Panama Canal Cruise

As noted in my previous commentary on cruising: "Why would you want to do that?"  I had always wanted to go through the Panama Canal.  There was one basic criterion: Do not go in hurricane season (mid-August through September)!

Carnival Cruises built a totally non-smoking ship, the Paradise, back in 1998.  They decided to abandon the non-smoking policy and the LAST non-smoking cruise was the transit from Miami to Long Beach, California.  Because of that, all other criteria for cruise selection disappeared, and Chris and Louis signed up with our friends Tricia and Dennis.  We figured when it got boring, we could at least play games.   See the previous description  (How was your cruise?) for all the suffering that will accompany any cruise.  At least Carnival had bigger rooms (184 square feet) adorned with cute towel animals each evening

We flew Jet Blue from Long Beach to Hollywood, Florida where we had reservations for three days at the Ramada Inn on the beach.  When we got there, Hurricane Frances was bearing down.  The local people during breakfast at Jack's Diner told us we had better get accommodations inland, as the barrier islands would be evacuated.  We were fortunate to find an ordinary Comfort Inn near the airport with rooms on the fourth floor.  Due to the impending hurricane, the motel decided to shut down the elevator in fear of a power outage, which never occurred.  Although the eye hit land further north in Palm Beach, there was a lot of wind and rain in our area.

We brought snorkeling equipment for several days of ocean fun at these locations:

1. Key Largo - a short drive from Hollywood, Florida.  The Keys were declared off limits to non-residents due to Hurricane Frances.  All other tourist attractions in the area were also closed.

2. Aruba - this was supposed to be the first stop on the cruise.  The cruise left Miami a day late, then went west of Cuba and skipped this area due to Hurricane Ivan.

3. Cabo San Lucas - we signed up for the snorkel excursion onboard the ship but the port was skipped to high seas (the tenders could not operate) caused by Hurricane Javier.  Yes, hurricanes also are prevalent on the Mexico Pacific side during the fall season.

The trip was not a total loss; there were some good moments among the storms that rained upon the ship each day.  The daylight passage through the Panama Canal was spectacular, the weather was nice, and we took many pictures.  Punta Arenas in Costa Rica offered a great shore excursion to a jungle river paddle raft ride along with an explanation of local culture and local food for lunch.  Acapulco had a marvelous harbor with exceedingly insistent tour guides and sales people.  The fort (Fuerte San Diego) on top of the hill overlooking the ship had turned into a very educational museum of the history of Acapulco and the Manila Galleon.  This was an annual ocean-trading voyage between Manila and Acapulco that sailed across the Pacific annually from 1565 to 1815.  For 250 years, the sailors never sighted the Hawaiian Islands.  

I had fond memories of Mazatlan from a visit back in 1976.  We stayed at the Playa Mazatlan Hotel in Room 130, directly on the beach.  I had always wanted to go back there to enjoy the beach life and the great Mexican food and entertainment at the hotel.  The exact hotel room was still there along with the parasailing activity directly from the beach.  The entire community across the street had been built up to be the "Golden Zone" with many jewelry shops for the tourists.   Many drivers at the boat dock had offered to take cruise passengers there.  There was a payment system from the jewelry shops to the drivers for this service.  The cab drivers collected both that payoff and also charged the customers for the ride.  Unlike Acapulco, everyone was polite and even obeyed traffic regulations.  However, I could not go back in time.  The hotels along the beach there had entirely Spanish-speaking tourists; there were no English-speakers to be heard in the pool or along the beach.  The beach had been severely eroded, perhaps by a new marina and hotel development to the north.

Carnival really made a good effort to entertain the guests after dark on the ship.  The dinners were excellent each evening with six appetizers, two salads, and six entree selections.  Four sushi selections were available free each evening from the sushi bar.  There was a variety of Las Vegas-style entertainment during the cruise.   There was Norm Crosby, other comedians, a magician, two dancing Hollywood revue shows, a hypnotist, "Tribute to the Temptations" and the very popular big band music.  There were many TV-style game shows, singers, karaoke, calypso, piano and guitar players.  There were checkers, chess, and table tennis tournaments.  I missed the traditional cruise activity of shuffleboard.  Why was bingo and raffles so popular?

 I was hoping for more intellectual dedicated non-smokers on this cruise.  The cruise director was aware that this was the last non-smoking cruise and arranged for interested people to get together to discuss this issue: 42 people showed up.  We found that about 700 people had cancelled due to the hurricane, and that most of the remaining 1600 people onboard were there since the cruise fit into their schedule.  The captain complained that the Paradise had suffered from weak bookings since large group tours would not schedule that ship.  In addition, we found that non-smokers did not drink as much alcohol or gamble a lot of money.  These are large profit items for the cruise line.   The conclusion was that Carnival had incorrectly marketed the ship and was being quite shortsighted about the future, but wanted to make more profits now.
Chris really enjoyed the complete freedom for the two weeks of the cruise.  There were no phone calls, great meals were served, and she liked playing games and going to the shows.  I could not have tolerated any long cruise without the non-smoking policy for everyone aboard the ship, and was quite thankful that Carnival had at least scheduled the last cruise through the Panama Canal.  Upon arrival in Long Beach, they immediately installed ashtrays and painted out the non-smoking symbol on the front of the ship.   The cheapest method to get home was to rent a car; only Enterprise appeared to have a counter near the cruise terminal exit directly next to the Queen Mary in Long Beach.  The domed cruise terminal formerly housed the Howard Hughes World War II transport prototype "The Spruce Goose".  

