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BELIZE:  
A TINY COUNTRY 
WITH HUGE HEART

Whether it's the beautiful 
beaches or pristine waters,  

the Mayan culture or its swaths 
of rainforest, there's something 

about Belize that just takes 
hold of your heart and makes 

you want to call it home.  
BY LESLIE GARRETT

Mayan burial site,  
Actun Tunichil Muknal (ATM) 

near San Ignacio, Belize
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ELEVEN YEARS AGO, 
John Henderson could 
barely find Belize on 
a map without help. 
But Henderson, a busy 
real estate agent based 
in London, Ont., had 
agreed to vacation there 

at his sister-in-law’s home. He packed his pager in case 
work needed to get in touch and set out to see just what 
it was about this tiny country that had his family so 
enamoured.

The two-hour trip from the Belize City airport to the 
inland property in the Cayo district (spitting distance 
from the Guatemalan border) had him sitting in a lawn 
chair that was perched in the bed of a pick-up truck, 
booting down a gravel road “eating dust,” as he recalls. 
He wasn’t impressed.

But the next morning, he took a cup of coffee outside, 
where he watched parrots and toucans fly between trees, 
and heard the distant otherworldly sounds of howler 
monkeys from the mountains. His pager stayed silent 
and, for the first time in a long time, he felt himself relax. 
Before his vacation was over, he and his wife purchased 
their own eight-hectare property nearby.

Belize has that effect on people.
While I haven’t invested in a vacation property yet, 

I remain captivated by the Belize I visited 11 years ago, 
too. My husband and I had bought a vacation package 
at a fundraiser, but admittedly – like Henderson – I 
wasn’t entirely sure where exactly the country was. In 
our defense, it’s easy to miss – a 23,000-square-kilometre 
country, formerly a British colony, tucked between 
Mexico to the north, Guatemala to the west and south, 
and the Caribbean Sea to the east. (To get a sense of 
its size, imagine if Lake Huron was a country.) And 
while there are just 330,000 citizens, there’s a diversity 
unrivaled by its more populous neighbours. 

Still, Belize has avoided the saturation of tourism that 
has dogged other Caribbean destinations, preferring 
instead a slow and steady approach that has kept the 
country pristine and culturally intact. All of which is to 
say: when you do finally discover Belize, you’ll be glad 
you did.

After an overnight in Belize City, we traced John 
Henderson’s path to Chaa Creek, close to where he 
bought his own retreat. Chaa Creek is a multi-award-
winning eco-resort founded and operated by yet 
another couple who landed in Belize and couldn’t 
imagine leaving. Lucy and Mick Fleming built the first 
of their guest cottages on the site of their little farm 
from materials on hand. They opened the doors in 1981; 

electricity and hot water arrived a few years later.
My husband and I arrived in 2006 with our two older 

kids – a five-year-old boy and seven-year-old daughter. 
We left our youngest in Canada, deeming her too young 
to participate in the activities we planned, including 
horseback riding and snorkelling – a decision for which 
she still refuses to forgive us.

Inside our thatched roof cottage, there sat a magical 
sort of gift: a small wooden box with a chrysalis inside 
and a poem that promised a blue morpho butterfly – a 
“Belizean Blue” – in a few days. It was our responsibility, 
the poem advised, to release this butterfly.

The kids took the obligation seriously, checking-in 
often to see if the butterfly had emerged. In between 
waiting, there were horses to ride and a “Creatures of the 
Night” hike to introduce us to what lurked in the jungles 
around us. Outfitted with head lamps, we followed a 
guide into the moonless night, and he pointed out spiders 
the size of my fist, a myriad of eyes that reflected back 
from the trees and beneath brush, and the tracks of 
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ocelots and jaguarundis. I felt a frisson of fear. My 
son, then firmly in his “could a sabretooth tiger 
beat a triceratops” stage, was thrilled. (There’s an 
on-site spa at Chaa Creek for those who prefer to 
bypass the terror of the night woods… or need to 
recover from it.) Though my son may not agree, 
a self-guided medicinal plant trail was equally 
fascinating – not to mention, far less intimidating – 
and gave us insight into the Mayan culture, which 
looms large in Chaa Creek. We paddled along the 
still Macal River, buffered on both sides by dense 
forest, and paid visit to the butterfly sanctuary, which gave 
us plenty of information about our in-vitro blue butterfly, for 
whose advent we were growing impatient.

And, like John Henderson, we relaxed.
“Belize is getting it right,” says Chaa Creek’s Lucy Fleming, 

who is also past-president of the country’s tourism association. 
She credits Belize’s slow, steady and responsible development 
not so much to a grand plan but rather to business owners 
like herself and her husband who recognized that they had 
something special to share. “That’s what we had to offer; that’s 
what we believe in,” she says. “Mother Nature and the people 
of this country.”

Kudos also to the government and the various NGOs, says 
John Burgos, executive director of the Belize Tourism Industry 
Association (BTIA), listing a catalogue of sustainable initia-
tives: 17 forest preserves, four nature preserves, 18 national 
parks, eight private preserves (105,218 hectares of land that 
is privately owned but must remain as is), eight wildlife 
sanctuaries, nine marine reserves, 15 archaeological reserves, 
seven bird sanctuaries and 12 reserves for the sole purpose of 
protecting spawning fish. The logic is simple, Burgos says: “If 
we don’t have a healthy environment, we don’t have a tourism 
product to sell.”

The morning of our scheduled departure 
from Chaa Creek – how did they do this? – our 
beautiful blue butterfly was ready to fly. A 
small thing, perhaps, but emblematic of the 
reverence with which so many in Belize treat 
nature nonetheless. They remain dazzled by it, 
delighted to share it, long after one imagines it 
would become blasé.

Next stop was Ambergris Caye, the  
largest island in Belize, which delivers the 
sandy beaches and turquoise water of  

tourism brochures.
Just beyond the sand, however, was sea life unlike any-

thing we were accustomed to. Stingrays and eagle rays 
swam in and around the docks. It’s a world-class fishing 
spot (a TV crew was there filming for a fishing show) and 
dinner consisted of that day’s catch, shared by two dozen 
of us at long outdoor tables on the beach. Over our meal, 
we “ooohed” and “ahhhed” at photos of the fish other 
guests had released.

A snorkelling trip to the Belize Barrier Reef – the second 
largest in the world after the Great Barrier and, from what 
I could see, a far healthier one – revealed a Disney-esque 
underwater world of pinks and yellows and polka-dots 
and stripes. It’s something of a jewel for Belize, this incred-
ible 300-kilometre long natural wonder teeming with more 
than 500 species of fish – a UNESCO World Heritage Site 
of hard and soft corals, of fragility and beauty, of fish big, 
skinny, long. Turtles and rays and nurse sharks.

Ah yes, the sharks. Our snorkelling guide brought fish 
scraps from the resort kitchen, which he tossed into the 
water to attract the nurse sharks. At first, our five-year-
old son was delighted, just as he was with the jungle trek 
– his beloved shark books had come to life. But then came 
time for us to get into the water. No way. After watching 
a feeding frenzy, no amount of reassurance that these 
sharks didn’t – indeed, couldn’t – eat people (even little 
ones) could change his mind.

And so, the rest of us took to the water with me check-
ing-in periodically to see if he had changed his mind.

Absolutely not.
And by the time our snorkelling guide pointed out a 

barracuda and encouraged us to return to the boat, I was 
ready to join him back onboard.

A few days of sun and sand later, we were ready for 
the last leg of our trip – a visit to the southern part of the 
country, close to a town called Punta Gorda. PG, as it’s 
colloquially known, is a sleepy part of Belize. It lacks the 
blinding white beaches and surf vibe of the coastal cays, 
and the bustle of Belize City. It’s the capital city of the 
Toledo district, the southernmost city of any significant 
size, and is surrounded by rainforest and ocean, with deep 
rivers and as-yet-unearthed Mayan ruins. Everything 
seemed oversized, as if we’d imbibed the “drink me” of 
Alice in Wonderland and were dwarfed by plants and trees.

We lunched on the verandah of our resort, high in the 
trees through which you could glimpse the sea, and were 
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routinely visited by the toucans and parrots and macaws. 
Everything is drenched in surreal colour – the greens 
deeper, the blues richer, the reds and yellows and oranges 
more vibrant.

Our first night in a little cottage perched on stilts and 
surrounded by rainforest, I was awakened by our son. 
“There are monsters outside,” he said in a voice that was 
both terrified and brave.

I listened.
We had been told to expect the sounds of the howler 

monkeys, which lived in the jungle just outside the 
cottage windows. Perhaps dumbly, I expected monkey 
sounds, like something from The Jungle Book. Howler 
monkeys, however, emit something that seems to begin 
in Middle Earth; a haunting cross between a squeal 
and a yawn that sounds as if it’s reaching for your soul. 
Among the loudest animals on the planet, these sounded 
like monsters indeed. By night three, however, the same 
noises had become, for us, something of a lullaby.

It has been 11 years since Belize first enchanted us. I 
long ago promised our youngest (the one left behind) 
that “someday” we would return with her to Belize, to let 
her create her own memories of this little country of such 
diverse and warm people, fascinating wildlife, beaches 
and jungles and rainforest.

And, John Henderson points out, there are direct 
flights from Canadian cities.

Someday? How about now. •CT

When You Go
 
WHAT TO KNOW: Belize is tropical and has two seasons: 
dry (December through May) and rainy (June through  
November). Most credit and debit cards are accepted widely,  
so only carry a small amount of cash. To enter the country,  
Canadians need only a passport (that has more than six  
months to go before expiry). 
 
HOW TO GET THERE: WestJet is making it easier for 
Canadians to get to Belize, thanks to direct flights from 
Toronto and Calgary. Air Canada also flies direct from Toronto 
to Belize from December through April. 
 
WHAT TO DO: The Barrier Reef off the coast of Belize 
is truly spectacular and relatively healthy, so a must-have 
itinerary inclusion. For a taste of Mayan culture, try the AJAW 
Chocolate Centre. The Mayans are credited with being the 
first to discover the pleasure of chocolate and Belize is proud 
of its cacao. This centre in San Ignacio offers guests the 
chance to grind their own beans and savour the chocolate, all 
while getting a sense of just how deep the roots of chocolate 
go in this country. There are also plenty of Mayan ruins that 
give a glimpse into how advanced and healthy the culture 
was. One suggestion, courtesy of Lucy Fleming, are the 
Xunantunich Mayan Site and the Cahal Pech Mayan Site.
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