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 US & British Virgin
Islands Today
 Economic Perils
 Both the US and British Virgin Islands use the US dollar as their cur-
rency, and both import most of their goods – cars, clothes, food – from
America. They also get most of their tourists from America, so when the
economy there melted down in 2008, the islands felt the fallout. In the
USVI especially, where tourism accounts for 80% of GDP and employ-
ment, hoteliers, restaurant owners, taxi drivers and shopkeepers haved
struggled. And though the BVI depends on tourism for only about 45%
of its income, the other pillar of its economy – o  shore company registra-
tion – nosedived in the economic downturn, too. Accountants, lawyers
and other tax-haven professionals have seen far fewer wealthy clients.
Both territories strive to diversify with new, tax-incented business, such
as the Captain Morgan distillery on St Croix, but such opportunities are
few, so it’s back to courting cruise ships and honeymooners.

 Green Tension
 Everyone wants a piece of paradise, and in the 1980s, developers pro-
vided it. St Thomas and Tortola, in particular, saw resort and villa con-
struction boom with reckless abandon. The pace had slowed by the time
the new millennium rolled around, when islanders realized the environ
mental impact, but the tension between development and sustainability 
remains a major issue.

 Take the situation on St John with Maho Bay Camps. The ecofrien y 
tent resort has drawn visitors to its forested, beachfront hillside for more
than 30 years. Alas, it sits on leased land, and as the lease ends  the

 »  Population 
USVI: 109,700

 »  Population 
BVI: 25,400

 »  GDP per capita 
USVI: $14,500

 »  GDP per capita 
BVI: $38,500
 »  Life expectancy 

USVI: 79.3 years
 »  Life expectancy 

BVI: 77.6 years

USABVI USVI

≈ 80 people
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 Island Life
 While the US and British Virgin Islands both wear the veneer of their re-
spective motherlands, it’s West Indian culture that comes through stron-
gest in local music, cuisine, spirituality and family life.

 Living in the Virgin Islands
 One of the best places to get an insight into the local lifestyle is at the
mom-and-pop restaurants that West Indian entrepreneurs are fond of 
erecting in the settlements and along country roads. These gathering
places, such as Vie’s Snack Shack on St John and LSL Bakery & Restau-
rant on Virgin Gorda, attract a clutch of neighbors to drink bush tea 
(from leaves, roots and herbs), soft drinks or Carib beer and linger at
tables and benches outside to discuss the news of the day – especially the
latest twist in a political or commercial corruption scandal.

 Join the group and watch a basketball or cricket match on TV, hear
the proprietor’s newest calypso or reggae tunes, and sense the love of life
that infuses Virgin Islanders. You’ll pick up on a value system that places
a high priority on family, friends and a love of the islands as well as
relishing the time to enjoy them. Here you get a sense that work is often
not an end in itself, it’s a means of expanding one’s social network – and
laughter is worth more than gold.

 USVI Life
 The US islands show their American a   liation with conveniences such
s sho ing malls and fast-food restaurants. On St Thomas an  St John,

most eo e work in the tourism industry. On St Croix, many wor  in
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 Patches of Tropical Bliss
 The Virgin Islands have the tropical thing 
down: consistently balmy weather, ridicul-
ously white sandy shores, diving and snor-
keling and calypso-wafting beach bars. But 
then they kick it up a notch. They  oat 
the Caribbean’s most profuse and tightly 
packed group of islands, with more than 
90 little landmasses bobbing in a 45-mile 
triangular patch of sea. Add steady trade 
winds, calm currents and hundreds of 
protected, salt-rimmed bays, and it’s easy 
to see how the Virgins became a sailing 
fantasyland.

 Exploring the archipelago is easy aboard 
the public ferries. Or hoist your own sail 

from the region’s largest  eet of charter 
boats.

 Island by Island
 Hmm, which island to choose for secluded 
beaches and conch fritters? Easy: any one, 
though each di  ers slightly in personality.  
The US Virgins hold the lion’s share of 
population and development. St Thomas 
has more resorts and water sports than you 
can shake a beach towel at. St John takes a 
 di  erent tack: it cloaks two-thirds of its area 
in parkland – above ground and  underwater. 
The largest Virgin, St Croix, pleases  divers 
and drinkers with extraordinary  scuba sites 
and rum factories. 

 Welcome to 
the US 
& British
Virgin Islands
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“All you’ve got to do is decide to go and the hardest part is over. So go!”
TONY WHEELER, COFOUNDER – LONELY PLANET
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 Travel with 
Children
 Best Regions for Kids
 North Shore, St John
 At the heart of Virgin Islands National 
Park, with eco-camping opportuni-
ties, gentle hiking trails, ranger 
programs and great beaches for 
snorkeling.

 East End, St Thomas
 Several resorts cluster here, as well 
as Coral World Ocean Park, the top 
spot for encounters with marine life, 
and a mangrove lagoon for kid-
friendly kayak trips.

 Virgin Gorda
 The Bitter End Yacht Club is the Vir-
gins’ best option for teaching kids 
sailing, windsur  ng and other water-
sport lessons at its camps. The Baths 
are another splash-worthy locale.

 Christiansted, St Croix
 A cannon-covered fort, a water-sport-
laden beach, wharfside restaurants 
where  sh swim up to nibble, and a 
bioluminescent bay come nighttime 
make St Croix’s main town a well-
provisioned base.

 Waves to splash in, sand castles to build, sea 
turtles to visit, forts to explore – families will 
 nd activities throughout the islands, and 

you can bet   the weather will oblige whatever 
you do. Add a boatload of resorts catering to 
children, along with casual beachside eater-
ies, and you may  nd yourself (as many do) 
bringing the kids back year after year.

 Virgin Islands for Kids
 Island culture welcomes children with open 
arms. St Thomas, St John and St Croix are 
the easiest for family travel, as they hold the 
majority of kid-friendly resorts (plus – for 
US visitors – there’s no passport require-
ment). The British Virgins have family o  er-
ings too, just not quite to the extent of the 
USVI.

 Eating Out
 The vast majority of restaurants are fam-
ily friendly. Many o  er special children’s 
menus, but even without it, eateries typically 
have burgers and pizza as part of their line-
up. The ambience tends to be informal and 
relaxed wherever you go.

 Children’s Highlights
 Pint-Size Bites

 »  Miss Lucy’s, St John – It’s a great place to 
introduce young palates to West Indian food, 
and maybe even bottle feed the resident goats 
some milk.

4 4
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 Hiking in Virgin Islands National Park
 1 This national park, with its gnarled trees and spiky cacti spilling over the edges, covers some 

three-quarters of St John (p 85 ). Aside from   awesome snorkeling, feral donkeys and eco-camps, 
the park’s greatest gift to visitors is its hiking. Dozens of trails wind through the wild terrain, taking 
trekkers to cli  -top overlooks, petroglyphs and sugar-mill ruins. Several lead to beaches prime for 
swimming with turtles and spotted eagle rays. The paths are short and easy for the most part, so 
that any reasonably  t hiker can walk them and reap the rewards.

 20 
TOP 
EXPERIENCES
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 Beaches
 Blue-lapped shores are why 
you’re here, right? Each is-
land has a  bevy of beauties.
 White Bay, Jost Van Dyke Wrig-
gle your toes in the crazy-white 
sand, sip a Painkiller and watch 
people stumble in o   yachts 
(p 180 )

 Isaac Bay & Jack Bay, St Croix 
Hike to secluded strands that 
are eco-reserves for green and 
hawksbill turtles (p 124 )

 Lindquist Beach, St Thomas 
Splash around this picture-
perfect bay in an undeveloped, 
protected park (p 74 )

 Savannah Bay, Virgin Gorda 
Walk the lengthy shore while 
gaping at sunsets (p 171 )

 Outdoor 
Adventures
 When you’ve had enough 
lazing on the beach, the 
islands  host a wide array of 
adventures.
 Sailing One of the globe’s pre-
miere places to hoist a jib, the 
Virgins have steady trade winds, 
hundreds of protected bays and 
an abundance of charter boats 
to make it all possible (p 37 )

 Hiking Trek the trails crisscross-
ing Virgin Islands National 
Park to cli  -top overlooks, 
petroglyphs and sugar mill ruins 
(p 103 )

 Kayaking Dip a paddle in St 
Croix’s luminescent Salt River 
Bay at night (p 127 )

 West Indian 
Food
 Local dishes fuse West Afri-
can, Caribbean and Indian 
ingredients . The restaurants 
are often holes-in-the-wall, 
but the chefs know how to 
cook a  avorsome plateful.
 Crandall’s, Tortola Known for 
its pates, in which warm spiced 
meat plumps a  aky-crust 
pocket. They come in chicken, 
beef, turkey or salt  sh varieties 
(p 150 )

 Gladys’ Cafe, St Thomas She 
serves a spicy callaloo soup 
stirred with okra, various meats 
and hot peppers (p 64 )

 Vie’s Snack Shack, St John 
You can’t beat the garlic chicken 

ith j h k (f i d

 if you 
like…
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 ITIN-
ERAR-
IES

 

 Whether you’ve got six days or 
60, these itineraries provide a 
starting point for the trip of a 
lifetime. Want more inspiration? 
Head online to lonelyplanet.
com/thorntree to chat with other 
travelers.
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 Nine Days
Essential Virgin Islands

 Hopscotch through the islands’ greatest hits: St Thomas, St John, Tortola and Virgin 
Gorda huddle near each other, with frequent ferries connecting the dots.

 You’ll likely arrive via St Thomas. Spend a day or two taking in the sights and 
shopping in Charlotte Amalie, the good-time bars and bistros of Red Hook, and 

the water sports   and sea creatures of East End. Then zip over to St John, whose main 
town, Cruz Bay, serves up mango-tinged microbrews at party-hearty happy hour bars. 
Don’t get too stuck to your bar stool: Virgin Islands National Park cloaks two-thirds 
of the island in forests and sublime beaches, ripe for hiking, snorkeling and eco-camping.

 Move onward to the BVI for the last fi ve days, starting with Tortola. The ferry will 
drop you in West End, then wind your way around to Road Town for a good base 
from which to wine and dine with ease. Check out the music-fueled nightlife in Cane 
Garden Bay and surfers’ favorite Josiah’s Bay before journeying to Spanish Town on 
Virgin Gorda. The island is the BVI’s rich, plump beauty and the quintessential, blue-
sea-lapped retreat to round out your trip.
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 Seven Days
USVI in a Week

 Get your feet on the ground in St Thomas, starting out with two days in Charlotte 
Amalie. Spend the fi rst day strolling the historic downtown and making a dent in 
your $1600 duty-free allowance in the shops. In the evening, swing by Frenchtown 
to check out the area’s funky bistros and wine bars. The next day ferry over to the 

quiet fourth Virgin, Water Island, and walk to Honeymoon Beach to swim and snorkel.
 Take the fl oatplane from downtown for the cool, 20-minute fl ight to Christiansted, on 

St Croix. Over the next three days drink at old windmills turned gin mills on the wharf, 
play like a pirate at the big yellow fort, and poke around the art galleries and colonial build-
ings scattered around town. Motor to the West End to visit the rum factory, botanic garden 
and evocative plantation museum. Drop by Frederiksted for a snorkel around the historic 
pier, or maybe a mountain bike ride into the spooky rainforest. Divers should set a course 
for the North Shore to immerse at the gaping coral-encrusted wall. Just east is Salt River 
Bay, where Christopher Columbus landed in 1493; modern-day explorers can rent a kayak 
and set off  for a night-paddle through the glimmering bioluminescent waters.

 From Christiansted, return to Charlotte Amalie via seaplane, then head to Red Hook 
to catch the ferry to St John for a couple of days. You can’t beat it for snorkeling beaches 
with fi sh-frenzied reefs to explore, and for hiking trails that wind by petroglyphs, sugar 
mill ruins and feral donkeys. Cruz Bay makes a primo base thanks to its festive bars and 
restaurants, which plate up everything from Italian gnocchi to Mallorcan paella to West 
Indian barbecue.

2 6
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 Seven Days
Best of the BVI

 Split your time between mountainous Tortola and prosperous Virgin Gorda, and day 
trip to the smaller isles by public ferry or charter boat.

 Road Town makes a fi ne base for exploring Tortola if you want easy access to 
sophisticated eateries, gelato shops, pubs and boats. Fan out from there to inspect 

the island’s beaches, such as Apple Bay, home to a world-famous, ramshackle surfers’ bar, 
and Cane Garden Bay, the island’s live music hot spot. To escape Tortola’s ‘crowds’ head 
to Jost Van Dyke for a day. Fewer than 200 people live on the jovial little island, where 
yachters and rock stars like to drop by for drinks. Who can blame them? Jost is a rare, 
unspoiled oasis of green hills and blinding white sand. It even has a signature drink: the 
rum-bombed Painkiller. Ferries ply the route often from Tortola’s West End.

 From central Road Town, it’s also easy to hop over to your next base on Virgin Gorda. 
Spanish Town is the gateway from which you can poke around the boulder-studded Baths, 
view-worthy Gorda Peak, and other national parks. Sea dogs can hail water taxis around 
North Sound to sail, kitesurf and drink with the yachtsfolk. It’s also possible to day trip to 
Anegada from Spanish Town. The sleepy atoll might as well be from another planet com-
pared to its BVI brethren. Flamingos ripple the salt ponds. Giant rock iguanas hide under 
blooming cacti. Hulking lobsters grill on beach barbecues. And hammocks lure around 
irresistible shores.

 Spanish Town is also a great jumping off  point for sailing expeditions to the Out Islands, 
too. Beauties such as Ginger Island, The Dogs and Fallen Jerusalem fl oat nearby – 
uninhabited  spots with just beaches and blue sea.
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 Four Days
Quick Escape: St John

 Short on time but still want the maximum Virgin experience? Hang your hat on St 
John. You can easily spend all four days hiking diff erent trails and snorkeling off  
distinct beaches. What’s more, St John fl oats near several other islands for day trips.

 Cruz Bay is the main town and social hot spot. Nicknamed ‘Love City,’ it wafts a 
carefree, spring-break vibe, where hippies, sea captains and American retirees and reggae 
worshippers hoist happy hour drinks in equal measure. It’s also the place to organize your 
active endeavors, and to fuel up in the surprisingly good restaurant mix.

 Life’s a beach on the North Shore, ripe for a day of adventure. Lengthy Cinnamon 
Bay has the most going on: an archaeological dig, stand up paddle boarding and trails 
through mill ruins. Families and snorkeling newbies may prefer shallow Maho Bay, where 
sea turtles swim. Experienced snorkelers can jump in amid rays and barracudas at Leinster 
Bay/Waterlemon Cay.

 Next up: Coral Bay. Sure, it’s a heckuva lot smaller than Cruz Bay, but it makes up for it 
in personality. Colorful characters run the handful of diners and taverns – and they like to 
dance, so shine up your shoes beforehand. From here head down to the South Shore, and 
spend some quality time at Salt Pond Bay partaking of cool hikes, groovy beachcombing 
and turtle-and-squid snorkeling. Don’t forget to earmark a day for hiking the Reef Bay trail, 
kayaking along coastal reefs or another favorite activity.

 Or go island hopping. With a passport you can ferry from Cruz Bay to Jost Van Dyke. 
Arrive in Great Harbour in the morning, people watch and sip microbrews at Foxy’s in the 
afternoon, and return home before sunset. No passport? No problem. Whiz over to Red 
Hook on St Thomas and quaff  a fl aming drink at Duff y’s.
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 14 Days
Island Hopper

 With two weeks you can swoop through St Thomas and St John in US territory, the 
four main British islands, plus a scattering of pirate-spiced Out Islands.

 Spend a day on St Thomas eating johnnycakes and browsing shops in Char-
lotte Amalie, then head to Red Hook on the island’s East End for a few days of 

Margaritaville ambience. Both towns lie close to beaches where true-blue water worthy of 
Hollywood movies splashes ashore (indeed, St Thomas regularly hosts fi lm crews around 
its coast).

 Next up: St John. Scores of cafes and pubs await in Cruz Bay and scores of wild beaches 
and hiking trails await in Virgin Islands National Park. Get your snorkel mask ready, be-
cause this is the island to come face to face with sea turtles and mighty swimmers.

 Spend week two in the BVI. Grab a ferry to Great Harbour on Jost Van Dyke and 
kick back on the ‘barefoot island.’ A calypso musician named Foxy Callwood is Jost’s unof-
fi cial mayor, and he presides over a fun-loving clutch of beach bars and guesthouses. Ferry 
onward to Tortola’s West End and its dandy collection of surfer hangouts and shores, 
particularly around Cane Garden Bay, where live music pumps nightly. Road Town is the 
island’s restaurant and transport hub, so you’ll wind up there eventually.

 From Tortola, it’s easy to charter a day-sail excursion, a DIY boat, or a crewed yacht and 
glide to barely inhabited Norman, Peter and Cooper Islands. Here, life is reduced to the 
pleasures of snorkeling, diving and sleeping under a shade tree. Spend a few days chill-
ing with yachties on pretty Virgin Gorda (a half-hour ferry ride from Tortola). To really 
get away, sail on to Anegada, a magical and lonesome place to hang your hammock for a 
stretch.
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 Karla Zimmerman
 During her island travels, Karla hiked past wild donkeys on St John, ate an em-
barrassing number of johnnycakes on St Thomas, got splashed by beer-guzzling 
pigs on St Croix, bashed through the Baths on Virgin Gorda and felt no pain on 
Jost Van Dyke. She fi rst bounced around the Virgins when she was a kid, and still 
remembers the awe of seeing the true-blue hue of Magens Bay on that initial 
visit. Karla is based in Chicago, and writes travel features for newspapers, books, 

magazines and websites. She has authored or coauthored several Lonely Planet guidebooks cov-
ering the USA, Canada, Caribbean and Europe.
 

Read more about Karla at:
lonelyplanet.com/members/karlazimmerman



© Lonely Planet Publications Pty Ltd. To make it easier for you to use, 
access to this chapter is not digitally restricted. In return, we think it’s fair 
to ask you to use it for personal, non-commercial purposes only. In other 
words, please don’t upload this chapter to a peer-to-peer site, mass 
email it to everyone you know, or resell it. See the terms and conditions 
on our site for a longer way of saying the above - ‘Do the right thing with 
our content.’

©Lonely Planet Publications Pty Ltd


