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T he panoramic scene before me prompts one typical trop-
ical island cliché after another to pop into my thoughts. 
Turquoise, sun-dappled water. Check. Uninhabited, 

white-sand beach. Check. Clear, blue sky. Check. Refreshing, 
balmy breeze. Check. Gently swaying palm trees. Check. The 
sun deck of the boat now seems to be the setting of a postcard. 
The idyllic islands of Cayman Brac and Little Cayman certainly 
do not defy clichés; instead, they legitimatize them by bringing 
them to life. 

Crowning Oases 
The Cayman Islands (Caymans) are a British overseas terri-

tory in the western Caribbean Sea. This three-island archipela-
go composed of Grand Cayman, Cayman Brac and Little Cay-
man lies 150 miles (240 km) south of Cuba, 170 miles (272 km) 
northwest of Jamaica and 450 miles (729 km) south of Miami. 
Cayman Brac and Little Cayman, known as the Sister Caymans, 
are 89 miles (142 km) northeast of Grand Cayman and only 5 
miles (8 km) apart. 

Grand Cayman is the nation’s bustling, modernized hub for 
banking and tourism. It is also by far the largest island at 76 
square miles (198 sq km), with a length of 22 miles (35 km) and 
a maximum width of 8 miles (13 km). In contrast, the fraternal 
Sister Caymans are tiny, lazy and quiet marine hamlets. Cay-
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man Brac is a “whopping” 15 square 
miles (39 sq km), with a length of 14 
miles (22 km), while Little Cayman is 
the slightest sibling at 11 square miles 
(29 sq km) and a length of 10 miles 
(16 km). 

All three islands are the pinnacles 
of a submarine mountain range called 
the Cayman Ridge, which was thrust 
skyward by the tectonic plate inter-
actions of the Caribbean and North 
American plates. 

These pinnacles or islands are 
composed of porous limestone that 
significantly limits the amount of ero-
sion and water runoff along their re-
spective coasts. The Cayman Ridge 
is the northern margin of the Cayman 
Trench, which is the deepest part of the 
Caribbean Sea at 25,217 feet (7,641 m) 
and runs between the Caymans and Ja-
maica. The combined effects of the is-
lands’ crowning position atop the steep 

range, their limestone foundations and 
the trench’s extreme depth provide vis-
iting divers with exceptionally clear 
water, unique underwater formations 
and breathtaking, sheer walls.

Reptilian Reputations
Christopher Columbus accidently 

sighted the Sister Caymans on May 
10, 1503, when winds blew his ship 
off-course during his fourth and final 
voyage to the New World. He recorded 
the chance encounter as “in sight of 
two very small and low islands, full of 
tortoises, as was all the sea about, inso-
much that they looked like little rocks.” 
In honor and perhaps in awe of the 
plentiful turtles he spotted, Columbus 
called Cayman Brac and Little Cayman 
“Las Tortugas” (“the turtles” in Span-
ish) and claimed them for Spain. 

A different reptile took center stage 
when a 1523 map was drawn show-

ing all three islands under the name 
“Lagartos,” which means alligators 
in Spanish or lizards in Portuguese. 
Apparently, the mapmaker was more 
infatuated with the crocodiles or igua-
nas than the turtles. Ten years later, 
the most prevalent name changed to 
“Caimanas,” the Carib Indian word 
for crocodiles. The word “Caimanas” 
then morphed to the present-day title 
of the Cayman Islands. 

The namesake reptiles unfortu-
nately suffered when the outside world 
learned of their existence. Cayman 
crocodiles were quickly hunted to ex-
tinction. The endemic Sister Isles Rock 
Iguana (Cyclura nubila caymanensis) 
and the endemic Grand Cayman Blue 
Iguana (Cyclura lewisi) are critically 
endangered species. And, turtle popu-
lations almost reached the breaking 
point after sailors began traveling to 
Las Tortugas to collect them for food. 
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A perfect place to spend a surface interval on Little Cayman.
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FACTS AND FIGURES
Location: 150 miles (240 km) south of 
Cuba. Cayman’s Sister Islands are 89 
miles (142 km) northeast of Grand Cay-
man and only 5 miles (8 km) apart.

Size: Cayman Brac is 15 square 
miles (39 sq km) and Little Cayman 
is 11 square miles (29 sq km).

Population: Fewer than 2,000 on 
Cayman Brac and fewer than 200 
on Little Cayman.

Capital: Georgetown,  
Grand Cayman.

Getting There: American, Cayman 
Airways, Delta, United and US 
Airways service Grand Cayman 
from the United States. Cayman’s 
Sister Islands can be reached via 
Cayman Airways and Cayman Air-
ways Express.

Departure Tax/Visa: Visas are not 
required for U.S. citizens. A depar-
ture tax is included in the cost of 
international airfare.

Currency: Cayman Islands dollar. 
U.S. dollars and credit cards are 
widely accepted. 

GRAND CAYMAN

LITTLE CAYMAN
CAYMAN BRAC

Cayman Islands
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Georgetown

Bloody 
Bay

Tibbet’s
Turn

Electricity: 110 volts/60 cycles, plugs 
are U.S.-standard. 

Language: English.

Time: Eastern Standard; daylight-sav-
ing time is not observed.

Hyperbaric Chamber: Georgetown 
Hospital in Grand Cayman and Faith 
Hospital on Cayman Brac.

Climate and Dress: Tropical. Air tem-
peratures range from 70 to 86 de-
grees Fahrenheit (21 to 30 degrees 
Celsius) in winter and 80-90 F (27-32 
C) in summer. Hats, sunglasses and 
tanning lotion are essentials. Long 
sleeves may be needed in the winter. 
Average water temperatures range 
from 76 F (25 C) in the winter to 88 F 
(31 C) during the summer. 

For More Information:  
Sister Islands Tourism  
Association (SITA) 
www.sisterislands.com

A friendly “reef puppy” Nassau Grouper.



Pirates and Privateers
Reptiles, birds and ferocious mos-

quitoes continued to be the only Sister 
Cayman residents until the latter part 
of the 17th century. Pirates and priva-
teers were likely among the first peo-
ple to tap the islands’ natural resources 
of fresh water, food sources and hid-
ing places. Privateers were essentially 
legal pirates. Governments hired them 
to raid enemy vessels, including those 
of the illegal pirates. So, the relation-
ship between the privateers and pirates 
brings to mind another cliché: “all’s 
fair in love and war.” 

Cayman Brac, the most topographi-
cally diverse of the three islands, is 
named after the central, limestone 
bluff (“brac” is Gaelic for “bluff”) 
that runs the length of the island and 
dramatically peaks in a 141-foot (43 
m) cliff that plunges to the sea on its 
eastern end. The Brac, as locals call it, 
was especially prized as a base of op-
erations for some of the most notorious 
pirates in the Caribbean, such as Ed-
ward Teach, aka Blackbeard, due to its 
high ground and numerous caves. Col-
lectively, these pirates were known as 
the “Brethren of the Sea” and should 
be credited for launching tax-free 
banking in the Caymans. They used 
crevices and caves to store their loot 
and legends of unclaimed booty live 
on in the hearts of treasure hunters. 

The most famous dive area in the 
archipelago is also tied to pirate lore. 
Little Cayman’s Bloody Bay is alleg-
edly named for a famous battle that 
took place in the 18th century between 
fleeing pirates and the Royal Navy af-
ter all piracy, including privateering, 
had been outlawed. The fierce fight-
ing that ensued left the water stained 
by the blood of the fallen and gave 
birth to the legend of the Battle of 
Bloody Bay.

The British Are Coming
England and Spain warred for 

control of the Caribbean in the 16th 
and 17th centuries. When the Eng-
lish captured Jamaica in 1655, it also 
claimed the Cayman Islands. The 
British Crown took formal control 

of the islands via the Treaty of Ma-
drid (also known as the Godolphin 
Treaty) in July 1670. The first known 
settlers arrived in the Sister Caymans 
from Jamaica around the same time 
the treaty was signed, but permanent 
settlements did not appear for another 
50 years or so.

The Caymans were largely ignored 
and self-governing until they were offi-
cially declared a British Realm depen-
dency of Jamaica in 1863. Afterward, 
Caymanians continued to eke out a 
meager existence by subsistence farm-
ing, fishing, shipbuilding and trading 
items, such as silver thatch palm rope, 
turtles and mahogany. British immi-
grants from Jamaica accounted for 
about half the population and the rest 
were predominantly African slaves 
who were freed after slavery was abol-
ished in 1834.

The Caymanians’ burgeoning rep-
utation as shipbuilders and seamen 
led to sailors being the island nation’s 
primary export well into the 1950s. 
Sailors would work aboard and send 

their money home to family mem-
bers. When Jamaica chose indepen-
dence in 1962, the Caymans elected 
to remain a British dependency. This 
decision led to political stability and 
the opportunity to learn from other 
British territories. The arrival of air 
travel, mosquito control and finan-
cial services legislation gradually 
transformed the island nation into 
a banking and tourism empire with 
one of the highest standards of living 
in the Caribbean. 

Diving the Sisters
Diving in Las Tortugas is an easy, 

colorful, exciting and varied experi-
ence. Thankfully, it is not an “either 
or” proposition. Live-aboards and 
land-based operators tend to visit both 
islands weekly, weather permitting. 
The diverse dive sites include verti-
cal walls, sloped walls, sand chan-
nels, spur-and-groove formations and 
wrecks. Many locations can readily 
please divers with disparate interests 
and skill sets at the same time. Over-
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all, sites offer healthy corals, a never-
ending list of subjects to photograph 
and space to roam. There are relatively 
few people visiting these protected, 
isolated reefs in a given year.

Much of the diving around the two 
islands takes place in either designated 
marine parks or replenishment zones. 
Anchors are a no-no, so boats must 
tie up to one of the many reef-saving 
mooring balls. In addition, divers are 
not supposed to touch or otherwise mo-
lest the animals. The rules do not pro-
hibit the friendly marine creatures from 
touching you. If they did, many of the 
large, puppylike Nassau grouper (Epi-
nephelus striatus), in particular, would 
be locked away in a submarine prison. 

The reefs are uniformly adorned 
with the most vivid array of colorful 
sponges I have ever encountered. I 
suggest you take a dive light and enjoy 
a slow, leisurely swim while you care-
fully “paint” the area around you in 
brilliant colors. 

Bloody Bay Marine Park
Little Cayman’s Bloody Bay Marine 

Park is justifiably world famous for 
breathtaking descents along sheer ver-
tical walls. But, the magnificent walls 
and the opportunity to experience the 
equivalent of undersea skydiving are 
merely the proverbial icing on the cake 
when it comes to what awaits you be-
low the surface. The island is ringed 
with dive sites, including a handful 
that are accessible from the shore, but 
the Bloody Bay Marine Park is where 
you will want to invest your time and 
energy. The park is divided into two 
distinct wall systems: Bloody Bay 
Wall to the west and Jackson’s Bight 
(or Jackson Wall or just Jackson) to 
the east. The east features the almost 
mythical steep walls, while the west is 
more like a coral playground.

Jackson’s Bight’s Bus Stop was 
named for the remains of a school bus 
that used to sit on the nearby shore. 
The bus has long since rusted away 
and the site itself does not appear on 
many maps. Still, Bus Stop is near and 
dear to the hearts of divers who like to 
search for unusual creatures. 
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Cayman’s Sister Islands dive sites offer 
healthy corals, a never-ending list of subjects 

to photograph, and space to roam.



Boats moor above a large sand chan-
nel or chute that leads from the shal-
lows to the lip of a blue-water drop-off 
at more than 100 feet (30 m). I spend 
entire dives lying in the sand at 40 feet 
(12 m) attempting to photograph the 
sailfin blennies (Atrosalarias fuscus) 
and yellowhead jawfish (Opistogna-
thus aurifrons) that are so prevalent 
here. The male sailfin blennies quickly 
flash extended dorsal fins to coax fe-
males to come over to their place for 
afternoon romance. The male yellow-
head jawfish I concentrate on are well 
past the flirting stage, as their mouths 
are full of eggs. When male and female 
yellowheads mate, the female releases 
an egg packet, which the male fertil-
izes, scoops up in his mouth and then 
incubates it there for seven to nine days 
until the fry hatch. I patiently wait for 
the males to aerate the eggs by spitting 
them out and then sucking them back 
inside in the blink of an eye. 

Randy’s Gazebo or The Chimneys 
is one of the most photographed lo-
cations along Bloody Bay Wall. Both 
names reflect prominent structural 
highlights of the site. The “gazebo” is 
a sponge-encrusted, limestone swim-
thru positioned in front of the main 
drop-off at 80 feet (24 m). The larg-
est “chimney” is near the mooring and 
gives divers the chance to enter at 75 
feet (23 m) and exit on top of the wall 
at 40 feet (12 m) or vice versa. 

If you can only dive one site in the 
park, I suggest you try 3 Fathom Wall 
(or Mixing Bowl). The wall starts at 
only 18 feet (5 m) or three fathoms, 
which is perfect for divers and snor-
kelers alike. This spot is also where 
Bloody Bay Wall and Jackson’s Bight 
converge. Head west to descend along 
a glorious vertical wall. Go east to 
search the crevices of the craggy, slop-
ping wall for channel clinging crabs 
(Mithrax spinosissimus) and Carib-
bean reef octopus (Octopus briareus). 

Russian Delight
Cayman Brac has its own share of 

gorgonian-laced walls and interesting 
formations to satisfy its guests, but 
the centerpiece of the diving is clearly 

the wreck of the MV Captain Keith 
Tibbetts. This 330-foot (100 m) Rus-
sian frigate was intentionally sunk on 
September 17, 1996, on the northwest 
side of the island and now serves as an 
artificial reef for marine creatures and 
divers to enjoy. 

It takes numerous dives to prop-
erly explore the wreck due its size, 
the recesses of its twisted, broken su-
perstructure and the depth. The bow 
and forward portion of the ship were 
pushed sharply to port by a storm in 
January 1999. The midships is a de-
bris field that is often frequented by 
Goliath groupers (Epinephelus ita-
jara), while the stern is still upright 
in the sand at 60 feet (18 m). The bow 
rests at 90 feet (27 km) and points to-
ward a swim-thru less than 100 feet 
(30 m) away that leads to the open 
ocean. The twin bow guns, which are 
decorated with orange tube sponges, 
are among the most picturesque ele-
ments of the wreck. 

Rest, Relaxation and Recreation
The Sister Caymans of Little Cay-

man and Cayman Brac present non-
divers and those taking a break from 
diving with a wide range of activities 
associated with the surrounding nat-
ural beauty. Bike riding, kayaking, 
hiking, fishing and birdwatching are 
among the exciting options on both 
islands. Brac’s bluff also gives you 
the chance to try rock climbing and 
look for forgotten pirate plunder in 
its caves. 

To Cliché or Not to Cliché
Two weeks spent visually pillaging 

the terrestrial and marine beauty of 
Las Tortugas have not cured me of the 
tropical island cliché syndrome. The 
beckoning water still looks turquoise 
and sun-dappled. Long stretches of the 
brilliant white-sand beach are still like-
ly to have no one on them. The clear, 
blue sky still stretches from horizon to 
horizon. And, the balmy breezes con-
tinue to keep the palm trees swaying. 
A trip to the Sister Caymans may give 
you the chance to frame your own liv-
ing postcard, too. 
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