
The Turks  
and Caicos Islands
Exploring the Islands of White Gold
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“Beautiful by Nature” is not a slogan you are 
likely to see posted in the office of a thriving 
plastic surgeon. It is, however, the approved 

and appropriate motto of a small archipelago in the North 
Atlantic Ocean. If Rod Serling had ever introduced this 
island oasis in an episode of the classic television program, 
“The Twilight Zone,” he might have said, “Picture, if you 
will, miles upon miles of isolated white-sand beaches 
lapped by azure ocean waves and bathed in invigorating 
tropical breezes. A place where you can see the sun kiss 
the water twice each day, where the surrounding ocean 
fades from shallow slopes to sheer walls that plunge for 
thousands of feet and where relaxation meets adventure. 
Your next stop is … the Turks and Caicos Islands.”

Terrestrialized Reefs
The Turks and Caicos Islands (TCI) are 579 miles 

(926 km) southeast of Miami, 39 miles (62 km) south-
east of Mayaguana, Bahamas, and 100 miles (160 km) due 
north of Hispaniola (Haiti/Dominican Republic). More 
than 40 enchanting islands and cays, which account for 
242 square miles (629 sq km) of beckoning beaches, are 
separated into two distinct groups by the 22-mile- (35 
km) wide and 7,200-foot- (2,181 m) deep Turks Island or  
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Dive Geo
Story and photos 
by Scott Johnson

French grunts swim over 
the collapsed dome at the 

Thunderdome off Provo.



Columbus Passage. The Caicos Islands, 
by far the larger of the two chains, run 
east to west and include West Caicos, 
Providenciales (Provo), North Caicos, 
Middle or Grand Caicos, East Caicos 
and South Caicos, as well as small 
cays like French Cay, Parrot Cay and 
Pine Cay. The Turks Islands stretch 
north to south and contain only two 
sizeable landmasses in Grand Turk 
and Salt Cay. 

The Bahamas and TCI are divided 
by the Caicos Passage and combine to 
form the Lucayan Archipelago. This 
dotted string of islands represents the 
pinnacles of coral banks that were 
formed in a manner like the Florida 
Keys. These ancient reefs were repeat-
edly covered, uncovered and sculpted 
by fluctuating sea levels that were trig-
gered by changes in the Earth’s tem-
perature and, consequently, the size 
of the polar ice caps. The islands and 
cays we now see are the covered crests 
of untold numbers of coral skeletons 
that form the terrestrialized reefs.

Artifacts indicate the Taino and Lu-
cayan (the Lukkunu cairi or “Island 
Men”; a tribe of the Arawak) indians were 

the original settlers of TCI around A.D. 
700. These skilled seafarers and farmers 
actually provided the territory’s unusual 
name, as well as other words, such as 
“Caribbean” and “canoe.” “Caicos” is de-
rived from the Lucayan term “caya hico,” 
which means string of islands, while 
“Turks” most likely comes from the in-
digenous Turk’s Head “fez” cactus. 

Historians do not agree on which 
European made first contact. Some be-

lieve Christopher Columbus “discov-
ered” the islands in 1492, while others 
think Juan Ponce de Leon, the famous 
Spanish conquistador, “found” them 
in 1512. Unfortunately, history is quite 
clear that the initial visit sounded the 
death knell for the natives. Subsequent 
ships brought Spanish slavers and New 
World diseases that utterly decimated 
the Indians by 1530 and left the is-
lands sparsely populated for the next 
hundred years.

White Gold
The British, Spanish, French and 

even pirates laid claim to TCI at some 
point during the 16th, 17th and 18th 
centuries. Bermudian salt rakers, who 

were citizens of the British Crown, 
were the first to colonize and repopu-
late the islands when they established 
a settlement on Grand Turk in 1668. 
Salt, often referred to as “white gold,” 
was in high demand as a food preser-
vative and flavoring all along the east-
ern seaboard of North America. The 
shallow waters of Grand Turk and Salt 
Cay allowed the “gold” to be collected 
in such abundance during the spring 

and summer months that it ignited a 
booming industry. 

The Bermudians’ success soon caught 
the attention of the Bahamians and pi-
rates. The Bahamians, another British 
Crown colony, wanted to tax the salt-
laden ships passing through its waters, 
while the pirates concocted a different 
money-making scheme. These crafty 
buccaneers took refuge on smaller, se-
cluded cays and proved to be equal-op-
portunity thieves. At sea, they attacked 
Spanish galleons carrying treasures 
from Central and South America back to 
Spain. On land, they sacked the homes of 
wealthy salt merchants. The Bermudians 
and Great Britain eventually forced not 
only the pirates, but also pesky French 
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An inquisitive hawksbill 
turtle at Two Step off Provo.



Location: The Turks and Caicos Islands (TCI) are 579 miles (926 
km) southeast of Miami, 39 miles (62 km) southeast of Maya-
guana, Bahamas, and 100 miles (160 km) due north of Hispan-
iola (Haiti/Dominican Republic). 

Size: 267 square miles (629 sq km). 

Population: Estimated at 45,000 in 2011. 

Capital: Cockburn Town, Grand Turk.

Getting There: American Airlines, US Airways and Delta offer 
daily direct flights to the Providenciales International Airport from 
Miami, Charlotte, North Carolina, and Atlanta, respectively. 

Departure Tax/Visa: $15 U.S. upon departure. A valid passport 
and return or ongoing international transportation ticket are 
required to enter the TCI.

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

Turks and  
Caicos Islands

Bahamas

Haiti Dom
Republic

Cuba
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FACTS AND FIGURES

Snorkelers in the Turks & 
Caicos surf. 

Driving: Rental cars, motorcycles, mopeds and bicy-
cles are available. Drive on the left side of the road.

Electricity: 120 volts, 60 hertz, with standard U.S.-
style plugs. 

Language: English. 

Time: Eastern Standard Time.

Hyperbaric Chamber: The Menzies Medical Center in 
Provo features a state-of-the-art hyperbaric chamber.

Climate and Dress: Climate is tropical in the sum-
mer to subtropical in the winter. The average tem-
perature ranges from 85 to 95 degrees Fahrenheit 
(29 to 35 degrees Celsius) from June to October 
and 70-84 F (21-29 C) from November to May. 
Evening temps can drop 10 F (6-7 C) or more  and 
ocean winds can make them feel even cooler. Dress 
is tropical resort-casual, except at night when a 
light jacket or sweater might come in handy. Water 
temps in the summer range from 82 to 84 F (28 to 
29 C) and in the winter 74-78 F (23-26 C). 

For More Information and contact information, 
visit www.turksandcaicostourism.com.

For a list of land-based and live-aboard diving compa-
nies in the Turks and Caicos Islands, visit our website, 
www.dtmag.com/caribbeangeos.html, and click 
on Turks and Caicos. The articles include 
your service providers.



invaders, to leave the islands. TCI have 
been a British overseas territory, in one 
form or another, ever since. 

Belongers and Expats
African slaves were taken to the islands 

by salt rakers to work the salt ponds, by 
British loyalists fleeing American colo-
nies during the war for independence 
to maintain short-lived cotton planta-
tions, and on at least one shipwreck. For 
example, a Spanish slave ship named 
Trouvadore was carrying an estimated 
300 African captives to Cuba when it ran 
aground off East Caicos in March 1841. 
Nearly 200 Africans made it ashore, and 
were freed by officials in Grand Turk, the 
long-standing capital of TCI, as Britain 
had outlawed slavery on August 1, 1834.

Descendants of African slaves, who 
refer to themselves as “Belongers,” 
now account for the vast majority of 
the population. Their ancestors’ pas-
sions for religion, storytelling music 
and dance have been carefully nur-
tured and are clearly evident in the 
current generation. “Rake ’n Scrape” 
or “Ripsaw” is their most popular tra-
ditional style of music. The sound is 
made when a finely tuned fork or knife 
is raked across the teeth of a handsaw, 
with the harmonious sounds of a hand 
accordion, goatskin drum, maracas 

and/or a guitar for accompaniment. 
TCI also boasts a vibrant, interna-

tional community of expatriates (ex-
pats) from the United States, Canada, 
the United Kingdom, Europe and His-
paniola. In addition, American and 
European investors are largely respon-
sible for tourism becoming TCI’s most 
important and profitable industry. Both 
“Belongers” and “expats” collectively 
known as “islanders,” are predominant-
ly friendly, laid-back people who oper-
ate on island time. “Shortly” may mean 
an hour, tomorrow or next week. 

 
Groove to Wall

Scuba diving in TCI is a reflection of 
the life unfolding on the land. Dive sites 
are as varied as the individual islands 
and cays. The islands are predominantly 
encircled by shallow-water, “spur-and-
groove” reefs. These sloping, underwa-
ter formations are alternating ridges of 
coral (spurs) and sandy bottom chan-
nels (grooves) aligned to the prevailing 
incoming wave patterns. The spurs of-
ten contain a variety of swim-throughs 
packed with fish and occasionally peaks 
or pinnacles that nearly reach the surface. 
Follow a groove away from an island and 
it will generally lead you to a dramatic, 
deep-water drop-off and the tranquil, co-
balt blue of open water. It is easy to lose 

track of both time and depth during such 
wall dives, as the typical 150-foot (45-m) 
visibility makes the sun appear to be just 
outside your outstretched hand. 

Live-aboards and land-based op-
erators ply these waters to treat their 
guests to world-class diving. Most 
dives begin shortly after the boat has 
tied off to a mooring buoy, but drift 
diving is also done in some areas.

Fun, Flamboyant  
and Wild

Provo, West Caicos and French Cay 
are among the areas most frequently 
targeted by seasoned dive profession-
als and well-researched enthusiasts. I 
often think these islands possess a dis-
tinct underwater persona or personal-
ity, such as Provo is fun, West Caicos 
is flamboyant and French Cay is wild.

Provo is the hub of TCI tourism. It of-
fers more hotels and restaurants than the 
rest of the archipelago combined. If you 
think that means claustrophobic boats, 
crowded sites and scant marine life, think 
again. I have never seen boats or divers 
piled on one another. Provo’s Thunder-
dome or The Dome is definitely unique 
and one of my favorite night dives. Be-
lieve it or not, this is where a French TV 
game show, “Escape from Pago Pago 
Island,” was filmed in 1992 and 1993. 

A heron stalks through 
the tropical foliage.
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The large, metal dome that was the cen-
terpiece of the set has been twisted and 
partially disassembled by storm-induced 
waves in recent years. The 30-foot (9 
m) dive offers plenty of time to explore 
the remodeled remains. Schoolmasters 
(Lutjanus apodus), green morays (Gym-
nothorax funebris) and Caribbean reef 
octopus (Octopus briareus) frequent the 
most intact, upright section. Pederson 
cleaner shrimp work busy cleaning sta-
tions around the Dome’s parameter to 
keep Nassau grouper and other animals 
well groomed. At night, Caribbean squid 
(Sepioteuthis sepioidea) and a variety of 
crustaceans add to the weird ambience.

West Caicos and French Cay are still 
uninhabited, though the Ritz-Carlton 
Hotel Company has purchased land to 
build an eco-resort on West Caicos. Live-
aboards typically spend most of their 
time in West Caicos and run to French 
Cay when conditions are favorable. 

The primary reason I think of West 
Caicos as flamboyant is because of the 
tiny, expressive subjects I have photo-

graphed there, particularly yellowhead 
jawfish (Opistognathus aurifrons). Males 
incubate roe in their mouths at intervals 
throughout the year and both sexes clock 
in on the day shift to continually keep 
their subterranean burrows clean. I real-
ize many (probably most) divers think of 
much larger animals, like spotted eagle 
rays (Aetobatus narinari), when they 
think of West Caicos. Call me strange, 
but I enjoy those fascinating jawfish.

The Anchor or Whiteface is a West 
Caicos signature dive. A huge, 17th-cen-
tury anchor is embedded in the wall of 
a narrow channel at 70 foot (21 m). De-
spite its size and shape, the sponge-en-
crusted anchor is easy to miss if you are 
not paying close attention to the reef. 

If you have the opportunity to visit 
French Cay, then, by all means, go for 
it. The underwater world of French Cay 
is about as wild as the Caribbean gets. 
You’ll have the chance to swim with 
numerous Caribbean reef sharks (Car-
charhinus perezi), impressive schools 
of horse-eye jacks (Caranx latus) and 

a variety of large rays. Nurse sharks 
(Ginglymostoma cirratum) congregate 
in the shallows of French Cay each July 
to mate and can be seen on dives around 
the island throughout the year. 

Turning Back the Clock
A short flight from Miami Interna-

tional Airport can carry you across the 
Atlantic to a tropical haven made “Beau-
tiful by Nature.” Though salt raking end-
ed there more than 50 years ago, these 
islands of white gold continue to possess 
treasures that cannot be measured or 
appreciated by any known mechanical 
scales. The Turks and Caicos Islands can 
help you spend your day swimming over 
reefs adorned in hard and soft corals, 
then return in the evening to leisurely 
stroll along a uncluttered, pristine beach 
as the orange glow of the setting sun 
gently lights the sky and water’s surface. 
I bet it will not take long to realize why 
most of the locals call themselves “Be-
longers” when you start to feel like you 
belong there, too. 


