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The colors are the first things you notice in the Virgin Islands. The shimmering sea is a palette of blue, green, and purple. Bright white sand and green coconut palms create a picture so pleasing to the eye it is difficult to look away. When the sun shines brightly from above, the tropical colors intensify until they dance beneath the light.

At other times of day, color is more muted, but no less beautiful. At dawn, curls of orange and pink glow from behind the mountains. After the sun drops below the horizon in the evening, the sky turns a deep, dark blue so pure it could swallow you. At night, the sky is black—the perfect backdrop for the extravagance of stars above.

But the Virgin Islands are much more than beautiful. They are alive. Step off the plane and you are bombarded by the lyrical and seemingly indecipherable tongue of the islanders—an English awash with colorful phrases, colloquialisms, and a dialect that is part West African, part American, and part Caribbean. Study this language long enough and you have studied the Virgin Islands in their entirety.

One of the greatest things about the Virgin Islands is their sheer variety. Each island is distinct. You can immerse yourself in the pleasant bustle of St. Thomas’s Charlotte Amalie or choose to drop off the map on isolated Anegada. Pick your way through St. Croix’s museums and historic attractions, or set sail from Tortola to one of the British Virgin Islands’ remote cays.
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tropical flowers on St. Thomas



Many visitors simply want respite and relaxation. And there is nothing wrong with that. Indeed, when the first travelers began “discovering” the Virgin Islands, emptiness and obscurity were their greatest attractions. Despite decades of growth, it is still possible to find the same quietude that so delighted the first visitors to the Virgin Islands. At the right places and the right times, there is a stillness so powerful it steadies your mind and heart. In the middle of the forest of St. John, on a quiet beach in St. Croix, or at the heart of a seaside village on Tortola the stillness surrounds you. Dust settles, no one moves, and the world pauses just long enough for you to notice.

Life exists in equal measure to this silence: comings and goings on the harbors, dancing under the stars, a delightful mélange of cultures, the exciting start of a regatta. The joy of the Virgin Islands is that you choose your proportions: two parts stillness, one part life, chill and serve. Yield: paradise.
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sailboats at anchor around The Baths National Park





[image: image]
an iguana on St. Thomas.
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kitesurfing near Keel Point, Anegada








Planning Your Trip


Where to Go

St. Thomas

Bustling, crowded, and commercial, St. Thomas is the most accessible of the Virgin Islands. Historic Charlotte Amalie is the main attraction, although spectacular beaches like Magen’s Bay and Smith Bay provide an escape from the city. Duty-free shopping for watches, jewelry, and crystal is a major draw for the millions of cruise ship passengers who visit here annually.

St. John

Some two-thirds of St. John is protected by the Virgin Islands National Park. St. John has the best beaches in the U.S. Virgin Islands, and the best hiking in the whole archipelago. Accommodations range from beachfront campgrounds to high-end resorts. Laid-back Cruz Bay and Coral Bay provide an antidote to the outdoors with funky shops, hip restaurants, and buzzing bars.

St. Croix

The largest of the Virgin Islands, St. Croix offers an appealing balance of history, natural beauty, and culture. Christiansted and Frederiksted are classic West Indian harbor towns with exquisite Danish colonial architecture. Buck Island is an ideal place for hiking and snorkeling. A lush rainforest is a perfect contrast to the sunny, sandy beaches, and divers come to explore the storied Wall off the island’s north coast.

Tortola

Tortola is an island of steep hills, remarkable vistas, and quiet beaches. Delight in the exquisite white sand at Smuggler’s Cove, hike through a tropical forest at Sage Mountain National Park, or admire tropical flowers and trees at the Joseph Reynold O’Neal Botanical Gardens. Nightlife is laid-back, except when full moon parties ignite the night with infectious Caribbean music and creative libations. A sailboat is the best way to explore the out islands, including Norman Island, believed to be the inspiration for Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island.
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Virgin Gorda

At The Baths National Park, giant boulders create grottoes and pools that have delighted visitors for generations. On the other end of the island, North Sound is a sailor’s paradise: a community without roads, where the fastest route between two points is over the water. In between, find a series of unspoiled beaches and a quaint town. Gorda Peak National Park, home to the world’s smallest lizard, is good for hiking.
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a boulder at The Baths National Park



Jost Van Dyke

This tiny island has more goats than people, and more visitors than year-round residents. Sailors especially delight in some of the best beach bars around. Great Harbour is picturesque—its main street is a sandy path lined by palm trees. White Bay is one of the most beautiful beaches in the Virgin Islands. Offshore cays and little-known attractions, like Little Jost Van Dyke, Bubbly Pool, and Sandy Cay reward visitors who venture off the beaten path.


Which Island Is for You?

IF YOU’RE INTERESTED IN ...

• a weekend getaway: St. Thomas

• beaches: Virgin Gorda

• nature: St. John

• authentic island culture: St. Croix

• an escape: Anegada

• sailing: Tortola and the Out Islands

• beach bars: Jost Van Dyke

• views: Tortola

• a family vacation: St. John

• romance: Virgin Gorda

• food: St. Croix



Anegada

Flat, dry, and sparsely populated, Anegada is famous for its miles of sandy coastline, endangered iguanas, world-class kitesurfing, and the fresh lobsters fishers harvest from reefs around the island. Anegada is also a sportfisher’s mecca: Elusive bonefish live in the shallows around the island, and wahoo, marlin, jack, and tuna patrol the nearby North Drop.

When to Go

Prices, experiences, and weather vary considerably depending on the time of year you visit the U.S. and British Virgin Islands.

Winter (December-March) is the high season, when North Americans and Europeans come to escape cold weather back home. This coincides with the dry season in the islands, and the season of the best sailing winds and coolest, most comfortable temperatures. If cost is no object, there is simply no better time to visit than when the weather is clear and sunny, the breezes blow, and there is a whole array of things to do.

During the summer (May-October), travelers will find bargains. Most hotels offer discounts of up to 40 percent during summer, and airfare tends to be less, too. It is hotter, and the winds tend to die down for sailing. Some establishments, including dive shops, museums, cultural centers, and stores, cut back their hours.

The so-called shoulder seasons (April, November) may be the best time of all to visit the islands, especially if you’re on a budget. You’ll typically enjoy pleasant weather (not too hot), lower prices (15-30 percent lower than winter rates), and fewer tourists (you’ll have the beaches to yourself).

Also take into account the hurricane season (June-November). While you should not expressly avoid traveling to the Virgin Islands during the hurricane season, buy trip insurance if you do, especially for trips from August to October, the peak of the hurricane season. Flights are usually the first thing to be canceled when a storm approaches.


Before You Go


Passports

Citizens of the United States traveling to the U.S. Virgin Islands will not require a passport. Travelers to the British Virgin Islands do, however, need a passport with at least six months validity remaining.

Transportation

Visitors to the Virgin Islands can fly directly to St. Thomas and St. Croix from several major U.S. cities. You can also fly to San Juan, Puerto Rico, and catch a commuter flight to St. Thomas, St. Croix, Tortola (Beef Island), or Virgin Gorda. Visitors from Europe can also consider routing through Antigua, St. Maarten, or the Dominican Republic.

You should always make hotel (or charter boat) reservations ahead of time, and it’s a good idea to reserve a car in advance, too, especially if you come in the high season. Other arrangements can be made once you get to the islands.

What to Take

When it comes to packing, light, loose-fitting clothes are best; pack a few long-sleeved shirts and light pants for the evenings, especially in the winter.

Nothing ruins a vacation faster than a ruined camera, so consider bringing a few disposable waterproof or underwater cameras for use near the water.

Be sure to prepare for the sun: Bring sunglasses, a wide-brimmed hat, lip balm with sun protection, and lots of reef-safe sunscreen. The chemical oxybenzone, commonly used in sunscreens, has been proven to negatively affect coral reefs, already under stress from disease, rising sea temperatures, pollution, and careless snorkelers and boaters. When you’re stocking up, carefully check sunscreen labels and look for formulas whose active ingredients are zinc oxide or titanium dioxide instead.


Weekend Getaway to St. Thomas


Dip your toes into the U.S. and British Virgin Islands with an extended weekend getaway to St. Thomas. Sample the beaches, snorkeling, shopping, and dining, and return home revived and refreshed. Good air connections make this a practical choice for visitors from the eastern United States.

Day 1

Fly to Cyril E. King International Airport on St. Thomas. Check into your hotel near Charlotte Amalie and then ride a gondola up Havensight hill to take in the sunset from Paradise Point. Dine on Latin-Asian fusion in an exquisite waterfront setting at Havana Blue.

Day 2

Begin this active day by swimming with sharks and touching sea turtles at Coral World. Have a burger at Tap and Still for lunch. Then head to Magen’s Bay for an afternoon at the beach, where the sporty among you can try your hand at stand-up paddleboarding. Tantalize your taste buds in the evening with a gourmet meal at Oceana in Frenchtown.
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Magen’s Bay on St. Thomas



Day 3

Stroll King’s Quarter in historic Charlotte Amalie. Climb the narrow step streets to Blackbeard’s Castle and tour historic town houses. After a lunch of fried fish at Cuzzin’s Caribbean Restaurant & Bar, go on a kayak and snorkel tour of the East End Marine Sanctuary. End your day with a romantic dinner at the Old Stone Farmhouse.

Day 4

End your stay by relaxing over breakfast at Gladys’ Cafe. Stroll Main Street and pick up a Virgin Islands hook bracelet as a souvenir before heading to the airport.


The Best Beaches

What’s a Virgin Islands vacation without a beach? There are hundreds of beaches in the Virgin Islands. There are small beaches and large beaches; pebbly beaches and fine-sand beaches; beaches with bars and restaurants and beaches with no human development at all. Some beaches have great snorkeling, others have great waves. Some are comfortable and easy, others awe-inspiring. Sometimes the best beach is the one closest to your hotel, but if you need more inspiration, check out these standouts.

U.S. VIRGIN ISLANDS

• Trunk Bay, St. John: Fluffy sand, picturesque coconut palms, and a charming offshore cay. This beach is as perfect as it gets.

• Francis Bay, St. John: Perfectly calm waters and magnificent sunsets are the rewards for those who seek out this off-the-beaten-track bay.

• Magen’s Bay, St. Thomas: The finest beach on St. Thomas, this deep, heart-shaped bay is calm, expansive, and lined with a canopy of coconut palms.

• Cane Bay, St. Croix: A windmill ruin stands watch over this north coast beach with outstanding snorkeling and a fun-loving atmosphere.

• Jack and Isaac Bays Preserve, St. Croix: Protected and unspoiled, these twin beaches on St. Croix’s east end are accessible only by foot and reward hikers with peace and solitude.

BRITISH VIRGIN ISLANDS

• Long Bay, Beef Island: An expansive half-moon bay is good for long walks, beach picnics, and watching the planes take off and land at the nearby airport.

• Apple Bay, Tortola: Hardly a beach, but it’s where the surfers come for waves. Come here to watch them, plus the pelicans that dive for their dinner.

• Spring Bay, Virgin Gorda: This lesser-known bay is littered with the same giant boulders as The Baths just down the road, but is far less crowded.

• Loblolly Bay, Anegada: Powder-white sand, excellent snorkeling, an endless horizon, cool hammocks, and an outstanding beachside restaurant. What more do you need?
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Loblolly Bay, Anegada



• White Bay, Jost Van Dyke: So picturesque it seems unreal, this delectable bay has powdery sand, an offshore reef, and a handful of friendly beach bars. You can also camp under the palm trees.




Family Fun on St. John


St. John is a playground, and every child loves to play. Beaches, hiking, snorkeling, and sailing provide diversions for all ages. Leave the iPad at home, but bring a camera to record your family’s encounters with sea creatures like turtles, dolphins, rays, and conch. Eco-resorts and campgrounds are ideal for adventurous families; others may prefer the comforts of one of the island’s two resorts.

Day 1

Fly to Cyril E. King International Airport on St. Thomas and take a ferry to St. John. Ride on the top deck for the views. Check into the campsite or hotel of your choice and go for a quick swim at the closest beach. Eat dinner at your hotel.

Day 2

Hit the beach. Make it an early start at Trunk Bay to beat the crowds. Follow the underwater snorkel trail and play in the sand. After lunch drive to Annaberg Sugar Mill and tour the windmill ruins. Have dinner at Skinny Legs in Coral Bay.
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Trunk Bay, St. John



Day 3

Hike or kayak. Take the National Park Service guided hike at Reef Bay, stopping at the petroglyphs on the way down, or take a kayak-snorkel tour of the remote East End. Sample St. John-style barbecue at Uncle Joe’s Bar-B-Q for dinner.

Day 4

Take a day sail to The Baths on Virgin Gorda. Keep a tally of all the fish you see while snorkeling, and learn the parts of a boat. Take a detour to Southeast Asia at Fatty Crab for dinner.

Day 5

Spend the day around Coral Bay. Take a morning trail ride through the forest at Carolina Corral. Drive the roller-coaster hills out the East End and eat fried chicken at Vie’s Snack Shack for lunch. In the afternoon, snorkel the reef at Salt Pond Bay and take the short hike to Drunk Bay for beachcombing. Have dinner at Cafe Concordia.

Day 6

Spend the day at Cinnamon Bay. Hike the half-mile nature trail, visit the archaeology museum, and relax on the beach. The more active among you can try your hand at windsurfing or kayak out to Cinnamon Cay. Get dressed up for dinner at the Lime Inn.

Day 7

Go for a morning swim before catching the ferry back to St. Thomas for your flight home.


The Best Snorkeling

Good snorkeling is in the eye of the beholder, but most people gravitate to reefs. It’s here, after all, where you will see the greatest diversity of fish, marinelife, and coral. But sea grass and mangrove habitats are also fun to explore.

U.S. VIRGIN ISLANDS

• Coki Beach, St. Thomas: The reef here is easy to access and teems with colorful fish, from angels to doctors.

• East End Marine Sanctuary, St. Thomas: A small human-made reef off Cas Cay attracts a wide variety of fish, and the mangroves are home to tiny juveniles of every shape and color.

• Waterlemon Cay, St. John: The reef that encircles this small offshore cay is a cornucopia of marinelife, from squid to parrot fish to the waterlemon shark that give this spot its name. Don’t overlook the sea grass beds at nearby Leinster Bay, habitat for turtles, conch, and sea stars.

• Salt Pond Bay, St. John: Swim along the rocky edge to a magical underwater landscape populated by schools of tiny angelfish.

• Ann E. Abramson Frederiksted Pier, St. Croix: Put on a mask to discover the surprising and enchanting underwater cornucopia of life that surrounds the pilings which support St. Croix’s cruise ship pier.

BRITISH VIRGIN ISLANDS

• Smuggler’s Cove, Tortola: An easy offshore reef near the western end of the beach is a good snorkel stop for beginners.

• The Caves and The Indians, Norman Island: Explore underwater grottoes to see darkness-dwelling sponges and fish, and circumnavigate a sheer rock island for a perfect day of exquisite snorkeling around Norman Island.
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The Indians, near Norman Island in the BVI, are one of the best spots for snorkeling.



• Loblolly Bay, Anegada: Explore the inner edge of the Horseshoe Reef and find huge brain coral and sea fans.

• Sandy Spit, Jost Van Dyke: Schools of bright blue tang patrol this underwater garden, best visited on a calm day.




Caribbean Life: Authentic St. Croix


St. Croix is the largest and least-traveled of the Virgin Islands. It also offers the greatest variety to its visitors, including outstanding historical sites and untouched natural areas. But you may enjoy the St. Croix sensibility—which prizes authenticity—most of all.

Day 1

Fly to St. Croix and check into a hotel near Frederiksted. Spend a few hours on Sprat Beach before dinner at the jazzy Blue Moon.

Day 2

Take a day trip to Buck Island. Snorkel the reef, hike the peak, and sun on the beach. Stroll the Christiansted boardwalk before dinner and sample a few microbrews at the Fort Christian Brew Pub before heading to a romantic dinner at Savant.

Day 3

Spend the morning sightseeing around Christiansted National Historic Site. Tour the fort, browse the shops and look for Alexander Hamilton’s boyhood home. Choose between French cuisine at Cafe Christine or West Indian specialties at Harvey’s for lunch. Eat an early dinner and then paddle the bioluminescent bay at Salt River just after sunset.

Day 4

Go horseback riding through the Caldonia Rainforest and then fuel up on spicy St. Croix-style barbecue at the La Reine Chicken Shack for lunch. Head west to Frederiksted for a stand-up paddleboard lesson at Frederiksted Beach. Watch the sun set and eat tapas at the Pink Spot.

Day 5

Tour the great house and admire the old windmills at Whim Plantation Museum and then study the history of slavery and freedom at Fort Frederik Museum. Your midday pit stop is Rastafarian-style vegetarian food at UCA’s Kitchen in Frederiksted. In the afternoon look for frogfish while snorkeling the Ann Abramson Pier and round out your day with a farm-to-table dinner aboard the Bon Bagay.

Day 6

Go for a guided hike through St. Croix’s wilderness with Ay-Ay Eco Hikes and Tours. Choose between the lush, tropical rainforest, outstanding views at Maroon Ridge, or exquisite beaches at Jack and Isaac Bays Preserve. Stroll along Cane Bay beach at sunset and then have dinner at eat @ cane bay.

Day 7

Stop for a tour of the Cruzan Rum Distillery on your way to the airport for your flight home.


Ten-Day Sailing Adventure


Renting your own sailboat, with or without a skipper, is the ultimate Virgin Islands vacation. You choose your own schedule, unfettered by ferry timetables. Quiet coves and empty beaches are yours. And the view from your deck is different each morning. Trade winds, mild weather, and generally calm conditions make the Virgin Islands favorable for sailing, and the British Virgin Islands are the epicenter of the charter yacht industry.

Types of Charter Vacations

Crewed charters come with a full crew, usually a captain, cook, and mate, who take care of all the work. Your only responsibility is to decide what you want to do each day—and even that can be delegated.

Bareboat charters are the most popular kind of charter vacation in the Virgin Islands. Bareboating simply means chartering without a crew, although it is common to hire a skipper for the peace of mind.

When to Charter

The best time for sailing in the Virgin Islands is winter (November-April), when winds average 15-20 knots from the northeast. In spring and summer the winds slack off to 10-18 knots, although this can still be a nice time to sail. Avoid chartering August-October, when the weather tends to be unsettled and the chances of a hurricane are greatest.

Costs

The high-season cost of a two-cabin bareboat (sleeping up to six people) begins at about $4,000 per week. Additional costs to consider are provisioning, insurance, and a skipper (from $200 per day).

Average prices for a weeklong crewed yacht are $2,500 per person for a monohull; $3,000 per person for a catamaran; and $4,000 per person for a power yacht.

In summer, rates generally go down 20-30 percent.


[image: Image]

jumping off a catamaran near Virgin Gorda




Booking a Crewed Charter


Call the Charter Yacht Society of the BVI (284/494-6017, www.bvicrewedyachts.com) for help matching your party with the perfect boat. BVI Yacht Charters (Road Town, 284/494-4289 or 888/615-4006, www.caribbeancruisingvacation.com) represents a number of crewed BVI yachts. In the U.S. Virgin Islands, contact the Virgin Islands Charter Yacht League (340/774-3944, www.vicl.org).

You can also use a charter yacht broker such as Swift Yacht Charters (508/647-1554, www.swiftyachts.com) or Ed Hamilton and Co. (207/882-7855 or 800/621-7855, www.ed-hamilton.com).

Bareboat Charter Companies

BVI CHARTER COMPANIES

The largest charter yacht company on Tortola is The Moorings (Wickham’s Cay II, 284/494-2331, 727/535-1446, or 888/952-8420, www.moorings.com). Its fleet features 32- to 52-foot monohulls and catamarans with 2-5 cabins. Yachts in its exclusive line are less than two years old; the club line features older boats.

Sunsail (Wickham’s Cay II, 284/495-4740 or 888/350-3568, www.sunsail.com) is the second biggest fish in the BVI charter yacht market, known as a better value than the Moorings.

Smaller charter companies include family-operated Conch Charters (Fort Burt Marina, Road Town, 284/494-4868 or 800/521-1989, www.conchcharters.com); Voyage Charters (Soper’s Hole Marina, 284/494-0740 or 410/956-1880, www.voyagecharters.com); and Tortola Marine Management (Road Reef, 284/494-2751 or 800/633-0155, www.sailtmm.com).

USVI CHARTER COMPANIES

CYOA Yacht Charters (Frenchtown Marina, 340/777-9690 or 800/944-2962, www.cyoacharters.com) has a fleet of monohull, catamaran, and power yachts. Locally owned and operated, Island Yachts (Red Hook, 340/775-6666 or 800/524-2019, www.iyc.vi) gets high marks for its personalized service.

Setting Sail

DAY 1

Fly to Terrance B. Lettsome International Airport, Beef Island. Check in with your charter boat company, provision your yacht, and receive your safety briefing.

DAY 2

Sail to Jost Van Dyke with a pit stop for snorkeling at Sandy Spit. Head to Foxy’s Taboo for lunch, and then hike to the Bubbly Pool. In the afternoon, sail around to White Bay for a Painkiller. Drop anchor in calm Little Harbour and eat fresh fish and lobster at Sidney’s Peace and Love for dinner.

DAY 3

Spend the morning sailing from Jost to Norman Island. Let everyone take a turn at the helm. After lunch at the Willy T, dinghy over to The Caves to snorkel with darkness-dwelling sea creatures. Come ashore for an upscale dinner at Pirate’s Bight.

DAY 4

Rendezvous with a dive operator, and snorkel or dive the RMS Rhone. In the afternoon, sail to Cooper Island and pick up a mooring. Tune up your taste buds at the rum bar, and have dinner at Cooper Island Beach Club.

DAY 5

Kayak from Cooper Island to Salt Island and spend the morning hiking, photographing the salt ponds, and exploring the old settlement. In the afternoon set sail for Spanish Town, Virgin Gorda. Pick up a mooring and dine at CocoMaya.

DAY 6

Spend the morning exploring The Baths National Park. Swim ashore and hike the trail to Devil’s Bay. Snorkel around the giant boulders. In the afternoon set sail for Anegada and pick up a mooring at Setting Point. Eat a lobster dinner under the stars at the Anegada Reef Hotel.


Sunken Ships and Plantations Past

The Virgin Islands’ astounding beauty has long overshadowed their unique history—at least in the eyes of most visitors. But for people interested in learning about the islands’ fascinating past, there is plenty to see and do. St. Croix is the best base for historical and cultural exploration.

ST. THOMAS

Downtown Charlotte Amalie is a pleasant jumble of historic buildings, cobbled alleyways, and converted sugar warehouses. Explore King’s Quarter: Climb 99 Steps to Blackbeard’s Castle. Admire Fort Christian, a redbrick fortress on the St. Thomas waterfront, and visit the St. Thomas Synagogue, one of the oldest synagogues in the Western Hemisphere. Take a kayak tour to Hassel Island to tour old forts and the remains of a fascinating marine railroad.

ST. JOHN

Annaberg Plantation, deep within the Virgin Islands National Park, is a quiet reminder of St. John’s plantation past. The petroglyphs in Reef Bay were carved by the hands of prehistoric residents of St. John; learn more about them at the archaeology museum at Cinnamon Bay.

ST. CROIX

Christiansted is an exquisite Danish colonial harbor town. Tour Fort Christiansvaern, a yellow fortress on the waterfront, and admire the lovely St. Croix Government House. See Salt River Bay, where Christopher Columbus landed during his second voyage to the Caribbean and tour an elegant restored great house at Whim Plantation Museum. Fort Frederik Museum recounts the story of St. Croix’s successful slave uprising.

TORTOLA

In Road Town, four museums tell of the BVI’s history: Old Government House Museum is a monument to its colonial past, while the Virgin Islands Folk Museum and the 1780 Lower Estate Sugar Works Museum celebrate the culture and accomplishments of native Virgin Islanders. Imagine you are in jail at the Old Prison. Breathe the rum-soaked air at Callwood Rum Distillery, where little has changed in the manufacture of rum in more than 200 years. Take a picnic lunch to Mount Healthy National Park, the site of Tortola’s only remaining windmill ruin.

SALT ISLAND

Dive the wreck of the RMS Rhone off the coast of Salt Island. Come ashore at Salt Island to see what remains of a traditional island settlement and to visit the windswept burial ground of the Rhone victims.



DAY 7

Hire a taxi out to Keel Point and learn how to stand-up paddleboard. In the afternoon drive to Loblolly Bay to snorkel on the horseshoe reef. Eat fresh-caught swordfish at Neptune’s Treasure for dinner.

DAY 8

Sail to Trellis Bay, Beef Island. Pick up a mooring and dinghy ashore to browse the local art and pick up gifts at Aragorn’s Studio. Snorkel the reef at Marina Cay and have dinner at The Island Last Resort.

DAY 9

Sail to Cane Garden Bay and drop anchor. Boogie board on the waves and explore history at Callwood Rum Distillery. Take a taxi to Bananakeet Café for the sunset and dinner, and then dance the night away under the stars at Quito’s Gazebo.

DAY 10

Return your boat and head to Beef Island for your flight home.


Off the Water: Forests and Parks

Away from the water, the Virgin Islands are a fascinating and richly diverse landscape: rocky bluffs and wide plains; mountain peaks and dry seaside forests; salt ponds and rainforest. Within these habitats dwell yellow-breasted bananaquits and menacing chicken hawks, handsome white-tailed deer and alien-looking iguanas, as well as a mind-boggling array of life-forms uniquely adapted to the tropical climate: ancient trees, knobby cacti, fast-growing fungi. Pack a pair of walking shoes, a water bottle, and a sense of adventure to get up close to the natural world away from the ocean.

U.S. VIRGIN ISLANDS

• Virgin Islands National Park, St. John: Covering almost three-quarters of St. John, no natural area is more diverse or important than Virgin Islands National Park. The Reef Bay Trail cuts through moist and dry tropical forests before arriving at the Reef Bay ruins, now a habitat for native bats. Bird-watchers will enjoy an outing to Francis Bay, where a salt pond attracts local and migratory birds. Hike L’Esperance Trail to find the only known baobab tree on St. John. The scent of bay rum colors the air at Cinnamon Bay, a moist forest where you will see numerous specimens of the Virgin Islands’ only native palm tree.

• Buck Island, St. Croix: The hike to the top of Buck Island treats visitors to exquisite views of the reef below and tracks through a dry tropical forest where naturalists have catalogued more than 180 native plant species.

• St. George Village Botanical Garden, St. Croix: Stroll the lovingly maintained trails at this expansive garden built around the ruins of an old plantation. View showy tropical flowers, local fruit trees, a cactus garden, and medicinal herbs.

• Hassel Island, St. Thomas: Hike from end-to-end of this undeveloped island sitting in the mouth of Charlotte Amalie Harbor, and treat yourself to beautiful views along the way.

BRITISH VIRGIN ISLANDS

• Sage Mountain National Park, Tortola: The highest peak in the Virgin Islands, Sage Mountain is home to old-growth forest untouched since the time of Columbus. Hike past giant elephant ears, magnificent mahoganies, tree ferns, and air-dwelling bromeliads.

• Shark Bay National Park, Tortola: Look for bats in the bat cave and hike through a boulder-strewn landscape. Keep your eyes open for colorful butterflies and bananaquits, attracted to the fruit of the pipe organ cactus.
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The bat cave at Shark Bay National Park provides cool respite to hikers.



• Gorda Peak National Park, Virgin Gorda: The park at the top of Virgin Gorda is home to the smallest lizard in the world; you may not spot one, but you’re sure to see dozens of hermit crabs shuffling around the undergrowth of this lush forest.

• Sandy Cay, Jost Van Dyke: This tiny island has it all: dry tropical forest, rocky bluffs, a small salt pond, and a sandy beach. A nature trail circles the island and takes you on a whirlwind tour of Virgin Islands ecosystems.

• Anegada Outback: The wilds of Anegada are unlike any other place in the Virgin Islands. A mysterious landscape of frangipani trees, century plants, and wild orchids, the dry scrubby bush that blankets the island is at first glance uninviting—but venture in and you will be delighted.
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Lindquist Bay





St. Thomas


HIGHLIGHTS


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Sights


CHARLOTTE AMALIE


FRENCHTOWN


WATER ISLAND


S HASSEL ISLAND
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dancers make their way down Main Street during the annual Carnival parade.







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S King’s Quarter: The heart of historic Charlotte Amalie, King’s Quarter is a neighborhood of narrow cobblestone walks, old forts, and peaceful parks (click here).


S Hassel Island: Explore old forts and the remains of a marine railway and enjoy unbeatable views of picturesque Charlotte Amalie (click here).
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S Magen’s Bay: The jewel of St. Thomas has more than a mile of packed white sand, coconut palms, and clear water (click here).


S Coral World: This family-friendly ocean park makes it easy to enjoy the wonders of the undersea environment. See sea turtles, rays, sharks, iguanas, colorful fish, and much more (click here).


S Lindquist Bay: This small crescent bay fringed with coconut palms and sea grape trees is enchanting (click here).





St. Thomas is an inkblot, about 12 miles long and 3 miles wide. It is the second largest of the U.S. Virgin Islands but the most populous. A steep spine stretches from east to west, with the highest point at Crown Mountain, on the western third of the island.


The island’s long history has left historic attractions dating back to the earliest days of colonization—venerable churches and forts that bring an old-world ambience to Charlotte Amalie. The capital is one of the West Indies’ most picturesque cities, with layers of elegant town houses, narrow cobblestone walks, and handsome churches and businesses.


As the islands’ center of business, commerce, services, and transport, St. Thomas long ago lost the quiet isolated feel of the other Virgin Islands. This is the “big city” of the Virgins—the place where people come to shop, celebrate, and meet up. The crystal blue water is abuzz with cruise ships, ferries, fishing skiffs, mega-yachts, and seaplanes. Modern comforts including a large movie theater, fast-food restaurants, and shopping malls will appeal to travelers who want to maintain a link to a familiar U.S. culture. At the same time, for those who call this island home, Charlotte Amalie is still a small town where everyone knows one another.


Despite development, St. Thomas is not without natural beauty. Magen’s Bay, broad, calm, and over a mile long, is quite possibly the most majestic beach in the Virgin Islands. Coki Point attracts snorkelers and divers, and Smith Bay is an all-natural escape rivaling the unspoiled beaches of St. John and Tortola. You can also head off the beaten path to St. Thomas’s western end and drive through the winding, narrow mountain roads that pass vistas rivaling any in the Virgin Islands.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


You can see St. Thomas’s major sights in a few days, but plan to stay longer if you want to sample all the restaurants, attractions, and duty-free shopping, as well as have time for a day trip to one of the other Virgin Islands. St. Thomas enjoys the best air connections of all the Virgin Islands, with direct flights from a half-dozen major U.S. cities, making a long weekend here doable.
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St. Thomas is one of the most popular cruise ship stops in the Caribbean—recent years have seen upwards of two million cruise ship passengers passing through annually, or 35 times the population of the island itself. Some days as many as seven cruise ships disgorge more than 25,000 people on St. Thomas’s shores on a single day. From Thanksgiving to Easter, the island can be marked by traffic jams, and many sights are swamped by caravans of slow-moving taxis, weighted down with visitors off their ships. Plan your days to avoid popular sights like Magen’s Bay, Drake’s Seat, and the shops of Charlotte Amalie between 10am and 2pm, the height of the cruise ship day. Equally, be aware that many attractions close entirely on days when no cruise ship is in port. The largest number of ships tends to visit in the middle of the week: Tuesday, Wednesday, and Thursday.


Where to Stay


Most visitors to St. Thomas stay at the large chain resorts along the beaches of the eastern and southern coast, and if resort lifestyle and a beach setting are your priorities, this is a fine choice. But also consider historic Charlotte Amalie, where travelers will find a number of small, independent hotels, many with excellent views of Charlotte Amalie Harbor and all of them steeped in the city’s unique old-world ambience. You will want a rental car to explore the island, travel to the beach, and get around town at night, when street crime can be a problem.


Day Trips


St. Thomas is an easy day trip from St. Croix, St. John, and Tortola; it’s not quite so easy, but doable, from Virgin Gorda and Jost Van Dyke. If you are flying into St. Thomas but headed to one of the other islands, consider adding a night in St. Thomas at the end of your trip: You’ll get better flight connections and have a chance to see some sights.


If you are staying on St. Thomas, it’s easy to plan day trips to Tortola, Virgin Gorda, Jost Van Dyke, St. John, or St. Croix, whether by ferry or by signing up with a day-sail operator.


Ferries to St. John (15 minutes, 18 trips daily, $12 round-trip), Tortola (30 minutes, 5 trips daily, $55 round-trip), Jost Van Dyke (45 minutes, 1 trip daily, $75 round-trip), and Virgin Gorda (1 hour, 1 trip on Tues., Thurs., Sat., and Sun., $80 round-trip) depart from the large public ferry terminal in Red Hook. Passports are required for trips to any of the British Virgin Islands.


You can also catch ferries from Charlotte Amalie to St. John (45 minutes, 3 trips daily, $24 round-trip) and Tortola (45 minutes, 10 trips daily, $55 round-trip).


Current schedules, fares, and telephone numbers for the half-dozen ferry operators are found in the free St. Thomas-St. John This Week tourist magazine, available all over the island. Advance reservations are not necessary except for the Jost Van Dyke and Virgin Gorda trips operated by Inter Island Boat Services (340/776-6597, www.interislandboatservices.com), but it is always a good idea to call ahead on the day of your trip to confirm the schedule.




One Day in St. Thomas


Cruise ship passengers who visit St. Thomas have just a few hours to see the sights. Below are some ideas on the best way to use your limited time.


IF YOU’RE AN EXPLORER:


Make advance reservations with Virgin Islands Ecotours for a three-hour kayak, snorkel, and hiking tour of the East End Marine Sanctuary where you will see a coral reef, paddle through a mangrove forest, and walk around a tiny offshore island called Cas Cay. Grab a casual lunch at the Delly Deck in Havensight and then in the afternoon ride a gondola up to Paradise Point for amazing views and a frozen libation before your ship departs.


IF YOU’RE A HISTORY BUFF:


Make advance reservations with the St. Thomas Historical Trust for a two-hour walking tour of Charlotte Amalie. Climb historic step-streets and explore centuries-old houses of worship where you will learn the intriguing history of pirates, merchants, and enterprising free and enslaved Africans who built this beautiful harbor city. After a West Indian lunch at Cuzzin’s downtown, taxi to St. Peter Great House in the afternoon to tour the botanic gardens and see views of St. Thomas’s lush north side.


IF YOU’RE A THRILL-SEEKER:


Get an adrenaline rush as you fly above the canopy of St. Thomas’s tropical landscape on an exciting zipline tour of the island’s upper reaches. This is an especially fun activity for families or other groups. After lunch at Mountaintop, unwind a little with a couple hours at Magen’s Bay Beach, where you can all try your hand at stand-up paddleboarding or just loll about in the calm, crystal blue waters.


IF YOU WANT TO GET OFF THE BEATEN TRACK:


Take the ferry to Water Island and spend the day at Honeymoon Beach, a lovely less-traveled bay where you can swim, snorkel, or just relax in a beach chair. When you get hungry, there are two low-key beach bars happy to do the honors. An added plus: This is a pretty inexpensive day out. The Water Island ferry is an easy walk from Crown Bay and a 10-minute taxi ride from Havensight.





A seaplane day trip to St. Croix may be the highlight of your vacation: Taking off and landing on the water will certainly give you something to talk about. The 15-minute flight from Charlotte Amalie to Christiansted on Seaborne Airlines (www.seaborneairlines.com, 340/773-6442) ranges $100-150 one-way. Advance reservations are required.


If you’d rather not fuss with ferry schedules and routes, go on a day sail. Most outfitters depart from Red Hook and head to St. John, Jost Van Dyke, or Norman Island, with a few making the longer journey to Virgin Gorda. A typical day sail involves one or two snorkel stops plus a stop at a beach bar for drinks. Lunch is sometimes served on board; other times you will go ashore for the midday meal. Most day-sail operators are based in St. John; look for the many handbills around Red Hook, the sailing hub of St. Thomas. Day sails are typically booked at least a few days in advance and cost between $90-150 per person.



Sights



Explore Charlotte Amalie on foot or by taxi. The rest of the island is best explored by car. The countryside is largely developed, with the exception of the west end. Highways are generally well maintained, but routes are confusing and traffic can be very heavy. Drivers make liberal use of their horns and hand gestures to communicate with other drivers.


To reach the island’s east end, take Route 30 (Frenchman’s Bay or Bovoni Road), which follows the southeastern coast, runs into Route 32 (Red Hook Road), and continues along the shoreline (past the best beaches and large resorts) before becoming Route 30 (Smith Bay Road). To get to the north shore, take Route 35 (Mafolie Road) and follow it to Magen’s Bay. Route 40 (Valdemar Hill Drive, also called Skyline Drive) follows the island’s backbone from Charlotte Amalie to the east end. Take Route 30 as far west as you dare to explore the west end.


CHARLOTTE AMALIE


The capital of the U.S. Virgin Islands, this harbor town is one of the loveliest in the region. The wide bay plays host to huge cruise ships, pleasure boats, luxury mega-yachts, and the small skiffs of traditional fishers. Long narrow warehouses, built to store hogsheads of sugar, line the waterfront and have been converted into one of the largest shopping districts in the Caribbean. Behind the shops, quiet side streets evoke the town’s long history.
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Visitors with a taste for history can amble along narrow alleys to the top of Government or Denmark Hills for a view of the historic district. Old churches, many of which date to the early days of Danish colonization, are among the most distinctive landmarks. Fortifications around the historic town have been converted into tourist attractions and provide some of the best views of the harbor.


Those with a preference for commerce can browse the glitzy shops on Main Street, which boast large selections of duty-free jewelry, perfume, liquor, crystal, clothing, art, and gifts. Even nonshoppers will appreciate the ambience of the old warehouse buildings and the narrow cobblestoned walks between them.


Charlotte Amalie is also a hub for dining and special events. Dozens of restaurants cater to all tastes, and during the annual St. Thomas Carnival a colorful parade makes its way up Main Street.


History


Charlotte Amalie was founded in 1781, when four artisans built homes next to the new Fort Christian and were granted licenses to operate inns. The settlement was named after the Danish queen, but for the first century of its existence, Charlotte Amalie was better known as Taphuus (meaning “pub”). That probably says a lot. Early visitors described it variously as a freewheeling and exciting place or as a den of pirates and scoundrels.


Charlotte Amalie grew steadily after its establishment. Warehouses were built on long narrow lots, which allowed for the most efficient use of the valuable waterfront. Homes were built on the hillward side of Main Street, and the residential portion of town steadily expanded up Denmark and Government Hills and in the valley between them. Authorities did not manage this growth, and many homes were built very close together along narrow, precarious lanes. In the mid-1700s it became clear that additional residential space would be required in the town, and Danish authorities subdivided the valleys west of Denmark Hill and east of Government Hill.


Many of the early residents of Charlotte Amalie were former slaves, many of whom bought their freedom, although some were manumitted by their owners. Many were skilled artisans, and others started shops that catered to the demands of a growing town. Savanne, the area west of Denmark Hill, near the market square, was the heart of this population. Today the area is called Savan (sa-VON).


The absence of building standards and the generally unplanned nature of Charlotte Amalie made it susceptible to fire. No fewer than six fires destroyed more than half the town between 1804 and 1832. Eventually, following the last of these devastating fires, authorities put in place a restrictive building code that prohibited wood buildings on Main Street and required that all new roofs be covered with fire-resistant materials. Many of today’s buildings date from the period of rebuilding after 1832.


Orientation


There are three main roads in Charlotte Amalie. Waterfront Drive, also called Veteran’s Drive, fronts the harbor and extends from Havensight Mall to Frenchtown. Main Street, also called Dronningen’s Gade and Norre Gade, runs parallel to the waterfront. Back Street, also called Wimmelskafts Gade, is one block farther inland, also parallel to the shoreline. The town’s street names are remnants of the island’s Danish past.


Parking is available at the large public lot near Fort Christian. You pay $1 for the first hour and $0.75 for each additional hour or $5 for the whole day 7am to 6pm Monday-Friday. Parking after hours and on weekends is free.


Explore Charlotte Amalie in the morning or late afternoon for the best experience. The noonday sun combined with slow-moving taxis that congest Main Street detract from the overall experience at other times of day. The town must be explored on foot—traffic is just too tight and parking too scarce to attempt driving (except at night when street crime can be a problem and driving is recommended).


S King’s Quarter


The Danes divided Charlotte Amalie into three kvarters (quarters). Kongens Quarter, or King’s Quarter, is the oldest part of the city. Stretching from Bluebeard’s Hill in the east to Post Office Square in the west, this district housed the earliest government buildings, stately homes, churches, and the island’s first hospital.


Today, exploring the steep step-streets of Government Hill in the western environs of King’s Quarter is the best way to experience Charlotte Amalie’s historic charm.
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Charlotte Amalie brims with history, thanks to its colonial-era townhouses and fortifications.






FRANKLIN DELANO ROOSEVELT AND VETERANS MEMORIAL PARK



On Norre Gade, east of the Fort Christian parking lot, the attractive Franklin Delano Roosevelt and Veterans Memorial Park, once called Coconut Square, pays tribute to this president and to Virgin Islanders who have served in the U.S. armed forces. Trees, benches, and historic buildings that surround the park make it a pleasant place to pause during a tour of the city. There is also a small children’s playground. Look for the two baobab trees in the southeast corner of the park, distinguished by their trunks, which are widest at ground level.


ST. THOMAS HISTORICAL TRUST MINI MUSEUM


Examine a collection of antique furniture, historic artifacts, and photographs of old St. Thomas, and learn about the island from helpful docents, at the small St. Thomas Historical Trust Mini Museum (15B Norre Gade, 340/774-5541, www.stthomashistoricaltrust.org, 10am-2pm Tues.-Thurs., free). The St. Thomas Historical Trust sells a self-guided walking tour of Charlotte Amalie and, with advance reservations, offers guided walking tours of Charlotte Amalie ($30 pp). The museum is located in the Anduze House, facing FDR Park at the base of Government Hill.


FORT CHRISTIAN


The imposing redbrick Danish fortification known as Fort Christian, on the eastern end of the St. Thomas waterfront, is the oldest building in use on St. Thomas and a National Historic Landmark. Built between 1672 and 1680 by African laborers under the direction of Danish colonists and named for King Christian V of Denmark, the fort was the center of political and community life during the early years of Danish colonization of the Virgin Islands. The fort housed the governor’s residence, town hall, the court, and the jail, as well as the island’s first church.
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Fort Christian





Fort Christian houses a small museum. Under repair and closed to the public since 2005, the fort is expected to reopen to visitors in 2015.


VIRGIN ISLANDS LEGISLATURE BUILDING


The handsome cream-colored building across Veteran’s Drive from Fort Christian is the Virgin Islands Legislature Building. This building dates back to 1874, when the Danes erected it atop the site of a two-story wooden army barracks. It served as the Charlotte Amalie High School before it became the seat of the Virgin Islands Senate.


EMANCIPATION GARDENS


Catty-corner from Fort Christian is the inviting, shady square of Emancipation Gardens, built in commemoration of the end of slavery in 1848. A model of the Liberty Bell pays tribute to the Jamestown settlers who spent three days on St. Thomas in 1607 before resuming their journey to Virginia. Lignum vitae trees provide shade. Today, the gardens are a pleasant place to rest and people-watch. Public concerts and other events are frequently held in the gazebo.


GRAND HOTEL


Across the street from the park is the restored Grand Hotel, now the Grand Galleria, a complex of shops and restaurants. The hotel opened in 1840 as the Commercial Hotel and Coffee House.


FREDERIK LUTHERAN CHURCH


Across Norre Gade (Main Street) from the Grand Galleria is Frederik Lutheran Church, the earliest church still standing on St. Thomas. Work began on Frederik Lutheran Church in the 1780s, and it was dedicated in 1793. The original church was in the simple Georgian style. It was gutted by fire in 1825 and rebuilt, with the addition of some Gothic-style trim. An 1870 hurricane blew off the roof, which was rebuilt. Inside you will see a large mahogany altar and mahogany pews—each with its own door.


Lutheranism was the official religion of the Danish colony, and while other faiths were tolerated, Lutheranism was encouraged. During the period of slavery, ministers led two services on Sunday: one for the Danish and one for people of color.


GOVERNMENT HOUSE


Take one of the narrow steep walks up to white-brick Government House, the fourth official residence of the Virgin Islands’ chief executive, now used only for offices. (The governor lives at Catherineberg, atop Denmark Hill.) Built in 1867 by St. Croix carpenter Richard Bright, the house was designed by a local merchant, Otto Marstrand, and is notable for its covered balconies with slender fluted columns and ironwork rails. Inside is a handmade mahogany staircase. Ask at the security desk if you can come in for a look around.


SEVEN ARCHES MUSEUM


Tucked along a narrow alley next to the lieutenant governor’s office on Government Hill is the Seven Arches Museum (Knud Hansen Alley, 340/774-9295, www.sevenarchesmuseum.com, appointment only, $7) within a historic home. This spot was first surveyed in 1805; early structures were destroyed by hurricanes in the first half of the 19th century. Italian Andre Bonelli constructed the present building in 1857 as a gift to his daughter. The museum is furnished with antique West Indian mahogany furniture.


99 STEPS


Step-streets are one of Charlotte Amalie’s most distinctive features, and the most famous of these is 99 Steps, a narrow steep walkway originating between Hotel 1829 and the Lutheran Parsonage. The walk connects Government Hill with Trygborg, a Danish lookout tower that dates back to 1680 and is better known today as Blackbeard’s Castle. As you’ll discover if you care to count, the steps are wrongly named: There are more than 100.


Less well known but no less beautiful, the bright white step-street that is a continuation of Lille Taarne Gade rises between Government House and the Lutheran Parsonage.


BLACKBEARD’S CASTLE


A Danish lookout tower dating from 1680, Trygborg, better known today as Blackbeard’s Castle, is the centerpiece of a collection of historic buildings and museums clustered around Government Hill. Access to these privately owned buildings is through Blackbeard’s Castle (340/776-1234, www.blackbeardscastle.com, 9am-2pm Tues.-Wed., $10), which offers a self-guided walking tour of four historic homes as well as the Trygborg tower itself. Opening hours vary according to the seasons; call ahead to confirm.


Tour stops include Villa Notman, built in 1860 by Scottish engineer James Notman; Britannia House, the onetime home of the British consul to the Danish West Indies; Haagensen House, an 1827 home built for the Danish banker Hans Haagensen; and Hotel 1829, formerly the Lavalette House and a functioning hotel. Each of the historic homes has been restored with period furniture and decor, and most days you can finish your tour with a refreshing beverage at Hotel 1829’s antique bar. The Blackbeard’s Castle tour also includes several opportunities to buy pirate and rum-themed souvenirs along the way.


Main Street


Explore Main Street (Dronningen’s Gade) and its side streets to find more historic buildings.


ST. THOMAS REFORMED CHURCH


At the corner of Nye and Crystal Gades, one block inland from Main Street, is the St. Thomas Reformed Church, formerly the Protestant Reformed Dutch Church. This 1844 church is unique among Charlotte Amalie structures in that it has survived largely intact since its construction. An imitation Roman temple, the church was built at the height of the classical revival period, with plaster colored and grooved to resemble red sandstone. The interior reflects the colonial woodworking styles of the period. A unique feature is the building’s lumber core covered by masonry, which has prevented it from sustaining the cracks pure masonry structures suffer during the region’s frequent earthquakes.


ST. THOMAS SYNAGOGUE


One of Charlotte Amalie’s most fascinating historic buildings is the St. Thomas Synagogue (Crystal Gade, 340/774-4312, www.synagogue.vi, 9:30am-4pm Mon.-Fri., donations), more properly called the Synagogue Beracha veShalom uGemilut Hasadim (Blessing, Peace, and Loving Deeds). Built in 1833 to replace an older structure, this house of worship continues to serve St. Thomas’s small Jewish population. It is the oldest Hebrew congregation in the United States and the second oldest in the Western Hemisphere. The building, which underwent restoration in 2000, has been designated a National Historic Landmark. The sand floor is believed to reflect a tradition of early Sephardic Orthodox congregants, who worshipped on this site beginning in 1796. Visitors are welcome as long as no service or other event is in progress. At the rear of the synagogue you will find historical displays recounting the history of the Jewish community of St. Thomas, including profiles of Jewish governors and the family of famous impressionist painter, Camille Pissarro. Outside the synagogue a small Judaica shop offers souvenirs and helps fund the congregation.
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The St. Thomas Synagogue is the second oldest in the western hemisphere.







Pissarro: St. Thomas’s Impressionist Master


Camille Pissarro was born on July 10, 1830, on St. Thomas. The son of a Sephardic Jewish father and Dominican mother, Pissarro went to Paris at age 12 to attend school. There, his advisor told him to “take advantage of his life in the tropics by drawing coconut trees.” When Pissarro returned to St. Thomas at age 17, he took this advice to heart. He spent the next five years of his life drawing images of island life: donkey carts, women washing clothes, harbor life, and the Danish forts.


Pissarro’s parents did not embrace his avocation, and they required him to continue with daily chores to assist with the family business. The young artist became frustrated, and at 23 he ran away to Venezuela with the Danish painter Fritz Melbye. Pissarro later said he “bolted to Caracas in order to get clear of the bondage of bourgeois life.”


Soon, Pissarro’s parents resigned themselves to his choice of profession, and he returned to St. Thomas. He later returned to Paris to study art, where he was influenced by early impressionists. His own style was developing, too—one in which light was as essential as the subject being painted.


Pissarro developed friendships with other artists on the vanguard of the impressionist movement. In 1874, he joined Claude Monet in organizing independent exhibitions to avoid the scrutiny of the academy, which was highly critical of this new kind of art.


After Pissarro moved to Paris, his parents followed, having left their St. Thomas business in the hands of a caretaker. His parents employed a young maidservant from Burgundy, Julie Vellay, who later became Pissarro’s wife and mother of his five children.


Despite scathing reviews and poverty, Pissarro remained dedicated to the impressionist method. He became something of a teacher, providing inspiration for artists such as Renoir, Monet, Degas, and Cézanne. By the end of his life, Pissarro had finally begun to receive critical praise for his work. He died of blood poisoning in November 1903.





PISSARRO BUILDING


The father of French impressionism, Camille Pissarro, was born on St. Thomas in 1839. His family’s home is at 14 Dronningen’s Gade is still known as the Pissarro Building. A small art gallery (9am-5pm Mon.-Fri.) bearing his name is housed in the rooms Pissarro once occupied. Stop by for a chat with the knowledgeable staff.


ENID M. BAA PUBLIC LIBRARY AND ARCHIVES


Near the corner of Dronningen’s Gade and Guttet Gade is the Enid M. Baa Public Library and Archives (340/774-3407), built in 1818 by Baron von Bretton. The handsome yellow building, now closed to the public, opened its doors as the island’s library in 1940 and functioned as such for more than 60 years before a new library opened in Estate Tutu in 2013. During the 19th century, the ground floor of the building contained shops and a courtyard, while the second floor was used as residential quarters.


MARKET SQUARE


Just west of the Enid Baa Public Library and Archives is the Market Square, the traditional center of trade and commerce in town. The square consists of a large, open-air pavilion, surrounded by sidewalks where vendors set up tents. During the days of slavery, this was where slave auctions were held. In more recent history, it was where market women (known as hucksters) came to sell produce and other necessities.


The market is still a good place to find local farmers and artisans selling produce, arts, and crafts, especially early on Saturday morning (5am-8am).


Market Square lies at the boundary between the tourist-friendly Main Street shopping district and Savan, a colorful yet hard-edged community. It’s not a good neighborhood to explore at night.


ST. PETER AND ST. PAUL ROMAN CATHOLIC CHURCH


About two blocks west of Market Square along Main Street is St. Peter and St. Paul Roman Catholic Church. Consecrated in 1848, this building replaced earlier churches destroyed by fire and hurricanes. The interior murals depicting scenes from the Old and New Testaments were painted in 1899 by Belgian artists Father Leo Servais and Brother Ildephonsus.


MAGIC ICE


Magic Ice (Veteran’s Drive, 340/422-6000, www.magicice.vi, 10am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 11am-5pm Sat.-Sun., $20 adults, $12 children) offers a frozen sanctuary from the Caribbean heat with its ice sculpture tour and pirate ship ice bar. Didn’t bring warm clothes on your tropical vacation? No worries. Your ticket includes a warm protective poncho, gloves, and leg warmers, along with one drink in a Magic Ice glass souvenir. Bring your camera for selfies with sculpted ice queens and take a seat in one of the ice thrones for a thrill. There is an ice slide (originally intended for children but now open to all). This is only the third Magic Ice franchise in the world; the concept and all the ice artists hail from Scandinavia.


FRENCHTOWN


French Heritage Museum


Located in a handsome yellow stone building next to the Joseph Aubain Ballpark, the French Heritage Museum (Rue de St. Barthelemy, 340/774-2320, www.frenchheritagemuseum.com, 10am-1pm Mon.-Fri., free) is dedicated to preserving the traditions and history of St. Thomas’s French inhabitants.


The museum is located in Frenchtown, a quaint, tight-knit community on the west side of Charlotte Amalie Harbor. It’s named for the French Huguenots who left St. Bartholomew and settled here in the 1870s. The French settlers were fishers and artisans, especially known for their straw hats, samples of which you will see at the museum. Fishing remains an important industry for residents of Frenchtown, and many mornings you will find fish for sale at the dock here.


WATER ISLAND


The larger of the two landmasses in Charlotte Amalie Harbor, 500-acre Water Island is sometimes called the fourth Virgin for being the fourth most populated U.S. Virgin Island, behind St. Thomas, St. Croix, and St. John. Water Island is also called the last Virgin for it was only in 1944 that it was acquired by the United States. It is widely believed that Herman Wouk set his novel Don’t Stop the Carnival on a fictionalized Water Island.


For visitors today the biggest draw is beautiful Honeymoon Beach, an easy day or half-day destination from St. Thomas. Water Island also has several miles of paved road good for walking or biking, an interesting history, and an upscale cottage campground. There is regular ferry service from Crown Bay, St. Thomas.


Named for its natural ponds of freshwater, Water Island was the site of a series of Afro-Caribbean-owned plantations, dating as far back as 1769, when a free mulatto named Jean Renaud had a plantation and 18 slaves there. In 1793 the plantation was sold to Peter Tararyn, the commander of the Free Negro Corps, established by the Danes to capture runaway slaves. In 1905 the island was sold to the Danish East Asiatic Company and as a result was not transferred to the United States with the rest of the U.S. Virgin Islands in 1917. In 1944, the U.S. Department of Defense bought Water Island for $10,000 and began to build Fort Segarra, a military fort with barracks, gun emplacements, watchtowers, and underground bunkers. World War II ended while construction was under way; Fort Segarra was abandoned midstream, but not before basic infrastructure, including roads, water pipes, a sewage system, and power lines, was put in place. After the war, the army’s Chemical Warfare Division used Water Island to test poisonous gases.


In 1950, the Department of Defense leased Water Island to a private developer, who built a hotel and private homes on the island. The hotel was badly damaged by Hurricane Hugo in 1989 and was not rebuilt. In 1996 control of Water Island was transferred from the U.S. federal to the territorial government. At the last census in 2010 enumerators counted 182 residents on Water Island.


Honeymoon Beach


Water Island’s main attraction is Honeymoon Beach, also known as Druif Bay, a protected, clean, and quiet beach along its southwest shore. Coconut palms lean gracefully over the honey-white sand and crystal blue water invites visitors to come in and cool off. There is lots of shade and plenty of beach chairs provided by the two beach bars on opposite ends of the beach. A pavilion at the center can be rented out for private functions.
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Honeymoon Beach on Water Island is only a short ferry ride away from Charlotte Amalie.





Honeymoon Beach is popular with day-trippers: People who come over from St. Thomas on the ferry as well as folks with their own private boats and day-sail operators who stop in for a couple of hours with several dozen guests. Due to the profile of the bay, it is possible for many boats to anchor very close to the shore, which can detract from the pristine feel of the bay. A marked swim area at the center of the beach keeps most of the bay clear for swimmers though and the popularity of the beach gives Honeymoon a festive atmosphere. It’s a fun place to spend the day.


Transportation


Get to Water Island on the Water Island Ferry (340/690-4159, 10 min., $10 round-trip), which offers 11 scheduled trips between 6:30am and 6pm Monday through Saturday. On Sunday and holidays, there are six scheduled trips between 8am and 7pm. Late-night ferries (9pm) often run on Wednesday, Friday, and Saturday nights, but call ahead to confirm. The ferry departs from Crown Bay Marina, on the western end of Charlotte Amalie.


Honeymoon Beach is a 10-minute walk from Phillips Landing, where ferries arrive. The stroll involves a few minutes of incline but the views from the top of the hill are worth it, and it’s really not far. Just head straight up the hill behind the ferry dock. You will pass a half-dozen residences before Honeymoon Beach comes into view on your right and the turn could not be more obvious.


If you want to explore farther afield, your best bet is to rent a golf cart. Kelly’s Karts (340/643-5124) rents carts for $40 per day. For the physically fit, bicycles are available from Water Island Adventures (340/626-9815 or 340/690-4019, www.waterislandadventures.com).


S HASSEL ISLAND


The smaller of the two islands in St. Thomas’s harbor, Hassel Island (www.hasselisland.org) was once connected to St. Thomas via a narrow isthmus. There are several historic ruins on the 135-acre island, including British fortifications and the remains of a 20th-century marine railway. Most of the island is owned by Virgin Islands National Park, which has embarked on a project to restore the island’s sites, develop trails, and open the island up to visitors.
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Hiking to the crown of Hassel Island affords beautiful views.





The Danish government first separated Hassel Island from St. Thomas in 1860 in hopes of creating better water circulation in the harbor. The U.S. Army Corps of Engineers deepened the channel by dredging in 1919. Originally called Hurricane Hole, the island came to be known Hassel Island for its owners, the Hazzell family.


In addition to the military and industrial purposes the island has served over the years, it housed a leprosarium from the 1830s until the 1860s. The government paid the equivalent of $2 per patient housed in the facility operated by the Hazzell family.


Creque Marine Railway on the northern tip of the island was the earliest steam-powered marine railway in the Western Hemisphere and is evidence of St. Thomas’s importance as a 19th-century shipping depot. Opened in 1844, the marine railway lifted large vessels out of the water for cleaning and repair. The marine railway operated almost continuously for 120 years. From 1911 until 1954 it was operated by the Creque family of St. Thomas. During World War II it was leased to the U.S. Navy. The last recorded ship was hauled out there in 1965.


The ruins of the railway have recently been cleared of overgrowth, and visitors can examine an interesting collection of old-fashioned machinery and equipment, including early diving bells.


Other ruins on the island include early-19th-century British fortifications, dating back to the brief British occupation during the first Napoleonic war. The British built Fort Shipley, or Shipley’s Battery, on the highest point of the island; hike up for excellent views of Charlotte Amalie. Fort Willoughby, also known as Prince Frederik’s Battery, is a picturesque lookout on the island’s far eastern point.


Getting There


The St. Thomas Historical Trust (340/774-5541, www.stthomashistoricaltrust.org) offers guided tours of Hassel Island. The three-hour tour leaves via launch from Frenchtown and includes all of the historical sites on the island. The trust asks for a donation of $50 per person, which goes to help maintain the park and support its further development. The tours run based on demand and two-day advance reservations are recommended.


Virgin Islands Ecotours (340/779-2155 or 877/845-2925, www.viecotours.com) also offers guided kayak, hike, and snorkel tours of Hassel Island four days a week. The three-hour tours cost $100 and include visits to Fort Willoughby, the Creque Marine Railway, Fort Shipley, and Garden Beach. A five-hour option includes additional time for snorkeling and a picnic lunch.


HAVENSIGHT


Havensight is the shopping district around the cruise ship dock, on the eastern end of Charlotte Amalie Harbor. A large outdoor mall and additional stores in the vicinity attract shoppers nearly every day of the year.


Paradise Point


The view of St. Thomas harbor is genuinely outstanding from Paradise Point, a bar perched far above Havensight. Get there aboard one of the gondolas that glide above the trees on the Paradise Point Tramway (Havensight, 340/774-9809, 9am-5pm Thurs.-Tues., 9am-9pm Wed., adults $21, children 6-12 $12, under 6 free). The trip up takes seven minutes. You can also drive up to Paradise Point on the road on the western side of Al Cohen’s Plaza. The bar stays open late on Wednesday nights, when the gondola ride price is cut to $10.
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Gondolas climb to the top of Paradise Point.





Butterfly Garden


Learn about the life cycle of butterflies and observe these delicate creatures at the Butterfly Garden (Havensight, 340/715-3366, 8:30am-4pm when a cruise ship is in port, adults $12, children $6). Inside a netted garden near the cruise ship dock, colorful butterflies flutter amid a tropical flower garden. Photographers will delight in snapping close-ups of these normally elusive creatures. Inside a hatching house, proprietors hang pupae behind glass, making it possible for visitors to see the process of metamorphosis up close. Outside the netted garden, a native garden attracts local butterflies, hummingbirds, and bananaquits, small yellow-chested birds. You can buy a combined entry ticket to the Butterfly Garden and Coral World for $27 (adults) and $14 (children), a savings of about $4 per person. The butterflies are most active in the morning. If you are staying on the island, an admission entitles you to a pass to return multiple times to check on the butterflies or look for new “hatchlings.”


MORNINGSTAR BEACH


Morningstar Beach is next to the Marriott Frenchman’s Reef Resort on the easternmost end of Charlotte Amalie Harbor. Long and narrow, with fluffy caramel-colored sand, Morningstar is fronted by two restaurants and is sometimes crowded with resort guests. The water is often wavy and the beach windy, making this a good spot for windsurfing. The view is of open ocean, interrupted by passing ferryboats and cruise ships as they motor into the harbor. There is a volleyball court, water-sports equipment for rent, beach chairs ($10 for nonguests), and food for sale. The beach bar at the far end of the bay attracts a following on Sunday afternoons with live music and drink specials.


Getting There


Frenchman’s Reef Resort operates a ferry (adults $7, children 3-12 $4, under 3 free) from the Charlotte Amalie waterfront to the resort, making it possible to visit Morningstar Beach without driving there. The ferry departs from the dock opposite Vendor’s Plaza every 30 minutes between 9am and 5:30pm with a return voyage every 30 minutes between 8:30am and 5pm. Call Frenchman’s Reef (340/776-8500) to confirm timings, especially outside of peak tourist season.


WEST ISLAND


Highway 30 west of town is crowded with commercial ventures: banks, warehouses, shopping centers, car rental shops, and gas stations. About four miles outside of the city center is the Cyril E. King International Airport, and past that the road narrows to two lanes and becomes decidedly less trafficked.


Estate Nisky Moravian Church


Moravians first established a mission at this site (then called Estate Niesky) 1.5 miles west of Charlotte Amalie in 1755. Church buildings were destroyed by hurricane or fire in 1771, 1819, 1867, 1871, and, finally, 1971. But each time the church was rebuilt on the same foundation. Today, the Estate Nisky Moravian Church (6 Estate Nisky, 340/774-2809) consists of a manse, a church, a cemetery, and several outbuildings, including former slave cabins. It is still a working church and school.


Lindberg Bay


Just east of the airport, Lindberg Bay (Airport Rd.) is a long, picturesque beach popular with families, locals, and guests lodging at two airport hotels. The beach has received Blue Flag certification for sustainability and environmental protection efforts. The bay got its name in 1929 when Charles Lindbergh landed at the nearby field during a goodwill tour of the region following his 1927 solo crossing of the Atlantic. The air strip later became the Cyril E. King International Airport. A water-sports center (340/774-5840) in front of Emerald Beach Resort rents stand-up paddleboards, kayaks, and Jet Skis. Lindberg Bay is also ground zero for flyboarding, a novelty water sport that uses a water jet-pack to elevate subjects up to 30 feet above the surface of the water. A 30-minute experience costs $145 with St. Thomas Flyboarding (340/514-8654, www.stthomasflyboarding.com).


Brewer’s Bay Beach


Past the airport, Brewer’s Bay Beach (Hwy. 30) is a pleasant beach, especially popular among students from the neighboring University of the Virgin Islands, who can walk here from their dormitories.


The beach itself is short but wide, with medium-grain honey-colored sand. The waters are protected, making Brewer’s a popular choice for families or beginning swimmers. There are bathrooms and picnic tables and a food bus or two usually park here on the weekends, selling cold drinks and snacks. If you’re here at the right time (afternoon is best), you get the thrill of watching planes swoop down to land at the nearby airport.


Estate Bordeaux


This quiet, residential area of St. Thomas is where the Virgin Islands government has set aside 50 farm plots to encourage local agriculture. Estate Bordeaux farmers, many of whom are Rastafarian, travel to Charlotte Amalie on Saturday mornings to sell at the downtown Market Square. On the second and last Sunday of each month they invite buyers to come to them at We Grow Food Inc., an open-air food market in the heart of the Bordeaux community. Once a year, in January, the farmers host a weekend festival with music, arts, vegetarian dishes, and lots of locally raised food.


To find Bordeaux and the We Grow Food market, drive west on Highway 30 past the airport. The journey takes you up and over several large hills and through the least populated parts of St. Thomas. Once in Bordeaux, the road levels off and passes a row of homes; look for a colorful sign marking the turnoff on your right.


MID-ISLAND


Tillett Gardens


Located in Estate Tutu and surrounded by colorful murals, Tillett Gardens (Anna’s Retreat, 340/779-1929, www.tillettgardens.com) is an arts community named for its founder, silkscreen artist Jim Tillett. Tillett founded the arts center on an old Danish farm in the 1960s. Today, the surrounding area has evolved into a busy shopping district, but Tillett Gardens is still a quiet oasis and an important part of St. Thomas’s arts community. It is home to a half dozen changing artists’ studios and galleries, guesthouse, salon and restaurants, as well as the annual Arts Alive concert series. Look for Tillett Gardens opposite Four Winds shopping plaza, near Tutu Mall.


NORTHSIDE


The northern shore of St. Thomas is quiet, crisscrossed by narrow roads and punctuated by remarkable vistas. A series of bays wind in and out, but none is better than Magen’s Bay, the broad, long public beach about midway along the island’s north coast.


Overlooks


On St. Thomas, a good view is an entrepreneurial opportunity. The best vistas are popular with itinerant vendors, drink retailers, and other businesspeople out to make a buck. When the cruise ship dock is full, expect the following overlooks to be teeming.


The most famous overlook on St. Thomas is Drake’s Seat, a few feet from the intersection of Routes 40 and 33. The legend that Sir Francis Drake stopped here is probably not true, but never mind. The view of Magen’s Bay is fantastic, and you can sit on a bench to thoroughly enjoy it. On clear days you can see parts of the British Virgin Islands in the distance.


Valdemar Hill Drive Scenic Overlook is on Skyline Drive (Rte. 40) just before it intersects with Magen’s Bay Road (Rte. 35). It faces south and offers an outstanding view of Charlotte Amalie Harbor. Itinerant vendors offer T-shirts and cold drinks for sale.


World Famous Mountaintop (St. Peter Mountain Rd., 340/774-2400) is a small shopping mall atop one of St. Thomas’s highest points. When there’s a cruise ship in town, taxis disgorge hundreds of passengers here. When there’s no ship, the place is a ghost town. The view from the front balcony is excellent. On a clear day you can see Tortola and the other British Virgins. Restrooms are available. A bar specializes in banana daiquiris.


St. Peter Great House and Botanical Gardens


Come to St. Peter Great House and Botanical Gardens (St. Peter Mountain Rd., 340/774-4999, www.greathousevi.com, 9am-5pm daily, adults $10, children $5) for excellent views and the chance to see showy tropical plants. Gardeners will delight in the boardwalk nature trail, which takes you past red ginger, flamingo flowers, bougainvillea, parrot flower, coleus, crinium, amaranthus, and many more blooms. Lovebirds, cockatoos, and macaws provide the soundtrack. After your walk, relax with a complimentary rum punch and enjoy the view of Hull Bay, Magen’s Bay, and the British Virgin Islands.


S Magen’s Bay


A mile-long white sand bay lined with coconut palms and sea grape trees and washed by calm turquoise waters, Magen’s Bay (adults $2, children $1, $2 per car) is St. Thomas’s best beach. The park attracts a diverse crowd of tourists and locals, and it can be a place for quiet relaxation or high-spirited fun.
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beach-goers at Magen’s Bay





The sand is packed and white, and the water almost always calm. There is plenty of shade beneath trees, and since the beach is so large, you are almost guaranteed to find a quiet patch of sand. Lifeguards keep an eye on safety, and swimming buoys keep boats out. Picnic tables, large bathhouses, pavilions, a snack bar, and plenty of parking make this a comfortable place to spend the day. A small enterprise at the eastern end of the park rents kayaks, paddleboards, windsurfs, and other gear, but most people are content lolling around in the calm crystal water. The beachside shop has a large collection of swimwear and just about anything you might need to round out your day at the beach, from novels to sunscreen.


Magen’s Bay is owned by the territorial government and administered as a public park. The fee collection booth is open daily from about 7:30am-6pm.


You can explore Magen’s Bay away from the beach along the 1.5-mile Magen’s Bay Nature Trail, a trail maintained by the Nature Conservancy. The trail passes through the moist lowlands before heading uphill through a dry tropical forest. The lower trailhead is tucked among the coconut palms about midway along the bay. To find it, turn left after passing the guard gate and then look for small white signs directing you to the trail. The upper trailhead is along Route 35, the road to Magen’s Bay, but poor signage makes it difficult to find without a guide.


Hull Bay


The caramel-colored coarse-sand beach of Hull Bay is the only place to catch surf on St. Thomas. It is also the epitome of laid-back, popular with locals for being off the tourist track. A sunny stretch of sand has views of offshore cays Inner Brass and Outer Brass, which adventurous beachgoers can kayak out to. During the winter months, small swells are just big enough to provide a diversion for surfers, although many head to better breaks on Tortola when they can. Hull Bay is the epicenter of the north shore French fishing community, and the bay is often scattered with small boats. Hull Bay Hideaway, the only bar on the bay, is as friendly as they come, offering games such as horseshoes to while away an afternoon.


RED HOOK AND THE EAST END


St. Thomas sheds its historical ambience on the east end, where resorts line adjacent bays. The landscape is decidedly drier than in other parts of the island, and there are fewer steep hills. This is where you will find the best water sports and one of the island’s most popular attractions, Coral World. Red Hook, the sprawling town on St. Thomas’s easternmost tip, is where most people come to catch ferries to St. John and Tortola. Farther inland, Estate Tutu and the surrounding areas are the most populated portions of St. Thomas, with large shopping malls and traffic jams.


S Coral World


Coral World Marine Park and Undersea Observatory (Coki Point, 340/775-1555, www.coralworldvi.com, 9am-5pm daily, ticket booth closes at 4pm, adults $19, children 3-12 $10, family rate $60) puts the wonder of underwater sealife within reach of everyone. An undersea observatory allows you to get eye-level with the coral reef, and jewel boxes display every imaginable marine habitat of the Virgin Islands; other exhibits showcase specific marine creatures, including green turtles and stingrays. You can swim with South American sea lions ($126 including admission) and snorkel with nurse, lemon, and blacktip sharks ($59 including admission). There is even an exhibit showing the nighttime reef—including phosphorescent coral. Feedings and public demonstrations are scheduled every 45 minutes during the day, so there is always something to watch, whether it’s fish feeding around the undersea observatory or a demonstration with the sea lions. A touch pool allow visitors young and old to feel sea stars, sea cucumbers, and a West Indian sea egg. Through the Sea Trek offering (adults $79, children $70 including admission) guests can enjoy the experience of scuba diving without the fuss of a tank. In addition to the marine exhibits, Coral World has an aviary where you can meet tropical birds including lorikeets and a short nature trail featuring tropical plants, endangered tortoises, and lots of iguanas.
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shark feeding time at Coral World





Coral World is an excellent destination for families, but just about everyone will delight in exploring its attractions. At first blush, Coral World may seem like a tourist trap—there are plenty of opportunities to spend money here—but the park is serious about its educational mission. Each year more than 5,000 local schoolchildren tour the park free of charge to learn about the marine environment that surrounds them.


Coral World tends to be busy, especially when many cruise ships are in port. If you have your heart set on one of the add-on activities, book ahead. To avoid the crowds, come early or late.


Coral World cuts back its hours in the summer. Call ahead to confirm.


Coki Point Beach


The most popular public beach in the east end is Coki Point Beach, next to Coral World. Neither too big nor too small, Coki has fluffy white sand and a moderate amount of shade. There is good snorkeling just offshore—the best on St. Thomas—and a dive shop rents gear and offers scuba lessons and rentals. An array of beach vendors sell snacks, trinkets, massages, and cold drinks. The beach gets crowded with residents on weekends and with tourists when a cruise ship is in town, but recent investment in a better bathhouse and vendor stalls, as well as an on-site beach manager and lifeguards, has significantly improved the experience.


To find Coki Beach, look for signs for Coral World on Route 38 (Smith Bay Road) and take the short, potholed road to the beach. Parking is haphazard and largely unsecured; leave your valuables at your hotel. If you have reservations at Coki Beach Dive Club, you are permitted to park in the Coral World lot.


Sugar Bay


Sugar Bay, at Dreams Sugar Bay Resort, is a compact but broad ribbon of coarse white sand opposite Coki Point. A rocky bottom makes entry difficult in places but provides good snorkeling. There are lots of beach chairs and water-sports equipment for rent. If you are not a resort guest, ask at the guard gate for directions to the public access.


S Lindquist Bay


A public park, Lindquist Bay (also called Lindquist Beach or Smith Bay Beach), is the most idyllic and pristine bay on St. Thomas. The beach is curved and narrow, with the fine white sand descending at a gentle slope toward the crystal water. Mild wave action produces a relaxing symphony of wave sounds, but does not interfere with swimming or snorkeling. Picnic tables are tucked amid shade trees. The view of uninhabited offshore cays lends to the feeling of perfect isolation.


A $2 per car admission fee is charged. Facilities include a large parking lot, restrooms, and security guards, but there is no food or drink or sale and no beach chair rentals. Bring what you need.


Sapphire Beach


Sapphire Beach, one of the best resort beaches on St. Thomas, is at Sapphire Bay, a long beach near Red Hook. Packed white sand provides the backdrop for a perfect day at the shore. A reef runs parallel to the rocky part of the bay; staff at the dive shop on the beach can provide equipment and directions to the best snorkeling. If you prefer to stay on the beach, you will enjoy views of the British Virgin Islands and Pillsbury Sound.


Locals flock to Sapphire Beach on Sunday afternoons when bands play hot soca and calypso tunes. There is usually a game of beach volleyball going on, too.


Secret Harbor


A cozy crescent of sand lying in front of an eponymous resort, Secret Harbor has everything you need for a good day at the beach. The coarse speckled sand has plenty of shade thanks to a smattering of coconut palms and there are water-sports rentals available. A swim float in the middle of the bay adds to the fun, and there is a friendly beach bar and restaurant for refreshments.


Secret Harbor is located off Route 322, near Red Hook.


Great Bay Beach


Great Bay Beach, on the eastern end of St. Thomas, is at a Ritz-Carlton resort. The sand is a little coarse and the bottom is rocky. But plenty of coconut palms, sea grape trees, and seaside grasses provide ambience, along with the Ritz-Carlton’s distinctive blue umbrellas and beach chairs (not free to nonresort guests). The water is pure and refreshing. Great Bay is also one of two Blue Flag beaches on St. Thomas, a designation given to beaches that reach high standards of environmental stewardship.


To find Great Bay, drive all the way past the resort entrance and look for the service road that directs you to the public beach access.


East End Marine Sanctuary


The eastern shoreline of St. Thomas and several offshore cays have been declared wildlife sanctuaries by the local government. The waters around Great St. James and Little St. James Islands, Cas Cay, Cow and Calf Rocks, and Patricia Cay include important mangrove, salt pond, and sea grass habitats that help sustain the local fishery. Rules limit fishing, and internal combustion engines are banned in certain areas.
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A kayaker explores East End Marine Sanctuary.





Since it is protected, the East End Marine Sanctuary offers excellent opportunities for wildlife viewing—the best on St. Thomas. Around Cas Cay you will find healthy sea grass beds; large schools of fish, stingrays, lobster, and conch; and a mangrove ecosystem that serves as the nursery of the ocean, protecting large numbers of juvenile fish from predators. A short hiking trail on tiny Cas Cay leads you to tidal pools that are home to sea urchins and make a dramatic setting for photographs when the tide is up.


Unless you have your own boat and are familiar with local waters, the only way to access the sanctuary is with a tour. Virgin Islands Ecotours (No. 2 Estate Nadir, 340/779-2155, www.viecotours.com) leads daily kayak, snorkel, and hiking tours in the sanctuary. All tours begin with a kayak around the mangrove lagoon and also include an outstanding snorkel tour of the sea grass bed, sandy flats, and mangrove ecosystem. You may choose to add on a half-mile hike around Cas Cay or include a stop at Patricia Cay and lunch for the full-day tour.


Bolongo Bay


Located along the southern shore of St. Thomas, on Route 30, is Bolongo Bay, another good resort beach. Bolongo is a small crescent bay with a coarse-sand beach scattered with small stones and coral fragments. Coconut palms provide shade and the resort offers sea toys like dinghies, kayaks, and paddleboats for rent, as well as beach chairs ($5/day). The beach attracts a fun-loving crowd as likely to spend the afternoon at the beach bar as on the water.


Sports and Recreation


SNORKELING


The best place on St. Thomas for snorkeling is Coki Beach on the east end. A healthy fringing reef runs parallel to the beach, with a narrow sandbar in the middle. Gear plus orientation, if you want it, is available from Coki Beach Dive Club (340/775-4220, www.cokidive.com), adjacent to Coral World Marine Park. Daily gear rental runs $10, or sign up for an hour-long orientation and tour ($30), perfect for beginners. For something different, try a night snorkel ($45), when you can see octopi, sea stars, stingrays, tarpon, and other creatures that like the dark.


You can also snorkel around Cas Cay and the other islands in the East End Marine Sanctuary. Virgin Islands Ecotours (Estate Nadir, 340/779-2155, www.viecotours.com) offers kayak and snorkel tours of the area beginning at $80.


St. Thomas Scuba Snorkel Adventures (340/774-9332, www.stthomasadventures.com, $40-150) offers several different snorkel tours including a three-beach overland tour and a popular night snorkel outing. Guides with St. Thomas Adventure Tours (340/227-8383, www.stthomasadventuretours.com) lead two daily 2.5-hour kayak-snorkel tours (adults $69, children 10-13 $45) departing from Lindberg Bay. Reservations required.


If traditional snorkeling doesn’t appeal to you, there are other ways to view the underwater world. In Sea Trek (Coral World, 340/775-1555, adults $77, children $68) offered by Coral World at its undersea observatory off Coki Point, you wear a helmet that supplies oxygen as you explore 30 feet below the surface of the water. The cost of Sea Trek includes admission to the Coral World park.


BOSS Submersible Scooter (Crown Bay Marina, 340/777-3549, www.bossusvi.com, $100 per person) puts you on an underwater scooter to explore in water about 7-10 feet deep. In both Sea Trek and BOSS your hair stays dry and you can wear glasses or contacts without a problem.


DIVING


Only Coki Beach has good diving from the beach, but several notable wreck and reef dive sites are accessible by boat from St. Thomas.


Miss Opportunity, an old Navy hospital barge, lies in about 55 feet of water south of the airport. One of the most popular wreck dives is the Witshoal II, an old tank-landing ship that spent 32 post-World War II years hauling wood pulp on the Great Lakes but sank during Tropical Storm Klaus in 1984. Today, it lies in water between 30 and 90 feet deep, west of Saba Island off St. Thomas, and is home to a thriving artificial reef. Three other wrecks, the Witconcrete II, Grainton, and Witservice IV, lie around Saba Island.


There is another cluster of snorkel and dive sites around Buck and Capella Islands, off the southeast coast of St. Thomas. Not to be confused with St. Croix’s Buck Island, St. Thomas’s Buck is small, rocky, and home to a lighthouse. The west end of the island offers year-round protected reef diving and snorkeling. The Cartanza Senora (sometimes called the Cartenser Senior) was sunk here as an artificial reef in 1979. Submarine sightseeing tours bring visitors to this area, especially the north shore of Buck Island.


The Cow and Calf, another popular dive site, is named for its resemblance to an adult and baby whale. Below water, this dive site is a maze of arches, ledges, and tunnels.


In addition to sites mentioned here, many St. Thomas operators sail to sites around St. John and even to the British Virgin Islands.


Expect to pay about $90 for a one-tank dive; $125 for a two-tank dive.


Dive Operators


Red Hook Dive Center (American Yacht Harbor, 340/774-3483, www.redhookdivecenter.com) is one of the largest St. Thomas dive operators, offering a whole range of dive packages, instruction, and night snorkels and dives. The company also has an office at Sugar Bay Resort.


Another favorite St. Thomas dive shop is Coki Beach Dive Club (340/775-4220, www.cokidive.com). These folks offer some of the best and friendliest dive instruction, and you can dive right off the beach—no need to get in a boat. Also try Aqua Action (Secret Harbour Beach Resort, 340/775-6285, www.aadiveres.com) and St. Thomas Diving Club (Bolongo Bay Beach Club, 340/776-2381, www.stthomasdivingclub.com).


KAYAKING


Bovoni Cay, Patricia Cay, and Cas Cay lie within the protected mangrove lagoon offshore from the community of Nadir and are ideal for exploring in a kayak. Virgin Islands Ecotours (Estate Nadir, 340/779-2155, www.viecotours.com) offers guided kayak tours of the area, plus hiking and snorkeling tours around Cas Cay.


Tours, which range from 2.5 to 5 hours, run from $80-150 for adults and $45-80 for children under 12.


PARASAILING


Parasailers ride hundreds of feet above the water at exhilarating speeds. To give it a try, call Blue Reef Watersports (340/626-7609).


WINDSURFING AND KITEBOARDING


Windsurfers glide along the surface of the water astride a board, powered by a single sail. Kiteboarders ride the surface of the sea, powered by a kite sail. Both sports are exhilarating and physically challenging ways to get out on the water. For lessons ($50-75 per hour) and gear rental call West Indies Windsurfing (340/774-6530).


STAND-UP PADDLEBOARDING


Easy to learn and a fun way to explore the ocean, stand-up paddleboarding, or SUP, has grown in popularity in recent years. SUP gear can be rented from any water-sports center on island but the calm waters of Magen’s Bay are an especially good place for beginners to try out the sport; rentals are available from the water-sports center on the eastern end of the beach.


Blue Water SUP Safaris (Hull Bay, 340/774-9436, www.supvi.com) offers lessons ($65-90), rentals ($90 per day), and full-day group excursions ($1,200).


FISHING


St. Thomas is the base of the largest sportfishing fleet in the Virgin Islands. Sportfishers depart daily from marinas along the east end of the island, many headed to the North Drop, a famed fishing ground in the British Virgin Islands. Half-day inshore fishing trips are also available. Expect to pay $600 and up for a half-day trip, $1,200 and up for a full day, and more for 10-hour marlin outings. Prices are quoted per outing (not per person). Typically equipment, bait, tackle, fuel, and beverages are included.
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