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JAMAICA

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE

[image: jpg]

Ocho Rios | Marty Jean-Louis/Shutterstock ©

I’ve been traveling internationally for quite some time now, mostly bouncing around the United States and the Caribbean. I haven’t been to every country in the world (yet), but I have seen enough to know nuh weh nuh betta than yaad. That’s a Jamaican Creole saying that means ‘there’s nowhere better than home.’ Every person who lives in Jamaica or has ever visited the island has their own reason for loving it. Whether it’s the stunning natural attractions, great weather and beaches, entertainment or food. For me, it’s mainly the warmth of the people. I’ve never met another group of spirited people with such infectious good vibes. No matter where in this world I go, the irie (fine) nature of Jamaica and its people is enough to bring me back home every time.

Sheri-Kae McLeod

@shaaeex

Sheri-Kae is a Caribbean travel writer, digital marketer and copy editor.
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My favorite experience is Mystic Mountain. Ocho Rios is one of my favorite towns on the island, and as an adrenaline junkie, Mystic Mountain is the best mixture of thrill and tropics.

WHO GOES WHERE

Our second writer and expert chooses the place which, for them, defines Jamaica.
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Treasure Beach | Ralf Liebhold/Shutterstock ©

Treasure Beach is a unique place in Jamaica – a low-key, spread-out fishing village that’s been popular with bohemians, artists and writers (it even hosts Jamaica’s literary festival) for decades, yet has managed not to be a victim of its own popularity in a country where the hard sell dominates. There’s much to love about it, from the strong community spirit to the friendly local haunts that have been around forever.

[image: jpg]

Anna Kaminski

@ACkaminski

Anna is a travel writer who has lived in Jamaica, volunteered for a Jamaican NGO and who specializes in adventure travel.
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BEAUTIFUL BEACHES

Whether you’re looking for a deserted cove, a family-friendly beach beneath coconut trees lapped by crystal-clear waters and lined with concession stands and sun loungers, a khaki-colored stretch of sand that hosts impromptu soccer and cricket games when locals come for a weekend picnic or a party beach rocked by sound systems, Jamaica caters to all tastes. While some beaches are easily accessible, with parking lots, beach restaurants and other facilities, others require legwork.

[image: jpg]

Surfing, St Thomas | David Neil Madden/Getty Images ©

Diving & Snorkeling

Diving and snorkeling operators are in Negril, Montego Bay and Ocho Rios. While diving is possible year-round, visibility may be drastically reduced during hurricane season.

[image: jpg]

Susan24u/Getty Images ©

Public Right of Way

According to Jamaican law, all beaches are accessible to the public up to the high tide line, though resort security is keen to move non-guests on.

[image: jpg]

Rick Elkins/Getty Images ©

Watersports

Beaches offering sea kayaking, sailing, parasailing and water skiing are along the west and north coasts, while Jamaica’s east coast has decent surfing spots.


BEST BEACH EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Crest turquoise waves, sun yourself on the sugary sweep of Frenchman’s Cove 1 or come for the live music.

On Great Bay Beach 2 in Treasure Beach join locals for an impromptu game of beach soccer, swim in the calm waters or sunbathe on the narrow strip of dark sand.

Head to Monkey Island or just snorkel in the crystal-clear waters off the white sweep of San San Beach 3.

Groove to competing sound systems with locals at Winnifred Beach 4, a secluded blonde-sand beach that’s resisted development for decades.

Munch on lobster and I-tal (Rastafarian) food, go sea kayaking or simply stroll the length of Seven Mile Beach 5 – Jamaica’s best-known stretch of sand.








DO GO CHASING WATERFALLS

Jamaica’s cool, clear rivers and limestone cascades fed by mountain streams give water babies ample opportunities to cool down. Floating lazily through the jungle grants you wonderful vistas of the lush countryside. Some waterfalls seem tailor-made for scrambling, others invite soaking in deep pools of turquoise or challenge your inner daredevil into leaping off crags.

[image: jpg]

Dunn’s River Falls, Ocho Rios | GMELAND/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Water Gear

Water shoes are a must because of the rocky, uneven bottom as you walk. Some popular falls sell them; otherwise, bring your own.

Guided Waterfall Adventures

To capture the photogenic glory as you frolic in the spray or jump off rocky ledges, river guides are happy to click for tips.


BEST WATERY EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Scramble up waterfalls and splash in gin-clear pools at crowded-but-fun Dunn’s River Falls 1.

Float down the Rio Grande 2 on a bamboo raft.

Swim through underwater tunnels and soak in natural hot tubs at the remote and stunning Reach Falls 3.

Fling yourself into teal-blue pools or fly over the falls on a zip line at YS Falls 4.

Travel through an emerald-green tunnel of vegetation along the Martha Brae River 5.








FOOD, GLORIOUS FOOD

Any Jamaican will wax lyrical about their favorite places to eat jerk pork or chicken, and about dishes that evoke the taste of home and the key ingredients that make Jamaican cuisine so distinctive. You too can roam the country in search of the finest jerk, the most moreish curry goat and the best farm-to-table dining experiences.

What Is Jerk?

Jerk involves chicken, pork or even fish and lobster marinated in pimento (allspice) and Scotch bonnet peppers, and then slow-smoked over pimento wood.

[image: jpg]

Bern James/Shutterstock ©

Foodie Tours

Sample Jamaica’s ingredients at the source at the Appleton (pictured) and Hampden rum estates. Jamaica Cultural Enterprises in Kingston runs specialist culinary tours.

[image: jpg]

Photo Spirit/Shutterstock ©

Farm-to-Table Dining

Various organic farms offer farm-to-table dining experiences, from St Ann’s Stush in the Bush and Negril’s Zimbali Retreat to Jake’s in Treasure Beach.


BEST FOODIE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Gorge on jerk snapper and curry lobster in Alligator Pond 1, Jamaica’s top seafood destination.

You’ve fallen in love with jerk pork and want the best stuff? Head for Boston Bay 2 for the dish at its most authentic and addictive.

Head to Omar’s Jerk 3 in Bluefields for jerk chicken cooked to smoky, punchy perfection at his humble oil-drum grill.

Tour the organic farm at Stush in the Bush 4 , then sit down for the most memorable plant-based meal of your life.

Head to Strawberry Hill 5 for Jamaica’s most celebrated brunch, served with panoramic mountain views.








WILDERNESS THRILLS

Jamaica is underrated when it comes to outdoor adventure. The Blue Mountains and the untamed wilderness of Cockpit Country throw down a gauntlet to experienced trekkers, while less-demanding day walks pass through beautiful farmland on the fringes of Cockpit Country and along the lower slopes of the Blue and John Crow Mountains. There’s a rich, labyrinthine underworld as well – caverns filled with stalactites and stalagmites, and underground rivers flowing in the dark – where spelunking adventures await the intrepid.

[image: jpg]

Blue Mountains | Marc Stephan/Shutterstock ©

Come Prepared

Don’t underestimate either the Cockpits’ Troy–Windsor trail or the Blue Mountain Peak ascent. You’ll need good fitness, proper hiking gear and ample water and food.

[image: jpg]

Wand_Prapan/Getty Images ©

Spelunking Tips

Dress in clothes you’re prepared to tear and/or soil, and comfortable closed-toed shoes that may get soaked. Local guides are essential and claustrophobia a possibility.

[image: jpg]

Kimone Williams/Getty Images ©

Water Adventures

Exploring the Printed Circuit Cave near Rock Spring involves chest-deep wading (or swimming) through flooded sections of the cave. Bring water shoes and waterproof flashlights.


BEST OUTDOOR THRILLS

[image: jpg]

Hike to Peace Cave 1, where the peace treaty between the Maroons and the British was allegedly signed, enjoying stellar mountain views.

Camp overnight at Holywell Park 2, hike the four short nature trails and go birdwatching at dawn.

Scale Blue Mountain Peak 3 – Jamaica’s highest point – on an overnight trek, your path lit by the magical glow of fireflies.

Cross wild, inhospitable Cockpit Country via the Troy–Windsor trail 4, the island’s toughest day hike through pristine jungle along a 17th-century British military track.

Walk (and wade) through a cool, clear subterranean river in the Printed Circuit Cave 5, admiring the rock formations and looking for river-dwelling crayfish.








HISTORIC SITES

Few small countries lay claim to such a wealth of cultures as Jamaica. Originally inhabited by Taíno people, later a notorious haven for buccaneers and then a prosperous part of the Spanish and British empires due to the cultivation of sugar cane using the labor of enslaved Africans, the island is awash with historical remains.

[image: jpg]

Falmouth | BY MARC GUITARD/GETTY IMAGES ©

Jewish Pirates of the Caribbean

During Port Royal’s heyday, it was the base for Jewish buccaneers. Hunt’s Bay has Jewish pirate graves with skulls and crossbones.

Footwear & Hats

Jamaica’s fort remains are mostly shadeless, while significant Taíno petroglyph sites are accessed via uneven jungle trails; pack comfortable footwear and a sun hat.


[image: jpg]

BEST HISTORIC EXPERIENCES

Take a jungle trek from the Last Resort 1 to locate one of the few surviving Taíno petroglyphs.

Contemplate the fate of national hero Sam Sharpe in his namesake square in Montego Bay 2; in 1832 he was hanged here.

Check out the fading Georgian buildings in Black River 3.

Wander through Fort Charles in Port Royal 4, a relic of the bustling town that terrorised the Caribbean.

Peruse the historical buildings of time-warped Falmouth 5.








FOR ART’S SAKE

Until the early 20th century, Jamaican art was largely shaped by colonial tastes, resulting in insipid tropical landscape paintings. The 1920s saw a major pivot towards home-grown artists whose vibrant works reflected the realities of Jamaican life. A century on, Jamaica’s art scene is bold and thought-provoking – a deeply personal vision of the national psyche.

Art Revolution

From 1922, Edna Manley, wife of independence leader Norman Manley, spearheaded the artistic movement reflecting Jamaican heritage and pride, organizing free classes for young talent.

[image: jpg]

Karol Kozlowski/Alamy Stock Photo ©

A Trio of Greats

Jamaica’s early modern movement included the brooding landscapes of John Dunkley, idyllic dreamscapes of Albert Huie and gritty portrayals of Kingston by David Pottinger.

[image: jpg]

Debbie Ann Powell/Shutterstock ©

Kingston’s Street Art

Murals in Kingston’s poorest ghettoes offer frank portrayals of ‘the sufferers’ while honoring musical heroes, ghetto dons and victims of the ‘police war on the poor.’


BEST CONTEMPORARY ART

[image: jpg]

Explore the breadth of Jamaica’s artistic expression in Kingston’s National Gallery of Jamaica 1. (pictured)

Embark on a phallic scavenger hunt at Mountambrin Theatre 2.

Immerse yourself in thought-provoking exhibitions at National Gallery West 3. (pictured)

Admire the muralists’ vast canvasses along Water Lane 4 in Downtown Kingston – a joyous, colorful celebration of different aspects of Jamaican life.

Contemplate the large-scale replica of Edna Manley’s  Negro Aroused 5 statue on the waterfront in Kingston.








FROM BEAN TO BREW

Jamaican Blue Mountain brew is described as the champagne of coffees – with a price tag to match. Relatively mild and light-bodied, it has a slightly nutty flavor and its own unmistakable aroma. Cloud cover, regular rainfall and volcanic soil provide ideal conditions for the 15,000 smallholder producers – look for include Clifton Mountain Estate, Blue Baron and Clydesdale.

[image: jpg]

Coffee plantations, Blue Mountains | BY MARC GUITARD/GETTY IMAGES ©

Coffee Plantation Tours

It’s possible to arrange plantation tours at various participating properties in the Blue Mountains, complete with coffee tastings at the end.

Buying Coffee

Coffee is divided into two categories: Blue Mountain (grown at 550-1680m) and High Mountain (grown below 550m).


BEST COFFEE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Visit Craighton Estate 1 for a tour of the 200-year-old great house and coffee plantation.

Swing by the Mavis Bank Coffee Factory 2 to sample the wares and pick up some beans.

One of the finest small producers is Old Tavern 3 estate, with tours on request and the rare peaberry variety for sale.

Visit Jamaica Standard 4 to pick up bags of Island Blue and wallet-friendly High Mountain coffee.

Head to Cafe Blue 5 for a superlative cup of joe.








WELCOME TO JAMROCK

Few places are as defined by their music as Jamaica, an island that punches well above its weight in global cultural influence. Thanks to Bob Marley, reggae is the island soundtrack that conquered the world, but you can also delve into the rhythms of roots reggae and dancehall at Jamaica’s regular events and epic music festivals.

Roots Reggae Legends

While Bob Marley is the most globally recognized of the roots reggae pantheon, other greats include Desmond Dekker, Dennis Brown, Gregory Isaacs and Burning Spear.

[image: jpg]

peeterv/Getty Images ©

Dancehall Daze

The modern sound of Jamaica is dancehall: rapid-fire chanting over bass-heavy beats. Beenie Man, Bounty Killer, Sizzla, Sean Paul and Konshens brought dancehall to the world.

[image: jpg]

peeterv/Getty Images ©

Party All Night

Kingston’s overnight music events and street parties (giant speakers set up at either end of a street) are Jamaican nightlife at its best.


BEST MUSIC EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Head to St Ann’s Bay 1 in late December for Sting, the dancehall event of the year.

Lose yourself amidst the heavy, mellow bass beats of reggae roots and clouds of ganja smoke during Rebel Salute 2.

Groove until sunrise on the beach to reggae and dancehall tunes at Montego Bay’s Reggae Sumfest 3.

Rock out to reggae, dancehall and DJ sets at Negril’s Dream WKND 4, held over five days in August.

Attend a Kingston 5 street party – nothing fancy, just a couple of giant speakers, revelers dancing and sellers supplying fish ‘tea’ and ganja.








ADRENALINE ADVENTURES

Jamaica’s rugged and varied topography of jungle, hills and rivers seems tailor-made for adventure. A little tweaking of spectacular natural settings has seen bits of the countryside transformed into adventure playgrounds that get your heartbeat racing, whether you’re flying through the air on a zip line, tubing down a river or riding an ATV on verdant hills.

[image: jpg]

Mystic Mountain, Ocho Rios | M. Timothy O'Keefe/Alamy Stock Photo ©

ATV Rules

You must be 18 to drive an ATV and at least 12 to be a passenger; some ATV tour companies allow passengers six and over.

Zip Lining Guidelines

Minimum zip lining age is six–10 years old, depending on the incline/number of zip line. You must be between 1.2m and 1.95m tall.


BEST ADRENALINE-FILLED EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Feel your heart drop during the exhilarating bobsled ride through dense jungle at Mystic Mountain 1.

Drive an ATV through the lush countryside, then learn about Rastafarian culture over an I-tal meal as part of Rastasafari 2.

At Chukka Ocean Outpost at Sandy Bay 3, whizz down a zip line or take a mountain-to-ocean ATV safari.

Float beneath a jungle canopy and plummet into cool, clear waters as part of the White River 4 tubing experience.

Fly above the river on a zip line, then kayak down the emerald-colored waters at Chukka Eco-Adventure Outpost at Good Hope 5.








WHERE THE WILD THINGS ARE

Jamaica’s varied terrain – mountains clad in montane rainforest, caves, mangrove-fringed wetlands, river valleys, offshore reefs, coastal waters and semi-arid plains – provides numerous habitats essential to the survival of all manner of scaled and feathered creatures, from the American crocodile, sea turtles and manatees to dolphins and 307 bird species.

Endangered Manatee

The West Indian manatee (sea cow) is highly endangered due to pollution and habitat loss. If you’re lucky, you may spot some in Alligator Hole.

[image: jpg]

LagunaticPhoto/Getty Images ©

Bring Binoculars

Whether you’re a keen birder or a casual appreciator, pack binoculars to get a closer look at Jamaica’s scaled, feathered and finned life.

[image: jpg]

Tetra Images/Getty Images ©

Doctor Bird (Will See You Now)

The striking red-billed streamertail, aka the doctor bird or scissor-tail, is a hummingbird endemic to Jamaica, and the national bird.


BEST WILD EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Hop aboard a boat for a tour of the Great Morass 1 with American crocodiles and waterfowl.

Pack a snorkeling mask and fins to swim between San San Beach 2 and Monkey Island, spotting assorted reef fish on the way.

Head to Windsor Great Cave 3 in time for sunset to see a vortex of 100,000 bats emerge to hunt.

Spot doctor birds flitting between flowering trees and bushes around the grounds at Mountambrin Theatre 4.

At Marshall’s Pen 5 you can spot over 100 bird species, including 25 of Jamaica’s 30 endemic birds.









REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Capital & the Mountains

[image: jpg]

Allow: 4 days     Distance: 120km


This loop takes you from Jamaica’s buzzy capital and the lively streets of Downtown, bedecked with murals and pulsating with music, up into the Blue Mountains to stay at a luxury retreat and sample the fabled Blue Mountain coffee before paying a visit to the former pirate city of Port Royal.


[image: jpg]
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Kingston | LBSimms Photography/Shutterstock ©

1 Kingston [image: ] 1 DAY

Base yourself in Kingston, where you can explore some of Jamaica’s premier cultural sights: National Gallery of Jamaica and National Museum. Wander the colorful lanes of Downtown Kingston, rejuvenated with street art and with great eating options, and look out for posters advertising all-night music events – a must for any reggae/dancehall aficionado.

[image: jpg]

Craig F Scott/Shutterstock ©

2 Strawberry Hill [image: ] ½ DAY

Make the drive up into the foothills of the Blue Mountains to record mogul Chris Blackwell’s bougainvillea-draped luxury retreat, Strawberry Hill. Even if you don’t stay overnight, Sunday brunch here has long been a thing for well-heeled Kingstonians, and the New Jamaican cuisine at the restaurant is well worth the journey at any time of day (book ahead).

[image: jpg]

eric laudonien/Shutterstock ©

3 Section [image: ] ½ DAY

Continue your exploration of the Blue Mountains by pressing on to the hamlet of Section, deep in Blue Mountain coffee country. You are here because you love your brew, and there are few better places to try it than the Old Tavern coffee estate. Call ahead so that owner David can show you how coffee grows before treating you to a tasting session.

[image: jpg]

Monty Rakusen/Getty Images ©

4 Port Royal [image: ] ½ DAY

Day trip from Kingston to Port Royal, the former pirate capital of the Caribbean and one of the wealthiest and ‘wickedest’ cities on Earth. Devastated by a 17th-century earthquake, it is now a sleepy place with a wealth of historic sights. Explore Fort Charles before a seafood lunch at Gloria’s, a local institution.

[image: jpg]

ANNI Orlova/Shutterstock ©

5 Lime Cay [image: ] ½ DAY

In Port Royal, talk to local fishers to arrange a boat trip out to Lime Cay, one of half a dozen uninhabited little islands offshore. The white-sand beaches are great for sunbathing, calm water makes for good snorkeling and shacks sell food and drink. The Harder They Come fans will recognise Lime Cay as the setting for the final showdown.

[image: jpg]

Lieblingsbuerger/Shutterstock ©

6 Kingston [image: ] 1 DAY

Finish with another day’s exploration of the capital, this time checking out Uptown’s notable sights: the Bob Marley Museum, the grand, late 19th-century architecture of Devon House and Emancipation Park.

[image: jpg]
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ITINERARIES

Beach Towns, Waterfalls & Rivers

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 days
Distance: 293km


Jamaica’s north coast and west coast feature some of the country’s most beguiling beaches, attracting sun worshipers and water-sports enthusiasts alike. More watery attractions await inland in the form of waterfalls and river-rafting jaunts. Back on dry land, Jamaica’s four main towns provide food and entertainment galore.


[image: jpg]

1 Negril [image: ] 2 DAYS

Hit Jamaica’s finest and longest white-sand stretch: Negril's Seven Mile Beach. Spend a lazy day or enjoy a spot of parasailing, followed by one of the pumping nightly beach parties, or jump off the cliff at Rick’s Café in West End. The dining is second to none, whether you’re after a low-key Jamaican breakfast or romantic fine-dining with cliffside views.

[image: jpg]

Alchemist Chronicles 876/Shutterstock ©

2 Montego Bay [image: ] 1 DAY

Stroll the Hip Strip, sun yourself on Doctor’s Cave Beach, check out the clutch of historical buildings – including National Museum West – around Sam Sharpe Square in what passes for downtown and perhaps sign up for a boozy sunset cruise. You’ll eat well in MoBay, whether it’s at Usain Bolt’s Tracks and Records or at treat-yourself Houseboat Grill.

[image: jpg]

CO Leong/Shutterstock ©

3 Martha Brae [image: ] ½ DAY

Tucked away behind its namesake village, this rafting operation allows you to float through a green tunnel of riotous jungle vegetation on a bamboo raft, with swims along the way.

[image: ] Detour: Before heading east, swing by the Chukka Eco-Adventure Outpost at Good Hope for more watery adventure and a glimpse of one of Jamaica’s most beautiful valleys.

[image: jpg]

Debbie Ann Powell/Shutterstock ©

4 Ocho Rios [image: ] 1½ DAYS

At the tourist hub town of Ocho Rios, head straight for its biggest attraction: Dunn’s River Falls. Allow yourself half a day for scrambling up the limestone falls and swimming in beautiful cascades, before catching a live reggae gig in town.

[image: ] Detour: Head for Cool Blue Hole to frolic in considerably less-peopled waters, diving and swinging on Tarzan swings.

[image: jpg]
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5 Port Antonio [image: ] 1½ DAYS

Compared to its coastal brethren, Port Antonio is refreshingly untouristy – a far cry from the 1940s, when it was a heaving celeb hub. Wander its streets, lined with handsome Georgian and Victorian architecture, explore the Errol Flynn Marina, drink in low-key bars and dine at unassuming local establishments such as Piggy’s Jerk.

[image: jpg]

peeterv/Getty Images ©

6 Rio Grande [image: ] ½ DAY

Stop by the Rio Grande, fed by the rains that constantly soak Portland parish. Make like Errol Flynn in the 1940s, and float down the river’s vast expanse on a bamboo raft as your captain poles you along the water that’s sometimes a playful turquoise, and sometimes a turbulent brown, past jungle-covered limestone cliffs.

[image: jpg]
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ITINERARIES

Jamaica Less Traveled

[image: jpg]

Allow: 11 days
Distance: 697km


See Jamaica in all its remarkable diversity, from the somewhat chaotic streets of Kingston to the serene beauty of its greenery-bedecked mountainous spine, laid-back fishing villages and remote waterfalls. And venture into the limestone-and-jungle wilderness of Cockpit Country and the foothills of the Blue Mountains to experience Maroon culture.


[image: jpg]

1 Kingston  [image: ] 2 DAYS

Begin your explorations in Kingston – specifically Downtown. The National Gallery of Jamaica is a must-see for anyone with an interest in contemporary art. If you’re a music buff, consult billboards in case you can catch a live-music performance while you’re here. Marley fans: head to Trench Town Culture Yard.

[image: jpg]
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2 Blue Mountain Peak [image: ] 2 DAYS

Arrange pickup from Kingston for half a night’s stay at Whitfield Hall. You’ll be woken up at 3am to hit the tough, 10km-long, switch-backing trail up Blue Mountain Peak, your way lit by fireflies, in time to watch the sun rise over Jamaica.

[image: ] Detour: Stop by Mavis Bank Coffee Factory on your drive back to Kingston to sample Blue Mountain coffee. [image: ] 1 hour

[image: jpg]

Photo Spirit/Shutterstock ©

3 Treasure Beach  [image: ] 2 DAYS

One of the most laid-back fishing villages in Jamaica, Treasure Beach is an ideal base for beach-hopping, liming (chilling) with locals in low-key bars, going croc-spotting in the Great Morass and doing half-day trips to YS Falls.

[image: ] Detour: Drive potholed country lanes to Alligator Pond for a fish feast of jerk snapper and curry lobster with all the trimmings. [image: ] 4 hours

[image: jpg]

Ralf Liebhold/Shutterstock ©

4 Accompong [image: ] 1 DAY

Approaching Accompong, the most traditional of Jamaica’s Maroon settlements, often along a single-lane mountain road, feels highly dramatic. The village itself – a farming community – is as tranquil as can be. Have a guide show you the notable landmarks, hike to the Peace Cave where the peace treaty was signed between the Maroons and the British.

5 Windsor [image: ] 2 DAYS

Base yourself in Windsor, a supremely scenic hamlet in north Cockpit Country, and do a short jungle trek to ancient Taíno carvings, or else take on Jamaica’s toughest, 19km-long day hike, the historic Troy–Windsor trail, with the help of a guide and ‘cutlass men’, walking in the footsteps of Maroons and the British soldiers who unsuccessfully fought them.

6 Port Antonio [image: ] 1 DAY

Spend a day in Port Antonio, exploring its historical buildings and spending time on Winnifred Beach, one of Jamaica’s loveliest, undeveloped stretches of sand, complete with food shacks and sound system.

[image: ] Detour: For more Maroon culture, drive inland to Moore Town and get a guide to show you the final resting place of legendary fighter Nanny.

7 Reach Falls [image: ] 1 DAY

Stop in Boston Bay for Jamaica’s best jerk pork, and head inland just past Machioneal to Reach Falls, Jamaica’s most gorgeous and one of its least-visited waterfalls. Hire a guide to take you swimming in clear dipping pools upriver, then gird your loins for a slow and potholed drive back to Jamaica’s capital.

[image: jpg]
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WHEN TO GO

Answer: whenever you want. Jamaica is a year-round destination, though tropical storms hit during the June to November hurricane season.


A tropical climate, long days and year-round sunshine are just some of the reasons to visit Jamaica. Beach-hopping around the main resort towns of Montego Bay, Negril and Ocho Rios is on the agenda year-round, as is frolicking in waterfalls and beach-based water sports – from snorkeling and scuba diving to parasailing and surfing. Kingston, the beating heart of the Jamaican music scene, is ideal for a city vacation anytime, though bear in mind that summers are particularly sultry, and June to November there can be heavy rainstorms. Jamaica is an underrated hiking destination, with mountain ranges and jungle to explore; November–April is best. Pack layers if heading up Blue Mountain Peak. May and June are harvest months at the Blue Mountain coffee farms.


I LIVE HERE

JAMAICA IN SPRING

Newton Harris is advisor to the Minister of Foreign Affairs

Spring is my favorite time of year in Jamaica. I’m a keen Hash Harrier (we run every weekend), and the days are still sufficiently cool. I also try to catch the Boys and Girls Championship – Jamaica’s biggest athletics event – at the stadium in Kingston. Easter coincides with the season for sweet, addictive mangoes – my favorite! – plus I get to party at Kingston’s Carnival – a colorful fusion of local and regional musical genres.




HURRICANES

Jamaica is part of the Caribbean hurricane belt that’s vulnerable to hurricanes during the Atlantic hurricane season (June to November). Storm activity peaks between August and October, but the chances of a direct hit are slim.



Want a Bargain?


Resorts aside, prices don’t vary much between seasons. Around Montego Bay, Negril and Ocho Rios, accommodations are priciest during the December to April high season.

[image: jpg]

Seven Mile Beach, Negril | Debbie Ann Powell/Shutterstock ©

OCEAN DEEP, MOUNTAIN HIGH

The Caribbean Sea temperature peaks in August at around 85°F (29°C), while in February it’s coolest, 80°F (26°C). At Jamaica’s highest point, Blue Mountain Peak (2256m), temperatures can drop into the single digits at night.

Jamaica’s Biggest Bashes


St Ann’s Bay hosts Rebel Salute, the biggest roots reggae concert in Jamaica. Past participants have included Burning Spear, Big Mountain and The Abyssinians. [image: ] January

One of the Caribbean’s biggest parties, Carnival is an exuberant week-long celebration with costumed revelers, parades, all-night parties and live reggae, calypso and particularly soca. [image: ] March/April

The big mama of all music festivals, Reggae Sumfest includes world-class artists and bands at the beach party in Montego Bay. Past performers have included Gregory Isaacs, Damien ‘Jr Gong’ Marley and Alicia Keys. [image: ] July

Taking place on Boxing Day (December 26) at Plantation Cove in St Ann’s Bay, Sting is a one-night dancehall extravaganza that brings together ‘lyrical clashes’ between the likes of Lady G, Terror Fabulous, Merciless and Alozade. [image: ] December


I LIVE HERE

Winter & Summer in Cockpit Country

Bonz Robertson is general manager at Chukka Eco-Adventure Outpost at Good Hope

Year round, I cycle out at dawn into Cockpit Country. It’s Jamaica’s breathtakingly beautiful pristine wilderness. Cycling in the winter months is my favorite, when the mornings are coolest. I also love riding my motorbike along those same back country lanes at the height of summer, when the air smells of impending rainstorms, or when I get caught in a heavy downpour and come home covered in mud and deliriously happy.
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Cultural Festivals


Jamaica’s most traditional Maroon town celebrates its nominal independence at the Accompong Maroon Festival with mento bands, processions, chants, storytelling, speeches and a riot of food and drink. [image: ] January

Held in even-numbered years in Treasure Beach, the Calabash International Literary Festival draws creative voices from Jamaica and abroad. Expect lively readings and poetry slams. [image: ] June

On August 6, the island erupts in celebrations commemorating Independence Day – the birth of Jamaica as a postcolonial, independent nation. Expect music, dancing, parades and speeches, with the biggest bash taking place in Kingston. [image: ] August

Held on even-numbered years at Kingston’s National Gallery of Jamaica, the National Exhibition is one of the most anticipated cultural events in the Caribbean. [image: ] November

FEELING HOT, HOT, HOT!

Jamaica has a tropical climate, with hot days year-round and an average daily temperature of 85°F (29°C), though nights can be cool during the winter months, particularly in the mountains. Summer and fall are muggy and rainier.

Weather Through the Year

[image: jpg]

JANUARY

Avg daytime max: 80°F (27°C)
Days of rainfall: 4

[image: jpg]

FEBRUARY

Avg daytime max: 80°F (27°C)
Days of rainfall: 3.7
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MARCH

Avg daytime max: 80°F (27°C)
Days of rainfall: 5.2
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APRIL

Avg daytime max: 82°F (28°C)
Days of rainfall: 5.4
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MAY

Avg daytime max: 82°F (28°C)
Days of rainfall: 11.1

[image: jpg]

JUNE

Avg daytime max: 85°F (29°C)
Days of rainfall: 12.1

[image: jpg]

JULY

Avg daytime max: 86°F (30°C)
Days of rainfall: 10.6
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AUGUST

Avg daytime max: 85°F (29°C)
Days of rainfall: 12.6

[image: jpg]

SEPTEMBER

Avg daytime max: 85°F (29°C)
Days of rainfall: 15.5

[image: jpg]

OCTOBER

Avg daytime max: 85°F (29°C)
Days of rainfall: 14.3

[image: jpg]

NOVEMBER

Avg daytime max: 82°F (28°C)
Days of rainfall: 9.3

[image: jpg]

DECEMBER

Avg daytime max: 80°F (27°C)
Days of rainfall: 4.6




GET PREPARED
FOR JAMAICA

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain.
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Clothes

Dress light: Jamaica has a tropical climate, which means it’s warm year-round. There’s no snow here, no extremely cold temperatures or long periods of wet weather – in fact, droughts and heat waves are more likely. Dress for the tropics, with short-sleeved or sleeveless shirts, loose tops and flowy dresses. Bring a sweater just in case it rains, or if you plan to visit the Blue Mountains or visit the town of Mandeville, where it’s unusually chilly.

Sandals and shoes: Comfortable sandals are everyday footwear for Jamaicans, worn when running errands or other common outings. But if you plan on going to dinner at a restaurant, going hiking or to a concert, you’ll need proper shoes.

Hats: On an average day, the sun is scorching, especially in major cities.


Manners

‘Good manners will carry you through the world’ is a popular Jamaican saying. Always say ‘hello,’ ‘good morning’ and ‘good night.’

Kingstonians are always on the go, but elsewhere on the island, life is not as faced-paced. Take a breather and grab a drink at a bar.

There isn’t much appreciation for timid, soft-spoken people here. Speak up, always. And if you have to, shout.




READ
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A Brief History of Seven Killings (Marlon James; 2014) This novel tells the story of the attempted assassination of Bob Marley.

[image: jpg]

Augustown (Kei Miller; 2016) A family’s struggle to overcome various forms of prejudice in 20th-century Jamaica.

[image: jpg]

How to Love a Jamaican (Alexia Arthurs; 2018) A collection of short stories about Jamaican immigrants and their families back home.

[image: jpg]

Here Comes the Sun (Nicole Dennis-Benn; 2016) An exploration of the impact of tourism on locals.




Words

Irie (eye-ree) popular word meaning good or fine.

Govan (gov-an) another equivalent of good or fine, used primarily among Jamaican youth.

Mash up is a term that means destroyed. It is also a way to express that you’re extremely tired.

Bless up is a term popular among the Rastafarian community. This is a way of wishing someone well or wishing one a good day.

Wah Gwaan is a casual greeting or phrase to ask ‘what’s up?’

Nuff is a word meaning plenty or in abundance. This is also used to describe a person who is nosy.

Rhatid (raa-tid) is an exclamation used to express surprise, shock or frustration.

Yute is a young child or young adult, usually in reference to a male.

Likkle more is the equivalent of ‘see you later’ or another way to say ‘later.’

Hol’ a medz means to meditate or relax, or engage in a deep conversation with someone.

Mannaz (man-az) is an acceptable way to tell someone ‘thanks.’

Frass is slang used to describe someone who is tipsy or extremely tired.

Empress is an attractive woman.

Pree means to watch or pay close attention to something. This can also be used to pose a question in reference to an event or activity, for example: ‘what’s the pree for tonight?’ (what are you doing tonight?)

Badmin’ (bad-mine) is a word used to describe someone who is jealous or envious of someone else.




WATCH
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AJ PICS/ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©

Cool Runnings (Jon Turteltaub; 1993; pictured) Inspired by the real-life Jamaican 1988 Olympic bobsled team.

The Harder They Come (Perry Henzell; 1972) Rural musician Jimmy Cliff travels to Kingston to find success.

Dancehall Queen (Rick Elgood/Don Letts; 1997) A single mother is a street vendor by day and a mysterious dancehall performer by night.

Better Mus’ Come (Storm Saulter; 2011) A love story marred by political turmoil and gang activities.

Sprinter (Storm Saulter; 2018) A youngster’s journey to become track and field’s next big star athlete.




LISTEN

Exodus (Bob Marley; 1977) The album that propelled Bob Marley to international stardom.

Chronology (Chronixx; 2017) Grammy-nominated debut album from one of reggae’s newest stars.

Welcome to Jamrock (Damian Marley; 2005) A reggae and dancehall project which scored Marley two Grammy awards.

Where We Come From (Popcaan; 2014) The debut album from one of dancehall’s most popular acts, Popcaan.






TRIP PLANNER

JAMAICA’S WATERFALLS

It’s no surprise that Jamaica – the land of wood and water – has a variety of natural attractions. Among them are stunning waterfalls in abundance in the northern and eastern regions. Whether you’re seeking relaxation or a thrilling adventure, there’s at least one that’s perfect for you. Here are some useful tips on these attractions.
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The Island’s Top Waterfalls

COOL Blue Hole

Cool Blue Hole is a great place to unleash your inner Tarzan. Flora, fauna and rocks surround the waterfall that pours into a cool pool, about 5.5m deep. Above is a rustic dive board and vines to jump into the waters below. There’s also a hidden cave underneath.

Dunn’s River Falls

Dunn’s River Falls is one of Jamaica’s most popular tourist attractions. This waterfall towers above all others, at 55m high and 183m wide. But don’t be alarmed at its height. Climbing the falls is a fun adventure: imagine a wet hour-long hike with small pools of water along the trail. Choose to climb the massive waterfall with a guide or take the stairs if you don’t want to get wet. There are also pools and a beach.
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Dunn’s River Falls | GummyBone/Getty Images ©


WHEN TO GO

Peak Times On major public holidays, it is customary for many Jamaicans to visit the island’s attractions, including the waterfalls. The Easter holidays, National Heroes Day in October and Boxing Day in December are times when you’ll find the most crowds at these sites. During the summer months, which also have two major national holidays in August, both locals and tourists flock to the falls. Expect crowds of tourists at any water attraction near a cruise port, like Dunn’s River Falls. Many cruises set sail for Jamaica during the summer months and at the start of the year.

Slow Season Outside holidays, Jamaicans will tend to avoid water attractions during the months of December and January when the temperature drops slightly. The latter part of the hurricane season, when the island experiences the most rainfall, is also usually a slow season for natural water attractions.

Dry Season Many of the smaller waterfalls are significantly affected by the island’s dry season during the spring and early summer when there is very little rain. Some waterfalls completely dry up during the months of March and April. Others are also affected by frequent heat waves or drought.



Reach Falls

Reach Falls is one of the most stunning natural attractions on the east coast. This waterfall is perfect for swimming and relaxing surrounded by flora, fauna and exotic birds. Some of its unique caves, naturally carved out in rocks by the rushing water, are big enough to jump through to the main pool. There are also hidden caves behind the falls you can climb through to get to the top, and a natural, heart-shaped pool.

YS Falls

The main highlight at YS Falls is the massive seven-tiered waterfall, with thick vines above, interrupted by natural pools. Also on-site is a natural river pool running through the property, a beautiful garden with picnic tables and a zip line above the waterfalls.

Pricing & Local Guides

The established tourist attractions, such as Dunn’s River and YS Falls, have ticket offices on-site. The average cost at these attractions is around US$25. Lesser-known waterfalls cost significantly less (some are even free with no security). Many smaller waterfalls are located near villages or small communities, where you can arrange a tour or guide. There’s no standard fee for these guides, but the expectation is that you will tip, typically no more than US$20 unless you’re feeling generous.
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SAFETY TIPS

Don’t attempt to climb any waterfall in Jamaica without the proper shoes. Water shoes are sold at Dunn’s River, YS Falls and many of other major waterfalls. For smaller falls, bring them with you. Be aware that the falls are slippery, and if you don’t know how to swim, don’t swing from vines or go diving without a lifejacket. Avoid rocky areas when diving. While many of the waterfall attractions do not have age restrictions, climbing waterfalls isn’t recommended for children under seven. Pregnant women and people with heart conditions, back or knee problems, or other physical conditions should also avoid climbing massive waterfalls.






THE FOOD SCENE

Jamaican cuisine is a melting pot of various international flavors that have helped form everyday traditions on the island.
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You’d be hard-pressed to find a Jamaican who doesn’t have a deep appreciation for delicious and flavorful food. Jamaican food is a culinary melting pot made with ingredients contributed by all the diverse populations who have inhabited the island.

Jamaica’s African ancestors have had the most influence on country’s cuisine; they created the jerk style of cooking. The fruit of the most popular Jamaican dish, ackee, was also brought to the island from Africa. But other groups have also influenced the food here: the island is known for its curry dishes, which were developed and made popular by Indians, and locals have also put their own unique stamp on Chinese and Mexican cuisines.

Jamaica’s location and climate play a major role in the food, with a wide variety of seafood, fruit, vegetables and ground provisions forming part of the local diet.

All the various food types and spices on the island blend perfectly to create some of the most delicious meals you’ll find anywhere.

‘Eat What You Grow’

‘Eat what you grow’ is a popular tagline (and method of survival) for Jamaicans. This means fruits, greens and staples. Jamaicans are big on carbs, particularly ground provisions which are root-vegetable staples commonly found in the Caribbean, including yam, sweet potatoes, green bananas and cassava. They are served as sides to meat or among the ingredients found in soups. Ground provisions are also typically served for breakfast or dinner. Don’t expect to find them at fancy restaurants though. They are served daily at small cookshops, Jamaican chain restaurants and in average households.

Meaty Favorites

The list of meats that Jamaicans won’t eat is very short. In every corner of the island, daily lunch and dinner contain some kind of meat, whether chicken, mutton, pork, goat or oxtail. Pescatarians, or those attempting to eat healthily, replace these with any of the variety of seafood caught by fishermen: fish, lobster, conch and shrimp. Meat is serious business, particularly on Sundays where, in most homes, a typical dinner consists of fried chicken (or some other kind of meat), rice and peas, with vegetables/salad as a side. While you might be able to get away with serving Jamaicans greens as a substitute for meat during the week, on Sunday at dinner, it’s an absolute must (unless you’re vegetarian).

Let’s Drink

After a long day of work, especially on a Friday, Jamaicans head to the bar. Drinking is a social activity here and it helps that the local brands of alcohol are among the most sought-after in the world. The J. Wray and Nephew White Overproof Rum (with 63% alcohol) is the holy grail of alcohol for Jamaicans and only consumed by those who have proved themselves to be hardcore rum drinkers, while Appleton Estate rum (with 40%) is for those who are a little less hardcore.
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Best Jamaican Dishes

OXTAIL

A rich stew made from the tail of a cow.

STEW PEAS

A stew of red kidney beans and salted meat.

CURRY MUTTON/GOAT

A curry dish with stewed goat meat or mutton.

ESCOVEICH FISH

Fried fish with a spicy sauce and pickled vegetable medley.

CHICKEN FOOT SOUP

Watery soup made with chicken feet, pumpkins and ground provisions.

ACKEE & SALTFISH

Jamaica’s national dish made with ackee and codfish.

MACKEREL RUNDOWN

Pickled mackerel made with coconut milk and a variety of vegetables.

JAMAICAN PATTY

Flaky golden pastries with a meat or vegetable filling.
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FOOD & DRINK FESTIVALS

Jamaica Rum Festival Liquor lovers raise their glasses to one of Jamaica’s oldest alcoholic beverages at Appleton Estate.

Ocho Rios Seafood Festival The most delicious seafood dishes are featured at this annual summer event.

Jamaica Food and Drink Festival For several days in November this event takes over Kingston, with an expansive showcase of Jamaican cuisine and cooking classes.

Westmoreland Curry Festival Expect everything curry: meat, seafood, soup and even curry cheesecake at this April event.

Boston Jerk Festival The birthplace of jerked cuisine is also home to the Boston Jerk Festival every summer.

St Mary Kite & Food Festival Families come for kites, live music, a variety of seafood, traditional Jamaican dishes and desserts.



Local Specialties


Satisfy your sweet tooth, quench your thirst and fill your belly.

Sweet Treats

Gizzada Small tart with a filling made of grated coconut, brown sugar and spices.

Grater cake Red-and-white treat made with grated coconut and white sugar.

Peanut drops Sweet made from raw peanuts, ginger and sugar.

Coconut drops Small pieces of chopped coconut and grated ginger held together by caramelized brown sugar.

Tamarind balls Candy made from sour tamarind flesh and coated with sugar.

Fruit & Veggie Drinks

Irish moss A mixture of sea moss, milk, cinnamon and vanilla.

Beetroot/carrot juice A healthy combination of carrot, beetroot, ginger and sugar.

Sorrel Popular Christmas drink made by boiling the red hibiscus plant and adding ginger and sugar.

Soursop juice The fruit’s pulp is added to milk and sugar to make a delicious drink.
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Street Food

Peppered shrimp Small crawfish cooked with lots of pepper and spices and served in a plastic bag.

Bad dawg Hot dog topped with mustard, ketchup, mayo, relish and other condiments.

Jerk chicken/pork Chicken or pork smoked over a grill and coated with jerk marinade. Normally served in foil paper with bread or festival (sweet deep-fried dumplings).

Coconut jelly The coconut jelly or ‘meat’ is its own treat, while the coconut water is poured into a plastic bag or cup.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Zimbali Retreat Experience the Rastafarian culinary culture with a farm tour and a five-course I-tal meal.

Stush in the Bush Owners Chris and Lisa Binns take you on a Jamaican farm-to-table experience, with the most creative (and delicious) plant-based meals.

Boston Jerk Center While widely replicated, nowhere else in the world can claim to be the originator of jerk chicken and pork.

Pelican Bar Journey to the middle of the sea for delicious seafood and a cold beer at Floyd’s one-of-a-kind bar.

Treasure Beach At this small fishing village, fishers cook up unique and flavorful seafood meals: octopus, conch and crab.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

Easter sees lots of bun and cheese (traditional spiced buns) in stores and homes. Fruits like naseberry, star apples, Otaheite apples and sweetsops (sugar apples) are in season during the Spring months.
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SUMMER

Seafood like conch and lobster are plentiful as the fishing season peaks for these species. Various fruits like mangoes, guineps and pear (avocado) also come into season.
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AUTUMN

Ackee, though grown year-long, is more abundant during fall. Plums, soursops and citrus fruits, such as oranges, tangerines and grapefruits, are more widely available during this season.
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WINTER

Winter in Jamaica means lots of Christmas cake, a dark cake with fruits heavily soaked in rum, and the sorrel drink made from a red hibiscus flower that blooms towards the end of the year.
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THE OUTDOORS

Jamaica is an oasis for outdoor enthusiasts with sunny weather all year, mountainous terrain for hikers and cyclists, plus beaches and rivers fit for a variety of watersports.
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As a country that produces scores of world-class athletes, it’s no surprise that sports is a big part of Jamaican culture. The island – with its mountainous terrain, tropical climate, variety of natural attractions and stunning coastline – makes a great playground for those who love outdoor adventures. The Blue Mountains and Cockpit Country are the most popular hiking (and camping) spots, but other trails exist in hilly, rural communities. There’s also an abundance of watersports and activities to enjoy.

Hiking

To get to some of the most stunning hidden attractions and sky-high views in Jamaica, you’ll likely have to hike or walk. The most popular hiking area on the island is the Blue Mountains Peak and Holywell Park. The trail to the summit isn’t an easy one, but manageable with a guide. Blue Mountain also has several lodgings and campsites where hikers rest.

Another major hiking area in Jamaica is Cockpit Country, Jamaica’s largest rainforest. Much of Cockpit Country is uninhabited and the hiking trails here aren’t as popular. While you may attempt to journey through the Blue Mountains without a guide, for Cockpit Country, it is absolutely necessary to have one as the trails aren’t as clear. Other shorter routes exist in typically rural areas. Most are found near natural attractions like Dunn’s River Falls (One Love Trail) or Mayfield Falls in Westmoreland.

Avoid the messy and muddy trails that you’ll likely find during the island’s peak rainy season from September to November. Spring and summer are the best times to take these walks. Local guides are found in communities near the trails or can be arranged at local tourist offices.

Rafting

One of the most relaxing water activities on the island is rafting. This is a great way to explore Jamaica’s stunning scenery and its waters without swimming, although you will also have the opportunity to jump in if you wish. The Martha Brae River in Trelawny, the Rio Grande and Blue Lagoon in Portland and the White River near Ocho Rios are popular spots for this experience, in which a captain takes you down the river on a bamboo raft. The captains make the journey quite entertaining by dancing and sharing information about the flora and fauna that you’ll see on the way.

Avoid major holidays in Jamaica – Easter, National Heroes Weekend in October; Emancipation and Independence holidays in August – if you want to escape crowds.
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FAMILY ADVENTURES

Both adults and kids will enjoy bobsledding through the mountains, the sky explorer and other attractions at Mystic Mountain.

Take the journey to the top of the massive Dunn’s River Falls or enjoy the pool and beach at Ocho Rios’ most popular attraction.

Enjoy riding and swimming with the friendly horses at Chukka Ocean Outpost at Sandy Bay.

In addition to climbing the waterfall, there’s also a stunning river pool, picnic garden and zip lining at YS Falls in St Elizabeth.

At Dolphin Cove in Ocho Rios, you can interact with friendly dolphins.

Enjoy Jamaica’s lush scenery as you journey down the Rio Grande on a bamboo raft.



Diving & Snorkeling

Jamaica’s clear waters and vibrant coral reefs provide great opportunities for snorkeling and scuba diving.

Most of the major resorts on the island offer both as an experience, but there are also plenty of beaches that make for snorkeling and scuba sites, particularly on the north and west coasts. In Negril, the famed Seven Mile Beach is a top snorkeling spot. In Portland, the coast off Port Antonio along with the Blue Lagoon and Pellew Island (aka Monkey Island) are the top locations for underwater exploration. In Montego Bay, go snorkeling at the Doctor’s Cave Beach along the Hip Strip, or if you’re in Ocho Rios, along the protected beach area called the Ocho Rios Marine Park, which stretches from the border of St Ann and St Mary to St Ann’s Bay. Port Royal, off the coast of Kingston, is also an interesting snorkeling and diving site because of the town’s architecture, most of which sank during earthquakes.

Scuba diving and snorkeling can be experienced all year round but is best during summer and autumn when the water is clear. However, be mindful of extreme weather, as this period is also the island’s hurricane season.


Water Activities

HORSEBACK RIDING

At Chukka Ocean Outpost at Sandy Bay and its other locations, you can ride and swim with horses.

KAYAKING

A kayak or boat is the best way to experience picturesque Blue Lagoon in Portland, rumored to be bottomless.

PARASAILING

Fly with the birds and get a stunning view of the Negril coastline at Seven Mile Beach.

BOATING

Take a boat out and explore the waters on your way to Floyd’s Pelican Bar in St Elizabeth.

FISHING

Alligator Pond and Treasure Beach on the south coast are where you’ll get the most diverse catch.

SURFING

Surfers flock to Boston Beach, not only for the jerk chicken but for the beach’s waves which are high enough to surf.

RIVER TUBING

Marvel at Ocho Rios’ natural beauty on a fun tube ride down the White River.
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ACTION AREAS

Where to find Jamaica’s best outdoor activities

>
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THE GUIDE

JAMAICA

Chapters in this section are organized by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.


[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

BLUE MOUNTAINS | Photo Spirit/Shutterstock ©




KINGSTON & THE SOUTHEAST
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COMMERCE & THE ‘IRIE’ COAST

A beautiful balance: the chaotic capital city, the center of all commercial activity, bordered by one of Jamaica’s most serene and charming coastlines.
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When visitors think of Jamaica, stunning white-sand beaches, sprawling all-inclusive resorts, and a variety of natural attractions usually come to mind – features not often associated with the capital city of Kingston. But with its national importance, it’s hard to say you’ve truly experienced Jamaica in its entirety until you’ve paid a visit to the city.

This bustling hub is the cultural and commercial heart of the island. It all happens here – from Bob Marley’s legendary One Love concert, Emperor Haile Selassie’s trip to the island and President Barack Obama’s first visit to Jamaica, and every major historical event in between. Kingston is complex and can, at times, be a tough city to love. But the beautiful chaos that embodies the city makes it captivating.

The southeast region strikes a balance between the Blue Mountains and the stunning untouched coastline. The quiet, charming towns on the city’s outskirts are where Kingstonians go for leisure. The air is cooler, there is very little hustle and bustle, and the atmosphere evokes an ‘irie’ (good) feeling, a stark difference from the fast-paced climate of the city.

Don’t expect to find any major tourist towns elsewhere in the southeast region. Its coast and environs are made up of mostly sleepy villages, with plenty of hidden waterfalls, rivers and springs, many of which are only visited by locals.
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THE MAIN AREAS

KINGSTON

Largest and busiest city. 

IRISH TOWN

Coffee tours and mountain views.

THE COAST

Quiet waterfalls and lush forests.



Find Your Way

The Southeast covers three of Jamaica’s 14 parishes. The region features Kingston, the capital and largest city on the island, along with other smaller hubs from which to explore the area’s natural attractions.
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Plan Your Time

The compact nature of Kingston means it’s easy to visit its major cultural attractions, and then you can head outside the city to hike or relax at the beach.
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If You Only Have One Day

• Base yourself close to Half Way Tree, the center of the capital city and the place that’s easiest to get public transportation.

• In the morning, head to the Bob Marley Museum, where you can explore the reggae singer’s former dwelling. Take an hour-long tour of the house and wander the grounds and gift shop. If you’re lucky, you may also spot one of Marley’s sons passing through.

• Around midday, head to Devon House, just five minutes away, where you can tour the mansion and grab patties for lunch at the bakery.




Three Days to Explore

• After a day of exploring Kingston’s most famous homes, use the extra days to drive out of the city and explore Irish Town and its environs, including the Blue Mountains.

• Many experienced hikers will camp out in the designated camping areas like Holywell Park, but there are also lodgings located in Irish Town.

• You’ll also come across plenty of restaurants and coffee shops that add to the overall experience. The final destination is Blue Mountain Peak, which has one of the most spectacular views on the coast.




Five Days to Move Around

• Back in Kingston, take more time to explore the art scene with a visit to the National Gallery of Jamaica, located in Downtown Kingston. For even more inspirational art, walk to 41 Fleet Street, an urban oasis of murals created by young Jamaicans.

• An extra day means you also have time to take a trip out to Port Royal to enjoy the historic town that was once known as the ‘wickedest city in the west.’

• Port Royal is home to the popular Gloria’s Seafood Restaurant, a hot spot for lunch and dinner. You can also take a boat ride to visit the nearby  cays.



Seasonal Highlights

The summer months are the hottest and most active in Jamaica in terms of events. But all year round you’re likely to find something going on, especially in Kingston.

JANUARY

Cool temperatures perfect for hiking and scores of parties to kick-start the new year.
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MARCH

Revelers start preparing for Carnival season with band launches. Look out for the Blue Mountain Coffee Festival at the end of the month.
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APRIL

Carnival time in Jamaica. There is usually a countdown of parties leading to the main event in Kingston in mid-April.

[image: jpg]

david n madden/Shutterstock ©

JULY

The summer is in full swing. Children are out of school and major parties are happening every night.
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AUGUST

Excitement is high as the island celebrates its independence with Kingston’s annual Grand Gala event.

[image: jpg]

David Neil Madden/Getty Images ©

NOVEMBER

Be distracted from hurricane season by Kingston’s Jamaica Food and Drink Festival.
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DECEMBER

Jamaica prepares for the holidays with lots of shopping and sorrel drink. Don’t miss Kingston Curry Festival in early December.
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KINGSTON
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In the 1950s, Ian Fleming, the creator of the James Bond character, called Kingston a ‘tough city,’ a description that still holds true today. Kingston is the capital and the largest city on the island. Consequently, it can be overwhelming and complicated, even for those who live there. But one thing it has never been is boring.

Tucked between the Blue Mountains and the stunning harbor, this sprawling metropolitan hub is the classic tale of two cities. Historic Downtown Kingston features pockets of rough, poverty-stricken neighborhoods, government buildings like Gordon House and cultural ones like the Ward Theatre. Uptown Kingston is where the other half lives – luxury apartment blocks, high-rise commercial buildings, four-star hotels and opulent restaurants. The two districts are separated by the fast-paced city center that is Half Way Tree, always crowded, always noisy and always exciting. Together it all blends well to create beautiful chaos.
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TOP EXPERIENCES

1Bob Marley Museum

2Port Royal

SIGHTS

341 Fleet Street

4Devon House

5Fort Charles

6Fort Charles Museum

7Giddy House

8Half Way Tree

9Lime Cay

10Maiden Cay

11National Gallery of Jamaica

12Old Naval Hospital

13Olympia Gallery

14St Peter’s Church

15Water Lane

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

16Sunken City

SLEEPING

17AC Hotel

18Jamaica Pegasus

19ROK Hotel Kingston



DRINKING &NIGHTLIFE

20Club Meca

21Di Bar

22Dubwise Café

23Immortal Stone Love Sound System

see 21Jangas Soundbar

24Taboo




TOP TIP

Public buses and taxis are the easiest way to move around in Kingston if you don’t rent a car. The government-owned JUTC buses operate from Half Way Tree and Downtown to almost everywhere. There are also tons of charter and ride-sharing taxi companies in the city, which are more convenient.



Exploring Jamaica’s Entertainment Capital

KINGSTON’S ART AND MUSIC SCENE

Art, history and music are some of the major draws of Kingston. Begin your exploration of the city’s fascinating culture with a trip to the Bob Marley Museum, the former home of Jamaica’s most famous musician. After Marley’s death in 1981, the property was converted into a museum, and several of Marley’s personal belongings are available for viewing there. At Emancipation Park, not far from the museum, you can see the sculpture Redemption Song, named after one of Marley’s songs.

In the Half Way Tree area is another popular museum: Devon House. This is the former mansion of Jamaica’s first Black millionaire, George Stiebel, with stunning Georgian-style architecture and a collection of Jamaican and English art.

If you have an eye for more contemporary works, visit the Olympia Gallery on Old Hope Road and the National Gallery of Jamaica at the waterfront in Downtown Kingston to see pieces of renowned visual artist Edna Manely; her Negro Aroused sculpture is nearby. While you’re in the area, head over to Water Lane or 41 Fleet Street, which feature a collection of beautiful murals painted by young Jamaican artists.

Lovers of old-school reggae congregate weekly at 41 Burlington Ave, the headquarters of the Immortal Stone Love Sound System, for its Weddy Weddy Wednesday parties. A similar reggae crowd is also found at the Dubwise Cafe, at Kaya Herbhouse, which hosts new talents at ‘Dub School’ every Wednesday.

Dancehall lovers will find their peers at Club Meca and Taboo, the most popular nightclubs in Kingston – the former has an event every single night. Many restaurants, including Jangas Soundbar and Di Bar, transform into party venues on the weekend, with DJs on deck. These restaurants also tend to host intimate concerts.


WHY I LOVE KINGSTON
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Sheri-Kae McLeod, writer

I was born in the parish of Manchester (which is considered rural Jamaica) but grew up in Kingston, and still live there to this day. Since I was a little ‘country’ girl, I was always fascinated with Kingston. It represented everything that was urban and modern. At the same time, almost every major town in the parish is connected to an important event or time in Jamaica’s history. You can learn so much about the island’s past by asking a simple question like how a street got its name. Kingston is also the entertainment capital of Jamaica. There’s no shortage of excitement. From major sporting events, parties, concerts and food festivals – it all happens here.



WHERE TO STAY IN KINGSTON

ROK Hotel Kingston

Located in Downtown’s art district, this hotel features a stunning view of Kingston Harbour. $

AC Hotel

One of the more modern hotels in Kingston, with a lively restaurant and lounge. $$

Jamaica Pegasus

This hotel is centrally located in the New Kingston district and is popular among business travelers. $$



EXPLORING DOWNTOWN KINGSTON BY CAR

[image: jpg]

The driving tour of the Downtown district starts with a visit to the community of Trench Town, where the famous 1 Trench Town Culture Yard is located at 6-8 Lower First St. This property was where Bob Marley spent much of his early music career. While living here, Marley, Peter Tosh and Bunny Wailer formed the Wailers group and recorded their first album Catch a Fire. The building is now a small museum that features articles, furnishings and instruments from the band. You can also choose to take a short drive through the community of Trench Town to view murals of the community’s most famous residents. From here, drive along Spanish Town Rd and then turn onto Darling St, then left onto Pechon St, where you’ll find the 2 Kingston Craft Market, which has over 50 shops.

Next head south on Ocean Blvd, then turn left onto Orange St, at the 3 National Gallery of Jamaica, Jamaica’s premier art gallery featuring works from some of the island’s most famous artists. The gallery is located just steps away from the  4 Kingston Waterfront, which features a stunning view of Kingston Harbour. Follow Ocean Blvd as it curves north and then make a right onto Tower St. The eighth right turn will lead you onto East St, where you’ll find the 5 Institute of Jamaica, the island’s premier cultural agency which features exhibitions relevant to Jamaican history. Directly beside it is the 6 National Museum Jamaica, a division of the Institute of Jamaica, which also features exhibitions and historical and cultural artifacts.





TOP SIGHT
Port Royal

Perhaps the most historic town in Kingston is Port Royal, located at the mouth of Kingston Harbour. In the 17th century it was a haven for pirates in the Caribbean and known as the ‘wickedest city in the west.’ Today, it’s largely a sleepy fishing village with delicious seafood spots like the famed Gloria’s. Much of the city was destroyed by a massive earthquake, but many architectural relics of its wicked past are also still standing.


[image: jpg]

Fort Charles | ROSTASEDLACEK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


PRACTICALITIES
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Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.



Heavy Artillery

During the 1600s after the English captured Jamaica from the Spanish, several forts had to be built near the mouth of the harbor to protect the island from intruders. Fort Charles, completed in 1655, was the first of six forts built in Port Royal. It was named after King Charles II, the British king.

Many forts were destroyed during the 1692 earthquake, but Fort Charles survived and is now Port Royal’s main attraction. You can take a guided tour as well as visit the Fort Charles Museum, which includes the former quarters of Admiral Horatio Nelson, a British naval hero who was stationed in Port Royal.

The Giddy House and the Victoria and Albert Battery structures are steps away from Fort Charles. Giddy House was a Royal Artillery House used to store weapons and gunpowder for the nearby artillery batteries. During the 1907 earthquake, half of Giddy House sank underground, and it has remained in that position since. Enter the house to test if you get the ‘giddy’ feeling trying to stand up straight.


DON’T MISS

Fort Charles

Giddy House

St Peter’s Church

Old Naval Hospital

Fort Rocky

The Royal Engineer’s Arch

The Monument



Historic Building

When the 1692 earthquake destroyed much of Port Royal, surviving residents came together to restore and rebuild many buildings, including St Peter’s Church, rebuilt in the 1700s. In the churchyard is the grave of Lewis Galdy, a French immigrant who was swallowed by the 1692 earthquake’s first shock, then thrown up and flung into the sea by another shock. Visit his tombstone, which details his ‘miraculous’ experience. Inside the church are other interesting relics, including the communion silver, believed to date back to the 17th century, which was a gift from the notorious pirate, Henry Morgan.


Cays off the Coast

There are a few small islands off the coast of Port Royal. Lime Cay is the closest, about 15 minutes from Port Royal. It’s extremely quiet and great for snorkeling. A little further is Maiden Cay, which comes alive on the weekends and holidays with boat parties. Fishers in Port Royal are always available to take you to either cay for a small fee.



Monuments Still Standing

The Royal Engineer’s Arch is a massive red-brick archway built by the British army to mark the entrance of the complex where most of the current attractions are found. Nearby is the Old Naval Hospital (1819), the oldest prefabricated cast-iron structure in the Caribbean. The property is now home to a research station for the Jamaica National Heritage Trust Archaeological Division.

Sunken City

The 17th-century earthquake sank most of the city, remains of which are still visible underwater. Since the 1950s, historians and archaeologists from all over the world have come to Port Royal to uncover treasures under the sea. One of the major discoveries was made in 1969 when Edwin Link found a pocket watch dated 1686, stopped at exactly 11:43.

The underwater city is currently on UNESCO’s World Heritage tentative list. It is also a national heritage site. Diving spots are plentiful, though some areas have been restricted due to their archaeological importance. Organize a dive at one of the dive shops in town.

TOP TIPS

• The entry fee for foreign visitors is in US dollars, but if you plan to take a boat ride, be sure to have Jamaican dollars.

• Visit extremely early or after midday to avoid the school group tours.

• Don’t attempt to go diving or snorkeling on your own. Visit one of the marine shops in town.

• Beware of the crowds of partygoers who tend to travel to the cays via Port Royal on major holidays.

• The card machines aren’t always reliable. Always ensure you have cash, just in case.






Beyond Kingston


[image: jpg]

Escape Kingston’s fast-paced lifestyle and enjoy beaches and the stunning scenery that surrounding towns have to offer.


Kingston has many features of a typical metropolitan city: lots of traffic, plenty of businesses and no beaches. Luckily the sleepy community of Hellshire, located in Portmore, St Catherine (neighboring the old capital of Spanish Town) provides the perfect escape. Hellshire is not by any means a tourist hot spot, but it is popular among locals living in the city who want a relaxing beach day but don’t want to travel too far from home. Hellshire Beach is the main draw – not for swimming, but for the most delicious seafood you’ll find anywhere nearby. There are also several other beaches, within minutes of each other, each with its own unique feature.
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TOP TIP

Public buses go into the community of Hellshire, but they aren’t frequent. A taxi or car is best to get there.



Seafood, Shores & Sun

BEACH-HOPPING IN PORTMORE

There are several beaches on the coast of Hellshire, about 45 minutes from Half Way Tree, making it the only place in the southeastern region that provides the opportunity to hop from beach to beach.

The largest in the area is Hellshire Beach. While there aren’t any hotels or tourist attractions here, the beach still manages to draw a big crowd, especially on weekends. Hellshire Beach serves as a getaway for water lovers in the parishes of Kingston and St Catherine, who come to sunbathe and enjoy the food and music.

Interestingly, Hellshire Beach isn’t popular among swimmers. The main draw here is seafood. Any Kingston resident will likely tell you that the best seafood they’ve had nearby is from Hellshire. The beach is lined with over a dozen small, thatched-roof restaurants serving a variety of fish, lobster, crab, shrimp and even octopus. You’ll also find seafood vendors walking along the beach, selling oysters with special sauces and crayfish. If you’re tempted to take a swim while at Hellshire, be sure to do so before the sun sets. At night, fish and crabs are plentiful along the shoreline. Look out for (and beware of) the sharks who also occasionally visit.

To the northeast of Hellshire Beach is Fort Clarence Beach, popular among swimmers and locals who come to unwind. There isn’t much activity at Fort Clarence, making it the perfect place to relax. Families tend to populate the beach on weekends to enjoy the long stretch of white sand. There are a few food vendors available, but the variety is limited.

Directly beside Fort Clarence is Waves Beach, a popular spot for nightly fun. Many of the beaches along Hellshire’s coast are either closed at night or not suitable for swimming at night, but this isn’t the case at Waves. Many locals come here during the evenings with friends and family and stay until the early hours of the morning. It’s also the only beach where you can bring your own food so many people use this as an opportunity to host small private parties and intimate gatherings.

The other beaches on the coast are Boardwalk Beach, another relaxing spot with tons of palm trees, shade huts and wooden beach chairs, and Sugarman Beach, the premier spot for all beach parties and events in the area.
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THE EFFECTS OF CLIMATE CHANGE

Unfortunately, Hellshire is one of the beaches where the effects of climate change are most evident. In the last 15 years, 33m of the beach have disappeared. Major natural disasters like hurricanes have also contributed to erosion. What this looks like is less and less sand for children to play on, or for beach lovers to take a stroll. Visitors dining at Hellshire will also notice that the waves now go all the way up to the restaurant – which was not the case a few years ago. Various government agencies have been trying to develop rehabilitation initiatives to restore the beach to its former glory.



WHERE TO EAT IN HELLSHIRE

Prendy’s on the Beach

Prendy’s is the most popular restaurant in Hellshire and has the widest variety of seafood. $$

Romair’s Seafood Shack

The lobster in garlic sauce is a must-try at Romair’s. This shack is popular among the younger crowd. $

Screechies Seafood and Bar

Screechies is one of the more developed restaurants, with indoor and outdoor seating near the sea. $

Jamaican Street Food on Saturdays

DINING DOWN BY THE RIVER

A 45-minute drive north from Half Way Tree, in rural St Andrew, you can get a taste of one of the most authentically Jamaican culinary experiences. Jamaicans have always been extremely resourceful when it comes to rivers. And Street Food Saturdays has made use of a small river in the Mt James district to host a pop-up kitchen and dining experience every other Saturday and one Sunday of every month. Foodies from all over the island come to enjoy the stunning view while being served massive platters of ‘woodfire gourmet’ meals. The menu changes for every pop-up, but regular options include pork and seafood with a variety of other meats, sides and delicious drinks.


WHEN TO COME TO HELLSHIRE BEACH
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Raheem Stephens, the owner of Romair’s Seafood Shack on Hellshire Beach shares the best time and season to visit Hellshire. @Romairs_seafood_shack.

Best Time of Day

Hellshire doesn’t get busy until around midday. In the mornings, it’s usually fishers or restaurant owners coming to prepare for the day. Midday to when the sun sets is the best time if you want to swim or enjoy the view. The people that come in the evenings usually just come to eat.

Best Season

The summer months are peak times because children are out of school so more families come to enjoy the beach. In the community, not just on Hellshire Beach, there are also a lot of beach parties that keep the area active.




Getting Around

Two public JUTC buses run to Hellshire Beach: bus 1 (from Parade, Downtown) and 1A (from Half Way Tree Transport Centre). There’s a bus stop directly in front of Hellshire Beach. Buses run hourly, but there is a cut-off time, at around 6pm during the week and on holidays (a little later on Saturday). If you’re planning to leave the beach at night, it is extremely unlikely that you will get a JUTC bus. Route taxis at Portmore Mall also operate to Hellshire. You can also charter a taxi from your location directly to Hellshire, without any stops. The average cost with a ride-hailing company is around J$3000 from Kingston to Hellshire Beach.





IRISH TOWN
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In the hills of St Andrew sits a charming village that features some of the best characteristics of the region: lush forests, stunning mountain views and great places to eat. Irish Town, nestled between the bustling streets of Kingston and the Blue Mountains, feels like a world of its own. The village is close to Kingston, but its atmosphere is far from city-like. Its also one of the few developed communities close to the mountains. It’s terrain means that there are also several nature trails in the community, perfect for hiking. Years ago, visitors to Irish Town only passed through on their way to the Blue Mountains. But now, the community features coffee estates like Old Tavern, Mavis Bank and Craighton, polished boutique hotels like Strawberry Hill (which is also the area’s top restaurant) and some of the best cafes on the island.
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SIGHTS

1Craighton Estate

2Mavis Bank Coffee Factory

3Old Tavern Coffee Estate

EATING

4Strawberry Hill

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

5Cafe Blue

6Eits Cafe

7Irish Town Cafe




TOP TIP

Irish Town is filled with twists and turns so it can be easy to get lost. Pay attention to the signs near roads.



The Flavor of Irish Town

EXPERIENCE JAMAICA’S FAMOUS SPECIALTY COFFEE

Irish Town has some of the most popular cafes on the island and is the best way to enjoy the ultimate Jamaican coffee experience without going to the Blue Mountains.

Many coffee farmers in Irish Town work at the Mavis Bank Coffee Factory, which is one of the few places on the island where Jamaican Blue Mountain Coffee is processed. The tour of the factory provides insight into how the coffee is made and lets you get a taste of the product.

Get a look into small-scale farming by visiting the Old Tavern Coffee Estate. Here, you’ll learn about how the family grows and produces its specialty coffee and also get a tasting.

In Irish Town’s center is another similar attraction – the Craighton Estate, which brands itself as the island’s house coffee estate. The coffee experience here includes an hour-long tour of the property and working coffee farm. Coffee tasting is included.

Savor the flavor of Irish Town by paying a visit to its cafes. Coffee lovers in Kingston prefer to drive to Irish Town to get the most delicious brews and enjoy the peaceful atmosphere.


BEST EATING OPTIONS IN IRISH TOWN

Cafe Blue

Jamaica’s most popular local coffee chain. Drinks are made with Blue Mountain coffee beans. $

Irish Town Cafe

Coffee and Jamaican meals are served at this open-air cafe. $

EITS Cafe

EITS Cafe, short for Europe in the Summer, features a fusion of European and Jamaican cuisine. $

Strawberry Hill

Irish Town’s most popular restaurant, with a stunning view of Kingston. $$




Getting Around

Irish Town is located in the hills of St Andrew, about a half-hour drive from Kingston’s center and close to the Blue Mountains. The public JUTC buses don’t operate in Irish Town, so you need to rent a car or get a taxi. There’s very little traffic and the area is hilly, at some points steep, with lots of twists and turns. Makeshift signs directing you to well-known businesses, like Cafe Blue or Strawberry Hill, are on the streets to help you, so pay attention when traveling.






Beyond Irish Town
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The Blue Mountains dominate much of the eastern region of Jamaica, bordering the parishes of Portland, St Thomas, St Mary and St Andrew.


Part of the mountains features the Blue and John Crow Mountains National Park, established by the government in 1992 and designated a Unesco World Heritage Site in 2015 because of the diverse flora and fauna, much of which is unique to the island.

The Blue Mountain Peak sits at a majestic 2256m, making it Jamaica’s highest point. Its where the world famous Blue Mountain Coffee is grown and is the number one camping and hiking region in Jamaica. The hike to the peak can be challenging, especially for beginners, but the view is rewarding. Its elevation also means that it is several degrees cooler than anywhere else in the eastern region.
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TOP TIP

In areas like Penlyne Castle, Jacob’s Ladder and Abbey Green, 4WD vehicles are required. The trails, especially to the peak, are best traveled by foot.





WALKING TOUR
An Ecotourist’s Paradise

There is no escaping views of the Blue Mountains when you’re in eastern Jamaica. The range is a nature lover’s paradise, with a cool climate and an abundance of flora and fauna, including endemic birds. With very few roads suitable for driving, the mountains are best explored by foot. To climb Blue Mountain Peak, start in Mavis Bank. From there, the entire hike to the peak can take 10–12 hours return trip, but many visitors tend to camp overnight at Holywell Park.
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1 Mavis Bank

The small rural community of Mavis Bank in St Andrew is a popular entry point to Blue Mountain Peak. The place is home to the Mavis Bank Coffee Factory, producers of the famous Blue Mountain Coffee. Many of the community’s residents are employed in the coffee industry. A few retreats and restaurants exist in Mavis Bank, but many visitors only pass through on their way to the mountains. The town is also known to be a hot spot for bird-hunting and bird-watching.

• The Hike: The hike from Mavis Bank to Penlyne Castle is about two and a half hours, with two rivers to cross on the way.

2 Penlyne Castle

Another major starting point to the peak is Penlyne Castle, as it features two popular lodgings in the mountains: Jah B’s and Whitfield Hall. Some hikers will stay here overnight and start their journey to the peak in the morning. Penlyne Castle is also a great rest stop. It is the last community before getting to the peak and is home to a few thousand people, most of whom are farmers. There are also a few small shops in the area.

• The Hike: The trail connecting Penlyne Castle and Portland Gap is known as Jacob’s Ladder. This section of the trail is the steepest part of the entire hike to the peak and lasts about an hour.

3 Portland Gap

Portland Gap is likely the last place that you’ll stop on the way to the top. Here you’ll find the only ranger station in the area. The ranger is responsible for collecting the fee to hike to the peak – US$20 for tourists; ensure you bring cash. There are also a few facilities here for rent, including a bunkhouse and a foam mattress. Water is also available. You can camp here overnight safely.

• The Hike: This part of the climb is around two hours long and very rocky. Halfway along is Lazy Man’s Peak, which features an old rest shack.

4 Blue Mountain Peak

As you continue the trail up to the peak, you’ll notice a change in the vegetation – to an elfin woodland where the trees are stunted and gnarled. If you’re lucky enough to get to the peak before it gets cloudy, what you’ll find is the most spectacular view of the mountains and sea. Some locals say it’s also possible to see Cuba, which is north of Jamaica but only on a day when the weather conditions are perfect.





THE COAST
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Jamaica’s southeastern coast boasts natural wonders that are among the most beautiful on the island, but are rarely visited by tourist throngs.

The coast’s largest and most developed town is Morant Bay, the site of the Morant Bay Rebellion in 1865, which transformed Jamaica’s political system and provided the island with two of its national heroes: George William Gordon and Paul Bogle. Several buildings linked to the uprising are still standing, including the Morant Bay Court House, where the uprising started, and the Morant Bay Fort, where many soldiers and civilians were buried. There are monuments in honor of those who fought for a better future for the country.

Some of the most beautiful natural attractions on the island are spread out along the coast. These out-of-reach, untouched waterfalls, beaches and rivers are some of the island’s best-kept secrets.
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SIGHTS

1Bob Marley Beach

2Can River Falls

3Lyssons Beach

4Reggae Falls

5Wickie Wackie Beach

SLEEPING

6Casa Lagoona Hotel

7Golden Shore Resort

8Whispering Bamboo Cove Resort

EATING

9Angola Restaurant

10Di Deck Restaurant & Sports Bar

11VIP Beach Lounge




TOP TIP

Much of Jamaica’s southeastern coast is underdeveloped, especially when compared to tourist areas. Unpaved and lonely roads, small shops and hectares of untouched land are typical features in many communities. If you’re a first-time visitor, it’s best to explore the coast with a local guide.



[image: jpg]

Unpaved road | Vee Deon/500px/Getty Images ©

Secluded Natural Attractions

CHASING WATERFALLS, RIVERS AND BEACHES

Traveling along the southeast coast, throughout the parishes of St Andrew and St Thomas, you’ll uncover a few natural attractions well-known among locals but rarely visited by scores of tourists. Even the coast’s most popular attraction, Reggae Falls – located in the rural community of Hillside, St Thomas – is considered a well-kept secrets. Reggae Falls, also known as Dam Head, was formed when a dam built to power a hydroelectricity station in the community suffered extensive damage, resulting in the creation of a waterfall flowing into the Johnson River.

The stunning 70ft wonder can be quite intimidating. Most visitors come to swim, relax and even cook at the riverside. Those looking for a bit more excitement will jump from the rocks that cradle the waterfall into the pool of water below. And if you are a true adventure lover, you’ll want to get right under the rushing falls. But be careful, as the power of the water will likely catch you off-guard and attempt to push you under. The view – directly at the bottom of the falls, looking 21m up to where to water comes plummeting down – is often only seen by great swimmers.

A lesser-known waterfall on the coast is Cane River Falls, located in Bull Bay, St Andrew. The entrance of this natural treasure is up the stairs of a naturally-carved cave. The waterfall is small and surrounded by rocks, and the pool and river is shallow enough for non-swimmers to test the waters comfortably. When reggae musician Bob Marley lived briefly in Bull Bay, he would often come to the falls to wash his dreadlocks and relax with friends. This too is a gem with more local visitors than tourists.

Speaking of Bob Marley, another place he often visited on the coast is now known as Bob Marley Beach (previously called Thomas Beach), a quiet free beach in Bull Bay that boasts stunning black sand. Residents say that the singer would come here often to meditate and write music. Given that the beach was renamed in honor of the reggae legend, it’s no surprise that you’ll find symbols of the Rastafarian culture here (Marley was a devoted Rastafarian) – vendor shacks, rocks and trees are painted in the colors of the Rasta flag: red, green and gold.

Several other not-so-popular beaches exist on the coast, including Lyssons Beach and Wickie Wackie Beach. The former, located in St Thomas, is divided into two sections: one partly owned by the University of the West Indies for its students; the other section, owned by the government, is free for public use. Lyssons is mostly visited by residents in the area who come to hang out, play sports and lay around on the long stretch of brown sand. At the latter, you’ll find a different vibe. It’s the only renowned party beach on the coast, open only on weekends from 4pm until the wee hours of the morning. There’s a beach bar that also sells quick bites, and on opening nights, locals come to enjoy the music and bonfire.

[image: jpg]

Reggae Falls | GIFTIE HAUGHTON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST HOTELS ON THE COAST

Golden Shore Resort

A boutique hotel that provides everything you need for a relaxing stay: great meals, comfortable rooms and a stunning beach. $

Whispering Bamboo Cove Resort

This hotel has an intimate atmosphere. On the property is a pool, and there are also views of the nearby sea. $

Casa Lagoona Hotel

About 30 minutes from Kingston’s airport, this boutique hotel has a pool and restaurant on-site. $



WHERE TO EAT DINNER ON THE COAST

Di Deck Restaurant & Sports Bar

One of the few restaurants on the coast with a varied menu of Jamaican, pasta and seafood. $$

Angola Restaurant

Perched on a cliff; a variety of Jamaican and seafood meals are served here. $$

VIP Beach Lounge

This restaurant is right near the seaside and is a popular date-night spot among locals. $$


SAVING BOB MARLEY BEACH

Since 2022, Jamaican residents have engaged in protests to save the famed Bob Marley Beach following reports of plans by an international company to build a hotel leading to the beach. Residents have voiced their concerns about losing access to one of the few beaches on the island that is completely free to the public. Jamaicans are often not allowed to access hotel beaches unless they are staying on the property. There is also concern that the hotel will displace fishers and Rastafarians who have lived in the community for decades. The issue has been brought to court, and at the time of publication, the beach is still open to the public.




FOR BOB MARLEY FANS

Fans of reggae and Bob Marley can learn more about the singer’s life at the Bob Marley Museum in Kingston. This was the singer’s former home, which still features treasured personal mementos, instruments and awards.




Getting Around

Traveling along the coast is challenging, even for Jamaicans, mainly because many of the roads aren’t in the best condition. The parishes here are also part of rural Jamaica so you won’t find as many bus stops and street signs as you would in the city, making it difficult to navigate. The JUTC buses do not operate along this coast. To get here, you’ll either need to rent a car or have a chartered taxi take you to your destination. When traveling along the coast, use GPS where possible.






Beyond the Coast
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Beyond the southeastern coast, you’ll find even more natural attractions tucked away in the hills.


Discover more waterfalls, more beaches and even a natural spring that is said to have healing properties.

Up in the hills of St Thomas, in the small rural community of Bath, you’ll find the area’s only attraction: the Bath Botanical Garden and Fountain. The garden is stunning and draws residents from all across the coast, but it’s the fountain that piques people’s interest. For decades, residents have been convinced that the water has healing properties. Visit and see for yourself. Spread out beyond here are several other natural sights, most of which are hidden in the hills but worth the journey.
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TOP TIP

Cellphone signal is extremely spotty in these communities so ensure you’re not depending on GPS when traveling.




THE POWERS AT BATH

The guides at the Bath Fountain tell the tale that the healing powers of the waters were discovered by a runaway enslaved man named Jacob in the 1690s. After stumbling upon the spring, Jacob washed his leg ulcers with the piping hot water and noticed that they began to heal the next day. The discovery of the miraculous waters began to spread among the local community. In 1699, Colonel Stanton, the owner of the land, sold the estate to the government and they established the district of Bath of St Thomas the Apostle.



The Powerful Magic of the Waters

HEALING WATERS BEYOND THE COAST

In this part of the island you’ll discover even more of Jamaica’s natural attractions, often considered hidden gems as they are miles away from any major towns or tourist areas and mainly visited by locals.

The Bath Botanical Garden and Fountain are at the foot of the John Crow Mountains in Bath, St Thomas. The garden is one of the few dedicated green spaces anywhere on the coast or beyond. Many locals come here to picnic and enjoy the scenery. The most interesting experience comes by visiting the nearby Bath Fountain, a natural spring that residents swear has healing powers. At the fountain are two springs, one cold and one hot. The active elements in the water are lime sulfur and magnesium. Residents say the water serves as a treatment for rheumatic ailments and various skin conditions. Visit and see for yourself.

Elsewhere beyond the coast, near the border of Portland and St Thomas is Reach Falls, an eco-attraction that is becoming increasingly popular among tourists. The cascading waterfalls feature hidden holes that have been carved out in the rocks. It’s quite an electrifying experience to jump through the large holes which take you underground into a cave that leads to the main pool.

Further beyond Reach Falls, at Manchioneal Point, are two other spectacular bodies of water: Turtle Bay Beach, a small rocky stretch great for amateur swimmers; and Turtle Bay Cove, a rocky coastal inlet with a warm pool.


Getting Around

Since accommodations are scarce in the region, most people visiting travel from Kingston or the north coast. The journey can take more than two hours from the major cities nearby. Public JUTC buses don’t run to the area so you will have to rent a car or take a taxi. Most of the attractions are in hilly, rural areas where the roads aren’t in the best condition, so drive carefully and pay attention to the signs that give directions to attractions.






OCHO RIOS & THE NORTH COAST
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ONE-OF-A-KIND ISLAND ADVENTURES

From bobsledding through the mountains to river tubing, some of the most unique, adrenaline-filled activities are experienced on Jamaica’s north coast.
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Locals and visitors alike marvel at the north coast. Covering three parishes – St Ann, St Mary and Portland – this is surely the most visited region on the island, and for good reason. Spread out along the coast you’ll find the island’s most popular attractions, gorgeous sea and mountain views and, of course, world-class resorts.

The center of activity on the north coast is Ocho Rios, one of the major tourist hubs on the island and the center of activity in St Ann. Entering the city, you’re immediately greeted by the stunning scenery – with shades of green and blue from the lush forests and Caribbean sea that glide along the coast. At every point in Ocho Rios there’s something to see or do. From shopping centers to sprawling resorts and famous sights, you’ll never be bored.

To the west of Ocho Rios is St Ann’s capital city of St Ann’s Bay. This quiet town can sometimes be overlooked, but it boasts many historical attractions. Just east of Ocho Rios is the city of Port Antonio, no stranger to tourists and famous residents, but a town that has managed to maintain its untouched charm. This laid-back place is the reason why many celebrities like Ian Fleming and Errol Flynn fell in love with Jamaica. It is also the birthplace of river rafting.
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THE MAIN AREAS

PORT ANTONIO

River rafting and lagoons. 

OCHO RIOS

Adventure parks and famous falls.

ST ANN’S BAY

Quiet, historic capital city. 



Find Your Way

The north coast covers only three of Jamaica’s parishes: St Mary, Portland and St Ann, the largest parish on the island. Outside of bustling Ocho Rios, attractions are spread out in quiet, rural communities.
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Plan Your Time

Adventure parks, famous waterfalls, beaches and rivers line the north coast. No matter how much time you have or where you choose to explore, you’re guaranteed jam-packed days.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• If your time is limited, take advantage of the various adventures in Ocho Rios. Arrive in the morning at Mystic Mountain, Jamaica’s premier adventure park in the mountains of the town. Here you can choose between a range of activities, including zip lining and even bobsledding.

• Then head to Dunn’s River Falls, a short drive away. A beach and pools are on the property, making it a great place to unwind. You can also climb the 55m waterfall.

• After a day of adventure, head to Seaside Dutchie for dinner right on the beach.




Three Days to Travel Around

• After a day of adrenaline-filled adventures, opt for a more relaxing experience at Dolphin Cove in Ocho Rios. Dolphin Cove is Jamaica’s only marine park where you can get up close and personal with dolphins.

• Spend your third day at Konoko Falls. The property features a stunning waterfall with a pool, a mini zoo and a small museum with Taíno artifacts. You can also grab lunch on the property and enjoy the nature trail

• On either (or both) days, be sure to grab dinner at Plantation Smokehouse, which has live music on Fridays.




A Five-Day Stay

• Head to Port Antonio on the morning of your fourth day, where you can go rafting on the Rio Grande. You can do one of two tours, either 45 minutes or two hours long. After rafting, head down to the famous Blue Lagoon, where you can take a boat ride out to Monkey Island.

• On your last day, continue exploring all that Portland has to offer with a visit to Frenchman’s Cove, which features both a beach and a river.

• Afterwards, pay a visit to Boston Bay, the birthplace of jerk, which still has the most authentic jerk foods on the island.



Seasonal Highlights

All through the year, the north coast is hot and buzzing with activity, but especially during the summer months. Luckily, there’s always a beach, waterfall or river nearby.

JANUARY

Scores of events take place to start the year including Rebel Salute, one of the major reggae concerts on the island.
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MARCH

College kids are plentiful in Ocho Rios and the countdown to carnival begins with major beach and soca parties.
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APRIL

Throughout the Easter period, Jamaicans from all over flock to the north coast to enjoy the holidays.
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JULY

Summer kicks off on the north coast with the Portland Jerk Festival in Port Antonio.
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AUGUST

One of the hottest months of the year. The Ocho Rios Seafood Festival is a must-attend event on the coast.
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OCTOBER

Attractions are less busy, with the exception of National Heroes Weekend in mid-October.
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DECEMBER

Most hotels are completely booked out with both locals and visitors. There are also scores of Christmas brunches and parties.
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PORT ANTONIO
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With lush scenery, stunning waterfalls and rivers, it’s not hard to see why Port Antonio is considered an ecotourist’s paradise. It’s the capital of Portland but it’s hardly classified as a tourist hub. There’s no hustle and bustle or sprawling resorts. Port Antonio is mostly stretches of untouched land and old-school Georgian-styled buildings amid historic Maroon communities like Moore Town.

For decades, Port Antonio has attracted celebrities from all over the world. During the 1940s, Australian-American actor Errol Flynn boldly declared that the town was more beautiful than any woman he had known. Many other Hollywood stars later flocked here. The notoriety also came with commercial development as more people discovered what makes the town so fascinating. Still, Port Antonio has maintained its charm and earned its reputation as one of the top destinations to unwind.
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TOP EXPERIENCES

1Blue Lagoon

2Rafter’s Rest

SIGHTS

3Rio Grande

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4Monkey Island

SLEEPING

5Bay View Eco Resort & Spa

6Geejam Hotel

7Hotel Tim Bamboo

8Trident Hotel




TOP TIP

Much of Port Antonio is mountainous and some of the natural attractions are off the beaten track. This means some popular spots aren’t easy to find. If you choose to drive, get exact directions or use your GPS. If you can, use a local guide or join a tour.



Port Antonio’s Most Famed Natural Wonders

ADVENTURES ON CALM WATERS

Stretching from St Margaret’s Bay on the coast of Portland, passing nearby Port Antonio to the Blue Mountains is one of Jamaica’s longest rivers, Rio Grande. The river is arguably the parish’s most popular attraction, thanks to 1940s Hollywood star Errol Flynn, who had the idea that bamboo rafting could be a leisure activity. Prior to the actor making Port Antonio his home, bamboo logs were used to transport bananas and other crops to the coast. But Flynn thought that this mode of transportation could be fun for visitors too. As Port Antonio grew in popularity among celebrities and tourists, so did rafting, and now it’s one of the top leisure experiences in the parish of Portland.

Rafting on the Rio Grande involves a captain taking you down the river on a bamboo raft, about 9m long, and wide enough to fit three people. The captain is the one who navigates the raft, giving you the chance to relax and take in the picturesque flora and fauna on both sides of the river. Many captains also use the opportunity to educate their viewers about the topography of Portland. The start or end point (depending on which tour you choose) is at Rafter’s Rest near St Margaret’s Bay. Rafting tours on the Rio Grande are two hours or 45 minutes – the former gives you the chance to pause at various swimming points and take a dip in the calm river. You’ll also get to stop for lunch at a restaurant on the riverside.

Less than 10 minutes from Rafter’s Rest, in the community of Hope Bay, is Somerset Falls – the site where the stunning Daniels River cascades into a small freshwater pool, surrounded by greenery. Your admission fee will include a short boat ride to another smaller waterfall called Hidden Falls which features a grotto. The property also includes a waterslide for kids, a swimming pool and a restaurant and bar, making it an attraction frequently visited by families. There are also lots of animals to see, including birds, rabbits and parrots.

A 20-minute drive outside of Port Antonio’s town center leads you to another natural attraction made famous by Hollywood, the Blue Lagoon. Its rich turquoise waters were a feature in the 1980 film The Blue Lagoon starring Brooke Shields. The calm lagoon is completely surrounded by trees and vegetation. Some claim it’s bottomless, but it’s actually around 61m deep, with a mixture of saltwater and freshwater. You can go swimming or explore the lagoon via boat or raft (captains of both are on-site). While exploring, go further out to Monkey Island (officially called Pellew Island), a tiny uninhabited spot less than 10 minutes away from the lagoon, with a white sandy beach perfect for snorkeling. The island got its nickname because a colony of imported monkeys once lived there. Nowadays, it's void of animals and is only visited by adventure lovers occasionally. The majority of this tiny island is a rocky jungle (not necessarily great for exploring), but the small white sandy beach is perfect for sunbathing or snorkeling.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY IN PORT ANTONIO

Trident Hotel

One of the few luxury hotels in Portland, with oceanfront villas, a spa and a private media room. $$$

Bay View Eco Resort & Spa

An ecofriendly hotel powered partially by solar energy. The hotel is surrounded by mountains with views of the Caribbean Sea. $$

Hotel Tim Bamboo

A relaxed boutique option, conveniently located in the heart of Port Antonio. $

Geejam Hotel

A secluded hilltop hotel with quaint rooms, sprawling villas and treetop cabins; a favorite among musicians for its studio. $$$



WHERE TO EAT IN PORT ANTONIO

Roots 21 Bar & Kitchen

A buzzing restaurant and bar in the town square that also hosts party nights. $$

Portland Jerk Center

The number-one place in town for jerk chicken and pork, plus pork chops, sausages and other meats. $

Yosch Cafe

A rustic shack right on the beach with a varied menu of pizzas, seafood, pasta and burgers. $


PORT ANTONIO ON THE BIG SCREEN

Hollywood has had a love affair with Port Antonio since the 1940s when actor Errol Flynn fell for the town and proclaimed his love to his famous friends. Since then, a string of movies have been shot here and in surrounding communities. The last major film was the 2021 James Bond movie, No Time to Die. The cast and crew even helped to rebuild Piggy’s Jerk Centre, a popular shack that was destroyed by fire. Other major movies shot in Port Antonio include The Blue Lagoon (1980) and The Mighty Quinn (1989), as well as Knight and Day (2010) and Cocktail (1988) – both starring Tom Cruise.




Getting Around

If you’re traveling from Kingston and Ocho Rios and don’t want to drive, you can take the Knutsford Express to Port Antonio. Their drop-off point is near several restaurants and plazas in the town square. You can walk around the town as most businesses are clustered together. There are also route taxis near all the plazas. The most popular natural attractions, however, are a few minutes away from the town square. From Port Antonio, Rafter’s Rest is 15 minutes away, and Blue Lagoon is 25 minutes away – trips via route taxis are J$150 and J$200, respectively. If you decide to charter a taxi, which is more convenient, it will cost around J$1000. If you take a car to Rio Grande, parking is available at Rafter’s Rest. There’s also limited parking at Blue Lagoon.






Beyond Port Antonio
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Get acquainted with the birthplace of Jamaican jerk and the north coast’s best beaches, all in Port Antonio’s surrounds.


Roughly an hour away from Port Antonio is another Portland town of historical significance: Boston Bay. This quiet place is the birthplace of Jamaican jerk, originated by the Taínos but developed by African Maroons in the 17th century to become the most popular dish in Jamaican cuisine. Today, the town still celebrates its claim to fame with the annual Boston Jerk Festival. Some of the shacks that made up the once-popular Boston Jerk Center are also still operating. Outside of its celebrated food culture, Port Antonio’s surrounding towns have some of the best beaches on the north coast, most of which are free, and each has its own character.
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TOP TIP

Getting a car is essential for visiting Boston Bay and its environs. Public transportation tends to be unreliable here.





ROAD TRIP
North Coast’s Best Beaches

This road trip is for exploring some of the north coast’s best beaches, all of which are found in the towns surrounding Port Antonio. Each of these public beaches is known for something special – Frenchman’s is a combination of river and sea, while Boston Beach is a surfing hot spot. Portland isn’t a big parish so each beach is within a 15-minute drive from the next, making it a great one-day experience.
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1 Frenchman’s Cove

Start at Frenchman’s Cove Beach, one of the Portland locations favored by Hollywood (in movies such as No Time To Die and Knight and Day). Its stunning champagne shores and lush flora depict a tropical paradise. What’s also stunning is the bright turquoise waters. There’s a freshwater river that pours into the Caribbean Sea. On a daily basis, groups of people gather here to have picnics, small parties or simply lounge around.

The Drive: Head down Interior property road, traveling about 800m, passing the small peninsula near Unity Bay, which features several private villas.

2 San San Beach

Less than five minutes away from Frenchman’s Cove is San San Beach, not as popular but equally beautiful. This beach is popular among swimmers and features a colorful coral reef, with a variety of marine life that makes it great for snorkeling. Less than 10 minutes away is Monkey Island, a small uninhabited island that’s good for fishing or relaxing with friends. Many choose to take a raft, boat or kayak to Monkey Island, but experienced swimmers also use the opportunity to explore the waters themselves.

The Drive: Travel southeast on A4, Portland’s main route which leads to several boutique hotels and villas. Also en route is the Blue Lagoon, where you can stop for a swim.

3 Winnifred Beach

Much more popular than San San is Winnifred Beach, a 10-minute drive away. This place is a popular snorkeling spot, but there are also lots of other fun activities here like horseback riding and various beach sports. Winnifred Beach is much more lively than its counterparts, especially on a weekend. Along with reggae music playing in the background, visitors are kept entertained by the friendly food vendors that line the beach.

The Drive: Head east on A4 to Boston Bay. En route, you’ll find jerk shacks selling delicious variety of jerk foods.

4 Boston Beach

Another 10-minute drive brings you to Boston Beach, one of the few stretches on the north coast that attracts surfers. This beach is popular among residents in the community but is never overcrowded. Pro surfers come here to ride the high waves, especially during winter. You can rent a board and get a surfing lesson. The waves are sometimes unreliable, but luckily the beach is also a great hangout spot. It’s next to some of the best jerk spots on the coast too.





OCHO RIOS
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It’s hard to believe that just a few decades ago Ocho Rios was a sleepy fishing village. The town has seen impressive growth over the last decade, becoming one of Jamaica’s top tourist hubs with a wide variety of accommodations, top-rated attractions and shopping centers, a cruise-ship terminal and wonderful beaches. As urbanized as the town is, Ocho Rios still has an abundance of flora and lush landscape which form a major part of all the main attractions in town. The massive Dunn’s River Falls is bordered by greenery, while the island’s top adventure park, Mystic Mountain, is situated in the hills that overlook the town. With all the development geared towards international tourism, Ocho Rios, or ‘Ochee’ as locals call it, is favored among Jamaican residents as one of the top places for great adventures. On weekends and holidays, you’ll find a healthy mix of tourists and out-of-town locals who come to partake in all the town has to offer.
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TOP TIP

Ocho Rios is one of the most popular towns in Jamaica and relatively easy to reach from elsewhere on the island. This means major attractions are always crowded, especially during the summer months and October (due to National Heroes Weekend).



An Adventure Park in the Mountains

WHERE THRILL MEETS THE TROPICS

Mystic Mountain is Jamaica’s top adventure park. This place park is all tropical – ascending from the ground to 213m above sea level at the top of the mountain. All the experiences here are above ground, giving you the opportunity to explore Jamaica’s rich ecosystem and the stunning views of Ocho Rios.

Start your adventure on the Sky Explorer Chairlift, which takes you to the top of the mountain, providing views of the landscape and coastline.

At the summit is the Bobsled experience, Mystic Mountain’s signature ride. Inspired by the Jamaican Olympic bobsled teams, it features a 1000m plunge in a gravity-powered sled on a track bordered by rainforest. The ride has various twists and turns through the mountains, but you can control the pace using a handbrake.

Raggamuffin swings you through the mountains, twisting and turning at various intervals, providing a thrilling experience and offering epic sea views. There are other activities at the park, including rock climbing, zip lining and a rope obstacle course. There’s also an infinity pool overlooking the town and a restaurant on-site.


WHY I LOVE OCHO RIOS
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Sheri-Kae McLeod, writer

For as long as I can remember, Ocho Rios has been the number-one town to escape to for a staycation. For Jamaicans like myself who live in a city, it can be easy to get caught up in the hustle and bustle of everyday life. But a trip to Ocho Rios reminds us that our island is a tropical paradise.



WHERE TO STAY IN OCHO RIOS

Sandals Dunn’s River

Villas with a rooftop terrace, suites with a skypool and 12 restaurants are just some of the outstanding features. $$$

Jamaica Inn

A boutique hotel with old-world charm and not much modern technology. It’s all about recharging and relaxing here. $$$

Riu Ocho Rios

This popular all-inclusive resort features a massive beach, a variety of restaurants, activities for kids and nightly parties. $$$



ROAD TRIP
Ocho Rios’ Top Experiences

A road trip is the perfect way to experience all of Ocho Rios’ top sights. It's a relatively small town, and the major points of interest are just a short drive away from each other. But most of the attractions include adrenaline-fueled experiences that can take up as much as half a day.
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1 Dunn’s River Falls

Begin your road trip at Dunn’s River Falls, Jamaica’s most famous tourist attraction. The stunning 55m high, 183m long waterfall features natural stairs that have been carved out by the rushing waters and intercepted by small swimming pools. The adventure here is attempting to climb to the top. The hike to the summit takes over an hour and is quite a workout given the falls’ rocky terrain. For those who are intimidated by the wet climb, there are also stairs along the side that take you to the top. If you’re a hiker, take a walk via the One Love Trail, which starts in downtown Ocho Rios to the top of the falls.

The Drive: The drive is just eight minutes away from Konoko Falls and takes you through Ochos  Rios's town center, passing all the major shopping malls. Konoko Falls is south of the town square, down Milford Rd.

2 Konoko Falls

Your next stop is Konoko Falls, a nature park in the hills of Ocho Rios which offers various leisurely experiences. The property includes a wonderful waterfall with small hidden caves and a swimming pool at the bottom. You can also choose to picnic in the beautiful garden surrounded by tropical flora or tour the mini zoo which features birds, snakes, iguanas and other small animals. A museum, with exhibits ranging from historic Taíno artifacts to present-day items, a gift shop and a restaurant are also on-site.

The Drive: Head back into the town center and then east onto A3 for 10 minutes. White River borders the parishes of St Ann and St Mary, east off A3.

3 White River

After a relaxing visit to Konoko Falls, it’s time for an exhilarating adventure at White River. This is one of the longest rivers in Jamaica, bordering Ocho Rios and St Mary, and is one of the top places to go river tubing or bamboo rafting. The river features a tubing path, naturally carved out and bordered by vegetation, that leads down to the beach, but you can also stop halfway to go swimming and swinging from the ropes.






Beyond Ocho Rios
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Beyond Ocho Rios is a quiet, rural parish with a hotel and beach that are a tribute to James Bond.


Neighboring Ocho Rios is St Mary, one of the smallest parishes on the island, with a variety of small waterfalls, rivers and gardens hidden among the hills, and hectares of untouched land. The capital town is Port Maria, but perhaps the most popular town is Oracabessa. The town has had several notable residents, but the most famous was Ian Fleming, the creator of the James Bond character and author of the popular books. Fleming wrote all the James Bond novels at Goldeneye, his home in Jamaica. Goldeneye is now the parish’s most popular hotel, and James Bond Beach and Ian Fleming International Airport are also a tribute to his life and legacy.


TOP TIP

Pay attention to the weather before traveling. Whenever the island experiences severe weather, St Mary, particularly Port Maria, is usually one of the worst-affected areas.
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The Wilder Side of St Mary

JUMPING OFF BRIDGES AND INTO BLUE HOLE

A few of the tourist attractions marketed as being part of Ocho Rios are actually in St Mary, the small, quiet parish next door. St Mary is considered part of rural Jamaica, and it doesn’t have as cool a reputation as Ocho Rios – causing it to be often overlooked. But the fact is, there’s a fun side to St Mary, with several thrilling experiences to enjoy.

The community of Cascade, near the border of both parishes, is where you’ll find Cool Blue Hole, nestled in the hills. A trail of plants and trees takes you to Blue Hole, which features a 6m-high waterfall that pours into a cool swimming pool. Above the pool are wooden steps that lead to an artificial cliff where visitors can jump. There are also long rope vines that you can swing from if you feel a tad adventurous. The bright turquoise water is shallow, thus great for swimming, but life jackets are also provided. If you don’t mind rushing waters journey under the waterfall, where you’ll find a cave and another large pool with rough waters.

The same waters (from the White River) at the Blue Hole are what flow under the Old Spanish Bridge, another hot spot in St Mary, about 15 minutes from Blue Hole. It’s hardly considered a tourist attraction; there’s no gate or entry fee. But the historic bridge, built in the 1770s, is a popular hangout for locals. The river running under the bridge is great for swimming, tubing and fishing. Many come to unleash their inner Tarzan, using the long rope vines to swing off the edge of the bridge into the water (this is the main activity here and completely safe). If you’re not that adventurous, you can still have a picnic on the riverbank or sunbathe.
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ST MARY’S FAMOUS RESIDENTS

Over the years, scores of international celebrities have fallen in love with St Mary and built homes there. Ian Fleming lived in Jamaica and wrote all the Bond novels at his home, now known as the Goldeneye Resort. The Ian Fleming International Airport in Boscobel is named in his honor. Other famous residents include British record producer Chris Blackwell, the founder of Island Records (Blackwell helped to shape the career of Bob Marley); English playwright Noël Coward – Coward’s vacation home and burial place, Firefly Estate, is now a small museum; and former United States Ambassador Ruth Bryan Owen.



WHERE TO STAY BEYOND OCHO RIOS

Couples Tower Isle

A stunning all-inclusive which features villas and a full-service spa, and has its own private island. $$$

Goldeneye

Ian Fleming’s hideaway is now a luxury resort with elegant yet laid-back island charm. $$$

Strawberry Fields Together

A rustic, oceanfront place with homely cottages and villas, along with a private beach. $$

Fun-filled Ventures at Yaaman Adventure Park

A WORLD OF ADVENTURES

For a full day of fun, head to Yaaman Adventure Park in Prospect, St Mary. The 1000-acre plantation is one of the few parks on the north coast where you can take your pick of relaxing experiences, like a cooking class or bird watching, or thrilling activities like zip lining and ATV rides.

Start with a jitney tour of the 18th-century estate. The open-air tractor ride passes a variety of fruits and vegetation while you learn the estate’s history. The former Prospect Great House, with the island’s largest collection of tortoise shells, is still standing and also open for tours.

Then spend some up-close-and-personal time with the exotic species in the bird aviary before moving on to the cooking class. With Chef Irie leading the way, you’ll spend a little over an hour learning how to make traditional Jamaican dishes, steamed callaloo, jerk chicken and festival, in an open-air kitchen with views of the sea.

After lunch, buckle up in a two-seater mud buggy or one-seater ATV on a ride through the muddy, wet jungle, or explore it by air on one of the zip lines.


BEST EVENTS IN ST MARY
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Delroy Wilson, owner of Delly’s Brick Oven Pizza in Tower Isle, shares the most anticipated annual events in St Mary.

St Mary Mi Come From

One of the best reggae shows ever. Each year, reggae artist Capleton brings out the best of the best artists to St Mary.

St Mary Carnival

This is another great event because it’s different from the usual. Normally all the carnival events are in Kingston, but St Mary residents love soca music and know how to party.

St Mary Kite & Food Festival

One of the top family events in St Mary. It’s different because you don’t really have kite events anywhere else, and it’s fun. Plus there is always good food and entertainment.




Getting Around

Knutsford Express operates to St Mary, with the drop-off point at Buccaneers Jerk and Juice in Port Maria. Minibuses and route taxis also operate from Port Maria town center to other communities in the parish. If you’re going to any remote, hilly location you will have to charter a taxi; many of the attractions are off the regular taxi and bus routes (this will cost a little more). Many of St Mary’s roads, especially those off the coast, are rocky and filled with potholes, so go slow if you choose to drive.





ST ANN’S BAY
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It’s claimed that St Ann’s Bay, the capital town of St Ann, is the site where Christopher Columbus landed when he first came to Jamaica in 1494 – although some say he actually landed in Discovery Bay. The town was once the center of commercial activity in the parish of St Ann, because of its large harbor and shipping port. But over the years, Ocho Rios has eclipsed the town due to its tourism development. Today, St Ann’s Bay contrasts with Ocho Rios, both in terms of scenery and commercial activity. The town features several public buildings, such as the St Ann Parish Church and the St Ann’s Bay Courthouse, with early 20th-century English architecture, quiet beaches, miles of untouched land and a few tourist attractions of historical significance.
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SIGHTS

1St Ann Parish Library

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

2Free Hill

3Keylargho Beach Restaurant & Bar

EATING

4Plantation Smokehouse

5Seaside Dutchie

6Stush in the Bush

7TikiTail Jamaica




TOP TIP

Plantation Cove (also known as Grizzly’s Plantation Cove), just 10 minutes from St Ann’s Bay, hosts some of north coast’s top events, including January’s Rebel Salute reggae festival. Check its Facebook page for the latest.
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WHERE TO PARTY IN ST ANN’S BAY
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Demar Owens, operator of Cloud9 Sports Bar, shares his recommendations on where to party in St Ann’s Bay.

Keylargho Beach Restaurant & Bar

This is a restaurant and bar by day and a hot party spot at night. It has a local vibe, with dancehall street parties here every weekend.

Plantation Smokehouse

Almost everyone staying or passing through St Ann’s Bay stops at Plantation Smokehouse. It’s a top restaurant, but on Fridays there is a live band which turns into a party. Sometimes, you’ll also find parties or mini concerts during the daytime.



Fly Free Like the Birds

GO PARAGLIDING IN THE SKIES

If you would love to explore the hills of St Ann’s Bay by air, paragliding is the perfect way to do so. Unlike parasailing, where you’re towed by a boat above waters paragliding allows you to fly freely above mountains or even towns, much like the birds, while sitting safely in a harness with a speed bar and brake handles.

On the site in Free Hill, Bamboo, above St Ann’s Bay, you’ll strap in with your helmet and then lock in safely into your harness. You’ll start off by walking down the hill, then run until the wind lifts you into the air. Many people, especially those who have never done any kind of aerial activity, try a short tandem flight with a pilot before deciding to learn how to paraglide solo. A short training course teaches you how to control the parachute and how to launch and land.

Flying here is done in the morning when winds are low. Unlike other flying locations, this site is close to a major tourist town, so you’ll get a view of the coastline and major tourist attractions. You can choose how long to enjoy the exhilarating experience in the air. When you’re ready to come back to earth, the town has several untouched green spaces perfect for landing.

Eating Stush in the Bush

A GOURMET FARM-TO-TABLE EXPERIENCE

In the hills of St Ann’s Bay is a Jamaican vegan restaurant that offers more than just food on a plate. Chris and Lisa Binns, owners of Stush in the Bush, are self-proclaimed locavores – lovers of all things local. Together, they merged Jamaica’s farming culture (the ‘bush’) with unique gourmet meals (‘stush’ is a Jamaican word for fancy) to create a full-day farm-to-table experience.

Making your way up the hill, you’ll be greeted by lots of flora and palm trees towering over the rustic open-air restaurant. The culinary experience here starts with a 30-minute ‘earth walk’ tour of the farm led by Chris, a dedicated farmer. The food grown on the property is not what you’ll find on a typical Jamaican farm. There is the usual ackee, coconuts and bananas, but Chris also grows arugula, tatsoi, capers and other exotic vegetables. During the tour, he also educates visitors on the variety of fruits and vegetables on the property, as well as other herbs and spices. Everything grown on the farm is used to cook the variety of meals served at the restaurant.

The second part of the culinary experience is where you will eat. Lisa, a passionate cook, leads the way with a freshly prepared, eight-course feast featuring dishes that you won’t find anywhere else in Jamaica. The meal is completely plant-based and far from boring – almond hummus, plantain ceviche and grilled-pumpkin lemon ricotta are some of the dishes featured. The laid-back dining area with a stunning view of the hills, is part of the holistic gastronomy experience.


BIRTHPLACE OF JAMAICA’S FIRST NATIONAL HERO

St Ann’s Bay is the birthplace of Jamaica’s first national hero: the Right Excellent Marcus Garvey. Born in 1887, Garvey was a renowned political activist and the founder of the Universal Negro Improvement Association and African Communities League, a Black nationalist organization that was prominent in the United States.

Garvey is regarded as one of the first leaders of the Pan-Africanism movement – which believes that all Black people should be united – and influenced other Black leaders globally like Malcolm X, Nelson Mandela and Martin Luther King Jr. The St Ann Parish Library in St Ann’s Bay has a statue of Garvey. His childhood home, at 32 Market St, is being transformed into a museum.



WHERE TO EAT IN ST ANN’S BAY

Plantation Smokehouse

One of the most popular restaurants on the north coast, with live music on Fridays. $$

TikiTail Jamaica

Originating in London, this restaurant puts an island spin on its Asian-inspired menu and classic tiki cocktails. $$

Seaside Dutchie

A relaxed eatery on the beach, with a variety of seafood and traditional Jamaican dishes on the menu. $$


Getting Around

The roads in St Ann’s Bay are well-maintained, and you’ll find ample parking in the town center as well as at all the restaurants and points of interest on the A1. Beyond the town and up in the hills, roads are not in such good condition. Route taxis operate in St Ann’s Bay to almost everywhere in the parish. If you want to travel via public transportation outside of St Ann, the Knutsford Express is the cheapest and most convenient option. Its drop-off point is at the Drax Hall plaza, just three minutes from St Ann’s Bay town square.






MONTEGO BAY & THE NORTHWEST COAST
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EQUILIBRIUM BETWEEN TOURISM AND NATURE

Jamaica’s buzzing ‘second city’ is bordered by quiet towns featuring extraordinary landscapes and natural attractions.
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Horseback riding near Montego Bay | HOLGER LEUE/GETTY IMAGES ©

Despite being culturally and commercially dominated by Jamaica’s ‘second city,’ the northwest still manages to strike a balance between tourism and nature. The region encompasses three parishes: Hanover and Trelawny feature a handful of hotels, calm rivers and an abundance of spectacular greenery. And then there’s St James, the complete opposite, a more touristy version of Kingston, with dozens of sprawling resorts and five-star restaurants, and the hub for some of the most popular entertainment events on the island.

Montego Bay, the capital of St James, is the second-largest anglophone city in the Caribbean, behind Kingston. The two cities share many similarities: a major international airport, thriving business sectors, scores of restaurants, a buzzing entertainment industry and a big and bad reputation due to crime. But what MoBay (as locals call it) has over Kingston is tourism and hospitality. It’s the premier tourist destination on the island, which keeps visitors coming back, despite the negative aspects.

Elsewhere in the northwest, there’s a little less commercial activity. Trelawny and Hanover have both seen some development in tourism in recent years, with a few hotels being built. But all in all, these parishes serve to balance the hustle and bustle of St James, with quiet auras that allow you to slow down and revel in the island’s natural beauty.
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THE MAIN AREAS

FALMOUTH

Luminous Lagoon and rafting.

MONTEGO BAY

Top tourist destination. 

HANOVER

Sleepy parish with a few attractions.



Find Your Way

The northwest region is spread over three parishes: Hanover, St James and Trelawny. Transportation options are plentiful in St James, particularly in Montego Bay, but are limited in the other, more remote areas.
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Plan Your Time

There are tons of activities to choose from: hit the beach, go rafting or explore the Luminous Lagoon. Then go partying and shopping in Montego Bay, or hike the trails in the hills of Trelawny.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Spend your day exploring Jamaica’s second city. Choose between relaxing on one of several beaches, Doctor’s Cave Beach or Harmony Beach Park, the latter is a recreational park with a court, shops, a kids’ park, a jogging trail and picnic areas.

• Many of the beaches are close to Hip Strip, where you can spend your afternoon exploring the variety of shops and restaurants and the Old Fort Craft Market.

• Drop into the Montego Bay Cultural Centre, before heading out for dinner at the Houseboat Grill on the water.




A Three-Day Stay

• After a day in Montego Bay, head outside the city and base yourself in Falmouth in Trelawny. On the way, stop at the Rose Hall Great House for a morning tour of the former plantation that's said to be haunted.

• For lunch, head to the Main Street Rose Hall, where you can get delicious jerk chicken and the famous Devon House ice cream.

• After arriving in Trelawny, take a night tour of the Luminous Lagoon: the waters here glisten a natural blue-green hue.

• The following day, enjoy a relaxing raft ride down the  Martha Brae River, and then grab dinner at Pepper’s Jerk Centre.




Five Days to Travel Around

• Use the next day to explore Cockpit Country, a natural reserve in the hills of Trelawny.

• Hike the Barbecue Bottom/Burnt Hill Nature Trail which takes about four hours to complete. After a day of walking in the rainforest, spend your final day at Chukka Ocean Outpost at Sandy Bay. You can swim with horses here and explore the ruins of an old sugar plantation.

• After a long day, head to dinner at Reggae Paradise, which has live music on Wednesdays and Fridays.



Seasonal Highlights

Summer is the most active season on the northwest, with visitors flocking to Montego Bay for Reggae Sumfest. Fall and late spring are low season.

JANUARY

Dozens of parties and small concerts, particularly in Montego Bay, bring in the new year.
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FEBRUARY

The Chukka Foundation hosts its annual polo fundraiser at their Sandy Bay outpost.
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APRIL

Easter weekend in Jamaica and Spring Break in the US means tons of visitors, especially in Montego Bay.
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JUNE

Look out for major events that kick the summer into full swing, like the Jamaica Rum Festival.
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JULY

The ‘greatest reggae show on earth,’ Reggae Sumfest, happens every July in Montego Bay, with a week of events.
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OCTOBER

Many Jamaicans take advantage of hotel deals on the northwest during National Heroes Weekend, so expect large local crowds.
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DECEMBER

December brings a cooler and slower atmosphere to the region, but hotels are usually booked out with international guests.
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FALMOUTH
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In the 1700s, Trelawny’s capital Falmouth was the site of a massive market selling enslaved people, sugar and rum, and home to one of the busiest ports in Jamaica. From the port, enslaved Africans were transported to any of some 100 plantations that existed in the parish in the 1700s and 1800s. With the abolition of slavery and the decline of the island’s sugar industry, the town eventually became a quieter preserve of colonial-style architecture, which can still be seen today in several of its public buildings.

More recently, Falmouth has seen developments in tourism, with some of Jamaica’s top all-inclusive resorts built here over the last few years. Outside of these accommodations, the town’s major draws are its few unique natural attractions: the Martha Brae River, Cockpit Country and the Luminous Lagoon – said to be one of only four in the world.
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TOP EXPERIENCES

1Luminous Lagoon

2Martha Brae Rafting Village

SIGHTS

3Glistening Waters Marina

SLEEPING

4Excellence Oyster Bay

5Ocean Coral Spring

6Royalton White Sands

EATING

7Glistening Waters Restaurant

8Leon’s Lobster Hut

9Pepper’s Jerk Center




TOP TIP

The weekly ‘Bend Down Market’ (on Market St) happens every Wednesday. On this day, more vendors than usual come out selling everything from souvenirs and clothing to food and hand-crafted items, and for lower prices than the other days of the week.



Glistening Lagoon & River Rafting

TRELAWNY’S TOP WATER EXPERIENCES

The town of Falmouth contains two of the most popular bodies of water on the entire island: the Luminous Lagoon and the Martha Brae River. The former is located at the Glistening Waters Marina, at the point where the Martha Brae River meets the Caribbean Sea. In the 1700s and 1800s, a wharf was built there to assist with the transportation of goods. It was only when commerce declined in the town that residents and scientists discovered the lagoon’s unique feature: it glows in the dark.

Living in the lagoon are aquatic organisms called dinoflagellates, which tend to be found where salt and fresh water combine. The organisms exhibit bioluminescence, which causes the water to glow an eerie blue light when disturbed at night. The Luminous Lagoon is said to be one of four in the world.

The lagoon can only be explored at night. In the daytime, its glow isn’t visible. At the marina, you can take a 45-minute tour out onto the water and get a chance to see the natural wonder up close. The tour also includes the opportunity to swim in the glowing lagoon.

The Martha Brae River is one of the most popular places for rafting. The river stretches from the Luminous Lagoon to Cockpit Country, but the Martha Brae Rafting Village, where the journey starts, is located in Falmouth. Enjoy the relaxing, hour-long ride down the river, while taking in the stunning flora of Falmouth. At the end of the ride, there’s a bar where you can purchase food and drinks. There are also opportunities to buy souvenirs.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY IN FALMOUTH

Excellence Oyster Bay

Located on a secluded peninsula, this adult-only resort has five-star suites and villas, and a luxurious spa. $$$

Royalton White Sands

An all-inclusive family resort with a water park, swimming pools and lots of entertainment for all ages. $$$

Ocean Coral Spring

A sprawling resort with rooftop suites, a spa, a bowling alley and a variety of restaurants shared with Ocean Eden Bay. $$$



WHERE TO EAT IN FALMOUTH

Glistening Waters Restaurant

Many come for the Luminous Lagoon and stay for the local Jamaican dishes and spectacular views. $$

Pepper’s Jerk Center

The top spot for jerk dishes of all kinds. It’s the most crowded when cruises come to town. $$

Leon’s Lobster Hut

On the beach, next to the Royalton resort, you’ll find this small seafood shack that has the best lobster in town. $$

Uncorking the Best of Trelawny Rum

RUM TOUR AT HAMPDEN ESTATE

An ice-cold cup of Rum Punch – the first of several drinks you’ll have – greets you at the entrance of the Hampden Estate Rum Distillery, a short drive southwest of Falmouth. The estate sits on 3500 acres and began operating as a sugar plantation in 1753, producing pure single rum ever since.

The majority of Hampden rums are exported exclusively to Europe. Although manufactured in Jamaica, it is rarely found on Jamaican shelves, making the rum tour at its distillery a great place to get a taste of something new.

After your first drink, the tour guide gives a brief history lesson on the estate. The tour continues with a visit to the distillery, where you’ll get a look inside the fermentation house and a rundown of the flavors used to make the unaged Rum Fire White Overproof and the Hampden Estate Gold.

Continuing the visit, you’ll also get to view the rum factory and the aging house, which stores barrels of aged rum. The stunning Georgian-style Hampden Great House also sits on the property but has been converted into a private residence, so seeing inside is off-limits.

The tour ends with a delicious Jamaican lunch complemented by samples of the rums. The property is filled with lush trees and fauna, and friendly peacocks roam the grounds.

After the two-hour tour, you can peruse the gift shop, which sells Hampden rums, shot glasses and other souvenirs.


THE LEGEND OF MARTHA BRAE

The Martha Brae River that runs through Trelawny is one of two popular rivers on the island for rafting. But how did the river get its name?

Well, according to local legend, Martha Brae was the name of a Taíno witch who lived on the river bank. She was tortured by the Spanish and forced to reveal the location of a stash of gold that was hidden along the river.

After revealing the secret spot, she changed the course of the river, killing the same Spanish settlers who tortured her and blocking the entrance to the cave where the gold is supposedly still stashed.




Getting Around

Route taxis operate from Falmouth town square to almost every community in Trelawny, costing between J$100 and J$200 per person. This is the most convenient way around the town if you don’t have a car. You can also charter a taxi to get to a specific location, instead of a bus stop, but the fare for charters is more expensive. If you’re out of town and want to travel to Falmouth, the Knutsford Express bus is the most convenient way. The pick-up/drop-off point is at the Glistening Waters Restaurant and Marina.






Beyond Falmouth
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Beyond Falmouth, you’ll find several quiet communities and Jamaica’s largest contiguous rainforest. Take a hike and explore the natural reserve.


Spanning four parishes and covering approximately 1295 sq kms is Cockpit Country, Jamaica’s largest rainforest and perhaps the most inhospitable area on the island. Cockpit Country is a natural reserve with the highest diversity of plants and animals on the island. Several endangered species, such as the Jamaican swallowtail, and others endemic to Jamaica, like the black-billed Amazon parrot, have made the region their home. The landscape of Cockpit Country is marked by several so-called limestone cockpits – steep-sided hollows over 92m deep in places. Along with the various flora and fauna, the area features rivers, streams and caves which attract scientists and ecotourists to the area.
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TOP TIP

You won’t find any major lodgings here. If you plan on visiting, stay in a nearby town and explore during the day.



Explore Jamaica’s Massive Natural Reserve

JAMAICA’S LARGEST PROTECTED FOREST

While there are a handful of communities in Cockpit Country, the area is largely uninhabited, making it perfect for birdwatchers and nature lovers who want to explore uninterrupted.

As the largest rainforest on the island, Cockpit Country isn’t the easiest to traverse. Outside of the Accompong Maroon village and a few inhabited communities, there are very few roads suitable for driving, so exploring the forest means taking a hiking trip, like the Barbecue Bottom/Burnt Hill Nature Trail, recommended with a guide. The trail is approximately 16km long and connects two small towns: Clark’s Town and Albert Town. The hike can begin from either. The trail itself is a wide abandoned road, with a few twists and turns, and is quite hilly when starting from Clark’s Town. At its highest point, its approximately 580m.

This trail is a great way to see Cockpit Country’s flora and fauna. Throughout the approximately four-hour hike, your guide will educate you on the various animals that live in the area, some of which you’ll spot along the way like the black-billed Amazon parrot, endemic to Jamaica. You’ll also learn about the history of Cockpit Country and get a stunning view of the peaks and valleys that define the landscape of the area. Guides can be found in the community of Accompong or through Cockpit Country Adventure Tours (stea.net).


COCKPIT COUNTRY & MAROONS

During the 17th century, Cockpit Country was a place of refuge for runaway enslaved Africans in western Jamaica, called Maroons. They were split into two groups: the Windward Maroons in the east and the Leeward Maroons in the west. The latter established two main communities in Cockpit Country, Cudjoe’s Town (named after the leader of the Leeward Maroons) and Accompong.

The Maroons fought two major wars against British authorities, winning their freedom and their land in 1739. The Maroon communities that were established still exist. Every year, Accompong hosts a Maroon festival in January to commemorate the signing of the peace treaty. For more on the Maroons.




The Troy–Windsor Trail

There are a few popular trails in the area, the hardest being the Troy–Windsor Trail, which takes over nine hours and is not recommended without a guide.




Getting Around

Like any major rainforest, Cockpit Country is largely covered in bush. Route taxis operate from Falmouth to Clark’s Town and Albert Town. You can also get taxis to travel between these two towns, where popular hiking trails are located. Further inland, you won’t find public transportation as most of the region isn’t suitable for driving. There are several trails in the area, but don’t attempt to go hiking without a guide as the paths aren’t always clear.





MONTEGO BAY
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As big and bad of a reputation that Montego Bay has now garnered, it has still managed to be the top tourist destination in Jamaica. MoBay (as locals call it) is the capital of St James and the second-largest anglophone city in the Caribbean, behind Kingston. It is also referred to as Jamaica’s ‘second city’ because of its shared features with the capital city – Montego Bay has an international airport and it has top-rated restaurants, clubs and entertainment.

But the major difference between the two cities is Montego Bay’s thriving tourism industry. The massive city is home to several stunning beaches, a cruise ship port and tons of duty-free shops. Some of the world’s largest hotel chains, including Sandals, Hyatt and Iberostar, also have resorts in MoBay. In recent years, some communities in the city have seen an increase in crime. But that has yet to deter tourists who flock to the bustling city regularly.
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SIGHTS

1Catherine Hall

2Montego Bay Cultural Centre

3Sam Sharpe Square

SLEEPING

4Breathless Montego Bay

5S Hotel

6Secrets Wild Orchid

EATING

7Houseboat Grill

8Marguerites

9Pelican Grill




TOP TIP

Montego Bay hosts some of the top entertainment events in Jamaica. Reggae Sumfest, the island’s largest reggae show, and the Jamaica Jazz and Blues Festival are held here. Keep a lookout for other major concerts throughout the year.



MoBay’s History & Art Scene

PRESENT-DAY ARTISTS AND PAST HEROES

Montego Bay is known for its great resorts and entertainment, but the city has also played a significant role in historic events that helped to shape present-day Jamaica. Take a trip to the town square and immerse yourself in the local art scene dedicated to the city’s past.

In the center of Montego Bay, you’ll find Sam Sharpe Square named in honor of Sam Sharpe, a native of St James and one of the island’s seven national heroes. Sharpe, a Baptist preacher, was the leader of the 1831–32 Baptist War in Jamaica: the largest slave uprising in the British West Indies. The war was a catalyst for the emancipation of slaves throughout the region, which came a few years later. Sharpe was executed in the area now known as Sam Sharpe Square.

Walk around the square and learn about Jamaican history from the structures dedicated to the hero. They include a bronze Sam Sharpe statue which depicts him holding his Bible with his followers gathered around, a brick cage that was used to enslave Africans and a freedom monument built to honor the enslaved people who participated in the war.

The courthouse where Sharpe was tried in the aftermath of the war was later transformed into the Montego Bay Cultural Centre, where you can continue your exploration of the island’s past. The cultural center houses the National Museum West, which has a permanent Rastafari exhibition, along with the National Gallery West, which features artwork from Jamaica’s best painters, photographers and sculptors, both past and present.


BEST PLACES TO STAY IN MONTEGO BAY

Riu Montego Bay

One of the most popular resorts in the city, with spacious rooms, a spa and nightly parties. $$$

S Hotel

This luxury boutique option is known for its modern decor and amenities, including a rooftop glass pool. $$$

Breathless Montego Bay

A massive resort which attracts a fun-loving crowd with entertaining pool parties and nightly events. $$$

Secrets Wild Orchid

This resort is a world of its own, with a nightclub, spa, theater and variety of restaurants. $$$



WHERE TO EAT DINNER IN MONTEGO BAY

Pelican Grill

A small waterfall outdoors provides stunning scenery at this popular restaurant which serves traditional Jamaican meals. $$

Houseboat Grill

Enjoy pasta, steak or a delicious seafood meal while dining on the water at this one-of-a-kind houseboat restaurant. $$$

Marguerites

Experience fine dining while overlooking the sea; the menu has a mixture of seafood, pasta and salads. $$$

Experience Jamaica’s Greatest Reggae Show

A WEEK-LONG REGGAE EVENT

Montego Bay is always abuzz with events, but every July there’s extra excitement in the air as the city hosts ‘the greatest reggae show on earth.’

Reggae Sumfest is the number-one place to see and experience reggae and dancehall – from the best artists, the latest fashion trends, the latest dance moves and even food and drink that aligns with the culture.

Since its inception in 1993, the festival has grown tremendously in national importance, not only contributing to entertainment culture but to local tourism as well. Every July, you’ll find hotels, restaurants and travel companies coming up with creative ways to cater to the tens of thousands of visitors who flock to the city.

When most people talk about Reggae Sumfest, they only mention the two days of live performances, but an all-encompassing Reggae Sumfest experience involves attending the events that precede the main festival nights. Several events are usually held in the city, including an all-white party, a street dance and a beach party. This is the time when Jamaicans prove that they know how to party, and visitors are expected to do the same.

The week-long festival culminates at Catherine Hall with two nights of performances from the biggest names in Jamaican music. On night one, usually a Friday, you’ll witness the hottest dancehall acts take the stage. And on night two, you’ll hear soothing reggae from the most iconic voices of the genre. For the ultimate festival experience, it’s best to attend both nights, which also tend to have surprise appearances from international artists.
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WHY I LOVE MONTEGO BAY
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Sheri-Kae McLeod, writer

Montego Bay serves as a reminder to Kingstonians that Jamaica doesn’t start and stop in Kingston.

A four-hour drive away, Montego Bay often feels like a different world. It’s similar to Kingston, with the same bustling streets and a similar fast-paced aura. But there are far more tourists in Montego Bay and much more to see and do, in my opinion.

With countryside surrounding the city, residents of Montego Bay are also more pleasant, sharing the same polite mannerisms as rural neighbors. There are many similarities between the second city and the capital city, but the differences are noticeable and greatly appreciated.




Getting Around

Driving is the top way to get around Montego Bay. There are some areas like Sam Sharpe Sq where it will be hard to find parking, but you’ll always find a nearby plaza or park that’s safe to leave your vehicle. There are sidewalks along all the main roads and it’s perfectly safe to walk short distances or along Hip Strip (which is built for walking). Regular route taxis are available all over the city. Traveling between communities will cost less than J$200. Taxi services also exist but cost more.

Knutsford Express has several offices in the city, including one at Sangster International Airport. Minibuses and coaster buses also run to other parishes, but drivers aren’t always the most careful or gentle.





A WALKING TOUR OF MOBAY’S HIP STRIP
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The walking tour of Montego Bay’s long Hip Strip, also known as Jimmy Cliff Blvd, starts near the Royal Decameron Montego Beach at the top of the mile-long road. Stroll south for about three minutes, passing the second Royal Decameron hotel, which is next door to 1 Usain Bolt’s Tracks and Records restaurant. You can’t miss the massive metal statue (made of bolts) of the sprinter’s signature pose on the outside. Even if you choose not to dine, this sports bar is a great place for photos. Continuing south, pass the S Hotel and Starbucks, to arrive at 2 Doctor’s Cave Beach. Some claim the beach has curative powers to heal people. It’s also one of the top snorkeling spots in the parish of St James. If you’re a big gamer or gambler, continue strolling south on the opposite side of the road to 3 Coral Cliff, the top gaming lounge in the city. It also hosts live music from Thursday to Saturday. Another lively spot on the Hip Strip is less than a minute away on the right side of the road: 4 Jimmy Buffett’s Margaritaville. Like other locations, it has great food, plus water trampolines and a water slide. At night, the restaurant transforms into a live reggae club. From Margaritaville, continue down the road for about 10 minutes to the 5 Old Fort Craft Market where you can find some of the most unique, hand-crafted souvenirs for reasonable prices. Continue south to the end of Hip Strip for 6 Harmony Beach Park, a sprawling hangout complex with a beach, snack shops, picnic areas, a kid’s play area, a multipurpose court and more.






Beyond Montego Bay
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Beyond Montego Bay, you’ll find stunning resorts, golf courses and quiet communities that contrasts with the hustle and bustle of the city.


Traveling out of Montego Bay, you’ll realize that the hustle and bustle are largely confined to the city. Elsewhere in St James are massive residential communities, with businesses and restaurants mainly along the coast. As you travel further away from the city and to the area of St James known as Rose Hall, you’ll notice a change in the atmosphere. With more bushy areas and fewer plazas; the air is cooler and traffic lighter. The most excitement you’ll find here is on one of the golf courses in the area or at the resorts that line the coast.

[image: jpg]

Rose Hall Great House | hzechphotography/Getty Images ©


TOP TIP

Beyond Montego Bay, Main Street Rose Hall is the most notable shopping area, with duty-free shops and an artisan village.



The Haunting of the White Witch

THE MANSION OF ANNIE PALMER

If you’re intrigued by ghosts, then be prepared for a haunting experience at the Rose Hall Great House. The massive Georgian-style plantation now operates as one of the island’s top museums because of an interesting legend that many Jamaicans hold true.

The mansion had many owners in the 1700s and 1800s, one of whom was John Palmer. As legend has it, Palmer married a Haitian-born woman named Annie Mary Paterson, who had been taught witchcraft and voodoo while living in Haiti. Annie later killed Palmer and two subsequent husbands at the mansion, along with several of the male slaves that worked on the plantation. She was later murdered by an enslaved person named Takoo, and her spirit now haunts the grounds of her old house.

Even if you don’t believe in ghosts, the tours of the mansion do a great job of trying to convince you to believe. On the day tour, you’ll be guided around the grounds while you learn of Annie’s wicked ways. You’ll also get to visit the bedroom where she was supposedly killed, as well as visit her tomb, where her spirit was supposed to be imprisoned. The night tour is a more haunting experience – the house becomes dark and even more spooky as guides retell the historical tale, with visits from a few frightening guests.

Of course, much of the Annie Palmer legend has been disputed as fiction, despite many Jamaicans who say they’ve seen her image roaming on the property.
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SHOPPING AT ROSE HALL

The Main Street Rose Hall shopping center offers the premier shopping experience in the Rose Hall area. The mall includes many luxury retailers, including Gucci, Chanel and Cartier. Most of these aren’t found anywhere else on the island.

There’s also a variety of local brands selling clothing, souvenirs, cigars, Blue Mountain Coffee and locally made rums and spirits. If you work up an appetite while shopping, stop at the popular Scotchie’s restaurant for delicious jerk food, or treat yourself to delicious Devon House ice cream.




Getting Around

Route taxis operate outside of Montego Bay to all communities and towns nearby. This is the cheapest and most convenient way to get around. Taxi fares will run to around J$150 per person. Minibus also operate to various towns in St James, but are a little less frequent and not as flexible with their routes.





HANOVER
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There’s a running joke among Jamaicans that the parish of Hanover doesn’t really exist because it’s hardly in the news. Located between two of the island’s major tourist towns, the parish is unsurprisingly serene, with a slow-paced atmosphere associated with most rural towns. It’s the second-smallest parish in Jamaica and is usually forgotten by outsiders.

But Hanover has much to offer. The parish isn’t one of the island’s known tourist hubs, but several of the north coast’s best resorts are located here including the Grand Palladium double resort and the Tryall Club. The Couples, Riu, Sandals and Royalton Resorts, all claimed by Negril, are also located in Hanover.

Along with top resorts, the parish also boasts a few tourist attractions, including Dolphin Cove (known as the attraction’s Montego Bay location), the Missile Adventure Park, the Great River (known for bamboo rafting) and the Chukka Ocean Outpost at Sandy Bay.
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ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

1Chukka Ocean Outpost at Sandy Bay

SLEEPING

2Grand Palladium Resort

3Round Hill Hotel & Villas

4Tryall Club

EATING

5Pachie’s

6Reggae Paradise

7Sky Beach Bar and Seafood Grill

8Waterfront Restaurant & Bar




TOP TIP

Hanover is one of the smallest parishes on the island, but attractions are spread out. Ensure that you have a vehicle or reliable driver when visiting, especially if you plan to make several stops.



Horsin’ Around at Chukka Sandy Bay

RIDE HORSEBACK IN THE SEA

Chukka Adventures offers some of the top nature adventures on the island. With locations all across Jamaica, the adventures are often crafted based on the natural attractions nearby. And at the Chukka Ocean Outpost at Sandy Bay, it offers a way to explore the stunning landscape and waters, with the help of some of their domesticated, hoofed friends.

One of the top adventures at Chukka Sandy Bay is the ride and swim on the company’s friendly horses. You’ll get a briefing of the trail and riding tips, and then you’ll be helped onto your horse and strapped on for safety. The first part of the experience involves a 30-minute ride along a trail on the 160-acre estate. The horses are generally calm along the route, which features mostly farms on both sides. You’ll also get to explore the ruins of an old sugar plantation along the way and learn interesting facts about the history of Sandy Bay and Hanover.

You’ll take a break to rest and get refreshments before heading to the nearby Caribbean where you’ll have the second part of the experience – ‘the swim.’ You may be required to change horses when you arrive at the beach. The animals are by no means marine creatures, but they have been specially trained to gallop in the water. Your guide will help you onto the horse, attach a flotation belt and then lead you into the sea, where the horse will take you swimming in the warm waters. The guide will lead the group of horses to make sure they don’t wander off. The horses are usually extremely calm, more so than some riders. So unless you give them a reason to be startled, the swim will be a smooth one – and if you happen to fall off, you’ll still be safe in the water.

After the ‘Ride N’ Swim,’ you can also enjoy several other adventures at Chukka Sandy Bay including zip lining, a hammock splash and an ATV or dune buggy mountain tour.
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Chukka Ocean Outpost at Sandy Bay | Alison Wright/Getty Images ©


HANOVER’S MOST FAMOUS RESIDENT

There are a handful of famous Jamaicans who were born in Hanover, but the most notable is Sir Alexander Bustamante, the country’s first prime minister and one of the seven national heroes.

Bustamante was born in Blenheim, Hanover, in 1884. He rose to prominence in Jamaica’s political scene as one of the leading voices against colonial rule on the island. His activism resulted in Jamaicans winning the right to vote in 1944. A year earlier, Bustamante founded the Jamaica Labour Party (now one of the country’s two major political parties) and contested several elections under British rule.

Bustamante served as premier in the months leading up to Jamaica becoming independent in August 1962, and thus became the island’s first prime minister.



WHERE TO STAY IN HANOVER

Grand Palladium Resort

This resort features Rome-inspired decor and a massive infinity pool. Guests also have access to the beach. $$$

Tryall Club

A stunning property that features a variety of private, luxurious villas, a beachfront restaurant and a famed golf course. $$$

Round Hill Hotel & Villas

Elegantly designed, seafront boutique hotel offering the luxury associated with its part-owner, Ralph Lauren. $$$

Massage Therapy by Great River

AN ULTRA-RELAXING RAFTING EXPERIENCE

Jamaica’s Great River forms the border between St James and Westmoreland and Hanover and locals and tourists alike flock to the quiet community of Lethe to enjoy rafting. The accommodating captains will help you aboard their bamboo rafts for a relaxing, hour-long ride, which involves brief history lessons and tales about the area. You’ll journey under the Great River bridge, which captains say was built by enslaved Africans in 1820, and even pass a few other raft captains that have set up ‘raft shops’ on the river where you can purchase jerk chicken, snacks and drinks.

What makes this rafting experience unlike any other on the island is the featured massages. Since limestone is found along the riverbeds, locals make limestone paste, called ‘jungle socks,’ which they use to deliver a foot and leg massage and scrub for passengers on the rafts. At the end of the journey, you’ll feel more relaxed and knowledgeable, plus leave with silky, smooth legs.
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Rafting, Lethe | LariMac/Getty Images ©


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN HANOVER

Waterfront Restaurant & Bar

This open-air restaurant on the water is a popular rest stop for its scenery and delicious seafood. $$

Pachie’s

A rustic, beachfront seafood option that also serves as a chill spot for residents of Sandy Bay. $$

Sky Beach Bar and Seafood Grill

An open-air seafood restaurant, with a deck overlooking the sea. Some weekends feature live music. $$

Reggae Paradise

Enjoy the delicious Jamaican and seafood meals with a stunning sea view; plus live music on Wednesday and Friday. $$




Getting Around

Route taxis operate from Lucea, the capital of Hanover, to elsewhere in the parish. Most of the parish’s restaurants, bars and points of interest are found between Sandy Bay and Lucea, where taxis operate frequently. You can also find taxis operating from Lucea to Negril. Inland or in the rural communities of Hanover, it’s harder to find a route taxi so you may need to drive. Knutsford Express also operates from other parishes to Hanover. The pick-up/drop-off point is at Tag Plaza in Lucea.






NEGRIL & THE WEST COAST
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BEACH TOWNS, FISHING VILLAGES AND WATERFALLS

Nightly beach bashes in a hedonistic party town, tranquil fishing communities, picturesque cascades, historic sites and a unique artist retreat greet you in Westmoreland.
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Seven Mile Beach | Vilius Veitas/Shutterstock ©

‘Jamaica No Problem’ proudly proclaim T-shirts for sale at the bright shacks painted in Rasta colors that line the road snaking its way along cliff tops in Negril’s West End. ‘Discovery’ by hippies in the early 1970s transformed this tranquil fishing village and deserted beach into Jamaica’s most popular resort town and the temple to unbridled hedonism that it is today.

In terms of geography and vibe, Negril can be split neatly in two. To the north of the bustling little town is the erroneously named yet still spectacular Seven Mile Beach, home to resorts and restaurants, with reggae and dancehall beats from competing beach parties ringing in the night. South of the village, the precipitous cliffs plunging into turquoise waters and low-key accommodations peeking out of the greenery of West End evoke the Negril of yesteryear, with some concessions to the present day: cliffside boutique hotels, international restaurants and cafes selling ganja edibles to revelers.

In contrast to Negril’s brashness, the coastal settlements of Little Bay, Bluefields and Belmont further east have an understated charm to them, with Negril’s impersonal hustle replaced by close-knit, genuinely welcoming communities. Inland and on the coast, watery attractions such as Blue Hole, Mayfield Falls and Roaring River offer welcome distraction, while up in the hills above Sav-la-Mar lie an organic farm with superb dining and a unique artistic property with historic roots.
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THE MAIN AREAS

NEGRIL

Nonstop beach parties and watersports. 

BLUEFIELDS & BELMONT

Tranquil beach towns and outdoor adventure. 



Find Your Way

With the exception of a handful of watery attractions on Westmoreland’s south coast, in the hills and canefield-dense interior, most of the action is concentrated in Negril. We’ve highlighted the places that best capture the region’s diverse heritage.
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Plan Your Time

A good mix of frenetic parties on the sand, laid-back fishing villages and a handful of watery and gourmet attractions inland can keep you happily occupied for days.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Head to Negril for a couple of days of watersports, sunning yourself on sugary-white sand and sunset cruises.

• Breakfast at Just Natural or Patsy’s Coffeeshop, then head to Seven Mile Beach to try your hand at parasailing or a banana-boat ride, or lime (chill) with locals at Long Bay Beach.

• Head to Rick’s Café for some sunset cliff-jumping, then treat yourself to a cliffside dinner at Rockhouse or Pushcart, then decide which of the nightly beach parties to attend.




A Long Weekend

• Day-trip from Negril to Little Bay one morning for a dip in Blue Hole and a groove to the local sound system.

• Take an afternoon to head into the hills above Little London and visit Zimbali Retreat for an organic farm tour, followed by a fantastic farm-to-table dinner.

• An overnighter is highly recommended so that you can wake up to lush hillside views.

• Set aside half a day to drive into Westmoreland’s interior to frolic in the cascades and river pools of Mayfield Falls or explore the watery caves of Roaring River, before returning to Negril for yet more nightly beach parties on Seven Mile Beach.




One Week

• Head east to Belmont to commune with the local Rasta community, take in a tour of a local ganja plantation or have the fishers take you snorkeling at the offshore reef. Dine at Blue Ocean Sands, or sample some of Jamaica’s best jerk chicken at Omar’s Jerk.

• The terrace of the Cracked Conch is great for sunset cocktails, with occasionally spotted dolphins offshore.

• In neighboring Bluefields, chill out at Bluefields Beach Park and look for Jamaica’s oldest breadfruit tree before spending the night at the remarkable hilltop retreat of Mountambrin.



Seasonal Highlights

Most west coast events are either music or cultural festivals, with many taking place in winter or early spring. Summers are muggy and sultry, with a good chance of storms.

JANUARY

One of the loveliest months to find yourself on the beach in Westmoreland, with cool nights, little rainfall and plenty of sunshine.
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FEBRUARY

It’s Reggae Month as Jamaica celebrates Bob Marley’s birthday, with concerts and sound-system parties held in Belmont and Negril.
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MARCH

Local and international DJs and spring breakers descend on Negril to party on the beach and rock out at the Africa Jamfest.
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APRIL

The weather’s heating up some, and Westmoreland enjoys all things curried during the Curry Festival on Easter Monday.
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MAY

Celebrate the humble crustacean at Belmont Crab Festival while Negril offers foam parties and bare-as-you-dare cruises during Mocha Fest.
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JULY

Negril hosts Dream WKND, a five-day bash to end all parties, with partying day and night, and all-inclusive food and drink.
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DECEMBER

Black River pulsates to reggae and dancehall beats at the GT Taylor Reggae Extravaganza.
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NEGRIL


[image: jpg]

Taking up Jamaica’s western tip and drawing spring breakers and weekending Kingstonians alike, Negril captivates the party crowd with its star attraction – Seven Mile Beach. This expanse of sugary powder-like sand hosts nightly music events and is synonymous with Negril’s ‘sun, sea and sex’ vibe, with outposts of luxurious romance and debauchery like Hedonism II and Sandals. Concurrently, Negril wages a charm offensive against those for whom the wet T-shirt parties, drinking competitions and constant hustle hold little appeal. West End has plunging cliffs and azure waters, a lighthouse, easygoing boutique hotels and slightly ramshackle budget digs nestling in riotous greenery inland. It evokes the spirit of the original Negril of hippy-era legend prior to its ‘discovery’. Add a surprisingly diverse dining scene to suit all budgets, sunset-viewing bars, shedloads of ganja edibles and bottles of murky mushroom ‘tea’ and you have one superb destination.
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TOP EXPERIENCES

1Seven Mile Beach

SIGHTS

2Bloody Bay Beach

3Long Bay Beach

4Negril Point

5Norman Manley Sea Park Beach

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

see 20Dream Team Divers

see 20Marine Life Divers

6Negril Cruises

SLEEPING

7Bak a Yaad

8Conrod’s Negril Guesthouse

9Lighthouse Inn 2

EATING

10Best in the West

11Blue Mahoe

12Cafe Goa

13Chicken Lavish

14Erica’s Hideaway

15Fireman’s Lobster Pit

see 1Flag City Seafood and Grill

16Miss Lily’s

17Pablo’s

18Patsy Coffeeshop

see 20Pushcart

19Rasta Ade Refreshments

20Rockhouse

21Rockies Local Cuisines

22Shark

see 20Sips and Bites

23Sweet Spice

24Tip Top

25Vinnes Grill N Bar

26Wake‘n’Bake Cafe

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 19Alfred’s Ocean Palace

27Bourbon Beach

28Charela Inn

29Drifter’s Bar

30Rick’s Café

31Roots Bamboo

32Sir D’s

see 31Woodstock Bar




TOP TIP

Expect relentless sales pitches by hustlers. Bear in mind that magic mushroom ‘tea’ and ganja edibles can be very potent. Take taxis between Seven Mile Beach and West End at night to avoid muggings. Avoid eating lobster and conch out of season and reef fish such as parrotfish altogether.



Life’s a Beach in Negril

NEGRIL’S BEST BEACHES

Negril’s main feature, Seven Mile Beach, was initially touted on tourism posters as ‘seven miles of nothing but you and the sea.’ It is a fine stretch of white sand (though only four miles (6.5km) long), with crystal-clear waters, numerous waterside bars and restaurants, and assorted watersports concessions offering stand-up paddleboarding, parasailing, Sunfish sailboats, waterskiing, sea kayaks and banana-boat rides. As you stroll the beach, you’ll be approached by hustlers offering everything from woodcarvings and ganja to a bit of fun in the sun – decline invitations with good humor. The northern end of the beach is taken up by all-inclusive resorts with attendant security guards, while the Norman Manley Sea Park Beach at the south end hosts most of the beach parties and events.

Three-quarters of the way up Seven Mile Beach, mangrove-fringed Long Bay Beach is a more peaceful and far less crowded stretch of sand that weekending locals gravitate to.

North of Negril Point – the peninsula at the north end of Seven Mile Beach occupied by Hedonism II and other all-inclusives – Bloody Bay Beach is facility-free and hassle-free. Access it just past the fenced-off beach in front of Sunset at the Palms.


BEST OLD-SCHOOL JAMAICAN RESTAURANTS

Best in the West

Generous helpings of jerk chicken and pork, and curry shrimp, served at simple roadside tables. $

Rasta Ade Refreshments

Colorful beachside spot, serving vast portions of curried chickpeas, beans, callaloo, breadfruit and plantain. $

Erica’s Hideaway

Homey restaurant providing terrific curry goat and brown stew fish with veggies from Erica’s garden. $

Sweet Spice

Local favorite in Negril village; standout dishes include curry goat, oxtail and beans and stew chicken. $



Just Cruisin’

SAILING OUTINGS

Every day, catamarans cruise by carrying their cargo of reclining bronzed bodies or revelers grooving to soca and reggae on the gently swaying dance floor. Negril Cruises, operating out of Hedonism II, Couples Swept Away and Breezes resorts, offers a sedate schedule of morning and afternoon cruises, some with snorkeling at Sands Reef; others involving swimming at West End’s caves. Adults-only Wild Thing ventures combine snorkeling and making use of the open bar while trying out the latest dancehall moves with the help of the crew. Both companies sail you past Rick’s Café at sunset, so that you can watch daredevil cliff jumpers. Glass-bottom boats that depart both from Seven Mile Beach and West End are a more wallet-friendly alternative.


MORE CRUISES?

If you didn’t get your fill of cruises, head to Montego Bay for more sunset-watching from catamarans, or to Ocho Rios for clothing-optional boat outings.



WHERE TO SLEEP CHEAPLY

Conrod’s Negril Guesthouse

Wonderfully hospitable West End guesthouse with spotless, fan-cooled rooms, just two minutes’ walk from the cliffs. $

Lighthouse Inn 2

Subtly lit, snug, fan-cooled bungalows peek out of the hammock-hung greenery across the street from the lighthouse. $

Bak a Yaad

Choose between a dorm, double or cottage at this fairy-light-adorned hostel with a pool and gorgeous garden. $

Negril Beneath the Waves

SCUBA DIVING AND SNORKELING

Negril’s extensive underwater world comprises reef, grotto, cave and tunnel dives, catering to novices and advanced divers alike.

Top diving sites include the Throne: a 15m-wide cave with massive sponges, plentiful soft corals, nurse sharks, octopuses, barracuda and stingrays. Aweemaway is a shallow reef area south of the Throne, its stingrays tamed by fishers throwing in fish scraps after cleaning their catch. Deep Plane is the remains of a Cessna airplane – a ganja-smuggling plane that overshot its runway – lying 21m underwater. Corals and sponges have taken up residence in and around the plane, attracting an abundance of fish, and nurse sharks hang out at a nearby overhang. Sands Club Reef, sitting in 10m of water, lies offshore from the middle of Seven Mile Beach. From here, a drift dive to Shark’s Reef leads through tunnels and overhangs with huge sponges and gorgonian corals.

Dream Team Divers is a top diving operator, based at Sunset on the Cliffs; it offers PADI certification courses and Discover Scuba intros for beginners. Marine Life Divers at Coral Seas Cliff is another reputable outfit. Both run snorkeling trips as well.
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BEST PLACES TO BREAKFAST

Patsy’s Coffeeshop

Perch at a sea-view table, order a Blue Mountain coffee and a belly-filling Jamaican breakfast involving three kinds of tubers. $

Café Goa

This crowd pleaser caters to hungry diners with its callaloo omelets, French toast, and ackee and saltfish. $$

Just Natural

In a verdant, hummingbird-filled garden, driftwood tables groan under the weight of epic Jamaican breakfasts and fresh juices. $

Wake‘n’Bake Café

Blue Mountain brew aside, this Canadian–Jamaican cafe serves ganja-laced brownies, cookies, milkshakes and popcorn. Why walk when you can fly? $



WHERE TO EAT JERK CHICKEN

Kool Vybz Jerk Centre

Jerk chicken shines at this brightly-painted West End joint; the pepper shrimp is also good. $

Smokey Joe’s

One-man show on Seven Mile Beach, with the smoky, blistered-skin chicken produced from his oil-drum grill. $

3 Dives Jerk Centre

This colorful shack serves up excellent jerk chicken, plus sizzling lobsters and other Jamaican classics. $

Daredevils & Sunsets

CLIFF JUMPING AND SUNSET-WATCHING

As the sun sinks lower in the sky, Rick’s Café – a local institution – fills up with visitors. They come here to combine two spectacles: sunset-watching and cliff-jumping (or watching those who do). Some kick back with pricey cocktails to the tunes of the live band, while those brave enough to leap or dive off the precipice above the protected cove take a running leap before plunging into the waters below. The best divers, however, are the local guys who train for this since childhood. They climb a tall tree that overhangs the cliff jump, preening and working the audience before performing complex dives off their high vantage point to gasps from onlookers and generous tips.

Alternatively, you can choose to watch that ball of fire complete its daily circuit with a Red Stripe in hand, high above the water, at Sir D’s – a mellow bar shack near the lighthouse.
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BEST BOUTIQUE HOTELS

Rockhouse

Luxury thatched rondavels (African huts) and studio apartments with four-poster beds cling dramatically to the cliffside. $$

Caves

Rub shoulders with Hollywood elite at these individually styled cottages with hand-carved furniture and al fresco showers in clifftop gardens. $$$

Cliff Hotel

A terrific restaurant, swim-up bar, award-winning spa and saltwater pool are perks at this secluded, adults-only clifftop retreat. $$$

Tensing Pen

Narrow walkways connect the pool to the clifftop ‘pillar houses’ with exquisite bamboo and hardwood detail. $$$



WHERE TO STAY IN AN ALL-INCLUSIVE

Hedonism II

Clothing-optional, adults-only resort with hot tubs, pools, gourmet dining and occasional swingers’ events. $$$

Beaches Negril

Numerous watersports, fine dining and multiple pools are all on offer at this family-friendly resort. $$$

Sunset at the Palms

Stay in a treehouse suite and romance your sweetie at the swim-up bar amidst lush grounds. $$$

Party on di Beach

NEGRIL’S NIGHTLIFE

Sleep is overrated. That’s the consensus if you’re staying towards the southern end of Seven Mile Beach anyway, where occasional, shatteringly loud dancehall sets are played by DJs on giant speakers. Negril’s reggae concerts are equally legendary, with live performances every night in peak season, while its Margaritaville branch channels a year-round, spring-break vibe, with wet T-shirt competitions and dancing on tables. If you’re serious about making the most of your time in Negril, the main venues are Roots Bamboo, Bourbon Beach, Alfred’s Ocean Palace, Woodstock Bar and Drifter’s Bar.


PARTY IN DI CITY

If a beach setting is not a deal breaker, Kingston’s nightlife scene rivals Negril’s, with Kingstonians partying till dawn in nightclubs and regular overnight reggae and dancehalls events.



A Gourmand’s Tour

BEST RESTAURANTS

Negril’s dining scene is almost as legendary as its showstopping beach. Whether you’re after tongue-searing Jamaican favorites or refined international cuisine, Negril’s got it covered. At the north end of Seven Mile Beach, Fireman’s Lobster Pit is a wallet-friendly stop for grilled lobster with rice-and-peas. Further south, Tip Top does great things with lobster, shrimp and conch. Across the street, Miss Lily’s jerk platters will get you through a siege, and their oxtail stew and fried chicken and waffles reach rare depths of flavor. Vinnes Grill N Bar serves up heaped platters of jerk chicken, grilled lobster, curry goat and peas-and-rice, while Flag City Seafood and Grill is a worthy rival, with superlative versions of lobster and jerk chicken of its own.

Head to Rockies Local Cuisines in Negril village for escoveich fish, steamed snapper and conch fritters, and to Chicken Lavish for fried and jerk chicken, curry goat and ackee and saltfish with ground food. West End’s Blue Mahoe combines stellar sea views with beautifully prepared surf and turf dishes, while Pablo’s, Sips and Bites and Shark are excellent spots for generous Jamaican breakfasts and equally generous Jamaican standards. Pushcart serves highbrow versions of Jamaican classics, while Rockhouse pairs cliffside vistas with imaginative fusion bites.


BEST NEGRIL BEACH PARTIES

Monday

Live reggae at Roots Bamboo.

Tuesday

Reggae beach party at Alfred’s Ocean Palace.

Wednesday

Live reggae at Roots Bamboo.

Thursday

Live reggae at Bourbon Beach.

Friday

Reggae beach party at Alfred’s Ocean Palace or reggae/soul jam at Drifter’s Bar.

Saturday

Live reggae at Bourbon Beach; jazz and blues at Charela Inn; Retro Saturdays at Woodstock Bar.

Sunday

Reggae beach party at Alfred’s Ocean Palace; live jazz at Roots Bamboo; Sun-Daze beach party at Woodstock Bar.




Getting Around

Negril stretches along more than 16km of shoreline, so either prepare for a lot of walking, use the frequent route taxis that run up and down Seven Mile Beach and West End or hire a scooter or bicycle. Elvis Bike & Car Rental allows you to scooter all over Jamaica (at extra cost). Upscale resorts at the north end of Seven Mile Beach have shuttles to the village. Self-driving can be a headache, particularly in the West End with its narrow, potholed roads and few places to park.






Beyond Negril
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Bob Marley’s former haunt of Little Bay, plus a hillside organic farm and a metal sculpture yard are found in Negril’s environs.


The southern shore of Westmoreland parish remains low-key, its turbulent past revolving around the cultivation of sugarcane that shaped the fate of independent Jamaica, and the fishing village of Little Bay is as soporific as it was when Bob Marley lived there with one of his girlfriends. Head east of Negril, and you pass through Orange Hill, a notorious ganja-growing village with a metal sculpture yard on its fringes. Beyond, Little Bay’s main attraction, Blue Hole, entices day trippers in for a dip. Inland, in the verdant hills above Negril, Zimbali Retreat combines organic farm-to-table dining with tranquil overnighters, while north of Negril, a plantation, a handful of historical sights and a fabulous beach vie for your attention.
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TOP TIP

Linger overnight both at Zimbali Retreat and in Little Bay to fully soak up their atmosphere after the day trippers have left.



Organic Food Extravaganza Meets Rastafarian Culture

ZIMBALI RETREAT

You and your fellow diners sit at the strikingly stylish yet rustic bar and watch with rapt attention as the chef at Zimbali Retreat explains how each of the five dishes of your multi-course meal is made, and which of the ingredients are grown on this very property. You’ve already seen some of the fruit trees and vegetable patches during the organic farm tour that preceded your meal, guaranteed to be amongst your most memorable dining experiences in Jamaica. Many visitors come by tour from Negril, either for the lunch or the dinner slot, but it’s extremely worthwhile to stay overnight (or longer) in one of the bright and breezy rooms with hammocks on the terrace and delve deeper into Rastafarian culture while you’re here. Enjoy a rustic I-tal cookout with Rasta Fiyah at his Camp Survival, learn about herbal remedies from Rasta elder Bongo Roache, partake in a drumming session or watch Ishanti, the sculptor, work his magic with wood. Zimbali Retreat is 23km northeast of Negril and 5km north of Little London; pickups from Negril can be arranged.
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MORE ORGANIC FARM-TO-TABLE DINING?

St Ann’s own Stush in the Bush has been an established part of the the farm-to-table dining movement for many years. It does plant-based dishes exclusively.



WHERE TO STAY IN LITTLE BAY

Coral Cottage

This secluded six-room house with roof terrace and pool offers a private sea-swimming spot and generous breakfasts. $$

Judy House Backpacker Hostel

Camp under the stars or sleep inside a converted shipping container at this backpacker haunt with shared bath and kitchen. $

Little Bay Cabins

Three fan-cooled villas with private swimming spot, kitchen and hammocks beneath a tree. Meals provided on request. $$

Beach Time Without the Hustle

HALF MOON BEACH

If you’re looking for a less intense beach experience than Negril’s Seven Mile Beach, Half Moon Beach, 12km north of Negril in Orange Bay, is a mangrove-fringed, laid-back alternative beloved by locals, with calm, shallow waters attracting families. Captain Michael transfers visitors by canoe ($5 return) to the offshore Pirate Island, where you can stuff yourself with seafood at Calico Jack’s, a rustic restaurant named after the infamous buccaneer who was captured in Negril along with his crew of scallywags, and groove to live reggae on Sunday afternoons.
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LUCEA: FROM YAMS TO OBSCURITY

Driving between Negril and Montego Bay, you’ll pass through tiny Lucea. At the heart of the town is Alexander Bustamante Sq, its restored courthouse topped by a clock intended for St Lucia and sent to Lucea in 1817 by mistake.

During its early-20th-century heyday, when it exported molasses and bananas and fed Jamaican laborers working on the Panama Canal with Lucea yams, this place was busier and more prosperous than MoBay.

Take in the intact, octagonal Fort Charlotte (1756), Rusea’s High School, a Georgian-style redbrick building constructed in 1843 as an army barracks, and the Hanover Parish church (1725), its walled cemetery recalls the days when Lucea had a vibrant Jewish community.



There Be Giants

JAMAICA GIANTS PARK

A half-hour’s drive into the hills from Negril, a replanted tropical forest provides the backdrop to an outdoor sculpture gallery, Jamaica Giants Park, featuring the huge works of sculptor-in-residence Fitzroy ‘Fitzy’ Russell. Two of the giants – enormous cottonwood trees – frame the boardwalk that leads you to enormous Rasta heads carved from wood and stone, erotic tableaux and a breezy house displaying thought-provoking portraits of Rastafarian men and women in repose, by painter-in-residence Bruce Allen. Entry fee (US$20) includes tours – but unless you get a chance to talk to the artists themselves, the tours don’t actually add anything to the experience, and some visitors prefer to commune with the art in solitude. You ideally need a high-clearance vehicle to get up to Jamaica Giants Park due to a rutted section of the road.

Into the Blue

BLUE HOLE

Reggae beats reverberate from the sound system at the open-air restaurant while a lively crowd launches into an impromptu dance party by the pool. There are shouts of encouragement as a daredevil climbs a tree branch overhanging the main attraction of Little Bay – the Blue Hole (open 9am to 5pm daily; US$20/10 for swimmers/non-swimmers), a cenote (sinkhole) filled with turquoise water. Leaping into this natural well, the daredevil makes an almighty splash as onlookers strain to catch sight of her form somewhere in the 7.5m blue depths, then she scrambles up the ladder, triumphant.

Day trippers come for the natural attraction, a mere 14km from Negril, plus the laid-back vibe of this spread-out fishing village that reminds old-timers of Negril in the 1970s. Beyond the Blue Hole cenote, ask locals to point out Bob Marley’s former house, and while away an hour or two on the narrow main beach.


JURASSIC PARK

Skirting the coast and then climbing inland between Negril’s West End and Little Bay, a mildly potholed, paved road passes through the village of Orange Hill, (in)famous around the island as a major marijuana cultivation center.

Jurassic Park is located just east of Orange Hill, toward the Blue Hole turnoff; look for the giant iron pterodactyl spreading its wings above the gate. Inside the small sculpture garden there are more pterodactyls (one with a human hand in its beak), giant centipedes, a cobra and smaller sculptures, created by friendly local artist Daniel ‘Iron Doctor’ Woolcock. The smaller scrap metal creations make excellent gifts, and there’s also an array of paintings for sale that borrow heavily from Haitian art in terms of style.




MORE BLUE HOLES

Don’t confuse Little Bay’s Blue Hole with St Mary’s Cool Blue Hole, with the latter offering more of a waterfall-scrambling and river-swimming experience. Or indeed with Blue Hole Gardens near Petersfield, with its own sinkhole filled with crystal-clear water.




Getting Around

You need your own wheels to get out to Little Bay. The road runs from the signposted turnoff for Blue Hole, 14km east of Negril. The road passing through Little Bay en route to Little London is narrow and potholed, with a particularly bumpy stretch along the seafront. Numerous minibuses and route taxis ply the coastal highway between Negril and Montego Bay and can drop you off at Half Moon Beach and in Green Island. Attractions in the interior are reached either by organized tour or by self-driving.





BLUEFIELDS & BELMONT
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On the coastal road halfway between the market towns of Savanna-la-Mar and Black River, Bluefields and adjacent Belmont in southeastern Westmoreland parish are as laid-back as it gets. Belmont is the birthplace (and final resting place) of reggae legend Peter Tosh, with a narrow stretch of white sand and a welcoming community of fishers, Rastas and escape artists, colorful rum shacks and ramshackle guesthouses lapped by cerulean waters and homestays peeking out of the greenery. There’s a more affluent air to Bluefields – originally Oristan, one of the first Spanish settlements in Jamaica in 1519, and a pirate haven thereafter, from which the buccaneer Henry Morgan attacked Panama in 1670. There are two great houses (one derelict), a crescent beach that pulses with sound-system beats on weekends and a clutch of luxury villas, one of which is allegedly owned by Usain Bolt, who likes to spend his downtime here.
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SIGHTS

1Belmont Beach

2Bluefields Great House

3Bluefields Organic Farm

4Peter Tosh Memorial

5Shafston Great House

ACTIVITIES,

COURSES & TOURS

6Reliable Adventures Jamaica

SLEEPING

7Bluefields Villas

see 12Luna Sea Inn

8Natural Mystic

9Nature Roots

10Rainbow Villa

EATING

11Blue Ocean Sands

12Cracked Conch

13Omar’s Jerk

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

14Natural Vibz




TOP TIP

Be really careful if walking along the A2 in Belmont; there are no sidewalks and no speed bumps and traffic rushes through at mad speeds. Numerous route taxis and minivans serve Savanna-la-Mar (for Montego Bay and Negril) to the west, and Whitehouse (for Black River and Treasure Beach) and Mandeville to the east.



A Perfect Day in Belmont

BIRDWATCHING, HIKING AND SNORKELING

Start the day early with a ganja plantation tour, or else a half-day birding and hiking tour in the hills above Belmont with naturalist Wolde Kristos of Reliable Adventures Jamaica, who’s happy to point out endemic species in an engaging manner. Also, his company funds educational projects for local children, so your money is going right back into the community. In the afternoon, you might opt for snorkeling off the local reef with shoals of tiny reef fish; Reliable Adventures can help organize an outing with local fishers. In the evening, watch the sun set over Belmont Beach, Red Stripe in hand, and lime with locals at Natural Vibz well into the night.
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Bluefields | ByMPhotos/Getty Images ©

A Tale of Two Great Houses

HISTORIC MONUMENTS AND ARCHITECTURE

If you walk 400m uphill from the Bluefields police station, you’ll reach the virtually derelict remains of Bluefields House, one of two great houses in the area. Between 1844 and 1845 it was the temporary home of Philip Gosse: inventor of the modern aquarium, ornithologist and illustrator of gorgeously detailed renditions of Jamaican birdlife in Illustrations of the Birds of Jamaica and A Naturalist’s Sojourn in Jamaica. There’s a breadfruit tree on-site, believed to be the first in Jamaica, grown from seeds brought from Tahiti.

Bluefields’ other great house, Shafston, is a charmingly decaying property, reached via a 4WD-only road, whose selling points are its hilltop views, ramshackle rooms and eccentric owner, Frank. Housekeeping leaves much to be desired, but some visitors opt to stay overnight nonetheless for the comedy/horror value.
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Belmont Beach | Alchemist Chronicles 876/Shutterstock ©


BEST PLACES TO EAT & DRINK
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Carlene Studniczka, is the owner of Rainbow Villas.

Omar’s Jerk

On the road between Belmont and Bluefields, for my money Omar makes the best jerk chicken on the island. Get to his cookshop around noon, when the grill’s all fired up.

Cracked Conch

Luna Sea Inn’s terrace restaurant is Belmont’s fanciest option. It does a mix of pastas, salads and burgers, plus expensive takes on oxtail and beans and curry goat. Great cocktails, and the terrace is perfect for sunset-watching.

Blue Ocean Sands

A new restaurant at Belmont’s east end, it’s bright and breezy inside, with a nice seafront terrace. It’s the best place for Jamaican breakfasts and fresh fruit juices. They do Mexican food too, plus live music sometimes.



WHERE TO STAY IN BLUEFIELDS & BELMONT

Luna Sea Inn

Boutique hotel whose nine rooms (one with sea-view deck), comes with four-poster beds and rain showers. $$

Natural Mystic

German-speaking Lydia oversees two thatch-roofed hilltop cottages and a treehouse in Rasta colors. Meals on request. $

Rainbow Villas

Friendly, family-run, spotless studios overlook the garden where a bar is built into a turpentine tree. $

Nature Roots

‘Bush Doctor’ Brian rents out basic rooms in a shared cottage and runs hiking/flora and fauna/ganja tours. $

Bluefields Villas

Six exquisite all-inclusive villas around Bluefields Bay with pools; three have their own tiny private islands. $$$

Good Hope Retreat

Three snug cabins look out to sea from their private terraces in the hills above Bluefields. $

Paying Your Respects to a Wailer

GRAVE OF A MUSIC LEGEND

You can’t miss the final resting place of Peter Tosh. Beyond the brightly painted gates, there’s the Peter Tosh Memorial with an artistic depiction of a red-eyed Lion of Zion, murals of a Rasta man with a huge joint and jumbo marijuana leaves, and very little else. If the caretaker is around, he will charge you US$15 for a ‘tour’ that won’t tell you anything that a Tosh fan wouldn’t know already; the Peter Tosh Museum in Kingston is much more worthwhile. The best time to visit is in mid-October, when a live reggae gig is held on the property to celebrate the annual Peter Tosh Birthday Bash.

Fruit of One’s Labor

ORGANIC FARM

A 10-minute uphill drive from the coastal road, just past Bluefields Beach, gets to you to Keith Wedderburn’s wonderful family-operated Bluefields Organic Farm. Call ahead for a tour (US$15) of his 22-acre property where he will be happy to walk you around, pointing out fruit such as soursop, star fruit and June plum, and vegetables such as scotch bonnet peppers, pumpkins and breadfruit, plus Jamaica’s ubiquitous pimento (allspice; a key ingredient in jerk), all grown without pesticides. You’ll get to taste some of the fruits of Keith’s labor and the stiff hike to the top of the farm is well worth the legwork.


PETER TOSH: ROOTS REGGAE REVOLUTIONARY

Chiefly known for the smokers’ anthem, ‘Legalize It’, and born in Belmont on October 19, 1944, Peter Tosh was raised in a west Kingston tenement yard by his aunt. He formed The Wailers with Bob Marley and Bunny Livingstone in 1964, recording Catch a Fire and Burnin’.

In the first half of the 1970s, Tosh became a major critic of Jamaica’s ‘Babylon shitstem’ (system), lighting up in public in spite of anti-ganja laws and laying into politicians for their hypocrisy.

Nearly beaten to death by the police after a trumped-up charge in 1975, Tosh became increasingly paranoid in the 1980s, and was gunned down at the age of 42 at his Plymouth Ave home in Kingston on September 11, 1987, ostensibly a victim of a robbery gone wrong.






Beyond Bluefields & Belmont
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Inviting waterfalls, caves with swimming holes and a unique artists’ retreat beckon from the hills and canefields north of Bluefields and Belmont.


From Bluefields, the A2 ribbons north along the coast to Savanna-la-Mar, a busy market town en route to Negril. To reach Sav, you go via the Ferris Cross crossroads, from where the B6 – the most direct route to Montego Bay – teases travelers with a beautifully paved section before deteriorating into the usual potholed nightmare. Turn off in Whithorn and climb the cratered ribbon of a road into the jungle-covered hills towards Caledonia to reach Mountambrin Theatre, arguably Jamaica’s most unusual hilltop retreat. Alternatively, head west into the canefields around Petersfield and meander towards Roaring River, or travel further inland to Mayfield Falls for splendid cascades offering river tubing, scrambling and swimming.
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Mayfield Falls | Michael Kucsmas/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

You ideally need your own wheels to reach Mountambrin, Mayfield Falls, Roaring River and other attractions.



Rasta Culture Meets ATVs & Sinkholes

BLUE HOLE GARDENS

A tree-shaded, turquoise spring-fed pool in a sinkhole draws visitors to the beautifully landscaped property of Blue Hole Gardens, located in a Rasta community 1km beyond Roaring River, some 28km northwest of Bluefields. Besides hiking past trumpet flowers, ginger torch and heliconia to wellsprings that feed the nearby Turtle River and act as natural whirlpools, the main attraction here is swimming and lazing around in the shade. It’s possible to overnight at the three-room Blue Hole Victorian Cottage. The property also hosts half-day RastaSafari tours, involving gallivanting around the countryside in rugged, covered ATVs, sampling local fruit and sugarcane, a drumming session, swimming in Blue Hole Gardens and an I-tal lunch. Either make your way here under your own steam or book a tour in Negril.
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Cave tour, Roaring River Park | Mark Bassett/Alamy Stock Photo ©


SIR ALEXANDER BUSTAMANTE’S LEGACY

Tiny Blenheim, accessed via a potholed road between Davis Cove and Dias, is the birthplace of national hero Alexander Bustamante – independent Jamaica’s first prime minister. Inside his reconstructed childhood home, displays evoke the man’s private life, political career and notable achievements.

Workers from Frome Sugar Factory, north of Sav-la-Mar, went on strike for higher pay in 1938. Some rioted, setting fire to the cane fields. The police fired into the crowd, killing four people. Jamaica exploded in violent clashes. Labor activist Alexander Bustamante mediated the dispute, his efforts giving rise to the island’s first mass labor unions and the first organized political party. A monument at a crossroads north of the factory reads: ‘To Labour leader Alexander Bustamante and the Workers for their courageous fight in 1938.’



Where the River Meets Waterfalls

MAYFIELD FALLS

If you’re looking for the combined charm of Dunn’s River Falls and YS Falls, minus the cruise ship crowds (deterred by the potholed approach), look no further than Mayfield Falls. Arriving by way of 50km of mostly cratered roads from Bluefields via Petersfield, Hertford, Williamsfield and Grange, or via Cascade or Lucea Harbour from the A1 if coming from MoBay, rent water shoes and a locker, then scramble down into the cool, clear water overhung by thickets of bamboo. Your mandatory guide (tip generously) will assist you as you climb the falls upstream for 40 minutes or so, snapping action photos of you as you swim through an underwater tunnel, leap into the deeper pools, then bubble in the froth of a natural hot tub, letting the ‘washing machine’ falls pound your shoulders into blissful bonelessness. Avoid wearing sunscreen and bug repellent when swimming in the river to protect the delicate ecosystem. If you don’t have your own wheels, some tour companies in Negril and Montego Bay run five-hour tours to the falls.
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Sculpture, Mountambrin | Anna Kaminski/Lonely Planet ©


ROARING RIVER PARK: CAUTION ADVISED

A 4km drive north of Petersfield, and signposted through the cane fields, lies Roaring River Park – a formerly popular natural attraction. A series of underground caves, rich with Taíno and enslaved peoples’ history and filled with bats, is connected by concrete walkways, while the two mineral pools where you’re supposed to swim in total darkness allegedly rejuvenate you as fountains of youth. Outside the cave complex, you can also splash about in the ‘bottomless’ blue hole.

Since around 2016, lack of management has resulted in some members of the local community soliciting custom in a pushy manner, conducting tours with faulty flashlights, and then demanding tips, though other self-styled local guides do a perfectly adequate job, and this natural wonder is worth a visit.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT BEYOND BLUEFIELDS & BELMONT

Camp Cabarita

Secluded ecoresort near Mayfield Falls, with a spectacular swimming hole and spa featuring numerous treatments. $$$

Guango’s Jerk

Devour your jerk chicken, red pea soup, oxtail and mannish water at Sav-la-Mar’s premier jerk joint. $

Bridgez Jerk

West of Sav, Guango’s rival dishes up large portions of jerk pork and rice-and-peas to a reverberating reggae soundtrack. $

An Artists’ Retreat Like No Other

MOUNTAMBRIN THEATRE

When you arrive at this hilltop refuge surrounded by breadfruit and banana trees and flowering heliconia, the first thing to catch your eye is a phallus. As your gaze rests on the wood carvings on the breezy terrace of Mountambrin Theatre, the former estate of Alex Haley, author of the iconic Roots, you begin to spot phalluses everywhere. They’re in the carved bedposts and headboards of the individually styled rooms (some with outdoor showers) and the two unique cottages; in the tableau on the door of the concert hall that once hosted a Jamaican piano prodigy; and even in the phallic-looking tower.

The seemingly homoerotic carvings are a labor of love by resident artist Lesbert Lee, while the thought-provoking paintings were done by Wilbert Gruhlke, father of Canute, the present-day owner. The Gruhlke family acquired the estate from Haley in 1978, and over the years Mountambrin Theatre has hosted classical music evenings (and may do so again) as well as artists, writers and other dreamers, seduced by the expansive views of the countryside and the sea, and the tranquility of the jungly garden.

Stay overnight, or tour the property by calling Canute ahead of time; he can also arrange farm-to-table meals. Mountambrin can be reached via Darliston-bound route taxis from Sav-la-Mar (reachable via route taxi from Bluefields and Belmont); ask to be dropped at the art gallery sign and walk up for one mile, or else drive up the B6 via Ferris Cross to Whithorn, take a right towards Caledonia, then follow the sign up the unpaved, single-track road (18km total).


Getting Around

Knutsford Express long-distance buses connect Sav-la-Mar – the regional transportation hub – to Negril, Montego Bay, Mandeville and Kingston. There are also numerous route taxis to Negril, Black River via Bluefields and Belmont, and Mandeville. Services to Whithorn and Caledonia (for Mountambrin) are sporadic. B-roads inland are potholed but passable in a city car. B6 via Montpelier and Anchovy is the least potholed and most direct route to Montego Bay.






SOUTH COAST & THE CENTRAL HIGHLANDS
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BEACH TOWNS, HIGHLANDS AND UNTAMED NATURE

Laid-back fishing villages and mountain towns, uncrowded beaches, splendid waterfalls, unique Maroon culture and rugged wilderness await.
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Treasure Beach | Ralf Liebhold/Shutterstock ©

Few parts of Jamaica are as diverse as the south coast, the central highlands and Cockpit Country. One of the most chilled-out fishing villages on the island, Treasure Beach remains a low-key favorite, with its mix of fishers, bohemian types and visitors who unhurriedly cycle or stroll its coastal road, join in impromptu drumming sessions at its cafes or ‘lime’ (chill) on Fisherman’s Beach in the evening, torpedo-sized spliffs and cold Red Stripes in hand.

Santa Cruz mountains provide a scenic backdrop to this semi-arid part of the island, and narrow roads wind their way through cactus- and succulent-studded countryside to the fishing settlement of Alligator Pond, long-established as a gourmet destination  par excellence, and the historic town of Black River – formerly Jamaica’s most technologically-advanced metropolis – with its faded Georgian mansions and the treacle-colored namesake river that takes birders and crocodile-spotters deep into swampland.

Mandeville – the largest highland town in the region – beckons with its cooler climate and handful of historic sights, and is a short drive from haunted church ruins and some of Jamaica’s most popular waterfalls and rum estates. Northwest of Mandeville lies Cockpit Country, its barely penetrable wilderness bisected by a centuries-old rugged trail, a mountain village on its fringes inhabited by the descendants of Maroons (runaway enslaved Africans) who’ve managed to preserve their culture against all odds.
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YS Falls | Four Oaks/Shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

MANDEVILLE

Excellent birdwatching and outdoor adventure.

TREASURE BEACH

Tranquil beach life and delicious dining. 



Find Your Way

Jamaica’s south coast, highlands and the remote limestone-and-jungle wilderness of Cockpit Country comprise one of Jamaica’s most diverse corners, and its attractions are many and spread out. This chapter selects the places that best capture the region’s unique cultural heritage and diverse landscapes.
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Plan Your Time

The south coast and central highlands have it all: gorgeous waterfalls, unique Maroon culture, Jamaica’s most rugged hiking, uncrowded beaches, historic towns and terrific coastal gastronomy.
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Pelican Bar | Greg Johnston/Gettyimages ©


If You Only Do One Thing

• Spend a weekend in Treasure Beach, soaking in its laid-back atmosphere, liming with locals and beach-hopping.

• Have breakfast at Smurf’s Cafe, set aside half a day for a boat trip to Pelican Bar, which you can combine with a longer trip up into the Great Morass for some croc-spotting, grab lunch at Kim’s Place and spend the afternoon chilling on Fisherman’s Beach before grabbing a sunset beer at Eggy’s Bar.

• Take part in the engaging Treasure Beach Walking Tour and treat yourself to dinner at Jake’s.




A Week’s Adventuring

• Day-trip from Treasure Beach to YS Falls and Appleton Estate, set aside a day to gorge yourself on jerk snapper and curry lobster at Alligator Pond, and another for exploring the historic town of Black River – joining a Way Back When walking tour, or taking in Black River’s faded grandeur on your own, and boating in the Great Morass if you haven’t already.

• Finish up by overnighting in the unique Maroon town of Accompong, hiking to the Peace Cave and immersing yourself in Maroon culture.




If You Have More Time

• If you can set aside 10 days or longer for Treasure Beach and Mandeville, do so.

• Go birding at Marshall’s Pen – Mandeville’s great house – or just take a tour of that remarkable historic building and shop for Blue Mountain coffee at the nearby coffee factory.

• Then base yourself in the hamlet of Windsor and test your mettle by exploring Cockpit Country – Jamaica’s untamed wilderness – by trekking the rugged Troy–Windsor trail with a guide, and admiring stalactites and stalagmites while waist-deep in water in the Printed Circuit Cave.



Seasonal Highlights

The south coast and the highlands host a diverse handful of festivals, particularly during the winter and spring months, which are also the loveliest seasons, weather-wise. Summer and fall bring storms.

JANUARY

Accompong celebrates its Afro-Caribbean heritage with processions, chanting in Coromantee, mento bands, feasting and dancing till daybreak.
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FEBRUARY

Lack of rain and slightly cooler days make this an ideal month to go trekking and caving in Cockpit Country or enjoy night breezes in Mandeville.
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Anna Kaminski/Lonely Planet ©

MARCH

Relatively cool and rain-free, March is an excellent month for hiking and enjoying Treasure Beach’s coastline and YS Falls without the winter crowds.
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APRIL

Challenge yourself in Treasure Beach at Jake’s Off-Road Triathlon, with its 300m swim, 25km off-road bike ride and 7km run.
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MAY

Admire an extravaganza of Jamaican flowers at the Manchester Horticultural Society Show in Mandeville.
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JUNE

Treasure Beach hosts the Calabash International Literary Festival on even-numbered years.
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Suzannah Gilman/WikimediaCommons ©

DECEMBER

Join Treasure Beach locals for the boisterous bonfire party on Fisherman’s Beach on the night of December 31 to welcome the new year.
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MANDEVILLE
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An antidote to the heat and hustle of Jamaica’s coasts, Mandeville is a highland town with a cooler climate that’s been drawing tourists and British soldiers recuperating from tropical malaise since the 19th century. Founded in 1814, Mandeville has a compact historical center with a few minor sights and an old great house on its outskirts. While the town center remains boisterously Jamaican, the leafy suburbs exhibit a more sedate veneer. Mock Georgian mansions with manicured gardens provide second homes for Kingston entrepreneurs or returning expats who wish to enjoy cooler nights. Mandeville is a treat for dedicated birdwatchers and those who want to immerse themselves in Jamaican culture, plus it’s a great jumping-off point to offbeat attractions in the surrounding countryside. Peruse Cecil Charlton Park, the Mandeville Courthouse and the Gothic-accented St Mark’s Church, enjoy the decent dining scene and smell the coffee at a nearby factory.
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Mandeville Courthouse | Karol Kozlowski/robertharding/Getty Images ©
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TOP TIP

Mandeville is a big transportation hub, with comfortable, air-conditioned Knutsford Express buses serving Kingston, Negril, Montego Bay, Ocho Rios and Falmouth. Route taxis serve Junction (for Treasure Beach), Kingston and Alligator Pond, among other destinations. Mandeville’s center is easily explored on foot, but you need some wheels to reach Marshall’s Pen and the coffee factory.



Birding at Marshall’s Pen

HISTORIC HOUSE, BIRDWATCHING PARADISE

Massive cedar floorboards and a coffee ‘barbecue’ where beans were once laid out to dry greet you at Marshall’s Pen, a stately great house and the home of Jamaica’s leading ornithologist and environmental scientist, Ann Haynes-Sutton. Her late husband, Robert Sutton, coauthored Birds of Jamaica, the country’s most comprehensive birding guide. If you’re a serious birder, contact Ann in advance to organize a stay since 110 species have been recorded on the property itself, including 25 of the island’s 30 endemic species.

The stone-and-timber great house itself, built in 1795, dates back to the Earl of Balcarres, the one-time Governor of Jamaica. Throughout its history the home has been a coffee plantation and cattle-breeding property (hence Marshall’s ‘Pen’). The exterior of the building, all cut-stone and louvred windows surrounded by landscaped gardens, is understated compared to the arresting interior – a honeycomb of wood-paneled rooms brimming with antiques, leather-bound books, Taíno artifacts found in nearby grounds, historical and original artwork and lots of other museum-quality pieces, many from Japan and China. Ann runs hour-long tours of the house with advance notice for groups of six (US$25 per person).

The estate entrance – an unmarked stone gateway painted red – is about 600m along the Mike Town/Somerset Rd.


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN MANDEVILLE

Jaro’s Lucky Charm Jerk

Locals in the know seek out this cookshop for its curry goat and Boston Beach–style jerk pork. $

OMG Restaurant

Serves potent Blue Mountain brew, fusion (jerked chicken pasta) and traditional Jamaican breakfasts such as ackee and saltfish. OMG indeed. $$

Bamboo Garden Restaurant

Subtly lit Cantonese restaurant specializing in vast portions of sweet-and-sour shrimp, beef in oyster sauce and more. $$

Murray’s Fish & Jerk Hut

Jerk tilapia, pork and sausage are all present and correct at this Mandeville branch of the local institution on the A2. $



Wake Up & Smell the Coffee

COFFEE FACTORY

If you’re a coffee aficionado, stop by the Jamaica Standard Products coffee factory in the ’burb of Williamsfield to purchase fresh bags of Island Blue (Blue Mountain) coffee at extremely fair prices (unlike most gift shops around the island), as well as cheaper High Mountain coffee and blends of the two. JSP also sells a range of Baronhall Estate hot sauces. Brief factory tours might be possible.
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Jamaican Tody, Marshall’s Pen | NEIL BOWMAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

WHERE TO STAY IN MANDEVILLE

Agapantha Cottage B&B

Four spotless rooms fringed with agapanthus flowers, generous breakfasts and knowledgeable hostess. $$

Casa de Buena Vista B&B

Individually styled rooms (one with four-poster bed) sit amidst lush gardens, presided over by a gregarious host. $$

Mandeville Hotel

Centrally located, dependable, 1875-vintage hotel with huge rooms, decent pub and down-to-earth staff. $$




Beyond Mandeville
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Rugged Cockpit Country north of Mandeville is Jamaica’s true wilderness, offering demanding off-the-beaten-track trekking. It’s also rich in Maroon history and culture.


A cursory glance at a map of Jamaica reveals a vast, seemingly empty space north of Mandeville and south of Falmouth. This is Cockpit Country, a 1295-sq-km plateau covered with dense jungle and dotted with thousands of conical hummocks divided by precipitous ravines – a true maze that gave runaway enslaved Africans shelter from their pursuers. In south Cockpit, Accompong is the place to delve into Maroon culture, while a faint trail between the hamlets of Troy and Windsor, through the heart of Cockpit, presents you with Jamaica’s toughest trekking challenge, letting you walk in the footsteps of British soldiers who once took this dangerous shortcut between two garrisons. If you’re a spelunker, Cockpit’s myriad caves beckon with underground adventures galore.
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Troy–Windsor trail | Anna Kaminski/Lonely Planet ©


TOP TIP

Hiking in Cockpit Country requires a knowledgeable guide and machete men; Jamaican Caves Organisation (jamaicancaves.org) can help. STEA (stea.net) NGO organizes caving on the fringes of Cockpit.



A Spin Around Accompong

HISTORIC MAROON TOWN

Of the four communities of Maroons, Accompong, named for the brother of Maroon hero Cudjoe and located in southwestern Cockpit Country, is the best-known and most traditional. Located 51km north of Treasure Beach, it’s best reached by driving (1¼ hours).

As you arrive at the little square by the crossroads, call at the Accompong Community Centre (open weekdays 9am to 4pm). The helpful staff will put you in touch with the current colonel (Richard Currie), elected for five years to lead this quasi-autonomous community, since it is considered proper etiquette to introduce yourself upon visiting. Peruse the attached museum, with its goombay drums and abeng horns, a blunderbuss allegedly used by Nanny (the legendary Maroon leader), Ashanti art and Taíno tools, as well as displays on Maroon leaders and the geology of Cockpits. The staff can then hook you up with a guide.

As you wander the loop road lined with wooden shacks, brightly painted houses and colorful murals of Maroon leaders Nanny and Cudjoe (as well as a scary depiction of Bob Marley), with the steep, greenery-covered slopes of a valley falling away in the middle, your guide will point out local landmarks. These include the small monument that honors Cudjoe, and the Parade Ground field at the top of the village, where Maroons used to get ready for war and also where they’d be disciplined for various infractions by the Maroon elders with a cat o’ nine tails until the 1950s. Uphill from the Parade Ground is Bickle Village, with several traditional thatch-roofed homes, a Maroon burial ground, a small herbal garden, and the Kindah Tree, an enormous sacred mango tree where the elders of the community congregate.

Opt for the 90 minute uphill trek through tall grass and occasionally boggy terrain (US$50; best done in early morning or late afternoon) to the Peace Cave. While the cave itself is fairly unremarkable, you’re rewarded with fantastic hilly vistas. It is here, allegedly, that Cudjoe signed the 1739 peace treaty with his British counterpart, signifying the triumph of formerly enslaved Africans over the British. According to legend, the two cut their wrists, mixed the blood with rum in a calabash dish, and drank it to seal the blood treaty that guaranteed the Maroons 15,000 acres of land to create their community (though a missing zero reduced said land to 1500 acres – still a source of contention).
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GOOD HOPE ESTATE

Between the second half of the 17th century and 1834, when slavery was officially abolished, Jamaica’s economy was based primarily on the cultivation of sugarcane, using the labor of enslaved Africans – as widespread a practice as it was cruel and inhumane. Jamaica’s largest land and slave owner in the late 18th century was John Tharp, whose former great house (turned Airbnb rental) sits in the Queen of Spain Valley – one of Jamaica’s most beautiful and verdant spots.

The restored 250-year-old sugar factory has been turned into a restaurant with an attached waterfall pool at the Chukka Eco-Adventure Outpost at Good Hope (chukka.com) – an outdoor adventure outlet specializing in river tubing, e-bike rides through the North Cockpit countryside, zip lining and on-site rum tastings in conjunction with Appleton Estate.



WHERE TO STAY AND EAT IN ACCOMPONG

O&G Guesthouse

Oral and Gretchen preside over a few simple rooms and cook up seasonal dishes with home-grown produce. $

Maroon Restaurant

Accompong’s only official restaurant rustles up traditional Maroon food, with most ingredients grown in the village. $

Food stalls

On January 6, Accompong’s main street heaves with jerk sellers cooking their wares in oil drums. $

Go Below in the Cockpits

CAVING IN THE COCKPITS

Your guide shines his flashlight on the underground river that runs through the Printed Circuit Cave near the tiny village of Rock Spring (51km north of Mandeville; 1¼ hours’ drive), pointing out the crayfish that live in almost perpetual darkness. Venture deeper in, sometimes scrambling up rocky ledges and sometimes wading through chest-deep, cool water. Of the 300-plus caves that riddle the limestone of Cockpit Country like holes in Swiss cheese, the Printed Circuit Cave is one of the most accessible, with 1½-hour tours organized by Southern Trelawny Environmental Agency (stea.net; US$60); helmets provided.

Near Windsor, Windsor Great Cave (cockpitcountry.com) is one of Jamaica’s most important bat habitats, home to 12 species of around 100,000 bats. Join a naturalist tour from Windsor Great House to watch the sunset bat vortex, or employ Franklin ‘Dango’ Taylor at the Rasta shack (around US$20 per person, per cave chamber) before taking the 1km-long trail into the jungle and admiring a large gallery full of stalactites and a huge chamber with a dramatically arched ceiling.


TREKKING IN COCKPIT COUNTRY

Trekking the little-trodden, overgrown trails of Cockpit Country requires excellent physical fitness, advance preparation, good footwear and ample food and water.

The best-known hiking route is the Troy–Windsor trail, for which you need a knowledgeable guide (US$200 per person) and at least one ‘cutlass man’ (US$100). One reliable guide is Karema in Sherwood Content; contact her via the Jamaican Caving Organisation (jamaicancaves.org). While the JCO is involved exclusively in cave exploration and research, it’s happy to connect you with local guides. Dr Connelly of the Last Resort offers a three-hour roundtrip to the remains of the 1720s Guthries fort, and a shorter hike to a Taíno petroglyph ($50 per person per trek); the two can be combined ($90 per person).



WHERE TO STAY IN NORTH COCKPIT

The Last Resort

Stay in basic rooms in Windsor at the rustic house of archaeologist Ivor Connelly by the Martha Brae River. $

Windsor Great House

Remote 18th-century mansion/biological research station in Windsor with resident naturalists and bat-watching outings. $

Good Hope

Choose the allegedly haunted breezy hilltop great house or 18th-century coach house turned luxurious villa. $$$

Hiking a Historic Jungle Trail

JAMAICA’S TOUGHEST HIKE

The morning mist lifts to reveal some of Jamaica’s most verdant countryside near the hamlet of Windsor, a 96km (2¾ hour) drive north from Mandeville, as you follow the faint trail into the jungle and it begins to climb a limestone ridge. Your guide and ‘cutlass man’ hack their way through undergrowth as you trip over creeping vines, skid on loose rocks, scramble over fallen logs and occasionally walk into giant spider webs. At times, your mouth drops open in wonder at the limestone formations, the sunlight streaming through the canopy, the dangling curtains of vines, knowing that you’re seeing a part of Jamaica that few people get to visit. When you stop to rest, sweaty and begrimed, mosquitoes descend.

The Troy–Windsor trail was built during the Maroon wars by British army soldiers in the 1700s as a shortcut between the military garrisons at Windsor and Troy, across wild, inhospitable Cockpit Country. Numerous conscripts died while constructing this trail that snakes its way up and down steep hills, with sheer drop-offs to one side where the path narrows.

The 19km-long hike is relentless, and if you’re hiking from Windsor, it’s mostly uphill. Even very fit hikers take at least nine hours to complete it, provided you don’t get lost, since the degraded trail is overgrown and seldom-used. As you near Tyre, the canopy opens up and your team bushwhacks through dense growths of ferns on pine tree–studded hills, until you finally emerge amidst cultivated yam plots, grateful that a cold drink awaits you at a nearby shack.


ANOTHER HIKING CHALLENGE

If the cross-Cockpit trek has merely whetted your appetite for trekking in Jamaica, consider summiting Blue Mountain Peak (2256m;) – Jamaica’s highest point. The demanding ascent is best done at night, in time for sunrise; on a clear day you can see as far as Cuba.




Getting Around

Having your own wheels makes travel in the highlands and Cockpit Country quicker and easier. If driving between south and north Cockpit Country, note that the B10 that appears as a main road on all maps (including Google maps) is, in fact, an abandoned, overgrown track that’s blocked by a landslide. Take the winding, picturesque B5 via Albert Town instead. To reach Accompong, the better road is from Retirement via Whitehall (not from Elderslie); it’s narrow and single-track in places, with great mountain views.

The hamlet of Windsor in north Cockpit is not regularly served by public transportation (the narrow road is severely potholed but passable in a city car), but you can persuade route taxi drivers from Falmouth and Martha Brae to Sherwood Content to drive you there at extra cost. In south Cockpit, there are infrequent route taxis between Balaclava and Troy, Troy and Albert Town, and Maggotty and Elderslie via Retirement (with even less frequent detours to Accompong). Balaclava is reached via route taxis from Mandeville; change in Santa Cruz for route taxis to Maggotty. You have to stay in Windsor overnight if looking to hike the Troy–Windsor trail.





TREASURE BEACH
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Treasure Beach is a quintessential Caribbean experience: a fishing village spread across four coves that’s avoided major development and that still maintains a low-key, friendly vibe. Winding country lanes, a dearth of hustlers, a local population of poets and artists, deserted beaches, no gimmicky resorts and – above all – a proud, foresighted local community that promotes sustainability and harbors a bonhomous but mellow culture make this place special.

It’s said Scottish sailors were shipwrecked near Treasure Beach in the 19th century, accounting for the presence of fair skin, green eyes and reddish hair among the local population. Civic pride is strong here: the Treasure Beach Women’s Group and the Treasure Beach Foundation bring locals and expats together to work on community projects, while visitors take part in impromptu drumming sessions, or nod along to old-school reggae tunes wafting from relaxed beachside bars along with aromatic clouds of ganja smoke.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Calabash Bay Beach

2Fisherman’s Beach

3Frenchman’s Cove

4Great Bay Beach

5Old Wharf Beach

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

6Treasure Beach Walking Tour

EATING

7Gee Whiz

8Hold a Vibz

9Jack Sprat

10Jake’s

11Kim’s Place

12Lobster Pot

13Mellow Yellow

see 13One Loave

14Smurf’s Cafe

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

15Eggy’s Bar




TOP TIP

Walking or cycling (bicycle rental from the juice shack in front of Jake’s; $20 per hour) is the best way to get around. Several daily route taxis run to/from Black River, Santa Cruz and Junction; transfer in Junction for Alligator Pond and in Junction/Santa Cruz for Mandeville. Drivers: roads are badly cratered, including the direct Parottee route.



Beach-Hopping in Treasure Beach

BEACHES AND MORE BEACHES

Beaches play a big part in the life of Treasure Beach, which is spread out along five bays. Going west to east, the first stretch of sand is Frenchman’s Cove; backed by several bars and dotted with colorful fishing boats, it’s good for body surfing.

Directly in front of Jack Sprat Restaurant, Fisherman’s Beach is centrally located and watched over by a landmark buttonwood tree that has long attracted the attention of poets and painters. Its calm waters make it a good place for sunning and swimming.

Next up, the long, narrow arc of Calabash Bay Beach has a large stretch of sand where you can swim. The best spot is in front of Calabash House, west of the fishing boats. Ask locals before venturing in, since there can be undertows. This applies to Old Wharf Beach as well – a pristine brown-sand beach that’s the least-visited of the Treasure Beach bunch, just east of Taino Cove.

Amble along the dirt lanes through the arid hinterland from Calabash Bay to Great Bay – the least developed of Treasure Beach’s mini-communities. The long Great Bay Beach is safest for swimming, and on weekends hosts impromptu games of soccer. To the east, it’s bookended by Great Pedro Bluff, a rocky headland covered in thatch palms and enormous cacti, with several well-defined trails, the main one (20 minutes) leading to Back Seaside – a fine sunbathing beach on its far side.

All Aboard for Pelican Bar

UNIQUE BAR

The fishing boat bounces on the waves as the coastline sails by, with houses peeking out of the riotous greenery and fishers tending to their traps near the shore. Eventually, a dark shape comes into view, seemingly sitting right on the water.

As you get closer, you see what owner Floyd originally saw in a dream before he built it: a thatched hut on stilts, built on a submerged sandbar 1km out to sea. At first, it was an occasional stop for local fishers, who’d help themselves to a Red Stripe out of the cooler and paid into the honesty box. However, over the years the bar’s fame has spread. Miraculously surviving more than one hurricane, the original hut acquired an extra couple of platforms with outdoor seating, a cookshop (open 10am to 6pm) serving brown stew fish, curry lobster and barbecue wings made to order, a bar, a gift shop selling Rasta trinkets and a powerful sound system that has a mix of travelers and locals grooving to old-school beats while waist-deep in the shallows. Carve your name into the walls, play a game of dominoes, or just shoot the breeze with Floyd himself (recognizable by the little plaits in his beard).

To get here, hire a local boat captain in Treasure Beach (around US$50) or Parottee (around US$20), who will call ahead to arrange things if you want to eat; boat captains from Frenchman’s Cove run trips to the Black River Great Morass (around US$70). Pelican Bar is not to be confused with Dolphin’s Reef, a copycat shack on a sandbar closer to Parottee.


JAMAICA’S PSILOCYBIN RETREATS

Since the Netflix documentary, How To Change Your Mind? there’s been a renewed surge of public interest in Jamaica’s hallucinogenic mushroom (psilocybin) retreats.

A few scientific studies suggest psilocybin may be instrumental in treating PTSD and other mental-health issues. Psilocybin has never been criminalized under Jamaican law, and of the four existing retreats, the most professional is MycoMeditations (mycomeditations.com), with properties located in Treasure Beach and Bluefields. Participants pay US$5000–25,000 for week-long treatment courses, depending on the luxuriousness of the property, with strict dosages of psilocybin interspersed with group therapy sessions and individual sessions with mental health professionals. Many have described the experience as ‘life-changing’.



WHERE TO SLEEP CHEAPLY

Welcoming Vibes

Rambling house with terrace overlooking Frenchman’s Cove, four simple rooms and ganja smoke-filled guest lounge. $

Waikiki Guesthouse

Eight simple rooms, scattered across two cottages and a house in super-central Frenchman’s Cove location. $

Gayle’s Landing

Cheerful yellow guesthouse set back from Great Bay Beach, with spic-and-span tiled rooms (some with kitchenettes). $

Treasure Beach Residents Past & Present

TREASURE BEACH WALKING TOUR

Book a morning walking tour with local historian Lilleth Lynch. The daughter of a fisherman – one of Treasure Beach’s original inhabitants – takes you on an engaging stroll and points out notable landmarks while regaling you with stories about residents past and present. A Treasure Beach resident all her life, she can pinpoint the time when a humble fishing village began to transform into a hip retreat for bohos, artists and celebrities alike.
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BEST BOUTIQUE HOTELS IN TREASURE BEACH

Shi Shed Africa Village

Three fan-cooled, curved-walled adobe rooms, decorated with original artwork by owner/artist/musician/writer/diva Sharon Martini. Two-night minimum; drumming sessions optional. $$

Lashings

Opt for the spacious, sleek, contemporary rooms in the upper building, with killer coastline and infinity pool views from its hillside perch. $$

Kudehya Guesthouse

Three comfortable, Rasta-themed rooms with private terraces amidst a lush garden, within splashing distance of the waves. $$

Katamah Beachfront Resort

Beachside place with three Moroccan-style rooms, sumptuous suite, breezy little cabins with hammocks and glamping tents with thatched beachside gazebos. $$



WHERE TO DRINK IN TREASURE BEACH

Eggy’s Bar

Drink Red Stripes, watch the sunset and pass around torpedo-sized spliffs at this Frenchman’s Cove institution. $

Fisherman’s Bar

Slam down dominoes with locals or rock out to the powerful sound system out back. $

Seasplash Pub

Colorful shack on Great Bay Beach, serving Red Stripes and strong rum cocktails by the water. $

Eat Your Way Around Treasure Beach

BEST RESTAURANTS AND CAFES

Treasure Beach is now very much a destination for discerning gourmets. For breakfast, head to Smurf’s Cafe for ackee and saltfish, pancakes with bacon and Blue Mountain coffee. Hold a Vibz is another great brunch spot (though you might be waiting a while), with its mix of homemade bagels and Jamaican standards. Nonguests and guests alike dine on jerk sausage, yam and beans for breakfast and superlative versions of Jamaican standards the rest of the day, overlooking the saltwater pool at Jake’s. No one does curry goat quite as well as Joseph’s Hideaway, a short drive inland.

Want some more home-style cooking? Head for Kim’s Place, a little cookshop shaded by a large cassia tree, serving excellent homemade burgers, jerk chicken and freshly caught fried fish in the evenings. How about fusion? Mellow Yellow blends Italian and Jamaican flavors to great effect, while Jack Sprat is the go-to place to pizza with jerk sausage, brown stew fish, curry lobster with all the trimmings and killer sunset views. More lobster, you say? Lobster Pot in Great Bay is a charming shack restaurant right on the water. How about I-tal food? Gee Wiz cooks up portions of vegan Ethiopian food large enough to get you through a siege. Oh, and there’s a terrific bakery in Frenchman’s Cove, too: One Loave. Geddit?


WHY I LOVE TREASURE BEACH
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Anna Kaminski, writer

What strikes me when I’m in Treasure Beach is its timelessness. In many ways, it still looks and feels as it did when I first set foot here in 2006 as a young NGO worker, sharing a room in a house run by Chicken Charlie with three friends, washing out of a bucket, attending poetry slams at Calabash Festival and knocking back Red Stripes on the beach in front of Eggy’s Bar at night. The friendliness and laid-back vibe of this close-knit community draws me back, time and time again.




MORE FOOD, GLORIOUS FOOD?

The nearby beach town of Negril is another highlight for gourmands, where you have your pick of Jamaican and international cuisines to suit all budgets, while Zimbali Retreat offers a farm-to-table dining experience.



WHERE TO SHOP FOR LOCALLY-MADE CRAFTS

Africa Village

Each pendant, artwork, calabash shaker, naturally dyed scarf and tambourine is handmade by local artist Sharon. $$

Callaloo Butik

Hand-sewn, bold-patterned silk dresses, prints of Jamaican life and beauty products made from local ingredients. $$

Treasure Beach Women’s Group

Handmade straw hats, woven bags and containers, calabash dishes, wood carvings and ‘jungle jewelry’ made from seeds. $




Beyond Treasure Beach
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The historic sights of Black River, Alligator Pond’s fresh seafood, splendid waterfalls and a rum factory await you near Treasure Beach.


A short drive northwest of Treasure Beach, the historic town of Black River beckons with its faded mansions and Jamaica’s largest wetlands with resident populations of crocs and birds. Further south, the brackish lake bordering the sleepy fishing village of Parottee draws dedicated birdwatchers. Take the hilly backroads east from Treasure Beach through a thorny semidesert, sheltered from rain for much of the year by the Santa Cruz Mountains, and you reach Alligator Pond, renowned across Jamaica for its fishy offerings. Or head north, beyond the mountains, through the market town of Santa Cruz, to reach two of Jamaica’s most popular draws: the multi-tiered cascades of YS Falls and the Appleton Estate.

[image: jpg]

YS Falls | TalbotImages/Getty Images ©


TOP TIP

YS Falls and Appleton Estate get overrun by tour groups. Get there at opening time for a more tranquil experience.



Creatures of the Great Morass

WILDLIFE-WATCHING BOAT TOUR

The Great Morass, is one of Jamaica’s most fascinating natural wonders, a 201-sq-km wetland accessed from Black River, 24km northwest of Treasure Beach. The interplay of saltwater and freshwater and the parish’s geological composition make for a complex ecosystem that shelters more than 100 bird species, including jacanas, egrets, whistling ducks, water hens and herons, as well as 200 or so American crocodiles, whose numbers are maintained with the help of a crocodile nursery.

As your boat glides serenely up the mouth of the Black River, past overhanging vegetation, mudflats and expansive reed beds, you might catch sight of herons in flight or of one of the resident crocodiles as it makes its way towards the boat in hopes of being rewarded with raw chicken.

Further inland, the river splits in two. You follow the Broad River tributary through a living corridor of mangroves that comes alive with bird calls in the mornings and at sundown. As the day heats up, you’re likely to see the Great Morass’ toothy denizens, sunning themselves on the river banks.

Wildlife aside, the impenetrability of the morass has helped to preserve ancient folkways. You may spot local fishers paddling their pirogues (small boats), or tending funnel-shaped bamboo shrimp pots, just as their West African forebears once did.
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GREAT MORASS BOAT TOURS

Three main boat companies run scheduled 75-minute tours daily. J Charles Swaby’s Black River Safari on the east side of the river includes visits to its crocodile nursery in tour prices. St Elizabeth Safari, on the west side, offers similarly large, covered boats and prices, meanwhile Irie Safaris, also on the river's west side, provides a more intimate experience with smaller craft, and takes birders to a watching tower using amphibious ATVs.

If you hire a local fisher to take you upriver by canoe or boat for about US$50–60 round-trip, you can go further, linger longer,and stop at Sister Lou’s Crab Shack for jerk crab, and at swimming holes (locals swear that the crocs haven’t eaten anyone yet).



WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN BLACK RIVER

Cloggy’s on the Beach

All-round pleaser with a breezy beachfront terrace and mellow reggae grooves, serving conch soup and curried fish. $

Waterloo Guesthouse

Air-con, motel-style rooms behind Waterloo Great House, with atmospheric bar resembling a Graham Greene haunt. $

Sister Lou’s Crab Shack

Superlative jerk crab, reachable either by boat tour from Black River or driving towards Cashew. $

Way Back When…in Black River

HISTORICAL WALKING TOUR

The capital of St Elizabeth, Black River was Jamaica’s most important British port in the late 19th century. The town’s Georgian buildings attest to its former prosperity, when it exported sugarcane and local logwood from which Prussian blue dye was extracted for textiles, and was the most technologically advanced place in Jamaica – the first town to get electricity on the island, along with the telephone and the car.

Local historian Allison Morris runs engaging walking tours, departing from the parish church, bringing the town’s progressive thinkers, enslaved Africans, logging magnates, quirky civil servants and her own ancestors to life. You’ll hear of interracial love between Scottish merchant Denton Hook and his mulatto mistress Elizabeth Duncan (buried in the church graveyard along with their children), peek at the mahogany pews inside the church, learn the story of Thomas Leyden and his shipping partner William Farquharson – among the richest men in Jamaica in the mid-1880s, and visit Leyden’s grave beside Waterloo Great House.

Ms Morris explains the Zong Massacre’s role in stimulating the abolitionist movement in Britain. Visitors with a particular interest in Jewish history can view the centuries-old, abandoned Jewish gravestones in someone’s back yard. Ms Morris typically runs tours (US$25) on Thursday and Friday, and also during school holiday.
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PEPPA SWIMP & BAMBOO AVENUE

The small village of Middle Quarters on the A2, 13km north of Black River, is renowned for women higglers (street vendors) who flag you down as you drive past to sell you spicy bagfulls (J$1000) of ‘pepper shrimp’ (salty crayfish spiced up with scotch bonnet) – pronounced ‘swimp’ in these parts, and caught in West African-style bamboo traps. Occasionally, sea shrimp are sold instead of crayfish.

If you’re heading east towards Mandeville, you’ll find yourself driving the 4km-long stretch of the A2 between Middle Quarters and Lacovia – one of Jamaica’s most scenic roads. Bamboo Avenue is shaded by a green tunnel of 100-year-old stands of Bambusa vulgaris, the largest species of bamboo in Jamaica, though there are patches created by Hurricane Gilbert where the sun streams through.



WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN PAROTTEE

Idler’s Rest

Boutique hotel with sea breeze–cooled rooms, decked out with Caribbean color and pan-African art. $$

S&B Sunset Gardens

Sweet one-room property with congenial hosts, beach out back and friendly cats and dogs underfoot. $

Bird’s View

Overlooking Parottee Pond, this thatched eatery will rustle up some lobster or fried fish with bammy. $

Pottering about Parottee

TRANQUIL FISHING VILLAGE

Squeezed between the Caribbean Sea and the freshwater morass of Parottee Pond, Parottee, 20km west of Treasure Beach (35 minutes’ drive) is a long, narrow fishing village southeast of Black River – so laid-back that it makes Treasure Beach look like a bustling metropolis. The main draw is the languid pace of life. Also, numerous local boatmen offer trips to the Pelican Bar (US$20), and when there’s no swell, the dark-sand Parottee beach makes for good swimming.


LOVERS’ LEAP

Halfway between Treasure Beach and Alligator Pond lies Lovers’ Leap, a headland 1.5km southeast of the village Southfield.

According to local legend, it’s named after two young enslaved African lovers who used to meet in secret at the adjoining Yardley Chase Plantation in 1747. The plantation owner lusted after the woman and arranged for her lover to be sold to another estate.

Rather than be separated, the couple ran to the edge of the cliffs here, looked at the waves battering the rocks below and chose to plunge to their deaths together, hand in hand.



Fish Feasts at Alligator Pond

SOME OF JAMAICA’S BEST DINING

On weekends, Kingstonians join visitors from all over Jamaica at the fishing village of Alligator Pond, sitting at the foot of a valley between the Santa Cruz and Don Figuerero mountains, a 32km (one-hour) drive east of Treasure Beach. Come noon, you find yourself waiting in eager anticipation either in boats on stilts under thatched awnings or in the breezy dining area of local institutions Little Ochie and Oswald Seafood Restaurant, respectively.

Overlooking the black-sand beach, both have chalk-scribbled blackboard menus and charcoal-stained kitchens that cook curry lobster, jerk snapper and other ocean bounty, brought in by colorful old pirogues, on grills over pimento-wood fires, with a supporting cast of festival, bammy and other tasty sides. Make your choice from whatever happens to be in stock, decide how you want it cooked, then lime with other diners and leave hours later, happily sated and covered in fish scales like something out of Lord of the Flies.

WHERE TO EAT BETWEEN MANDEVILLE & TREASURE BEACH

All Seasons Jerk

Some of the best jerk sausage in Manchester parish, overlooking a hairpin bend near Spur Tree. $

Claudette’s Top Class Restaurant

Curry goat and stew chicken are stars at this simple Spur Tree food shack. $

Is-a-Riel Food Hut

Sit at a nearby picnic table and devour crispy fried chicken or stew chicken with all the trimmings. $

Sampling Jamaica’s Famous Tipple

RUM FACTORY TOUR

You can smell the fermented sweetness of molasses wafting from the Appleton Estate (appletonestate.com) well before you reach it. Jamaica is one of the world’s foremost producers of rum, ranging from standard white (used in cocktails) to darker aged rums, prized by discerning palates. Appleton – the largest and oldest distillery in Jamaica – has been blending rums since 1749. You’re welcomed with complimentary cocktails and a short video, before the sleek 1½-hour tour (US$39) walks you through the production process, starting with sugar cane presses, whose use is demonstrated by Paz the donkey and willing members of the tour group.

The tour ends with sampling the four-year-old Signature Blend, the eight-year-old Reserve Blend, and the 12-year-old Rare Blend. If you’re around in 2062, perhaps you’ll be lucky enough to taste the limited edition Nine Prime Ministers rum, being aged in time to mark Jamaica’s 100-year independence anniversary.

Watery Fun at YS Falls

JAMAICA’S TOP WATERFALLS

Enormous guango trees cast their shade over YS Falls (ysfalls.com), seven cascades that fall 36m from top to bottom and make up one of Jamaica’s most splendid waterfalls, framed by lush jungle. There’s good-natured jostling over the rope swing, with wannabe Tarzans swinging out over one of the limpid pools. The more daring leap in from a greater height, using the upper rope swing, and an occasional screech pierces the air as the more adventurous fly over the falls along three exhilarating canopy zip lines run by Chukka. A stone staircase follows the cascades to the highest waterfall (off-limits to swimmers).

YS Falls is fed by the namesake river that originates in Cockpit Country and swells with the rains, alternately turning a turbulent brown or a clear, deep blue and filling the two swimming pools at the bottom of the falls.

You can easily spend a few hours here, picnicking, swimming and dining on jerk chicken. Bring swimwear and water shoes; there are changing rooms and lockers (US$4).

Most tour operators offer trips to YS, a 42km drive north from Treasure Beach (one hour). From the parking lot, a tractor-drawn jitney takes you across the former sugarcane-growing YS Estate to the cascades.


MORE WATERFALLS

Choose between Mayfield Falls, the ultra-popular Dunn’s River Falls, remote and tranquil Reach Falls and smaller, less-visited waterfalls at Cool Blue Hole near Ocho Rios.




Getting Around

Several route taxis a day link Treasure Beach with Black River and Santa Cruz, while Alligator Pond is reachable by route taxi from Mandeville and Santa Cruz. Black River is a regional transportation hub, with minibuses to Montego Bay and Sav-la-Mar, and route taxis dashing off to Bluefields and Belmont, and Luana (for onward connections to Negril or Kingston). You need your own wheels to reach YS Falls and Appleton Estate.





BEST OF BLACK RIVER
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Begin at the 1 Iron Bridge, constructed with materials from all corners of the British Empire. It straddles the Black River, lined with remaining sugarcane warehouses. The slave market was held on the east bank. Heading west, the High St is lined with colonnaded Georgian merchant houses, the finest of which is the 2 Hendricks Building (1913). On the corner of Market St and High St, an upturned 3 cannon harks back to Black River’s days as a British military garrison. North along Market St is the 4 Zong Massacre memorial, commemorating the 1781 event in which 133 enslaved Africans were thrown overboard by the crew of the Zong for insurance purposes, with the subsequent legal case contributing to the abolition of the trans-Atlantic slave trade. Where High St meets North St stands the yellow-brick 5 Parish Church of St John the Evangelist, rebuilt in 1837 but dating back to the early 1700s. The breezy interior is graced by mahogany porticoes and a stately balcony, while the 17th-century graves in the cemetery tell the story of interracial love and acceptance. A block and a half west is 6 Waterloo Great House, the first private house in Jamaica to get electricity. Another block further along High St is a splendid example of the Jamaican vernacular style, with jalousies, decorative fretwork and shady verandas: stately 1890s 7 Magdala House, which once belonged to Thomas Leyden, from the town’s most powerful family at the time. Next door is the porticoed early-20th-century Georgian 8 Courthouse, flanked by two giant ficus trees that are national monuments, while further west is the striking 9 Invercauld Great House (1894), belonging to the other powerful family, the Farquharsons.






TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Jamaica. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Jamaica and get the most out of your trip.



Arriving

Getting Around

Money

Accommodations

Family Travel

Health & Safe Travel

Food, Drink & Nightlife

Responsible Travel

LGBTIQ+ Travelers

Accessible Travel

How to Safely Use Marijuana in Jamaica

Nuts & Bolts
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Arriving

Overseas travelers arrive at Jamaica’s international airports either in Kingston or Montego Bay, on opposite sides of the island. Both have some on-site facilities and are connected to their respective cities by taxi (and bus, in Kingston’s case). Car rental is moderately expensive, though local rental companies are cheaper.
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Visas

Visitors from the UK, Canada, the US and Commonwealth countries may stay for 180 days without a visa. Nationals of EU countries may stay visa-free for 90 or 30 days, depending on the country.




SIM cards

Local SIM cards for unlocked phones can be purchased to access affordable prepaid data plans. You’ll need photo ID to activate a local SIM card. There are no phone shops at either airport.




Money

ATMs are widely available (though withdrawal charges vary) and major credit cards are accepted in many businesses, particularly in tourist areas. Keep some cash for taxis, small shops, market stalls, public transportation and tipping.




Wi-Fi

Most hotels, guesthouses, cafes and restaurants in Jamaica offer free wi-fi (though the quality varies). Outside big tourist destinations, it’s best to rely on a local SIM card for data packages.



TAKING THE BUS

While many overseas visitors rely on official taxis when they set foot outside Jamaica’s airports to get them to their accommodations, locals and repeat visitors often take public transportation, especially if traveling light.

The reasonably frequent bus 98 (every 30 minutes or so) operates between Kingston’s Norman Manley International Airport and Parade in Downtown Kingston, 19km away, where you can find public buses to other parts of town.

Walk to the gas station at the entrance of Montego Bay’s Sangster Airport to catch one of the frequent minibuses or route taxis along Gloucester Ave.

Public Transportation from Airport to City Center
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Getting Around

While buses and route taxis will take you most places, having your own car in Jamaica gives you the freedom to access out-of-the-way attractions, scenic mountain roads and secluded beaches.



TRAVEL COSTS

Car hire
US$50–100 per day

Gas
Approx US$1.09 per liter

EV charging
US$10–14 for a full charge

Kingston–Montego Bay bus ticket
US$25



Hiring a Car/Motorcycle

To hire a car you must be over 25 and have a credit card. Automatics (modern Japanese sedans) are more common than stick shifts. Small cars make city parking easier, while 4WDs are recommended away from main roads. Irie Moto Tours (iriemototours.com) in Kingston rents motorcycles.

Road Conditions

Jamaica has multi-lane toll highways (Kingston–Ocho Rios; Kingston–Mandeville), good (but potholed) ‘A’ roads, and narrower (severely potholed) ‘B’ roads; 4WDs are essential on minor roads in the Blue Mountains. Signage is adequate, but roads are poorly lit at night. Journeys will take longer than you think.

DRIVING IN JAMAICA

Jamaica has some of the world’s most dangerously aggressive drivers. Cars race through towns and along winding roads, play chicken with one another, cut across the opposite lane on blind corners and swerve to avoid potholes. Drive defensively, especially at night when you should be prepared to meet oncoming cars that are either without lights or blinding you with high beams. Use your horn liberally, especially when approaching blind corners, and watch for pedestrians and livestock.


Bus & Public Transportation

Comfortable, air-con Knutsford Express (knutsfordexpress.com) buses connect major towns. Minibuses and route taxis link virtually every village; they leave when full and fill up quickly before 8am and around 5pm.




Train & Boat

The government is looking at revitalizing the Kingston–Montego Bay railway, with a stop at the Appleton Estate.

The ferry service between Ocho Rios, Falmouth, Montego Bay and Negril by Paradise Ferry (paradiseferry.com) is still at the ‘coming soon’ stage.




Bicycle & Scooter

Mountain bikes can be rented at most major resorts (US$20–30 per day). Road conditions can be poor off the main highways, and Jamaican drivers are not considerate of cyclists. In Negril, you can rent scooters (US$30–40 per day).




TIP

Get full insurance to cover inevitable damage to your rental car and avoid driving in Kingston if you’re nervous.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the left and wear a seatbelt
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Carry ID and all relvant car-related paperwork at all times

0.8g/L

Blood alcohol limit is 0.8g/L








Money

Currency: Jamaican dollar (J$)
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US$ or J$?

In tourist areas, these are used interchangeably; expect to lose in the exchange. If you pay in US$, you’ll get change in J$.

Taxes & Refunds

General Consumption Tax (GCT, or sales tax) is 16.5%. Some authorized vendors issue Tax Refund Voucher Forms for airport GCT tax refunds.

Credit cards & ATMs

Most towns have 24-hour ATMs linked to Cirrus or Plus. In more remote areas, look for ATMs at gas stations. In tourist areas, some Scotiabank ATMs dispense US dollars. Major credit cards are accepted throughout Jamaica, although not always at local grocery stores.

Tipping

Restaurants & Cafes A 10–15% tip is normal; upmarket restaurants automatically add a 10-15% service charge, which doesn’t necessarily go to the staff.

Hotels Tip porters around US$1.

Resorts Some all-inclusive resorts have a strictly enforced no-tipping policy.


THE JAMAICAN ECONOMY

Jamaica’s economy is dominated by imports, with only a handful of industries generating hard currency of any volume. Remittances from the Jamaican diaspora made up over 20% of the economy in 2022, while tourism is the biggest source of revenue (the service sector accounts for 70% of Jamaica’s GDP); it’s little wonder that COVID hit the country badly. That said, under Prime Minister Andrew Holness Jamaica successfully stabilized its economy prior to the pandemic, bolstered by steady growth in agriculture, manufacturing, construction and mining, and tourism picked up in 2023.




HOW MUCH FOR…

Entrance ticket to YS Falls
US$39

Museum ticket in Kingston
US$10

Bus ticket Negril–Montego Bay
US$15

Snorkel hire
US$10



HOW TO… Live Like a Local & Save

Stay in guesthouses run by locals and enjoy the perks of many Jamaican beach resorts without actually staying in one by purchasing a day pass for around $30. Gentle haggling is permitted at souvenir markets, with discounts often granted for multiple purchases. Some of Jamaica’s best jerk chicken and pork is sold by street vendors cooking in old oil drums for a fraction of restaurant prices.
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LOCAL TIP

Break up J$5000 notes from ATMs with purchases at larger businesses and zealously hoard J$500, J$100 and J$50 notes and coins for public transportation and small local buys.








Accommodations

Budget Stays

Wallet-friendly alternatives to hotels include family-run guesthouses with fairly basic fan-cooled rooms for US$50–60, often with breakfast. There’s a handful of hostels in Jamaica aimed at young budget travelers in Kingston, Montego Bay, Ocho Rios and Negril, with dorms and shared facilities, common areas good for meeting fellow travelers and freebies such as bike hire.

Rent a Villa

Private villas are available for rent all over Jamaica, particularly in prime coastal locations (Treasure Beach, Portland parish) and Kingston’s plusher suburbs. Rates range from US$150 per week for budget villas to tens of thousands of dollars for luxe properties (such as former plantation houses) with a full staff including chefs and nannies. Rates fall up to 30% in summer. Check Airbnb and VRBO.

Opt for a Hotel

Hotels range from fairly basic, air-con rooms in a colorfully painted concrete edifice to creatively decorated boutique hotels, such as the unique Mountambrin, and downright palatial places with notable architectural design, superb cuisine and impeccable service.

Go All-Inclusive

Sleep like royalty at Jamaica’s many all-inclusive hotels – a number of which have actually been patronized by royalty. The all-inclusive concept was invented in Jamaica, and if seafront luxury with all your meals, drinks and watersports thrown in appeals to you, most are clustered around Montego Bay and Negril.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

a B&B
from US$50

a beach hotel
from US$100

an all-inclusive
from US$250
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Camping Out & Rural Retreats

Camping options are limited. Look for camping or glamping at Treasure Beach, Negril, the Blue Mountains and in Portland parish. While it’s often unsafe to camp wild, many budget properties let you pitch a tent on their lawns for a small fee. Some enterprising Rastas offer rustic Airbnb stays on ganja farms; expect little or no electricity and bare-bones rooms.



IMPACT OF ALL-INCLUSIVES

Environmental impact and lack of sustainability are at the forefront of the criticisms of all-inclusive resorts, which occupy vast chunks of Jamaica’s coastline and privatize access to some of the best beaches. Unsustainable construction projects have long been a concern in Negril, where permission was given for the construction of resorts in Bloody Bay in spite of beach erosion. That said, all-inclusives rank among the country’s biggest employers, thus contributing to the local economy, and several have launched foundations contributing to local education, health and sports.






Family Travel

Jamaica’s tropical, sunny climate, its plethora of beaches and easy-going, child-friendly attitudes make it an ideal destination for families. There are numerous sights and attractions with huge kid appeal, such as waterfalls, water parks, watersports and horseback riding. Kids are welcomed at most restaurants and get discounts on attractions and long-distance buses.


Sights

Many sights offer children (up to 15 years) discounts; kids under three or four years usually get in for free. Popular attractions such as Dunn’s River Falls and YS Falls have made special provisions for younger kids with a children’s splash area and child-friendly paddling pools respectively, while Kingston’s National Gallery of Jamaica offers child-friendly excursions.


Eating Out

Children are welcomed at most restaurants; some upmarket ones offer booster seats. Only a few restaurants in tourist areas have kids’ menus or can be persuaded to serve half-portions. Restaurants open all day, so little ones needn’t go hungry.



Facilities

Some upmarket restaurants and attractions have diaper-changing facilities. Narrow/absent sidewalks make parts of Jamaican cities difficult for strollers; bring a baby carrier. Baby supplies (ready-made food, formula, diapers, sterilizing solutions) are available at pharmacies and supermarkets. Breastfeeding in public is not illegal but is frowned upon.


Getting Around

Under-13s get 25% off Knutsford Express intercity bus tickets (kids under two ride free). Many car-rental agencies in Jamaica do not offer safety seats, so book those in advance. Drive very defensively.




Kid-Friendly Picks

Dunn’s River Falls, Ocho Rios

Scramble up waterfalls and swim in pools.

Great Morass boat tours, Black River

Go crocodile- and bird-spotting amidst mangroves.

Reach Falls, east coast

Splash in jade-colored jungle pools.

National Gallery of Jamaica, Kingston

An intro to Jamaican contemporary art.

Martha Brae River rafting

Floating on bamboo rafts and river swimming.

YS Falls, south coast

Zip lines and Tarzan swings above waterfalls.
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STAYING AT ALL-INCLUSIVES?

All-inclusive resorts concentrated in and around Montego Bay, Ocho Rios and Negril cater to families and have an impressive range of amenities for children, from watersports to kids’ clubs. Many hotels offer free accommodations or reduced rates for young children in their parents’ room; many also provide a babysitter/nanny with advance notice. Increasingly, resorts and upscale hotels offer free childcare centers. Some private villas also come with a nanny service. Montego Bay, Ocho Rios and Negril are the best towns to vacation with children, with kid-friendly attractions and activities outside the resorts as well as in them.






Health & Safe Travel

INSURANCE

Health insurance is essential for all travelers to Jamaica. If you develop a life-threatening medical problem, you’ll probably want to be evacuated to a country with state-of-the-art medical care, as private medical care in Jamaica is adequate but not world-class. Since evacuation may cost tens of thousands of dollars, ensure you have insurance to cover this before you depart.
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Hurricanes

Hurricane season is from early June till late November. If traveling in hurricane season, ensure your travel insurance covers hurricanes, download a hurricane tracker app and evaluate the safety of your accommodations. If a hurricane is approaching, comply with evacuation orders, charge electronics,and arm yourself with food and water.

Drugs

Ganja (marijuana) is everywhere in Jamaica and you’re almost certain to be approached by hustlers selling drugs. While ganja has been decriminalized, and there are currently no restrictions on magic mushrooms, other drugs are strictly illegal. Penalties are severe and police roadblocks and random car searches are common.


WOMEN TRAVELERS

Unwanted male attention is rife. Be firm turning down advances. Sexual assault has been reported even at high-end resorts.



ETIQUETTE
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Attire
Dress smartly; beachwear for beaches only

[image: jpg]

Greetings
Always greet people formally
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Smoking
Women smoking cigarettes is frowned upon
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Superstition
Fear of duppies (ghosts, malevolent spirits) is widespread
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Taboo subjects
Homosexuality, STDs, abortion, rape

Crime

Organized crime is present in Jamaica, particularly in parts of Kingston and Montego Bay, but rarely affects visitors. Lock hotel doors and windows at night, and car doors while driving. Don’t open your hotel door to anyone who can’t prove their identity. Don’t carry many valuables with you.


HUSTLERS

Most travelers encounter hustlers, usually around Montego Bay, Negril and Ocho Rios. Some are aggressively persistent hoping you’ll buy whatever it is they’re selling just to be left alone. While it’s important to show understanding (most are poor and trying to earn a living), it can be wearying. Be polite yet firm, and contact tourist police if hassling persists.








Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Breakfast (7–10am) Typical dishes include ackee and saltfish, mackerel rundown, and liver with green banana, plus coffee.

Lunch (noon–3pm) Popular dishes are jerk chicken, brown stew fish, curry goat, oxtail and beans, with rice-and-peas, festival or bammy.

Dinner (7–11pm) The main meal, with dinner dishes not varying much from lunch (except in pricier restaurants).



Where to Eat

Cafe Jamaican cafe culture includes hipster hangouts in Kingston and Montego Bay, serving good coffee, bagels and sandwiches.

Cookshop Basic cooking shack, typically specializing in two or three dishes like generous portions of inexpensive stew chicken, curry goat and oxtail.

Jerk stall Street vendors cooking up jerk pork or chicken in converted oil drum grills. Typically takeout only.

Restaurant Anything from basic, family-run places serving Jamaican standards to fine-dining establishments in upscale resorts specializing in international cuisine.
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MENU DECODER

Ackee A fleshy yellow fruit resembling scrambled eggs, eaten alongside saltfish.

Bammy Steamed or boiled dumpling made from cassava.

Callaloo Spinach-like local green, usually steamed.

Escoveich A marinade made of vinegar, onions, carrots and Scotch bonnet peppers, served with fried fish.

Festival Slightly sweet, cylindrical fried dumpling.

Fish tea Fish broth made with boiled fish parts and green banana.

Ground provisions Starchy tubers such as yam, cassava, boiled banana, fried plantain and breadfruit.

I-tal stew Rastafarian vegetable stew.

Jerk Seasoning used to flavor chicken, pork and even fish, lobster and crab, comprising scotch bonnet, thyme, scallion, pimento (allspice) and garlic.

Mannish water Broth made with goat head, ears, testicles and penis.

Oxtail Slow-cooked in a rich gravy with butter beans.

Saltfish Salted cod, a popular breakfast ingredient.



HOW TO… Ethically Consume Lobster & Conch

Lobster dishes are widely consumed in Jamaica and are considerably more wallet-friendly than their northern-ocean brethren. Jamaican lobsters are actually marine crayfish, also known as spiny lobsters, and are served curried, grilled, in jerk fashion and occasionally with potent ganja butter. Conch – a giant marine snail – comes steamed, curried and stir-fried with garlic. Lobster and conch can only be consumed at certain times of year: you cannot eat conch from August to January, and you cannot eat lobster from April to July to help depleted stocks recover during their respective reproductive cycles. Steer clear of restaurants that don’t comply with the law, telling you that their conch/lobster was caught and frozen outside the closed season.


HOW MUCH FOR A…

Coffee
US$2.50–5

Red Stripe
US$2

Rum cocktail
US$8–10

Breakfast at a cafe
US$5–7

Lunch at a local restaurant
US$8–13

Dinner at an upmarket restaurant
US$50–70



HOW TO… Drink Like a Jamaican

There are three quintessential Jamaican drinks: coffee, roots tonics and rum.

Jamaica has been growing coffee since 1728, when the first coffee plant was brought to the island from Martinique. The ranks of early coffee farmers were swelled by Haitians fleeing the Haitian Revolution, and taking advantage of the ideal growing conditions provided by the Blue Mountains’ cloud forests. Upmarket coffee shops differentiate between Blue Mountain and High Mountain coffee. Ordering a white coffee will get you a 50% coffee to milk ratio.

You’ll often find sellers at roadside shacks (or even abroad Kingston’s public buses) flogging bottles of homemade roots tonics, with alleged powers to boost a man’s virility. They typically comprise ingredients such as peanuts, Irish moss, moon bush, cola bark, sarsaparilla and dandelion, and often have names such as front-end-lifter and tan-pon-it-long. As to their efficacy, you be the judge.

Rum is Jamaica’s hard liquor of choice, distilled here since 1749. It ranges from cheap, bog-standard white rum, served neat in rum shops all over the country to an overwhelmingly male clientele, to amber-colored aged rum, prized by aficionados, that can be sampled at several distilleries open to the public and during the annual Jamaican Rum Festival in Kingston.
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Jamaican Coffee

Coffee in Jamaica is divided into the much sought-after Blue Mountain varieties, with their complex light-bodied taste, grown above 2000ft, and darker-roast High Mountain coffee, grown at a lower altitude.




GOING OUT

Jamaica never sleeps. At least, that’s the case in Kingston, which has the slickest nightclubs, the most street dances and the best music events. It’s also true for Montego Bay, Ocho Rios and Negril.

If you’re in Negril, you might have a sundowner, then linger over dinner and wait for the beach party of your choice to kick off. Kingston and Montego Bay residents may meet up for sunset cocktails before heading back home to get ready for the night’s revelry, since things rarely get going before midnight. If you want to hit some nightclubs, don’t go before 1am – they’re pretty empty before then, and DJs often play until 6am or so. Most places don’t have a strict dress code; guys wear their best shirt and nicest jeans, while women opt for ‘batty riders’ (skintight leggings) and figure-hugging tops.

Reggae or dancehall music events are often held overnight, when it’s coolest, and also rarely get going before 1–2am. They typically feature at least a dozen musicians and bands. The audiences tend to express their enthusiasm with shouts of ‘bullet bullet,’ two-finger gun salutes, and occasionally with homemade flame throwers (lighter + can of hairspray). In Kingston, there are frequent overnight street parties in Downtown ghettoes, consisting of giant speakers set up at either end of a street; while it helps to know some of the locals, you should be perfectly safe at these events, since locals take a dim view of violence disrupting their festivities.








Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when traveling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travelers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow you to estimate the carbon emissions generated by your journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travelers the option of off setting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to off set the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognizing this is a mitigation more than a solution.

Art & Crafts

Jamaican crafts include ceramics, wood carvings, hats, bags and decorative items woven from straw and silver thatch palm. Purchasing these crafts helps to keep traditional culture alive while simultaneously supporting local artisans.

Eat Local

Support the local economy by eating at small, family-run restaurants serving Jamaican specials (often with home-grown ingredients) and street jerk stalls consisting of cooks and oil-drum grills.

Volunteering

Jamaica Volunteer Programs (jamaicavolunteerprograms.com) and Environmental Foundation of Jamaica (efg.org.jm) have various opportunities for travelers looking to take part in environmental and community initiatives.

‘Net Zero’ Building

In 2017, the first ‘net zero’ building in the Caribbean opened at Kingston’s University of the West Indies Mona Campus. The designers hope to encourage similarly sustainable structures across the region.

Electric Cars

If hiring a car, get a hybrid or electric. There are charging points in and around Kingston, Ocho Rios, Montego Bay, Mandeville and Negril, with more being built all the time.
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Hotel Mockingbird Hill uses solar water heating and renewable energy and supports local farmers.




Conserve water by limiting your shower time and using reusable water bottles.



HIRING WILDERNESS GUIDES

Whether you’re conquering Blue Mountain Peak or trekking the Troy–Windsor trail through Cockpit Country, hiring a local hiking guide contributes to Jamaica’s small farming communities and minimises your chances of getting lost.

MARKETS & PRODUCE STALLS

Seek out local produce markets and fruit stalls, especially if self-catering. Not only will the fruit and vegetables be the freshest (and cheapest), your money will go directly to the farmers.

Reforestation

Jamaica plans to plant over three million trees across 3000 hectares of land by 2025. The country has been experiencing intense drought as one of the effects of climate change.

Reef Conservation

International volunteers (volunteerhq.org) can take part in reef conservation efforts while staying near James Bond Beach in St Mary by using their scuba-diving skills, engaging in community outreach and performing admin tasks.


Stush in the Bush (stushinthebush.com) is an organic farm-to-table experience offering solely plant-based food. Negril’s Zimbali Retreat (zimbaliretreats.com) hosts cooking shows and farm-to-table meals, showcasing ingredients from their organic farm.




Deaf Can Coffee grows its own beans, trains people with disabilities and provides employment opportunities at Ragamuffin Cafe, Toyota Coffee House and Danya’s Cafe in Kingston, plus Jake’s Hotel (Treasure Beach).
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133rd

The Global Sustainability Index ranks Jamaica in 133rd place worldwide. Jamaica faces numerous challenges but has produced a roadmap for getting 30% of its electricity from renewables by 2030.




RESOURCES

wwoofindependents.org
Volunteering on organic farms in Jamaica’s Rio Grande Valley.
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protectedplanet.net
Visual info on Jamaica’s protected areas.
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iucn.org
Climate-change-related issues in Jamaica and beyond.
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LGBTIQ+ Travelers

In 2023, Jamaica scored 177 points in the Spartacus Gay Travel Index, which designated it one of the world’s least LGBTIQ+-friendly countries. Homosexuality is criminalized, Jamaican society remains hostile towards gay and trans communities, and the Kingston gay scene remains firmly underground. That said, social attitudes are changing (a little) and there are cautious grounds for optimism.
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PRIDE JAMAICA

Since 2015, PRIDE Jamaica has taken place in Kingston and Montego Bay in the first week of August. Although there are no parades, it’s a massively symbolic event, held alongside national celebrations marking the end of slavery and British colonial rule. Organizers J-FLAG facilitate community members to host their own activities – from parties and pop-up bars to soca and dancehall events.



Social Attitudes & Dangers

A combination of hypermasculinity and the prevalence of devout Christianity has resulted in widespread, aggressive homophobia. Dancehall music is a huge promoter of homophobia, its lyrics often encouraging attacking or killing gay men and women, and even reggae’s ‘one love’ message has generally excluded gay people. Jamaica’s LGBTIQ+ community faces daily harassment, violent attacks, murder and the ‘corrective rape’ of lesbians, with homophobic crimes dismissed by police. Those seeking treatment for HIV are stigmatized or else avoid seeking treatment, resulting in rapid spread through the community.


Change Through Music

Campaigning by Stop Murder Music has led to concerts by homophobia-promoting Jamaican artists being cancelled worldwide. In 2011, the first pro-gay reggae album was released, Tolerance by Mista Majah P, a US-based Jamaican artist, with some other Jamaican artists expressing support for the LGBTIQ+ community since.



HOMOSEXUALITY & THE LAW

Independent Jamaica never repealed the 1864 Act that criminalized sex between men. The punishment for gay sex in Jamaica is up to 10 years imprisonment with hard labor. Sex between women is not criminalized. Despite UN condemnation, no existing Jamaican legislation protects the LGBTIQ+ community.

TOURISM

A number of resorts and select guesthouses in Negril and Montego Bay are ‘open to all couples,’ but outside these accommodations, LGBTIQ+ travelers need to act very discreetly to avoid drawing attention to their sexual orientation. Some ‘family resorts’ are not very welcoming towards LGBTIQ+ travelers. Traveling solo or as part of a small group tour, you’re more likely to fly under the radar.


Volunteering & Safe Networks

J-FLAG (www.equalityjamaica.org) Jamaica’s highest profile LGBTIQ+ organization.

Planting Peace (www.plantingpeace.org) Provides meals to homeless LGBTIQ+ youth who live in the Kingston sewers.

Quality of Citizenship Jamaica (www.qcjm.org) Improves the lives of Jamaica’s lesbians, bisexual and trans women.








Accessible Travel

Jamaica presents some serious challenges to disabled travelers, including rough, hilly or mountainous terrain, steep wheelchair ramps (where they exist) and little accessible public transportation.


Accessible Beaches

A handful of beaches have wheelchair access ramps, including Doctor’s Cave Beach in Montego Bay and private beaches at accessible resorts in Ocho Rios, Negril and Montego Bay.


Airports

Jamaica’s international airports in Kingston and Montego Bay offer wheelchair assistance for passengers with reduced mobility; request with your airline at least 48 hours before departure. Adapted bathrooms are available throughout.




Accommodations

A number of newer midrange and top-end hotels and resorts, particularly in Montego Bay, Ocho Rios and Negril, have accessible rooms, restaurants and modified swimming pools.



Cruise Ship Ports

Cruise ship ports in Montego Bay, Falmouth and Ocho Rios have accessible exits. Unlike other Caribbean islands, Jamaica doesn’t use cruise-ship tenders – a boon for passengers with mobility challenges.

Public & Private Transportation

Ken’s Taxi Service (kenstaxiandtoursjamaica.com) uses converted vans to accommodate visitors with mobility issues. Some city buses in Kingston and Montego Bay are wheelchair accessible but bus routes do not facilitate sightseeing.

ADDITIONAL CHALLENGES

Few provisions are made for travelers with hearing and sight disabilities. While sidewalks in parts of Montego Bay, Kingston, Ocho Rios and Negril are in good repair, with curb drops, this is not uniform.


RESOURCES

Accessible Caribbean Vacations
(accessiblecaribbeanvacations.com) organize shore excursions in Falmouth and Ocho Rios for mobility-impaired travelers.

Disabled Holidays
(disabledholidays.com) A useful resource for booking disabled-friendly accommodations in Jamaica.

Deafinately Jamaica Tours Ltd
(876-399-5299) This Montego Bay tour company employs hearing-impaired tour guides and arranges excursions to popular attractions for hearing-impaired travelers.

National Museum of Jamaica
(museums-ioj.org.jm) In Kingston, ‘Guided Touch Tours’ allow visually-impaired visitors to handle art and other exhibits.




Best Excursions & Places to Stay

All-inclusive resorts in Montego Bay, Negril and Ocho Rios are the most accessible. Accessible excursions include Martha Brae rafting and visits to Konoko Falls, Fern Gully and Rose Hall Great House.



JAMAICAN ACCESSIBILITY

Challenges remain due to a scarcity of public funding and Jamaica’s mountainous topography, but the government is committed to improving facilities for locals and travelers with disabilities. It passed the Disabilities Regulations Act in 2021.






How to Safely Use Marijuana in Jamaica

Though smoking ganja is synonymous with Jamaica, and is an integral part of the Rastafarian faith – not to mention an unspoken draw for a significant proportion of visitors to the island – it’s only in recent years that the country has come round to the enormous economic potential of di holy herb.


Know the Law

The 2015 Dangerous Drugs (Amendment) Act has seen the introduction of licenses for cultivation and sale, and decriminalization of marijuana for use as Rastafari sacrament and personal use by non-Rastafarians. Possession of up to 2oz (56g) may incur a fine of up to US$100 (this rarely happens) but no criminal record. Marijuana for medicinal purposes, purchased from a licensed medical dispensary, is exempted from fines. However, if you try to ‘export’ ganja, you’ll find your stay extended by two years at the Fort Augusta Prison (for women) or Spanish Town Prison (for men).

Know Yourself

Ganja is available in many forms, including a bewildering array of edibles – brownies, muffins, popcorn, milkshakes and grilled lobster prepared with ganja-infused butter. Selling edibles for therapeutic purposes requires additional licensing and sellers will typically warn you about dosages, especially if you have little or no prior experience with them. It’s wise to listen since some tourists have reported being uncomfortable ingesting larger amounts. If you’re a recreational smoker, be aware that some local strains are particularly strong.

Purchasing from Unofficial Sources

You’ll undoubtedly be approached by people selling ganja, whether a ‘nudge wink’ hustler, a genuinely friendly local or a vendor at a dancehall street party openly selling it alongside candies and rum. ‘Visitor price’ is invariably inflated, sometimes hugely so, whereas the street price for a spliff has remained constant at around J$100 (66c) for many years.

Purchasing from Medical Dispensaries

A dispensary is a cross between a pharmacy, Amsterdam-style coffee shop and smoker’s boutique, complete with knowledgeable staff to talk you through the merits of different strains, with designated smoking rooms discreetly tucked away. A beautifully rolled joint will set you back US$10–20, depending on the strain. Visitors can legally purchase marijuana with a doctor’s prescription (obtained for an additional US$10 from a nearby clinic). At research time, there were 18 such dispensaries (ganjavacations.net/herb-houses-jamaica) – eight in Kingston, one in St Ann’s Bay, one in Falmouth, one in Ocho Rios, four in Montego Bay and three in Negril.
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GANJA FARM TOURS

Numerous official growers, such as Jacana (jacana.life/farm-tours), offer half-day winery-style ‘tasting’ tours of their ganja plantations that include Q&A sessions, sampling and a farm-to-table lunch for around US$100 per person. You can organize cheaper, less-structured tours with individual growers in Belmont and elsewhere.






Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

The country virtually shuts down on Sunday.

Banks 9:30am–4pm Monday to Friday

Bars Usually from noon until the last customer stumbles out

Businesses 8:30am–4:30pm Monday to Friday

Restaurants Breakfast dawn–11am; lunch noon–2pm; dinner 5:30–11pm

Shops 8am or 9am to 5pm Monday to Friday, to noon or 5pm Saturday, late-night shopping to 9pm Thursday and Friday

PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

New Year’s Day January 1

Ash Wednesday, Good Friday & Easter Monday Dates vary in March/April

Labor Day May 23

Emancipation Day August 1

Independence Day First Monday in August

National Heroes Day Third Monday in October

Christmas Day December 25

Boxing Day December 26

Electricity
110V/50Hz
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Tap Water

Water is generally safe to drink from faucets throughout the island, except in the most far-flung rural regions.


GOOD TO KNOW

Time zone
GMT/UTC-5 winter; GMT/UTC-6 summer

Country code
876

Emergency numbers
110 (ambulance); 119 (police)

Population
2.8 million




Toilets

Public restrooms are mostly best avoided, except in major tourist areas.

Smoking

Banned in public places (including bars and restaurants).








STORYBOOK

Our writers delve deep into different aspects of Jamaican life


A History of Jamaica in 15 Places

Trace Jamaica’s past from the Taíno to the present.

Sheri-Kae McLeod

Meet the Jamaicans

Get to know the island’s population.

Amashika Lorne

How to Meet Jamaica’s Maroon Population Ethically

Learn about Jamaica’s four Maroon communities.

Sheri-Kae McLeod

Jamaican Music

A brief history of the major genres of music created in Jamaica, from ska to reggae to dancehall.

Sheri-Kae McLeod

Kingston Nightlife

Join Kingstonians and bounce around the city’s clubs until the wee hours of the morning.

Sheri-Kae McLeod
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A HISTORY OF JAMAICA IN
15 PLACES

Exploring present-day Jamaica is, in many ways, like getting a glimpse into the island’s history. Many communities, buildings and even attractions serve as architectural relics from important chapters in the island’s story. Be visually transported to the days of yore with a visit to these places.


AS TINY AS the island is, Jamaica has always been known to pack a punch, in both the figurative and literal sense. Since the early 17th century, Jamaica’s inhabitants have always been fighting for something – whether it was power, their right to freedom, their right to live or for a better island for future Jamaicans

Over the past several hundred years, many noteworthy wars (albeit some not physical) have occurred to shape the island’s history. From the British defeating the Spanish and capturing the island in the 1600s to enslaved people fighting British authorities and establishing Maroon communities, and from fighting for the abolition of slavery in the British West Indies to Jamaicans fighting to gain independence from the British in 1962. All the significant wars from the island’s past are now symbols, both physical and intangible, that serve as a reminder of Jamaicans’ fighting spirit.

Post-independence Jamaica saw the emergence of different kinds of fighters, in the form of cultural icons like Bob Marley, Louise Bennett-Coverley and Usain Bolt, who helped establish Jamaica’s cultural identity and fought, each in their own way, to put the island on the global stage.

1. Jamaican Taínos

INDIGENOUS PEOPLE OF JAMAICA

The Taíno are the first known people to have settled in Jamaica; they reportedly came from South America as early as 600 BCE. The name of the island is derived from the Taíno word Xaymaca, meaning ‘Land of Wood and Water.’ Early Taíno settlements have been linked to the parishes of St Ann, Clarendon, St Elizabeth and St Mary. In the aftermath of Christopher Columbus’ arrival in 1494, the Taíno population declined rapidly. Many died from diseases, others during enslavement by the Spanish. Some Taíno groups established communities in the mountains. In Konoko Falls, there is a small Taíno museum with artifacts.

2. Spanish Town

THE OLD CAPITAL

The city of Spanish Town in St Catherine is the oldest continuously inhabited city in Jamaica. The Spanish arrived in 1509, and the city served as the capital from 1534 to 1872. It was first called St Jago de la Vega, which initially included Hellshire and surrounding communities. When the English conquered Jamaica in 1655, ‘Spanish Town’ was established to pay homage. The town still features several historic buildings that were built by the Spanish and English, including the Cathedral of St James, the oldest cathedral in the British Caribbean, the Phillippo Baptist Church and the Old House of Assembly.

3. Port Royal

WICKEDEST CITY IN THE WEST

During the 17th century, Port Royal served as an enclave of British, Dutch and Jewish pirates and buccaneers. The town’s harbor was large enough to accommodate numerous vessels, and it was an ideal location for outlaws launching raids on nearby Spanish settlements. It was known as ‘the richest and wickedest city in the West’ until a massive 1692 earthquake sank portions of the town and killed nearly half its population. Today, several buildings in the town that survived the quake serve as a reminder of its wicked past.
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4. Fort Charles

TO PROTECT ‘BRITISH LAND’

Perhaps the most visited site in Port Royal is Fort Charles, built shortly after the British began to wrest control of Jamaica from the Spanish in 1655. Throughout the following century, it underwent several changes and expansions. Both the 1692 and the 1907 earthquakes damaged sections of the fort, but the structure and some of its features, including several cannons, are still standing. Today, the fort houses a museum built from the quarters of famed Admiral Horatio Nelson, along with artifacts and exhibits on the history of Port Royal.

5. Dunn’s River Falls

A BATTLE AMONG THE FALLS

One of the most popular tourist attractions in Jamaica was also the site of a historic battle between empires fighting for possession of the island. Dunn’s River Falls in Ocho Rios is the location where the Battle of Las Chorreras took place in 1657, between the Spanish and the English who had invaded the island just two years before. The Spanish were defeated, the English established their own government and Jamaica become a British colony. Today, a Jamaican Historical Society plaque at the bottom of Dunn’s River Falls marks the location of the battle.

6. Accompong

LAND OF THE MAROONS

Located in St Elizabeth, Accompong was one of the first villages established by Jamaican Maroons – enslaved Africans who escaped plantations and built their own communities in rural areas. The village is named after its founder, the brother of other notable Maroon leaders Cudjoe and Nanny of the Maroons (Jamaica’s only female National Hero). In the early-1700s, the Maroons fought a major war against British armed forces over several years. In 1739, they won their freedom and the Accompong land. Every January, the Accompong Festival commemorates the signing of the peace treaty. For more Maroon history see p186.

7. Moore Town

OLD NEW NANNY TOWN

A year after the British were forced to hand over land to the Leeward Maroons at Accompong, they had to do it again with the second major Maroon group on the island. The Windward Maroons, who lived in the village of Nanny Town, named after Nanny of the Maroons, signed a truce with British forces in 1740. Following the truce, the Windward Maroons divided into two communities: one in Crawford Town, led by Nanny’s brother Quao, and the other in New Nanny Town in the hills above Port Antonio, led by the Jamaican heroine herself. The small community still exists but was later renamed Moore Town.

8. Appleton Estate

JAMAICA’S OLDEST DISTILLERY

Appleton Estate in St Elizabeth is the oldest sugar estate and distillery in Jamaica in continuous production. Rum making here dates back to 1749, but the estate has existed since 1655. Captain Francis Dickinson was given the estate as a reward for his participation in the British conquest. The estate changed owners several times until it was eventually acquired by local rum company J. Wray and Nephew Ltd., which still owns the Appleton Estate and continues to produce rums and spirits and offers tours and tastings.

9. Sam Sharpe Square

THE LEGACY OF ‘DADDY’ SHARPE

National Hero Samuel ‘Daddy’ Sharpe was a native of Montego Bay, and the main instigator of the December 1831 Slave Rebellion, which triggered the abolition of slavery in the British West Indies. The rebellion originally started as a peaceful protest at the Kensington Estate in St James but turned into the largest uprising of enslaved people in the British Caribbean. Months after the rebellion, Sharpe was executed at the Montego Bay Market Place, near what is now Sam Sharpe Square, a cobblestone square with several heritage structures dedicated to the hero.

10. Morant Bay

A MARCH FOR JUSTICE

The village of Stony Gut, a few miles north of Morant Bay, is the birthplace of National Hero Paul Bogle and the starting point of the Morant Bay Rebellion. After slavery was abolished, Black Jamaicans still faced grave social and economic issues under the rule of British Governor Edward Eyre. In 1865, Bogle led Jamaicans in a march to Spanish Town, calling for improved conditions. The march turned into a rebellion in which hundreds of people, including Bogle, were killed and Jamaica became a Crown colony.

11. Devon House

MANSION ON MILLIONAIRE’S CORNER

The Devon House Mansion is the former residence of Jamaica’s first Black millionaire, George Stiebel (1821–96). A trader and entrepreneur, Stiebel bought ships with start-up capital from his father and set up sea transport between North and South America. He reportedly discovered a gold mine in South America and returned to Jamaica with his wealth. Stiebel was one of three Jamaicans who built mansions at the corner of Trafalgar and Hope Rds, which became known as Millionaire’s Corner. After his death, the property was transformed into a museum.

[image: jpg]

Appleton Estate rum | IRIK BIK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

12. St Ann’s Bay

HOME OF A FORMER HERO

The quaint home located at 32 Market St, St Ann’s Bay is where Marcus Mosiah Garvey, Jamaica’s first National Hero, was born in 1887. Garvey launched the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA), a Black Nationalist organization, and when he relocated to the US, the UNIA grew in popularity, becoming one of the largest mass movements in African American history. Garvey also became a global leader in the Pan-Africanism movement. He influenced Black leaders like Martin Luther King Jr. In 2018, the Jamaican government acquired the house, with plans to create a museum.

13. Ward Theatre

BIRTHPLACE OF JAMAICAN DRAMA

Since 1775, three theatres have stood at the Ward Theatre site in Downtown, Kingston. The first, Kingston Theatre, was destroyed by fire. Next, the Theatre Royal was destroyed in the 1907 earthquake. In 1912, the current structure was built by Charles James Ward, then-Custos of Kingston. The Ward Theatre was the location of Jamaica’s biggest annual theatre production, the National Pantomime, which helped launch the careers of poet Louise ‘Miss Lou’ Bennett-Coverley and actor Oliver Samuels, among many others. The island’s two major political parties were also launched at the Ward Theatre.
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14. St Thomas

THE HOUSE OF PARLIAMENT

In 1960, when discussions regarding Jamaica’s independence intensified, Jamaican officials agreed to make Gordon House in Kingston the official meeting place of the Jamaican Government. The building was named after National Hero, George William Gordon, a mixed-race politician of the St Thomas-in-the-East parish who worked to support the freedom and self-government ideal of Black Jamaicans. Gordon House had replaced Headquarters House, which was the meeting place of the government since 1872. In 1962, two years after the building became the official meeting place for parliament, Jamaica gained independence from Britain.

15. Bob Marley Museum

WHO SHOT THE SHERIFF?

At the height of his career, reggae legend Bob Marley purchased this home in Kingston, which was transformed into a museum after his death in 1981. An assassination attempt was made on Marley here in December, 1976. Amid an uptick in political violence, the government asked Marley to perform at a free concert, dubbed Smile Jamaica. Two days before, gunmen entered Marley’s home, firing several rounds of gunshots. His manager, Don Taylor, and wife, Rita Marley, sustained serious injuries, while Bob’s were minor. Two days later, Marley performed at the concert.





MEET THE
JAMAICANS

Many people will say Jamaicans are naturally aggressive when the truth is, we’re a land of bold and passionate people with big personalities. AMASHIKA LORNE introduces her people.
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JAMAICAN PEOPLE are incredibly prideful. In the context of the Caribbean, we certainly have some of the largest egos because of the island’s immeasurable global impact.

Jamaicans are also hardworking. Many of us have had this value instilled in us from previous generations. The culture of work has changed in Jamaica in recent decades. While our grandparents and great-grandparents mostly made their living from agriculture and other forms of labor, we now have tons of Jamaican business managers (mostly women) and Jamaicans are excelling in technology and politics, not just locally but all over the world.

Jamaica is a religious country on paper. The Guinness Book of World Records states that Jamaica has the most churches per square mile of any country. But in reality, we are selectively religious, often using religion for our own benefit or to defend our own stance. We seem religious because of all the churches, but in real life it’s largely performative.
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As small as Jamaica is, the regional differences are stark. Rural people have a very communal way of living. Everyone knows each other and everyone cares for each other, especially the elderly and children. In these communities, people are often guided by the principles of their elders, so respect, politeness and kindness are very important to them. In the cities, especially Kingston, this is not necessarily the case. The city is marred by crime, and many people tend to stick to themselves because of that. Rural residents often describe Kingstonians as rude, brash and abrasive. But the communities in the city aren’t as connected or united as those in rural areas, so Kingstonians aren’t so much rude as shy of strangers.

Language is also a big part of Jamaican culture. Our official, recognized language is English, but of course, most Jamaicans speak Jamaican Creole. Many, however, have a love-hate relationship with our creole. There is a language lobby pushing for it to become an officially recognized language, but there is pushback from many segments of the population, particularly from upper and middle-class residents who believe that Jamaican Creole isn’t an actual language.

While there are generational and regional differences among Jamaicans, what we have in common is that we are generally friendly, entertaining and enthusiastic people. Jamaicans are big on family and have a warmth that extends to our friends and visitors.
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Who & How Many

Jamaica’s population is just under three million. Around 90% of the population have ancestral ties to parts of sub-Saharan Africa. Other minority groups, including Europeans, Indians and Chinese, live on the island.
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‘ONE PEOPLE’ ASPIRATIONS

I was born and raised in Kingston, Jamaica. I’m of African descent, along with my parents. They are both devoted Rastafarians so I was raised in a Rastafarian household. We all practice traditions and customs of the Rastafarian religion, like having dreadlocks, celebrating Kwanzaa and keeping a vegetarian/vegan diet.

I’m one of the almost 30,000 Rastafarians in Jamaica. Bob Marley played a major part in Rastafarianism becoming known globally, but in Jamaica, it’s still very much a subculture. Not every Jamaican is a Rasta.

As much as the religion was birthed here, there were many challenges we faced growing up as Rastafarians because we weren’t necessarily part of the status quo. My older siblings faced discrimination for simply having dreadlocks, and eating I-tal wasn’t always easy outside of our household because not many restaurants catered to our diet.

The official motto of Jamaica is ‘out of many, one people.’ While our culture is becoming more accepting and tolerant of subcultures and different lifestyles, we aren’t there yet. Our motto is still very much aspirational.







HOW TO MEET JAMAICA’S
MAROON POPULATION ETHICALLY

The first group of free Black people in Jamaica were the Maroons.
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THE NAME MAROON originated from the Spanish word cimmarón, which referred to enslaved people who escaped and sought refuge in the mountains. Maroons existed all over the Caribbean and Latin America region. In 1655, when the British invaded Jamaica, most Spanish colonists fled the country and many of the enslaved people escaped to rural areas, forming settlements in mountainous areas where some of the Indigenous Taíno people lived. Over time, as the British established administration on the island, many of these settlements were invaded and destroyed, while other Maroons migrated to more remote locations.

Over the next century, the British transported more and more enslaved Africans to work in the sugar plantations. By the early 18th century, the African population far outnumbered the white population on the island and uprisings of enslaved people became more common. These uprisings were successful because many of the enslaved people were trained in guerrilla warfare.

By about 1720, two major Maroon groups had formed: the Windward Maroons, located in the east of the island and led by Quao and Queen Nanny; and the Leeward Maroons, occupying the west and led by Cudjoe.

In 1728, the British attempted to eradicate the Maroon communities in a 10-year-long war known as the First Maroon War. The Maroons used guerrilla tactics to defend themselves against British militia. They also launched major raids and attacks on estates and plantations islandwide. In 1739, the British government conceded defeat and offered the Maroons peace treaties. Cudjoe was the first to sign, followed by Queen Nanny and Quao a year later. The treaties gave the Maroons massive plots of land and the right to self-govern. In exchange, they agreed to help catch runaway enslaved people for the British.

The Maroons went on to officially establish Maroon communities, and while some were destroyed in later wars, others continue to the present and are home to the descendants of those who fought in the wars. Here are the four Maroon communities in Jamaica, where you can meet the island’s Maroons.

Accompong

Accompong, located in the St Elizabeth area of the Cockpit Country, was one of the Maroon communities established after the First Maroon War. It was also the place where Cudjoe signed the peace treaty with the British. Though Cudjoe had been the leader of the Leeward Maroons when the village was officially formed, it was named after his brother, who had been assigned to watch over the town. Today, it is the most widely known of all the Maroon communities on the island.

While the Jamaican government has acknowledged the historical importance of Accompong, there is still an ongoing debate over whether it is a sovereign state. The community leaders have presented legal arguments linked to the signed treaty, which the Jamaican government has refuted. Still, Accompong attempts to operate as a state independent of Jamaica – it has its own constitution, citizenship process and, up until recently, its own currency. Accompong also has its own government, currently run by Colonel Richard Currie.

Every year, descendants of the Maroons and interested parties gather in the town to celebrate the Accompong Maroon Festival on January 6. The event commemorates the signing of the treaty with the British. The festival also celebrates Cudjoe’s birthday. Residents give tours of the community, which has several monuments and culturally significant structures.

Charles Town

After Queen Nanny and Quao signed the peace treaty with the British in 1740, they both went on to establish individual communities in the east. Quao and his supporters formed a community in the Blue Mountains. Several years later, the British took control of the community and replaced Quao as the Maroon leader with Edward Crawford, another Maroon officer. It eventually became known as Crawford’s Town.

Leadership conflicts between Quao and Crawford in 1754 led to Crawford’s death and the destruction of Crawford’s Town. In the aftermath, the island’s governor, Sir Charles Knowles, relocated Crawford’s supporters to a new village in Portland originally known as New Crawford Town, and later changed to Charles Town.

Charles Town today has its own Maroon council and is currently led by Acting Colonel Marcia Douglas. The community features Maroon attractions like a museum, the Asafu Culture Yard and a library. It also hosts an International Charles Town Maroon Conference and Festival every year. Non-Maroons also live in the small community and visitors are welcome to tour.
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Scott’s Hall

When Crawford’s Town was destroyed in 1754, supporters of Quao relocated to the community of Scott’s Hall in St Mary. It’s one of the lesser-known Maroon settlements. Residents of the community mainly engage in agriculture and marijuana farming. The Maroons of Scott’s Hall celebrate their Emancipation Day on August 1, commemorating the signing of the peace treaty. The town is now led by Colonel Lloyd Latibeaudiere and has a Maroon council.
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Moore Town

Following the signing of the peace treaty by Queen Nanny and Quao, Nanny and her supporters formed New Nanny Town in Portland. The treaty initially allotted them 500 acres of land, but Nanny was later given another 1200 acres called Moretown, later changed to Moore Town. In the community, you’ll find Bump Grave, a stone monument plaque that marks the burial site of Nanny, among other interesting places. The Moore Town Maroons are currently led by Colonel Wallace Sterling and the Maroon council. Maroon residents welcome visitors to tour the community.
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JAMAICAN
MUSIC

For centuries, Jamaicans have found innovative ways to express themselves through music.
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WITH A POPULATION of a little under three million people, Jamaica has had an astonishing impact on global culture, largely because of the various genres of music that have been born here. It is the only country that has given the world eight distinct genres of music in the latter half of the 20th century: mento, ska, rocksteady, nyabinghi, reggae, dub, dancehall and electronic dance music (EDM). For decades, Jamaican music has been an avenue not only for creative expression but also to speak out against oppression, particularly among the country’s Black and poor populations. Over generations, major aspects of Jamaican music have transformed as new genres have been established. Still, the tastemakers of Jamaican music have maintained it as a way to shine a light on local injustice. Here is a brief history of the major genres of music created in Jamaica.

Ska

Ska originated in the 1950s and quickly became popular. The upbeat genre combined elements of mento, which dominated the local scene for the previous decade, with elements of calypso, American jazz and rhythm and blues. Ska is characterized by its strong offbeat and walking bass line.

By the early 1960s, it was the most popular genre of music in Jamaica. Songs were also heavily circulated in the United Kingdom. Early ska acts included Derrick Morgan, the Skatalites band and Laurel Aitken, known as the godfather of ska.

Several local artists created renditions of popular American songs. One such record was Millie Small’s version of the R&B song ‘My Boy Lollypop,’ which was first recorded by 14-year-old Barbie Gaye in the United States. Small’s cover achieved huge success in the UK and the US. With seven million copies sold, it became Jamaica’s first commercially successful international hit and helped the genre gain popularity overseas.

Rocksteady & Reggae

By the mid-1960s, a new genre called rocksteady was birthed from ska, with the same elements but a slower tempo, and became a major musical genre on the island. Soon after, a new sound began to emerge – faster-paced than rocksteady and with louder instruments and bass. In 1966, Emperor Haile Selassie I of Ethiopia visited Jamaica, an event that would later prove to be significant for this new sound.

The term ‘reggae’ first appeared in the 1968 hit ‘Do the Reggay’ by the Maytals. They are credited for naming the genre. As the Rastafarian movement grew into a religion, many of the reggae musicians emerged as Rastafarians. The lyrics also became more conscious and inspirational, with certain elements, like popular ad-libs ‘Jah’ or ‘Rastafari’ taken from the movement.

In the early 1970s, reggae had become a dominant local genre, led by musicians like Jimmy Cliff and the Wailers band. When the Wailers parted ways in 1974, lead singer Bob Marley took his career and reggae to the next level, with major hits like ‘One Love,’ ‘No Woman, No Cry,’ and ‘Exodus.’ Marley also had several internationally successful albums. By the time of his death in 1981, Marley was a certified international superstar and reggae a globally known style of music. Since then, it has maintained relevance, both locally and internationally, with a new wave of superstars and subgenres like roots reggae and revival reggae.

Dub

In the 1960s, as reggae began to dominate local airwaves, another type of music was also emerging. Dub was pioneered by music engineers who would remix existing reggae recordings, stripping away or manipulating the vocals to focus on the rhythm and instruments and create a different sound. Producers such as Osbourne ‘King Tubby’ Ruddock and Lee ‘Scratch’ Perry are credited as the creators of this genre.

Dancehall

The creation of dub paved the way for what later developed into dancehall, which has its roots in reggae and dub with significant influences from hip-hop. In the early 1970s, as the art of rapping emerged in the US, Jamaican musicians invented the similar toasting and deejaying – a melodic way of talking or chanting, usually over a dub riddim. Popular toasters in the early 1970s include Big Youth, I-Roy and U Roy.

As the art of deejaying grew in popularity, so did local street parties and sound systems. Parties with sound systems were particularly common in inner-city communities. As a result, many of the local deejays emerged from the inner city. The genre of dancehall was named after the public dance halls where popular records were played.

Throughout the 1970s, many deejays emerged onto the scene and had local success. But the first to taste international stardom was Yellowman, the first Jamaican deejay to be signed to a major American record label in 1981. Yellowman’s commercial success paved the way for others to follow suit. Between the late ‘80s and early ‘90s, the genre began to take shape as several new acts like Shabba Ranks, Beenie Man, Buju Banton and Bounty Killer gained popularity. The newer dancehall sounds had faster and louder rhythms, a more aggressive tone and lyrics that often spoke out against injustice and oppression, much like reggae.

Many of these artists also had international success – Shabba Ranks, Beenie Man and Buju Banton all received Grammy awards. By the late ‘90s, dancehall was the leading music genre in Jamaica. It also brought the largest wave of female artists to the forefront. Lady Saw, Tanya Stephens, Sister Nacy and Patra were among the female deejays who found fame in the 90s. Newer dancehall acts like Popcaan, Vybz Kartel, Spice, Shenseea and Mavado are widely known overseas, adding to the genre’s international acclaim. Several subgenres of dancehall also emerged, including Afro-dancehall, with heavy African influence, and trap dancehall, a recently established style with heavy hip-hop influences.

Today, much reggae and dancehall (particularly the latter) speaks about local corruption, crime and oppression. While the Jamaican government has consistently pushed for there to be more ‘positive’ lyrics, musicians have defended their position, saying that the music has and will always reflect to the realities of the average Jamaican.

JAMAICA HAS HAD AN ASTONISHING IMPACT ON GLOBAL CULTURE, LARGELY BECAUSE OF THE VARIOUS GENRES OF MUSIC THAT HAVE BEEN BORN HERE.





KINGSTON
Nightlife

From street dances to themed club nights to the hottest concerts, Kingston is a city that makes a living from entertainment.
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AS THE COMMERCIAL and entertainment capital of Jamaica, there has almost never been a time when there was nothing to do at night in Kingston. It’s not the city that never sleeps, but it goes to bed late, leaving Kingstonians and visitors to bounce around between clubs and events until the wee hours of the morning.

Where to Go

Dancehall takes centerstage in Kingston, with occasional appearances from its close friends: reggae and soca. Dancehall street parties happen on a nightly basis in open areas of small communities, particularly in the inner city.

The biggest parties sometimes draw hundreds of patrons. Passa Passa, Dutty Fridaze and Weddy Weddy Wednesdays are the most popular weekly street parties held in Kingston. The latter, which has been the most consistent, is held at 41 Burlington Ave every Wednesday. This is the headquarters of the Immortal Stone Love Sound System, Jamaica’s most popular sound system. The typical cutoff time for these parties is around 2am, but street dances held in small inner-city communities sometimes find ways to extend by a few hours.

Another popular headquarters contributing to Kingston nightlife is Romeich Major’s place on Campbell’s Blvd. Major is a popular Jamaican event promoter and the manager of Dancehall stars Shenseea and Ding Dong Ravers. At least once a month he hosts Games Night with dominos, Monopoly, Jenga, bingo and more. But don’t expect this event to be a quiet, sit-down evening. There’s also a DJ blasting music, and tons of visitors drinking and dancing. Games Night at Romeich HQ usually ends at midnight. The promoter also hosts other events, like his birthday bash, at this venue.

For dancehall lovers who prefer a club scene, Meca, in the Marketplace, is the top spot in Kingston. In typical dancehall fashion, the club has various weekly themed events: Dolly Sundays, Playboy Bunnies Tuesdays, Kink on Wednesdays, Triple Thursdays, 658 on Fridays and Champagne Saturdays. These events are usually jam-packed with young Jamaicans coming to drink, smoke and dance. Midnight is usually when the party really gets started at Meca, going until around 2am or 3am in the morning.

Another top club in Kingston is the Taboo nightclub, the island’s premier exotic club, with locations also in Ocho Rios and Montego Bay. While Meca tends to attract a younger crowd, Taboo’s audience is more diverse. What they all have in common, however, is their love for dancehall. As the island’s top strip club, Taboo is known to be wild and adventurous. The peak time at Taboo is around midnight, and there’s no specified closing time for the club. On occasion, you’ll also find dancehall artists doing live performances here.

Jamaicans who love reggae and prefer a tamer setting congregate at the Dubwise Cafe, located at the Kaya Herbhouse, for its weekly reggae event. The quaint cafe showcases up-and-coming reggae talent with an intimate concert experience called ‘Dub School’ every Wednesday. Similar reggae events are held less frequently at Culcha House located at Di Lot in Kingston.

Like the Dubwise Cafe, there are many restaurants in Kingston that transform into entertainment hot spots, typically on Friday and Saturday. Jangas Soundbar, Ribbiz, Di Bar and TacBar all host weekly party nights with a street dance vibe. Other restaurants also have weekly events: Regency Bar hosts Latin and jazz nights, while Holy Smokes has karaoke, Latin and retro nights.
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When to Go

As the top entertainment hub on the island, you’ll also find a number of major parties or concerts happening in the city. Carnival season, from March to April, is when you’ll find the most soca events. Other peak event seasons are during the summer, October and December. Most of these events are held at one of a handful of venues in Kingston: the National Stadium, Hope Gardens, Sabina Park and Mass Camp are the most popular.
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Take a boat ride through the Great Morass wetland in search of crocodiles, herons and egrets.
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Chill out on golden sand, snorkel in clear waters and groove to the beat at Winnifred Beach.
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your next adventure

The Guide

Navigate the destination with
in-depth tips on the best
experiences and the best way to
make the most of your trip

Toolkit

Get the most out of your trip with
nuts-and-bolts information and
valuable insights to help you
understand

. LGBTIQ+ Travelers . Accessible Travel
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BUS & LOCAL TRANSPORTATION

Most places along the south coast, around
Mandeville and in Cockpit Country are
served by several route taxis daily, with
the exception of Windsor. Mandeville is
connected to Kingston and other major
destinations by Knutsford Express buses.

©oWhitehouse

CAR

Self-driving offers maximum flexibility
and access to out-of-the-way attractions
and remote villages in Cockpit Country
and elsewhere, served by infrequent
public transportation. Bear in mind that
with the exception of the A2, potholes are
numerous and range from moderate to
will-swallow-your-car. SEA

CYCLING & WALKING
The main destinations are walkable.

Central Mandeville, Black River and
Accompong are best explored on foot.

Bromptono

Crawford
o

CARIBBEAN

Middle Quarters
o

Lacovia
Black River &
Protected
Area

Luana
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Black
e BumtGround ©

Black \,
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Watchwell
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o
Starve Newell
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Treasure Beach,

You can also trek from Troy to Windsor
in Cockpit County (p150). Treasure

ANNA KAMINSKI/LONELY PLANET 6, KAROL KOZLOWSK/ROBERTHARDING/GETTY IMAGES © A O 10 km
®a e 5 miles.
o Windsor
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Appleton MANCHESTER
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Numerous beaches, tranquil
lanes, a bohemian way of life and
plenty of restaurants await at this
spread-out fishing village with a
% timeless vibe.

Beach is spread out but walkable;
cycling is a great way to get around.

This strategically situated mountain
town entices with ts refreshing
absence of tourists, cool nights, varied
dining scene, superb birdwatching
and diverse attractions in its environs.
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Montego Bay & the Northwest Coast
EQUILIBRIUM BETWEEN TOURISM AND NATURE
Jamaica’s second city has a bit of everything: white-sand beaches, lively restaurants

and bars, historical buildings and water-based pursuits. East of MoBay, the stately great

houses that dot the north coastand the historic core of Falmouth testify to the great
wealth generated by the greater misery and cruelty of plantation-era slavery.

Negril & the
West Coast

Negril & the
West Coast

BEACH TOWNS, FISHING
VILLAGES AND WATERFALLS
A sugary-white stretch of sand,
beach parties every night of the
week, fearless cliff divers and a
mix of rustic guesthouses and
high-end beach resorts welcome
you in Negril. Bluefields, Belmont
and Little Bay provide a laid-
back, fishing-village antidote to
Negril's bustle, while waterfalls
and swimming holes await in the
less-trodden interior.

Montego Bay & the
Northwest Coast

South Coast & the
Central Highlands

South Coast & the Central
Highlands

BEACH TOWNS, HIGHLANDS AND UNTAMED NATURE

Arelaxed pace of life, fantastic restaurants and a lack

of hustlers draws travelers to Treasure Beach. Historic

monuments, sea-to-table dining, waterfalls and a rum
factory are a short drive away, while beyond the mountain

town of Mandeville, rugged Cockpit Country - home of
Jamaica's toughest jungle trek - brims with Maroon history.

Ocho Rios & the North Coast

ONE-OF-A-KIND ISLAND ADVENTURES
Dunn’s River Falls and other outdoor thrills draw visitors to
the cruise-ship port of Ocho Rios. Farther east, rainy Port
Antonio is a jumping-off spot to Maroon communities in the
Blue Mountains, river rafting and undeveloped beaches, while
Jamaica’s east coast beckons with the island’s best jerk pork,
little-visited waterfalls and gorgeous coastline.

Ocho Rios &
the North Coast

Kingston &
the Southeast

Kingston & the Southeast

COMMERCE & THE ‘IRIE’ COAST

All-night music events, buzzy nightclubs, vibrant street art,
Jamaica's best museums and an excellent dining scene await
inKingston, the rough-and-ready capital. Beyond looms the
greenery-clad Blue Mountain range, its forested slopes dotted
with coffee plantations, and Blue Mountain Peak - Jamaica's
highest point - throwing down a gauntlet to hikers.
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Unlock the secrets of this beautiful planet
with our inspirational range of illustrated
non-fiction and gift titles.
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365 THINGS TO DO
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BUS & LOCAL TRANSPORTATION

Most places along the south coast, around
Mandeville and in Cockpit Country are
served by several route taxis daily, with
the exception of Windsor. Mandeville is
connected to Kingston and other major
destinations by Knutsford Express buses.

©oWhitehouse

Crawford
o

CAR

Self-driving offers maximum flexibility
and access to out-of-the-way attractions
and remote villages in Cockpit Country
and elsewhere, served by infrequent
public transportation. Bear in mind that
with the exception of the A2, potholes are
numerous and range from moderate to
will-swallow-your-car.

CYCLING & WALKING
The main destinations are walkable.

Central Mandeville, Black River and
Accompong are best explored on foot.
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You can also trek from Troy to Windsor
in Cockpit County (p150). Treasure
Beach is spread out but walkable;
cycling is a great way to get around.

Numerous beaches, tranquil
lanes, a bohemian way of life and
plenty of restaurants await at this
spread-out fishing village with a
timeless vibe.
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This strategically situated mountain
town entices with its refreshing

absence of tourists, cool nights, varied

dining scene, superb birdwatching

anddiverse attractions in its environs.
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