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Western Caribbean Dance Cruise

February 25, 2011 – March 4, 2011

PORTS OF CALL

(Check out Excursions offered by Costa)

MIAMI
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With a population of around 360,000, but almost 5 million in the entire urban area, Miami is Florida's most heavily populated city. It began to expand in 1896 when railway reached the city and Miami became a municipality. The pleasant climate and idyllic landscapes with numerous kilometers of beach propelled the city towards its first economic boom in the 1930s, although even greater development was to take place in the '50s. 

The city is divided into distinct neighborhoods, some of which have separate and independent local governments, such as Miami Beach. Biscayne Boulevard is the main attraction in the area around the port and is flanked by large parks such as Bayfront Park and the Bicentennial Park; to the south of the port lies the financial district. 

In downtown Miami, Flagler Street is where to head to do a bit of shopping in the department stores and clothes, electronics, sports and jewelery shops. In the Metro Dade Center you can visit the Museum of Southern Florida, the city's main library, and the Museum of Fine Arts, which holds temporary modern art exhibitions. Coconut Grove is Miami's oldest district and has become, over time, an exclusive and refined residential area. 

Little Havana is the Cuban district characterized by an almost Caribbean atmosphere where Spanish is spoken more readily than English. The main road Calle Ocho runs through the district, which is lined with shops and cafés, whilst other places of interest include the Museum of the Cuban Arts and Culture, the Museum of Science and the Máximo Gómez Park.

Six kilometers to the east of Miami is Miami Beach, an island comprising a long, thin strip of sand connected to the mainland by a system of bridges. The southern end of Miami Beach is called South Beach and it is here that the city's recent rebirth began. 

The Art Deco Historic District, built up in the 1920s and noted for its pastel, rose, lavender and turquoise color houses, has recently been restored and represents an excellent example of the urban restoration of modern architecture, attracting thousands of tourists each year. But Miami Beach also means the seafront and the famous Ocean Drive that separates the beach from the infinite numbers of bars and restaurants. An never-ending parade of bizarre cars, roller-skaters, skateboarders, and super-accessorized Harley Davidsons ensure that visitors remain amused.

As with the rest of the culture in Florida, food and drink in Miami has a heavy Cuban and Caribbean influence: the fish and seafood caught in the Atlantic and the Gulf of Mexico form the base of the most popular dishes. 

Language: English     Currency: US$ 

Things to Do:

Miami Beach is one of Miami's most popular attractions. There, you'll see supermodels and celebrities side by side with octogenarians in pastel plaid. This diversity is one of the main attractions of this area. But the wide, sandy beaches and clean, warm water don't hurt.  

Drive through Miami, discovering its rich history, then head out to the Everglades, the only subtropical preserve in North America. As you approach the park, a guide will tell you about the many birds and foliage found in the River of Grass. Then explore the Glades on a 40-minute airboat ride, and see an Indian village, alligator wrestling and even a wildlife show. 

Marvel at the homes of the rich and famous while cruising the calm waters of Biscayne Bay on the Island Queen. 

KEY WEST, FLORIDA
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Situated only 90 miles from Cuba, Key West is the most southerly point of the USA. It is one of a string of islands, the Keys, connected to Miami by a linking highway. Its subtropical climate and relaxed lifestyle, together with its links with the great American writer Ernest Hemingway, have helped Key West become one of the country's most visited tourist destinations.

Hemingway lived on the island for nearly ten years and his former home, a Spanish colonial-style house, is now a museum dedicated to its famous former resident. Historically, Key West was a trading point during slavery and a shelter for pirates who hid their ships in the island's many bays, waiting to pounce on passing galleons and their cargoes of merchandise. The sea has always played a crucial role in the life of Key West, which has a local population of 30,000.

Being an island also helped Key West escape the social and political traumas suffered by the rest of Florida, which often attracted the aggressive attentions of Spain, England and France. The historical centre of Key West, along Duval Street, includes many small shops and businesses. 

Originally designed by Bahamian Cubans, the area includes several small museums and shops displaying traditional crafts. The Wrecker Museum is the oldest museum in town and is dedicated to the memory of all those lost at sea in the numerous shipwrecks around the island. The museum is the former home of Captain Watlington, a legendary character in Key West folklore, who lived in the building in the early 1800s and was a tireless rescuer of shipwrecked sailors.

Language: English     Currency: US$ 

Things to Do:

Two great ways to see Key West:

Take a traditional trolley tour through historic Key West.  See www.trolleytours.com (and attached PDF).

Or

The Conch Train.  See www.conchtourtrain.com (and attached PDF).

Enjoy the pleasures of a glass-bottom boat on a unique and informative eco-tour of the only living coral reef in the continental United States. It's home to over 300 species of fish, which complete the colorful and intriguing seascape. The boats are specially designed to provide maximum viewing with minimum stress to the delicate reef environment.  

Visit the Museum of Art and History at the Custom House, a "must-see" when in Key West. 

Discover the real Key West as you make your way through the lazy back streets on a bike-tour adventure. 

Board the schooner Liberty for a relaxing sail around Key West Harbor. 

Take a stroll through Key West's famed historic homes and gardens. Admire Casa Antigua, the former residence of Ernest Hemingway. Built in 1931, it was once a hotel, then was later rebuilt as a private home. It contains the largest courtyard in Key West. 

Marvel at the priceless treasures on a visit to the Mel Fisher Maritime Heritage Museum. 

Absorb the local charm on a stroll down Duval Street, lined with quaint shops, cafés and restaurants. 

Kayak through the nearby canals and observe many species of bird and fish, maybe even a manatee. 

Shopping for Bargains - Shopping in Key West is like no other shopping experience in the world. Key West prides itself on an eclectic array of shops, including famous diamond stores, a cat and dog boutique, artists' markets, butterfly art, key-lime treats, luxurious aloe skin-care products, souvenirs that change color in the sun and pearls from around the world. While in Key West, shop for renowned jewelry from sunken treasures, unique clothing and a wide variety of souvenirs.  

KEY WEST WEBSITES WITH COUPONS:

http://www.discountkeywest.com/  

http://www.gotothekeys.com/coupons-discounts-key-west.htm 

http://www.keywestchamber.org/coupons/keywestdiscountcoupons.aspx 

http://www.keywestinformation.com/key-west%20discount-drink-coupons.htm 

http://www.keywesttravelguide.com/key-west-coupons.html 

http://keywestdiscountcoupons.com/ 

OCHO RIOS, JAMAICA
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When Christopher Columbus first laid eyes upon Jamaica he wrote in his logbook that it was 'the most beautiful island I have ever seen'. His words were not without good reason. The land of rum and reggae is a stunningly beautiful island of soaring mountains, lush hilltops, evocative swamplands and glorious tropical flora. The town of Ocho Rios sprawls along a magnificent beach and is one of Jamaica's major tourist destinations. The present bustling town was formerly a sleepy fishing village and along the coastline manages to retain some of its earlier tranquil charm. James Bond author Ian Fleming used to live in the vicinity, at Oracabessa, and references to 007 are littered throughout the town. One of its beaches is dedicated to the fictional spy and was reportedly the location for several scenes in the 007 film Licence to Kill, starring Sean Connery and Ursula Andress. The hills behind Ocho Rios are dissected by several waterfalls and not far from town are a number of plantations growing a wide range of exotic fruit. Also accessible from Ocho Rios are Dunn's River Falls, one of Jamaica's most famous sights, which plunge some 600 feet from top to bottom.

The history of Jamaica is not unlike the rest of the Caribbean. After early Spanish occupation in the 16th Century, under which sugar cane plantations and slavery were a central factor, the island fell to the British. This period saw the expansion and development of local agriculture, including cocoa, sugar cane, coffee and tobacco. During this time the island became plagued by pirates, such as the infamous Blackbeard and 'Calico' Jack Rackham. By the turn of the 19th Century resistance to slavery was gaining ground in Jamaica, leading to a series of rebellions, the greatest of which was in 1831. Three years later, slaves in the West Indies were emancipated, heralding a gradual assertion of Jamaican nationalism, which culminated in independence in 1962. The years since have seen a huge increase in tourism to Jamaica, fuelled in significant part by its place as the home of reggae music, which has been exported all over the world by the likes of Bob Marley, Peter Tosh, Aswad and Big Mountain. The most important reggae event in the world and the biggest day in the Jamaican calendar is the annual Sunsplash Festival held on the island.

Language: English     Currency: Jamaican dollar, US$

The official language of Jamaica is English (well sort of) and the official currency is the Jamaican Dollar or the US dollar.

Things to Do:

Just west of downtown Ocho Rios, you'll discover one of Jamaica's most famous waterfalls -  Dunn's River Falls. The cool mountain waters plunge 600 feet to smooth limestone beds, then stream under the roadway before mingling with the turquoise Caribbean Sea. Whether you climb the falls or swim in the chilly eddies on the ocean side, you're sure to remember this place.  

Hiking - An easy walk in Ocho Rios is the One Love Trail, a roadside paved walkway with sea views. It runs from the bauxite factory to Dunn’s River Falls. 

Beaches - Ocho Rios is home to several beautiful beaches. Note: Resort beaches are private and restricted to use by guests or those who have obtained day passes.  James Bond Beach, west of Ocho Rios in the town of Oracabessa in St. Mary, is near Ian Fleming’s former home, Goldeneye. It’s open daily and admission is charged. It offers plenty of opportunities for active travelers, including Wave Runners, helicopter tours and horseback rides. There’s also a beach bar and grill. 

Shaw Park Botanical Gardens - These beautiful 25-acre gardens are perched high above Ocho Rios, with excellent views of the bay and the coast. The gardens include a stunning waterfall as well as many tropical blooms. 

Dolphin Cove - swim with bottlenose dolphins! Various programs are offered which feature different levels of interaction with the dolphins, from touching the dolphins as they swim past your feet to being dragged through the lagoon, holding on to their fins and ultimately, getting pushed at high speed by the feet through the water.  If you do not wish to interact with the dolphins, there is still plenty to do at Dolphin Cove as the entrance fee includes a range of other activities such as swimming with stingrays, glass bottom kayaking and mini-boat rides. Visitors can also interact with exotic birds, snakes and iguanas.

If you are renting a car you can see more of Ocho Rios.  For example, Fern Gully is a stretch of Highway A3 that winds south from Ocho Rios. For three miles, the road is lined with lush ferns and innumerable plants; well worth a drive even if you are not headed that way. 

When you're in Jamaica, you shouldn't miss the mouthwatering Jamaican jerk pork and chicken. It's not haute cuisine, but you'll crave these delicious traditional meats for years to come.  

GRAND CAYMAN, CAYMAN ISLANDS
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At 45km long, Grand Cayman is the largest of the Cayman Islands, lying between Cuba and Jamaica. Its warm climate, low rainfall and tranquil waters make it an ideal destination for sun-seekers and divers. Tourism on the island developed after World War II, first as a favorite resort of Americans, followed by visitors from Europe.

The islanders display an ever-growing respect for their beautiful environment and there are several nature reserves and maritime parks. The flora and fauna of the Cayman Islands are surprisingly diverse and include the spectacular Cayman blue iguana.

The island capital of Grand Cayman is George Town, named after Fort George, built in 1700 and whose history is described in the Cayman Islands National Museum, housed in the city's oldest building. Much of the island's social life revolves around 'seven-mile beach' which stretches around West Bay. On the northwest of the island lies the town and beaches of Hell, whose name was originally inspired by the black rock formations found in the area. Nearby is the unique Cayman Turtle Farm where the endangered green sea turtles are the star inhabitants.

Grand Cayman is one of a group of three magnificent tropical islands Christopher Columbus called "Las Tortugas" (the turtles) for the sea creatures he found in the ocean water. The designation did not endure, however, for on later maps the islands were labeled the Caimanau, the Carib Indian word for "crocodile." The name "Caimanas" refers inaccurately to the iguanas native to the islands, which were perhaps at one point mistaken for crocodiles.

Also worth visiting is the Queen Elizabeth II Botanical Park where iguanas, orchids, parrots and hundreds of other species of plants and animal-life can be spotted among the lush undergrowth. The smaller, but equally dramatic island of Cayman Brac is home to the National Trust Parrot Reserve. 

Language: English     Currency: CI$, US$ 

The official currency of the Cayman Islands is the Cayman Islands dollar (KYD).  U.S. dollars, credit cards, and traveler's checks are widely accepted.  

Things to Do:

Among other attractions, visitors to the island will enjoy learning about the turtles, visiting the town of Hell, exploring Seven-Mile Beach and enjoying the undersea world.  

Experience a once-in-a-lifetime adventure: snorkeling with stingrays at Stingray City Sandbar. These relatively tame creatures will swim right into your arms and eat from your hand. They have velvety soft skin and love to have their bellies rubbed. Despite their frightening name, they are very gentle and won't hurt you as long as you stay away from their tails.  

Take a tour through the charming city of George Town, the capital of the Cayman Islands. Stop at the Conch Shell House, constructed entirely of the trumpet shells of the mollusk, and the town of Hell, whose name was inspired by its unusual rock formations. Visit the Turtle Farm, an interactive sea-turtle nursery where green and hawksbill turtles are bred and raised. 

Explore a seemingly endless stretch of magnificent coastline at Grand Cayman's world-famous Seven-Mile Beach. 

Get away from it all and enjoy a great island-style day out at the Rum Point Club, situated on the picturesque north side of the island. 

Surround yourself with exotic marine life and huge coral formations as you explore the underwater world in a submarine. 

Paddle along Grand Cayman's world-renowned Seven-Mile Beach on a kayaking adventure. 

Explore a historic shipwreck while snorkeling the beautiful Cayman waters. 

Explore the island and get a great workout at the same time, cycling through the island's quaint villages. 

Shopping for Bargains - Grand Cayman is humorously referred to as "Brand Cayman" by those savvy shoppers who know the island's reputation for fabulous duty-free prices on designer merchandise. Great bargains abound on jewelry and watches from Caribbean Hook, Chopard, Honora, House of Tanzanite, John Atencio, John Hardy, Kabana, Roberto Coin, Starnight, Alfex, Cartier, Concord, Faconnable, Gucci, Maurice Lacroix, Michele, Movado, Wenger and more. Fine china, crystal, perfumes, leather, rum cakes, and liquor are available at bargain prices. Local crafts and treasure coins found in retail shops in George Town are also great buys. 

GRAND CAYMAN WEBSITES WITH COUPONS: http://www.caymanislandsdiscounts.com/Activities.htm   

COZUMEL, MEXICO
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The island of Cozumel is one of the most popular tourist destinations in the world, attracting an estimated 20 million people a year keen to enjoy its unique mix of glorious beaches, superb diving and ancient archaeological sites. The town of Cozumel is the perfect place to relax in the tropical sun and the perfect gateway to the island's ancient treasures.

The first evidence of civilization on Cozumel dates back to the Mayans of 300 BC. Cozumel's importance to Mayan society came from its vantage point as a port and from its apparent powers of fertility. Mayan women would travel to the island in their thousands in the hope that the special properties of the area would furnish their children with good health and good luck. It is possible today to see the excavated ruins of San Gervasio, a holy Mayan monument, originally a temple built to honor Ixchel, the Mayan god of medicine, love and fertility.

The Mayans' fortunes suffered after the arrival of the Spanish conquistadors in 1519 and many of its culture masterpieces were plundered. This beleaguered state, during which the island remained virtually deserted, remained for several hundred years until Cozumel's importance as a trading post in the gum trade and then as an American anti-submarine base during World War II revived its importance.

Language: Spanish     Currency: Peso (MXN), US$ 

Mexico's currency is the peso (MXN). The $ sign is used to refer to pesos, so don't be shocked at the price tags. Any prices in U.S. dollars are listed as US$ or USD. Many hotels, restaurants and shops also accept major credit cards, which usually offer you a good exchange rate.  

Things to Do:

On the south of the island, Chankanaab National Park offers some delightful diving in a lagoon packed with a colorful array of tropical fish and turtles. It is also on this side of the island that the village of Cedral is situated, which includes a Mayan site decorated with ancient drawings.

Discover what makes a dolphin so magical as you play and interact with these amazing creatures in Chankanaab National Marine Park. 

Don't miss the opportunity to explore the ruins of the ancient Mayan city of Tulúm, majestically perched above the turquoise Caribbean. The site was occupied as far back as 600 A.D. However, it was most densely populated around 1200 A.D. You will be struck by the pyramid-shaped El Castillo, which dominates the city from atop a forty-foot cliff. The nearby Temple of the Descending God provides equally excellent insight into the architecture of the Mayan people, who gained considerable achievements in the arts and sciences, only to decline and vanish for no apparent reason.  

Sit back, relax, and bury your toes in the white sand of Playa Mia Beach in Cozumel. This destination offers all the food, drinks and activities you can imagine, including relaxing massages on the beach. 

Take a Jeep-safari adventure through the tropical landscape of Cozumel's east side. Ride through sand dunes and trails for an unforgettable experience. 

Snorkel in the clear sapphire-colored water around Cozumel's coral reefs. It's a snorkeler's dream, and one of the world's premier snorkeling destinations. Equipment, instruction and guidance begin at Sand Dollar Beach. 

Shopping for Bargains - Regarded as the "St. Thomas of the Western Caribbean," Cozumel has become one of the world's best duty-free shopping ports. Cozumel offers unbelievable prices on diamonds, colored gemstones, jewelry, watches, gold, sterling silver, and even Oriental rugs as well as Mexican housewares and handicrafts. You can find designer jewelry pieces and watches from C2K, Caribbean Hook, Honora, House of Tanzanite, John Hardy, Kabana, La Nouvelle Bague, Starnight, White Diamonds, Cartier, Concord, Maurice Lacroix, Michele, Movado and more.  

COZUMEL WEBSITES WITH COUPONS:  

http://cozumelinsider.com/Coupons 
