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ABSTRACT

Nineteenth-century European industrialization increased
the demand for raw resources available in sub-tropical
regions.

The eastern coast of Central America and the Bay

of Campeche had an ample supply of dyewoods used in the
textile industry and mahogany, a durable and precious wood
used in the production of railway cars and furniture.
British mercantile capital linked the various peoples and
activities that were i:_volved in the extractive industry and
in the short-lived sugarcane and banana industries.
The pre-Columbian regional economic block based on
resources such as salt was taken over by the Spaniards
during the Contact period. But the tenuous Iberian hold gave
way to persistent British buccaneers turned loggers.
Eventually, though, British mercantile firms took over the
business. These firms monopolized the land, credit and the
import business, and exerted considerable influence on the
local state.
This enclave economy practically ncreated n its society,
bringing in African slaves and attracting laborers from the
region:

Garifuna, Miskito, mestizo and Maya.

The Caste War

of Yucatan (1847-1901) also sent some 15,000 refugees mostly
peasants into Belize.

Indentured workers were imported frolu

11
the 1860s. Except for the blacks, most of the workers and
peasants established settlements in the rural areas.
The relationship between capital and labor and between
capital and the peasantry was marked by both conflict and
accommodation.

Whereas the firms tried to secure a

reliable, cheap, and submissive labor force and tried to
"proletarianize" the peasantry with the help of state-backed
mechanisms, the nature of the industry: the cultural norms
of the Maya peasantry, for example, the strategic alliances
among the groups at the frontier and the limited supply of
labor made it difficult for capital to have its way.

In

fact, the Maya's determination to block further British
expansion in the northwest eventually undermined the level
of business confidence necessary to operate in a turbulent
frontier.

Mercantile capital withdrew when faced by

declining prices.

Many workers were repeasantized.

12

CHAPTER I
INTRODOCTION

From the perspective of the nbig picture,n small and
remote Belize may seem hardly significant within the macropatterns of trade and investments that accompanied the rapid
expansion of the world economy in the nineteenth century.
This attitude probably accounts for the historian's neglect
of this British enclave on the eastern coast of Central
America.

Yet, like the proverbial drop of sea water,

Belizean history contains, in microcosm, elements of the
major processes that helped shape the evolution of the world
economy.
Linked to other centers of production and trade through
her supply of primary products, labor, and her consumption
of manufactured goods, nineteenth-century Belize was
transformed by the patterns of social relations engendered
by the contact with the regional and international economy.
At the same time, the manner in which the people of Belize
absorbed and modified outside influences and the ways in
which they organized their lives show how people actively
intervene to shape their

OMl

history.

The Belizean peasantry, for example, show how rural
folk helped to sustain first timber and then export

13

agriculture of nineteenth-century Belize. Through
swiddeD or

mil~a

agriculture, the peasantry produced food

crops which sustained them, helped feed both the small urban
population and the growing number of laborers who received
their rations from the employer as part of their wages.

As

the price structure of locally produced foods was low
compared to that of imported foodstuffs, the peasantry
subsidized the export economy.

As temporary wage-earners,

the peasantry also supported the export sector.

Since they

were not entirely dependent on wages for their sustenance,
they could accept below-subsistence wages.

On the other

hand, the peasantry resisted those forces which sought to
transform it into a rural proletariat.

Peasants rented,

bought, or squatted on private or crown lands.

The Icaiche

Maya of northwestern Belize, in quasi-military for.mation,
blocked further British expansion into their territory
thereby helping to undermine the penetration of capitalism
in Belize in the second half of the nineteenth century.
To conceptualize this history, we need to look very
carefully at the available data within a suitable
theoretical framework.

A proper balance is critical.

According to Eric Wolf, we need to ensure a combination of
"theoretically informed history and historically infor.med
theory . . • to account for populations specifiable in time

14

and space both as outcomes of significant processes, and
their carriers."l
The evolution of these asignificant processes" can be
analyzed within the framework of the world capitalist
system.

Emerging perhaps in the twelfth century, capitalism

gained momentum with the establishment and expansion of
European states in the fifteenth century.

But it was not

until the industrial revolution in the late eighteenth and
the nineteenth century that the demand for raw material, and
search for markets and haVe\lS for investments, together with
developments in communication (steam, railway and telegraph)
created a global economy by about 1860.

For the first time,

history became world history.2
As most of the initiative, capital, technology, and
organization of this development originated in and spread
out of Europe, it is understandable why many theorists
produced Eurocentric models to explain its structure and
process.

But while the global nature of the world economy

lEric Wolf, Europe and the People without History
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1982), 21.
2Eric Hobsbaum, The Age of Capital, 1848-1875 (London:
Weidenfeld and Nicholson, 1975), 33, 47. See also, Robert
Gildea, Barricades and Borders. Europe 1800-1914 (Oxford:
Oxford University Press, 1987), 148. For a respected but
still controversial analysis of the development of the world
capitalist system, see Immanuel Wallerstein, The Modern
World System. Capitalist Agriculture and the Origins of the
European World Economy in the Sixteenth Century, vol. 1 (New
York: Academic Press, 1974).
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is now well accepted, it does not follow that its course and
impact in Europe were duplicated elsewhere.

In fact, even

in Europe itself, the long trajectory of capitalism did not
follow the same course everywhere.

Unlike the French, the

English peasantry, for example, had practically disappeared
by the turn of the eighteenth century.3

If capitalist

expansion differs from time to time and place to place, what
then can we say about the world economy?
system?

Was it a genuine

If so, what was the nature of its structures and

processes?

How was it integrated?

The literature on the

world economy as a system is extensive and highly
controversial. 4

There appears to be general agreement on

the existence of broad systems of production, distribution,
and consumption, growing out' of historical, cultural, and
institutional conditions but there is little consensus on
the primacy of these structures and their processes, on how
they developed and were maintained, and on how they might be

3Tom Kemp, Historical Patterns of Industrialization
(New York: Longmans, 1978), 27. Solomos Solomou, nNonbalanced Growth and Kondratieff Waves in the World Economy,
1850-1913,n Journal of Economic History 46, no. 1 (1986),
165-169.
4See for example, Karl Marx, Capital: A Critirole of
Political Economy, vol. 3, The Process of Capitalist
Production as a Whole (New York: International Publishers,
1967), Immanuel Wallerstein, The Modern World-System and
Walt Whitman Rostow, The Stages of Economic Growth: A NonCqmmunist Manifesto (New York and London: Cambridge
University Press, 1971).
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duplicated elsewhere.
An important aspect of this controversy relates to the
uneven development of the capitalist economy.

Scholars have

noted the persistence of poverty and, in some cases, even
its intensification in mid-nineteenth-century Europe, a
condition not restricted to the least industrialized states
such as Italy and Spain. S As a general condition, though,
poverty was far more widespread in mcst non-European
economies that lagged behind the developing states.
Orthodox Marxists argue that within capitalist
economies,

mater~al

poverty is a direct result of the

appropriation of the economic surplus of human labor by the
capitalist class. 6

Nonetheless, these theorists imply that

since human history is progressing through predetermined
stages, each characterized by a dominant mode of production,
viz., "primitive accumulation,n slavery, feudalism,
capitalism, and socialism, little can be done to alter the
sequence, except perhaps to hasten the movement from one
stage to the next.
Diffusionists too are optimistic about the
SIrma Adelman and Cynthia Taft Morris, "Growth and
Impoverishment in the Middle of the Nineteenth Century,n
Research in Economic Anthropology 3 (Greenwich, Connecticut:
J.A.I. Press Inc., 1980), 161-207.
6Ernest Mandel, An Introduction to Marxist Economic
Theory (New York: Pathfinders Press: 1970).
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"progressive" course of history.

W. W. Rostow, for example,

argues that underdevelopment in the so-called athird world"
can be explained by the failure of these economies to
progress beyond a particular stage of growth.

Rostow's

analysis of the "sequence of development" of industrialized
economies yields five stages of growth and the conditions
necessary to move from one to the next.

In his "non-

communist manifesto," he rejects the economic determinism of
Marxism and attributes as much importance to economic as to
political, social, and cultural variables.

Human

motivation, he concludes, is not solely a matter of "cold
calculation."

Nonetheless, Rostowends up focusing

primarily on how economic institutions evolved out of
peculiar western experiences.?
Rejecting the "progressive" and unilineal character of
capitalism alleged ironically by both marxists and
diffusionists, Andre Gunder Frank condemns the capitalist
system itself as the culprit responsible for "structural"
underdevelopment.

In his words,

one and the same historical process of the expansion
and development of capitalism throughout the world has
simultaneously generated " . • both economic
development and structural underdevelopment. 8

?Walt Whitman Rostow,

Stages of Economic Growth.

SAndre Gunder Frank, Capitalism and Underdevelopment in
Latin America (New York: Monthly Review Press, 1969), 9.
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Frank explains that the metropolitan economies (those
of the developed areas) expropriate the economic surplus
generated by the periphery with the collaboration of the
periphery's national bourgeoisie.

As they operate mainly

through monopolistic institutions, they further limit the
capacity of the periphery to generate more surplus.

Little

of the national bourgeoisie's share of the surplus is
reinvested locally while that of the metropolis helps to
further capitalize and reinforce its dominance over the
periphery.
Marxists, among others, are highly critical of Frank's
thesis.

Frank appears to anchor his views on what he

perceives as the exploitation of the poor by the rich
countries, but he does not elaborate on how this
exploitation actually occurs nor on how monopoly structures
are actually maintained.

Moreover, Frank's

conceptualization of capitalism
relates only to the utilization of the surplus [i.e.,
for the further capitalization and development of the
metropolis] rather than the conditions of appropriation,
so neglecting the specific social relations of
production under which the surplus is extracted. 9
In addition, according to the Marxist conceptual framework,

9David Goodman and Michael Redclift, From Peasant to
Proletarian: Capitalist Development and Agrarian
Transitions (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1985), 35.
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only workers, not countries are exploited. 10
Scholars of the dependentista school, on the other
hand, generally support Frank's analysis.

While there is

much variation in what they choose to emphasize, most agree
on three major premises: (1) development and underdevelopment are two sides of the same coin, (2)
underdevelopment is not a temporary condition, and (3) the
subordination of the underdeveloped economies rests not only
on foreign exchange earnings (or the lack thereof) but also
on internal power and class relations, social structure, and
cultural factors.
A superficial application of these criteria to the
nineteenth-century Belizean economy may lead us to conclude
that the enclave economy was a perfect example of
dependency.

But is that the whole picture?

dependentistas there is no consensus.

Even among

Fernando Henrique

Cardoso and Enzo Faletto, for example, stress the third
premise, observing that despite structural "determination,"
there is room for alternatives.
[B]y excluding from the explanatory model social
struggles and the peculiar relations (economic, social,
and political) that give momentum to specific dominated
societies, these kinds of interpretations simplify
history and lead to error: they do not offer accurate
characterization of social structures, nor do they grasp
the dynamic aspect of history actuali.zed by social

lOIbid.,36.

20

struggles in dependent societies. 11
Douglas Bennett and Kenneth Sharpe add that nthe
possibilities for change within and against existing
structures . . . condition but do not fully determine, they
impose limits but also shape possibilities. 12
While not entirely dismissing the value of dependency
analysis, C. Richard Bath and Dilmus James offer some
pointed criticisms of the school.

Raul Prebisch, for

example, based his unequal-trade thesis on two sets of
statistical series, the interpretation of which is open to
question. 13

Dependentistas also tend to dismiss

outrightly foreign investment as an unmitigated evil without
first analyzing its ramifications on the local economy.
Neither has the school analyzed the relationship between
demographic growth and underdevelopment nor is it clear on
policy issues.

nIf we look for detailed, step-by-step

descriptions on how a 'strong capitalism', 'popular
11Fernando Henrique Cardoso and Enzo Faletto,
Dependency and Development in Latin America, trans.
Marjorie Urquidi (Berkeley: University of California Press,
1979), xv.
12Douglas Bennett and Kenneth E. Sharpe, Transnational
Corporations versus the State. The Political Economy of the
Mexican Auto Industry (Princeton: Princeton University
Press, 1985), 10.
13C. Richard Bath and Dilmus James, "Dependency
Analysis of Latin America: Some Criticisms, Some
Suggestions,n Latin America Research Review 13, no.3 (1976):
26-27.
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democracy', or 'social revolution' is going to come about,
we search in vain. n14 William Taylor, in turn, faults
dependentismo for nminimiz[ing] the place of institutions of
the state in shaping social and economic inequalities and
insubordination. n15 At the methodological level, William
S. Simmons cautions his colleagues against exclusive
attention to macrolevel processes thereby ndeny[ing]
individual consciousness an active role in culture

Of course it is not easy to attain consensus in the
social sciences but, at least, we ought to strive for
conceptual clarity.

The expansion of the world econom¥ in

the nineteenth century did have a powerful impact on the
lives of people such as those who lived in the "periphery,n
in Belize, for example, but the direction of the influence
did not flow only in one direction.

The introduction of

capital to this area was predicated on the political and
economic relations that had been initiated in the
seventeenth century.

The history of capital formation in

14 I bid., 31.
15William Taylor, nBetween Global Process and Local
Knowledge. An Inquiry into Early Latin American Social
History, 1500-1900,n Reliving the Past. The World of Social
History, ed. Oliver Zunz (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1985), 125.
16William S. Simmons, nCulture Theory in Contemporary
Ethnohistory,n Ethnohistory 35, no.1 (Winter 1988): 9.
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that region was shaped by social groups striving to protect
and where possible to advance their interests.

Inquiry into

the political econom¥ of the area requires consideration of
the total gambit of social relations and their change
through time.

Who were the actors?

Under what conditions,

(physical, political, and economic) did they cooperate,
compete with, or simply tolerate each other?

How were their

relations structured within the context of the nineteenthcentury local, regional, and international econom¥?
Such a task will require not only an examination of
economic institutions and processes but of the very social
structure in which they are embedded as well as the
processes that make them dynamic.

The disciplinary

boundaries of history, economics, rural sociology, and
social anthropology will be blurred here as it is necessary
to use whatever tools of inquiry and whatever paradigms or
modals as may shed light on these processes.

In addition to

the economic relations spurred by foreign capital, this work
will also focus on the people involved in these processes,
not as individuals, but as groups: the local state,
capitalists, laborers, slaves, and, of course, peasants.
One of the key variables which helps define the nature
of Belize's political economy in the nineteenth century,
particularly after the abolition of slavery, was the various
levels of articulation ot subsistence production and

23

production for the export market.

No judgement is made or

implied about the integration of the peasantry into the
capitalist mode of production.

Better utilization of

natural and human resources might bring about increased
production but does not necessarily imply any particular
ratio of distribution.

Given the historic subordinated

position of the peasantry vis-a-vis non-peasant groups, the
likelihood of a more equitable system of distribution was
quite remote but the peasantry did not merely wait to be
exploited.

As will be shown presently, the Belizean

peasantry was far from helpless.
The question of the peasantry's integration into an
expanding nineteenth-century world

econo~

has engendered

considerable debate, particularly in the field of social
anthropology.

It is as though at one level, the people of

the metropolitan areas (as represented by social scientists)
wish to come to terms with this mass of human beings (the
majority of mankind in the nineteenth century).
they?

Why are they different?

Who are

Even at the academic level

this pursuit of knowledge, perhaps unintentionally, adds
another dimension to the historical relationship between the
city and the countryside, between the so-called backward

24

areas and the metropolitan powers. 17

Or does this inquiry

involve a more sinister plot where social science theories
have diffused from North American institutions to their
Latin American counterparts with the implied object of
controlling the potentially troublesome campesinos?18
Regardless of how one views applied social
anthropology, any conception of the theories of the social
sciences as a homogeneous body of knowledge misses the
divergent ideological assumptions of major theoreticians.
As early as 1925, A. V. Chayanov challenged the traditional
conception of peasant economies within a capitalist
framework.

He argued that since neither wages nor prices

are ordinarily relevant to their mode of production, peasant
economies have to be studied in terms of their own logic and
process. 19 For example, peasants judge the value of their
work mainly in terms of satisfying their need for
subsistence.

Thus, they will usually work until they are

assured of satisfying their needs, as having little
17 See , for example, Angel Rama, La Ciudad letrada
(Hanover, New Hampshire: Ediciones del Norte, 1984), and
especially, Cynthia Hewitt de Alcantara, Anthropological
Perspectives on Rural Mexico (London: Routledge & Kegan
Paul, 1984), 1.
18Solomon Nahmad, personal communication, 1985.
19A. V. Chayanov, nOn the Theory of Non-Capitalist
Economic Systems,n Peasant Livelihood. Studies in Economic
Anthropology and Cultural Ecology, eds. Rhoda Halperin and
James Dow (New York: St. Martin's Press, 1977), 257-268.
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incentive to accumulate capital, they too enjoy leisure
time.

If the number of non-producing members of the

household increases (i.e., with children and indisposed
adults), a peasant housahold will either reduce consumption
or work more or both.

Chayanov proposes that nthe degree of

self-exploitation is determined by a peculiar equilibrium
between family satisfaction and the
itself.

drudge~

of labor

"20

Of course, Chayanov's analysis is predicated on his
conception of a "natural economy" based on his research on
the Russian

peasant~.

This ideal type is more difficult to

nineteenth-centu~

locate in
concept of

"peasant~"

Belize.

In fact, the

ve~

has occasioned heated debate as there

appears to be little consensus on just what constitutes that
catego~

of human beings.

in anthropology and
finds it

necessa~

In his discussion of peasantries

histo~,

George Dalton, for example,

to combine historical, economic,

a~d

anthropological analysis and incorporate a temporal
framework.

European peasantries evolved through three

stages: the traditional era (800-1300), early modern (13001900), and modern (1900-the present) and throughout the
process "peasant villagers changed in relation to

20 I bid.,

262.
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nonpeasants [italics in original].a21

Dalton's hypothesis

is reminiscent of Rostow's diffusionist model.

Its strength

lies in his recognition of the dynamic process of structural
change through time in relation to larger forces both within
and outside the community but as one of the commentators of
his article puts it,
By now it is fairly evident that the industrialization/
modernization process spreads, not in nice neat
concentric circles, but rather unevenly . . . and in
many cases at such a snail's pace that to discern any
forward movement at all requires an enourmous act of
faith. :122

A major school in the anthropological

liter~cure

conceptualizes peasantries in terms of their world view.
Their values and attitudes towards the supernatural, the
land, and their social relations are said to be governed by
their cultural frame of reference.

Robert Redfield's folk-

urban continuum, for example, views peasants as a relatively
homogeneous, rural folk responding to intense pressure from
outside forces emanating mainly from the city.

The loss of

"folk" characteristics is seen as a direct consequence of

21George Dalton, npeasantries in Anthropology and
History," Current Anthropology 13, nos. 3-4 (1972): 385-415.
The quotation may be found on p.387.
22David Kaplan, Comments on ibid., 410. Dalton's reply
to Kaplan, Eric Wolf and other commentators may be found on
pp. 441-42.
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rural-urban contact. 23

Redfield's schema was severely

criticized for romanticizing peasant society as homogeneous
and free of conflict.

It was also found wanting in

historical depth and in minimizing processes of change
engendered internally and from sources other than the city.
In contrast to the nculturological n theses of
anthropologists like Redfield, George Foster, and Edward
Banfield, Eric Wolf fairly represents the school of thought
that conceptualizes the peasantry as an economic class whose
status in society is structured by its subordinate
relationship with non-peasants.

In Wolf's words:

peasants . . . are rural cultivators whose surpluses are
transferred to a dominant group of rulers that uses the
surpluses both to underwrite its standard of living and
to distribute the remainder to groups in society that do
not farm but must be fed for their sp~cific goods and
services in turn. 24
Unlike nprimitive n cultivators, then, peasants are
characterized by their asymmetrical relationship with nonpeasants in a system whose structure is underwritten and

23 Robert Redfield, The Folk Culture of Yucatan
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1941). See also, D.
E. Dummond's nCompetition, Cooperation, and the Folk
Society," Southwestern Journal of Anthropology 26 (1970):
261-286 where the author applies Redfield's concept of the
ideal folk society to a small isolated community but
attributes its characteristics not to isolation and
homogeneity but to aspects of social organization through
which peasants channel naggressive competition. n
24 Eric Wolf, Peasants (Englewood Cliffs: Prentice-Hall,
Inc., 1966), 3-4.
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maintained by the state.

Through this paradigm, Wolf also

points to the nsyffibiotic D relationship between the
capitalist and peasant modes of production.

Referring

specifically to Latin America, he observes:
the haciendas welcomed the presence of Indian
communities o~ their fringes. For such a community
constituted a reservoir of laborers where men maintained
their labor power until needed, at no additional cost to
the entrepreneur. Suddenly we find, therefore, that the
institution of the conquerors and the institution of the
conquered were linked phenomena. 25
Wolf's critics chide him for minimizing social and
economic differentiation within peasant communities.
Besides, his thesis portrays peasants largely as passive
victims of dominant, external forces.

Many studies based on

contemporary peasantries reveal the complexity of peasant
behavior, their pragmatism, their search for strategic
alliances in dealing both with other households within the
community as with others outside. 26

It is not enough to

draw a sharp dichotomy between peasants and non-peasants.
While the asymmetrical relationship between the two does
exist and is an important one, it is not always clear among

25 Eric Wolf, Sons of the Shaking Earth (Chicago: The
University of Chicago Press, 1959), 230.
26 See for example, Frank Cancian, Change and
Uncertainty in a Peasant Economy: The Maya Corn Farmers of
Zinzcantan (Palo Alto: Stanford University Press, 1972) and
Oscar Lewis, Life in a Mexican Village. Tepoztlan Restudied
(Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1963).
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the various social groups who is victim and who is
exploiter.

In some cases, as will be presently shown, even

peasants accumulate capital by exploiting fellow peasants.
This work addresses the question of structural
underdevelopment in an enclave economy defined by Cardoso
and Faletto as one where capital, almost entirely foreign,
is incorporated into local productive processes, and
transforms parts of itself into wages and taxes. Its
value is increased by the exploitation of local labor
forces, which transform nature and produce goods that
realize again the life of this capital when staples
. . . are sold in the external market. 27
Belize was part of such an enclave economy.

It received

substantial amounts of capital, managed by a resident expatriate sector with access to credit, markets, and labor.
Yet, capitalism as introduced in this region failed to
establish structures necessary to facilitate even modest
economic development in the nineteenth century.

Roberto

Cortes' "modernization" model helps to suggest an entire
seri,:s of pertinent questions. 28

Can this failure be

attributed to the structure of the enclave economy, to the
level of articulation of capitalist and non-capitalist modes
of production, or to local and regional structures and
processes engendered in part by the introduction of capital?

xix.

27Cardoso and Faletto, Dependency and Underdevelopment,

28Roberto Cortes Conde, The First States of Modernization
in Spanish America (New York: Harper & Row, 1974).

30

Or can it be attributed to a combination of all of these
factors?
What determined the level of investments on the eastern
coast of Central America?

What relationship can we perceive

between the expansion of British

improvements in

indust~,

transportation and technology, capital surplus, market
stability, and the level of investments?
nature of investments in an enclave

What was the

econo~

which was

characterized by rich timber resources, a high wage
structure, and insecurity of tenure?

How were business

firms organized and how did they change through time?
The local context requires equal attention.
examine the nature of the local political

We need to

econo~

particularly with respect to the interaction of social
groups, the control and distribution of resources, and the
function of the state at various levels.

In addition, we

need to study the ways in which increased investments in the
forest~ indust~

and in commercial agriculture affected

land tenure, and use, capital-labor relations, and the
peasantry.

In sum, what were the distinctive features of

capitalism in the Belizean enclave

econo~

of the nineteenth

centu~?

These and other questions will direct this historicalstructural
econo~

enqui~

of Belize.

into the

nineteenth-centu~

political

International and regional linkages,
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particularly as they relate to the structure of the enclave
economy, will be analyzed in context of the local situation
through time.

The emphasis will be to trace its major

structures and processes, its changes and continuities as
the export sector came into contact with the subsistence
sector.
with respect to the export sector, the raison d'etre of
the British presence in Belize, up to the middle of the
nineteenth century, was the extraction of forestry
resources, mainly logwood and mahogany.

The structure of

the timber industry at the international, regional and local
levels and the bitter competition and alliances it
engendered at these levels will be analyzed.
The peasantry come into focus after the end of
Apprenticeship of the ex-slaves in 1838 but more clearly
after 1847 with the influx of about fifteen thousand Mayamestizo refugees from the Caste War of Yucatan (1847-1901)
which doubled the Belize population overnight. 29

At the

same time, the increased labor pool together with declining
timber prices stimulated investments in sugarcane and
influenced the structures of land tenure, land use, labor,
and subsistence production.

As social groups reacted to

29 Archives of Belize (hereafter, A.B.), nOn the means
of defense for British Honduras,n address of .John Hodge,
manager, to the directors of the British Honduras Co. Ltd.,
20 Sept. 1864, R. 86, pp. 287-288.
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real or imagined threats to their interests, they devised
strategies to protect themselves.

At the same time, the

capitalist mode of production began to spread into
agriculture.

This inroad sometimes represented a source of

tension between capitalists and peasants as when the two
competed for arable land.

Often though, the peasantry

served as a useful reservoir of cheap labor that was
available for seasonal work in the plantations or in the
timber camps.

Nonetheless, production for subsistence and

production

the export sector

integrated.

fo~'

~ere

never fully

Perhaps they could not be fully integrated.

Peasants use their labor primarily to subsist whereas
capitalism uses labor to generate more capital.
This study makes the fundamental assumption that one of
the major conditions of economic development is the
integration of most factors of production into the national
econorn¥ thus proportionately reducing the choke-hold of the
export sector.

In other words, a buoyant domestic economy,

producing both for the local and international market, has a
better chance of riding out the cyclical troughs
characteristic of raw commodity prices in the international
market.

Besides, a fully integrated econorn¥ would reduce

somewhat the periodic crises of confidence that threaten,
from the point of view of the export sector, the tragic
prospect of the complete withdrawal of investment capital.
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Of course the full integration of all factors of
production into the local and international economy may
increase economic surplus, but does not guarantee its
reinvestment in the local economy.

The numerous conditions

necessary to effect this require a strong central state
that, on the one hand can attract foreign investment and on
the other can make it

~

profitable for businessmen to

reinvest than to repatriate earnings.

Inevitably, though,

some dividends will be repatriated but this is part of the
logic of the capitalist system.

Provided investors are

persuaded of making a profit, net inflows of capital into
the local economy will cancel the outflows.
This is easier said than done not only because of social
and political constraints but also because capital outflow
is an important feature characteristic of an enclave
economy.

Extracting mahogany which takes about fifty to

eighty years to mature if replanted,3D and operating in an
area bitterly contested by various parties, capitalists tend
to aim for maximum profits in the short-run.

In nineteenth-

century Belize, only the most essential investments in
permanent infrastructure (e.g. track roads) were ever made.
A spurt of investments in steam mills in the 1860s was short

30 Les lie Ower, nFeatures of British Honduras,n
Geographical Journal 70 (1927), 384.
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lived31 and was followed by what turned out to be
fruitless discussion on a railway system. 32 Local land
taxes were non-existent until a minimal levy was charged in
1867. 33 On the other hand, the mother country was not as
accommodating as she charged an import duty of £3 165 per
ton of mahogany.34

Most of the economic surplus was

consequently repatriated.
In sum, an enclave economy in a turbulent frontier area
created in nineteenth-century Belize a clear case of
structural underdevelopment.

This study seeks to examine

the nature of these structures and processes, their
transformations and continuities.
The analysis and conclusions of this work should provide
empirical material to test some of the hypotheses and
assumptions of the extensive literature on structural
underdevelopment as proposed by Marxists, diffusionists,
dependentistas, and so on.

For instance, the 'diffusion' of

31Daniel R. Rosenberger, nAn Examination of the
Perpetuation of Southern United States Institutions in
British Honduras by a Colony of Ex-Confederates n (Ph.D.
Diss. New York University, 1958), 135, 185, 189.
32wayne Clegern ed., nMaudslay's Central America. A
Strategic View in 1887,n Studies in Middle American
Economics (New Orleans: Middle American Research Institute,
1968), 73-94.

33A. B. Laws of British Honduras XXXI Vic. Cap. XI.
34A. B. Clerks at the Treasury (London), 29 April 1823,
R.3, p. 141.
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capital, technology, and business management skills were
apparently not adequate, in and of themselves, to lay the
groundwork for local development.

Unequal terms of trade

and economic surplus repatriation as analyzed by
dependentistas are almost, by definition, features of an
enclave economy but the question is, why was this the case,
and is this the whole picture?

The orthodox Marxist

paradigm of class struggle and exploitation is too narrow
and rigid to capture the contradictions and inconsistences
of local and regional alliances,
the peasantry, for example.

proc~sses

of change within

Besides, it is not altogether

clear whether the concept of 'class', as defined by
Marxists, can be readily identified in the social relation
of production dominant in nineteenth-century Belize. 35
Of equal importance is the relevance of this analysis to
the discussion of contemporary economic development.

What

parallels can we draw between the structure of the enclave
economy then and now?

It would be

foo~hardy

to draw direct

comparisons but, at least we can compare the external
linkages, and analyze the relative dominance of the export
sector.

Future studies can address the issue of local and

regional structures and processes of the twentieth century

35See for example, Stephen Resnick and Richard Wolff,
Reformulation of Marxian Theory and Historical Analysis,"
Journal of Economic History 42, no. 1 (1982): 53-59.
IIA
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so as to more confidently assess the changes and
continuities since then.

The analysis of nineteenth-century

foreign capital, the sugar industry, and the peasantry, to
cite only three examples, can facilitate longitudinal
studies of these instituti.ons since their early development.
Quite apart from its contribution to the discussion on
national development, this study will add to the much
neglected historiography of the eastern coast of Central
America including Belize.

Barring a few notable exceptions,

the literature on Belizean history remains in the same state
as in 1973 when O. Nigel Bolland observed: nthe history of
the people of Belize has not been written. n36 Besides
Belize has yet to produce its first professional historian
though the sporadic efforts of Leo Bradley Sr., are worthy

36Notable exceptions include Grant D. Jones, ed.,
Anthropology and History in Yucatan (Austin and London:
University of Texas Press, 1977), and Maya Resistance to
~nish Rule: Time and History on a Colonial Frontier
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1989), o.
Nigel Bolland, The Formation of a Colonial Society. Belize
for Conquest to Crown Colony (Baltimore: John Hopkins
University Press, 1977), Narda Dobson, A History of Belize
(Jamaica and Trinidad: Longman Caribbean, 1973), and Peter
Ashdown, nThe Growth of Black Consciousness in Belize, 19141919. The Background to the Ex-Servicemen's Riot of 1919,n
Belcast Journal of Belizean Affairs 2, no.2 (1985): 1-5; 3,
nos. 1 and 2 (1986): 8-14. Bolland's comment can be found
in nThe Social Structure and Social Relations of the
Settlement in the Bay of Honduras (Belize) in the 18th
Century,n Journal of Caribbean History 6 (1973), 1.
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of mention. 37
This state of affairs is worrisome.

The multi-ethnic

population of Belize is still searching for its national
identity.

An

awareness and an appreciation of its history

are indispensable tools in this nation-building process.
Besides, Belizeans should be in the forefront of research on
their history, in recognition of the notion that the social
scientist is never free of his/her ncultural baggage. n38
A case in point is the work of Wayne Clegern.

His cursory

treatment of the history of nineteenth-century Belize
appears to pave been written almost entirely from the
perspective of the various United States consuls whose
records are well preserved and very accessible.

Not

surprisingly, the Belizean peasantry is all but ignored. 39
Although it has now become a truism that the best place
to conduct research in Belizean history is in the Public
Records of London, nineteenth century official records,
excepting those to 1820 and between 1890-1900, are in a
reasonable state of preservation at the Archives of Belize
37Various unpublished articles and one manuscript on
the general history of Belize written by Leo Bradley may be
found at the A.B.
38E. H. Carr, What is History? (New York: Random House,

1967), passim.

39wayne Clegern, British Honduras: Colonial Deadend,
1859-1900 (Baton Rouge: Lousiana State University Press,
1967).
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in Belmopan, Belize.

Relations between the British and the

various Mayan groups generated a fair amount of
correspondence while reports of district magistrates to
their superiors treat a wide variety of concerns.

The

records of the General Registry of Belize which begin in the
middle of the nineteenth century are indispensable sources
for the socio-economic history of Belize.

Some of the

administration and probate records are in a very poor state
of preservation and the same is true of the earliest birth
registry which begins in 1880.

The Land Titles Record which

begins in the 1860s, on the other hand, is the best
preserved and best organized set dt the Registry, a good
indicator of the importance of land tenure to the Belizean
elite.

The nineteenth-century map collection of the

Ministry of Lands and Survey in Belmopan is another valuable
depository of information.

Some of the older prints,

however, are in need of restorative work.

The Belize Jesuit

Archives are another potential source of data from about the
1850s when the Jesuits firmly established their missions in
Belize.

Copies of historical accounts, travelogues,

newspapers, and reports on the nineteenth century are seldom
obtainable in Belize.

Many of these have been fortunately

preserved in various university libraries of the United
States accessible through their excellent Inter-Library Loan
system.
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Regional archives are another obvious source of
information.

Unfortunately, diplomatic controversy between

the governments of Guatemala and Belize precluded ID¥ visit
to the Archivo General de Centro America while budget
considerations limited the time available to study the
uncataloged holdings of the Archivo General del Estado de
Yucatan.

The archives of the Instituto Quintanarroense de

la Cultura of the State of Quintana Roo are still in the
formative stage.
Finally, the use of oral sources, particularly
narratives and songs, require careful cross-checking with
documentary sources.

In any case, informants seldom have a

clear recollection or any information beyond three
generations and their recall is very selective.
Nevertheless, popular attitudes are fairly well preserved in
the oral tradition.
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CHAPTER II
THB PHYSICAL AND POLITICAL SBTTING

The Caribbean coast of Central America together with
the Bays of Campeche and Honduras, comprise a broad
ecological region.

Sub-tropical in climate, with high

precipitation readings and low-lying, mangrove vegetation,
this zone marked the frontier area of three major
precolombian culture groups:

the natives of the Miskito

Shore, related to the Indian cultures of ,northern South
America,l the Maya, and the Mexicanized Indian groups
living in the Bay of Campeche.

The territory of the Miskito

Shore natives extended to the south-eastern boundary of the
Maya area on the Bay of Honduras.

The Mexicanized groups on

the Tabasco side of the Bay of Campeche interracted with
their neighbours the Maya who were located between the
Mexicanized groups in the north and the Miskito Shore
peoples in the south (see figure 2.1).

This frontier region

became a commercial block which expanded or contracted

lEdward Conzemuis, DEthnological Survey of the Miskito
and Sumu Indians of Honduras and Nicaragua,D Bureau of
bmerican Ethnology, Bulletin 106, (Washington, D.C.:
Smithsonian Institution, 1932). See also, Mary W. Helms,
"The Indians of the Caribbean and Circum-Caribbean at the
end of the fifteenth century," The Cambridge History of
Latin America, vol. 1, ed. Leslie Bethell (Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 1984), 37-57.
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FIGURE 2.1

FRONTIER REGION ON THE EASTERN COAST OF CENTRAL AMERICA
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according to the fortunes of the extra-regional trade of
ancient Maya civilization. 2
When the Spaniards carne in 1492, the regional
commercial block then controlled by the Mexicanized groups
had contracted from the Bay of Honduras, across the base of
the Yucatan Peninsula, to the Bay of

C~upeche.

During the

first century and a half of the Spanish colonial period, the
Iberians failed in their attempts to establish a permanent
presence in this zone.

The vacuum created in the 1640s when

the Franciscans left was filled by the English who where
attracted by the lucrative timber industry and contraband
trade.
As in precolombian times, the expansion or contraction
of this trading block depended on the fortunes of its major
resources.

This time, logwood, a source of dye, and

subsequently mahogany, a precious wood, together with the
regional trade with Central American and southeastern
Mexico, helped shape the parameters of the regional economy.
This broad pattern of activity was conditioned by several
factors: the physical attributes of the region and of its
resources, the nature of the demand for. these products,
2See Lee A. Parsons and Barbara Price, nMesoarnerican
Trade and its Role in the Emergence of Civilization,n
Peasant Livelihood: Studies in Economic Anthropology and
Cultural Ecology, eds. Rhoda Halperin and James Dow (New
York: St. Martin's Press, 1977), 164-83.
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together with competition for markets as the world economy
expanded, the cultural development of the native peoples, to
list only three.
The British eventually turned to Belize as the
Caribbean port through which to control this zone.

We will

therefore focus on Belize to illustrate these and related
factors which formed part of the ecological, cultural and
economic structures and processes that shaped the "creation"
of a British enclave in an area with a rich historical
tradition.
Formerly known as British Honduras,3 the country of
Belize was granted constitutional independence from Great
Britain in 1981.

Located at 15° 53' to 18° 30' North

Latitude and 87° 15' and 89° 15' West Latitude, the new
Central American/Caribbean nation has a land area of 22,963
square kilometers (8,867 square miles) including 689 square
miles of cayes (islands).

Within the subtropical belt,

Belize faces the Caribbean sea to the east, and has borders
with the Mexican state of Quintana Roo to the north and
west, and the republic of Guatemala to the west and south.

3Except when used in direct quotes, the name "Belize"
will be used throughout to refer to the territory named in
different times as the nBritish Settlement at the Bay of
Honduras", the nSettlement,n the "Bay," "British Yucatan"
and "British Honduras."
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Other than the Maya Mountains in the south, the geology of
Belize is nlargely a study of limestone. R4
Unlike the rest of the Yucatan penisula, Belize is
amply drained by several rivers, all emptying into the
Caribbean.

The Rio Hondo, marking the northern frontier

with Mexico, runs roughly parallel with the New River. 5
Together with the Northern River, these three streams drain
most of the northern half of the country while the Belize
River and its numerous tributaries drain about 27% of the
country, mainly within the central zone.

The south is

similarly favored by various rivers, including the Sittee,
Moho, and Sarstoon, the latter marking the southern boundary
with Guatemala.

In the karst regions of the Maya Mountains,

many underground streams emerge to join with surface creeks
and rivers, while in the north, underlying cretaceous
limestones recharge major rivers which generally become
sluggish as they approach the low lying coast (see figure
2.2) .
The numerous ponds, lagoons, and swamps, particularly
those fed by the overflow of major rivers in the low lying

4Unless otherwise indicated, this section on the
geography and geology of Belize is drawn largely from Robert
Nicolait & Associates Ltd., Belize: Country Environmental
Profile. A Field Study (San Jose, Costa Rica: USAID,
1984) .

SLeslie Ower, nFeatures of British Honduras," 376-77.
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areas, were the natural habitat of groves of logwood, a
source of dyes much in demand in the European textile
industry until late in the nineteenth century.

The overflow

of the rivers during the rainy season invigorated riverlets
and creeks, facilitating the transportation of the logwood
to the major streams.

A similar mode of transportation was

used to float mahogany logs from various points in the
interior to the Caribbean sea for shipment to European or
North American markets. 6
Geologically, the two most important features of Belize
are the limestone platform (being part of the Yucatan
peninsula), and the Maya Mountains.

The mountains, located

in the south central part of the country continue to make
transportation. to and from the area very difficult.

Mostly

of paleozoic origin, metamorphosed sediments and granite
rock intrusions date from about 200 to 400 million years
ago.

They are framed by faults running east/northeast.

During the cretaceous period, about 180 million years ago,
the Mountain Pine Ridge plateau stood above the surrounding
ocean making it the oldest land surface area in Central
America.

Limestone predominates north of the Maya

6See for example, Captain George Henderson, An Account
of the Settlement of Honduras: Being a V~ew of its
Commercial and Agricultural Resources, Soil, Climate,
Natural History & To which are Added Sketches of the
Manners and Customs of the Mosquito Indians . . • , 2nd ed.
(London: R. Baldwin, 1811), 49-50.
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Mountains.

Mostly hard and dense with little weathering,

the geology of the area is very much like that of the rest
of the Yucatan Peninsula, except of course for the effects
of surface streams and precipitation.
Among the more important reasons why the Spaniards
failed to colonize Belize in the sixteenth century was the
absence of precious metals in commercial quantities.

Small

gold deposits and even blue ruby stones were found in the
mid-nineteenth century but in very small quantities.:
Small amounts of cassiterite, the main mineral of tin, have
been found in streams of the southern parts of the country
but in quantities too limited for commercial extraction.
Limestone quarries occur at various sites but these had
little relevance to the political econoID¥ of Belize in the
nineteenth century.
On the ether hand, soil forms generally determined by
landform and climate, have had a significant impact on
subsistence, settlement, and industry.
A.

In an earlier study,

c. S. Wright and colleagues divided the country into

three environmental zones: dry, moist, and wet.

Wright then

re-classified the zones accordin.g to the major landform
suggested by the Nicolait and Associates' study.

7Eric Swayne, "British Honduras," The Geographical
Journal 50, no. 3 (1917), 169.
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The Mountain Pine Ridge area is deeply eroded.

Its

siliceous soils are mainly made up of kaolinitic clay and
quartz sand lacking in certain plant nutrients.

Extreme wet

conditions for seven months of the year followed by the

d~J

season which leaves the soil brick-hard make the area
unsuitable for cultivation.

The siliceous soils of the Maya

Mountains are also very infertile.

Fifty two percent of the

region is made up of steep or very steep slopes which make
it highly erodible.

Other than very restricted niches, this

infertile area has apparently never attracted a large human
population, not even during the ancient Mayan period.

The

difficult terrain also kept lumber companies away until the
early twentieth century.

Even then, some areas remained

unexplored as Governor Eric Swayne himself noted in 1917. 8
Except for the pine ridge soils and the coastal plain,
most of northern Belize is classified as having calcareous
soils formed from the parent limestone rock mixed with coral
rubble, calcareous sand, kaolinitic clay, and marl.

The

soils formed from the weathering of these rocks, together
with alluvial deposits also range from low to high fertility
areas.

A subunit of these soils, derived from hard

cretaceous limestone and shattered limestone is classified
8Swayne, nBritish Honduras,n 163. Swayne commented on
the possible presence of nwild" Indians living in the Maya
Mountains as late as the first decade of the twentieth
century.
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as being very fertile whereas those derived from calcareous
marl and gravel have very limited potential for agriculture:
Pine ridge soils are formed by the accumulation on
limestone of mostly alluvial material from the acid rocks of
the Maya Mountains.

Other than those areas located next to

major rivers, most of these soils are not suitable for
cultivation.

However, it has been noted that pine trees and

other types of woods suitable for local construction
flourish in pine ridge soils.

Moreover, deer, an important

source of animal protein for the Maya until recent times,
are attracted to the pine ridge savannah during the early
rains following the burning of these grasslands.
Located within the sub-tropics, Belize has a wet and a
dry season.

During the months of May to November, moisture-

laden easterlies from the Caribbean are responsible for
seventy percent of the country's annual precipitation.
However, rainfall is not evenly distributed.

Most of the

northern half of the country receives an average of 1524 rom
(60 inches) per year while the extreme southeast receives
4064 rom (160 inches) during the same period.

Again,

excessive precipitation and karst topograpllY

rende~s

the

mountainous south difficult of access and largely unsuitable
for plantation agriculture.
February to late May.

The dry season runs from

In addition, the month of August is

usually dry, a resuit of the easterly trade winds which
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shift towards the southern hemisphere. 9 Thus, except for
the mountainous south, Belize's geology and geography
favored the production of tropical commercial crops while
its limestone formation, its pattern of rainfall, and its
major rivers endowed the territory with the wherewithal for
its timber industry.

The First Xnhabitants of Belize, 2500,B.C. - 1492

Despite the limitations of climate and geology,
Belizean suil nurtured the establishment and development of
the ancient Mayan civilization that reached its zenith
between 250 and 900 A.D.

This phase of Belizean prehistory,

long shrouded in near oblivion, is gradually being brought
back to light through archaeological research and study.

A

brief review of a sample of the major issues in Mayan
studies reveals, however, the depth of the Belizean past.
More importantly, there is no escaping the conclusion that
with a relatively primitive (stone-age) technology, the
ancient Maya were able to develop the resources of this
region to an impressive level.

It remains to be seen if

9S. H. Walker, Summary of Climatic Records for Belize
(Surrey, England: Land Resea~ch Division (Supplement no. 3),
1973), cited in G. M. Robinson et aI, Resources and
Development in Belize. An Account of the University of
Edinburgh Expedition to Central America, 1981 (Edinburgh:
University of Edinburgh Press, 1983), 23-24.
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Belizeans today, with access to a more sophisticated
technology, can match or improve on this record.
Although the history of Maya archaeology in Yucatan,
Belize, Tabasco, Chiapas, Guatemala and western Honduras and
EI Salvador can be traced to the Spanish colonial pericd,
systeniatic research work in Belize began only in the early
twentieth century with the works of Raymond Merwin at
Lubantuun. 10

Institutionally sponsored research projects

such as those undertaken by the British Museum between 1926
and 1931 at Lubantuun and Pusilha were continued in 1953
with Gordon Willey's settlement study at Barton Ramie.
Subsequent work has been undertaken by several institutions
to the point where Belize archaeological research is now
linked to those studies conducted elsewhere in the Maya area
(see figure 2.3).
The outline of Maya development in the Preclassic
period (ca. 2500 B.C. - 250 A.D.) is fairly well known
though archaeologists have much less data on the Early
Preclassic (ca. 2500 - 1000 B.C.) than for the Middle
(ca.1000 - 300 B.C.) or Late Preclassic (ca. 300 B.C. - 250

lOSee Nor.man Hammond, Ancient Maya Civilization
(Cambridge, England: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 966. Thomas Gann also conducted investigations on Mayan
sites in the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
See, for example, his article, RThe contents of some ancient
mounds in Central America,n Proceedings of the Society of
Antiquaries of London 16 (1895-1897): 308-16.
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A.D.}.

The work of Norman Hammond at Cuello has pushed back

the boundaries of the Early Preclassic though Hammond's
conclusions have yet to be subjected to close scrutiny.
Hammond himself has continued his field work at Cuello to
more fully substantiate his findings.

Maya settlements at

this time indicate that maize cultivation had been well
established while other artifacts suggest the beginnings of
a ceramic tradition. 11
Several hypotheses attempt to account for the rise of
civilization in the Maya area.

These include demographic,

trade, subsistence, and external stimulus theories reviewed
by T. Patrick Culbert in 1977.

There is no firm agreement

among scholars as to why and how civilization arose and
flourished in what is generally regarded by Europeans and
North Americans as a rather inhospitable climate. 12
In the last three decades, research and study has added
considerably to the volume of data on various aspects of
Maya civilization.

The old conception of a relatively

llNorman Hammond, nEarly Maya ceremonial at Cuello,
Antiquity 54 (1980): 176-89. The anthology edited
by R. E. W. Adams, The Origins of Maya civilization
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1977)
sponsored by the School of American Research provides a
useful summary of the data on and major interpretations of
the Preclassic. See also Hammond's Ancient Civilization,
114-17.
Belize,~

12 T. Patrick Culbert, nThe Origins of Civilization in
the Lowlands,n in Adams, Origins of Maya Civilization, 3-24.
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isolated, peaceful, theocratic civilization that subsisted
largely on swidden (slash and burn) agriculture has been
largely discarded.

The Maya were one of a number of

Mesoamerican cultures that maintained a high level of
interaction with each other though the exact nature of these
exchanges is still subject to considerable debate.

Michael

D. Coe, for example, argues that many achievements such as
glyphic writing and the ball-game attributed to the Maya
were in effect Olmec inventions which their
south subsequently adopted. 13

neighbo~s

to the

Long distance trade with

population centers in the central valley of Mexico involved
the export of salt, cotton, cacao, dyes, and feathers.

An

extensive salt distribution network within the Maya area
flowed from the Gulf coast and base of the Yucatan peninsula
into the interior via the Candelaria, Usumacinta, and
Grijalva rivers while an eastern route skirted the Caribbean
coast entering the Maya heartland via present-day Belizean
rivers and through the Bay of Honduras. 14

13Michael D. Coe, DOlmec and Maya: A Study in
Relationships,n in Adams, ed., Origins of Maya Civilization,
183-95.
14 David Freidel, nTerminal Classic Lowland Maya.
Successes, Failures and Aftermaths," Jer~ A. Sabloff and
E. wyllys Andrews V., eds., Late Lowland Maya Civilization
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1986), 409-30.
For the salt trade, see Anthony P. Andrews, Maya Salt
Production and Trade (Tucson: The University of Arizona
Press, 1983).
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The image of theocratic Mayan polities coexisting in
harmony with each other has now been more closely
scrutinized.

Socio-political development under conditions

of limited resources and increasing population density as
witnessed during the late Preclassic undoubtedly increased
the likelihood of sharp competition among social classes as
among ethnic groups.

As vacant lands, an outlet for

disgruntled or displaced groups were filled up, aggression
against neighboring polities became real possibilities.

Of

course, improved technology, management and distribution may
postpone the need to apply pressure on the neighbors but as
other variables such as political strategies came into play,
the military option has to be taken into consideration. lS
Recently deciphered glyphs from Caracol (Belize) and Naranjo
(Peten, Guatemala) support the view that militarism was an
important feature of the Classic period. 16
Another view, this one extrapolated from the Spanish
colonial period, which presented the Classic Maya as
subsisting mainly through swidden agriculture has also been

15 David L. Webster, nWarfare and the Evolution of
Maya Civilization,D Adams, ea., Origins of Maya
Civilization, 335-71.
16 John R. Sosa and Dorie J. Reents, "Glyhic Evidence
for Classic Maya Militarism,n Belizean Studies 8, no. 3

(1980): 2-11.
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discarded. 17

This mode of production was inferred from

the former prevailing notion of a sparsely populated Maya
area as obtained fur the late Postclassic (ca. 900-1492).
Recent research on Maya demography has revealed startling
conclusions.

T. Patrick Culbert's recent estimate of an

average density of 200 persons per square kilometer yields a
population peak of 50 million for the Maya lowland area
alone (250,000 square kilometers)

.18

Of course the

average density suggested is still tentative as Culbert's
methodology has yet to be subjected to closer scrutiny.
An area as densely populated as that suggested above
could not have subsisted on swidden agriculture alone.
Besides, the logistical problems of transporting large
amounts of food over distances exceeding 100 kilometers is
exacerbated in the absence of draught animals and wheeled
transport. 19

But the exact nature of pre-hispanic Maya

agriculture is still subject to disagreement among scholars.

17 See , for example, the anthology on the subject edited
by Peter D. Harrison and B. L. ~lrner, Pre-hispanic Maya
Agriculture (Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press,
1978) and Paul F. Healy, Catrien van Waarden and Thomas J.
Anderson, "Nueva evidencia de antiguas terrazas mayas en
Belice," America Indigena 40, no. 4 (1980): 773-96.
18 T. Patrick Culbert, "The Collapse of Classic Maya
Civilization," Manuscript, n.d.

19 Don Rice, "Population Growth and Subsistence
Alternatives in a Tropical lacustrine Environment," Harrison
and Turner, eds., Pre-Hispanic Agriculture, 35-61.
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It is reasonable to suggest variability in dominant fornlS of
subsistence according to differences in local resources,
topography, and population.

B. L. Turner, for example,

identifies eight physiographic zones of the central lowlands
including uplands, bajos (swamps), savannah, and river
valley.20

Moreover, the development of Mayan

agrotechnology has been identified as an important, though
not the sole, determinant of state formation among the
lowland Maya.
To date, the general chronology which views the
development of Maya agriculture from swidden during the
Preclassic gradually giving way to more intensive forms of
cultivation in the Classic is widely accepted.

Various

forms of swidden agriculture would have been associated with
low population densities and relatively simple political
units of the Preclassic (ca.2500 - 300 B.C.).

As the

population increased and as socio-political units improved
in their capacity to call upon and to organize the labor of
a greater number of people, swidden may have been
supplemented by shortened fallow cycles, double cropping
where the terrain was favorable, and intensely cultivated
kitchen gardens.

Besides, the Maya domesticated deer,

20B. L. Turner, nAncient Agricultural Land Use in the
Central Maya Lowlands,n Harrison and Turner, eds., ~
Hispanic Agriculture, 163-83.
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monkeys, turkeys, pigeons and possibly a species of the dog.
To supplement their protein supply, the Maya might have
farmed fish but the evidence for this is presently limited
to the Candelaria Basin and the Hondo valley.

Subsequently,

the Maya turned to more intensive forms of cultivation which
will be reviewed presently.
Norman Hammond presents an alternative scenario.
Citing evidence of intensive agriculture at Cuello and the
Rio Hondo around the Middle Preclassic (ca. 1000 - 300
B.C.), Hammond questions the view that demographic pressure
was the critical variable in determining the development of
intensive forms of agriculture.

Instead, he proposes, the

Maya made a deliberate decision to maximize resources
particularly in well-watered areas such as the river
valleys.

Only after these prime spots were filled up did

the Maya spread into the interior to practice swidden
cUltivation. 21 Dennis Puleston suggests another possible
developmental sequence.

He argues that the bulk of the Maya

population subsisted not on maize but on ram6n, a nut which
is more nutritious than the American grain.

However, pollen

evidence of ram6n orchards, particularly for the Classic

21Norman Hammond, nThe Myth of the Milpa: Expansion in
the Maya Lowlands,n Harrison and Turner, eds., Pre-Hispanic
Agriculture, 23-34.
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period, is not available in the quantities implied by
Puleston's hypothesis as Culbert and others have noted. 22
Why did the Classic Maya develop intensive forms of
cultivation?

It has already been indicated that population

densities increased considerably at this time and the
evidence for trade, both local and long-distance, is also
compelling.

The development of more complex forms of socio-

political organization would have been another important
variable.

The slow development and spread of

would be yet another.

agrotecP~olo~J

There is no agreement on the order of

importance of these variables or on their causal
relationships.

Nonetheless, by the early Classic period, if

not before, the Maya found it necessary to resort to more
intensive forms of cultivation.

Terracing, where surface

slopes are modified by lateral obstructions to prevent
erosion as well as to better control moisture, have been
identified in many areas of the lowlands. 23 The case for
hydraulic agriculture has been firmly established.

Raised

fields are plots of land (usually in freshwater swamps,
bajos), prepared for cultivation by raising the natural
surface of the earth.

The canals that remain between the

elevated rows may be deepened to allow for canoe traffic and
22 Cu lbert, nThe Collapse of the Classic Maya,n 32.
23See for example, Healy et aI, nNueva evidencia de
antiguas terrazas. n
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possibly artificial fish ponds.

The extensive areas mapped

by archaeologists from the air suggests undertakings of
considerable size.

Dennis Puleston, though, questions these

findings suggesting that some of the perceived elevated
formations may turn out to be naturally occurring gilgai
(deep cracking of mud flats).

Turner and Harrison disagree

as in their view gilgai observed on the ground in the
lowlands do not resemble in shape nor approximate in size
those of confirmed raised fields (about 200 square .
meters) .24

Luis Millet Camara too objects to the case

made for raised field cultivation arguing that nancient n
canals observed on the Campeche coast were in fact
constructed by British

logwo~d

cutters who operated in the

area [in the late seventeenth and again in the nineteenth
centuries] .25

That British logwood cutters invested in

canal construction to facilitate the transport of logwood
from fresh water bajos to the coast is documented for the
Rio Hondo area in the nineteenth century26 but it is quite
24B. L. Turner and Peter D. Harrison, nImplications
from Agriculture for Maya Prehistory,n Harrison and Turner,
Pre-Hispanic Agriculture, 337-73.
25Luis Millet Camara, nLos canales de la costa de
Campeche y su relaci6n con la industria del palo de tinte,n
paper presented at the XVII Mesa Redonda de la Sociedad
Mexicana de Antropologia, San Cristobal de las Casas,
Chiapas, Mexico.
26A. B. John Hodge to Lieut. Gov., 30 Nov. 1865, M.P. 8,
p.29.
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conceivable that the British may have merely rehabilitated
already existing aancient a canals.

Nonetheless, both

Puleston's and Camera's reservations are well taken as they
call for on-the-spot confirmation of areas that appear as
raised fields from the air.
Finally, partially deciphered ancient Maya writing
reveals the political history of some of the elite groups,
the inauguration of various buildings, marriage alliances,
burials, and other important events.

Classic Maya polities

might have been organized in states or quasi-states of
differing size.

Tikal, for example, controlled a large

hinterland (buffer) which supplied it with resources.
core-periphery relationship is suggested here. 27
case, the image of a Maya

theocra~

A

In any

devoted primarily to

religious affairs within isolated city-states is clearly
inaccurate.
The collapse of Maya civilization from around 900 A.D.
has stimulated much intellectual inquiry.

In an admirably

lucid essay on the subject, T. Patrick Culbert argues for a
processual interpretation which views the Maya as victims of
their own success.

He notes that the various hypotheses

27 Linda Schele, nA Comparative Study of the History of
Katun 13 as recorded in Maya Inscriptions,n Manuscript, n.d.
For a core-buffer model of classic Maya political
organization, see William L. Rathje, nThe Tikal Connection,n
Adams, ed., Origins of Maya Civilization, 373-82.
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suggested to date (related to subsistence, demography,
social conflict, disease, foreign invasion), are relevant
but attention should be placed not on these factors per se
as on "the structure that allows perturbations to amplify
through the system.
attained equilibrium.

The Maya', continues Culbert, 'never
They were a growth system, changing

continually and subject to the possibility that the very
processes that generated growth might lead to disintegration
if the trajectory continued. D28
Just when the "collapseD occurred has also generated
controversy among archaeologists particularly those who
specialize on the postclassic.

Participants in a School of

American Research seminar on the subject argued for a
greater interlap between Maya (Puuc) and Toltec architecture
and ceramics at Chichen Itza and even Dzibilchaltun
(Yucatan) to suggest a longer classic period to about the
thirteent.h century in north-central Yucatan. 29

Lamanai

(Belize) suggests even greater continuity (from 300 B.C. to
about 1641) well into the Spanish colonial period but that
site is regarded as being somewhat enigmatic. 3D

It is

28Culbert, "The Collapse of the Classic Maya," 11.
29Jeremy Sabloff and E. W. Andrews V, eds., ~
Lowland Maya Civilization (Albuquerque: University of New
Mexico Press, 1986).
30 David Pendergast, " Lamanai, Be1ice durante e1 postclasico," Estudios de Cultura Maya 24 (1982): 19-58.
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clear from all of the above, that traditional conceptions of
ancient Maya chronology are also being subjected to closer
scrutiny in light of new findings and interpretations.
Maya Resistance of Spanish Colonialism

The coming of the Europeans to the Americas resulted in
dramatic transformations in the lives of native American
groups.

The gradual subjugation of the Indians was

facilitated by the demographic catastrophe that beset chem
at contact and during the first century of Spanish
control. 31 With respect to Mexico, the nBerkeley School n
of demographic research has revealed the extent of the
dramatic population decline from an estimated 25 million in
1519 to about one million in 1605. 32 In the Yucatan
Peninsula including the Belize coast and the Bay of
Honduras, the estimated population of 800,000 declined
precipitously.

The curato (parish district) of Bacalar, for.

example, reported as having 18,000 houses in 1528, had
declined to 28 vecinos and about 500 Mayas in its
31See the review article by Henry A. Dobyns,
"Estimating Aboriginal American Populations: An Appraisal of
Techniques with a new Hemispheric Estimate,n Current
Anthropology 7, no. 4 (Oct. 1966): 395-416. See also, the
more recent analysis on native populations of South America
by Noble David Cook, Demographic Collapse: Indian Peru,
1520-1620 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1981).
32Sherburne F. Cook and Woodrow Borah, Essays in
Population History: Mexico and the Caribbean (Berkeley and
Los Angeles: University of California Press, 1974).
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surrounding hamlets in 1639. 33

As the population

stabilized with the establishment of Spanish colonial
government, the interaction between Indian and Spaniard led
to the "creation" of a colonial society fusing cultural
elements from both sides of the Atlantic.
In frontier areas of the Spanish empire such as in
south-eastern Yucatan, relative stability was long in
coming.

The relationship between Indian and European was

influenced by the bitter struggle that lasted for over a
century and a half.

Spanish intrusion into the Belize area

dates from Cortez's 1525 entrada via Tayasal {capital of the
Maya Itza} and the subsequent conquest of the Uamil-Chetumal
area by Gaspar Pacheco, his son Melchor and nephew
Alonso. 34

European aggression in southeastern Yucatan was

inevitably influenced by regional events - in the Chontal
area of Acalan-Tixchel to the north, in the Chol area to the
south, in the Itza area to the west, and of course by events
in north-central Yucatan.

At the same time, the structures

of socio-political organization, settlement pattern and
regional trade that obtained in the late postclassic central

33 I bid., 79.
Jones, Maya Resistance, pp. 74-75
indicates a considerably smaller estimate and a lower rate
of decline.

34 Robert S. Chamberlain, The Conquest and Colonization
of Yucatan, 1517-1550 (Washington, D.C.: Carnegie
Institution of Washington, Publication 582, 1948), 232-36.
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lowlands probably channelled the direction of events of the
contact and conquest periods.

The case for continuity

_ _ _ --:I

Llt::t::U

not be discarded in the face of dynamic population
movements.

It is often argued that while individual agency

aided by chance may be manifested in an infinity of ways, it
is the structures of society that direct and shape
individual agency.
of culture.

Nancy Farriss puts this notion in terms

She argues that change in Yucatan meant nthe

persistence throughout the colonial period and beyond of a
cultural configuration that became transformed under Spanish
influence, but along Mayan lines and in accordance with
Mayan principles. n35 The dialectic of human agency and
social structures therefore quite often lead to important
transformations in society.
Clearly the coming of the Spaniards to southeastern
Yucatan easily qualifies as the type of agency that shook
the structures of preclassic society to its very
foundations.

European disease to which the Maya had no

natural immunity, for example, is mainly responsinle for the
dramatic population decline in the Uaymil-Chetumal area at
contact. 36 However, we have more questions than answers.

35Nancy Farriss, Maya Society Under Colonial Rule: The
Collective Enterprise of Survival (Princeton: Princeton
University Press, 1984), 9.
36Cook and Borah, Essays in Population History.
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To what extent were the structures of the late postclassic
transformed by the coming of the Spaniards?

Can we perceive

continuities in the political economy of the region that may
help us understand the gradual penetration of the world
economy into small and remote Belize from the beginnings of
its historic period?
As there exist numerous gaps in the data on SpanishMaya relations in Belize from the sixteenth to the
eighteenth centuries3~ only a cursory treatment of the
dialectic of structure and individual agency can be
attempted here and merely with the object of placing the
introduction of the world economy into Belize in the context
of the locality and region.

A similar situation obtains for

the region which encompasses the entire Yucatan peninsula
from about western Tabasco to the Bay of Honduras.

Only a

few scholars including Ralph Roys, France Scholes and Grant
Jones have concerned themselves with the early historic
period, from 1509 when the Spaniards first landed in Yucatan
to 1697 when the Peten Itza were finally conquered.
37A more definitive work on Spanish Maya relations in
Belize to the eighteenth century by Grant D. Jones Maya
Resistance has just been published. Jones has undertaken
the task of investigating this period almost single
handedly. Most of the analysis done on the subject to date
comes'·from-~ones' pioneering work.
See also his nSouthern
Lowland Maya Political Organization: A Model of Change from
Protohistoric through Colonial Times,n Actes de XLIII
Congres International des Americanistes, Congres de
Centenaire 8 (1979): 83-94.

67
Recently, Grant Jones and a number of archaeologists
including Arlen Chase and Elizabeth Graham have combined
ethnohistorical and archaeological methods of inquiry in
their study of the early historic period in the Maya
lowlands.

The location of the postclassic-early historic

site of Tipu at present day Negroman in western Belize is a
gratifying result of this cooperation (see figure 2.4}.38
Judging from the paucity of documentary sources on the early
historic period, it is clear that an interdisciplinary
approach will be most appropriate to study this region
during the time in question.
Some form of political structure perhaps associated
with tribute and trade is suggested by the literature on the
contact period.

During his entrada across the base of the

Yucatan Peninsula in 1525, Hernan Cortez passed through
Tayasal, the capital of the Peten Itza ruled by a king, Can
Ek.

The Itza had apparently abandoned Chichen Itza around

1200 and had found their way to Tayasal where they
established themselves as a dominant elite group in Peten
and adjacent regions as far southeast as the Bay of

38Grant D. Jones, Robert R. Kautz and Elizabeth Graham,
"Tipu: A Mayan Town on the Spanish Colonial Frontier,"
Archaeology (Jan./Feb. 1986): 40-47
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Honduras.

In that area, Cortez observed several cacao and

maize fields reportedly owned by groups that paid tribute to
or traded with Can Ek.

Additionally, the Itza were said to

control the regional trade between the Peten lakes and the
Manche Chol, the Mopan and Chakan areas. 39
Transmesoamerican trade at contact has also been confirmed among
the Chontal, a Mexicanized Maya group then located in
present day Tabasco and southern Campeche.

The trade

between eastern Tabasco to the Bay of Honduras with
nfactories n at Chactemal (Chetumal) and Nito at the Bay of
Honduras was under the control of the Chontal. 40
Presumably, the Chontal trade was linked with the Itza as
the latter probably controlled the area west of the Maya
Mountains.

Goods such as obsidian, salt, cacao, slaves and

feathers were exported from the Maya lowlands to other
trading centers in Central Mexico from ports on the Gulf
Coast.
The nature of the political and economic structures
associated with the trans-mesoamerican trade is obscure and
can only be inferred.

With respect to this, Hellmuth chides

39Jones, nSouthern Lowland Maya,n 83-94.
40France V. Scholes, Eleanor B. Adams, and Ralph L.
Roys, The Maya Chontal Indians of Acalan Tixchel: A
Contribution to the History and Ethnography of the Yucatan
Peninsula (Washington, D.C.: Carnegie Institution of
Washington, Publication 560, 1948).
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his colleagues for ignoring for too long -abundant n archival
material on sixteenth-century cultural groups in ths Peten
and Chiapas area which show that the various Lacandon and
Chol groups, the Quehache, Itza and Mopan . . .'
had complex social, political and religious systems
which will provide a variety of new and different
models to replace the overused and misused traditional
models which simplistically transfer Landa's or modern
highland ethnographers' descriptions back [to earlier
groups] .41
Helmuth concludes that the lowland Chiapas and Peten Maya
had a well-balanced diet, practiced intensive agriculture
including multi-cropping, and

domesticat~d

many animals.

He

also imputes a high population density for the area at
contact - "a minimum average of 7 [persons per household]
for the Cholti and 10 for the Ytza."42
little more came from Hellmuth.

Unfortunately,

Commenting on "the adequacy

of the known record," Jones observed that Hellmuth reached
"much more optimistic conclusions n than he did. 43 For his
part, Jones argues that whereas the major framework of Mayan

41Nicholas Hellmuth, "Cholti-Lacandon (Chiapas) and
Peten-Ytza Agriculture: Settlement Pattern and Population,"
Norman Hammond, ed., Social Process in Maya prehistory.
Studies in Honor of Sir Eric Thompson (New York: Academic
Press, 1977), 421-22.
42 I bid., 443.
43Grant D. Jones, "Agriculture and Trade in the
Colonial Period Southern Maya 1owl~nds," Kent V. Flannery,
ed., Maya Subsistence: Studies in Memory of Dennis E.
Puleston (New York: Academic Press, 1982), 276.
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socio-political organization proved fragile when faced with
the Spanish conquest, local patterns of organization turned
out to be more resistent - a conclusion he shared with
Charles Gibson and Nancy Farriss, among others. 44
The Acalan Chol and the Itza data suggest that the
persistence of the structures of regional trade were related
to the profitability of the business that enabled some
groups to position themselves in strategic locations, as at
the mouth of the Rio Hondo and at the Bay of Honduras.

This

arrangement, in turn, implies a degree of socio-political
control of the groups involved in the production and
exchange of the products exported from the area.

The

control and accumulation of wealth provided the capital
underlying the emergence of dominant groups.

Answers to

related questions such as the mode of production, systems of
land tenure and labor control will require more ethnographic
data on the contact period.
for the purpose of this

~0rk,

What is important to emphasize
is that the area between

western Tabasco to the Bay of Honduras including hinterlands
was v"ery likely integrated into an economic nblock,n a
result of the persistence of local socio-economic structures

44 Charles Gibson, Aztecs under Spanish Rule: A History
of the Indians of the Valley of Mexico. 1519-1810 (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1964), Farriss, Maya Society, and
Jones, nSouthern Lowland Maya. n
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which facilitated the establishment or re-establishffient of
dominant elites.
Though it is now fairly well established that European
disease decimated the Maya population, the relationship
between this catastrophe and the subsequent re-emergence of
dominant groups is still unclear.

The data on the Chontals

indicate that in the vacuum created by disease and forced
resettlement, Don Pablo Paxbolon sought to bring under his
control (though under Spanish supervision) the Acalan
Tixchel district, settled by the Chontals that survived and
apostates from north and central Yucatan.

This situation

gave Paxbolon the opportunity to benefit from his control of
the trade between the Gulf coast and the interior in
addition to the tribute that he coerced as cacique, governor
and military captain of Acalan Tixchel. 45
The activities of Spanish missionaries among the Manche
Chol (located in the Cahabon-Sarstoon area in the Bay of

45Scholes and Roys, The Maya Chontal, 331, passim. Lee
Parsons and Barbara Price argue that long-distance trade in
the Maya lowlands was limited to l~~ury items. As the
market for these products was limited, the Maya nobility and
not a merchant class assumed control of this activity. This
contrasts with highland Mesoamerican trade in which a class
of professional merchants came to dominate intra-regional
trade. Parsons and Price "Mesoamerican Trade," 164-83.
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Honduras) led to the decline of this population, formerly a
link in the western Tabasco-Honduras commercial block. 46
The collapse of the Chontal-controlled trans-Yucatan
trade network may have caused a temporary set-back on Itza
commercial activity but about a century later, L6pez de
Cogolludo's account of Spanish missionary work in the region
suggests that the rulers of Tayasal still retained control
of considerable territory.

The continuous flow of apostates

fleeing from Spanish abuse in north-central Yucatan helped
to sustain the Itza polity but it was only a matter of time
before the Spaniards would make good on their claim to the
Peten area.

As the regional structures of trade and socio-

political integration crumbled, they were reduced to their
"component parts. "47
How did the Maya of central and northern Belize fit in
the trans-Yucatan polities at contact?
data is equivocal.

The ethnohistoric

Recently Grant Jones challenged the

long-held view that at least northern Belize was within the
province of Chactemal. 48 Proceeding with caution, though,
46Eric Thompson, "Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century
Reports on the Chol Mayas," American Anthropologist 40
(1938): 584-604.

47Jones, "Southern Lowland Maya," 46.
48See Ralph Roys, The Political Geography of the
Yucatan Maya (Washington, D.C.: Carnegie Institution of
Washington, Publication 613, 1957), 159-65; Grant D. Jones,
liThe Last Maya Frontiers of Colonial Yucatan," Murdo MacLeod
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Jones points to the possible existence of a seventeenthcentury polity in central-north Belize dominated by the Tipu
Maya but is not prepared to assert that this political unit
predated Spanish intrusion.

On the contrary, Jones seems to

lean toward the idea that like the Paxbolon model at Acalan
Tixchel, the Tipuan polity was a colonial creation. 49
Additional ethnohistorical material may shed more light
on the nature of the Belize Maya society at contact.

The

data available relates more to the late sixteenth and early
seventeenth centuries than to the contact period. So
According to Jones' analysis, the Tipu Maya were caught
between the Itza on their west and an even stronger Spanish
presence to the north.

The Tipu Maya could hold the

Spaniards at arm's length through their control of the
and Robert Wasserstrom, eds., Spaniards and Indians in
Southeastern Mesoamerica (Lincoln: University of Nebraska
Press, 1983), 64-91. See also, Anthony P. Andrews, "The
Political Geography of the Sixteenth Century Yucatan Maya:
Comments and Revisions," Journal of Anthropological Research
40, no. 4 (1984): 589-96.
49Jones, Ibid., 69.
sOSee for example, the articles in Grant D. Jones, ed.,
Anthropology and History in Yucatan (Austin: University of
Texas Press, 1977), Philip A. Means, "History of the Spanish
Conquest of Yucatan and of the Itzas," i20ers of the Peabody
Museum 7 (1917): 54-83, Doris Zemurray Stone, "Some Spanish
Entradas, 1524-1695," ed. Maurice Ries, Middle American
Papers. Studies Relating to Research in Mexico, the Central
American Republics and the West Indies (New Orleans: Middle
American Research Series, Publication 4, 1932), 230-80 and
Eric Thompson, The Maya of Belize: Historical Chapters Since
Columbus (Belize: n.p., 1974).
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area's major river systems, while the constant flow of
refugees from north-central Yucatan replenished their
constantly diminishing numbers.

The Belize natives also

obtained vital information on their adversaries from the
northern refugees.

On the other hand, Tipuan acceptance of

visita churches signified their alliance with a powerful
nation, a message intended for their potentially hostile
neighbours, the Itza. 51
In 1582 about nine of the reported twenty-two visita
churches of the curato of Bacalar were probably located
within Belizean territory.

Tipu figured prominently in the

1618-1619 journey of Friars Bartolome de Fuensalida and Juan

de Orbita to Tayasal.

From Bacalar, the friars canoed to

the mouth of the Rio Hondo, and along the coast to the New
River which they followed as far as the southern end of New
River Lagoon.

They travelled overland to the Belize River

at Lucu and crossing several rapids, finally reached Tipu
(present-day Negroman on the Macal branch of the Belize
River) .
The presence of a visita church (designated thus as the
village had no resident priest, only one who nvisited n
periodically) at Tipu and the fact that the alcalde of
Bacalar who accompanied the friars promptly set out to

51Jones, ibid., 71.
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collect overdue tribute, implies a certain accommodation
between Tipu and the religious and civil authorities at
Bacalar.

It is clear from the accounts of the visit that

the prominent men of the village were Yucatec immigrants one
of whom was said to have become rich by producing cacao.

It

is not unlikely that the hazards of European disease and
Spanish conquest wiped out most of the original cacao
producers.

The newcomers readily filled in the vacuum. The

new producers, though, had to reach some form of
understanding with Spanish authorities to continue exporting
from Belize.
The friars' mission to Tayasal failed and upon checking
on the Tipuans themselves, the missionaries found cause for
exemplary punishment.

Isabel Pech, the widow of a cacique

earlier executed for practicing idolatry, was whipped for
keeping idols.

Subsequently, more idols were found and more

people were punished.
Clearly, the visita church system was little more than
a convenient tool used by both sides.

Constantly short of

funds and personnel, the Spanish clergy could not be
overzealous about the strict observance of Christian
doctrine.

An

unstable frontier population could not be

adequately supervised in any case.

In fact, to support the

visita concept to reinforce the idea of a Spanish presence,
Bacalar authorities resorted to local custom.

Juan de
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Estrada, a lay friar who doubled up as missionary as well as
municipal official, was godfather of many Tipu children.
Compadrazgo ties helped strengthen the relationship between
Bacalar and Tipu.

On the other hand, visita churches served

as rough frontier markers separating areas of complete
paganism from those accepting and nominally practicing the
Christian faith.

It was the gradualist approach to the

conquest of the Maya in an area that was not attractive,
either for its easily accessible natural resources or for
its tribute-paying population.

For the Tipuans, the visita

institution meant minimal interference from Spanish
authorities and the tacit understanding that as Spanish
subjects paying tribute to authorities in Bacalar, the Itza
would refrain from attacking them with impunity.
Around 1636 the Maya of the Bacalar region revolted.
They were soon joined by fellow Mayas from the Belize visita
villages such as Lamanai which were later abandoned as the
Maya retreated towards Tipu.

Fuensalida undertook to pacify

the unsettled Tipu area but on this occasion the Maya were
in no mood for strategic alliances.

They might have judged

the Spaniards to be a greater threat to their autonoID¥ than
the Itza.

Evaluation of the harsh treatment meted on the

idolaters and the execution by the Itza of some Tipuans who
accompanied

F·r~.ar

Diego Delgado to Tayasal may have
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contributed to their new out1ook. 52

Besides it is quite

probable that relations were affected by the collection of
tribute and by the fortunes of the regional trade in cacao,
vanilla and achiote.

Of this, though, we have no firm data.

In 1654-55, Francisco Perez, a resident of Bacalar,
undertook four entradas to pacify the Tipu area which the
Franciscan friars had abandoned in 1643.

With the help of

Mayan auxiliaries from Bacalar, Perez journeyed into northcentral Belize where he found the northern visita villages
on the route to Tipu abandoned, their inhabitants having
dispersed in the general direction of Tipu.

Perez succeeded

in capturing about a hundred persons whom he relocated at
Bacalar.

On his third entrada in 1655, the Spanish captain

undertook a matricu1a (census) of the residents of the Tipu
villages.

He sent messages to Tipu, Zaczuuz, and Lucu

requiring all the Maya to convene at Chunukum.

Some 110 men

and a few women and children showed up at Chunukum for the
census.

The Maya promised to welcome Spanish priests at a
church to be built at Chunukum. 53
What happened between 1641 and 1655 to change the
Tipuan's policy towards the Spanish conquerors?

Of course

52France V. Scholes and Eric Thompson, nThe Franci~co
Perez Probanza of 1654-1656 and the Matricula of Tipu
(Belize),n Jones, ed., Anthropology and History, 50.
53 I bid.
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we need to consider that the pattern of reconcentration and
flight (where the Maya would consent to relocation to a
central settlement only to flee when conditions became
intolerable) was a common practice in the frontier area. 54
But other factors were involved.

B=itish buccaneering raids

on Bacalar led to the temporary abandonment of that frontier
post around 1652 and revealed the vulnerability of the
Spaniards in this outpost.

In view of the Perez entradas,

the Tipuans concluded that the frontier was not as
inaccessible as they supposed.

Moreover, flight was only

practical if the Maya could retain their autonomy and
acquire access to adequate land for cultivation.

Flight to

the south would push the Maya into the Maya Mountains, an
unattractive area for milpa or swidden farming.

Flight to

the west would put them into Itza territory while the
eastern coastal areas were being taken over by British
buccaneers/logwood cutters.
The penetration of European products into the frontier
areas of the Spanish colonial empire certainly contributed
to the apparent willingness of various Indian groups to
retain contact with the Spaniards.

This conclusion is drawn

from an analysis of the 1655 Perez census.

Most of the Maya

who offered to accept the authority of the Roman Catholic
54 See for example, Thompson, "Reports on the Chol

Maya."
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Church had Yucatec surnames, suggesting that most of them
were refugees from north-central Yucatan.

Spanish

manufactured goods especially metal tools and household
utensils as well as domesticated draught animals were
generally introduced to the frontier area by Spanish
missionaries.

The friars purposely sought to associate

these attractive items of Spanish material culture with
Roman Catholicism to help attract and retain a congregation.
This strategy worked best in a settled community, a
situation that did not obtain in the frontier area.

The

Indians who were most attracted to these elements of Spanish
technology were those refugees of northern Yucatan who had
been previously exposed to this influence.
On the other hand, of the thirty indios del monte (wild
Indians) identified in the census, only four were men,
implying that most of them were women and children captured
by Perez' men.

These nwild n Indians, probably Muzul Maya -

natives of the area between the Sibun and Belize rivers are clearly not well represented in the census as they most
likely fled into the forest. 55
Another reason the Tipu Maya opted to retain relations
with the Spaniards is explained by the regional trade.

Tipu

supplied Tayasal with machetes and steel axes in return for
55A copy of the 1655 census is reproduced in Scholes
and Thompson, n The Perez Probanza,n 58-64.
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Mayan textiles.

Undoubtedly, the Tipu obtained their supply

of Spanish manufactured goods via Bacalar and marketed their
export crops and textiles through that Spanish outpost.
Naturally, the Belize Maya preferred to retain amicable
relations with both of their business partners: the
Spaniards and the Itza.

Trade considerations thus account

for the marriage of a Tipuan into Itza nobility.56
Though the patterns of trade in the trans-Yucatan
region are vaguely visible from the late Postclassic to the
end of the seventeenth century, we lack the data to do
little more than speculate on the effect of human agency on
these structures.

Jones makes the brilliant deduction that

the Chactemal nobility might have fled south after the
establishment of Salamanca de Bacalar in 1545 as implied by
the location of Chanlacam, the center of the 1636-1639
revolt. 57 If Jones' surmise is correct, we see continuity
of the local socio-political structure, reinforced by the
systems of land tenure, land use, and the accumulation of
wealth.

56I bid., 57. The military conquest of the Itza was
completed in 1697, over 170 years after Cortez' entrada. A
two-pronged campaign from Guatemala and Yucatan pinned down
the Itza. Continued resistance was short-lived. See Juan
de Villagutierre Soto-Mayor~ ~i~pria de la conguista de la
provincia de el Itza, reducci6n y progresos de la el
Lacand6n (Guatemala: Tipografia Nacional, 1933.)
57Jones, RThe Last Maya Frontier,R 75.
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That many of these local structures survived the shocks
of disease, conquest and a high rate of population movement
implies that Mesoamerica was no stranger to these upheavals.
In frontier areas where the institutions of the newcomers
were fairly weak, their native counterparts had a better
chance of retaining their ethnic identity.

For example, the

frontier area of south-eastern Yucatan (present-day Quintana
Roo) retained throughout the nineteenth-century a decidedly
Mayan world view. 58

In north-central Belize, the

institutions of state, church, and culture were very weak
due in part to the Maya's dispersed settlement pattern.
Besides, the Maya could easily disappear into the forest and
drift to other settlements. 59

Efforts to capture and

relocate the Maya in frontier areas were less successful
than in other more settled parts of the region.
However, the porous frontier cannot hold back the
influences of the outside world.

Given time, even irregular

contact would begin to erode elements of native

58 The solidarity among the Santa Cruz Maya figured
prominently in the native Yucatan military forces during the
Caste War of Yucatan, 1847-1901. See Nelson Reed, The Caste
War of Yucatan (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1964).
59 Nancy
Farriss, RNucleation versus Dispersal: The
Dynamics of Population Movement in Colonial Yucatan, n Hispanic
American Historical Review 58, no. 2 (1978): 187-216. See
also the same author'S RIndians in Colonial Yucatan: Three
Perspectives," MacLeod and Wasserstrom, eds., Spaniards and
Indians, 1-39.
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institutions, stimulating processes of change.
institutions were thus created.

Colonial

And, unless totally

eliminated, as occurred with the Muzul and Manche Chol of
southern Belize (through disease and forced relocation of
survivors), the Tipu Maya would have suffered the same fate
as the Itza of Tayasal who were colonized in the beginning
of the eighteenth century.60
The coming of the English

The English were not entirely responsible for the
failure of the Spaniards to colonize Belize.

It was the

nature of the institutional and economic links with the
Spanish world that enabled the Tipu Maya to retain
considerable
adversaries.

autono~

until they faced a new set of

Maya linkages with Spaniards were weakened as

the native population succumbed to disease and forced
relocations.

Mayan flight and dispersal into more

inaccessible areas also reduced the opportunities for
contact.

Local socio-political structures cannot be

maintained beyond a certain population threshold.

Neither

can the production of export crops be maintained with a
drastically declining population.

And, without the income

earned from the "export" of its crops, the Maya could not

60Thompson, The Maya of Belize, 33.
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very well continue Dimporting n Spanish manufactured
goOds. 61
The Spanish relocation policy in the eastern coast of
Central America was colored by the competition among the
European powers for control of colonial markets and raw
resources.

Smuggled British manufactured goods were cheaper

than the highly-taxed goods brought from Spain.

Equally

important was the fact that unlike the Spaniards, the early
Britishers who operated in the region were more interested
in business than in converting the natives to christianity.
The English were willing to bring in mercantile capital to
facilitate the extraction of forestry resources much in
demand in the international market.

The Anglos soon

recognized that coerced Mayan labor would not answer to
their needs as the Maya ran away easily.

Instead, to

supplement the use of African slave labor, the English
sometimes offered wage labor in the logwood camps thus
linking the Maya more effectively to the world economy than
61 No significant document has come to light on the
eighteenth-century Maya of Belize. Feldman speaks of
abundant archival material on the forced relocation of the
Belize Maya which confirms the use of that policy on the
Tipu as applied earlier on the Manche Chol of southern
Belize. Unfortunately, I did not have access to this
archival material at the time of writing. Lawrence Feldman,
nBelize and its Neighbors: A Preliminary Report on the
Spanish Colonial Records of the Audiencia of Guatemala,n T.
R. Hesteret aI, eds., Archaeology at Colha, Belize: The 1981
Interim Report (San Antonio: University of Texas Press,
1982) .
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the Spaniards did with visita churches, tribute and trade in
the frontier area.

In this way, the English weakened and

eventually took control of the regional economic links which
the Spaniards had taken over during the contact period.
The economic block which in the late Postc1assic and in
the contact period reached to the Bay of Honduras in the
south, was extended further southwards by British activities
on the eastern coast of Central America.

Among the Miskito

Indians, the British presence goes back to the early
seventeenth century.62

In the Bay of Honduras and

Campeche, the British were first associated with the
buccaneering raids on Spanish ports, particularly at Omoa,
where the possibilities of plunder in the

Hondur~n

silver

and gold mines attracted the sea rovers from about the
1560s.

In the

~id-seventeenth

centuries, these raids were

extended northwards to Bacalar and Campeche.

The raids of

1641, 1648 and 1652 finally led to the temporary abandonment
of Bacalar presumably shortly after 1652 when a number of
Spaniards including the capitan de guerra were killed by the
buccaneers. 63

62Troy S. Floyd, The Anglo-Spanish Struggle for
Mosouitia {Albuquerque: The University of New Mexico Press,
1979),70.
63peter Gerhard, The Southeast Frontier of New Spain
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1979), 70.
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The first British settlement in Belize dates from
around this time.

As buccaneering and smuggling activities

were largely undertaken by private individuals who were not
too concerned with the legality of their undertakings, it is
not surprising that documentary evidence on the early Belize
settlement is totally lacking. 64

Oral tradition, probably

not recorded until the early nineteenth century, speaks of a
Captain Peter Wallace (or Willis) who, shipwrecked in 1638
off the coast of Belize, founded a settlement at the mouth
of the Belize River. 65

The Almanack of 1839 further

states that Wallace was a buccaneering chief, formerly of
Falklands, Kinrosshire who continued his profession as a
pirate in Caribbean waters. 66
The continuing conflict between Spain and England led
to the opening of a second British beachead on the eastern
coast of Central America.

When war broke out in 1625,

Captain Sussex Cammock of the Somers Island Company then
occupying Bermuda, was ordered to attack any Spanish
interests in the Caribbean.

Cammock udiscovered R Providence

64Many of these rovers were illiterate and if some
documents were written at this time, the ravages of climate
and natural disasters would have destroyed them.
65 The

Honduras Almanack for 1839 (Belize: n.p., 1839),

4.
66 I bid.
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and Henrietta (Andres) Islands off the Miskito Shore of
Nicaragua.

The Providence Company was formed to colonize

these islands and by 1633, some English settlers had moved
to the mainland at Cape Gracias a Dios and possibly
Bluefields.

The settlers introduced at least 450 African

slaves in an attempt to produce tropical crops for the
European market.

Company agents also traded rum, clothing

and firearms for sarsaparilla, then much in demand for its
medicinal properties. 67
The introduction of firearms tilted the fortunes of
warfare among the various Indian groups on the Miskito Shore
in favor of those trading with the English. 68

Though the

settlers of the Providence Company were driven out by the
Spaniards in 1641, the buccaneers found shelter at several
isolated coves on the shore.

With the help of their Sambo-

Miskito allies, the "brethren of the coast" launched daring
raids deep into Spanish-held territory in Nicaragua.

As a

result of this alliance, the Sambo-Miskito continued their
ascendancy over other Indian groups whom they raided.
Prisoners captured were often bartered to the English and
sold as slaves.

This Indian slave trade echoed that of the

first half of the sixteenth century when Indians from the
67 Fl

oyd, Anglo-Spanish Struggle, chapts. 2-3.

6a The name Mosquito or Miskito Indian is derived from
"Musket men." Hermann Bock, personal communication.
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Bay of Honduras were captured for sale in South America.

As

pre-colombian Central America was no stranger to slavery,
one wonders how ancient was this trade in human labor. 69
The Anglo-Spanish treaties of 1667 and 1670 outlawed
buccaneering and conferred British sovereignty over
territories then occupied by England.
~~erican

In the Central

context, the seventeenth-century depression had

"neutralized n Spanish patriotism and had lessened distrust
of foreigners, while the Jamaica-based smugglers recognized
the incompatibility of piracy and slave-raiding on the one
hand and illegal trade on the other. 70
As English and Spanish officials tried to enforce the
terms of the treaties, buccaneers sought an alternative mode
of subsistence.

Raids in the Bay of Campeche had sometimes

yielded logwood, a wood valued for its dye properties shades of black, grey, purple, violet and dark red.
Formerly prohibited by royal proclamation in 1630, logwood
imports into Britain were legalized in 1662. 71 The Anglos
69 William Sherman, Native Labor in Sixteenth-Century
Central America (Lincoln: University of Nebraska University
Press, 1979), 38-82. See also, Murdo MacLeod, Spanish
Central America: A Socioeconomic History, 1520-1720
(Berkeley: University of California Press, 1973), 52.

70MacLeod, ibid., 362.
71Arthur M. Wilson, "The Logwood Trade in the
Seventeenth and Eighteenth Centuries," Donald C. McKay, ed.,
Essays in the History of Modern Europe (New York: Books for
Libraries, 1968), 1-15.
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learned that not only

di~

the dye not damage textiles, but

that the logwood monopoly held by Spain brought some hefty
profits.

Before the monopoly was broken, logwood was

selling at £100 per ton in the European market.
Predictably, the trade attracted English buccaneers
long accustomed to the risks involved in clandestine
operations on the eastern coast of Central America and at
the Bay of Campeche.

William Dampier spent some time among

the logwood cutters around 1676 and described their conduct:
they often made Sallies out in small Parties
among the nearest Indian Towns; where they
plundered and brought away the Indian Women
to serve them at their Huts, and sent
their Husbands to be sold at Jamaica;
besides they had not forgot their old
Drinking-bouts, and would spend 30 or
40£ at a sitting aboard the Ships that
came hither from Jamaica. . • . And though
afterwards many sober men came into the
Bay to cut Wood, yet by degrees the old
Standards so debauched them that . . .
[they] continued in their Wickedness, till
the Spaniards . . . fell upon them, and took
most of them singly at their own Huts, and
carried them away Prisoners to Campeachy
or Vera Cruz; from whence they were sent
to Mexico, and sold to several Tradesmen
in that City.72
Dampier was also impressed by the hardships involved in the
extraction of the wood in the swamps of Campeche:
For their Bedding they raise a Barbecue,
or wooden Frame 3 Foot and a half above
72William Dampier, Dampier's Voyages. Consisting of a
New Voyage Round the World, . . . Two Voyages to Campeachy,
2 vols. (London: E. Grant Richards, 1906), 156.
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Ground on one side of the House; and
stick up four Stakes at each corner to
fasten their Pavilion, out of which
here is no sleeping for Moskitoes . . .
During the wet Season, the Land where
the Logwood grows is so overflowed that
they step from their Beds into the water
perhaps two Feet deep, and continue
standing in the wet all Day, till they
go to bed again. 73
England thus established her control over a larger
economic block than the one existing in the late Postclassic
to the end of the sixteenth century.

Combining the alluring

prospects of contraband trade with clandestine logwood
operations, the English succeeded in strengthening the loose
mercantile ties established earlier by Spain with the world
economy.

More important than the romance and drama of

swash-buckling buccaneers, and hardened, rough, individual
logwood cutters is the fact that without the mercantile
capital advanced by merchants, the shipping and marketing of
the wood would not have been possible.

Also, for

clandestine operations to last as long as they did on the
eastern coast of Central America, the connivance of Spanish
authorities was necessary.

Soldiers sent to guard Recollect

missionaries operating in the Miskito Shore in 1685, for
example, found it very profitable to dab in the contraband
trade with the English. 74
73 I bid.,

178-79.

74 Fl oyd,

Anglo-Spanish Struggle, 43.
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It bears emphasizing too that the regional context was
critical not only because of the location of the logwood
swamps all along the eastern coast of Central America and
the Bay of Campeche but also because of the broad patterns
of enclave economies: resource exploitation, demographic
trends, labor control, repatriation of profits, created in
this region when mercantile capitalism found its way in
there in response to the search for markets and for raw
resources.

The active participation of various social

groups, whites, blacks, mestizos, sambos, Indians .
played a major role in the final outcome of foreign
investments in this region.
Logwood groves occurred naturally in the Bay of
Campeche, the northeastern tip of the Yucatan Peninsula
(Cape Catoche), along the Belize coast and along the Miskito
Shore.

Except for the northeastern tip of Yucatan, the best

logwood were located in the colonial frontiers of the
Spanish American empire in southeastern Yucatan and the
eastern coast of Central America.

As observed above, trade

links with Spain were weak and colonial institutions were
unstable.

There was a high rate of population movement both

in and out of the region, while some areas like coastal
Belize and the Laguna de Terminos (Campeche), were thinly
populated.

The Sarnbo-Miskito groups on the Miskito Shore
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were decidedly hostile to Spanish colonialism and were
generally allied with the English.
It was precisely because this region was already
regarded as a colonial backwater of the Spanish empire that
the English managed to secure a firm foothold.

Still, it is

surprising that the Spaniards would opt for a military and
diplomatic approach to the issue of controlling the region
given the profitability of the logwood trade.
military force was successful in the Bay of
in Belize or in the Miskito Shore.

Spanish

C~~peche

but not

In Belize, Spanish raids

on logwood camps lasted throughout the eighteenth century
but did not succeed in dislodging the logwood cutters from
the area.

Diplomatic negotiations led to the legalization

of the British presence in Belize and of their continued
influence in the Miskito Shore until the middle of the
nineteenth century.
The Spaniards also tried their hand at planned
colonization as a defensive strategy against foreign
interlopers.

The project to settle the eastern coast with

colonos from the Canary Islands failed.

The isolated

frontier area, the long delays in securing funding,
bureaucratic bungling, and the hostile Sambo-Miskito all
helped to frustrate Spanish designs. 75

75 Fl

oyd, Anglo-Spanish Struggle.

It is not
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surprising, therefore, that a similar solution was never
tried in Belize.

Had the colonization plan succeeded, Spain

would have had a better chance of controlling her rival once
the latter had been deprived of the resources of the area.
Of the Spanish capital generated in the region, some
was consumed locally, some spent on luxuries, and some
repatriated.

Contemporary Spanish observers suggested that

from the amounts saved locally, it would be possible to
establish a trading company to take advantage of

tr~de

opportunities within the region and with South America.
Fernando Echevers also argued in 1742 that a successful
trading company could replace the British in the logwood
industry and drive them out by force if necessary.

The

Spanish crown, though, still persuaded of traditional
mercantilist principles, was not prepared to jeopardize the
vested interests of metropolitan companies. 76
The English too had not developed a coherent policy
towards the logwood industry.

The Foreign Office was

sensitive to the diplomatic climate in Europe and America
and periodically adjusted its views on the logwood trade
accordingly.

Initially, the official attitude downplayed or

literally ignored the dyewood trade.

This explains the

royal ban on lcgwood imports until 1662.

The official. on

76Fernando Echevers, Ensayos Mercanti1es, reproduced in
Revista de Indias no. 167-168 (1982): 150-201.
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the spot, though, assessed the value of the industry
differently.

Governor Thomas Lynch of Jamaica argued that

as 100 nsailsn were already involved in the trade. the
British government stood to gain more from the Belizean
logwood business than from any other British colony.77
Like his predecessor Modyford, Lynch wished to extend the
authority of his office to the mainland. 78 For their
part, the ex-buccaneers or Baymen as they became known, were
determined to cut logwood in spite of legal restrictions or
continuous Spanish raids during the eighteenth century.
Clearly, this persistence had less to do·with the character
of the Baymen than with the profitability of the trade.
Their general mode of resistance was to withdraw upon the
arrival of Spanish forces but to resume cutting as soon as
the Iberians left.

Active resistance had been tried before

77In late 1672, Lynch took affidavits from several
British captains involved in the logwood trade to document
the British presence in Yucatan before the signing of the
treaties of Godolphin and Madrid. These agreements outlawed
buccaneering but confirmed British sovereignty on those
territories then occupied by Britain. Dobson, A History of
Belize, chapt. 2. Copies of the depositions may be found in
the British Library, Mss. Eg. 2395 f. 4814-482v. I wish to
thank Dr. Herman Konrad for sharing this data with me.
78Jos e Antonio Calder6n Quijano, Belice, 1663 (?) 1821: Historia de los Establecimientos Britanicos del Rio
Valis Hasta la Independencia de Hispanoamerica (Sevilla:
Escuela de Estudios Hispanoamericanos de la Universidad de
Sevilla, 1944), Appendix I, 406-12. Lynch succeeded in his
desire to extend his authority to the mainland. Until 1884,
British officials in Jamaica had jurisdiction over Belize.

95

but the fight put up by the Baymen and their slaves in 1798
ended with the defeat of an invading Spanish fleet.

Victory

in the Battle of St. George's Cay is celebrated today as a
national holiday in recognition of the defeat of foreign
invasion of Belizean soil.
Until 1763, the Spanish crown was steadfast in its
determination to expel the foreign interlopers from the
logwood region as indeed by about 1696 most of the British
logwood camps on the Bay of Campeche and at
been cleared.

Cap~

Catoche had

However, many of the woodcutters merely

migrated south to the more isolated Belize coast or to the
Miskito Shore.

The survival of the camps on the Belize

coast may have a geomilitary explanation.

Manoeuvering

through the barrier reef was a very risky proposition for
enemy warships unfamiliar with local channels.

Moreover,

the swamps surrounding the Belize settlement precluded being
taken by surprise by a force attacking by land.
The conflict between England and Spain over Belize was
only one of several outstanding points of conflict between
the two European powers in their struggle for the resources
and markets of the region.

As part of her overall strategy

in defence of her monopoly of trade and settlement, Spain
set out to regulate Caribbean shipping.

Guardacostas

stopped and searched foreign ships as they looked for cargo
such as indigo, cacao, logwood and pieces of eight {Spanish
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coins) that indicated evidence of contraband with Spanish
colonies.

British shippers demanded the intervention of the

English government, pointing to the indiscriminate manner in
which the Spaniards confiscated =questionable" cargo,
including "legitimate" logwood from Jamaica.

Another area

of contention between the two powers was a boundary dispute
between the British colony of Georgia and Spanish
Florida. 79
And, of course, there was the issue of the logwood
carr~s.

As early as 1672 a cedula authorized Spanish

governors to treat as pirates those captured trading in
logwood without a licence.

In 1676, captured logwood

cutters were sold as slaves in Mexico City.SO

Strained

relations festered as each side accused each other of
hostile intentions.

The British mercantile community called

for war when their demand for compensation for confiscated
cargo was ignored by Spain.

Captain Jenkins' pickled ear

said to have been chopped off by Spanish guaracostas, became
the causa belli. S1

79 p .

M. Sherlock, west Indian Nations: A New History
(Jamaica: Jamaica Publishing House, 1973), 156-57.
SOWilson, nThe Logwood Trade,n 4, Dampier, Voyages,
156.

81Narda Dobson, A History of Belize (Jamaica and
Trinidad: Longman Caribbean, 1973), 64--65.
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Having failed in 1713 to obtain from Spain a concession
on the logwood camps and on free trade, England continued to
press for a diplomatic or a military solution to their
outstanding differences.

It was not until the Treaty of

Paris in 1763 that Spain, while clearly reserving
sovereignty to herself over the logwood area, extended
usufruct rights to British logwood cutters.

However, the

British undertook to demolish all forts and fortifications.
Controversy immediately erupted between the Baymen and
local Spanish authorities as the Treaty did not define the
boundaries in which the English were permitted to cut
logwood.

The governor of Yucatan ordered the cutters to

limit their operations to the Belize River while the
authorities in Bacalar demanded that the English withdraw
from the New River.

Informed too late of the resumption of

war in 1779, the Baymen resident at St. George's Cay were
surprised by a naval force.
along with 250 slaves.

About 140 prisoners were taken

The prisoners were not released

until 1782.
The Treaty of Versailles of 1783 proved most
unsatisfactory to the Baymen who immediately protested that
the boundaries of operation allowed restricted them to an
area smaller than the one where they worked previously.
1786, a Supplementary Convention was signed in London in
which a compromise was reached.

The limits of cutting

In
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operations were extended to the Sibun River in the south
(see Figure 6.1).

They were allowed to cut mahogany and to

occupy St. George's Cay.

However, Spanish sovereignty was

unequivocally re-asserted and the British agreed to withdraw
from the Miskito Shore. 82
Another major group involved in the furor over the
logwood industry and contraband were the natives of northcentral Belize whose relationship with the
outlined above.

Spaniard~

was

In the eighteenth century, the Belize Maya

who survived the relocation entradas had dispersed in small,
very mobile bands, located away from known paths and main
waterways as a way of avoiding detection.

As logwood

extraction was based mainly in freshwater swamps and along
the rivers serving as communication networks, the path of
the woodcutters seldom crossed those of the Maya.

Besides,

it is quite possible that the Belize Maya obtained some
metal tools through the British and that they sometimes
worked in the logwood camps as suggested by a nineteenthcentury report. 83

82 R. A. Humphreys, The Diplomatic History of British
Honduras, 1638-1901 (London: Oxford University Press, 1961),
2-6; Dobson, A History of Belize, 72-73; 82-87.
83 A. B. John Hodge to Lieut. Gov., 30 Nov. 1865, M.P. 8.
See also Thomas Miller to Sec. of State, 4 Feb. 1835, R.11,
71-102.
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Nonetheless, mindful of the Anglo-Miskito alliance on
the eastern coast of Nicaragua, the Spaniards tried their
utmost to remove all the surviving Maya from possible
contact with British logwood cutters.

A report of 1725

optimistically asserted that athe English of the Rio Walis
were exterminated and the Indian settlements removed from
their sphere of influence,n while an account of the 1756
attack on British logwood camps noted the location of
several Maya settlements not too distant from the
camps.

E~glish

Reports from Flores, Peten (formerly Tayasal; speak

of refugees fleeing from the English who arrived at that
post in 1758, 1767, 1774 and 1800. 84
The exodus of many of the Belize Maya in the second
quarter of the eighteenth century reflects a major
adjustment in the enclave economy of the British settlement
at the Bay of Honduras.

Entirely dependent on the

international market for its existence, the settlement
experienced its first economic depression with the collapse
of the logwood trade in the third quarter of the eighteenth
century.

By this time, though, the demand for mahogany in

the railway and furniture industry suggested a substitute
for the dyewood.

But unlike the swamp-tree, mahogany grows

dispersed in the interior - the very area that the Maya used

84 Feldman,

nBelize and her neighbors,n 252.
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for swidden agriculture.

The native Belizeans started

raiding English mahogany camps and may have used Peten as
sanctuary. 85
African and creole slaves and their descendants
comprised yet another group involved in the timber industry
on the eastern coast of Central America.

From about the

beginning of the eighteenth century, the logwood cutters
started re-investing part of their profits in slave labor,
not having been able to enslave the natives in an area only
too familiar to them.

The strenuous nature of logwood and

mahogany extraction mainly accounts for the imbalance
between male and female slaves most of whom were purchased
86

The record of slavery in Belize in the eighteenth

century is also very thin.

That the slaves undertook to

overthrow the slave system in 1765, 1768 and especially
1773,87 indicates that slavery in Belize did not nexist in
n~me

onlyn as asserted by Stephen Caiger, an apologist of

85 See also the reports of Mayan attacks on mahogany
camps in O. Nigel Bolland, nThe Maya and the Colonization of
Belize in the Nineteenth Century,n Jones, ed., Anthropology
and History, 72.

86 0.

Nigel Bolland, Colonialism and Resistance in
Belize: Essays in Historical Sociology (Belize: Cubola
Productions, 1988), 45.
87I bid., 61. See also Evan X Hyde's interpretation of
the 1773 revolt in Knocking Our Own Thing (Belize City:
n.p., n.d.), 1-4.
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British colonialism in Belize. SS

As will be shown

presently, the nature of the enclave

econo~

and slave

resistance had a direct effect on the nature of slavery in
Belize.
Having introduced the physical setting and having
traced hardly visible socioeconomic structures of the
logwood region and the identity of the major interest groups
within the context of an expanding European

econo~,

we now

turn to a consideration of the enclave economy in Belize
itself.

It will be necessary to bear in mind the

persistence of major structures of trade and as we do not
have the data to make any definitive statements about the
socioeconomic structures of the historical period to about
the eighteenth century, we will make the assumption that
most of those structures identifiable in the nineteenth
century are "mutants," products of the contact between
Europe; America, and Africa in a subtropical setting.

8B Stephen L. Caiger, British Honduras: Past and Present
(London: George Allen & Unwin Ltd., 1951).
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AN ENCLAVE ECONOMY: MERCANTILE CAPITAL,
TIMBER AND SLAVERY TO 1838

The socio-economic structures that persisted in the
trans-Yucatan region despite conquest, colonization
attempts, and forced relocations of the sixteenth and
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, were profoundly
transformed by the coming of the English.

The Anglo-Spanish

conflict for natural resources and the modest market of the
frontier area, epidemics, slave raids and buccaneering
attacks combined to wipe out, disperse, or decimate several
cultures.

This demographic disaster clearly destroyed the

capacity of native elites for continued participation in
regional trade.

Except for the Miskito Shore, where

British-supplied weapons contributed to the ascendancy of
the Sambo-Miskito, most of the native groups could not
retain a stratified society and were reduced to the level of
an undifferentiated peasantry.
In the meantime, from their base in Jamaica in the
second half of the seventeenth century, the English
continued a modest contraband trade with the natives of the
trans-Yucatan and the eastern coast of Central America.

The

miniscule volume of trade in the frontier area proper should
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not obscure the important role it played in reducing native
hostility and in facilitating the penetration of British
mercantile capital in areas where the Spaniards had only
limited success in the last century and a half.

Eventually,

though, Anglos used these contacts on the coast to
facilitate access to the larger urban markets in Yucatan and
Central America. 1
Even before the early eighteenth century, it was very
clear what the British wanted from this region.

As finally

confirmed by the Anglo-Spanish treaties of the eighteenth
century, the Anglos obtained usufruct rights in the Bay of
Honduras.

They were to exploit the timber resources of the

area and then move out. 2

The fact that Belize did not

officially become a British colony until 1862 points to the
attitude of the English regarding permanent tenure in
Central America.

But, in the process of extracting logwood

and later mahogany, the English "created" an enclave economy
with its peculiar socio-economic system.

African slaves

lSee Miles Wortman, Government and Society in Central
America. 1680-1840 (New York: Colombia University Press,
1982), 118-19, MacLeod, Socioeconomic History, chapt. 20,
Allan Christelow, "Contraband Trade Between Jamaica and the
Spanish Main, and the Free Port Act of 1766," Hispanic
American Historical Review 22, no. 2 (1942): 309-43, Vera
Lee Brown, "Contraband Trade: A Factor in the Decline of
Spain's Empire in America,n Hispanic American Historical
Review 8, no. 2 (1928): 178-89 and A.B.H. vol. 1, 56.
2 Humphreys,

Diplomatic History, passim.
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were brought to work in the forests and to attend to the
household duties and comforts of the whites and by the early
nineteenth century the Maya and Garifuna (black Carib)
peasantries were attracted by wage labor.

The Belize

Creole, children of the blacks and mulattoes resulting from
miscegenation of the whites and their slaves, the SamboMiskito whom the English employed as allies in their raids
on the Spaniards, and the peasant groups living on the
fringes of the timber economy, together constituted a
"society," integrated in various degrees to the enclave
economy.
The degree of dependence on the timber industry also
differed from group to group.

Undoubtedly, the English

constituted the dominant group though constantly challenged
by the Spanish.

Although the English stood to benefit the

most from the wealth of the area, they too

wer~

dependent on

the availability of credit and on the international
market.

ti~her

The other cultures, however, were not entirely

powerless, though their influence depended on their relative
numbers and their degree of autonomy from the enclave
economy.

As slaves, the blacks might appear on the surface

to have been the most subjugated group but as will be shown
presently, their resistance, facilitated by the organization
of the timber industry, enabled them to markedly influence
the nature of the enclave economy.

As contrabandists and
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fisher.men in the Bay of Honduras and as female cultivators,
the Garifuna supplemented their income with seasonal labor
in the timber camps but were not entirely dependent on wage
labor for their subsistence.

The Sambo-Miskito found

themselves in a similar situation.

Living on the fringes of

these operations, sometimes hostile and sometimes cautiously
emerging from the forests to barter honey, cacao, and
vanilla for manufactured items, the Maya peasantry was the
group least dependent on the enclave economy.

When .their

numbers were considerably increased in the second half of
the nineteenth century, these natives proved to be the group
most resistent to the continuous expansion of British
operations, not because they were hostile to the
introduction of British manufactures or to wage labor but
because of the advance of the British frontier into their
territory.
The permanent establishment of the British on the coast
was not a coincidence of Caribbean/Central American history.
It was part and parcel of the search by mercantile capital
for those products such as tobacco, sugar and logwood which
fetched high returns in European markets.

The creation of

the Belize enclave economy was thus intimately linked with
the expansion of the world economy into the Caribbean and
into the eastern coast of Central America.
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The coming of the English, the French and the Dutch
to the Caribbean opened a long period of strife among the
Europeans as they competed for the resources and markets of
the region.

The thinking behind the strategies of the

Europeans was related to seventeenth-century concepts of
national wealth and development now labelled as
mercantilism.

It was believed that the volume cf economic

activity was related to the level of investments.

A

favorable balance of trade would increase the quantity of
precious metals flowing into the country.

The increase in

the money supply would reduce the rate of interest thereby
increasing the volume of investments.

Thus, all countries

sought to promote the export of manufacturers, to discourage
the export of raw material and to prohibit the export of
bullion.

For example, it was observed that through the

application of this principle, the Dutch had nby their
continued industry in the trade of Merchandize n become the
richest nation in Europe. 3
Not surprisingly, it was Dutch mercantile capital that
first seriously threatened Spain's monopoly of trade in the
Caribbean, with the English and the French next in line.
The Netherlanders extended credit to the fledgling nonIberian colonies, supplied them with provisions and tools
3The quotation is cited in Charles Wilson, Mercantilism
(London: The Historical Association, 1958), 14.
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and marketed their crops, transporting goods to and from
Europe. 4

This strategy provided the Dutch with the

wherewithal to wage a war of independence against Spain.
Unable to coordinate defensive measures in her far-flung
empire, Spain temporarily lost control of much of her
Caribbean trade.

Both England and France benefited from a

weakened Spain but as the Dutch ascendancy continued, the
two countries took steps to eliminate Dutch competition in
Caribbean waters.
Britain and France.

Mercantilist ideas guided the policies of
Britain passed Navigation Laws which

eliminated foreign competition in her own markets and in her
colonies.

When the Dutch took offence, two wars settled the

issue.

The French used a similar approach to eliminate the
Netherlanders from their preserve. s
The sequence of events leading to the penetration of
British capital in the various areas of the Caribbean and
Central America differed but the patterns were similar.

The

buccaneers, pirates and privateers who roamed along the
Belize coast were generally motivated by a desire to rob the
Spaniards of their wealth.

As their occupation became more

risky with the Anglo-Spanish treaties of 1667 and 1670 which
outlawed buccaneering, the sea-rovers moved into the equally
4 F . R. Augier, et aI, The Making of the West Indies
(Jamaica and Trinidad: Longman Caribbean, 1960), 30, 32.

sIbid., 46-47.
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profitable but less risky business of logwood cutting,
supplemented by a modest volume of smuggling primarily to
reduce resistance

Mercantile capital, though, made this transition
possible and profitable.

Without the credit extended by

ship captains as agents of mercantile companies, without the
vessels that plyed along the Caribbean coast of Yucatan and
Central America, without the manufactured items that reduced
resistance of native groups, without the slaves subsequently
purchased from other mercantile companies operating in the
Caribbean area, the enclave economy would not have been
possible.

In other words, mercantile capital brought

together the various components of the operations.

Of

course mercantile companies did not consciously aim to
~reate

an enclave economy.

Their objective was far more

straight-forward: quick and comfortable profit margins on
the purchase and sale of raw resources demanded in Europe
and North America supplemented by profits on the sale of
manufactured goods.

Those who organized the extraction of

the raw resources, the British Baymen, were also rewarded
for their efforts.

In the logwood industry of Belize, funds

invested in capital, slaves, and wages were repaid many
times by the profits derived from the work of the slaves and
free labor.

The society created by this operation had a

"will" of its own but this will was circumscribed by the
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structures of the trade on which depended the viability of
the industry.
Resource extraction at the lowest possible cost was
totally consistent with mercantilist thinking.
to the enclave

econo~,

When applied

only those factors of production

that are clearly critical to the operation would be
developed.

As mercantilist ideas were translated into state

policy, the importation of manufactured or processed goods
into the mother country was discouraged.

For example, a

Belize-based furniture industry which tapped the mahogany
resources of the area would have increased the value of the
cargo of British shippers and would have been supported by
merchants, as there was demand for this product in England.
To protect manufacturers at home, British state policy
discouraged this activity.
It is not surprising then, that mercantile capital's
raison de @tre in an enclave

econo~

was to facilitate the

extraction and marketing of raw resources.

The profits

derived from the operation funded credit, supplies and
support services and ensured the continuation of the
business.

Minimal outlays were also expended for

maintaining law and order and for the comfortable standard
of living of associates, company agents and middle men.

We

have no record of a system of taxation paid to local
authorities in the eighteenth century.

If there was any, it
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would have been used to promote the viability and the
security of the industry.

All in all, the remainder of the

potential re-investment capital was repatriated.

Thus, when

mercantile capital withdraws or collapses from an area,
destitution results unless the factors developed are
transferrable to another industry.

Fortunately for Belize,

when mercantile capital withdrew from logwood extraction, it
was soon attracted to the equally lucrative business of
mahogany in the 1770s.

Still, dependence on foreign-based

firms for working capital, while exporting potential reinvestment capital, continued to characterize the enclave
economy.
Besides the principles of mercantilism, the viability
of the enclave economy was shaped by the demand for raw
materials such as logwood, in the international economy.
The fortunes of this dyewood were in turn intimately linked
with those of the textile industry, one of the earliest
"motors" of industrial capitalism. 6

Dying cloth in various

colors rendered the product marketable.

For

exw~ple,

only

colored cottons were acceptable to West African consumers in
the early eighteenth century.7

6 Kemp ,

Up to the late seventeenth

Historical Patterns of Industrialization, 42.

7Susan Fairlie, "Dyestuffs in the Eighteenth Century,"
Economic History Review, 2nd ser., 17, no. 3 (April 1965):
488-510.
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century, the Dutch maintained the edge on dying techniques.
They purchased, finished and marketed a large portion of
coarse English cloth (thereby profiting handsomely from the
English textile industry).

From as early as the 1622

English trade depression, schemes were proposed to curb the
export of unfinished cloth and to set up English plants to
dye and ndress n the rnaterial. 8
A reliable supply of dyestuffs, the acquisition of
dying techniques and favorable state policy were required to
displace the Dutch.

To by-pass Dutch dying technology, the

English initially sert West Indian yarn to Turkey or the
East Indies for red dying but eventually English clothiers
learned the techniques themselves.

The availability of

logwood for various shades of black, green, purple, violet,
dark red and impermanent shades of blue and green was
another matter.

Spain had declared a monopoly on all the

raw resources of her American possessions.

Besides logwood,

other sources of dye such as cochineal, indigo and annato
were also the exclusive privilege of Spanish-based
mercantile companies.

The French followed a similar policy

as did the Portuguese on the supply of Brazilwood and
fustic.

The supply of non-Caribbean sources of dyes such as

wood grown in England exhausted the soil too quickly and was

8Wilson, Mercantilism, 12-13.
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expensive to transport.

When affected by crop failures,

excessive rainfall, or when planters switched to more
profitable crops, the price of other dyestuffs were
affected. 9
To obtain a reliable supply of logwood, mercantile
companies were willing to engage in the clandestine trade in
the Bays of Campeche and Honduras and on the Miskito Shore.
The price of logwood when Spain held the exclusive monopoly
ranged from £90-£110 per ton in Europe lO but as with most
commodities, the price declined when the supply increased,
particularly when the English began to make serious inroads
in the Spanish Caribbean.

Data on logwood exports from

Yucatan and the Miskito Shore are either not available or
unreliable because of the clandestine nature of the
operation.

Table 3.1 provides figures for 1713-1716 when

the British Board of Trade argued in favor of English rights
in the Bays of Campeche and Honduras areas.

9 Fairlie,

lOA.

"Dyestuffs."

M. Wilson, "The Logwood Trade," 3.
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TABLE 3.1
LOgwood Imports into Britain, 1713-1716

Arrobas

Pounds

~

1:Q!!.§,

Cwts.

1713

2189

15

3

22

1714

4878

14

3

24

1715

5863

12

1

14

1716

2032

17

2

09

Source: Memorial of Board of Trade to King
George I, 25 Sept. 1717, cited in Calder6n
Quijano, Belice, 411.

AS logwood is a sub-tropical swamp plant, it was
exported from several areas but the commodity continued to
yield modest profits until about 1768.
this data.
century.

Table 3.2 summarizes

The industry recovered in the early nineteenth
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TABLB 3.2

Logwood Prices, 1670-1772 (Select Years)

Price/ton in fs.
Under Sp. monopoly

100

1670

25-30

1673

ncheap, end of trade?"

1717

40-16

1728

9

1749

25

1751

20

1756

11

1765

6

1766

5.25

1768

4

1772

Price fell below the cost
of transportation

Source: A. Wilson, "The Logwood Trade," 13-14.

Logwood extraction, then, was a direct response to the
needs of the textile

indust~.

The linkages between the two

illustrate the role of mercantile capital in the development
of industrial capitalism.

The

tempora~

collapse in the
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price of logwood in the 1770s (it was to recover in the
early nineteenth century), threatened mercantile capital in
the dyewood industry but as this early form of capitalism
was very mobile, it absorbs some losses and withdraws. 11
The textile industry, on the other hand, had already
acquired its own momentum and could not be dragged down by
the fortunes of one raw resource.

Profit incentives can

attract the necessary research to identify a substitute, as
occurred with logwood in 1856. 12
But even before the complete withdrawal of mercantile
capital from logwood extraction, British companies operating
in the region had identified a new product to extract in the
form of mahogany.

Notable differences existed in the

political econOID¥ of these two natural resources but the
structures outlined above for the dyewood paralleled those
of this timber used in the furniture and railway industries.
By the early nineteenth century, the extraction and
marketing of the two forest resources complemented each
other as mercantile capital continued to fund credit,
supplies, and services associated with these forest
industries.

Of course, the level of funding was linked to

11See for example, Gast6n Gori, La Forestal: la
tragedia del guebracho colorado (Buenos Aires: Editorial
Proyecci6n S. R. L., 1974).
12Fairlie, "Dyestuffs,

n

508.
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the aemand for these resources in European and North
American markets.
By the time mercantile capital switched to mahogany
extraction, the English had secured usufruct rights in the
Bay of Honduras so that the clandestine nature of previous
operations no longer obtained.

Still, insecurity of tenure

persisted as the Spaniards did everything they could to
expel the British from the region.

When the Spanish

American empire collapsed in 1821, both Mexico and Guatemala
continued demanding the withdrawal of the Anglos from the
area. 13

And, particularly after the 1770s, Mayan raids on

British timber camps became more frequent.

The native

threat which intensified after the middle of the nineteenth
century was not completely extinguished until the end of the
nineteenth century.
The structure of demand for mahogany in the
international market was associated with the luxury
furniture industry both in Europe and in North America.
Additionally, mahogany was used in beams and stanchions of
ships and for railway carriages.
though, was highly unstable.

The level of demand,

As A. R. Gibbs explained:

an admiralty board could send the market up by
advertising for tenders; a change in the taste for
furniture to maple or black walnut, would send it down

13 Humphreys,

Diplomatic History of British Honduras.
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for years. Railway construction gave it a lift from
1835 to 1845. 14
Thus mahogany was not exclusively related to industrial
capitalism.

Luxury furniture distributed by Chippendale and

Sheraton was not a mass-consumed product.

The production of

this type of furniture was still in the hands of highly
skilled cabinet makers.

The use of the wood in shipbuilding

and in railway carriages, on the other hand, could be
interpreted differently.

These forms of transportation were

essential to the communication infrastructure of industrial
capitalism in the nineteenth century.

By

helping to secure,

transport and distribute this raw resource to markets in
England and North America, mercantile capitalism's role in
the development of industrialization becomes evident.
A major structural difference between the dyewood and
the precious woods industry was the degree of labor
specialization required for each operation.

Though both

industries required some degree of specialization (a
necessary condition to maximize profits in the world
division of labor), individual Baymen had in former times
banded together to cut and transport the dyewood to the
coast for sale to ship captains.

The skills involved in

14Archibald R. Gibbs, British Honduras: An Historical
and Descriptive Account of the Colony from its Settlement,
1670 (London: Sampson Low, Marston, Searle & Rivington,

1883), 11'7.
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cutting logwood and the logistics surrounding the operation
itself required minimal backing from mercantile

~apita1.

The merchants' role became critical in transportation and
marketing.

The same was not true of mahogany extraction.

Even within a mahogany Dworks,D there were various
specialized labor skills such as identifying and cutting the
huge trees in the forest, Dtrucking n the logs out of the
forest and squaring them. 15

Field managers and overseers

had to be appointed to coordinate and to supervise the
various activities.
A~other

structural difference between the two

industries relates to the gradual penetration of mercantile
capital in the very process of mahogany extraction.

As a

land and capital extensive industry which also required
considerable outlays in skilled and unskilled labor,
mahogany was a risky business.

At the same time, profits

could be made not only in transporting the logs to market,
marketing, and in advancing credit to individual
entrepreneurs but also in controlling the local distribution
of provisions and supplies, in land speculation, and of
course in extracting the wood from the forests.

Mercantile

capital's role as banker and distributor was usually safer

15 0ne mahogany tree cut by a Charles Craig was recorded
as yielding 5,168 superficial feet of lumber and measuring
57 inches by 64 inches when squared for export. Ibid., 116.
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than that of the Baymen who organized the extraction of the
timber.

Freight charges and interest rates were not as

unstable as mahogany prices were.

Besides, mercantile firms

ah!ays tried to cushion their involvement in the business by
demanding mortgages in land, stock, and slaves.

When

mahogany prices were high, the merchants in London and
entrepreneurs in Belize enjoyed a measure of prosperity.
When prices declined, the entrepreneurs in Belize had to
cover their debts or face bankruptcy.

In either case,

entrepreneurs stood to lose control of land, mercantile
outlets in Belize, and much of their stock and equipment.
They soon did.

Decisions on possible diversification into

other types of investments as a hedge against the unstable
international market were no longer in the hands of the
local entrepreneurs.

Control of the factors of production

had passed on to the mercantile firms that were now involved
in extraction from their comfortable offices across the
Atlantic.
The Organization of Logwood and Mahogany Extraction

Interestingly, the use of logwood as a source of dye
goes back to precolombian times.

Marcos Ayala, a

conquistador, investigated the techniques used by the Maya
to achieve various shades of black.

Ayala then conducted a

number of experiments which yielded promising results.

In
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recognition of his work, the lieutenant governor of Campeche
and Tabasco was granted exclusive rights to his

adiscove~Jn

for ten years. 16
Citing sixteenth century archival documents, Irigoyen
Rosado points out that logwood cutting for the European
market was initially undertaken by the Maya who sold the
wood to Spanish merchants at two reales per hundredweight.
A Mayan woodcutter then averaged four hundredweight per day.
When it was recognized that huge profits could be made in
this industry, mercantile capital stepped in.

African

slaves were brought in and were forced to cut between twelve
and fifteen hundredweight per day while Mayan laborers were
paid two reales to chip the bark from the WOOd. 17

Here we

note the use of both slave and free labor in the service of
mercantile capital.
If the Spaniards did not have the noverhead" cost of
defense (as did the English later in the seventeenth
century), and realized large profits with which to expand
their operations in the logwood camps, why is it that it was
English mercantile capital which eventually controlled the
industry both at the Bays of Crujpeche and Honduras and on

16 Enciclopedia Yucatanense, 1980 ed, s.v. nLa economia
de Yucatan anterior al auge henequenero," by Renan Irigoyen
Rosado, 271-78.

17 I bid.,

274-75.
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the Miskito Shore?

First of all, foreign mercantile capital

was not excluded from the Consul ado of Seville - the guild
authorized to trade with the Spanish colonies.

Stanley and

Barbara Stein observe that anon-Spanish residents at Sevilla
dominated colonial trade by advancing goods or credit or
both, and by employing Spanish merchants willing to lend
their names to merchandise in fact wholly owned by
foreigners. a18 Secondly, although Catalonia in Spain had
a vigorous textile industry, most of the demand for logwood
came not from Spain but from England, France, Holland,
Italy, Germany and the United States. 19

From the very

beginning of the logwood trade in Yucatan, a monopoly system
was instituted where licenses were carefully rewarded to
crown favorites.

Potential re-investment capital did not

return to the enclave economy.

As logwood fetched

inordinately high prices in European markets at this time,
shippers understandably preferred the protection afforded by
the flota.

Transportation costs from Campeche to San Juan

de Ulua were 41* reales per hundredweight in addition to the
5 reales for the remaining trip to Sevilla.

Furthermore,

l8Stein and Stein, Colonial Heritage, 50.
19 A memorial of 1783 states that English dealers in
logwood supplied the English market and re-exported large
quantities of it to Italy, Portugal, France, Holland,
Germany and Russia. Cited in Bolland, Formation of a
Colonial Society, 26.
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there were taxes to be paid.

On the other hand, as English

operators in Belize initially reported sailing out of
Jamaica, their cargo was accorded protective tariff duties
in the British market. 20
Archival and contemporary reports suggest that most of
the logwood operations of the seventeenth century were
located in the northern tip of Yucatan (at Cape Catoche) and
in the Bay of Campeche.

It was only after most of the more

accessible wood was depleted and after punitive Spanish
raids that the ex-buccaneers migrated southwards towards the
more remote Belize coast and the Miskito Shore area. 21
Contemporary accounts of life among the logwood cutters
provide us with a fair description of the local organization
of the trade.

William Dampier who spent over a year as a

privateer and logwood cutter in 1675-1676 was unusual in
that he might have taken written notes of his activities and
observations meant for subsequent publication.

John Atkins

also wrote an account of his travels while Captain Nathaniel

20 English entrepreneurs also used the anomalous
diplomatic status of Belize to escape the restrictions of
the Navigation Laws. They shipped directly to New England
and to European markets thereby by-passing the £5 customs
duty per ton on logwood besides the time and expense of
marketing through England. Dobson, A History of Belize, GO61.

21See, for example, Dampier, Voyages, vol. 1, 107-225
and Dobson, ibid.

123

Uring lived for four or five months with the logwood cutters
in Belize. 22
Ship captains purchased logwood from a Dconsortshipn or
partnership ranging from three to ten logwood cutters at a
price settled between the captain and the representative of
the consortship.

The woodcutters expected to be entertained

at the captain's expense, then took rum, sugar, flour and
other commodities in exchange for the wood which in 1675 was
bartered at £5 per ton on the spot.

As the import duty into

England was £5 per ton, it is not surprising to find that
much of the wood was purchased b¥ New England vessels for
sale in Boston or sold directly to continental Europe.
It appears that in the first decade of the logwood
trade, the ex-buccaneers themselves did most of the work of
cutting, debarking, and transporting the wood to a central
point called the barcadares.

A consortship was often formed

to divide the task, woodcutters having arranged with a
merchant for provisions and supplies.
with a good example.

Dampier provides us

A merchant in Port Royal, Jamaica

supplied him with nHatchets, Axes, Macheats (i.e., long
knives), Saws, Wedges, & a Pavillion to sleep in [and] a Gun
with Powder and Shot. D It was agreed that the merchant

22 Dampier, ibid., Atkins, cited in Wilson, DThe Logwood
Trade," and Uring, cited in Bolland, Formation of a Colonial
Society, 28.
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would "dispose of anything" sent from Campeche and "to
remit" to him supplies. 23
A newcomer presumably without adequate supplies, was
hired at the rate of one ton of logwood per month.

The

woodcutters labored five days a week and hunted wild cattle
and hogs in the weekend for their meat supply.

The

savannahs of the Bay of Campeche had a large population of
wild livestock which happily complemented the logwood
operations.

At least until the late seventeenth century,

logwood cutters often supplemented their work in the swamps
with raids on Spanish settlements at or near the coast.
Spanish retaliation and the depletion of the dyewood in more
accessible areas eventually dislodged the Anglos from the
Bay of Campeche.
By the early eighteenth century, the English
concentrated most of their resources in logwood cutting on
the Belize coast.24

It is clear from contemporary

accounts that until the latter part of that century, logwood
operations had not produced permanent British settlements.
The camps were located at the barcadares or as near the
logwood groves as possible where temporary huts were built.
What led to the growth of a permanent settlement of

23Dampier, ibid., 144.
24Dobson, A History of Belize, 59
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woodcutters in Belize?

Unlike the Bay of Campeche, there

are no reports of wild livestock near the vicinity of the
Belize coast.

Spanish settlements at Bacalar to the north

and Omoa to the south had cattle ranchos but to raid these
for beef would invite certain retaliation.

Besides, the

former generation of buccaneers were by this time too old to
undertake these campaigns and what is more, the English
eventually learned that raiding was incompatible with the
logwood industry.

The logwood

c~tters,

therefore, became

more dependent on imported food supplies and other
commodities obtained from neio.hbouring Spanish and Indian
settlements.
As the settlement stabilized, there was need to
regulate access to the logwood resources as woodcutters
preferred groves that were near the main rivers and streams.
Those located far from a stream needed extra man or animal
power particularly as the swampy nature of the logwood's
habitat discouraged the use of carts.

In the early

eighteenth century, the woodcutters made regulations nby
common Consent. n25 It is likely that the regulations
attributed to William Burnaby were longstanding rules merely
sanctioned by the admiral in 1765.

The Public Meeting (the

local legislature) called at nKey Casine n (St. George's Cay)

25 At kins, cited in Wilson, nThe Logwood Trade,n 6.
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on 10 April 1765 defined the procedure for the distribution
of logwood groves.
First, when a person finds a spot of Logwood unoccupied
and builds his Hut, that spot shall be deemed his
Property, and no person snaIl presume to cut or fall a
Tree or grub a Stump within less than One thousand
paces or Yards of his Hut, to be continued on each side
of said Hut, with the course of the River or Creek on
both sides . . . . Second, That no Inhabitant whatever
shall occupy two Works at one time in anyone River.
Third, That no Inhabitant shall claim a double portion
of Logwood Works under pretence of a Partner, except
that Partner is and deemed to be an Inhabitant of the
Bay.26
The following year, the Public Meeting further clarified the
definition of a logwood works.
That it be understood that the method of measuring
logwood works shall be a straight line of Two thousand
Yards or paces to be begun and ended at the River Side,
and that the division line be run parallel to the
general course of the River, and that no Logwood Work
shall be deemed to be evacuated as long as the Owner
lives in t~e Ba¥1 except he occupy some other work in
the same R~ver.
These regulations were not obeyed.

Even as they were

being formally enacted, the switch to mahogany was underway.
Of course, the mode of land acquisition that obtained in the
logwood works was transferred to the mahogany works.

As

land was a more critical variable in the latter, the size of
the "works" were adjusted accordingly.

Under this system,

the frontline of a mahogany works came to be defined as no

26A. B. H. vol. 1, 107.
27 I bid.
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less than three miles along the river and about half way to
the next parallel stream in depth.

As early as 1787,

Superintendent Marcus Despard complained that through
"fictitious Collusive Copartnerships" between masters and
servants, some fifteen men had taken control of at least
four-fifths of the mahogany works. 28

M~hogany

extraction

was a more land and capital extensive operation relative to
logwood, but as the population became more settled, the
organization of logwood extraction underwent some changes
and it came to resemble that of mahogany.

The white Baymen

had acquired enough profits to purchase slaves by the first
quarter of the eighteenth century.

This pattern of

investment in human labor had a profound effect on the
nature of the industry as on the society created by the
enclave economy, a matter which will be discussed presently.
As with the dyewood, mahogany is a regional resource in
its geographic distribution.
different.

Its habitat, though, was

The best mahoga.ny stands occur not in freshwater

swamps but in the limestone soils of southeastern Yucatan,
Belize, Peten (Guatemala), and the Miskito Shore,
particularly the Aguan river area.

The quick alienation of

the choice mahogany stands in the area allotted to the

28 I bid.,

161-62.
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British under the Anglo-Spanish treaties of 1783 and
1786 29 sent late-coming British firms searching for

mahogany stands outside the allotted district.

Much of the

diplomatic controversy between the Central American states
and Mexico on the one hand, and Great Britain, on the other,
can be attributed to the regional mahogany enclave organized
by the British to about the middle of the nineteenth century
when North American capital began to displace the
Anglos. 30
Since mahogany trees occur in a scattered pattern in
the interior, their extraction required a large undertaking.
Mercantile capital, of course, advanced the necessary credit
and supplies and its agents shipped and distributed the
product.

Initially, partnerships were formed whereby an

entrepreneur in Belize undertook to manage the field
operations while his partner in England secured the
necessary credit and made arrangements for transportation

29 The Convention of London supplemented the Treaty of
Versailles of 1783 with respect to the boundaries in which
the white Baymen were allowed to extract mahogany resources.
In 1786, the Spaniards agreed to extend the boundaries
southwards from the Belize to the Sibun rivers, thus
defining the Belize district as the Rio Hondo in the north
to the Sibun in the south. In return, the Anglos agreed to
evacuate the Miskito Shore. A.B.H. vol. 1, 154-56.
30 Robert A. Naylor, nThe Mahogany Trade as a Factor in
the British Return to the Mosquito Shore in the Second
Quarter of the 19th Century, n Jamaic.a Historical Review 7

(1967): 40-67.
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and distribution.

While this mode of business organization

proved profitable when mahogany prices and other variables
such as labor supply, precipitation, and the availability of
the mahogany itself were favourable, at other times, the
partnership could not deliver on its commitments.

As

observed above, the cyclical downturns of the industry
contributed to the alienation of the choice mahogany stands
by the early 1840s to metropolitan-based firms.
How profitable was the mahogany industry?

Belize's

amateur historian of the middle of the nineteenth century
Henry Gardiner provides us with some data. 31 He
identifies the variables that affected the profitability of
capital investments in mahogany extraction: accessibility,
labor, credit, and of course the price of the resource in
international markets.

A manager had to be able to

31Henry Gardiner wrote various articles on the
commercial, military and political history of Belize. See
for example his nA Short Sketch of the Commercial History of
Belize, Honduras," Honduras Observer and Belize Gazette, 31
July 1847. Gardiner's nDetailed Account of the
Establishment and Expense of a Mahogany Gang,n was
commissioned by Young Anderson and included in Anderson's
report to the Board of Directors of the Eastern Coast of
Central America Agricultural and Commercial Company in 1839.
Gardiner's figures may have been compromised by Anderson's
desire to impress on the company's directors the resource
potential of its property in the Golfo Dulce area of the Bay
of Honduras. Nonetheless, Gardiner's authority to speak on
these matters is suggested by his publications as noted
above. Eastern Coast of Central America. Mr. Anderson's
Report (London: Manning and Mason, 1839). Gardiner's report
is reproduced as Appendix I.
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coordinate all the factors of production and to make sound
decisions on the allocation of labor and capital.

As to how

much capital was needed to produce an average of 300,000
feet of mahogany within a seven month period, Gardiner was
more specific.

TABLE 3.3
Expenses on a Season of Mahogany Extraction, 1830s

Item

£..

.§.

D

105

0

0

30 laborers at £5 per month

1050

0

0

10 laborers at £4 per month

280

0

0

10 laborers at $10 per month

233

6

8

70

0

0

1738

6

8

100 barrels of flour at £5

500

0

0

50 barrels of pork at £10

500

0

0

15

0

0

200

0

0

1215

0

0

Labor:
Captain, at £15 per month

Carpenter at £10 per month

Provisions:

300 llbs. tobacco at £5 per 100
300 [gallons] spirits at 13s. 4d.
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Implements:
Six cross cut saws, 2 of 12 ft.
2 of 9 ft.
1 of 7 ft. and 1 of 6 ft.

22

10

3 doz. felling axes at f8

24

3 doz. blading axes at f8

24

6 doz. saba axes at f8

60

12 macheats at f1 lOs.

18

o
o
o
o

4

10

10

172

o
o
o
o

o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o
o

Four trucks complete . . .

300

o

o

40 heads of cattle, broken, at
flO per head

400

o

o

60 heads of young cattle to be worked
at £5 per head

300

o

o

Pitpans, dories & crafts
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13

4

1124

13

4

750
5001

o
o

o
o

3 doz. hoes

Carpenter's tools, etc.
3 grindstones

3

Files, Sawsets, etc.

6

Trucks, Stock & Crafts:

Freight, duties & contingencies
Total

Source: Eastern Coast of Central America, Mr. Anderson's
Report (London: Manning and Mason, 1839).
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On the assumption that the firm wished to clear all its
capital and operating expenses, the following would be its
total bill:
TABLE 3.4
Estima~ed

Expenses of a Mahogany Works

Item

f.

.§.

D

5001

0

0

Interest at 10%

500

0

0

Land rent

500

0

0

1000
7001
434
6565

0
0
10
10

0
0

Total sum advanced

Salary: senior manClgers
Total
Less savings on wage bill
Adjusted Total

0

0

Source: Same as Table 3.3
On the credit side, Gardiner estimates the returns from
the sale of 300,000 feet of mahogany at
price of £25 per 1000 feet at £7500.

th~

conservative

Additionally, as wages

were paid half in goods and half in cash, and as goods were
exchanged at 100% above their wholesale price, the firm
saves about 25% of its wage bill or £434 lOs.

Allowing 10%

depreciation on the value of trucks, stocks, and crafts and
on implements, one arrives at a remaining asset of £1166 8s.
To this must be added the increased value of the 60 young
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cattle now nbroken n or f300.

The credit side of the ledger

would look something like this:

TABLB 3.5
Bstimated Assets of a Mahogany Works

!.

S

300,000 ft. mahogany at f25 per 1000 ft

7500

o

o

Assets paid for, now company property,
less depreciation

1166

8

300

o

8966

8

o
o
o

Item

Increased value of cattle
Total
Source: Same as Table 3.3

The difference between total expenses and total assets or
£2400 18s gives us an idea of the profits that could be
derived from a seven month season of mahogany cutting.
Of course the above figures imply several assumptions
which altogether do not hold true in anyone season of
mahogany cutting.

A cut mahogany tree does not regrow

unless a seedling is planted, in which case it take a
century to mature.

Thus large tracts of land could be
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easily depleted of its main marketable resource. 32
Excessive precipitation in turn often led to the loss of

TABLB 3.6

Mahogany Prices per ThousaI:I.d. feet, 1765-1882 (Select;
~

i..

1765

y'.~.ars)

.§.

D

41

13

2

1809

16-30

0

0

1827

45

16

7

1839

25

0

0

1846

22

18

3

1847

41

13

3 (in Liverpool)

1866

22

10

0

1868

11

9

0

1870

11

9

0

1882

30

4

0

Sources: Figures derived from Bolland, Formation of a
Colonial Society, 27; Eastern Coast of Central America;
Henderson, An Account of the Settlement, 55; Gibbs, British
Honduras, 116; Honduras Observer, 2 Jan. 1847 and Morris,
The Colony of Britian Honduras, 17.

32 0ne of the reasons for the renewed British interest
on the Miskito Shore in the 1830s was the depletion of
mahogany within the limits set by the Anglo-Spanish
treaties. For the depletion of mahogany in southern Belize,
see Rosenberger, nperpetuation of Southern United States
Institutions in British Honduras," 132.
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rafts of mahogany lashed together on their way to the
sea. 33

Drought, on the other hand, could leave hundreds

of logs stranded in shallow streams with insufficient
current power to float them out to sea.

Labor, its

availability, cost and efficiency was a variable that we
will discuss shortly.

Finally, the price of mahogany in the

international market was highly unstable (Table 3.6).
Slave Labor in the Enclave

Bcono~

Both Iberians and Anglos used slave labor i.a the timber
industry but in the case of the Belize coast, the virtual
decimation of the Maya precluded the use of this type of
forced labor in a!lY large numbers.

Besides, the historical

relationship between the Maya and the whites had been
anything but positive.

In the Bay of Campeche, as Dampier

notes, the Maya of coastal settlements avoided the British,
"having been often snapp'd by them,

"34

while in Belize,

the Maya retreated from the coastal areas.

The experience

of the Mayan village located near the mouth of the Belize
River which was wiped out by the Sambo-Miskito in the
seventeenth century was illustrative of the early

33 Henderson,
34 Dampier,

An Account of the Settlement, 64.

Voyages, 117.
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relationship with the Anglos and their allies. 35

The

Sambo-Miskito raided Indian settlements all along the
Caribbean coast of Central America as far south as Rio
Matina in Costa Rica.

Armed with British muskets and

gunpowder, the "musket" men captured natives for sale in
Jamaica. 36
Most of the Indian slaves held by the British in Belize
and on the Miskito Shore were natives captured by proBritish Indian groups.

The largest contingent was brought

to Belize in 1787 when the English evacuated the Shore
according to the Convention of

Londo~

of 1786.

Ironically,

the Sambo-Miskito were themselves threatened by the Darien
and San BIas Indians who had taken to raiding Miskito
villages for slaves too.

In 1741, an act of the Jamaican

legislature prohibited the Indian slave trade in an attempt
to retain friendly relations with the Miskito.

Still, the

trade continued, prompting the Miskito king to send an agent
in 1775 to London to urge British authorities to end the
trade.

35 Herman Bock, personal communication.
See also, Jose
Calder6n Quijano, "Cartografia de Belice y Yucatan, A Anuario
de Estudios Americanos 32 (1975): 599-637.
36 Edward Conzemius, nEthnological Survey of the Miskito
and Sumu Indians of Honduras and Nicaragua,n Bureau of
American Ethnology Bulletin 106, (Washington, D.C.:
Smithsonial Institution, 1932), 45, 87.
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A royal proclamation of 1776 ended the Indian slave
trade but, according to a memorial of the Belize elite, the
proclamation also confirmed the enslavement of those already
deprived of their freedom. 37 Superintendent George Arthur
disagreed.

The 1776 Proclamation, according to the Colonel,

abolished Indian slavery.

Consequently those Indians still

held in bondage after 1776 were being illegally deprived of
their rights.

Based on this premise, Arthur issued a

proclamation, freeing all Indian slaves of Belize and
established a commission to investigate the ancestry of
slaves who claimed Indian descent.

Those who could
establish their Indian ancestry were to be freed. 38
While it would be unfair to question the sincerity of

Arthur's motives in freeing the Indian slaves, in a larger
sense his clash with the Belize elite was part and parcel of
the changing attitude of the British government towards the
37British Honduras Citizens, The defense of the
settlers of Honduras against the unjust and unfounded
representations of Colonel George Arthur . . . (Jamaica: A.
Aikman, 1824), 43.
38Ibid., 34. See George Arthur's proclamation in A.B.
5 Jan. 1822, S.P. 188. Of course the slave owners
remonstrated vehemently against Arthur's nindifference n to
the "ruin" of the "poor Owners." They accused Arthur of
sacrificing their "property, without a trial or even a
hearing" and expressed concern about how these proceedings
would impact on'the "untutored minds . . . of African
Negroes." The Colonial Office characteristically dragged
its feet before arriving at a decision regarding the affair
but eventually upheld Arthur's proclamation. See A.B. Supt.
to Sec. of State, 1, 2 Aug. 1827, R.4d, 58-60.
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local nforestocraqy.n

By this time, most of the privately

owned land had fallen into the control of metropolitan-based
companies and had been largely depleted of its main timber
resource whereas the Miskito Shore, still controlled by the
Sambo-Miskito, had some rich mahogany stands. 39 Besides,
with the phasing out of the Spanish presence in Central
America in 1821, the British were alert to the increased
possibilities for trade in manufactured goods throughout
Central America.

Another consideration was the mood of the

Colonial Office.

Several British Caribbean colonies had

refused to cooperate in a plan to ameliorate the condition
of the slaves in 1823, a project aimed at postponing the
abolition of slavery in the British Caribbean.

On

principle, the slave owners rejected state intervention with
their "private propertlr • n40
However, most slaves who worked in the forestry
industry of Belize between 1700 and 1833 were of African,
not Indian descp.nt. Black slavery was the first major labor
system of the enclave economy.

Invariably, nineteenth-

39See Mark J. Van Aken, "British Poliqy Considerations
in Central America before 1850,n Hispanic American
Historical Review 52, no. 1 (1962): 54-59; Naylor, nThe
Mahogany Trade,n and Bolland, Formation of a Colonial
Society, chapt. 11.
40 William Claypole and John Robottom, Caribbean Story,
vol. 1, (Trinidad and Jamaica: Longman Caribbean, 1980),
158-59.
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century observers were taken with the idea of comparing the
system of slavery in the timber camps to that of the
plantations of the Caribbean or southern United States. 41
The objective here is more specifically to examine the
relationship between the structures of the enclave economy
and the experiences of the slaves.

To what extent did the

organization of the extractive industry shape the nature of
slavery in Belize?

On the other hand, how did the slaves

themselves modify the organization of the industry?

Of

course, in focusing on slavery we need to bear in mind the
society as a whole: the interaction of the various social
groups, the impact of the physical environment, and local,
regional and extra-regional factors.
As the earliest logwood cutters initially devoted as
much time to raids as to cutting wood, it is not surprising
that they purchased few if any slaves.

Initially they did

most of the work themselves or hired sailors from merchant
vessels.

Clearly, though, this practice could not be a

permanent solution to the labor problem.

Still, the

practice continued for the greater part of the eighteenth
century as in 1765 one of the regulations sanctioned by
William Burnaby declared that "any person who shall enveigle
or cause to run away any Sailor" would be subject to a fine
41See, for example, Henderson, An Account of the
Settlement, 96-97.
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of 20 tons of logwood. 42

By

that time, the Belize elite

no longer depended on deserting sailors for their labor
supply.
The earliest record that mentions the presence of black
slaves in Belize is dated 1724 when a Spanish missionary
reported the presence of some nthree hundred English,
besides Mosquito Indians and negro slaves n on the Belize
coast. 43

The slaves were obtained mainly from markets in

Jamaica, the Bahamas and southern United States while a few
were imported directly from West Africa.
Another major route followed by the slaves on their way
to Belize further emphasizes the importance of the regional
context.

In the mid-seventeenth century, settlers of the

Providence Company who had settled at Providence Island off
the Miskito Shore, moved to the mainland to plant sugar and
indigo on the banks of the Wanks and Bluefields rivers.
Negro slaves were imported to provide labor on these
plantations. 44

This first attempt at colonization failed

but the Anglos tried a second time in 1699 under the
leadership of William pitt.
42A • B •H •

By 1759, the area under direct

vol. 1, 102-03.

43 Cited in Bolland, Formation of a Colonial Society,
49. Of course there is always the possibility that the
earliest records were either lost or have yet to be found in
the archives.
44 Fl

oyd, Anglo-Spanish Struggle, chapts. 2-3.
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British influence had a population of 3,706.
younger alone had a total of 400 slaves.

By

pitt the
this time,

British contraband trade was valued at 300,000 pesos a
year. 45
The possibility of a British plantation system on the
mainland of Central America alarmed the planter elite of the
British West Indian islands.

The region could potentially

flood the British market with sugar while driving up the
price of slaves in the Caribbean.

The Spaniards, too, were

not unaware of the implications of this British foothold and
thus doubled their efforts to expel the Anglos from the
area.

After a series of armed confrontations, both European

powers decided to compromise in the treaty of 1783.

The

English agreed to evacuate the Miskito Shore (signalling a
victory for the West Indian lobby) while the Spaniards
allowed British usufruct privileges in Belize.

'I'he

agreement specifically exempted the production of any
commercial crop from the Belize area but most of the
settlers moved to Belize with their slaves. 46
The paucity of information on the period before 1786
precludes an in-depth analysis of slave labor in the logwood
industry on the Belize coast.
45 I bid.,

The fluctuating population

56-61.

46 See A.B.H. vol.1, 137-38 which cites the text of the
Treaty of Versailles of 1783.
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between 1724 and 1787 is indicative of the shifting nature
of the extractive industry as well as of the repeated
attempts made by Spain to expel the British from the area.
The extremely uncomfortable and \mhealthy nature of logwood
cutting, chipping and hauling suggests that only comfortable
profit margins could have motivated the first generation of
white Baymen to extract the wood from Belize.
The purchase by the Baymen of black slaves to extract
the dyewood signalled a degree of permanence among the
woodcutters.

Of course, the margins of profits not only had

to offset the price of the slaves but also to absorb their
occasional loss resulting from Spanish raids.

Because the

settlement at the Belize River mouth was no better than the
logwood camps and because it would have been logistically
impossible to adequately supervise the slaves from St.
George's Cay (the island inhabited by the whites), it may be
concluded that white Baymen and black slaves initially
shared the discomforts of the riverine swamps.

However, as

the masters increased their investments in slaves, and as
the settlement at the Belize River mouth turned into a
permanent British stronghold, the social distance between
master and slave widened.

Instead of directly overseeing

his gangs, the master employed a captain who supervised the
work of the slaves.

The masters now spent more time on

commercial activities such as on provisioning logwood gangs
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or on contraband in Bacalar or in the Bay of Honduras or
simply in relaxation.
How was the nature of the enclave society affected by
the nature of the logwood industry?

The dearth of data on

the pre-1786 period does not allow us to suggest a clear
scenario.

On the other hand, the settlement pattern of

these times provides us with some clues.
Under the technology then available, only logwood
groves located near a stream navigable by "pit-pans" or flat
bottomed canoes were exploitable.

Most of the "settled"

area under British occupation, therefore, was located along
streams bordering swamps.
uninhabite~

This habitat was practically

and unsuitable for swidden farming.

Thus,

besides concentrating small pockets of slaves and their
supervisors in their temporary logwood camps, the ecology of
the place also discouraged the slaves from running away.
Maroons would have had a hard time subsisting in the
tropical equivalent of a desert.
The whites in turn, had their main settlement on St.
George's Cay, an island about nine miles north east of
Belize Point.

Since timber work has always been dominated

by males, the male-female slave ratio was inordinately
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high. 47

Anxiety about the security of white women and

children might have reinforced the decision to remain at St.
George's Cay.
Another factor influencing the choice of St. George's
Cay as the white Baymen's capital (until about 1786) was the
devastation of malaria. 48 White men who had to make at
least periodic visits to the logwood camps in the mosquito
infested swamps had the highest mortality rate in the early
nineteenth century.49
Belize Point became a second settlement for whites (and
was to supersede St. George's Cay after 1798).

Before that

occurred, though, it may be surmised that Belize Point was a
principal logwood depot and slave settlement which, located
on the coast, provided some respite from the mosquitoes.
However, increased investments in mahogany operations
together with the expansion of trade with Central America
47Sl ave population 6ata for the period 1816-1832,
available in A.B. Boxes 125 and 127. The average male to
female slave ratio as indicated in the slave registers
available for the period 1790 to 1832 is 2.23.
48The effect of malaria on the organization of work in
the Charleston district of the United States is discussed in
Ulrich Bonnell Phillips, nThe Slave Labor Problem in the
Charleston District,n Elinor Miller and Eugene D. Genovese,
~lantation, Town and County: Essays on the Local History of
American Slave Society (Urbana: University of Illinois
Press, 1974), 8-9.
49See A.B. Census Return of 1816, 1820, 1823, 1826,
1832 and 1834. Boxes 125 and 127. See also, Henderson, An
Account of the Settlement, 68-69.
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required a more permanent presence of the masters in Belize
Point.
The danger to life and property brought home in the
battles of St. George's Cay of 1779 and 1798 settled the
issue in favor of Belize Point, a location surrounded by a
barrier of swamps and by the world's second largest barrier
reef to the east.

The first meeting of the local

legislature, the Public Meeting, at Belize Point is dated
1786. 50
The above considerations on settlement patterns and
ecological factors enable us to reflect some more on the
condition of slavery in the enclave economy dominated by the
logwood industry.

Labor management was a c&se in point.

Masters appointed captains to supervise the work of
their slave gangs partly to avoid the swamps reputed to
threaten a whitem\ln's life.

Thus, masters delegated

considerable authority to the captains (who were sometimes
trusted slaves).

This method of using slave labor was

relatively inefficient but it was the best that could be
done under the circumstances. 51

As the captains shared

50 Gibbs, British Honduras, 47-48.
As the Belize River
branches just before it enters the Caribbean Sea at the
"Haulover," about five miles from Belize City, and at Belize
City proper, it is not clear from the records which one of
these two was the real "river mouth."

51 Phillips,

"Slave Labor Problem," 7-28.

146
the hardships and discomforts of the swamps, the slave
members of a gang could potentially exert considerable
influence on conditions of work.

For example, because gang

members could defepd each other, the captain could apply
corporal punishment only at considerable risk to his own
person.

Not surprisingly, therefore, the whip was seldom

used in the forests of Belize. 52

On the other hand, since

individual gangs worked in isolation of each other,
solidarity among all the working slaves was probably low and
not generally conducive to large scale revolts.
Some revolts did occur, nonetheless.

The temporary

collapse of logwood prices in the 1760-70s coincided with a
number of slave revolts or desertions. 53

In October 1765,

Joseph Maud requested help from the governor of Jamaica to
suppress a revolt on the New River where slaves had killed
Thomas Cooke their master, a carpenter, and three
woodcutters.

Presumably the rebels reached Spanish

territory as the records are silent on the suppression of
this revolt.

Three years later, twenty three slaves

deserted to the Spaniards in Bacalar followed by the biggest

52 A. B. Acting Supt. Pye to Sec. of State Bathurst, 26
July 1822, R.2, 93-99.
53 Bolland, Formation of a Colonial Society, 72-80.
Bolland's study is still the most authoritative work on
slavery in Belize. Unless otherwise stated, the data on
slave revolts and desertions are derived from his work.
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slave revolt in 1773 involving about fifty slaves.

The

rebels killed six whites before fleeing in direction of the
Spanish settlements to the north.
Predictably I Stephen Caiger, an apologist of British
colonialism, blamed Spanish authorities for enticing and
harboring the slaves. 54 Although there is no independent
evidence to support this assertion, undoubtedly, the
proximity of Spanish settlements which offered sanctuary to
slave deserters or rebels, was a major variable that
influenced the nature of slavery in Belize.

Bolland

attributes the revolts and desertions of this period to the
depression caused by the collapse of the logwood industry,
an interpretation which is plausible given the attempts of
the masters to increase their supply of logwood to offset
declining prices.

It is noteworthy, though, that each of

these slave revolts and mass desertions involved a
particular gang, or in the case of the 1773 revolt, perhaps
two or three.

Why did most gangs, exposed to similar

hardships, not rebel?

The human factor, the peculiar

relationship between master and slave might offer another
convincing explanation.
The arrival in Belize in 1787 of about 2,214 evacuees
from the Miskito Shore, of whom about three-fourths were

54Caiger, British Honduras: Past and Present, 83-84.
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slaves, marked a turning point in the political economy of
the settlement.

aCapital

in the form of slaves together

h

with animals, tools and equipment facilitated the expansion
of the mahogany industry.

Mahogany extraction required a

modest division of labor as well as minor support industries
such as the supply of rations for a larger

sla~e

population,

cattle for ntrucking" (pulling the logs out of the forest),
implements for the

indust~y

and general provisions for a

growing white, mulatto, and free black population.

None of

the support industries was firmly established in Belize as
most of the available capital was taken up by the forestry
industry or in financing the importation of these provisions
from North America or from the neighboring Spanish colonies.
Thus, the general structure of the enclave economy, where
one raw resource was the dominant export while most other
necessities were imported, became more firmly established
under mahogany extraction.
Following the organizational pattern of logwood
extraction, a mahogany "worksn was operated by a labor gang
consisting of ten to fifty men, each gang being under the
direction of a captain or overseer.

In the slave hierarchy,

a captain would certainly represent the highest level of
authority and status to which a slave could aspire.
Naturally, such a high distinction meant that the captain
would have to promote the profit-making objective of the
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enterprise, that is, to manage the gang in a manner that
maximizes labor efficiency

whi~e

taking good care of the

cattle, trucks and implements.
As in the logwood camps, task work was the usual manner
of job assignment. 55

This form of labor management got

the job done but was inefficient.

As individual workers

often worked in pairs or small groups, direct supervision
was difficult.

It was also virtually impossible to

accurately define a day's "task" given the ever changing
conditions of the job, such as the dimensions of the logs,
their distance from the streams, the amount of
precipitation, and the overall consideration of work
vitality.

One suspects that captains were pressured by

their partners in the forest to be conservative on their
definition of tasks.
Interestingly, though, task work gave slaves a very
important control over the use of their time after assigned
work was completed.

They could "make plantation," that is,

cultivate a plot of land in their own time, growing food
crops for sale to the master especially when the importation
of food supplies were interrupted by the frequent
hostilities with the Spaniards.

Failing that, slaves

supplemented their "pork and dough" diet with their own

55 Honduras

Almanack, 37.
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produce and took the surplus to the Belize town market at
the end of the cutting season.

Of course, slaves could

choose to relax from the hard work involved in mahogany
cutting.

It should be emphasized that this arrangement

evolved out of the organization of work and from the
accommodations arrived at between slaves and masters.

It

points to the ways in which slaves themselves were active
agents in their own life to the extent that their limited
circumstances permitted.
The length of the work week during slavery points to
another example of compromise between master and slave.

In

the earliest days of logwood cutting in the Bay of Campeche,
woodcutters worked a five-day week, weekends being used to
hunt the weekly meat supply.56

It is conceivable that

when the logwood cutters purchased their slaves in the early
part of the eighteenth century, the practice of hunting for
the week's meat supply continued, with the slaves
accompanying their masters in the hunt.

When the slave

owners exempted themselves from the hard labor of logwood
cutting, the slaves continued the practice which explains
the unusual custom of allowing slaves to bear arms in the
forest. 57

The nature of the business affected the length

56 Damp ier,

57 British

Voyages, 179.
Honduras Citizens, "Defense," 14-15.
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of the work day.

As trucking logs to the barguadier or main

riverside camp was undertaken at night to avoid the stifling
heat, one would expect slaves to demand compensation for
night-time work.
slaves' own time.

Saturdays were eventually set aside as the
Thus the organizational history of the

timber industry, trucking and the expected demands of the
slaves themselves account for an unusual five-day week in
the Belize forestry industry.
The modest division of labor in mahogany extraction
also influenced the nature of slavery.

The huntsman,

regarded as a valuable skilled slave, identified, tracked,
and marked the mahogany trees for the axemen.

The loyalty

and honesty of the huntsman had to be relied upon for, not
only did he work alone in the forest but, given the chaotic
nature of land tenure in Belize to the end of the nineteenth
century, he could accept bribes from a rival neighbor for
information about the location of the best mahogany trees.
Undoubtedly, only those slaves who were trustworthy and
competent could achieve the coveted posts of captain or
huntsman. 58

Naturally, the price for these top positions

was the complete acceptance of the social system and its
values.

The effect these role models had on the

socialization of slave children needs no further comment.

58 Henderson,

An Account of the Settlement, 57-59.
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The huntsmen left

Beli~e

town ahead of the gang in

early August and the slave woodcutters followed at the end
of the same month.

Cattle, implements and provisions had to

be moved to the main camp or barguadier.

After constructing

the huts where they would live for the next seven to ten
months, the slaves left camp.

The axemen, usually in pairs,

built a bar-be-que or platform about ten to twelve feet
high, on which they swung their axes.

The tree was cut at

this height to avoid the ground-level buttresses.

Pathways

had to be opened from the location where the axemen were
cutting to the nearest suitable stream.

As the trees fell,

the log had to be prepared for transportation.

The

carpenter, in the meantime, prepared or repaired the trucks
(rough carts), on which the logs would be placed.
looked after the bullocks used to pull the trucks.

Cattlemen
Cooks,

washerwomen and errand boys were busy at camp while the men
too old to handle mahogany cutting worked with younger boys
and some women on cultivating a small plot.
April, trucking began.

Around March or

Henderson describes this operation:

The logs of mahogany are generally brought out by
cattle and trucks to the waterside, or to the
barguadier. . . . When the distance is great, this is
a labour of infinite and tediou3 difficulty. As soon
as a sufficient number to form a raft is collected, and
the waters llave gained the necessary height, they are
singly thrown from the banks, and require no other
guidance than the force of the current to float them to
the booms which are large cables placed across the
rivers at the different eddies or falls. Here they are
once more collec~ed, each party claiming its own from
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the general mass, and formed into separate rafts for
their final destination. 59
We know very little about some of the details of camp
life.

For example, how was discipline maintained?

What was

the relationship between skilled and unskilled slaves,
between older and younger slaves, between men and women?
The Maya who observed the slaves cutting ntheir n forests
identified these workers as intruders to be ejected.

Their

occasional raids on the mahogany camps, therefore, could not
easily capitalize on the slaves desire for freedom ..
To what extent did the enclave economy influence the
nature of the slave population?

The slaves were brought to

Belize primarily to work the timber industry.

Because

timber work was regarded as a man's job, the gender
imbalance in 1823, for example, was 2.3 males to one female
slave.

Of the total population of 5,197 in 1826, there were

3,502 males to 1,695 females. 60

This male-female ratio

had implications on miscegenation which in turn has been
interpreted as a determining factor in the high manumission
rate.

Between January 1807 and October 1816, for example,

173 or 17.3 slaves per year were freed.

59 I bid.,

Of this figure, 7.8

63-64.

60 The Archives of Belize has incomplete slave registers
for the years 1816, 1820, 1823, 1826 and 1832. There is
also a register of apprentices recorded i~ 1835. See A.B.
Boxes 125 and 127. For the 1826 register, see Box 127.
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or 45 percent were freed through the owner's will or
testament and 9.5 or 55 percent through deeds of manumission
mostly self-purchase. 61

Data from British Colonial Office

records for the years 1807-1830 show that 43.5 percent of
the manumitted slaves were lnale and 56.5 percent female. 62
Bolland attributes these figures to the conventional view
that masters often freed their slave mistresses and their
children in their will.

But, if the figures cited above for

the years 1807-1816 are typical, how do we account for the
high self-purchase percentage?
If we credit the slaves with the capacity to influence
to some extent the direction of their lives, we might
attribute the high incidence of self-purchase to the slaves'
use of their

~

time.

We have mentioned the peculiar

organization of the work-week and of task work which allowed
slaves to use their own time to cultivate a plot of land,
and in some cases, to manufacture wooden household utensils
from the buttresses of the mahogany tree.

Secondly, while

most adult male slaves were woodcutters by occupation, the
61 A. B.

1816 Slave Register, Box 125.

62 Bolland, Formation of a Colonial Society, 88-89.
The
general attitude of the local British elite towards
manumission is revealed in an act of 1805 which levied a tax
of £25 on all manumissions. The act was repealed in 1808.
Frederick Crowe, The Gospel in Central America. Containing
a Sketch of Country
. a History of the Baptist Mission
in British Honduras . . . (London: Charles Gilpin, 1850),
204.
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manner in which they were employed depended on the owner's
resources.

A

curso~

check of the 1816 slave register, for

example, shows that more than half of the owners had less
than five slaves.

Operating a mahogany works with five or

less slaves was out of the question, though masters could
and often did employ free laborers to supplement slave labor
in their camps.

Those owners who could not afford this

undertaking, though, could resort to logwood extraction.
With their master's permission, slaves could in their
time, cut logwood for themselves.

~

When the price of logwood

increased, as it did in 1825 when quoted at £16 per ton,63
a slave's time had proportionately high value.
Slaves whose owners could not operate a timber works
were hired out.

The principle of taskwork would have given

these slaves a similar control over their own time as others
working directly for their masters.

Female slaves were

similarly affected though their case was the reverse of
their male counterparts.

An

owner of one or two female

slaves could have them work in his household but what does a
Mr. Marshall Bennett do with thirty two adult female slaves?
They too were hired out.
created some problems.

The hiring of slaves, though,
Of the total 1806 population, for

63Lindsay W. Bristowe and Philip B. Wright, The
Handbook of British Honduras for 1888-1989 (Edinburgh and
London: William Blackwood & Sons, 1889), 183-84.
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example, 72 percent were slaves while only 8.8 percent were
whites. 64 This pre-ponderance of slaves in relation to
whites represented a security risk for the masters.

Free

blacks and mulattos also opposed the practice of hiring out
slaves as they competed for the few jobs available.

The

Public Meeting reflected this sentiment when it tried to
justify its ban on the practice of slaves hiring themselves
out on the grounds that without the direct supervision of
his master,
A [slave] becomes subject to no authority but what

results from his own will, which naturally tends to
create insubordination, thereby diminishing respect to
their proprietors and thereby destroying that spirit of
industry which so strongly conduces to good order,
regularity and due obedience, under penalty of
£500. 65

The demographic data does not distinguish between
slaves employed primarily in the timber industry and those
who were urban-based.

Because timber work has been

traditionally associated with men (though there were female
cooks, washerwomen and swidden cultivators in the mahogany
camps), we can surmise that most female slaves were urbanbased, and employed in domestic work.

Between 1790 and

1835, the number of adult female slaves ranged between 515

64Bolland, Formation of a Colonial Society, 51, 87.
The percentage of the white population is extrapolated from
the percentages cited for the slave, free black and mulatto
populations.
65Cited in Crowe, The Gospel in ~~ntral America, 204.
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and 673, the peak coming in 1803.

The manumission pattern,

as already indicated, favoured female slaves but the average
for the years 1807 to 1816 was 17.3 per year.66

The

mortality figures recorded in the burial registry of the
Anglican Church between 1825 and 1829 shows that 40% of
slaves buried in that period were female, a ratio that
approximates the male - female slave population
distribution. 67
Other slaves worked outside the values of the slave
system to obtain their freedom: they escaped from it.
Agajn, the nature of the mahogany industry facilitated
flight.

Unlike logwood extraction located in riverine

swamps, mahogany cutting took the slave gangs within a
twelve to fifteen mile radius of a stream.

Slaves becrune

familiar with the forest, with the cultivation of crops,
hunting game meat and living in huts constructed with local
materials.

As the mahogany trees were depleted near the

coast, the gangs had to follow the river deeper into the
forest, getting closer to the Maya. 68 Ar.med with muskets,
axes and macheats, the slaves could and occasionally did
overpower their overseers before fleeing.
66A. B. Census Returns, 1816, Box 125.
67A. B. "Copy of Returns from the Church Registry, R.2,
1829, p. 165.
68A. B. H. vol. 2, 58, 101.
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Flight was generally in the direction of Bacalar or
Peten where Spanish authorities welcomed the deserters
hoping thereby to undermine the viability of the Belize
timber industry.69

One way in which the industry

discouraged male slaves from running away was by keeping
most of the women in Belize town.

Even so, female slaves

did escape as shown by the case of the nine men and eight
women (all, except three, in their forties) reported as
missing in 1816 by their owner, Supreme Court Judge William
Gentle. 70

An 1819 proclamation reveals the concern of the

local British authorities: nln view of the number of runaway
slaves on the Sheboon River and other places, reward of 25
dollars [wage equivalent of two and a half months] is
offered for any such apprehended and of 50 dollars for proof
of husbanding, employing, or concealing such by any free
person. ,,71

69Caiger, British Honduras: Past and Present, 83-84.
7oA. B• 1816 Slave Register, Box 125.
71 Cited in Norman Ashcraft, nThe Early British
Settlement in the Bay of Honduras,n mimeograph, ·n.d., 8.
Earlier, Superintendent Colonel Peter Hunter decreed
physical punishment on those enticing slaves to run away:
thirty nine lashes spread over three days and the amputation
of the right ear. Hunter also re-organized the militia and
established a spy network to obtain reliable information on
the neighboring Spanish settlements. Caiger, British
Honduras: Past and Present, 95.
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The question of slave desertions continued until
slavery was abolished in 1833.

The Central

~erican

Congress ratified in 1824 nthe schedules and orders of the
Spanish government . . . as relates to the emancipation of
the slaves who may pass over to our states from foreign
nations. n72 Run away slaves formed the nucleus of the
Peten village of San Benito while others were reported at an
area near Los Encuentros in the Bay of Honduras and at
Omoa. 73
Not all the Spaniards, though, were accommodating to
the desire of the slaves for freedom.

Hero and Marriott

were two of three slave deserters belonging to Solomon
Burnham who were returned by some Spaniards.

The deserters

were ordered imprisoned and worked in chains on public works
for two months besides receiving 128 lashes each.74

As

for maroon towns within Belize itself, the data is
equivocal.

Superintendent Arthur observed that there were

two "slave towns" formed in the "Blue Mountains, northwards

72Cited in George A. Thompson, Narrative of an Official
Visit to Central America in 1825 Franklin D. Parker, ed.,
Travels in Central America, 1821-1840 (Gainesville:
University of Florida Press, 1970), 86.
73 parker, Travels, passim.
74A. B. William S. Eve to Supt. Arthur, 11 Sept. 1821,
S.P. 188. In return, English authorities captured and
returned Maya workers de3erting from their employers in
southeastern Yucatan.
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of the Sibun,n an assertion that was rejected by the local
British elite who argued that were desertion not a minimal
problem for the slave owners, the timber industry would have
long

co~lapsed.75

What the local elite and later apologists would have us
believe is that slavery in Belize existed in name only.
Alleging that the 1820 revolt reported by Superintendent
Arthur was more in the nature of the mass desertion of
eleven slaves, the elite accused Arthur of trying to please
lOa pm..,erful party at home, [i .e., the Abolitionists] whose
interest and influence were necessary to his elevation. n
Referring to the Battle of St. George's Cay of 10 September,
1798, the elite underlined the nsacred tie between the Slave

and the Master" which they attributed to the "marked
preference of these faithful Slaves to their state of
bondage than to the freedom offered by the Spaniards. "76
The theme of the bond between master and slave, "shoulder to
shoulder" was echoed in 1898 by the middle class creole

75For Arthur's observations, see A.B. Supt. Arthur to
Earl Bathurst, 16 May 1820, S.P. 188. The elite's remarks
can be found in British Honduras Citizens, nDefense,n 10.
76British Honduras Citizens, nDefense," 8, 12.
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newspaper, the Colonial Guardian in endorsing the centenary
celebrations of the Battle of St. George's Cay.77
More specifically, George Henderson set out to prove
that the slaves in Belize were hardly slaves.

Referring to

the first few years of the nineteenth century, the captain
of the 44th Regiment enumerated the expenses incurred by a
master in maintaining an adult male slave.

TABLE 3.7

Average Cost to Maintain a Slave in Belize, 1800
Expenses

~

Of Irish salt pork, to each negro, 5 llbs
per week, . . . for 365 days at

8

10

o

10

o

o

Of flour, always the finest, 1 lIb. to
each slave per day, estimated at

77Col onial Guardian, 2 April 1898. It is noteworthy
that the myth of the "shoulder to shoulder" theme persists
even today. In a most forceful manner, Evan X. Hyde tried
to dispel the myth in the early seventies:
No one can deny that the most effective historical
source of division between (the "creole" and mestizos
of Belize] has been the so-called Battle of St.
George's Cay. Utilizing brilliant historical
propaganda, the English • . . passed the credit for the
"defeat" of the Spanish from the white " Baymen" to the
Negro slaves. The 10th became a Creole holiday
subsidized . . . by the English. For the sycophantic
Creole bourgeosie class, the 10th represented a
legitimization of their supremacy in the civil service.
. . . For the English, the 10th has been an opportunity
to divide the native society.
Hyde, Knocking our ting, 1.
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Q

Expenses (cont.)

~

Of rum, supposing a gill to be allowed
to each slave per day, during the dayS
that work is carrying on, [estimated] at
260 . . .

4

13

Of sugar, 12 lIb. allowed to each, . . •

0

15

o
o

Of clothing, two suits of
working
clothes, at 1s. 8d. per yard to each. . .

1

14

o

One pair coarse shoes,

0

13

4

Miscellaneous, tobacco and pipes to each

1

10

o

Medical attendance . . . per contract each

0

13

4

Saturdays' labour . . . established rate
at 3s. 4d. per day

8

13

4

35

19

7

25

13

11

Jamaica Currency
Equal in sterling for e a c h . .

Source: G. Henderson, An Account of the Settlement, 66-68.

The strenuous physical work performed in timber
extraction by the slaves required a great deal of calories.
Eleven and three-seventh ounces of meat plus one pound of
flour per day was barely adequate.

Vegetables and fruits,

essential to a balanced diet, are not mentioned.

Eating

salt pork and flour dough all year round was a punishment in
itself.

A gill of rum per working day addicted slaves to

alcohol but added nothing of nutritious value to the slave's
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diet while one pound of sugar per month was clearly
inadequate for a working man.

Two suits of coarse working

clothing and one pair of shoes are not adequate in a warm,
humid, sub-tropical climate.

The 3s. 4d. said to be paid to

the slave if he chose to work for the master on Saturdays
was in fact paid not in cash but in trinkets, 200 percent
above their actual cost. 78

The point to be made of all

this is that if the cost of maintaining a slave was in fact
about £36 per year, this inflated figure relates to the
cost, not the standard of living of the slaves.

In an

enclave economy, most goods not associated with the dominant
export product are generally imported since most available
man-power and capital are concentrated on the mono-product.
This tends to make labor relatively expensive, a structural
weakness faced by enclave economies.
In the end, what do the records indicate about the
treatment of slaves in Belize?

The fact that most slaves

did not run away, rebel, or earn enough to buy their freedom
indicates that the system succeeded in extracting from the
slaves the commodity it prized the most: cheap labor.
Admittedly, some slaves were manumitted through the
benevolent disposition of their masters' last will and
testament but it is ironic that in order to gain this
78Henderson, An Account of the Settlement (1809 ed.),
58.
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distinction, such a slave had to be a Dgood n slave.

That

is, he had to fully internalize the interests of the master
as if they were his own, even if he had to disown his own
kind.

This ngood n slave mentality was doomed to frustrate

those slaves who sought this path out of bondage.

Most

masters would certainly not manumit all their slaves as that
would deprive their estate of its most valuable asset.
If slaves were daily fed "pork and dough n and if in
consideration of their safety, captains dared not use the
whip in the forests, was slavery in Belize as conditioned by
the nature of the extractive

econo~

compared to bondage elsewhere?
the patterns are clear.

sufficiently unique as

The record is incomplete but

Revolts, desertion, ill-treatment,

the break-up of slave families, the impact of the timber
industry and of the slave's attempts to ameliorate his
working conditions point to the inescapable conclusion that
most slaves in Belize could not overcome the structures
which restricted their freedom.
Thus, slaves continued to extract the wealth from the
Belizean forests until the colonial authorities deemed it
proper to change the rules of the system.

After 1833, all

slaves were granted their nfreedom" but "apprenticed n to
their for.mer masters.
came to an end.

In 1838 the system of apprenticeship

It was replaced by "free" labor, a subject

analyzed in the following chapter.
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CHAPTER :tV

CAPITAL - LABOR RELATIONS: 1838 - 1900

Expansion of British Capital in the Regional

Bcono~

The legal abolition of slavery was a major milestone in
Belizean history if, for nothing else, for its implication
on the legal structure of Belizean society. The former
slaves, for the first time, were considered persons with the
right to organize their lives the way they preferred.

Of

course, it was not easy for the newly-freed people to
exercise this fundamental right.

The structures of the

enclave economy supported by the state, church, and society
provided few options.

Work in the forestry industry, in-

transit trade operated by the merchant houses, and in
subsistence agriculture were the three main prospects. The
third option was made unattractive for several reasons while
the newly freed people could neither engage in the forestry
industry nor in trade except as workers in the former and
perhaps itinerant peddlers in the latter.
In contrast to freed Blacks and Indian slaves, the
remnants of the Maya population in the northwest were
regarded more as nbelligerent savages n than as a potential
work-force (even though several Maya laborers from the Rio
Bravo region did seek and obtain employment in mahogany
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gangs)

.1

More will be said about the Mayan response to

the penetration of mercantile capitalism into their own
backyard after 1847.

The Maya, Garifuna, Miskito and

Yucatec and Central American mestizos who turned to wage
labor as their main form of subsistence were joined by the
majority of the former slaves of Belize as the
proletarianized labor force of the eastern coast of Central
America and southwestern Yucatan.
The character of this regional block had always
depended on the demand by the world

econo~

of its

resources. In addition, other factors such as inadequate
transportation had kept certain perishable products like
bananas out of commercial production.

Only the advent of

steam vessels coupled with railway transportation made the
cultivation of this fruit feasible for the North American
market later in the century.

Logwood and mahogany had other

market characteristics. Their bulk required a high unit
price per volume. For this reason, the international prices
offered determined the feasibility of trade. Despite these
limitations, mercantile capital penetrated the extractive
process to the point where several of the leading mahogany

1Henderson, An Account of the Settlement, 26-27.
See
also, A.B. Thomas Miller to Secretary of State, 4 Feb. 1835,
R.11, pp. 71-102.
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houses were also engaged in commerce, both in Belize and in
the region.
A report on the merchant houses of the second quarter
of the nineteenth century observed:
In fact, the importance of Belize and its flourishing
mercantile community, depends entirely on its being,
and continuing to be, the entrepot of British
merchandize to the adjacent Republics of Guatemala,
Costa Rica and Spanish Honduras. In this respect,
Belize is of considerable importance to the Home
manufacturers, and it is through the enterprise of its
merchants, that England monopolizes all the valuable
Dry Goods, and Hardware trade of the above Countries. 2
In earlier years, control of the regional econom¥ from
southeastern Yucatan to the Miskito Coast had occasioned
bitter conflict between Spain and the England.
exited in 1821.

The Iberians

Mexico and the United Provinces of Central

America, influenced by contemporary liberal principles on
economic development, were far less hostile than Spain to
the presence of the British in their own backyard.

The

English had withdrawn from the Bay of Campeche during the
third quarter of the seventeenth century in the face of a
determined Spanish campaign supplemented by the gradual
replacement of English by Spanish mercantile capital in the
region's logwood industry.

At that time, the transition

from buccaneering to logwood cutting was in its early
stages.

Continued raids on their settlements only increased

2Cited in Clegern, British Honduras: Past and Present,
59.
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the Spaniards' determination to expel the intruders.

The

"sea rovers" retreated toward the Bay of Honduras and the
Miskito Coast.
The earliest presence of English buccaneers on the
Miskito Coast and Bay of Honduras can be traced to the third
quarter of the sixteenth century. It was not until 1629 when
Providence and Henrietta Island were

~discovered"

by the

English that a colony was established near the Central
American mainland.

The Spaniards expelled the English in

1641 who by this time, had established commercial relations
with the Sarnbo-Miskito.

Hostile to the Spaniards and waging

war with its own neighbors for control of the coast, the
Miskito sought British assistance.

British muskets tilted

the balance in favor of the native Central Americans.

An

Anglo-Miskito alliance was formed that lasted until the
middle o~ the nineteenth century.3
British mercantile capital found its way back to the
Bay of Carnpeche, southeastern Yucatan, the Bay of Honduras
and the Miskito Shore during the nineteenth century in

3 Fl oyd, Anglo-Spanish Struggle, Conzernuis,
"Ethnological Survey," and Craig L. Dozier, Nicaragua's
Mosquito Shore: The Years of British and American Presence
(Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 1985). See also,
Henderson, An Account of the Settlement, Thomas Young,
Narrative of a Residence on the Mosquito Shore: with an
Account of Trujillo, and the Adjacent Islands of Bonacca and
Rotan and a Vocabulary of the Mosguitian Language (London:
Smith, Elder, and Co., 1847).
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response to the declining resources of Belize, the
availability of these materials in the region, and the
control by British merchant houses of credit.

Political

instability in Mexico and Central America allowed the
British the opportunity to operate on the periphery of these
states.

In the case of Central America, Guatemala actively

sought British capital and European immigrants to populate
and to develop its northeastern coast.4
Marshall Bennett typified this extension of the
mercantile economy.

One of the largest slave owners of

Belize, president of the Land Commissioners Board and a
Magistrate for a total of twenty two years, Bennett
initially joined the oligarchy's lobby for increased
protection of Belize mahogany in the British market. s
Bennett probably anticipated that the depletion of Belize's
mahogany and the preference of the imperial government for
the gradual elimination of protective tariffs, meant that
4See , for example, A. Hasbrouck, nGregor McGregor and
the Colonization of Poyais, between 1820 and 1824,n Hispanic
Historical Review 7 (1927): 438-59, William J. Griffith,
Empires in the Wilderness: Foreign Colonization and
Development in Guatemala (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 1965).
SA.B. Census of 1816 and 1820, Boxes 125 and 127 for
data on Bennett's slaves. As President of the Land
Commissioners, see General Registry of Belize (hereafter
G.R.B.) F. Vega versus John Carmichael. Testimony of John
Faber, 20 Oct. 1863 and A.B. Magistrates to Suptd. Arthur,
17 Jan. 1820, R.2, pp. 24-25. Dobson, A History of Belize,
106.
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his accumulated capital would render him better returns
elsewhere in Central America.

His plans met with the strong

encouragement of none other than Francisco Morazan,
president of the unstable Central American federation, as
Morazan himself was a silent partner in one of Bennett's
diversified businesses.

Moving to Guatemala City, Bennett

opened a branch of his trading firm in the Central American
capital in association with William Hall and Carlos Meany.
In 1834, Bennett purchased from the state of Guatemala
68,000 acres of land in northern Verapaz on the Golfo Dulce
and Lake Izabal.

This was followed the same year by a huge

land grant from the Motagua River to the Bay of Honduras
including a portion within British territory between the
Sibun and Sarstoon rivers.

Bennett obtained these lands on

condition that he colonized the area with European
immigrants. 6
Inviting foreign capital to colonize frontier areas in
order to generate development was consistent with the
liberal ideas dominant in Latin America at this time.

The

British in particular were much admired for their business
acumen.

The example of Belize as a trade entrep8t and as a

6Naylor, nMahogany and the British Return to the
Miskito Shore. n See also, A.B. Not Stated to Barlee, 17
June 1880, R.116, pp. 372-73 proposing a land swap to
compensate the Bennett estate for lands granted to the
estate by the Guatemalan government which remained within
British territory.
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base for the extraction of forest resources was foremost in
the plans of Central American leaders. 7

Unfortunately,

Bennett and the other mercantile companies that obtained
land grants in the region had another priority: the
extraction of mahogany.

This goal was similar to the

primary motivation of the companies that were operating in
Belize or on Mexican territory.

n1is priority is

understandable, given the risky and costly nature of
sponsoring colonization.

Both Bennett and the Eastern Coast

of Central America Agricultural and Commercial Company made
only token attempts to live up to their agreement.
Generally, they did not provide much support to the
settlers, a large percentage cf whom died while the rest
eventually found their way out of the region. 8

The

extraction of forestry resources was profitable;
establishing colonies of European settlers was not.
Up to 1847 mercantile companies extracted logwood and
mahogany on the Mexican side of the Rio Hondo in
collaboration with Bacalar-based entrepreneurs.

Mahogany

stands located in the Peten near the Belize border and those

7Griffith,

Empires in the Wilderness, 295-99.

8 I bid.i see also, Young, Narrative on the Mosquito
Shore. Data on the desperate plight of the Poyais settlers,
1823-24 may be found in A.B. See for example, Suptd. Edward
Codd to Sec. of State Bathurst, 20 June, 1823, R.4C, pp. 6466.

172

deep in the jungles of Quintana Roo could not be extracted
at the time as nature did not favor these areas with streams
flowing into the Caribbean coast.

Later in the century,

United States capital moved in to construct tramways to pull
the heavy logs to the banks of the Rio Hondo. 9
The market for logwood and mahogany was a critical
extra regional-variable which influenced the volume of
mercantile capital available in the regional industry.
Table 4.1 summarizes the pattern of mahogany and logwood
exports during the nineteenth century.
be used with caution.

These figures should

Christopher Hempstead, United States

consular representative in Belize in 1850, reported that
exports to the United States "are not certified" by as much
as 25 percent. 10

9"Informe rendido por la Comisi6n Geografico Exploradora de Quintana Roo al C. Secretario de Fomento
(Mexico: Qficina Impresora de la Secretaria de Hacienda,
1918). See also, A.B. Population Returns of Camp Mengel
[present-day Alvaro Qbreg6n), 1911," Box 127.
lONational Archives of the United States of America
(hereafter, NA), Consular Returns, vol.l, 3 July, 1850.
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TABLE 4.1
Exports of Mahoaan~ and Lo~ood from Belize,
1784 - 1894 ~Select Yearsl
~

1784
1785
1786
1787-1788
1788-1789
1789-1790
1798
1799
1800
1801
1802
1803
1804
1805
1806-18
1819
1820
1821
1822
1823
1824
1825
1837
1845
1846
1858
1861
1864
1867
1870
1873

Mahogany (ft, COOs)
2,000
2,500
3,000
5,271
6,054
4,897
1,347
3,355
3,102
3,061
2,125
4,582
6,481
2,434

(est)
(est)
(est)
(est)

Logwood (tons)
1,000
1,200
1,500
1,766
2,462
1,940

698
900
1,412
1,268

6,142
5,692
4,234

2,112
1,895
1,830

4,250
5,574
5,083
8,500
9,920
13,719
6,275
8,657
7,135
4,156
1,346
3,767

3,562
4,391
4,166
4,314
5,034
7,000
15,238
4,528
9,166
8,621

(est)
(est)
(est)
(est)
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TABLE 4.1 Cont.

Mahogany (ft. ODDs)
1880
1884
1887
1894

2,197
7,528
4,191

Logwood (tons)
17,057
15,303
20,019
26,·336

Source: 1784 - 1790, Cited in Calder6n Quijano, Belice,
1663(?) - 1821, 367; 1798-1801, 1819-1837 and 1858-1861,
Bolland, Formation of a Colonial Society, 159, 175, 18451846, Bristowe and Wright, Handbook of British Honduras, 183
- 84; 1864 - 1873, A. B. "Analysis of Returns ••• of
Colonial Timber," August, 1878, R. 116, pp. 402 - 24; 1880 1887, A. B. Henry Fowler, Col. Sec. 19 July, 1880, R. 116,
373-74 and 1894, Gov. E. B. Sweet-Escott to Chamberlain, 22
July, 1895, Foreign Office, 204/238 found in A. B.

After 1846, mahogany did not recover its prominent
position in Belizean exports whereas logwood recovered from
the depression of the 1770's and replaced mahogany as the
leading export in the third quarter of the nineteenth
century.

Though data on export levels are not readily

available for this period, we can infer from Table 4.2 that
logwood had edged mahogany while investments in sugar cane
and banana production threatened to challenge the dominance
of the forestry industry.
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'l'ABLB 4.2
Value of Major Exports from Belize, 1868, 1888, and 1889

Product

Value in
Belize ~

% of total

Mahogany
140,935
Logwood
139,060
Sugar, Rum, Molasses
51,810
Other (mostly
686,490
C. A.products)
Total Exports
1,018,295

100.0

1888

Mahogany
LOg\·!Ood
Bananas
Other
Total Exports

179,051
547,613
155,017
644,434
1,526,115

11.7
35.9
10.2
42.2
100.0

1889

Mahogany
Logwood
Banana
Other
Total Exports

361,940
807,468
177,241
808,905
2,155,554

16.8
37.5
8.2
37.5
100.0

1868

13.8
13.7
5.1
.§.L.!

Source: 1868, A. B. Supt. Longden to Peter Grant, 3 March
1869, R.98,pp. 336-37; 1888-89, Colonial Reports. Annual
No.1, nBritish Honduras, January 1891.n

A salient feature of Table 4.2 is the substantial share
of exports from Belize that was represented by Central
American produce (such as indigo, cochineal and
sarsaparilla) .11

In the context of the regional economic

11See for example, Honduras Observer and Belize
Gazette, Vol. IV, No. 27, 22 May 1847, for statistics on the
Import-Export Trade of 1846. See also, Robert A. Naylor,
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block, it was clear why the British combined trade with the
extraction of forestry products.

Quite apart from the

profits derived from commerce, the British were able to
control the extraction of the region's resources through
their manipulation of credit in the import-export trade.
The spread of British mercantile capital in the
regional block was not "designed" as an instrument to
"control" the people of the region.

In the short or even in

the middle term, a shrewd businessman such as Marshall
Bennett could calculate his moves so as to maximize his
profits, but even then there were several human and natural
variables beyond his control. The logic of the movement of
mercantile capitalism is that it seeks to obtain maximum
returns on investments.

If the region happened to be a

colony such as Belize or part of a sovereign state such as
Mexico, merchants sought to change or maintain structural
conditions favorable for business.

The role of the state

is, therefore, critical although land tenure laws, labor
control mechanisms, tariffs, and the like do not necessarily
determine business success. Neither do these variables
indiscriminately affect peasants or workers. For example,
the Location (land tenure) Laws of Belize did not prevent
squatting. Similarly, the advance wage system, in effect,
~British

Commercial Relations with Central America,n
(Ph.D diss., Tulane University, 1958).
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increased the laborer's real income to the subsistence
level. The high tariff structure of Central America created
an excellent bu:::d.ness op,;;mrtunity for the Garifuna who, as
superb canoemen, moved into British territory to buy
imported goods for resale on the nSpanish n coast. 12

Econo~:

Structure of the Enclave

the Proletarianization

Process

Despite some flexibility on the part of workers, the
structures of the enclave economy imposed severe limitations
in the range of choices available to workers on the eastern
coast of Central America.

But these structures, while

resistant to change, were not unchangeable. Capital-labor
relations on the Caribbean coast of Central America must be
analyzed to appreciate the impact of these structures on the
life of rural workers.

At the same time, the ways that

workers themselves shaped these mechanisms are also
important factors. Icaiche peasants, for example, had a
ntradition" of contact with the British of over two
centuries. The social organization of the Garifuna, to give
another example, predisposed their participation in the
mahogany industry.

In their division of labor, women

cultivated the crops (after men cleared the plot).

The men

12Colonial Guardian, vol. 7, no. 27, 7 July 1888.
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then usually left on

fishing or hunting expeditions. 13

Attracted by the prospects of wage labor, Garifuna

m~n

often

substituted fishing and hunting for work in the mahogany or
logwood camps.
Land was still the chief resource through which the
peoples of this region made a living.

Land use and land

tenure were therefore critical elements associated with the
development of a rural proletariat.

Another powerful magnet

was the consumption of certain manufactured goods such as
tools, utensils, muskets, cloth, and rum which could not as
easily be procured through the traditional use of local
resources.

N. Bolland and A. Shoman's pioneering work on

land tenure in Belize to 1871 showed how the logwood and
mahogany industry together with the control of

the local

law-making legislature (the Public Meeting) by an oligarchy
led to land concentration in the hands of a few mercantile
houses based in England by the middle of the nineteenth
century. 14

The system of "first come first serve" led to

the alienation of most of the land between the Rio Hondo and
the Sibun River. The power to make land grants was assumed
13Crowe, The Gospel in Central America, 358.
14N. Bolland and A. Shoman, Land in Belize 1765-1871
(Mona, Jamaica: Institute of Social and Economic Research,
1977). See also, Carla Barnett, "Aspects of State Policy
and Land Distribution and Use in the Crown Colonial Period
and After," Paper presented at the Fourth Annual Studies on
Belize Conference, Belize City, 1990.
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by the Superintendent in 1817, thereby ending the old system
of land grabbing.

Even though the Location System did not

confer title in fee simple, these logwood and mahogany works
were sold, exchanged, leased and so on, creating the utmost
confusion and endless lawsuits.
A major problem was the calculation of the size of the
works.

A "mahogany works" was defined as having a base of

three miles on the river side and eight miles deep,
parallelling the next river or stream.

Should the next

stream have more or less than sixteen miles, the two
claimants divided the distance between themselves.

As the

interior portion was seldom surveyed, there are no reliable
estimates of the acreage involved. 15 As late as 1896,
Bernard Cramer and Company, in liquidation, announced the
sale of the estate most of which was made up of twenty five
logwood and mahogany works by referring to a total base line
of 77.5 miles. No estimate was given of depth. 16
The Law in Force Act of 1855, followed by the Honduras
Land Titles Act of 1861,17 validated land titles held
under the old location system. These laws also opened the
15A. B. Supt. Frederick Seymour to Governor C.H. Darling
of Jamaica, 22 June 1859, manuscript of 1858 Blue Book, R.
65, p. 129.
16 Col onial Guardian, 15, No. 13, 28 March, 1896.
17 Bolland and Shoman, Land in Belize, Appendices III
and IV.
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gates to a number of fraudulent claims and no doubt many
such cases were validated. 18

By

1872, the British

Honduras Co. owned a third of the most fertile land in the
colony.

And, after it acquired much of the lands of its

competitor, Young, Toledo and Company which went bankrupt in
1880, the revitalized firm reorganized as the Belize Estate
and Produce Company (BEC).

Together with four other

companies, BEC owned all but a few strips of infertile
tracts in northern Belize. 19

The sixteen villages of the

Orange Walk district in 1884 were located on lands belonging
to four landowners.

BEC collected rent from twelve of the

sixteen villagers. 20
In 1839, the local representative of the crown was
reminded that the price of crown land was £1 sterling per
acre. 2l

The crown's land policy was not aimed against the

oligarchy's quiet possession of huge tracts. Instead, the
increase in the price of land was calculated to discourage
the abandonment of the logwood and mahogany camps on the

l8 A. B.

memo. of J. Austin, 2 Jan. 1866, R.101, p. 35.

19 Ashcraft, DEarly British Settlement in the Bay,D 32;
A.B. J. R. Robertson, Director of the British Honduras Co.
to Robert Herbert, 19 Feb. 1872, R.124, pp. 32-36.

250.

2o A. B. memo. of F. E. Gabb, 30 Aug. 1884, R.118, p.

21A. B. Sec. of State to Suptd. McDonald, 22 April 1839,
R.15, p. 192.
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part of the ex-slaves.

However, the creoles' (Belizean born

Blacks or Coloreds) return to wage labor for their for.mer
masters was not attributable to the state's land policy
alone.

In a sparsely populated region where land laws had

yet to be written, it is not likely that landholders could
have prevented squatting.

Those former slaves who chose to

remain, for example, at Duck Run, Tiger Run, Lime Walk, or
Society Hall after the end of the apprenticeship period in
1838 might have become squatters or as is more likely, were
given permission to remain on company lands since they
supplied labor gangs with some provisions. They themselves,
or their grown-up children turned to wage-labor from time to
time. 22
The point is that subsistence farming and the
extraction of forestry products are not mutually
incompatible. The reverse is true. As long as the precious
woods were set aside for the landholder, the interests of
the company were best served by the establishment of a
reservoir of labor, activated as needed.

Subsistence

22 David M. Pendergast, ed., Palengue:
The Walker-Caddy
Expedition to the Ancient Maya City, 1839-1840 (Norman:
University of Oklahoma Press, 1967). Pendergast published
Patrick Walker and John Caddy's diaries on their expedition
to Palenque. The aim of the expedition was to reach
Palenc;rue before John L. Stephens and his team. Walker's
notes, in particular, contain invaluable ethnographic data.
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agriculture could then subsidize the cost of food and allow
the employer to pay extremely low wages.

That this

accommodation did not escape the employer was evident even
before slavery was abolished because slaves often used their
own time to nmake plantation n . 23 Why is it then that
former slaves did not generally take up subsistence farming?
The prohibitive price of land was one factor as was the
fact that most of the accessible land was already taken up.
More importantly, the absence of a substantial creole
peasantry in Belize (unlike the case of Jamaica, Trinidad
and British Guyana)24 was related to the almost complete
absence of a local market system.

The size of both the

Belizean population (1835 census: 2,534 on 8,867 square
miles) and its largest population centers (Belize Town:
2,233 in the 1861 census) ,25 the acquired taste for
imported foodstuffs,26 the distance between Belize Town
23Honduras Almanack, 37.
24See for example, Hugh Paget, nThe Free Village System
in Jamaica,n Apprenticeship and Emancipation (Jamaica:
U.W.I., n.d), 45-58 and Veront M. Satchell, From Plots to
Plantations: Land Transactions in Jamaica, 1866 - 1900
(Jamaica: ISER, 1990).
25 1835 census figures in A.B., Box 125; 1861 census in
A.B., "Census of the Population of British Honduras on 8th
April 1861,n R.74, p. 24.
26 pen dergast, The Walker-Cady Expedition, 157-58.
Walker notes that despite the availability of fish and fresh
beef, ex-apprenticed Africans insist on nfat pork n as their
ration.
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and the established creole villages, (it took the Walker
Caddy expedition seven days to reach Tiger Run estimated to
be 100 miles up the Belize River}27 and import merchants'
eagerness to barter goods for labor at prices generally
calculated at 100 percent above premium, had the cumulative
effect of practically destroying the prospects for a local
market system. The absence of such markets eliminated
potential outlets for a peasantry's products before the
middle of the nin€teenth century.
Another factor (difficult to document) relates to the
freed peoples' perception of themselves. While they wcrked
in the forests, the former slaves considered themselves as
residents of Belize Town, where their familie5 lived all
year. And, their association with all sectors of the whitedominated colonial society led them to identify with
European culture and society. That is, if the working people
of Belize Town aspired for material success, for a
comfortable standard of living, the models available were
city-based, European and Anglo-Saxon, not rural (or nbushn
as it is commonly referred to even today) or non-European
(i.e., Mestizo, Maya or Garifuna).
Economic could offset cultural factors if rural living
were to render substantial material benefits similar to, or

27 r bid., 157.
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better than the standard of living in Belize Town.

This did

not occur because the enclave economy did not produce the
types of backward linkages (for example, the rearing of
oxen, horses and mules) that would have enabled the
subsistence farmer to engage in without considerable capital
and land.

The small market in locally produced foodstuffs

could not generate enough economic activity to attract the
working people of Belize Town to the countryside.

As will

be shown presently, when the potential for profitable smallscale farming presented itself, coupled with a modification
in the state's land policy, several creole families did move
south to grow bananas for the export market. 28
If subsistence farming was not an attractive
proposition for the newly freed peoples in 1838, timber
extraction or the import-export trade were both impossible.
Not only was timber extraction land extensive, .it was also
capital intensive.

Land grants were still being made but

only with "proper authority".29

There is no evidence that

Superintendents ever favored the newly-freed people with a

28A short biography of George F. Arthurs who moved to
Mullins River to grow bananas appeared as an obituary.
Colonial Guardian 23, No. 23, 4 June 1904.
29A. B. Sec. of State to George Arthur, 12 March 1817,
R.2, p. 241. See also the petition of George Thompson for a
land grant, George Thompson to Supt., 2 Aug. 1838, R.2, p.
623.
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land grant.

As for trade, without capital or access to

credit, the most that the former bondsmen could aspire to
was some form of petty trading. 30 Joe Terrel, for
example, was quoted as saying: DGod Almighty, me wish dis
free make haste and come D as he planned to nmake a
plantation or to open a grog-shop.n

A year after the end of

apprenticeship, Terrel was still working for Mr. Usher at
Society Hall. 31 Another obstacle to the itinerant
peddling of goods was the very small purchasing power of the
tiny and dispersed hamlets and village populations.

Most of

the imported goods purchased by rural (as well as town-based
creoles) were obtained through the onerous advance wage
system in which half of the wages was paid in goods.

The

majority of the newly-freed people, therefore, returned to
work in the timber camps after August 1838. 32
In Yucatan, independence raised the level of
expectations of the local elite anxious to remove all the
obstacles in the path of economic development.
economy had made several inroads in the local

The market
econo~

but it

was not until after 1785 and the official phasing out of the

30Masters not slaves were compensated in 1834. Masters
received a total of £101,959 or £53 6s.9 1/2d. per slave.
Bolland, FormatioIl of a Colonial Society, 114.
31pendergast, The Walker - Caddy Expedition, 159.
32Gibbs, British Honduras, 91.
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encomienda system33 that the demand for Mayan labor for
commercial production increased in size and changed in
organization.

The elimination of the protective trappings

of the republica de indios transformed Mayan corporate life
which had provided some protection to the Maya during the
colonial period. Yucatec thinkers regarded the existence of
a "republic within a republic" as an affront to nationalism
and saw in the republica de indios an anachronistic vestige
of Spanish colonialism that prevented the full inteQration
of Mayan labor into the market economy.
Yucatan moved into a market economy fairly late.

Until

about the third quarter of the eighteenth century, Mayan
tribute was the basis of the economy.

The trade in

livestock and sugar between Yucatan and Cuba, for example,
did not become significant until the early nineteenth
century. 34

Mexican independence interrupted the trade

33For a brief description of Yucatan in 1766, see
"Discurso sobre la constituci6n de las provincias de Yucatan
y Campeche, 1766," in Documentos para la historia de
Yucatan, 3 vols., ed. Ignacio Rubio Mafie (Merida: Cornpafiia
'ripografica Yucateca, S.A., 1938).
34Rosa do, "La economia de Yucatan," 320-30. See also,
Nancy Farriss, "Propiedades territoriales en Yucatan durante
la epoca colonial,1I Historia Mexicana 30 (1980): 153-208 and
Robert Patch, nLa formaci6n de estancias y haciendas en
Yucatan durante la colonia," Boletin de la Escuela de
Ciencias Antropo16gicas de la Universidad de Yucatan 3
(1976): 21-61.
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stimulating the sugar industry.

But, unlike cattle

production which was land extensive but demanded relatively
few laborers, the sugar industry required a cheap, and
reliable pool of labor particularly during the harvest.
Sugarcane production also required fertile lands.
Land suitable for sugarcane production was abundantly
available in the terrenos baldios (state lands) of the
southeast, and around Bacalar - the frontier areas of
Yucatan.

This frontier was anything but despoblado

(uninhabited) as it was long occupied by various Maya groups
(the so-called "free" Maya) who were either indigenous to
the area or had fled to this zone during the colonial
period.

Yet, local capital moved in.

Tekax became an

instant town in the vicinity of which John Stephens met
"heavy lwnbering vehicles drawn by oxen and horses, carrying
sugar from haciendas. "35
The state intervened to pry loose the lands occupied by
the Maya while directing Mayan labor towards the sugar

35 Stephens, Incidents of Travel, 244.
On the Yucatec
econom¥ at mid century, see Jose Maria Regil and Alonso
Manuel Pe6n, "Estadistica de Yucatan," Sociedad Mexicana de
Geografia y Estad!stica. Boletin. 1st Series, 1, no. 3
(1853): 237-340. On the sugar industry, see Rosado, "La
economia de iucatan," 309-19, Howard Cline, "The Sugar
Episode in Yucatan, 1825-1850, Inter American Economic
Affairs 1 (1948): 79-100. and Victor Suarez Molina, La
evoluci6n econ6mica de Yucatan a traves del siglo XIX, 2
vols. (Mexico: Ediciones de la Universidad de Yucatan,
1977) .

188

haciendas and ranchos.

Leading Yucatec intellectuals such

as Justo Sierra O'Reilly lambasted the Maya as "a monstrous"
combination of religion and impiety, of virtuo and vice,
sagacity and stupidity, of wealth and misery.36

An

editorial in the newspaper E1 Yucateco enumerated nine "true
causes" of Yucatan's

poverty, including: Indian laziness

and excessive alcoholism,

bad faith on the part of laborers

(mostly Indians), populations isolated in forest hamlets
(Indians)i and praedial larceny

(mostly Indians) .37

A decree dated December 2, 1825 facilitated the
a1ienati0n of state lands previously occupied by the Maya of
the frontier area. 38 It is noteworthy that Yucatec
sugarcane plantations were not large.

In 1844 there were a

total of about 11,342 acres (102,081 mecates) of land under
sugarcane cultivation, 93 percent in the southeast

36Cited in Leopo1do Peniche V., Promotores e
historiadores de la rebe1i6n maya de 1847 (Merida: Ediciones
Suarez, 1955).
37Cited in Victor Suarez Molina, Estado de 1a
industria, comercio y educaci6n de 1a provincia de Yucatan
en 1802 y causas de 1a pobreza de Yucatan en 1821 (Merida:
Ediciones Suarez, 1955).
38This and other decrees may be found in Alonso Aznar
Perez, ed., Co1ecci6n de 1eyes, decretos y 6rdenes 0
acuerdos de tendencia general del poder 1egis1ativo del
estado 1ibre y soberano de Yucatan, vol. 1, (Merida: Rafael
Pedrera, 1849).
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region. 39 Factors limiting the size of the sugar
plantations included the scarcity of labor and capital,
rudimentary technology and the ill-organized system of
distribution. 40
Yucateco entrepreneurs, though, sensed that they had
hit on the right industry to develop the resources of the
region.

Quite apart from the local and regional market

(79,325 pounds were expo=ted to Belize via Bacalar in
1845)41 there were the national and European markets.

Land was available.

Labor was the ingredient that needed

to be put in place.
The state obliged.

The alienation of state lands, the

attack on Mayan communal lands, the decrees requiring that
Mayas who were in arrears with their state taxes be arrested
and their labor sold to the highest bidder until the taxes
were paid, the privatization of communal water rights and
many other measures were aimed at forcing Mayas off the land
and to make their labor available to the haciendas and
ranchos.

39Suarez Molina, Evoluci6n econ6mica de Yucatan,
vol. 1, 169.
40 I bid.,

309.

41Ros a do, liLa economia de Yucatan,n 313.
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Structure of the Enclave Bconom¥: Labor Control

Proletarianized Black labor available after the end of
apprenticeship in 1838: however, did not meet the increased
demand for man-power in the Belizean timber industry, while
the Maya of southeastern Yucatan proved to be far from a
cheap, reliable, and submissive worker force.

The small

dispersed population spread along the eastern coast, high
mortality rates,42 the reputation of the region as disease
infested,43 and the relative isolation of the coast from
the more densely populated regions of Central America or
Mexico, contributed to a chronic labor shortage in the
timber industry.
To deal with the labor shortage, British woodcutters
sought Maya, Miskito, Mestizo and Garifuna workers even
before the abolition of slavery.

The Miskito were employed

42Honduras Alrr.unack, 39 and A.B. ncopy of Returns from
the Church Registry ... " includes figures on burial and
baptisms of whites, free coloreds, free blacks and slaves
between 1825 and 1829. Free blacks had the highest
mortality rate followed by whites, free colored and slaves
in that order. A.B., 19 Oct. 1829, R.2, p. 165.
43A. B. Commodore to Lt. Gov. Fred Barlee, 14 June 1881,
R.116, pp. 466-69. Commodore observed that no H.M.S. should
remain at anchor in Belize for more than two or three days
at a time due to "fevers" [malaria]. Belize's reputation as
a malaria-infested settlement was likely related to its
location in a swamp, actually six inches below sea level.
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more as hunters and fishermen than as woodcutters. 44
Mestizo and Spanish-speaking Maya from Yucatan and Central
America were also attracted to the timber camps. In 1832, a
Spanish speaking resident nominated for another term as
magistrate, declined on the grounds that there were nnearly
1,000 Spanish field laborers n in the Settlement besides
"Spanish transients n who constantly turned to him for
redress. 45
Anticipating the final abolition of slavery, the local
government even sought convict labor to supplement slave
labor in the event that the freed people refused to return
to their former employment. 46

The Keeper of Records,

Thomas Miller, was sent to London to lobby for changes in
the quasi-colony's institutions (Belize became a colony in
1862).

'1'0

attract British settlers to Belize,

Superintendent Francis Cockburn recommended the removal of
the ban on commercial agriculture (according to the terms of
44 0n Maya labor, see A.B. Francis Cockburn (ex-Supt.)
to Sec of State, 31 Aug. 1836, R.12, pp. 290-93; on the
Garifuna, see Thomas Miller to Sec. of State, 4 Feb. 1835,
R.11, pp. 71-102 and on the Miskito, see Young, Narrative on
the Mosquito Shore, 169.
45 A. B. Sheil to Supt. Cockburn, 17 Dec. 183'2, R.2, p.
311. Even today, Belizeans who speak Spanish, whether Maya,
Mestizo or of direct Spanish descent, are referred to as
nSpanish n . Sheil was referring to mostly Central American
and Yucatec Mestizos and Mayas who spoke Spanish.
46 A. B•

p. 51.

Suptd. to Thomas Miller, 12 Jan. 1835, R.11,
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the Convention of London of 1786), and the regularization of
the system of land grants.

Cockburn was also optimistic

about attracting labor from within the regional economic
block.

No doubt echoing the views of his superior, Thomas

Miller observed that the natives, Dimmuned to the climate"
have a high regard for "the superior advantage of living
under British rule" as their own governments are
impoverished and oppressive. 47

This observation is

noteworthy to the extent that the paternalism conveyed was
typical of the British attitude towards the non-European
people of the region in general and of their workers in
particular.

The optimism expressed about agriculture

remains an unfulfilled prospect to this day while the
thought of workers flocking to Belize as soon as the
territory's status was regularized as a British possession
was realized but for different reasons.
The status of labor on the eastern coast of Central
America and in southeastern Mexico reflected the conditions
of the regional economy together with political developments
marking the political independence of Mexico and Central
America as well as the emancipation of the slaves in
British-held territory.

As the market economy extended its

tentacles into even the most remote corners of this frontier
47 I bid. See also, A.B. T. Miller to Sec. of State, 4
Feb. 1835, R.ll, pp. 71-102.
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region, labor was proletarianized in relation to the
availability of viable alternatives open to the peasantry
and: of course., the sustained demand for the human energy.
Laborers too exercised considerable influence on their
conditions despite the fact that they were not organized nor
did they seem to have any sense of nworker solidarityn
except in some specific instances.

Laborers used the

courts, ran away, sought large amounts in advance wages both
as a means of achieving a more realistic wage and as
securing some degree of tenure and even elemental workers'
compensation.

While documentation on the Miskito Shore, Bay

of Honduras and Boutheastern Yucatan is scant, the material
on the British settlement in Belize allows us to discern a
scenario where the working people sought to earn a living in
an economy which tried to govern their lives.
All in all, though, we find the enclave economy
nproletarianized n the peasantry particularly when
mercantile capital penetrated the extractive process or
commercial agriculture.

The local British government tried

to regulate and control labor through the advance wage
system enforced by the courts, in the same manner that
the states of Yucatan and Central America attempted to
enforce mechanisms of labor control.

Merchant

control over

the supply of the goods which the workers desired but could
not, as peasants, produce or manufacture (in the same
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quality and for the same price) was perhaps the best hidden
mechanism available to employers to control labor.
In Yucatan, debt peonage became institutionalized.

In

1824 workers on contract could not change employment without

first being issued a ticket signifying their release by
their former employers.

Workers who had been advanced wages

would not be released until they had worked off the debt.
In 1832 it was further specified that day-workers
(jornaleros) give two months notice before clearing their
debt to leave employment while in 1843, workers were
prohibited from leaving their place of employment during the
nagricultural n year (defined as July 1 to May 31).

A

vagabond could be jailed and bound to an employer who would
pay his fine.

Finally with respect to labor regulation,

state legislation declared in 1847 that ncustom will make
the law.n

However, the same decree abolished the

"inheritance n of a debt. 48

Howard Cline cites an example

of a laborer'S account at a cattle estancia around 1835.

48Aznar Perez, Colecci6n de leyes. See also Suarez
Molina, Evoluci6n econ6mica de Yucatan, vol. 1, Appendix.
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TABLB 4.3
Hacienda El Refugio: Laborer's Account, Ca. 1835

Credit
Annual salary, one year at 1 peso
monthly

$

12

Reales

o

Debit
Fixed recurring charges (pd. to
specified agencies) Community
(local govt.)
Personal Taxes (state)
Obventions (Church)
Sub-Total

o
1
2
4

4
5 1/2
5 1/2
7

Cash Advances

o
o
o
4
o
o
o

Last accounting day
Trip with cattle to city
Trip with charcoal & wood
Trip with fruits
Fiesta of patron saint
Birth of child
Fall round up
Sub-Total

2
1
3
17

Total debits - current year Less credits -

22
12

3

Total debits - current year
Total debits on 1st day of
current year
Cash advance today's date
Total indebtedness to date

10

10

6
2
3

o

4

o

32

5 1/2

5
48

1/?

o

Source: Howard Cline, Related Studies in Early Nineteenth
Century Yucatecan Social History (Micro-film Collection on
Middle American Cultural Anthropology, No. 32, University of
Chicago Library, 1950), 426.
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The above laborer was trapped in that he had already
received the equivalent of four years wages in advance and
kept adding a deficit of ten months wages every year.

The

limitation on the w0rker's freedom was real, especially when
the decree prohibiting the whipping and imprisonment of the
laborer was ignored in rural Yucatan.

Stephens was

impressed by the Maya's docility and submissiveness.

Upon

being whipped, nwith tears in his eyes, he makes a bow to
the mayordomo and says, nBuenas tardes, sefior. n49
Other workers who might have enlisted the human power
of their wives and children managed to clear their debt.
But

employers were not always willing to let the Maya go.

When her workers petitioned her for the settlement of their
account so as to leave her hacienda, dona Josefa Gutierrez,
as rural judge, threw the petitioners into jail. so
The Maya were also subjected to forced labor which,
though illegal, was practiced anyway.

Rural justices, among

others, supplied labor for some haciendas and ranchos
including their own.

The ranchos, stated the Maya of Celul,

were anywhere between ten and twenty two leagues away from

49 Stephens, Iacidents of Travel, 352.
sOArchivos Generales del Estado de
AGEY} , Poder Ejecutivo, Ramo: Justicia 13
Exp. 4. Laborers in Belize sometimes had
assistance 'to recover wages owed to them.
Acosta, 1859.

Yucatan (hereafter,
April, 1824, Vol. 1,
to seek the court's
GRB, Estate of Roman
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their homes. 51

It was not clear, from the records

consulted, whether or not the Maya of Celul were relieved
from the impositions of the justices of the peace. It is not
surprising, though, that some of the Maya placed no reliance
on Yucatec justice.

They fled into the forests of Quintana

Roo, possibly even as far as Belize.
Rural judges were concerned.

A decree ordered all

inhabitants of hamlets (rancherias) to mOve to the nearest
town. But the problem continued. Priests fedred that
"illegal burials" were being made in the forests; tax
collectors had to make up for lost revenue and nearby
ranchos were hurting from labor scarcity.

The suggestion of

requiring the Maya of frontier villages to capture run-aways
had little effect.

The authorities felt that force had to

be used to keep the Indians "bajo 6rden y
subordinaci6n. n52

The fury unleashed by the Maya in

the so-called Caste War of Yucatan wiped out the sugar
industry.

The entire southeastern portion of the peninsula

was lost to Yucatan as the Maya of the Santa Cruz forests
attempted to establish a state of their own.

They held out

51AGEY, Poder Ejecutivo, Ramo: Justicia, 16 April,
1831, Vol. 3, Exp. 9 and Ramo: Gobierno, 27 July, 1831, Vol.
3, Exp. 20.
52 AGEy , Poder Ejecutivo, Ramo: Correspondencia
Official, Vol. 8, Exp.10, Prefect of Tekax to Gov. of
Depts., 10-28 April, 1838.
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until 1901 when the tacit approval of Britain was secured to
block the sale of ar.ms to the rebels.

Mercantile houses in

Belize were also anxious lest they be left out in the
exploitation of the forests after npacification n . 53
The mechanisms of labor control imposed by the
Yucatecans backfired and nearly led to the expulsion of the
non-Mayas from the Yucatan peninsula.

But the same system

used in Yucatan was adapted in Belize with a few
modifications.

In the Bay of Honduras and on the Miskito

shore, the British generally brought their own labor gangs
from Belize.

Those Indians, Garifuna and Central Americans

who were engaged to work in the British camps were treated
in the same manner as laborers from Belize.
The British resorted to slave labor when they
discovered that Mayan labor was not available in the amounts
needed.

Besides, the Maya, like the Miskito, preferred to

subsist from the land rather than to depend exclusively on

53 For a vivid description of the half-century conflict,
see Nelson Reed, The Caste War of Yucatan (Stanford:
Stanford University Press, 1964). See also, Antonio Canto
L6pez, La guerra de castas en Yucatan (Merida: Ediciones de
la Universidad de Yucatan, 1976), Ram6n Berzunza Pinto,
Guerra social en Yucatan (Mexico: Costa-Amic, 1965) and
Serapio Baqueiro, Ensayo hist6rico sobre las revoluciones de
Yucatan desde el ano 1840 hasta 1864 (Merida: Imprenta de
Manuel Heredia Arguelles, 1878 and 1887).
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wage labor. 54

Enticing sailors to abandon ship to work in

the timber camps was prohibited in 1765 and the requirement
of entering into a written contract was made compulsory in
that same year.

The regulations of the

nbre~hren

of the

coast n were probably in use long before they were codified
in 1765.

The employment contract was to be signed by both

parties, stipulating the agreed wages and the place and the
manner in which the nservantn was to be paid.

Should the

worker be illiterate, the agreement was to be executed
before and signed by one of the Belizean magistrates. 55
It would appear that the rudimentary state as
represented by the woodcutters themselves, sought to enlist
the use of legal force against labor in case the latter
failed to live up to its part of the work agreement.
Another possible intention on the part of the woodcutters
was to ensure that only persons approved by themselves got
into the timber business.

But legal niceties aside, the

enticement of labor continu.ed.

Workers on the Mexican side

of the Hondo were encouraged, despite regulations to the
contrary, to cross the river to work in British timber

54Honduras Almanack, 36 complained that with a few
hooks and line, a Miskito Indian nwill in half an hour
furnish him with sufficient to support his family for a day
or two."
55 A • B • H • Vol. I, 102-03.
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camps.56

Here we see how the workers could use the

boundary line to advantage.

The existence of a labor

scarcity on both sides of the Hondo also increased the value
of labor.
Undoubtedly, the British woodcutters preferred
indentured labor to "free" labor.

Even though they

attempted to bind "free" labor by means of a contract,
regional workers were familiar with the forests and could
exercise the option of turning to the land for a livelihood
or to run away.

The life of indentured laborers, on the

other hand, was closely regulated.

Their conditions of

service were stipulated to the extent that they were not
free to use their free time and as newcomers to the region,
they were less likely to runaway (though mass flight did
occur).

The employers also saw in the introduction of large

numbers of indentured workers the possibility of increasing
the labor supply so as to depress wages and to withhold
fringe benefits which free labor demanded. 57
While the larger British islands in the Caribbean
scrambled for the importation of indentured workers,
woodcutters in Belize were favored with the arrival of
56See for example, A.B. Supt. Pye to Alcalde of
Bacalar, 15 Nov. 1822, R.', pp. 56-57.
57K• O. Laurence, Immigration into the West Indies in
the Nineteenth Century (Mona, Jamaica: Caribbean
universities Press, 1971), 7.
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Africans captured from slavers.

By 1835, some had been

landed in Belize and were indentured to various firms. 58
The following year, 251 Africans were landed and
under regulations established in Trinidad. 59

~ndentured

Sensitive to

the campaign waged by the Abolition movement against a new
slave trade, the British Government tried to regulate the
conditions of service of the freed Africans while at the
Sfuue

time recognizing the need of mercantile capital to

obtain a cheap and reliable labor supply.

If we are to

believe the observations of some of the woodcutters
themselves, the freed Africans were healthy.

In the

mahogany camps, they w04ked side by side with free blacks,
sometimes as gang "heads" without eliciting any
resentment. 60

But Belize was a small fish in the big pond

of Caribbean labor politics and when the timber operators
remonstrated against releasing all apprentices in 1838,
authorities in London refused to approve any further request
by Belize for freed Africans. 61

58A. B.

Sec. of State to Suptd. F. Cockburn, 25 April,

1835, R.12, pp. 100-04.
59A. B. Sec. of State to Suptd., 30 Oct. 1836, R.12,
pp. 295-96.

6oA. B. Francis Young to Suptd's Sec., 8 Aug. 1836, R.2,
pp. 535-38.
61 A. B.

Suptd. to R. Bowden, 2 Feb. 1853, R.40, p. 177.
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Quite apart from the savings involved in introducing
captured Africans (as opposed to financing an immigration
scheme), the data suggests that freed Africans could have
significantly affected the labor supply.

The census of 1832

provides the following figures:

TABLE 4.4
Census of 1832

Classification

Males

Females

Slaves
Free Black
Colored
White
Sub-Total

1132
412
420
143
2107

651
407
549
80
1687

Troops
Military
Pensioners
Grand Total

251

Source:

A.B. 1832

Children
453
320
483
44
1300

1300

Adults

Total

1330
499
486
179
2494

1783
819
969
223
3794

251

251

492
3237

492
4537

Census, Box 125.

In contrast, the 1835 census figures reveal a dramatic
decline of 33.2 percent over the 1832 census total (less
troops and military pensioners) as indicated in Table 4.5.
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TABLB 4.5
Census of 1835

Classification

Male

Female

Ex-Slaves

686

318

Blacks

123

Coloreds
Whites
Total

Adults

Children

Total

1004

180

1184

152

275

192

467

110

200

310

351

661

98

55

153

.§

222

1017

725

~

792

2534

Source: A. B. 1835 Census, Box 125.

The documents consulted are silent on the probable
causes of this population decline. With the passing of the
Abolition Act in 1833 (it took effect in 1834), it is
possible that Free Black and Colored slave owners opted to
leave with their slaves to the southern United States to
retain their "property". But why was there a relatively
smaller decline among the white adults as compared to the
others? A plausible reason might be that since whites had
more fixed real estate than non-whites, they had more to
lose in leaving than in staying. In any case, we find that
the potential non-white adult population available for
timber work in 1835 was 919.
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This small figure explains why the British woodcutters
pleaded for the freed African and why, when their requests
could not be met, the newly freed people of Belize had a
reasonable bargaining position with respect to wages, given
the increase in the demand for mahogany in the 1830s and
1840s.
Thus, extractors of Belize's wealth had to provide
incentives to attract labor, not only from Belize but also
from southeastern Yucatan and the eastern coast of
America.
labor.~rs

1847.

C~ntral

Table 4.6 gives us an idea of the number of
employed and the location of the timber works in
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TABLB 4.6
Mahogany Gangs in the Bay of Honduras. 1847

River
Hondo
New
Northern
Belize
Sibun
Deep
Golden Stream
Middle
Rio Grande
Temash
Sarstoon
Southern Rivers
(out of limits)
Total

Source:

No. Gangs

Laborers (av. 45
per gang)
630

14
15

1
3

675
90
720
135
90
90
45
90
45
135

13
74

3330

2

16
3
2
2

1
2

585

Honduras Observer and Belize Gazette, Vol. IV, no.

14, 20 Feb. 1847.

The number of gangs employed in the 1847 cutting season
was significantly lower than that of 1846 according to the
Honduras Observer which explains the high wage rate which
ranged from $12 to $16 per month plus rations.

The average

rate on the Mexican side of the border in 1848 was 25 cents
(one shilling) per day or $6.50 per month plus rations. 62

62 A. B. J. Faber to Suptd., 4 Dec. 1848, R.29,
pp. 160-66.
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Many latinos (Spanish-speaking people) Miskito and Garifuna
were attracted to the mahogany camps.
Even the application of the labor laws in Belize
reflected the relatively favorable position of labor unlike
the situation in Yucatan before the Caste War described
above.

Jose Gamboa was charged with absconding with his

employer's dory.

Captured, Gamboa was not fined or arrested

but simply admonished by the magistrate and instructed to
finish his contract.

R. Jeffries took an advance from his

employer and re-hired with James Hyde and Co.

The company

agreed to reimburse the advance paid to Jeffries and the
charge against him was dropped.
Of course it is not being suggested that laborers could
do as they pleased.

William Peck, for example, was sent to

the public works for five days for neglecting his duty and
fo~

being insolent to his employer, James Welsh.

Peck

received another ten days for striking Isaac Newton, the
policeman called in by Welsh to subdue him.
cited

dS

a warning to other laborers.

Neal's case was

He was charged f86

14s 7d for abandoning his labor contract. 63
On the other hand, there were few indications in the
records of an employer being imprisoned for breaking his
part of a labor contract. One rare case was that of the
63 Honduras Observer and Belize Gazette, Vol. 11,
nos. 38 and 51, 9 Aug. and 8 Nov. 1845.
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Yucatec entrepreneur, Florencio de la Vega, who in response
to threats from a laborer had him placed in military stocks,
that punisfuuent being Dthe custom in his country.n

Well

aware of the violence raging across the Rio Hondo, the
British tried not to import that conflict into Belize.

Vega

was fined $250 and sentenced to six months in jail, very
likely as an example to other Yucatec employers. 64
In an economy where the supply of labor was low, how
did employers control their workers?

Once again we make

reference to the labor control mechanisms. The labor
contract legally bound a worker to his employer for a
stipulated length of time, usually six months to a year.
Any infringement on the laborer's part was punishable
according to the Police Magistrate's discretion.

As

Burnaby's Code of 1765 which included the labor regulation
was rather vague, custom was used as a guide until the labor
laws were more formally enacted in 1852.

The ntruck system n

as it was called in Belize, is described by a nineteenthcentury historian, Archibald Gibbs:
The first principle in this system, which exercises
perhaps the most baneful influence on the laboring
population, is the advance of three or more months'
wages at the time of hiring. The laborer engages
himself some time during the Christmas holidays for the
ensuing year at say nine dollars per month. But he has
just entered upon, . . . his few weeks' annual
64 A. B. Florencio de la Vega to Suptd., 17 Aug. 1850,
R.29, pp. 545-46.
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festivity, and he and the woman he lives with, and
the children, if any, require money ato keep
Christmas. n . . . But by his agreement he is bound to
take half of his wages in goods from his employer, who
keeps in his store a stock of such goods as his hands
require, and of a certain inferior quality . • . . The
goods are next sold at one half what he is charged for
than; that money or the greater part of it also
disappears . . . . On the works the same rule of half
goods half cash is pursued, but he sees no more cash
although he gets the goods . . . . It is hardly
necessary to add that when the season's work is over he
finds himself in debt when he comes down to Belize for
Christmas spree. 65
The laborer'S rations of four pounds salt pork and
seven pounds of flour per week were intended merely to keep
him alive.

The advance in wages was probably meant to

supply the laborer's family with some means of sustenance
while he was away.

If the family were to accompany him, the

advance would furnish them with basic necessities in the
forest. However, it became customary for men to dissipate
part of their advances in drinking, then leaving their
dependents to fend for themselves. The advance ·wage system
contributed to the weakening of the family unit but the real
culprit was the system itself which capitalized on hlliuan
beings' desire nto keep Christmas. n Another angle of the
same issue is described by Thomas Young:

65 Gibbs, British Honduras, 177-78.
See also,
Pendergast, The Walker-Caddy Expedition, 47. According to
John Caddy, the employer nis obliged to make advances [to
his laborers], and it is in his interest to induce them to
take the greater part of goods at about one hundred percent
above prime cost, or as much as they can get.n
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I saw a [Garifuna] belonging to Cape Town [Miskito
Coast] that had just returned from Balize, who sported
a pair of cloth boots, a white hat, black coat, white
trowsers, a fancy colored shirt, a pair of splendid
braces and an wnb2"ella - His coat happened to be an
extremely tight fit; and • • • he appeared to be very
uncomfortable . . . . 66
Like the repartimiento de mercancias practiced in
colonial Hispanic America (whereby plcaldes mayores forced
the Indians under their jurisdiction to purchase goods,
including such as silk-stockings that were of no use to the
natives 67 but "sold" at outrageous prices) the trucksystem enabled British merchant houses to dispose of goods
that were not selling, at prices much above their real
value.

When employers paid entirely in goods thereby

cheating the workers even more, the Superintendent advised
the laborers not that the employers would be prosecuted but
that the workers should refrain from selling their labor
under those conditions. 68
The justification of the one-sided labor contract
according to both the Yucatecos 69 and the ~~glos was that
66Young, Narrative on the Mosquito Shore, 124.
67See for example, C. H. Haring, The Spanish Empire in
America (New York: Harcourt, Brace & World, Inc., 1947), 67,
133.

68 A.B. Supt d . to Consu1

R.22b, pp. 276-77.

0f

Guatemala, 25 May 1848,

69A Yucatec decree of 1843 stated: "All citizens are
free to render their services to whomsoever they wish. .
This freedom shall only be restricted when voluntarily,

:no
in exercising his freedom of choice, the worker voluntarily
chose to enter the labor agreement. nKeeping Christmas,n
dressing like the Europeans, purchasing metal tools and
utensils and the like included elements of European material
culture which the non-whites found attractive.

Those, like

the former slaves who felt that wage labor was their best
mode of subsistence, found no real alternatives in
nineteenth-century Belize.

Those among the Garifuna, Maya,

Miskito and Mestizo who sought wage labor to supplement
their own cultivation of crops might have tolerated the
arrangement with the merchant houses as a temporary
nuisance.

Still, the more contact they and their families

had with imported goods, the more attractive seemed the
trappings of European material culture.

The power of the

European was derived not so much from the use of force, but
from the unintended effect of his culture.
Steven Lukes explains it this way:
A may exercise power over B by getting him to do what
he does not want to do, [e.g., through a labor
contract] but he also exercises power over him by
influencing, shaping or determining his very wants.
[I]s it not the supreme and most insidious exercise of
power to prevent people, to whatever degree, from
having grievances by shaping their perceptions,
cognition and preferences in such a way that they
accept their role in the existing order of things,
either because they can see or imagine no alternative
to it, or because they see it as natural and
reciprocal obligations a.re contracted." Cited in Suarez
Molina, Evoluci6n econ6mica de Yucatan, 283.
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unchangeable, vr because they value it as divinely
ordained and beneficial?70
The colonization of the mind was the most insidious
form of control that the Anglo Saxons exercised on labor.
Wages provided

workers with a trace of the trapping of that

culture which they wished to emulate.

Given this mind set,

the workers of the region could not have participated in the
regional economy in any other way except as workers. This
does not suggest that in the absence of the mind set the
laborers had the option of participating in any other way in
the regional economy.

Land, capital and.credit were not

available to them while wages were distributed in such a
manner as to nearly preclude savings.
The negligible purchasing power of the workers could
not create a local market to open entrepreneurial activities
outside of the timber industry.

The cadre of clerks,

accountants, civil servants and other whites, like the
oligarchy, consumed mostly imported items too. The import
business thus became a very profitable sector of the enclave
economy.

So, mercantile capitalism had a vested interest in

not developing those forward or backward linkages to timber
extraction such as salt-pork production or a viable
alternative to flour which would have stimulated some form

70Steven Lukes, Power. A Radical View (London:
Macmillan, 1974), 23-24.
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of development in the region.

In other words, mercantile

capitalism was anti-developmental.

Proletarianized labor

could have only contributed to that unfortunate pattern.
Peasant Laborers and Entrepreneurs in the Enclave

Bcono~

The creoles who opted to turn to the land in 1838, most
of the Garifuna, Miskito, and the nearly 10,000 Maya and
Mestizo immigrants who moved into Belize during the Caste
War of Yucatan (1847-1901) formed a considerable and
diversified body of peasants who, at various times and
places,

~urned

to wage labor to supplement their income from

the produce o£ the land.

Their counterparts in southeastern

Yucatan had struck out on their own. They wrestled control
over the land and its resources from local authorities.

Of

course, they achieved this through the force of arms and
they paid dearly for the respite.
vanquished.

Eventually they were

The Icaiche for example, are no more.

The

Miskito and the English remained on friendly terms (until
the Anglos exited from the Coast in 1860) but the natives of
the eastern coast seldom turned to wage labor as their main
source of subsistence.

Most of the Bay of Honduras Garifuna

eventually relocated to Belize where the former Caribbean
natives

su~plemented

their income from the sea, the land and

from trade with occasional seasons of work in timber
extraction.

213
Clegern, Bolland and Peter Ashdown have virtually
dismissed the role of this powerful segment of the rural
population.

In Ashdown's words:

If the contribution to the colonial econom¥ of these
minority racial-cultural complexes was minimal their
political and social contribution was non-existent.
Their isolation in the districts and the attitude of
the capital's dominant racial-cultural group towards
them had turned them into a self-sufficient, selfinterested, racially exclusive peasantry.71
Bolland, who is otherwise thorough in his analysis of
the nineteenth century was referring mainly to the creoles
as a nlandless proletariat,n when he asserted that n[wJhile
many of the other British West Indian territories developed
an independent peasantry after emancipation, . . . no
comparable development occurred in Belize. n

Bolland does

refer to the Maya, the Garifuna and Mestizo but he downplays
their importance to highlight the effects of the nearly
complete dominance of the timber industry on the peoples of
Belize. 72
We will analyze the contribution of the Belizean
peasantry presently.

Here we wish to focus on their

contribution to the timber industry and commercial
agriculture mostly as seasonal wage-earners.

The resolution

71Clegern, British Honduras, Bolland, Formation of a
Colonial Society and Peter Ashdown, nRace, Class and the
Unofficial Majority in British HOilduras, 1890-1949,n (Ph.D.
dissertation, 1979), 15.
72 Bo ll an d, ibid., 124.
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of the ntug of warn between subsistence agriculture and wage
labor was not deter.mined by land tenure, since practically
all the land in northern Belize was owned by four
metropolitan-based companies.

Rather, the level of

peasantization was determined by the availability of wage
labor tempered by the peasants' preference for control of
their subsistence.

Most of those who were proletarianized

during the peak of the sugarcane industry in the 1860s and
1870s were re-peasantized after the industry virtually
collapsed in the 1890s.

The Black peasantry that became

more visible during the brief heyday of the banana industry
in southern Belize produced fruits for the North American
market along side small and medium-sized farmers who
employed seasonal labor to produce and harvest the product.
The Caste War of Yucatan had a dramatic impact on the
demography of the enclave economy on the eastern coast of
Central America.

It significantly reduced the population of

Yucatan within the sugarcane belt areas of Valladolid and
Tekax

as indicated by Table 4.7.
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TABLB 4.7
Yucatecan population Figures, 1846 and 1850

DeQartment

1846 Census

Merida
Valladolid
Izamal
Tekax
CamQeche
Total

118,839
97,468
72,096
134,000
82,232
504,635

1850 Census
91,299
23,066
67,423
35,505
82,232
299,525

Loss

%

Loss

27,540
74,402
4,673
98,495
0
205,110

23
76
6
74
0
41

Source: Nelson Reed, The Caste War of Yucatan, 127.

The destruction of buildings and moveable capital, the
significant population loss reducing the small domestic
market and the high level of instability created by the
state of war precluded any significant commercial activity
except for the extraction of mahogany and logwood by British
companies operating under license from and under the close
supervision of the people of the Cross (Cruzob). These
peasants, therefore, temporarily halted the advance of
plantation agriculture into their lands as this economic
activity threatened to reduce them to the level of a
rural proletariat.

se~lile

The logwood, mahogany and later the

chicle industry did not alienate the land as long as the
Cruzob remained in control in the region.

It is instructive

that land and labor are not enough to take over the
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extractive industry.

Mayan leaders could have organized the

labor and the supporting logistics to extract logwood and
mahogany and to market these products via Belize.

The

problem was that the Mayan peasantry were not capitalists.
They viewed natural resources primarily as instruments
useful for subsistence.

TABLE 4.8
Belize Population Figures, 1835 and 1861

Year

Adult Male

1835

1,017

1861

9,086

Adult Female

Children

Total

725

792

2,534

7,493

9,056

25,635

Source: A.B. 1835 Census, Box 125; Census, 1861 N.A.,
Microcopy no. T-334 Despatches from consuls in Belize, 18471906. vol.1.
The expulsion of the entire Bacalar population of 7,601,73
most of whom found refuge in Belize, transferred tc British
territory the nascent Yucatec sugar industry, the modest
capital of the Bacalar woodcutters and a significant
Maya-mestizo peasantry.

The census of the years

1835 and 1861 give us some comparative figures.

73A. B. Lt. Gov. to Gov. Peter Grant, 21 July 1868,
R.101, pp. 155-59.
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Fifty seven percent of the population in 1861 were born
outside of Belize while 57.5 percent were resident in
northern Belize.

Of the Yucatec immigrants, 33.3 percent

(3,933) were "pure" Maya, 9.6 percent (1,129) were Mexicans
of Spanish ancestry and 57.1 percent (6,737) were
The depression in the mahogany industry in
Mestizo. 74
the 1850s coupled with the increase in the potential
laboring population depressed wages.

In 1857 mahogany sub-

contractors were paying $7.50 per month (half cash, half
goods), a wage rate that did not change until 1888 when it
returned to the 1847 figure of $12 per month with
rations. 7s The increase in the late 1880s is attributed
to the flourishing banana industry and the emigration of
labor, particularly from southern Belize to work on railway
construction in Costa Rica and Honduras. 76
Curiously then, the Caste War contributed not only
laborers, sugar-making techniques and modest capital, it
also helped to depress the wage rate.

Furthermore, the

immigrants themselves as consumers represented a
considerable increase in the size of the local market for
74N. A., 1861 Census, Microcopy no. T-334, Vol.1. See
also, A.B. J. Gardiner Austin to Gov. of Jm., 26 May 1864,
R.81, pp. 333-39.
7SColonial Guardian, Vol. 8, nos. 7, 11, 16 Feb., and
17 March, 1889.
76Colonial Guardian, Vol. 12, no. 31, 5 Aug. 1893.
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sugar, rum, and other necessities which gave the import
trade a small boost.

These factors are evident to us in

retrospect. In the nineteenth-century, landowners and
merchant houses were fairly certain of profits in trade and
timber works but they were not in a hurry to take risks in
agriculture.
The reluctance of mercantile capitalism to move into
agriculture has been interpreted as a deliberate ploy on the
part of the British merchants who wished to retain the
pattern of food importation since that business was (and
still is) very profitable.

There certainly was a

considerable degree of conservatism among investors
especially since agriculture had not been shown to be
profitable before.

However, there is no such thing as a

"capitalist point of view."

Though they have many interests

in common, capitalists do compete with one another and in so

doing enlist whatever support they can muster to keep ahead
of the competition.
Besides

I

there had been several proposals, from as

early as the first decade of the nineteenth century,
pointing to agriculture as the "the real value of this
country."??

The Convention of London of 1786 had

expressly prohibited British woodcutters from plantation

77 Henderson,

An Account of the Settlement, 37-40.
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agriculture.

Superintendent Cockburn's attempt to have the

ban lifted in 1835 was unsuccessful.

But state policy or

"conspiracy" were not the prime reasons for the failure of
capital to flow into agriculture.

In the l680s, Thomas

Lynch governor of Jamaica wrote his superiors in London: "I
have forbidden our cutting logwood in the Bay of Campeche
and Honduras your Lordships having justly declared that the
country being the Spaniards' we ought not to cut the
wood.

"78

Since large profits could be made in logwood

extraction, people invested in it in spite of government
directives or the force of arms employed

by the Spaniards

in the logwood camps.
The experiment in commercial agriculture made by the
honorable James McDonald at Manatee Lagoon was probably
typical.

In the late 1830s, McDonald planted rice, corn,

plantains, yams and cotton.

He then switched to sugarcane

and invested in an iron sugar mill.

The experiment did not

last long for by 1845, MacDonald was trying to sell his
plantation and equipment including a still.

Two years

later, MacDonald had still not found a buyer for his
plantation and equipment.

78 Cited

The sugar kettles with furnaces

in Dobson, A History of Belize, 59.
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had not even been set up, the sugar planter nnot having
advise on how. n79
The latifundia pattern of land tenure and state policy
in Belize did not prevent the emergence of a small corp of
Yucatec entrepreneurs from participating in the timber
industry.

An 1805 Public Meeting resolution prohibiting

Spaniards from extracting timber in the British
settlement 80 was relaxed but the purchase of lands by
foreigners and even long-term leases were prohibited. 8l
Yet, even the Baymen of the eighteenth century did not
really care about titles in fee simple (it was not until the
laws of 1855 and 1861 that the Belizean equivalent of
composicion offered good title to landholders).82
Usufruct rights could be leased and this was what mattered
in the timber industry.
Yucatec entrepreneurs fitted into the mode in which
mercantile capitalism had penetrated the extractive

79 pendergast, The Walker-Caddy Expedition, 18-19;
Honduras Observer and Belize Gazette, vol. 11, no. 33, vol.
IV, no. 2 and vol. V, no. 46, 5 July 1845, 28 Nov. 1846 and
2 Oct. 1847 respectively.
80Crowe, The Gospel in Central America, 204.
81A. B. Samuel Plues to Suptd. W. Cairns, 14 March 1873,
R.113, pp. 34-35 and editorial in Colonial Guardian, Vol. 1,
no. 27, 8 July, 1882.
82Bolland and Shoman, Land in Belize, Appendices III
and IV.
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industry.

Firms such as the British Honduras Company and

Young, Toledo and Company were involved directly in logwood
and mahogany extraction but they also operated by offering
leases of their various "works" to contractors who would
undertake to organize and provision labor gangs to cut and
move out the wood. 83

Contractors agreed to provision

their gangs from company stock and to sell the wood to the
company at conservative prices agreed to in advance.
Companies thus generated revenue from land leases, from
interest on the sums they advanced to the contractors, as
well as from profits on goods advanced and cn the timber
exported.

Contractors were, in effect, forest managers for

the mercantile houses and, as long as the industry was
healthy, they remained in that status as most of the profits
derived from the operation were pocketed and repatriated by
the metropolitan firms.
Initially, Yucatec entrepreneurs preferred to buy
leases to extract logwood, an operation that required less
capital and less organization.

The drudgery of cutting and

taking out the dyewood from the riverain swamps, according
to Superintendent Frederick Seymour, had fallen into the
hands of the Maya as laborers of Yucatec contractors by
83 see , for example, a progress report on the number of
mahogany logs taken out of the forest by several contractors
in Honduras Observer and Belize Gazette, Vol. IV, no. 27,
22 May 1847.
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1858. 84

Florencio de la Vega, Manuel Jesus Castillo,

Basilio Grajalez and Juan Carillo were among the first white
Yucatecos to move into the logwood industry.

A few of the

contractors were Maya and one outstanding woman, Micaela Mai
had a credit line of $3,500 with James Hyde and Co. when she
died intestate in 1854.
To attract seasonal labor to the business, Mai had to
provide her workers with advance wages.
General Registry of Belize

~upplies

Records at the

us with some details of

Mai's laborers.

84

A.B., M.S. of Blue Book for 1858, R.65, p. 176.
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TABLB 4.9

Account of Micaela Hai's Hands,
Excluding '!'hose Who Have Died
Name

Debt. $

Sebastian May
Jose Tamay (Cocos)
Luciano Zul (Cocos)
Juan Catzim
Pedro Peb
Jose Oh
Lewis Pat
Felipe Pacheco (Cocos)
Nicolas Mo
Andres Che
Calletano Sirna
Santiago Camal
Prudencio Toon
Juan Yam

90
111
95
8
57
60
62
94
18
9
12
32
25
16

Reales

3

996

Has 5 hands working
besides himself to
clear debt.

2

2

Paid

1
2

6 1/2
1/2
3

2 1/2
5 1/2

Ran away

4

Commandant at
Chichenha

Deciderio Nal (Cocos) 29
6 1/2
Felipe May
28
7
Felipe Palomo
14
1 1/2
Martin Coop
18
1 1/2
Florentino Maldonado
23
5
Jose Maria Cua
16
Teodoro Vekuk
17
1
Cristobal Yarn
12
3
Nasario Magana
41
5
Sebastian Trejo
94
7
Nicolas Zab
4
Juan pio Copo
__=2________~4____
Total

Comments

Ran away

Ran away
Ran away

1 1/2

Source: General Registry of Belize, Probate and
Administration, Estate of Micaela May of Cocos, 1854.
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All except five of Mai's 26 laborers listed above have
Maya names, a fair index of their ethnicity.

The average

debt of $38, 2 reales is equivalent to about five months of
wages at $7.50 per month.

Clearly, Mai had too much of her

"assets" frozen in advance wages (28%), a sum that she was
not likely to recover.

The mercantile firm, though, charged

Mai for this sum (plus interest).
From the point of view of Mai, the employer, she needed
to rehire these workers and the only way she could cut her
losses was to offer them the least additional advance
possible.

Besides, until the resident magistrate was

empowered to do so, she had to travel to Belize town to sign
labor contracts before the Police Magistrate. 8S

And to

lodge a complaint against a laborer, the employer again had
to travel to Belize town.

The employers complained that

labor was too expensive since they had to agree to advances
sometimes totalling above $100 apart from other fringe
benefits.

Besides, if they are not satisfied, crossing the

Rio Hondo immediately placed the fugitive worker beyond the
reach of the magistrate's court. 86

8S A. B. Settlers of the Northern District to Suptd.,
29 Dec. 1851, R.39, p. 104.

86A. B. Petitioners to Suptd., 15 Aug. 1856, R.54,
pp. 499-500.
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Of Mai's twenty six surviving laborers, only four had
ran-away and their flight mayor may not have been directly
related to their debt with Micaela Mai.

What is important

to point out is that the employer had already figured the
advance as part of her wage bill.

The advance plus the

quoted wage is the real wage that should accrue to the
worker. 87

The fact that the employer could afford to pay

both waga and advance and still make a profit is indicative
of the level of surplus expropriated in the swamps of the
eastern coast of Central America.
Another revenue generating mechanism used by the
merchant houses was the distribution, by the contractors, of
imported merchandise, mainly textiles.

Since half of their

wages including advances was paid in goods, a fair volume of
textiles found its way to the remotest corners of the
region.

The most vaJuable item in Mai's inventory was six

trunks of cloth including print, manta drill, oznaburghs,
check, estrevilla, muslim, sheeting, stockings and
handkerchiefs nalready cut for the various gangs. n88
87Herbert Nickel, npeonaje e inmovibi1idad de los
trabajadores agrico10s en Mexico: 1a situaci6n de los
ca1paneros en las haciendas de Pueb1a - T1axcala, Anuario de
Estudios ffinericanos 36 (1979): 287-349 argues that the
advance portion of the salary can be considered a nsobresueldo n given or withheld according to the quality of work
and the relationship between worker and patr6n (p. 305).
88GRB , Probate & Admin. Records, Estate of Micaela May,
1854.
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So, while the seasonal and permanent workers got their
advances, they often received goods which they could and did
make themselves by spinning locally produced cotton.
Ironically, the very dyewood that they extracted from the
swamps

rr~de

British cloth more attractive to them than the

locally made mantas.

And, as imported cloth was being

forced upon local consumers, the household craft of cloth
spinning was squeezed until it died out by the end of the
nineteenth century.89

This result, while unintended,

shows very clearly the impact of mercantile capitalism on
the consumption pattern of rural people.
Did the workers fight back?
of the conflict and its results?

If so, what was the nature
There is no evidence of

working class consciousness among the proletarianized and
semi-proletarianized workers.

Cultural differences among

the creoles, mestizos, Garifuna and Maya
into actual violence aimed at each other.

somet~mes

flared

The destruction

of property was also selective: the company's was
untouched. 90

Mass protest on the part of laborers in the

northern town of Corozal was not aimed against employers in

89Thomas Gann, The Maya Indian of southern Yucatan and
northern British Honduras, Smithsonian Institution, Bureau
of American Ethnology, Bulletin 64 (Washington, D.C., U.S.
Govt. Printing Office, 1918), 17.
90A. B. Sub-Inspector of Orange Walk to Inspector of
Police, 6 and 22 Jan. 1885, R.121, pp. 1 and 14.
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general but at a perceived injustice practiced on them by an
employer, John Carmichael Sr.
Carmichael tried to further economize on his labor bill
by increasing the size of the day's task required of his
laborers.

The workers, who also leased lands from the

latifundista to produce their food crops, were threatened
with expulsion from Carmichael's lands if they did not
accept the new definition of a day's job.

About a hundred

unarmed Maya marched to the Magistrate's office in Corozal
and demanded to know whether or not Carmichael could expel
them from his lands without adequate notice.

A spokesman

from the group stated to James Hume Blake, the acting
magistrate, that if they did not receive a satisfactory
answer, they would march to Belize.

If no satisfaction was

obtained there either, then they "would know what to do."
Carmichael was forced to withdraw his offending definition
and calm was restored. 91
What made the part-time laborer a potential rebel is
that he was more peasant than worker.

He depended on access

to land to produce food crops f.or his subsistence.

If his

access were shut off, he could move away but he could also
rebel, especially if there were others like him in the same
situation.

A peasant rebel could become a revolutionary if,

91A • B. J. H. Blake to Suptd., 20 March 1863, R.79,
pp. 526-30.
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in his attempt to rectify a wrong, the entire system
appeared to block the solution.
southeastern Yucatan.

This was the case in

Mayan leaders Jacinto Pat and Ceci1io

Chi explained to Reverend John Kingdom that they were
fighting because of the nsevera1 contributions and payments O
demanded of them. 92

When the Yucatan authorities resorted

to force to suppress them, the conflict escalated to one of
total extermination.
In northern Belize, the part-time laborer
for his mi1pa (subsistence plot).

1ease~

lands

There was a small market

for his surplus corn, beans and other food crops as for his
pigs and poultry from the workforce of the several ranchos,
tinta1es (logwood works), and the towns of Coroza1, San
Esteban and Orange Walk.
normal circumstances.

Part-time labor was °extra,O under

But, when crops failed (as when

drought or floods or plant diseases destroyed the mi1pa),
when emergencies or special events (baptism, confirmation,
marriage, death) came up, the villager, hat in hand,
approached the patr6n for an advance. 93

The town-based

mi1pero more so than the villager was more likely to be
IItrapped O in the spirit of "keeping Christmas. °

Rum, food

92 A. B. Jacinto Pat to John Kingdom et a1, 18 Feb. 1849,
R.28, p. 182; Ceci1io Chi et a1 to 22 March 1849, R.28,
pp. 185-86.

93 0ral Informant, Cesaria Ramirez Lizama, interviewed 1
Aug. 1982 about Luisvi11e rancho.
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and dance were combined at the annual Christmas festivities
at Corozal town '-'There it was expected that employers would
engage servants by off~ring advances as an incentive.~4
Some of the profits accumulated from logwood extraction
were used to capitalize the small sugarcane ranchos
established by Yucatec immigrants while the former Yucatec
rancheros who were able to save some of their property,
transferred their business to Belize.

By 1850, Belize had

become self-sufficient in sugar and rum,95 and by 1856,
about 736 acres had been planted in sugarcane.

TABLE 4.10
Estimate of the Quantity of Cane1and in Cultivation
in the Northern District of Belize, 1856

Source:
549-53.

Place

Acres

Corozal
Rowley's Bight
Sarteneja
Santa Elena
New River
Northern River
Hondo
Total

490
44
4

10
156
28
4

736

A.B. Edmund Burke to Suptd., 18 Dec. 1856, R. 54,

94I bid. See also, Colonial Guardian, Vol. 2, no. 3,
20 Jan. 1883.
9S A. B. Magistrate William Salmon to Suptd. Fancourt,
30 Dec. 1850, R.36, pp. 122-32.
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Mercantile Firms and Labor in the Latter Part of the
Nineteenth Century

The landowners soon recognized that commercial
agriculture could

ind~ed

be profitable. Just as logwood

extraction was managed by contractors who absorbed most of
the overhead costs, recruited and controlled labor, and
helped distribute imported goods at high mark-up prices, a
similar process could be made

to work in sugar and rum

production. Directors of mercantile houses also reasoned
that, provided they could get some assurances from the
Colonial Office about the status of the territory, they too
would move in directly into commercial agriculture. 96
To some extent, mercantile houses were pressured into
moving directly into commercial agriculture by the periodic
failures and the demise of some of their creditors.
Corozal (Goshen) estate was typical.

Ja~es

The

Hume Blake

purchased the lands from the estate of William Hampshire for
$6,000 and Pembroke Hall from Young, Toledo and Co for
$4,250 but he soon found hims6lf with limited liquidity to

cultivate the lands. The problem was not that Blake was an
incompetent businessman. In 1856, Blake produced two-thirds
of the total reported cane crop and had almost cornered the
local market!

But Blake

need~d

a line of credit that would

96A. B. John Hodge of Br. Hond. Compo to Earl of
Clarendon, 7 May 1856, R.122, pp. 104-07.
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keep the plantation in operation.

He turned to Carmichael,

Vidal and Co., a branch of La Societe Anglo Francais de
Honduras, one of the five largest landholders of Belize.

By

1858, Blake had an outstanding balance of $41,639 which was

demanded by his creditors on the grounds that Carmichael,
Vidal and Co had filed for bankruptcy.

Blake thus lost the

estate to the Anglo-French Company which promptly agreed to
sell to John Carmichael for $52,500. 97
Several rancheros who died around this time were
heavily indebted to the mercantile firms.

Tiburcio Rosado

Estevez, a mahogany and logwood cutter from Bacalar, leased
lands from Young, Toledo & Co. in Northern River to produce
sugar and rum and to extract logwood.

At the time of his

death Estevez had a debit balance of $5,734.
of the mercantile firm.

82~

in favor

The entire estate including

sugarcane plots, food crops, sugar-making equipment, runproducing equipment, livestock tools, canoes, logwood and
personal effects were valued at $4,551.
balance due to the company of $1,182.90.

92~

leaving a

The Company

proceeded to take over the business, including the
debt of 18 laborers. 98

$395.87~

97Cal, nThe Corozal Estate,n 42.
98GRB,' Probate and Admin. Records, Estate oi Tiburcio
Rosado Estevez, 1 June 1869.
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The case of Florencio de la Vega must have shocked his
contemporaries as it vividly demonstrated the stranglehold
of the mercantile firms on their contractors.

Vega

WCt.s

a

large operator, involved in extensive logwood and mahogany
business activities from Santa Elena on the northern border
to San Pedro Siris, (the new home of about 1,000 Icaiche
Maya who moved into Belize in 1857)99 in the west.

Vega

also produced sugar and rum and in 1863 had, together with a
partner, taken over the estate of Crisanto Carillo a
livestock producer who had died with an outstanding account
in Vega's favor. 100 When Vega died in 1869, the British
Honduras Co. took over all of Vega's assets, excepting a
small house and furniture allowed through the company's
"courtesy" to the widow and her four infant children. 10l
The mercantile companies were also encouraged by the
influx in the mid 1860s of immigrants from the Confederate
states after the United States Civil War. 102 The
990n the Icaiche immigrants, see A.B. Suptd. to Gov. of
Jrn., 15 May 1857, R.52, pp. 51-53.
looGRB, Probate and Admin. Records, Estate of Crisanto
Carillo, Aug. 1863.
lOlGRB, Probate and Admin. Records, Estate of Florencio
de la Vega, July 1869.
l02RoSenberger, nperpetuation of Southern United States
Institutions" and Desmond Holdridge, nToledo , a Tropical
Refugee Settlement,n Geographic Review (July, 1940): 376-93.
See also Michael Anthony Camille nHistorical Geography of
Toledo Settlement, Belize, 1868-1985: A Transition from
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Southerners sought to establish colonies of small far.rners
producing crops for the export market.

Lieutenant Governor

J. Gardiner Austin's swift recall after he made a grant of

300,000 acres along Icacos River to United States real
estate promoters and his promise to subsidize B. R. Duval's
steamboat operation on the Belize River might have dampened
the influx of the ex-Confederates to Belize.

Still, the

attraction of a thinly populated British territory with easy
sea access to the United States market as well as the
glowing reports of promoters 103 led to a steady flow of
about 80 to 100 immigrants to Belize a month. 104 Though
most of the immigrants were disappointed and left by the
middle of the 1870s, those who remained in the southern
settlement of Toledo moved into sugar production.

By

1872,

2,203 tons of the sweetener WEre exported from southern
Belize. 10S The mercantile firms, though, were somewhat
Confederate to East Indian Landscapes," (M.A. thesis, Salem
State College, May 1986).
l03N. A. "Emigration and Colonization Proposals for the
Establishment of Townships of Colored People in British
Honduras, Central America," vol. 1. A party on a factfinding mission did not report favorably on the prospects of
immigration in Belize but this inquiry was conducted shortly
after Austin's recall. Charles Swett, A Trip to British
Honduras and to San Pedro, Republic of Honduras (New
Orleans: Price Current Print, 1868).
l04RoSenberger, "Perpetuation of Southern United States
Institutions," 147.
losIbid., 134.
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uneasy about the local labor supply.

Part-time laborers

could, with time, be proletarianized but land tenure laws
and land concentration notwithstanding, most of the parttime laborers opted for milpa farming. 106 In addition to
a tightening

of the

impl~m6ntation

of the labor laws and

the introduction of some extra-legal regulations, local
firms lobbied for state-sponsored

i~gration.

On the grounds that improved economic activity
benefitted the entire society, the local legislature.
approved a loan to introduce Chinese and Caribbean
indentured workers.

Firms engaged in commercial agriculture

agreed to pay an annual fee of $24 per immigrant.

In 1865,

365 Chinese arrived from Arnoy aboard the "Light of the Ages
to commence a five year period of indenture. 107 Of those
allotted to John Carmichael, all were male and averaged 23
years. 10B The Chinese were preceded by 129 men, women and
children from Barbados. 109 Throughout the rest of the
106See for example, A.B. Edmund Burke to Frederick
Seymour, 25 Feb. 1859, R.63, pp. 206-13.
107A. B. Austin Cox to Suptd., 4 July 1865, R.89,pp.
102-03. The cost of importing the Chinese workers totalled
$28,440 plus interest. Sampson to Suptd., 28 Dec. 1864,
R.86, p. 356.
10BA. B. Schofield Papers (hereafter S.P.), "List of
Chinese indentured to John Carmichael," James McKinney,
Immigration Agent, 1865.
l09 A. B. Suptd. Austin to Gov. of Jm., 11 March 1865,
R.81, pp. 458-60.

fi
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nin~teenth

century, mercantile firms kept pressing for

foreign indentured labor, nas the Indians from Yucatan have
not the necessary intelligence. nllO Workers from Jamaica,
Black and East Indian, were brought at various times and in
varying numbers. 111
While small in number, the East Indians became quite
visible as another ethnic group of Belize located in
southern and northern Belize.

And, while most of the

Caribbean workers were indentured in Belize, several were
recruited to work in Campeche and Yucatan in the third
quarter of the nineteenth century.112
All in all, indentured labor was a dismal failure in
Belize.

Reports suggested that the British Honduras Co.

could not be trusted to abide by the stipulations of the
indenture l13 which might have prompted the Superintendent
to remind the Magistrates of the laborer's rights under the

110A. B. John Hodge to Sec. of State, 23 Aug. 1862,
R.80, pp. 233-35.
111See for example, Gov. Musgrave of Jm. to Lt. Gov. of
Br. Hond., 6 Nov. 1882, R.116, pp. 647-58 and The Belize
Advertiser, 24 Sept. 1881.
112A. B. Administrator Turton to Joseph Joon, 9 June
1883, R.117, p. 114.
113A. B. Suptd. to John Hodge, not dated, R.72,
pp. 429-30.
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indentured labor contract. 114

In response to their

predicament, the Chinese did little work, much to the
frustration of John Carmichael who reported having "left no
stone unturned to get rid of these Chinamen. nl15 By 1866,
one hundred and fifty had absconded, one hundred finding
sanctuary among the Santa Cruz Maya who refused, on
humanitarian grounds, to repatriate the workers. 116 The
mortality rate among the Asian and Barbadian immigrants was
inordinately high, prompting the editor of thcl Colonist to
complain that the British were only "paying for the
introduction of Human Beings to die, or, become a burden on
the colony. "117
What the mercantile firms defined as nlabor scarcityn
was in effect the absence of a cheap, reliable and
submissive labor force in sufficient quantities.
Simultaneous with their attempt to secure this labor force
from elsewhere, the companies sought to ensure that the
labor law as amended in 1852 was fully implemented.

Part-

time laborers with accumulated debts were called in to work
114A. B. Suptd. to E. Adolphus, 27 May, 1866, R.72,
pp. 456-58.
115A. B., Schofield Papers (hereafter S.P.) S.P.
Carmichael to Vaughan & Co., 5 Feb. 1866.
116A. B. E. Adolphus to T. Graham, 4 Dec. 1866, R.89,
pp. 492-94.
117Quoted in Clegern, British Honduras, 40.
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until their bill was cleared.

Some of them thus "resigned

themselves to a species of willing servitude."118

Also,

the labor laws were punitive on the laborer even for
absences due to sickness and especially for disobedience:
Each day of absence from the works without leave, each
non-performance of a task assigned or other act of
disobedience shall subject the servant • . . to a
forfeiture of three dollars per day or in lieu thereof
such punishments and penalties as are provided by law
[up to 3 months in jail with hard labor] to be enforced
in accoraance therewith, and each day of sickness to a
forfeiture of six rials [75 cents] per diem, from
servants whose wages may be at the rate of twelve
dollars or under per month, and eight rials from those
above twelve dollars per month. 119
Even the labor ordinance of 1884, purported as being
more protective of the worker, provided for employer
reimbursement for workdays lost due to sickness, or
disobedience, for property damage and for fraudulently
entering into a second labor contract.

The employer was

made liable to several fines and only one possibility of
imprisonment if guilty of "knowingly aiding or abetting a
laborer fraudulently obtaining a second advance by a second
fraudulent Agreement."120

The limit on the duration of a

labor contract had been defined in 1862 as being up to three
118A. B. Edmund Burke to Supt., 8 Jan. 1862, R.74,
pp. 353-58.
119A. B. Cited in Richard Downer to Lt. Gov., 11 Aug.
1868, R.102, pp. 260-70.
120A•B• Schedule attached to Form of Agreement,
Ordinance No.7, 1884.
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years121 thereby potentially binding even a part-time
laborer to three years of service to one employer.
Taking advantage of the usual inclination of the state
to support capital and of the vagueness of certain sections
of the labor ordinances, mercantile firms began taking
extra-legal measures to control labor further.

Young,

Toledo and Company and Mathe and Co. producing sugar at All
Pines and Regalia had begun to add automatically three
months to

eve~

workers' contract and "disobedience" and

sickness fines were assessed by the company's manager.
Then, the "company store," Belize's equivalent of the tienda
de raya, was the only one allowed at the estate where
workers paid "enhanced prices."

The company also strictly

prohibited any sale or lease of provision plots nearby the
plantations. 122

The field manager of the British Honauras

Company also levied fines and sentenced workers to
imprisonment in a jail provided through the "courtesy" of
the Company.

A visiting magistrate observed that a stubborn

worker could keep accumulating $3 fines for insolence "until

121N. A. Suptd's Speech to Legislative Council,
enclosure in George Raymond to Sec. of State, Feb. 1862.
122A. B. Samuel Plues to Col. Sec. 14 June 1866, R.l02,
pp. 341-42; Confidential Report on All Pines, 17 April 1871,
R.l09, pp. 45-48.

239

he realizes that he is only punishing himself. a123

If the

laborer fled, the Company called on the police to pursue,
arrest and return the worker to his place of
employment. 124
Frederick Palgrave Barlee was one of the two local
administrators of nineteenth-century Belize125 who seemed
convinced that the economic improvement of the British
colony did not exactly parallel the accumulation and
repatriation of profits by metropolitan-based firms.

In

slashing the price of crown lands to $1.00 an acre and in
simplifying

the process of title registration, in switching

the route of the subsidized mail packet to New Orleans and
in reducing the excise tax on sugar, Barlee confronted
several vested interests in the colony.126

He took on the

iniquitous labor ordinances seeking to wipe out the advance
wage system. 127 Intense pressure from merchants, planters
and their allies led to Barlee's recall but his temporary
successor, Henry Fowler saw the legislation through though
123A. B. Richard Downer to Suptd., 11 Aug. 1868, R.102,
pp. 260-70.
124British Honduras Government Gazette, 7 April 1877.
125The other administrator was superintendent George
Arthur (1814-1822).
126A. B. Memo on F. Barlee, 2 Aug. 1878, R.115, p. 548.
127Barlee's memorial on the advance wage system was
published in Colonial Guardian, 2 Jan. 1882.
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not with all the stipulations that Barlee might have
intended.

The 1883 ordinance abolished the payment of half

of the workers' wages in goods and limited to three months
the amount of wages that an employer could legally recover
in court., The petition of Yucatec employers for a
nvoluntaryn agreement with their workers to clear past debts
through wage deductions was denied. 128
The legislation was not effective.

What defused the

escalating tension between workers on the one hand and
managers on the other was not new labor legislation or even
the labor riots of December 1894 but the collapse of the
sugar industry in the middle of the 1880s and that of
logwood and banana towards the end of the century.

As

capital withdrew from the enclave econom¥, the demand for
labor was drastically reduced leading to a process of repeasantization in the colony and the virtual abandonment of
several sugar and banana estates.

The landless part-time

laborer become more of a peasant as the availability of wage
labor was reduced until revived by the chicle industry in
the first decade of the twentieth century.129
128The petition and Fowler's reply may be found in
A.B., R.118, p~. 149-51.
1290n the chicle industry, see Teobert Maler, nExplorations of the Upper Usumatsintla and Adjacent Regions . . . ,
nExplorations in the Department of Peten, Guatemala and
Adjacent Regions,n Memoirs of the Peabody Museum of American
Archaeology and Ethnology, vol. IV, nos. 1, 2, 3, (1908): 3-
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CHAP'l'ER V
HERCAN'l'ILE CAPI'l'ALISM AND THB PEASANTRY

'!'he Market Bconom¥ and the Peasant World

The vast majority of the population of southeastern
Yucatan and the eastern coast of Central America were
peasants who lived off the land in some form of subsistence
agriculture.

The introduction of mercantile capital from

the third quarter of the seventeenth century emphasized the
extraction of forestry products for export in the Bay of
Honduras but even then, "provision crop" or milpa
cultivation supported the forestry industry.

Peasants

generally welcomed the prospect of wage labor as a

necessa~

complement to milpa farming and as a recourse in times of
emergencies.

But since the forestry industry, including the

importation of manufactured and processed goods, was
controlled by foreign capital, and because there were
negligible forward or backward linkages in the industry, the
peasants were taking a risk in developing a "taste" for
those items of European manufacture which could be obtained
mainly through wage labor.

In general though, the peasants

were cautious about wage labor as, even in times of food
shortages, money could not buy what was not there.
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But when does a peasant cease to be a peasant to become
a small-scale farmer?

The literature on the definition of

the peasantry is extensive. 1

Does land use provide a clue?

Does production primarily for the export market disqualify a
rural dweller from the status of Rpeasant R? Can a rural
dweller move in and out of a peasant role?
be de-peasantized and re-peasantized?2

That is, can he

Does the category

"peasant R have real meaning for the rural folk of the
eastern coast of Central America in the nineteenth century?
The Belizean peasantry of the nineteenth century was
cert.ainly inserted in the local market econoII'!Y and by
extension to the regional and world econoII'!Y.

Their mode of

production, though, was not capitalist to the extent that
the primary motive behind the work of their household was
'subsistence, not the accumulation of profit for
reinvestment.

l See, for example, Wolf, Peasants, Robert Brenner,
RAgrarian Class Structure and Economic Development in
Preindustrial Europe,R Past and Present 70 (1976): 30-75,
George Dalton, npeasantries in Anthropology and History,R
Current Anthropology 13, 3/4 (1972): 385-415, Rhoda Halperin
and James Dow, eds., Peasant Livelihood: Studies in Economic
Anthropology and Cultural Ecology (New York: St. Martin's
Press, 1977) and William Roseberry, Coffee and Capitalism in
the VenezuelAn Andes (Austin: University of Texas Press,
1983) .

2See Roseberry, ibid., and Anthony Leeds, RMythos and
Pathos: Some Unpleasantries on Peasantries,R in Halperin and
Dow, eds., ibid., 227-56.
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Still, the market
regional

econo~

econo~

had found its way into the

and in a complex interaction in rural

society had stimulated drastic transformations in rural
life. Each of the peasant groups tried to make sense of its
relations with the market economy from the standpoint of its
own cultural framework. The

peasant~

of the region under

study included the Yucatec Maya, Mestizo, and Mexicans of
Spanish descent of north-central Belize, the creole (AfroBelizeans) of the river bank villages, the Garifuna of Stann
Creek, Punta Gorda and other coastal villages and the SumuMiskito Indians of the eastern coast of Honduras and
Nicaragua.

On the Mayan side of the Rio Hondo, the Icaiche

and the Santa Cruz Maya stoutly defended their de facto
autono~

through the second half of the nineteenth

centu~.3

The "Belize" Maya, to use the phrase in a geographic
sense, were made up of Icaiche immigrants who settled mainly
in the Orange Walk, Cayo and rural Belize districts and
Santa Cruz Maya immigrants who settled the villages and
ranchos of the Corozal district.

The Maya of southern

Belize who immigrated in the latter part of the nineteenth
30n the Icaiche defense of their autono~ against
English encroachments see &~gel E. Cal, "Anglo-Maya Contact
in Northern Belize: A Study of British Policy toward the
Maya during the Caste War of Yucatan," (M.A. thesis,
University of Calga~, 1983). On the Cruzob, see Reed,
Caste War of Yucatan.
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century were mainly Kekchi and Mopan of the Verapaz and
Peten areas of Guatemala respectively.

The Icaiche can be

further divided into those who moved as a group into Belize
in 1857, establishing a network of villages in the Yalbac
area of the Cayo district and the other Icaiche who came
filtering in either as individuals or family groups.
There were many former Afro-Belizean slaves who opted to
turn to the land for a living.

Of course, they regularly

resorted to tlle timber camps for additional income.

In

fact, most of the creole villages established before or
shortly after the abolition of slavery such as Backlanding,
Rock Dondo, Free Town, Lime Walk and Mullins River were
located at or near a mahogany works. 4

These peasants,

therefore, accommodated their mode of subsistence to the
presence of the mahogany industry and to the extent that
they helped to reduce the cost of food of the mahogany
gangs, the industry too welcomed their presence on company
lands.

When the Caste War refugees started crossing the Rio

Hondo in 1847 fleeing the ravages of war, a large part of
the peasant population of southeastern Yucatan was added to
the existing peasantry of Belize.

4See for example, Crowe, The Gospel in Central America,
487-88 and Bird Allen, nSketch of the Eastern Coast of
Central America, compiled from Notes of Captain Richard Owen
and the Officers of Her Majesty's Ship Thunder and Schooner
Lark," Royal Geographic Society Journal 11 (1841): 76-89.

245

In the Bay of Honduras and Miskito coast, most of the
Garifuna (but less of the Miskito) took up seasonal work in
the mahogany and logwood works.

Both male and female

Garifuna and Miskito cleared and cultivated provision plots
while men fished and hunted to add to the food supply.
Curiously, the English generally employed the Miskito in the
camps not to cut mahogany but to hunt and fish or to
cultivate provision grounds. 5

It was not because the logs

were too large for the Miskito to handle; the Miskito were
the only peasant group mentioned in the records who cut
mahogany for sale to the English. 6

There was no doubt that

all the peasant groups were linked, in varying degrees, to
the market economy either as temporary wage earners, as
consumer of imported items, or as sellers of surplus
produce.
Whether intentional or not, state and ecclesiastical
imposts pulled the peasantry into the market economy.

By

consuming goods not produced by themselves, the campesinos
made a significant contribution to state receipts because
custom duties and excise taxes made up the bulk of

5British
6 I bid.,

Honduras Citizens, "Defense," 53, 57.
57.
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government revenue. 7

Additionally, Yucatec residents had

to pay npersonal contributions n to the state which in 1824
was quoted as 16 reales ($2) per year apart from various
types of fees to the church (average wage per month was
On the Miskito Coast, a $1 po~l tax levied on every

$1}.8

Indian in 1830 was replaced in 1844 with a tax on mahogany
logs cut and turtles caught for export. 9
British authorities charged a nticket of

In Belize,
reside~ce~

of $2

per alien household-head but repealed the annual tax in 1862
to discourage emigration. 10

The various missionary groups

that came in to proselytize their version of Christianity

7For Yucatan, see for example, AGEY, vol. 1, expo 28
and 44; for Belize Colonial Guardian, vol. 15, no. 48, 28
Nov. 1896; for Central America, s~e Naylor, nBritish
Commercial Relations with Central America,n 85.

8For the state tax see AGEY,
"Sistema Tributario,n 1824. For
otherwise, placed on the Maya of
A.B. Hulse to Inspec. of Police,
204-05.

Sec. Hacienda, Caja 71A,
personal taxes, legal or
Peten, see, for example,
17 Sept. 1862, R.78, pp.

9Michael D. Olien, nMicro/Macro Level Linkages:
Regional Political Structures on the Mosquito Coast, 18451864, Ethnohistorv 34, no. 3 (1987): 256-87. The Miskito
nking" also collected a form of tribute in the form of
canoes, tortoise shell or provisions. See Charles N. Bell,
nRemarks on the Mosquito Territory, its Climate, People,
Productions &c., &c., with a Map, n Royal Geographic Journal
32 (1862): 242-68.
II

lOA.B. Laws of British Honduras, XV vic. Cap. VIII, 23
Feb. 1852; Philip Toledo to F. Seymour, 4 March, 1863, R.79,
p. 281.
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placed unwritten but real pressures on the peasantry to help
pay the expenses of the mission. 11
The payment of these levies required that the peasant
sell his labor, his surplus products or both. The absence of
markets in the rural areas and the almost complete absence
of roads required that the peasant transport his produce to
the nearest town.

In northern Belize, Corozal, Orange Walk

and San Esteban had nearby ranchos that also produced food
crops for the town market.

Besides, many town residents

were themselves producing food crops for their subsistence
and for the sale of their surplus in the town market.

A

peasant who walked some ten to twenty miles or paddled twice
that distance could only compete in the town market by
drastically reducing his prices to a middleman.
The peasunts living in the environs of Bacalar, for
example, generally arrived in town between February and
April to sell their pigs and poultry and to hire themselves
in the timber works or in sugarcane ranchos.

They tried to

retain the value of their surplus corn by feeding it to

l1See for example, nletter from Fr. Andres Bavastro n in
Letters and Notices, no. 43 (March 1873). In Belize, the
Roman Catholic population according to the 1861 census, was
67.07% of the total, while Protestants, mostly Methodists,
Baptists, and Anglicans made up 35.57% of the total. A.B.
1861 Census, Box 127.
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domestic animals and then walking these to the market. 12
Though the law of supply and demand was not in their favor,
the logic of not allowing the time to transact business with
the market economy interfere with the milpa cycle is
understandable. 13
The river "bank" villages along the Belize River were
closely linked with the mahogany industry.

Concepci6n or

Mount Pleasant, San Francisco or Old Jim, Isabella Bank, San
Ignacio, Rock Dondo and so on were inhabited

by

creoles,

Central American (Surenos) and Yucatec Mestizos, and Mayas.
These peasants cultivated rice, yams, plantains, corn and
beans and hired themselves in mahogany works or at the
cattle ranchos. 14
The cattle runs usually belonged to the land companies
as they needed oxen to pullout the logs as well as beef to
ration some of their workers. 15

Sugarcane

ranchos and

12 G. A. Menendez Reyes, Quintana Roo. album monografico
(Chetumal: Fondo de Fomento Editorial del Gobierno del
Estado de Quintana Roo, 1979), 165. See also, Suarez
Molina, Evoluci6n econ6mica de Yucatan, 54.
13 The Maya cleared their milpa plots by the end of
January. The fallen trees were left to dry (usually
February to April) before burning in anticipation of the
rains. Ibid., Suarez Molina, citing milpa techniques, ca.
1846.
14 Father Woollett's "Visitation of British Honduras,n
Nov. 1872, in Letters and Notices, not numbered.
15 See for example, A.B. Edwin Adolphus to Colonial
Sec., 2 May 1866, R.89, pp. 319-20.
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logwood camps used mules for carrying loads while the mode
of transportation was by horseback and mules for cargo. 16
The dairy industry was virtually non-existent.

It is

noteworthy that the livestock industry might have developed
as a subsidiary activity associated with timber extraction.
In a very modest way it did but only in so far as cattle
rearing did not interfere with the principal activity of
mahogany and logwood cutting.

Because livestock production

is land extensive and much slower in yielding returns, the
enclave economy could not afford to freeze too much capital
in a subsidiary activity which may loose its value with a
sudden downturn in the price of timber in the international
market.
In point of fact, livestock production interfered not
directly with mahogany extraction but with the milpa cycle
of the peasantry.

Unless fenced, cattle wreaked havoc on

food crops grown by the peasantry leasing or borrowing lands
near mahogany works.

When a particular location nearby

cultivated plots was identified as being rich in mahogany
and feasible for a season's cutting, the peasantry had cause
for concern.

Even the Rio Hondo did not block the cattle in

16 It took at least 19 1/4 hours to cover the 77 1/4
land miles between Belize Town and Tower Hill near Orange
Walk Town. A.B. Memo. of Captn. Delamere, 23 Sept. 1866,
R.89, pp. 473-75.
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search of food crops.17

In the Bay of Campeche, the

peasantry residing in the environs of Palizada, a major
logwood extraction center had to resort to municipal court
to prevent livestock from destroying their milpas. 18 As
late as the latter part of the nineteenth century, peasants
on the Belize River remonstrated against livestock owners
whose animals destroyed their subsistence crops.

They

complained that if regulations required cattle owners to
fence their animals in Corozal, the same should apply to
those on the Belize River.19

It was not in the timber

inQustry's interest to alienate and possibly to repel the
scores of peasant villages established near the timber works
since the villages subsidized the cost of food and served as
a labor reservoir that was not likely to riot if employment
opportunii.:.ies were ,:;uddanly withdrawn.
The consumption of liquor mainly in the form of rum was
a common element that had considerable impact on the
peasantry of the eastern coast of Central America, from the

17See , for example, A.B. Suptd. MacDonald to
Authorities in Bacalar, 2 Nov. 1838, R.16, pp. 23-25. For
complaints of the San Pedro Maya regarding damages caused by
Br. Hond. Co. cattle, see A.B. Asunci6n Ek to Mag. of
Supreme Court, 26 June 1863, R.83, p. 309.
18AGEy , Poder Ejecutivo, Ramo: Justicia, vol. 2, expo
14, 3 April, 1829.
19Col onial Guardian, vol. 1, no. 2 and no. 14, 14 Jan.
and 8 April, 1882.
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Miskito Shore to southeastern Yucatan.

In Belize Town: as
in Corozal and Orange Walk the annual Christmas nspree n

helped to trap many laborers into the Dtruck n or advance
wage system of the colony.

Excessive drinking was

identified as a main reason for demoralizing villagers of
Backlanding and contributing to the rapid decay of the
village. 20 As for the Belize Maya of the early part of
the nineteenth century, liquor was one of their chief
reasons for making contact with the British settlement as
they were, "almost without exception" addicted to
Idrunkenness." 21 The Icaiche and Santa Cruz Maya
immigrants had taken so much to drinking that the field
manager of Young, Toledo and Co. was very concerned.
was sold CI.t

n

Liquor

every bank in the river n and many Maya laborers

had died of drunkenness. 22
In one of its insightful editorials, the Colonial
Guardian observed that $41,525.19 was collected in 1881 on
the excise rum duty representing 55,367 gallons, not
including the imported spirits consumed by the more wealthy

20Colonial Guardian, vol. 1, no. 4, 28 Jan. 1882.
Backlandir.g boasted one of the 8 licensed retailers of
liquor in the Orange Walk District. A.B. List of Publican
General Licenses, Dec. 1882.
21Almanack 1830, 12.
22 A. B. Stephen Panting to Dist. Mag., 4 Sept. 1865,
R.82, pp. 659-61.
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classes which can be estimated at 25,132 gallons.

Total

consumption of 80,499 gallons of spirits by a population of
27,452 represented a per capita consumption of 2.9 imperial
gallons. Excise and import revenue on liquor contributed
$53,161.79 to the state

treasu~

in 1881. That figure did

not include retail license fees which in 1884 added
$9,973.75 to the state coffers. Of the total estimated
revenue for the year 1889 in Orange Walk, $6,510 or 87
percent were expected from liquor excise and retail license
fees (while $275 or 3.7 percent were anticipated from land
taxes) .23

Eric Swayne, observed in 1917 that "the excise

duty on

is one of the mainstays of the colony, and it

rQ~

may therefore be said that the physical and financial
stability
rum. "24

[my

emphasis] of Belize rests entirely upon

That the statement was uttered by a former

governor of Belize (1906-1913) is in itself an indictment of
the caliber of officials the metropolitan government sent to
one of its so called backward colonies.

23 I bid. Imported spirit consumption is estimated from
import figures cited in Bristowe and Wright, Handbook of
British Honduras, 159 while revenue derived from imported
spirits is calculated from the list of duties, dues and
taxes chargeable in 1875 found in A.B. R.115, p. 279, and
the liq~or license revenue for 1884 is found in Government
Gazette, no. 7, 14 Feb. 1885. The estimated revenue for
Orange Walk can be found in A.B. "Estimate of Revenue and
Expenditure at Orange Walk, 1 May 1886, R.121, pp. 210-11.
II

24Swayne, "British Honduras,

n

167.
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Rum thus became a powerful magnet that helped to pull
some otherwise reluctant peasants into wage labor.

As the

district magistrate reported in 1863, some planters could
not harvest two-thirds of their crop for want of labor.

The

use of rum in lieu of wages 25 not only reduced the
planters wage bill but help to trap and thereby destroy some
of the rural people of north central Belize.
Employers like Young, Toledo and Co. and Bernard Cramer
and Co. soon recognized that alcoholism would be very
damaging to their interests.

Cramer and Co. banned the

consumption of alcohol on the lands it leased to the Kekchi
Maya of southern Belize while Jose Santos L6pez, a logwood
contractor had not only dispensed with the advance wage
system but also proscribed the sale of liquor on his estate.
The Maya at Santa Clara de Icaiche had prohibited the
consumption of liquor in the capital.

The strength of the

general's authority made the ban effective among the Icaiche
Maya.

The planters of Orange Walk also joined the campaign

25 A. B. Edmund Burke to F. Seymour, 3 Jan. 1863, R.79,
pp. 128-33. The Maya of Succotz appealed to the local
government for assistance in arresting the increasing effect
of alcoholism that was destroying the people. A.B. Alfred
Moloney to Col. Sec., 28 March 1892, R.117, pp. 276-77.
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by persuading the local magistrate to ban the retail sale of
liquor in "the town. 26
What saved the northern peasantry was not the
restrictions on the sale of liquor since the ban was not
intended for the villages, ranchos and most timber crunps.
The collapse of the sugar industry in the mid 1880s had the
effect of severely restricting the availability of wage
labor.' The peasantry, therefore, had to reduce their
consumption of liquor as they had less cash available for
this purpose.
Were there other characteristics of these rural folk
that might help define their condition in rural society?

It

is hazardous to generalize on the multi-faced and dynamic
pattern of social relations between peasants and nonpeasants. But the list of clear-cut conditions demonstrating
an unequal relationship is lengthy. Ecclesiastical exactions
were either nvoluntaryn as in Belize or compulsory as in
Yucatan. Fagina labor required communal work on the building
and repair of roads and bridges. Wages were paid half in
goods and half in cash. And quite often, peasants were taken
advantage of when they transacted business in the market

260n restrictions on the sale and consumption of liquor
on Cramer & Co.'s lands, see Colonial Guardian, vol. 12, no.
24, 17 June 1893; at Icaiche and L6pez Bank, see Angelus,
July 1889 and at Orange Walk Town, see Colonial Guardian,
vol. 15, no. 14, 4 April, 1896.
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economy. 27

While the peasantry contributed to their

village communities with labor or food crops, they believed
that they received returns for their contributions.

That

was not the case when they were involved with non-peasants.
As peasants elsewhere in the world, those of Belize
were relegated to the lowest rung of the colony because they
had no control over the mechanisms of the state which
distributed the natural resources of society.

Neither did

they have any major influence over the mechanisms that
maintained the relationship among the sectors of society
(for example, the taxes that were chargeable and antisquatters laws).

With respect to Belize in particular,

their status in society was justified on the grounds of
their late arrival during the nineteenth century, their
relative unimportance to the extractive economy, their nonAnglo-Saxon cultural background and their reluctance to join
the full-time labor force.

The New Era's issue of 18 May

1872 identified three nclasses n that mattered to the colony:

27See for example, A.B. F. Seymour to Gov. of Jam., 22
June 1859, R.65, pp. 180-81 regarding the sale of candles to
the villagers of the Corozal district. The disbanded
soldiers of the 5th and 7th West India Regiment who settled
on the banks of the Sibun and at Manatee in the early part
of the century did not have their titles validated under the
Honduras Land Titles Act of 1861 but were relegated to the
category of nsquatters.n Colonial Guardian, 'Tol. 20, no.
33, 14 Aug. 1901. On the abuse of fagina by the district
magistrate of Cayo, see Colonial Guardian, vol. 16, no. 14,
10 April 1897.
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"exporters of the produce of the Country; the importers of
goods for sale in the Country; and the population engaged in
manual labor."

As for "squatters," they

are entitled to all the happiness they can get out of
their mode of life. But they are not members of the
Colonial Society. They are beyond the pale of
civilization, they contribute nothing to the common
fund, and are not entitled to consideration at our
hands .28
That a fourth group was added subsequently (i.e., the
producers of export crops) suggests that those among the
Belizean peasantry who made the switch from predominately
subsistence to cultivation of sugarcane, or bananas,
particularly in the context of a depressed mahogany industry
and the near collapse of the intransit trade with Central
America by the 1870s 29 must have been seen in a different
light.

Their contribution to the export trade was more

visible than the consumption pattern of other peasants
thereby justifying state legislation to secure for them
greater access to land.

28 Cited in Bristowe and Wright, Handbook of British
Honduras, 31.

29 rn 1855, the Panama trans-isthmian railway
established regular steamship service from Panama to San
Francisco with calls at the Guatemalan ~acific Port of San
Jose. A railway connecting Guatemala City and San Jose
diverted "the whole of the Guat~~lan trade which for.merly
passed through Belize." Clegern, "Maudslay's Central
America," 83.
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That several among the for.mer

peasant~

joined the

group of small sugarcane and banana far.mers is not at all
surprising.

From an economic point of view the market

economy clearly shows, in the short run, the potential
advantage of commercial over subsistence far.ming when the
price of the commodity is favorable in the international
market.

And, what is more, commercial far.ming could be

adapted to the life of the

The milpa system of

peasant~.

cultivation could be modified.

Land clearing and even

planting sugarcane could be done in the same manner as
preparing the field and planting corn. 30 On the other
hand, shifting to a new field every two years was out of the
question and would imply a different mode of land tenure and
a different way of life. Harvesting the crops was
different.

In the banana industry, fruit quality had to

meet a standard set by consumers and in sugarcane, the crop
had to be harvested to coincide with the processing of the
crop into sugar or rw~.31
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the peasant far.mer had to resort to wage labor which
required advances in cash and goods.

The peasant farmer,

therefore, would have to draw closer to the mercantile firms
that leased lands, advanced credit, and purchased the crop.
30Swett, Trip to British Honduras and San Pedro, 29.
31A•B• E. Burke to F. Seymour, 3 Jan. 1863, R.79,
pp. 128-33.
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Thus, most peasants could not afford to go into
commercial farming nor would the mercantile firms advance
credit to anyone.

A few peasants like Micaela Mai and

Francisco Pat of Hololtunich started by extracting logwood
to accumulate some profits. The case of Pat is instructive.
He eventually leased Mumble Pegg works thereby establishing
a favorable credit rating with a mercantile firm, Phillips
and Co.

He drew some of his laborers from nearby San Pedro

Maya villages.

Pat sub-leased some of the lands to the

Maya, using his control of this resource to pressure the
villagers of Chunbalche to work for him. A report on the
unsettled state of the district in 1862 noted the Chumbalche
peasants' complaint that Don Francisco Pat had taken
possession of their milpas and had prevented them from
harvesting their crops.32

Three years later we find Pat

purchasing equipment for the processing of sugar. 33 The
entrepreneur had purchased land and had worked out an
amicable arrangement with the Icaiche Maya who claimed the
area. 34
32A. B. E. Rhys to F. Seymour, 3 Nov. 1862, R.78,
pp. 68-73.
33 G. R. B. Proceeds of Sale of the estate of late Don
Manuel Reyes of Guinea Grass, 18 Nov. 1865.
34 For Pat as a landowner, see A.B. Lt. Gov. to Senor
General [Eugenio Arana], 3 March 1875, R.114, p. 149; for
Pat's understanding with the Icaiche, see Marcos Canul et al
to P. Robateau, 10 July, 1868, R.101, pp. 115-17.
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Pat's rancho was no different from those of the white
Yu~atec

and Mestizo imnagrants of northern Belize.

time he died in 1876, Pat's rancho had turned into

By

the

a·~mall

village on the banks of Spanish Creek, a stream with access
to New River by way of New River Lagoon.
housed the families in Pat's employ.

Fourteen huts

The rancho produced

sugarcane and processed the juice into sugar and rum. 35
The former peasant still produced corn except that the
crop was no longer intended for his subsistence. Instead,
the staple was earmarked for his workers' rations, his
horses, mules and poultry and for the subsistence of his
workers' families.

So, Pat's case demonstrated that a

peasant could move out of that status to join the category
of a small rural entrepreneur.

But the likelihood of having

the majority of the peasants follow suit was restricted by
land tenure and the structure of credit.

Those Garifuna and

Maya of southern Belize for whom reservations were
established in 1872, for example, were thereby
"disqualified" from purchasing land.
Peasants, Land Tenure, and the State

All the peasant groups excepting the Garifuna, some of
the creoles, and the Verapaz Maya settled in north-central
35 A. B. Lt. 2nd West India Reg.'s Report on area between
Boom and Hill Bank, 28 Sept. 1876, R.114, pp. 470-77.
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Belize.

It was not coincidental that the land laws of 1855

and 1861 were aimed at validating the land titles of the
large landholders precisely in those sections of the
territory.

The intervention of the Colonial Office in

London prevented the alienation of the rest of the lands
beyond the Sibun River. 36
The Garifuna and southern Maya initially squatted on
crown lands.

But these were the same lands that immigrants

from the southern United States wanted for sugarcane
production. And, combined with the banana industry that
developed in the 1880s, there was a modest land rush for the
fertile coastal lands of southern Belize beginning in the
mid 1860s.

The Garifuna of Punta Gorda were now being

charged $1 for a house lot and $2 for milpa leases. 37
Trying to flex its muscles and sensing the spirit of
discontent among the peasantry of northern Belize as tenants
of large landowners, the new crown colony government 38 of

36 A. B. Sec of State to Suptd. Arthur, 12 March 1817,
R.1, p. 241.
37 A. B. P. Genon S.J. to Lt. Gov., 20 July 1868, R.102,
pp. 206-07.

38 Belize followed the pattern elsewhere in the British
Caribbean in giving up the elective principle for direct
rule by London. In Belize, Icaiche raids prompted this
decision. See for example, A.B. Memorial to Sec. of State,
n.d., R.116, pp. 84-86.
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W. W. Cairns instituted a land reserve system for the
Garifuna and the southern Maya in 1872. 39
Cairns soon had second thoughts.

He had not fully

researched the extent of lands that had to be placed on
reserve as he had no idea of the number of Garifuna and Maya
who were affected by the 1872 Ordinance. So the Lieutenant
Governor tried to back-track, stating that he had Ano
intention of creating, or even extending any Settlement of
these people [Garifuna and Maya] on the terms laid down in
the Ordinances. A Those who settled on crown lands after the
passing of the ordinance would be regarded as squatters. 40
Since aliens were still prohibited from owning lands in fee
simple, the most that the squatters could hope for was to
regularize their leases with the Survey Department. 41
True to his word, Cairns did little to implement the
ordinance.

Administrator Henry Fowler's attempt to

implement the law in 1884 was met with strong opposition
even from the Belize-town based creole middle class.

The

editor of the Colonial Guardian accused Fowler of trying to

39 A. B. Minutes of W. W. Cairns, 5 April 1873, R.107,
pp. 90-92.

4o A. B. Cairns to Surveyor General, 22 April 1873,
R.107, pp. 92-96.
41 A. B• Attorney General to Cairns, 14 March 1873,
R.113, pp. 34-35.
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induce more Guatemalan Maya to migrate to Belize. 42

The

creole spokesman was undoubtedly aware of the sharp increase
in the demand for land in the banana industry. On the other
hand, owners of capital, such as Bernard Cramer and Co.,
were more concerned about their labor supply. The Maya of
northern Belize generally refused to relocate south, the
offer of land notwithstanding 43 while the perennial issue
of immigration schemes had failed to yield substantial
laborers from other lands.
Governor Roger Goldsworthy allocated reserves for the
Garifuna and the Maya despite the opposition of the Colonial
Guardian.

Using arguments that are occasionally echoed

today (with respect to the reserves) the newspaper argued
that the reservation system discriminated in favor of two
undeserving nraces". The Garifuna, for example, nshirk most
of the duties of good citizens, . . . are unprogressive and
are the greatest and most accomplished smugglers. n44
Finally, appealing for support from timber firms but at the
same time demonstrating its deprecation of the peasantry,

42Col onial GuaLdian, vol. 3, no. 24, 14 June 1884.
43 A. B. Brig. Gen. Harley to Lt. Gov., 10 Feb. 1868,
R.97, pp. 105-07.
44Colonial Guardian, vol. 7, no. 27, 7 July 1888.
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the Guardian lamented the destruction of valuable woods by
the Maya's milpa system of cultivation. 45
Most of the large landowners, unlike the crown,
preferred to lease rather than to sell lands.

If they sold,

they did so in large tracts which most peasants could not
afford.

In northern Belize, annual leases were so lucrative

that landowners preferred them over long-term
arrangements. 46 Of course, the state had not encouraged
the refugee peasants to purchase lands as they were barred
from land ownership in fee simple.

Apparently, only the

very wealthy Yucatecos like Manuel Jesus Castillo and
Francisco Escalante qualified for

natur~lization.

As British

citizens, they became relatively large landowners. 47

The

vast majority of the first generation of refugees leased
house lots and milpa plots from the mercantile firms.

45 Col

onial Guardian, vol. 16, no. 14, 10 April 1897.

46 A.B., S.P.
See the registers of town and country
tenants of the Corozal Estate.

47 A. B. Petition of M. J. Castillo for naturalization, 8
Dec. 1869, R.l03, pp. 187-88. During his lifetime,
Francisco Escalante owned most of Orange Walk town for which
he collected rent for houselots. Towards the end of his
life, Escalante still owned 70 lots in Orange Walk besides
two logwood and mahogany works, and a sugarcane rancho.
GRB, Will of Francisco Escalante, 13 April 1901.
Naturalization was granted by the Lieutenant Governor only
upon the recommendation of leading British citizens.
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Among the towns and villages on the eastern coast of
Central America, land tenure and land use were good
indicators of the relationship between the peasant groups
and the market economy.

A few villages that straddled the

un-marked western Belize-Peten boundary line offer a case in
point.

The Peten villages of Ho Imu 1 , Xbalche, Nahcab and

Chochquitam, for example, were located on various creeks or
streams connected to the Rio Chan Ghigh (the Peten branch of
the Booths River) or lagoons in eastern Peten. 4B

Not much

is known about these villages except that their inhabitants
were mostly Campeche refugees of the Caste War. 49 Most of
these small settlements were located on state lands but
their access to a market for their surplus crops and for
seasonal wage labor oriented them toward the timber industry
of northwestern Belize.
The Maya of Yaloch on the Guatemalan side of the border
abandoned their village (where they presumably paid no land
rent) and moved intc British territory to have closer access
to seasonal wage labor, slightly cheaper imported goods (by
avoiding Peten middlemen) and a market for their surplus
48 A. B. E. Rhys to F. Seymour, 3 Nov. 1862, R.78, pp.
368-73. See also, Lands and Survey Department (LSD), Map
Collection, Map no. 417 nThe Belize-Guatemala-Mexico
Frontier, 1879° by Francisco S. S. Blancaneaux.
49 I bid.
In 1862 Peten authorities were in the process
of selecting alcaldes and assessing poll taxes on the
villagers.
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food crops and poultry.

The British Honduras Co. and Young,

Toledo and Co. welcomed the Yaloch peasants and even offered
them rent-free provision plots provided athe fee simple of
the lands settled upon, shall remain in the Companya and as
long as the Maya acontinue peaceable and industrious. aso
The key to understanding the attitude of the Yaloch Maya
toward land is their

~

of the resource.

As milperos, they

used a plot about once every two years and moved on to more
fertile land.

If they could continue working the land that

way on British territory without paying for rent, they would
rather move to avoid the excessive levies and forced labor
imposed on them by Peten authorities. s1
We have reiterated the crown's initial policy of
discouraging the sale of lands to small proprietors.

State

lands were inaccessible, located too far away from the main
settlement, had to be surveyed at the buyer's expense and
were selling at $5 an acre.

These impediments could not be

overcome in the absence of a local market.

By the 1870s,

however, it had become clear to crown colony officials. that
the future of the territory was based on the cultivation of

sOA.B. John Hodge to J. R. Longden, 10 Oct. 1868 and
Young, Toledo and Co. to Longden, 12 Oct. 1868, R.102,
pp. 409 and 412 respectively.
s10n the poll tax charged on the Peten Maya, see A.B.
Frederick Seymour to Gov. Eyre, 8 Oct. 1862, R.81, pp. 3844.
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the land, as shown by the successful establishment of the
sugarcane industry first in the north by the small Yucatec
rancheros followed in the south by immigrants from the
American south who found a local market and had started to
export to England.
The influence on Belize by governors of other English
colonies has not been studied. Besides, the close ties
between Belize and Jamaica can be traced to the late
seventeenth century when Belize officials were placed under
the jurisdiction of the British island colony. The official
connection was not broken until 1884. 52 The dynamic
leadership of Sir Peter Grant in Jamaica and Sir Arthur
Gordon in Trinidad might have had some bearing on the change
in the local state lands policy.53

Fred Barlee best

exemplified the new policy when he reduced the price of
state land to "at least $1 an acre," and standardized the
survey and registration fee to $6. Barlee sought to dispose
as much land to small proprietors. 54

The effect was

dramatic:
Nine years ago we sailed along the southern coast of
the Colony and observed nothing but what we had seen in
52Dobson, A History of Belize, 300.
53Claypole and Robottom, Caribbean Story vol. 2, 43-46.
54For the one or two acre sales of 1862, see for
example, A.B. F. Seymour to Crown Surveyor, 17 Jan. 1862,
R.72, p. 91.
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childhood, a few dirty little huts at Mullins River and
ten miles off, the larger, but no more flourishing town
of Stann Creek. Not until last year did we again
revisit these shores . . . . Every three or four miles
decent houses and plantations were to be seen and
filthy Mullins River had beccme a clean, bustling and
thriving little town . . . . 55
Aware that landowners such as the BEC and Bernard
Cramer and Company had the most fertile and accessible
lands, Barlee tried to persuade them to sell some of their
assets in small plots and at reasonable prices.

The BEC's

manager offered to "cooperate" but the directors of the
company dragged their feet on the actual sale of small plots
of land. 56 Interestingly, while the new land policy
failed to attract the landless peasantry of northern Belize,
Central American Mestizos came in sufficient numbers to
become visible as the "Spanish" barrio of Mullins River. 57
Why did the landless peasants of northern Belize not
flock to the south when land prices and surveying fees were
slashed?

Working the land for subsistence was more than an

economic function for most of the Belizean peasantry. A

55Cited in Clegern, British Honduras, 64.
56A. B. A. S. Kindred, Manager, BEC to Lt. Gov., 16 Jan.
1878, R.116, pp. 140-41; Pro Sec. to A. S. Kindred, 18 Jan.
1878, R.117, p. 31.
57The rise in the incidence of "cuttings and wounding"
was attributed to the "Spanish" immigrants. Incensed, the
Colonial Guardian asked that a la'w be made banning the
carrying of machetes outside of working hours. Colonial
Guardian, vol. 18, no. 19, 4 March, 1899.
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commercial crop like bananas required the medium of the cash
economy to prrvide the producer with a source of livelihood.
Milpa crops, on the other hand, did not necessarily need

~

market for the peasant and his family's sustenance. Besides
corn (sometimes referred to as gracia which means nthe gift
of God 9

)

had assumed a special meaning in which many of the

rural folk saw a linkage between

n~n,

nature and God.

Another important factor was the close association that
had developed between milpa cultivation and small scale
sugarcane cultivation in northern Belize.

The several

ranchos of Corozal and Orange Walk pulled out many from
subsistence farming and though usually trading at a
disadvantage, a peasant could, with a carga of corn {about
100 pounds} on his back secure a little cash from the patr6n
of a rancho in a given emergency.

Besides, the peasantry

actively sought employment in the ranchos and timber works
especially when this activity did not interfere with the
milpa cycle {of clearing the land, burning, planting,
weeding and harvesting}.
Even though milpa farming was no longer associated with
a semi-nomadic way of life, the mode of land use required
that a plot be cultivated usually for only two years before
the peasant moved to another location as the fertility of
the soil was soon exhausted.

So, unless a milpero could

afford to buy enough land on which to rotate his annual
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milpa, allowing for fallow periods ranging from eight to
twelve years, 58 he would not be a land proprietor.

In

fact, the peasantry of the two northern districts did not
become small landowners until the state initiated a modest
land reform program to revive the sugar industry in the late
1950s. 59
The proximity of Yucatan and especially the
availability of fertile lands on the Mexican side of the Rio
Hondo present another reason why most of the Maya villages
of northern Belize were located on the British side of the
river and why the villagers were reluctant to move.

Until

the practice of paying nominal rentals to either the Cruzob
or the Icaiche for milpa lands on Mexican territory was
legally prohibited, most of the peasants living on the banks
of the Hondo rented lands from the Maya. 60

Besides, with

the Hondo nearby, the part-laborers knew that if things did

58Suarez Molina, Evoluci6n econ6mica de Yucatan, 121.
See also, F.O. 204/238 in A.B., Enclosure in T. Pickwoad to
Col. Sec., 6 Aug. 1895.
59"The Future of the Sugar Industry," speech delivered
by Governor Colin Thorney at Louisville, 8 Feb. 1957. See
also, Peta M. Henderson, "Development and Dependency in a
Belizean Village." TYpescript, n.d.
6oA.B. "An Act for better securing the Peace of the
Frontier," XXXI vic. Cap. IV, 17 Feb. 1868. See also,
Plumridge to Lt. Gov., 6 May 1868, R.102, p. 37.
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not work out on British

territo~,

crossing the river would

effectively put them out of reach of British
authorities. 61

Those among the

peasant~

who did not

wlsh to move to southern Belize or who could not afford or
did not wish to purchase land, often entered into a labortenancy agreement with the landlord.

In return for being

available to work during specific times of the year (harvest
in the sugarcane

indust~,

for example) the peasant and his

family were given the "privilege" of living at the patron's
rancho or nearby timber works where they had access to milpa
lands.

The records are silent about the details of these

arrangements as they were generally made on an oral
basis. 62

It is likely that most of the creole peasants

who resided at the river bank villages also entered into
similar arrangements.
61 The Colonial Guardian's explanation as to why tenants
would not move to southern Belize demonstrates how well the
Anglo Saxon attitude towards the Maya had been internalized
by the creole middle class. "The Indians or Mayas, pure and
simple, are a peculiar people, though stiff necked and
perverse . . . n While working on their milpas, they "are
also engaged in a lazy, desultory way, probably helping
logwood cutters." They are "given to drink and addicted to
vice, [are] semi-savages, and totally uneducated." Those
convicted and executed "almost without exception have been
of Indian blood." These people, concluded the Guardian are
not "desirable" settlers. So, legi.slation should not be
enacted to induce them to stay in Belize. Colonial
Guardian, vol. 20, no. 23, 14 Aug. 1901.
62 A. B • Woodcutters, Agriculturalists and Employers of
Labor of the Orange Walk District to Ac. Suptd., 9 Feb.
1884, R.118, pp. 149-51.
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If all of the above forms of land tenure failed, the
peasant had two options: squatting or moving to Belize Town.
For the landowners, squatting was more than a nuisance.
Mercantile firms were incensed when milperos or creoles
"making plantation U destroyed valuable trees.

Besides,

squatters represented a loss of rental income and potential
laborers especially at a time when commercial agriculture
seemed like a viable alternative or complement to the timber
industry.

Once again, the state obliged.

An RAct to

Prevent Trespasses upon Property" was enacted in 1862 to
"check the very common evil of Squatting" according to the
Attorney General. 63
Eleven years later the "problem" of squatting remained
unchecked.

The Surveyor General appealed for a crown

bailiff who would search for and help prosecute squatters on
the Garifuna and Mayan reservations.

From annual leases,

the government official estimated a loss of $1,800 per year
to the state treasury.64

Three years later, the Surveyor

General was still complaining of squatters on state lands
particularly at Mullins River.

However, he reported that

63A;B. S. S. Plues to Suptd. Seymour, 26 April 1862,
R.77, p. 242; XXV Vic, Cap. XVI, 10 March, 1862.
64A. B. Surveyor General to Lt. Gov., 21 April 1873,
R.113, pp. 61-63.
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those at Manatee had nearly all purchased their small
plots. 65 O~e of the problems was that these peasants
often bequeathed their prop'erty to their children who in
turn cultivated, leased or sold the same.

The occupiers of

the land certainly did not regard themselves as squatters
though technically they were, since they lacked a clear
title to the property.66
Milpa or swidden agriculture for food crop cultivation
was the principal mode of land use practiced by the Belizean
peasantry but that form of cultivation was certainly not the
only one.

Sugarcane ratoons for a number of years (up to

fifteen, depending on the fertility of the soil),67 and
bananas are perennials.

Therefore, it is not surprising

that a few Manatee peasants would opt to buy their small
plots.

The squatters among them who preferred or who could

not afford to buy land, were most likely growing food crops
for their subsistence and selling their surplus to those

65The three plots purchased in 1876 by peasants at
Manatee totalled 9 acres! A.B. UReport of the Surveyor
General of British Honduras for . . . 1876,n R.11S,
pp. 489 -90.
66 r bid. See also, Petition of John Tucker, 14 April
1868, R.102, p. 17.
67Swett, Trip to British Honduras and San Pedro, 29.
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families that were producing bananas for the export
market. 68
Except for the first year of cultivation, banana and
sugarcane plants cannot be interspersed with corn. The field
has to be turned over completely to the export crop.69
Thus, production of sugarcane or bananas required at least
long-term leases if not outright land purchases.

The

mercantile companies of northern Belize generally did not
sell small plots as annual leases were very lucrative.

When

the Corozal estate exchanged hands in 1858, John Carmichael
offered to pay $52,500 for nearly 35,000 acres or about
$1.50 an acre but even Carmichael himself died before he
finished paying for the estate. 70
There were several peasants who took advantage of the
offer of cheaper crown land but the scant data suggests that

68Col onial Guardian, vol. 18, no. 19, 4 March 1899.
69The United States Civil War created an overnight
demand for cotton. Mercantile companies aware of the
unstable market yet eager to cash in on inflated prices
encouraged even Mayan peasants to move into cotton
production. The Maya insisted on growing their staple crop
in the same fields. See, for example, nCultivation of
British Honduras Co. Lands, ° showing returns for 15,550
mecates (1,728 acres) of land leased to Maya and Mestizo
residents mainly along the Rio Hondo, for the production of
sugarcane, cotton and corn. Juan Jose Cal, for example,
leased enough land to employ the working-men of 16 families
in 1865. A.B., R.86, pp. 400-01. See also, E. Adolphus to
(not stated), 7 Feb. 1865, R.86, p. 372.
70 Ca l,

DThe Corozal Estate, ° passim.

274
land purchases by and grants to peasants were negligible.
The Colonial Report of 1891 estimated the total acreage of
the colony at 4,839,408 acres with 3,075,566 acres in
private hands.

These lands were distributed as follows:

TABLE 5.1

Land Distribution in Belize, 1891

No of Landowners

Total

Acres

596

under 10

258

10 - 640

46

over 640

900

3,075,566

Source: Cited in Aschcraft, nEarly British
Settlement in the Bay,n 20.
The census of 1881 reported a total of 8,614 Inales
above 15 years of whom 2,586 were nconnected with
agriculture n (probably as peasants) while 1,331 were
indicated as small, independent planters and 3,423 as
woodcutters and general laborers (proletarianized labor).
If we add 22.1% (the average population increase from 1881
to 1891) to 3,917, we end up with 4,783 peasants and small,
independent planters.

Adding 22.1 percent to 8,614 gives us

10,518 as the estimated number of males above 15 years of
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age in 1891.

If 900 persons were landowners in 1891, then

about 81.2 percent of those working the land were landless
tenants. 71
Of course, the British Honduras Company and Young,
Toledo and Co. each held about one million acres in 1871.

A

land survey of the northern districts in 1886 showed that
five proprietors owned nearly all the land; the B.E.C. owned
one million acres. 72

The 1889 Colonial Report does not

indicate the acreage held by the 46 landowners who each
over one square mile of land.

o~med

The pattern of land

concentration established in the northern and central
districts of the colony was most likely duplicated in the
south.

The total inefficiency of the Survey Department

illustrates just one of the reasons opposition to the vested
interest of the latifundistas and merchants was not likely
to succeed in the absence of a proper infrastructure to
support state policy.
Lieutenant Governor Austin's land policy as that of W.
W. Cairns were aimed to attract white immigration from the
United States or Europe.

Like the Latin American republics

71 These figures are extrapolated from A.B. "Report of
the Board established to enquire into the Labour Question,"
.4 Sept. 1885, R.118, pp. 378-84.
72 Bolland and Shoman, Land in Belize, 82-83.
The 1886
land survey is cited in Ashcroft, "Early British Settlement
in the Bay," 32.
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that were trying to stimulate economic development,

crown

officials in Belize were most likely under the influence of
the positivist philosophy of the times which basically
regarded the non-white peasantry as an obstacle to
progress. 73

But unlike their colleagues elsewhere, the

state officials in Belize were only too aware of the
agrarian roots of the Caste War raging across their northern
border and threatening to spill into the colony, as well as
the spirit of discontent among the tenants of the northern
districts.

This explains the enactment of legislation

introducing reserves for the Garifuna and the Maya of the
south as a measure to preempt future disturbances.

The

change in land policy including the reduction in the price
of crown land was not intended for the Maya and the Garifuna
as much as for the prospective white immigrants the policy
was meant to attract.

The local government felt that a

73 0n Latin America, see Leopoldo Zea, The Latin
American Mind, James Abbott and Lowell Dunham, trans.,
(Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1963), for Central
America, see for example, Ralph Lee Woodward Jr.,
"Pensamiento cientifico y desarrollo econ6mico en
centroamerica: 1860-1920," Revista del Pensamiento
Centroamericano 36 (1981): 73-86 and Ernesto Chinchilla
Aguilar, "EI positivismo y la reforma en Guatemala, a
Antropologia e Historia de Guatemala 12 (1960): 35 - 43 and
for Mexico, see for example, William Raat, aIdeas and
Society in Don Porfirio's Mexico," The Americas 30 (1973):
32-53 and Raat, "Agustin Arag6n and Mexico's Religion of
Humanity," Mexico: From Independence to Revolution, 18101910, ed. W. D. Raat (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press,
1982), 241-59.
°
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larger white population. would provide an adequate base from
which to defend the colony from the threat of the Icaiche
and the Santa Cruz Maya.
The state's land policy did have some results, albeit
of brief duration.

An

editorial in the Colonial Guardian

explained:
The only means of accelerating the development of the
resources of the Colony is by inducing agricultural
immigrants to settle on, and cultivate our waste lands.
For many years this consummation has been anxiously
wished for, but without much hope of its realization.
But now, from two different and widely separated
countries, we have pioneers . . . . These men if
encouraged are likely to form the nuclei of two
important settlements - the Germans on the Southern
coast and the Texans on the Western frontier. 74
The Texans on the Belize River and the Germans at
Friedau, near present day Dangriga struggled from their
arrival in Belize.

The extractive economy of about two

centuries duration had not produced any infrastructural
development that could have assisted in the establishment of
commercial agriculture.

There were no roads to speak of.

To the end of the nineteenth century the territory was nno
more like a British colony than an Indian reservation.,n75

74Colonial Guardian, vol. 1, no. 12, 25 March 1882.
75 l1A Traveller's Tale n in New Orleans Picayune
reproduced in Colonial Guardian, vol. 18, no. 13, 1 April
1899.
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The powerful oligarchy successfully resisted any fiscal
measures that would effectively tax their profits. 76
The absence of a market for commercial crops was the
most formidable

obstacl~

to the development of a peasantry.

Had the market for cotton held up at reasonable prices, it
is likely that the Maya would have cultivated the shrub to
complement their food crops as was evident
cotton cultivation by 1865. 77

by the spread of

But the end of the United

States Civil War closed the external market for Belizean
cotton. As will be shown presently, the banana industry
provides us with a clearer example of how a few among the
peasantry could switch to commercial crop production, given
access to land and a market for the product.

76 The oligarchy, well represented in the Governor's
Legislative Council, refused to endorse the official
majority's vote on an increase in land taxes. The Governor
lost both the battle and the war as he repealed the increase
and the oligarchy succeeded in getting a majority in the
Legislative Council. Colonial Guardian, vol. 10, no. 2,
10 Jan. 1891.
77 A. B. Lt. Gov. Austin to Gov. of Jm., 10 Aug. 1865,
R.92, pp. 97-108 and R.86, pp. 400-01 showing the returns of
leased lands of the Br. Hond. Co. in 1865. A large
percentage of the peasants of the present day Orange Walk
and Corozal districts have switched from food crop
cultivation to sugarcane production for the export market.
See John Higgins, nResearch Proposal on the Peasant
Sugarcane Producers·of San Pablo, Orange Walk district,
Belize,n Manuscript, n.d. See also, Henderson, nDevelopment
and Dependency in an Belizean Village. n
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~~c&tec

Peasant RefugQes in a Colonial Setting

Most of the immigrants of the mid nineteenth century
were Maya, Mestizos or white Yucatecs of southeastern
Yucatan who were Maya or Spanish speakers.

Yucatec Maya was

the lingua franca of rural northern Belize78 even though
Spanish and more and more, English began to influence the
language. 79 The present day name of the village of Yo
Creek, for example, might have originally been Yok Kik 80
but the influence of the English "Creek a changed the name to
Yok Creek.

On the other hand British officials, Jesuit and

Methodist missionaries and some timber agents also learned
Spanish and a few picked up Maya to improve on their
efficiency in working in northern Belize. 81
Non-English speakers and illiterate peasants were at a
disadvantage when in competition with English speaking,
78The son of Crisanto Carillo, entrepreneur of San
Esteban could only speak Maya as was ranchero Manuel Reyes.
GRB, Estate of Crisanto Carrillo and M. Reyes, Aug. 1870 and
July 1867 respectively.
79See for example the several Spanish words that had
been added to Yucatec Maya in Richard Fletcher's Payalchioob
utial tulacal Ie u Kiniloob ti Ie semana (London: W.M.
Watts, 1865).
80See map of the Cruzob area, 1855-86 in Reed, Caste
War, 168.
81The magistrate of the Corozal district, Thomas
Pickwoad, was fluent in English, Spanish and Maya. A.B.
Col. Sec. to T. Pickwoad, 5 Oct. 1882, R.120, p. 315.
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literate residents of Belize Town.

Even though the courts

provided for official Maya or Spanish interpreters, Yucatec
refugees made up 55.5 percent of the prisoners (excluding
troops and European sailors) in Belize according to
Superintendent Austin's report while creoles made up 22.2
percent of those in jail. 82

At the turn of the century,

the Colonial Guardian reported that most of the persons
convicted and executed in the colony were nalmost without
exception n of Indian blood. 83

That type of data provided

much ammunition to the argument that the Maya were
ncriminallyn inclined and helped to solidify an attitude of
hostility.toward the villagers of northern Belize on the
part of the residents of the towns who felt threatened by
the Icaiche Mayan posture towards the English in Belize.
The social organization of the Yucatec Maya, unlike
that of the Mexicans of Spanish descent and Mestizos was
centered around the village with the patr6n of the church as
its titular head. As former residents of southeastern
Yucatan, the Icaiche and Santa Cruz Maya of the middle of
the nineteenth century, had long assimilated Hispanic
82 A. B• J. Austin to Gov. Eyre, 10 Aug. 1865, R.92,
pp. 97-108.
83 Col onial Guardian, vol. 20, no. 23, 14 Aug. 1901.
Most of the peasantry were barred from qualifying as jurors.
They were thereby denied a fundamental right of British
jurisprudence. See Laws of British Honduras, XV vic. Cap.
VIII, 23 Feb. 1852.
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influences. Among the San Pedro Maya, village organization
was based on the militia which had a general as its head.
The Jesuit missionaries who visited the Icaiche capital at
Santa Clara were impressed with the orderliness of Mayan
government.

The general's council, made up of captains and

other elders, governed the district with the general as
chief magistrate.

At the death of the general, the council

elected his successor.
The village of Icaiche, observed Pastor Molina in 1889,
had a population of about 1,700.

Its houses were Rdotted
along the course of streets and lanes. R General Gabriel
Tarnai's residence, was a Rmodest little cottage distinguishable only by its tidiness and simplicity.R

As

for Tamay, he was neither rich nor poor but shared with both
"the common inheritance of Toil.

Daily he starts out to his

work and tills the ground and reaps the fruit of his
labour."

As chief magistrate, the general listened to

evidence and rendered his verdict which could be a gentle
admonition to capital punishment.

The Icaiche tatich,

though, was expected to follow the guidelines of the
cultural group's traditions. 84

84Pastor Molina and Father Cassian Gillett's
observations on their pastoral work at Icaiche was
reproduced in the Angelus, a Catholic magazine, dated July
1889 and May 1895 respectively.
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This was the model which influenced village
orgd.!1.ization among the Icaiche inunigrants of northern
Belize.

The British saw the opportunity of grafting the
nalcalde n system, (a generic concept used in Latin America

for municipal government) onto village government as
practiced by the Icaiche and the Santa Cruz villagers of
northern and central Belize.

In so doing, the British

legitimized the authority of village leaders and admitted a
degree of autonomy on village affairs but at the same time,
the alcalde system tended to standardize village government
across ethnic: groups, from the creole villagers of Mullins
River to the Garifuna, Mestizo and Maya.

The alcalde's

jurisdiction was of na sununary paternal character in
accordance with native customs, sllbject to supervision of,
and appeal to, the district magistrate. nBS
In legitimizing the alcalde's authority, the English
attempted co use the system in support of state policy.B6
Superintendent Seymour regarded the alcalde system as a
rural police force and as a border guard. Apparently,
BSLaws of British Honduras, nAn Act to provide for
speedy and economical administration of justice in the rural
districts of this settlement . . . ,n cited in Bristowe and
Wright, Handbook of British Honduras, 112-13. For a copy of
the circular defining the alcaldes powers, see A.B., R.120,
pp. 318-23.
B6Nigel Bolland, nAlcaldes and Reservations: British
Policy towards the Maya in the Late Nineteenth Century
Belize," America Indigena 47, no. 1 (1987): 33-75.
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Asunci6n Ek, the general of the San Pedro Maya, was
interested in the appointment as an alcalde and travelled to
Belize Town to discuss the arrangement. He arrived on
Janua~

1 when the Lieutenant Governor was not available and

"being poor in money, [Ek] started for the bush early next
morning."

Tongue in cheek, Seymour reported to his superior

in Jamaica that he had not given Ek a

co~ssion

for, as he

explained, "a written document would commit me and would
bear no weight in

h~s

bush."

staff of office" for Ek.

However he ordered a "handsome

"This pledges me to nothing but

will be received with great respect by the Indians,"87
concluded the sly official.

As will be shown presently, the

British official miscalculated.
Documentation on the actual operation of the alcalde
system among the peasantry is scant.

For example, the

"papers" of former alcalde Juan Jose Cal of Yo Creek kept by
his grandson were destroyed in the 1945 hurricane. 88 It
is not certain whether or not records were kept of the
proceedings of the alcalde's court.

Molina's observations

on Tamay's court at Icaiche suggests that records were not
kept as

ve~

few Mayas were literate.

The same situation

87 A.B. F. Seymour to Gov. Eyre, 14 Jan. 1863, R.81,
pp. 101-02; Patrick Cunningham, Inspector of Police to Ac.
Col. Sec., 18 Sept. 1862, R.78, pp. 206-07.
880ral informant, Candido Cal, village of Yo Creek,
Aug. 1982.
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most likely obtained in most villages of Belize though there
were some exceptions.

Alcalde Antonio Lim6n of San Pedro

Ambergris Cay resigned his post after being convicted by the
Corozal magistrate.

Edmund Burke exceeded his power when he

fined Lim6n for a decision the alcalde made in pursuance of
his duties. 89
The absence of records explains why almost all the
complaints against the alcaldes that we have knowledge of
came from San Pedro, Ambergris Cay.

Reminiscent of the

rural judges of southeastern Yucatan, the alcalde had
Francisco Ascova's son whipped for refusing to do
nvoluntary" work at the alcalde's watermelon patch. 90

We

hear of how Asunci6n Ek's court operated only when there was
a complaint.

Lorenso Santos a resident of Santa Teresa (a

hamlet near San Pedro Siris), was flogged on the alcalde's
instructions for failing to reveal where Roberto Manzanero
hid some stolen money.91

Flogging or detention were the

89A. B. Antonio Lim6n to Supt., 30 Dec. 1859, R.66,
p. 303.
90For a complaint against one of Yucatan's rural
judges, see AGEY, Apto. Poder Ejecutivo, Ramo: Justicia,
vol. 4, Exp. 23, 23 Jan. 1840. For the complaint against
the San Pedro alcalde, see A.B. Petitioners of San Pedro to
Not Stated, 10 June 1850, R.29, pp. 481-84.
91A. B. Declaration of Lorenso Santos, n.d., R.93,
pp. 507-08.
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two forms of punishment decreed by the alcalde:s court.
More serious cases were referred to the district magistrate.
Village internal government was one way in which the
peasantry developed a sense of community.

Faginas or

communal work on village affairs stimulated pride in the
village: in keeping it clean, in building or repairing the
church, in planting a milpa the entire proceeds of which
were intended for the village patr6n saint's fiesta. 92

In

applying their norms of morality, the alcaldes were expected
to help preserve the sense of order of the community thereby
increasing village solidarity.

The duty to the community

was second only to that of the family which included all
relatives with the same surname as well as compadres and
their immediate children. 93
Peace, harmony and sOlidarity were not necessarily the
hallmarks of village life.

Interpreting ntradition n,

adjudicating access to milpa lands near the village, or
enforcing fagina could be hazardous if members of the family

92 In lieu of a Santo's (saint's) milpa, villagers were
sometimes called to contribute in cash or in kind, toward
the expenses of the fiesta. Fr. Ram6n Vales charged $100
for religious services at a San Esteban fiesta. See Father
Cassian Gillett's letter regarding Xaibe fiestas in Letters
and Notices and A.B. A. Giolma to Lieut. Gov., 12 Sept.
1868, R.102, p. 355.
93 0ral informant, Paula Tillett, village of Trinidad,
Aug. 1982.
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or compadres were involved. 94

Similarly, outsiders not

completely versed in the village ntradition a could be in for
a surprise.

John Dean of San Pedro complained to the

Attorney General of the nexcesses n of alcalde Cristobal
Novelo who placed him in stocks for not complying with
fagina work. 95

Yet, in theory, village government was

democratic to the extent that alcaldes were elected by the
villagers on an annual basis and any elder was eligible for
office. And, even though the system was designed mainly to
prese~ve

the peace at minimal cost to the state, village

government provided the peasantry with a local mechanism to
order their village affairs. Outsiders, including Florencio
de la Vega's agents in San Pedro, were under the
jurisdiction of the alcalde and could be punished as any
other villager. 96

As the Maya of Ixkanha (Campeche) told

the chicle workers allowed to enter Mayan territory in 1895,
"in the same way that General [Porfirio] Diaz is 'the king
94 Al caldes Jose Yluac and Olegario Na, resigned their
posts; the people of Tasistal were still divided about the
replacements elected. A.B. Yluac and Na to O.W. Magistrate,
31 Dec. 1888, R.121, p. 489.
95 A. B. Samuel S. Plues to Suptd., 18 Dec. 1857, R.58,
pp. 465-67. To support the faoina system, the colonial
government strengthened the hands of the village alcaldes by
requiring the district magistrate to enforce the corvee
system: 6 days of work per year or payment of $1 per day in
lieu of service. A.B. Ordinance no. 9, 27 June 1881.
96A • B • Statement of Jose Lerato before O.W. Magistrate,
24 Nov. 1866, R.93, pp. 455-57.
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of Mexico', General [Eugenio] Arana is king of Xkanha.
There are only God in heaven and Arana in Xkanha. a97
cou~se

Of

Arana had been general since the 1860s and with the

tacit approval of the Campeche state, Xkanha had retained
the revenue derived from licenses issued to timber and later
chicle extractors.
As members of rural communities, peasants had
responsibilities and privileges based on the principle of
reciprocity.

Promine~t

in the list of priorities for the

Icaiche Maya of the Yalbac area of western Belize, for
example, was the security of the village and its satellite
hamlets. 98

With the village of San Pedro Siris as their

cabecera, the San Pedro Maya organized a militia headed by a
general, (Asuncion Ek during the clash with the British) .
The peasant army was divided into companies each under a
captain.

Membership in the companies cut across village or

hamlet residence.

97 Mal

The San Pedro Maya, of course, followed

er , "Explorations in Peten and Adjacent Regions,D

144.
98 See A.B. Edward Rbys to F. Seymour, 3 Nov. 1862,
R.78, pp. 368-73. The San Pedro villages within Belize that
recognized Ek as their general included San Pedro, Santo
Domingo, Chorro, Turnbull, Chunguijudio, Holiuc, San Jose,
Santa Theresa, Chumbalche, Naranjal, Isnocah, Tubulche,
Holmul, Holuit, Xbalche, Nahcab and Totmul. See also, Grant
Jones, "Levels of Settlement Alliance among the San Pedro
Maya of Western Belize and Eastern Peten,n Anthropology and
History in Yucatan, ed. Grant Jones (Austin: University of
Texas Press, 1977), 139-89.
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the organization model brought from southeastern Yucatan,
forms heavily influenced by the Spaniards.
We know little about the communal activities of the
nineteenth-century peasantry except for their fiestas,
religious activities such as cha-chacs (rain ceremony), and
faginas (village work).

The Garifuna, for example were

required by the civil authorities to keep the village clean,
and to help repair local roads and bridges. 99

At the

village level, the Garifuna were organized under a
"captain," a form of organization brought from the eastern
Caribbean from where the English deported them in 1797. 100
Thomas Young describes the music and dance of the Garifuna
who settled on the Miskito Coast:
They assemble together with their pitch-pine
torches
. . . ; an empty barrel, the head being
tightly (.!overeu with a deer skin, and fastened dO. .'071
with pegs, serves for their bass drum; the treble is
made from a piece of bamboo about two feet six inches
long, . . . ; they are played with the open hand . . . .
Soon after the music strikes up, a dancer appears, who
afteT throwing his body into all conceivable postures,
now jumping up and down . . . , then advancing and
retreating affectedly, and then after bending himself
on one side so as nearly to fall down, he kicks about
with great energy, till at length he gives a whirl, a
bow, and retires; another taking his place, and so it
continues until they are all exhausted. 101
99 A. B. Fr. P. Genon to Lt. Gov., 6 Dec. 1877, R.116, p.
130. Apparently, the Garifuna of Punta Gorda refused to
comply.

100Crowe, The Gospel in Central America, 47-49.
101Young, Narrative on the Mosquito Shore, 134-35.
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The elaborate preparations, including the construction
of the enramada (a leaf-roofed dance-hall with open sides),
the preparation of food and the pig-head, arches made of
leaves and tasiste (a pine ridge tree), the purchase of rum,
the arrange."tlents made for t:le musicians of the best village
music band affordable, and for a priest if possible, made
the fiestas in northern Belize a grandiose village affair.
They were generally dedicated to the village's patr6n saint
and organized by the local patr6n of the church. 102 .
Peasant Settlements in the Enclave Economy

It is accurate to refer to the Belizean sugar industry
as a "by-product" of the Caste War of Yucatan. As the
refugees poured into northern Belize, they introduced the
commercial crop with all its trappings: techniques,
peasants, management and local market.

wo~kers,

The fact that most

of the land was alienated did not prevent the a"tlergence of a
vigorous peasantry who established settlements in close
relationship to land tenure and the dominant economic
activity of the locality.
Most of the settlements of north-central Belize were
located on the banks of the Rio Hondo and the New River
which have been the main avenues of communication in the
l02nWoollett's Visitation." See also, A.B. G. Austin
to E. Adolphus, 3 June 1865, R.72, pp. 384-88.
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region.

Even though most of the lands of the Orange Walk

district were owned by the Belize Estate and Produce
Company, Yucatec entrepreneurs such as Manuel Jesus Castiilo
and Francisco Escalante eventually succeeded in carving
their nitch in the local economy.

The villages of Achiote,

Corosalito, Yok Cric, Isla Limones, Agua Blanca, Buena Vista
and others on the Rio Hondo were located mostly on the lands
of the British Honduras Co. (later BEC) that charged the
Maya an average annual rental fee of $5 for about 10 acres
of milpa land. 103

To avoid this levy, many of the Maya

crossed the river boundary to make their milpa on the
"Mayan" side of the Hondo.

When the Icaiche and Santa Cruz

Maya authorities started to enforce collection of their
rents, tension escalated between the Maya on both sides of
the river.

The British categorized the resident of these

villages as nearly "pure" Mayan and saw them enjcying "a
nearly equal social status."

Like the villagers of Yaloch,

these Icaiche migrants worked in the logwood and mahogany
camps from time to time, purchased British imported items

l03 For the location of these and other villages see
A.B. Map of Northwestern Belize, 1868 traced by Inspector of
the Police Frontier Force, 21 March 1868, R.9?, p. 318. On
the average milpa rental, see Colonial Guardian, vol. 20,
no. 33, 14 Aug. 1901.
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and sold their surplus food crops and poultry to the
employers of labor. 104
The towns of Orange Walk and San Esteban and the
villages of Guinea Grass and August Pine Ridge 105 were
also located on private property but their population was
mixed.

San Esteban, for example, had Maya, Mestizo and

white Yucatec residents while both Guinea Grass and August
Pine Ridge had Maya, Hispanic, and creole and mixtures of
all of these. Unlike the predominately Mayan 'Tillages
mentioned above, these towns and villages had several
employers: Spanish and Mestizo rancheros, logwood and
mahogany contratistas (contractors), sugarcane plantations
at Trial Farm and Tower Hill and the several timber works of
the mercantile firms.

These settlements were also varied in

that some of its residents were proletarianized while the
majority were peasants who rented a milpa plot for their
subsistence but resorted to wage labor from time to time.
As residents of the two larger settlements and in the
case of Orange Walk the administrative capital of the
district, the peasants of San Esteban and Orange Walk had a
104See fc~ example, A.B. Jose Ulluac to Esteban Pantin,
15 Feb. 1862, R.79, pp. 161-62 and GRB, Registry of Births,
Feb. 1895.
105The main source for this discussion on the towns and
villages of the Orange Walk district is A.B. F. E. Gabb,
District Magistrate's nNotes on Villages in the Orange
District,n 30 Aug. 1884, R.118, p. 250.
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few more occupational options.

These occupations, though,

required literacy, skill and some capital.

Towards the end

of the century we find white Yucatecs and Mestizos beginning
to move out of peasantry farming to take over occupations
such as bakers, school teachers, shoemakers, shopkeepers,
carpenters, tailors, captain of laborers, clerk of courts,
muleteers and book-keepers. 106

No one with a Maya surname

held any of these occupations, suggesting that what was
previously a social and ethnic distinction was now becoming
an economic one too.

The more varied occupations at Orange

Walk, than at San Esteban, the opening of tracks linking
Orange Walk with the Rio Hondo, Corozal and Belize, the
construction of two forts to defend the district from the
Icaiche, had the cumulative effect of making Orange Walk a
distribution center which attracted a mixed population. San
Esteban declined in population and remained through the rest
of the century as a large Hispanic village.
The villages of San Roman, Santa Cruz, Richmond Hill
and Trinidad were located on private property but most of

l06 GRB , Registry of Births 1894-1907.
The registry
records the occupation of the father, mother and place of
residence. Unfortunately, these were the earliest birth
registries kept by the local government. The baptismal
registries of the Catholic Church did not record the
parents' occupation. See also, A.B. Address of Corozal and
Orange Walk Town residents to Lieut. Gov. Fred Barlee, 21
Jan. 1881, R,115, pp. 730-36, which includes the occupation
of the persons signing the petition.
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the peasantry sought employment from one employer.

In

Trinidad, Don Adrian Perrera leased several logwood works in
the vicinity and employed the predominately Mayan peasants
to extract the dyewo9d from the swamps.

The mahogany works

at nearby Water Bank and Agua Blanca also provided
employment.

As agent of the Belize Estate and Produce Co.,

Perrera had control over the distribution of house lots and
milpa plot rentals.

He therefore had a powerful instrument

to obtain the necessary amount of labor he needed in his
works and a mechanism to subdue the workers.

Milpa plots

were leased on condition that ram6n (which provided fodder
for the Company's cattle), mahogany and cedar trees found on
the plot were reported to the Company agent.

Heavy fines

were levied on those who were caught destroying the
company's valuable trees. 107
No data was available on the relationship between the
patron and the alcalde of Trinidad.

Manuel Padron and Juan

G6mez were the alcaldes of this predominantly Mayan village.
Did the alcaldes side with the patr6n to maintain "peace and
order" in the village?

How did these Hispanic alcaldes

maintain tradition in an immigrant Mayan village?
potential for strife was there.

The

We do know that using his

l07 The data on Trinidad was obtained from two oral
informants, Eduardo Perez and Paula Tillett, in Aug. 1982.
Both have since passed away.
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authority as alcalde, Padron called on the villagers to
clean the tracks in the vicinity and as the government agent
in Trinidad, he took over for "safe keeping B the property of
people who died intestate until otherwise instructed by the
District Magistrate. 10B The above suggests that the
peasantry of Trinidad had access to wage labor but sometimes
had to be cajoled into this form of subsistence.

When crops

failed as in the early twentieth century, the employers had
the upper hand.

The patron of Agua Blanca, Don Erlindo was

quoted as saying "Money is my god" as he ordered the
Trinidad peasants to work seven days a week. 109
The predominantly creole village of Backlanding like
many of the river bank villages, owed its establishment to
its location between the Belize and the New River.

With

access to both rivers, the timber camp grew into a creole
village either during or shortly after the end of
apprenticeship in 1838.

In 1849, the village was described

as "somewhat populous and important."

A Baptist mission was

established there with Brother Alexander Kerr a.s itc
lOBOn the list of alcaldes approved for 1888, see
Bristowe and Wright, Handbook of British Honduras, 112-13.
For work on the "roads" of the district, see A.B. Col. Sec.
to Mag. O.W. 6 July 1883, R.120, p. 373. See also Manuel
Padron to Dist. Mag. 18 Oct. 1887, R. 121, p. 418 in which
the alcalde requests instructions on what to do with the
property of Antonio Perrera who died intestate.
1090ral informant, Paula Tillett, village of Trinidad,
Aug. 1982.
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resident pastor. 110

Even with the conring of the Caste War

refugees, Backlanding retained its importance as an English
creole speaking settlement in recognition of which the
Northern Magistrate was required to travel to the village
(from his residence in Corozal) to hold monthly court.
population was estimated in 1850 at 500 persons. 111

The

The ascendancy of Backlanding was short-lived.
Mahogany and logwood groves nearby were exhausted and as the
timber camps withdrew, the peasantry that depended on the
industry for wage labor began to gravitate toward other
settlements on the Belize River or Guinea Grass, an
ethnically mixed settlement whose status changed from a
mahogany works to a village with the coming of the Caste War
refugees.

In 1857 the monthly magistrate's court was

transferred to the settlement of Orange Walk 1i2 but
Backlanding did not disappear as a creole village though in

110Crowe, The Gospel in Central America, 484, 487~88,
506.
lllA population count was undertaken in 1850 but the
Magistrate could not ascertain the count for nine
settlements including Backlanding. A.B. William Salmon to
Suptd. Fancourt, 30 Dec. 1850, R.36, pp. 122-32. The Act
establishing the post of Northern Magistrate can be found in
Laws of British Honduras, XV Vic. Cap. VIII, 23 Feb. 1852.
112Laws of British Honduras, XX vic. Cap. XXIV, 18 Feb.
1857.
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1882 it was described as a acattle station. a113

Clearly,

most of the villagers of Backlanding were more
proletarianized workers than peasants and the village was
like a rural bedroom community that serviced the timber
industry.

This is not to deny the community life of the

river bank communities.

Tiger Run had a aconsiderable D

creole population in November 1839.

The villagers subsisted

on their food crops, some cattle and occasional wage labor.
Members of the Walker-Caddy expedition persuaded the
villagers to organize a nfiesta n which they did with music
supplied by a marimba and African drums.

The villagers also

obliged with a Tom-tom nnegro D dance. 114
Milpa farming was generally unavailable to the
residents of villages with another type of land tenure
arrangement in northern Belize.

The villages or ranchos of

San Antonio (Rio Hondo), San Miguel, Fireburn, San Lazaro
and San Lorenzo were located on the property of the patr6n
(excepting San Lazaro and San Lorenzo which the patr6n
leased from the Belize Estate and Produce Co.).

Manuel

Jesus Castillo, a Yucatec entrepreneur owned San Antonio and
Fireburn and leased San Lazaro.

Gomewhat like the creole

113Colonial Guardian, vol. 1, no. 4, 28 Jan. 1882. See
also, GRB Probate and Admin. Records Inventory of Estate of
James Waddy, 14 Oct. 1880.
114 pendergast, The Walker-Caddy Expedition, 51-52.
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village of Backlanding, these Maya mestizo villages were
rural bedroom communities for the timber contractors,
sugarcane planters and hybrid nmilpa n plantations producing
food crops.
At San Antonio, for example, Castillo owned most of the
village and surrounding milpa lands and leased several
logwood works l15 from the British Honduras Co., and from
William Guild and Co. Castillo's fluency in Spanish and Maya
and his familiarity with the natives of southeastern Yucatan
enabled him to work out the necessary arrangements with both
the Icaiche and the Santa Cruz Maya to continue extracting
logwood and mahogany from the RMaya n side of the Hondo for
sale to the British mercantile firms.

And, so as not to

forego a business opportunity, Castillo opened an outlet for

115 Castillo originally of Tekax arrived in Belize in
1847. He must have been a very intelligent and enterprising
young man as he was to become a large landholder and a very
wealthy businessman. In 1861 he bought the 500 acres on
which the village of San Antonio was located. A.B. Petition
of M. J. Castillo, 8 Dec. 1869, R.103, pp. 187-88. Unless
it was a clerical error, Castillo seemed to have lied about
his age in 1869. He was 49 not 40 as his petition
indicates. See Castillo's tombstone at the San Antonio
churchyard. Data on Castillo's purchase of San Antonio can
be found in GRB, 26 June 1861. Apparently, Castillo lost
control over San Antonio to Mutrie and Cu~rie but eventually
his grandson, Pinito Castillo bought it again from Belize's
chicle millionaire, Robert Turton. Oral informant, Pinito
Castillo, village of San Antonio,S August. 1982.
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the distribution of British manufactured goods including gun
powder, textiles and rum. 116
Oral tradition among the peasantry of San Antonio
refers to the Castillo era as aslavery days. all?

Persons

who wished to reside at San Antonio were required to work
for the Nohoch Ts'ul (Grand Spaniard or Great
Encomendero) .118 Castillo would not normally lease milpa
plots to his workers and those who leased from others could
be thrown out of his village as he did not charge rent on
household plots.

The Maya-Mestizo rural proletariat worked

in the tintales (logwood camps), in mahogany extraction, in
sugarcane cultivation, sugar and rum manufacture, trade, and
in the patr6n's huge milpas in which he produced large
amounts of corn to ration his workers and to sell to other
employers including the local government. 119

116For data on Castillo's contract, with the Br. Hond.
Co, see A.B. Castillo to not stated, 21 Oct. 1869, R.103,

p.118; for his shop in Icaiche territory see Liberato Robelo
(alias "Roberts", a Mestizo who worked as a spy for the
local British authorities) to Downer, 8 Feb. 1868, R.97,
pp.100-01; for his business with Guild & Co., see Guild &
Co. to F. Barlee, 26 June 1882, R.120, p. 290.
11?TwO informants, Pinito Castillo and Julian
Bobadilla, a nephew of a domestic worker in Castillo's
household, used this phrase. Castillo refused to elaborate.
118Diccionario Maya Cordemex, (Merida: Ediciones
Cordemex, 1980), 892.
119Cast illo supplied corn to the mounted police. See
A.B. Castillo to Dist. Mag., 1 Aug. 1887, R121, p. 394.
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The patr6n's control over his workers seemed almost
absolute.

James Plumridge, inspector of the Frontier Police

Force tried but, without Castillo's approval failed, to
employ one person to paddle him to Corosalito. 120 Xunan
(grand lady)121 Sh'Con, Castillo's wife, could have any
pig slaughtered for the patr6n's table on the premise that
the village refuse on which the animals scavenged, belonged
to the Nohoch Ts'ul.

Castillo's authority was enhanced

when, in 1872, he was appointed Captain of the San Antonio
militia called to help defend the border against his
clients, the Icaiche. 122 Even though it was extra-legal,
Castillo whipped his workers into submission especially if
they were in debt; flight was the only way out of San
Antonio. 123
Castillo's apparent absolutism came to an end in July
1882 when he was arrested, tried and convicted of "treason
felony" for conspiring "to Inove divers foreigners, amongst
them General Santiago Pech of the town of Icaiche in the
Yucatan, to invade this Colony."

Lieutenant Governor Barlee

120A. B. James Plumridge to Lt. Gov., 14 June 1868,
R.102, pp. 164-65.
121Diccionario Cordemex, 956.
122A. B. Major John Johnston to W. Cairns, 20 Sept.
1872, R.111, pp. 137-38.
1230ral informants, Julian Bobadilla, village of San
Antonio, 5 Aug. 1982.
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instructed magistrate Henry Charles Usher to indict Castillo
and to turn the case to the Supreme Court.

The Higher Court

found Castillo guilty and sentenced him to seven years in
prison.

Was Castillo set up?

Probably.

In any case the

one year he spent in jail was enough for several of his sons
and not so honest associates to undermine his
business. 124
We thus

s~e

that the type of arrangement which defined

the villagers' access to the land and the way in which the
contratistas organized their labor, when combined with the
advanced wage system, resulted in the severe limitation of
the rural worker's freedom.

The plight of these people was

similar to that of the many other villages of southern
Yucatan just before the Caste War.

But the very existence

of other types of land tenure arrangements such as those
practiced by the villagers of Tasistal outlined above,
provided alternatives to the children of the entrapped
workers of San Antonio.

The collapse of the export market

for sugar in the laaOs and that of logwood toward the end of
the century, signified disaster for the enclave

econo~.

For

the rural proletariat of San Antonio, however, the economic
depression meant the end of nthe days of slavery.n

The

l24Administrator Henry Fowler bowed to the several
petitions begging commutation of the remainder of Castillo's
sentence. A.B. Henry Fowler to not stated, 16 Aug. 1a83,
R.117, p. 123.
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workers returned to cultivate the land for their
subsistence.

Tenant Far.mers in the SUgar Industr,y

A final nclass n of rural folks who made their living
from the proceeds of the lands leased from mercantile
companies will complete our survey of the settlements of
nineteenth-century Belize. The distinction between a" peasant
and a small farmer could be blurred especially when the
former was in the process of leaving behind the peasant's
mode of subsistence.

~~r

milpa plot0,

subsi~tence

crops and a second for
sugarcane might be moving out 0f the peasant status. 125
~~~

for

example, a villager who rented two

Having harvested his cane, the

aspi~ing

farmer

very simple technique to extract the juice.

~ould

use a

This nsugar

mill" technique was in use all along the eastern coast of
Central America as described by Conzemius:
A stout post is buried partly in the ground, so that it
reaches about 3 or 4 feet above the surface. Close to
its upper extremity a wooden slab is mortised in and
wedged tight. Just above this slab, which looks like a
small platform, there is a hole in the post, where a
stout bar fits loosely. One of the women lays a piece
of cane on this nplatform,n her husband inserts the
pole in the hole and presses downwards. crushing the
125 pl ant ing commercial crops on leased lands would
require a special arrangement with the landowner.
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cane, whereupon the juice flows into a receptacle
placed on the ground. The woman slips the cane forward
until every part of it is crushed, and finally twists
it like a rope to wring out all the juice. 126
Boiling the juice would yield molasses, a low grade of
sugar, and the ingredients for rum.

Alternatively, the

small farmer may arrange to sell his sugarcane to someone
with better sugar manufacturing capacity, probably an
established ranchero such as Manuel Reyes of Guinea Grass,
Basilio Grajales of San Roman, or Felipe Sosa of San Miguel
or a plantation owner such as John Carmichael of Corozal.
Of course the small farmer could also arrange to have his
cane milled nearby for payment in kind.
The records of the Carmichael estate suggest complex
arrangements between the landowner and his peasant and small
farmer (ranchero) tenants as well as between the peasants
and the small farnlers themselves. 127 John Carmichael
leased milpa and sugarcane land, some with sugarcane already
planted.

The landlord was facing too many problems in

procuring labor and did not have access to the necessary

126Conzemius, nEthnological SurveY,n 38.
127A. B. The Schofield Papers (S.P.), now deposited at
the A.B., included some of the records of the estate prior
to the transfer of the property to the Schofield house. See
also the annual reports on the northern district prepared by
the magistrates, for example, Edmund Burke. Philip-Hankin,
colonial secretary's "Report of a Visit to Corosal and
Caledonia,n 21 Nov. 1868, R.101, pp. 327-48 contains some
data on the Fancheros of the Corozal district.
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credit to operate and manage all the canelands by himself.
He did operate several parts of the estate.

These portions

or ranchos, which averaged about 200 acres, became actual
settlements with laborers' huts set in the pattern prevalent
in Yucatan: houses facing a square which in some cases
boasted a church. 128 The rest of the estate was divided
into "districts" such as Xaibe, Tasistal, Chackas, Juan
Vera, Pembroke Hall, Chulim and Concepci6n. 129 A village
which usually gave the district its name was settled by
Carmichael tenant milperos.

These peasants also obtained

part-time employment at the landlord's

plantations or at

one leased by a Hispanic ranchero. Either on his own
volition or through the burden of debt, a peasant could move
to a rancho to work full-time for the patr6n.
Carmichael's estate was 30,720 acres or 48 square miles
in size, of which the landlord had at anyone time about 200
acres under cultivation while the town of Corozal took up
about 70 acres, leaving 30,450 acres of logwood swamps and
plantation grounds.

On an average, Carmichael rented lands

128Letters and Notices, Letter of Fr. Bavastro, 1865.
129A. B., S.P. "Return of Country List and Abandoned
Houses," n.d. but most likely of 1869.
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at 50 cents an acre (milpa plots were usually rented at $8
for 10 acres)

.130

Not all the rancheros were Yucatec in origin as shown
in table 5.2.

130 A. B., S.P., "Valuation of the Town of Corozal, the
property of Messrs. Skelton & Schofield, London.
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TABLE 5.2
Ranchero Tenants of the Corozal Estate 1877

Tenant
Dionesio Montero
W.N. McDonald
Roman Valez
Juan Carrillo
Roman Coral
Jose A. Mendoza
W. J. Jones
A. H. Hall
A. H. Hall
Facundo Sanches
W. J. Jones
Julio Barbosa
Jose Maria Riogosa
Basilio Yam
Nesto Casarez
Theo Ambronsio
Jose Che
Mequita Reyes
Andres Calder6n
Francisco Castinero
Jose M. Sulice
Total

Acres
460
379
266
266
234
185
190
162
145
100
50
50
40
35
30
20
20
20
20
20
20
2714.3

Chains Rent.S
5
2
6

5

5

286.50
100
135.50
103
117.50
95
145
84
72.50
53
25
28.50
32
20.50
18
10
13
16
13
13
13

San Roque
Santa Carolina
San Jose
San Maximo
San Gregorio
Tyford
San Antonio
San Lorenzo
San Franciso
Jonesville
Ysla

Esteban
Paradise

1394

Source: A.B., S.P. "Rent Roll for the Country Parts of
Corozal and Pembroke Hall"
The lease contract, (a contract form is reproduced as
Appendix II) obligated the tenant to pay a stipulated rental
fee and to keep "in good repair all buildings and fences now
erected, or hereafter to be erected," and to keep the
canefields in a "clean and planter-like condition."

The

tenant also agreed to plant every year a stipulated amount
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of sugarcane on the lands leased. 131

The canes grown on

the leased lands were to be sold to the landowner at an
agreed price.
The nineteenth century ended with the tenancy laws of
Belize silent on the rights of the tenant rancheros.

The

Colonial Guardian made an issue of the plight of the
tenants, arguing that it was in the colony's interest to
protect their rights.

The editor lambasted the laws

governing tenancy as "feudal,

. absurd, unjust, and

well-calculated to retard the progress of a nascent
commonwealth."

Referring specifically to the Yucatec

tenants, Dr. F. Gahne continued,
A struggling cultivator . . . [is] at the mercy of a
grasping and unscrupulous landlord . . . who carefully
excludes from [land] leases anything that may bind the
landlord to compensate the tenant for his improvements.
So that should the landlord on the termination of the
lease desire to take possession of everything which the
tenant has at his own expense erected . . . there is
none to say nay. 132
A formal enquiry was undertaken to look into the
question of land but the local government was unable to do

131See for example, A.B., S.P. Lease Agreement between
T. Schofield and Juan N. Ramirez, 6 Aug. 1891. "Ramirez
leased rancho Aventura of about 200 acres at $120 per year.
At the expiration of the lease, Ramirez was required to
leave 40 acres of sugarcane on the property or in lieu of
pay $1,500.
132Colonial Guardian, vol. 1, no. 20, 20 May 1882.
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anything to protect the tenants. 133

Belize continued to

be a landowners' paradise!
The peasantry also rented milpa plots from the Corozal
estate.

Table 5.3 gives us a summary view of Carmichaelts

country tenants in 1877.

TABLE 5.3
count~

Tenant Holdings of the Corozal Estate, 1877
Holdings

size (Acres)

~
0
0
0
2

235-460
100-234
50-99
20-44

~
4
2
1
7

English
1
2
1
0

.!2!!!.

' Holdin!!.

Acnoa!!e

• Acreaie

5
4
2
9

2.1
1.69
.84
3.79

1607
782.5
100
225

39.7
19.3
2.47
5.56

20

8.4

2714.3

67.09

Sub-Toul

2

14

10-19
5-9
Less than 5

21
66
4

3C
51
29

5
3
4

60
120
37

25.3
50.6
15.6

643.1
604.2
84.2

15.89
14.93
2.08

Total

93

128

16

237

99.9

4045.8

99.99

Source: A.B •• S.P. Rent Roll for the Country Part< of Corozal and PelIIbroke Hall.

Under the assumption that surnames are a fair index of
ethnicity, we note that 54 percent of Carmichael's country
tenants were Mestizo or white Yucatec while 39.24 percent
and 6.75 percent were Maya and English or creole
respectively.

Among the 57 country tenants who leased

house-plots only, 40 or 70.2 percent were Maya, 28 percent
were Hispanic and 1.8 percent had an English name.

Most of

these tenants had very likely become nproletarianized n by

133 A. B. nReport of the Board of Enquiry into the
Surveyor General's Dept. n 31 Jan. 1883, R.118, pp. 159-71.
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the rancheros or by the Carmichael estate.

It is quite

possible that some of the tenants who leased less than 5
acres were at the point of becoming proletarianized as 40
mecates or 4 acres of food crops would barely feed a family
of five.
It is not difficult to understand why John carmichael
would prefer to lease rather than to sell plots of land.
During the years 1873-1877, the estate's average revenue
from country rents was $2,791.29 while town and village
house lots brought in

$2,378.78~

for a total of

$5,170.07~,134 on approximately 13.3 perc~nt of the

estate.

When he became desperate for cash, Car.michael did

sell some land, about 800 acres or so but these were sold to
Englishmen, A. H. Hall, the fir.m of Jones and Young and
Smith and Menzies .135

134A .B., S.P.
to 24 Sept. 1878,

n

Ab stract 0 f Rents

. d
rece~ve

135A. B., S.P. "List of Purchased Lots..
1877.

from July 1873

n

n

March
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TABLB 5.4

Peasant Tenants in Arrears, 1869

No. of % of Status
Tenants TO'tal

Comment

14

15.2

Dead

In some cases, widows promised
to pay to keep milpa and house
plot.

15

16.3

Abandoned or
Ran Away

Lost to the estate.

17

18.5

Not Stated

Tax collector probably could
not get information on
tenants' whereabouts.
Probably lost to the estate.

5

5.4

Transfer

Original holder not available
but plot held by someone else
who would probably pay

24

26.1

Paid or
Promised
to pay

Corn, pigs, poultry included
in form of payment

9

9.8

Ranchero
to pay

One way small farmers obtained
labor from the peasantry.

8

8.7

To work
at the estate
to clear debt.

One way the estate
obtained labor from the
peasantry.

92

100

Source: A.B., S.P. nReturn of Country list and Abandoned
Houses. n
Even though the landlord would have preferred his
tenants to pay in advance, this was not always possible.
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Of the 92 mi1pa leases that were in arrears in 1869, 75
percent belonged to Mayan tenants.

Table 5.4 summarizes the

reasons why the leases were in arrears.
Like Castillo in San Antonio, the small farmers and the
plantation owner planted food crops to ration their workers
and to sell the surplus. 136 In addition, several of the
rancheros were involved in logwood extraction and in trade.
Loreto Romero's shop in Corozal was valued at $1,717.97 or
15.6 percent of the total value of his estate. 137
Clearly, the rancheros were attempting to diversify their
business but unfortunately for them, the critical variable
was the price of sugar in the international market.

By

1887

sugar production had been abandoned at Indian Church, Trial
Farm (BEC) , Tower Hill (John Price), Santa Cruz, New River,
Caledonia (Krug and Oswald), San Andres (Schofield), Seven
Hills, Regalia, and Serpon in southern Belize.

Apart from a

few rancheros, only Santa Rita and Jonesville continued to
produce sugar and rum for the local market. 138 Mercantile
capital withdrew; much went to southeastern Yucatan and
136Loreto Romero had 49 acres of land under
cultivation, 11 and 2.5 acres in corn and plantains
respectively. GRB, Probate and Admin Records, Inventory of
L. Romero's estate, 1884.
137I bid. See also, GRB, Estate of Juan Carrillo, 1876,
Estate of John Carmichael, 1877 and Estate of William John
Jones, 1883.
138Colonial Guardian, vol. 6, no. 31, 30 July 1887.
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northern Peten for the extraction of mahogany while some was
attLacted by the banana industry of southern Belize.
Peasants, Entrepreneurs, and the State in the Banana
Industry

Bananas and plantains (a related starch crop) had
been grown as a food not as a cash crop by the agricultores
of Belize and of the region. 139 The commercialization of
this crop was directly linked to state policy and to the
development of transportation technology after 1850. Steam
ships, railroads, refrigerated cars and primarily United
States capital made the banana industry possible. The
eastern coast of Central America including southern Belize
was the locus of this new monoproduct that offered, albeit
briefly, a glimmer of Dhope D for the enclave economy.

In

Belize, the logwood industry continued its decline from
which it would not recover while sugar for the export market
coJ.lapsed by the mid 1880s.

Banana, therefore, seemed to

offer a possible alternative to sugar.
The system of land tenure known as DLocation system n
(or land-grabbing) ended in 1817 in time to save the area
between the Sibun and Sarstoon Rivers of southern Belize.

139GRB, Inventory of Estate of Tiburcio Rosado Estevez,
Admin. & Probate Records, 1869. For banana cultivation on
the Miskito Shore, see Young, Narrative on the Mosquito
Shore, 95.
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These lands were taken up by the crOWIl for sale or for grant
with the sanction of the Colonial Office. The fir.m of Young,
Toledo and Company was the largest private landholder in the
district thanks to gifts from the state.

The mer.cantile

fir.m which went bankrupt in 1880 disposed of several tracts
of land at bargain prices to immigrants from the southern
United States, who, in appreciation named their settlement
"Toledo n ,

(a name that persists for the southern most

district of Belize).

Lt. Governor G. Austin's attempt to

lure more United States immigrants to southern Belize with
land grants and other subsidies led to his swift
recall. 140 The above notwithstanding, southern Belize had
the largest tracts of state lands at the middle of
nineteenth century.141
Even though he encountered considerable opposition
which led to his recall (and premature death)142 Alfred
Barlee sought to place the resources of the colony into
140For Young Toledo & Co. land sales see, for example,
GRB, Land Titles Deed Book, vol. 6, pp. 134-36. A tract of
80 acres was sold for $120. Bernard Cramer & Co. that
purchased most of the bankrupt fir.m's lands in the district
generally refused to sell. GRB, Deeds Book, vol. 6 pp. 47096. On Austin's recall, see A.B. James Putnam, chairman of
Putnam Immigration Association Ltd. to Lt. Gov .. Longden, 6
May 1868, R.l02, pp. 23-29.
141LSD, Map Collection, Map 431, ca. 1885, showing the
location of private and state lands.
1420n Barlee's death see A.B. Welcome Address to Gov ..
R. Goldsworthy, 5 Aug. 1884, R. 118, pp. 264-68.
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better use by making it easier for small-scale proprietors
to purchase or lease lands even on credit if it were
necessary. 143

Of course, several landowners were alarmed.

It was argued that the Lieutenant Governor's ncrusade
against landowners" shaked nthe confidence of the
Capitalist. n

The animosity that flared up between Barlee

and the Belize - based oligarchy was but the beginning of an
all-out campaign against Crown Colony government. 144
Another important step taken 'by the state was
facilitating the transportation of Belize bananas to the
United States market.

Even though the mail packet had been

subsidized to operate via New Orleans before, the switch
back to New Orleans during Barlee's administration was a
deliberate strategy to assist the development of the fruit
industry. Naturally, the large importers of British
merchandize were incensed, adding yet another grievance
against Barlee's administration. 145

143Barlee's land policy was interpreted by the large
landholders as threatening. See their memorial urging
Barlee's recall in A.B. Memorial to Sec. of State, 13 Sept.
1880, R.11S, pp. 660-69.
144peter Ashdown has ably demonstrated how the
oligarchy used the cloak of representing the "people's
rights" to regain control of the local state in 1892.
Ashdown, "Race, Class and the Unofficial Majority."
145A. B. Memorial to Sec. of Stace, 13 Sept. 1880,
R.115, pp. 660-69.
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Most of the mercantile firms were initially skeptical
about commercial agriculture, having fared rather badly in
sugarcane cultivation.

But, several small Belize-based

companies were formed to participate in what appeared to be
a booming industry.

The British Honduras Fruit Company

started with capital valued at $3,400. It increased its
assets by nearly 150 percent within a few years of
operation, while much of its lands were still being cleared
for planting.

The company had enough liquidity to pay a

dividend of 50 percent to its shareholders one year
later. 146

The Belize Creole Fruit Company with 300 acres

under cultivation, Excelsior Fruit Company, Walix Fruit
Company based at Monkey River, and the British Honduras
Mutual Fruit and Steamships Company Limited with a capital
of $150,000 in 3,000 shares of $50 each were among the
companies established in Belize reflecting the changed view
of mercantile capi ta.l with respect to the

fru:~

t industry.

Even the "giant" BEC jumped in and its acreage under
cultivation was only rivalled by that of the Mutrie, Arthur
and Currie firm at Serpon Plantation. 147
146Col onial Guardian, vol. 2, no. 6, 10 Feb. 1883 and
vol. 3, no. 9, 1 March, 1884.
147 Data at the A.B. for the latter part of the
nineteenth centu~J "dries upn almost completely because of
the loss of the documents to fires, hurricanes or simply
carelessness. The GRB does not have much documentation on
these companies either but the condition of the records at
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Several Belize

To\~

residents also took advantage of

the availability of land to move from the town to coastal
settlements of southern Belize to produce bananas for the
export market.

This modest outflow of population

demonstrates that given a viable alternative, it was
possible to counteract the lure of town life. However, the
newly arrived fruit growers of Mullins River were most
likely not the average unempl.oyed or proletarianized creole
laborers. Table 5.5 reveals the names of the freeholders.

that depository, especially its Probate and Admin. and
Company records are in an appalling state. The Colonial
Guardian available through inter-library loan was the best
source for this period other tllan the records located in the
United Kingdom which I was unable to consult. See also,
Swett, Trip to British Honduras and San Pedro.
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TABLE 5.5
Freeholders at Mullins River. 1888

Acres

~

George F. Arthurs
(lease)
J. Bellamy
Belize Creole Fruit Co.
Bartola Bennett
D.H. Bennett
W.L. Bennett
J. Bernard
Daniel Brown
J. Brown
R. Brujier
Sylvester Bulla
James Card
Lucy Card
Peter Card
Francisco Ghapparo
? Coronado
Jesus Flores
Daniel Flowers
J. Flowers
Joshua Flowers
(lease)
Philip Flowers
Sydney Flowers
Leonardo Gonzales
Benjamin Hemmans
William Johnston

Source:

118
118
450
300
22
73
1000
25
34
147
10
25
16
30
12
25
13
10
32
12
19
50
10
60
50
15
86

Name

Acres

Anselmo Lobo
G.F. Locke
F. Longsworth
Charles Lopez (lease)
Peter Lyon (lease)
Rafael Loza
Francisco Mejia
Inocente Morillo
Francis Myvett
James Neal
H. Pandy
Rafael Perez
Allan Pezoler
Aaron Pitts
H. Robateau
(lease)
? Salvador
John Salvador
Philip Sebastian
Thomas Slusher (lease)
Robert Smith
T. Smith
Manuel D. Sosa
W. Usher
B. Vernon
B. Wagner

30
68
68
25
20
20
10
10
10
36
20
50
10
50
22
200
30
10
38
10
24
20
160
10
30
20

3763

Colonial Guardian, vol. 7, no. 13, 31 March 1888

The arithmetic mean of the acreage held by the banana
cultivators is 75.3 acres but 76 percent the landholders
held from 1 to 50 and 42 percent of the landholders held
from 1 to 20 acres of 'land.

One freeholder held over a
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quarter of the land under banana cultivation at Mullins
River.

Ten or 20 percent of the landholders have Spanish

surnames suggesting that these were originally immigrants
from Central America or Yucatan who made up the nSpanish n
barrio of Mullins River.
Mullins River was only one of a number of small coastal
villages that were predominately Garifuna or Creole with a
fair percentage of Central American refugees. 148 Data on
the percentage of the landholders listed in Table 5.5 who
were former peasants as opposed to newcomers from Belize
Town and other areas is unfortunately not available. The
availability of wage labor, state lands for purchase,
lease 149 or squatting, and the increase in the share of
the southern districts of the overall population would
suggest that the peasantry were not all engaged in banana
production. However, it is quite possible that most if not
all peasants planted a banana "patch" to supplement their
income from food crop cultivation.

Table 5.6 gives us some

demographic data.

148Monkey River received a fair number of Central
American refugees in 1882. See Colonial Guardian, vol 8,
no. 1, 5 Jan. 1889.
149The law prohibiting aliens from owning or leasing
land was repealed in 1884. Colonial Guardian, vol. 3, no.
26, 28 June 1884.
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TABLB 5.6
Population of Belize Compared to population of Southern
Districts, 1861-1911

Year
1861
1871
1881
1891
1901
1911

Total Belize
Population
25,635
24,710
27,452
31,471
37,479
40,458

%

Change
3.6
11.1
14.6
19.1
7.9

Southern
Dist.
2,891
3,250
4,804
6,935
8,336
9,078

Change

%

% of
Total

12.4
47.8
45
19.7
8.9

11.3
13.2
17.5
22.1
22.2
22.4

Source: 1861: N.A., Microcopy no. T-334, Despatches from
consuls in Belize, 1846-1906, vol. 1; 1871: Gibbs, British
Honduras, 153, 158-59; 1881: Bristowe and Wright, Handbook
of British Honduras, 1888-89, 199-200; 1881 and 1891:
Colonial Guardian, Supplement, 24 Dec 1892; 1901 and 1911:
A.B. Census of 1911, Box 127.
The most significant change in the population of the
Southern districts took place in the 1871-91 decades when
the population grew by an average of 5.7 percent per year.
The population of Monkey River, for example, jumped from 250
in 1881 to nearly 700 in 1891. 150 During that same
decade, persons stating Central

~Jffierica

as their place of

birth in the entire colony increased from 1,975 to 3,786
while the figures corresponding to the British Caribbean

150~olonial Guardian Supplement, 24 Dec. 1892.
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also increased from 1,305 to 1,500. 151

Clearly, the

banana industry attracted wage labor from the region. 152
If the figures for Mullins River (Table 5.5j were
typical, it would appear that while

s~i.e

of the peasantry

might have turned to full-time banana cultivation (as many
of the creoles did), most probably continued to work their
milpas or joined the labor force. 153 The villagers of New
Town, established in 1896 on the property of the Commerce
Bight estate, were required to work twenty four days. per
year for the company in lieu of rent.

With wages at $12 per

month with rations, the Garifuna were clearly paying far too
much for house-lot rental.

Even if the work requirement

included payment for ten acres of milpa land, the levy was
too high as a peasant elsewhere would have paid $8.00 per
year ($3 for the houselot and $5 for the milpa land) .154
Why would the Garifuna peasants opt for a more
exploitative arrangement?

Were state lands as available as

151 Dobson, A History of Belize, 251.
152In 1891, 291 stated the East Indies (India) as their
place of birth as opposed to 175 in 1881. Ibid.
153A correspondent of the Colonial Guardian reported
that not enough rice, corn and plantains were produced to
supply local demand. Of course an increased working
population would require an increased food supply but it was
further noted that even the Garifuna were buying imported
rice. Colonial Guardian, vol. 12, no. 23, 10 June 1893.
154Colonial Guardian, vol. 20, no. 33, 14 Aug. 1901.
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Barlee intended?

The Survey Department was identified in

mid-1882 as being part of the problem.

The Surveyor General

was too old and the blocks surveyed in varying sizes created
confusion.

By

1883, the number of applications for tracts

of land had reached 150, a volume excessive for the
personnel of the department. 155 An inquiry on the
operations of the department reported that nit may well be
doubted whether any reliable data are to be found in the
Office of the Surveyor General accurately to determine what
are the waste lands of the Crown. n156 Land grants
required surveying before the tracts were occupied by the
grantee.

In 1889, 23 grants were surveyed:

The Walix Fruit

Company's grant of 1,028 acres took the lion share of the
total 1,384 acres surveyed that year.

The previous year, 12

grants for a total of 204 acres (average of 17 acres per
grant) were surveyed. 15 ? Clearly, the rural peasantry as
opposed to Belize Town people like Henry Bernstein, former
magistrate Richard Downer, and Peter E. Flowers 158 (the

i55A. B. Admin. Henry Fowler to Ac. Col. Sec., 9 Aug.
1883, R.117, p. 121.
i56A•B. Report of Enquiry of Board of Public Officers
on the Survey Dept., 31 Jan. 1884, R.118, pp. 159-71.
i5?Colonial Reports nBritish Honduras, Annual Report
for 1889," Jan. 1891, 7.
158GRB, Probation and Admin. Records, 1886, 1892 and
1896.
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last named listed among the freeholders of Mullins River in
Table 5.1) were in a better position than were the Garifuna
of New Town to get ahead of the line at the Surveyor's
Office.
The continuous trickle of Central American
migrants 159 points to another possible reason for the
abuse of the landless peasantry of southern Belize.

Wage

labor was available but not only were Mestizos and Verapaz
Mayas coming in from Central America, so too were Jamaicans,
East Indians, and Belize Town creoles.

These

proletarianized workers were preferred over peasants who
generally worked only at certain times during the year. For
the privilege of having ready access to wage labor at their
doorsteps (rather than having to leave the village for
timber camps when work was available), the company exacted
its pound of flesh.

Of course there were those among the

Garifuna who were se taken up with wage labor that they
began to neglect food crop cultivation.

When mercantile

capital pulled out of banana production, many among the

159 In 1894 the Nicaraguan liberals under Jose Santos
Zelaya overthrew the conservative government and ninvaded n
Bluefields. This political instability in the region
"pushed" several people to move to Belize. Dozier,
Nicaragua's Mosquito Shore, 150.
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destitute workers found it necessary to move in pursuit of
wage labor. 160
How did the banana industry affect the lives of the
rural peoples of the eastern Coast in the 1880s and 1890s?
Banana plantations began to appear on the Eastern Coast of
Central America from the Costa Rican port of Lim6n to the
Bay of Honduras.

Mercantile capital moved in to provide the

transportation infrastructure including
railway. 161

th~

telegraph and

Foreign capital, mainly from t.he United

States, also moved into the actual production of the fruit.
In southern Belize, British mercantile 'capital was more
important, judging from the investments of the Belize Estate
and Produce Company, Bernard Cramer and Company and the
several local businessmen including John Harley, Herman
Krug, John Eadie Mutrie and P. Leckie that invested in the
fruit companies such as the Manatee Fruit Co., the British

160Col onial Guardian, vol. 12, no. 31, 5 Aug. 1893
reports the emigration of some of the Garifuna after the
hurricane of S July 1893 destroyed several plantations
throwing man~ of them out of work. Having neglected to
plant subsistence crops, they had to go to Puerto Cortez
with the hope of securing work in the railroad then being
constructed.
161 Telegraphs and railways facilitated the marketing
of Costa Rican bananas, helping investors to obtain a higher
price in the international market. Colonial Guardian, vol.
12, no. 31, 5 Aug. 1893.
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Honduras Fruit Co. and the Belize Fruit Company.162
Interestingly, the ex-confederate immigrants who tested
banana cultivation in the early 1880s found it unattractive
mainly because of difficulties with transportation, labor
supply and access to credit.

ROnd tracts had to be

constructed to transport the bananas to the coast by ox-cart
at Cattle landing.

The heavy rains of southern Belize made

the use of roads very difficult; malaria scared many away.
The Southerners who persisted, Levi Pearce being prominent
among them, eventually switched to sugarcane
cultivation. 163
Consonant with the thinking of the times, Lieutenant
Governor Fred Barlee established a Board of Agriculture (as
the equivalent of an agricultural department), to stimulate
the production of bananas.

In 1885, the Board was replaced

by the Society of Agriculture with an annual subscription
fee of $10 164 to fund the society's activities.

It was

clear that local officials were either woefully uninfor.med
162See the "Amended Prospectus of the British Honduras
Mutual Fruit and Steamship Co. Ltd." Colonial Guardian,
vol. 12, no. 37, 23 Sept. 1893. See also, Daniel Morris,
The Colony of British Honduras: Its Resources and Prospects;
with particular reference to its Indigenous Plants and
Economic Produr.tions (London: E. Stanford, 1883), 27.
163Rosenberger, "Perpetuation of Southern United States
Institutions," and Holdridge, "Toledo, a Refugee
Settlement."
164Col onial Guardian, vol. 4, no. 9, 28 Feb 1885.
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about the connection between research and commercial
agriculture or did not have the capacity to generate revenue
to help stimulate the industry or both.
The ide>a of an agricultural bank did not escape the
editorial page of the Colonial Guardian but the people who
might have been able to invest in such an undertaking were
more comfortable in the system of advancing credit which,
while inefficient, allowed the mercantile fir.ms to control
the business of their creditors.

It should be pointed out

that this manner of financing business in the enclave
economy was the same mode in which the fir.m in Belize was
controlled by its directors in England. 165 In 1898 a
banking fir.m was opened which was reorganized in 1904 as the
Bank of British Honduras. 166 By this time, though, the
"pioneer" immigrant village of Friedau and the Texan
settlement on the Belize River had long fizzled out.
165See, for example, A.B., S.P. Skelton and Schofield
to Banner and Son, 12 June 1875. The government Saving's
Bank established in 1845 was intended to service the state
not business. A bill in 1862 had to limit deposits to $250
and interest rate at 3 1/2 percent for deposits of over $50
while deposits of $49 or less received 5 percent interest.
A statement for the month of March 1877, for example, showed
a balance of $16,672.54 with $260 deposited and ,$40
withdrawn. See the Honduras Observer and Belize Gazette
vol. 11, no. 39, 16 Aug. 1845, N.A. Suptd.'s Speech to the
Legislative Assembly, enclosure in George Raymond to Sec. of
State, 4 Feb. 1862 and A.B. Monthly Statement of the Belize
Savings Bank, 31 March 1877, R.115, p. 507.
166Col onial Guardian, vol.s 17 and 23, no.s 53 and 15,
31 Dec. 1898 and 9 April 1904.
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Most of the peasantry of southern Belize continued to
cultivate the land for their subsistence whil.e selling their
surplus to the local market created by the banana
industry. 167

In that respect, the fruit industry

stimulated and reinforced the peasantry by providing them
with an outlet for their products, (including some banana)
and providing them with wage labor to supplement their
income.

But had the industry continued to expand, the

pressure on the lands used by the peasantry would haye
intensified168 thereby increasing the flow of peasants
into wage labor as well as the tension between those who did
not wish to leave food crop cultivation and the banana
planters.

Ironically what was regarded as disaster for the

banana industry was, in retrospect, fortuitous for the
southern peasantry.

As the industry collapsed, plantations

were sold at a fraction of their value, while others were
abandoned.

The Walix Fruit Co. of Monkey River advertised

the sale of its land in 25 acre lots and on neasy terms to
suit intending purchasers of small means. n169 The mini
167The population of Monkey River, for example,
increased from 250 in 1881 to nearly 700 in 1891. Colonial
Guardian Supplement, 24 Dec. 1892.
168The
government
immigrants
no. 21, 27

Colonial Guardian had started to urge the
to abolish the Carib reserves to encourage
from Central America. Colonial Guardian, vo. 12,
May 1893.

169Col onial Guardian vol. 9, no. 19, 5 May 1890.
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land rush was over and the pressure on squatters never
materialized.
The collapse of the banana industry during the last
decade of the nineteenth century accompanied by the flight
of mercantile capital and the exodus of those who could not
turn into peasants has been characterized as another
"valley" in the fortunes of the enclave economy totally
dependent on the international market.

Even the southern

peasantry lost their local market for pigs and surplus food
crops and easy access to wage labor.

But those most

affected were the full-time laborers who had to re-Iocate
with the hope of finding work for their subsistence.

The

opening of the Quintana Roo and Northeastern Pet en forests
to exploitation with the defeat of the Santa Cruz and
Icaiche Maya would add another phase in the history of
mercantile capital in the region. 170

1700n the chicle industry see,
for example, Konrad,
"Capitalism in the Quintana Roo Frontier, n amd Charles M.
Wilson, Middle America (New York: W. W. Norton, 1944).
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CHAPTER VI
THE CASTE WAR OF YUCATAN IN BBLZZE

The confict that accompanied the penetration of
mercantile capitalism into the rural areas of the eastern
coast of Central America and southeastern Yucatan is best
exemplified by the Caste War of Yucatan (1847-1901). That
conflagration spilled across the boundaries between Mexico
and the British colony, creating a high degree of
instability. The sustained tension, fed by the conditions
arising out of the interaction between migrant peasant
groups and agents of British companies wreaked havoc on the
enclave econoID¥.
The confrontation that ensued between the agents of the
landowners and the peasantry developed out of a growing
awareness among the predominantly Maya and hispanic rural
folk that the monopoly exercised by the former would curb
and eventually place a stranglehold over their mode of
subsistence (mainly by depriving them of access to milpa
lands). But not all, not even a majority of the migrants,
seemed disposed to fight the British over land tenure
issues. On the other hand, there were other factors which
contributed to the instability of the frontier area. The
very nature of the frontier itself in the context of the on-
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going and dynamic relationship among interest groups as they
strive to gain ascendancy over each other in the competition
over the control and use of natural resources, created a
very "unhealthy" business climate in which it was expensive
and risky to operate. And, despite the widely held view
among most of the interest groups that peace was a necessary
ingredient for the continued success of timber extraction
and plantation agriculture, the weakness of institutions of
law and order, for example, created conditions favourable
for conflict instead of harmony.
Thus, while certain conditions of the frontier allowed
mercantile firms to claim and eventually control most of its
resources, the instability of the region prevented the
companies from fully exploiting the wealth of the area. The
firms persisted, though, as long as the level of risks taken
was offset by the level of profits. This condition obtained
in the timber industry where little investments of a
permanent nature were needed and where temporary halts in
operations could be effected with minimal losses. But when
the companies turned to commercial agriculture, the level of
"risk" capital increased considerably with monies paid for
land clearing, the construction of cart roads, and the
purchase of expensive steam equipment. Returns on these
investements were dependent on the harvest and sale of the
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product. Interruption or postponement of the harvest
signified considerable losses for the plantation owners.
On the other hand, since the state distributed and
legitimized control over natural resources, and since the
state was usually allied with the agents of

merc~ntile

capital, the peasantry had no legal recourse to help them
obtain land.

The use of force was an unattractive option

because mercantile capital was so effective at creating
opportunities to earn a living.

A few peasants, such as

Micaela Mai or Francisco Pat, could be transformed into
petty agents of capital helping to organize labor.

Others

had the option of joining the ranks of rural workers. A
t.h;t:r.d option was to supplement subsistence production with
seasonal and day-wage labor in timber extraction and
plantation agriculture.
Most nineteenth-century Belizean peasants

~elcomed

the

opportunity of supplementing milpa cultivation with wage
labor and the possibility of selling their surplus food
crops in the local market ncreated n by mercantile capital.
These peasants knew and accepted (however grudgingly) the
legitimacy of the landowners' tenure.

Several peasant

groups, however, had different experiences. The Icaiche, for
example, thought they still retained control over their
lands. Persuaded, the San

Pedr~

joined the efforts of the

Icaiche to block the advance of the English over lands they

330

considered their own, especially when they began to
recognize some of the implicit contradictions between the
peasant and the capitalist modes of production.

The Santa

Cruz Maya of southeastern Yucatan knew triac they had
forcefully gained de facto control over the land, but also
recognized that to retain it, they needed access to war
munitions.
Mercantile firms, on the other hand, had the law in
their corner.

By the middle of the nineteenth century they

had gained control of most of the accessible land in Belize.
About five companies based in England represented by general
managers in Belize (often a major shareholder in the
company) combined forestry extraction and trade.
directly or through

Operating

"contractors" or both, these companies

extracted and marketed logwood and mahogany and imported and
distributed manufactured goods both locally and throughout
southeastern Yucatan (prior to the Caste War of Yucatan) and
in Central America.

Backed by the power of the state, these

companies succeeded in pushing the political boundaries of
Belize both towards the northwest and southward, taking
advantage of the undefined northwestern frontier shared with
Mexico and Guatemala.
of these firms.

The state recognized the land claims

After most of these claims were validated

in the middle of the nineteenth century, the companies
regarded the resources of Belize as their private property.
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The Caste War of Yucatan injected a major variable that
influenced the strategic alliances of the various groups in
the frontier area. At that time, the Santa Cruz Maya gained
control over most of southeastern Yucatan and the Icaiche
eventually sided with the state of Yucatan in return for
autonomy.

The demarcation of the northwest boundary was not

completed until 1889,1 a situation which the companies used
to "advance the most extended claims."

The Icaiche found
that position unacceptable and adopted counter-measures. 2
The Cruzob were generally allied with the British, though
their continued friendship could not be taken for granted
especially because of the Hispanic communities within
Belize. Corozal Town, in particular, was inhabited by former
residents of nearby Bacalar, a town destroyed by the Cruzob.
The Hispanics, therefore, generally resented the British
policy towards the Cruzob and tried to find ways to bring
about a collision between the English and the sublevados
bravos (warlike insurrectionaries).
Hispanic contractors and sugarcane rancheros, like the
mercantile firms and proletarianized labor, had a vested
interest in peace at the frontier. Nevertheless, the petty
1Ministry of Lands and Surveys, Belmopan, Map #475.
A.B. Gov. Goldsworthy to Gabriel Tamay, 6 July 188~, R.1l7,
p. 212.

2A. B. Suptd. W. Stevenson to Gov. of Jamaica, 17 June
1857, R.l7, pp. 62-64.
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empresarios often came into conflict with the armed forces
of the peasant groups because they often made arrangements
to extract logwood and mahogany from lands controlled by
either the Cruzob or the Icaiche (and claimed by both).

The

landless Belizean peasantry residing along the Rio Hondo
(which marked the northern boundary with Mexico) were also
interested in peace but they too crossed the river to
cultivate their food crops on Maya-controlled territory.
Mayan incursions to collect from rent dodgers added to the
instability of the frontier. 3

.

."

Given these conditions, it is not surprising that the

local government, run by the oligarchy, avoided investments
in permanent infrastructure.

Interest groups such as

workers, contractors and peasants that had a vested interest
in the future prosperity of the place had no voice in the
way the territory was governed. The important lesson to draw
from this, though, is that mercantile capital is motivated
by profits, pure and simple, not by developmental
considerations nor by any sense of patriotism.

3See , for example, John S. Galbraith, DThe 'Turbulent
'Frontier' as a factor in British expansion,D Comparative
Studies in Society and History 2, no. 2, (1960): 150-68, The
Frontier in History: North America and Southern Africa
Compared, Howard Lamar and Leonard Thompson, eds. (New
Haven: Yale University Press, 1981) and Ray Allen
Billington, American Frontier Heritage (Albuquerque:
Urliversity of New Mexico Press, 1974).
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In point of fact, it was the state's failure to
preserve a favorable investment climate in a frontier region
that contributed to the temporary collapse of the enclave
economy and the withdrawal of mercantile capital from
nineteenth-century

Belize. In its incapacity to defend the

frontier, in the absence of an infrastructure of roads to
move agricultural produce to external markets, in its
failure to deal with the tremendous waste resulting from
land monopoly, the state allowed a handful of metropolitanbased firms to balance the fortunes of the colony in their
hands.

When the risks of doing business outweighed returns

on investment, the firms withdrew dragging down with them
the tenant rancheros and the small banana planters of the
south.
The longevity of the Caste War of Yucatan (1847-1901)
added a major dimension to the nature of the frontier region
in which the British mercantile houses operated during the
second half of the nineteenth century.

When the rebel Maya

split in 1851 the Cruzob and Chichanha (later referred to as
Icaiche when they moved their capital to that town) became
bitter enemies. 4

British firms extracted logwood and

4Modesto Mendez accompanied by a priest Juan de la Cruz
Toil secured the peace arrangements between the southern
Maya and the state of Yucatan in Aug. 21, 1851. A.B.
Modesto Mendez to Suptd. Charles St. John Fancourt, 22 Aug.
1851, R.28, p. 232.
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mahogany from the undefined and unmarked northwestern
boundary next to the Icaiche capital as well as in CruzobcOiltrolled territory.
Both Mayan factions knew of the limited usufruct rights
of the British woodcutters (see figure 6.1).5

The Cruzob,

though, maintained a cautionary pro-British policy
throughout the century, mindful that their supply of arms
was obtained mainly through Belize.

The Icaiche Maya, less

numerous and weaker militarily than the Cruzob, deeply
resented the British policy of "neutrality" which allowed
the state to ignore the arms trade with the insurgents.
Armed with British weapons, Cruzob incursions on the
pacificos led to the abandonment of Chichanha while raids on
Icaiche were repulsed but with considerable casualties on
both sides. 6 .

The hostile posture of the Icaiche, as the

chiefs themselves asserted, was related to their land claim.
The Treaty of Belize signed in 1853 by the Icaiche, Yucatan
5Dobson, A History of Belize, especially map, p. 83,
illustrating the limits set by the Treaties of 1783 and
1786.
6The A.B. has a nearly complete set of documentation on
British-Maya relations during the second half of the
nineteenth century. Regrettably, record volumes 55, 57 and
pp. 1-510 of R.68 available in the late 1970s have since
"disappeared." Correspondence surrounding the SpenserMariscal Treaty which defined the boundary with Mexico and
Icaiche claims on the Northwest in the latter part of the
century are not available in Belize but can be found in the
Br. P.R.O., e.g. FO 15, Vols. 231, 232, 241, 242, 248, 256,
298, 321, 322, a~d 326.
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and Belize stipulated that the Icaiche could retain the
lands under their effective control.

Though the Mexican

national government refused to ratify the treaty, both the
and the Yucatan governments agreed to abide by the
ter.ms of the agreement. 7 By co-signing the document, the
I~aiche

Icaiche reasoned, the British recognized Icaiche control
over part of the lands that eventually became the Belizean
northwest. On the other hand, local British authorities and
the mercantile houses saw the Mayan control of the area
contiguous to the northwest as an opportunity to make nthe
most extended [boundary] claims n since Mexico, nwith
diminished authority in the area will be persuaded to
agree. n8 The essence of the disagreement between the
Icaiche and the timber companies then, boundary issues
aside, was control over the land in the disputed area.
The Icaiche claim to the northwest was very likely
reinforced by the centuries-old tradition of distrust and
sometimes hostility between the nBelize n Maya and the
Spaniards and subsequently between the natives and the

7A. B. Jose Maria Tzuc to Philip Wodehouse, 27 Oct.
1853, R.78, pp. 240-41.
8A. B. Suptd. William Stevenson to Gov. of Jamaica, 17
June 1857, R.17, pp. 62-64.
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English. 9

The last identifiable act of the Belize Maya

against the timber camps of the northwest was undertaken in
March 1848.

Whether or not there was any connection between

this raid and the hostilities in Yucatan is unclear. But
armed with nbows and arrows n the Maya menaced the workers
and property of James Hyde and Co. operating on the Spanish
Creek and New River areas. 10 The natives retreated. The
records consulted make no further mention of the DBelize n
Maya.

They may have become inextricably mixed with the in-

coming Icaiche. The village of Kaxiuinic (wild man) might
have been one of the last continuously settled Maya villages
of Belize during the nineteenth century.
The northeastern land boundary with Mexico, on the
other hand, was clearly demarcated by the Rio Hondo (though
the English claim on Ambergris Cay was briefly contested by
the Mexicans) .11

The Mayan strike against the non-Maya in

1847 nearly succeeded in driving off the latter from Yucatan
but the Mexican army succeeded in recovering most of the
9For the Hispanic period see Jones, Maya Resistance to
Spanish Rule; for the period prior to the coming of the
Caste War refugees, see for example, A.B.H. Clerk of Courts
to the Adjutant and Sec., 23 Sept. 1802, vol. 2, p. 58;
Almanack, 12, Pendergast, The Walker-Caddy Expedition, 159
and Henderson, 18-19.
10A. B. Suptd. Fancourt to Officer Commanding Troops on
the Hondo, 18 March 1848, R.22b, p. 256.
11A. B. Br. Charge D'Affairs in Mexico to P. Wodehouse,
5 May 1852, R.39, p. 212.
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densely populated north-central part of the peninsula and
Bacalar, their old garrison town in the southeast.

T~e

Maya

retained control over the rest, establishing their capital
at Chan Santa Cruz, a spot where, the Cruzob claimed, they
discovered three talking crosses.

The Talking Cross became

not only the symbol of the Cruzob as they held out against
the state of Yucatan for the rest of the century but also
the focal point of a new religion in which the Cruzob saw
themselves as Christ's prosecuted people. 12
Having recovered Bacalar, the Seventh Expeditionary
Force, tried to seal the boundary between the British
territory and the rebels, hoping to cut off their arms
supply.13 Vessels of the mercantile firms that used the
Rio Hondo to extract wood from the northwest were subjected
to search and seizures. Not only were the woodcutters
indignant that the Mexicans were restricting their use of
l2 See , for example, Miguel Alberto Bartolome, "La
iglesia maya de Quintana Roo," Cuadernos de los Centros, 5
(n.d.): 1-25, Don E. Dummond, "The Talking Crosses of
Yucatan: A New Look at their History," Ethnohistory 32,
no. 4 (1985): 291-308 and "Los sermones de la Cruz Parlante"
in Alfonso Villa Rojas Los elegidos de Dios: Etnografia de
los mayas de Quintana Roo (Mexico: Instituto Nacional
Indigenista, 1978), Appendix B. pp. 460-69 also reproduced
in Lecturas basicas para la historia de Quintana Roo vol. 2,
ed. Lorena Careaga Viliesid (Chetumal: Fond.o de Fomento
Editorial del Gobierno del Estado de Quintana Roo, 1984),
Texto VIII, 77-83.
t

13A. B. Cecilio Chi, Bernardino Poot, Francisco Cob,
Venancio Pec to C. Fancourt, 8 July 1848, R.28, p. 68; Mathe
& Co. to Suptd. 11 Feb. 1850, R.33, pp. 250-54.
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the river, but gun powder had been traditionally used to
blow up some of the gigantic mahogany trees that wouId take
too much labor to cut manua11y.14

Moreover, some of the

firms and individuals were using the timber business as a
cover to continue selling arms to the Maya. 15
The gun-running trade continued while the local
authorities at Baca1ar and Belize tried to devise ways in
which to meet the legitimate demands of both the timber
interests and the Yucatecan militia.

Superintendent

Fancourt accepted the invitation to mediate the end of
hostilities.

~ne

Maya demanded secession of a part of the

Yucatan peninsula as a Mayan state under British
protection16 but the Mexican authorities refused.
Instead, they offered the Maya amnesty and some degree of
autonomy if they agreed to collectively move out of the
peninsula.

The British declined to be part of any agreement

that would banish the Maya to Dwaste lands unsuitable to
their present habits and conditions. n17

The peace talks collapsed.

14See for example, A.B. James Hyde & Co. to Colonial
Sec., 24 Jan. 1850, R.33, pp. 236-37.
15A. B. Vaughan, Christie and Co. to Suptd., 27 Aug.
1849, R. 33, pp. 29-33.
16A. B. Fancourt to Gov. Barbachano of Yucatan, 10 Dec.
1849, R.32b, pp. 39-42.
17A. B. Lord Palmers tone to Mexican Foreign Minister,
Mora, n.d., R.35, pp. 37-42.
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The question of the navigation of the Rio Hondo was not
settled until the Cruzob effected their second and decisive
capture of Bacalar. Caught by surprise, most of the Yucatec
families that had returned to Bacalar were captured.

Those

who escaped were mostly men working at their timber
works. 18 Most of the prisoners were executed. 19 The
Yucatecan forces, in turn, executed a number of Mayan women
and children. 20
The refugee residents of Corozal were so terrified of
the Maya that the normal activities of milpa, rancho, and
timber works could not be continued.

It was not long before

the British recognized that to repel any Mayan incursion,
they had to be able to fight anywhere along the Rio Hondo or
in the jungles of the frontier. HMS Leopard was reported to
be unserviceable on that river while the 130 troops sent to
Cocos were found in a ncrippled staten with floods. 21 The
initial attempt made to raise a Corozal Town militia was

18A. B. Tiburcio Rosado to Jose Maria Martinez, 23 Feb.
1858, R.61, p. 57.
19A. B. Capt. Anderson to Suptd., 4 March 1858, R.61,
p. '70.

20A. B. Not stated to Suptd., 14 March 1858, R.61, p.92.
21A. B. Capt. Anderson to Suptd., 8 June 1858, R.61,
p. 311.
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unsuccessful. 22 In any case, Seymour was encouraged by the
directive that should the Cruzob invade the British
territory, he was to strike back even in Mexican territory
if necessary.23
~Jhile

concerned about the state of alarm, the timber

companies saw the events in a different manner. John Travis,
agent of Hyde, Hodge & Co., advised the Superintendent that
unless he has a much larger and effective force at his
disposal, a stand against the Cruzob would be futile. He
also believed that as long as the British remained
"neutral,n the Maya would not cross the border. 24 And, as
commandant Miguel Ye explained to James Blake, nwith the
English, we have no grievance. n25 Of course, the Cruzob
demanded compensation from the timber firms for the
resources extracted. 26

22A. B. Edmund Burke and J. Blake to Suptd., 10 June
1858, R.61, p. 314.
23A. B. Gov. Darling to Seymour, 3 Aug. 1858, R.64,
pp. 1-5 and B. Lytton to Darling, 9 Sept. 1858, R.64,
pp. 211-15.
24A. B. J.
pp. 47-48.

w.

Travis to Suptd., 8 March 1858, R.61,

25A. B. Miguel Ye to J. Blake, 22 April 1858,
pp. 229-30.
26A. B• Statement of Santiago Cervera, 17 May 1866,
R.93, pp. 101-02.
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Even before the resurgence of the Cruzob as a power
contender in southeastern Yucatan, the Icaiche had adopted a
hostile posture towards the English in Belize. General
Luciano Tzuc demanded from the timber firms payment of
royalty for

rr~hogany

cut in an area of the northwest claimed

under the 1853 treaty.27

At a conference held in Agua

Blanca, Tzuc rejected the argument that the Blue Creek area
was British territory. Young, Toledo and Co. paid the
royalty demanded by Tzuc. 28
The mercantile firms I rancheros, and the local
government were much relieved with the report of a split
among the pacificos del sur.

A faction of about 1,000 moved

into Belize. British officials welcomed them as a valuable
addition to the local labor force in the Yalbac area. 29
27 Even though it was only three years since the signing
of the 1853 treaty the local authorities could not locate a
copy. Unless a copy is extant in the Br. P.R.O., the
possibility exists that having seriously implicated the
local government, P. Wodehouse might have destroyed the
English language copies of the treaty. A.B. Suptd. to
Doyle, 7 Oct. 1856, R.59, pp. 607-17.
28A. B. Mariano Trejo to Suptd., 15 Sept. 1856, R.54, p.
533; Suptd. to Doyle, 7 Oct. 1856, R.54, pp. 607-17 and P.
Toledo to Suptd., 2 Aug. 1866, R.89, p. 420. The Governor
of Jamaica, expected to have a broader perspective on these
situations, explained to his subordinate in Belize that
"This case is similar to others where Colonial Enterprise is
brought into Contact with Native . . . Inhabitants already
in occupation of the Country.n A.B. Darling to Seymour, 5
Sept. 1857, R.60, pp. 40-41.
29A. B• William Stevenson to Gov. of Jamaica, 15 May
1857, R.52, pp. 51-53.
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Another interest group sought a strategic alliance with
the Icaiche to block the munitions trade with the Cruzob and
to promote an outbreak of hostilities between the English
and the Santa Cruz Maya.

Most of the town-based Hispanic
immigrants wished to return nhome n but saw the Cruzob as the

obstacle. In the pat ria chica of southeastern Yucatan, the
elite among them had control over enough lands and forests
and with the defeat of the rebels, they would once again
recover the whip to keep the Maya in line. On the other
hand, in Belize they were distrusted because of their
ethnicity, language and foreign background.

Moreover, the

Hispanics resented the air of superiority of the local
Anglo-Saxons and even more that they had all been reduced to
the status of tenants whose rights were ignored by the local
laws.

Ostracized socially by the Anglo-Saxon community, the

Hispanics showed how much they were hurt by attempting to
return the favor. 30
Youths fighting each other in drunken scuffles would
not unduly alarm mercantile capitalists.

But conspiracies

aimed at the destruction of private property had the English

30A. B. Statement of Francisco Perez, 30 June 1857,
R.58, pp. 281-82. See also, Notes of Evidence taken of
Police Court Proceedings, 7 Jan. 1856, R.54. pp. 201-05.
Constable David Bain an Englishman and a group of young
Englishmen descended on a Hispanic party to which they were
not invited. A fight broke out between the young men of the
opposing ethnic groups.
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appealing for protection against nenemies of the community.n
The aim(s) of the conspirators could not be clearly
identified from the available records.

Was it sheer

resentment of the ways in which they were slighted by the
English?

If it was to induce the Yucatec immigrants to move

out of Belize,31 they were doing it in a round-about way.
Or was it an attempt, however naive, to expel the English
from Belize, a sentiment with a long tradition?32
Despite military successes in Yucatan, the Cruzob were
also under considerable strain.

They had to remain ready

for war yet still cultivate enough to feed themselves. In
some years, detachments of the state militia would succeed
in destroying enough milpas as to create serious food
shortages. Casualties on the Mayan side were also heavy. The
militarization of the Cruzob and the strict discipline
required to retain the upper hand in the struggle made the
Cruzob government a virtual military dictatorship.33

To

maintain morale, the leadership had to be able to cushion
31A. B. Burke to Suptd., 8 March 1857, R.58, pp. 9-11.
32The conspirators approached the Yucatec authorities
in Bacalar in 1856 hoping to enlist their support. The best
the alcalde of Bacalar would offer was asvlum in case the
plan went awry. A.B. Mariano Trejo to Rodaleon, 26 June
1856, R.58, pp. 236-37.
33 see , for example, A.B. Report of John Carmichael's
Tour of Chan Santa Cruz, 15 Nov. 1867, R.93, pp. 532-49. On
a typical coup, see A.B. Generals Dionicio Zapata and
Leandro Santos to F. Seymour, 1 Jan. 1864, R.84, pp. 113-15.
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adversities with a constant supply of goods obtained mainly
from traders based in Belize. 34 Much of the war booty was
derived from the war effort but in addition, the Cruzob
insisted that

on the British side of the Hondo pay
a rental on the milpa plots they cultivated on the DMayan D
r~sidents

side.
Several residents of the British side of the Hondo,
while planting food crops on Mexican territory, refused to
pay rent. Those in sympathy with the Icaiche, for example,
knew of the devastating raids on Icaiche villages and would
certainly try to avoid contributing to the Cruzob's war
effort. 35 Hispanic residents thrown out of southeastern
Yucatan by the peasant war, regarded the Cruzob as "savages °
with no rights to claim rent on lands that belonged to the
Mexican state.

Then there were those squatters whose choice

of the Mexican side of the river was to avoid paying rent to
anyone. In most cases, residents of the British side paid an
annual Dticket of residence D fee of $2 which in their view,
entitled them to the protection of the DBritish empire D.
Some figured that as long as they were on the Dright" side

34Sometimes the Cruzob themselves came to shop. On
Wednesday 19 Aug. an unarmed detachment of 200 Cruzob troops
spent $3,000 on goods and gun-powder at Corozal. A.B.
Executive Council Minutes, 3 Sept. 1868, R.I04, p. 37.
35See, for example, A.B. Statement of Ysidoro Mendez, 7
May 1863, R.83, pp. 170-71.
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of the river, neither the Cruzob nor the Icaiche could force
them to pay.
They were wrong.

The Cruzob felt that as long as their

actions were not aimed against the Anglo-Saxons, the narrow
river was no obstacle to apprehend and to collect from
"rent-dodgers n • 36 Instead of trying to find a solution to
the land tenure problem or to deal with the issue of rentdodgers, acting Superintendent Thomas Price attempted to
teach the Cruzob to respect the international boundary.
Instead, Price was taught a lesson on how to deal with
insurrectionaries close to a turbulent frontier.
Interestingly, in this first major incident, the
Icaiche outwitted the Cruzob and the local British
authorities and nearly brought them into armed
confrontation. British officers sent with an ultimatum were
detained in the Cruzob capital and were feared lost. Acting
Superintendent Price would have been obligated to initiate
offensive operations against the Santa Cruz Maya.
Fortunately for the inexperienced British official, the two
military officers re-appeared. The humiliation of the

36See , for example, A.B. Venancio Puc to Suptd., not
dated, received Feb. 1861, R.71, p. 414. Puc observed that
the incursion made to capture a rent-dodger did not violate
Cruzob friendship for the English. The residence tax was
repealed in 1863. P. Toledo to Seymour, 4 March 1863, R.79,
p. 281.
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bearers of the ultimatw'il was a pointed

meS::H:lr;~

of the Cruzob

that they were not to be taken for granted.
Naturally, the Governor of Jamaica was furious. He
supported Price's suggestion of banning trade with the
Cruzob.

Governor Grant also instructed his subordinate to

demand of Venancio Puc an apology and the payment of a heavy
fine. 37
Both Price and his boss in Jamaica had completely
misread the situation.

The Cruzob knew of the weak

offensive capability of the detachments of the West India
Regiment in Belize but even so, they were not eager to go to
war with the British. On the other hand, prohibiting trade
with the Cruzob injured powerful interests in Belize.

The

manager of Young, Toledo ann Co. pointed out that Price's
trade ban would simply shift the gun-business to the Dnited
States. 38

The powerful mahogany firms were more explicit

one year later.

Philip Toledo pointed out that the tension

between the Cruzob and the English was costing his company
money.

The entire colony was in a depression.

The

mercantile firms could not secure enough workers for their
mahogany and logwood works. Toledo promised to help control

37A. B. Darling to Price, 23 April 1861, R.70,
pp. 233-59.
38A. B. Philip Toledo to Suptd., 26 April 1861, R.71, p.
572.
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the Maya if the trade ban were aforgotten though not
recalled." Seymour obliged. Trade began to revive. 39
But as the relationship with Santa Cruz improved, that
with the Icaiche Degan to sour.

~~e

lifting of the ban on

the war munitions trade was seen by the pacificos del sur as
a calculated policy aimed at destroying them.

And, as peace

returned however briefly to the north, the timber firms with
their innumerable contractors intensified their operations
in the northwest. What alarmed the Icaiche the most .were the
extensive land claims made by both Young, Toledo and Co. and
the British Honduras Co. in the northwest. They cut into
Icaiche territory in anticipation of the demarcation of the
northwestern boundary.40
Instead of recognizing that their extensive land claims
threatened Icaiche autonomy, the land companies attributed
the deteriorating relations to the typical behavior of
"savages".

The local authorities, unfortunately, could not

be expected to be any less blind.

Seymour's remedy was to

try to enlist the support of the San Pedro Maya who were
39A. B. Seymour to Eyre, 30 August. 1862, R.68,
pp. 550-65.
40Humphreys, Diplomatic History of British Honduras,
Map IV reproduces a sketch of the northwestern frontier
almost totally claimed by the two above mentioned companies.
In fact, the companies protested the running of the line in
1861 as too much of "their" lands were being left on the
"wrong" side. A.B. Captain Wray to Rogers, 16 July 1861,
R.75, pp. 363-85.
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settled on lands of the British Honduras Co. in the Yalbac
area.

Another ally (one with whom Price would have been

most uncomfortable) was none other than the Cruzob.

Seymour

felt that with these two powerful groups, he had all but
solved the potential Icaiche threat to northwestern Belize.
He was wrong.
The Cruzob were enemies of the Icaiche but the people
of the Cross restrained their

offensive operations.

As

allies of the English,41 they would participate in joint
operations but they would not undertake to fight England's
war on her behalf.

War operations were costly both

materially and in human terms. As for the San Pedro Maya,
the English tried to exploit the obvious rift between those
who migrated to Belize and those who remained at Icaiche but
both factions had much more in common than otherwise.
Ethnicity, language, world view, fiestas, family connections
and so on kept a constant intercourse between San Pedro
Siris and Santa Clara de Icaiche. 42 Of course, the San
Pedro Maya felt threatened when Campeche supplied Tzuc with
weapons; Asunci6n Ek, as other Mayan leaders in the
41A. B. Seymour to Gov. Eyre, 13 Feb. 1863, R.81,
pp. 113-23.
42Another Icaiche faction settled in the Peten near the
boundary with Belize. See, for example, Jose Vidaurre to
Lino Lara, 23 Aug. 1862, R.78, p. 59. For regular contact
between the San Pedro and the Icaiche, see A.B. Ek to
Alcaldes, 4 Dec. 1866, R.89, p. 539.
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southeast, wished to have a credible force to protect the
collective interests of their people.

This was the

p~inciple

under which they were selected and accepted as

leaders.

Ek's application to Seymour for arms did not

necessarily mean that the two factions were, at the bidding
of the English, eager to pounce on each other.
Other than possible personal

disa~reements

between the

leaders of San Pedro and Icaiche, there hardly seemed to be
any reason for conflict between the two factions. On the
other hand, the Icaiche continued to be victims of Cruzob
incursions. 43 And their frustrations kept mounting. They
were exasperated with munitions traders. Tzuc warned Seymour
that if he could not control the arms dealers, he would be
obliged to cross the Hondo to apprehend them. 44
Rather than dealing with the substance of Tzuc's
complaint, Seymour was offended by its "threatening tone".
He informed the Icaiche chief that his government was bound
to protect all residents of the British territory.45
Seymour also warned the Governor of Campeche that though he
wished to remain "on terms of amity with all parties in
Yucatan," he would not "view with indifference" any act of
43 See , for example, Toledo to Seymour, 4 April 1863,
R.79, p. 409.

44 Ib id.
45A. B. Burke to Tzuc, 4 July 1863, R.83, p. 313.
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aggression on British territory.46 J. Gardiner Austin,
Seymour's successor, observed that n1itt1e [was] to be
feared

from a chief with twenty or thirty armed men at his
disposa1.n 47 He had miscalculated.
On 1 June, 100 Icaiche troops under Marcos Canu1
invaded San Roman. 48 Tzuc's men took twenty three
prisoners and demanded

d

ransom for their re1ease. 49

Deeply embarrassed, Austin tried ngun boat D diplomacy. He
sent the British warship nBarracouta n to Campeche to demand
the prisoners' release.
The inability of colonial officials to deal with the
native groups in the frontier area resulted in the constant
interruption of economic activity with consequent loss of
income. Under normal conditions, labor was not readily
available but when these crises occurred, it was practically
impossible to persuade enough people to remain in the

46A. B. Seymour to Gov. of Campeche, 29 June 1863, R.72,
pp. 248-49.
47A. B. Burke to Grajalez, 26 May 1864, R.84, p. 315.
48A. B. Burke to Austin, 3 June 1864, R.84, pp. 326-27.
For a copy of Tzuc's proclamation, see R.84, pp. 317-18.
49A. B. Cosme D. Graja1ez to Manuel J. Castillo, 25 June
1864, R.86, p. 44. Two of the prisoners not available for
ransom were involved in the raid against Icaiche forces.
Presumably they were to be tried for the murder of one of
Tzuc's troops. A.B. James Hume Blake to Austin, 21 July
1864, R.86, p. 86.
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forests. 50 Not mentioned in the records but nonetheless
real was the effect of these crises on the local food
supply.

The milpa cycle also followed the wet and dry

seasons of the base of the Yucatan peninsula. If corn, for
example, is not planted a little before the beginning of tIle
rains, the peasants could face food shortages thereby
increasing the price of food and the overall wage bill of
the enclave economy.

Besides the direct effect on the pace

of economic activity, the cost of moving West India Regiment
troops was an expense charged on local state funds. 51
Local authorities had to resort to additional taxation,
usually an increase in customs duties, which again pushed
the cost of living upwards.
Tzuc's death in December 1864,52 brought a brief
respite to the timber companies operating in the northwest.
Marcos Canul, the Icaiche captain who led the

~nvasion

of

San Roman, was elected General. In February of 1865, the new
Icaiche leadership informed the British Honduras Co. that

50A. B. Austin to Eyre, 13 July 1864, R.81, pp. 363-65.
51A. B. Reynolds to Officer Commanding Troops, 22 July
1864, R.86, p. 142. The expenses incurred by the Lieutenant
Governor in his "show of strength" cost the taxpayers
$867.50. Fort Adjutant to Private Sec., 25 Oct. 1864, R.88,
pp. 8-9.
52A. B. Austin to Eyre, 14 Dec. 1864, R.81, p. 431.
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unless they paid up their rent, they nwill suffer a great
loss. n53
The Icaiche leaders met with the company's field
manager at Achiote. Canul explained that he was familiar
with the maps which showed the limits of the lands given to
the English. The batab (Mayan leader) walked out of the
meeting saying in Maya: nWhen you have to cry, don't say I
did not give you notice. n54 General manager of the
British Honduras Co., John Hodge rejected Canul's claim to
land rent but offered to pay $250 per year for the
"protection n of his gangs. 55 In effect, though, Hodge
refused to pay.56
On April 27, 1866 the British colony was struck one
more time. Shortly before breakfast, Icaiche troops led by
Marcos Canul descended on Qualm Hill, field quarters of a
large gang operating in the northwest. Eighty five prisoners

53A. B. Marcos Canul to Robateau, 9 Feb. 1865, R.86,
p. 41.

54nca bin a yog6, ma aic rna tin walac tech i n A.B.
Robateau to Br. Hond. Co., 11 Feb. 1865, R.86, p. 410.
55A. B. John Hodge to Canul and Chan, 21 March 1865:
R.86, p. 516.
56A. B. James Harley to Austin, 26 July 1866, R.89,
pp. 409-10.
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including Robateau and his wife and about 175 heads cf
cattle were marched into the Icaiche forest. 57
After a flurry of activities and much rhetoric, the
Lieutenant Governor's Council arrived at the sobering but
realistic conclusion that a military reaction to the Mayan
incursion had no chance of success. War on Mexican

territo~

could expose the Belizaan towns to catastrophe as it was
reported that a secret treaty existed between the Icaiche
and the Cruzob when the two agreed to stop fighting each
other. 58
Quite apart from the humiliation, the local authorities
lamented the impact of the crisis and the alarm it created.
Unless stopped, Austin pointed out, nthe capital now pouring
into the Northern District . . will be jeopardized, and the
Agricultural movement now set on foot must be checked. n59
The frustrated Lieutenant Governor went on to authorize the
British Honduras Co. to ransom the prisoners. Canul demanded
$4,750 for land rent which was eight years in arrears. 60

57A. B. Edwin Adolphus to Buckley Matthews, 2 May 1866,
R.89, pp. 319-20.
58 A. B. Minutes of Council Meeting, 3 May 1866, R.82,
pp. 799-85.
59 A.B. Austin to Gov. H. Storks, 8 May, 1866, R.92,
pp. 190-97.
60 A. B. Canul to Gov., 9 Oct. 1866, R.89, p. 495.
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From the perspective of western civilization, Canul was
using threats on human

liv~s

to exact payment for land rent.

As the foremost civil and religious leader of Icaiche, we do
not know how Canul justified his actions to his people.
Judging from the principles of international law of the
century, Canul's claim on lands that the Icaiche occupied
before the English had little or no chance of being
successful. Force was the only means by which Canul could
persuade the Anglo-Saxons to pay their back taxes.
Asunci6n Ek, chief of the San Pedro Maya, must have
read the anti-Icaiche mood of the local government following
the punitive measures taken after the Qualm Hill crisis. 61
Besides,

dissension between contractor, Florencio de la

Vega and the San Pedro and between the Company and the San
Pedro had created a tense climate in Yalbac.

When British

troops along with a detachment of the Corozal militia
appeared in the district at the instigation of Vega's
agents, Ek concluded that he was better off siding with the
Icaiche.
TI!e Yalbac people were bound to clash with mercantile
capitalism. The correspondence on the nature of the quarrel
between landlord and tenants is not clear but it was

61A. B• Resolutions of Legislative Assembly, 23 May
1866, R.93, p. 201 and Captain Delamere to Austin, 4 Oct.
1866, R.89, pp. 489-91.
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certainly related to land use.

The cattle of the British

Honduras Co were destroying Mayan milpas and in retaliation,
the Yalbac people released their animals into the company's
milpas. 62 But whereas the destruction of company crops
meant a material loss for the firms, for the Maya it meant
food shortages with the possibility of starvation.

The

abuse of labor on the part of capital was also likely to
bring about confrontation between two justice systems: the
European, skewed in favor of capital and the Maya, more
centered on protecting the community.
How do we explain the continued Icaiche claim on lands
in the northwest?
pa~~ent

For one thing, the British regarded their

not as land rent but as "protection money." For the

Icaiche the confrontation with the English was over the
control of land which was ultimately linked to the capacity
of this Mayan group to subsist as peasants. For the British,
the conflict was over access to mahogany and logwood.

From

the European point of view, it was ridiculous for peasants
to claim rights over territory, an attitude endorsed by the
Mexican government in their fight against the Cruzob.
The Battle of San Pedro of 21 December, 1866 resulted
in the defeat of British forces by a combined Icaiche-San
Pedro Maya detachment. Throughly humiliated, Lieutenant

62A. B. Austin to Grant, 1 Nov. 1866, R.92, pp. 346-48.

357
Governor Austin obtained additional reinforcements to drive
the rebels out of British territory while the
insurrectionaries insisted, Rthe land is ours.R The British
used incendiary rockets to torch some seven San Pedro Maya
villages and to destroy as many milpas as possible.
The San Pedro Maya retreated into the forests. And,
despite the mounting expenses associated with the military
campaign, it soon became obvious that the enclave econOID¥
that was also taking a severe beating. Work in the timber
camps and in the sugarcane ranchos was completely paralyzed.
When Austin learned of an inpending Cruzob attack on the
Hispanics of Corozal, he decided

not only to leave the San

Pedro alone but to entice them back to the district as the
local econoID¥ was in dire need of labor. 63
Had the return of relative peace to Yalbac marked the
end of hostilities between the English colony and the Maya,
the enclave econOID¥ would have stood a fair chance to
weather the depression in the sugar industry.

The 1868

establishment of a Frontier Police Force posted on the Rio
Hondo helped to alleviate several of the complaints made by
the non-Belize Maya against residents of the British

63 The A.B. has a complete body of documentation on the
events leading to the Battle of San Pedro. It is noteworthy
that British historians have tended to ignore this event.
See Rs.72, 81, 82, 89, 91 and 95.
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side. 64

~le devastating effects of a cholera epidemic

that swept through Belize and southeastern Yucatan affected
the ability of the Maya to launch attacks on the British
camps. 65

But, the confrontation with Canul was yet to

come.
The Icaiche had reason to be angry with the English.
The northwest boundary line finally completed by Lieutenant
Abbs cut through lands which they claimed under the Treaty
of Belize of 1853 and reached nine miles from Santa
Clara. 66 From the Maya point of view, the fact that
British companies and contratistas had been paying land rent
implicitly signified their recognition of the claim. The
boundary line also ignored the Mexican decree of 1864
declaring all of Belize as Mexican territory. Then, the
hostilities between the Icaiche and the Cruzob erupted again

64A. B. Longden to Grant, 6 Jan. 1868, R.98, pp. 136-38.
65 A.B. Sec. of the Board of Health to Lieut. Gov., 11
Jan. 1868, R.94, p. 75. The epidemic was reported as
sweeping the Icaiche in Downer to Lt. Gov., 28 Feb. 1868,
R.97, p. 266.
66 In his assessment of why the Maya rebelled, Harley
explained that the natives felt that "They had not been
treated fairly as possessors of the territory." A.B. Harley
to John P Grant, 22 Jan. 1867, R.95, pp. 43-44. Lt. Gov.
Longden was also worried about the line cut by Abbs "over a
country never before claimed by the English." Longden to
Grant, 12 May 1868, R.98, pp. 199-200. John Hodge of the
Br. Hond. Co. observed that boundary line ran nClose to the
plantations of the Icaiche Indians. n Hodge to Longden, 14
July 1868,R.102, p. 183.
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when the Santa Cruz Maya surprised the capital killing
fourteen. 67

Of course, t~e Icaiche blamed the English for

supplying arms to their enemy. Using the same argument as
his predecessor, Canul appealed to the Campeche authorities
for arms. 68

Besides, Canul received specific instructions

from Campeche authorities to collect land rent from several
villages and camps on the Belize and New Rivers, 69

areas

outside of the British limits defined by the Convention of
London of 1786.

At the same time, Canul extended the olive

branch to his neighbors inviting them to enter his territory
to extract mahogany and logwooa upon payment of the
appropriate rent. 70
The British refused to recognize Canul's claims.

The

British Honduras Co. sent an agent to confer with the
Governor of Campeche.

Pablo Garcia basically reiterated

Canul's position - that the lands in question were outside
of the British limits and as for the arms trade, Garcia
suggested a joint Campeche-British campaign to stop the

67A. B. Statement of Isidoro Ake, Jan. 1868, R.101, pp.
45-46.
68A. B. Statement of Liberato Rovelo, 28 Dec. 1867,
R.96, pp. 494-96.
69A. B. Col. Sec. to Br. Hond. Co., 8 March 1868, R.I01,
pp. 87-92.
70A. B. Canul to Downer, 26 March 1868, R.97, p. 320.
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Cruzob from receiving war munitions. 71

The impasse

continued.
Leading 116 of his men, Canul took Corozal town
virtually unopposed. Shouting RiQue viva Mexico!R, Mayan
troops were welcomed by several among the Hispanic residents
of Corozal. Canul later indicated that he received
permission from the Orange Walk magistrate to go to Corozal.
The purpose of his visit was to negotiate a trade agreement
as the Cruzob had done. 72

Apparently, Canul's speeqy

retreat was related to a report on the impending
a detachment of Cruzob troops from Bacalar. 73

arrival of

Distrustful

even of their Mayan allies, the British ordered the Santa
Cruz troops out of Corozal. 74
The Icaiche's brief occupation of Corozal pointed to
the great vulnerability of the British colony. Local
officials concluded that they had to quietly allow the arms
trade with Santa Cruz to continue as the alternative could
endanger the existence of the colony.

71 A. B. H. J. I. Blockley to Lt. Gov., 10 July 1868,
R.102.
72 A. B. Canul and Chan to Longden, 4 May, 1870, R.106,
pp. 137-39.
73 Bristowe and wright, Handbook of British Honduras, 28
points out that Canul demanded the $3,000 as a fine on the
inhabitants for supplying their enemy with arms.
74 A. B. Longden to McAuley, 22 April 1870, R.108, p. 73.
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By

1872, the constant alarms, accompanied by the

temporary exodus of the inhabitants of the towns and the
movement of British troops had become an expensive business
hazard in Belize. The Battle of Orange Walk, in which the
Icaiche were decisively defeated, climaxed the long period
of hostility between the Icaiche and the English over the
Maya's claim to the northwest. The significance of the
battle has been grossly misinterpreted by British observers
as the confrontation between "civilization and barbarism".
We have tried to document the case of the pacificos del sur
who saw the British as foreigners trespassing and claiming
ownership over their lands.
This claim was a constant theme found in the
documentation dealing with the Anglo-Icaiche conflict.

A

selective reading of the correspondence on the actual raids
or incursions themselves could easily distort the picture
as, naturally, British

contempo~aries

who authored the

correspondence seemed utterly frustrated in their inability
to deal with the Mayan "threat."
Yet, British local authorities (or even Hispanics such
as Vega) could not or would not treat the Maya on an
equitable basis - the Anglos because they

reg~rded

themselves as inherently superior and the Hispanics because
they had a long tradition of dealing with a generally
submissive Mayan population in Yucatan. On the other hand,
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the Maya generally understood the English system of
government in their own terms. Since they

perceiv~d

the

agreements made with local officials as dictates of the
English Queen, they expected
adhered to.

agreements to be faithfully

This is \'lhy the Icaiche referred to the Treaty

of 1853 as the basis of their claim to the northwest.
A typical accusation against the Icaiche that their
primary motivation was the desire to loot and plunder is not
borne out by the British documentation on the Battle of
Orange Walk of 1 September, 1872.

In Major Johnston's

words:
During the attack about 60 Indians were in possession
of the main street, a few of the shops were entered and
small quantities of cotton goods were taken out, but I
am strongly of opinion, if any further articles were
taken, that the people 075the place laid their hands on
whatever they could get.
The wounding of Marcos Canul and his death shortly
after the battle has generated an oral tradition among the
Hispanic community of orange Walk whose ancestors were then
residents of the town.

Not surprisingly, the Hispanic

account credits Francisco Escalante as the hero of the
battle.
Don Pancho [Francisco] Escalante was the hero of this
battle, having barricaded the eastern portion of the
upper story of his house . . . [from there] he hit them
squarely . . . later that same day, the casualties of
the Indians side were heavy and Marcos Canul made [a]
75 Ib id

363
last desperate effort . . . Escalante saw him running
towards his fence, took careful sight, aimed and fired
. . . [the] shot tearing through a little below Canul's
shoulder . . . Canul died before reaching Icaich'G The
murdering, the looting and the abuses were over.
The above account based on oral sources contrasts with
the material documented by the British shortly after the
battle.

Six of the nleadingn residents of Orange Walk were

interviewed to gather intelligence on the Maya and on
possible sympathizers within the Hispanic or local Mayan
community. All, except Escalante: had fled for safety.

None

mentioned the wounding of Canul and all said that the
soldiers saved the town. 77
Other than one Rosado,78

no other

Hispanic of the

town was known to have openly supported the Icaiche.

This

cool if not hostile attitude of the contemporary Hispanic
elite of Orange Walk contrasts with the attitude in Corozal
when Canul "invaded" in 1870.

There, eight Hispanics were

arrested and imprisoned in Belize accused of being
implicated with Canul.

It is hardly surprising to note that

the direct descendants (1960s) of the 1870s elite of Orange
Walk have almost completely internalized the

~~glo-Saxon

76Ale jo Ayuso, "Orange Walk History" recorded in 1960s.
77A. B. Statements of Leading Citizens of Orange Walk,
10 Sept. 1872, R.lll, p.124.
78A. B• Acting Col. Sec. to Magistrate, 13 Oct. 1876,
R.119, p. 375.
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attitude towards the Maya.

What this illustrates is the way

in which attitudes can affect the oral tradition and by
extension the accuracy of the historical record.
Mayan defeat at the battle of Orange Walk did by no
means signify the end of the Mayan threat to northern
Belize.

There were many more alarms.

The local authorities

built a fort (Fort Cairns) to protect the Orange Walk area.
Subsequently, Fort Mundy was built to protect the police~tation,

magistrate's house and the jail. A third fort was

built in Corozal (Fort Barlee) to protect that Hispanic
settlement from possible Cruzob attacks.
But the Maya were not deterred. In 1875, the Maya of
Hololtunich demanded land rent from Phillips and Co.

Again,

the San Pedro joined with the Icaiche to press their claim
on the land. 79 In 1882, Santiago Pech wrote Lieutenant
Governor Barlee on the same subject.
Sir:
desiring to maintain the most friendly relations
with Your Excellency and the inhabitants of the Colony,
I forward to you certain documents which would recall
your memory . . . as well as the map of the territoryconceded to the colonists for cutting logwood . • . but
as they have ignored those treaties erecting
fortifications, placing in them permanent garrisons,
selling and leasing lands in the name of the Queen and
of private individuals without any legal title . . . ,
in view of the foregoing, I have to inform you that

79A. B. See, for example, Robert Smith to Phillips &
Co., 14 April 1875, R.119, pp. 471-72.
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your answer of the 28th March does not in any way meet
my views.
Where has the British Honduras Co. legal title to offer
for sale a million acres of land? They have acted on
the principle that we are a set of ignorant people • .
. but as the justice of God defends my country, H~ has
enlightened me so that I have looked at the map made by
the.PI~ni~o;~ntiaries ~Bd have understood the limits of
my Jur1sd~c~~on. . . .
Finally in 1889, Icaiche General Gabriel Tamay who
succeeded Santiago Pech, moved his troops to the frontier in
response to the surveying of the northwestern frontier line
through Kaxiuinic, a village the Icaiche had always regarded
as their own.

Roger Goldsworthy defused the tension when he

suspended Mr. Miller's survey until word was received from
Campeche instructing Tamay to allow the work to
continue. 81

By then, a formal Anglo-Mexican treaty

recognizing thp. northern and western boundaries of Belize
with Mexico in return for a permanent ban on the sale of war
munitions to the Cruzob had been practically concluded. 82
The Icaiche village of Kaxiunic was part of the price and so
was the basis of the Icaiche peasantry's claim.
Anglo-Cruzob relations during the rest of the century
were

i~

turn conditioned by the fortunes of war in the

80Colonial Guardian, vol. 1, no. 29, 22 July 1882.
81A. B. Roger Goldsworthy to Gabriel Tamay, 6 July 1889,
R.117, p. 212.
82 For a copy of the Spenser-Mariscal Treaty ratified in
1893, see Colonial Guardian, vol. 12, no. 37, 16 Sept. 1893.
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Cruzob forests.

The arms trade had to be allowed to

continue as long as the balance of power in southeastern
Yucatan was in favor of the people of the Cross.

But as the

war dragged on from one decade to the next, the pressures of
war began to take a toll on the Santa Cruz peasantry.

War

casualties, food shortages, epidemics and desertions began
to eat away the Cruzob popular armY.

As an emergency

measure, the Santa Cruz required girls to marry at the age
of 12 so as to help maintain the level of troops.83 . The
Cruzob also tried to prevent desertions but this brought
them into conflict with the British since most of the runaways found refuge in villages on British territory.
The alarms continued throughout the rest of the
century.

When it became clear that the Mexican national

government was going to intervene with massive force, the
Colonial Office became concerned.

If the British joined the

Mexican effort (as the Mexicans suggested), the Cruzob might
take a desperate stab at the settlements on
territory.

British

And, if the offensive failed, as many had ,in the

past, the Cruzob were expected to continue their strikes
into British territory possibly in combination with the
Icaiche and the San Pedro.

On the other hand, if the

British refused to cooperate with the Mexicans, the Cruzob

83Gann , The Maya Indian, 32-33.

367

might migrate en masse to Belize and, like the San Pedro,
would be a significant body of well-organized and armed
Mayan peasants who would not be a reliable and submissive
labor force.

Besides, if they remained neutral, the British

could not expect to share in the nspoilsn of victory, that
is, the natural resources of t.he forests of Yucatan.
Local officials thought that there might be a third
option.

If they could persuade the Cruzob to conclude the

conflict peacefully, the Maya would remain in their
territory under Mexican suzerainty.
resources of the region could be

With peace, the natural

eA~loited.

To their

credit, the British got as far as having the Cruzob and
Yucatan representatives to meet and to sign a peace treaty
in Belize on January 10, 1884.

Unfortunately, Teodocio

Canto (Lieutenant Governor of Yucatan) got into a fight with
Aniceto Tzul, commandant of Santa Cruz. Canto's letter of
apology notwithstanding, Crecencio Poot, patr6n of Santa
Cruz, refused to ratify the treaty.84
So, as indicated above, the British opted to side with
the Mexicans.

The Spenser-Mariscal Treaty was signed, and

General Bravo was sent in 1901 to npacifyn the Cruzob.

Chan

Santa Cruz became Santa Cruz Bravo and subsequently Felipe
84For a copy of the treaty, see A.B., R.118,
pp. 107-08. For Canto's apology, see T. Canto to Juan Chuc,
13 Jan. 1884, R.118, p. 125 and for the Cruzob reply, C.
Poot to Henry Fowler, 30 Jan. 1884, R.118, p. 128-20.
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Carrillo Puerto.

Those among the Cruzob who did not give up

the fight retreated deeper into the forests.
But by the time the Belizean frontier was npacified,n
the sugarcane industry had long collapsed.

The price of

logwood was plummeting and mahogany stands had been severely
depleted.

The banana industry that initially attracted this

capital from the north too went into a tail-spin with overproduction and the inability of most Belizean planters to
produce at a price competitive in the regional market.

The

turbulent frontier had tremendously influenced the fortunes
of mercantile capital in Belize.

The human story behind

this bland statement is what we have tried to outline here.
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CHAPTER VII
CONCLOSION

This study traced the patterns associated with the
introduction, expansion, and temporary withdrawal of
mercantile capital in a peripheral region of the world
economy in the nineteenth century.

~ne ~ature

of the

extractive economy was conditioned not only by its insertion
into the world economy but by the very characteristics of
the colonial frontier region which was ncreated n when firms
moved in to extract forestry resources in the eastern coast
of Central America and southeastern Yucatan. Of course, the
parameters of the frontier economy were circumscribed by the
monopolies of land and credit that characterized the entry
of mercantile capital in the region. In fact, these
monopolies facilitated the generation and repatriation of
substantial profits but at the same time, proved to be
formidable obstacles to the re-orientation of the extractive
economy towards commercial agriculture. These structures
were so persistent (as reflected in legislation, state
support, and unequai relationships among groups) that their
ironclad claws left potential entrepreneurs with few
alternatives outside of the forestry industry.
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What were the features of the enclave economy which
rendered it a near classic example of colonial exploitation?
Were these conditions ainevitable n ? What was the role of the
various social groupings as they competed for control and
use of the region's natural resources? What does this study
demonstrate about the processes involved in an extractive
economy that might be conducive to development or structural
underdevelopment?
The wasted opportunities arising out of the monopolies
of land and credit, the inability of the local economy to
take advantage of a vibrant peasantry capable of subsidizing
the export economy, the failure of local entrepreneurs to
latch on to the few forward and backward linkages of the
forestry and the subsequent sugarcane and banana industry
(cattle rearing, rum production, for example), point to a
very complex interplay of geographic, socio-economic, and
political factors that easily account for the dismal record
of mercantil capital in stimulating sustained development in
the region. Curiously, though, firms were relatively
successful in securing high returns on their investments.
And, more surprisingly, at various times and places,
contractors, small farmers, peasants and workers too
succeeded in extracting their share of the proverbial pie
in ways tht could not be adequately predicted by any
given model of the colonial frontier. Why was it then
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that with the withdrawal of mercantil capital from the
region towards the end of the nineteenth century the
local economy was left with the classic features of
structural underdevelopment?
The conditions in which the enclave economy was
inserted into the world economy were certainly not
determined by the mercantile firms themselves. The
companies that carne to Belize had limited options on
how to use the region's natural resources,
capital, and labor to make a profit. They found logwood
growing in freshwater swamps, areas not attractive to
the cultivators of the soil. Not surprisingly, these
areas were sparsely

populated and as such did not have

the critical mass to support an adequate domestic
market. And, until the middle of the nineteenth century, an
inconsequential number of peasants lived next to the logwood
camps to supply local food crops. Consequently, most of the
food consumed by the workers had to be imported. Even the
attempt to nprocess n logwood failed as the techniques on how
to extract the dye from the logwood chips was unknown in the
nineteenth century.
Mercantile firms could not predict, much less control,
the level of demand for the region's resources in the
international market. On the supply side, there were many
other regions that supplied dyes and precious woods. Demand
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was contingent on the fortunes of other industries such as
textiles and railway construction and the current taste for
furniture. Additionally, the volume of credit available at a
given time was dependent on the relative attractiveness of
investments in other industries or in other areas. Besides,
it was no secret that companies sought investment
opportunites to secure profitable returns commensurate with
the level of risks taken. In pursuing this straight-forward
goal, they sought to control as many variables as possible:
land, labor, access to credit, and so on.
The nature of the extractive

econo~

could facilitate

the eventual control, on the part of the mercantile firms,
of key factors of production. Since the entire

econo~

was

dependent on the extraction of forestry resources,
conditions that promoted the interests of the firms were
seen in a positive light by the colonial society. Lands had
to be held in huge tracts to make mahogany extraction
feasible, for example. Groups that challenged the dominance
of the firms and thereby jeopardized the fortunes of the
entire

econo~

were viewed with disfavor. In most cases, it

was useless for contractors, workers and peasants to
challenge the control of the firms. Collaboration, on the
other hand, placed these groups in a position to gain from
the "trickle down" effect as when prices were high in the
international market.
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Another feature of the periphery that presently
occupies our attention is that its forward and backward
linkages could not be easily developed. Most available
capital was controlled

by

absentee directors who were

generally unwilling to take risks in the exploitation of
other resources when forestry extraction had already a
proven record. The sparse population and the natural
infrastructure available were not suitable for the
commercial exploitation of land, for example, without
substantial disbursement of funds. Besides the obvious need
of a reliable market, the enclave economy had a chronic
shortage of labor that made investments in plantation crops
very risky as we shall show presently.
The small oligarchy who dominated the local legislature
in the early decades of the settlement's history soon gained
control of the region's forestry resources. Their absolute
dependence on mercantile capital to facilitate the
extraction of logwood and mahogany, in turn, led to their
displacement by the firms

th~~sleves.

We note that though

initially the mercantile firms were satisfied with profiting
from the financial services they offered to the resident
woodcutters, they found that it was even more profitable to
penetrate the extractive process itself.
Those among the oligarchy who did not wish to relocate
discovered that the absentee firms could not themselves
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operate their businesses in Belize. The Baymen had the
experience and the organizational skills to extract wealth
from the Belizean forests. Though their relationship with
the firms was never free of tension, the local elite became
the general managers of the enclave econom¥ on behalf of
their absentee bosses. As ncollaborators n , they personified
the power of the firms in the local scene. These were the
people who dominated the local legislature and who
influenced the decisions of the state in ways generally
favorable to the mercantile firms.
The agents of mercantile capital had always tried to
secure a sub::r.issive labor force to extract the wealth of the
forests. Even before the legal abolition of the institution
of slavery in 1833,

emplo~ers

had relied on a system that

supplied the timber camps with some reliable workers. The
system was not cheap, nor was it a British colonial
invention since in one

fO~1ffi

or another, the advance wage

system had been in ngestation n in Latin America long before
the nineteenth century though its use became more widespread
when capitalism moved into che countryside in that
century. 1

The remarkable similarity between the npeonage n

lSee, for example, Silvio Zavala, nOrigines coloniales
del peonaje en Mexico,n El Trimestre Econ6mico (1943-44):
711-48. For labor control systems in the nineteenth century,
see for example, Land and labor in Latin America: Essays on
the Development of Agrarian Capitalism in the Nineteenth and
JWentieth Centuries, Kenneth Duncan and Ian Rutledge, eds.,
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system in Yucatan, for example, and the Belizean "truck"
system points to the many parallels in the development of
capitalism in the countrJside. In both areas, employers used
advance in wages both as an incentive and as a control
mechanism to circumscribe the freedom of movement of the
workers.
In Belize, the "truck system" goes back to at least the
middle of the eighteenth century when written contracts were
required committing a worker to his employer's work place
for a stipulated length of time and at given conditions of
service. Most workers became heavily indebted to their
employers. It then became illegal for them to seek
employment elsewhere. Subsequently, the Public Meeting had
little difficulty in obtaining the full support of the state
in enforcing the customary regulations governing capitallabor relations. Why, one may ask, did workers choose to
sign a labor contract with almost certain entrapment?
As most of the former slaves found out in 1838
following the end of apprenticeship; there were few
realistic options available to people who had no land, no
money, and no other means of subsistence. Quite apart from
the prohibitive price of land and its inaccessibility,
peasant farming was a poor option prior to the middle of the

(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1977).
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nineteenth century since there was an almost complete
absence of a local market for food crops.
But would it not have been practical for Creole women
and their children to move to the land (assuming they could
make the necessary arrangements) to produce at least their
own subsistence? Some did but most families chose to remain
in Belize town. Unlike the Miskito and the Garifuna, Creole
women did not usually engage in cultivation. This pattern
might have been a consequence of slavery since most women
slaves were employed as domestics in Belize (unlike the
situation in the plantation economies where women worked
along with men). Families and others who used domestic slave
labor probably employed the women after emancipation. This
arrangement raises the likelihood that ip securing a wage,
working WOffien contributed substantially towards the family's
subsistence. When some of the men returned from the timber
camps with a bill instead of cash, all was not lost. Thus
domestic labor, like the peasant farming, subsidized the
enclave economy in that employers could afford to pay the
men wages below the subsistence level in that the woman's
salary supplemented her spouse's for the family's
subsistence.
But workers were not passive victims of their
employers. Besides, sometimes conditions tilted in their
favor. Just as slavery was coming to an end, the demand for
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mahogany increased dramatically (see table 4.1). The supply
of the precious wood within the Belize treaty limits had
already been much reduced. Mercantile firms turned to
southeastern Yucatan, the Bay of Honduras, and the Miskito
Shore. But since the former bondmen were their most
experienced workers, employers found it necessary to offer
them incentives to keep them in their employ. But even so,
there were not enough hands for the increased volume of
work. So wages and conditions of service had to be
attractive to induce workers from the region to turn to wage
labor in the timber camps.
Political variables were also unpredictable and, as the
British found out, impossible to control. The course of the
Caste War of Yucatan (1847-1901), for example, proved a
mixed blessing to the social groups of the enclave economy.
At times the impact. of the conflict, which spilled into
B8lize, tilted in

f~vor

of one group and then of another. In

doubling the Belizean population overnight at a time when
the mahogany industry had started its decline, timber camp
employers regained the upper hand. The labor laws were
formalized for the first time in 1852 and the state further
obliged by improving the magistracy and the police system.
Subsequently, employers took extra-legal measures to coerce
their workers. The workers was made liable for each "nonperformance" of a task and each act of "disobedience". When
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the employer became accuser, judge, and executioner of
justice in the timber camps and sugarcane estates, the
workers were placed in a sad predicament. 2
How did labor respond to abuse? Had they not
voluntarily signed the legal agreement which stipulated
their rights and duties? Were they not satisfied with
earning their sustenance despite the depression in the
mahogany industry? Had many of them not dissipated much of
their income on liquor and did they not sport some flashy
clothes at Christmas? Is it not the duty of the state to
enforce the laws and where citizens are able to assist the
state in ensuring that law and order prevail in the
workplace, is it not their duty so do? Is it not wrong, even
sinful for workers to nbite the hands that fed them"? The
colonial society would have replied in the affirmative to
all these questions. And laborers by and large accepted
their predicament. Why?
Workers recognized that their conditions of employment
were intrinsically related to the fortunes of the extractive
industry. They had a vested interest in supporting, not
undermining the interests of their employers for when
bankruptcies occurred (as they frequently did), there were
very few job opportunities within the region.
2See, for example, A.B. Downer to Longden, 11 Aug.
1868, R,.102, pp. 260-70.
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Moreover, the development of a working class
consciousness was weakened by a number of factors peculiar
to the enclave econom¥. The labor laws were enacted by a
legislature dominated by merchants and landowners. The
organization of timber work in isolated gangs dispersed in
the forest and the small plantations and ranchos which did
not employ a substantial number of workers at anyone
location did not promote working class solidarity.
Of critical importance was the divisions among the
workers themselves.

Antagonism among the ethnic groups

sometimes flared into open violence directed, not at the
company's property, but at each other. When workers
threatened to take action against abuse, it was directed
not against employers as a class or against the state, but
against a specific employer who had taken measures
considered as particularly unjust. 3

The Chinese, East

Indians, and Caribbean workers who came into the colony as
indentured servants had fewer avenues to express their
discontent. Most of the Chinese who did not die of disease
and maltreatment fled from the sugarcane plantations. 4

So,

since the enclave econom¥ offered few alternatives to

3 A. B. James Hume Blake to Seymour, 20 March 1863, R.79,
pp.527-30.

4A. B. Adolphus to T. Graham, 4 Dec. 1866, R.89, pp.492-

94.
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workers to gain their livelihood, many opted to use
experience, reliability and even submissiveness to secure a
better wage and more favorable conditions of service.
The one alternative available to rural workers of the
eastern coast of Central America and southeastern Yucatan
was subsistence farming. But peasant farming was more than
an economic function; it was a way of life. The peasantry's
sense of control over their lives was

esse~tially

socio-

economic: the ability to organize the household, in
conformity with the mores of the community, in order to make
a living off the land. The principle of reciprocity among
the Maya-Mestizo peasantry, for example, relied on rules of
conduct defined with reference to communal, ritual, kinship
and other inter-personal obligations. Services exchanged
were seldom calculated strictly on their market value.
Prior to the middle of the nineteenth century, most of
the peasants of Belize were Garifuna and Creoles, the latter
of the river bank villages. For the Creole workers of Belize
town to consider living off the land as a viable alternative
to wage labor, they needed to modify their attitude towards
that way of life. Moreover, the structures of land tenure,
credit, and markets were such that when it came to material
comforts, only the most basic necessities of life could be
obtained from working the land as a peasant. It is
significant that when the state modified its land policy and
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market conditions became favorable for the export of
bananas, there ensued a mild land rush to southern Belize.
Many Creole residents of Belize town migrated from town to
countryside in order to make a better living by producing
bananas for export. The migration flow was soon reversed,
though, as problems developed with marketing, credit, and
shipping, some of the structural problems of the enclave
economy. When plant disease struck the small banana estates,
coupled with a drop in the price of the fruit, the industry
sank into a depression.
The relationship between the peasantry and the labor
force on the one hand and the mercantile firms on the other,
was mediated by the contractors and sub-contractors who
leased lands (timber works or ranchos) from the major
companies. This important characteristic of the enclave
economy bears emphasis in that the absentee directors
managed to successfully exploit the resources of the
regional economic block not only by co-opting the oligarchy
but by resorting to a management style by which they used
the experience and skills of the most able entrepreneurs who
otherwise had no o.ccess to land, credit, and market
arrangements. Additionally, in paying their workers half of
their wages in goods, contractors served as distributors of
manufactured goods for the mercantile firms.
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Because land and capital were both monopolized by the
metropolitan firms, neither the contractors nor the
peasantry could diversify their economic activities to
reduce the dependency on a mono-product econom¥.S As
tenants, the rancheros had no incentive to invest in another
commercial crop or in expensive equipment if they could not
be reasonably certain of their access to the land.
Mercantile firms would not sell land in small plots nor
would they advance credit to contractors if in so doing they
would create a competitor for scarse labor and land in ways
detrimental to the timber industry.
The annual leases charged by the absentee landowners
inhibited the peasantry from putting more land into
cultivation. Therefore, the opportunity of increasing the
supply of cheaper food crops to subsidize the colonial
econom¥'s wage bill was lost. Besides, substituting peasant
food crops for imported food stuffs would have increased the
rural folk's purchasing power thereby adding to the growth
of the domestic market.
There is no doubt that the peasantry were integrated
into the market econom¥. But what was the nature of this
relationship and how did it affect the way of life of these
SUp to the end of the nineteenth century only two
contractors, Manuel Jesus Castillo and Francisco Escalante
were cited among the 19 major private landowners of Belize.
Ashdown, "Race, Class, and the Unofficial Majority," 27.
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rural folk on the one hand and the fortunes of the enclave
economy on the other. The peasantry generally sought
seasonal wage labor and a market for their surplus food
crops in the timber and sugarcane estates. From the
perspective of both sides, this was a mutually beneficial
~elationship.

But the peasants were also tenant milperos

whose tenancy rights were unprotected by the state. They
were also tax paYErs who contributed substantially to state
revenue but received practically nothing in return in terms
of municipal services or education. They also contributed to
the maintenance of the churches through the donations they
paid for various services (such as baptisms, marriages,
burials). As aliens, peasants were initially charged a
residency fee. Finally, through extra-legal measures such as
the abuse of alcaldes, or of the fagina system, peasant
labor was requisitioned by the authorities without
compensation. Thus, the peasantry's relationship with the
state, employers, the local market, and others who wielded
power was generally unequal and exploitative.
If peasants found themselves at a disadvantage in their
relations with non-peasants, could they not cease being
peasants to become say, small farmers or craftsmen or petty
traders? Again, the structures of a monoproduct, extractive
economy in a frontier setting were obstacles difficult to
overcome. But some peasants did. Francisco Pat, Micaela Mai,
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Francisco Esclante, to cite a few examples, managed to take
advantage of their role as contractors to gain access to
land, credit, and the marketing arrangements provided by the
mercantile firms to establish themselves as small-scale
entrepreneurs. Of course, it is safe to assume that these
former peasants used the same mode of doing business in an
enclave economy. These exceptional cases allow us to note
that exploitation was not limited to the relationship
between classes.
The hypothetical transformation of the peasantry into
small farmers as a best case scenario makes the fundamental
assumption that the peasantry would have been motivated to
turn into mini-rural capitalists and that the radical
transformation of the peasantry into either a rural work
force or a class of small farmers was in the best interest
of the rural folk. To put it in another way, does
development in the sense of integrating factors of
production as efficiently as possible into the market
economy represent development in the eyes of the peasantry?
Both the Cruzob and the Icaiche Maya gained de facto
control over large tracts of land during the course of the
Caste War. The Cruzob chiefs did not seem to have a problem
in organizing the efforts of the community towards its
defense including communal milpas for the sustenance of the
troops. Had they opted to turn to the production of
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sugarcane to process into sugar and rum, for example, they
would have found a market in southeastern Yucatan and
northern Belize. However, neither the Cruzob nor the Icaiche
turned to commercial agriculture or to the extraction of
logwood and mahogany. Clearly, either activity would have
generated ample revenue for the campaign against the

aen~n

or for the benefit of the native leadership that had emerged
during the conflict. From this we are led to conclude that
the Maya peasantry were simply not motivated to \lSe their
resources for the generation of wealth in the market place.
This is puzzling as they already participated in the
regional econOID¥ albeit in unfavorable terms.
Both native and European agreed with the view that the
region's natural resources were valuable in seeking a
livelihood and of use to improve a given standard of living.
However, the two sides differed fundamentally in the

~

of

natural resources. Much experienced with adversity (food
shortages, famines, devastating epidemics), the Maya had
more trust in cultivating the land in family units
(collaborating with the community at key points during the
production cycle) to obtain the ngift of lifen, gracia.
Thus, the land was perceived not only in terms of its
agronomical features but also in terms of its extra-physical
dimensions. That is, the Maya perceived themselves as part
of a triad: the family, the physical world, and the
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supernatural. As long as human agency did not upset the
har.mony among the three, a livelihood can be assured.
On the other hand, mercantile fir.ms were not seeking
subsistence directly off the land even if forestry products
when sold in the market

pro~·ided

tor their livelihood. The

mahogany tree had value in so far as it fetched a price in
the international market higher than what it cost to drag it
out of the forest. When it did, the tree yielded wealth
which could be used to produce more wealth. The question of
consuming the wealth while important was not a burning issue
nor a matter of life and death for the directors of the
firms.
The world view of the peasantry aside, there was no
legal way in which the local state could have effected a
land refor.m program given the almost complete control of the
state itself by the mercantile firms through their agents
resident in nineteenth-century Belize. And, had the state
tried to carry out such a program against the wishes of the
foreign firms, access to credit would have been shut off and
marketing arrangements disrupted.
In focusing on the human dimension of this nineteenthcentury trajectory, we tried to find signs suggesting the
"loosening" of the structures of the enclave economy. The
relationships among the various interest groups, especially
after the migration to Belize of a large portion of the
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populaticn of southeastern Yucatan, demonstrated the
potential of commercial agriculture. Even the local state
began to question the continued land monopoly of the
metropolitan firms while entrepreneurs in the banana
industry sought ways in which to by-pass the policies of
outside shipping companies by establishing their own
shipping line.

The revision of local state policy with

respect to the extractive industry lends some credence to
the assertion that while persistent to change, the
structures of the enclave economy were subject to
modification.
Unfo:ct.utlat.ely, t.he modification did not occur in a

direction favorable to the successful establishment of
corrur..aI'cial agriculture. This failure was due at least in
part to the clash between the agents of mercantile
capitalism and peasant groups in the frontier area. In
southeastern Yucatan, the forces of capitalism moving into
the countryside had allied with the local state to take over
the Maya's milpa lands and, through excessive taxation and
labor control mechanisms, to transform the peasantry into a
rural labor force. The peasant revolt, otherwise known as
the Caste War of Yucatan, destroyed the sugarcane industry
and, for half a century, recovered for the Maya,
exclusive use of their lands.

t~e
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In northern Belize, the foreign fir.ms owned the land
and the capital but the limitations of the market,
inefficient technology (most of the rancheros of Belize used
elementary wooden sugar mills, for example), the absence of
the infrastructure necessary for commercial agriculture, and
the volatile frontier placed severe limitations on the
sugarcane industry. Thus, the pressure to conscript the
Belizean peasantry into the sugarcane labor force never
materialized.
It was the timber industry that brought the peasantry
into collision with the agents of mercantile capital. Was
this confrontation inevitable? The relationship between the
indigenous groups and the Europeans had been marked by
periods of tension punctuated by actual warfare. On the
other hand, the forces of Spanish colonialism had long
stretched into the porous frontier area, exposing both
colonizers and colonized to the influences of each others'
culture. Accommodation was the more dominant reaction of the
peasantry to the presence of non-natives in the frontier
area. But then, how do we account for the confrontation?
The expansion of mercantile capitalism into peripheral
regions of the world econom¥ stimulated rapid and
fundamental socio-economic transfor.mations that threatened
the way of life of the rural folk. Land tenure and land use,
labor control mechanisms, the attitude of the state towards
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the peasantry, and so on, altogether pointed to the
inescapable conclusion that the rural capitalists wanted a
complete monopoly of land and access to a cheap, reliable,
and submissive labor force. But the power of the
forestocracy was certainly not absolute and the peasantry
w~re

not entirely helpless.
Those who had developed a sense of ownership of the

land based on prior occupation, such as the Icaiche, or
those who assumed ownership by virtue of an agreement, such
as the San Pedro Maya with regard to the treaty of Belize of
1853, or those like the Cruzob who had recovered the land by
expelling the "intruders" were prepared to defend their
territory by force of arms if necessary. Of course, there
were other peasants who arrived into Belize as migrants with
the clear status of landless refugees. With no prior claim
to the land, these peasants accepted, albeit grudgingly,
their condition as tenant milperos and casual wage earners.
The first two groups mentioned above were prepared to
accommodate, on their own terms, the economic activities of
mercantile firms. As long as the land on which the logwood
and mahogany grew remained under their control and their
regulations governing social relations were respected, these
peasant groups were prepared to lease tracts to outsiders.
The Maya saw this relationship as equitable. The
establishment of timber camps on territory they controlled
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provided outlets for casual wage labor, the introduction of
manufactured goods such as tools and utensils while the
camps often purchased the villagers' surplus crops and
domestic animals and paid for the services of guides,
porters and canoe-paddlers. And, judging from the
hospitality extended to bona fide travellers among the
Icaiche, San Pedro and Cruzob, it would appear that the
rural folk welcomed the presence of outsiders amongst them.
On the other hand, the agents of mercantile capital
recognized the benefits which the peasantry bestowed on the
enclave economy. Unlike some commercial producers, most
peasants sold their crops immediately following the harvest,
thereby fetching the lowest price of the season. And, since
they normally produced enough for their subsistence,
employers could get away with paying them wages at below the
subsistence level. Moreover, by serving as a reservoir of
labor tapped as needed, the peasantry helped to depress
wages in the enclave economy.
But the nature of the extractive economy placed
increased pressures on the peasantry;s lands. A mahogany
tree takes between 80 to 100 years to mature provided a
seedling is planted to replace a tree cut. The insecurity of
tenure and a volatile frontier discouraged a program of
conservation while mature mahogany trees were being quickly
depleted. In order to maintain their level of economic
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activity (and profit margins), the timber firms began
expanding and intensifying their operations. They began
encroaching on Icaiche territory and combing previously-cut
areas for trees that had since matured or had been
overlooked. Tenant milperos were required to save the
valuable trees when clearing their milpas. The potential for
conflict increased.
As a dynamic process, the frontier is created by the
many decisions taken with respect to parties that
capitalists have to work with, please, placate, neutralize
or fend off at different times and in varying degrees.
Decisions are guided by each parties' agenda which is
subject to change given the unfolding of events in the
region (such as the course of tr.3 Caste War of Yucatan) .
This is not to suggest that each of the parties had a
monolithic view. Yet, the parties involved had many
interests in common; these enable us to visualize them as a
IIparty" .
Mercantile firms that operated in turbulent frontier
regions were often cautioned by the imperial government in
London that they did so at their own risk. 6 Yet, the
imperial government was not blind to the fact that both
logwood and mahogany were important resources for British

6Galbraith,

nThe turbulent frontier,n 150-68.
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industry. Besides, the British treasury was collecting
import duties from logwood and mahogany and was much aware
of the importance of Belize as a regional trade entrepot.
The Crown thus defended the territory from Spanish
incursions and funded the stationing of troops to repel
attacks from the outside or to quell popular disturbances
from within. Yet, the imperial government was equivocal
about its unwillingness to formally take up the territory
under its umbrella. This was expressly prohibited by the
treaties signed with Spain. It was not until 1862 that the
Crown declared Belize a British colony.
The agenda of the metropolitan firms was more straight
forward: maximizing returns on their investments by
monopolizing key variables of the enclave economy: land,
credit, marketing arrangements and exercising a dominant
influence on the local state. The firms were successful to
the extent that they appeared to be the directors of the
enclave economy. Local officials who refused to succumb to
the influence of the firms found themselves facing a
formidable opponent.
Contractors and sub-contractors whose management skills
were used to organize the work of timber extraction and
sugarcane production found that the monopolies enjoyed by
the metropolitan firms were much too difficult to by-pass.
They accepted the reality that the only way they could
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operate in the enclave economy was to plug into the credit,
land, and market system controlled by the directors in
England with the support of the local state.
Within British territory, some fifteen thousand
refugees included Icaiche, Cruzob and Hispanic immigrants
who in varying degrees, sympathized with or actively
supported the activities of their respective npartyn in
southeastern Yucatan. These parties were the Icaiche Maya,
at peace with Yucatec authorities but at war with the
Cruzob, the Santa Cruz Maya who were at war with Yucatec
authorities but generally at peace with the English in
Belize and the Yucatec authorities who blamed the English
for the persistence of the war against the Cruzob on the
supply of arms from the colony.
The turbulent frontier that the mercantile firms helped
to create, though, seriously undermined the level of
confidence of directors in Europe. When the price of sugar
declined

sharply in the mid 1880s, the firms decided to

withdraw from the industry rather than to reorganize along
more efficient lines. In the timber industry, the constant
losses occasioned by the interruptions of mahogany cutting
forced the firms to consider whether it was feasible to
defend the timber operations and still make a profit. With
hardly any investments in non-movable property, the
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mercantile firms found it relatively easy to move to another
area where conditions were more favorable.
For the Icaiche and San Pedro Maya peasants, their
hostile posture represented the last stand put up by the
natives of the region to prevent the loss of the main
resource which enabled them to retain a measure of control
over their lives: the land. That message, though, was lost
somewhere as the controllers of public opinion labelled the
Mayan response as that typical of nsavages n out to loot and
plunder.
Ironically: what saved the Belizean peasantry and labor
from more abuse was the temporary collapse of the enclave
economy towards the end of the century. By then sugar,
banana, logwood and mahogany exports had declined
considerably. Most of the Hispanic and Mava workers returned
to full-time milpa farming. From the point of view of the
outside world, it seemed nextraordinary ... [that] a place
so far behind could possibly be found. n?
Clearly, of the parties involved in the enclave economy
of nineteenth-century Belize, the owners of land and capital
enjoyed the upper hand and they were the people (and by
extension, the British economy) who benefited the most from
the wealth extracted from the Belizean forests. Nonetheless,
7M • Jamet, cited in Colonial Guardian, vol.1S, no.13, 1
April 1899.
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pointing an accusing finger at the directors in London and
Liverpool simplifies what was indeed a complex interplay of
geography, demograpl1y, ethnic.: rivalry and conflict, as well
as the political history of the region in the context of the
fortunes of .lflonoproducts in the international market.
The nature of the extractive economy tended to favor
the formation and maintenance of the monopolies of land and
capital and the pivotal importance of the international
market cannot be overemphasized. However, it was not a
foregone conclusion that the sugarcane and banana industries
would have failed as a viable substitute for the timber
industry. Their failure cannot be attributed to any single
factor. The Caste War of Yucatan which spilled into Belize
and undermined business confidence was critical but so was
the relatively high cost of production of an economy that
continued to import most of its consumable goods. The
peasants among the migrants could not be better integrated
into the market economy since the region lacked a network
for the distribution of goods and services and their
purchasing power was inconsequential. Entrepreneurs found
that it was not possible to compete with the owners of land
and capital and, therefore, found their nitch in the enclave
economy by serving as managers of labor and distributors of
manufactured goods.
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All in all, an enclave economy founded for the main
purpose of extracting and marketing a product in the
international market has too many factors stacked against
it. When a society is ncreated n surrounding this economic
activity, it is hardly surprising that there will be
vigorous competition for the control and use of natural
resources. It is ironic to conclude that in this nineteenthcentury confrontation, a minority of the peasantry prevailed
in a limited way in that they forced the directors of the
mercantile firms to re-assess the wealth-producing
capability of the Belizean economy. Of course, the price
they paid for it was dear as today the Icaiche are no more.
With the temporary withdrawal of capital and the collapse in
the markets for sugarcane and bananas, the colonial econom¥
was left searching for a monoproduct that would again
inject, however artificially, some economic buoyancy in the
region. The chicle industry provided a brief repite B but
this time, though there was no Caste War to under.mine
business confidence, the chewing gum extracted from the

BSee, for example, Herman Konrad, nDe la subsistencia
forestal tropical a la producci6n para la exportaci6n de la
industria chiclera y la transformaci6n de la economia maya
de Quintana Roo de 1890 a 1935,n Congreso Internacional de
Americanistas, 1988, and the same author's nCapitalism in
the Quintana Roo Tropical Forest Frontier: 1880s to 1930,n
Land, Labor and Capital in Modern Yucatan Jefferey T.
Brannon and Gilbert Joseph, eds. (Tuscaloosa: University of
Alabama Press, 1991), 143-71.
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forests of the region too failed to overcome the limitations
of the colonial economy. Thus, though wealth has been
generated from the natural resources of this region, that
wealth failed to establish a base from which it might have
been possible to overcome the structural limitations of an
monoproduct economy of the nineteenth century.
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APPENDIX I

Detailed Account of the Bstablishment and
Expense of a Hahog~ Gang, 1839

Previous to the embarking in wood-cutting the grand
points to be considered are the situation of the mahogany
and whether it is large enough, and in sufficient quantity
to indemnify the trouble of getting it out; its vicinity to
rivers or creeks, sufficiently deep, the practicability of
making roads, their difficulty or facility, etc, and their
distance, the chance of procuring laborers, rate of wages, a
good port where ships may take the wood on board, and the
probable state of the market at the time when it should be
ready to be sold; price of provisions; and whether the
place, where the mahogany may be, has food and water for
cattle.
On the whole the person ascertaining these prerequisites, ought to have sufficient judgement to foretell
whether it would be likely to prove a profitable speculation
or not.
In cutting on a large scale the business ought to be
conducted by a person of integrity and activity; one who
possesses the tact of managing negroes, and not only
qualified to arrange the

gener~l

operations, but acquainted

with the minutest details of the business.

One who would
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give his personal attendance in the bush, and not be
satisfied with the report of the captain, or hunter.

A

hunter is generally employed at £5 per month, equal to £3
sterling or receives remuneration of from 3s 4d to 6s 8d for
each tree he finds.

If intelligent, he is of essential

service in first discovering the mahogany, and subsequently
directing where the paths are to be cut with most advantage
and facility.

The captain ought to possess several years

experience both in the routine of the mahogany-cutting and
managing the people.

He must be a trustworthy man.

The

best time for commencing the works is about the month of
August.

An opinion exists among mahogany cutters that at

this season of the year the wood is not so apt to split in
falling, as in spring, when it is throwing off its old
leaves.

Another reason is, that by commencing in this

month, you have ample time to perform all their operations
preparatory to trucking, before the dry weather sets in.
The estimate I would form of what is necessary for the
kinds of works you mentioned, would be as follows:
seven months.

say of

400
£
Captain's salary at £15 currency per mth
Fifty labourers, say 30 at £5
10 at £4
10 at 10 dollars
A Carpenter at £10 per month

d

s

105
1,050
280
233
70

°° °00
°6 8

1,738

6

8

Provisions etc.
100 barrels of Flour, at £5

500

0

0

50 barrels of Pork, at £10
300 llbs Tobacco, at £5
300 gals. Spirits, at 13s 4d

500
15
200

0
0
0

0
0
0

1,215

0

0

22

10

0

24
24
60
18
4
10
3
6

0
a
a
a
10
a
0
a

a
a
a
a
0
a
0
a

172

a

a

300
400

a
a

a
0

300

0

a

1,000
124

0
13

0
4

4,250

a

a

Implements
Six Cross-cut Saws, 2 of 12 ft. long
n }
2 n 19 n
n
n
n }
1
7
1

!I

6

II

n

3 doz felling Axes, at £8
n
n
3 n blading n
n
Saba Axes, at flO
6
12 Machates, at £1 las
3 doz Hoes
Carpenters tools, etc.
3 Grindstones
Files, Sawsets, etc.

Four Trucks complete with
all appurtenances
40 head of cattle, broken in at flO
60 head of young cattle to
be worked at £5
Pitpans, Dories and other craft

}

401
£

Freight & Duties on provisions,
etc., and other contingent
expenses until the wood is
embarked

s

750

Currency

£5,000

d

0
0

0
0

It is the custom to give the laborers from two to three
months advance, and the balance of their wages is paid at
the expiration of the time for which they were hired; when
they receive payment, half in cash, and half in goods, on
which a large profit is gained.

Implements, provisions,

etc. are set down at the Belize prices, but a person
importing his own goods, will be able to get them at almost
half the price.

By having a 'plantation of corn and

plantains, a considerable saving could be effected in the
expense of food.

With regard to their getting out a large

quantity of mahogany the first year, to meet the outlay, and
realize a profit, much depends on the weather and the
distance, but premising, that these are favorable, with the
means above specified, 300,000 feet would be a moderate
quantity to get out, which if sold at the low rate of £25
currency per 1000, will give a profit of £2,500 on an outlay
of £5,000 currency for only seven months.

It should also be

borne in mind, that the cattle, trucks, and many of the
tools, will form a considerable part of the next year's
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stock, which ought to be considered as so much gained.
There will also be a great deal of work performed for next
year's season.
It is anticipated that the laws which have been
recently enacted in Belize, to prohibit the cutting of wood
below certain dimensions (say 18 inches square, or 24 inches
wide by 12 thick) by diminishing the quantity introduced
into the British market will tend to raise the price of
mahogany in a few years, as high as it was not long.ago,
which was so much as £35 currency per 1000, for good wood.
The immunity which Belize possesses with regard to mahogany
is, being subjected to duty in England, of £3 lOs per ton,
while mahogany, going from other parts, pays double that
sum.

It would appear from the many failures that have
happened in Belize, that mahogany cutting is altogether a
precarious and dangerous speculation, but it is not the
case.

The persons who generally embark in it, are young

men, destitute of any resources of their own. They obtain
advances from merchants, who readily supply them, expecting
large profits on their goods, in the event of the woodcutters' success but no sooner has he failed in drawing out
the quantity at the time stipulated, than the merchants, not
being acquainted with the mahogany cutting, and
consequently, not knowing the true state of the business,
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loses all confidence, suddenly withdraws his support, and
sacrifices the mahogany, trucks, etc, for half their real
value, loses part of his disbursements and leaves the cutter
to sink broken-hearted, never to rise again, unless he
possess sufficient energies - and a friend, to afford him
the means of commencing again.

Whereas by a judicious

continuance of his support, the merchant would have
eventually been paid the whole of his advances and given
encouragement to an industrious man.

That failures take

place, through a partial and ill-judged support - just
sufficient to lead a man into difficulties and then leave
him - is sufficiently evidenced, by the fact, that those
possessing property of their own, who engage in mahoganycutting, seldom fail; but, on the contrary, grow richer.

A

person who has funds of his own, can obtain everything
cheaper, - the best of laborers, and in the event of his
wood not coming out the first season can prosecute his
operations without being stinted in his supplies.
Consequently, in the two seesons he would ship a quantity of
wood, that would fully indemnify him for the outlay.
has occurred here more than on one occasion.

This

In conclusion

I may say that in cutting on a large scale, although the
outlay is greater, the profits are proportionately much more
than cutting on a small one.
Henry Gardiner.
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Source:

Young Anderson Eastern Coast of Central America.
Mr. Anderson's Report. (London: Manning and
Mason, 1839) 135-138.
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APPENDIX II

Ranchero Tenant Lease Por.m, 1860s
THIS INDENTURE, made the

day of One

thousand eight hundred and sixty
between JOHN CARMICHAEL of Corosal; in British Honduras;
Merchant, (hereinafter called the Lessor) of the one part,
and

of the same place, Planter,

(hereinafter called the Lessee,) of the other part,
witnesseth, that, in consideration of the rent hereinafter

reserved, and of the covenants, conditions, and agreements
hereinafter contained, and on the part of Lessee, his
executors, administrators, and assigns, all that piece of
parcel of land, part of the lands of Corosal aforesaid
extending to

mecates or thereby, butting and

bounding

Together with all houses and other buildings erected
thereon, and the rights, members, and appurtenances to the
said land and premises belonging or appertaining.
the same from the

day of

One thousand eight hundred and sixty
of

To hold

, for the term

years thence next ensuing.

Yielding and

paying therefore yearly, and every year during
the said term, the sum of

dollars, the first

payment to be made on the thirty-first day of December next,
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for the proportion previous to that date, and the full
year's rent on the thirty-first day of December, of each and
eve~

year thereafter.

And the said Lessee, for himself,

his executors, and administrators, covenants with the said
Lessor, his heirs, and assigns, shall and will pay unto the
said Lessor, his heirs, and assigns, the said rent of
dollars, hereby reserved at the time
appointed for payment thereof.

And Also, shall and will

during the said term, at his and their own cost, keep in
good repair all buildings and fences now erected, or
hereafter to be erected, on the said land, and keep in clean
and good planter-like condition of cultivation the cane
fields; and, at the expiration of the said term, will
deliver up the same, in like good repair and condition.

And

also, that he, the said Lessee, his executors, or
administrators, will not, without the consent in writing of
the said Lessor his heirs, or assigns, first obtained,
assign this lease, or sublet the premises hereby demised.
And also, Shall and will, in

plant

eve~

year of the said term,

mecates at least of the said

land with sugar-canes, in rows, such rows to be not less
than

feet apart, and will at all times during this

demise clean and weed the land so planted at least
three times in

eve~

year, at intervals as may be required.

And the said Lessor, for himself, his heirs, executors,
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administrators, doth hereby covenant with the said Lessee,
his executors, administrators, and assigns, duly paying the
said rent, and observing and performing the several
covenants, conditions, and agreements hereinbefore
contained, and on his and their part and behalf to be paid,
observed, and performed, shall and may, peaceably and
quietly, hold and enjoy the said demised premises, with the
appurtenances, during the term hereby granted, without any
interruption whatsoever by the said Lessor, his heirs, or
assigns, or any person claiming, or to claim, under or in
trust for him or them.

And also, That he, the said Lessor,

his heirs, executors, and administrator, shall and will
purchase from the said Lessee, his executors,
administrators, and assigns, all canes which he or they may
grow, paying the said Lessee, his executors, administrators,
and assigns, for the same, at the rate of

per

mecate, by two equal installments, the f1rst instalment to
be paid as and when the pieces or portions of the cane field
shall have become ripe, and the second to be paid when the
said cane shall have been delivered and manufactured into
sugar and rum.

And also, That he, the said Lessor, his

heirs, or assigns, shall and will, as and when the canes
grown on the said land attain maturity and
are fully ripe at his or their own

expense~

and in such

manner as shall not be injurious to the plants or to the
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causes of the then ensuing crop, without delay, cut, carry
away, and manufacture such canes.

ADd it is hereby declared

and agreed, That it shall be lawful for the said Lessor, his

heirs, executors, administrators, or assigns, as and when
the said canes become ripe, to enter upon the said premises,
and to cut and carry away the same, without let or
hindrance, from or by the said Lessee, his executors,
administrators, or assigns.

And it is hereby declared and

agreed, by and between the said parties hereto that a

refusal on the part of the Lessee, his executors,
administrators, or assigns, to permit such entry by the said
JOHN CARMICHAEL, his heirs, or assigns, shall amount to a

forfeiture of the term hereby demised.

And further, That it

shall be lawful for the said Lessee, his executors,
administrators, or assigns, at the expiration or other
determination of the term hereby granted, to remove, in a
good and workmanlike manner, all trade fixtures

v;~ich

he or

they may have fixed or built on the said land or premises;
and he, his executors, administrators, or assigns, shall not
be liable for any damage to the freehold cause by such
removal.
In witness whereof, the parties hereto have set their

hand and affixed their seals, the day and year first above
written.
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signed, sealed, and Delivered

by

the

Lessor in presence of
signed, Sealed, and Delivered by the
Lessee in presence of

}
}
}
}
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