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travel Dominica

“Not the Dominican Republic, 
Dominica,” I corrected friends 
for the umpteenth time, 
regarding my impending trip. 
Then again, the gaffe was 
easy to understand. While the 
former is home to sprawling 
resorts and package tourism, 
this tropical gem in the Lesser 
Antilles is a far cry from its sim-
ilarly-named Caribbean cous-
in. Billing itself as the Nature 
Island, its relative obscurity, 
compact size and pristine 
beauty makes for a nature-
lover’s Shangri-La.

Make no bones about it—there is no 
quick and easy way to get there. 

Despite being in the 
same hemisphere as my 
home in Toronto, get-
ting there proved to be 
a full-day expedition.  
Arriving at the airport 
at 5:30 on a Sunday 
morning, there was no 
queue and I was at the 
gate in 20 minutes flat. 
Fortunately, I squeaked 
through Air Canada’s 
stringent new carry-on 
baggage limitations. To ensure there 
were no hassles, I stuffed my pockets 
with batteries, cords and chargers to 
play it safe!
  Arriving in Antigua, I had to collect 
my bags, go through immigration, 
check in again at the LIAT counter and 
go right back through immigration. This 
time I was hit with a $60US charge for 
the second bag as opposed to the 

$25CA in Toronto. When it comes bag-
gage rules, there is no logic! My final 
flight was only 30 minutes, including a 
brief stop in Guadeloupe, its high rises 
and modern airport in stark contrast to 
Antigua. 
  Arriving just after 8:00 PM, I grabbed 
my bags and ventured outside to 
arrange a taxi to Castle Comfort 
Lodge on the outskirts of Roseau, the 

View of of the village of Roseau from Scott’s Head, Dominica (above); 
Dive Dominica center at Castle Comfort Lodge in Roseau (right)

Cattle egret at Indian River Citron Sponge at Dangleben’s Pinnacles
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island’s capitol. I was perplexed to hear the 
trip would take 70 minutes. After all, wasn’t 
the island only 29-miles long by 16-miles 
wide? It turns out, there was a very good 
reason. Heading inland, the road zigzagged 
as we traversed the island’s mountain-
ous spine. The indigenous Carib people 
named the island Waitikubuli, meaning “tall 
is her body.” And a tall lady she is. Despite 
its compact proportions, the island is the 
Caribbean’s most vertical, with rugged for-
est-clad peaks encompassing its entire area. 
  With yellow reflectors on the center line, it 
was reassuring to see where the road actu-

ally was, especially considering the 
absence of street lights and my driver’s 
excessive speed. After relentless hairpin 
turns, Roseau’s twinkling lights came into 
view. I discovered Castle Comfort was 
actually the name of a small suburb 
outside the city. After checking in, I dis-
covered the restaurant was still open, so 
I headed over to eat. Best of all, no jet 
lag!

Diving
The next morning after breakfast, I 
checked in at Dive Dominica to pre-
pare for the morning’s diving. Adjoining 
the lodge, the dive center is one of 
the island’s oldest. On hand to meet 
me was divemaster Imran Pacquette, 
who quickly got me set up with gear. 
The other divers were a mixture of 
Americans and fellow Canadians. 
  With everyone ready, we set out for 
Soufriere Scott’s Head Marine Reserve, 

located nearby in the south west of 
the island. Dominica’s coastlines have 
a decidedly opposing character. 
The eastern side is pounded by the 
Atlantic’s crashing surf while the western 
shore faces more tranquil Caribbean 
waters. Most dive sites are found along 
the Caribbean side.

Swiss Cheese.  It is always exciting diving 
a new location in a new country and 
Dominica didn’t disappoint. Our first site 
was Swiss Cheese, part of the Scott’s 
Head pinnacle complex and named for 
the maze of nooks, crannies and swim-
throughs carved into the reef. Visibility 
was astounding, easily exceeding 40m 
and one of the few instances I have 
encountered such clarity in over 20 
years of diving. Descending below 20m, 
Imran led us through a swim through 
jam-packed with blackbar soldierfish 
and grunts. Swimming above the reef, I 

THIS PAGE: Reef scenes from Swiss 
Cheese dive site, part of Scott’s 
Head pinnacle complex; Divers 
and large sponge at Swiss Cheese 
(right)

Yellow tube sponge at Swiss Cheese

Divers in swim-through at Swiss Cheese dive site
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marveled at the diversity and colors of the 
corals and sponges. Although I didn’t see 
any, barracuda are sometimes encoun-
tered here.

L’Abym.  For the surface interval, we head-
ed for Soufriere village. Anchoring offshore, 
we admired the local church’s colorful 
steeple while next door, a sign proclaimed 
“Bubble Beach Spa”. However, deck chairs 
facing a stony beach made for one odd-
looking spa. Interval completed, a short 
boat ride brought us to L’Abym. Translated 
as “abyss” in the local Creole dialect, the 
name couldn’t be more apt! 
  Encompassing the eastern edge of 
Soufriere crater, the site’s distinguishing 
feature is an immense wall that plummets 
500m from the cliffs above. From the moor-

ing line, an easy descent 
led to a sandy shelf at 8m, 
the bottom punctuated 
with rocky outcrops teem-
ing with sponges and sea 
fans. On one sponge, Imran 
pointed out a pair of frog-
fish. Having done most of 
my diving in the Pacific, I 
was unaware frogfish even 
lived in the Caribbean.
  We then headed for the 
wall and it was truly spec-
tacular. The array of spong-
es on view was extraor-
dinary. Clusters of yellow 
tube sponges jutted from 
the walls, along with rope, 
tubulate and pink vase 
sponges. Almost electric 

in intensity, enormous orange elephant ear 
sponges glowed against the deep blue of 
the open water beyond. Wedged between 
a pair of tube sponges, a seahorse peered 
out, almost in defiance of being photo-
graphed. Plate, finger and knobby brain 
corals, black coral trees and gorgonians 
jostled for space on the seemingly endless 
wall. First days don’t get much better.

Delicious dishes
Getting back from diving, I had lunch at 
the Evergreen restaurant next to my hotel. 
I started with a tamarind juice, pleasantly 
tangy with a bit of sugar to mute the tart-
ness. My main course of braised lionfish with 
a Creole coconut sauce that was very tasty 
indeed. I was happy to be doing my part 
towards lionfish eradication! 
  Served alongside were side dishes listed 
as “provisions”. Although I initially visualized 
a canteen and flares, they are in actuality 

THIS PAGE: Reef scenes from 
L’Abym dive site; Diver with 
netted bzrrel sponge (right); 
Branching vase sponge 
(below); Sponge, Venus sea 
fan and parrotfish (lower right)
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local roots such as dasheen 
(taro), yams or potatoes 
along with plantains or rice 
(or sometimes all). Although 
I didn’t get to sample it, 
Dominica’s national dish 
is the mountain chicken. 
However, this chicken isn’t 
avian but amphibian, being 
a frog called the crapaud. 
Endemic to Dominica and 
Montserrat, it is a protected 
species that can only can 
only be caught between 
autumn and February.

Scott’s Head Peninsula 
After lunch, I went on a 
land tour to the Scott’s 
Head area. My driver was 
Martin Tarvenier, a friendly, 
soft-spoken fellow with an 
impressive set of waist-

length dreadlocks. We were sup-
posed to stop for a snorkeling tour 
at Champagne Reef, named for 
the stream of bubbles ascend-

ing from submerged gas vents 
called fumaroles. Running late, 
we opted to head straight for the 
Scott’s Head Peninsula. 

  En route, each turn 
revealed another spell-
binding view and I had 
to resist the urge to ask 

Martin to constantly stop for pho-
tos. It turns out, divers and nature 
lovers are not the only ones lured 
by the island’s natural bounty. 

Hollywood has also come calling, 
most notably in 2005 for Pirates 
of the Caribbean: Dead Man’s 
Chest. A number of key sequenc-
es were filmed on the island, one 
of which featured Johnny Depp’s 
Captain Jack Sparrow battling 
cannibals on a suspension bridge. 

  Approaching Soufriere, 
Martin indicated a sec-
tion of road where steep 
cliffs ascended on either 
side. “This is where they 
constructed the suspen-
sion bridge for the film,” 
he said. During filming, 
traffic passed beneath 
and on one occasion, he 
saw Depp fully garbed 
in pirate attire crossing 
high above. Both cast 
and crew mingled with 
the residents, attending a 
number of island events.
  We soon arrived in 
Soufrière, an appeal-
ing jumble of colorful 

houses framed with lush tropical 
vegetation. Martin’s hometown, 
he seemed to know everyone, 
cheerily greeting friends and 
relatives every few meters. Just 
down the road was Scott’s Head, 
named for Colonel George Scott, 
a participant in the British invasion 

that seized Dominica from the 
French in 1761 who later became 
lieutenant governor from 1764 to 
1767. 
  We then crossed a narrow isth-
mus connecting the headland to 
the rest of Scott’s Bay. Although 
it looked man-made, Martin 
assured me it was a natural for-
mation. A steep ascent led to a 
lookout offering magnificent views 
over Scott’s Head village and the 
entire bay. A corroded old can-
non was the only indication this 
had once been a fort, as most of 
the structure had long ago col-
lapsed into the water below.
  Heading back, we stopped at 
Soufrière Village for a visit to the 
aforementioned Bubble Beach 
Spa and my earlier bewilderment 
was promptly cleared up. A wall 
of rocks enclosed a small pool 
alongside the shoreline where 
a sulfur spring bubbled up from 
beneath the sand. I only waded 
in up to my knees, but it was 

travel Dominica

Colorful fishing boats (right) at 
Scott’s Head Village (below); 

Bubble Beach Spa in Soufrière 
(center); Atlantic coastline 

(lower left) of Dominica
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hot—not scalding, but a half-hour immer-
sion would have left me well-done.

More diving
Dangleben’s Pinnacles.  The next day 
saw a return to Soufrière and there were 
no complaints from me. First up was 
Dangleben’s Pinnacles. Named after 
the Dangleben family that owned the 
adjacent land, the site consists of five 
pinnacles ascending from the Soufrière 
crater’s northern edge. Ascending to 
within nearly 8m from the surface, they 
descend to a base shelf at 18m, creat-
ing a topographical labyrinth that is 
home to a myriad of fish species. When 
the current is running, schools of jacks, 
creole wrasse, yellowtail snappers and 
barracuda can be seen. 
  While gearing up, I noticed one of the 

Canadian guys had a 
rather surprising acces-
sory. Although spear 
guns would be con-
sidered unwelcome 
in most places during 
a dive trip, it was an 
entirely different mat-
ter here. His quarry 
was the Caribbean’s 
most unwelcome 
visitor: lionfish. After their accidental 
release in Florida back in the ‘90s, lionfish 
numbers have exploded, with popula-
tions engulfing the entire Caribbean. 
Dominica has initiated a practical solu-
tion: If you can’t beat ‘em, eat’em! 
Lionfish are now prominent on many a 
restaurant menu and a case in which 
all-you-can-eat is not an environmental 

hazard.
  Although large pelagics were absent 
due to the mild current, there was fish life 
in abundance including French angel-
fish, princess parrotfish, brown chromis, 
smooth trunkfish, peacock flounder and 
sand dancer. Combined with exquisite 
sponge gardens and that 40m visibility, 
the dive was superb.

Brown chromis and smooth trunkfish (above), French angelfish (center 
inset) and sand dancer (right) at Dangleben’s Pinnacles

Sponges (top left), rope sponge and pink vase sponge (above) at Dangleben’s Pinnacles 
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Champagne Reef.  Having missed it the 
previous day, I was pleased to discover 
Champagne Reef would be our second 
dive. Despite my plan to shoot the bub-
bles with wide-angle, Imran suggested a 
switch to macro. I was happy I did, as the 
site proved to be a superb critter dive. 
Starting deeper, we explored overhangs 
brimming with blackbar soldierfish. Imran 
indicated an interesting coral which I later 
discovered to be a forked tentacle coral-
limorph. Closely related to stony corals, 
corallimorphs feature tentacles arranged 
in rows radiating from the mouth. It was 
also a photographer’s dream, with electric 
splotches of green interspersed between 
the undulating rows of reddish-yellow ten-
tacles.
  After some additional exploration, we 
ventured to the expanse of sand to search 
for critters. I had never thought of the 
Caribbean as being a muck-diving desti-
nation, but was very pleasantly surprised. 

Thanks to Imran’s eagle eyes, I discovered 
a myriad of subjects to photograph. The 
sand was alive gobies, including pallid, 
goldspot and sharknose, all of which read-
ily posed for photos. Imran gestured to 
a bubbling vent and indicated I put my 
hand at the opening. It was quite warm 
but not uncomfortable.
  The ensuing 40 minutes were enthralling. 
Balloonfish, juvenile blueheads, Christmas 
tree worms, seahorses, long-lure frogfish, 
spotted snake eel, sharp-nosed puffer, gol-
dentail moray, tiny crabs, harlequin bass 
and bearded fireworms kept my shutter 
firing at a rapid pace. Jackknife fish were 
especially photogenic with their elegant 
flowing dorsal fins and striking black and 
white wardrobe. A tiny yellowface pike-

blenny displayed some serious attitude, ris-
ing from its burrow with mouth agape and 
dorsal fin extended to defend its territory. 
Kind of like an insolent toothpick!
  My favorite subject was so small and 
peculiar, I didn’t even know what I was 
looking at. Imran motioned me over to 
a glossy, almost metallic-tinted object 
protruding from the sand. Closer scrutiny 
revealed a blue-orange onuphid, a type of 
polychaete worm related to the infamous 
Bobbit worm. Dominica just kept on surpris-
ing! 
  Although we did not get to them, a pair 
of wrecks are also present—one metal 
and one wooden, sitting near each other 
between 60-95 feet. While the metal vessel 
has been present for years, the wooden 

travel Dominica

Forked tentacle corallimorph (above), spotted 
snake eel (top right), jack-knifefish (right) beard-
ed fireworm (lower right) and blue-orange 
onuphid (far right) at Champagne Reef

Longlure frogfish (top left) and balloonfish (above) at Champagne Reef
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Schooling silversides (left), glassy sweepers 
and yellow-line arrow crab (above), and 
Caesar grunts (right) at Dive Dominica Jetty

one dates from 1994, sunk after being con-
fiscated from smugglers.

Dive Dominica Jetty.  As Dive Dominica 
allows unlimited diving from its jetty, I 
joined the other two Canadians for a late 
afternoon dive. With the jetty sitting high 
out of the water, a giant stride with a cam-
era was out of the question. Happily, the 
dive shop had a solution. Attached to one 
pylon was a cord with a carabiner hook 
attached to the other end. All I had to do 
was clip it to a metal ring on my housing 
and gently lower it into the water.
  A gradual slope descended away from 
the jetty, with massive barrel sponges 
and sea plumes playing host to a variety 
of small reef fish. I was set up with macro 
but it didn’t take long to find some sub-
jects. Upon reaching the bottom, I sur-
prised a Caribbean reef octopus that 
promptly made for the safety of a pro-
tective crevice. Further down, a sandy 
expanse was home to a large congre-

gation of garden eels 
but proved just as shy 
as their Pacific cousins. 
A sharptail eel proved 
much more receptive 
as it sat half-buried on 
the silty bottom. Nearby, 
a Caribbean whiptail 
stingray allowed a close approach before 
rocketing off down the slope.  
  After intently photographing a spot-
ted moray, I looked up to discover my 
dive buddies had vanished. Not wanting 
to explore on my own, I headed back 
towards the jetty, photographing jackknife 
fish, rosy razorfish, harlequin bass, Pederson 
cleaner shrimp, boxer shrimp and spot-
ted scorpionfish along the way. Yellowline 
arrow crabs proved especially prolific. 
Resembling pointy-headed spiders, the 
legs and violet-tipped claws are very long 
and spindly, making them especially chal-
lenging to photograph with a macro lens. 
Talk about a depth of field nightmare.

  At dive’s end, I discovered a large 
school of Caesar grunts congregating near 
the jetty’s wooden pylons. Determined 
to get some wide-angle images, I asked 
if I could change tanks and go back in. I 
was assured it would be fine; I just had to 
hang up my gear as the dive shop would 
be closed upon my return. Heading back 
to my room in my dripping wetsuit, I care-
fully swapped macro with wide-angle and 
headed back down to find a full tank wait-
ing. Despite being on my own, I assured 
them I would just be hanging around the 
jetty. While gearing up, I could see a large 
school of silversides milling about next to 
the jetty. I was in luck!

Sponges at Dive Dominica Jetty
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  My elation proved short-lived, 
as the silversides disappeared 
the moment I hit the water. 
Fortunately, the grunts were still 
there, but photography neces-
sitated patience and a slow 
approach. Glassy sweepers hov-
ered around the pylons along 
with the occasional trumpetfish, 
while the bottom bristled with 
urchins. With daylight waning, I 

tried to get as many shots as pos-
sible. Without warning, the silver-
side school erupted from beneath 
the jetty in a shimmering mass 
and I was completely enveloped. 
The action was so sudden, it actu-
ally made me jump! There was 
even an audible whoosh as they 
sped past and within seconds, 
vanished entirely. 

Topside excursions
The next morning, Martin took 
me on a tour of Roseau and its 
environs. With a population of just 
under 17,000, Dominica’s capi-
tol is the island’s largest city. First 
stop was The Old Market, a thriv-
ing market during colonial times 
where everything from commodi-
ties to slaves was traded. Mainly 
a tourist market these days, it is 
the haunt of souvenir vendors, 
but fortunately not of the hard-sell 
variety. More authentic was the 
nearby Famers Market, where all 
manner of produce was on dis-
play from mangoes, pineapples 
and ginger to cinnamon, nutmeg 
and fresh honey. Coconut water 

right from the 
coconut was 
especially 
refreshing 
on a humid 
morning. 
  I noticed 
one color 

scheme was especially prevalent. 
Martin called them “Liberation 
Colors” and they appeared on 
everything from walls and cloth-
ing to the seat covers of Martin’s 
car. Known as the Pan-African 
flag or Black Liberation Flag, it 
became a nationalist symbol for 
the worldwide liberation of peo-
ple of African origin. Consisting 
of three equal horizontal bands 
of red, black and green, the red 
signifies the blood shed for libera-
tion; the black for all people of 
black African ancestry; and the 
green for Africa’s abundant natu-
ral wealth.

Trafalgar Falls.  A 20-minute drive 

from town was Trafalgar Falls, one 
of the island’s most iconic natural 
attractions. The twin waterfalls are 
referred to as the “Father” (on the 
left) and “Mother” (on the right). 
From the visitor center, it was a 
short and slippery downhill walk 
to the viewing platform. I nearly 
stepped on a land crab as it skit-
tered across my path while a 
misty drizzle enhanced a scene 
that was the epitome of lush. 

Hot springs.  Heading back, we 
made a brief stop at the village 
of Wotten Waven, where a series 
of hot springs bubble and steam 
along the river bed, a reminder 
the island’s volcanic activity is 
very much alive. 

Botanical gardens.  From there, 
we drove to the botanical gar-
dens on the edge of the city. An 
especially peculiar sight was a 
squashed bus that looked straight 
out of a Coyote and Roadrunner 

cartoon. Flattened by a giant fig 
tree toppled during Hurricane 
Andrew back in 1979, it was left 
as is and the tree has since grown 
on top of it.

Whale-watching cruise.  After get-
ting back, it was time to check 
out of Castle Comfort. Loading 
my bags in Martin’s van, he 
dropped me off next door at the 
Anchorage Hotel for an after-
noon whale-watching cruise. With 
22 species present, Dominica is 
regarded as the Caribbean’s 
whale watching capital. A mile 
offshore, depths plummet to over 
1,000 feet, providing excellent 
habitat for sperm whales, which 
can be observed year-round. 
Other species include short-fin 
pilot, false killer, melon head, 
pygmy sperm, and humpback 
whales along with mixed pods of 
spotted and spinner dolphins.
  Prior to departure, a brief-
ing was conducted done next 

Roseau coastline (above); View over Roseau (top center); Liberation colors in Roseau (left); 
Trafalgar Falls (far left) is just a 20-minute drive from Roseau
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to a Mounted Sperm Whale Skeleton 
at The Anchorage Marine Mammal 
Interpretation Center. A mile out, we 
stopped at several locations, where a 
hydrophone was lowered to listen for 
whale activity. Unfortunately, the only 
sperm whale I saw was the skeleton back 
at the center. Despite an advertised 90 
percent success rate, none appeared. To 
be fair, June was not exactly peak sea-
son for them and nature is, well, nature 
and not guaranteed. It was a pleasant 
cruise nonetheless, affording beautiful vis-
tas of the rugged coastline. However, the 
trip wasn’t cetacean-free—a large pod 
of spinner dolphin’s appeared, living up 
to their name with a show of acrobatics 
eliciting oohs and aahs from the passen-
gers.

Night dive
Arriving back, I knew I had a night dive 

that evening, but I wasn’t exactly sure 
with whom. It turned out, I was in the 
right place. I had just enough time to 
assemble my housing (in the hotel lobby) 
and proceed back to the Anchorage 
Dive center to be gear up. I met dive-
master Sherman Julien along with a 
couple from the Netherlands and a 
Canadian woman. Our vessel was the 
catamaran from the whale-watching 
trip, a stylish way to travel to the eve-
ning’s dive site. 

Carib’s Leap/ Sorcerer’s Peak.  The 
site was Carib’s Leap/Sorcerer’s Peak, 
named for the sheer 200ft cliff ascend-
ing from the water’s edge. If a Carib wife 
was caught being unfaithful, she was 
taken to the top, given a farewell kiss 
and “divorced” by being hurled off. In 
a dramatic display of double standards, 
the men could have as many wives as 

they wanted! The site has a spooky repu-
tation, with apparitions of the unfaithful 
wives allegedly being seen by divers.
  We kept the dive shallow, not 
descending below 8m. Immediately, I sur-
prised a large spiny lobster that promptly 
vanished as I got my camera into posi-
tion. Encased in their nocturnal cocoons, 
parrotfish slumbered as spotted morays 
slithered amongst the corals and spong-
es in pursuit of prey. Some big channel 
clinging crabs were especially impressive. 
Although we did not see a lot of fish, the 
reef itself was dazzling, my torch illumina-
tion revealing vibrant color not visible in 
the daytime. At dive’s end, an Atlantic 
white-spotted octopus sat immobile on 
a sandy patch, making a perfect photo 
subject. No ghosts appeared though. Hot 
chocolate and hot towels were waiting 
upon our return. Nice!

Roseau
Afterwards, we loaded my gear into 
Martin’s van and headed to Roseau 
for the Fort Young Hotel, my home for 

the last two nights. Arriving in town, it 
was already 9:45 P.M. and I was afraid I 
would miss dinner. Martin suggested the 
Old Stone Grill, which was close to my 

Magnificent feath-
er duster (above) 
and spotted moray 
eel (right) on night 
dive at Carib’s 
Leap dive site

Channel clinging crab (left), Atlantic 
white-spotted octopus (far left) and 
slumbering parrotfish (below) on 
night dive at Carib’s Leap
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hotel. Still clad in a wet bathing 
suit, I scrambled up the stairs and 
asked the hostess if they were still 
open. As the kitchen was closing 
shortly, she suggested I order, get 
changed at the hotel and come 
back, by which time my dinner 
would be ready. It was a plan!
  The hotel proved to be pretty 
swanky. And it really was a fort, or 
at least set within an actual one 
erected by the British. Boasting 
plenty of panache, a lot of the 
old colonial architecture remains, 
embellished with contemporary 
finishes. Breaking a land speed 
record, I checked in, showered, 
changed and was back at the 
restaurant in 20 minutes flat. The 
coconut prawns and conch were 
superb.
  My final day was spent on a 
circle tour around the island. Just 
across the street was the presi-
dential palace, a grandiose mon-
strosity with giant columns totally 

incongruous with Roseau’s mod-
est environs. The public outcry 
during its construction appeared 
ongoing, as I later spotted several 
billboards proclaiming the 27-mil-
lion price tag would have been 

better spent on a hospital or pub-
lic education. Some things truly 
are universal.

Emerald Pool.  Heading back to 
nature, our first stop was Emerald 

Pool, a beautiful water-
fall in a grotto surround-
ed by verdant rainforest. 
An easy walk on a level 
trail led to stairs lead-
ing downwards. The 
only negative part was 
knowing I would have 
to trudge all the way 
back up in the burgeon-
ing humidity. Farewell 
dry clothes! However, 
the sheer beauty more 
than compensated: 
Moss covered boulders 
framed the cascading 
stream as vine-draped 
trees towered overhead. 
Normally jam-packed 
during the cruise ship 

season, I had the place entirely to 
myself and photographed to my 
heart’s content.

Kalinago Barana Aute.  Entering 
the Carib Indigenous Territory on 
the Atlantic side, we stopped 
in at the Kalinago Barana Aute 
(Carib Model Village) to learn 
about the Kalinago People. 
(called Caribs by the Europeans). 
At one time widespread through-
out the Caribbean, more 
Kalinago arrived on the island 
as the European presence 
increased. Today, Dominica is 
home to the last remaining popu-
lation. A local guide took me on 
a tour, explaining cultural prac-
tices and history with examples of 

Path (left) to Emerald Pool 
(far left), located in a grotto 
surrounded by rainforest 
near the town of Roseau

Mangroves of the Indian River (above and left) appear in film, Pirates of the Caribbean: Dead Man’s Chest
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village structures, basket weaving, cas-
sava bread baking, canoe building and 
herbal medicine.

Indian River cruise.  Venturing to the 
opposite coast to Portsmouth, we 
stopped for a cruise at the Indian River, 
the island’s only navigable waterway. As 
cruises go, it was definitely no frills; with 
motorboats not allowed, my transport 
was a rowboat with guide manning the 
oars. Heading upriver, mangrove trees 
fringed the shoreline, gradually creat-

ing a canopy over the ever-narrow-
ing river. Our quiet transport meant 
a closer approach to the abundant 
birdlife. Heading back, we made a 
detour down a tributary to a famil-
iar-looking shack nestled amongst 
the mangroves. Movie buffs will 
recognize it as the home voodoo 
priestess Tia Dalma in Pirates of the 
Caribbean: Dead Man’s Chest. 

Cabrits National Park.  Our final stop 
was Cabrits National Park, located 

north of the town of Portsmouth. 
Protecting a mixture of tropical for-
est, coral reefs and wetlands, Cabrits 
is an extinct volcano that was once 
an island. Now connected to the 
mainland by sediment sweeping 
in from Douglas and Prince Rupert 
Bays, it is home to Fort Shirley, an 18th 

century garrison con-
structed by the British to 
defend north Dominica. 
Consisting of over 50 
buildings housing over 
600 men, it was aban-
doned in 1854 and 
deteriorated for years 
before restoration in 
1989. The views of the 
coastline were spec-
tacular. 

Afterthoughts
With so many activi-
ties both over and 
under the water, I 
could scarcely believe 
my visit had been less 
than a week. For such 

a tiny island, the attractions were many 
and I had only scratched the surface, 
especially with regards to the dive sites. 
I was once told that if you have dived 
the Pacific, don’t waste your time with 
the Caribbean. Having experienced 
Dominica’s beautiful reefs combined 
with exquisite visibility, I couldn’t disagree 
more!
  Sadly, less than two months after my 
visit, the island was pounded by Tropical 
Storm Erika. With up to 30 deaths, thou-
sands of people displaced and hundreds 
of homes left uninhabitable, it was dead-
liest natural disaster to hit the island since 
Hurricane David in 1979. In the after-
math, International assistance poured 
and the island started its long road to 
recovery. Talking to Imran afterwards, 
I was relieved to hear everyone I met 
was fine and the vast majority of dive 
sites weathered the storm with no visible 
effects. With tourism a mainstay of the 
local economy, the best way to help is to 
simply go. There isn’t a better time. 

Special thanks go to Lise Cuffy and 
Kirsten Boucard at Dominica Tourism.

Fort Shirley (above) in Cabrits National Park; Longlure frogfish (top center) and bearded 
fireworm (left) at Champagne Reef; Divers and barrel sponge at L’Abym (far left)

Goldentail moray eel at Champagne Reef
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History  Due primarily to the 
intense resistance of the native 
Caribs, Dominica was the last 
of the Caribbean islands to be 
colonized by Europeans. In 1763, 
France handed over possession of 
Dominica to Great Britain, which 
colonized the island in 1805. In 
1980, a couple of years after 
independence, the first female 
prime minister in the Caribbean, 

Mary Eugenia Charles, took 
office, improving Dominica’s 
outlook after replacing a prior 
corrupt and tyrannical administra-
tion. She served in office for 15 
years. As the only pre-Columbian 
population remaining in the 
eastern Caribbean, there are still 
around 3,000 Carib Indians living 
on Dominica. Government: parlia-
mentary republic. Capital: Roseau

Geography  Dominica 
is a Caribbean island 
located between the 
Caribbean Sea and the 
North Atlantic Ocean, 
midway between 
Puerto Rico Trinidad 
and Tobago. Coastline: 
148km. Dominca’s ter-
rain comprises rocky 
mountains of volcanic 
origin. Known as “The 
Nature Island of the 
Caribbean”, Dominica 
is home to remarkable, 
lush, and diverse flora 
and fauna, protected 
by an extensive natural 
park system. Dominica is 
the most mountainous of 
the Lesser Antilles, with 
volcanic peaks that are 
cones of lava craters, 
one of which is Boiling 
Lake—the second-larg-
est, thermally active lake 
on Earth.

Climate  Dominica’s cli-
mate is tropical, influenced 
by northeast trade winds and 
heavy rainfall. Natural haz-
ards include flash floods and 
destructive hurricanes from 
June to November.

Environmental issues 
A national action plan that 
aims to  conserve and main-
tain the fragile and eco-
nomically important ecosys-
tem of the island has been 
established by the govern-
ment of the Commonwealth 
of Dominica to deal with 
environmental challenges, 
including bio-diversity and 
species preservation; defor-
estation prevention and land 
use management; coastal 
zone, water quality and solid 
waste management; and 
sustainable development 
and energy systems.

Economy  In past years, the 
Dominican economy has largely 
depended upon agriculture, 
mainly of bananas, but eco-
tourism has become an impor-
tant part of the government’s 
economic plan. There is also an 
offshore medical education sec-
tor. An offshore financial industry 
is also being developed by the 
government in an effort to diver-
sify the island’s economy. There 
are also plans to sign agreements 

with the private sector to develop 
geothermal energy resources. In 
order to respond to an economic 
and financial crisis and to meet 
IMF requirements, the Dominican 
government pursued several 
initiatives in 2003, including elimi-
nating price controls, privatizing 
the state banana company, and 
increasing taxes. The global reces-
sion led to the contraction of the 
Dominican economy in 2009 and 
2013, and growth remains wan. 

NASA

Currency  
East Caribbean 
dollars (XCD). 
Exchange rates: 
1USD = 2.70 XCD 
1EUR = 3.05 XCD 
1GBP = 3.61 XCD 
1AUD = 2.08 XCD 
1SGD = 2.00 XCD

Population  
73,607 (July 
2015 est.) Ethnic 
groups: black 
86.6%, mixed 
9.1%, indigenous 
2.9%, (2001 est.). 
Religions: Roman 
Catholic 61.4%, 
Protestant 28.6%, 

Rastafarian 1.3%, Jehovah’s 
Witnesses 1.2%, (2001 est.).  
Population below poverty line: 
29% (2009 est.). Internet users: 
50,000, or 67.6% of population 
(July 2015 est.)

Language  English is the official 
language but French patois is 
also spoken.

Health  According to the US 
CDC, outbreaks of Zika virus has 

been reported in Dominica. 
Women who are pregnant 
are discouraged from 
traveling to Dominica, due 
to the risk of birth defects 
in babies born to moth-

ers infected with Zika while 
pregnant. While not a major 

risk to most travelers, typhoid 
can be contracted through 

contaminated food or water 
and rabies is present in bats in 
Dominica. However, there is 
no risk of yellow fever. See your 
health department for updates 
and recommended vaccinations.

Decompression chamber  
Princess Margaret Hospital, 
Federation Drive, Roseau
tel. (767) 448-2231/5720

Travel/Visa  Visitors must 
have passports valid for at least 
six months, a return ticket, suf-
ficient funds for length of stay 
and a local address. Upon leav-
ing Dominica, a departure tax 
of US$22 is assessed. US citizens 
do not need a visa for stays less 
than six months, and UK citizens, 
for stays less than three months. 
Please see the Commonwealth of 
Dominica website for visa require-
ments for your country (http://
dominica.gov.dm/). 

Security  While most trips to 
Dominica are trouble-free, visi-
tors are warned that there are 
incidents of crime. Please refer 
to your state department for 
updates.

Web sites
Discover Dominica Authority
www.dominica.dm

Dominica

fact file
SOURCES: US CIA WORLD FACTBOOK, US STATE 
DEPT, US CDC, XE.COM, GOV.UK, UNDP, LONDON-
DIVINGCHAMBER, DOMINICA.GOV.DM

Location of Dominica 
on global map (right); 

Location of Roseau 
on map of Dominica 

(below); Diver at Swiss 
Cheese Reef (lower left)

http://www.dominica.dm/


