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 “I was blown away the first time I saw it,” says Antiguan Forestry Officer, Adriel Thibou, and 

there’s boundless delight in his voice. He’s talking about something rarely seen and, frankly, not always 

as magnificent as it was on that first sighting. It was the late 1990s just after a very wet hurricane 

Georges and he was tramping deep-deep in the evergreen forest between Christian Valley and Mount 

Obama, where few venture, when he came upon the fall secreted there. And it was gushing.  

 

Down in the Valley… 

 

If you hear an Antiguan refer to “good water”, chances are they’re not talking about pipe borne water or 

even the water varieties populating the supermarket shelves. Those are good enough, but good water, 

in the Antiguan vernacular, is what falls from the sky. And a good portion of Antigua’s “good water” 

goes to ground in the area known as Christian Valley.  

 

Rainfall is highest in this area. So says, Jeff Browne, a technician in the hydrology department of the 

Antigua Public Utilities Authority – provider of all things essential, including water. 

 

The Valley certainly looks rain-blessed; calling to mind clichés like lush, verdant, green, bountiful, even 

Edenesque. No surprise then that it is one of the country’s main sources of ground water. True enough, 

as APUA hydrologist Veronica Yearwood asserts, there’s much more – geologically, speaking – that goes 

into determining if an area would be a good source of ground water. But, of Christian Valley, it’s easy 

enough to see what Browne means when he says, “if there’s an area which has constant green 

vegetation, you’ll know it has good water supply.” Christian Valley is, as we would say, green-green, and, 

as an underground repository for so much of the island’s water, it can even be said that a ‘river’ runs 

beneath it.  

 

 It takes a while to wend your way, bumpily, from the main road between Jennings and Bolans to 

the heart of the Valley – past grazing cattle and egrets, a chicken farm, and an orange-red garden of 

tropical flowers – to where it is so green you just know these trees never go thirsty. 

 



Christian Valley has been home to one of Antigua’s main agricultural stations – and numerous varieties 

of citrus, apples (golden, sugar), soursops, jelly nuts, mangoes, and then some – since the mid-1970s. 

Since 2006, the acres of land tucked into the base of the Shekerley Mountain range – of which Mount 

Obama is, famously, a part – has also been home to the popular Mango Fest. This writer can attest to 

the mouth-watering allure of the mangoes grown there by station manager Danny Joseph and his team. 

To discover that this south west Valley hides something even more precious than this favourite of fruits, 

something more essential to life, is a delight. 

 

We know Thibou’s reaction to the find. My own recent hike along the stream bed towards the falls came 

after several days of rain in November; normal for the latter part of the year, but still yielding something 

less than a cascade more than a trickle – some settling into mini-pools, some rushing on. It is a 

refreshing – and anomalous – sight in a country thought to be hot and dry. Here, the ground is slippery 

and the boulders moss covered, the temperature dips and the vine-laced trees stretch toward the sky 

filtering the light so that it dances, a yellow-gold hue, across the clear water. Here, the birds sing a 

happy song; full-throated and eager, at home in the forest that’s more theirs than ours. My rubber-

booted guide, Job, leads the way with brisk, sure steps across the jagged stone, damp leaves, and fallen 

tree trunks, cutlass in hand as he clears a path. It’s not easy going and the spiny sandbox tree, aggressive 

enough to force its way through the craggy rock of the water falls, reminds me, sharply, ‘no pain no 

gain’.  

 

I wonder aloud if the pool – actually three different pools for the fall’s three levels – is good for 

luxuriating in and Job assures me that he’s done it, and it is. Thibou, separately, relates that he and his 

party – including a man from the much more luscious Dominica – had splashed around like children the 

first time they came upon it. 

 

The story that sells me, however, on just how special this place is, is Thibou’s retelling of early mornings 

when the stream is low and the two hummingbird species that frequent the area – the antillean crested 

and the purple throated hummingbirds – emerge to skim the water and sip, at their leisure. After a 

while, he says, there are so many “they look like diamonds”. 

 

Little wonder then that there are plans to develop this trail, though, Thibou cautions “any development 

in the area will be looked at with a fine tooth comb.” As it is, he takes small groups of primarily young 

people from time to time, determined to get them excited about the natural and vital purpose of the 

trees that bloom there – red cedar, mahogany, silk cotton; the birds that frequent there – bridled quail 

doves, orioles, hooded warblers; and the water that sustains them both. 

 

Water is Life… 

 



 Christian Valley, as just one of the sites populated with wells built by APUA to draw water from 

the ‘river’ running below, also sustains much of the island.   

 

 “It comes out clear; we don’t need to do much purification,” says APUA’s Browne,  as he coaxes 

one of these wells – a much more high tech and temperamental set-up than anticipated – to give up the 

goods.  Soon it does, the water bursting forth, spraying the flowers edging the stone announcing Mount 

Obama. This particular well, he says, runs 104 feet deep and produces 25 gallons of water per minute. 

But how does the water taste? Well, Yearwood, notes that except for areas with high saline content, the 

quality of Antigua’s ground water is excellent. “The only reason we chlorinate it is because it has to go 

through the pipes,” she says. Having sampled, through cupped hands, from the spray of water, I can 

testify that she speaks the truth; that’s some “good water”.  

 

 The Valley – including Christian and adjoining Blubber Valley – is the location of one of several 

well fields in Antigua and Barbuda; with others located at Cades Bay, Claremont, Jennings, Bendals, 

Bristol Springs, and Follies – close to Wallings, the Victorian era reservoir that once serviced some 15 

villages and is now a popular eco-tourist site. At one time, according to a 1970 report by Sir William 

Halcrow and Partners, ground water resources provided 70 percent of the island’s water supply. 

 

 These days, according to APUA Water Manager Ivan Rodrigues, 60 to 70 percent of the 4.8 to 6 

million daily national water supply comes, at considerable cost, from the process of desalination. 

Surface water – ponds and reservoirs of which Potworks is the largest – accounts for roughly 20 percent, 

and ground water 10 to 20 percent. The latter, mineral rich option is especially vital in the all-too-

frequent drought periods. 

 

 Year round, the ground and surface water areas – apart from being vital resources – are 

attractions in their own right. Potworks is such a popular site that gazebos have been built on the rising 

above it, the better to view the variety of resident and migratory birds that frequent it – especially in the 

latter quarter of the year.  “We encourage that,” Rodrigues says, “for the simple reason that once 

people see an economic value in keeping it pristine, they will.” Yearwood, separately, adds, “any where 

you have people who are very much aware of the environment, it’s good news…so when you have 

environmentalists who are bird watchers and this kind of thing, we love that.” 

 

 As it happens, the Global Environment Facility-funded Sustainable Island Resources 

Management Mechanism [SIRMM] has one of four demonstration projects at the crucial Body Pond 

watershed, which flows into Bendals Valley. School children planted 1200 trees in the area for Arbor 

Month 2009.  One of the other demos is a ridge-to-reef project covering Wallings through Fig Tree Drive 

to the Cades Bay Marine Park – including, Thibou says, the Christian Valley area.  

 



In search of Black Ghaut 

 

 

 But the goal of my final hike along Antigua’s water ways is a different wetland site, the little 

known Black Ghaut (pronounced ‘gut’). 

 

 I’ve driven the Collins main road too many times to count, but before now never veered unto 

the dirt road to view the reservoir itself. There, water, rimmed by pink-and-yellow water lilies, stretch 

before me. Thibou – my guide and a bit of a wandering and adventurous Tom Sawyer as a youth growing 

up in Pares – recalls bird hunting there as a kid. These days he’s more likely to be caught bird watching. 

And, on this crisp, sunny-but-not-too-sunny morning, he points out the white-faced Caribbean coot, the 

West Indian whistling duck, the osprey, the grebe, the belted kingfisher… 

  

Further along the road, hidden from view, is a shaded stream – clear and still, reflecting the overhanging 

trees and seeming a bit like something out of a dream. As we linger there, Thibou identifies this and that 

bird by their sound. It’s all birdsong to me. So, his skill at this surprises and impresses me several more 

times as we drive further and hike some more, just short of the village of Newfield, along overgrown 

trails slippery with mud. There, another water catchment is banked by more trees – including national 

tree, the white wood; and more birds – red-faced moorhens, brown pelicans – make themselves at 

home.  

 

I am reminded then as I regard this still and translucent water – so different in character from the water 

rushing up the island’s famed beaches – of how interconnected everything is. The trees thrive and the 

birds live freely in these areas because of the presence of water, of which Antigua clearly has more than 

we realize. Yearwood does caution that ground water is easily compromised and takes a while to 

recover once it has been. Conservation, protection, respect for what’s there, resisting efforts to 

encroach in the interest of development are, therefore, important. In the end, it’s about much more 

than aesthetics, though these spaces are at once peaceful and pretty. It’s about keeping life in balance. 

 

Our hike ends short of Black Ghaut, in a dry forest of acacia trees. The point has been well made though; 

water not only surrounds us but in aquifer after aquifer runs beneath our feet; sustaining the earth, 

sustaining us.   

 

And on the ride home, Potworks – with its miles of water, and moor hens flitting across it, and frigates 

soaring above, and grebes diving below, and a lone peregrine falcon, world’s fastest animal, hovering – 

more than make up for the elusiveness of Black Ghaut. 

 


