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The Cayman Islands are a group of three islands, Grand Cayman, Cayman 
Brac and Little Cayman, in the middle of the Caribbean Sea near Jamaica and 
Cuba. The Islands are the tops of underwater, limestone mountains, which are 
part of the Cayman Ridge, an underwater mountain range that formed thirty- 
million years ago as a result of tectonic activity between the North American and 
Caribbean tectonic plates. They are quite low and flat and surrounded by coral 
reefs, which have proven dangerous for ships visiting them or passing nearby. 
The highest point on the Cayman Islands is on Cayman Brac, whose defining 
feature is a large limestone cliff known as a bluff. The bluff gives Cayman Brac 
its name; Brac is an old Gaelic word for cliff. Most Caymanians live on Grand 
Cayman, which is the largest island. Cayman Brac and Little Cayman are known 
as the Sister Islands.

Since the Cayman Islands were first formed, they have been covered and 
uncovered by water as sea levels have risen and fallen. Several thousand years 
ago, when sea levels were lower than they are now and more land was above 
water, the Cayman Islands may have formed part of a chain of islands across 
which humans first travelled from Central America to the Caribbean.

Nearby is the Cayman Trench, also known as the Bartlett Trench. Over 25,000ft 
at its lowest point, it is the deepest part of the Caribbean. The world’s hottest 
and deepest volcanic vents can be found at the bottom of the trench and, as it is 
the point where the Caribbean Tectonic Plate meets the North American Plate, 
the area is prone to underwater earthquakes.

The Cayman Islands

A map showing the location of the Cayman Islands and the Cayman Trench
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The Islands appear not to have been inhabited by the Taíno, Arawak and Caribs, 
who were native peoples of the Caribbean. The reason for this is not known, but 
they may, however, have used the Islands as a convenient place to stop on long 
journeys between other islands. 

In 1492, Christopher Columbus, on 
behalf of the King and Queen of Spain, 
discovered the Americas, although 
other Europeans may have done 
so before him. He would return to 
explore the region three more times. 
His last, fourth voyage was in 1503. 
On 10th May he sighted two islands, 
which are now called Cayman Brac and 
Little Cayman. His son, Ferdinand, 
described how they were covered by 
turtles, which also swam in the seas 
nearby. 

This gave the Islands their first name, 
Las Tortugas, which means ‘the Turtles’ 
in Spanish. They were also known for 
a time as the Lagartos, which means 
the lizards. Eventually they became known as the Caymanos or Caymanas, after 
the Carib word for the crocodiles that could be found there. It is from this word 
that we now get the name Cayman Islands.

People and the Cayman Islands

A picture of a man believed to be 
Christopher Columbus
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Although the Spanish established colonies nearby on Cuba and Jamaica, they 
did not settle on the Cayman Islands.

As Europeans began to explore and colonise the 
region, they began to use the Cayman Islands as 
a convenient place to stop and get the water and 
food they needed for their long voyages between 
Central America, the Caribbean islands and 
Europe. In the days of sail, before refrigerators 
were invented, it was very difficult to keep food 
fresh on sea voyages, especially during the several 
weeks that it took to cross the Atlantic Ocean from 
Europe to the New World. Sailors relied mainly 
on meat which had been salted, preserving it for 
a long time, and hard tack, a hard biscuit made of 
flour and water. 

The Cayman Islands had plenty of fresh meat in the form of turtle. Turtles could 
be taken and kept on-board ship for fresh meat or could be salted and preserved 
for long voyages. Turtle meat was treated as a delicacy; sailors believed that it 
was good for them and could even cure some diseases. Spanish, English, French 
and Dutch sailors all stopped at the Cayman Islands to take a supply of turtles 
and turtle meat on-board.

European Visitors

A sailing ship from the seventeenth century

Hard tack
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The Cayman Islands have many interesting plants but none is more interesting 
than the Silver Thatch Palm tree. Unique to the Cayman Islands, the Silver 
Thatch Palm tree has been used by the inhabitants for centuries for a wide variety 
of purposes. Its leaves have been used to create thatched roofs for Caymanian 
houses for centuries and the plant was also used to make local hats and baskets. 
Its most important use, however, has been in the creation of Thatch Palm rope. 
Its key features are its strength and the fact that 
it is significantly more resistant to the effects of 
seawater than other types of rope. Ropes were 
vital for ships in the past and seawater could 
cause them to rot and break; a type of rope that 
was resistant to seawater was hugely valuable. 
The small number of Silver Thatch Palm trees on 
the Islands meant that they could never produce 
enough rope to satisfy all sailing ships in the world 
but it was highly prized by those who acquired it. 
The Silver Thatch Palm industry provided jobs 
for many of the poorer residents of the Cayman 
Islands, who sold the rope they produced to 
merchants and shop owners, who would in turn 
sell it on, exporting it to other countries. Most of the rope was sent to Jamaica to 
be used by Jamaican fishermen. The creation of man-made fibres, which could 
also resist seawater, meant that the industry eventually died out.

Although it no longer forms a vital industry, the Silver Thatch Palm is still used 
on the Islands for traditional crafts. Today the Silver Thatch Palm is recognised 
as the Cayman Islands’ national tree. It is not, however, the only unique plant 
on the Islands; there are many more, such as the Cayman Ironwood tree, whose 
wood is so heavy that it sinks in water, and the Corato shrub, which can be found 

on all three of the Islands but 
nowhere else. Many plants on 
the Islands are so rare that, 
although they have been given 
a scientific name, they have 
never been given a common 
name. Cayman is home to 
some unique orchids, such as 
the Ghost Orchid that can only 
be found on Grand Cayman 
and the Banana Orchid that is 
the Cayman national flower.

Plants

The Silver Thatch Palm

The Wild Banana Orchid
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Animals
Although Turtles are the most famous creatures to live in and around the Cayman 
Islands, there are many interesting animals. Some of them can be found nowhere 
else in the wild. The Blue Iguana is native and unique to Grand Cayman. The 
Islands also have two unique kinds of parrots; one type can be found of Grand 
Cayman and the other lives on Cayman Brac. 

The rarest snail in the world, Cerion 
Nanus, calls Little Cayman its home. The 
Caiman crocodiles, after which the Islands 
are believed to be named, can no longer 
be found in the wild on the Islands but 
occasionally one finds its way on ocean 
currents from Jamaica or Cuba. Due to 
the small size of the Islands, along with 
the effects of natural disasters and the 
presence of humans, the numbers of many 
of these native animals have dropped and 
conservation programmes have been put in 
place to make sure that they do not become 
extinct.

In the Cayman Trench, there are many strange creatures that have adapted to 
live in the dark, hot, high pressure conditions. One of these is a shrimp that has 
no eyes but has an organ on its back that senses light. There are also anemones 
and life forms that do not need oxygen to live, instead taking nutrients from the 
minerals coming out of the volcanic vents. 

The Blue Iguana

The Grand Cayman Parrot
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The first English people who we know visited the 
Islands were the Elizabethan hero, Sir Francis Drake 
and the men that joined him on his expedition to fight 
the Spanish in the Caribbean in 1586. They are also 
believed to be the first people to visit the Islands for 
more than a few hours. The English would not settle 
on the Cayman Islands for around seventy years. 

In 1654, during the Commonwealth that ruled 
England for a time after the English Civil War, Oliver 
Cromwell, the Lord Protector of England, sent a fleet 
to conquer Spanish territory in the Caribbean under 
the command of William Venables and William 
Penn. Historians disagree about why he did this; 
some believe he wanted more land and wealth, others 
think it was to protect English colonies and ships in 
the region that were being attacked by the Spanish. After failing to capture the 

town of Santo Domingo on the Island of Hispaniola 
(which is now Haiti and the Dominican Republic) the 
English Army captured Jamaica. After this, some ships 
were sent to the Cayman Islands to get turtle meat for 
the army to eat. Then, it is thought that some men 
from the army made their way to the Cayman Islands 
to become turtle fishermen. There is no record of who 
the first settlers on the Islands were but it is believed 
that they were a man called Bawden or Bodden and 
another man called Watler who arrived around 1658. 
Bawden/Bodden is said to have originally come from 
Cornwall or elsewhere in the West Country of England. 
Some people believe that 

Watler originally came from Scotland, but Watler was 
also a common name in Kent at this time. Many people 
on the Cayman Islands are descended from these two 
men and Bodden and Watler are still popular surnames 
today. Conflicts between the English and Spanish would 
continue for many years to come, but in 1670 the two 
sides signed the Treaty of Madrid which, among other 
agreements, recognised the Cayman Islands as English 
territory.

The coming of the English

Oliver Cromwell

Sir Francis Drake

Cornwall is the south-western most county in England
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Not much is known about the very early settlers of the Islands. The first settlement 
we know about was on Little Cayman where it appears that the English had 
come to catch turtles. This settlement was attacked in 1670, before the Treaty 
of Madrid, by a Spanish Privateer, Manuel Riviero Pardal, in retaliation for 
English attacks on Spanish settlements by Henry Morgan. The settlement on 
Little Cayman appears to have been abandoned by the beginning of the 1700s.

The first recorded settler is Isaac Bawden/Bodden who married another 
Caymanian, Sarah Lamar in 1734. Isaac is believed to be the grandson of the 
original Bawden/Bodden who first came to the Islands and eventually gave his 
name to the settlement of Old Isaacs on Grand Cayman. The early settlers made a 

small living from catching turtles, 
growing crops and raising pigs. 
This last practice gave its name 
to Hogstyes, a settlement on the 
west of Grand Cayman. Many 
early settlers also seem to have 
come in search of mahogany. A 
hard wood, mahogany has always 
been valued for making high 
quality furniture and fittings. 
People cut mahogany and sent it 
to Jamaica or even England. 

However, there was not enough 
mahogany on Grand Cayman so the trade  
did not last for very long. As there was 
not enough mahogany to cut frequently, 
people on the Cayman Islands cut down 
other woods, such as fustic, which was 
used in dyeing clothes. Most settlers of 
the Cayman Islands were subsistence 
farmers, meaning that they only grew 
enough food to feed themselves and 
produced very little, or often nothing, to 
sell to other people. This meant that most 
of the people of the Cayman Islands were 
very poor.

Early settlers

The  Fustic Tree

An eighteenth century mahogany sideboard
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The Cayman Islands have traditionally had a reputation as having been a base 
for pirates, the sailors that prowl the seas, boarding other ships and stealing 
their cargoes. Whilst it is clear that pirates operated around the Cayman 

Islands and, like other European sailors, 
they probably stopped there to get food and 
water, there is no evidence that any pirate 
called the Cayman Islands home. There are 
a few known examples of pirates operating 
nearby. In 1717 pirates captured a small 
ship off Grand Cayman; they were led by a 
man called Edward Thatch or Teach, better 
known as Blackbeard, the most infamous 
pirate of all. This was very early in his pirating 
career. Other instances of pirates on the 
Islands include the Morning Star, a pirate 
ship under the command of Thomas Anstis, 
running aground on Grand Cayman; many 
of its crew were captured shortly afterwards 
by the Royal Navy. The pirates Ned Low and 
George Lowther also decided to work together 
on Grand Cayman. The last pirate known to 
have operated in the Cayman Islands during 
the Golden Age of Piracy was Neal Walker 
in 1730, who stole a considerable amount of 

treasure from ships that had been wrecked on the reefs. However, piracy has 
occurred more recently in the Islands; a Cuban ship was attacked in 1933 and 
the leader, Gideon Ebanks, hid from the authorities in the mangrove swamps of 
Grand Cayman.

Today the stories of the 
pirates of the Cayman 
Islands, both true and 
false, are remembered 
in a festival held every 
year in early November, 
Pirates Week. The 
festival also celebrates 
a wide range of aspects 
of modern Caymanian 
culture.

Pirates

Blackbeard
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Many ships have been wrecked around the Cayman Islands. There are a lot of 
dangerous currents that can sweep ships onto the coral reefs that surround the 
Islands. It was particularly dangerous at night, as the Islands are very low and can 
appear almost invisible in the gloom until it is too late for ships to avoid them. The 
islanders rescued the survivors of such shipwrecks and a number chose to remain 
on the Islands. Several families still found on the Cayman today are descended 
from these sailors. Wrecking, as it was known, also formed an important part of 
the Caymanian economy. Cargo and supplies from the wrecked ships helped to 
support life on the Cayman Islands, which isolated as they were, did not often 
have the opportunity or the money to buy goods from the outside world. By 
this means the inhabitants could obtain many goods, ranging from supplies of 
food to material for making clothes. On one occasion, a large amount of cloth 
was recovered from a wreck and afterwards  a number of people went around 
wearing different outfits, all with the same pattern! Although it was necessary 
for survival on the Islands, not everyone approved of Caymanians taking cargo 
from wrecked ships and the Spanish on Cuba viewed them as pirates.

The most famous wreck in Caymanian History was the Wreck of the Ten Sail, 
which happened during the early hours of the morning of 8th February 1794. It 
is so called because ten ships from a group of fifty-nine, bound for Britain, struck 
the reefs at the East End of Grand Cayman. The ships carried valuable cargoes 
of sugar, rum, wood, cotton and molasses. The convoy had left Jamaica on the  
6th, intending to pass to the south of the Islands and then sail around the west 
coast of Cuba, before heading through the straits of Florida to cross the Atlantic 
Ocean. Before dawn on the morning of 8th they believed that they were far to the 
south of Grand Cayman but this was not the case. Nine merchant ships struck 
the reefs: Britannia, William & Elizabeth, Sally, Ludlow, Moorhall, Richard, 
Eagle, Nancy and Fortune. The escort vessel from the Royal Navy, HMS Convert, 
which was captained by John 
Lawford, following behind some of 
these vessels, also struck the reefs. 
Although the seas were too rough 
for the Caymanians to launch their 
canoes, the inhabitants of East 
End nevertheless showed great 
bravery in assisting in the rescue 
of people from the wrecked ships. 
An enduring myth from this event 
is that a Royal Prince was on one of 
the wrecked ships, but this was not 
the case.

The Wreck of the Ten Sail
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Slavery
A constant feature of life in the Caribbean was the existence of slavery. The first 
people to be enslaved in the Caribbean were the native Carib and Taíno peoples. 
Following that, slaves came from Britain. Oliver Cromwell sent out prisoners 
that he had captured from the Royalist Army during the English Civil War to 
the English colonies in the Caribbean. He also sent Irish, Scottish and Welsh 
prisoners, captured from his various military campaigns, to the region, as well 
as prisoners who had been convicted in England. Many of the early white settlers 
of the Cayman Islands may have arrived in the Caribbean in this way and later 
joined the army sent by Cromwell to the region. The final people to be used 
as slaves in this area were Africans, brought over the Atlantic Ocean by slave 
traders, and many Caymanians today are also descended from them. Slavery 
was harsh work, with no payment for the slaves. They were treated as objects, 
the property of their masters, given new names, forced to practise new religions 
such as Christianity and speak new languages, being punished if they practised 
their own religion or spoke their original tongues.

The earliest slaves on the Cayman Islands were probably introduced by the early 
settlers. We know that some slaves were brought to cut mahogany. Slavery on the 
Cayman Islands was known to be different from that in other Caribbean islands, 
as there were almost equal numbers of slaves and free inhabitants. Owing to the 
small size of Grand Cayman, slaves and free inhabitants lived much closer to 
one another than they did on other islands. This did not mean that slave masters 
were necessarily nicer to their slaves in Cayman and there are many stories of 
cruelty.13

Slaves at work in the fields



Towards the end of the eighteenth century, there was a great demand for cotton 
in Britain to make into clothes. Many islands in the Caribbean began to produce 
sea-island cotton and, due to the laws at the time, they had to ship all of it to 
Britain. The same laws stopped the colonies from producing certain types of goods 
such as cotton textiles; these were made in Britain and then shipped back to the 
colonies. Some Caymanians took advantage of this cotton trade in order to make 
more money and improve life for themselves. For a period of around thirty years, 

this caused a boom in the 
Caymanian economy. 
Many Caymanian slave 
owners invested in more 
slaves to work in the 
cotton fields. However, 
it became impossible for 
cotton from the Cayman 
Islands to compete with 
cheaper cotton produced 
in the southern United 
States and the industry 
collapsed. Cayman then 
returned to being a 
subsistence economy.

In 1833 the British Parliament passed the Abolition Act, which signalled the end 
of slavery in British territory. In August 1834, slavery became illegal throughout 
the British Empire and a period of apprenticeship began, a six-year period in 
which ex-slaves still worked for their former 
masters. This caused major social and 
economic upheaval in the Caribbean. The 
Marquess of Sligo, who was then Governor 
of Jamaica, sent some soldiers from the West 
India Regiments to the Cayman Islands in 
order to ensure that this change happened as 
smoothly as possible. However, the presence 
of the soldiers caused tensions in what was 
an already difficult situation. To resolve 
matters, in 1835 the Marquess of Sligo 
came to the Islands himself to announce the 
early end of the apprenticeship period. This 
made the Cayman Islands one of the earliest 
territories to abolish slavery in its entirety.

Cotton and abolition

Raw cotton

The official seal of the Society for the 
Abolition of Slavery
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The first Governor of Jamaica, Lord Thomas, had been given authority over the 
Cayman Islands, but it was unclear exactly what this meant for the practical 
governance of the Islands. Nevertheless, when in need, Caymanians looked to the 
Governor of Jamaica for guidance. Different Governors of Jamaica paid different 
amounts of attention to the Islands. The first Governor of Jamaica to visit the 
Islands was the Marquess of Sligo when he came to announce the abolition of 
slavery. Most Caymanian goods were taken and sold in Jamaica, either for use 
by Jamaicans or to be taken further afield to other countries, including Britain. 

The exact nature of the 
legal relationship between 
Cayman and Jamaica 
remained unclear for over 
two-hundred years. In an 
attempt to solve the problem, 
the British Parliament passed 
the Act for the Government 
of the Cayman Islands, which 
came into effect in 1863. This 
made Cayman officially a 
dependency of Jamaica, with 
laws passed in the Cayman 
Islands requiring the approval 
of the Governor of Jamaica 
before they came into effect. 
The Jamaican Assembly also 
gained the authority to make 
laws for the good governance 
of Cayman and the power 
to repeal any Caymanian 
laws that they though inappropriate. Jamaica’s Supreme Court was also given 
authority over courts in the Islands. In 1884, Sir Henry Wylie Norman became 
the first Governor of Jamaica to visit all three Cayman Islands.

Cayman would remain a dependency of Jamaica until 1959 when the Cayman 
Islands gained their first constitution. However, the Governor of Jamaica 
continued to wield authority over the Islands, such as the power to sign legislation 
into law. When Jamaica became an independent country in 1962, the Cayman 
Islands decided to remain a British territory, which they still are today, being 
one of the fourteen British Overseas Territories.

Cayman and Jamaica

The Jamaican Coat of Arms
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Being a small island nation meant that Caymanians relied on the sea for their 
survival and many Caymanians became great sailors, whose skills were renowned 
all over the world. The experiences that Caymanian sailors gained in the Second 
World War also put them in a good position to get jobs with shipping companies 
in the post-war period. Many Caymanians ended up as Engineers and Captains 
of commercial vessels. The wages they received were sent home and proved 
useful in improving standards of living in the traditionally poor Cayman Islands.

Caymanians were not only good sailors but also skilled ship-builders. Caymanian 
boats were traditionally handcrafted from mainly local hard woods and were 
famed for the craftsmanship involved. When it came time to launch a ship, 
it was a cause for celebration and everyone on the island would be invited to 
attend; there would be a party with food and drink. Everyone would help pull 
the ship down the launch ramp into the water, usually whilst singing traditional 
sea shanties. 

The Cayman Islands also 
produced a unique type of 
boat, the Cat-boat. This was 
first invented in 1905 by Daniel 
Jervis of Cayman Brac in order  
to better hunt Hawksbill Turtles. 
This soon became widespread 
amongst all Caymanian sailors. 
Another famous Caymanian 
Shipwright was Rayal Bodden, 
who designed not only vessels to 
travel between Grand Cayman 

and Jamaica, carrying passengers and post, and 
minesweepers for use in the Second World War, but also 
several buildings on the islands.

Caymanian sailors and ships

The Caymanian Cat-boat

The Lady Slater, a ship 
built by Rayal Bodden to 

travel between George 
Town on the Cayman 
Islands and Kingston, 

JamaicaA Caymanian Shipwright at work
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Although Cayman was nominally under the control of the Governor of Jamaica, 
the islanders were largely left to themselves. However, in order to ensure the 
functioning of society, there had to be some figures of authority, which took 
the form of Magistrates. Magistrates are people who act like judges in courts, 
hearing less serious offences. As there were no judges in the Cayman Islands, the 
magistrates also had to hear more serious cases on occasion and, as there was 
no other government, they also took on responsibilities for organising life on the 
Islands, headed by a Chief Magistrate. The first Chief Magistrate we know of was 
William Cartwright, who served for twenty-five years between 1750 and 1775. 
He was famed for his severity and was known to give very cruel punishments to 
slaves who broke the law. Although a magistrate would normally be appointed by 
a figure of authority, in this case the Governor of Jamaica, the Cayman Islanders 
appointed their own magistrates from amongst the community, as they had so 
little communication with Jamaica.

Chief Magistrate Cartwright was replaced by William Bodden. Bodden worked 
hard to improve conditions on the Islands, organising a militia, a small body of 
armed men, to protect the Islands from the Spanish 
who still occasionally attacked Cayman. The locals 
also built two forts to protect themselves. It used 
to be believed that there was only a single William 
Bodden who was Magistrate for forty-seven 
years, but today historians think that there were 
two William Boddens. The second became Chief 
Magistrate after the first one and may have been 
his son.

The second William Bodden corresponded with 
the Governors of Jamaica, when possible, to ask 
for guidance and assistance for Cayman. He also 
worked to create better roads on Grand Cayman. 
While Bodden was Chief Magistrate, the settlement 
of Hogstyes changed its name to George Town, 
named after George III who was King of the United 
Kingdom at the time. George Town is now the 
capital of the Cayman Islands. The two William Boddens’ efforts for the Cayman 
Islands were such that both became known as ‘Governor Bodden’, although 
neither was ever officially appointed Governor. Eventually, when the Cayman 
Islands developed their own legislative assembly, a body  that passes laws, 
the role of Chief Magistrate was replaced with that of the Custos, a Latin word 
meaning guard, watchmen, guardian or, in this case, custodian.

Magistrates and government

King George III
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Edmund Parsons was the last Custos of the Islands and, after his retirement in 
1898, he was replaced by a Commissioner. The Commissioners were officials 
appointed by the British Government to oversee the governance of the Cayman 
Islands. The first was Frederick Sanguinetti, a man with much experience in 
the British Colonial Service, British Civil Servants who administered the British 
Empire. Each Commissioner would serve for a term of only a few years.

At the beginning of the twentieth century, due to the poverty of the Islands and 
the poor communications with the outside world, Cayman was known as the 
‘Islands that time forgot’ as they seemed to be stuck in a time gone by. Many 
Commissioners worked hard to leave their mark on the Cayman Islands and 
improve standards of living. George Hirst, the second Commissioner, worked to 
improve roads on the Islands, wrote the very first history book about Cayman, as 
well as handbooks to educate people in the wider world about the Islands. Cayman 
had historically been short of doctors so Hirst, who had medical training, acted as 
the Islands’ Medical Officer.  Hugh Hutchings, the longest serving Commissioner, 
campaigned for the creation of a regular ship transport service between Cayman 

and the outside world 
so the Islands would not 
be so isolated. Geoffrey 
Frith, a temporary 
appointee in-between 
Commissioners, proved 
so popular for the 
work he did amongst 
the islanders that they 
petitioned to have him 
remain for five years 
when his short term 
came to an end, so that 
he could continue his 
work to improve the 
Islands. 

Allen Cardinall is remembered as the greatest of the Commissioners. He had 
several new public buildings built in the Islands, including the first hospital, 
had a radio link installed, thus giving Cayman regular communication with 
the outside world for the first time, established public holidays and worked to 
encourage tourism in the Islands and interest in Caymanian-built ships. When 
his time as Commissioner came to an end, hundreds of Caymanians came to see 
him off when he left George Town for Jamaica.

The Commissioners

Government House where the Commissioners worked
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Caymanians served in both World Wars. In both conflicts, Caymanians served 
in the armed forces but what was more notable was their service in the Merchant 
Navy. The Merchant Navy was responsible for transporting vital goods over the 
world by sea. These commodities were not only important for keeping troops 
fighting in both wars but also for making sure people had the vital supplies they 
needed to live on the Home Front. 

Just because the Merchant Navy was 
not a fighting force, it did not mean 
that they were safe from the enemy; 
they were popular targets for enemy 
submarines because of the valuable 
cargo they carried. Merchant Navy 
ships were frequently attacked 
and many merchant sailors 
died in service, including some 
Caymanians. About three-hundred 
Caymanians are believed to have 
been in the Merchant service in the First World War and eight-hundred in the 
Second World War. Many Caymanians also served in the Trinidad Royal Naval 
Volunteer Reserve in the Second World War. These men patrolled the seaways 
looking out for German submarines, getting rid of mines that could sink Allied 
ships and keeping open the channels between Trinidad and Britain so that 
supplies of oil, vital to the war effort, could reach Europe. Although there was 
no Caymanian contingent sent to join the British West Indies Regiment in the 
First World War, several Caymanians living in other countries joined the armed 
forces. In the Second World War, several Caymanians paid their own way to 
Britain so that they could join up. Two thirds of Caymanian men were involved 
in the war effort, a higher proportion than any other Allied country.

During the world wars, Caymanians raised significant sums of money to support 
the British war effort, particularly for medical organisations like the Red Cross. 
There was also a special tax placed on Caymanian stamps during the war, which 
went into a special fund.

The World Wars

Caymanian Sailors’ Names on the Merchant Navy War Memorial in London19

A poster supporting the Merchant Navy



Whilst previously the Cayman Islands had been governed by Magistrates under 
the nominal authority of the Governor of Jamaica, 1832 saw the creation of 
the Islands’ own Legislative Assembly. A Legislative Assembly, or legislature, 
is a group of people who make or change a country’s laws. It was composed of 
two groups, like the British Parliament and the Jamaican Assembly. The first 
comprised Magistrates and Justices of the Peace, hence it was called the Justices. 
The second was formed of free men elected by the free male population of the 
Islands and was called the Vestry. With a proper legislature, Cayman was now 
able to pass its own laws.

The Justices and the Vestry 
remained a part of Caymanian 
life until 1959, when they voted 
to replace themselves and a new 
Legislative Assembly was created 
as part of a new constitution. 
Women were also allowed to vote 
for the first time in 1959. The 
Assembly is elected every four 
years, unless an election is called 
before that time, and currently 
consists of nineteen legislators 
and two other members that do 

not get a vote on new laws. These are the Deputy Governor and the Attorney 
General who are appointed by the Governor and they do not get a vote as they are 
not elected. The Premier of the Cayman Islands is appointed by the Governor on 
the recommendation of the elected members of the Assembly. The Premier then 
advises the Governor on which Ministers to appoint to the Cabinet, a small body 
of the most important people in a government who decide how things should 
be run. There are six Ministers in total and the Deputy Governor and Attorney 
General also sit in the Cabinet, although again they do not have a vote.

The Legislative Assembly and Cabinet

The inside of the Legislative Assembly

The outside of the Legislative Assembly 20



Today, the Cayman Islands are one of the fourteen British Overseas Territories. 
They recognise Queen Elizabeth II of Great Britain as their Head of State. The 
British Government remain responsible for the Cayman Islands’ defence and 
their relationships with other countries. The British Government also appoints a 
Governor, who resides in the Cayman Islands to act as the Queen’s representative 
and, under the terms of the Caymanian constitution, promotes good governance 
and acts in the best interests of the Cayman Islands, so far as such interests are 
consistent with the interests of Britain. The Governor has special authority over 
the Islands’ external affairs, internal security, police force and the civil service. 
He or she appoints members of the judiciary and also, on behalf of the Queen, 
has to give assent to bills passed by the Caymanian Legislative Assembly before 
they become law. 

For much of their history, the Governor of the Cayman Islands was the Governor 
of Jamaica, an arrangement that continued for a time after the Islands ceased 
to be a Jamaican dependency. When Jamaica became an independent country 

in 1962, and thus had no more need 
of a Governor from Britain, the 
Commissioner of the Cayman Islands 
was renamed as the Administrator and 
given the powers that the Governor of 
Jamaica had previously exercised over 
the Islands. In 1971 the Administrator 
became the Governor  of the Cayman 
Islands in his or her own right.

The links between Britain and 
Cayman have resulted in a number of 
similarities between the two. Cayman 
and Britain both drive on the left side 
of the road. Caymanian schools work 
in a similar way to British schools and 
they take similar examinations, such 
as GCSEs and A Levels. Caymanian 
law is based on British common law. 

All Caymanian Citizens are also 
British Overseas Territories Citizens. 
This gives them certain rights, such as 
the right to assistance from a British 
Embassy when they travel abroad.

Links with Britain

The Caymanian Flag
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The Cayman Islands have always had a special relationship with turtles. In early 
times, turtles used to come to the Cayman Islands to lay their eggs, which along 
with meat from the adult creatures, proved to be popular sources of food for 
the Europeans who came to the region. Columbus noted the incredibly large 
number of turtles that came to the Cayman Islands each year to lay their eggs. 
This number was such that at the time of year when the turtles migrated to the 
Islands, sailors were able to follow them as a navigation aid. This even worked 
during poor visibility, as sailors could follow the sounds of the turtles swimming. 
Catching turtles for their meat and their shells 
would become an integral part of Caymanian 
life from when the Islands were settled in 
the second half of the 1600s until the 1970s. 
Although there are many different types of sea 
turtle, the two most important in Caymanian 
history have been the Green Turtle and the 
Hawksbill Turtle. The Green Turtle was the 
favourite type of turtle to eat and is considered 
a delicacy all over the world; at one point it 
was considered to be very good for you, with 
the reputation that it could cure many diseases. The Hawksbill Turtle was once 
considered to be inedible, although this reputation has changed over time. The 
Hawksbill Turtle has therefore usually been hunted for its shell, referred to as 
tortoiseshell, even though it comes from a turtle rather than a tortoise. The shell 
has been valued since ancient times and has been used to make combs, jewellery 
and even furniture. The different islands have traditionally hunted different 
types of turtle. Sailors from Grand Cayman have sought Green Turtles, whilst 
those from the Sister Islands have pursued Hawksbill.

For centuries Caymanian sailors hunted for turtle, first in the waters surrounding 
their own Islands and then further away near Cuba, but eventually the Caymanian 
turtling industry was focused on the Miskito Cays off the coast of Nicaragua. 
The global number of turtles fell over the centuries due to overfishing. Whilst 
Caymanians had contributed to this problem, they were also part of the solution. 
Scientists such as Professor Archie Carr, known as the man who saved sea 
turtles, used the knowledge about the habits and life-cycle of turtles that had 
been acquired by generations of Caymanian turtlers to learn more about these 
creatures and how they might protect the remaining turtles and restore their 
numbers. Today sea turtles are a protected species and their numbers are slowly 
increasing. Although they are no longer hunted as they once were, turtles still 
are an important symbol of the Cayman Islands and part of their culture. The 
Cayman National Carnival is named Batabano after a traditional term for finding 
turtle tracks in the sand on the beach, a cause of celebration.

Turtles

The Hawksbill Turtle
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Like every other country, Cayman also has symbols and heroes which are used 
to help define their identity.  Many of these are linked to the Islands’ important 
natural heritage. Turtles are used on stamps and banknotes, reflecting the 
county’s long link with these animals. Turtle is also the National Dish of the 
Cayman Islands. The Silver Thatch Palm is recognised as the National Tree, 
the Wild Banana Orchid is the National Flower and the Caymanian Parrot is 
the National Bird. As a British Overseas Territory which recognises the British 
Monarch as Head of State, the national anthem of the Cayman Islands is ‘God 
Save the Queen’. However, they have a national song, ‘Beloved Isle Cayman’, 
composed by Leila Ross-Shier in 1930. It was to represent the Islands for many 
years before being officially recognised in 1993.

In 1993, the Cayman Islands passed a law which enabled certain people who had 
performed exceptionally in the service of the Cayman Islands to be recognised 
as National Heroes. In 2003 the fourth Monday in January was made National 
Heroes Day, which is now celebrated every year as a public holiday. At this time, 
there are nine people recognised as National Heroes: James ‘Jim’ Bodden, Sybil 
McLaughlin, Thomas Farrington, Sybil Hylton, Ormond Panton, Desmond 
Watler, Mary Wood, William Conolly and Roy McTaggart.

Caymanian Identity

James Bodden Sybil McLaughlin Sybil Hylton Ormond Panton

Desmond Watler Mary Wood William Conolly Roy McTaggart
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O land of soft, fresh breezes,
Of verdant trees so fair
With the Creator’s glory reflected ev’rywhere.
O sea of palest em’rald,
Merging to darkest blue,
When ‘ere my thoughts fly Godward,
I always think of you.

Chorus: Dear, verdant island, set
In blue Caribbean sea,
I’m coming, coming very soon,
O beauteous isle, to thee.
Although I’ve wandered far,
My heart enshrines thee yet.
Homeland! Fair Cayman Isle
I cannot thee forget

Away from noise of cities,
Their fret and carking care,
With moonbeams’ soft caresses,
Unchecked by garish glare,
Thy fruit and rarest juices,
Abundant, rich and free,
When sweet church bells are chiming,
My fond heart yearns for thee.

Chorus

When tired of all excitement,
And glam’rous worldly care,
How sweet thy shores to reach,
And find a welcome there,
And when comes on the season,
Of peace, good will to man,
‘Tis then I love thee best of all,
Beloved Isle, Cayman!

Chorus

Beloved Isle Cayman
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In 1958 the Cayman Islands were granted their own Coat of Arms by Royal 
Warrant. Coats of Arms are an ancient part of heraldry that are descended from 
the coloured shields that medieval knights wore to identify themselves in battle. 
In British Heraldry, Coats of Arms are granted by the Royal College of Arms in 
London and can be granted to individuals and organisations. The Cayman Coat 
of Arms features three stars on a background of blue and white wavy lines, which 
represents the three islands and the sea. At the top of the shield is the English 
Lion, symbolising the connection with Britain. The crest is a turtle symbolising 
the Islands’ original name of Las Tortugas and the traditional Caymanian turtle 
fishing industry. Above the turtle is a pineapple, which represents the connection 
that the Islands have had with Jamaica. The motto attached to the Coat of Arms 
is “He hath founded it upon the seas”. This is taken from Psalm 24 of the Bible, 
which reflects the Islands’ Christian heritage and their connection with the sea.

The Coat of Arms is now a point of pride for the Cayman Islands and is used to 
represent the Islands and the Caymanian Government. It also is on the flag of 
the Cayman Islands, which is a blue ensign with the British Union Flag in the top 
left corner, showing that they are a British nation.

The Coat of Arms
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An unavoidable feature of the Caribbean is the most extreme type of storm called 
a hurricane. These storms normally form in the summer and autumn months. 
They are incredibly powerful, with winds moving from 70 miles per hour to over 
150 miles per hour, that cause massive destruction and loss of life. The winds 
revolve around a central point, known as the eye of the storm, where it is perfectly 
calm. The word ‘Hurricane’ derives from the name of the Taíno god Jurakán, a 
god of chaos and destruction, who they believed controlled the weather, including 
the great storms that pass through the Caribbean. The Spanish turned this name 
into the word Huracán and eventually this became the English Hurricane. The 
Taíno believed that the winds had in the past separated the Bahamas and the 
British Virgin Islands from Cuba and continued to shape the world. Both the 
Taíno and the Caribs believed that the hurricanes were inhabited by evil spirits 
that sought to harm them. 

The location of the Cayman Islands makes 
them particularly prone to hurricanes. Passing 
over water makes hurricanes stronger, whilst 
passing over land causes them to become 
weaker. Hurricanes do not always follow the 
exact same path through the region but do tend 
to follow similar ones, due to the position of 
land and prevailing winds. The Cayman Islands 
lie in this path and are thus more prone to 
hurricanes than other places in the Caribbean. The 2 most infamous hurricanes 
in Caymanian history are the hurricane of November 1932 and Hurricane Ivan in 
2004. Since 1953, storms have been given names to identify them individually, 
which is particularly useful when more than one occurs at the same time.

Hurricanes

26Hurricane Ivan as seen from space

Hurricane damage



1735
First record of Isaac 

Bawden/Bodden

The flag of the Cayman Islands

1889
The Cayman Islands 

Post Office opens

Timeline of the Cayman Islands
30 million years 

ago
Formation of the 
Cayman Islands

1503
Christopher Columbus 
discovers Cayman Brac 

and Little Cayman

1586
Sir Francis Drake 

and his men become 
the first known 

Englishmen to visit 
the Cayman Islands

1655
Cromwell sends an 

army to the Caribbean

1670
The Treaty of Madrid 

recognises the Cayman 
Islands as English

1939-1945
The Second World 
War. Two thirds of 

Caymanian men assist 
in the war effort

1932
The hurricane of 

November 1932 causes 
much damage and loss 

of life

Circa 4000 BC
Humans enters the 

Caribbean

1658
Bodden/Bawden 
and Watler reach 

the Cayman Islands 
(according to tradition)

1670
Manuel Riveiro Pardal 
attacks the settlement 

on Little Cayman

1863
Cayman officially 

becomes a 
dependency of 

Jamaica

1958
Cayman receives its 

Coat of Arms

1898
Edmund Parsons 
retires as the last 
Custos. Frederick 

Sanguinetti becomes 
the first Commissioner

1910
Commissioner 
George Hirst 

publishes 
Notes on the History 

of the Cayman Islands

193o
Leila Ross Shier 

composes
Beloved Isle Cayman

The original Caymanian Post Office 
is now the National Museum

A 
Merchant 

Navy 
Poster
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1834
The abolition of slavery 

in the British Empire

1835
The Marquess of 

Sligo visits the 
Cayman Islands to 

announce the end of 
apprenticeship

1962
After Jamaican 

independence, the 
Cayman Islands 

remains a British 
Colony

2004
Hurricane Ivan

1735
First record of Isaac 

Bawden/Bodden

1775
William Bodden 

become Chief 
Magistrate

1794
The Wreck of the Ten 

Sail.

Circa 1800
Hogstyes is renamed 

George Town after 
King George III

1833
Cayman Brac and 
Little Cayman are 

inhabited again

1832
The Justices and 

the Vestry, the first 
Caymanian legislative 

bodies are formed

1959
Cayman receives its 

first Constitution 
and ceases to be 
a Dependency of 
Jamaica. Women 
get the vote and a 
new Legislature is 

formed

1972
Cayman receives its 
third Constitution

1992
The first Caymanian 
National Heroes are 

recognised

2009
Cayman receives its 
fourth Constitution

2003
The first National 

Heroes Day is 
celebrated

Damage in the aftermath 
of Hurricane Ivan

King George III of 
Great Britain and 

Ireland
A traditional Caymanian cottage

The Legislative Assembly
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Timeline of the British West Indies

1500 1600

   1800    1900

Christopher Columbus 
becomes the first European to 
discover the Caribbean

Spain embarks on the 
conquest of the Americas 
reaching as far as California

English privateer Sir 
Francis Drake wages 
a lengthy assault on 
Spanish ships and ports

Britain 
colonises 
Bermuda

Britain 
colonises 
St Kitts

British 
colony 
founded on 
Barbados, 
grows to 
20,000 
settlers in 
20 years

As the Spanish Empire 
declines, Britain, France 
and the Netherlands seize 
territories held by Spain in the 
Caribbean

West India 
Quay 
constructed 
in London

The end of the 
Slave Trade in the 

British Empire

The Abolition of slavery 
across the British Empire, 
including all of Britain’s 
Caribbean colonies

The West India Regiment 
serves in the Ashanti Wars 
on the Gold Coast of Africa

Outbreak 
of the First 

World War. 
Britain 

declares war 
on Germany. 

The Caribbean 
colonies follow 
suit and sends 

men and 
supplies

The British West Indies 
Regiment sends 16,000 

volunteer to serve on 
the Western Front, in 

the Middle East and 
Africa

1492

1500s

1623

1590s

1612
1627

1802

1807

1834

1873-1874

1914

1915-1921

1600s

The West India Docks

Soldiers of the 
West India Regiment
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Britain captures 
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British and French 
forces battle over 
St Vincent and the 
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The French 
re-capture 
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The French 
Revolution

The West India 
Regiment is 

established as part 
of the British Army

The outbreak of the 
Second World War, 
Britain calls on the 
colonies one last 
time, 10,000 join the 
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the RAF and other 
British regiments

The Federation 
of the West 
Indies is 
established, 
and includes 
Jamaica and 
Trinidad

Dissolution of 
the Federation of 
the West Indies, 
Jamaica and 
Trinidad declare 
independence 
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Barbados declares 
independence 
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Revolution to 
remain British

British 
Overseas 
Territories 
Act remodels 
relationship 
of remaining 
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Britain

1650-1730
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1655

1735 1750’s

1761

1795

1762-1783 1783 1789

1939

1958

1962
1969

1966 2002
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World War
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of the West Indies

The infamous 
Captain 
Blackbeard The French 

Revolution
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Glossary
Abolition: The act of ending a practice or institution.

Administrator: A person who carries out the administration of an organisation.

Bluff: A high, steep bank or a cliff.

British Overseas Territory:  A place under the authority of the UK but which 
is not part of the British isles.

Cabinet: A body of politicians who make decisions about how a country should 
be run and advise the Prime Minister.

Carnival: a festival that usually happens only once a year and features music, 
dancing, costumes and processions.

Colony: A territory under the control of another country.

Commissioner: A senior administrator and representative of authority.

Common law: a system of law derived from custom and precedents.

Commonwealth: An independent state or community, today it also can refer 
to an international association of countries.

Constitution: A set of principles and rules by which a country or organisation 
is run, often written down in one document.

Dependency: A country or territory dependent on another.

Economy: The system by which a country’s industry, trade and money is 
organised.

Ensign: A flag or standard.

Export: sending goods to another country for sale.

Governor: An official that represents the monarch, appointed to manage the 
administration of a town or country.

Heraldry: The art of creating symbols for use by particular families, 
organisations or individuals that demonstrates their heritage.

Latin: The language spoken by the ancient Romans, now used for ceremonial
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purposes and by scientists to give names to plants and animals. 

Legislative Assembly/Legislature: A group of people with the power to 
create and change laws, known as legislation.

Magistrate: a person who can act like a judge in a court and hears less serious 
cases. 

Mahogany: a rare hard wood, notable for a reddish tinge, which is popular in 
making furniture.

New World: a term for the Americas, as opposed to the Old World of Europe, 
Africa and Asia.

Pirate: A person who attacks and robs ships and people whilst at sea.

Premier: A Prime Minister or Chief Minister equivalent to a head of government.

Privateer: A person authorised by a government to attack enemy ships and 
take their cargo.

Shipwright: someone who designs and builds ships.

Subsistence: the bare minimum a person needs to stay alive.

Taíno: One of the native peoples of the Caribbean.

Tectonic plates: Fragments or parts of the Earth’s crust that move and collide 
with one another.

The Caribbean: A region in the Americas consisting of the Caribbean Sea, the 
islands within that sea and the surrounding coastline.

The English Civil War: a conflict fought in Great Britain in the mid-seventeenth 
century between the Cavaliers led by King Charles I and the Roundheads led by 
Oliver Cromwell.

Turtler: Someone who hunts or fishes for turtle.

Unique: The only one of its kind, something that is not like anything else.
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A R U M A T M O O R H A L L C B A E I C 
G H E S L A P L I T T O P W N A X U N O 
W I L L I A M A N D E L I Z A B E T H N 
L W E F A B C X B R L C A P T A I N E V 
A L L A A H E N T I Y C I T R L O T S O 
D U H G A C R A F S A L V A G E E D E Y 
I D C A Q O O N A L B D E N W E N F R G 
U L E S H N A C J F O R T U N E A T L B 
I O B A I V I Y A A K A L E T A I N O H 
E W F L N E P J K D N A D A W R E C K H 
C G P L V R U C O T T O N B A N L L E R 
T H H Y I T L A S H L G A S X I C M E I 
B A A S A I R E S C U E Q L A C A A A C 
W R T P I L O P Z C O P C A N O T R N H 
E A S T E N D O G E P O N W L N R T S A 
M N A R I T A R E E F S A F M V E I U R 
N A G A E R S Y W T M E D O A E S N V D 
E E A G L E F S O Y J K Z R G Y U H H N 
A R A I E B Z W O G H U L D V B N S T A 
X N A P N S D F D M C A Y O C V S N R E 
Y A X G B R I T A N N I A F C A R G O N 
 
 

THE WRECK OF THE TEN SAIL 
 

Find the following words in the square 
Words can be horizontal or vertical 

 
 

CONVERT        REEFS 
CAPTAIN        WRECK 
EAST END        CONVOY 
WILLIAM AND ELIZABETH       MOORHALL 
LUDLOW        BRITANNIA 
NANCY        RICHARD 
EAGLE        SALLY 
FORTUNE        SALVAGE 
CARGO        RUM 
COTTON        WOOD 
RESCUE        MARTIN 
 
Now answer the following questions : 
 

1. What was the name of the Royal Navy escort ship?    …………………………… 
 

2. Who was the captain of this ship?                                …………………………… 
 

3. Name the other 9 ships that were wrecked.                  …………………………… 
 

      ………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
     …………………………………………………………………………………………. 
 

4. What cargo were they carrying?           …………………………………………….. 
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Name …………………………..     Date ……………. 
 

Cayman Trade  
MAHOGANY 

 
 

 
 
Mahogany was in great demand in 
18th Century Europe to make 
……………….. 

FUSTIC 

 
 

 
Fustic was exported from the Cayman 
Islands. It was used for its wood and 
as a ………….  to colour military 
uniforms khaki.  

SILVER THATCH PALM 
 

 
 

 
Silver thatch palm had many uses but, 
for trade with other islands, it was 
made into 
………  

COTTON 

 
 

 
Cotton was sold to make  ……………. 

GREEN TURTLES 

 
 

 
Green turtles were sold for ………… for 
sailors. 

HAWKSBILL TURTLES 

 

 
 

 
The …………… of the Hawksbill turtle 
was sold to make combs, jewellery 
and many other articles. 

COCONUTS 

 
 

 
Coconuts were …………. on the Islands 
and sold for their flesh, milk and 
shells. 

 
 Use the following words to complete the sentences: 

 
planted    furniture 

 rope     food 
 clothes     dye 
 shell 

Use the following words to complete the sentences:

planted    furniture
rope     food
clothes    dye
shell

Caymanian Trade
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Design your own Coat of Arms

You can add drawings to show:

• Where you are from
• Your favourite hobby
• Your favourite school subject
• Your favourite animal
• Your favourite sport
• An object like to your family name (a pun) 
 
The background can be your favourite colour
Add a motto for your family on the banner.35



The Coat of Arms of the Cayman Islands

Task 
In the boxes, label what each part of the Coat of Arms represents.
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Word Scramble

llwakbih tobtaac

crab

amaghyon

pore

naugia

Task 
Unscramble the words below and write them on the dotted line.

.................

.................

.................

.................

................. .................
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1. What rock are the Cayman Islands made out of?

2. Name all three Cayman Islands.

3. Who was the first Englishman known to have visited Cayman?

4. What was the original name of the capital of the Cayman Islands?

5. Green Turtle was mainly hunted by the people of which island?

6. Which two pirates made a partnership on Grand Cayman?

7. What was Governor Bodden’s job?

8. How many Caymanians served in the Merchant Navy in the Second   
 World War?

9. Who was the man who saved sea turtles?

10. How many Caymanian National Heroes are there?

11. What is special about rope made from Silver Thatch Palm Tree?

12. Who designed the Catboat?

13. Who was the first Commissioner of the Cayman Islands?

14. When were the Cayman Islands granted a Coat of Arms?

15. What was the name of the hurricane that struck the Cayman Islands in  
 2004?

16. What is the name of the Taíno god who causes hurricanes?
 
17. Who is the Head of State of the Cayman Islands?

18. Who composed ‘Beloved Isle Cayman’?

19. How many members are there of the Caymanian Legislature?

20. In what year did Cayman become a dependency of Jamaica?

Cayman Quiz
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