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Welcome to the Bahama Islands!
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Enjoy a romantic vacation in the Bahamas! But there’s another world out there beyond the major tourist destinations just waiting to be discovered: The Out Islands of Abaco, Andros, the Berry Islands, Bimini, Cat Island, Crooked Island, Eleuthera, the Exumas, Harbour Island, Long Island, and so on.

The Out Islands have long been a popular destination for sailors, sport fishermen and divers...

Entry into the Bahamas must be made at one of the official ports of entry. The Q flag should be flown within three miles of the port and no one should go ashore until pratique has been granted. Clearance must be done on arrival, and officers are on call at all hours. 

The Bahamas can be transited without clearing in until one arrives at a port of entry at a convenient time, but during transit one should not enter a port or go ashore.

On some of the outer islands, the customs officer may handle all formalities, but in Nassau and other larger ports both the customs and immigration officials must be seen. Officials should come to the yacht, but in smaller islands the captain will have to go ashore to find them. Crew must remain on board until clearance is completed. If clearing in at a marina, the marina personnel will call customs and immigration after arrival.

The islands that make up the Bahamas are generally low and flat. The highest point in the entire archipelago, on Cat Island, is just 206 feet above sea level. Except on Andros, the largest island of the chain, there are no rivers or streams. Apart from New Providence – where fresh water is shipped in daily from Andros, pumped from wells dug into the underlying rocks – fresh water is abundant.

Far away from the bustling streets and tourist attractions of Nassau and Freeport, the rest of the Bahamian population, some 400,000 people, pursue their everyday lives, fishing and farming, in sparsely settled little towns and villages from one end of the island chain to the other.

Each is a tiny land of dunes and rocks, sea grass, spider lilies, sea-grape, mangrove, casuarina and palm. Each is a land of endless shores, tiny bays and rocky inlets, where the colorful families of the ocean live.
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The Islands of the Bahamas - General Information
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Visitors to the Bahamas soon discover that instead of arriving at one destination, they have stumbled upon many!  

Just 50 miles off the Florida coast, the islands of the Bahamas are as diverse as they are lovely. The bustling marketplaces, marinas, and hotels of Freeport and Nassau seem worlds away from the pine forests and mangrove swamps of the Lucayan National Park. 

The more cosmopolitan islands provide traditional tourist fare, but others offer secluded beaches, tiny palm-lined villages, and stalagmite-filled caves. Stretching from Grand Bahama and Abaco at the north to Great Inagua at the south are 23 inhabited islands and hundreds of uninhabited islands and cays (pronounced "keys"). With six distinct ecosystems and many different adventures to be had, the islands of the Bahamas offer visitors a paradise of possibilities.

The Bahamas have earned a worldwide reputation for sailing, due to the calm waters surrounding the islands and the cool trade-winds and balmy breezes. Regattas and other races are held year-round on many of the islands, drawing champions from around the globe to test the fleetness of their vessels. 

Because the islands are the birthplace of the Gulf Stream, the crystal-clear waters are home to an amazing abundance and variety of marine life. Over 50 international fishing records have been set in these waters, and the greatest game fish in the world lure sport fishermen in search of "the big one." Legendary fisherman Ernest Hemingway wrote many stories about his angling adventures in Bimini, his home for many years.

With more than 5% of the earth’s reefs, the waters around the islands are a dream come true for divers and snorkelers. Vast underwater parks provide endless challenges to undersea explorers. Thousands of miles of shoreline are home to some of the world’s most beautiful and pristine beaches, from the sparkling sands of Eleuthera to the lonely strands of Cat Island. 

Further inland are national parks and tropical gardens giving visitors glimpses of rare and endangered plants and animals. Miles of walking trails, both guided and unguided, allow you to explore the Bahamas on foot.

Although each island has its own unique personality, the people of the Bahamas are delightfully consistent in their warmth and charm. The Ministry of Tourism, with their People-to-People program, gives visitors the chance to experience Bahamian hospitality and culture in a genuine and informal setting. Native volunteers are paired with visitors with similar interests to offer them a taste of day-to-day island life. 

Bahamians are friendly and open people, happy to share with you their fascinating history and interesting folklore. Stories of the infamous pirate Blackbeard, the blue holes of Andros, and the freed slave for whom Junkanoo is named will give you an up close and personal insight into the rich culture of our islands. We sincerely hope that the information you read here will make you want to leave your keyboard behind and come visit the Bahamas in person!
Climate: The Bahama Islands temperatures rarely drop below 60 degrees F, or rise above 90 degrees F. Most of the rain fall occurs in the summer months. The sea temperature ranges from the low 80's in the summer to about 74 degrees F in the winter.  More information on the Hurricane Season.

People: The largest Bahamian population is on New Providence Island, site of Nassau, the capital.

Government: The Bahamas gained independence in 1973 and became part of the Commonwealth of Nations. The British Monarch is the sovereign and appoints the Governor General. The Bahamas has a two-house Parliament, a ministerial Cabinet headed by the Prime Minister and an independent judiciary.

Geography: Located in the lower left-hand corner of the Atlantic Ocean is an area approx. 70,000 square miles comprised of shoals and banks, where the waters are crystal clear and warm.

These are called the 'Bahama Banks'. Located there are approx. 700 islands with inviting beaches. 
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Bahamian Culture
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The people who live in The Bahamas are predominantly of West African descent who were captured and forced into slavery on the cotton plantations in the Americas.

Most white residents of the Bahamas are descendants of the first English settlers (English Puritans), who emigrated to Bermuda in 1647 to gain religious freedom and settled on the island of Eleuthera. 

The culture is a melting pot of many native customs ranging from the indigenous "Indian" people who populated the Bahamas, including West African, English and other cultures who over the past three or four centuries, arrived in the Bahamas. 

People from many diverse backgrounds, such as British Loyalists (accompanied by slaves) fleeing America after the War of Independence, Bermudan slaves, people from other Caribbean islands, and many other nationalities.

Bahamian culture today has been shaped by their experiences, beliefs and lifestyles. 

Want to learn more about the culture of the Bahamas?  We have fascinating information both current and historical.  Check out the Bahamas history page. Learn about the fantastic People-to-People Program that allows you to spend time with a Bahamian Friend and experience the real Bahamas!  Find out more about Straw Work, a truly Bahamian craft. 

Or enjoy our Bahamian Recipes for Conch chowder and more!  To experience Bahamian culture and art, you should make plans to attend Junkanoo, if possible. 
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From tribal Indians to pirates, from explorers to slave traders, the Bahamas are steeped in centuries of rich and fascinating history. In fact, a stromatolite limestone reef on the eastern shore of Exuma is considered the oldest evidence of life on earth!

The Siboney Indians, the first known residents of the Bahamas, survived here about 7,000 years ago on conch and fishing. Sometime after the Siboneys disappeared, the Arawak Indians, also called Lucayans, migrated to the islands from the Amazon region of South America. 

The Lucayans were prosperous and plentiful, with an estimated population of around 40,000 by the late 15th century. Most historians believe they developed an advanced political and social structure and lived in well-organized cities. But shortly after Christopher Columbus arrived in 1492, they were rapidly exterminated by the Spanish, and as a result, little is known about them.
When Columbus “discovered” the Bahamas, he sailed through the narrow Crooked Island Passage down the leeward side of the islands. This major shipping thoroughfare eventually became so popular that it also attracted pirates and buccaneers, who found the shallow waters and numerous sandbars to be an ideal setting for attacking unwary ships. 
Hundreds of secluded cays and islets allowed marauding ships to lie in wait and pounce on unwitting prey sailing by. Spanish conquistadors, having plundered South and Central America, had their treasure-laden galleons overtaken by pirates as they came through the islands on their way home to Europe.
But pirates were not the only ones having their way with passing ships. The people of Abacos survived for years by pillaging ships that were unfortunate enough to wreck off the shores of the islands.  In fact, the waters off these islands are said to be the final resting place for nearly 500 Spanish galleons!  

Unfortunately, the wrecks were not always caused by storms; the islanders often helped guide passing ships to their doom by swinging lanterns at night off the treacherous reefs and sandbars.

By 1700, Nassau was ruled by pirates, who chased off most of the law-abiding citizens. Edward Teach, the notorious Blackbeard, commandeered Fort Nassau as his residence and spent his time infuriating the British Royal Navy. Finally in 1718, the British appointed a former privateer, Woodes Rogers, to be Royal Governor of Nassau. 
He offered pardons to all pirates who agreed to cease their operations except for Blackbeard, Charles Vane, and eight other swashbucklers. Blackbeard and Vane escaped, but Blackbeard was later killed in June 1718 off the coast of Virginia.

American Loyalists began to settle in the Bahamas in the late 18th century, bringing with them slaves and money to start a cotton industry. By the beginning of the 19th century more than 40 plantations were thriving, employing over 1200 slaves. 
When cotton growing became uneconomical, the islanders turned to diving for sponges, until the sponges were wiped out by a fungus. The people then turned to fishing and simple farming, which is still how they earn their living today.

Records from West End, the oldest city on Grand Bahama Island, show that the population in 1836 was only about 370, many of whom abandoned the island for greater opportunities in Nassau.  But in 1861 people flocked back to Grand Bahama because of an unexpected economic opportunity — the American Civil War.  

At the outbreak of the war, with the Confederacy of Southern States under a strict Union embargo, smugglers operating out of West End were able to command hefty prices from the South for goods such as cotton, sugar, and weapons. As soon as the war ended, the economic boom ended as well, but it established strong ties between the Bahamas and the United States that still exist.

A second smuggling boom came a few decades later when the 14th Amendment prohibited alcohol in the United States. Warehouses, distilleries, bars, and supply stores sprang up all over West End, and the town’s smugglers developed a foolproof operation. They’d sail off at night, dragging huge cylinders of liquor tied to ropes behind them. If the American Coast Guard spotted them, the smugglers simply cut the ropes and waited for the patrol boats to leave. Then they recovered the cylinders and continued their journey. Eventually prohibition ended, the economy did another nosedive, and people started fishing again.

Each island of the Bahamas has its own story that contributes to the fabric of the islands’ history. On Cat Island, once home to numerous cotton plantations established in the 1700s, visitors can explore vine-covered, semi-ruined mansions and stone walls. Crumbling remnants of slave villages and artifacts in Arawak
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