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By Jayne Clark, USA TODAY

ROSEAU, Dominica — On this eastern Car-
ibbean island, a mountain lake roils in a volcanic
cauldron. The sea spews shimmering bubbles
that flutter underwater like diamonds. And rain
pours while the sun shines.

The island’s natural lushness has a surreal
quality. Even its darker place names — Boiling
Lake, Valley of Desolation, Massacre — have their
charms

Yet despite its singular qualities, Dominica
(pronounced “Dom-in-EEK-a") has dodged the
cross hairs of mass tourism. At least so far. Holly-
woad came calling recently, first with the filming
of the Pirates of the Caribbean movie trilogy, then

View more photos of the unspoiled
island at travel.usatoday.com.

as the venue for the current CBS reality show Pi-
rate Master. Fortunately for travelers who prefer a
Caribbean experience minus sprawling resorts
and manufactured tourist attractions, not even
pirates — or Hollywood's version of them, any-

- way — can plunder this island of its essential na-

ture. Because on Dominica, nature rules.

Its coast is wild. Its interior sprouts a claustro-
phobia-inducing e of foliage. It harbors se-
cret places. No wonder this verdant island was a
favorite among early pirates seeking a little R&R

between pillages. And no wonder its natural at-

tributes made an ideal backdrop for current pi-
rate-themed productions.

About a third of its 300 square miles consists of
nationally protected land, much of it in the rug-
ged interior highlands. It boasts 365 rivers, spec-
tacular waterfalls, a resident pod of sperm
whales, some of the Caribbean’s top dive sites
and the highest concentration (eight) of poten-
tially active volcanoes anywhere.

As a result, Dominica attracts a different sort of
visitor from the rum-punch-swilling, duty-free-
shopping, beach-novel-reading layabout — or at
least when the cruise ships aren’t in port.

And though tourism is the nation’s No. 1
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industry, it's still in its infancy. Officials plan

to keep it low targetin% niche mar-
kets,ngmely hiﬁs%&rs and birders.

What vacationers won't find on this laid-
back mountainous island: chain hotels,
timeshare condos, all-inclusive resorts, golf
courses, (The balls would just roll into the
0cean, quips one resident. )

Even its most glaring deficiencies — the
lack of ample air service and a dearth of
sandy beaches — have in ways spared Do-

minica the fate of some of its
Cover overdeveloped neighbors.

“It all comes back to the

Stor! environment, There's no
way to construct a (jumbo)

jet airport without cutting down a moun-
tain," says Dominican-born anthropologist
Lennox Honychurch. “So the people who
come to Dominica really want to come

here."
Getting here does require effort. There
are no non-stop flights from the USA, and

connection schedules can require over-
nighting en route. (A runway expansion
expected to be completed in late 2008 will
enable night landings, which should help.)
Dominica also lacks the sweeping white-
sand beaches that are the siren song
many Caribbean islands. Which matters not
one whit to visitors like Jim Pettigrew, an

oceanographer from San Francisco, He has -

hiked a 45-minute trail through a forest of
platter-sized leaves, ] wild impatiens
and hot-pink ginger lilies to Middleham Falls
in Morne Trois Pitons National Park, Domin-
ica's UNESCO World Heritage Site. The wa-
ter cascades 200 feet off a sheer cliff, form-
ing a |pristine pool in the forest. It is a
marvel, and he and his companions have it
aﬂ[;ﬁmmgmuemsehv;& isited Caribbean i
visited every Caribbean is-
land and lived in Jamaica as?rboy. 50 he has
some basis for comparison when he says:
“There are few islands in the Caribbean li
this. It reminds me of how Jamaica was 30
years ago. It's the lack of big resorts. The in-
tactness of the coral reefs. The intactness of

the forests, It has a he natural infra-
structure. If you go somewhere where the
land 15 aenuded, the people are dispirited.”

Indeed, the locals seem vested in their is-
land and fiercely protect it. Compared with
mofe tourist-hardened Caribbean spots
where the hustle can be relentless, Domin-
ica is a gentle spirit. Even in the markets of
Roseau, the capital and only town of note,
vendors are strictly soft-sell. The absence of
mfﬂrternﬂorﬁai franchises means more room
for small, homegrown enterprises. Lodging
is primarily in small hotels and guesthouses,
The names of small businesses reflect pride
of ownership — Judd's Snackette, Woody's
Pizza, Flossie's Market.

The island has the highest percentage of

individual land ownership in the Caribbean,
a condition that Honychurch credits, in part,
to the early collapse of the plantation sys-
tem in the mid-19th century.

It failed for the same reason other ven-
tures did: The geography, terrain and nature
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Rain forest: Middleham Falls drops 200
feet to form a crystalline swimming hole.

itself were just too formidable. Conse-
quently, Dominica was the last Caribbean
island to be colonized. The British and
French volleyed possession before the
British ultimately claimed it in 1805. The
island gained independence in 1978.

On a cliff top overlooking Prince Rupert
Bay on the island's northwest corner,
Honychurch is overseeing the resurrection
of an 18th-century officers’ quarters, one
of dozens of garrison buildings swallowed
by the foliage in what is now part of Ca-
brits National Park.

He strolls beneath the forest canopy to
the stone foundation of a house in ruins,
The Pirate Master crew filled it with water
and tied boa constrictors Itlo n'eelllaranches
for a treasure-hunting challenge, he says.

Though the obstacles wﬁ less con-
trived in colonial times, they were no less
daunting, Besides the rough terrain, the
aboriginal Carib Indians were warlike; as
Europeans colonized the Caribbean, Caribs
from various islands flocked to Dominica.

Now the region's sole group of Caribs
numbers about 4,000, most of whom oc-
cupy villages within a 3,700-acre reserve
on Dominica's northeast side.

Last year, the community opened Kali-
nago Barana Aute (Carib Village by the Sea
in the native tongue) to showcase its cul-
tural heritage. Here, Caribs weave and sell
{’Emdlshnmmgew Mo_—tgna]ed I%c'u_ma reecdl

i 0CCASI0 er all
chat with visitors about theg:?hisromris

The site has sparked renewed nterest
among the Caribs in their native foods,
dances and , 5ays manager Kevin

“It's an opportunity to right some

" he says. “It sends the message to

people here that there’s something signifi-
cant about them, If you can get people to

Plhotas by Jayne Clark, USA TODAY

In Roseau: The capital city sports a sometimes down-at-the-heels but colorful mix of Caribbean and colonial architecture.

appreciate what's unique about them,
then their cultural heritage is in good
hands.” - )

Dominica was also rich in pirate history
long before johnny Depp and the Pirates
crew breezed in. Sir Francis Drake, Sir John
Hawkins and other luminaries of pirate-
dom were here, Dominica, so late to be col-
onized, was an ideal hideout for pirates to
clean and repair their ships and trade with
the Caribs for fruit, says Homychurch, -

Today, there's scant reference to the his-
toric marauders, save for the Pirates Duty
Free shop, with loot from Gucci and Dior,
near the cruise ship dock in Roseau, Cruise
traffic to the i has ballooned in recent
years. About 270,000 passengers annually
stream off 200 to 250 ships versus only
85,000 overnight visitors.

“The challenge is to keep it (tourism)
contained,” says tourism minister Yvor
Nassief, "Keep it niche, but with enough
critical mass that locals can make a living.”

The Hollywood exposure has helped in-
crease awareness of &'TDJI'IICAS prodigious

natural attributes, he adds. These days,
ides point out Pirates film sites on the In-
an River, at Titou Gorge and in the Carib
Territory, among others. But few islanders
seem wowed by Hollywood’s power.
“People who come from the States are

excited about (the film locales). But Do-

minicans aren't impressed,” says Sonia
James, a transplant from Germany, “[t's
Just a different mentality.”

E-mail jeclark@usatoday,com
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ing there: The island is served
by American Airlines and the Caribbean
airline Liat but requires connecting
through Puerto Rico or Antigua.

Getting around: Travelers may find
the narrow, winding roads and British-
style lefi-side-of-the-road driving
daunting. Consider hiring a private
guide/driver licensed by the tourist
office. Expect to pay about $110 a day.
Public transport consists of indepen-
dently owned vans that traverse the
island; fares are negotiable.

What to do: Excursions range from
diving and snorkeling to rain-forest
hiking to whale-watching and birding.
Group or private outings can be ar-
ranged through private outfitters at
your hotel. For example, tours through
Ken's Hinterland Adventure Tours
(866-880-0508; kenshinterlandtours
.com) range from $40 to $85 per person.

Where to stay: Dominating the
lodging scene are inns and guesthouses,
some of which are offering Pirates of the
Caribbean packages. The 71-room

Fort Young Hotel (767-448-5000;
fortyoung.com) in the capital, Roseau,
is the island's largest. Rates with taxes
start at $108, double. The five-room
Silks (767-445-8846; silks-hotel.com)
on the east coast has gorgeous grounds
and elegant rooms. Rates: $220, double,
with breakfast. Beau Rive (767-445-
8992 beaurive.com), also on the east
coast, has eight rooms with beautiful
mountain views. Rates: $160, double,
with brealkdfast,

Where to eat: The Fort Young Hotel's
Friday happy hour is popular among
locals anci g%ers buffet-style dishes.
Don't miss the jerk-style pork. Across
the street, the attractive stone La Robe
Creole features poached fish and

suckling pig (entrees, $17-538) and
Iighlfgll"%retgfl-ﬂﬂ).

Information: discoverdominica.com
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