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Staniel Cay is the only major settlement besides George Town and has a popular 
marina and yacht club. 
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Until a recent visit to the Exumas, I knew very little about this narrow chain of 
Bahamian islands 200 miles southeast of Miami. Apparently, I was not paying 
attention. 
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The Exumas provide second homes to international celebrities like Johnny Depp 
and David Copperfield. Carlos Lehder, a Colombian drug lord, used these islands 
to smuggle cocaine into the United States in the early ’80s. 
The drug smuggling speaks to the remote and wild nature of these 360 islands, 
islets and sandbars that stretch 130 miles along the eastern edge of the shallow 
Exuma Bank. 
This past spring, my photographer and I sailed nearly the entire length of the 
chain, from Emerald Bay on Great Exuma in the south to Norman’s Cay in the 
north. Our choice for sailboat charter companies was Navtours, pretty much the 
only major charter outfit in the region. 
A couple of basics about sailing here: Be sure to stock up well before you head 
out, because there isn’t much out there for grocery stores once you’re underway. 
Also, the Exuma Bank, on the western side of the chain, is protected and thus 
much calmer than the unprotected ocean, on the eastern side of the chain. 
However, sailing can be tricky on the Bank, as the water is so clear it’s hard to 
judge depths, and some stretches are too shallow for deep-keel boats. Because of 
this, we had to sail our first few days on the eastern side in the deep ocean. It was 
a bit of a challenge, as we had some pretty strong winds and waves. 
Our first stop heading north was Lee Stocking Island. Aside from having a couple 
of very nice beaches to explore, Lee Stocking was, until 2012, home to the Perry 
Institute for Marine Science, a large marine biology research center. This made 
for an unexpected and interesting day exploring the abandoned laboratories, fish 
tanks, generators and offices. 
Near the research center, a short hike takes you to the top of Perry’s Peak, the 
highest point in the Exumas. The summit’s only 100 feet above sea level, but the 
view is fantastic. 
Before you head off, be sure to visit nearby Leaf Cay, home to a colony of rare 
Exuma Island iguanas. Only 1,300 remain. Don’t worry about spotting them; 
they’ll scurry out on the beach to meet you, en masse. 
Our next stop north, Rudder Cut Cay, was our first encounter with Exumas 
stardust. Famed illusionist David Copperfield owns Rudder Cut Cay and 11 
neighboring islands and runs a high-end resort on one of them called Musha Cay. 
While we were not invited to explore the interior of Copperfield’s islands (they are 
private), Bahamas shoreline is public, and Rudder Cut Cay has a nice long sandy 
beach. It also has a cool little sea cave that has a mini beach inside just big enough 
for two. 
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We also found a land cave on Great Guana Cay, just north of Copperfield’s 
compound, that was amazing. From Oven Rock Beach a well-marked trail leads to 
a large cavern where you’ll find numerous sculptural calcium formations and a 
small lake of crystal clear, filtered fresh water. 
From Great Guana Cay north, the Exuma Bank side of the chain was deep enough 
to navigate, which made for much more pleasant sailing. Our next port of call, 
Staniel Cay, was the only place we saw that I would call developed. There’s a small 
marina and town here, and a grocery store. 
Staniel is home to the famed Thunderball Grotto, which was featured in the 1965 
James Bond movie of the same name. The cave is a magical place, filled with 
exotic fish and wild, beautiful coral. Sunlight plays against the walls and shines 
through underwater tunnels that lead to the sea. 
This part of the Exumas is also known for the swimming pigs of Big Major Cay. 
The swine family will literally swim up to your boat in search of a handout. 
Caution is advised, as they have been known to try to climb in. 
After Staniel Cay, we headed farther north for some quiet nature time in the 
Exuma Cays Land and Sea Park. Our first stop there was Compass Cay, where we 
hiked along a mangrove river to Rachel’s Bubble Bath. This clear, natural pool is 
fed by ocean surf crashing over a ragged reef barrier, giving it the look and feel of 
a seawater Jacuzzi. 
At the park headquarters on Warderick Wells Cay, we explored the remains of an 
old abandoned settlement, saw a few hutias (small, nearly extinct furry rodents 
that look like oversize guinea pigs), and enjoyed some of the best snorkeling of 
the trip. 
At Shroud Cay, in the north of the park, we paddled up a mangrove river that took 
us to an amazing beach and an old camp that drug enforcement agents used to 
spy on neighboring Norman’s Cay. 
In the late ’80s, Lehder used Norman’s Cay to move cocaine into the United 
States. We toured the island and the remains of Lehder’s villas, bar and 
restaurant, and even snorkeled to one of his planes that crashed in the shallow 
water off the end of the island. 
Ten days was not nearly enough time to fully explore the Exumas. If you like 
remote and wild, this is your kind of place. Just make sure you get here sooner 
instead of later; I have a feeling this place is going to get busy. 
Michaela Urban and Eric Vohr have a travel website and blog at 
travelintense.com.  
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