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The Cayman Islands are a relatively small group of three main islands in the mid -

Caribbean Sea, about 200 miles northwest of Jamaica. Their approximately 100 square miles of 

land surface include Grand Cayman (by far the largest), Little Cayman, and Cayman Brac. They 

remain a self-governing British Overseas Territory  ɬ like Bermuda, Gibraltar, and twelve other 

small insular colonial places (Cawley 2015).  

Surprisingly, in spite of being low -lying, coralline based, sandy, oceanic islands, the 

Caymans have a considerable forest history. During the mid -1700s, early European exploiters 

brought slaves from Jamaica to cut the mahogany for local shipbuilding and export for housing, 

and furniture (Sauer 1982: 9; Doran 1953, Long 1774: I, 313) Logwood, ironwood, coconut 

palms, and silver thatch palms have also been important components in the vegetative economy 

of the islands. 

There is no indication that other forest giants, such as Ceiba pentandra, the subject of this 

report, were native to the islands. Of the 417 plants listed and photographed by iNaturalist on 

Grand Cayman, no ceiba was included. Brunt and Davies (1994) and Fawcett (1888) make no 

mention. Proctor has slight notations (1948: 364, 385, 809). As in Jamaica and elsewhere in the 

!ÙÐÛÐÚÏɯ"ÈÙÐÉÉÌÈÕȮɯÊÌÐÉÈÚɯÈÙÌɯÜÚÜÈÓÓàɯÒÕÖÞÕɯÈÚɯɁÊÖÛÛÖÕɯÛÙÌÌȭɂɯɁ2ÐÓÒɯÊÖÛÛÖÕɂɯÈÕËɯɁÒÈ×ÖÒɂɯÈÙÌɯ

used occasionally. 

 

 Ɂ"ÖÛÛÖÕɯ3ÙÌÌɂɯÛÖ×ÖÕàÔÚȭɯAmong the four sheets of 1/25,000 topographic maps of the 

Cayman Islands only one toponym can be seen: Ɂ"ÖÛÛÖÕɯ3ÙÌÌɯ!ÈàɂɯÖÕɯÛÏÌɯÕÖÙÛÏÞÌÚÛɯÊÖÈÚÛɯÖÍɯ

Cayman Bracȭɯ/ÓÈÊÌÚɯÞÐÛÏɯɁ"ÖÛÛÖÕɯ3ÙÌÌɂ names include a hotel/estate at West Bay, 372 

"ÖÕÊÏɯ/ÖÐÕÛɯ1ÖÈËȮɯÖÕɯ&ÙÈÕËɯ"ÈàÔÈÕȮɯÈÕËɯɁ*È×ÖÒɯÙÌÚÐËÌÕÛÐÈÓɯÉÜÐÓËÐÕÎɂɯÈÛɯƕƔƜɯ

Bismarckia Way in George Town. 

 

Historical notices/Cultural History of the Cotton Tree on Grand Cayman  

It is often thought that Cayman life has been most influenced by the Afro -Caribbean 

ÏÌÙÐÛÈÎÌɯÖÍɯ)ÈÔÈÐÊÈȭɯ'ÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯÛÏÌɯÔÈÚÚÐÝÌȮɯɁÚ×ÐÙÐÛÜÈÓɂɯÓÖÙÌɯÚÜÙÙÖÜÕËÐÕÎɯɁÊÖÛÛÖÕɯÛÙÌÌÚɂɯÖÕɯ

Jamaica (Beckwith 1929: 30, 89) is not found on Caymans. While other plants have been 

ÈÚÚÖÊÐÈÛÌËɯÞÐÛÏɯÔàÛÏÐÊÈÓɯÊÏÈÙÈÊÛÌÙÚɯȹɁDuppy bush/basil ( Phyllanthus angustifoliusȺȮɂɯɁ#Ü××àɯ

gun (Ruellia tuberoseȺȮɂ the ceiba, apparently, has not played a significant role in the culture 

history of the Caymans.  

Cayman literature seems to confirm this notion. A sampling of books from the Geo rge 

Town Public Library by Hezlep (1984), Fuller (1967), Meekings (1997), and Shipman (2012), all 

ÛÌÓÓɯÛÈÓÌÚɯÖÍɯɁÚ×ÐÙÐÛÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯËÌÈËɂɯÈÕËɯÛÙÌÌÚȮɯÉÜÛɯÕÖÕÌɯÔÌÕÛÐÖÕɯÊÖÛÛÖÕɯÛÙÌÌÚȭ 

One major exception, however, is the frequently  repeated modern story of the large 

ceiba planted within the major fort at George Town. It is said that during the Second World War 

the tall tree was used by islanders as a lookout post for German ships. 

  Ɂ4ÕËÌÙɯÈɯÏÜÎÌɯÎÕÈÙÓÌËɯÚÐÓÒ-cotton tree you find the crumbling walls of an ancient f ort, 

built no one knows when, as a protection against gentleman adventures who once roamed the 

2×ÈÕÐÚÏɯ,ÈÐÕȭɂ (Saturday Evening Post, July 21, 1928) 
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Ɂ#ÜÙÐÕÎɯ6ÖÙÓËɯ6ÈÙɯ((ɯÚÐßɯÓÖÖÒÖÜÛɯ×ÖÚÛÚɯwere set up at strategic locations in Grand 

Cayman to spot hostile ships, including German submarines. Around 1943, a lookout hut was 

ÊÖÕÚÛÙÜÊÛÌËɯÐÕɯÛÏÌɯÉÙÈÕÊÏÌÚɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯÊÖÛÛÖÕɯÚÐÓÒɯÛÙÌÌɯÈÛɯÛÏÌɯÍÖÙÛȭɂɯȹ2ÛÈÍÍɯƖƔƕƙȺ 

ɁAt the beginning of the twentieth century, the Fort enclosure was sand -bottomed. 

Children from the adjacent school used to play in it, under the shade of a huge silk-cotton 

(kapok) tree, which stood right beside it . . .  During World War II, the tall silk cotton tree was 

used as a lookout post. The Home Guard, whose barracks were next to the Fort at Dobson Hall, 

would climb up into its branches to watc ÏɯÍÖÙɯ&ÌÙÔÈÕɯÚÜÉÔÈÙÐÕÌÚȭɂ IBP (2012: I, 241). 

ɁClifton Bodden, who also attended the ceremony, said Fort George is a site he was 

familiar with, having served as a sergeant at the fort during World War II. The 90 -year-old said 

he fondly remembers the view from the cotton tree and recalls being able to see the entire north 

part of the island as there were no tall trees or buildings at that time.   

      We had a little cotton tree now for a lookout. We had 42 steps from the ground to  the 

cotton tree and in that lookout we had some very good binoculars, and when you go up in that, 

you could see everything from Spotts beach down from the North West point, because at that 

ÛÐÔÌɯÞÌɯËÐËÕɀÛɯÏÈÝÌɯÈÓÓɯÛÏÖÚÌɯÛÈÓÓɯÛÙÌÌÚɯÈnd buildin ÎÚȮɂɯÚÈÐËɯ,Ùȭɯ!ÖËËÌÕɯɁȹ-3"(ɯƖƔƕƚȺȭɯ  

By grand coincidence, in a conversation with the Director of the Na tional Trust, Frank 

Roulstone, a personal touch was attached to the story. He said that his grandfather, Frederick 

William McTaggart, built the watchtow er in the ceiba (personal communication March 6, 2024).  

 

Historical photograph of ceiba at the fort. (Courtesy Bryony Dixon and Catherine Childs).  
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The West Indian Pilot (1918: 350) ÕÖÛÌÚȮɯÞÏÐÓÌɯÞÙÐÛÐÕÎɯÖÍɯÛÏÌɯ&ÌÖÙÎÌɯ3ÖÞÕɯÈÕÊÏÖÙÈÎÌȯɯɁ ɯ

conspicuous cotton tree is situated close to the northward of a white house with a red roof; it is, 

ÏÖÞÌÝÌÙȮɯÖÕÓàɯÊÖÕÚ×ÐÊÜÖÜÚɯÈÛɯÈɯËÐÚÛÈÕÊÌȭɂɯ%ÙÖÔɯÛÏÐÚɯËÌÚÊÙÐ×ÛÐÖÕȮɯÜÕÍÖÙÛÜÕÈÛÌÓàȮɯÛÏÌɯÛÙÌÌɯÊÈÕÕÖÛɯ

be located. 

*** *** ***  

Before field observations in Grand Cayman, March 5-8, 2024, from social media and Google 

Earth Street Views (GESV) 21 ceibas were located and most were photographed. Over 60 more 

were found during our visit. In both instances, approximately 85% of the trees were near the 

Camana Bay development project. 

 

The Camana Bay area. 

The greatest concentration of cotton trees on Grand Cayman can be seen in the Camana Bay 

development area. 

 

Ceibas of Grand Cayman, numbered according to March  2024 photography route.  

  

Camana Bay, north roundabout  (13) 
1. Adult on east side (northern) , 140 inch circumference. 

2. sapling growing off north side of above tree.  

3. young tree, west of adult 1. 
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4. adult, east side, south of adult 1, 121 inch circumference. To left, in background, trees 1 

and 5, a young. 

 
6, 7, 8, 9. Group of 4 saplings, north roundabout (northwest  side) 
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10. sapling south of adult 4. 

 
 

11, 12, 13. Group of 3 saplings, north roundabout (south  side) 
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Camana Bay, Emeritus Drive (north to south)  (9) 
14. corner tree, north, young; 15. Young. 

  
 

16. young adult, 91 inch circumference. 
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17, 18.  two saplings, entry to elevated walkway  at El Paseo 

 
 
19. young adults, 92 inch circumference. 20. Parking lot entry  north , 89 inch circumference. 
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21. young adult, parking lot entry south, 88 inch circumference. 

  
22. young adult, corner tree, south, not photographed, not measured. 

 

Camana Bay, northwest of south roundabout , west side of street (12) 

 
23. Adult, west of south roundabout, across street. 
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24, 25. two  adult s, along highway before tunnel, first  one with supports , neither measured. 

 

Tree 24. Adult still supported with braces, not measured.  
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26, 27. two saplings, not planted, interior (west) of tree 24 in dump area. 28, 29, 30. three 

saplings, north of 24, probably not planted.  

   

31. sapling, not planted, near entrance to dump area. Southwest of tree 24.  32, 33, 34. Three 

saplings, not planted, in dump site, south  of tree 31. 
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Camana Bay, south of southern roundabout, south of Lawrence Blvd.  (11) 

35. adult, 122 inch circumference, no good photograph. 36, 37, 38, 39, 40. five saplings, in 

dump area, not planted, north of adult  35. 

 
      41, 42. A young adult and a sapling , just south of adult  35. 
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43, 44, 45. three saplings in Growing Beauty Nursery.  

  
 

Camana Bay, Esterley Tibbetts Highway , north of the  National Arts Gallery , 

walking north to south along western side.  

 

46, 47. The first two saplings, undoubtedly accidental propagations, can be seen on the 

downslope along the narrow relict waterway  west of the highway . 
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48, 49. Young in foreground (west side) and smaller one in median. 

 
 
50, 51. Young in foreground  (west side) and smaller one in median. 
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52, 53, 54, 55, 56. Five young trees surround a water cistern (?), west side of highway. 

 
 

57-64. Two young trees in foreground (west side)  and six smaller ones in the median. 
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49, 51. Median trees photographed from the south. 

 

 
 
Tree 50. returned to be measured. 

 
 

65. Young, not photographed, farther south on highway , before National Gallery of Art . 


