Jamaica 2009 – no problem?
My friend from SAIC, Tim, got married in June and went to Jamaica for his honeymoon.  He stayed at the Sandals in Ocho Rios.  He had a great time and admired the resort experience.  So I became interested in Jamaica.  Later, Kristen from SAIC also went to Jamaica and stayed in the Couples resort in Negril and then in Ocho Rios, she also had fun there.  She loaned me the very helpful Frommer’s Guide. I investigated the all-inclusive resorts and found that the pricing, policies, all-you-can-eat, and all-you-can-drink approach was not effective for our preferences.  Besides, I like to get to know the people and the countryside.

Emily was traveling around the country on the one-month Jet Blue special pass for $600, so naturally,  I suggested we get together for a week in Jamaica.  We found a one week stay on Travelocity at the Negril Beach Club Condos including airfare from LA for $550/person (September 26-October 3) when the airfare alone was $450/person.  Yes it is hurricane season, but there were none this year.
We landed at Montego Bay which is a crowded town.  The best beaches had become walled in with paid admission.  Don’t stay there.  We met Emily at the airport, rented a car and headed off to the west end of the island.  The roads were as advertised, strange left-side driving, no sidewalks, potholes everywhere.  The 7-mile beach at Negril was wonderful, the condo turned into a two-double-bed room, but it was right on the best stretch of beach and had many landscaped trees and flowering orange bushes.  Do stay in Negril.  
Mango (big and orange) was the best I have ever had.  Banana, papaya, coconut, genip, sweetsop, and soursop fruit were also found at the local fruit vendors in town.  We had two excellent vegetarian Rastafarian meals.  There were two good seafood restaurants nearby.  The national dish of Jamaica is ackee (an orange fruit) and saltfish.  This is usually served at breakfast and looks and tastes like scrambled eggs.
The water was warm (86 degF), the beach was sandy and shallow for a long way out.  People were enjoying the sunshine until the  daily 4 PM thunderstorm.  We wore our matching orange bikinis from Russia.   We went out to the reef on a boat with our snorkeling equipment and later went off the shore.  The coral reef appeared to be heavily exploited, but had lots to see: purple fans, black sea urchins, moray eel, many small yellow/black fish.  Life became slower and relaxed; the weather was always warm and humid; the air-conditioning was always needed in the room (in an orange building).  We were almost in paradise.
The Hustle:  Every Jamaican on the beach approached you with friendly demeanor and wanted to make sure you were having a good time.  The fruit lady sold fruit; there was the lobster man; Captain Bill had every kind of water sport. Others wanted to provide alcohol, marijuana, or assorted services.  The friendliest people were the well-dressed American women who sold timeshares.  We went into the town of Negril and were besieged by money-changers.  They did not count correctly and in one transaction, your exchanged money somehow became short-changed by sleight-of-hand.  Prices at the market ended up about half of what people were offering at the beach.  Nobody seemed to have any change for large bills. 
For one day, we decided to go along the North shore of Jamaica to Ocho Rios; prices there were not discounted for hurricane season.  Shopping in town was impossible due to harassment by all kinds of sales and begging approaches.  Chris and Emily fled back to the safety of the hotel.  The water was several degrees cooler than in Negril and the beach was much less attractive.  The Carnival Liberty was docked in town at the Reynolds pier.  After it left, a cargo ship was loaded with limestone.  Jamaica is still the worlds third largest bauxite producer; in the 1960s it was #1.  The overpriced tourist attractions with entrance fees in US dollars were designed to have busloads of arranged visitors.  We tried to pay with Jamaican dollars everywhere to get a better deal.  The exchange rate had gone from 75 Jamaican to 89 Jamaican dollars for one US dollar.  US Dollars were listed as the price (illegally) in most tourist locations.  Jamaica is a corrupt society; the rules are frequently ignored; the people would like a new Government in the next election.
To avoid all these problems, most visitors stay at the all-inclusive resorts that are scattered along the shore and are well-protected.  They provide high-priced outings to the attractions such as Dunn River Falls, Mystic Mountain, and several plantations.  We did visit the very nice Prospect Plantation with ostriches, camels, and a butterfly pavilion.  We also were redirected by a nice fellow on a motorcycle who suggested the Roaring River and Blue Hole in the backcountry.  Of course, there was an admission fee and a guide fee.

We arrived at home and it was colder.  The nice summer with 100 degrees F weather was over.  Both of us had many very itchy red spots on exposed places (sand fleas?).  Life became hectic again.  I want to go back to someplace tropical with warm water and fresh fruit.  It will not be Jamaica.  
