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Diver with sea turtle resting on reef. PREVIOUS PAGE: Diver and walll with large sponges; Flamingo tongue (center inset)

First visited by Christopher
Columbus in 1503, his reports
tell of incredible numbers of
fish, turtles and crocodiles
hence their original name

of Caimen or The Cayman
Islands. This British Crown Col-
ony is located south of Cuba
in the central Caribbean and
consists principally of three
islands: Grand Cayman, which
has the capital George Town
and hosts her main airport; Lit-
tle Cayman Island and Cay-
man Brac, which lie around
145km (90 miles) to the north-
east of Grand Cayman.
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Whether entering these waters as a
novice or as a more experienced diver,
what is obvious is that Cayman waters
have some of the clearest waters in the
Caribbean, with very few currents they
are the ideal destination for virtually
guaranteed results. The group of islands
sit atop three huge submarine moun-
tains and have incredibly deep water
all around, resulting in any sedimenta-
tion or particulate in the water to sink
into the depths, keeping the coastal
waters nice and clear all year round.
Cayman Brac, Grand Cayman'’s far-
thest sister island is known affectionately
as “the island that time forgot” and at
only 20 km long (12 miles) by just over
1.6 km wide (1 mile) and with a resident
population of only around 1500 people
you can easily see why. There are only
two hotels on the island: The Brac Reef
Beach Resort and the Alexander. The
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Brac Reef is home to the famous Reef
Divers dive business, but there is a new
dive centre, The Brac Scuba Shack run
by the very experienced Martin & Liesel
van der Touw that is now catering to
the larger number of shore divers who
are coming to stay on the island. Offer-
ing private boat charter and twin tank
boat dives, they are perfectly suited for
hiring and collecting your dive tanks for
all the shore dives available, if you want
to cater for yourself without the limits of
time.

The Brac is roughly split intfo two, with
the flat area to the west of the island
where the airport and dive shops are
located and the steep bluff with its
remarkable ancient coral limestone cliff
and caves at North East Point which
rises to 42 metres (140 feet). The word
“Brac” is Gaelic for “Bluff”. The locals
are known as Brackers and the island is

- - - -

Diver on reef with a variety of coral growth, sponges and anemones, at Cayman Brac




Peacock flounder; Diver in swim-through with silversides and sponges (right)

the smallest in the Caribbean to has small ‘barcaderes’'—or boat
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rental apartments as well as the fringing and barrier reefs, plus,
two resort hotels, Cayman Brac of course, the larger concrete
has rapidly earned its reputation slipways and stepped entries for
as the top shore diving island in more modern craft. Toilets and
the entire Caribbean. (Bonaire picnic tables can be found at a
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cult to undertake). lack of diver pollution, the shore
diving to be found off Cayman
A 7 North shore Brac is second to none. Weather
' The beauty of Cayman Brac is dependent, the south shore also
that virtually the entire north shore  has a number of boat ramps and

M

slipways as well as direct access to all of
the inshore reefs and the main sheltered
\\ lagoon at the west end.
The isolation of the Island has served
it well. The corals are in good condition
and there is a vast variety of marine life
recorded in the registered 49 dive locao-
i g : 3 S tions with mooring buoys, including seven
' iy I SR S ; === \wrecks. Now a new local initiative has
®, _ g _ St Y - - o e o : = placed markers at many new shore div-
P = Ty AT g ' ing locations. Marked with a small red
< P : e stfone and a number, these sites are dot-
i ' - - ted all around the island and certainly
expand the variety of dives on offer to
around 100 accessible dives, each with
their own particular attributes and are
not necessarily the same as any other
along on the same bay.

Diver on wall with large sponges at Cayman Brac; Captain Charlie's Barcadere (right)
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South side

The southern sites on Cayman Brac also
resemble those on Grand Cayman, with
a classic spur and groove reef system,
but here it is more pronounced and the
wall starts around 20 metres (66ft). The
wall is more gently sloping in this area
and starts much further out from the

35 X-RAY MAG : 60:2014

—

LEFT TO RIGHT: Banded coral shrimp; Dive boat over reef with sponge; Tarpon and school of silversides; Diamond-backed blenny

shore. This means that there are
large areas of sand flats with
small but very good quality coral
growths on the lower slopes.

Lots of elk horn coral as well as

Spotted butterflyfish
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numerous large sponges. However the
area tends to be ignored as many visit-

ing divers opt for the boat dive option of
crossing the short distance to Little Cay-

man Island, this results in the reefs being
relatively under dived.

Fry Cove. One of the best dives
is Fry Cave, located off Salt
Water Point. Weather depend-
ent and with a moderate swell,
the cave is on the same type
of rugged spur and groove reef
and mini wall cut by many dif-
ferent gullies and canyons. Lots
of elk horn and pillar corals in
good structure and form make
this a delightful dive. Snapper
and sergeant majors make a
nuisance of themselves. The fry
of Fry Cave name are Silverside
minnows comprising of four dif-

ferent species of juvenile fish
which congregate together to
make one huge mass of moving
fish, found in the summer months.
This is a very interesting area for
invertebrates including file clams,
nudibranchs, arrow crabs and
good quality sponges and sea
fans. Pistol shrimp can be found
amongst the coral rubble as well
as jawfish and yellow sting rays.
This is similar to the reef off Pub-
lic Beach where there is a three
tier reef structure starting in the
shallows and ranging down to over 30m
(100ft).

Prince Frederick wreck. When the sea
is calm, the wreck of the Prince Freder-
ick which sunk in 1888 can be accessed
from the shore. It is situated about half
way down the south shore and is eas-

ily identified as it is directly out from a
curiously shaped building known as the
‘Bubble House' and offers a shallow dive
with easy sight of the remnants of the
ship quite visible as there are a hand-

ful of superb Trotman anchors, a steel
mast, anchor winch, ‘ribs, hooks and
knees'—are all identifiable with good
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Eagle ray gliding over sandy bottom
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Stern (above) of Captain Keith Tibbettes wreck and mooring line
(right) on Topsy wreck nearby; Horse-eye jacks and wreck

coral growth and many varieties of
fish. The entire south shore coastline

is accessible with some entries being
made off the ironshore edge and
others with easy access over a sandy
beach. The coast further to the east
has more difficult entry, but the results
are superb as these sites are rarely, if
ever, dived.

Captain Keith Tibbetts and Topsy
wreck. The maijority of all dives are
undertaken along the north shore

of Cayman Brac. Virtually all of the
wreck sites are here, as well as some
absolutely cracking reef dives, both
down the wall and in the shallows
for your second dive each morning.
Along the northwest shore can be
found the wreck of the Russian Frig-
ate #356, renamed the Captain Keith
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Tibbetts after one

of the islands nota-

ble men, is a must

to dive. It is the

largest shipwreck

on all three islands

that can be reached from the shore.
Now referred to simply as the “356"
this shipwreck is superb for all levels of
diver.

The shore entry for this dive is from
the sea pool at Buccaneer with very
easy entry and exit. This shoreline is
perfect for snorkelers, too, as they will
come across the wreckage from the
Topsy in only a metre (3ft) of water.
The Topsy’s anchor is used as a moor-
ing for the day dive boats but is also
handy as a visual aid for diving the
site at night.

Charlie’s Reef. Charlie’s Reef is
another shore dive that can easily be
accessed, leaving your vehicle on
the concrete dock; you are able to
enter the water either by a fool hardy
leap, or a more sedate entry from
the stainless steel steps. The wall here
starts fairly close to shore and whilst
many people are quite content to
spend their time amongst the excel-
lent spur and groove reef formations,
most quite often opt for the longer
swim out to the wall and a better
chance to see large jacks, eagle rays
and sharks.
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Kissimmee wreck rests almost upside down in 12m
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Queen angelfish (top);
Banded butterflyfish
(above); Huge barrel
sponges (right) on reef;
French angelfish (low right)

Kissimmee wreck. Nearby is the Kissim-
mee wreck, located just northwest of
Scott’s Pier, nearby the airport; it sits in
12m (40ft) of water and is almost upside
down. This retired tug boat was deliber-
ately sunk in 1982 as an addition to the
reef system and provides an interest-
ing start to a shore dive that can take
you out to the edge of the reef wall, as
this is the closest point on the island to
undertake this type of dive. The wreck is
a favourite site for photographers, and
during the summer months, large num-
bers of rays can be seen. This location

is also superb for night dives as there is
easy access and the rock pier has over-
head lights, which makes things easier
for navigation. Here, we always find
octopus, squid, juvenile spotted drum
fish and many species of shrimp.

Barbara Ann wreck. The wreckage of
the Barbara Ann, a former landing craft,
is well spread out in the shallows, but it
is superb as it has become its own little
eco-system and is stuffed full of incred-
ibly colourful sponges, sea fans, and tons
of invertebrates and small fish species
such as pufferfish, wrasse and various
blennies and gobies. This is one of the
few sites where you can always find
juvenile queen anglefish and painted
lady cleaning shrimps.

Stake Bay. Further east along the coast
at Stake Bay are more superb shore div-
ing sites. Stake Bay is where the island’s
government administration buildings
and museum are located, and there is
a huge ramp and stepped slipway to
make access nice and easy. This region
of the north coast is quite protected,

and there are some simply massive bar-
rel sponges and ginormous seafans and
soft corals. This site also has two sculp-
ture structures, the first is of dolphins and
rays, and the second is a local artist
known as Foots and his rendition of his




idea of Atlantis. There are statues,
columns a huge sun dial and other
artefacts. These are now all covered
in sponge growth and make for an
interesting photographic backdrop.

Cayman Brac Dock. The Cayman
Brac Dock is off limits whilst it is open,
but as you can imagine, when it is
closed, it is accessible from either
side and large schools of big barra-
cuda can be found hanging out in
the shade. The construction spail is
well overgrown, and you can always
find a huge variety of tropical fish
and invertebrates.
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Burt Brothers. One of the best of

the shore dives along the northeast
is Burt Brothers, located opposite a
small shop called NiM Things (Native
Island Made). A concrete boat ramp
is great for access, and from here, it
is just a short swim to some massive
coral structures edged with deep-
water gorgonians and their usual
spider crabs. Haommerhead sharks
are seen here in January and Febru-
ary, but really it is the colourful and
very good corals that make this dive
special.

Bluff. Under the ancient Bluff is
always the feather in a diver’'s cap,
as it is very rare that the sea condi-
tions are so perfect to allow this div-
ing in an otherwise pristine diving
location. Scoured by storms, there
are very few robust seafans or spong-
es as everything is low lying. Howev-
er, there are kazillions of featherdust-
er worms, small nudibranchs, blen-
nies and gobies and an otherwise
undived terrain of huge boulders,
with interesting swimthroughs, various
shipwrecks' parts and simply stagger-
ing visibility, as there are no sandy
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areas to get kicked up by
rough waters.

Benefits of Brac

Great emphasis has always
been placed on the diving
on Grand Cayman and the
North Wall is outstanding,
plus everyone raves about
Bloody Bay Wall on Little
Cayman Island, but many
fail to appreciate the facts
that Cayman Brac has
much smaller diver num-
bers; more shore diving sites
making for unlimited shore
and night diving; four major
wreck sites as shore dives
and diving conditions and
reefs that more than match
all the other islands in the
Caribbean.

With the island being only 20km
long (12mi) long, everything is so
close by that it makes the shore div-
ing and snorkelling that much easier.
There is, in fact, very little else to do
on the island, other than exploring
the historic caves and caverns; visit-
ing the museum; birding; rock climb-

ing; snorkelling; kayaking; windsurf-
ing; fishing or generally laying back
and enjoying the superb beaches
along the south shore; rockpooling or
having fun getting drenched at the
blowholes.

Each of the major families has a
provisions store of some sort and

CLOCKWISE FROM TOP LEFT: Arrow crab; Gaping grouper on
reef; Hawksbill sea turtle; Barred hamlet; Darkheaded blenny




all will sell hommemade jams and
chutneys (in season) as well as
the usual goods. | would recom-
mend that you buy the local (very
rare) Caymanite Rock jewellery;
the island craftsmen are excel-
lent. The local residents are some
of the friendliest | have come
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ACross.

If you are not div-
ing, then you are
thinking about it, or
getting your cameras
ready, or travelling
to or from a dive site.
Cayman Brac div-
ing is similar to Grand
Cayman, without the
numbers of divers,
and for that reason, it
has become a great
favourite with the
world’s diving fraterni-
ty—particularly those
who prefer to dive

away from the madding crowd.

Best time to go

With air temperatures averag-
ing 30-40°C (80-90°F) in the sum-
mer, it can be hot and humid,
and as always in the Caribbean,
hurricane season is from June to

November each year. However,
some of the best diving is also
done in these same months as
the sea is generally at its most
calm, there are less tourists and
better opportunities for marine life
encounters. You can dive all year
round, as the island has plenty of
great dive sites that are always
available depending on wind
and weather.

One point to make here is that
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CLOCKWISE FROM
LEFT: Octopus on reef;
Diver and sea furtle on
reef; Blue-striped grunt;
Boxfish; Pygmy filefish

the underwater vis-
ibility is very rarely less
that 30m (100ft). The
temperature ranges
from around 22°C
(72°F) in December
to 29°C (84°F) in July.

Where to stay

All of the accom-
modation is similarly

priced and styled.

Apart from the indi-

vidual self catering
apartments and vil-

las, the hotels have

good restaurants
attached, particularly the Brac
Reef Hotel, which is superb.

Meals are generally buffet style
and there is plenty of it, more
than enough for the active diver.
Lunches tend to be a local spicy
dish of fish or chicken, soup, salad
and a sweet of some kind as well
as fruit and soft drinks.

Many visiting divers keep the
last afternoon free to off-gas and
explore the caves and caverns
and obviously the local gift shops
for a piece of Caymanite jew-
ellery, or perhaps go exploring
along the shore to perhaps find
your own piece of Caymanite

rock or up on
the outer Bluff
edge to catch
those spectacu-
lar sunsets.

Brac Scuba
Shack is a great
dive shop with
excellent, quali-
fied staff and
catering for
those who prefer
shore diving or

private charter. They
also offer advice on
all types of accom-
modation.
Brac Reef Beach
Resort is a newly
refurbished hotel
with comfortable
rooms, complete wifi
throughout the com-
plex, with a swimming
pool, a raised deck
area and a great bar
right on the beach.
Its own dive centre is
sitfuated next to the
jetty. Reef Divers has
a well-stocked shop, and the
local photo pro, Ed Beaty, is on
hand to guide you through the
many and varied steps of digital
underwater photography and
videography. Barbecues are
common on the grounds and at
night downwards facing flood
lights attract tarpon, squid and
stingrays into the shallows, a per-
fect end to the day’s diving.
The Alexander Hotel is located
near the beach at the west end

of the island. Rooms are modern
with wifi access, and the bar looks
to the east over a large brackish
pond popular with wild fowl. [

Lawson Wood is a widely pub-
lished underwater photographer
and author of many dive guides
and books including The Cayman
Islands: Complete Guide to Diving
and Snorkeling. For more informa-
fion, visit: www.lawsonwood.com



http://www.lawsonwood.com/
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SOURCES: U.S. CIA WORLD FACTBOOK, CDC.
GOV, LONDONDIVINGCHAMBER.CO.UK

History During the 18th and
19th centuries, the British colo-
nized the Cayman Islands from
Jamaica whereby they were
administered after 1863. The
islands became a part of the
Federation of the West Indies in
1959. In 1962, the Federation dis-
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Cayman Islands

solved and the Cayman Islands
decided to stay a British depend-
ency. Government: Parliamentary
democracy. Capital: George
Town, Grand Cayman Island.

Geography The three-island
group of the Caymans are locat-

RIGHT: Global map

with location of the

Cayman Islands

LOWER RIGHT: Location
of Cayman Brac on
map of the Cayman
Islands. BELOW:
Hawksbill sea turtle,
Cayman Brac

ed in the Caribbean.
Grand Cayman, Cayman
Brac and Little Cayman lie

in the Caribbean Seaq, 268km
northwest of Jamaica and 240km
south of Cuba. They are situated
in an important location between
Cenftral America and Cuba.
Coastline: 160km.
Terrain is com-
prised of a base
of low-lying lime-
stone ringed by
coral reefs.

Climate T1he
Cayman Islands
have a tropical
marine climate,
which is warm
and rainy in the
summer from May
to October, cool
and relatively
dry in winter from
November to
April.

Environmental
issues There are
no natural fresh-
water resources,
so drinking water
is supplied by
rainwater catch-
ments.
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Arrow crab

Caribbean Sea

Little
Cayman

The Bluff

]

bites such as Den-
gue fever and Ra-
bies. Please check
with your doctor
about Tetanus shots

COB%”CO” and updates on

Grand health risks and re-
Economy Cayman quired vaccines at
There is no di;]ecf 1:&5:—: least 4-6 weeks prior
taxation on the : to your trip to the
Cayman Islands so GEORGE TOWN Caribbean Sea C(:K/mgnsr.)
it has become a
prosporous offshore
financial center. As Decompression
of 2008, over 93,000 chambers

companies were registered in
the Cayman Islands, including
nearly 300 banks, 800 insurance
companies and 10,000 mutual
funds. In 1997, a stock exchange
was opened. Tourism is the main
industry, with 70% of GDP and 75%
of foreign currency income. The
luxury market is the main focus
of the tourist industry, catering
mostly to North American travel-
lers. In 2008, there were over 1.9
million tourist arrivals, half of them
from the United States. While the
locals enjoy a high standard of
living, much like the Swiss, almost
90% of the Cayman Islands’ food
and consumer goods have to be
imported.

Currency Caymanian dol-
lars (KYD). Exchange rates:

1EUR=1.13KYD; 1USD= .82KYD;
1GBP=1.38KYD; 1AUD=.77KYD;
1SGD=.65KYD

Population 251,160,124 (July
2013 est.) Ethnic groups: mixed
40%, white 20%, black 20%, expats
of various ethnic backgrounds
20%. Religions: Protestant 67.8%,
Roman Catholic 14.1%, Jehovah's
Witness 1.1% (2010 est.). Internet
users: 23,000 (2008)

Language English is the offi-
cial language. Other languages
include Spanish and Filipino.

Health

In the Caribbean, in general,
there is arisk of food and water
borne diseases suah as Hepatitis
A, as well as disease from insect

On Grand Cayman:

Cayman Hyperbaric Services
Cayman Islands Hospital
24-Hour Phone: (345) 916-1198

George Town Hospital
Phone: (345) 949-8600

Travel/Visa/Security

Visas are not required for entry

for U.S. and Canadian visitors—
just proof of citizenship, such as a
passport or official birth certificate,
as well as a photo identification
such as a driver’s licence. Visitors
from other countries should check
with the nearest British embassy or
consulate for entry requirements.

Websites
Cayman Islands Tourism
www.caymanislands.co.uk


http://www.caymanislands.co.uk/?homeredirect=true

