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PRINCE CHARLES and the
Duchess of Cornwall’s whirlwind
Caribbean tour showed off

top holiday spots in St Lucia,
Barbados, St Vincent and the
Grenadines, St Kitts and Nevis,
and Cuba. But their final stop
was perhaps not so familiar:

the Cayman Islands. This tiny
British Overseas Territory, most
notable as a tax haven, has not
traditionally been high on our list
of Caribbean getaways - but it’s
definitely time to think again.
Here is everything you need to
know about the three principal
islands: Grand Cayman, Cayman
Brac and Little Cayman.

GRAND CAYMAN

MOST holidaymakers head to the
22-mile-long, eight-mile-wide island
capital and check in to one of the
plush resorts on Seven Mile Beach.
The long, thin strip of pristine
white sand is the place to take in
marvellous sunsets and it buzzes
with cocktail bars, seafood restau-
rants and jerk chicken joints. But
there’s plenty to explore beyond
the beach - starting with the island’s
coloured iguanas.

Grand Cayman is home to criti-
cally endangered species of native
blue iguanas, which now thrive at
a conservation centre in the Botanic
Gardens. In the 1980s, there were
only two dozen left but, thanks to
conservationists, a thousand of
these fascinating reptiles now
roam in the wild and 120 are at
the gardens, where you can walk
among them on an iguana safari.

Iguanas are not the only crea-
tures for which Grand Cayman is
renowned. Stingray City may sound
like a tacky theme park but it’s
what locals have dubbed a remote
sandbar reached by boat, where
hundreds of stingrays have con-
gregated for years. Why? This
was where fishermen went to gut
their daily catch. Now stingrays
brush by harmlessly as tourists
wade along the sandbar, although
the sensation of having the fish,
which can grow to almost 6ft wide,
flap past your ankles is quite dis-
concerting at first.

Grand Cayman is a real hub for
divers - it boasts more than 200
sites, including the evocatively
named Dragon’s Lair, Killer Pillar
and Barrel Sponge Wall.

Most hotels offer dive packages
and boat trips if you just want to
snorkle to marvel at shoals of col-
ourful reef fish (captainmarvins.
com). You might also be lucky to
spot turtles, an octopus or two, or
even a hammerhead shark.

Hire a car to explore the eastern
side of the island, where little
wooden homes owned by fishermen
have hardly changed in half a cen-
tury and offer a stark contrast to
Seven Mile Beach'’s sleek hotels.

Back on the west coast, if you're
exploring the slightly dilapidated
capital, George Town, choose a day
when no cruise ships are docked
(or you’ll be mingling with 15,000
tourists). Here, statues of national
heroes fill the main square next to
a monument commemorating King

George V and a post office with

post boxes featuring the
Queen’s Royal seal.
Early diners who want
to watch the sunset can
take advantage of the
seafood restaurants and |
bars with names such
as Da Fish Shack. Else-
where on the island,
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Stunning wildlife, world-class diving, dazzling beaches
and a gaggle of A-list stars... Tom Chesshyre discovers
the islands are much more than just a secretive tax haven

there are plenty of fried snapper
and chicken joints — try Heritage
Kitchen in West Bay or the Grape-
tree Cafe in Bodden Town. And
don’t forget to visit Rum Point, with
its beach and barbecue stalls.
Give me culture: The first-rate
National Gallery, in a modern build-

ing full of striking art, has
7 free admission (national
@{ gallery.org.ky).

¥ A little bit of history:
Learn about slav-
ery on the island
at Pedro St
James
. (pedrost-
" james.ky) -
' the place
| where its
' abolition

was announced in the 1830s. Find
out about the island’s British set-
tlers at the Cayman Islands National
Museum (museum.ky).

Foodie heaven: For fantastic spicy
dressed crab and jerk chicken,
head for Pepper’s Bar & Grill on
West Bay Road, where there’s danc-
ing most evenings (peppers.ky). If
you’re a fan of rum, book ahead for
the 45-minute tour of the Cayman
Spirits distillery in George Town. It
costs £11pp (caymanspirits.com).
Blow the budget: Kimpton Seafire
is a stylish new five-star resort on

a quiet spot at the West Bay end of
Seven Mile Beach. Doubles cost
from £330 a night (seafireresort
andspa.com).

On a budget: Tucked away by a
pretty section of the middle of
Seven Mile Beach, Comfort Suites
has simple rooms from about
£210 a night (choicehotels.com).

CAYMAN BRAC

IT’S a half-hour flight from Grand
Cayman to sleepy Cayman Brac.
For anyone who wants to escape
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the bustle of the capital and experi-
ence Cayman Islands life as it was
before the hotel chains moved in,
this is a winner.

It is just 11 miles long and a mile
wide and has a limestone ridge
running through the centre. A road
winds around the foot of the ridge
and up a steep hill to a 140ft cliff
on its eastern edge.

If you love wildlife and photog-
raphy, you’ll be snapping away at
the magnificent brown booby birds
and frigates soaring above.

There’s a great three-mile cir-

cular walk along the cliff and
there are other routes too, which
is why Cayman Brac is a hotspot
for walkers and rock-climbers
(climb.ky). Relaxed restaurants
and bars are filled with locals
and your money goes further
here - it’s about half the price of
Grand Cayman.

Give me culture: On the north
coast, Cayman Brac Museum has
interesting exhibits covering the
days when turtles were caught for
their meat. It also explores tradi-
tional house-building techniques.
A little bit of history: Take time to
stop at a series of caves within
the limestone ridge at the centre of
the island, many of which have

been used as shelter during hur-
ricanes over the years. They’re a
great place to cool off in the heat,
but beware of bats lurking inside.
Foodie heaven: Not far from the
museum is the Star Island restau-
rant - try the delicious fried mahi-
mahi served with breadfruit,
plantain and hot sauce.

Blow the budget: Cayman Brac
Beach Resort has a pool overlook-
ing a beach on the western tip of
the island and has a great deal for
divers; a week-long full-board stay
with 12 dives costs from £1,215pp
(caymanbracbeachresort.com).
On a budget: Airbnb has modest
sea-facing apartments from about
£95 per night (airbnb.com).
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BEACHSIDE BLISS: The Southern
Cross Club lines the shore in Little
Cayman. Above: Prince Charles
meets an iguana during his visit
to Grand Cayman last week

LITTLE CAYMAN

HOLLYWOOD stars come here to
escape the limelight - Johnny
Depp dropped by recently. You can
understand why: this island is even
more secluded than Cayman Brac.

It’s just to the west of Brac and
slightly smaller, with a handful of
hotels facing white-sand beaches
protected by reefs. It’s a 30-minute
flight from Grand Cayman, with a
maximum of eight flights a day on
planes that seat 16.

Little Cayman is popular with
birdwatchers and divers. One of
the best dives in the Caribbean -
Bloody Bay Wall - is just off its
north coast. Birdwatchers come to
track red-footed boobys.

Hire a moped to explore the
interior but watch out for iguanas,

 which roam freely and often bask
1 on the narrow roads (scooten
‘ scooters.com). For a memorable
|

excursion, take a kayak out for a
| deserted island within the reef

picnic on Owen Island, a beautiful

J (southerncrossclub.com).

Give me culture: Visit Little Cay-
man Museum (littlecaymanmuseum.
org) and find out about life when
fishing, not tourism, was the main
source of employment here.

A little bit of history: The Central
Caribbean Marine Institute was
established in 1998 (reefresearch.
org). Tours of its HQ can be
arranged to learn about measures
to protect reefs. Prince Edward,
who has visited Little Cayman on
three diving holidays, is patron.
Foodie heaven: Pastel-coloured
accommodation and ‘barefoot
elegance’ are on offer at the South-
ern Cross Club hotel which serves
split pea soups, fresh snapper, sal-
ads, fried plantain and mahi-mahi.
Three courses cost about £25
(southerncrossclub.com).

Blow the budget: This is special-
occasion territory - the ten rooms
at the Southern Cross Club are
super-luxe, with ceiling fans, ter-
races facing the incredible tur-
gouise sea and great sunset views.
A five-night stay on a full-board
basis costs from about £2,600pp.
On a budget: With a dozen sea-fac-
ing apartments, each with a barbe-
cue terrace, Paradise Villas live up
to their name (paradisevillas.com).
They cost from £121 per night.

@ BA (ba.com) offers direct flights
from Heathrow to Grand Cayman
from £772. BA Holidays has seven
nights at the Grand Cayman
Marriott Beach Resort from
£1,549pp (ba.com/caymanislands).
For internal flights, see cayman
airways.com, and for more details
go to visitcaymanislands.com.
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DOWN THE HATCH: Tom tucks into oysters at Estamine as brother
Henry looks on. Bottom: The famous Portuguese custard tarts

By Henry
and Tom Herbert

a deserted island in the Ria
Formosa natural park. The park
is teeming with wildlife and the
views are sensational. You also
get superb service.

WHERE do experts choose
to eat on holiday? Henry
and Tom Herbert - TV’s
Fabulous Baker Brothers -
took their young families
to the Algarve, and here
they give their top tips on
where to go to enjoy the
most delicious food.

Where do your family

like to go for dinner?
Henry: They would vote for
the new Amara restaurant at
Four Seasons Fairways
(amararestaurant.pt), which
is light and bright and has
great views of the hills.

It’s modern, with attention to
detail in everything from the
design of the restaurant to the
food. My years as a chef have
taught me that contemporary
Portuguese dishes featuring
crab or foie gras don’t come
without a lot of knowledge and
skill in the kitchen.

Tom: Casa Velha in Quinta do
Lago (quintadolago.com/en/
restaurants/casa-velha) is true
to its roots and serves locally
inspired fare in a space
perfectly designed for the
world’s elite. Alas, we can’t go
there as often as we’d like as we
would quickly run out of money.

Where is your

favourite food market?

Henry: The town of Loule, just
inland from Faro, has stalls filled
with fresh produce, all spilling
out on to the cobbled streets
next to the indoor market. It’s a
vibrant, lively meeting point
every day but it is best to go on a
Saturday - the place is buzzing.
Tom: For a massive choice,

the fish market in Quarteira
can’t be beaten. From fresh
clams and prawns to sea bass
and dourada, the daily catches
are perfect for bringing back

to barbecue.

Which bakeries do you rate?
Henry: For me it’s Pastelaria
Charlotte in Almancil. It doesn’t
look much from the outside

but you can’t beat its amazing
pastel de nata (Portuguese
custard tarts) and cakes.

Tom: Near the harbour in Faro is
Urban Bakery, where you can
see the bakers in action at the
back of the shop. If you visit at
Easter, try the regional speciality
folar. It’s glorious - like a
massive, buttery Chelsea bun but
with less fruit and more spice.

® Four Seasons Fairways
(fourseasonsfairways.com)
offers seven nights in a private
villa or apartment near Faro
(sleeping up to eight) with

pool or hot tub from £704pp

Fly to Faro with British Airways
from £75 one way (ba.com).
And for great seafood?
Henry: Gigi’s (quintadolago.
com/en/restaurants/gigis) is
the perfect holiday restaurant
- you get an entertaining
afternoon eating some of the
finest seafood cooked over
charcoal while a sea breeze
cools you down.

Owner Gigi strides around
his restaurant as the master
raconteur, telling stories,
using his sabre to pop
champagne corks and singing
along to his favourite operas.

It’s not for the faint-
hearted but it will always be
a memorable occasion.

Tom: The most enchanting
restaurant I've ever been

to is the family-run Estamine
(estamine.deserta.pt). It’s on




