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INTRODUCTION

A special corner of the world for me is the inspiration behind this e-book. The Caribbean was the site of one of my first great adventures, anywhere. I traveled solo at the innocent age of 15 to the Dominican Republic, a region I thought was all about white sandy beaches and flashy megaresorts. Visiting a friend from high school whose family lived in Santo Domingo, I found myself swept up in an exotic world of merengue and salsa, guava picked from backyard trees, and big families who loved to laugh, dance, and live life with gusto … on very little means. That trip opened up my world to the culture of a beautiful island and a history that is one of the richest in the Caribbean—until then, Columbus had only been a somewhat mythological name in a history book.

I have visited many of the islands since, most recently the lush, volcanic island of St. Lucia and flat-as-a-pancake Anguilla, whose beaches took my breath away. Each island always amazes me with its individuality, the result of its own particular mélange of history, people, topography, and beauty, both on land and offshore. This means you can return time and again and know that every Caribbean adventure will be unique. Spanish heritage permeates the UNESCO-protected colonial heart of Santo Domingo and decadently romantic Old Havana, while Barbados and Bermuda are British through and through (think cricket games and jolly good high tea). For a whiff of the Netherlands, Dutch architecture is a highlight of Curaçao, though painted in tropical hues to remind you where you are.

Green-clad Saba is like a gumdrop that disappears right down into the water, where the diving is known as some of the world’s best. Dominica has earned a reputation as the ecotourist’s island of choice, whereas those in search of celebrity sightings and a quasi–French Riviera ambience book months in advance for Christmas holidays in St. Barths and Mustique. There’s tiny, gloriously undeveloped Culebra and its sister island Vieques off the eastern coast of Puerto Rico. And don’t forget Jamaica, whose size and breadth promise a host of possibilities—from biking through the coffee plantations in the dense Blue Mountains to reggae festivals to sunset-filled evenings at Rick’s Café in Negril.

A lot of development means there’s no lack of options for filling your days. Untouched and pristine means there’s a good chance that the only footprints on the sugary white beach you discover will be your own. That idyllic island where they filmed Pirates of the Caribbean? That wasn’t Hollywood’s imagination—that was in the Tobago Cays.

Where cuisine is concerned, islands like Martinique, Guadeloupe, and St. Martin are steeped in French influence. Meanwhile, a gourmand moment can be found at any island’s beach shack where the lobster is pulled out of the water just minutes before you sit down and the mango ice cream comes homemade from that morning’s pick. Toast the day’s end with an ice-cold beer brewed down the road or a lovely rum concoction—and watch for the sunset’s green flash.

If the world is too much with you, all you may want is a postcard-perfect beach, where the rustle of palm fronds overhead and the impossibly blue palette of the waters lapping at your toes is enough to make you turn off your BlackBerry and drop off the map for just a while. For that there is an embarrassment of choices—visit them all and cast your vote.

—Patricia Schultz


33 Spectacular Beaches

ANGUILLA

Lesser Antilles

Anguilla is a flat, scrubby island that’s light on interior scenery, but take a look at its confectionery 12-mile perimeter: These are some of the most picture-perfect white-sand beaches and crystal-clear waters you’ll find anywhere. Some of the finest of its 33 beaches are anchored by a number of special hotels with celebrated in-house restaurants, making the island an unrivaled choice for an indulgent stay-put vacation. Venture beyond your hotel grounds to explore the island and you’ll find friendly towns undisturbed by cruise ships, casinos, strip malls, or franchises.

Sensual, romantic Cap Juluca was an early and important property, attracting Hollywood moguls and financiers to Anguilla with whitewashed Moorish turrets, arches, and domes on Maunday’s Beach, a magical, mile-long crescent of sugary white sand overlooked by all 98 luxurious suites. It manages Anguilla’s first and only golf course, an 18-hole links-style creation by Greg Norman. The only place guests wear anything more elaborate than a swimsuit and a suntan is in its celebrated Pimm’s Restaurant, whose menu features Eurobbean cuisine—think Anguillan lobster bisque drizzled with spiced Cognac or green peppercorn–marinated swordfish.

Just a few beaches east on Rendezvous Bay, CuisinArt Resort & Spa is another whitewashed Mediterranean vision on a long stretch of perfect beach (some say it’s the island’s most perfect). Lie back in a beach chair and enjoy the dreamy views of the rugged volcanic slopes of St. Martin. Food and wine are a major draw; Santorini’s famous johnnycakes and grilled tuna filet are served with herbs and vegetables grown on CuisinArt’s hydroponic farm. The two-story Venus Spa is one of the biggest and most lavish in the Caribbean.

Stroll down the beach to the Dune Preserve, a fantastical beach bar owned by local reggae legend Bankie Banx, who sometimes performs, especially during the monthly full-moon parties and the four-day music festival in March called Moonsplash.

On the island’s northern side, the bluff-top Malliouhana Hotel & Spa on Meads Bay was the first luxury hotel on the island when it opened in 1984, and it wears its age beautifully. It still offers attentive, hands-on involvement by the gracious British owners and staff and a highly regarded spa. Nonguests are welcome to dine at the island’s most refined restaurant, which offers classic French dishes with an island accent, as well as one of the most extensive wine lists in the Caribbean. A boutique alternative is the small Mediterranean-style Anacaona Hotel, just paces from Meads Beach. Save an evening for nearby Blanchard’s, a trailblazer in Anguilla’s impressive food scene where choices like chunky lobster cakes or warm lemon-buttermilk pound cake with homemade vanilla bean ice cream explain its popularity.

Shoal Bay might be the beauty pageant winner of Anguilla’s can’t-go-wrong beaches, a 2-mile strip on the northeast coast known for food shacks such as Uncle Ernie’s, famous for grilled chicken, ribs, and special cole slaw, and Gwen’s, another rib specialist, with hammocks in a shady palm grove and a reggae colada–fueled Sunday afternoon jump-up. Or play castaway on Gorgeous Scilly Cay, a popular beach-shack restaurant on its own coral-sand islet. It can really get wound up on weekends with crowds and live music; on weekdays it’s more like a Robinson Crusoe fantasy. The alfresco feast of simple grilled Anguilla lobster marinated in a curry-based sauce is legendary, so reserve ahead.

VISITOR INFO: www.anguilla-vacation.com. CAP JULUCA: Tel 888-858-5822 or 264-497-6666; www.capjuluca.com. Cost: from $495 (off-peak), from $995 (peak); dinner $75. When: closed Sept–Oct. CUISINART RESORT & SPA: Tel 800-943-3210 or 264-498-2000; www.cuisinartresort.com. Cost: from $440 (off-peak), from $815 (peak); dinner, $75. When: closed Sept–Oct. MALLIOUHANA HOTEL & SPA: Tel 800-835-0796 or 264-497-6111; www.malliouhana.com. Cost: from $430 (off-peak), from $860 (peak); dinner $80. When: closed Sept–Oct. ANACAONA HOTEL: Tel 877-647-4736 or 264-497-6827; www.anacaonahotel.com. Cost: from $150 (off-peak), from $250 (peak). BLANCHARD’S: Tel 264-497-6100; www.blanchardsrestaurant.com. Cost: $70. GORGEOUS SCILLY CAY: Tel 264-497-5123; www.scillycayanguilla.com. Cost: lobster lunch $75. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather; Mar for Moonsplash Music Festival; May for Anguilla Regatta; Nov for Tranquility Jazz Festival.


A Nautical Kentucky Derby and Stellar Beaches

ANTIGUA

Lesser Antilles

In 1784, a young Horatio Nelson arrived in Antigua, the premier Caribbean naval base for the British fleet during the Napoleonic Wars. He’d still recognize the restored dockyard, now a national park bearing his name and one of few British Georgian–style naval dockyards left in the world. Antigua remains one of the most British of the Caribbean isles and reveres its rapport with the sea. Every April some 200 boats from 25 countries descend on this otherwise quiet outpost for Antigua Sailing Week, one of the top regattas in the world.

The Admiral’s Inn, a Georgian brick building dating back to 1788, is the unofficial headquarters for the Sailing Week hubbub and the architectural centerpiece of the Dockyard. Known as the Ads, it’s the island’s most interesting historic hotel, with 13 rooms, and wears the ambience of an old ship. The well-tanned yachting crowd comes here to cool off in the shady terrace bar/restaurant, their carefully tended pleasure and racing yachts bobbing nearby. For a quiet retreat from the sailing scene, a loyal clientele repairs to the time-honored Curtain Bluff resort, flanked by two perfect beaches in one of the prettiest spots in Antigua. Guests are lulled to sleep at night by the pounding surf on the windward side, while the lagoon-smooth leeward beach serves as the launching place for the hotel’s host of water activities. Tennis buffs come to participate in the prestigious Antigua Tennis Week held here every May.

The newest and chicest hotel on Antigua, Carlisle Bay, swept the island scene into the 21st century: Its sleek and soothing suites overlook a lovely crescent of white and golden sand backed by rolling hills, with not a neighboring hotel in sight. Guests rarely leave the grounds, with everything you could want available—kids club, water sports, spa, yoga pavilion, tennis, fabulous food—and all offered with restrained good taste.

The largest of the Leeward Islands, Antigua is rightly known for its abundant beaches (365 of them)—and the snorkeling that goes with them. The most popular are Dickenson Bay in the northwest, a wide strip of powder-fine sand with blissfully calm turquoise waters, and Half-Moon Bay, which stretches for a sandy mile on the eastern coast. The most fashionable, however, and only five minutes from the Dockyard, is Pigeon Point.

Wherever you are (the island is only 14 miles long and 11 miles wide), it’s never very far to Shirley Heights, the highest point in Antigua (where the remains of General Shirley’s 17th-century fort still stand), for a sunset party on Sunday nights.

Antigua’s sister island to the north, flat and rocky Barbuda, is a bird-watcher’s paradise, best known for a rookery of frigate birds some 5,000 strong, outnumbering the local human population threefold. With seemingly endless stretches of white and pink sand beaches, Barbuda can bring tears to the eyes of true beach aficionados.

VISITOR INFO: www.antigua-barbuda.com. NELSON’S DOCKYARD: Tel 268-460-1379; www.antiguamuseums.org/nelsonsdockyard.htm. ADMIRAL’S INN: Tel 268-460-1027; www.admiralsantigua.com. Cost: from $120 (off-peak), from $170 (peak). When: closed late Aug–Oct 20. CURTAIN BLUFF: Tel 888-289-9898 or 268-484-0000; www.curtainbluff.com. Cost: from $645 (off-peak), from $995 (peak), all-inclusive. When: closed Aug–late Oct. CARLISLE BAY: Tel 866-502-2855 or 268-484-0002; www.carlisle-bay.com Cost: from $555 (off-peak), from $920 (peak). When: closed late Aug–mid-Oct. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather; Apr for Classic Yacht Regatta and Sailing Week; Aug for Summer Carnival; Dec for Yacht Show.


A Mini-Archipelago Lures Boaters, Diners, and Anglers

SAILING THE ABACOS

The Abacos, The Bahamas

Among the most affluent of the Out Islands, the Abacos are known as “the sailing capital of the world.” Although that’s a title it might share with the British Virgin Islands and the Grenadines, the Abacos promise a fine collection of 25 cays off the eastern coast of the long, thin, boomerang-shaped Great Abaco island. Some are uninhabited, while others are home to small resorts and inviting settlements that date to the American Revolution, when Loyalists from the Carolinas resettled here. Sail your way from one cay to the next, dropping anchor for a little snorkeling, swimming, excellent fishing, diving, or island exploration. With the exception of Eleuthera’s Harbour Island, you’ll find more 18th-century charm here than anywhere else in the Bahamas.

The prime launch pad is Great Abaco’s Marsh Harbour, considered to be one of the easiest harbors to enter and equipped with several full-service marinas—this is the place to rent a boat, with or without a crew. Before setting off on your yacht crawl, stop by the Jib Room for conch burgers and their signature Bilge Burner drink. The popular harbor-view spot really jumps with music and dancing on the two nights it serves dinner— barbecued baby-back pork ribs on Wednesdays, and juicy New York strip steaks on Saturdays.

There are beautiful beaches and harbors aplenty, but some are not to be missed. Elbow Cay is best known for its 120-foot-tall, peppermint-striped lighthouse built in 1838 in the charming 18th-century village of Hope Town.

Hotels in the Abacos tend to be small and casual. Elbow Cay’s Abaco Inn draws return guests to its cheerful island-style rooms nestled among sand dunes and coconut palms, just steps away from two beaches and offering the best dining in the Abacos. Perched at the crest of a sandy ridge with views of both the Atlantic Ocean and Sea of Abaco, the restaurant has a reputation for the best seafood around (try the grilled wahoo or crispy, pan-fried coconut grouper). Leave room for the desserts by Miss Belle, a fourth-generation Hope Town Bahamian whose fresh-squeezed key lime, coconut, and chocolate silk pies are a local legend. At the very tip of Elbow Cay is Tahiti Beach, a gorgeous curve of sand whose utterly placid, clear turquoise waters are so remote you’ll have to get there by foot, bike, or golf cart if you don’t have a boat.

With pastel clapboard homes and white picket fences, Man-O-War Cay takes you back in time. Residents are justly proud of their 200-year history of shipbuilding, and continue to craft their famous fiberglass boats today. Great Guana, the longest of the Abaco cays, stretches nearly 7 miles tip to tip but has just 100 full-time residents. Its endless beach, alluringly deserted and with grassy dunes, runs the entire length of the island and is one of the loveliest in the Bahamas. It’s home to Nippers, one of the best (and most family-friendly) beach bars around. A multilevel structure perched high on a 40-foot dune, it offers snorkelers and divers easy access to the outstanding Great Abaco Barrier Reef Beach, which starts less than 50 feet from shore. Adults indulge in frozen Nipper Trippers—a frozen concoction of five rums and two juices—while kids can splash about in small swimming pools. Sunday is an all-day party disguised as a pig roast.

Some of the best fishing grounds border Treasure Cay. It’s also the place to be if it’s golf you’re after. Treasure Cay Hotel Resort & Marina has a Dick Wilson–designed 18-hole course that is one of the best in the Bahamas. The property is just steps from the surprisingly uncrowded Treasure Cay Beach, a 3.5-mile-long stretch of incredibly powdery sand that is perfect for swimming. On Green Turtle Cay, New Plymouth is another historic village with palm trees, settled in 1783 when Loyalists fled America to find a new home. Now it’s best known for Miss Emily’s Blue Bee Bar—a shack, really—hung with Junkanoo masks and home of the Famous Goombay Smash. The top-secret recipe is believed to contain coconut rum, dirty rum, apricot brandy, and pineapple juice. Get one to go and amble over to Coco Bay beach, shaded by casurina pines and, amazingly, almost always empty.

The fishing in the Abacos is so renowned that the peak and off-peak seasons are reversed to accommodate avid anglers. They find yellowtail and grouper on the reefs, marlin and tuna in the deeps, and fast, canny bonefish in the Marls, 400 square miles of lush mangrove islands and sandy cays on the western side of Great Abaco.

VISITOR INFO: www.myoutislands.com. HOW: The Moorings can set you up with a boat. Tel 888-952-8420 or 242-367-4000; www.moorings.com. JIB ROOM: Tel 242-367-2700; www.jibroom.com. Cost: dinner $25. ABACO INN: Tel 800-468-8799 or 242-366-0133; www.abacoinn.com. Cost: from $160; dinner $50. When: closed mid-Aug–mid-Oct. NIPPERS: Tel 242-365-5143; www.nippersbar.com. Cost: lunch $15. TREASURE CAY HOTEL RESORT & MARINA: Tel 800-327-1584 or 954-525-7711; www.golfbahamas.com. Cost: from $160; greens fees $65 (guests), $90 (nonguests). MISS EMILY’S BLUE BEE BAR: Tel 242-365-4181. BEST TIMES: Nov–May for weather; Apr–Jun for Bahamas Billfish Championship; early Jul for Bahamas Cup and Regatta Time in Abaco; May–Aug for blue marlin fishing.



Blue Holes, Bonefish, and Beaches

ANDROS ISLAND

The Bahamas

Because of shallow channels called “bights” that indent and cut across the island, most of Andros, the Bahamas’ largest island, remains sparsely inhabited, little visited, and largely unexplored. Except by in-the-know visitors drawn here by its gin-clear waters and the world-class diving and fishing they provide.

Running parallel to its east coast, Andros’s 142-mile barrier reef is the third longest in the world after those in Australia and Central America. Venture beyond the reef for a wall that plunges 6,000 feet to a narrow underwater canyon known as the Tongue of the Ocean (aka TOTO). There, visitors also find dozens of cathedral-like caves called blue holes (first made famous by Jacques Cousteau)—there are more in the Bahamas than anywhere else in the world.

All this lies just 1 mile offshore from the Bahamas’ oldest (and arguably best) diving and fishing resort, the comfortable, family-run Small Hope Bay Lodge. If you don’t know how to dive or snorkel, they’ll teach you at your own pace (you can even get certified), while nondiving guests are happy with a book or a beer in any of the inviting hammocks positioned among the tall coconut palms. No one puts on airs at this easygoing beachfront cottage colony—no one even puts on shoes very often, except perhaps at dinner, a hearty, convivial affair that might include fresh conch fritters and chowder, lobster, and warm home-baked johnnycakes. Guests also come for the fishing: Marlin and bluefin tuna are plentiful, but Andros is known as the bonefishing capital of the world. With large numbers of trophy-size bonefish (often topping 12 pounds), Andros provides some of the most exciting light-tackle fishing there is. Cargill Creek is the place to hire a local specialist to guide you to the sandy, shallow flats, where you will rarely see another soul.

Amp up the luxury quotient at Kamalame Cay, one of the few private-island resorts in the Bahamas’ Out Islands. A 96-acre hideaway off the northeast coast of Andros with a 19th-century British Colonial atmosphere and 3 miles of sugar-white sandy beach, Kamalame ranges from relatively affordable marina rooms to breezy beachfront villas. Only three dozen people get to enjoy this off-the-grid experience at any one time, choosing among every manner of waterborne sports, tennis, spiced-rum wraps in the spa, and a host of other resort pleasures. And with the barrier reef just a mile away, divers and snorkelers experience exceptional underwater thrills.

VISITOR INFO: www.myoutislands.com. SMALL HOPE BAY LODGE: Tel 800-223-6961 or 242-368-2013; www.smallhope.com. Cost: from $250 per person, double occupancy, inclusive. KAMALAME CAY: Tel 800-790-7971 or 876-632-3213; www.kamalame.com. Cost: from $400. When: closed late Aug–mid-Oct. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather; Nov and May for fishing.



Out-Island History and Pink Sand Beaches

HARBOUR ISLAND

Eleuthera, The Bahamas

The Martha’s Vineyard of the Caribbean and one of the oldest settlements in the Bahamas, Harbour Island is known for its Colonial charm and barefoot glamour. It’s so diminutive at 3.5 miles long and less than a mile wide that everyone zips around in a golf cart or on beach bikes. Celebrities and zillionaires arrive via the five-minute water-taxi ride from Eleuthera, the narrow 100-mile-long island whose name is Greek for “freedom,” a reference to Puritan pilgrims who settled here in 1648 after being expelled from Bermuda.

Harbour Island (aka Briland, its original name, by locals) is best known for its pink sand beach, three miles of dawn-colored sand running the length of the island. The postcard-perfect sand, whose color comes from flecks of red plankton mixed with fine white coral sand, is languidly lapped by calm, turquoise waters that are protected by a coral reef, making for some of the safest and most enjoyable swimming in the Bahamas. It’s an unpretentious, lay-around spot, unobtrusively lined with small villas and resorts, happily void of crowds. Along with barefoot R&R, the quietly posh island is favored for bonefishing and for diving the Current Cut Dive, an exciting underwater gully that ranks among the world’s finest.

Looking startlingly like a Cape Cod village, charm-packed Dunmore Town was laid out in 1791 by Lord Dunmore, governor of the Bahamas, after having lost the same job in Virginia during the American Revolution. Eating is excellent here, from the dive-y to the inspired. Start at Queen Conch, a simple shack right off the fishermen’s dock on Bay Street, where there’s just one thing on the menu: fresh-caught, -cracked, and -diced conch salad (be forewarned that locals consider conch an aphrodisiac), revved up with Scotch bonnet peppers and cooled down with a cold Nassau-brewed Kalik beer. Spicy conch chili is the draw at a lime green–painted beachside spot called Sip Sip where soigné locals and celebs go, with lobster quesadillas and rum-spiked carrot cake rounding out the simple menu.

A little slice of Miami Beach has arrived on a low bluff above the harbor, where the Rock House, a former Catholic schoolhouse, has been transformed into a very chic, slightly British-Mediterranean inn and sophisticated restaurant, with a jewel of a pool surrounded by thatched-roof cabanas. Wonderfully stylish rooms can also be found at the Landing, set right at the ferry dock and dating from 1800. It is one of the island’s stately old mansions, with original Abaco pine floors, limestone walls, and wraparound verandas where diners enjoy a globally inspired menu and fine harbor views.

At the heart of it all and setting the standard since it first appeared on the scene in 1951, Pink Sands Resort (formerly owned by Chris Blackwell, founder of Island Records) is still a glamorous destination for a young and decidedly cool crowd. Perched right on one of the finest beaches in all of the Bahamas, its 25 pastel-colored cottages are spread out over 20 tropical acres. Guests and nonguests alike frequent the Blue Bar for its Caribbean fusion menu, while the elegant informality of the place is deliberately and deceptively unassuming, in keeping with the personality of Harbour Island.

VISITOR INFO: www.myoutislands.com. SIP SIP: Tel 242-333-3316. Cost: lunch $40. ROCK HOUSE HOTEL: Tel 242-333-2053; www.rockhousebahamas.com. Cost: from $300; dinner $75. When: closed Aug–Oct. THE LANDING: Tel 242-333-2707; www.harbourislandlanding.com. Cost: from $250; dinner $70. When: closed Sept–Oct. PINK SANDS RESORT: Tel 800-407-4776 or 242-333-2030; www.pinksandsresort.com. Cost: cottages from $600 (off-peak), from $750 (peak). BEST TIMES: Nov–May for weather; Jul for Eleuthera Pineapple Festival; Oct for North Eleuthera/Harbour Island Sailing Regatta.



Swimming Pigs! Plus Spectacular Sailing and a Marine Preserve

THE EXUMA CAYS

The Exumas, The Bahamas

If you arrive in the Exumas by air, book a seat next to the window. Swooping in over the 110-mile-long, spiny chain of 365 cays, which start about 30 miles southeast of Nassau, provides one of the most stunning sights in all of the Caribbean, and a first glimpse of why these mostly undeveloped islands are considered by many to be the crown jewels of the Bahamas. Like an exquisite sand painting rising out of the sea, elaborate channels and sandbars are surrounded by waters in every shade of blue in the palette.

While the Abacos are traditionally touted as the Caribbean’s best sailing, many claim the Exuma chain steals the show. Its centerpiece is the Exuma Cays Land and Sea Park, a 176-square-mile, breathtakingly beautiful “no-take” marine preserve where coral gardens flourish with conch, grouper, and lobster populations that are so abundant they’re helping to repopulate the whole archipelago. Established in 1959 and accessible only by boat (your own or a tour company’s), this is the oldest land and sea park on the planet. But while the land is pretty, providing habitat for turtles, iguanas, and sea birds, it is the sea that truly dazzles, offering some of the best sea kayaking, yachting, snorkeling, and diving in all the Bahamas.

The closest civilization is an hour away at Staniel Cay Yacht Club. It is a perfect home base for access to the park and other attractions, like Thunderball (a beautiful marine cave excellent for snorkeling and named for the 1965 James Bond movie shot there), and friendly swimming pigs (they paddle out to greet boaters who often bring them food). It may sound swanky, but the yacht club is a congenial social center of just nine unpretentious cottages in fun colors right on the water, an 18-slip marina for boaters, and a 3,000-foot landing strip for flights from Nassau and Fort Lauderdale. It becomes the yachting world’s preferred place to be during the New Year’s Day Cruising Regatta.

Great Exuma Island anchors the southern end of the Exuma archipelago; George Town is its pretty pink capital. The popular Augusta Bay Bahamas is a freshly updated property whose 16 spacious suites enjoy sweeping views of a perfect white beach. Check in and then check out the local Fish Fry, a collection of colorful beach shacks at the pier where everyone hangs out, playing cards and listening to music while dining on conch salad, fried fish, and just-caught lobster. Or join the models, photographers, and sailors who make the short trip to nearby Stocking Island for its especially gorgeous beaches and the legendary Chat ’N’ Chill, a beach bar known for its grilled conch burgers, barbecued ribs, and on Sundays, a rowdy pig roast with music.

VISITOR INFO: www.myoutislands.com. EXUMA CAYS LAND & SEA PARK: www.exumapark.com. STANIEL CAY YACHT CLUB: Tel 954-467-8920 (U.S.) or 242-355-2024; www.stanielcay.com. Cost: from $145 (off-peak), from $210 (peak). AUGUSTA BAY BAHAMAS: Tel 242-336-2251; www.augustabay.com. Cost: from $175 (off-peak), from ($275 peak). CHAT ’N’ CHILL: Tel 242-336-2700.Cost: dinner $30, pig roast $20. BEST TIMES: Dec–May for weather; late Apr for Family Island Regatta in George Town.



Enchanting Creatures, Face-to-Face

DOLPHIN DIVE

Little Bahama Bank, The Bahamas

The Bahamas is a vast archipelago of 750 sun-soaked islands with 2,500 cays, stretching over 100,000 square miles of green and cobalt-blue seas. It’s so close (but with a faraway vibe) to Florida that many people launch their island-hopping on private sailboats, yachts, or planes from there. How convenient, then, that one of the Bahamas’ finest attractions—a weeklong encounter with wild dolphins, strictly on their terms—actually departs from West Palm Beach.

A pod of wild spotted dolphins congregates regularly north of Grand Bahama Island in spring and summer to play and swim and interact with people; they come without the enticement of food or reward, apparently charmed by their human playmates. Captain Scott of Dream Team, who has spent over 30 years leading weeklong expeditions, is an honorary member of the pod. Upon hearing the sound of his 86-foot boat, the Dolphin Dream, the dolphins appear, riding the bow waves of the boat. The dolphins have learned it’s “zoo time” and come to see who Scott has dropped into the crystal-clear waters. Baby dolphins play with these strange but harmless creatures while the mothers circle nearby, keeping a watchful eye. They may stay a few hours or only a few minutes. You’ll usually have one or two encounters a day (or perhaps at night) over the weeklong trip on the boat, which serves as a hotel for 8 to 12 passengers. The water over the Little Bahama Bank—shallow, calm, and with excellent visibility—is perfect for nondiving snorkelers and swimmers, who can enjoy themselves even after the dolphins slip away.

DREAM TEAM: Tel 888-277-8181 or 561-848-5375; www.dolphindreamteam.com. COST: weeklong trips from $1,595 per person, based on 8 passengers, all-inclusive. WHEN: Apr–Aug.



Extravagance Both Showy and Discreet

CLUBS PARADISE

Paradise Island and New Providence Island, The Bahamas

Paradise Island is the tiny neighbor of busy Nassau, the capital of the Bahamas on New Providence Island. The long and narrow island is the home of the “lost city of Atlantis” megaresort and the mostly developed, priciest stretch of gorgeous white beach in the Bahamas. Yet you can still manage to feel like you’ve gotten away from it all at the One & Only Ocean Club.

Now one of the most beautiful resorts in the Caribbean, it began as the private estate of A&P heir Huntington Hartford II. It’s known for its hillside terraced gardens, inspired by Versailles and decorated with a 14th-century French cloister purchased by William Randolph Hearst and brought piece by piece to the U.S. It became such an ultraposh, British Colonial–style enclave that the James Bond film Casino Royale found its perfect location here.

With just 105 rooms and suites, situated on 35 acres, honeymooners love its quiet and intimate feel, while enjoying big-resort amenities, including an 18-hole championship golf course designed by Tom Weiskopf; nine tennis courts; and a beachfront restaurant, Dune, by celebrity chef Jean-Georges Vongerichten. An exquisite open-air spa pavilion opens onto gardens that offer private waterfall showers.

Atlantis looms next door, a 3,000-plus–room theme-park–like Vegas in the tropics that is both loved and hated by locals and tourists. The 141-acre Aquaventure water park includes a man-made lagoon for encounters with dolphins and the world’s largest open-air marine habitat, home to over 50,000 sea creatures, while adult pleasures include a casino and the celebrity-chef outposts of Nobu Matsuhisa, Bobby Flay, and Jean-Georges Vongerichten. Of Atlantis’s many towers, two are recently built hotels within hotels: the swank all-suite Cove Atlantis, which appeals to couples, and the family-friendly Reef Atlantis. When the need for escape calls, nearby Cabbage Beach still retains some of its glitz-free vibe, unfolding for 2 miles of broad white sand and lined with palms and casurinas before morphing into Paradise Beach along the island’s northwest corner.

Just across the bridge, urban Nassau is best known for its casinos, megaresorts, and endless parade of cruise ships, but the aptly named A Stone’s Throw Away provides welcome respite just outside town. Though recently built, this small boutique hideaway evokes a handsome old Bahamian plantation home, with wood floors and ceilings, louvered shutters, and a wraparound porch. Or keep driving west for a romantic sundowner drink at Compass Point Beach Resort’s oceanfront bar, just steps from justly famous Love Beach. Raised on stilts above the rocky landscape, Crayola-colored clapboard cottages provide abundant breezes and views of one of Nassau’s few unadulterated stretches of beach. Their colors evoke Junkanoo, the lavish Afro-Bahamian carnival that originated when plantation owners gave their slaves a rare holiday between Christmas and New Year, and which is still celebrated with elaborate parades.

VISITOR INFO: www.bahamas.com. ONE & ONLY OCEAN CLUB: Tel 800-321-3000 or 242-363-2501; www.oneandonlyoceanclub.com. Cost: from $495 (off-peak), from $845 (peak). ATLANTIS: Tel 800-285-2684 or 242-363-3000; www.atlantis.com. Cost: from $275 (off-peak), from $515 (peak) for Atlantis; from $505 (off-peak), from $755 (peak) for Cove Atlantis; from $465 (off-peak) and from $685 (peak) for Reef Atlantis. A STONE’S THROW AWAY: Tel 242-327-7030; www.astonesthrowaway.com. Cost: from $190. COMPASS POINT: Tel 866-431-2874 or 242-327-4500; www.compasspointbeachresort.com. Cost: from $350; dinner $50. BEST TIMES: Dec 26–Jan 1 for Junkanoo; Jun and Jul for Nassau/Paradise Island Junkanoo Summer Festival.


The Caribbean’s “Little England”

PLATINUM COAST

Barbados, Lesser Antilles

More than 300 years of British rule has left its mark on this beautiful isle of pink and white sand beaches. Although independent since 1966, Barbados has retained a veddy British atmosphere, and life is redolent of the old cultural ties. Afternoon tea is a tradition, cricket is the national sport, and most of the tourists are Brits, many of whom flock to “the Platinum Coast,” named for the ritzy hotels and mansions found along this western Caribbean Sea–facing shoreline. It is home to the calmest waters and best beaches, and there is sociable snorkeling with well-fed sea turtles just offshore.

The jewel of the West Coast, Sandy Lane nabbed some of the most beautiful waterfront early on. It has long been one of the resort world’s classiest (and priciest) acts, its house-proud Bajan staff treating every guest as they did Queen Elizabeth when she visited. Its 45 holes of golf include the Tom Fazio–designed Green Monkey course, considered the best on the island (and beyond). The Spa is known for its highly skilled therapists and top-quality aromatherapy treatments. Dressing up for dinner has always been a tradition at Sandy Lane, so the more casually inclined now drift to the open-air, oceanfront Bajan Blue.

Proof that Barbados has grown to be one of the Caribbean’s best destinations for food can be found at the Fish Pot, known for its stylish, outdoor dining (it’s practically on top of the waves) and inventive dishes like chicken and foie gras pâté with guava-and-ginger marmalade. If you want to go more local, try the island specialty, a flying fish sandwich. The best place to snag one is the Friday-night Fish Fry in Oistins, a fishing village on the southern coast, where local vendors serve up heroic amounts of fish grilled, fried, or in cakes, with local delicacies like sweet potato, macaroni pie, and a cold Banks beer. It’s the best party on the island, with loud music, dancing and rum-drinking.

Barbados’s most popular attraction is Harrison’s Cave, whose rich collection of well-lit stalactites and stalagmites is jaw-dropping. From here, head to the more rugged, windy eastern coast facing the Atlantic, an area so quiet that locals call it “the country.” The beaches around Bathsheba are beautiful, though cooler and rougher than others—which makes for excellent surfing, especially at “Soup Bowl,” where you’ll find the island’s biggest waves and an annual surf competition in November. Within walking distance is Sea U Guest House, a charmer built in the style of a colonial Caribbean home, with mahogany furniture, batik art, and hammocks strung between palm trees. It’s an easy uphill stroll to the Andromeda Botanic Garden, a lush, 6-acre tropical garden overlooking the sea. Its 600 species of plants include an extensive collection of heliconia, orchids, and palms and a massive, native bearded fig tree for which the Portuguese reputedly named the island “Los Barbados”—“the bearded ones.”

VISITOR INFO: www.visitbarbados.org. SANDY LANE: Tel 866-444-4080 or 246-444-2000; www.sandylane.com. Cost: from $1,000 (off-peak), from $1,400 (peak). THE FISH POT: Tel 246-439-3000; www.littlegoodharbourbarbados.com. Cost: dinner $60. OISTINS FISH FRY: Cost: dinner $15. HARRISON’S CAVE: Tel 246-438-6640; www.harrisonscave.com. SEA U: Tel 246-433-9450; www.seaubarbados.com. Cost: from $120. ANDROMEDA BOTANIC GARDEN: Tel 246-433-9384; andromeda.cavehill.uwi.edu. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather; Jul–Aug for Crop Over Festival.


So Much More Than Shorts and Triangles

BERMUDA

Bermuda

Considerably cooler than the Caribbean islands that lie south of here, Bermuda is best known for its stunning pink sand beaches (the result of sand mixed with the crushed red skeletons of reef-dwelling protozoa), Bermuda shorts (standard business dress for men when worn with a blazer, tie, and knee socks), and “the Bermuda Triangle” (a debunked myth about the not-so-mysterious disappearances of ships and aircraft in a huge swath of ocean that includes Bermuda).

Bermuda is a tightly packed, 21-square-mile archipelago of seven major islands and 143 smaller ones interconnected by bridges and causeways. When the British sailing ship Sea Venture wrecked here in 1609 en route to Jamestown, Va. (and very likely inspiring Shakespeare’s play The Tempest), a few stalwarts stayed on to claim it for England, making it England’s oldest colony.

The beaches alone were reason enough to stay behind. Typically, South Shore beaches—postcard-perfect Horseshoe Bay is one of the most popular—are more scenic than those on the north side. No hotels are set directly on Bermuda’s beaches, but the venerable Elbow Beach Hotel, built in 1908 and occupying 50 nearby acres, is as close as you can come. Now a Mandarin Oriental, the 235-room property has the island’s finest spa, afternoon tea, and excellent dining opportunities that run from the romantic Lido restaurant to Mickey’s, the best bistro-on-the-beach—come here to sample the island’s signature Dark ’n’ Stormy (Black Seal rum and Barritt’s ginger beer).

For utter serenity from sunrise to sunset, set off by scooter (there are no car rentals in Bermuda) to the soft and truly pink Warwick Long Bay. With over 200 square miles of near-virgin reef and clear waters, Bermuda offers excellent diving and is one of the world’s great shipwreck diving capitals. Easily reached historic wrecks include everything from the Sea Venture to Civil War paddle wheelers and the 1930s luxury cruise liner Cristóbal Colón.

But it is perhaps golf that Bermuda is most famous for: There are more golf courses per square mile here than anywhere else in the world. Six public and two private golf clubs offer spectacular scenery, challenging courses (seven are championship standard), and wind—plenty of wind—plus a tradition of excellence not easy to find outside Scotland. Riddell’s Bay, established in 1922, is the island’s oldest and most picturesque club. Belmont Hills, challenging and undulating, opened a year later. The private Mid Ocean Club, long considered the island’s finest, has a rival in beauty and challenge in the Tucker’s Point Golf Course, dramatically refashioned out of a 1932 champion course at Castle Harbour. Next door is the 88-room Tucker’s Point Hotel & Spa, the first luxury hotel to be built in Bermuda since 1970. The flawless Point restaurant and some of Bermuda’s most beautiful seafront are two of its many boons.

Bermuda’s popular “cottage colonies” are a local tradition best exemplified by the hillside 1920s-era Cambridge Beaches Hotel, a refined country-club–like property on the island’s extreme western edge. It occupies a 30-acre peninsula edged with coves and four powder (but not pink) sand beaches. Daily afternoon tea is observed punctiliously, and the formal Tamarisk Restaurant is a long-time favorite.

Situated on a dramatic limestone cliff overlooking a perfect pink beach, the Reefs is small, all-inclusive, and boasts a fanatically loyal following. With dining tables overlooking the ocean, a reservation-with-a-view at Coconuts is among the most coveted on the island, while its Royston’s restaurant is a more formal choice.

Staying right in the small capital city of Hamilton is an unexpected delight when you’ve checked into the Rosedon Hotel, a 1906 home expanded into an impeccable 44-room inn that serves a large teatime spread and an equally wonderful breakfast. All it lacks is a pink beach—but Elbow Beach is just a ten-minute scooter ride away.

VISITOR INFO: www.bermudatourism.com. ELBOW BEACH HOTEL: Tel 800-223-7434 or 441-236-3535; www.elbowbeach.com. Cost: from $295 (off-peak), from $695 (peak). BERMUDA GOLF ASSOCIATION: Tel 441-295-9972; www.bermudagolf.org. TUCKER’S POINT HOTEL & SPA: Tel 866-604-3764 or 441-298-6915; www.tuckerspoint.com. Cost: from $340 (off-peak), from $590 (peak); dinner at the Point $70. CAMBRIDGE BEACHES HOTEL: Tel 800-468-7300 or 441-234-0331; www.cambridgebeaches.com. Cost: from $385 (off-peak), from $475 (peak). THE REEFS: Tel 800-742-2008 or 441-238-0222; www.thereefs.com. Cost: from $369 (off-peak), from $615 (peak), inclusive. ROSEDON HOTEL: Tel 441-295-1640; www.rosedon.com. Cost: doubles from $246 (off-peak), from $290 (peak). BEST TIMES: May–Oct for weather; Jan–Feb for Bermuda Festival; Jun for sailboat racing; late Sept–early Oct for Bermuda Music Festival; late Oct for Bermuda Tattoo.


Famous Underwater Forests of Coral Reefs and Round-the-Clock Diving

BONAIRE NATIONAL MARINE PARK

Bonaire, Lesser Antilles

An island almost completely surrounded by teeming coral reefs, Bonaire is one big dive site. Eighty-six marked diving spots are scattered off the 24-mile, boomerang-shaped shoreline, and bright yellow painted rocks located on the side of the road indicate where you can pull over and shore dive. Just walk in! No other island boasts so many first-rate sites so close to shore nor such a conservation-sensitive dive industry and forward-thinking government.

The latter’s unprecedented creation of the island-encircling Bonaire National Marine Park in 1979 has resulted in some of the world’s finest, healthiest, and most magnificent hard- and soft-coral reef gardens, harboring vast schools of tropical fish; over 370 different species call these waters home. It’s a veritable underwater Eden rife with doctorfish, sergeant majors, trumpet fish, and four-eye butterfly fish. It’s paradise for snorkelers, but it’s really divers who witness the best of Bonaire’s treasures. Reef-damaging activities like anchoring, spearfishing, and touching coral are strictly prohibited in the park, which descends to a depth of 200 feet. Special dive moorings allow easy access all around Bonaire and Klein Bonaire, the small, uninhabited island off the western leeward coast. And since Bonaire is exceptionally arid (unusual for this area of the world), with minimal freshwater runoff, underwater visibility (60–100 feet) is among the Caribbean’s clearest.

On the western coast, within easy reach of Klein Bonaire, Captain Don’s Habitat is the nerve center for visiting scuba divers. Californian Captain Don is a salty island legend and was instrumental in the dive industry’s early days of conservation and sustainable travel. The oceanfront rooms and villas have a laid-back, relaxing atmosphere, and this full-service PADI (Professional Association of Diving Instructors) diving center offers 50 world-class dives within a 15-minute boat ride. Bonaire is still largely untouched by big tourism, but divers looking for more luxurious digs will find them at nearby Harbour Village Beach Club, with Mediterranean-style villas, a private palm-fringed white sand beach, and divemasters at your service.

Bonaire also has much to offer above the surface, including some of the best windsurfing and kayaking in the Caribbean on the shallow, calm waters of Lac Bay (the warm trade winds confirm Bonaire’s meaning, “good air”). Between December and March, on the island’s northwestern tip, enjoy the sight of the brilliantly colored pink flamingoes on the salt flats in Washington-Slagbaai National Park.

VISITOR INFO: www.tourismbonaire.com. BONAIRE NATIONAL MARINE PARK: Tel 599-717-8444; www.bmp.org. CAPTAIN DON’S HABITAT: Tel 800-327-6709 or 599-717-8290; www.habitatdiveresorts.com. Cost: from $149 (off-peak), from $190 (peak). HARBOUR VILLAGE BEACH CLUB: Tel 800-424-0004 or 599-717-7500; www.harbourvillage.com. Cost: from $275 (off-peak), from $385 (peak). WASHINGTON-SLAGBAAI NATIONAL PARK: www.washingtonbonaire.com. BEST TIMES: Jan–Oct for diving; Jun for the Bonaire Dive Festival; Dec–Mar for the flamingoes.


The Caribbean’s Party Central

JOST VAN DYKE

British Virgin Islands, Lesser Antilles

This rugged, hilly island may be small (about 4 square miles), but it is big in personality. Purportedly named for a Dutch pirate who made it his hideaway, Jost Van Dyke is where the sailing crowd (see Sailing the BVI) pulls into port when they’re ready for some serious fun. While there are many beach bars here, the most famous is Foxy’s Tamarind Bar, located near the dock in Great Harbour. It was started in 1968 by Foxy Callwood, owner, troubadour, wit, and Member of the Order of the British Empire (awarded in person by Queen Elizabeth II for his contributions to local culture and tourism). One of the signs that you have arrived as a Caribbean traveler is having Foxy improvise a song about you when you walk up to the bar. Foxy’s absolutely explodes on New Year’s Eve (which Foxy calls Old Year’s Night), when the entire harbor is filled with boats gathered for one gigantic party under the stars.

You’ll want to while away the day at White Bay, a perfect, protected white sand beach with great snorkeling and its own collection of beach bars, including Seddy’s One Love (owned by Foxy’s son) and Ivan’s Stress Free Bar. But it is the Soggy Dollar Bar everyone knows about. You can get there via a two-minute cab ride or by walking from the ferry, but the most dramatic entrance is by boat. There’s no dock, so yachties simply drop anchor, swim to shore, and use wet money to pay for their drinks—hence the Soggy Dollar. The bar is part of Sandcastle Hotel, made up of a cluster of four cottages and two rooms, all on or near the water. Wear to dinner what you wore to breakfast, and spend the day moving from one hammock to another with a Painkiller in hand. The bar’s signature drink is now famous throughout the islands—this spruced-up piña colada made with dark rum and fresh nutmeg can vary from mild to lethal.

Settle in for a stay at White Bay Villas and Seaside Cottages, ten open-air hillside retreats perched above the beach and offering spectacular views of St. Thomas, St. John, and Tortola.

For outstanding snorkeling and remote beaches where you can play castaway for the day, sail over to Sandy Cay, Green Cay, and Sandy Spit, islets off the eastern end of the island. If you don’t have your own boat, just hitch a ride with your new best friends from the bar.

VISITOR INFO: www.bvitourism.com. HOW: Ferry service from West End, Tortola, and Charlotte Amalie, St. Thomas. FOXY’S TAMARIND BAR: Tel 284-495-9258; www.foxysbar.com. SANDCASTLE HOTEL AND SOGGY DOLLAR BAR: Tel 284-495-9888; www.soggydollar.com. Cost: from $190 (off-peak), from $265 (peak). WHITE BAY VILLAS & SEASIDE COTTAGES: Tel 800-778-8066 or 410-571-6692; www.jostvandyke.com. Cost: from $250 (off-peak), from $314 (peak), 5-night minimum. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather. At Foxy’s: Sat night for barbecue, Memorial Day for Foxy’s Wooden Boat Regatta, and New Year’s Eve.



A Beach of Ancient Boulders a Stone’s Throw from Luxury

THE BATHS AND LITTLE DIX BAY

Virgin Gorda, British Virgin Islands, Lesser Antilles

One of the most fabled beaches of the Caribbean, the Baths of Virgin Gorda look like something out of a fairy tale—huge, time-sculpted granite boulders that dwarf mere humans. Pushed up from the seafloor some 20 million years ago and haphazardly toppled together, they create a tantalizing maze that brings out the child in everyone. You can wade between them, pose alongside them, even swim in shallow pools and grottos, as well as in one water-filled boulder that is the inspiration for the name “The Baths.” The site is on every visitor’s list, so avoid the boatloads of in-and-out tourists by wandering along the less visited coastline on either side, where the massive boulders continue.

Virgin Gorda, whose undulating 10-by-2-mile form looked like a reclining “fat virgin” to Columbus, is known for its yacht clubs, quiet coves, and plentiful, safe anchorages. The island’s blue-blood connections date to 1964, when Laurance Rockefeller—who also fell for nearby St. John in the USVI—opened a 500-acre resort on a perfect half-mile crescent of white beach for his inner circle of wealthy friends and family. Now called Rosewood Little Dix Bay, the resort remains a classic, still known for pampering the rich and discerning with laid-back luxury. It’s both romantic and good for (well-behaved) families. Nestled amid the lush grounds, native stone and hardwood cottages have an Asia-meets-the-tropics style. Dress up for dinner at the Sugar Mill, which combines pan-Asian and European cuisines in dishes such as Mediterranean sea bass with soba noodles and Himalayan truffles. Its hilltop spa is one of the Caribbean’s most intoxicating, with views of the bay and treatments including body scrubs using brown sugar, fresh mango, and papaya. One may feel insulated, but not isolated: It’s just a half mile to Spanish Town.

The more couples-oriented Biras Creek Resort is a romantic hideaway of old-school Caribbean charm set on a narrow 140-acre peninsula. With just 31 light-filled suites with verandas, privacy and off-the-grid seclusion are guaranteed: It is accessible only by boat (including the resort’s private launch). Dining is a draw, with a signature four-course menu that includes such dishes as grilled mahi-mahi with basil risotto followed by cream-filled blueberry shortcake.

VISITOR INFO: www.bvitourism.com. ROSEWOOD LITTLE DIX BAY: Tel 888-767-3966 or 284-495-5555; www.littledixbay.com. Cost: from $450 (off-peak), from $650 (peak); dinner at the Sugar Mill $80. BIRAS CREEK RESORT: Tel 877-883-0756 or 248-364-2421; www.biras.com. Cost: from $495 (off-peak), from $675 (peak). When: closed late Aug–mid-Oct. BEST TIMES: Jan–Apr for weather; Mar or Apr for Easter Festival.



Cruising Capital of the World

SAILING THE BVI

British Virgin Islands, Lesser Antilles

The craggy peaks of a submerged chain of volcanoes form the British Virgin Islands, scattered across miles of incomparably blue sea. The islands have been considered prime cruising grounds since the 1600s, when pirates found the perfect hiding place among their endless coves. Today, seven out of ten visitors come here for sailing, and those three unsuspecting landlubbers don’t know what they’re missing. Some sixty islands, islets, and cays offer sailors the chance to drop anchor in inviting, deserted coves, walk empty beaches, and swim in turqoise water. Divers can check out the wreck of the 310-foot RMS Rhone, a royal mail steamer that sank in a hurricane near Salt Island in 1867. It broke into two pieces, providing unusually fine access and making it one of the great wreck-diving sites of the Caribbean.

If you don’t have your own boat, you can hire one at the Moorings. This world-famous yacht operation has its Caribbean headquarters in Tortola, the largest of the BVIs and charter boat central. The 72-slip charter dock and 70-slip visitors dock are a destination in themselves. Stroll the boards and meet interesting boat lovers and owners from around the world or stay at the Mariner Inn Hotel, which accommodates Moorings customers before and after they hit the high seas.

West of the Moorings, Bomba’s Shack is the island’s oldest, most memorable, and most uninhibited watering hole, and it is one of the Caribbean’s most famous. The colorful makeshift decor, including a collection of bras and panties that hang from the ceiling, helps camouflage a powerful sound system that gets things jumpin’ even before Bomba’s Punches (made with homemade rum) kick in.

Boat people love the Bitter End Yacht Club, on Virgin Gorda’s North Sound. The family-oriented resort has access to 100 vessels (including dinghies, catamarans, kayaks, and motorboats), as well as windsurfing gear, but you needn’t be experienced upon arrival. Just sign up for lessons in their highly regarded and accredited Sailing School—all levels and ages are welcome.

THE MOORINGS: Tel 888-952-8420 or 284-494-2332; www.moorings.com. Cost: bare-boat rentals from $340 per day (off-peak), from $640 per day (peak). Crewed yachts available. THE MARINER INN HOTEL: Tel 284-494-2333; www.bvimarinerinnhotel.com. Cost: from $180 (off-peak), from $225 (peak). BOMBA’S SHACK: Tel 284-495-4148; www.bombassurfsideshack.com. BITTER END YACHT CLUB: Tel 800-872-2392 or 284-494-2746; www.beyc.com. Cost: from $570 (off-peak), from $760 (peak). When: closed mid-Aug–mid-Oct. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather; late Mar–early Apr for BVI’s Spring Regatta & Sailing Festival; July for AH Rise BVI Billfish Tournament.



Searching for Treasure, Romance, and Splendid Isolation

A TOUR OF BVI’S “OTHER ISLANDS”

British Virgin Islands, Lesser Antilles

This necklace of islands brings out the adventurer, lover, or pirate in folks. These are the BVI’s “other islands,” perfect for hideaways, getaways, honeymoons, or simply delicious alone time on pristine beaches.

Uninhabited Norman Island is said to be the inspiration for Robert Louis Stevenson’s classic Treasure Island because of an 18th-century mutiny by pirates who buried 55 chests of treasure—most of them still undiscovered. The island’s watery caves still hold a fascination for snorkelers. Fantasies of finding buried chests abound, but the real gem is the bar/restaurant on the 100-foot schooner Willy T, permanently moored in a sheltered bay and popular anchorage called the Bight. There is no direct ferry to the Willy T, and Norman Island has no hotels, so it helps to have a boat.

Next up is a 1,800-acre private island occupied primarily by the luxurious Peter Island Resort, whose overnight guests have the place to themselves: five empty beaches, miles of hiking and biking trails, prime diving sites, an alluring beachfront spa, and an excellent restaurant (day-trippers from Tortola are welcome though with limited access).

The most northeasterly of the BVI, Anegada (“drowned island”) is one of the least visited and least known despite having Horseshoe Reef, the third-largest barrier reef in the world, and the best snorkeling in all of the Virgin Islands. The only BVI that is not volcanic, Anegada is a flat coral and limestone atoll, only 28 feet at its highest point. The bonefishing here can be phenomenal, as can the beachcombing— there’s nothing but 3,000 miles of open water off the northern shore. The Cow Wreck Bar is the place to go for an ice-cold Carib beer, conch fritters, and just-caught rock lobster grilled over a wood fire, a combination so heavenly the owners built three modest villas called the Cow Wreck Beach Resort for guests who refused to leave.

North of Virgin Gorda is the fantasy escape created by Richard Branson—the founder of Virgin Airways—on private, previously uninhabited, reef-surrounded Necker Island. The airy Balinese Great House commands a 360-degree seascape and can be rented in its fabulous entirety, which includes a staff of 60, and 6 more Balinese-style villas, accommodating a total of 28 people. Couples can book individual rooms during “Celebration Weeks,” held several times a year. Even then it’s expensive, but duplicating heaven on earth often is.

Those who want untrammeled nature all to themselves head to Guana, a privately owned 850-acre wildlife sanctuary with one of the richest varieties of flora and fauna on any island its size in the region, including 100 species of birds—among them roseate flamingos, black-necked stilts, herons, egrets, and the endangered masked booby. In the 18th century, the island was a sugarcane and cotton plantation owned by two American Quaker families, and today that classic simplicity is still evident in the 15-room accommodations at Guana Island Club, the island’s only hotel. The panoramic sweep from the whitewashed ridge-top cottages is spectacular. Reached only by boat, the hilly island, with its 20 nature trails, bountiful orchard, and seven white powder beaches is virtually private and for guests’ use alone. For once yachties don’t have the run of the place: “Drop-ins” are discouraged.

VISITOR INFO: www.bvitourism.com. WILLY T: Tel 284-494-0183, www.williamthornton.com. Cost: dinner $36. PETER ISLAND RESORT: Tel 800-346-4451 or 284-495-2000; www.peterisland.com. Cost: from $590, from $950 (peak), all-inclusive. COW WRECK BEACH RESORT & BAR: Tel 284-495-8047; www.cowwreckbeach.com. Cost: villas from $275; dinner $68. NECKER ISLAND: Tel 877-577-8777 or 212-994-3070; www.neckerisland.virgin.com. Cost: Celebration Weeks in Sept and Oct from $25,400 per couple per week, all-inclusive; whole island rental prices upon request. GUANA ISLAND CLUB: Tel 284-494-2354; www.guana.com. Cost: from $695 (off-peak), from $1,250 (peak), all-inclusive. When: closed Sept–Oct. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather.


The Ultimate Dive

BLOODY BAY WALL

Little Cayman, Cayman Islands, Greater Antilles

Cayman, a three-island, mostly flat British Crown Colony that consists of Grand Cayman, Little Cayman, and Cayman Brac, sits atop an ancient undersea mountain chain. On the surface, the translucent turquoise waters are serene, but just below you’ll find dramatic walls and sheer drop-offs only feet from shore, like an underwater Grand Canyon. It’s one of the best dive sites in the world, with an astonishing diversity of underwater life residing among coral-encrusted reefs and walls. The numero uno dive site in the area, though, is the 6,000-foot plunging coral garden known since pirate days as Bloody Bay Wall, located off Little Cayman’s north shore. Snorkelers can experience the top of the wall, and divers who go deep can explore the underwater gorge, which teems with brilliantly colored sea fans, anemones, and tropical fish.

Twelve-square-mile Little Cayman is relatively undeveloped and reigns popular among naturalists. Shy iguanas far outnumber the 100 full-time human residents, and the colony of 20,000 red-footed boobies populates the Caribbean’s largest bird sanctuary. Little Cayman is also famous for Texas-born Gladys Howard—a student of Julia Child’s—who caters to guests’ every diving and dining need at her small beachside inn, Pirate’s Point Resort. Aside from working miracles with fish caught in her front yard, Gladys also offers a custom-built dive boat with a staff of experienced diving instructors.

Grand Cayman is larger (though still just 22 by 8 miles) and more cosmopolitan. And while tourism is more developed here, it’s still welcomingly mellow and civilized—don’t expect a party scene. Offshore attractions include diving (more than 100 moored sites) and Stingray City, a spot off the North Sound where throngs of sociable large-winged marine creatures cavort to eat from your hand (or your neck—the famous “stingray kiss”). Even though it’s a guided 25-minute boat ride from shore, the transparent waters are shallow—3 to 12 feet—and perfect for both divers and snorkelers.

Grand Cayman’s famous Seven Mile Beach is a gorgeous stretch of white sand beach lined with condos and plush resorts. With swimming-pool calm waters, it’s the perfect beach for nonswimmers. The most luxurious accommodations can be found at the Ritz-Carlton Grand Cayman, a family-friendly resort set on 144 acres, where kids can learn about reef protection through Jean-Michel Cousteau’s Ambassadors of the Environment program while parents indulge in the pleasures of a Greg Norman–designed golf course and Silver Rain, a La Prairie spa. Blue by Eric Ripert (chef of Manhattan’s renowned Le Bernardin) serves up caught-that-day yellow fin tuna and seafood specialties. Go in January to meet Ripert (and a gaggle of his celebrity-chef mates), who hosts the Cayman Cookout, a celebration of Cayman and global cuisine on the beach.

Seven Mile Beach dominates the west side of the island, and when the sun goes down, this is the place you want to be. The Reef Grill is fun and casual, with fresh local seafood prepared with an innovative twist, like coconut grouper with boniato and pineapple. Drift over to the cozy lounge when the soca and calypso music start to heat up the night.

VISITOR INFO: www.caymanislands.ky. PIRATE’S POINT RESORT: Tel 345-948-1010; www.piratespointresort.com. Cost: from $225 per person, all-inclusive; diving extra. RITZ-CARLTON, GRAND CAYMAN: Tel 800-542-8680 or 345-943-9000; www.ritzcarlton.com. Cost: from $299 (off-peak), from $569 (peak). THE REEF GRILL: Tel 345-945-6360; www.reefgrill.com. Cost: dinner $50. BEST TIMES: Dec for Cayman Jazz Fest; 1st week of May for Cayman Carnival Batabano.


The Capital’s Intoxicating Historic Quarter

LA HABANA VIEJA

Havana, Cuba, Greater Antilles

Anchored by the gracious Plaza de la Catedral, Havana’s Old Quarter is a magnificent architectural ensemble of monuments, fortresses, cobblestone streets, and grandiose townhouses that once belonged to an affluent bourgeoisie. With some 800 buildings dating from the 16th to 19th centuries, it is the most extensive and best-preserved Colonial city in the hemisphere.

Paradoxically, the 1959 revolution responsible for the island’s decades-long isolation has helped keep the city’s finest architecture intact by banning private investments and real estate development— there’s barely an incongruous modern structure to be found among the arcades and palm-shaded courtyards of the old Spanish core. Foreseeing a great future in tourism, Cuba has tidied up parts of the Old Quarter to mirror the Colonial Havana that was once the richest (and most heavily fortified) city in the Americas. Even its dilapidated corners have about them a charmed melancholy and a sense of decaying glory. Lovingly maintained classic American cars from the 1950s still cruise the streets, making you feel like you’ve stepped onto a movie set.

The Old Quarter’s swankiest place to stay is Hotel Saratoga, whose 19th-century façade conceals a glamorous 96-room luxury hotel built in 2005. Set right on Parque de la Fraternidad near the must-visit Capitol, the famous Partagas Cigar Factory, and Havana’s Gran Teatro (the most important opera and ballet house in this lively city’s unrivaled arts scene), the hotel has a glamorous rooftop pool and bar from which to take it all in. Another impressive metamorphosis is the Hotel Raquel, a 1908 former bank that today provides surprisingly affordable splendor.

The grand Hotel Nacional is the best-known accommodation, built in 1930 to look like The Breakers in Palm Beach and still more palace than hotel. Overlooking the Malecón, Havana’s great 4-mile waterfront drive, this landmark was spruced up to recapture its glory by restoring the opulent beauty of its Moorish arches and hand-painted tiles. Its Cabaret Parisien evokes 1950s Old Havana, when mobster Meyer Lansky operated Cuba’s most glamorous casinos here. But there’s no topping a show at the open-air Tropicana Cabaret. Since 1939 it has offered the city’s most over-the-top spectacle of color, sound, and movement, with scantily and spectacularly clad showgirls strutting their stuff to son and salsa. For the everyday Habaneros who love to dance and party, Casa de la Musica is one of countless places (and many say the best) to hear good music and try out your own moves. The epitome comes with Cuba’s jazz, when musicians from around the world perform alongside many of Cuba’s revered grassroots stars.

Ernest Hemingway spent most of the 1940s and 1950s in Havana, creating some of his greatest works between time at La Bodeguita del Medio (The Little Bar in the Middle) and the slightly more formal El Floridita. A visit to these unabashed tourist-trap watering holes is de rigueur, to test sample two of Cuba’s classic rum-based cocktails: La Bodeguita’s refreshing mojito and El Floridita’s frozen daiquiri, which Papa is said to have helped perfect. Hemingway’s home, La Vigía, is 10 miles outside Havana, in the village of San Francisco; it has been left untouched and is open to the public.

Havana’s historic bars are atmospheric and great fun, but Cuba cannot be considered a food destination—yet. Things have improved considerably with the coming of paladares, private homes that traditionally serve rustic fare at a handful of tables. One of the best is La Cocina de Lilliam, known for its romantic garden setting and ropa vieja (which means old clothes), a traditional, long-simmered dish made with beef or lamb.

HOTEL SARATOGA: Tel 53-7-868-1000; www.hotel-saratoga.com. Cost: from $234 (off-peak), from $300 (peak). HOTEL RAQUEL: Tel 53-7-860-8280; www.hotelraquel-cuba.com. Cost: from $130 (off-peak), from $160 (peak). HOTEL NACIONAL: Tel 53-7-833-3564; www.hotelnacionaldecuba.com. Cost: from $170; Cabaret Parisien, $35. TROPICANA: Tel 53-7-267-1010. Cost: show $65; dinner $10. EL FLORIDITA: Tel 53-7-867-1300; www.floridita-cuba.com. LA BODEGUITA DEL MEDIO: Tel 53-7-866-8857. LA COCINA DE LILLIAM: Tel 53-7-209-6514. Cost: dinner $15. HOW: In the U.S., Marazul Charters organizes group and private trips for travelers who qualify under current regulations. Tel 800-223-5334 or 201-319-1054; www.marazulcharters.com. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather; Mar for Celebration of Classic Cars; 4 days in mid-Dec for Havana International Jazz Festival; 10 days in Nov for Festival Internacional de Ballet.



Prehistoric, Surreal, and Quintessentially Cuban

VIÑALES VALLEY

Pinar del Rio, Cuba, Greater Antilles

Cuba’s Shangri-la, the fertile Viñales Valley is a rare landscape of enormous steep-sided, round-topped limestone formations called mogotes, dramatically rising out of a rich rural landscape that grows some of the best tobacco in the world. Yet this magical 50-square-mile area was once completely flat; these massive tree-covered hummocks are the result of tectonic upraising and erosion by water over time.

The entire valley is a gorgeous, almost surreal setting for hiking, biking, horseback riding, and rock climbing that (although technically illegal) draws climbers from around the globe. Inside the mogotes, an expansive network of caves and underground rivers provides tremendous spelunking and cave exploration. The most accessible is Gran Caverna de San Tomás, Cuba’s largest cave system, with more than 28 miles of galleries studded with spiky stalactites and stalagmites. Explore underground streams by boat at Cueva del Indio, 9 miles west of Viñales; just don’t expect to be the only tourist in the know.

Much of the region’s appeal lies in its traditional rural culture and friendly campesinos (peasant farmers), whose way of life and farming methods have changed little for hundreds of years. Life revolves around tobacco here—more than 30 brands of highly coveted hand-rolled cigars are made from its prized crop, with world-famous marquillas (labels) such as Cohiba, Montecristo, and Partagas.

Use the unspoiled town of Viñales and its rolling surroundings as your base for explorations. Hotel Los Jazmines is one of only a few proper hotels in the area, with extraordinary views from most rooms. To sample Cuban hospitality at its best, stay with a local family in government-approved casas particulares; Villa Cristal is one of the nicest. The English-speaking owners can help fill your days with trekking, biking, or horseback riding, and it’s just a two-minute walk into the center of town to spend an evening listening to live music over a cold cerveza.

On the return to Havana, stop at Las Terrazas, a vibrant eco-village of artisan shops and small organic farms built in the lush, reforested landscape that was once the domain of the old French coffee farms in the foothills of the Sierra del Rosario. Las Terrazas’s remarkably diverse forests draw visitors for the best hiking and bird-watching in Cuba—the bee hummingbird, the world’s smallest bird, is a resident here. Everyone stays at the comfortable 31-room Hotel La Moka, a hillside sanctuary so sensitive to the environment it was built around trees. You can walk to the nearby Buena Vista Restaurant, housed in a renovated French coffee plantation set atop a hill, for a lunch of barbecued pork Cuban style—whole, tasty, and succulent.

HOTEL LOS JAZMINES: Tel 53-48-79-6205. Cost: from $60. VILLA CRISTAL: Tel 53-52-70-1284, www.villacristalcuba.com. Cost: $25. HOTEL LA MOKA: Tel 53-48-57-8600 (for reservations, 53-7-204-3739 in Havana). Cost: from $64 (off-peak), from $110 (peak). BUENA VISTA RESTAURANT: Cost: lunch $13. How: For a casa particular, go to www.bbinnvinales.com . BEST TIMES: Oct–Apr for weather; Mar for Carnival in Viñales.



A Colonial Gem That Sugar Built

TRINIDAD

Sancti Spiritus, Cuba, Greater Antilles

Founded in 1514, the town of Trinidad was one of the original seven cities established by Spanish conquistador Diego Velázques. It is the best-preserved of the seven cities, packed with architectural treasures from the 18th and early 19th centuries when the city flourished from a thriving sugar trade. The prosperity of this golden era when Cuba was the world’s biggest exporter of sugar ended dramatically in the 1860s, giving the city a suspended-in-time feel that was secured in 1965 when the entire city was named a national monument.

Set on a breeze-swept hill overlooking the sea, Trinidad is a maze of narrow cobblestone streets lined with Colonial houses in soft pastel colors with massive wooden doors. Sugar barons built their mansions around Plaza Mayor, the heart of the old town. The star among them is the Museo Romantico, the country’s finest showcase of the once opulent lifestyle of this still-handsome city. The plaza is also the location of the city’s most luxurious hotel, the 40-room Iberostar Grand.

By day Trinidad is sleepy, but at night the town pulses with live music and dance around the Plaza Mayor. Trinidadians gather on the broad, deep steps of Casa de la Musica, an outdoor gathering spot beside the 19th-century Iglesia Parroquial de la Santissima (the largest church in the country), and dance to live music, mostly salsa, or watch the show. Rumba fans flock to Palenque de los Congos Reales, another alfresco venue, at Echerri and Ave. de Jesús Menéndez (be there at 10 P.M. for the fire-eating dancers), while Casa de la Trova at Plazuela de Segarte is the place for those who want to sit and listen to the finest local musicians.

To truly immerse yourself in local life, stay in casas particulares, rooms in private houses, and eat in paladares, family homes that may or may not be official restaurants. Sol y Son is one of the best, serving traditional dishes like rum-soaked cerdo borracho (drunk pork) in the romantically lit courtyard.

To see the gorgeous countryside that gave rise to the country’s wealth, go to the Valle de los Ingenios (Valley of the Sugar Mills). Buses and a wheezing 1907 Baldwin steam train make the journey daily through the fertile green plains backed by the mountains of the Sierra del Escambray. You’ll travel past vast abandoned plantations, the homes, slave quarters, and sugar mills in ruins, to an estate whose most dramatic attraction is the soaring 146-foot Iznaga Tower, built around 1816—bells once tolled the beginning and end of the workday in the fields.

Nearby Playa Ancón is easily the finest beach along Cuba’s southern shore, a ribbon of 2 miles of white sand and blue-green waters known for excellent diving. The 240-room Hotel Brisas is the best choice for those who prefer a stay by the beach, and it’s just a scooter ride away from this city stuck in time.

VISITOR INFO: www.gocuba.com. MUSEO ROMANTICO: Tel 53-41-99-4363. HOTEL IBEROSTAR GRAND HOTEL: Tel. 53-41-99-6070; www.hotelescubana.com. Cost: from $165 (off-peak), from $350 (peak). PALADAR SOL Y SON: dinner $20. HOTEL BRISAS TRINIDAD DEL MAR: Tel 53-41-99-6500; www.dtcuba.com. Cost: from $155, all-inclusive. HOW: For casas particulares, go to www.casaparticular.info. BEST TIMES: Jan for Semana de la Cultura (Culture Week); the week before Easter for Semana Santa; last weekend of Jun for 3-day Carnival-like Fiestas Sanjuaneras.


An Enclave of Culture in the ABC Islands

CURAÇAO

Curaçao, Lesser Antilles

The three tiny islands known as the ABCs have a common Dutch heritage but couldn’t be more different: Aruba is a party and beach destination; Bonaire a laid-back diving mecca of deserved world renown; and the largest, Curaçao, is the trio’s sophisticated cultural enclave.

Beachside R&R is the Caribbean’s stock-in-trade these days, but its less sunny history is told at Museum Kura Hulanda, the finest in the Caribbean and especially known for its superb but chilling displays about the slave trade that lasted for centuries. Having vanquished the native Caribs, Europeans established vast sugar plantations throughout the Caribbean in the 17th and 18th centuries and imported African slaves to work the fields. Curaçao itself was arid and unsuitable for agriculture, but its development as the Caribbean’s busiest slave-trading depot began soon after the Dutch West India Company eyed its deep, protected harbors and claimed the island in 1643. The company sent rising star Peter Stuyvesant to be its governor long before he ever set foot in Manhattan. The Dutch traders built Curaçao into a prosperous financial center and trading port, a status it still enjoys.

The vision of Dutch businessman Jacob Gelt Dekker, Museum Kura Hulanda (“Dutch Courtyard” in Papiamentu, the ABCs’ colorful Creole tongue) is a 16,000-square-foot museum in Willemstad, housed in 16 restored 18th- and 19th-century Dutch Colonial homes gathered around a central courtyard where slaves were once sold. Along with a life-size reconstruction of a slave ship’s hold, the museum has significant collections of pre-Columbian gold, Mesopotamian relics, Antillean art, and West African artifacts that explore the island’s many cultural influences (including Spanish, Portuguese, South American, and Jewish). It sparked the rebirth of the neighborhood’s 65 historic buildings, which have been transformed into a living, breathing 18th-century village, with small shops, cafés, excellent restaurants such as the Astrolab Observatory and the luxurious Hotel Kura Hulanda Spa & Casino. With 80 individually decorated rooms—some with hand-carved mahogany furniture, others with antiques— the hotel is effortlessly integrated into this quiet corner of cobblestoned streets and lush tropical trees.

A cosmopolitan and charming city with polycultural riches, including the oldest active Jewish synagogue in the western hemisphere (the congregation has been here since 1651; the synagogue since 1732), Willemstad’s greatest attribute is its Dutch-in-the-Caribbean culture. Its iconic pastel-colored Dutch Colonial architecture (think Amsterdam gone tropical) along the Handelskade provides one of the most stunning and photographed waterfronts in the Caribbean. Its floating market is always bustling with merchants who sell their fresh fish and produce from small fishing boats that have sailed in from Venezuela, just 44 miles south of here.

Curaçao offers more than culture and history. Its dozens of beaches, mostly scattered along the southwestern coast, are known for their calm, translucent waters, and the marine life ringing the island is rich and spectacular. Excellent snorkeling (including sunken ships and gardens of hard and soft coral) can be found in the Curaçao Underwater Marine Park, which stretches for 12 miles along the southern coastline. At the remote westernmost tip of the island, the sumptuous Lodge Kura Hulanda and Beach Club, another Dekker property, is perched on rugged cliffs overlooking Curaçao’s prime diving sites (there are 65 around the island, with the Superior Producer shipwreck site being the most popular) and promising sunsets that enhance the island’s spectrum of colors.

VISITOR INFO: www.curacao.com. MUSEUM KURA HULANDA: Tel 5999-434-7765; www.kurahulanda.com. HOTEL KURA HULANDA SPA & CASINO: Tel 877-264-3106 or 5999-434-7700; www.kurahulanda.com. Cost: from $190 (off-peak), from $335 (peak). LODGE KURA HULANDA & BEACH CLUB: Tel 877-264-3106 or 5999-839-3600; www.kurahulanda.com. Cost: from $175 (off-peak), from $335 (peak). BEST TIMES: Oct–Apr for weather; Jan 1–Ash Wednesday for Carnival; Easter Monday for Seu Folklore Parade; May for Curaçao International Jazz Festival and Curaçao Dive Festival; late Aug for Salsa Festival.


A Lush Oasis for Eco-Adventurers

MORNE TROIS PITONS NATIONAL PARK

Dominica, Lesser Antilles

Wild and primeval, Dominica is likely the only landfall Columbus would still recognize from 1493, when he landed here on a Sunday (hence the island’s name). The geologically youngest island in the Caribbean, lush and rugged Dominica boasts nine potentially active volcanoes (more than any other Caribbean island), which may not be spewing lava but are heating up boiling lakes, hot sulfur springs, and bubbling seawater. It is the Caribbean of centuries ago, with the purest population of indigenous Caribs (more accurately Kalinago), for whom the entire region is named. With mountain defenses, they held out the longest against the world’s great powers and still reside in the dedicated Kalinago Territory on the island’s northeast side.

Untrammeled and with few beaches to tout, Dominica is the perfect island destination for naturalists and ecotourists, who come to explore Morne Trois Pitons National Park—an ungovernable refuge of huge ferns, ancient trees, wild orchids, and bright anthuriums—named for the three-pronged mountain at its center. Much of Dominica’s fame as the Caribbean’s “Nature Island” derives from this gorgeous jungle movie set of a park, a 25-square-mile slice of wilderness that looks and feels more like Hawaii than the Caribbean.

Waterfalls (like the one feeding the fern-bedecked Emerald Pool grotto) hide among verdant, steep-sided peaks. Those who want a little less Shangri-la and a little more sulfur and brimstone can make the strenuous eight-hour trek to Boiling Lake, the earth’s second-largest flooded fumarole, through the Valley of Desolation’s steaming vents and boiling mud.

Far easier is the 15-minute stroll to Trafalgar Falls, a remarkable 200-foot twin cataract (with hotsprings at the base of the taller one), from Papillote Wilderness Retreat, an ecotourism pioneer on the park’s borders offering a comfortable stay. Take a dip in a cool mountain river, tour the12-acre botanical garden of bromeliads and begonias, and dine at the retreat’s unfussy, thatched-roof terrace restaurant, where flying fish and organic green salads will be on the menu.

Divers have found Dominica to be a primo site. At Champagne, a spot just off the beach near the capital, Rouseau, volcanic gases are released from the ocean floor, creating an intoxicating blend of warm bubbles, for snorkeling and diving at their most sensuous. Top wildlife encounters include leatherback turtles laying their eggs and year-round sightings of sperm whales socializing, mating, and playing not far from shore.

Not known for being posh, Dominica is edging toward sophistication. On its remote southeast coast, the eco-sensitive Jungle Bay Resort & Spa’s 35 charming cottages perched on wooden posts are stylish treehouses for adults, with stream-fed outdoor showers and all the creature comforts. Along with a spa and yoga studio, there are diving, snorkeling, kayaking, and waterfall treks to fill the day. The starstruck can bask in the glow at Silks, a small boutique hotel in a former rum distillery where actors Johnny Depp and Orlando Bloom stayed during the filming of Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man’s Chest.

VISITOR INFO: www.discoverdominica.com. MORNE TROIS PITONS: Easiest access to the park is from Laudat. KALINAGO BARANA AUTE: Tel 767-445-7979; www.kalinagobaranaaute.com. PAPILLOTE WILDERNESS RETREAT: Tel 767-448-2287; www.papillote.dm. Cost: from $115. When: closed Sept–Oct. JUNGLE BAY: 767-446-1789; www.junglebaydominica.com. Cost: from $249. SILKS: Tel 767-445-8846; www.silks-hotel.com. Cost: from $120. BEST TIMES: Dec–May for dry season; late Oct for the World Creole Music Festival.


World-Class Courses Designed by the Masters

THE REPUBLIC OF GOLF

Dominican Republic, Greater Antilles

Bermuda, move over. The Dominican Republic has claimed the title as the finest golfing destination in the region. In the last decade world-class golf courses have opened up across the island, following the 7,000-acre trailblazing resort Casa de Campo, justly famous for its three top-notch 18-hole, Pete Dye–designed courses. The best known is Teeth of the Dog, a windy masterpiece that skirts the sea, whereas the inland Links Course and Dye Fore are more forgiving. Eleven times the size of Monaco, Casa de Campo is home to the prestigious Golf Academy run by David Leadbetter and also boasts a world-renowned polo and equestrian center, a spa with invigorating plunge pools, and Altos de Chavón, a painstaking re-creation of a 16th-century hill town that houses a colony of artists and artisans.

Casa de Campo helped spark the massive development of golf resorts on the easternmost tip of the island, in Punta Cana, renowned for its 20-mile strip of oyster-white sands and turquoise sea along the “Coconut Coast.” The area’s pioneer is the long-established Puntacana Resort & Club, where Pete Dye designed the gorgeous oceanside La Cana Course. The resort is also home to Tom Fazio’s thrilling new Corales Course, which works its way down to the turquoise sea and an 18th dubbed “the Mother of All Golf Holes.” It also features horseback riding, the especially beautiful Six Senses spa, and access to 3 miles of white beaches. Its Tortuga Bay, an exclusive resort within a resort, has 15 elegant Colonial-Caribbean villas designed by native son Oscar de la Renta. Golfers also gravitate to the nearby major resort of Cap Cana, one of the most ambitious developments in the works, centered around a challenging Jack Nicklaus course, the Punta Espada.

On the developed North Coast, treat yourself to Playa Grande, one of Robert Trent Jones Sr.’s last executed designs and considered by many to be the Pebble Beach of the Caribbean. With 12 ocean-side holes on a high plateau at the edge of a rain forest, Playa Grande remains surprisingly less known, though it is easily accessible from Puerto Plata, the major resort area an hour to the west. In a region known for large, all-inclusive resorts, the unquestionable highlight is the Casa Colonial Beach & Spa, a small, impeccable boutique property privately owned by a Dominican family. The all-suites hotel effortlessly fuses Old World elegance with sophisticated modern style and gracious service. Spa treatments using amber, honey, and seawater soothe after a long day on the course.

VISITOR INFO: www.godominicanrepublic.com. CASA DE CAMPO: Tel 800-877-3643 or 809-523-3333; www.casadecampo.com.do. Cost: rooms from $195 (off-peak), $295 (peak); greens fees from $85 (off-peak), $130 (peak). PUNTACANA RESORT & CLUB: Tel 888-442-2262 or 809-959-2262 (hotel), 809-959-4653 (golf); www.puntacana.com. Cost: PR&C rooms from $100 (off-peak), $125 (peak); Tortuga Bay rooms from $640 (off-peak), $750 (peak); La Cana greens fees $125 (for guests), $165 (nonguests); Corales greens fees $300 (guests), $380 (nonguests). PUNTA ESPADA AT CAP CANA: 809-227-2262 (for hotel reservations), 809-688-5587 (for golf), www.capcana.com. Cost: from $388 per person, all-inclusive (off-peak), $522 (peak); greens fees $195 (guests), $375 (nonguests). PLAYA GRANDE: Tel 809-582-0860; www.playagrande.com. Cost: Greens fees from $110. CASA COLONIAL: Tel 866-376-7831 or 809-320-3232; www.casacolonialhotel.com. Cost: from $285 (off-peak), $350 (peak). BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather.



Unsurpassed Whale-Watching and (for the Moment) Undiscovered Beaches

SAMANÁ PENINSULA

Dominican Republic

Even if it weren’t one of the world’s top breeding grounds for humpback whales, the 35-mile-long Samaná Peninsula in northeast DR would still draw travelers for its idyllic white sandy beaches and the near absence of all-inclusive resorts along its pristine coastline. Yet it is at its most thrilling from January to March, when more than 10,000 30-ton North Atlantic humpback whales, almost the entire population, migrate here to mate and calve (Columbus made note of their presence in 1492). Courtship inspires the bulls’ dramatic behaviors such as breaching, fin slapping, and lob tailing, all attempts to attract a compliant female. You can enjoy the scene in the Bay of Samaná from any seaside café in the sleepy town of Samaná, but a day cruise will get you into the midst of things.

Whale-watching boats leave from both Samaná, on the peninsula’s southern coast, and the small Cayo Levantado, also known as “Bacardi Island” from a 1970s ad campaign that immortalized the idyllic location. Kim Bedell of Victoria Marine pioneered whale-watching in the area and is still the best tour operator around. There’s less human presence at the Silver Banks Nursery, 100 miles farther west and 70 miles offshore, one of a very few places in the world where you can snorkel with humpback whales.

Of Samaná Peninsula’s string of wonderful beaches, its showpiece is El Rincón, more than two miles long and backed by stately coconut palms. Located near the town of Las Galeras, at the far end of the peninsula, and one of the country’s nicest, it is the perfect place to relax, swim, and lunch on freshly caught fish grilled at a waterside shack. At the peninsula’s farthest point, Playa Frontón may have the best diving and snorkeling on the island, but you’ll have to grab a boat or trek through the jungle to get there. Las Galeras has a few small dive shops, and in season, it is said, you can sometimes hear humpback whales singing.

Along the north shore, Playa Las Terrenas is a former fishing village turned laid-back small-scale resort town, mostly dominated by French and European ex-pats. Its long, sandy seafront is just the place to hang out, soak up the sun, and then head for some good merengue and one of the legendary mojitos at Syroz Bar. To reach the remote and thundering El Limón waterfalls, head by horseback through fragrant forests up a rocky trail. The sheer 165-foot curtain forms a large swimming hole with cold, crystal-clear water at its base.

From Las Terrenas, head to Playa Bonita, a seemingly unending soft, sandy beach with no crowds. Keep going and you’ll come to Playa Cosón, an unspoiled and uninterrupted strip of white sand dropping down into a turquoise ocean, with even fewer visitors. This is the surprise location for the Peninsula House, one of the best small luxury properties in the Caribbean. Situated on a 15-acre bluff overlooking the Atlantic, the stately plantation-style inn surrounds you with art and antiques and six suites that boast verandas with sweeping views of the ocean. Lunch is served at the beach club a few miles away, while breakfast and dinner are prepared with produce from its own organic garden. For more down-to-earth budgets, Villas Eva Luna is a collection of five Mexican-style casitas set around a tropical garden and swimming pool, a stone’s throw from the beach.

VISITOR INFO: www.godominicanrepublic.com. VICTORIA MARINE: Tel 809-538-2492; www.whalesamana.com. Cost: $58 for 4-hour trip. THE PENINSULA HOUSE: Tel 809-307-1827; www.thepeninsulahouse.com. Cost: rooms $580; dinner $70. VILLAS EVA LUNA: Tel 809-978-5611; www.villa-evaluna.com. Cost: from $100. BEST TIMES: mid-Jan–mid-Mar for whale-watching; Feb 27 for Independence Day; every weekend in Feb for Carnival; Mar or Apr for Semana Santa (Easter week).



Spain’s First Foothold in the New World

ZONA COLONIAL

Santo Domingo, Dominican Republic

Wander the 500-year-old cobblestone streets of Zona Colonial and you’re traveling in the footsteps of the first Spanish explorers and conquistadores to set their sights on the “New World.” In 1492 Christopher Columbus first spotted the island of Hispaniola, now shared by the Dominican Republic and Haiti, dubbing it “the fairest ever looked upon by human eyes.” By 1496 his brother, Bartholomew, had founded Santo Domingo where the Ozama River empties into the Caribbean Sea. In 1509 his son Diego became the first viceroy of a colony that would flourish as the main staging ground for Spain’s earliest forays into the Americas.

As the New World’s oldest European city, Santo Domingo has so many “firsts”— the first cathedral, fort, hospital, monastery, nunnery, customs house, university, paved road, even the first sewer system in the Americas—that it is known as the “city of firsts.” Most of these can be found in the 12-block Zona Colonial, a treasure trove of historic architecture and the heart of Santo Domingo. Climb the crenellated Tower of Homage, part of the Ozama Fortress, built in 1502, and enjoy a sweeping 360-degree view of the city and the sea. Catedral Santa María la Menor boasts impressive vaulted ceilings and 14 interior chapels, while Alcazar de Colón, a palace completed in 1517 as a residence for Columbus’s son, is now a museum displaying possessions of the Columbus family and genuine 16th-century furnishings.

Spanish expansion came at the expense of the native Taino, who were completely wiped out by war, slavery, and disease within 30 years. The Tainos’ ancient ways are explored in Museo del Hombre Dominicano, which holds the Caribbean’s finest collection of their artifacts. Located in the modern Plaza de la Cultura, it’s just one of four major museums here.

The vibrant Zona Colonial’s nerve center is the always crowded El Conde café and restaurant, whose commanding location makes it the perfect place for an afternoon drink. Order a cold Presidente beer or a Morir Soñando (literally, “to die dreaming”), a mix of orange juice, milk, sugar, and chopped ice, and take in the sights of the Parque Colón, a leafy square in the heart of the Zona Colonial. Street stalls sell empanadas and for fine dining and live music you can’t do better than Mesón D’Bari, authentic Dominican food in a restored colonial home where grilled crab and spicy shrimp are the specialties.

Zona Colonial has loads of nightclubs along the Malecón, a breezy palm-lined seaside boulevard where the national obsession with music and the suave, sexy merengue is on display. Merengue was born in the DR (along with its bluesy country cousin, bachata), and the island’s obsession reaches its height every summer when the Malecón turns into a 4-mile-long dance floor as the country’s best bands play live music during Festival del Merengue. The best place to watch the masters year-round and try out your own moves is Mauna Loa, an opulent Art Deco nightclub from the 1920s.

A 1502 mansion built (and named) for the Americas’ first governor, the Sofitel Nicolas de Ovando, is still the ultimate in luxury accommodations, with handsome rooms and a tree-shaded swimming pool just five minutes from the sea. It’s located right on the historic Calle las Damas (“Street of Ladies”), named for the elegant ladies of the court who once promenaded to take the evening breeze.

VISITOR INFO: www.godominicanrepublic.com. MUSEO DEL HOMBRE DOMINICANO: Tel 809-687-3623; www.museodelhombredominicano.org.do. EL CONDE: Tel 809-688-7121. MESÓN D’BARI: Tel 809-687-4091. Cost: dinner $30. MAUNA LOA: Tel 809-533-2151. SOFITEL NICOLAS DE OVANDO: Tel 800-763-4835 or 809-685-9955; www.sofitel.com. Cost: from $140 (off-peak), $175 (peak). BEST TIMES: Feb 27 for Independence Day; 1st Sun in Mar for Carnival parade; last 2 weeks of Mar for musical Son Festival; late Jul–early Aug for Festival del Merengue; Oct for Latin Music Festival; New Year’s Eve along the Malecón.


A Lush, Fragrant Spice Island with Scenic Allure

ST. GEORGE’S HARBOUR AND GRAND ANSE BEACH

St. George’s, Grenada, Lesser Antilles

This postcard-perfect horseshoe-shaped port—actually the crater of an inactive volcano—is one of the most scenic in all the Caribbean, flanked by early 18th-century forts and hugged by the Caribbean’s most authentic and raffishly charming port town, St. George’s. A cheerful hodgepodge of West Indian and French colonial influences, it is known for its “fish scale”-roofed rainbow-colored homes climbing the steep, green hills behind it. The crescent-shaped waterfront district, the Carenage, is the colorful commercial hub of the naturally landlocked inner harbor.

Grenada is both lush and fertile, making it an extravagant producer of spices since nutmeg took off in the 1850s—today the Spice Island produces more than one third of the world’s supply of nutmeg. Stop by the daily open-air market (especially on busy Saturday mornings) to listen to the turbaned ladies sell their fragrant cloves, bay leaves, cinnamon, and nutmeg, along with colorful piles of pawpawa (papaya), red and gold mangoes, and exotic vegetables.

This 21-by-12-mile island boasts one of the Caribbean’s lushest rain forests in its mountainous interior. Grand Etang National Park, named for a picturesque lake or “big pond” formed from a volcanic crater, is a trekker’s paradise, with wild nutmeg, long-tailed monkeys, and powerful, picturesque waterfalls. Trails range from an easy 1.25-mile excursion to the Seven Sisters, a dramatically beautiful group of seven waterfalls, to more serious treks.

Grenada attracts snorkelers and divers with its unique and magically captivating Underwater Sculpture Park—65 works of art installed underwater in Molinere Bay, off the island’s west coast. It also has one of the world’s best wreck dives—the 600-foot luxury liner Bianca C., hailed as the Titanic of the Caribbean, sank in 1961 and can be easily reached by recreational divers.

St. George’s is not recommended for action seekers or casino devotees, but beach lovers need look no further than nearby Grand Anse, south of town. This 2-mile curve of perfect sand is the most famous of the island’s 45 beaches, with gentle surf that sets the scene for a wide variety of water sports. Most of the island’s best hotels are on or near Grand Anse, including the island’s gold standard, Spice Island Beach Resort. This stylish all-inclusive breaks the mold, with eco-friendly design, a salt water pool, and 64 suites with jacuzzi.

For creative local cuisine, amble across the road to the airy terrace of La Belle Creole restaurant in the Blue Horizons Cottage Hotel. Sunset views accompany family-recipe classics like chilled lobster mousse, cream of tannia soup, or veal à la Creole. Listen to steel drums on Fish Fridays in Gouyave, a 30-minute wonderfully scenic drive up the coast, where the fresh, spicy fish served by local vendors is some of the island’s best.

Nonresorty and sophisticated hostelries have been popping up around the island, led by the Bali-inspired Laluna with 16 thatched-roof cottages nestled into the hillside next to a pristine white beach not far from St. George’s. Nearby, the offbeat Aquarium Restaurant sits right on the beach but built back into the forest. This cool, open-air retreat is known for its scallops wrapped in bacon with a bitter orange sauce and fresh bread from the oven. On the island’s less developed northern coast, Petite Anse Hotel is a comfortable rustic-Colonial 11-room property tucked into the vegetation right above a gorgeous beach with views of the Grenadine Islands.

Grenada’s two sister islands to the northwest are a ferry ride away. Undeveloped Carriacou is West India the way it used to be, where goats outnumber cars and the locals fish, build boats, and farm. Its stand-out white sand Anse la Roche joins with pristine reefs to make snorkeling and diving here world class. At nearby Petite Martinique, travel is mainly pedestrian (there’s only one motorable road); you can circumambulate the quiet island, much of which is rugged, in just a few blissful hours.

VISITOR INFO: www.grenadagrenadines.com. SPICE ISLAND BEACH RESORT: Tel 845-628-1701 or 473-444-4258; www.spicebeachresort.com. Cost: from $618 (off-peak), from $1,308 (peak), all-inclusive. LA BELLE CREOLE: Tel 473-444-4316; www.grenadabluehorizons.com. Cost: dinner $50. LALUNA: Tel 866-452-5862 or 473-439-0001; www.laluna.com. Cost: from $425 (off-peak), from $775 (peak). THE AQUARIUM RESTAURANT: Tel 473-444-1410; www.aquarium-grenada.com. Cost: dinner $50. PETITE ANSE HOTEL: Tel 473-442-5252; www.petiteanse.com. Cost: from $120 (off-peak), $250 (peak). BEST TIMES: Dec–May for weather; late Jan–early Feb for Grenada Sailing Festival, mid-Feb for Carriacou Carnival; 2nd week of Aug for Grenada Carnival; Aug for Carriacou Regatta; week before Christmas for the Big Drum Dance in Carriacou Parang Festival.


Creole Cuisine and Tropical Adventures

GUADELOUPE

Lesser Antilles

Called l’île papillon (butterfly island) by locals, Guadeloupe’s two “wings” possess completely different but equally compelling personalities. To the east, Grande-Terre is flatter and more developed, with former plantations and inviting beaches; the best are found on the southern shore in and around Sainte Anne, the island’s Riviera. Guadeloupe is one of the great culinary destinations of the Caribbean, and Grande-Terre is where most of its 200 restaurants are found, serving a marriage of African, French, and West Indian cuisine that rivals that of St. Martin and Martinique.

For lively full-on Creole ambience, the colorful West Indian décor of the Iguane Café sets a relaxed tone. Begin with one of the two dozen rum punches, then follow with an intriguing menu of local and international dishes. Some of the best classic French dining can be found at La Vieille Tour, a hotel resort built around an old sugar mill, with a setting that’s somewhat formal for Guadeloupe.

The food scene comes to a peak every August during the annual Fête des Cuisinières, when hundreds of the island’s women, lavishly dressed in traditional madras costumes and starched white-linen aprons, parade through the streets of Grande-Terre’s principal city, Pointe-à-Pitre, balancing baskets of the island’s exotic bounty on their heads. After High Mass at the 19th-century Cathédrale de St.-Pierre et St.-Paul, a five-hour cook-off feast follows, and the streets fill with music, song, and dance.

Dominated by the large, brooding volcano La Soufrière, Basse-Terre is the verdant western wing of the butterfly, a less developed land (two-thirds of it is protected as national park) that offers more adventure. Follow the transcoastal Route de La Traversée through the lush montane rain forest for one of the most scenic highways in the Caribbean. A detour to the western coast brings you to Plage Malendure, a sliver of dark volcanic sand that is the departure point for tiny Pigeon Island, where good snorkeling and diving await in a park created by Jacques Cousteau in the 1960s.

Stay at Le Jardin Malanga, a chicly restored 1927 plantation house and cottages on the southern shore near Trois Rivières, offering easy access to the park and a trek to three waterfalls known as Chutes du Carbet (the largest of which plunges 410 feet). The inn offers fine views of Les Saintes, the mini-archipelago of seven islands (only two of which are inhabited) where Terre-de-Haut is the favorite stop. Or choose the brightly painted, charmingly funky Hotel Auberge Les Petits Saints to enjoy delightful views of Les Saintes Bay and a very special dinner— the lobster here is famous.

Nearby Marie Galante (not one of the Îles des Saintes) is even more pastoral; scores of tended plantations, windmills, and oxcarts attest to the importance of sugarcane and rum on an island where tourism is given little heed. Golden Petite Anse beach is a favorite weekend spot—enjoy a deliciously simple meal at any of the handful of Creole shacks.

VISITOR INFO: www.lesilesdeguadeloupe.com. IGUANE CAFÉ: Tel 590-590-88-61-37. Cost: dinner $45. LA VIEILLE TOUR: Tel 590-590-84-23-23. Cost: dinner $60. LE JARDIN MALANGA: Tel 590-590-92-67-57; www.jardinmalanga.com. Cost: from $359. When: closed Jun–early Jul and Sept–mid-Oct. HOTEL AUBERGE LES PETITS SAINTS: Tel 590-590-99-50-99; www.petitssaints.com. Cost: from $115 (off-peak), from $165 (peak); dinner $65. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather; early Jan–Ash Wednesday for Carnival; May for Creole Blues Festival on Marie Galante; 2nd Sat in Aug for Fête des Cuisinières in Pointe-à-Pitre.


On Top of the World

STRAWBERRY HILL AND THE BLUE MOUNTAINS

Irish Town and Beyond, Jamaica, Greater Antilles

With some of the most beautiful views in the Caribbean, Strawberry Hill’s 3,100-foot perch in the cool, mist-covered Blue Mountains is for those who relish sitting on a veranda and watching the late-afternoon mist settle on the green hills and lush gardens while the tree frogs begin their serenade. Surrounded by plantations that still produce the rare, excellent Jamaican Blue Mountain coffee, declared by the famous spy character James Bond to be “the most delicious in the world,” Strawberry Hill is a former-plantation-turned-hotel, today owned by reggae mogul and hotelier Chris Blackwell. This is your own private Jamaica, with twelve Colonial-inspired cottages spread across 50 edenic acres. The rooms evoke the daily lives of 19th-century planters, with mahogany four-poster beds, wispy mosquito netting, and plank floors. A small but excellent spa (sign up for the coffee scrub) and a soothing, minimalist design sense are modern flourishes. Strawberry Hill’s restaurant turns out exotic, full-flavored reinventions of traditional Jamaican dishes, like jerk lamb loin with garlic guava glaze, and has long been famous for its elegant Sunday brunch.

Take time to explore the Blue Mountains, a lush, biodiverse forest that delights both birders and botanists with more than 500 species of flowering plants, including Jamaican bamboo, which flowers across the island only once every 33 years (the next is due around 2017). Old mule tracks are now hiking trails that lead you to staggering views—if the mists cooperate you’ll get a glimpse of Blue Mountain Peak, at 7,402 feet the island’s highest. Or do it the easy way. Blue Mountain Bicycle Tours sets you up with bikes at 5,600 feet; just shove off and coast down past coffee plantations, stopping along the way for photo ops and a local lunch and finishing it off with a refreshing dip in a waterfall.

WHERE: Irish Town is 19 miles from the Kingston Airport. STRAWBERRY HILL: Tel 800-688-7678 or 876-944-8400; www.islandoutpost.com. Cost: from $195 (off-peak), $295 (peak). BLUE MOUNTAIN BICYCLE TOURS: Tel 876-974-7075; www.bmtoursja.com. Cost: $98. BEST TIMES: Dec–Apr for weather.



Great Reggae, Great Golf, and Great Houses

MONTEGO BAY

Jamaica, Greater Antilles

Jamaica’s second-largest city after Kingston, Mo Bay is charged, hip, and gritty, with a lively music scene that reaches its frenzied height at Reggae Sumfest, a reggae and dancehall marathon that showcases star performers from dusk till dawn. Jamaica is the birthplace of reggae, its heartbeat, soul, and inspiration, and of all Mo Bay’s music festivals, this is the one for which locals save up all year to see. Evolved from ska (a heady combination of African traditions with rhythm and blues) and the slower rocksteady and infused with the “one love” message of Rastafarianism, reggae still owes its greatest debt to the late Bob Marley, a national (and international) folk hero.

For those who have come to loll in the lap of luxury, staying put in Mo Bay means great golfing and fine resorts. Half-Moon is one of the Caribbean’s best big resorts: With 400 well-manicured acres and almost as many rooms, not to mention 54 swimming pools, a two-mile private beach, and 13 lit tennis courts, it feels more like a town—albeit one with an equestrian center, dolphin lagoon, thrilling Robert Trent Jones Sr. 18-hole golf course, and one of the island’s newest and largest spas, Fern Tree, where local elders helped integrate traditional Jamaican healing practices into the treatments.

The most serious (and seriously wealthy) golfers shortlist Tryall Club, a 2,200-acre former sugar plantation whose 18-hole golf course is known for its difficult, unpredictable holes. Designed by Ralph Plummer in the 1950s, it is considered by many to be the island’s best and is open only to guests who book privately owned villas centered around an 1834 Georgian-style great house.

Jamaica’s most famous—and infamous —great house is Rose Hall, built in the 1700s in the heyday of the sugar-plantation era and occupied in the 19th century by Annie Palmer, the “White Witch” of the region. Local lore says Annie was a cruel voodoo-practicing slave owner who murdered several husbands and eventually was herself murdered by one of her slaves. The beautifully restored house, said to be haunted, is set on a hill with sweeping lawns overlooking the sea.

And lastly, don’t miss the spicy, succulent fare at the Pork Pit, a longtime local institution. The beach crowd arrives around noon, when the fiery jerk is ready to be lifted from its bed of coals and fragrant wood and slapped down on the communal picnic tables.

VISITOR INFO: www.visitjamaica.com. REGGAE SUMFEST: Tel 876-953-2933; www.reggaesumfest.com. Cost: festival passes from $135. HALF-MOON: Tel 888-830-5974 or 876-953-2211; www.halfmoon.com. Cost: from $250 (off-peak), from $400 (peak). TRYALL CLUB: Tel 800-361-9949 or 876-956-5660; www.tryallclub.com. Cost: villas from $395 (off-peak), from $550 (peak), per night, based on weekly minimum. Greens fees: $50 (off-peak), $100 (peak), guests only. ROSE HALL GREAT HOUSE: Tel 876-953-9982. PORK PIT: Tel 876-952-1046. Cost: lunch $12. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather; last week in Jan for Jamaica Jazz & Blues Festival; mid-Jul for Reggae Sumfest.



A Beach’s Wild Reputation and Its Quieter Side

NEGRIL

Jamaica, Greater Antilles

It’s always party time in hedonistic Negril, set on the northwesternmost tip of Jamaica and one of the country’s most affordable destinations. The developed but still lovely Seven Mile Beach (also known as Long Bay) is the source of all the action, with sprawling all-inclusive resorts and the occasional nudist section. Negril’s quieter side can be found in Country Country’s 20 sherbet-colored gingerbread cottages—wraparound porches and lovely gardens promise a mellow respite right in the middle of hopping Seven Mile Beach. True seclusion can be found a quick cab ride away at Rockhouse Hotel, a stylish but unpretentious retreat of thatched-roof cottages atop a rocky waterfront promontory just outside town. Book a massage or a mocha and rum body wrap in cliff-edge treatment cabanas or snorkel in the sheltered waters of Pristine Cove below. In the evening enjoy Negril’s legendary sunsets from the 60-foot cliff-top pool that seems suspended in air, then dine either at Pushcart, whose menu draws from Jamaica’s street food—seafood fritters, jerk sausage, and warm sweet potato pudding—or the Rockhouse Restaurant & Bar, which specializes in lighter and modern interpretations of Jamaican cuisine.

For the island’s most famous sunset scene, go to nearby Rick’s Café, inspired by the film Casablanca and the most famous bar on the island since it opened in 1974. Everyone watches divers do back flips off the cliffs 35 feet above the sea below while waiting for the sun to sink to a round of applause. Just about everyone claims to see the elusive green flash.

COUNTRY COUNTRY: Tel 876-957-4273; www.countrynegril.com. Cost: from $150 (off-peak), from $210 (peak). ROCKHOUSE HOTEL: Tel 876-957-4373; www.rockhousehotel.com. Cost: from $125 (off-peak), from $160 (peak); dinner $23 at Pushcart, $35 at Rockhouse. RICK’S CAFÉ: Tel 876-957-0380; www.rickscafejamaica.com. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather.



A Genteel Inn and James Bond

OCHO RIOS

Jamaica, Greater Antilles

Behind the cruise ship attractions at Ocho Rios, Jamaica’s popular port of call, lie a quieter, hidden side worth seeking out and some of Jamaica’s most intriguing inns. Foremost is the venerable Jamaica Inn, the most beloved of the island’s old guard and the classic that all others try to emulate. Its 47 suites are tastefully furnished with Jamaican antiques, and spacious balconies serve as open-air living rooms with sofa, writing table, rocking chair, and inspiring ocean views. There’s a smooth transition from the daytime’s relaxed schedule of water sports, spa treatments, and croquet to the evening’s retro, old-fashioned rhythm, when guests gather on the lamplit lower terrace for cocktails and dancing under the stars. The White Suite—favored accommodation of Winston Churchill—stands on a promontory overlooking the hotel’s 700-foot beach, considered one of the island’s prettiest.

The hotel GoldenEye breathes intrigue; reggae mogul and hotelier Chris Blackwell now owns the 15-acre property that centers around the three-bedroom home of James Bond author Ian Fleming (himself a British intelligence agent posted to Jamaica during WWII); all 14 of his thrillers were written here after the war. (No wonder the super-suave spy spends so much time in the Caribbean!) Guests can choose from the lush garden villas, sexy lagoon suites, or cottages on James Bond Beach—each a perfect place to tryst with the spy who loves you.

In Fleming’s day GoldenEye was such a celebrity scene that playwright Noël Coward made his home just up the hill at Firefly House, a magical setting worth visiting for the views alone and where groups are sometimes allowed to take a peek inside. Pay homage to another icon by making the day trip to Nine Mile, the village where reggae genius Bob Marley was born. His home (and final resting place, where he is buried with his guitar) is now a shrine to his life, music, and message of “One World, One Love.”

Back in Ochi, you may shun the touristy Dunns River Falls, but it’s a wonderful place to join hands with a chain of strangers (and lots of them, when the cruise ships are in) and climb 600 feet of steplike rocks through cold, clear mountain water. After that it’s time to refuel, so follow the aroma to Faith’s Pen, where 30 ramshackle huts sell traditional Jamaican fare, including jerk chicken and pork, fried fish, ackee and saltfish (Jamaica’s national dish), and fresh corn on the cob.

JAMAICA INN: Tel 800-837-4608 or 876-974-2514; www.jamaicainn.com. Cost: doubles from $252 (off-peak), from $479 (peak). GOLDENEYE: Tel 876-975-3354; www.goldeneye.com. Cost: from $560 (off-peak), from $840 (peak). BOB MARLEY CENTRE & MAUSOLEUM: Tel 876-978-2929. DUNNS RIVER FALLS: Tel 876-974-2857. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather; Jan for Accompong Maroon Festival; Jun for Jamaica Ocho Rios International Jazz Festival.



An Errol Flynn Favorite and the Birthplace of Jerk

PORT ANTONIO

Jamaica, Greater Antilles

Called “the most exquisite port on earth” by American poet Ella Wheeler and “Porty” by locals, this quiet, historic former banana port is still the best place to get an authentic sense of Old Jamaica.

With its twin harbors, gorgeous white sand beaches, and verdant hillsides, Port Antonio charmed Errol Flynn and his cronies back in the 1940s. Its most lasting contribution to modern culture, however, is as the birthplace of jerk. “Maroons” (escaped slaves living in the Blue Mountains) are believed to be the first to have prepared jerk, by smoking seasoned wild boar, back in the 17th century.

Rustic stands started serving jerk at nearby Boston Bay Beach in the 1930s, and although the beach is not award winning, the jerk is. Six or so open-air jerk stands, each with its own special recipe, serve up fiery pork, chicken, fresh fish or lobster, and the less common jerk sausage. Must-have ingredients are allspice (called pimento), thyme, and the super-hot chili Scotch bonnet, with the meat slow-cooked over a wood fire, usually in steel drums cut lengthwise. Roll up your sleeves and tuck into the spicy fare with all the trimmings—sweet baked yams, “festival” (deep-fried cornbread) fritters, and the requisite Red Stripe beer—and there’s always reggae music playing somewhere.

In Port Antonio, Woody’s Low Bridge Place is famous for burgers (including great veggie burgers) and charming service courtesy of Woody Cousins and his wife, Cherry. But if you call ahead they’ll make jerk chicken and curried goat to order. It’s one of the highlights of staying at nearby Hotel Mocking Bird Hill, a ten-room eco-friendly inn on six tropical hilltop acres (with more than 40 endemic species, it’s excellent for birders), far removed from the hustle of the island’s mass tourism. Its restaurant, Mille Fleurs, is known for using local, organic ingredients and a daily-changing menu that serves innovative fare like soufflé made with ackee fruit or chicken in plum sauce, with an orange custard drizzled with wild orange liqueur for dessert. The two hands-on owners encourage you to explore the area, with trips to the closeby sandy beaches of Frenchman’s Cove, the spring-fed Blue Lagoon—a 180-foot-deep indigo hole—or the Rio Grande for slow-moving, poled bamboo rafting, a method once used to transport bananas.

WOODY’S LOW BRIDGE: Tel 876-436-5624. Cost: dinner $18. HOTEL MOCKING BIRD HILL: Tel 876-993-7267; www.hotelmockingbirdhill.com. Cost: from $138 (off-peak), from $190 (peak); dinner $45. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather, Jul for Jerk Festival.


Island Cuisine—C’est Magnifique

THE FLAVORS OF MARTINIQUE

Martinique, Lesser Antilles

Unspoiled corners of this mountainous island look much as they did when Napoleon’s empress, Josephine, was growing up here on the family sugar plantation in the late 18th century; the same lush islandscape inspired Paul Gauguin long before his better-known journey to Tahiti. It is the most French of the Caribbean islands, so it is little wonder, then, that local gastronomy—a mélange of classic French and Creole’s fusion of local ingredients with Indian and African influence—plays a major role in the island’s character and heritage, as a stroll through the local spice market in Fort-de-France will confirm.

Martinique is famous for its rums, which have been awarded the prestigious French designation Appellation d’Origine Contrôlée (AOC) and have long been the foundation of many traditional island recipes. The Route de Rhum will bring you to 12 of the island’s best distilleries, including the historic Habitation Clément in Le François.

The island’s east coast has emerged as the best destination for fine dining. A front-runner in Martinique’s vital food scene is the chic and intimate Hotel Plein Soleil, set on a hilltop offering gorgeous views of the Atlantic. Sixteen brightly colored rooms, some with a private plunge pool, accommodate those who come for the innovative cuisine prepared by Nathanael Ducteil, trained by French master Alain Ducasse in Paris and known here for his contemporary flavors. Nearby Cap Est Lagoon Resort & Spa is the pinnacle of the luxury scene in Martinique, with 50 coolly minimal suites housed in 18 multihued villas reminiscent of Creole design. Restaurant Le Belem is known for its expansive buffet breakfasts and elegant dinners and for having the country’s best wine cellar.

For stellar beaches, head south to Les Salines, a mile-long cove of soft white sand with perfectly calm waters, and Diamant Beach, more than 6 miles of bright sandy beach that’s perfect for picnicking and lazy beachcombing.

Martinique’s interior is lush and hilly, as a drive north along the Route de Trace from Fort-de-France reveals. Springtime is the best time to see the wild displays of lotus, red ginger, and West Indian jasmine that gave Martinique the nickname “Isle of Flowers.” Pull over at Le Jardin de Balata for a close-up of 3,000 plant species on 7 artfully planted acres. Continue north to Mont Pelée (Bald Mountain), a massive and still smoldering 4,583-foot volcano that in 1902 literally vaporized the colonial capital, St. Pierre, in the century’s first and worst volcanic disaster. Bare and beautiful, Mont Pelée is a dramatic setting for hikes and bird-spotting around its base.

VISITOR INFO: www.martinique.org. HOTEL PLEIN SOLEIL: Tel 596-596-38-0777; www.pleinsoleil.mq. Cost: from $165 (off-peak), from $220 (peak); dinner $65. CAP EST: Tel 596-596-54-80-80; www.capest.com. Cost: from $515 (off-peak), from $1,095 (peak); dinner $70. BEST TIMES: late Feb—early Mar for Carnival; mid-May for Sainte-Marie Culinary Week; early Dec for Sainte-Marie Rum Festival.


Puerto Rico’s Wild West and Most Beautiful Back Road

RINCÓN AND LA RUTA PANORAMICA

Puerto Rico, Greater Antilles

Puerto Rico’s wild and wonderful west coast is one of the world’s top surfing destinations, and its town of Rincón was put on the map when the World Surfing Championships were held here on Domes Beach in 1968. Rincón means “corner”—this is where the Atlantic and Caribbean meet, giving rise to waves that can break at heights of up to 25 feet. The secret has long been out—this California-vibe town attracts a steady flow of transient surfers from around the globe—but it’s a revelation to most.

Standing in distinct contrast to Rincón’s casual beach culture is the elegant and curiously named Horned Dorset, a sumptuous getaway of choice for the smart set from San Juan. Situated on 7 acres with its own secluded beach, the 39-suite Spanish Neocolonial property maintains an ambience of quiet pampering. You feel as if this were the aristocratic home of a Spanish grandee whose coddled houseguests rest, relax, and lounge in exotic gardens by a beautiful palm-flanked freshwater pool, between one superb meal and the next.

In nearby Mayaguez begins La Ruta Panoramica, a 165-mile drive that traverses the island, twisting and turning its way through lush, mountainous Corillera Central, dipping into valleys, and passing small villages and farms before ending at Maunabo in the east. Plan at least two days for a one-way trip, with lots of photo ops of both the Atlantic and the Caribbean; brown ruta (“route”) signs connect an assemblage of 40-plus roads. A good midway resting place is the charming Hacienda Gripinas, an 1858 plantation house turned inn that helps steep you in the coffee culture that still thrives along this route. Just up the hill on one of the island’s highest peaks, visit the forest preserve Toro Negro, more remote and less crowded than El Yunque. Take a hike then head back to the inn for dinner—perhaps choosing their excellent carne guisada, a traditional beef stew made with tomatoes and pigeon peas.

VISITOR INFO: www.rincon.org. HORNED DORSET: Tel 800-633-1857 or 787-823-4030; www.horneddorset.com. Cost: from $360 (off-peak), from $596 (peak); dinner $80. HACIENDA GRIPINAS: Tel 787-828-1717; www.haciendagripinas.com. Cost: from $145, from $159 (peak), inclusive. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for surfing and weather; Feb for whale-watching; mid-Feb for the end-of-harvest Coffee Festival in Maricao; Mar for Whale Festival in Rincón.



A Sizzling Arts Scene amid Architectural Treasures

OLD SAN JUAN

Puerto Rico, Greater Antilles

El Viejo San Juan, the seven-square-block landmark zone of the island’s capital, is a perfectly preserved microcosm of Spanish Colonial architecture and a walk back through history. In fact, were it not for the chaotic traffic jams that are its liaison with reality, this nearly 500-year-old open-air theater set would look almost too beautiful to be authentic. Its narrow streets are paved with adoquine (a blue stone used as ballast on Spanish galleons), and its 16th-century fortresses, particularly the impregnable six-level El Morro rising 150 feet above the sea, still strike one as engineering marvels. This showcase of protected old-world landmarks is also chockablock with fashionable bistros, designer shops, art galleries, churches, and Colonial town houses with flowering wrought-iron balconies.

The elegant El Convento was one of the first historic boutique hotels in the heart of Old San Juan, helping transform the old city into one of the most vibrant historic and artistic communities in the Caribbean. The imposing 1651 Carmelite convent (which later served as a dance hall, a Howard Johnson’s, and even a flophouse) boasts original details such as wooden beams and hand-made tiles. Stop by Cana, its small and popular jazz bar.

High atop the Old City’s North Wall, the Gallery Inn is six interconnecting historic homes that combine to create a quiet, quirky labyrinth of tilted staircases, open-air patios, and 19 lush gardens. Owner Jan d’Esposo decorated each of the 22 rooms, lending an artist’s sensibility while respecting the traditional setting. Its Wine Deck commands the highest point in the city, offering the best views of Old San Juan, the Atlantic Ocean, and San Juan Bay. For those who like Latin music and late nights and don’t mind the noise, Da House (a hotel housed in a former Franciscan monastery) is right above the Nuyorican Café, which is the best spot for live salsa and Caribbean-influenced jazz with a mixed-age crowd.

By day, stroll the side streets of the historic district, grazing on street food and local dishes like mallorcas (grilled pastries filled with ham and cheese), mofongo (mashed plantains, garlic, and herbs with chicken), bacalaitos (salted cod fritters), and piragua (mounds of flavored ice). By night, head to the lively SoFo district (South of Calle Fortaleza) for a music and dance scene that includes bomba, danza salsa, and reggaeton—the hybrid of rap and reggae— pouring out into the streets from the raft of late-night clubs.

VISITOR INFO: www.gotopuertorico.com. EL CONVENTO: Tel 800-468-2779 or 787-723-9020; www.elconvento.com. Cost: from $225 (off-peak), from $340 (peak). THE GALLERY INN: Tel. 866-572-2783 or 787-722-1808; www.thegalleryinn.com. Cost: from $185 (off-peak), from $265 (peak). DA HOUSE: Tel 787-366-5074; www.dahousehotelpr.com. Cost: rooms from $80. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather; Jan for Festival de la Calle San Sebastian; mid-Feb– mid-Mar for Festival Casals; late Jun for Fiesta de San Juan Bautista; Jul for Puerto Rico Salsa Congress.



Off-the-Radar in the Spanish Virgin Islands

VIEQUES AND CULEBRA

Puerto Rico, Greater Antilles

Puerto Rico’s small sister island Vieques is distinctive both for what it lacks (gift shops, spas, stoplights, and most other signs of tourist development) and what it possesses (a bioluminescent bay, dozens of nearly deserted beaches, and a thriving population of free-roaming horses).

The 62-year presence of the U.S. Navy, which occupied more than half the 21-mile island, kept the island from being developed. When it departed in 2003, the base became a national wildlife refuge (much of it is closed to the public because of the ongoing cleanup of unexploded ammunition). Vieques is a remarkable throwback to the old days of the Spanish Virgin Islands, and the perfect escape for wound-up mainlanders and San Juaneros, who travel here for natural beauty and the restorative pleasures of doing next to nothing.

An all-natural psychedelic experience is to be had at Mosquito Bay, the best and brightest bioluminescent bay in the world. The combination of nutrients from mangroves and nearly landlocked waters has created a massive concentration of dinoflagellates (called pyrodiniums or “whirling fire” ) that create a blue-greenish glow visible at night around anything that touches the water. The phenomenon is best viewed on dark, moonless evenings either aboard an electric boat (motorized exhaust harms the creatures) or even better, by kayak, the eerie luminescence appearing with each paddle stroke. Trolling your hand overboard and “making angels” by swimming in the water are part of the magic.

In Vieques’s growing selection of inns and small hotels (a W hotel made news as the first big name to arrive on the island), Hacienda Tamarindo was one of the first and is still one of the most satisfying, thanks to the hands-on approach of the owners. Named for the ancient tamarind tree that anchors the patio, the villa is set atop a hill with breezy rooms open to the refreshing trade winds and sweeping views of the Caribbean.

Vieques’s most popular beaches are east of Esperanza and include the beautiful Sun Bay, backed by trees and grasses where descendants of the paso fino horses left by the Spanish centuries ago roam freely. Cap your day with crab empanadas, habichuelas (the rice and beans staple), and a cold Medalla cerveza at El Resuelve, a casual restaurant run by locals. The long-time hot spot Chez Shack has the best barbecued ribs and crab cakes on the island and a great Reggae Grill night on Mondays in high season.

For even less of a scene, the tiny 7-by-4-mile island of Culebra to the north possesses one of the world’s most beautiful beaches, Playa Flamenco. This brilliant white sand crescent with stunning turquoise waters is the best spot to encounter hawksbill turtles, squid, and angelfish among the reefs. A 20-minute walk to the west is the island’s hidden jewel, Carlos Rosario Beach, where the shallow reef and calm, protected bay make for the island’s best snorkeling. When your appetite rises, head to Dewey (the only town on the island) for waterside dining at Mamacita’s, justly famous for its frozen cocktails and live conga band on Saturday nights.

VISITOR INFO: www.gotopuertorico.com. MOSQUITO BAY: Numerous operators lead tours, including Island Adventures Biobay Eco-Tours. Tel 787-741-0720; www.biobay.com. HACIENDA TAMARINDO: Tel 787-741-8525; www.biobay.com. HACIENDA TAMARINDO: Tel 787-741-8525; www.haciendatamarindo.com. Cost: from $135 (off-peak), from $190 (peak). EL RESUELVE: 787-741-1427. Cost: dinner $13. CHEZ SHACK: Tel 787-741-2175. Cost: dinner $40. MAMACITA’S: Tel 787-742-0090; www.mamacitasguesthouse.com. Cost: dinner $35. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather.



America’s Only Tropical Rain Forest

EL YUNQUE NATIONAL FOREST

Puerto Rico, Greater Antilles

A popular day trip from San Juan, El Yunque combines all the magic of a rain forest— majestic trees, giant ferns, and mysterious peeps and trills emanating from the dense foliage in the rugged Luquillo Mountains. As the only tropical rain forest in the United States National Forest System, El Yunque provides paved trails that are easy on children and inexperienced hikers. It even offers a drive-through option for windshield tourists who can enjoy the misty landscape and roadside waterfalls along Route 191, the only road through the 28,000-acre forest.

But El Yunque, considered sacred by the Taino Indians, is indubitably best experienced on foot. Home to thousands of plants, including 240 tree species (23 of which are found nowhere else) and 70 orchids, El Yunque has 13 hiking trails covering 23 miles of varied terrain. The hardy can summit El Toro and be rewarded with spectacular 360-degree views of the forest, but even small children can handle the less-than-a-mile-long Big Tree Trail that wends past La Mina Falls, whose cascades fall 35 feet into an icy cold pool of water— the perfect plunge on a hot day. The 3-mile El Yunque Trail is considered the most rewarding. The farther away you can get from the cruise-ship crowds, the more jungle magic you experience.

There are no large creatures here such as monkeys or panthers, but there are plenty of small ones that you may not see but will certainly hear. Millions of tiny coqui, the endemic tree frog that is Puerto Rico’s mascot, live here, trilling “co-KEE” sporadically until evening approaches, or after a rainfall, when it turns into a full-blown chorus. The most prized sighting is the bright-green Puerto Rican parrot, once abundant but now quite rare and highly endangered.

After the rain forest, it’s only 8 miles north to Luquillo Beach, a much photographed palm-lined crescent of white sand and calm turquoise waters that attracts lots of local families from San Juan. They know which roadside kiosk sells the best alcapurrias, plantain fritters stuffed with seafood.

WHERE: 22 miles southeast of San Juan. Tel 787-888-1880; www.southernregion.fs.fed.us/caribbean. BEST TIMES: Dec–Apr for the least rain.


Underwater Alps Draw Divers In-the-Know

SABA

Lesser Antilles

With just 1,200 (extremely friendly) inhabitants, diminutive Saba is neither chic nor fancy. It has no beaches or nightlife to speak of (one reason it’s known as “the Unspoiled Queen”), but those with a thing for mountains—above or below the water—consider it a regular heaven on earth. Trekkers take to Mount Scenery, the 3,000-foot forest-clad tip of an extinct volcano, whose walls plunge into the sea, while divers are as astonished by what they don’t see as what they do; with little tourism, Saba and its offshore waters remain uncrowded and uncorrupted.

Small gum drop–shaped Saba (pronounced SAY-ba, and named for the Arawak word meaning “rock”) is encircled by Saba Marine Park, the result of a farsighted government that safeguarded its pristine ecosystem. Coral-encrusted rocks, boulders, and reefs draw less experienced divers and snorkelers, but it’s the spectacular pinnacles rising from the ocean floor to about 90 feet below the surface that make Saba a world-class destination for experienced divers. Saba’s 29 seamounts include challenging sites with dramatic names that say it all: Shark Shoals, Twilight Zone, Outer Limits, and Third Encounter.

Saba’s 5 square miles are mostly vertical, with 12 great trekking trails that vary in distance and difficulty and just one paved road (“The Road”) that switchbacks up one side of the island and down the other. Its airport has the shortest commercial runway in the world, flanked by two sheer cliffs. The incredibly situated Shearwater Resort promises some high-altitude scenery: At 2,000 feet, the views from its pool are heart-stopping, taking in the immense sea and Saba’s five neighboring islands, which are often enveloped in the clouds. You can spend the night or just go for sunset cocktails or dinner at the hotel’s Bistro del Mare. On the other side of the island is Queen’s Gardens Resort, a charming cluster of red-roofed bungalows angled for sweeping views of the Caribbean Sea and two rain forest–covered mountains. Surrounded by lush gardens, it’s known for its acclaimed restaurant and the beach-deprived island’s largest pool. It’s just a five-minute walk to The Bottom, a Dutch village of chimneys and gabled roofs and the island’s capital.

Rainforest Restaurant is part of Ecolodge Rendez-Vous, whose charming Saban-style cottages stand deep in the rain forest. The quaintly decorated candlelit restaurant specializes in unfussy Caribbean classics like jerk chicken, locally caught seafood, and vegetables and fruits from its own garden. Enjoy hummingbirds by day and the lilting ring of tree frogs at night.

Most of the action takes place in Windwardside, where locals and tourists gather at Brigadoon for Chef Michael’s wonderful Caribbean-influenced cooking and his wife Tricia’s huge personality and homemade rums.

VISITOR INFO: www.sabatourism.com. SHEARWATER RESORT: Tel 599-416-2498; www.shearwater-resort.com. Cost: from $185. QUEEN’S GARDENS RESORT: Tel 599-416-3494; www.queensaba.com. Cost: from $210 (off-peak), $300 (peak); dinner $70. ECOLODGE & RAINFOREST RESTAURANT: Tel 599-416-3348; www.ecolodge-saba.com. Cost: from $85 (off-peak), $105 (peak); dinner $25. BRIGADOON: Tel 599-416-2380. Cost: dinner $30. HOW: Sea Saba Dive Center, Tel. 599-416-2246; www.seasaba.com. Cost: from $98/day for two dives. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather; diving is great year-round; Oct for Sea & Learn, when naturalists give presentations and lead field trips.


The Caribbean’s Star-Studded Riviera

ST. BARTHS

St. Barthélemy, Lesser Antilles

Chic, cool, very French, and only about half the size of Manhattan, St. Barths captivates with its amazing views of the sea and surrounding islands, wonderful markets and wine shops, excellent restaurants, and quiet French flair. For the two weeks around Christmas and New Year’s Eve, it becomes the destination of choice for le beau monde who converge from France, Hollywood, and New York, sunning on topless and au naturel beaches, and filling stylish but casual cafés and killer villas.

But when things quiet down, an infectious serenity resurfaces and the island’s nickname of “the Provence of the Caribbean” again applies. Private yachts anchor in the storybook-quaint harbor of Gustavia, St. Barths’ only town and seaport. It’s so tiny that only boutique cruise ships can anchor offshore, avoiding the ship and passenger overload common in nearby St. Maarten or St. Thomas. Take it all in from the glamorous Hotel Carl Gustaf’s outdoor bar and restaurant, perched high above the harbor and at its most enchanting during sunset. The same unencumbered panorama can be enjoyed round-the-clock from any of the 14 luxurious suites, each with its own plunge pool.

Set on Anse de Public, right by the water just outside Gustavia, Maya’s is the most famous of the island’s many restaurants, serving Creole specialties in a relaxed and breezy setting. Maya’s waterfront terrace is the perfect spot for sundowner cocktails and people-watching, while ready-made feasts for picnics are the reason for a bike ride to Maya’s to Go, located across from the airport. Some locals say that Jimmy Buffet’s favorite bar in town is the unpretentious Le Select and was the inspiration for his song “Cheeseburger in Paradise.”

Although the soil on St. Barths is rocky and unsuitable for farming, its beaches are spectacular. On the northern side of the island, St. Jean Beach is most popular for celebrity-spotting and offers the best swimming. It’s actually two beaches, separated by a quartzite promontory occupied by Eden Rock, the first hotel on the island and still the most famous. Surrounded on three sides by water, this much-photographed landmark was originally built as the home of pilot and playboy Rémy de Haenen, who landed here in 1947 and “made” the island when Eden Rock became the island’s first hotel; soon Greta Garbo, David Rockefeller, and Baron Rothschild were arriving as guests. Eden Rock is still the place to be near the action for those who can afford it. Otherwise, go for lunch at the atmospheric and legendary open-air Sand Bar café.

Hotel Guanahani is the island’s largest property, with 68 brightly colored bungalow-style rooms and suites scattered among bougainvillea, hibiscus, and palms. But it doesn’t feel big, set on its own 16-acre peninsula with two private white sand beaches. St. Barths’ only hotel that offers a resortlike experience, complete with fabulous spa, it still feels low-key but pampering, for people who don’t want to be part of the scene—at least some of the time.

HOTEL CARL GUSTAF: Tel 866-297-2153 or 590-590-29-79-00; www.hotelcarlgustaf.com. Cost: cottage suites from $470 (off-peak), from $790 (peak); dinner $70. MAYA’S: Tel 590-590-27-75-53; www.st-barths.com/mayas. Cost: dinner $70. When: closed mid-Jun–mid-Jul, Sept–Oct. EDEN ROCK: Tel 877-563-7105 or 590-590-29-79-99; www.edenrockhotel.com. Cost: from $600 (off-peak), from $840 (peak); dinner $75. HOTEL GUANAHANI & SPA: Tel 800-216-3774 or 590-590-276-660; www.leguanahani.com. Cost: from $475 (off-peak), from $1,220 (peak). BEST TIMES: Last 2 weeks of Dec for celebrity-spotting; Jan for St. Barths Music Festival; Mar or Apr for the annual St. Barths Bucket Regatta.


Plantation Inns Promise Romance and History

NEVIS

St. Kitts and Nevis, Lesser Antilles

Columbus imagined the clouds around the island’s highest peak to be snow and named the island “Nuestra Señora de las Nieves” (Our Lady of the Snows), shortened over the years to Nevis. Nature enthusiasts hike into lush rain forests, 3,200-foot Nevis Peak being the island’s ultimate destination. Smaller than its nation-mate St. Kitts, Nevis was another rich, important British sugar colony. But where St. Kitts (the “Mother Island”) today is busier and more touristed with casinos and golf and big plans for its future, lush and unhurried Nevis boasts simple pleasures and not a single traffic light.

Alexander Hamilton was born here, and the legendary Admiral Horatio Nelson married local girl Fanny Nisbet on Montpelier Estate in 1787 when he was just a young captain. Perched on a hilltop with breathtaking views, the site is now home to Montpelier Plantation, a stylish 19-room inn offering a modern interpretation of plantation life. While the great house is gone, some structures on the 60-acre estate date to the 1700s; others are new but so tastefully interwoven it’s hard to tell the difference. There are only 16 seats in the Mill, a renowned restaurant set in the estate’s 18th-century stone mill, whose menu is graced with produce grown on the property and specialties like mahi-mahi roasted in plantain leaves and desserts using one of the 50 varieties of mango that grow on the island.

There’s an altogether different feel at Hermitage Plantation Inn, a delightful mélange of 11 pastel-painted gingerbread cottages, some brought from other sites around Nevis and painstakingly restored. The main house, completed in 1740 and believed to be the oldest wooden house in the Caribbean, serves as a lively social center where everyone gathers for cocktails before dinner. The beach is a 15-minute drive away, but guests can lounge by the pool, go horseback riding into the hills, or fill lazy afternoons waiting for dinner, a highlight of any stay.

The Caribbean’s only historic-plantation inn directly on the water fills out this trio of choices. The Nisbet Plantation Beach Club’s broad palm-tree-flanked lawn sweeps down from the 1778 great house where Fanny once lived to a half-mile-long white sand beach. A hotel since the 1950s, Nisbet Plantation’s 36 rooms include charming cottages tucked amid 30 acres of lush tropical foliage. Although Nevis is not famous for its beaches, nearby Pinney’s is the exception—a 3-mile reef-protected stretch of sugar-fine white sand by historic Charlestown. On the island’s western side, Pinney’s is perfect for sunsets, best seen from the open-air Sunshine’s Bar and Grill, with a famously potent Killer Bee rum punch in hand.

VISITOR INFO: www.nevisisland.com. MONTPELIER PLANTATION: Tel 869-469-3462; www.montpeliernevis.com. Cost: from $320 (off-peak), from $520 (peak); dinner $75. THE HERMITAGE PLANTATION INN: Tel 800-682-4025 or 869-469-3477; www.hermitagenevis.com. Cost: from $180 (off-peak), from $325 (peak). NISBET PLANTATION BEACH CLUB: Tel 800-742-6008 or 869-469-9325; www.nisbetplantation.com. Cost: from $365 (off-peak), from $761 (peak), inclusive. SUNSHINE’S GRILL: Tel 869-469-5817; www.sunshinenevis.com. BEST TIMES: Jan–Mar for weather; late Jul–early Aug for the carnival-like Culturama; Aug for International Food Fair.


Where Sugar Was King

ST. KITTS

St. Kitts and Nevis, Lesser Antilles

This cloud-crowned volcanic island so enchanted Christopher Columbus that he named it after his patron saint—it was only later that locals unofficially shortened the name from St. Christopher’s to St. Kitts. England’s first settlement in the Caribbean and once its wealthiest sugar colony, St. Kitts shares a rich cultural history and lush scenery with its smaller sister island Nevis. St. Kitts is the livelier of the two, with resorts and gaming to go along with water sports and hikes into its steep and dense rainforest interior; windshield tourists can follow the ring road that encircles the 18-by-5-mile island. Feast your eyes on the panorama from Brimstone Hill, an 18th-century stone fortress built 800 feet above sea level, with views that take in six neighboring islands. Known as the Gibraltar of the West Indies, it protected colonial St. Kitts sugar plantations—68 of them at the industry’s height, one for every square mile of the island.

Many of the historic estates built by sugar barons have been tastefully restored to serve as inns and restaurants, inviting you to stop for lunch or stay overnight. One of the most captivating is the 17th-century Ottley’s Plantation Inn, set on 35 acres in the foothills of majestic Mount Liamuiga, a dormant volcano. The inn’s 24 rooms are handsomely decorated in English Colonial style, with gorgeous gardens for strolling. Its Mango Orchard Spa overlooks a rain-forest ravine where monkeys race through mango and palm trees, while the romantic Royal Palm Restaurant is renowned for culinary highlights such as the artfully presented coconut cream cheesecake.

Remote and serene, the Rawlins Plantation is another 17th-century charmer. Colorful gingerbread cottages surround the main house, with its wide veranda overlooking carefully clipped lawns and flower-splashed grounds. A wondrous West Indian buffet lunch draws both the local elite and nonislanders. Save room for the sensational chocolate terrine with a light passion fruit sauce.

Follow those in the know to Mr. X’s Shiggidy Shack in Frigate Bay, a great sunset spot where you can dine on grilled lobster or lemon snapper with thyme. On Thursday nights let loose at the beach party with a bonfire, live music, and the amazing, blazing Fire Man. During the day, check out Reggae Beach, a kayaking, snorkeling, and sailing paradise on the South East Peninsula. Refuel on coconut shrimp and frozen reggae coladas at Reggae Beach Bar & Grill; just leave (lots of) room for the banana chocolate chip cake topped with whipped cream.

VISITOR INFO: www.stkittstourism.kn. OTTLEY’S PLANTATION INN: Tel 800-772-3039 or 869-465-7234; www.ottleys.com. Cost: from $223 (off-peak), $333 (peak); dinner $66. RAWLINS PLANTATION INN: Tel 869-465-6221; www.rawlinsplantation.com. Cost: from $186 (off-peak), from $280 (peak); dinner $55. When: closed late Aug–mid-Oct. MR. X’S SHIGGIDY SHACK: Tel 869-762-3983; www.mrxshiggidyshack.com. Cost: dinner $25. REGGAE BEACH BAR & GRILL: Tel 869-762-5050; www.reggaebeachbar.com. Cost: dinner $40. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather; Jun for St. Kitts Music Festival; Dec 15–Jan 2 for St. Kitts Carnival.


Villas and Views Beyond Extraordinary

THE PITONS

St. Lucia, Lesser Antilles

The towering twin peaks known as the Pitons, abruptly rising side by side out of the sea, make lush St. Lucia one of the Caribbean’s most dramatically beautiful islands. These volcanic remnants—the Gros Piton at 2,619 feet and the steeper-sided Petit Piton at 2,461 feet—are reminiscent of the jagged mountains of Bali Ha’i, lending an exotic South Pacific air to the island. Located in the southwestern corner of the island, these forest-swathed wonders are ubiquitous icons that have appeared on everything from postcards to the label of the locally brewed beer and the national flag.

For the moment still largely undeveloped, the 27-by-14-mile former British and French property was better known for bananas than for tourism until the arrival of Anse Chastanet, a 600-acre resort that is beyond romantic, with hillside guestrooms hidden amid verdant foliage and bursts of color, harmonizing seamlessly with the natural surroundings. Some are even missing a wall, bringing the outside—and the twin-peaked views—in. The secluded palm-fringed soft-sand beach below has its own scuba center and school, and some of the Caribbean’s best snorkeling and diving are along the Anse Chastanet Reef just a few feet offshore.

Anse Chastanet boasted the island’s best views of the Pitons until owners Nick and Karolin Troubetzkoy outdid themselves by ingeniously building Jade Mountain into the cliff above—a resort-within-a-resort—with 22 enormous “sanctuaries” that are entirely and permanently open on one side yet supremely private. With the fourth wall absent, there’s nothing between you and mesmerizing views of the Pitons, pink-and-lavender sunsets, cool breezes, and the not infrequent flourish of a bird flying through. Each one-of-a-kind sanctuary is appointed with restrained luxury, including an extravagantly sized infinity pool lined with iridescent glass tiles (five “sky suites” have everything but the pool). There’s the beach below (you can walk or grab a shuttle) and a modern and stylish spa, but with a view this hypnotic, it’s little wonder that some guests never venture out.

For a more down-to-earth experience, try Fond Doux (“sweet valley” in Lucian patois), a working cocoa plantation that has been in continuous production since French colonials established it in 1745. It’s a deeply charming family-owned and -run place that exudes a distinctly St. Lucian experience, with stays in restored 19th century wooden bungalows. See how cocoa is made, walk estate trails over 135 lush acres, and be back in time for a lunch of Creole specialties in the hotel’s open-air restaurants, then repair to the pool for an afternoon of idling.

The island’s ultimate challenge is a guided hike to the top of Gros Piton, the Kilimanjaro of the Caribbean. (Petit Piton is too steep to climb.) Or learn more about St. Lucia’s volcanic origins and ongoing activity at La Soufrière’s “drive-in volcano” (a misnomer, as you can drive up to, but not directly into, it), a rocky, lunar landscape with bubbling, smelly, sulfur mud baths that are open to the public.

VISITOR INFO: www.stlucia.org. ANSE CHASTANET AND JADE MOUNTAIN: Tel 800-223-1108 or 758-459-7000; www.ansechastanet.com, www.jademountainstlucia.com. Cost: Anse Chastanet rooms from $350 (off-peak), from $450 (peak). Jade Mountain sky suites from $900 (off-peak), $1,150 (peak); sanctuaries from $1,150 (off-peak), from $1,450 (peak). FOND DOUX ESTATE: Tel 758-459-7545; www.fonddouxestate.com. Cost: from $100 (off-peak), from $150 (peak). BEST TIMES: Dec–Apr for weather; first week of May for the St. Lucia Jazz Fest.


A Gastronomic Hot Spot in the Caribbean

ST. MARTIN’S FOOD SCENE

St. Martin, Lesser Antilles

A 37-square-mile island peacefully divided between the French and the Dutch since 1648, St. Martin/St. Maarten is starkly different depending on which side you visit. Dutch St. Maarten, in the south, is known for its cruise ships, casinos, and condos, whereas St. Martin, being French, is blissfully devoted to the art of gastronomy.

On an island dense with the Caribbean’s highest concentration of restaurants, the resort town of Grand Case—especially the restaurant-lined Grand Case Boulevard—is the epicenter of fine dining. Le Pressoir is one of the best, specializing in classic French cuisine. Spiga is pura Italiana, down to the ebullient Italian-born chef who prepares homemade pasta daily, and time-worn favorites like pancetta-wrapped roast pork tenderloin. For down-home Creole cooking, try Le Ti Coin Creole, the boyhood home of chef/owner Carl Phillips, who serves up simple dishes such as fish fritters and conch cocktail. A stay at Le Petit Hotel puts you in the heart of it all. This tasteful, 10-room white stucco and tiled inn on the same boulevard oozes charm, while also putting you near the beach where the island’s seaside “lolos” (otherwise known as barbecue shacks) are located. These side-by-side eateries (look for Talk of the Town) will cost you next to nothing and serve a Technicolor sunset free of charge.

The entire island has about 37 beautiful white beaches to keep sunbathers elated, and Baie Longue, at the western tip of St. Martin, is one of the stunners. Not coincidentally, it is the site of La Samanna, a Mediterranean-style resort with an exquisite spa and 83 gorgeous suites that is the island’s most sybaritic place to stay. Dining reaches its opulent peak at Le Réservé, the hotel’s open-air restaurant with ocean views, highly refined cuisine, and one of the Caribbean’s best wine lists.

Baie Orientale is one of the largest and most popular beaches, with a whole range of attractions—beach restaurants, hotels, boutiques, water sports, and a clothing-optional section in the south (more conservative bathers gravitate to the north end). Set on a hill overlooking the bay, the romantic, Provençal-inspired Sol e Luna Inn’s six charming rooms adjoin an excellent restaurant known for classic dishes with a French flourish.

The calm waters ringing the shallow reefs throughout the island make it a snorkeler’s delight, but the very best sights are found in a regional underwater nature reserve just off the coast. Take the five-minute ferry to the uninhabited (but never deserted) Îlet Pinel (Pine Island), where two thatch-roofed beach bars prepare lobsters plucked from the sea, and a snorkeling trail leads you from one alluring underwater spot to the next until lunch is ready.

VISITOR INFO: www.st-martin.org. LE PRESSOIR: Tel 590-590-87-76-62; www.lepressoir-sxm.com. Cost: Dinner $60. SPIGA: Tel 590-590-52-47-83; www.spiga-sxm.com. Cost: dinner $45. LE TI COIN: Tel 590-590-87-92-09; www.grandcase.com/ticoincreole. Cost: dinner $30. LE PETIT HOTEL: Tel 590-590-29-09-65; www.lepetithotel.com. Cost: from $265 (off-peak), from $415 (peak). LA SAMANNA: Tel 800-957-6128 or 590-590-87-64-00; www.lasamanna.co. Cost: from $995; dinner $100. When: closed Sept–Oct. SOL E LUNA INN: Tel 590-590-29-08-56; www.solelunarestaurant.com. Cost: from $265 (off-peak), from $415 (peak). LA SAMANNA: Tel 800-957-6128 or 590-590-87-64-00; www.lasamanna.com. Cost: from $995; dinner $100. When: closed Sept–Oct. SOL EL UNAI NN: Tel 590-590-29-08-56; www.solelunarestaurant.com. Cost: from $130; dinner $40. BEST TIMES: Dec–Apr for weather; Jul 14 for Bastille Day.


The Grenadines’ Favorite Jump-up and a Hillside Retreat

BEQUIA

St. Vincent and the Grenadines, Lesser Antilles

Hilly, green, and just 7 square miles in size, Bequia (pronounced BECK-way) is the largest and northernmost of the Grenadine Islands. Once the region’s busiest whaling station (back in the days of Moby-Dick), it still maintains traces of its seafaring heritage as well as a glimmer of how the Caribbean was not so long ago—no high-rises, no golf courses, no pretense. The wildest it gets is Thursday night, when the Frangipani Hotel’s open-air barbecue and jump-up (who could stay seated?) is the place to be with live steel-drum music and a spread of island specialties. Any sunset is reason enough to drop by for the famous Frangi Fever cocktail, which keeps hotel guests, locals, and the yacht set happy. The latter use this casual and raffish gingerbread guesthouse as their communications and nerve center, a convenient hub located right on picturesque Admiralty Bay, where they can keep an eye on their moored craft. The sailing is excellent in the Grenadines and this is one of its safest harbors.

Bequia has begun to go upmarket with the transformation of a formerly modest hillside inn into Firefly Plantation Bequia. Set on a 30-acre, 18th-century sugar plantation with orchards of mango, guava, and Bequia plums, it’s as small and luxurious as its sister property Firefly Mustique, with four lovely guest rooms in three buildings of hand-cut stone. It’s perfect if your ideal vacation is one spent reading in a balcony hammock, listening to cows lowing and palm fronds rustling, turning your head occasionally to catch the glorious views. Take a dip in the pool or take a short, pleasant stroll to the deserted but stunning beach at Spring Bay, where the snorkeling is excellent. In the evenings, candlelit dinners feature ingredients fresh from the grounds or netted in the nearby waters.

VISITOR INFO: www.bequiatourism.com. FRANGIPANI: Tel 784-458-3255; www.frangipanibequia.com. Cost: from $120 (off-peak), from $190 (peak); dinner $35. When: closed Aug to mid-Oct. FIREFLY PLANTATION BEQUIA: Tel 784-458-3414; www.fireflybequia.com. Cost: rooms from $395 (off-peak), from $495 (peak), all-inclusive. When: Nov–mid-Jun. BEST TIMES: Dec–May for weather; late Jan for Bequia Music Festival; Easter for Regatta, Sand Castle Competition, and other events.



A Private Enclave, Exclusive, Refined, and Now Welcoming

MUSTIQUE

St. Vincent and the Grenadines, Lesser Antilles

Join the rich, famous, and royal on the privately owned Grenadine island of Mustique, a regular stop for the sailing crowd and best known for its uncrowded beauty, relaxed vibe, and utter exclusivity. The island’s mythically beautiful Macaroni Beach, on the eastern side, is almost always empty, and the picture-perfect village on Britannia Bay enjoys a strict no-cruise-ship policy. The 2.2-square-mile island has just 100 charmingly named villas ranging from the modest to the lavish, the latter owned by a rarefied group of royalty and pop stars. Many but not all of the villas can be rented by the week, fully staffed, and are the island’s biggest allure. Many renters are high-profile glitterati, so if you’re hoping for celebrity or rock star sightings, you needn’t look far. They’ve been coming here since Scottish Baron Colin Tennant bought the island in 1958 and gave 10 acres to a young and hip Princess Margaret, who drew British cognoscenti in her wake.

The elegant but charmingly low-key Cotton House is the island’s only true hotel, an 18th-century coral warehouse and sugar mill that has been transformed into 20 guestrooms, recently revamped and glammed up to accommodate the overflow of the villas’ house guests. Come for dinner at the first-rate Veranda Restaurant, or Tuesday’s fun-yet-refined cocktail party in the plantation-style Great Room, when locals and visitors of all stripes are invited to come for a community social hour.

More intimate and romantic is Firefly, a once private villa transformed into a tiny inn with just five exquisite rooms and some of the best and most popular dining on the island. With a dramatic hilltop setting overlooking Britannia Bay, Firefly is a popular hangout for island residents as well as visitors, so expect a lively bar scene and come in time for sunset.

That is, of course, unless you’re nursing a Hurricane David at Basil’s Beach Bar, the heart of the island and magnet for locals and boldfaced names alike. Basil Charles, the Caribbean’s answer to Casablanca’s Rick and unofficial mayor of the island, has been a Mustique legend since Princess Margaret’s days. Drinking the night away here is something of a ritual, but thatch-roofed Basil’s, which stands on piers facing the turquoise waters of Britannia Bay, is also a great place for dinner and fresh-grilled, bought-right-off-the-boat lobster. His famous bar is at its liveliest during the Wednesday-night jump-up barbecue, with lots of loud live music, the famed New Year’s Eve celebration, and the two-week-long Mustique Blues Festival.

VISITOR INFO: www.discoversvg.com. HOW: The Mustique Company handles villa rentals. Tel 784-488-8000; www.mustiqueisland.com. Cost: fully staffed 3 BR villas from $5,000 weekly (off-peak), from $7,000 (peak). COTTON HOUSE: Tel 784-456-4777; www.cottonhouse.net. Cost: from $520 (off-peak), from $1,100 (peak). FIREFLY: Tel 784-488-8414; www.fireflymustique.com. Cost: from $850 (off-peak), from $950 (peak), all-inclusive. BASIL’S BEACH BAR: Tel 784-456-3350; www.basilsbar.com. Cost: lobster dinner $85. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather; 2 weeks late Jan–early Feb for the Mustique Blues Festival.



A Private Island Resort with Little to Do

PETIT ST. VINCENT

St. Vincent and the Grenadines, Lesser Antilles

Those who really, really want to get away from it all should drop anchor at this privately owned 113-acre luxury island resort. Encircled by white sand beaches, covered with palm trees, and washed by the impossibly clear waters of the fabled Grenadine archipelago, it’s a castaway fantasy for a few privacy-seeking guests. They’re drawn not only by what the island offers—a quiet, natural setting, superlative service, and remarkable dining—but also for what’s missing: television, telephones, air-conditioning, casinos, beach vendors, even room keys.

Twenty-two large breeze-cooled stone cottages are situated for maximum views and privacy. Room service works like a charm: Run up the red flag and the staff gives you a wide berth; raise the yellow flag, stick your request in your mailbox—a mango daiquiri, extra suntan lotion, dinner on your private terrace—and it arrives in record time. Weary CEO types in need of a retreat love it here. So do newlyweds—if they make an appearance at all. Some people actually bring their children along now that there’s more to do than in the early days: spa treatments in your cottage, tennis courts, and a dock house with everything you need to sail, snorkel, kayak, windsurf or fish. Take a picnic lunch to the sandbar just off the island for a total castaway experience. Guests who fear they’ve become dangerously relaxed can arrange for deep-sea fishing, scuba diving, or a sailing trip (day or overnight) to Tobago Cays aboard a 49-foot sailing sloop called Beauty.

WHERE: Tel 784-458-8801; www.psvresort.com. COST: cottages $709 (off-peak), $1,070 (peak), all-inclusive. WHEN: closed Sept–Oct. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather.



Idyllic Waters and Castaway Cays

SAILING THE GRENADINES

St. Vincent and the Grenadines, Lesser Antilles

Revered by yachtsmen and wannabes, the 32 islands and hundreds of dotlike cays that form the Grenadines archipelago enjoy near-constant breezes and a reputation as one of the world’s best sailing grounds. Strung like a necklace of gems across 40 miles of pristine waters between St. Vincent and Grenada, they’re blessed with powdery white sand beaches and coral reefs that are among the most amazing outside the Pacific. Many islands are uninhabited and accessible only by boat. Some (such as privately owned Mayreau, with 180 residents) have tiny populations, mostly descended from African slaves, while others, like the larger Bequia, are quietly awakening to tourism, with a flip-flop, small-town ambience that has drawn a thriving ex-pat community.

Daily schooners, ferries, and passenger-carrying mail boats sail south from St. Vincent (locally known as “the mainland”), serving the half-dozen populated Grenadines. But the ideal way to go, for those in search of a different, picnic-perfect, beach-ringed island every day (and who know their main from their genoa) is to charter a self-skippered bareboat through The Moorings in Canouan, a small unspoiled island in the heart of the Grenadines. The nonsailing set can book a cabin aboard a luxury catamaran (or round up a group of friends and charter the whole yacht) with their own private captain and chef.

Luxurious suites and privately owned villas spread over 300 acres at Canouan Resort at Carenage Bay. One of the Caribbean’s most elite retreats, its major draws include picture-perfect white sand beaches, challenging golf at the Jim Fazio–designed 18-hole course, and a spa with treatment rooms literally over the sea. The more casual Tamarind Beach Hotel, with 32 beachfront hideaways, is the only other hotel on this unspoiled island. Make time to visit the Tobago Cays, five uninhabited islands that form the heart of the Tobago Cays Marine Park, a national park and wildlife preserve with superb snorkeling and diving and excellent anchorage. If you saw Pirates of the Caribbean and wondered where they filmed Johnny Depp marooned on an island too beautiful to be true, this is it.

HOW: Charter a bareboat or book a berth via the Moorings. Tel 727-535-1446; www.moorings.com. Cost: weekly bareboat from $2,030 (off-peak), from $3,780 (peak). Weekly rates for berths on crewed yachts from $3,500 (off-peak), from $5,340 (peak) on boats accommodating 6 to 10 people. CANOUAN RESORT AT CARENAGE BAY: Tel 866-589-2450 or 784-458-8000; www.canouan.com. Cost: from $1,175 (off-peak), from $2,000 (peak). Greens fees: $220 (guests), $300 (nonguests). TAMARIND BEACH HOTEL & YACHT CLUB: Tel 784-458-8044; www.tamrarindbeachhotel.com. Cost: from $260 (off-peak), from $410 (peak). BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather.


Eden’s Aviary

ASA WRIGHT NATURE CENTRE AND LODGE

Arima, Trinidad and Tobago, Lesser Antilles

Sitting on this former plantation’s screened-in veranda is like sitting in an enormous aviary. From your ringside seat you can see toucans, squirrel cuckoos, tufted coquettes, and ten types of hummingbirds—and that’s all before breakfast. Visitors are in seventh heaven in this nature and wildlife sanctuary known to birders around the world, located on 1,500 acres in the island’s Northern Range, rich, rain forest–covered coastal mountains believed to be the northernmost edge of the Andes Mountains.

Trinidad and sister island Tobago are home to a cornucopia of South American flora and fauna unknown elsewhere in the Caribbean. Approximately 460 species of birds are found on these two islands thanks to their proximity to Venezuela. You can see hundreds of species here in the Arima Valley alone—not to mention innumerable varieties of mammals, reptiles, butterflies, and flowering plants that make you feel you’ve found the Garden of Eden.

The sanctuary is named for Asa Wright, who, with her husband Newcome, moved to Trinidad in 1946 from England to buy what was then a coffee-and-cocoa plantation. She helped create the sanctuary in 1967. Day guests are welcomed on guided tours or for lunch, but only those staying in the simple guest rooms of the large, airy 1912 plantation house or in cottages scattered around the grounds get in on all the activity at dawn and dusk. Experienced guides take guests birding on a network of rain forest trails, always on the lookout for the most coveted sighting— the rare oilbird. This large nocturnal bird feeds on the oily fruit of a variety of palm (hence its name), and a sizeable nesting colony is found in a cavelike grotto in the sanctuary.

Adding to Trinidad’s renown as an ornithological wonderland is the sunset spectacle when thousands of scarlet ibis return to their roost in nearby Caroni Swamp, a 40-acre wetland and mangrove preserve. For years their flaming red plumage was so prized for hats and Carnival costumes that they nearly disappeared, but they have made a comeback. Boats pass slowly through the swamp, also home to herons, egrets, and 150 other bird species.

Naturalists trek to Trinidad’s northern shores, the beaches of Matura and Grand Rivière, the western hemisphere’s best place to spot leatherback turtles as they clamber out of the ocean, dig a nest, and go into a trance to lay their collection of precious eggs.

WHERE: 24 miles from Port of Spain. Tel 868-667-4655;www.asawright.org. COST: rooms from $250 (off-peak), from $400 (peak), inclusive. HOW: Caligo Ventures in the U.S., tel 800-426-7781 or 305-292-0708; www.caligo.com. BEST TIMES: Jan–May for dry weather; Mar–Sept for ibis in Caroni Swamp and leatherback turtle nesting.



A Riotous Celebration Where Soca Is King

CARNIVAL

Port of Spain, Trinidad and Tobago, Lesser Antilles

You can’t really understand Trinidad unless you come for Carnival, or mas (for masquerade), as it’s locally known. Trinidad is a melting pot of West African, East Indian, Chinese, South American, and European, which has influenced both its music and Carnival itself. The country’s West African roots gave birth to the steel pan (or steel drum, made from empty oil barrels), calypso music, and its more recent souped-up version, soca (“soul-calypso”), which makes this Carnival the loudest and wildest in all the Caribbean. It’s the national obsession, with Port of Spain at its heart.

Bands and masqueraders begin their preparations a year in advance. Things start to hum after Christmas, gradually building to a crescendo of rehearsals, concerts, open-air fêtes, and calypso duels. The final two-day explosion of color, music, and unbridled excess officially begins at 4 A.M. on Carnival Monday with the “opening day” parade called J’Ouvert (pronounced joo-VAY). Fueled by copious amounts of beer, revelers covered in mud, grease, body paint, and chocolate form a mass of happy humanity as they follow trucks blasting soca and “chip” (dance) until sunrise.

Monday (“old mas”) is a less formal party, with bands and dancers along a 6-mile parade route. The glitter and glamorous costumes of “pretty mas” are saved for Shrove Tuesday (Mardi Gras), the day before Ash Wednesday. Tens of thousands take to the streets in costume (often sequined bikinis and feather headdresses), with groups as large as 3,000 in identical costume following flatbed trucks carrying steel bands competing for the title of “Masquerade Band of the Year.” Getups are at their most extravagant for the Kings and Queens Costume Competition—some can weigh up to 200 pounds (some are attached to wheels so they can move) and incorporate fog, fireworks, and other special effects.

“Pan” bands with as many as 100 musicians strong perform nonstop in a riotous celebration of King Carnival. Each band has a headquarters, or panyard, and rehearsals and preliminary playoffs are worth searching out. The pinnacle of the steel band competition, the Panorama Finals, is staged at Queen’s Park Savanaah (ground zero for mas) the Saturday before the parades.

Trinidad’s two dominant cultures—West African and Indian—are evident in the array of street food, from spicy doubles (curried chickpeas and chutney between two fluffy fried flatbreads) and roti (soft flatbreads wrapped around various curries—goat and crab are favorites), to pelau, a distinctly African dish where meat is fried in oil and sugar, then combined with pigeon peas and rice. For a more elegant dining experience, visit Veni Mange (“come and eat”) for the best lunch on the island, a quintessentially Trinidadian feast that might start with traditional callaloo-pumpkin soup (which, according to legend, when well prepared can make a man propose marriage) and end with homemade soursop ice cream or coconut mousse.

Hotels sell out well in advance for Carnival, but try for Coblentz Inn, which is charming and close to the action—with 16 rooms whimsically decorated along a cultural theme: “The Rum Shop,” “Cocoa House,” “Cricket”—and a popular restaurant whose name, Battimamzelle, means dragonfly.

Though Carnival of.cially ends Tuesday at midnight, everyone heads to Maracas Beach an hour north of the city for a cool-down party on Wednesday, “limin’” (hanging out) on this long idyllic stretch of sand beneath towering mountains.

VISITOR INFO: www.gotrinidadandtobago.com. National Carnival Commission: Tel. 868-627-1350; www.ncctt.org. Cost: grandstand tickets from $20 and way up. When: week before Lent, usually Feb. VENI MANGE: Tel 868-624-4597; www.venimange.com. Cost: lunch $30. COBLENTZ INN: Tel 868-621-0541; www.coblentzinn.com. Cost: from $180 (off-peak), from $400 during Carnival; dinner $45.



Drift Diving and Bird-Watching on Robinson Crusoe’s Island

TOBAGO

Trinidad and Tobago, Lesser Antilles

Tobago is geographically breathtaking. A laid-back rural treasure trove of stunning beaches, verdant rain forest, and a wealth of marine life and unspoiled coral reefs, it promises some of the best snorkeling, diving, and bird-watching in the Caribbean. Believed to be the island on which Robinson Crusoe was marooned in the classic 1719 novel by Daniel Defoe, Tobago is the beneficiary of the outflow of Venezuela’s mighty Orinoco River. This nutrient-rich current is swept through the 20-mile channel between Trinidad and Tobago, creating astonishingly rich reefs with at least 44 species of hard and soft coral (including the world’s largest brain coral) and the best drift diving in the Caribbean—just hitch a ride and watch the spectacular scenery float by.

Though considerably more crowded than it was the year the fictional Crusoe washed ashore (1649), Tobago is still Trinidad’s sleepy country cousin, with just 4 percent of the population, no heavy industry, and no buildings taller than a palm tree.

At the island’s southwestern tip, powdery white-sand Pigeon Point Beach is an immensely popular strip and the jumping off point for cruises to Buccoo (pronounced boo-COO) Reef, a splendid natural aquarium with easy access for novice divers, snorkelers, and the glass-bottom boat crowd. Don’t miss “Sunday School,” a massive nondenominational block party Sunday nights in Buccoo, providing street-food stalls and soca and calypso echoing well into the night—and an idea of how much fun the island’s homespun carnival must be when it rolls around.

You can even stay where Crusoe is said to have first landed (and where Swiss Family Robinson was filmed): the dark-sand Bacolet Beach, on the island’s southern shore. Blue Haven Hotel is an updated 1940s-era property set right on the beach and surrounded by water on three sides. Rooms have dark mahogany floors, four-poster beds, and the same great ocean views that Robert Mitchum and Deborah Kerr enjoyed when they stayed here during the filming of Fire Down Below and Heaven Knows, Mr. Allison.

Your best chance of seeing Tobago’s famous giant manta rays, though they have dwindled in number, is in the waters off Speyside, in the island’s remote northeastern reaches. Manta Lodge offers comfortable accommodations and the on-site Tobago Dive Experience, a year-round charter and dive school specializing in drift dives past giant manta rays, southern stingrays, nurse sharks, and turtles. Staying at Manta Lodge also means proximity to the popular Jemma’s Seaview Kitchen, where you can dine practically in the arms of a 200-year-old almond tree. The menu of Creole-style food is rivaled by an unbelievable view from the lucky tables that overlook the ocean.

Tobago is also a world-class birding destination: Some 200 varieties have been recorded here. The avian-rich Tobago Forest Reserve, in the mountainous interior, was established in 1776. The oldest protected rain forest in the Western Hemisphere promises prolific sightings as well as the splendid Argyll Waterfall. Or head one mile offshore from Speyside to Little Tobago Island, one of the most important seabird sanctuaries in the Caribbean.

Charlotteville has a Crusoe-quiet beach called Man-O-War with one convenience he didn’t have—a beach stall with ultrafresh fish  and chips. Englishman’s Bay is Tobago’s jewel, a quiet, mile-long stretch of white sand and palm trees on the island’s northern shore, at its most magical when magnificent leatherback turtles come to nest here (another detail noted by Crusoe).

VISITOR INFO: www.gotrinidadandtobago.com. BLUE HAVEN HOTEL: Tel 868-660-7400; www.bluehavenhotel.com. Cost: from $185 (off-peak), from $238 (peak). MANTA LODGE: Tel 866-486-2246 or 868-639-7034; www.mantalodge.com. Cost: from $95 (off-peak), from $115 (peak). TOBAGO DIVE EXPERIENCE: Tel 868-660-4888; www.tobagodiveexperience.com .JEMMA’ SSEAVIEW KITCHEN: Tel 868-660-4066. Cost: dinner $60. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather; Feb or Mar for Carnival; Nov for Diwaali (Festival of Lights).


Twelve Uninterrupted Miles of Pristine Beach

GRACE BAY

Turks and Caicos

The jewel in the crown of Turks and Caicos (an archipelago of 40 islands), Grace Bay boasts a staggering 12-mile arc of powdery white sand edging turquoise waters that teem with marine life. It’s considered one of the most beautiful beaches in the world. Located on the northern shore of the main island of Providenciales (“Provo” to locals), it is protected by a coral reef just 1,650 feet off the coast, creating diving, snorkeling, and swimming conditions that are second to none.

A slew of new, stylish hotels and condo-style resorts have opened near the world-famous strand. But Grace Bay Club still reigns supreme in the luxury market, in part because it was early to the game and nabbed 11 choice acres, making it the lowest-density resort on the island. The original Mediterranean-style hotel has 21 suites for adults only, while families tend to stay in villas. All enjoy a host of amenities, including the breezy Anacaona restaurant with open-air dining in palapas by the beach.

Island life at its best awaits those who make the trek to Da Conch Shack, an open-air landmark restaurant where the conch (pronounced “konk”) is harvested right in front of you and served every way imaginable—as salad, chowder, fritters, stir-fried, or as ceviche. Live music on Tuesdays and Thursdays gets things revved up, as does Alicia’s Infamous Rum Punch.

Or consider total isolation, via the 35-minute boat ride to Parrot Cay, a 1,000-acre private island with just one uberexclusive resort with a pared-down aesthetic and swish villas (owned by A-list celebrities) that can be rented. Guests at either the hotel or villas can book at what is arguably the best spa in the Caribbean, the COMO Shambhala Retreat (“shambhala” is related to the Sanskrit for “center of peace and harmony”), a veritable temple of the soothing arts that brings in the best therapists from around the globe.

One of the best places to experience the excellent snorkeling and diving here is the appealingly undeveloped Salt Cay, home to just 80 people. The dives here take you to forests of elkhorn coral, past a British frigate that wrecked back in 1790, and through waters filled with fish, including eagle rays, giant tiger grouper, and triggerfish. In winter there’s a good chance of spotting—and swimming among—migrating humpback whales.

VISITOR INFO: Tel 800-241-0824 or 649-946-4970; www.turksandcaicostourism.com. GRACE BAY CLUB: Tel 800-946-5757 or 649-946-5050; www.gracebayclub.com. Cost: from $550 (off-peak), from $950 (peak); dinner $75. DA CONCH SHACK: Tel 649-946-8877; www.conchshack.tc. Cost: $40. PARROT CAY: Tel 877-754-0726 or 649-946-7788; www.parrotcay.como.bz. Cost: from $696 (off-peak), from $938 (peak), inclusive. When: closed Sept–Oct. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather; Jan–Mar for whale-watching; late Nov for the Conch Festival.


An Unrivaled Underwater Nature Trail

BUCK ISLAND

St. Croix, U.S. Virgin Islands, Lesser Antilles

At this uninhabited satellite island off St. Croix, a national monument where only 176 of the park’s 19,000 acres are above ground, the snorkeling is legendary. The elkhorn coral reef that surrounds two-thirds of the island has extraordinary formations and deep grottoes in crystal-clear waters (think 100-foot visibility) at an average depth of 13 feet.

Off Buck’s northeast end, a meandering snorkeler’s trail is marked with explanatory plaques. The park supports all sorts of wildlife, including the hawksbill turtles, brown pelicans, and more than 250 species of fish, including queen angelfish, parrotfish, iridescent blue tangs, and sergeant majors.

When the Kennedy family visited Buck Island in the 1950s, John F. Kennedy was so enchanted that in 1961, as president, he helped make it into one of the few fully protected underwater U.S. National Monuments; it was greatly expanded by President Bill Clinton in 2001. While Buck Island is considered one of the most important snorkeling sites in the Caribbean, St. Croix is also known for wall diving, satisfying to divers of varied ability, at Salt River Canyon and Cane Bay. Here lush coral gardens at 30 feet lead to “The Wall,” 2,000 feet deep.

Tours for Buck Island leave from Christiansted, the historic Danish town on St. Croix’s northern coast just 5 miles away. It’s a five-minute drive east to the Buccaneer, a pink palazzo beach resort that was once a sugar plantation and was the boyhood home of Alexander Hamilton. It opened as an 11-room inn in 1947, and the family still runs what is now a 138-room resort spread over 340 acres with all the classic amenities—18 holes of golf, eight tennis courts, three of the island’s best beaches, water sports, kids camp, and spa.

Though St. Croix is the largest of the U.S. Virgin islands, it’s still just 84 square miles, and much of it is still rural and dotted with the ruins of old sugar mills. It’s worth a drive over to Frederiksted, at the western end of the island, to chill out at Blue Moon, a colorful waterfront bistro known for its Cajun-inflected food, fine wine, and live jazz on Wednesday, Friday, and at Sunday brunch. Order a Cruzan Confusion, made with local Cruzan rum, considered one of the world’s best and still distilled on St. Croix.

VISITOR INFO: www.nps.gov/buis. HOW: Big Beard’s Adventure Tours offers full-day tours in a glass-bottomed boat, as well as half-day snorkeling trips, departing from Christiansted. Tel 866-773-4482 or 340-773-4482; www.bigbeards.com. Cost: half day $68. THE BUCCANEER: Tel 800-255-3881 or 340-712-2100; www.thebuccaneer.com. Cost: from $360 (off-peak), from $410 (peak). BLUE MOON: Tel 340-772-3000; www.bluemoonstcroix.com. Cost: dinner $50, Sunday brunch $15. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather; Dec 5–Jan 2 for Crucian Christmas Festival (St. Croix’s Carnival).



Trailblazers of Ecotourism in the American Caribbean

VIRGIN ISLANDS NATIONAL PARK

St. John, U.S. Virgin Islands, Lesser Antilles

With more than half the island a national park, St. John puts the “virgin” back in Virgin Islands. More than 18,000 acres of coral seascapes are protected when you include the Virgin Islands Coral Reef National Monument. With 20 hiking trails wending through 7,000 tropical acres, without casinos or cabana boys, the 19-square-mile island is reachable only by ferry, appealing to travelers who care more about a star-studded night sky than five-star hotels.

This pristine landscape exists thanks to the foresight of wealthy conservationist Laurance Rockefeller, who bought up much of the island and then gave it away. While sailing in 1952, he spotted Caneel Bay, a 170-acre peninsula with seven stunning beaches, snapped it up, and built an estate. To protect the island he loved he added it to his holdings and in 1956 deeded 5,000 acres of sugary white coves, teal blue bays, and shady mountains to the federal government.

Trunk Bay is the showpiece of this extraordinary tropical estate, a picture-perfect, quarter-mile-long beach considered one of the world’s most beautiful. Trunk Bay is famous for a 670-foot snorkeling trail with labeled underwater features, the perfect snorkeling debut for kids and other novices. Snorkeling snobs get their kicks at Haulover Bay and Leinster Bay, dramatic sites that are inaccessible from shore.

Above ground, the Reef Bay Trail is one of the park’s most popular (and populated). It’s all downhill, beginning at 800 feet above sea level and winding past spectacular views, ancient petroglyphs, and the ruins of 18th-century Danish plantation houses before ending about three hours later on the southern shore.

Rockefeller’s estate became the “it” resort with the wealthy in the sixties, and Caneel Bay is still the island’s most luxurious place to stay. Today the Rosewood Resort has expanded to 166 airy, spacious rooms and boasts the island’s most romantic dining at the Equator, which sits atop 18th-century sugar-mill ruins overlooking the bay. The Self Centre at Caneel has a rich focus on wellness, with unusual offerings that include sound healing and guided star gazing.

The work of ecotourism pioneer Stanley Selengut, Maho Bay Camps and sister property Estate Concordia Preserve are set in the midst of St. John’s verdant national parkland, providing easy access to both the beach and hiking trails. Maho Bay Camps’ hand-constructed tent-cottages are linked by wooden walkways so as not to disturb the natural environment. They lack some amenities (private bathrooms) but the 114 tents tucked among the foliage all have private decks, screened windows, electricity, and cooking facilities. Just up the hill are 12 Harmony Studios, which combine sustainability with creature comforts. Boasting pristine parkland and its own white-beached aqua cove, Maho Bay Camps leads guests to feel like privileged interlopers in paradise. Half an hour away at sister resort Estate Concordia Preserve, the 25 “ecotents” are bigger, more substantial, and have bathrooms, while 13 spacious studios are built around a freshwater pool.

When you pass through Cruz Bay, grab one of the coveted sidewalk tables at Woody’s Seafood Saloon, known for its conch fritters and Bushwackers, potent milkshakes made with Cruzan light rum, Baileys, Kahlua, amaretto, vodka, and cream of coconut, blended with ice and sprinkled with fragrant nutmeg.

VISITOR INFO: Tel 340-776-6201; www.nps.gov/VIIS. CANEEL BAY: Tel 888-767-3966 or 340-776-6111; www.caneelbay.com. Cost: from $395 (off-peak), $495 (peak); dinner at the Equator $65. MAHO BAY CAMPS: Tel 800-392-9004 or 340-776-6240; www.maho.org. Cost: Harmony Studios from $130 (off-peak), from $250 (peak). Maho Bay Camps from $80 (off-peak), from $135 (peak). Estate Concordia Preserve from $105 (off-peak), from $155 (peak). WOODY’S SEAFOOD SALOON: Tel 340-779-4625; www.woodysseafood.com. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather; mid-Jun–July 4 for St. John Festival.



Virgin Sands

MAGENS BAY BEACH

St. Thomas, U.S. Virgin Islands, Lesser Antilles

A thick fringe of palms lines this mile-long, horseshoe-shaped strip of white sand and turquoise waters—a prime contender on any list of the world’s most beautiful beaches. With alluring views of other islands just beyond where it opens to the sea, the beach is so shallow that you can wade out hundreds of feet without getting your shorts wet. Finding it is half the fun: Ask an island local to point you in the direction of the Magens Bay Discovery Trail.

St. Thomas, purchased from Denmark in 1917, is the most developed of the three U.S. Virgin Islands and one of the most popular stops for cruise ships: Duty-free shopping, a little Danish architecture, and a trip to Magens Bay Beach are all de rigueur. To avoid the legions, go when the ships aren’t in port or do what the locals do: Hang out on Hull Bay Beach, the island’s most popular surfing beach, just one bay to the west; it offers niceties, such as a restaurant and bar, along with your own private stretch of sand.

VISITOR INFO: www.usvitourism.vi. BEST TIMES: Nov–Apr for weather; Mar for International Rolex Regatta, Apr for Virgin Islands Carnival; Jun–Oct for blue marlin angling; Aug for U.S. Virgin Islands Open/Atlantic Blue Marlin Tournament.



More Places for Your Bucket List

1,000 Places to See Before You Die, the beloved #1 New York Times bestseller with more than 3 million copies in print, is being totally revised and updated for fall 2011. With over 100 entirely new destinations—including hot spots in 18 countries that were not included in the original—the book now features full-color photographs throughout. A joyous gift for travelers, both real and armchair, it’s an around-the-world, continent-by-continent listing of places guaranteed to give shivers of delight.

ABOUT THE AUTHOR: Patricia Schultz is the author of the international bestsellers 1,000 Places to See Before You Die and 1,000 Places to See in the United States and Canada Before You Die. She has also written for Fodor’s, Access, and Berlitz travel guides, and Condé Nast Traveler, Islands, Departures, and Harper’s Bazaar. Her home base is in New York City, but she has lived and traveled all over the world. Patricia started the 1,000 Places series as a labor of love, working with the help of friends, travel companions, tourism boards, and even complete strangers for eight years. To both first-time and seasoned travelers she gives this bit of wisdom: “The journey abroad reflects the one within—the most unknown and foreign and unmapped landscape of them all, the ultimate terra incognita.”

GET IN TOUCH: Share your travel experiences and more at www.1000beforeyoudie.com.
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