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Barbados holidays: festivals and events
12:07PM GMT 13 Jan 2011
Bajans work hard at their leisure and entertainment and at times it seems that they’ll put more effort into a party than into anything else. 

Just take a look at the massive blowout that is Crop Over. As soon as one year’s shindig has ended, they get straight on with planning the next. 

Barbados has a huge range of festivities on offer – including music festivals, sports events and even an opera season — so it’s worth looking out for one that might interest you, then timing your visit accordingly. 

Crop Over is effectively the island’s carnival and the biggest event of the year. As you can probably guess from the name, it celebrates the end of the sugar cane harvest in late July or early August. 

And they really do go to town. For days on end, carnival bands parade through the streets in brightly coloured costumes, shuffle-stepping to the latest calypsos. 

The nice thing about the Crop Over festival, as with so many Caribbean carnivals, is that you’re welcome to join in. Unlike Rio, where you must commit to months of rehearsals, in Barbados you simply select a band and buy an outfit. The price includes your costume, musical accompaniment (usually a lorry with a band sitting on a 20ft stack of speakers) and the service of food, a drinks trolley, with both alcoholic drinks and rehydration — in the sun you’ll need the latter every bit as much as the former. 

The event involves endless hours of dancing fun and everyone should do it at least once in a lifetime. 

Another high-jinks affair is the Oistins Fish Festival on the south coast. Oistins has a party atmosphere every Friday but the boat is really pushed out for the festival, which celebrates the contribution made to Barbados by those in the fishing industry. 

As you’d expect, there is calypso and reggae, plenty of dancing, plus food and drink stalls — not forgetting the famous fish fry-ups. There’s a fish-boning contest and various other madcap activities. 

It’s also a chance for local people to show off the arts and crafts they have lovingly produced through the year. 

Holetown was the place where the first settlers arrived in the early 17th century and it’s only right that this should be commemorated — in true Barbadian style. 

Each February, there are the ubiquitous calypso bands but also classical music, most of it free to attend, along with an arts exhibition, a march by the police band and usually a parade of vintage car. 

This being the Caribbean, music forms a key part of many events in the calendar. Gospelfest in May stages gospel music as well as dance. Events are held in churches as well as concert halls, so you can enjoy Bridgetown’s lovely cathedral at the same time. 

There is a reggae festival to look forward to in April (with some events held on the beach), but ask around because there are great bands to be heard all year round. 

It’s also worth looking out for evening functions in the plantation estate houses if you would like to see a show depicting the island’s history. 

Then there is the opera season. Typically the chosen works tend towards the lighter end of the scale, but you can expect a broad programme of theatrical, musical and even comedy productions, often involving the stars of stage and theatre who like to make their holiday on the island. The Holders Season — a major event in the social calendar — happens at the height of the winter holiday season, in February. 

Christmas in Barbados brings its own pleasures. It’s fun to experience carol singing in a church surrounded by fairy-lit palm trees rather than pines. Go along to a Christmas service and you’ll probably get a glass of (chilled) mulled wine or the local festive drink, sorrel, a sweet concoction from the herb of the same name. 

Sports events are another highlight. The Test cricket tours are well known (Barbados is home to Kensington Oval) and cricket in the Caribbean sun makes a great excuse to escape a British winter. 

Should you hear of an inter-island cricket match, then that would be well worth attending too – these matches are even more fiercely fought than Tests. 

Along with the cricket, expect a carnival atmosphere after the match, especially if Barbados or the West Indies win! There are spacious areas next to the Kensington Oval which provide food and drink and the occasional performance by a live band. 

For something a little more stately, you can dress up (well, in a jacket and tie at least) and go to the horse racing. The race course is on the Garrison Savannah — the old military parade ground, which is surrounded by lovely old stone buildings — in the south of Bridgetown. As usual, it turns into a social occasion, whether you are sipping wine in the main grandstand or enjoying a barbecue on the nearby lawns. 

Look out for arts and crafts exhibitions, dinner shows, band performances, talent shows and theme nights at any time of the year — ask at the Bridgetown tourist office or your hotel for advice on what’s happening. 
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