
months learning Spanish, dancing 
bachata and merengue, and eating 
fresh, tropical fruits every day. Cold 
Presidentes, the local beer, were also 
at the top of our to-do list!
    Once there, however, it turned 
out that some of the negative 
rumors were indeed true. Some, 
not all, of the o!cials were corrupt. 
No guidebook or anecdote from 
other cruisers gave us a clear idea of 
the fees to check-in to the country, 
so we went to the Port Authority 
not knowing what to expect. Even 
though we completed the paper-
work for customs, immigration, 
agriculture, Port Authority and the 

Navy with a certain amount of con-
fusion, we think we ended up pay-
ing a fair entry fee ($86). We had 
been warned of o!cials request-
ing “regalos” (gifts) in return for 
completing the paperwork, but we 
didn’t encounter that, at least not 
during check-in. Later, when check-
ing out, it was a di#erent story.
    Other rumors, much like all 
those “fish-that-got-away” stories, 
were true to a certain degree but 
rather exaggerated. "e water was 
indeed very dirty. "e town doesn’t 
have a modern sewage system, and 
instead operates with something 
best described as “the run-o# 
system.” All gray and black water, 
including fish heads, chicken blood 
and engine oil, simply runs down 
the gutters along the streets and 
into the harbor. Add to that around 
100 boats pumping their gray and 
black water into the harbor, and, 
well, it’s not exactly a picture of 
cleanliness. Still, I never got sick 
from touching the water and I even 

A typical small Dominican town on the Samaná peninsula. The beach at Las Terrenas, opposite, on the north coast of 
the Dominican Republic.



Blue Water Sailing 

 CLASSIC PASSAGES

80

jumped overboard in the harbor 
to clean the prop once. "e streets 
were not filled with sewage, but I 
often wore sneakers instead of flip-
flops when I walked 
around town, some-
thing I also do when 
walking around in 
cities like Boston and 
New York. "e last ru-
mor: “it is really hot,” 
cannot be overstated. 
It was hot. Really hot. 
Sweltering hot. Fry an 
egg on the sidewalk 
hot. Drink a gallon of 
water a day hot. Pass 
the ice hot. During 
August and Septem-
ber, I often thought I 
was simply going to 
melt. But I didn’t, and 
October rolled around 
bringing cool nights 
and lower humidity.

HOW TO FEND 
OFF CABIN FEVER
    In spite of the ac-
curacy of some of the 
negative rumors about 
Luperón, we had a 
great time there. We 
learned to live with 
the heat and the dirty 
water and discovered 
many positive reasons 
to spend hurricane 
season in Luperón. 
Over the course of five 
months, my Spanish improved mar-
ginally, my dancing skills improved 
five-fold, I learned how to drive a 
motorcycle, I saw the Milky Way 
galaxy every night, I swam in cold 
waterfalls in the mountains, and I 
ate fantastic fresh fish lunches on 
the beach. 
    We passed our time either work-
ing on the boat or traveling around 
the countryside on a motorcycle. 
We rebuilt the icebox on Whis-

per and installed refrigeration; we 
sanded and varnished the interior 
woodwork; and we painted the 
interior fiberglass a glossy white. 

Every few weeks we would hire a 
van with some other cruisers to go 
grocery shopping in Puerto Plata or 
Santiago, both about an hour and 
a half away. By the end of the five 
months, we had traveled extensively 
along the north coast of the coun-
try, completed major projects on 
Whisper, and had begun to feel a 
real connection to Luperón. Even 
so, by the beginning of November 
that ever-present wanderlust, in the 

souls of all cruisers, had kicked in 
and I was excited to drop the moor-
ing buoy and point the bow east to 
continue our journey. 

FIND A 
WEATHER 
WINDOW AND 
GO!
    "e first pas-
sage of the new 
2007-2008 cruis-
ing season was 
approximately 
250 nautical miles 
from Luperón to 
Mayagüez, Puerto 
Rico, including 
the infamous 
Mona Passage. 
Not exactly a walk 
in the park after 
sitting at anchor 
for over five 
months. We re-
turned to Luperón 
in the beginning 
of November 
after a month-
long trip to the 
United States to 
visit friends and 
family and we im-
mediately began 
looking for the 
first weather win-
dow to travel east. 
We were prepared 
to follow either 
Bruce Van Sant’s 

advice and make short hops along 
the coast in the night lee, or travel 
non-stop, depending of course on 
the weather. On November 15, af-
ter obsessively watching the weather 
with four other boats also hoping 
to leave, we received a forecast that 
would give us enough time to travel 
non-stop to Puerto Rico. A strong 
cold front had stalled in the Wind-
ward Passage, causing the easterly 
trade winds to moderate for at least 

The dramatic cliffs of Cabo Rojo, Puerto Rico’s southwest cape
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fifty hours. Load up on diesel and 
let’s go!
    Of course, not all plans are so 
simple. We first had to get all our 
clearance papers from the Port 
Authority and immigration of-
ficials, as well as the all-important 
“despacho” from the Comandante 
of the Navy. Immigration and Port 
Authority was straightforward, and 
after paying the required fees and 
holding the receipts and stamped 
documents in hand (no regalos 
requested), we crossed the rickety 
bridge and climbed the hill to meet 
with the Comandante. "e scene 
was a throwback from a corrupt 
banana republic. After the young 
Navy cadet filled out the paper-
work, the Comandante, dripping in 
gold jewelry, demanded $20 for the 
despacho. We asked for a receipt, he 
refused, we refused to pay without 
receiving a receipt, and so the game 
continued until we begrudgingly re-
lented and coughed up the $20. We 
ran to the “colmado” (corner store) 
to buy a box of the local chocolate 
bars, Mas-Mas, to sustain us across 
the Mona Passage, and made the 
final preparations for the estimated 
50 to 55 hour passage to Puerto Rico.

THE PERFECT FORECAST
    It is a sad fact that when mak-
ing eastward passages along the 
“"orny Path,” often the best you 
can hope for is motorsailing into 
light headwinds. Chris Parker of the 
Caribbean Weather Center advised 
us to wait until sundown for the 
trade winds to moderate and for the 
night lee to set in, but around 1:30 
p.m. on "ursday, November 15 
there was no sign of the trades—on-
ly a light sea-breeze coming in from 
o#shore—so we dropped the moor-
ing buoy, raised the mainsail and 
set o# for Puerto Rico, anticipating 
many hours of motorsailing ahead. 
"e seas were small and the wind 
was light and variable, so we settled 

in for the long 
trip and had fun 
watching the 
now-familiar 
north coast of 
the Dominican 
Republic pass by 
to starboard. 
    A couple 
hours after we 
left Luperón, the 
four other boats 
weighed anchor 
and we were a 
proper armada. 
We stayed in 
radio contact 
throughout the 
night and the 
boats with radar 
helped us track 
squalls ahead. 
"e small but 
frequent rain 
showers had 
all cleared by 
midnight and, 
listening to my 
favorite country 
songs on my 
iPod, I watched 
the stars and 
felt happy and 
comfortable 
with almost no 
butterflies in my 
stomach. I think I’m starting to get 
used to this concept of night sailing!
    When the sun rose on Friday 
morning we were motoring in a flat 
calm across the Bay of Escondido 
along the north coast of the Samaná 
peninsula, arguably one of the most 
beautiful spots in the Dominican 
Republic. Towering, tree-covered 
mountains drop dramatically into 
the ocean and small coves with 
white-sand beaches dot the coast. 
Luckily we had traveled there in 
September on our motorcycle; 
otherwise, it would have felt like 
an injustice not to stop. Two other 

sailboats were anchored in one of 
the coves and they joined us for the 
sail across the Mona Passage, our 
armada now totaling seven!
    Bruce Van Sant, author of !e 
Gentleman’s Guide to Passages South, 
recommends sailing southeast 
around the Samaná peninsula to 
Punta Macao, staying close to shore 
before long-tacking east to Puerto 
Rico, but Chris Parker advised 
us to take advantage of the light 
winds and get our easting done 
while the going was good. If the 
easterly trade winds decided to pick 
up earlier than forecast, we would 

Are we there yet? Hans watches the miles tick by and 
Kristen enjoys the morning sunshine with the Dominican 
Republic’s Samaná peninsula slipping away behind her
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be far enough east and would be 
able to set a more southerly course 
instead of bashing into the strong 
trade winds. Everyone agreed over 
the radio and we set a course to take 
us north of the Hourglass Shoal and 
Isla Desecheo. 
    Around 5 p.m. I fried up some 
potatoes and onions for dinner and, 
with some trepidation, we watched 
black storm clouds fill the horizon. 
"ese, apparently, were the after-
noon storms rolling o# the Puerto 
Rican coast and traveling across the 
Mona Passage, one of the reasons 
the Mona has such a nasty reputa-
tion. Our friends on High States 
were a couple miles in front of us 
and they continued to radio the size 
and position of various storm cells 
they picked up on their radar. We 
were able to dodge quite a few, but 
not the one that was six miles deep 
and longer from north to south. It 
was my watch, so I grabbed my foul 
weather jacket, life jacket and tether 
and prepared for a squall. Luckily, 
it was just a rain event with a little 
bit of wind. But, unluckily for me, 
the choppy waves it kicked up led 
to my first experience with all out 
seasickness. I woke up Hans and 
joined Kit Kat down below where I 
slept until 4 a.m. I was still feeling 

queasy when I went on watch again, 
but a continuous supply of sugary 
candy and a romance novel held the 
worst at bay. Reading, it seems, was 
a good way to take my mind o# the 
mal-de-mar and you never can go 
wrong with sugary candy! Around 
sunrise we spotted Isla Desecheo o# 
the starboard bow; we were almost 
there! Some strong currents around 
Isla Desecheo slowed us down con-
siderably, but we eventually passed 
the steep, rocky island and motor-
sailed the remaining nine miles to 
Mayagüez Harbor. "e passage took 
us 48 hours and 58 minutes and we 
averaged just over 5 knots. Pretty 
good on a 27-footer!

WELCOME TO PUERTO RICO! 
KARAOKE ANYONE?
    Mayagüez Harbor is an indus-
trial port and nothing of interest is 
written in the guidebooks. Many 
cruisers bypass Mayagüez and 
sail directly for the beach town of 
Boquerón a little further south and 
take a taxi to Mayagüez to check-
in. We decided to save money on 
cab-fare and spend a couple nights 
in Mayagüez. Our first trip ashore 
revealed a small, waterside bar 
with a sampling of Puerto Rican 
deep-fried appetizers, a basketball 

stadium, baseball park and a neigh-
borhood with modest, tidy homes. 
Everyone we saw either waved and 
said hello or stopped to talk. It was 
a wonderfully friendly and welcom-
ing atmosphere and gave us a great 
first impression of Puerto Rico.
    Walking around town the next 
day, we were pleasantly surprised 
at the nice downtown with a plaza 
surrounded by shops, a church 
and the town hall. "at night, the 
little waterfront bar was hosting 
karaoke, and, being (cough, cough) 
masterful karaoke musicians, Hans 
and I couldn’t resist. We chatted 
with many friendly people at the 
bar and, after listening to men and 
women alike belt out Latin love 
songs, we gave a cheesy karaoke 
rendition of “Don’t go breakin’ my 
heart.” People clapped and cheered, 
but, unless they were all deaf, I 
imagine they were just being polite. 

Luperón harbor at sunset, left, and 
landfall in Mayagüez, Puerto Rico
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We met a local couple, Sonia and 
Nono, from a neighboring town 
and after talking for a few minutes, 
they o#ered to take us on a tour of 
the west coast of Puerto Rico. We 
gladly accepted! Around midnight, 
tired and with raspy voices, we 
dragged ourselves back to Whisper 
excited to be in Puerto Rico and 
surrounded by such friendly people. 
    On Tuesday, standing on a look-
out platform on the northwest corner 
of Puerto Rico with Sonia and Nono, 
we faced the Mona Passage, this time 
looking to the west, and felt relieved 
to have it behind us, both because it 
has such a bad reputation and also 
because it meant we had left our 
protected hurricane hole in Luperón 
and were actually cruising again after 
five months of growing barnacles on 
the hull. Watch out Caribbean, here 
we come!
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Joining newfound friends Sonia and 
Nono for Thanksgiving dinner in 
Hormigueros, Puerto Rico. Espiritu 
Libre, right, motorsails across the 
Mona Passage

Everyone we 
saw either waved 
and said hello or 
stopped to talk


