cruising guide to the virgin islands

cruising guide to the virgin islands offers an essential resource for sailors and travelers seeking to explore
one of the Caribbean's most beautiful archipelagos. This guide provides an overview of the best cruising
routes, anchorages, and marinas across the U.S. and British Virgin Islands. With crystal-clear waters, vibrant
marine life, and a mix of cultural experiences, the Virgin Islands are a premier destination for cruising
enthusiasts. Navigating the islands requires knowledge of local regulations, weather patterns, and the
unique characteristics of each island. This comprehensive cruising guide will cover key topics such as
itinerary planning, top snorkeling spots, provisioning tips, and safety considerations. Whether planning a
short trip or an extended voyage, understanding the nuances of the Virgin Islands is critical for a successful
and enjoyable adventure. The following sections will delve into the essential aspects of cruising in this

tropical paradise, ensuring an unforgettable journey.

Planning Your Cruising Itinerary

Top Anchorages and Marinas

Snorkeling and Diving Destinations

¢ Provisioning and Local Amenities

Weather and Navigation Tips

Customs and Entry Requirements

Planning Your Cruising Itinerary

Developing a well-structured itinerary is fundamental to maximizing the experience of cruising the
Virgin Islands. The archipelago consists of both the U.S. Virgin Islands (USVI) and the British Virgin Islands
(BVI), each offering distinct attractions and cruising conditions. Typically, cruisers begin their journey in
St. Thomas or St. Croix on the USVI side, or Tortola in the BVI. Itinerary planning should consider the

distance between islands, prevailing winds, and the preferred pace of travel.

Popular Routes and Destinations

Popular cruising routes often include stops at iconic locations such as Virgin Gorda’s The Baths, Jost Van

Dyke’s sandy beaches, and St. John’s pristine national parks. Many itineraries span approximately seven to



ten days, allowing ample time to explore key anchorages and enjoy water activities. Shorter trips may

focus on the USVI alone, while longer voyages can cover the entire British Virgin Islands chain.

Timing and Duration

The best time to cruise the Virgin Islands is during the dry season, from December through April, when
trade winds provide favorable sailing conditions and the weather is generally stable. Planning the duration
of the trip depends on individual interests, but a week-long cruise typically allows visits to most major
islands and attractions. Longer stays may offer opportunities to explore lesser-known spots and participate in

local events.

Top Anchorages and Marinas

The Virgin Islands feature numerous anchoring spots and well-equipped marinas that cater to cruising
vessels of various sizes. Understanding the characteristics of these locations helps in selecting safe and

convenient mooring options.

Popular Anchorages

Several anchorages are favored by cruisers for their protection, amenities, and proximity to attractions.

Notable anchorages include:

¢ Honeymoon Bay, St. John — Known for its calm waters and access to hiking trails.

Great Harbour, Jost Van Dyke — A lively spot with beach bars and social gatherings.

North Sound, Virgin Gorda — Offers excellent shelter and access to upscale resorts.

Christmas Cove, St. John — Popular for snorkeling and calm anchoring conditions.

Marinas and Facilities

Marinas in the Virgin Islands provide essential services such as fueling, repairs, provisioning, and docking.

Some of the premier marinas include:

¢ Red Hook Marina, St. Thomas — A hub for boat rentals and supplies.



e Road Town Marina, Tortola — Central location with full-service amenities.

e West End Marina, St. John — Offers mooring balls and access to local shops.

Booking marina slips in advance is advisable, especially during the peak cruising season to ensure

availability.

Snorkeling and Diving Destinations

The Virgin Islands boast some of the Caribbean’s most vibrant coral reefs and marine ecosystems.

Snorkeling and diving are among the top activities for cruisers exploring the area.

Top Snorkeling Spots

Several locations stand out for their underwater beauty and accessibility from popular anchorages:

The Indians, off Tortola — Famous for its coral formations and diverse marine life.

Trunk Bay, St. John — A protected marine park with an underwater snorkeling trail.

Wreck of the RMS Rhone, Salt Island — A renowned dive site featuring a historic shipwreck.

Norman Island Caves — Ideal for snorkeling and exploring sea caves.

Diving Opportunities

Diving in the Virgin Islands ranges from shallow reefs to deep wrecks, suitable for divers of all skill levels.
Certified divers can explore several dive shops and charters offering guided excursions to the most
spectacular sites. Visibility is typically excellent, and the warm waters support a rich variety of coral and

fish species.

Provisioning and Local Amenities

Proper provisioning is crucial for a comfortable cruising experience in the Virgin Islands. Several islands

feature well-stocked grocery stores, markets, and specialty shops catering to the needs of sailors.



Where to Shop

Major towns like Charlotte Amalie on St. Thomas and Road Town on Tortola offer supermarkets, fresh
produce markets, and liquor stores. Smaller islands have limited options, so stocking up on essentials before

departing is recommended. Specialty stores provide marine supplies, fishing gear, and fresh seafood.

Dining and Entertainment

The Virgin Islands are home to a diverse culinary scene, ranging from casual beach bars to upscale
restaurants. Local cuisine features fresh seafood, Caribbean spices, and tropical fruits. Many anchorages are

near popular dining spots, allowing cruisers to enjoy island culture and nightlife after a day on the water.

Weather and Navigation Tips

Understanding local weather patterns and navigation challenges is vital for safe and efficient cruising in the
Virgin Islands. The area benefits from steady trade winds but can experience sudden squalls and changing

sea conditions.

Weather Patterns

The prevailing trade winds blow from the east-northeast, providing consistent sailing conditions
throughout the year. The hurricane season runs from June to November, requiring careful monitoring and

contingency planning. The dry season offers the most predictable weather for cruising.

Navigation Considerations

Charts and GPS are essential tools for navigating the Virgin Islands, which feature numerous reefs, shoals,
and narrow channels. Awareness of tidal currents and local marine traffic is important, especially near
popular anchorages and marinas. Maintaining a vigilant watch and using up-to-date navigation aids ensures

a safe passage.

Customs and Entry Requirements

Cruisers must be aware of the customs and immigration procedures when entering the U.S. and British

Virgin Islands. Compliance with regulations helps avoid delays and fines.



US. Virgin Islands Entry

Entering the USVI requires adherence to U.S. Customs and Border Protection protocols. Vessels must
report their arrival electronically or in person within a specified timeframe. Proper documentation for all

passengers and crew is mandatory, including passports and vessel registration.

British Virgin Islands Entry

The BVI has its own customs and immigration procedures. Cruisers must clear customs at designated ports
of entry, present appropriate identification, and pay any applicable fees. It is important to check current

requirements before arrival, as regulations may vary seasonally or due to health advisories.

Frequently Asked Questions

‘What are the top must-visit islands in the Virgin Islands for cruisers?

The top must-visit islands for cruisers in the Virgin Islands include St. Thomas, St. John, and St. Croix in

the U.S. Virgin Islands, as well as Tortola and Virgin Gorda in the British Virgin Islands.

When is the best time to go cruising in the Virgin Islands?

The best time to cruise the Virgin Islands is between December and April when the weather is dry and

temperatures are pleasant, avoiding the hurricane season from June to November.

What are the popular activities for cruisers in the Virgin Islands?

Popular activities include snorkeling, scuba diving, beach hopping, hiking in national parks, exploring

historic sites, and enjoying local cuisine and nightlife.

Do I need a visa or special documentation to cruise between the U.S. and
British Virgin Islands?

Cruisers traveling between the U.S. Virgin Islands and British Virgin Islands need to comply with customs
and immigration requirements. U.S. citizens do not need a visa for the U.S. VI but must clear customs

when entering the BVI, typically requiring a valid passport and a cruising permit.

‘What are the top snorkeling spots in the Virgin Islands?

Top snorkeling spots include Trunk Bay on St. John, Coki Point Beach on St. Thomas, The Indians near
Virgin Gorda, and Cane Garden Bay in Tortola.



Are there any specific cruising permits required for sailing in the Virgin
Islands?

Yes, cruisers may need permits such as a cruising permit for the British Virgin Islands and a cruising
license for the U.S. Virgin Islands, depending on their vessel and itinerary. It's important to check with

local maritime authorities before departure.

‘What are the best ports of call for cruise ships in the Virgin Islands?

Popular ports of call include Charlotte Amalie in St. Thomas, Road Town in Tortola, Cruz Bay in St. John,

and Christiansted in St. Croix.

‘What should cruisers know about customs and immigration when
visiting the Virgin Islands?

Cruisers must clear customs and immigration when entering or exiting the Virgin Islands. The U.S. Virgin
Islands require U.S. Customs clearance, and the British Virgin Islands have their own customs procedures.

Always carry valid passports and complete required documentation.

Are there any recommended marinas or anchorages for cruisers in the
Virgin Islands?

Recommended marinas include Yacht Haven Grande and Crown Bay Marina in St. Thomas, Nanny Cay
Marina in Tortola, and Caneel Bay anchorage in St. John. There are also many scenic anchorages

throughout the islands offering calm waters and good protection.

‘What local cuisine should cruisers try in the Virgin Islands?

Cruisers should try local dishes such as conch fritters, johnnycakes, fresh seafood including lobster and
mahi-mahi, and traditional Caribbean stews. Don't miss out on local rum punches and tropical fruit

beverages.

Additional Resources

1. The Complete Cruising Guide to the Virgin Islands
This comprehensive guide offers detailed information on navigating the Virgin Islands by boat. It includes
charts, anchorages, marinas, and local regulations, making it an essential resource for sailors. The book also

highlights cultural and historical points of interest for cruisers to explore.

2. Virgin Islands Sailing Directions and Anchorages

Focused specifically on sailing routes and safe anchorages, this book provides practical advice for boaters



visiting the Virgin Islands. It covers weather patterns, tides, and hazards to help sailors plan their voyages

confidently. Additionally, it includes tips for provisioning and local customs.

3. Cruising the Caribbean: Virgin Islands Edition
This edition of the popular Caribbean cruising series dives deep into the unique challenges and delights of
the Virgin Islands. Featuring up-to-date navigational charts and marina listings, it also offers suggestions on

the best times to visit and must-see destinations. Perfect for both novice and experienced cruisers.

4. Island Hopping in the Virgin Islands: A Cruising Companion
Ideal for those who want to explore multiple islands, this guidebook outlines recommended itineraries and
hidden gems throughout the Virgin Islands. It provides insights into local culture, dining spots, and

recreational activities accessible by boat. The book also emphasizes eco-friendly cruising practices.

5. The Virgin Islands Cruising Handbook

This handbook provides a thorough overview of the Virgin Islands cruising scene, covering everything
from boat maintenance tips to local services. It includes detailed maps and photographs to help sailors
identify landmarks and navigate safely. The guide also shares stories and experiences from seasoned

cruisers.

6. Anchoring and Mooring in the Virgin Islands
Dedicated to the technical aspects of anchoring and mooring, this book explains best practices for securing
your vessel in the varied conditions around the Virgin Islands. It discusses seabed types, anchor selection,

and environmental considerations to protect marine habitats. A valuable resource for safety-conscious sailors.

7. Virgin Islands Charter Guide: Cruising Made Easy
Designed for charter boaters, this guide simplifies the logistics of cruising the Virgin Islands. It covers
charter regulations, popular routes, and tips for maximizing your sailing experience. The book also offers

recommendations for family-friendly destinations and activities.

8. Discovering the Virgin Islands by Sailboat
This narrative-style guide combines practical cruising advice with engaging stories about the islands’
history and culture. It aims to inspire sailors to explore beyond the main ports and uncover lesser-known

spots. The book includes useful checklists and preparation tips for extended voyages.

9. The Virgin Islands Nautical Atlas
Featuring high-quality nautical charts and detailed coastal information, this atlas is an indispensable tool for
precise navigation in the Virgin Islands. It includes depth soundings, hazard markers, and coastal features

essential for safe passage. The atlas is updated regularly to reflect changes in the maritime environment.
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