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Bath Garden
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Located in St. Thomas Parish, this botanic garden was established by the government in 1779 and is said to be the second oldest one in existence in the Western Hemisphere. When the town of Bath was laid out, a piece of land was put aside for a botanic garden and Dr. Thomas Clarke, ‘Practitioner in Physic and Surgery,’ came to the island in 1777 as its first superintendent. He was also the doctor in charge of Bath hospital. Later, the garden and hospital came under the care of Dr. Thomas Dancer, Island Botanist. At this garden, many of the plants introduced to Jamaica were first planted, among them cinnamon, jackfruit, croton, jacaranda and bougainvillea. The most important plant ever introduced here, however, was breadfruit.

The garden is much smaller today than when it was established and bears little trace of its former glory having been repeatedly flooded by the Sulphur River. There is a fine stand of Royal Palms at the entrance and a splendid example of barringtonia. There is also the screw pine with stilt roots that was among the plants on board a French ship captured in 1782 by HMS Flora, a ship in Lord Rodney’s squadron at the Battle of the Saints, St. Lucia, the last Anglo-French battle in the Caribbean. Finally, descendants of at least two varieties of the original breadfruit trees can be seen in one corner of the garden. 
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Castleton Gardens
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Botanic gardens on the bank of the Wag Water River in St. Mary Parish. The main Kingston to Annotto Bay highway runs through these gardens. Once said to be ‘one of the great gardens of the hemisphere,’ Castleton has lost much of its former glory and has suffered from periodic flooding, hurricanes and general neglect, but still remains one of the most beautiful gardens and a popular place for picnics. 

Established in the 1860s and stocked by Nathaniel Wilson, Castleton included 400 specimens sent from Kew Gardens in England. In 1897 there were 180 species of palms in the palmetum. Many beautiful and valuable trees introduced to the island were first planted here. They included the flowering trees spathodea and poinciana, and Bombay mango. 

Among the interesting trees still to be seen in the upper-section are the Strychnos, from which the medicine (and poison) strychnine is obtained, the velvet apple – which describes its fruit which is often seen lying on the ground, and the pride of Burma with its spectacular orchid-shaped flower. In the lower garden, pandanus with stilt roots, Burma teak, west Indian mahogany and specimens of coffee can be found. This section of the garden was at first planted out in trees that could be of economic value of Jamaica. 
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Cinchona Gardens
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Established in 1868 on a ridge in St. Andrew Parish that rises to 1,500m, Cinchona has one of the most spectacular settings anywhere. The gardens offer varying perspectives of plunging valleys below and beyond, views of Sir John’s Peak, the main ridge of the Blue Mountains and, when the mists lift, part of Kingston, Port Royal and the sea. Although somewhat neglected over the years and hard to reach, this botanic garden has remained a haven for those who take the trouble to go there. It is most easily reached either on foot or by a well-spring vehicle. 

The garden was established by the government for the development and propagation of the cinchona plant from which the medicine quinine is obtained. Before the advent of modern drugs, it was most useful in the treatment of malaria and was traditionally used for this purpose by the Amerindians of the Andes. The Spanish priests obtained the knowledge from them, and the plant came to be called Jesuit’s bark. It was renamed for the Countess of Cinchon, wife of the Spanish viceroy of Peru, who was one of its beneficiaries. 

Cinchona was planted in Jamaica at a time when the bark of the tree was fetching high prices on world markets and at first, large sums were made. But the project eventually failed, mainly because of the poor roads and transportation into the area. A section of the gardens had also been planted out in another economic crop-assam (Indian) tea. The tea thrived, but Jamaica could not compete on the English market with tea from India. A third section that was established as a ‘European garden’ is virtually all that remains. Here can be seen the cinchona tree, the native juniper cedar, and exotics such as mulberry, camphor, rubber, cork oak, and garden flowers from northern climates as well as European fruits and vegetables. The gardens today consist of about 15ha. 
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Hope Gardens
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Popular name for The Royal Botanical Gardens Hope in St. Andrew Parish. The site was formerly part of Hope Estate from which the government acquired 80ha in 1881 to establish an experimental garden. Among the attractions of the gardens are the orchid house and Palm Avenue where cycads or Sago Palms can be seen that are among the oldest living trees. In 1953, to commemorate the visit of HM Queen Elizabeth II to Jamaica, the gardens were officially renamed The Royal Botanical Gardens. 

Since its establishment, Hope Gardens and an adjacent small zoo have proved a durable attraction for Jamaicans in al walks of life, and Sundays and public holidays find them especially crowded, though their upkeep has been much neglected in recent years. An entertainment center for children called Coconut Park, established to raise funds for the victims of a polio epidemic of 1952, was also located in the gardens but has disappeared. In recent years, a Plant Conservation Center for Jamaica’s rare and endangered flora has been established. 
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Bamboo Avenue
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A 4km scenic drive through an archway of living bamboo, on the main south coast highway between Middle Quarters and Lacovia in St. Elizabeth Parish. The species planted here is Bambusa vulgaris, the largest species of bamboo in Jamaica, originally brought from Haiti. The avenue which is also known as ‘Holland Bamboo’ was planted by the owners of Holland estate, a sugar estate of some 1,780ha which once belonged to John Gladstone, the father of William Gladstone, the 19th century British Prime Minister. 
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The Black River
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Described as Jamaica’s finest river, the Black River was originally named Rio Caobana by the Spaniards, caobana being the Taino Arawak word for mahogany. 

The river, as the Hector’s River, begins near to Coleyville, Manchester Parish, and travels westerly for about 20km, forming the boundary between Manchester and Trelawny Parish. Shortly after passing Troy, Trelawny, the river sinks in wild cockpit country to reappear at Oxford, Manchester. Here it officially becomes known as the One Eye River, though local residents call it Noisy River from the sound of the cataracts where it emerges. After this it sinks underground again, passing through a ridge to the north of Bogue Hill. 

When the river re-emerges at Siloah, St. Elizabeth, it officially becomes the Black River, meandering through Siloah, Appleton, and Maggotty. In its 53.4km journey southwards from its source to the Caribbean Sea, the river grows to considerable size as it is joined by many tributaries, including the YS, Broad, Grass, Horse, and Savanna Rivers. In its lower reaches the river with tributaries drains an area of 88km square at elevations only slightly above sea level. Here it has created Jamaica’s largest wetland, the Lower Black River Morass, consisting of mangrove, morasses, reeds and floating vegetation. The Lower Morass is rich in birds and fish, and it provides a habitat for the fast-disappearing turtles, crocodiles and manatees. Shrimping is still an important industry. 

The Black River was once the lifeline for prosperous activities along its basin. Logwood was a
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