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Bermuda's 400th Birthday Party
By Steve Blakely — February 11, 2009

 For a while this summer, Bermuda will turn into the sailing center of the
planet: Almost two dozen tall ships from all over the world will converge on

this tiny island territory in the highlight of Bermuda's 400th anniversary
celebrations.  As the historic tall ships leave, almost 200 modern racing
yachts will arrive from the U.S. in the biannual Marion-to-Bermuda sailing
race. And numerous small-boat regattas are on tap, including the unique
Bermuda "fitted dinghy" series. 

[USCG Ship Eagle Will Be in Bermuda] (photo: Thad Koza,
tallshipsbermuda.com) 

With these events, plus various festivals of art, music and film, the lure of
miles of pristine pink beaches, countless diving sites in crystal-clear tropical

water, and special 400th anniversary vacation packages, Bermuda is trying
hard to entice more American visitors -- boaters and landlubbers alike -- to
rediscover this prim and beautiful vacation land. 
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[Pink sand at Warwick Long Bay] (photo: Bermuda Dept. of Tourism)

As it has to: Bermuda's shrinking international finance-based economy is
also feeling the pain of the recession. To make this normally expensive
vacation destination more affordable, Bermuda's tourism industry is more
aggressively offering vacation packages and discounts. With planning,
you're likely to find some good deals in Bermuda this season. It's an easy
trip by air, less than two hours' flying time from the East Coast.

Many Shipwrecks, Much History

Although Spanish sailors were the first to be shipwrecked on the deadly coral
reefs that surround Bermuda (they called it "Isle of Devils"), it was the 1609
wreck of an English merchant ship, the Sea Venture, that brought permanent
settlers. The Sea Venture was the flagship of a flotilla led by Sir George
Somers to rescue the failing colony of Jamestown, Virginia -- a settlement
he eventually reached almost a year later (and ultimately saved), after
building two new and smaller ships on Bermuda to continue the voyage.

Somers left two men on Bermuda to claim what turned out to be a
surprisingly hospitable and strategically located island. The rest is history --
four uninterrupted British and Bermudian centuries of it -- which is being
celebrated this year.

Somers also left his heart in Bermuda, as the locals like to point out. Literally.

Returning to Bermuda in 1610 for more supplies, he became ill and died.
Pursuant to his wishes, Somers' heart and entrails were removed and buried
on Bermuda (the rest of his body was shipped back to England, pickled in a
barrel). A memorial tablet in Somers Garden, in the charming little town of St.
George, marks the spot where Sir George's heart was planted, not far from
where he and the other survivors of the Sea Venture first waded ashore.
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[Fort St. Catherine, near St. George] (photo: Bermuda Dept. of
Tourism)

Today, Bermuda is the oldest remaining British overseas territory (settled by
England a century before the formation of the United Kingdom of Great
Britain), and the island's first capital (St. George) is the oldest continuously
inhabited English town in the Americas and now an official World Heritage
site. Bermuda is small: Its total land surface amounts to only 21 square miles,
about the size of Manhattan. It is also exceptionally affluent: With an
economy based on the discrete business of offshore finance, Bermuda
ranked No. 1 in the world in GDP per capita in 2005.

The island's tasteful architecture, lovely pastel-colored houses with white
limed roofs (to collect rainwater), and manicured tropical gardens -- all
surrounded by a dazzling cerulean sea -- create the postcard-perfect image
of "vacation island." Its world-class golf courses and sailing, unspoiled
beaches, historic forts and other attractions, and comfortable semi-tropical
weather, provide lots to do for active singles and couples, as well as families
with kids.

To mark its 400th anniversary, Bermuda is holding a wide range of festivals,
concerts, races (foot, boat and bicycle), and other special events throughout
2009. The highlight will be the Tall Ships Atlantic Challenge/Bermuda -- two
dozen tall ships from
all over the world will
rendezvous in
Bermuda from June
11-15 as part of a
summer-long sailing
race around the North
Atlantic. The tall ships
will continue on from
Bermuda to
Charleston, SC,
Boston, and Halifax,
Nova Scotia, before ending their circuit in August at Belfast, Ireland.

[Bermuda fitted dinghy] (photo: Bermuda Dept. of Tourism)

 What to See and Do

Bermuda is situated roughly in an east-west configuration, and is composed
of several counties (or "parishes") that divide into three sections:

December 2007

November 2007

October 2007
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The east end, starting with the historic town of St. George, is where
the island's international airport is located, on St. David's
Island (expanded greatly by the U.S. Air Force during World War II).
The oldest of numerous forts on Bermuda (Fort St. Catherine) is just
outside St. George, and nearby is a popular local swimming hole,
Tobacco Bay. St. George's harbor is the port of entry for most boaters
who reach Bermuda, and is home to the White Horse Tavern -- one of
the oldest on the island and legendary among blue-water sailors, as
it's the first bar that most of them visit upon making landfall. St. David's
Lighthouse marks one end of the finish line in the biannual Newport-
to-Bermuda Race, the oldest amateur ocean yacht race in the world.

Also on the waterfront are a full-size replica of the Sea Venture
and colonial punishment tools (stocks and a dunking chair),
always popular with children.  Farther west, in the little village of
Flatts, are the Crystal Caves and Fantasea Caves, their
underground limestone formations accessible by floating
pontoon walkways.   Also at Flatts are the Bermuda Aquarium,
Museum and Zoo.  South of Flatts is the private luxury enclave
of Tucker's Town, where various celebrities and other glitterati
enjoy wealth, privacy, and perhaps the best golf course on
Bermuda.

Central Bermuda includes the bustling, modern, and noisy capital city,
Hamilton, at the head of Hamilton Harbor. Also the restaurant capital
of the island, Hamilton has such attractions as the Bermuda
Underwater Exploration Institute (popular with kids) and the Goslings
Rum store (popular with adults). Not far east of Hamilton are such
attractions as the Bermuda Botanical Garden and Spittal Pond, the
biggest bird sanctuary on the island. South of Hamilton, along the
Atlantic shore, are some of the most popular and beautiful beaches:
Elbow Beach, Warwick Long Bay and Horseshoe Bay.

The west end includes Bermuda's other major navigational aid, Gibbs
Lighthouse (the world's oldest cast-iron lighthouse), charming
Somerset Village (with the world's smallest drawbridge), and the Royal

Naval Dockyard -- the island's
most-visited tourist attraction.
The Dockyard became Britain's
"Gibraltar of the West" when
the Royal Navy lost its
American bases after
the Revolution. Today, the
decommissioned Dockyard is
where most cruise ships to
Bermuda tie up, and its original
Commissioner's House
houses the Bermuda Maritime
Museum. Inside the fort's
"Keep" is Dolphin Quest
(Bermuda is one of its three
locations around the world), a
popular marine
educational group that lets
people get in the water with
trained dolphins. 

 

[Royal Navy Dockyard] (photo: Bermuda Dept. of Tourism)

Bermuda on a Budget
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Experience At-a-Glance

With regular but limited air service, Bermuda can be an expensive place
to fly to: The round-trip fare for one person from June 6-20 (covering the
Tall Ship festivities) from Washington, DC, to Bermuda range from $420
(US Airways) to $1,134 (United). A seasonal discount carrier, USA3000,
decided to drop its service to Bermuda this year. 

However, as part of Bermuda's efforts to attract more tourists, it has
arranged with JetBlue (via Boston and New York's JFK) for $200
roundtrip fares from Feb. 21 through May 21.

Also, the Bermuda hotel association is offering a range of credits (from

$200 to $400 per booking) for 400th Anniversary visitors at nine of the
island's top hotels, such as Elbow Beach, Grotto Bay, and Fairmont
Princess. More special offers are likely to pop up as the season gets
underway.

During our visit to Bermuda in January 2009 (for the Bermuda Triangle
Challenge road race), we decided to bypass the big hotels' race-week
offers and rent a small housekeeping cottage through Bermuda
Accommodations, a broker for privately owned villas, cottages, apartment
or rooms throughout the island (prices start at $55 for single occupancy),
some of them quite luxurious. Since there are no taxes or extra charges
on private rentals, this avoids a significant additional cost. Their Web site
provides lots of information and photos of each property.

Food is expensive in Bermuda, and having your own kitchenette also is a
great way to save on breakfasts and dinners. Our cottage was within
easy walking distance of downtown Hamilton, and we provisioned at the
two main supermarkets in town, MarketPlace (near City Hall) and Miles
Market (near the Fairmont Princess hotel). Since Bermuda is not a big
restaurant destination, we had wine and carry-out each evening, and ate
quite well (and reasonably) at home. 

(image: Central Intelligence Agency)

If you go:

Logistics: Bermuda has a unique blend of British, American, and
local customs, and is a very easy place to visit. The Bermudian
dollar is tied to the U.S. dollar, so changing money is unnecessary.
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Your Comments

The U.S. military rewired the island's entire electrical system during
World War II, so your computer, hair dryer, and battery charger
need no adapters. Still, the driving system is British: Traffic stays
to the left, and there are more round-abouts than stoplights.

Transportation: Because the land mass is so limited, and traffic is
bad enough as it is, tourists are not permitted to rent cars in Bermuda
(those are reserved for natives). Instead, visitors get around the
island by renting motorbikes or taking buses or ferry boats.

Scooters: If you want to travel the island independently, renting a
motorbike (known locally as a scooter) is the only cost-effective way
to go. But fair warning: Many tourists don't know how to drive them
well, the left-handed traffic can be a problem for many Americans, the
roads are very narrow, and local drivers like to go fast. More than a
few tourists get hurt (some seriously) on scooters. Helmets are
mandatory (you will be stopped and fined if you don't wear one) and
scooter theft is rampant in Bermuda. 

Resources:
   The most comprehensive online resource about the island is
Bermuda Online, funded by and linked to the island's main
newspaper, the Royal Gazette.

   The official Bermuda tourist Web site includes links to the hotel
industry's special offers. The island's unfortunate logo is a pair of
Bermuda shorts, which looks more like a fey pair of boxer underwear
than anything else.

   Boaters will need to read Sailing into Bermuda (a government Web
site loaded with information for vessels), and Information for Yachts
Sailing to Bermuda. 

   Bermuda's 400th Anniversary

   Tall Ships Bermuda
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