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Cultural Landscape Summary  
 
Cultural Landscapes in the Cultural Resources Inventory System: 
 
The Cultural Resources Information System 
 
The Cultural Resources Information System (CRIS) is the National Park Service (NPS) database 
of cultural resources that are owned or managed by the agency, consisting of archeological sites, 
historic structures, ethnographic resources, and cultural landscapes. The legislative, regulatory, 
and policy directions for conducting and maintaining the CRIS are: Section 110 of the National 
Historic Preservation Act, NPS Management Policies (2006), Director’s Order 28 (Cultural 
Resources), and Director’s Order 28a (Archeology).  

The Cultural Landscapes Inventory 
 
The Cultural Landscape Inventory (CLI) is the data structure within CRIS used to document and 
evaluate all potentially significant cultural landscapes in which the NPS has, or plans to acquire, 
any enforceable legal interest. Upon completion of the CLI, a landscape will be identified with 
one of the following management categories: 

 Landscape individually meets the National Register of Historic Places (NRHP) criteria 
for evaluation; 

 Landscape is a contributing element of a property that is eligible for the NRHP; 
 Landscape does not meet the NRHP criteria, but is managed as a cultural resource 

because of law, policy, or decisions reached through the park planning process; or 
 Landscape does not meet the NRHP criteria and is not managed as a cultural resource 

because of law, policy, or decisions reached through the park planning process. 
 
Cultural landscapes vary from historic sites, historic designed landscapes, and historic vernacular 
landscapes to historic ethnographic landscapes, but they may also fit within more than one type. 
Those eligible for the NRHP have significance in the nation’s history on a national, state, or local 
level, as well as integrity or authenticity. 

The legislative, regulatory, and policy directions for conducting and maintaining the CLI within 
CRIS are: 

National Historic Preservation Act of 1966 (16 USC 470h-2(a)(1)). Each Federal agency shall 
establish . . . a preservation program for the identification, evaluation, and nomination to the 
National Register of Historic Places . . . of historic properties. 
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Executive Order 13287: Preserve America, 2003. Sec. 3(a). . . . Each agency with real property 
management responsibilities shall prepare an assessment of the current status of its inventory of 
historic properties required by section 110(a)(2) of the NHPA . . . No later than September 30, 
2004, each covered agency shall complete a report of the assessment and make it available to the 
Chairman of the Advisory Council on Historic Preservation and the Secretary of the Interior. 

Executive Order 13287: Preserve America, 2003. Sec. 3(c). Each agency with real property 
management responsibilities shall, by September 30, 2005, and every third year thereafter, 
prepare a report on its progress in identifying . . . historic properties in its ownership and make 
the report available to the Council and the Secretary. 

The Secretary of the Interior’s Standards and Guidelines for Federal Agency Historic 
Preservation, Programs Pursuant to the National Historic Preservation Act, 1998. Standard 2: An 
agency provides for the timely identification and evaluation of historic properties under agency 
jurisdiction or control and/or subject to effect by agency actions (Sec. 110 (a)(2)(A) Management 
Policies 2006. 5.1.3.1 Inventories: The NPS will (1) maintain and expand the following 
inventories . . . about cultural resources in units of the national park system . . . Cultural 
Landscapes Inventory of historic designed landscapes, historic vernacular landscapes . . . and 
historic sites. 

Cultural Resource Management Guideline, 1997, Release No. 5, page 22 issued pursuant to 
Director’s Order #28. As cultural resources are identified and evaluated, they should also be 
listed in the appropriate Service-wide inventories of cultural resources. 

Scope 

A CLI record is prepared using data gathered from existing secondary sources found in park 
libraries, archives, and at NPS regional offices and centers, as well as through on-site 
reconnaissance and fieldwork. A completed, accurate, and reliable CLI record addresses all the 
required data fields. These include a chronology of the physical history of the landscape and a 
statement of significance, an analysis and evaluation of the landscape characteristics and features 
that contribute to significance, and an assessment of condition. It also includes a site plan 
indicating the cultural landscape boundary and the contributing features. A site plan and 
associated spatial data for the Cultural Resources Geographic Information System (CRGIS) 
enterprise geodatabase is required. In addition, a CLI identifies stabilization needs to prevent 
further deterioration of the landscapes and provides asset data for the Facility Management 
Software System (FMSS).  
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Inventory Unit Summary and Site Plan 
 
Inventory Unit Description 
 
El Morro Esplanade occupies the northwestern end of the small, narrow Isleta de San Juan (Islet 
of San Juan) that includes the city of Old San Juan and is located on the north coast of Puerto 
Rico. As designed, El Morro Esplanade was a military defensive area associated with the Castillo 
San Felipe del Morro (El Morro Castle), built by the Spanish circa 1539 to protect their interests 
in the Caribbean. The esplanade was engineered to serve as the glacis for El Morro, essentially 
an open space without obstructions that would serve as the field of fire for fort artillery. It also 
served related purposes such as military drilling and was later developed for military housing.  

Spanish occupation of El Morro and the esplanade continued until 1898, when the United States 
(US) acquired Puerto Rico through the Treaty of Paris following the Spanish-American War. The 
US Army subsequently established a military reservation on the site, further developing the 
esplanade with livestock pasture areas, housing, and recreational and support facilities. In 1943, 
the reservation was renamed Fort Brooke. The US Army continued to actively use the military 
reservation until the end of World War II. In 1961, the US Army transferred the property to the 
Department of the Interior for inclusion in San Juan National Historic Site, a unit of the National 
Park System established in 1949. Through a cooperative agreement with the US Army, the NPS 
removed military barracks and other structures associated with Fort Brooke beginning in 1951, 
although several remained on site until the 1970s. The NPS made additional changes to the 
landscape in the early 1990s based on a Cultural Landscape Report (CLR) that recommended 
removal of trees along the main access road leading into the esplanade and a parking area located 
adjacent to El Morro. With the removal of these and other twentieth-century features, El Morro 
Esplanade was returned to an appearance that closely approximates the Spanish era of military 
occupation. 

San Juan National Historic Site is the only National Park System unit in Puerto Rico, and one of 
twenty-two World Heritage Sites in the United States. In addition to El Morro Esplanade, the 
park also includes Castillo San Cristóbal (San Cristóbal Castle), Fort San Juan de la Cruz, and 
approximately 2.5 miles of a wall system built between the sixteenth and nineteenth centuries by 
the Spanish to defend the city of Old San Juan from attack. El Morro Esplanade contains 
portions of the historic wall system (North and West Walls) and associated military defense 
features such as curtain walls, bastions, and a battery that reflects centuries of Spanish military 
engineering used to defend San Juan Harbor. The walls are massive masonry structures built 
from calcareous sandstone laid up as rubble masonry and parged with lime plaster that form a 
sheer wall up to 35 feet in height between the lower terrain of the Atlantic Ocean shoreline to the 
north and San Juan Harbor to the west. Most of the wall sections are composed of broad parapets 
pierced with embrasures that could be fitted with artillery to fire on an advancing enemy. 



El Morro Esplanade Cultural Landscape  San Juan National Historic Site 
 

 
Cultural Landscapes Inventory   Page 4 

Straight curtain wall sections extend between bastions, or forward polygonally shaped 
projections, that allow for a wide range of artillery firing angles. There are four bastions located 
within the El Morro Esplanade cultural landscape—Santa Rosa and San Antonio in the North 
Walls, and Santa Elena and San Agustín in the West Walls. Behind the walls is the broad, 
sweeping, open green space of the esplanade that attracts thousands of city residents and visitors 
every year to enjoy learning about the history of the site and spending time within the open green 
space that characterizes much of the cultural landscape. 

The El Morro Esplanade CLI study area encompasses a 35-acre area edged to the northwest by 
Castillo San Felipe del Morro, to the north by components of the North Walls, to the west and 
south by components of the West Walls, and to the southeast by Calle Norzagaray (Norzagaray 
Street) and other components of the city’s urban fabric. The CLI study area extends from the 
edge of the dry moat southeast of El Morro Castle eastward to Norzagaray Street, edged by the 
Escuela de Artes Plásticas y Diseño de Puerto Rico, Parque Pasivo Viejo San Juan, and Instituto 
de Neurobiología. The study area also extends between the North Walls that edge the esplanade 
to the north, and the West Walls that frame the landscape to the south, continuing south past San 
Agustín Bastion and Casa Rosa to the Casa Rosa Gate. Within this area, the El Morro Esplanade 
cultural landscape is divided into two subareas, referred to as Parcel A and Parcel B. Parcel A 
encompasses 23 acres of elevated terrain south of El Morro edged by the North Walls, while 
Parcel B includes 12 acres of the lower terrain that extends from Santa Elena Bastion and El 
Polvorín southeast to Casa Rosa Gate. 

While Parcels A and B are both owned by the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, Parcel A falls 
within the authorized boundary of San Juan National Historical Site and is administered by the 
NPS, while Parcel B is administered by the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico. The NPS regularly 
enters into project-specific agreements with the Commonwealth Historic Preservation Office for 
maintenance efforts conducted in Parcel B related to the historic wall system, such as correcting 
drainage problems. Use of the land, as well as the activities allowed therein, are regulated by a 
1976 Cooperative Agreement between the US Department of the Interior and the Commonwealth 
of Puerto Rico. 

El Morro Esplanade, as part of San Juan National Historic Site, was administratively listed in the 
National Register of Historic Places (NRHP) on October 15, 1966. NRHP documentation 
encompassing the San Juan Historic Zone, and including the park, was accepted by the Keeper in 
1972 (NRIS 72001553). The nomination, however, did not include reference to El Morro 
Esplanade. Documentation for the Old San Juan Historic District, also including the park and this 
time listing El Morro Esplanade as a contributing resource, was completed and accepted by the 
Keeper in 2012 (NRIS 12000465). The Old San Juan Historic District was designated a National 
Historic Landmark (NHL) on February 27, 2013. El Morro Esplanade is indicated as a 
contributing resource of the designated property. Additional NRHP documentation for San Juan 
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National Historic Site is currently being prepared and is anticipated to go to the Federal 
Preservation Office and Keeper in 2021. The documentation will expand on the information 
available regarding the areas, criteria, and period of significance as well as contributing and non-
contributing features. 

San Juan National Historic Site is also a World Heritage Site, inscribed on the UNESCO List in 
1983 with La Fortaleza, the official residence of the Governor of Puerto Rico, built circa 1533-
1540 as part of the Spanish defenses protecting San Juan Bay and Harbor. Although the 
boundary for 1983 World Heritage Listing for La Fortaleza and San Juan National Historic Site 
did not include the El Morro Esplanade, an update to the boundary completed in 2016 did 
include the property.  

El Morro Esplanade continues to convey its rich heritage of more than 400 years of military use 
through the ongoing presence of cultural landscape features that connect environmental 
conditions at the headlands of San Juan Bay and its important harbor with military defensive use. 
For these associations, El Morro Esplanade is significant at the national level under Criteria A, 
C, and D in the areas of Archelogy – Historic, Non-Aboriginal, Architecture, Puerto Rican 
Heritage, Maritime History, Military History, and Social History. The period of significance 
associated with the property extends from 1539–1945, with an extended period relating to Puerto 
Rican heritage at the statewide level continuing to 1971.  

Several historic features located within El Morro Esplanade contribute to the significance of San 
Juan National Historic Site based on documentation that has resulted in the listing of the property 
in the NRHP and its designation as a National Historic Landmark (NHL). These features include 
the open space south of El Morro that was manipulated by Spanish engineers as the glacis, or 
field of fire; the North Walls that extend northwest from Santo Domingo Bastion and include 
two curtain walls and two bastions, firing steps, embrasures, sentry boxes or garitas, drainage 
structures, and storage structures; Battery San Fernando atop the cliff to the south of El Morro; 
the West Walls that include Santa Elena Bastion; curtain walls extending to San Agustín Bastion; 
and another section of curtain wall that continues to Casa Rosa Gate and the southeastern study 
area boundary. There are also late eighteenth-century and nineteenth-century guardhouses 
associated with three of the bastions—San Antonio, Santa Elena, and San Agustín (now known 
as Casa Rosa)—as well as an eighteenth-century powder magazine (El Polvorín). El Morro Road 
also survives today. This route has been used to access the El Morro sallyport since the sixteenth 
century. Two examples of later artillery positions—a late nineteenth-century coastal defense gun 
emplacement at San Fernando Battery, and a World War I-era coastal defense structure built by 
the US Army at Santa Elena Bastion—are also present. Additional evidence of US Army 
development of the military reservation is present within Parcel B and includes San Agustín 
Road, designed to provide access to the West Walls, and tennis courts built to provide 
recreational opportunities for the soldiers stationed there. 
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El Morro Esplanade retains a high degree of integrity to the period of significance. At a broad 
level, changes within the cultural landscape have been minimal, although not entirely 
inconsequential. The greatest change has entailed the adaptive reuse of El Morro Road as an 
accessible route for visitors to reach El Morro, along with the addition of a limited number of 
benches, trash receptacles, wayside exhibits, and other signs. The NPS currently uses two 
historic buildings—El Polvorín and Santa Elena Guardhouse for park maintenance and repair 
uses, while San Antonio Guardhouse serves as a bookstore. Although changes to the building 
exteriors have been minimal, paving has been added to accommodate visitors and park vehicles, 
while utility features and stormwater-management features have also been added to the 
landscape by the NPS. Within Parcel B, the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico has adapted the road 
system to accommodate parking for staff working at La Fortaleza, while a heliport has been 
added for use by the Governor. A playground is also present for the benefit of neighborhood 
children that is a later addition. Casa Rosa has been adapted for other uses since transfer of the 
US Army military reservation, including a museum of Puerto Rican crafts and a day care center 
for the children of employees of the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico. These changes diminish 
integrity of feeling to a limited degree. Overall, El Morro Esplanade possesses all seven aspects 
of integrity. The cultural landscape retains integrity of location due to the ongoing siting of the 
various military defense structures in their original locations. Integrity of setting is also present 
because few changes have occurred within the viewshed of the district since the end of the period 
of significance. Integrity of feeling and association are also present due to the continued 
existence of the majority of the historic landscape features developed during the period of 
significance. Integrity of feeling, diminished by the contemporary additions related to parking, 
Commonwealth of Puerto Rico uses, and NPS accommodation of visitors, is retained due to the 
otherwise cohesive character of the landscape and its direct connection to the commanding views 
of seaward approaches to the island and San Juan Bay. Finally, El Morro Esplanade also retains 
integrity of design, workmanship, and materials for the many unaltered examples of Spanish-era 
construction present, and the manipulated form of the glacis and the open space south of El 
Morro used for military drilling and other purposes.  

Site Plan 

The site plan for El Morro Esplanade follows.  
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Property Level and CLI Numbers 
 

Inventory Unit Name: El Morro Esplanade 
 
Property Level: Component Landscape 
 
CLI Identification Number: 550129 
 
Parent Cultural Landscape Inventory Name: San Juan National Historic Site 
 
Parent Cultural Landscape Inventory Number: 550128 
 
Park Information  
 
Park Name and Alpha Code: San Juan National Historic Site 

(SAJU) 
 
Park Organization Code: 5330 

 
CLI Hierarchy Description 

San Juan National Historic Site is classified as a primary or parent landscape in the CLI 
database. The El Morro Esplanade is a component landscape of San Juan National Historic Site. 
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Concurrence Status 
 
Inventory Status:   Incomplete 
 
Completion Status Explanatory Narrative 

The El Morro Esplanade CLI, prepared in 2021, followed completion of a CLR for the property.  

Several members of the San Juan National Historic Site staff were instrumental in ensuring the 
successful completion of the El Morro Esplanade CLI due to the guidance afforded in 
preparation of the El Morro CLR. Félix López, Cultural Resources Program Manager, and Eric 
López, Park Historian, supported research, fieldwork, documentation, and review of the 
document. Regional NPS personnel David Hasty, Senior Historical Landscape Architect, also 
supported preparation of the document through review and technical guidance. 

The consultant team responsible for preparing the CLI was led by Panamerican Consultants, Inc., 
and included Liz Sargent, FASLA, Principal of Liz Sargent HLA, a cultural landscape firm 
based in Charlottesville, Virginia, Jen Trompetter, Landscape Architect of Liz Sargent HLA; and 
Deborah Slaton, Historian/Conservator, and Tim Penich, Historical Architect, of Wiss, Janney, 
Elstner Associates, Inc., and Mark Steinback, Historian and Project Manager, and Kelly Nolte, 
Architectural Historian, of Panamerican Consultants, Inc., Buffalo, New York.  

The consultant team initiated work on the CLR project by collecting background materials from 
the NPS electronic Technical Information Center (eTIC); the Integrated Resource Management 
Applications (IRMA) portal; the University of Virginia Library, which is a government 
repository; and the Library of Congress American Memory internet-based archive. The park 
provided numerous electronic documents of interest to the team, such as park history studies, 
NRHP documentation, and historic maps. The team received base mapping data from the park in 
the form of Geographical Information System (GIS) files. The team used the files to generate a 
base map suitable for recording landscape feature information in the field.  

As part of the work completed for the CLR, project team members Liz Sargent, Jennifer 
Trompetter, and Kelly Nolte visited the park between July 16 and 20, 2018, to conduct research 
and field investigations. Research centered around the collection of NPS reports, historic ground 
and aerial photographs, historic maps, and survey and property records from the park archives. 
Field investigations entailed review of the proposed project area to consider an appropriate 
boundary, and documentation of all cultural landscape features through photography and 
annotation of the base map. The field documentation served as the basis for preparing the Site 
Plan and Analysis section of the El Morro Esplanade CLI. 

Documentation that proved essential in developing the CLI included a 1984 Historic Structure 
Report (HSR) for San Juan Fortifications prepared by Edwin C. Bearss; 1985 NPS General 
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Management Plan; 1991 combined HSR and CLR for the Fortifications of San Juan National 
Historic Site; 2013 Foundation Document; 2014 condition assessment of the West Walls; 2014 
archeological assessment of the Santa Elena environs; and NRHP and NHL documentation. 

Concurrence Status 
 
 Park Superintendent Concurrence:    [to be added] 
 
 Park Superintendent Date of Concurrence:   [to be added]  
 

National Register Concurrence:    [to be added] 
 
 Date of Concurrence Determination:    [to be added] 
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Geographic Information and Location Map 
 
Inventory Unit Boundary Description 
 
The El Morro Esplanade cultural landscape occupies 35 acres of land at the northwestern tip of 
the Isleta de San Juan in Puerto Rico. The cultural landscape is divided into two parcels that 
relate to administration and management agreements between the NPS and the Commonwealth 
of Puerto Rico. Parcel A contains 23 acres, and Parcel B contains 12 acres. The cultural 
landscape extends from the edge of the dry moat located southeast of El Morro Castle eastward 
to Norzagaray Street, and between the North Wall system to the north and the cliff edge and 
West Wall system to the west and southwest in Parcel A. Parcel B includes 12 acres of the lower 
terrain that extends from Santa Elena Bastion and El Polvorín southeast to Casa Rosa Gate. The 
boundary for the cultural landscape was determined by the NPS and provided to the team for the 
CLR. The same boundary was used for the CLI.  

State and County: 
 
 State:  Commonwealth of Puerto Rico 
 County: Old San Juan 
 
Size (Acres):  35 
 
The northing and easting coordinates that mark the boundary of the El Morro Esplanade cultural 
landscape are as follows (see also map below). The boundary points are also provided in 
latitude and longitude for reference. 
 

Boundary UTMs 
 

Source Type Datum Zone Easting Northing Boundary 
Point 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 803892 2044711 1 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 803855 2044699 2 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 803780 2044651 3 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 803748 2044575 4 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 803715 2044589 5 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 803700 2044498 6 
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Source Type Datum Zone Easting Northing Boundary 
Point 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 803756 2044410 7 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 803740 2044384 8 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 803740 2044384 9 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 803755 2044362 10 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 803826 2044396 11 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 803956 2044240 12 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 803944 2044186 13 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 804003 2044166 14 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 804019 2044191 15 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 804114 2044180 16 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 804167 2044144 17 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 804180 2044162 18 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 804092 2044254 19 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 804073 2044239 20 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 803982 2044343 21 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 804048 2044402 22 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 804072 2044381 23 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 804235 2044420 24 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 804223 2044494 25 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 804130 2044542 26 
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Source Type Datum Zone Easting Northing Boundary 
Point 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 804143 2044572 27 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 804130 2044610 28 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 804075 2044600 29 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 804054 2044582 30 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 803972 2044635 31 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 803979 2044667 32 

GIS Area Other; 
WGS-84 

19 803958 2044703 33 
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Map of El Morro Esplanade CLI Study Area Showing Boundary Points. 
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Boundary Points in Latitude and Longitude 

Degrees/minutes/seconds (Datum: 1984 World Geodetic System) 

1 18°28'15.47"N 
 66° 7'21.39"W 

2 18°28'15.10"N 
 66° 7'22.63"W 

3 18°28'13.58"N 
 66° 7'25.21"W 

4 18°28'11.13"N 
 66° 7'26.37"W 

5 18°28'11.60"N 
 66° 7'27.47"W 

6 18°28'8.65"N 
 66° 7'28.03"W 

7 18°28'5.77"N 
 66° 7'26.16"W 

8 18°28'4.93"N 
 66° 7'26.74"W 

9 18°28'4.39"N 
 66° 7'26.71"W 

10 18°28'4.19"N 
 66° 7'26.24"W 

11 18°28'5.27"N 
66° 7'23.80"W 

12 18°28'0.12"N 
66° 7'19.47"W 

13 18°27'58.37"N 
66° 7'19.90"W 

14 18°27'57.70"N 
66° 7'17.91"W 

15 18°27'58.52"N 
66° 7'17.33"W 

16 18°27'58.09"N 
66° 7'14.12"W 

17 18°27'56.90"N 
66° 7'12.32"W 
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18 18°27'57.47"N 
66° 7'11.87"W 

19 18°28'0.51"N 
66° 7'14.82"W 

20 18°28'0.04"N 
66° 7'15.48"W 

21 18°28'3.46"N 
66° 7'18.53"W 

22 18°28'5.36"N 
66° 7'16.23"W 

23 18°28'4.64"N 
66° 7'15.43"W 

24 18°28'5.83"N 
66° 7'9.86"W 

25 18°28'8.26"N 
66° 7'10.22"W 

26 18°28'9.87"N 
66° 7'13.37"W 

27 18°28'10.82"N 
66° 7'12.92"W 

28 18°28'12.06"N 
66° 7'13.32"W 

29 18°28'11.77"N 
66° 7'15.22"W 

30 18°28'11.20"N 
66° 7'15.93"W 

31 18°28'12.96"N 
66° 7'18.68"W 

32 18°28'14.01"N 
66° 7'18.43"W 

33 18°28'15.19"N 
66° 7'19.13"W 

Decimal degrees (Datum: 1984 World Geodetic System) 

1 18.47096 N 
-66.1226 W 

2 18.47086 N  
-66.123 W 
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3 18.47044 N 
-66.1237 W 

4 18.46976 N 
-66.124 W 

5 18.46989 N 
-66.1243 W 

6 18.46907 N 
-66.1245 W 

7 18.46827 N 
-66.1239 W 

8 18.46804 N 
-66.1241 W 

9 18.46789 N 
-66.1241 W 

10 18.46783 N 
-66.124 W 

11 18.46813 N 
-66.1233 W 

12 18.4667 N  
-66.1221 W 

13 18.46621 N 
-66.1222 W 

14 18.46603 N 
-66.1216 W 

15 18.46626 N 
-66.1215 W 

16 18.46614 N 
-66.1206 W 

17 18.46581 N 
-66.1201 W 

18 18.46596 N 
-66.12 W 

19 18.46681 N 
-66.1208 W 

20 18.46668 N 
-66.121 W 
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21 18.46763 N 
-66.1218 W 

22 18.46816 N 
-66.1212 W 

23 18.46796 N 
-66.121 W 

24 18.46829 N 
-66.1194 W 

25 18.46896 N 
-66.1195 W 

26 18.46941 N 
-66.1204 W 

27 18.46967 N 
-66.1203 W 

28 18.47002 N 
-66.1204 W 

29 18.46994 N 
-66.1209 W 

30 18.46978 N 
-66.1211 W 

31 18.47027 N 
-66.1219 W 

32 18.47056 N 
-66.1218 W 

33 18.47089 N 
-66.122 W 
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Location Map  

 
Map showing the location of Puerto Rico within the Caribbean Sea. 
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Map showing the Isleta de San Juan, San Juan Bay, Old San Juan, and El Morro Esplanade.  
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Map showing El Morro Esplanade and the division of Parcels A and B.  
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Regional Landscape Context 

Type of Context: Cultural 

Puerto Rico is an unincorporated territory of the US. Old San Juan (Viejo San Juan), a district of 
Puerto Rico’s capital at San Juan, is the island’s oldest settlement. Old San Juan is a popular 
destination for local and international tourists. Old San Juan occupies the Isleta de San Juan, a 
3-square-mile island situated off the north coast of Puerto Rico. The small island is connected to 
the mainland and modern city of San Juan by three bridges. The waterbodies that surround the 
615-acre island include the Atlantic Ocean to the north; San Juan Bay (Bahía de San Juan) to the 
west; and Vajo de Manglar Bay (Bahía de Vajo de Manglar) to the southwest. San Antonio 
Canal (Caño de San Antonio) separates Isleta de San Juan from the modern city of San Juan. The 
San Juan metropolitan area hosts the largest industrial and processing center on the island of 
Puerto Rico, with facilities for petroleum and sugar refining, tobacco processing, brewing, and 
rum distilling. San Juan is also the island’s financial capital with many US banks and corporate 
offices, or distribution centers, represented. Shipping is another important component of San 
Juan’s economy. 

El Morro Esplanade is part of San Juan National Historic Site, a unit of the US National Park 
System. San Juan National Historic Site was designated in 1949 for the surviving evidence of 
fortifications established to defend San Juan Bay and Harbor and the fleet that Spain used to 
control trade within the Caribbean region beginning in the early to mid-sixteenth century. Much 
of the land associated with the park was transferred from the US Army to the Commonwealth of 
Puerto Rico in 1961. 

San Juan National Historic Site protects elements of the fortification system initially built by the 
Spanish beginning in the sixteenth century to defend the city. Components of the park include 
Fort San Juan de la Cruz (Fortín San Juan de la Cruz), also known as El Cañuelo, located on Isla 
de Cabras at the western end of the entrance to San Juan Bay; San Cristóbal Castle (Castillo San 
Crístóbal); El Morro Castle (Castillo San Felipe del Morro); and several surviving segments of 
the historic city wall system. Approximately 2-1/2 miles of the historic city wall system remains 
intact today. Lost during the late nineteenth century was the East Wall located to the south of San 
Crístóbal which was removed to allow for expansion of the urban area in this direction. 
Surviving wall segments extend along the high ground overlooking the Atlantic Ocean and San 
Juan Bay shorelines.  

Type of Context: Physiographic 

Situated in the northeastern Caribbean Sea, Puerto Rico is the easternmost island of the Greater 
Antilles archipelago that includes Cuba, Jamaica, Hispaniola, and the Cayman Islands. Puerto 
Rico lies along the juncture of the Caribbean and North American tectonic plates and is prone to 
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stresses caused by interaction between the plates. The island is also located less than 100 miles 
south of a deep depression in the Earth’s crust, a submarine feature of the Atlantic known as the 
Puerto Rico Trench. This depression descends to more than five miles below sea level and 
represents the deepest point in the Atlantic Ocean. The tectonic forces that created the Puerto 
Rico Trench occasionally cause earthquakes in Puerto Rico (Encyclopedia Britannica, “Puerto 
Rico”). 

The island of Puerto Rico is composed of Jurassic to Eocene volcanic and plutonic rocks 
overlain by younger Oligocene to recent carbonates and other sedimentary rocks. The oldest 
rocks are approximately 190 million years old (Jurassic) and are located at Sierra Bermeja in the 
southwest part of the island. Karst geology, which is prone to the establishment of caverns and 
sinkholes, is also present on the island. 

Mainland Puerto Rico is generally mountainous and hilly. Nearly one-quarter of the island is 
marked by steep slopes. The Caguas Basin in the Loíza River Valley south of San Juan is the 
largest of several basins in the mountains that provide level land for settlements and agriculture. 
The mountains are the easternmost extension of a tightly folded and faulted ridge that extends 
from the Central American mainland across the northern Caribbean to the Lesser Antilles 
(Encyclopedia Britannica, “Puerto Rico”). Cordillera Central is Puerto Rico’s highest mountain 
range, exceeding 3,000 feet in height in many locations. The lower lying areas, as well as the 
foothills that characterize the northwestern part of the island contains many examples of karst 
features.  

Although none of Puerto Rico’s rivers are large or deep enough for navigation, several of the 
rivers that flow northward have been harnessed to generate hydroelectric power, to provide 
irrigation for agricultural fields, and to feed municipal water supplies.  

Precipitation mainly falls on the north-facing slopes of the mountains and flows from the interior 
toward the north and west coasts via several rivers, including the Río Grande de Loíza, Río 
Grande de Arecibo, Río Grande de Añasco, and Río de La Plata. Along the southern coast, where 
river water is diverted for agricultural irrigation, most of the rivers remain dry except following a 
rainfall. 

Many of the soils in the San Juan area have formed in place from the weathering and erosion of 
bedrock, including plutonic rocks, principally granodiorite and quartz diorite, as well as 
extrusive volcanic rocks, such as lava and tuff. Soil forms rapidly in the San Juan area because of 
the warm tropical climate. This warm climate is favorable throughout the year for rapid chemical 
and physical reactions. Soils also form from aggregate sedimentary rock such as breccia, as well 
as from dune deposits, swamp and marsh deposits, and blanket pre-weathered deposits; the 
tropical climate also accelerates the decomposition of organic material from plants and animals 
and for other soil forming processes (Boccechiamp, 67). 
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Throughout the island of Puerto Rico, plant life is abundant and varied. There are several tropical 
rainforests on the north side of the island. Thorn and scrub vegetation characterizes the drier 
south side. Throughout the island, native vegetation has been impacted over centuries by 
agricultural uses and through the harvesting of coastal forests for lumber. Much of the vegetation 
on the island today includes introduced species. In the vicinity of Old San Juan, most of the 
vegetation is of cultural derivation; little of the island’s naturally occurring vegetation survives 
due to the extent of manipulation that has occurred to support urban, residential, and agricultural 
uses. 

The wildlife that inhabits Puerto Rico includes both native and introduced species. More than 
200 bird species are regular residents or visitors to Puerto Rico. Animals are limited to 
nonpoisonous snakes, lizards, and the coquí frog. Problematic invasive species include the West 
Indian mongoose, iguana, and boa constrictor. 

Puerto Rico’s climate is tropical, with little seasonal variation. Local conditions, however, vary 
due to differences in elevation and exposure to rain-bearing winds. The mountains in Puerto Rico 
divide the island into two climatologically distinct regions. The northern two-thirds of the island 
has a relatively humid climate, whereas the southern one-third of the island is semi-arid. 

Although temperatures vary little throughout the year, they are generally warmest in August and 
coolest in January and February. Daily temperatures throughout the year average 78 degrees 
Fahrenheit, although the average is slightly lower within the higher elevations of the northern 
part of the island. High humidity often makes the temperatures seem higher.  

The predominant weather generator is the northeast trade wind that brings heavier rainfall to the 
north coast, while the south coast lies within a rain shadow created by the mountains. San Juan 
averages 60 inches of rain per year, while El Yunque Peak to the east receives an average of 180 
inches. In contrast, Ponce, on the south coast, receives only 36 inches of rainfall per year. 
Although rainfall occurs throughout the year, the rainiest period is May through December. 
Hurricanes are most prevalent in the Atlantic between June and November, and often pass over 
the island, wreaking havoc. The effects of Hurricane Maria in 2017 continue to be felt on the 
island as of this writing in 2020. Other hurricanes known to have heavily impacted the island 
over the past century or so occurred in 1899, 1928, 1932, 1956, 1989, and 1998. 

Type of Context: Political 

Puerto Rico is an unincorporated territory of the United States. Old San Juan (Viejo San Juan), a 
district of Puerto Rico’s capital at San Juan, is the island’s oldest settlement. El Morro Esplanade 
is part of San Juan National Historic Site, a unit of the US National Park System that is owned by 
the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico. The park and La Fortaleza, the official residence of the 
Governor of Puerto Rico, the first fortification built in San Juan Harbor in 1533 and the oldest 



El Morro Esplanade Cultural Landscape  San Juan National Historic Site 
 

 
Cultural Landscapes Inventory   Page 26 

executive mansion in continuous use in the New World, have been designated a World Heritage 
Site by the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO). El 
Morro Esplanade is edged to the east by urban fabric of Old San Juan. The park falls within the 
Old San Juan Historic District, which is both listed in the NRHP and designated an NHL. 
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Management Information 

General Management Information 

Management Category: Must Be Preserved and 
Maintained 

 
 Management Category Date:    February 27, 2013 
 
 Management Category Explanatory Narrative: 

El Morro Esplanade was included in the Old San Juan Historic District NHL designation 
in 2013. As such it is assigned to the Management Category: Must Be Preserved and 
Maintained. 

Management Agreement: Cooperative Agreement 
 
 Management Agreement Explanatory Narrative: 

Parcels A and B are both owned by the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico. Parcel A falls 
within the authorized boundary of San Juan National Historical Site and is administered 
by the National Park Service, while Parcel B is administered by the Commonwealth. 
The NPS regularly enters into project-specific agreements with the Commonwealth 
Historic Preservation Office for Parcel B that relate to addressing maintenance needs, 
such as correction of drainage problems. Use of the land, as well as the activities 
allowed therein, are regulated by the 1976 Cooperative Agreement between the US 
Department of the Interior and the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico. 

NPS Legal Interest 

Type of Interest: Fee simple; None – State 
Government Owned 

Public Access 

Type of Access: Unrestricted 

 Public Access Explanatory Narrative: 

El Morro Esplanade is part of San Juan National Historic Site, a public park that closely 
edges the urban fabric of Old San Juan. There are no boundaries to restrict access to the 
park, which affords unrestricted access to the public at all times. 

Adjacent Lands Information 

Do Adjacent Lands Contribute?   Yes 
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Adjacent Lands Description: 

El Morro Esplanade is an integral component of the cultural, historical, and architectural 
ensemble of the San Juan Historic City Wall system of fortifications established by the 
Spanish beginning in the sixteenth century (Berkowitz et al., III:4). El Morro Esplanade 
abuts El Castillo del Morro, the massive fortification established by the Spanish as a 
primary element of the defenses of San Juan Bay and Harbor. The North and West Walls 
that fall within the El Morro Esplanade cultural landscape continue to the east and 
southwest within San Juan National Historic Site. The North Walls extend to Castillo San 
Cristóbal, a later addition to the defenses that anchors the system to the east like El 
Castillo del Morro. Also associated with the system is San Juan Gate, the historic 
entrance route into the city and through the wall system from San Juan Harbor.  

El Morro Esplanade occupies a promontory at the northwestern end of Isleta de San Juan 
that rises some 35 feet above the shoreline. The promontory is edged to the north, west, 
and south by the city walls that mediate the dramatic topographic drop to the shoreline, 
edged in turn by the waters of the Atlantic Ocean and San Juan Bay. From the base of the 
walls, where a walking trail follows the shoreline on the west side, views of the structures 
are afforded. There is also evidence of early iterations of battery structures used for 
harbor defense that were later replaced with similar structures atop the promontory.  

At the base of the North Walls in association with San Antonio and Santa Rosa Bastions 
is Santa María Magdalena de Pazzis Cemetery (Old San Juan Cemetery), established 
during the nineteenth century. The cemetery closely edges the walls at their base. A road 
extends to the cemetery beneath the North Walls via a tunnel. These adjacent features also 
contribute to the significance of the cultural landscape.  

Within Old San Juan are several historic buildings that supported military uses during the 
Spanish military occupation period. These include Manicomio (the Insane Asylum), 
Asilo de la Beneficencia (the Welfare Asylum), Cuartel de Ballajá (the Ballajá Barracks). 

FMSS Asset 

FMSS Asset Location Code: 

98168 El Morro Administrative Road 

66194 Parcel A “The Esplanade” Maintained Landscape 

235621 Interpretive Media – Parcel A Waysides 

777776 Dutch Monument 

77784 San Antonio Guardhouse 

77788 San Antonio Guardhouse Lift Station 
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81428 Norzagaray-Boulevard del Valle 

235625 Interpretive Media – Norzagaray Street Waysides  
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National Register Information 

Existing National Register Status 

National Register Landscape Documentation: Entered – Inadequately 
Documented 

 National Register Explanatory Narrative: 

San Juan National Historic Site, together with La Fortaleza, was administratively listed in 
the NRHP on October 15, 1966, under the National Historic Preservation Act. Following 
administrative listing there have been several efforts conducted to prepare NRHP 
documentation, including the following that relate to El Morro Esplanade: 

1) NRHP Nomination Zona Histórica de San Juan (San Juan Historic Zone), prepared by 
Luis M. Rodríguez Morales, Director, General Archives of Puerto Rico, Institute of 
Puerto Rican Culture, June 1971, signed, listed in the NRHP on October 10, 1972 
(NRIS 72001553). Areas of significance are identified as Aboriginal: Historic, 
Architecture, Art, Commerce, Conservation, Military, Political, Religion/Philosophy, 
Theater, and Urban Planning. As was customary with the form used at the time of this 
documentation, the period of significance is broadly identified: the sixteenth, 
seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth centuries. The nomination lists principal 
structures including Castillo San Felipe del Morro, Castillo San Cristóbal, the city 
walls, and other resources that are part of the National Historic Site, although El 
Morro Esplanade is not specifically mentioned. 

2) NRHP documentation for San Juan National Historic Site, prepared by F. C. 
Gjessing, Architect, and Loretta Schmidt, Chief Park Historian, San Juan National 
Historic Site, June 12, 1973, unsigned (NRIS 66000930). A signed version of this 
nomination has not been identified by the NPS at this writing; thus, the 1973 
documentation is considered a draft nomination. Areas of significance are identified 
as Aboriginal: Historic, Architecture, Engineering, and Military. As was customary 
with the form used at the time of this documentation, the period of significance is 
broadly identified: the sixteenth, seventeenth, eighteenth, nineteenth, and twentieth 
centuries are indicated. Specific dates of 1539–1945 are also noted as important. 

The 1973 NRHP nomination documentation for San Juan National Historic Site 
addresses the fortresses of El Morro and San Cristóbal, their outworks, the city walls, 
the satellite forts of El Cañuelo and San Jerónimo, and associated structures. (El 
Morro Esplanade is again not specifically discussed, other than mention of the 
outworks in Section 8.) The nomination notes that the San Juan defensive system is 
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one of the major Caribbean fortifications of the Spanish empire and helped to protect 
Spanish interests in the New World (Gjessing and Schmidt, Section 8). 

As noted in the nomination, the structures “. . . generally retain the character and 
appearance of the most advanced eighteenth-century defense techniques that were 
applied to a difficult and unusual site” (Gjessing and Schmidt, Section 8). The 
resources reflect both features of earlier origin, as well as military construction 
characteristic of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. 

3) NRHP documentation for the Old San Juan Historic District, prepared by Arleen 
Pabón-Charneco, Puerto Rico SHPO Consultant, 2012, listed in the NRHP on July 
30, 2012 (NRIS 12000465). This documentation addresses the urban and residential 
resources of Old San Juan, but also includes the military walls and resources of the 
National Historic Site. The NRHP web site indicates that the 2012 documentation is a 
boundary extension to the 1972 documentation (NRIS 72001553). 

The 2012 NRHP documentation lists El Morro Esplanade (also called Parque del 
Morro and Campo del Morro) as a contributing resource to the historic district. It 
cites the eligibility of the property under Criterion C, and Criteria Considerations A, 
C, D, and E. The 2012 documentation also cites two areas of significance: 
Architecture, and Community Planning and Development. The 2012 NRHP 
documentation summarizes the significance of the historic district as follows: 

The Distrito Histórico del Viejo San Juan / Old San Juan Historic District is the 
second oldest continuously inhabited European settlement in the Western 
Hemisphere. Conceived as the capital of the island of Puerto Rico and known for 
centuries as the ciudad del Puerto Rico (the city of the rich Port [Rich port]), it is 
the oldest urban core in the island and the United States of America. Listed in the 
National Register of Historic Places in 1972, some of its components—the 
Castillo de San Felipe del Morro, Castillo de San Cristóbal, circuit of defensive 
walls, and Palacio de Santa Catalina—are considered part of the cultural heritage 
of humanity [Pabón-Charneco, Section 7]. 

The period of significance is given as 1519–1939, with specific dates of 1519, 1625–
1700, 1812, and 1898 cited as important. 

4) NHL documentation for the Old San Juan Historic District, also prepared by Arleen 
Pabón-Charneco, Puerto Rico SHPO Consultant, September 24, 2012 (NRIS 
13000284). The NRHP web site indicates that the Old San Juan Historic District was 
designated as a National Historic Landmark on February 27, 2013. 
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The 2013 NHL documentation describes the esplanade (referred to as Campo del 
Morro) as a: 

. . . huge open field . . . [with] impressive views of the Atlantic Ocean, the north 
coast, the entrance into the bay, the Isla de Cabras (Goats Island) and the main 
island of Puerto Rico. Historically, it was supposed to be mined and was literally 
the last chance of any successful defense since the Castillo de San Felipe was the 
city’s last line of defense. The Esplanade also served as a field for maneuvers 
[Pabón-Charneco, 38]. 

Similar to the 2012 documentation, the esplanade is identified as a contributing 
resource to the historic district. The 2013 NHL documentation cites eligibility under 
Criteria A and C, and Criteria Considerations A, C, D, and E. In addition, the 2013 
documentation cites NHL Criteria 1 and 4, and Criteria Exception 1, which pertains 
to properties owned or used by a religious institution. The documentation also 
indicates significance under two NHL themes—I. Peopling Places, 6. Encounters, 
Conflicts, and Colonization; and III. Expressing Cultural Values, 5. Architecture, 
Landscape Architecture, and Urban Design—and the following areas: Architecture, 
Community Planning and Development, and Ethnic Heritage: Hispanic.  

The 2013 NHL documentation summarizes the significance of the historic district as 
follows: 

The Old San Juan Historic District (Distrito Histórico del Viejo San Juan) in 
Puerto Rico is nationally significant under NHL Criterion 1 and Criterion 4 as 
one of the premier colonial cities in the United States and the nation’s most 
important and complete Spanish urban center. It is significant because of its 
architectural history and as a reflection of Spanish culture and colonial history. 
Much of the southern and western portions of what is now the continental United 
States were once controlled by Spain; however, Puerto Rico was located on the 
northern fringe of Spain’s massive American empire and documented historic 
sites predominantly offer insight about religious and military activities and 
settlement on their frontier, and the relationships and conflicts between the 
Native Americans and the Spanish [Pabón-Charneco, 81]. 

Further, the 2013 NHL documentation notes: 

The Old San Juan Historic District is nationally significant under NHL Criterion 
1 as the only extant representation of an almost four-hundred-year-old Spanish 
colonial city in the United States. It is the oldest city in the United States and the 
second oldest continuously inhabited European settlement in the Western 
Hemisphere. Old San Juan’s location in the heart of the Caribbean (the first area 
in America to be colonized and settled by Spain) provided the Spanish with a key 
port from which to establish their cultural, military, and political [Pabón-
Charneco, 81]. 
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The period of significance is given as 1519–1898 (see further discussion below), with 
specific dates of 1625–1700 and 1812 cited. 

5) An updated nomination for San Juan National Historic Site was in process at the time 
this CLI was prepared. The documentation is anticipated to be submitted for SHPO 
review and signature in 2021 (Bulger).  

6) San Juan National Historic Site and the earlier fortifications of La Fortaleza were 
inscribed in the World Heritage List in 1983 as resources of outstanding universal 
value. The listing notes that the fortifications: 

. . . outstandingly illustrate the adaptation to the Caribbean context of European 
developments in military architecture from the 16th to 20th centuries. They 
represent the continuity of more than four centuries of architectural, engineering, 
military, and political history [UNESCO World Heritage List]. 

The World Heritage List citation for the fortifications also notes: 

These fortifications, which retain the general appearance of advanced 18th-
century defense technology, clearly illustrate both a transfer of technology from 
Europe to America over a long period and its adaptation to the topography of a 
strategically significant yet difficult tropical site. Reflecting Italian Renaissance, 
Baroque, and French Enlightenment designs, the defenses express successive 
techniques and technologies in fortification construction. The varied examples of 
military architecture from the 16th to 20th centuries in the fortifications of San 
Juan are evidence of the imperial struggles that defined the development of the 
Americas. As one of the first as well as one of the last of the numerous seats of 
power in Spain’s American empire, these structures are now potent symbols of 
the cultural ties that link the Hispanic world [UNESCO World Heritage List]. 

The boundary for 1983 World Heritage Listing for La Fortaleza and San Juan 
National Historic Site did not include the El Morro Esplanade. However, an update to 
the boundary completed in 2016 did include the esplanade (Morris letter). 

World Heritage Listing requires official recognition of national significance by the 
country in which the property is located, which can be met by National Historic 
Landmark designation. (La Fortaleza is a designated National Historic Landmark, for 
example.) The criterion for official recognition of national significance for inclusion 
in the World Heritage List can also be met by designation as a unit of the US National 
Park System, which in itself provides official recognition of national significance. 
This issue is addressed by 36 CFR section 73.7(b) of the World Heritage regulations, 
as follows: 

(1) The property must be nationally significant. For the purposes of this section, a 
property qualifies as “nationally significant” if it is:  
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(i) A property that the Secretary of the Interior has designated as a National 
Historic Landmark (36 CFR part 65) or a National Natural Landmark (36 CFR 
part 62) under provisions of the 1935 Historic Sites Act (Public Law 74-292; 49 
Stat. 666; 16 USC 461et seq.);  

(ii) An area the United States Congress has established as nationally significant; 
or  

(iii) An area the President has proclaimed as a National Monument under the 
Antiquities Act of 1906 (16 USC 433). 

The US Secretary of the Interior established the park in 1949 under provisions of the 
1935 Historic Sites Act (Federal Register: 14 Fed. Reg. 851 [February 25, 1949]). For 
San Juan National Historic Site, the official recognition of national significance is 
addressed both by its status as a unit of the US National Park System and by its 
designation as a National Historic Site. 

National Register Eligibility: 

Contributing/Individual: Contributing 

National Register Classification: District 

Significance Level: National 

Period of Significance: 1539-1971 

Historic Context Theme: Peopling Places  

Subtheme: Colonial Exploration and 
Settlement  

Facet: Spanish Exploration and Settlement 

Historic Context Theme: Peopling Places  

Subtheme: Development of the Colonies  

Facet: Physical Development 

Historic Context Theme: Peopling Places  

Subtheme: Development of the Colonies  

Facet: Social and Economic Affairs 
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Historic Context Theme: Expressing Cultural Values 

Subtheme: Architecture 

Facet: Colonial (1660-1730) 

Historic Context Theme: Shaping the Political Landscape 

Subtheme: Early Military Landscapes (pre-
1776) 

Historic Context Theme: Shaping the Political Landscape  

Subtheme: Political and Military Affairs 1865-
1939 

Facet: America Becomes a World Power, 
1865-1914 

Historic Context Theme: Shaping the Political Landscape  

Subtheme: Political and Military Affairs 1865-
1939 

Facet: World War I, 1914-1918 

Historic Context Theme: Shaping the Political Landscape  

Subtheme: Political and Military Affairs 1865-
1939 

Facet: The Great Depression and the New 
Deal, 1929-1941 

Historic Context Theme: Shaping the Political Landscape  

Subtheme: Political and Military Affairs after 
1945 

Facet: The Aftermath of World War II 
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Historic Context Theme: Expanding Science and Technology 

Subtheme: Technology (Engineering and 
Invention) 

Facet: Military (Fortifications, Weapon, 
and War Vehicles) 

Historic Context Theme: Transforming the Environment 

Subtheme: Historic Preservation 

Facet: The Federal Government Enters the 
Movement, 1884-1949: Battlefield 
Preservation; Archeological 
Preservation; The National Park 
Service and the New Deal; The 
National Trust; Growth in 
Professionalism and Technology 

Historic Context Theme: Changing Role of the US in the 
World 

Subtheme: International Relations 

Historic Context Theme: Changing Role of the US in the 
World 

Subtheme: Expansion and Imperialism 

Area of Significance Category: Architecture 

Area of Significance Category: Military History 

Area of Significance Category: Maritime History 

 Area of Significance Category:   Ethnic Heritage – Hispanic 

Area of Significance Category: Social History 

Area of Significance Category: Entertainment/Recreation 

Area of Significance Category: Archeology – Historic, Non-
Aboriginal 
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NRIS Information: 

Alpha Code/NRIS Name (Number): Old San Juan Historic District 
(12000465) 

 Other National Register Name:   San Juan Historic Zone 

 Primary Certification Date:   July 30, 2012 

Statement of Significance 

El Morro Esplanade is significant at the national level under Criterion A, for its contribution 
to Military History and Maritime History during a period of significance that extends from 
initial construction of Castillo San Felipe del Morro circa 1539 through the end of US Army 
use of the military reservation and fortifications in 1945 with the conclusion of World War II. 
El Morro Esplanade is also significant at the statewide level under Criterion A for its 
contribution to Puerto Rican Heritage and Social History for a period that extends from 1913 
when preservation of the Spanish military heritage by local residents helped to galvanize a 
sense of national identity, to 1971, the 50-year age consideration for historic properties at the 
time San Juan National Historic Site was evaluated as part of a NRHP nomination. El Morro 
Esplanade also meets the listing requirements under Criterion C for its Architecture and 
under Criterion D in the area of Historic Non-Aboriginal Archeology for information it has 
yielded and has the potential to yield that is important to Architectural History and Military 
History. The period of significance for these associations is 1539–1971 (Bulger, Section 8 
page 121).  

Criterion A – Military History and Maritime History, 1539–1945 

San Juan National Historic Site is significant at the national level under Criterion A in the 
areas of Military and Maritime History for its significance as a strategically important 
maritime and military base established and improved by Spain and later adapted for use by 
the US Army. Throughout the period of significance (1539-1945), the fortifications at El 
Morro Esplanade played an important role in the military strategies of first Spain and later 
the United States to defend and control the island of Puerto Rico, maritime traffic, and 
commercial trade within the Caribbean. 

Colonization of the island of Puerto Rico by Spain during the sixteenth century recognized 
the importance of the island as the linchpin within Spain’s New World mercantile empire due 
to its pivotal location at the maritime gateway to the land and resources of the Americas. 
Following the establishment of La Fortaleza as the first defensive structure at San Juan 
Harbor, the Spanish determined to place a major fortification on the headlands at the 
northwest tip of the Isleta de San Juan which offered a commanding view and military 
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control of ships entering the harbor. Construction of Castillo San Felipe del Morro began 
circa 1539 and were later augmented by additional artillery positions and batteries along the 
western shoreline and the promontory, with several periods during which the emplacements 
were updated and strengthened following attack by other European colonial powers vying for 
control of Caribbean maritime commerce and territory, such as the Netherlands and England. 
By the eighteenth century, the fortifications built at San Juan had become one of the largest 
Spanish forts in the New World. During the late nineteenth century, advances in military 
technology and artillery led Spain to modify the fortifications by adding new guns and 
battery systems to address the fact that the historic wall and bastion system had become 
obsolete. After Puerto Rico became a territory of the United States of America with the 
Treaty of Paris that ended the Spanish-American War, the United States Army recognized the 
strategic position and maritime location of the fortifications at San Juan and adapted the 
system as a military reservation that remained active until the end of World War II. as the 
frontline in the defense of the region’s maritime commerce, as well as its political landscape 
(Bulger, Section 8 page 122). 

Criterion C – Architecture, 1539–1945 

El Morro Esplanade is significant at the national level under Criterion C as a well-preserved 
component of the system of colonial defensive architecture constructed by the Spanish Crown 
during the sixteenth through late nineteenth centuries and modified by the United States for its 
military defense system during the first half of the twentieth century. The fortification system 
was established circa 1539 with construction of Castillo del Morro, with batteries, walls, 
bastions, and other features added and improved over the ensuing 200 years by the Spanish. 
Additional changes occurred during the late nineteenth century by the Spanish to address 
evolving military technology with new gun emplacements, and later by the United States to 
defend San Juan Harbor during World War I (Bulger, Section 8 page 121).  

The surviving fortification system that includes components of the North and West Walls at 
El Morro Esplanade represent four centuries of changing military engineering methods and 
architectural design. Features present today reflect a layering of European military 
engineering conventions, technological capabilities, and defensive needs and strategies as 
they evolved through the late eighteenth century, with late nineteenth- and early twentieth-
century modifications. Much of the Spanish era is representative of the improvements made 
after San Juan was designated a Defense of the First Order by King Charles III of Spain in 
1765 in response to Great Britain capturing Havana, Cuba, in 1762. The resulting building 
campaign involved Castillo San Felipe del Morro, Castillo San Cristóbal, as well as the entire 
system of walls surrounding Old San Juan City to the north, south, east, and west. The 
project subsumed most traces of earlier stone and earth fortifications. Although repairs, 
additions, and changes were made in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, the 
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fortifications at El Morro Esplanade as they appear today were largely in place by 1790. The 
fortifications constitute an unparalleled example of applied military engineering during a 
more than 400-year period of occupation (Bulger, Section 8 pages 148, 158). 

Criterion A – Puerto Rican Heritage and Social History, 1913–1971 

El Morro Esplanade is significant at the statewide level under Criterion A in the area of 
Ethnic Heritage for its association with Hispanic cultural history in Puerto Rico and its role 
as an important symbol of Puerto Rican identity. Integrally tied to this aspect of significance 
is the property’s association with the historic preservation movement in Puerto Rico, which 
sought to protect the cultural heritage of Puerto Rico through preservation of the San Juan 
fortifications and other resources. As such, El Morro Esplanade is also significant at the 
statewide level in the area of Social History. The period of significance begins in 1913 when 
Puerto Rico began to experience an emerging sense of nationalist cultural identity. This also 
coincided with a period when the US Army was increasingly neglectful of the fortifications 
associated with the San Juan Military Reservation. Concern on the part of the local 
community led the territorial government of Puerto Rico to petition the US Army for release 
the fortifications to the “People of Puerto Rico.” Particularly following the collapse of a 
section of the West Walls in 1918, the property became the subject of numerous Puerto Rican 
cultural preservation laws and local activism for historic preservation throughout the 
twentieth century (Bulger, Section 8 page 158). 

The cultural importance of the fortifications is tied to a broad cross section of Puerto Rico 
heritage. Because the island has a complicated history of cultural interaction and change that 
extends to the earliest Spanish colonial encounters of the sixteenth century with local 
peoples, and encompasses later settlement by various other groups, people from many 
different cultures. Including Native Taíno, African, Spanish, Italian, Irish, English, and 
others, have contributed to the development of Puerto Rico. These groups have also 
contributed to the establishment of institutions central to the island’s culture, including the 
military complex. With such a complex and multi-cultural heritage, the social movements of 
the early twentieth century that involved efforts to preserve the fortification system 
galvanized many groups to express a shared sense of heritage. Since 1913, the preservation 
of the fortifications at San Juan have played an important role in the articulation of Puerto 
Rican cultural heritage and in the social and political movements surrounding the formation 
of a uniquely Puerto Rican identity. Thus, San Juan National Historic Site and El Morro 
Esplanade hold an important place in the social history and ethnic heritage of the island and 
have become a broader symbol of national Puerto Rican identity since the early twentieth 
century (Bulger, Section 8 pages 158-159, 169).  
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Criterion D — Archeology, Historic Non-Aboriginal; 1539–1971 

El Morro Esplanade is nationally significant under Criterion D for Historic, Non-Aboriginal 
Archeology, in the areas of Military History, Maritime History, Ethnic Heritage, Social 
History, and Architecture due to the important information that archeological investigations 
have yielded and have the potential to yield in the future with respect to the architectural 
history of the fortifications, the role of these fortifications in military history, military life, 
and social, economic, and cultural relationships between the military and the civilian 
community. Like the architectural significance of El Morro, the archeological significance is 
associated with the period of time when the site was occupied for military purposes, from 
1539-1945. Archeological significance also pertains to the social use of the space and its 
importance to local heritage and thus extends to 1971. Numerous archeological investigations 
have been conducted within the El Morro Esplanade study area. Archeological deposits have 
both yielded and have the potential to yield information important to our understanding of 
Spanish and American military and maritime history in Puerto Rico and information relevant 
to the architectural development of the San Juan fortifications. Future archeological research 
has the potential to reveal important information about the patterns of everyday life, cultural 
interaction, and social relationships experienced by the inhabitants of the fortifications 
(Bulger, Section 8, page 120-121). 

Criterion A – Associated with events and broad patterns of history 

Military History 
Maritime History 
Ethnic Heritage – Hispanic 
Social History 

Criterion C – Distinctive characteristics of a type, period, or method of 
construction 

Architecture 

Criterion D – The property has yielded, or may be likely to yield, information 
important in prehistory or history 

Archeology – Historic, Non-Aboriginal 

National Historic Landmark Information 

National Historic Landmark Status: Yes 
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World Heritage Site Information 

World Heritage Site Status:     Yes  
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Chronology and Physical History 

Cultural Landscape Type and Use  

Cultural Landscape Type: Historic Designed 
Landscape 

Current and Historic Use/Function 

Primary Historic Function-Major Category:   Defense 

Primary Historic Function-Category: Military Facility 
(Post) 

Primary Current Function-Major Category:   Landscape 

 Primary Current Function-Category: Leisure-Passive 
(Park) 

Other Current and Historic Uses/Functions: 

Other Current and Historic Function-Major Category: Domestic 
(Residential) 

Other Current and Historic Function-Category: Institutional Housing 

Other Current and Historic Function-Major Category: Commerce/Trade 

Other Current and Historic Function-Category: Business 

Other Current and Historic Function:    Concessions 

Other Current and Historic Function-Major Category: Commerce/Trade 

Other Current and Historic Function-Category: Clubhouse 
(Social/Garden) 

Other Current and Historic Function: Multiple Dwelling - 
Other 

Other Current and Historic Function-Major Category: Government 

Other Current and Historic Function-Category: Government Office 
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Other Current and Historic Function: Maintenance Facility  

Other Current and Historic Function-Major Category: Education 

Other Current and Historic Function-Category: Interpretive 
Landscape 

Other Current and Historic Function-Major Category: Recreation/Culture 

Other Current and Historic Function-Category: Sports Facility  

Other Current and Historic Function: Tennis Court  

Other Current and Historic Function-Major Category: Recreation/Culture 

Other Current and Historic Function-Category: Sports Facility  

Other Current and Historic Function: Swimming Pool 

Other Current and Historic Function-Major Category: Recreation/Culture 

Other Current and Historic Function-Category: Outdoor Recreation  

Other Current and Historic Function: Golf Course 

Other Current and Historic Function-Major Category: Recreation/Culture 

Other Current and Historic Function-Category: Monument (Marker, 
Plaque)  

Other Current and Historic Function-Major Category: Defense 

Other Current and Historic Function-Category: Fortification  

Other Current and Historic Function: Battery 

Other Current and Historic Function-Major Category: Defense 

Other Current and Historic Function-Category: Fortification  

Other Current and Historic Function: Parade Ground 
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Other Current and Historic Function-Major Category: Defense 

Other Current and Historic Function-Category: Fortification  

Other Current and Historic Function: Fortification - Other 

Other Current and Historic Function-Major Category: Landscape 

Other Current and Historic Function-Category: Functional 
Landscape 

Other Current and Historic Function: Vehicular 
Circulation 

Other Current and Historic Function-Major Category: Landscape 

Other Current and Historic Function-Category: Functional 
Landscape 

Other Current and Historic Function: Pedestrian 
Circulation 

Other Current and Historic Function-Major Category: Landscape 

Other Current and Historic Function-Category: Functional 
Landscape 

Other Current and Historic Function: Enclosure/Exclosure 

Other Current and Historic Function-Major Category: Landscape 

Other Current and Historic Function-Category: Scenic Landscape 

Other Current and Historic Function: View 

Other Current and Historic Function-Major Category: Landscape 

Other Current and Historic Function-Category: Esplanade 

Other Current Function-Major Category:   Transportation 

Other Current Function-Category:    Air Related 
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Other Current Function: Runway (Helicopter 
Landing Pad) 

Other Current Function-Major Category:   Transportation 

Other Current Function-Category:    Road Related 

Other Current Function: Parking Area 

Other Current Function-Major Category:   Transportation 

Other Current Function-Category:    Road Related 

Other Current Function: Road Culvert 

Other Current Function-Major Category:   Transportation 

Other Current Function-Category:    Road Related 

Other Current Function: Road Retaining Wall 

Other Current Function-Major Category:   Transportation 

Other Current Function-Category:    Pedestrian Related 

Other Current Function: Handicapped Trail 

Current and Historic Names 

 Current and Historic Name   Type of Name 

 El Morro Esplanade     Current and Historic 

Fort Brooke      Historic 
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Chronology 

Year 
Begin 

Year End Event Annotation 

CE 1493  Explored November, Christopher Columbus first visits 
Puerto Rico on his second voyage to the 
New World. He finds the island occupied by 
Taíno Indians. 

CE 1508  Settled Spanish colonization of the island begins 
under the direction of Juan Ponce de León,  

Circa CE 
1511 

 Built The “Little White Chapel,” or la Capilla del 
Calvario, is constructed within the open area 
that is now known as El Morro Esplanade. 

CE 1537 CE 1540 Built La Real Fortaleza de Santa Catalina, La 
Fortaleza, also known as the Royal Fortress 
of Saint Catherine, is constructed facing San 
Juan Harbor, southwest of El Morro 
Esplanade. La Fortaleza constitutes San 
Juan’s first defensive fortification. 

CE 1539  Established El morro (the bluff), the rocky northernmost 
point on the island, is chosen for Castillo de 
San Felipe del Morro (El Morro) for the new 
defensive fortification. 

CE 1588  Developed A defensive plan conceived by King Philip 
II of Spain is executed by Juan de Tejeda 
and Italian engineer Bautista Antonelli to 
strengthen shore defenses using western 
defenses only. 

CE 1595  Military 
Operation 

English attack by Sir Francis Drake is 
repelled. 

CE 1598  Military 
Operation 

George Clifford, the Third Earl of 
Cumberland, attacks the city’s unprotected 
eastern front and occupies it until disease 
forces him to abandon. 

CE 1599 CE 1630 Reconstructed Rebuilding defenses is undertaken, including 
the refortification of El Morro and the repair 
of the far easterly defenses, but no work is 
begun on the north, south, or west sides of 
the city. 

CE 1625  Military 
Operation 

Dutch General Boudewijn Hendricksz attacks 
and ransacks San Juan. 
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  Platted A Dutch map shows a “large well,” perhaps a 
cistern, on the esplanade in the vicinity of 
present-day San Antonio Bastion, a north-
facing bastion just east of El Morro. The map 
also shows the esplanade barren of trees 
while the surrounding areas have much 
vegetation. 

CE 1630 CE 1660 Developed La Fortaleza and El Morro are rebuilt; city 
walls on all sides are constructed; El 
Cañuelo at the harbor entrance is rebuilt; and 
Castillo San Cristóbal is begun. 

CE 1678  Platted Sketch map of El Morro and San Cristóbal 
by Luis Venegas Ossorio do not show trees 
on the esplanade. 

CE 1739  Reconstruction Renewed construction begins on El Morro. 
CE 1765  Designed Charles III declared San Juan a Defense of 

the First Order and approves a plan designed 
by Field Marshal Alexander O’Reilly and 
executed by Chief of Engineers Thomas 
O’Daly and Juan Francisco Mestre. The plan 
is an ambitious plan of remodeling and 
recreating San Juan’s defenses. 

  Platted O’Reilly notes the presence of a small hill, la 
Altura del Calvario (Calvary Hill), in the 
vicinity of the present-day Cuartel de Ballajá 
(Ballajá Barracks) and a ravine that begins 
east of the hill and opens toward the Atlantic 
Ocean. 

CE 1770  Planned O’Reilly proposes placing a ravelin – a 
triangular fortification – in front of the entry 
gate to El Morro; it is not completed. 

CE 1772  Built Military barracks and a stable are located in 
the area that later becomes the site of the 
Welfare Asylum. The area is now the 
headquarters of the Institute of Puerto Rican 
Culture. 

CE 1774 CE 1782 Demolished The Chapel of Calvary is demolished, and the 
rubble is used for the construction of the 
hospital known as La Concepción (the 
Immaculate Conception). 

By CE 
1775 

 Mined A quarry (el Calvario) is opened on the 
esplanade for use in supplying materials for 
the construction of the esplanade at San 
Cristóbal; it is not clear if the quarry was the 
ravine or the hill identified in 1765. 
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By CE 
1776 

 Built A small building is located at the extreme 
southeast quadrant of the esplanade close to 
present-day Norzagaray Street. 

Ce1783  Removed The small building of 1776 and the stable and 
military barracks of 1772 are no longer 
standing. 

CE 1787  Damaged An earthquake damages some parts of El 
Morro. 

  Built A small cluster of buildings of unknown use 
is sited near the old tennis courts. 

Circa CE 
1790 

 Developed El Morro as it stands today is completed. 

By CE 
1792 

 Graded The soil from the leveling of Calvary Hill is 
used to fill the nearby ravine noted by Field 
Marshal O’Reilly in 1765. 

CE 1793  Planned A ravelin is again proposed for the entry gate 
to El Morro but is not completed. 

CE 1797  Military 
Operation 

A British attack led by Sir Ralph 
Abercromby is foiled. 

Late Eighteenth Century 
CE 

Built A counter-mining gallery (tunnel) is 
constructed (there may have been more) 
with an entrance at the outer wall of the 
moat (the counter scarp) near the eastern 
corner of the moat at El Morro. It is believed 
that tunnels undermine the entire esplanade 
until 1896 when they are sealed because 
their danger. 

CE 1814  Established Municipal Cemetery is established outside 
the north city wall near El Morro below the 
esplanade. 

CE 1821  Platted Sketch of the esplanade by French naturalist 
Auguste Plée illustrates one single palm tree 
growing near the moat and sallyport of El 
Morro. 

CE 1823  Abandoned A 1998 archeological assessment determines 
a burial site dating to the 1823 smallpox 
epidemic was situated in the present-day 
Manicomio Road and the former Welfare 
Asylum (Institute of Puerto Rican Culture). 
No documentary evidence has been found to 
confirm the existence of a cemetery here. 

By CE 
1861 

 Developed The center road, now called El Morro Road, 
across the esplanade becomes the most 
prominent road. 
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  Built Norzagaray Street is constructed at the 
eastern end of the esplanade. 

  Graded The southern end of the ravine on the 
esplanade is filled. 

  Memorialized Dutch Monument is sited on the esplanade. 
CE 1876  Damaged Earthquakes damage the city of San Juan. 
By CE 
1897 

 Built The San Antonio Guardhouse is constructed 
on the esplanade near the San Antonio 
Battery. 

CE 1897  Built A yellow fever hospital is constructed on the 
esplanade. 

  Demolished The entire section of the south wall from the 
San Justo Gate eastward is demolished to 
open the city. 

By CE 
1898 

 Urbanized Residential structures crowd the eastern edge 
of the esplanade north of the Cuartel de 
Ballajá (Ballajá Barracks). 

CE 1898  Military 
Operation 

(May 12 – August 15) The US Navy sails 
into San Juan harbor. It bombards and 
begins a blockade of the city during the 
intervention of the United States in the 
Spanish–Cuban War. United States launches 
a land offensive that is cut short when 
President William McKinley and French 
Ambassador Jules Cambon, acting for the 
Spanish, sign a treaty ending the war. 

  Damaged The bombardment leaves many holes in the 
esplanade as American gunfire is directed at 
El Morro and San Cristóbal. 

After CE 
1898 

 Memorialized The Dutch Monument is modified by the 
addition of a square masonry base. 

CE 1899  Restored The bomb holes on the esplanade are filled, 
and the area is regraded. 

  Rehabilitated The area north of El Morro Road is 
regraded, and obstructions in the sewer line 
are removed to alleviate drainage problems. 

CE 1901  Built Three Officers' Quarters are built near the 
entrance to El Morro: two on the southside 
of El Morro Road and one on the northside, 
Commanding Officer’s Quarters, of the road. 

  Engineered Electricity is brought to El Morro and the 
Officers’ Quarters by wooden poles erected 
by San Juan Light and Transit Company. 

  Engineered New water supply system is built. 
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CE 1898 CE 1905 Reconstructed A large portion of El Morro Road is 
damaged by the 1898 bombardment. When 
the road is improved, the ditches flanking it 
are realigned. Dirt and gravel taken from 
them is used to build up a crown on the road 
to improve drainage (Berkowitz et al. 1991: 
22). This project is completed by 1905. 

By CE 
1905 

 Memorialized The northside of El Morro Road is lined 
with eighteenth- and nineteenth-century 
artillery projectiles, mainly mortar bombs, 
painted white. 

  Platted A photograph shows a single palm tree 
growing by the Commanding Officer’s 
Quarters on the northside of El Morro Road. 

  Ranched/Grazed Wooden fence posts topped by a single flat 
board crisscross the esplanade to define 
areas immediately adjacent to living quarters 
and to form paddocks for grazing animals. 

  Built A solid masonry wall almost seven feet high 
encloses the Yellow Fever Hospital. 

  Built A low metal fence surrounds the Dutch 
Monument. 

  Developed Electrical power extends from the 
Commanding Officer's Quarters to the 
northeast side of the esplanade. 

CE 1907 CE 1911 Built A nine-hole golf course, the first in Puerto 
Rico, is added the esplanade. 

CE 1910 CE 1911 Paved The entire length of El Morro Road is paved 
with asphalt. An adjacent concrete sidewalk, 
a gutter extending the length of the road, and 
curbs on the road are also built. 

  Built A turnaround in the road is built near the 
sallyport of El Morro. 

By CE 
1913 

 Built A one-story, wood-frame building probably 
built by the US Army is in front of and 
approximately centered on the northside of 
the Ballajá Barracks. 

  Built An eight-foot stepped masonry wall with a 
central gate connects the San Antonio 
Guardhouse and the bastion. 

CE 1917 CE 1918 Military 
Operation 

World War I causes the reactivation of the 
San Juan fortifications. 

  Damaged An earthquake damages some historic 
buildings. 
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CE 1923  Altered An approximately 300-foot diameter 
depression, function unknown, is located 
southwest of El Morro Road and is encircled 
by the present-day Santa Elena Road. 

  Cultivated A photograph shows a few mature palm 
trees growing around the three 1901 quarters 
at El Morro’s entrance. 

  Altered A fence no longer surrounds the Dutch 
Monument. 

By CE 
1923 

 Ranched/Grazed Animals are probably no longer grazed on 
the esplanade. 

  Built A baseball diamond and dugouts are added 
to the eastern end of the esplanade. 

  Planted Installation of a nine-hole golf course results 
in the planting of different grass; a Bermuda 
type is chosen. The remaining esplanade 
takes on the characteristics and look of a 
large lawn. 

CE 1930 CE 1931 Built Two new paved roads are constructed on the 
southwest side of El Morro Road. Casa Rosa 
Road follows the track of the old southern 
route from the harbor, and Santa Elena Road 
is an entirely new road that forms a loop 
southwest off El Morro Road. The work 
probably includes the reconstruction of 
Manicomio Road, as well. 

  Built Military housing is built along Casa Rosa 
and Santa Elena Roads on the westside of 
the esplanade. 

  Graded Terracing and sodding occur near the San 
Agustín Battery related to the new road 
network. 

  Removed/Built Yellow Fever Hospital is removed and 
replaced with three Officers Quarters and a 
Post Headquarters. 

  Built A swimming pool is built north of the Open 
Mess. 

  Built A new wall is built to the north and east to 
enclose the pool. 

  Rehabilitated The nearby San Antonio Guardhouse is 
rehabilitated as a pool house with a patio. 
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  Built Twenty-four streetlights are installed on the 
southwestern side of El Morro Road 
serviced by two "subway-type” transformer 
manholes. 

  Engineered New water and sewer systems are installed 
in El Morro with pipes encircling the 
fortification. 

Before CE 
1934 

 Demolished/Built The nineteenth-century residential structures 
north of the Ballajá Barracks are demolished 
to make room for the construction of the 
Nurses’ Quarters. 

By CE 
1934 

 Expanded The old paths serving the south bastions 
develop into a single artery, Bay Road (now 
San Agustín Road). 

  Demolished The two 1901 Quarters buildings on the 
southside of El Morro Road near the fort are 
razed. 

  Reconstructed The third 1901 structure near the fort, the 
Commanding Officer's Quarters, on the 
northside of the road, is rebuilt or replaced 
by a three-story Officers' Open Mess. 

  Planted Australian pines (Casuarina equisetifolia) 
and palm trees (Cocos nucifera) line El 
Morro, Casa Rosa, and Santa Elena Roads. 

  Planted Groups of palm trees are also planted near 
the swimming pool, along the north city 
walls, and along the west edge of the 
esplanade near San Fernando Bastion. 

  Altered The view from El Morro onto the esplanade 
is completely blocked by buildings and trees. 

CE 1934  Planned First Lady Eleanor Roosevelt visits Puerto 
Rico. Shortly thereafter, an NPS official 
investigates the significance of the San Juan 
fortifications. The NPS finds the 
fortifications to be nationally significant but 
in danger of succumbing to systemic 
dilapidation and decay. 

After CE 
1934 

 Built Cafeteria and Post Exchange (PX) are 
constructed in the area by the Nurses’ 
Quarters. This area had once been 
nineteenth-century housing. 

Before CE 
1939 

 Developed Gas is supplied to El Morro, and the lines 
may remain in the ground. 
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CE 1941 CE 1945 Military 
Operation 

World War II; the U.S. Army designates the 
fortifications as part of Fort Brooke. 

CE 1948  Established (September 14) A cooperative agreement is 
completed between the US Department of 
the Interior and the Department of the Army 
enabling the Secretary of the Interior to 
officially establish a portion of Fort Brooke 
as the San Juan National Historic Site. 

CE 1949  Established (February 14) Secretary of the Interior 
establishes the San Juan National Historic 
Site. 

CE 1951  Demolished The National Park Service begins a 
campaign to move or eliminate buildings, 
primarily US Army structures, that are 
blocking the city walls. 

By CE 
1957 

 Altered Views between the south half of the 
esplanade and the fort are substantially 
obscured. 

CE 1957  Preserved Use of the northside of the esplanade as a 
parade ground is stopped. 

CE 1958  Military 
Operation 

Last US troops leave Fort Brooke. 

CE 1960  Built A site plan shows the existence of a cistern, 
extant, in the area south of El Morro Road, 
near the sallyport, construction date 
unknown. 

CE 1961  Land Transfer The Army transfers El Morro, the north wall, 
San Cristóbal, and certain adjacent lands to 
the NPS. 

After CE 
1961 

 Planted A small garden, style and types of plantings 
unknown, is completed around San Agustín 
Bastion. 

  Built A forty-car, triangular-shaped, paved 
parking lot is located near the fort off El 
Morro and Santa Elena Roads. 

CE 1966  Land Transfer The Army declares all lands under its 
jurisdiction at Fort Brooke as excess; thus 
beginning the transfer of the remainder of its 
land in San Juan to the Commonwealth of 
Puerto Rico and the NPS. 

CE 1971  Graded The swimming pool is removed, and the area 
is filled. 

  Rehabilitated San Antonio Guardhouse is changed from 
the pool house to a public restroom. 
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CE 1973  Preserved National Register of Historic Places 
nomination is completed for San Juan 
National Historic Site which now included 
the nomination of 1958 and the 1968 for La 
Fortaleza. The esplanade is not named. 

CE 1976  Land Transfer New Cooperative Agreement between the 
Commonwealth of Puerto Rico and the 
Department of the Interior defines the 
various areas of jurisdiction and 
responsibility for areas in and around El 
Morro Esplanade 

  Land Transfer Parcels – A, B, and C – are established with 
Parcel A, the esplanade, remaining within 
the boundaries of the National Historic Site. 

After CE 
1982 

 Altered The ornamental eighteenth-century and 
nineteenth-century artillery projectiles that 
lined the northside of El Morro Road are 
removed. 

CE 1984  Memorialized San Juan National Historic Site, composed 
of the city walls and gates, San Cristóbal and 
its outer works, El Morro including the 
esplanade, and La Fortaleza (owned by the 
Puerto Rican government), is included in the 
World Heritage List of UNESCO. 

CE 1987  Excavated Construction-related trenching on the 
esplanade leads to an archeological 
investigation that revealed ceramics 
spanning 300 years of manufacture and 
deposits to depths of more than two feet 
below ground surface. 

CE 1989  Preserved Archeological assessment determines that a 
dry well or sewer existed at the east end of 
the esplanade near Norzagaray Street; the 
date of the creation of this feature is not 
known. 

  Preserved Same assessment determines that a burial 
site dating to an 1823 smallpox epidemic 
was in present-day Manicomio Road and the 
Institute of Puerto Rican Culture (the former 
Welfare Asylum). No documentary evidence 
has been found to confirm the existence of a 
cemetery here. 

  Damaged Hurricane Hugo damages the National 
Historic Site. 
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  Destroyed The small garden at San Agustín Bastion is 
destroyed. 

By CE 
1990 

 Built Potable water is supplied to El Morro by an 
underground line that paralleled El Morro 
Road. 

  Retained Telephone and electric service and sewer 
and storm drains run the length of El Morro 
Road underground. 

  Built Newer sewer lines run south from the fort 
through the parking area, along San Agustín 
Road, toward the San Agustín Bastion, to the 
Santa Rosa Gate. 

  Built Newer underground sewer and storm drains 
are also located along Manicomio Road. 

  Retained Light fixtures are located near the tennis 
courts and along Casa Rosa and San Agustín 
Road, within Parcel B. 

  Built An above-ground electric utility pole is 
located along Manicomio Road. 

By CE 
1991 

 Built A children's play area, tennis courts, steps, 
ramps, low walls, and remnants of the 1960s 
garden areas are located east of the Powder 
Magazine in Parcel B. 

  Built The Commonwealth helicopter pad is built 
in Parcel B, southeast of the Powder 
Magazine. 

  Built A chain-link fence, partially concealed by 
the vegetation on the west bank, runs north 
from the Santa Elena Bastion and the San 
Fernando Bastion to the moat of El Morro to 
prevent visitors from falling down the cliff. 

  Built Forty-car parking area is added to Santa 
Elena Road near the entry to El Morro. 

  Retained Only roads left on the esplanade are El 
Morro, San Agustín, Santa Elena, Casa 
Rosa, and the southeastern edge is bound by 
Norzagaray Street. 

  Demolished Most of the US Army buildings are razed in 
from Parcels A and B along the west wall. 

  Removed All trees are removed. 
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  Retained The only buildings / structures remaining on 
plain are Santa Elena Powder Magazine, the 
Santa Elena Guardhouse, the San Antonio 
Guardhouse, which had been converted to a 
restroom, and the Dutch Monument, on 
Parcel A, and the cafeteria and the Nurses’ 
Barracks on Parcel B along the north wall. 

  Retained Potable water, electrical lines, telephone 
lines, and gas, sewer and storm drains line 
the sides of El Morro Road. 

  Graded The esplanade itself is filled, and the ground 
is relatively smoothed with a slope toward 
its south and east end and covered with a 
mixture of grass types. 

CE 1991  Preserved Completion of Historic Structures Report, 
The Fortifications of San Juan Historic Site 
(Berkowitz et al. 1991, three volumes). It 
includes a Cultural Landscape Report 
(Crisson et al.) that is meant to stand as an 
individual report, which summarizes all 
known work completed on the esplanade to 
that date. 

CE 1992 CE 1995 Removed The NPS removes Santa Elena Road and 
reconstructs San Agustín Road after 
removing the fill added in the 1930s 

CE 1994  Preserved SEAC archaeologists discover three layers 
of historic roads along the current alignment 
of El Morro Road. The information on road 
alignment and surfaces is used to design a 
new El Morro Road that protects the historic 
surfaces below and simulates the historic 
scene of the road which bisects the El Morro 
Esplanade. 

CE 1997  Altered The former location of Santa Elena Road is 
refilled after old fill settled. 

By CE 
1998 

 Removed The forty-car parking area is removed from 
Santa Elena Road at El Morro. 

  Built Lantern-style standing lights are at 
southeastern end of El Morro Road. 

  Removed Nurses’ Barracks and cafeteria are removed 
along north wall. 

  Restored El Morro Esplanade opens in its original 
glacis-style. 
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CE 2001  Explored A Ground Penetrating Radar study on the 
southside of El Morro Road reveals evidence 
of US-period roads, utilities, and buildings, 
and detects Spanish-period features and on 
the northside of El Morro Road, several 
building sites not associated with the army 
are detected, 

CE 2013  Damaged The retaining wall between El Morro 
Esplanade and El Polvorín collapses as a 
result of the root system of the seagrapes 
undermining the wall. 

CE 2016  Built Grass swales directing water to catch basins 
connected to PVC pipes emptying beyond or 
below the walls are added above Santa Elena 
Bastion, south of El Polvorín, as well as 
within San Agustín Bastion to prevent 
further damage to the walls. 

CE 2017  Damaged (September 20) Hurricane Maria, on the 
heels of Hurricane Irma, is the largest 
hurricane to ever hit Puerto Rico. It causes 
extensive damage throughout the island 
closing the park for three months. 

CE 2020 CE 2021 Removed/Planted Sea grapes are removed from the hillside 
above El Polvorín and replaced with a safety 
fence. About the same time, sea grapes are 
planted to either side of San Agustín Road 
south of Santa Elena Bastion. 

CE 2019 CE 2020 Damaged The southwestern part of the island of Puerto 
Rico is struck by an earthquake swarm, 
including eleven that were stronger than 
magnitude 5. The strongest and most 
damaging of this sequence was a magnitude 
6.4 quake that occurred on January 7, 2020. 

Physical History 

See also the Supplemental Graphics section that contains historic maps and photographs. 

The narrative that follows traces the physical evolution of the cultural landscape of the El Morro 
Esplanade over the course of its recorded history. The cultural landscape is associated with the 
larger context of military developments at Old San Juan in the form of the Historic City Wall 
system developed between circa 1519 and the late nineteenth century by the Spanish, and 
establishment and use of the site as a military base by the U.S. Army between 1898 and 1961. 
The property is also associated with United States National Park System development from circa 
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1949 to the present. For more information about the broader historic period trends with which the 
cultural landscape is associated, consult (Berkowitz et al. 1991; Crisson et al. 1991; Bearss 1984; 
Rivero Méndez 1972; Pantel et al. 1986; Rodríguez López et al. 2018; Sepúlveda Rivera 1989). 

Pre-Hispanic Period 

Puerto Rico’s archeological record indicates some degree of human habitation of the island 
began as early as 4,900 Before Common Era (BCE), although permanent settlement may not 
have begun until centuries later. Its early inhabitants likely hailed from one, or a combination of, 
nearby parts of North and South America, such as Florida, the Yucatan, and Venezuelan coastal 
areas. Archeologists typically divide the succeeding millennia into three broad time periods that 
are largely based on technological and demographic changes: the Lithic / Archaic, Early 
Ceramic, and Late Ceramic periods (Hayward and Cinquino 2020). 

The Lithic / Archaic period, which lasted until about 800 BCE, is the time before which people 
began producing pottery. Their tools included projectile points, axes, mortars, pestles, blades, net 
weights, and scrapers that were made from stone, shell, bone, and coral—a suite of implements 
that imply a range of tasks like hunting, fishing, plant processing and collection, and wood-
working. Although people practiced some degree of agriculture, their subsistence practices 
mostly focused on hunting, fishing, and the collection of floral materials, all with a heavy 
reliance on marine resources. Their settlements were small and probably occupied for short 
periods of time, although there is evidence that some locations were inhabited repeatedly 
(Hayward and Cinquino 2020). 

The Early Ceramic period, which lasted from circa 800 BCE to CE 600 on Puerto Rico, began 
with the beginning of widespread use and manufacture of pottery, a development that may have 
accompanied a second large influx of populations from North and/or South America. The 
archeological record contains evidence for significant diversification of technology and 
settlement types. In addition to the adoption of pottery and the continuing use of tool classes 
from the Lithic / Archaic, people made textiles and elaborate jewelry. They practiced full-time 
agriculture that sometimes included the construction of terraces, and they continued to hunt and 
fish. Their settlements—which included large villages, farmsteads, and camps—were primarily 
along the coast, although some people began to live along inland river valleys (Hayward and 
Cinquino 2020). 

Finally, the Late Ceramic period, which lasted from CE 600 to the time of contact with 
Europeans, was generally a time of increasing settlement and population density across the 
island, as well a period of continued diversification of technology and settlement types. Some 
villages were larger than at earlier times and had plazas bounded by stones or earthen 
embankments (some with petroglyphs [images carved or pecked into stone]). While the largest 
settlements were still along the coast and wide river valleys, a few were established on inland 
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foothills. People also employed specialized production sites for marine resources, salt, and 
cotton. While inter-island trade continued to play a role in Puerto Rico’s economy (as it had done 
to varying intensities in earlier times), there was an intensification of intra-island trade and 
communication through the period. However, trade in exotic, high-value materials and goods 
from other islands and even continental contexts, continued. Finally, a level of social 
stratification that included a class of “chiefs” developed during the Late Ceramic and the island 
was possibly divided into several chiefdoms (Hayward and Cinquino 2020; Coe et al. 1986:160-
162). 

When Christopher Columbus arrived in Puerto Rico in 1493 (then known to its residents as 
Boriquén), the island’s inhabitants referred to themselves as Arawak / Taíno. These groups were 
harshly oppressed during the governorship of Juan Ponce de León in the early sixteenth century 
and nearly the entirety of the population perished in those years (Coe et al. 1986:160–162; Fuson 
1997;173; Weddle 1997:209–210). 

As the Spanish Empire expanded into the Americas, it became important for the Spanish fleet to 
find and maintain safe harbors there. The island of Puerto Rico, initially referred to as San Juan 
Bautista (St. John the Baptist), was the first such place Spanish ships reached after they sailed 
from Africa’s west coast. 

Spanish Occupation circa CE 1500–1898 

Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries. The island that is now Puerto Rico was first visited 
by Christopher Columbus in November 1493 on his second voyage to the New World. He found 
the island occupied by the Taíno Indians; possibly as many as 50,000 Taíno lived on the island in 
many scattered villages. The Taíno were friendly to Columbus, and they made the mistake of 
showing him the location of gold nuggets in the river and indicated he could take all he wanted. 
Columbus named the island San Juan Bautista, and he called the town, Puerto Rico (Rich Port). 
These designations would eventually be switched (Rivera 1992). 

By 1508, the Spanish began colonizing the island. Soon thereafter, they began clashing with the 
Taíno, who the Spanish began to enslave without official sanction. The natives had considered 
the Spanish gods at first, but when they were able to kill a Spanish expedition leader, the Taíno 
revolted. The unsuccessful uprising led to the death of 6,000 natives and the dispersal of many of 
them into the mountains away from Spanish control (Rivera 1992). In 1613, enslaved Africans 
were brought to the island, and in 1614, Spain granted the settlers permission to marry the native 
Taíno (Rivera 1992). The island, which had now become Puerto Rico, and the town, San Juan, 
continued to grow in importance for the Spanish Empire. 

After the first defenses at the entrance to the port at San Juan were destroyed by a hurricane, the 
Spanish needed to construct additional defenses to protect the settlement against attacks by 
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Caribe Indians and pirates. In response, the Spanish Crown authorized the establishment of a 
fortress on a rocky promontory fronting the entrance channel into the bay at San Juan in 1533. 
By 1537, construction of La Real Fortaleza de Santa Catalina (Royal Fortress of Saint 
Catherine), “La Fortaleza,” began as San Juan’s first defensive fortification. To this point, houses 
were individually constructed as defensive units, and La Fortaleza was built on a bluff 
overlooking San Juan harbor just below Casa Blanca, the former fortified home of the family of 
Juan Ponce de León, the first governor of San Juan / Puerto Rico. (Berkowitz et al. 1991: III, 5). 

Concerns were soon raised by the inhabitants that La Fortaleza would be insufficient to protect 
the colony as the site was problematic from the beginning, and before La Fortaleza was 
completed, a second more formidable fortification was erected on the rocky northernmost point 
on the island, Castillo de San Felipe del Morro. The fort was built on el morro (the bluff) 
overlooking both the Atlantic Ocean and San Juan Bay, a more strategic location that provided a 
broader view of the approach by sea, which would enable time to respond to the threat, and 
establish artillery to attack sooner than at the mouth of the harbor (Rodríguez López and Rivera 
Groennou 2018:22–23). Despite the establishment of the fortified position, no army was based 
on site; the harbor was anticipated to be protected by a neighborhood militia of residents, officers 
of the Crown, and vecinos, who did not immediately have access to artillery or ammunition 
(Rodríguez López and Rivera Groennou 2018:23). (Vecinos were residents who owned property 
within the city limits. Property was defined as land, slaves, or buildings constructed of masonry.) 

The original El Morro was much smaller, probably more of a tower than the massive fortification it 
became. Nevertheless, it was located some distance from the town, and the area around the fort 
was kept open. Baltazar Vellerino de Villalobos’s 1592 Luz de Navegantes, a guide for pilots and 
sailors navigating in the West Indies, showed El Morro and the open land between it and the town 
(see Sepúlveda Rivera 1989:61). The geographical and architectural elements within the map are 
not to scale, but the small hill called la Altura del Calvario (Calvary Hill) in the vicinity of the 
present-day Cuartel de Ballajá (Ballajá Barracks) can be clearly seen, marked with the three 
crosses of Calvary. The large church complex in the front, left foreground of the drawing is the 
Convent of Santo Domingo, and La Fortaleza is on the right side of the island, with firing lines 
indicated into the bay. The ravine, which will figure prominently in changes related to El Morro for 
the next several centuries, can be seen beginning at the left, northeast, side of Calvary Hill and 
wandering off to the northside of the island. A path had been created from the fort into the open 
area, but it seems to end just short of Calvary Hill. What appears to be the beginning of a possible 
west wall shore defense can be seen immediately south of El Morro as indicated by a small 
cannon. Although this map appears in a collection published in 1592, it does not include work that 
was begun in 1588. 

A 1588 defensive plan conceived for King Philip II of Spain was executed by Juan de Tejeda and 
the Italian engineer Juan Bautista Antonelli for shore defenses. This plan took into consideration 
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the rugged terrain of the harbor and placed walls and attached defenses, such as bastions, in those 
areas that were deemed susceptible to attack (Berkowitz et al. 1991: I, 11). These defenses 
worked against an English attack led by Sir Francis Drake in 1595, but they proved less reliable 
in 1598 against another English attack. 

The 1588 defensive plan was significant, but it did not address all the site’s problems. Antonelli 
changed the configuration of the castle and began the construction and the reinforcement of 
existing wall structures along the west edge of the island. The fort was 

given a bastioned front facing the land, a long scarp wall connecting two semi-bastions, from 
which the land was defended by direct, flanking cross-fire. An open moat served as an obstacle to 
the enemy and a drawbridge was constructed over it to communicate the castle with its 
surroundings . . . a ravelin was the outerwork and there was a glasis [sic] whose slope provides a 
protective trench for the fortification [Blanes Martin 1996:43–44]. 

El Morro became a polygonal shape as opposed to the original tower structure, and the 
unstructured land extending between the village and the fort became the fort’s glacis. 

Unfortunately, the fortifications proved useless just three years later during the attack by Sir 
George Clifford, the Third Earl of Cumberland, who approached from land from the unfortified 
eastern side. Cumberland held the city for three months in 1598, until dysentery drove his solders 
out of the field, leaving behind a ransacked ruin (Berkowitz et al. 1991: III, 11). 

The Spanish quickly began work repairing and refortifying El Morro and portions of the west 
wall, but they did not create north, south, or east walls. The Dutch under the direction of General 
Boudewijn Hendricksz (sometimes Hendrikszoon or Balduino Enrico to the Spanish) attacked, 
ransacked, and burned San Juan in a month-long siege in 1625. General Hendricksz sailed into 
the harbor, past the gun fire of El Morro and the new harbor fortification, El Cañuelo, and 
attacked the fort by land across the glacis. Ultimately, General Hendricksz and his crew were 
driven from the island, barely escaping (Revolvy 2019; de Laet 1644).  

When General Hendricksz landed his force, comprising 17 ships and 800 troops, he immediately 
began to formulate a plan for the capture of El Morro, which included the then traditional 
practice of establishing vallum or a type of earthwork rampart usually topped by a wood palisade 
with an outer ditch (Middeldyk 1903:123, 125). The general’s map as printed by Johannes de 
Laet in 1644 shows the location of the vallum as “C.” One of the vallum extended across the 
glacis, north to south, in a “V”-shape effectively blocking the town (with its square labeled “K”) 
from the castle. At the center of this vallum is the letter “D” which marked the rallying point for 
Dutch troops and a battery (de Laet 1644). 

Another series of vallum lay to the west, connecting to a water source immediately outside the 
castle walls marked “B.” This vallum ran to the very edge of the north side of the glacis. 
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El Morro Esplanade, featured as a long, treeless glacis on the map (de Laet 1644), had a path 
leading from the town, which is indicated with a “K,” and this path was joined immediately 
south of Calvary Hill by a path from “G,” the “Governor’s House,” and La Fortaleza. Past 
Calvary Hill, marked by a mound with a cross, but before the moat, a path veered to the west and 
along the western edge of the fortifications, presumably along El Baluarte de Santa Elena 
(Bastion of Saint Helena; “Santa Elena”), although a bastion was not indicated on this map. 
There was also a path or a wall leading from Santo Domingo Convent, “F,” into the town and a 
path from the convent to the glacis to its sign, “D” (de Laet 1644). 

Features on the esplanade include Calvary Hill as previously discussed. A well, “B” (“versch-
waterput”), was shown outside the fort’s walls on the northside near the ravine that was indicated 
by several lines leading to the water’s edge. At the north edge of the esplanade was Santo 
Domingo Convent indicated by “F” (“Dominican klooster”). It is interesting to note that General 
Hendricksz used the monastery’s sign, indicated by “D” (“Capelleken,” chapel sign), as a 
meeting or rallying point within the glacis (de Laet 1644). The south edge of the glacis towards 
town was marked by a several buildings. One in particular, “E” (“Groot huys,” large or big, or 
tall house), was highlighted on the map. Two buildings appeared on the west edge of the glacis 
without any indication as to their use. One was directly off the path leading to Santa Elena and 
was probably related to some aspect of maintenance for that battery. The second building was 
probably related to La Batería San Gabriel (Battery of Saint Gabriel), although the battery was 
not marked on the map. 

In 1644, de Laet produced an engraving of General Hendricksz’s drawing of the north-south 
vallum. This drawing clearly shows the vallum, “C,” as a line of pickets infilled with some 
material, probably small tree limbs, as was traditionally done, and the barely discernable ditch or 
trench on the west side of the erected vallum. The “tall house” (“E”) is clearly seen in the right 
middle ground, and in the middle of the drawing is Calvary Hill, marked by a single cross. The 
south end of the vallum ends in a small copse of trees as indicated on the larger map (de Laet 
1644). It is interesting to note a stand of trees was shown on the south side of the castle between 
the castle walls and the edge of the land. 

The glacis, however, in both the map of the engagement and the drawing of the vallum, was 
portrayed as a treeless, almost featureless geographic feature with uneven topography. Trees 
were on its more extreme southwestern edge, and trees were indicated south of the Governor’s 
house (“G”). A small tree stand was shown outside the south castle walls, but it was sparsely 
grouped. The glacis was servings as intended, a firing field.  

Although the Dutch were finally routed and almost did not escape the bay alive, General 
Hendricksz’s attack sent a chill through the Spanish administration. In response to the Dutch 
attacks and the increasing threat posed by pirates and corsairs in the Caribbean, King Philip IV 
of Spain, recognizing the strategic importance of San Juan, poured money into city’s defenses. 
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Plans were then made to fortify the city by building a system of forts connected by walls. The 
plans built on an earlier proposal by Captain Diego Menéndez Valdés in 1587 to include curtain 
walls in addition to artillery batteries. As implemented beginning in the 1630s, the system 
included a continuous curtain wall between El Morro and La Fortaleza, following the edge of the 
promontory, which would establish a formidable vertical obstacle to attack given the precipitous 
drop between the promontory and the rocky shoreline. The wall was also to continue along the 
south side of the city. All told, the wall was to measure approximately 10,000 feet in length 
around the southern and western part of the city between El Morro and the highlands of San 
Cristóbal (Rodríguez López and Rivera Groennou 2018:30). The curtain walls facing the bay 
were completed by 1639. Three artillery positions were located within this part of the system—
San Agustín, San Fernando, and Santa Elena (Rodríguez López and Rivera Groennou 2018:31-
33). It was at this time that Santa Elena and San Agustín Bastions were established atop the 
promontory, presenting the form of a ravelin. In addition to these improvements, El Cañuelo at 
the harbor entrance was rebuilt, and San Cristóbal was begun (Berkowitz et al. 1991: III, 11). 
However, after this period San Juan languished. 
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Eighteenth Century. During the first half of the eighteenth century, Puerto Rico was almost 
forgotten as a result of an alliance between the Spanish and the French Bourbon monarchies that 
produced a period of calm for Spain. This period of calm was broken in 1763 at the conclusion 
of the Seven Years War with renewed belligerency from Great Britain. Charles III, King of 
Spain, initiated a series of reforms and declared San Juan a "Defense of the First Order" in 1765 
to block English incursions (Berkowitz et al. 1991: III, 21). In order to protect his “foundation of 
true wealth,” Charles approved a far-reaching plan for improvements to the fortifications at San 
Juan. The plan, created by Field Marshal Alexander (Alejandro) O'Reilly and executed by Chief 
of Engineers Thomas (Tomás) O'Daly and Juan Francisco Mestre, forever changed the character 
of the city of San Juan (Berkowitz et al. 1991: III, 21). 

The O’Reilly plan strengthened and upgraded all the existing fortifications and built the final, 
north, wall. The plan created San Juan’s famous “Defense-by-Depth” system, making it one of 
the strongest fortified cities in the Caribbean (Berkowitz et al. 1991: III, 21). This plan also 
essentially gave the Spanish military control of the city by placing the responsibility for city 
construction and growth outside the walls in its hands (Berkowitz et al. 1991: III, 23). The 
execution of the plan ultimately led to the complete enclosure of the city by walls by the end of 
the eighteenth century. 
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The changes to El Morro and by extension the esplanade were dramatic. The fort became a 
massive defensive complex supported and augmented by huge walls topped with bastions and 
heavy fire power. El Morro itself was guarded on its eastern and northern flanks, its land side, by 
San Cristóbal with its extensive outer works. Field Marshal O’Reilly had sets of maps created for 
the reconstruction of the fort showing the glacis (Berkowitz et al. 1991: III, 23). 

O'Reilly recognized the importance of the topography of the glacis. In a partial description of the 
esplanade, he noted that the fort sat at a higher elevation than Santo Domingo Convent, located 
at the eastern end of the glacis. O'Reilly observed that the terrain at the center of the esplanade 
was uneven, but it would not be too difficult to improve for defensive purposes. He stated that 
the composition of the esplanade was three to four feet of sand over hard clay. He noted the 
existence of a hill, Calvary Hill, as well as the presence of a ravine, which began just east of 
Calvary Hill and opened toward the Atlantic Ocean. The ravine was described as 660 feet long, 
120 to 180 feet wide, and 10 to 18 feet deep. O’Reilly proposed lowering Calvary Hill to 
improve the defensive capabilities of El Morro. He believed that the ravine's proximity to the hill 
was advantageous as earth taken from the hill could be dumped into the ravine, and the ravine 
itself would then be made level ground (Torres-Reyes 1952). 

A map drawn by Ramón de Villalonga under orders from engineer Thomas O’Daly was 
completed between 1772 and 1776 and showed some of the changes envisioned by O’Reilly (see 
Sepúlveda Rivera 1989:126). Calvary Hill was no longer extant, but the ravine was prominently 
featured and was still quite large in this map. A formation of some type was shown immediately 
north of the ravine, but it is not clear what this formation represents. A large hole or depression 
was depicted on the eastern edge of the glacis close to where El Morro Road now intersects 
Norzagaray Street. A small building appeared on the depression’s southwest edge. The land was 
still not level, and two pathways still crossed its eastern-southern ends. 

At the time of the completion of this map, El Morro Esplanade was still a large, open, treeless 
area. Work to level the area and to enclose it was underway so that El Morro was not so easily 
attacked by land as it was in 1625. 

The major change to the esplanade was that its north, south, and west edges were now becoming 
fortified. The west and south edges were heavily fortified with walls as well as Santa Elena and 
San Gabriel Bastions. The north wall was partially complete. The walls complemented and 
accentuated the steep slopes at the base of the promontory as an obstacle to a potential enemy 
attack, extending as sheer masonry structures for 20 feet or more along the edge of the 
promontory, with an additional 4 feet or so of parapet above the esplanade. The parapet walls 
were designed to provide cover and concealment for the soldiers manning artillery at the 
openings in the wall known as embrasures. These and other walls in the system featured 
stormwater-management systems designed to channel and conduct flow through openings in the 
walls. The openings, referred to as scuppers, were set at intervals along the interior face of the 
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bastion and curtain walls. Paved channels and grass swales often directed the flow toward the 
openings. There were openings left through the walls at the base of many firing steps where 
stormwater could be channeled to exit the esplanade. 

By 1792, the esplanade was a true fortification glacis (Sepúlveda Rivera 1989:129). A map by 
Juan Francisco Mestre showed the ravine had been filled and Calvary Hill had been removed. 
The large depression or hole at the southeast end was also gone. The ravine and Calvary Hill 
appear to have been marked on the map, not as landforms but likely as indicators of depressions, 
rough spots, or changes in elevation on the plain. Elevation changes remain but none were as 
significant as those shown on earlier maps. 

The 1792 map indicated several pathways across the glacis with new paths in a circuit around the 
plain so that all the bastions and walls were reachable. The walls, except for a small area on the 
west near the fortress, were now completed around the glacis; the wall added Batería de San 
Fernando (Battery of Saint Fernando, San Fernando). The north wall now has El Baluarte de San 
Antonio (Bastion of Saint Anthony, San Antonio), El Baluarte de Santa Rosa (Bastion of Saint 
Rose, Santa Rosa), and El Baluarte de Santo Domingo (Bastion of Saint Dominic, Santo 
Domingo). By 1792, a powder house, or polvorín, had been erected near Santa Elena Bastion 
(Sepúlveda Rivera 1989:129). 

By 1792, only two buildings were shown on the glacis, both were associated with Santa Elena, 
and both were used for storage, probably for explosives which were dangerous to store within the 
bastions or El Morro itself. There is one named building on the southeast edge of the glacis, but 
its name is not clear on the map. 

In 1797, the new fortifications were tested by naval and land assaults by British forces under the 
direction of General Sir Ralph Abercromby and Admiral Henry Harvey. Harvey’s ships were 
sighted off San Juan on April 17, 1797, and they sailed into the harbor on April 18. From April 
18 until May 2, 1797, the British blockaded San Juan Harbor and proceeded to principally 
bombard San Gerónimo, a small defensive battery on Boquerón beach, and the San Antonio 
Bridge connecting the island to the mainland. The battering of San Gerónimo and the bridge was 
almost continuous, on some days it was exceptionally heavy. Repairs were constantly carried on 
the bridge and bastion (Alonso and Flores 1997:176–206). 

The British landed German and impressed French soldiers, but they never gained a foothold 
(Alonso and Flores 1997:188). The Spanish, calling in reserves from the countryside, kept the 
British ships occupied without them ever scoring a victory. On the evening of April 30, the fleet 
began slipping away under cover of darkness, and by May 2, all the British had left. General 
Abercromby later described the siege and his withdrawal. 

After every effort on our part we never could sufficiently silence the fire of the enemy, who had 
likewise entrenched themselves in the rear of those redoubts . . . The only thing left was to 
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endeavor to bombard the town from a point to the southward of it, near to large magazine 
abandoned by the enemy. This was tried for several days, without any great effect on account of 
the distance. It appearing therefore no act of vigor on our part, not that any combined operation 
between land and sea service could in any manner avail. I determined to withdraw and reembark 
the troops, which was done on the night of April 30 with the greatest order and regularity [Alonso 
and Flores 1997:206]. 

The fortifications proved their worth. They would continue to be improved and upgraded until 
the end of the Spanish period in 1898. 

Sometime during the latter part of the eighteenth century, a counter-mining gallery—tunnel—
was constructed under the glacis. The extent of the tunnel into the glacis is unknown, but the 
entrance to the gallery is extant in the outer wall of the moat, the counter scarp, near the eastern 
corner. The gallery is believed to have been like those at San Cristóbal (Crisson et al. 1991 20). 

The counter-mining gallery system was supposedly part of the military defenses of the fort; 
however, it is not documented in any of the historic plans. Nevertheless, Ángel Rivero Méndez 
in his book Crónica de la Guerra Hispano-Americana en Puerto Rico [Chronicle of the Spanish-
American War in Puerto Rico] stated that prior to 1898,  

The entire glacis of el Morro was permanently counter-mined with principal branchlines, that 
allowed for a person to walk upright, and other lateral [lines] that ended in mining bast holes, 
and allowed travel on the knees. . . . A large part of the subterranean [tunnels] were blocked 
two years before the [1898] war, during the installation of the Ordonez rifles. It was very 
dangerous to travel along these tunnels, not only due to the *excessive humidity, but due to the 
thousands of guavas, horrible-looking spiders, which inhabited the tunnels [Rivero 1972:5, in 
Crisson et al. 1991:21]. 

At the end of the eighteenth century, the Spanish had created a walled and heavily fortified city 
in San Juan. The Spanish military was in control of the city, and construction was completed at 
their discretion. The esplanade had become a true fortress glacis and would be maintained that 
way until 1898. 
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Nineteenth Century. In 1821, August Plée (1786–1825), a French Naturalist, traveled 
extensively in the United States and Puerto Rico, sketching and cataloging flora and fauna. From 
1821-1823, Plée was in Puerto Rico sketching military installations, ports, and towns (Rouse 
1989). During this period, he drew the esplanade showing a single palm tree growing near the 
moat and sallyport of El Morro (Crisson et al. 1991:20).  

By 1861, the glacis has been filled in and leveled (Park Archives, SJNHS ARJT4C2601 1861; 
Sepúlveda Rivera 1989:158). A large depression that had been recorded by at least one other 
map was shown at the eastern end of the glacis. At the southwestern end of glacis, a dirt 
depression or pit was illustrated. The depression may have been part of a mining operation that 
was active throughout the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. Speculation as to the location of 
this mining operation has been ongoing (Crisson et al. 1991:19). Nevertheless, this map marked 
the first time the formation had appeared on maps, and the mining that had occurred on the 
esplanade during the nineteenth century could account for this. 
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There was just one pathway through the glacis and that was straight through the middle of it on 
what will become El Morro Road. The Dutch Memorial to those who fought during the siege of 
1625 is located on the west side of that road about where Calvary Hill once stood. Pathways to 
the various bastions likely existed, but they not depicted on the map. 

The biggest change to the glacis was the encroachment of buildings on its eastern and southern 
edges. While there had always been a scattering of small houses along the edge of the glacis, the 
houses at this time had been replaced by larger military and governmental buildings. By the 
1860s, maps indicated roads were being formalized east of El Morro Esplanade that provided 
access to El Cuartel de Ballajá (or the Ballajá Barracks), El Asilo de la Beneficencia (the 
Welfare Asylum), built circa 1841, and el Manicomio (the Insane Asylum) built in 1854. Calle 
de Cementerio (Cemetery Road) and an associated tunnel that extended beneath the North Walls 
were added to provide access to Cementerio Santa María Magdalena de Pazzis by 1864. 

The new Ballajá Barracks was erected into the glacis, forming a new edge. The Santa Elena 
guard and powder house were still on the western edge of the glacis and remained there for the 
next 150 years. 

An 1897 Department of the Interior map of San Juan, which was then partially updated in 1940, 
showed the city still walled and all the Spanish military buildings on and surrounding the 
esplanade (Plano del Recinto Amurallado de la Ciudad de San Juan, P.R, 1897 [updated 1940]). 
Spanish planners had begun to encroach on the glacis on the east and south sides. By this date, 
the military had placed Pabellones Militares (military pavilions), probably barracks, 
headquarters, and mess halls, just north of el Manicomio. At the San Agustín Bastion, several 
new, associated military pavilions also sprang up, and there was a scatter of small buildings 
between Santa Elena and San Agustín Bastions. The Dutch Monument received a new base and 
appeared to be within a fence. An area close to San Fernando Bastion was fenced off, and it is 
not clear whether this was part of the 1897 map or the later edited map. This area appeared to be 
vacant.  

During the late nineteenth century, the Spanish established a concrete coastal defense battery on 
the promontory overlooking San Juan Harbor to the south of El Morro as part of an effort to 
modernize the complex. Known as Batería de San Fernando, the structure was used to emplace 
Ordóñez cannon, a type of gun designed by Spanish Army artillery officer Salvador Díaz 
Ordóñez. Other structures include a massive retaining wall located behind El Polvorín built in 
conjunction with the powder magazine, and a stone wall that follows Casa Rosa Road near the 
former guardhouse.  

The 1897 map also identified the central road leading to El Morro as simply Camino Afirmado 
(confirmed path). The wall between San Antonio and Santa Rosa Bastions was now called Galería 
de Nichos (gallery of the niches) and seemed to have acquired a more substantial wall section. The 



El Morro Esplanade Cultural Landscape  San Juan National Historic Site 
 

 
Cultural Landscapes Inventory   Page 71 

name probably relates to the wall of burial crypts, niches, below in the Cementerio Santa María 
Magdalena de Pazzis. It is not clear if the new gallery was part of the old 1897 map or was a new 
addition. 

The city of San Juan was still completely walled in 1889 (Roldán 1889). The esplanade as 
depicted on maps from 1861 and 1897 had changed very little, except that the dirt depression on 
the southwest edge of the glacis was now missing, while the large depression on the eastern edge 
of the glacis was still present. The powder magazine at Santa Elena appeared to be fenced, and 
the Santa Elena Guardhouse had become “L”-shaped. The Cementerio Santa María Magdalena 
de Pazzis was situated on the shore below the north wall between San Antonio and Santa Rosa 
Bastions. Named for a long defunct fortification, the area of La Perla, where the new cemetery is 
located, had been in the process of being settled for almost a decade by the time this map was 
created, despite the area being just outside the city walls (Berkowitz et al. 1991: I, 42). 

In 1897, after more than forty years of discussions between military authorities and civilians, the 
East Wall and a portion of the South Wall were demolished so the city of San Juan could expand 
to the east, the only direction in which there was land (Berkowitz et al. 1991: III, 29). There had 
been no military attempts to seize San Juan or the island for more than one hundred years, and 
Spanish administrators believed in the Spanish military’s ability to defend the city. Then in early 
May 1898 the US fleet arrived offshore. 

It is somewhat surprising the Spanish military at San Juan did not consider the possible threat of 
US military power to islands in the Caribbean. The United Stated now had a new, all-steel 
warship navy and had long expressed a desire to see a trans-isthmus canal built in South America 
as a result of the California Gold Rush (Smithsonian Museum of American History 2020). The 
United States had extensive business investments in Cuba and had adopted sympathetic views 
toward Cuban independence from Spain as early as 1895 during the unsuccessful José Martí-led 
revolution (McCullough 1977:698). American policymakers had become much more militarily 
belligerent and had expressed interests in the Caribbean and Central and South America. Further, 
the American press was not afraid to rabble rouse for military causes. These events seemed to 
have escaped the attention of the Spanish military planners in San Juan to their detriment. 

The arrival of the American fleet at San Juan was a consequence of the United States declaring 
war on Spain on April 25, 1898, after the mysterious explosion of the USS Maine in Havana 
Harbor, Cuba. The United States did not limit itself to fighting just in Cuba in its declaration of 
war, expanding its reach to include the Philippines, Guam, and Puerto Rico. The assault of 
Puerto Rico was certainly inevitable since it was a Spanish-held Caribbean Island just over 660 
nautical miles away from Cuba. 

Rear Admiral William T. Sampson believed that the Spanish fleet of Rear Admiral Pascual 
Cervera y Topete would be sheltering at San Juan, and he was determined to engage and defeat 
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the admiral. Admiral Sampson also wanted to completely demolish the Spanish fortifications at 
San Juan, which served as a watering, coaling, and safe haven for all Spanish ships (US Naval 
History and Heritage Command 2020). He hurriedly gathered the monitors Terror and 
Amphitrite, unprotected courier Detroit, the battleships Iowa and Indiana, armored cruiser New 
York (Sampson’s flagship), protected cruiser Montgomery, torpedo boat Porter, armed tug 
Wompatuck, and supply ship Niagara to serve as his fleet (US Naval History and Heritage 
Command 2020). When they arrived at San Juan after an arduous trip from Cuba, the Spanish 
fleet was not there as anticipated. Nevertheless, Admiral Sampson decided to bombard and 
destroy the fortifications of San Juan. 

The bombardment began at 5:00 am on May 12, 1898, and continued until 8:30 a.m. The US 
fleet concentrated its fire on El Morro and San Cristóbal, but the rough seas made their aim 
difficult. German Admiral Hermann Jacobsen wrote of the engagement: 

The guns in the fortifications [at San Juan] are all medium caliber and their piercing power is 
not such that a single hit could be expected to cause serious injury to a modern ship. The losses 
on the American side were one dead and seven wounded. The number of American projectiles 
fired is out of proportion to the material damage caused by them. Many shells are said not to 
have exploded. Of course, the fortification works were injured to some extent, but not one of 
the guns was put out of action. A few of the buildings visible at a great distance, like the 
[Ballaja] barracks, the jail, the hotel Inglaterra, and few private residences, suffered from the 
bombardment. Many projectiles fell into the harbor. Some of them even reached the little town 
of Catano, on the other side of the harbor [Jacobsen1899]. 

While the bombardment and blockade of San Juan was occurring, the United States decided to 
undertake a land action as well. On July 25, 1898, US ground forces landed in Guánica, Puerto 
Rico, and it began a march across the country toward San Juan. Some towns offered heavy 
resistance, but most were gladdened by the presence of American soldiers (and the departure of 
the Spanish). In just thirteen days, US forces occupied twenty-three of seventy Puerto Rican 
towns and cities (Clemente 1996). The invasion was cut short, however, when President William 
McKinley and French Ambassador Jules Cambon, acting for the Spanish, signed a treaty ending 
the war. The United States took formal possession of Puerto Rico on October 18, 1898 
(Berkowitz et al. 1991: III, 41). 

Admiral Jacobsen’s report was accurate; there was little damage done to the Spanish 
fortifications at San Juan. El Morro and San Cristóbal were both engaged in combat but suffered 
only slight damage. One of the breech-loading rifles in San Antonio Bastion, north wall, was 
knocked out after a US shell opened a breech block and tore it off its hinges (Berkowitz et al. 
1991: III, 41). The walls did take some shells and holes filled the esplanade. Nevertheless, while 
the estimated 1,300 US projectiles fired did little damage to the infrastructure of the fortifications 
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and the city, they did inspire terror among the citizens of San Juan and wounded fifty-seven 
people and killed seven (Berkowitz et al. 1991: III, 41). 

While the heavy artillery fire did minimal damage to El Morro and some barracks buildings, 
areas of the esplanade, including the broad open ground plain, were left cratered by the landing 
and exploding of artillery shells (Crisson et al. 1991:19; Bearss 1984:9). Photographs of the 
aftermath revealed the extent of the damage, including piles of rubble and dislodged earth as well 
as craters (Crisson et al. 1991:19; Rivero 1972:501). In 1899, the US Army began to regrade the 
esplanade and fill the holes created by artillery shells (Crisson et al. 1991:18; Bearss 1984:106). 
An area north of El Morro Road was regraded, and obstructions in the sewer line were removed 
to address drainage problems. 
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Detail from map by F. Roldán, Levantado Por el Cuerpo de Ingeniéros Militares: Plano de la 
Plaza de San Juan, 1889. (Source: Park Archives, SJNHS, ARJT4C262) 

US Army Use 1898-1961 

Upon taking formal possession of Puerto Rico, the US Army immediately began to make plans 
for moving into the former Spanish fortifications. Within five months of occupying San Juan, the 
army began a full-scale review and evaluation of all the Spanish fortifications. Work was 
approved to regrade and to fill in the holes on the esplanade.  

By 1901, the US Army had made dramatic changes to El Morro Esplanade by essentially 
eliminating the use of the large open space as a glacis. From the advent of the occupation by the 
US Army in 1899 through its continued use until 1961, the esplanade’s open space and flat land 
was exploited for expansion by the army. The army set the tone for how the esplanade would be 
used in a 1903 map (US Army Quartermaster Corps, Plan for Cemetery, 1903).  

By 1903, quarters for officers were located immediately outside the land entry to El Morro. The 
quarters on the northside of El Morro Road were probably used for the ranking officer, and the 
two on the west were used for other officers (Crisson et al. 1991:30). At the eastern edge of the 
esplanade, a series of temporary barracks and guardhouses were erected. Although not indicated, 
the northside of the esplanade between El Morro and Ballajá Barracks was set aside as a drill 
field and parade ground in 1900 (Crisson et al. 1991:32).  
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To update their new acquisition, the army added new sewage and plumbing systems to El Morro 
in 1899 (Crisson et al. 1991:33). In 1901, it added electricity to the fortification and the three 
new quarters located immediately outside. Electrical wires and light fixtures attached directly to 
wooden utility poles on the esplanade were installed by San Juan Light and Transit Company to 
provide service to both the quarters and the fort (Crisson et al. 1991:31-32). Three arc lights were 
installed for El Morro Road (Crisson et al. 1991:31–32).  

The esplanade was also first used by the army for the grazing of domestic animals. Wooden post 
fences topped by a single flat board, which appear to have been painted white, crisscrossed the 
area by 1905. The fences defined areas immediately adjacent to living quarters, forming 
paddocks for the grazing animals (Crisson et al. 1991:31–32). 

By 1905, El Morro Road had been rebuilt to address artillery damage. The margins of the road 
were ditched and the road itself crowned to promote good drainage. The entire length of El 
Morro Road was paved with asphalt, and an adjacent concrete sidewalk was created as was a 
gutter extending the length of the road and curbs on the road. 

It was also during the early twentieth century that the Pabellones Militares was repurposed as a 
yellow fever hospital, and an incinerator was built 60 feet south of the El Polvorín retaining wall 
to dispose of the belongings of infected individuals due to the contagious nature of the disease. 

During World War I, the US Army sought to modernize the coastal defenses of the military 
reservation. In 1917, it added a concrete gun emplacement structure within Santa Elena Bastion 
to protect San Juan Harbor from German incursions. Designed to support a 4.72-inch Armstrong 
rifle mounted en barbette, the emplacement was supported by a nearby concrete ammunition 
locker or bombproof. Other additions to the El Morro Esplanade landscape included the 
construction of four infantry barracks near the El Morro moat along El Morro Road. 

On October 11, 1918, the largest earthquake in Puerto Rican history, the San Fermín Earthquake, 
occurred causing 116 deaths and losses estimated at $4 million, two times the annual budget of 
the entire island at that time (Seismic Network 2020). The earthquake was centered in the 
northwestern portion of the island where it caused severe damage. In San Juan, it damaged some 
historic buildings. The West Wall between Santa Elena and San Agustín Bastions, which enclose 
the southwest portions of the esplanade, was partially collapsed because of the shaking, and then 
rebuilt to prevent cliff erosion (Crisson et al.1991:136). 

El Morro Esplanade was perfect for the development of recreational activities and venues, an 
important part of any US military installation. During its first thirty years of using the esplanade, 
the army installed a swimming pool near the San Antonio Bastion, using the guardhouse and 
ramp there as part of the swimming complex (1930-1931); built a nine-hole golf course that used 
the moat at El Morro, several bastions, and most of the esplanade (1907–1911); and created a 
baseball diamond with dugouts (by 1923) at the southeastern end near Norzagaray Street 



El Morro Esplanade Cultural Landscape  San Juan National Historic Site 
 

 
Cultural Landscapes Inventory   Page 76 

(Crisson et al. 1991:32; Monge n.d.:1). This recreational complex was augmented by a three-
story Officers Open Mess (by 1934) at the site of the former Commanding Officer’s quarters 
near the entry of El Morro on the northside of El Morro Road. 

Since it was a flat, open space, the esplanade also was targeted for the expansion of military 
housing. The expansion of housing, including the creation of a new road network to service the 
area, meant that some terracing and sodding on the western side of the esplanade occurred 
(Crisson et al. 1991:136). Old San Juan had long been an overcrowded area with living space at a 
premium, which was one of the many reasons for opening the east wall and a portion of the south 
wall. This overcrowding did not ease with the addition of the US Army and its many attendant 
needs. By the World War II era, the esplanade was part of the renamed Fort Brooke (1943) and 
had quarters covering most of its western half (US Department of the Interior 1953). A cafeteria 
(built before 1934) and a Bachelor Officer’s Quarters (the Nurses’ Barracks) (built after 1934) 
were also constructed on the south, eastern-most edge of the esplanade at Santo Domingo 
Bastion. Road systems were installed in the new esplanade housing area, and old systems were 
enlarged and improved to access new construction. 

As the esplanade underwent transformation from glacis to a recreation and living area, the 
vegetation also underwent changes. As glacis, the plain had been covered in rough, natural 
growth without any trees. This arrangement had served the Spanish well, but after the US army 
moved in, their needs were dramatically different. At first, the rough grass and open plain were 
useful for grazing animals, but almost immediately, trees were planted around living quarters, 
and began to line areas on El Morro Esplanade. Australian pines (Casuarina equisetifolia) and 
palm trees (Cocos nucifera) lined El Morro Road, Casa Rosa Road, and Santa Elena Road. Trees 
were planted around the swimming pool, the north wall, and the west wall around the San 
Fernando Bastion (Crisson et al. 1991:31). 

With the introduction of golf to the esplanade in 1907, the grazing of animals ceased since a 
special grass was planted to enable the proper rolling of the ball. A Bermuda grass, which spread 
quickly, was planted, holes and sand traps were created, and it can reasonably be assumed that 
some earthmoving was completed to create the proper rolling surface. The planting of Bermuda 
grass and the meticulous care of the grounds meant that the esplanade now looked like a lawn 
and was maintained as such (Crisson et al. 1991:31). 

The esplanade was maintained in this lawn-like fashion until the army left in 1961, and the 
tradition of maintaining it as a lawn continues today. When the nine-hole army course opened in 
1907, it was the first golf course in Puerto Rico, and it remained the only one until 1919 when 
the Condado Vanderbilt Hotel, El Condado sector, opened. The greens on the Condado course 
were made of sand unlike those of the esplanade. The El Morro course, as it came to be known, 
was still a significant part of golf history in Puerto Rico, as sponsored tournaments were held 
there into the 1960s. The cover of the 9th Annual Golf Championship, 1962 tournament booklet 
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featured a woman playing golf on the El Morro course (Monge n.d.:5, 43). Most golf courses 
maintained at tournament-level play are irrigated; however, it is not clear whether or not the El 
Morro course was irrigated. 

Although the United States did not enter the first World War until 1917, the first actual 
American shot fired during that conflict occurred on March 21, 1915, by the Puerto Rican 
Infantry from the Santa Rosa Battery of El Morro. The US Congress authorized the creation of a 
body of native troops in the US territory of Puerto Rico on March 2, 1899. On June 30, 1901, the 
Puerto Rico Regiment of Volunteer Infantry was organized. This regiment was attached to the 
US Army in May 1908. In March 1915, the German supply ship Odenwald was attempting to 
leave San Juan Harbor to resupply German U-boats which had been terrorizing the Atlantic 
Ocean. Captain (later Lieutenant Colonel) Teófilo Marxuarch in command of the infantry 
ordered his unit to open fire on the ship. The Odenwald was forced back into the harbor, and the 
ship and its supplies were seized by the United States. Later, the Jones-Shaforth Act of 1917 was 
passed making Puerto Ricans statutory citizens of the United States (History 2020: “March 2, 
1917”). 

In June 1920, the Puerto Rico Regiment of Volunteer Infantry was reorganized as the 65th Infantry 
Regiment, popularly known as “The Borinqueneers” for the original Taíno Indian name for Puerto 
Rico (Borinquen). Although this unit had the honor of firing the first US shot during the war from 
El Morro, little actual change occurred at the installation, and it appears that nothing changed on 
the esplanade. The war motivated a defensive reactivation of the San Juan fortification and the 
updating of some weaponry. Three modern gun emplacements and guns, one on Santa Elena 
Bastion on the southwestern edge of the original glacis, were added to protect the harbor. The 
Santa Elena Bastion gun was never used (History 2020: “March 2, 1917”). 

In 1934, the first lady, Eleanor Roosevelt, visited Puerto Rico as part of a fact-finding tour on 
poverty in the United States’ possessions of the Virgin Islands and Puerto Rico (International 
News Service 1934).  During this time, she also toured the Army garrison at San Juan. 
Everything that Mrs. Roosevelt did was of extreme interest to the public and was politically 
charged. Therefore, probably not by coincidence, NPS officials were sent to investigate the 
significance of the San Juan fortification. The report which documented the condition of the San 
Juan walls found the fortification to be of “national significance but in danger of succumbing to 
systemic dilapidation and decay” (Berkowitz et al. 1991: III, 50). 

During the late 1930s, the army spent considerable time and money rehabilitating and restoring 
portions of the original Spanish fortification. The walls, sentry boxes, embrasures, steps, 
bastions, practically every part of the original fortification was analyzed, photographed, and 
explored. The tunnels of both El Morro and San Cristóbal were of interest to the Army Corps of 
Engineers. Tunnels honeycombed both fortresses and connected outlying areas. Across time, 
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these tunnels had filled with debris, been abandoned, or been partially or totally destroyed 
(Bearss 1984:257–296). 

In 1939, the counter-mining tunnel at El Morro that opened in the eastern wall of moat and went 
under the glacis came under scrutiny. The Corps of Engineers broke through the door blocking the 
tunnel opening, and “after considerable excavation it was found that the tunnel was completely 
destroyed. It was decided to refill the excavation and close the entrance” (Bearss 1984:276). This 
would seem to confirm Rivero’s claim that the tunnels had been destroyed before the Spanish-
American War. In the account by Bearss of the Corps of Engineers’ discovery of the destroyed 
counter-mining tunnel, he noted a long-held belief that the original tunnel led from the moat of El 
Morro to San Cristóbal. “Such was not the case. There is no evidence that there was a tunnel 
connecting El Morro and San Cristóbal” (Bearss 1984:276). The extent of the counter-mining 
tunnel into the glacis could not be determined.  

The Interwar Years, 1919–1942, were especially busy for the Army at Fort Brooke as it had 
redesignated the San Juan fortifications in 1943. The Army continued to expand its presence 
exponentially. As tensions in Europe increased during the late 1930s, the army was deeply 
involved in restoration of portions of the Spanish fortification, and it, as well as other US 
military operations, had expanded to well beyond the original boundaries of the old fort. In 1937, 
the United States hoping to stay neutral during the conflict went into “Protective Mobilization,” a 
period of heighten manufacturing and war preparation activity. During this period, restoration 
work continued at the San Juan fortifications, however, in late 1939, work began on upgrading 
and adding onto the harbor defenses (Bearss 1984:343-345). 

In December 1941, after the Japanese bombed the naval station at Pearl Harbor, the United States 
declared war and updated all its plans for the San Juan Military Reservation (Bearss 1984:356). 
The dry moat of El Morro Castle, at the westernmost edge of the esplanade was used for the 
location of both a Caribbean Defense Command subterranean “man-hole-type” control post 
(Bearss 1984:367) and a Navy “splinter-proof, reinforced concrete,” “man-hole type” general 
surveillance subterranean structure (Bearss 1984:369-370). The Navy general surveillance and 
Army control post both used antennas located within the casemates of El Morro.  

The 65th Infantry Regiment saw action throughout Europe, especially in France and Germany. 
Several Purple Hearts were awarded posthumously to members of the 65th Regiment 
(Villahermosa 2000). During the Korean War, “The Borinqueneers” served in numerous 
engagements in Korea during that war in the early 1950s. 

On September 4, 1948, a cooperative agreement was completed between the US Department of 
Interior and the Department of the Army, enabling the Secretary of the Interior to officially 
establish a portion of Fort Brooke as the San Juan National Historic Site. The Secretary of 
Interior established the park on February 14, 1949. In 1949, the park, as established, was not as 
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large as it is today, and it did not include all the portions of the wall that it does today (San Juan 
National Historic Site Long Range Interpretive Plan 2006). 

By the end of World War II, the US Army had taken full advantage of the open, flat esplanade for 
its construction needs, and the glacis of the ancient fortification of El Morro was gone. 
Nevertheless, the National Park Service, which was occupying a section of Fort Brooke as the San 
Juan National Historic Site, became concerned about the army’s propensity to build on every open 
space which blocked the view of large portions of the historic fortification. The park’s 
Superintendent, David S. Jones, initiated a dialog between the Region and the army about the 
problems with the locations of the buildings, some of which had been constructed after the NPS 
and the army had reached an agreement about suspending the army’s expansion into sensitive areas 
(Jones 1951). The park wanted the buildings eliminated, and its planners selected photographs and 
created a map documenting the problems. The map depicted the obstacles on the esplanade as 
including the pool complex, the Officers Open Mess, the cafeteria, the Nurses’ Barracks complex, 
and a small building north of the San Fernando Bastion. Certainly, all these buildings and the 
associated trees prevented the esplanade from being a true glacis as it was originally conceived. 
The army cited a lack of funding to accomplish the requests, and Superintendent Jones’s concerns 
hit a roadblock until the 1960s. 

As the army was citing a lack of funding for the removal of the buildings and for alterations of 
its construction policies at Fort Brooke, it was also looking at leaving the installation. Security 
concerns and changes in strategic policy within the Department of Defense caused a shift in 
focus to the threat from the Soviet Union and the growing Cold War between the United States 
and the Soviet Union. These policies did not include the West Indies. Cuba was perceived as a 
minor threat that could be effectively handled from installations within the continental United 
States. As a result, the army decided to vacate Fort Brooke, a costly installation to support with 
its many historic Spanish fortifications and divide its properties in San Juan between the National 
Park Service and the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico. The last soldiers left Fort Brooke in 1958, 
and between 1961 and 1966, the army divested itself of its property in San Juan (Crisson et al. 
1991:5). 

In the first divestiture, the army transferred to the NPS the areas including the entire north wall 
with the Bastions of San Antonio, Santa Rosa, and Santo Domingo as well as the fortification of 
El Morro. (In total, the 1961 transfer included all the north wall including Bastions Santo Tomás 
and San Sebastián, the entire San Cristóbal Complex with a portion of San Cristóbal retained, 
and the wall circling the outer works of La Princesa.) It is not clear when the NPS began to 
remove the buildings blocking the views of the wall. In 1966, the last of the Fort Brooke land 
was transferred and divided between the NPS and the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico. At this 
time, the northside of El Morro Esplanade, ostensibly known as the Parade Ground, although it is 
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doubtful a parade had occurred there in the previous fifty years, and the area roughly north of 
Santa Elena Road was transferred to the NPS. 
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National Park System Use 1966–present 

The period between 1966 and 1991 does not seem to be well recorded in the park’s files. 
However, by 1991, the date of the completion of the Berkowitz et al. HSR and the Crisson et al. 
CLR, many changes had occurred to the esplanade. These changes included (Crisson et al. 
1991:34–54): 

o The addition of a forty-car parking area on Santa Elena Road near the entry to El 
Morro 

o The only roads remaining on the plain were El Morro, San Agustín, Santa Elena, 
Casa Rosa, and the southeastern edge bound by Norzagaray Street 

o Most the US Army buildings had been torn down from Parcels A and B along the 
west wall 

o All the trees had been removed 
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o The only buildings / structures remaining on the plain were the following: the Santa 
Elena Powder Magazine, the Santa Elena Guardhouse, the San Antonio Guardhouse 
(which has been converted to a restroom), and the Dutch Monument on Parcel A, and 
the cafeteria and the Nurses’ Barracks on Parcel B along the north wall 

o Potable water, electrical lines, telephone lines, and gas, sewer, and storm drains lined 
the sides of El Morro Road 

o The esplanade itself had been filled, and the ground was relatively smooth with a 
slope toward its south and east and was covered with a mixture of grass types 

These alterations continued into the 1990s. Circa 1992–1995, the NPS removed Santa Elena 
Road and reconstructed San Agustín Road after removing the fill added in the 1930s. Pantel, del 
Cueto & Associates 2014:53). 

After removing Santa Elena Road, the NPS filled the resulting depressions where the road base 
had been. The fill material, however, later settled, and the National Park Service added additional 
material in 1997 to help address stormwater management. The fill was borrowed from modern 
deposits north of Santa Elena Guardhouse where the northwest bastion wall was being stabilized 
by the US Army Corps of Engineers (Wild 1998:8). In 2016, grass swales directing water to 
catch basins connected to PVC pipes emptying beyond or below the walls were added above 
Santa Elena Bastion, south of El Polvorín, as well as within San Agustín Bastion to prevent 
further damage to the walls. 

El Morro Esplanade remained in this configuration until 1998, when the parking area off Santa 
Elena Road at El Morro Road was removed (Boucher 1998: HABS PR, 7-SAJU, 6-144). El 
Morro Road was no longer covered in macadam at this time, but it was surfaced in a cement-type 
material producing the illusion of dusty pathway. Santa Elena Road was no longer a looped road 
off El Morro Road. At the beginning of El Morro Road was a lantern-style standing light fixture. 
In that same year, grading was conducted around the San Fernando and Santa Elena Bastions to 
address stormwater issues at the sites and on the esplanade (NPS 1998:7). 

A children’s play area occupied the terraced slopes of the hillside along San Agustín Road near 
San Agustín Bastion. The play area was developed and designated in the early 1990s. As part of 
the play area, the Instituto de Cultura Puertorriqueña (Institute of Puerto Rican Culture) planted 
twenty-five ceiba (Ceiba pentandra) trees for commemorative purposes (Wild 1998:8). These 
trees expanded an existing grove of trees evident in photographs of the area during the US 
military occupation period.  

By 1998, the esplanade was once again open in its original glacis style. The ringing walls and 
bastions were no longer obstructed, and its eastern edge and parts of the southern edge were 
defined by roads and buildings as was the original glacis throughout most of its history. 
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Once the NPS became the steward of a significant portion of the original Spanish fortifications in 
San Juan, archeological work was begun, including several explorations on the original glacis. In 
1987, construction-related trenching triggered archaeological research on El Morro’s Esplanade. 
The excavations found ceramics spanning 300 years of manufacture and deposits to depths of 
more than two feet below ground surface (Reaves 1987). 

In 1994, Southeast Archeological Center (SEAC) archaeologists discovered three layers of 
historic roads along the current alignment of El Morro Road (Wild 1994). The previous roads 
and alignments were identified from samples taken along the length of the present road. The 
earliest and deepest road correlated with a road present on a 1792 map of Old San Juan (Bulger 
2021). Earlier road surfaces found included brickbat paving with stones lining the road, and 
mortared stone paving with a plastered surface. This information was used to design a new El 
Morro Road that protected the historic surfaces below and simulated the historic scene of the 
road which bisected the El Morro Esplanade (Wild 1994). 

The continued archaeological potential of the El Morro Esplanade is highlighted by the findings 
of a Ground Penetrating Radar (GPR) survey undertaken in 2001. On the south side of El Morro 
Road, the survey revealed evidence for United States-period roads, utilities, and buildings, and 
detected Spanish-period features. On the north side of El Morro Road, several building sites not 
associated with the army were detected (Bulger 2021). 

With the esplanade once again a large open space, activities sponsored and approved by the NPS 
have taken advantage of the plain. Organized events such as military reenactments, kite festivals, 
craft fairs, and concerts are held on a regular basis. Other activities such observing the solar 
eclipse of August 21, 2017, were also supported. All these activities bring visitors to the 
esplanade, but do not involve making changes such as digging within the grounds. 

On September 20, 2017, Category 4 Hurricane Maria, struck Puerto Rico just a few weeks after 
Hurricane Irma had hit the island. The San Juan National Historic Site had closed in anticipation 
of the hurricane. Wind gusts were measured at 95 mph at Luis Muñoz Marin International 
Airport. The day after Maria, the entire island was without power and water, and this situation 
would remain that way for months (Donegan 2018). The hurricane damaged parts of the original 
Spanish fortification wall, and El Morro did not reopen until late November.  
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Analysis and Evaluation of Integrity  

Analysis and Evaluation of Integrity Narrative Summary: 

For the purposes of the Cultural Landscapes Inventory, landscapes are analyzed according to 
criteria known as landscape characteristics. These characteristics include archeological sites, 
buildings and structures, circulation, cluster arrangement, constructed water features, cultural 
traditions, land use, natural systems and features, small-scale features, spatial organization, 
topography, vegetation, and views and vistas. Except for cluster arrangement, constructed water 
features, cultural traditions, and topography each of these landscape characteristics is addressed 
below for the El Morro Esplanade cultural landscape. The Analysis section below traces the 
evolution of the El Morro Esplanade cultural landscape since initial construction of El Castillo 
del Morro circa 1539 through documentation of change over time by landscape characteristic. 
Following a description of the history and evolution of each landscape characteristic, the 
Analysis section provides an assessment of each extant landscape feature, indicating whether 
they contribute to the significance of the cultural landscape.  

This information is preceded below by an integrity assessment that considers whether the El 
Morro Esplanade cultural landscape continues to convey its historic associations in accordance 
with the seven aspects of integrity defined by the NRHP. 

Integrity Assessment 

Integrity Summary 

As defined by the NRHP, there are seven aspects of integrity—location, design, setting, 
materials, workmanship, feeling, and association—that should be present in large part for 
a property to be eligible for listing in the NRHP.  

Based on review of the historic periods of development associated with El Morro 
Esplanade related to its use as a military installation, and consideration of the amount of 
change that has occurred over time within the cultural landscape, El Morro Esplanade is 
assessed as possessing all aspects of integrity for the circa 1539-1945 military period of 
significance, as well as the period of significance that extends to 1971 for the property’s 
association with the local community. There are no features present that specifically 
relate to the significance of local community activities extending to 1971. El Morro 
Esplanade continues to convey its historic associations with both Spanish and US military 
defense activities that occurred over a more than 400-year period. Numerous historic 
landscape features survive from the military period of significance and contribute to help 
convey these historic associations.  
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As of 2021, the overall arrangement and character of historic features is more consistent 
with the Spanish era of military occupation. Many buildings, roads, plantings, sports 
facilities, and other features built during the US military occupation period of 1898–1945 
were later removed, diminishing integrity of design, feeling, and setting. Because many 
of the features established earlier by the Spanish remained in use during the US military 
occupation period, and there remain several features established during the US military 
occupation period, El Morro Esplanade is assessed as possessing integrity for both 
periods.  

Post-period of significance changes that serve to impact integrity of feeling and setting 
include the additions to the property and its environs related to adaptive reuse of the 
military reservation as a National Park unit and for administrative support of La 
Fortaleza, the official residence and office of the Governor of Puerto Rico, by the 
Commonwealth of Puerto Rico as a staff parking area and helipad. The Save-A-Gato 
organization that occupies a building west of Casa Rosa, and the many cats cared for by 
the organization that roam the eastern end of Parcel B, also impact the integrity feeling of 
the historic landscape. Also impacting the property’s integrity of setting is the pedestrian 
promenade and streetscape completed along Norzagaray Street in 1990, which edges El 
Morro Esplanade to the east. 

Aspects of Integrity  

Location 

Location is the physical place where the historic property was constructed or the place 
where the historic event occurred. The location of a property is an important factor in 
determining why the property was created. If a property is separated from its location, 
the recapture of a sense of historic meaning and character is fragmented. 

El Morro Esplanade continues to occupy the same location where first established circa 
1539 as part of the military landscape designed to support the citadel of El Morro. El 
Morro Esplanade assumed its current form and configuration following the completion of 
the North and West Walls and grading to improve the field of fire and the glacis during 
the eighteenth century. Because of the important role that El Morro Esplanade played in 
the military installation, integrity of location is an essential quality or aspect to consider 
in assessing integrity.  

Integrity of location also relates to the ongoing existence of the components of both the 
North and West Walls, including the bastions, the guardhouses, as well as the elevated 
landform and topography of the promontory on which the installation was sited to 
command views of the entrance into San Juan Harbor. The elevated position and 
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associated views of approaching ships afforded an advantage for coastal defenses that 
remained important to both Spanish and US military forces. This association relates to 
both Parcels A and B, given the bastion and battery locations located along the entire 
western edge of the promontory. The North Walls also provided protection against ships 
approaching from the oceanside. 

El Morro Esplanade retains integrity of location to both the Spanish and US military 
occupation periods of significance for both Parcels A and B. 

Design  

Design is the combination of elements that create the form, plan, space, structure, and 
style of a property. It results from conscious decisions made during the original 
conception and planning of a property or its significant alteration. The design of a 
historic property reflects the functions, technologies, and aesthetics of its period of 
significance, and can include elements such as massing, spatial arrangement, site layout, 
texture and color of materials, style of ornamental detailing, and type of vegetation. 

El Morro Esplanade also retains integrity of design due to the ongoing presence of 
historic patterns of spatial organization and the existence of built structures that also 
retain integrity. The historic North and West Walls and their bastions and guardhouses, as 
well as El Morro Road, San Agustín Road, and other evidence of the military installations 
established on the property support integrity of design and help to convey the historic 
associations of the property.  

The key spatial relationships of El Morro and the North and West Walls, bastions, 
batteries, and single controlled overland approach route—El Morro Road—to the 
landform and topography of the promontory at the northwestern tip of the Isleta de San 
Juan were designed by Spanish military engineers during the sixteenth century and 
refined during the eighteenth century when the installation was designated a Defense of 
the First Order. The arrangement of the landscape of El Morro Esplanade was also 
designed to contain a central open space used for military drilling and as a parade ground. 
The Spanish also designed and manipulated the landform and topography of El Morro 
Esplanade to serve as a smoothly sloped glacis where a clear field of fire could be 
maintained from the batteries at El Morro.  

While most of these features reflect the work of Spanish military engineers, the US Army 
also contributed elements to the design of the military installation that survive today. 
These include San Agustín Road, which provides access to the West Walls and bastions, 
and modern Endicott-era gun emplacements to improve the coastal defenses protecting 
San Juan Harbor during World War I.  
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At the same time, many of the features built by the US Army as part of the San Juan 
Military Reservation between 1898 and 1943, and Fort Brooke after 1943 were removed 
following World War II. Most of the buildings were removed by the US Army during the 
1960s and 1970s, considered part of the extended local community period of significance. 
Features removed included approximately twenty buildings and structures, Santa Elena 
Road that formed a loop south of El Morro Road as well as two short roads extending 
south from Santa Elena Road, fences, and tree plantings. The loss of these features 
diminishes the integrity of design of El Morro Esplanade for the US military occupation 
period that ends in 1945. At the same time, removal of these later additions to the 
landscape has served to enhance the integrity of the Spanish military occupation period 
by reestablishing historically important strategic viewsheds blocked by the US Army 
buildings. 

Other changes that have been made since the end of the period of significance relate to 
contemporary park use. These include the removal of Santa Elena Road and a parking 
area near El Morro in 1992 based on the recommendations in the 1991 HSR/CLR, the 
widening and repaving of El Morro Road, removal of trees edging the road, and 
establishment of a large concrete plaza near the El Morro moat, and the addition of site 
furnishings and signage within Parcel A, and a playground, parking, and heliport within 
Parcel B. These additions also diminish the property’s integrity of design. 

El Morro Esplanade retains integrity of design to the Spanish military occupation period, 
and diminished integrity of design for the US military occupation period for both Parcels 
A and B. 

Setting 

Setting is the physical environment of a historic property. Whereas location refers to the 
specific place where a property was built or an event occurred, setting refers to the 
character of the place in which the property played its historical role. Setting includes 
the physical elements of a site, including character-defining features, such as spatial 
organization, land use, vegetation, topography, circulation, and small-scale features that 
are discussed in more detail in the following sections.  

El Morro Esplanade retains integrity of setting to both the Spanish and US military 
occupation periods of significance due to the limited changes that have occurred within 
the viewshed of the property since the end of the period of significance. Impacting 
integrity of setting to a degree are changes that have occurred along the margin of El 
Morro Esplanade at Norzagaray Street, and growth and development within San Juan 
visible primarily from the western margins of the property. The landscape visible to the 
north, west, and south remains of the La Perla community and Old San Juan Cemetery, 
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both established during the period of significance, and the surrounding waters of the 
Atlantic Ocean and San Juan Harbor.  

The pedestrian promenade and streetscape improvements associated with Norzagaray 
Street overlooking the southeastern end of El Morro Esplanade includes contemporary 
wall, bollard, tree, and lighting features that are contemporary and formal in character 
and design, creating a vocabulary of materials and design not present historically. The 
impact of this change on the landscape of El Morro Esplanade is limited, however, due to 
the extent of the open space, and the elevated location of the improvements, which limits 
their visibility.  

El Morro Esplanade retains integrity of setting to both the Spanish and US military 
occupation periods of significance for both Parcels A and B. 

Workmanship 

Workmanship is the physical evidence of the crafts of a particular culture or people 
during any given period in history or prehistory. It is the evidence of artisans' labor and 
skill in constructing or altering a building, structure, object, or site. Workmanship can 
apply to the property as a whole or to its individual components. 

The many built military features of El Morro Esplanade, such as the curtain walls, 
bastions, and guardhouses, continue to demonstrate integrity of workmanship to the 
Spanish military occupation period. As noted above, integrity of workmanship is 
diminished where changes have been made to historic features, such as the curtain wall 
between Santa Elena and San Agustín Bastions, rebuilt in 1925 and 1938-1939 after a 
section collapsed in 1918 following an earthquake, and the rebuilt sentry boxes. These 
changes reflect workmanship associated with engineering and historic preservation 
conducted during the US military occupation period. 

Based on the surviving evidence of built features established during the period of 
significance, El Morro Esplanade demonstrates integrity of workmanship for the Spanish 
military occupation period. Integrity of workmanship is diminished for the US military 
occupation period. This pertains to both Parcels A and B. 

Materials 

Materials are the physical elements that were combined or deposited during the 
particular period(s) of time and in a particular pattern of configuration to form the 
cultural landscape. 
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Many of the historic buildings and structures located within El Morro Esplanade survive 
from the period of significance and retain their original building materials. El Morro 
Esplanade thus also retains of materials for both the Spanish and US military occupation 
periods.  

Changes that occurred to historic materials during the period of significance include 
reconstruction of portions of the West Walls and several sentry boxes. The curtain wall 
between Santa Elena and San Agustín Bastions collapsed during the early twentieth 
century. It was rebuilt by the US Army using contemporary materials such as concrete to 
enhance stability and safety. The US Army also rebuilt several of the sentry boxes 
associated with the North and West Wall bastions during the 1930s to address 
deterioration of the structures. The replacements incorporated some materials not 
included in the original sentry boxes.  

Other changes impacting historic materials since the period of significance include the 
repaving of El Morro Road with concrete in the 1990s. Historic surfacing, which varied 
over the years, included earth, gravel, asphalt, and earlier iterations of concrete. The 
composition of the grass lawn that characterizes the majority of El Morro Esplanade has 
evolved over time. During the Spanish period, the open greensward was likely formed 
from field grasses. The current zoysia and Bermuda grasses were likely planted during 
the early twentieth century by the US Army. The grasses present today continue to reflect 
development of a golf course during in the 1930s, including shorter grasses where greens 
and tee boxes were located.  

Contemporary introductions include concrete park benches and trash receptacles, metal 
signage, and concrete, plastic, and metal play equipment within the playground located 
within Parcel B that diminish integrity of materials.  

Despite these changes, El Morro Esplanade retains integrity of materials to both periods 
of significance due to the ongoing presence of historic features that also retain integrity of 
materials. This pertains to both Parcels A and B.  

Feeling 

Feeling is a property's expression of the aesthetic or historic sense of a particular period 
of time. It results from the presence of physical features that, taken together, convey the 
property's historic character. In conjunction with location and setting, feeling describes 
what the property feels like or the senses it evokes to a person on the property. 

El Morro Esplanade retains integrity of feeling for the Spanish military occupation period 
due to the ongoing association of the property’s use as a military defensive fortification 
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complex, and the presence of strategic and well-built structures designed to enhance the 
advantage afforded by the promontory landform overlooking the entrance to San Juan 
Harbor. Impacting integrity of feeling are contemporary use of the site as a public park, 
and such additions as the playground, heliport, and park maintenance activities that 
postdate the period of significance. 

Integrity of feeling for the US military occupation period is diminished as a result of the 
loss of the many features built to support San Juan Military Reservation and Fort Brooke 
during the first half of the twentieth century. The removal of numerous buildings, 
structures, fences, trees, and recreational facilities that characterized the space during the 
US military occupation period diminish the feeling associated with an active, bustling 
military base.  

The surviving evidence of the eighteenth- and nineteenth-century walls and guardhouses, 
and the open space of El Morro Esplanade help to convey integrity of feeling for the 
Spanish military occupation period. Integrity of feeling for the US military occupation 
period is diminished by the loss of historic features and the addition of non-historic uses 
and activities. This pertains to both Parcels A and B. 

Association 

Association is the direct link between an important historic event or person and a historic 
property. A property retains association if it is the place where the event or activity 
occurred and is sufficiently intact to convey that relationship to an observer. A property 
with high integrity of association portrays its historic character through physical 
elements and their relationships to each other. Like feeling, association is based on 
individual perceptions. 

El Morro Esplanade continues to convey its historical associations with coastal defense 
and defense of San Juan Harbor due to the existence of El Morro, the North and West 
Walls and the embrasures through which artillery could be fired, the three guardhouses, 
El Polvorín powder magazine, original and restored sentry boxes, and stormwater-
management systems designed to protect the walls from deterioration resulting from 
flooding.  

Integrity of association for the US military occupation period is diminished as a result of 
the loss of numerous features that supported an active military reservation during the first 
half of the twentieth century. Surviving evidence of US Army adaptations of the earlier 
Spanish military landscape, such as San Agustín Road and the concrete gun 
emplacements at Santa Elena Bastion and southwest of El Morro, help to convey these 
associations, however.  
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El Morro Esplanade thus demonstrates integrity of association for both the Spanish and 
US military occupation periods for both Parcels A and B. 

Analysis 

Historic landscapes comprise a combination of both tangible and intangible landscape 
characteristics that survive from an identified NRHP eligible period of significance. These 
features, individually and/or collectively, are essential to aid in the understanding of the 
importance of the place. At El Morro Esplanade, numerous landscape characteristics survive to 
convey a deep understanding between the place, its cultural uses, and environmental conditions. 
These characteristics include natural features and systems, spatial organization, land use, 
circulation, vegetation, buildings and structures, views and vistas, small-scale features, and 
archeological sites. Understanding the contribution of these characteristics to the property’s 
historic significance is essential to the process of develop appropriate long-term management and 
treatment strategies that ensure protection of the resources and supports interpretation.  

The section that follows is composed of an analysis of historic and existing landscape conditions 
focusing on each of the landscape characteristics that comprise the El Morro Esplanade cultural 
landscape. The analysis explores change over time within the cultural landscape, and identifies 
features originating during the period of significance that retain integrity (contributing 
resources), those postdating the period of significance, not associated with one of the significant 
historic contexts of the property, and those that have lost integrity (non-contributing resources). 
The analysis also identifies features that were present historically but do not survive today. 
Knowledge of these missing historic features is of interest to the potential understanding of 
archeological features and to interpretive programming. This information is conveyed below by 
landscape characteristic. 

Natural Systems and Features 

Natural systems and features are the environmental resources and qualities that have influenced 
the development and physical form of a landscape. They include underlying geology, soils, and 
water resources; also addressed herein are landform and topography associated with El Morro 
Esplanade. This section also addresses cultural responses to natural resources, which describe the 
physical connections between the built and natural environment, such as the siting of buildings 
and structures, the use of native materials in construction, and the way in which topography has 
been manipulated for military defensive purposes. 

El Morro Esplanade is located east of El Morro Castle, which occupies the far northwestern tip 
of Isleta de San Juan. Much of El Morro Esplanade is characterized by a large open greensward 
that slopes gently upward toward the dramatic form of El Morro, a fortress established by the 
Spanish during the sixteenth century to defend control of the harbor. The fortress crowns the 
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rocky western tip of Isleta de San Juan, referred to as Punta del Morro, with commanding views 
in all directions. El Morro Esplanade was maintained as part of the defensive system supporting 
El Morro. The smoothly graded sweeping expanse of the open green space constitutes a glacis, 
used as part of military complexes to expose attackers to fire from a defended position, such as 
El Morro. The open space of El Morro Esplanade also served as a parade ground and support 
space for Spanish military needs until 1898. Thereafter, the US Army similarly used El Morro 
Esplanade for various military purposes as part of the San Juan Military Reservation and Fort 
Brooke until the base was decommissioned and the property ceded to park purposes in 1961. El 
Morro Esplanade is edged to the north and west by steeply sloped embankments and cliffs. There 
are no natural water sources associated with El Morro Esplanade. During the Spanish as well as 
the US military occupation periods, the military established and used cisterns to collect and store 
water for use by those stationed at El Morro. 

Summary Analysis. The direct connection between military defensive strategies employed by 
the Spanish between circa 1539, when El Morro was first constructed, and the mid- to late 
nineteenth century, when advances in technology rendered the defenses outdated, and the natural 
form of the land upon which the defensives are sited remain clear and observable today. The 
natural form of the elevated promontory at the northwestern tip of the Isleta de San Juan that 
overlooks the seaward approach to San Juan Harbor survives today and suggests the original 
rationale for the siting of El Morro to command and control access for military purposes.  

The broad sloped plain to the south/southeast of El Morro served as the glacis or managed field 
of fire for the artillery emplaced in the fortification facing the land approach. As such, the ground 
was manipulated to ensure a smooth, evenly graded slope where an attacking enemy could be 
clearly seen from El Morro. This area became known as Campo del Morro, or the El Morro field. 
Cutting across the open landscape was a single road providing access to the fortification. The 
road was sited along a high point or ridge located in the center of the promontory, and it led to 
the sallyport, or fortified entrance into the fortified complex, controlled by a moat and bridge that 
could be lowered for crossing. 

The edge of the promontory, which varies from cliff-like conditions to rocky slopes, was 
developed by the Spanish through the construction of massive masonry walls and bastions that 
extended above the grade of the esplanade to provide cover for soldiers manning artillery. Where 
the western edge of the promontory slopes below the upper esplanade, the Spanish terraced the 
landform to establish buildable sites for structures such as the Santa Elena powder magazine, 
herein referred to as El Polvorín, and artillery platforms and bastions. 

Work conducted by the Spanish to establish the glacis of the esplanade included the lowering of 
high points, such as an elevated knoll, referred to as Calvary Hill, located within the southeastern 
sector of the upper esplanade, and the filling of low points and ravines, such as the area east of El 
Morro. The glacis of the esplanade today continues to demonstrate the careful work conducted 
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by the Spanish to establish the glacis according to military engineering principles.  

Management of the flow of stormwater, and protection of the perimeter walls from flooding and 
destabilization, was considered in the design of the structures by the Spanish. Segments of the 
walls where topography directs overland flow of stormwater were built with openings that allow 
the water to pass through and beyond the walls. Features indicated in the design of the walls by 
Spanish engineers generally included scuppers, or openings in the sides of walls, fed by earthen 
and masonry swales and channels.  

During the early twentieth century, some sections of the West Walls began to fail, specifically 
the curtain wall located between Santa Elena and San Agustín Bastions. The US Army rebuilt the 
wall between 1925 and 1939 to include paved gutters and channels, scuppers, drains, culverts, 
and pipes. These coexist with additional drainage modifications added during the 1990s to 
address flooding that include earthen swales, drop inlets, catch basins, and pipes conveying 
stormwater through or beneath the walls. While several changes have been made to the West 
Walls to address stormwater management, the North Walls appear to retain their original systems 
and have not been updated.  

Another historic response to natural resources that can be gleaned from analysis of the esplanade 
landscape is the use of cisterns to collect freshwater. Until the latter part of the twentieth century, 
there were no freshwater sources available for military use on the promontory. To address water 
supply needs, first the Spanish, and then the US Army, established cisterns to store drinking 
water below the open plain of the esplanade. One of the cisterns was located near present-day 
San Antonio Bastion, while another was south of El Morro and El Morro Road. 

Historic Conditions. The promontory upon which El Morro and the esplanade sit is edged by 
steep slopes that fall away toward the Atlantic Ocean shoreline to the north and west and San 
Juan Bay to the southwest. The fortified structure of El Morro was in fact named for the 
landform upon which it sits—as “el Morro” means “promontory” or “headland” in Spanish. The 
Spanish built the defensive system to protect their interest in controlling the Harbor of San Juan, 
a deep port protected by surrounding landforms including the Islet of San Juan to the north and 
Cabras Island to the northwest. Work to develop El Morro, which began in 1539, followed 
establishment of a fortified position on the site of present-day La Fortaleza in 1521 in response to 
an anticipated attack on Puerto Rico by the French (Rodríguez López et al., 22).  

After the first defensive structure at the entrance to the port at San Juan was destroyed by a 
hurricane, the residents of the Spanish colony in Puerto Rico asked the Crown to build additional 
defenses and a fortress to protect against attacks by Caribe Indians and pirates. In response, the 
Spanish Crown authorized the establishment of a fortress on a rocky promontory fronting the 
entrance channel into the bay at San Juan in 1533 that became La Fortaleza. By 1537, colonist 
Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo began to raise concerns in a letter to the King of Spain that La 
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Fortaleza would not be enough to protect the colony, but that an additional fortress would be 
needed on the north coast at the tip of the entrance into the port at San Juan for a broader view of 
the approach by sea to provide sufficient time to respond to the threat, and establish artillery able 
to attack sooner than at the mouth of the harbor (Rodríguez López et al., 23). The King 
responded in 1538 by providing the funds necessary to develop an additional defensive structure 
atop the promontory at the northwest tip of the isleta. Despite the establishment of the fortified 
position, no army was based on site; the harbor was anticipated to be protected by a 
neighborhood militia of residents, officers of the Crown, and “vecinos,” residents who owned 
property within the city limits (property was defined as land, slaves, or buildings constructed of 
masonry). The neighborhood militia, however, did not immediately have access to artillery or 
ammunition (Rodríguez López et al., 23).  

During the mid-sixteenth century, additional defensive systems were built facing San Juan 
Harbor between La Fortaleza and El Morro. These were described by the governors of the island 
as follows: 

At the main anchorage, which runs from La Fortaleza to the Morro, a wall canvas three hundred 
steps long and six in brick width with low embrasures on top with the platforms and battlements. 
Two morros, the one at the entrance of the port of this city, under the other old one, which was 
there in masonry with seven embrasures. Another under the monastery of Santo Domingo, where 
there is a landing. On the beach and the ship’s surface, seven bastions are so wide that a culverin 
cannot pass them, placed at a distance that occupy a lot of space on the beach with their 
embrasures… I have opened roads in the convenient places so that those on horseback could pass 
to go to watch and do overdrive, which has been very important for the defense of this city 
[Rodríguez López et al., 24, from a letter from Governor Diego Caraza to the king, October 8, 
1559]. 

Development of these fortifications in Puerto Rico was part of a larger effort conducted by the 
Spanish to safeguard their New World possessions, including Mexico and Peru, where precious 
gems, gold, and silver were being extracted, and to maintain their trade monopoly. The 
fortifications in Puerto Rico were part of broader efforts to protect various key harbors in the 
Caribbean and the Gulf of Mexico. The massive and comprehensive works at San Juan were 
intended to protect the strategic situation and economic potential of the colony, and the island of 
Puerto Rico, considered the “Key to the Indies.” King Philip II (1556-1598) was instrumental in 
ordering and implementing a fortification plan for the island (Rodríguez López et al., 27). 

In the design of the complex for defensive purposes, El Morro occupied a commanding position 
from which enemies approaching by sea could be quickly spotted and fired upon. The southern 
sector of the western end of the island became the focus of defensive systems due to its visual 
command of the entrance channel into the bay. This landscape was described in 1519 by Rodrigo 
de Figueroa as including expanses of sheer rock and cliffs as part of an overall configuration of 
terraces descending towards the rocky coastline of the bay (Rodríguez López et al., 20). 
Additional battery positions were added during the latter part of the sixteenth century. Plans for a 
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defensive system were prepared by military engineers inspired by the work of Italian engineer 
Giovanni Battista (Juan Bauttista) Antonelli and later implemented by Captain Diego Menéndez 
Valdés (Rodríguez López et al., 27; Pabón-Charneco). 

By 1587, Valdés had overseen the establishment of two batteries facing the channel into the 
harbor, known as Santa Elena and San Gabriel. Santa Elena was built at the strategically 
important point southeast of El Morro referred to by name in a map prepared in 1575 by Juan 
Escalante de Mendoza. However, the first battery was located on the beach rather than on top of 
the promontory. San Gabriel occupied the position that would later be developed as San Agustín 
Bastion. Santa Elena was later rebuilt between 1591 and 1598. At the same time, the governor of 
Puerto Rico replaced neighborhood militias with a permanent military garrison. Valdés also 
oversaw the transformation of El Morro into a bastioned citadel between 1589 and 1591. His 
work was soon expanded by Captain Diego Salazar, who established the fortification as a 
“hornabeque,” or hornwork (Rodríguez López et al., 27–28). 

The urgency of establishing defenses for the San Juan increased at the end of the sixteenth 
century and early seventeenth century when the European powers with colonial interests—Spain, 
England, France, and Holland—began competing for territory and access to resources. Enemies 
of Spain began attacking Puerto Rico, including a 1595 effort by Francis Drake, and another in 
1598 by George Cumberland, both English. Following the attacks, the garrison was reinforced, 
and the defense works were repaired to address damages caused by the English by 1620. Despite 
these efforts, a 1625 attack by the Dutch under the command of Boudewijn Hendricksz 
succeeded in overrunning the defenses, and the Dutch would occupy San Juan for 39 days before 
burning the city (Rodríguez López et al., 27).  

Following the Dutch attacks, and in response to the increasing threat posed by pirates and 
corsairs in the Caribbean, the Spanish determined the need to improve the defenses associated 
with San Juan. Plans were then made to fortify the city by building a system of forts connected 
by walls. The plans built on an earlier proposal designed by Valdés in 1587 to include curtain 
walls in addition to artillery batteries. As implemented beginning in the 1630s, the system 
included a continuous curtain wall between El Morro and La Fortaleza, following the edge of the 
promontory, which would establish a formidable vertical obstacle to attack given the precipitous 
drop between the promontory and the rocky shoreline. The wall was also to continue along the 
south side of the city. All told, the wall was to measure approximately 10,000 feet in length 
around the southern and western part of the city between El Morro and the highlands of San 
Cristóbal (Rodríguez López et al., 30). The curtain walls facing the bay were completed by 1639. 
They were built with parapets anchored to the cliffs themselves. Included within this part of the 
system were three key artillery positions—San Agustín, San Fernando, and Santa Elena 
(Rodríguez López et al., 31-33). It was at this time that Santa Elena and San Agustín Bastions 
were established atop the promontory, presenting the form of a ravelin. These positions appear 
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on a map prepared by Luis Venegas Osorio in 1678. 

Enclosure of the esplanade to the north was not completed until after King Charles III of Spain 
declared San Juan a Defense of the First Order in 1765. The order reflected ongoing tensions and 
hostilities occurring among the European colonial powers, including the Seven Years War 
(1756-1763), and efforts being conducted by Great Britain to attack and capture Spanish 
territories in America and elsewhere (Rodríguez López et al., 35).  

In response to the order, Field Marshal Alexander (Alejandro) O’Reilly, with Chief Engineers 
Colonel Thomas (Tomás) O’Daly and Juan Francisco Mestre, began to enhance the existing 
defenses and complete designs for a north wall system. Their work also included reworking the 
glacis (Crisson et al., III:18). The engineers were based nearby at Casa Blanca while they 
implemented O’Reilly’s plans. It was O’Reilly who identified the need to rework the terrain at 
the center of the esplanade, which he described as 3 to 4 feet of sand over top of hard clay, for 
defensive purposes. To engineer the glacis, O’Reilly recommended removing a high point 
referred to as Calvary Hill (la Altura del Calvario), located in the vicinity of the present-day 
Ballajá Barracks, and filling a ravine that opened toward the Atlantic Ocean east of El Morro’s 
outer walls O’Reilly noted that lowering Calvary Hill would improve the defensive capabilities 
of El Morro, while considering the ravine, which he described as 660 feet long, 120 to 180 feet 
wide, and 10 to 18 feet deep, an advantageous and proximate place to move the earth (Torres-
Reyes, 94). 

Despite O’Reilly’s recommendation, it appears that work to remove the hill would continue for 
several decades, and possibly as long as a century. It is possible that the ravine was not 
completely filled until the North Walls were finished in 1782. Work was already underway in 
1775 when O’Daly indicated that 448 workers were busy excavating a quarry he referred to as 
“el Calvario” on the esplanade of El Morro (Torres-Reyes, 61). Documents dating to the 
nineteenth century, however, continue to refer to both the hill and the ravine as quarries and 
describe ongoing efforts to move earth to establish a smooth and regularly sloped glacis. For 
example, a plan dated 1857 still labels the “Ravine of Ballajá Quarry” (Crisson et al., 19, from 
Vidal).  

The North and West Walls that contain El Morro Esplanade were completed circa 1765–1782. 
The walls complemented and accentuated the steep slopes at the base of the promontory as an 
obstacle to a potential enemy attack, extending as sheer masonry structures for 20 feet or more 
along the edge of the promontory, with an additional 4 feet or so of parapet above the esplanade. 
The parapet walls were designed to provide cover and concealment for the soldiers manning 
artillery at the openings in the wall known as embrasures. These and other walls in the system 
featured stormwater-management systems designed to channel and conduct flow through 
openings in the walls. The openings, referred to as scuppers, were set at intervals along the 
interior face of the bastion and curtain walls. Paved channels and grass swales often directed the 
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flow toward the openings. There were openings left through the walls at the base of many firing 
steps where stormwater could be channeled to exit the esplanade. 

Santa Elena Bastion was described during this time as having become a true fort with a 
polygonal form composed of eleven sides and four projections facing the channel leading to the 
harbor, with a hornabeque closing the land side (Rodríguez López et al., 38). To reinforce this 
important position, O’Reilly proposed to site a storehouse for gunpowder, one of five to be 
erected within the wall system, nearby. By 1792, a powder house, or polvorín, had been erected 
near Santa Elena Bastion.  

Construction of the structure occurred to the east of the bastion where steep slopes connected the 
upper level of the esplanade with the lower tier of the promontory along the western shoreline. 
To establish a buildable site for the structure, the hill was excavated, and a large retaining wall 
built. Also built during this time was a guardhouse for Santa Elena Bastion, located just behind 
the walls. The completed system is shown on a map prepared by Juan Francisco Mestre in 1792. 

The improved defenses proved successful when the British under the command of General Sir 
Ralph Abercromby and Admiral Henry Harvey attacked but failed to capture San Juan in 1797 
(Rodríguez López et al., 35). Aside from repairs made to the curtain walls near Santa Elena 
Bastion, the system remained as completed circa 1782 well into the nineteenth century. 
However, reports by military authorities regularly cited problems and undercutting of the walls 
caused by stormwater, particularly on the western edge of the promontory where the steep slopes 
linking the upper esplanade with the West Wall system between Santa Elena and San Agustín 
Bastion were associated with fast moving and large quantities of overland flow during and after 
storm events (Rodríguez López et al., 43). 

During the nineteenth century, several additions were made to the landscape of the esplanade. By 
1861, a guardhouse had been erected near San Agustín Bastion. This later became known as 
Casa Rosa. Between 1851 and 1861, el Manicomio, a mental hospital, was built at the 
southeastern end of the open space along El Morro Road. At some point between 1862 and 1897, 
four Pabellones Militares or military pavilions, were built between el Manicomio and the Dutch 
Monument, another feature added to the esplanade landscape during the mid-nineteenth century. 
The complex was surrounded by a perimeter masonry wall. Inside were administrative buildings, 
barracks, kitchens, and latrines (Rodríguez López et al., 46). By 1897, the Spanish had built a 
third guardhouse in association with San Antonio Bastion along the North Walls. Another 
change involved the establishment of a modern battery in the general vicinity of the historic San 
Fernando Battery located south of El Morro. This concrete platform and gun emplacement was 
constructed circa 1888 as part of a larger effort to modernize the island’s coastal defenses. The 
gun platform was designed to emplace four breech-loading mortars designed to fire en barbette 
over the parapet wall of the earlier battery, which was altered through removal of the embrasures 
and lowering of the parapet wall. 
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Following the Spanish-American War of 1898, Spain ceded Puerto Rico to the United States in the 
Treaty of Paris. During the war, the US Navy bombarded the Spanish defenses with artillery. The 
heavy artillery fire damaged areas of the esplanade, including El Morro, some barracks buildings, 
and the broad open ground plain. Where artillery shells hit and exploded, they left cratered areas 
behind (Crisson et al., 19; from Bearss, 9). Photographs of the aftermath indicated the extent of the 
damage, including piles of rubble and dislodged earth as well as craters (Crisson et al., 19; from 
Méndez, 501). In 1899, the US Army began to regrade the esplanade and fill the holes created by 
artillery shells (Crisson et al., 18; from Bearss, 106). An area north of El Morro Road was 
regraded, and obstructions in the sewer line were removed to address drainage problems. By 1905, 
El Morro Road had been rebuilt to address artillery damage. The margins of the road were ditched 
and the road itself crowned to promote good drainage. Between 1907 and circa 1923, portions of 
El Morro Esplanade were repurposed for recreation, with a baseball field established at the eastern 
end of the upper esplanade, and a series of golf tees and greens created throughout the open plain, 
which entailed the planting of special grasses and potentially some grading. 

It was also during the early twentieth century that the Pabellones Militares was repurposed as a 
yellow fever hospital, and an incinerator was built 60 feet south of the El Polvorín retaining wall 
to dispose of the belongings of infected individuals due to the contagious nature of the disease.  

During the early twentieth century, the US Army began to evaluate the condition of the walls and 
buildings associated with the system, quickly identifying some sections that were in a potentially 
precarious state, such as the curtain between Santa Elena and San Agustín Bastions that was 
regularly undercut by ocean waves while also being subjected to stormwater on the uphill side 
(Rodríguez López et al., 49). 

During World War I, the US Army, like the Spanish had done in the 1890s, sought to modernize 
the coastal defenses of the military reservation, constructing a concrete gun emplacement inside 
Santa Elena Bastion and an associated concrete powder magazine in 1917. Other additions to the 
El Morro Esplanade landscape included the construction of four infantry barracks near the El 
Morro moat along El Morro Road.  

The curtain wall between Santa Elena and San Agustín Bastions partially collapsed following an 
earthquake in 1918. The US Army began a series of repairs in 1925 that included extensive 
grading of the slopes behind the wall, the addition of riprap, and reconstruction of the collapsed 
section of wall (Rodríguez López et al., 51). To address the sloped terrain to the inside of the 
curtain wall, the US Army excavated more than 20 feet of fill and terraced the sloped hillside, 
including the land between El Polvorín and the present-day playground, to control the flow of 
stormwater from the upper level of El Morro Esplanade. This work continued through 1939, and 
eventually included an improved drainage system that featured concrete gutters, drains, and pipes 
or openings that direct the flow of stormwater through the walls. 
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In 1931, the US Army prepared a plan for substantive changes to be made to El Morro Esplanade 
to improve the military reservation. The plan, titled “San Juan, Puerto Rico Preservation of 
Historic Forts Santa Elena Section,” recommended removal of the yellow fever hospital and 
incinerator and the infantry barracks built along El Morro Road in 1903, and the addition of new 
roads and officers’ residences and other features. As a result, eight new residences were built at 
the site of the former yellow fever hospital and five additional residences were built north of El 
Polvorín, along with new roads south of El Morro Road and connecting El Morro Road with the 
existing Casa Rosa Road (Rodríguez López et al., 53). One of the new roads was referred to as 
Santa Elena Road. This route formed a half-circle to the south of El Morro Road between the 
Dutch Monument and El Morro moat (Wild, 5). The road circumnavigated a 300-foot-diameter 
depression in the esplanade southwest of El Morro. The new military housing structures were 
built along the outer margins of the road (Crisson et al., 31). 

The Bay Road, which already paralleled the West Walls by this time, was updated as San 
Agustín Road. The roadbed was elevated several feet above the earlier route. By 1937, these 
changes as well as the addition of two more buildings on the slope north of San Agustín Bastion, 
several buildings set within the bastion itself, and a nearby tennis court had been completed. 
Trees appear on the hillside north of the bastion, at the edge of the bastion, and in association 
with Casa Rosa at this time. Other changes included the addition of an aboveground swimming 
pool adjacent to San Antonio Guardhouse and adaptive use of the guardhouse as a bathhouse in 
1931. The degree to which the esplanade was disturbed to establish the swimming pool is not 
currently known. Three cisterns are known to have been established to support operations 
associated with the military reservation at El Morro, which likely occurred during this time. 

Few additions followed implementation of the 1931 plan. The military reservation was renamed 
Fort Brooke in 1943. In 1949, a portion of the property was transferred to the Department of the 
Interior and San Juan National Historic Site established. The US Army remained in possession of 
some sections of Fort Brooke until 1961. During the 1950s, the US Army altered the slope and a 
portion of the El Polvorín retaining wall south of the building to construct a twelve-car garage, 
which was attached to the south wall of the structure. Also during this period, the US Army built 
several new officers’ residences along the curtain wall east of Santa Elena Bastion. 

After the US Army transferred Fort Brooke to the Department of the Interior in 1961, the NPS 
prepared a Master Plan for Fort Brooke in 1968 that indicated Parcel A would be administered 
by the agency, while Parcel B would be transferred to the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico. The 
plan identified the need to remove most of the buildings constructed by the US Army in the 
1930s (Rodríguez López et al., 58). 

Since the 1960s, the NPS and Commonwealth of Puerto Rico have entered into several 
memoranda of agreement to address access and use of El Polvorín, as well as tree care and other 
issues. The garages were removed from the south wall of El Polvorín in the 1980s. During the 
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late 1980s, several projects were conducted to level the esplanade and address stormwater 
management. These continued into the 1990s. Circa 1992-1995, the NPS removed Santa Elena 
Road and reconstructed San Agustín Road after removing the fill added in the 1930s (Pantel, del 
Cueto & Associates, 53). 

After removing Santa Elena Road, the NPS filled the resulting depressions where the road base 
had been. The fill material, however, later settled, and the NPS added additional material in 1997 
to help address stormwater management. The fill was borrowed from modern deposits north of 
Santa Elena Guardhouse where the northwest bastion wall was being stabilized by the US Army 
Corps of Engineers (Wild, 1, 5). Grass swales directing water to catch basins connected to PVC 
pipes emptying beyond or below the walls have been added above Santa Elena Bastion, south of 
El Polvorín, as well as within San Agustín Bastion to prevent further damage to the walls. 

In 1994, grading was conducted to redirect stormwater management around El Polvorín to 
prevent flooding inside the building (Pantel, del Cueto & Associates, 55). 

To address erosion in areas of high visitor traffic and on steep slopes where service vehicles 
travel, the NPS also added turf reinforcement pavers. These areas include an area outside of San 
Antonio Guardhouse frequented by visitors due to its current use as a bookstore, and a 
maintenance service drive that connects Parcels A and B. The NPS has also installed a grass-
crete paving system south of El Polvorín where the garage once stood to provide a stabilized 
parking area that allows for infiltration of stormwater. 

Existing Conditions. El Morro occupies a high point at the terminus of the northwestern tip of 
the Isleta de San Juan that offers commanding views of the Atlantic Ocean to the north, as well 
as the navigable channel entry to San Juan Harbor to the northwest and west. The fortified 
structure of El Morro is edged to the southeast by El Morro Esplanade, designed to serve as the 
fort’s glacis, an engineered component of the military defenses established by the Spanish. A 
system of walls frames the central open space along the edge of the promontory.  

The primary topographical features of the El Morro Esplanade project area are the broad open 
plain that gently slopes upward toward the fort associated with Parcel A, the steep slopes of the 
promontory margins, punctuated by the North and West Walls that marks both Parcels A and B, 
and the terraced and declining topography associated with Parcel B.  

The broad open plain of the esplanade within Parcel A is divided into two parts by a spine or 
ridgeline of higher ground followed by El Morro Road.  

Evidence of cultural responses to the natural features of the promontory landform include the 
manipulation of the esplanade to create the smooth glacis, the establishment of the walls as an 
obstacle to attack from below, and the various drainage systems that direct stormwater through 
the perimeter walls. A vault cover south of El Morro marks the location of a cistern developed to 
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provide freshwater for the military complex before public utilities supplied this need.  

Turf reinforcement pavers placed to prevent soil erosion are present at the base of benches 
outside the bookstore and near El Morro, and on the steeply sloped section of the maintenance 
service drive connecting Parcels A and B, while grass-crete paving is used for parking at El 
Polvorín to promote infiltration of stormwater.  

Evaluation. Several natural features and systems, as well as cultural responses to natural 
resources, survive within the El Morro Esplanade landscape today. These include the landform 
of the promontory on which the esplanade and El Morro are situated, as well as the broad open 
plain and sweeping sloped greensward that extends between Norzagaray Street and El Morro. 
This natural landform and topography survive with a high degree of integrity and helps to 
connect the military defensive system established by the Spanish to the naturally defensible 
position at the northwest tip of the Isleta de San Juan.  

The landform and topography, however, have also been manipulated for cultural needs through 
the construction of massive masonry walls along the margins of the promontory, and through the 
leveling of a rise within the esplanade—Calvary Hill—and the filling of a ravine during the 
Spanish military occupation period. Grading effected by the Spanish to lower high points and fill 
ravines contributed to the smooth glacis that exists today, broken into northern and southern 
sections by a spine occupied by El Morro Road. The existing broad open plain of the esplanade 
and its grading as a glacis to improve defense survive with a high degree of integrity to the 
Spanish military occupation period, with repair conducted by the US Army following artillery 
bombardment during the Spanish-American War. 

The perimeter walls and bastions that contain the esplanade are further examples of responses to 
natural resources as an expansion of the Spanish defense of San Juan following declaration a 
Defense of the First Order. The walls and bastions served as an obstacle to attack as well as 
protection for the soldiers involved in manning artillery positions. The walls also survive with a 
high degree of integrity to the Spanish period, although there are some segments of the West 
Walls that underwent collapse during the early twentieth century that were later repaired or 
replaced by the US Army, most notable the curtain wall between Santa Elena and San Agustín 
Bastions (see the Buildings and Structures section for more detail).  

The engineering of the walls and bastions by the Spanish incorporated drainage and stormwater-
management systems that allowed water to flow through the walls and prevent ponding that 
might destabilize the walls. These systems remain in evidence and continue to function today. 
Where the US Army repaired and replaced sections of wall, there is evidence of a different 
approach to stormwater management that included the use of concrete and drain structures. 
These systems also survive with a good deal of integrity today (see the Buildings and Structures 
section for more detail).  
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Other evidence of Spanish and US military occupation period survives in the form of terraced 
hillsides and retaining walls within Parcel B, notably at El Polvorín, the hillside where the 
playground is located, and along San Agustín Road. These features also survive with moderate 
integrity where the buildings and structures they were designed to accommodate are no longer 
present. 

Later stormwater-management systems added by the NPS post-date the period of significance. 
These include grass lined swales that direct water to catch basins, drop inlets, and PVC pipe.  

Evidence of the military use of cisterns to store freshwater is also present. Two cisterns are 
known to exist underground beneath the esplanade within Parcel A. One is marked by a metal 
vault cover. The other has been filled with sand to protect it from collapse. Additional cisterns 
indicated as present during the US military occupation period have not been relocated. 

Other responses to natural resources that postdate the period of significance are the use of turf 
reinforcement pavers to protect turf areas subject to heavy visitor use from erosion. 

Landscape Features 

Promontory landform (natural feature; present by Spanish military occupation period) 

Contribution Status: Contributing  

Broad open sloped plain of the esplanade (natural feature; Spanish cleared of trees when 
establishing El Morro, Spanish military occupation period; buildings and road system added 
during US military occupation period but later removed)  

Contribution Status: Contributing  
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Land Use 

Land uses are the principal activities in a landscape that form, shape, and organize it as a result 
of human interaction. Today, the principal land uses associated with El Morro Esplanade relate 
to its use as a public park and facility supporting Commonwealth of Puerto Rico administration 
of La Fortaleza. Prior to establishment of San Juan National Historic Site in 1949, the property 
supported military uses for more than 400 years. 

Summary Analysis. Land uses currently associated with El Morro Esplanade include 
commemorative, recreational, commercial, museum/interpretative/educational, maintenance, 
conservation, and transportation. Of these, only commemorative and recreational land uses 
survive from the period of significance.  

Several historical land uses that characterized the landscape during the period of significance are 
no longer in evidence today. The most important of these is military. Military use of the 
landscape was supported by housing, hospital, supply and storage, services, and to a limited 
degree, agriculture. 

Additional uses that have been introduced through the administration of San Juan National 
Historic Site and use of Parcel B by the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico include commercial, 
museum/interpretive/educational, maintenance, conservation, and transportation. 

Historic Conditions. Throughout the period of significance—circa 1539 to 1945, with a local 
community period extending to 1970—the principal land use associated with El Morro 
Esplanade was military, including designation of certain areas as a parade grounds and drilling 
site. Other uses that supported military operations included housing, recreational, supply and 
storage, service, and agriculture or food production. These uses occurred within both Parcel A 
and Parcel B. El Morro operated as a multi-use open space used as a parade grounds and a place 
for soldiers to conduct military exercises, as shown in a photograph of Spanish troops on the hill 
overlooking El Polvorín during the late nineteenth century. San Juan Military Reservation was 
established by the US Army after Puerto Rico was acquired by the United States from Spain in 
the Treaty of Paris in 1898. This property was reserved by the United States Government for 
military purposes through an Act of 1903 (Pantel, del Cueto & Associates, 29). The San Juan 
Military Reservation established in 1903 was officially designated Fort Brooke in 1943 and was 
named for the first American military governor in Puerto Rico. The US Army transferred a 
portion of the reservation to the Department of the Interior as part of the establishment of San 
Juan National Historic Site in 1949 based on a cooperative agreement between the Department of 
the Interior and the Department of the Army. Transfer of the property from the US Army was 
completed in 1961 (Pantel, del Cueto & Associates, 40, 45).  

The first example of a commemorative land use was the placement of the Dutch Monument on 
the esplanade along El Morro Road by 1861. 
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Agricultural land uses were associated with the grazing of livestock on the open grassy plain of 
the esplanade during the US military occupation period.  

Recreational uses were introduced by the US Army beginning circa 1907–1911 with the 
establishment of a baseball field. This was followed by creation of a nine-hole golf course by 
1923, tennis courts within Parcel B by 1929, and a swimming pool near San Antonio Bastion by 
1931. 

Existing Conditions. Present-day land uses associated with Parcels A and B are primarily 
associated with NPS administration of San Juan National Historic Site. Land uses introduced by 
the NPS include commercial associated with a bookstore located within the San Antonio 
Guardhouse; museum/interpretive/educational related to wayside exhibits and ranger-led tours; 
maintenance housed in El Polvorín; and conservation associated with use of Santa Elena 
Guardhouse as a Cannon Conservation Workshop. A heliport that is used by Puerto Rico’s 
governor is a transportation land use located within Parcel B administered by the Commonwealth 
of Puerto Rico.  

Recreational land uses remain a part of the El Morro Esplanade landscape in the form of visitors 
enjoying walking, picnicking, and kite flying within the park. A playground located within 
Parcel B, formalized in the 1990s, also constitutes a recreational land use administered by the 
Commonwealth of Puerto Rico. 

Commemoration continues to be associated with the Dutch Monument. A second monument, 
added in 2000 along El Morro Road near its intersection with Norzagaray Street, is “The 
Borinqueneers” Monument.  

Evaluation. The commemorative and recreational land uses that survive from the period of 
significance within the El Morro Esplanade landscape contribute to the significance of the 
property’s historic setting. However, many of the recreational activities in evidence today are 
newer introductions not consistent with the recreational activities present during the US military 
occupation period. The only surviving historic recreation feature is the tennis court within Parcel 
B established by the US Army by 1929. 

Land uses present during the period of significance no longer in evidence today include military, 
housing, supply and storage, services, and agriculture. Missing land uses  

All other current land uses postdate the period of significance and do not contribute to the 
historic setting of the esplanade.  
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Landscape Features 

Commemorative (by 1861)  

o Contribution Status: Contributing  
 
Recreational (circa 1907-1931) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing  
 
Commercial (post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing  
 
Museum/interpretive/educational (post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing  
 
Maintenance (post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing  
 
Conservation (post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing  
 
Transportation (post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing  
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Vegetation 

Vegetation is the collection of trees, shrubs, grass, and perennials, and the communities 
comprising forest, savanna, meadow, and marsh within a landscape.  

Today, the principal vegetation associated with El Morro Esplanade is turf lawn. There are also 
several trees located within Parcel B, as well as gardenesque plantings around Casa Rosa.  

Summary Analysis. Most of the Parcel A landscape is characterized by open turf lawn. To the 
southeast, coconut palm trees line the pedestrian promenade along the Norzagaray Street 
pedestrian promenade, but these are located outside of the project area. Grasses have 
characterized the esplanade since the Spanish military occupation period, although the species 
composition has changed over time. During the 1930s, the US Army established a golf course 
within Parcel A. The putting greens were planted with a low-growing fine textured zoysia grass, 
evidence of which remains present today. The remaining turf is composed of Bermuda grass 
interspersed with a variety of weeds. The turf is a contributing feature of the esplanade. 

Within Parcel B, there are several tree plantings, as well as ornamental trees and shrubs 
associated with Casa Rosa. A large shade tree is east of Santa Elena Guardhouse, while 
additional shade trees edge portions of San Agustín Road. A grove of trees occupies the terraced 
landform of the descending hillside north of San Agustín Bastion and provides shade for a 
playground and associated picnic facilities. Several trees are also located within San Agustín 
Bastion. While the specific dates of origin of these tree plantings are not currently known, review 
of historic photographs suggests that the grove of trees on the hillside has been present since the 
period of significance, while the other trees appear to postdate the period of significance. 

Additional vegetation within Parcel B is composed of sea grape plantings to either side of San 
Agustín Road along the curtain wall south of Sant Elena Bastion and ornamental plantings 
associated with Casa Rosa. Little is currently known about the origin of these plantings, but 
based on review of historic aerial photographs from the 1930s, they appear to date to the US 
military occupation period and coincide with the establishment of ornamental fencing, gate 
features, and walks used to enhance the residential character of the former San Agustín 
Guardhouse. 

Historic Conditions. Puerto Rico and the Isleta de San Juan fall within a tropical climate and 
an area that receives plentiful rainfall. These conditions likely contributed to the lush vegetation 
observed by Spanish explorers during the early sixteenth century. One of these explorers, 
Rodrigo de Figueroa described the Isleta de San Juan as being primarily wooded in 1519 
(Crisson et al., 2–23, from Zapatero, 279). 

Once the Spanish had determined the need to establish fortifications at the northwestern tip of 
the isleta for defense of the colony at San Juan circa 1530s, they likely began to clear the area to 
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the southeast of the site where the El Morro citadel would be built of woody vegetation. The 
timber likely proved useful as a construction material and for firewood.  

The rest of the isleta appears to have remained wooded through the sixteenth century as 
suggested in an account by Reverend John Layfield in 1598: 

within and surrounding the town, there are large numbers of coconut palms, in addition to the large 
fruit, these provide a poetic and wonderful aspect to the scenery . . . . The hills are crowded with fruit 
trees; lemons, limes, and oranges are ordinarily found where no man has sown them [Crisson et al., 
20]. 

The cleared nature of the esplanade is indicated on a 1625 Dutch map that shows the space 
barren of trees, even as other areas of the Isleta de San Juan are rendered to appear wooded. A 
sketch map of El Morro and San Cristóbal prepared by Luis Venegas Ossorio in 1678 similarly 
indicates the esplanade devoid of trees, but present elsewhere around the city. 

Circa 1797, the French naturalist André Pierre Ledrú described the fact that woody vegetation 
had become generally lacking throughout the isleta. He suggested that “it was necessary to travel 
3 miles from the city to find habitat in which to gather specimens” (Crisson et al., 20, from 
Méndez, 327-344). A sketch of the esplanade prepared in 1821 by French naturalist, Auguste 
Plée, showed the presence of just one lone palm tree near the moat and sallyport of El Morro.  

The open character of the esplanade otherwise remained relatively unchanged throughout the 
Spanish military occupation period. Planting was limited to grasses and other low growing 
groundcovers so that the area could serve as the field of fire for military defense (Crisson et al., 
19). Photographs of the esplanade from the 1890s continue to show the space devoid of trees 
(Crisson et al., 20). 

Following the Spanish-American War of 1898, the US Army began to occupy El Morro as part 
of the San Juan Military Reservation established by the US Government in 1903. Over the next 
three decades, the US Army made several changes to the esplanade to support operation of the 
military reservation, adding buildings, roads, fences, and trees.  

Early twentieth-century photographs indicate the presence of coarse grass over most of the 
esplanade. Fencing and reference to the grazing of livestock within the esplanade suggests that 
domestic animals may have grazed within the esplanade (Crisson et al., 31). A photograph taken 
circa 1905 shows a single young palm tree growing near the Commanding Officer’s Quarters and 
two Officer’s Quarters built near the El Morro moat by 1903. By 1923, photographs suggest that 
several additional trees had been added to the cluster of three quarters buildings located to either 
side of El Morro Road (Crisson et al., 31). 

Additional trees were planted during the early 1930s in conjunction with a swimming pool 
established near the San Antonio Guardhouse, to either side of El Morro Road, along the western 
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margin of the esplanade near San Fernando Battery, along Casa Rosa Road, and along Santa 
Elena Road. Photographs dated 1934 show several young trees that appear to be 6 to 8 feet tall. 
Species planted include Australian pine (Casuarina equisetifolia) and coconut palm (Cocos 
nucifera). As they matured, these trees began to change the formerly open character of the 
esplanade by making it more compartmentalized and limiting certain views to and from El Morro 
(Crisson et al., 31). 

The US Army’s installation of a nine-hole golf course circa 1907–1911 entailed the planting of 
Bermuda and zoysia grasses with a finer blade suited to use for tee boxes and putting surfaces. 
The Bermuda grass, which is an invasive species, has since spread to many areas of the 
esplanade, while the zoysia grass used to create tee boxes and putting surfaces remains evident in 
several locations. By the 1950s, the esplanade turf appeared more like a well-maintained lawn 
than it had during the early twentieth century (Crisson et al., 31). 

The trees associated with the buildings and structures of the US military reservation were likely 
removed with the buildings in the 1960s and 1970s, while the NPS removed the trees edging 
Morro Road in the 1990s based on the recommendations provided in the 1991 HSR/CLR. 

Within Parcel B, it appears that several of the current tree and shrub plantings were added by the 
US Army, including a grove of trees on the terraced hillside north of San Agustín Bastion, within 
the bastion itself, and gardens around Casa Rosa. These plantings likely were added during the 
1930s as they appear on aerial photographs in 1930s and 1937, but further research is needed to 
confirm the date of these plantings. The trees located within San Agustín Bastion appear to have 
been associated with buildings constructed in the area by the US Army.  

Some of the garden plantings at Casa Rosa are known to have been damaged by the wind and 
heavy rains of Hurricane Hugo in 1989 (Crisson et al., 32).  

The grove of trees on the hillside was augmented in 1995 when the Instituto de Cultura 
Puertorriqueña planted twenty-five ceiba trees around the newly designated playground for 
commemorative purposes (Wild, 8). Archeological monitoring by the NPS during the installation 
of the trees revealed the presence of a brick pillar that dated to the Spanish military occupation 
period, and a terraced wall running north-south down the slope of the hill of unknown origin, and 
evidence of a possible smithy site or industrial byproduct disposal site (Wild, 8-11). 

The remaining tree plantings occur along San Agustín Road and near Santa Elena Bastion. These 
appear to be more recent additions based on review of historic aerials and the disturbance that 
occurred in the 1990s to remove Santa Elena Road and restore the original grade of San Agustín 
Road. Also occurring after the US military period of significance, the NPS planted a hedge of sea 
grape on the hillside above the retaining wall behind El Polvorín to screen maintenance activities 
from view from Parcel A in 1998, to stabilize the slope and to discourage visitor access to the 
dangerous area (Superintendent’s Annual Narrative 1998). The sea grapes were removed in 2020 
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when they were found to be causing damage to the retaining wall. Trees were also planted in 
association with the Norzagaray Street pedestrian promenade in 1998 that survive today beyond 
the project area boundary. 

Since 1994, the NPS and Commonwealth of Puerto Rico have maintained a memorandum of 
agreement to address maintenance of vegetation within Parcel B. The 1994 agreement describes 
work to be completed by the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico to “remove and dispose of all 
identified dead, dying, dangerous or intrusive trees located within Parcel B.” The agreement 
indicates that trees in poor condition had been mutually marked by the two parties, and that 
guidelines for removal had also been developed (1994 Memorandum of Agreement for 
Maintenance). 

Sea grape were removed from the hillside above El Polvorín in 2020–2021 and replaced with a 
safety fence. Sea grapes were planted to either side of San Agustín Road south of Santa Elena 
Bastion in the same time period. 

Existing Conditions. Much of El Morro Esplanade is characterized by turf grasses, 
particularly Parcel A. Sea grape is found growing on the steeply sloped hillside below San 
Fernando Battery.  

Within Parcel B, several mature shade trees shade the playground and the terraced hillside to the 
north of San Agustín Road and San Agustín Bastion. A mature shade tree stands to the east of 
Santa Elena Guardhouse, while an irregular row of trees edges San Agustín Road along the 
curtain wall between Santa Elena and San Agustín Bastions. Sea grapes are planted to either side 
of the road south of Santa Elena Bastion. 

Within the environs of Casa Rosa, there are numerous ornamental trees and shrubs that convey a 
residential character. Plantings also occupy the margins of Casa Rosa Road, as well as the traffic 
circle at the intersection of Casa Rosa and San Agustín Roads.  

Evaluation. The open form and use of grasses as the primary ground cover of the El Morro 
Esplanade has characterized the landscape since the Spanish military occupation period, although 
the species and texture of the grasses changed between the Spanish and US military occupation 
periods. Turf grasses are prevalent within both Parcels A and B today and contribute to the 
historic setting of El Morro Esplanade. 

Trees added during the second quarter of the twentieth century by the US Army along El Morro 
Road, the swimming pool, various building clusters, the North Walls, Santa Elena Road, and the 
western edge of the promontory are no longer present.  

Parcel B contains several planting features that were likely added during the US military 
occupation period, when the landscape was intensively developed to support operation of the 
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military reservation. These include shade trees on the hillside north of San Agustín Bastion, other 
trees within the bastion, and ornamental gardens around Casa Rosa. Ceiba trees planted in 
association with the hillside grove at the time the playground was formalized in 1995 post-date 
the period of significance and are non-contributing.  

Trees edging San Agustín Road and Santa Elena Bastion also appear to postdate the period of 
significance and are non-contributing.  

Landscape Features 

Turf lawn (Parcels A and B, sixteenth century; twentieth century) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Grove of trees on the hillside above San Agustín Bastion (Parcel B, by 1937) (25 ceiba trees 
added in 1995)  

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Trees within San Agustín Bastion (Parcel B, by 1937) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Tree, shrub, and herbaceous ornamental and shade plantings at Casa Rosa (Parcel B, circa 1930s) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Palm trees along Norzagaray Street (Parcel A, 1998) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Trees along San Agustín Road (Parcel B, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing  
 
Trees along Casa Rosa Road and ornamental plantings in the roadway triangle of Casa Rosa and 
San Agustín roads (Parcel B, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing  
 
Sea grapes to either side of San Agustín Road (Parcel B, 2020) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing  
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Spatial Organization 

Spatial organization reflects the three-dimensional organization of physical forms and visual 
associations in a landscape, including the articulation of ground, vertical, and overhead planes 
that define and create spaces. 

The primary structuring spatial elements at El Morro Esplanade have been present since the 
Spanish military period, including the North and West Walls and associated bastion, Castillo del 
Morro, and trees that frame portions of the road corridor within Parcel B. 

Summary Analysis. The spatial organization associated with El Morro Esplanade present on 
the landscape today includes a general division into Parcels A and B, each of which offers a 
distinct sense of space due to the landform and topography characteristics. Parcel A is composed 
of a broad open sloped plain that rises toward the northwest and contains a central ridgeline. The 
land falls away from the ridgeline toward the edge of the promontory to the north and south 
where perimeter walls contain the space.  

Parcel B is more linear in arrangement, composed of a lower space edged to the south and west 
by the West Walls and to the north and east by steeply rising topography that ends at the upper 
esplanade within Parcel A. San Agustín Road traverses the linear parcel and is edged to either 
side by a series of developed clusters that occur to either side. Spatial organization within Parcel 
B is also affected by the presence of groves of trees and other plantings not present within Parcel 
A. Most of these spatial conditions were present by the end of the period of significance. The 
only exception is the playground that occupies the terraced slopes of the hillside along San 
Agustín Road near San Agustín Bastion. The playground itself was developed and designated in 
the mid-1990s. As part of the designation of the playground, the Institute of Puerto Rican Culture 
planted twenty-five ceiba (Ceiba pentandra) trees for commemorative purposes (Wild, 8). These 
trees expanded an existing grove of trees evident in photographs of the area during the US 
military occupation period.  

The broad open sloped plain of Parcel A continues to reflect the character of the El Morro 
Esplanade, and its role as the glacis for El Morro, established during the Spanish military period of 
occupation. Over the course of four centuries, the Spanish cleared tree cover, leveled the ground 
plane, established low growing grasses, and built the perimeter wall system composed of curtains 
and outward extensions known as bastions. The city of San Juan established a cemetery at the base 
of the North Walls during the early nineteenth century that is readily visible from the esplanade. To 
address access, a road and tunnel were built through the wall by the 1860s. The road corridor cuts 
through the esplanade near the curtain wall east of Santa Rosa Bastion. Another important road 
association with spatial organization of the esplanade is El Morro Road. This route was established 
by the Spanish to reach the sallyport of El Morro during the sixteenth century. The road effectively 
divides the space of the esplanade into northern and southern sections.  
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Set within this landscape, the Spanish built three guardhouses and a powder magazine (El 
Polvorín). The guardhouses were each associated with a bastion—San Antonio, Santa Elena, and 
San Agustín. The guardhouses became anchors of their surrounding landscapes both visually and 
physically. A concrete artillery position was also built atop the promontory south of El Morro by 
1898 by the Spanish to modernize coastal defenses in response to advances in military ships and 
weaponry. 

US Army documents prepared in 1900 following transfer of Puerto Rico from Spain to the 
United States as part of the Treaty of Paris, stated that “there was suitable open space between El 
Morro and the Ballajá Barracks for a drill ground,” indicating that the US Army continued to use 
the esplanade for similar purposes after taking ownership of the property (Crisson et al., 32).  

Photographs from the early twentieth century indicate that trees and lighting edged El Morro 
Road, while barracks buildings were added to either side of the road near the El Morro moat. 

During the 1930s, the US Army developed much of the esplanade south of El Morro Road with 
new roads and buildings to accommodate housing and other uses. Only San Agustín Road survives 
from this period today, along with the terraced landform of the hillside to the north, rebuilt walls 
that had been subject to collapse, tennis courts, trees and other plantings, and a small building 
located west of Casa Rosa (originally the San Agustín Guardhouse). The road continues to 
structure the linear space of Parcel B today.  

Additions that postdate the military use of the property include a playground and heliport on the 
hillside overlooking San Agustín Bastion and the curtain wall located between San Agustín and 
Santa Elena Bastions. 

Today, Parcel A more generally reflects the Spanish military occupation period, while the 
parceled and terraced spatial organization of Parcel B includes aspects of Spanish period 
organization overlain with features added during the US military occupation period. With the 
removal of the US military occupation period features, the earlier open character of the Spanish 
period has been restored. 

Historic Conditions. During the Spanish military occupation period, the El Morro Esplanade 
was treated as a broad open space that supported defensive needs associated with the 
fortifications at El Morro. The ground plain was managed in low growing grasses, cut with roads 
and paths that linked key features, such as the El Morro sallyport with San Juan Gate. The only 
structures that appear on early maps of the esplanade are a small chapel and a cistern, along with 
a series of dispersed artillery batteries located facing the channel leading to San Juan Harbor.  

In 1765, San Juan was declared a Defense of the First Order by King Charles III of Spain. To 
enhance the defensive complex, Spanish military engineers designed a comprehensive system of 
defensive walls along the north, west, and south margins of the city and the promontory that 
connected a series of forward sited projections or bastions that expanded the ability of artillery to 
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fire in various directions. The walls, generally completed by 1782, established a sense of 
bounded interior space. 

Slicing through the larger space of the esplanade from the earliest days of Spanish military 
occupation was a primary circulation route—El Morro Road—along a central ridgeline connecting 
the city with the sallyport of the fortified complex.  

The Spanish also built several buildings within the esplanade during the eighteenth and nineteenth 
centuries that created small enclaves of space within the larger whole. Surviving examples include 
San Antonio Guardhouse located to the south of San Antonio Bastion; El Polvorín located at the 
base of a retaining wall built to contain the steep slope of the hillside below Parcel A east of Santa 
Elena Bastion; Santa Elena Guardhouse set within Santa Elena Bastion; and San Agustín 
Guardhouse located northeast of San Agustín Bastion.  

By the late nineteenth century, a cluster of buildings set within a walled precinct—the Pabellones 
Militares—had been built south of El Morro Road, between the Dutch Monument, added circa 
1861, and el Manicomio, a mental hospital. The only other feature impacting spatial organization 
within the esplanade during the Spanish military occupation period was updating of San Fernando 
Battery with the addition of a concrete gun emplacement of contemporary design located near the 
ruins of the earlier masonry battery. By 1864, a new road had been built across the northeast 
portion of the esplanade to provide a connection to a tunnel leading beneath the North Wall curtain 
between Santo Domingo and Santa Rosa Bastions to Old San Juan Cemetery, located at the base of 
the North Walls. While these additions impacted the spatial feeling of the esplanade, overall, the 
space remained relatively open and undeveloped. 

By 1905, the US Army had added three buildings near the sallyport leading to El Morro, located to 
either side of El Morro Road, while the Pabellones Militares had been converted into a yellow 
fever hospital. An incinerator was later built south of El Polvorín to dispose of the possessions of 
those infected with the disease. The stack of the incinerator rose above the surrounding area and 
became an orientation aid. Additional buildings were built to the south and west of Casa Rosa, 
while accounts from this period describe the presence of fences to graze livestock as well, which 
would also have impacted spatial organization within the esplanade. 

During World War I, the US Army worked to improve the coastal defenses around San Juan 
Harbor to address new weapons and boat technology. A concrete gun emplacement and bombproof 
were built within Santa Elena Bastion as one of several new structures added throughout the 
military reservation to address the threat posed by German U-boats. 

Spatial organization within the esplanade changed dramatically during the 1930s as the US Army 
implemented a plan prepared in 1931 to improve the military reservation. An officers’ club was 
built to the north of El Morro Road, replacing the earlier structures near the El Morro sallyport, 
while a new road—Santa Elena Road—was built to the south of El Morro Road between the Dutch 
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Monument and the officer’s club. Trees planted to either side of El Morro Road and Santa Elena 
Road further divided the broad open space into smaller areas with unique identities. Five new 
quarters buildings were constructed along the outer edge of the road. In addition, eight buildings 
were added where the yellow fever hospital had previously stood between El Morro Road and 
Casa Rosa Road. Later several additional buildings were added along the alignment of Bay Road, 
which paralleled the West Walls, but was improved and became known as San Agustín Road. 

Walls were also built near Santa Elena Guardhouse and in the vicinity of San Antonio Bastion, 
while within Parcel A was a large, fenced precinct located along the western promontory edge near 
San Fernando Battery, while another fenced precinct was developed within Santa Elena Bastion.  

By the later 1930s, trees appear on aerial photographs of the esplanade along El Morro Road, Santa 
Elena Road, around El Polvorín, on the hillside north of San Agustín Bastion, and around Casa 
Rosa, the former San Agustín Guardhouse. While much of Parcel B appears densely developed, 
the esplanade north of El Morro Road remains open along with the area encircled by Santa Elena 
Road. The open space north of El Morro Road was also used for recreational facilities that 
included an above-ground swimming pool connected to the San Antonio Guardhouse, a nine-
hole golf course, and a baseball field.  

The US Army created a gate along Norzagaray Street at the northeastern corner of the esplanade 
to control access and entry, further conveying a sense of enclosure within the esplanade.  

To establish Bay Road, the US Army conducted filling and grading in 1934. The road was later 
rebuilt following repairs made to Santa Elena and San Agustín Bastions and the curtain wall 
between them, including adding 4 feet of fill and a fence along the curtain wall for stormwater-
management purposes, in 1938-1939. At the time, the firing steps associated with the south wall 
of Santa Elena Bastion were rebuilt (Pantel, del Cueto & Associates, 38). 

Although documentary evidence has not been located for preparation of this CLI, Casa Rosa was 
likely adapted for residential use by the US Army, with perimeter fencing and wall structures 
added along with ornamental plantings and a wishing well. These features altered the character 
of the guardhouse from a military to a residential landscape and established an intimate sense of 
enclosure. 

In 1961, the US Army transferred Fort Brooke to the Department of the Interior. The NPS 
subsequently prepared a Master Plan for Fort Brooke in 1968 that indicated Parcel A would be 
administered by the agency, and Parcel B would be transferred to the Commonwealth of Puerto 
Rico. The plan identified the need to remove most of the buildings constructed by the US Army 
in the 1930s (Rodríguez López et al., 58). These were removed in the 1960s and 1970s. 

The NPS also removed the tree plantings along El Morro Road in 1992 based on preparation of 
an HSR/CLR in 1991, which dramatically altered spatial organization within the esplanade.  
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By 1998, a playground had been developed beneath the shade of the grove of trees within Parcel 
B, which were augmented with new tree plantings (Superintendent’s Annual Narrative 1998, 7). 
The playground replaced an older wood and steel playground set based on a memorandum of 
agreement between the NPS and the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico. The agreement indicates the 
Commonwealth of Puerto Rico planned to purchase and install a new playground in a location 
coordinated by both agencies (1994 Memorandum of Agreement for Maintenance). 

Within Santa Elena Bastion, the NPS added a chain-link fence to protect work areas associated 
with the Cannon Conservation Workshop.  

Existing Conditions. Primary elements of spatial organization within El Morro Esplanade 
today include the prominent form of the fortification that anchors the space at the northwest 
corner of the promontory and the system of walls and bastions that edge the space within Parcel 
A; and the linear space of Parcel B formed by the steeply sloped and terraced topography to then 
north and the West Walls and bastions to the south.  

The perimeter of esplanade includes four curtain walls and three bastions—Santa Rosa, San 
Antonio, Santa Elena, and San Agustín—that extend outward from the curtain walls at the edge 
of the promontory, forming more enclosed interior spaces. Historic guardhouses edge Santa 
Elena, San Agustín, and San Antonio Bastions.  

Within Parcel A, the esplanade is also visually edged to the southeast by large institutional 
buildings associated with Old San Juan, such as the Escuela de Artes Plásticas, Asilo de la 
Beneficencia, el Manicomio, Instituto de Cultura Puertorriqueña, and the former Cuartel de 
Ballajá (now Las Américas Museum). Within Parcel B, a grove of trees on the hillside, trees 
along San Agustín Road and within San Agustín Bastion, and ornamental plantings associated 
with Casa Rosa also help frame the linear corridor of space associated with San Agustín Road. 
The spatial configuration that includes the landform and topography allows for expansive views 
toward the harbor to the south, while steeply sloped topography and plantings edge the space 
within Parcel B to the north.  

Evaluation. Within the esplanade, spatial organization differs to a great degree between Parcel 
A and Parcel B. Parcel A is characterized by a large expanse of broad open space defined in part 
by El Morro, the North Walls, and large institutional buildings associated with Old San Juan. 
This spatial pattern was established by the Spanish and existed in this location for hundreds of 
years, although by the end of the Spanish military occupation period, a cluster of four buildings 
set within a perimeter wall were constructed between the Dutch Monument and el Manicomio 
that are no longer present today. A road and tunnel were also built through the northeastern 
corner of the esplanade to provide access to Old San Juan Cemetery by 1864.  

Parcel B is more linear in form and character. Edged to the south by the West Walls, with 
expansive views towards San Juan Harbor, and to the north by the steeply sloped topography that 
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descends from Parcel A, Parcel B is organized spatially as a linear open space edged to either side 
by nodes of cultural developments. The wall and bastion system, and the three principal buildings 
that follow the promontory within Parcel B—Santa Elena Guardhouse, El Polvorín and associated 
retaining wall, and Casa Rosa—were all established during the Spanish military occupation period.  

During the US military occupation period, numerous clusters of buildings, fenced precincts, and 
plantings were established within both Parcels A and B to support operation of the military 
reservation. Except for San Agustín Road, tennis courts, tree plantings, and hillside terracing 
within Parcel B, all these features have since been removed, suggesting diminished integrity of 
feeling, setting, design, and association for the US military occupation period, but 
reestablishment of these aspects of integrity for the Spanish military occupation period. 

Later additions that have impacted patterns of spatial organization include a playground and 
heliport, both located within Parcel B. These postdate the period of significance, and do not 
contribute to the historic setting of El Morro Esplanade.  

Landscape Features 

Broad open space of El Morro Esplanade (CRIS HS #019728) (Parcel A, circa 1539)  

o Contribution Status: Contributing  
 
Spatial edge formed by defensive walls and bastions (Parcel A, circa 1560-1782) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing  
 
San Antonio Bastion and Guardhouse complex (Parcel A, by 1897) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing  
 
Road and tunnel corridor leading to Old San Juan Cemetery (Parcel A, by 1864) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing  
 
Spatial edge formed by defensive walls and bastions (Parcel B, circa 1560-1782) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing  
 
Santa Elena Bastion, Guardhouse, and El Polvorín complex (Parcel B, by 1792) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing  
 
San Agustín Bastion and Guardhouse (Parcel B, by 1864) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing  
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Tennis and basketball courts (Parcel B, by 1929) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing  
 
San Agustín Road corridor (Parcel B, circa 1934–1939) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing  
 
Casa Rosa residential landscape (Parcel B, circa 1930s) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing  
 
Grove of trees on hillside north of San Agustín Bastion (Parcel B, by 1937)  

Playground (Parcel B, circa 1998)  

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing  
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Circulation 

Circulation is the patterns, features, and applied material finishes that constitute the systems of 
movement in a landscape.  

Circulation at El Morro Esplanade generally survives from the period of significance, with the 
primary feature—El Morro Road—continuing to follow an alignment established by the Spanish 
during the sixteenth century. 

Summary Analysis. The route of Camino del Morro or El Morro Road, which passes through 
the center of Parcel A of the El Morro Esplanade property, is the oldest surviving circulation 
feature within El Morro Esplanade. The route was established with the El Morro fortification 
during the sixteenth century, and it has remained a part of the landscape ever since, although the 
width, surfacing, and edge conditions have varied through time. The road appears on the 1625 
Dutch map as a primary route connecting the settlement of San Juan with El Morro. Routes 
connected to El Morro Road from the northeast as well as the southwest as shown on the 1625 
map. The road intersecting El Morro Road from the southeast connected with San Juan Gate along 
the harbor (Crisson et al., 12, Vingboons, “Plan of San Juan,”1625). The southern route is 
generally represented today by Casa Rosa Road. Norzagaray Street, which edges El Morro 
Esplanade today, does not appear in its current form until the twentieth century. In addition to these 
primary routes extending through the esplanade, there were several internal circulation routes that 
led to the individual artillery emplacements and batteries, sometimes connecting with El Morro 
Road. An additional form of circulation present in association with the North Walls during the 
eighteenth century were communication trenches, excavated walks that allowed for passage of 
soldiers behind the batteries without risking being fired upon. Little evidence of these routes 
survives today. 

During the US military occupation period, several additional roads were established within El 
Morro Esplanade, most of which have since been removed. These included a broad loop road 
extending south from El Morro Road near the El Morro moat as far as the Dutch Monument. 
This road, built in the 1930s, was referred to as Santa Elena Road. The US Army also extended 
Casa Rosa Road northwest to connect with Santa Elena Road. By the late 1920s, the US Army 
had built a road paralleling the West Walls between Casa Rosa and Santa Elena Bastion known 
as Bay Road. During the 1930s, the road was improved and extended to Santa Elena Road. As 
part of the rebuilding of the curtain wall between Santa Elena and San Agustín Bastions, the road 
was altered at the western end through the addition of several feet of fill to address stormwater-
management needs. 

San Agustín Road was later returned to its earlier elevation by the NPS in the late 1990s, while 
Santa Elena Road, the northwest extension of Casa Rosa Road, and the parking area associated 
with El Morro Road were removed circa 1992-1994 based on recommendations provided in an 



El Morro Esplanade Cultural Landscape  San Juan National Historic Site 
 

 
Cultural Landscapes Inventory   Page 133 

HSR/CLR prepared in 1991 (Wild, 5). Maintenance access to Parcel A from Parcel B follows the 
route of the former connection to Santa Elena Road, now a grassy two-track. El Morro Road was 
then widened and repaved with concrete, with a circular turnaround added at the southeast end 
where the road meets Norzagaray Street, and a large circular plaza near El Morro moat. 

There are few pedestrian paths or walks associated with El Morro Esplanade. Several connect 
Casa Rosa to adjacent roads. These appear to have been constructed as part of the adaptive use of 
the former guardhouse for residential purposes during the US military occupation period. Walks 
associated with El Polvorín were added by the NPS during the adaptive use of the building for 
maintenance offices. A concrete walk and stairs that lead to the playground from Casa Rosa 
Road connects to a sidewalk fronting the tennis and basketball courts along San Agustín Road. 
This route, which appears to have been added circa 1950s or 1960s, was altered in the mid-1990s 
to enhance accessibility. As part of the project, stairs near the tennis courts were replaced with an 
accessible ramp. 

Ad hoc parking located adjacent to Santa Elena Guardhouse occurs to either side of a short, 
paved road that was likely built by the NPS. Associated with El Polvorín is a parking area to the 
south of the building paved with grass-crete. This was also added by the NPS in the 1990s, and it 
replaced a garage structure added to the building by the US Army in the 1950s. Another 
circulation feature added since the end of the US military occupation period is a heliport used by 
the Governor of Puerto Rico. It is located south of El Polvorín. 

Historic Conditions. Evidence of circulation routes present during the Spanish military 
occupation period includes several maps prepared in the seventeenth, eighteenth, and nineteenth 
centuries. As noted, a map prepared in 1625 indicates the presence of a route following an 
alignment similar to the alignment of El Morro Road, which is in turn intersected by a route 
leading toward the promontory from San Juan Gate, and another route from the northern section 
of the city. It was referred to as the Road of the Castle of El Morro (El Camino del Castillo del 
Morro and Camino Afirmado). The southern route remained the primary means of accessing El 
Morro between circa 1539 and 1860 and was likely used to transport supplies and artillery from 
the harbor to the fort (Crisson et al., 12).  

During the eighteenth century, many informal routes crisscrossed the esplanade, connecting 
elements of the military complex. Military roads and communication trenches connected the 
bastions and other artillery positions and were built behind the North Walls. 

During the nineteenth century, the perimeter walls and bastions became obsolete due to the 
introduction of rifled artillery. The circulation routes leading to the walls and bastions may have 
fallen out of use during this time.  

By the 1860s, maps indicated that roads were being formalized east of El Morro Esplanade that 
provided access to El Cuartel de Ballajá (or the Ballajá Barracks), El Asilo de la Beneficencia 
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(the Welfare Asylum), built circa 1841, and el Manicomio, (the Insane Asylum) built in 1854. 
Calle de Cementerio (Cemetery Road) and an associated tunnel that extends beneath the North 
Walls were added to provide access to Old San Juan Cemetery by 1864. 

El Morro Road underwent a modest adjustment at the southeastern end circa 1897 to allow for 
construction of a yellow fever hospital, built between the Dutch Monument and el Manicomio. A 
plan prepared in 1897 by José Laguna for the hospital complex suggested that two locations were 
evaluated for the hospital. One of these locations required that the alignment of El Morro Road 
be adjusted (Crisson et al., 13, from Laguna). A map from 1899 depicting the completed hospital 
suggests that the location requiring realignment of El Morro Road was selected (Crisson et al., 
13, from Hodges). 

Around the same time, Manicomio Road was established to provide access to el Manicomio, 
while portions of Norzagaray Street begin to appear on maps.  

El Morro Road remained the primary access route to the fort during the US military occupation 
period. One of the first improvements to the esplanade made by the US Army was repair of the 
damage caused by the shelling associated with the Spanish-American War. In 1899, reports 
suggested that the section of El Morro Road from the Dutch Monument to the fort was in 
especially poor condition (Crisson et al., 22, from Bearss, 106). The US Army used dirt and 
gravel from earlier ditch systems along the road to build up a crown in the center of the road and 
realigned the ditches to improve drainage. These improvements were completed by 1905 
(Crisson et al., from 1899 photos from Gambell Collection). 

Also completed during the early years of US military occupation was a vehicular turnaround near 
the sallyport of El Morro and a diagonal path leading north from the intersection of El Morro and 
Manicomio Roads to the esplanade. The turnaround, which was later altered by the NPS, is 
recalled by the present-day plaza at the end of El Morro Road near the sallyport. 

Between 1910 and 1911, El Morro Road was paved with asphalt. Drainage was accommodated 
within a gutter system that paralleled the road. A 5-foot-wide walkway, constructed with a 3-inch 
concrete base top-dressed with a 1-inch layer of concrete, was built along one side of the road for 
pedestrians as part of these improvements. Concrete curb edged the walk for the entire length 
(Crisson et al., 2-23, from Bearss, 138-139). By the late 1920s, the US Army had constructed a 
new road, known as Bay Road, paralleling the West Walls between Casa Rosa Road and Santa 
Elena Bastion. A 1934 Army Map indicates that Bay Road was formed by connecting paths that 
had traditionally served the West Wall bastions (Crisson et al., 13). 

During the early 1930s, the US Army made several changes to circulation within the esplanade. 
Among these changes was the construction of two new roads and the extension of a third, along 
with improvements made to Bay Road. One of the new roads built by the US Army was Santa 
Elena Road. Located within Parcel A, it formed a large half-moon loop from El Morro moat to 
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the Dutch Monument. New military barracks and administration buildings were constructed 
along the outer edge of the new road. Santa Elena Road was paved with asphalt and edged by 
curb and gutter as well as concrete walks (Crisson et al., 13). The road surrounded a low point 
that had previously been encircled by a footpath. Another new road was an extension of Casa 
Rosa Road, which was formalized at the time through paving and the addition of curbing and 
connected to Santa Elena Road. Casa Rosa itself was likely adapted for residential use during the 
1930s, with new walks and gardens added that remain present today. 

Circa 1938-1939, Bay Road was elevated at the northwestern end, edged by a fence and stone 
retaining wall, and paved with asphalt. This work coincided with terracing of the slopes to the 
north and stabilization of the curtain wall between San Agustín and Santa Elena Bastions as well 
as stormwater-management measures (Crisson et al., 13). 

After portions of the property was transferred to the NPS in 1961, Santa Elena Road remained in 
place and served visitors to the park. The NPS built a parking area along the western end of the 
road near the intersection with El Morro Road. By the 1980s, the adjacent buildings had been 
removed by the US Army.  

Several changes were made to circulation during the 1990s. The park built a new grass-crete 
parking area adjacent to El Polvorín in 1996 to the east of the building in an area that had been 
previously disturbed when the Commonwealth Power Authority installed a transformer vault 
nearby in 1992 (Wild, 14). Also formerly on the site of the parking was a concrete carport large 
enough for twelve cars that was built by the US Army by 1951. The building was attached to the 
east wall of the building (Pantel, del Cueto & Associates, 41-42). The carport was removed by 
the late 1980s (Pantel, del Cueto & Associates, 49). Although the date of origin is not known, the 
heliport located to the south of the grass-crete parking area also likely dates to the 1990s or later. 

Until the 1990s, El Morro Road was gravel surfaced. During the early 1990s, the NPS removed 
Santa Elena Road, the northwestern extension of Casa Rosa Road, and removed the fill atop San 
Agustín Road, repaving it with concrete to reflect historic conditions. Trees that had lined El 
Morro Road since the US military occupation period were removed. Circa 1998, El Morro Road 
was paved with concrete. The circular turnaround at the southeast end was added in conjunction 
with the development of a pedestrian promenade and special paving along Norzagaray Street by 
the local municipality (Superintendent’s Annual Report 1998). 

Existing Conditions. Circulation routes are relatively limited within Parcel A of El Morro 
Esplanade today. The primary route of access is El Morro Road, a 20-foot wide, 1,100-foot-long 
concrete road edged by a 4-foot-wide concrete sidewalk. Concrete curbing, flush with the 
pavements, separates the adjacent routes. El Morro Road is used by pedestrians as well as park 
personnel involved in maintenance and conveying VIPs to El Morro. A circular concrete plaza 
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edged by benches is located at the end of the road near the bridge across El Morro’s dry moat 
that leads to the fortification’s sallyport.  

El Morro Road is reached either from a circular turnaround that extends north from Norzagaray 
Street where visitors can be dropped off or from the pedestrian promenade along Norzagaray 
Street where breaks in the perimeter wall provide access to the esplanade. The promenade also 
leads to a concrete sidewalk that extends to El Morro Road along the edge of the circular 
turnaround.  

A paved terrace located outside of the bookstore also serves circulation into and out of the 
building, and as a waiting area. 

All other circulation within Parcel A is informal and is composed of an unimproved access road 
used by maintenance personnel to the south of El Morro Road, and pedestrian social trails etched 
into the grass. The paved landings and firing steps located behind the curtain and bastion walls 
are also used by visitors to circulate alongside the North and West Walls.  

Two road corridors are associated with Parcel B—Casa Rosa Road and San Agustín Road. Casa 
Rosa Road extends into the project area from southeast, passing through the Casa Rosa Gate. It 
continues to the north of Casa Rosa. San Agustín Road arises at Casa Rosa, and leads northwest 
through Parcel B, ending at a parking area located east of Santa Elena Guardhouse. San Agustín 
Road provides access to the various cultural features and clusters located within Parcel B. 
Parking occurs along the margins of the road near Casa Rosa and along the curtain wall that 
extends between Santa Elena and San Agustín Bastions. Parking accommodates staff of La 
Fortaleza and Save-A-Gato. Located on the hillside to the north of San Agustín Road is a 
heliport used to transport the Governor of the Commonwealth. Parking, composed of permeable 
pavers referred to as grass-crete, is located to the south of El Polvorín for use by San Juan 
National Historic Site maintenance personnel.  

Concrete walks provide access to the playground and basketball and tennis courts, and to Casa 
Rosa.  

Passing through El Morro Esplanade, but outside of the CLR project area, is Cemetery Road and 
an associated tunnel that extends the road beneath the North Walls. The construction materials 
and methods used to construct and any changes that have occurred since its original 
establishment in the mid-nineteenth century are not known.  

Evaluation. Several vehicular circulation features survive with sufficient integrity to convey 
their historic associations with the significance of the El Morro Esplanade. Roads include El 
Morro Road, Casa Rosa Road, and San Agustín Road. Most of the pedestrian circulation within 
the CLR project area appears to postdate the period of significance and does not contribute. The 
possible exception is the walk and terrace system associated with Casa Rosa, which was likely 
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improved to accommodate residential use during the US military occupation period, although 
further research is needed to confirm this theory.  

The paved plaza near El Morro and the circular turnaround at Norzagaray Street were established 
in the 1990s by the NPS. They postdate the period of significance and are non-contributing. An 
unimproved road that provides maintenance access to Parcel A also postdates the period of 
significance and is non-contributing.  

Within Parcel A, El Morro Road is a route that appears on maps of the esplanade as early as 
1625, with an alignment that is consistent with the present-day route. Paving materials associated 
with the road have changed over the years from dirt to gravel, asphalt, and concrete. The present-
day concrete dates to the 1990s and thus post-dates the period of significance. In terms of 
integrity, El Morro Road possesses integrity of location, association, setting, and feeling, and 
diminished integrity of design. The road does not possess integrity of materials or workmanship 
due to the more recent changes to the surface and drainage systems that were associated with the 
route during the period of significance. El Morro Road possesses sufficient integrity to convey 
its historic associations and is in good condition.  

Pedestrian circulation located within Parcel A that postdates the period of significance and is 
non-contributing include the sidewalk leading to El Morro Road from the Norzagaray Street 
promenade, the Norzagaray Street promenade and the connections it provides visitors with the 
esplanade, the paved landing at the bookstore, and social trails. The social trail southwest of El 
Morro is a deeply eroded passageway that is in poor condition. Erosion is also associated with 
the access points to the esplanade from Norzagaray Street promenade, and the margins of the 
bookstore landing and the benches along the plaza near El Morro, rendering these features in fair 
condition.  

Within Parcel B, Casa Rosa Road appears to follow the route of one of the earliest roads associated 
with the El Morro fortification, one which connected San Juan Gate at the harbor with El Morro 
Road. The road was improved and formalized in the early 1930s with asphalt paving and the 
addition of concrete curbs. Although it possesses diminished integrity to the Spanish military 
occupation period, Casa Rosa Road otherwise possesses integrity of location, setting, feeling, 
association, design, workmanship, and materials for the US military occupation period and 
contributes to the significance of the El Morro Esplanade. Casa Rosa Road is in good condition.  

San Agustín Road, also located within Parcel B, was established by the US Army to connect the 
military features located along the West Walls between Casa Rosa and Santa Elena Bastion. As 
built in the 1930s, this asphalt road was elevated approximately 4 feet above the current grade 
and edged by a chain-link fence. 

In 1994, the section between San Agustín and Santa Elena Bastions was excavated to remove US 
military occupation period fill and return the grade to what was present during the Spanish 
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period. The ground was regraded, along with the adjacent hillside, which was smoothed and 
terraced. The new road section was paved with concrete based on the excavations that revealed 
evidence that the Army’s first road through the area, which predated San Agustín Road and was 
known as Bay Road, was concrete (Wild, 5-8). The section to the east that was not altered is in 
fair to poor condition, with broken, chipped, and uneven pavement and curbing. Other vehicular 
circulation within Parcel B includes the access road and parking associated with Santa Elena 
Guardhouse, parking south of El Polvorín, and the heliport. The parking located south of El 
Polvorín was established in 1996 (Wild, 1). All of these features appear to postdate the period of 
significance and are non-contributing. The parking east of Santa Elena Guardhouse is compacted 
and eroded in some places, while the permeable pavers of the parking south of El Polvorín 
exhibit weed growth. The use of the margins of San Agustín Road for parking by 
Commonwealth staff has contributed to additional problems with compaction and erosion. 

The pedestrian circulation systems within Parcel B include the front walk at Casa Rosa, the 
sidewalk along Casa Rosa Road, a flagstone walk to the wishing well, the walk to Casa Rosa 
from parking along San Agustín Road, concrete terraces edging Casa Rosa, stairs leading to the 
playground, and the concrete walk leading through the playground and past the tennis and 
basketball courts. All these features appear to postdate the period of significance and to be non-
contributing except for the walks associated with Casa Rosa. The terraces at Casa Rosa and the 
flagstone walk to the wishing well exhibit conditions issues of concern and are in fair condition. 

Circulation features missing from the El Morro Esplanade cultural landscape present during the 
period of significance include the northern access route to El Morro and network of paths used to 
access batteries present by the eighteenth century and a turnaround at the sallyport and Santa 
Elena Road present by the 1930s. A parking area associated with the park during the 1970s 
located south of El Morro is also missing today. 

Landscape Features  

El Morro Road (CRIS HS #091730 Shadow) (el Camino del Castillo del Morro, Camino 
Afirmado, Calle del Morro) (Parcel A, circa 1539; 1898–1905; 1930s; 1998)  

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Norzagaray Street (Parcel A, late nineteenth-early twentieth century; road improved and 
pedestrian promenade added 1998) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Cemetery Road and tunnel beneath the North Walls (Parcel A, mid- nineteenth century) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
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Circular turnaround at Norzagaray Street (Parcel A, US military occupation period) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Casa Rosa Road (Parcel B, seventeenth century, nineteenth century, formalized and extended 
1930s; extension later removed) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
San Agustín Road (Parcel B, Bay Road by 1920s, San Agustín Road by 1934; altered and raised 
by 1939; original grade reestablished 1990s) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Front walk at Casa Rosa (Parcel B, circa 1930s) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Walk to the wishing well (Parcel B, circa 1930s) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Walk to Casa Rosa from parking along San Agustín Road (Parcel B, circa 1930s) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Concrete terraces edging Casa Rosa (Parcel B, by circa 1930s) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Unimproved maintenance access road to El Morro Esplanade from Parcel B (Parcel A, 1990s) 

Norzagaray Street pedestrian promenade (Parcel A, 1998) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Sidewalk leading to El Morro Road (Parcel A, 1998) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Paved plaza near El Morro (Parcel A, 1998) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
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Bookstore landing (Parcel A, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Social trail south of El Morro leading to lookout (Parcel A, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Parking along San Agustín Road (Parcel B, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Access road to Santa Elena Guardhouse (Parcel B, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Parking at Santa Elena Guardhouse (Parcel B, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Paving north of El Polvorín for golf cart access (Parcel B, 2020) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Parking south of El Polvorín (Parcel B, 1996)  

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Heliport (Parcel B, circa 1990s)  

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Brick walk to El Polvorín (Parcel B, 1990s)  

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 

Stairs leading to the playground (Parcel B, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Concrete walk leading through the playground and past the tennis and basketball courts (Parcel 
B, post 1970; accessibility improvements made 1990s) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
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Buildings and Structures 

Buildings are elements constructed primarily for sheltering any form of human activity in a 
landscape. Structures are elements constructed for functional purposes other than sheltering 
human activities. Several historic buildings and structures survive within the El Morro Esplanade 
cultural landscape today that were associated with Spanish development of the site as a military 
defensive post. 

Summary Analysis. Several historic buildings survive within El Morro Esplanade that survive 
from the period of significance. Each of these buildings appears to retain sufficient integrity to 
convey their historic associations and contributes to the significance of the historic property. 
Most can be traced to the Spanish military occupation period (circa 1539–1898). These include 
the San Antonio Guardhouse, Santa Elena Guardhouse, El Polvorín, and San Agustín 
Guardhouse (Casa Rosa). 

Two buildings potentially date to the US military occupation period (1898–1961): a mid-
twentieth-century building located west of Casa Rosa, and a utility building on the hill above the 
tennis and basketball courts. The only other building located within El Morro Esplanade is a tiny 
wooden gatehouse that edges San Agustín Road. This building postdates the period of 
significance and is non-contributing. 

Numerous additional buildings appear on historic maps and in historic photographs that are no 
longer extant. These missing buildings relate to both Spanish and US military occupation of El 
Morro Esplanade. Buildings indicated on historic maps during the Spanish military occupation 
period include a chapel, a cistern, a military barracks, stable, and a cluster of buildings set within 
a perimeter wall that variously served as Pabellones Militares (military pavilions likely for 
housing) and a yellow fever hospital. This cluster of buildings was located between the Dutch 
Monument and el Manicomio (the Insane Asylum), located along the margin of the esplanade.  

At least twenty additional buildings and structures were added during the US military occupation 
period. These were located between el Manicomio and the Dutch Monument, replacing the 
earlier yellow fever hospital, at the west end of El Morro Road, along Santa Elena Road, near the 
northeastern corner of the esplanade, and along San Agustín Road, including within San Agustín 
Bastion. Most of these buildings were used for military housing, but there was also a cafeteria, 
post headquarters, and guardhouse facilities.  

In addition to buildings, there are several structures that survive within El Morro Esplanade from 
the Spanish military occupation period, and a few structures built during the US military 
occupation period. Dating to the Spanish military occupation period are the components of the 
North and West Walls that include curtains and bastions and associated drainage structures. 
During the late nineteenth century, the Spanish established a concrete coastal defense battery on 
the promontory overlooking San Juan Harbor to the south of El Morro as part of an effort to 
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modernize the complex. The structure was used to emplace Ordóñez cannon, a type of gun 
designed by Spanish Army artillery officer Salvador Díaz Ordóñez. Other structures include a 
massive retaining wall located behind El Polvorín built in conjunction with the powder 
magazine, and a stone wall that follows Casa Rosa Road near the former guardhouse.  

During World War I, the US Army added a modern concrete coastal defense structure within 
Santa Elena Bastion to protect San Juan Harbor from German incursions. The gun emplacement 
was designed to support a 4.72-inch Armstrong rifle mounted en barbette. It was supported by a 
nearby concrete ammunition locker or bombproof.  

Also built during the US military occupation period was a pair of tennis courts near San Agustín 
Bastion by 1929. Other structures added by the US Army during the 1930s potentially include 
Casa Rosa Gate, located at the southeastern end of the project area and spanning Casa Rosa Road 
below Casa Blanca, and walls that appear on maps of the military base near San Antonio 
Guardhouse, behind San Fernando Battery, within Santa Elena Bastion, and along the West 
Walls between Santa Elena and San Agustín Bastions. In the late 1930s, improvements to San 
Agustín Road required grading and filling and construction of a retaining wall near the northwest 
corner of San Agustín Bastion. 

It was likely during this period that Casa Rosa was converted to residential use, and gates and a 
wishing well added to the landscape.  

All other structures present today were added by either the NPS or the Commonwealth of Puerto 
Rico and postdate the period of significance. These include Jersey barriers at the heliport and 
walls associated with picnic table landings within the playground. 

Structures missing from the military landscape include, within Parcel A, a counter-mining tunnel 
dating to the Spanish military occupation period; a masonry wall that connected San Antonio 
Guardhouse and Bastion; an aboveground swimming pool; a baseball field with dugouts; golf 
course tee boxes and greens; and a guardhouse at the entrance into the esplanade at Norzagaray 
Street associated with the US military occupation period. Within Parcel B, missing structures 
include a wall at Santa Elena Bastion present during the US military occupation period. 

Historic Conditions. Spain occupied El Morro and the esplanade as a military outpost for 
more than 350 years. During this time, several buildings were constructed to support military 
needs. These included a chapel, guardhouses, a powder magazine, barracks, and other support, 
storage, and service structures, as well as perimeter walls and bastions.  

Initial efforts to construct a citadel, which became known as El Morro, on the promontory 
overlooking the approach to the harbor at San Juan began in 1539. Over the course of the 
sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries, the Spanish developed and improved El Morro 
and a system of supporting defensive military works designed to take advantage of the strategic 
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position afforded by the promontory overlooking the approach to San Juan Harbor. Early 
batteries developed during the sixteenth century included Santa Elena, on the shoreline below the 
present-day Santa Elena Bastion, San Gabriel, on the site of present-day San Agustín Bastion, 
and San Fernando Battery south of El Morro, the ruins of which remain in evidence today. 

The first buildings and structures present within the esplanade itself appear on a Dutch map 
prepared in 1625. One was la Capilla del Calvario (the Chapel of Calvary; the Little White 
Chapel), located northeast of present-day El Morro Road, and another is a cistern. The chapel 
continues to appear on maps until the 1760s, and it is believed to have been demolished circa 
1774-1782. Documentation suggests that the rubble associated with the demolished building was 
used for the construction of el Hospital de la Inmaculada Concepción east of the esplanade 
(Crisson et al., 17, from Vidal, 5). 

Both the 1625 Dutch map and a map prepared in 1678 by Luis Venegas Ossorio indicate the 
presence of military defense outposts and a system of walls along the edge of the promontory 
overlooking the channel approach to the harbor between El Morro and La Fortaleza. By this 
time, Santa Elena had been relocated to a rocky perch along the edge of the promontory, while 
San Agustín had been built to replace San Gabriel, while the battery of San Fernando remained 
in place. 

During the mid-eighteenth century, the Spanish formalized the wall and bastion system to 
establish a comprehensive defensive system surrounding San Juan. This followed the King of 
Spain’s declaration that San Juan would now operate as a Defense of the First Order in 1765. 
The order followed ongoing conflicts between European colonial powers that initiated during the 
Seven Years War (1756-1763) and continued thereafter within Caribbean and New World 
interests. The work to upgrade the defenses was completed in 1782 and included the construction 
of the North Walls and associated bastions as designed by Field Marshal Alejandro O’Reilly and 
Chief Engineer Tomás O’Daly. Drainage features were part of the design of all walls and 
bastions. Openings in the walls referred to as scuppers allowed the flow of stormwater through 
the perimeter walls. Grass swales and masonry channels were designed to direct the overland 
flow of stormwater to these openings. The sizes of the openings and the engineering of the 
systems varied to address the anticipated volume of water (Crisson et al., 21). 

A map prepared by O’Daly in 1772 indicated the location of a military barracks and a stable at 
the east end of the esplanade. These buildings no longer appeared on maps by 1783. 

In recognition of the importance of Santa Elena Bastion, the Spanish built a guardhouse in the 
space in 1787, while completing a powder magazine nearby by 1792. Both the Santa Elena 
Guardhouse and the Santa Elena Powder Magazine, or El Polvorín, were built from plans 
prepared by military engineer Juan Francisco Mestre. Mestre used standard concepts and models 
devised by such notable French military engineers as Sébastien Le Prestre de Vauban and 
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Bernard Forest de Belidor in developing his designs. El Polvorín was built immediately east of 
Santa Elena Bastion and below the crest of the upper level of El Morro Esplanade. To establish a 
level site for the building, El Polvorín was edged to the west and north by a tall retaining wall. It 
was also surrounded by a moat. 

It was also during the late eighteenth century that the Spanish built a counter-mining gallery or 
tunnel within the esplanade as part of the El Morro defenses. The tunnel extended beneath parts 
of the esplanade, although the exact distance it reached beneath the glacis is not currently known. 
The entrance to the gallery remains evident today in the outer wall of the moat or counter scarp 
of El Morro near its eastern corner. Historian Ángel Rivero Méndez later described the feature as 
follows: 

The entire glacis of el Morro was permanently countermined with principal branchlines, that 
allowed for a person to walk upright, and other lateral [lines] that ended in mining blast holes, 
and allowed travel on the knees. . . . A large part of the subterranean [tunnels] were blocked two 
years before the [1898] War, during the installation of the Ordóñez rifles. It was very dangerous 
to travel along these tunnels, not only due to the excessive humidity, but to the thousands of 
guavas, horrible-looking spiders, which inhabited the tunnels [Crisson et al., 20-21, from Méndez, 
66]. 

Few changes were made to the defensive system during the nineteenth century, except for the 
addition of new buildings to house military uses. Due to environmental conditions, both Santa 
Elena Bastion and El Polvorín were subject to deterioration, and the walls underwent several 
repairs during the early to mid-nineteenth century to address deterioration. By 1870, the storage 
of gunpowder in the structure had been prohibited due to its proximity to the urban population of 
San Juan and the threat an explosion might cause (Pantel, del Cueto & Associates, 23). 
Following this order, the building was used to store metal cartridges (Pantel, del Cueto & 
Associates, 28).  

By 1861, a guardhouse had been built in association with San Agustín Bastion. The building is 
now known as Casa Rosa. Another guardhouse appears on maps by 1897 in association with San 
Antonio Bastion. Another change within the esplanade landscape that occurred during the last 
decade of the nineteenth century was the addition of a contemporary coastal defense artillery 
structure near the historic San Fernando Battery. This structure, built of concrete rather than 
masonry, was designed to emplace Ordóñez rifles. 

By 1898, a cluster of buildings had been constructed along El Morro Road between the Dutch 
Monument and el Manicomio. The cluster is referred to as Pabellones Militares. A solid masonry 
wall nearly 7 feet high enclosed the complex, with gates on the west and north sides. It is likely 
that this cluster represents the yellow fever hospital described as intended for construction in 
1897 that required a slight realignment of the southeastern end of El Morro Road. It was built 
between the Dutch Monument and el Manicomio.  
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Soon after completion of this cluster of buildings, the Spanish and the United States engaged in 
the Spanish-American War of 1898. The Treaty of Paris led Spain to cede Puerto Rico to the 
United States. By 1903, the US had declared the former Spanish fortifications a defensive 
military complex called the San Juan Military Reservation. The US Army assumed 
administrative responsibility for the reservation and care of the buildings and structures. 

Within the first decade of the twentieth century, the US had built an incinerator to support the 
yellow fever hospital to destroy the personal possessions of those potentially carrying the 
infectious disease. The incinerator was located to the south of the hospital near El Polvorín (Pantel, 
del Cueto & Associates, 32). The incinerator remained on site until the 1930s when the military 
reservation underwent numerous improvements (Pantel, del Cueto & Associates, 36). 

In addition to assuming ownership of the guardhouses, El Polvorín, and the yellow fever hospital, 
the US Army administered the nineteenth-century el Manicomio (the Insane Asylum), Asilo de la 
Beneficencia (the Welfare Asylum), Cuartel de Ballajá (the Ballajá Barracks), and additional 
housing located along the eastern edge of the esplanade. 

By 1903, the US had built a group of three Officers’ Quarters, one designed for the reservation’s 
Commanding Officer, near the entrance to El Morro; two on the south side of El Morro Road and 
the Commanding Officer’s Quarters to its north.  

During this period, the US Army also evaluated the condition of the North and West Walls. 
Several sections were found to be in deteriorated condition, particularly the curtain wall between 
Santa Elena and San Agustín Bastions. Historian A. Flager suggested in a report submitted in 
December 1900 that most of the walls were in fair condition, except for the curtain walls of 
Santa Elena and San Agustín, where the outer walls, still solid, exhibited evidence of chipping 
and wear due to weather (Pantel, del Cueto & Associates, 30). Based on an evaluation of its 
deteriorated condition and lack of military usefulness, the US Army also considered demolishing 
El Polvorín during the early part of the twentieth century (Pantel, del Cueto & Associates, 30). 

In 1913, a masonry wall was built to connect San Antonio Guardhouse and the nearby bastion. 
The wall was nearly 8 feet high and stepped down with the grade of the land. A gate was in the 
center of the wall.  

In 1917, in response to the threat posed by German attack on San Juan during World War I, the 
War Department ordered three 4.7-inch Armstrong guns to be sited and emplaced in positions 
that could fire on approaching lightly armed raiders and U-boats. One of these was emplaced 
behind Santa Elena Bastion along with a bombproof magazine or ammunition locker, while the 
others were emplaced at Battery Princesa and El Morro (Bearss, 143–150). The gun 
emplacement and bombproof magazine survive within Santa Elena Bastion today. The gun 
emplacement sat on a concrete platform large enough to provide space for the gunners to work. 
The structure was also designed to take care of the reaction from the discharge of the gun 
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through construction of a blast apron and filling in front of the parapet wall. The concrete 
ammunition locker was sited behind the artillery position and accessed through a steel door.  

In 1918, the curtain wall between Santa Elena and San Agustín Bastions collapsed following an 
earthquake. Work to reconstruct the wall began in 1925 and continued until 1938.  

By 1923, a baseball field with dugouts and a nine-hole golf course had been installed at the 
eastern end of the esplanade for the recreational use of the soldiers housed at the reservation. San 
Antonio Guardhouse served as the clubhouse during the early years that the course operated. 
However, after an aboveground swimming pool was built adjacent to San Antonio Bastion, the 
guardhouse was adapted for use as a pool house. As part of this development, a masonry wall 
was built to the north and east that enclosed the pool area. The guardhouse featured a patio, 
while steps provided access to the pool. This followed completion of tennis courts circa 1929, 
also for the recreational use of soldiers living at the military reservation. The tennis courts were 
located north of San Agustín Bastion. 

In 1931, the US Army developed a master plan for the San Juan Military Reservation that 
proposed the addition of numerous military facilities to accommodate housing, supply/storage, 
administrative offices, and security needs. 

As a result of the master plan, the US Army built approximately twenty new buildings along 
Casa Rosa Road and the newly constructed Santa Elena Road. A total of five buildings were 
constructed along Santa Elena Road—Building Nos. 259, 260, 261, 262, and 263, all Double Set 
Officer’s Quarters. Two garages—Buildings No. 266 and 267—were built between El Polvorín 
and Santa Elena Bastion, flanking the extension of Casa Rosa Road to Santa Elena Road. Four 
additional buildings edged Casa Rosa Road northwest of el Manicomio. These included Building 
Nos. 56, 254, 255, and 257, all Double Set of Officer’s Quarters. Located along El Morro Road 
northwest of el Manicomio on the site of the former yellow fever hospital, were Building Nos. 
251, 252, 253, and 254, three of which were Field Offices and the other a Double Set of Officer’s 
Quarters. The final addition was a Post Guardhouse nearby.  

Within Parcel B, two additional buildings were added on the sloped terrain north of San Agustín 
Road—Building Nos. 264 and 265—both Double Set of Non-Commissioned Officer’s Quarters 
used as Nurses’ Quarters (US Army, “Military Reservation of San Juan, P.R.,” May 5, 1934). 

In 1934, nineteenth-century residential structures north of the Cuartel de Ballajá were 
demolished to make room for another new building referred to on maps as a Bachelor Officers 
Quarters. A Cafeteria and Post Exchange were later added nearby. The building referred to as a 
Bachelor Officers Quarters, which is also sometimes known as a Nurses’ Quarters, was later 
adapted as a Neurological Institute. The two 1901 Quarters buildings on the south side of El 
Morro Road and the Commanding Officers’ Quarters to the north of the road were rebuilt or 
replaced by a three-story Officers’ Open Mess.  
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While it was not demolished, the US Army continued to debate appropriate uses for El Polvorín. 
In 1935, the Army proposed using the building as a pumphouse to serve the new swimming pool 
facility established near San Antonio Guardhouse (Pantel, del Cueto & Associates, 36). 

Much of the countermining tunnel was filled between 1938 and 1939. During the same period, 
both San Agustín and Santa Elena Bastions were restored and repaired due to undercutting from 
waves and overland flow of stormwater, while reconstruction of the connecting curtain wall was 
completed using counter fronts. Sewer outlets were extended through the wall (Pantel, del Cueto 
& Associates, 36, 38). The firing steps at Santa Elena were rebuilt following completion of the 
project in 1939 (Pantel, del Cueto & Associates, 38). 

It was also during the late 1930s that the US Army began to conduct restoration and repair work 
on other aspects of the North and West Walls. During the 1930s and early 1940s, nine sentry 
boxes were reconstructed using concrete blocks, while cleaning, patching, and stabilization 
efforts were conducted systemwide. These efforts ended when World War II led to funding 
shortages and attention elsewhere. In 1943, the San Juan Military Reservation was designated 
Fort Brooke. 

After World War II in 1946, the US Army drew up plans for adaptive use of El Polvorín, 
referring to the building as “Quartermaster warehouse Santa Elena Bastion Magazine, Fort 
Brooke.” At the time, the building was being used as an Ordnance Storage facility. The plans 
outlined reallocation of a portion of the building as a Storage Room for the Officer’s Property 
and completion of a shed built next to the sentry house (Pantel, del Cueto & Associates, 40). The 
building was further modified in 1951 when a twelve-vehicle carport was constructed along the 
east wall of El Polvorín (Pantel, del Cueto & Associates, 40–42). 

Later, two buildings were constructed along the curtain wall between San Agustín and Santa 
Elena Bastion. Indicated as Building Nos. 108 and 109, they served as multiple unit Officers 
Residences.  

Following transfer of Fort Brooke to the Department of the Interior in 1961, the NPS prepared a 
master plan in 1967 that suggested all US Army buildings be demolished (Pantel, del Cueto & 
Associates, 47). This master plan described field ammunition storage houses built against the 
walls of San Antonio and Santa Rosa Bastions not identified elsewhere (Pantel, del Cueto & 
Associates, 45). 

Circa 1971, the US Army demolished most of the buildings constructed during the 1930s, 
including the Cafeteria and Post Exchange, the swimming pool, and the housing units along 
Santa Elena Road and elsewhere. The demolition resulted in piles of fill, some of which were 
placed on top of the moat surrounding El Polvorín. San Antonio Guardhouse was subsequently 
converted to public restroom use (Crisson et al., 32–33). 
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During the 1980s, under the administrative management of the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, 
proposals were made to rehabilitate and convert El Polvorín into a storage facility for the 
painting, sculpture, and graphic collections of the Instituto de Cultura Puertorriqueña, along with 
office space for the institution’s personnel, a paper and paintings conservation space, and a small 
reference room (Pantel, del Cueto & Associates, 49). The plans were never carried out.  

Following transfer to the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico, Casa Rosa appears to have been 
administered by La Fortaleza and occupied by the College of Architects. A small building 
located to the west of Casa Rosa may survive from US military occupation of San Juan Military 
Reservation. This building currently serves as an adoption center for Save-A-Gato. The park’s 
GMP indicates that the building was formerly used as a repair shop for air conditioners. 

In 1991, El Polvorín was used by the Escuela de Artes Plásticas as classrooms, exhibition space, 
workshops, and a book bindery. Although plans were prepared by architect Otto Octavio Reyes 
Casanova which intended to restore the building to its historic character, the building was 
transferred to the NPS in 1993, in part due to the poor condition of the structure and the need for 
stabilization and protection against further deterioration (Pantel, del Cueto & Associates, 51). 
The NPS later cleaned the stucco and removed cement patches from the walls. The rubble 
masonry exterior walls were also stabilized and restored, while all exterior reinforced concrete 
and Portland cement plaster interventions were removed. All exposed surfaces were replastered 
with an appropriate lime plaster, and the building was then painted with lime wash using a 
historic color scheme (Pantel, del Cueto & Associates, 56). 

Around the same time, the NPS removed excess fill within the moat resulting from earlier US 
Army building demolition that had added as much as 3 feet to the elevation of the moat (Wild, 
14). 

El Polvorín was later adapted by the NPS for use as the maintenance headquarters and operations 
center for San Juan National Historic Site. The building was left entirely intact, and a new 
structure was built inside the exterior envelope to house the maintenance facilities.  

In 1997, to address stabilization of Santa Elena Bastion, the NPS reestablished the historic grade 
behind Santa Elena Guardhouse and the north wall of the bastion. The work resulted from a US 
Army Corps of Engineers project to stabilize a wall extension added between 1783 and 1795. 
Because Santa Elena Bastion is built onto a rocky outcrop, the wall varies in construction to 
reflect the underlying geologic conditions. The north half of the wall is edged by a walk and 
interior wall, while the south half is flush with the surrounding rock. The Spanish may have built 
a drain to accommodate the large quantities of stormwater that flow to this point from the sloped 
terrain above. The area was later filled during the US military occupation period and evidence of 
a drain lost. As part of the project, the landform behind the wall was regraded and a drop inlet 
and pipe installed to address drainage needs (Wild, 16–17).  
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The NPS has since adapted Santa Elena Guardhouse for use by the Cannon Conservation 
Workshop. Use of the interior of the building has not entailed any permanent changes to the 
structure. The agency has also adapted San Antonio Guardhouse as a bookstore for San Juan 
National Historic Site. The structure was minimally altered to accommodate this use.  

The Superintendent’s Annual Narratives from the 1990s and 2000s suggest some of the changes 
that have occurred within the esplanade since the NPS began administering the property. The 
1997 Superintendent’s Annual Narrative records efforts conducted by the NPS with the US 
Army Corps of Engineers to stabilize San Fernando Battery. The US Army Corps of Engineers 
first conducted excavations at the site, including the establishment of a 45-foot-deep trench in 
front of the bastion. The NPS recorded the location and construction information related to 
historic wall and related features uncovered during the excavation, such as the remains of an 
earlier bastion that may represent attempts made in the 1500s to fortify the promontory near El 
Morro (Superintendent’s Annual Narrative 1997). The site was stabilized and the historic 
remains preserved.  

The 1997 Superintendent’s Annual Narrative also records work conducted to add safety railings 
and iron grates between the embrasures within some of the West Wall curtains and bastions. A 
PVC railing was also installed at Santa Elena Bastion. The NPS continued efforts to restore San 
Fernando Battery and portions of the West Walls, repair the cemetery tunnel wall, restore the 
San Agustín sentry box, preserve the Santa Elena World War I gun emplacement and 
ammunition locker, and conduct emergency repairs at San Agustín Bastion (Superintendent’s 
Annual Narrative 1997). 

The 2001 Superintendent’s Annual Narrative notes that repairs were made to several sections of 
the West and North Walls, including stucco work, rehabilitation of sentry boxes and historic 
brick emplacements, and restoration of historic gates (Superintendent’s Annual Narrative 2001).  

The 2002 Superintendent’s Annual Narrative notes that additional work was conducted to 
rehabilitate the walls, including repair of the stucco coatings, replacement of the Santa Elena 
Bastion brickwork and repair of the floor, and rehabilitation of the Santa Elena World War I gun 
emplacement (Superintendent’s Annual Narrative 2002).  

The 2003 Superintendent’s Annual Narrative notes that the San Antonio sentry box, previously 
rebuilt in 1933 using concrete blocks and metal rebar, was rebuilt with more appropriate 
materials. The Santa Elena Bastion brickwork project continued with repair of the circa 1760 
bastion using brick and traditional lime mortar. The NPS subsequently opened the bastion to the 
public (Superintendent’s Annual Narrative 2003). The 2004 Superintendent’s Annual Narrative 
notes that additional wall repair and rehabilitation projects were conducted (Superintendent’s 
Annual Narrative 2004). 
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Existing Conditions. Buildings located within El Morro Esplanade today include Spanish-era 
El Polvorín ( the Santa Elena Powder Magazine); San Antonio Guardhouse; Santa Elena 
Guardhouse; San Agustín Guardhouse (Casa Rosa); a possible US military occupation period 
outbuilding at Casa Rosa; a small utility building above the tennis and basketball courts; and a 
small guardhouse along San Agustín Road used for parking control. 

Structures include the North and West Wall systems, composed of curtain walls and bastions. 
The North Walls include two curtains and two bastions—Santa Rosa and San Antonio. The West 
Walls include San Fernando Battery within Parcel A, and two curtains and two bastions within 
Parcel B—Santa Elena and San Agustín. Later additions include a late nineteenth-century coastal 
defense battery near San Fernando Battery and a World War I-era gun emplacement and 
bombproof magazine within Santa Elena Battery.  

The North and West Walls contain original stormwater-management systems in the form of 
swales, paved channels, drains, and scuppers devised by the Spanish. Wall segments repaired 
and replaced during the US military occupation period are also present in the form of drains, 
culverts, and paved gutters.  

Later stormwater-management structures introduced by the NPS include swales, drop inlets, 
catch basins, culverts, and pipes. Other structures include tennis and basketball courts, retaining 
walls, a wishing well, and a heliport, all located within Parcel B. 

Additional historic buildings located outside the project area to the southeast of the esplanade 
include the former Nurses’ Quarters (now Instituto de Neurobiología), Escuela de Artes 
Plásticas, Asilo de la Beneficencia, el Manicomio, Instituto de Cultura Puertorriqueña, and the 
former Cuartel de Ballajá. 

Evaluation. As noted, several buildings survive from the Spanish military occupation period at 
El Morro Esplanade. Each of these buildings—the San Antonio Guardhouse, Santa Elena 
Guardhouse, El Polvorín, and Casa Rosa—retain a high degree of integrity, even though they 
have been adapted for contemporary use.  

The only two surviving buildings likely associated with the US military occupation period are 
the outbuilding west of Casa Rosa and a nearby utility building.  

Structures surviving from the Spanish military occupation period include the North and West 
Walls, associated curtains, bastion, and stormwater-management structures, the retaining wall 
behind El Polvorín, a stone retaining wall along Casa Rosa Road, and the later coastal defense 
battery at San Fernando. These features retain a high degree of integrity, except for the curtain 
wall between Santa Elena and San Agustín Bastions, which was rebuilt by the US Army with 
contemporary materials and construction methods following its collapse.  
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Structures surviving from the US military occupation period include the World War I-era 
concrete coastal defense structures within Santa Elena Bastion, the tennis courts and wall along 
San Agustín Road, and the wishing well, and Casa Rosa Gate. These all appear to retain a 
moderate degree of integrity. The removal of the 4.72-inch Armstrong gun from Santa Elena 
Bastion diminishes integrity of feeling and association for the coastal defense structure.  

All other buildings and structures present today postdate the period of significance and were 
added by either the NPS or the Commonwealth of Puerto Rico. These include stormwater-
management structures added by the US Army Corps of Engineers and NPS since the 1990s, 
Jersey barriers around the heliport south of El Polvorín, retaining wall above San Agustín Road, 
and low retaining walls associated with picnic tables within the playground. 

Buildings present during the period of significance that are no longer extant include the Little 
White Chapel, (la Capilla del Calvario / Chapel of Calvary) (1625–circa 1774), military barracks 
and a stable present during the eighteenth century, a counter mining tunnel and yellow fever 
hospital present during the nineteenth century, and an incinerator, officer’s quarters and 
commanding officer’s quarters near El Morro, a golf course, masonry wall between San Antonio 
Guardhouse and Bastion, a baseball field with dugouts, a wall near Santa Elena Bastion, cisterns, 
and US Army buildings supporting housing, supply/storage, services, recreation, administrative, 
and security needs during the twentieth century.  

Landscape Features 

San Antonio Guardhouse (CRIS HS #091732) (Parcel A, by 1897)  

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
North Walls (CRIS HS #006065) (curtain walls and bastions) and associated stormwater-
management structures—drains, swales, scuppers, gutters, paved channels (Parcel A, by 1782) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
West Walls (CRIS HS #006068) (San Fernando Battery and concrete gun emplacement at San 
Fernando Battery) (Parcel A, by 1767 and circa 1888) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
West Walls (CRIS HS #006068) (curtain walls and bastions), and associated stormwater-
management structures (Parcel B, by 1782)  

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
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El Polvorín (CRIS HS #09173) (Santa Elena Powder Magazine) and associated retaining wall 
(Parcel B, 1787-1792) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Santa Elena Guardhouse (CRIS HS #091739) (Parcel B, 1787)  

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Wall along Casa Rosa Road (Parcel B, circa eighteenth century) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
San Agustín Guardhouse (Casa Rosa) (Parcel B, by 1861) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
World War I-era coastal defense gun emplacement (Parcel B, circa 1917) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
World War II-era bombproof structure (Parcel B, circa 1917) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Drainage structures (drains, culverts, paved gutters) associated with the reconstructed sections of 
the West Walls (Parcel B, 1925–1939)  

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Tennis and basketball courts (Parcel B, by 1929)  

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Retaining wall along San Agustín Road near San Agustín Bastion (Parcel B, circa 1939) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Unidentified building west of Casa Rosa (Parcel B, circa 1930s) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Casa Rosa Gate (Parcel B, circa 1930s) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
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Utility building (Parcel B, circa 1930s)  

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Wishing well (Parcel B, circa 1930s) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Stormwater-management structures not associated with walls (swales, drop inlets, catch basins, 
pipes) (Parcel B, circa 1998) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Retaining wall along San Agustín Road between heliport and playground (Parcel B, post 1970)  

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Gatehouse adjacent to San Agustín Road (Parcel B, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Jersey barriers (Parcel B, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Low retaining walls associated with picnic table landings at playground (Parcel B, 1998)  

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
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Views 

Views are generally defined as being expansive and panoramic prospects, whether naturally 
occurring or designed. Views have historically been an integral part of the layout, design, and 
arrangement of military defense features associated with El Morro Esplanade. 

Summary Analysis. El Morro was established at the northwestern tip of the Isleta de San Juan 
in 1539 to take advantage of a nearly 360-degree field of vision. This broad view afforded visual 
command of the surrounding waters and the channel leading to San Juan Harbor, allowing for 
early detection of and defense against an approaching enemy. The open space to the southeast of 
El Morro was used as a field of fire to protect the fortification from being approached and 
overrun from the land side, although this in fact nearly occurred during an attack by the Dutch in 
1625. The esplanade was maintained in open space as a glacis or manipulated landscape 
designed to allow artillery positioned within the fort an unobstructed view. The Spanish removed 
high points and ravines within the esplanade to ensure that the ground east of the fort was clearly 
visible and did not contain opportunities for cover and concealment of the enemy. These 
qualities remain present today.  

These views were impacted during the US military occupation period when the US Army built 
several buildings and structures and added tree plantings to the esplanade. These features served 
to impede historic expansive views present during the Spanish military occupation period. 
Removal of these features following closure of Fort Brooke reestablished the historic viewshed 
of El Morro.  

Views within Parcel B are quite different from those associated with Parcel A. Located at a 
lower elevation and edged by a steeply sloped hillside, Parcel B is associated with views to the 
south and west of the channel leading to San Juan Harbor. Views to the north and east are limited 
by groves of trees and the elevated topography map. 

Historic Conditions. Views across the esplanade were largely unobstructed throughout the 
Spanish military occupation period. Between circa 1539 and the 1780s, a knoll referred to as 
Calvary Hill sat to the east of El Morro, and a declining ravine was northeast of El Morro. 
Following declaration of El Morro as a Defense of the First Order in 1765, Calvary Hill was 
lowered, and the ravine was filled to ensure the glacis was smooth and even and unobstructed 
views were afforded across its length and breadth. Also associated with the esplanade were 
views toward the Atlantic Ocean and San Juan Harbor from the embrasures and sentry boxes 
associated with the North and West Wall systems built by the Spanish by 1782. From the 
embrasures, Spanish artillery could be sited and could fire upon an approaching enemy (Crisson 
et al., 22). 

Impacting views from the esplanade beginning during the early nineteenth century was the 
establishment of Old San Juan Cemetery below the North Walls. The cemetery and its dense 
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cluster of graves, monuments, and commemorative features remain part of the viewshed of the 
esplanade today.  

During the US military occupation period, views previously associated with the esplanade were 
slowly obstructed by buildings constructed to support US Army operations. Buildings were 
constructed along Manicomio Street, El Morro Road, and a new road built within the esplanade 
known as Santa Elena Road. Trees were planted around many of the new buildings and along El 
Morro and Santa Elena Roads, as well as the swimming pool located along the edge of San 
Antonio Bastion. As the trees matured, they increasingly obscured formerly open views across 
the esplanade. By 1957, much of the area to the south of El Morro Road was obscured by the US 
Army developments (Crisson et al., 34). The historic viewsheds were restored when buildings 
and trees were removed from the esplanade between 1961 and 1971. 

Existing Conditions. The views and vistas associated with the esplanade and its relationship 
to El Morro are broad, expansive, and open. From Norzagaray Street and the southeastern end of 
El Morro Road, it is possible to view El Morro as well as the walls and promontory margins 
within Parcel A.  

Within Parcel B, views are more directed along the linear form of San Agustín Road, and 
outward toward the harbor as landform, topography, and tree plantings block and limit views to 
the north and east. The North and West Walls frame views toward the ocean and harbor through 
the embrasure openings.  

Visible from El Morro and the northwestern end of Parcel A are several historic institutional 
buildings associated with Old San Juan (Crisson et al., 44). 

Evaluation. The broad expansive views associated with Parcel A are consistent with those 
present during the Spanish military occupation period, as are views to Old San Juan Cemetery 
and the Atlantic Ocean from the North Wall embrasures, and San Juan Harbor from the West 
Wall embrasures. Also visible from the esplanade are several institutional buildings associated 
with Old San Juan that have been present since the Spanish military occupation period. 

Missing today are the linear views along El Morro and Santa Elena Roads framed by tree 
plantings present during the US military occupation period. 

Otherwise, the linear views through Parcel B are more consistent with the US military 
occupation period, although integrity of feeling, association, and setting is diminished by the loss 
of many military buildings and structures present during the first half of the twentieth century.  

Views to El Morro from the Norzagaray Street pedestrian promenade are framed by walls, light 
poles, and tree plantings added in 1998. This view postdates the period of significance and is 
non-contributing. 
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Landscape Features 

Views across the expansive open space of the esplanade (Parcel A, by circa 1782) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing  
 
Views of the Atlantic Ocean from the esplanade and North Wall embrasures (Parcel A, by circa 
1782) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Views to San Juan Bay and Old San Juan from the esplanade and West Wall embrasures (Parcel 
A, by circa 1782) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Views to Old San Juan Cemetery from North Wall embrasures (Parcel A, circa 1814) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Views to San Juan Bay from the West Wall embrasures (Parcel B, by circa 1782) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Views to El Morro from the Norzagaray Street pedestrian promenade (Parcel A, 1998)  

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
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Small-Scale Features 

Small-scale features are the elements providing detail and diversity for both functional needs and 
aesthetic concerns in a landscape. Few historic small-scale features survive from the period of 
significance today. Notable among them are the Dutch Monument, a vault cover protecting a 
cistern, two cisterns, iron light poles, and a woven wire fence and gate.  

Summary Analysis. Few small-scale features are present within El Morro Esplanade today. 
Those present fall into five categories: commemorative features, site furnishings, signs, access 
control features, and utility features.  

Overall, there are four commemorative features—the Dutch Monument, “The Borinqueneers” 
Monument, and bronze plaques marking “Copeland’s Corner” and “Santa Rosa Bastion.” The 
Dutch Monument, which commemorates the Dutch siege of 1625, first appears on a map dated 
circa 1861. This feature survives with integrity from the Spanish occupation period. All other 
small-scale features that might have existed during the Spanish military occupation period are 
missing today (Crisson et al., 20).  

“The Borinqueneers” Monument was erected in 2000 to honor Puerto Rico’s Fighting 65th 
Infantry Regiment of the United States Army for their valor and patriotism during the Korean 
War (1950 – 1953). This monument, as well as bronze plaques affixed to the North Walls that 
mark Copeland’s Corner in honor of Rosie Copeland, who was instrumental in the success of the 
El Morro Golf Club, and Santa Rosa Bastion both postdate 1961 and are non-contributing.  

The numerous examples of site furnishings present within El Morro Esplanade have been added 
to the landscape by the NPS to support visitor needs and park administration. These include 
benches, trash receptacles, dog-waste-bag dispensers, bike racks, and a drinking fountain. Within 
Parcel B, there are also picnic tables, benches, and a drinking fountain within the playground that 
were established after 1961.  

Cobra lighting within Parcel B appears to postdate the period of significance, while cast-iron 
light poles that no longer contain luminaires appear to date to the US military occupation period.  

All signs and most access control systems currently present within Parcel B postdate 1961 and 
are non-contributing. The fencing and gate at Casa Rosa are the exception and appear to date to 
the US military occupation period, although further investigation is needed to confirm the date of 
origin of the fencing.  

Present-day utilities within the esplanade are generally contemporary replacements for earlier 
systems and are non-contributing. One exception may be a vault cover that marks the location of 
a cistern south of El Morro. 
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Small-scale features identified from historic photographs and maps of El Morro Esplanade 
present during the US military occupation period that are no longer extant include artillery 
features used to line the north side of El Morro Road, tees and flags associated with the golf 
course, bases and pitching mound associated with the baseball field, and electrical poles, a fence 
that protected the Dutch Monument, wood fences associated with living quarters and animal 
paddocks, and a fenced precinct near San Fernando Battery. 

Historic Conditions. Spain occupied El Morro and the esplanade as a military outpost for 
more than 350 years. During this time, several buildings were constructed to support military 
needs. These included a chapel, guardhouses, a powder magazine, barracks, and other support, 
storage, and service structures. It is likely that some of the buildings were associated with fences 
and other small-scale features for which little information survives (Crisson et al., 20). 

Erected during the Spanish military period was the Dutch Monument, designed to commemorate 
the 200th anniversary of Spanish victory over the Dutch in 1625. The monument honored those 
who lost their lives in the battle and the bravery of Juan de Amézquita, Captain of the Puerto 
Rican forces during the conflict. The monument was specifically sited to mark the westernmost 
line of Dutch trenches built during the siege of El Morro (Crisson et al., 20). The Dutch 
Monument first appears on maps of El Morro Esplanade circa 1861.  

One of the other small-scale features that supported life at the fortification during the Spanish 
military occupation period was cisterns. When the Spanish first established El Morro and the 
esplanade, there were no available sources of freshwater as indicated in a 1598 account by the 
Reverend John Layfield:  

On this Islet there are no rivers or springs . . . The houses have cisterns, sometimes two, but there 
is always water since it frequently rains [Crisson et al., 21, from Ramírez de Arellano]. 

Cisterns would have been an essential means for collecting and storing freshwater. The 1625 
Dutch map of El Morro shows a “large well” near present-day San Antonio Bastion just east of 
El Morro. Although the feature is indicated as a well, it was likely a cistern since wells are never 
indicated in the documentary record as present at El Morro (Crisson et al., 21). In 1989, 
archeologists revealed evidence of either a large sewer or dry well at the east end of the 
esplanade near Norzagaray Street that likely dates to the Spanish military occupation period, 
although little information has been located about this feature (Crisson et al., 21). Evidence of a 
cistern of an unknown date of origin exists to the south of El Morro Road near the sallyport in 
the form of a vault cover (Crisson et al., 33).  

During the US military occupation period, a sewer system was installed during the spring of 
1899 (Crisson et al., 33, from Bearss, 103). The installation of the system involved regrading the 
esplanade north of El Morro Road, and removing obstructions in the sewer line to alleviate 



El Morro Esplanade Cultural Landscape  San Juan National Historic Site 
 

 
Cultural Landscapes Inventory   Page 175 

drainage problem (Crisson et al., 33, from Bearss, 104–105). A square feature shown as a dashed 
line in the same area on a circa 1960 plan may indicate where additional work was done.  

Electrical lines and lighting set on wooden utility poles were introduced to the esplanade and El 
Morro during the summer of 1901 by San Juan Light and Transit Company. The lines provided 
electrical service to the three Officers’ Quarters, including the Commanding Officer’s Quarters, 
the fort, and arc lights along El Morro Road (Crisson et al., 33, from Bearss, 132–133). Circa 
1905 photographs indicate that electrical power extended from the Commanding Officer’s 
Quarters to the northeast side of the esplanade. 

Historic photographs from the early twentieth century also record the presence of eighteenth-
century and nineteenth-century artillery projectiles, primarily mortar bombs painted white, lining 
the north side of El Morro Road as a symbolic and decorative feature. These projectiles continue 
to appear in photographs of El Morro Road through the remainder of the US military occupation 
period, and they may not have been removed until circa 1982 or later. 

Maps from the early twentieth century of El Morro Esplanade indicate the presence of various 
fenced precincts. The fencing was composed of wood posts topped by a single flat board painted 
white. The fences defined yards associated with living quarters and enclosed livestock paddocks. 
It was also during the early twentieth century that maps indicate the presence of a low metal 
fence surrounding the Dutch Monument, either to set it off for commemorative purposes or to 
protect it from livestock. Photographs also indicate that the Dutch Monument was altered during 
the US military occupation period through the addition of a square masonry base and a plaque in 
addition to the fenced enclosure. Fencing was also present near San Fernando Battery. Both the 
paddock fencing and fence around the monument were removed by 1923, suggesting that 
livestock no longer grazed on the esplanade after this time (Crisson et al., 32).  

In 1925, the Dutch Monument was rededicated in honor of the 300th anniversary of the siege. 
The Dutch Monument was cleaned and underwent unspecified repairs in 1955 (Bearss, 419). 

Other small-scale features established within El Morro Esplanade during the US military 
occupation period relate to the establishment of a golf course, baseball field, and swimming pool 
on the esplanade during the 1910s through the 1930s. Associated with the golf course were tees 
and flags, while the baseball field featured bases and a pitcher’s mound.  

Between 1930 and 1931, new water lines extended through the esplanade to El Morro. The water 
system comprised 6,745 feet of iron pipe and vitreous clay sewer. To access the system, five 
manholes were installed. Four Kennedy fire hydrants were added in proximity to buildings and 
building clusters. The electrical system was also upgraded at the time. A new electrical cable, 
buried 2 feet below ground, looped around the esplanade. It was used to install twenty-four 
streetlights on the southwestern side of El Morro Road with 1,000 lumen lamps. The system had 
two subway-type transformer manholes (Crisson et al., 34, from Bearss, 318–321). Gas service is 
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also known to have been provided to the esplanade prior to 1939. It is not known what 
aboveground features were installed in association with the gas service, if any (Crisson et al., 34, 
“Fort Brooke: Gas Distribution System, drawing SAJU 0589-2053). 

In 1939, a sewer line was built through Parcel B and the present-day playground area from the 
building that houses the Instituto de Cultura Puertorriqueña that emptied through the perimeter 
curtain wall (Wild, 8). 

Superintendent Annual Narratives for San Juan National Historic Site during the 1990s and 
2000s indicate that several utility systems were upgraded during this time. In 1994, the local 
municipality installed a new high voltage electrical line near El Polvorín (Wild, 14). In 1999, the 
Casa Rosa electrical system was rehabilitated, and the NPS coordinated efforts with the 
Commonwealth of Puerto Rico to demolish an old transformer building (Superintendent’s 
Annual Narrative 1999). In 2001, the visitor safety lighting system was rehabilitated, while 
compliance was undertaken to replace all lighting parkwide (Superintendent’s Annual Narrative 
2001). 

The same Superintendent Annual Narratives also indicate that the playground within Parcel B 
was completed in 1998, while the wayside exhibits were replaced that same year. Lighting 
throughout the park was replaced in 2001 (Superintendent’s Annual Narrative 1998, 2001). In 
2000, a plaque honoring the 65th Infantry Regiment, nicknamed “The Borinqueneers,” was 
placed along El Morro Road near the southeaster end of the esplanade. The plaque recognized 
the contribution of the regiment to the Korean War effort. 

In 2004, the electrical system throughout the park was rehabilitated after being assessed as 
obsolete and hazardous. An old generator at El Polvorín was removed and replaced, while a new 
air-conditioning (A/C) system was installed in the building (Superintendent’s Annual Narrative 
2004). The 2006 Superintendent Annual Narrative indicates that work continued on the 
rehabilitation of the visitor safety light system and the electrical system (Superintendent’s 
Annual Narrative 2006). 

Existing Conditions. Numerous small-scale features exist within the esplanade today. As 
noted above, these features fall within five categories: commemorative features, site furnishings, 
signs, access control features, and utilities.  

There are four commemorative features, all located within Parcel A. These include the Dutch 
Monument, located south of El Morro Road; “The Borinqueneers” Monument, also located south 
of El Morro Road; and bronze plaques bolted to the North Walls marking Copeland’s Corner and 
Santa Rosa Bastion. 

Site furnishing are present within both Parcel A and Parcel B. These support NPS and 
Commonwealth of Puerto Rico administration of the property for public access and enjoyment. 
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Park standard concrete benches and trash receptacles, fabricated by the maintenance department, 
are located within both parcels, as are dog-waste-bag dispensers and waste receptacles. Bike 
racks are located near El Morro within Parcel A. An exposed aggregate drinking fountain is 
located near the southeastern entrance to El Morro Road within Parcel A, while a concrete 
drinking fountain is located within the playground in Parcel. It is painted a primary color similar 
to the color of the concrete benches and picnic tables also located within the playground. The 
playground also includes play equipment and additional benches with backs. Limited lighting is 
located within Parcel B, along with evidence of former lighting systems that includes the poles 
but not the luminaires. Lighting also edges El Morro Esplanade along the Norzagaray Street 
pedestrian promenade. 

Signage is present within both Parcel A and B. Within Parcel A, there are NPS wayside exhibits 
that interpret kite flying, the Dutch Monument, and El Morro. The park identity sign was missing 
at the time fieldwork was conducted on behalf of this project. Generally, it sits on a concrete 
base to the north of El Morro Road near the circular turnaround arising from Norzagaray Street. 
Regulatory signs note speed limits, parking and vehicular access restrictions, and indicate that 
use of bicycles is not allowed on the esplanade.  

Access control features located within Parcel A include a bollard-and-chain system at the 
southeastern end of El Morro Road that limits vehicular access to the road, used primarily by 
pedestrians; fencing along the steep slopes of the western edge of the promontory near San 
Fernando Battery, composed of chain link in 2018 and replaced in 2020-2021 with concrete 
columns and stainless-steel bars; and bollards that prevent cars from accessing the pedestrian 
promenade along adjacent Norzagaray Street.  

Within Parcel B, access control features include chain-link fencing at Santa Elena Bastion to 
protect the historic artillery at the Cannon Conservation Workshop, an access control gate 
southeast of El Polvorín and Santa Elena Bastion that separates NPS and Commonwealth of 
Puerto Rico activity areas, and woven wire fencing and a gate at Casa Rosa.  

In terms of utilities, within Parcel A there is a pair of metal doors that cover a vault to the south 
of the circular plaza near El Morro. The vault is believed to mark the location of a cistern 
developed by the Spanish or US military.  

There is a cistern near Santa Rosa Bastion that the park has filled with sand to prevent its 
collapse. There are also two cisterns built by the US Army. The park is currently using one as a 
storage room and the other for rainwater harvesting.  

Potable water is currently supplied to El Morro by a supply line that parallels El Morro Road. 
There are also underground utilities associated with telephone and electrical lines. These 
generally follow El Morro Road.  
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Contemporary sewer lines run south from El Morro to San Agustín Road within Parcel B and 
continue beneath the road to the Santa Rosa Gate. There are also contemporary underground 
sewer and storm drains located along Manicomio Road directed beneath the West Walls.  

Stormwater continues to pass through the North and West Walls through the openings designed 
for this purpose by the Spanish, and later by the US military where walls were repaired or 
replaced following failure. The NPS has added swales, drop inlets, and catch basins on the 
terraced slopes within Parcel B and within the two bastions. These are connected to PVC pipes 
that convey water through or beneath the West Walls.  

Overhead lights are located along San Agustín Road near the tennis and basketball courts and 
along Casa Rosa Road within Parcel B. There are also remnant iron light poles along San 
Agustín and Casa Rosa Roads that no longer have lanterns. An aboveground electric utility pole 
sits along Manicomio Road. 

An electrical transformer is located at the north end of the parking area associated with El 
Polvorín. A telephone distribution box is located within San Agustín Bastion. There is also a 
small utility building on the hill above the tennis court, the purpose of which is not currently 
known. 

Evaluation. Only one small-scale feature present within El Morro Esplanade survives from the 
Spanish military occupation period. This is the Dutch Monument located south of El Morro 
Road. Changes were made to the monument during the US military occupation period through 
the addition of a square masonry base and a plaque. The monument was sometimes fenced as 
indicated in maps dating the mid-nineteenth century, as well as in the early twentieth century. 
The monument appears to retain a high degree of integrity, including integrity of location, 
feeling, association, setting, design, materials, and workmanship.  

Small-scale features surviving from the US military occupation period include a cistern south of 
El Morro, and another south of San Antonio Bastion, as well as remnant iron light poles within 
Parcel B. These have diminished integrity of design, association, and feeling due to the loss of 
the luminaires. 

Other small-scale features that may survive from the US military occupation period within Parcel 
A, include the vault cover for the cistern south of El Morro Road near the sallyport. Within 
Parcel B, the woven wire fence and gate at Casa Rosa may also survive from the US military 
occupation period. Further research is needed to confirm this.  

Small-scale features present during the period of significance that are no longer extant today 
include artillery features the lined the north side of El Morro Road and a metal fence enclosure 
around the Dutch Monument present circa 1905, wood fences associated with living quarters and 
animal paddocks, electrical poles, and fencing near San Fernando Battery present during the 
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early twentieth century, golf course tees and flags installed circa 1911, and baseball field bases 
installed circa 1923. 

Landscape Features 

Dutch Monument (CRIS HS #091729 Shadow) (Parcel A, by 1861) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Vault cover (Parcel A, circa US military occupation period) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Cistern south of El Morro (Parcel B, US military occupation period) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Cistern near San Antonio Bastion (Parcel B, US military occupation period) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Iron light poles without luminaires (Parcel B, US military occupation period) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Woven wire fence and gate at Casa Rosa (Parcel B, circa 1930s) 

o Contribution Status: Contributing 
 
Concrete pier and metal fencing at San Fernando Battery (Parcel A, 2020-2021) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Concrete pier and metal fencing above El Polvorín (Parcel A, 2020-2021) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Bronze plaques marking Copeland’s Corner and Santa Rosa Bastion Parcel A, (circa 1960s) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Identity sign base (Parcel A, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
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Trash receptacles (Parcel A, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Benches (Parcel A, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Drinking fountain (Parcel A, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Regulatory signs at the entrance to El Morro Road (Parcel A, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Wayside exhibits (Parcel A, circa 1990s) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Bollards and chain access control features (Parcel A, 1990s) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Light poles and luminaires (Parcel A, 1998) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
“The Borinqueneers” Monument (Parcel A, 2000) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Dog-waste-bag dispenser and receptacle (Parcel A, 2010s)  

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Bike rack (Parcel A, 2010s) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
“No Bicycling” sign (Parcel A, 2010s) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Manholes (Parcel A, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
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Drainpipes (Parcel A, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Power poles and lines (Parcel A, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Telephone distribution box (Parcel A, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Fire hydrants (Parcel A, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Electrical transformer (Parcel A, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Fencing associated with Cannon Conservation Workshop at Santa Elena Bastion (Parcel B, post 
1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Trash receptacles (Parcel B, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Overhead lights (Parcel B, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Picnic tables and benches in the playground (Parcel B, 1998) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Benches with backs in the playground (Parcel B, 1998) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Backless benches in the playground (Parcel B, 1998) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
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Playground equipment (Parcel B, 1998) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Drinking fountain in the playground (Parcel B, 1998) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Backless benches in the tennis court area (Parcel B, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Parking signage (Parcel B, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Wood bollards and rope (Parcel B, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
“No Bicycling” sign (Parcel B, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Dog-waste-bag dispenser and receptacle (Parcel B, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Regulatory signage (Parcel B, post 1970) 

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
 
Access control gate near the heliport (Parcel B, post 1970)  

o Contribution Status: Noncontributing 
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Archeological Sites 

Archeological sites are the traces or deposited artifacts in a landscape, evidenced by the presence 
of either surface or subsurface features. Knowledge of archeological sites located within El 
Morro Esplanade cultural landscape includes the following: 

Circular brick structure. Adjacent to the tunnel leading to Old San Juan Cemetery is a circular 
brick structural remnant. 

Brick foundation ruins. Located along the North Walls at the end of Santa Rosa Bastion is a 
brick foundation ruin. 

Remains of a cistern and an associated structure at Santa Rosa Bastion. The cistern and 
associated structure were inadvertently discovered in the 1990s when heavy equipment was 
placed near them, resulting in damage to these features (Superintendent’s Annual Narrative 
1997, 10).  

Buried refuse deposits east and northeast of the San Fernando Battery. At least two deposits 
from the mid-to-late nineteenth century were identified during restoration work at the bastion in 
the 1990s (US Army Corps of Engineers; Hayward Merkling and Cinquino Argana, 105–107, 
Superintendent’s Annual Narrative 1997, 9). 

Remains of unidentified structures, a cistern, and an eighteenth-century road fragment at 
the San Fernando Battery. The features were identified during 1990s construction at the 
bastion (Superintendent’s Annual Narrative 1997, 9). 

Potential Archeological Resources. There is potential for as-yet-unidentified archeological 
resources to be present across Parcel A. Remains may include those related to the Little White 
Chapel; cisterns; the Dutch approaches; the several buildings that formerly stood southeast of the 
Castillo; historic roads; and unrecorded tunnels. Additionally, although no pre-Columbian sites 
have been found at El Morro, they are present in nearby parts of San Juan and may certainly also 
be present in Parcel A (Solis Magaña; Pantel et al., Pantel, del Cueto & Associates, 62). 

Deposits related to the yellow fever hospital. Materials related to the building and its 
demolition were identified during the alterations of the Casa Rosa Road in 1992 and during 
archeological work preceding repairs to a retaining wall at the Powder Magazine that was 
damaged during Hurricane Maria (Wild, 5, Rodriguez López et al., 112). 

A brick and mortar pillar at the playground area south of the School for Plastic Arts. The 
feature is from the Spanish era and was uncovered during a tree-planting project at the 
playground in 1995 (Wild, 8, 11). 
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A brick wall at the playground area southwest of the School for Plastic Arts. The wall is of 
undetermined age and was identified during the 1995 tree-planting project at the playground 
(Wild, 8, 11).  

A buried deposit of burned soil southwest of the School for Plastic Arts. The burned soil 
feature is likely from the Spanish era or earlier and could be associated with a smithy. It was 
identified during the 1995 tree-planting project at the playground (Wild, 8, 11). 

A buried dry moat floor at the Powder Magazine. Part of the moat floor, which likely dates to 
the late eighteenth century, was identified during archeological work conducted before the 
installation of an electrical line at the magazine in 1994 (Wild, 11-14). 

A buried road surface fragment along the west side of the tennis courts. The road surface is 
from the colonial era and was found in a shovel test pit dug for a handicapped access ramp 
project in 1995 (Wild, 14-16). 

An artifact deposit northwest of the tennis courts. The deposit dates to the late eighteenth 
century and was identified in an archeological test unit excavated for the handicapped access 
ramp in 1997. It at least includes numerous bottle fragments (Wild, 14-16). 

An artifact deposit east of the San Agustín Bastion. The deposit dates from 1784 to 1800 and 
is made up of refuse related to non-military activities from nearby parts of San Juan (Solis 
Magaña).  

Potential Archeological Resources. As at Parcel A, there is potential for as-yet-unidentified 
archeological resources to be present across Parcel B. Remains may include those related to the 
San Gabriel Bastion; nineteenth-century military buildings that formerly stood north of the San 
Agustín Bastion; historic roads; and unrecorded tunnels. Additionally, although no pre-
Columbian sites have been found at El Morro, they are present in nearby parts of San Juan and 
may certainly also be present in Parcel B (Solis Magaña; Pantel et al., Pantel, del Cueto & 
Associates, 62). 
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Condition  
 
Condition Assessment and Impacts  
 
Condition Assessment:  Fair 
 
Assessment Date:    July 2018 
 
Condition Assessment Explanatory Narrative: 
 
Overall, the El Morro Esplanade cultural landscape is in fair condition as of 2021. Most features 
within Parcel A are maintained in good condition by the NPS. A 1994 Memorandum of 
Agreement between the NPS and Commonwealth of Puerto Rico guides efforts by the agency to 
collaborate in maintaining Parcel B. The condition is assessed as fair due to several issues of 
concern, including soil compaction, erosion, improper drainage, structural deterioration, 
visitation, and removal/replacement. These issues were observed during fieldwork conducted on 
behalf of the El Morro Esplanade CLR in July 2018 and may have since been corrected. Once 
corrected, this condition assessment should be revisited. 

Among the primary challenges related to condition of the esplanade are erosion and compaction 
where heavy visitor use has led to the loss of turf cover and the creation of social trails. This 
threatens to expose buried archeological resources and other historic resources. Overland flow of 
stormwater within Parcel B, where the slopes are much steeper than those within Parcel A, has 
also led to flooding and erosion along the West Walls. Evidence of flooding in the form of 
sandbags and silt deposits was present within San Agustín Bastion in July 2018 when fieldwork 
was conducted on behalf of the El Morro Esplanade CLR. The park has implemented 
stormwater-management improvements by entering into memoranda of agreement with the 
Commonwealth of Puerto Rico in association with the West Wall system that falls within Parcel 
B. These improvements, including the construction of berms, catch basins, drop inlets, and pipes 
designed to convey overland flow away from, through, and beneath the walls to prevent 
undercutting and other problems. These efforts, conducted during the 2010s, have improved the 
condition of the West Walls in terms of stormwater management. 

There are also examples of features that were missing elements at the time fieldwork was 
conducted in 2018. These included the park identity sign, an interpretive sign along Norzagaray 
Street, and several older iron lamp posts. The park identity sign base was present, but the sign 
itself was missing in July 2018. Similarly, the interpretive wayside facing the esplanade along 
the Norzagaray Street promenade had the metal frame, but the sign panel was missing. Within 
Parcel B there are several older iron lamp posts along the road corridors that were missing their 
luminaires.  
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Other condition issues of concern related to the asphalt-paved portion of San Agustín Road 
within Parcel B that exhibited issues of cracked and broken pavements and curbing. Concrete 
walks and stairs at Casa Rosa were also observed to be cracked and broken.  

Visitor access to the walls, embrasure openings, garitas, and bastions may be damaging 
protective coatings and lead to damage if not prevented. Visitors sometimes vandalize the walls 
with graffiti, a condition issue that is always quickly addressed by park personnel. Another 
condition issue is entanglement of visitor kites and string in the vegetation growing along the 
margins of El Morro Esplanade. The park likely regularly removes evidence of kites and string 
as possible from the places where it becomes entangled. 

Repairs conducted in 2020–2021 included removal of sea grapes from the area above the 
retaining wall behind El Polvorín to correct drainage problems contributing to structural failure, 
and replacement of an associated fence with a more substantial fence. Similarly, a new more 
substantial fence was added along the top of the cliff near San Fernando Battery in 2020-2021. 

To improve the condition of the cultural landscape from fair to good, the park should specifically 
address erosion issues, including addressing the causes that range from soil compaction to 
pedestrian social trail development, and improper stormwater management. Establishing more 
legible pedestrian routes constructed from a durable, sustainable material and incorporating the 
use of turf reinforcement in heavy use areas would help protect against further loss, compaction, 
and erosion. 

Impacts:  

 Type of Impact: Soil Compaction 
 
 External or Internal: Internal 
 

Impact Description: The same locations that are undergoing erosion are also 
subject to soil compaction, which is one of the factors 
contributing to the loss of turf cover.  

 Type of Impact: Erosion 
 
 External or Internal: Internal 
 

Impact Description: The locations where visitors frequent and are associated 
with heavy foot traffic, maintenance vehicle access, and 
social trails have become denuded of turf cover and are in 
fair to poor condition. Where the turf has been lost to 
compaction and excessive use, the soil has become eroded 
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and the ground uneven. This has occurred near entrances 
into the esplanade from the Norzagaray Street pedestrian 
promenade, around the Cemetery Road tunnel, along the 
margins of some walls and bastions, outside the bookstore, 
in front of wayside exhibits, at the maintenance access 
road connecting Parcels A and B, near the El Morro dry 
moat, and in association with the social trail leading 
northwest around El Morro to the harbor entrance 
overlook.  

 Type of Impact: Improper Drainage 
 
 External or Internal: Internal 
 

Impact Description: The more steeply sloped terrain associated with Parcel B 
leads to the overland flow of stormwater from the higher 
elevation of the esplanade and the urban center toward the 
West Walls. This overland flow was contributing to 
deterioration of the West Walls as well as siltation within 
low points where water collected. The NPS implemented 
several stormwater management improvements in the 
2010s that have helped to correct the problems with 
improper drainage, although there was evidence of 
ongoing problems at the time fieldwork was conducted for 
this project in July 2018 in the form of sandbags and other 
temporary structures sited to direct water to closed 
systems such as drop inlets and catch basins associated 
with pipes.  

 
 Both the North and West Walls were designed with 

drainage structures and systems. These need to be 
maintained clear of debris to function properly and avoid 
additional drainage problems.  

 Type of Impact: Structural Deterioration 
 
 External or Internal: Internal 
 

Impact Description: Several concrete stairs and walks at Casa Rosa are cracked 
and broken. The asphalt paved section of San Agustín 
Road exhibited cracks and broken pavement and areas 
covered with metal plates at the time fieldwork was 
completed in July 2018. 
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 Park personnel regularly engages in stabilization, repair, 

and other preservation treatments to maintain the historic 
wall and building features within El Morro Esplanade. 
While they currently are in good condition, they require 
regular maintenance to ensure their protection from 
deterioration.  

 Type of Impact: Visitation 
 
 External or Internal: Internal 
 

Impact Description: San Juan National Historic Site is a popular and heavily 
visited unit of the National Park System. The high 
visitation numbers pose a threat to cultural resources 
within El Morro Esplanade due to the increased potential 
for damage to occur. Notable in 2018 was the extent of 
worn turf resulting from the impacts of heavy visitation 
within area of regular use, such as near the entrances and 
at popular features, such as the bastions and walls and San 
Antonio Guardhouse that features a bookstore. Other 
potential impacts resulting from visitation include damage 
and wear to masonry features such as historic walls when 
visitors climb or walk on these structures.  

  
 One of the more recent cultural traditions associated with 

El Morro Esplanade is kite flying. Lost kites and string are 
frequently observed lodged in the vegetation growing 
along the margins of the promontory. The park also 
regularly cleans the garitas and the walls after visitors add 
graffiti and use the structures in inappropriate manners. 
Visitors also often follow similar circulation routes 
through the esplanade, contributing to the establishment of 
social trails. The social trails, as noted above, lead to the 
loss of turf, soil compaction, and erosion.  

 Type of Impact: Removal/Replacement 
 
 External or Internal: Internal 
 

Impact Description: Likely due to deterioration or condition problems, three 
features present within the study area were missing 
elements—the park identity sign, a wayside along 
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Norzagaray Street, and older iron lamp posts within Parcel 
B. It is not known whether the missing elements were 
replaced following the July 20218 fieldwork.  
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Treatment 
 
Approved Treatment:  Rehabilitation 

Approved Treatment Document: Cultural Landscape Report 

Approved Landscape Treatment Document Date: April 2021 

Approved Landscape Treatment Explanatory Narrative: N/A 

Approved Treatment Completed:  No  
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