
POSTCARD FROM SAN JUAN, PUERTO RICO 

 
PLAZA DAS ARMES 

This is a typical pretty view of the many plazas and streets in the old town of San Juan in Puerto Rico.  Until I started 
researching, I had no idea that there was such amazing antiquity beautifully preserved in the Caribbean.  I heard 
conflicting reports about Puerto Rico – some of the barrios are considered dangerous – but the old town has many 
tourist police and we felt entirely safe wandering around the area close to our boutique hotel.  Old San Juan is 
surrounded by fortifications built by the early Spanish settlers.  The city was founded in 1508 and many of the buildings 
date back to the 16th and 17th century.                                   TROUPE OF DANCERS  

 



We decided to stay at a lovely boutique hotel, La Terraza - http://www.laterrazahotelsanjuan.com/en/home 
It was a short taxi ride from the international airport, and all the fares are strictly tariffed and inexpensive.  The old town 
is on an island and it is hard for cars to negotiate the old cobblestone roads.  Our hotel was in a narrow, residential 
street yards from a restaurant, El Jiberto, which was a favorite of the locals, including the taxi driver, who didn’t speak 
any English but happily chattered away in Spanish.  La Terraza is a renovated building and as soon as we walked into the 
tiled corridor we knew it would be wonderful.  A beautiful black lady greeted us and I surprised to hear a southern 
England accent.  Years ago she had migrated to New York, went once to Puerto Rico and then moved there.  After a few 
days, I was ready to move there, also.  We sat at the bar/reception and were welcomed with a generous rum and coke.  
Then we were upgraded to an apartment with a bedroom, bathroom and large kitchen.  It was very sympathetically 
renovated with original architectural details intact.  It wasn’t perfect, and we had quite a few sugar ants sharing the 
space with us but it was a very old building.  We slept so well at night despite the constant cacophony of frogs.  
Everything smelled so good and the water from the faucet was delicious. 
By the time we left the hotel it was nighttime and many of the nice restaurants were fully booked.  We waited for a 
table at this lovely fish restaurant but it was well worth the wait. 

            
AQUAVIVA RESTAURANT above, CARLOS ALBIZU UNIVERSITY above right, FUNKY TURQUOISE STREET below left, 
BUBBLY FOUNTAIN WITH SEA BEHIND, below right 

 



You can just see the iron ore cobblestones in the funky turquoise street – they were beautiful in every light. The old 
town is so compact that you can walk from plaza to museum to sea to fort without much difficulty.  That said, I noticed 
that some of the older, disabled tourists were struggling with the hills, the uneven cobblestones and also the heat.  The 
temperature is around 85 degrees year round, with a dip at night and cooler in the mountains.  We visited the Museo de 
Las Americas which showed the history of the various immigrants to Puerto Rico, starting with the indigenous Taino 
people.  http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ta%C3%ADno  Then came the European Spanish followed by the African slaves, 
the majority of whom were from Congo.  The early Spanish settlers took Taino women as their wives and that helped 
maintain the DNA of the original inhabitants as smallpox and other diseases wiped out the rest of the indigenous 
population.  A wonderfully informative guide, originally from Columbia, helped us navigate the museum which was 
blissfully quiet and cool. 

The old City was full of wonderful street art such as the ram holding the flag and a fountain with birds in it. 

We managed to visit both forts, San Cristobel and San Felipe Del Morro and the weather was sunny and bright. It was 
very strange to have National Park Guards (dressed like Ranger Smith in Yogi Bear) who were fluent in Spanish. 

I loved the image of the Black Madonna to the left and also the modern 
art, incorporating Day of the Dead; the ram holding the Puerto Rican flag; 
a yellow school bus; San Juan on a hill and the national dish of pork. 



 
SAN CRISTOBEL FORT ABOVE, AN IBERIAN LOOKING OVER THE ATLANTIC, AND A VIEW OF THE PLAZA WITHIN THE FORTIFICATIONS. 

 

Old San 
Juan has a 
large feral 
colony of 
cats many 
of whom 
are 
neutered, 
well fed 
and 
sleepy! 



 
Both forts were very well laid out and informative about the history of Puerto Rico and as always, I wondered about my 
various adventurous forbears – which way did they get to Mexico and then California?  Were they discriminated against 
because they were Moorish Spanish?  How marvelous that they were very willing to marry people of very different 
ancestry to create the Heinz mix that I am.  I made a brave and stalwart effort to date the world at college, from Cyprus 
to Zimbabwe to Malaysia to Saudi Arabia…and then I married a Scot who is more Iberian than me! 
The food everywhere was delicious and so fresh.  We found a favorite coffee shop in Plaza Colon that served amazing 
cafe lattes – everyday there was a different shape in the froth.  The coffee is strong but with a mellow sweet flavor and 
the milk had to be very fresh to taste that good, along with the water.  Why did all the tourists flock to Starbucks?  You 
come straight off a cruise ship and then go straight to something familiar – live a little!  I noticed a very old black Puerto 
Rican man, who was blind, silently begging for coins.  Then I watched a young man from the Jehovah’s Witness stand 
(they get everywhere!) go up to him and whisper in his ear.  It was pretty obvious that he was telling him to come for 
food or shelter to their church later.  Then I saw the old man count his coins and tears pricked my eyes, so I went across 
to him and gently put $5 in his hand.  At least he had a nice lunch that day. 
That was the same day that the dancers were in Plaza Colon and outside the university.  I loved the way that they urged 
the tourists to join them and learn to Salsa.  The music had a distinctive African Caribbean flair and the dancers seemed 
to represent every ethnicity that had come to Puerto Rico – handsome people.  As usual, I was searching for a Catholic 
Church to light a candle for my mum with no success until I tripped over one right beside our hotel – St Francis.  How 
appropriate in a city of feral cats! 



I was trying to figure out how to pay for a candle when an older lady, who was a parishioner, told me in a mixture of 
Spanish and English that the volunteers who sell the candles were out to lunch.  I asked her if I gave her $2, if she would 
light a candle for my mum, who was now in heaven.  She agreed, held my hand and told me to go pray in the church for 
my mama.  I leant down to hug her and she kissed me on the cheek.  It was such a precious moment that I just cried in 
the church.  IGLESIA DE SAN FRANCISCO          SEA VIEW FROM FORT AND TOTEM POLE 

 
Well, I have never been to a Caribbean island before (does Cozumel count?) but Puerto Rico is muy excellente!  We only 
saw a fraction of the island, although Old San Juan is a cultural feast.  We did travel to El Yunque, a rainforest, but I took 
so many photographs that I will have to create a separate blog.  I would love to go again and visit some other cities, the 
bioluminescent lake and the dry forest.  We didn’t even have time to visit every museum. Our hotel warned us to travel 
to the airport early because of planned student protests which would block traffic.  We ate lunch at a lovely white 
tablecloth restaurant within the airport serving Tapas.  Our neighbor was a charming, and very handsome, man called 
Lorenzo from the Bronx who we exchanged stories with. It was a perfect end to a perfect trip - next blog from the 
rainforest. 
Love Kerry xx 
 

 

 


