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Aruba (capital: Oranjestad) is in the southern Caribbean Sea, 17 miles north of 
Venezuela. Together with Bonaire and Curaçao, it forms a group referred to as 
the ABC islands of the Leeward Antilles, the southern island chain of the Lesser 
Antilles. It is one of the four countries that form the Kingdom of the Netherlands; 
its citizens are Dutch. Unlike much of the Caribbean region, Aruba has a dry 
climate and an arid, cactus-strewn landscape including divi-divi trees whose 
growth is contorted by the trade winds that batter the exposed coastal sites. 
 
The Caquetios Indians from the 
Arawak tribe were Aruba's first 
inhabitants, migrating there from 
Venezuela c.1000. Spanish 
explorer Alonso de Ojeda is 
regarded as the first European to 
arrive in about 1499. In 1636, 
Aruba was acquired by the 
Netherlands and remained under 
their control for nearly two 
centuries. During the Napoleonic 
wars, the British Empire took 
control of the island then handed it 
back to the Dutch. In 1986, Aruba 
seceded from the Netherlands 
Antilles and became a separate, 
autonomous member of the 
Kingdom of the Netherlands, 
under the Dutch crown. 
 
Recently a politician in Venezuela 
made a campaign promise to reclaim 
Aruba (and its lucrative tourism 
industry), because the island of Aruba 
was at one time part of the 
Venezuelan land mass. The 
Netherlands told him to butt out! The 
politician then said he was only joking, 
that the Aruban’s can’t take a joke.  
Ah, politics… it’s the same everywhere! 
 
We had set out the breakfast order menu card last night – fruit and yogurt for both plus toast for Dale (we both 
felt the need to lighten up on the eating for a day). The Observation deck was closed due to the winds (35-40 
knots/hour and a ship speed of 18 knots/hour) so we waited in the Crow’s Nest and watched the sail-in to 
Oranjestad. Due to the weather, we arrived a half hour late and they extended the length of time in port. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Through the Crow’s Nest’s 
windows, approach to 
Oranjestad.  
 
 There were 2 other ships 
in port, a Fred Olsen and a 
Celebrity. A Carnival ship 
arrived and hour or 2 later. 

 



The ship docks right in town and we planned to walk around later, but first, we met up with 
Cruise Critic roll call members Jim and Karen (SuwaneeCard) for a private tour I had 
arranged with Aruba citizen Ivan, who came highly recommended; he trains the tour guides 
in Aruba and proved himself to be knowledgeable and interesting as he drove us around 
the “top” half of the island. 
 
 

 
 
 
First we drove through the Eagle Beach and Palm 
Beach areas. This is where most of the hotels and 
resorts are located; most have casinos. There is an 
abrupt end to the hotels on the beach because the 
Aruban people protested that growth which was 
“eating up” access to the beaches (all are public). 
The government concurred, and now no new 
construction is allowed on the beaches (across the 
street, yes; on the beach, no). Aruba’s beaches are 
among the most beautiful in the world. Here’s a 
picture of Eagle Beach – white, powdery sand and 
aquamarine water.  
 



Next stop was the California Lighthouse at the north-western tip 
of the island, named for the off-shore wreck (1891) of the famous 
wooden sailing ship “California”, which was bringing merchandise 
from the U.S. to South America. The lighthouse is a stone 
building, 180-feet high and almost 100 years old. It was designed 
by a French architect in 1910 and constructed on Aruba between 
1914 and 1916. It is no longer open to the public due to a suicide 
there some years ago.  
 This was the first of 3 virtual geocaches on the island for Dale 
and he’s holding his GPS as required for the “find”. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

We traveled across the northern side if the island to the Alto 
Vista Chapel, also referred to as the Pilgrims Church.   
It is as small as you might think from the picture – perhaps 

12 feet by 15 feet. It is a special place for peace and 
contemplation. Built in 1750 by the Indians and Spanish 
under the auspices of Domingo Antonio Silvestre, who came 
to Aruba from Coro, Venezuela, it is the first chapel of Aruba. 
During Silvestre’s tenure, a Spanish priest brought a foot-tall 
wooden cross and placed it on the altar. 
 
Alto Vista was struck by a plague in the early seventeenth 
century that killed many, and made many more flee to the 
town of Noord, where they built Aruba's second church, the 
Saint Anna Church. Alto Vista chapel was closed down in 
1816 and soon became a ruin. The old Spanish cross had 
been passed on to Silvestre’s successor, Miguel Enrique 
Albarez, then through a succession of people over the 
centuries, ending up with Francisca Henriques Lacle, a 
headmistress who had a small school for girls in the mid 1900s.  
 
On a field trip with her girls, in search of the former location of the famed old chapel, they came upon the 
remains of a painting of the Virgin Mary, flowers, and some candles. This served as evidence to Francisca that 
people still honored the grounds of the historic chapel, making her decide that she wanted to build a new one. 
She persevered against the church, which saw no need for it, all the time raising funds. Permission was finally 
granted and it was rebuilt in 1952. Now, once a week, the priest of Noord holds mass at Alto Vista and on 
Good Friday the priest and about 2000 parishioners go through the Stations of The Cross leading to the 
church. 
 
The two graves on the grounds of Alto Vista are of Domingo Antonio Silvestre and of Miguel Enrique Albarez. 
The 250-year-old cross from the original altar is now kept in the St. Anna church in Noord. 
 



Going inland, our next stop was the Casibari Rock 
Formation, clusters of huge tonalite rocks sitting together 
in an area just north of Hooiberg, also the 2nd of the 
geochaches. This rock formation, unique to the more 
typical features of the area, rises up from the desert soil 
to create an unusual setting. Some of the rocks weigh 
several tons and feature peculiar forms (resembling birds 

and dragons). 
Walking trails and 
steps through the 
rocks allow climbers 
to reach the top to 
obtain panoramic 
views of the island.  
 
 
 
 

 
Next was another rock site, the Ayo 
Rock Formations, which was a 
dwelling place of the earliest people to 
settle on the island. The Arawaks used 
to visit Ayo Rock Formations so they 
could hear incoming thunderstorms 
closing in on the island. They also 
carved  petroglyphs in the rocks while 
performing religious rites. 
 
They had 2 colors of plant-derivitive 
“paints” – red and white. Boggles my 
mind that these paintings have been 
here for hundreds of years… 
 
Unfortunately, like so many ancient 
sites, these paintings must be 
protected from vandals, and so the 
entrances are barred. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Nature takes its course, to heck with tourism!   Aruba’s world famous Natural 
Bridge, the most photographed site on the island, collapsed on September 2nd, 
2005. Estimates put the collapse of the 25-foot high by 100-foot long bridge in the 
early morning, around 4:00 am. Nobody was physically present to witness the fall 
of the bridge (or to get hurt, thank goodness). There seemed to be no reason for 
the collapse; although the bridge, carved out of solid coral by centuries of 
relentless pounding of the surf, cracked on one of the sides in the 1990s, no big 
piece fell nor was any other damage noticeable, so it was believed the bridge 

could handle it. Fortunately for us, we saw it on 
our Millennium Cruise in 1999/2000.  
Now it’s, well, a pile of rubble (lower right)! 
 
 There is another, smaller coral 
bridge next to the one that 
collapsed. (This was the 3rd 
virtual cache in Aruba). 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The hotels are all clustered on the west side of the 
island, around Eagle and Palm beaches, as mentioned 
earlier. The waters are calmer, shallower and aqua in 
color. On the north side of the island, the waters are 
deeper, darker in color and rougher, due to the trade 
winds coming across the Atlantic. Compare these 
pictures to the picture of Eagle Beach above. 

The north beaches are also where the sharks are. 
Every morning, rounds are made of the hotels to 

collect garbage and 
dump it off a specific 
spot to feed the sharks 
and keep them there – 
the sharks are rather 
indiscriminate and will 
dine as readily on 
tourists as on garbage, 
so they say. Maybe, 
maybe not – any 
volunteers for finding 
out the truth? 

 
 
 
Also mentioned earlier, Aruba is arid, desert-like, with 
only 18 inches of rainfall annually. Cacti grow wild and 
are used in landscaping as well. A growing cactus may 
be left in place for a garden to be developed around, 
and it is frequently used to build a natural fence – 
determine the fence height you want, go out a cut that 
length off the top of existing plants, and put a row of 
these cuttings where you want the fence. The original 
cactus will continue growing, the new fence will 
develop roots and grow (albeit slowly).  
 
The fruit of much cacti is eaten, as is the flesh, and 
some have medicinal purposes (aloe is the most 
commonly known).   

 

 

Beaches on the north side of 
the island, taken from the 

California Lighthouse 
(above) and on the way to 
the Natural Bridge (right). 



Our tour guide Ivan is very proud of his country and its way of life. Families live together, he told us, meaning 
next door to each other, not all in the same house. His family owns all the homes on both sides of a block, 
about 8-10 houses, side-by-side and back-to-back. His sister lives next to his mother, his brother next to them, 
etc. Ivan, his wife and their 3 children live behind them, facing the next street (his oldest son is attending 
medical school in Costa Rica, then will go to the Netherlands for a year to qualify for his doctorate because 
Aruba doesn’t accept Costa Rican education yet).  
 
Everyone has a job in Aruba and education is a serious matter to them. The nation is mostly catholic and the 
schools are usually connected to the churches (there are public schools in only 2 towns). In kindergarten (2 
years) they speak the common language of pakiamento (that’s a phonetic spelling, inaccurate I’m sure); 
pakiamento is a combination of many languages including Dutch, English, Spanish, Italian, Portuguese and a 
whole slew of others. Starting in elementary school, for the first 4 years, they speak only Dutch. After that, 4 
more languages are learned and spoken – I think Spanish, Italian, Portuguese and maybe French – they want 
people learning them all. Pakiamento is never spoken in the schools after kindergarten. 
 
We’re not big souvenir collectors so we get little reminders from the 
places we visit. Ivan’s uncle owns a shop and bar at Casibari so we 
were able to pick up a few remembrances: a deck of cards (standard 
souvenir from all places visited) and a lighthouse figurine for Dale, and 
a coin purse for me. 
 
When we got back to the ship, too late for the dining room, we had 
lunch in the Lido. I had decided in advance I would only see those 
food items that were calorically tolerable, and had a salad while Dale 
had a ham and cheese sandwich and chips. And an egg salad 
sandwich. And 3 mini desserts.  
 
We spent about an hour on those wonderful heated ceramic loungers, then back to the cabin to upload photos 
and update the blog.   
 
Dale had a bit of a headache and decided to eat in the room tonight (triple decker club sandwich, French onion 
soup, fruit). I went to the dining room and had a mixed fruit appetizer, lasagna, and latte cotto (light custard 
with balsamic strawberries).   
 
Off to the Showroom to listen to virtuoso violinist Michael Bacala. He’s quite accomplished, of course, the only 
violinist asked to perform at Poland’s celebration of its admission to the United Nations (he’s Polish). Tonight 
he played a selection of songs from Broadway musicals and other familiar pieces of music. 
 
Tonight’s towel animal: 

 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Entertainment tonight  
Showroom at Sea: Violinist Michael Bacala 
Ocean Bar: The Neptunes (HAL’s in-house  
        band), cocktails and dancing 
Mix: Will Wyatt, guitarist 
        Lee, Piano Man 
Explorer’s Lounge: Adagio Strings 
Crow’s Nest: Crooners & Divas, Request Night 
Movie: The Help 

 



 


