February 2008.
Janet nil....fish 1!

The sun rose in a blaze of glory as we headed for the airport in Montego Bay. It promised to be another hot, cloudless day on the island of Jamaica.

My husband Keith and I had just had the most wonderful relaxing 2 weeks, swimming, reading, eating wonderful food, and of course sipping the occasional rum punch!  

Normally we would be feeling rather sad about leaving. We have been to Jamaica many times and love the Island and its people. However this time we were not coming home. No. We were flying onto Grand Cayman so that I could go fly fishing for Bonefish. I had the whole of the following day booked with Capn' Ronald Ebanks, wading the flats, and fishing from his Stratos flats boat. 

The day after that we were booked with Clinton Ebanks (apparently his cousin) to snorkel on the reef that surrounds the island, and then swim with the sting rays. Southern Atlantic Sting Rays...Proper name Dasyatis Americana. An absolute "must do" when you visit the island.

The flight is only 40 minutes long. Just enough time to down a cup of coffee, eat a yummy fruit muffin, and peruse the in-flight magazine. 

One of the first things we notice are the pictures taken by the local photographer Shirley Ebanks. They illustrate the not to be missed tourist attractions. The Royal Botanical gardens. The cottage belonging to Charlie Ebanks who makes the most exquisite wooden bird cages. The turtle farm, and a visit in late afternoon to the pig farm owned by Willie Ebanks, who also has a flock of several hundred whistling ducks. Said ducks fly in at tea time to be fed by Willie himself. 

Keith and I were beginning to wonder if everyone on the island is related!

We landed safely mid morning, at one of the prettiest airports I have ever seen, and as we approached the entrance we were greeted with music, played by a five piece calypso band! Now that really is different and soon everyone was smiling and tapping their feet. It made the short time that we waited to go through immigration pass extremely quickly.

Keith and I were called forward and quite frankly couldn't believe our eyes. The guy's name was Isaac...yes you've guessed it...Ebanks! We couldn't help nudging each other and smiling. He spotted this, and raised an eyebrow, so we explained that we realised a lot of people had the same name. With a wicked grin, and a wink, he said “Oh yes. We run the island."

After a short taxi ride, we arrived at our hotel, situated on what must be one of the world’s finest beaches. Seven miles of pure white sand. The sea was the most unbelievable turquoise colour. We quickly unpacked the few bits and bobs required for our short stay, donned swim suits and headed for the water. At about 4 o’clock there was a sudden flurry of activity on the beach. Several people were stacking the sun loungers and asking everyone to hand in beach umbrellas, floats, snorkelling gear etc.  Everything was to be removed from the beach. We realised that all the dive boats and cruise liners that previously had been moored just off shore, had all disappeared. Later we were told that they had all been taken to the other side of the island. Apparently the first cold front for 5 months was due to hit the island within a few hours. It would bring gale force winds and rain. 

I could have cried. I was devastated. What about my fishing? I had saved every penny I could to pay for this trip. I had driven everyone who knows me mad with my excitement.  What now?

I phoned Ronald!

His lilting Caymanian voice told me not to worry. I would still be able to fish. I couldn't believe what I was hearing, but he assured me that we would be fine. It might be a bit windy, and we would have to go across the island, and maybe only have a half day. We would not use the boat, we would only wade. He would collect us from the hotel in the morning at 6.30.

We lay in bed that night and listened to the gale howling, and the rain pouring down. Several times I looked out of the window and could see the palm trees bending almost horizontal.

6.30 am on the dot Capn' Ronald drove into the car park. It was still blowing a gale but had stopped raining! Keith and I climbed into his jeep and off we went. Half an hour later and we arrived at a deserted beach...Frank Sound...on the other side of the island. Ronald parked the jeep in the driveway where a house used to be. The house had been blown away by hurricane Ivan. Unbelievably it was still very windy but the sea was almost calm. Ronald explained that the reef keeps the huge waves at bay. Unfortunately the weather wasn't what the Bonefish like much, but he reckoned that we would find some.

We spent about half an hour, with me learning how to cast low over the water, and how to strip the line. How to react if I had a knock and what to look for. Tail fins. Milkiness in the water where the fish have been feeding. Shadows. A flash of silver.

We waded out onto the flats. We saw several shoals of mullet feeding and 2 box fish. 1 green and 1 brown.

An hour later and he spotted the first tail fins. He whispered to me and pointed. It took a few moments but then I too saw them. At least 6 fish. Too far away to cast to them though. They turned away, but then did a 180 degree turn and headed straight for us. Ronald turned sideways and signalled for me to do the same. As they got closer he cast about 8 feet in front of them and started to strip the line slowly. I followed suit. Nothing. They weren't interested and swam straight past us. We changed the flies.

A little while later I spotted a fin. Boy was I chuffed with that! "Go for it" I was told. I cast and was rewarded with the fish following the fly. Wow. Do they move fast? Several minutes later and I had another chance. Another follow, then almost out of nowhere I had a take. The adrenalin rush was tremendous; my heart was racing as I struck. Oooooooops. I forgot I was supposed to just strip harder, and instead I raised the rod as if it was a trout. Wrong! I totally spooked the fish, and it shot away.

The morning seemed to go past in a flash. We saw a few more bonefish, but Ronald spooked one, and 2 others glided past us just a couple of feet, away shadowed by a barracuda! 

The tide started to recede, exposing the sea grass. The fish disappeared. Normally Ronald would then have taken me to another area, but with the sea so rough elsewhere it was time to go home. 

I suddenly realised that I was incredibly tired. I had not caught a fish, but I had seen several, and it was an incredible experience.

Unfortunately because of the bad weather all the trips out to the sting rays were cancelled for the next 2 days,  but on the day we were due to fly home we managed to do it. Our flight home wasn't until 7 pm and a trip was going out at 11am. No snorkelling because the sea was still too rough. We would be back in the hotel by 1. 30 at the latest. Hmm! That is if you don't end up in the hospital! 

A short coach trip across the island and a 1/2 hour boat trip 3 miles out to sea to the sand bar by the reef. This is where the rays live. For hundreds of years they have been fed by local fishermen, cleaning the daily catch, but now is done by tourists with squid.

To cut a long story short, we swam with, and fed the rays. They are the most beautiful and gentle creatures, and I would do it again tomorrow if I could. I was the unlucky 1 in 10 thousand to get barbed!  The sea was still very rough and even though the water is only 3 feet deep, we were getting thrown about in the swell, and so were the rays.

We think that as my hand went down a ray came up and we met. The barb is triggered by instinct not aggression. It punctured my left index finger and injected neurotoxin venom.

I can honestly say without any exaggeration that I experienced the most excruciating pain that I have ever had. And I can say that after having giving birth to 3 children! The boat captain was wonderful. He assured Keith that although I was bleeding profusely, I would be OK. He kept me calm and administered first aid; this consisted of holding my hand in scalding water! It's the only thing that helps to slightly relieve the pain.

A car was waiting at the dock with more boiling water, to take me straight to hospital, where I was treated immediately. X rays in case a piece of barb is still in the wound, pain relief, antihistamines, and antibiotics all administered as fast as possible so that we wouldn't miss our plane.

We made it back to the hotel with just enough time to grab a shower and then jump in a taxi to the airport. I was so full of drugs I was as high as a kite for the flight back home!

3 weeks of antibiotics and a visit to the doctors surgery every day, and my finger is almost recovered. 

I suppose you could say that those 4 days on Grand Cayman were pretty eventful. I certainly won't ever forget my first ever fishing trip abroad, and to coin a phrase I am totally hooked on bonefish. 

We are planning our trip for next February elsewhere.

Watch this space!
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A Selection of photo’s from Janet’s trip to Grand Cayman. 

