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As in many places around the world, the first residents of Aruba, Bonaire
and Curaçao were migrants from another land – Arawak Indians known as 
Caiquetios (Ki-keh-tee-ohs). A prehistoric tribe of seafaring hunter-gatherers 
living along the northern coast of what today is Venezuela, they relied on simple
stone, shell and bone tools to clean fish and scrape animal hides. By 5,000 years
ago, they had established villages on Curaçao, Aruba and Bonaire, all within 
reach of their long-range excursions from South America by wooden canoe.

The Caiquetios farmed maize and manioc, hunted rabbit and deer, and 
harvested lobster, dolphins and oysters from the bountiful waters of Curaçao. 
The island’s many caves protected them from the elements and provided a 
canvas for prehistoric petroglyphs. These well preserved cave paintings and rock
art are still visible today in several locations, including Hato Caves, which open 
to the public near the Curaçao International Airport, and at Christoffel Park 
and Santa Barbara Plantation.
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Recent archaeological excavations were undertaken near the Seru Boca Marina,
Old Quarry Golf Course and Marina Village by Dr. Menno Hoogland and Corinne
Hofman of Leiden University of The Netherlands. Dr. Hoogland and his team of
students documented 14 different shell deposits and cooking areas, yielding a
treasure trove of beads, pottery remnants, shell tools, animal bones and charcoal
from prehistoric fire pits. Radiocarbon dating places humans at the sites as early
as 5,000 years ago.
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In 1499, Spanish explorers led by a 
lieutenant of Christopher Columbus named Alonso de
Ojeda made landfall on Curaçao. Sailors from arriving
ships found sources of fresh water along a natural harbor
at the site of today’s Seru Boca Marina, hence the name
of Spanish Water for the protected bay. Approximately
2,000 Caiquetios were living on the island at that time
and upon meeting these statuesque and muscular 
natives, the Spanish began referring to Curaçao as la isla
de los gigantos – island of the giants. Their gentleness
was their ultimate undoing, however, for the Spanish
quickly enslaved the Caiquetios and set them to work
growing crops, raising goats, mining salt and digging 
for gold. Not finding much fresh water for farming – 
and even less gold – resulted in a new Spanish moniker
for Curaçao and her sister islands: las islas inutiles – 
the useless islands. 

The Dutch Conquest

The Spanish abandoned Curaçao in the early Seven-
teenth Century, taking with them Caiquetio slaves
bound for colonies in Santo Domingo and elsewhere 
to work the sugar cane fields. In 1634, Dutch Captain
Johan van Walbeeck sailed into today’s port at 
Willemstad and laid claim to the island for the King of
Holland. The protected natural harbors and excellent
shoreline defense positions, coupled with the fact that
the Dutch and Spanish were at war, made Curaçao 
the ideal Caribbean foothold.

Soon after arrived ships of the Dutch West India
Company, one of Europe’s first international commercial
enterprises. Backed by the Dutch crown and made up 
of former pirates of the high seas, they saw Curaçao, 
just miles from the South American coast, as the perfect
hub for maritime trade – and plunder. One of the 
company’s first priorities was to erect a simple “water-
fort” in today’s Willemstad harbor to provide defense
against Spanish attack. Later a sturdier structure was
constructed. Fort Amsterdam served then as the 
island’s seat of government and continues in this role
today. The man installed as Curaçao’s first governor
was the famous Dutch explorer Peter Stuyvesant, 
later governor of New Amsterdam  – now known as
New York City.

Under Stuyvesant’s direction, large farmsteads 
were established growing corn, peanuts and fruit. 
The island’s arid conditions shackled the ability of
Dutch landowners to succeed as farmers, so they soon
focused their efforts on producing salt, which became 
a very lucrative business. In 1648, the Peace of Munster
was signed between the Netherlands and Spain, 
ending the 80-Years War between the two powers.
With peace at hand, Willemstad became known as 
a “free port” and was frequently visited by ships 
of all nations. The Dutch turned their full attention 
to international trade, and a tragic new chapter in 
Curaçao’s history began.

1499 - Spanish explorers led by a 
lieutenant of Christopher Columbus
named Alonso de Ojeda made 
landfall on Curaçao

1634 - As the new hub of maritme trade 
in the islands, ships of the Dutch West India 
Company – composed mostly of former 
pirates – protected Willemstad

1648 - The Peace of Munster is signed

Early 1600s - The Spanish abandon 
Curaçao taking with them Caiquetio slaves
bound for colonies in Santo Domingo and 

elsewhere to work the sugar cane fields

• 1400s • 1600s

• 1500s

Arrival of the Spanish
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The Transatlantic Slave Trade

By 1662, the Dutch West India Company was fully invested
in the international slave trade business, and for the next
200 years, Curaçao was a major player in this industry. 
As part of the “triangle trade,” Dutch ships transported
goods from Europe to Africa, then hauled slaves across 
the Atlantic to Curaçao, where they were often sold on the
docks of Willemstad. The return trip to Holland with ships
loaded with salt and other products constituted the third
leg of the triangle. Those slaves who didn’t remain on the
island to work on the farmsteads were shipped to South
America or to other Caribbean islands and the New World. 

The island’s new source of wealth led to a building
boom. Willamstad’s lovely and colorful buildings and
homes reflecting the city’s signature Dutch and Spanish
Colonial architectural styles were literally built on the backs
of slaves. Never having been taught to read or how to 
understand a street address, the slaves used colors to
guide them to specific buildings around the city. These 
architectural gems earned Willemstad the designation 
as a World Heritage Site conferred by the United Nations
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization 
(UNESCO) based in Paris, France. 

It was during the slavery years that the language 
Papiamentu was formed. A mixture of Portuguese, Spanish,
Dutch and African dialects, Papiamentu became the 
principal form of communication between slaves and
their captors. It is still the primary language used on the
island today. The blending of song, dance and music 
known as Tambu, or the “Curaçao Blues,” was created 

by African slaves to express their sadness and anger 
at being enslaved. (Visitors to Curaçao should make a
point of visiting the slavery museum located beside the
Kura Hulanda Hotel. Created by Dutch businessman 
Jacob Gelt Dekker, the museum offers a stark portrayal 
of the horrors of the African slave trade.)  

Jewish Settlers 

Beginning in the mid-17th Century, escaping the 
persecution of the Spanish and Portuguese Inquisitions, 
Jewish families from Amsterdam began to establish 
settlements on Curaçao. Their relationships with Dutch
Protestants on the island were friendly and the Jewish 
community became increasingly successful in trade and
shipping. It was a Jewish family that discovered and still
produces to this day the popular blue liqueur known as 
Curaçao, produced from the peel of a local citrus fruit. By
the early 18th Century, several thousand Jews were living 
in Willemstad, which led to the construction in 1732 of 
the Mikve Israel Emanuel Synagogue. The synagogue still
stands today and is one of the oldest active synagogues 
in the Western Hemisphere. The original Jewish settlers
and their descendants are credited with having made 
significant cultural and economic contributions to the 
island over the years.

The Turbulent Years

Although the slave trade created a large number of 
wealthy landowners, Curaçao languished during much of
the 18th and 19th Centuries, a pawn between the fractious
British, French and Dutch, who fought over trade routes
and control of the seas. At one time or another, each na-
tion’s flag flew over the island. This resulted in a populace
who spoke – and speak today – the languages of Dutch,
Spanish, English and Papiamentu. Under Spanish rule,
Christian missionaries were active in converting the 
population, which is why the vast majority of Curaçaoans
practice Roman Catholicism. 

During the early 19th Century, Curaçao became a 
popular – and luxurious – escape for political refugees such
as Simón Bolívar, who was fighting a South American war 
of independence from Spain. The relationship between 
Curaçao and Venezuela, just a short boat ride apart, grew
stronger. Prominent Venezuelan families sent their children
to the island for the best education short of a trip to 
Europe. With the signing of the Treaty of Paris in 1815, 
the Napoleonic Wars came to and end and the island of
Curaçao was legally and unequivocally granted to the
Dutch. In 1863, shortly after President Abraham Lincoln 
issued his famous Emancipation Proclamation in the 
United States, the Dutch abolished slavery. This had a 

devastating effect on the island’s economy until the 
discovery of oil in nearby Venezuela gave the island a 
new lease on life. 

Recent History

The fortunes of Curacao and her sister island Aruba
changed dramatically with the discovery of oil in 1920 in
the Maracaibo Basin town of Mene Grande, Venezuela.
Nearby Curaçao was the ideal site for a major refinery, with
a protected deepwater port capable of accommodating
tankers and a stable government. Crude oil imported from
Venezuela was refined on Curaçao and then exported to
distant ports of call. The refinery became Curacao’s largest
employer, drawing immigrants from as far away as Asia 
and Europe and resulting in a new period of economic
prosperity.  

During World War II, the Allies recognized the 
importance of protecting the refinery from roving German 
U-Boats. The United States built and manned a military
base at Waterford Arches, near Willemstad, to protect 
Curacao’s deepwater port and petroleum refinery. 

In 1954, the Netherlands Antilles became completely
self-governing as part of the Kingdom of the Netherlands
with the federal government’s headquarters located in 
Curaçao. On October 10, 2010, the Netherlands Antilles
ceased to exist, and Curaçao became a completely au-
tonomous country within The Kingdom of the Netherlands,
a status it shares with the islands of Aruba and St. Maarten.

• 1700s • 1900s

1920 - Crude oil discovered in Venezuela, Curaçao is
ideal site for deepwater port and refinery

1954 - Curaçao becomes completely self-governing
within the Kindom of the Netherlands

Curaçao becomes a popular escape for 
political refugess such as Simón Bolívar

1815 - The Treaty of Paris establishes Curaçao
as legally and unequivocally Dutch 

1863 - Dutch abolish slavery

1732 - The Mikve Israel 
Emanuel Synagogue built

1662 - The Dutch West India
Company is fully invested in the
slave trade industry

• 1600s • 1800s
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In recent years Curaçao’s diverse economy has been driven by
the oil refinery, offshore banking and the relatively new field of tourism.
The government has also created incentives to attract foreign invest-
ment in Curaçao, especially in the information technology industry.
Lying on the southern border of the hurricane belt and offering year-
round temperatures of between 79 and 84 degrees Fahrenheit makes
the island a popular vacation destination. The island’s southern shore 
is renowned for its sandy beaches and pristine coral reefs that attract
divers from around the world. The hilly western region offers excellent
hiking and mountain biking, picturesque views of pink flamingos and
historic farmstead landhouses dating back centuries.

The capital city of Willemstad is naturally divided by St. Anna Bay into
two sectors – Punda (meaning “the point”) on the east and Otrabanda
(“the other side”) to the west. Passage between the two is provided by
the Queen Emma pontoon bridge, a pedestrian-friendly crossing capa-
ble of swinging open to allow ships to sail through. Punda is the oldest
section and the location of Fort Amsterdam, the seat of government 
of the Netherlands Antilles. Characterized by narrow streets laid out in 
grid fashion, the original buildings featured shops and warehouses 
on the street level, with living quarters above. Unlike Punda, the more 
residentially oriented Otrobanda features streets and alleyways that
wind and snake in a maze-like fashion. Many of the city’s historic 
structures have been or are in the process of careful restoration to 
their original splendor.  



Santa Barbara Plantation
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In the early 2000’s, Santa Barbara Plantation’s developers
carved out 1,500 acres from its holdings on the island’s southeastern
side in order to develop a world-class resort community and accelerate
Curaçao’s tourism economy. Committed to preserving and enhancing
the island’s natural habitat, they have created a master plan based on
strong conservation principles and sustainability.
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The Hyatt Regency Curaçao Golf Resort, Spa and Marina

From the beginning, the Smeets family and their team were determined to create 
a superb Hyatt Regency resort destination, with the concept of authenticity as its
élan vital. Continuing a process dating back to the mid -1800’s, native limestone is
being mined from Tafelberg Mountain, which overlooks the property. The rock,
which ranges from brilliant white to shades of pink, has been cut, sanded and 
polished to a luminous sheen and used throughout the hotel.  

The hotel’s international aspect is evident in the imported burnished woods of its
doors, louvers and furnishings. Year-round trade winds rustle the stately date palms
imported from Egypt, and hand-made roof tiles from Colombia add a soft terra-
cotta flavor to the hotel’s Caribbean-Dutch design.

Three globally inspired dining options are offered: MEDI, with Mediterranean 
cuisine, SWIM, a poolside restaurant with Pan Latino dishes, and SHOR, a specialty
seafood restaurant. The Atabei Spa uses fresh indigenous ingredients for each 
personal treatment, and a 24-hour StayFit@Hyatt fitness center features state-of-
the-art fitness and weight training equipment.

In addition to three outdoor pools, the hotel offers guests a white sand beach,
rooms overlooking both Spanish Water and the Caribbean Sea, a dock accommo-
dating visiting yachts, and the eco-friendly Camp Arawak with crafts and activities
designed for younger guests.



Untainted by commercialism, Curaçao offers intimate rocky coves,
massive cliffs and long sandy beaches, as pristine today as they were 
in 1499 when the first Europeans arrived.
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Pete Dye’s Old Quarry Golf Course

Named after the Plantation’s 19th Century limestone quarry, Pete Dye’s champi-
onship seaside layout was designed to fit seamlessly into the island’s hills and 
valleys. A challenge to players of all skill levels, the course meanders between the
deep blue Caribbean and the slopes and hills of Tafelberg Mountain. To assure 
it would be built true to the conservation principles of Santa Barbara’s owners, 
Pete’s son P.B. Dye planted its fairways with the hearty Paspalum grass, which can
be irrigated with both brackish and recycled water.

A handsome golf clubhouse and restaurant answers golfers needs and 
provides a spectacular view.
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Marina, Sailing, Snorkeling, Fishing

The course runs past Santa Barbara’s Seru Boca Marina, a 120-slip facility 
capable of docking boats of up to 80 feet. As Curaçao is at the southern border
of the hurricane belt, boat owners are secure in knowing their vessels are safe
from high winds and seas.

Fishing, diving and snorkeling boats are available for guests and residents the
year round, while Curaçao’s white sand beaches appeal to all ages. Kayaking
throughout Santa Barbara’s acres of natural mangrove estuaries and hiking along
the plantation’s paved trails offer spectacular views of the tropical shoreline.

The Plantation is located 30 minutes from historic Willemstad, with its many
shops, boutiques, restaurants and museums.



The course runs past Santa Barbara’s 
Seru Boca Marina, a 120-slip facility capable of

docking boats of up to 80 feet.
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Santa Barbara Resort Community

A master plan, which safeguards and enhances the land’s natural assets, has
been artfully designed by the developers to provide for an array of exquisite
custom home sites and residences. The community’s contemporary Caribbean
architectural style incorporates design elements crafted by local artisans, 
including the polished limestone tiles quarried from the site itself.

The Terrace Estates and Terrace Homes overlook the Caribbean Sea and 
protected coastal inlet to the turquoise Spanish Water. The Terrace Homes
residences average 4,000 square feet, and feature rustic terracotta roofs 
with handsome stone accents. A number of the Estate home sites border 
the natural harbor Spanish Water while others offer magnificent views of the 
18th golf fairway and the Caribbean Sea.

Marina Village, located next to Seru Boca Marina, is a small, discrete commu-
nity surrounded by natural mangrove estuaries flocking with colorful water
birds and lush tropical flora. The residences of Marina Village, whose design
combines a traditional Dutch with a Mediterranean style feature detached
garages and separate guest quarters.

A number of custom homes have already been built, occupied by full-time 
residents, or used as vacation homes by non-residents.
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Santa Barbara Plantation’s Developers

VIDA Group President Jack Marshall, renowned for his successful
projects at Beaver Creek in Colorado, Elkhorn at Sun Valley and Pebble
Beach Resort, heads the development team. Rod Moser, Marshall’s 
longtime development associate, serves as project manager and 
oversees the project’s financial affairs.






