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I’m a chef with Champagne taste and a beer budget, but always 
seem to find myself surrounded by the most amazing people in 
the most amazing places. From eating termites in the Honduran 
jungle to learning how to make dim sum in Hong Kong, for me 
treasure is in the story.
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All I need is a book, a bourbon and a boat to a new destination - 
I’ll be just fine.
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I'm my best on this island. My flight left last night, but I know 
I'm not going back home.
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Director of Photography

It’s all about triggering emotion via imagery. When I convey 
the very essence of a situation with a single photograph, 
then I am complete, because the viewer understands more 
than the moment, they know the situation.
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I am the Caribbean.
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W
With the sea to my left and cornfield-like cacti 
climbing up to the sky on my right, it’s clear from 
the moment the plane touches down how unique 
Aruba is compared to the rest of the Caribbean.

While this 'one happy island' rests only 15 miles 
off the coast of Venezuela, it might as well be 
across the ocean as the connection is practically 
nonexistent.  Aruba is its own entity: proud, 
diverse, and beautiful.  And with about 80% 
of Aruba’s tourism arriving purely from the 
States, this Dutch Caribbean Island is geared 
towards American hospitality – maybe that’s 
why they have more return guests than any other 
Caribbean destination.  The Aruba Effect, as it’s 
known around here, is that feeling of happiness 
that stays with us even after leaving.  
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Everywhere on this little island is a short drive, and along 
the way I spot an old-fashioned red windmill and plenty 
of shops before arriving at the Aruba Marriott Resort and 
Stellaris Casino - the largest on the island.  As soon as I enter 
the underwater-like hallway to the lobby I immediately feel 
the Aruba Effect washing over me.  After checking out my 
fully renovated room overlooking the sands of Palm Beach 
and out to the sea, I return to the lobby bar and restaurant 
for a signature cocktail tasting.

I meet with the gracious management team and with 
the help of our friendly bartender, I try the local favorite 
Celebrity Aruba Ariba with rum, Grey Goose, fruit punch, 
and more, along with a hibiscus margarita with Patron and 
topped with a delicious candied edible hibiscus flower.  
Last but not least is an old-fashioned that’s smoked right 
at the table in a smoke decanter, or what some might call a 
magician’s plexiglass box.  Impossible to choose favorites as 
each possesses its own distinct qualities and flavors, and I’m 
happy to try them all.  After the tasting a barrage of  tasty 
Asian tapas appear, from tuna tartare to sushi rolls and 
even flatbreads, along with an additional cocktail, but with 
a twist.  I glance at the martini glass to see my own face 
drawn in pink!  The bartender explains it’s edible ink, a fun 
new trend that allows Marriott’s mixologists to essentially 
draw any design right in your cocktail.  Too much fun!

https://caribbeanlivingmagazine.com/
http://www.caribbeanlivingmagazine.com/


After all the delicious rounds of sushi, pork bao buns, wings, and pizza, 
I retire to my room and listen to the waves beyond the pink and purple-
lit tropical pools matching the sky above.  In the morning, I take a 
quick trip into town to dine at Linda's Dutch Pancakes, a local favorite 
for over 20 years.  The Dutch pressed coffee feels extra strong, and since 
I’m unable to choose between sweet and savory, I try the brie, walnuts, 
and honey Dutch pancake, along with the banana, whipped cream, and 
of course banana liqueur option.  Each is as large as a pizza, but as thin 
as a crepe, both making for the perfect island breakfast to start the day.  

Next is the world's oldest aloe factory, a beautiful facility situation 
beside picturesque aloe plant fields. I follow a guided tour inside the 
factory where visitors can watch below as the aloe leaves are harvested, 
peeled apart, and utilized in a number of different beauty and health 
products that ship around the world.  After the factory tour, I get to 
participate in a hands-on sugar scrub workshop outside, overlooking 
the rolling aloe field.  With a lot of help from my tour guide, I manage 
to dissect an aloe leaf and squeeze the goodness out.  Next, I get my 
hands dirty with the science project-like setup, mixing coconut flakes, 
lotion, sugar – all natural ingredients for my very own sugar scrub.

After a hard day’s work, I return to the resort, walk right past the top-
of-the-line two story heavily air-conditioned gym, and order a fresh 
lobster roll with Cajun fries to my cabana at the adults only pool, along 
with a local Balashi ‘Chill’ beer.  While the jacuzzi, waterfalls, and 
swim-up bar surround the resort’s other pool, I’m feeling too lazy to 
explore beyond my cabana, and instead succumb to my lunch siesta.  
It’s important to note that while the adult’s only pool is open to guests, 
also incorporated into the space is Marriott’s Tradewinds Club that 
allows for private premium access to even more amenities.

A
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T
That evening I meet with De Palm Tours who picks me 
up directly from the resort for a sunset cruise.  There’s 
nothing better than being out on the open sea, especially 
with sunsets like Aruba’s, lighting up the pink sorbet 
sky all around us.  With light bites and an open bar, the 
festivities aboard the catamaran rival those on the nearby 
shore.  The captain and his cohorts show everyone a fun 
time on this floating club, and we all dance until the sun 
swims away to the horizon.

Dinner at Lima Bistro along the boardwalk offers views of 
docking cruise ships as quiet waves dance in the darkness.  
The fine dining establishment mixes Peruvian cuisine with 
local ingredients, in addition to being family run as I get 
to meet the chef and his son who is also one of our servers.  
While I’ve had a few local Aruban beers on the boat, I can’t 
pass up the opportunity to taste an authentic pisco sour 
that lives up to the restaurant’s stellar reputation.  

The ceviche appetizer is complete with calamari and 
Peruvian toasted corn just as I had hoped.  I didn’t think 
I’d have any more room for the duck breast with cashew 
purée main course, yet it somehow all disappears.  After 
a Paloma nightcap, I head back to the resort and let the 
muscle memory of the rolling waves lull me right to sleep.

It’s an early morning today so I take my breakfast 
downstairs at La Vista, a top-of-the-line buffet offering 
oceanfront views and gargantuan iguana sightings.  The 
chef cooks a perfectly melted omelet for me, and I try a 
local Pastechi that is essentially a fried cheese empanada 
of goodness, along with some fruit to stay fresh (maybe 
with a little Nutella).  After my hearty meal I meet again 
with De Palm for a UTV tour across the desert part of 
the island.  I had never ridden one before and it might 
look intimidating, but after a few moments I realize it's 
essentially an off-roading golf cart that offers adventurers 
uninhibited access to every part of this scenic island, 
including the national park.  While ATVs and other wild 
cars zoom around the black and red sands of the once 
volcanic beach, I’m reassured with the UTV choice as both 
a safe and fun mode of transport.
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I I cruise up dirt hills, down beaches, past forests of cacti, a historic seaside 
church, and of course a few beach bars.  The excursion is as thrilling as it 
is scenic, and while the arid island rarely sees rain or storms, allowing for 
nearly year-round perfect weather, today we have overcast skies, allowing 
for a truly tranquil nature experience.  Watching the waves crash against 
this rocky side of the island, shooting geysers up like waterspouts, the 
views almost remind me of the coast off Ireland or Scotland – untouched 
splendor in sharp contrast to the soft sand beaches at the resort.  At only 
19 miles long, this magical little island is both easily navigable and its 
own little microcosm of ecosystems.

Our last stop is the California Lighthouse that provides for the perfect 
vantage of what seems like the entire island.  With the sea breeze blowing 
as I zoom across the sand flats, I feel utterly free and so thankful for the 
opportunity of this once-in-a-lifetime experience.



If my time here must come to an end, there’s no better 
farewell than at Atardi, the resort’s pop-up beach restaurant 
located directly on the sand.  No shoes?  No problem.  If 
you have shoes there are designated cubbies to hold them, 
giving your toes free rein in the white sand.  I sip on a 
lime green Dushi martini while watching the show unfold 
before me: a front row seat to the sun setting in the calm 
sea.  Dushi, I’m informed, comes from the Spanish dulce 
meaning sweet, or tasty.  The local Papiamento language 
personifies the ABC islands perfectly: a beautiful mix of 
many different cultures.

Tiki torches dot the edge of the beach while windsurfers 
and sailboats dot the edge of the sea.  The chef comes all 
the way out to the sand to say hello, yet another example of 
the above-and-beyond hospitality that can be found at the 
Aruba Marriott.  A tasting of exquisite appetizers follows, 
including seared scallops with corn purée, slow-cooked 
and smoked a la plancha octopus, red beet blanketed 
burrata, and an ‘Island Iced Tea’ mixing bourbon and 
peach purée to wash it down.

The macadamia-crusted grouper with Bok choy and red 
curry sauce nudges me over the edge to nirvana.  The 
candles, the twinkling lights in the palm trees, the waves 
lapping against the edge of this ‘restaurant’ - it is truly 
a magical evening to cap off a peaceful and adventurous 
trip to this one happy island.  The Aruba Effect is fully 
instilled in me now, but I will have to return to always 
keep it reignited.

Jeff Sobel
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In Jamaica
Family Time



When we set out to plan the perfect family vacation for 
a set of cousins who grew up like brother and sister and 
a couple who some had met only once before, we knew 
we needed a place that was extremely special. This place 
needed to rekindle a connection to an island that some 
had not been in touch with while others were vastly 
familiar. A spot that felt like home, except with a beach 
as the backyard, just beyond the pool, with all the bells 
and whistles of the luxe vacations we have all become 
accustomed to. One of those. Since all I do is travel, for 
business and for pleasure, I wanted to have another expert 
in the field handle the search for me. When the lines 
between work and play blur, life can feel like one long 
luxurious vacation. This time around, I wanted clarity. 
A distinct line, although drawn in the sand, between 
personal time and profession. Selecting just the right 
villa can be a challenge or an art. I chose to rely on the 
artistry and guidance of a dedicated villa company called 
Jamaica Villas. Their expertise lies in helping travelers 
find their dream vacation. Their world-class villas come 
fully-staffed, offering comfort and convenience from start 
to finish. I knew that my family and I could enjoy the 
vacation of a lifetime knowing meals, cleaning, and more 
were covered — giving us a true haven of retreat. Who is 
going to say no to that level of mastery?



15CaribbeanLivingMagazine.com

We chose Jamaica because it is home. Home to warm 
weather, incredible gastronomic options, and opportunities 
to unwind, and it quite literally was the birthplace and home 
to most of us, making it our perfect island choice for this 
getaway. From the moment we decided to head home to 
reconnect while disconnecting from our lives back in the 
states, we set out to find the perfect villa specialists who 
could understand our needs and find the exact fit for us. 
Fortunately, the moment that Jamaica Villas came highly 
recommended to us, we reached out to them and instantly 
began to receive villa options for review. The trick was to 
get 14 adults and 2 children to agree on 1 villa. The children 
were remarkably easy to please. Their criteria included 
a beach and a pool. The three year old would have loved 
a fish pond and the seven year old a pickleball court. It 
was the grownups that we knew would require spacious 

accommodations, great gathering places throughout the 
villa, and enough room to create private moments of their 
own, that presented the challenge.

Villa Malatai, the very first villa we received to review 
for our dates, was spot on.  We have been all over the 
island, as I am sure you can imagine. Stayed in Montego 
Bay, Negril, Hanover, and pretty much every top-notch 
Jamaican spot you can think of. This time we wanted to 
be close enough to things to do yet remote enough to only 
hear the crickets chirp between the sounds of the gently 
rolling waves at night. This villa offered just what we were 
looking for. 

https://caribbeanlivingmagazine.com/
http://www.caribbeanlivingmagazine.com/


16

Malatai is a family-friendly island haven. Once a sleepy 
fishing village, Ocho Rios has evolved into a bustling hub 
of cultural excitement offering gourmet cuisine, great bars, 
watersports, nature adventures, and more. The town is 
known for more than just its city-center and fine shopping. 
Guests of all ages enjoy plantation tours and experiencing 
the rich history and culture of Jamaica. The island’s natural 
wonders like Dunn’s River Falls, a 600-foot waterfall that 
courses gracefully through lush forests and lagoons before 
culminating in a clear pool on a beautiful white-sand 
beach is only moments away. Whether by land or by sea, 
the options for adventure are virtually endless and we took 
advantage of Chukka’s in-villa service. They came to us 
and booked every activity we desired right at the bar at our 
villa. Now, that is exceptional service. Known as a hub of 
activity for scuba enthusiasts, and all types of watersports, 
we didn’t have to leave the villa more than a couple of times. 
Stand up paddle boards, Kayaks, snorkeling gear, rafts, 

and other sea toys are all stocked and ready to be enjoyed. 
We would wake up in our four-poster bed, gaze through 
the rich mahogany framed windows and the early morning 
calm of the sea would beckon us. Some mornings we would 
meet each other on the rolling seas just before breakfast, 
just because we could. Like ships crisscrossing, one couple 
would be seen on paddleboards, another on kayaks, and 
kids snorkeling with their dad. As the lazy days melted 
into unobstructed sunsets, the two-story villa edged by the 
soft green grass, gracefully transformed from its daytime 
facade into a softly lit stage upon which we made more 
family memories. Dinners were set around the large round 
mahogany table where food was served buffet style and 
family tales were exchanged. As we had recently lost our 
uncle, father, brother, husband, patriarch; uncle Al, who 
had been on so many of these villa vacations that it almost 
felt like he had simply missed this one. Everything seemed 
unchanged until it hit aunt Betty who was snapping photos 
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and the thought crossed her mind that she couldn’t wait to 
get home and share the images with him. Then reality set 
in that there would not be that happy exchange. These were 
new memories.

Singing karaoke in the evenings, howling with laughter at 
some of our song selections, chasing cars around the house, 
rocking in a hammock trying to make it flip, building sand 
castles, making up new rules for pickleball with two little 
boys put a smile on everyone’s face. The youngest created 
a ritual of feeding the koi fish in the mornings before he 
had eaten.  We each had our own suites within the villa, 
terraces for the second floor and patios for those on the 
ground. The villa life suits us and Malatai on the beach was 
an excellent choice for this summer. On days we wanted to 
wander we took Chukka concierge experiences that pretty 
much took our collective breaths away. Jumping off of a 25-
foot platform into raging 30-foot deep waters which had 

a backdrop of a raging waterfall that was flowing at who 
knows how many miles per hour, was probably something 
none of us would have done on our own. These were leaps 
of faith stretching the boundaries of what most of us 
thought we could do. To call this an adrenaline rush is 
an understatement. As the kids say ten out of ten would 
recommend.Trust me, it is not for the faint of heart but it 
will put a youthful grin on your face once you pop back up 
to the surface and get swept downstream to the awaiting 
guides. 

If you are looking at a villa vacation in Jamaica, I can 
tell you that you are looking in the right place. There’s 
something special about the island, but more than that, 
there is something special about a villa vacation. Whether 
you want to disconnect or reconnect, the level of service, 
privacy, and uniqueness is unparalleled to what you can 
receive in a hotel vacation.
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The nuts and bolts of where we stayed: 
Inside-outside living, beachfront private villa ... perfect for families!!
• 8-bedroom/8 plus 2 half-bathrooms’ private villa in Old Fort Bay Private gated community
• full staff: butler, chef, assistant chef, housekeepers, laundress, gardener
• 35 foot private pool with 26-inch deep shallow wading area for children with Baja ledge with two in-water loungers
• poolside hot tub
• private lit tennis/pickleball court, for day and night time play, with back board for single play and basketball hoop.
• private gym with A/C, Treadmill, 3 spin bikes, TRX bands, free weights 5-30 lbs, television and Sonos sound system
• BBQ area, outdoor kitchen and dining 
• lighted Pool table next to the pool
• wireless internet throughout
• satellite/cable television in every bedroom
• media room with flat-screen TV with Sonos sound and comfortable seating
• cribs and highchairs
• SONOS sound system (connect your portable device or stream thousands of radio stations from around the world)
• generator, bedroom safes and electronic security
• Disabled access - wheelchair ramps for all areas

Just west of Ocho Rios, a small lane leads to a brilliant oceanfront villa. As your driver arrives, an electronic gate opens to 
reveal the large and splendid private home named Malatai. I hope you have as much fun making memories here as we did. 
Life is a journey filled with a beautiful series of events.

Live it up.
www.jamaicavillas.com

*please check www.ItTakesAVilla.Net for our curated selection of villas for your next vacation.

https://caribbeanlivingmagazine.com/
http://www.caribbeanlivingmagazine.com/
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http://www.ItTakesAVilla.Net
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What defines a hole-in-the-wall restaurant? The kind that 
is cherished by locals and fervently sought out by travelers. 
Is it the often non-descript (and sometimes slightly 
inconvenient) location? Is it the small chairs and hand-
made tables perched next to a busy roadway, or is it the 
intoxicating aromas wafting from around an unfamiliar 
corner? Perhaps it could it be the fact that you’re often 
served, quite literally, through an opening in a wall. 
Maybe there is no formula at all, but rather each location 
is a unique amalgamation of immeasurable elements that 
add up to a truly remarkable experience giving the guest 
an immediately familiar feeling, even if they’ve never been 
there before.

Regardless of what makes a true hole in the wall, San 
Si Wu Noodle Co. certainly ticks a lot of the boxes. 
Located on the second floor of a plaza in George Town, 
Cayman Islands, San Si Wu (which means “Three Four 
Five” in mandarin, a nod to the country’s area code) is 

an unlikely eatery in a bustling industrial area; an anomaly 
against Cayman’s backdrop of coconut trees and white sand 
beaches. Boasting a footprint equivalent to that of a single 
space in a standard parking lot, San Si Wu is a modest 
outfit that focuses on regional Chinese dishes, freshly 
made noodles and hand-made dumplings catering to their 
twenty-two-seat outdoor “dining room” and an endless 
number of takeout and pickup orders. The tables, chairs, 
and counters are all hand made with reclaimed wood 
offering a rustic and inviting atmosphere that complements 
the food. Intense aromas, both exotic and familiar, emanate 
from the small kitchen where one chef is continuously 
preparing, tossing, and topping a seemingly unending train 
of dishes while the other takes orders, answers the phone 
and delivers food to the hungry customers sat the tables just 
outside the window.

Owned and operated by the Chef and brother duo of Lucas 
and Dylan Benoit, San Si Wu was born out of a genuine 
love and deep appreciation for the regional foods of China 
and caters to those who long for the bold and balanced 
flavors of real Chinese cuisine. Signature dishes such 

W
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as the Dan Dan Mian will set your lips ablaze with the 
unmistakable tingle of Sichuan peppercorn and the Cumin 
Goat noodles are a unique play on Xinjiang Cumin Lamb, 
highlighting the versatility of local goat meat as it’s perfectly 
balanced between the acidity of the black vinegar and soy 
sauce, the herbaceous-ness of fresh cilantro and richness 
of whole toasted cumin seeds. As for dumplings, you can 
have either pork or vegetable and order them “regular” with 
dipping sauce on the side or “chili” where they’re topped 
with dumpling sauce, house made chili oil, fresh garlic 
and scallion. The latter is a flavor bomb that will have you 
instantly craving more.

The Cayman Islands are widely known as the culinary 
capital of the Caribbean; however, there are several cuisines 
that, for one reason or another, have not yet taken hold 
in Cayman’s culinary landscape including many Asian 
cuisines. The Benoit brothers realized there was a large 
demand for more true Chinese food and a clear void in the 
market, and while they always aim to keep their dishes as 
accurate as possible, “authentic” is not a word they like to 
use often.

“We import many ingredients from China, such as the 
selection of dried chilis we use in our chili oil” says Lucas, 
“but being on the other side of the world makes it difficult 
to source some ingredients that are necessary to truly 
execute certain dishes authentically. Sometimes, to give a 
dish it’s characteristic flavor you need ingredients that are 
unique to a region, such as specific bean pastes or pickled 
mustard greens, and in a market this small it’s challenging 
and cost prohibitive to get them here.” 

Dylan adds “Our goal is not to be authentic as much as it 
is to respect the techniques, ingredients and dishes and to 
take an honest approach to making and serving the best 
versions of these dishes that we can.” 

Sitting down to enjoy a bowl of spicy Dan Dan Mian and 
a plate of chili pork dumplings with the faint sound of 
passing cars in the background, you realize that San Si 
Wu has managed to capture the essence and ambiance of 
dining streetside in Chengdu; even if only for an hour over 
your lunch break.  

https://caribbeanlivingmagazine.com/
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