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 Praise for The Ultimate Belize Bucket List

“If you’re going to visit Belize, this book is well worth reading fi rst.”
—Lord Michael Ashcroft, author, international businessman, and 

philanthropist

“A great guide for Belize, the rich diverse culture of its people, and 
amazing environment including World Heritage Sites!”
—The Right Honorable Said Musa, former Prime Minister of Belize

“Larry captures the essence of what defi nes us as a country and as a 
people. Not an easy task for a country with amazing marine, terrestrial 
and human resources. From the world renown majestic Blue Hole and 
the associated reef system to the sacred taverns of the ATM cave to the 
world’s fi rst jaguar reserve, Belize has so much to off er. The small size of 
our national territory and close proximity of many sites make it possible to 
see a lot in a relatively short time. Larry’s guide will maximize your visit.”
—The Honorable Dr. Omar Figueroa, Minister of State in the 

Ministry of Agriculture, Fisheries, Forestry, The Environment, 
Sustainable Development & Climate Change in Belize

“I’ve been to 105 countries (so far) and Belize twice (so far). I wish I had a 
guide like this for each country I’ve had the pleasure of exploring! Larry 
shares the highlights and the secrets of his fascinating country and he does 
so in an easy-to-use format.”
—David Meerman Scott, best-selling author, adventurer, 

entrepreneur



“A must read for anyone wanting to discover the magic of this beauti-
ful country.”
—Shannon Kaiser, founder of PlayWithTheWorld.com, best-

selling author of Adventures for Your Soul

“The definitive guide to mother nature’s best kept secret. If you’ve never 
visited this extraordinary little country, filled with history, unique beauty 
and a people of charming friendliness and warmth, then this superb guide 
written with genuine love is a must-read.”
—Andy Wigmore, Belize Ambassador to the Belize Olympic & 

Commonwealth Games Association and former Belize Diplomat

“Educational, Insightful and well-rounded content about Belize, If you 
have never been to Belize, this is the book you need to read to change your 
mind about the hidden treasures, rich cultures and great tourist destina-
tions Belize has to offer to the World.”
—John M. Burgos, Executive Director, Belize Tourism Industry 

Association

“The compelling nature of this bucket list, written with a passion for excel-
lence, makes us proud of the wonders of our small, diverse and beautiful 
country. It will inspire every reader, whether a foreign visitor to our land 
or a Belizean national, to want to know the country better.”
—Hugh O’Brien, former CEO, Ministry of National Development, 

Belize

“I’ve lived in Belize for more than 15 years, and even I learned a few things 
from this amazing book. Whether you’re coming to Belize on vacation or 
are moving here permanently, The Ultimate Belize Bucket List is the one 
book everyone should read. Now that Belize is finally getting on the map, 
this book is being published at exactly the right time. The Ultimate Belize 
Bucket List has hundreds of useful tips and advice on things to do and see, 

making it the perfect travel bible for anyone thinking of coming to Belize.”
—Mark Leonard, investor and real estate developer, Cerros Sands, 

Corozal, Belize

“What an enjoyable read! This guide reminded me that there is still so 
much to see and do in Belize. Larry definitely put ‘meraki’ into this guide. 
To be able to write with such ardor clearly communicates his love for 
Belize. Anyone who wants to learn about this country and its gems should 
have this guide.”
—Megs Yearwood, Barefoot Rentals and Services, Placencia, Belize

“Larry has compiled a concrete list of some of the most extraordi-
nary things to do in Belize. He has done the Belize tourism industry a 
huge favor.”
—Lorenzo Gonzalez, Belizean Blogger, Toronto, Canada

“This snapshot portraits of people, places and all things Belizean attempts 
to give you in granular fashion a mental picture of one of the most unique 
places on the face of the earth—Belize. Larry Waight’s compendium of 
over a hundred people, places and things to see and do spans the spec-
trum of a land where geological and anthropological history created a 
living heritage of natural wonders that is enchanting because it is magical. 
There is amazing diversity packed within it small geography, looming 
temples and mountains, waterfalls and nature trails, caves, rivers, bio-
spheres, rainforests, savannahs, sea, reefs, islands, beaches indigenous 
flowers, trees, and plants in an environment that is so hospitable, the 
region even has its own “moisture regulation” system—a perfect mix 
of rain, temperature, and (slight) winds. There is endless variety to the 
blending of the most ancient of humans with the latest of immigrants 
literally from everywhere else. Informative and interesting, educational 
and entertaining, the price of your visit helps the effort to conserve and 
preserve all these wonders and that is a superb bonus. Dive in and come 
down to Belize, we are open all year round.”
—His Worship Bernard Wagner, Mayor of Belize City, Belize



“Outstanding! Expertly & thoughtfully organized. Finally, a travel guide 
book written with the concise knowledge and passion only a native 
Belizean could deliver.”
—Melanie Nicholson, Managing Director at Belize Boutique Resort 

and Spa, Maskall Village, Belize

“I absolutely love this guide to Belize, among all others that have come 
before it. I have known Larry for 9 years and from the first meeting I 
recognized his knowledge for his country, not to mention the love he has 
for it. His enthusiasm came forth from that very first conversation. As a 
marketer of a highly recognized resort in Placencia, Belize, I immediately 
became engaged with Larry’s passion for his homeland and began com-
municating with him about all things Belize from that day forward. This 
book brought forth all of that love and passion that is within him. I am 
so proud of his work and highly recommend this Belize guide for all who 
wish to discover or expand their knowledge of a truly wonderful country, 
its culture, ancient and near history, present day adventures and of those 
persons who are instrumental in its tourism offerings. Congratulations, 
Larry for creating a work of art as beautiful as Belize deserves.”
—Larry France, Chabil Mar, Placencia, Belize

“Larry Waight certainly knows Belize, and his new book “THE 
ULTIMATE BELIZE BUCKET LIST, 101 Insider Tips on What to 
See and Do” is a great example of his knowledge. This book is full of 
descriptive details that will whet your appetite. He tells us about Belizean 
holidays, history, natural wonders, Maya sites, and many of the most 
popular places to visit, and does it in a way that is fun to read and gives 
the reader an inside look at the country of Belize. A great read for anyone 
contemplating visiting Belize, and is also quite interesting to those who 
know the country well.”
—Marty Casado, Founder of Ambergriscaye.com, Ambergris Caye, 

Belize

“The sad truth is that all of the guidebooks published before The Ultimate 
Belize Bucket List were written by well-meaning but largely confused for-
eigners who struggle to grasp the unique complexities of Belize. Larry’s 
book, on the other hand, reads like a love poem from a native son to his 
beloved country, and we’re all better off for it. Simply put, I’ve never read 
anything like The Ultimate Belize Bucket List before, and I recommend that 
both locals and foreigners alike read it to better understand this magnifi-
cent country.”
—Rodwell Ferguson Jr., director of Untame Belize, Stann Creek, 

Belize

“Both nature and the innovative nature of the Belizean people constantly 
provide ever changing highlights in this small country.  Larry has cap-
tured a great many of these and  his passion for his beautiful country 
shine through this book.”
—Rafe Stone, Belize Product Manager, Journey Latin America, UK 

“This ‘travel bible’ about ‘The Jewel’ by Belize’s top travel marketer, liter-
ary artisan, and favored son of the Jewelizean soil, Larry Waight, is an 
absolute must read for everyone in, visiting, or revisiting Belize!”
—Karl Burke, M. A., Counselor and Life Skills Coach at 

Independence High School and Junior College

“One of the most popular services at our resort is our lending library, and 
I guarantee that we’ll need to stock several copies of The Ultimate Belize 
Bucket List because everyone is going to want to read it. This charming 
book is packed full of useful information, told in a familiar and warm style 
that instantly puts you at ease. The Ultimate Belize Bucket List clearly shows 
that Larry knows this country like the back of his hand.”
—Tim Mes, General Manager of Laru Beya Resort & Villas, 

Placencia, Belize
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 Introduction by Joe Awe
Entrepreneur, Anthropologist, Mayanist, Tourism Lecturer & Tour Guide

For thirty years, the smell of hand-made corn tortillas, refried beans, 
stewed chicken, and hot coconut oil working toward the creation of the 
perfect fried jacks woke up the author of this Belize travel guide. He now 
off ers his homeland to the world. Son of the soil, born and bred in the 
village of Bullet Tree Falls, Larry has created with this Belize travel guide 
a bible of sorts about all places and things Belizean.

There are hundreds of writers working for travel guide books who, 
like their employers, have fallen in love with the 8,867 square miles of 
“the Jewel”—the only English-speaking country in Central America. We 
welcome them and honor them for considering Belize worth the time 
they invested traveling throughout her length and breadth and telling the 
world of Larry’s homeland.

This travel guide was written for you, the novice traveler to Belize and 
the veteran alike. For the novice, this document will be all you need. It 
will direct you and augment your ideas on where to stay and tour and will 
off er information on opportunities that will make you fall in love with the 
place. And the veteran Belize traveler is sure to fi nd places they may not 
have known were here, too.

This travel guide will fulfi ll the new Belizean traveler’s holiday desires 
and help the veteran Belize traveler make so many more awesome memo-
ries. Here is Belize: the land where Paleo Indians searched for mammoths 
and mastodons, archaic people developed tools to hunt small game, the 
pre-Maya culture experimented with corn’s ancestor teocinte, and the 
ancient Maya consulted their two amazing calendars, mathematics, 



xviii 1

LARRY WAIGHT

astronomy, trade, agricultural practices, and medicine. This is the place. 
It’s time to visit, and this travel guide will help you!

The barrier reef protects almost the entire length of the eastern part 
of the country from the massive power of the Caribbean Sea. Snorkeling, 
diving, fi shing, and swimming with sharks are very popular here, and 
there is space for you. Inland, the jungle covers some secrets that you 
need to witness on your own. Rivers snake through the forests, and over 
500 species of birds populate the very space that fi ve species of cats—
including the great jaguar—prowl. The jungle has been giving up secrets 
of the great Maya civilization consistently over the last 100 years, and 
the remnants of this enigmatic culture has also allowed us the incredible 
opportunity to visit the natural cave cathedrals that they used for spiritual 
ceremonies, burials, and accessing their ancestors and gods. We live here 
and are blown away every single day. This travel guide directs you to these 
amazing experiences.

Today, an incredible potpourri of color, taste, and people populate 
Belize. It is the smallest country in Central America and certainly the 
youngest on the entire American mainland. All of this is here, in this 
guide, for you. The Maya, Garinagu, Creole, Mestizo, Indian, Chinese, 
Taiwanese, European, African, and American cultures welcome you to 
Belize. It’s going to be awesome!

 — CATEGORY 1 — 

HISTORY, PEOPLE AND CULTURE

The Museum of Belize

St. John’s Cathedral

Old Belize

Marie Sharp’s Factory Tour

Gulisi Garifuna Museum

Drums of our Fathers Monument

Learn How to Play the Garifuna Drums with the Locals in Belize

Spanish Lookout Community

Pen Cayetano Studio Gallery

Walter Castillo Art Studio

A Mud Massage in the Belize Jungle

Belizean Rice and Beans
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The Museum of Belize

Museum of Belize

Photo by: Alexis Milan

Built more than 150 years ago by the British colonial government to house 
prisoners, the facility in central Belize City was closed down by the newly 
independent government of Belize. In 2002, the government of Belize 
renovated the building, converting it to the Belize Museum, now dedi-
cated to exhibiting and documenting more than 3,000 years of history in 
the area.

Interesting fact: The museum is a treasure trove of Belizean history.

 Why you should visit:

Belize was once the heartland of the ancient Maya Empire, and today, 
visitors can see a rich assembly of Maya ceremonial objects, carvings, 
paintings, and other cultural artifacts in the Belize Museum. The museum 
also has a number of important artifacts from the British colonial era, 
including Victorian-era stamps, postcards, and a display about the 
loggers who once braved malaria and swamps in the country. There are 
also coins, insects, and locally produced bottles on display. A tour of the 
museum also includes the chance to experience an authentic prison cell, 
as well as to learn about the devastation that Hurricane Hattie wreaked 
on the nation in 1961.

Probably the most evocative exhibition is on the botfl y and how it uses 
decaying human fl esh to feed its larvae. The museum also regularly con-
ducts workshops and showcases temporary exhibitions.

 Where in Belize is it located?

The museum is located in Belize City, just a few hundred meters from the 
coastline near the intersection of Queen and Eve streets.
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 When is the best time to do a tour 
of the Museum of Belize?

The museum is open from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m. on Tuesday through Saturday. 
The museum is closed on Mondays and national holidays.

 The best way to get here:

The museum is located in downtown Belize City in the Fort George 
area. While it has no offi  cial address, the large brick building, which still 
resembles a prison from the outside, is easy to spot near the intersection of 
Queen and Eve Street.

 The best way to experience the Museum of Belize:

Guided tours must be arranged in advance. During the school year, the 
museum conducts an art class from 3:30 to 4:45 p.m., on Mondays and 
Wednesdays. The fee to enter the museum is fi ve Belizean dollars for 
locals and ten Belizean dollars for foreigners.

 St. John’s Cathedral

St. John’s Cathedral

Photo by: Basilio Mes

Located in the heart of Belize City, St. John’s Cathedral is one of the few 
physical legacies of the country’s long period as a British colony. Built 
in 1812 as the Church of England’s headquarters in Central America, 
the cathedral was once used to crown three diff erent native kings of the 
Miskito tribe in lavish ceremonies that matched the pomp and circum-
stances of coronations in Europe. Today, the cathedral is the oldest sur-
viving building constructed by Europeans in Belize.
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Interesting fact: St John’s Cathedral is the oldest surviving building of Belize’s 

colonial period.

Why you should visit:

Using the enormous ballast stones brought over from Europe, English 
colonizers in what was then known as British Honduras erected the 
mighty St. John’s Cathedral as the power base of the Church of England 
in Central America. Visitors today can marvel at the well-preserved 
architecture made from sapodilla and mahogany wood, an antique pipe 
organ, and tombstones of English colonists from the earliest days of the 
settlement of Belize City.

Where in Belize is it located?

St. John’s Cathedral is located in downtown Belize City, just a few 
hundred feet west of the Government House. The cathedral is located 
directly across from the House of Culture and sits at the intersection of 
Albert and Regent Streets.

The best time to visit:

The Cathedral of St. John’s is still a functioning church, home of the 
Anglican Diocese of Belize. The church is open seven days a week for 
worship and visits, from 6 a.m. to 6 p.m. There is no entrance fee.

The best way to get here:

In Belize City, head to the historic downtown area. Located at the south-
eastern part of the city just a few hundred feet north of the coastline is a 

large plaza at the south end of Albert Street and the east end of Regent 
Street. The cathedral is directly across from the House of Culture.

The best way to experience it:

There is no fee to enter the cathedral, and there are no guided tours. The 
best way to get the most out of visiting the cathedral is to choose a time 
when there are no religious services underway, giving yourself 30 to 60 
minutes to fully explore all of the colonial-era tombstones, the hardwood 
interior architecture, the antique pipe organ, and the lavish accouter-
ments that still adorn the cathedral.
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Old Belize

Photo by: Old Belize

  Following a decisive naval victory over the Spanish in 1798, Belize was 
Britain’s only colony in Central America. Although much of this heritage 
has been lost to wind, weather, and the passage of time, modern visitors 
can get a glimpse of colonial-era life by visiting Old Belize, a combination 
museum and adventure park located on the outskirts of Belize City.

Interesting fact: The fascinating culture and intriguing history of Belize comes 

to life at Old Belize!

 Why you should visit:

After Belize gained independence from Great Britain in 1981, the country 
embarked on an ambitious program to help preserve their history as well 
as share their unique heritage with foreign visitors. Designed primarily for 
cruise-ship passengers disembarking at the marine docks in Belize City, 
Old Belize is essentially an encapsulated version of the entire country.

Originally not much more than a beachfront bar and a place to buy 
souvenirs, Old Belize is now one of the top visitor destinations in the 
country and includes a giant waterslide, museum, exhibitions on all the 
diff erent cultures that make up Belize’s melting-pot society, gift shops, a 
fl oating trampoline, restaurants, cafes, and even an enormous rope swing 
that arcs out over the tranquil azure waters of Cucumber (Kukumba, in 
Belizean Creole) Beach.

In the 1950s, a man from Florida began farming vegetables (including 
cucumbers) for export to the United States. He used the area around what 
is now Old Belize to package his vegetables, giving rise to the name of 
the beach.

 Where in Belize is it located?

Old Belize is located fi ve miles outside the city limits of Belize City on the 
George Price Highway (still widely known as the Western Highway).

 The best time to visit:

Old Belize is open all year round except for Mondays and Good Friday 
(three days before Easter Sunday). The establishment is open from 
Tuesday through Friday, from 7:30 a.m. to 4:30 p.m., and on Saturday 
and Sunday from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m.

 The best way to get here:

As a popular tourist destination, there are regular buses and shuttles that 
connect Old Belize to Belize City, including the marine docks where 
cruise-ship passengers disembark.
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 The best way to experience it:

You can come to Old Belize to learn more about the history and peoples 
of Belize or simply treat it as an adventure park with lots of rides, games, 
and delicious food. Despite being created specifi cally for foreign tourists, 
Old Belize is now equally popular with local Belizeans. Guided tours are 
a great way to experience all the best parts of Old Belize.

 Marie Sharp’s Factory Tour

Marie Sharp’s Pepper Sauce

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Marie Sharp’s Habanero Pepper Sauce:

Sauces are an important part of Central American cuisine, and no sauce 
better epitomizes Belize than Marie Sharp’s Habanero Pepper Sauce. The 
fl avorful habanero peppers that go into the sauce are all locally grown 
and harvested in southeastern Belize on a small 400-acre farm with over 
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20 employees. Still mixed and blended under the personal supervision 
of Marie Sharp herself, this unique Belizean hot sauce is available in ten 
heat levels and is exported all over the world. In April 2016, Marie Sharp 
was personally inducted into the New York City Hot Sauce Hall of Fame.

Interesting fact: Marie Sharp has been making pepper sauces since 1980. Her 

products include original recipes of sauces, jams, and jellies using wholesome, 

locally farmed habanero peppers, various fresh fruits, vegetables, and spices.

Marie Sharp:

Starting in 1980, local Belizean chef Marie Sharp began developing fla-
vorful sauces made with the peppers, vegetables, and fruits grown locally 
on her family’s farm. Now exported to North America, South America, 
Europe, and Asia, all of the sauces made in the factory are still prepared 
from locally sourced ingredients by a small staff.

Why you should do this tour:

The word “factory” calls to mind a giant industrial complex with machines 
churning out thousands of gallons of product. The factory that makes 
Marie Sharp’s famous sauces is Belizean in scale—a small and friendly 
workshop with just two dozen employees. In typical Belize fashion, the 
employees are more than happy to greet visitors and explain how their 
famous sauces are made.

Where in Belize is it located?

The factory’s official address is Number 1 Melinda Road in Hope Creek 
Village, Belize, just a short distance from Dangriga.

The best time to visit:

The factory runs Monday through Friday except for holidays, but it’s 
always best to call ahead to arrange for a tour. The phone number for 
tours is (501) 532-2087, and they can be contacted at the very appropriate 
email address of fierylady70@yahoo.com.

The best way to get here:

From Dangriga, take the Hummingbird Highway past the split to the 
Southern Highway and then look for signs for Hope Creek Village. From 
Belize City, take the George Price Highway south and connect with 
the Hummingbird Highway, exiting and following the signs for Hope 
Creek Village.

The best way to experience the tour:

The factory is open during the week but it’s a good idea to call ahead to 
arrange for a tour, especially if you want to get a chance to meet Marie 
Sharp herself. There is a small gift shop on site where you can stock up on 
all of the company’s sauces.
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 Gulisi Garifuna Museum

Garifuna Drumming

Photo by: Roi Brooks | Dreamstime.com

The Garifuna are a unique culture that formed some 400 years ago when 
African slaves imported into the Caribbean intermarried with local 
Arawak and Carib people. After engaging in several uprisings against 
the British on the island of St. Vincent, the Garifuna were forced to fl ee, 
arriving en masse on the shores of Belize in 1802. The Gulisi Garifuna 
Museum is dedicated to showcasing the rich cultural heritage of the 
Garifuna people.

Interesting fact: The museum is named after Gulisi, a Garifuna heroine who 

came with her thirteen children to Belize and founded the settlement of Punta 

Negra, a small village in the Toledo District.

 Why you should visit:

The Gulisi Garifuna Museum is named for one of the heroes of the 
Garifuna’s fl ight across the Caribbean. Gulisi was the name of a single 
mother with thirteen children who founded the village of Punta Negra (in 
today’s Toledo District) after escaping persecution from the British and 
enduring a lengthy trek across the Caribbean.

Today, the museum has multiple interactive exhibits on the Garifuna 
culture, including traditional drumming, Garifuna spiritual beliefs, a 
living full-size garden with traditional herbs and plants, and traditional 
dancing. There is also a special exhibition dedicated to showcasing some 
of the most famous musicians in Belize who were of Garifuna descent. 
In 2001, UNESCO declared that the Garifuna language, music, and 
dance were invaluable contributions to the Oral and Intangible Heritage 
of Humanity, which they defi ne as “the totality of tradition-based cre-
ations of a cultural community expressed by a group or individuals and 
recognized as refl ecting the expectations of a community in so far as they 
refl ect its cultural and social identity.”

 Where in Belize is it located?

The museum is located in Dangriga in Belize’s southeastern Stann Creek 
District. The museum’s offi  cial address is Chuluhadiwa Park, but there are 
signs pointing to it, as it lies just adjacent to the Hummingbird Highway.
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 The best time to visit:

The museum is open from 10 a.m. to 5 p.m. on Monday through Friday 
and from Saturday from 8 a.m. to noon except for national holidays. The 
entrance fee is USD$5 for non-residents and BZ$5 for residents and locals.

 The best way to get here:

The museum is located right off  the Hummingbird Highway, approxi-
mately two miles outside of Dangriga near Chuluhadiwa Park.

 The best way to experience it:

A guided tour comes with the price of admission. Enjoy learning about 
the rich contributions of Garifuna culture to the fabric of life in Belize, 
including a special exhibition on the musician Andy Palacio.

 Drums of our Fathers Monument

Drums of our Fathers Monument

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Designed by local sculptor Steve Okeke, the Drums of Our Fathers 
Monument is a visual masterpiece that showcases the importance of 
drumming and music to the Garifuna culture. The monument features 
three ritual dugu drums and two sisiras (maracas), musical instruments 
that are emblematic of Garifuna music.
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Interesting fact: The monument underscores the importance of percussion 

in Garifuna history, culture, and spirituality. It is also important to note that, 

though commonly referred to as “Garifuna,” the people are properly called 

“Garinagu”, and the culture and language are “Garifuna”.

Why you should visit:

Although they compose just four percent of Belize’s population, the 
Garifuna people are a unique culture that is well known for its distinctive 
musical influences, including drumming. Formed from an intermarriage 
of African slaves and native islanders of the Caribbean, the Garifuna 
arrived in Belize more than 200 years ago, after being exiled by the British.

The town of Dangriga where the monument is located is the epicenter 
of Belize’s Garifuna culture, and the monument is a visually imposing 
tribute to the rich musical heritage of the Garifuna.

The three large dugu drums in the monument represent the past, 
present, and future. The center drum is known as a lanigi garawound—or 
“heart drum”—representing the present and serving as the lead drum 
that calls the rhythm for the other two. The sisira or maracas are used in 
Garifuna music as “spirit helpers” to bridge the gap between the ordinary 
and spirit worlds.

There is a large circle in the center of the monument that represents 
the journey of life that every human makes. The circle is divided into 
the four cardinal points and represents Garifuna cosmology, a map of 
the universe.

Where in Belize is it located?

The monument is located in the primary traffic circle on the main road 
that enters the town of Dangriga from the south in Stann Creek District.

The best time to visit:

Although the monument can be seen year round, the best time to visit is 
on November 19, the national holiday of Garifuna Settlement Day, when 
the monument becomes a focal point for joyous celebrations of Garifuna 
culture, music, food, and history.

The best way to get here:

The monument is in the center of the main road leading into the town of 
Dangriga. It can be easily reached on foot from most locations in the town 
center. From the main bus station, head south to the first traffic circle.

The best way to experience it:

Visiting the monument is a great way to introduce yourself to the sig-
nificance of music and musical instruments to the Garifuna people. On 
important occasions, the monument is the center of Garifuna ceremonies 
and festivities.
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 Learn How to Play the Garifuna 
Drums with the Locals in Belize

Garifuna Drumming

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Starting approximately 400 years ago, enslaved Africans were brought to 
work on the plantations of the Caribbean islands. Over time, the new 
arrivals intermarried with local Caribbean islanders to form what is today 
known as the Garifuna, a unique people that have preserved a distinct 
culture, language, foods, and musical traditions.

One of the signature musical styles of the Garifuna is their special 
drumming. These hand-made drums formed from native hardwoods 
and animal skins are much more than just simple musical instruments. 
Garifuna drummers believe that their sacred rhythms are an important 
vehicle for communicating essential truths about the world.

Interesting fact: The Garifuna drums play a crucial role in Garifuna music. 

There are two types of drums: primero (tenor drum) and segunda (bass drum).

 Why you should do this tour:

Honored by the United Nations for their valuable contribution to the oral 
and intangible heritage of humanity, the Garifuna continue to preserve 
their unique drumming styles as a vibrant part of their culture. Visitors 
in Belize can get the rare opportunity to learn how to tap out traditional 
Garifuna rhythms starting with strings of cured turtle shells, maracas, 
and drums.

 Where in Belize can you learn how 
to play Garifuna drums?

A number of towns and villages off er traditional Garifuna drumming 
classes for visitors. Whether it’s learning how to drum, dance, or make 
a traditional drum, classes are usually found in areas with a signifi cant 
Garifuna population, including the villages of Punta Gorda, Seine Bight, 
and Hopkins, as well as the town of Dangriga.

 The best time to learn how to play Garifuna drums:

Although visitors can experience the joy of learning Garifuna drum-
ming all year round, the national holiday of Garifuna Settlement Day on 
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November 19 is a great time to join in on all of the festivities that celebrate 
the rich history and cultural contributions of the Garifuna people.

 The best way to learn how to play Garifuna drums:

There are a number of schools and musical centers throughout Belize that 
teach Garifuna drums. Consult websites like Belize Hub (www.belizehub.
com) to fi nd recommendations and listings for the best Garifuna drum-
ming courses in Belize.

 The best way to experience it:

Bring an attitude of curiosity, open-mindedness, and appreciation for 
the unique blend of Caribbean and African rhythms that make Garifuna 
drumming such a joyous and soulful experience. Whether you’re an 
accomplished musician or have never touched an instrument in your life, 
anyone can enjoy the fun of learning to drum with the Garifuna.

 Spanish Lookout Community

Spanish Lookout Community

Photo by: Larry Waight

Despite its name, Spanish Lookout is a community predominantly inhab-
ited by Mennonites who speak Plattdeutsch and whose ancestors emi-
grated from Europe. Unlike other Mennonite communities around the 
world, most residents of Spanish Lookout use modern conveniences, 
including electricity, computers, and cars.

Interesting fact: You’ll see more cars and tractors here than horse and carts.
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Why you should visit:

In the late 1950s, a community of Mennonites who had immigrated to 
Mexico was facing persecution for their beliefs and so decided to move 
to Belize. The fertility of the soil and welcoming environment of Spanish 
Lookout formed the nucleus of a growing community that later included 
other Mennonites from Canada, El Salvador, and Guatemala.

Today, the Mennonite community of Spanish Lookout is one of Belize’s 
most celebrated and respected groups, famed for being the only operators 
of a commercial dairy farm and the growers of the country’s most popular 
brand of chicken. Although the community dresses conservatively, their 
faith allows them to use all modern technology. Known for being an 
industrious and pious community, the Mennonites of Spanish Lookout 
are very friendly and welcoming to visitors of all faiths and backgrounds.

Where in Belize is it located?

Spanish Lookout is located in the northern part of Cayo District in western 
Belize about an hour and a half drive from Belize City. The nearest large 
town is San Ignacio, about 20 miles (33 kilometers) away.

The best time to visit:

Spanish Lookout is a faith-based community; so it’s generally best to 
avoid unannounced visits on religious holidays, including Christmas 
day, Epiphany ( January 6), Good Friday, Easter, Ascension Day (sixth 
Thursday after Easter), and Pentecost (seventh Sunday after Easter). The 
rest of the year is the perfect time to visit Spanish Lookout.

The best way to get here:

Part of the attraction of visiting Spanish Lookout is the wild beauty of 
the area far from more developed urban centers. Spanish Lookout can be 
reached by personal car by following the George Price Highway via the 
Iguana Creek Bridge or by bus from San Ignacio.

The best way to experience it:

There may be only around 2,500 residents of Spanish Lookout, but the 
area is famous for its woodworking, agriculture, and furniture making, 
making it ideal for obtaining high-quality foods (especially dairy products 
and chicken) and goods. The residents generally speak English and visi-
tors are made to feel right at home.
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  Pen Cayetano Studio Gallery

Pen Cayetano

Photo by: Pen Cayetano Studio

 Pen Cayetano is one of Belize’s most prominent and popular living musi-
cians. Along with his wife, Ingrid, Pen Cayetano has produced a rich 
tapestry of music and visual artwork. Of Garifuna heritage, Cayetano 
has created many artifacts and crafts that are widely collected throughout 
Europe, America, and the world.

 Cayetano is also the founder of the Cayetanos, an infl uential musical 
group that created its own musical style that mixes traditional rhythms 
and Caribbean melodies with electronic instruments. Cayetano is credited 
with being one of the founders of the popular punta rock genre of music.

Interesting fact: Pen Cayetano is the leading cultural revivalist and 

ambassador for the Garinagu. He is a self-taught painter and musician and 

mostly inspired by his Garifuna heritage. His task is to conserve the culture 

and give a consciousness to the people and the youth.

 Why you should visit his studio gallery:

 Born in 1954 to a humble Garifuna family, Pen Cayetano began his artis-
tic career in 1970, working as a freelance musician and painter. Entirely 
self-taught, Cayetano went on to develop punta rock music in 1980, now a 
distinctive musical genre. Cayetano is also famous in Belize because of the 
rich lyrics he wrote for his songs that describe the political, economic, and 
social issues facing the Garifuna people.

 Today, the Cayetano family is Belize’s pre-eminent artistic family.
 The Pen Cayetano Studio Gallery was opened in 2009 to showcase 

Pen and his family’s contributions to the arts. Visitors can peruse the 
hundreds of artifacts, paintings, and musical instruments on display at the 
gallery while learning more about the enormous contributions that Pen 
has made to the musical heritage of Belize.

 Where in Belize is it located?

 The Pen Cayetano Studio Gallery is located at 3 Aranda Crescent in 
Dangriga, in Stann Creek District.
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 The best time to visit:

 The Pen Cayetano Studios Gallery is open from 9 a.m. to 5 p.m., Monday 
through Friday. If you call ahead and make an appointment, it is possible 
to visit the gallery on the weekend.

 The best way to get to his studio:

 Dangriga is a popular destination with regular domestic air connections 
to Belize City and other sites in the country. There are also regular bus 
connections to Dangriga from major towns in the country.

 The best way to experience it:

 Be prepared to be dazzled by the rich tapestry of art produced by Pen 
Cayetano and his wife, Ingrid, including drums made from turtle shells, 
paintings, crafts, and textile designs. Many visitors are fortunate to catch a 
drum workshop or musical concert led by Pen and featuring local artists. 
Gifts and souvenirs are on sale at the studio.

 Walter Castillo Art Studio

Walter Castillo Painting

Photo by: Walter Castillo Art Studio

Although Walter Castillo was born in Nicaragua, his family fl ed an ongoing 
civil war to settle in Belize in 1981. As a curious and talented teenager, 
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Walter Castillo traveled the length and breadth of Belize in order to learn 
about the many Indigenous cultures in the country, living with Maya, 
East Indian, Creole, and Garifuna communities for four years.

This deep love of both the vivid nature in Belize as well as the various 
cultural influences inspired Walter Castillo to become a self-taught musi-
cian and artist. In 1990, in London, Walter Castillo had his first interna-
tional exposition followed by other shows in the US, Taiwan, Portugal, 
Italy, and Germany, and he soon became internationally known for his 
vivid use of colors and broad expressionism.

Today, Castillo is one of Belize’s most heralded artists, recognized for 
his vibrant colors and high-energy drumming. The Walter Castillo Art 
Studio is a great opportunity for visitors to browse many of Castillo’s 
finest creations, purchase prints and postcards, and potentially meet the 
artist himself.

Interesting fact: Walter Castillo has been painting for over 31 years. His 

paintings often depict stunning landscapes and scenery found all over Belize, 

including sprawling mountains and colorful reefs.

Why you should visit this studio:

Walter Castillo is, perhaps, best known for accurately encapsulating the 
rhythms and color of life in Belize. Most of his paintings are a joyous 
celebration of the many different cultures found in Belize as well as spiri-
tually themed depictions of wildlife.

His art studio is a great opportunity to learn more about the artist and 
his enthusiasm for positive thinking and the healing power of nature.

Postcards, matted prints, and other memorabilia are also on sale at 
the premises.

Where in Belize is it located?

The Walter Castillo Art Studio is located in the village of Bullet Tree 
Falls in central Belize. The studio is a ten-minute drive from the town of 
San Ignacio.

The best time to visit this art studio:

The Walter Castillo Art Studio does not publish regular hours and recom-
mends that reservations be made for the visit using the official website: 
waltercastilloart.com. The Art Studio can also be reached by calling 
(501) 622-4936.

The best way to experience it:

The Walter Castillo Art Studio is much more than just a dry exposition 
of the artist’s works. Instead, a visit to the Walter Castillo Art Studio is 
treated as an experience, often accompanied by the sharing of herbal teas, 
traditional Maya beverages, fresh-squeezed fruit juices, or a stroll through 
the grounds.
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 A Mud Massage in 
the Belize Jungle

Photo by: Belize Boutique Resort and Spa

Available at the Belize Boutique Resort and Spa, mud massages are much 
more than just a spa treatment involving specially mixed local clays. Mud 
massages are part of a comprehensive medical therapy that mixes a tradi-
tional setting with calibrated local muds to rejuvenate the skin, improve 
well-being, and refresh the mind and soul.

Interesting fact: This mud massage is literally and fi guratively a cool and 

amazing experience.

Why you should do it:

The Belize Boutique Resort and Spa now off ers six diff erent kinds of 
mud massages, each depending on your “mood”. A “red” mud massage 
is designed for normal skin while a “yellow” mud massage is designed to 
moisturize the skin while reducing cellulite. The “black” mud massage is 
recommended for individuals with skin disorders (including eczema), and 
the “orange” mud massage is designed to gently exfoliate. The “pink” 
mud massage is recommended as an anti-aging treatment, while the 
“gray” mud massage is designed for free spirits and wanderers.

Where in Belize can you have it?

The best place in Belize to get a mud massage is at the Belize Boutique 
Resort and Spa. The resort off ers a full range of spa services, including 
the African honeybee scrub, aromatherapy, seaweed wraps, mud body 
packs, and mud massages.

The best time to do it:

The Belize Boutique Resort and Spa is open seven days a week, 365 
days a year. The resort caters almost exclusively to overnight guests 
and advanced spa bookings. Reservations can be made by emailing 
reservation@belizeresortandspa.com or by calling 1-800-861-7001 toll-
free from the United States or 225-5555 in the country.
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The best way to get to Belize 
Boutique Resort and Spa:

The Belize Boutique Resort and Spa is located approximately 30 miles 
north of the international airport. The resort can be reached by follow-
ing the signs at mile marker 40.5 on the Old Northern Highway for the 
village of Maskall. Google Maps directions can be found here.

The best way to experience it:

Be prepared to have a good time! At the resort, mud massages are much 
more than just a kind of physical therapy and a way to rejuvenate the 
skin. Many people come to the resort for a mud massage in order to treat 
illnesses or minor aches and pains. Be prepared to leave your worries and 
cares behind as your skin gets refreshed and silky smooth, leaving you 
with a physical and mental glow.

 Belizean Rice and Beans

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

One of the all-time classic Caribbean dishes, rice and beans hold a special 
place in every Belizean’s heart. Simple enough for everyday fare, beans 
and rice are the perfect accompaniment to a rainbow of other fl avors both 
sweet and hot, making it the perfect introduction to Belizean cuisine.
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Interesting fact: Belizean rice and beans are a true staple of many Belizean 

meals.

Why you should taste it:

Most Belizeans would agree that you can’t properly say you’ve been to 
their country without sampling the rice and beans. The flavors change 
and shift in both subtle and dramatic ways as you cross the country, each 
of the ethnic groups in the country adding their own twist to this staple 
dish. Whether it’s the stick-to-your-ribs classic Creole version, curried 
East Indian varieties, Maya caldo, or fiery hot Caribbean style, there’s a 
rice and beans dish for every palate.

Where in Belize can you find it?

Rice and beans are sure to be on the menu of every mom-and-pop restau-
rant, as well as the fanciest dining establishments in Belize.

The best time to try it:

Most people in Belize eat beans and rice for lunch, but visitors spending 
the day on tour can enjoy them as part of a delicious dinner. And many 
people enjoy beans and rice for breakfast, too!

The best way to eat it:

Nothing goes better with a freshly prepared dish of rice and beans than 
Marie Sharp’s pepper sauce, the world-famous condiment made in south-
ern Belize. Other options include mixing in some onion sauce or adding 

in your favorite protein. The perfect pairing with a hearty beans-and-rice 
meal is an ice-cold Belikin beer or soft drink.

How to make it:

This recipe is simple enough for anyone to make, and it’s a great way keep 
enjoying an authentic taste of Belize when you’re back home. You can add 
any protein, but stewed chicken is a traditional Belizean favorite.

Belizean Rice and Beans Recipe:

Stewed Chicken

Ingredients:
•  4 pounds of chicken (various parts)
•  Vinegar or lime juice to taste
•  1 clove chopped garlic
•  1 teaspoon of red recado (spice mix)
•  1 teaspoon each of thyme, salt, and pepper
•  1 small tomato
•  1 sliver of fresh ginger
•  1 teaspoon brown sugar
•  1/4 teaspoon of cumin
•  1 tablespoon chopped green/red peppers (sweet)
•  2 tablespoons of chopped onion
•  Cilantro to taste

Instructions:
1. Thoroughly wash and pat dry chicken pieces.
2. Season chicken with cilantro, cumin, thyme, salt, pepper, vinegar/

lime juice, and recado paste.
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3. Put 2 tablespoons oil in a pan and add brown sugar. Cool until 
melted without burning.

4. Add garlic to pan.
5. Add ginger to pan, removing when it’s fully browned.
6. Add chicken and fully brown on all sides.
7. Add all remaining seasoning plus half a cup of water.
8. Cover pan and reduce heat to low, simmering for one hour until 

chicken is tender.
Note: Add water as needed throughout the cooking process so the pan is 
never completely dry.

Rice and Beans

This classic Belizean dish is warm and hearty with the perfect balance of 
heart and soul.
Ingredients:

•  1 pound red kidney beans (washed and drained)
•  2 pounds rice
•  2 cloves garlic
•  Black pepper to taste
•  1/2 teaspoons thyme
•  1 teaspoon salt
•  1 cup coconut milk

Instructions:
1. If using dried beans, soak overnight or a minimum of 6 hours 

until soft.
2. Boil beans with garlic and onion in 6 cups of water.
3. Add pepper, thyme, and salt.
4. Add coconut milk and return to boil.
5. Add uncooked rice to beans.
6. Cover and then cook on low heat until rice is tender.

Bon appetit!

 — CATEGORY 2 — 

POPULAR DESTINATIONS

San Pedro, Ambergris Caye

Caye Caulker

San Ignacio Town

Placencia Village

Hopkins Village

Sarteneja

Sittee River

Corozal Town

Orange Walk Town

Punta Gorda

Gales Point Village

Belize City
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 San Pedro, Ambergris Caye

Ambergris Caye

Photo by: Wollertz | Dreamstime

Rio. Cabo. Cayo. Does it sometimes seem that Central and South American 
hot spots all end with the letter “O”? In fact, Belize’s most-often-visited 
destination happens to end with an E; from frequent visitors to award-
granting publications and organizations, the shining star in the Belize 
galaxy is Ambergris Caye. But, wait! There is an O to be found in this 
paradise: San Pedro, where all the action takes place. So remember this 
when planning your next Caribbean holiday: the O’s have it!

Interesting fact: Ambergris Caye was named after large lumps of ambergris, 

a solid, waxy, and fl ammable substance from the digestive system of sperm 

whales.

 Ambergris Caye:

As the largest island in Belize’s chain of off shore jewels, Ambergris Caye 
is geographically the closest point to the mainland. But what a diff erence 
that slice of the Caribbean Sea makes. Ambergris is a symphony of white 
sandy beaches, mangrove swamps, and prehistoric rock that rises up from 
the ocean fl oor to host every type of tropical plant, tree, and fl ower you 
can imagine. At just 25 miles long, getting around is a no brainer, but visi-
tors usually headquarter in San Pedro Town, where the drinks are cool, 
the people are warm, and the resorts are all top drawer.

 Why you should visit:

If you like to let your hair down, mingle with tourists from around the 
world, eat so much ethnic food you gain weight and then work it off  
jumping into myriad sports activities guaranteed to keep you energized, 
this is your island in the sun. Your holiday budget stretches far here due to 
the wide variety of eateries and accommodations, so don’t let budgetary 
concerns keep you from making this your next vacation pick. Archaeology? 
History? Cultural treasures? Ambergris Caye gives you access to Maya 
sites that are so compelling that staying up all night partying may take a 
back seat!

 Where in Belize is it located?

Ambergris Caye is off  the coast of Belize in the northeast corner of 
the nation.
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 The best time to visit:

Your budget is a great way to decide when to visit because, like other 
Caribbean destinations, Ambergris will cost you more money over the 
winter months when the weather is heavenly. That said, you can splurge 
on aquatic sports, spa services, and gourmet dining year round. Save a 
bundle by coming in the summer when rains re-energize Belize, rates are 
low, and there are fewer people queuing up at major attractions through-
out the nation.

 The best way to get here:

A plethora of international airlines now serve Belize, so you can be at 
Belize City’s International Airport in just a couple of hours. Tropic Air 
and Maya Island Air can get you to Ambergris in style if you’re in a rush to 
begin your vacation, or choose from water ferries that cost less than fl ying. 
If you’re touring the region, you can also take a ferry from Chetumal in 
Mexico or Belize’s ex-pat capital, Corozal Town.

 The best way to experience it:

Fill your itinerary with landmark sites like the Belize Barrier Reef and 
ancient Maya sites (caves and above-ground cities), and schedule your 
favorite aquatic diversions if you love to dive and snorkel. Leave time to 
stroll San Pedro, where everything from street vendors to little shops, fes-
tivals, and nightclubs will fi ll your days and nights. Since everyone here 
speaks English, everything you wish to see and do is eff ortless. So whether 
you long to fl oat through caves on a tube or sail over forest canopies via 
a zip-line adventure, your lodging host will make sure you never forget 
Ambergris Caye—which is exactly why this island has become so popular.

Caye Caulker

Caye Caulker

Photo by: Adonis Villanueva| Dreamstime.com

Measuring just fi ve miles north and south and less than a mile across, Caye 
Caulker is one of the most popular tourist destinations in Belize. Less 
commercial and urbanized than its larger sister island of Ambergris 
Caye, Caye Caulker off ers a spectacular tropical island experience at 
very aff ordable prices. A few restaurants on the island provide fresh food 
and cocktails. Originally the destination of choice for artists, musicians, 
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and backpackers, Caye Caulker today still exudes a very funky, laid-back 
approach to life epitomized by its unofficial slogan of “go slow”.

Interesting fact: Originally a fishing settlement, Caye Caulker became popular 

with seventeenth-century British buccaneers as a place to stop for water and 

to work on their boats. Today, Caye Caulker is an ideal base for snorkeling and 

diving adventures at the nearby reef.

Why you should visit:

With its small locally owned hotels and inns, Caye Caulker exudes a very 
laid-back and friendly atmosphere. The beaches on the island are con-
sidered some of the most beautiful in the country and the Belize Barrier 
Reef, a popular spot for diving and snorkeling, is just a few miles away.

Where in Belize is it located?

Officially under the jurisdiction of the Belize District, Caye Caulker is a 
limestone coral island in the middle of the Belize Barrier Reef, about 20 
miles north-northeast of Belize City.

The best time to visit:

The weather is nearly perfect all year round, so just about any time of 
year is a great time to visit Caye Caulker. Accommodations are somewhat 
more affordable during the official “low” season that runs between May 
and October.

The best way to get here:

Situated about 17 nautical miles northeast of Belize City, visitors to the 
island can either take a water taxi (45 or 50 minutes) or fly to the island’s 
airstrip (a 15-minute journey) via Belize’s two domestic air carriers: Maya 
Island Air and Tropic Air. Once on the island, transportation is restricted 
to bicycles and golf carts.

The best way to experience it:

Once you’re on the island, turn off your phones and lose your watch, as 
Caye Caulker is a special place where life is meant to be savored at its own 
pace. The island is the perfect place to get lost in your thoughts as you 
stroll along the white beaches or enjoy a leisurely snorkel expedition at the 
nearby reefs. The island is home to some of the best reggae musicians in 
the country, so sit back and relax at one of the local cafes or bars as you 
enjoy the Rastafarian vibe.
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San Ignacio Town

Burns Avenue, San Ignacio

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Originally a small village of logging camps and chicle farmers, San Ignacio, 
along with its twin town of Santa Elena, has grown to become a thriv-
ing metropolitan area in the western part of the country. Close to the 
UNESCO World Heritage site of Tikal, just over the border in Guatemala, 
as well as several of Belize’s most prominent Maya sites, San Ignacio is a 
popular tourist destination.

San Ignacio is one of Belize’s most diverse urban areas, with Mestizos, 
Creoles, Lebanese, Mennonite, and Chinese Indigenous populations 
calling it home.

Interesting fact: In the 1800s, San Ignacio was a “baccadier”, or a place where 

logs were dumped in the river for transportation to the port in Belize City. 

Later, it became a logging camp where workers settled and built their living 

quarters, transforming the area into a village named San Ignacio by Father 

Andrew Bavastro S.J., a Catholic priest, in 1870.

 Where in Belize is it located?

San Ignacio is the de-facto capital of the western Cayo District. Along 
with its twin town Santa Elena, San Ignacio is built on the banks of the 
Macal River and is part of the second-largest municipal district in the 
country, after Belize City.

 The best time to visit:

The weather in San Ignacio, much like in the rest of the country, is gener-
ally warm and pleasant all year round. The green season runs approxi-
mately from May to November.

 The best way to get here:

The easiest and fastest way to get to San Ignacio is by domestic fl ight from 
either the municipal airport in Belize City (TZA) or the Philip Goldson 
International Airport (BZE) in Belize City with Tropic Air. All fl ights land 
at Maya Flats (MYF) airstrip, just a few miles outside of San Ignacio Town.

Overland, San Ignacio Town is accessible from Belize City via the 
George Price Highway. The highway runs through the twin town of 
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Santa Elena, which is connected to San Ignacio by two one-way bridges. 
Take the right-hand turn leading to the new bridge to arrive at San 
Ignacio Town.

Buses from all over the country connect to San Ignacio Town, with 
a travel time of approximately two to three hours from Belize City and 
approximately three hours from Dangriga.

 The best way to experience it:

There’s plenty to do and see in San Ignacio, but the town is most popu-
larly used as a base for exploring all of the local attractions, including: the 
Maya sites of Caracol, Xunantunich, and Cahal Pech; the ATM Cave; 
Barton Creek Cave; the Mountain Pine Ridge Forest Reserve; zip-lining; 
and Tikal, just over the border in neighboring Guatemala.

Placencia Village

Placencia Village

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Described by locals as “barefoot perfect”, Placencia is a small, 16-mile-long 
narrow peninsula in southeastern Belize with gorgeous beaches on the 
Caribbean side and lovely mangrove-lined lagoons on the western side. 
Located just a few miles from the Belize Barrier Reef, Placencia is one of 
the country’s premiere spots for diving, fi shing, cruising, and snorkeling 
vacations. Nearby on the mainland are several Garifuna villages, Maya 
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sites , and one of the country’s largest nature preserves, complete with 
indigenous jaguars.

Interesting fact: Placencia was settled by the English Puritans who were 

originally from Nova Scotia in the seventeenth century; however, the 

settlement died out during the Central American wars of independence in the 

1820s.

Why you should visit:

Belize is a beautiful country of sea and sand, but the lovely peninsula 
of Placencia is truly something special. The perfect place to relax on 
the beach or head out for deeper waters for diving, kayaking, snorkel-
ing, fishing, and sailing, the peninsula seems designed by nature for the 
ideal tropical vacation. At the southern tip of the peninsula is the village 
of Placencia, a small town without a main street (the Guinness Book of 
World Records recognizes a long narrow sidewalk as the smallest main 
street in the world) but with plenty of idyllic bars, cafes, and restaurants. 
The town also has several dive-center outfits and charters for activities on 
the Belize Barrier Reef.

Where in Belize is it located?

Placencia is located on the Caribbean coast in southeastern Belize in 
Stann Creek District. Placencia is approximately a 30-minute drive south 
of the city of Dangriga.

The best time to visit:

With fantastic weather all year round and gorgeous sunrises and sunsets, 
just about any time is a good time to visit Placencia, keeping in mind that 

the green season runs from approximately June to November. Every year 
in February, the village hosts a sidewalk arts and music festival, with plenty 
of entertainment options for the whole family. And every year in June, 
Placencia holds a lobsterfest to celebrate the opening of lobster season.

The best way to get here:

From Belize City, Placencia is about a three-and-a-half-hour drive south 
with well-marked signs along the Southern Highway.

Domestic air carriers Maya Island Air and Tropic Air have flights con-
necting Placencia Village and Belize City.

The best way to experience it:

Locals and frequent visitors alike will tell you to strip off your shoes, leave 
your phone behind, and enjoy Placencia the way locals do, relaxing along 
the golden sands, sipping on fresh tropical cocktails, or heading out to sea 
for some of the best diving and snorkeling anywhere in the country.
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Hopkins Village

Hopkins Village

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Often ranked as the friendliest village in Belize, Hopkins is in the center of 
the Garifuna culture, a unique people with both African and Caribbean 
roots, who migrated to the country in the eighteenth century. With a 
laidback, easygoing atmosphere, the village is a popular destination for 
visitors interested in learning to play Garifuna drums, sampling Garifuna 
cuisine, and learning more about traditional fi shing culture. It serves as a 
great jumping-off  point for the nearby Belize Barrier Reef.

Interesting fact: Hopkins village was founded in the 1940s and is named after 

Frederick Charles Hopkins, a Catholic priest who drowned in the waters here.

 Where in Belize is it located?

Hopkins is a quaint Garifuna village on the Caribbean coast in the south-
eastern Stann Creek District of Belize. Hopkins is located 8 miles south of 
Dangriga and approximately 90 miles south of Belize City.

 The best time to visit:

With a mild climate all year round, almost any time of year is a good time 
to visit Hopkins, keeping in mind that the green season runs from approx-
imately May to November. The hugely popular Garifuna Settlement Day 
is held every year on November 19 to commemorate the arrival of the 
Garifuna people in Belize in the eighteenth century.

 The best way to get here:

From Dangriga, Hopkins is only an 8-mile journey further south on the 
Southern Highway; exits for the village are well marked. There are mul-
tiple bus connections from Dangriga to Hopkins.

From Belize City, take the Western Highway toward Belmopan for 52 
miles before heading south on the Hummingbird Highway, which then 
merges with the Southern Highway. After about 10 miles, well-marked 
exits for Hopkins will appear.

Although Hopkins is located on the coast, there are no commercial 
water taxi routes currently connecting the village to other ports of call.
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 The best way to experience it:

Often billed as a village where “time moves like a turtle”, Hopkins has an 
unhurried and easygoing pace of traditional life that’s best experienced 
by adopting an open-minded, relaxed attitude. Stretching approximately 
5 miles around the perimeter of a small inlet, this fi shing and farming 
village is a great place to experience Garifuna culture, including their 
unique group drumming, home-brewed Punta music, and the work of 
traditional craftsmen.

Don’t miss Garifuna Settlement Day every November 19, when the 
town and surrounding area play home to a large festival complete with 
music, food, dancing, artistic exhibitions, and a dramatic re-enactment of 
the fi rst landing of Garifuna on the shores of Belize in large canoes.

Sarteneja

Sarteneja

Photo by: Basilio Mes

Located in the far north of the country in Belize’s Corozal District, Sarteneja 
is one of the country’s largest villages, with over 3,500 inhabitants. From 
a Maya name meaning “water between the rocks”, the village has several 
freshwater wells. First settled by the Maya more than 2,600 years ago, the 
village is now home to a mixture of Mexican migrants from the nearby 
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Yucatan peninsula, expats from North America, and descendants of the 
ancient Maya.

Interesting fact: Sarteneja was named after the 13 Maya wells found in the 

area, carved into limestone bedrock and providing potable water.

Why you should visit:

Due to Sarteneja’s position on the Bay of Corozal, it is the only place 
in Belize where you can watch the sun set over water. Still the home of 
fishermen and lobstermen, the village is also renowned for its artisan boat 
builders. Another important local industry is pineapple farming.

Where in Belize is it located?

Sarteneja is located in the northeastern tip of Corozal District in northern 
Belize, approximately 40 miles north of Orange Walk Town.

The best time to visit:

While a visit to Sarteneja is rewarding at any time of the year, the village 
has a special celebration on November 1 and 2. Called All Souls’ Day in 
English and Dia de los Muertos in Spanish, November 1 is the day when 
the villagers of Sarteneja say special prayers and leave food out in the 
belief that deceased children have crossed over and become angels and 
will return to visit their relatives and loved ones. The following day is 
marked by prayers and food offerings for adult family members who have 
died, with each relative’s favorite dish being prepared in order to welcome 
them back for their brief visit.

The best way to get here:

Tourism is only starting to discover Sarteneja, so there aren’t many con-
nections to this remote village. From Orange Walk Town, it’s about an 
hour or so over smaller roads to traverse the 40 miles to the village of 
Sarteneja. You can also arrive by water taxi (Thunderbolt Water Taxi) 
from either Corozal or Ambergris Caye.

The best way to experience it:

With gorgeous beaches, pristine water, and a protected ecosystem, 
Sarteneja is an ideal destination for anyone who wants to enjoy swim-
ming, birdwatching, or fishing. As the only location in Belize to observe 
the sun set over water, it’s worth a trip to Sarteneja just to experience this 
magnificent sight.
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  Sittee River

Sittee River

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

The Sittee River is the name of both a river in central Belize and a village 
located on its banks. The watershed of the river begins in the Maya 
Mountains and empties into the Caribbean near the village of Hopkins in 
southeastern Belize.

Interesting fact: Serpon Sugar Mill is an historical site in Belize that consists 

of the remnants of a steam-powered sugar mill whose construction in 1865 

marked the beginning of the country’s industrial era. It is located near the 

village of Sittee River in Stann Creek District.

 Why you should visit:

The Sittee River is famous for having the tallest mangrove trees anywhere 
in the country. A combination of abundant freshwater fl ow and a high 
level of sediments originating in the uplands of western Belize make the 
river an ideal ecosystem for mangrove forests to thrive. All three man-
grove species—red, white, and black—can be found on the banks of the 
river near where it joins the Caribbean Sea.

Sittee River Village and the nearby village of Hopkins are primarily 
inhabited by the Creole and Garifuna people, two closely related but 
distinctive Afro-Caribbean cultures that formed during the colonial 
era. Visitors can learn about the traditional lifestyles, including their 
languages, cuisines, signature drumming, fi shing, and handmade crafts. 
Many consider Sittee River Village to be the twin sister of Hopkins as the 
two are separated by only a couple of miles.

 Where in Belize is it located?

The Sittee River’s origins are in the Maya Mountains in western Belize, 
but the river continues its journey on a roughly east-west direction until 
it reaches the Caribbean coastline in the southeast near the village of 
Hopkins in Stann Creek District.
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 The best time to go:

As a natural phenomenon, the Sittee River can be seen and enjoyed any 
time of the year. Due to the fact that the road to Sittee River Village is 
unpaved, it may be hard to access some sections of the river following 
heavy rainstorms.

 The best way to get here:

The most common way for visitors to get to the Sittee River is to head 
south from the village of Hopkins until arriving at Sittee River Village, 
approximately one mile from the coast.

 The best way to experience it:

The village of Sittee River is quite small, but it does have a cafe, one or 
two hotels, and small shops. The banks of the river near the village are 
especially popular with anglers as both freshwater and saltwater species 
can be fi shed in this area. Other popular options include renting kayaks 
or canoes from the village to explore the river as it is one of the country’s 
largest waterways and is easy to navigate.

Corozal Town

Corozal

Photo by: Basilio Mes

Corozal is a charming town of over 10,000 people located in the far north 
of Belize just across the border from Mexico. Popular due to its beautiful 
setting on the bay and close proximity to low-cost shopping across the 
border in Mexico, Corozal Town off ers visitors a unique opportunity to 
experience Mestizo culture in Belize.
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Interesting fact: The first settlers to arrive in Corozal Town had fled the Maya 

massacre in Mexico in the 1840’s.

Why you should visit:

Approximately 90 percent of the historic town was destroyed in 1955 by 
Hurricane Janet, so the town’s lovely central district and colorful buildings 
have a unique look. Corozal was an important site during the days of the 
Maya Empire, and today tourists can visit the nearby Maya sites of Cerros 
and Santa Rita. Another popular attraction is Fort Barley, constructed by 
the British during the colonial era.

Located just across the Hondo River from Mexico, Corozal is home 
to many residents who are descendants from refugees who fled Mexico 
in the Yucatan Wars of the nineteenth century. As such, Corozal is home 
to the Mestizos, the Spanish-speaking people who became displaced 
from Mexico.

Thanks to a special Free Zone with tax breaks, Corozal Town is 
popular with expatriates from North America who are attracted to the 
low cost of living, beautiful seafront views, and close access to low-cost 
retailers like Walmart across the border in Chetumal, Mexico.

Where in Belize is it located?

Corozal Town is the capital of Corozal District, located approximately 
84 miles north of Belize City and 31 miles north of Orange Walk Town. 
Corozal is just 9 miles south of the border with Mexico’s state of Quintana 
Roo and the city of Chetumal.

The best time to visit:

Corozal is generally off the standard tourist track, so visitors are unlikely 
to encounter crowds at any time of year. Thanks to cooler winds coming 
across from Mexico, the weather in Corozal is generally more pleasant 
during the hotter months than areas farther south in Belize.

The best way to get here:

Domestic flights with Tropic Air and Maya Island Air connect the airstrip 
at Corozal Town with the rest of the country. There are also regular trans-
portation routes connecting Corozal Town with Orange Walk Town and 
Belize City, as well as across the border to the Mexican city of Chetumal.

The best way to experience it:

Relaxed and laid-back is the state of affairs in this somewhat sleepy town 
that lies in the heart of Belize’s sugar district. Fishing, sailing, and swim-
ming in the bay are popular due to the calmness of the water. Corozal is 
also located near Shipstern Nature Reserve, known for its abundance of 
wildlife and bird species.
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 Orange Walk Town

Orange Walk

Photo by: Basilio Mes

If you dislike crowds but are fascinated by everything Belize has to off er, 
make Orange Walk District—and especially Orange Walk Town—your 
next vacation spot. Just 57 miles from Belize City, it’s a quick trip from the 
country’s international airport. Since it’s tucked into the northwest corner 
of the nation, the partying beach crowd isn’t here in numbers, yet you’ll 

enjoy the full tourist experience. See exotic cultural sites, all the natural 
wonders you could ask for, and just enough people to declare Orange 
Walk as the friendliest place on earth.

Interesting fact: Orange Walk Town takes its name from the district. The area 

was originally known by its Maya name—Holpatin.

 Orange Walk:

As the third largest Belize district, Orange Walk’s 1,829-square-mile inte-
rior is fi lled with rustic villages, the nation’s agricultural hub, and Maya 
sites off ering amateur archaeologists close looks at the area’s distant past. 
Visit the Rio Bravo Conservation and Management Area to see wildlife 
and fl ora. Orange Walk Town isn’t a metropolis, but travelers are begin-
ning to fi nd it a gem of a place to stay thanks to aff ordable lodgings and a 
street-food scene that’s the biggest secret of all.

 Why you should visit:

Once the destination of Mexican refugees settling here after the 1840 
war, Orange Walk still harbors vestiges of this culture everywhere you 
roam courtesy of today’s generation of Maya Mestizos. Tourism is on the 
increase as Belize visitors discover a birding paradise (more birds frequent 
this area than anywhere else in Belize) and the New River Lagoon, Belize’s 
largest inland body of water. The Belize logging industry originated here, 
so if you’ve fallen for furnishings made of Belize hardwoods, see where the 
lumber originated. The remains of two nineteenth-century forts appeal to 
history buff s and Maya sites (especially Lamanai and Cuello) aren’t to be 
missed. On the way, take in the lush fl owers, forest, wildlife, and especially 
the howler monkeys that call this district home.
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Where in Belize is it located?

Orange Walk Town is 57 miles north of Belize City along the Philip 
Goldson Highway. Snap a photo of Belize’s only tollbooth at the entrance 
to Orange Walk Town.

The best time to visit:

If you intend to spend your time in Orange Walk Town to indulge your 
cultural curiosity (like Banquita’s House of Culture) and the street-food 
scene, come any time you like. If you’re primarily interested in Maya sites, 
jungle walks, Honey Camp Lagoon, and other outdoor experiences, visit 
in May and early June because it’s not yet rainy season so lodging rates are 
still affordable.

The best way to get here:

Travel the Philip Goldson Highway by car from Belize City, take a bus, or 
book a tour that includes transport to and from Orange Walk Town and 
site visits like Lamanai and wildlife or commercial exploration adventures. 
Tour guides situated along the banks of the New River are also for hire.

The best way to experience it:

If you’re an adventurous soul and prefer to do things on your own sched-
ule, put together an Orange Walk Town itinerary that focuses on your 
interests. Book accommodation online before you come, rent a car, and 
ask your lodging host to arrange maps, guides, or tours. Parcel out your 
time so you focus on archaeological wonders or searching for elusive 
roseate spoonbills and giant jabiru storks. Local resources like the Gallon 
Jug Conservation Society, Belize Audubon Society, and Lamanai Field 

Research Center can assist you. If you intend to do lots of exploring on 
foot, sturdy footwear isn’t just recommended but essential! And, yes, party 
animals will find enough nightlife in Orange Walk Town to bring home 
happy memories, as well.
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 Punta Gorda

Punta Gorda

Photo by: Basilio Mes

Punta Gorda Town, commonly referred to by locals as “PG”, is the capital 
and largest municipality in Belize’s southern Toledo District. Although 
the name of the town comes from Spanish (meaning “fat point”), the town 
is primarily home to speakers of English, Creole, East Indian languages, 
and Mayan dialects.

Interesting fact: PG is the ideal destination for adventure travelers looking to 

chill out in southern Belize. It is the perfect base for exploring Maya villages 

and culture and the remote Southern Cayes.

 Why you should visit:

This small fi shing town on the Gulf of Honduras is the gateway to the 
deep south of Belize. The area nearby is home to some of the country’s 
best cacao plantations, the principal ingredient of chocolate. PG is also 
a great jumping off  point to explore nearby jungle rivers, sacred caves, 
ancient Maya sites and verdant mountains.

PG is an eclectic mix of diff erent peoples and is considered a major 
center for Garifuna drumming culture, as well as other forms of tradi-
tional music. The town is laid out along the waterfront and is ideal for 
relaxing strolls or stopping at small bars and cafes.

The Garifuna people refer to Punta Gorda as “Peini”.

 Where in Belize is it located?

PG is just over 200 miles south of Belize City and is the southernmost 
municipality in the country. Punta Gorda is also a popular transit point 
to neighboring Guatemala and Honduras to the south, and there is an 
immigrations and customs offi  ce located adjacent to the PG town dock.

 The best time to visit:

Thanks to cool breezes from the Gulf of Honduras, visiting Punta Gorda 
during even the hotter months is pleasant. One of the most exciting 
attractions is the annual chocolate festival held here every May.

 The best way to get here:

There is an airstrip just outside of Punta Gorda with regular domestic con-
nections to Belize City and other destinations in Belize. There are regular 
bus connections from PG to Dangriga, Belmopan, and Belize City.
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Water taxis connect PG to Puerto Barrios across the border in 
Guatemala. There are also regular bus routes connecting PG to points 
south in Guatemala.

 The best way to experience it:

The town itself is a lovely collection of shops, cafes, and bars spread out 
across the Bay of Honduras, perfect for shopping, eating, or a leisurely 
stroll. PG is a great base of operations for exploring southern Belize, 
including kayaking and canoeing on local rivers, fi shing, snorkeling off -
shore, and hiking. There are also several nearby Maya sites to explore, 
including Lubaantun, Nim Li Punit, and Pusilha.

 Gales Point Village

Manatee

Photo by: Gary Powell | Shutterstock.com

Easily visible on a map as a long fi nger stretching out from the mainland, 
Gales Point Village is one of the most beautiful spots in Belize. The local 
Creole villagers in Gales Point are the guardians for the protected feeding 
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and nesting grounds of two of Belize’s most endangered animals: the 
Caribbean manatee and the hawksbill turtle.

Interesting fact: Gales Point was once a home site for pre-colonial loggers 

and was initially founded around 1800 by runaway slaves from Belize City 

escaping into the southern part of the country.

Why you should visit:

Originally an outpost for hardwood loggers during the colonial era, the 
village today is home to fishermen who make their living from the nearby 
lagoons that are home to an astonishingly vibrant ecosystem. Many vil-
lagers are focused on protecting the lagoons and their playful inhabitants, 
such as the Indian or Caribbean manatee, as well as the sandy beaches 
where the large sea turtles lay their eggs.

Visitors to Gales Point can stay in eco-friendly lodges and take guided 
tours to the surrounding waterways to catch a glimpse of manatees at 
play or crocodiles basking in the sun. Another popular attraction is Ben 
Loman’s Cave on the northwest part of the Southern Lagoon where 
amateur spelunkers can enjoy exploring curiously shaped stalagmites 
and stalactites.

Where in Belize is it located?

Gales Point is in Belize District just a short drive from Belize City. The 
village itself is located on a long, narrow peninsula that extends two miles 
into the Southern Lagoon.

The best time to visit:

As long as the weather makes getting in and out of the village passable, 
almost any time of year is a good time to visit Gales Point. The highlight 
of the year is when large sea turtles use protected beaches to lay their 
eggs. Guided tours to see the wildlife in the area, including crocodiles and 
manatees, can be taken at just about any time of year.

The best way to get here:

The easiest way to get to Gales Point is by private boat taxi from Belize City.
A road connects the Coastal Road with the village of Gales Point, but 

it is often in a poor state of repair so only a well-equipped off-road vehicle 
is recommended.

The best way to experience it:

Manatee and turtle watching are the primary reasons most visitors go 
to Gales Point. Manatees can usually be spotted year round as they play 
and frolic in the waters near the village. Enormous numbers of hawksbill 
and loggerhead turtles lay their eggs at nesting beaches near the village 
once a year. Once you’ve explored nature’s offerings, relax with a drink 
at the village’s only bar and then sign up for a course at the Creole 
Drumming School.



74 75

THE ULTIMATE BELIZE BUCKET LIST

Belize City

Belize sign in Belize City

Photo by: Alexis Milan

As the nation’s largest municipality, Belize City off ers a sharply contrast-
ing experience to the natural mainland and off shore destinations that are 
more widely popular with visitors. An additional impetus for hastening 
departure from the area is Belize City’s reputation for endemic poverty 
and its high crime rate.

Local residents and tourists who have taken the time to explore the 
city’s charm note that, despite its cultural vibrancy and urban energy, 
Belize City is perhaps the lone exception to the laid-back, easygoing 
rhythms that mark the rest of the country. In an eff ort to promote tourism, 
the government of Belize has taken steps to battle crime and improve 
visitor safety.

Founded in 1638 by British loggers, Belize City served as the British 
colony’s capital until the government was relocated to Belmopan in 1970. 
With more than 70,000 residents, Belize City is easily the largest munici-
pality in the country and still serves as Belize’s industrial and fi nancial 
capital. Although some of the historic buildings are still intact, much of 
the city was leveled in 1961 by Hurricane Hattie.

Interesting fact: Belize City is the historical old capital of the nation.

 A few of the top things to see and do:

•  St. John’s Cathedral: the oldest surviving building of Belize’s 
colonial period as well as the oldest Anglican church in 
Central America.

•  The Belize Museum: A former prison, the museum showcases the 
rich culture and history of the country.

•  Battlefi eld Park: The town square where food vendors vie for 
the business of locals who use the area to give stirring politi-
cal speeches.

•  Baron Bliss Lighthouse: Built to the specifi cations of the country’s 
greatest benefactor, Baron Bliss.
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  Highlights of Belize City:

•  Enjoy the never-ending Caribbean breeze at the famous Sea Wall. 
Take a stroll downtown on Albert Street and meet some wonder-
ful locals.

•  When visiting Belize City, be sure to take a city tour and see old 
colonial structures.

•  Visit the Belize Zoo just outside of Belize City and meet the Belize 
jaguar, Junior Buddy.

•  See the hustle and bustle of the metropolitan center of the country.
•  Not up for walking? Take a lovely horse and buggy tour of the city.

 The best time to visit:

There is plenty to tempt visitors all year-round in Belize City, but one of 
the most popular sporting events of the year is held annually on the day 
before Easter. Known as the Cross Country Cycling Classic, the grueling 
bicycle race features hundreds of competitors who ride in a loop from 
Belize City to San Ignacio Town and back. Baron Bliss Day, held every 
year on the closest Monday to March 9, is celebrated with a regatta in 
the harbor.

 — CATEGORY 3 — 

MAYA ARCHAEOLOGICAL SITES

Cahal Pech Archaeological Site

Xunantunich Archaeological Site

El Pilar Archaeological Reserve for Maya Flora and Fauna

Caracol Archaeological Site

Altun Ha Archaeological Site

Lamanai Archaeological Site

Lubaantun Archaeological Site

Nim Li Punit Archaeological Site

The Maya Archaeological Site of Cerros

La Milpa Archaeological Maya Site

Visiting Tikal from Belize



78 79

THE ULTIMATE BELIZE BUCKET LIST

Cahal Pech Archaeological Site

Cahal Pech

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

As the oldest-known Maya site in the Belize River Valley, this archaeologi-
cal site was built between 1500 and 1000 BC. It’s a spectacular example 
of Preclassic-period architecture, some of which has survived thousands of 
years. The name Cahal Pech translates as “Place of Ticks”, a reference to 
the tick-infested pastures on which area farmers grazed cattle in the 1950s. 
Archaeologists believe this community was once ten square miles, but the 
concentration of structures open to visitors is around two miles, so it’s an 

easy place to navigate. There’s much to see here: its 34 structures include 
a mix of workplaces, homes, temples, palaces, ball courts, and stelae.

Interesting fact: Cahal Pech was a signifi cant Maya settlement for 2,000 

years or more and was abandoned around 850 AD.

 Why you should visit:

You won’t fi nd a Maya site that’s this easy to reach, and there’s no short-
age of buildings, artifacts, and points of interest showcasing a resourceful 
society with fascinating religious practices. Learn about the most recent 
occupation: the Classic period, which ran from AD 300 to AD 800. Once 
you see everything, you’ll speculate on why a society of between 10,000 
and 20,000 people simply disappeared when Cahal Pech was abandoned 
by AD 850. Since you can explore these mysteries so close to San Ignacio 
Town, you can also dine, shop, enjoy cultural activities, sightsee, hike, 
swim, and just relax.

 Where in Belize is it located?

Cahal Pech is the modern traveler’s solution to seeing ancient history in 
close proximity to civilization! This location is no accident: For security 
reasons, Maya needed high-elevation observation points, and since Cahal 
Pech rises more than 900 feet above the valley fl oor, enemies approaching 
from the Maya Mountains and valley fl oor could be spotted long before 
they could threaten the community. Located south of San Ignacio Town 
in Cayo’s upper Belize Valley, the site occupies a hill on the Macal River’s 
western bank, and it’s just a mile from the Hawksworth Bridge.
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The best time to visit:

Here’s another advantage to visiting a historical site at a fairly high eleva-
tion: You can visit any time you like because, even during the green season, 
there’s little danger Cahal Pech will close due to fl ooding like some other 
Maya sites. Bring a poncho if you visit in May or June; otherwise, your 
timing decision likely comes down to crowds and cash. High season brings 
more tourists and higher prices, so if you want to wander Cahal Pech at a 
leisurely pace—minus the crowds—visit when fl owers pop and prices drop 
in summer.

 The best way to get here:

If you’re staying in San Ignacio, walk to the site since it’s only about a mile 
south of town. Follow Buena Vista Street and turn right when you see the 
sign to locate the visitor’s center. You may wish to hire an independent 
guide or just set off  on your own, with or without the guidebook. Allow 
time enough to take in the royal burial chamber where an ancient Maya 
ruler was laid to rest amidst a huge cache of assets, including blades, jade, 
shell and bone ornaments, and—especially—the priceless jade and shell 
mosaic mask that’s considered Cahal Pech’s most precious artifact.

 The best way to experience it:

Ideally, staying in San Ignacio Town off ers you the best of both worlds: You 
can take advantage of cultural sites and in-town fun while you immerse 
yourself in Cahal Pech’s mystique. If you’re eager to see lots more, book a 
tour that pairs your Cahal Pech experience with river canoeing, horseback 
riding, and other adventures, so you return home satisfi ed that you’ve had 
plenty of variety and learned a thing or two about Belize’s past.

 Xunantunich Archaeological Site

Xunantunich

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

The name of this ancient Maya site is a tongue twister, but to indigenous 
peoples who made this sacred site their home for millennia, Xunantunich 
was a safe, secure hilltop area with plenty of vantage points, just in case 
a neighboring army of usurpers or explorers from abroad sought to 
claim this stronghold. Though this site was settled—according to social 
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scientists—around the first century BC, builders didn’t develop the area 
until the seventh century AD. The mystery surrounding the collapse of 
this Maya population around 850 AD hasn’t been solved, but not a soul 
was left here by 1000 AD.

Interesting fact: In 2016, a royal tomb was discovered buried ten meters 

underneath the floor of the central building on the site. Inside, archaeologists 

found the skeleton of what is believed to have been a leader of the infamous 

“snake dynasty”, as well as animal bones, vases, jade beads, and more 

than a dozen obsidian blades. What has the archaeologists most excited is 

the discovery of several panels covered in hieroglyphs dating back to the 

dynasty’s rule.

Xunantunich:

Though the excavated portion of Xunantunich occupies about 300 square 
meters of land, there is more to be unearthed. What remains behind tells 
of a quintessential Classic-period ceremonial center, but what separates 
this from other sites is the domination of El Castillo, the tallest struc-
ture (sometimes called a pyramid) in Belize. It’s thought that this huge 
structure was the last ruling family’s ancestral shrine. The compound is 
divided into plazas for easy identification, but if you need more guidance 
to interpret features, find detailed information about the site at the visi-
tor’s center.

Why you should visit:

First, the aerial view from the top of the 130-foot-high El Castillo is worth 
the climb. From that vantage point, you’ll see an orderly layout sur-
rounded by lush jungle and rainforest. Next, while many archaeological 
attractions in Belize can be hard to reach, Xunantunich is the exception. 
You won’t be required to forge rivers, squeeze into caves, or bat bugs as 

you walk through jungle, and you don’t have to be a student of Maya 
history to appreciate the plaza, stucco friezes, ceremonial masks, and 
enigmatic designs scrawled along the bases of buildings in this fascinat-
ing compound.

Where in Belize is it located?

If you have a map of Belize, you will notice that this ancient Maya village 
is situated in western Belize, about eighty miles west of Belize City in the 
nation’s Cayo District. Specifically, it’s six-and-a-half miles west of San 
Ignacio on the Western Highway. It’s so close to Guatemala—less than a 
mile, in fact—that you may be able to spot it sitting atop a hill overlooking 
the Mopan River on your way to or from the neighboring nation.

The best time to visit:

Because this easy-to-reach Maya historic site is located on elevated land 
that can escape flooding when seasonal rains fall, Xunantunich is open 
seven days a week. That said, if rivers rise as a result of a particularly wet 
green season, boarding the ferry to make the shore-to-shore river journey 
could be problematic, so if this site is atop your “must-see” list, visit Belize 
between November to May.

The best way to get here:

You’ll probably get a kick out of the free, hand-cranked ferry that leaves the 
village of San Jose Succotz, traverses the Mopan River, and delivers you to 
the opposite bank, where you’ll travel by foot or vehicle about a mile (uphill) 
to the attraction’s ticket office. You must request the ferry because there is 
no set schedule; operating hours run from 8 a.m. and 5 p.m.
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 The best way to experience it:

Plan to spend the day here, so you’ve got plenty of time to see everything, 
take photos, and learn more about the site’s two building spurts (the fi rst, 
about 800 AD, and the second, around 900 AD). The frieze travel writers 
talk most about is at the east end of the building, where you’ll also fi nd 
Chaac, the rain god. If you want to impress fellow travelers, share this 
tidbit: When the fi rst buildings were constructed, El Castillo occupied the 
center of the village, but when the second construction wave doubled the 
site’s size, El Castillo wound up on the southern edge.

 El Pilar Archaeological Reserve 
for Maya Flora and Fauna

El Pilar

Photo by: Dr. Anabel Ford

Even travelers who have seen Greek ruins, the Pyramids, and Rome’s 
Colosseum are impressed by the sheer number of ancient Maya cities 
found within Belize. Many remain works in progress while others have 
been excavated to the full extent of their boundaries. But every site is 
unique. Consider El Pilar. This ancient city is distinct because it not only 
pays tribute to the past, it’s also being used as a conservation model for 
the future.
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Interesting fact: Belize’s Department of Archaeology first recorded the center 

of El Pilar in the 1970s. Mapping of the site continues today and the full 

breadth of the ancient city is still undocumented.

El Pilar:

Bring comfortable shoes for this adventure because the El Pilar site not only 
spans 120 acres, it’s also home to fifteen plazas, a ball court, and hundreds 
of multi-purpose buildings. Some are exposed completely. Others peek 
out from the jungle, but you won’t find a better representation of Maya 
architecture. Why aren’t all of these buildings out in the open? Because 
archaeologists eager to preserve as much as possible know that too much 
will be lost if they excavate everything, which is why only a house called 
Tzunu’un (pronounced “tszoon-new-OON”), meaning “hummingbird” 
(the protector of the flowers and gardens), is completely exposed.

The house and forest garden of Tzunu’un make for an exemplary site 
for visitors to see the beauty and effectiveness of Maya forest gardening.

Why you should visit:

Not every Maya site gives visitors so complete a picture of the Maya ways 
of life and their traditional agricultural practices. It’s the single largest 
Belize River Valley site and was once home to a population of 20,000 
during the Maya Classic period, circa 800 BC. But many of the large 
public buildings weren’t added to this settlement until around 250 BC. 
Another unique aspect of El Pilar is its proximity to water. Not all Maya 
villages can make that claim, but the fact that this one can is likely the 
reason the area was named Watering Basin.

Where in Belize is it located?

Gain access to this attraction by starting your journey in San Ignacio and 
then traveling through Bullet Tree village. The site is seven miles outside 
of Bullet Tree village. You will wind up close to the Belize-Guatemala 
border, and since this massive reserve filled with flora and fauna actu-
ally straddles both countries, you may wish to take in Guatemala’s Peten 
District’s portion, as well.

The best time to do the tour:

Save money on your accommodations, skip the crowds, and avoid 
dramatic green-season rains if you visit in May to October to see this 
horticultural epicenter in all its glory. Remember that this pristine site is 
hidden inside jungle, which is why bringing insect repellent is wise due to 
the nearby water source.

How to get here:

Travel from San Ignacio Town to Bullet Tree Falls village in the Cayo 
District and prepare for bumps and mud, depending upon the time you 
visit, because these roads aren’t paved. Given the arduous route, a guided 
tour is always the best option.

The best way to experience it:

Because this Maya site is encased by jungle, wear utilitarian clothes and 
boots, so you’re prepared for landscaping challenges. Bring your imagi-
nation because you’ll literally go back in time while traversing this bio-
diverse forest canopy where howler monkeys and birds roam land being 
cared for using traditional farming practices. Expect to learn about Maya 
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inter-cropping systems employed to cultivate, farm, and re-forest, and 
leave the site with a new understanding of conservation, heritage stew-
ardship, and history. Keep an eye on future Belize news: Earth scientists 
working this site are striving to make El Pilar the fi rst archaeological 
peace park on the planet.

 Caracol Archaeological Site

Caracol Maya Site

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

The Mayas, settling Caracol in several waves, bestowed two names upon 
the ancient city: “Three Water Hill” and then “Three Hills Lord”. Its 
current name wasn’t chosen by Maya settlers, but by Belize’s archaeo-
logical commissioner, A.H. Anderson, in 1938. The largest Maya site in 
Belize, Caracol sprawls across seventy-fi ve square miles, an area greater 
than Belize City. Of course, that much room was necessary to house a 
huge population that, at one time, boasted almost 200,000 residents!
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Interesting fact: An important pyramid at Caracol is called Caana, or “Sky 

Palace”. At 136 feet high, it is the tallest Maya building in Belize and the tallest 

man-made structure in the country.

Caracol Archaeological Site:

Tour the central core of three plaza grounds bounded by two ball courts, 
an acropolis, buildings, temples, palaces, and sacred sites that include 
altars and places for ceremonial worship. Perhaps the most often written-
about attraction at Caracol is the Sky Palace (Caana), the tallest man-
made structure in Belize. It towers above the settlement at a height of 136 
feet, but for those eager to get a complete picture of this ancient world, the 
stele, tombs, hieroglyphic inscriptions, and intricate architectural details 
will fill in the voids.

Why you should visit:

The main reason to visit Caracol, in addition to seeing Caana, is to take 
in the grandeur of a destination that contains over 35,000 buildings. This 
factor alone makes Caracol a one-of-a-kind attraction. There’s an astro-
nomic observatory within the community and you may have a chance 
to marvel at reservoirs and causeways that reflect the sophistication of 
the society that built this empire. Caracol is one of the most prominent 
city states of the Classic period, and its people used their power mightily, 
defeating neighboring societies during violent wars waged for territory 
and superiority.

Where in Belize is it located?

Reach the Caracol site by starting in the Cayo District and traveling 
around 25 miles south of San Ignacio to the verdant Maya Mountains 

foothills where the Chiquibul Forest Reserve welcomes travelers to the 
former Maya stronghold. Prepare for a slog. Caracol is situated amid 
tropical rain and pine forests that could require an arduous trek to reach. 
As recently as 2009, 3-D maps taken of Caracol reveal much more to 
be unearthed about agricultural terraces and paved causeways—reason 
enough to return in the future.

The best time to visit:

Travel to Caracol year-round, as long as you’ve sorted a dependable tour 
guide or vehicle to get you here. Jungle and rainforests can get muddy and 
difficult to traverse during the green season, but this shouldn’t stop you 
from visiting if you’re the adventurous sort. Despite the fact that archaeo-
logical restorations are still underway in Caracol, you will still have your 
run of a 30-square-mile portion of the site, so wear good shoes.

The best way to get here:

Take the Mountain Pine Ridge Road south from either Georgeville or 
Santa Elena in the Cayo District to Caracol. Follow signs once you’re 
in the vicinity. A more relaxing experience can be had if you let your 
resort/hotel sort a tour for you or hire an independent tour operator in 
San Ignacio Town.

The best way to experience it:

Take advantage of the on-site museum and visitors’ center to get the lay 
of the land before you head out to explore. A guide can point out the best 
jungle trails and cave sites during your sojourn, but if you only want to 
wander the plazas and pyramid, go straight to the city center and fan out 
among the structures. One of the greatest ways to prepare for a visit is by 
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perusing data found on the Caracol investigations team website: http://
www.caracol.org/dig/investigations/. This fascinating information details 
the site’s excavation over time and can really enhance your Caracol visit.

Altun Ha Archaeological Site

Altun Ha

Photo by: Wollertz| Dreamstime.com

Altun Ha—Maya for “Rockstone Pond”—is situated amidst one of the richest 
wildlife areas in Belize, so if you’re eager to spot critters in addition to 
spectacular Maya sites, come for the bats, foxes, white-tail deer, tapir, 
armadillos, and ancient buildings. This site is composed of 44 acres of 
archaeological history. First settled around 250 BC, Altun Ha is a relative 
newcomer when compared to other Belize Maya sites that harken back 
to 1000 BC, but it’s so unique it’s well worth touring this place. Over 200 
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species of birds also call the area home, so don’t forget to look up when 
you visit.

Interesting fact: In 1968, two Belizeans working with Dr. David Pendergast 

of the Royal Ontario Museum of Canada discovered inside a tomb the most 

notable artifact—a large jade carving of the Maya sun god “Kinich Ahau”. 

Weighing almost ten pounds, this six-inch carving is the largest carved jade 

object to be found in Mesoamerica. Now a national treasure, a replica of the 

“Jade Head” is on display at the Belize Museum in Belize City, and its likeness 

is watermarked on all Belizean currency notes.

Altun Ha:

Among the outstanding features of this former ceremonial center fre-
quented by wealthy, powerful Mayas are two main plazas and thirteen 
structures, including the Temple of Masonry Altars. If engineering 
impresses you, check out the Maya-constructed water reservoir—once a 
project that provided settlement water, but now a crocodile hang out. You 
may wonder how rain collected here instead of leaching or leaking away. 
Engineers used yellow clay to seal the ground so water couldn’t escape—
yet another testament to Maya ingenuity.

Why you should visit:

Aside from the aforementioned plazas, structures, and water-retention 
pond that gave this settlement its name, Altun Ha is a relatively “new” 
community, so you can compare its architecture, symbolism, and progress 
to those of other communities and figure out what distinguishes this era 
and place. Since Altun Ha is close to the Caribbean Sea, its topography 
is different from remote sites—likely a reason the rich and famous gath-
ered here along a chain of cultural zones that drew Maya elite. Because 

prominent people flocked here, area tombs were filled with exotic goods 
so they could live large in the afterlife.

Where in Belize is it located?

Altun Ha is situated 31 miles north of Belize City along the Old Northern 
Highway and about 6 miles west of the Caribbean Sea shoreline. If 
you drive, travel half an hour past Sandhill Village and 2 miles down 
Rockstone Pond Road toward the reserve. These 2 miles aren’t paved, so 
prepare for a bumpy ride.

The best time to visit:

Altun Ha is open year-round and, as with all open-air sites, you’ll be 
exposed to that season’s weather fluctuations. Take advantage of more 
affordable accommodation, airfare, and attraction prices during low 
season (May to October) and you’ll not only come away from Altun Ha 
filled with wonder, but your wallet won’t be empty.

The best way to get here:

If your vehicle is designed to traverse unpaved roads, then you’re ready for 
this trip. On the other hand, you can emulate the lifestyle of the wealthy 
inhabitants of Altun Ha by letting someone else drive you here. Tour com-
panies, private contractors, and resort staff are happy to arrange formal 
tours that include transport; budget-minded tourists who don’t mind a 
2-mile walk can catch a daily bus from Belize City, get off at Lucky Strike 
village, and follow the signs to Altun Ha.
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The best way to experience it:

A guidebook describing the history, society, and lifestyle of Mayas occupy-
ing this community from 250 BC forward off ers a great foundation for 
your visit because you’ll understand what you’re seeing as you stroll this 
site. Imagine this area at its zenith when 10,000 Maya people roamed 
it and learn more about the geographic proximity that made it a thriv-
ing trading stop where jade, obsidian, fl ints, and skins were commercially 
exchanged. The temples and tombs—especially the mysterious Temple of 
the Green Tomb—are fascinating. Wear comfy shoes to climb the single 
stairway to the top of the Temple of Masonry Altars where community 
rituals were held. But if you love Maya artifacts, seeing the jade head of 
Kinich Ahau, the Sun God, may thrill you most of all.

 Lamanai Archaeological Site

Lamanai

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

To understand how insightful the Mayas who built Lamanai were before 
seventeenth-century Franciscan missionaries bestowed the name 
Submerged Crocodile on this 958.5-acre spread, look at this site from the 
air. Doesn’t it resemble that ferocious amphibian raising its head amidst 
miles of jungle? Considered one of Belize’s most spectacular ceremonial 
centers, much of Lamanai is obscured by forest, so it’s only by making an 
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in-person visit to this epicenter of folklore, superstition, and history that 
you can appreciate it.

Interesting fact: Lamanai is one of the only sites retaining its original name 

and is among one of Belize’s largest ceremonial centres.

Lamanai:

Located along the banks of the New River Lagoon, Lamanai’s structural 
sites include temples, a ball court, living quarters, and commercial build-
ings constructed by generations of dwellers that range from Indigenous 
Mayas to Spanish colonists. Coexisting on the complex are statues to 
pagan deities and the Spanish churches Mayas were forced to build when 
conquistadors instituted slave-labor practices in the 1500s. The most 
recent building addition—all but destroyed—is a symbolic nineteenth-
century sugar mill. This is one of the most continually inhabited Maya 
sites in Central America.

Why you should visit:

Lamanai deserves your attention because it uniquely reflects centuries of 
occupation by differing societies. You’ll see sites built in 200 BC and pyra-
mids built in the last century. A highlight of this stop is the iconic, 13-foot-
high, stylized mask of a half man/half crocodile carved on Stele #9 that 
pays tribute to one of the most revered deities of all: Lord Smoking Shell. 
Stroll the ball court that separates three temples located along the com-
pound’s perimeter. Trees shade much of this area, so the only way you’ll 
be able to see for yourself the full extent of the evolution of this ancient 
Maya stronghold is by getting into it.

Where in Belize is it located?

The district that’s in closest proximity to Lamanai is Orange Walk and, 
specifically, the villages of San Felipe and Shipyard. Use them as your 
point of origin when planning your trip.

The best time to visit:

If you’re eager to peek into every nook and cranny, climb 125 feet to the 
High Temple’s summit and explore the other temples and buildings in 
this massive compound. Visiting during the green season may not deliver 
the most enjoyable experience. On the other hand, if you could care less 
about rain and feel comfortable scaling pyramids in appropriate footwear, 
come any time; the park is always accessible.

The best way to get here:

If you’re not vacationing in Orange Walk, travel there first. Choose 
between the water taxi that goes up the New River Lagoon or rent an 
all-terrain vehicle for the 28-mile drive through both San Felipe and 
Shipyard to reach Lamanai. A packaged tour is the most relaxing way to 
travel—particularly if you dislike driving on dirt roads.

The best way to experience it:

Start at the Mask Temple since it was the most continuously occupied 
structure of all and then move onto the other temples, saving the High 
Temple for last since it’s the most dramatic. Note the architectural differ-
ences reflected in buildings that may have been constructed as recently 
as AD 1300. Be sure to visit Stele #9 to see the 13-foot man/crocodile 
statue, and you’ll be in close proximity to the ancient residential complex 
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believed to be the quarters of Maya elite. Along the periphery, Western 
architecture stands in stark contrast to Maya buildings. While the ball 
court is one of the smallest among Central America’s Maya compounds, 
it’s no less fascinating when you imagine this as a gathering place for gen-
erations of villagers.

 Lubaantun Archaeological Site

Lubaantun

Photo by: Basilio Mes

If you believe that size matters, a trip to Lubaantun, a one-of-a-kind Maya 
site in Southern Belize that has the distinction of unique architectural 
and construction features, should top your list of must-see attractions. 
Lubaantun is distinct from other Maya sites for myriad reasons—perhaps 
the most dramatic being its huge size. This village was so expansive, it 
served as commercial, residential, and religious hubs, all of which you’ll 
experience when you tour this magnifi cent site.
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Interesting fact: Intensive excavations at Lubaantun were conducted between 

1915 and 1927 that yielded a wealth of information on the ancient Maya of 

southern Belize.

Lubaantun:

Lubaantun’s eleven large, towering structures—plus five plazas and 
three ball courts—are marvels that have no equal, according to Belize’s 
Institute of Archaeology and archaeologists who oversaw the excavation 
of this landmark. There are no doorways to be seen, and building corners 
are round rather than square. You’ll have to imagine the thatch and 
wooden structures that once topped these buildings because they’re gone 
now. Green moss peeks out from every crevice, reminding visitors that 
Lubaantun thrived during the Classic period (730 to 890 AD) but remains 
nothing more than an echo of the past today.

Why you should visit:

No need to be a big fan of architectural style to be impressed by buildings 
made of limestone blocks held in place by nothing more than air! Maya 
builders used advanced construction methods, literally hand-cutting 
every block to align with those surrounding it. As a ceremonial center, 
Lubaantun had no equal, though over time, that mortar-free construction 
led to this site’s disintegration and was further eroded by Thomas Gann. 
In 1924, the archaeologist used dynamite to reveal aspects of the com-
pound, and as a result, he’s credited with bestowing Lubaantun’s current 
name, which translates as “Place of the Fallen Rocks”.

Where in Belize is it located?

Despite its high elevation—200 feet above sea level—you might think 
this attraction easy to find, but in fact, rainforest obscures Lubaantun 
until one gets close. It’s situated above the Columbia River and about 
1.5 miles from San Pedro Columbia Village in the Toledo District. Some 
speculate that Lubaantun once served as a military overlook due to its 
lofty elevation.

The best time to visit:

A visit at any time of year is appropriate because even rain won’t obstruct 
sightseeing. That said, be cautious during your visit if it’s raining because 
wet stone can make walking a slippery experience.

The best way to get here:

If you’re starting from Punta Gorda Town in the Toledo District, travel 
about 26 miles to San Pedro Columbia Village, and you’ll be less than 2 
miles from the entrance. Park in the lot and follow the trail for approxi-
mately 70 yards—all downhill—to reach the visitors’ center.

The best way to experience it:

On-premise caretakers are delighted to show off this Maya site. If they’re 
not otherwise engaged, they’re happy to give you a guided tour that lasts 
about two hours. Alternately, browse the visitors’ center’s displays of 
figurines, maps, pottery, tools, and artifacts discovered when the site was 
excavated to introduce you to Lubaantun before you roam around on 
your own. As you do, imagine 600 residents of this thriving village going 
about daily tasks, participating in religious ceremonies, and collecting 
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water from streams at either end of the site. While on premises, ponder 
a mystery that’s baff led many: Why is this huge, advanced ceremonial 
center completely devoid of stelae, usually found at sacred sites? If you 
fi nd the answer, you must return again to Belize to share your revelation!

 Nim Li Punit Archaeological Site

Nim Li Punit

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Belize’s Nim Li Punit is a little Maya site with a big name that means “the 
big hat”, and it’s well worth the trip to see this bit of history for your-
self. The archaeological site, at 121+ acres, is large enough to impress 
and important enough to be called Belize’s stelae capitol thanks to 26 of 
these monuments, 8 of which have been carved to pay tribute to gods and 
heroes. Why the name “Big Hat”? Because the longest stelae in the plaza 
depicts a fi gure wearing a hat, of course.
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Interesting fact: In the Maya Kekchi language, Nim li Punit means “the big 

hat” and the monument on which this carving appears is the longest stela in 

Belize.

Nim Li Punit:

Just because stelae is this site’s main attraction doesn’t mean you won’t 
find other wonders. In addition to the 26 monoliths, a huge sandstone 
structure rises around 40 feet into the air and, beneath that, two other 
plazas and a ball court sprawl across the compound. Even the location 
is exotic: It sits high atop a Maya Mountain ridge in southern Belize and 
was once an important ceremonial and ritual center as well as a village 
that was home to up to 7,000 Mayas at one time.

Why you should visit:

In addition to seeing the stela, you’ll be impressed by two concrete 
buildings that serve as visitors’ centers/museums housing precious arti-
facts and relics. The architecture is worth mentioning: It’s constructed 
of huge stones, iron railings, and glass-paneled wooden entry doors, so 
there’s plenty of harmony between the interior and exterior, where jungle 
and coastal plain provide a fitting setting. Inside, colorful wall displays 
filled with data and artifacts describe the clothing, cultural history, diet, 
language, religion, and other information about residents over time, so 
you’ve got an accurate picture of thousands of years of history.

Where in Belize is it located?

Nim li Punit is located in the southern area of Belize within the 
Toledo District.

The best time to visit:

See Nim Li Punit any time you like since so much Maya history is housed 
within the two buildings. At the site itself, the right footwear and a light 
poncho may be all you need to tour the compound if it rains.

The best way to get here:

Travel the Southern Highway north 25 miles from Punta Gorda, or 
start your trip in Belmopan and drive 45 miles along the Hummingbird 
Highway to the Southern Highway exit, then another 50 miles to reach 
Indian Creek Village. That stated, the very best way to visit Nim Li Punit 
is to book a tour with your resort/hotel hosts, so all of these details are 
sorted by the experts.

The best way to experience it:

Take everything in when you get here: The Maya Mountains. The far-off 
Caribbean Sea. The visitors’ centers and the compound itself. Roam 
emerald moss and thick forest. Bring a picnic so you’re fortified to tour 
all three groups of Maya sites: south, east, and west. The south group 
gives you a look at how Maya royalty lived and died, and that stela plaza 
is close by. The ball court separates south and east complexes, giving 
visitors a chance to imagine games once staged here. Experts believe 
that east group buildings served as an observatory from which celestial 
bodies were observed. Bring your imagination when you visit, and you’ll 
be doubly rewarded!
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 The Maya Archaeological 
Site of Cerros

Cerros Maya Site

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

To the untrained eye, the Cerros Maya compound may look like every other 
ancient Belize Maya site, but don’t let fi rst impressions deceive you. 
Cerros is a unique gem of a location located near the Bay of Chetumal 
and in close proximity to Corozal, a town that has become one of Belize’s 

favorite places to settle down for retirees and North Americans who wish 
they could retire!

Interesting fact: According to archaeological research, Cerros functioned as 

an important coastal trading center during the Late Preclassic period (circa 

350 BC to AD 250) and was initially home to a small hunting, fi shing, and 

trading village.

 Cerros Archaeological Site:

 There are secrets to be found at Cerros Maya site, but you would require 
diving gear to unearth them! This waterfront historical site is now par-
tially underwater. But no worries—there’s lots to explore if you wander 
the 40-plus acres of hillside. There, you might take in two ball courts, a 
central plaza, pyramids, and the pièce de resistance: the main, towering 
temple, standing 64 feet above ground level. See painted masks and stucco 
walls that have retained traces of splendid decorations, despite erosion 
and time.

 Why you should visit:

Cerros is a great example of land that’s been occupied continuously for 
centuries and not every Maya site can make this claim. Archaeologists 
speculate that this community thrived between 400 BC and AD 400, 
during which time distinct cultures emerged and are today classifi ed 
as examples of both the Late Preclassic period and the Classic period. 
Study the architecture, art, and symbolism left behind by generations of 
Indigenous people who turned this area into a trading hub for merchants 
moving across Central America. Look for signs of the primitive canal 
system used by the Maya to water the terraces on which the community’s 
crops were grown.
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Where in Belize is it located?

Cerros is located 84 miles north of Belize City at the mouth of the New 
River and near the Bay of Chetumal in Corozal District, the northern-
most Belize territory.

The best time to visit:

This depends upon your willingness to put up with a wetlands environ-
ment during the green season when rains turn the area into a lush land-
scape. If you’ve no fear of flying insects, wear proper clothing and use 
insect repellant, and neither the bugs nor the rain will bother you.

The best way to get here:

Your lodging host can arrange a private boat or book a tour that may also 
include land transport to and from the dock. This journey is fairly fast; 
it only takes about 15 minutes to reach the Maya site. A ferry departs 
Orange Walk Town for Cerros—but first, you must drive 55 miles along 
the Northern Highway from Corozal, traveling past villages like Chunox, 
Progresso, and Copper Bank, and then another couple of miles inland. 
Your best bet is that boat!

The best way to experience it:

Almost 2,000 people occupied this land before it was abandoned circa 400 
AD, but before that time, this area was a bustling crossroads populated by 
farmers, merchants, warriors, and priests, plus traders of jade, obsidian, 
and other goods. Your opportunity to experience Cerros and its pyramids, 
residential buildings, ball courts, and smaller temples was made possible 
by the Belize government, who saved the area from being developed by 

an American builder eager to construct a resort in close proximity to the 
ceremonial center, considered sacred ground. Until new excavations are 
undertaken, there’s plenty to see, and since it’s easy to navigate the area 
by foot, there’s no reason not to visit this amazing, unique site.
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 La Milpa Archaeological 
Maya Site

Photo by: Programme for Belize

Located in the north of the country in Belize’s Orange Walk District, La 
Milpa is the third-largest Maya site in Belize. Although excavations con-
tinue, and much of the site is still being documented, visitors to La Milpa 
can tour more than 20 courtyards and 2 ball courts and explore 85 struc-
tures, including 4 large temple pyramids.

Interesting fact: The noted Maya archaeologist J. Eric S. Thompson named the 

site La Milpa—or “the cornfi eld”—because of a chiclero camp nearby that had a 

small milpa to supply the men with fresh corn during their months of seeking 

mature sapodilla trees to bleed for their latex.

 Why you should visit:

Modern archaeologists estimate that as many as 50,000 people once lived 
at La Milpa in an urban area measuring more than a kilometer square. 
First built during the Preclassic era around the year 400 BCE, La Milpa 
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was a powerful city state with large-scale agricultural terracing and two 
large basins to cache water. For unknown reasons, the city of La Milpa 
was hastily abandoned around the year 850, leaving behind partially 
completed monuments that were reclaimed by the jungle until archaeolo-
gists rediscovered the site in 1938.

The city’s original Maya name is unknown. La Milpa was named for 
a Spanish term referring to slash-and-burn farming that was typical of 
many Maya settlements.

Where in Belize is it located?

La Milpa lies in the middle of the Rio Bravo Conservation area, an 
enormous 250,000-acre (1,101-square-kilometer) site in northern Belize 
currently being operated by the non-profit domestic NGO program 
for Belize.

The best time to visit:

La Milpa is open every day throughout the year, and there is currently no 
entrance fee.

The best way to get here:

La Milpa is approximately a one-and-a-half-hour drive from Orange 
Walk Town just off the Chan Chich Road in northwest Belize near the 
borders with Mexico and Guatemala. The easiest way to find it is to follow 
directions to the La Milpa Jungle Lodge, which is located just outside the 
Maya site.

The best way to experience it:

Once at La Milpa, be sure to head to the main plaza, which archaeologists 
estimate is large enough to have held up to 17,000 people during impor-
tant religious ceremonies. On the eastern side of the plaza are the four 
pyramid temples, including one that measures 79 feet (24 meters) high. At 
least 12 large stelae located throughout the site have been discovered that 
tell the history of the rulers of La Milpa.
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 Visiting Tikal from Belize

Tikal Maya Site

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

A UNESCO World Heritage site since 1979, Tikal is one of the most iconic 
and impressive Maya cities in the world. Located in the department of El 
Peten in northern Guatemala, Tikal is a popular attraction for visitors in 
Belize because of its close proximity to the Belize-Guatemala border.

Interesting fact: Tikal is known for being the largest city of the Maya Classic 

period and was considered a political and social center between 600 B.C. and 

A.D. 900.

 Why you should visit:

Tikal is the site of one of the oldest and most powerful city states of the 
ancient Maya civilization, with a footprint of six square miles (sixteen 
square kilometers). The main attractions for modern visitors are the 
enormous buildings, including the so-called Temple 1 (measuring 154 feet 
high), royal palaces, and pyramids. The site also includes three ball courts, 
hundreds of smaller buildings, stelae, and a network of elevated causeways.

 Where is Tikal Located?

Tikal is located within the Tikal National Park in the northern district of 
El Peten in the country of Guatemala. The entire area is now a nationally 
protected biosphere and consists of dense jungle. The nearest inhabited 
town is Uaxactun, approximately 19 miles (30 kilometers) from Tikal.

 The best time to visit:

The Maya site of Tikal is inside the Tikal National Park, which opens at 6 
a.m. and closes at 6 p.m. daily. There is lodging available inside the park 
for overnight visitors.

 The best way to get to Tikal:

If you’re in Belize, there are a number of diff erent ways to reach the 
remote Maya city of Tikal. International fl ights depart daily from the 
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Philip Goldson International Airport in Belize City to the town of Flores 
in Guatemala. From Flores, private operators off er services to Tikal (about 
45 miles/70 kilometers). Several intercity bus lines in Belize off er service 
from Belmopan to Benque Viejo Del Carmen on the western border. 
Once inside Guatemala, there are buses to the town of Flores.

 The best way to experience it:

Due to its remote location and popularity, be sure to arrange for reliable 
transportation ahead of time. As there are no banks or cash outlets (ATMs) 
in the area, bring enough cash for the duration of your visit. There is an 
entrance fee for all foreign visitors of approximately twenty dollars.

 Once inside the park, there is a visitor center with maps that detail the 
well-marked hiking trails that you can follow to explore the entire site. 
Due to the deep jungle environment, be sure to bring plenty of sunscreen 
and protection against insects.

 — CATEGORY 4 — 

CAVES

Actun Tunichil Muknal Cave

Barton Creek Cave

Che Chem Ha Cave

WaterFall Cave Expedition at Caves Branch

River of Caves Seven-Miles Cave Tubing

Hokeb Ha or the Blue Creek Cave
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Actun Tunichil Muknal Cave

Actun Tunichil Muknal

Photo by: Photoblueice | Dreamstime.com

Even to the untrained eye, a peek inside a cave that was once home to an 
ancient civilization holds plenty of fascination. Rock walls. Strange ceiling 
and fl oor projectiles that formed as water and minerals dripped and solid-
ifi ed over centuries. Spiders, bats, and even fi sh coexist nicely here. For 
the purist, no cavern is created equally—especially if that cave happens to 

be Belize’s Actun Tunichil Muknal Cave, otherwise known as the ATM 
Cave. This stronghold of ancient Maya secrets and rituals will keep you 
spellbound from the moment you arrive.

Interesting fact: The ATM Cave contains the skeletal remains of a young 

woman, “the Crystal Maiden”, who is believed to have been clubbed and 

left for dead. With the passage of time, her bones have been calcifi ed to a 

sparkling, crystallized appearance.

 Actun Tunichil Muknal Cave (ATM Cave):

Once your eyes have become accustomed to the varying shades of black 
to gray that fi ll the ATM’s interior and you turn on your helmet light, 
you’ll spot the insides of chamber after chamber until you arrive at the 
cathedral. The cave’s most dramatic fi nds are here, including the calcifi ed 
skeletal remains of “the Crystal Maiden”, whose bones sparkle like jewels 
due to centuries of mineral buildup. She’s not alone. Scan shelves and 
nooks to discover bones, relics, pottery, and other ancient treasures in the 
dark silence of this inner chamber.

 Why you should visit:

The skulls, bones, and pottery on display are distinguished by the “kill 
holes” infl icted upon them so the spirits lurking inside might be released. 
After all, the gods of the underworld have lots to do, and they can’t be 
loitering around lifeless objects. Seeing such a spectacle is the best way to 
grasp the primitive religious beliefs practiced by the ancient Maya who 
selected this cave as a primary sacrifi cial epicenter thousands of years ago. 
You’ll learn so much more about this hidden world by visiting rather than 
just reading about it.
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Where in Belize is it located?

Your journey begins in the Cayo District—specifically, the town of San 
Ignacio. You’ll need a guide to find your way, so check with the concierge 
at your resort or seek help in town. Once you’ve secured a guide, you’ll 
be driven to the banks of the Tapir Mountain Reserve. At this point, 
expect to hike about 45 minutes through jungle and streams to reach the 
entrance. It’s a tight fit and not for the claustrophobic, but once you reach 
your goal, the ATM Cave will reward you with sights and ambiance that 
have no equal.

The best time to visit:

You can visit here most of the year, but if you take your vacations over 
the summer months, this could be problematic. Between late June and 
October, river waters rise throughout Belize as a result of green-season 
rains that replenish the land. Does this happen every summer? Of course 
not. But it’s important that you know that the cave is closed to visitors if 
the waters get too high.

The best way to get here:

The bumpy rural road that transects a section of the Belize River will be 
your first step in reaching the cave. National Geographic travel experts—
who put this cave atop their “Sacred Places of a Lifetime” list—join other 
resources in suggesting travelers stretch before hiking into the jungle to 
begin the aquatic slog into the cave’s depths. You’ll get wet and stay damp 
over the four to six hours spent in the ATM Cave, so bring dry clothing 
along and forget about wearing sandals.

The best way to experience it:

While the ancient Maya referred to the ATM Cave as Xibalba, the place 
of fear, you needn’t worry because only skilled and well-trained licensed 
guides are permitted to accompany tourists into it. You will be provided 
with a lighted helmet. As you view the cave’s contents, your guide will 
captivate you with tales of Maya superstitions and practices. You might 
even be told that the Crystal Maiden may be the Crystal Dude, since 
experts are still debating the gender question.

As one of the thousand tourists who visit the ATM Cave each year, 
you’ll be asked to be cautious due to the fragile nature of the cave’s con-
tents. And to protect the cave’s integrity, no cameras are permitted. This 
is one experience you’ll remember forever, so prepare properly for your 
adventure so you remain comfortable and attuned to the atmosphere. 
And if you believe in ancient spirits, you’ll certainly want to be in top form!
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Barton Creek Cave

Barton Creek Cave

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Belize’s cave network is extensive and varied, so whether you’re eager to 
peek into a world of prehistoric panoramas, want to take in the sights by 
kayak or canoe, or would like to settle into a big inner tube to sail past 
limestone and granite chambers, Belize is your destination. Barton Creek 
is a great example of a cave that off ers a bit of everything. It remains a 
working archaeological site, so in addition to rock formations, artifacts, 
and skeletal remains, you may even bump into an archaeologist commit-
ted to unearthing more mysteries.

Interesting fact: Approximately 1,800 years ago, the ancient Maya began 

utilizing Barton Creek Cave for ritual activity.

 Barton Creek Cave tour:

Because Barton Creek Cave is nearly fi ve miles long, allow plenty of 
time to investigate the areas that have been opened for tourists. From 
the comfort of a canoe, you will pass speleothems shaped over thousands 
of years by time and water. Your primary point of interest will likely be 
ten ledges researchers have identifi ed as former staging areas for Maya 
rituals. Evidence shows the scope of religious practices conducted deep 
within this cave included fertility rites, human sacrifi ces, and burials.

 Why you should visit:

This recently explored Maya cave is one of the easiest caves to see because 
you will take in the sites from the comfort of your canoe. Local guides 
have been schooled in ancient Maya history, practices, and culture, so 
bring your hardest questions along. Don’t be surprised if the weird stalac-
tites and other eerie cave formations spur geologic questions, too. Besides, 
it may take a trained eye to point out a nicely camoufl aged skull that’s 
been in the chamber for so many years it would be easy to miss.

 Where in Belize is it located?

Barton Creek is just a forty-fi ve-minute drive from San Ignacio Town. 
Along the way, you may wish to stop and tour the Mennonite village that 
has been around for decades in the Upper Barton Creek region. This 
community has put down deep roots and is a major source of dairy foods 
in the area; so when you head out to the cave, feel free to wave at the cows 
as they graze in their fi elds.
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 The best time to visit:

 Because Barton Creek Cave is fed by a single stream, paddling into the 
cave is normally an eff ortless experience. But in case the area receives 
an abnormal amount of rain, you may wish to skip coming here between 
June and October. On occasion, the cave gets closed if the water gets too 
high. On the other hand, if the amount of rain that falls during a typical 
green season is average, you should be fi ne.

 The best way to get here:

If you’re driving to the cave from San Ignacio (or sister town Santa Elena), 
stay alert because apparently travelers have a penchant for missing turns 
and going the wrong way—even on the area’s one-way bridges! Cross the 
Hawksworth Bridge (it’s the lone suspension bridge in Belize) and follow 
signs west. A guided tour will always be your best option. Book with an 
experienced local guide or tour operator and put all of the arrangements 
into their hands so you don’t have to lift a fi nger until you pick up your 
canoe paddle.

 The best way to experience it:

The 2009 Xibalba Mapping and Exploration Team opened several kilo-
meters of accessible cave that year, but there is still much to be unearthed. 
Maya communities made this cave their homes in both the Early Classic 
(200 to 600 AD) and Late Classic (from 600 AD to 900 AD) periods, so a 
little homework could make your visit more interesting. By the time you 
leave, you’ll understand why the Mother Nature Network named the Barton 
Creek Cave one of the nine most beautiful and unusual cave destinations in 
the world. And don’t forget to arrange for a picnic during your excursion. 
There are other activities nearby that you can enjoy when this tour is over, 
such as jungle zip-lining, a butterfl y farm, and the Mountain Pine Ridge.

Che Chem Ha Cave

Che Chem Ha

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

One visitor called Che Chem Ha Cave the antithesis of Barton Creek Cave. 
Here, one can amble into a cavern that’s free of physical challenges! On 
the other hand, a visit to Che Chem Ha isn’t a walk in the park. It’s a 
fi rst-class adventure that includes a strenuous hike to the cave’s mouth, 
exploration of a wonderland of artifacts you won’t see elsewhere, and 
opportunities to claim bragging rights after returning home with your 
exciting stories.
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Interesting fact: Che Chem Ha Cave is about 800 feet long and was used by 

the ancient Maya for many centuries for food storage and rituals.

Che Chem Ha Cave:

Che Chem Ha’s stalactites and stalagmites aren’t the most dramatic in 
Belize, but you won’t care once you begin to explore narrow passages 
filled with the largest stash of ancient vessels, plates, pots, and lids found 
in Belize. From shards to large vessels, some retain original, artistic 
decorations. Walk further to discover ladders propped against walls 
that lead to shelves and chambers holding more Maya relics, some of 
which still include ancient seeds and decomposed maize used to conduct 
secret ceremonies.

Why you should visit:

This ceremonial center is a homage to the Maya belief system, since caves 
were considered entryways into the afterlife where souls entered one of 
nine to twenty-two worlds to spend eternity. But the supernatural won’t be 
your only memory when you hear the tale of how farmer William Morales 
chased his dog into a rock wall in 1989 and found the cave opening after 
clearing vegetation. The family still lives here and offers guests hospitality, 
so if you’d like to lodge and/or dine here, you can expand your cave visit 
into a cultural one, as well.

Where in Belize is it located?

Che Chem Ha is near the Guatemala border and 8 miles southeast of 
Benque Viejo Town in the Cayo District. Drive to the Moralez farm, and 
family members can take you into the cave if you haven’t booked a tour 
company. Only certified guides may enter this cave to prevent looting and 

make certain the treasures of Che Chem Ha that have not been moved to 
museums remain here.

The best time to visit:

Come in late winter or early spring, so you’re not inconvenienced by rains 
that can make the drive to Che Chem Ha a muddy trek. But if a little rain 
doesn’t ruffle your feathers, and you want to save money, come during 
low season and peek into cave nooks and crannies, knowing you’re saving 
serious bucks.

The best way to get here:

From San Ignacio or Benque Viejo Town, follow the Hydro Road until 
you spot a sign pointing toward a small dirt road that leads to the cave. 
There are several gates on the way. Prepare to get out, open, and then 
close them behind you, so you don’t let cattle escape to neighboring 
properties. If you’ve hired a tour service, you won’t have to worry about 
bumpy roads or getting lost.

The best way to experience it:

Expect a physical challenge getting to the mouth of the cave during a 
30 to 45-minute uphill walk on a “demanding nature trail”. No worries 
about needing to be super-human: Your guide will insist on rest and 
water stops. You won’t be the first person to catch your breath upon 
seeing the cave mouth where splashes of exotic Maya artwork welcome 
you. Proceed thoughtfully through the first chambers. Yes, you can climb 
low ladders to reach rock ledges—reason enough to wear appropriate 
shoes so you don’t slip. Expect to spend about 90 minutes touring the 
cave, and if you’ve been clever enough to book a more expansive tour, 
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your inner archaeologist can meet your inner nature lover at Vaca Falls, 
where a splashing waterfall and Macal River swim make for refreshing 
post-cave recreation.

 WaterFall Cave Expedition 
at Caves Branch

Waterfall Cave Expedition

Photo by: Caves Branch

The rainforests and jungles of Belize sit atop a vast continental section of 
limestone, which is why the country has so many vast cave networks. Belize 
is also blessed with one of the tallest waterfalls in Central America—the 
Thousand Foot Falls, which plunges more than 1,600 feet into a scenic 
valley below.
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The Waterfall Cave Expedition at Caves Branch is a guided adventure 
tour for visitors who are seeking the ultimate climbing challenge. The 
cave expedition includes climbing up no fewer than six different waterfalls 
in a single day plus a spelunking adventure in one of the country’s most 
iconic caves.

Interesting fact: The Waterfall Cave Expedition offers adventure travelers a 

unique chance to brave six different waterfalls in a single day. By following an 

ancient river cave, participants must then gear up to tackle these waterfalls 

one at a time. Some include ancient Maya sites that were once used to perform 

sacred religious ceremonies.

Why you should do this tour:

For adventurers seeking the ultimate in outdoor thrills, a tour of the 
Waterfall Cave Expedition at Caves Branch is a must. The tour begins 
with a 20-minute hike through the jungle, followed by a 45-minute spe-
lunking adventure inside of one of the country’s biggest caves. The rest of 
the tour involves climbing up steep, wet rock surfaces inside and alongside 
six of Belize’s most spectacular waterfalls.

All the hard work is rewarded by a refreshing plunge into the pool at 
the base of a waterfall followed by a packed lunch.

Where in Belize is it located?

The Waterfall Cave is located in central Belize and the tour departs from 
Caves Branch Jungle Lodge.

The best time to do this tour:

The Waterfall Cave Expedition at Caves Branch is available seven days a 
week with advance booking of two or more participants. The tour may be 
unavailable during periods of high water levels for safety purposes.

The best way to experience it:

The Waterfall Cave Expedition at Caves Branch is a very physically 
demanding activity and is restricted to physically fit participants. The tour 
includes two strenuous hikes through the jungle, a 45-minute spelunk-
ing adventure inside a cave, and rock climbing up and through powerful 
streams of water from the waterfalls.

Participants are required to wear comfortable long pants (not jeans), 
a shirt that can tolerate getting wet, and closed running shoes or hiking 
boots. Participants are strongly encouraged to bring insect repellent, 
as well.
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 River of Caves Seven-
Miles Cave Tubing

River of Caves

Photo by: Caves Branch

The jungles and rainforests of Central America, including in Belize, off er 
visitors a chance to explore some of the most pristine landscapes in the 
world. In Belize, visitors can experience the unique adventure of fl oating 
through vast subterranean labyrinths using only an infl atable inner tube 
and headlamp to guide their way.

One of the most popular cave-tubing adventures in Belize is called the 
River of Caves Seven-Mile Cave Tubing Tour, which allows visitors to 
fl oat down more than seven miles of underground caves, marveling at 
the amazing geological structures as well as catching glimpses of ancient 
and enigmatic Maya artifacts. The tour is off ered by Caves Branch 
Jungle Lodge.

Interesting fact: Cave tubing in Belize was pioneered by Ian Anderson, the 

owner of Caves Branch Jungle Lodge whence this tour departs.

Why you should do this tour:

Caves Branch Adventure Company was founded 25 years ago by an 
adventurer who helped pioneer the fi eld of cave tubing. The Seven-Mile 
Cave Tubing Tour is how Caves Branch Adventure Company fi rst got 
its start, and this adventure remains one of the most popular activities 
in Belize.

Where in Belize is it located?

The tour departs from Caves Branch Jungle Lodge located 12 miles south 
of Belmopan, the capital city, on the Hummingbird Highway.

The best time to do the tour:

The River of Caves Seven-Mile Cave Tubing Tour is only available on 
Mondays, Wednesdays, and Fridays with an advanced booking of four 
or more participants. During dry months (usually February to June), this 
tour is not off ered and Caves Branch River Cave Expedition (a combina-
tion of cave tubing and hiking inside a cave) is off ered in its stead.



136 137

LARRY WAIGHT

The best way to experience it:

The Seven-Mile Cave Tubing Tour is available from Caves Branch 
Adventure Company in combination with a zipline adventure in the sur-
rounding jungle. This tour package includes an experienced local guide, 
inner tubes, headlamps, safety helmets, life vests, and a packed lunch.

Visitors are encouraged to wear lightweight clothing that can get 
wet. Sturdy footwear (no sandals or fl ip-fl ops) is mandatory. A change of 
clothes and insect repellant are highly recommended. Participants will 
be required to perform a short hike through the jungle in order to reach 
the river.

All tours depart from Caves Branch Jungle Lodge in central Belize.

 Hokeb Ha or the Blue Creek Cave

Blue Creek Cave/Hokeb Ha

Photo by: Basilio Mes

 Also known by its English name “Blue Creek Cave”, Hokeb Ha Cave is 
located near the Maya village of Blue Creek in southern Belize. Despite 
its somewhat remote location, Hokeb Ha is a popular destination thanks 
to its outstandingly gorgeous natural scenery that includes a waterfall.

Archeologists have determined from an altar and a variety of artifacts 
discovered in the cave that Hokeb Ha was briefl y used by the ancient 
Maya during the Last Classic period.
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Interesting fact: Hokeb Ha is a wet cave with remarkable rock formations. 

Intrepid travelers will find that the water is cool and clear, and the inside is 

mesmerizing with crystal-clear mineral pools.

Why you should visit:

A visit to Hokeb Ha begins with a hike through lush jungle scenery to reach 
the mouth of the cave, which is covered with long vines. Once inside, visi-
tors need to swim through a shallow pool of fresh water before reaching a 
huge interior space that includes crystal-like flowstone creations, narrow 
chambers, and huge stone salons. It’s believed that Maya priests used the 
deeper sections of the cave to conduct sacred ceremonies.

The entire experience is a great way to appreciate the beauty of nature 
in this region of Belize. The cave lies at the top of a hill and features a gor-
geous waterfall. Once inside, the naturally blue waters that gave the creek 
its name and the contours of the interior give Hokeb Ha a special beauty.

Where in Belize is it located?

Hokeb Ha is located approximately 20 minutes on foot from the village 
of Blue Creek in Toledo District just west of the Agua Caliente Luha 
Wildlife Sanctuary.

The best time to visit:

As a natural phenomenon, Hokeb Ha Cave can be visited year round, but 
the water levels inside the cave can rise following heavy rains.

The best way to get here:

From Toledo Town or Punta Gorda in Toledo District, head west on the 
Southern Highway to the sharp bend where it heads northeast. Leaving 
the Southern Highway, continue west to the village of Blue Creek.

The best way to experience it:

It’s possible to explore the cave without relying on a guide, but hiring a 
guide in Blue Creek Village will make the trip much safer. Be sure to have 
adequate hiking gear and supplies (including drinking water and a flash-
light) and bring a change of clothes. Some physical exertion is required to 
fully explore the cave, a process that takes approximately four hours.
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 Mountain Pine Ridge

Mountain Pine Ridge

Photo by: Basilio Mes

Would you like to experience nature as it was before the industrial world 
began plundering forests and paving the earth with concrete? Plan to 
visit Belize’s Mountain Pine Ridge (MPR), a destination that’s a jewel 
in Belize’s crown. Set aside as a national treasure by the government in 
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1944, MPR is a tribute to the nation’s commitment to keep as much of 
Belize pristine and natural—and for as long as possible.

As the oldest and largest protected forested area in Belize, MPR covers 
300 square miles. Visitors will be surprised to find a sharp contrast within 
the tropical landscape here, where pine needles rather than palm fronds 
fill the landscape. And this pine-tree-dominated forest is more than just 
a vast wooded area. Visitors find deep ravines, traverse dramatic granite 
expanses atop the Maya Mountains, and observe meandering rivers, 
streams, waterfalls, and pools amid the sweet fragrance of the evergreens.

Interesting fact: Mountain Pine Ridge was established in 1944 to protect and 

manage the native pine forest.

A short history of the Mountain Pine Ridge:

The Maya people lived in and around MPR as evidenced by artifacts 
that date back to 1200 BC. Over time, the MPR was explored by the 
occasional tourist, scientist, and government official, but it wasn’t mapped 
for the purposes of tracking forestry activity until recently. A huge portion 
of the Ridge was destroyed by fire in 1949, and the area was officially 
reclassified as a “production forest” in 1952. Since then, a landing strip 
and roads have been built here. As of 1978, hunting has been prohibited 
to protect the birds and animals that make their homes in the forest.

Why you should visit:

Everything about MPR will fascinate you. Densely packed Honduras pine 
trees cover nearly sixty percent of the acreage, so no matter the weather 
or time of year, these conifers won’t shed like the broadleaf trees with 
which they share the forest. You’ll see a mix of grasslands, granite, and 
limestone deposits, as well as caves that date back to the Jurassic Period. 
There are dramatic topographical extremes to see. The highest point, 

Baldy Beacon, reaches 3,336 feet into the sky, while the lowest points are 
located along the Macal River. Opportunities to spend time in unspoiled 
forests are fast disappearing, so this alone should prompt your visit.

How to get here:

Make San Ignacio your starting point. You’ll need a 4WD vehicle to 
traverse the forest since roads can be daunting. Two roads will get you 
to MPR: Chiquibul Road from Georgeville and Cristo Rey Road from 
Santa Elena. Choose the first for a smoother ride. The reserve entrance is 
off the George Price Highway. Sound difficult? This is why tourists prefer 
to let guides do the driving by booking all-inclusive tours that require one 
only to sit back, relax, and enjoy the sensory experiences MPR offers.

The best time to visit:

You can visit any time you like. It’s wetter from July to February than at 
other times of the year, so if you are averse to rain, avoid a September/
October visit. On the other hand, creatures inhabiting the forest may 
make up for the dampness and discomfort—you could spot jaguars, 
ocelots, crocodiles, magnificent birds, and species of frogs and fish living 
here that won’t be found elsewhere in Belize. Since all of these creatures 
adore water, the chances of spotting them are even better when it rains!

The best way to experience it:

The secret to an unforgettable MPR visit is to stay nearby. Inquire into 
eco-lodges along Chiquibul Road or find more luxurious digs in the 
Barton Creek area so you don’t miss creature comforts during your stay. 
Being this close to the forest means you’ll have ample time to see one-
of-a-kind sites like Thousand Foot Falls (one of Central America’s tallest 
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waterfalls), the gorgeous swimming pools at Rio on Pools, and Caracol, 
a Maya city that’s home to Belize’s tallest pyramid. Visit Barton Creek, 
a river cave that’s still being excavated. There’s so much more of Mother 
Nature’s handiwork to see in MPR, where the landscape looks just as it 
did thousands of years ago.

 Big Rock Falls

Big Rock

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

When a waterfall is as famous as Belize’s Big Rock, the name doesn’t 
always stick. No matter what you call it, this spectacular cascade will take 
your breath away. It’s gorgeous from a distance and up close, so you’ll 
snap fabulous photos. This is a great place to visit if you could use a pow-
erful example of nature’s majesty.
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Interesting fact: Big Rock Falls is more impressive than the 1,000-foot falls 

that are thought to be the highest in the Central American region.

Big Rock Falls:

Big Rock Falls is a 150-foot waterfall on Privassion River in the lush 
Mountain Pine Ridge Forest Reserve. It is considered one of Belize’s best 
natural wonders and is the highlight of any trip to the Mountain Pine Ridge.

The soothing sound of the falls will mesmerize you, and the amazing 
view of water rushing over the gigantic 150-foot rock formations and 
plummeting into the deep and perfectly round pool at its base will provide 
you with a rush of excitement.

Why you should visit:

Would you miss seeing Niagara Falls or Victoria Falls while traveling? Of 
course not, so put Big Rock at the top of your must-see list while in Belize. 
This gorgeous waterfall is located not far from San Ignacio Town, making 
it a perfect day trip. As waters rush over rock formations from so great a 
height, snap photos, picnic, and feel your body release and relax inside the 
soothing sounds. Splash in the pool at the waterfall’s base. You can tell the 
world afterward that you just visited one of Belize’s best natural wonders.

Where in Belize is it located?

Big Rock Falls is located in the Mountain Pine Ridge Forest Reserve—the 
oldest and largest protected forested area in Belize. It is an approximately 
three-hour drive from San Ignacio Town.

The best time to visit:

Waterfalls are on no particular schedule, though during Belize’s green 
season, rains can add plenty of drama to a cascade that’s already making 
impressive pounding sounds as it gushes down from such a dramatic height 
to replenish that base pool. Come whenever you like, though if you visit 
in the summer, you’ll enjoy more favorable lodging and attraction rates. 
Besides, San Ignacio isn’t crowded in the summer, so if you’ve got romance 
on your mind, you could have this spectacular destination all to yourselves.

The best way to get here:

The best way to get to Big Rock is to book a tour with a guide who’s famil-
iar with this area and let them get you into the Mountain Pine Ridge in a 
proper four-wheel-drive vehicle to tackle the terrain. It’s a trek to reach the 
waterfall, which is located within this deep and dense 300-square-mile pine 
forest populated with Jurassic-Age limestone and granite boulders, hills, and 
valleys. If you love a challenge, feel free to drive from San Ignacio. A ranger 
station will greet you when you enter the Mountain Pine Ridge Reserve. 
Beyond the gate, signage can guide you the four miles to your destination.

The best way to experience it:

What’s the best way to get the most from your experience? We apologize for 
the repetition, but a guided tour is seriously the way to undertake this adven-
ture. You’ll get to the waterfall in a timely manner after driving through this 
evergreen wonderland as your guide tells you all about how this land was 
first declared a protected preserve back in 1944. You’ll hear the falls before 
you see them, and when you do see them, you’ll be rewarded—big time. Try 
the bracing water of the pool, which is a lot deeper than it looks. Spend time 
gazing up at this unspoiled landmark, and don’t be surprised if your pulse is 
slower by the time you leave this heavenly spot.
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 Rio Frio Cave

Rio Frio Cave

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

If you’ve read harrowing tales of Belizean tourists trying to squeeze their 
bodies in and out of tight cave chambers—and shuddered at the thought 
of following them—we ask you to take a deep breath and practice the Zen 
of Rio Frio. We can assure you that no cave in Belize is as easy to reach 
and navigate as the Rio Frio, which is why travel experts recommend it 
enthusiastically to seniors, kids, and even claustrophobics. Find out why 
this fascinating cave could become your favorite Belize memory, even if 
caves haven’t made your bucket list!

 Rio Frio Cave:

Prepare yourself for a dramatic entrance as you follow stepping stones 
into the cave and get a fi rst glimpse at the vast chamber that awaits. This 
uber-wide entrance is part of Rio Frio’s charm: It’s so welcoming and 
striking that you wouldn’t be the fi rst person to gasp at its grandeur. Spot 
seventy-foot natural arches, colorful boulders, and dramatic stalactites, 
some of which emulate primitive chandeliers suspended in time. As you 
explore this quarter-mile-long cave, you’ll spot a stream, pools, and even 
cascading waters spilling from nooks and crannies.

Interesting fact: Rio Frio Cave is one of the top attractions within the 

Mountain Pine Ridge Forest Reserve. The view of the entry of the cave is in 

itself amazing and stands approximately sixty-fi ve feet tall.

 Why you should visit:

Visiting Rio Frio Cave when temperatures get toasty is a great way to cool 
down. Because the cave entrance and exit are so vast, you will be accom-
panied by beams of sunlight, so you won’t need a fl ashlight to help you 
navigate unless you feel more comfortable with one in hand. You’ll have 
no trouble walking in the footsteps of Mayas who entered this sanctifi ed 
area to bury their dead, and if you insist upon coming here at night, you 
could meet members of the bat population that literally and fi guratively 
hang out here.

 Where in Belize is it located?

To reach the Rio Frio Cave, start in the Cayo District of western Belize—
specifi cally, Mountain Pine Ridge, where an evergreen forest also serves 
as home to the nation’s tallest waterfall. Take the George Price Highway 
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to Georgeville and follow signs to the cave—but if you visit during high 
season, just follow the crowd to this popular site!

 The best time to visit:

Arrange your visit at any time of year, but if you want to get the most of 
your Belize experience, come in May when it’s toasty, so you experience 
the thrill of a chilling temperature drop within this limestone enclosure, 
no matter how hot it may be outside. Not only will you enjoy your cave 
tour to the max, but since accommodation and attraction rates are low at 
this time of year, you can live large in nearby Cayo and still save a bundle.

 The best way to get here:

Take the George Price Highway to the Georgeville turn off  (mile 65) and 
continue fi ve miles past the Douglas de Silva Forest Station. If you get 
lost, ask anyone you meet to point you in the direction of Augustine.

 The best way to experience it:

While your destination is Rio Frio Cave, you’ll enter a sublime world of 
the Mountain Pine Ridge Forest Reserve, so enjoy the entire journey. 
Drive through a tropical pine forest that off ers many surprises, includ-
ing wildlife, birds, and wildfl owers. Your guide will park near the main 
entrance, so no slog through deep water or jungle is required to reach 
the mouth of the cave. There’s a beachy area at the entrance, but don’t 
jump in before your tour because the same beach awaits when you exit a 
quarter mile later. Take time to swim, enjoy a picnic, or walk back into 
this magnifi cent expanse if you can’t resist a second peek before departing.

 Rio on Pools

Rio on Pools

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

A trip to Belize can be an exciting adventure: dive, sail, tour ancient Maya 
cities, and partake of the cultural vibe that fans across the nation like a 
fi nely prepared ethnic stew of art, music, history, and fun. But sometimes, 
travelers need to slow down and smell the roses! While you won’t fi nd 
roses growing around Belize’s Rio on Pools, if you set aside a day to do 
nothing but visit this relaxing place with a picnic lunch, swimsuit, and 
towel, you might discover that this modest outing turns out to be your 
favorite Belize memory.
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Interesting fact: Rio on Pools are beautiful waterfalls in the Mountain Pine 

Ridge Forest Reserve. The small waterfalls cascade over large granite rocks 

and end in round pools connected by natural waterslides.

Rio on Pools:

Imagine stumbling into a huge pine forest within a land known for its 
palm trees and exotic flowers. That’s what you can expect on your way 
to an idyllic enclave of naturally formed swimming pools fed by dramatic 
waterfalls that are hidden within this forest of evergreen trees. Visit Rio 
on Pools to indulge your inner spirit in an atmosphere of water, water, 
everywhere, including streams that feed this aquatic oasis. If you long for 
a place to sun, splash, frolic, and relax, this destination belongs near the 
top of your Belize itinerary.

Why you should visit:

The primary reason to visit is to grab a respite from your on-the-go 
schedule! You conquered the Big Blue Hole and tested your scuba diving 
prowess along Belize’s barrier reef. Perhaps you visited enough Ambergris 
Caye hot spots to satisfy your inner party animal. Find tranquility at Rio 
on Pools and indulge all of your senses.

Before reaching your destination, you need to first stand on the riv-
erbank overlooking Rio on Pools. The sound of water falling from great 
heights alone will quiet your racing pulse. Oh, and this Belize paradise is 
a photographer’s dream.

Where in Belize is it located?

This diverse natural area is located in Cayo amidst the evergreen trees 
and granite rock of Mountain Pine Ridge. Drive here yourself or book a 

tour via your resort concierge or tour company and let your tour guide 
handle the logistics.

The best time to visit:

Expect a grand time splashing in the pools, zipping over granite boul-
ders, and experiencing area waterfalls year-round. You’re going to stay 
perpetually wet anyway, so rain showers won’t spoil your fun. That stated, 
you could encounter muddy roads, so if you’re not a skilled driver, making 
this trip in a downpour could offer more adventure than you bargained 
for! Dare we again mention the wisdom of taking a guided tour?

The best way to get here:

Whether your only goal is to visit Rio on Pools or you’re combining it with 
a stop at Caracol Maya site, take the main road to the Mountain Pine 
Ridge Reserve, and you’ll encounter a parking lot and picnic site. If you 
reach Augustine Village, you’ve gone too far. Turn around, park, and take 
a short hike to the pools.

The best way to experience it:

Ideally, make this your relaxation destination rather than just one more 
stop on your long list of “things to do in Belize”. Perch atop the oldest 
rocks in the nation to take in surrounding pine trees that smell fresh and 
sweet. Turn rocks into natural waterslides as you explore the periphery of 
as many pools as time allows. Bring a dry shirt so you don’t get chilled at 
this higher elevation. If you can’t recharge your batteries after one visit 
here, keep coming back until you find your bliss.
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 Thousand Foot Falls

1000 Foot Fall

Photo by: Belize Hub

Located deep within a nature reserve in western Belize, Thousand Foot 
Falls is one of the highest waterfalls in all of Central America. A swift river 
descends over a granite cliff  to descend more than 1,600 feet into a thickly 
forested natural wonderland.

Interesting fact: This waterfall is 1,600 feet and is the highest waterfall in 

Belize.

 Why you should visit:

As you wend your way through the verdant hillsides of the Mountain Pine 
Ridge Forest Reserve, you’ll come across a special viewing area equipped 
with a public restroom and some benches. From there, you can see the 
majesty of the largest waterfall in all of Belize. Although its waters descend 
more than 1,600 feet into a thickly forested gorge, the waterfall is known 
in Belize as Thousand Foot Falls.

Committed hikers can also descend their way to the disgorgement pool 
at the bottom of the waterfall to enjoy a refreshing dip in the delightfully 
cool waters.

 Where in Belize is it located?

Thousand Foot Falls is located inside of the Mountain Pine Ridge Forest 
Reserve in the Cayo District of western Belize. As such, it has no offi  cial 
address, but the closest major towns are Santa Elena and San Ignacio. 
Once inside the park, follow well-marked signs to arrive at the falls.

 The best time to visit:

As a natural phenomenon, Thousand Foot Falls is open year-round to the 
public. To see the waterfall at its best, avoid rainy or overcast days.
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 The best way to get here:

The nearest towns to the Mountain Pine Ridge Forest Reserve are Santa 
Elena and San Ignacio in Belize’s western Cayo District. From there, 
several offi  cial entrances to the enormous reserve (over 100,000 acres or 
430 square kilometers) exist. Follow well-marked trails and signs to arrive 
at the offi  cial viewing site for Thousand Foot Falls.

 The best way to experience it:

It’s relatively easy to catch a glimpse of the falls from the offi  cial viewing 
area, but to truly appreciate the grandeur of the largest waterfall in Central 
America, several hours of steep hiking through mountainous terrain will 
be required. Be sure to bring water and a sturdy pair of hiking boots.

The hard work of hiking such steep terrain will be rewarded by both an 
unobstructed view much closer to the top of the falls as well as a refresh-
ing swim at the bottom of the falls in the delightfully cool receiving pool.

 Monkey River Tour

Monkey River

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

An abundance of visitors come to Belize to see wildlife in a nation so 
sparsely populated, with mile upon mile of rainforest, along with jungle 
and preserves to keep this wildlife legacy safe for future generations. If 
asked to pick one animal visitors enjoy seeing most, adults and kids grin 
when agreeing: “Monkeys!” For North Americans who have never seen 
a monkey outside a zoo, a Monkey River tour could be the high point of 
your travels.
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The tour takes place in Monkey River village, the northernmost village 
of the Toledo District in southern Belize. The community is home to 
approximately 200 people and the large population of howler monkeys 
after which the river and community are named.

Interesting fact: In the 1800s, Monkey River Village had a population of 

around 2,500 people and was a thriving banana and lumber town.

The Monkey River Tour:

A Monkey River adventure takes travelers deep into the land of howler 
monkeys—primates so loud they could never hide from predators without 
giving themselves away. To visit their neighborhood, you’ll first have to 
journey from Placencia (if you are vacationing in the Placencia Peninsula) 
to Monkey River village by boat, passing mangrove swamps and other 
exotic scenery that includes wildflowers, scaly critters, and (if you’re lucky) 
manatees, since these gentle marine mammals make their homes here 
among mangrove-filled estuaries.

Why you should visit:

This one-of-a-kind excursion is fascinating and fun for people of all ages. 
Kids stare wide-eyed at monkeys whose cries far exceed the decibels that 
come from heavy-metal rock bands! Adults learn more about life along 
a riverbank that explodes with color and sounds: birds, animals, and 
plants, all of which co-exist nicely here in southern Belize. You can look 
forward to Creole dishes prepared by villagers (please bring money for 
lunch) that are so tasty, even your taste buds will remember your Monkey 
River adventure.

Where in Belize is it located?

Monkey River village is located in southern Belize’s Toledo District, 
in close proximity to destinations like Placencia Village and Punta 
Gorda Town.

The best time to visit:

Since the monkeys stick around twelve months of the year, humans eager 
to see them can show up in Belize year-round, too. Given the river access 
that’s required to get to your destination, it stands to reason that if there’s 
flooding during the green season, the trip could be a bit more thrilling, 
but that doesn’t mean tours are cancelled just because it rains!

The best way to get here:

If you’ve got a car, a map, and/or a GPS system, your resort host can point 
you in the direction of the monkeys from anywhere in southern Belize. 
Do note, however, that Monkey River village is not accessible by vehicles. 
You will have to follow the road for 12 miles from the Southern Highway 
until you arrive at the riverbank opposite from the village. Just honk your 
horn and someone from the village will come across in a small boat or 
dory to fetch you. You can also get here by taking a 15-mile boat ride to 
the mouth of the Monkey River from Placencia village. If you’re traveling 
from other areas in Belize, a tour service is your best bet.

The best way to experience it:

The most highly recommended way to take a Monkey River tour is to 
book a registered tour guide, who is well versed in the area’s animals, 
people, and landscape. Wear hiking shoes to avoid surprises and long 
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pants to protect you from bug bites and thorns. If you intend to swim 
in the river, bring a suit and don’t leave your sunglasses, sunscreen, or 
hat back at your resort in your excitement. You’ll travel by boat and foot 
through forest and along trails to reach howler monkey nirvana where 
you can let loose frustrations by howling at the simians. Travelers tell us 
that shouting at monkeys is better than therapy and these primates never 
send a bill!

 Cockscomb Basin 
Wildlife Sanctuary

‘
Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

It’s a jungle out there, but you won’t mind going wild when you check out 
the Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary (CBWS), considered by many 
to be one of the best examples of an animal refuge on earth. This expan-
sive sanctuary is home to birds, plants, and creatures. Sound like Eden? 
There are similarities. Anyone interested in bio-diversity and eager to see 
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Belize’s Herculean conservation efforts in person will be fascinated by all 
they see. Some say time spent here makes them feel more hopeful about 
the planet’s future.

Interesting fact: The Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary is world-renowned 

for being the first jaguar reserve.

Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary:

The CBWS is comprised of 250,000 acres of wonderland and is richly 
endowed with breathtaking waterfalls, mountains, nature trails, and 
rivers, creating the perfect environment for species to thrive in harmony. 
In the only jaguar reserve on the planet, the cats keep company with hun-
dreds of neo-tropical birds, other wildcats, deer, tapir, reptiles, insects, 
amphibians, and all manner of other sanctuary inhabitants. You might 
not see all of them, but you could spot their tracks on trails and riverbanks.

Why you should visit:

There’s nothing in the Caribbean or Central America that matches the 
bio-diversity found in this expansive, lush corner of Belize. The CBWS 
preserve is home to mile upon mile of indigenous flowers, trees, and 
plants in an environment that is so hospitable the region even has its own 
“moisture regulation” system—a perfect mix of rain, temperature, and 
(slight) winds. Since tropical rainforests like this one are disappearing at 
alarming rates, a visit here gives you opportunities to see nature as it was 
thousands of years ago—perhaps before mankind roamed the earth.

Where in Belize is it located?

The CBWS is located about 20 miles south of Dangriga and can be 
reached by taking the Southern Highway. If you’re in close proximity to 
the area’s Maya Center Village, you’re just about 6 miles away.

The best time to visit:

If you’re a birding fanatic, migrant birds are best observed in December 
when it’s high season in Belize. The sanctuary’s animals are more likely 
to be sighted in June and July because the rains tend to bring them out. If 
you don’t have a seasonal preference or if finances aren’t governing your 
visit, all creatures of the CBWS are happy to welcome you year-round—
but don’t attempt the 17-mile Victoria Peak climb unless it’s dry season 
for safety reasons.

The best way to get here:

The dirt road from the Southern Highway into the CBWS extends for 6 
miles. It is not paved, so if you drive, you’ll need a car capable of tackling 
rugged terrain. Use public transport if you can. Buses from Belize City 
and Dangriga Town get you to the Maya Village Center, then you can 
hike into the park. If you’re coming from a distance, grab a Maya Island 
Air or Tropic Air flight for the 20-minute trip to Dangriga. Taxis and tour 
companies are also viable options.

The best way to experience it:

The ideal way to experience this wildlife paradise is to book accommo-
dations on the premises rather than staying elsewhere, so you’re in the 
midst of the action. Housing is rather primitive (think summer camp as 
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a kid). The facility sleeps 24 people and has toilet facilities. Alternately, 
bring camping gear and a camping permit. During your visit, see Chucil 
Baluum, a Classic-period Maya ceremonial site; Victoria Peak at an 
elevation of 3,675 feet; and as many trails as time allows. Include visits 
to swimming areas, waterfalls, pine forests, and the newest trail of all, the 
Outlier. The right guide can morph an already fascinating visit into an 
extraordinary one.

   The Belize Zoo

Belize Zoo

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Once upon a time, fi lm producers specializing in documentaries about life 
in tropical forests chose Belize as their favorite destination. Critters now 
living in the Belize Zoo were once “stars” of these documentaries. After 
fi lm crews completed their projects, some of the animals had become so 
habituated to humans, they could no longer live in the wild. In 1983, fi lm 
crew members plus Belize animal lovers carved out a zoo home for these 
animals, and since then, animals who have been orphaned, rescued, or 
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rehabilitated enough to join the family have come to live here, too. It’s fun 
to see this unique zoo and a visit is guaranteed to delight kids of all ages.

Interesting fact: A visit to the Belize zoo is a great way to get an introduction 

to the animals of the country.

The Belize Zoo:

Belize’s version of what a zoo should look and feel like won’t match your 
previous experiences. While the animals you view are in enclosures, don’t 
be surprised to see animals who “visit” from the outside to do what all 
social beings do: hang out with like-minded creatures, steal some food, 
and thrill visitors. What species are you most likely to see? Some will be 
familiar, like raccoons, snakes, and squirrels, but you may never have seen 
some exotic species who make their home here, like tapirs, gibnuts, coati-
mundis, and jaguars, plus gorgeous birds in every rainbow color.

Why you should visit:

First, if you’re a fan of the humane treatment of animals, you will be 
impressed by the way this little zoo is run. It’s not fancy and it’s not huge, 
but this zoo has a different vibe from any zoos you’ve seen in the past. The 
aforementioned visits from jungle animals who linger nearby to commune 
with the zoo’s inhabitants make this a unique facility. From quiet, spell-
binding species to loud-mouthed black howler monkeys who aren’t shy 
about chatting up their relatives on the periphery of the zoo, the variety 
of animals you’ll see is impressive. For the best of all experiences, take the 
Belize Zoo’s night tour to see nocturnal residents awake and alert.

Where in Belize is it located?

The zoo compound is situated on 29 acres of savanna, but all of the action 
happens at the zoo’s epicenter, just 29 miles from Belize City.

The best time to visit:

Any time you like! The zoo is open daily from 8:30 a.m. to 5 p.m., with 
last admission at 4:15 p.m. Zoo residents neither take vacations nor mind 
bad weather.

The best way to get here:

The Belize Zoo is located at Mile 29 on the George Price Highway 
(formerly known as the Western Highway) and is roughly in the middle 
between the cities of Belmopan and Belize City.

It is approximately a 45-minute drive from the cruise ship terminal at 
the tourism village in Belize City and an hour from the Philip Goldson 
International Airport.

The quickest route from the international airport is to drive north on 
the Philip Goldson Highway, take a left onto the Burrel Boom Road, and 
then a right and keep driving west onto the George Price Highway from 
the Hattieville intersection.

The best way to experience it:

Prepare to see 170+ animals when you visit. Some will be napping, others 
preening, jumping around, or staring back at you. The zoo is wheelchair-
accessible—the first natural destination in the nation to have made this 
improvement—so there are no barriers. Expect to see animals from bio-
diverse environments, including jungles, rivers, wetlands, rainforests, and 



170 171

LARRY WAIGHT

the sea. Take extra time to read stories written about each resident. Don’t 
panic if Belize’s national bird, the keel-billed toucan, lands on your shoul-
der! These colorful clowns are the zoo’s ambassadors, so consider yourself 
offi  cially welcomed if this happens to you. 

 Crooked Tree Wildlife Sanctuary

Crooked Tree Wildlife Sanctuary

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

If you’ve got an interest in visiting Crooked Tree Wildlife Sanctuary in 
Belize, and you’ve done your homework, you likely know that the word 
“mosaic” keeps popping up when travel writers describe this destination. 
That’s no coincidence. If you’ve seen a mosaic—an artisan’s rendering 
that’s a harmonious patchwork of shapes, colors, and textures—you 
already know what Crooked Tree looks like from the sky. But you don’t 
want the aerial view. You want the sights, fragrances, and sounds that 
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pervade this fascinating destination, so expect to engage all of your senses 
when you spend time here.

Interesting fact: Crooked Tree Wildlife Sanctuary is recognized as a Wetland 

of International Importance, especially as a waterfowl habitat, under the 

Ramsar Convention on Wetlands.

Cooked Tree Wildlife Sanctuary:

This world of wonder is composed of a huge tract of land that’s peppered 
with creeks, thickets, marshlands, lagoons, and savannas amidst a hard-
wood forest that provides unique habitats for wildlife living in this pro-
tected preserve. The variety of animals and birds hanging out in this forest 
is astonishing; you could even encounter the hemisphere’s largest flying 
birds—other-worldly-looking jabiru storks. Just about everything that 
crawls, prowls, slithers, and roams in Belize is at home here, including 
black howler monkeys, turtles, iguanas, ducks, crocodiles, and too many 
bird species to get an accurate count.

Why you should visit:

How often are you given an opportunity to visit a 300-year-old, 16,400-
acre wildlife sanctuary that, some experts believe, may have been the first 
European settlement to be built in Belize (around 1750)? There’s a small 
Maya excavation site in the southwest corner of the Western Lagoon, so 
if you’re interested in how archaeologists work, you might catch a glimpse 
of Chan Hiix as it’s being revealed. Birders are particularly impressed by 
the great number of avian species found in here, and anyone interested in 
botany will discover vegetation, plants, and flowers not seen elsewhere in 
the region.

Where in Belize is it located?

Crooked Tree is located approximately 32 miles north of Belize City.

The best time to go:

This question is best answered by determining your objectives, since birds 
and animals visit at specific times. If observing giant storks is your aim, 
they show up in November, build nests in January or February, and then 
hang around raising youngsters until June. You can find the most number 
of birds within the park in April, so if you can get here then, your chances 
of seeing Crooked Tree’s diversity are better than most.

The best way to get here:

If you’re driving on your own, take the Philip Goldson Highway (formerly 
known as the Northern Highway) from Belize City until you reach Mile 
33, a dirt road leading to Crooked Tree. Alternately, the Orange Walk/
Corozal bus will drop you 2 miles from your target destination, and you 
can walk there. Alternately, book a tour from all points in Belize cour-
tesy of your resort concierge, and they will take care of all arrangements 
including transport and perhaps a picnic.

The best way to experience it:

Rent a canoe. Ride a horse. Trek into the preserve on your own or hire 
a guide at the visitors’ center. The Belize Audubon Society oversees this 
park and charges modest fees to cover any of these options. Once you’ve 
settled on one (or more), set off on your adventure, knowing that in 
every place you peek under this forest canopy lurks a creature you might 
hear but never see. The best way to experience Crooked Tree? Stay in 
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nearby eco-lodgings (four small hotels and three guest houses), so you 
are immersed in all aspects of the park and get a peek at Crooked Tree 
Village. Stop fi rst at the visitors’ center for everything from trail maps to 
boat rentals, and you’re ready to explore.

 St. Herman’s Blue Hole 
National Park

Inland Blue Hole

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

One of Belize’s most fascinating characteristics is an exotic mix of cultures 
and peoples, but it’s anyone’s guess how the name of a Russian saint 
was bestowed upon St. Herman’s Blue Hole National Park. St. Herman 
was born in Moscow in 1755 and became a legendary North American 
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missionary, yet he never traveled further south than Kodiak, Alaska. You 
might want to solve the mystery yourself—before or after you visit.

Interesting fact: The inland Blue Hole was formed by the collapse of an 

underground limestone cave and is a cool and refreshing place for an 

afternoon swim.

St. Herman’s Blue Hole National Park:

St. Herman’s Blue Hole National Park is more than just the place 200 
species of birds and exotic cats call home. Nature trails used by jaguars, 
ocelots, tapirs, and armadillos when humans aren’t around, take visitors 
to St. Herman’s Cave which has a 180-foot-wide entrance that could 
easily be missed because jungle vines are everywhere.

This cave was once used for Maya ceremonies and rituals and contain 
remnants that were left behind when the cave dwellers moved on. The 
blue sinkhole on the premises is fed by underground streams, and it’s fas-
cinating enough on its own to draw crowds.

Why you should visit:

The unique geological features within this 575-acre forest combine with 
the beauty and wildlife to offer visitors plenty of reasons to tour this area. 
But it’s the cave system that’s the big lure: Walk the 200 yards into the 
enclave to marvel at prehistoric-looking speleothems and Maya artifacts. 
What is the Blue Hole? It’s the lush blue pool deep within the cavern that’s 
100 feet deep and 300 feet in diameter. Don’t confuse this Blue Hole with 
the place near Lighthouse Reef atoll that’s beloved by divers. That said, 
what other excursion offers opportunities to see wildlife, Maya artifacts, a 
cool cave, and a sinkhole fed by underground rivers all in one place?

What makes this park unique?

Every notable site in Belize has its own romantic history, and St. 
Herman’s Blue Hole National Park is no exception. Created by Mother 
Nature when an underground limestone cave collapsed, this natural 
wonder is connected by a river that invites swimmers and tubers eager 
to navigate aspects of the cave via the waterway to jump in and have fun. 
First showcased as a great place to visit back in 1965, this popular destina-
tion became an official Belize National Park in 1978 after funds from the 
MacArthur Foundation, the Chicago-based philanthropic entity, under-
wrote a project that enhanced the location by helping to stem erosion.

Where in Belize is it located?

This destination is close to the nation’s capital, Belmopan, but you don’t 
have to be headquartered there to visit because licensed tour agents will 
be happy to escort you to and from this natural wonderland.

The best time to go:

Any time of year!

The best way to get here:

From Belmopan, travel about 12 miles southeast along the Hummingbird 
Highway to the park’s entrance. Expect to hike through the jungle to 
reach your destinations.
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 The best way to experience it:

Travel through dense forest to the entrance where a picnic area, visitors’ 
center, and gift shop await. Because this site is so easy to wander, you won’t 
need a guide. Visit the cave, the Blue Hole, and the surrounding environ-
ment by way of easy-to-follow trails before using the site’s changing rooms 
to get ready for a refreshing swim. One cautionary note: Because this site 
is, by its nature, a wet adventure, exercise caution when you encounter 
slippery steps on your journey back in time.

 Belize’s Green Iguana 
Conservation Project

Iguana Conservation Project at San Ignacio Hotel

Photo by: Larry Waight

Who says you have to take the kids to expensive 3-D fi lms to see what life 
on earth looked like millions of years ago? Save the cash and use it to bring 
them to Belize to meet the relatives of these scale-covered creatures in 
person at the Green Iguana Conservation Project instead. You’re welcome 
to accompany them and share the journey back in time, and if your trip 
to Belize happens to stimulate your kid’s brains, don’t be surprised if they 
actually look forward to geology and science classes in the future.
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Interesting fact: A tour of this conservation project gives visitors a unique 

opportunity to mingle with these amazing reptiles and also to learn about the 

incubation, hatching, rearing, and releasing process.

Why you should visit:

This landmark conservation project has no equal in the Caribbean. Here, 
you get to see the fleshed-out image that Miriam Roberson and Daniel 
Velasquez had for an iguana refuge back in 1996. Concerned that these 
reptiles were decreasing in alarming numbers, these ecological seers 
launched a movement that culminated with the establishment of the 
Green Iguana Conservation Project, headquartered at the San Ignacio 
Resort Hotel. Years have passed. As iguana populations are restored, 
the behaviors of these scaly creatures have been chronicled, showcased, 
and explored at what is currently ranked the number-one attraction in 
San Ignacio!

Where in Belize is it located?

San Ignacio is a small but vibrant town situated within the Cayo District 
and along the Macal River.

The best time to go:

Any time of year is good, since this experience is headquartered at the 
San Ignacio Resort Hotel, but if you travel during low season when kids 
are out of school, you can take advantage of budget-friendly travel prices.

The best way to get here:

If you’re flush, fly into San Ignacio via Belize City with Tropic Air. 
Alternately, rent a car and take the fully paved George Price Highway 
to San Ignacio. Be prepared to traverse one-way bridges coming and 
going. You can try the bus system from Belize City, but if you prefer a 
less-crowded option, taxis, rental cars, minivans, and shuttles are good 
transportation choices.

The best way to experience it:

Iguanas were called itzamna by ancient Maya, and this knowledge can 
be valuable during the one-hour project tour at the San Ignacio Resort 
Hotel where you’ll learn more about how iguanas are incubated, hatched, 
and reared. Find out how the iguana catch-and-release program works 
to help project scientists keeps tabs on these little animals, and if you’re 
onsite when iguanas are released back into the wild, you could witness 
this exciting event. The project’s adopt-an-iguana program is particularly 
popular, as is the Iguana Kids Club. Support both and your contribution 
helps raise funds to sustain the project and fund scholarships for those 
seeking to study these primitive-looking creatures. You might even bump 
into researchers. But the highlight of your trip could be learning how to 
feed iguanas! There’s a reason kids go wild here, as their minds and hearts 
are opened to this amazing conservation program. Experiential learning 
beats books every time!
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 Community Baboon Sanctuary

Community Baboon Sanctuary

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

If you’d like to meet Belize’s most enigmatic primates, plan to spend time 
at the nation’s Community Baboon Sanctuary. These animals aren’t 
actually baboons, so it’s anyone’s guess how they came to be called that. 
Feel free to refer to them by their offi  cial species name: black howler 
monkey. Kids love this place. Adults do, too. If you’re fascinated by apes 
and their place in Central America’s unique animal hierarchy, a visit to 

this sanctuary will be entertaining; you’ll learn a lot and have a screaming 
good time, as well.

Interesting fact: No real baboons inhabit Belize; however, Belizeans use that 

name to describe the Yucatan black howler monkeys.

 Why you should visit:

World Wildlife Fund offi  cials were encouraged to discover if there were 
more black howler monkeys in Belize than in neighboring nations, so the 
philanthropic organization consulted with villagers in the Belize River 
Valley about establishing a refuge. Funds were allocated to do just that in 
1985. Thereafter, the sanctuary began to inspire the Creole people living 
in nearby villages to get in on this species-saving eff ort. With everyone 
pulling together, the sanctuary has now grown to an impressive 12,980 
acres of territory that safeguards black howler monkeys so they multiply 
and thrive.

 Where in Belize is it located?

Bermudian Landing is the site of the main sanctuary, but the Creole vil-
lages that have joined the eff ort to nurture black howler monkeys include 
Flowers Bank, Double Head Cabbage, Scotland Halfmoon, Isabella 
Bank, and Big Falls/St. Paul’s Bank. The reserve runs along the banks 
of the Belize River, and it’s the pride and joy of landowners who have 
committed to maintaining this area for this species and other local wildlife 
and fl ora.
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 The best time to visit:

Dry season is between February and May. If you visit during the remain-
der of the year, you could encounter wet broad-leaf forest, marsh, and 
pastureland, and since the reserve is situated in the subtropical moist belt, 
river fl ooding could keep you from a visit during green season.

 The best way to get here:

The sanctuary is located just 30 miles from Belize City. Ask your lodgings 
host to arrange a formal tour that includes transport to and from the site, 
or you can rent a car to make the 30-mile drive. With an estimated 1,500 
howlers roaming the 20-square-mile epicenter of the CBS, you’ll probably 
hear them before you see them!

 The best way to experience it:

In addition to seeing the sanctuary and its comical, loud inhabitants, stop 
at the visitors’ center at Bermudian Landing for more information and 
make it a point to hike trails groomed by villagers in the communities 
that are part of the eff ort to keep the largest monkeys in the Americas 
from becoming endangered. Do take the formal 45-minute guided nature 
walk to learn about the animals, medicinal plants within the reserve, and 
the community’s eff orts to keep the monkeys from extinction. Alternately, 
buy a map and roam on your own. Stay overnight if you want to be fully 
immersed so you have time to see house mounds that stand as reminders 
of Belize’s seventeenth to nineteenth-century lumber trade.

 Shipstern Conservation 
& Management Area

Shipstern Wildlife Reserve

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Offi  cially known as the Shipstern Conservation and Management Area, 
Shipstern is a large area of land—22,000 acres (approximately 9,000 hect-
ares)—in Belize’s northern Corozal District. Although not contiguous in 
design, Shipstern is centered on the Shipstern Lagoon, one of the largest 
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inland lagoons in the country. The conservation area is designed to protect 
rare forest trees, including seasonal and dry coastal tropical varieties.

Interesting fact: Shipstern is a haven for birdwatchers. More than 300 species 

of birds have been spotted in the area!

Why you should visit:

Although Shipstern is owned and managed by the Corozal Sustainable 
Future Initiative (CSFI), a private NGO, the Belizean government con-
siders the reserve to be one of the top ten most important sites of its kind 
in the country.

Shipstern is most famous for the large variety of birds that make their 
home in the reserve—at least 300 in total, including egrets, parrots, war-
blers, flycatchers, toucans, and American coots. The reserve is also home 
to raccoons, pumas, deer, peccaries, armadillos, tapirs, crocodiles, mana-
tees, and jaguars.

One of the most popular attractions in Shipstern is a butterfly farm 
adjacent to the visitor center where you can find beautiful butterfly species 
like the zebra butterfly, the blue morpho, and the owl butterfly.

Where in Belize is it located?

Shipstern is three-and-a-half miles (six kilometers) west from the village of 
Sarteneja on the road to Orange Walk or Corozal.

The best time to visit:

The best time to visit Shipstern is January through April, when there is 
little to no rain, and the weather is warm and sunny.

The best way to get here:

From the village of Sartaneja, it’s possible to walk to the reserve. There is 
also a daily bus that leaves Belize City to Sartenaja, with a stop at Orange 
Walk Town.

By car, Shipstern is one hour from Orange Walk Town and two hours 
from Belize City. Due to seasonal variations and road quality, only four-
wheel-drive vehicles are recommended.

The best way to experience it:

Start at the visitors’ center at the entrance to the reserve and then visit 
the nearby butterfly center. From there, you can follow the well-marked 
Botanical Trail to see a variety of medicinal plants and the birds, amphib-
ians, and mammals that inhabit the reserve. There is also a 65-foot tower 
that will take you above the forest canopy to enjoy one of the most mes-
merizing views over the lowlands of Belize. From atop the tower, you will 
be able see the Shipstern Lagoon, Chetumal Bay in the distance, and the 
high forests of Shipstern.

The Shipstern headquarters provide accommodations for passionate 
birders and nature lovers and guided tours of the reserve are available 
for a fee. Visit www.visitshipstern.com to book your accommodations and 
guided tours.
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 Canoeing on the Macal River

The Macal River

Photo by: Larry Waight

The rainforests of western Belize gently fi lter and purify rainwater, which 
fl ows downstream from the Maya Mountains to the meandering Macal 
River. A canoe trip down the Macal River, with a beautiful natural setting 
teeming with birds, amphibians, and reptiles and lushly covered banks, 
off ers a unique opportunity to experience nature in Belize at its best.

Interesting fact: The Macal River winds its way through the Mountain Pine 

Ridge area of the Cayo District and then through the town of San Ignacio and 

soon after, the river merges with the Mopan River to become the Belize River.

 Why you should do a canoe tour:

The Macal River starts in the highlands of the Maya Mountains of Belize 
and wends its way more than 200 miles (320 kilometers) before exiting in 
the Caribbean Sea. While the headwaters are too turbulent for canoeing, 
the lower part of the river is navigable all year round with canoes.

Most canoe tours use either three-person canoes or infl atable kayaks 
that are ideal even for beginners. With an experienced local guide on 
board, participants can enjoy canoeing down one of the most beautiful 
rivers in Belize through unspoiled scenery teeming with life. Along the 
way, participants can get a chance to see hundreds of species of birds, 
including kingfi shers, raptors, orange-breasted falcons, gray necked wood 
rails, mangrove swallows, the social fl ycatcher, rufous-capped warblers, 
crossbills, eastern bluebirds, pine siskins, and the black phoebe.

Although no one knows the exact origin of the name of the river, 
local legends say that it was named after a beautiful young maiden 
named Macall.

 Where in Belize is the Macal River?

The Macal River runs through Cayo District in the west of Belize. The 
best place for canoeing is upstream of the river near the Hawksworth 
Bridge in San Ignacio Town.

 The best time to go on a canoe tour:

To avoid unpredictable tides and rain showers, the best time to enjoy a 
canoe tour of the Macal River is during the dry season, which runs from 
approximately mid-November to mid-April.
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 The best way to get to the Macal River:

Most guided canoe tours of the Macal River are based in San Ignacio.

 The best way to experience a canoe tour:

Head to San Ignacio to sign on with the experienced local tour com-
panies. They’ll arrange for all necessary equipment, using three-person 
canoes or infl atable kayaks to ensure that participants can relax and enjoy 
the beautiful sights as they paddle down the Macal River.

 Mopan River Tubing Adventure

Mopan River

Photo by: Norm Lane | Dreamstime.com

With most organized tour groups picking up participants in San Ignacio 
Town, the Mopan River tubing adventure begins in either Bullet Tree 
Falls Village or San Jose Succotz Village. One of the most beautiful and 
cleanest rivers in the country, the Mopan was an important water source 
for the ancient Maya. Today, the Mopan River passes through both San 
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Jose Succotz and Bullet Tree Falls villages until it merges with the Macal 
River to form the Belize River.

Interesting fact: The Mopan River runs from the Petén Department of 

Guatemala into the Cayo District of Belize. The river merges with the Macal 

River at Branch Mouth forming the Belize River, which ultimately discharges 

to the Caribbean Sea.

Why you should do this tour:

Few experiences can surpass relaxing on an inner tube while gently float-
ing down a beautiful, unspoiled river. Marvel at the rich abundance of 
flora and fauna as you float through the jungle, including giant iguanas 
and colorful tropical birds. If you’re lucky, you might spot villagers 
washing their clothes or bathing in the river with their kids. When you go 
with an organized tour, your guide will tell you all about the history of the 
area as well as point out interesting examples of Belizean wildlife.

Where in Belize is it located?

Some tours depart from the village of San Jose Succotz while others leave 
from Bullet Tree Falls. Participants going to Bullet Tree are escorted to 
Paslow Falls and enter the river from there. Participants doing the Bullet 
Tree Village option of the tour can choose to stop at either the Riverside 
Resort or at Raw Spa Lodge for a cold drink or delicious meal.

The best time to do the tour:

Generally speaking, the best time to enjoy this adventure is anytime, but 
be sure to check with a local tour company for current information. The 
tour is not safe when the water volume in the river is too high.

The best way to get here:

The best way to enjoy a tour of the Mopan River is by booking a tour with 
your hotel or via a licensed tour company.

The best way to experience it:

Starting in the town of San Ignacio, you’ll head to either the villas of San 
Jose Succotz or Bullet Tree Falls. Participants will then don a lifejacket (if 
needed) before getting on their own individual inner tube. The guide will 
lead the flotilla down this gently flowing river out past the village and into 
the rainforest. Along the way, he will point out the beautiful birds and 
other forms of exotic wildlife. After passing through some smaller rapids, 
participants will disembark and be driven back to San Ignacio Town.
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 Kayaking the Moho 
River in Belize

Moho River

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

In a land replete with beautiful and pristine watercourses, the Moho River 
in the Toledo District of Belize is truly special. Beginning at its headwa-
ters in Amatique Bay, the Moho River fl ows through eastern Guatemala 
before terminating in southern Belize.

Due to its remote location, the Moho River is one of the most beautiful 
rivers in the country. Its banks are covered in thick jungle that teems with 
exotic wildlife like giant iguanas, crocodiles, kinkajou, howler monkeys, 
and birds like falcons, hawks, and eagles.

Interesting fact: A plethora of animals including turtles and iguanas and a 

wide variety of exotic birds can be spotted along the pristine Moho River.

Why you should do this tour:

The water of the Moho River is quite warm and relatively shallow in most 
parts, making it easily navigable even for inexperienced kayakers. Most 
organized kayaking expeditions are led by native Maya people, who have 
a deep and ancient connection to the land and are experts in the native 
fl ora and fauna.

Some parts of the Moho River have rapids, giving kayakers a chance 
to enjoy some thrills and spills along the route. These rapids, however, are 
of the “pool-drop” variety and can be safely negotiated even by inexperi-
enced kayakers.

Where in Belize is it located?

The Moho River fl ows for dozens of miles across southern Belize, but 
most kayaking trips begin near the village of Santa Ana in Toledo District.

The best time to do the tour:

In order to avoid potentially fast currents and fl ooding, it’s best to kayak 
the Moho River during the dry season (approximately November to May). 
Kayaking the river may be diffi  cult following periods of precipitation.
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The best way to get here:

Most kayaking on the Moho River is done with an experienced tour guide. 
Organized trips to the river often depart from the town of Punta Gorda.

The best way to experience it:

Be sure to choose an organized tour led by a local expert who’s well versed 
in the river and a licensed guide. Bring along a camera as well as a water-
proof pouch to protect your valuables. Several small villages are located 
along the banks of the river where travelers can enjoy home-cooked meals.

Bring along a change of clothing, insect repellent, water, and food 
for the journey, as there are no large urban areas near the river. Kids as 
young as six can enjoy kayaking on the river as the currents are slow and 
the waters are relatively shallow.

 Pontoon Tour of Vaca Lake

Pontoon Tour of Vaca Lake

Photo by: Larry Waight

Located in the upper part of the Macal River Valley in Belize’s western Cayo 
District, Vaca Lake is a large body of pristine water surrounded by verdant 
jungle and some of the most stunning waterfalls in the country. Although 
Vaca Lake is the six-mile-long man-made creation of the Vaca Dam, this 
large body of water is an ideal setting to experience the lush wildlife of Belize.
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Interesting fact: This tour offers a unique opportunity to spot myriad 

creatures, including tapirs, spider monkeys, ocelots, and a plethora of birds 

that convene at this biospheric junction.

Why you should do the tour:

A pontoon boat is a large floating vessel that moves slowly and is designed 
for maximum stability. Participants have plenty of open seating on this 
boat, perfect for spotting colorful birds, crocodiles, monkeys, ocelots, and 
other assorted wildlife that inhabit the shores of Vaca Lake.

The pontoon tour of Vaca Lake includes a stop at the waterfall where 
the crystal pool underneath is perfect for enjoying a refreshing swim 
on a hot day. The boat tour continues to a second waterfall, a gorgeous 
backdrop for enjoying lunch. The tour continues on to the “crystallized” 
waterfall, where a small grotto contains a wealth of sparkling stones 
and minerals.

Where in Belize Is the Vaca Lake located?

Vaca Lake is located in the middle of the jungle a few miles outside of 
Benque Viejo Del Carmen. The closest town is Benque Viejo, and most 
tours depart and return from San Ignacio.

The best time to do the tour:

Due to the fact that Vaca Lake is a man-made result of the nearby Vaca 
Dam, the waters of Vaca Lake are calm all year round. Pontoon boats come 
with enough shelter to make visiting on a rainy day still worthwhile, but 
tour operators may cease operations during especially inclement weather.

The best way to get here:

Contacting one of the established tour operators or organizing the tour 
via your resort is the best way to arrange for a pontoon tour of Vaca 
Lake. Most tours start and finish in San Ignacio Town in Belize’s western 
Cayo District.

The best way to experience it:

The pontoon tour of the lake is very relaxing—ideal for people of all ages 
and athletic abilities. Be sure to bring sunscreen, insect repellant, and 
plenty of batteries for your camera as the pontoon tour is all about mar-
veling at the natural wonders of Belize. If you plan on swimming, bring a 
change of clothes, swimsuit, and a towel. Be aware that there is a rigorous 
hike required between where your vehicle drops you off and the shore of 
the lake.
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 Hiking in Belize

Hiking trails in Belize

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

With approximately 30 percent of its territory set aside for nature reserves 
and national parks, it’s no wonder that Belize is a popular hiking destination.

Interesting fact: Hiking is a great way to see Belize’s unspoiled nature at its best!

 Why you should go hiking:

Whether you prefer to wend your way up steep inclines to marvel at 
mountain panoramas, make your way through lush jungles, see ocean 
birds and spectacular ocean vistas, or witness colorful tropical birds and 
exotic animals like jaguars, monkeys, and tapirs, there is a trail suitable for 
every hiker in Belize.

 Where can you hike in Belize?

Some of the top hiking destinations in Belize include:

Shipstern Wildlife Nature Reserve: Measuring more than 32 square miles, 
the reserve is a mix of pristine forest, wetlands, and savanna. It has several 
marked trails, a special botanical trail, a butterfl y aviary to visit, and a 
natural history museum.

Rio Bravo Conservation Area: This lovely area is home to a lush tropical 
rainforest that is the natural habitat of more than 200 species of trees. 
Other denizens of the rainforest include jaguars, howler monkeys, deer, 
and more than 400 species of birds.

Half Moon Caye Natural Monument: In Belize, islands are known as 
“cayes”, and this protected natural area has hiking trails that combine 
spectacular views of the Caribbean and more than 90 species of birds, 
including the frigate bird and the red-footed booby.

Hokeb Ha Cave: This cave is a 20-minute hike from the village of Blue 
Creek. It is accessed by swimming into the opening through a pool of 
cool water. Inside, visitors fi nd stalactites and stalagmites leading from 
one chamber to the next. Archaeologists have found many Late Classic 
ceramics as well as an altar inside the cave, leading them to theorize that 
the Hokeb Ha Cave was used specifi cally for ceremonial purposes. The 
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calm water at the main entrance is perfect for a leisure swim, and the 
one-of-a-kind view inside makes this a must-see for any hiker.

Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary: Southwest of Dangriga is the 
admired Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary, consisting of 128,000 
acres of extensive tropical trails that feature the largest concentration of 
wild cats in the world. Known as one of the best areas in Belize for experi-
encing authentic jungle life, the Cockscomb Basin, situated at the base of 
the peaking Maya Mountains, was established in 1984 to protect its large 
population of wildlife that call it home. Lucky visitors will catch a glimpse 
of a jaguar, while most will encounter just their paw prints, along with 
numerous species of medicinal plants, mammals, and birds that populate 
more than 20 miles of trails. Visitors to the Cockscomb Basin can also 
enjoy scenic views of the towering waterfalls and explore its beauty in the 
surrounding rivers and creeks via canoe, tube, or kayak.

Five Blues Lake National Park: This ten-acre park is surrounded by more 
than 4,000 acres of limestone hills and tropical forests, and is home to 217 
different species of birds. Forest trails crisscross the park, leading to the 
caves and sinkholes that dot the landscape. The first national park to be 
managed by a community-based organization, it’s enhanced by the efforts 
of locals who have set up camping sites and small bed and breakfasts for 
travelers wishing to fully experience the amazing park.

Mountain Pine Ridge Forest Reserve: Known as the only true pine forest 
in all of Central America, the Mountain Pine Ridge Forest Reserve is one 
of Belize’s greatest hiking destinations. Its sweeping views cover nearly 
300 square miles and provide endless opportunities for adventure seekers. 
The enchanting forest features remarkable changes in wildlife and land-
scapes, from distinctive Belizean birds and butterflies to pristine rivers 
and plummeting thousand-foot waterfalls. The waterfalls, occasionally 
referred to as the Hidden Valley Falls, are considered among the 100 best 
waterfalls in the world. With a total height of 1,500 feet, the brilliant falls 
literally must be seen to be believed. And the terrain within the Mountain 

Pine Ridge Forest Reserve is not only ideal for hiking, but for biking and 
horseback riding, as well.

The Sapodilla Cayes Marine Reserve: Covering approximately 78 square 
miles of clear blue water and sandy cayes along the southernmost tip of the 
Belize Barrier Reef, this reserve is one of the most scenic spots for hikers 
along Belize’s coastline. Situated at the southern point of the reserve, 
Huntington Caye is known to have one of the most beautiful beaches in 
Belize and offers spectacular scenery and perfect conditions for a peaceful 
rest after hiking.

Mayflower Bocawina National Park: Offering a truly unique hiking des-
tination for travelers, the Mayflower Bocawina National Park contains 
7,000 acres of beautiful jungle, tranquil streams, and roaring waterfalls set 
amongst the unexcavated Maya sites of Maintznun and T’au Witz. This 
destination was declared a national park in 2001. It is located just off the 
Southern Highway, close to the town of Dangriga.

Blue Hole National Park: This beautiful park offers much more than the 
rare keel-billed toucan, red-legged honey creepers, and white hawks that 
make their homes here. It also houses magnificent geological wonders 
such as a sinkhole formed by a collapsed underground river channel. The 
steps of the Blue Hole lead into a 25-foot deep pool of cool, turquoise 
water, surrounded by dense forest and hanging vines, making this hiking 
destination a splendid surprise at every turn.

The best time to go:

With warm temperatures and lots of sun year round, just about any time 
of year is the right time to enjoy a hike in Belize.
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The best way to get to hiking trails/
destinations in Belize:

Shipstern Wildlife Nature Reserve is located in Corozal District, a few 
miles from the local capital of Corozal Town.

The Rio Bravo Conservation Area is easily accessible from the Mennonite 
village of Blue Creek in Belize’s Orange Walk District.

The Half Moon Caye Natural Monument is located on the southeast 
corner of Lighthouse Reef Atoll. It is relatively easy to find a private boat 
service connecting the atoll to the bigger towns along the coast.

The Hokeb Ha Cave is a 20-minute hike from the Maya village of Blue 
Creek in the Toledo District.

Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary is located southwest of Dangriga. 
There are many tour operators in the area that offer this tour.

The Five Blues Lake National Park is located a few miles out of Belmopan, 
the capital city. A hiking tour of the national park can be booked with any 
local tour operator in the Cayo District.

The Mountain Pine Ridge is located in the Cayo District of Belize. You 
can book a tour of this nature park with any local tour company in Cayo.

The Sapodilla Cayes Marine Reserve is 40 miles east of Punta Gorda, 
Toledo. Contact any local tour company in Toledo, and they will help you 
book a tour of this marine reserve.

Mayflower Bocawina National Park is located off the Southern Highway 
and is close to the town of Dangriga. There are many tour companies in 
the area that offer tours to this national park.

The Blue Hole National Park is located a few miles outside of Belmopan, 
the capital of Belize. The best way to experience this park is by booking a 
tour with Roam Belize.

The best way to experience it:

Be sure to bring sturdy footwear, sun protection, plenty of water, and 
insect repellant in order to make the most of your hiking experience in 
Belize. In order to preserve the natural beauty in this country, always 
follow the maxim of taking nothing but photographs and leaving nothing 
behind but your footprints.
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 Waterfall Rappelling 
and Zipline Adventure at 

Bocawina Rainforest

Ziplining at Bocawina

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Located in Belize’s southeastern Stann Creek District, the Mayfl ower 
Bocawina Park is 7,000 acres of pristine tropical evergreen forest. A 
gorgeous natural paradise, the park is home to exciting adventures like 

rappelling down a waterfall and sailing through the forest canopy on some 
of the longest zip lines in the country.

Interesting fact: Mayfl ower Bocawina was declared a national park in 

2001 and off ers over 7,000 acres of pristine tropical rainforest, cascading 

waterfalls, and evidence of an ancient Maya city.

Why you should visit:

Bocawina Falls is the signature cascade in the Mayfl ower Bocawina Park, 
a majestic waterfall that spills into a series of crystal-blue pools ideal for 
swimming. Visitors can enjoy a thrilling descent down the side of the falls 
to reach the lodge some 1,000 feet below.

Nearby is a series of platforms high up in the forest. Once at the top, 
visitors can sail across more than two-and-a-half miles of cable to enjoy 
the thrill of the longest zip-line course in Belize. The zip-line course has 
a total of twelve platforms separated into eight runs that are ideal for par-
ticipants of all skill and bravery levels. The longest single stretch of zip line 
is 2,500 feet.

Where in Belize is it located?

The Mayfl ower Bocawina Park is located in the Stann Creek District of 
Belize. The park is administered by Friends of Mayfl ower Bocawina National 
Park, an organization that co-manages the park with the government.

The best time to visit:

Its year-round hours means the beautiful Mayfl ower Bocawina Forest 
is open for the enjoyment of visitors at any time of the year, weather 
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permitting. The entrance fee is USD$5 for visitors and BZD$2 for Belize 
residents. The zip-line and water rappelling tours are an additional cost.

The best way to get here:

The best way to enter the park is via a four-mile-long access road that 
connects the park to Mile Marker 6 of the Southern Highway, just a short 
distance south of where it intersects with the Hummingbird Highway.

The best way to experience it:

Inside the park are several Maya sites, including Mayfl ower Plaza and 
Maintzunun temple. These and other waterfalls like Three Sisters, Peck, 
Big Drop, and Antelope Falls are worth a visit in between rappelling 
and zip-lining.

Visitors choosing to rappel down the side of Bocawina Falls can choose 
between the full 1,000-foot descent or starting at a point at around 500 
feet and continuing to the bottom. For more adventurous visitors, it’s pos-
sible to enjoy the zip-line experience during the night, especially recom-
mended when there is a full moon.

 Angel Falls Extreme 
Zipline and Rappelling

Photo by: Angel Falls

For true adventure enthusiasts who want a challenging experience in one 
of the most beautiful places on earth, Angel Falls in Belize off ers plenty of 
heart-pumping thrills.

Located in a lush setting on the edge of a national forest, Angel Falls 
is home to more than 500 species of plants and wildlife. Angel Falls is 
located deep in the pristine rainforest with crystal-clear water tumbling 
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more than 400 feet down a verdant hillside into a spectacular pool teeming 
with butterflies.

Visitors can choose between rappelling down the side of the waterfall 
or zipping through the jungle at the top of the falls, one of the longest and 
fastest ziplines in Belize. The zipline experience has been referred to as 
the “chariot to heaven” by visitors.

Interesting fact: Angel Falls offers plenty of heart-pumping thrills and is 

located in an unspoiled, gorgeous area in southern Belize.

Where in Belize is it located?

Angel Falls is located on a vast 200-acre site on the border of the Sibun 
Forest Reserve and Manatee River in southeastern Belize.

The entrance to Angel Falls is at Mile 26 1/2 on the Hummingbird 
Highway in Stann Creek District, exactly midway between Dangriga 
and Belmopan.

The best time to visit:

This adventure center is open seven days a week, between 8 a.m. and 5 p.m.

The best way to get here:

There are multiple public buses that transit between Belmopan and 
Dangriga. Simply ask to be let off at Mile Marker 26 1/2.

Angel Falls is located about one mile from the Hummingbird 
Highway exit.

By private vehicle, follow the Hummingbird Highway to Mile Marker 
26 1/2 and follow the path until you arrive at their office to book your tour.

The best way to experience it:

As the highest, longest, and fastest zipline in the country, Angel Falls is 
truly suited for adventure junkies who want an unforgettable thrill. And 
from the top of the falls, participants can rappel down two separate drops, 
each over 200 feet, right to the base of the waterfall. There are a total of 
eight ziplines that offer participants a stunning view of the falls and sur-
rounding jungle.

There’s a bar-and-grill area at the base of the waterfall where food 
and refreshments are sold, including fresh fruit. Inner tubes are also 
available for relaxing in the pool at the base of the falls. Be sure to bring 
insect repellent and proper clothing, as the hike to the top of the falls goes 
through thick vegetation. Visitors are also advised to bring swimwear, a 
towel, and a change of clothing.

Opened in 2017, the Angel Falls area employs several professional 
guides. Safety equipment and rappelling gear is provided. The untouched 
flora and fauna in the area are an attraction unto themselves, with many 
different bird species commonly spotted such as kiskadees and curassows.
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 Horseback Riding

Horseback Riding

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

One of the best ways to explore the natural beauty of Belize is on horse-
back. Far from the bustle of roadways and noisy towns, small trails wan-
dering through pine forests, jungles, and savannahs give horseback riders 
a way to get up close and personal with the wildlife and fl ora that make 
Belize one of the most biodiverse countries on the planet.

San Ignacio, the eco-tourism capital of Belize, is one of the most 
popular places to begin an exploration of the country on horseback. The 

region around San Ignacio is a delightful mix of verdant, rolling hills and 
pristine jungle interspersed with rivers, ancient marvels like ancient Maya 
cities, and cascading and majestic waterfalls.

Whether it’s the quiet neigh of your horse or the contentment that 
comes with using a completely “green” and sustainable form of transpor-
tation, few experiences can compare to exploring Belize on horseback.

Interesting fact: You can go horseback riding to an ancient Maya site like 

Xunantunich in Cayo, Belize.

 Experiencing Belize on horseback:

Astride a horse is a great way to see Belize in a way few other visitors will 
ever get to enjoy. Horseback riding will take you off  the beaten path to 
explore the gorgeous scenery and beauty of Belize at a natural pace.

One of the most popular ways to enjoy horseback riding in Belize is by 
exploring the ancient May site of Xunantunich, which is located in the 
jungle wilderness of western Belize near the border with Guatemala. One 
of the largest Maya sites ever discovered, Xunantunich has been continu-
ously excavated for more than a century and is still revealing treasures 
to archaeologists. A 2016 excavation discovered the largest royal Maya 
tomb ever uncovered deep beneath the central temple that included 
hieroglyphic panels that have unlocked the history of the ancient Maya 
monarchies that once ruled the region.

 The best time to go horseback riding:

Certainly, horseback riding can be enjoyed whenever the weather 
permits, but the dry season (November through May) is usually the best 
time to explore nature on horseback in Belize. By riding in the dry season, 
you’ll avoid potential problems with fl ash fl oods, muddy trails, and slip-
pery conditions.



214 215

LARRY WAIGHT

 The best way to experience it:

It’s usually best to sign up for an organized horseback riding tour. Having 
an experienced local guide with you will improve the experience and 
ensure that you don’t miss all of the best spots and trails. And, of course, 
organized tours include horses familiar with navigating the trails and 
wildlife in the area.

 Aguacate Lagoon

Aguacate

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

The Aguacate Lagoon is a lake and private reserve that is perhaps one of 
the best birding and wildlife-spotting areas in western Belize. It is located 
just down the road from the Mennonite community of Spanish Lookout 
in the Cayo District. A pristine wetlands where birds fl it through the air 
and amphibians sun themselves on lily pads, the Aguacate Lagoon is a 
favorite birding destination where ornithologists can easily fi nd vermillion 
fl ycatchers, fork-tailed fl ycatchers, yellow-rumped warblers, white-tailed 
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kites and hawks, laughing falcons, meadowlarks, swallows, herons, and 
even jabiru storks.

Interesting fact: Aguacate is Spanish for avocado, and a number of avocado 

trees can be found at the reserve. It is believed that that is how the lagoon 

got its name.

Why you should visit:

Belize is a country that is blessed with a diverse landscape, including 
rainforests, savannahs, jungles, rolling hills, waterfalls, and the long 
Caribbean coastline. But the Aguacate Lagoon (Spanish for “avocado” 
due to the number of avocado trees that thrive in the area) is a slice of 
untrammeled paradise.

From the vibrant faces of the Mennonite children that live nearby to 
the tree-lined trail that meanders around the lagoon, Aguacate is a great 
place to relax and unwind in one of nature’s most beautiful oasis.

Where in Belize is it located?

Aguacate Lagoon is located approximately 20 minutes from the 
Mennonite village of Spanish Lookout in Belize’s western Cayo District. 
The lagoon is located on a 284-acre private reserve that also includes an 
unexcavated ancient Maya site.

The best time to visit:

The birds and wildlife that make Aguacate Lagoon such a special environ-
ment are well adapted to the weather conditions in Belize, so just about 
any time of year is a good time to visit. There are plenty of trees lining 

the hiking trail around the lagoon, so Aguacate can be enjoyed even on 
cloudy or rainy days.

The best way to get here:

If you’re heading to Aguacate on your own, follow the signs on the George 
Price Highway and head to the village of Spanish Lookout. Once in the 
village, your best bet is to ask locals how to get to the lagoon.

The best way to experience it:

Aguacate’s principal attraction is its untamed wilderness and lack of 
modern infrastructure, so be sure to bring everything you need for a day 
spent outdoors, including bug spray, sun protection, snacks, and plenty 
of drinking water. On a hot day, you can enjoy a refreshing swim in the 
lagoon, so pack a towel and a swimsuit if you plan on getting wet. Birding 
guides are also a useful item as the wetland environment of Aguacate 
makes for some of the best bird watching in the country.
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 Visit Seven of the World’s Best 
Birding Sites Here in Belize

Birding in Belize

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Veteran bird watchers make pilgrimages to Belize 12 months a year 
because it’s a world-famous paradise year-round, but no matter when 
you decide to visit, you’ll be rewarded. Sure, it takes time to spot all 618 
species that either reside here or just stop off  on their migration routes, 
but that’s what keeps birders coming back over and over again. We can’t 

speak for the birds, but we suspect their numbers show that they love it 
here, so you can’t go wrong if you check out these seven sites armed with 
your binoculars and favorite bird guide.

Interesting fact: Even if you are not a birding enthusiast, you’ll be astonished 

by the exotic and colorful bird species that Belizean guides will show you on 

any nature trip.

Caracol Maya Site: Excuse the pun, but you can knock off  two birds with 
one stone at Caracol in the Cayo District by touring a major Maya site 
and seeing some of the most gorgeous birds on the planet. Sharp-eyed 
birdwatchers report spotting a harpy eagle, and if you know how rare and 
elusive these birds are, it’s OK to be envious. Sharing this lush forest with 
the elusive eagle are species with quirky names, like the great curassow, 
keel-billed motmot, crested guan, ocellated turkey, and a bird with the 
most curious name of all—the violaceous trogon.

Cockscomb Basin Forest Reserve: This unique reserve is a study in contra-
diction. Home to endangered jaguars prowling the ground, Cockscomb is 
a literal peaceable kingdom among the treetops because so many species 
coexist nicely—most probably because forest-dwelling birds stay safe up 
there! Train your binoculars on large, loud scarlet macaws, huge king vul-
tures, and several types of toucan during your visit. They’re all so impos-
ing and colorful, you couldn’t miss them if you tried.

Crooked Tree Wildlife Sanctuary: If you wonder where storks hang out 
when they’re not delivering babies, this northern Belize wetland may 
answer your question. As a matter of fact, giant jabiru storks make their 
homes here during the dry season, so if you long to see these stately birds, 
time your visit accordingly. By the way, these long-legged birds don’t 
begrudge other species from sticking around, so if you also happen to 
glimpse yellow-lored parrots or Yucatan jays, your birding friends will be 
mighty impressed.
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Half-Moon Caye National Monument: There’s a reason red-footed boobies 
congregate on this desolate atoll and feel free to nest and reproduce 
without fear: This wildlife and marine reserve rarely gets human visitors. 
That stated, when dedicated birders show up, they know to be respectful 
of the environment. Sometimes, the caye is so crowded it’s hard to spot the 
terrain beneath the birds. Between migratory sea bird stop-overs and the 
species who call this atoll home year-round, this is the place to see if you 
want to experience huge numbers of birds in one rather crowded place.

Shipstern Nature Reserve: Shipstern is a 22,000-acre bird reserve that’s 
estimated to host 250 bird species, though they’re not necessarily all 
in residence at the same time! Since the ecosystem in and around this 
park is a mix of tributaries and solid land, bird watchers can take several 
approaches to scoping out birds that frequent it: by foot, piloting a dugout 
canoe or, if you want to see the area with a small party of people, you can 
arrange a fl at-bottom boat for your birding tour in this area.

New River Lagoon: Make this your second opportunity to pair a Maya 
site visit with your bird observation activities. As the name suggests, this 
area’s main attraction is the water, and in addition to the lagoon, you’ll 
also fi nd marshlands, steams, and canals known to attract purple galli-
nule, black-colored hawks, and northern jacana birds. When you’ve had 
your fi ll of wetlands, hike to the Lamanai Maya site to discover more birds 
along the trails and perched at the ruin itself.

Man-O-War Caye: The name may sound menacing, but this area is one of 
the most tranquil nesting sites in Belize. Given the fragility of the area, it’s 
perpetually monitored by the Belize government, and there are restric-
tions imposed on birders eager to glimpse man-o-war, brown boobies, and 
frigates. To make sure this area remains protected, visitors must observe 
this breeding ground from small boats that circle the island. Binoculars 
are a must if you visit.

 Black Hole Drop

Black Hole Drop

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Although the name Black Hole Drop implies dropping into a bottomless pit, 
the Black Hole Drop is actually a unique climbing adventure in which 
participants get lowered down through the fl oor of a cave that sits high 
above the nearby jungle canopy. As participants rappel further down-
ward, they will pass through the canopy layer until they arrive in a deep 
hole that looks inky black—hence, the name.
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Interesting fact: While you descend into the cave, the first ten feet provide 

the adrenaline, the next 200 feet provides an unforgettable experience and 

sights to behold, and the last 100 feet take you down through the rainforest 

canopy.

Why you should visit:

The tour begins with a hike through the jungle up to a cave named Actun 
Loch Tunich. From there, participants are carefully connected to a safety 
harness. The adventure begins when participants lower themselves over 
a ledge on the cave floor, seemingly to descend into complete blackness.

Some 200 feet below the floor of the cave, participants will reach the 
upper level of the nearby jungle canopy. Facing their fears of heights, 
participants will continue to rappel downward through tree branches 
until they touch ground at the bottom of a cavern. As the cavern looks 
completely black from above, this is where the “black drop” name comes 
from. The total descent is approximately 300 feet, requiring participants 
to master their fear of heights to enjoy this unique adventure experi-
ence. After the long descent into the cave, the way out involves a long 
hike back up that includes the rigorous activities of rock climbing and 
ladder climbing.

Where in Belize is it located?

The Actun Loch Tunich Cave where the Black Hole Drop adventure 
begins is located in the foothills of the Maya Mountains in Belize’s western 
Cayo District.

The best time to visit:

The tour is open year round, but the hike up to the cave can be a very 
muddy experience if it has recently rained.

The best way to get here:

As only licensed operators can allow you to safely participate in the Black 
Hole Drop, most participants use a tour company to arrange for trans-
portation from their hotel or lodge. If you’re traveling there yourself, the 
nearest city is Belmopan.

The best way to experience it:

Although the Black Hole Drop is only recommended for individuals who 
are not overly afraid of heights, the tour can be enjoyed by anyone as long 
as they remember that the biggest barrier is psychological, not physical. 
The Black Hole Drop experience is run by professional climbers, and the 
excitement comes more from the perception of danger than any real risk 
to safety. Keep an open mind and steel yourself to overcome your fears, 
and you will enjoy a truly thrilling experience.
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  Rio Blanco Waterfalls

Rio Blanco

Photo by: Basilio Mes

Rio Blanco Falls is a very scenic series of waterfalls located inside the 500-
acre Rio Blanco Falls Park in the southern part of the country. The park 
was founded in 1994 and is currently being managed by the Rio Blanco 
Mayan Association.

Interesting fact: Rio Blanco falls are located in a national park that was made 

a protected area in the early 1990s.

 Why you should visit:

The waterfalls run in a series of cascades at a gentle angle, allowing visi-
tors to swim in the plunge pool at the bottom. The pristine natural beauty 
of the area is popular for bird watching, enjoying a picnic meal, or simply 
soaking up the quiet ambiance. More adventurous visitors can climb to 
the top of the waterfalls and use a stone ledge to jump directly into the 
plunge pool at the base.

To reach the falls, visitors need to hike for about a mile up a narrow 
trail and then climb a series of steps cut out of the stone. There’s a visitors’ 
center at the entrance to the park where travelers can learn about the park 
as well as browse through traditional Maya handicrafts that are for sale.

 Where in Belize is it located?

The falls are located inside the Rio Blanco Waterfall Park approximately 
6 miles south of the village of San Antonio and 30 miles north of Punta 
Gorda in Belize’s southern Toledo District. The entrance to the park is 
just a short walk from the village of Santa Cruz. From the entrance, you’ll 
need to travel approximately one mile into the park to reach the well-
marked stairs that lead to the falls.

 The best time to visit:

The narrow trail that accesses the park cuts through the jungle and may 
be diffi  cult to traverse following heavy rains. The water levels of the falls, 
however, remain suffi  cient enough to enjoy swimming and diving into the 
plunge pool all year round.
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 The best way to get here:

Part of the attraction of the Rio Blanco Falls is its quiet, natural beauty, 
so it isn’t easy to get to this area with a vehicle. Most visitors travel to San 
Antonio Village and then proceed to the entrance of the park by personal 
vehicle or on foot.

 The best way to experience it:

Belize has many beautiful waterfalls, but Rio Blanco is a great way to 
enjoy a peaceful ambiance far from the bigger crowds that can be found 
at other sites. If you’ve got time to spend a day relaxing in nature and 
marveling at the quiet beauty and active bird life, Rio Blanco Falls is the 
perfect spot to enjoy a picnic and a refreshing swim on a hot day.

 Hike Victoria Peak

View from atop Victoria Peak

Photo by: Belize My Travels/Kevin Quischan

Victoria Peak is the second-highest point in Belize and is the country’s 
smallest (in terms of area) protected conservation area. Measuring 3,688 
feet (1,124 meters) high, Victoria Peak commands an impressive view of 
southern Belize.
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Interesting fact: On May 2, 1998, Victoria Peak was declared a Natural 

Monument. Prior to this declaration, Victoria Peak was part of the Cockscomb 

Basin Wildlife Sanctuary.

Why you should hike Victoria Peak:

The ecology of Victoria Peak is only slightly different than the surround-
ing Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary (CBWS), a thick, heavily for-
ested area replete with waterfalls at lower elevations and smaller, hardier 
plants at higher elevations.

The hike to the summit of Victoria Peak offers a lot of physical chal-
lenges while allowing visitors to explore the eco-diversity of the area, 
which includes bird species, broad-leafed trees, and all five of Belize’s big 
cat species.

Indeed, Victoria Peak and the surrounding CWBS is home to the 
densest population of jaguars in the world. Although CWBS has the 
only jaguar preserve in the world and also hosts other big cat species like 
pumas, these animals pose little danger to humans.

Where in Belize is it located?

Victoria Peak is located in Maya Center Village, Stann Creek District.

The best way to get here:

First, enter the Cockscomb Basin Wildlife Sanctuary (CBWS) at its official 
park entrance in Stann Creek District. From there, you’ll need to hike 
approximately 17 miles (28 kilometers), most of it uphill through very 
dense terrain, in order to reach the peak.

Due to the difficulty of achieving this, it’s recommended that hikers 
plan to spend three to five days in the CBWS.

The best way to experience it:

The recommended way to experience this area in just three days is:
•  Day 1: Hike from the CBWS entrance to KM 19, 

camping overnight.
•  Day 2: Hike from KM 19 to the top of Victoria Peak, returning to 

KM 19 to spend another night camping out.
•  Day 3: Hike back to the campground at KM 12, and from there, 

follow the trail back to the CBWS entrance (“Ground Zero”).

Travel tips for those wishing to hike Victoria Peak:
•  Pack lightly.
•  Wear loose-fitting, long-sleeve shirts and long pants, light footwear, 

and a hat to block the sun.
•  Bring a LOT of water.
•  Pack several clear plastic bags to protect electronic equipment 

from moisture.
•  Bring a headlight, personal knife, and machete.
•  Pack insect repellant and soap.
•  Bring a small pot for cooking and/or boiling water.
•  Pack trail mix and other nutrient-dense foods.
•  Be sure to bring a camera!
•  Do not leave your garbage behind after the hike is over.

For more information about hiking Victoria Peak, email Belize My Travels 
at belizemytravels@gmail.com.

Photo by @BelizeMyTravels
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  Davis Falls

Davis Falls

Photo by: Roam Belize

Located near Dangriga in southeastern Belize, Davis Falls is one of the 
most iconic natural attractions in the country. With a total height of 

around 500 feet (120 meters), Davis Falls is the second-tallest waterfall in 
the country, after Thousand-Foot Falls.

Interesting fact: You will cross seven jungle rivers before you arrive at the 

stunning Davis Falls!

Why you should visit:

Davis Falls is one of the most beautiful natural landmarks in the country. 
Due to its remote location deep in the jungle of southeastern Belize, the 
entire Davis Falls area is a great place to experience the pristine and 
unspoiled beauty of Belize.

The nearby citrus orchards add a delicious perfume to the air, making 
Davis Falls feel like a small corner of paradise. The 75-feet deep pond at 
the base of the falls is fi lled with clear water, making it the ideal place to 
enjoy a picnic or a refreshing swim on a hot Belizean day.

Where in Belize is it located?

The road to Davis Falls begins at mile marker 14.5 of the Hummingbird 
Highway near Dangriga in southeastern Belize. To reach the falls, you 
must drive for eight miles along an extremely rough road (accessible to 
four-wheel-drive vehicles only), followed by a hike on foot for two miles.

The best time to visit:

As a natural landmark, Davis Falls is available for exploration all year-
round. Be aware, however, that the access road may become impassable 
following heavy rains.

There is a BZD$10 fee to enter the Davis Falls area.
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The best way to experience it:

Most visitors prefer to get to Davis Falls aboard a rugged ATV that can 
handle the slippery, tortuous road that leads to the site. Private compa-
nies off er guided ATV tours of the area and transportation using rugged 
four-wheel-drive vehicles to traverse the seven river crossings that must be 
forded in order to reach Davis Falls.

Once at the site, the best way to enjoy Davis Falls is by enjoying a swim 
in the refreshingly cool waters at the base of the waterfall. There are also 
a number of marked hiking trails in the vicinity that allow visitors to learn 
more about the fl ora and fauna in the area.

Guided tours include education about the wildlife in the area as well 
as on harvesting edible foods such as the jelly coconuts that grow around 
Davis Falls.

 Belize Botanical Gardens

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Belize is a pristine country bursting with fragrant fl owers, exotic wildlife, 
and an incredible diversity of trees and plants. One of the best ways to see 
this biodiversity at its fi nest is by visiting the Belize Botanical Gardens.

Established in 1997, the Belize Botanical Gardens contain more than 
45 acres of plants from all around the country and the region. The Belize 
Botanical Gardens play host to experimental fruit trees imported from 
Asia, including mangosteen, litchi, and rambutan plants.
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There’s also an inland lagoon that draws in many different bird 
species, including whistling ducks, herons, and grebes. The Orchid House 
contains more than 200 different species of native orchids, including the 
black orchid, Belize’s national flower.

Interesting fact: Belize Botanical Gardens are home to over 2,000 plant 

species including hundreds of native species of plants and trees.

Why you should visit:

A visit to the Belize Botanical Gardens is the perfect introduction to the 
beauty of Belize’s nature. The vast grounds contain indigenous plants and 
a research center working to find new plants and crops that will flourish 
in Belize’s fertile soils.

Whether you’re coming just to wander and enjoy the atmosphere 
or want to learn more about the plants of Belize, the Belize Botanical 
Gardens is well worth a visit. The gardens offer guided and self-guided 
tours, including packages that include transportation to/from San Ignacio 
and courses to learn more about the different plants, including ancient 
herbal remedies used by the Maya.

Where in Belize is it located?

The Belize Botanical Gardens are located approximately ten miles outside 
of San Ignacio Town in the country’s central Cayo District.

The best way to get here:

By private vehicle, the Belize Botanical Gardens can be difficult to find. 
Visitors are encouraged to call (501) 824-3101 or email them at info@
belizebotanic.org for more information.

Guided tour packages include round-trip transportation to and from 
the Belize Botanical Gardens from San Ignacio Town.

Best way to experience it:

Guided tours are available between 7 a.m. and 3 p.m., and take around 
one to one-and-a-half hours to complete. Guided tours include learning 
about the plants and birds on the property as well as information about 
traditional medicinal remedies.

Children aged twelve and under when accompanied by their parents 
can enter free. For adults, the standard entrance fee is $15, and several 
guided tour options that include transportation and a meal are available 
for between $70 and $100 per person.
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 Rio Bravo Conservation 
and Management Area

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Consisting of more than 260,000 acres of Maya forest and comprising 
approximately four percent of Belize’s total land surface, the Rio Bravo 
Conservation and Management Area is the country’s largest nature park. 
Rio Bravo is composed of diff erent habitats, including pine forests, fresh-
water lagoons, broadleaf forests, and marshes.

Once an area that was heavily logged for mahogany and other hard-
woods, Rio Bravo is now an important contributor to the environmental 
health of not just Belize but also neighboring Mexico and Guatemala.

Interesting fact: Rio Bravo Conservation and Management Area is critical to 

biodiversity in Central America and is home to more than 390 bird species 

and the largest jaguar population in Central America.

Why you should visit:

With more than 390 species of birds and 70 mammal species calling the 
reserve home, Rio Bravo is one of the best places in Belize to see wildlife 
at its fi nest. Some of the birds and animals include endangered species 
like the Morelet’s crocodile, the Central American river turtle, and the 
yellow-headed parrot.

Other animals that can be found within Rio Bravo include jaguars, 
margays, ocelots, spider monkeys, pumas, and howler monkeys. The 
reserve is also home to more than 200 species of trees.

Originally composed of land donated by corporations, the reserve is 
operated today by Programme for Belize, a non-profi t NGO dedicated to 
protecting and preserving Belize’s rich natural heritage.

Where in Belize is it located:

Rio Bravo is located in the northwest part of Belize and borders both 
Mexico and Guatemala. Rio Bravo lies within the boundaries of Belize’s 
Orange Walk District.
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The best time to visit:

As a living, constantly evolving biosphere, Rio Bravo invites visitors to 
enjoy the spectacular wildlife there all year round.

The best way to get here:

The reserve can be entered at a number of points, but the most popular 
way to experience Rio Bravo is at the La Milpa Field Station located three 
miles from the La Milpa Maya site. There’s another fi eld station at Hill 
Bank on the south shore of the New River Lagoon.

Both fi eld stations have rustic accommodations for overnight visitors.

The best way to experience it:

Rio Bravo can be enjoyed as a day trip or visitors can elect to spend a few 
nights on site in order to more fully explore the area. Special tours such as 
guided forest walks, frog watches, and night trips are available.

 Caves Branch Botanical Gardens

Photo by: Caves Branch

Founded in 2008, the Caves Branch Botanical Gardens is the largest facil-
ity of its kind in Belize. The Botanical Gardens was founded in order to 
both help protect and conserve the biodiversity of Belize’s ecosystem as 
well as provide an educational experience for visitors and locals alike to 
learn more about the incredible beauty and variety of nature in Belize.

Since its founding, the Caves Branch Botanical Gardens has become 
an important reservoir of Belize’s fauna as well as a source for scientifi c 
study of indigenous plants in the country.
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Interesting fact: Caves Branch Botanical Garden is one of two Botanical 

gardens in Belize and is the only garden that maintains a collection of native 

epiphytes (air plants or plants that grow on other plants) as well as bromeliads 

and orchids. It has the largest collection of these plants in the country.

Why you should visit:

The national flower of Belize is the black orchid, and the Caves Branch 
Botanical Gardens is home to more orchid species than anywhere else in 
the country. The Botanical Gardens is also home to an ever-increasing 
collection of other epiphytes and bromeliads (known as “air plants”).

The Caves Branch Botanical Gardens has also teamed up with the 
Marie Selby Botanical Gardens in Florida in order to provide an in-depth 
scientific study and cataloging of epiphyte plants in Belize. Information 
gathered from the Botanical Gardens has proven highly useful in success-
fully protecting the country’s rich natural heritage.

Where in Belize is it located?

The Caves Branch Botanical Gardens is located on the grounds of the 
Caves Branch Jungle Lodge. The Botanical Gardens is open to the public 
and is not restricted to guests of the lodge.

The best time to visit:

Due to Belize’s year-round balmy weather, the Caves Branch Botanical 
Gardens is an excellent place to visit 365 days a year. Both guided and 
self-guided tours are available, but they must be booked ahead of time by 
emailing info@cavesbranch.com or calling (501) 610-3451.

The best way to get here:

The Caves Branch Jungle Lodge and the Botanical Gardens can 
be reached by following the well-marked exit at Mile 41 1/2 on the 
Hummingbird Highway just east of Belmopan in central Belize.

The best way to experience it:

Because the Caves Branch Botanical Gardens is an important educational 
facility, it is essential to approach this attraction with an open and curious 
mind. Many of Belize’s flowering plants emit a strong perfume, so visitors 
should be prepared for an organic medley of scents, such as coffee, cacao, 
pineapple, and papaya.
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Silk Cayes

Silk Cayes

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Belize may be known for lively towns and villages where tourists and 
ex-pats revel in fun, but it’s the solitary cayes situated along the coast that 
satisfy the sensibilities of those whose idea of happiness is a small spot in 
the midst of an ocean. Happily, you don’t have to be hundreds of miles 
from land to enjoy this rare experience. Head for Belize’s Silk Cayes, two 
deserted islands off ering visitors 360-degree panoramas of endless sea, so 
you and your party can see how it feels to be the only people on earth.

 Silk Cayes:

For some reason, these islands were given two names: Silk Cayes and 
Queen Cayes. Call them either when you travel here, where you’ll 
encounter sugar-white beaches, the occasional coconut palm, and water 
lapping along the shoreline beneath which a lively community of aquatic 
life awaits wide-eyed visitors. Spot vividly colored fi sh, benign sharks (yes, 
they do exist), eagle rays, and stingrays from your perch on the beach 
where a picnic is the perfect accompaniment to a day-long adventure.

Interesting fact: Silk Cayes is located just 22 miles (36 kilometers) east of 

Placencia Village and is home to numerous endangered species of corals, 

turtles, and fi shes.

 Why you should visit:

Silk Caye is a jumping-off  point for scuba divers and other aquatic sports 
enthusiasts eager to explore Belize’s barrier reef. Don your choice of 
diving gear, and you’re off  to see tropical aquatic life unmatched in the 
Caribbean region. Rings of coral reef that pre-date humans off er divers a 
close look at the earth’s earliest natural aquatic formations, which include 
the staghorn, fi re, star, and elkhorn varieties. See more than fi sh off  Silk 
Caye waters: Spot green, loggerhead, and hawksbill turtles plus great 
hammerheads. Don’t be scared if you encounter whale sharks; they’re 
more scared of you than you are of them!

 Where in Belize is it located?

Due east of Placencia Village on the Placencia Peninsula, approximately 
20 nautical miles from shore. Don’t expect a dock! Visitors pilot their 
boats directly onto the sandy beach.
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 The best time to visit:

Nobody in your party will care if it’s raining once you hit the water, so any 
time of year is good for a Silk Cayes trip. That stated, bring a tent if you’re 
planning to picnic here during the green season.

 The best way to get here:

Take a 45-minute boat ride from Placencia Village. If you’re already a 
sailor, rent a boat and pilot it yourself, but for a truly carefree experience, 
daily tours that include guides, picnic lunches, and gear can make your 
time spent as a Silk Cayes castaway a picture-perfect experience.

 The best way to experience it:

 Only you can decide to spend time on these small, deserted islands by 
yourself or with others, but the latter is likely a safer option. Travel in 
swimwear and tote your equipment if you haven’t booked a tour that 
includes tanks, fi ns, and diving gear. Spend time lying on the beach as 
gentle breezes caress your body and pay special attention to the absence 
of sounds, other than water lapping at the beach edge. While you’re there, 
you may wish to thank the Belize government for declaring the Silk Cayes 
a protected zone more than a decade ago. Who knows what these pristine 
cayes would look like if not for their critical intervention?

 South Water Caye

South Water Caye

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Because of the freshwater sources in the center of this small island, fi sher-
men used to stop off  at South Water Caye to replenish their supplies. 
Approximately 15 acres in size, South Water Caye lies directly above the 
Belize Barrier Reef and is home to some of the best snorkeling and diving 
in the country.
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Interesting fact: South Water Caye is a charming and underrated spot in 

Belize that has spectacular off-the-beaten-track reef diving and snorkeling in 

a stunning tropical setting.

Why you should visit:

When a beautiful tropical island comes to mind, South Water Caye is an 
almost picture-perfect rendition of that image. With gorgeous panoramas 
of the Caribbean, sugar-white sand beaches, and gorgeous snorkeling and 
diving opportunities nearby, South Water Caye is one of the most beauti-
ful islands in Belize. Because the island is in the middle of a protected 
nature reserve, it is very easy to see an abundance of colorful marine life 
all along the shoreline.

Where in Belize is it located?

South Water Caye is located directly atop the Belize Barrier Reef, which 
is a few miles offshore from Stann Creek District in southeastern Belize. It 
is in the center of the South Water Caye Marine Park, a protected reserve 
where fishing and industrial activity is prohibited.

The best time to go:

The weather is near perfect all year round at South Water Caye, so pretty 
much any time is a good time for visiting this small island atop the Belize 
Barrier Reef. Rainfall is higher from June to November, so plan accord-
ingly. Hurricane season in the Caribbean is at its peak from mid-August 
through the end of September, so check the weather forecast before 
heading out to the island.

The best way to get here:

South Water Caye has no airport, so the only way to get there is by water 
taxi or private boat. Depending on the weather, it takes approximately 45 
minutes to arrive at South Water Caye from Dangriga or other coastal 
locations in Stann Creek District.

The best way to experience it:

While it is possible to do a daytrip to South Water Caye from the main-
land, the best way to experience the island is by staying a few days. Visitors 
can splash or snorkel in the crystal-clear waters at the shore or suit up for 
some outstanding deep-water diving just a short distance offshore. There 
is a small nature reserve at the south end of the island, which is used by 
sea turtles for building nests.
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 Glovers Reef Atoll

Glover’s Reef Atoll

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

It’s OK to channel your inner child when compiling your Belize itinerary, 
but pirate hats and swords won’t be necessary—nor must you put a parrot 
on your shoulder—to fully experience Glover’s Reef Atoll, a coral won-
derland frequented by marauding pirates back in the 1750s. John Glover 
(and his conspiratorial brother, Roger) regularly put in at this coral reef, 
and the folklore surrounding these two swashbucklers will add some 
romance and delight to your visit. What treasures will you fi nd if you 
spend time here? A world of aquatic splendor that has been declared a 
World Heritage site and a protected marine reserve awaits, but you can 

also enjoy the privacy and solitude you so richly deserve as you collect 
twenty-fi rst-century booty in the form of rest and relaxation.

Interesting fact: Glover’s Reef has one of the greatest diversity of reef types 

in the western Caribbean. It is also a World Heritage site and marine reserve.

 Glover’s Reef Atoll:

Originally settled by Maya who sailed here from mainland Belize, 
Glover’s Atoll is a fragile marine reserve that’s been lovingly preserved 
for posterity. At just 80 square miles in circumference, the stunning coral 
that shapes a snug wall around what travel magazine writers love to call a 
“rainbow-colored lagoon” features more than 700 shallow patches. Since 
the atoll is only 18 miles long and 6 miles at its widest point, you can see 
every inch. And if you are interested in the deepest ocean drop in the 
world, don’t skip the Caiman Trench, which plunges 15,000 feet to the 
bottom of the sea.

 Why you should visit:

Glover’s Reef wraps around an 80-square-mile lagoon that’s as idyllic as 
any South Seas movie you’ve viewed. As the southernmost of three Belize 
atolls, the reef atoll serves several purposes: It hosts a lodge situated amid 
coconut palm trees and sandy beaches that promises refuge from the 
world, a research site, and a place you can indulge in every aquatic sport 
that suits your fancy—diving, snorkeling, swimming, or sailing. Multiple 
dive sites bearing enticing names like Octopus Alley, Turtle Tavern, 
and Dolphin Dance give you access to spotted stingrays, barracuda, 
French angelfi sh, butterfl y fi sh, and sharks. Love to paddleboard? This is 
your destination!
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 Where in Belize is it located?

It is about an hour and a half from Dangriga (southern Belize) by boat. It 
is approximately 28 miles (45 kilometers) from the mainland.

 The best time to visit:

This depends upon whether you plan to sleep in tents and immerse 
yourself in a back-to-nature lifestyle or if you lodge at a full-service resort 
whose cabanas and houses off er shelter during the green season.

 The best way to get here:

There is only one way to get here—by boat, unless you plan to para-
chute in!

 The best way to experience it:

If you’re coming for a sporting holiday, you may prefer tent camping, 
but you can also duck into a resort and opt for a package that includes 
diving, lodging, and meals. By booking a tour, you don’t have to become 
a mountain goat and drag gear or worry about boat rentals or facing your 
own navigational shortcomings. Of prime importance is having your fi ll 
of nature’s bounty and seeing wonders on display that are heavily pro-
tected by bylaws passed beginning 1993 under the Fisheries Act. Stay long 
enough to explore a good chunk of the 86,653 acres of coral that serve 
as protectors of the lagoon, where lobster, conch, and fi n fi sh feed and 
spawn. Another reason to hire a guide? There are so many stringent con-
servation restrictions in the area, you don’t want to inadvertently incur a 
fi ne and ruin what is likely to be the vacation of your life!

Half Moon Caye

Half Moon Caye

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

As atolls go, Half Moon Caye National Monument is the furthest from 
Belize’s mainland, and while it’s tiny, it has been given a very long name. 
In fact, this caye’s claim to fame is for the birds: It’s the nation’s oldest 
protected wildlife site, and plenty of prestigious entities make sure it 
stays pristine, including Belize’s National Parks System Act of 1981 and 
the Belize Audubon Society. This is designated a United Nations World 
Heritage site. Why is it so important? This is home to boobies—countless 
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numbers of these noisy birds. So if you’re a birder, you may refer to this 
atoll simply as avian paradise.

Interesting fact: In 1928, Half Moon Caye was gazetted as a crown reserve 

bird sanctuary under the Crown Land Ordinance to protect the habitat of the 

red-footed booby. It is today Belize’s oldest site for wildlife protection.

Why you should visit:

For starters, this unusually shaped parcel of land erupting from the sea has 
an asymmetrical shape surrounded by a fringe of reef to create a platform 
that safeguards a tranquil lagoon. Every inch of the reef is lavished with 
coral patches that attract marine wildlife—especially fish—and it’s been 
around for longer than the nation of Belize has existed. Governments may 
have come and gone, but wildlife protection ordinances remain stringent. 
Thus, for a piece of land that only measures 41.5 acres in the midst of 
9,658+ acres of sea, it’s understandable why this remote atoll is also one of 
the area’s most popular deep-sea-diving sites.

Where in Belize is it located?

Half Moon Caye National Monument is located approximately 55 miles 
east of Belize City, but you can also use San Pedro and Caye Caulker 
Hopkins as your starting point.

The best time to visit:

Since marine turtle nesting and hatching season runs from May to 
November, if you want to see loggerhead, hawksbill, and green turtles 
swim to shore to deposit eggs, you’ll have to see them from the deck of a 
boat because nesting disturbances are serious business on this atoll. The 

red-footed booby colony nests just weeks after the turtles have done their 
thing, but birders recommend autumn for the most impressive migrations 
of all birds in this region. If you’re only coming to dive and don’t care 
about birds, the month of May is your best bet.

The best way to get here:

There are two ways to experience this beautiful area: hire a boat and 
come by yourself or book a tour, which makes the most sense for myriad 
reasons. Sleep on board your boat or book a bed at the island’s quarters; 
just don’t expect luxury. There’s a dedicated camping area equipped with 
some of the comforts of home: a shower house, compost toilet, picnic 
tables, and a barbecue pit. Solar power keeps things running.

The best way to experience it:

Take at least one full day to see Half Moon Caye National Monument. 
Browse forested areas that are home to lizards, iguana, and other reptiles 
that have migrated from Cuba, the Bahamas, and the US (most probably 
on cargo ships). The elusive Belizean atoll gecko lives here, but only comes 
out at night—reason enough to overnight on the atoll. Coconut trees pro-
liferate and more than forty species of flowers grow on Ziricote trees that 
are reported to have come from the Pacific Rim. Most Half Moon Caye 
National Monument visitors come for the diving, and if that describes 
you, stick around long enough to get your fill at these perennially popular 
dive spots: Half Moon Caye Hall, Angelfish Wall, Elkhorn Forest, Tarpon 
Caves, and Eagle Landing.
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 Goff ’s Caye

Goff ’s Caye

Photo by: Zhukovsky |Dreamtime.com

In Belize, all of the off shore islands are referred to as cayes (pronounced 
“keys”) and Goff ’s Caye is defi nitely one of the more popular. That’s 
thanks to its close location to Belize City, gorgeous sandy beaches, and 
a healthy marine system replete with a coral reef and a foraging area for 
sea turtles.

Interesting fact: Goff ’s Caye is one of the closest islands to Belize City and is 

a favorite getaway destination and playground for many Belizean families.

 Why you should visit:

If your main port of call in the country is Belize City, then the island of 
Goff ’s Caye is probably your easiest and best bet to get a taste of island life 
in the country. With beautiful beaches and the sparkling Caribbean Sea, 
Goff ’s Caye is a picture-postcard tropical destination. The waters off shore 
are home to beautiful coral reefs replete with a rich abundance of marine 
life, including enormous sea turtles.

 Where in Belize is it located?

Belize City is separated from several nearby islands by a waterway called 
the English Channel. Goff ’s Caye is located on the north side of the 
English Channel and measures just 1.2 acres.

 The best time to visit:

Like the rest of Belize, the weather in Goff ’s Caye is quite warm and 
mostly sunny all year round. Be aware, however, that the green season 
usually runs from between May and November, with occasional squalls 
and storms throughout the rest of the year.

 The best way to get here:

The only way to get to Goff ’s Caye is by boat. There are no regular water 
taxi services to and from the island, but many domestic charter and tour 
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companies off er transportation to and from Goff ’s Caye. It takes approxi-
mately 20 to 30 minutes between Belize City and Goff ’s Caye.

 The best way to experience it:

There is little of interest on the island itself aside from beautiful sandy 
beaches ideal for swimming and sun tanning. The most popular draw 
for this small island is the amazing snorkeling and diving opportunities 
available directly off shore. Snorkeling and diving gear is available from 
outfi tters on Goff ’s Caye, but you can save a little money if you bring your 
own equipment with you. There are some limited foods and snack options 
on the island, so if you don’t bring your own food, be prepared to subsist 
on sodas, water, and barbecue sandwiches. Due to its close proximity to 
Belize City, a day trip to Goff ’s Caye is a great way to experience island 
life and see the magnifi cent coral reefs of Belize.

Tobacco Caye

Tobacco Caye

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

A tiny island measuring just fi ve acres and easily traversable on foot in ten 
minutes or less, the lovely Tobacco Caye off  the coast of southeastern 
Belize is one of the most beautiful spots in the country.

Interesting fact: Tobacco Caye is a part of the South Water Caye Marine 

Reserve that covers 117,878 acres. The marine reserve is a part of the Belize 

Barrier Reef Reserve System World Heritage site and is an integral part of 

the Southern Barrier Reef Complex, which is one of the most biodiverse in 

the country.
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Why you should visit:

The first European settlers in the area used the tiny island for growing 
tobacco, giving the name to what is today a picture-postcard gem of a 
tropical island that has no roads or vehicular traffic. Whether you’re inter-
ested in recreating your favorite shipwreck fantasy on a deserted island 
or simply want to lounge in a hammock underneath swaying palm trees, 
Tobacco Caye is a delight.

Tobacco Caye is especially popular with visitors due to its crystal-clear 
waters and its ideal offerings for scuba diving. Just 300 feet offshore is a 
deep drop-off, perfect for divers who want to explore the rich abundance 
of marine life in the Belize Barrier Reef.

Where in Belize is it located?

Located within the South Water Caye Marine Reserve, a division of the 
greater Belize Barrier Reef, Tobacco Caye is approximately a 30-minute 
boat trip offshore from Dangriga in southeastern Belize.

The best time to visit:

With outstanding weather nearly all year round, pretty much any time is 
a good time to visit Tobacco Caye. Migrating whale sharks come through 
the area every year from April to approximately June.

The best way to get here:

There are no regular commercial water taxi routes that connect Tobacco 
Caye to the mainland, but numerous private operators offer service to 
and from the island. You may be able to get a ride to Tobacco Caye from 
other islands and atolls in the southern part of the Belize Barrier Reef.

The best way to experience it:

With a few affordable Belize resorts and small hotels on the island, you’ll 
want to book a few days to truly relax and enjoy the rhythms of life on 
Tobacco Caye. Be sure to head into the water, where scuba diving and 
snorkeling opportunities abound just a few feet from the beach. There’s a 
dive shop in case you don’t have your own gear, and the food served in the 
various lodges, bars, and restaurants is fresh and delicious. If island life 
calls to you, you can catch a ride from Tobacco Caye to some of the other 
popular snorkeling and diving spots on the reef.
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Laughing Bird Caye

Laughing Bird Caye

Photo by: James Kelley |Dreamstime.com

If a Belizean tells you that Laughing Bird Caye is for the birds, it’s OK to 
believe them. This little isle situated within an azure lagoon is a popular 
place for visitors and residents who appreciate the nation’s ecological 
wonders. If you’re eager to see how it feels to perch on an island that’s just 
1.4 acres, put this destination atop your Belize itinerary. That said, don’t 

let the size of this caye fool you—there’s lots to do here: swim, picnic, scuba 
dive or do nothing but lie on the white sand. You won’t be the fi rst visitor 
to fi nd contentment staring up at palm trees and cotton-candy clouds.

Interesting fact: The caye gets its name from the Laughing Gull. This bird once 

used to breed on the caye, but due to a growing human presence, the colonies 

have moved to nearby undisturbed cayes for breeding.

Laughing Bird Caye:

First, show your friends how smart you are by referring to Laughing Bird 
as a faro rather than a caye. What’s the diff erence? The fi rst is attached 
to the continental shelf. Surrounded by deep channels rather than ocean, 
this atoll has an astonishing array of natural wonders, including coral 
expanses in many shapes, colors, and confi gurations that are only sur-
passed by the wide range of marine life just beneath the surface of sur-
rounding waters. Will you spot any birds laughing hysterically over man’s 
foibles? Not really. But you will spot a nice array of serious birds that 
make their homes here.

Why you should visit:

Lots of locations throughout the Caribbean lay claim to having the most 
fi sh and amphibian species within their boundaries, but you would be 
hard pressed to fi nd a location this tiny with as much diversity, thanks, in 
part to its proximity to the Belize Barrier Reef Reserve System. Marine 
treasures in and around this geologically rich slice of land are so precious 
that Belize declared Laughing Bird Caye a protected area in 1981—long 
before the nation’s environmental protection eff orts were as stringent as 
they are today.
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Where in Belize is it located?

This little atoll is found on Victoria Channel’s western side. Only 11 miles 
off  the Placencia Village coast in the Stann Creek District, Laughing Bird 
Caye has the distinction of being the southernmost island in the Barrier 
Reef lagoon.

The best time to visit:

There’s no best time to visit Laughing Bird Caye—unless the weather 
happens to be awful. Picnics obviously require a hospitable climate or 
a tent, but as long as there’s no lightning threatening your day, you can 
scuba dive in the rain if you like.

The best way to get here:

Hire a guide in Hopkins, Placencia Village, or elsewhere on the Placencia 
Peninsula to enjoy your Laughing Bird Caye outing to the max. Tour 
fees cover the boat ride from Placencia Village to the caye and back. 
Depending on your desires, everything from a picnic lunch to scuba and 
snorkeling gear can be provided by your licensed tour operator.

The best way to experience it:

The best way to start your Laughing Bird Caye adventure is by acknowl-
edging the many statutes governing this national park and obeying restric-
tions. A typical day might be snorkeling to observe fi sh and turtles beneath 
the lagoon surface, lounging on the beach, indulging in a barbecue lunch, 
and spotting birds that dwell in this area. Osprey, green herons, melodious 
blackbirds, and brown pelicans that long ago made their peace with human 
visitors are happy to share their atoll with you when you come for a visit.

Swallow Caye Wildlife Sanctuary

Photo by: Diego Grandi |Dreamstime.com

Swallow Caye is an island (all islands are called “cayes” in Belize) located 
just a few miles off  the coast of Belize City. The caye is located in the 
center of the Swallow Caye Wildlife Sanctuary, which measures nearly 
9,000 acres (36 square kilometers) and includes part of several other unin-
habited islands.
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The main attraction of the Swallow Caye Wildlife Sanctuary is the 
shallow waters that are covered with vast beds of seagrass. The seagrass 
is a natural feeding ground for manatees, a threatened species of marine 
mammal that’s indigenous to Belize.

Interesting fact: Established in 2002, the Swallow Caye Wildlife Sanctuary 

works to protect the habitat of the West Indian Manatee Population.

Why you should visit:

Founded in 2002, the Swallow Caye Wildlife Sanctuary serves primar-
ily to protect manatees. Manatees are herbivores (plant eaters) with few 
natural predators, but they can be easily injured or killed by the propellers 
of boats. As such, boating is strictly regulated, and all watercraft must 
cut their engines and be manually poled once inside the Swallow Caye 
Wildlife Sanctuary.

In order to protect the manatees, swimming with or touching the man-
atees is forbidden. But these playful, gentle creatures must surface every 
fifteen minutes in order to breathe, making them easy to spot from a boat.

Some of the most entrancing sights are watching mother-and-calf 
pairs swim and play together in the shallow waters of Swallow Caye 
Wildlife Sanctuary.

Where in Belize is it located?

The Swallow Caye Wildlife Sanctuary is located about 4 miles (6 kilome-
ters) due east of Belize City and about 19 miles (30 kilometers) southwest 
of Caye Caulker.

The best time to visit:

The Swallow Caye Wildlife Sanctuary is a natural area open 365 days a 
year, but access is only via private boat operator, and it may be difficult or 
impossible to reach during inclement weather.

The best way to get here:

Private boat operators organize tours to Swallow Caye Wildlife Sanctuary 
from Belize City, Ambergris Caye, St. George’s Caye, and Caye Caulker.

The best way to experience it:

The Swallow Caye Wildlife Sanctuary is a great place to learn more about 
manatees and see them in the wild. Beyond the manatees, the area is very 
lush and pristine, home to many birds, fish species, and plants.

Keep in mind that touching, petting, feeding, and swimming with the 
manatees is strictly prohibited. Filming and taking photographs is the best 
way to capture your experience with the manatees.



268 269

THE ULTIMATE BELIZE BUCKET LIST

Snake Cayes

Snake Cayes

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Despite their ominous name, the Snake Cayes are amongst the most beau-
tiful off shore islands in Belize. And, while it is true that a few serpents did 
once inhabit the islands, they pose little risk to visitors who want to visit 
these gorgeous islands in search of bird species, sugar-white sand beaches, 
and crystal-clear waters.

Interesting fact: Snake Cayes are some of the most gorgeous and unspoiled 

island chains off  the coast of southern Belize. Tour companies in Punta Gorda 

off er tours to these beautiful cayes!

 Why you should visit:

The Snake Cayes are four islands that are situated approximately 20 miles 
off  the coast of southern Belize. Named West, Middle, East, and South 
Snake Caye, the islands were given their scary moniker due to the large 
number of boa constrictors that once lived there.

The Snake Cayes are unusual because they are not part of the nearby 
Belize Barrier Reef, the second-largest barrier reef in the world. The cayes 
are offi  cially inside the Port Honduras Marine Reserve (that is adequately 
co-managed by the Toledo Institute for Development and Environment 
and the Belize Fisheries Department) and have their own separate coral 
growing on a ledge of limestone.

The most popular of the four islands is West Snake Caye. Measuring 
just two acres, the island has extraordinary beauty that makes it an ideal 
destination for snorkeling and grilling fresh-caught fi sh on the pure-white 
sand beaches.

East Snake Caye was once known as Lighthouse Caye due to the pres-
ence of a lighthouse, which is still standing (along with a second one built 
later). Middle Snake Caye is most popular with bird watchers as there are 
huge nesting sites for bridled terns and brown noddies there. South Snake 
Caye is less popular with tourists, but it’s used by fi shermen in pursuit of 
lobster and barracuda.

 Where in Belize is it located?

The Snake Cayes are located approximately 20 miles east of Punta Gorda 
in the Toledo District of southern Belize.
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 The best time to visit:

As a protected natural area, pretty much any time is a good time to visit 
the Snake Cayes except during periods of inclement weather and/or rough 
sea conditions.

 The best way to get here:

There is no airstrip on the Snake Cayes, so the only way to get there is by 
private boat charter or water taxi.

 The best way to experience it:

The Snake Cayes are a great way to get off  the beaten path and enjoy a 
beautiful island experience. The pure white sand, clear water, and sepa-
rate mini reef make this area a great place to indulge in some snorkeling 
and swimming. As a protected nature reserve, the islands are fantastic for 
spotting birds and watching manatees frolic and play.

Ranguana Caye

Ranguana Caye

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

In a country with hundreds of off shore islands, few can compare in beauty 
and tranquility to Ranguana Caye. Measuring only two acres, Ranguana 
Caye has just three wood cabanas raised on stilts for overnight visitors.

Interesting fact: Ranguana Caye is said to have been the base of the renegade 

Spaniard, Diego el Mulato. Diego el Mulato is the name given to several pirates 

who were active in the Caribbean during the 1600s.
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Why you should visit:

If you’re looking for a relaxing and intimate tropical island getaway, 
Ranguana Caye is ideal. Close enough to reach the mainland and nearby 
islands with ease, Ranguana Caye gives guests the chance to relax in 
comfort and luxury and enjoy delicious gourmet meals while admiring a 
stunning vista of the crystal-clear waters of the Caribbean.

Guests of Ranguana Caye can enjoy snorkeling, paddle boarding, 
and kayaking in the waters around the island or sit back and relax in a 
hammock that sways to a gentle tropical breeze. They can eat and drink 
their fill, work on their tan, and enjoy fun beach games and barbecues 
while staying on this beautiful island getaway. Perhaps the most popular 
spot on the island is Bully’s Beach Bar, the closest thing to a pirate that 
you’re likely to ever see.

The three cabanas on the island each include a king-size and twin bed, 
as well as a private bathroom.

Where in Belize is it located?

Ranguana Caye is located about 18 miles or a one-hour boat journey 
from the Placencia Peninsula in southeastern Belize.

The best time to visit:

Ranguana Caye is open all year round, but advanced booking is required 
for overnight stays. Access to Ranguana Caye is restricted due to inclem-
ent weather and unfavorable sea conditions.

The best way to get here:

There are no commercial routes to Ranguana Caye. Visitors are urged 
to contact private boat charters operating out of the Placencia Peninsula.

The best way to experience it:

Relax, kick off your shoes, and sip on a fresh-made cocktail at the beach-
front bar. Spend the night in one of the cabins and wake up to the unfor-
gettable sight of a tropical island morning filled with birdcalls and the 
gentle sound of the Caribbean lapping against the shore. Lie back in a 
hammock or head out on the water to enjoy a full day’s worth of adven-
ture before returning for delicious food, drinks, and a beach barbecue.
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 Scuba Dive and Snorkel 
with Whale Sharks

Whale sharks

Photo by: Michael Valos | Dreamstime

Few diving or snorkeling experiences can compare to coming up close with 
whale sharks, the largest fi sh species on the planet. Although these crea-
tures are truly enormous, they feed on very small fi sh eggs and spawn, 
and thus pose no risk to humans. When whale sharks rise to the surface to 

feed in Belizean waters, divers and snorkelers have a unique opportunity 
to interact with these playful giants of the deep.

Interesting fact: Whale sharks are the largest fi sh on the planet.

 Why you should do this tour:

Until you see a whale shark up close, it is impossible to realize just how 
large these gentle creatures area. Measuring up to 40 feet long and 
weighing up to 20 tons, whale sharks are a migratory species that circum-
navigate the globe annually. The Belize Barrier Reef acts as a nursery 
for thousands of marine species, and the location is the only place in the 
world where whale sharks congregate in large numbers near the surface 
as they rise to feed.

 Where in Belize can you do a whale shark tour?

The best place to encounter migrating whale sharks in Belize is at the 
Gladden Spit and Silk Cayes Marine Reserve, measuring almost 26,000 
acres in size and located approximately 22 miles (36 kilometers) off  the 
coast of Placencia and other locations in Stann Creek District.

 The best time to do the tour:

Because whale sharks are a migratory species, they are only in Belizean 
waters a short time every year. Whale sharks arrive in the area in March, 
April, May, and June, and rise to the surface waters to feed when the 
moon is in its full phase.
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 The best way to get here:

This protected marine reserve has no airport so all transportation to and 
from the area is by water taxi or private boat. From Placencia and other 
coastal locations in the southeast of the country, it takes about one hour 
to get to Gladden Spit.

 The best way to experience it:

 Although there is little risk from the whale sharks themselves, it is impor-
tant to prepare beforehand to get the best possible experience. Understand 
that no fl ash photography is permitted, strict rules prohibit diving and 
snorkeling after 5 p.m., and only six total boats are allowed in the area at 
one time.

 Belize’s Blue Hole

Blue Hole

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

An almost perfectly circular sinkhole measuring 300 meters across, the 
Great Blue Hole is one of the most popular and special sites for diving in 
the Belize Barrier Reef. Formed about 10,000 years ago at the end of the 
last Ice Age, the Blue Hole off ers divers a uniquely gothic experience of 
starkly beautiful underwater caves featuring enormous stalactites and the 
occasional glimpse of the elusive hammerhead shark.
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Interesting fact: The Blue Hole was made famous by French ocean explorer 

Jacques Cousteau, who brought his research vessel Calypso to investigate 

its depth in the 1970s. He filmed it for his TV series, The Undersea World of 

Jacques Cousteau, and declared it one of the top-ten scuba-diving sites in the 

world.

Why you should visit:

Known to locals for centuries as a uniquely special diving location, the 
Blue Hole of Belize came to the world’s attention in the 1970s after famed 
French marine biologist Jacques Cousteau declared it to be one of his 
top-ten diving spots in the world. Later, the Discovery Channel named 
the Belize Blue Hole as one of the top-ten most amazing places on earth.

Every year, thousands of experienced divers from around the globe 
come to the Blue Hole to descend over 90 meters into the inky darkness.

Where in Belize is it located?

The Blue Hole is a UNESCO World Heritage site located in the middle 
of the pristine Belize Barrier Reef. The perimeter of the Belize Blue Hole 
is formed by Lighthouse Reef and is located approximately 43 miles (70 
kilometers) from mainland Belize.

The best time to visit:

As an underwater diving attraction, there is little variation by season or 
time of year, so just about any time is a good time to explore the watery 
depths of the Blue Hole. Be aware that storms or heavy rainfall can some-
what reduce visibility as well as make transportation to the Blue Hole 
more difficult.

The best way to get here:

There are no commercial routes that connect Lighthouse Reef (which 
surrounds the Belize Blue Hole) and the mainland or other islands. A 
number of private companies offer boat service to and from the area and 
also supply the necessary diving gear and equipment.

The best way to experience it:

Due to the unique challenges of the depth of the Blue Hole and explor-
ing a series of submerged caves, diving in the area is restricted to expe-
rienced divers only. All divers must prove that they have completed at 
least twenty-four prior dives and can demonstrate proficiency in diving 
safety techniques.
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Fishing in Belize

Fishing in Belize

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Is there anything more frustrating than fi nding the fi sh of your childhood 
dreams mounted on and dominating someone else’s wall? And then to 
listen to the fi sherman who insists on regaling you with a fi sh tale that 
would put The Old Man and the Sea to shame. In that moment, you make 
a decision: You’re going to Belize. Your travel agent has already tried 
to convince you to visit this fi shing paradise, so why not take this fi sh 

“sighting” as a sign that the time has come for you to stop wishing and 
start packing?

Interesting fact: Belize has some of the best sport fi shing in the world and 

most of it can be enjoyed all year long.

 Why Belize?

God made the waters off  this beautiful nation so bountiful, creating a 
comprehensive list of the types of fi sh awaiting you would be a miracle 
in itself. There are too many. Belize fi shing crews speak English, so no 
worries about your smartphone fl ying off  the boat while using your trans-
lation app.

The Belize fi shing industry is expansive, so whether you seek a river, 
stream, or ocean experience, say the word, and you’ll be transported to a 
proper fi shing venue. Will you be successful? Life rarely off ers guarantees, 
but your chances of becoming a fi shing star increase in Belize—whether 
you’ve never held a rod or are an accomplished angler with new records 
to set.

 Where to fi sh in Belize:

Let us count your choices: fi shing holes, rivers, lagoons, streams, the Belize 
Barrier Reef, and breathtaking deep-sea destinations that left legends like 
Jacques Cousteau speechless. Permits? Bone fi sh? Tarpon? Perhaps your 
grand ambition is to snag a barracuda, lady fi sh, snook, tuna, or wahoo.

 How about one of each by the time you leave?

Does it matter where in Belize you decide to headquarter? Not really. 
Belize is the size of Vermont with a 50-mile-long coast, so everywhere 
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you turn you’ve got access. This means you won’t waste precious time 
on ground transport when you could be baiting hooks or reeling in that 
impressive catch.

The best time to fish in Belize:

Migratory fish sweep along the Belize coastline in summer on the way to 
their wintering grounds, so come to Belize in July, August, or September, 
and fish will be waiting for you. Did you know that phases of the moon 
impact fish behavior? Pursue your passion for fishing during a full moon 
and your chances of success increase.

If you can’t get away during the summer months, don’t despair. Unlike 
their North American cousins, many fish species stick around Belize year 
round thanks to hospitable weather. From January through June, Belize 
is reef-fishing mecca. Opt for fall if you’re a fan of flats fishing or cel-
ebrate year-end holidays while indulging your inner angler by visiting in 
December. It’s the gift you give yourself, of course.

How to get to Belize fishing sites:

What’s your pleasure? Are you an independent soul with enough acumen 
and skill to go off on your own? Rent a fishing boat and pilot your way to 
your destination with help from a tour operator company or resort staff 
happy to provide advice, maps, and directions.

Alternately, charter services are everywhere you look, and we highly 
recommend booking through your resort’s concierge to take advantage of 
all-inclusive packages that are the best deals of all. Packages save money 
and deliver the best service ever. Belize guides are fish whisperers: They 
know secret fishing spots and are happy to share their fish-catching tips 
with you, too.

There is no better fishing experience than Belize:

We would need a whole book to give you the skinny on the best fishing 
experience in Belize, so allow us to make one recommendation if it’s to be 
your first visit: Come to Ambergris Caye. Some say this popular, vibrant 
island was the Caribbean region’s best-kept secret—until fish caught in 
Belize began showing up on people’s walls. But be forewarned: No matter 
when you decide to visit, you’re going to be hooked—and that’s no fish tale!
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Sail down the coast of Belize

Sailing in Belize

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Few experiences in Belize can compare to a delightful sail down the coast. 
Departing from the lovely Caye Caulker, passengers will get to experience 
the best of the beautiful coral reef, arriving at Dangriga in southern Belize 
three days later.

The perfect option for anyone who has ever wanted to experience the 
full glory and beauty of Belize’s many islands, the Ragamuffi  n Tour hops 
from island to island, with overnight stays at Rendevouz Caye and Ragga 

Caye and stops at Goff ’s Caye or English Caye, Tobacco Caye, and South 
Water Caye.

Interesting fact: The trip is designed as an island-hopping adventure for 

travelers who want to experience Belize’s uninhabited Caribbean paradise.

 Experience the magic of the Belize Barrier Reef:

Casting off  from Caye Caulker, the trip begins with a glorious daytime 
cruise through the crystal-clear waters of the Caribbean, with at least two 
stops to give those onboard a chance to snorkel some of the most beautiful 
spots along the reef. In the afternoon, the ship will arrive at Rendezvous 
Caye, another outstanding location to enjoy snorkeling before the sun sets 
and again in the morning before departure.

During the trip, there are also plenty of opportunities to fi sh for those 
who enjoy this ancient sport. Ragamuffi  n will provide hand lines, trawling 
rods, spin rods, a spear gun, and all the equipment necessary to fi sh the 
varied locales along the reef and on the islands. (They do not provide 
fl y-fi shing equipment for the trip.)

At night, lodgings will be in the form of basic camping, with Ragamuffi  n 
supplying mats, sheets, tents, and other camping equipment. Passengers 
will sleep two people to a tent unless they bring their own tent.

Showering facilities on the islands are simple but functional, and the 
ship comes with marine toilets.

There are camping facilities available on Ragga Caye (Raggamuffi  n’s 
newly acquired caye). However, they also have the Ragga Dormitories: 
four bunk beds to one room that are inclusive in this package. Ragga 
Caye also off ers customers the opportunity to up-scale their reservation to 
a night in one of the three overwater cabanas with two king-size beds, an 
ensuite bathroom, and a private verandah.
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 Eating in paradise:

 The trip wouldn’t be complete without a chance to enjoy the delicious 
variety of fresh local food that makes Belizean cuisine so special. All 
Ragamuffi  n ships carry a full-time chef on board who prepares fi sh, 
shrimp, conch, and lobster in a mouthwatering array of diff erent dishes. 
They also cater to individuals who don’t enjoy seafood, are vegetarian or 
gluten-intolerant, or have other dietary restrictions.

 Price:

The price for all Ragamuffi  n Tours includes all applicable taxes, island 
fees, food and drink, and the complimentary use of fi shing equipment, 
snorkeling gear, and marine-reserve and camping equipment. (Note: 
They do not provide fl y-fi shing equipment for this trip.)

Trips are scheduled throughout the year, with departures from Caye 
Caulker every Tuesday and Friday, weather permitting.

The price for the trip is USD$400 per person.
Trips from December 21 through the fi rst week of January are 

USD$450 per person.

Hol Chan Marine Reserve 
and Shark Ray Alley

Hol Chan Marine Reserve

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Located just a few miles south of the town of San Pedro on Ambergris 
Caye, the Hol Chan Marine Reserve and Shark Ray Alley is a large pro-
tected marine environment famous for its rich abundance of coral reefs 
and aquatic fl ora and fauna. The reserve is an amazing destination for 
scuba diving and snorkeling.
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Interesting fact: The Hol Chan Marine Reserve and Shark Ray Alley are the 

most popular diving and snorkeling sites in all of Belize.

Why you should visit:

Declared a protected habitat in 1987, the Hol Chan Marine Reserve 
encompasses 102,400 acres (41,440 ha) of ecologically linked coral reef, 
sea-grass meadows, and coastal mangrove swamp habitats and is centered 
on the Hol Chan Channel (“Little Channel”).

The name “Hol Chan” is Maya for “little cut”, and refers to a natural 
break in the Belize Barrier Reef. The reserve is home to sea turtles, dol-
phins, the West Indian manatee, lobsters, eels, stingrays, sea anemones, 
dozens of species of fish, and three kinds of coral.

Shark Ray Alley is the local nickname for a shallow section where swift 
currents attract large groups of nurse sharks and stingrays. It is a popular 
destination for scuba diving.

The reserve is now divided into eight zones, an increase from the pre-
vious four zones, making the reserve six times bigger.

Zone A: Coral Reef (non-extractive)
Zone B: Sea-grass beds (multiple use)
Zone C: Mangroves (multiple use)
Zone D: Shark Ray Alley (multiple use)
Zone E: Bajos General Area (multiple use)
Zone F: Cayo Frances Conservation Zone
Zone G: Mexico Rocks General Use Zone
Zone H: Mexico Rocks No-Take Zone

Where in Belize is it located?

The marine reserve is located approximately four miles southeast of San 
Pedro Town, Ambergris Caye.

The best time to visit:

Variations in tide and weather affect which creatures can be seen in the 
reserve, but the robust ecosystem means that visitors can experience the 
majesty of Hol Chan and Shark Ray Alley all year round.

The best way to get here:

As the reserve stretches between the islands of Caye Caulker and 
Ambergris Caye, most visitors to Hol Chan and Shark Ray Alley begin 
their trips from one of those two islands.

The best way to experience it:

All scuba diving and snorkeling in the reserve requires the payment of a 
fee. The government does not collect these fees directly but instead from 
licensed tour guides. Visitors must contract with a licensed operator in 
order to enter and enjoy snorkeling or diving in the reserve.
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Manatee Watching Tours

Manatee Tours in Belize

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Belize has the most manatees of any country in Central America. These 
playful and gentle creatures can be found in the waters just off shore 
from Belize City, locations like the popular tourism destination of Caye 
Caulker, and many of the country’s marine reserves.

Interesting fact: Manatees evolved from the same land animals as elephants 

over 50 million years ago.

 Why you should go manatee watching:

Manatees are herbivorous mammals that are commonly called sea cows. 
Belize is home to the West Indian manatee (trichechus manatus) that can 
grow up to 13 feet (4 meters) long and weigh up to 1,300 pounds (590 
kilograms). Manatees enjoy lazy days in the warm waters of the rivers of 
Belize and the Caribbean Sea, spending approximately half of the day 
resting in shallow waters and the other half slowly swimming in search 
of food.

Currently there are approximately 1,000 manatees living in Belize, but 
thanks to strong protection from the government, the manatee population 
is slowly growing.

 The top manatee spots in Belize:

There are manatees found up and down the entire coast of Belize, but 
there are currently three protected manatee areas that will give you the 
best opportunity to see one of these gentle giants.

Northern Lagoon: located inside of the Corozal Bay Wildlife Sanctuary in 
the northern part of the country.

Swallow Caye Wildlife Sanctuary: located approximately seven miles 
from Belize City. If you are staying in Caye Caulker or Ambergris Caye, 
you can organize manatee-watching tours from either location with a 
tour company.

Gales Point Manatee Wildlife Sanctuary: located in the Southern Lagoon 
just off shore from the southern part of Belize District.

Placencia Lagoon: located in the Placencia Peninsula in southern Belize.
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 The best time to do the tour:

The West Indian manatee species found in Belize can be spotted all 
year round.

 The best way to get to the manatee habitats:

Northern Lagoon and Swallow Caye Wildlife Sanctuary: Organized tours 
begin on Caye Caulker or Ambergris Caye with a boat ride.

Southern Lagoon and Placencia Lagoon: The Gales Point sanctuary oper-
ates a Manatee Lodge with organized tours leaving by boat to either 
the Placencia Lagoon or other areas where manatees like to play and 
feed. If you are vacationing in Placencia, you can organize a manatee 
watching tour to the Placencia Lagoon with a local tour company in the 
Placencia Peninsula.

 The best way to experience it:

Manatees are a protected species, so you will be warned not to touch the 
animals due to the risk of contact damaging their skin. The Manatee 
Lodge in Gales Point is the best organized, using local guides to take 
visitors to see the best spots for observing manatees in the wild. You can 
also email info@belizehub.com for more information on how to book a 
manatee watching tour in Belize.

 Bacalar Chico National Park 
and Marine Reserve

Bacalar Chico

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

The Bacalar Chico National Park and Marine Reserve (BCNPMR) is a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site centered on the northern part of the 
island of Ambergris Caye in Belize. Measuring more than 28,000 acres in 
size, BCNPMR covers an area that is part dry land and part of the waters 
around the island.
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Interesting fact: The Bacalar Chico Canal was dug by the ancient Maya 

between AD 700 and 900, creating Ambergris Caye by separating it from 

Mexico’s Yucatán Peninsula.

Why you should visit:

While the southern part of Ambergris Caye is one of the top tourist attrac-
tions in Belize, the northern part of the island forms the Bacalar Chico 
Marine and Wildlife Reserve and is largely a wild and undeveloped area, 
encompassing diverse habitats that include: beaches, forests, grasslands, 
and swamps. Because it is a protected habitat, there are no roads that lead 
to Bacalar Chico, so visitors can only access it via the sea.

Approximately 1,500 years ago, Ambergris Caye was not an island and 
was instead connected to the mainland. The ancient Maya cut a channel 
between what is now the island and the Yucatan Peninsula (now part of 
Mexico) for reasons unknown. Today, BCNPMR is a popular destination 
for visitors who want to enjoy diving opportunities in one of the most 
spectacularly unspoiled and diverse marine ecosystems in the country.

The reserve is home to endangered species like manatees, as well as 
nesting sites for green sea turtles and loggerhead turtles.

Where in Belize is it located?

Technically, the Bacalar Chico Marine and Wildlife Reserve includes 
most of the northern portion of Ambergris Caye, the nearby offshore 
waters up to the Mexican border, as well as a small portion of Chetumal 
Bay and the Belize Barrier Reef.

The best time to visit:

The reserve is open all year round and can be visited at any time.

The best way to get here:

As overland access is prohibited, the best way to get to the reserve is via a 
licensed tour operator who will take you by boat to the area.

The best way to experience it:

Currently, overnight trips are restricted so visiting the reserve is only 
possible by day trips from San Pedro or other nearby areas when accom-
panied by a licensed tour operator. Fishing is restricted but diving and 
snorkeling is a popular activity.
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Scuba Dive Turneff e 
Atoll in Belize

Belize Corals

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

One of just three coral atolls located off  the coast of Belize, Turneff e Atoll 
is one of the most beautiful natural locations in the country and a diverse 
marine habitat home to more than 500 species of fi sh, 65 species of corals, 
and hundreds of species of sea birds, mammals, and invertebrates.

The atoll is a protected marine area consisting of more than 150 man-
grove islands as well as larger cayes (islands) that have a forest or savanna 

landscape. The shallow waters and huge areas of sea grasses make the 
atoll a popular spawning aggregation site for fi sh and amphibious species.

Interesting fact: In May 2018, Internet personality Matthew Patrick published 

a theory about Turneff e Atoll being the real-life counterpart of the fi ctional 

island Neverland from Peter Pan on YouTube. As of this writing, the video 

has over three million views and was featured in many news sites and blogs 

around the world.

 Why you should scuba dive this atoll:

Turneff e Atoll is the name for an area measuring more than 300 square 
miles that encompasses dozens of tiny islands known as the Turneff e 
Islands. The unique marine environment plays a critical role in the health 
of the reef. It’s used by lobster, conch, crocodiles, fi sh, and turtle species as 
a nesting and breeding site.

The crystal-clear waters and stunning diversity of marine fl ora and 
fauna make the Turneff e Atoll one of the best places on the planet to enjoy 
scuba diving and snorkeling. The infamous pirate Blackbeard once used 
the Turneff e Atoll as a base of operations as he harassed ships traveling 
between Mexico and the Bay of Honduras.

 Where in Belize is it located:

The Turneff e Atoll is located approximately 20 miles off shore of Belize 
City, directly southeast of Ambergris Caye and Caye Caulker. The 
Turneff e Atoll is part of the larger Belize Barrier Reef, the second-largest 
barrier reef in the world and the largest in the Western Hemisphere.
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 The best time to visit:

Thanks to consistently balmy weather and warm sea temperatures, the 
Turneff e Atoll can be enjoyed all year round.

 The best way to get here:

As the Turneff e Atoll is a protected area and has no commercial airstrips, 
getting there requires boat transportation. A number of tour and charter 
operators off er service to the atoll.

 The best way to experience it:

Bring your camera, sunscreen, and swimsuit to enjoy the incredibly 
gorgeous scenery of the area. Whether you’re a fi rst-time snorkeler or 
an experienced diver, you’ll fi nd plenty of amazing wildlife on display 
throughout the entirety of the Turneff e Atoll.

 Kayak, Windsurf, and 
Participate in Water Sports

Water Sports in Belize

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

With over 200 miles of coastline on the Caribbean Sea and hundreds of 
off shore islands, Belize is one of the top destinations in the world for kaya-
king, windsurfi ng, and other water sports. Year-round sunshine, warm 
water temperatures, and steady trade breezes make Belize a mecca for 
water sports enthusiasts.
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Why you should participate in water sport activities:

Islands and coves with sheltered bays and lagoons filled with crystal-clear 
water are ideal for gentle water sports like sea kayaking and stand-up pad-
dling (a sport where participants stand upright on a device similar to a 
surfboard). The proximity of many islands to one another on the Belize 
Barrier Reef make sea kayaking a popular activity, as participants can 
easily and safely “island hop” from one to the other or explore the shore-
line of bigger destinations like Ambergris Caye.

Steady breezes on the Caribbean are ideal for more adventurous water 
sports, including windsurfing and kite surfing, especially in and around 
Ambergris Caye, Caye Caulker, and off the coast of Placencia in south-
ern Belize. In other offshore locations, water skiing and riding jet skis 
are popular choices, while canoeing and inner tubing can be enjoyed on 
inland waterways like the Mopan and Macal Rivers.

Where in Belize can you participate 
in water sports activities?

Sea kayaking can be enjoyed almost anywhere along the Belize Barrier 
Reef. Stand-up paddling is best in the sheltered lagoons of some of the 
offshore islands. Most of Belize’s inland waterways are ideal for canoeing, 
and there are some moderate rapids to negotiate along portions of the 
Macal and Mopan rivers.

Probably the most popular location to enjoy windsurfing and kite-
boarding is near the islands of Ambergris Caye and Caye Caulker in the 
north. The New River Lagoon and Laguna Seca in the central part of 
coastal Belize are ideal for canoeing, water skiing, and kayaking.

The best time to do it:

Apart from periods of strong winds and heavy rains, water sports can be 
enjoyed all year round in Belize.

The best way to get to water sport destinations:

Caye Caulker and Ambergris Caye are two islands in the north of Belize 
that have regular water and air connections to Belize City. Placencia 
has air and ground connections to Belize City. Inland river expeditions 
usually stage at the town of San Ignacio in the west.

The best way to experience it:

Wear lots of sunscreen and be prepared to have the time of your life as you 
enjoy a bevy of fun and exciting water sports on the lagoons, bays, coves, 
rivers, and offshore islands of Belize.
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Celebrate Independence 
Day in Belize

September Celebrations

Photo by: Larry Waight

After several centuries as a British colony, Belize gained its independence 
from Great Britain on September 21, 1981. Today, the national holiday 
is the occasion for two weeks of partying, parades, and street exhibitions 
leading up to September 21 when every town comes alive with people 
waving the red, white, and blue (the colors of the Belizean fl ag).

Independence Day is a special time in Belize as the country celebrates 
its anniversary of gaining full sovereignty. The occasion will be marked 
with a number of amazing celebrations, parties, and activities.

Interesting fact: The territory that is now Belize was under dispute from as 

early as the mid 1750s by Great Britain and Spain. While Spain never occupied 

Belize, she apparently considered it part of her Central American territories, 

such as Mexico and Guatemala.

To make the most of your time in Belize in September, be sure not 
to miss:

 The Battle of St. George’s Caye Day:

The issue of whether Spain or Britain would end up controlling Belize 
was decided in a colossal, week-long naval battle in 1798 off  the coast of 
St. George’s Caye. The Baymen emerged triumphant on September 10, 
now a national holiday in Belize celebrated by the playing of patriotic 
music and people dressed in the national colors.

 Marches and parades:

Every town and village across the country holds parades featuring march-
ers, bands, and fl oats. Be on the lookout for a sea of red, white, and blue 
as Belizeans of all age celebrate the season with patriotic pride.

 Musical concerts:

The month of September is also when you can fi nd live music concerts 
throughout the country. Some are small aff airs held in local villages 
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featuring indigenous music while others are big events that draw top-
name acts and thousands of fans.

 The Expo:

Yet another way to celebrate national pride, the Expo is a two-day mar-
ketplace showcasing all of the best products made in Belize. More than 
10,000 people will fl ock the halls of the Expo to buy locally produced 
goods, dance, and sample all of the diff erent forms of Belizean cuisine that 
make this cultural melting pot such a unique treat for food lovers.

 Carnival:

This riotous display of color, street dancing, and marching is yet another 
way for Belizeans to celebrate their culture and nation. Don’t miss all the 
wonderful live music, dancing until dawn, and fun games and activities 
that surround this popular event.

With so many parades, concerts, and festivals, it’s no wonder that 
September is one of the most popular months to visit Belize.

 Garifuna Settlement Day

Garifuna Settlement Day

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Nearly 400 years ago, the British began importing slaves from Africa to 
plantations on Caribbean islands like St. Vincent. Over time, these 
African peoples began to intermarry with local Arawak and Carib 
peoples, mixing traditions, languages, and music to form the Garifuna 
culture. After rising up against the British, the Garifuna were pursued 
through the Caribbean, ultimately making their ways to the shores of 
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Belize on November 19, 1802, a day now celebrated as a national holiday 
known as Garifuna Settlement Day.

Interesting fact: Garifuna Settlement Day is a public holiday in Belize and 

celebrated each year on November 19. The holiday was created by Belizean 

civil rights activist Thomas Vincent Ramos in 1941.

Why you should attend Garifuna Settlement Day:

Any visitor who has had the good fortune of traveling to villages like 
Hopkins or Seine Beight or the town of Dangriga knows that the Garifuna 
people are a unique and special contribution to Belizean society. With a 
strong focus on storytelling, drumming, dancing, and preserving tradi-
tional livelihoods like farming and fishing, the Garifuna have added their 
own special contribution to Belizean food, music, and culture.

On November 19, the entire country turns out to celebrate the arrival 
of the Garifuna to the shores of Belize nearly 200 years ago. With exhi-
bitions of both traditional music and styles like punta that were created 
by the Garifuna, the holiday is a great time to see street dances, enjoy 
Garifuna foods like cassava bread and hudut (fish cooked in coconut), and 
hear the oral history of the Garifuna people being told by village elders.

Where in Belize is Garifuna Settlement Day located?

Garifuna Settlement Day is a national holiday in Belize and celebrated 
throughout the country with a strong focus on towns and villages with a 
large population of Garifuna such as Dangriga, Punta Gorda, Hopkins, 
and Seine Beight.

When is Garifuna Settlement Day in Belize?

Garifuna Settlement Day is celebrated every year on November 19.

The best way to get to the Garifuna 
Settlement Day celebrations in Belize:

The biggest Garifuna Settlement Day celebrations are held in the town of 
Dangriga on the southeast coast of Belize in Stann Creek District. Villages 
with a large Garifuna population like Hopkins and Seine Beight (on the 
Placencia Peninsula) also have memorable celebrations on this holiday.

The best way to experience it:

To truly make the most of this unique holiday, you’ll have to be on the 
beach in Dangriga at dawn. Traditional Garifuna dugout canoes filled 
with locals dressed in traditional garb will re-enact the arrival of the 
Garifuna on the shores of Belize nearly 200 years ago. On the beach, 
the celebration will commence with plenty of drumming, dancing, music, 
and food.

Anywhere there is a large Garifuna population is a good place to expe-
rience the excitement and energy of this national holiday. On the streets 
of towns like Dangriga, you’ll see Jankunu dancers with their elaborate 
masks and ropes of shells clacking, artistically leaping and dancing to the 
sounds of traditional drumming.



312 313

THE ULTIMATE BELIZE BUCKET LIST

 Placencia Sidewalk Arts 
& Music Festival

Placencia Sidewalk Festival

Popular Belizean artist Walter Castillo at the festival

Photos by: Basilio Mes

 Every year, the small fi shing village of Placencia comes alive as the central 
sidewalk is transformed into an interactive art gallery and music festival. 
Sculptors, painters, singers, photographers, musicians, and vendors from 
all over the country come to Placencia to display their art and sell a wide 
range of delicious local foods and drinks. With plenty of games and activi-
ties to entertain the whole family, the Placencia Sidewalk Arts and Music 
Festival is a must-see festival in Belize.

Interesting fact: The festival features art and crafts and live music and is 

attended by hundreds of people each year in February!

 Placencia Sidewalk Art Festival:

Starting at 10 a.m., the central sidewalk in Placencia comes alive, with 
every inch of the 4,000-foot-long strip bursting with colorful art, beauti-
ful handicrafts, gorgeous photographs, amazing sculptures, fun games, 
joyous music, poetry readings, mouthwatering food, and delicious drinks.
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Why you should attend:

The village of Placencia does not have a standard main street; instead, it 
has a central sidewalk, which doubles as the main street in town. More 
than 4,000 feet long, but just four feet wide, the sidewalk qualifies the 
village of Placencia as the narrowest main street in the world.

Visitors to the festival will enjoy:
•  Amazing displays of local art and homemade handicrafts;
•  Delicious food and drinks;
•  Live music;
•  Games;
•  Vendors selling everything from handmade furniture to clothing;
•  Poetry readings;
•  Wood carvings and sculptures.

Where in Belize is this event held?

The Sidewalk Arts and Music Festival is held in the village of Placencia, 
located at the southern tip of the Placencia Peninsula.

When this event is held in Belize:

The Sidewalk Art and Music Festival is held every February.

The best way to get here:

Many local operators and taxi services provide transportation to 
Placencia from anywhere in Belize. In addition, Placencia Airstrip has 
numerous domestic flights to and from Belize City (both the municipal 
airport as well as Philip Gordon International Airport), Dangriga, and 
Punta Gorda, with service provided by Tropic Air and Maya Island Air.

Water taxis and private tour operators also offer service to Placencia 
from nearby cayes (islands), as well as other points along the coast of Belize.

The best way to experience it:

Slip on your sandals and run the gauntlet, strolling down the narrow side-
walk to take in the marvelous riot of color, sound, and mouthwatering 
foods, as local artists display their finest works and vendors hawk their 
wares. Whether you’re interested in buying homemade jewelry or outfit-
ting your home with amazing handcrafted furniture, there is truly some-
thing for everybody at the Placencia Sidewalk Arts and Music Festival. 
With plenty of games for the children and live music featuring some of the 
best bands in Belize, the festival is a wonderful two-day celebration of art 
and culture.
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La Ruta Maya Belize 
River Challenge

Photo by: Belikin La Ruta Maya River Challenge

The biggest sporting event in Belize, La Ruta Maya Belize River Challenge, 
is a grueling 180-mile canoe race down the Macal River. The race starts 
under the Hawksworth Bridge in San Ignacio Town in Cayo District, with 
each three-person canoe team competing to be the fi rst to cross the fi nish 
line at the Belcan Bridge in Belize City four days later. The La Ruta Maya 
Belize River Challenge fi rst began in 1998 when canoe teams competed 
to raise money to help clean the Belize River. The race soon bloomed into 
a full-fl edged competition, with hundreds of international and Belizean 
teams competing to be fi rst across the fi nish line in Belize City.

Interesting fact: The race is held each year in March and is scheduled to 

coincide with the weekend of Baron Bliss Day.

 Why you should attend this event:

This annual sporting event draws thousands of spectators, who line the 
banks to cheer on the canoeists. Amateurs and professionals alike compete 
in the river challenge, so many people come to witness the race to cheer 
on their friends or coworkers. The starting festival is uniquely Belizean, 
with live bands often on hand to provide music. The river challenge has 
now become a huge tourist attraction as it is held in conjunction with 
other nautical events on Baron Bliss Day, a national holiday.

 Where in Belize is the event held?

The four-day canoe race starts in San Ignacio Town in Cayo District in 
western Belize. Spectators can witness the action anywhere along the 180-
mile race, but many choose to cheer on the canoeists as they arrive at 
each day’s designated checkpoint. The fi nish line is the Belcan Bridge in 
the heart of Belize City. Winners are designated for diff erent categories, 
including all-male crews, all-female crews, mixed (male and female) crews, 
and masters (canoeists aged forty and up).

 When this event is held in Belize:

The race is scheduled every year during the fi rst week of March.

 How to get to the La Ruta Maya 
Belize River Challenge:

The race begins in San Ignacio Town, located in western Belize in Cayo 
District. San Ignacio and its twin city Santa Elena form the second-largest 
metropolitan area in the country, with multiple connections available via 
ground transportation and domestic fl ights from Belize City.
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 The best way to experience it:

The start of the race is probably the most fun for tourists, as thousands 
of fans line the banks of the Macal River to cheer on their favorite canoe 
teams. With live music, plenty of excitement, and lots of good food, the 
start of the race is truly a sight to behold. Equally thrilling is being present 
at the fi nish line in Belize City, as the hundreds of canoe teams race to be 
the fi rst to cross under the Belcan Bridge.

The Holy Saturday Cross-
Country Cycling Classic

Holy Saturday Cross Country Cycling Classic

Photo by: William Ysaguirre
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Holy Saturday Cross Country Cycling Classic

Photo by: William Ysaguirre

For more than eighty years, Belize has celebrated the day before Easter 
Sunday with a popular cross-country bicycle race. Originally designed to 
encourage local Belizeans to brave bumpy roads in the area, the Cross-
Country Cycling Classic has bloomed into the country’s most popular 
sporting event. Over a hundred amateur cyclists from Belize and around 
the region compete in this grueling one-day race that encompasses a gru-
eling 140-mile round trip from Belize City to San Ignacio Town.

Interesting fact: The Cross-Country Cycling Classic is a one-day race held in 

Belize every year during the Easter holidays.

Why you should attend this event:

The race was first held in 1928 after a local man noted that many Belizeans 
were using bicycles to attend cricket games. At the time, the George Price 
Highway was a rural road replete with potholes and bumps, so the race 
was conceived as a way to encourage local cyclists to travel to San Ignacio 
from Belize City to attend more cricket matches. The original winners 

finished the circuit in about 13 hours, but today the record stands at just 
under 6 hours.

Although all cyclists compete simultaneously, awards are given for four 
different categories of winners for men: eighteen-year-old cyclists, under-
twenty-three cyclists, masters, and elite. A separate award is given to the 
first female cyclist across the finish line as well as for the team (called 
“elite”) with the best collective time.

Where in Belize is it held?

The race begins in Belize City at the Mile 1.5 mark on George Price 
Highway adjacent to Leslie’s Imports. It continues along the highway into 
San Ignacio Town in Cayo District. After reaching Queen Elizabeth Park, 
cyclists follow the route back to Belize City and compete to be the first to 
cross the finish line in Memorial Park.

When is it held?

The race takes place every year on Saturday, the day before Easter Sunday.
The race begins at 6 a.m. The winners cross the finish line starting at 

approximately 11:45 a.m.

The best way to get to the race:

The starting and finishing lines are in Belize City, which makes it easy and 
fun to watch the exciting beginning as well as witness the thrilling finish. 
The route between Belize City and San Ignacio follows the George Price 
Highway with the midpoint at Queen Elizabeth Park in San Ignacio.
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 The best way to experience it:

Line up early for the best spots at the starting and fi nishing lines, as the 
Cycling Classic is the country’s most popular sporting event. Bring your 
excitement and enthusiasm to help cheer on the more than 100 amateur 
cyclists. At the conclusion of the race, a short awards ceremony is held 
followed by banquets and celebrations.

San Ignacio Farmers’ Market Tour

The San Ignacio Market

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Located on the banks of the Macal River, the market in San Ignacio is a 
truly unique opportunity to experience Belizean life. Farmers, traders, 
and vendors from all walks of Belizean life gather together to sell their 
wares. Don’t be surprised to hear a blend of German, English, Spanish, 
Creole, and the Mayan tongue as everyone from Mennonite farmers to 
Indigenous craftsmen use the San Ignacio Market to sell their local fruits, 
vegetables, medicinal herbs, and handmade clothing.
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Just beyond the market lies the heart of San Ignacio town, filled with 
colorful restaurants, bars, and shops. A trip to the market followed by 
additional shopping or a coffee in town is the perfect way to experience 
local color and to buy souvenirs, handicrafts, and delicious local foods.

Interesting fact: The San Ignacio farmers’ market is one of the biggest outdoor 

markets in Belize.

Why you should visit:

Cayo District is home to a number of different local cultures, includ-
ing old-rite Mennonites, Indigenous Maya, native Creole peoples, and 
Spanish-speaking Mestizos. These groups use the Saturday market in 
San Ignacio as a meeting place, exchanging gossip and news while selling 
their homemade goods. A trip to the market gives visitors a chance to see 
Belize at its best: a harmonious blend of different cultures and traditions 
on display in one colorful and lively marketplace setting.

Where in Belize is it located?

The market is located in the town of San Ignacio in Cayo District in 
western Belize. The market is on Savannah Street across from the main 
soccer/football stadium in town.

The best time to visit:

Even on national holidays, the San Ignacio Market is open seven days a 
week, from 5 a.m. to 6 p.m. The busiest day is Saturday, making it the 
ideal time to visit.

The best way to get here:

Visitors coming from overland will easily be able to spot the market, as it 
is right next to the football stadium. The official address for the market is 
Savannah Street in San Ignacio.

The best way to experience it:

Bring your camera, as there will be plenty of amazing wares and sights on 
display at this special exhibition of Belizean culture. Traders, farmers, and 
vendors come from a wide variety of disparate locations in Cayo District 
to meet and catch up at the market as well as sell their goods. Bring plenty 
of spending cash as handcrafted jewelry, clothing, and art is on sale, as 
well as unique traditional medicinal remedies, homemade condiments, 
and tropical plants.



326 327

THE ULTIMATE BELIZE BUCKET LIST

Belize Lobsterfests

Lobster

Photo by: Shelley Wilson | Dreamtime.com

Is it wrong to plan an entire vacation around one’s taste buds? Not if you 
crave an obscene amount of lobster! This delicacy is the superstar of 
Belize’s culinary scene beginning in mid-June, and since you can fl y to 
Belize in just a few hours, you might envision yourself eating breakfast 
at home and feasting on lobster for lunch. No need to bring a bib if you 
make Lobsterfest your goal. Just pack wash-and-wear clothes and your 
favorite fl ip-fl ops, and you’ll fi t right in!

Interesting fact: Spiny lobster is one of the top marine exports for Belize, with 

revenues of up to BZ$15 million in past years, and is a major contributor to 

the local economy.

 Belize’s Lobsterfests:

This annual seafood bacchanal is no ordinary celebration. Lobsterfest is 
an offi  cial summer kickoff  event coinciding with the fi rst lobster harvests 
that continue through February 15. The wildly popular nationwide event 
turns Belize into one big homage to crustaceans, which is celebrated in 
three areas: Caye Caulker, San Pedro, and Placencia. Bring your appetite. 
Is it possible to grow weary of eating this delicacy? No way.

Choose any of the aforementioned geographic areas as your lobster 
headquarters and prepare to party day and night. Meet lobster fi shermen. 
Enjoy lobster-themed fun, like water sports, competitions, beach parties, 
live concerts, and dancing. Be on hand to see the “biggest lobster” catch, 
and you mustn’t leave until the Miss Lobster Festival winner is crowned. 
What’s for dessert? Aff ordably priced lodgings can be found in Caye 
Caulker, San Pedro, and Placencia, thanks to June and July rate drops 
that are as tasty as your main course.

 Why you should attend:

With winter a passing memory, Belize’s tourist infl ux will have slowed 
down, and there will be plenty of room to spread out and relax, fork in 
hand. Chefs at restaurants, resorts, and small cafes roll out signature 
lobster dishes, and the vast array of recipe twists will impress you. Grab 
your share of beach time and make new friends at any of the festivals. 
If you long to escape stress, lobster-themed street fests, parties, concerts, 
and “gastronomic debauchery” will put an end to any winter blues still 
lingering in your head.
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Which location is your best pick?

San Pedro is said to have the most ostentatious, raucous Lobsterfest, fea-
turing live music and endless parties.

Caye Caulker is for sentimentalists: This is where Lobsterfest began. 
It’s cheaper to party here, too.

Placencia’s reputation for hosting a unique lobster bacchanal is so 
widespread, residents won’t go elsewhere.

The best time to go:

This window of time is very specific: Make plans to be here between June 
and July to attend one or more of these celebrations.

The best way to get to the Lobsterfest events:

Figure out which of the three Belize Lobsterfest epicenters sounds most 
appealing and book accommodations at a resort, hotel, inn, hostel, or 
B&B in that district. To partake of events surrounding you, your concierge 
will help you get transport into town, or you can walk there if you choose 
lodgings in close proximity to the festivities.

The best way to experience it:

San Pedro holds a week-long event sometime in June that starts with a 
kick-off party and ends with a huge fiesta. Throughout the week, eat, 
drink, and show up at as many bars and eateries as your constitution 
can handle. The Caye Caulker Lobsterfest is usually scheduled to take 
place between the end of June and the first week of July, so if you’ve only 
got a short time to indulge, prioritize these dates. Placencia Peninsula’s 
Lobsterfest is also a weekend affair to be staged around the last week of 

June. Placencia’s legendary mega-beach party is the biggest draw of all. 
Can’t decide which one’s for you? Take them all in. How else can you 
decide which satisfies your appetite so much you’ll return the following 
year and beyond?
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 The National Agriculture 
and Trade Show

Belizean vegetables

Photo by: Duarte Dellarole

Originating in 1970 as a traditional display of livestock and agricultural 
products, the National Agriculture and Trade Show (NATS) quickly 
became known as a popular place for partying and rocking out to music. 
In an eff ort to return the NATS to its roots, the government has quaran-
tined alcohol consumption and commercial vendors to a small section of 

the event, and now the focus is once again on celebrating the agricultural 
and farming heritage of Belize.

Interesting Fact: The National Agriculture and Trade Show is the biggest and 

most well-attended entertaining and educational annual event in Belize.

 Why you should attend this event:

Visitors normally skip the trip out to Belmopan, the nation’s capital, as it 
is primarily known for parliamentary proceedings and other government 
business. But once a year the capital draws tens of thousands of visitors 
from around the country and beyond for the NATS, akin to a county fair 
in America combined with plenty of live entertainment, a canoe race, a 
beauty pageant, and even a motocross show. If you’re in Belize when the 
NATS is on, then Belmopan is defi nitely the place to be!

 Where in Belize is this event held?

The National Agriculture and Trade Show is held in Belmopan, the coun-
try’s capital. The enormous event is held at the Agriculture Showgrounds, 
an area stretching more than 60 acres that’s located on the edge of Roaring 
Creek, right near the entrance to the city.

 When this event is held:

Every year, the event is normally scheduled for either the last week of 
April or the fi rst week of May.
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 How to get here:

Domestic fl ights as well as inter-city bus routes all connect to the capital of 
Belmopan, located about 50 miles west of Belize City. The trade show is 
located on the Agricultural Showgrounds at the entrance to the city.

 The best way to experience it:

If you prefer the old-fashioned attractions of marveling at enormous ears 
of corn and prize-winning livestock, then Zone 1 is where you want to 
head fi rst. If you prefer more of a carnival and fair atmosphere, then Zone 
2 is where you’ll want to go. Inside Zone 2 is a special Kids’ Zone, with 
activities and rides suitable for young children.

All of Zone 1 and the Kids’ Zone of Zone 2 are alcohol-free areas. If 
you want to sip on rum and other adult brews, head for Zone 2.

Belize Chocolate Festival

Cacao seeds
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Cacao roasting 

Photos by: Basilio Mes

Wanting to showcase the superior quality of their local cacao, various 
chocolate manufacturers and cacao farmers in the Toledo District of 
Belize gathered together in 2007 to form the first Chocolate Festival. Now 
in its tenth year, the Chocolate Festival has blossomed into a three-day 
event, featuring local foods, wines, trips to cacao farms, and a musical 
competition celebrating the area’s Indigenous heritage.

Interesting fact: Cacao is native to the Americas, and Belize’s Toledo District is 

known for its superior cacao. These cacao beans are a significant export crop 

and, within the country, are transformed into distinctive and high-quality 

chocolate.

Why you should attend this festival:

Cacao (the key ingredient in chocolate) is indigenous to the Americas, 
and Belize’s Toledo District is world-renowned for having some of the 
finest quality cacao anywhere. Beside traditional chocolate desserts, the 
festival features everything from chocolate beer to chocolate soap. The 
festival also coincides with a large street fair with plenty of music, cultural 
displays, and exhibitions to entertain the whole family.

Where in Belize is this event held?

The festival is held in the town of Punta Gorda, located in Belize’s south-
ernmost District of Toledo.

When this event is held:

The Chocolate Festival is held every year in the month of May in the town 
of Punta Gorda in Toledo District.
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 The best way to get here:

Domestic fl ights via Tropic Air and Maya Air connect Punta Gorda with 
the rest of the country. Inter-city buses and cars follow the Southern 
Highway to arrive in Punta Gorda. From Guatemala, water taxis connect 
Puerto Barrios and Livingston to Punta Gorda.

 The best way to experience it:

Be sure to arrive hungry, as there are dozens of diff erent chocolate-themed 
dishes and other delicacies on off er during the festival. The festival also 
showcases key elements of the local culture, including the Maya and 
Garifuna cultures, mixing music and food for a truly special experience. 
Along with all of the chocolate, be sure to save room for fi ne wine and a 
special chocolate stout beer.

Besides all its food and chocolate-related items, the festival is also a 
great chance to take a tour of nearby cacao plantations, as well as to kayak 
or canoe down local rivers to experience the pristine natural beauty of the 
Toledo District.

The second day of the festival features a street fair in Punta Gorda, 
with art displays, music, and a wide variety of local foods. The last day 
of the festival includes a Grand Finale featuring diff erent musical groups 
competing to be crowned as the grand-prize winner. For the kids, there is 
face painting, puppet shows, and jewelry-making activities.

The Crooked Tree 
Cashew Festival

Cashew nuts

Photo by: Studio Dream |Shutterstock.com

Located in the northwest corner of Belize District in central Belize is the 
tiny village of Crooked Tree, named for one special tree with a unique bent 
that grows here amidst thousands of other very important trees. Known as 
the cashew heartland of the country, the village puts on a cashew festival 
and agricultural show every year. Here, local farmers and artisans display 
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the eponymous nut in dozens of spectacular forms, including the must-try 
cashew wine and cashew jelly.

Interesting fact: Cashews are related to pistachios, mangos, and poison ivy, 

and the cashew tree is a large evergreen, growing to 46 feet tall with a short, 

and often irregularly shaped trunk.

Why you should attend this festival:

Known to inhabitants of more temperate climates as a delicious, buttery 
nut packed full of minerals and nutrients, the cashew is actually the seed 
of a tropical fruit known as the cashew apple. The Cashew Festival in 
Crooked Tree is a great chance to get up and close with the cashew in its 
natural environment. Games, music, and local art are all part of the festi-
val to celebrate the delicious cashew, served up in a mind-boggling array 
of different forms, including cashew cakes, cashew jams, cashew cookies, 
stewed cashew, roasted cashew, and cashew wine.

Where in Belize is it located?

The village of Crooked Tree is located in Belize District on the periphery 
of the Crooked Tree Wildlife Sanctuary, about 35 miles from Belize City.

When is the event held?

The Cashew Festival is held every year in May and runs from Friday to 
Sunday. On Friday evening at 7, a beauty pageant is held to crown the 
Cashew Queen, followed by a dance. Saturday and Sunday features daily 
events, including cashew wine-drinking competitions, horseback riding 
exhibitions, and a greasy pole competition.

The best way to get here:

By car from Belize City, take Philip Goldson Highway and follow signs for 
the village, which lies about 3 miles from the highway.

By bus from Belize City, take any bus heading to Orange Walk and get 
off at the Crooked Tree stop. The village is approximately 3 miles down a 
packed dirt road from the highway.

The best way to experience the festival:

Come hungry, as there will be dozens of different varieties of cashews to 
enjoy along with an exhibition of other agricultural products grown in the 
area. Friday night is the perfect time for dancing and enjoying live music 
with a glass or two of cashew wine, while Saturday and Sunday are both 
great days to enjoy a taste of local charm in combination with live music 
and several fun competitions.
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International Costa Maya Festival

Photo by: International Costa Maya Festival | Internationalcostamayafestival.com

First conceived as a celebration of the wider Maya world with participants 
from Belize, Honduras, El Salvador, Nicaragua, and Mexico in 1992, the 
festival has since blossomed to become one of the most popular events on 
the Belizean calendar. The festival begins with a beauty pageant featuring 
contestants from the “Mundo Maya” countries and then explodes in a 
celebration of dance, food, art, games, and music.

Interesting fact: The festival is held during the month of August. It commences 

on the fi rst Thursday of the month and ends on Saturday with the presentation 

of an international artist.

 Why you should attend:

A celebration of all things Maya, the festival is a colorful mix of a beauty 
pageant; music that includes punta, salsa, merengue, soca, reggae, and 
traditional Maya melodies; riotous parades; and a celebration of food, art, 
and merrymaking.

The fi rst night of the festival begins with a beauty pageant featuring 
the winners of regional contests from neighboring countries as well as 
representatives from Europe, North America, and Australia. Contestants 
demonstrate elegance, poise, and beauty in evening gown, bathing suit, 
and talent categories, with the winner given the coveted title of Miss 
Costa Maya International.

The fi rst night then rocks the enthusiastic crowds with performances 
from some of the country’s premiere musical groups, with dancing lasting 
until dawn. The following days of the festival include lively parades, enter-
tainment for children, demonstrations of folkloric and traditional dance 
and music, and a breathtaking array of food, drink, and merrymaking for 
festival goers of all ages.

 Where in Belize is it held?

The International Costa Maya Festival is held in San Pedro Town, the 
capital of Ambergris Caye. Various locations in the town feature musical 
entertainment, games, face-painting booths, food stalls, and local arts 
and crafts.
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 When is the festival held?

The three-day festival is always held on a weekend in August, but the 
dates vary from year to year.

 The best way to get here:

The festival is always held in San Pedro Town, the capital of Ambergris 
Caye. There is regular domestic air service with Tropic Air between Belize 
City and other locations in Belize to the airport in San Pedro. Private 
watercraft services also off er connections to the island.

 The best way to experience it:

 Bring your party hat with you, as the International Costa Maya Festival is 
a raucous celebration of beauty, culture, art, food, music, and fun.

 Book Photographers

Duarte Dellarole:

Duarte Dellarole is a passionate freelance travel photographer and 
videographer from Portugal who loves to travel and discover new places 
while working.

His journey into the world of travel photography and video started in 
Belize back in 2013 when he travelled to the country for the fi rst time as 
part of his ecotourism degree internship at Bocawina Eco-Resort. There, 
he shot a documentary fi lm about the Mayfl ower Bocawina National Park.

From that moment, he always returned to Belize, where he has pro-
duced many photos and videos for hotels and tours operators. He has 
specialized in the landscapes and cultures of Central America and the 
Caribbean and now travels with his girlfriend, Marta, who plays an essen-
tial role in his life and work.

For more information about his work, please visit: 
www.duartedellarole.com.

Basilio Mes:

Basilio Mes is a Belizean naturalist guide who was born in Toledo District of 
Belize. He is one of a few Belizean tour guides who speak the Mayan dialect, 
and he has visited most of the attractions that are listed in this book. As such, 
he provided some of the photos that are highlighted in this travel guide.
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 Resources

Top tour companies and travel agents in Belize:

Belize Hub (www.belizehub.com)
BH Experiences (www.bhexperiences.com)
Adventures in Belize (www.adventuresinbelize.com)
Barefoot Rentals and Services (www. barefootservicesbelize.com)
Nine Belize (www.ninebelize.com)
Roam Belize (www.roambelize.com)
Untame Belize (www.untamebelize.com)
Cahal Pech Tours (www.cahalpech.com)
Island Expeditions (www.islandexpeditions.com)
Raggamuffi  n Tours (www. raggamuffi  ntours.com)
Belize ATV Jungle Tours (www. atvtours.bz)
Splash Belize (www.splashbelize.com)
Tour Belize Auto Rental (www. tourbelizeautorental.com)

Top places to stay in Belize:

Victoria House (www.victoria-house.com)
Chabil Mar (www.chabilmarvillas.com)
Cahal Pech Village Resort (www.cahalpech.com)
Belize Boutique Resort and Spa (www. belizeresortandspa.com)
Black Orchid Resort (www.blackorchidresort.com)

Ian Anderson’s Caves Branch Jungle Lodge (www.cavesbranch.com)
Portofi no Beach Resort (www.portofi nobelize.com)
The Lodge at Chaa Creek (www.chaacreek.com)
Yok Ha Island Resort (www.yokhabelizeresort.com)
Sirenian Bay Resort & Villas (www. sirenianbay.com)
Mahogany Hall Boutique Resort (www.mahoganyhallbelize.com)
Belize Tree Houses at Ian Anderson’s Caves Branch Jungle Lodge 

(www. belizetreehouses.com)
Coco Plum Island Resort (www.cocoplumcay.com)

Belize real estate opportunities:

Cerros Sands (www.cerrossands.com)
Orchid Bay (www.orchidbaybelize.com)

Travel insurance companies:

Simpsons Insurance Agency LTD (www.siabz.com)
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the charming village of Bullet Tree Falls, just outside of the now-popular 
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