
The Cayman IslandsGEOLOGY
The Cayman Islands are a group of three islands in the middle of the Caribbean Sea. They are the tops of 
underwater limestone mountains, which were first formed 30 million years ago. They are surrounded by 
reefs made out of coral, which makes it dangerous for ships to sail near them.

THE CAYMAN TRENCH
In between the Cayman Islands and Jamaica is the Cayman Trench. Over 25,000 feet at its lowest point, it is 
the deepest part of the Caribbean. It is home to the deepest and hottest volcanic vents in the world as well as 
to a variety of sea creatures that have adapted to live in the dim, high pressure conditions.

DISCOVERY
The Cayman Islands were first discovered by Europeans on 10th May 1503 by Christopher Columbus on 
his fourth voyage of discovery to the Caribbean. No evidence has been found that the native people of the 
Caribbean ever lived on them. Columbus saw Cayman Brac and Little Cayman and named the group Las 
Tortugas, meaning the turtles in Spanish, after the large number of turtles both on the Islands and in the 
surrounding seas. It is unclear when Europeans first discovered Grand Cayman.

THE NAMES OF THE ISLANDS
Columbus’ name of Las Tortugas was replaced by the name Largartos, 
meaning the lizards in Spanish. Finally they came to be known as the 
Cayamanas, most likely after the Amerindian word for the crocodiles 
that used to live on the Islands. Caymanas eventually became Cayman. 

Grand Cayman is the largest of the three, whilst Little Cayman is the 
smallest. Cayman Brac is named after the large limestone cliff which is 
its most distinctive feature. Brac is an old Gaelic word for cliff, hinting 
that some of the early settlers and sailors had Scottish links.

PEOPLE ON THE CAYMAN ISLANDS
The first people to visit the Cayman Islands for more than a few hours was English hero Sir Francis Drake 
and his fleet of ships in 1586, which was the start of the long relationship between Britain and Cayman. 
The Islands became part of English territory 1655, when Oliver Cromwell sent an army to the Caribbean to 
capture territories from the Spanish. After the capture of Jamaica, the English claimed the Cayman Islands 
as their own and sent ships to them to catch turtles to feed the soldiers.

It is thought that the first settlers on the Cayman Islands were soldiers from Cromwell’s Army, whose names 
are believed to have been Watler and Bawden, or Bodden. The Treaty of Madrid in 1670 confirmed that the 
Cayman Islands were English territory, under the authority of the Governor of Jamaica. Many settlers came 
from southern England, but also from other parts of England, Scotland and Ireland.

THE FIRST SETTLERS
It is believed that the first settlers came to the Islands to catch turtles. 
The first settler that we know the name of is Isaac Bawden, or Bodden, of 
Grand Cayman, who is believed to be the grandson of the first settler. He is 
recorded as marrying Sarah Lamar, a widow and also a inhabitant of Grand 
Cayman in 1734. Isaac gave his name to the settlement of Old Isaacs on 
Grand Cayman. Cayman Brac and Little Cayman were abandoned by the 
end of the 1600s and not inhabited again until 1833.

MAHOGANY
Many settlers did not just come to catch turtles or to grow 
crops but some came for a type of wood called mahogany. 
This valuable wood was in high demand, particularly to 
make furniture. The wood was mainly shipped to Jamaica, 
but some was sent directly to England.

THE WORLD WARS
During the First and Second World Wars many Caymanians signed 
up to fight in the armed forces. However, many more joined the 
Merchant Navy. This was responsible for carrying vital supplies 
over the seas to help soldiers fighting the war and also provided 
important goods for people living on the Home Front. Just because 
these men did not fight did not make their job any less dangerous 
as ships carrying supplies were targets for enemy attacks and 
many Caymanians died. In the Second World War over two thirds 
of the male Caymanian population were involved in the war effort, 
a greater percentage than any other allied country.

SAILORS AND SHIPBUILDING
As a small island nation Caymanians depended on the sea and became 
skilled sailors. Caymanian seafarers became famous throughout 
the world. In the twentieth century many Caymanians sailed on 
American cargo ships and oil tankers. The money sent home by these 
sailors  supported their families on the Islands and  helped Cayman 
to develop into the country it is today.

Caymanians were also famous for the boats that they built. These 
ships were built out of local hard woods such as mahogany. Other 
parts had to be imported, such as planking for the deck from America 
or cables and anchors from Britain. Cayman developed a unique type 
of boat, the Catboat, invented on Cayman Brac by Daniel Jervis in 1805, to help in catching Hawksbill Turtles.

HURRICANES
Like other countries in the Caribbean, the Cayman Islands are occasionally struck by great storms called 
hurricanes. Hurricanes can cause great destruction and loss of life. The two most famous hurricanes in 
Caymanian History are the Hurricane of November 1932 and Hurricane Ivan in 2004.

CAYMAN TODAY
The Cayman Islands today are one of the fourteen British Overseas Territories, having chosen to remain 
British after Jamaica became an independent country in 1962. Today the Islands are famous for their tourism 
and international financial services and continue to enjoy close links with Britain.

WRECKING
In the past, life on the Cayman Islands was very hard and communications with the outside world were not 
easy. Most people were only able to grow enough food to support themselves and their families. Due to the 
dangerous nature of the coral reefs surrounding the Islands and the currents and winds in the surrounding 
seas, many ships were wrecked around the Cayman Islands. Caymanians salvaged goods from these ships, 
which greatly aided life. They also rescued sailors from these wrecks and many chose to stay and live on 
the Islands. Families descended from these men can still be found on the Islands today. The most famous 
wreck in Caymanian history is the Wreck of the Ten Sail, when ten ships that were bound for England were 
wrecked on the reefs at Grand Cayman’s East End. There is a legend that on board one of these ships was a 
Royal Prince and in gratitude for saving him, the King promised that Caymanians would be forever free from 
taxation and conscription, when men are called up to serve in the army.

CAYMAN ANIMALS
The remote position of the Islands means they are home to some 
animals that cannot be found anywhere else. The Blue Iguana is 
found on Grand Cayman. Different types of Caymanian parrots 
can be found on Grand Cayman and Cayman Brac. Little Cayman 
is home to the world’s rarest snail. Many Caymanian creatures 
are very rare and endangered due to small habitats and dangers 
posed by humans.

CAYMAN PLANTS
The Silver Thatch Palm can only be found growing wild on the Islands 
and has formed part of Caymanian life for centuries. It was used to create 
rope which was very tough and resistant to sea water, making it very useful 
aboard ships. The Cayman Ironwood tree is so heavy that it sinks in water. 
Cayman is also home to several different species of flowers such as the Wild 
Banana Orchid. Many of these plants are so rare, they have never been 
given names in English.

COAT OF ARMS
The Cayman Islands were granted their own Coat of Arms in 1958. The three 
stars on the wavy blue and white lines represent the three islands upon the 
sea, whilst the Lion represents the British connection. The turtle shows the 
link between Caymanian Society and these sea creatures. The pineapple  
represents the Islands’ historic link with Jamaica. The motto is taken from 
Psalm 24 in the Bible, reflecting Cayman’s Christian background and its 
close connection with the sea.

THE CAYMANIAN FLAG
Flown as a symbol of the Cayman Islands, the flag is blue with the 
Caymanian Coat of Arms. The Union Flag of the United Kingdom 

is in the top left 
corner, showing 
the Islands are 
part of the British 
family of nations. 
Caymanian ships 
fly a red version of 
the flag.

TURTLES
The Cayman Islands have a special relationship with sea turtles. The turtling industry, which includes the 
capturing of turtles for food or use of their shells, has been an integral part of the Cayman Islands since 
European Sailors arrived in the region. The Islands were traditionally a major breeding site for turtles, 
particularly the Green Turtle and the Hawksbill Turtle. This was one of the main reasons that Europeans 
chose to eventually settle on the Islands and it would form the backbone of the Caymanian economy from the 
time they were first inhabited until the 1970s.

The Green Turtle was traditionally hunted by sailors from 
Grand Cayman and was much in demand to early sailors 
in the region as a source of food on long sea voyages. 
Before the Cayman Islands were settled many sailors 
from different countries would stop at the Islands to get 
a supply of turtle meat. The people of Cayman Brac and 
Little Cayman hunted the Hawksbill Turtle for its shell 
which was used since ancient times to create a variety of 
goods such as jewellery, combs and even furniture.

Caymanian sailors learned a lot about the habits and 
life cycle of turtles and this knowledge was later used by 
scientists to learn more about these sea creatures and help preserve them and rebuild their numbers.
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THE END OF SLAVERY
Like most of the Caribbean, slavery was practised in the Cayman Islands, but it was different when compared 
to other islands. Their small size meant that Cayman never had large plantations and masters and slaves lived 
much closer together and interacted more frequently than in other places. There were also far fewer slaves 
per master. When slavery was abolished throughout the British Empire in 1834, the former slaves were made 
apprentices for a period of six years in a transition towards full freedom. The Marquess of Sligo, who was 
Governor of Jamaica, sent some soldiers to ensure that the Cayman Islands remained peaceful during this 
difficult time but their presence led to tensions. In an attempt to solve these problems the Marquess visited 
the Islands in 1835 to announce the end of the apprenticeship system. Although this caused several issues, it 
meant that Cayman was one of the earliest countries to completely abolish slavery.

WILLIAM BODDEN
In 1775 William Bodden became Chief Magistrate of the 
Cayman Islands. The Cayman Islands were unique amongst 
British territories in the Caribbean at that time as they chose 
their own leader. William Bodden worked to improve life on 
the Islands and for his efforts became known as ‘Governor’ 
Bodden, even though he never officially held the title. The 
next Chief Magistrate was also called ‘Governor’ William 
Bodden and the two have often been confused for being one person.

DEPENDENCY OF JAMAICA
For many years the exact relationship between the Cayman Islands and Jamaica and its Governor were 
unclear. In order to help with this, the Imperial Parliament in Britain passed The Act for the Government of 
the Cayman Islands, which came into effect in 1863. This officially recognised the Cayman Islands as being a 
dependency of the larger colony of Jamaica which they would remain for a hundred years.

CAYMANIAN POST
In 1889 the very first post office opened in the Cayman Islands. At first 
they used Jamaican stamps, but in 1901 the first set of Caymanian 
stamps were issued. Like many small countries, these stamps soon 
became popular with stamp collectors. The sale of stamps soon became 
a major part of the Caymanian economy and would be so for much of the 
twentieth century. In some years, most of the government’s money was 
raised by stamp sales.

PIRATES
Cayman has had a reputation for being a nest of pirates, but there is little 
evidence to say that they ever called the Islands home. It is likely that many 
pirates visited the Islands to get food and water like other sailors did, and 
possibly to attack the ships that stopped and passed by, but there was 
little to make them want to stay. Some pirates were known to have visited 
the island such as Edward Low, George Lowther and Thomas Anstis. The 
most infamous pirate of them all, Edward Teach, who was also known as 
Blackbeard, captured a ship off the Coast of Grand Cayman in 1717.
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