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Anguilla

Overview

Peace, pampering, great food, and a wonderful local music scene are among the star attractions on Anguilla (pronounced ang-gwill-a). If you're a beach lover, you may become giddy when you first spot the island from the air; its blindingly white sand and lustrous blue-and-aquamarine waters are intoxicating. And, if you like sophisticated cuisine served in casually elegant open-air settings, this may be your culinary Shangri-La. Despite its small size, Anguilla has nearly 70 restaurants ranging from stylish temples of haute cuisine to classic, barefoot beachfront grills. 

This dry limestone isle is the most northerly of the Leeward Islands, lying between the Caribbean Sea and the Atlantic Ocean. It stretches, from northeast to southwest, about 16 mi (26 km) and is only 3 mi (5 km) across at its widest point. The highest spot is 213 feet above sea level, and there are neither streams nor rivers, only saline ponds once used for salt production. The island's name, a reflection of its shape, is most likely a derivative of anguille, which is French for "eel." (French explorer Pierre Laudonnaire is credited with having given the island this name when he sailed past it in 1556.) 

In 1631 the Dutch built a fort here, but so far no one has been able to locate its site. English settlers from St. Kitts colonized the island in 1650, with plans to cultivate tobacco and, later, cotton and then sugar. But the thin soil and scarce water doomed these enterprises to fail. Except for a brief period of independence, when it broke from its association with St. Kitts and Nevis in the 1960s, Anguilla has remained a British colony ever since. 

From the early 1800s various island federations were formed and disbanded, with Anguilla all the while simmering over its subordinate status and enforced union with St. Kitts. Anguillians twice petitioned for direct rule from Britain and twice were ignored. In 1967, when St. Kitts, Nevis, and Anguilla became an associated state, the mouse roared; citizens kicked out St. Kitts's policemen, held a self-rule referendum, and for two years conducted their own affairs. To what Time magazine called "a cascade of laughter around the world," a British "peacekeeping force" of 100 paratroopers from the Elite Red Devil unit parachuted onto the island, squelching Anguilla's designs for autonomy but helping a team of royal engineers stationed there to improve the port and build roads and schools. Today Anguilla elects a House of Assembly and its own leader to handle internal affairs, while a British governor is responsible for public service, the police, the judiciary, and external affairs. 

The territory of Anguilla includes a few islets (or cays, pronounced "keys"), such as Scrub Island, Dog Island, Prickly Pear Cay, Sandy Island, and Sombrero Island. The 10,000 or so residents are predominantly of African descent, but there are also many of Irish background, whose ancestors came over from St. Kitts in the 1600s. Historically, because the limestone land was unfit for agriculture, attempts at enslavement never lasted long; consequently, Anguilla doesn't bear the scars of slavery found on so many other Caribbean islands. Instead, Anguillians became experts at making a living from the sea and are known for their boatbuilding and fishing skills. Tourism is the stable economy's growth industry, but the government carefully regulates expansion to protect the island's natural resources and beauty. New hotels are small, select, and definitely casino-free; Anguilla emphasizes its high-quality service, serene surroundings, and friendly people. 

Top 4 Reasons to Go to Anguilla 

1. Miles of brilliant beach ensure you have a quality spot to lounge. 

2. The dining scene offers fine cuisine in elegant surroundings as well as delicious local food in casual restaurants. 

3. A funky late-night local music scene for reggae and string band fans means you don't have to go to bed early. 

4. Excellent luxury resorts coddle you in a level of comfort to which you may or may not be accustomed.

Antigua

Overview

The miracle of Antigua, and especially its astonishingly undeveloped sister island, Barbuda, is that you can still play Robinson Crusoe here. Travel brochures trumpet the 365 sensuous beaches, "one for every day of the year," as locals love saying, though when the island was first developed for tourism, the unofficial count was 52 ("one for every weekend"). Either way, even longtime residents haven't combed every stretch of sand. 

The island's extensive archipelago of cays and islets is what attracted the original Amerindian settlers -- the Ciboney -- at least 4,000 years ago. The natural environment, which is rich in marine life, flora, and fauna, has been likened to a "natural supermarket." Antigua's superior anchorages and strategic location naturally caught the attention of the colonial powers. The Dutch, French, and English waged numerous bloody battles throughout the 17th century (eradicating the remaining Arawaks and Caribs in the process), with England finally prevailing in 1667. Antigua remained under English control until achieving full independence on November 1, 1981, along with Barbuda, 26 mi (42 km) to the north. 

Boats and beaches go hand in hand with hotel development, of course, and Antigua's tourist infrastructure has mushroomed since the 1950s. Though many of its grande dames such as Curtain Bluff remain anchors, today all types of resorts line the sand, and the island offers something for everyone, from gamboling on the sand to gambling in casinos. Though many locals regrettably litter the islandscape, environmental activists have become increasingly vocal about preservation and the limiting of development, and not just because green travel rakes in the green. Antigua's allure is precisely that precarious balance and subliminal tension between its unspoiled natural beauty and its something-for-everyone, sun-sand-surf megadevelopment. And, of course, the British heritage persists, from teatime (and tee times) to fiercely contested cricket matches. 

Top 4 Reasons to Go to Antigua & Barbuda 

1. So many paradisaical beaches of every size provide a tremendous selection for an island its size. 

2. Some islands may offer more attractions, but Nelson's Dockyard alone is one of the Caribbean's best examples of historic preservation. 

3. With several anchorages and tiny islets to explore, Antigua is a major sailing centre. 

4. Activities galore: land and water sports, sights to see, and nightlife. 

Aruba  

Overview

Aruba offers an amazingly diverse experience in a small package. Tourists flock here for the sunny climate, perfect waters, and excellent beaches, so much so that the area around beautiful Eagle Beach is an almost unbroken line of hotels, restaurants, and bars. Here on the south coast, the action is nonstop both day and night. However, the fiercely rugged north coast is a desolate and rocky landscape that has resisted development. 

Aruba is the smallest of the ABC islands -- only 193 square km (120 square mi) in area -- with Curaçao and Bonaire rounding out the trio. In 1986, after much lobbying, Aruba separated from the rest of the Netherlands Antilles to become a separate part of the Kingdom of the Netherlands. Perhaps the separation came so easily because there is so little Dutch presence on the island. The small population of 72,000 is of mainly mixed extraction, and many people show distinct traces of some Amerindian ancestry. 

As with Bonaire and Curaçao, the island was originally populated by the Caquetio, an Amerindian people related to the Arawak. After the Spanish conquered the island in 1499, Aruba was basically left alone, since it held little agricultural or mineral appeal. The Dutch took charge of the island in 1636, and things remained relatively quiet until gold was discovered in the 1800s. Mining dominated the economy until the early part of the 20th century, when the mines became unsustainable. Shortly thereafter, Aruba became home to a major oil-refining operation, which was the economic mainstay until the early 1990s, when its contribution to the local economy was eclipsed by tourism. 

Like the trademark watapana (divi-divi) trees that have been forced into bonsailike angles by the constant trade winds, Aruba has always adjusted to changes in the economic climate. Realizing that tourism was a valuable opportunity, Aruba has worked on developing the sector to the point where it has now overtaken oil as the island's primary source of income. Having been resolutely dedicated to tourism for so many years, the Aruban national culture and tourism industry are now inextricably intertwined. 

With more than half a million visitors a year, Aruba is not a destination that will appeal to those trying to avoid the beaten path. Instead, you should visit Aruba if you're looking for a nice climate, excellent facilities, lots of nightlife, and no surprises. The U.S. dollar is accepted everywhere, and English is spoken universally -- this makes Aruba a popular spot for Americans who want an overseas trip to a place that doesn't feel foreign. In fact, Americans go through U.S. customs right at the airport in Aruba, so there are no formalities on landing in the United States. 

Top 4 Reasons to Visit Aruba 

· Nightlife is among the best in the Caribbean. The colourful Kukoo Kunuku party bus picks you up and pours you out at your hotel. 

· Powder-soft beaches and turquoise waters are legendary. 

· Great restaurants offer a wide range of cuisine as good as any in the Caribbean. 

· Aruba's casinos aren't as glitzy as their Las Vegas rivals, but they will please both casual and serious gamblers. 

Bahamas

Overview

Bahamians like to tell the story -- whether real or apocryphal -- that American astronauts returning from orbit declared that they could recognize only two sights from space: the Great Wall of China and the waters of the Bahamas. 

It wouldn't be surprising, for the sea is the prevailing feature of this country of more than 700 islands -- approximately 75% of the country lies underwater, and its shores are rimmed by some of the world's great barrier reefs. The sea is geography, attraction, livelihood, and inspiration all in one. Talk to a painter, diver, boatbuilder, fisherman, or chef, and they'll all likely agree: without the sea, the Bahamas would lose its raison d'être. 

The nation's existence is based largely on tourism. Even though you can reach the Bahamas in less than an hour's flight from the Florida coast, the country's natural beauty and exotic appeal make it seem more like a far-flung outpost. The water ranges from pale aqua to deep sapphire, the spectrum changing hourly as the relentless Bahamian sun sweeps across the island sky. 

Nassau and New Providence:

Nassau, the country's capital, is a bustling town on New Providence Island with shops, nightclubs, and an enviable array of restaurants, glitzy casinos, and posh hotels. Even in Nassau, though, there are quiet byways and shady lanes where you can escape the tumult of the main tourist drags. 

Grand Bahama Island: 

Grand Bahama Island, the fourth-largest island in the Bahamas after Andros, Eleuthera, and Great Abaco, lies only 52 miles off Palm Beach, Florida. Its two main cities, Freeport and Lucaya, are gambling hot spots. 

The Abacos : 

The Abacos, a centre for boatbuilding, have attracted sailing and yachting fans over the years with translucent waters and excellent marina facilities. Marsh Harbour has great restaurants and shopping opportunities. 

Eleuthera and the Exumas: 

Eleuthera, notable for beaches and excellent diving, is sparsely populated, with only a handful of small settlements scattered across its landscape. Just off the islands north coast is Harbour Island, with lovely pink-sand beaches and some of the Bahamas best hotels. The hundreds of little cays that make up the Exumas are prime cruising ground for yachters, but you might also come to enjoy the attractive towns and a 7-mile-long beach known for its beautiful seashells. 

Other Islands: 

To escape New Providence's and Grand Bahama's crowds and glittering modernity, hop a plane, boat, or even a helicopter to one of the Out Islands. Wander uncluttered beaches and narrow, sand-strewn streets, or lunch in a village where fishermen's tidy homes are painted in soft pastel shades and shrouded in brilliantly coloured vegetation. 

Sights & Activities 

New Providence Island 

Nassau is the nation's capital and transportation hub, as well as the banking and commercial centre. Although businesspeople take advantage of bank secrecy laws that rival Switzerland's and enjoy the absence of inheritance, income, and sales taxes, most visitors need look no further than Nassau's many duty-free shops for proof of the island's commercial vitality. 

The fortuitous combination of tourist-friendly enterprise, tropical weather, and island flavour with a European overlay has not gone unnoticed: each year more than a million cruise-ship passengers arrive at Nassau's Prince George Wharf, on short trips from Florida or as a stopover on cruises to ports farther south in the Caribbean. In keeping with New Providence's commercial spirit, the welcome centre on the wharf offers much more than maps and directions -- it was designed to showcase the work of Bahamian artisans, and exhibits the handmade wares of more than 45 vendors. Another joy for hard-bargaining shoppers is Nassau's Bay Street shops. A 2001 fire destroyed the Straw Market, a premier Nassau shopping attraction, and it still has not been rebuilt. In the meantime, you can spar with many of the same vendors at a temporary straw market site, housed under a huge tent on Bay Street while a permanent market is constructed on the original site a half-block away. 

A mile or so east of town, under the bridge from Paradise Island, Potter's Cay Dock is another colourful scene: sloops bring catches of fish and conch, and open-air stalls carry fresh fruit, vegetables, and local foods -- freshly made conch salad predominates. If the daytime bustle isn't enough, the night-time action at the island's nightclubs and casinos can keep you going into the wee hours of the morning. 

Be sure to leave some time for outdoor activities, one of the area's major draws. From shark diving and snorkelling to bicycle tours, horseback riding, tennis, and golf, active pursuits abound in Nassau. Avid watersports fans will find a range of possibilities, including waterskiing, sailing, windsurfing, and deep-sea fishing. Or simply cruise the clear Bahamian waters for a day trip or an evening ride. Although the resorts have a great deal to offer, it would be a shame not to venture into the incredible alfresco world that is the Bahamas' calling card. 

Grand Bahama Island 

Most of Grand Bahama's commercial activity is concentrated in Freeport, the Bahamas's second-largest city. On average about 15% of the roughly 4 million people who come to the Bahamas each year visit Freeport and neighboring waterfront Lucaya. Cruise-ship passengers arrive at Lucayan Harbour mostly from the Florida ports of Fort Lauderdale and Cape Canaveral. The harbour has undergone a $10.9 million renovation and expansion with a clever Bahamian-style look, expanded cruise-passenger terminal facilities, and an entertainment-and-shopping village. Still more expansion is under way for cruise and container shipping. The airport has also been improved. In 2005 a new $30 million terminal building opened; the old terminal is still used for domestic inner-island flights. 

Lucaya, with the debut of the grand and sprawling Our Lucaya Beach & Golf Resort, stepped up to the role of island tourism capital. With its modern shopping complex, as well as a 19,000-square-foot casino, it raised the bar for the island. In West End, Our Lucaya's challenge was met with the opening and expansion of the deluxe Old Bahama Bay and the groundbreaking for the future Bootle Bay home-and-resort development. 

Despite the bustle of business and the influx of tourists, Grand Bahama offers many opportunities to enjoy solitude and nature. For decades, tourism forces have shifted the emphasis away from Freeport to Grand Bahama Island to raise awareness of what lies beyond shopping and gambling. As far as nature-lovers are concerned, two spots in and around Freeport shouldn't be missed: the Bahamas National Trust's (BNT) Lucayan National Park and the BNT Rand Nature Centre. 

The Abacos 

The attitude of the Abacos might best be expressed by the sign posted in the window of a Hope Town shop: If you're looking for wal-mart -- it's 200 miles to the right. In other words, the residents of this chain of more than 100 islands know that there's another world out there, but don't necessarily care to abandon theirs, which is a little more traditional, slow-paced, and out of the way than most alternatives. 

The Abacos' calm, naturally protected waters, long admired for their beauty, have helped the area become the Bahamas' sailing capital. The islands' resorts are particularly popular with yachting and fishing enthusiasts because of the fine boating facilities available, among the best in the Bahamas. Man-O-War Cay remains the Bahamas' boatbuilding centre; its residents turn out traditionally crafted wood dinghies as well as high-tech fiberglass craft. The Abacos play host annually to internationally famous regattas and to a half dozen game-fish tournaments. Outside the resorts, the oceanside villages of Hope Town and New Plymouth also appeal to tourists for their charming New England ambience. 

Eleuthera and the Exumas 

Eleuthera and the Exumas are known for their unspoiled and secluded sand beaches, turquoise water, and deep green forests populated by sea grapes and coco plums. These islands are among the prettiest in the Bahamas, with gentle hills, unspoiled "bush" (backwoods), and gorgeous gardens. Hotels and inns are painted in the shades of a Caribbean sunset and decorated with colourful hibiscus, bougainvillea, and oleander. The laid-back, easy-going pace of the islands, not uncommon in the rest of the West Indies, guarantees a restful respite. The residents welcome visitors warmly; most will be happy to let you know where to find the most secluded beaches or recommend the best restaurant for conch chowder. People here are serious about fishing, and can show you the choice spots -- while some of the other Out Islands attract deep-sea fishermen seeking marlin and tarpon, the lure here is bonefish, the elusive and feisty breed that prefers the shallow, sandy flats that punctuate these islands. 

Barbados

Overview

Without question, Barbados is the "most British" island in the Caribbean. In contrast to the turbulent colonial past experienced by neighbouring islands, which included repeated conflicts between France and Britain for dominance and control, British rule in Barbados carried on uninterrupted for 340 years -- from the first established British settlement in 1627 until independence was granted in 1966. That's not to say, of course, that there weren't significant struggles in Barbados, as elsewhere in the Caribbean, between the British landowners and their African-born slaves and other indentured servants. 

With that unfortunate period of slavery relegated to the history books, the British influence on Barbados remains strong today in local manners, attitudes, customs, and politics -- tempered, of course, by the characteristically warm nature of the Bajan people. ("Bajan," pronounced bay-jun, derives phonetically from the British pronunciation of "Barbadian.") In keeping with British-born traditions, many Bajans worship at the Anglican church, afternoon tea is a ritual, cricket is the national pastime (a passion, some admit), dressing for dinner is a firmly entrenched tradition, and patrons at some bars are as likely to order a Pimm's Cup as a rum and Coke. And yet, Barbados is hardly stuffy -- this is still the Caribbean, after all. 

The long-standing British involvement is only one of the unique attributes that distinguish Barbados from its island neighbours. Geographically, Barbados is a break in the Lesser Antilles archipelago, the chain of islands that stretches in a graceful arc from the Virgin Islands to Trinidad. Barbados is isolated in the Atlantic Ocean, 100 mi due east of St. Lucia, its nearest neighbour. And geologically, most of the Lesser Antilles are the peaks of a volcanic mountain range, while Barbados is the top of a single, relatively flat protuberance of coral and limestone -- the source of building blocks for many a plantation manor. Many of those historic greathouses, in fact, have been carefully restored and are open to visitors. 

Bridgetown, both capital city and commercial centre, is on the southwest coast of pear-shaped Barbados. Most of the 280,000 Bajans live and work in and around Bridgetown, in St. Michael Parish, or along the idyllic west coast or busy south coast. Others live in tiny villages that dot the interior landscape. Broad sandy beaches, craggy cliffs, and picturesque coves make up the coastline, while the interior is consumed by forested hills and gullies and acre upon acre of sugarcane. 

Tourist facilities are concentrated on the west coast in St. James and St. Peter parishes (appropriately dubbed the Platinum Coast) and on the south coast in Christ Church Parish. Travelling along the west coast to historic Holetown, the site of the first British settlement, and continuing to the northern city of Speightstown, you can find posh beachfront resorts, luxurious private villas, and fine restaurants enveloped by lush gardens and tropical foliage. The trendier, more commercial south coast offers more competitively priced hotels and beach resorts, and its St. Lawrence Gap area is jam-packed with shops, restaurants, and nightlife. The relatively wide-open spaces along the southeast coast appear ripe for development, and some wonderful inns and hotels already take advantage of the intoxicatingly beautiful ocean vistas. For their own holidays, though, Bajans escape to the rugged east coast, where the Atlantic surf pounds the dramatic shoreline with unrelenting force. 

All in all, Barbados is a sophisticated tropical island with a rich history, lodgings to suit every taste and pocketbook, and plenty to pique your interest both day and night -- whether you're British or not! 

Top 4 Reasons to Go to Barbados 

1. Great resorts run the gamut -- from unpretentious to knock-your-socks-off -- in terms of size, intimacy, amenities, and price. 

2. Golfers can choose from among some of the best championship courses in the Caribbean. 

3. Great food includes everything from street-party barbecue to international cuisine rivaling the finest dining in the Caribbean. 

4. With a wide assortment of land and water sports, sightseeing options, and nightlife, there's always plenty to do. 

Bermuda

Overview

Bermuda is justifiably famous for pink-sand beaches, impossibly blue water, and kelly-green golf courses. But that's only the beginning. Thanks to its colourful past, this small sliver of land also has a surprising number of historic sites. In addition to countless quaint old cottages, it's said to have the oldest continually inhabited town of English origin in the Western Hemisphere and -- because of its strategic Atlantic location -- more forts per square mile than any other place on earth. 

Bermuda has a distinctive culture, too: one that combines a reverence for British traditions dating back to colonial days with a more relaxed attitude befitting a subtropical island. In court, for instance, local lawyers may still wear formal flowing robes -- yet there's a good chance that they're sporting Bermuda shorts beneath them. So while you're here, take time to look beyond the obvious and savour all that Bermuda has to offer. 

Sights & Activities 

There is certainly no shortage of things to see on Bermuda. The town of St. George's, at the island's East End, is the original 1600s settlement and a UNESCO World Heritage Site. The city of Hamilton (not to be confused with the parish of the same name farther northeast) is home to Bermuda's principal harbour and most of its shops. It is also the main departure point for sightseeing boats, ferries, and the pink-and-blue buses that ramble all over the island. The Royal Naval Dockyard, at the West End, is a former British shipyard that has been transformed into a stunning tourist attraction. 

All three of these destinations can be explored easily on foot. The rest of the island, however, is best discovered by taxi, motor scooter, or bicycle -- but only if you're fit, because Bermuda is hilly! The main roads connecting the parishes are North Shore Road, Middle Road, South Shore Road, and Harbour Road. (Their names make it easy for you to get your bearings.) Almost all the traffic traversing the island's 22-mi length is concentrated on them, although some 1,200 smaller roads also crisscross it. 

To make the most of your money, as well as your time, consider buying a $25 Heritage Passport if you plan on visiting several of the following sites: the Bermuda National Gallery; Bermuda Underwater Exploration Institute; Bermuda Maritime Museum; Fort St. Catherine; Bermuda National Trust Museum in the Globe Hotel; Verdmont; Tucker House; and the Bermuda Aquarium, Museum & Zoo. The passport allows unlimited admission to all eight sites for seven consecutive days. You can purchase it online at www.bermudatourism.com or in person at Visitors Service Bureaus and individual attractions. 

British Virgin Islands

Overview

The British Virgin Islands (BVI) are in the midst of transition. Once a collection of about 50 sleepy islands and cays, the British Virgin Islands -- particularly the main island of Tortola -- now sees huge cruise ships crowding its dock outside Road Town. Shoppers clog the downtown area on busy cruise-ship days, and traffic occasionally comes to a standstill. Even the second-largest island, Virgin Gorda, gets its share of smaller ships anchored off the main village of Spanish Town. Despite this explosive growth in the territory's tourism industry, it's still easy to escape the hubbub. Hotels outside Road Town usually provide a quiet oasis, and those on the other islands can be downright serene. 

Each island has a different flavour. Want access to lots of restaurants and shopping? Make Tortola your choice. The largest of the BVIs, it covers 10 square mi and sits only a mile from St. John in the United States Virgin Islands (USVI). If you want to kick back at a small hotel or posh resort, try Virgin Gorda. Sitting nearly at the end of the chain, the 8-square-mi (21-square-km) island offers stellar beaches and a laid-back atmosphere. If you really want to get away from it all, the outermost islands, including Anegada and Jost Van Dyke, will fill the bill. Some of the smallest -- Norman, Peter, Cooper, and Necker -- are home to just one resort or restaurant. Others remain uninhabited specks on the horizon. 

No matter what your choice, the scenery is stunning, with lush mountains meeting sandy beaches on all but nearly flat and reef-fringed Anegada. The warm Caribbean Sea beckons no matter which island you choose. Visitors mainly come to relax, though the number of organized activities is growing. The territory stakes its reputation on sailing, and you will find a number of companies renting bare or crewed charter boats. 

Visitors have long visited the BVI, starting with Christopher Columbus in 1493. He called the islands Las Once Mil Virgines -- the 11,000 Virgins -- in honour of the 11,000 virgin companions of St. Ursula, martyred in the 4th century AD. Pirates and buccaneers followed, and then came the British, who farmed the islands until slavery was abolished in 1834. The BVI are still politically tied to Britain, so the queen appoints a royal governor, but residents elect a local Legislative Council. Offshore banking and tourism share top billing in the territory's economy, but the majority of the islands' jobs are tourism-related. Despite the growth, you can usually find a welcoming smile. 

Sights & Activities 

Tortola Once a sleepy backwater, Tortola is definitely on the busy side these days, particularly when several cruise ships drop anchor off Road Town. Passengers crowd the town's streets and shops, and open-air jitneys filled with cruise-ship passengers create bottlenecks on Tortola's byways. That said, most folks visit Tortola to relax on its deserted sands or linger over lunch at one of its many delightful restaurants. Beaches are never more than a few miles away, and the steep green hills that form Tortola's spine are fanned by gentle trade winds. The neighbouring islands glimmer like emeralds in a sea of sapphire. It can be a world far removed from the hustle of modern life, but it simply doesn't compare to Virgin Gorda in terms of beautiful beaches -- or even really nice resorts, for that matter. 

Tortola doesn't have many historic sights, but it does have lots of beautiful natural scenery. Although you could explore the island's 10 square mi (26 square km) in a few hours, opting for such a whirlwind tour would be a mistake. There's no need to live in the fast lane when you're surrounded by some of the Caribbean's most breathtaking panoramas and beaches. Also, the roads are extraordinarily steep and twisting, making driving demanding. The best strategy is to explore a bit of the island at a time. For example, you might try Road Town (the island's main town) one morning and a drive to Cane Garden Bay and West End (a little town on, of course, the island's west end) the next afternoon. Or consider a visit to East End, a very tiny town located exactly where its name suggests. The north shore is where all the best beaches are found. 

Virgin Gorda Virgin Gorda, or "Fat Virgin," received its name from Christopher Columbus. The explorer envisioned the island as a pregnant woman in a languid recline with Gorda Peak being her big belly and the boulders of the Baths her toes. Different in topography from Tortola, with its arid landscape covered with scrub brush and cactus, Virgin Gorda has a slower pace of life, too. Goats and cattle own the right of way, and the unpretentious friendliness of the people is winning. 

One of the most efficient ways to see Virgin Gorda is by sailboat. There are few roads, and most byways don't follow the scalloped shoreline. The main route sticks resolutely to the centre of the island, linking the Baths at the tip of the southern extremity with Gun Creek and Leverick Bay at North Sound and providing exhilarating views. The craggy coast, scissored with grottoes and fringed by palms and boulders, has a primitive beauty. If you drive, you can hit all the sights in one day. The best plan is to explore the area near your hotel (either the Valley or North Sound) first, then take a day to drive to the other end. Stop to climb Gorda Peak, which is in the island's centre. 

Jost Van Dyke Named after an early Dutch settler, Jost Van Dyke is a small island northwest of Tortola and is truly a place to get away from it all. Mountainous and lush, the 4-mi-long (6½-km-long) island -- with fewer than 200 full-time residents -- has one tiny resort, some rental houses and villas, a campground, a handful of cars and taxis, and a single road. Water conservation is encouraged, as the source of supply is rainwater collected in basement-like cisterns. Most lodgings will ask you to follow the Caribbean golden rule: "In the land of sun and fun, we never flush for number one." Jost is one of the Caribbean's most popular anchorages, and there's a disproportionately large number of informal bars and restaurants, which have helped earn Jost its reputation as the "party island" of the BVI. 

Anegada Anegada lies low on the horizon about 14 mi (22½ km) north of Virgin Gorda. Unlike the hilly volcanic islands in the chain, this is a flat coral-and-limestone atoll. Nine miles (14 km) long and 2 mi (3 km) wide, the island rises no more than 28 feet above sea level. In fact, by the time you're able to see it, you may have run your boat onto a reef. (More than 300 captains unfamiliar with the waters have done so since exploration days; note that bareboat charters don't allow their vessels to head here without a trained skipper.) Although the reefs are a sailor's nightmare, they (and the shipwrecks they've caused) are a scuba diver's dream. Snorkelling, especially in the waters around Loblolly Bay on the north shore, is also a transcendent experience. You can float in shallow, calm, reef-protected water just a few feet from shore and see one coral formation after another, each shimmering with a rainbow of colourful fish. Such watery pleasures are complemented by ever-so-fine, ever-so-white sand (the northern and western shores have long stretches of the stuff) and the occasional beach bar (stop in for burgers, Anegada lobster, or a frosty beer). The island's population of about 150 lives primarily in a small south-side village called the Settlement, which has two grocery stores, a bakery, and a general store. Many local fisherfolk are happy to take visitors out bonefishing. 

Caymans

Overview

This British colony, which consists of Grand Cayman, smaller Cayman Brac, and Little Cayman, is one of the Caribbean's most popular destinations. Columbus is said to have sighted the islands in 1503 and dubbed them Las Tortugas after seeing so many turtles in the sea. The name was later changed to Cayman, referring to the caiman crocodiles that once roamed the islands. The Cayman Islands remained largely uninhabited until the late 1600s, when England took them and Jamaica from Spain. Emigrants from England, Holland, Spain, and France arrived, as did refugees from the Spanish Inquisition and deserters from Oliver Cromwell's army in Jamaica; many brought slaves with them as well. The Caymans' caves and coves were also perfect hideouts for the likes of Blackbeard, Sir Henry Morgan, and other pirates out to plunder Spanish galleons. Many ships fell afoul of the reefs surrounding the islands, often with the help of Caymanians, who lured vessels to shore with beacon fires. 

Today's Caymans are seasoned with suburban prosperity (particularly Grand Cayman, where residents joke that the national flower is the satellite dish) and stuffed with crowds (the hotels that line the famed Seven Mile Beach are often full, even in the slow summer season). Most of the 44,000 Cayman Islanders live on Grand Cayman, where the cost of living is at least 20% higher than in the United States, but you won't be hassled by panhandlers or feel afraid to walk around on a dark evening (the crime rate is very low). Add political and economic stability to the mix, and you have a fine island recipe indeed. 

Grand Cayman 

Grand Cayman has long been known for two offshore activities: banking and scuba diving. With 349 banks, the capital, George Town, is relatively modern and usually bustles with activity, but never more so than when two to seven cruise ships are docked in the harbor, an increasingly common occurrence. Accountants in business clothes join thousands of vacationers in their tropical togs, jostling for tables at lunch. When they're not mingling in the myriad shops, vacationers delve into sparkling waters to snorkel and dive, but increasingly, couples are also coming to be married, or at least to enjoy their honeymoon. 

In September 2004, Grand Cayman was hit hard by Hurricane Ivan, and the effects on the mangroves and large trees are still visible. There is a lot of new construction and plenty of traffic, so check with a local to plan driving time. It can take 45 minutes during rush hours to go 8 mi. 

Cayman Brac 

Cayman Brac is named for its most distinctive feature, a rugged limestone bluff ("brac" in Gaelic) that runs up the centre of the 12-mi (19-km) island, culminating in a sheer 140-foot cliff at its eastern end. The Brac, 89 mi (143 km) northeast of Grand Cayman, is accessible via Cayman Airways and Island Air. With only 1,800 residents -- they call themselves Brackers -- the island has the feel and easy pace of a small town. Brackers are known for their friendly attitude toward visitors, so it's easy to strike up a conversation. 

Little Cayman 

The smallest of the three Cayman Islands, Little Cayman, often referred to as the gem of the Cayman Islands, has a full-time population of only 150, most of whom work in the tourism industry. This 12-square-mi (31-square-km) island is still pristine and has only a sand-sealed airstrip, no official terminal building, and few vehicles. With little commercial development, the island beckons to ecotourists who want to leave the bustle of city life behind. It's probably most well known for its spectacular diving on world-renowned Bloody Bay Wall and adjacent Jackson Marine Park. 

Top 4 Reasons to Go to the Cayman Islands 

1. Underwater visibility (about 120 feet) is among the best in the Caribbean, and nearby, healthy reefs make this one of the Caribbean's top dive destinations. 

2. With no panhandlers, little crime, and excellent resorts and restaurants, it's an easy place to vacation. 

3. A snorkelling trip to Sting Ray Sandbar is an experience you'll always remember. 

4. Grand Cayman's Seven Mile Beach is one of the Caribbean's best sandy beaches. 

Dominican Republic

Overview

The vibrant lifestyle of this sun-drenched, Latin-Caribbean country, where Spanish is the national language and where the people are hospitable and good-natured, makes the Dominican Republic a different cultural experience. If you pick up the rhythm of life here, as free-wheeling as the island's trademark merengue, this can be a beguiling tourist destination. And it's still one of the least expensive of the Caribbean islands. 

Dominicans will extend a gracious welcome, saying, "This is your home!" and indeed are happy to share what they have, which is a physically beautiful island bathed by the Atlantic Ocean to the north and the Caribbean Sea to the south. Among its most precious assets are 1,500 km (1,000 mi) of gorgeous beaches studded with coconut palms and sands ranging from pearl white to golden brown to volcanic black. 

The Caribbean sun kisses this exotic land (warm temperatures average 82°F year-round), which occupies two-thirds, or 76,192 square mi (48,442 square km), of the island of Hispañola, sharing the remainder with the Republic of Haiti. Cuba is due west, and to the east is Puerto Rico. It's a fertile country blessed with resources, particularly cocoa, coffee, rum, tobacco, and sugarcane. 

A land of contrasts, the island has alpine landscapes, brown rivers with white-water rapids, rain forests full of wild orchids, and fences of multicolour bougainvillea. Indigenous species from crocodiles to the green cockatoo, symbol of the island, live in these habitats. Bird-watchers, take note: there are 29 endemic species flying around here. 

The contrasts don't stop with nature. You can see signs of wealth, for the upper strata of society lives well indeed. In the capital, the movers and shakers ride in chauffeur-driven silver Mercedes. On the country roads you'll be amazed that four people with sacks of groceries and a stalk of bananas can fit on a smoky old motoconcho (motor bike/taxi). Similarly, Dominicans can be fair-skinned with light eyes, or black, but mostly they are shades of brown. This is a land of mestizos, who are a centuries-old mix of native Indians, Spanish colonists, and African slaves, plus every other nationality that has settled here, from Italian to Arabic. 

Accommodations now offer a remarkable range -- surfers' camps, exclusive boutique hotels, and amazing megaresorts that have brought the all-inclusive hotel to the next level of luxury. 

Most Dominican towns and cities are neither quaint nor particularly pretty; poverty still prevails. However, the standard of life has really come up along with the growth of North American tourism. With the weakness of the dollar, it's not the cheap date it has been; prices remain competitive, but a vacation in the D.R. can still be a relative bargain. 

Islanders have an affinity for all things American: the people, language (more and more speak English), electronic products, fashions, and lifestyle. A great Dominican dream is to go to the States as a shortstop or pitcher and become the next Sammy Sosa, then return to be a philanthropist in one's own hometown. 

Top 4 Reasons to Go to the Dominican Republic 

1. There are some 1,000 miles of excellent, pearl-white beaches. 

2. Millions come each year to indulge themselves at the best-value all-inclusive resorts in the Caribbean. 

3. Every imaginable activity -- world-class golf, horseback riding, white-water rafting, surfing, diving, wind surfing, and more -- is possible here. 

4. The Dominicans love to party, dance, drink, and have a good time at happening bars and clubs. 

Havana

Overview

Part Cádiz, part Miami, Havana is an intoxicating mixture of opulence and decay, Old World and New, socialism and capitalism, Europe, Africa, and America. The Spanish baroque architecture of the 16th- and 17th-century colonial period, the neoclassical dome of the Capitolio (built in 1929 and modeled on the U.S. Capitol), and Vedado's modern glass-and-steel skyscrapers all have stories to tell. 

Once-elegant buildings crumble behind Corinthian columns while 1950s Chevrolets and Oldsmobiles overshadow Soviet-made Volgas and Ladas and a new wave of Japanese Hyundais and Nissans. Tiny motor scooter-powered coco-taxis and ciclo-taxis, bicycle rickshaws for two, roll by. Modern hotel and apartment blocks tower garishly over streets choked with roaring trucks spewing clouds of black fumes. Exhortatory slogans printed in red and black block letters loom alongside bars and cafés where red-hot salsa bands set the city to music. The air is all but asphyxiating, the heat is relentless, and many things are in disrepair; yet all this seems only to add to Havana's rough allure. Graham Greene and Ernest Hemingway drank deeply of it and were inspired; Ava Gardner and Winston Churchill -- to name a few -- also imbibed and were enchanted. 

One of the oldest cities in the Americas, Havana was founded on Cuba's southern coast as San Cristóbal de la Habana in 1514. In 1519 it was moved to its present northwestern location, where a natural harbour, one of the Caribbean's best, made it an ideal maritime hub. For almost 250 years, however, Havana was little more than a staging area for Spanish convoys loaded with New World treasures bound for Europe. In 1750, Cuba's population numbered only about 150,000, half of whom lived in Havana or in other towns such as Matanzas, Trinidad, Sancti Spíritus, and Santiago de Cuba. The island had a handful of relatively aristocratic criollo (descendents of Spanish settlers born in the New World) families but few plantations, and hence, few slaves. Trade with foreigners for the island's few resources was officially banned (though there was a lively smuggling industry), making Cuba seem isolated. In 12 years, all this would change, and Havana, with its great port, would be transformed. 

In 1762, Britain's Lord Albemarle conquered Havana during the Seven Years' War. Under his yearlong administration, British merchants flocked to the city. They sold foodstuffs, cloth, horses, agricultural equipment, and thousands of slaves. Though the island was turned back over to the Spanish in 1763 (under the Treaty of Paris and in exchange for Florida), the ties to British markets were already strong. The ports were flung open to trade, and the interior was flung open to development. Before the British arrived, Havana saw half a dozen ships a year, and the average size of Cuba's few plantations was 300 acres; after the British left, about 200 ships called annually in Havana, and the island's ever greater number of plantations grew to an average of 700 acres. By the 19th century, Havana was the Western Hemisphere's busiest commercial centre, made fabulously rich by sugar, tobacco, coffee, and rum. Behind such exports was a plantation society run by criollos for their own benefit and that of the peninsulares in Spain. The labour force consisted of vast numbers of West African slaves, whose culture, traditions, and blood often mixed with that of the criollos to create a truly Cuban people and heritage. 

Cuba's campaign for independence began along with its 19th-century prosperity, and Havana, as the capital, was often in the eye of the storm. During the Ten Years' War (1868-78), Cuba's first attempt to break free of Spain, the city was a haven for conservatives loyal to the mother country. Havana would later became a hotbed of liberalism and the nerve center for phase two of the independence movement -- sparked by its native son, the eloquent writer and revolutionary José Martí -- which led to the Second War of Independence (1892). In 1898, Havana harbor was the last port of call for the Maine, a major U.S. military vessel, which was blown up (depending on whose history books you read) by accident, by Americans, or by pro-annexationist Cubans. This event led to the Spanish-American War, the end of Spanish sovereignty, and the beginning of heavy U.S. involvement in Cuban affairs. Though the 1950s Revolution against dictator Fulgencio Batista began on the eastern end of the island, Fidel Castro's most charismatic moment was his triumphal entry into Havana on January 1, 1959. 

Castro's Soviet-style regime improved the quality of life for most Cubans, especially in the areas of education and medicine. But the 1990 collapse of the Soviet Union combined with the long-standing U.S. blockade have caused severe shortages of goods throughout the island. A steady flow of visitors from Canada and Europe and the state authorization of the U.S. dollar as legal tender have helped to improve matters. 

Havana today is a work in progress, rough and real, caught in its own history and struggling toward an uncertain future. Palpably, the determination and openheartedness of the Cuban people have given present-day Havana an undeniable poetic power.

Sights & Activities 

Set in Havana Province and edged by the Straits of Florida to the north, the city of Havana is officially divided into 15 municipalities, which themselves often contain various neighbourhoods. For the purposes of touring the city, it's best to divide it into six main areas. Moving from east to west (and, roughly, from old to new) you'll find La Habana Vieja, with its many historical charms; Centro, with the scenic Paseo de Martí (Prado), the Capitolio, and the 7-km (4-mi) seaside Malecón; Vedado, which is reminiscent of both Manhattan and Miami; and Miramar, with its grand manses. Across Havana Harbour are the fortresses El Morro and La Cabaña and the Cristo de la Habana statue as well as the municipality known as Regla and other sights in Eastern Havana. 

To see La Habana Vieja and its many colonial palaces and baroque churches at their best, plan to tour on foot. Although you could spend days here, you can see the highlights of Old Havana's southern half on one day, and visit its northern portion on another. Make the fortresses across the bay a side trip from La Habana Vieja, and save the sights farther east and the Playas del Este for another day. Centro Habana also has many historic sights, the Capitolio, Chinatown, and Parque Central among them. A tour of Centro Habana can begin and end at the Hotel Inglaterra and Parque Central. El Malecón, from La Punta all the way to La Chorrera fortress at the mouth of Río Almendares (Almendares River), is an important part of Havana life and a good hour's hike. 

Vedado stretches from Calzada de Infanta to the Río Almendares and is difficult to explore on foot. Taxi rides to places like the Museo de Artes Decorativos or UNEAC can be combined with strolls through leafy streets filled with stately mansions. The area around the Hotel Nacional, the Habana Libre, La Rampa (Calle 23), and the Universidad de la Habana teems with humanity of every kind. Miramar, which stretches southwest across the Río Almendares, was the residential area for wealthy Habaneros and foreigners before the Revolution. A tour of its wide, tree-lined avenues is best made by car. A 20-minute drive farther southwest is the Marina Hemingway yacht harbour. (Note that pre- and postrevolutionary street names are often used in the older parts of the city; addresses contain both throughout this chapter). 

Jamaica

Overview

Jamaicans define enthusiasm. Whether the topic is ackee or dominoes, politics or carnival, the spirit of this island comes out in every interaction. Although the island is well known for its tropical beauty, reggae music, and cuisine, you may find that your interactions with local residents are what you truly remember. 

Although 95% of the population traces its bloodlines to Africa, Jamaica is a stockpot of cultures, including those of other Caribbean islands, Great Britain, the Middle East, India, China, Germany, Portugal, and South America. The third-largest island in the Caribbean (after Cuba and Hispaniola), Jamaica enjoys a considerable self-sufficiency based on tourism, agriculture, and mining. 

The island is rich in beauty, but a quick look around reveals widespread poverty and a land where the disparity between the lives of the resort guests and the resort employees is often staggering. High unemployment rates and poor economic opportunities have created a crime problem, one that the tourism board and the government constantly work to resolve. Most safety concerns centre on Kingston, with its gang violence. In truth, serious crimes against tourists are rare, but petty theft is sometimes a problem. Property theft is a problem across the island, and there are high rates of burglary and robbery almost everywhere. It's rare to find a middle-class home anywhere without burglar bars. 

Where vacationers opt to make their Jamaican home away from home depends on factors ranging from the length of their vacation to personal interests. With its direct air connections to many cities in the U.S., Montego Bay (or MoBay) is favoured by Americans taking short trips; many properties are just minutes from the airport. Two hours east of the airport lies Ocho Rios (often just Ochi), a lush destination that's favoured by honeymooners for its tropical beauty and myriad couples-only resorts. Ocho Rios is also a popular cruise port and where you can find one of the island's most recognizable attractions: the stair-step Dunn's River Falls, which invites travellers to climb in daisy-chain fashion, hand-in-hand behind a sure-footed guide. 

As you continue east from Ocho Rios (although many travellers opt to fly into Kingston and take a short flight), Port Antonio is considered the most beautiful, untouched area of Jamaica, a hideaway for the rich and famous since Errol Flynn first lived there. 

Nearly two hours west of MoBay lies Negril, once a hippy haven and now a growing destination that still hangs on to its laid-back roots despite the addition of several expansive all-inclusive resorts in recent years. 

The south coast is more attractive to those travellers looking for funky fun in small, one-of-a-kind resorts and an atmosphere that encourages them to get out and mingle in the community, whether that means a game of dominoes in a local rum shop or a bicycle trip to buy the day's catch from local fisherman. Although the beaches here don't have the white-sand beauty of their northern cousins, this area is uncrowded and still largely undiscovered, although it's now home to a large couples-only all-inclusive resort. 

Jamaica's capital city, Kingston, is a sharp contrast to the beach destinations. The largest English-speaking city in the western hemisphere south of Miami (with some 800,000 residents), this sprawling metropolis is primarily visited by business travellers or by those who want to learn more about the cultural side of Jamaica thanks to its numerous galleries, theatres, and cultural programs. But if you really want to understand Jamaica, you can't ignore Kingston. 

Top 4 Reasons to Go to Jamaica 

1. The all-inclusive resort was invented here, and the sprawling beachfront properties are among the best in the Caribbean. 

2. Golfers will be delighted by the many wonderful courses, primarily in the Montego Bay area. 

3. Families will find every conceivable activity, great beaches, and many child-friendly resorts. 

4. Jamaica has rich cultural traditions exhibited particularly in local music, art, and cuisine. 

Martinique

Overview

Numerous scattered ruins and other historical monuments reflect the richness of Martinique's sugarcane plantocracy, of rhum and the legacy of slavery. The aristocratic planters are gone, but some things haven't changed so much. The island's economy depends on les bananes (bananas), l'ananas (pineapples), cane sugar, rum, fishing, and even -- voilà -- tourism, though it is not the lifeblood of the island. Martinicans will be glad you came, but there's no gushing welcome. Most islanders just go about their business, with thousands employed in government jobs offering more paid holidays than most Americans can imagine. Martinicans enjoy their time off, celebrating everything from le fin de la semaine (the weekend) to Indian feast days, sailboat races, carnival, and even All Saints' Day, which is fast becoming like our Halloween. 

Christopher Columbus first sighted this gorgeous island in 1502, when it was inhabited by the fierce Caraïbes, who had terrorized the peace-loving Arawaks. The Arawaks called their home Madinina (the Isle of Flowers), and for good reason. Exotic wild orchids, frangipani, anthurium, jade vines, flamingo flowers, and hundreds of vivid varieties of hibiscus still thrive here. 

Though the actual number of French residents does not exceed 15% of the total population, Martinique is still a part of France, an overseas département to be exact, and French is the official language, though the vast majority of the residents also speak Creole. In colonial days, Martinique was the administrative, social, and cultural centre of the French Antilles, a rich, aristocratic island, famous for its beautiful women. The island even gave birth to an empress, Napoléon's Joséphine. It saw the full flowering of a plantocracy, with servants and soirees, wine cellars and snobbery. Islanders still enjoy a fairly high standard of living, and the per-capita GNP is the highest of any island in the French Antilles. 

Martinique is the largest stronghold of the békés -- the descendants of the original French planters -- and they are still the privileged class on any of the French-Caribbean islands. Many control Martinique's most profitable businesses from banana plantations and rum distilleries to car dealerships. The island's élite dress in designer outfits straight off the Paris runways. In the airport waiting room, you can almost always tell the Martiniquaises by the well-tailored cut of their fashionable clothes. 

Located between the Caribbean and the Atlantic, Martinique is 425 square mi (1,101 square km) in size and 72 mi (120 km) south of sister island Guadeloupe. English-speaking Dominica is Martinique's nearest neighbour, 15 mi (25 km) to the north. South is St. Lucia, 22 mi (37 km) away. 

Of the island's 392,000 inhabitants, 100,000 live in Fort de France and its environs. Martinique has 34 separate municipalities; some little fishing villages on the lush north coast seem to be stuck in time. 

If you believe in magic, Martinique has it, as well as a sensuality that fosters romance. It has become known as the island of revenants, those who always return. Et pourquoi non? 

Top 4 Reasons to Go to Martinique 

1. A magical sensuality infuses everything; it will awaken dormant desires and fuel existing fires. 

2. A full roster of beautiful beaches will let you enjoy sun and sand. 

3. Excellent French food, not to mention French music and fashion make the island a paradise for Francophiles. 

4. Hospitable, stylish, small hotels abound, but there are big resorts, too, if you want that scene. 

Puerto Rico  

Overview

Sunrise and sunset are both worth waiting for when you're on Puerto Rico. The pinks and yellows that hang in the early-morning sky are just as compelling as the sinewy reds and purples that blend into the twilight. It's easy to compare them, as Puerto Rico is the smallest of the Greater Antilles. At 110 mi (177 km) long and 35 mi (56 km) wide, you can easily have breakfast in Fajardo, looking eastward over the boats headed to enchanted islands like Vieques and Culebra, then settle down for a lobster dinner in Rincón as the sun is sinking into the inky-blue water. That leaves you plenty of time in between to explore the southern coast, perhaps stopping to see the fanciful firehouse in Ponce or the charming colonial chapel in San Germán. 

Known as the Island of Enchantment, Puerto Rico will surely put you under its spell. Here, traffic actually leads you to a "Road to Paradise," whether you're looking for a pleasurable, sunny escape from the confines of urbanity or a rich supply of stimulation to quench your cultural and entertainment thirst. On the island you have the best of both worlds, natural and urban thrills alike; and although city life is frenetic enough to make you forget you're surrounded by azure waters and warm sand, travelling a few miles inland or down the coast can easily make you forget you're surrounded by development. 

Puerto Rico was populated primarily by Taíno Indians when Columbus landed in 1493. In 1508 Ponce de León established a settlement and became the first governor; in 1521 he founded what is known as Old San Juan. For centuries, while Africans worked on the coastal sugarcane fields, the French, Dutch, and English tried unsuccessfully to wrest the island from Spain. In 1898, as a result of the Spanish-American War, Spain ceded the island to the United States. In 1917 Puerto Ricans became U.S. citizens, and in 1952 Puerto Rico became a semiautonomous commonwealth. 

Since the 1950s, Puerto Rico has developed exponentially, as witnessed in the urban sprawl, burgeoning traffic, and growing population (estimated at nearly 4 million); yet, en la isla (on the island) a strong Latin sense of community and family prevails. Puertorriqueños are fiercely proud of their unique blend of heritages. 

Music is another source of Puerto Rican pride. Like wildflowers, vellonera (jukeboxes) pop up almost everywhere, and when one is playing, somebody will be either singing or dancing along -- or both. Cars often vibrate with reggaetón, a hard, monotonous beat with lyrics that express social malaise. Salsa, a fusion of West African percussion, jazz, and other Latin beats, is the trademark dance. Although it may look difficult to master, it's all achieved by just loosening your hips. You may choose to let your inhibitions go by doing some clubbing a la vida loca espoused by pop star Ricky Martin. Nightlife options are of the variety available in any metropolitan environment -- and then some. 

By day you can take in the culture of the Old World; one of the richest visual experiences in Puerto Rico is Old San Juan. Originally built as a fortress by the Spaniards in the early 1500s, the old city has myriad attractions that include restored 16th-century buildings and 200-year-old houses with balustraded balconies of filigreed wrought iron that overlook narrow cobblestone streets. Spanish traditions are also apparent in the countryside festivals celebrated in honour of small-town patron saints. For quiet relaxation or more adventures off the beaten track, visit coffee plantations, colonial towns, or outlying islets where nightlife is virtually nonexistent. 

And of course you don't come to a Caribbean island without taking in some of the glorious sunshine and natural wonders. In the coastal areas, the sun mildly toasts your body, and you're immediately healed by soft waves and cool breezes. In the misty mountains, you can wonder at the flickering night flies and the star-studded sky while the coquís (local tiny frogs) sing their legendary sweet lullaby. On a moonless night, watch the warm ocean turn into luminescent aqua-blue speckles on your skin. Then there are the island's many acres of golf courses, numerous tennis courts, rain forests, and hundreds of beaches that offer every imaginable water sport. 

Top 5 Reasons to Go to. 

San Juan 

1. Getting lost among the cobblestone streets of Old San Juan, a UNESCO World Heritage Site. 

2. Climbing the battlements of Fuerte San Felipe del Morro, the 16th-century fort that dominates the waterfront. 

3. Window shopping along Condado's Avenida Ashford, where you'll find most of the city's designer boutiques. 

4. Catching a few rays at Balneario de Carolina, the award-winning beach at the eastern tip of Isla Verde. 

5. Dining at one of the other stellar restaurants along the southern end of Calle La Fortaleza, a strip so trendy that locals call it "SoFo." 

El Yunque & the Northeast 

1. Hiking past the waterfalls of El Yunque, the only rain forest within the U.S. National Forest system. 

2. Taking a dip at the Balneario de Luquillo, one of the prettiest beaches in Puerto Rico. 

3. Sitting elbow-to-elbow with locals at one of the dozens of outdoor seafood shacks on the highway before you get to the the Balneario de Luquillo. 

4. Gasping at the eye-popping views from the lighthouse at Reserva Natural Las Cabezas de San Juan. 

5. Hitting the tree-lined fairways of the courses at Palmas del Mar. 

Vieques & Culebra 

1. Swimming after dark in Bahía Mosquito, the astounding bioluminscent bay on Vieques. 

2. Catching some rays on Culebra's Playa Flamenco, consistently ranked as one of the world's best beaches. 

3. Hiking to the deserted lighthouse on one of the islands that make up the Refugio Nacional de Vida Silvestre de Culebra. 

4. Watching the sunset from the cantilevered deck at Al's Mar Azul, the best happy hour spot on Vieques. 

5. Discovering Playa Media Luna, or one of the dozens of other deserted beaches that fringe Vieques. 

The Southern Coast 

1. Marvel at the Parque de Bombas, a century-old firehouse whose red-and-black color scheme has inspired thousands of photographers. 

2. Hike through the Bosque Estatal de Guánica, where the cactus may make you think you're in the American Southwest. 

3. Sample a cup of the local brew at historic Hacienda Buena Vista, a beautifully restored coffee plantation outside of Ponce. 

4. Stroll around San Germán, whose cobblestone streets are lined with architectural treasures. 

5. Step back in time at Casa Cautiño, a lovingly restored colonial-era residence in the sleepy community of Guayama. 

Rincón & the Porta del Sol 

1. Hiking to the lighthouse at El Combate, a peninsula that juts out into the Caribbean Sea. 

2. Relaxing in your private plunge pool at the Horned Dorset Primavera, perhaps the most romantic inn in the Caribbean. 

3. Sampling fresh seafood at any of the dozens of oceanfront eateries along Joyuda's "Golden Mile." 

4. Challenging the waves at Playa Tres Palmas or any other of Roncón's world-famous surfing spots. 

5. Island-hopping to Desecheo Island or Mona Island. 

The Northern Coast & Cordillera Central 

1. Hiking in the Bosque Estatal de Toro Negro, home to the island's highest lake and tallest mountain. 

2. Feasting on roasted suckling pig at one of the roadside lechoneras near Cayey. 

3. Reliving scenes from the movie Contact at the Observatorio de Arecibo, the world's largest radar-radio telescope. 

4. Bird-watching in the Bosque Estatal de Maricao, where you can see more species than anywhere else on the island. 

5. Looking for blue-eyed river crabs and long-legged tarantulas in the Parque de las Cavernas del Río Camuy.

Saba

Overview

One of the Netherlands Antilles, tropical Saba (pronounced say-ba) explodes out of the Caribbean Sea just south of St. Maarten (if you've seen the original King Kong, you'll recognize its majestic silhouette from the beginning of the film), but the island couldn't be more different. While St. Maarten is all beaches, gambling, and duty-free shopping, Saba is ecotourism, diving, and hiking. 

Nearly half of Saba's 5 square mi (13 square km) are covered in verdant tropical rain forest; the other half is sprinkled with petite hamlets composed of white, green-shuttered houses trimmed in gingerbread, roofed in red, and built on grades so steep they seem to defy physics. Flower-draped walls and neat picket fences border narrow paths among the bromeliads, palms, hibiscus, orchids, and Norfolk Island pines. The land dips and climbs à la San Francisco and eventually drops off into sheer cliffs that drop right into the ocean, the fodder for some of the world's most striking dive sites and the primary reason for Saba's cultlike following. Divers seem to relish the fact that they're in on Saba's secret. 

But word is slowly getting out. Every year more and more tourists are turned on to Saba's charms and make the 11-minute, white-knuckle flight from St. Maarten into the tiny airport (barely the size of an aircraft carrier's, the airstrip is one of the shortest in the world). Indeed, traffic jams along the winding, narrow road (yes, there's really just one) are no longer unheard of. The past few years have seen the opening of a day spa, as well as more restaurants and a Pilates and yoga studio (big advances considering around-the-clock electricity was established only in 1970). But don't fear you will find a booming metropolis; even as it changes, Saba retains an old-world charm. 

A major point of local pride is that many Saban families can be traced all the way back to the island's settlement in 1640 by the Dutch (the surnames Hassell, Johnson, and Peterson fill the tiny phone book). And Sabans hold their traditions dear. Saba lace -- a genteel art that dates back to the 1870s -- is still hand-stitched by local ladies who, on the side, also distill potent, 151-proof Saba Spice, which is for sale in most of the island's mom-and-pop shops. Families follow the generations-old tradition of burying their dead in their neatly tended gardens. 

Like the residents of most small towns, the Sabans are a tight-knit group; nothing happens without everyone hearing about it, making crime pretty much a nonissue. But they are eager to welcome newcomers and tend to make travellers feel less like tourists and more like old friends. After all, they're proud to show off their home, which they lovingly call "the unspoiled queen." 

Top 4 Reasons to Go to Saba 

1. Divers flock to Saba for the clear water and spectacular ocean life. 

2. Hikers can climb the island's pinnacle, Mount Scenery, but even the less intense trails offer just as many sweeping vistas. 

3. Saba reminds you of what the Caribbean used to be: locals are genuine and the tourist traps nonexistent. 

4. Several hotels, whose resident nature pros can tell you everything about local flora and fauna, cater to ecotourists. 

St. Barths

Overview

St. Barthélemy blends the respective essences of the Caribbean and France in perfect proportions. A sophisticated but unstudied approach to relaxation and respite prevails: you can spend the day on a beach, try on the latest French fashions, and watch the sun set while nibbling tapas over Gustavia Harbour, then choose from nearly 100 excellent restaurants for an elegant evening meal. You can putter around the island, scuba dive, windsurf on a quiet cove, or just admire the lovely views. 

A mere 8 square mi (21 square km), St. Barths is a hilly island, with many sheltered inlets providing visitors with many opportunities to try out picturesque, quiet beaches. The town of Gustavia wraps itself neatly around a lilliputian harbor lined with impressive yachts and rustic fishing boats. Red-roofed bungalows dot the hillsides. Beaches run the gamut from calm to "surfable," from deserted to packed. The cuisine is tops in the Caribbean, part of the French savoir vivre that prevails throughout the island. 

Longtime visitors speak wistfully of the old, quiet St. Barths. Development has quickened the pace of life here, that's true, but the island hasn't yet been overbuilt, and a 1982 ordinance limited new tourist lodgings to 12 rooms. The largest hotel -- the Guanahani -- has fewer than 100 rooms; the island's other rooms are divided among some 40 small hotels and guesthouses. About half the island's visitors stay in private villas. The tiny planes that arrive with regularity still land at the tidy airport only during daylight hours. And although "nightlife" usually means a leisurely dinner and a stargazing walk on the beach, something of a renaissance is under way, and a couple of hot new clubs might give you a reason to pack a pair of dancing shoes. 

Christopher Columbus discovered the island -- called "Ouanalao" by its native Carib Indians -- in 1493; he named it for his brother Bartholomé. The first group of French colonists arrived in 1648, drawn by the ideal location on the West Indian Trade Route, but they were wiped out by the Caribs, who dominated the area. Another small group from Normandy and Brittany arrived in 1694. This time the settlers prospered -- with the help of French buccaneers, who took advantage of the island's strategic location and protected harbour. In 1784 the French traded the island to King Gustav III of Sweden in exchange for port rights in Göteborg. The king dubbed the capital Gustavia, laid out and paved streets, built three forts, and turned the community into a prosperous free port. The island thrived as a shipping and commercial centre until the 19th century, when earthquakes, fires, and hurricanes brought financial ruin. Many residents fled for newer lands of opportunity, and Oscar II of Sweden decided to return the island to France. After briefly considering selling it to America, the French took possession of Saint-Barthélemy again on August 10, 1877. 

Today the island is still a free port and is part of an overseas department of France. Arid, hilly, and rocky, St. Barths was unsuited to sugar production and thus never developed an extensive slave base. Most of the 3,000 current residents are descendants of the tough Norman and Breton settlers of three centuries ago. They are feisty, industrious, and friendly -- but insular. However, you will find many new, young French arrivals, predominantly from northwestern France and Provence, who speak English well. 

Top 4 Reasons to Go to St. Barths 

1. St. Barths is active, sexy, hedonistic, and hip, with plenty of attractive young people as scenery. 

2. If food and wine are your true loves, then you'll find bliss here. 

3. Shopping for stylish clothes and fashion accessories is better nowhere else in the Caribbean. 

4. Windsurfing and other water sports make going to the beach more than just a sun-tanning experience.

St. Martin

Overview

The island of St. Maarten/St. Martin is quite unique. Where else can you find a 37-square-mi (96-square-km) island that is governed by two nations -- the Netherlands and France -- with residents from 70 different countries who speak who knows how many languages? Happily for Americans, who make up the majority of visitors, English works in both nations. Dutch St. Maarten will feel particularly comfortable for Americans, and you're as likely to run into an American expat there as anyone else, on the beach or not. But once you pass the meandering, unmarked border into the French side, you can find more pronounced differences. You'll be hard-pressed to find a washcloth unless your lodgings are very upscale, and it's almost necessary to be an engineer to bypass the safety mechanisms in the electrical outlets. And another thing: though U.S. dollars are happily accepted, be ready for wallet shock, because everything is priced in euros. 

Almost 4,000 years ago, it was salt and not tourism that drove the little island's economy. Arawak Indians, the island's first known inhabitants, prospered until the warring Caribs invaded, adding the peaceful Arawaks to their list of conquests. Columbus spotted the isle in 1493, but it wasn't populated by Europeans until the 17th century, when it was claimed by the Dutch, French, and Spanish. The Dutch and French finally joined forces to claim the island in 1644, and the Treaty of Concordia partitioned the territory in 1648. 

Both sides of the island offer a little European culture along with a lot of laid-back Caribbean ambience. Water sports abound -- diving, snorkelling, scuba, sailing, windsurfing, and in late February the Heineken Regatta, with as many as 300 sailboats competing from around the world. (For the experience of a lifetime, some visitors purchase a working berth aboard a regatta vessel.) 

With soft trade winds cooling the subtropical climate, it's easy to while away the day on one of the 37 beaches, or shop Philipsburg's newly remodelled Front Street or the rues (streets) of the very French town of Marigot. While luck is an important commodity at St. Maarten's 13 casinos, chance plays no part in finding a good meal at the excellent eateries or after-dark fun in the subtle to sizzling nightlife. Still, the isle's biggest assets are its friendly residents. 

Although the island has been heavily developed -- especially on the Dutch side -- roads could still use work. When cruise ships are in port (and there can be as many as seven at once), shopping areas get crowded and traffic moves at a snail's pace. Still, these are minor inconveniences compared to the feel of the sand between your toes or the breeze through your hair, gourmet food sating your appetite, or the ability to crisscross between two nations on one island. 

Top 4 Reasons to Go to St. Maarten/St. Martin 

1. Grand Case is the island's gastronomic capital, but good food seeps from almost every island pore. 

2. Phillipsburg is one of the best shopping spots in the Caribbean; with fewer bargains, Marigot is still chock-full of interesting stores. 

3. Thirty-seven picture-perfect beaches are spread out all over the island. 

4. The wide range of water sports -- from sailing to waterskiing, from snorkelling to deep-sea fishing -- will meet almost any need. 

St. Kitts and Nevis

Overview

The idyllic sister islands, St. Kitts and Nevis, are just 2 mi (3 km) apart at their closest point, and offer visitors a relatively authentic island experience. Both have luxuriant mountain rain forests, uncrowded beaches, historic ruins, towering, long-dormant volcanoes, charming if slightly dilapidated Georgian capitals in Basseterre (St. Kitts) and Charlestown (Nevis), intact cultural heritage, friendly if shy people, and restored, 18th-century sugar plantation inns run by elegant, if sometimes eccentric, expatriate British and American owners. 

The islands' history follows the usual Caribbean route: Amerindian settlements, Columbus's voyages, fierce colonial battles between the British and French, a boom in sugar production second only to that of Barbados. St. Kitts became known as the mother colony of the West Indies: English settlers sailed from there to Antigua, Barbuda, Tortola, and Montserrat, while the French dispatched colonists to Martinique, Guadeloupe, St. Martin, and St. Barths. 

St. Kitts and Nevis, in addition to Anguilla, achieved self-government as an associated state of Great Britain in 1967. Anguillians soon made their displeasure known, separating immediately, while St. Kitts and Nevis waited until 1983 to become an independent nation. The two islands, despite their superficial similarities, have taken increasingly different routes regarding tourism. Nevis received an economic boost from the Four Seasons, which helped establish it as an upscale destination. St. Kitts, however, has yet to define its identity at a time when most islands have found their tourism niche. A fierce sibling rivalry has ensued. 

Though its comparative lack of development is a lure, the Kittitian government is casting its economic net in several directions. Golf, ecotourism, and scuba diving are being aggressively promoted. The 648-room Marriott, triple the size of any previous hotel, has raised its profile somewhat. This has revived talk of chains like Ritz-Carlton and SuperClubs invading the islandscape (the ultraritzy Auberge Resorts will debut its first Caribbean property in 2008), alongside upmarket villa compounds, a major marine theme park, several golf courses, and the $17 million Beaumont Park horse-racing venue (itself part of a megadevelopment on the island's northwest end). The government hopes the number of available rooms will increase to more than 2,000 (from the current 1,439 -- including villas and condos), according to the "build it and they will come" philosophy. At this writing, a second, longer, and much-delayed cruise pier was slated for completion in late 2006, which would permit the largest ships to dock and disgorge passengers. But is St. Kitts ready to absorb all this? The island offers a surprisingly diverse vacation experience while retaining its essential Caribbean flavour. Divers have yet to discover all its underwater attractions, while nature lovers will be pleasantly surprised by the hiking. There's now every kind of accommodation, as well as gourmet dining, golf, and gaming. 

Meanwhile, Nevis seems determined to stay even more unspoiled (there are still no traffic lights). Its natural attractions and activities certainly rival those of St. Kitts, from mountain biking and ecohiking to windsurfing and deep-sea fishing, though lying in a hammock and dining on romantic candlelit patios remain cherished pursuits. Pinneys Beach, despite occasional hurricane erosion, remains a classic Caribbean strand. Its historic heritage, from the Caribbean's first hotel to Alexander Hamilton's childhood home, is just as pronounced, including equally sybaritic plantation inns that seem torn from the pages of a romance novel. 

Perhaps it's a warning sign that many guests call the catamaran trip to Nevis the high point of their stay on St. Kitts -- and many Kittitians build retirement and second homes on Nevis. The sister islands' relationship remains outwardly cordial if slightly contentious. Nevis papers sometimes run blistering editorials advocating independence, though one plebiscite has already failed. St. Kitts and Nevis may separate someday, but their battles are confined to ad campaigns and political debates. Fortunately, well-heeled and barefoot travellers alike can still happily enjoy the many energetic and easygoing enticements of both blissful retreats. 

Top 4 Reasons to Go to St. Kitts & Nevis 

1. Both St. Kitts and Nevis are steeped in history; Brimstone Hill Fortress is the Eastern Caribbean's sole man-made UNESCO World Heritage site. 

2. Luxurious, restored plantation inns can be found on both St. Kitts and Nevis. 

3. Both islands have extinct volcanoes and luxuriant rainforests ideal for hikes, as well as fine diving and snorkelling sites. 

4. You'll find less development -- particularly on Nevis-and more cordial and courteous islanders than on more touristy islands. 

St. Lucia

Overview

St. Lucia has evolved over the years into one of the most popular destinations in the Caribbean -- particularly for honeymooners and other romantics, who are enticed by the island's natural beauty, its many splendid resorts and friendly inns, and its welcoming atmosphere. And the evolution continues. Renewed emphasis from both the public and private sectors is being placed on enhancing the island's tourism product and supporting new and renewed lodgings, activities, and attractions. That's great news for vacationers, who already appear delighted with St. Lucia. 

Located between Martinique and St. Vincent, and 100 mi (160 km) due west of Barbados, the 27-mi by 14-mi (43½-km by 22½-km) island of St. Lucia occupies a prime position in the Caribbean. Its striking natural beauty easily earns it the moniker "Helen of the West Indies." The capital city of Castries and nearby villages in the northwest are home to 40% of the population and, along with Rodney Bay farther north and Marigot Bay just south of the capital, are the general destination of many vacationers. The south, on the other hand, is dominated by dense rain forest, jungle-covered mountains, and vast banana plantations. A torturously winding road follows most of the coastline, bisecting small villages, cutting through mountains and thick forests, and passing by fertile valleys. On the southwest coast, Petit Piton and Gros Piton, the island's unusual twin peaks, which are familiar navigational landmarks for sailors and aviators alike, rise out of the sea to more than 2,600 feet. Divers are attracted to the reefs found just north of Soufrière, the picturesque capital city during French colonial times. Most of the natural tourist attractions are, in fact, in this area. "If you haven't been to Soufrière," St. Lucians will tell you, "you haven't been to St. Lucia." 

Like most of its neighbours, St. Lucia was first inhabited by the Arawaks and then the Carib Indians. British settlers attempted to colonize the island twice in the early 1600s, but it wasn't until 1651, after the French West India Company secured the island from the Caribs, that Europeans gained a foothold. For 150 years, battles for possession of the island were frequent between the French and the British, with a dizzying 14 changes in power before the British finally took possession in 1814. The Europeans established sugar plantations, using slaves from West Africa to work the fields. By 1838, when the slaves were emancipated, more than 90% of the population was of African descent -- also the approximate proportion of today's 170,000 St. Lucians. Indentured East Indian labourers were brought over in 1882 to help bail out the sugar industry, which collapsed when slavery was abolished and all but died in the 1960s, when bananas became the major crop. 

On February 22, 1979, St. Lucia became an independent state within the British Commonwealth of Nations, with a resident governor-general appointed by the queen. Still, the island appears to have retained more relics of French influence -- notably the island patois (spoken in addition to English), cuisine, village names, and surnames -- than of the British. Most likely, that's because the British contribution primarily involved the English language, the educational and legal systems, and the political structure, while the French culture historically had more impact on the arts -- music, dance, and all that jazz! 

All eyes focus on St. Lucia for 10 days each May, when the St. Lucia Jazz Festival welcomes renowned international musicians who perform for enthusiastic fans at Pigeon Island National Park and other island venues. St. Lucians themselves love jazz -- and, of course, the beat of Caribbean music resonates through their very souls. The irony is that if you randomly ask 10 St. Lucians to name their favourite kind of music, most would say "country." One possible explanation is that many young St. Lucian men take short-term jobs overseas, cutting sugarcane in Florida and working on farms elsewhere in the South, where they inevitably hear country music. And while the work experience isn't something most remember fondly, the music apparently is. 

Top 4 Reasons to Go to St. Lucia 

1. Magnificent, lush scenery, particularly in the south and around Soufrière, makes St. Lucia one of the most beautiful Caribbean islands. 

2. A popular honeymoon spot, St. Lucia is filled with romantic retreats. 

3. Luxurious options include a pampering all-inclusive spa resort, a luxury dive resort, and a picturesque resort between the Pitons. 

4. The St. Lucia Jazz Festival draws performers -- and listeners -- from all over the world.

Trinidad and Tobago

Overview

The birthplace of the steel pan (the national instrument), limbo, calypso, and soca (a harder-edged version of calypso), the lush islands of Trinidad and Tobago can also lay claim to being the economic powerhouse of the Caribbean. Vast oil and gas reserves have led to a high standard of living and a great sense of optimism about the future, where tourism is not the mainstay of the economy. Indeed, the word tourist is seldom mentioned here; the preference is for the much friendlier visitor. T&T, as the dual-island nation is commonly called -- is the southernmost link in the Antillean island chain, lying some 7 mi (11 km) off the coast of Venezuela and safely outside the path of most Caribbean hurricanes. Geologically, though, the islands are actually extensions of the South American mainland. Trinidad's Northern Range is thought to be part of the Andes (and was connected to the mainland as recently as the last Ice Age). This geological history helps explain why the range of flora and fauna is much greater than on other Caribbean Islands. And though connected politically and geologically, Trinidad and Tobago offer dramatically different cultural experiences. 

Trinidad's capital city, Port of Spain, is home to some 300,000 of the island's 1.3 million inhabitants. In fact, the capital merges seamlessly with other towns and residential areas to form a dense population belt that runs from Westmoorings in the west to Arima in the east. Downtown Port of Spain is a bustling commercial centre complete with high-rise office buildings and seemingly perpetual traffic. Happily, the northern mountain range rises just behind the city and helps to take much of the edge off the urban clamour. 

Much of the charm of Trinidad lies in the ethnic mix of the population. The majority of the population is of either African or East Indian background -- the descendants of African slaves brought here during the island's relatively short slave history of some 80 years, and indentured East Indian labourers, who came to work the plantations in the 19th century. The island is always buzzing with a variety of celebrations and arts performances that can range from African drumming to classical Indian dance. The national cuisine has also absorbed the best of both cultures. Although these two groups compose more than 80% of the population, other groups such as the French, Spanish, Chinese, and even Lebanese have left their mark. 

Many of the art forms that are considered synonymous with the Caribbean were created on this relatively small island. Calypso was born here, as were soca, limbo and the steel pan (steel drum). The island can also claim two winners of the Nobel prize in literature -- V. S. Naipaul (2001), who was born in Trinidad and wrote several of his earlier books about the island, and Derek Walcott (1992), a St. Lucian who moved to Trinidad in 1953. Many tourists make a pilgrimage simply to trace the places mentioned in Naipaul's magnum opus, A House for Mr. Biswas. 

Physically, the island offers an exact parallel to the rain forests of South America, which allows for interesting -- and sometimes challenging -- ecological adventures. Beach lovers accustomed to the electric blue water and dazzling white sand of coral islands may be disappointed by the beaches on Trinidad. The best beaches are on the north coast, with peach sand, clean blue-green water, and the forest-covered Northern Range as a backdrop. Beaches are almost completely free of hotel development. 

Tobago is 23 mi (37 km) northeast of Trinidad. The population here is much less ethnically diverse than that of Trinidad, with the majority being of African descent. Tobagonians have their own dialect and distinct culture. Tourism is much more a part of the island's economy, and you can find excellent resorts and facilities. Tobago also has excellent white-sand beaches. 

The two islands have very different histories. Sadly, the Amerindian populations of both islands were virtually wiped out by the arrival of Europeans. After Columbus landed in Trinidad in 1498, the island came under Spanish rule. In an attempt to build the population and provide greater numbers to fend off a potential British conquest, the government at the time encouraged French Catholics from nearby islands to settle in Trinidad. This migration can be seen in the large number of French place names scattered around the island. Despite this effort, the British conquered the island in 1797. 

Tobago had a much more turbulent history. Named after the tobacco that was used by the native Amerindian population, it was settled by the British in 1508. The island was to change hands a total of 22 times before eventually returning to Britain in 1814. 

The two islands were merged into one crown colony in 1888, with Tobago being made a ward of Trinidad. Independence was achieved in 1962 under the leadership of Dr. Eric Williams, who became the first prime minister. The islands became an independent republic in 1976 with a bicameral Parliament and an appointed president. 

Top 4 Reasons to Go to Trinidad & Tobago 

1. Trinidad's Carnival is the Caribbean's biggest and best party, but nightlife is hopping the rest of the year, too. 

2. Both Trinidad and Tobago are major bird watching destinations; Trinidad itself has more resident species than any other Caribbean island. 

3. A melding of many cultures means lively festivals year-round and excellent multicultural cuisine. 

4. The steel pan was invented in Trinidad, and excellent bands play all over the island.

Turks and Caicos Islands

Overview

A much-disputed legend has it that Columbus first discovered these islands in 1492. Despite being on the map for longer than most other island groups, the Turks and Caicos Islands (pronounced kay-kos) still remain part of the less-discovered Caribbean. More than 40 islands -- only 8 inhabited -- make up this self-governing British overseas territory that lies just 575 mi (862 km) southeast of Miami on the third-largest coral reef system in the world. 

While ivory-white, soft sandy beaches and breathtaking turquoise waters are shared among all the islands, the landscapes are a series of contrasts; from the dry, arid bush and scrub on the flat, coral islands of Grand Turk, Salt Cay, South Caicos, and Providenciales to the greener, foliage-rich undulating landscapes of Middle Caicos, North Caicos, Parrot Cay, and Pine Cay. 

The political and historical capital island of the country is Grand Turk, but most of the tourism development, which consists primarily of boutique hotels and condo resorts, has occurred in Providenciales, thanks to the 12-mi (18-km) stretch of ivory sand that is Grace Bay. Once home to a population of around 500 people plus a few donkey carts, Provo has become a hub of activity, resorts, spas, restaurants, and water sports with a population of around 18,000. It's the temporary home for the majority of visitors who come to the Turks and Caicos. 

Despite the fact that most visitors land and stay in Provo, the Turks & Caicos National Museum -- predictably a stickler for tradition -- is in Grand Turk. The museum tells the history of the islands that have all, at one time or another, been claimed by the French, Spanish, and British as well as many pirates, long before the predominately North American visitors discovered its shores. 

Marks of the country's colonial past can be found in the wooden and stone, Bermudian-style clapboard houses -- often wrapped in deep-red bougainvillea -- that line the streets on the quiet islands of Grand Turk, Salt Cay, and South Caicos. Donkeys roam free in and around the salt ponds, which are a legacy from a time when residents of these island communities worked hard as both slaves and then labourers to rake salt (then known as "white gold") bound for the United States and Canada. In Salt Cay the remains of wooden windmills are now home to large Osprey nests. In Grand Turk and South Caicos, the crystal-edge tidal ponds are regularly visited by flocks of rose pink flamingos hungry for the shrimp to be found in the shallow, briny waters. 

Sea Island Cotton, believed to be the highest quality, was produced on the Loyalist plantations in the Caicos Islands from the 1700s. The native cotton plants can still be seen dotted among the stone remains of former plantation houses in the more fertile soils of Middle Caicos and North Caicos. Here communities in tiny settlements have retained age-old skills using fanner grasses, silver palms, and sisal to create exceptional straw baskets, bags, mats, and hats. 

In all, only 25,000 people live in the Turks and Caicos Islands; more than half are Belongers, the term for the native population, mainly descended from African and Bermudian slaves who settled here beginning in the 1600s. The majority of residents work in tourism, fishing, and off-shore finance, as the country is a haven for the overtaxed. Indeed for residents and visitors, life in "TCI" is anything but taxing. But while most visitors come to do nothing -- a specialty in the islands -- this does not mean there's nothing to do. 

Top 4 Reasons to Go to Turks & Caicos 

1. Even on well-developed Provo, there are still miles of deserted beaches without any footprints or beach umbrellas in sight. 

2. The third-largest coral reef system in the world is among the world's top dive sites. 

3. Island-hopping beyond the beaten path will give you a feel of the past in the present. 

4. Destination spas, penthouse suites, and exclusive villas and resorts make celebrity spotting a popular sport. 

U.S. Virgin Islands

Overview

The images you'd expect from a tropical island are here: stretches of beach arc into the distance, and white sails skim across water so blue and clear it stuns the senses. Red-roofed houses colour the green hillsides as do the orange of the flamboyant tree, the red of the hibiscus, the magenta of the bougainvillea, and the blue stone ruins of old sugar mills. 

True, the U.S. flag blows here, but "America's Paradise" is in reality a delightful mix of the foreign and familiar that offers something for everyone to enjoy. 

The U.S. Virgin Islands -- St. Thomas, St. John, and St. Croix -- float in the Greater Antilles between the Atlantic and Caribbean seas and some 1,000 mi (1,600 km) from the southern tip of Florida. History books give credit to Christopher Columbus for "discovering" the New World. In reality, the Virgin Islands, like the rest of the isles in the Caribbean chain, were populated as long ago as 2000 BC by nomadic waves of seagoing settlers as they migrated north from South America and eastward from Central America and the Yucatán Peninsula. 

Columbus met the descendants of these original inhabitants during his second voyage to the New World, in 1493. He anchored in Salt River, a natural bay west of what is now Christiansted, St. Croix, and sent his men ashore in search of fresh water. Hostile arrows rather than welcoming embraces made for a quick retreat. In haste, Columbus named the island Santa Cruz (Holy Cross) and sailed north. He eventually claimed St. John, St. Thomas, and what are now the British Virgin Islands for Spain and at the same time named this shapely silhouette of 60-some islands Las Once Mil Virgenes, for the 11,000 legendary virgin followers of St. Ursula. Columbus believed the islands barren of priceless spices, so he sailed off leaving more than a century's gap in time before the next Europeans arrived. 

Pioneers, planters, and pirates from throughout Europe ushered in the era of colonization. Great Britain and the Netherlands claimed St. Croix in 1625. This peaceful coexistence ended abruptly when the Dutch governor killed his English counterpart, thus launching years of battles for possession that would see seven flags fly over this southernmost Virgin isle. Meanwhile, St. Thomas's sheltered harbour proved a magnet for pirates like Blackbeard and Bluebeard. The Danes first colonized the island in 1666, naming their main settlement Taphus for its many beer halls. In 1691 the town received the more respectable name of Charlotte Amalie in honour of Danish king Christian V's wife. It wasn't until 1718 that a small group of Dutch planters raised their country's flag on St. John. As on its sibling Virgins, a plantation economy soon developed. 

Plantations depended on slave labour, and the Virgin Islands played a key role in the triangular route that connected the Caribbean, Africa, and Europe in the trade of sugar, rum, and human cargo. By the early 1800s a sharp decline in cane prices due to competing beet sugar and an increasing number of slave revolts motivated Governor General Peter von Scholten to abolish slavery in the Danish colonies on July 3, 1848. This holiday is now celebrated as Emancipation Day. 

After emancipation, the island's economy slumped. Islanders owed their existence to subsistence farming and fishing. Meanwhile, during the American Civil War, the Union began negotiations with Denmark for the purchase of the Virgin Islands in order to establish a naval base. However, the sale didn't happen until World War I, when President Theodore Roosevelt paid the Danes $25 million for the three largest islands; an elaborate Transfer Day ceremony was held on the grounds of St. Thomas's Legislature Building on March 31, 1917. A decade later, Virgin Islanders were granted U.S. citizenship. Today the U.S. Virgin Islands is an unincorporated territory, meaning that citizens govern themselves, vote for their own senators and governors, but cannot vote for president or congressional representation. 

Nowadays, Virgin Islanders hail from more than 60 nations. Descendants of African slaves are the largest segment of the population, so it's not surprising that they also provide the largest percentage of workers and owners of restaurants, resorts, and shops. The Danish influence is still strong in architecture and street names. Americana is everywhere, too, most notably in recognizable fast-food chains, familiar shows on cable TV, and name-brand hotels. Between this diversity and the wealth that tourism brings, Virgin Islanders struggle to preserve their culture. Their rich, spicy West Indian-African heritage comes to full bloom at Carnival time, when celebrating and playing mas (with abandon) take precedence over everything else. 

About 60,000 people live on 32-square-mi (83-square-km) St. Thomas (about the size of Manhattan); 51,000 on the 84 square mi (216 square km) of pastoral St. Croix; and about 5,000 on 20-square-mi (52-square-km) St. John, two-thirds of which is a national park. The backbone of the islands' economy is tourism, but at their heart is an independent, separate being: a rollicking hodgepodge of West Indian culture with a sense of humour that puts sex and politics in almost every conversation. Lacking a major-league sports team, Virgin Islanders follow the activities and antics of their 15 elected senators with the rabidity of Washingtonians following the Redskins. Loyalty to country and faith in God are the rules in the USVI, not the exceptions. Prayer is a way of life, and ROTC is one of the most popular high-school extracurricular activities. 

Although the idyllic images of a tropical isle are definitely here, there's evidence, too, of growing pains. Traffic jams are common, a clandestine drug trade fuels crime, and -- particularly on St. Thomas -- there are few beaches left that aren't fronted by a high-rise hotel. Virgin Islanders are friendly folks, yet they can be prone to ungracious moments. Saying "Good morning" to the woman behind the jewellery counter, "Good afternoon" to the man who drives your cab, or "Goodnight" as you arrive at a restaurant for dinner will definitely pave the way for more pleasantries. Despite fairly heavy development, wildlife has found refuge here. The brown pelican is on the endangered list worldwide but is a common sight in the USVI. The endangered native boa tree is protected, as is the hawksbill turtle, whose females lumber onto the beaches to lay eggs. 

With three islands to choose from, you're likely to find your piece of paradise. Check into a beachfront condo on the east end of St. Thomas; then eat burgers and watch football at a beachfront bar and grill. Or stay at an 18th-century plantation greathouse on St. Croix, dine on everything from local food to Continental cuisine, and go horseback riding at sunrise. Rent a tent or a cottage in the pristine national park on St. John; then take a hike, kayak off the coast, read a book, or just listen to the sounds of the forest. Or dive deep into "island time" and learn the art of limin' (hanging out, Caribbean-style) on all three islands. 

Sights & Activities 

If you fly to the 32-square-mi (83-square-km) island of St. Thomas, you land at its western end; if you arrive by cruise ship, you come into one of the world's most beautiful harbours. Either way, one of your first sights is the town of Charlotte Amalie. From the harbour you see an idyllic-looking village that spreads into the lower hills. If you were expecting a quiet hamlet with its inhabitants hanging out under palm trees, you've missed that era by about 300 years. Although other islands in the USVI developed plantation economies, St. Thomas cultivated its harbour, and it became a thriving seaport soon after it was settled by the Danish in the 1600s. 

The waterfront road through Charlotte Amalie was once part of the harbour. Before it was filled to build the highway, the beach came right up to the back door of the warehouses that now line the thoroughfare. Two hundred years ago those warehouses contained indigo, tobacco, and cotton. Today the stone buildings house silk, crystal, linens, and leather. Exotic fragrances are still traded -- but by island beauty queens in air-conditioned perfume palaces instead of through open market stalls. The pirates of old used St. Thomas as a base from which to raid merchant ships of every nation, though they were particularly fond of the gold- and silver-laden treasure ships heading to Spain. Pirates are still around, but today's versions use St. Thomas as a drop-off for their contraband: illegal immigrants and drugs. 

St. John's heart is Virgin Islands National Park, a treasure that takes up a full two-thirds of St. John's 20 square mi (53 square km). The park helps keep the island's interior in its pristine and undisturbed state, but if you go at midday, you'll probably have to share your stretch of beach with others, particularly at Trunk Bay. 

The island is booming, and it can get a tad crowded at the ever-popular Trunk Bay Beach during the busy winter season; parking woes plague the island's main town of Cruz Bay, but you won't find traffic jams or pollution. It's easy to escape from the fray, however: just head off on a hike or go early or late to the beach. The sun won't be as strong, and you may have that perfect crescent of white sand all to yourself. 

St. John doesn't have a grand agrarian past like her sister island, St. Croix, but if you're hiking in the dry season, you can probably stumble upon the stone ruins of old plantations. The less adventuresome can visit the repaired ruins at the park's Annaberg Plantation and Caneel Bay resort. 

Though there are things to see and do in St. Croix's two towns, Christiansted and Frederiksted (both named after Danish kings), there are lots of interesting spots in between them and to the east of Christiansted. Just be sure you have a map in hand (pick one up at rental-car agencies, or stop by the tourist office for an excellent one that's free). Many secondary roads remain unmarked; if you get confused, ask for help. 

Until 1917 Denmark owned St. Croix and her sister Virgin Islands, an aspect of the island's past that is reflected in street names in the main towns of Christiansted and Frederiksted as well as surnames of many island residents. Those early Danish settlers, as well as those from other European nations, left behind slews of 18th- and 19th-century ruins, all of them worked by slaves brought over on ships from Africa, their descendants, and white indentured servants lured to St. Croix to pay off their debt to society. Some -- such as the Christiansted National Historic site, Whim Plantation, the ruins at St. George Village Botanical Garden, the Nature Conservancy's property at Estate Princess, and the ruins at Estate Mount Washington and Judith's Fancy -- are open for easy exploration. Others are on private land, but a drive around the island reveals the ruins of 100 plantations here and there on St. Croix's 84 square mi. Their windmills, greathouses, and factories are all that's left of the 224 plantations that once grew sugarcane, tobacco, and other agriculture products at the height of the island's plantation glory. 

