St. Lucia, Castries District – Caribbean West Indies Islands

Review contributed by Michael & Rochelle Pearce

                                       Leander, TX

Travel Dates: October 12-17, 2009

October is Heritage month on St. Lucia

Air Travel-

Direct flights or minimal connection flights are near impossible getting to St. Lucia. However, with a great travel agent like Debbie, she can generally make this confusion much simpler. She worked hard, and we were able to secure a flight directly from Austin, TX to Atlanta, GA that then directly connected us to St. Lucia. The Atlanta, GA airport is a large hub, but fairly easy to navigate, so no worries you’ll be fine. When you board the flights to St. Lucia you’ll be surrounded by lots of young honeymooning couples. It was fun for us, we got to share that we celebrating the 15 year mark with several of the couples surrounding us. Not a kid, younger than 18 in site! Not that that will always be common, as St. Lucia resorts are expanding to offer family oriented holidays (as the abundant Brit visitors would say), but most of the couples traveling with us were headed to a Sandals resort, which on St. Lucia is adults only. 
Arrival at the St. Lucia International airport: The Hewanorra International airport is located at the southern end of the island. The Vigie, a secondary local airport will put you closer to the Sandals resorts and larger resort communities, located in the Castries District.  You will directly depart the plane onto the arrival tarmac, you must enter through customs, head for your bags which are very efficiently stacked and waiting for you. Airport staff are available and waiting to help with any questions you have. Then you head through the luggage scan and a bit of the confusion can hit after that. Many porters and cabbie professionals are waiting to bargain ways to help you. They are very welcoming and helpful and the first  exposure to the character of native St. Lucians appear, they are just friendly people! Our porter asked where we needed to go- we were headed for a quick helicopter transport to the local airport and then a short cab ride directly to our resort. Our porter took us really just a few feet through the arrival doors, and there was our helicopter crew awaiting our arrival. Tip #1: There really isn’t a need for a porter at this point. We appreciate their hustle to work and earn, but it felt pretty silly handing a tip to a guy that walked us 15 feet. However, if you want to get some immediate tips on island stuff, the porters and immediate greeters will be happy to help and definitely earn their tip.
Departure from St. Lucia can seemingly provide the same chaos as arrival. There are porters ready to help with your luggage but all they are doing is putting them in a holding area at the front of your airlines waiting line. Handle your stuff yourself. It is extremely important that you are aware of your luggage weight. They are VERY strict with the 50 lb weight capacity of check in items departing St. Lucia. You must also put all of your toiletry liquids in your check in luggage, as required by Customs standards. Then onto the Customs line and you are freed to the departure section of the airport. The departure section of the airport has great little gift shops, but you can thoroughly tour each shop within a 15 minute period, then the wait begins. There is a very tiny, and when we say tiny, we mean tiny food court upstairs but their choices for food and drink are limited. The airport staff are friendly and helpful, but their accents remain strong so don’t be afraid to approach someone if you don’t clearly understand announcements, etc. Another form of chaos can begin with boarding calls. There are no roped lanes that separate Business class passengers trying to board and the rest of the people trying to board and the mix of who gets called. Ugh! We were prepared for the $25 departure tax we understood was required, but it was never collected at any time. Tip #2: Bring something to read, have your own preferred snacks, and some extra cash.
Helicopter Ride-

Do it! The ride is smooth and efficient, and gives an amazing view of the island. Looking down, you really wonder what people are talking about the rain forests disappearing, everything is rain forest! We saved over an hour drive time to our resort and got a fabulous view. If we could change any option with our travel to the resort we would either choose to take the helicopter on arrival AND departure or choose this option at departure. The air routes to and from are slightly different and the departure tour from the local airport to the International airport will take you around the famous Pitons (remember the mountains Superman flew around in the movie? Yep! That’s them!)
Sandals Halcyon-
 After catching a cab from the helicopter ride, we connected with a cab that took us directly to the Halcyon.  Talk to your cabbies, they are open to helping and know the island well. 

We arrived and were greeted and seated at the arrival area of the resort. We were provided cold fresh towels soaked in lemon grass, and a glass of champagne. Wow! Our room porter- Maverick, you know like Maverick from Top Gun movie he liked to boast, gave us a brief info form to complete that would allow the resort to match up our flight departures and registration info. We were assured not to rush, we were now on island time and vacation had begun! Maverick led us to our room, and although we were offered a choice for room upgrade, we chose to stay with our initial room choice. Our room had recently been remodeled, was located further into the garden areas of the property and were fantastic! Maverick ensured we were familiar with the features of the room, how to use the A/C systems, that the electrical plugs were adaptable to US items, and how to use our room key and purchase features. He assured our luggage would be delivered to the room shortly, as it had been transported on the shuttle from the international airport. He was also willing to share his knowledge of island fun and answer our questions. Although Sandals is all-inclusive, they also follow strict eco guidelines, and will only refill bottled water made of their island water, every other day. You can purchase more from the gift shop, and Erica who was regularly on shift when we visited will greet you with a broad smile and will remember you right away! Tip #3: Sandals is an all-inclusive resort, which often means no tipping necessary, but tipping is always helpful and appreciated. The islanders work hard and the extra provided goes a long way for them. So tip, just do it privately. As for the water issue, it’s clean but if you are sensitive just have the Immodium (not Pepto) available until you adjust.
Then we were off to explore our resort. AMAZING! Sandals Halcyon is the 1st and smallest Sandals resort on the island. They have kept it simple and low key. Just our style. Benton- the gardener who has been on staff for apparently 15 + years is constantly grooming renewing and keeping the grounds in great condition. Don’t worry if you run into him and he appears to be talking to himself, he’s a real character, but he’s actually talking to the plants! REALLY! The use and sometimes on a humid morning the over-use of fertilizer, keeps the blooms and colors alive and  beautiful. Lighting at night is very low, which adds to the romantic atmosphere that this resort is proud of, but once you know your way around all is easily navigated. This is one resort that you can’t get lost on compared to the big ones. 

The resort will offer orientation tours each day, and we were encouraged by friends who had stayed at other Sandals resorts to attend. So the next morning we were there and found it very helpful in orienting us to the features of the resort but also provided facts and history of the island and resort area. It answered tons of questions we already had after being there for a late afternoon and evening. We learned that the tiny island shortly off our resort area was the private island provided to the Nobel Prize winning author Derick Walcott, and would soon be a museum location and then open to the public. Also the huge melons hanging off several trees were actually calabash melons that were inedible, so don’t try them! There are other fruit tree & almond trees that you can pick off of and eat! Tip #4: Take the orientation tour as soon as you can!
There are also beach vendors that pay a fee to set up their wares right on the beach of the Halcyon. We met Daniel & “Rasta Charlie” – look him up on You-tube. Daniel became a consistent advisor as we visited his area near the Paradise Pool bar regularly. Rasta Charlie has a vendor section but likes to wander the beach. He versed us on the colors of the Rasta people, which most of us know as the colors of the Jamaican flag: Black= for the people, Red= for the blood shed, Yellow= for the sun, and Green= for the lush tropical rain forests.

Halcyon Dining & Entertainment
Our 5 night stay gave us many of opportunities to try all of the onsite restaurants. Monday nights in October is their heritage night BBQ and steel drum show. The main Bayside restaurant is the only open eating location during the dinner hours. Open flame BBQ with the cooks and staff interacting and enjoying showing the joys of their bold African influenced culture.  Generous choices of grilled meats and fish to choose from cooked on an open flame char grill with plenty of side dishes to try.  For the Grill; Chicken seasoned simple, basted with oil and vinegar.  Pork ribs and loin with a house BBQ sauce.  Beef sirloin, and skirt peppered and lightly sauced.  Fish and shrimp versions were available, and they are great about keeping familiar sauces and sides available for anyone not as adventurous in their food choices. By the grill you will find the famous hot sauce of St. Lucia, West Indian Piquante Des- Antilles Made from Scotch Bonnet peppers, vinegar, salt, onion and garlic. Produced in St. Lucia, West Indies for Baron Foods.   You will find this everywhere in St. Lucia and will want to take some home.  Johnny cakes made fresh with rice and beans, an island staple.  Let’s not forget the many ways to prepare plantains.  St. Lucia is a large producer of Bananas and it is used in many dishes to include Banana ketchup.  
Entertainment is fantastic. Eslyn Leon, and her crew assistants will make sure you have a good time. We got along very nicely with Eslyn and one of her assistants Kym, who really kept us involved. They had steel drums, the Pan Sonic Band, and dancers. Most of this program was oriented around providing us visitors a taste of their African heritage, and was enthralling. Games and activities that involved the vacationers were incorporated and was tons of fun. 
The water sports are included at the resort, and we enjoyed kayaking, Hobie catamaran sailing and snorkeling. You must schedule most of your snorkeling or scuba diving as there are no reefs close to the resorts and you must be shuttled to locations for those activities. We snorkeled at Honeymooners cove, close to the Regency la Toc resort. Water is clear and blue, but we found the snorkeling a little disappointing, just not many different things to see, it may have been the location, but we heard great things about the scuba diving adventures; including ship wrecks located under water and larger variety of sea life. We got a quick lesson on catamaran sailing from Tyrone, one of the water sport staff. He was friendly, patient and loves his job. One thing we commonly heard from the staff at Sandals is the love of their work on St. Lucia. Many are interns working on their hotel service degrees, but they land in paradise and when the day gets hot, they take a break, jump in the water, cool off and return to their duties with enthusiasm.

Tip #5: Get on “island time” quickly, stay up late and sleep in. Food, drink and activities don’t start at all until 9 am- basically anywhere on the island!
Bayside Restaurant

Breakfast:
In the Chef ranks we often say, if you mess up breakfast, clock out and go home.  We started our morning out with a mimosa and a good cup of Java. The coffee was bold and fresh. If you want eggs, go to the omelet station and have them cook what you want fresh, don’t bother with the buffet scramble.  Bacon, sausage, ham and always beans and potatoes.  Changing it up with local options they might have braised oxtail, plantain sides, bread fruit, and Jonny cakes.   

Don’t forget that this is a British commonwealth and you will find European influences and cold light options to include cold cuts and cheese, Gravlax, Traditional Swedish and Finnish salt-cured raw salmon with capers, Great on a toasted English muffin with cream cheese.  A good assortment of fresh fruit options available.   Early morning options are a bit scarce, we were able to get coffee, however no food is available until 7:30am.   

Mario’s

Nice romantic atmosphere, with a comfortable feel.  Let’s talk food; The Insalata and antipasti was great, lot’s of variety of cured meats, and cheeses.  The bread selection was decent however not baked fresh.  We both had a salad and agree that every time there were salad/greens served at any of the restaurants, it was wet. Cleaning the greens is good, not drying them is bad. Crab in the mixed salads were imitation crab pieces, which was a little disappointing. For our mains; First up the Gamberetti Al'Aglio; shrimp pasta in garlic butter and basil was great.  Pasta seems consistently good there, as any Italian restaurant should be, and served steamy warm and you can tell freshly prepared. The New Zealand lamb rack, it had good flavor however was tough.

The Pier

Wonderful dining room.  Severs were top notch.  The Pier offers a wine steward: Kevin, who can provide premium wine options for purchase. We briefly described our preference and price range and asked him to make a choice that would compliment our meal. He made an excellent choice of an Australian Chardonnay that was buttery and smooth. Sandals offers Beringer wine for the “all inclusive” wine options, however they do have high end options, just ask and you can purchase a bottle. We started with the Conch chowder and the shrimp cocktail, good simple flavors.    We moved on the main and had the Filet with shrimp and Cassoulette of seafood in saffron.  Both were great.

The Beach Bistro

Save this one for late night munchies.  This is a great little place for the good old familiar junk food options. The cook at night is able to custom make you a burger. If you’ve over indulged the all inclusive beverage options, than go for the nachos with the one and only canned ballpark cheese.  I had a bacon, jalapeño cheese burger w/ Piquante hot sauce and extra crispy fries.  

Tea Time at the Paradise Pool

Everyday around 4:30PM (Island Time) its tea time at the pool.  What a great way to re-energize after taking that mid day nap.  Coffee, tea, Scones & Biscuits, jam, tea sandwiches and even ice cream.  A variety of cucumber mint, salmon, chicken salad finger sandwiches.  We met a lot of nice British folks and shared many stories.

They can improve in a few areas mentioned however for feeding hundreds of guests per week around the clock, Sandals does a good job!  

Sandals VS. Sandals

One of the greatest things about the Sandals resorts is that they have an open door policy. If you are staying at 1 you can play at 3! We were able to eat at two, Halcyon & The Grand. We did not choose to visit the Regency La Toc this time, however we heard good reviews.   
The Grand offered a better selection of restaurants and entertainment options, but we found the atmosphere loud and busy.  The Grand is the resort ideal for the couples who are ready to party and live it up on vacation. There are very few quiet spots, and we spent a lot of time having to walk around finding resort pool towels and jumping to claim the first lounge chairs we could find at the pool and beach areas.

We did enjoy what they offered and could tell that their chefs and entertainment staff had a larger and grander budget to work with, but we were relieved to retire back to our low-key and quieter resort when we had our fill of food & fun. The Grand always had selections of cultural foods and salads at their main buffet restaurant and more action stations with chefs ready to share their knowledge of the cuisine and custom make a salad or pasta dish. If you can visit on International Buffet night- wow! You’ll be astounded.  If there was one area we could encourage Sandals Halcyon to improve it would be making more chefs available for action stations to involve and customize the involvement of their patrons in the food.
Tip #6: The Regency La Toc has the sushi restaurant – Kimono’s, that requires reservations. We heard from more than one person reservations seemed almost impossible. Have you travel agent book your dining reservation there when you book your vacation.
Castries Central Market – 
During our research we read about where the locals go in Hunters Guide by Lynne Sullivan

“An alleyway lined with food stalls and outdoor tables is located on the south end of the Central Market”. Don’t be afraid; walk right up and say hello.  Instead of trying to point and guess what is what, just tell them you want a plate, and would like to try all or a few of the choices.  They enjoy making a full plate and proud of their work.  We visited a stall #8- Joyce. For the main, braised Oxtail in a rich tomato sauce, pan friend tuna steak with a light batter, rice, beans (lentils) and a small salad, sweet potatoes (which are white!), bread fruit & plantains. They also served us a glass of Papaya fruit punch.  One plate was plenty to share between 2 people and we actually shared between 4, as we met another couple that joined us during our adventures of the Castries Market. We all wanted to ensure we kept enough room to keep trying anything that looked good!  They serve their food and drink in their own dishware, but provide disposable utensils and napkins. 
The people of St. Lucia are poor and you will easily notice that, but they share a unique joy about life. They are warm and welcoming and easily offer a smile. They read you carefully and quickly step in to help. Be ready with a smile and a fist, but not to fight, to perform the local greeting. They are hustling to make their living and will offer cab rides or guidance and an extra dollar in their hand is not refused, but they share freely their enthusiasm for life. 
Tip #7: Wander. Be aware but just go, everywhere you will meet friendly people. 
BBQ Row West of the Central Market-

This was a street lined with BBQ stalls just across the market. Our understanding is that many of the BBQ and roasted meat stalls are located in an upstairs section of the market. Many have been relocated there due to the renovations occurring in the large market by the government. The popular street food is fried chicken and chips (Fries).  Crispy battered and fried chicken backs and thighs served on a pile of hot salty chips, all in a convenient foil wrap. Cold Piton beer and you’re off to the next vendor. The owner of Ray’s, “Mr. Ray”, has been cooking at this location for 30 years, he’s the best.
Touring/ Shopping/Island Life-

St. Lucian’s are proud of their island. Tourism is the largest industry so they are always welcoming to visitors. Eco-tourism is a popular, growing industry which goes to show their increasing appreciation of the gift of nature provided to them. They love bright colors, nature, and have a deep spiritualism that makes itself known just thorough their warm nature. Primarily known as a Catholic community from the French heritage, the mention of God brings a brighter and warming smile to their faces. 
St. Lucia is a British commonwealth now, but it’s history stems deeply from African & French influences. Most St. Lucian’s speak English, but will often have heavy French or British accents, and many will speak a mix of the language known as Patois or Kweyol. Very closely patterned to what Creoles speak in the New Orleans, LA area. They work easily with US dollars, but will provide change in Eastern Caribbean Dollars (XCD). Tip #8: Be familiar with the exchange rate shortly before you visit, but don’t stress. The people are patient, and will help you-honestly.
Another interesting fact provided to us by one of our cab drivers: the population is comprised of 7 women to 1 man! (No wonder most of the men have a joy in their spirit on a daily basis, huh?)

The banana production is the largest agricultural product. You’ll see banana crops almost everywhere, they protect the growth of that natural product by covering the banana bunches with “banana condoms”, blue bags that cover the fruit so that bugs do not destroy or infest.
Although we only visited the Castries District of St. Lucia, where a majority of the resorts are clustered, there are other beautiful parts of the island to explore. There are lots of upscale resorts in the Soufrieres area, close to the Pitons with majestic views and in the midst of rain forests.
We also visited the Pigeon Island National Park. It is located just down the block for the Sandals Grand Lucian, so we walked out the gates, and down the road. It’s a bit of a climb, but not too tough, Lemon grass growing everywhere and providing a beautiful aroma as you hike to the spectacular view. Beaches and quaint little areas surround the park. We did not attend any formal tours, but depending on what you are looking for the islanders and/or the staff of Sandals will find a way to get you just what you want. Again, another token of their appreciation of your enjoying their island. 

Michael & Rochelle Pearce
