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INTRODUCTION: OVERVIEW OF ST CATHERINE 

St. Catherine was one of the first seven parishes created in 1664 and this makes it one of the 

seven oldest parishes in Jamaica.  Extending over 459.7 square miles or 1,190 square 

kilometres, St Catherine is also one of the largest parishes in Jamaica today. This was not the 

case in earlier centuries when the parish was much smaller than it is now. It was not until 1867 

when the three other parishes of St John, St Thomas in the Vale and St Dorothy were added to 

St Catherine that the parish reached its current size. 

 

Map of Jamaica Showing the Parish of St Catherine Today. Map courtesy of Thera Edwards 
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Today, St Catherine is bordered on the west by Clarendon, on the east by St Andrew and a small 

section of Kingston, on the north by St Ann and St Mary and on its southern boundary, by the 

Caribbean Sea. As will be seen in this History, the geography of the parish has influenced its 

development and history with its fairly flat, extensive plains in the south giving rise to a history 

of plantations and livestock farms. The higher elevations going northwards in the parish have 

also shaped the development of St Catherine, influencing the emergence of a thriving small-

ŦŀǊƳƛƴƎ ŜŎƻƴƻƳȅ ŀƴŘ ŎǳƭǘǳǊŜΦ {ǘ /ŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜΩǎ ŀǿŜǎƻƳŜ wƛƻ /ƻōǊŜ wƛǾŜǊ Ƙŀǎ ǎƘŀǇŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

economy and the land over the centuries, resulting in some of the most spectacular natural 

formations such as the breathtakingly  beautiful but potentially dangerous Bog Walk Gorge.  

St Catherine today, with its average population of 518,345 persons, is the proud product of the 

many persons who have left their imprint on the landscape over time and who have, in their 

own separate ways, contributed to a legacy that has made the parish what it is today. 1 
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Among the many points of historical significance for which St Catherine is known, is the 

abundance of places in the parish that were once inhabited by the Tainos. Research done by 

the Jamaica National Heritage Trust (JNHT) has shown that there were thirty eight known Taino 

sites in St Catherine. In fact, only four parishes (St Ann, Clarendon, St Elizabeth and St Mary) 

had more sites.2 Most of these Taino locations in St Catherine were Midden Sites, which were 

really refuse heaps where archaeologists have found objects such as pieces of animal and fish 

bones, remains of tools, pottery and other artefacts used by the early Jamaicans who lived on 

these sites. Through studying these Midden Sites, we are able to get a good idea of the material 

culture and lifestyle of the Tainos of St Catherine. Archaeologists also found that these Midden 

Sites at times were part of Taino Village Sites, which ranged from small to medium-sized 

ŎƻƳƳǳƴƛǘƛŜǎΦ ! ǎƳŀƭƭ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ {ǘ /ŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜΩǎ ¢ŀƛƴƻ ǎƛǘŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ Burial Sites, the two most well-

known of which are located at White Marl and Naggo Head (discussed shortly). These earliest 

inhabitants of the parish also sometimes painted scenes and images on the rocks or walls of 

caves. Rock paintings, known as Pictographs, tell us a lot about how the Tainos lived. Taino 

artists also carved images into the rocks or walls of caves and these rock carvings (Petroglyphs) 

helped to illustrate aspects of their lives and were probably important for ceremonial purposes. 

There are a few places in St Catherine where archaeologists have found Taino pictographs and 

petroglyphs but the parish holds pride of place in being home to Mountain River Cave 
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(discussed shortly) which has the largest collection of Taino pictographs in Jamaica. 

 

Taino Drawings (Pictographs) at Mountain River Cave, St Catherine. Image courtesy of The 

Jamaica National Heritage Trust (JNHT) and JNFoundation 

Place names in Jamaica reflect the legacy of the people who shaped our history. However, 

across Jamaica, there are very few places where Taino names still survive. In some cases, Taino 

names were adopted by the Spaniards who added Spanish names and by so doing changed the 

original Taino names. With the takeover by the English, Taino names all but disappeared from 

use. In St Catherine, an important exception was the Taino word, Guanaboa which has survived 

to this day. Guanaboa was the Taino word for soursop, one of their favourite foods. The 

Spaniards kept the word and applied it to the area in St Catherine which is presently known as 

Guanaboa VŀƭŜΦ IƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǿƘƻ ŀŘŘŜŘ ά±ŀƭŜέ ǘƻ ǘƘƛǎ ƻǊƛƎƛƴŀƭ ¢ŀƛƴƻ ǿƻǊŘ ǿƘƛŎƘ 

has stood the test of time. Another Taino word was Cagua, which was the name that the Tainos 

applied to the river we now know as the Rio Cobre. When the Spaniards arrived, they changed 

the word Cagua to Caguaya and continued to use this as the name of the river which they later 

changed to Rio Cobre. They also used Caguaya to refer to the place in St Catherine that we now 

know as Passage Fort. The English further changed the spelling to Cagway and at first kept this 

name for Passage Fort. Later, the English changed the name Cagway to Passage Fort, thereby 

removing all traces of the original Taino word. 3                                  
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! .ƛǊŘΩǎ 9ȅŜ ±ƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¢ŀƛƴƻ {ƛǘŜǎ ƛƴ the Parish 

aƻǎǘ ƻŦ {ǘ /ŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜΩǎ ǘƘƛǊǘȅ ŜƛƎƘǘ ƪƴƻǿƴ ¢ŀƛƴƻ ǎƛǘŜǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƳƛŘŘŜƴ ǎƛǘŜǎ ŀǎ ŜȄǇƭŀƛƴŜŘ ŀōƻǾŜΦ 

Places in the parish where midden sites and sometimes village sites were found, included 

wƻŘƴŜȅΩǎ IƻǳǎŜ ƻƴ tƻǊǘ IŜƴŘŜǊǎƻƴ IƛƭƭΣ ²ƘƛǘŜ aŀǊƭΣ bŀƎƎƻ IŜŀŘΣ ƛn the Hellshire area, Port 

Henderson, Little Goat Island, Ferry, Marlie Mount, Great Goat Island, Colbeck, Caymanas Bay 

and Caymanas, Half Moon Bay, Wreck Point, Mount Rosser, Mahoe Ridge, Dover, Great Salt 

Pond and Hellshire Hills. Other locations in St Catherine which were listed by the Jamaica 

National Heritage Trust as identified with the Tainos include Red Hills, Riverhead, Cross Pen, 

/ƻƴǘŜƴǘΣ hƭŘ /ǊŜǎŎŜƴǘ wƻŀŘΣ /ǊŜǎŎŜƴǘΣ wŜƛŘΩǎ aƻǳƴǘŀƛƴΣ bŀǎŜōŜǊǊȅ DǊƻǾŜΣ IŀǊƪŜǊΣ DƛōǊŀƭǘŀǊΣ 

Giblatore, Wakefield, Cambrian and Dignum Mountain. Taino Burial Sites, including burial 

caves, were found at the three important locations of White Marl, Great Goat Island and Naggo 

Head. As noted above, Taino artists also left long-lasting reminders of their presence in the 

parish through their pictographs (paintings on cave walls) and petroglyphs (rock carvings on 

cave walls). The Worthy Park Cave in Luidas Vale contains examples of Taino petroglyphs and 

pictographs while petroglyphs were found at Byndloss Mountain (Riverhead) and ¢ǿƻ {ƛǎǘŜǊǎΩ 

/ŀǾŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ IŜƭƭǎƘƛǊŜ IƛƭƭǎΦ !ǎ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎƭȅ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘΣ {ǘ /ŀǘƘŜǊƛƴŜΩǎ ŦŀƳŜŘ aƻǳƴǘŀƛƴ wƛǾŜǊ /ŀǾŜ 

has a large collection of pictographs as well as evidence of petroglyphs. 4 

Turning the Spotlight on Selected Taino Sites in St Catherine: 

wƻŘƴŜȅΩǎ House (A Midden and Village Site) 

wƻŘƴŜȅΩǎ IƻǳǎŜ ƛǎ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎŜƴǘƭȅ ǎƭƻǇƛƴƎ ƭŀƴŘ ƻŦ tƻǊǘ IŜƴŘŜǊǎƻƴ Iƛƭƭ ŀǘ ŀōƻǳǘ рлл ŦŜŜǘ ƻǊ 

154 kilometres above sea level. As with many Taino settlements, this village was quite close to 

the sea, about two miles or 0Φт ƪƛƭƻƳŜǘǊŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŀΦ ¢ƘŜ ¢ŀƛƴƻ ǎƛǘŜΣ wƻŘƴŜȅΩǎ IƻǳǎŜ ƛǎ ǘƻ 

the south-Ŝŀǎǘ ƻŦ wƻŘƴŜȅΩǎ [ƻƻƪƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦŀƳŜŘ !ŘƳƛǊŀƭ ƘŀŘ ōǳƛƭǘ Ƙƛǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ όwƻŘƴŜȅΩǎ 

IƻǳǎŜύ ǘƘŜǊŜΦ !ǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎƛǎǘǎ ƴƻ Řƻǳōǘ ƴŀƳŜŘ ǘƘŜ ¢ŀƛƴƻ ǎƛǘŜ άwƻŘƴŜȅΩǎ IƻǳǎŜέ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ 
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was located in the general vicinity of this famous landmark.  

 

! ±ƛŜǿ ƻŦ wƻŘƴŜȅΩǎ IƻǳǎŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ tƻǊǘ IŜƴŘŜǊǎƻƴ Iƛƭƭǎ !ōƻǾŜ. Image courtesy of JN 

Foundation 

 

wǳƛƴǎ ƻŦ wƻŘƴŜȅΩǎ IƻǳǎŜΣ tƻǊǘ IŜƴŘŜǊǎƻƴ. Image courtesy of JNFoundation 
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This village and midden site occupies an area of 15,31 square metres and can be found about 

one and a half miles northwest of present-day Port Henderson Village. In all, archaeologists 

were able to uncover and study six middens at the site. 

 

A View of Port Henderson Hill where the Taino Site is located. Image courtesy of JN Foundation  

CǊƻƳ ŜǾƛŘŜƴŎŜ ƎŀǘƘŜǊŜŘ ŀǘ wƻŘƴŜȅΩǎ IƻǳǎŜΣ ŀǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎƛǎǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŎƻƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ¢ŀƛƴƻ ǎƛǘŜ 

is older than White Marl, which is another famous Taino site in St Catherine. Items found at 

wƻŘƴŜȅΩǎ IƻǳǎŜ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜ ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘǎ ƻŦ ǊŜƳŀƛƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƻƻƭǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǿƻƻŘŜƴ ŀƴŘ ŎƻǊŀƭ ǎŎǊŀǇŜǊǎ ǳǎŜŘ 

by the Tainos in the preparation of cassava. In addition to many remains from drinking 

containers, archaeologists also found fragments from cooking utensils such as griddles which 

were flat ceramic plates used in the baking of cassava bread (bammy) and celts which were 

long, thin stone tools used in cutting and scraping. Remains gathered at these middens also tell 

us about the food choices and lifestyle oŦ ǘƘŜ ¢ŀƛƴƻ ǇŜƻǇƭŜ ƻŦ wƻŘƴŜȅΩǎ IƻǳǎŜΦ ¢ƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜ ŀōƭŜ 

to hunt a variety of land and sea animals for food and remains of birds such as egrets, herons, 

doves, pigeons and seagulls were found. Other animal life in their immediate environment 

which provided common food sources included the coney, land iguana, green sea turtle, 

saltwater crocodile, land crabs and hermit crabs but the remains found in the middens suggest 

that the coney was their favourite source of protein from land animals. Being so close to the 
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ǎŜŀΣ ǘƘŜ ¢ŀƛƴƻǎ ƻŦ wƻŘƴŜȅΩǎ IƻǳǎŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƛǎƘ ƭƻǾŜǊǎ ǿƘƻ ŦŜŘ ƻŦŦ ƻŦ ŀ ǾŀǊƛŜǘȅ ƻŦ ŦƛǎƘ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ 

snappers, grunts, jacks, snooks, triggerfish, sharks, sea crabs and other marine life. 5     

 

The White Marl Taino Village Site 

The White Marl Taino Site in St Catherine is located off the Spanish Town main road, very close 

ǘƻ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ /ŜƴǘǊŀƭ ±ƛƭƭŀƎŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ wƛƻ /ƻōǊŜ wƛǾŜǊΦ Lǘ ƛǎ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ŀǘ ŀƴ ŜƭŜǾŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ млл ŦŜŜǘ ƻǊ ом 

metres above sea level and is more of an inland site, being 5.5 kilometres from the sea. The 

White Marl site is the largest known Taino site in Jamaica, covering about six acres or 127,410 

square metres. This area was home to a large Taino village before the arrival of the Spaniards. 

In the twentieth century, the White Marl Museum (discussed shortly) was built on the site and 

a Taino Burial Cave (discussed shortly) was also discovered at the White Marl site in the 1960s.  

White Marl is a Taino site which has brought much distinction and recognition locally and 

internationally. Not only is it the largest known Taino site in Jamaica, White Marl is the only 

Taino site on the island which has been declared as a national heritage site. Unlike most Taino 

sites in Jamaica, White Marl is also a Taino site where archaeologists have been able to conduct 

long-term research, the most recent being carried out up to 2018 by the Department of History 

and Archaeology of the University of the West Indies, Mona. In 1960, the land on which the site 

is located was turned over to the Jamaica National Trust Commission (now the Jamaica National 

Heritage Trust) by Mr Constance B. Hamilton. The White Marl Museum was constructed on the 

village site by the National Trust Commission and turned over to the Institute of Jamaica for the 
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purpose of starting an archaeological and museum project.

 

Entrance to the Taino Museum at White Marl. Image courtesy of The National Library of 

Jamaica 

Excavation of the site in 1969 uncovered the remains of a Taino house with nine post holes 

which indicated that the house was built in a circular fashion. The fairly wide entrance to the 

house faced east and to the west of the house, evidence of burnt soil and remains of Taino 

griddles and scrapers indicated that this was a large cooking area used by the Taino residents of 

the village. In the middens at White Marl, archaeologists found a large amount of bone 

fragments of land animals and a smaller quantity of remains of marine species. This showed 

that the geographical location of the village further inland than other Taino villages made the 

residents of White Marl more dependent on land animals for their food. Interestingly, a replica 
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of the original Taino house was built to serve as part of the White Marl Museum.

 

The Taino Museum at White Marl, St Catherine. Image courtesy of The National Library of 

Jamaica 

The White Marl Museum 

As indicated above, a replica of the original Taino house (hut) was constructed on the village 

site and served as the centre of the White Marl Museum which was opened to the public on 

June 30, 1966. The government of Jamaica was successful in reclaiming from the British 

Museum, several pieces of Taino artwork including the Bird Man, the Pelican and Snake carving 

and the Male Figure. All three pieces were housed on display at the White Marl Museum from 

1966. Unfortunately, deteriorating security and outbreaks of violence in the surrounding areas 

forced the closure of the museum in 2008. These valuable legacies of the Taino people were 

relocated from White Marl to the Institute of Jamaica where they are secured and displayed. 

The White Marl Burial Cave 

In December 1967, squatters discovered and reported a cave which was located near to the 

village site and the museum. Almost immediately, the Institute of Jamaica ordered the cave 

sealed to protect its contents until the cave could be excavated and investigated. Excavations 

got underway in 1969 and the significant and exciting discoveries made there pointed to an 
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important Taino burial site which has become known as the White Marl Burial Cave. The cave is 

40 feet long and 28 feet wide and is located about 500 yards northeast of the White Marl 

Museum at an elevation of 110 feet or 34 metres and about 5.8 kilometres from the sea.  

In all, archaeologists found four complete skulls, eight partial skulls, three complete mandibles 

(lower jaw bones) and about eight hundred other human bone fragments. Scientific tests 

carried out on the bones showed that eleven adult Taino males were buried there. Additionally, 

a skull of a two-year old infant was also found but no other bones belonging to the child were 

ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǾŜΦ LƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎƭȅΣ ǘƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǎƪǳƭƭ ŘƛŘ ƴƻǘ ǎƘƻǿ ŀƴȅ ǎƛƎƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŘŜƭƛōŜǊŀǘŜ 

flattening which was done to the heads of Taino children. As was usually the case with Taino 

burials, utensils and food were placed in the cave along with the bodies for the journey to 

Coyaba (heaven). Pieces of broken pottery, animal bones and shells as well as five unbroken 

pots were found in the burial cave. 6   

 

Naggo Head (A Midden and Burial Site) 

Naggo Head was the site of a medium-sized Taino village where archaeologists uncovered 

several middens as well as evidence of the burial of a Taino child. The Naggo Head Taino site is 

located about three miles south-west of Port Henderson and about two miles or 1.4 kilometres 

from the sea. It is a fairly large site, covering an area of 26,241 square metres and rises to an 

elevation of 200 feet or 62 metres above sea level. Naggo Head is one of three locations in St 

Catherine where Taino burials were found, the others being White Marl and Great Goat Island. 

¢ƘŜ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ōǳǊƛŀƭ ǎǇƻǘ ǿŀǎ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƛƴ ŀ ǎƘŀƭƭƻǿ ŀǊŜŀ ƛƴ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƛŘŘŜƴǎΦ Lƴ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ¢ŀƛƴƻ 

customs, the ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǎƪǳƭƭ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ŦƭŀǘǘŜƴŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅ ǿŀǎ ōǳǊƛŜŘ ŦŀŎƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜŀǎǘΦ ¦ƴƭƛƪŜ 

cave burials, there were no burial goods beside the body. In addition to the burial, 

archaeologists also found an earthenware zemi. Among the Taino, zemis were objects made 

from stone, wood or cloth which represented their gods and which were also believed to 

contain the spirit and power of the gods. Among other items of interest found in the midden 

ǿŜǊŜ ŀ ōǊƻƪŜƴ ǉǳŀǊǘȊ ǇŜƴŘŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŀ ōƛǊŘΩǎ ōƻƴŜ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ WŀƳŀƛŎŀƴ ōǊƻǿƴ ƻǿƭ ǿƘƛŎƘ is locally 

known as the patoo. The Naggo Head site was first visited and excavated by archaeologist Dr 

James Lee in 1972 but unfortunately, by 1978, quarrying activities had completely destroyed 
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the site.   

    

Naggo Head Today. Naggo Head Primary School. Image courtesy of JNFoundation 

                   

Great Goat Island (A Midden and Burial Cave) 

The Goat Islands (Little Goat Island and Great Goat Island) are really cays (small, flat islands 

formed from coral and sand) which are located less than a mile from the coast of Old Harbour 

Bay. They are part of a group of fourteen small islands which today make up the Portland Bight 

which has been designated as a Protected Area as a habitat for endangered species of plants 

and animals (especially the iguana) as well as for their environmental significance. However, 

long before Europeans arrived in Jamaica, the Tainos of St Catherine had made their homes on 

both islands. Archaeologists have located three sites on Great Goat Island which were 

connected to the Tainos. These included two midden sites and a burial cave. Great Goat Island 

is therefore the third (of three places) location in St Catherine where evidence of Taino burials 

was found. A large number of fragments from pottery and cooking utensils such as the griddles 

used in the making of cassava bread were found in the middens located on the south west side 

of the island and archaeologists concluded that the size of their discoveries indicated that there 

had been a small to medium sized and long-lasting Taino settlement there. A very deep burial 

cave was found on Great Goat Island in the 1890s and although there were several caves on the 

island, this was the only one which the Tainos used for burials. Human remains found there 

ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŀ ǘŜŜƴŀƎŜǊΩǎ ŦƭŀǘǘŜƴŜŘ ǎƪǳƭƭ ŀƴŘ ǇƛŜŎŜǎ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ƭƻƴƎŜǊ ōƻƴŜǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōƻŘȅΦ 7        
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Worthy Park Caves (Taino Art Work/ Petroglyphs and Pictographs) 

Today, most Jamaicans associate the name Worthy Park with the historic and famous sugar 

estate, now Worthy Park Estate Limited in Luidas Vale near Ewarton. As with so many other 

places across the length and breadth of Jamaica, the Tainos left their imprint on this area long 

before it became Worthy Park under the control of English settlers. There are two caves on the 

Worthy Park property which were used by the Tainos. Unlike some of the other Taino caves in 

the island which were primarily burial caves, the caves at Worthy Park were used by the Tainos 

to paint and carve reminders of their lives. The first, named Worthy Park #1 is located at an 

elevation of 1,200 feet or 369 metres above sea level and about 26 kilometres from the sea. 

There are a few paintings (pictographs) and carvings (petroglyphs) on the walls of this cave. 

Worthy Park Cave #2 is at a greater elevation than the first, being 1,300 feet or 400 metres 

above sea level. It is also slightly further away from the sea, being 28 kilometres inland. Only 

petroglyphs have been found in the second cave. We may speculate that these Taino artists of 

long ago used these caves to express in a visible way, what was important to them.  Since 

archaeologists found no evidence that the caves were used for other purposes, we may 

conclude that they came, left their mark and returned to their nearby villages. 

 

Two Sisters Cave in the Hellshire Hills (Petroglyph) 

The Taino carving at Two Sisters Cave is to be found in the Hellshire Hills of St Catherine, at 

about 50 feet or 15 metres above sea level and at a distance of 0.2 kilometres from the sea. 

Two Sisters Cave is really a set of twin caves and these limestone caves have large sinkholes 

which contain fresh water and may have served as important sources of freshwater for the 

Tainos living in the area. There is a network of natural caverns and tunnels which connect with 

each other and these would have provided ideal hideaway places. Some say that the name 

given to the caves is linked to the experience of two enslaved sisters who escaped and hid in 

these caverns. The legend tells us that when they were found, the two sisters joined hands and 
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jumped into the waters below rather than surrender to re-enslavement. 

 

! ±ƛŜǿ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ LƴǘŜǊƛƻǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ¢ǿƻ {ƛǎǘŜǊǎΩ /ŀǾŜ. Image courtesy of The Urban Development 

Corporation (UDC) 

¢ǿƻ {ƛǎǘŜǊǎΩ /ŀǾŜ ƛǎ ŦŀƳƻǳǎ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǎƛƴƎƭŜ ǇŜǘǊƻƎƭȅǇƘ ǿƘƛŎƘ Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ǎŜŜƴ ƴŜŀǊ ǘƘŜ ǊŜŀǊ ŜƴǘǊŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ 

the cave. This petroglyph is an image of a human face which has been carved deeply into the 

rock in the wall of the cave. It is clearly the face of an adult but it cannot be determined 

whether this was a male or female figure. An interesting feature of the face is the fact that the 

right eye is carved with a raised eyeball in the centre of the eye socket, perhaps showing that 

the face was that of someone with great authority or power. Tests have shown the carving to 

be about seven hundred years old. A petroglyph such as this may also indicate that the cave 



 
14 

was used in ceremonies practised by the Tainos.    

 

OvŜǊƭƻƻƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ aŀƎƴƛŦƛŎŜƴǘ ¢ǿƻ {ƛǎǘŜǊǎΩ /ŀǾŜ. Image courtesy of The Urban Development 

Corporation (UDC) 

The Tainos clearly made their homes throughout the Hellshire Hills and more information on 

the Tainos in the Hellshire Hills may be found by reading the article written by George A. Aarons 

on these sites in the Hellshire Hills (see note 8). Very importantly, archaeologists have 

recovered from the Hellshire Hills, a wooden duho which was a ceremonial stool used by the 

Tainos.  Tests run on this duho have shown that it was made somewhere between AD 1,000 and 

1170. This ceremonial duho is on display at the National Gallery of Jamaica. 8 

Mountain River Cave (Most Famous Taino Pictograph and Petroglyph Site in Jamaica) 

Nestled high above the sea, at 975 feet or 300 metres above sea level, the Mountain River Cave 

holds pride of place as containing the largest and most important collection of Taino paintings 

in St Catherine and throughout Jamaica. Most importantly, Mountain River Cave is home to one 

of the greatest collections of pre-Columbian art in the entire Caribbean. The Mountain River 

Cave took its name from the nearby Mountain River and is the earliest known place in Jamaica 

where Taino paintings have been found, the discovery having taken place in 1896. This cave, 

which is really a limestone rock shelter measures about 100 feet in length, 30 feet in depth and 
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has a ceiling which is between 10 and 15 feet in height. It is situated in the lush, green 

countryside of Cudjoe Hill. Visitors can get to the cave by fƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ {ǘ WƻƘƴΩǎ wƻŀŘ ŀƴŘ 

continuing on to Kitson Town, where the road climbs to Cudjoe Hill. The cave is located to the 

north east of Cudjoe Hill and there is a Jamaica National Heritage Trust sign at Cudjoe Hill which 

indicates that Mountain River Cave is close. 

Inside the cave, there are four or five petroglyphs which the Tainos carved into the rock by 

making deep incisions but it is the large number of Taino paintings or pictographs for which 
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Mountain River Cave is famous. 
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Two Taino Rock Carvings (Petroglyphs) at Mountain River Cave. Images courtesy of The Jamaica 

National Heritage Trust (JNHT) and JNFoundation 

Former archaeologist at the Mona Campus of the University of the West Indies, Karl Watson, 

was able to identify 148 pictographs altogether although he suggested that the total number 

Ƴŀȅ ŜȄŎŜŜŘ нллΦ !ǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ƻŦ ²ŀǘǎƻƴΩǎ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǾŜ όƳƛŘ ǘƻ ƭate 1980s) he noted 
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that some of the pictographs had faded and were not easily identifiable and this is why he 

estimated the total number as over 200. Taino paintings cover the entire ceiling of the cave but 

the centre and rear of the ceiling has the greatest concentration of these paintings.  

The Taino artists of Mountain River Cave seem to have been mainly interested in painting birds, 

turtles, lizards, crocodiles, iguanas, fish, frogs and humans. The artists seem to have been most 

gifted in painting the animals in particular. Interestingly, one of the paintings shows a medium-

sized dog. For many years it has been believed that the only dogs present in the Caribbean 

before the arrival of Columbus and the Europeans were small. This painting, so well preserved 

in Mountain River Cave, has led historians to challenge this assumption. 

 

Taino Rock Painting (Pictograph) at Mountain River Cave showing Images of Dogs and Turtles. 

Image courtesy of The Jamaica National Heritage Trust (JNHT) and JNFoundation 

One painting shows two men in bird masks facing each other and holding wooden spears or 

throwing sticks. Since so many of the paintings deal with their food sources, nature and the 

hunt as well as the people themselves, the paintings and the cave itself seems to have played 

an important role in their religious ceremonies which were carried out to ensure success in 

hunting.  
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During these ceremonies, the Tainos priests smoked tobacco, known to them as cohiba, which 

according to their belief helped them to communicate with the gods. So it is not surprising that 

some of the paintings show human figures taking part in the cohiba rite. Archaeologists also 

found pottery fragments buried in the floor of the cave and these may have been from utensils 

used during the ceremonies carried out in the cave. These amazing works of Taino art have 

been estimated at between 500 and 1300 years old. 

Although this remarkable treasure house of Jamaican Taino artwork was first discovered in 

1896 and reported by J. F. Duerden in 1897, it was not until 1954 that Mountain River Cave was 

rediscovered by noted archaeologist Dr James Lee when the then owner of the land, Robert 

Cooper assisted Lee in locating the cave. His son, Enos Cooper sold the two acres surrounding 

and including the cave to the Archaeological Society of Jamaica in 1976. Steps were taken to 

secure the site and a protective wall was built around the site and a protective grill and guard 

rails were designed and installed by the Jamaica Defence Force at the entrance to the site. In 

May 1982, the Archaeological Society of Jamaica presented the Mountain River property as a 

gift to the Jamaica National Trust Commission, now the Jamaica National Heritage Trust. 

Mountain River Cave was declared a National Monument in April 2003, a Taino legacy of which 

the people of St Catherine and all of Jamaica can be justifiably proud. 9             

The Foundation Years of St Catherine: The Spaniards and the Parish 

First Encounters with the People and Places in St Catherine 

The Spaniards, led by Christopher Columbus, first made contact with the people and the place 

that later became St Catherine on his second voyage in 1494. After making his first landing on 

ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊǘƘ ŎƻŀǎǘΣ ŀǘ ǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƴƻǿ {ǘ !ƴƴΩǎ .ŀȅ ƛƴ aŀȅ ƻŦ мпфпΣ /ƻƭǳƳōǳǎ ŜȄǇƭƻǊŜŘ ǇƻǊǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

ƴƻǊǘƘ Ŏƻŀǎǘ ŀƴŘ ƎǊŀŘǳŀƭƭȅ ǎŀƛƭŜŘ ǿŜǎǘǿŀǊŘǎ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǿŜǎǘ ŎƻŀǎǘΦ .ȅ !ǳƎǳǎǘ ƻŦ мпфпΣ 

as his ships were exploring parts of the south coast, Columbus encountered the coast of St 

Catherine and the Tainos who lived in the villages which dotted this coast. As his ships travelled 

slowly along the south coast, the Tainos from coastal villages at Old Harbour sailed out in their 

canoes to greet and trade with Columbus and his men. In the second week of August, the fleet 

anchored in what Columbus later described as a small but beautiful cove with about seven very 

small islands or cays. Columbus named this area Bahia de la Vaca which means Cow Bay and he 

probably gave it this name because he saw a number of manatees or sea cows in the bay. 

Today the area is still known as Cow Bay but the wider surrounding area including the little 

islands or cays is called Portland Bight. Among ǘƘŜ ǘƛƴȅ ƛǎƭŀƴŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ŘǊŜǿ /ƻƭǳƳōǳǎΩ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ 

was the place which we call Pigeon Island today and which the Spaniards named Cayo de 

Palomino. Taino villages covered the entire coastal area of Cow Bay and it was in this part of St 

Catherine that Columbus and the Spaniards encountered large numbers of curious but friendly 

Tainos who were anxious to trade with them.  
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!ŎŎƻǊŘƛƴƎ ǘƻ /ƻƭǳƳōǳǎΩ ŘŜǎŎǊƛǇǘƛƻƴǎΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƭƻŎŀƭ ŎŀŎƛǉǳŜǎ όƭŜŀŘŜǊǎύ ǎŀƛƭŜŘ 

out to meet and trade with the Spaniards and, according to their report Columbus was able to 

talk for a long time with the cacique through an interpreter. On the following day, the coastal 

waters along Portland Bight were the scene of a meeting with a large group of Tainos, led by 

the cacique from the previous day. Three boatloads of Tainos, including the cacique, his wife, 

daughters and sons, his five brothers and many others sailed out alongside the ships which had 

been moving very slowly because there was hardly any wind blowing. The lengthy and 

unusually detailed description which was given of this experience allows us to conclude that 

Columbus seemed to have been particularly impressed by the friendliness of the people and 

the colourful necklaces and feathered headpieces that they wore. According to Columbus, the 

cacique had been so fascinated by their meeting the previous day, that he expressed his desire 

to accompany the Spaniards on their return journey to Spain. Columbus persuaded him against 

doing so. This encounter at Portland Bight along the south coast of St Catherine was the last 

time that the Spaniards would meet with the Tainos on the second voyage. From there, the 

ships sailed on to the area that we know as Port Royal and then to Morant Point after which 

Columbus and the Spaniards departed Jamaica. 10                 

An Overview of Spanish Settlements in Jamaica 

.ȅ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ /ƻƭǳƳōǳǎΩ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǾƻȅŀƎŜΣ ǘƘŜ /Ǌƻǿƴ ƻŦ {Ǉŀƛƴ ƘŀŘ ŎƭŀƛƳŜŘ WŀƳŀƛŎŀ ŀǎ ƛǘǎ ƻǿƴΦ 

Initially, the Spaniards established a few small settlements on the coasts of Jamaica and these 

included north-coast locations such as Bahia de Manteca (now Montego Bay) from which they 

shipped lard, a by-product of cattle ranching. They also settled Puerto Bueno (Rio Bueno in 

Trelawny) and Sevilla La Nueva όbŜǿ {ŜǾƛƭƭŜύ ŀǘ {ǘ !ƴƴΩǎ .ŀȅΦ hǘƘŜǊ Ǉlaces settled included 

Melilla (Port Maria) Puerto Anton (Port Antonio) and Capo Morante (Morant Bay).  On the west 

coast of the island, Oristan (near Bluefields in Westmoreland) was also established. None of 

these settlements except for Sevilla La Nueva was substantial and this became the first capital 

of Spanish Jamaica. However, there were several problems experienced at Sevilla La Nueva and 

the decision was taken by the Spanish crown to relocate the capital town from the north coast 

to the south coast. For this purpose, the south coast town of Villa de la Vega (later Spanish 

Town) was born in 1534 and became the second capital of Spanish Jamaica. 

 

 

 

The Establishment of Villa De La Vega (Spanish Town) as the Second Capital of Spanish 

Jamaica in 1534  
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Reasons why the Capital was removed from Sevilla La Nueva on the North Coast in 1534 

There were several factors which led to the removal of the capital town from Sevilla la Nueva 

(New Seville) on the north coast to Villa de la Vega (Spanish Town) on the south coast. Swampy 

conditions at New Seville encouraged the spread of diseases and made that site very unhealthy 

for the people who lived there. By 1534, only twenty of the original eighty Spanish settlers 

remained in Sevilla la Nueva, the rest having died from diseases for the most part. In twenty 

years, many children had been born but many died in infancy and by 1534, only ten children 

had survived the early months of their lives. Economic reasons also contributed to the decision 

to shift the capital away from the north coastal New Seville. Hopes of finding gold in and 

around the north coast capital had not been successful. More importantly, after the Spaniards 

conquered the mainland of South and Central America, shipping routes shifted from the waters 

north of Jamaica to the areas south of the island in order to be closer to the mainland (what the 

Spaniards called Tierra Firme). North coastal towns like Sevilla la Nueva suffered a decline in 

trade as a result. Once a healthier and potentially more profitable site for a capital town was 

located, New Seville was abandoned and remained of interest only to a few Spaniards who 

were interested in trading illegally with smugglers. 

!ŘǾŀƴǘŀƎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ƻǳǘƘ /ƻŀǎǘ ŀǎ ŀ ǎƛǘŜ ŦƻǊ {ǇŀƴƛǎƘ WŀƳŀƛŎŀΩǎ {ŜŎƻƴŘ /ŀǇƛǘŀƭ  

As previouǎƭȅ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘΣ WŀƳŀƛŎŀΩǎ ǎƻǳǘƘ Ŏƻŀǎǘ ǿŀǎ ƛŘŜŀƭ ǘƻ ƭƻŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜ ƴŜǿ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ōŜŎŀǳǎŜ ƛǘ 

was closer to the newly conquered mainland of South and Central America and settlers on the 

south coast would reap the benefits of increased trading with Spanish shipping which had 

shifted to the waters south of Jamaica. There were extensive, grassy and fertile plains on the 

south coast which would allow for prosperous farming and cattle ranching, both of which were 

important to the success of Spanish settlements. The inland areas of the south coast were 

relatively free of the swampy conditions which had plagued New Seville and therefore the 

environment appeared to be a healthier one for the Spanish settlers. 

There were two other areas on the south coast which were the sites of small settlements by the 

Spaniards and which could have been considered as the location of the new capital town. One 

was Oristan (Bluefields) in what would later be the parish of Westmoreland but this was not 

chosen because it was too far away from existing farms. The second was Port Esquivel 

(discussed later) at the top of Old Harbour Bay but although this was in existence before Villa 

de la Vega, it was more suited as a dockyard for shipping rather than as a capital town. Esquivel 

was also unsuitable as a choice for the capital town because its coastal location made it an easy 

target for pirate and privateering attacks which were increasing in the early 1530s. In fact, in 

1526, the Spanish government had passed new regulations which stated that as of then, all new 

towns should be situated further inland from the coast to offer more protection against pirate 

ŀǘǘŀŎƪǎΦ ¦ƴƭƛƪŜ 9ǎǉǳƛǾŜƭΣ ±ƛƭƭŀ ŘŜ ƭŀ ±ŜƎŀΩǎ ƭƻŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǿŀǎ ŦǳǊǘƘŜǊ ƛƴƭŀƴŘ ŀƴŘ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜǊŜŦƻǊŜ ƛƴ 
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keeping with the new regulations passed by the Spanish crown. By 1534, what we now know as 

Spanish Town (Villa de La Vega) emerged as the new capital of choice over its possible rivals.  

Villa De La Vega Comes into Existence 1534 

Who was the Founder of Villa De La Vega? 

There is some controversy in the sources as to who should be given the credit for establishing 

the town we now call Spanish Town. It is sometimes said that Diego Columbus, the son of 

Christopher Columbus, was responsible for the establishment of the town but this is not 

supported by evidence in the documentary sources. 

Rather, it was Pedro de Mazuelo, the Treasurer for Spanish Jamaica, who first proposed the 

idea of the town to King Charles 1 of Spain and who carried forward the plans for building the 

town. Therefore. it is Mazuelo who should be credited as the founder of Spanish Town. 

Mazuelo was also the owner of an estate and a sugar mill on the west bank of the Rio Cobre 

and was very familiar with conditions in this part of the south coast. He described to the king, 

the unhealthy situation and challenges in the north coast town of Sevilla Nueva (discussed 

earlier). Mazuelo convinced the king that by contrast, the healthy climate and environment, the 

excellent source of water from the Rio Cobre, as well as the abundance of cattle and food 

production on the fertile plains of the south, would support the success of a capital town. 

/ƘŀǊƭŜǎ м ǿŀǎ ǎǳŦŦƛŎƛŜƴǘƭȅ ŎƻƴǾƛƴŎŜŘ ōȅ aŀȊǳŜƭƻΩǎ ŀǊƎǳƳŜƴǘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ƘŜ ƻǊŘŜǊŜŘ Dƛƭ DƻƴȊŀƭŜǎ ŘŜ 

Avila to assess and start the project of building the town and granted nine miles of land around 

the town as public lands which were to be used by the settlers of the town. The king also 

ordered that the remaining settlers (twenty) of Sevilla Nueva should be relocated to the new 

town as soon as possible and that, as of 1534, Villa de la Vega should be the new capital of 

Spanish Jamaica. 

Location and Name of the New Capital Town: Villa De La Vega 

The new town was laid out on the gently sloping western side of the Rio Cobre River and was 

located about a mile away from a large Taino settlement at White Marl.  As seen earlier, the 

Spaniards adopted the Taino name for this great river (Cagua) and changed it slightly to 

Caguaya which they used for quite a while until it was changed to Rio Cobre. Villa de la Vega 

was located at a crossroads where the north-south route across the island intersected with the 

east-west route and this meant that from its very beginnings, Spanish Town would be a hub or 

central point for these routes. Interestingly, even at that time, the north-south route across the 

island passed through the gorge cut by the Rio Cobre and this gorge was called Boca de Agua 

(Mouth of the Waters) by the Spaniards. This Spanish name became Bog Walk Gorge when the 

English took over. Villa de la Vega had its own natural harbour, which the Spaniards also called 

Caguaya and which we know today as Passage Fort. 
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¢ƘŜ ƴŜǿ ǘƻǿƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ƴƻǿ ƪƴƻǿ ŀǎ {ǇŀƴƛǎƘ ¢ƻǿƴ Ǝƻǘ ǘƘŀǘ ƴŀƳŜ ƳǳŎƘ ƭŀǘŜǊ ƛƴ WŀƳŀƛŎŀΩǎ 

history as a tribute to the fact that this was the most important town founded by the Spaniards. 

What is certain is that the new town was at first called Villa de la Vega, meaning Town on the 

Plain in reference to its location on the vast plains of the west bank of the Rio Cobre. It was not 

until the seventeenth century that the name Santiago de la Vega came into use among the 

Spanish settlers.  When the English took over, this last name was anglicized to St Jago de la 

Vega and continued as a substitute name for the town late into the nineteenth century even 

though the generally used name is Spanish Town today. 11                            

The Town in Spanish Times: Layout of the Town  

When the English took possession of Jamaica, they demolished many of the buildings and other 

physical structures that had been built by the Spaniards. Nevertheless, some aspects of the 

original design of the town, such as the layout of the streets and the square were kept by the 

English and are still seen in the centre of modern Spanish Town. The streets of Villa de la Vega 

were laid out on a grid plan. This means that the streets ran at right angles to each other and 

the English kept this design of the streets. As was the case with all Spanish towns in the 

Americas, there was a large square known as the Plaza Mayor at the centre of the town. The 

streets were then laid out in a quadrangular pattern (having four sides) around the four-sided 

Plaza Mayor. To the front of the Plaza Mayor or square was the main Spanish church, the town 

hall or Cabildo, as well as a prison. On the south side of the Plaza Mayor, the Spaniards built the 

Abbey (which was the residence of the priests) as well as their administrative building, the Hall 

of the Audiencia. On the north side of this plaza were other buildings, such as a tavern, while on 

the east side, there were private houses of some of the well-to-do residents. The English 

eventually erected the Anglican Church over the site of the main Spanish church (the Chapel of 

the Red Cross) and the only remains of the Spanish church which are still evident today are 

parts of the Spanish floor paving inside St James Cathedral or the Cathedral of St Jago de la 

Vega. 

Slightly to the north of the Plaza Mayor was a smaller square known as the Plaza Minor. The 

{ǇŀƴƛǎƘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƻǊΩǎ ǇŀƭŀŎŜ ǿŀǎ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŜƴ ǘƘŜ 9ƴƎƭƛǎƘ ǘƻƻƪ ƻǾŜǊΣ ǘƘŜȅ ōǳƛƭǘ ǘƘŜ 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƻǊΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ όƪƴƻǿƴ ŀǎ hƭŘ YƛƴƎΩǎ IƻǳǎŜύ ŀǘ ǘƘƛǎ ǎƛǘŜΦ !ǊŎƘŀŜƻƭƻƎƛǎǘǎ ƘŀǾŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǎƻƳŜ 

fouƴŘŀǘƛƻƴǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ {ǇŀƴƛǎƘ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƻǊΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ōŀǎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ hƭŘ YƛƴƎΩǎ IƻǳǎŜΦ ²Ŝ ŀƭǎƻ 

know that a Spanish tavern existed on the site of the present-day Rodney Memorial. The names 

given by the English to three streets (Red Church Street, White Church Street and Monk Street) 

which had existed from the Spanish days of the town continue today as reminders of the 

influence of the Catholic Spaniards in the town. Red Church Street was the location of the 

Spanish Chapel of the Red Cross and White Church Street was the location of the Spanish 

Chapel of the White Cross. Two main Spanish monasteries (residences of Catholic monks) were 
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located in this area and Monk Street was so called by the English because the Spanish 

monasteries were located on this street. The Franciscan monastery may have been located at 

the southern end of Monk Street, while the Dominican monastery was probably located at the 

northern end of Monk Street. While the English kept the street names, they demolished and 

built over the churches and monasteries that they found there. By 1650, Villa de la Vega also 

had a small hospital dedicated to St John the Divine. These Spanish buildings, such as the 

ŎƘǳǊŎƘŜǎΣ ƳƻƴŀǎǘŜǊƛŜǎΣ ŀŘƳƛƴƛǎǘǊŀǘƛǾŜ ōǳƛƭŘƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴƻǊΩǎ ǇŀƭŀŎŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŀƭƭ ƳŀŘŜ ƻŦ ŦƛƴŜ 

stone.  

Houses in Villa de La Vega 

When the planter-historian, Edward Long wrote his History of Jamaica in 1744, he told us that 

despite most Spanish structures having been demolished by the English, there were still about 

fifty of the houses built by the Spanish settlers of Villa de la Vega that were still standing. 

Houses were small and some were made of sturdy timber such as lignum vitae, brazilletto and 

fustic. Wattle (cane thatch) and daub covered by mortar and lime were used to build the walls 

of others. The houses of the leading officials were made completely of stone or adobe (clay) 

bricks. Most of the houses had tiled roofs. Long believed that the fact that these fifty Spanish 

houses had survived hurricanes and earthquakes between 1655 and 1774 showed the 

sturdiness of these original houses of Villa de la Vega. In 1655, there were over two hundred 

houses in the town and by the time Long wrote, English destruction had reduced this number to 

fifty. 12     

Early Settlers and Everyday Life in Villa de la Vega 

Estimates of the population of Villa de la Vega varied over time. Small numbers of about one 

hundred persons were living in the town in 1587 but by 1597, the number had jumped to seven 

hundred and thirty. Among the early settlers of Villa de la Vega were the twenty remaining 

residents of the first capital, Sevilla de Nueva, who migrated southwards to the new town. 

Another of the original settlers of the town was the Spanish Treasurer and founder of Villa de la 

Vega, Pedro de Mazuelo. Besides his official duties as Treasurer of the island, Mazuelo made a 

living from his sugar estate which was close to the town.  

Also among the first residents of Villa de la Vega were the thirty married Portuguese farmers 

and labourers, as well as their families whom the King had ƎƛǾŜƴ ǇŜǊƳƛǎǎƛƻƴ όŀǘ aŀȊǳŜƭƻΩǎ 

request) to come to settle in the town. Besides having their passage paid, these early settlers 

had the right to access and use the nine miles of public land granted around the town which 

had been granted by the king. Land was given to each new settler for building their houses and 

also for cultivation. African slaves were also present in early Villa de la Vega and among them 

were the thirty Africans whom Mazuelo had obtained royal permission to import.  
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A small amount of Tainos were also being used to work in and around Villa de la Vega. 

LƴǘŜǊŜǎǘƛƴƎƭȅΣ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ ŦǊŜŜ ōƭŀŎƪǎ ŀƴŘ ƳǳƭŀǘǘƻŜǎ ǿƘƻ ǿƻǊƪŜŘ ƛƴ 

skilled occupations such as leather tanning (using the hides from cattle ranching). Some of 

these freed blacks and mulattoes also formed an important part of the four militia companies 

of Villa de la Vega. Since Villa de la Vega was the capital and administrative centre of the island 

as of 1534, we expect that the Spanish governor and government officials such as the members 

of the Audiencia and the Cabildo would have been important residents of the town. The 

wealthiest Spaniards in Jamaica also went to live in the town which was fast becoming abuzz 

with business and social life. With Villa de la Vega having a main church and at least two other 

chapels as well as two monasteries, priests and monks also lived in the abbey and monasteries 

of the town. 

Given the fertile plains on which the town was established and the abundance of grassy land for 

cattle grazing, most of the settlers of Villa de la Vega would have been cattle ranchers who 

made their living from trading the meat, hides and tallow (animal fat) with passing ships. The 

cattle industry, as well as a plentiful supply of pigs, ensured that there was always an abundant 

supply of meat for the settlers of Villa de la Vega. Farming a variety of crops on the fertile plains 

around the Rio Grande also enabled a steady food supply and income from trade.  

Settlers such as Mazuelo were successful sugar cane planters, producing sugar mainly for local 

use. Others were cultivators of crops such as maize, cassava, pimento, cocoa beans, vegetables 

and fruits such as citrus, lemons and bananas. Additionally, they also grew tobacco and cotton. 

They literally lived off the land around them. The growing of mulberry trees was also 

encouraged for silk production. There were mulberry tree plantations along the right bank of 

the Rio Cobre, and this activity continued when the English took over. The area behind the 

Infirmary, which is today known as Mulberry Gardens, took its name from this practice started 

by the Spanish settlers of the town. True to its name, Villa de la Vega (Town in the Fields) 

allowed its residents the best of both worlds, the blessings of town life coupled with an income 

based on agriculture.  

As Spanish Jamaica was a Catholic society and its settlers were for the most part, all Catholics, 

the everyday life of the residents of Villa de la Vega was also influenced by their religion. 

Sunday mass was celebraǘŜŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ Ƴŀƛƴ ŎƘǳǊŎƘ ǿƛǘƘ ƳǳŎƘ ǇƻƳǇ ŀƴŘ ŎŜǊŜƳƻƴȅΦ 

Besides the ordinary townspeople, monks from the Franciscan and Dominican monasteries 

were always in attendance and so were the governor and other officials. As in Catholic societies 

elsewhere, theǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ Řŀȅǎ ǎŜǘ ŀǎƛŘŜ ǘƻ ƘƻƴƻǳǊ ǘƘŜ ǎŀƛƴǘǎΦ !ƴ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴǘ ǎŀƛƴǘΩǎ Řŀȅ ŦƻǊ 

the people of Villa de la Vega was the Feast of St John. To mark this day, each year the residents 

of the town went out by boat to Cayo de Palomino, now called Pigeon Island, to celebrate mass 
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and to gather young pigeons, some of which they cooked and feasted on during their day-long 

celebration, but they also caught enough to take back home to Villa de la Vega.  

Life in Villa de la Vega also proved dangerous for the residents. Hurricanes and earthquakes 

took their toll on the residents, resulting in destruction of crops, damage to buildings and loss 

ƻŦ ƭƛŦŜΦ .ǳǘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ƻŦ WŀƳŀƛŎŀΣ ±ƛƭƭŀ ŘŜ ƭŀ ±ŜƎŀ ǿŀǎ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǘƘŜ ǘŀǊƎŜǘ ƻŦ ŀǘǘŀŎƪ ōȅ {ǇŀƛƴΩǎ 

enemies long before the English captured the island in 1655. Most of these attacks came from 

English adventurers and privateers (owners of private vessels who used their ships to attack 

Spanish possessions). One such attack came in 1597 when the English privateer, Shirley, arrived 

with a small fleet and marched on Villa de la Vega, plundering and burning. The residents 

offered little resistance on this occasion and Shirley and his men withdrew only after stocking 

their ships fully with beef and cassava from Villa de la Vega. Resistance from the inhabitants of 

the town sometimes paid off, as was the case when English captain, Christopher Newport, 

launched an attack on Villa de la Vega in 1603. This time, the Spanish governor, Don Fernando 

Melgarejo de Cordoba, along with the militia made up of male residents, mounted a counter 

attack, using a herd of cattle to stampede on the advancing English. In the face of this and 

Spanish artillery attacks, the English were forced to beat a hasty retreat without obtaining the 

ransom of beef and cassava which they had demanded. 13                  

Spanish Settlement in other Areas of St Catherine 

Under Spanish rule, there was no other place in St Catherine which came close to the 

importance of the capital town, Villa de la Vega. This is understandable as the population, 

resources and offices of administration were centred in the town, which remained the capital 

of Jamaica from 1534 until 1871, long after the English takeover in 1655. However, other places 

in this parish, namely Guanaboa, Old Harbour and Passage Fort were sufficiently important to 

the Spaniards to allow them to establish settlements there. 

Guanaboa 

As seen earlier, Guanaboa was a Taino name which the Spaniards kept and applied to this part 

of what later became the parish of St Catherine.
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Guanaboa was economically important to the Spaniards even before Villa de la Vega was 

established. Located to the northwest of what became Spanish Town, Guanaboa was the site of 

one of the vast cattle-ranching estates which the Spaniards called hatos. The large-scale raising 

of cattle was an important source of income for the Spanish settlers as it provided them with 

plentiful supplies of meat for local use and also for export (salted meat). The hides of the cattle 

were important in the production of leather goods and later, there were several tanneries 

(places where hides were used to make leather) in nearby Villa de la Vega. 

 

Heritage Sign and A View of Guanaboa Vale Today. Images courtesy of JNFoundation 

Hides were an important export from the Spanish colony and a valuable item of trade (both 

legal and illegal trade). The fat (tallow) from the cattle was also an important income earner, 

being used to make candles, especially for mining operations in South and Central America. 

Tallow was also used to make soap and was also used in the shipping industry. Not surprisingly 

therefore, the Spaniards established several across the southern plains of Jamaica, from Negril 

(Negrillo) in the west to Morant Point (Morante) in the east.  

These hatos were not only vast, sprawling cattle ranches, but they were also homes to the 

wealthy Spanish owners, their families and workers, whether enslaved or free. In a way, the 

hatos served as a means to expand Spanish settlements in the island. Although there were no 

parishes in Spanish Jamaica, the names of the parishes in which the hatos were located are 
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given here to allow readers to get a better understanding of where they were. The main hatos 

included Hato Morante in St Thomas, Hato Ayala (Yallahs in St Thomas), Hato Liguanea in St 

Andrew, Hato Yama in Clarendon, Hato Pereda in Pedro Plains, St Elizabeth, Hato El Eado in 

Bluefields, Westmoreland and Hato Cabonico in Savanna-La-Mar, also in Westmoreland.  

In what was to become St Catherine, there were two important and large hatos. One was Hato 

Guatibacoa in Old Harbour (Old Harbour is dealt with separately below). The second was Hato 

Guanaboa in the area of St Catherine now known as Guanaboa Vale. In addition to its 

prosperity in cattle ranching, Guanaboa was also important to the Spaniards for its flourishing 

cocoa trees. Interestingly, one of the Spanish governors had a cocoa walk at Guanaboa, 

reportedly with twelve thousand trees.

 

Present-Day Guanaboa Vale, St Catherine. Image courtesy of JNFoundation 



 
31 

 

Police Station at Guanaboa Vale Today. Image courtesy of JNFoundation 

Old Harbour (Puerto de Esquivella) Esquivel 

The first governor of Spanish Jamaica, Juan de Esquivel (1510-1512), is credited with the 

establishment of a small Spanish settlement at Old Harbour which would bear his name from 

that time forward. Esquivel first saw the area now known as Old Harbour when he 

accompanied Christopher Columbus on his second voyage in 1494.  Esquivel, like Columbus, 

was impressed with the beauty of the coast and in particular, he noticed that the area had a 

natural harbour of its own. Spanish settlement of Old Harbour pre-dated the founding of Villa 

de la Vega in 1534.  

When Esquivel was appointed the first governor of Jamaica in 1510, he set about establishing a 

small settlement there. A few settlers took up residence after building their houses along the 

shoreline and what could be described as a small seaside town emerged. However, recognising 

ǘƘŜ ƛƳǇƻǊǘŀƴŎŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƘŀǊōƻǳǊ ŦƻǊ ǘǊŀŘŜ ŀƴŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ǎƘƛǇǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǎŀƛƭŜŘ ŀƭƻƴƎ WŀƳŀƛŎŀΩǎ ǎƻǳǘƘ 

coast, Esquivel quickly established a port (Port Esquivel) at the top of Old Harbour Bay and built 

store-houses and a shipping yard (for repairing and building ships) next to the port. In English 

times, this name, Port Esquivel, was continued. When Spain conquered parts of the South 

American and Central American coasts (Tierra Firme), Spanish Galleons sailing on the outward 
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voyage from Spain and on the return voyage to Spain, made stops at Port Esquivel to load and 

unload trade goods, to get fresh supplies of food and water and for purposes of making repairs 

to the ships. 

 

Gateway to Modern-Day Port Esquivel. Image courtesy of JNFoundation 

Because Old Harbour was only six miles away from Villa de la Vega, Port Esquivel became one 

of two ports that served the needs of Villa de la Vega. The second was Passage Fort (Caguaya).  

 

Passage Fort (Caguaya) 

±ƛƭƭŀ ŘŜ ƭŀ ±ŜƎŀΩǎ ƴŀǘǳǊŀƭ ƘŀǊōƻǳǊ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǇƻǊǘ ƻŦ /ŀƎǳŀȅŀ ƻǊ tŀǎǎŀƎŜ CƻǊǘΦ /ŀƎǳŀȅŀ ǿŀǎ ŘŜŜǇ 

and spacious enough to hold many ships and was first referred to as The Passage, most likely by 

the Spaniards who used this port as their passage or point of arrival into and departure from 

Villa de la Vega. The Spaniards in the capital recognised the importance of Caguaya in providing 

safe passage to and from Villa de la Vega for both persons and goods and so from very early, 

they took basic measures to protect Caguaya. They built a fortification or fence known as a 

palisade around a wooden house which served as a reception place for persons travelling to 

Villa de la Vega. The fortification or palisade was made from lignum vitae wooden stakes and 
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these were fixed in the ground, forming an enclosure around the building. In a nearby 

watchtower, a member of the militia was posted to keep a careful eye out for approaching 

enemy vessels. 

 

A View of Passage Fort Today. Image courtesy of JNFoundation 

These protective measures were unfortunately never enough. From the establishment of Villa 

de la Vega until the English capture of Jamaica in 1655, the poor defence of Caguaya meant that 

{ǇŀƛƴΩǎ ŜƴŜƳƛŜǎ ǊŜǇŜŀǘŜŘƭȅ ǳǎŜŘ ǘƘƛǎ ƘŀǊōƻǳǊ ǘƻ Ǝŀƛƴ ŀŎŎŜǎǎ ǘƻ WŀƳŀƛŎŀΩǎ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭΦ ²Ƙŀǘ ǿŀǎ 

intended as a safe passageway for the Spanish settlers of the capital turned out to be a passage 

ŦƻǊ {ǇŀƛƴΩǎ ŜƴŜƳƛŜǎ ǿƘƻ ƛƴǘŜƴŘŜŘ ǘƻ ŀǘǘŀŎƪ ±ƛƭƭŀ ŘŜ ƭŀ ±ŜƎŀ ƻǊ ǿƻǊǎŜΣ ǘƻ ŎŀǇǘǳǊŜ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΦ   

Soon after he arrived in Jamaica, Governor Melgarejo de Cordoba, recognising the importance 

ƻŦ tŀǎǎŀƎŜ CƻǊǘΣ ōƻǘƘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎƛŘŜƴǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǇƛǘŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƻ {ǇŀƛƴΩǎ ŜƴŜƳƛŜǎΣ ǿǊƻǘŜ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ 

Spanish King about the importance of stationing a larger number of men (about thirty) at the 

fortification at Caguaya. He also pointed out the need for more arms and ammunition to defend 

the harbour. The Spanish crown failed to follow up on this request in a meaningful way and 

Caguaya remained in a vulnerable state, to the detriment of the people of Villa de la Vega and 

by 1655, to all of Spanish Jamaica. This was seen, for example in 1596, when the English 

ǇǊƛǾŀǘŜŜǊΣ {ƛǊ !ƴǘƘƻƴȅ {ƘƛǊƭŜȅΣ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ǘǿƻ ƘǳƴŘǊŜŘ ŀƴŘ ŦƛŦǘȅ ƳŜƴΣ ŜƴǘŜǊŜŘ /ŀƎǳŀȅŀΩǎ 

harbour which was undefended. From there, he and his men made their way to Villa de la Vega 

where they burnt a few houses and whatever possessions they could gather in the square. The 

ƎƻǾŜǊƴƻǊ ŜǾŜƴǘǳŀƭƭȅ ƘŀŘ ǘƻ ƎƛǾŜ ƛƴ ǘƻ {ƘƛǊƭŜȅΩǎ ǊŀƴǎƻƳ ŘŜƳŀƴŘǎ ŦƻǊ ōŜŜŦ ŀƴŘ ŎŀǎǎŀǾŀΦ  
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It was on 10 May 1655 that the poorly defended Caguaya provided safe harbour for the English 

ships under the command of Admiral William Penn and General Robert Venables. Passage Fort 

ultimately allowed safe passage for the English forces to get to Villa de la Vega and start their 

conquest of Jamaica. So began the end of Spanish Jamaica. 

SpŀƛƴΩǎ ŘŜǇŀǊǘǳǊŜ ŦǊƻƳ WŀƳŀƛŎŀ ƳŜŀƴǘ ǘƘŀǘ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇƘȅǎƛŎŀƭ ǊŜƳƛƴŘŜǊǎ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ ǘƘŜ 

buildings and structures in the capital of Villa de la Vega would be destroyed by their sworn 

enemy, the English. As seen earlier, it is only through archaeological excavations that some 

foundations of Spanish buildings have been detected. Nothing of the Spanish town, except for 

ǘƘŜ ŘŜǎƛƎƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ ǎǉǳŀǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ƭŀȅƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ ǎǘǊŜŜǘǎΣ ƛǎ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ŀōƻǾŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘΦ ¢ƘŜ 

Spanish legacy, which still remains in the parish of St Catherine, is evident in place names 

around the parish. For example, Angels, just outside of Spanish Town, got its name from the 

Spanish name Los Angelos ŀƴŘ Wǳŀƴ ŘŜ 9ǎǉǳƛǾŜƭΩǎ ƴŀƳŜ ƭƛǾŜǎ ŦƻǊŜǾŜǊ ƛƴ tƻǊǘ 9ǎǉǳƛǾŜƭΦ  

English street names, Red Church Street, White Church Street and Monk Street remain to this 

day as visible reminders of the presence of Spanish Catholics in the old capital. Although the 

Spaniards used the name Caguaya for the Rio Cobre for a long time, the change of name to the 

Rio Cobre (Copper River) was most likely influenced by the discovery of copper coins in the 

river, and this was strengthened by the practice adopted by the Spaniards as they departed 

Jamaica. Believing that their loss of the island would be temporary, the Spaniards reportedly 

threw large amounts of copper coins into the river. Over the years, large numbers of Spanish 

copper coins have been found in the river, especially in the vicinity of the Iron Bridge. 14     

The Foundation Years under the English 

From the English Invasion in 1655 to the end of Military Government in 1661: The Role of the 

Regiments in the Formation of Parishes 

The years between the English invasion of Jamaica in 1655 and the final surrender of the 

Spaniards after the Battle of Rio Nuevo in 1658 were difficult and dangerous for the first English 

settlers on the island. They faced the constant threat of tropical diseases and uncertain food 

supplies. Very importantly, there was the ever-present threat of Spanish attempts to retake the 

island from the English. These efforts were aided by constant guerrilla attacks against the 

English carried out by Maroon groups of former slaves who were loyal to Spaniards. With this in 

mind, the government of England, led by Oliver Cromwell, gave instructions for six regiments of 

soldiers to be stationed at various points on the island and introduced military government of 

the island.  

Military commissioners were sent to Jamaica to run the affairs in the newly captured colony. 

Most of these military leaders lost their lives, either to battles with the remaining Spaniards and 

their Maroon fighters, or to deadly tropical fevers. In October 1655, Cromwell appointed Major 
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Sedgewick as the first military governor of the island. By 1657, military rule of Jamaica was 

ǘŀƪŜƴ ƻǾŜǊ ōȅ /ƻƭƻƴŜƭ 9ŘǿŀǊŘ 5ΩhȅƭŜȅΦ IŜ ƎƻǾŜǊƴŜŘ ōȅ ŎƻǳǊǘ ƳŀǊǘƛŀƭ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƳŜǘ ǊŜƎǳƭŀǊƭȅ ŀǘ 

Spanish Town until the end of military government in 1661. With the restoration of the 

monarchy in England (King Charles 11) and the start of civilian government ƛƴ мссмΣ 5ΩhȅƭŜȅ 

became the first civilian governor of the island.  

In 1656, three of the six regiments which had been sent out to Jamaica were based in areas 

west and north of Spanish Town, and they played an important role in safeguarding and settling 

what was to become St Catherine. One regiment was stationed in the area which the Spaniards 

had called Los Angeles and which became Angels under the English. Land was allocated to the 

soldiers so that in addition to defending the areas, they could also become farmers, raise 

families and contribute to the settlement of these areas. The second regiment was stationed at 

Guanaboa (Guanaboa Vale) which would later become part of the parish of St John and 

eventually St Catherine. Diseases took a toll on the soldiers and settlers alike, but the presence 

of these regiments served to encourage and protect settlers who came to these areas. Although 

there was no system of parishes in Jamaica before 1664, the presence of these regiments and 

settlers contributed to the later creation of parishes as it was necessary to organise these 

centres of population wherever they emerged. The introduction of the regiment in Angels can 

therefore be seen as the origin of the parish of St Catherine. 

Each regiment had its own base or headquarters and by the late seventeenth century, the 

regiments in St Catherine may have had their headquarters at the residence of Colonel John 

Colbeck, who came to Jamaica with the 1655 invading forces. Colbeck remained in Jamaica and 

represented St Catherine in the House of Assembly until his death in 1682. His house, which 

became known as Colbeck Castle, started out as a fortified house with storehouses and an area 



 
36 

for the stationing of a regiment.

 

Colbeck Castle. Image courtesy of The Jamaica National Heritage Trust (JNHT) and JNFoundation  
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Heritage Marker for Colbeck Castle. Image courtesy of The Jamaica National Heritage Trust 

(JNHT) and JNFoundation 
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Heritage Marker on John Colbeck. Image courtesy of The Jamaica National Heritage Trust (JNHT) 

and JNFoundation 

 

 In addition to the presence of these regiments, additional measures were also taken to 

safeguard the island from invading forces. The military authorities organised a system of 

beacons which were used to give early warning if enemy ships were spotted approaching 

WŀƳŀƛŎŀΩǎ ŎƻŀǎǘǎΦ {ƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ōŜŀŎƻƴǎ ǿŜǊŜ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǿƘŀǘ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ōŜŎƻƳŜ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊƛǎƘ ƻŦ {ǘ 

Catherine. One beacon was located on a hill just outside of Spanish Town and the location 

became known as Beacon Hill. There were also beacons on Port Henderson Hill and near to 

Guanaboa Vale. Torchlights would be flashed from these beacons and this would be the signal 
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to the regiments stationed nearby to prepare for action. 

 

Port Henderson Hill: The location for One of the Warning Beacons. Image courtesy of 

JNFoundation 

The Restoration of the Monarchy and Civilian Government of Jamaica in 1661 

!ǎ ƳŜƴǘƛƻƴŜŘ ŀōƻǾŜΣ ǿƛǘƘ /ǊƻƳǿŜƭƭΩǎ ŘŜŀǘƘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǎǘƻǊŀǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻƴŀǊŎƘȅ ƛƴ 9ƴƎƭŀƴŘΣ 

King Charles 11 ended military rule over Jamaica. Civil government (government by civilians) 

ǿŀǎ ƛƴǘǊƻŘǳŎŜŘ ŀƴŘ DƻǾŜǊƴƻǊ 5ΩhȅƭŜȅ ǿŀǎ ŎƘƻǎŜƴ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ƪƛƴƎ ǘƻ ōŜ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ DƻǾŜǊƴƻǊ ƻŦ 

Jamaica under civilian rule. It was his successor, Governor Thomas Modyford, who oversaw the 

creation of the system of parishes, making St Catherine one of the original seven parishes 

created under his administration. 

 

Creation of the Parish of St Catherine 1664 

Size and Boundaries of the Original Parish and Changes to the Size and Boundaries of St 

Catherine in 1867 


