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Introduction
Puerto Rico, nestled in the heart of the Caribbean, has long stood at the crossroads of
continents, cultures, and empires. Its history is a remarkable tapestry woven from the
threads of indigenous heritage, European conquest and colonialism, African resilience,
and a continually evolving relationship with the United States. For centuries, Puerto
Rico’s people have adapted to— and resisted— foreign domination, forging a vibrant
identity uniquely their own even as the currents of global history swept across its
shores.

This book, A History of Puerto Rico, invites readers on a journey from the island’s
earliest days, through epochs of transformation, to the complex realities of the
present. The roots of Puerto Rico’s story stretch deep into the past, beginning with the
migration of the Ortoiroid and Saladoid cultures and culminating in the rich societal
development of the Taíno. These peoples, who called their island Borikén, cultivated
thriving communities, rich traditions, and sustainable ways of life long before the
arrival of Europeans.

The Spanish invasion at the close of the 15th century set in motion a profound
upheaval, marking the start of nearly four centuries of colonial rule. Gold, labor,
religion, and power collided, bringing about immense suffering for the indigenous
population and transforming the island’s demographic and cultural landscape with the
forced arrival of enslaved Africans. Over time, resistance movements and the blending
of cultures produced a distinct Puerto Rican identity—proud, resilient, and
expressive—seen today in the island’s art, music, and traditions.

The turn of the 20th century brought another major turning point: conquest by the
United States. Puerto Rico’s ongoing relationship with the U.S. has oscillated between
hope and frustration, marked by periods of reform, migration, economic development,
and political struggle. As the island transitioned from Spanish colony to American
territory, Puerto Ricans have grappled with questions of citizenship, political
representation, and self-determination, issues that remain at the heart of national
debate.

Natural disasters, economic hardship, and a continued lack of political clarity have
tested the resolve of Puerto Rico’s people in the new millennium. Yet throughout its
history, the island has endured and adapted, drawing strength from a unique cultural
inheritance. Whether through language, music, food, or vibrant celebrations, Puerto
Ricans have continually affirmed their identity—both on the island and across a
growing diaspora.
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This book aims to provide not only a narrative of events and dates, but also insight
into how Puerto Ricans have seen themselves—and been seen by others—over time.
In exploring the island’s rich past, we gain a deeper understanding of its present-day
realities and the enduring spirit of those who call Puerto Rico home.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of an Island: Geological
Origins and Early Inhabitants
Long before human footsteps graced its shores, Puerto Rico was a child of immense
geological forces, a product of the restless movement of Earth's colossal tectonic
plates. Imagine a dramatic ballet performed over millions of years, where massive
pieces of the Earth’s crust grind and collide, pushing up mountains, forming trenches,
and igniting volcanoes. This grand performance is precisely how the island of Puerto
Rico came into being.

Puerto Rico sits at a particularly dynamic juncture: the boundary between the
Caribbean Plate and the North American Plate. These two enormous slabs of Earth are
constantly interacting, creating significant tectonic stresses. The Caribbean Plate, a
mostly oceanic plate, is sliding eastward at about two centimeters per year relative to
the North American Plate. This slow but powerful movement is responsible for the
ongoing geological activity in the region, including earthquakes and tsunamis that
remain a hazard for the island.

The island of Puerto Rico itself is essentially what remains of an ancient volcanic island
arc. Its story began approximately 190 million years ago. Picture a fiery birth in the
depths of the Pacific Ocean, where molten rock erupted as the Pacific Plate subducted
beneath the west coast of South America. This volcanic activity laid the foundation for
what would eventually become the island.

Then, around 80 million years ago, this burgeoning island arc began a remarkable
journey. It was "rafted" northward and then eastward as the North and South
American plates continued their westward push, shaping the newly forming Caribbean
plate. Active volcanism was a feature of Puerto Rico from the Cretaceous period
through the Eocene epoch.

Today, there are no active volcanoes on Puerto Rico; the last eruptions occurred
roughly 30 million years ago. However, the mountainous core of the island, known as
the Cordillera Central, is a testament to this fiery past, composed primarily of ancient
volcanic and plutonic rocks. These are some of the oldest rocks on the island, with
some dating back 190 million years, found in the Sierra Bermeja in the southwestern
part of Puerto Rico.

Overlying these older volcanic formations are younger layers of carbonates and other
sedimentary rocks, some less than 30 million years old. These carbonate rocks are
particularly prevalent along the northern coast of the island, forming a gently sloping
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platform that extends into the Puerto Rico Trench. This northern region is also where
you'll find most of the island's impressive karst topography, characterized by
sinkholes, caves, and distinctive conical hills called mogotes. This unique landscape
formed as limestone, accumulated from the shells of microscopic organisms when the
area was submerged, was uplifted and then dissolved by rainfall over hundreds of
thousands of years.

Adding to the dramatic geological setting is the Puerto Rico Trench, located about 75
miles north of the island in the Atlantic Ocean. This colossal trench is the deepest
point in the Atlantic, plunging to a maximum depth of 27,493 feet (about 8,380
meters). It stretches for 1,090 miles and is approximately 60 miles wide. The trench
was formed by the oblique convergence where the North American Plate is being
pushed down beneath the Caribbean Plate.

This ongoing tectonic activity means that Puerto Rico, despite its serene appearance,
is a very seismically active region. On average, the island experiences about five
earthquakes daily with a magnitude greater than 1.5, including aftershocks. While
most of these tremors are too small to be felt, they are a constant reminder of the
powerful forces at play beneath the surface. Larger earthquakes have also impacted
the island throughout its history, such as a magnitude 7.5 earthquake in 1918 that
was accompanied by a tsunami.

Beyond its geological foundation, Puerto Rico’s geographical features further define its
character. The Cordillera Central, running east to west through the island's center, is
its main mountain range, with the highest point being Cerro de Punta at 4,389 feet.
These mountains are not just scenic; they play a crucial role in the island's climate by
creating a "rain shadow" effect, leading to significant variations in temperature and
rainfall over short distances.

The island boasts 17 man-made lakes and over 50 rivers, most of which originate in
the Cordillera Central. Rivers on the northern side of the island tend to be longer and
have higher water flow rates than those in the south, a direct consequence of the
higher rainfall the north receives.

Puerto Rico's climate is predominantly tropical rainforest, enjoying warm to hot
temperatures year-round. Average temperatures hover around 85°F (29°C) in lower
elevations and a cooler 70°F (21°C) in the mountains. The island benefits from
consistent easterly trade winds throughout the year, which help to moderate the heat,
particularly on the northeast side.

The wet season typically runs from April to November, with August often being the
wettest month. While rain is common, especially in the afternoons, heavy deluges can
occur. The average annual rainfall for the island is around 66 inches. Some coastal
areas can receive up to 150 inches per year, while the mountains might see around
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200 inches. A significant portion of the island's annual rainfall, about a quarter, comes
from tropical cyclones, which are more frequent during La Niña years.

As an island in the Caribbean, Puerto Rico is unfortunately no stranger to hurricanes, a
natural part of its climate. On average, a tropical storm passes near Puerto Rico every
five years, and a hurricane every seven years. These powerful storms, along with
other impacts of climate change like rising sea levels, present ongoing challenges to
the island's coastal communities and ecosystems. The average sea level in the
Caribbean is currently rising, and projections suggest a significant increase by the end
of the century, posing a serious threat to Puerto Rico's low-lying coastal areas.

The island's diverse ecosystems include the El Yunque National Forest in the
northeast, the only tropical rainforest in the U.S. Forest Service system. This lush
forest is a biodiversity hotspot, home to numerous plant and animal species, including
the critically endangered Puerto Rican amazon. Other important ecosystems include
the Puerto Rican moist forest ecoregion, with protected areas like the Maricao and
Toro Negro state forests. This rich natural environment, shaped by millions of years of
geological evolution and climate patterns, provided the stage for the arrival of Puerto
Rico's earliest human inhabitants.
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