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THE ORIGINS OF THE EASTER REGATTA
1m] REGATTA: A boat- or yacht-race, usually an 
• organized series of such races, forming a sporting 

and social event. The word was origin al1y from the 
Venetian dialect, regatta, rigaua , regata meaning a 

strife. contention. struggle or contest. 
The present-day Easter Regatta started in 1964 with the 

encouragement of various hotels . who saw it as an obvious 
anraction to visitors as wel1 as residents. However. the idea 
seems to have originated back in 1934 when the newly appointed 
Comm issioner. Mr. (later Sir) Allan Wolsey Cardinal1 founded 
the Cayman Islands Yacht & Sailing Club. 

The Club was soon to become the only real social club of this 
period and boasted a membership of 134. The clubhouse was a 
cozy little structure built on the sandy beach north of town (now 
known as Pons of Call) where the members held impromptu 
Sunday meetings throughout the year. Informal gatherings were 
always planned for the first holiday after the arrival of each mail 
boat from Jamaica. This was so that the whole gang could spread 
out on the Club's front porch to read and exchange magazines 
and newspapers a fortnight old. Dues were a dollar and a half a 
year for men and 75 cents for ladies. The club burgee was a 
yellow triangle with a bright green turtle rampant His Excel

lency the Governor ofJamaica was named the Commodore with 
Commissioner Cardinali as the Rear Commodore. 

The Commissioner had the idea that a racing regatta could 
become an important factor in the development of the depend
ency as a pleasure resort-it was one element in his well-known 
determination to put the islands on the map. The first such 
Cayman Islands Regatta, locally known as the January Regaua, 
was held under the ausp ices of the Club during the last week in 
January 1935. This month was chosen simply because it came 
between the sharkfish ing and turtling seasons and most of the 
islands' working vessels were back in their home pan refitting. 
Most importantly. late January was said to be an excellent time 
as northeast trade winds blew across Grand Cayman. It was also 
at the height of the tourist season in Jamaica and the regatta 
committee tried to attract a number of visitors from Kingston. 
There were cash prizes for the winning boats and also a small 
amount of money was paid to the various captains for the races. 
This sum was granted by the government under the head of 
advertising and amounted to about£185. The publicity from the 
first regalia resulted in several enquiries being made concerning 
shipbuilding. 

The regaua was said to have been the climax of Cayman's 
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winter season and social life during the 
1930s and was often favoured with the 
presence of one of His Majesty's ships of 
war. George Town for the occasion was 
bedecked with flagsand bunting; the whole 
populace was on show in their finest on the 
sea front. Even decorated motor cars and 
horses could be seen along Hogsty Bay. A 
visitor of the time said that "the obvious 
happiness in their faces, God's most 
wonderful sunshine, the general air of 
excitement and jolliest rivalry impress 
deeply anyone who may have the good 
fortune to be there. It would be hard to find 
more general happiness and beauty than 
that which the regatta days of George 
Town provide." 

The regatta was indeed unique since the 
races were entered not by yachts, but solely 
by commercial vessels. During some re
gattas as many as 20 schooners could be 
seen with their white sailsset, white painted 
hullsand newly varnished and well greased 
masts shining like gold in the sun. There 
would be 100 or more catboats, coloured 
the bluest blue cruising on a sea of the 
most beautiful shades and tints. Every 
ship was Cayman-built and Caymanian
manned . The racing was probably unique 
in its intense closeness as everyone com
peting knew the seamanship and manner
isms of his rivals and sea qualities of the 
other vessels. All these working vessels 
had been built for the same purpose
turtling, and very often came from the 
same builders. However, knowledge of 
the sea and wind, the currents and tides 
were the principal factors enabling one to 
outsail the others. It is said that listening to 
the running commentary of the crowd one 
began to feel the greatness of the sea and 
the manner of man it could produce. 

The January Regatta 's programme 
evolved over its five-year life into a full 
four to five day affair. The Commissioner 
had appointed a Cayman Islands Regatta. 
Committee and several sub-committees 
responsible for advertisement, prizes, 
entertainment, aquatic sports and even a 
pageant. Advertising locally was done via 
the Government Notice Board as one 
Cayman Islands Governrncnt.Noticedated 
28 November, 1935 shows: 

A Challenge Cup has been offered by 
Mr . E .W. Valencia for a Rowing Race for 
Ladies.Cat -boatswillpresumably be used 
and the crews will number three, two 
pullers and one steersman. 

Miniature cups will be given to each 
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member ofthe winning crew.It is hoped that the response will be 
big. The crews are expected to arrangefor the loan ofcar-boats 
they will use, and the crews arc expected to practice. Those 
desirous of entering for the Race please notify Miss Annie 
Bodden. 

A special event during the Regalia will be a racefor Model 
Yachts. Boys and youths wishing to enter their model boats 
please notify Mr. E. O. Panton 

-A. W. Cardinall, Rear Commodore. 
The Regatta was indeed a very busy and exciting time. Monday 

usually featured a Grand Bazaar in {he Town Hall put on by {he 
Presbyterian Church. That same evening there was a Police Ball 
which was an annual activity of the islands' winter social season. 
On Tuesday the first leg in the regatta racing started at 9:00 a.m. 
and finished at 4:00 p.m. that afternoon. In {he evening of that 
same day a boxing event might be staged in the Town Hall 
ground. For example, in 1937 there were the following matches: 
LeeGodrey vs. BakerMcField, heavyweights; George Myles vs, 
Erdwin Bush, James Thomas vs, Leonard Ebanks and Bentley 
Smith vs. Audry Ebanks, all lightweights. 

The regatta racing programme continued on Wednesday and 
Thursday, and included a cat-boat, speed boat, skiff, canoe, 
dinghy and girls' cat-boat races. On Thursday afternoon a pag
eant entitled "The history of the Dependency" was usually 
staged. The pageant was said to have portrayed the following 
aspects of our Islands' story: their discovery, pirates and bucca Cayman 's invasion by Spaniards and their destruction of George 
neers, earliest settlement. Governor Modyford's visit, Grand Town, building of forts and the appointment of a militia, the first 
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parlimentary representation, all ending with skit on modem life 
in Cayman. 

Friday was the last dayof theregatta and also the day forspecial 
watersports, The Aquatic Sports programme usually featured 
boys, girls and men swimming races in various classes and even 
a relay race. There was also a tub race in which circular tubs were 
allowed to beused. All of these races were from the HogstyBay 
beach to and around the quayand back. The Diving Race forboys 
under 16 years started from the Government's Wharf to across 
the baywith thatch ropes usedas guides. There was also a Greasy 
Pole race for boys of the same age group. The Greasy Pole was 
fixed horizontally over the water, the prize being attached to the 
end. The competitor who was able to remove the prize was 
declared the winner. All other prizes for the Aquatic Sports were 
given out from the steps of the Old Court House. 

The regatta racing cups were officially presented that evening 
during the "Grand Ball and Presentation of Cups" at the Town 
Hall. Among theprized trophies was of course the oneoffered by 

the Commander-in-Chief of the American and West Indies 
Station. It had been first offered in 1938 for a new event, a 
schooner race from Kingston to George Town which wasopen to 
all classes. This event doesn't seem to have materialised as the 
trophy was later presented annually to the winning schooner for 
a race around Grand Cayman. 

Such was the fame of Caymanian sailing ships throughout the 
seafaring world that during 1937 there was even talk of a race 
between the Cayman Islands and Glasgow, Scotland by senior 
class sailing vessels. The Goldfield and A. M. Adama, the 
Arbutus, and theZiroma were suggested as possible entrants.The 
idea was that they would arrive during the 1938 Empire Exhibi
tion held in theScottish city that year. However, lack of timeand 
difficulties in communications between the two countries meant 
that the race never came to fruition. Eventually war clouds over 
Europe put a stop to the annual January Regattas at home, the last 
being held in 1939. * 

---Courtesy of the Cayman Islands Museum OffiCII 
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ThIs victor's cup was the one presented by Commissioner Cardinali . It II e)(p~ted to nnd a home In the Cayman Illands MuslIum. 
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