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into   the  wild

Exploring Belize’s untamed jungles and coral reefs
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A
n army marches before me, hefty green 
bundles on their backs. Streaming like a 
river, they cut a swath through the jungle 
on this sticky, moonless night. These 
nocturnal creatures—soldiers, workers 
and hitch-hikers—are leaf-cutter ants, 
called wee wees in Belizean Kriol dialect. 
They’re delivering leaf fragments that 
dwarf their size to the queen, says Blasio, 

the local guide leading us on a night hike in Mayflower Bocawina 
National Park.

Located in southern Belize, Central America’s smallest and most 
sparsely populated country, the park is also home to Bocawina 
Rainforest Resort. The off-the-grid lodge existed long before the 
7,100-acre national park was established in 2001. Our group is 
staying in the resort’s thatched cabanas tonight, the first day of 
our 10-day Double Atoll Adventure with BC–based outfitter, Island 
Expeditions. Tomorrow we’ll continue our off-the-grid excursion 

by boat, first travelling 56 kilometres across the Caribbean Sea to 
Glover’s Reef and later, to Lighthouse Reef where we’ll snorkel the 
Great Blue Hole, put on the map by French explorer Jacques-Yves 
Cousteau. Both remote coral atolls are in the Belize Barrier Reef, a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site and the second-largest reef system in 
the world. 

Here on the Antelope Trail, night has descended like a heavy 
curtain. Rubber trees, palm fronds and underbrush are woven 
so tightly even pinpricks of starlight don’t penetrate the jungle 
canopy. We’re on the lookout for wild cats: jaguar, puma, ocelot, 
jaguarondi and margay. Like detectives on stakeout and armed with 
headlamps, we spy on nocturnal birds camouflaged in the grass. 
A kinkajou stares at us from the high branches of a rubber tree, its 
eyes beacons in the black. We check in on a scorpion with a mob 
of babies on her back. Blasio pokes a stick into a sandy hole to coax 
out its occupant: a tarantula. “Nobody’s home,” he says. Then we 
spot a bright-white golf ball—its egg sac—and the spider’s hairy 

legs. As we walk, Blasio explains how the jewels glinting in the grass 
are the eyes of wolf spiders. Marc, one of our group, starts wildly 
slapping his shins. Fire ants. 

This isn’t the picture of Belize I’d imagined. It’s better. Like an  
authentic adventure camp for adults where you can practically 
swing from vines in the jungle—or a zipline, like I did this after-
noon—with wild abandon.

Luxury lives in Belize’s idyllic islands, or cayes, too. Leonardo 
DiCaprio has Blackadore Caye; Francis Ford Coppola, Coral Caye. 
But could these famous filmmakers conjure a paradise as pristine as 
infamous 17th-century pirate John Glover’s remote retreat? We’ve 
arrived at Southwest Caye—part of Glover’s namesake 210-square-
kilometre coral necklace flung 45 kilometres offshore—and our 
basecamp for the next two days. 

The camp almost looks like a film set: a dozen tents are stag-
gered across a stretch of blinding-white sand amid ruffled palms. 
My tent is a dollhouse with twin beds, a wooden table and a 
kerosene lantern that looks like a throwback to Glover’s time. But the 

pirate probably didn’t feast on meals like shrimp in coconut sauce, 
cooked by Miss Annette and served up in the communal lodge, one 
of the camp’s few permanent structures.

The next morning the sun rises like a shot. Blasting heat is 
tempered by breezes that nudge forward the double kayak I’m 
paddling with Gerlinda (a German woman who’s also travelling 
alone) into the big blue before us. Our guides, Mike and Budge, 
are leading our group on a 90-minute paddle to Glover’s Reef 
Research Station, through hundreds of patch reefs harbouring 
some 500 species of fish. We soon spot a purple plasticky object 
and Mike warns us that what appears to be a half-deflated buoy 
is a Portuguese man-of-war. The prospect of getting my paddle 
entangled in its stinging tentacles that average 10 metres in length 
reminds me of how the distinction between who’s predator or prey 
can come down to a chance encounter.

Arms spent, we make our last push past mangroves to Middle 
Caye amid a scene of brown pelicans dive-bombing for fish. There’s 
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little life at the research station today, just 
some lizards and hermit crabs. We tie up 
our kayaks near a weathered wooden jetty 
and slip on our snorkel gear. In minutes I’m 
immersed in an alien-looking underwater 
theatre of neon-yellow brain coral and 
plum-tinged coral fans waving in the 
waters.

Mike pops his head out of the sea to 
shout out the names of the fish, like mon-
strous Nassau groupers, stripy sergeant 
majors, and stoplight parrotfish. “Stingray!” 
I spot the sand-cloaked diamond shape 
and its half-metre-long tail. The stingray 
captures water under its flat body and 
transforms itself into a magic carpet that 
does a quick disappearing act as we 
watch in wonder. After about 45 minutes 
of underwater exploration it’s time for 
lunch. I swim toward the jetty and come 
eye-to-eye with a sliver of silver. Barracuda. 
The metre-long fish is suspended in the 
shadows, razor teeth protruding from its 
hinged jaw. I retreat backwards and make 
my way to the jetty ladder. 

Mike and Budge prep a lunch of 
Johnny cakes with tuna salad, plus 
watermelon and cookies, to fuel us for 
our shortcut back to Southwest Caye. We 
outfit our kayaks with sails and let the 
wind fast forward us across the channel 
back to camp.

Two days later, we’re onshore at our 
final outpost, Lighthouse Reef, a 

dead-ringer for Glover’s, but 
bigger and wilder. Everything 

here is in constant motion. 
Saltwater sprays our tents 
facing the churning sea, 
rangy palms gyrate in the 
gusts and black frigate birds 
fly overhead like kites. Jack 

Wilde, the camp natural-
ist, gives our group a quick 

orientation: we’re sharing the 
island with members of the Belize 

Audubon Society, a colony of 3,000 
red-footed boobies nesting in the native 

ziricote trees and hundreds of hermit 
crabs scrabbling about. 

I spend the next four days dining on 
a pirate’s bounty of adventure: hand-line 
fishing with a piece of conch on a hook, 
ogling massive nurse sharks lying in 
repose and kayaking two-metre swells to 
explore a rusty ship heaped on the reef. 
And under the grin of a crescent moon 
and the Big Dipper scooping up a million 
twinkling stars, I slip a flashlight onto my 
wrist, walk into the sea and plunge my 
face into Belize’s deep, dark beyond.  

if you go
For more info on exploring 

Belize’s jungles and reefs, go 
to travelbelize.org. For excursions 

through Island Expeditions go  
to islandexpeditions.com. 

go deeper
 Read more about Belize and 
get a peek inside the famed 

Great Blue Hole on 
page 5.
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