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Introduction
Puerto Rico, affectionately known as "La Isla del Encanto" or "The Island of
Enchantment," is a land of remarkable diversity, beauty, and complexity. Strategically
situated in the Caribbean, it forms a crucial bridge between the Americas, standing at
the crossroads of history, culture, and geopolitics. Its story is one of fascinating
transformation, blending Indigenous heritage, colonial legacies, African influences, and
modern American connections.

Officially the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, the island's landscape is as varied as its
people. Towering green mountains give way to coastal plains, lush rainforests, and
shimmering beaches. Ancient karst hills, meandering rivers, and a tropical climate
have helped shape not only the natural world but also human settlement, lifestyles,
and cultural rhythms. The geography of Puerto Rico is integral to its identity, providing
both resources and challenges for its inhabitants across the centuries.

The history of Puerto Rico stretches back millennia, with archaeological evidence
revealing the presence of thriving Indigenous societies long before European arrival.
These early peoples, known collectively as the Taíno, developed intricate social and
spiritual systems, cultivating the land and crafting unique cultural traditions. The
arrival of Christopher Columbus in 1493 marked the beginning of a new era, one
defined by Spanish colonization, centuries of maritime conflict, the forced migration of
Africans, and the enduring struggle for autonomy, identity, and survival.

Today, Puerto Rico is recognized both as an unincorporated territory of the United
States and as a self-governing commonwealth. Its people—an extraordinary blend of
Indigenous, African, European, and more recent influences—navigate the complexities
of a distinctive cultural heritage, a bilingual society, and a political relationship that
remains the subject of passionate debate. Economic prosperity, social progress, and
political representation have long been intertwined with questions of identity, self-
determination, and resilience.

Puerto Rico’s culture is a vibrant testament to adaptation and fusion. Music, from the
ancient rhythms of bomba and plena to vibrant salsa and reggaetón, animates its
festivals and daily life. Architectural treasures stand alongside modern skyscrapers,
just as traditional foods and communal gatherings coexist with the demands of a
globalized world. The resilience of the Puerto Rican people is especially evident in the
face of natural disasters, economic hardship, and social challenges. Time and again,
community spirit, innovation, and hope have carried the island forward.

This book presents a comprehensive profile of Puerto Rico, designed to illuminate its
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geography, history, society, culture, politics, challenges, and aspirations. Each chapter
explores a facet of Puerto Rican life, building a nuanced understanding of an island
both shaped by its past and actively forging its future. Whether you are seeking to
understand Puerto Rico’s strategic role, its unique troubles and triumphs, or the rich
tapestry of its society, this book offers both context and insight into one of the most
dynamic places in the Caribbean and the wider world.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

SA
MPL

E 
CO

PY

CHAPTER ONE: Geography and Natural Features
Puerto Rico, a name that evokes images of vibrant culture and tropical beauty, is
officially known as the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico. This self-governing Caribbean
archipelago, an unincorporated territory of the United States, is nestled in the
northeastern Caribbean Sea. It lies approximately 1,000 miles (1,600 km) southeast of
Miami, Florida, strategically positioned between the Dominican Republic and the U.S.
Virgin Islands. The main island, while not the largest in the Caribbean, is the smallest
and easternmost of the Greater Antilles, a chain that also includes the well-known
islands of Cuba, Hispaniola (shared by Haiti and the Dominican Republic), and Jamaica.

The island of Puerto Rico is roughly rectangular in shape. It stretches up to 110 miles
(180 km) from east to west and measures about 40 miles (64 km) from north to south.
The entire commonwealth encompasses a total area of 3,515 square miles (9,100
km2), with the land area making up 3,459 square miles (8,960 km2) and water
accounting for 56 square miles (150 km2). This makes Puerto Rico larger than both
Delaware and Rhode Island combined, and the third largest island in the United States.

A Land Forged by Mountains and Karst

The topography of Puerto Rico is predominantly mountainous, a dramatic testament to
its geological history. The island’s interior is dominated by the Cordillera Central, also
known as the Central Mountain Range. This significant range traverses the island from
east to west, acting as a natural divider between the northern and southern regions.
Within this majestic range lies Cerro de Punta, the highest peak in Puerto Rico,
reaching an impressive elevation of 4,390 feet (1,340 m) above sea level. Cerro de
Punta is located on the municipal boundary between Ponce and Jayuya.

The Cordillera Central isn't just one continuous ridge; it's a system that includes three
main subranges. Aside from the eponymous western-central Cordillera Central, there's
the southeastern Sierra de Cayey and the northeastern Sierra de Luquillo. While the
Sierra de Luquillo is technically a subrange of the Cordillera Central, it is often
considered distinct due to its separation by the Caguas Valley. This eastern range is
home to another notable peak, El Yunque, part of the El Yunque National Forest, with
an elevation of 3,494 feet (1,065 m). El Yunque is famous for being the only tropical
rainforest in the U.S. National Forest System. Its unique shape and cultural
significance to the Taíno people make it one of Puerto Rico's most recognized
mountains, even though it's not the highest within its own range. The highest peak in
the Sierra de Luquillo is El Toro, at 3,526 feet (1,075 m).

Beyond the imposing mountain ranges, Puerto Rico’s landscape reveals another
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captivating feature: karst topography. Found predominantly in the northwestern
foothills and lowlands, this unique geological formation is characterized by distinctive
features such as sinkholes, caverns, and haystack hills, locally known as mogotes or 
pepinos. These dramatic limestone formations are a result of the dissolution of
limestone under tropical climatic conditions. The karst landscapes cover nearly 30% of
the island, extending across the north and south coasts and in smaller pockets in the
central part of the island. In the most extensive karst area on the North Coast, over
4,300 documented sinkholes have been identified.

Rivers, Lakes, and Subterranean Worlds

Water is an intrinsic part of Puerto Rico's geography, with a network of rivers and man-
made lakes carving through its terrain. The island boasts over 50 rivers, most of which
originate in the central Cordillera Central, gracefully flowing from the mountains to the
coastal plains. Rivers in the northern region tend to be longer and have higher flow
rates compared to their southern counterparts, a direct consequence of the greater
rainfall experienced on the north coast. Some of the major rivers include the Grande
de Loíza, La Plata, Grande de Arecibo, and Bayamón. Río La Plata is the longest river in
Puerto Rico, stretching approximately 46 miles (74 km) and draining into the Atlantic
Ocean west of San Juan. The Río Grande de Loíza, meanwhile, is the largest by
discharge volume.

While Puerto Rico is abundant in rivers, it surprisingly has no natural lakes. Instead,
the island features 17 man-made lakes, which serve as reservoirs. These reservoirs
are crucial for the island's water supply and hydroelectric power. Important reservoirs
include Lago La Plata, Lago Dos Bocas, Lago Carraízo, and Lago Guajataca.

Beneath the surface of the karst region lies a hidden world of caverns and cave
systems. These subterranean networks are often traversed by through-flowing rivers
that originate in the island's volcanic and intrusive rocks. The karst areas contain
hundreds of caves, with some featuring rooms towering over 30 meters high and
extending for several kilometers.

A Shifting Foundation: Geology and Seismic Activity

The geological makeup of Puerto Rico is a fascinating story of ancient rock formations
and ongoing tectonic forces. The island is primarily composed of Cretaceous to Eocene
volcanic and plutonic rocks, which are then overlaid by younger Oligocene and more
recent carbonates and sedimentary rocks. The oldest rocks on the island, dating back
approximately 190 million years, can be found in the Sierra Bermeja, located in the
southwest.

Puerto Rico's location at the dynamic boundary between the Caribbean and North
American Plates makes it a geologically active region. This constant interaction
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between the plates means the island is susceptible to tectonic stresses, which can
manifest as earthquakes and tsunamis. The North American plate is moving westward
relative to the Caribbean plate, with a small component of subduction occurring
beneath Puerto Rico. This ongoing movement and the underlying geological structures
contribute to the region's seismic activity.

A stark reminder of this geological reality was the 1918 San Fermín earthquake. This
powerful earthquake, measuring 7.1 on the moment magnitude scale, struck off the
northwestern coast of the island on October 11, 1918. It triggered a devastating
tsunami that swept the west coast of Puerto Rico, making it one of the worst natural
disasters in the island's history. The earthquake's epicenter was located in the Mona
Passage, the strait between Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic.

Adding to the geological drama is the Puerto Rico Trench, a colossal submarine
depression located approximately 71 miles (114 km) north of the island. This trench is
not just any dip in the ocean floor; it is the deepest trench in the Atlantic Ocean.
Reaching depths of nearly 27,600 feet (8,400 m) at its deepest point, known as the
Milwaukee Deep, it is comparable in depth to the deep trenches found in the Pacific
Ocean. The Puerto Rico Trench is a complex geological feature, where the North
American plate is being obliquely subducted beneath the Caribbean plate, contributing
to the region's seismic characteristics. Its formation can be traced back some 70
million years ago.

A Tropical Embrace: Climate and Rainfall

Puerto Rico enjoys a tropical climate, characterized by minimal seasonal variations.
The island is blessed by the consistent northeast trade winds, which play a significant
role in its precipitation patterns. These winds bring substantial rainfall to the north
coast, creating lush, green landscapes. Conversely, the southern coast lies in a rain
shadow, receiving considerably less precipitation and resulting in a drier, hotter
environment.

The variation in rainfall across the island is quite dramatic. While San Juan, the capital,
receives approximately 60 inches (1,525 mm) of precipitation annually, the peaks of El
Yunque can see a staggering 180 inches (4,570 mm) of rain. In stark contrast, Ponce,
located on the drier south coast, receives only about 36 inches (914 mm) of rainfall
each year. This distinct difference in rainfall profoundly influences the island's
ecosystems, agricultural practices, and even the daily lives of its residents.
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