Reserva Natural de Las Cabeza
by

Eyes Right

Fajardo, Puerto Rico – Occasionally the government gets it right.  That certainly was the case in 1970 when the government of Puerto Rico set up a conservation trust to set aside land to “protect and enhance the natural beauty of the island.”  The original 316 acres on the north-eastern end of the island was expanded in 1975 so that now 457 acres of mangrove forests surrounding one of the few bioluminescent bays in the world are included in Las Cabezas de San Juan Nature Reserve. 
One does not simply walk into Las Cabezas. It is fenced and patrolled. Entry is by admission only, and only on Wednesday through Sunday.  Reservations are recommended; it is a popular destination.  And not without cause.  For the $8.00 entrance fee, one is treated to over 2 hours of a narrated guided tour on trams and foot throughout the preserve.  This is not Disneyland, but rather a thoroughly educational excursion conducted by rangers who are passionate about their work maintaining this unspoiled part of their island.

There are three stops on the tour.  The first is at an isolated rocky beach facing eastward toward the Atlantic.  Here the shoreline is littered with remnants of pieces of coral and shells which have washed ashore from hurricanes and other forces of nature.  The vegetation on the volcanic rock is mostly sea grapes.  All forms of coral, mostly calcium carbonate in composition, lie in clumps along the shoreline.  There is no sand.  This is the first part of mainland Puerto Rico which suffers the brunt of hurricanes.  I cannot imagine the pounding which theses rocks receive on a regular basis.
The second stop is at the lighthouse built by the Spanish in 1880.  It sits atop a high hill overlooking the rocky islands offshore and serves now, as it has since its construction, as a beacon to guide ships approaching from the Atlantic.  This is the second oldest lighthouse built on the island by the Spanish, before losing control of Puerto Rico to the Americans during the war of 1898.  It now houses ecological exhibits, but is still filling its primary mission of serving ships at sea.  It has been well-maintained and is strikingly beautiful.

The final stop of the tour is the most extensive.  Passengers disembark the tram to walk on a raised wooden trail through the seaside wetlands filled mostly with mangrove forests.  Our guide, Sandra, patiently explained the four types of mangroves in the forest.  Each has its own preferred setting, based primarily on salinity and water level.  The black mangrove, for example, is the most tolerant of salt and thrives on the mostly dry, salty areas where shallow sea water has evaporated.  Its roots come out of the ground around each tree forming sprouts which stick perhaps 6-8 inches above the soil to seek nourishment and moisture from the air.  There are hundreds surrounding each black mangrove.  The leaves are narrow, green on one side, but whiter on the other, and salty if licked.  Its flower is very small and white.
The red mangrove is least tolerant of salt and grows only in the much wetter conditions of a swamp.  Its branches reach down to the water to form new roots, and its small yellow blossoms turn into seeds which mature on the tree to form new trees which eventually drop into the water below when they reach 8-10 inches in length.  Below the red mangroves there is a maze of roots which make passage absolutely impossible for anything not crawling.
The other two types of mangrove present here are the white mangrove, which prefers a mixture of salt and moisture somewhere between the black and red, and the button wood mangrove, which wants no salt.  It grows beyond the water along the roads.  
Thankfully, there have been earlier Puerto Ricans with sufficient vision to set aside this wonderful area for those of us who follow to enjoy.  Unfortunately, I am certain that I will now have nightmares of being trapped in a mangrove forest – in a hurricane!
I thought you might like to know.
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