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Location: Lazareto Isla de Cabras faces the Atlantic Ocean on an islet west of San 

Juan Bay. It is in Parque Nacional Isla de Cabras. The lazaretto lies at the 
end of Road #870 in Barrio Palo Seco, Toa Baja, a town along the 
northern coast of Puerto Rico. Toa Baja is north of Toa Alta, east of 
Dorado, and west of Bayamón, three neighboring towns. 
 
The lazaretto is located at latitude: 18.473559, longitude: -66.138038. This 
point was obtained using Google Earth (WGS84) in December 2016. 
There is no restriction on its release to the public. 

 
Present Owner:  Departamento de Recreación y Deportes (Sports and Recreation 

Department, Government of Puerto Rico)  
 
Present Use: The lazaretto is currently abandoned.  
 
Significance:  The lazaretto’s original purpose was to house yellow fever and cholera 

victims, but few remember that noble commitment today. Instead, for over 
a century—and in spite of its ruinous state—the lazaretto has been an 
emblematic landscape component of San Juan’s Bay. Its distinctive profile 
has been appreciated by many generations of residents and visitors to the 
old city. 

 
It represents the only example of its kind ever built in Puerto Rico, 
simultaneously underlining how Spanish colonial building codes required 
health related facilities to be built outside the walled enclave. Its 
construction methods highlight building practices imposed on the Island 
(and Cuba) by Madrid’s School of Engineers, Roads, and Port Facilities. 
The project’s dossier (narrative) became the precedent for detailing 
succeeding comparable building initiatives in terms of scope, tectonics, 
and contents. 

 
Description:  As it stands today, the Lazaretto comprises three ruinous buildings 

profiled against the sea as a true testament of time, its passing and 
permanence. The outer walls and the roof segment, which is comprised of 
a one-story, rectangular building, housed the complex’s Administration 
Office. A second, single-story rectangular facility lodged what was known 
as the Observation and Convalescence Building; only a corner column of 
its former arcade still stands. The third building, a small hospital, is 
currently inaccessible, shielded from access and view by sea grape trees.  
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History:  In response to nineteenth-century concerns about health, contagious 

diseases, and epidemics, public authorities in Puerto Rico built facilities to 
tend to patients of yellow fever, cholera and other maladies. Construction 
took place in phases. In 1865, military engineer Antonio María Guitián 
was commissioned to build a provisional (wood) lazaretto. Afterwards, a 
permanent, stone and brick masonry lazaretto substituted the original one. 
Work started on December 1876 and was finished in nine months. It 
included an Administration Building, and Observation and Convalescence 
building, and a hospital. A wooden dock facilitated water transportation. 

 
However, by May 1878, sea water had heavily damaged the stucco 
finishes, wood and metals. Without maintenance resources to confront 
coastal conditions, the government closed the facilities. It took five years 
to assign its repair to Manuel Maese, an engineer credited with the design 
of key Island infrastructure components of the period: lighthouses, 
bridges, and road keepers’ lodges. 

 
By 1883, the lazaretto was rehabilitated. Interiors were whitened with lime 
mortar and painted; all doors and windows replaced, and new hardware 
installed. Four new partitions allowed a new spatial distribution. The 
ceiling was reassembled in wood beams and brick. A new dock was built 
to substitute the original one. 
 
By 1884 additional, but minor, complementary works were assigned to the 
local state architect Pedro Cobreros. These included a telegraph station 
and two sheds. Built in wood, they are no longer extant. 

 
Sources:  National Historic Archive of Puerto Rico. Obras Públicas. Edificios  

Públicos: caja 633, legajo 77, caja 666, legajo 80, caja 664-665, legajo 79. 
 
Historian: Mónica P. Ortiz Cortés, Polytechnic University of Puerto Rico.  
 
Project  
Information: The drawings and research for this project were completed by students of 

the School of Architecture at Polytechnic University of Puerto Rico 
throughout the Architectural Documentation Workshop that took place 
during Spring 2016: Alneris Lugo, Jessica E. Martínez-Portes, Ángel G. 
Marrero-Marrero, Mónica P. Ortiz-Cortés, Emmanuel de la Paz-Acevedo, 
Fabián J. Rivera-Monroig, Andrews Salgado, Natalie Santa, and 
Anexyuliane Thillet. The workshop was led by Professor Claudia Rosa-
López, assisted by Professor José Lorenzo-Torres. 


