THE BEST VACATION EVER !
To begin with - What a SUPREME extremely FABULOUS incredible FIRST CLASS time Johnnie and I had for our week April 25-May 1, 2007, on your 42’ catamaran, Donkey PP* (Pepita), with Captain Gilbert and Irina!  It was my first sailing experience ever and Melody was not kidding when she said the water was like GLASS.  It was magnificent! The weather could not have been better.  It rained right before we landed at Corazon de Jesus and later, we only had one little day-shower near the end, and one day of rain on the last day, otherwise every day was PERFECT,  and the rain days were a nice change, too!  The boat was extremely comfortable – especially for just two guests.  I had the perfect view out my window at the foot of my bed – every day!  I couldn’t believe that we slept with all the windows open every night with a great breeze flowing through the cabins!   Poor Captain Gilbert had to sleep with one eye open to run and close our windows during some light night rains that we slept right through!  I could not believe we never had any mosquitoes or bugs bothering us everywhere we went – other than landing day.  (Since there was no breeze when we landed at Corazon, the chitras were out in full force and our bodies were instantly covered with a black swarm of  these no-see-um’s, but as soon as we got away from land –  not a bug the rest of the trip!)  

BUT YOU SHOULD KNOW….the greatest gift to us and the BEST part of the trip was our crew:  our French Captain Gilbert and Panamanian cook, Irina!  They were so pleasant to be around and totally enhanced the experience!  Irina is a very sweet, smart young woman with a great sense of humor, who can also cook!  I can attest to this, because I don’t eat fish and I had 3 bowls of her delicious fish stew one night!!!  We noticed immediately that Captain G has a heart of GOLD.  Within the first few hours, we knew he was a keeper when he rescued a sea turtle from a Kuna fisherman, and OUR FIRST OFFICAL MISSION was to set Romeo free in deeper waters.  Later, we discovered he also has integrity, when he did not purchase the crabs and lobsters out of season.  What a good man!   Captain G has been in this area for 10 years and THAT is why our trip was so special!  He speaks French, Spanish, English and KUNA!  He had such a good rapport with the Kuna Indians that, I am sure, we were invited to many island homes because of his years of cultivating these friendships!  It was so fun to come into a port and have the little kids yell “GILBERT GILBERT”   We wanted to meet many of the Kuna people and see how they lived, and our goal was met – from the first minutes on the boat to the last night at Nala’s!  

Captain G’s expertise was crucial in avoiding the ever-jetting-out hidden reefs, and he was always very attentive to the weather.  He was always thinking of variety to make our trip more fun. We visited 13 islands and got to see how the Kuna live a very simple, happy, family life.  He took us to the best snorkeling reefs EVER, and allowed us time to stay when we wanted to stay, and go when we wanted to go.  We did a lot of beach walking and scavenging.  One island had hard-to-find green sea urchin shells not found on another island.  As an experienced SCUBA diver, I was very impressed with the pristine and untouched reef beauty and depth of visibility, and although SCUBA diving is prohibited in the San Blas archipelago, this was snorkeling at its best – from outstanding shallow floral coral ‘villages’ to watching two manta rays coming out of the sand directly towards me!  I couldn’t back up fast enough!!!  We fit so much into each day that we were SHOCKED when it was only 10:30 in the morning, and we had already gone so many places and done so many things!  

We bought gorgeous molas and wonderful tagua jewelry, and wished we had brought smaller denominations of dollar bills with us to buy MORE.  Although the Kuna barter with American money, some had never seen a $20 bill and were hesitant to take it!   Luckily, we had our wonderful interpreter, Captain G, hold up both hands and fingers twice – and the $20 bill was accepted for that purchase of a large grouper bone necklace, a carved Santa Claus, and other miscellaneous items.  Kuna women were always coming and going in their family cayucos!  We feasted on their beads, molas, shells and earthy jewelry – who knew we could have sooooo much FUN just sitting on a boat!  Captain G will tell you – we had a LOT of fun SHOPPING IN THE MIDDLE OF NOWHERE!!!!  Whole Kuna families would come to visit our boat and Captain G would always give them a big tumbler of his tropical-mix punch drink.  (I preferred it with a touch of RUM myself!)  What a treat for them!  We enjoyed watching the Kuna women and children, and bonded with them as they tied their traditional beads around our arms.  It was also great fun for us to present them with school supplies, books and jump ropes (that Captain G demonstrated for them!).  

I took over 1100 photos because any direction you turned - it looked like screensavers!!  You can’t take a bad photograph in PARADISE:  the colors of the waters, the beautiful pink coral sand beaches, the sunsets to die for, the traditionally-dressed Kuna women with their intricate and colorful molas sewn on the midriff of their blouses!!   The history and culture of these people are so fascinating with their hole-in-the-ground water systems, moon children, meeting the Sahilas (chiefs) of each island, and learning the customs and folklore.   I loved that the Kuna women are the land owners and that the married men of the village come and discuss their problems with the Sahilas for 4 hours every Sunday evening.  (We should have that HERE in the United States!!)  And also, the surprises we learned such as:  a row of small batteries sitting on their roofs being recharged by the sun, discovering their delicious, native ohaldra bread, and on every island, seeing garbage can rims, nailed high on palm trunks, used for “basketball” - with coconuts, of course!  We loved that the Kuna all requested bright red nail polish like Johnnie was wearing!  Johnnie gave the polish to Prado and Ruby because Prado made a special effort to finish a mola for Johnnie, and, after group dancing in the sand, Ruby hilariously spent a good hour negotiated himself down to the amount of money we had - so we could still keep all our beautiful molas!  Very fun afternoon!  

Then, there were the three teenage girls in a cayuco that wanted to hitch a ride with us to Kuanidup.  I couldn’t believe they ventured so far from home in a little leaking cayuco.  They were not afraid of being hours from home late in the afternoon in the middle of the Caribbean!  These children are raised with the confidence and knowledge of the sea, and are TOUGH !

I am so sorry to go on and on, but we have been talking about this trip non-stop for a month now!!  We are both world travelers, and it is so rare to find an almost untouched, rustic civilization in this century, that we feel very blessed to have experienced it!  The only thing that made us sad was the world’s discarded plastic items had washed up on every shore.  It is heartbreaking that PLASTIC NEVER DISINTIGRATES!  And, also…… my one shoe decided to stay behind on Kuanidup.  Can you blame it?

So, I am not sure how to spell it, but  NEW EDDIE!  (that’s how “THANK YOU” sounds in Kuna!)  NEW EDDIE to Captain Gilbert and Irina, and NEW EDDIE to San Blas Sailing for your First Class accommodations, your quality of Service, and your one-of-a-kind learning Experience.  Johnnie and I will remember this marvelous, adventurous, exciting vacation full of surprises and thrills for a very long time.   It was well worth the money and we will never forget our time on the Donkey PP* in the Kuna Yala nor Captain Gilbert and Irina!  If anyone would like to contact us, we would be happy to highly recommend this Adventure, and especially recommend our handsome Captain Gilbert and Wonderful Irina!
With the best of wishes for your continued successes,

Kimberly Price and Johnnie Russell

Dallas, Texas

Ps: ALSO, I am sending (at the same time) a gallery of 148 photos of our trip via http://www.kodakgallery.com/Slideshow.jsp?mode=fromshare&Uc=z02i7sp.6g5cho0p&Uy=v7adry&Ux=1&conn_speed=1&refer=digreg&UV=521058690195_91424459412&Uc=z02i7sp.6g5cho0p&Uy=v7adry&Ux=1
