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Hello Fellow Travelers ~

This is the second in a three part series on the Caribbean.  This month, I am featuring the Eastern Caribbean. This string of islands, known as the West Indies  is located southeast of the Gulf of Mexico and  North America, east of  Central America, and to the north of South America.   There are over 7,000 islands, islets, reefs and cays; and the islands are mountainous, with rainforests and stunning, sandy beaches with dramatic, indented coastlines. These islands are called the West Indies because when Christopher Columbus landed here in 1492 he believed that he had reached the Indies(in Asia). Robert Louis Stevenson’s Long John Silver and his band of pirates made their home in the Virgin Islands. Just so you know - hurricane season runs from June 1 – November 30.  The Eastern Caribbean islands are blessed with an abundance of natural beauty—from the turquoise waters, white-sand beaches, lush rain forests and coral reefs teaming with marine life. Discover the fascinating histories, shopping and food of this idyllic region.     Get out there and enjoy!
P.S.  If you would like more information on any of these destinations, please let me know!                                     Barb                     

                  The Eastern Caribbean
Special thanks to Lori and Art for sharing their pictures from their recent Eastern Caribbean cruise on the MS Maasdam.
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Lori and Art
         Half Moon Cay, Bahamas
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Holland America Line's pristine private island offers everything you need for a day of play in paradise: a two-mile crescent of perfect beach; an interior lagoon; private  beachside cabanas  with butler  service,  showers 

and misters; and all manner of water-sports and activities, including a children's aqua park and a buoyed 
personal watercraft course. 
St. Kitts, West Indies
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Saint Kitts is one of the historic centers of the Caribbean. The first successful British colony in the West Indies was founded on the island in 1624, and the island was subsequently used as a base to settle most of the neighboring islands for Britain. It also became the site of the first successful French colony in the West Indies (with Britain and France splitting the island between them) in 1625, and was then used to settle other Caribbean territories for France.
Saint Kitts (also known more formally as Saint Christopher Island (Saint-Christophe in French) is an island in the West Indies. The west side of the island borders the Caribbean Sea, and the eastern coast faces the Atlantic Ocean. Together with the island of Nevis, Saint Kitts constitutes one country
Tortola, British Virgin Islands 
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Tortola and most of the BVI are mountainous islands, and, though verdant-green when seen from afar, the climate and vegetation are much drier than many Caribbean isles. Tortola has no rain forest per se. Cactus and succulents are more common than ferns, and rushing streams and waterfalls are virtually nonexistent. The dry climate of the islands has a beneficial side effect; because of the lack of runoff, the clarity of the sea is more dependably higher than many other places in the Caribbean. For that reason the BVI are a popular destination for divers and snorkelers. Because of the protective effect of the islands surrounding Tortola, seas tend to be calm here most of the time, making the region 
a welcoming destination for those prone to motion sickness and who want to participate in small boat-based excursions. The steady winds and calm seas also make Tortola and the BVI one of the world's premier yachting regions, and any sailing excursions, whether ship-offered or independently booked, should be at the top of every interested visitor's list.

The British Virgin Islands offer some of the best scuba diving in the Caribbean. Of special interest is the wreck of the RMS Rhone, sunk in a hurricane in 1867, considered by many to be among the top ten wreck dives in the world. Also worthy of exploration are the many reefs off the coast of Tortola and her neighboring islands.

San Juan, Puerto Rico
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Puerto Rico offers the most exotic aura. The mélange of indigenous Taino culture, combined with European and African influences in San Juan (and all of Puerto Rico, for that matter), is one major factor. Add to that its own unique influences in areas, ranging from cuisine to music and from history to art. And there's more: folks who have traveled to Cuba say that Old San Juan reminds them more of Cuba, at times, than Cuba itself! It's also very Spanish (think Seville) and even a bit Italian (reminiscent of Naples). Finally, the city evokes just a wee taste of South America (like Buenos Aires).

The island's biggest appeal is the old city.  The old, walled city has been exquisitely preserved, and its sprawling forts, cobblestone streets, antique shops and art galleries make it an ideal first stop. Its mainstream attractions include the imposing El Morro fort, which dates back to 1539; the Cathedral of San Juan, where the island's first governor, Ponce de Leon, is buried; La Fortaleza, the oldest governor's mansion on U.S. soil; several colonial plazas; and the triumvirate of Calle del Cristo, Calle San Jose and Calle Fortaleza for shopping. Calle del Cristo, in particular, is chock-full of art galleries, artisan studios and distinctive boutiques.

Visit El Yunque, the only rainforest designated as a U.S. National Forest. Located about an hour south of San Juan, you'll see numerous waterfalls, ferns and wildflowers along the marked trails.  Or, visit the Bacardi Rum Factory.  The factory itself is lovely. There are gorgeously landscaped grounds (lots of hibiscus), an open-air pavilion for Bacardi-influenced drinks, a gift shop and a tour that includes an interesting film on the history and other activities (such as testing your sense of smell, making postcards and learning about rum distillation).
St. Maarten
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On either side of the mountainous island, there are lovely -- rivaling the best in the Caribbean -- beaches, including the clothing-optional part of Orient Beach. Its duty-free prices for electronics and liquor (these shops are primarily found in St. Maarten's Philipsburg) may well be the best in the Caribbean.  St. Maarten, like many other Caribbean islands, was spotted by Christopher Columbus in 1493. But the island's real history began with French and Dutch settlers who divided the island in 1648. They have lived side by side ever since. St. Maarten gained partial independence from the Netherlands in 1954.

Novice riders and experts alike can enjoy horseback rides across St. Maarten's beaches or along nature trails leading to hidden coves and waterfalls.
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