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Caribbean islands ringed by clear waters are as beautiful as 
they are familiar to travelers like me. Still, I was awestruck 
as our boat approached a postage stamp of an islet poking 
above a calm aquamarine sea so translucent that we could 
easily see a swirling tapestry of vibrant marine life 30 feet 

below. As a scuba diver, I can say that it rarely gets better than this, and 
with my dive guide, we plunged in and explored a sunlit reef glistening 
like a jewelry box with brilliant corals, neon sponges and thousands of 
colorful reef fish.

If the name Tobago Cays doesn’t ring a bell, it’s understandable. The 
most remote and undeveloped of the 32-island nation of St. Vincent 
and the Grenadines, Tobago Cays, a cluster of five unpopulated islands, 
is a pristine, protected marine park adored by boaters and divers lucky 
enough to navigate here. Their sun-sand-sky-sea austerity makes a 
stunning scene, and it’s remarkable to consider that unadulterated  
islands like these still exist only a few hours from the U.S. mainland.

South of Saint Lucia and west of Barbados, the main island of St. 
Vincent tethers a portion of the Grenadines archipelago as it swoops 
45 miles southward to form isolated outposts of the Windward Islands. 
The first European explorers here encountered Kalinago natives who 
were aggressive in preventing colonization until long after most other 
Caribbean islands had well-established European settlements. But that 
early independence also served as a welcome mat for scofflaws, and St. 
Vincent grew to become a pirate’s lair, further deflecting potential settlers. 
Gradually, as European armadas made seas safer, escaped African slaves, 
shipwreck survivors and native Caribbean islanders comingled to become 
the Vincentian population as it is today.

The presence of the armadas also brought colonization. French settlers 
founded Kingstown, the capital city, in the 18th century. A subsequent  
196-year British rule eventually gave way to independence in 1979. 

Lose yourself in an uncrowded  
island world lost in time.
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A Quiet Corner  
of the Caribbean

TEXT AND PHOTOS BY TED ALAN STEDMAN

View from the top of Jamesby, 
Tobago Cays
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Orten King at his Old Hegg  
Turtle Sanctuary, Bequia

Diving St. Vincent 



Relative isolation and an 
independent streak have been a 
mixed blessing for SVG, as it’s called. 
As a long-time haunt for moneyed 
yachtsmen favoring its many calm 
lagoons and remote cays, the 
islands remained an insider’s secret 
for decades. Even today, SVG has 
largely taken a back seat to other 
more promoted and developed 
regional islands. There are no direct 
flights from the U.S. mainland and 
no casinos as yet. You can count the 
big resorts on one hand, as boutique 
accommodations are preferred. 

The largest and northernmost 
island of St. Vincent has a densely 
forested, mountainous interior 
dominated by the 4,000-foot 
active volcano La Soufriere. On the 
southwest coast lies Kingstown, 
the nation’s colonial-era capital and 
primary entry point. Hopscotch south, 
and just seven islands within St. 
Vincent’s Grenadines are inhabited, 
each delightfully underdeveloped. 
The largest and most populated 
are Bequia, Mustique, Canouan and 
Union Island, with the smaller, lush 
green islands of Mayreau, Palm Island 
and Petit St. Vincent sprouting like 
emeralds from a tourmaline sea. 

ISLAND TIME
As do most travelers, I arrived on 

11- by 18-mile St. Vincent, home to 
all but 8,000 of SVG’s population of 
106,000. The compact capital shows 
its age handsomely. With bumpy 
cobblestoned streets, stone arched 
doorways, patina-stained brass 
fixtures and window boxes choked 
with flowers, Kingstown’s tight 
corridors feel like passageways to 
colonial times. But it’s no walk in the 
park here. The steep streets mirror the 
surrounding hilly countryside, and the 
tropical midday sun is withering to 
those on foot.

One way to beat the heat is the 
shady St. Vincent Botanic Garden, a 
20-acre city oasis established in 1765 
and noted as one of the oldest in 
the Western Hemisphere. It is florid 
with ornamentals, canopied with 
old growth trees and graced with 
an aviary dedicated to breeding 
endangered St. Vincent Amazon 
parrots. The gardens were once 
visited by Captain William Bligh, 
the rigid taskmaster of Mutiny on 
the Bounty fame, who purchased 
breadfruit tree seeds here in 1793 
before his disastrous voyage to the 
South Pacific. 

Outside Kingstown, the island 
reveals its natural side. Driving 
the narrow road along the eastern 
windward coast, you’ll find a bucolic 
landscape dotted with colorful 
villages, agriculture, deeply forested 
valleys and a shoreline of empty 
beaches. The thinly populated coast 
is a genuine ode to Caribbean-style 
rural living, complete with goats, pigs 
and chickens amid hamlets that have 
germinated near freshwater creeks, 
which serve as the local substitute for 
municipal tap water.

Halfway along the windward side 
lies St. Vincent’s second-largest town: 
Georgetown. The earthy enclave is 
surrounded by large coconut groves 
and is a handy stop for a cool drink 
and a place to stretch the legs. Grilled 
breadfruit and mackerel appeared 
to be favorite items at food shacks 
and common daily sustenance 
for agricultural workers as well as 
itinerant tourists. With a full belly, I 
wandered a handful of narrow streets 
hemmed by tiny shops, kitchen cafés 
and rustic homes with corrugated 
tin roofs, all with friendly Vincentian 
tagalongs who weren’t bashful if 
I pointed a camera their way. As I 
continued to drive the entire 30-plus 
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Flowering flamboyant trees overlooking 
Shell Beach on Canouan Island



miles northward, I ultimately came to road’s end at the Owia Salt 
Pond. After all the potholes, bumps and errant goats, this was my 
hard-won reward, and I luxuriated in a large naturally protected 
tidal pool brimming with sea life. 

LEEWARD HO! 
Jumping over to St. Vincent’s leeward coast is an entirely 

different affair. The Caribbean side claims a few modern resorts 
and tourism-dependent shops, and I settled in on private 35-acre 
Young Island, a one-minute boat jaunt off the main island’s 
southwestern coast. There are pools, fine dining and beach bars, 
not to mention a waveless kid-friendly beach with complimentary 
water toys. It’s the kind of boutique resort where you can simply 
relax and do nothing or you can opt for a menagerie of water 
sports right outside the door.

As a diver, I chose the latter and investigated famous local dive 
sites. The main island of SVG in particular is famous in scuba circles 
for its flourishing marine life—from petite seahorses to boisterous 
sea turtles—and none of my half-dozen dives were anything 
short of spectacular. But diving was usually an a.m. affair. Come 
afternoons, I boated with other guests to nearby Fort Duvernette, 
a monolithic islet 50 yards off Young Island, and climbed the steep 
225 steps to where the British fended off French and local Caribs 
with canons that still remain. In present tense, it’s the perfect 
panoramic perch to watch Caribbean sunsets.

St. Vincent’s leeward coast also has a reputation as an eco-
outpost with demanding hiking trails threading the rainforest and 
leading to spectacular waterfalls. The headliner I was told to visit is 
Darkview Falls, reached by an hour’s scenic coastal drive that veers 
into the mountainous interior. Despite its remoteness, it’s one of 
the island’s more accessible and picturesque tumblers, its 70-foot 
twin falls nearly obscured by impressive stands of bamboo said 
to be the biggest and oldest in the Caribbean. After a reasonable 
hike, I lingered in the cooling spray pool while hummingbirds and 
butterflies gorged on nearby orchid nectar. It seemed as if I were 
immersed in a scene straight from the Nature Channel.

Due south lies Bequia, the first and largest island of the 
Grenadines chain. Though it’s a mere 25-minute ferry ride from 
Kingstown, it bears little resemblance to St. Vincent. You’ll first 
gaze upon a colorful flotilla of international boats anchored in 
the turquoise waters of Admiralty Bay and then spot the colorful 
clapboards of the waterside town of Port Elizabeth, the gateway 
for far-flung sailing and diving throughout the Grenadines. I 
hung my flippers at Bequia Beach Hotel, which sits along vacant 
Friendship Beach, and I took to the water on a couple occasions 
with a local dive shop to explore a sunken tugboat and aquarium-
like reefs inside the bay. My verdict for divers, snorkelers and 
swimmers: Bequia is pleasantly easy, safe and rewarding for nearly 
any experience level.
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 Sunset off Tamarind Beach, Canouan

Resident parrot, Bequia

Tobago Cays



By land, this seven-square-mile island is no slouch 
when it comes to sightseeing. I booked a Jeep tour with 
a dreadlocked local whose impressive stories of pirates, 
mutineers and colonists enhanced the postcard views that 
appeared at nearly every hilltop turn. For anyone going it 
alone, the 18th-century Hamilton Fort is the favorite for 
its unrestricted views of the bay and island siblings strung 
into the horizon.

As the day’s oppressive heat gave way to a temperate 
evening, I strolled the Belmont Walkway that meanders 
along the Admiralty Bay waterfront, catching a glimpse of 
island life as it’s existed for decades. Seeing a community’s 
authenticity through a glass is something I swear by, and 
local watering holes such as the Porthole and Tommy’s 
Cantina serve up potent Jamaican rum along with plenty 
of flavor, courtesy of the friendly residents, yachtsmen and 
diving tourists who make up Bequia’s mellow mix.

COLORFUL CANOUAN
The last leg of my island traipsing brought me to 

Canouan, a sleepy five-square-mile gem in the southern 
Grenadines. With a barrier reef and enormous shallow 
lagoon known as The Bathtub, it’s the envy of Caribbean 

islands everywhere. While the 300-acre Canouan Resort at 
Carenage Bay lays claim to the shoreline here, up over the 
hill, on the leeward side near the hamlet of Charleston Bay, 
life is traditional. A hodgepodge of weathered stores sells 
basic provisions, while chickens, goats, iguanas and even 
turtles (Canouan means “Turtle Island”) roam freely. 

A several-night stay at the woodsy Tamarind Beach 
Hotel struck the appropriate balance between evening 
comfort and fulfilling daytime castaway fantasies, whether 
it was walking on empty white beaches or on trails draped 
by crimson-flowering flamboyant trees. And being an 
hour’s boat ride away from the isolated Tobago Cays, 
Canouan was the nautical gateway to some of the best 
underwater adventures I’d ever experienced.

With Caribbean travel, there’s plenty of talk about 
authenticity, natural beauty, how locals interact with 
visitors and what makes for a memorable experience that 
lasts a lifetime. I think of a healthy, clean ocean encircled 
by bountiful reefs, snow-white sand beaches, islands 
crowned by lush rainforest, no crowds and friendly locals. 
And that will always bring to mind St. Vincent and the 
Grenadines, a slice of the remote Caribbean that I had 
previously only imagined.

44  AAA World • November/December 2016 AAA.com/world

Notice: St. Vincent and the Grenadines is among the Caribbean destinations that are included on the U.S. Centers for 
Disease Control warning list for Zika virus. The level-two warnings advise pregnant women to avoid travel to the area 
and recommend that other travelers protect against mosquito bites and practice safe sex. For complete information, 
visit wwwnc.cdc.gov/travel/notices/alert/zika-virus-saint-vincent-and-the-grenadines.

Abandoned Moonhole stone house, Bequia


