ike graduating students

everywhere they wore mor-

tarboards and gowns. Except
in June 2007, 23 of 73 Venezuelan
journalism majors tied black bands
across their mouths, symbolic gags
protesting President Hugo Chavezs
closing of the country’s largest,
longest-running TV station, and its
loudest opposing voice.

It was stirring. Also brave, in
a country where dissent has the
potential for being dangerous. Their
symbolic silence added to the voices
of other students marching in most
Venezuelan university towns.

They proved freedom still lives
there. People do say what they feel
about Chavez—out loud even—
and Venezuelans still travel freely
outside the country.

That Chavez is a dictator bent on
total control is clear, but whether a
repressive dictator of the Castro or
Pinochet stripe remains to be seen.
Venezuelans are anxious, marking
time, wondering if he will drop the
other shoe...and if so, will it be a
military boot?

Cruisers, too, share this uncer-
tainty: Si or no, to come or not
to come—for boat work or just
to while away a hurricane season.
Cruising on no particular schedule
allows us to drop into a culture
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for a while, to live and be part of
a place, to form connections, yet
observe and evaluate.

In 2001 and 2002, my husband
and I, liveaboards, spent more than
a year in those Venezuelan ports
and islands considered safe—some-
times weeks, sometimes months—
living comfortably and cheaply
among a vibrant, outgoing people.

During that time the cur-
rency lost 40 percent. Many viewed
Chavez, mercurial and erratic, as
a chistoso—a clown. On April
11, 2002, he was kidnapped and
fleetingly unseated. The opposition
floundered and folded within 36
hours. Afterward he dramatically
reinforced his power base.

In May 2007, we returned to
the northern coastal city of Puerto
La Cruz, near Caracas, a magnet
for vacationing Venezuelans. Its
suburban El Morro district is an
enclave for boat maintenance, an
inexpensive alternative to swelter-
ing, far-from-downtown, sardined-
in-a-marina Trinidad conditions.

We came again for routine boat
work—paint, gelcoat, galvanizing,
welding and waxing. Elsewhere
in the Caribbean, and even in the
United States, boat work is some-
times crummy and cheap but more
frequently mediocre and expensive.

We had deliberated about crime:
boardings, beatings, even a double
murder, which subsequent rumors
churned and magnified. But Puerto
La Cruz cruisers told us these
incidents occurred in habitually
dangerous nearby anchorages. The
murders, though heinous, involved
intra-Venezuelan grudges. We
decided Venezuela was no more
dangerous than, say, St. Lucia, St.
Vincent or Trinidad.

We expected Venezuela’s typical ef-
ficiency and quality, unequaled and
at unheard-of prices. The inflation
rate and still-falling Bolivar en-
hanced that package.

Change initially whacked us
in the face. Merely getting price
quotations took more than a week.
“Mafiana,” literally “comorrow,”
now meant “not today.” And “not
tomorrow” either.

Our boat, on the tarmac under
a relentless sun, turned into an
inferno. We moved into Maremares,
a huge hotel and marina complex.
Internet connectivity—and hot
water—were iffy. After a govern-
ment takeover several years ago
Maremares was never upgraded

and the docks poorly kept. Only
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