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Preface 

The purpose of the thesis is to examine the socio- 

economic development of the British Settlement at Belize 

in its formative period from the seventeenth century to 

the establishment of Crown Colony rule in 1871. The con- 

nections between the political economy and the social 

structure of the Settlement are the primary focus of 

the study. 

Initially founded to provide logwood for use in the 

British woollen industry, the Settlement expanded rapidly 

in the eighteenth century with the importation of slaves 

who soon constituted about three quarters of the popula- 

tion. The organization of slavery in Belize (used first 

to extract logwood and then, after about 1770, mahogany) 

differed in several respects from that found in Caribbean 

societies based upon the plantation production of sugar. 

The dominance of a merchant and mahogany-cutter elite, 

both before and immediately after emancipation, severely 

retarded the development of agriculture and almost com- 

pletely stopped the growth of an independent peasantry. 

The dependence of the Settlement's political economy upon 

the metropole, however, meant that, from about 1850, the 

decline of the mahogany trade and the assertion of Colonial 

Office control over the territory undermined the power of 

the hitherto dominant white settler oligarchy. 

The settler oligarchy, having completely controlled 

the Settlement in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries, was virtually eliminated after 1850, losing 
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control of the political and administrative apparatus to the 

Colonial Office and of its land to metropolitan companies. 

The establishment of Crown Colony rule confirmed these de- 

velopments in the colonial political economy and left the 

Maya, Carib, and Creole population in the control of the 

Colonial Office and the metropolitan companies. The prob- 

lems of development facing the emerging nation of Belize 

have their roots in this period when the structure of the 

colonial society was formed. 
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CHAPTER I 

Belize: A Brief Guide to an Emerging Nation 

Topography and Climate 

The emerging nation of Belize is situated on the eastern 

coast of Central America, bordering Mexico to the north and 

Guatemala to the west and south and facing the Caribbean Sea 

to the east. About 174 miles long and 70 miles broad at its 

widest point, Belize is a coastal strip containing about 8,866 

square miles of land, including 266 square miles of islands. 

The long coastline of Belize is mostly swampy, with thick 

mangroves, and punctuated by frequent rivers, the most signif- 

icant of which are the Belize, New, and Sibun Rivers and the 

Rio Hondo which forms the northern boundary. Beyond the low 

and swampy coastal belt, the land in the north, drained by 

these rivers and numerous creeks and lagoons, is chiefly flat 

and dry, while in the southwest the Maya Mountains rise to 

over three thousand feet. A major feature of the topography 

of Belize is the Barrier Reef, a succession of coral atolls 

and small islands called cayes, which, extending almost the 

entire length of the country, is the second largest reef in 

the world. 

The climate of Belize is tropical, temperatures on the 

coast ranging from an absolute minimum of 10 degrees Centi- 

grade (50 F. ) to a maximum of 35 degrees Centigrade (96 F. ), 

with a mean monthly average of 24 degrees Centigrade (75 F. ) 

in January and 27 degrees Centigrade (81 F. ) in July. In the 

interior the temperature sometimes reaches above 38 degrees 
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Centigrade (100 F. ), except for the mountains where the mean 

annual temperature is around 22 degrees Centigrade (72 F. ). 1 

Humidity in Belize City, averaging about 88 percent, is un- 

comfortably high. Rainfall shows considerable regional vari- 

ation, from an annual average of forty or fifty inches in the 

north and west to 160 inches in the south. Punta Gorda in the 

south may sometimes get as much rain in a month as Corozal in 

the north gets in an entire year. Most of the rain falls in 

the summer months from May to October, which is also the time 

when Belize is threatened by hurricanes. Hurricanes have 

been a frequent and violent feature of the climate of Belize, 

three major ones, in 1931,1955 and 1961, and many less de- 

structive, having damaged the coastal regions in this century. 

Aspects of the topography and climate of Belize have 

been very important in the country's social and economic 

history. The long swampy coastline, humid and infested with 

insects, was unattractive to European settlers. Though the 

maze of cayes and channels on the reef occasionally provided 

refuge for pirates and buccaneers, it was not until the de- 

velopment of the logwood trade and the discovery of large 

stands of logwood in Belize that the country's natural re- 

sources became significant to international markets. In the 

seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries the exploitation 

of logwood was the basis of a British Settlement which con- 

sisted of small, more or less temporary, camps confined to the 

northern coastal strip. It was only later in the eighteenth 

century that these settlers, spurred by a declining logwood 

'Belizean Independence Secretariat, Belize: New Nation 
in Central America (Belize City, 1972) 3 
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trade and a rising demand for mahogany, penetrated the forests 

of the interior in search of the giant trees. Even then, the 

expansion was not supported by any extensive rural settlement 

and the shifting mahogany works marked a 'hollow' frontier. 

The numerous rivers, creeks and lagoons of the northern area 

provided easy access for the logwood and mahogany cutters to 

their timber and the great seasonal variation in rainfall 

meant that the dry period used for cutting and 'trucking out' 

was followed by a rise in the rivers which enabled the cutters 

to transport their timber to the coast. In fact, the very 

facility with which the timber interests could use the natural 

waterways discouraged the development of any alternative means 

of communication. Not until the 1930s were any roads con- 

structed to link the country's major towns and even now large 

parts of the country remain remote from road transport or are 

serviced only by inferior fair-weather tracks. 

The intensive exploitation of Belize's rich forest re- 

sources was accompanied by the almost complete neglect of 

agriculture. In part, the absence of agricultural settlement 

may be explained by the dominance of the timber interests, but 

topographical and climatic factors were also influential. As 

the settlers confined themselves primarily to the coastal re- 

gions, the only soil suitable for agriculture which they en- 

countered was on occasional river banks. The richer alluvial 

loam soils were further upstream or in more inaccessible re- 

gions and it was not until the mid-nineteenth century that 

any serious agricultural development was attempted in the in- 

terior. Great variations in the rainfall also tended to dis- 

courage agriculture, crops suffering frequently from drought 

or flooding. Rainfall in Punta Gorda, for example, has varied 
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from 91 inches one year to 209 another; in one September some 

twelve inches might fall, but the following September there 

may be three times as much. Uncertainties concerning the cli- 

mate made agriculture unusually risky and the inaccessibility 

of suitable soils and the remoteness of markets made it un- 

profitable until quite recently. 

Growth of Population 

Though Belize is slightly larger than El Salvador and 

about twice the size of Jamaica, its population is considerably 

smaller than those of its neighbours. The great population 

density of Jamaica and El Salvador, with about two million and 

four million people respectively, is not a characteristic of 

Belize which, with about 125,000 people, has a population, 

density of only about fourteen persons per square mile. 

The demographic history of Belize over the past three 

hundred years may be conveniently divided into three distinct 

periods. First, from the initial British Settlement in the 

seventeenth century through to the middle of the nineteenth 

century, there was a small and fluctuating population, reach- 

ing about ten thousand by 1845. Second, as a result of the 

disruption of the Guerra de las Castas in Yucatan, thousands 

of Maya and mestizos sought refuge in Belize in the middle of 

the nineteenth century and many of them stayed. The popula- 

tion of Belize, having more than doubled as a result of this 

immigration, began a century of sustained growth and reached 

almost sixty thousand by the end of the Second World War. 

Third, the last thirty years have been characterized by an 

accelerated growth rate which has doubled the population. 

The population of Belize, like that of much of the Carib- 

bean, originated largely from immigration. At the time of 
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Table I: 1 

Total Population of Belize. 1790-1970 

Date Total Population 

1790 2,656 

1803 3,959 

1806 3,526 

1816 3,824 

1823 4,107 

1826 4,163 

1829 3,883 

1832 3,794 

1835 2,543 

1839 2,946 

1841 8,235 

1845 9,809 

1861 25,635 

1871 24,710 

1881 27,452 

1891 31,471 

1901 37,479 

1911 40,458 

1921 45,317 

1931 51,347 

1946 59,220 

1960 90,505 

1970 119,645 

(Sources: 1790, 'General Return of the Inhabitants in the 
Bay of Honduras... ' 22 Oct. 1790, CO 123/9; 1803, 'A Short 
Sketch of the present situation of the Settlement of Honduras 

.' by Supt. Barrow, 31 March 1803, CO 123/15; 1806, Br. Gen. 
Montresor to Gov. Coote, 22 Oct. 1806, CO 123/17; 1816-1839, 
Censuses, GRB; 1841, Narda Dobson, A History of Belize (London, 
1973) 338; 1845, E. G. Squier, The States of Central erica... 

, (New York, 1858) 588; 1861-1946, West Indian Census 1946 
Part E... (Belize, 1948) viii; 196-0 , West Indies ou ation 
Census, nsus of British Honduras... (Kingston n: 

ýjYol. 
' 1, 

, provisions census figures, unpublished) 
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the arrival of Europeans the area was inhabited by Maya, but 

the number of Maya decreased rapidly as a result of the con- 

quest and subsequent social dislocation, famine and epidemics. 

The British logwood cutters who settled in the late seven- 

teenth century started importing black slaves early in the 

eighteenth century and the blacks soon outnumbered the whites 

in the Settlement. Other blacks were brought to Belize as 

free men when they were disbanded from West India Regiments 

early in the nineteenth century and Africans from Spanish 

slave ships were brought to Belize at the time of emancipation 

in 1838. 

Another group who came to Belize early in the nineteenth 

century (but who, like the Maya, were not enumerated in the 

first censuses) were the Black Caribs. Mostly escaped slaves 

from the Windward Islands, they had mingled with Carib Indians, 

assimilating their culture, and, after an uprising in St. Vin- 

cent, they were deported to the island of Ruatan off the coast 

of Honduras in 1797. Spreading through the Golfo Dulce, they 

were first noticed in Belize in 18021 and the 1861 census re- 

ported a population of 1,825 Caribs. 

Between 1848 and 1858 thousands of refugees from the 

Guerra de las Castas in Yucatan made their way into the north 

of the British Settlement. In this largely Spanish-speaking 

group there were white descendants of the Spanish-Mexican 

colonists, Maya Indians, and mestizos, all seeking relief 

from the disturbances north of the Rio Hondo. By 1861 over 

half of the population resided in the Northern District and 

the Spanish-speaking town of Corozal rivalled the English- 

1Sir John Alder Burdon, Archives of British Honduras 
(London, 1935) Vol. II, 57,6 
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speaking town of Belize. The 1861 census also revealed that 

fifty-seven percent of the population was not born in Belize, 

eighty-five percent of these foreign-born persons having come 

from the neighbouring republics, chiefly Mexico. 1 While the 

number of Mexican-born residents declined after 1861, those 

from Honduras and Guatemala reached a peak about the turn of 

the century. Persons born in Africa and the British Caribbean 

each constituted about six percent of the foreign-born popula- 

tion in 1861, but while the former declined the latter in- 

creased, hundreds of Jamaicans, in particular, coming to 

Belize in the late nineteenth century. Some Chinese and 

Indian indentured labourers were also brought to Belize in 

the nineteenth century to provide labour in the expanding 

plantations but, with a decline of plantation agriculture, 

the demand for and the immigration of such labour ceased. 

In 1861 the population of Belize was composed chiefly of 

immigrants, but during the last century the proportion of the 

population that was foreign-born has declined steadily, until 

in 1960 only about eight percent were born abroad. 
2 During 

the twentieth century, in fact, there has been a net outward 

migration, the increase in the total population resulting 

chiefly from natural increase. Between 1891 and 1901, when 

the total population increased by 6,008 persons, there was a 

natural increase of only 2,289, so it is estimated that there 

was a net immigration of almost four thousand persons in that 

decade. Between 1901 and 1946, however, when the total popu- 

lation increased by 21,741, natural increase accounted for 

1Census 
of British Honduras, 9th April, 1946 (Belize, 

1948) xxix 
2Census 

of British Honduras, 1960 (Kingston, n. d. ) 
Vol. II, 65 



8 

28,815, showing that there was a net emigration in that period 

of over seven thousand persons. ' Since the Second World War 

both immigration and emigration have continued, the latter 

being chiefly to the United States and the former being chiefly 
from Guatemala, with the addition of about a thousand Mennon- 

ites from Mexico in 1958. 

After the great immigration into Belize in the nineteenth 

century, the twentieth century has witnessed a net emigration 

from the country. The fact that the population has neverthe- 

less tripled since the beginning of the century, and doubled 

since the Second World War, is due to natural increase, the 

birth rate remaining high and the death rate, particularly 

the infant mortality rate, declining. During the last three 

decades the average annual rate of population growth in Belize 

has been about three percent, more comparable to its Central 

American neighbours than to the Commonwealth Caribbean. 

One of the results of the declining infant mortality 

rate and the high birth rate-is a very young population, over 

half of the population being under twenty years of age. This 

fact, combined with a lengthened life expectancy and the emi- 

gration of many Belizeans in their potentially productive 

middle years, has led to a dramatic increase in the dependency 

ratio. If the persons aged less than fifteen years and those 

aged sixty-five years or more are classified as 'dependents' 

and the rest of the population as 'potential contributors, ' 

then the increase in the dependency ratio has been from 72.5 

'Statistics from the Census Reports and the Registrar 
General's Annual Blue Books, included in 0. Nigel Bolland, 
'The People of British Honduras: A Demographic History, ' 
(unpublished, 1970) 
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in 1946 to 95.3 in 1960.1 The working population of Belize 

is therefore experiencing a rapidly increasing burden of 
dependency. 

The racial/ethnic composition of the population is dif- 
ficult to ascertain with any accuracy. With the arrival of 

the Yucatecan refugees in the middle of the nineteenth cen- 

tury, the basic racial/ethnic dichotomy of the country was 

established, the two largest 'communities' being the mostly 

English-speaking, Protestant, black population located chiefly 

in the Belize District, and the mostly Spanish-speaking, 

Catholic, Maya and mestizo population who are chiefly in the 

north and west. Most of the immigration in the last century, 

with the exception of the Mennonites who are white and German- 

speaking, seem to have reinforced these two main communities. 

The 1946 census stated that 38.4 percent of the population was 

black, 65.4 percent of these being urban dwellers, while 17 

percent of the population were 'American Indian, ' 87.1 per- 

cent of whom were rural dwellers. Seven percent of the popu- 

lation was Carib, most of these living in and around Stann 

Creek Town, 3.9 percent was white and 2.3 percent East Indian. 

Of the remainder, 31.1 percent were classified as 'Mixed or 

coloured, ' a residual category consisting chiefly of Afro- 

European and Amerindian-European mixtures, and 0.3 percent 

were Arab and Chinese. 2 

Though Belize has a very low population density it has a 

high degree of urban concentration (in this respect it resem- 

bles Guyana rather than the islands of the Commonwealth 

'Ibid. 

21946 Census, op. cit. 
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Caribbean). Belize City has grown greatly over the last cen- 
tury, from a small town of 5,767 persons in 1881, containing 

about twenty-one percent of the country's population, to a 

city of 21,886 in 1946, when it accounted for thirty-seven 

percent of the population. 1 In 1970 the 39,257 people living 

in Belize City constituted thirty-three percent of the coun- 

try's population. 2 Other towns, while following a very indi- 

vidual pattern of development, have also grown rapidly since 

1881. Stann Creek Town has long been second only to Belize 

and now has a population of about seven thousand persons, 

closely followed by Orange Walk, Corozal, and San Ignacio. 

Benque Viejo and Punta Gorda, which were mere villages with 

five or six hundred people at the beginning of this century, 

are now substantial towns. Together these seven towns con- 

tained 64,639 persons, or fifty-four percent of the total 

population, in 1970.3 

Until the middle of the nineteenth century the British 

Settlement. at Belize resembled little more than a trading 

post attached to a massive timber reserve. Though the picture 

has changed considerably with the settlement of the interior 

and the development of towns and internal communications, 

Belize still suffers from a colonial heritage which focussed 

almost exclusive attention on a port and its connections with 

the metropolitan markets, to the detriment of the hinterland. 

Between 1967 and 1970 a new capital, Belmopan, was constructed 

'Great Britain, Colonial Office, Report of the British 
Guiana and British Honduras Settlement Commission. Cmd. 3 
(London, 1948) 223 

21970 
provisional census figures 

3Ibid. 
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Table 1: 2 

Population of Belize City 

and the Six Next Largest Towns, * 
inn, In,, 

Six Next % of Date Belize City Largest Towns Urban Total Belize Pop. 
1881 5,767 4,930 10,697 39.0 

1891 6,972 4,948 11,920 37.9 

1901 9,113 6,627 15,740 42.0 

1911 10,478 7,862 18,340 45.3 

1921 12,423 9,077 21,500 47.4 

1931 16,687 9,730 26,417 51.4 

1946 21,886 11,186 33,072 55.8 

1960 32,867 15,901 48,768 53.9 

1970 39,257 25,382 64,639 54.0 

*Stann Creek Town, Orange Walk Town, Corozal, San Ignacio, 
Punta Gorda, and Benque Viejo 

(Source: Censuses of 1946,1960, and 1970) 

in the middle of the country and, as the seat of government, 

it symbolizes an intention to develop the interior of the 

nation. Meanwhile, however, Belize City remains dominant as 

the country's commercial and urban centre. 

Economic Development 

For three centuries the economy of Belize was dominated 

by the export of timber, first logwood and then, since the 

1770s, mahogany. The mahogany trade, which reached its peak 

in the boom of railway-coach building in the 1840s, entered a 

more or less permanent depression in the middle of the nine- 

teenth century. Since then, two forms of agriculture, peasant 

and plantation production, have competed for control over the 
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country's land. Initial attempts to organize plantations, 

producing tropical crops such as sugar and bananas for export, 

were a failure and, with the depression in the world market 

in the 1930s, more Belizeans depended upon the small scale 

production of chiefly subsistence foodstuffs. 

After the Second World War the export of forest products, 

chiefly chicle and mahogany, continued to decline while planta- 

tion agriculture moved ahead. Citrus orchards were developed 

in Stann Creek District and Tate and Lyle invested in sugar 

production in the north. Since 1959 both sugar and citrus 

exports have exceeded those of forest products. In 1970 the 

sugar exported from Belize was worth 11.9 million Belizean 

dollars, or about thirty-nine percent of the total value of 

exports. Citrus products (fruit segments, juices and concen- 

trates) were worth 4 million and timber exports were valued 

at 1.8 million Belizean dollars. 1 The rapid expansion of 

sugar and citrus production was dependent upon the establish- 

ment of foreign-owned processing plants, local tax relief 

measures (such as the Development Incentives Ordinance of 

1960), and the protected and guaranteed markets offered by 

metropolitan powers (Great Britain, Canada, and the United 

States) for these commodities. These capital-intensive agri- 

cultural enterprises have expanded at the expense of the small 

scale peasant farmers. 

The competition between peasant and plantation is most 

evident in the area of control of land, the structure of land 

ownership in Belize exhibiting gross inequalities. As can be 

seen in Table 1: 3, in 1971 only three percent of the landowners 

'Belizean Independence Secretariat, op. cit., 37 
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Table 1: 3 

Distribution of Freehold Land 

by Size of Holdings, 1971 

Owners Acreage 
Size of Holdings in Acres No. % No. 

0-20 2,702 75 23,871 ) 
)1 

21-100 586 16 28,260 ) 

101-1,000 215 6 82,615 4 

1,001-10,000 75 2 228,746 10 

10,001-25,000 32 ) 459,724 19 

25,001-50,000 4) 139,894 6 
)1 

50,001-100,000 4) 293,567 12 

over 100,000 2)1,133,144 48 

Total 3,620 100 2,389,821 100 

(Source: Land Tax Rolls, Lands Department, Belmopan) 

held ninety-five percent of the freehold land while ninety-one 

percent of the landowners held a mere one percent. Moreover, 

all but one of the latifundistas owning estates of ten thousand 

acres or more were foreigners. In fact, foreigners owned 93.4 

percent of all private lands of over a hundred acres in 1971 

and over ninety percent of all freehold land in the country. 
' 

One company, the Belize Estate and Produce Co. Ltd., owned 

almost a million acres, or about forty-two percent of all the 

freehold land. On the other hand, a large proportion of the 

smallholdings or minifundia may be judged quite insufficient 

to provide an adequate livelihood for an average family and, 

at best, provide a supplement to low wages. 

10. Nigel Bolland and Assad Shoman, Land in Belize 
1765-1871: The Origins of Land Tenure, Use an istr1 ution in a epindent 'Economy (in press 
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Although about thirty-eight percent of Belize's land 

area is suitable for agriculture and there is a very attrac- 

tive cultivable-land/population ratio, very little of the 

land is actually cultivated. In 1888 almost fifty thousand 

acres were cultivated, 
1 

at a time when the population was 

about thirty thousand. The amount of land presently under 

cultivation is officially estimated at about 113,000 acres, 

or less than ten percent of the potential. 
2 During the last 

century, therefore, while the population has quadrupled, the 

amount of land under cultivation has approximately doubled. 

The monopolization of land ownership does not lead to the 

utilization of land but is, on the contrary, a factor in its 

underutilization. From the perspective of the latifundistas 

there is a shortage of labour to work on their plantations and 

one of their solutions to this problem is to monopolize the 

land in order to inhibit the development of an independent 

and self-sufficient peasantry. In other words, the Belize 

Estate and Produce Co. and other monopolistic landowners hold 

their vast estates, not in order to utilize the land, but, by 

denying its use to others, to keep the population dependent 

upon them, thereby securing a supply of wage labourers. 

Though oil has been sought, it has not yet been found, 

and Belize, unlike Jamaica or Guyana, has no bauxite resources 

to exploit. Tourism offers many possibilities (accompanied by 

its usual hazards) but it is still in the early stages of de- 

3 
velopment, 1970 earnings being estimated at U. S. $2.3 million. 

1Lindsay W. Bristowe and Philip B. Wright, The Handbook 
of British Honduras for 1888-89 (London, 1888) 8 

2Bolland and Shoman, op. cit. 
3Belizean Independence Secretariat, op. cit., 39 
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Manufacturing, chiefly light industries oriented toward import 

substitution for the domestic market (clothing, cigarettes, 

drinks, construction materials, furniture, fertilizers), rep- 

resents about fourteen percent of the GDP, the major industrial 

activity, building construction, accounting for about fifteen 

percent of the GDP. 1 One of the recent successes of the Be- 

lizean economy is in fishing (lobsters, conch, and scale fish) 

for both domestic consumption and export. Primarily organized 

on a cooperative basis, the fishing industry earned some two 

and a half million Belizean dollars in exports in 1970, thereby 

beating timber into fourth place. 
2 

Agriculture and fishing account for about sixteen percent 

of the GDP but contribute almost three quarters of domestic 

exports by value. The four principal export commodities, 

sugar, citrus, fish, and timber, together earned 20.2 million 

Belizean dollars, or about one third of the total export fig- 

ure, in 1970.3 The Belizean economy is now, as always, highly 

dependent upon international trade and exhibits a continually 

deteriorating trade gap: exports in 1970 were estimated at 

U. S. $20.84 million compared to imports valued at U. S. $34.74 

million. 
4 

In 1971 Belize joined the Caribbean Free Trade 

Association, a block comprising some twelve countries and 

five million people, but its major trading partners are likely 

to remain the United States, Great Britain, and Canada, which 

'Ibid., 37 

2Ibid., 37 
3Ibid., 37 

4lbid., 35 
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together accounted for 82.5 percent of exports and 74.1 

percent of imports in 1965.1 

Though the Belizean economy is no longer so completely 

dominated by the export of forest products, it remains ori- 

ented primarily toward the production of tropical crops for 

export to metropolitan markets, and is hence highly dependent 

on and susceptible to fluctuations in the state of inter- 

national trade. Moreover, the primary resource of the country, 

its land, remains in the control of large foreign companies 

which leave much of their land idle and make Belizeans into 

dependent wage labourers on the remainder. 

Since 1960, when the Executive Council first featured a 

majority of elected members, the Belizean Government has made 

a number of attempts to encourage agricultural development. 

In addition to the incentives it has offered to the export- 

oriented plantation system, it has encouraged the production 

of many items for domestic consumption, such as corn, rice, 

vegetables, beans, and beef, in an attempt to diversify pro- 

duction and reduce the traditional dependency upon imported 

food. However, the attempt to encourage agricultural develop- 

ment through the use of legislation and taxation must, so far, 

be considered a failure. 

The Rural Land Utilization Ordinance of 1966 was intended 

to induce the owners of large undeveloped estates. to develop 

their land, pay a tax, or surrender the land in lieu of taxes. 

The big landowners, who have always opposed land taxes, lob- 

bied for support while refusing to pay the rural land utili- 

zation tax on their undeveloped estates in 1967 and 1968. By 

'Latin America and the Caribbean: A Handbook, ed. 
1968) 173 Claudio Veliz (London, 
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1969 the Belize Estate and Produce Co. succeeded in obtaining 

exemptions for about ninety-five percent of its lands, a total 

of 1.23 million acres being exempted from the tax. The exemp- 

tions effectively subverted the purposes of the law, which was 

intended to have been 'an act of economic emancipation marking 

a watershed in our history. '1 In 1971 only $128 were collected 

from this virtually defunct tax and the combined land taxes 

contributed only 2.4 percent of the total current national 

revenue. 2 

The low contribution from the big landowners to the na- 

tional revenue results from the power they exercise in Belize's 

latifundia type of political economy. It is particularly sig- 

nificant that the Government's major attempt to promote a 

programme of land reform through a progressive tax on idle 

land has been frustrated and subverted by these big landowners 

who have failed either to develop their land or to make a con- 

tribution to the national revenue commensurate with their 

wealth. Their vast estates remain largely idle, agricultural 

development remains stagnated, and the people of Belize remain 

poor dependents. A recent study of Land in Belize concluded: 

While the Government, on the eve of 
political independence, is attempting to 
break the vicious circle of underdevelop- 
ment, which can be achieved only with a 
breakthrough in agricultural development, 
the absentee landlords constitute perhaps 
toi est single obstacle to the economic 
emancipation of Belize. -, 

1A. A. Hunter, Rural Land Utilization Tax... A Beneficial 
Just and Equitable Piece of Legislation (Belize, n. . 

2Bolland and Shoman, op. cit. 

3lbid. 
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Political Development 

The political development of Belize has always been char- 

acterized by a combination of both internal and external fac- 

tors. Not only has Belize been a colonial dependency, but it 

has also been profoundly affected in its political and con- 

stitutional development by international relations, particu- 

larly those between Great Britain and Spain. For the first 

century of Settlement the British were continually harassed 

by the Spaniards from neighbouring provinces and it was not 

until 1763 that an Anglo-Spanish treaty gave the British Set- 

tlement some recognized status. The Treaty permitted the 

'Occupation of Cutting, Loading, and Carrying away Logwood'1 

but asserted Spanish sovereignty over the area. The assertion 

of Spanish sovereignty was repeated in subsequent treaties of 

1783 and 1786, thereby inhibiting the development of a colo- 

nial constitution. 

During the eighteenth century and the first half of the 

nineteenth century the British settlers managed their own 

affairs with a Public Meeting and an elected magistracy which 

exercised both judicial and executive functions. The first 

Superintendent appointed by the British Government arrived in 

1786 but his powers were inadequately defined, the ambiguity 

of the location of executive authority giving rise to frequent 

conflict in the Settlement. In the 1820s and 1830s the grow- 

ing 'free coloured' population pressed the white settler oli- 

garchy for an extension of civil rights at the same time that 

Britain, no longer so inhibited by Spain which had ceased to 

be a mainland power, began to press for greater colonial 

1'The Definitive Treaty of Peace, ' 1763, CO 123/1 
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control over the territory. The British Parliament estab- 
lished a Supreme Court in Belize in 1819 and in 1831 the 

Colonial Office successfully pressured the Public Meeting to 

grant 'all His Majesty's Coloured Subjects of Free Condition... 

the same Rights and Privileges with British subjects born of 

White Parents. '1 In 1832 the settler oligarchy lost control 

over the magistracy, which was subsequently appointed by the 

Superintendent, and it was soon made clear that the Act abol- 

ishing slavery was to be applied in Belize as though it was a 

colony. In 1840 the laws of England were proclaimed to be in 

force in the Settlement and an Executive Council was appointed 

to assist the Superintendent. 2 With the international situa- 

tion becoming more favourable, it became possible for the 

British Government to establish a more unambiguous constitu- 

tion and in 1854 the Public Meeting, clearly feeling threatened 

by a rising tide of democratization, disbanded itself. 

The first real constitution of Belize was applied in 1854, 

the chief feature of which was a Legislative Assembly consist- 

ing of eighteen elected and three appointed members. 3 The 

life-span of this Assembly was only seventeen years, however, 

as a number of other factors produced a further constitutional 

change. During the 1850s the Belizean economy entered a pro- 

found and more or less permanent depression, one of the effects 

of which was the centralization and consolidation of economic 

enterprises with a more pronounced element of metropolitan 

1Burdon, 
op. cit., II, 330 

2lbid., 410-11 
3Belizean Independence Secretariat, op. cit., 19, shows 

a facsimile of the opening sections of the 1853 'Act to amend 
the system of Government of British Honduras' 
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ownership. These economic changes undermined the settler 

elite of Belize which, when threatened by the Maya in the 

1860s, proved unable to raise revenue to meet the military 

expenses. Belize, which had only been declared a Colony in 

1862, became a Crown Colony in 1871. 

British colonial policy being inclined to develop more 

direct control over its territories, the threat of the Maya 

became the occasion for the confirmation of this control and 

the political dispossession of a settler elite which had al- 

ready lost most of its economic power. Under the Crown Colony 

system, Belize was administered by the Governor-in-Council, 

the Council being an entirely nominated body. The past cen- 

tury of Belizean history can be seen as a succession of 

attempts by the colonized to erode this imperial control and 

to regain progressive degrees of political independence. 

In 1890 an attempt to introduce elected members on the 

Council was denied on the grounds that only about four hun- 

dred of the Colony's thirty thousand inhabitants were white. ' 

In 1932 a further rebuff was delivered to the political aspi- 

rations of the Belizean people. Exploiting the chronic eco- 

nomic dislocation produced by the world depression and the 

1931 hurricane, the British Government made it a condition of 

providing grants and loans that the Governor be granted re- 

serve powers, and the Constitution was duly amended. 2 Pressure 

for a return of the elective principle persisted, however, and 

in 1936 a new Constitution, allowing for five of the thirteen 

1The Handbook of British Honduras, ed. M. S. Metzgen 
and H. Cain on on, 67-8 

2'British Honduras Constitution (Amendment) Ordinance, 
1932,1 Ordinance No. 17 of 1932 
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members of the Legislative Council to be elected, was in- 

augurated, though the Governor's reserve powers remained. ' 

The constitutional history of Belize from 1936 to the 

present may be divided into four periods. During the first 

period, from 1936 to 1954, the elected members of the Legisla- 

tive Council were not only in a minority but were also elected 

by a tiny minority of the population, the franchise being re- 

stricted by property qualifications. In 1936, for example, 

there were 1,035 registered voters and in 1945 there were only 

822 registered voters in a total population of about sixty 

thousand. 
2 

But during the 1930s and 1940s, in Belize as else- 

where in the West Indies, a mass movement which demanded civil 

rights, trade union representation, and popular political par- 

ticipation was developing. The Belize City Council, elections 

to which were subject to a more liberal franchise than the 

Legislative Council, became the location of this discontent. 

Socio-economic conditions had deteriorated during the 1930s, 

there was widespread poverty and unemployment, and no economic 

development appeared forthcoming. 

The spark which set off the smouldering discontent was 

provided in 1949 by the devaluation of the dollar. On the 

night the devaluation was announced, after weeks of denials 

that there would be any devaluation, a People's Committee was 

formed. During 1950 this Committee grew into the first coher- 

ent anti-colonial political party in Belize, the People's 

United Party. George Price, who was one of the leaders of the 

"An Ordinance to provide for the Constitution and 
Legislative Council of the Colony, ' Ordinance No. 13 of 1935 

2T. D. Vickers, The Legislature of British Honduras 
(Belize, 1953) 26 
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People's Committee, became the leader of the party in 1956, 

subsequently becoming First Minister in 1961, and he has been 

the Premier of Belize since 1964. 

One of the chief demands of the People's United Party' 

was for universal adult suffrage and, with popular support, 

this goal was achieved in 1954. The 1954 Constitution2 

ushered in the second period of the contemporary constitu- 
tional history of Belize. The Legislative Assembly consisted 

of nine members elected by universal adult suffrage, three 

official members, and three nominated unofficial members. 
Though the legislature for the first time contained a majority 

of members who had been elected by the majority of the people, 

the Executive Council consisted of the Governor and the three 

official members of the Assembly, two of the nominated and un- 

official members, and only four of the elected members, the 

latter, therefore, being in a minority. Moreover, as the 

Governor retained his reserve powers, it was apparent that 

the struggle for self-government, though enhanced by the 

achievement of 1954, was not yet won. 

The third period, from 1960 to 1963, continued the advance 

towards self-government. In 1960 a further constitutional 

amendment3 expanded the Legislative Assembly from fifteen to 

twenty-five members, eighteen of whom were elected, and even 

the Executive Council featured a majority of elected members. 

1For an account of the early years of the P. U. P. see 
A. Shoman, 'The Birth of the Nationalist Movement in Belize, 
1950-1954, ' Journal of Belizean Affairs, No. 2 (Dec. 1973) 
3-40 

2'The British Honduras Constitution Ordinance, 1954, ' 
Ordinance No. 13 of 1954 

3iThe British Honduras Constitution (Amendment) Ordi- 
nance, 1960, ' Ordinance No. 12 of 1960 
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The Governor remained on the Council as chairman, but without 

a vote. 

The fourth and present period was inaugurated in 1964, 

the Constitution providing a bi-cameral legislature, the 

National Assembly, consisting of a House of eighteen elected 

Representatives and a Senate of eight nominated members. 

After a general election the Governor appoints as Premier the 

member of the House of Representatives who is best able to 

command majority support. The Premier, in turn, appoints his 

Cabinet, the chief policy-making body, which is collectively 

responsible to the National Assembly. Since 1964, therefore, 

under the leadership of George Price, Belize has had full in- 

ternal self-government, with only foreign affairs, defence, 

internal security, and the terms and conditions of appointment 

of the Civil Service, remaining in control of a Governor ap- 

pointed by the British Government. The People's United Party 

has dominated the political process in Belize, no lasting co- 

herent opposition having emerged. In 1965 the P. U. P. won six- 

teen seats in the House of Representatives and in 1969 it won 

seventeen seats to one for the opposition. Most recently, in 

October 1974, the P. U. P. lost some seats but retained control 

with twelve out of the eighteen Representatives. 

The historical political development of Belize may be 

considered as consisting of three broad stages. In the first 

of these, lasting until the middle of the nineteenth century, 

the white settler oligarchy was dominant. Challenged by both 

the disenfranchised masses and the British Colonial Office, 

this settler elite relinquished much of its political and ad- 

ministrative control to the latter. By 1854 the British Gov- 

ernment was willing to assert unequivocally its control of the 
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Settlement, which it termed a Colony in 1862. During this time 

the settler elite's economic basis was undermined by economic 

depression, with the result that the Colonial Office was able 

to gain complete control over the political-administrative ap- 

paratus of the Colony. The second stage, then, beginning in 

the middle of the nineteenth century, was one in which the 

British Government, through the Colonial Office, exercised 

control over Belize. The third stage may be said to have be- 

gun in the 1930s and 1940s, leaping into prominence in 1950 

with the founding of the People's United Party and the organi- 

zation of a coherent movement towards self-government and in- 

dependence. This stage, characterized by a struggle between 

the colonized masses and the forces of the metropolis, has not 

yet been resolved. 

In part, the fact that Belize is not yet an independent 

nation may be explained by the threat of re-colonization by 

Guatemala. I The dispute between Britain and Guatemala over 

the territory of Belize settles upon differing interpretations 

of the significance of the eighteenth century Anglo-Spanish 

treaties. In the two centuries since those treaties, however, 

a nation has been emerging which, though still reliant upon 

British defence, seeks self-determination. The other major 

problem facing Belize which inhibits its achievement of inde- 

pendence is economic in nature. The economic history of Belize 

has been aptly described as 'a classic of colonial exploitation, 

of taking away and not giving back... Of all the wealth taken 

from the country practically nothing was put back in the way 

1See C. P. Cacho, 'British Honduras: A Case of Deviation 
in Commonwealth Caribbean Decolonization, ' New World Quarterly, 
Vol. III, No. 3 (1967) 33-44 
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of permanent improvements and capital development. '1 The hand- 

ful of British grants and loans which have appeared in the last 

three decades have made a belated contribution to the develop- 

ment of an adequate economic infrastructure, but the Belizean 

Government, which has assumed a degree of control over its own 

affairs for only a few years, has an enormous task to overcome 

centuries of exploitation and stagnation. Moreover, there re- 

main major structural problems to be overcome, as was mentioned 
in the previous section. It is arguable that when a country 

has over ninety percent of its freehold land owned by foreign 

companies it needs more than a constitutional change in order 

to achieve a meaningful independence. 

In 1961 Ian Macleod, then British Secretary of State for 

the Colonies, stated that Belize could become constitutionally 

independent whenever it desired. 2 However, even if Belize 

could become constitutionally independent from Great Britain 

without being promptly re-colonized by Guatemala, such an in- 

dependence would not be sufficient to negate the socio-economic 

effects of centuries of colonial dependency. 

The Purpose of the Study 

It is apparent from even a cursory examination of the 

problems of development facing the emerging nation of Belize 

that these problems have their roots in a history of under- 

development. The history of the entire Caribbean area is a 

history of extended colonial domination and exploitation. 

These colonial territories took the form of vast agrarian 

1N. S. Carey Jones, The Pattern of a Dependent Econom : 
The National Income of British on uras (Cambridge, 8 

2Belizean Independence Secretariat, op. cit., 59 
Univ+erdtýr 
Libraryp 
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factories, producing raw materials, such as sugar, cotton, 

coffee, tobacco, and timber, for export to the metropolitan 

markets. They were also dependent upon the metropolises for 

the importing of all processed and manufactured goods, and 

frequently for most foodstuffs, in metropolitan-controlled 

transportation. The metropolis-satellite relationship was 

epitomized in the plantations which were developed solely to 

produce commodities for export to the European markets. As 

Sydney Mintz has expressed it: 'The establishment of the 

plantation system meant a rooted overseas capitalism based on 

conquest, slavery and coercion, investment and entrepreneur- 

ship... the growth of slave-based economies in the New World 

was an integral part of the rise of European commerce and 

industry. rl 

These Caribbean colonial territories were typically 

stratified into two hostile camps, perpetually confronting 

each other: the dominant elite, chiefly white, which owned 

or managed the vast estates and controlled the import-export 

trade, and a dominated, dispossessed mass, initially composed 

chiefly of African slaves, whose free descendents constituted 

one of the first great agrarian proletariats. 

The Caribbean area's long history of colonial domination 

and dependence upon the metropolises has been a factor which 

has deeply affected its social, economic, political, cultural, 

and even psychological existence. A long history of colonial 

domination, dependence upon the metropolis, plantation econ- 

omies, and slavery have been the major characteristics of the 

1Sidney W. Mintz, 'Foreword' to Afro-American Anthro- 
olo : Contemporary Pers ectives, ed. Norman itten, Jr. 

and John Szwed (New York, 6 
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Caribbean area. These aspects, and the Black Diaspora which 

was their consequence, provide those common features which 

enable us to consider the Caribbean as a socio-cultural area. 
' 

However, although parallel historical factors have produced 

similarities in Caribbean societies, the colonial experience 

of these societies include many variations and the result is 

a highly heterogeneous area. 

The associated problems of dependence, decolonization and 

development are too frequently discussed in terms of generali- 

zations which amount to little more than platitudes. While 

the development of generalizations is clearly important, they 

should not be allowed to obscure significant differences which 

exist in the socio-historical experience of particular socie- 

ties. Moreover, the general problems exist only in particular 

situations, and it is only through the detailed study of socio- 

historical particularities that such generalizations may be 

founded, examined and evaluated. It is to such a study of one 

part of the Caribbean area that this work is oriented. 

Previous studies of Belize have not been focussed on the 

same subject as the present one. First, there are some studies 

which are popular and unacademic in nature, lacking accuracy 

and scholarly qualities. 
2 Other studies consist of more schol- 

arly but very general historical surveys which examine, in a 

necessarily superficial manner, all aspects of Belizean history 

1See Sidney W. Mintz, 'The Caribbean as a Socio-Cultural 
Area, ' Journal of World History, Vol. 9, No. 4 (1966) 912-37 

2Stephen L. Caiger, British Honduras, Past and Present 
(London, 1951) and Algar Robert Gregg, British Honduras 
(London, 1968) 
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from the ancient Maya to the present. 1 Thirdly, there are 

those studies which have examined particular historical peri- 

ods, such as the late nineteenth century, or topics, such as 

diplomatic history, in a more specialized and detailed manner, 
but scarcely overlapping the subject of the present study. 2 

Finally, there are those scholarly examinations of socio- 

economic aspects of Belize which have a more narrow anthro- 

pological or economic focus and an emphasis on the recent 

past. 3 

The purpose of the present study, which distinguishes it 

from previous studies, is to provide a detailed examination 

of the socio-economic development of Belize in that formative 

period from its settlement to the establishment of Crown 

Colony rule in 1871. In so doing a number of topics are ex- 

amined which are of interest from the point of view of compari- 

sons with other Caribbean societies. For example, throughout 

the Caribbean the historical experience of slavery has been 

closely associated with the plantation production of sugar 

(and, elsewhere in the New World, with other plantation crops 

such as cotton). In Belize, however, the organization of 

slavery was oriented toward the extraction of timber, first 

1D. A. G. Waddell, British Honduras: A Historical and 
Contemporary Survey (London, and Narda Dobson, istory 
of Belize (London, 1973) 

2Wayne M. Clegern, British Honduras: Colonial Dead End, 
1859-1900 (Baton Rouge, and Humphreys, The 

Diplomatic History of British Honduras, 1638-1901 (don, 

3Jones, 
op. cit.; A. C. S. Wright et al., Land in British 

Honduras: A Report of the British Honduras Land se urve 
Team (London, Grant D. Jones, The Politics of ri- 
cultural Development in Northern British Honduras (Winston- 
Salem, Norman s cra t, Colonialism an nderdevelo ment: 
Processes of Political Economic ange in British Honduras 

ew rorx, 
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logwood and then mahogany. A question therefore arises con- 
cerning the differences in the organization, conditions and 
treatment of slaves resulting from their different economic 
function. 

Primarily, however, this study seeks to examine some of 
the relations between the political economy and the social 

structure of Belize. The political economy of a dependent 

colonial society changes in response to the demands of the 

dominant metropolitan political economy. A change in demands 

in the metropolitan markets or a change in Colonial Office 

policy resulting from fresh considerations of international 

relations are capable of producing dramatic changes in the 

political economy of the colony. In turn, these changes in 

the colonial political economy affect the relations of the 

various social formations and change the colony's social 

structure. For example, when 'An Act for the Abolition of 

Slavery throughout the British Colonies' was passed by the 

British Parliament in 1833, it resulted in changed social re- 

lations within Belizean society. Emancipation occurred, not 

through the dialectical development of Belizean society, which 

is not an autonomous social reality, but as a result of an 

Imperial Act. 

The political economy of a colonial society is not an 

autonomous reality but is subject to the fluctuating demands 

and interests of the metropolis. This is not to say, however, 

as some simplistic conceptions of imperialism imply, that the 

colonial settlers are the mere instruments of metropolitan 

interests. On the contrary, the interests of the settlers are 
frequently antagonistic to those of their 'mother country', 

such contradictions often being resolved only after prolonged 
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political and economic, and sometimes even military, struggle. 

There are therefore three major forces or moments to be con- 

sidered in an examination of the ways in which colonial po- 

litical economies evolve and operate in relation to colonial 

social structures: the forces of the metropolis, the colonial 

settlers, and the colonized people. One of the major goals of 

this study is to examine the interaction of these forces be- 

cause the evaluation of their outcome is crucial for reaching 

an understanding of the contemporary problems of decoloniza- 

tion and development which face Belize. A clear comprehension 

of the socio-historical particularities of Belize's colonial 

experience is required in order to be able to attain true 

decolonization and development. 

After a brief examination of early Maya settlements and 

European incursions upon the Maya, Chapter III studies the 

nature of the British Settlement which was established in the 

Bay of Honduras during the late seventeenth and eighteenth 

centuries. Chapters IV and V examine the nature of slavery 

in Belize, both as an institution and as a pattern of social 

relations between the masters and the slaves. Chapters VI and 

VII evaluate the situation of the freedmen during slavery, the 

culture of the Afro-Belizeans, and the nature of the labourers' 

experience during the 'apprenticeship' period. Particular 

attention is paid to the reasons for the lack of development 

of a peasantry after emancipation in 1838. Chapters VIII and 

IX examine various aspects of post-emancipation society, par- 

ticularly the changing composition and growth of the popula- 

tion resulting from immigration, the attempts to develop 

agriculture, and the conditions of labour in the Colony. 
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Finally, Chapters X and XI focus on the question of the 

relation between changes in the colonial political economy 

and the developing social structure of Belize, particular 

attention being paid to the rise and fall of the settler 

oligarchy prior to the establishment of the Crown Colony 

in 1871. 



CHAPTER II 

Early European Incursions Upon the Maya 

The Origins of the Maya 

Within the area now called Belize, the earliest 

inhabitants about whom anything is known were the Maya. 

Their ancestors crossed what are now the Bering Straits 

somewhat over 25,000 years ago and, following the game that 

was their source of food, they had spread to the southern tip 

of the Americas within about twenty thousand years. Archae- 

ological research has established the presence of men in 

Mesoamerica during the Late Pleistocene period. 

Around 7,500 B. C. the food supply of the big-game hunt- 

ers began to diminish and environmental conditions favoured 

the survival of seed gatherers and small-game hunters. The 

next stage was a transition from seed-gathering to seed- 

planting, the first primitive farmers appearing around 1,500 

B. C. Certainly by 1,400 B. C. cultivation had become a major 

aspect of human existence in Mesoamerica, based upon the di- 

etary trinity of maize, squash, and beans. Tools used in- 

cluded the wooden digging stick, its point hardened in fire, 

and the stone axe and fire used for clearing ground. Simple 

pottery was made and houses were constructed of sticks, wat- 

tle daubed with mud, and probably a thatch of reeds or straw. 

Many of these features of early sedentary life in Mesoamerica 

remain in use to this day, including the grinding of maize, 

and the baking of maize-meal cakes, or tortillas, on a cir- 

cular griddle. 

32 
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The major mode of cultivation utilized by these primi- 

tive farmers was swidden, or slash-and-burn, agriculture, 

similar to that still practiced in many areas of Mesoamerica 

today. While a large amount of land is generally required to 

maintain productivity in this type of agriculture, a modifi- 

cation of it, known as the two-field system, enables the 

cultivator to maintain a more or less permanent residence and 

kitchen garden, possibly on a fertile valley floor, while ex- 

ploiting the more extensive hillsides with the swidden system. 

As clusters of houses were established in the more fertile 

spots, villages and communities could take shape. Religious 

ideas also developed, involving some projection of the female 

generative principle into the realm of the sacred and a com- 

plex of customs concerning the growing of maize and its 

preparation as food. 

Until around 900 B. C. the population of Mesoamerica 

appears to have lived either in isolated homesteads or in 

autonomous communities comprised of individual households. 

It has been argued that 'The community was the autonomous 

unit of social life.... in Middle America it was never oblit- 

erated. The simple inventory of farm tools and kitchen equip- 

ment, the tasks of farming, the religious concepts geared to 

the cycle of planting and harvesting, the style of life cen- 

tered upon the community of one's birth - these have remained 

basic and stable until today. '1 In the first millenium B. C., 

however, surpluses increased and became more dependable, pro- 

duction of the caloric minimum required for subsistence and 

of the yield required for replacement became more assured, 

lEric R. Wolf, Sons of the Shaking Earth (Chicago, 

1959) 67-8 
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possibly as a result of a greater number and range of plants 

being exploited. At any rate, it became possible for some 

men to utilize the surplus for ends other than subsistence. 

The existence of religion unquestionably pre-dates the 

emergence of the religious specialist and the subsequent dis- 

tinction between the priestly type and the layman, and of 

hierarchical distinctions among the priests themselves. 

Around 900 B. C. there emerged a division of labour in Meso- 

america, the earth-bound peasants building the ceremonial 

platforms which were the stages upon which the new religious 

specialists propounded their ideologies and enacted their 

roles. The development of this division of labour led, 

variously in different parts of Mesoamerica, to distinctive 

art and architectural styles, advanced methods of astronomy 

and systems of calendrics, and of politico-military special- 

ists. The old egalitarian, primitive farming communities 

became subordinated to centres of power and control as a new 

type of society, the emergent states, developed in Mesoamerica. 

One of these, occupying an area comprising modern Chiapas, 

Yucatan, Quintana Roo, Guatemala, north-western Honduras, and 

Belize, has become known as 'Maya Civilization. ' 

Ancient Maya Settlements in the Belize River Valley 

Maya Civilization, based upon the cultivation of maize, 

produced great achievements in the arts and sciences. Their 

mathematics, astronomy, and calendrics were remarkable and, 

like their visual arts, were developed primarily in connec- 

tion with their complex religion. The Maya 'cities', too, 

were not so much urban concentrations of population as elabo- 

rate religious ceremonial centres, the magnificent sculpture 

and architecture of which remain to be seen, and also to be 
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discovered, throughout the area. A number of major sites of 

these ceremonial centres exist in the Belize area, such as 
Lubaantün in Toledo District, Caracol and Xunantunich in Cayo 

District, and Altun Ha in Belize District. 

In the Barton Ramie area of the Belize River valley exca- 
vations have revealed the presence of settlers in the Pre- 

classic Period of Mesoamerican culture history. 1 Although it 

is uncertain whether these pioneers subscribed to the reli- 

gious ideas then developing through a larger area, including 

Tabasco and the Guatemalan highlands, they probably spoke a 

Maya language and participated in the ancient Mesoamerican 

cultural traditions concerning the cultivation and prepara- 

tion of maize. 

A century or two before Christ the population of the 

Barton Ramie area doubled, from about 750 to 1,500 people, 

probably as a result of an influx of people into the Belize 

River valley. These immigrants invigorated the conservative 

farmers of the valley, introducing new pottery styles and 

transforming what had been a series of small hamlets dotted 

along the river banks into a strip settlement with some un- 

occupied spaces between. At this stage of their development, 

which was probably not atypical of general developments 

throughout Mesoamerica, these hamlets would have been quite 

egalitarian, autonomous communities of primitive farmers and 

their households. 

In the Early Classic Period which followed, the Belize 

River valley and its settlements became closely linked to 

1Gordon R. Willey et al., Prehistoric Ma 4a Settlements 
in the Belize River Val e-Papers of the Peabody Museum o 
Archaeology and Ethnology No. 54 (Cambridge, 1965) 
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other Maya areas, particularly the Peten. The river itself 

was almost certainly a trade route, linking the important 

Maya centres of the Peten with commercial centres, such as 

Altun Ha, near the east coast. While the valley of Mexico 

was blessed with saline lakes, the Maya of the Pet4n needed 

to acquire salt from the coast, so this essential dietary 

ingredient, along with other marine materials, would be sup- 

plied by coastal Maya to the inland settlements. The Maya of 

the Belize River valley built their own ceremonial centres, 

the major one of which is Xunantunich near Benque Viejo del 

Carmen, and certainly had close religious connections with 

the great ceremonial centres of Tikal and Uaxactun. Whether 

they had close political as well as commercial and religious 

connections with the Peten area seems likely but has not been 

confirmed. 

About the middle of the sixth century there was a brief 

hiatus of ceremonial activity in the Pet6n and in that period 

the people of the Belize River valley, still increasing in 

numbers, exhibited great activity in building house-mound 

platforms and complexes of houses around little plazas. In 

addition, they erected and enlarged minor ceremonial centres, 

and manufactured huge quantities of pottery in locally- 

developed styles. By this time the population had grown 

until the river valley was one continuous strip settlement. 

Willey et al. estimated that in the strip including Baking 

Pot, Spanish Lookout, and Barton Ramie there was a population 

of about six thousand at this period, supporting one major 

ceremonial centre at Baking Pot and at least three minor ones. 

At the peak of inhabitation there were probably almost 25,000 

people living in the Belize River valley to the south-west of 
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Cocos Bank, or about one fifth of the entire population of 

present-day Belize. 

Before the end of the Late Classic period, however, the 

Maya of the upper Belize River valley experienced some diffi- 

culties, exhibited first at Xunantunich and later at Barton 

Ramie, where the ceremonial centre was not enlarged and may 

not even have been so widely used as before. 'The general 

effect, ' according to Willey et al., 'is... what we might 

expect of a society that had lost its political and religious 

direction. '1 

The beginning of the decline of Maya Civilization has 

been dated at 790 A. D. and by the middle of the tenth century 

the ceremonial centres were abandoned. The cause of this 

decline in the southern lowlands has not yet been definitively 

identified, but it seems that a number of problems internal 

to Maya society were exacerbated by external factors which 

hastened a collapse. A recent summary of the problem states: 

'Classic Maya exposure to, contacts with, and pressures from 

non-Classic Maya groups at its western frontier set in motion 

a series of events that resulted in the collapse and eventual 

extinction of the old Maya way of life. '2 Demographic factors 

were both a cause and an effect of this collapse, a decline 

in the population leading to a critical inability of the Maya 

to sustain themselves and to compete with other groups in the 

changing Mesoamerican context. The collapse then accelerated 

the demographic decline: 'there was a truly massive population 

'Ibid., 570 
2Gordon R. Willey and Demitri B. Shimkin, 'The Collapse 

of Classic Maya Civilization in the Southern Lowlands: a Sym- 
posium Summary Statement, ' Southwestern Journal of Anthro- 
pology, Vol. 27, No. 1 (1971) 12 
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loss in the Maya southern lowlands... not long after the close 

of the Classic Period... [which] was not followed by a sub- 

stantial recovery. 
" 

The Maya settlements in the upper Belize River valley, 

linked as they were with the major centres in the Pet4n, 

followed a similar pattern of decline and collapse. Though 

it is not known for how long the Maya continued to occupy the 

area, Barton Ramie was inhabited after the abandonment of the 

ceremonial centres and there may have been continual or inter- 

mittent occupation of villages in the Belize River valley 

until the arrival of Europeans in that area early in the 

seventeenth century. 

Spanish Expeditions and Their Effects Upon the Maya 

On his fourth voyage to the west in 1502 Christopher 

Columbus entered the south-east of the Gulf of Honduras but 

then turned to the south towards Panama. A few years later 

Pinion and Solis sailed west along the coast of what is now 

Honduras, turned north in the Golfo Dulce and passed the 

coast of Belize. In 1511 some Spanish sailors were ship- 

wrecked on the Yucatän coast, but it was not until Francisco 

Hernandez de Cordoba's voyage to Yucatan in 1517 that the 

major expeditions occurred, leading eventually to the Euro- 

pean conquest and colonization of Mesoamerica. 

The expedition of 1519, led by CortSz, resulted in the 

conquest of the Aztec empire in Mexico. From that base, expe- 

ditions were sent to conquer Guatemala and Honduras. When 

Cristobal de Olid revolted in Honduras, Cort6z himself under- 

took an astonishing march from Mexico, through the unexplored 

1Ibid., 15 
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interior of Central America to the Golfo Dulce. In the course 

of this march Cort4z visited Tayasal, the capital of the inde- 

pendent Itzä, now covered by the Guatemalan town of Flores in 

the PetG, in 1525. He also passed through the south-west 

corner of Toledo District in the south of Belize, at which 

time that area was populated by scattered settlements of Mopan 

and Chol Maya. 

Thompson has characterized the Chol Maya as being worship- 

pers of mountain and river deities, and as lacking towns or 

'a regular whole-time priesthood. '1 The Chol Maya were devas- 

tated by Spanish incursions, beginning in 1603, when Fathers 

Esguerra and Cipriano persuaded them to become Christian. 

Thirty years later, however, they revolted, burnt all the 

churches, and abandoned the towns into which they had been 

herded. 'For thirty-eight years the Chols retained their in- 

dependence'2 until a series of missions between 1671 and 1677 

led to their re-pacification. But 'in 1678 the Chols, irked 

by town life and the restrictions of Christianity, once more 

fled into the forests, '3 burning the church of San Lucas 

Tzalac, which may have been near the Gracias ä Dios Falls on 

the River Sarstoon. In 1685 Father Cano and other priests re- 

built the church and again tried to control the Chols. That 

time the 'pacification' lasted only four years, the Chols once 

more burning the church in their revolt. At that point the 

1J. Eric S. Thompson, 'Sixteenth and Seventeenth Century 
Reports on the Chol Mayas, ' American Anthropologist, Vol. 40, 
No. 4 (1938) 603 

2Ibid. 
, 592 

3Ibid., S93 



40 

Spaniards changed their tactics. In 1689,1690, and subse- 

quent years they sent punitive expeditions to round up the 

Chols and transport them to the Guatemalan highlands, leaving 

the Manche area, which may once have contained as many as ten 

thousand people, a virtually uninhabited forest. The Chols 

were eventually absorbed by the expanding Kekchi Maya, some 

of whom returned to the area in the late nineteenth century 

and settled around San Antonio in the Toledo District. The 

south of Belize, which had been inhabited by Maya in the 

seventeenth century (a Dominican priest, Father Delgado, en- 

countered many small Maya settlements when he crossed the area 

in 16771) was thus depopulated by Spanish action and remained 

practically deserted for a century, until the arrival of 

the Caribs. 

In the north, the Spaniards had undertaken the conquest 

of the Yucat6n peninsula in 1527. The following year the 

first Governor of Yucatan, Francisco de Montejo, sailed south 

down the coast of Belize and in 1531 he sent his lieutenant, 

Alonso Dävila, to establish a base at Chetumal. According to 

Thompson, Chetumal was the capital of a Maya province 'which 

stretched southward from the eastern shore of Lake Bakhalal 

(now Bacalar) to New River Lagoon, and possibly to the Belize 

River' and which was located 'not far west of the present 

town of Corozal... [and] may well have been Santa Rita. '2 The 

Spaniards were unable to hold Chetumal in the face of Maya 

counter attacks, so Dävila journeyed south along the swamps 

Doris Zemurray Stone, Some Spanish Entradas 1524 - 1695, 
Middle American Papers No. 4 -(New Orleans, - 

2J. Eric S. Thompson, Maya History and Religion (Norman, 
1970) 59 
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and lagoons of present-day Belize, raiding inland Maya vil- 

lages for food. 1 Dävila's forays during this enforced explo- 

ration suggest that, at that time, there was a considerable 

Maya population near the coast. Though Chetumal was the 

centre of a major province, other Maya settlements to the 

south and west may have reverted to a pattern closer to that 

of a thousand years before, consisting of a series of rela- 

tively isolated, scattered, and autonomous villages. One 

substantial village of this type, Tipu, was in existence in 

the early seventeenth century when the first visit by 

Spaniards is recorded. 

In 1618 Fathers Bartolome de Fuensalida and Juan de 

Orbita travelled from Merida to Bacalar, by boat up the New 

River past numerous small villages, and then overland on their 

way to the Itzä capital of Tayasal. 2 Only about five days' 

journey from Tayasal they stopped at a Maya town called Tipu 

on a river of the same name. Tipu is a Maya name for the 

Belize River and the town was almost certainly on the bank of 

the Mopan branch close to present-day Benque Viejo del Carmen 

and the old ceremonial centre of Xunantunich. Tipu had a pop- 

ulation of about one hundred families, or about five hundred 

people. The head of the village was then Cristobal Nä, both 

his name and the presence of a church indicating some previous 

Spanish influence from Bacalar. But such influence appears 

'Robert S. Chamberlain, The Con uest and Colonization 
of Yucatan 1517 - 1550 (Washington, 

2Sylvanus Griswold Morley, The Inscriptions of Peten 
(Washington, 1938) I, 27-33; Wiliam-77. -Bullard r., 
'Stratigraphic Excavations at San Estevan, Northern British 

Honduras, ' Occasional Papers No. 9 (Toronto, 1965) 9-10; 
Thompson, Maya History..., op. cit., 70-1 
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to have been insubstantial and Spanish attempts at control 

proved ineffective. 

The trip to Tayasal having been unsuccessful, Fuensalida 

returned to Merida, leaving Orbita to officiate at Tipu. 

Orbita found that the apparent Christianity of the Tipu Maya 

evaporated and they soon ceased even to show respect for the 

priest. When Fuensalida returned, the priests found a large 

number of Maya idols and discovered that these were still 

being worshipped with Maya dances and rituals. An opportune 

reinforcement by the Alcalde of Bacalar and several other 

Spaniards enabled the missionaries to hold an enquiry, to 

seize and flog the offending Maya, and to burn the idols in 

a large fire in the town square. Threatened with death if 

they should again lapse from Christian practice, the Maya of 

Tipu demonstrated the sincerity of their conversion with an 

apparently convincing display of earnest obedience. Satis- 

fied that they had checked Tipu's apostasy, the missionaries 

turned again to Tayasal but, when they were driven from 

Tayasal and retreated to M6rida, the people of Tipu once more 

abandoned any pretence at Christian practice and burned their 

church. Shortly after, a Franciscan, Diego Delgado, passed 

through Tipu, taking Cristobal Na and eighty other Maya with 

him to Tayasal. They were all put to death by the Itzä. 

According to Villagutierre, the Maya of Tipu closed the 

pathways and erected statues in them 'like ridiculous figures 

of Spaniards, and in front of them other formidable figures 

of idols, saying that they were the Gods of the roads, who 

kept them closed to the Spaniards, to prevent them from 
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entering into their country. '1 Whether or not this symbolism 

was supported by a more practical resistance, Tipu remained 

out of Spanish control for about seventy years, until 1695, 

when Captain Francisco de Hariza from Bacalar escorted a 

priest to Tipu to re-establish a mission there. Hariza's 

chief interest, however, was to open negotiations with the 

Itzä. Tipu was said to be friendly with the Itzä at that time 

and Hariza sent a messenger from Tipu, named Matio Bichab, to 

Tayasal. 2 The following year Hariza left Merida with thirty 

soldiers and eleven priests, seven of the latter being intended 

for the Itzä and four for Tipu, but news of disturbances at 

Tayasal led them all to retreat. 
3 The Spaniards did not suc- 

ceed in defeating and dispersing the Itzä until 1697, at which 

time the people of Tipu seem to disappear from history. 

Though some refugees may have arrived in the upper Belize 

River valley from Chetumal province and even further afield 

in Yucatan following the brutal Spanish suppression of Maya 

revolts in the mid-sixteenth century, the people of Tipu seem 

to have been culturally distinct from those of Yucatan. 

Thompson refers to a matricula of the town, dated 1655, which 

'lists men and women with Maya day names, a custom quite un- 

known in Yucatan at any time. '4 Nor were the Tipu Maya inte- 

grated into the Itzä province. Villagutierre stated that the 

1Juan de Villagutierre Soto-Ma; or, Historia de la 
, quoted Conquista de la Provincia de e1 Itza (Madrid, 1701 

in Charles St. John ancourt, he Hi of Yucatan from 
its Discovery to the Close of the eventeent Century 

on on, 221 
2Morley, 

op. cit., 49 

3Ibid., 56 
4Thompson, Maya History..., op. cit., 70 
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area of the Itza 'and other unconverted tribes' extended for 

more than a hundred and fifty leagues from the west to the 

east, where it was bounded by the sea. The 'unconverted 

tribe' at Tipu may have been only one of several communities 

maintaining their autonomy in the Belize River valley. Vil- 

lagutierre also mentioned the villages of Lucu and Zaccuc near 

Tipu and a tribe called the Mucules, living somewhere in what 

is now central Belize who, he said, 'were savages and lived 

barbarously. 11 

The effects of Spanish incursions upon the Maya in the 

area which now consists of Belize are hard to evaluate. The 

priests and soldiers who penetrated the area certainly affected 

the Maya, though not to the catastrophic extent that they did 

in the neighbouring regions of the Pet4n and Yucatän. Despite 

the fact that the Spaniards never settled within Belize, their 

entradas may have reduced the indigenous population and cer- 

tainly resulted in some social disorganization, particularly 

in the south. 

Throughout Mesoamerica the indigenous population was dec- 

imated by European-borne diseases, against which they lacked 

immunities. In Mexico, for example, it has been estimated 

that the Indian population was reduced from eleven million at 

the time of the conquest in 1519 to only one and a half mil- 

lion in 1650,2 some of this reduction occurring as a result 

of epidemics, and some as a result of death in battle or from 

the social disorganization following conquest. Epidemics 

did not recognize the limits of Spanish jurisdiction and 

'Morley, op. cit., 70 
2Woodrow Borah, 'New Spain's Century of Depression, ' 

Ibero-Americana, No. 35 (1951), 3 
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administration, a large number of people becoming victims of 

European-introduced diseases even before they were overcome 

militarily by the Europeans. It is therefore quite probable 

that the Spanish entradas, though sporadic, introduced dis- 

eases into the Belize area which reduced the population. 

Thus the proximity of Cortez' and Dävila's expeditions to 

such major communication routes as the Belize River may have 

introduced diseases which subsequently spread through the 

Maya of the area in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries. 

Though there must have been considerable numbers of Maya near 

the coast at the time of Dävila's forays, the British, who 

arrived there a hundred years later, do not mention encoun- 

tering Maya on the coast at all, and only late in the eight- 

eenth century did they leave records of contacts with Maya 

inland. 

British Woodcutters Encounter the Maya 

The first British settlers who arrived on the coast of 

Belize about the middle of the seventeenth century left no 

record of any contact with the Maya for the first century of 

their occupation, though we know from the Spanish records 

that Maya did inhabit the interior in that period. The Maya 

who had lived near the coast during Davila's forays in 1531 

may have succumbed to epidemics in the interim, or they may 

have withdrawn to less vulnerable sites. Alternatively, or 

in addition, they may have retreated at the sight of more 

white men, keeping out of the way of the British logwood 

cutters as the latter worked up the various rivers, creeks, 

and lagoons. 

There is such a paucity of early British records that 

evidence of contact between the early settlers and the Maya 
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is unlikely to be discovered. The first British settlers were 

pirates and adventurers, probably mostly illiterate, who, un- 

like the Spanish missionaries, would not be inclined to keep 

accounts of their encounters with the indigenous people. More- 

over, if there were any accounts they are unlikely to have sur- 

vived, as the continual harrassment of the early settlement by 

the Spaniards provided little security for historical records. 

For example, when St. George's Cay, the British settlers' 

principal residence, was captured by Spaniards from Bacalar 

on 15 September 1779, it was recorded that all 'the Books and 

Papers of the Merchants and principal Inhabitants should be 

put into Chests ... and delivered to... Merida. '1 Just prior to 

this attack, however, a description of the state of the Set- 

tlement had mentioned the presence of small numbers of Maya 

in the area: 'The Indians who live near the English are so 

inconsiderable that it is unnecessary to take any notice of 

them. '2 

Up to this time there would have been little occasion for 

contact, the British obtaining most of their logwood near the 

coast, where it could be easily loaded on their ships, and the 

Maya probably preferring to retire and keep out of their way. 

As the more accessible timber became exhausted, however, the 

British penetrated further inland, and in the 1770s the demand 

for mahogany created by the English luxury furniture industry 

enticed the British woodcutters into the Maya forests of what 

"An Account of the Spaniards landing at and taking 
of St. George's Key, by the subscriber, who was then on 
the place, and an Inhabitant, ' by Edward Felix Hill, 
1 Oct. 1779, CO 137/76 

2Unsigned letter to Gov. balling, 3 Sept. 1779, 
CO 137/75 
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is now central and north-west Belize. As the frontier of 

British exploitation moved inland, contacts between the two 

peoples increased, the Maya forcing the British to 'take 

notice' of them. 

From maps of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries, it can be ascertained that the frontier of the 

British exploitation of timber lay at that time from the Rio 

Hondo south through New River Lagoon and Roaring Creek to the 

Sibun River. 1 The Maya who lived to the west of this line 

responded to British encroachments upon their territory with 

vigourous military action. In 1788 an 'attack of the Wild 

Indians' was reported as having occurred on the New River, 2 

and in 1802 a detachment of troops was requested to 'be sent 

up river to punish the Indians who are committing depredations 

upon the Mahogany works. '3 Unfortunately, it is not recorded 

which river was involved in that case, but a request made in 

1807 for 'arms and ammunition for gangs working up the River 

at Hogstye Bank, who have been attacked by Indians'4 is more 

1See, for example, three maps: 'The Bay of Honduras' by 
Thomas Jeffreys, 20 Feb. 1775, CO 123/14/1; 'A Map of a Part 
of Yucatan or of that Part of the Eastern Shore within the Bay 
of Honduras Alloted to Great Britain for the Cutting of Log- 

wood, in consequence of the Convention Signed with Spain 
on the 14th July 1786. By a Bay-Man, ' London, printed for 
William Faden, Geographer to the King, 1 Feb. 1787; 'A Sketch 
of the British Settlement of Honduras and course of the South- 
ern Coast to the River Dulce' by H. C. Du Vernay, 9 March 1814, 
CO 123/23 

2Thomas Graham's 'Journal of my Visitation of Part of 
the District granted by His Catholic Majesty for the occupa- 
tion of British settlers... ' 27 Oct. 1790, CO 123/9, and 'A 
Narrative of the Publick Transactions in the Bay of Honduras 
from 1784 to 1790' by Edward Marcus Despard, 8 March 1791, 
CO 123/10 

3Sir John Alder Burdon, Archives of British Honduras 
(London, 1935) II, 58 

4Ibid., II, 101 
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helpful in locating the frontier, for Hogstye Bank was a 
little above Orange Walk on the Belize River, probably close 

to Roaring Creek. 

Though they ultimately failed to check the expansionism 

of the British, the Maya were certainly perceived by the lat- 

ter as a serious threat to the Settlement. Captain George 

Henderson, who was stationed in Belize with the 5th West India 

Regiment at the beginning of the nineteenth century, stated 

that 'not many years past, numerous tribes of hostile Indians 

often left their recesses in the woods for the purpose of 

plunder. This they often accomplished; and if resistance 

were offered, not infrequently committed the most sanguinary 

murders. The habitations of these people have never been 

traced. Their dispositions are peculiarly ferocious... the 

dread of the military, whom it has been found expedient fre- 

quently to dispatch in pursuit of these fugitives, has lat- 

terly operated as a very effectual check. '1 Contrary to 

Henderson's optimistic assurances, the Maya continued to fight 

back, despite the employment of regular troops against them. 

As late as 1817 'the exposed and unprotected state of the set- 

tlers, surrounded by vast hordes of Indians who are all in the 

constant habit of breaking in upon their works' was feared as 

placing the British settlers 'entirely at the mercy of the 

Slave Population. '2 Superintendent George Arthur also reported 

in 1817 that 'we are surrounded by Tribes of Indians who 

1Capt. G. Henderson, An Account of the British Settlement 
at Honduras... (London, 1809) 18-19 

2Minutes from the Public Record, 25 Feb. 1817, CO 123/26 
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occasionally commit great depredations upon the Cutters. " 

Though 'vast hordes' can be assumed to be an exaggeration re- 

sulting from fear, there can be no doubt that the number of 

Maya encountered by the British was no longer 'inconsiderable' 

as it had been in 1779. 

The identity of these Maya is in doubt, however. Thompson 

has suggested that 'British logwood cutters working on the 

Belize River in the eighteenth century employed Indians ... [who] 

were probably the descendants of the Maya of Tipu culture. '2 

This is incorrect, for the Indians to whom Thompson refers, 

who were enslaved rather than 'employed' by the British, were 

not indigenous to the area but had been brought from the 

Mosquito Shore in 1787.3 Nevertheless, the Maya whom the 

British encountered may have included some descendants of the 

Maya of Tipu, and possibly also some refugees from Spanish 

oppression in the PetG and Yucatan (the Maya revolt at 

Quisteil under Jacinto Canek had been savagely suppressed by 

the Spaniards in 1761). 

Though we cannot be certain regarding the origin or cul- 

tural identity of these Maya, they were probably living in 

small towns, such as Tipu, and little villages and homesteads 

scattered around the upper Belize River valley and in the bush 

and forest to the north. Their political decentralization 

1Supt. Arthur to Major Fraser, 12 June 1817; see also 
the Magistrates of Honduras to Earl Bathurst, 26 Feb. 1817, 

and Arthur to Bathurst, 12 June 1817, CO 123/26 

2Thompson, Maya History..., op. cit., 71 

3See The Defence of the Settlers of Honduras against the 
uniust and unfounded representations of Colonel George Art ur... 

amaica, 
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meant that they were unable to mount a massive attack, but it 

also meant that they could not be decisively beaten. How many 

Maya there were in the Belize area early in the nineteenth 

century cannot be estimated, and no attempt was made to enu- 

merate them in the early censuses. 

The fears which British settlers had expressed in 1817 

of a link between the Maya and the African slaves proved 

groundless, no mention being made of the Maya when a slave up- 

rising occurred on the Belize River in 1820. By that time, 

in fact, the Maya seem to have been on the wane and by 1830, 

unable to overcome the woodcutters' invasion, the Maya had 

retired deeper into the forests and rarely appeared to the 

British settlers. ' Walker and Caddy, on their expedition to 

Palenque in 1839, described Duck Run (near San Ignacio el 

Cayo) as 'the highest inhabited spot' up the Belize River and 

mentioned 'wild Indians in the vicinity, who... at various 

times emerge from the secret recesses of the Forest for the 

purpose of plundering. '2 Maya settlements had by that time, 

it seems, been pushed back to the limits of present-day Belize 

by the expansionist activity of the British settlers. 

Conclusion 

It has been stated that 'There is no record of any indig- 

enous population and no reason to believe that any such existed 

except far in the interior [of Belize]. There are traces of 

extensive Maya Indian population... all over the Colony... but 

1The Honduras Almanack (Belize, 1830) 11-13 
2David M. Pendergast, ed., Palen ue: the Walker-Caddy 

Expedition... 1839 - 40 (Norman, 1-967) 52 aand 159 
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this occupation was long before British Settlement. " Burdon, 

who knew the records better than anyone else at the time, was 

a Governor of British Honduras, and the view that the area was 

uninhabited at the time of British settlement was convenient 

because it removed some of the stigma attached to its coloni- 

zation. Stephen Caiger, an apologist for colonialism during 

the time of emerging nationalism in Belize, wrote of the Maya 

as 'aboriginals', but asserted that they 'had abandoned the 

Belize district long before the seventeenth century. After- 

wards, however, hearing of the mild rule of the logwood- 

cutters as contrasted with Spanish arrogance and cruelty, 

they percolated over the frontiers from Mexico and Guatemala, 

in such large numbers that today these Indians compose more 

than one sixth of the total population, with a culture, in- 

dustrial life, and a Reservation of their own. '2 Though the 

reasons why the Maya have 'a Reservation of their own' must be 

left for a later chapter, it is clear that Caiger was arguing, 

first, that British settlement in Belize did not displace any 

indigenous population, and, second, that the Maya chose 'the 

mild rule' of the British. The facts of the historical record 

expose the myth in this account. 

The historian Waddell, more guarded in his estimation 

than Burdon or Caiger, stated that 'It is not impossible that 

some remote parts of the country were occupied continuously 

from the fall of the Maya Civilization to the nineteenth 

century. '3 While there is not yet sufficient evidence to 

'Burdon, 
op. cit., I, 4 

2Stephen L. Caiger, British Honduras, Past and Present 
(London, 1951) 126-7 

3D. 
A. G. Waddell, British Honduras: a Historical and 

Contemporary Survey (Lon on, 1961) 18 
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assert a continuous Maya occupation, there is certainly evi- 
dence of their presence in the sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries and in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth 

centuries. Moreover, the evidence shows that the Maya set- 

tlements were not always so remote that there was no contact 

between them and the European colonizers. 

The Maya of Belize were adversely affected by the Spanish 

expeditions of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, but 

these entradas were so sporadic, the Spaniards showing no 

interest in settling in the area, that they were much less 

socially disruptive than was the case in, say, Yucatan. The 

Spaniards passed through the Belize area simply because it 

was on their route to Tayasal and, after making a few vain 

attempts at converting the Maya of Tipu, they left them to 

their isolated independence. The effect of the British colo- 

nizers was to prove far more serious. 

For the first century after the arrival of the British 

there was little or no contact between them and the Maya. 

During most of the eighteenth century we can assume that the 

Maya in the west of present-day Belize were relatively un- 

affected by the British woodcutting operations near the coast 

and that they continued to live in small villages or isolated 

homesteads throughout the area. Only when the British pene- 

trated further inland in search of mahogany late in the eight- 

eenth and early in the nineteenth centuries were these Maya 

settlements seriously affected. The British, whose sole con- 

cern was then the extraction of timber, perceived the Maya's 

swidden agriculture as a threat to the forest reserves, while 

the Maya viewed British expansionism as a threat to their ter- 

ritory and their independence. 
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The fresh evidence presented here proves, not only that 

the British displaced the Maya in the territory of Belize, but 

also that the Maya resisted the rule of the British in this 

period, fighting frequent skirmishes along the frontier of 

British occupation. Despite their spirited resistance, the 

Maya were forced back into the forests of the interior. When 

they re-emerged later in the nineteenth century from 'the 

secret recesses of the Forest' into which they had been driven, 

they were decisively beaten by the British who then incorpo- 

rated them into the social structure of the colony as a domi- 

nated and dispossessed people. 



CHAPTER III 

The Establishment of the British Settlement 
in the Bay of Honduras in the 

Eighteenth Century 

The Settlement's raison d'etre: The Logwood 
and Mahogany Trades 

The origins of the British Settlement in the Bay of 

Honduras are obscure, some historians suggesting a settlement 

on the Cockscombe Coast in the south during the early 1630s, 1 

others claiming it was founded about 1638 or 1640 by a 

Captain Wallice or Willis at the mouth of the Belize River. 2 

The latter idea dates back, at least, to the Honduras Alma- 

nacks of 1827 and 1839,3 though the 1829 Almanack states that 

the first British settlement was established from Jamaica in 

1638. Since Jamaica was not British until 1655, that hypoth- 

esis has as little credibility as the others. Whatever the 

details, which will probably remain in doubt because of the 

paucity of early records, the purpose of British settlement 

was to export logwood, a tree from which a dye valued by the 

1E. 0. Winzerling, The Beginning of British Honduras 
1506 - 1765 (New York, 1 33-44 

2J. A. Calderon Quijano, Belice 1663(? ) - 1821: Historia 
de los establecimientos britanicos del Rio Valis hasta la 
in epen encia de H11spanoamerica (Seville, 1944) 34 and 45'-9 

3See also G. W. Bridges, The Annals of Jamaica (London, 
1828) II, 134-7, and 'A Map of A Part of ucatan... By a Bay- 
Man' (London, 1787) which names the 'River Wallis or Balleze' 

54 
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woolen industry was obtained. 
' 

By the middle of the seventeenth century British bucca- 

neers, who had previously plundered Spanish logwood ships, 

were engaged in cutting the tree themselves in various parts 

of the Yucatan peninsula, particularly in Campeche in the Gulf 

of Mexico. The suppression of privateering that occurred 

after the Treaty of Madrid in 1667 encouraged the shift from 

buccaneering and raiding to logwood cutting and settlement. 

In 1670, Governor Modyford of Jamaica informed Lord Arlington 

that there were 'about a dozen logwood vessels formerly priva- 

teers, selling the wood at f25 and f50 a ton and making a 

great profit; and that they go to places uninhabited or in- 

habited only by Indians. ' Modyford suggested that, 'if en- 

couraged, the whole logwood trade will be English and be very 

considerable to His Majesty, paying f5 per ton custom. '2 In 

1672, Governor Lynch stated that England might become 'the 

store house of the logwood for all Europe which may be worth 

f100,000 per annum to the trade and customs, '3 but by 1682 

Lynch was trying to stop the cutting of logwood in the Bays of 

Campeche and Honduras on the grounds that the territory was 

Spanish. He sent Captain Coxen to the Bay of Honduras to re- 

move the logwood cutters, but the crews mutinied and Coxen 

himself joined the cutters. The logwood cutters' claim that 

their business was legitimate, and even that their rights were 

confirmed by the 1670 Treaty of Madrid which acknowledged 

IAlan K. Craig, 'Logwood as a Factor in the Settlement 
of British Honduras, ' Caribbean Studies, Vol. 9, No. 1 
(1969) 53-62 

2Sir John Alder Burdon, Archives of British Honduras 
(London, 1935) I, 50 

3Ibid., 
I, 52 
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Britain's title to its de facto possessions in the Americas, 

was not accepted by Spain. The fact that the British cutters 

were the objects of continual Spanish harassment may have en- 

couraged them to shift southwards, away from the more vulner- 

able Bay of Campeche to the long, desolate, and reef-guarded 

coasts of what is now Belize. In 1705 a report to the Council 

of Trade mentioned 'the River of Bullys, where the English for 

the most part now load their logwood. '1 

Early in the eighteenth century it was stated that for 

the previous twenty-five years the logwood cutters 'have sup- 

plied a sufficient quantity of logwood (in exchange for Brit- 

ish produce) for all the European markets. '2 A Board of Trade 

report in 1717, emphasizing the importance of the logwood 

trade, calculated that 15,000 tons of logwood had been imported 

in the previous four years, and, 'tho' the Price is at present 

reduced from f40 to f16 the Tun, ' the value of which 'cannot 

be computed at less than (60,000 per annum. '3 Spain, which 

continued to complain of the British logwood cutters' activi- 

ties, expelled them from the Bay of Campeche in 1717, thereby 

enhancing the significance of the small but growing Settlement 

in the Bay of Honduras. Despite frequent Spanish attacks, as, 

for example, in 1724,1733,1747, and 1751, the British set- 

tlers maintained their presence on the mainland and expanded 

their trade. 

By 1751 it was reported that 'There was cut last year in 

the Bay of Honduras above 8,000 Tun of Logwood Sold at an 

1C0 137/5 
2 
Anonymous and undated paper, CO 137/48 

3Board 
of Trade Report to George I, 25 Sept. 1717, 

CO 123/3 
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Average in England and elsewhere for at least f20 per Tun, 

Total f160,000 available Sum. '1 At this time, however, in the 

middle of the eighteenth century, the once profitable logwood 

trade began to encounter difficulties. There was only a lim- 

ited demand for logwood in Europe, about four thousand tons 

per year, so, as production rose above the demand, the London 

merchants stocked up and reduced the price they paid to the 

cutters. Robert White, the London agent of the Bay settlers, 

stated the importance, and also the difficulties, of their 

trade in a Memorial in 1783: 

Logwood is chiefly used in dying Colours, 
Such as Blacks, Blues and purples; Wherefore its 
Consumption is very great in all the Woollen, 
Linen, Cotton and Hatt Manufactories. From 
being. possessed of this Commodity, We not only 
Supplied all our home Manufactories, but exported 
large quantities of it to Italy Portugal France 
Holland Germany and Russia. 

Prior to the Settlement of His Majesty's 
Subjects in the Bay of Honduras, the price of 
Log-wood in this Kingdom was from f50 to f60 
per Ton. From that time the price continued 
decreasing untill 1749, when it was reduced to 
f25 per Ton. From 1749 the quantity continued 
increasing, and the price of course diminishing 
untill 1756, when they exported from Honduras 
18,000 Tons per Annum at f11 per Ton. Lastly 
from their Reestablishment in the Bay in 1763, 
their Exportations of this Article became im- 
mense, in so much that there were from 40 to 75 
Sail of Ships loading continually in the Bay 
all the year round, untill about the year 1770; 
during which time the price continued lowering, 
till it came to about f6 and f5 per Ton. By 
the foregoing immense exportation of this Article 
from the Bay, and its importation into His Maj- 
estys Dominions the Supplies so far exceeded the 
home Consumption and all the Demands from abroad, 
and the Dealers and Speculators were so Over- 
stocked with it, that from 1770 to 1772 there 
were not above 5 or 6 Sail of Ships loaded at a 
time, and the whole exportation did not exceed 
from 5000 to 6000 Tons. For the Market Price 

1Letter from Robert Hodgson, 10 April 1751, CO 137/59 
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here about 1772 became so low, as not to pay 
the freights and Expenses incurred in Sending 
it home. l 

To the economic difficulties of the logwood trade was 

added the problem of frequent harassment by the Spaniards. 

However, even when the Spaniards were successful in their 

attacks, they did not attempt any settlement, so the British 

would return and resume operations after they had left. This 

occurred when the Bay was taken in 1754 but reoccupied by the 

British the following year 'without any opposition, the Span- 

iards having entirely forsaken it. '2 

Not until the Treaty of Paris in 1763 did the British 

Settlement in the Bay of Honduras achieve any recognized 

status. The Treaty emphasized that Spain retained sovereignty 

over the land, the British being given merely usufructory 

rights in connection with the 'Occupation of Cutting, Loading, 

and Carrying away Logwood. 1 3 Though the British rights were 

strictly limited to logwood extraction, the settlers felt en- 

couraged to systematize to some extent their customs and prac- 

tices, Vice-Admiral Sir William Burnaby, in consultation with 

some settlers, codifying a set of primitive regulations in 

1765. The fact that no British fortifications were allowed 

in the Bay enabled the Spaniards to capture with ease 

St. George's Cay, on which many of the principal settlers 

1'The Memorial of His Majestys Subjects driven from the 
Bay of Honduras in September 1779, on behalf of themselves 
and the Merchants formerly Trading to the Said Bay..., ' from 
Robert White to Thomas Townshend, 10 Feb. 1783, CO 123/2 

2Gov. 
Knowles to Sir Thomas Robinson, 13 April 1755, 

CO 137/60 
3'The 

Definitive Treaty of Peace, ' signed 10 Feb. 1763, 
CO 123/1 
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resided, on 15 September 1779, soon after a fresh war had been 

declared. The Bay was deserted until after the Peace of 1783. 

The 1763 Treaty had, for the first time, conceded the 

right of the British to cut logwood at a time when logwood 

production was actually of marginal profitability. Despite 

this decline in the logwood trade, however, the British were 

eager to re-establish their Bay Settlement after 1783 because 

it had acquired a new raison d'etre. Even before it was per- 

mitted, the settlers had begun to cut mahogany, and, with the 

growth of the English luxury furniture industry, mahogany soon 

became the most important export of the Bay. It was reported 

in 1765 that between 25 March and 25 September there was 

loaded in the Bay '7,449 Tons of Logwood, and 401,231 feet of 

Mahogany which at £7.10 per Ton for Logwood and ten pence per 

foot for Mahogany, the Current prices those commoditys bear 

at present in London, amount to near Seventy three Thousand 

pounds Sterling. '1 These figures indicate that as early as 

1765 mahogany accounted for about a quarter of the total value 

of exports and certainly by the 1770s it was much the more im- 

portant export, though mahogany cutting was not officially 

permitted until the Convention of London in 1786. 

Robert White stated in 1783 that the Mahogany consumed 

in Great Britain alone, is estimated at ten times the quantity 

of all the Log-wood consumed in Europe. '2 Between 1787 and 

1802 the average annual export of logwood was 1,750 tons, while 

that of mahogany was 3,615,000 feet. The Bay Settlement, then, 

survived the economic crisis of the late 1760s and early 1770s 

1Joseph 
Maud to Gov. Littelton, 7 Oct. 1765, CO 137/62 

2White 
to Townshend, 10 Feb. 1783, CO 123/2 
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when the price of logwood became so depressed. In the last 

quarter of the eighteenth century and, indeed, until quite 

recently, mahogany was the major export from Belize. 

The Establishment of the Settler Society 

The first settlers, who came to be known as the Baymen, 

were ex-buccaneers and adventurers who 

relieved only by the occasional visits 

bringing rum for their carousing. The 

Baymen was probably similar to that of 

the Bay of Campeche, who were describec 

Dampier: 

lived a rough life, 

of ships from Jamaica 

social life of the early 

the logwood cutters in 

in 1675 by William 

The Logwood-Cutters... inhabit the Creeks 
... building their Huts... as near the Logwood 
Groves as they can, removing often to be near 
their Business.... Tho' they build their Huts 
but slightly, yet they take care to thatch 
them very well with... Palmeto Leaves, to pre- 
vent the Rains, which are there very violent 
from soaking in. 

For their Bedding they raise a Barbicue, 
or wooden Frame 3 foot and half above Ground 
on one side of the House; and stick up four 
Stakes, at each corner one, to fasten their 
Pavillions; out of which there is no sleeping 
for Muskitoes. 

Another Frame they raise covered with Earth 
for a Hearth to dress their Victuals; And a third 
to sit at, when they eat it.... 

The Logwood-Cutters are generally sturdy 
strong Fellows, and will carry Burthens of three 
or four hundred Weight... they are contented to 
labour very hard. 

But when ships come from Jamaica with Rum 
and Sugar, they are too apt to mis-spend both 
their Time and Money. If the Commanders of 
these Ships are Free, and treat all that come 
the first Day with Punch, they will be much 
respected, and every Man will pay honestly for 
what he drinks afterwards... 

They... would spend 30 or 40 1. at a sitting 
.. carousing... 3 or 4 days together. And tho' 

afterwards many sober Men came into the Bay to 
cut Wood, yet by degrees the old Standers so 



61 

debauched them that they could never settle 
themselves under any Civil Government, but 
continued in their Wickedness... 1 

Captain Nathaniel Uring, who sailed from Jamaica in 1720 to 

get a logwood cargo in Belize, was shipwrecked and lived for 

four or five months with the logwood cutters up 'the River of 

Bellese. ' He left the following description of the early 

Settlement: 

In the dry Time of the Year the Logwood- 
Cutters search for a Work; that is, where there 
are a good Number of Logwood Trees; and then 
build a Hut near 'em, where they live during 
the Time they are cutting. When they have cut 
down the Tree, they Log it, and Chip it, which 
is cutting off the Bark and Sap, and then lay 
it in Heaps, cutting away the Under-wood, and 
making Paths to each Heap, that when the Rains 
come in which overflows the Ground, it serves 
as so many Creeks or Channels, where they go 
with small Canows or Dories and load 'em, which 
they bring to a Creek-side and they lade their 
Canows, and carry it to the Barcadares, which 
they sometimes fetch Thirty Miles, from whence 
the People who buy it fetch it; but if it so 
happens that the Wood stands upon a Ridge, or 
on such high Ground that the Water does not 
flow to it, they cut it into Logs proper for 
Backing, and back it out, as they call it... 
The general Price of the Wood at the Barcadares, 
is Five Pounds per Ton Jamaica Money. The Wood- 
Cutters are generally a rue drunken Crew, some 
of which have been Pirates, and most of them 
Sailors; their chief Delight is in Drinking; 
and when they broach a Quarter Cask or a Hogs- 
head of Wine, they seldom stir from it while 
there is a Drop left: It is the same thing when 
they open a Hogshead of Bottle Ale or Cyder, 
keeping at it sometimes a Week together, drink- 
ing till they fall asleep; and as soon as they 
awake, at it again, without stirring off the 
Place. Rum Punch is their general Drink, which 
they'll sometimes sit several Days at also; they 
do most Work when they have no strong Drink, for 
while the Liquor is moving they don't care to 
leave it. I had a very unpleasant Time living 
among these People... 

'William Dampier, Voyages and Descri tions, Vol. II, 
Part II, Two Voyages to am eac (London, 79-80,54, 
quoted in D. Waddell, British Honduras: a Historical and 
Contemporary Survey (London, 1961) 13 
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The Logwood Cutters, during the Floods, 
dwell at the Barcadares, which is Forty Two 
Miles up the River, where they have built 
their Huts upon pretty high Banks, which just 
keep 'em out of the Water in the Time of the 
Floods. As soon as they have Notice of any 
Ship or Vessel's Arrival at the River's Mouth, 
they flock down on Board in order to purchase 
such Things as they want, and are sure to pro- 
vide good Store of strong Liquor .... I had but 
little Comfort living among these Crew of un- 
governable Wretches, where was little else to 
be heard but Blasphemy, Cursing and Swearing. l 

The process of timber extraction in the seventeenth and 

early eighteenth centuries must have been very simple: setting 

up temporary shelters for a camp, cutting the most easily 

available trees and rolling them down the river bank to be 

floated to the ships during flood time. The logwood trees 

that were exported were easy to handle, the average tree being 

about two feet in girth and about twenty feet high, and could 

be cut into small pieces without affecting the value. As 

explained by Gibbs, 'Its production for shipment requires less 

capital than mahogany, and is frequently undertaken by small 

capitalists employing small gangs.... It is generally brought 

down the rivers and along the coast in dories, and down the 

rivers in 'bark logs', or floating cradles made of Cabbage- 

palm. '2 The trees grow in gregarious stands, almost exclu- 

sively in brackish water, or in soft spongy soils, near rivers 

or the coast. These characteristics of the logwood tree meant 

that quite a small area of otherwise valueless land yielded 

large quantities of easily extractable timber. 

1Capt. Nathaniel Uring, A Histor of the Voyages and 
Travels... (London, 2nd ed. 17 354-8 

2Archibald Robertson Gibbs, British Honduras: An 
Historical and Descriptive Account of the Colony rom its 
Settlement, 1670 (London, 1883) - 
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Since, through the first century or so of the Settlement, 

the number of settlers remained small and profits in the log- 

wood trade remained lucrative, there was little necessity for 

regulating the occupation and disposal of land. A settler 

could claim a limited area of land for exploitation, such a 

claim being known as a 'location' or 'logwood works, ' and once 

the timber in that area was exhausted he could move on to 

fresh territory. By the 1760s, however, as the number of the 

settlers, and the competition between them, increased, while 

the trade declined, the British Government considered it neces- 

sary to attempt to bring some law and order into their Settle- 

ment. Shortly after the Treaty of Paris gave the British the 

right to extract logwood in the Bay of Honduras, Vice-Admiral 

Sir William Burnaby visited the Settlement and encouraged the 

establishment of some 'Civil Government' and the codification 

of the settlers' customs. The set of primitive regulations 

that were thus drawn up in 1765 became known as 'Burnaby's Code. ' 

Although the Treaty's assertion of Spanish sovereignty 

precluded the establishment of an unequivocal system of free- 

hold tenure, the fact that the Settlement was given some rec- 

ognized status encouraged the settlers to introduce a system 

for regulating the boundaries of their logwood works. On 

10 April 1765 the settlers agreed to the following resolutions, 

which defined their method of 'staking a claim': 

First - When a person finds a spot of Log- 
wood unoccupied, and builds his hutt, that spot 
shall be deemed his property; and no person shall 
presume to cutt or fall a tree, or grub a stump, 
within less than one thousand paces or yards of 
his Hutt, to be continued on each side of said 
hutt, with the course of the river or creek on 
both sides; and whatever person shall presume, 
after the limits are ascertained, to enter within 
those limits, shall, on proof thereof, on oath 
before one Justice, forfeit double the value of 
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the wood cut, and be obliged to ship it on 
board of such ship or vessel as the proprietor 
of the wood shall appoint to receive it. 

Second, - That no Inhabitant whatever 
shall occupy two works at any one time in any 
one River. 

Third, - That no inhabitant shall claim 
a double portion of logwood works, under pre- 
tence of a partner, except that partner is, 

l and deemed to be, an inhabitant of the Bay. 

These rules were clarified in a further resolution made the 
following year: 

The method of measuring logwood works 
shall be a straight line of two thousand 
yards or paces, to be begun and ended at the 
rivers 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 the Bay, except he occupy some other 
work in the same river. 2 

The logwood-cutting operations were frequently extended 

beyond the official, but ill-defined, limits of the Settlement 

as laid down in the 1763 Treaty. From the Rio Hondo south to 

the River Sibun, but not west of Roaring Creek (that is, about 

a third of the present area of Belize), the rivers, creeks, 

and lagoons were dotted with small timber works, some occupied 

and some unoccupied, the intervening country remaining un- 

touched bush. The character of the Bay Settlement was de- 

scribed in 1779, a few days before St. George's Cay was 

captured by the Spaniards: 

iMinutes 
of the Public Meeting, 10 April 1765, CO 123/5; 

'Laws of Honduras 1806-1810, ' GRB 

2Minutes 
of the Public Meeting, 6 May 1766, CO 123/5; 

'Laws of Honduras 1806-1810, ' GRB. By 'parallel' the resolu- 
tion actually means the opposite - 'perpendicular' - as was 
made clear in the Minutes of a Public Meeting on 3 March 1812 
referring to the 'Ancient and established usage of the Settle- 
ment' in 'establishing Division lines of Mahogany Works, ' 
Meetings of Magistrates B, 1808-1815, GRB 
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The English Settlers with their Wives 
Children and Domesticks, live on St. George's 
Key, where there is an exceeding good Harbour, 
at present defenceless.... although this Key is 
the general place of residence of the Settlers, 
yet they have Plantations which they visit 
occasionally, where they employ their Slaves 
in raising Provisions and cutting Logwood - 
these Plantations extend along the banks of 
several Rivers, such as Rio-Honde, New-River, 
Rowley's-Bight, Northern River, Belize-River, 
Chaboon River and Manatee Lagoon, for 100 Miles 
and upwards; - the Banks of the Belize in par- 
ticular are settled above 200 Miles. The 
number of English on the Bay may amount to 
five hundred, 200 of which are able to bear 
arms; their Slaves of different Ages and Sexes 
to three thousand, of these there may be 500 
to be depended on. The Indians who live near 
the English are so inconsiderable that it is 
unnecessary to take any notice of them. l 

The Settlement, therefore, consisted of a lot of more or less 

temporary logwood works and small provision grounds (which are 

still referred to in Belize as 'plantations') and St. George's 

Cay, a small island a few miles off the Belize River mouth, 

which was preferred to the mainland as the principal residence 

of the settlers because of its healthier prospects. 

On 15 September 1779 'there were 101 White people on the 

Key, when it was taken $ 40 of mixed Colour... about 200 or 250 

negroes, men, women and children, mostly House-negroes... the 

principal part that carry on the Logwood & Mahogany cutting 

business were then up the River. t2 The settlers and their 

slaves who were captured on the Cay were marched to Merida and 

some were sent on to Cuba, 3 while fifty white men and two hun- 

dred and fifty slaves were reported as having arrived at the 

lUnsigned letter to Gov. Dalling, 3 Sept. 1779, CO 137/75 

2'An Account of the Spaniards landing at... St. George's 
Key... ' CO 137/76 

3See White to Lord Shelburne, 2 July 1782, and White to 
Lord North, 8 April and 11 Dec. 1783, CO 123/2 
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islands of Ruatan and Bonacca early in October. ' The latter 

were presumably amongst those men who had been up the various 

rivers at the time the Cay was captured, but what happened to 

the other 2,500 slaves who were unaccounted for is unknown. 

They may well have taken this opportunity to flee, as the 

Settlement appears to have been deserted until after the 

Peace of 1783. 

In the Treaty of Versailles, 3 September 1783, the log- 

wood concessions were defined more precisely than they had 

been twenty years before, but the permitted area was confined 

to that between the Rivers Hondo and Belize, with the New 

River as the western boundary. As this area had already been 

exploited for some time it contained little accessible timber, 

and, by this time, the logwood trade was unprofitable. The 

settlers petitioned the British Government to secure further 

concessions and in 1786 an extension of the Treaty was signed 

in London. The Convention of London recognized the de facto 

situation prior to 1779, permitting the extraction of both log- 

wood and mahogany as far south as the Sibun River, the area 

between the Belize and Sibun Rivers being referred to as the 

New Limits. At the same time the Convention expressly forbade 

any fortifications, formal government, and agricultural or 

other productive economic activities apart from woodcutting. 

The settlers were to be allowed to gather 'all the Fruits, or 

Produce of the Earth, purely natural and uncultivated, ' but 

were expressly forbidden to establish 'any Plantation of Sugar, 

Coffee, Cacao, or other like Articles. '2 

'Bartlett to Dalling, undated, CO 137/76 

2Article III of the Convention of London, 1786, from 
'A Map of A Part of Yucatan... By a Bay-Man, ' op. cit. 
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The Convention of London, which provided for Spanish 

Commissioners to examine the Settlement twice yearly, was as 

emphatic as the previous Treaties in reserving the sovereignty 

over the land to Spain. Though the British Government was 

for long reluctant to take any action which might be construed 

as an assertion of its own sovereignty over the territory, the 

settlers themselves were not so inhibited and frequently evaded 

the effects of Spanish sovereignty, both in their growing as- 

sumption of freehold rights and in the extent of the land they 

actually occupied. The settlers, who had been cutting south 

of the Sibun River long before the Convention, had gone as far 

south as Deep River by 1799, and early in the nineteenth cen- 

tury 'Stand Creek' was an important settlement 'from whence 

considerable quantities of wood has been shipped, and His 

Majesty's Ships that come to Honduras generally water there. '1 

By 1806 the Rio Grande, just north of present-day Punta Gorda 

Town, had been reached, 2 and by 1814 there were settlers at 

the Moho River south of Punta Gorda-3 Before the next decade 

had passed, the present southern boundary of Belize, the 

Sarstoon River, was occupied. 4 In this very important matter 

of actual occupation, therefore, the settlers soon completely 

ignored the territorial restrictions imposed upon the Settle- 

ment by the Convention. 

"Remarks 
upon the Situation Trade etc. etc of the 

District occupied by the British Subjects in the Bay of 
Honduras, ' by ex-Supt. Barrow, 1 May 1809, CO 123/18 

2Burdon, op. cit., II, 92 
3Bnclosed in Supt. Smyth to Earl Bathurst, 24 May 1814, 

CO 123/23; see also Burdon, op. cit., II, 167 

4Supt. Codd to Horton, 8 July 1825, cited in R. A. 
Humphreys, The Diplomatic History of British Honduras 1638 - 
1901 (London, ) 18 
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It was also agreed to in the Convention of London that, 

in return for the concessions made by Spain, Britain should 

give up all its other settlements in the area, notably the 

Mosquito Shore and Ruatan. The evacuation of the Mosquito 

Shore settlers and their slaves to Belize was one of the most 

important events in the social history of the Bay Settlement 

in the late eighteenth century. After the Peace of 1783 between 

five and seven hundred people, including 'several loyalists 

from the American States', had settled in the Bay, l but when 

2,650 people were evacuated from the Mosquito Shore in 1787, 

2,214 of them were removed to the Bay of Honduras. This large 

influx was said to outnumber the people of the Bay by five to 

one. 
2 Though over three quarters of the evacuees were slaves, 

among the free were men who would come in competition with the 

recently resettled old Baymen over 'locations. ' 

The population of the Bay Settlement fluctuated a good 

deal in the eighteenth century. There were said to have been 

about five hundred 'Merchants and Slaves'3 in 1735, but a dec- 

ade later they had been 'reduced to a small quantity of people, 

not exceeding above Fifty white Men, and about a hundred and 

twenty Negroes. '4 In 1779, just before the complete desertion 

of the Settlement, there were said to be 3,500 people, three 

thousand of whom were slaves. 
5 

After the resettlement and the 

1White to Lord Sydney, 28 May 1787, CO 123/5 and CO 123/14 

2Letter from Supt. Despard, 23 Feb. 1787, CO 123/5 

3John Atkins, A Voyage to Guinea, Brasil, and the West 
Indies... (London, 1735) ZZ7 

4The Inhabitants of the Bay of Honduras to Major Caulfield, 
8 June 1745, CO 137/48 

5Unsigned letter to Dalling, 3 Sept. 1779, CO 137/75 
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immigration from the Mosquito Shore in 1787 there appear to 

have been somewhat less than three thousand people in the 

Bay Settlement. 

A number of groups can be preliminarily identified in the 

social structure of the Settlement in this period. First, 

there were the slaves, who constituted about three quarters 

of the population, most of whom had been brought from the 

Mosquito Shore as the property of a few rich settlers. Second, 

there were a few hundred free blacks or 'coloured', most of 

whom possessed little property and few slaves. The same can 

be said for many of the third group, the poorer white settlers. 

Most of the people in these two groups had arrived from the 

Mosquito Shore in 1787 and were consequently seeking their 

means of livelihood in the Bay in competition with the fourth 

group, which consisted of the established Baymen and the 

richest of the evacuees, some of whom had previous connections 

in the Belize area. This fourth group, with their large num- 

bers of slaves, extensive locations, and political influence, 

was the dominant group in the society. 

Conflicts Among the Settlers 

In 1784 an Irish Colonel, Edward Marcus Despard, was ap- 

pointed the first Superintendent of the Bay Settlement at 

Belize, and soon after his arrival in 1786 he found himself 

embroiled in difficulties. While his chief responsibility was 

to enforce the terms of the Convention of London, Lord Sydney 

had instructed Despard to give priority to accommodating the 

recently dispossessed Mosquito Shore settlers when distributing 

the newly conceded land between the Belize and Sibun Rivers. 1 

1Sydney to Despard, 31 July 1786, CO 137/86, and 26 June 
1787, enclosed in Supt. Arthur to Bathurst, 13 Sept. 1820, 
CO 123/29 
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This instruction, which Despard tried faithfully to execute, 

did not take account of the fact that the Baymen already, 

albeit illegally, had been working those lands for years. The 

old settlers soon informed Despard, at a time when barely five 

hundred people had arrived from the Shore, that 'every logwood 

and Mahogany tree therein are private property. ' Despard re- 

ported that some thirty settlers 'have divided the whole of 

the old District among them and will suffer no interlopers 

there... Until the late Convention, the Cutting Mahogany, was 

always held even by the Old Baymen to be contraband, and, 

therefore, they cut it where ever they could find it; and they 

now claim all the wood which they can find in or near the 

Places which they formerly held in this illegal manner... 

Messrs. Hoare, O'Briens, McAuley, Bartlett, Potts, Meighan, 

Armstrong, Davis, Tucker, and Sullivan and Garbutt, who alone 

possess at least nine Parts in twelve of the present augmented 

District. '1 (Some of the people coming from the Mosquito Shore 

must have been in the Bay previously as they already held 

'extensive possessions' in the Old Limits, while going on to 

claim parts of the New Limits because they were evacuees from 

the Shore. Among these people were 'Messrs. McAuley, O'Brien, 

Bartlet, Tucker, Meighan and Davis. '2) 

By 4 August 1787, as the last evacuees were arriving, a 

resolution was passed at a meeting of the Bay settlers at the 

Court House on Belize Point: 

Resolved that no person who is not actually 
possessed of four able Negro men Slaves shall be 
entitled to a mahogany work in any of the rivers 

'Letters from Despard, 23 Feb. and 31 Oct. 1787, CO 123/5 
and CO 123/6 

2Letter from Despard, 23 Feb. 1787, CO 123/5 
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without leave first had and obtained of a 
majority of the Magistrates... Provided 
always that nothing herein shall in any 
wise affect persons who formerly resided 
or now possess or occupy works in Honduras, 
and that every Freeholder agreeable to the 
usage of Honduras be entitled to a Logwood 
work. 1 

When it is noted that the Magistrates who had been elected the 

previous year were Messrs. Hoare, Armstrong, Sullivan, Bartlet, 

and Potts, it is apparent that the wealthier settlers were 

legislating to protect their own claims against the poorer of 

the newcomers from the Mosquito Shore. This interpretation 

was adopted by Superintendent Despard who, on 17 August, wrote 

to Lord Sydney concerning this resolution: 

how hard it would be upon many of the 
Inhabitants who have arrived from the Mosquito 
Shore, numbers of whom are very poor, but who 
with one or two Negroes, together with their 
own labour might support themselves and their 
families, with some degree of comfort, by cut- 
ting Mahogany. Besides the partiality of this 
law to rich people, I must observe that what- 
ever it may have been formerly, the cutting 
of Logwood is at present very far from being 
anywise profitable; and that several very 
opulent Inhabitants, both of this Country and 
the musquito Shore, began cutting Mahogany 
with a single Negro, some without one.... the 
resolution respecting the distribution of 
Mahogany grounds... would most effectively 
exclude the new settlers from any participa- 
tion of the advantage arising from Mahogany 
cutting. 2 

By our estimation the resolution deprived at least two thirds 

of the heads of families so recently arrived from the Mosquito 

Shore of engaging in the territory's principal economic activ- 

ity. This situation was exacerbated by the fact that agricul- 

ture had been specifically forbidden by the 1786 Convention. 

Despard, though he seemed sympathetic to the problems of the 

'CO 123/5 
2Despard 

to Sydney, 17 Aug. 1787, CO 123/5 
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poorer evacuees, and at first tried to find provision grounds 

for them, ' later carried out the terms of the Treaty to the 

letter, even using Spanish troops to enforce his orders. 2 

Given the destitution the poorer evacuees must have then been 

experiencing, such destruction of their humblest means of sub- 

sistence proved highly unpopular. 

Despard's problem was to settle the poorer evacuees with- 

in the terms of the Convention and of his instructions, both 

of which he was interpreting very strictly. He planned a new 

settlement, called Convention Town, to be built on the south 

point of the Belize River, which was within the New Limits. 

The settlement was to consist of lots of fifty feet front and 

a hundred feet depth, with small mahogany works of forty yards 

of river course, which were to be drawn for in a lottery. 

This plan of Despard's angered the Magistrates and other well- 

established settlers. In the first place, it was emphasizing 

the priority of the claims of the evacuees within the New 

Limits south of the Belize River. Secondly, the lottery method 

for distributing the land gave no advantages to those in the 

community with wealth, prestige, and privilege. A letter from 

a Committee of Honduras Settlers, signed by Bartlet, O'Brien, 

Teeling, Davis, Hoares, Young, and Potts, complained of 

Despard's method of 

dividing the newly ceded district... after 
the manner of a Lottery, without preference to 
those who had formerly clear'd ground or built 
houses, or without any distinction of Age, Sex, 
Character, Respectability, Property, or Colour, 
the lowest Mulatto or free Negro, had an equa 

1Despard to Sydney, 23 Feb. 1787 and Despard to 
Col. Grimarist, 14 Aug. 1787, CO 123/5 

2Settlers to London merchants, 26 Aug. 1787, CO 123/5 
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chance with the Honble Col. James Lawrie, 
lately His Majestys Superintendent & Presi- 
dent of His Council on the Mosquito Shore 
and the Honourable the Members of that same 
Council, with the Chief Judge of the Colony, 
were reduc'd in one instant to the same 
footing with Negroes and indented Servants 
& in fact Col. Despard has said $ continues 
to say that they are on an equal footing $ 
that he cannot $ will not know any distinc- 
tion between these very different classes 
of Men. ' 

Of course, it was not true that the rich and privileged 

were being reduced to an equal footing with the poor and de- 

prived. The former would keep their riches and privileges, 

while the poor were merely being given a chance 'to get the 

means of subsistence by their labour and industry. '2 Those 

who were already distinguished by their 'Property, or Colour' 

were arguing that they should be free to utilize such distinc- 

tions to further their own wealth and privileges by discrimi- 

nating against the other 'very different classes. ' Some of 

the tensions which existed between the various groups in the 

Settlement, particularly between the poor 'free coloured' and 

the richer white settlers, came to a head on the weekend of 

18 and 19 August, 1787. 

On 18 August, Aaron Young, a Magistrate, complained to 

his fellow Magistrates that Joshua Jones, 'a free man of 

Colour, ' had knocked down Young's cookhouse which was built 

apart from his dwelling on the South Point of the Belize River 

mouth. Having obtained a warrant, Young secured Jones' arrest 

that evening and the prisoner was held in the Court House. 

During the night the Magistrates and their friends seem to 

have been apprehensive that the 'free coloured' would attempt 

127 Aug. 1787, CO 123/5, emphasis in original 

2Despard 
to Sydney, 17 Aug. 1787, CO 123/5 
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to release Jones, so they mounted an armed guard. The 

'Principal Inhabitants and Merchants, ' either through panic 

or a decision to make a show of force, armed themselves and 

assembled at the Court House the following morning. They 

claimed that 'a Scene of the most alarming nature appear'd, a 

few white people of the very lowest class, a number of Mustees, 

Mulattoes, and free Negroes running about the Streets and as- 

sembling under Arms to the infinite terror of the more respect- 

able $ peaceable part of the Community-" The 'Principal In- 

habitants' seem to have exaggerated the activities of their 

opponents, but their description exposes their fears of the 

'Commotions rais'd by the People of mix'd Colour and Negroes, 

who they asserted would soon rule them with a Rod of Iron if 

not immediately disarmed. '2 It was also reported that 'the 

magistrates and people of property were much alarmed and even 

terrified; a few went up the river Belize, to be out of the 

way of the impending evils, others flew to the court-house 

with what arms, time or chance put in their way. '3 

The situation appears to have polarized, the 'Principal 

Inhabitants' collecting at the Court House, and the 'free 

people of colour' assembling at the store of Mr. Bogle, Com- 

missary of provisions. When Despard arrived at Bogle's store 

'the people then assembled told him that if he thought it 

proper they would rescue Jones by force, which they were 

I'Letter from the Committee of the Honduras Settlers, 
to the Merchants in London, ' 27 Aug. 1787, CO 123/5 

2lbid. 

3An account of 18 Aug. 1787 by Bartlet, Douglas, Pitts, 
and O'Brien, 12 March 1791, CO 123/13 
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confident they were very able to do. '1 Despard persuaded them 

to be peaceable, however, before going to the Court House. 

When Despard entered the Court House he demanded to know why 

Jones was held a prisoner and, on being informed, he replied 

that Jones had acted on his authority and by his order in 

pulling down Young's kitchen. There followed a lengthy dis- 

cussion concerning the extent, limitations, and source of the 

Superintendent's authority in relation to Burnaby's Code, the 

'Principal Inhabitants' stating that they 'could not in their 

humble opinion justify the steps which he had taken & said he 

would take to settle $ accomodate a set of men of Colour call- 

ing themselves the People of the Mosquito Shore, and who they 

contended were not so, almost every person of property partic- 

ularly the WoodCutters of that Country being then present & 

fully satisfied with the Provision made for them by their 

representatives in joint Committee with the old Setlers of 

Honduras. '2 Despard then attempted to release the prisoner, 

declaring him free, but the Magistrates laying hold of him, 

Despard was forced to leave him in their power. 

On the following day, 20 August, Despard met with a depu- 

tation consisting of Messrs. Hoare, O'Brien, Young, Usher, and 

Bartlet. Despard represented the views and forwarded the com- 

plaints of the 'new Settlers, particularly the people of 

colour, '3 while the deputation expressed their concern over 

the assembling of these people the previous morning. The 

1'A Narrative of the Publick Transactions in the Bay of 
Honduras from 1784 to 1790' by Despard, 8 March 1791, CO 123/10 

2'Letter from the Committee of the Honduras Settlers... ' 
CO 123/5 

3Despard 
to Sydney, 24 Aug. 1787, CO 123/5 
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meeting's outcome was inconclusive and the sources of tension 

in the Bay Settlement remained. 

Two major sources of tension and conflict among the free 

population of the Settlement may be identified. The first of 

these lay in the socially ambiguous position of the 'free 

people of colour, ' who were not slaves, yet were not accepted 

as the equals of the whites. In the incident of 18 and 19 

August 1787, this group, joined by some dissatisfied poor 

whites, were objecting to the way in which the richer, estab- 

lished, white settlers discriminated against them. Stopping 

short of a revolt, they allowed the Superintendent to repre- 

sent them, but Despard, unwilling to engage in armed conflict 

and hence lacking the power to enforce his judgement, was un- 

able to resolve the dispute. In fact, the other major source 

of tension within the free population lay precisely in the 

problem of the location of executive authority. The lack of 

definition of the authority of the Crown's representative vis- 

a-vis the settlers' primitive legislative and judicial insti- 

tutions encouraged continual struggle within the Settlement. 

The Problem of the Location of Executive Authority 

From quite early in the nineteenth century the settlers in 

the Bay of Honduras were in the habit of holding meetings to 

conduct and comment upon affairs of common interest and to elect 

Magistrates from among themselves. It was the Magistrates' 

business to administer and enforce the simple rules of conduct 

which became known as the 'Customs of the Bay, ' thereby com- 

bining executive and judicial functions. By Treaty with Spain 

after the Seven Years War, Britain was not allowed to create 

any formal government in the Bay, but, at the time of Burnaby's 

visit in 1765, the Magistracy was accorded some vague official 
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recognition without the scope of its authority being clearly 
defined. 

The importance of Burnaby's Code has been greatly exag- 

gerated. It hardly established a constitution, except in a 

most rudimentary fashion, and it is certainly untrue that 'the 

close of the 18th Century saw the confirmation of this native 

born constitution by Royal Authority. il James Stephen, a 

senior Colonial Office official, emphatically stated in 1839 

that the institutions of the Bay Settlement 'have never been 

acknowledged by the Government here as lawful. '2 The chief 

concern of Burnaby's Code, a list of a dozen simple rules, was 

the maintenance of law and order among the unruly Baymen. 

That Burnaby's rudimentary constitution was defective and in- 

sufficient to maintain law and order is demonstrated by his 

proviso that the Commanding Officer of any ship of war 'shall 

have full power-to enforce and put in execution all such 

Laws and Regulations. '3 Though an elementary system of admin- 

istration existed, whereby settlers gathered together in 

'Public Meeting' to pass 'resolutions' which were deemed to 

have the force of law, and annually elected Magistrates who 

acted in a semi-judicial and semi-executive capacity, the de- 

fect in the system was the absence of any clear executive 

power. 

During the economic crisis of the 1760s and early 1770s, 

the absence of such power became apparent, as the Baymen's 

behaviour reflected the tensions engendered by their insecurity. 

1 Burdon, op. cit., I, 1 

217 
Dec. 1839, CO 123/55 

3Burdon, 
op. cit., I, 104 
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The Lords of the Admiralty received a letter from Rear Admiral 

Parry informing them that in 1768 'the Bay-men at Honduras 

have shook off all subjection to the Magistrates, have re- 

sisted their power, and that all is riot and confusion in 

those parts, ' and later the same year Parry reported that they 

'seem'd to encrease in their dissensions and anarchy. ' He de- 

scribed the settlers as 'a most notorious lawless set of Mis- 

creants [who] pursue their licentious conduct with impunity. '1 

In 1771, a petition from 'the principal subjects' of the Bay 

was sent to Admiral Rodney, complaining that they 

now are and for some time past have been 
in a State of the utmost disorder and Confusion. 
The Annual Election of Magistrates has been 
stopped by the proceeding of a Mob, and an 
Election carried by force wherein some persons 
are invested with a power to Administer Justice 
who have on many Occasions done their utmost 
to subvert it; the Houses of some have been 
threatened with fire and one in particular 
broke open and Effects destroyed; peaceable 
and orderly men have been knocked down in the 
Street, insulted and abused when attending 
their necessary business. 2 

Although ships of war occasionally visited the Bay from Jamai- 

ca, the lack of any permanent police or clear authority meant 

that Burnaby's Code was unenforceable. 

With the appointment of a Superintendent in 1784 the loca- 

tion of executive authority was more doubtful than ever, al- 

though Lord Sydney had stated that the Superintendent's author- 

ity overrode that of the settlers and their regulations. 
3 

Despard's chief responsibility being to enforce the terms of 

1Lords 
of the Admiralty to Lord Hillsborough, 27 July 

and 23 Aug. 1768, CO 137/63, and Admiral Parry to Sec. 
Stephens, 12 Dec. 1768, in Burdon, op. cit., I, 116 

2Petition 
to Admiral Rodney, 12 Sept. 1771, CO 137/67 

3Sydney to Despard, 6 Feb. 1788, CO 123/6 
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the Convention, he soon found himself cooperating with the 

visiting Spanish Commissioners in restricting the settlers to 

the Treaty limits and in destroying the forbidden provision 

grounds. The settlers, who had been accustomed to ignoring 

the terms of treaties with Spain and to regulating their own 

affairs without interference, soon opposed the Crown's 

representative. 

The 'Public Meeting' of the Baymen has been characterized 

as an example of 'popular democracy' and likened to the New 

England model, ' and described as 'the nearest approach to true 

democracy since the days of the Greek city state. '2 In fact, 

it was not unlike Greek democracy, the Public Meeting being 

the privilege of a free minority in a society divided between 

the few free and the many enslaved - but that is hardly a 

'true' or 'popular' democracy. Moreover, the assertion that 

the Public Meeting 'comprised all the free Inhabitants of the 

Settlement'3 is also inaccurate, restrictions being imposed 

upon most of the free settlers. 

The Public Meetings were actually crude gatherings of a 

tiny elite which were dominated by ten or twenty of the rich- 

est inhabitants, and any suggestion that they constituted even 

an incipient democracy is a misrepresentation. The slaves, 

who comprised about three quarters of the population, were not, 

of course, involved at all in the Public Meetings. A property 

'Gordon K. Lewis, The Growth of the Modern West Indies 
(London, 1968) 289-290 

2N. S. Carey Jones, The Pattern of a Dependent Econom : 
the National Income of British Honduras (Cambridge, 136 

3Burdon, op. cit., I, 31 
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qualification of f65 (Jamaica currency) which existed in 17891 

was raised the following year, when it was reported that 'any 

person entitled to vote at elections for Magistrates for this 

Settlement... must be possessed of a fixed Habitation or a 

Negro Slave or a Mahogany or Logwood work or visible property 

to the amount of Eighty Pounds Current money of Jamaica and 

that no person of colour was allowed to vote. '2 Elections, 

the chief business of the Meetings, were therefore the privi- 

lege of a mere handful of the richer white settlers. In June 

1784, five Magistrates were elected at a Meeting with seven 

electors, and on 27 June 1786, five Magistrates were elected 

by sixteen persons, no poll being opened on either occasion. 

In 1787, although a poll was opened for a month and there were 

many persons recently arrived from the Mosquito Shore in addi- 

tion to former electors, there were only 39 voters, and in 

1788 and 1789, under the same conditions, the number of voters 

was twenty and forty respectively. 
3 

This little white oligar- 

chy struggled to protect and expand its power and privileges 

at the expence of the poor white settlers, of the 'free people 

of colour, ' and of the office of Superintendent. 

The oligarchy of 'Principal Inhabitants' having succeeded 

in getting Despard suspended from office in November 1789, a 

new election was held on 3 May 1790. Despard offered himself 

as a candidate and topped the poll with an unprecedented 203 

votes, 250 people having voted. 
4 Four of the defeated 

"Regulations framed by the Committee chosen by the Brit- 
ish Inhabitants of the District, ' 10 June 1789, CO 123/12 

2'Minutes 
of a meeting of the Magistrates, ' 23 April 1790, 

CO 123/12 

3'A Narrative of the Publick Transactions... ' CO 123/10 

4 C0 123/9 



81 

Magistrates complained about Despard's canvassing techniques, 

the number of ineligible voters, and the breadth of the fran- 

chise. They grumbled about 'ignorant turtlers... men of colour, 

possessing no species of property or an fixed residence' 

voting for ex-Superintendent Despard. 'There are not above 

76 wood cutters of all descriptions in the Bay of Honduras, 

of whom, at least, Twenty hardly deserve that name, and about 

40 White housekeepers, being traders and tradesmen, so that, 

in our opinion, there cannot be above 110 good voters in the 

Settlement; and on this principle... few of Colonel Despard's 

friends, or even himself, would have been returned as Magis- 

trates. 
' 

It is equally clear that few, if any, of the people 

usually returned as Magistrates would have been elected pre- 

viously if a comparable number of people had voted, but, by 

their own admission, these men wanted to keep the electorate 

to a mere five per cent of the total adult population, or 

about twenty per cent of the free adults. The election was an 

empty victory for Despard, however. Shortly after he sailed 

for England where he was disgraced, arrested for assisting the 

Irish rising in 1798 and was held in jail for more than two 

years without a trial. Finally, he was hanged in 1803 for in- 

volvement in a plot to assassinate George III, seize the Tower 

of London and the Bank of England, and to proclaim a republic. 
2 

It has been charged that Despard was attempting to re- 

place the Magistracy and the Public Meeting 'by direct 

1The 
account by Bartlet et al. CO 123/13 

2James Bannantine, Memoirs of Edward Marcus Des and 
(London, 1799) 29; Letter from Despard, Dec. 1800, 
CO 123/14; Sir Charles Omani9277"- The Unfortunate Colonel Des and 
and Other Studies (London, - 
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administration by himself and his nominees. '1 Though it would 
be hard to substantiate such a charge, Despard certainly had 

no liking for the Magistrates who, with their handful of asso- 

ciates, he described as 'a very arbitrary aristocracy, '2 who 

attempted to monopolize the mahogany business and to make the 

rest of the population dependent upon them. Despard, in try- 

ing to carry out his instructions with regard to the resettle- 

ment of the poorer refugees from the Mosquito Shore, for whom 

he seemed to have considerable sympathy, came in direct con- 

flict with the monopolists and their representatives in the 

Magistracy. Despard wrote to Lord Sydney: 

The Magistrates have been at great pains 
to give out that the people who wish to sup- 
port my authority, are people of the lowest 
rank, and most infamous Characters. This 
Charge, I must say, is by no means founded 
upon fact, but that the Contrary they are a 
remarkably quiet and inoffensive sett of 
people, well attached to his Majesty's Gov- 
ernment... Many of them, it is true, are poor, 
but on the other hand there are numbers of 
them possessed of very considerable properties 
in Slaves, who at present are rather a Burden 
upon them than any advantage, from the total 
monopoly exercised by the old Inhabitants-3 

The 'Principal Inhabitants, ' however, argued that Despard's 

approach would have repercussions which would undermine the 

social fabric they were so eager to preserve. Their London 

agent argued their case against Despard's lottery plan, saying 

that it would ruin the Settlement: 

It breaks in pieces all the Links of 
Society, and destroys all Order Rank and 
Government. The Mulattoes and Free Negroes 
make good Servants: that they are happy, and 

1Waddell, 
op. cit., 12 

21A Narrative of the Publick Transactions... ' CO 123/10 

3Despard 
to Sydney, 24 Aug. 1787, CO 123/5 
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well taken Care of in that Station; and rise 
in Circumstances, according to their Industry 
Frugality and Ability, preserving still their 
proper Rank $ Station in the Community. But 
upon this wild and Levelling principle of 
Universal Equality, they would become intitled 
not only to elect Magistrates, but themselves 
to be elected; and what kind of Government 
must thence ensue, is submitted to Your Lord- 
ship. But this is not all. For the Negroes 
in Servitude, observing the Now exalted Station 
of their Brethren of Yesterday, would be thence 
induced to revolt, or to desert to the Spaniards; 
unless they themselves were likewise made Free. 
Whichever of these Events took place, the Settle- 
ment must be ruined; especially if of good slaves 
& Servants, they should become Turbulent Sedi- 
tious $ Bad Citizans. l 

The view of the 'Principal Inhabitants' was that 'good 

slaves $ Servants' were those who accepted 'their proper Rank 

& Station in the Community, ' as it was defined for them by the 

'Principal Inhabitants. ' In making their case, they appealed 

to principles of conservatism, law and order, and racialism, 

and greatly exaggerated Despard's very limited 'egalitari- 

anism, ' which really only amounted to a request that the poor 

and the 'free people of colour' be given a chance in their new 

surroundings. On top of the argument concerning the 'proper 

Rank & Station' of the 'Mulattoes and Free Negroes, ' the 'Prin- 

cipal Inhabitants' raised the familiar spectre of slave re- 

volts, a spectre which continually haunted the white settlers 

of the Caribbean even before the massive revolution of Saint 

Domingue broke out in 1791. Their emotional appeal won the 

debate. Lord Sydney's instructions to Despard made it clear 

that the 'people of Colour, or Free Negroes' should be kept 

in a position dependent upon and subservient to the 'affluent 

Settlers': 

I will do you the Justice to believe that 
in the distribution of those Lands you were 

1Memorial from White to Sydney, 21 Feb. 1788, CO 123/6 
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actuated by the best motives, though at the 
same time it could have been wished that you 
had made some Distinction in the Extent of 
Lots so"to be disposed of, between affluent 
Settlers and Persons of a different descrip- 
tion, particularly people of Colour, or Free 
Negroes, who, from the natural Prejudices of 
the Inhabitants of the Colonies, are not, 
however valuable in point of character, con- 
sidered upon an equal footing with People of 
a different Complexion.... some measures should 
be taken to find Employment for the people who 
have lately arrived in the District, particu- 
larly those of small property, and people of 
Colour, to prevent their becoming a Public 
Burthen... I would recommend your calling to 
your assistance some of the most respectable 
of the Inhabitants, and having the benefit 
of their advice, endeavour to fix the people 
above mentioned in some employment, from 
whenc? they may be likely to obtain subsist- 
ence. 

Not even the immediate problem of the resettlement of the 

Mosquito Shore evacuees was resolved to everyone's satisfac- 

tion, as can be seen from the fact that fourteen of them peti- 

tioned in 1793 that they, together with their families and 

slaves, should be permitted to return to the Shore. They 

stated that they were unable to support themselves by cutting 

wood or growing provisions and 'we do not wish to be half Brit- 

ish Subjects as we are at present. '? 

Though Despard's successor, Superintendent Hunter, pro- 

posed a 'Plan of Police' for the Settlement in 1790,3 the prob- 

lem of the absence of a clear and unequivocal definition of the 

location of executive authority remained, and the conflicts 

resulting from this ambiguity persisted well into the nine- 

teenth century. When Superintendent Hunter arrived he declared 

1Sydney to Despard, 6 Feb. 1788, CO 123/6 

2Petition to William Pitt, 13 Aug. 1793, CO 137/92 

318 May 1790, CO 123/9 
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the 'Ancient System of Regulations to be restored, '1 and from 

1791, when he left, the settlers managed themselves. When war 

broke out again in 1796, Lt. Colonel Barrow was appointed 

Superintendent, but largely for military reasons. Subsequent 

Superintendents frequently found themselves in conflict with 

the Magistrates over the question of the location of authority 

in the Settlement. Thus Superintendent Hamilton wrote in 1807 

that 'the powers of His Majesty's Superintendent are not de- 

fined and the Magistrates would wish to insist that he has no 

Civil power over them whatsoever. This is a point I will not 

give up. I consider myself as Chief Magistrate. '2 Hamilton's 

successor, Lt. Colonel Smyth, was told by the Magistrates that 

they 'did not know how far they were amenable to the Laws of 

Great Britain, ' which Smyth protested was 'an extraordinary 

assertion' from Magistrates of a British Settlement. 
3 

Superintendent George Arthur summed up the problems of 

his position in 1819: 

The Office is, and ever has been, so very 
undefined as to deprive the Representative of 
the Crown of the Authority necessary for the 
administration of Public Business... the Inhab- 
itants of the Colony... have no distinct notion 
of the Official Authority of the Individual 
Presiding over the Community - and the conse- 
quence is, that whenever his measures are in 
the smallest degree opposed to the private 
views or interests of Individuals, opposition 
and discontent immediately follow. 4 

It appears that the Superintendents' actions frequently of- 

fended the vested interests of the Settlement's elite, and, 

although the Superintendent's powers were gradually extended, 

1Burdon, op. cit., I, 184 
2Supt. Hamilton to Gov. Coote, 26 Nov. 1807, CO 123/17 

3Smyth to Lord Liverpool, 31 Aug. 1810, CO 123/19 

4Arthur to Bathurst, 31 July 1819, CO 123/28 
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he was not given clear control over the Magistrates and the 

Public Meeting which represented that elite. The oligarchy 

continued to make and execute the laws, and until 1854 the 

anomolies of the Bay Settlement's 'constitution' remained un- 

resolved, the Colonial Office avoiding a decision on the prob- 

lem because the Settlement was not recognized as British 

territory. 

The Social Structure of the Settlement 
in the Late Eighteenth Century 

When the Mosquito Shore was evacuated in 1787,2,214 

people were removed to the Bay of Honduras, where they were 

said to outnumber the people of the Bay by five to one. 
1 Over 

three quarters of these people were slaves, but the 1,677 

slaves were distributed very unequally among the 537 free 

people. 
2 A list was made of 1,420 people from the Mosquito 

Shore who required a supply of provisions, 903 of these people 

being slaves and 517 being free. 
3 Of the free people, 215 

were described as 'Heads of Families, ' over half of these heads 

of families (112) possessing no slaves at all, and another 42 

of them possessing a total of 102 slaves. However, almost half 

of all the slaves on this list (445) were in the possession of 

just nineteen heads of families, a mere eight of the latter 

owning 259 slaves. That it was generally the poorest of the 

evacuees who required provisions is indicated by the fact that 

the remaining twenty free people unaccounted for in the list 

1Letter from Despard, 23 Feb. 1787, CO 123/5 
2Col. Lawrie to Evan Napean, 26 Jan. 1788, CO 123/6 

3'Return 
of such of the Inhabitants from the Mosquito 

Shore as His Majesty's Superintendent has found it necessary 
to issue a further supply of provisions to, ' 24 Aug. and 
20 Oct. 1787, CO 123/5 
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(not all of whom may have been heads of households) must have 

possessed between them the remaining 774 slaves. It is clear, 

then, that while most of the Mosquito Shore settlers owned no 

slaves or very few, some of them owned large numbers. (This 

view is supported by a letter from the Mosquito Shore some 

years earlier, stating that one William Pitt was on his death- 

bed, and that 'his Possessions are much the largest of any 

here among them are about four hundred high spirited Negroes 

from whom an immediate danger more than threatens. v1) 

From this estimation, it appears that fewer than forty of 

the Mosquito Shore settlers were bringing to the Bay over 

1,200 slaves, or almost three quarters of the total. Although 

this list cannot be considered a representative sample of the 

total population, other data reinforce this picture of the 

very unequal distribution of slave ownership in the Bay Set- 

tlement, a tiny minority owning the majority of the slaves 

and most of the free population owning few, if any, slaves. 

The composition of the Settlement's population can be 

more closely ascertained through the study of two early cen- 

suses: ' 'List of the Inhabitants of Honduras, taken by His Maj- 

esty's Superintendent, in January and February 1790, in conse- 

quence of His Catholick Majesty's Concession of 30th May 1789, 

permitting them to cultivate gardens, '2 and 'General Return of 

the Inhabitants in the Bay of Honduras, Free people of every 

description and Slaves, returned 22nd October, 1790. '3 The 

latter census lists the inhabitants by name, distinguishing 

1Hodgson to Gov. Trelawny, 14 April 1771, CO 137/76 
2 

C0 123/11 
3CO 

123/9 
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between men, women, and children, 'White, ' 'Free, ' and 'Slave, ' 

while the former names 'heads of families' (in three districts: 

Sibun, Belize, and the north), and enumerates the men, women, 

and children, both free and slave, in each household. From 

these two documents a fairly clear picture of the social 

structure can be ascertained, though the figures are not, of 

course, wholly reliable. 

When Despard enumerated the population in January and Feb- 

ruary, 1790, the total was 2,915 (738 free and 2,177 slaves), 

though he said there were 'besides fifty or sixty more (mostly 

persons employed in fishing and piloting) who did not give in 

their names for garden grounds, ' nor did the census attempt to 

enumerate the Maya who were outside the bounds of the Settle- 

ment. The census divided the territory into three areas, and 

enumerated 58 percent of the population in the 'River Belize, 

its branches and creeks, ' 8 percent in the 'River Sibun and 

its branches, ' and the remaining 34 percent in 'Salt Creek, 

Northern River, Rowley's Bight and New River. ' Though the 

numbers would fluctuate with the seasonal nature of woodcut- 

ting, in 1790 almost all of the people were working in the 

Belize River valley and the hundreds of smaller rivers, creeks, 

and lagoons to the north. The census also distinguished those 

people who were living in Convention Town, the settlement cre- 

ated by Despard on the south point of the Belize River mouth 

for the poorer evacuees from the Mosquito Shore. In 1790 this 

town held 470 people, or about sixteen percent of the total 

population. The town that was developing on both banks of the 

Belize River mouth, now known as Belize City, had replaced 

St. George's Cay as the principal residence of the Settlement 

by the late eighteenth century. 
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Table III: 1 

Population of the Bay Settlement 
by Legal Status and Sex, 1790 

White Free People of Colour Slaves Total 

N$N$N% 

Men 174 13 120 9 1,091 79 1,385 

Women 46 7 132 19 515 74 693 

Children 41 7 119 21 418 72 578 

Total 261 10 371 14 2,024 76 2,656 

(Source: 'General Return of the Inhabitants in the Bay 
of Honduras, Free people of every description and Slaves, 
returned 22nd October, 1790, ' CO 123/9) 

The census of 22 October 1790 provides more details on 

the composition of the population, a summary of which is given 

in Table III: 1. Towards the end of the eighteenth century 

the slaves constituted about three quarters of the population, 

the whites amounted to about one tenth, and the remainder were 

'free people of colour, ' both black and mixed. There was a 

marked sexual imbalance in the population, adult men and women 

being in a ratio of about two to one. This imbalance was par- 

ticularly acute among the whites, however, where there were 

almost four times as many men as women, while among the 'free 

people of colour' there were actually more women than men. 

These figures suggest that the white men, having insufficient 

mates of their own race, established relationships with slaves, 

some of whom they manumitted along with the resultant off- 

spring. Thus, there were more white men than free men of 

colour but there were almost three times as many free coloured 

women and children than white women and children. 
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Since there was no regular system of freehold tenure in 

the Bay Settlement, registration of land ownership not being 

instituted until 1858, the only available measure of the 

wealth of a free settler was in the number of slaves he pos- 

sessed. By this measure it is apparent that the 'estates' of 

the Bay settlers were small compared to those of, say, Jamaica, 

where one or two hundred slaves per estate was not uncommon 

and some had over five hundred. I In the Bay Settlement only 

one owner possessed over one hundred slaves at this time, 

James Pitt Lawrie being listed in the first census as. the head 

of a family with 126 slaves. The inequality of ownership of 

slaves by the free population that was indicated by the list 

of Mosquito Shore evacuees requiring provisions in 1787 is 

confirmed by the censuses of 1790. The twenty estates which 

had at least thirty slaves possessed between them 1,085 slaves, 

or about half of all the slaves in the Settlement. At the 

other end of the spectrum, 35 of 159 listed free 'Heads of 

Families' possessed no slaves at all, and another eighteen 

owned only one, two, or three slaves each, that is, less than 

the minimum required by the regulation of 1787 for a new set- 

tler to be allowed to cut mahogany. At least a third of these 

listed free heads of families were thereby deprived of engaging 

in the principal economic activity of the Settlement, which 

was dominated by a few large estate owners. 

The domination of the economy by a few settlers was en- 

couraged by the shift from logwood to mahogany cutting as the 

'Orlando Patterson, The Sociology of Slavery (London, 
1967) 53; Edward Brathwaite, The Development of Creole Society 
in Jamaica, 1770-1820 (London-., -1971) 121 
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basis of the Settlement's economy which occurred in the last 

half of the eighteenth century. While the operations required 

for the extraction of logwood were quite small scale, in terms 

of the number of slaves and the area of land, the extraction 

of mahogany necessitated a considerable change. The mahogany 

tree is very large, the average commercial tree being about 

seven feet in girth, but ranging from six to seventeen feet, 

and the height rises to between seventy and one hundred feet. 

Mahogany grows in a more scattered manner, and in areas fur- 

ther from the coast, than logwood, and whereas logwood is cut 

into chunks for shipment, mahogany is shipped in large logs. 

It was therefore considerably more difficult and expensive to 

cut and transport mahogany than logwood, these factors making 

the extraction of mahogany a much larger operation than that 

of logwood. The former required more capital, more slaves, 

and, since the tree grows in a scattered manner, more land, 

than the latter. The shift from logwood to mahogany cutting, 

therefore, encouraged the evolution of a small group of wealthy 

cutters and made it increasingly difficult for the poorer set- 

tlers to establish themselves independently in the Settlement's 

economy. Though, by the resolutions of 1787, every freeholder 

was entitled to a logwood work, it was pointed out at the time 

that 'the cutting of Logwood is at present very far from being 

anywise profitable. ' 

The Public Meetings at which these resolutions were 

passed were controlled, as has been indicated, by a handful of 

wealthy cutters and their representatives in the Magistracy. 

Through their legislation, enforced by the Magistrates, twelve 

of these cutters claimed four fifths of the entire area 

1Despard to Sydney, 17 Aug. 1787, CO 123/5 
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encompassed by the Treaties, or about two thousand square 

miles. It is obvious that, despite their ownership of several 

hundred slaves, these few men could not possibly work all this 

land, so the question arises as to why they were determined to 

hold so much more land than they could use. The answer, it 

would appear, lies in the way in which they used this monopo- 

lization, not only to exploit the timber resources, but also 

as a means of wielding their power over the other inhabitants 

of the Settlement. 

Even after the arrival of the Mosquito Shore evacuees the 

population of the Settlement amounted to less than three thou- 

sand people, three quarters of whom were slaves. Of all the 

men in the Settlement less than three hundred were free, and 

most of these were free people of colour or poor whites. The 

very limited size of the population encouraged the propensity 

of the wealthiest and longest established settlers to fulfil 

several roles simultaneously. At this period of the Settle- 

ment's history there was little or no specialization within 

the elite. The men who had succeeded in establishing them- 

selves as the wealthiest and most influential cutters in the 

early logwood trade were the best equipped for expanding their 

operations to exploit the demand for mahogany. These same men, 

who had established connections with London merchants for ex- 

porting their timber, were also able to develop the import 

trade, so vital where the local cultivation of provisions was 

prohibited, and consequently to control retailing. The eco- 

nomic crisis engendered by the decline of the logwood trade in 

the late 1760s and early 1770s had led some of the settlers 

into debt with London merchants and with the wealthier cutters 



93 

and traders of the Bay. 
l 

The latter fixed the price of log- 

wood and mahogany, which was used as currency within the 

Settlement, and, in the role of Magistrates, had control over 

taxation. The economic interests of the wealthy cutters did 

not lie exclusively in timber extraction, therefore, and their 

determination to claim all the available land must be seen in 

this total context. Despard described the Magistrates as 

'almost our sole importers, exporters, and retailers, too; and 

they had the equity to import, just what served themselves; 

and their private purposes of keeping the people poor and to- 

tally dependent upon them; for they not only set their own 

price upon their goods, but also upon the logwood and mahogany 

which they received in payment for them. '2 

Within the political structure of the Settlement the 

wealthy cutters controlled the primitive legislature and judi- 

ciary and succeeded in retaining their executive powers even 

when these were challenged by the Crown's representative. By 

using their political power to enforce and maintain their mo- 

nopoly of land ownership the wealthy settlers were able to 

limit the access of others to the primary economic resource of 

the Settlement, and were thus able to restrict competition in 

the primary economic activity of exporting timber. Seen within 

the context of their almost total control of the Settlement's 

political economy, their monopoly of land ownership was simply 

one way, albeit a fundamental one, by which the elite exer- 

cised their power to force the poor settlers into dependence 

upon them. 

'Petition from the Bay Settlers to Trelawny, 19 Feb. 1771, 
CO 137/76 

2Letter from Despard, 11 Jan. 1788, CO 123/6 
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The extent of the power of the Magistrates, also the man- 

ner in which they exercised it, is illustrated by their treat- 

ment of some of the Mosquito Shore evacuees who were denied 

access to mahogany and who attempted to defy the Magistrates' 

authority to dispose of land. The following is from a peti- 

tion to the Superintendent from three white Mosquito Shore 

settlers who, it can be ascertained from the censuses, owned 
between twelve and twenty slaves each and were therefore not 

among the poorer refugees: 

A combination hath been formed against us 
by the former English Inhabitants of the Bay 
of Honduras and some few people from the 
Musquito Shore, who raising themselves into 
a kind of legislative body, form laws and 
regulations, and make Magistrates to enforce 
these Laws and endeavour to cause every Indi- 
vidual of the Community to sign those Laws.... 

As these Laws or regulations seem also 
(to us) to be partial and in favor of one sett 
of people, and palpably calculated to enslave 
another, we openly gave such opinion of them 
and absolutely refused to sign them, declaring 
we knew of no legal authority as yet in this 
country (especially to distribute Lands) but 
what lay with his Majestys Superintendant. 
Many of us were then told, that if we con- 
tinued of that opinion, we should be looked 
upon as men who had devested themselves of the 
rights and privileges of British Subjects, in 
withdrawing ourselves from the protection of 
the Magistrates and that therefore whatever 
injury may be done us we could not expect re- 
dress. That we would soon find ourselves in 
a very dissagreeable situation, As we would 
not be able to furnish ourselves with any kind 
of necessary or articles as we might be in 
want of, although we had money to pay for them 
for none would be sold or disposed of to those 
who did not conform So that we must either con- 
form or leave the Country. These maxims they 
have actually put in practice.... 

The Mahogany works in the new limits we 
have found all possessed by the former Bay 
people who claim every Spot, where Mahogany 
is to be cut, under various pretences. Some 
of us have looked but found every place 
claimed, some of us have cut wood, our Negroes 
have been turned away and ordered to cut no 
more, some of the Mahogany we have cut hath 
been attached as the property of old Baymen. 
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Thus persecuted and daily depreciated the 
prospect efore us bein a most melancholy 
aspect... 

With such political and economic pressure being exerted upon 

the white property owners, one could expect that a similar 

effort was made by the oligarchy to ensure the dependence of 

poor whites and the 'free people of colour. ' In a situation 

where there was insufficient labour to work all the vast lands 

held by the elite, the latter perceived all but the richest 

Mosquito Shore evacuees, not just as potential competitors for 

the Settlement's resources, but also as potential labourers. 

The wealthier settlers therefore put obstacles in the way of 

all the other free people acquiring lands in order to deny 

them an independent means of livelihood and force them into a 

position of dependence. This is illustrated by a letter from 

Despard written just after the 'Principal Inhabitants' had 

made their restrictive regulations: 

There is one particular hardship sustained 
by people of colour from the partiality of one 
of the rules laid down by those, who have taken 
upon themselves the legislative authority in 
this country, whereby they are totally excluded 
from possessing any mahogany or logwood works 
in this Settlement, unless they be what they 
call naturalized, by the unanimous Consent of 
the whole Magistrates; by which law not less 
than eighty people under that description who 
have come from the Mosquito Shore are entirely 
excluded from any means of gaining a Subsist- 
ence, unless they will become the Servants of 
these Legislators, which really seems to be 
the principle intention of this partial rule. 

2 

Despite this discrimination against the 'free people of 

colour, ' a number of them possessed considerable numbers of 

1Robert English, Samuel Harrison, and Abraham (or 
Absalom) Bull, to Despard, 20 Aug. 1787, CO 123/5 

2Despard to Sydney, 24 Aug. 1787, CO 123/5, emphasis 
in original 
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slaves and held positions of authority within the Settlement's 

militia. Thus, James Pitt Lawrie, who, with 126 slaves, was 

the largest slave owner in the Settlement at the end of the 

eighteenth century, was named in a 'List of Free people of 

Colour in Honduras employed in or contributing to the defence 

of the Settlement' as the Commander of the Right Wing of the 

Ist South Side Battalion. Jonathan Card and Stephen Winter, 

both described as 'coloured men', possessed over thirty slaves 

each, and were thus among the top twenty slave owners. John 

Neal and George Crawford, described by Despard as 'people of 

colour, very intelligent... and both possessed of very consider- 

able properties in slaves, '1 owned twenty-three and fifteen 

slaves respectively. James Hewm, another 'coloured man' who, 

like Jonathan Card, commanded a division of the militia, pos- 

sessed twenty-two slaves, and Joshua Jones, the 'free man of 

Colour' who was arrested on 18 August 1787, owned seventeen 

slaves. 

Superintendent Hunter reported in 1790 that 'there are a 

great number of people of mixed colours in this Settlement, 

principally natives of the Mosquito Shore.... Some of these 

People posses considerable properties, and are Men of fair 

Character. ' Hunter stated that 'by the general usage of the 

West Indies, they are deprived of many privileges, ' but he 

recommended that 

His Majesty's Superintendent and the 
Committee shall have the power of granting 
or allowing to Free People of mixed colour, 
Inhabitants of this Settlement, such privi- 
leges and immunities, as may to them appear 
proper, according to the behaviour, character, 
property or station of such person of colour, 
who may make application to His Majesty's 

1'A Narrative of the Publick Transactions... ' CO 123/10 

1 
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Superintendent and the Committee for such 
privileges, which shall be enrolled in a 
Book, kept for that purpose, Three months 
prior to their taking upon them, or exer- 
cising such privileges; provided always, 
that nothing in this article shall extend 
to the privilege of acting as Jurors or 
being elected to any public Offices. i 

These members of the 'free coloured' group, though at 

this time denied political privileges, were, in their pos- 

session of slaves and their participation in the militia, 

demonstrably trying to 'join the system' which was created 

and dominated by the white elite. The majority of the free 

blacks and 'coloured, ' however, did not acquire economic 

wealth any more than political power, but became the em- 

ployees of rich cutters and traders or drifted away from the 

Settlement's dominant economic mode to become subsistence 

farmers or fishermen. Much the same is true of the poorer 

whites, who were small tradesmen, turtlers, or fishermen, or 

were the employees of their more powerful 'kith and kin. ' 

These 'poor whites' would have amounted to fewer than one 

hundred and fifty people, possessing few slaves and little 

influence in the Settlement. 

It is of interest to quote in full a contemporary attempt 

to classify the population of the Bay Settlement, the criteria 

used being those of property, occupation, and colour: 

"Plan 
of Police proposed... ' by Supt. Hunter, 18 May 

1790, CO 123/9 
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Table 111: 2 

His Majesty's Subjects who occupy the district allotted 
for Cutting wood in the Bay of Honduras 

the Definitive Treaty of 178 
and the ConvFn---H-o-n of 1786, 

may be classed in the o owing manner viz 

Description Number 

1. Cutters and Exporters of wood possessed of 
considerable property 13 

2. Cutters of wood possessed of less property 34 

3. Cutters of wood possessed of small property 24 

4. Traders and Housekeepers 24 

5. Tradesmen and Housekeepers 18 

6. People of small property in the service of Wood 
Cutters, and employed as Clerks, Overseers, and 
Masters of Droggers 12 

7. People of no property, and employed by Wood 
Cutters and others as Clerks, Masters of 
Droggers, Tradesmen, and Labourers 37 

8. Housekeepers of very little property, principally 
Refugees from America, who support themselves and 
families by raising Vegetables, hunting and fishing 14 

9. Turtlers residing in the district, possessed of 
Boats and Nets fit for carrying on the business, 
and who employ Servants 8 

10. Turtlers of no property, of no fixed place of 
Residence and employed by the Master Turtlers 
among the Keys and Reefs along the Coast 63 

11. People of mixed Colour possessed of property, and 
of whom, about one third are Wood Cutters of the 
2nd class, but not enumerated there 16 

12. People of mixed Colour, possessed of no property, 
and employed by Wood Cutters and others, as 
Tradesmen, Fishermen and Labourers 24 

Total: 287 

It is believed there may be about Fifty British 
Subjects in Honduras not enumerated in the above 
Statement, consisting of Turtlers, Fishermen and 
free Negroes, many of whom have no place of fixed 
Residence, and are possessed of no property. 

The number of Slaves in Honduras, may be esti- 
mated at Two Thousand, and are principally in the 
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possession of the lst, 2nd, 3rd, 4th and 11th Classes 
and are indeed their most valuable property. 
(Source: CO 123/9) 

It would appear that, while the Settlement was dominated 

by a small group of white men who (through their vast 'loca- 

tions, ' their possession of about half the slaves, and their 

control of commerce, the Public Meetings, and the Magistracy) 

managed to withhold privileges and rights from other settlers, 

the ownership of slaves and participation in the economy and 

militia was not an exclusive prerogative of white men. The 

social structure did not consist simply of white masters and 

black slaves, though this was the fundamental distinction 

which affected the social position of the more ambiguously 

placed people - poor white men and slave-owning black men. 

Between the tiny elite and the masses of slaves there were a 

few hundred people who were either employees, dependent upon 

the elite, or were self-employed at the subsistence level, 

gardening and fishing for their livelihood. This intermediate 

social stratum did not constitute an integrated 'middle class, ' 

however, as racial factors intervened to divide it. There is 

no doubt that the 'natural Prejudices' mentioned by Lord Sydney 

continually operated, as they did during the resettlement of 

the Mosquito Shore evacuees, in favour of the white group and 

to the disadvantage of the black group within this stratum. 

The 'free coloured, ' many of whom may once have been 

slaves themselves, were not concerned with eliminating the 

fundamental social distinction of the society, rather they 

were eager to extend their own rights and privileges within 

the existing social order. But the 'free coloured' group 

possessed no power with which to ease concessions from the 
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oligarchy. Had the 'free coloured, ' many of whom were slave 

owners, appealed to and roused the slaves, the distinctiveness 

of their own position vis-a-vis the slaves, which was what 

they wanted to preserve and extend, may well have been swept 

away in a hurricane of social change. So, during the con- 
frontation of 18 and 19 August 1787, the 'free coloured' chose 

not to involve the slaves on their behalf, but to rely instead 

upon the ineffective representation of the Superintendent. 

Unwilling to risk their existing status, the 'free coloured' 

remained in an ambiguous social position, denying any affin- 

ity to the slaves, yet being themselves denied identity with 

the whites. 

The social structure established during the eighteenth 

century remained essentially unchanged, therefore, while the 

handful of white settlers and merchants became even more en- 

trenched in their economic and political power. However, 

while the white oligarchy maintained its power, it remained 

uneasy. Though the threat from the Spaniards was checked at 

the Battle of St. George's Cay in 1798, the legal and consti- 

tutional status of the territory remained undefined and pro- 

vided little security for the settlers. But more importantly, 

because it could not be settled by periodic peace treaties, 

was the continual and pervasive apprehension on the part of 

the elite of the behaviour of the majority of the population. 

Throughout the eighteenth and well into the nineteenth cen- 

turies the free settlers, white and black, were haunted by 

the spectre of revolts among the slaves. 



CHAPTER IV 

The Institution of Slavery 

The Establishment of Slavery 

The first settlers in the Bay of Honduras cut their own 

logwood. Early in the eighteenth century, however, as their 

business became more established and profits were still high, 

these settlers strove to expand their enterprises. Shortage 

of land posed no problem, and there were plentiful supplies of 

accessible logwood available. The problem for those settlers 

who wished to expand their woodcutting operations was to secure 

adequate supplies of labour. The same problem had previously 

faced settlers on the Caribbean islands in connection with the 

production of sugar. In Barbados, for example, in the seven- 

teenth century, as the cultivation of tobacco gave way to that 

of sugar, the planters sought adequate supplies of labour for 

their plantations. Amerindian and European labour proving un- 

satisfactory, the planters turned to the population of Africa, 

which, raped by the slave trade, provided slave labour for the 

vast agrarian factories of the Caribbean. The settlers in the 

Bay of Honduras relied upon the same source to provide the 

labour for cutting logwood in the early eighteenth century. 

The earliest reference to the presence of Africans in the 

Bay of Honduras is dated 1724, a Spanish missionary reporting 

in that year that the British Settlement consisted of 'about 

three hundred English, besides Mosquito Indians and negro 

slaves, these latter having been introduced but a short time 

101 
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before from Jamaica and Bermuda-" Another nineteenth century 
historian quoted from a Guatemalan gazette of 1730 which re- 

ported Spaniards crossing New River and making 'prisoners 

sixteen Englishmen and an Englishwoman with her daughter, 

sixteen negroes and four negresses. '2 Whatever the date at 

which Africans first appeared in the Bay, before the middle 

of the eighteenth century they outnumbered the white settlers. 

An appeal for military assistance in the face of Spanish 

threats in 1745 stated that the Settlement was 'reduced to a 

small quantity of People, not exceeding above Fifty white Men, 

and about a hundred and twenty Negroes. '3 

The African slaves who were imported to cut logwood were 

brought through the West Indian islands. One early nineteenth 

century account stated that 'these have mostly been imported 

from Africa by the intercourse with Jamaica, no direct impor- 

tation having ever taken place; but many of these people are 

creoles of the different West Indian Islands, and several have 

been brought into the Settlement, by their owners, from the 

United States. '4 Later it was stated that 'the Blacks.. . have 

been... imported from Africa, either direct or through the West 

India Islands. '5 

Though many of the slaves brought to the Bay may have 

been 'Creoles' born in the Caribbean, others must have been 

1H. H. Bancroft, History of Central America (3 v., San 
Francisco, 1883-7) II, 

2Archibald Robertson Gibbs, British Honduras: An Histor- 
ical and Descriptive Account of the Colony from its Settlement, 

on on, 1883) 34 
3The Inhabitants of the Bay of Honduras to Major Caulfield, 

8 June 1745, CO 137/48 
4Capt. G. Henderson, An Account of the British Settlement 

at Honduras... (London, 18 

SThe Honduras Almanack (Belize, 1830) 6 
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brought from Africa via the Jamaican slave markets, or follow- 

ing a period of that socialization to slavery known as 'season- 

ing. ' In 1769, a complaint that the Spaniards granted escaping 

slaves an asylum in Yucatan on the grounds of their supposed 

conversion to Catholicism, informs us that 'many of them are 

New Negros, that can't speak a single word of any European 

language, and Consequently not very solicitous about any 

religion. '1 These 'New Negros' would appear to have been 

Africans who, coming more or less directly from Africa, would 

retain many aspects of their national cultures. The names of 

many of the slaves recorded in a 1790 census2 also indicate 

African birth, though this cannot be relied upon as an accu- 

rate indication of their national origin (see, for example, 

such names as Congo Will, Angola Will, Guinea Sam, Eboe Jack, 

Mongola Sam, Mundingo Pope, and Corromontee Tom). Unfortu- 

nately, the eighteenth century records do not provide any in- 

dication of the proportions of the imported slaves who were 

West Indian 'Creoles' or African born; however, from the names 

of some of the slaves it would seem that, among those of Afri- 

can birth, most were Ibo, or from further south in the Congo 

or Angola. Given the fact that most of the slaves were 

brought to the Bay Settlement in the second half of the eight- 

eenth century, this indication of the origin of the African 

born slaves is supported by estimates of the principal sources 

of British slaves during this period, namely the Niger and 

Cross deltas in the Bight of Benin (mostly Ibos) from 1730 to 

"Memorial 
of the Magistrates $ Principal Inhabitants 

settled at the Bay of Honduras' to Lord Hillsborough, 1769, 
CO 137/65 

2'General Return of the Inhabitants... ' 22 Oct. 1790, 
CO 123/9 
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1790, and Southwestern Africa, particularly the Congo and 

Angola, from 1790 to 1807.1 

Next to be considered is the number of slaves, the pro- 

portions of men, women, and children in the slave population, 

and the ratio of the slaves to the rest of the population of 

the Settlement. Table IV: 1 provides those statistics that 

are available on the slave population from 1745 to emancipa- 

tion. Though these figures must be treated with caution 

(even the censuses were incomplete enumerations) they do in- 

dicate certain broad demographic characteristics of the slave 

population, its numerical relation to the rest of the popula- 

tion, and changes in these features over a period of about 

one century. 

The most obvious feature is that, from an early date, the 

slaves were the numerical majority of the population. Respond- 

ing to the European demand for logwood, the British settlers 

imported thousands of slaves to extract the timber for them. 

At the time the Spaniards captured the Settlement in 1779 it 

was estimated that there were three thousand slaves in the Bay, 

or about eighty-six per cent of the total population. After 

the resettlement following the Peace of 1783, the population 

was much smaller, and even after the settlement of the Mosquito 

Shore evacuees in 1787 the slave population was only a little 

over two thousand. With the development of the demand for ma- 

hogany, permission to extract that timber having been granted 

in 1786, the Settlement began to grow again. Hundreds more 

slaves were imported in the last years of the eighteenth cen- 

tury and up to the abolition of the slave trade in 1807. 

1Orlando Patterson, The Sociology of Slavery (London, 
1967) 129-33 
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Table IV: l 

Slave Population of the Bay Settlement, 1745 - 1835 

Date Male 

Number of 

Female 

Slaves 

Children Total 

Slaves as % of 

Total Population 

1745 120 71 

1779 3,000 86 

1790a 1,216 550 411 2,177 75 

1790b 1,091 515 418 2,024 76 

1803 1,700 675 584 2,959 75 

1806 1,489 588 450 2,527 72 

1809 3,000 73 

1816 2,742 72 

1820 1,537 600 426 2,563 

1823 1,440 628 400 2,468 60 

1826 1,373 577 460 2,410 46 

1829 1,113 486 428 2,027 52 

1832 895 435 453 1,783 42 

1835 686 318 180 1,184 47 

(Sources: 1745, The Inhabitants of the Bay of Honduras 
to Major Caulfield, 8 June 1745, CO 137/48; 1779, Unsigned 
letter to Gov. Dalling, 3 Sept. 1779, CO 137/75; 1790a, 'List 
of the Inhabitants of Honduras... January and February 1790... 
CO 123/11; 1790b, 'General Return of the Inhabitants in the 
Bay of Honduras... 22nd October, 1790, ' CO 123/9; 1803, 'A 
Short Sketch of the present situation of the Settlement of 
Honduras... ' from Supt. Thomas Barrow, 31 March 1803, CO 
123/15; 1806, Br. Gen. H. T. Montresor to Gov. Sir Eyre 
Coote, 22 Oct. 1806, CO 123/17; 1809, 'Remarks upon the 
Situation Trade etc... ' by Barrow, 1 May 1809, CO 123/18; 
1816, Census of the Population, GRB; 1820, Census of the 
Slave Population, 31 Dec. 1820, GRB; 1823,1826,1829,1832, 
1835, Censuses of the Population, GRB) 
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(The apparent decline in the population of the Settlement in 

1806 may be accounted for by incomplete enumeration, the 

source stating that 'as there exists several, who from their 

remote situation, have not given in their Returns, the real 

Total may be calculated at about 4000, '1 of which the slaves 

probably amounted to nearly three thousand). In 1809 it was 

again estimated that there were three thousand slaves in the 

Settlement. Throughout this period, beginning with the re- 

settlement in 1783, the slaves amounted to about three quar- 

ters of the total population in the Bay Settlement. 

Following the abolition of the slave trade, the number 

of slaves in the Settlement decreased, from about three thou- 

sand in 1809 to a little over one thousand at the time of 

emancipation. During these two decades the proportion of the 

slaves in the total population also declined dramatically, 

from about three quarters to less than half of the population. 

The slaves in the Settlement seem to have been unable to re- 

produce themselves. There was probably a high rate of mortal- 

ity resulting from such factors as disease, malnutrition, ill- 

treatment, and overwork. Suicide, sometimes brought on by 

eating dirt, was also known among the slaves in Belize. 2 

Meanwhile, the rate of reproduction was very low, only in 1832 

were there more slave children than slave women. These two 

aspects are, of course, intimately related, as Roberts has 

shown for Jamaica that 'the failure of reproduction as a means 

of assuring population growth among the slaves was to a large 

1Br. Gen. H. T. Montresor to Gov. Sir Eyre Coote, 22 
Oct. 1806, CO 123/17 

2Ibid. 
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extent rooted in the prevailing levels of mortality. " 

Another feature of the slave population which affected their 

ability to reproduce themselves was the severe imbalance of 
the sexes. The men always greatly outnumbered the women, 

generally at a ratio of two or three to one. As there were 

very few white women in the Settlement, the slave men were 
frequently competing, on most unequal terms, with white men 
for the sexual favours of the slave women. The consequence 

of this unusually high demand upon the bodies of the slave 

women was probably extreme promiscuity, which, in turn, would 

be associated with widespread abortion and the spread of vene- 

real diseases which would reduce fecundity. In addition to 

these aspects, there was probably a strong reluctance on the 

part of the slave women to give birth to children who would 

inherit their despised social status. Certainly the practice 

of abortion was said to be 'extremely common' among the slave 

women and had 'its avowed professors. '2 

Table IV: 2 

Slave Population of the Bay Settlement, by Age 

1816 - 1823 

Age in Years 

Date 9 and under 10 to 20 21 to 40 41 and above Total 
NiN%NN 

1816 458 17 448 16 1,361 SO 475 17 2,742 

1820 426 17 341 13 1,252 49 544 21 2,563 

1823 400 16 411 17 1,078 44 549 23 2,438 

(Source: Censuses of 1816,1820, and 1823, GRB) 

1G. W. Roberts, The Population of Jamaica (Cambridge, 
1957) 225 

2Henderson, 
op. cit., 92 
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The three censuses which provide data on the age distri- 

bution of the slave population, in 1816,1820, and 1823 (see 

Table IV: 2) show that the proportion of children remained 

about seventeen percent while the proportion of slaves who 

were over forty years of age increased from seventeen to 

twenty-three percent, thus indicating again the inability 

of the slaves to reproduce themselves. 

In conclusion, it can be stated that so long as slaves 

could be imported into the Bay Settlement their numbers in- 

creased, but with the abolition of the slave trade in 1807 the 

numbers of slaves, and their proportion to the rest of the pop- 

ulation, declined dramatically. This decline was due, in part, 

to high mortality rates but also to a variety of factors which 

made it impossible for the slave population to reproduce it- 

self. In addition, one must consider the incidence of manu- 

mission which reduced the number of slaves and expanded the 

growing group of free blacks and free coloured in the Settle- 

ment. The Censuses of 1816 and 1820,1 for example, state that 

between 1 January 1807 and 31 December 1820, a total of 228 

slaves were manumitted, this being about eight percent of the 

total slave population in that period. The rate of manumis- 

sions increased in the 1820s, however, 310 manumissions being 

reported between 1 January 1821 and 31 December 1830.2 

Finally, while the importation of slaves had diminished their 

emigration continued, large numbers of slaves escaping the 

'Census, 1816; Census of the Slave Population, 31 Dec. 
1820, GRB 

2Return of Manumissions by George Westby, 31 Dec. 1825, 
CO 123/37; Supt. Cockburn to Lord Goderich, 25 April 1831, 
CO 123/42 
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Settlement during slavery and even during the period of 

apprenticeship. 

The Organization and Occupations of Slavery 

Unlike the rest of the Caribbean, 'cultivation forms no 

part of the leading pursuits of the British Settlers at 
Honduras. The cutting of mahogany and logwood is, therefore, 

almost their sole occupation. '1 Throughout the Caribbean, 

the institution of slavery was developed to answer the needs 

of European settlers who required large numbers of labourers 

for the cultivation of tropical crops, particularly sugar 

cane. Whether developed in the seventeenth century in Barba- 

dos, or in the eighteenth century in Jamaica, whether for the 

cultivation of sugar cane in Brazil or cotton in the United 

States of America, slavery has been primarily associated with 

the large scale production of tropical crops on plantations, 

to the extent that the organization of slavery in the New 

World from the Deep South of America to North East Brazil has 

been virtually synonymous with the plantation system of pro- 

duction. Where cultivation was unimportant and timber cutting 

was the primary occupation, however, it may be expected that 

the organization of slavery would differ in certain respects 

from that required on a plantation. 

Sugar plantations were frequently large estates, on which 

the slaves would generally experience a fairly settled exist- 

ence, so long as they remained the property of the same master. 

Most slaves on such estates were organized into large work 

gangs, chiefly according to their physical strength, and though 

some slaves occupied positions, such as boilerman, requiring 

1Henderson, 
op. cit., 39 
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great skill, the majority were unskilled field labourers, 

shifted from task to task according to the master's needs. 

Although there was a division of labour among the slaves, 

chiefly between skilled workers, field labourers, and domes- 

tics, there was a degree of interchangeability in the differ- 

ent occupations, particularly in relation to the preparation, 

planting, cultivation, and harvesting requirements resulting 

from the seasonal cycle. 

In addition to these differentiations according to pro- 

duction functions, there were also differentiations in terms 

of power. Just as the economic roles of slaves were defined 

by the masters, so too was the hierarchy of control which was 

so characteristic of the social system of the plantation. 

The white hierarchy consisted of the planter or his attorney, 

the managing overseer, and the supervising 'book-keepers, ' 

while the highest position among the field slaves, that of 

the driver of a gang, was the lowest position in this hierar- 

chy of control. The driver's task being that of urging other 

slaves to work, and to punish them if they failed to work, 

there were frequent abuses of this delegated authority. 

Nevertheless, the drivers of the various gangs constituted a 

kind of slave elite within the plantation society, their 

superior status being recognized by the whites, not simply in 

the authority delegated to them, but also in various material 

rewards. Other status distinctions between the slaves were 

in terms of colour and place of birth, but these criteria, as 

well as those based on skill and power, were defined by the 

masters according to the latter's prejudices and the require- 

ments of organization for plantation production. 
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The organizational requirements of timber extraction in 

Belize differed somewhat from those of plantation production, 

with consequent differences in the experiences of the slaves. 

First, the extraction of timber entailed the continual shift- 

ing of the production units from location to location as the 

timber resources became exhausted in a particular area and 

required the settler to lay a claim to new areas of exploita- 

tion. The nature of timber extraction led to the establish- 

ment of a large number of small timber works, some occupied 

and some unoccupied, dotted along the rivers, creeks, and 

lagoons of the Bay area, the vast intervening area remaining 

untouched bush. The slaves worked, therefore, in small, more 

or less temporary and isolated camps in the middle of an un- 

cultivated and essentially uninhabited terrain. 

The second difference between the experience of slaves 

in Belize and those on plantations results from the actual 

process of cutting and extracting the timber. The extraction 

of logwood, as has been indicated previously, was a very small 

scale operation, so that it was initially possible for the 

white settlers to undertake it themselves 'with a single Negro, 

some without one. '1 With the shift towards mahogany extraction 

in the second half of the eighteenth century, however, there 

was an increase in the amounts of capital, land, and labour 

required because the mahogany tree was larger, grew further 

inland, and in a more scattered manner, than logwood. 

The most complete description of mahogany extraction dur- 

ing the period of slavery is that by Captain George Henderson, 

who was stationed in Belize with the 5th West India Regiment 

1Supt. Despard to Lord Sydney, 17 Aug. 1787, CO 123/5 
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at the beginning of the nineteenth century: 
There are two seasons in the year for the 

cutting of mahogany: the first commencing shortly 
after Christmas, or at the conclusion of what is 
termed the wet season, the other about the middle 
of the year. At such periods all is activity, 
and the falling of trees, or the trucking out 
those that have been fallen, form the chief 
employments. Some of the wood is rough-squared 
on the spot, but this part of the labour is 
generally suspended until the logs are rafted 
to the different rivers' mouths. These rafts 
often consist of more than two hundred logs, 
and are floated as many hundred miles... 

The gangs of negroes employed in this work 
consist of from ten to fifty each; few exceed 
the latter number. The large bodies are com- 
monly divided into several small ones, a plan 
which it is supposed greatly facilitates 
labour.... 

The mahogany tree is commonly cut about 
twelve feet from the ground, and a stage is 
erected for the axe-man employed in levelling 
it. This to an observer would appear a labour 
of much danger, but an accident rarely happens 
to the person engaged in it.... 

The logs of mahogany are generally brought 
out by cattle and trucks to the water side, or 
to the Barquadier, as it is termed in this 
country, which has been previously prepared 
by the foreman of the work for their reception. 
When the distance is great, this is a labour 
of infinite and tedious difficulty. As soon 
as a sufficient number to form a raft is col- 
lected, and the waters have gained the neces- 
sary height, they are singly thrown from the 
banks, and require no other aid or 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 collected, each party 
claiming his own from the general mass, and 
formed into separate rafts for their final 
destination. Sometimes more than a thousand 
logs together are supported by the booms.... 

Labour here, and that with a small share 
of occasional relaxation, almost exclusively 
occupies the attention of whites and blacks; 
and, engaged in pursuits that lead to distant 
and in widely different directions, it seldom 
happens, perhaps not more than once in many 
months, that the settlers of Honduras have 
any kind of intercourse with each other, or 
for the same interval with their homes or 
families. The setting out on a mahogany- 
cutting expedition resembles in some degree 
that of departing on a long voyage, the prep- 
arations for both being nearly similar; and 
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the dreary time that must be passed in the 
woods, in this employment, may not unaptly 
be compared to what is felt by many in a 
long confinement on shipboard. 1 

The extraction of mahogany was a seasonal occupation, 

each season of cutting and trucking requiring the labourers 

to spend long periods of time in the isolation of the camps. 

The mahogany trees, once found, cut, and trimmed, were 

trucked (that is, drawn by teams of cattle) through temporary 

paths in the bush to the nearest riverside, at the place 

called the 'Barquadier, ' from whence the gangs would fan out 

to cut the mahogany, bringing the trees to the river to be 

formed into rafts. From the various barquadiers the rafts 

would float down river, usually in the rainy season, to a 

boom, such as Burrell Boom on the Belize River, where they 

were resorted and reformed for the final trip to the river's 

mouth. At the river's mouth the logs were finally squared 

ready for shipment. 

A number of distinct occupations were clearly required 

by the process of mahogany extraction. First, there were the 

men who cut the trees, a dangerous and highly skilled job, 

swinging a heavy axe on a springy platform about twelve feet 

above the ground. The axe-men were not only skilled, but 

would also work singly or in pairs, rather than in a gang. 

Their work was certainly very arduous, but, given the fact 

that it required great physical strength and a skill that would 

take a long time to acquire, the axe-men may have developed 

some satisfaction in their work and achieved some pride and 

status in their occupation. Certainly they could be differ- 

entiated by skill from others in the gang whose task was to 

1Henderson, 
op. cit., 46-7,50-1,53-4,74-5 
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trim the tree after it had been felled, to clear the rough 
track down which it was to be drawn to the riverside, and to 

roughly square the trunks at the river's mouth. Another 

important occupation was that of the cattlemen, whose job it 

was to feed and work the cattle used in trucking the huge 

trunks. Finally, there were the people, probably women or 

youths, who prepared the food and looked after the provisions 

of the labourers. It is this division of labour to which 

Henderson refers when he says that the large bodies of slaves 

were divided into several smaller ones to facilitate labour. 

One major difference is apparent here between the work experi- 

ence of slaves in Belize compared to those on sugar planta- 

tions: while most plantation slaves worked in large gangs, 

sometimes of a hundred or more field slaves together, the 

slaves involved in mahogany extraction worked in small groups 

of ten or twelve, and in the extraction of logwood they could 

be even smaller. 

The much smaller size of the gangs involved in timber 

extraction, and the isolation in which the gangs worked, may 

have inhibited the spread of solidarity amongst large numbers 

of slaves but it probably increased the solidarity within the 

gang, members of which would soon come to know and depend on 

each other closely. The smaller size of gangs also limited 

the necessity for controlling the slaves. The foreman, whose 

job was chiefly that of integrating the productive activities 

of the gangs at the mahogany works, probably had some author- 

ity, but the drivers, ubiquitous on the plantations, were 

'not known to any Gang" in Belize. 

Montresor to Coote, 22 Oct. 1806, CO 123/17; see also Maj. Gen. Pye to Earl Bathurst, 26 July 1822, AB, R. 2: "The 
Name of Driver is here unknown... " 
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If there was little or no differentiation among the 

slaves in terms of power, there was certainly differentiation 

in terms of skill. Though the axe-men were highly skilled 

workers, the most skillful job, upon which the success of the 

whole enterprise depended and which involved a great deal of 

prestige and status, was that of the huntsman. The best de- 

scription of the occupation of huntsman, its skills and the 

opportunities it provided for the huntsman's advantage, is 

Henderson's account at the beginning of the nineteenth 

century: 

Each gang of slaves has one belonging to 
it, who is styled the huntsman. He is generally 
selected from the most intelligent of his fel- 
lows, and his chief occupation is to search the 
woods, or as in this country it is termed, the 
bush, to find labour for the whole. A negro 
of this description is often valued at more 
than five hundred pounds. 

About the beginning of August, the hunts- 
man is dispatched on his errand... He cuts his 

way through the thickest of the woods to the 
highest spots, and climbs the tallest tree he 
finds, from which he surveys the surrounding 
country. At this season, the leaves of the 
mahogany tree are invariably of a yellow red- 
dish hue, and an eye accustomed to this kind 

of exercise can discover, at a great distance, 
the places where the wood is most abundant; and 
without compass or other guide than what obser- 
vation has imprinted on his recollection, he 

never fails to reach the exact point to which 
he aims. 

It not unfrequently happens, when the 
huntsman has been particularly successful in 
finding a large body of wood, that it becomes 

a contest with his conscience, whether he shall 
disclose the matter to his master, or sell it 
to his neighbour: a liberal equivalent for this 
breach of fidelity being always punctually dis- 

charged. Those, however, who afford encourage- 
ment to such practices, by such impolitic tempta- 
tion, are perhaps not more mindful of the old 
adage than of their interest, as it cannot but 
indirectly sanction their own slaves to take 
equal advantage whenever the opportunity presents 
itself. 
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On some occasions no ordinary strategem is necessary to be resorted to by the huntsman 
to prevent others from availing themselves of 
the advantage of his discoveries; for if his 
steps be traced by those engaged in the same 
pursuit, which is a very common thing, all his 
ingenuity must be exerted to beguile them from 
the true scent. In this, however, he is not 
always successful, being followed by those who 
are entirely aware of all the arts he may use, 
and whose eyes are so quick, that the lightest 
turn of a leaf, or the faintest impression of his foot, is unerringly perceived... Patents 
for discovery having never been contemplated 
by the Honduras wood-cutters, any invasion of 
the right appertaining to it has therefore 
seldom been very scrupulously regarded by 
them. And it consequently happens, that 
persons so engaged must frequently undergo 
the disappointment of finding an advantage, 
they had promised to themselves, seized on 
by others. l 

The absence of any system of land registration, or even 

of a legal system of freehold tenure, made a settler's claim 

to a mahogany works very tenuous, despite the attempts made 

by the Public Meetings to regulate such claims. The result 

was a great deal of competition between settlers for the valu- 

able mahogany trees growing in the ill-defined interior of the 

bush, and a consequent dependence upon both the skills of the 

huntsman in finding the mahogany and his sense of duty in re- 

porting it. Somewhat like the boilerman on the sugar planta- 

tion, therefore, the huntsman had the skills upon which the 

success of the entire enterprise depended. The fact that a 

failure or a false move by the huntsman could practically 

ruin a settler gave him considerable independence, and advan- 

tages which he could exploit if he so chose, and made him the 

most valued slave of all. The occupation of huntsman must 

have had considerable status among the slaves and must have 

been much sought after, not least because of the great freedom 

1Henderson, 
op. cit., 47-50 
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and independence experienced by the individual in carrying 

out his work. 

Apart from the occupations directly connected with the 

extraction of timber, slaves were engaged in two other activi- 

ties: domestic work and the cultivation of provisions. In 

1779 it was stated that there were 'about 200 or 250 negroes, 

men, women and children, mostly House-negroes'1 on St. George's 

Cay, these domestics being in the ratio of about two to every 

white resident. The town of Belize consisted at the begin- 

ning of the nineteenth century of about two hundred houses, 

many of which, particularly those owned by the 'opulent 

merchants, are spacious, commodious, and well finished. '2 

These houses, while not comparable to the ostentatious splen- 

dour of the West Indian planters' Great Houses, were main- 

tained by domestic slaves. Though the masters of Belize did 

not possess an army of domestics comparable to those of the 

Jamaican planters, they had slaves whose job it was to clean 

the house, sew, wash and iron clothes, cook and serve food, 

and even to tend their children. Sometimes the women were 

required to perform sexual as well as domestic roles, such 

activity occasionally being an avenue to their freedom or that 

of the children of such unions. Given the fact that white men 

outnumbered white women by three or four to one, many of the 

masters took black or coloured concubines who became the mis- 

tresses of their houses, supervising the activities of domes- 

tics. These 'housekeepers' having a rather insecure position, 

"An Account of the Spaniards landing at... St. George's 
Key' by Edward Felix Hill, 1 Oct. 1779, CO 137/76 

2Henderson, 
op. cit., 13 
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and an ambiguous social position in the community, it is not 

surprising that there is evidence of their harsh treatment of 

domestic slaves, such treatment being the housekeepers' way 

of emphasizing social distance from the slaves despite their 

physical proximity. 

The third occupational activity engaged in by slaves was 

the cultivation of provisions for consumption in the Settlement. 

From the eighteenth century, slaves were occupied in 'making 

plantations, ' an expression used to this day in Belize to 

refer to the cultivation of small plots of groundfoods, vege- 

tables, corn, and other subsistence crops. A description of 

the Settlement in 1779 referred to the settlers' 'Plantations 

which they visit occasionally, where they employ their Slaves 

in raising Provisions and cutting Logwood - these Plantations 

extend along the banks of several Rivers. '1 Attempts to culti- 

vate even these small plots for subsistence were systematically 

discouraged by Spanish officials who visited the Settlement to 

enforce Article III of the 1786 Convention which limited the 

settlers to gathering the uncultivated 'Produce of the Earth. ' 

The settlers complained in 1787 when Superintendent Despard 

'went in his own Person and made our Negroes at our Upper 

Works dig up by the Roots everything that grew in a very large 

plantation which was on the North Side of Belize River before 

the War, and had been cleared and replanted at great Expense 

since the Peace. '2 Other complaints followed concerning the 

actions of the Spanish Commissioners who, in destroying every 

cultivated spot they could find, diminished the availability 

1Unsigned letter to Gov. Dalling, 3 Sept. 1779, CO 137/75 
2George Dyer to Evan Napean, 18 Oct. 1787, CO 123/5 
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of provisions and encouraged discontent among the slaves: 

The Spaniards have very lately cut down the 
Plantain Walks and Provision Grounds of the Set- 
tlers, particularly in the New River, upon which 
the individuals residing there have at all times 
had their Chief, or Sole dependence. This has 
greatly injured the Owners and given great dis- 
gust to the Negroes employed in that River, 
whose subsistence depends upon their little 
Plantations; And the Negroes disgust in that 
Country being a prelude to their desertion, 
will, in proportion as it extends, enrich the 
Spaniards, and ruin the English Settlers. 1 

An improvement occurred in this situation in 1789 when Spain 

permitted the cultivation of small plots for garden produce, 2 

but after 1796 the Spaniards were unable to effect any restric- 

tion upon the plantation grounds. Plantation grounds, there- 

fore, had been established before the 1779 evacuation, were 

continued after the resettlement of 1784, despite the Treaties 

forbidding cultivation, and then flourished unmolested after 

1796. 

Although the masters frequently employed their slaves in 

growing provisions, the plantation grounds were, to a large 

extent, cultivated on the slaves' initiative. A settler de- 

scribed in 1788 how the slaves were 'ever accustomed to make 

Plantation as they term it, by which means they support their 

Wives and Children, raise a little Stock and so furnish them- 

selves with necessaries etc. To deprive them of this Privi- 

leges would be attended with the worst of Consequences and 

they have already signified they will not set still and suffer 

the Spaniards to destroy their Grounds. '3 In the following 

1Robert White to Napean, 18 Sept. 1788, CO 123/6 

2Count de Floridablanca to Anthony Merry, 30 May 1789, 
CO 123/7 

3Richard Hoare to White, 25 Aug. 1788, CO 123/7 
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year a similar concern was voiced, that the destruction of 

provision grounds would 'occasion very great Disturbances from 

the resentment of the Negroes; whose Food very essentially 

depends upon the production of these Provision Grounds. 'I 

That the masters encouraged the slaves to grow provisions 

in order to cut the costs of maintaining their labour force is 

supported by an observation made in 1806 concerning one kind 

of arrangement under which these grounds were cultivated: 'the 

Slaves have pieces of ground allotted them for cultivation, 

which enables the most industrious, to make an agreement with 

their Masters in lieu of Provision. '2 These arrangements 

would be more necessary in times of war when there would be a 

tendency for the price of imported food to rise and for the 

reliability of regular supplies to decrease. Though it is 

not possible to obtain a clear picture of the extent of the 

plantation grounds, Henderson wrote that 'Every Settlement at 

Honduras has its plantain walk; and many of these comprehend 

an extent of, at least, an hundred acres... the pine-apple and 

melon, being very commonly interspersed between the rows of 

plantains. ' He also mentioned that the banks of the Sibun 

River, which today is one of the chief areas of small farms 

producing for the Belize City market, were 'thickly studded 

with plantations. '3 It must be emphasized, however, that 

these plantations were for subsistence products only, no cul- 

tivation of export crops being undertaken in this period. 

Though the principal tasks allocated to male slaves were 

concerned with timber extraction, and female slaves were 

1White to Duke of Leeds, 31 July 1789, CO 123/7 

2Montresor to Coote, 22 Oct. 1806, CO 123/17 

3Henderson, 
op. cit., 42 
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primarily domestics, some men and women were also engaged in 

cultivating subsistence crops. Sometimes they were required 

by the masters to engage in cultivation, producing crops for 

the consumption of the masters' other slaves, but sometimes 

they worked more 'on their own account, ' despite many obsta- 

cles in their way. One significant obstacle was the very 

nature of the logging operations. The work was very arduous, 

taking up most of the day in cutting and a lot of the night 

in trucking, so the slave would generally be exhausted and 

have little time or energy left to devote to his plantation. 

In addition, the fact that logging camps were temporary, and 

that masters could shift their slaves from one camp to another, 

meant that a slave would not be sure whether what he sowed in 

one season would be available for harvesting in another. De- 

spite these obstacles, many slaves did make plantations, the 

custom being widespread among them even when visiting Spanish 

officials could destroy the crop before it could be harvested. 

There were three possible types of plantation in which 

the slaves could be involved: 

masters to feed other slaves, 

purely for their own and thei 

those where they produced for 

engaged at various times in a 

Though it can be assumed 

those where they worked for the 

those where they grew provisions 

r families' subsistence, and 

sale. Most probably the slaves 

combination of these activities. 

that most of the produce grown 

by slaves on their own account was for the consumption of 

their families, it appears that they also participated in a 

rudimentary marketing system, whereby some of the produce was 

taken into Belize town for sale. In 1803 a Magistrates' Meet- 

ing accepted a tender for building a Market House on each side 
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of the Belize River. ' Two years later a Meeting 'Resolved 

unanimously that all Higlers such as carry Trays, Baskets, 

Bowls or any other Vessel to sell Goods in the Streets, save 

and except Bread, Plantains, Yams, or other articles the 

produce of this Settlement'2 should pay a license, thus indi- 

cating that there were some, who were not required to take 

out a license, who marketed agricultural produce of the Set- 

tlement. That this resolution was intended to apply to free 

farmers rather than slaves is made apparent by another resolu- 

tion made the same year forbidding a 'Slave or Slaves to hire 

himself to himself with a view to pursue Trade. '3 The prac- 

tice of slaves engaging in marketing their produce obviously 

continued, however, as a committee investigating the hiring 

of slaves to themselves in 1810 reported 'a continuation of 

such Evil Practices.... pursued, by various Slaves in open 

violation of said Law, ' and recommended 'that Slaves of either 

Sex shall not be permitted to hire themselves to themselves 

for any purpose whatever. '4 The reason given for deeming such 

activities 'Evil Practices' was that 'such Slave being under 

no control of his Master, becomes subject to no authority, but 

what results from his own Will, which naturally tends to 

create Insubordination thereby diminishing respect to his pro- 

prietors. '5 A penalty of f500 was therefore imposed to deter 

such independent activity on the part of the slaves. 

1Magistrates Meeting, 4 April 1803, MM A2, GRB 

2Meeting, 26 June 1805, GRB; 'Laws of Honduras 1806-1810, ' 
G RB 

3Public Meeting, 29 Oct. 1805, MM B, GRB 

4Meeting, 30 June 1810, MM B, GRB, emphasis in original 

SPublic Meeting, 29 Oct. 1805, MM B, GRB 
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It is unlikely that the slaves' agricultural produce was 

sold within the mahogany camps, since the number of workers 

in any one camp was quite small. The masters appear to have 

obliged some of their slaves to cultivate provisions with 

which to feed the rest. Unlike the organization of labour in 

the sugar plantations of the Caribbean, where there were vari- 

ous jobs of varying difficulty associated with sugar produc- 

tion, so that jobs could be allotted to women, children, and 

the infirm within the plantation, the tasks involved in log- 

ging were uniformly arduous. In order not to lose the labour 

of those slaves who were unfit for the more demanding jobs of 

cutting and hauling logs, the masters sometimes put them to 

work growing provisions. A report of 1809 supports this 

hypothesis: 

The effective men can only find employment 
in cutting and obtaining Mahogany and Dye Woods 
Women, Children and Aged Men are of course un- 
equal to the labour required in this business, 
there are a great number of Coloured free per- 
sons and slaves of the latter description that 
would be very advantageously employed in the 
pursuits arising from agricultural improve- 
ment.... the labour of two infirm men has been 
known to furnish Rice and Indian Corn suffi- 
cient to feed Thirty negroes through the year. 1 

The author was here making a plea for allowing the cultivation 

of commercial crops for export, but his account makes it clear 

that there was some arrangement by which a few slaves were 

given the task of growing provisions to feed the others. The 

1834 Slave Register gives additional evidence in support of 

the view that the masters allotted the task of growing provi- 

sions to those slaves who were physically unable to do the 

heavier work of timber extraction. In the Register there are 

"Remarks upon the Situation Trade etc... ' by ex-Supt. 
Barrow, 1 May 1809, CO 123/18 
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forty-seven slaves (about 2.5 per cent of all the slaves) 

listed as plantation labourers, eight of these being women. 

Of the thirty-nine 'plantation men, ' three were between the 

ages of nine and fifteen years, five were between forty and 

forty-nine, and thirty-one were fifty years or older. None 

of the plantation men were in the most physically mature age 

range of sixteen to thirty-nine years. 

The principal tasks allocated to the African slaves by 

their masters were connected with the exploitation of logwood 

and mahogany. The arduous nature of such tasks meant that 

only mature and physically fit slaves could be so employed, 

women, children, and the aged or infirm, being engaged in 

domestic work or the cultivation of provisions. The emphasis 

that was placed on the slaves ability to cut timber became 

associated with the assumption that they were in some way in- 

capable of, or averse to, agricultural pursuits, and this 

assumption has been used to attempt to explain the relative 

lack of interest of contemporary Afro-Belizeans in farming. 

In the late nineteenth century, for example, Gibbs referred 

to 'The invincible distaste of the mass of native coloured 

labourers to the avocations connected with the cultivation of 

the soil, and their inherent preference for the life of the 

mahogany or logwood works. '1 Such an explanation in terms of 

'inherent preference' ignores the historical facts, however. 

In the first place, the enslaved Africans were a people with 

a tradition of agriculture, their employment in timber extrac- 

tion being secured, not by choice, tradition, or inherent 

aptitude, but by force. Secondly, as will subsequently be 

1Gibbs, op. cit., 175 
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demonstrated, there were structural constraints imposed upon 

the freedmen at the time of emancipation to ensure that they 

remained in the employ of the mahogany houses. And thirdly, 

to the extent that a 'distaste' did develop, it may be seen 

as a cultural change resulting from the impositions of the 

masters during the period of slavery. 

While the masters repeatedly praised the slaves' per- 

formance at logging, they simultaneously stressed their in- 

eptitude and aversion to agriculture. Though it may be true 

that some slaves could gain a degree of satisfaction from 

their proficiency at some of the specific skills of logging, 

they nevertheless demonstrated repeatedly a strong inclina- 

tion to cultivate the soil. The masters were probably ambiv- 

alent about their slaves 'making plantation. ' On the one 

hand, such 'moonlighting' could save the masters' funds by 

creating provisions, but, on the other hand, the masters were 

worried that they may lose their source of labour through the 

desertions of slaves who became accustomed to acquiring an in- 

dependent livelihood. A tension existed, therefore, between 

the slaves, who may associate 'making plantation' with inde- 

pendence and freedom, and the masters, who sought to keep them 

in an economically dependent position. In this situation, the 

reiteration by the masters of the theme that the blacks would 

never be any good at agriculture, and had therefore better 

keep to logging, can be seen as a self-serving way of instil- 

ling self-doubts in the minds of the slaves. To the extent 

that the masters succeeded in propagating the myth of the 

slaves' ineptitude at agriculture, then, they could keep the 

slaves, and the freedmen, dependent upon them. Moreover, the 

longer the masters could maintain the myth, the more likely 
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it was to appear fulfilled, as old traditions were abandoned 

and new ones adopted. 

Slavery and the Law 

The earliest statement concerning the slaves' status in 

law is an assertion, made in 1803, that 'The Consolidated 

Slave Law of Jamaica is adopted in this Settlement, so far as 

the local situation thereof will admit-" Given the fact that 

'The Consolidated Slave Laws' of Jamaica, passed in 1800, were 

'largely a codification of what was already prevalent in cus- 

tom, '2 it is hard to evaluate to what extent these laws, the 

product of a plantocracy, could be adopted in the different 

situation of Belize. Only a decade later, a slave was tried 

for the murder of his master 'by a Court Martial composed of 

the Officers of Militia... there being no criminal Code in 

force here by which so atrocious an offender could be tried 

adequately punished. '3 Though a Slave Court had apparently 

been established in about 1787 it was only 'for the trial of 

Slaves for offences not amounting to felony, t4 the laws fail- 

ing to make provision for dealing with other offences by 

slaves until the establishment of a Supreme Court in 1819. 

This indicates that there was a very incomplete codification 

of slave laws, or of application of the Jamaican laws, in 

Belize and that individual cases were frequently treated on 

"The Laws Regulations and Customs of Honduras... as 
abstracted from the whole... ' 18 March 1803, CO 123/15 

2Patterson, op. cit., 77 
3Supt. Smyth to Bathurst, 12 Nov. 1813, CO 123/22 

4Report 
of the 'Commissioners of Inquiry into the Admin- 

istration of Criminal and Civil Justice... on the Settlement 

of Honduras, ' 3,24 Feb. 1829, CO 318/77 
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an ad hoc basis. If the prosecution of slaves for serious 

offences remained on such a casual basis until 1819, it may 

be assumed that any protection of slaves which may have been 

provided by the law was applied as casually. 

In 1821, Superintendent Arthur considered it necessary, 

in view of the fact 'that doubts have arisen in the minds of 

several of our Subjects settled in Honduras, whether an Act 

of the Legislature of our island of Jamaica, commonly called 

'the Consolidated Slave Law, ' is considered in force in our 

Settlement of Honduras: And whereas there are no other laws 

whatever for the protection of the Slave Population Known or 

promulgated in our said Settlement, ' to proclaim the Jamaican 

Consolidated Slave Laws to be in force in Belize. 
' Bathurst's 

legal advisors, however, gave the opinion that Arthur's Proc- 

lamation could have no legal validity, as 'The Superintendent 

possesses no authority to form or introduce laws for the 

Government of the Settlement. i2 Nevertheless, Bathurst, fear- 

ing 'the unbounded oppression to which the Slave Population 

would be exposed, if it were imagined that there existed no 

legal restraint for their protection, '3 authorized Arthur to 

enforce the Jamaican Consolidated Slave Laws in the Settlement. 

The most complete account of laws relating to slavery in 

Belize is provided by the report of the 'Commissioners of 

Inquiry into the Administration of Criminal and Civil Justice, ' 

following their visit to 'The Settlement of Honduras' in 

1The Defence of the Settlers of Honduras... (Jamaica, 
1824) 

2Robinson, Gifford, and Copley to Bathurst, 24 Aug. 1822, 
CO 123/32 

3Bathurst to Arthur, 22 Sept. 1821, AB, R. 3 
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1825.1 The generally favourable account of these Commis- 

sioners should be treated with caution., however, as the chief 

source of their information, 'the principal merchants and in- 

habitants, '2 were also the chief slave owners who had a vested 

interest in supplying a picture of content and well-being. 

Beginning with a statement that 'The Jamaica Consolidated 

Slave Act is said to be 'in use, in this settlement, as far 

as local circumstances will permit it to apply', '3 the report 

continues with a series of brief summaries of laws and cus- 

toms relating to slavery, extracts from which follow: 

In the case of a black or coloured person, 
bona fide in possession of liberty, but unable 
to prop u`ce a document of his manumission, on 
the trial of a civil action instituted by him, 
if an objection to that effect were taken by 
the defendent, the onus probandi, the exami- 
nants declared, would lie with the party so 
objecting. 

This is a proof of the liberality of the 
settlement in matters regarding liberty.... 

Slaves are allowed to sue in the courts, 
through their owners, and are held exempt from 
being sued. They are also, by the custom of 
the country, allowed to possess property for 
their private use. 

They may, through their owner, or any 
other person they choose to select, get re- 
dress for any such property taken or wrong- 
fully withheld from them; and may, even 
against their owners, obtain redress in every 
case except in matters of debt. 

In the event of personal injury done to 
a slave, an action of damages would, (the 
examinants said) lie to compensate the owner 
for such injury, and the offending party would 
likewise be amenable to criminal process. 

Slaves are considered alike subject to 
the payment of debts as other property. 

All transfers of slaves are required to 
be in writing. 

With regard to the sale of slaves, whether 

1Report of the 'Commissioners of Inquiry... ' 24 Feb. 
1829, CO 318/77 

2lbid., 1 

3lbid., 9 
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taken under execution or other judicial authority 
or sold by private contract, it appears to be the 
usual and very laudable custom (there being no 
express regulation on the subject) to sell them 
in families and not individually; the relation- 
ship, however, not being considered in this 
respect beyond the immediate issue, but no dis- 
tinction is made with respect to the legitimacy 
or illegitimacy of such issue. 

Owners in this settlement conceive that 
they have the power of inflicting, at their 
discretion, corporal punishment upon their 
slaves to the extent of thirty-nine lashes; 
and also, for petty misdemeanors, to imprison 
them without a warrant from a magistrate, pay- 
ing themselves the expenses of the slaves during 
such confinement.... 

Slaves are not considered competent witnesses 
against white persons, but their testimony is re- 
ceived in all the Courts of the settlement against 
their own class. They are sworn in the usual 
form.... 

Slave evidence must, the examinants con- 
curred in stating, be received with caution 
from their low state of civilization; and they 
were disinclined to recommend any extension of 
the competency of this class of persons as 
witnesses. 

In answer to our enquiry, whether the cir- 
cumstance of the same offence being committed by a free person or a slave caused any difference 
to be made with respect to the punishment, the 
examinants said, 'Free black persons and slaves 
are liable to the same punishment; the courts 
exercise discretion in this case, and generally 
give it in favour of the slave from the low 
state of his intellectual cultivation. ' 

This seems a wise departure from the prin- 
ciple of the Roman law.... 

Slaves are not held personally responsible 
for criminal offenses committed by them by the 
order of their owners, except in cases of 
felony.... 

The examinants say, that an owner cannot 
be compelled to sell his slave on tender of a 
reasonable price for his freedom, but that they 
have never known the circumstance of a refusal 
in such case to sell. 

In cases of manumission directed by will, 
such bequest of freedom, it is stated, is in- 
variably made known to the slave. Indeed it 
is declared to be the general practice to read 
the wills at the funeral of the testators, and 
to record the same in the record office, where 
slaves are permitted to have ready access to 
them. The examinants are therefore of opinion, 
that it does not lie in the power of an heir 
or executor to defeat the benevolent intention 
of a testator in this respect. A slave, they 
also state, could in such case enforce his 
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rights by writ of replevin; and on the issuing 
of such writ, although a bond is required in 
double the value of the slave, yet the Court 
invariably order the same to be executed on 
the security of the public chest; thus humanely 
facilitating the assertion to freedom. 

There is no fine or tax here on the manu- 
mission of a slave; nor, on the gratuitous 
manumission of a slave by an owner, is the 
latter obliged to enter into any security to 
the settlement, to prevent its being burthened 
with the slave in the event of his subsequent incapacity, by sickness or otherwise, to sup- 
port himself. 

In the cases of clauses in deeds or wills 
granting manumissions, where the expression is 
obscure, such clauses are, it is said, invari- 
ably interpreted favourably to the slave. 

Bequests in favour of freedom are considered 
as specific legacies. 

No public notice is required of the inten- 
tion to manumit. 

The consent of the owner or his representa- 
tive is held to be necessary before the marriage 
of a slave can be solemnized; but such consent, 
it would appear, is seldom refused.... 

No commixture of the blood of whites with 
that of coloured persons, is considered here, 
as it is to a certain extent in Jamaica, to 
give a title to freedom. 1 

One of the most interesting features of the laws and cus- 
toms pertaining to slavery in Belize that emerges from the 

Commission's report is the relative ease with which the slaves 

could obtain their freedom. Among the means by which slaves 

could be manumitted were self-purchase, purchase by others, 

bequest by will and testament of the owner, or gift by the 

owner. Of 169 slaves who obtained their freedom between 

1 January 1826, and 31 December 1830, eleven per cent pur- 

chased their own freedom, eighteen per cent had their manu- 

mission purchased by others, twenty-nine per cent obtained 

manumission by bequest, and thirty-eight per cent were freed 

by gift. 
2 The most common forms of manumission being by 

1Tbid., 9-11 

2Cockburn to Goderich, 25 April 1831, CO 123/42 
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means of gift and bequest of the owner, it can be assumed that 

many of these were to secure the freedom of slave mistresses 

and the children born to such women by the masters. On the 

other hand, the fact that there was no tax on manumission, 

and no obligation for the owner to pay any security to the 

Settlement, would encourage unscrupulous masters to make a 

gift of freedom to those of their slaves who, as a result of 

age, sickness, or other infirmity, had become a burden on 

them. A surprising number of slaves in Belize were able to 

purchase their own freedom, sometimes at little cost, but 

often at considerable expense; for example, one slave paid 

f450 to obtain freedom in 1829.1 

One noteworthy feature of the law in Belize is expressed 

in the first paragraph from the commissioners' report, quoted 

above, stating that someone in actual possession of liberty 

did not require written evidence of manumission but would be 

assumed to be free unless it could be proved otherwise. The 

examinants stated to the commissioners that. in cases of dis- 

puted freedom the 'onus probandi would lay with the person 

objecting, ' that the courts were guided by 'the principle of 

general law and equity, ' and that if a future case were to be 

brought against the same 'person of colour' by a second ob- 

jecting person, then 'the court would receive the evidence of 

the former action. '2 Moreover, it was stated that once a 

free person received value for the purchase of a slave's free- 

dom, whether or not he signed a manumission, he would lose 

'Ibid. 

2Report of the 'Commissioners of Inquiry... ', 
op. cit., 93 
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his right to the slave, 'although it might require the deci- 

sion of the court. '1 

An interesting case, which illustrates the unusual prece- 

dence placed upon freedom in Belize, came before the Supreme 

Court in 1823.2 A slave called Priscilla Meighan had been 

manumitted by her master, Edward Meighan, who died insolvent 

in 1816. His widow, Anna, from whom he had been legally sepa- 

rated for five years prior to his death, claimed ownership of 

Priscilla on the grounds that her husband's insolvency made the 

manumission invalid. Priscilla had her manumission paper in 

which Edward Meighan acknowledged receipt of f50 in cash in 

return for her manumission, but Anna's attorney argued that 

'he could not, according to the custom and usage of this set- 

tlement, dispose of his property by deed of gift, and more par- 

ticularly by the manumission of his slaves, except to the ma- 

terial injury of his creditors, '3 and that the manumission of 

Priscilla had therefore been illegal. The court considered 

Anna's case 'altogether insufficient to deprive the plaintiff 

of freedom' on the principle that, 'by the custom of this 

court, the question of freedom has ever taken precedence over 

matters of debt, where no objection was made at the time such 

deed was executed, or within a reasonable time after. '4 

lIbid., 94 
2Ibid., Appendix E, 106-12 

3lbid., 109 
4Ibid., 110. In another case, however, the Magistrates ap- 

peared to emphasize that the fact of freedom, no matter for how 
long it had been established, did not constitute legal freedom. 
A slave named Patty Crawford who had escaped and lived in Omoa 
for forty-three years in freedom returned with her children to 
the Settlement. The Magistrates decided that the children were 
free and that 'Lawrence Crawford had no just claim on them' but 
by purchasing the woman's freedom the Magistrates inferred that 
her one-time owner continued to have a legal right to her 
(Cockburn to Goderich, 23 March 1833, CO 123/44) 
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Little is said in the Commissioners' report concerning 

the types of punishments inflicted upon slaves, though it was 

stated that the owner may legally, and simply on his authority, 

inflict corporal punishment to the extent of thirty-nine lashes 

on his slave for misconduct or ill behaviour, and that owners 

had the power to imprison their slaves at their own expense, 

though the duration of such imprisonment would be at the 'dis- 

cretion of the court. 
" If slaves were found guilty of giving 

false evidence in court they were subject to imprisonment. 

On the question concerning possible differentials in 

punishment for the same offence committed by a free person or 

a slave, the examinants stated that 'free black persons and 

slaves are liable to the same punishment, '2 thereby indicating 

that different punishments would be considered suitable for 

free 'persons of colour' or whites. On some occasions it 

appears that slaves were even favoured against free blacks, 

on the grounds that discretion should be exercised 'in favour 

of the slave from the low state of his intellectual cultiva- 

tion. ' One such case occurred in 1827 when mercy was recom- 

mended for a slave found guilty of assaulting a free black on 

the ground that he had been provoked by the taunt that he was 

'a damned negro slave. ' Marshall Bennett, the presiding Mag- 

istrate (and also the biggest slave-owner in the Settlement), 

felt that the slave should have sought redress by resorting to 

legal action, but gave the opinion that 'The Magistrates would 

never allow even in the most remote degree, abusive and 

'Ibid., 94 
2lbid., 9S 

3Ibid., 95' 
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contemptuous language to be used towards slaves, particularly 

by a class of persons who differed from them only in having 

the good fortune to obtain their manumission. It was quite 

misfortune enough for a person to be a slave without being 

taunted with it, or it being made a term of reproach, partic- 

ularly by one of their own class-" This indicates that 

blacks, irrespective of whether they were free or enslaved, 

were becoming considered as members of the same 'class' in 

society, differing in status from the 'coloured' and whites. 

Certainly the evidence does not bear out the assertion, based 

apparently on a misunderstanding of the Commissioners' report, 

that 'there was no difference between the treatment of slaves 

and free persons. '2 There are indications, rather, that, 

with the increased numerical parity between the free and the 

enslaved population in the 1820s, distinctions were increas- 

ingly made in terms of colour, the free blacks being unable 

to rid themselves of the social stigma of their real or 

assumed former slave status. 

There are many indications of inequalities in punishments 

administered by the law, examples of severe, even savage, 

treatment of blacks and of lenient treatment of whites. In 

the case, previously mentioned, of a slave tried by Court Mar- 

tial in 1813 for the murder of his master, the slave was tried, 

convicted, sentenced and publicly executed all within the 

space of two days, in order to make a stern example 'for the 

1Honduras Gazette, 19 May 1827, quoted in Narda Dobson, 
A History o Belize ondon, 1973) 155 

2Dobson, op. cit., 155 
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safety and even the very existence of the Settlement. rl The 

swiftness and severity of the justice meeted in this case 

does not seem warranted by the fact that the slave chopped his 

master in rivalry for a 'free coloured' woman, 
2 

such a crime 

passionel usually being treated with greater leniency when 

occurring between men of equal status. 

Many of the punishments imposed upon slaves were explic- 

itly intended to 'set an example' to other slaves, as in the 

case of a slave who was sentenced to be hanged on the very 

spot where he had 'set fire to the dwelling House of his Mis- 

tress, ' it being argued that, 'in order to preserve Tranquil- 

lity in the settlement ... [the] wretch who has committed so 

wanton, so wicked, and so attrocious a crime, should receive 

the sentence so justly awarded. ' It was argued that any lesser 

sentence, such as transportation, 'would stimulate other aban- 

doned wretches to make similar attempts on the lives and prop- 

erties of the Inhabitants and their is every reason to appre- 

hend, that in a little time, Assisinations, Murders, Burning 

of Houses, and other Acts of outrage $ Injustice would be per- 

petrated, in short every species of Cruelty resulting from a 

dreaded Spirit of Commotion and Insurrection might justly be 

Expected. '3 

It would seem that the severe punishment of offending 

slaves was considered a useful deterrent to other slaves as 

long as slavery had existed. In the eighteenth century it 

was reported that a number of supposed 'ringleaders' of a 

1Smyth to Bathurst, 12 Nov. 1813, CO 123/22 

2'Proceedings of a General Militia Court Martial... ' 
4 Aug. 1813, CO 123/22 

3Letter from Thomas Potts, 30 Aug. 1806, CO 123/17 
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rebellion were put to death 'by burning, gibbeting & other 
methods of torture at St. George's Key. '1 Another case, 
explicitly advocating that an 'example' was required, 
occurred in 1787: 

A Negroe man named Joe the property of Mr. Henry Jones was yesterday tried for the 
murder of a white man & found guilty.... He was therefore according to the former 
usage 4 Custom of Honduras condemned to be 
hanged this day & his body afterwards to be 
hung up in Chains. Necessity & Custom can 
only justify these proceedings.... Example 
is certainly wanting among the Negroes, who 
have of late acted as if they thought it 
impossible for this Country to punish them. 2 

While a slave who merely injured his owner could be hanged 

for such an offense, the owner receiving f60 Jamaican currency 

as compensation for the loss of his slave, -3 a master who sub- 
jected his slave to cruel and unusual punishments far beyond 

the customary limit of thirty-nine lashes was treated leniently 
by his peers, even supposing such a case would ever reach a 
court. John Armstrong, who from 1812 was the Settlement's 

Chaplain for a period of twelve years, stated that 'the neces- 

sary means of protecting slaves from oppression and cruelty 

are withheld, and every attempt to shield them from barbarous 

usage is considered an invasion of the rights of the owner; 

and, to such an extent is this carried, that even in cases of 

the most flagrant abuse and injustice, it is almost impossible 

to convict a master of cruelty, or to recover for the injured 

1'A Narrative of the Publick Transactions in the Bay of 
Honduras from 1784 to 1790' by Despard, 8 March 1791, CO 123/10 

2James Bartlet to Despard, enclosed in Despard to 
Napean, 21 Oct. 1787, CO 123/5 

3Sir John Alder Burdon, Archives of British Honduras 
(3 v., London, 1935) I, 210 
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slave either right or remuneration. '1 

An example of the lenient sentencing of an owner actually 

brought to trial and convicted for cruel treatment of a slave 

occurred in 1816. One Michael Carty was convicted 

of having caused a poor young Negro Female, 
his property, to be stripped naked, and her 
hands being tied to her feet with tight Cords, 
a stick was passed under her Knees, and above 
the Elbow-bend of her Arms, a large Cattle 
Chain was fastened round her kneck with a 
Padlock, and in this agonizing posture, ex- 
posed to the burning heat of the Sun, was 
this wretched Female tortured from Morning 
until night, constantly, during that time, 
flogged with a severe cat by her inhuman 
Master and Servant in the most wanton and 
barbarous manner - sometimes on her buttocks, 
at other times, being turned over on the 
stick, on her face and breast.... her wounds 
festered to such a degree that her life was 
considered in the greatest danger. 2 

Far from considering this a suitable case through which to 

'make an example' as far as the masters' behaviour was con- 

cerned, the white jury merely sentenced Carty to a fine of 

f50 Jamaican Currency, or about f35 Sterling, and 'the poor 

female was doomed to remain the Slave of this cruel wretch, 

still more exasperated against her than ever. '3 Superintend- 

ent Arthur, moved by the evidence that 'Characters like Carty, 

who having rapidly accumulated property, and acquired thereby 

dominion over their fellow creatures, exercise their Authority 

with such wanton cruelty, '4 went so far as to order the Magis- 

trates to withhold from Carty his license to sell liquor. 

1John Armstrong, A Candid Examination of the Defence of 
the Settlers of Honduras (London, 1824) 59 

2Arthur to Bathurst, 21 Oct. 1816, CO 123/25 

3lbid.; see also minutes of Magistrates Meeting, 29 Aug. 
1816, CO 123/25 

4lbid. 
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By way of emphasizing the contrasts in punishments admin- 

istered to slaves as opposed to masters, two further cases of 

the punishment of slaves in this period may be referred to. 

In 1817, a slave woman was found guilty by a Summary Court of 

'insolence and bad conduct' to her mistress and was sentenced 

to one hundred lashes on her bare back, then to be led round 

the town 'at the cart's tail. ' Another slave in the same year 

was sentenced to two hundred and fifty lashes before being 

dragged around the town following a conviction for stealing 
) 

Despite such appalling treatment, the picture that is gener- 

ally painted of the conditions of slavery in Belize is a very 

favourable one. Before discussing these conditions, however, 

it is necessary to examine the extent to which the law ex- 

tended certain 'rights' to the slaves of Belize. 

The Commissioners' report is somewhat more informative 

on the subject of slaves' rights than it is on punishments 

given by the courts. On the important question of property, 

the examinants stated that, by custom, the slaves of Belize 

could possess property for their private use and that, in 

cases where property acquired by or bestowed upon a slave was 

withheld by the owner, the slaves could seek redress to re- 

cover such property, except in matters of debt. The problem 

for the slave in such cases, however, would be to find someone 

willing to take up their cases, for, though slaves could not 

be sued, they were entitled to sue only through their owners. 
2 

A similar problem existed in cases of injury to a slave, 

when an action of damages could be undertaken by an owner to 

1Summary Court Records, 1817-21, GRB 

2Report of the 'Commissioners of Inquiry... ' op. cit., 93 
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compensate him for injury done to his slave, but, if the owner 

himself caused such injury, the slave had recourse only to 

criminal action which would depend upon the willingness of 

someone to take up his case. 
' In such cases, therefore, it 

may be expected that the customs of the Settlement would be 

more influential in determining the outcome than would the 

very vaguely defined 'legal rights' of the slaves. 

The situation was similar with regard to the sale of 

slaves. Though it was stated to be 'the custom of the coun- 

try' to sell slaves in families, 'there is no law in existence 

to prevent the sale of slaves individually. '2 Consequently, 

if a slave should be separated from his or her immediate 

family through sale, such sale would be contrary to custom, 

but the slave could have no legal recourse to prevent the 

separation. 

With regard to the controversial question of the compe- 

tence of slaves as witnesses and the admissibility of slaves' 

evidence in the courts, it was stated that, while their testi- 

mony could be received in cases directed against 'persons of 

their own class, ' they were 'not considered competent wit- 

nesses against white persons. '3 Such a disqualification would 

make it still more difficult, if not impossible, for slaves to 

achieve redress against their masters in cases of injury or 

the withholding of their property. 

In summary, it may be said that, though the slaves' pos- 

session of certain limited rights and their relatively high 

1Ibid., 94 

2Ibid. 94 

3lbid., 94 



140 

rates of manumission tend to favour the masters' claim of 

humanitarian and benevolent treatment, the slaves' legal 

status remained one in which they were the property of their 

masters and most limitations upon the masters' treatment of 

the slaves were customary rather than legal in nature. Conse- 

quently, the slaves were afforded little in the way of rights 

or protection by the law, and remained, in their experience 

of actual conditions as in the definition of their status, 

entirely dependent upon their masters. Nor must it be for- 

gotten that, in the peculiar situation of the Bay Settlement, 

the Crown's representative had very limited and ill defined 

authority, while the masters, with their control of the 

Public Meeting and the Magistracy, possessed great power in 

determining and executing the laws and customs of the Settle- 

ment with regard to their slaves. 
The masters' power over the slaves was not absolute, 

however. Though the masters attempted to treat the slaves as 

mere property, as objects, the slaves possessed an immense 

latent power of which the masters were frequently made aware. 

In various ways, the slaves resisted the institution within 

which their lives were organized and, through this resistance, 

they became the subjects of their own history. 



CHAPTER V 

The Slaves as Objects and Subjects 

The Conditions and Treatment of Slaves 

Shortly after the end of the 'apprenticeship' system, it 

was claimed that 'for a great length of time slavery has ex- 

isted in Honduras only in name; the very remembrance of it 

seems now certainly forgotten. '1 Later in the nineteenth cen- 

tury, the view that slavery in Belize had existed in name only 

and that slaves were well treated there was repeated: 'Instead 

of the degraded bondage and grinding toil which was the lot of 

slaves on plantations, the logwood and mahogany-cutter was a 

slave only in name. '2 Recently, a historian has more guardedly 

stated that 'it seems likely that slavery in British Honduras 

was, as has always been claimed, much less oppressive than 

elsewhere. i3 However, while the preceding account of the 

organization of slavery in a woodcutting establishment indi- 

cates different conditions from those prevalent on plantations 

elsewhere in the Caribbean, the evidence of the historical 

records, which has barely been examined, severely qualifies 

the masters' often repeated claims of benevolence and humani- 

tarianism in the treatment of their slaves. Great difficul- 

ties lie in the evaluation of these records, of course, since 

they are mostly written by, or are in sympathy with, the 

'Supt. Macdonald to Lord Glenelg, 18 March 1839, CO 123/55 
2Archibald Robertson Gibbs, British Honduras: An Histori- 

cal and Descriptive Account of the Colony from its Settlement, 
on on, 1883) 37 

3D. A. G. Waddell, British Honduras: A Historical and Con- 
temporary Survey (London, 1961) 14 

141 
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masters themselves who were concerned, particularly during the 

period of abolitionist agitation, with presenting their own 

behaviour and the conditions of their slaves in the best pos- 

sible light. 

Henderson, whose account is such a rich source of material 

on the Settlement in the early nineteenth century, claimed that 

'in no part of the world, where slavery prevails, can the con- 

dition of beings so circumstanced be found of milder or more 

indulgent form. The labour they undergo bears no proportion 

to that which they sustain throughout the islands: nor is it 

more to be compared with what they experience in the States of 

America. '1 Henderson estimated the cost of providing each 

slave with food, clothing, and other items, to be about f36 

Jamaican currency, or over f25 Sterling, per year. His itemi- 

zation of these expenses is worth full quotation: 
fsd 

Of Irish salt pork, to each negro, 
5 lb per week, which on an average of 
price, may be estimated for 365 days at 8 10 0 

Of flour, always the finest, 1 lb 
per day each, estimated at 10 00 

Of rum, supposing a gill to be 
allowed to each slave per day, during 
the days that that work is carrying 
on, which may be numbered at 260: the 

spirits at 10s per gallon 413 

Of sugar, 12 lb allowed, at each, 
to each, at is 3d per lb 0 15 0 

Of clothing: two suits of fatigue, 
or working clothes, usually of osnaburgs, 
at about is 8d per yard to each, and 
making 134 

One pair of coarse shoes ditto 
ditto 0 13 4 

1Capt. G. Henderson, An Account of the British Settlement 
at Honduras... (London, 1809) 59-60 
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Miscellaneous: tobacco and pipes 
to each negro 

Medical attendance, or medicine, 
per contract, to each 

Saturday's labour, invariably the 
privilege of the slave, and which is 
generally engaged by his owner: 
established rates 3s 4d per day 

Jamaica currency 

1 10 0 

0 13 4 

8 13 4 

35 19 7 

In a note, Henderson pointed out that the considerable compen- 

sation paid for labour on Saturday, 'though it be paid at the 

nominal rate of 3s 4d per day, seldom actually amounts to any 

thing like so much; it being in most instances accounted for 

in slops, trinkets, or liquors, of the most inferior kind; 

and which no doubt are given out in this way at a profit of 

more than 200 per cent. besides, the principal number of the 

persons engaged in the cutting of mahogany being also in 

trade, of course the above is provided for in the way of 

business. " 

While Henderson's account of the expenses incurred in 

maintaining slaves indicates an unusual generosity on the part 

of the masters, his note concerning compensation for Saturday 

work shows that the masters were eager to find ways to reduce 

the cost of customary allowances. The account appears to be a 

statement of the 'ideal' provisions made to slaves, and it is 

doubtful that such an ideal was often attained. In periods of 

economic hardship, due to war or depression in trade, the mas- 

ters would certainly require their slaves to 'tighten their 

belts, ' and even in peaceful and prosperous times there would 

be many ways by which the cost, and hence the conditions of 

slavery, could be lowered. It is important, again, to 

'Ibid., 57-9 
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emphasize that the masters who were engaged in the timber 

business were also the controllers of almost all the trade, 

wholesale and retail, in the Settlement, and therefore had 

many opportunities to provide inferior provisions or, as 

Henderson indicates, to cheat by compensating for Saturday 

work in kind instead of in cash. 

Nevertheless, the comments on provisions for the slaves 

are unanimous in stressing their adequacy, especially when 

compared with those made available for slaves elsewhere. In 

1803, it was asserted that 'there is not any part of the 

World where Negroes are better fed, " 
and a few years later, 

at about the time of Henderson's visit, a similar account of 

slave provisions and conditions was given: 

The Slaves belonging to the Settlement are 
better treated than in the Colonies.... on 
arriving from Jamaica, the robust $ healthy 
appearance of the Slaves is most striking - 
they are well fed by their Owners, generally 
receiving seven Pounds of Beef, & six pounds 
of Flour per Week, or in lieu of Flour fifty 
Plantains; two Gills of Rum per day, & if 

working in the Water, or rain, it is generally 
increased to three Gills per day, others give 
six pounds of Pork & six Quarts of Flour; if 
they are worked on Saturdays by their Masters, 
they are paid for it, that day being considered 
their own; Sunday is invariably at their dis- 

posal, & at Christmas they all have ten days, 
or a fortnight's holyday - Drivers are not 
known to any Gang; punishments are extremely 
rare. 2 

In 1816, Superintendent Arthur praised the liberality of 

the masters towards their slaves, a view he was shortly to 

modify considerably: 

1'A Short Sketch of the present situation... ' by Supt. 
Barrow, 31 March 1803, CO 123/15 

2Br. Gen. Montresor to Gov. Coote, 22 Oct. 1806, CO 
123/17 
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All the Slaves are most abundantly fed by 
their Proprietors on the best Salted Provisions - Pork generally, at the rate of five pounds per 
week to each man, with Yams, Plantains, Rice, 
Flour, Salt, & Tobacco. 

Every Slave has a Moschetto Pavilion, 
Blanket, and Sheet found him - also, two suits 
of Osnaburgh annually. The Men and Lads work 
on account of their Owners five days in the 
week - for the Saturday's labour, they are 
entitled by usage, which has become a Law, to 
half a Dollar, and the Sunday is entirely their 
own. 

The Women are only employed in domestic 
purposes, and, if they have young Children, no 
work whatever is required from them by their 
Masters - in fact, my Lord, aitho' I came to 
the West Indies three years ago a perfect 
'Wilberforce' as to Slavery, I must now con- 
fess, that I have in no part of the World seen 
the labouring class of People possessing any- 
thing like the comforts, and advantages of 
the Slave Population of Honduras-1 

A few years later, when investigating the causes of a slave 

revolt up the Belize River, Arthur stated that the slaves 'had 

been treated with very unnecessary harshness by their Owner, 

and had certainly good grounds for complaint. '2 In the same 

year, 1820, Arthur made 'some observations upon the extreme 

inhumanity of many of the lower class of Settlers residing in 

the Town of Belize towards their Slaves, ' and drew attention 

to 'the increasing severity and cruelty which is now practised 

with impunity'3 because the offenders could not be punished 

under the current legal system. Having ascertained that, 'in 

many cases, the Slaves were severely oppressed, ' Arthur pro- 

claimed the Consolidated Slave Law of Jamaica to be in force 

1Supt. Arthur to Lord Bathurst, 7 Nov. 1816, CO 123/25. 
It is rather surprising that this generous account of the 
slaves' good treatment was sent a little over two weeks after 
Arthur had sent his account of Carty's trial for grotesque 
cruelty to a young female slave, Arthur to Bathurst, 21 Oct. 
1816, CO 123/25 

2Arthur to Bathurst, 16 May 1820, CO 123/29 

3Arthur to Bathurst, 7 Oct. 1820, CO 123/29 
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in Belize. 'Encouraged by the Proclamation... the numbers [of 

slaves] who came forward in a few days filled me with no less 

astonishment, than the fraud and injustice which had so long 

been secretly practised towards them. '1 By this time the set- 

tiers must have viewed Arthur as a 'perfect 'Wilberforce'' and 

were doubtless relieved when his successor promptly asserted 

that, 'when compared with the Slaves in Jamaica, the Honduras 

Negro population may boast of great comparative comfort and 

good treatment from their Owners.. . the allowances to the 

Negroes and their Clothing are what very few, except the 

great proprietors could shew in Jamaica. '2 

Arthur's later account of the conditions and treatment 

of slaves in Belize is almost unique. Even the Reverend John 

Armstrong, who supported Arthur's appeal for legal protection 

of the slaves against ill-treatment, stated that the slaves 

were generally well-treated and adequately fed and clothed. 3 

The general view of the conditions of slavery was contrary to 

Arthur's, though even Superintendent Codd's quite idyllic pic- 

ture of slave life in 1823 included the fact that thirty-nine 

slaves had rejected the conditions he described and had fled 

the Settlement in the ten weeks prior to his writing: 

Here the Negro is well fed, well clothed, 
and every comfort suiting his station is liber- 
ally provided for him; here he is at all times 
admitted into a participation of his industry; 
here are no Drivers with whips to urge him to 
his duty; nor regular systems of punishment, 
Here are no Workhouses; and I really believe 
in no part of the world where Slavery exists 
can the government of them be in a more 

IArthur 
to Bathurst, 10 Jan. 

Settlers of Honduras... (Jamaica, 

2Letter from Act. Supt. Pye, 

1822, in The Defence of the 
1824) 68 

25 July 1822, CO 123/31 
3John Armstrong, A Candid Examination of the Defense of 

the Settlers of Honduras (London, 1824) 
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indulgent formll and the expense attending 
each Negro annually is beyond what I have 
ever known before; The best Irish Mess Pork, 
and good flour, are weekly delivered to him, 
and if not flour, Plantains which they in 
general prefer they have the unlimited use 
of; the Plantain yielding here in abundance, 
these with the addition of rum, tobacco, 
pipes, a knife, powder and shot and a short 
sword, here called a Mascheat, constitutes 
all their wants; he literally works only 
five days for his Master, he is allowed to 
saw boards, build Canoes, and flat bottomed 
boats, called here Pitpans, raise stock, and 
cultivate the soil to any extent for his own 
immediate profit, indeed his industry is 
always encouraged by the Owner, who purchases 
a large portion of the produce of his labour 
and its quite common for Slaves here, to lay 
by hundreds of pounds, with which they pur- 
chase themselves, or obtain a friend with 
that money to purchase their wives or 
children. 

Few travellers ever visited Belize, and, of those few 

who did, one may safely assume that they would stay in the 

town, relying upon the reports of the richer settlers with 

whom they stayed and not visiting the remote lumber camps. 

An example is Captain McLean, who, arriving from Jamaica, 

'found abundance and cheerfulness domineering on every hand... 

every thing bespoke a state of comfort tranquillity and ease. '2 

These highly favourable accounts of slave conditions and 

treatment in Belize, written by slave owners or their associ- 

ates in a climate affected by the debate over reform and 

1Supt. Codd to Bathurst, 8 March 1823, CO 123/34 

2Extract from the Royal Jamaica Gazette, 6 March 1824, 
CO 123/35; but see Armstrong's criticism that McLean never 
visited any of the camps but only 'paid two or three short 
visits to the dwelling-houses, and dined with two or three 
of the richer inhabitants, without probably making a single 
enquiry of such few of the slaves as might be present in the 
town' (Armstrong, op. cit., 62). Armstrong also pointed out 
that McLean, a slave proprietor in Jamaica, was requested by 
the chief proprietors of Belize to help them in their case 
against Arthur 
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abolition, are clearly ideological in nature. Though the una- 

nimity of their accounts with regard to the material provisions 

allotted to the slaves is impressive, and certainly indicates 

that the 'ideal' was an adequate allowance of food and clothing 

by the standards of the time, their accounts of slave treat- 

ment are somewhat more contradictory. 

Moreover, it cannot be assumed that, if the supply of 

provisions was adequate, slavery was therefore 'much less op- 

pressive than elsewhere, ' nor that it 'existed in name only. ' 

Such simple conclusions ignore the most important aspect of 

all, namely the slaves' own perception of their situation, 

the meaning which they attached to their status and treatment. 

The slaves, being human, were not objects or animals, but were 

men and women who engaged actively in relations with their 

masters and with each other. A further evaluation of slavery 

in Belize therefore requires an examination of the actions of 

the slaves themselves. Such an examination may find that the 

slaves did experience a 'degraded bondage' which was 'oppres- 

sive' to them, that they did not share their masters' view of 

their situation, and that, consequently, they were inclined to 

react against an assigned status which, to them, was more than 

being 'a slave only in name. ' 

Social Relations Between Masters and Slaves 

Early in the nineteenth century, claims were made regard- 

ing 'the good treatment, the extraordinary good Provision, & 

the attachment the Slaves shew to their Owners. '1 The asser- 

tion of good treatment was thereby extended to one of good 

relations between masters and slaves. In 1809, it was stated 

1Montresor to Coote, 22 Oct. 1806, CO 123/17 
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that 'The Slaves in this Settlement are much attached to it' 

and have 'affection for their Owners. 11 Later in the nine- 

teenth century, it was asserted that the relationship of 

slaves to their masters was one of 'invariable fidelity, '2 

a view that was echoed by a more recent colonial apologist 

who wrote of the 'humanity' and 'egalitarianism' of the mas- 

ters, and of an 'attitude of mutual esteem, loyalty, and even 

affection. '3 The early assertion of 'the devotion and zeal 

of the Negroes in the Defence of their Masters' lives and 

properties'4 during the Spanish attack on St. George's Cay in 

1798, was repeated in the twentieth century by a celebration 

of the same battle, called 'Shoulder to Shoulder, '5 which 

emphasized the supposed unity of interests of masters and 

slaves in Belize. Even a contemporary political scientist has 

accepted this evaluation of the relations of masters and 

slaves when he stated that there existed a 'traditional good 

comradeship.... between the logwood cutters and their slaves. r6 

"Remarks upon the Situation Trade etc... ' by ex-Supt. 
Barrow, 1 May 1809, CO 123/18 

2Gibbs, 
op. cit., 37 

3S. L. Caiger, British Honduras Past and Present (London, 
1951) 26 and 125 

4'An Account of the Descent of the Spaniards on the 
Settlement in the Year 1798, ' in The Defence of the Settlers 
of Honduras... op. cit., 93 

5Monrad Sigfrid Metzgen, ed., Shoulder to Shoulder, or 
the Battle of St. George's Cave 179 e ze City, . 
It is o interest that Metzgen ,s pamphlet, popularising the 
view of the mutual interdependence of blacks and whites in 
Belizean history, appeared shortly after a visit by Marcus 
Garvey to encourage a branch of U. N. I. A. in Belize 

6Gordon K. Lewis, The Growth of the Modern West Indies 
(London, 1968) 292 
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The claims that the slaves gave their masters 'invariable 

fidelity, ' 'affection' and 'devotion, ' and that the relations 

between masters and slaves were characterized by 'mutual 

esteem' and 'good comradeship, ' are based upon an unquestion- 

ing acceptance of the ideological statements of the masters. 

An examination of the actions of the slaves themselves, in- 

cluding such desperate and drastic actions as suicide, murder 

of the masters, desertion, and revolt, demonstrates that the 

slaves did not share their masters' view of their situation or 

their social relationships. The practices of suicide and 

abortion, which were often a reaction of the slaves against 

their situation and status, were known in Belize, and cases 

of the destruction of masters' property and even the taking 

of the masters' lives are quite frequently recorded. The most 

important evidence from the historical records concerning the 

slaves' reactions to their situation, however, lies in the 

existence of four slave revolts and of the countless and con- 

tinual desertions of slaves from the Settlement. 

One of the earliest references to slaves in the Bay Set- 

tlement, dating from 1745, appealed for military assistance in 

the face of Spanish threats and exhibited a concern about the 

loyalty of the slaves, who then outnumbered the whites: 

We the Inhabitants of this Place should 
be Assisted, and being now driven to the 
Highest distress that can be and reduced to 
a small quantity of People, not exceeding 
above Fifty white Men, and about a hundred 
and twenty Negroes, which Number of the 
latter we cannot tell how many may prove 
true in the time of Engagement... we are 
obliged to Fortifie our selves on shore 
with our slaves to hold our Liberties. 1 

1The Inhabitants of the Bay of Honduras to Major 
Caulfield, 8 June 1745, CO 137/48 
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The white settlers were always a tiny minority of the Bay 

Settlement who, while depending upon our slaves to hold our 

Liberties, ' were constantly haunted by the spectre of slave 

revolts. 

The lack of any permanent police in the Settlement meant 

that, despite Burnaby's Code, there was little 'law and order' 

in Belize and the settlers had no power, apart from an occa- 

sional ship of war from Jamaica, to suppress disorder. During 

the economic crisis of the 1760s and 1770s, when the logwood 

trade was severely despressed but was not yet replaced by ma- 

hogany, the Settlement was said to be 'in a State of the ut- 

most disorder and Confusion. '1 During this period, the set- 

tlers had little ability to control their slaves, who, 

undoubtedly forced to bear a good deal of the hardship engen- 

dered by the economic crisis, rebelled at least three times 

between 1765 and 1773. The situation is described, and the 

settlers' fears intimated, in a letter of 1765: 

If His Majesty would be graciously pleased 
to appoint us some form of Government... some 
power to punish evil doers amongst ourselves, 
for as to the Spaniards they seem at present 
very quiet, and (excepting the circumstance 
of granting an asylum to our runaway Negroes) 
not bad neighbours. The want of power we 
lately very severely experienced in a very 
dangerous case viz the Negroes belonging to 
one Mr. Thomas Cooke late of Jamaica, rebelled, 
killed their Master and a Carpenter robbed 
the house of every thing that was valuable, 
and fled to the woods; a few days after they 
murdered three Men in a small Schooner of 
mine, that went into the New River to load 
Logwood, and the poor people unhappily fall- 
ing into the hands of those inhuman wretches 
fell a sacrifice, and they sunk the vessell; 
For want of power to compel people to take 
arms against them we have not been able to 

'Petition from the principal subjects of the Bay of 
Honduras to Admiral Rodney, 12 Sept. 1771, CO 137/67 
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raise a party, and they still continue in 
Rebellion and have entirely stopped the 
communication of the New River, altho there 
are not above ten or twelve men able to 
carry arms amongst them all, and if they 
do not destroy one another by their own 
Cabals (as we have some hopes they will do, 
two or three being killed by the others) 
we do not know when it will end. 

Many People tired of living in a state 
of anarchy are withdrawing their Negroes and 
effects, so that it appears as if this set- 
tlement would dwindle away. 1 

The absence of any government, or police power, combined 

with the vastness of the territory, the remoteness of the 

timber camps, and the limited communications, made the white 

settlers very insecure and susceptible to slave revolts. 

Even such small scale revolts as occurred in 1765 and 1768 

were sufficient to expose the helplessness of the disorganized 

settlers and to threaten the very existence of the Settlement. 

Matters are come to this miserable pass, 
that [by 8 March, 1768] Twenty three British 
Negroes, Armed, had gone off from the New 
River to the Spaniards, and many more were 
expected to follow them; so that Business of 
every kind was at a dead Stand, All his Maj- 
estys Subjects there being reduced to the 
last necessity, of protecting their Houses 
from being plundered, and themselves from 
being slain... being thus unprotected in their 
property & unredressed for the Injuries and 
Losses they have suffered, some of the Baymen 
have already quitted the Country, more of 
them are preparing to follow. 2 

As the economic problems reached crisis proportions in 

the early 1770s, the social relations of the Settlement 

reached a critical climax. The settlers were petitioning the 

Governor of Jamaica in 1771, complaining of their indebtedness 

1Joseph Maud to Gov. Littelton, 7 Oct. 1765, CO 137/62 
2'The Memorial of Allan Auld of London Merchant, & 

Trading to the Bay of Honduras' to Lord Hillsborough, July 
1768, CO 137/63 
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to the merchants of England and His Majesty's Plantations. 1 

As the indebted settlers struggled to survive the economic 

crisis, they must have had difficulty securing provisions at 

the same time that they were trying to maximize the exporta- 

tion of logwood in order to compensate for its falling value. 

The brunt of the problems would have befallen the slaves of 

the Settlement, then numbering over two thousand, who must 

have faced a combination of decreasing provisions and increas- 

ing work. The outcome of this situation was the biggest slave 

revolt of all in 1773, lasting about five months until re- 

pressed with the help of a naval force from Jamaica. 

The rising began in May 1773 on the Belize River. On 

23 May, Captain Davey arrived at St. George's Cay and sent an 

officer and some sailors to quell the revolt. The following 

is from his report to Admiral Rodney on 21 June: 

The Negroes before our People came up. with 
them had taken five settlements and murthered 
six White Men and were join'd by several others 
the whole about fifty armed with sixteen Musquets 
Cutlasses, etc. Our People attacked them on the 
7th inst. but the Rebels after discharging their 
Pieces retired into the Woods and it being late 
in the afternoon we could not pursue them. 2 

Shortly after, fourteen slaves surrendered, but Davey was find- 

ing difficulty in taking the rest. He organized a militia, in 

three parties of forty each, to endeavour to surround and de- 

stroy them, which if they do not effect they must give up the 

Trade, as they will be continually exposed to their incursions 

and there will be an Asylum for all the Negroes who choose to 

1Petition from the Bay settlers to Gov. Trelawny, 19 Feb. 
1771, CO 137/66 

2The 
extracts from reports on the 1773 revolt are from 

Adm. 1/239 in Sir John Alder Burdon, Archives of British 
Honduras (3v., London, 1935) I, 121-4 
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run away from their masters. ' Davey reported that, apart from 

two settlements, trade in the Bay area was at a standstill and 

that settlers in the other rivers were apprehensive, particu- 

larly as he had been ordered to leave for Jamaica by 10 July. 

His report continued: 

The Inhabitants are in a very bad situation: 
they have neither Arms nor Ammunition and those 
that are here are obliged to keep Guard for fear 
of the Negroes on the Kay, and what is much worse 
their fears will not make them unite and there is 
not the least subordination - they are continu- 
ally quarrelling and fighting. 

The revolt continuing, on 8 August Admiral Rodney in- 

structed Captain W. Judd, Commander of H. M. S. 'Garland, ' to 

proceed direct to the Bay. His instructions included mention 

of three fugitive slaves who had killed someone called 

McDougal on the Rio Hondo, an incident which appears distinct 

from, but may have been connected to, the Belize River re- 

volt. In October a Committee of Baymen informed Rodney that 

nineteen of the surviving rebels were trying to reach the 

Spaniards in the north and that Judd had sent fifteen marines 

to cut them off. Eleven of the rebels were reported as having 

reached the Spanish post on the Rio Hondo, however, and the 

Commandant of Bacalar refused to give them up, a matter which 

the Baymen were concerned would 'encourage other negroes to 

follow them. ' These rebel slaves had traversed probably a 

hundred miles of bush in the five months since the insurrec- 

tion began. It was not until November that Judd arrived in 

Jamaica with the news that the revolt was over. 

Though there are no reported revolts for several decades 

after the resettlement of the Bay area in 1784, the settlers 

were continually apprehensive about the possibility of such 

revolts developing. In 1800, for example, a Public Meeting 
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discussed their 'apprehension of internal convulsion and the 

horrors of St. Domingo. 11 Despite their continual assurances 

concerning the supposed loyalty and devotion of their slaves 

following the Spanish attack on St. George's Cay in 1798, the 

settlers clearly did not see themselves exempt from the threat 

of slave revolt which, especially after the successful revolt 

in St. Domingue, haunted all the slave owners of the Caribbean. 

In 1791, the Settlement was said to be 'panic struck' when a 

French ship carrying over two hundred of the St. Domingue 

revolutionaries arrived. It was decided that 'they should not 

be permitted to land so infectious a cargo. '2 In 1807, it was 

reported that 'a French Black man, ' named Louis Sovereign, 

'who was for some time confined in Goal here, and not long 

since transported from hence, as a suspicious character... 

the said black man committed no crime here, but was sent from 

the settlement, merely on account of his being originally 

from St. Domingo. '3 Two years later, concern was expressed 

in connection with 'the evil disposition of the Non Commis- 

sioned Officers belonging to the 5th West India Regiment, 

among whom are several who commanded Companies of black Troops 

in St. Domingo. ' It was feared that the 'intimacy' between 

these soldiers and the slaves would be dangerous and that 

'there is great reason to apprehend that this Regiment will 

not easily be removed from Honduras without the assistance of 

White Troops. r4 Clearly the masters did not perceive their 

1Burdon, op. cit., I, 282 
2James Bartlet to Dyer, Allan $ Co., 26 Nov. 1791, 

CO 123/13 
3Supt. Hamilton to the Magistrates, 5 April 1807, 

CO 123/17 
4Dyer to Edward Cooke, 29 May 1809, CO 123/18 
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slaves to be immune from influence and feared the 'infectious' 

example of St. Domingue. 

In 1817, 'the exposed and unprotected state of the set- 

tiers, surrounded by vast hordes of Indians who are all in the 

constant habit of breaking in upon their works' was feared for 

placing the British settlers 'entirely at the mercy of the 

Slave Population. '1 The Magistrates expressed their appre- 

hension that the slaves would join the Maya, who for the pre- 

vious thirty years had been attacking the timber camps in the 

interior, and that together they would destroy the Settlement. 

They begged Bathurst to consider 'the local situation of this 

Settlement, vulnerable and exposed as it is on every side, to 

the Incursions of the wild Indians, with which it is sur- 

rounded. A very small Gang of desperate runaway Slaves, who 

would join and lead these Indians, must instantly overpower 

us, and the destruction of every British Subject would be 

inevitable. '2 

Though there is no evidence that the Maya and the slaves 

ever undertook joint action, the slaves were once more demon- 

strating their rebelliousness at the time of the Maya attacks. 

In 1819, Superintendent Arthur reported that 'the uneasy state 

of the Slaves during the last Xmas caused much alarm, and 

obliged me to take unusual measures of precaution at that 

time, and since then, to send Troops into the interior to dis- 

lodge some parties of these misguided men, who have collected 

on the Banks of the Rio Nuevo. '3 The following year another 

'Minutes from the Public Record, 25 Feb. 1817, CO 123/26 

2Magistrates to Bathurst, 26 Feb. 1817, CO 123/26 

3Arthur to Bathurst, 1 April 1819, CO 123/28 



157 

insurrection occurred, this time on the Belize and Sibun 

Rivers. Arthur reported that the 'Principal Wood-Cutters' 

were 'earnestly praying for immediate protection' because 

'a considerable number of Slaves had formed themselves into 

a Body in the River Belize, and being well armed, and having 

already committed various depredations the most serious conse- 

quences were to be apprehended. '1 Arthur immediately declared 

Martial Law to be in force and sent parties of troops up the 

Belize and Sibun Rivers. His own inquiries discovered 'that 

the Negroes who had first deserted and had excited others to 

join them, had been treated with very unnecessary harshness 

by their Owner, and had certainly good grounds for complaint. '2 

The revolt having begun on about 24 April, Arthur issued a 

Proclamation on 3 May, offering rewards for the apprehension 

of two black slaves, Will and Sharper, 'reported to be the 

Captains and Leaders of these Rebels, ' but offering 'a Free 

Pardon, to any of the other Runaways, who will at this time 

voluntarily come in and deliver themselves. '3 Arthur offered 

the reward as well as the pardon to runaways who would bring 

with them either of their leaders. Whether this attempt to 

divide the rebels succeeded or not is unknown, but, by 22 May, 

Arthur issued a Proclamation ending Martial Law, as 'there no 

longer exists any Combination amongst the Slaves in the River 

Sibun. '4 The last slave revolt in Belize was over. 

Apart from these revolts, the other major evidence of 

slave discontent is the continual complaints from the settlers 

IArthur to Bathurst, 16 May 1820, CO 123/29 

2Ibid. 

3Proclamation, 3 May 1820, CO 123/33 

4Proclamation, 22 May 1820, CO 123/33 
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that the neighbouring Spaniards gave asylum to runaway slaves. 

These complaints are a continual refrain in the records from 

the eighteenth century right up to 1838. The Spaniards were 

certainly not being altruistic in promising freedom to run- 

away slaves, but were adopting this policy with the intention 

of undermining the Settlement by enticing away its essential 

labour force. The fact remains, however, that large numbers 

of-slaves in the Bay preferred the hope of freedom among the 

Spaniards to the certainty of enslavement to the Baymen. 

The organization of timber extraction, as previously de- 

scribed, left small groups of slaves, much less supervised 

than were slaves in plantations, scattered in remote parts of 

the sparsely populated country. This form of organization and 

pattern of settlement, coupled with the expertise possessed by 

many slaves with respect to traversing the bush, provided many 

opportunities and facilities for their escape, especially when 

encouraged by the Spaniards' promise of asylum. In the words 

of Superintendent Hunter, in 1790: 

Slaves, in this Settlement, being so by 
choice only; for the Vicinage of the Spanish 
Out Posts and the encouragement held out to 
seek freedom, by embracing the Roman Catholic 
Religion, afford them temptations to elope 
from their Owners. Many of the Settlers of 
this Country have been entirely ruined by 
these circumstances, and all experience 
frequent and heavy losses. ' 

The Africans were, of course, slaves by compulsion rather than 

"by choice, ' but that so many slaves chose to seek freedom is 

further testimony to the fact that they were dissatisfied with 

their situation in the Bay Settlement and that the relations 

"Plan of Police proposed... ' by Supt. Hunter, 18 May 
1790, CO 123/9 
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between slaves and masters were not as harmonious as the 

latter generally professed them to be. 

In the eighteenth century, most of the slaves who escaped 

went north to cross the Rio Hondo into Yucatan. This was 

partly because the south and west of the area that is now 

Belize were unsettled and unexplored, but also because the 

Spaniards had outposts just across the Rio Hondo and the Com- 

mandant at Bacalar offered freedom and protection to the run- 

aways. Some of the slaves who rebelled and escaped to Yucatan 

later helped the Spaniards in attacking the British settlers. 

For example, when St. George's Cay was taken in 1779, it was 

observed that among the Spaniards 'there were several negroes 

in arms, who had formerly run away from the inhabitants of the 

Bay; particularly a negroe man named Dover, formerly the prop- 

erty of Mr. John Tucker, who had, a few days before the Span- 

iards landed, killed a white man, Lawrence Rawson, in the 

New River. '1 

Just a few years before the battle of St. George's Cay 

in 1798, at which the slaves of the Bay were said to have 

demonstrated their 'devotion' to their masters, there were 

many complaints from these masters that their slaves were 

deserting them, an example of which is here given: 

There is one circumstance which... serves 
to discourage our Industry & even threaten 
the total ruin of the Trade of this Settle- 
ment, $ that is the Desertion of our Negroes 
to the Spaniards which increases daily & that 
of late to such an alarming degree, that no 
one Man however well disposed he may consider 
his Negroes, can think his property safe for 
a single Night. It is but a Week ago since 
a whole Gang about Twelve in number... 
Deserted in a Body to the Spaniards, got 

"An Account of the Spaniards landing at... St. George's 
Key... ' by Edward Felix Hill, 1 Oct. 1779, CO 137/76 
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safe in to the Look out & were as usual joy- 
fully received, this last Desertion has 
caused a general dread $ apprehension amongst 
the Inhabitants of this Settlement, who per- 
ceive nothing less than the total ruin of 
their Property, should a speedy Stop not be 
put to a practice so disgraceful to Society 
$ so repugnant to Justice. l 

It would appear that the slaves had different ideas concerning 

'Society' and 'Justice, ' as they continued to flee from the 

oppression they experienced in the Settlement. In 1793, only 

a year after the above example, another complaint appeared: 

That your Memorialists have very recently 
experienced an additional loss by having 24 of 
their Negroes revolted who have been enticed by 
the Spaniards (under a pretence of granting 
their Freedom) to Bacalar... 

That unless some means is speedily devised 
to render their conditions more safe, and to 
prevent the Desertion of the Negroes in future 
the Settlement at Honduras must be inevitably 
ruin'd. 2 

Fifteen slaves who escaped 'from their master, Mr. Paslo, an 
Englishman, because of ill-treatment and starvation, ' reached 
the Spaniards north of the Hondo in 1813.3 The same Thomas 

Paslow was one of the Baymen whose slaves were supposed to 

have fought by his side with 'devotion and zeal' fifteen 

years earlier at the battle of St. George's Cay. 

When the Settlement expanded to the west and south early 

in the nineteenth century, the slaves went still further, 

through the bush into the Peten, or by boat down the coast to 

Omoa and Truxillo. In 1823, for example, it was stated that 

in a little over two months thirty-nine slaves had 'absconded' 

'Letter from Thomas Potts, 28 May 1792, CO 123/13 
2'The Memorial of Benjamin Garnett and Charles Armstrong 

late of Honduras Bay' to Henry Dundas, 11 June 1793, CO 123/13 

3Manuel Melendez to Manuel Artazo, 15 March 1813, in 'An 
Inventory of the Manuscript Collections of the Middle American 
Research Institute' (New Orleans, 1939, mimeo. ) 120-1 
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and fled to Peten which 'is believed to be well known to many 

of the Negroes, it has also been long known that Negroes who 

have absconded some years ago during the War are residing 

there. ' A complaint from Superintendent Codd to the Peten 

authorities drew the response that there was 'a Town of black 

People' which was joined by those who 'emigrated from your 

Establishment' and who 'already enjoy the privileges of 

Citizens. '2 Shortly after the neighbouring Spanish terri- 

tories became independent in 1821, they abolished slavery and 

the complaints that slaves were escaping to these republics 

increased. In 1825 the settlers were becoming desperate, 

'having just learnt that 19 Slaves have left their employ- 

ments up the River Belize in a body, and taken the road to the 

Town of Peten at the head of the River, and 13 to Omoa... 

instant ruin stares us in the face. '3 

Superintendent Codd's report in 1825, expressing fear 

of widespread desertion and revolt, is desperate in tone: 

From the Negroes own conduct, and declara- 
tions, my information is to the effect, that 
throughout the several works, the Negroes in 
their conversations among themselves make no 
secret of their thoughts on desertion; they 
speek freely, and it has been discussed 
whether it is not folly to desert to the 
Spaniards; as, when most of the Whites are 
scattered over the Country and w ere their 
avocations demand their presence, they could 
be destroyed, without them the Negroes leaving 
their families, or suffering any privation; 
for what resistance could the whites make when 
so situated. That those who have deserted 
frequently make secret visits to the Settle- 
ments on the River, from Peten, where they 
communicate with the Negroes there, and often 

1Codd to Bathurst, 8 March 1823, CO 123/34 

2Leon Baldison to Codd, 15 Nov. 1823, CO 123/34 

3Magistrates to Codd, 28 Jan. 1825, CO 123/36 
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rob.... and that the total number of deserters 
as near as can be ascertained with those al- 
ready mentioned is about one hundred and 
twenty.... that in event of any sudden rising 
of the Slaves or attempt by the Runaways to 
come down upon us, secretly, instigated by 
the Spaniards; how far the Black portion of 
the Militia and also the Soldiers of the 2 
West rndia Regt. might be affected by it... 
it is against the views of the Slaves we 
have now to guard, There is almost a total 
absence of all respect from the Slave to 
their Masters, a carelessness in their duty; 
and in the language often used by them, 
equality, is the burden of their conversation. 

Our Militia composed almost wholly of 
Black Pensioners, have ever shewn great re- 
pugnance to interfere between Master and 
Slave in the apprehension of deserters, 
from the connexion of most of them with 
the female part; by whom many of them have 
families and become allied to the Males. 
That the Soldiers of the detachment of the 
2WI Regt. from their long residence here 
are many of them in a similar situation.... 
it is to be doubted how far they might be 
inclined to act with effect-1 

Eighty years previously, the settlers, anxious about the loy- 

alty of their slaves in the face of threatened Spanish inva- 

sion, had requested military assistance. In 1825 Superin- 

tendent Codd, dropping all pretence about the good relations 

between masters and slaves and stating that the slaves even 

showed a lack of 'respect' for their masters, expressed anxi- 

ety about the loyalty of the black soldiers and militia in 

the event of a slave revolt. Concerned that the black troops, 

many of whom were 'recruited' in Africa, may exhibit solidar- 

ity with the black slaves, whose talk was of freedom and 

'equality, ' Codd requested that a white Regt. may be sta- 

tioned here. t2 As in 1809, it was felt in 1825 that only 

white troops could be relied upon to defend the white settlers 

from their slaves. 

1Codd to Bathurst, 18 Feb. 1825, CO 123/36, emphasis 
in original 

2-Ibid. 
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Though the anticipated slave revolt did not materialize, 

the extensive desertions continued. George Hyde, a wealthy 

free coloured man, reported the desertion of ten of his 

slaves, in a six week period, across the Rio Hondo into 

Mexico. 1 The settlers' London agent petitioned that 'the 

defection of the Slaves continues to go on to a most alarming 

extent... as Christmas is a period at which the Negroes assemble 

at Belize from the distant works, the Magistrates tremble at 

the dismal apprehension of the Slaves clandestinely resolving 

on a simultaneous desertion of the Settlement. '2 Though no 

such 'simultaneous desertion' took place, the whole situation 

of the Settlement was becoming untenable: the slave trade 

having been abolished for two decades, and the slaves being 

unable or unwilling to reproduce themselves, the continual 

emigration of slaves to the neighbouring republics was reduc- 

ing the Settlement's labour force. James Stephens of the 

Colonial Office commented in 1830 that 'Honduras is now in 

the center of Countries which have declared Slavery illegal, 

and if we persist in maintaining it we must look for a rapid 

depopulation of the Settlement by the Slaves passing the 

Border line, and returning no more. '3 The 1826 Census, the 

first enumeration made after the republics had abolished 

slavery, listed 215 of the total 2,410 slaves as 'Runaways, ' 

'George Hyde to Marshall Bennett, 12 Feb. 1826, CO 
123/37; providing their 'Country' of origin, Hyde listed 
them as three from 'Moco, ' two 'Mandingo, ' one 'Eabo, ' 
three 'Mungola, ' and one 'Dago' 

2Henry Cooke to Lord Dudley and Ward, 27 Aug. 1827, 
CO 123/38 

3James Stephens to Horace Twiss, 13 Oct. 1830, 
CO 123/41 
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other censuses indicating that the slave population was 

reduced by about one half between 1823 and 1835.1 

The abolition of slavery and the establishment of the 

'apprenticeship' system in 1834 did not give the slaves free- 

dom and barely changed their status, the result being that 

many of the 'apprentices' were dissatisfied with their situa- 

tion. Superintendent Cockburn reported on the problems he 

foresaw in the 'apprenticeship' period less than two weeks 

after its establishment: 

The period which has elapsed since the 
1st of August has been unattended here by any 
actual disturbance, tho certainly much dis- 
satisfaction has been evinced on the part of 
the manumitted Slaves. They do not, nor can 
they be easily made to understand the obliga- 
tions attached to their freedom. Their idea 
is that the King has made them free $ there- 
fore that the making them work for Six Years 
longer without pay is an act of injustice. 
I have seen a great number of them & endeav- 
oured to explain to their comprehension the 
real state of the case. They do not dissent 
from what is told them -$ they so far seem 
to comprehend it, that altho several had 
avowed a disinclination to return to their 
work yet none have persevered in a refusal 
to do so. It is however quite evident that 
the Six Years apprenticeship has counter- 
balanced in their estimation all the ulte- 
rior advantages held out to them by the Bill. 
They look to the present only $ therefore 
finding that they are not to all intents 
& purposes set free $ discharged from all 
manner of Slavery at once' They neither 
feel benefitted or gratified at what has 
been done for them... I cannot but feel some 
apprehension that rather than meet the Six 
Years apprenticeship they will avail them- 
selves of the facility which attends their 
quitting the Settlement & proceeding to the 
neighbouring Republics. 2 

1Censuses of 1823,1826, and 1835, GRB 

2Supt. Cockburn to John Lefevre, 13 Aug. 1834, 

CO 123/45 
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The 'apprenticed labourers' obviously had a very clear compre- 

hension of 'the real state of the case, ' namely, that though 

they were no longer called slaves they were to continue work- 

ing for their masters without being paid. Dissatisfied with 

this 'manner of Slavery' it is not surprising that some of 

the 'apprentices' sought real freedom by escaping to the Peten 

and Omoa. l In one case, eleven men who had escaped to live in 

'the adjoining Central American Provinces' for many years 

prior to 1834 had returned to Belize on hearing of the 'Aboli- 

tion of Slavery. ' They returned 'under the impression of 

being unconditionally free, ' but 'finding their hopes dis- 

appointed by the Apprenticeship System they shortly after the 

first of August absconded and have ever since been absent-t2 

The historical records show that the slaves took action, 

both group and individual in nature, to reject their situation. 

Whether their actions took the form of revolt against or with- 

drawal from their situation, it is clear, in contradiction to 

the ideological claims of the masters which have been repeated 

in historical accounts of the Settlement, that the slaves were 

dissatisfied with their situation, their status, and their 

relations with the masters. Above all, in the periodic re- 

volts and in the continual escapes, the slaves demonstrated 

their hatred of slavery and, by their actions, frequently 

threatened the very existence of the Settlement. 

The geographical conditions in the Bay of Honduras cer- 

tainly favoured the slaves should they have chosen to engage 

1See, for example, Cockburn to Commandant of Peten, 
6 Sept. 1834, and Macdonald to Commandant of Omoa, 28 Sept. 
1837, AB, R. 8 

2L. M. McLenan to Macdonald, 1 Feb. 1838, CO 123/53 
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in protracted guerilla warfare to destroy the whites or to 

establish independent communities on the fringes of the Settle- 

ment area. Like the 'Bush Negroes' of French Guiana and 

Surinam, the Maroons of Jamaica, and the escaped slaves of 

Palmares in Brazil, some 'runaways' did establish independent 

communities in the Belize area early in the nineteenth century. 

In 1816, reference was made to such a community 'near Sheboon 

River, very difficult to discover, and guarded by poisonous 

Stakes. '1 The following year, Superintendent Arthur reported 

that 'a considerable body of runaway Slaves are formed in the 

interior, '2 and, in 1820, he referred to 'two Slave Towns, 

which it appears have been long formed in the Blue Mountains 

to the Northward of Sibun. '3 Apart from the settlements of 

escaped slaves in the neighbouring countries, such as San 

Benito in the Peten, there were communities in the Belize area, 

particularly near the Sibun River, a tributary of which is 

still called Runaway Creek. 

While these independent communities of escaped slaves 

were sometimes in communication with those who remained en- 

slaved and, as in 1820, provided a refuge for revolted slaves 

on the run, they were never the bases for any organized, sys- 

tematic, or protracted guerilla action against white domina- 

tion. As a response to slavery, revolt was not such a pressing 

alternative in Belize when freedom could be obtained by slip- 

ping away into the bush of the interior or over the borders of 

the Settlement. Though the white settlers deplored the 

1Burdon, op. cit., II, 184 

2Arthur to Major Fraser, 12 June 1817, CO 123/26 

3Arthur to Bathurst, 16 May 1820, CO 123/29 
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continual desertion of their slaves, the facility with which 

the slaves could withdraw may well have functioned as a safety 

valve (from the viewpoint of the masters) in letting out the 

most rebelliously inclined of the slaves, and so reducing the 

likelihood of insurrections. Indeed, the revolt of 1768 can 

perhaps be more accurately described as an armed thrust by the 

slaves to force their way out of the Settlement, and even the 

1773 revolt ended with the survivors forcing their way across 

the Rio Hondo. 

Given the favourable geographical conditions and the 

great numerical superiority of the slaves, the fact that they 

never actually took over the Settlement can best be explained, 

not by a supposed devotion to their masters, but by the avail- 

ability of freedom beyond the bounds of British jurisdiction. 

Another factor which would have reduced the likelihood of 

successful revolt is that the productive enterprises in which 

the slaves were involved were small scale, the slaves working 

in small groups which were isolated from each other. Such a 

pattern of settlement, encouraging solidarity within each 

small group but inhibiting communication between groups, would 

favour small scale revolts and escapes but would hinder the 

organization and coordination of a large scale insurrection, 

such as occurred in the plantations elsewhere in the Caribbean. 

The 1773 revolt, the largest and most prolonged in the Settle- 

ment's history, appears to have spread like a forest fire, 

starting in one camp and moving on to others, killing the 

whites and gathering recruits as it moved. 

Still another factor which detracted from the organiza- 

tion of a massive slave revolt was the very limited identifi- 

cation the slaves had with the Belize area as a possible 
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permanent home. Africans who had been transported from their 

own land to the West Indies, where some would have stayed for 

a while before being resold in a Jamaican market, taken to the 

Mosquito Shore or the Bay Settlement, and then continually 

shifted from camp to camp, could not be expected, in such cir- 

cumstances, to have developed any commitment to the area. The 

limited time which most slaves had spent in the Bay and the 

shifting nature of their work must have inhibited any identi- 

fication with the area which, had it been present, may have 

encouraged the slaves to take over the Settlement. The slaves, 

however, were concerned, not with taking over a territory, but 

with avoiding slavery and, where the latter could be more 

easily accomplished by withdrawal than by confrontation, slave 

revolts were less likely to occur. 

Towards the end of the eighteenth century, a militia was 

organized in the Settlement and regular troops of the West 

India Regiments were generally stationed at Belize. The 

presence of such military force (which had been directly ex- 

perienced by some of the slaves, most of whom were from the 

Mosquito Shore where a major revolt had been crushed by force 

in 17801) may have inhibited revolt, though the escapes con- 

tinued on a large scale. Moreover, the savagery with which 

rebellious slaves were tortured and killed, `by burning, gib- 

beting $ other methods of torture, i2 may have functioned, as 

it was intended, as a deterrent to further revolt. 

1See Affidavit of Joseph Everett, 3 June 1780; letter 
from Richard Hoare, 5 July 1780; Hoare to Gov. Dalling, 8 July 
1780, CO 137/78 

2'A Narrative of the Publick Transactions in the Bay of 
Honduras from 1784 to 1790' by Edward Marcus Despard, 8 March 
1791, CO 123/10 
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If the recorded actions of the slaves demonstrate that 

relations between them and their masters were not as harmoni- 

ous as the latter claimed, what more can be said about the 

relations of masters and slaves? The accounts that emphasize 

the good treatment and conditions of slaves in Belize in com- 

parison with other slave societies such as Jamaica, may be 

correct so far as such a comparison is concerned. It certainly 

appears that life for the timber-cutting slave was less regi- 

mented, better provided for, and subject to less arbitrary 

and cruel punishments than was life for a slave on a sugar 

plantation. On the other hand, the work and experience of a 

slave in Belize was far from easy: the labour was arduous and 

frequently dangerous, the camps were isolated and inhibiting 

to family life, and the physical conditions of camp life were 

extraordinarily rough and uncomfortable. Moreover, the do- 

mestic slaves in Belize, primarily women, were often subject 

to ill-treatment and occasionally the most appalling tortures. 

The sadistic case of Michael Carty in 1816 has already been 

mentioned, but the records show that a number of the cases of 

cruelty inflicted upon slave women were at the hands of the 

free coloured concubines of the white settlers. Some of the 

actions of these women may have been caused by jealousy when 

they felt they might become replaced in the favours of the 

master by a young slave girl, and on other occasions it may 

have been that these free coloured mistresses, feeling inse- 

cure in their status, treated the domestic slaves harshly in 

order to emphasize their social distance from them. 

One such case of a cruel free coloured mistress, Duncan- 

nette Campbell, occurred in 1820 when she was tried 'for 

punishing her Slave named Kitty in an illegal, cruel, and 
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severe manner, by chaining her and repeatedly whipping her for 

a considerable time in the said chains in the loft of her 

house. '1 A physician who examined the slave 'observed the 

scores of several wounds, which appeared to have been recently 

inflicted with a whip or cowskin; they were chiefly upon the 

shoulders, but there were also a considerable number on the 

left arm, the neck, and face; those on the face had produced 

considerable swelling and other symptoms of inflammation; one 

of the stripes had divided the ala of the left ear; another 

had wounded the left eye-ball; both eyes were much swelled and 

inflamed, and her whole countenance was so much disfigured 

that it was some time before I could recognize her. '2 Despite 

this evidence of cruelty, the only question for the jury to 

decide was whether the legal thirty-nine lashes had been ex- 

ceeded. Within five minutes they acquitted the prisoner. 

Armstrong summarized the situation when he stated in 

1824: 'It has been admitted that the condition of slaves in 

Honduras is comparatively comfortable; but there are instances, 

many instances, of horrible barbarity practised there. 13 Apart 

from such instances of brutality, 4 it would appear that the 

settlers of Belize, in general, treated their slaves with 

greater consideration for their physical welfare than did 

their planter counterparts in the Caribbean. Since the slaves 

had virtually no legal protection, and were thus subject to 

lArthur to Bathurst, 7 Oct. 1820, CO 123/29 

2Ibid. 

3Armstrong, op. cit., 61 

4See also the case against Miss Mary Ann Uter for having 
her slave, Phyllis, cruelly withCOa1t23/4amarind whip, 
Cockburn to Lord Stanley, 1 July 
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the whims and customs of their masters, it remains to be ex- 

plained why these masters, who seemed at times to be as capable 

of cruelty as any others, were generally more restrained in 

their treatment of their slaves. 

First, the settlers of Belize, who had no legal title to 

land, had most of their capital invested in their slaves: 

'The chief property of the settlers of Honduras... must be 

supposed to consist in slaves-" The slaves, being largely 

imported through the Jamaican slave markets, were expensive, 

and so, too, was their upkeep on largely imported provisions. 

It was stated early in the nineteenth century that the value 

of a recently imported African was between £120 and f160 

Jamaican currency, but a 'seasoned' slave was worth f200 to 

f300.2 With the difficulty and expense of obtaining new 

slaves, especially after the abolition of the slave trade, the 

settlers had a financial interest in keeping their slaves well. 

In addition, of course, the very nature of the arduous work 

and rough conditions experienced by the slaves in the timber 

camps meant that only strong and healthy slaves could be of 

any value to the settlers. 

The fact that most of the Baymen seem to have considered 

the Settlement their home may also have had some effect upon 

their attitude to their slaves. In the Caribbean many of the 

planters were men intent on making a quick fortune in sugar 

by the gross exploitation, and consequent exhaustion, of both 

land and labour. Many planters stayed on their estates only 

long enough to be able to employ a managing attorney, whereupon 

'Henderson, op. cit., 59 
2lbid., 60 
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they would return to England to live in luxury as absentee 

landlords. Lacking contact with their slaves, they generally 

lacked also any concern for their welfare. The Bay settlers, 

on the other hand, had little contact with Britain and saw 

their future as dependent upon the upkeep of their property 

in the Settlement. 

A major factor that would inhibit the masters from ill- 

treating their slaves lay in the often demonstrated facility 

with which discontented slaves could escape. This point was 

clearly recognized by the settlers who stated, in their attack 

upon Superintendent Arthur, 'we hold our Slaves here merely 

from the affection they bear their Owners, and that, if they 

were not governed with mildness, kindness, and liberality, 

from the encouragement held out by the Spaniards to desert, 

and the facility with which they could do so, together with 

the improbability of their ever being again recovered, the 

country would be in a moment deserted, and the Settlers 

ruined. '1 In 1825, George Hyde, a leading free coloured mer- 

chant and slave owner, stated that 'As for punishments or ill- 

usage, you are aware (if ever so deserved) we dare not inflict 

it, so easy is their retreat to the Spaniards. '2 Of course, 

the fact that hundreds of slaves did escape shows that they 

did not bear affection for their owners as their owners 

claimed, but such actions must have continually inhibited the 

owners from ill-treating their slaves. 

Finally, the situation of the timber camps, in which one 

or two white men lived in remote isolation with between ten 

'The Defense of the Settlers of Honduras... op. cit., 11 

2Quoted in Frederick Crowe, The Gospel in Central 
America... (London, 1850) 321 
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and fifty slaves, all of whom possessed machetes, axes, and 

sometimes muskets used for hunting, must have made the masters 

more cautious about rousing the slaves' anger. The fact that 

slaves possessed arms was the object of frequent comment. In 

1788, for example, it was stated that 'it has always been a 

Custom with us to allow our Negroes Firearms, " 
and twenty 

years later it was noted that 'The whole of the slaves of 

Honduras are permitted to use arms, and possibly a more expert 

body of marksmen could no where be found. r2 Superintendent 

Arthur, soon after his arrival in 1814, reported with amaze- 

ment how some slaves 'leaving their Works in the interior of 

the Country came down in a Body to the Town of Belize to dic- 

tate who should be their Masters.... the several Thousand Slaves 

in this Settlement... by some unfortunate mismanagement, have 

been allowed to be provided with Arms, and therefore it re- 

quires additional attention to keep them quiet and peaceable, 

and certainly to give them no just grounds for discontent. '3 

The slaves, who were armed and who knew the territory better 

than their masters, possessed something of the means which 

command a modicum of respect. 
If the masters generally treated their slaves somewhat 

better than did the West Indian planters, it was hardly 

through any spirit of 'egalitarianism' or 'good comradeship, ' 

but rather for economic reasons or through their fear of the 

Settlement being ruined by fresh insurrections or mass deser- 

tions. The slaves had frequently demonstrated their ability 

1Hoare to Robert White, 25 Aug. 1788, CO 123/7 

2Henderson, op. cit., 73 

3Arthur to Bathurst, 2 Dec. 1814, CO 123/23 
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to act against their masters by revolt and escape and the 

masters were continually haunted by the threat of 'mass com- 

binations' or 'simultaneous desertions. ' Though the condi- 

tions of slavery in the Bay differed somewhat from those on 

the Caribbean plantations, the slaves in the Bay, like other 

slaves, rejected and rebelled against their situation, some 

of them struggling for a freedom which they may never have 

experienced but for which they were willing to risk all. 



CHAPTER VI 

The Labourers, Free and Enslaved, 

in the Early Nineteenth Century 

The Freedmen During Slavery 

Following the resettlement of the Bay in 1784, the free 

coloured and black groups rapidly increased. Already out- 

numbering the white settlers in 1790, by 1816 they were a 

quarter of the population and in 1832 they outnumbered the 

slaves. The earliest estimates did not distinguish between 

the free coloured, or those with some white ancestry, and the 

free blacks, but the censuses which began in 1816 did make 

that distinction and showed that, while the free blacks in- 

creased more rapidly than the free coloured, they remained 

less numerous. 

From Table VI: l it can be seen that the free coloured and 
black population increased from 371 persons in 1790 to 1,788 

persons in 1832 and that, as a percentage of the population, 

they increased from fourteen to forty-eight percent in that 

period. The 1835 Census showed a dramatic reduction in their 

numbers, to 1,137, but, since the population as a whole de- 

creased, the free coloured and blacks were about forty-four 

percent of the total population. 

Two features which differ notably in the slave and freed- 

men populations in this period are the sex ratio and the pro- 

portion of children. While slave men always greatly outnum- 

bered slave women, the reverse was generally the case among 

the free coloured and black population. With the exception 

175 
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Table VI: 1 

Free Coloured and Black Population 
of the Bay Settlement, 

1790 - 1835 

Coloured and Black % of 
total Date Men Women Children 

ITOTAL 
pop'n 

1790 120 132 119 371 14 

1803 180 275 320 775 20 

1806 238 207 332 777 22 

Coloured Black 

MWC Total %MWC Total % 

1816 157 171 234 562 15 128 158 85 371 10 933 25 

1823 192 243 374 809 20 217 222 174 613 15 1,422 35 

1826 190 260 398 848 20 193 262 220 675 16 1,523 36 

1829 192 247 454 893 23 202 258 238 698 18 1,591 41 

1832 190 295 484 969 26 240 259 320 819 22 1,788 48 

1835 119 200 351 670 26 123 152 192 467 18 1,137 44 

(Source: 1790: 'General Return of the Inhabitants in 
the Bay of Honduras... ', 22 Oct. 1790, CO 123/9; 1803: 'A 
Short Sketch of the present situation of the Settlement of 
Honduras... ', from Supt. Thomas Barrow, 31 March 1803, 
CO 123/15; 1806: Br. Gen. H. T. Montresor to Gov. Sir Eyre 
Coote, 22 Oct. 1806, CO 123/17; 1816,1823,1826,1829, 
1832, and 1835: Censuses of the Population, GRB) 

of 1806, the women were more numerous than the men, particu- 

larly among the free coloured where the ratio was about three 

women to two men in the 1830s. Also noteworthy is the rela- 

tively large number of children among the freedmen, increasing 

from 119 in 1790 to 804 in 1832, while the number of slave 

children only increased from 418 to 453 in the same period. 

While the slave women almost always outnumbered the slave 

children, the reverse was the case among the freedmen, and 

particularly among the free coloured. 
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It must be emphasized that the statistics on the freedmen 

need to be treated with extreme caution, however, as there is 

reason to believe that many of them were not enumerated. In 

the late eighteenth century, it was stated that some 'free 

Negroes, many of whom have no place of fixed Residence, '1 had 

not been enumerated, and the 1823 Census noted that 'there are 

many free persons who have not returned themselves, or their 

Families, particularly the free Black Men. '2 The 1826 Census, 

recognizing the difficulty of enumerating many of the 'Free 

Black Settlers, ' stated that, in addition to the returns 

given, there were 102 white, 189 coloured, and 743 black men 

in the militia, but if they were added to the others 'some 

might be twice returned. '3 There is reason to believe that 

many people, particularly among the free blacks, were not enu- 

merated in these early censuses, but it is unfortunately impos- 

sible to suggest more accurate figures. 

What were the origins of the freedman population in the 

Bay Settlement? Where did they come from and why did they in- 

crease so rapidly? Most of the 371 freedmen who were first 

enumerated in 1790 must have come from the Mosquito Shore in 

the evacuation of 1787. A report on the people evacuated from 

the Mosquito Shore stated that 537 of them were 'White and 

Free, '4 and, since less than half that number were listed as 

"Precis 
of the former state of the Settlers on the 

Mosquito Shore, and of the recent Settlement in the Bay of 
Honduras, ' n. d., CO 123/14/1 

21823 Census, GRB 

31826 Census, GRB 

4Co1. Lawrie to Evan Napean, 26 Jan. 1788, CO 123/6 
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white residents in 1790, most of them can be safely assumed 

to have been 'free people of colour. ' 

One important factor leading to the increase in the freed- 

men was the high incidence of manumission. Manumissions were 

granted in the Bay Settlement for almost as long as slavery 

had existed there, records existing of manumissions in 1737, 

1772,1788, and 1792,1 but no statistics are available on 

manumissions until the nineteenth century. According to the 

censuses of 1816 and 1820,178 slaves were manumitted between 

1807 and 1816 and another fifty between 1817 and 1820.2 

Another report stated even higher figures: 201 manumissions 

between 1808 and 1816, and 62 between 1817 and 1820.3 In the 

1820s the rate of manumission increased, 141 slaves being 

manumitted between 1821 and 1825,4 and 169 between 1826 and 

1830.5 These figures suggest that about six hundred slaves 

were manumitted in the Settlement between the abolition of 

the slave trade in 1807 and the abolition of slavery in 1834. 

In comparison with other slave societies in the Caribbean, it 

is astonishing that about one fifth of the slaves of Belize 

were manumitted in that quarter century. 

Of the 573 slaves who were manumitted between 1808 and 

1830, about fifty-seven percent were female (see Table VI: 2). 

1Sir John Alder Burdon, Archives of British Honduras 
(3 v. London, 1935) I, 69,11 167,197-9 

2Censuses 
of 1816 and 1820, GRB 

3Return of Manumissions by George Westby, 15 Dec. 1823, 
CO 123/34 

4Return of Manumissions by Westby, 31 Dec. 1825, 
CO 123/37 

SSupt. Cockburn to Lord Goderich, 25 April 1831, 
CO 123/42 
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Table VI: 2 

Manumissions in the Bay Settlement, 
by Sex, 1808 - 1830 

Date Male Female Total 

1808 46 10 

1809 17 6 23 

1810 22 24 46 

1811 13 15 28 

1812 20 6 26 

1813 426 

1814 12 14 26 

1815 96 15 

1816 9 12 21 

1817 1 14 15 

1818 156 

1819 9 18 27 

1820 77 14 

1821 21 26 47 

1822 15 24 39 

1823 9 15 24 

1824 10 8 18 

1825 49 13 

1826 20 27 47 

1827 16 26 42 

1828 8 26 34 

1829 16 12 28 

1830 2 16 18 

Total 249 324 573 

(Sources: Returns of Manumissions by George Westby, 15 Dec. 
1823, CO 123/34, and 31 Dec. 1825, CO 123/37; Supt. Cockburn 
to Lord Goderich, 25 April 1831, CO 123/42) 
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Statistics from the late 1820s show that adult males were less 

likely to be manumitted than either adult females or children, 

despite the fact that they constituted the majority of the 

slaves. Between 1826 and 1830, less than a quarter of the 

slaves manumitted were adult males, 41 adult males, 68 adult 

females, and 60 children being manumitted in those five years. 
1 

Two factors were probably influential in affecting this dis- 

proportion among the slaves who were manumitted. First, the 

adult male slaves, provided they were healthy and fit, were 

generally the most valuable to the slave owners who would be 

reluctant to free them for fear of losing their labour. 

Second, the adult white males outnumbering the adult white 

females by at least two to one, many of them took slave 

women as their concubines, subsequently freeing them and the 

resultant children. For example, in 1792, one Johann Jacob 

Slusher, a blacksmith, manumitted four of his children, 

'Mullatoes born of a Negro woman named Venus my property, ' 

and also Venus herself and her black daughter Luisa. 2 The 

high incidence of manumission and the greater likelihood for 

women and children to be manumitted helps to explain the rapid 

increase, and the greater proportions of women and children, 

especially free coloured children, of the freedman population. 

Much of the increase in the freedman population in the 

nineteenth century, then, can be accounted for by the high 

incidence of manumission, about six hundred slaves being manu- 

mitted in a period when the freedmen increased by about one 

thousand. Another source of freedmen in the Settlement was 

'Ibid. 

2Burdon, 
op. cit., I, 197-9 
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disbanded soldiers of the West India Regiments. In June 1817, 

Superintendent Arthur informed the Magistrates that 'His Maj- 

esty's Government have been pleased to determine on disbanding 

the 5th West India Regiment, and to provide for five hundred 

of the Men by removing them to this Settlement where they are 

to receive Grants of Land proportioned to their means of culti- 

vation, or to engage themselves in the service of Wood-Cutters, 

or other Inhabitants as they themselves prefer. '1 By November 

1817, some of the disbanded soldiers had arrived, and Arthur 

reported that 'in the Distribution of the Disbanded Soldiers 

of the 5th West India Regiment the continuity of the situation 

decided me in giving grants of Land to a large proportion of 

them up the River Sibun, and in Manatee Lagoon. '2 A return of 

February 1818, of 'Men discharged from the 2nd West India 

Regiment and the late 5th West India Regiment at present Set- 

tled in Honduras' stated that there was then a total of 412 

men, 59 women, and 39 children in the Settlement, and a further 

144 men, 22 women, and 15 children arrived the following Octo- 

ber. 3 This immigration of almost seven hundred people is not 

entirely shown in the increase in the freedmen population, 

about five hundred, between the censuses of 1816 and 1823. 

This fact was noted in the latter census and also in the 

census of 1826, which stated that 'from the great number of 

Military Pensioners (disbanded Troops) and others Free Black 

Settlers who never could ke depended upon for giving in 

1Supt. Arthur to Magistrates, 18 June 1817, CO 123/26 

2Arthur to Lord Bathurst, 20 Nov. 1817, CO 123/26 

3CO 123/27 



182 

Returns of themselves and Families it was found to be a work 

of almost impossibility to make a true and perfect Census. '1 

The ambiguous social position of the 'free people of 

colour' at the end of the eighteenth century, as described 

in Chapter III, was maintained in the nineteenth century. 

While a few of them became quite wealthy, they were legally 

discriminated against for the first three decades of the nine- 

teenth century, during which time, though free, they occupied 

a position in the social structure which was distinctly in- 

ferior to that of the dominant white settlers. Despite the 

restrictions under which they suffered, Superintendent Arthur 

was astonished by what he perceived as the prominence of the 

'People of Colour' in the Settlement's affairs when he arrived 

in 1814. He considered 'the safety of the Settlement' to be 

'very considerably endangered, ' a fact which he attributed 

first to 'an increase of Wealth and Prosperity [which] have 

been found to bring with them an increase of Independence, ' 

and second to 'the decrease of the most respectable part of 

the Community, and the uncommon increase of People of Colour. ' 

He considered it 'an unfortunate innovation [that] certain 

People of Colour who possessed considerable property' had 

been admitted to the Public Meetings, and deplored the fact 

that 'an attempt has been made-with success once or twice, 

to introduce the Free Blacks and Charaibs... At a Public Meet- 

ing convened during the last month above 30 of these Blacks 

and Charaibs were brought into the Meeting. ' He therefore 

recommended that the Public Meetings should 'consist entirely 

of White Inhabitants British Born Subjects, possessing a clear 

'Census of 1826, GRB 
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and visible Property of Two hundred Pounds Jamaica Currency, ' 

and advocated that the influence of the 'People of Colour' be 

diminished by denying them any 'further Voice in Publick 

Measures. '1 Arthur followed this letter with another, stating 

that 'the Population of the People of Colour has so much in- 

creased as to bear far too great a disproportion to the White 

Inhabitants. '2 

Though Arthur's views on the 'People of Colour, ' like his 

views on the conditions of the slaves, were to change a great 

deal, and though the Imperial Government never acted on his 

advice concerning qualifications for membership in the Public 

Meeting, the freedmen of Belize were among the last in the 

British West Indies to achieve equal civil rights with the 

white settlers. In fact, as the proportion'of the freedmen in 

the population increased during the first three decades of the 

nineteenth century, so did the restrictions on their activi- 

ties. While wealthy coloured men had held commissions in the 

militia during the struggle with Spain in the late eighteenth 

century, they could no longer do so in the nineteenth century. 

Permitted to possess mahogany or logwood works if the Magis- 

trates unanimously consented to 'naturalize' them in the 

eighteenth century, a law passed in 1805 excluded 'free persons 

of colour' from locating a logwood works unless also possessing 

'four able negro men slaves. ' Such economic restrictions 

would force the freedmen into subsistence farming or fishing, 

or, as was certainly the intention of the regulations, into 

wage labour dependent upon chiefly white employers. In 1808 

1Arthur to Bathurst, 2 Dec. 1814, CO 123/23 

2Arthur to Bathurst, 3 Dec. 1814, CO 123/23 
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the Public Meeting was open to the 'People of Colour, ' but 

property and residence qualifications for coloured men were 

at least twice those of white residents, 
l 

and they could not 

become Magistrates or even jurors. Despite these restric- 

tions, Superintendent Arthur still advocated in 1815 that 

their privileges 'should be curtailed rather than extended, '2 

on the grounds of 'security. ' 

The reaction of the free 'People of Colour' to their in- 

ferior social position and the discriminatory legislation was 

to petition to the British Government for fuller rights and 

privileges, generally emphasizing their loyalty, 'respectable 

character, ' and 'irreproachable conduct, ' and frequently 

stressing their 'whiteness, ' both physical and cultural. A 

fine example of such a petition is that sent by William Usher 

to the King in 1815: 

That your Memorialist being a descendant 
of those Race of Indians who inhabit the 
Mosquito Shore, but in the sixth generation 
removed from said Indians to White... 

Your Memorialist was born upon the 
Mosquito Shore whose father was an English- 
man, a native of London, he was sent to 
England at a very early age to the care and 
protection of his family, where your Memo- 
rialist was educated and brought up, and 
his birth was not only a secret to his rela- 
tions and friends, but was unknown to him- 
self, until he arrived in Honduras at which 
time, Your Memorialist was made acquainted 
with a situation in life he was to fill, 
which, however respectable might be his 
circumstances, connexions and character 

1Qualifications for membership for whites were possession 
of f100 J. C. and one year's residence, and for coloured men 
possession of f200 J. C. and two years' residence; see Memo- 
randa of Arthur, 31 May 1823, CO 123/34. Another reference 
states that the coloured had to show five years' residence; 
see Minutes of Public-Meeting, 20 Oct. 1808, in Burdon, 
op. cit., II, 123 

2Arthur to Bathurst, 16 Feb. 1815, CO 123/24 
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would for ever deprive him of those dearest 
privileges of an Englishman... Your Memorial- 
ist having resided in Honduras fourteen Years 
during which time he has ever continued to 
conduct himself with that probity and honor 
which should and ought to be the first duty 
of a Subject, thereby rendering his conduct 
irreproachable, and obtaining the character 
of an honest man and good Citizen. From 
those mortifying and disgraceful distinc- 
tions, Your Memorialist is for ever deprived 
of the right of filling the office of Magis- 
trate, of sitting as a Juror, or of holding 
any other public employment, not being con- 
sidered White, although no visible distinc- 
tion can be observed. l 

Superintendent Arthur, commenting on this petition, stated 

that Usher's character was 'unblemished, ' though 'his remove 

from the Mosquito Indians is not quite so remote as he 

states. '2 Bathurst's reply simply suggested that the rele- 

vant laws and restrictions of Jamaica should be applied to 

'the Coloured Population of Honduras, '3 but nothing appears 

to have resulted from his suggestion. 

After living five years in the Settlement, Arthur's 

opinion of the 'People of Colour' had so changed that he 

reported 'The better description of people of Colour in the 

Colony, are infinitely superior to the lower class of white 

Inhabitants, who, for the most part, (there being so very few 

respectable Settlers) constitute the Jurors, and are alto- 

gether unworthy of such an Office. '4 By 1820, his concern 

had become one of trying to ensure protection and justice for 

the freedmen as well as the slaves: 

1'The Memorial of William Usher one of His Majestys 
loyal Subjects settled in the Bay of Honduras... ' 20 Jan. 
1815, CO 123/24 

2Arthur to Bathurst, 16 Feb. 1815, CO 123/24 

3Bathurst to Arthur, 28 Nov. 1815, AB, R. 1 

4Arthur to Bathurst, 4 Nov. 1819, CO 123/28 
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The great difficulty of forming a Jury 
in so small a Community of White Inhabitants... 
I certainly consider that as the White Popu- 
lation bears no proportion whatever to the 
People of Colour, who can neither sit as 
Magistrates or Jurors, it is to them, an 
act of substantial Justice that as respec- 
table a Bench as possible should be consti- 
tuted, and it is moreover a protection which 
Humanity would willingly extend to the poor 
Slave Population, whose complaints have 
recently been the subject of my peculiar 
consideration "1 

By the time of his departure, in 1822, Arthur's opinions had 

moved a full circle, from a perception of the 'People of 

Colour' as a disruptive force to the view that they consti- 

tuted 'the main strength of the Colony, ' opposed by the 

'immoral habits and dangerous principles' of the whites: 

The People of Colour, as well as the 
Free Black Population in the Colony, al- 
though exceedingly indolent from causes 
which might both be explained and remedied, 
I must ever represent as, orderly, tractable 
and well-disposed, indeed, nothing but their 
excessive submission can account for their 
having patiently endured the unjust Legisla- 
tive and Judicial Authority by which they 
have been so long controled: - in this Class 
the main strength of the Colony consists, 
and they have certainly, my Lord, a proven 
Claim upon His Majesty's Government to be 
protected and relieved from the unjust, 
partial and over-reaching conduct of the 
generality of the White Population. 2 

Arthur's opinions may have changed, but the inferior 

social position of the free coloured and blacks did not change 

at all in the 1820s. Throughout the West Indies the free 

coloured were petitioning the British Government for more 

rights and privileges and Stephen Lushington advocated their 

cause in Parliament. The free coloured population of Belize 

was no exception and one of its most influential members, 

'Arthur to Bathurst, 16 May 1820, CO 123/29 

2Arthur to Bathurst, 5 March 1822, CO 123/31 
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George Hyde, the son of a leading white settler who was a 

Judge of the Supreme Court and the Public Treasurer, sent a 

petition in 1827. Hyde emphasized that he was free-born, was 

brought up and educated in England, and had become a success- 

ful merchant, but 'that though his exertions might acquire him 

wealth, he must still remain in a condition of comparative 

degradation, on the sole ground of his Mother being a woman 

of colour, he is excluded from sitting as a Juror, serving as 

a Magistrate, from holding a Commission in the Militia, or 

from filling any Public Office of Trust, or Honor. ' He there- 

fore enquired 'by what power, or authority he and his other 

freeborn brethren of the mix'd race were deprived of any por- 

tion of the rights, and privileges, enjoyed by other of His 

Majestys Subjects. '1 Though Hyde emphasized his own personal 

qualities of birth and upbringing, and appeared to restrict 

his petition to the 'freeborn brethren of the mix'd race, ' he 

was in fact interested in furthering the civil rights of all 

the free coloured. Hyde, visiting London, pressed his case 

in a series of interviews, letters, and petitions throughout 

1827.2 Dissatisfied with Bathurst's reply, Hyde had his 

petition included in those which Lushington presented to 

Parliament on 12 June 1827. The case was subsequently made 

by Lushington that the current membership of the legislature, 

with qualifications at £250 for whites and £500 for coloured, 

consisted of twenty-eight whites and twelve coloured, despite 

the fact that 'nearly two thirds of the whole property at 

Honduras in Land slaves $ personalty belongs to the free 

1George Hyde to Bathurst, 3 Feb. 1827, CO 123/38 

2Hyde to R. Wilmott Horton, June 1827; Hyde to Horton, 
11 June 1827, CO 123/38 



188 

coloured class exclusive of the free blacks. '- He went on 

to give the opinion that 

it can never be supposed that the 
coloured class, who preponderate both in 
numbers and wealth would adopt any measures 
injurious to the interests of the Settlement, 
if all these restrictions were removed; $ 
how the wealthy individuals of this class 
must feel, when they see their own clerks 
holding commissions in the militia, while 
they themselves are compelled to serve as 
serjeants $ privates I need not attempt to 
prove. The same feeling of course arises 
both as to the Magistracy and Juries. 2 

Lushington then recommended that the Superintendent should be 

directed to suggest to the legislative body that disabilities 

should be removed from the free coloured and that some person 

of colour' should be nominated to the Criminal Court. 

The following year, Superintendent Codd reported on the 

deliberations of the 'legislative body. ' Prefacing his report 

with the comment that 'The People of Colour of this Colony 

labour under less disabilities and indeed enjoy greater privi- 

leges than I believe any other, ' he went on to describe how 

the Public Meeting, far from lifting restrictions on the free 

coloured as a 'class, ' which was the intention of Hyde and 

Lushington, merely granted them the right to petition as 

individuals: 

A Law was passed... declaratory that the 
Privileges and Immunities enjoyed by His 
Majesty's White Subjects should be Granted 
to persons of Color by going through the 
forms of Petition and Certificate of Char- 
acter Honor and Probaty, that Education 
Long Residence and possession of Interest 
in the Country are the grounds on which 
they will obtain it. 3 

1Letter from Stephen Lushington, 28 Oct. 1827, CO 123/38 

2Ibid. 

3Supt. Codd to R. Hay, 12 July 1828, CO 123/39 
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Since this was, in future, to be the only way in which free 

coloured men could become members of the Public Meeting it was, 

in some ways, a retrograde measure, contrary to the intentions 

of the Colonial Office. That part of the law concerning quali- 

fications for membership of the Public Meeting was repealed the 

following year when it was decided in a Public Meeting that new 

members of that assembly were required to be elected by not 

less than twenty-five votes from the existing members, the 

qualifications for electing members being the same as when 

voting for Magistrates. ' Such a measure would have ensured 

the self-perpetuation of the oligarchical Public Meeting, as 

was its intention. 

The tardiness and indecision of the Public Meeting in 

Belize, which may well have been a deliberate attempt by the 

minority of white property owners to delay the inevitable rise 

of the free coloured in political affairs, was overtaken by 

events elsewhere in the British West Indies. While the Public 

Meeting continued to make free coloured participation in 

public affairs dependent upon decisions made by the white 

property owners on individual cases, the coloured people in 

the Crown Colonies of Trinidad and St. Lucia were relieved of 

all their civil disabilities. The Colonial Office having thus 

demonstrated their intentions, those colonies with their own 

legislatures, seeing the writing on the wall, reluctantly fol- 

lowed suit. The Jamaican Assembly having passed an Act grant- 

ing civil rights to the free coloured in 1830, the legislature 

2 
in Belize, itself under threat of dissolution, passed a 

'Minutes of the Public Meeting, 6 July 1829, CO 123/40 

2Cockburn to Horace Twiss, 9 Aug. 1830, Cockburn to 
Twiss, 8 Nov. 1830, CO 123/41 
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similar 'Act to entitle all His Majesty's Coloured Subjects of 

Free Condition in this Settlement and their issue to the same 

Rights and Privileges with British Subjects born of White 

Parents' on 5 July 1831.1 

The debate concerning this Act is instructive. The Act 

stated that the free coloured 'shall be entitled to have hold 

and enjoy all Rights, Privileges, Immunities and advantages 

whatsoever as if they were Born and descended of White Ances- 

tors, ' thereby encouraging the idea, promoted for years by the 

free coloured petitioners, that they could be considered 'as 

good as white. ' The Chairman of the Meeting, William Gentle, 

in proposing that the Bill be adopted, praised the tracta- 

bility and submissiveness of the free coloured by saying that 

'this deserving Class of His Majesty's Subjects had long been 

debarred from various privileges and immunities which they had 

born with a degree of patient submission that reflected infi- 

nite credit. ' When an amendment was proposed that 'Black 

Persons of Free Condition in this Settlement should also enjoy 

the like privileges as White Persons.. .a considerable discus- 

sion here arose. ' The outcome of the discussion was the deci- 

sion that, the Bill referring to 'persons of Color only, ' the 

amendment was really a new bill which could not therefore be 

legally entertained. It was consequently withdrawn and the 

attempt to extend the same civil rights to the free blacks 

was defeated. 

It was noted in Chapter III that the free coloured, 

occupying an ambiguous position in the social structure, were 

ambivalent in their social identity. When they were enabled 

1Minutes of Legislative Meeting, 4 and 5 July 1831, 
CO 123/42 



191 

to hold commissions in the militia, to own slaves, and to 

participate in the Settlement's political economy, they did 

so without hesitation, seeking thereby to join the white 

elite. But the white elite, though frequently related to the 

free coloured, denied this sought-after identity and, as the 

numbers of free coloured rapidly increased, excluded them 

from participation in public appointments, from holding com- 

missions in the militia, and discriminated against them in the 

area of economic opportunity. The free coloured, faced with 

this situation, continued to deny their affinity to the slaves - 

and even to the free blacks. As in the confrontation of August 

1787, the free coloured chose not to involve the slaves but to 

seek redress for their grievances from the Crown's representa- 

tive and the British Government. In their petitions the free 

coloured emphasized their loyalty, their 'good character, ' 

their wealth, and their education. Above all, perhaps, they 

stressed their white ancestry, their racial proximity to the 

whites and distance from the slaves, in order to claim the 

same privileges as 'His Majesty's White Subjects. ' 

In summary, the free coloured accepted the basic social 

distinctions of the society and exploited the white bias, both 

physical and cultural, which had been directed against them, 

in order to differentiate themselves from their black brethren. 

It is therefore far from surprising that, in the Act of 1831, 

the free coloured were granted equal civil rights 'as if they 

were Born and descended of White Ancestors' after being praised 

for the 'patient submission' with which they had borne years 

of discrimination. Nor is it surprising that, when the attempt 

to extend the same rights to free blacks failed, the free 

coloured raised no objection. The racist ideology of the 
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whites had so permeated the free coloured sense of identity 

that they were glad to have finally achieved social differen- 

tiation from the blacks. The Honduras Almanack for 1830, in 

describing what it called the 'Classes of Society, ' distin- 

guished between the free blacks and the free coloured. While 

the coloured were said to 'partake more or less of the quali- 

ties of black and white, directly as their distance from 

either, '1 of the free blacks it was said that 'few of them are 

to be found entirely exempt from those low propensities which 

are exhibited in a state of barbarism. '2 Having accepted the 

whites' criteria of 'barbarism, ' the free coloured sought, 

and in 1831 achieved to some extent, to dissociate themselves 

from the 'low propensities' of the blacks. 

The Culture of the Slaves and Freedmen 

To what extent did the African cultural heritage, or, to 

be more precise, the variety of African cultures, survive 

among the slaves and freedmen of African origin in the Bay Set- 

tlement? The answer to this intriguing question must neces- 

sarily remain sketchy and incomplete. On the one hand, the 

blacks who were the practitioners of such culture were illit- 

erate and left no record of their own. On the other hand, the 

white and free coloured people, whether visitors, colonial 

administrators, or local settlers, showed little interest in 

understanding the strange African cultures which were, to them, 

evidence of the 'barbarism' of their social inferiors. What 

few records exist referring to African customs and life are 

therefore biased by the racialist viewpoint of the writers 

1The Honduras Almanack (Belize, 1830) 8 

2Ibid., 6 
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who were generally more concerned with their 'civilizing mis- 

sion, ' that is with eliminating rather than understanding the 

culture of the blacks. Although the record, and hence the 

answer to the question, remains incomplete, there are never- 

theless some interesting indications of the survival of cer- 

tain aspects of African culture. 

Although, as stated in Chapter IV, there is no indication 

from the eighteenth century records of the proportion of the 

imported slaves who were of African as opposed to West Indian 

birth, there were certainly many African-born, and several 

signs suggest that those of African birth were preponderantly 

from the Niger and Cross deltas in the Bight of Benin, or 

from further south in the areas of the Congo or Angola. The 

only discovered estimate of the proportions of slaves who were 

of African and West Indian birth is from 1823, when it was 

estimated that there were 'near 1500 Africans' in a slave 

population of about 2,500, 'the remainder being Creoles and 

Descendants of Indians. '1 The distinction made between these 

two groups in this case was in connection with the fact that 

'The African Negroes were all in commotion' over rumours of 

freedom, and it was asserted that 'the ferment the envy and 

desire of liberty... could not be allayed or effaced in the 

Africans. '2 It was certainly to be expected that one of the 

differences between those born free and those born in captivity 

would be a different understanding of the meaning of slavery. 

1Codd to R. Wilmot, 23 Feb. 1823, CO 123/34 

2lbid. 
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It has been argued that one of the emphases of West 

African cultures is in the area of religionl and that survi- 

vals of African customs could therefore be expected within 

this 'culture focus. ' One problem which arises in connection 

with this, however, is that the boundaries between religion, 

magic, music, and dance, were never distinct in Africa, music 

and dance being frequently an intrinsic part of religious 

ritual and magical practices. There is evidence from the 

records of the Bay Settlement of the survival of African music 

and dance, though it is far from clear to what extent these 

activities were religious in nature or were secular enter- 

tainments. 

One African survival which bridged the areas of religion 

and magic was the practice of obeah. Obeah was considered a 

means for manipulating or controlling the world, both natural 

and supernatural, and it could be associated with either 'good' 

or 'bad' intent. The whites were very concerned with suppress- 

ing the practice of obeah which they believed, sometimes cor- 

rectly, to be associated with revolt. The practitioners of 

obeah, which was generally an individual as opposed to a group 

or cult phenomenon, were Africans who claimed exceptional 

knowledge of charms and fetishes which were used for a number 

of purposes, including medicine. The obeah-men acquired a 

reputation for involvement in revolts, not surprisingly, as 

they would frequently be leaders within the slave community. 

It has been said that, 'In the plotting of these rebellions 

the obeah-man was essential in administering oaths of secrecy, 

and, in cases, distributing fetishes which were supposed to 

1Melville J. Herskovits, The M th of the Negro Past 
(New York, 1941) Chaps. III an 
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immunize the insurgents from the arms of the whites. '1 

In Belize a regulation regarding obeah was passed in 

1791, at the time of the St. Domingue revolt, which clearly 

indicated the white settlers' fear of the influence of 

obeah-men upon their slaves: 

In order to prevent the many mischiefs 
that may hereafter arise from the wicked art 
of Negroes going under the appellation of 
Obeah Men and Women, pretending to have com- 
munication with the Devil and other evil 
Spirits, whereby the weak and superstitious 
are deluded into a Belief of their having 
full power to exempt them whilst under their 
protection from any Evils that might other- 
wise happen; It is hereby Resolved that any 
free person of Colour or Slave, who shall 
hereafter pretend to any supernatural Power 
in order to affect the Health or Lives of 
others, or extorting Money or Effects under 
false pretences, or any way compassing the 
Life of any person by such means, or other- 
wise advising aiding or abeting any Slave or 
Slaves to depart their Masters Service, or 
shall harbour any runaway Slaves, or promote 
the purposes of Rebellion, shall upon con- 
viction thereof, suffer Death or such other 
punishment as the Magistrates and Jury shall 
think proper to direct. 2 

The practice of obeah continued, however, as there is a report 

from 1816 of a Private Andrew Fife, who had deserted from the 

7th West India Regiment, practicing obeah in the Settlement. 

'So great [was] his influence over the poor Slaves by virtue 

of his Obeah performances, that the Country offered a public 

reward for his apprehension. ' His immediate execution was 

demanded as 'the only means by which his pernicious principles 

'Orlando Patterson, The Sociology of Slavery (London, 
1967) 192 

2Burdon, op. cit., I, 195-6 
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can be eradicated from amongst the poor Slaves. '' 

To many Africans death and burial constituted the most 

important phase of the human life cycle and were consequently 

accompanied by significant ceremonies. It is therefore not 

surprising that the funeral rites, or wakes, of the slaves 

were important occasions, marked by feasting, as described in 

1830: 'Wakes... are recreations of vivacity amongst the people... 

[and] present a tolerable resemblance to the Irish Wakes, 

where the house of mourning and the house of feasting are 

identified as one and the same. '2 Given the common African 

belief that, at death, one's spirit rejoined one's ancestors, 

it is understandable that death, as a release from slavery and 

a return to Africa, should be celebrated with feasting. An 

account written in 1850 is worth quoting at length as it il- 

lustrates the integration of feasting, music and other recrea- 

tion with religious ritual and also the synthesis of European 

and African cultural elements in the wake and burial cere- 

monies: 

If a slave-owner died, all his dependents 
and friends came together to be feasted; and 
the wife or mistress and her children prepared 
the house and provided provisions and plenty 
of ardent spirits. The corpse, dressed in 
its best clothes, was laid upon a bed and 
waked during the whole night. Cards, dice, 

as c --gammon, with strong drink and spiced 
wine, helped to beguile its watches, during 
which the loud laugh and the profane oath 
were unrestrained. In the negro yard below, 

1Arthur to Major Fraser, 19 Nov. 1816, CO 123/27. An 
account of 1850 reported that sometimes the slaves' 'masters 

and mistresses were. . . drawn into the crimes of Obeahism' and 
referred to one 'Miss Clarissa Parslow, a proprietress of 
land, houses, and slaves, who died about 1841' and was be- 
lieved to have practiced obeah; Frederick Crowe, The Gospel 
in Central America... (London, 1850) 324 

2The Honduras Almanack, op. cit., 17-18 
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the sheck'ka' and the drum 'proclaimed the 
sport, the song, the dance, and various 
dreem'... The different African nations and 
creoles, each in parties... Sometimes a tent 
was erected, where rum, coffee, and ginger- 
tea were dispensed to all who chose to come 
and make free. After a night thus spent, 
the corpse was carried in the morning to the 
churchyard, the coffin being borne by la- 
bourers, who in their progress used to run 
up and down the streets and lanes with their 
burden, knocking at some door or doors, per- 
haps visiting some of the friends of the 
deceased, professing to be impelled by him, 
or to be contending with the spirit who 
opposed the interment of the body. At 
length some well known friend came forward, 
speaking soothingly to the dead, and calling 
him Brother, urged him to go home, and 
promised him rest and blessing. They then 
moved all together towards the grave, and 
the sheck'ka's jingle, the voice of song, 
and latterly, the funeral service of the 
Established Church were mingled together 
in the closing scene. 1 

One final example of the survival of African religious 

influence in the Settlement is especially interesting. Refer- 

ring to the free blacks, it was reported that 'It is not rare 

to meet with black persons who possess an utter aversion to 

spirituous liquors, and can by no means be prevailed upon to 

taste a beverage in which they know anything of the sort to be 

a component part... [they] in rejecting it, act not so much 

from a correct principle as from national usage, or original 

intercourse with Mahometan connexions. '2 Since, between about 

1770 and 1790, the majority of British slaves were exported 

from the Niger delta area, many of these being brought down 

river from the interior, it is quite possible that the Islamic 

influence remarked upon derived from the northern region of 

what is now Nigeria. 

1Crowe, 
op. cit., 324-5 

2The Honduras Almanack, op. cit., 6-7 
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Concerning music and dance, there are a number of brief 

records. In 1790, 'a favourite custom among the Slaves to 

amuse themselves, by dancing about in the streets' was 

remarked upon and, about the same time, 'negroes diverting 

themselves playing the gombayr2 were reported. The use of 

gombay or goombay drums was essential in African music and 

dance, but, because their use disturbed the white settlers, 

they were frequently suppressed. In 1807, for example, 

Superintendent Hamilton complained about the slaves being 

accustomed 'to beat Gumbays or other Instruments sounding 

like Drums, and to be strolling about the Streets at all 

hours of the Night. '3 A petition had previously been sent 

to him complaining of 

a very large assemblage of Negroes 
either free or Slaves.. . who have resorted 
to certain appointed Huts situated in dif- 
ferent parts of the Swamps on the South 
side of this Town, whose apparent motive 
for which is Dancing. Whatever may be 
their real motive for such Meetings, 
certain it is these Nightly revels are 
productive of much noise and occasion 
much disturbance in the Neighbourhood, 
as to deprive the Inhabitants therein 
from enjoying their natural rest. 4 

They therefore requested the Superintendent to instruct the 

military to break up these 'Nocturnal Meetings' and to lodge 

1'Journal of my Visitation of part of the District granted 
by His Catholic Majesty for the occupation of British Set- 
tlers... ' by Thomas Graham, 27 Oct. 1790, CO 123/9 

2William Usher's affidavit, in 'A Narrative of the Publick 
Transactions in the Bay of Honduras from 1784 to 1790' by 
Edward Marcus Despard, 8 March 1791, CO 123/10 

3Supt. Hamilton to Gov. Coote, 26 Nov. 1807, CO 123/17 

4Thomas Potts, Andrew Cunningham, Robert Douglas, and 
James Hyde to Hamilton, 3 May 1806, CO 123/17 



199 

the participants in the Public Gaol. By 1809, the slaves, who 

had engaged in 'their Country Plays on musical Instruments 

until 12 o Clock... were in the first instance limitted to 9 

every night... to which restriction they punctually submitted, 

tho' not without murmuring. '1 The slaves protested because 

what was being suppressed was clearly one of their major modes 

of recreation, involving important elements of their African 

culture. 

These 'Nocturnal Meetings' survived repression, as can 

be seen from an 1830 description of the 'gumby': 

being importations from the coast of 
Africa; large parties meet at night, at 
some appointed negro yard, where they com- 
mence dancing to the beat of the drum, and 
the music of their own voices... there can 
be nothing more calculated to impress a 
stranger with surprise, than the different 
formations of their drums and the variety 
of their dances. 2 

Since the timber camps were so isolated and much of the truck- 

ing of logs was done at night, the slaves must have had few 

opportunities for such communal recreation during most of the 

year. There is reference to a slave owner who inspired 'the 

Negroes when at work to make him the burden of their songs, '3 

quite probably satirical in nature, but generally the slaves 

would have waited for their return to the town before engaging 

in their music and dance. 

The greatest opportunity for communal recreation occurred 

at Christmas, between the long seasons of intense and arduous 

labour in isolated camps in the bush. The occasion was one 

'Magistrates to Dyer, 25 Jan. 1809, CO 123/18 

2The Honduras Almanack, op. cit., 18 

3Supt. Pye to Bathurst, 25 July 1822, CO 123/31 
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which seemed to bring together all the blacks in a street 

festival of music, songs, and dances. A description of the 

event is provided in an early nineteenth century account: 

The morning of Christmas-day is invariably 
ushered in by the discharging of small-arms in 
every direction, every thing now from estab- 
lished custom being free and unrestrained; and 
the master's house (where the festivity com- 
mences) and whatever it contains is now open 
to all. The members of the several African 
tribes, again met together after a long sepa- 
ration, now form themselves into different 
groups, and nothing can more forcibly denote 
their respective casts of national character 
than their music, songs, and dances. The 
convulsed rapid movements of some, appear 
inconceivably ludicrous; whilst the occa- 
sional bursts of loud chorus, with which all 
are animated, contribute greatly to heighten 
the singularity of the entertainment. 

The endurance of the negroes during the 
period of their holidays, which usually last 
a week, is incredible. Few of them are known 
to take any portion of rest for the whole time; 
and for the same space they seldom know an in- 
terval of sobriety. It is the single season 
of relaxation granted to their condition; and 
that it should be partaken of immoderately may 
therefore appear not altogether so extraordinary. 

At this season water-sports are also com- 
mon, and Dory-racing affords a very general 
amusement; and on these occasions large sums 
are freely betted both by owners and slaves. 
This species of diversion has no small share 
of utility attached to it, as it contributes 
to render the latter highly expert in a kind 
of exercise that is inseparably connected with 
the labour in which they are principally engaged .1 

Another description, more than twenty years later, demonstrates 

the continuity of the event: 

At Christmas, the slaves enjoy a satur- 
nalia which continues without interruption 
for the space of a fortnight. During this 
time there is an entire relaxation from all 
toils; negroes of all conditions join in 

sets, and perambulate the streets from morn 
till night, with colours flying and music 
playing, to which they keep time in graceful 

1Capt. G. Henderson, An Account of the British Settlement 
of Honduras... (London, 1809) 76-7 



201 
movements, waving their flags and umbrellas 
to the measured beats of their drum. Each 
slave has an unlimited increase of allowance 
during this joyous period. The Christmas 
gambols, however, are not carried on with 
the same vivacity as heretofore. The 
practice is evidently on the decline. ' 

The suggestion that the Christmas festival was declining 

in 1830 is contradicted somewhat by an account written half a 

century after the abolition of slavery: 

At Christmas, when the season's work of 
cutting, hauling, manufacturing and bringing 
out was over, the slaves were allowed from 
three weeks' to a month's license to enjoy 
the pleasures of town in Belize, according 
to the respective ideas of what was enjoy- 
ment peculiar to the several tribes. These 
congregated in separate bodies, and followed 
the African rites they had brought with them, 
but all displaying the same wonderful endur- 
ance in undergoing the fatigues of dissipation 
that they undoubtedly did in sustaining those 
of toil - 'keeping it up' day and night. 
Amongst other questionable results deducible 
from slavery-times, this of keeping festivity 
going all night as well as all day, clings to 
the celebration of the Christmas holiday still. 
Music and dancing and the extravagant consump- 
tion of gunpowder by discharging it from their 
shot-guns, were common to all the tribes. 
Pitpan-races on the river formed a much more 
interesting and agreeable feature of the 
carnival, and a prettier aquatic sight can- 
not be witnessed in any quarter of the globe... 
On race-days the largest pitpans are manned 
by crews of from twenty to forty paddlers, 
appropriately dressed and representing rival 
mahogany firms. 2 

A number of aspects of these descriptions are worth empha- 

sizing. First, the obvious relaxation of discipline and the 

license for slave behaviour otherwise forbidden is apparent 

from the very opening of the Christmas day festivities when 

1The Honduras Almanack, op. cit., 17 

2Archibald Robertson Gibbs, British Honduras: An 
Historical and Descri tive Account of the Colony rom its 
Sett ement, (London, - 
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guns were fired in the streets. Secondly, the dory or pitpan 

races on the river appear to have been an item strongly en- 

couraged by the masters, a competitive event between rival 

groups of slaves which was valuable to the masters for develop- 

ing required skills and a feeling of teamwork and solidarity 

among the slaves of a gang. Thirdly, the 'convulsed rapid 

movements' of the slaves' dances seemed 'ludicrous' to the 

European observer because they were characteristic of African 

dancing, as were the use of the drums and the 'bursts of loud 

chorus. ' The use of flag-men in the street dancing, who keep 

time to 'the measured beats of their drum, ' is reminiscent of 

the flag-men of Trinidad's Carnivals. 

Last, but by no means least, is the reference to the 

blacks, free and enslaved, joining in 'sets, ' which was it- 

self a common feature of slave street festivals from Jamaica 

to Brazil, and which generally involved a degree of rivalry 

in costumes and dancing between the groups. In Belize there 

seems no doubt that these 'sets' were organized on a tribal 

basis, the Africans regrouping on this annual occasion accord- 

ing to their 'respective casts of national character' and each 

'set' emphasizing its particular music, songs, dances, and 

whatever other 'African rites they had brought with them. ' 

This phenomenon also appeared in Jamaica, a nineteenth century 

observer noting that, during the Christmas festivities, the 

slaves of various tribal origins 'formed into exclusive groups 

competing against each other in performing their national 

music. '' 

'Quoted in Patterson, op. cit., 152 
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The Christmas event, then, was an occasion of great 

importance to the Africans because it enabled them to reunite 

after long periods of separation and isolation, and, in an 

atmosphere of relaxation and license, to recreate aspects of 

their original cultures in an extended street festival. 

According to the descriptions, Christianity itself had no 

part in this festival, which was a public display of energy 

and endurance, an outburst of long-suppressed creativity, of 

''keeping it up' day and night. ' 

Sometimes the excitement and drunkenness would lead the 

slaves to direct some antagonism toward their masters, but the 

masters were aware that this great reunion could easily become 

an occasion for concerted desertion or revolt and the militia 

were always kept in readiness. Sometimes, also, the rivalry 

between the 'sets' would lead to squabbles: 'It was found nec- 

essary to institute a guard to control the slaves during the 

annual Christmas holidays, the different African tribes, no 

doubt, occasionally indulging in faction-fights. 11 

The extent to which these 'different African tribes' per- 

sisted in the Settlement was closely related to the persist- 

ence of elements of African culture; indeed, the persistence 

of such differentiation was itself a phenomenon of survival. 

It was mentioned in Chapter IV that many of the names of 

slaves given in the 1790 census indicated African birth and 

identified slaves with particular areas and sometimes specific 

tribes. This kind of identification persisted and extended to 

the free blacks, who were reinforced in 1817 and 1818 by dis- 

charged members of the West India Regiments, many of whom had 

1Gibbs, op. cit., 52 
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been 'recruited' in West Africa. The Eboes, or Ibos, of 

Nigeria seem to have been particularly distinctive, possibly 

because they were present in relatively large numbers. In 

1826, for example, one John Charles, 'an African free Negro 

of the Eboe Country" was mentioned, and the free Eboes even 

had a section of the town of Belize named after them. It has 

been recorded that, in 1819, 'Eboe Town, a section of the 

town of Belize reserved for that African tribe, was destroyed 

by fire, '2 but a map of Belize in the 1829 Honduras Almanack 

still identified an area west of St. John's Church as 'Eboe 

Town. '3 A description of Belize in 1850 also mentioned a 

section called 'Eboe Town, consisting of numerous yards, 

flanked with long rows of what are called negro houses, 

being simply separate rooms under one long roof, which used 

to be appropriated to slaves, and now accommodate the poorer 

labourers. 4 

An account of the free blacks in 1830, though character- 

ized by the racial prejudice of the author, indicates clearly 

the extent to which these people attempted to maintain their 

tribal identity and customs, and even to recreate some polit- 

ical organization, in the repressive context of the Bay 

Settlement: 

The Blacks-present almost as many 
varieties as there are countries whence they 
come; and seem to uphold their original sys- 
tems, prejudices, superstitions, and amuse- 
ments, to as great a degree, as they can be 

1Codd to Bathurst, 27 Oct. 1826, AB, R. 4 

2Gibbs, op. cit., 79 
3The Honduras Almanack for 1829 (Belize, 1829) 

4Crowe, op. cit.,, 33 
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allowed consistently with the regulations of 
civilized society... 

As they have come to this and other neigh- bouring regions from various places, so they 
maintain, as far as in them lies, the customs 
of the countries whence they, came; and hence 
their habits in a great measure continue. In 
order to preserve themselves distinct and to 
uphold their customs, each nation selects one 
from their body to whom they give the title of 
king. This is observed by almost every tribe 
or nation; consequently we have a variety of 
sable monarchs, who exercise a certain species 
of lordship over their respective subjects, 
and receive, in return, the most marked atten- 
tion and respect. Their affection for their 
countrymen is very conspicuous; a black man 
will share his last plantain with another 
native of his own land, and seldom distin- 
guishes or addresses him by any other appel- 
lation than countryman. 1 

In 1850 it was stated that there were in Belize 'Congoes, Nan- 

goes, Mongolas, Ashantees, Eboes, and other African tribes, '2 

indicating that tribal identification persisted well after 

emancipation. 

While differences were certainly recognized between Afri- 

can slaves according to their tribal origins, differences were 

also recognized between the African-born as a whole and the 

West Indian born or 'creoles. ' If, as has been suggested, the 

African-born slaves constituted about three fifths of all the 

slaves in 1823, then it can be assumed that the creoles were 

always a minority of the slaves. If the creoles had been a 

majority they might have formed a more substantial creole 

slave society into which the newly arrived Africans would 

have been socialized. Though a good deal of socialization, 

known as 'seasoning, ' certainly took place, during which the 

Africans were taught to adjust to their slave status, the 

1The Honduras Almanack, op. cit., 6-7 
2Crowe, op. cit., 50 
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fact that the African-born were always a majority would make 

it easier for them to support and maintain some of their cus- 

toms and beliefs. The creole slaves may have learnt, from 

their masters, to devalue the African cultural heritage, but 

there is no evidence from Belize that they viewed the African- 

born with the degree of contempt that was a characteristic of 

their fellows in some of the plantation societies. Indeed, it 

has even been suggested that free coloured women sometimes 

married Africans who had been discharged from the West India 

Regiments: 

No Antipathy however exists on the part 
of the Creole Women to the Native African 
Men every thing depending upon the degree 
of Civilization at which the Africans shall 
arrive, and his competency to support the 
Woman in Comfort. It is no uncommon occur- 
rence for the free Creole of Color to marry 
the African Soldier of the West India Regiment. 

In addition to the maintenance of some tribal solidarity, 

one of the means by which aspects of African culture could be 

sustained in Belize was through the existence of stable fami- 

lies, sometimes including several generations. It was men- 

tioned in the section on slavery and the law that, though no 

relevant law existed, it was considered contrary to custom to 

sell slaves in such a way that families would be broken up. 

With the greater degree of interest of the slave proprietors 

in the Settlement, as compared to the sugar planters, and the 

greater expense of importing and maintaining slaves in the 

Bay Settlement, some of the masters may even have encouraged 

the development of stable families. Not only would familial 

stability have encouraged the slave women to have, and care 

IAct. Supt. J. G. Anderson to Sec. of State, 28 April 
1836, AB, R. 6 
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for, children, but it would also be a way of tying the men to 

the town of Belize and discouraging them from escaping into 

the interior. Whatever may have been the motives of the 

masters, there is no question that some of the slaves experi- 

enced a fairly stable familial life. 

The 1834 Slave Register lists slaves, by name, belonging 

to each owner, and provides the relationship of such slaves 

to each other where such a relationship was known to exist. 

Though the Register does not include, except rarely, deceased 

members of the family, nor members of the family who belonged 

to another master, or those who had escaped, there are many 

instances of families who may have had the opportunity of 

living together, sometimes through several generations. For 

example, one slave woman, Mary France, a fifty-eight year-old 

black 'plantation keeper, ' was owned by Alexander France, as 

were six of her children and seven of her elder daughter's 

children (Appendix A). In another case, Quashie Cunningham, 

a sixty-seven year-old labourer, was owned by Sarah Keefe 

along with seven of his children, ranging in age from thirty- 

seven to twenty-three years, and nine grandchildren, aged 

between eleven and three years (Appendix B). 

Some of the slaves also lived in stable conjugal rela- 

tionships, as can be seen from the family of Jane and Sam Burn, 

belonging to William D. Burn. Jane was recorded as the wife 

of Sam, and they were listed with five of their children and 

one grandchild. Jane also had an older daughter by a previous 

relationship. That daughter, Betsy, was described as a mu- 

latto, as were her three children, while Jane and Sam and 

their offspring were all black (Appendix C). In another case, 

Ann Smith was the owner of a forty year-old washerwoman, 
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Nancy Gambqunil, described as 'lately married to a Pensioner, 

Jean Gambqunil, ' Nancy's nine children, her sister Eve and 

Eve's son, and a nephew, Robert (Appendix D). In one case 

there were two generations of apparently stable conjugal re- 

lationships between slaves belonging to the same owner: 

Hannah, one of the two children of Murphy and Mary Anne Black, 

was living with and had two children by a man called Glasgow 

(Appendix E). 

The largest family reported by the 1834 Slave Register 

consisted of the twenty-eight slaves of the Estate of Sarah 

Goff, all of whom were related. The eldest was a thirty-seven 

year-old mahogany cutter, Sammy Goff, who had eleven cousins 

and sixteen second cousins (Appendix F). This appears to be 

a long-established family, dating back to the eighteenth cen- 

tury when a slave woman had a large number of children, who, 

in turn, produced Sammy Goff and his cousins. The existence 

of large families, maintaining contact over several genera- 

tions, provided the opportunity for the passing down of Afri- 

can cultural traditions through the century of the Settle- 

ment's existence prior to the abolition of slavery. 

Since the slaves of the Caribbean, unlike their masters, 

could not communicate with their homelands, their only con- 

tinued contact with Africa was through the later arrivals. 

While it is possible that many of the slaves imported to the 

Settlement in the first years of the nineteenth century were 

born in Africa, and could therefore reinforce African cultural 

traditions, the flow of slaves into the Settlement was reduced 

to a trickle after the abolition of the slave trade in 1807, 

and not all of those few who were brought would have been 

African-born. Thus, between 1816 and 1825 only forty slaves 
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were imported, mostly from Jamaica. ' With such small rein- 

forcements, the maintenance of African cultural traditions 

depended heavily upon the persistence of tribal solidarity, 

among the free blacks and at the communal Christmas festivals, 

and upon socialization in the slave families. A major rein- 

forcement arrived just prior to emancipation, however, 459 

Africans, 'liberated' from Spanish and Portuguese slave ships, 

being landed in Belize in 1836.2 At the same time that these 

factors tended to maintain certain aspects of African culture, 

other factors were operating to repress and eliminate them. 

In addition to the specific acts of repression directed 

against aspects of African religion, music, and dance that 

were mentioned previously, the whole structure of slavery 

must be seen as one which militated against the survival of 

African culture. The economic and political organization of 

the Settlement, the creation of the masters, was an imposition 

upon the African slaves. Though some of the free blacks 

appear to have attempted to recreate some tribal political 

organization, this still had to operate within the limits 

imposed by the British administration - or, in the words of 

the 1830 Almanack, as far 'as they can be allowed consistently 

with the regulations of civilized society. ' Even in that 

aspect of life which was so important to the Africans, and 

which was quite insignificant with regard to the maintenance 

of the Settlement's political economy - namely, religion - 

the whites were active in attempting to divest the Africans 

IP. C. Codd's 'Return of Slaves Imported and Exported, ' 
15 Dec. 1823, CO 123/34, and 31 Dec. 1825, CO 123/37 

2Anderson to Lord Glenelg, 10 Aug. and 20 Dec. 1836, 
CO 123/48 
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of their traditions and to convert them to Christianity. 

The white settlers seem to have paid little attention to 

religious affairs, either their own or their slaves', during 

the eighteenth century, and it was not until the early nine- 

teenth century that an Anglican chaplain was appointed to the 

Settlement. Though the chaplain busied himself baptizing 

hundreds of people, the Anglicans were not very concerned with 

encouraging religion or spreading it among the slaves. By 

the time that the Settlement was incorporated into the Jamai- 

can Diocese, in 1824, the first Baptist missionary had arrived, 

and the first Wesleyan followed shortly after, before the 

Anglican Church, St. John's, had been consecrated. 

In 1822, when handing the Superintendency to Major Gen- 

eral Pye, Arthur, who was a religious man and had done much to 

promote religion and education in the Settlement, complained 

that 'The Religious Instruction of the Slaves as well as of 

adults of the lower class, generally has been almost system- 

atically opposed. '1 Nevertheless, in the preceding decade the 

chaplain had succeeded in baptizing 1,478 people, of whom 709 

were slaves. In the years 1812 to 1829 about three thousand 

persons were baptized by the Anglicans, and about half of 

them were slaves. As can be seen in Table VI: 3, the rate of 

baptisms was generally not above a hundred a year for the 

first few years of the chaplaincy's existence, but in 1819, 

1820, and 1821, a special effort seems to have been made to 

baptize the slaves. Once again, from 1825 to 1827, over a 

hundred slaves were baptized each year by the Anglicans, who 

'Arthur to Pye, 3 April 1822, AB, R. 2, and CO 123/31; 
see also Rev. John Armstrong to Bathurst, 25 Feb. 1822, 
CO 123/32 
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Table VI: 3 

Baptisms of Whites, Free Coloured, Free Blacks, 
and Slaves, by the Anglican Chaplain 

in Belize, 1812 - 1829 

Date White Free Coloured Free Black Slave Total 

1812 2 13 5 13 33 

1813 5 32 13 49 99 

1814 3 31 25 54 113 

1815 5 28 30 28 91 

1816 9 37 5 23 74 

1817 4 38 17 77 136 

1818 7 35 30 55 127 

1819 6 70 61 100 237 

1820 10 73 76 177 336 

1821 9 49 41 133 232 

1822 6 39 36 92 173 

1823 14 43 34 53 144 

1824 - - - ` 

1825 7 52 34 112 205 

1826 4 62 70 114 250 

1827 10 50 95 152 307 

1828 10 50 39 79 178 

1829 10 40 20 74 144 
(to 1 9 Oct. ) 

(Sources: 1812 1823: 1'Ret urn of Baptisms ... ' by Rev. 
John Armstrong, 16 Dec. 1823, CO 123/34; 1825 - 1829: 'Return 

from the Church Register... ' by Rev. Mathew Newport, 19 Oct. 
1829, AB, R. 2) 
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were then competing with the Baptist and Wesleyan missionaries. 

The burials of slaves were less likely to be seen to by the 

Anglicans, however, as only about three hundred of the approxi- 

mately two thousand burials solemnized by the chaplains between 

1812 and 1829 were of slaves. 
' So far as marriages were con- 

cerned, these were extremely rare between slaves, only three 

taking place between 1812 and 1823, compared to twenty-one 

among the free blacks and fifteen among the free coloured. 2 

Three marriages recorded were of slave men to free women. 
3 

A major inhibition to marriages being solemnized by the Angli- 

can chaplain lay in his fee of thirteen shillings and four 

pence for performing the ceremony. In 1828, in the face of 

'the great and general desire of the Inhabitants to promote 

Christianity, ' the chaplain agreed to perform such services 

for slaves gratuitously. 
4 Under pressure from the Colonial 

Office, the Public Meeting finally passed a law abolishing all 

fees for the marriage or baptism of slaves in 1829. 

The first Baptist missionary arrived in 1822, and he was 

followed three years later by the first Wesleyan. The latter 

had been instructed to take the Gospel to the slaves in the 

mahogany camps, but, deciding that was not feasible, he cen- 

tred his congregation, like the Baptists and the Anglicans, 

in the town of Belize. These missionaries, unlike their coun- 

terparts in places like Barbados and Jamaica, did not 

1Return of Burials by Armstrong, 16 Dec. 1823, CO 123/34, 
and Return from the Church Register by Rev. Mathew Newport, 
19 Oct. 1829, AB, R. 2 

2Return of Marriages by Armstrong, 16 Dec. 1823, CO 123/34 

3Return of Marriages by Newport, 31 Dec. 1825, CO 123/37 

4Codd to William Huskisson, 10 July 1828, AB, R. 6 
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experience hostility or persecution to any extent. While mis- 

sionaries in the islands were blamed for creating unrest among 

the slaves in the 1820s, such charges were unknown in Belize, 

where the missionaries were generally permitted to preach 

without hindrance. The missionaries were active in the area 

of education, the Methodists being particularly active among 

the Caribs in Stann Creek, and the only activity denied them 

was that of conducting marriage ceremonies, only Anglican mar- 

riages being considered legal in the Settlement. 

The effect of this missionary activity upon the popula- 

tion of African origin is hard to evaluate. The number of 

baptisms among the free coloured, free blacks, and slaves, is 

impressive but many of them may have been simply nominal, and 

hence they may not reflect any real involvement with the 

church or with Christianity. On the other hand, many of those 

who remained unbaptized may have been influenced considerably 

by Christian beliefs and practices. There does not seem to 

have been any equivalent of the Jamaican 'Native Churches' in 

Belize, though doubtless some degree of reinterpretation and 

synthesis of African and European religious elements occurred 

in the Settlement. Though the influence of the established 

church and the dissenters seems to have been less in Belize 

than elsewhere, it was certainly the intent of the clergymen 

to suppress and eliminate African beliefs and practices and to 

replace them with Christianity. Over many years their inten- 

tion was largely realized. 

It has been said of the Jamaican slave at the time of 

emancipation that 'He had a way of life, with a system of edu- 

cation, social ties, habits, and modes of thought, but these 

had all been developed out of an African heritage in a way 
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that fitted him to be a slave in a European-dominated society. '1 

Much the same can be said of the slave, or the free black, in 

the Settlement at Belize. Though elements of African culture 

survived the 'middle passage, ' were maintained or recreated in 

Belize, and there helped preserve some sense of identity and 

solidarity among people of African origin, they survived in a 

hostile context. The structure of the society itself militated 

against the persistence of African forms of social organization, 

whether economic, political, or familial, and the dominant 

Europeans continually repressed African cultural traditions. 

The ubiquitous devaluation of everything of African derivation 

and the simultaneous assumption of the superiority of European 

traditions was the result of the white domination of the po- 

litical economy, was almost completely accepted by the aspir- 

ing free coloured people, and even percolated into the blacks 

themselves, with a strong effect upon their self-esteem, their 

sense of identity, and their group solidarity. It remains to 

be seen whether this situation changed with the advent of 

emancipation, or whether it remained a feature of the colonial 

society. 

1Philip D. Curtin, Two Jamaicas: The Role of Ideas in 
a Tropical Colony, 1830-1 (2nd e d., New York, 1 



CHAPTER VII 

Apprenticeship and Emancipation 

The Labourers During the Apprenticeship Period 

The Abolition Act, passed in June 1833, contained two 

important elements which, it had been calculated, would ap- 

pease the proprietors of slaves. One element was the provi- 

sion introducing the system called 'apprenticeship, ' under 

which all registered slaves over the age of six years were to 

become 'apprenticed labourers' who were compelled to work 

without pay for the same masters as they had prior to aboli- 

tion. The other element concerned compensation, the Act em- 

powering the Treasury to raise twenty million pounds to be 

paid to the slave owners as compensation for their loss of 

property. There can be no question that these elements of 

the Abolition Act, concerning the speed with which the slaves 

would be freed and the compensation allowed to the slave 

owners, were intended, generous and sympathetic as they were 

to the slave owners, to produce a minimum of social change and 

to ensure the continued dependency of the freedmen, as a la- 

bour force, upon the master class. In order to evaluate to 

what extent the intentions of the Act were fulfilled in Belize 

it is necessary to examine a number of factors, including the 

extent to which alternatives to wage labour were available to 

the freedmen. But first, we can look at the nature of the 

slave population at the time of emancipation. 

One consequence of the elements of the Abolition Act re- 

ferred to above was the requirement that slaves be registered, 

215 
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both in order that they could become 'apprenticed labourers' 

and in order to calculate the compensation due to the slave 

owners. Accordingly, notices were issued 'to all Owners of 

Slaves to be prepared to submit to the Auxilliary Commission- 

ers Returns shewing the name, Sex, Colour, Age, employment 

and Country of their Slaves. '1 With the exception of the 

last item mentioned, the Slave Register of Belize, begun 8 May 

and ended 1 September 1834, contains a wealth of information 

on the age, sex, colour, and occupations of the slaves of 

Belize, and also provides valuable data on the familial rela- 

tions of the slaves and of the distribution of slave owner- 

ship. Just under two thousand slaves were registered in 1834 

(more than were enumerated in the 1832 Census) and it can be 

assumed, given the self-interest of the slave owners in reg- 

istering their slaves, that it was a virtually complete regis- 

tration. The result is that it is possible to create a demo- 

graphic profile of the slave population as it existed 

immediately prior to emancipation. 

According to the Slave Register, the slave population was 

predominantly black, 91.3 percent of the slaves being listed 

under that category. Of the remainder, 4.9 percent were de- 

scribed as 'Samba, ' 2.1 percent as 'Mulatto, ' 1.4 percent as 

'Coloured' or 'Brown, ' three people as 'Quadroon, ' and one 

'Mustee. ' While some of these terms had a specific meaning in 

the Jamaican context, one cannot be certain that they had the 2 

1Cockburn, Bennett, Dickinson, and Young to Commissioners 
of the Compensation Fund, 17 March 1834, CO 123/45 

2A 'mulatto' was the child of a black and a white; a 
'samba' was the child of a mulatto and a black; a 'quadroon' 
was the child of a mulatto and a white; and a 'mustee' was 
the child of a quadroon and a white 
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same meaning in Belize, or even that they were used with 

consistency. 

An analysis of the slave population by age (see Table 

VII: l) shows that over half of the slaves were under the age 

of thirty. However, there were almost as many slaves in their 

forties (18.8 percent) as there were slave children under the 

age of ten (19.0 percent). This can be explained by the fact 

that many of the slaves who were forty years of age or more 

in 1834 had been brought into the Settlement in their youth 

prior to the abolition of the slave trade in 1807. This fact 

is also reflected in the sex ratio shown in Table VII: l; at 

age forty years or more, men outnumbered women by ten to three, 

but under the age of forty they outnumbered women by only seven 

to six. During the years when slaves could still be imported, 

the emphasis was placed upon importing young men who could be 

mahogany cutters, the result in 1834 being that about half of 

the entire slave population were men aged thirty-five years 

or more. 

Table VII: 2, showing the occupations of the slaves, dem- 

onstrates the preponderance of one kind of work for the men 

and another kind of work for the women. The sexual division 

of labour is strongly marked, only young children and, to a 

lesser extent, older men and women, sharing similar employ- 

ment, the children as waiting boys and girls and the older 

people as plantation labourers employed in cultivating provi- 

sions. Among the men the dominant employment was woodcutting, 

chiefly in the extraction of mahogany, which accounted for 

over eighty percent of all the males aged ten years or more, 

and over eighty-seven percent of all the men in the most phys- 

ically mature age range of twenty to fifty-nine years. Even 
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Table VII: l 

Slave Population of Belize, 
by Age and Sex, 1834 

Ag e in years Male Female Total % 

70 and above 18 6 24 1.3 
65 - 69 13 3 16 0.8 

60 - 64 43 9 52 2.7 

55 - 59 62 15 77 4.0 

50 - 54 93 24 117 6.1 

45 - 49 134 40 174 9.1 

40 - 44 133 53 186 9.7 

35 - 39 82 47 129 6.7 

30 - 34 75 51 126 6.6 

25 - 29 78 77 155 8.1 

20 - 24 109 95 204 10.7 

1S - 19 82 67 149 7.8 

10 - 14 76 64 140 7.3 

5- 9 86 77 163 8.5 

0- 4 104 97 201 10.5 

Total 1,188 725 1,913 99.9 

(Source: Slave Register, 1834, AB) 

some of the other occupations for men, such as carpenters and 

cattlemen, were part of, or were closely associated with, the 

business of mahogany extraction. Eight men were stated to be 

the managers or captains of woodcutting gangs, seven of these 

being fifty years old or more. The only other male occupa- 

tions represented were labourers (38), sailors or boatmen (13), 

footmen and other domestics (13), five blacksmiths or black- 

smiths' boys, two draymen, two penkeepers, one cooper, one 
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bank keeper, one stove boy, and one butcher. Among the slave 

women, with the exception of eleven plantation women, employ- 

ment was in domestic work, primarily as housemaids, chamber- 

maids, or domestic servants (170), washerwomen (161), cooks 

(117), sempstresses (53), or drudges (30). There were also 

five nurses, three bakers, and one vendor among the women. 

One feature of the employment patterns of slaves, re- 

vealed in Table VII: 2, is the transition from one occupation 

to another undertaken by the slaves as they grew older. As 

has already been remarked upon, the young boys and girls ex- 

perienced their first work in the domestic realm where, wait- 

ing on the masters' table, they would be taught to be sub- 

servient in their relations with the masters. The majority of 

the boys would then become 'attached to the Mahogany Works' as 

assistants, a few of them becoming assistants to blacksmiths 

or carpenters. The physically mature men, as has been noted, 

were almost all engaged in woodcutting, but as they became 

older or infirm they would be more likely to be shifted to 

agricultural or some other labour less arduous than that en- 

tailed in the extraction of mahogany. Among the female slaves 

the transition was from one kind of domestic work to another, 

from waiting girl to housemaid, chambermaid, or sempstress, 

and then, in their twenties, to the more skilled or hard work 

of cook, washerwoman, or drudge. 

The patterns of employment experienced by the slaves, 

men and women, were fixed and must have appeared as a binding 

and unalterable necessity. Alternatives, particularly for the 

women, were few, though some of the men could hope to become 

captains of gangs or huntsmen in mahogany extraction or to ac- 

quire a skilled trade. For most of the slaves, however, their 
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only experience, and hence their apparent prospects, remained 

woodcutting for the men and domestic work for the women. The 

same was true for most of the freedmen, both before and after 

abolition. In 1833, it was pointed out that 'the Free La- 

bourer and Slave work together, but tho' with the Gangs for 

months together, it would be impossible to discover the one 

from the other unless they were separately pointed out. '1 

The free labourers worked with the slaves in the mahogany 

gangs because there were few alternative means of livelihood, 

and the masters hired free labourers because their diminish- 

ing number of slaves could not provide as much labour as was 

required. In 1836, it was stated that between twelve and 

fifteen hundred 'foreigners and free Labourers are hired an- 

nually for the Mahogany Works, and they are by no means suf- 

ficient to answer the demand.. . the importation of Africans 

would in a high degree be conducive to the Interests of the 

Settlement. The demand for labourers has been for many years 

encreasing. '2 The same report stated that Caribs were also 

employed in mahogany cutting. If the figure of free labourers 

employed on the mahogany works is accurate, then they out- 

numbered the slaves in the 1830s by almost two to one. Since 

the censuses of the early 1830s enumerated only about three or 

four hundred adult male freedmen, coloured and black, it can 

be assumed that many of these, with Caribs and 'foreigners' in 

addition, constituted the free labourers in the mahogany works. 

Supt. Cockburn to Edward Stanley, 29 Oct. 1833, AB, 
R. 6, and CO 123/44 

2Act. Supt. J. G. Anderson to Sec. of State, 28 April 
1836, AB, R. 6 
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A description of the conditions of labour, both slave 

and free, in the mahogany camps in 1833 was included in a 

Memorial from the slave proprietors to the Superintendent, the 

memorialists arguing that the generosity with which they had 

treated their labourers should be repaid with generosity in 

the allocation of compensation money. They emphasized the 

common conditions and treatment of slaves and free labourers, 

and indicated that few of the free blacks, that is those who 

had experienced mahogany cutting as slaves, could be induced 

to continue such work; hence the necessity to rely upon 

foreign labourers. 

The Slaves of this Settlement receive 
by custom the benefit of one sixth part of 
their labour or one day in the week, for 
this they are paid by their Master whether 
sick or well, every six months, without any 
deduction at the rate of 3/4 per day or 
f8.13.4 per annum. They receive-stipulated 
quantities of clothing yearly. 

The Slave and the Free Labourer whether 
in the mahogany works or at Belize are pro- 
vided with an equal weekly allowance of the 
best Irish Mess Pork, Flour or Plantains; 
the Slave is regularly supplied with a por- 
tion of spirits, Tobacco, Pipes Powder and 
Shot being in possession of fire arms the 
above mentione articles together with 
Medical Attendance brings the expence in- 
curred for the maintenance of each Slave 
to f20 Sterling per annum. 

The use of the cart whip as a stimulus 
to labour, if ever in use has entirely ceased, 
the present generation know nothing of its 
existence as the best proof of this the hired 
free labourer voluntarily submits to and is 
under the same management as the Slave. 

During nine months of the year labour 
is performed by task work both by the free 
labourer and the Slave and this is generally 
finished in five and seldom exceeded 6 hours, 
the remaining part of the day is spent as the 
Slave thinks fit... there are no gangs at pres- 
ent employed in cutting mahogany exclusively 
composed of Slaves, half of each gang being 
free labourers-the freeman and slave labour 
together side by side, are subject to the 
same restraint and management in every re- 
spect, eat, drink, and sleep together... 
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As regards female Slaves it may be 
observed they are never employed in what 
may be termed field labour their duties 
being entirely of a household or domestic 
nature... 

It is however necessary to remark that 
the free labourers alluded to, are for the 
most part foreigners, few of the native free 
Blacks possessing sufficient industry to in- 
duce them to engage is labourers in the 
cutting of Mahogany. 

In 1836, one of the cutters reported to the Settlement's 

secretary that his mahogany gangs were 'composed of Free and 

liberated or apprenticed Africans and free and Creole Blacks 

and of the coloured inhabitants of the Settlement, all of 

whom are, necessarily, worked, in united masses, without any 

distinction whatever being known betwixt the freemen and 

those, hitherto, denominated Slaves and now apprenticed la- 

bourers.... in a great number of instances, Gangs are headed 

and immediately directed by Africans or immediate descendants 

of such under whom the free blacks and Creoles work with 

cheerfulness. '2 While the final assertion of the 'cheerful- 

ness' with which all went about their work must be treated 

sceptically, it does appear that few distinctions were made 

between the labourers on grounds of colour, place of birth, 

or legal status. In other words, they were all treated as 

slaves, whether they were free labourers or not, and it is 

therefore not surprising to find that the free labourers re- 

acted in much the same way to the situation as did the slaves. 

One of the problems faced by the employers was what would 

today be called absenteeism, but which was then termed 

1Memorial to Cockburn, from Minutes of Public Meeting, 
26 Oct. 1833, CO 123/44. In a statement of the comparative 
cost of free and slave labour the Memorialists estimated a 
slave to cost f45.8.4 per year, compared to f69.11.8 for a 
free labourer 

2Francis Young to J. E. Dickinson, 8 Aug. 1836, AB, R. 2 
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'desertion, ' and the offender was called a runaway, whether 

he was a slave or a free labourer. The Minutes of a Public 

Meeting in 1833, report the masters' concern about 'runaway 

Caribs and other deserters from their employers, ' and the 

Meeting resolved to appoint a constable in Stann Creek 'for 

the apprehension and bringing to Belize of all such Caribs 

and deserters. '1 It is clear, then, that even before emanci- 

pation, the masters were well acquainted with some of the 

problems of hiring wage labour, and the free labourers were 

equally aware of some of the problems of being employed as 

mahogany cutters. 

The minimal development of educational opportunities in 

the Settlement was one of the reasons for the absence of al- 

ternatives to employment in mahogany cutting for the freedmen. 

The wealthier settlers had sometimes sent their children to 

be educated in England, and they showed little interest in 

developing institutions of formal education in the Settlement. 

A free school was started early in the nineteenth century and 

was encouraged by Superintendent Arthur. A Public Meeting in 

1819 voted that f300 Jamaica Currency should be given annually 

from the Public Funds, 'in Aid of the Free Schools of this 

Settlement, ' and a further sum of f700 Jamaica Currency was 

allocated for the construction of a new school house. 2 The 

purpose of the school was less that of developing practical 

skills than of instilling what were considered appropriate 

values, attitudes, and behaviour patterns, and education 

consequently consisted largely of religious instruction. 

1Minutes 
of Public Meeting, March 1833, CO 123/44 

2Minutes 
of Public Meeting, 2 July 1819, CO 123/28 
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As Superintendent Cockburn put it in 1833, he was concerned 

'to encourage an increasing system of morality amongst the 

Inhabitants, '1 by inducing higher attendance in church and 

school. He and his wife took a personal interest in obtain- 

ing 'a numerous and constant assemblage of White, coloured, 

$ Black at the Public Schools... The number of Boys daily re- 

ceiving instruction varies from 90 to 120. '2 Cockburn added 

that children were 'enticed from our Schools' by the 'Dis- 

senting Ministers, ' and it appears that the missionaries, 

Baptist and Wesleyan, were active in promoting education. 

By 1835, the Wesleyan missionary, Thomas Jefferies, re- 

ported the existence of a day school in Stann Creek Town with 

about seventy children, 'but of late it has been much Neglected 

for want of Teachers, '3 and a Sunday School in Belize Town. 

At the same time the Baptist missionary, Henderson, reported 

the existence of three Sunday Schools and the recent estab- 

lishment of two day schools, the combined attendance of which 

was 'upwards of one hundred children. ' Henderson, too, stated 

that there was 'a deficiency in the number of School Teachers, ' 

and that the housing was 'inadequate. '4 The Anglican chaplain, 

meanwhile, reported that the number of children registered at 

the Free School was 218, and he also expressed the need for 

more teachers and supplies. The heavy emphasis on religious 

instruction is evident in the fact that he requested four 

teachers to 'give instruction in chanting $ lead the children 

1Cockburn to Lord Goderich, 10 Jan. 1833, CO 123/44 

2Ibid. 

3Report 
of Thomas Jefferies, 27 Feb. 1835, CO 123/46 

4Report of Alex. Henderson, not dated but probably 
early 1835, CO 123/46 
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in psalmody' and his request for supplies consisted of bibles 

and prayer books. 1 In the following year, attendance at the 

Free School was stated to consist of only eighty-five boys. 2 

The religious emphasis in the curriculum and the control 

of education by religious authorities has been a constant 

feature of education in the country to the present day, the 

goal of which has been neither to promote critical intellects 

nor practical skills but to instill a sense of the 'correct 

modes of conduct' and 'sense of duty' deemed to be appropriate 

in obedient colonized peoples. In 1835 Lord Gleneig pointed 

out to Cockburn 'the important interest which the Proprietors 

of Land in Honduras have in the religious Instruction of the 

Labouring Population, and the diffusion among them of those 

principles which afford the best Security for good order, and 

the right discharge of every social duty. r3 

In 1836, the Public Meeting, feeling the need for some 

educational facilities for the apprentices who were shortly 

to become free citizens, voted that flOO should be placed at 

the disposal of the Superintendent and Chaplain 'for the pur- 

pose of procuring Teachers, Books etc. for a School to be 

opened for any Apprenticed labourer, desirous of attending 

the same, either by day or in the evening, for the purpose of 

receiving moral and religious Instruction. '4 Education was 

therefore not intended, nor did it provide, a means of inde- 

pendent advancement among the freedmen. The entire system of 

1Report 
of Mathew Newport, 28 Feb. 1835, CO 123/46 

2Anderson to Sec. of State, 25 June 1836, CO 123/48 

3Lord Glenelg to Cockburn, 25 Nov. 1835, CO 123/48 

4Minutes 
of Public Meeting, 4 July 1836, CO 123/48 
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apprenticeship had actually been intended as a means of 

securing the labour force for the masters for a further 

period of years during which time the apprentices, in the 

words of Superintendent Cockburn, would be 'made to under- 

stand the obligations attached to their freedom-" The 'moral 

and religious Instruction' was simply perceived as a necessary 

element in this 'training for citizenship. ' 

The settlers' response to the news that their slaves 

would soon be freed was an expression of concern that they 

would be adequately compensated for the loss of their prop- 

erty and that any attempt to regulate the hours worked by the 

apprentices would be detrimental to the enterprise of mahog- 

any cutting. 2 Further, they expressed anxiety about the ap- 

pointment of Special Magistrates, whose duty it would be to 

enforce the scheme of apprenticeship and to settle disputes 

arising between masters and apprentices. The settlers stated 

that 'they anticipate serious obstacles' in the way of the 

Special Magistrates carrying out their duties, and they advo- 

cated that complaints and disputes could be settled, as before, 

in 'the Courts of Judicature established in the Settlement. 13 

Superintendent Cockburn, however, realizing that such an 

arrangement would simply enable the masters themselves to 

rule over cases between them and their apprentices, felt that 

the appointment of Special Magistrates was an essential pre- 

requisite to the success of the apprenticeship system. He 

wrote: 

'Cockburn 
to John Lefevre, 13 Aug. 1834, CO 123/45 

2Minutes 
of Public Meeting, 21 Oct. 1833, CO 123/44 

3Minutes 
of Public Meeting, 25 Jan. 1834, CO 123/45 
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I should by no means feel warranted in 
recommending that the faults $ omissions of 
apprenticed Labourers or the complaints made 
by them against their Owners, should continue 
to be heard 4 decided upon by Courts unavoid- 
ably composed, as the Courts here must be, 
of Persons who for so many years have been 
Slave Owners themselves. 1 

Nevertheless, since the Special Magistrates did not arrive in 

the Settlement in time, Cockburn appointed two of the chief 

settlers and Magistrates, William Maskall and William Coffin, 

to act their role. 
2 Their appointment was never sanctioned 

by the Colonial Office, which sent out a Lieutenant Grigg who 

died only a few months after his arrival in Belize in April 

1835. A second man, William Gow, was sent out to replace 

someone called Williamson in the Southern District. Mean- 

while, one L. M. McLenan was acting as Special Magistrate in 

the Northern District. Given the confusion in their appoint- 

ments, and the lack of information on the men themselves, it 

is virtually impossible either to assess their personal cali- 

bre or the work they undertook. Despite the series of monthly 

reports they produced, many of them almost duplicates, it is 

hard to evaluate to what extent they were acting independently, 

were prepared to defend the apprentices, or were subservient 

to the masters. 

The general tenor of the Special Magistrates reports was 

that 'A good feeling generally prevails between apprentices 

and their employers' and that the apprentices 'perform their 

work in general with great willingness. '3 Later it was 

1Cockburn to Stanley, 15 March 1834, CO 123/45 

2Cockburn to Lefevre, 25 July 1834, CO 123/45 

3Williamson to Anderson, 1 Oct. 1836, CO 123/48 
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reported that 'The relative position of Master and Servant 

being now well understood by all parties, my attention is 

drawn but to few complaints, and those chiefly ,fa trifling 

nature principally amongst the females in the Town a few of 

whom form the chief delinquents. '1 It seems that the women 

were more often punished than the men, generally for dis- 

obedience, absenteeism, or other minor offenses. Typical is 

a monthly report which stated 'There have been six convic- 

tions, of which number, five have been females... The offences 

were generally absence from work. '2 Returns of punishments 

inflicted on apprentices by the Special Magistrates between 

September and December 1835, showed that, among 1,677 appren- 

tices, a total of twenty-five were punished, fifteen of whom 

were women. The kinds of punishment included thirty stripes 

with a whip, one month's hard labour, and two weeks' solitary 

confinement on bread and water. 
3 Since the Superintendent had 

stressed that the Magistrates were to be primarily concerned 

with controlling the slaves, with preventing 'idleness, prof- 

ligacy and insubordination, '4 rather than with protecting 

them, it is not surprising that most of the complaints they 

dealt with were from the masters and most of the punishments 

they inflicted were on the apprentices. However, it is re- 

markable that there is no record of a complaint registered 

against the masters. Since it is unlikely that the appren- 

tices considered their masters' behaviour entirely beyond 

L. M. McLenan to Supt. Macdonald, 1 Nov. 1837, CO 123/52 
2William Gow to Macdonald, 30 April 1837, CO 123/50 
3Returns of Punishments from the Special Magistrates, 

CO 123/48 
4Cockburn 

to Lefevre, 25 July 1834, CO 123/45 
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reproach, it is probable that they perceived the Special 

Magistrates as a disciplinary instrument of the masters (the 

first two Magistrates were local slave proprietors) to whom 

it would be pointless to address complaints. The contemptuous 

attitude of the Magistrates toward such a possible course of 

action may be inferred from the comment of one of them in con- 

nection with complaints made by some 'liberated Africans, ' 

that they 'seem to arise principally from mistaken notions of 

their duty. '1 

In 1833, the slave owners had expressed concern about the 

limitation of hours to be worked by the apprentices, express- 

ing the view that the peculiar nature of the business of ma- 

hogany extraction required a more flexible system. For 

example, the business of trucking the huge trunks was gener- 

ally carried out at night, by the light of torches, in order 

to avoid the period of greatest heat for this particularly 

arduous labour. The Order-in-Council had instructed that the 

apprentices could only be required to work forty-five hours 

per week, but this was disregarded in the Settlement, where 

'the hours of labour are from six in the morning until six in 

the evening with interval of two hours, '2 making a total of 

fifty hours in the week. Despite the fact that this dis- 

regarded the terms of the Act of Abolition, and the abuse was 

even extended to the town and domestic workers, the slave 

owners' offense had no effect upon the compensation awards. 

Slaves had always been valued highly in the Bay Settle- 

ment. In 1809, it was stated that a 'seasoned' male slave 

1Gow to Macdonald, 30 April 1837, CO 123/50 

2Williamson 
to Anderson, 1 Oct. 1836, CO 123/48 
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was worth between f200 and £3001 and some of the slaves who 

purchased their own freedom paid f200 or more, one paying as 

much as £450 in 1829.2 While the average price for a slave 

in the 1820s was about £120, including children and the aged 

and infirm, the prices ranged from 10s. for an old man to f610 

for 'Blacksmith Joe, ' clearly a skilled man. An estate of 

thirty-one slaves, four of whom were described as 'very old, ' 

realized (9,710 in 1820, an average of over £300 per slave. 
3 

When the value of slaves in the Settlement was assessed in 

1835 it was estimated to be f230,840 and the portion of the 

twenty million pounds of compensation money which was set 

aside for the proprietors in Belize was f101,958.19.7 1/2.4 

The rate of compensation per slave in Belize, f53.6.9 1/2, 

was higher than for any British colony. In Jamaica the com- 

pensation per slave was f19.5.4 3/4, and in Barbados it was 

(20.13.8 1/4. The only comparable compensation rates were in 

Trinidad and British Guiana, where they were (50.1.1 1/4 and 

(51.17.1 1/2 respectively. 
5 

Although they had been promised their full freedom in the 

near future, many of the apprentices did not wait for this 

'emancipation from above' but impatiently bought their own 

freedom. Saving the wages they had earned in overtime, or by 

selling the various articles they had manufactured in their 

spare hours, many apprentices accumulated enough money to 

1Capt. George Henderson, An Account of the British 
Settlement of Honduras... (London, 

2Cockburn to Goderich, 25 April 1831, CO 123/42 
3'Sales 

negros Est. of P. C. Wall, ' 29 Aug. 1820, CO 123/40 
47 July 1835, CO 318/117 
5See Narda Dobson, A History of Belize (London, 1973) 175 
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purchase their freedom, a fact that the Special Magistrates 

continually remarked upon. Thus, in 1836, it was reported 

that 'There appears to be a very general desire among the ap- 

prentices to purchase their discharge, '1 and, in the follow- 

ing year, it was noted that 'The desire to purchase their Dis- 

charge still prevails, indeed is evidently increasing. '2 

Though the apprentices were evidently impatient to acquire 

their freedom, their opportunities to achieve an independent 

means of livelihood were severely limited, with the result 

that most of them continued to work for their former masters. 

'The men generally take to their former employment of mahogany 

cutting-The females many of them become sempstresses, bakers, 

or hire themselves as domestic servants. '3 Less than a year 

before the general liberation of the apprentices, a Special 

Magistrate reported: 

The desire to purchase their Discharge 
continues very general - in this District 
five have been released from servitude since 
my last Report. 

Those who have obtained their Discharge 
for the most part betake themselves to their 
old employments either in the service of their 
former employers or those from whom they can 
obtain the most advantageous terms. 4 

Only six months prior to the termination of the apprenticeship 

system, Special Magistrate McLenan reported that 'During the 

last month Eleven Apprentices have received their Discharges - 

the desire to purchase which seems to increase as the eventful 

'Williamson to Anderson, 1 Oct. 1836, CO 123/48 
2McLenan's 

Report, 1 April 1837, CO 123/50 
3Williamson 

to Anderson, 1 Oct. 1836, CO 123/48 
4McLenan to Macdonald, 1 Sept. 1837, CO 123/50 
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ist of August approaches. '1 Evidently, 'the slaves, ' as Eric 

Williams has expressed it, 'were not prepared to wait for 

freedom to come to them as a dispensation from above. '2 

With the approach of the termination of the apprentice- 

ship period, a number of preparations were undertaken to en- 

sure a smooth transition, particularly in the legal regulation 

of the relations of masters and servants. An early attempt 

to regulate the practices of hiring labourers having been 

'negatived by a large Majority, '3 a committee was established, 

on the Superintendent's recommendation, to consider proposals 

for 'regulating the relative duties of Master and Servant. '4 

In response to a circular despatch from the Colonial Office, 

the Clerk of the Courts reported to the Superintendent and 

clearly expressed the nature of the problem, particularly 

emphasizing the absence of adequate legal protection for the 

labourers: 

The employment of Household and all other 
servants, whether Journeymen or otherwise, 
within the Town of Belize, is regulated upon 
much the same principle as in England. The 
great bulk of the Lower Classes, however, and 
almost all the Charibs and Spaniards who re- 
sort to the Settlement, are employed in the 
Mahogany Works in the Interior, and with them 
it is the practice to enter into Contract by 
which they hire themselves generally for six 
or twelve months. This is usually done at the 
commencement or middle of the year, when the 
servant goes before a Magistrate, & volunteers 
a Contract for his services. 

It is in the enforcement of these Contracts, 
however, that the great evil lies. There is no 
law on the subject further than what custom has 

1McLenan to Macdonald, 1 Feb. 1838, CO 123/53 
2Eric Williams, Capitalism and Slavery (London, 1964) 204 

3Minutes 
of Public Meeting, 1 March 1830, CO 123/41 

4Minutes of Public Meeting, 6 Nov. 1837, CO 123/50 
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sanctioned. That custom has been, that where 
the Servant has failed in his Contract, the Master has had the power to bring him up at 
once on Warrant, and have him summarily pun- ished by Imprisonment and public Whipping. 
If however the breach of Contract lay with the Master, - If for example, the Master was deficient in the payments he had contracted 
to make to his servant, the Servant could 
only sue the Master as in the matter of a 
common debt. 

To send the Servant into Court for the 
recovery of his wages amounts to an absolute 
denial of justice to him. People in his con- dition are not supposed to possess the means 
of their remaining for months at Belize to 
prosecute their suits for those very earnings 
which would enable them to reside there for 
a little. They only add to their embarrass- 
ment by being debarred from leaving the Town 
and entering into another contract. 1 

A Public Meeting proposed a law to settle disputes between 

masters and servants in March 1838, but the Superintendent 

found it 'in a shape which I could not approve, for it was 

stripped of its most valuable provision-for the recovery 

of Servants Wages and petty debts. '2 

In response to a demand from the Colonial Office that 

the apprenticeship period be ended before its legal termina- 

tion in 1840, Superintendent Macdonald met with the 'Propri- 

etors of Praedial Apprentices' on 30 June 1838 and requested 

their approval of 'the complete, unrestricted and immediate 

emancipation of the Apprenticed Labourers from involuntary 

Servitude. '3 Their approval having been secured, Macdonald 

next addressed a Public Meeting on 9 July 1838 and informed 

the members of the strength of opinion in Britain, and of the 

decisions made in Jamaica, Barbados, Antigua, and other 

1James 
Walker to Macdonald, 12 Feb. 1838, CO 123/52 

2Macdonald 
to Gleneig, 29 March 1838, CO 123/52 

3Macdonald 
to Glenelg, 20 June 1838, CO 123/53 
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colonies, to end apprenticeship on 1 August. He eloquently 

called on the members 'to imitate these examples, and prevent 

Honduras from possessing the dishonourable distinction of 

being almost the only place where a number of our fellow 

creatures were unjustly kept without the pale of the common 

brotherhood of humanity. " At the same meeting, regulations 

for resolving disputes over wages and other contractual matters 

between masters and servants, were hurriedly agreed upon. Not 

only could the employer take his employee to court for 'ab- 

senting himself from his duty, or for unruly and disobedient 

conduct, ' but the employee could take his employer to court, 

before three Magistrates empowered to fine him, for 'unlaw- 

fully withholding any wages due to such complainant. ' It was 

further stipulated 'that every servant or labourer shall be 

from henceforth hired in writing, ' the contract to be regis- 

tered at the Clerk of Court's Office, 'in order to remedy the 

great evil and inconvenience which has of late arisen to 

masters or employers by reason of labourers engaging themselves 

to several individuals at or nearly the same time to work for 

and during the same periods, and receiving considerable ad- 

vances from each person on account of their wages. ' The Meet- 

ing also agreed 'that all Sunday markets in this Settlement 

be from henceforth totally abolished. 'Z 

Though the forthcoming termination of apprenticeship on 

1 August was viewed with some trepidation by the settlers, 

the event actually passed without disturbance, as Superin- 

tendent Macdonald's account makes clear: 

1Minutes 
of Public Meeting, 9 July 1838, enclosed in 

Macdonald to Glenelg, 28 Aug. 1838, CO 123/53 
2Ibid. 
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An immense assemblage of apprentices, 
of all classifications, having met, by 
agreement, at the court-house, proceeded to church, when the bells commenced ringing, 
with a variety of banners appropriate to 
the occasion, and attended by a band of 
music. After having heard the service, 
and a most suitable discourse, which they 
listened to with a serious and respectful 
deportment, they marched into the green 
fronting my house, where one of their num- ber addressed me, thanking me, in the name 
of his assembled brethren and sisters, for 
what the Queen had done for them, and making 
every profession of loyalty and good conduct 
for the time to come. After I had informed 
them that they were now so far free agents, 
and exhorted them to demean themselves with 
propriety, they departed, and spent, by the 
kindness of their recent owners, the remain- 
ing part of the day in festivity and mirth... 
the emancipated persons were all industriously 
pursuing their usual avocations on the morning 
of the 2d, no complaint, of any kind whatever, 
having been as yet preferred against one of 
them, clearly proving the change is a good one. 

In assessing the nature of the apprenticeship period in 

Belize, one encounters the same problem that existed before 

1834, namely, that the welfare of the labourers depended pri- 

marily on the custom of their masters rather than on the law. 

The Trinidad Order, which was to have been followed in Belize 

with certain specified modifications, was in many respects 

completely ignored. The Special Magistrates, for example, 

certainly visited the mahogany works only occasionally, if 

they did so at all, and not with the regularity required by 

the Order. The Anti-Slavery Society criticized and condemned 

the 'mutilated' Trinidad Order, as it was applied in Belize, 

and concluded by saying 'If, under such a system, the Negroes 

enjoy a comfortable servitude it certainly can be attributed 

to no legislative precaution on their behalf but will be 

owing probably to the neighbourhood of the Republics whose 

'Macdonald 
to Glenelg, 10 Aug. 1838, CO 123/53 
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proximity produces at least one salutary influence in their 
favour. '1 The fact that so many of the apprentices took ad- 
vantage of the proximity of the Republics, or took the trouble 

and expense of purchasing their freedom, shows that they 
found their so-called apprenticeship to be far from a 'com- 

fortable servitude. ' 

Moreover, although the Superintendent had expressed the 

expectation that all would be well following emancipation, 

'labour problems' continued in the Settlement. Though a 

general amnesty had released all prisoners from gaol on 

1 August, the gaol was full again a few months later, with 

103 prisoners. The most common offense was riotous behaviour 

and drunkenness (36 prisoners), but nine prisoners were 

listed as 'runaways' and twenty-four offences were given as 

insolence, disobedience, or breaking an agreement. A typical 

example of the severity of sentencing in such cases is that 

of Pedro Chabia, found guilty of 'Breach of Contract, ' and 

sentenced on 5 February 1839 to 'six months' imprisonment with 

hard labor on the Public Works. '2 It is clear that the strug- 

gle between former masters and slaves was continuing, although 

in new forms. 

Inhibitions on the Development of a Peasantry After 
Emancipation 

Emancipation was a watershed in Belize, as in the rest 

of the West Indies, not because it changed the basic class- 

colour differentiations of the society, which it did not, but 

because it changed the forms in which the struggle between 

Quoted in Dobson, op. cit., 172 
2Macdonald's 

report enclosing Return of prisoners con- fined in gaol, 8 April 1839, CO 123/55 
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exploiter and exploited was expressed. Most of the freedmen 

of Belize continued to work in the mahogany camps where their 

struggle to influence wages and conditions was opposed by the 

employers' power over rents and the prices of necessary sub- 

sistence articles. Above all, the employers' power lay in 

their ability to withhold land from the freedmen, thereby 

depriving them of the possibility of becoming independent 

subsistence farmers. 

Some of the freedmen had cultivated the soil to grow 
provisions while they had been slaves. Slaves who were 

allowed to cultivate, and sometimes to market, food crops 

were engaged in peasant-like production and marketing - but 

they were still slaves. This situation, in which the masters 

reduced their costs of production by having the slaves pro- 

vide for themselves, gave rise to what has been termed a 

'proto-peasantry. 'l After emancipation, in many parts of the 

Caribbean, such proto-peasants rejected their former masters 

whenever conditions permitted and became a real or 'recon- 

stituted' peasantry. The alternative was to be forced into a 

wage-earning, proletarian position, still dependent upon the 

masters. Whether the slaves became peasants or proletarians 

depended upon a variety of factors, including the availability 

of land. 

In a territory like Belize, with such a low population 

density (about four thousand people in almost nine thousand 

square miles), it would appear that a probable alternative 

means of livelihood to the continuation of labour in the 

timber forests would be the pursuit of agriculture. Even 

1Sidney Mintz: 'The Question of Caribbean Peasantries: 
A Comment, ' Caribbean Studies, Vol. 1 (1961), 31-34 
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during slavery the people of African origin had shown their 
interest in making 'plantation grounds' for growing subsist- 

ence crops, despite the existence of many obstacles. With 

emancipation in 1838 all the freedmen would need in order to 

be able to escape the compulsion to cut mahogany, that is, 

for freedom to become a reality rather than merely a change 

in legal status, was land. 

Most of the land between the Hondo and Sibun Rivers had 

been claimed by location by the white settlers during the 

eighteenth century and was therefore beyond the reach of the 

freedmen. But in 1817, as a result of a proclamation by Super- 

intendent Arthur, ' 
all unclaimed lands vested in the Crown. 

Although many grants of Crown Land were made before 1838, 

there were still vast tracts of land belonging to the Crown 

within the Settlement, which then extended from the Rio Hondo 

to the Sarstoon River. There was a real possibility, there- 

fore, of an independent peasantry arising, based upon the 

lands belonging to the Crown. Hitherto many Crown grants had 

been made, and they had all been gratuitous. If grants of 

land could be made gratuitously to the new freedmen, many of 

them would undoubtedly have chosen to cultivate provision 

grounds rather than to continue to perform the arduous tasks 

of woodcutting which they must have resented for the associa- 

tions with slavery. 

Such prospects were soon severely inhibited, however. 

Six weeks after emancipation, Lord Glenelg, Secretary of State 

1Proclamation, 28 Oct. 1817, enclosed with 'Report of 
the Commissioners appointed to investigate the claims by 
which all Land and Works are held in the Settlement of 
Honduras, 27 July 1820, ' enclosed in Supt. Arthur to Lord 
Bathurst, 13 Sept. 1820, CO 123/29 
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for the Colonies, issued a circular relating to the new laws 

that must be passed, 'calculated to meet the new exigencies 

of Society' consequent on the termination of the apprentice- 

ship system. One of the laws referred to was 'the Law for 

preventing the unauthorized occupation of Land, ' and an Order- 

in-Council on the subject was promised. 
' On 12 November 1838 

another circular was despatched from the Colonial Office, 

this time 'directing that grants of land are only to be made 

on payment of fl per acre. '2 Thus, at the very time that the 

newly freed men became eligible for grants of Crown Land, 

such grants were declared to be no longer gratuitous. 

Superintendent Macdonald was not in agreement with the 

imposition of fl an acre on the sale of Crown Land. Having 

earlier received permission to grant lands south of the River 

Sibun, he had a much larger area of land to dispose of than 

his predecessors, and he had in fact issued many grants, some 

for quite large areas of land, in the southern parts of the 

Settlement. These had all been issued gratuitously, and he 

was disturbed by the instruction to sell at fl an acre. In 

1839, Macdonald urged the Secretary of State to allow him to 

continue 'to act with regard to the disposal of land as my 

predecessors and myself have hitherto doner3 - that is, to 

make large gratuitous grants of land in the hope that they 

would be developed into plantations. He argued that 'by 

making free grants of land encouragement has been given to 

those disposed to cultivate the soil, ' and pointed out that, 

1Circular from Glenelg, 15 Sept. 1838, AB, R. 15 

2Quoted in Macdonald to Sec. of State, 9 Feb. 1839, 
AB, R. 14 

3Ibid. 
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with the depletion of mahogany resources, 'the permanent 

welfare of this place must mainly depend upon the rearing 

of colonial produce. ' He claimed, without substantiation, 

that free grants of land had encouraged the movement of 

capital and labour towards agriculture. 

Macdonald's emphasis on capital and labour, and his 

hopes for the 'extensive cultivation' of such plantation 

crops as cotton, show that he was concerned with developing 

the cultivation of export crops by large enterprises as a 

substitute for the export of mahogany, the supplies of which 

he felt were rapidly diminishing. He clearly did not have in 

mind the possibility of the freedmen developing into an inde- 

pendent peasantry. However, the Secretary of State's reply 

indicates that the instruction to sell Crown Land at fl an 

acre did have the freedmen in mind, and that it was intended 

to inhibit their developing an independent means of liveli- 

hood by preventing them from acquiring land: 

The argument which you have urged against 
the sale, in preference to the gratuitous dona- 
tion of Lands in Honduras, is, in substance, 
that the demand of a price for Land would dis- 
courage or prevent the extension of the culti- 
vation of it. This opinion is however opposed 
to the universal experience which has been 
obtained in every other part of the Colonial 
Possessions of the Crown in which the same 
question has arisen. The effect of alienating 
the waste lands of the Crown by a mere gift 
of them has always been in fact the same. It 
has tended to create indolent habits, to dis- 
courage labour for wages, and to leave large 
tracts of Territory in a wild & unimproved 
state. l 

Macdonald's attempt to continue the gratuitous granting of 

Crown Land was firmly rejected. The result of Colonial office 

1Lord Normanby to Macdonald, 22 April 1839, AB, R. 15, 
emphasis added 
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policy was that no Crown Land was sold in the period up to 

1855,1 and by 1869 the total amount of Crown Land sold was 

said to be 'utterly insigni£icant. '2 

Though the slaves had become legally free in 1838, and 

possessed in theory the freedom to choose whether to continue 

working for their former masters in the forests or to seek 

alternative employment, in reality their inability to acquire 

land, among other factors, ensured their continued thraldom 

to the mahogany lords. Nor was this situation a matter of 

chance - it was a calculated policy, since ownership of land 

would 'discourage labour for wages, ' and in Belize, as in the 

West Indian colonies, it was thought imperative that the 

freedmen continue to labour in the same sectors and for the 

same master class as they had during slavery. And yet, de- 

spite the attempts of the planters to retain the freedmen as 

labourers, a large peasantry developed in many West Indian 

territories, notably Jamaica, Trinidad, and British Guiana. 

That such a development failed to occur in Belize may be 

shown to be the result of a number of factors, including the 

imposition of a price on Crown Land. 

In the years after emancipation, the economic situation 

of sugar cultivation and of mahogany extraction were markedly 

different. As sugar cultivation became less profitable, par- 

ticularly after the Sugar Duties Act of 1846, by which the 

preferential duties for sugar from British colonies were to 

be gradually withdrawn, the sugar planters of the West Indies 

tried to reduce their costs by increasing productivity through 

1Supt. Stevenson to Gov. Barkly, 30 July 1855, AB, R. 48 

2Lt. Gov. Longden to Gov. Grant, 6 March 1868, AB, R. 98 



243 

reorganization and new techniques. In the depressed state of 

the market many planters sold their estates, and, among those 

who continued operations, many were willing to release some 

of their land and their labourers. The mahogany cutters of 

Belize, however, experienced a boom in the late 1830s and 

1840s, as a result of the demand in Europe for mahogany for 

building railway coaches. Exports rose from 7.7 million feet 

in 1827 to 8.5 million feet in 1837, and to a peak of 13.7 

million feet in 1846,1 almost doubling in twenty years. 

Moreover, the mahogany cutters were unable to reorganize 

their enterprises or to introduce new techniques to make 

their labourers more productive. The methods of felling and 

trucking mahogany trees hardly changed until mechanization 

was introduced in the twentieth century. 

So long as there was a boom in the mahogany trade, and 

so long as the extraction of the giant trees depended upon 

human labour, augmented by oxen, the mahogany houses were not 

only determined to retain every labourer they had previously 

possessed but were also anxious to acquire more labourers 

from among the neighbouring Caribs or 'Spaniards' or by 

immigration. 

In 1834 a Public Meeting decided to apply for 1,800 

Africans captured from slaving ships and a petition by the 

, most influential $ respectable Inhabitants' was sent to the 

Secretary of State in 1835, asking for 825 'of the captured 

Africans condemned by the British and other Commissioners at 

the Havanah, being sent to this Settlement. ' It was suggested 

'Archibald Robertson Gibbs, British Honduras: An Histori- 
cal and Descriptive Account of the Colony From its Settlement-, 

on on, 1883) 85,93,77U67 
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that they should be 'apprenticed' for a period of eight to 

sixteen years 'or at the option of the Employer, ' and that 

their labour was 'required in the Cutting of Mahogany. " 

In August 1836, Major Anderson, the Acting-Superintendent, 

reported the arrival of 256 'liberated' Africans from Havana2 

and in December 203 Africans, destined for Cuba on a Portu- 

guese slaver, were landed. Of the latter, it was said that 

'The greater part of the Males finding Countrymen amongst the 

Soldiers of the 2nd W. I. Regt. quartered here became desirous 

of enlisting in that corps' and forty-five men were so en- 

listed, the remainder being 'portioned out amongst the 

Inhabitants. '3 

The intention behind the immigration of more Africans, 

whose status was to be virtually that of slaves, was not only 

to increase the supply of labour but also to make the appren- 

tices more tractable after emancipation. This intention is 

made explicit in a report from a Special Magistrate to the 

Superintendent in 1838: 

I entertain confident hopes, that after 
the whole of the female apprentices have 
obtained their complete emancipation, they 
will return with greater willingness, to 
their former employments, and become a more 
useful body than they have hitherto been. 
The introduction of the successive Cargoes 
of Africans which have arrived in the Set- 
tlement, will tend to depreciate the services 
of the Apprentices after August next, and 
will render it the more necessary for the 
latter to conduct themselves with increased 
activity and atten ion, to enable them to 
obtain employment. 

1Cockburn to Sec. of State, 21 Jan. 1835, AB, R. 6 

2Anderson to Glenelg, 10 Aug. 1836, AB, R. 6 and CO 123/48 

3Anderson to Sec. of State, 20 Dec. 1836, CO 123/48 
4Gow to Macdonald, 1 Feb. 1838, CO 123/53 
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Nevertheless, these 'liberated' Africans could not have satis- 

fied the mahogany cutters' demand for labour. Shortly after 

their arrival many died of cholera, five were drowned and two 

committed suicide, leaving only 357 alive on 31 December 1837, 

and only 229 of those were male. 
l When the settlers objected 

to their recent acquisitions being emancipated at the same 

time as the other apprentices, orders were sent from London 

to the Commission at Cuba that no more Africans should be 

sent to Belize. This attempt to augment the labour force 

during the 1830s seems to have been a very limited success, 

and certainly did not fulfil the early hopes of the settlers. 

The labour force at the time of emancipation was not 

only small, but it may also have been actually diminishing. 

The number of adult male slaves in the Settlement declined 

from 1,645 in 1816 to 686 in 1835, according to the censuses, 

and the 1839 Census enumerated only nine hundred men, of whom 

the healthy labourers could not have numbered much more than 

eight hundred. With labour becoming such a scarce commodity, 

and with the mahogany trade booming, the mahogany houses were 

anxious to secure every able-bodied labourer they could, both 

from within and without the Settlement. 

Granted that the wealthy mahogany cutters were strongly 

motivated to keep the labour force tied to their enterprises 

after emancipation, it remains to be seen how they succeeded 

in doing so. After all, many of the planters in Trinidad, 

Jamaica, and British Guiana, attempted to keep their ex-slaves 

on the sugar plantations, but with less success. In Trinidad 

. and British Guiana there was such a massive withdrawal of 

1Gow to Macdonald, 1 March 1838, CO 123/53 
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plantation labour, the freedmen preferring to cultivate idle 

Crown Land for their own benefit, that the planters resorted 

to the equally massive importation of indentured East Indian 

labourers. In Jamaica, too, where planters had failed to 

control the freedmen with a system of rents for the huts and 

'grounds' which the slaves had formerly occupied free, there 

was an exodus of plantation labour. It has been argued that 

this led to the development of 'two different Jamaicas - the 

planters' Jamaica of the coastal plains and inland valleys, 

and the settlers' Jamaica of the mountain freeholds. The two 

were separated by culture and racial caste. '1 It has been 

said of the West Indian freedmen generally that 'where there 

was opportunity of a living off the estates, they departed in 

large numbers. Where they had little option, they continued 

as hired labourers for the planters. '2 

The wealthy cutters, of Belize reduced the options of 

their ex-slaves with a system of labour laws and practices 

designed to keep the labourers under very firm control. At 

the heart of this system of control was the practice of paying 

wages in 'advances. ' The hiring period for mahogany work was 

generally the Christmas holidays when both employers and la- 

bourers congregated in the town of Belize. The advance system 

was ostensibly intended to permit the labourer to purchase his 

supplies prior to going to the forests for the season, but the 

employers knew that the advances they gave were rarely used 

for buying clothing and other supplies. Instead, the money 

1Philip D. CurtinTwo Jamaicas: The Role of Ideas in a 
Tropical Colony, 1830-i865 ned., New York, 

2F. R. Augier et al., The Making of the West Indies 
(London, 1960) 186 
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was spent in 'keeping Christmas' in the festive fashion tra- 

ditional in the Settlement, with the result that the labourers 

would have to purchase their supplies on credit and at exorbi- 

tant prices from the employers' stores in the forests - the 

'truck' system. The effect of the combination of the 'advance' 

and 'truck' systems was to bind the labourer to his employer 

by keeping him in debt. Often the balance of the wages a 

worker received in the forest was insufficient to meet his 

expenses, he ended the season in debt to his employer, and 

would therefore have to work in a form of debt servitude for 

the employer in the following season. 

These practices, which originated in relation to the free 

labourers prior to emancipation, were certainly an effective 

mechanism of control even before they became incorporated into 

the laws of the Settlement in 1846, subsequently amended in 

1852.1 The laws imposed a penalty of imprisonment with hard 

labour for three months on a 'servant' failing to fulfil a 

contract after receiving advances, and among other repressive 

measures allowed the apprehension of a labourer without war- 

rant by the employer, or his agent, and the forcible removal 

of such a labourer to his designated place of work. 2 

This system of debt servitude could be easily enforced 

within the Settlement because the population was so small. 

It would be very difficult for an indebted labourer to remain 

undetected in Belize, and his position was aggravated by the 

undeveloped internal market situation. A labourer in Jamaica 

1Minutes of Public Meeting, 20 Jan. to 7 Feb. 1852, 
AB, R. 20 

2An Act to amend the Law relating to Contracts for Hire 
and Service, 18 Vic. Cap. 12, Laws of the Settlement of 
British Honduras (Belize, 1857 
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who wanted to avoid an employer could move to another parish 

in the island and could exchange his produce at any one of a 

number of markets, while his Belizean counterpart was restrict- 

ed to the town of Belize if he wanted to sell his produce. 

The undeveloped market situation in the Settlement also in- 

hibited the creation of a peasantry more directly. The Public 

Meeting which agreed to emancipate the apprentices on 1 August 

1838, also abolished all Sunday markets, thereby destroying 

the marketing institution generally preferred by the small 

cultivator for the sale of his products. 

The great reliance upon imported food which character- 

ized the period of slavery has remained a feature of Belize, 

much to the advantage of the commercial sector. While some 

slaves and free blacks had always cultivated foodstuffs and 

had managed to sell some of their produce, the small numbers 

of people in the Settlement and the dominating influence of 

the merchants had restricted the development of an internal 

market. Many of the biggest mahogany cutters, like Marshall 

Bennett, were also owners of large merchant houses, and there 

was an affinity of interests between the timber and commercial 

sectors which were not as differentiated as the planters and 

merchants of, say, Jamaica. The merchants of Belize certainly 

benefitted from the cutters' advance system and they were op- 

posed to the development of locally produced foods or of a 

self-sufficient peasantry. 

The underdevelopment of the internal marketing system, 

combined with the unavailability of accessible land, meant 

that few of the freedmen, even if they avoided debt servitude, 

could have depended on small farming as a practical means of 

livelihood. This is in great contrast with, say, Jamaica, 
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where the development of an internal marketing system during 

the period of slavery had provided a practical example and 

incentive for the freedmen to buy plots from abandoned or 

ruinate sugar estates and to make a living by small farming. 

Between 1840 and 1845, the number of people in Jamaica owning 

freehold plots of less than nine acres increased from 883 to 

20,724.1 In Berbice, British Guiana, of the fifteen thousand 

landless slaves who were emancipated in 1838, almost five 

thousand had bought and were cultivating seven thousand acres 

of land within four years. 
2 

It has been stated that 'Land prices throughout the 

British Caribbean ranged from about f4 to f10 per acre, de- 

pending on the territory and the quality of the land. These 

prices were not beyond the pockets of those who had saved 

during slavery and who had been working for good hourly wages 

during the apprenticeship period. '3 In the different circum- 

stances obtaining in Belize, however, the fl per acre demanded 

for Crown Land, in remote, wild and unexplored parts of the 

country and a long way from the only market in Belize Town, 

was not an attractive or practical proposition for the freed- 

men. To the extent that private land was changing hands, it 

was being sold by the smaller settlers to the bigger, who, 

wanting to keep their labourers, were unwilling to sell to the 

freedmen. As a consequence, the freedmen, denied access to 

private land and offered only the impracticable Crown Lands, 

1Douglas Hall, Free Jamaica 1838-1865: An Economic 
History (New Haven, 

2Augier, op. cit., 187 

3Ibid., 186 
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remained landless, and thus wholly dependent upon the merchant- 

cutter elite. 

Thus, while in many of the other British West Indian ter- 

ritories an independent peasantry developed after emancipation, 

no comparable development occurred in Belize, despite the ap- 

parently attractive man-land ratio. The freedmen of Belize 

had for long shown that they were interested in cultivating 

the soil, like their counterparts elsewhere in the West Indies, 

but because of their small numbers, the undeveloped state of 

the internal market, and the monopoly of land ownership by 

those who required their labour, the means of an independent 

existence were scarcely available to them. Although these 

factors were instrumental in inhibiting the growth of an in- 

dependent peasantry, few observers then or since have acknowl- 

edged the importance of them, and many have attempted to ex- 

plain the lack of development of a peasantry by suggesting 

that the labourers had an 'invincible distaste' for agricul- 

ture and an 'inherent preference' for mahogany cutting-' The 

fact is that the majority of the freedmen, like the slaves, 

were coerced to work in the mahogany gangs. Slavery having 

been abolished, new forms were developed to maintain the sub- 

mission of the labour force to the masters, primary among these 

being the combination of the advance and truck systems which 

trapped the freedmen in a form of debt servitude while the 

monopoly of land ownership denied them access to the means of 

an independent existence. 

The considerable redistribution of land that followed 

emancipation in Jamaica and elsewhere did not occur in Belize, 

'Gibbs, op. cit., 175 
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and the growth and diversification of agricultural production 

that could have been expected had a peasantry developed did 

not materialize. Superintendent Fancourt reported in 1847: 

Of Agriculture in British Honduras little 
that is satisfactory can be said. . . the culti- 
vation of the soil has been almost entirely 
neglected, a few of the labouring classes alone 
having their small plantations in which they 
raise plantains, yams & Indian corn, the first 
two in quantity barely sufficient for their 
own maintenance, the last mentioned in still 
smaller proportions. 1 

The fact that the freedmen were given 'little option' to leave 

the timber works meant that the Settlement remained dependent 

upon imported food. In summary, the situation after emancipa- 

tion remained very much to the advantage of the wealthy mahog- 

any cutters and merchants, both of whom benefitted from the 

existence of a landless proletariat which was controlled by 

the advance system, and both of whom were opposed to the de- 

velopment of an independent and self-sufficient peasantry. 

1Supt. Pancourt to Gov. Grey, 19 June 1847, AB, R. 25 



CHAPTER VIII 

Post-Emancipation Society -1 

The Return of the Maya to Western Belize 

In Chapter II an account was made of the Maya resistance 

to British incursions in the late eighteenth and early nine- 

teenth centuries, and of their retreat into the forests of 

the interior in the 1820s and 1830s. Little was heard of the 

Maya by the British settlers in those two decades. Beginning 

in 1847 this situation changed dramatically, however, and in 

the 1850s and 1860s the Maya were a significant force with 

which the colonial administration had to contend. 

The resurgence of the Maya of Yucatan that began in 1847 

was paralleled by a revival of anti-colonial activity among 

the Maya of the upper Belize River valley. A newspaper re- 

port of 12 June 1847 stated that, while Bacalar was threatened 

in the north, 

on several occasions recently we have heard 
of depredations being committed on the prop- 
erty of the Mahogany Cutters in the Belize 
River, and in one or two instances attacks 
on individuals, by what are called the 'wild 
Indians'... some two or three weeks since, a 
party of them attacked and plundered several 
of the storehouses of the gangs employed on 
the Eastern and Western Branches, and fears 
are entertained that unless some effectual 
means are at once resorted to this system 
of pillage will be continued. 

' 

It is uncertain whether Maya activity in and inhabitation of 

this area had been continuous since the early nineteenth 

1Honduras Observer and Belize Gazette, Vol. IV, No. 30, 
12 June 1847 
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century or whether they moved in and out of the area, some- 
times retiring from the intruding mahogany cutters and at 

other times retaliating upon their camps. But from the middle 

of the nineteenth century the Maya greatly increased their 

activities and settlement in the western District and in the 

north of the Settlement. 

A raid on a mahogany camp on the Rio Bravo was reported 

later in 1847,1 and in March 1848 some 'rndians... armed with 

bows and arrows' attacked Hill Bank on New River Lagoon. 2 

The former raid probably, and the latter raid certainly, 

originated from across the Rio Hondo in the north and not 

from the Belize River valley. But the events taking place in 

Yucatan were to profoundly influence the pattern of Maya set- 

tlement and the nature of their relations with the British in 

the west and north of Belize. The interaction between the 

Maya and the British, and between the various groups of Maya 

themselves, was complicated and frequently changing. 

The Santa Cruz Maya, who were engaged in the prolonged 

war with the Spanish - Mexicans known as the Guerra de las 

Castas, 3 
made a few raids across the Rio Hondo into the north- 

ern districts of Belize but never attempted to lay claim to 

any of the territory. The Santa Cruz preferred generally to 

keep good relations with the British as they needed the supply 

of arms and ammunition that came to them from the merchants 

of Belize. The British colonial officials were frequently 

willing to turn a blind eye to this munitions trade, despite 

IIbid., Vol. V, No. 51,30 Oct. 1847 

2Letter to G. Berkley, 17 March 1848; see also W. W. 
Coffin to Supt. Fancourt, 18 March 1848, AB, R. 28 

3See Nelson Reed, The Caste War of Yucatan (Stanford, 1964) 
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complaints from the Mexican Government, as long as the Santa 

Cruz were the de facto rulers of the territory just north of 

the Settlement's border. The British were very apprehensive 

of the dangers of alienating their powerful neighbours who had 

forcefully demonstrated their dislike of los blancos in Yucatan. 

Throughout the Guerra de las Castas, therefore, the British 

and the Santa Cruz, with brief exceptions, perceived a mutual 

interest in keeping the Rio Hondo a peaceful channel of com- 

munication. Not so the Mexicans, however, who wished to cut 

off the war supplies of their enemies, the Santa Cruz Maya. 

In 1853, apparently on the intervention of Superintendent 

Wodehouse who had succeeded Fancourt in a mediating role be- 

tween the Santa Cruz and the Mexicans, a section of Maya to 

the south and west of Santa Cruz submitted to the Mexican 

authorities. These Maya, known as los Pacificos del Sur, 

consisted of various groups, including the Ixcanha, the Locha, 

and the Chichenha, who formed and reformed in a series of 

alliances, splits, and realliances, between the two centres 

of Power, the Mexicans of Campeche and the Maya of Santa Cruz. 

At one time, Pablo Encalada, the leader of the Locha, claimed 

control over all los Pacificos, with the support of the Mexi- 

cans but basing his authority on the 'votes of the Indians in 

the different villages-" One group of Maya, the Chichenha, 

located close to the north west border of Belize, proved par- 

ticularly independent of any such alliances, however. 

Chichenha was a Maya settlement with a long history. In 

1695, the Maya of 'Chichanha' were discovered plotting to 

1Statement of Encalada's Commissioners, Feb. 1867, 
AB, R. 89 
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massacre the Spaniards who resided in their town. The leader 

was executed in the town plaza and many of the Maya scattered 

into the surrounding jungle. ' Said to have been reestablished 

in 1733, it was first referred to in the British records as 

'a considerable Town named Chechenha' in 1826.2 The Maya of 

Chichenha had been among the first to sign a treaty of peace 

in 1851, but peace with the Mexican authorities meant war with 

the Santa Cruz. Jose Maria Barrera, founder of the cult of 

the Speaking Cross, marched on Chichenha with about five hun- 

dred men, burned the village and captured the head, Angelino 

Itzä. 3 Through signing the treaty the Chichenha Maya had 

gained no protection from remote Campeche or Merida, but had 

brought the wrath of the Santa Cruz upon themselves. By the 

treaty of 1853 los Pacificos del Sur were to fight against 

the Santa Cruz, Maya against Maya, the Chichenha agreeing to 

furnish four hundred men for the Mexican cause. In particu- 

lar, the Mexicans wanted the Chichenha to cut the trade in 

war materials between Belize and Santa Cruz. 

The Chichenha Maya, led by Luciano Zuc, raided the mahog- 

any works of Young Toledo $ Co. at Blue Creek in September 

1856. They demanded rent for cutting on Mexican territory 

and ransom for the prisoners they had taken. 4 This action, 

which was repeated in May the following year, appears to have 

been motivated not so much by Mexican interests as by a desire 

lAlfonso Villa Rojas, The Maya of East Central Quintana 
Roo (Washington, 1945) 17 

2George Hyde to Marshall Bennett, 12 Feb. 1826, CO 123/37 

3Reed, op. cit., 141 
4Supt. Stevenson to Gov. Bell, 9 Sept. 1856 and 16 Oct. 

1856, AB, R. 55 
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for gain on the part of the Chichenha themselves. But, in 

1857, the Santa Cruz again attacked the Chichenha and the 

village disintegrated. 

A division took place among the survivors of Chichenha, 

some of them, under Zuc, moving towards the border of Belize 

and settling at Icaich6, a village in an inaccessible swampy 

region, and others, 'nearly one half... of the whole force, 

accompanied by women & children, under the guidance of 

Asunsion Ek march southward & settle in the territory of 

Guatemala and of British Honduras. '1 These latter Chichenha 

Maya appear to have been motivated by a desire for peace, 

retiring from the struggles of Yucatan and settling in an 

area which was probably thinly populated by other Maya. 

On 15 May 1857 Superintendent Seymour reported: 

On a visit which I recently made to the 
Northern $ Western frontiers of this settle- 
ment I fell in with some Indian residents of 
British Honduras, who communicated to me the 
intelligence that several bodies of Indians 
of another tribe; the Chichenhas, - numbering 
in the aggregate... 8000 individuals, forsaking 
the neighbouring province of Yucatan have 
immigrated to our side of the Hondo where 
they are employed in burning & otherwise 
destroying bush & mahogany trees with a view 
to the cultivation of the soil, contemplating 
permanent occupation. 

2 

Seymour himself stated an unwillingness 'to make myself re- 

sponsible for the accuracy of the numbers reported, ' and eight 

thousand is certainly an overestimation. At the time of 

Seymour's report these Maya were settling near 'the remoter 

mahogany works' from New River Lagoon west to Booth's River 

and over the boundary in the Pet6n. Seymour made a point of 

1Supt. Seymour to Gov. Eyre, 12 Nov. 1862, AB, R. 81 
2AB, R. 52 
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insisting that the immigrants 'must not be allowed to destroy 

the trees which alone give value to the land on which they are 

squatted, '1 the exploitation of Belize's timber resources being 

the sole raison d'etre of the British Settlement's existence 

at that time. Seymour wanted 'to persuade them to accept work 

$ wages in the interior, '2 believing that by incorporating 

them into the labour force 'much ultimate benefit to the set- 

tlement'3 might ensue. 

In the following years, Ek's Chichenha Maya drifted fur- 

ther south towards the Belize River, away from Zuc who seemed 

anxious to reestablish his authority over them. In 1862, a 

Commissioner sent by Seymour found them in the Yalbac Hills 

just north of the Belize River in the western district. 4 

Their main village was San Pedro, lying less than ten miles 

north west of. Young Girl, and inhabited by about three hun- 

dred and fifty people. Their villages extended northwards, 

to include San Jose, Chumbulchee, and Naranjal, and Ek's author- 

ity extended west, beyond Chorro and San Domingo, to villages 

within the Peten. The population of ten of the villages was 

estimated by the Commissioner to amount to over nine hundred 

persons. 

Though the area into which Ek's Maya migrated may have 

been already populated, Eric Thompson is misleading, and pos- 

sibly incorrect, in saying that 'Indians... inhabiting villages 

such as Yalbac were probably the descendants of the Maya of 

1lbid. 

2Ibid. 

3Seymour to Bell, 17 June 1857, AB, R. 52 
4Edward Rhys to Seymour, 3 Nov. 1862, AB, R. 78 
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Tipu culture. '1 Yalbac was not a Maya village, as Thompson 

implies, but a mahogany camp on Labouring Creek. Moreover, 

Thompson makes no distinction between the Maya who may have 

already inhabited the area (though not necessarily uninter- 

ruptedly since Tipu) and those who migrated with Ek from north 

of the Rio Hondo and who may have borne no relation whatever 

to the Tipu Maya. That Ek may have settled in an area that 

was already inhabited by Maya is indicated by a reference to 

the village of 'San Pedro on the River Belize' shown in a 

Guatemalan map of 18322 to be in the vicinity of Ek's village. 

So, while it cannot be denied that there may have been some 

continuity between Tipu and the nineteenth century settle- 

ments, there is, first, no evidence to support such a claim, 

and second, we do know that considerable numbers of the Maya 

in that area had migrated from the north. 

Ek's group had moved into the last area of western Belize 

that had not been penetrated by the woodcutters - the Yalbac 

Hills. British settlers, the sole goal of whom was the extrac- 

tion of timber, had always restricted themselves to camps on 

the rivers and creeks, down which they could float the huge 

mahogany logs to the coast. The frontier of their exploita- 

tion, for it was hardly settlement in any permanent sense, had 

moved west from New River lagoon and Roaring Creek since the 

early nineteenth century. By the middle of the century, the 

mahogany cutters had penetrated the north west up the Rio 

Bravo and Booth's River, and the west along Labouring Creek 

to Yalbac and up the Belize River as far as Duck Run, near 

1J. Eric S. Thompson, Maya History and Religion 
(Norman, 1970) 71 

2'Departamento de Verapaz, Ano de 1832, ' CO 123/47 



259 

present day San Ignacio el Cayo. The Maya settled just beyond 

this frontier, in the Yalbac Hills, but they were close enough 

to the mahogany camps to make the mahogany cutters and the 

colonial administrators apprehensive about them. Superin- 

tendent Seymour attempted to control these new immigrants, 

and to bring them under the authority of the colonial admin- 

istration, by appointing Ek as their 'Commandante' and appoint- 

ing other individuals in the various villages as 'Alcaldes, ' 

giving them all symbols of their offices. 
1 Though, in fact, 

this amounted merely to a recognition of Ek's own previously 

established authority among the Maya, Seymour attempted to 

make them dependent upon British protection. The Superin- 

tendent's intention was only fulfilled with difficulty, how- 

ever, after a period of struggle and armed conflict. 

The Icaich¬ Maya had been led, since the death of Zuc 

in 1864, by Marcos Canul, a man who showed little respect for 

British authority and did not recognize British territorial 

claims in the north west of the Colony. Canul's raid on a 

-mahogany camp at Qualm Hill on the Rio Bravo in April 1866 

was considered very serious by the timber companies and the 

colonial administration. Two men had lost their lives, rent 

was demanded for the use of land considered to be British 

territory, and a considerable ransom was demanded for the 

prisoners taken in the raid. 
2 Six months later the adminis- 

tration was afraid that the Icaiche Maya were about to join 

those in the Yalbac Hills, thereby threatening the Belize 

River camps. It appears that Canul was under some pressure 

1Rhys to Seymour, 3 Nov. 1862, AB, R. 78 
2See AB, R. 93, passim. 
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from both the Santa Cruz and the Locha Maya in the north, ' 

while Ek expressed apprehension of the approach of the 

Icaich6,2 probably fearing that he would be displaced if the 

two groups of the Chichenha Maya became reunited. In any 

case, a hasty march on San Pedro by one Captain Delamere 

actually precipitated the very realliance it had been in- 

tended to prevent. The San Pedro Maya, feeling they had 

somehow earned the disapproval of the British, could only 

turn to Canul for support. Canul and his troops arrived in 

San Pedro early in December, promptly demanded rent from a 

mahogany camp, 3 and protested to Lieutenant Governor Austin 

'that English troops had been scouring the country... with a 

view of molesting the Indians. '4 A detachment of British 

troops was sent up the Belize River under the command of 

Major McKay but, on the morning of 21 December, they were 

routed on their way to San Pedro by the combined Maya forces 

led by Canul's second-in-command, Rafael Chan. 5 The British 

casualties were five dead and sixteen wounded, and the Civil 

Commissioner, Mr. Edward Rhys, was abandoned in the precipi- 

tate retreat and never heard from again. Though the situation 

appeared serious to the British at the time, and caused con- 

siderable panic throughout the Colony, the repercussions were 

1Capt. Delamere to Gov. Austin, 4 Oct. 1866, and Pablo 
Encalada to Austin, 8 Nov. 1866, AB, R. 89 

2Asuncion Ek to Austin, 9 Nov. 1866, AB, R. 89 

3J. Swasey to Young Toledo $ Co., 5 Dec. 1866, AB, R. 89 

4Gen. Canul and Com. Chan to Austin, 9 Dec. 1866, 
AB, R. 89 

5Major McKay to Austin, 24 Dec. 1866, AB, R. 95, and 
R. Williamson to Austin, 26 Dec. 1866, AB, R. 89 
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in fact to prove far more serious for the Maya of the Yalbac 
Hills. 

Troop reinforcements having arrived in Belize early in 

1867, a Field Force of over three hundred soldiers, complete 

with incendiary rockets, was organized and led by Lieutenant 

Colonel Harley. Entering San Pedro without opposition on 

9 February, they burnt the village to the ground. San Pedro 

had been a village 'of some 50 houses most of them well built 

and substantial, beside larger buildings, which were of a 

solid construction, such as the Fiesta House, Chapel, etc. - 
but nothing of San Pedro now remains except the Chapel, its 

population... was not less than between 3, and 400 people. '1 

Harley went on to destroy 'The rich and ample provision 

grounds of San Pedro covering a large extensive plain, about 

3 or 4 miles from the Town... as also their corn houses. '2 

The British troops also destroyed the Maya villages of Santa 

Teresa, San Jose, Naranjal, Cerro, Santa Cruz, and Chumbulche, 

burning the adjacent corn and provision grounds and the gra- 

naries, in order to drive the Maya out of the district. 3 

This they appeared to have done, the area remaining sparsely 

occupied for a while, but slowly the Maya drifted back, re- 

building and reoccupying some of their old villages. 

Canul kept up his struggle against the British during 

the next five years. In April 1870 Canul and his men marched 

into Corozal and occupied the town and on 31 August 1872, 

leading about one hundred and fifty men, Canul attacked the 

ILt. Col. Harley to Austin, 9 Feb. 1867, AB, R. 95 
2Harley to Austin, 15 Feb. 1867, AB, R. 95 
3Capt. Carmichael to Thomas Graham, 30 March 1867, and Harley to Austin, 7 Sept. 1867, AB, R. 95 
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barracks at Orange Walk (New River). After several hours of 

fighting the Icaich( were unable to dislodge the garrison so 

they retired. Canul, who had been fatally wounded, was car- 

ried over the Hondo where he died on 1 September 1872.1 That 

was the last serious attack on the Colony and more peaceable, 

but still uneasy, relations continued between the Icaiche Maya 

and the British throughout the 1870s. 

The Maya who had migrated to the Yalbac Hills in the mid- 

nineteenth century were a splinter from one of the several 

groups of the Maya of Yucatan who had been divided against 

each other during the Guerra de las Castas. But this group, 

the San Pedro Maya under Ek, had avoided one area of conflict 

only to be drawn into another. Escaping the conflict between 

the Spanish-Mexicans and the Santa Cruz Maya, which had de- 

veloped into a fraternal struggle between groups of Maya, Ek 

and his followers Were unable to remain neutral in the con- 

flict between the British and the Icaiche Maya, despite the 

fact that they had settled in a remote region. The realliance 

between the San Pedro Maya and the Icaich6 Maya was a tempo- 

rary affair, at first precipitated but later destroyed by 

British military action. When the San Pedro Maya were joined 

by the Icaiche they were able to win the battle of San Pedro 

in 1866, but they were to lose the subsequent war. Driven 

out of the Yalbac Hills area in 1867, these Maya, upon their 

return, were dominated by the British colonialists, while the 

Icaiche Maya were beaten back across the northern border dur- 

ing the following five years. 

1Major Johnston to Gov. Cairns, 11 Sept. 1872, and 
Cerapio Ramos to Johnston, 15 Sept. 1872, AB, R. 111 
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The zeal with which the British crushed the San Pedro 

Maya in 1867 is in part explained by their desire to revenge 

the rout of the previous year, but it was also caused by their 

desire to secure the extremities of the Colony for the settle- 

ment of potential immigrant Confederate refugees from the 

American Civil War. Most of the immigrants who came stayed 

only a few years in the south of the colony, but the policy 

of attracting white settlers remained. This policy was in- 

fluenced by, but not based solely on, a desire to develop 

agriculture in the western district and the upper Belize 

River valley. The policy was also intended to increase the 

proportion of whites in the population, which, by the second 

half of the nineteenth century, had fallen to about one and 

a half percent. The Maya, who were trying to develop the in- 

terior of Belize for their own agricultural purposes, were 

thus the victims of a racialist scheme of colonization. The 

Maya were seen in the colonial scheme, not as the agricultural 

pioneers that they in fact were, but merely as a nuisance to 

the mahogany business and as a potential source of labour for 

white-owned plantations. 

In 1857, Superintendent Seymour had worried about the 

Maya destroying the mahogany trees 'which alone give value to 

the land, ' and sought to make them into wage labourers. At 

that time 'British Honduras' was still not officially a colony, 

there was little interest in agricultural development, and 

even the registration of land titles had not been instituted. 

Within the next decade, however, all this was to change and 

the place of the Maya within the colonial structure had to be 

more defined and systematised. Even before the declaration 

of colonial status, an Act was passed in Belize 'to provide 
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for the more speedy Administration of Justice in the rural 

districts of British Honduras, '1 giving a legal basis to the 

position of Alcalde which had been adopted from the Spanish 

colonial system. When the appointment of Alcaldes was approved 

by the Secretary of State in 1864, their monthly salary being 

fixed at $5.00, the administrative system for controlling the 

Maya was established. 

In 1867, Lieutenant Governor Austin issued the following 

regulation: 'No Indian will be at liberty to reside upon or 

occupy, or cultivate any land without previous payment or en- 

gagement to pay rent whether to the Crown or the owner of the 

land. '2 The following year, in a lengthy 'Report on the Land 

Question, ' Lieutenant Governor Longden discussed what could be 

done with the Maya villages which had been reestablished in 

the western district: 

Several of these villages are situate 
upon the lands claimed either by the British 
Honduras Company or Messrs. Young Toledo and 
Company, but whenever they are situate on 
Crown Lands I think the villages and a suf- 
ficient surrounding space should be reserved 
in the hands of the Crown for the use of the 
Indians, - no marketable titles being issued 
to them to enable them to dispose of such 
lands. 3 

Thus it was made clear that whereas the largest landowners of 

the country, who only a few years before had obtained firm 

titles to their vast lands, were not to be disturbed, the Maya 

should not be allowed to own land but were to be confined to 

1Laws 
of British Honduras (1881? ) 31-3 

228 Feb. 1867, AB, R. 96 
3Lt. Gov. Longden to Gov. Grant, 6 March 1868, AB, 

R. 98, emphasis in original 
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reservations, the latter being created by the Crown Lands 

Ordinance in 1872. 

The settlement of the Maya in the west of Belize in the 

latter part of the nineteenth century took place within the 

discriminatory restrictions of the colonial framework. With 

a decline in the timber trade, the formalization of the colo- 

nial status of the territory, and the growth of agricultural 

interests, the land itself was seen for the first time by the 

colonizers as being intrinsically valuable and the interior 

was seen as a potential site of agricultural exploitation. 

The Maya, who had first been driven back and kept away from 

the valuable mahogany trees, were then perceived as potential 

agricultural wage labourers to be exploited by immigrant white 

capitalists. In the colonial scheme of things, therefore, the 

Maya had to be denied the right to own land, in order to de- 

prive them of their independent means of livelihood and make 

them dependent upon the prospective employers. A late nine- 

teenth century account of the Maya described them as subsist- 

ence farmers but stressed their potentiality as plantation 

labourers: 

The Indians.. . are baptized, but mix up 
idolotrous rites and superstitious beliefs 
with the Christian creed and ceremonies... 
They live industriously and inoffensively 
in villages scattered over the district, 
cultivating their patches of maize and 
pulse, their pigs and poultry ... The indig- 
enous Indian-might be made available to 
some extent could he be induced to quit his 
scattered village-homes, and this if perhaps 
the cheapest labour to be procured. 

'Archibald Robertson Gibbs, British Honduras: An Histori- 
cal and Descriptive Account of the o on From its Settlement-, 

on on, 1883) 162 and Gibbs had been the Commis- 
s iat Officer in the Field Force which destroyed the Maya 
villages in the Yalbac Hills region in 1867 
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Spanish contact with the Maya of Belize in the sixteenth 

and seventeenth centuries was significant but sporadic because 

the Spanish never settled in the area. For the first century 

after the arrival of the British there was little or no con- 

tact between the two peoples, but there followed a century of 

skirmishing and warfare at the end of which the British estab- 

lished their dominance over the Maya. By the time "British 

Honduras" was declared a Crown Colony, the Maya had been in- 

corporated into the colonial social structure as a dispos- 

sessed and dominated group. 

Caribs and Creoles 

Just as the Maya were incorporated into the colonial 

social structure in the 1860s as a dominated and dispossessed 

group, so too were the Caribs, as the colonial administration 

extended its jurisdiction into the southern parts of the Set- 

tlement. The Caribs, or 'Black Caribs, ' of Belize are people 

who are of predominantly African racial origin, being descend- 

ents of Africans who had escaped from slavery in the Windward 

Islands and mixed with the Carib Indians of St. Vincent, from 

whence five thousand of them were transported by the British 

in 1797 to the island of Ruatan, off the coast of Honduras. ' 

Some of them later moved onto coastal areas of Honduras, and 

by 1802 there were about one hundred and fifty Carib settlers 

in the Stann Creek area. 
2 The British settlers had some years 

1See William Young, An Account of the Black Charaibs in 
the Island of St. Vincent on on, ; Douglas Mac ae 

ay or, The Black Carib of British Honduras (New York, 1951); 
Joseph Pa acio, 'Black Carib History up to 1795, ' Journal of 
Belizean Affairs, Vol. 1 (June, 1973) 31 - 41 

2Sir John Alder Burdon, Archives of British Honduras 
(3 v., London, 1935) II, 57 an 
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previously gone as far south as Deep River, which is about 

twice the distance from the Belize River mouth to Stann Creek, 

so that the Caribs soon found themselves being affected by 

the jurisdiction of the Magistrates. The Caribs were princi- 

pally engaged in fishing and the cultivation of ground foods, 

and it is possible that they took some of their produce up to 

Belize town to market. Certainly they were visiting the town 

by 1811, as a Magistrates Meeting in that year directed that 

all Caribs arriving at the Fort (in Belize town) must get a 

permit or ticket from the Superintendent, or quit the Settle- 

ment within 48 hours. ' 

In 1835, when there were about five hundred Caribs in the 

south of the Settlement, they were said to be 'carrying on a 

constant traffic by sea with Belize, in plaintains, maize, 

poultry, etc. The men in great part hire themselves by the 

year to Mahogany cutters. '2 In the following year it was 

stated that 'Most of them speak English, and from them the 

Mahogany Cutters derive their best labourers, '3 though a few 

years before a Public Meeting had referred to the problem of 

'runaway Caribs' and resolved to appoint a constable in Stann 

Creek for their apprehension. 
4 In 1841 'Stand Creek' was 

described as a 'flourishing village... which now probably con- 

tains one half of the entire tribe' of Caribs. 'This village 

is now their largest settlement, and is rapidly increasing, 

IIbid., 146 

2Thomas Miller to Under Sec. Gladstone, 13 Feb. 1835, 
AB, R. 11 and CO 123/47 

3Act. Supt. Anderson to Sec. of State, 28 April 1836, 
AB, R. 6 

4Minutes 
of Public Meeting, March 1833, CO 123/44 
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both from natural causes and immigration. '1 There were said 
to be a thousand Caribs, three hundred of whom were employed 
as woodcutters and seventy were fishermen, chiefly catching 
the hawksbill turtle. At about the same time, the American 

traveller Stephens described the Carib town of Punta Gorda 

which 

consisted of about five hundred inhabitants... 
Besides cotton and rice, the cahoon, banana, 
coconut, pineapple, orange, lemon, and plan- 
tain, with many other fruits which we do not 
know even by name, were growing with such 
luxuriance that at first their very fragrance 
was oppressive. 2 

Although, in the 1830s, the Caribs were being employed 

as mahogany cutters and were being converted by the Wesleyan 

Missionary, Thomas Jefferies, they were still largely inde- 

pendent, self-sufficient, and unincorporated into the colonial 

social structure. With the southward expansion of the Settle- 

ment, and the growing demand for labour caused by emancipation 

and the growth of interest in commercial agriculture, the semi- 

autonomy of the Caribs was overcome and they were rapidly in- 

tegrated into the society as yet another dominated and dis- 

possessed group. 

For about fifty years the Caribs had occupied lands in 

the south for the cultivation of subsistence crops, but when 

the Laws in Force Act of 1855 provided unequivocal official 

recognition of the validity of location titles the Caribs' 

provision grounds were not included. The Laws in Force Act 

gave retroactive legitimacy to the ownership of land which 

1Capt. Bird Allen, 'Sketch of the Eastern Coast of Central America..., ' Journal of the Royal Geographical 
Society of London, Vol. 

2John 
L. Stephens, Incidents of Travel in Central America, 

Chiapas and Yucatan (2 v., New York, , 
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had been occupied by the settlers, or had been simply appro- 

priated by them under the old location laws, before 1817. It 

was further enacted that any person who was in quiet and un- 

disturbed possession of a location, either by himself or the 

person through whom he claims, since 1 January 1840, 'shall 

have good right to such possession as against any grantee or 

other person whomsoever. '1 The Bill received the Royal 

Assent and was proclaimed on 8 March 1856, the British gov- 

ernment thereby confirming the titles to land held under the 

old location laws. This Act fulfilled its purpose of giving 

proper freehold titles to the old settlers, but it was never 

applied to people like the Caribs despite the fact that many 

of them had occupied their land without challenge since before 

1817 and certainly since 1840. 

Shortly after the Laws in Force Act had recognized the 

validity of the old settlers' occupation of land and had 

given them freehold titles, the decision was taken to deny 

the Caribs any title to their lands. In 1857, J. H. Faber, 

the Crown Surveyor, issued the following Notice in the Carib 

town of Stann Creek: 

Leases for the town lots in Standing 
Creek and plantation ground on the neigh- 
bouring Crown lands will be issued at the 
Colonial Secretary's Office in Belize. 

The leases will be for the term of 
seven fourteen or twenty one years at the 
annual rate of one dollar. 

It is not compulsory for the present 
inhabitants of Standing Creek to take out 
a lease - but in the event of their leaving 
this place without having obtained one, 
they will forfeit their right to the houses 

1'An Act to declare the Laws in Force in this Settle- 
ment, ' 18 Vic. Cap. 22, Laws of British Honduras in force 
on 31 Dec. 1881 (1882) 

1ý 
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or other buildings they may have erected, 
and the constable has received instructions 
to take possession of said buildings and 
keep them at the disposal of the Crown. l 

In a letter to the Superintendent explaining his reasons 
for issuing the Notice, Faber argued that 'it is generally 

known that the Caribs are of a very erratic and nomadic dis- 

position & for the slightest reason they will immediately 

emigrate to another part of the coast & there form the nucleus 

of another settlement, ' and that his intention was 'to give... 

to each householder such document as will ensure him a peace- 

able enjoyment of his house and plantation on our territory, 

and that for the small stipend of one dollar paid yearly. ' 

He expressed the hope 'that we will by this measure attract 

near Belize a valuable body of labourers, ' and concluded that 

'Several Caribs in Standing Creek have already applied for 

their papers (as they call the lease) which proves that my 

object has been rightly understood. '2 

The Caribs, of course, felt obliged to apply for the 

leases through fear of losing their houses and plantations 

unless they complied with the Notice. If the intention was 

really to give 'each householder such document as will ensure 

him a peaceable enjoyment of his house and plantation, ' an 

enjoyment which had only been disturbed by the interference 

of the colonial officials, then the appropriate document would 

have been a Crown grant giving freehold title to land long 

occupied, and not an annual lease the cost of which would in 

a few years exceed the value of the land. But Faber expressed 

his real motive, which was to convert the Caribs from a largely 

116 Oct. 1857, AB, R. 58 
2J. H. Faber to Seymour, 21 Oct. 1857, AB, R. 58 
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self-sufficient peasantry into a labour supply for the 

mahogany gangs. Later the Caribs were also in demand to work 

on the developing sugar estates in the south of the Colony. 

Accordingly, the Caribs had to be deprived of their independ- 

ence and curbed in their 'erratic and nomadic disposition' 

in order to make of them a more disciplined and tractable 

labour force. Made annual tenants on Crown Land in 1857, 

they were later, along with the Maya, deprived of the oppor- 

tunity of holding lands by freehold title when Reserves were 

established by the Crown Lands Ordinance of 1872. Since be- 

fore 1857 the Caribs had occupied lands in the south without 

molestation from the colonial authorities, the Notice of 1857 

and the subsequent establishment of Reserves must be regarded 

as a dispossession of the Caribs from their lands. 

By the late 1850s the number of Caribs in the Settlement 

had increased considerably. A rough census indicated that 

there were one thousand one hundred Caribs in Stann Creek 

town and four hundred more in Punta Gorda. A number of vil- 

lages, such as Sibun Creek, Seven Hills, Lower Stann Creek, 

and Jonathans Point, were said to have between one hundred and 

one hundred and fifty Caribs each. In all, there were said 

to be about two thousand two hundred Caribs in the Settlement, 

or about a tenth of the whole population. 1 

The population of African origin, apart from the maroon 

settlements, some disbanded soldiers, and a few freedmen, had 

never possessed land. The chief occupation of this group was 

still mahogany extraction and, as this occupation was seasonal 

and involved shifting camps, most of the members of mahogany 

1Seymour 
to Gov. Darling, March 1858, AB, R. 5S 
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gangs had their permanent homes in the town of Belize. Espe- 

cially after the depression in the mahogany trade in the late 

1840s and 1850s, there was an increasing tendency for these 

people, who became known as the 'Creoles, ' to reside and work 

in the town of Belize, performing various urban occupations. 

By 1881 Belize Town contained 5,767 people, or about twenty- 

one percent of the Colony's population, and these were pre- 

dominantly Creoles. ' 

There were nevertheless some people of African origin 

who engaged in subsistence farming and in production for the 

internal market. These small farms were principally in the 

Belize District or along the rivers or the coast, from whence 

the peasants could transport their produce to the market in 

the capital by dug-outs or dories. Daniel Morris, Curator of 

the Jamaica Botanical Gardens who visited Belize in 1882, 

described the produce of such small farms: 'The settlements 

along the coast, inhabited by Creoles, Caribs, or Spaniards, 

are generally surrounded by patches of bananas, plaintains 

and coconuts; with cassava, sugar-cane, sweet potato, rice 

and wanglo, to supply their daily wants. '2 When their daily 

wants could not be satisfied directly by their produce, or by 

the sale of their produce in the market, these people would 

sell their labour power as more or less temporary farm or 

forest workers. Only a few of them owned any land, most being 

'squatters' with no title and very precarious possession. 

Lieutenant Governor Longden stated in 1868 that such small 

'Great Britain, Colonial Office, Report of the British 
Guiana and British Honduras Settlement Commission, Cm3 
(London, 1948) 223 

2D. Morris, The Colony of British Honduras: Its Resources 
and Prospects (Lon on, 1883) 31 
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plantations, though occupied for over fifty years by the dis- 

banded soldiers, could, where there was no title, be 'sold... 

over the heads of the present occupiers to large proprietors. 'l 

The small cultivators were thus susceptible to dispossession 

and, despite their sometimes lengthy occupation and utiliza- 

tion of the land, they were perceived by the colonial admin- 

istrators and the 'large proprietors' as 'unauthorized occu- 

pants, ' squatters, and trespassers. 

The insecurity of tenure experienced by these peasants, 

coupled with limitations of technology (the chief tools at 

their disposal were machetes, axes, and fire), and the habits 

established during slavery of shifting from camp to camp, en- 

couraged the adoption of swidden agriculture and the reliance 

upon quickly maturing rather than permanent crops. These con- 

ditions, along with the undeveloped marketing and transporta- 

tion systems and an extraordinary monopolization of land 

resources, have militated against the development of sedentary 

peasant farming in Belize. One effect of this has been the 

continued reliance of the population on expensive imported 

foodstuffs, which has been much to the advantage of the com- 

mercial sector. Another effect, particularly among people of 

African origin, is that farming activity has come to be de- 

valued and is perceived, at best, as a part-time venture and 

a stand-by if employment opportunities become scarce -a 

situation which has benefitted the employer class. 

For a variety of reasons, therefore, the masses of the 

non-white colonized, whether Maya, Carib, or African, were 

1Longden to Grant, 6 March 1868, AB, R. 98 
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dependent upon finding employment as wage labourers, this 

situation being the result of the actions of the employers 

and also of colonial policy. 



CHAPTER IX 

Post-Emancipation Society -2 

Agriculture 

From the initial British settlement the extraction of 

timber, first logwood and then mahogany, had been the chief 

economic raison d'etre of the emerging colony. Though some 

of the slaves and freedmen, the Caribs and the Maya, had en- 

gaged in cultivation, chiefly for subsistence purposes, the 

Settlement's elite had shown little interest in the develop- 

ment of agriculture. In part, this was due to the prohibition 

on the cultivation of commercial crops in the treaties with 

Spain, and the occasional requests made to the British govern- 

ment for permission to cultivate such crops for export met 

with negative replies. But, given the shortage of labour and 

the abundant supplies of mahogany, there was also little in- 

centive in the first decades of the nineteenth century for 

the elite to become involved in plantation agriculture in 

Belize. Following emancipation and the rapid depletion of 

mahogany reserves due to the increased demand for the timber 

in the 1830s, however, some individuals began to consider 

agriculture as an alternative economic basis for the Settle- 

ment. 

An Agricultural Company was formed in 1839 to encourage 

and promote agricultural activity, 
' but nothing came from 

that effort. In the same year, some of the settlers had 

1Supt. Macdonald to Chairman, Public Meeting, 4 March 
1839, AB, R. 16, and The Honduras Almanack (Belize, 1839) 

275 
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petitioned the Secretary of State, requesting that the produce 

of the Settlement be admitted into English ports at the same 

rates of duty as that of other dependencies. The reply was 

discouraging, though a very guarded permission to grant lands 

for cultivation was given. 
1 This did not satisfy the settlers, 

however, and at a Public Meeting in 1841 they decided to for- 

ward a petition to the House of Commons. The petition stated 

that previous memorials had been sent in 1833,1835, and 1839, 

and noted that: 

The Cutting of [mahogany and logwood] 
having become a precarious Employment, your 
Petitioners are desirous of acquiring the 
unquestionable right of cultivating this 
extensive soil, with a bona fide Title of 
Propriety [sic] in the Arable Lands thereof; 
and with unrestricted permission to export 
such cultivated products from this and to 
have them Imported into the United Kingdom, 
at the same rate of Duties Is from the 
British West India Islands. 

No reply to this petition appears to have been made. 

In 1847 the Superintendent had to report that 'Of Agri- 

culture in British Honduras little that is satisfactory can 

be said. '3 He reported that, though 'two or three individuals 

have recently applied themselves to the manufacture of rum, ' 

sugar was still 'almost exclusively derived from the Town of 

Bacalar in Yucatan. ' He concluded that 'the existing body of 

Merchants $ Mahogany Cutters' would probably never invest cap- 

ital in the cultivation of the soil, despite the fact that 

'sugar cane grows luxuriantly. ' The prospects for agricultural 

development were thus very dim in 1847. The population was 

1Lord Normanby to Macdonald, 29 June 1839, AB, R. 15 

2Petition to the House of Commons, 2 March 1841, AB, R. 20 

3Supt. Fancourt to Gov. Grey, 19 June 1847, AB, R. 25 
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small, the freedmen were confined to forestry work by their 

inability to obtain land, there was no export market and the 

internal market was undeveloped, and the major merchants and 

mahogany cutters had little interest in investing in agri- 

culture. 

However, when the Maya of Yucatan rose in revolt against 

the white settlers of Spanish origin in 1847, a series of 

events was set in motion which was to have major consequences 

for the economy and social structure of Belize. As a result 

of the chaos and bloodshed of the Guerra de las Castas, during 

which the population of Yucatan was almost halved, ' thousands 

of Maya and mestizos fled into Belize. Many of these refugees 

returned to Yucatgn, but a large number remained and settled, 

some, as has been described, in the west, but most in the 

north. The report on the Blue Book for 1856, which estimated 

a total permanent population of about twenty thousand, stated 

that over a quarter of the people were in the Northern Dis- 

trict, 2 
most of whom would have been Yucatecan refugees. 

That report stated that there were an estimated seven thou- 

sand people living permanently in the Town of Belize, four 

thousand people in the Southern District, three thousand in 

the Western District, and five thousand five hundred in the 

Northern District. In 1857, it was reported that the town of 

Corozal 'now in the sixth year of its existence already pos- 

sesses 4500 inhabitants, '3 and that the population of the 

Northern District, excluding Indians, was between ten and 

1504,635 in 1841 to 256,381 in 1854: Supt. Seymour to 
Gov. Darling, March 1858, AB, R. 55 

2Supt. Stevenson to Lt. Gov. Bell, 2 March 1857, AB, R. 55 

3Seymour to Darling, 16 Nov. 1857, AB, R. 55 
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twelve thousand. 'Tickets of residence' were issued at 

Corozal to two thousand adult male immigrants in 1857, it 

being estimated that they were only a quarter of the refugees. 
l 

In 1858, a census taken by the Fathers of the Society of 

Jesus 'of such towns villages $ mahogany works as are par- 

tially or entirely inhabited by Roman Catholics'2 showed the 

enormous growth of villages in the Northern District, popu- 

lated by Yucatecan refugees. Corozal contained four thousand 

five hundred people, 'Yucatecos principally but some Indians 

$ Creoles. ' San Esteban, populated by one thousand three 

hundred 'Yucatecos, ' was the next largest town in the north 

and, larger even than Stann Creek with eleven hundred Caribs, 

was the third largest town in the country. A number of vil- 

lages, such as San Pedro, Sarteneja, Punta Consejo, Lowries 

Bight, Orange Walk, San Antonio, and Corosal Chico, each con- 

tained two hundred or more persons, mostly from Yucatan. In 

the first of the regular modern censuses, taken in 1861, the 

total population was said to be 25,635, and the 1871 census 

recorded 24,710 persons in the country, a high proportion of 3 

them having come from Yucatan. 

The Maya and mestizo refugees who came to Belize in the 

decade or so after 1848 had for the most part been small-scale 

cultivators in Yucatin. The value of their continuing agri- 

cultural activity was recognized as early as 1852 by the 

Superintendent: 

'Edmund Burke to Seymour, 2 Nov. 1857, AB, R. 58 

2Seymour to Darling, March 1858, AB, R. 55 

3West Indian Census 1946, Part E, Census of British 
Honduras, 9t pry , 

1946 (Belize, viii 
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They have already commenced the 
cultivation of Sugar, Corn, Tobacco, and 
other articles for which there must al- 
ways be great demand in this market; and 
looking to the almost entire absence of 
agricultural undertakings in the other 
Districts, as well as to the general 
scarcity of labour which exists here, 
it cannot be disputed that the retention 
of these settlers, and their general ab- 
sorption into the permanent population 
of our territory, is a matter of great 
importance to this community. - 

Four years later, in 1856, Superintendent Stevenson, in 

his speech to the Assembly, urged support of the Northern 

District, 'the first.. . in which there has been any attempt at 

establishing villages, peopled by small and independent culti- 

vators. ' He spoke of them growing 'considerable quantities' 

of rice, corn, and vegetables, and by 1857 the Yucatecan refu- 

gees were already supplying enough sugar for the local market 

and for export. 

A report of 1859 distinguished between the Maya and the 

mestizo refugees in terms of their characteristic economic 

activities. The Maya were said to be either employed in ma- 

hogany gangs, or engaged on their own account in logwood cut- 

ting, 'which has passed principally into their hands, ' and in 

milpa farming and pig raising. The mestizos, on the other 

hand, were described as those 'who, with a sprinkling of 

Indians, are our sugar growers. 13 

While these immigrants from Yucatan had been able to cul- 

tivate land to produce foodstuffs for subsistence and sale, 

'Supt. to Chairman, Public Meeting, 20 Jan. 1852, 
AB, R. 20 

2Votes of the Honourable House of Assembly, Sessions 
1854 - 1859, ZZ Jan. 1856 

3Seymour to Darling, 22 June 1859, AB, R. 65 
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and even for export, the African freedmen, still dominated by 

the landowning companies, remained almost entirely dependent 

upon wage labour in the mahogany works. The freedmen had been 

prevented from obtaining land as part of a conscious policy 

designed to maintain a sufficient labour supply for the mahog- 

any business, so they also found it impossible to rent land 

from the big landowners. Yet some of these same landowners 

tolerated, and even encouraged, the settlement of Maya and 

mestizo refugees in the north by renting them lands. Why 

were the Yucatecans allowed to develop as a peasantry, and 

why were they not, like the African freedmen, promptly forced 

into wage labour? 

The answers seem to lie in a number of related factors, 

chief amongst which was the labour supply situation as seen 

by the landowning elite. In the first place, the refugees 

were a new element in the Settlement's population. The land- 

owners did not view them with that same sense of ownership 

with which they still saw their former slaves, and did not 

feel as if they were losing labour if the immigrants were 

allowed to cultivate the soil. No doubt there was also a 

degree of racial stereotyping involved in this perception, 

as is evident in the Superintendent's comment in 1859 that 

the Maya, 'more robust than the Spaniard, less addicted to 

pleasure than the negro... are admirably adapted to the monot- 

onous drudgery of logwood cutting. '1 The employers probably 

considered the Yucatecans as inherently unsuited to such 

'Ibid. 
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heavy work as mahogany cutting, just as they considered the 

Africans particularly suited to it. ' 

Secondly, the landowners do not appear to have needed 

the labour of the Yucatecans in the circumstances of the mid- 

nineteenth century. The immigrants came at a time when the 

mahogany trade was declining, and the labour supply was prob- 

ably then reasonably adequate in relation to the current 

demand. The Northern District, into which the majority of 

them came, was considered to be virtually cut out of mahogany, 

so, though some of the Maya worked on mahogany gangs, the 

immigrants were not perceived as a whole as labourers in 

such gangs. 

Thirdly, some of the landowners in the Northern District, 

who had not developed any real interest in plantation agri- 

culture (because of the undefined and insecure status of the 

Settlement and the absence of colonial duty privileges in the 

metropolitan markets) and who therefore had no need for plan- 

tation labourers, were in possession of large idle estates. 

The Yucatecans being anxious to work on the land, these land- 

owners were prepared to rent their land to them - it was a 

simple and effective way of exploiting this new population. 

Little information has been found, at present, to describe 

with precision the tenurial relations between the landowners 

and the immigrants, the distribution of tenancies, or the 

1There was an element of truth in these distinctions, 
though the basis was in culture, not in genetics. On the 
one hand, the Africans had acquired the particular skills 
of mahogany cutting and, at the same time, had come to 
associate cultivation with 'inferior' strength and skills. 
On the other hand, the Maya, who had not been subjected to 
such a change in their culture of cultivation, were still 
devoted to their milpas, and would have resisted forced 
labour in the forests. 
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land tenure systems preferred or adhered to by the Maya and 

mestizos. However, it is clear that most of the land culti- 

vated by the immigrants in the north was rented from the big 

landowners. ' 

The landowners were no doubt encouraged to accommodate 

the refugees by the Superintendents, who had an interest in 

establishing an agricultural base in the Settlement. Belize 

had for long been dependent on imported foodstuffs, partly 

from Bacalar and other neighbouring areas. The sentiment 

expressed by Superintendent Macdonald in 1839 that 'from the 

exhaustion of Mahogany the hitherto staple commodity, the 

permanent welfare of this place must mainly depend upon the 

rearing of colonial produce, '2 was repeated in the following 

two decades by succeeding Superintendents who were eager to 

encourage agriculture both for export and internal consumption. 

As late as 1856, Superintendent Stevenson, in his speech to 

the Assembly, remarked that 'we are at present wholly depend- 

ent on neighbouring countries' for rice, corn, and other food- 

stuffs, and, since any break in the fragile friendly relations 

with those areas would create problems of supply, 'it requires 

'In 1870, in a memorial claiming compensation for losses 
suffered as a result of Canul's raid on Corozal Town, John 
Carmichael claimed: 'depreciation of real property of 14 
sugar estates $28,250; and in the remaining 23,500 acres of 
freehold, 8,625 of which are occupied by annual tenants, at 
an annual rental of $S, 000, the most of whom have fled the 
country, $16,666; and in the value of 350 lots in the Town 

of Corosal, yielding an annual rental of $3,500, another 
$11,666' (J. Carmichael et al. to Act. Supt. Mitchell, n. d., 
AB, R. 106). Carmichael as-therefore letting arable land 
to annual tenants, mostly Maya subsistence farmers, at a 
rate of about 60 cents per acre per annum, and town lots 
at an annual rental of $10 

2Macdonald to Sec. of State, 9 Feb. 1839, AB, R. 14 
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but little foresight to encourage Agricultural Industry, wher- 

ever it can be profitably pursued. '1 

The Guerra de las Castas introduced uncertainties in 

this supply situation, and, since the Yucatecan refugees no 

doubt included some of the very people who had been engaged 

in such trade with Belize, the Superintendents perceived it 

to be in the interests of the Settlement to allow and en- 

courage them to continue to supply the market from within the 

Settlement itself. Moreover, when the Yucatecans began to 

produce sugar, as well as vegetables and other subsistence 

crops, the Superintendent was plainly overjoyed at the devel- 

opment, for sugar was a tropical export crop par excellence. 

In the same speech to the Assembly, in 1856, Stevenson referred 

to the 'small and independent cultivators' of the Northern 

District, who were making it 'an improving Agricultural coun- 

try. 'i Later that year, he reported that, apart from sub- 

sistence plots, agriculture had never been successfully 

pursued, and continued: 

But within the last few years - the 

cultivation of the cane has been attempted 
by the recent Spanish and Indian Settlers 
in the Northern District, who, by their own 
rough means have succeeded very fairly in 

establishing small but rather profitable 
plantations near Corosal on the margins of 
the principal Rivers in that district, - 
and, although in no one place is there a 
large field of cultivation or anything like 
scientific agriculture or Manufacture, yet 
the result has shown ... a pressure on the 
Revenue on 'Spirits' and 'Sugar. ' The 
aggregate amount produced and sent in 
small quantities from time to time to 
Belize being very considerable. 

'Votes of the Honourable House..., op. cit., 22 Jan. 1856 

2Ibid. 

3Stevenson to Gov. Barkly, 5 April 1856, AB, R. 55 
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The following year, Stevenson reported that eight hundred 

acres were under cane cultivation in the north, and that 'the 

wants of the Settlement, in the two articles of Sugar and Rum, 

will soon be more than fully supplied by the Northern District 

alone. '1 In fact, performance was such that, later in 1857, 

the new Superintendent, Seymour, was able to report: 

The first shipment to Europe of sugar 
the produce of Honduras was made, to the 
extent of a hundred barrels, about a fort- 
night ago, in the ship 'Byzantium' for 
Liverpool. It is but very recently that 
our planters were able to satisfy the 
demands of our own market. 2 

The Yucatecan refugees, with their little ranchos on rented 
lands, had shown that sugar could be successfully cultivated 

and exported, and before long the big landowners followed in 

the footsteps of these small farmers and took over the business. 

This development was foreseen by the Settlement's Treasurer who 

predicted in 1860 that agricultural enterprises 'will soon be 

valued by Capitalists, now that the capabilities of the Soil 

have been practically tested by small planters. '3 Thus the 

big landowners became agricultural entrepreneurs, forcing some 

of their tenants into wage labour and quickly dominating sugar 

exports. 

Table IX: l shows that the export of sugar from Belize 

was more than quadrupled in the seven years from 1862 to 1868. 

Lieutenant Governor Longden stated that, in 1867, three thou- 

sand acres of land were under cane, that 868 tons of sugar were 

produced, 544 tons being exported, and that 53,914 gallons of 

1Stevenson to Gov. of Jamaica, 2 March 1857, AB, R. 55 
2Seymour to Darling, August 1857, AB, R. 55 
3Treasurer 

to Act. Supt. Price, 4 April 1860, AB, R. 66 
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Table IX: l 

Exports of Sugar from Belize, 

in Pounds, 1862 - 1868 

1862 397,176 

1863 451,966 

1864 694,231 

1865 478,865 

1866 1,336,496 

1867 1,218,560 

1868 1,706,880 

(Source: Longden to Grant, 19 June 1868; Longden to 
Grant, 17 May 1869, AB, R. 98) 

rum were produced, of which 4,800 were exported. ' In 1868, 

1,033 tons of sugar were produced, of which 762 tons were ex- 

ported. 2 In the report on 1868, it was stated that 'there are 

Ten Estates, devoted to the cultivation of Sugar, on which 

steam machinery has been erected... the present acreage is only 

a small part of that which it is intended to cultivate. ' 

These ten estates with steam machinery had an estimated total 

of 1,683 acres in cane, of which 1,176 acres were in the north 

and 507 in the south. By far the biggest sugar producer was 

the British Honduras Company, whose four estates at Santa Cruz, 

Trial Farm, Tower Hill, and Indian Church, had an estimated 

746 acres in cane. The report added: 

1Lt. Gov. Longden to Gov. Grant, 19 June 1868, AB, R. 98 

2Longden to Grant, 17 May 1869, AB, R. 98. The report 
makes clear, however, that timber products continued to pre- 
dominate in the Colony's exports, despite this rapid rise in 
sugar exports. Of the total export earnings of over f68,000, 
about f57,000 were gained from timber products, while sugar 
accounted for less than f10,000 
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Besides these ten large Estates there 
are 32 small Estates or Milpas cultivated 
partly in Sugar and partly in Indian corn by the Spaniards who immigrated into the 
Northern District from Yucatan. On these 
'Milpas' as they are called the extent of 
land in cane varies from 5 acres to 110 
acres. In the whole of the Milpas together 
there are 1,015 acres of cane land giving 
an average of nearly 32 acres to each Milpa. 

There can be no question but that, within a decade of the 
first export of sugar from Belize by the mestizo rancheros, 
the production and export of sugar had become dominated by 

the five companies which had steam machinery on their exten- 

sive estates. 

The system of production on the ranchos was quite differ- 

ent from that on the plantations. Whereas the former utilized 

traditional swidden techniques of cultivation, associated with 

the Maya milpa, animal power and simple processing equipment, 

the plantations used a short-term fallow system, steam power 

and more sophisticated machinery. Both plantations and ranchos 

cultivated sugar cane and subsistence crops, such as corn and 

vegetables, though one may expect that the development of the 

prime concern of the enterprise from subsistence towards cash 

crops was associated with increase in the size of the produc- 

tion unit, the smallest milpas devoting only a little of their 

space to cash crops and the largest plantations being primar- 

ily concerned with the production of sugar. 

The growing dominance of the plantations over the ranchos 

and mil as caused changes in the cultural ecology as well as 

in the social structure of the district. Much of the tradi- 

tional Maya culture in craft production, for example, was 

neglected as the Maya became increasingly dependent upon goods 

bought from the company store. Many of the Maya and mestizos 

became a rural proletariat dependent entirely upon the wages, 
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in cash and food, provided for plantation work. Others, how- 

ever, became a part-proletariat and part-peasantry, their low 

cash wages being underwritten by their continued subsistence 

agriculture on rented land. So long as the population remained 

small and the expansion of sugar production did not strain 

land resources, this arrangement suited the employers who 

could thereby reduce the wages and simultaneously collect 

rents. The maintenance of this form of land use and land 

tenure enabled the Maya to develop into small-scale cash crop 

producers when the plantations declined and also established 

a precedent for the coexistence of peasant'-milpa and industrial- 

estate types of agriculture when the plantations were reintro- 

duced in the twentieth century. 
' 

Immigration 

One of the chief reasons for the belatedness of agricul- 

tural development in Belize was the small population and, from 

the viewpoint of the big landowners and mahogany cutters, the 

scarcity of labour. In 1835, Thomas Miller, the Keeper of the 

Records, sent a lengthy memorandum to Gladstone, 'relating to 

the labour which might be made available for the proposed cul- 

tivation of the soil in Honduras. '2 Miller emphasized that, 

'if it were intended to encourage a rapid and extensive scheme 

of Agriculture in Honduras... it would be necessary to provide 

labour on a great scale. ' He suggested that the neighbouring 

territories could furnish a supply of labour, from Yucatan and 

the Pet6n, Charibs from Truxillo, and also West Indians after 

1See Grant D. Jones, The Politics of Agricultural Devel- 
opment in Northern British Hon uras (Winston-Salem, 

2Thomas Miller to Under Sec. Gladstone, 13 Feb. 1835, 
CO 123/47 
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the termination of apprenticeship. In addition, Miller sug- 

gested the authorization of transport for 'about 1500 negroes 

who are yearly condemned by the Mixed Commission' at Havana, 

and the encouragement, through 'the granting or sale of lands 

on favourable conditions, and a reasonable protecting duty on 

the produce which might be raised on them, ' of emigration from 

England. Above all, however, Miller advocated that 'an ex- 

tensive supply of labour might be supplied from the British 

Possessions in India. ' The principal crops that Miller had 

in mind for the proposed agricultural development were sea- 

island cotton and indigo, but nothing developed from these 

proposals. With the development of sugar plantations twenty- 

five years later, however, the idea of large-scale immigration 

was once more important. 

The need for a supply of labour was foreseen by the big 

landowners as soon as they began cultivating sugar cane. The 

bigger estates put many of the mestizo rancheros in the north 

out of business and reduced them to the rural proletariat 

along with the Maya. Given the seasonal nature of the demand 

for labour and the absence of pressure upon land resources, 

many of the Maya and mestizos who constituted most of the 

labourers for the big estates continued to cultivate their 

milpas on small rented plots, their subsistence agriculture 

underwriting the plantation agriculture by maintaining the 

required labour force through the long 'dead' season. Such 

an arrangement was to the advantage of the landowners, of 

course, as it helped secure a cheap labour force, whose wages 

were being subsidized by milpa production, and, through the 

systems of tenancy and debt peonage, made the tenant-labourers 

more dependent and tractable. Nevertheless, very little of 
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the land held by the large landowners was planted with cane, 

and this was partly because of the shortage of labour. The 

landowners, led by the British Honduras Company, attempted to 

acquire an adequate supply of labour by immigration. On 7 

February 1860 the Assembly passed a Bill to encourage immi- 

gration from China, but the British Government disallowed it, 

not favouring emigration 'to a Settlement exposed to so much 

risk of disturbance as British Honduras. '1 After the terri- 

tory was declared a Colony in 1862, however, assent was given 

to an Act 'designed to facilitate the immigration into the 

Colony of free negroes from the United States. '2 

In 1863, John Hodge, a major stockholder and manager of 

the British Honduras Company, went to London and Washington 

to arrange for the immigration of black Americans who had 

been emancipated that year. Hodge brought four commissioners 

from the United States of America to examine the lands and 

circumstances in the Colony and to report to the authorities 

in Washington. The official American agent in Belize, 

Dr. Charles Leas, did not favour the immigration proposals, 

however, stating later that it was fortunate the American 

freedmen had not been sent to Belize 'to be subjected to a 

species of slavery and demoralization far worse than ever 

existed in our country. '3 The result was that the U. S. 

Government turned down the proposals. 

1Sir John Alder Burdon, Archives of British Honduras 
(3 v., London, 1935) 111,228,241-2 

2Longden to Grant, 27 May 1868, AB, R. 98 

3Quoted in Wayne M. Clegern, British Honduras: Colonial 
Dead End, 1859 - 1900 (Baton Rouge, 1967) 36 
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Attempts were then made, with rather more success, to 

import Chinese labourers. In 1865,474 Chinese immigrants 

arrived from Amoy, and were put to work on the sugar estates, 

chiefly on those of the British Honduras Company. 1 By 1868 

'only 211 were left, ' over a hundred having died and about a 

hundred more having fled to the Santa Cruz Maya, as a result 

of bad food, overwork, and cruel treatment by the manager of 

the British Honduras Company's estates on the New River. 2 

The number of Chinese immigrants continued to decline in the 

following years. In 1869, Lieutenant Governor Longden men- 

tioned 'the small remnant of the Chinese immigrants still 

working on the larger estates, about 193 in number, '3 and in 

the 1871 Census only 133 persons were stated to have been 

born in China. 4 

A number of labourers were brought from the West Indian 

islands, for example, from Barbados in 1865.5 In 1871,905 

people were listed in the census as having been born in the 

West Indies, though many of these may have been brought to 

Belize much earlier. Aware of the example set by Trinidad 

and Guyana, the big landowners also attempted to obtain la- 

bourers of Indian origin, but their efforts did not succeed 

until after 1871. In 1868, further legislation was passed 

, to encourage the Immigration of agricultural and other la- 

bourers into the Colony of British Honduras. ' Commenting on 

1Burdon, op. cit., III, 257,262,264,265,266-7 

2Ibid., 310,313,315 

3Longden to Grant, 17 May 1869, AB, R. 98 

4Census, 1946, op. cit., xxix 

SBritish Honduras Colonist and Belize Advertiser, 
11 March 1865 
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this Act, Longden reported that: 

By this act any person may import 
into this colony labourers from any place 
whatsoever... [andj shall receive from the 
Immigration Funds a bounty of one third of 
the'passage money of such labourers, not 
exceeding, however, in any case f5 for a 
man or woman, or f3 -6-8 for each child... 

If a few hundred negroes accustomed 
to the actual cultivation of the sugar- 
cane, can be brought from America or from 
any of our own colonies, where there is an 
excess in the supply of labour over the 
demand, I have reason to believe that sure 
and rapid progress would be made in agri- 
culture. There appears to be no lack of 
capital here... but the great want of all 
the landowners is a supply of labourers 
accustomed o the cultivation of the 
sugar cane. 

Since the export of timber was still more valuable than 

that of sugar, the big landowners kept the labourers of Afri- 

can origin at work in the forests and employed Maya and 

mestizo labourers on the northern sugar estates and Caribs 

in the south. In 1869, Longden stated that: 

In the Northern District the number 
of the population which appears to be 
increasing both from natural causes and 
by the influx of Indians from Yucatan, 
will perhaps be found able to furnish a 
sufficient number of labourers capable 
of being trained into efficiency. In 
the Southern district the planters must 
either import their labour or employ the 
native Charibs. 2 

The efforts at encouraging immigration having met with little 

success, Longden concluded in 1869 that 'the principal diffi- 

culty in the way of an extended growth of Sugar on a large 

scale will probably be found to consist in the want of steady 

intelligent and reliable labour. '3 

1Longden to Grant, 27 May 1868, AB, R. 98 

2Longden to Grant, 17 May 1869, AB, R. 98 

3Ibid. 
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The immigration plans of the 1860s were chiefly designed 

to bring into the Colony non-white workers as agricultural 

labourers, but the colonial administrators also wanted to 

attract white immigrants who would become independent culti- 

vators and who would establish estates. A clearly racialist 

double standard was operative: whites, even whites without 

capital, were perceived as independent and development- 

oriented, while all non-whites were viewed simply as back- 

ward and dependent, suitable only to be organized as labourers 

by the whites. 

Major efforts were made to attract Confederate planters 

from the southern United States, Lieutenant Governor Austin 

in particular being strongly committed to a policy of encour- 

aging the immigration of white southerners to Belize. He is 

reported to have told the U. S. Agent that the only hope for 

the future of the Colony was Southern immigration and that if 

enough Confederates came to the Colony Great Britain would 

grant it independence. ' Though the official price for Crown 

Land remained five dollars per acre, Austin's enthusiasm for 

encouraging the immigration of white Southerners led him to 

attempt to sell 500,000 acres of Crown Land at Icacos for 

twenty cents an acre. It is clear from Austin's letter to 

the Colonial Office in 1867 regarding the Icacos grant that 

he was not seeking white persons with capital but 'impover- 

ished' whites: 

... the imperative necessity of making some 
provision for the immigrants who may soon 
be expected in very large numbers has com- 
pelled me to assume an individual responsi- 
bility and to act in a manner which in my 

1Clegern, op. cit., 37 
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opinion is only justly liberal towards 
those who are too much impoverished to 
be able to give much save in those 
physical services which will change 
this Colony from an unknown wilderness 
into a garden teeming with all the 
wealth $ beauties of the tropics. 1 

The non-white population, Maya, Caribs, and Africans, who had 

pioneered agriculture in the Colony and had changed areas like 

the Yalbac Hills 'from an unknown wilderness' to an area of 

extensive cultivation, were either denied titles to land al- 

together or had to pay twenty-five times as much for Crown 

Land as the white immigrants. 

As well as virtually giving away Crown Land to the Con- 

federate refugees, Austin went out of his way to urge 'the 

great landed proprietors of the Colony' to dispose of their 

lands to these 'Anglo Saxon' immigrants. In 1867, he re- 

ported that: 

At last... the great house of Young 
Toledo $ Co. has been driven as well by 
the force of public opinion as by a proper 
appreciation of their own interests to 
alter their line of conduct, and... they 
are now offering 100 acres of land gratu- 
itously to every male adult from the 
Southern States of America or of Anglo 
Saxon Origin who will settle on those 
lands on the Western Frontier which we 
are now heard of for the first time as 
being of unexampled richness and beauty. 

I need hardly point out... that if 
carried out to any extent such plans of 
immigration should not only benefit the 
Colony but be a great relief to the 
Imperial Government in the way of defence. 2 

In the colonialists' racialist scheme of things, only 

white settlers, whether humble homesteaders or big planters, 

were perceived as valuable from the point of view of 

1Lt. Gov. Austin (to Sec. of State? ), 9 July 1867, 
AB, R. 98 

2Austin to Grant, 13 March 1867, AB, R. 92 
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agricultural development or reliable in relation to defence. 

In the 1860s the 'Western Frontier' was being secured and the 

interior was perceived as suitable for colonization, but the 

interior, which had been agriculturally developed by the Maya, 

was to be settled by people 'of Anglo Saxon Origin, ' while 

the Maya pioneers, like the Caribs and people of African 

origin, were dominated and dispossessed. The whole non-white 

population of the Colony, and also non-white immigrants, were 

perceived only as potential wage labourers, to be organized 

and exploited by the whites, in relation to whom they would 

remain in a condition of perpetual dependency. 

Many Confederate refugees came in the period from 1864 

to 1870, but most of them went on to Guatemala or Honduras or 

returned to the United States of America. Apparently the 

major reason for the refusal by these immigrants to remain in 

the Colony was the high price of land. At first the price 

was maintained at'$5.00 (fl) per acre for both Crown and pri- 

vate lands, but in 1867 some of the landowners changed their 

policy and offered to sell land cheaply to the Southerners, 

Lieutenant Governor Austin was selling huge tracts in the 

south for a nominal sum, and the official price of Crown Land 

was halved. Further immigration of Southerners was said to 

average fifty persons per month for the years 1867 to 1869, 

but by June 1869 the U. S. Agent reported that the immigration 

had ceased, and that more were returning to the U. S. than 

were arriving. 
1 In the end, very few of the Southern immi- 

grants remained in Belize. Some of those that remained (such 

1Clegern, op. cit., 44 
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as the group that formed the 'Toledo Settlement' in the 

south') acquired quite large areas of land and started agri- 

cultural estates, but in the long run their impact on agri- 

cultural development was minimal. 

In summary, it may be said that there were two radically 
different and even contradictory conceptions of agriculture 

in Belize. The colonial elite, which had for so long been 

committed exclusively to the business of timber extraction, 

turned only belatedly to the possibilities of agriculture. 

When the colonial administrators and the big landowners did 

concern themselves with agriculture they considered only the 

large-scale production of tropical crops for export and such 

a conception required large supplies of dependent agricultural 

wage labourers. Hence, schemes for the colonization of the 

interior, for the development of agriculture, and for mass 

immigration, were simultaneously conceived in the 1860s. But 

in the meantime large numbers of Maya had reoccupied the 

western interior, where they developed extensive subsistence 

agriculture, and in the north the Maya and mestizo refugees 

of the Guerra de las Castas were producing corn, vegetables, 

and sugar cane, as the tenants of the big landowners. The 

colonial schemes of the 1860s were developed at the expense 

of these small farmers and peasants who, whilst independent, 

were perceived as a threat but who, reduced to dependency, 

could become wage labourers to be exploited on the plantations. 

In fact, though the conflict was resolved in favour of the 

white colonizers, their schemes for extensive immigration and 

1Narda Dobson, A Histor of Belize (London, 1973) 247-9; 
Archibald Robertson i s, Brit-i-sh on uras: An Historical 
and Descriptive Account of the Mon from its Settlement-, 

on on, 1883) 151-Z 
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agricultural development did not flourish. The population 

increase which occurred in the 1850s was not the result of 

immigration policies and the immigration acts of the 1860s 

had little result. As for agriculture, the pioneering aspi- 

rations and efforts of the Maya, Carib, and African peoples 

went unrecognized and unrewarded, while the efforts at plan- 

tation agriculture, though temporarily successful, soon 

faltered and declined, leaving the Colony dependent once 

again on its timber resources. 

Labour Conditions in the Colony 

Despite the decline in the mahogany trade since the mid- 

dle of the nineteenth century, the export of mahogany remained 

the primary economic base of the Colony and the chief sector 

of employment. It is therefore worth quoting the lengthy and 

colourful account by Gibbs of the process of mahogany extrac- 

tion, an account which shows that the technique and experience 

of forest work had changed little in over a century: 

A form of contract between the parties, 
called a hiring-sheet, is signed before the 
police-magistrate, according to the ordinance 
made and provided, and the labourer is bound 
until next Christmas - longer, of course, or 
shorter, if he chooses - to his employer. 
The gangs for mahogany works are generally 
from twenty-five to fifty strong, with one 
or more captains, carpenters, foremen, book- 
keepers, and, over several works, a manager. 
The labourers are allowed to take their 
families with them, and seldom see town 
again until the season's toil is accomplished. 
Pork, flour, groceries, clothing for the 
hands, tools, and reserves necessary, are 
forwarded up to the banks by pitpans from 
Belize, and before the dry weather has 
fairly set in, work begins... 

The situation of the bank or work, the 
headquarters of the gang, depends on the 
operations of an individual called the 
'hunter, ' but it must necessarily be on an 
eligible site on the river. About the 
month of August, the huntsman or tree- 
finder starts, machete in hand, to cut 
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his way through the thick bush to some rising 
eminence, and, climbing the highest tree he 
can find, examines the surrounding forest. 
As at this season of the year, the leaves of 
the mahogany are of a reddish-yellow tint, 
they are easily distinguishable by the hunter 
when making his survey. He is, where the 
lands he is working are not very clearly 
defined as to proprietory limits, compelled 
to proceed craftily, so as not to be over- 
reached, especially in placing his marks for 
recognition, by a rival. The trees are not 
found in clumps, but singly, sufficiently 
adjacent, however, to circumscribe the area 
of operations about to be undertaken. 

The bank on the river being conveniently 
arranged to his discoveries, a main truck- 
path is opened up in their direction, with 
branch paths diverging right and left to the 
trees selected for felling that season. In 
determining this part of the year's plans, 
great judgement is required to avoid cutting 
paths to trees that will not pay for the time 
and labour necessary to clear a passage to 
them. 

At the bank are the store-houses, bush 
dwellings, cattle-sheds, and 'barquadier. ' 
The hands spend most of their time away in 
the bush, only meeting at the banks at cer- 
tain intervals. 

The truck-paths having been properly 
prepared and levelled - work generally given 
out in tasks of about 100 yards per man per 
day to clear - the hands are away in the 
bush, felling. The axe is applied to the 
trunk about twelve feet from its base, the 
axe-men standing on a platform skillfully 
constructed, and attached to the tree. At 
the moment of falling, a firm nerve and 
quick eye is required to avoid accidents, 
which do sometimes occur. The tree felled, 
the branches are lopped, and they with the 
trunk reduced from their rounded to a four- 
sided form. But there they lie, huge, cum- 
bersome timber-giants, and the river, eight 
or ten miles off, on whose bosom they are 
to float, sometimes with a sluggish current, 
anon at a speed of ten miles an hour. 

There are two, or properly speaking, 
three, modes of hauling the precious logs 
from the depths of their native forests, 
and of course it depends entirely on the 
nature of the country and the distance 
from navigable waters, which mode has to 
be adopted. Rolling is the original proc- 
ess, long followed with pecuniary success, 
before cattle-trucks and truck-paths were 
found necessary. Sliding on skis is prac- 
tised where the lie of the country, the 
ground declining gradually to the bank, 
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will admit the logs being hauled over 
skids, and it is adopted in bringing 
out the wood from the branch paths into 
the main truck-path. Trucking is, of 
course, where the logs are hoisted on 
to suitably-constructed vehicles, which 
run on broad wooden truck-wheels, the 
hindmost higher than the foremost pair. 
The three modes of carrying away the 
logs are frequently combined, a season's 
cuttings being got out partly by truck- 
ing, partly by rolling and sliding. To 
a gang of forty hands there will be a 
compliment of six trucks, with a team 
of seven or eight pairs of oxen, and 
two drivers to each truck. The mahogany 
logs are elevated on the trucks by in- 
clined platforms, the logs having been 
sawn into sizes to equalize the loads 
for the yokes of oxen. Twelve men are 
told off, in trucking, to load, and 
sixteen to cut food'for the teams and 
to perform miscellaneous duties on the 
works. 

Night is the time selected for 
trucking out, and the scene is an ani- 
mated and characteristic one. 

Upon the heavy background of the 
dense, tropical foliage, the torches 
carried by the workmen make a flicker- 
ing clear-obscure, by whose light their 
dusky forms, naked to the waist, are 
made phantasmagorically visible, moving 
round the huge, inert mass of timber as 
it lies on what may readily be mistaken 
for a gigantic catafalque, while the 
patient oxen wait for the crack of the 
driver's whip, and the shouts of the 
gang break the deathlike stillness of 
the surrounding forest. The signal 
given, the whole rude cavalcade starts 
off at a rapid pace, with wild whoop- 
ings, crackings, and shouts, for the 
river's bank. 

The logs once arrived at the bank, 
they are roughly squared on the river 
'barquadier, ' 'manufactured, ' the hands 
call it; but this work is frequently 
postponed until the timber arrives at 
the river-mouths, where are more exten- 
sive and convenient 'barquadiers, ' 
especially when advantage has to be 
taken of sudden high flood... 

On the Old River, the logs are 
floated down independently until they 
reach the point called the Boom, 
twenty-three miles up-river from 
Belize, where they are collected, 
formed according to marks into small 
rafts as wanted for shipment, and 
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thence floated to Belize, to be towed 
alongside the vessels. Previously to 
being shipped, the 'butts' and 'fans' 
are sawn off, the wood further (some- 
times entirely) prepared for shipment, 
bad wood picked out, and the good meas- 
ured by sworn measurers. 1 

Apart from the migratory gangs, chiefly composed of 

Creoles whose permanent residence was in Belize Town, the 

population of the Northern District consisted largely of 

recent immigrants from Yucatan and in the Southern District 

the majority of the people were Caribs. To what extent did 

the labouring people of Belize, of different racial and ethnic 

origin and living in different districts, experience differ- 

ent living and working conditions? An evaluation of this 

intriguing problem is made possible by a group of reports 

made by the District Magistrates in 1870, on the general con- 

ditions and treatment of labourers in their districts. 

According to the official census of 1861, the number of 

people living in the Northern District (13,547) was over half 

the total population of the Settlement (25,635). 2 Lieutenant 

Governor Austin reported in 1864 that there were 2,883 people 

on the Rio Hondo and 10,664 on the New River, 'of these 3933 

are pure Indians, 1129 Spanish and 6737 Mixed, and conse- 

quently with exception of the wood cutting gangs which are 

migratory, $ consist to a great extent of Creoles, there is 

but little labour available in the rivers, save for the 

Yucatecan $ Indian villages scattered here and there on the 

banks. '3 At a time when sugar estates were expanding in the 

'Gibbs, op. cit., 119 - 123 

2Census of the Population of British Honduras, 8 April 
1861, AB, R. 74 

3Austin to Gov. Eyre, 26 May 1864, AB, R. 81 
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north, the question of a labour supply was of great concern. 

Austin commented that both 'Medical & Magisterial supervision 

in the New River.. . are even now lamentably deficient' and he 

expressed his desire 'of placing the rights of employers $ 

employed generally on a more satisfactory basis. I had sev- 

eral opportunities of observing how at such a distance masters 

could be successfully defied by their people, $ how in many 

ways the labourer was completely at the mercy of his employer. il 

It is apparent from the report of Edwin Adolphus, the Magis- 

trate at Corozal, on 'the general treatment of the Indian la- 

bourers' five years later that 'Magisterial supervision' meant 

enforcing 'the rights of employers, ' not of the employed. All 

of the 286 cases decided by him under the Colony's labour laws 

in 1869 consisted of discipline imposed upon the employees: 

245 for 'absenting themselves from work without leave, ' thirty 

for 'insolence and disobedience, ' six for 'assaults on masters 

and book-keepers, ' and five for 'entering into second con- 

tracts before the expiry of the period of former ones. '2 

Though the Magistrate clearly functioned in his legal 

capacity as an instrument of discipline for the employers 

against the employed, his report on labour conditions is not 

uncritical of the behaviour of the employers, and particularly 

of the advance and truck systems whose use had been extended 

from the mahogany cutters to the Maya and mestizo agricultural 

labourers. Adolphus stated that the mozos, or 'Indian labour- 

ers, ' are, 'without exception, always in debt to their Employ- 

ers, ' and he described the causes and effects of their in- 

debtedness: 

'Ibid. 

2Edwin Adolphus to Longden, 15 Jan. 1870, AB, R. 105 
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During the annual fair, held in Corozal 
at Christmas, when much carousing takes place, 
the greater part of the mozos squander their 
money advances for the following year: the 
advances in goods are usually supplied after 
Christmas on their proceeding to work. 

The system of advances to which they 
have become so accustomed, and without 
which the Indians cannot be got to hire, 
is the main drawback to their regular 
attendance to work; for, knowing at the 
commencement of their engagements that 
they already are in debt, the chief in- 
centive to labour is thereby removed. 
The Employer, though able of course to 
cause the idle to be arrested and punished 
by the Magistrate, is frequently deterred 
from so doing by reason of the great prob- 
ability that, on liberation from gaol, the 
recently punished Indians will take the 
earliest opportunity of crossing the 
border into Yucatan, but a few miles 
distant, where the Indian Commandants 
gladly receive them ... There are at pres- 
ent scores of runaway mozos living on 
the opposite bank of the Rio Hondo, who 
are largely indebted to their former 
masters, some of whom have actually been 
ruined by this practice. Another reason 
that they are so seldom imprisoned for 
misconduct, as compared with the black 
laborers, is that they are paid by the 
task and not by the month as are the 
latter... 

The Spanish system of hiring, or as I 
may truly call it semi-slavery, was origi- 
nally brought to this Colony by the Yucate- 
cans when they took refuge here, some twenty 
years back, after having been driven out of 
Bacalar by the Indians. It is still prac- 
tised to a great extent. The Indian laborers, 
all being Overwhelmed with debt, become re- 
garded, in course of time, as a portion of 
the value of the various ranchos or Estates 
on which they live and work, and actually 
themselves imagine, in many instances, that 
they have no right to leave the same unless 
they satisfy their master's heavy claims 
against them, which belief is naturally of 
course much fostered by the employers, as 
it is their principal security for the pay- 
ment of the servants' debts... but if the 
mozo fails to obtain, within a limited 
period, a new master, who will pay the 
debt for him, he unhesitatingly returns 
to the old service under the impression 
that there, and no where else, is he 
obliged to work... it is always clearly 
understood between the Indian and the 
Ranchero, when the latter pays the debt 
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of the former, that before he can leave 
his new Master's service he must repay 
either in cash or by labour the heavy 
money advance made... a complaint by an 
Indian against his master is a matter 
of very rare occurrence indeed. 1 

The debt peonage created by the advance system, combined 

with rents for annual tenancies in a context of land monopo- 

lization, and a truck system in which 'they must receive the 

greater portion of their wages in goods, ' amounted to a situa- 

tion of 'semi-slavery. ' But Adolphus was wrong in placing the 

responsibility for the introduction of this system upon the 

Yucatecan refugees. Though a similar system had been prac- 

tised in Yucatan, it also existed in the Settlement long be- 

fore the immigration of the Yucatecans. The combination of 

the advance and truck systems had been utilised by employers 

to control the Creole labourers in mahogany gangs even before, 

but particularly after, emancipation in 1838. In fact, 

Adolphus stated that 'The Creoles and Caribs receive about 

the same advances as the Indians, from three to four months - 
half goods, half cash, ' but that their contracts were attested 

before a Magistrate. When breaking the contract, they were 

likely to be brought to the Summary Court, charged with 'non- 

performance of tasks, disobedience, absenting themselves from 

their work, sick and idle time etc. ' The Creoles and Caribs 

were actually more likely to be punished for such labour in- 

discipline because escape was more difficult for them than 

for the Indians. Thus we see that escape, the deterrent which 

had to some extent inhibited the masters' treatment of slaves, 

also inhibited the employers of the mozos in the 1860s. 

'Ibid. 
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The living conditions of Maya and Creole labourers were 

said to be similar: 'Their houses, or rather hovels, are... 

entirely devoid of any the slightest appearance of comfort. ' 

Adolphus stated that the Creoles and Caribs received more sub- 

stantial rations than the mozos, 'four pounds of salt pork or 

fish and fifty plaintains per week, ' but that they also re- 

ceived 'nominally much larger tasks than the Indians. ' 

According to Adolphus, 'The Indian labourers... are much 

sought after, ' and he gave four reasons: first, 'cheapness' 

- their rations consisted of only twelve quarts of corn per 

week; second, they were considered to be 'tractable and obe- 

dient... more easily managed than the Creoles and Caribs; ' 

third, 'they finish their work in a better style than the 

other laborers, although they perform less; ' fourth, they 

would work 'for weeks together, during the night, at the mill 

without murmuring... where but seldom the blacks can be got 

to do so. ' 

The problem facing the employers was the organization of 

a plantation labour force from among people whose experience 

had been either one of slave labour in the mahogany forests 

or primitive subsistence cultivation. While the labourers 

could be made thoroughly dependent upon their employers 

through the imposition of rents and the use of the advance 

and truck systems to induce indebtedness, such dependency did 

not ensure their regular attendance or disciplined behaviour 

at work. The employers seem to have preferred the mozos for 

plantation labour because they perceived them as more amenable 

to discipline, though less susceptible to punishment, than 

the blacks. 
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Adolphus described how the Creoles, receiving their 

advances in Belize Town, 'fritter away every fraction on their 

mistresses' and arrive at their place of work broke and re- 

questing further advances. The employers generally refusing 

to make further advances, 'at the very commencement of their 

contract a spirit of disaffection and disinclination to work 

is engendered' and the employers 'resort to the Magistrate to 

enforce the fulfilment of the contracts. ' The employers, 

judging that the blacks would quit at the end of their con- 

tract whether they remained in debt or not, did not extend 

advances exceeding the value of their labour, with the result 

that the blacks were generally free from debt at the termina- 

tion of their contracts. 'The black labourers-knowing full 

well that, at the expiry of their contracts, they cannot be 

detained cause, but too frequently, considerable trouble by 

impertinence and disobedience, ' while the mozos, encouraged 

to believe that they had 'to continue working in the respec- 

tive estates until the debts they have contracted are liqui- 

dated, ' were more easily intimidated and disciplined. However, 

it was thought that there was a limit on the punishment it was 

profitable to apply to the Maya, as a 'runaway mozo' was of no 

value to a plantation. 

The Magistrate at Orange Walk on New River, Downer, wrote 

a similar report of labour conditions in 1869. He emphasized, 

however, that the Maya's 'love of independence' and 'reluc- 

tance to enter into written contracts of service' made him 

'not so easily imposed upon, as some persons are inclined to 

think... Those that seek employment, or are prevailed upon to 

undertake it, are perhaps barely equal, numerically, to those 
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that remain at home. '' Downer also described wages, indebted- 

ness, and the functioning of the truck system: 

The average rate of wages paid to 
Indian laborers varies with the nature 
of the work they are required to perform. 
For cutting logwood, which is their prin- 
cipal occupation, they are paid at the 
rate of three dollars per ton with rations, 
or four dollars, they feeding themselves. 
The mule drivers, or those employed in 
bringing out the logwood, are paid at the 
rate of ten dollars and sometimes as high 
as twelve dollars per month with rations. 
For ordinary labor, such as working on 
the ranchos etc. they are paid according 
to the work done.. . average at the rate of 
from $7 to $8 per month, and rations... 

There is... a considerable percentage 
charged upon goods supplied to a laborer 
... the Indian laborer is scarcely ever 
out of debt... even where an estate laborer 
signs for all cash, he generally places 
himself in the same position as one who 
hires 'half and half, ' by taking from the 
Estates's store such goods as he stands 
in need of. 

The wages were not only low, they were also frequently paid 

partly in rations, or 'half and half, ' a practice which was 

obviously to the advantage of the employer. But even when the 

labourer was paid entirely in cash, the charges for goods at 

the estate's store would be excessive, thereby benefitting the 

employer, and leading inevitably to the indebtedness and fur- 

ther dependency of the employees. 

The Magistrate of the Southern District, referring to the 

truck system, stated that it was the same in the south as 

throughout the Colony 'and has the same baneful effect here, 

as elsewhere. '3 The custom of providing a portion of the 

wages in goods was being discontinued on the two principal 

1R. Downer to Longden, 27 Jan. 1870, AB, R. 105 

2Ibid. 

3Mag. Hamilton to Longden, 17 Feb. 1870, AB, R. 106 
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sugar estates (Regalia and Seven Hills, belonging to Young 

Toledo $ Co. ), the men being said to be 'more satisfied to 

take Six dollars per month in cash, than eight dollars half 

in goods and half in cash. ' The account of the wages paid to 

labourers on the Regalia Estate shows a large differential 

according to skill and also according to race, the Chinese 

being the poorest paid workers. Out of a total of 187 em- 

ployees, 148 were Creoles and Caribs, thirty-two 'Spaniards, ' 

and seven Chinese. Seventy-nine of the Creoles and Caribs 

received from $6 to $7 cash per month and sixty-one of them 

received from $7 to $8 per month, half in cash and half in 

goods. Ten of the Spaniards received $6 cash per month and 

twenty of them received from $7 to $8, 'half and half. ' Of 

the seven Chinese workers, six received only $4 cash per 

month, the other getting $7 in 'half and half. ' There were 

four 'Captains, ' three of them Creole and one Spanish, who 

received between $10 and $20 cash per month, and four Creole 

carpenters who received from $30 to $40 cash per month. The 

highest paid employee was a Creole carpenter who received $55 

cash per month, or about fourteen times as much as the Chinese 

labourers. Labourers on the Seven Hills Estate, consisting of 

124 Creoles and Spaniards and 52 Chinese, were said to be 

'paid in the same proportion as those on Regalia Estate. '1 

The Police Magistrate in Belize, who was responsible for 

overseeing many of the labour contracts of mahogany workers, 

stressed in his report the impact of a recent decline in the 

mahogany trade. "A decline in the demand for mahogany produced 

a decline in the demand for labour, leading in turn to 

IIbid. 
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increased unemployment, a reduction of wages, and labour 

migration: 

The number of labourers always fluctuated 
more or less. In 1865 $ 66 for instance, 1633 
hands were employed... but in 1868-69 2273 were 
hired, at reduced rates, of which no less than 
685 received small advances in Cash; and in 
1869-70 only 1169 have hired at somewhat lower 
wages, and with the same number of Cash ad- 
vances; showing thereby the gradual decline 
of the Truck system, and the extent to which 
the fall in mahogany has affected the Labor 
market; and although a great number has left 
for the projected Railway at Puerto Caballo, 
in Spanish Honduras, the local Employers have 
obtained the full complement of the limited 
hands they required for the few remaining 
works in active operation. 

The disbanding of the 4th West India 
Regiment which threw about 90 extra hands 
into the labor market, and the abandonment 
of the mahogany works occurred almost simul- 
taneously, about the middle of last year, 
and the rate of wages as well as of advances 
at once fell to a minimum, and would have 
continued so were it not for the hands re- 
quired for the Railway. The higher wages 
(all above $12) are given to Captains of 
Gangs, Tradesmen, and Mechanics-1 

The 'gradual decline of the Truck system' resulted from 

the employers' perception that it was no longer required in a 

depressed market situation where the supply of labour had be- 

come more than sufficient for their needs. When labour was 

scarce, the truck system was an intrinsic and vital part of 

the system of labour control instituted by the employer class, 

but, with a changed market situation, the employers themselves 

began to question the utility of a truck system which no 

longer functioned in their interests. The Police Magistrate 

in Belize described this situation in which the smaller ma- 

hogany cutters were getting squeezed by their merchant 

1Pol. Mag. Cockburn to Longden, 24 Feb. 1870, AB, 
R. 106 
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suppliers, the latter being careful to protect themselves 

from a fall in the value of mahogany: 

A Merchant who has no land, agrees to 
disburse a mahogany Cutter who possesses 
land but no means, on condition of receiving 
in Belize all the wood cut at a certain fixed 
price. The mahogany Cutter hires his men, 
and the merchant advances them 3 to 4 months 
wages, half in cash and half in goods, at 
enhanced prices, and when he comes to settle 
he discounts 5p cent on the goods in favor 
of the mahogany Cutter, and charges him 10 
p cent Commission on the whole business. 
But those Houses who have mahogany works 
of their own (principally the British 
Honduras Company and Messrs. Young Toledo 
$ Co. who possess between them, almost 2/3 
of the Colony) dealt more liberally with 
their laborers with respect to the advances 
in Goods; and sometimes disbursed parties 
on more moderate terms, and gave permission 
to others, who had no lands, to cut in their 
Forests at the rate of 5$ for every tree 
felled. 

Since the abandonment however of the 
mahogany works the Truck System has been 
in_some measure given up... Employers are 
anxious to do away with the system alto- 
gether, and have made comparatively trifling 
advances this year, and appear to think that 
the Custom is so engrafted in the Labor sys- 
tem that nothing but Legislative enactment 
will effectually eradicate it. l 

Needless to say, the changes in the market situation 

brought no benefits to the labouring class. In fact, the de- 

clining demand for labour meant that many more were unemployed, 

some had to seek work abroad, while those who were able to 

secure work in the Colony were exploited as badly, if not 

worse, than before: 

True it is that, from existing 
circumstances, the Laborer cannot leave 
Belize without having some little ad- 
vance to make him comfortable, for he 
goes for a year into the bush, where 
little or no supplies can be obtained, 
save through the employer, and depends 
mainly on his rations of 7 Quarts of 

1Ibid. 
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flour and 4 pounds of pork per Week, 
occasionally varied with plantains and 
fish. Even on the Sugar Estates, of 
which there are only twelve as yet 
properly established, he can get no 
extras except from the local establish- 
ments of the employer, who selfishly 
maintains a monopoly and prohibits the 
vending of commodities by any one but 
himself. 1 

In 1868 fifty-five employers hired 2,273 labourers in Belize 

Town (seventy percent of whom were paid in goods and cash, the 

remainder in cash only) and in 1869 twenty-two employers hired 

1,169 labourers (fifty-six percent of whom were paid in goods 

and cash). While the median cash wage in 1868 was $8 per 

month, it had fallen in the following year to $6, the mean 

cash wage having fallen from $9 to $7.50.2 

Under the labour laws of the Colony, the Magistrates 

could deal severely with labourers who broke their contracts 

or exhibited disobedience and indiscipline. One man convicted 

of disobeying his overseer was sentenced to fourteen days of 

hard labour, and another, convicted of refusing to work and 

attempting to strike his employer, was fined one month's wages 

($8) and costs ($2). A labourer who hired himself to another 

employer before the expiration of his first contract was sen- 

tenced to two months of hard labour in Belize Jail. 3 In 1868 

and 1869,146 cases were brought by the Masters against Serv- 

ants at the Police Court in Belize. Only one of these cases 

was dismissed, a common punishment among the others being 

'Ibid. 

2'Returns shewing the number of laborers hired under 
18 Vic Cap 12, the names of the employers and the rates of 
wages... ' for 1868 and 1869, enclosed in Cockburn to Longden, 
24 Feb. 1870, AB, R. 106 

3Hamilton to Longden, 17 Feb. 1870, AB, R. 106 
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three months' imprisonment with hard labour. In the same 

period ten cases were brought by Servants against Masters, 

only one of these resulting in punishment, namely a $2 fine. ' 

The severity of the sentences and the lack of cases involving 

complaints by labourers against their employers show that the 

labour laws and the Magistrates who enforced them were oper- 

ating to the distinct advantage of the employers and were 

chiefly a means of disciplining and controlling the labour 

force. 

The high incidence of absenteeism, 'neglect of work, ' 

and disobedience, shown in the Magistrates' records is a 

demonstration of persistent dissatisfaction and discontent 

among the labourers and of continuing 'labour problems' for 

the employers. Sometimes the discontent was expressed in the 

form of group action, strikes, though illegal, being utilized 

by the workers at critical moments of the production process 

in the attempt to improve their situation. An interesting 

example of this type of action is recorded in a case tried on 

16 November 1869 by Magistrate Hamilton. One Lucas Howel and 

thirty others were tried for having left work 'without leave 

or lawful excuse': 

The defendants were put by the Manager 
of Regalia Estate to cut canes by day work, 
which they did not like, wishing to work by 
task, but which the Manager would not consent 
to, as they hurried through their work and 
did not cut the canes properly. The defend- 
ants then left off working at 10 o'c in the 
morning and came down to Allpines to ask me 
to compel the Manager to give them task 
work... I think their principal reason for 

striking was to try and frighten the Manager 

-'Returns of cases between Master and Servant brought 
before the Police Court Belize... ' in 1868 and 1869, en- 
closed in Cockburn to Longden, 24 Feb. 1870, AB, R. 106 
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into what they wanted. This happened 
during crop and the Mill had to be 
stopped for the day. They were by my 
advice arrested and tried and I ordered 
each of them to pay their employers the 
sum of $2.50 and the costs of $1.50 
which they consented to do, and the 
Manager agreed to stop it out of their 
wages. 1 

A number of voices were periodically raised against the 

advance and truck systems. Magistrate Adolphus gave his opin- 

ion that 'until the present most pernicious truck system is 

abolished by legislative enactment, there will not, nor can 

not, be strict justice done between the master and servant. '2 

A dozen years later Gibbs, in a lengthy description of the 

Colony's employment practices, also called it 'a most perni- 

cious system': 

The first principle in this system 
... is the advance of three or more 
month's wages at the time of hiring. 
The labourer engages himself some time 
during the Christmas holidays for the 
ensuing year at say nine dollars per 
month. But he has just entered upon, 
or is in the height of, his few weeks' 
annual festivity, and he and the woman 
he lives with, and the children, if any, 
require money to keep Christmas. ' He 
applies for, and is granted four months' 
advance of wages; probably taking three 
to begin with, and spending it out, 

returning for another month's advance. 
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 certainly inferior 
quality. First of all there is an 
undue advantage on the employer's 
side. . . the evil if his purchasing in 

the dearest market, instead of being 

allowed to take his money where he 
likes, is the lesser one only; the 

greater is that he receives these 

1Hamilton to Longden, 17 Feb. 1870, AB, R. 106 

2Adolphus to Longden, 15 Jan. 1870, AB, R. 105 
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goods and the cash in the middle of a 
saturnalia of dissipation, and the conse- 
quences are the hard cash disappears like 
butter before the sun, finding its way 
into the tills of the rum-sellers. The 
goods are next sold at one half what he 
is charged for them; that money, or the 
greater part of it also disappears, and 
another advance follows. The labourer 
has therefore to start his year's engage- 
ment three, four, or even five months in 
debt. On the works the same rule of half 
goods half cash is pursued, but he sees 
no more cash although he gets goods. The 
book-keeper of the gang keeps his account, debiting so much for every day he is ab- 
sent from work, even for sickness, and 
exacting fines rigorously, the contract 
being in every way a tight one for the 
labourer. It is hardly necessary to add 
that when his season's work is over he 
finds himself in debt when he comes down 
to Belize for his Christmas spree. At 
no time is he capable of under standing his accounts clearly, and the time chosen for settling his year's accounts is when he is enjoying a continuous carousel... 
the system is a most pernicious one in 
every way. 1 

Even though colonial administrators and colonial apologists 

like Adolphus and Gibbs could agree on condemning the perni- 

ciousness of the advance and truck systems, it was unreason- 

able to expect them to be 'abolished by legislative enactment. ' 

The Legislative Assembly and, after 1871, the Legislative 

Council were dominated by the great landowners and employers 

in whose interest it was to maintain a hiring and remuneration 

system that was 'in every way a tight one for the labourer. ' 

Fifty years after emancipation, the Colony's Handbook 

was, humanely but vainly, critical of the predominant employ- 

ment practices: 

It is well known that a system has 
prevailed in the colony unchecked... of 
labourers being kept in debt by their 

'Gibbs, op. cit., 176-8 
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employers for the purpose of securing 
a continuance of their labour, as such 
labourers consider themselves bound to 
serve until such debt is extinguished. 
Advantage has been taken-to keep them 
in debt by either supplying them with 
goods or drink for the purpose, and 
they thus become virtually enslaved 
for life. 1 

Though the institution of slavery had been declared abolished 

half a century previously, the labourers of Belize, whether 

Maya, Carib, or Creole, plantation or forest workers, were 

far from being emancipated. The 'free' labourer, like the 

slave, remained 'completely at the mercy of his employer. ' 

'Lindsay W. Bristowe and Philip B. Wright, The Handbook 
of British Honduras for 1888-89 (London, 1888) 1 



CHAPTER X 

The Political Economy: The Dominance of the Settlers, 

1765 - 1830 

The Problem of the Colonial Settlers 

The history of Belize is a classic of colonial dependency 

and exploitation. The demands of the metropolitan market 

created the raison d'etre for colonial occupation and settle- 

ment, and the changing needs of the market crucially affected 

the system of land tenure, the pattern of land use, and the 

structure of land distribution. ' The developing colonial 

economy required a large and dependent labour force, result- 

ing in massive immigration and dispossession, coupled with a 

variety of coercive measures to control the labourers. One 

way of ensuring the continued dependence of the labourers 

upon their employers was through the monopolization of land 

ownership, a feature of the Belizean political economy which, 

leading to the underutilization of both land and labour, per- 

petuated the dependence of the entire economy upon the metro- 

pole for its means of subsistence. With this circle of 

factors, the demands of metropolitan capitalism have thus 

created and perpetuated the dependent satellite economy of 

Belize, the development of the former being structurally 

linked with the underdevelopment of the latter. 

The political economy of a colonial society is not an 

autonomous reality, therefore, but is an intrinsic part of 

1See 0. Nigel Bolland and Assad Shoman, Land in Belize, 
1765-1871: The Origins of Land Tenure, Use and Distribution 
in a Dependent Economy (in press 

314 
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the whole metropolis/satellite system. The history of a 

colonial society can be adequately understood only when 

comprehended within the relevant systemic whole of the 

greater capitalist system of which it is a part -a part 

which is subject to, and responds to, the interests and 

demands of the metropolis. But it must not be assumed that 

the metropolis/satellite system is reflected in a dichotomous 

social structure consisting simply of the imperialists and 

the colonized. Such a simplistic conception not only fails 

to appreciate important distinctions within the social struc- 

ture of the metropolis, but it is also a deficient conception 

of the social structure of the colonized society. Such 'tra- 

ditional schemas, ' according to Arghiri Emmanuel, are char- 

acterized by 'their failure to recognize a third factor that 

intervenes between imperialist capitalism and the peoples of 

the exploited countries, i. e. the colonialists themselves. '1 

The colonialists themselves, in other words, constitute a 

social formation capable of acting as an independent factor 

in the imperialist process. Settler communities, in partic- 

ular, distinguished from the colonized peoples by economic, 

political, cultural, and racial qualities, and often highly 

cohesive internally, constitute a social formation capable of 

undertaking significant societal action. 

The colonial settlers clearly exist in an antagonistic 

relationship with the colonized peoples, their entire raison 

d'etre consisting of the exploitation of such peoples, but 

Emmanuel has stressed that 'The most difficult struggles of 

IArghiri Emmanuel, 'White-Settler Colonialism and the 
Myth of Investment Imperialism, ' New Left Review, Vol. 73 
(1972) 36 
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the imperialist countries since the 18th century had not been 

with the natives in their colonies but with their own set- 

tlers. '1 The problem that requires further illumination is: 

What are the circumstances under which, and what is the extent 

to which, the settler communities come into conflict with the 

metropolitan interests? 

In analyzing the reasons for the decolonization of Africa 

since the Second World War, Emmanuel argues that 'the extra- 

ordinary haste with which independence was granted in many 

cases, particularly in the Congo... can only be explained by 

a positive motive, i. e. the home countries' need at a certain 

moment to steal a march on their own settlers who were threat- 

ening nearly everywhere to secede and form White States. 12 

While this generalization may validly apply to several in- 

stances, there are other examples of recent decolonization 

where it appears inappropriate, particularly in those cases 

where the struggle between the colonial settlers and their 

home countries was fought, and lost by the settlers, in the 

nineteenth century. It can be demonstrated that Belize is 

such a case. 

The Settler Oligarchy 

While the number of settlers remained small and profits 

from the logwood trade remained lucrative, the settlers made 

little attempt to formalize their customs or to regularize 

their occupation and disposal of land. With a drastic decline 

in the profitability of logwood in the 1760s, however, compe- 

tition between the settlers increased, some of them, in the 

'Ibid., 40 
2Ibid., 43, emphasis in original 
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process, becoming indebted to London merchants and to the 

wealthier cutters and traders of the Bay. The 1763 Treaty 

having given the British the right to extract logwood from 

the Bay of Honduras, the British Government took a tentative 

step towards controlling the situation by having Admiral 

Burnaby codify the settlers' customs and establish some 

primitive 'Civil Government' with an official blessing. 

At the same time, in 1765, the settlers passed resolutions 

defining their method of making a logwood location and they 

assumed the authority to allocate lands to themselves. 

Though the Treaty's assertion of Spanish sovereignty pre- 

cluded the establishment of an unequivocal system of freehold 

tenure, the settlers being granted merely usufructory rights 

to the logwood trees in the Settlement, the logwood works al- 

located by their regulations soon came to be treated as free- 

hold property, being sold, devised, and dealt with in all 

respects as such at least since 1765.1 

However, just at the time that the settlers were given 

the right to cut logwood and had devised an appropriate system 

of land distribution, overproduction for a limited market had 

produced such a drastic fall in prices that 'the Market Price 

here about 1772 became so low, as not to pay the freights and 

Expenses incurred in Sending it home. '2 By 1765, however, 

mahogany accounted for about a quarter of the total value of 

"Report of the Commissioners appointed to investigate 
the claims by which all Land and Works are held in the Set- 
tlement of Honduras, 27 July 1820, ' enclosed in Supt. Arthur 
to Earl Bathurst, 13 Sept. 1820, CO 123/29 

2'The Memorial of His Majestys Subjects driven from the 
Bay of Honduras in September 1779... ' from Robert White to 
Thomas Townshend, 10 Feb. 1783, CO 123/2 
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exports, and by the 1770s it was much the more important 

export. Though mahogany was the chief export from Belize for 

almost two hundred years, the demand for it, and consequently 

its price, fluctuated enormously on the English market, with 

the result that the economy of Belize was chronically unstable. 

As Gibbs expressed it in the late nineteenth century, 'an ad- 

miralty board could send the market up at once by advertising 

for tenders; a change in the taste for furniture to maple or 

black walnut, would send it down for years. '1 

At the beginning of the nineteenth century the mahogany 
exported from Belize amounted to about three and a half mil- 

lion feet annually but in 1819 over six million feet were 

exported. That peak was followed by a slight decline over 

the next six years but 1826 and 1827 were boom years, almost 

seven million feet of mahogany being exported in the latter 

year. That peak, in turn, was followed by a more serious de- 

cline, 'in consequence of overtrading and a glut in the home 

market, '2 which did not begin to recover until about 1834. 

The second major export, logwood, though reaching a peak of 

over four thousand tons exported annually in 1824 and 1825, 

averaged only 2,650 tons per annum between 1819 and 1830, and 

never regained the importance it had held in the mid-eighteenth 

century (see Table X: 1). 

The shift from the pre-eminence of logwood to the pre- 

eminence of mahogany in the Settlement's economy encouraged 

the tendency for a few settlers to concentrate in their hands 

IArchibald Robertson Gibbs, British Honduras: An 
Historical and Descriptive Account o the 'Colony rom 
its Settlement, 1970 (London, 

2Ibid., 93 
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Table X: 1 

Exports of Mahogany and Logwood from Belize, 

1798 - 1830 

Mahogany in 1,000 
Date Superficial Feet Logwood in Tons 
1798 1,347 1,114 

1799 3,355 2,712 

1800 3,102 1,612 

1801 3,061 1,216 
1802 4,646 1,348 

1803 4,582 1,544 

1805 2,434 1,268 

1819 6,142 2,112 
1820 5,692 1,895 
1821 4,234 1,830 

1823 4,250 3,562 

1824 5,574 4,391 

1825 5,083 4,166 

1826 6,386 2,602 

1827 6,905 1,853 

1828 5,462 1,278 

1829 4,631 1,767 

1830 4,557 2,696 

(Sources: 1798-1802, 'A Short Sketch of the present 
situation of the Settlement of Honduras... ' by Supt. Barrow, 
31 March 1803, CO 123/15; 1805, Br. Gen. Montresor to Gov. 
Coote, 22 Oct. 1806, CO 123/17; 1803,1819-1821,1823-1830, 
Quarterly Returns of Exports from Belize, in CO 123/15, 
123/16,123/28-31,123/34-42) 
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the control of the economy. The extraction of mahogany was a 

much larger-scale operation, requiring more land, labour and 

capital, than that of logwood, so the shift from logwood to 

mahogany cutting encouraged the evolution of a small group of 

wealthy settlers who dominated the Settlement's political 

economy. 
In 1787 just twelve of the old Baymen claimdd possession 

of four fifths of all the land between the Rio Hondo and the 

Sibun River, I 
or about two thousand square miles. They were 

able to claim all this land, despite the regulations specify- 
ing the size of mahogany works and limiting possession to no 

more than two in any one river, 
2 because these regulations 

'were not complied with strictly; but were constantly evaded 

by means of fictitious, and collusive copartnerships, between 

the Masters or owners of Slaves, and their kind Servants. '3 

By using such evasions, and by discriminating against the 

poor whites and free coloured and blacks, most of whom were 

evacuees from the Mosquito Shore, a handful of old settlers 

were able to monopolize landownership in the Settlement before 

the end of the eighteenth century. 

Superintendent Despard, having attempted to execute 

Lord Sydney's instructions that the Mosquito Shore evacuees 

'are to be accommodated with lands-in preference to all 

persons whatever, '4 came into conflict with these old settlers 

1Letter from Supt. Despard, 4 March 1788, CO 123/6 

2'Laws of Honduras 1806-1810, ' GRB 

3Letter from Despard, 4 March 1788, CO 123/6 

4Lord Sydney to Despard, 26 June 1787, enclosed in 
Arthur to Bathurst, 13 Sept. 1820, CO 123/29 
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who successfully defied the authority of the Crown's represent- 

ative, particularly on the crucial question of the authority 

to allocate lands. Given official permission to extract ma- 

hogany by the Convention of London in 1786, the Baymen felt 

their monopoly threatened by the arrival of the first appointed 

Superintendent and the relatively large number of evacuees. 

After the resolutions regarding mahogany works were passed in 

1787, Despard commented on the concentrated possession of land 

by a few settlers, noting 'the partiality of this law to rich 

people, ' and pointing out that 'there being in the River 

Wallix [Belize] not above sixty miles of Mahogany ground in 

length, which according to this rule would be entirely occu- 

pied by a very few of the old Settlers. '1 Despard explained 

how the old settlers managed to control the land between the 

Belize and Sibun Rivers which had just been allocated under 

the 1786 Convention: 

Until the late Convention, the cutting 
Mahogany was always held even by the Old 
Baymen to be contraband, and, therefore, 
they cut it where ever they could find it; 
and they now claim all the wood which they 
can find in or near the Places which they 
formerly held in this illegal manner... 
Messrs. Hoare, O'Brien, McAuley, Bartlett, 
Potts, Meighan, Armstrong, Davis, Tucker 
and Sullivan and Garbutt-alone possess 
at least nine parts in Twelve of the 
present augmented District. 2 

In 1791, after he had been recalled from the Settlement, 

Despard wrote that 'the district both old and new was so 

taken up by the Old Settlers, that not one of the Mosquito 

Shore or other new Settlers have to this day been able to 

get a Mahogany work of any value, without purchasing it from 

1Despard to Sydney, 17 Aug. 1787, CO 123/5- 

2Letter from Despard, 31 Oct. 1787, CO 123/6 
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some old Bayman. '1 The few wealthy old settlers were thus 

able to negate Sydney's instructions to Despard, to defy the 

authority of the Crown's representative, and to continue to 

allocate land to themselves. 

When Superintendent Arthur arrived in 1814 he discovered 

a situation in which the monopoly of land ownership existed 

as part of a monopoly of power in the political economy of 

the Settlement. The chief settlers, through their Public 

Meetings and Magistracy, had succeeded in defying the author- 

ity, of Superintendents since 1787, when they had asserted 

their power to dispose of the land against the clear instruc- 

tions of Lord Sydney. A handful of the settlers had used 

this authority to secure for themselves almost all of the 

available land, and this in turn increased their power vis-a- 

vis the Superintendent and the other inhabitants of the Set- 

tlement. To resolve the conflict over the location of execu- 

tive authority in favour of the colonial administration it 

was necessary first to break the monopoly of the few wealthy 

settlers over the land. 

By 1814 the problem of the authority to allocate land 

was more urgent than ever, since the de facto limits of the 

Settlement were then extended much further to the south than 

the boundaries permitted by the Convention of 1786. Except 

for the town of Belize and St. George's Cay, none of the 

lands in the Settlement were yet recognized or treated as 

Crown Lands because of the reservation of Spanish sovereignty 

in the treaties. If the settlers were to maintain their power 

1'A Narrative of the Publick Transactions in the Bay 
of Honduras from 1784 to 1790 by Edward Marcus Despard 
Esq... ' 8 March 1791, CO 123/10 
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to dispose of the land the entire enlarged Settlement would 

soon be claimed by the same small group of wealthy cutters. 

By 1816, Arthur, coming to the conclusion that drastic action 

was necessary, suggested to Earl Bathurst that the Crown be 

made the only authority competent to dispose of land in the 

Settlement. Arthur explained that there is: 

.a monopoly on the part of the 
monied cutters, to the almost entire 
exclusion of the poorer class of His 
Majesty's subjects.... an adventurer 
explores the interior, discovers a 
Batch of Wood, fells a Tree, which is 
considered sufficient to give a Title 
to the Lot, or Work... which he after- 
wards disposes of as his property to 
some more wealthy Cutter, and this 
possession is acquired without any 
communication whatever being made to 
the King's Superintendent, regardless 
of the district being within or with- 
out the British Limits. 1 

Apart from his concern at the monopolization of land in the 

Settlement, his goal being to 'prevent any undue advantage 

being taken by the opulent over the poorer Class of Settlers, '2 

Arthur was doubtless moved by the consideration that in Belize, 

which was a colony in all but name, the Crown, and not the 

settlers themselves, should have the authority to dispose of 

the land. He therefore advocated 'that the Cutters should be 

called upon to register in the Superintendent's Office, all 

their Works in the Country - their Titles to such Works, and 

whether they have been confirmed to them as Grants from the 

Crown; and that, in future, no occupancy shall be esteemed 

valid, without a Grant from His Majesty through His Repre- 

sentative in this Settlement. 13 

'Arthur to Bathurst, 17 Oct. 1816, CO 123/25 

2Ibid. 

3Ibid. 
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Bathurst approved of Arthur's suggestion and authorized 

him not to permit 'any occupation of Land at Honduras without 

the Sanction of the Superintendent being previously and for- 

mally obtained under his written authority specifying the 

extent and situation of the Land to be occupied. '1 Bathurst's 

instruction effectively countermanded the authority assumed 

by the Public Meeting on 24 July 1787, when it declared 'that 

the inhabitants of this country are adequate to the division 

of the lands, works, or other emoluments and privileges, 

granted to them by the definitive treaty or convention, '2 

and made the Crown, through the Superintendent, the sole 

authority to dispose of lands. Arthur accordingly issued a 

Proclamation on 18 October 1817, forbidding any future appro- 

priation of land by location and requiring all settlers to 

state under what title the lands they claimed were held. 3 

The immediate effect of Arthur's Proclamation was to 

declare that all unclaimed land was henceforth Crown Land, 

the authority to dispose of which lay exclusively with the 

Superintendent as the Crown's representative, and to require 

registration of existing claims within six months, stating 

'under what title they are held, ' on penalty of their in- 

validation. Arthur perceived his Proclamation as only the 

initial stage of a struggle to break the 'monopoly on the 

part of the monied cutters' - thus attempting what Despard 

had signally failed to achieve thirty years before. But 

Arthur was aware of the inadequate definition of the 

1Bathurst to Arthur, 12 March 1817, AB, R. 1 

2'Laws of Honduras 1806-1810, ' GRB 

3Enclosed with 'Report of the Commissioners... 1820' 
CO 123/29 
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Superintendent's powers and consequently avoided any major 

confrontation with the settlers by prudently confining his 

Proclamation to future acquisitions of land. However, by 

demanding the registration of claims and a statement con- 

cerning under what title the works were held, Arthur sought 

to expose the basis of these titles and obtain the information 

required to present a case for expropriation to London. 

The registration of claims was to take place before 

10 March 1818, and on 9 March 1818, Arthur appointed a Com- 

mission 'to examine into the several Claims of Lands, Works 

and Lots in the British Settlement of Honduras-" In pro- 

viding the Commission's terms of reference, Arthur referred 

to the Proclamation's requirement that claims on land be 

registered, and continued: 'And Whereas, in obedience thereto 

Returns have been made to the Secretary's Office, purporting 

to be the claims of Individuals to Such Property; and Whereas 

it is expedient that the validity of such claims should be 

ascertained before any Title-can be given on the part of the 

Crown... '2 Arthur thus revealed his intention to examine the 

claims put forward before deciding whether or not to issue 

Crown grants in support of such claims. In other words, all 

the claims were regarded as in jeopardy, and if some of them 

were later to be admitted, it would be the subsequent issuance 

of a Crown grant, and not the old location laws, which would 

give a proper and secure title. Arthur was therefore seeking 

to make the exclusive authority of the Superintendent regard- 

ing the allocation of land retroactive by denying the authority 

'Ibid. 

2Ibid. 
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of the Public Meeting and denying the monopolistic claims of 

the settlers, and then to expropriate the land and reallocate 
it by making Crown grants. 

The Commissioners' Report being completed by, July 1820, 

Arthur sent a covering letter, interpreting the results and 

supporting his case for imposing the Crown's authority on all 

the lands in the Settlement. Referring to Despard's attempt 

to follow Sydney's instructions in settling the Mosquito 

Shore evacuees, Arthur commented: 

The Resolutions by which they professed 
to be governed (which the Old Settlers for 
their further advantage soon found it con- 
venient to break through in several important 
points) were of course framed so as to confirm 
the usurpation of the Old Settlers to the 
great injury of the Inhabitants from the 
Mosquito Shore and almost to the total ex- 
clusion of all other His Majesty's Subjects. 

Referring to the 1787 resolution that 'no person shall possess 

more than two Mahogany Works in any River, '2 Arthur observed: 

.. the covetousness of the Old Settlers 
soon led them to break through it, for so 
soon as they had located one Work, and there- 
by obtained what they chose to consider free- 
hold possession, they moved to another, so 
that by Location, or Purchase, or Bequest, 
or Partnership, or under some cloak or other 
there are Cutters who hold, at least, eight 
or ten Works, and, as the front line of a 
Work is no less than three miles, each must 
comprehend a very large tract of Country.... 
such has been the rapacity of the Old Set- 
tlers, that, by the claims now before me, 
it does not appear there remains any un- 
claimed ground on which Mahogany is to be 
found. 

Arthur's argument was based upon the fact that the 'cov- 

etousness' and 'rapacity' of the settlers had led them, first, 

'Arthur to Bathurst, 13 Sept. 1820, CO 123/29 

2'Laws of Honduras 1806-1810, ' GRB 

3Arthur to Bathurst, 13 Sept. 1820, CO 123/29 
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to usurp the authority to dispose of land and, second, to 

violate their own regulations in order to monopolize land 

ownership. Consequently, though the Superintendent had been 

invested in 1817 with the authority to dispose of land within 

the treaty limits, no lands of value remained unclaimed with- 

in that area and the Superintendent was thus unable to grant 

land to those who required it. (For example, when the dis- 

banded soldiers from the 2nd and 5th West India Regiments 

arrived in 1817 and 1818, Arthur located them around Manatee 

Lagoon, south of the Sibun River and outside the treaty 

limits, without giving them formal grants of land. Conse- 

quently, the descendents of these old soldiers still suffered 

from insecurity of tenure fifty years later when Lieutenant 

Governor Longden suggested that he should be authorized to 

give them gratuitous Crown grants of the plots of land in 

their possession. 1) 

The sweeping recommendations which Arthur made were in- 

tended to abolish the 'monopoly... of the monied cutters' and 

to give substance to the Superintendent's authority to allo- 

cate land: 

.. no Cutter shall possess more than 
two Works at one time... and he should hold 
those under a Grant from the Crown, only 
so long as he Chooses to fell Wood thereon... 
no Lands or Works whatever shall be con- 
sidered Freehold Property, unless specially 
granted as such by His Majesty's Represent- 
ative, in His Majesty's Name... This, whilst 
it would place Cutters in the full temporary 
possession of such Lands as they require for 
cutting Mahogany and Logwood, so long as it 
is in their interest to hold them for that 
purpose, would also admit the Inhabitants 
and Settlers in general to enjoy, as 

"Report 
on the Land Question, ' Lt. Gov. Longden to 

Gov. Grant, 6 March 1869, AB, R. 98 
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Freehold Property, such land as they may 
require either for their Dwellings, or, 
for the purpose of cultivation. 1 

Had Arthur's recommendations been effected, a more equitable 

distribution of land, based upon the capacity for its utili- 

zation, may have resulted - but this did not occur. When 

Arthur was preparing to leave the Settlement in 1822 he re- 

ported that he had not issued any grants because the British 

government had not reached a decision on the Commissioners' 

Report, 2 and in 1831 Superintendent Cockburn requested in vain 

that Arthur's recommendations be implemented. Cockburn rec- 

ommended to the Secretary of State for the Colonies: 

... that no further delay should take 
place in a matter of such consequence and 
that your Lordship should direct that all 
Persons holding Mahogany or Logwood Works, 
Plantations or Town Lots should be called 
upon to send in returns of the same to the 
Superintendents Office with a view to giving 
regular Grants to those whose claims are 
valid. 3 

Cockburn's call for action, like Arthur's, went unanswered, 

and it was not until the 1850s that a regular system of land 

tenure was instituted in the Settlement. The Laws in Force 

Act of 18554 provided retroactive legitimacy to ownership of 

land which had been appropriated under the old location laws 

prior to 1817, thereby confirming the monopolistic distribu- 

tion of land which had been established during the preceding 

century. 

lArthur to Bathurst, 13 Sept. 1820, CO 123/29 

2Arthur to Maj. Gen. Pye, 3 April 1822, AB, R. 2 

3Supt. Cockburn to Lord Goderich, 10 April 1831, AB, R. 6 

4'An Act to declare the Laws in Force in this Settle- 
ment, ' 18 Vic Cap 22, Clauses 2 and 3, Laws of British 
Honduras in force on 31 Dec. 1881,1882 
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Although Arthur failed in his attempt to destroy the 

monopoly of land ownership and to secure the invalidation of 

titles based on location, he did succeed in asserting the 

Crown's sole authority in respect to all future dispositions 

of unclaimed land, and, since his Proclamation in 1817, no 

new locations were deemed to give valid titles to land. This 

fact is of great significance with respect to all the land 

south of the Sibun River and outside the treaty limits. Al- 

though some settlements had been made as far south as the 

Moho River by 1817, very little land south of the Sibun had 

been located, so most of this area was saved by Arthur from 

the 'rapacity' and 'covetousness' of the 'monied cutters. i' 

A major reason for the indecision of the British govern- 

went regarding Arthur's recommendations was its continuing 

reluctance to assert British sovereignty over the territory. 

The eighteenth century treaties were very emphatic in re- 

serving the sovereignty over the land to Spain and, while 

the settlers dealt with the land as though it were their free- 

hold property, it was difficult for the British government to 

ignore a fundamental aspect of the treaties to which it was a 

signatory. Although the British government exercised a large 

degree of de facto sovereignty, particularly after 1796, it 

continued to vacillate until the 1840s, sometimes insisting 

on the fact of Spanish sovereignty, while at other times tak- 

ing actions which in effect asserted British sovereignty. 

(For example, Superintendents, responsible to the Governor 

of Jamaica, were regularly appointed after 1796, troops were 

1The effects of this situation are apparent to this 
day, when the vast majority of Crown land lies south of 
the Sibun River 
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stationed and fortifications built in Belize, and, as early 

as 1809, land grants were made for town lots. 1) The anomolous 

constitutional position of the Settlement, inhibiting the 

British government from asserting its sovereignty over the 

land and from defining and insisting on the authority of its 

representative, enabled the settlers to persist in their mo- 

nopolistic control of the land. 

Through their monopolization of the Settlement's primary 

natural resource, a handful of settlers were able to dominate 

the economy. In fact, the same settlers who owned most of 

the land also owned most of the people, there being a great 

concentration of slave ownership. In 1790, twenty estates 

possessed between them over a thousand slaves, or about half 

of all the slaves in the Settlement, while over a fifth of 

the free 'Heads of Families' possessed no slaves at all. 2 

The 1816 Census showed that a mere eleven 'free heads of 

families' owned 1,013 slaves, while 108 'free heads of fami- 

lies' owned 185 slaves and 125 'free heads of families' owned 

no slaves at all. 3 In other words, at the two extremes of 

the structure of slave ownership, three percent of the 'free 

heads of families' owned thirty-seven percent of the slaves, 

while sixty-two percent of the 'free heads of families' owned 

less than seven percent of the slaves. 

The 1820 'Census of the Slave Population' recorded 211 

owners as possessing 2,563 slaves, an average of twelve slaves 

each. The five biggest owners, however, (Marshall Bennett, 

"Report of the Commissioners ... 1820, ' CO 123/29 

2'List of the Inhabitants of Honduras... ' 1790, 
CO 123/11 

31816 Census, GRB 
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James and George Hyde, Grace Tucker Anderson, Thomas Paslow, 

and Potts and Farrell) possessed 669 slaves, or over a quarter 

of the total, while thirty-one percent of the owners possessed 

a mere four percent of the slaves. 1 The biggest slave owner 

in the early nineteenth century was Marshall Bennett, who 

owned only 22 slaves in 1790, but had 211 slaves in 1816,250 

in 1820,247 in 1823,271 in 1826,266 in 1829, and 253 in 

1832, the proportion of the total slave population which he 

owned increasing from one to fourteen percent. The 1835 

Census showed an even greater inequality than that of 1816, 

three percent of the 'free heads of families' owning forty 

percent of the 'apprenticed labourers' and eighty-one percent 

of the 'free heads of families' owning a mere seven percent 

of the 'apprenticed labourers. '2 

The great concentration of ownership of both land and 

slaves in the hands of a few settlers encouraged the domina- 

tion of the Settlement's political economy by a tiny minority. 

An illustration of this phenomenon can be seen in the person 

of Marshall Bennett, who, in addition to being the biggest 

slave proprietor, acted as one of the Magistrates for twenty- 

two of the thirty years between 1798 and 1828,3 and was the 

senior judge of the Supreme Court. He was a colonel of the 

militia, was the President of Arthur's Commission on land, 

was frequently the Chairman of the Public Meeting, and was 

'Census of the Slave Population, 31 Dec. 1820, GRB 

2'Census of the Population of the British Settlement 
of Honduras, ' 31 Dec. 1835, GRB 

31n 1829 Supt. Macdonald said of Bennett that, though 
he was a member of a Commission appointed 'for administering 
the Government-he has not been near the Colony for three 
years, ' Macdonald to Sec. of State, 28 Sept. 1829, AB, R. 6 
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one of the chief mahogany cutters and merchants of Belize. 

(Involved in a dubious company called the Eastern Coast of 

Central America Commercial and Agricultural Company, to which 

the Guatemalan government attempted to grant fourteen million 

acres of Vera Paz and all the land between the Sibun and 

Sarstoon Rivers in 1834, Bennett retired to Guatemala where 

he was the most important British merchant, with interests in 

mining, manufacturing and shipping throughout Central America, 

until his death in 1839.1) Also important were the Hydes, 

James and his 'coloured' son, George. The 1790 Census named 

James Hyde as a co-owner, with three others, of eighty-two 

slaves and in 1816 he was named as the sole owner of 120 

slaves. Subsequent censuses named James and George Hyde as 

the owners of a hundred slaves or more, making them among the 

largest proprietors of slaves in the Settlement. In 1806 

James Hyde was one of the Magistrates2; in 1814 his name 

appeared on several 'works' on various rivers in Du Vernay's 

map of the Settlement3; in 1818 he was one of the Commissioners 

appointed by Arthur to report on land tenure, and he was later 

a Supreme Court Judge. In 1830 James Hyde was the Settle- 

ment's Treasurer4 and in 1832 he was appointed the Settle- 

ment's Agent in the United Kingdom at an annual salary of 

f300.5 Meanwhile, George Hyde, educated in England, well 

1William J. Griffith, Em ires in the Wilderness: Foreign 
Colonization and Development in Guatemala, ITN-1844 (Chapel 
Hill, 28-30 

2Laws of Honduras 1806-1810, ' GRB 

3'A Sketch of the British Settlement of Honduras... ' 
by H. C. Du Vernay, 9 March 1814, CO 123/23 

4Sir John Alder Burdon, Archives of British Honduras 
3v., London, 1935) II, 321 

5Ibid., 337 
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propertied in both land and slaves and a successful merchant, 

was busily petitioning in London in 1827 for an extension of 

civil rights to his fellow 'freeborn brethren of the mix'd 

race. rl In 1830, Superintendent Cockburn wrote of George Hyde 

as 'a Person of colour, but a more loyal, zealous or intelli- 

gent Inhabitant, the Settlement does not possess, ' and as one 

of 'the Persons whose advice & assistance I should consider 

myself as likely to be most benefited by. '2 But in this same 

letter Cockburn stated: 

.. for some years past, the prosperity 
of this Settlement has been retarded by the 
influence of some five or Six Individuals 
who have monopolized the management of of- 
fices & held in subjection the rest of the 
Inhabitants. 3 

The monopoly in the management of the Settlement's af- 

fairs about which Cockburn complained was the same phenomenon 

to which Despard had drawn attention almost half a century 

before, namely the concentration of political and economic 

power in the hands of 'a very arbitrary aristocracy. 4 As 

described in Chapter III, a handful of wealthy settlers domi- 

nated the Settlement's political structure in the eighteenth 

century through their control of the primitive legislature 

(Public Meeting) and judiciary (Magistracy) and succeeded in 

retaining their executive powers even when these were chal- 

lenged by the Crown's representative. The oligarchy 'kept in 

subjection the rest of the Inhabitants' by using its political 

1George Hyde to Bathurst, 3 Feb. 1827, CO 123/38 

2Cockburn to Sir George Murray, 27 Jan. 1830, AB, R. 6 

and CO 123/41 

3lbid. 

4'A Narrative of the Publick Transactions... ' CO 123/10 
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power to enforce and maintain its economic monopoly. The 

Magistrates and their close associates not only owned most of 

the land and much of the population of the Settlement, but 

were also 'almost our sole importers, exporters, and retailers, 

too; and they had the equity to import, just what served them- 

selves; and their private purposes of keeping the people poor 

and totally dependent upon them. '1 Some of the victims of 

the Magistrates' legislation complained that 'these Laws or 

regulations seem also (to us) to be partial and in favour of 

one sett of people, and palpably calculated to enslave an- 

other, '2 while Despard pointed out that many of the Mosquito 

Shore evacuees 'are entirely excluded from any means of gain- 

ing a Subsistence, unless they will become the Servants of 

these Legislators, which really seems to be the principle 

intention of this partial rule. '3 

Through their total control of the Settlement's political 
economy, therefore, the oligarchy of wealthy settlers con- 

trolled not only the slaves they owned but also the majority 

of the 'free' population, white, 'coloured, ' and black, by 

forcing them into a dependent situation. The wealthy settlers 

legislated against other free people acquiring land in order 

to deny them an independent means of livelihood, thereby forc- 

ing them into some employment. The oligarchy monopolized 

landownership not in order to utilize all the land (which, 

despite their possession of hundreds of slaves, they could 

not) but in order to deny its use to others. 

1Letter from Despard, 11 Jan. 1788, CO 123/6 

2Petition from Robert English et al. to Despard, 
20 Aug. 1787, CO 123/5 

3Despard to Sydney, 24 Aug. 1787, CO 123/5 
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Though the chief source of the wealth of the settler 

elite lay in the export of timber, their commercial activi- 

ties, both within the Settlement and with neighbouring ter- 

ritories, were also important. Despard had mentioned their 

control of the import, export, and retail trades in 1788 and, 

though the population of the Settlement remained small, their 

monopoly of the internal market must have enabled them to en- 

gage in lucrative profiteering. Of developing importance, 

however, was the trade carried on between Britain and Central 

America via Belize. 1 While the neighbouring territories were 

dominated by Spain, much of this trade was illegal but during 

the 1820s the trade greatly increased, Belize becoming in the 

process something of an entrepot. 

Table X: 2 

Value of Exports from the United Kingdom 
to Belize, 1806, 1823,1829 

Foreign and 
British Manufactures Colonial 

Date and Produce Merchandise Total 

1806 £27,010 £2,723 £29,733 

1823 £342,940 £14,893 f357,833 

1829 (753,710 f38,568 f792,278 

(Source: Memorial from London Merchants to Lord 
Goderich, 20 Sept. 1832, CO 123/43) 

Table X: 2 shows that the value of exports from the United 

Kingdom to Belize increased from about thirty thousand pounds 

in 1806 to almost eight hundred thousand pounds in 1829, much 

of this being reexported from Belize to Central America. 

1See R. A. Naylor, 'British Commercial Relations with 
Central America 1821-51' (Tulane Ph. D. 1958) 
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Commission Houses were established in Belize in 1824 and in 

1825 the first British Consul was appointed in Guatemala. 

An attempt was made to negotiate a commercial treaty between 

Britain and the Central American Republic in 1826 but this, 

and a later effort in 1830, failed to bring official approval 

to the burgeoning and lucrative contraband trade. During the 

1820s four fifths of Central American trade went through Be- 

lize, the value of exports through Belize to Central America 

and certain Mexican ports being estimated at nearly f260,000 

annually in the years 1825 to 1828.1 Central America imported 

chiefly manufactured goods, such as cotton textiles, dry goods, 

and hardware, while the merchants in Belize bought and ex- 

ported indigo and cochineal (used for dyeing in the booming 

English cotton industry) and other natural produce such as 

sarsaparilla and tortoiseshell. 

Although some of the old settlers, such as Marshall 

Bennett, were able to exploit these expanding trade opportu- 

nities, most of the merchants of Belize lacked the contacts 

and credit, and probably also the skills and initiative, to 

survive in this entrepot business. The Commission Houses were 

established by British commercial companies specifically to 

trade with Central America, and hence were in competition with 

the settler-merchants of Belize. During the 1820s, therefore, 

the expanding trade between Britain and Central America, 

whilst providing some opportunities for the established 

settler-merchant oligarchy of Belize, also introduced a very 

direct conflict between these settlers and metropolitan com- 

mercial companies. 

1C. Dashwood to J. Backhouse, 28 Jan. 1830, FO 15/10, 

cited in Narda Dobson, A History of Belize (London, 1973) 139 
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Until about 1830, the leading settlers controlled not 

only the land, labour and commerce of the Settlement, but 

also the primitive-instruments of government and agencies of 

administration. It is apparent that in the late eighteenth 

and early nineteenth centuries the Superintendents were placed 

in an anomolous and weak position when opposed by a united and 

determined merchant/mahogany-cutter settler elite. As late as 

1838, James Stephen stated that 'The Crown is represented by a 

Superintendent who is not much more than a Looker-on, and who 

supplies the want of authority by dexterity and address in, 

acquiring and using influence over the general meeting and 

the Magistracy. '1 It is true that the authority of the Super- 

intendent was never clearly defined by the British government, 
but it is inadequate merely to say that 'the basic weakness 

of his position was implicit in the lack of authority dele- 

gated to him, r2 as if to say that a clearer delegation of 

authority would have resolved the problem. Because Britain 

had agreed not to create any formal government in the Bay and, 

through the first decades of the nineteenth century, was un- 

willing to assert its sovereignty over the Belize Settlement, 

the Commission issued to the Superintendent was phrased always 

in very general terms, providing him with no specific rights, 

powers, or privileges. But this ambiguity in the location of 

executive authority only became a problem when the Crown's 

representative was challenged by the settlers. 

The first Superintendent, Despard, had, after all, been 

given specific authority to dispose of land to the new set- 

tiers - but the old settlers successfully challenged and 

1James Stephen to Lord G1enelg, 4 Oct. 1838, CO 123/54 

2Dobson, 
op. cit., 98 
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annulled that authority. The instructions given to succeed- 

ing Superintendents appear oriented less towards avoiding mis- 

understanding with the Spaniards than towards avoiding con- 

frontation with the settlers. For example, in 1810 Lord 

Liverpool instructed Colonel Smyth, on his appointment as 

Superintendent, that 'His Majesty's Subjects shall be left in 

the full enjoyment of their ancient Customs in the convening 

of public Meetings, the election of Magistrates and other 

Public Offices; and in the raising and application of the 

Money required for the public Service. '1 Since, just two 

years earlier, the sum voted annually by the Public Meeting 

for the Superintendent had been withheld from Superintendent 

Hamilton because of his unpopularity with the settlers, the 

settlers' control over finances, authorized by the British 

government, gave them control over the Superintendent. As 

late as 1829, Superintendent Codd, in response to an instruc- 

tion from the Secretary of State that he should pay himself 

an annual salary of £1,000, complained that, as all expendi- 

ture of the Settlement's funds remained in the hands of the 

Magistrates, he could not actually pay himself a salary at all. 
2 

The problem was not so much that the British government 

had delegated insufficient authority to the Superintendent, 

but rather that it had recognized the authority assumed by 

the settlers. Only gradually, and largely as a result of the 

action of particular Superintendents, did successive holders 

of the position acquire more power, power which, equally 

gradually, came to be accepted and supported by the Colonial 

1Lord Liverpool to Col. Smyth, 15 June 1810, CO 124/3, 
cited in Dobson, op. cit., 99 

2Supt. Codd to Murray, 1 Jan. 1829, CO 123/40 
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Office. Superintendent Arthur, for example, made use of 

Proclamations on important issuesl such as the treatment of 

slaves,. the illegal enslavement of Indians, and the alloca- 

tion of lands, and, though his Instructions did not specify 

the use of such an instrument, succeeding Superintendents 

periodically issued Proclamations as a means of exercising an 

assumed legislative authority. In this way, the authority of 

the Superintendent was expanded, but at the expense of, and 

hence only after conflict with, the settlers. 

One of the most frequent loci of dispute concerned the 

Superintendents' use of their military authority. Until 1851, 

the Superintendents were all military men seconded from their 

regiments, usually for two or three years, to supervise the 

Settlement. In part the problem arose because of the attitude 

taken by men of military training toward the administration of 

the Settlement (Superintendent Hamilton, for example, stated 

in 1807 that 'I consider this completely to be a Garrison 

Town'2), but the problem was also caused by the anomolous con- 

stitutional status of the Settlement. It was not clear whether 

the courts of the Settlement were actually legally established 

tribunals, such as those of the West Indian colonies, and 

there was consequently much dispute as to whether military 

offenders could be tried in civilian courts3 or civilians 

tried by Court Martial. 4 In 1812 the Law Officers of the 

Crown advised Lord Liverpool, in response to a query concerning 

1See CO 123/33 
2Supt. Hamilton to Gov. Coote, 26 Nov. 1807, CO 123/17 

3George Dyer to Robert Peel, 10 May 1811, CO 123/20 

4Smyth to Bathurst, 12 Nov. 1813, CO 123/22 



340 

, 
the competence of the Settlement's courts, that 'We cannot 

trace the authority of the Magistrates at Honduras, or the 

Laws by which their decisions are governed, to any legal 

origin, and therefore we do not conceive that such decisions 

can be legally enforced. '1 In other words, the strict view 

being expressed was that the courts could be established only 

through the authority of the British Parliament and Crown, 

not simply by the mutual consent of the settlers. The set- 

tlers' judicial system, nevertheless, continued to exist and 

function. 

In the matter of the judicial system, as in that of land 

tenure, the period during which Superintendent Arthur and 

Earl Bathurst were in office saw some important changes. In 

1815, Bathurst directed that, while the ancient customs of 

the Settlement were to continue to be enforced, the powers of 

the civil courts were to be restricted. Criminals could be 

punished only by fines, imprisonment, or transportation, and 

the civil authorities were to have no jurisdiction over mili- 

tary and naval personnel in civil or criminal cases. 
2 While 

Bathurst's directions certainly clarified the limits of civil 

jurisdiction they did not specify the proper procedure to be 

undertaken in cases of murder and other crimes subject to the 

death penalty. Consequently when, in 1817, 'the circumstance 

of a Slave's having during the late Xmas made an attempt upon 

the life of one of the oldest Magistrates in the Country, ' 

Arthur reported to Bathurst that 'it is not probable that the 

inability of the Bench to proceed against offences of so 

serious a nature can be kept long a secret from the lower 

'Law Officers to Liverpool, Feb. 1812, CO 123/21 

2Dobson, op. cit., 121 
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orders of this extensive community, and the consequences are 

certainly to be dreaded when the Slave Population are apprized 

of it... Crimes of this nature, which have been so frequent 

of late, will accumulate upon us very fast. 11 The following 

year the Public Meeting drew attention in a Petition to the 

fact that 'there is no Authority by which the hand of the 

Assassin can be legally stayed, i2 and Arthur supported their 

petition. The outcome was the passing, in June 1819, of the 

'Act for the Punishment of Certain Offences in the Bay of 

Honduras' and the establishment of a Supreme Court in Belize 

the following year. 

The establishment of the Supreme Court in 1820 was an 

act of great significance not only for the judicial system 

but also in the broader politico-administrative structure. 

The Court, consisting of four or more persons issued with a 

Royal Commission, was limited in its jurisdiction to the con- 

sideration of murders, manslaughters, rapes, robberies, and 

burglaries, and therefore filled most of the gaps (except the 

offence of attempted murder) existing in the prior judicial 

system. The Act was more important, however, in that it con- 

stituted legislation in the British Parliament of formal 

government institutions in Belize, without either prior con- 

sultation with or subsequent complaint from Spain. As such, 

it amounted to an effective and unchallenged assertion of 

British sovereignty over the territory of Belize - before 

Central America achieved its independence from Spain. 

Of even greater importance to our current concern with 

the political-economic structure of the Settlement, however, 

1Arthur to Bathurst, 11 Jan. 1817, CO 123/26 

2Quoted in Dobson, op. cit., 122 
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is the fact that this Court was the only (and, until 1862, it 

remained the only) legally established tribunal in the Settle- 

ment. Despite this fact, the Colonial Office permitted the 

continuation of the other civil courts, thereby implicitly 

authorizing the persistence of the settlers' own judicial 

system alongside that established by the British government. 

These other courts, the Grand Court, the Summary Court, and 

the Slave Court, were described by the Commission of Legal 

Enquiry as administering English law with a few adaptations 

made to suit local conditions. ' The generally approving tone 

of the Commissioners' Report, and the absence of any action 

by the British government following the report's reception in 

1829, meant that the judicial system which had been estab- 

lished by agreement between the more wealthy and powerful 

settlers was left undisturbed. 

Within the settlers' judicial system, the elected Ma. gis- 

trates played a central and crucial role, but they were also 

important in an executive capacity, and it was chiefly in the 

latter role that they clashed with the Settlement's Superin- 

tendents. The Magistrates corresponded with the London Agent 

and with merchants and financiers in London who were concerned 

with the Settlement. These contacts in the metropolis were 

frequently used as a lobby, to pressure and petition the Sec- 

retary of State in accordance with their interests. Until 

1830 the power of the Magistrates was almost unlimited. They 

were responsible for initiating legislation in the Public 

Meeting, and for allocating the money voted from public funds 

1Report 
of the 'Commissioners of Inquiry into the 

Administration of Criminal and Civil Justice.. . on the 
Settlement of Honduras, ' 24 Feb. 1829, CO 318/77 
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by the Meeting. Some appointments of public officials, such 

as the Clerk of the Market and the High Constable (and, in 

1806, even the Public Treasurer) were made by the Magistrates 

until Superintendent Arthur succeeded in getting an unequivo- 

cal instruction from Bathurst 'in no case to recognize or 

admit any person in any public capacity whose actual nomina- 

tion or appointment shall not have originated with yourself. '1 

This was only a very limited assertion of the power of the 

Crown's representative, however, so long as the Magistrates 

themselves, with their crucial control over legislation and 

expenditure, remained elected officials. 

The custom of the election of Magistrates clearly existed 

prior to 1765, when Burnaby's Code gave it some, albeit vague, 

official approval. Between 1791 and 1796 the government of 

the Settlement was by Magistrates, and a Superintendent was 

only reintroduced in the war emergency of 1796 when Earl 

Balcarres appointed Major Barrow. In 1800 the Public Meeting 

decided that there should be seven elected Magistrates and 

that, while nobody could be forced to act as Magistrate for 

two successive years, the refusal to accept election for one 

year, or re-election after an interval of a year, would re- 

sult in a fine of (100.2 In 1809 the Public Meeting made the 

qualifications for election to the Magistracy more stringent: 

in future Magistrates were to be British-born white male resi- 

dents possessed of at least f500 in visible property. 
3 Though 

'Bathurst to Arthur, 30 Nov. 1819, CO 124/3, cited 
in Dobson, op. cit., 109 

2Dobson, op. cit., 106 

3Minutes of Public Meeting, 28 Feb. 1809, in Burdon, 
op. cit., II, 127 
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these restrictions defined the Magistracy as an exclusive and 

elitist institution, they do not appear to have raised the 

quality of the occupants. Only five years later, Superin- 

tendent Arthur wrote: 

The most illiterate Men of the worst 
Characters are placed on the Bench, and 
such Men... are but ill-qualified for the 
Duties they have to perform. Their deci- 
sions are consequently most gross, and 
they of course fall into the most abject 
Contempt; their Authority is ridiculed, 
and even the semblance of a Court of 
Justice is with difficulty supported.... 
one of these Magistrates... has been in- 
iquitously employed in carrying on the 
Slave Trade to a considerable extent, 
in defiance of the Laws of the Settle- 
ment, of an Act of Parliament, and in 
direct contempt of my orders.... I can- 
not shut my Eyes to the self-interest 
and ignorance that influence their 
decisions. l 

In 1819 Arthur wrote to a friend, 'you can form no idea of 

the depravity of some of the Inhabitants who are raised to 

the Magistrates Seat. '2 

The fact that the Magistrates were unpaid does not seem 
to have improved their quality. On the contrary, they seem 

generally to have been willing to undertake the considerable 

volume of work entailed by the role because of the opportuni- 

ties offered for them to discover their own rewards, as well 

as using their position to influence the Superintendents and 

the British government in line with their interests as mer- 

chants and mahogany exporters. In 1793 a Court gave 'Letters 

of Administration upon the Estate and Effects of William Penn... 

deceased' to Marshall Bennett (then the foreman of the jury), 

'on Condition that he account with the Magistrates... and pay 

1Arthur to Bathurst, 2 Dec. 1814, CO 123/23 

2Quoted in Dobson, op. cit., 107 
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over to them whatever balance may appear to be in his hands 

from time to time and he to be allowed the usual Commissions 

as an Administrator. ' The next day Bennett was 'Granted ac- 

cording to the customs of Honduras' the Letters of Administra- 

tion on the estate and effects of another deceased settler. ' 

Arthur gave examples of the maladministration of the Court of 

Ordinary whereby the property of deceased persons 'continued 

in the hands of the Magistrates' and their friends as Adminis- 

trators or Coadjustors, despite the existence of'worthy 

claimants. 2 The role of Magistrate, then, provided a source 

of greater wealth for those already wealthy enough to qualify 

for the position, thereby encouraging the concentration of 

the Settlement's wealth. Similarly, the institution of the 

Magistracy, combining as it did executive and judicial powers 

and limiting access to these powers to a handful of rich white 

settlers, maintained the concentration of power in the hands 

of the settler oligarchy. 

The claim that the 'democratic practice' of electing the 

Magistrates 'stopped the Bench from becoming an irremovable 

oligarchy, '3 appears unsupportable in the face of the extra- 

ordinarily restrictive qualifications and the narrowness of 

the franchise. Irrespective of the 'most abject Contempt' 

into which the Magistrates might fall, very few alternatives 

were available and few people were able to effectively express 

their desire for change. It was shown in Chapter III how, in 

1790, four Magistrates were defeated when the electorate was 

1Minutes 
of Quarterly Court, 6 and 7 Dec. 1793, Meetings 

of Magistrates MMA 1, GRB 

2Arthur to Bathurst, 2 Dec. 1814, CO 123/23 

3Dobson, op. cit., 107 
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temporarily increased from forty to two hundred and fifty, 

the subsequent reaction of the 'arbitrary aristocracy' being 

an appeal for the restriction of 'democratic practice. ' Once 

elected, of course, these wealthy settlers could utilize the 

power concentrated in their position to help ensure, through 

such positive and negative sanctions as patronage and victim- 

ization, their own perpetuation in office. Thus Marshall 

Bennett, probably the wealthiest and most influential man in 

the Settlement, was a member of the Bench for twenty-two of 

the thirty years between 1798 and 1828. 

The power of the Magistrates to summon the Public Meet- 

ing was yet another source of friction between them and suc- 

cessive Superintendents. When Sir Richard Bassett challenged 

this power, the Magistrates asserted that 'the right of call- 

ing the Public Meeting has always been inherent in the Magis- 

trates. '1 Once again it was Superintendent Arthur who attempted 

to resolve this problem, by agreeing on the formality that he 

should be informed when the Public Meeting was assembled and 

that, in practice, this should take place on the Monday follow- 

ing the closure of the Supreme Court. This compromise was no 

real solution, however, and the question of the responsibility 

for summoning the legislative assembly was not really resolved 

until the constitutional changes of 1854. 

The Public Meeting itself, developing out of an informal 

gathering of leading inhabitants in the eighteenth century, 

took on some of the characteristics of a legislative assembly. 

As it became a more formal institution early in the nineteenth 

century the qualifications for membership were more precisely 

1Magistrates to Sec. Luson, 4 Sept. 1801, CO 123/15 
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laid down. In 1808 membership of the public Meeting (and 

hence the electorate for the Bench of Magistrates) was limited 

to male British subjects who, if white, had to prove one 

year's residence and own f100 in visible property and, if 

'coloured, ' had to prove five years' residence and possession 

of f200 in visible property. 1 These highly restrictive quali- 

fications, like the even narrower qualifications for becoming 

a Magistrate, were intended to keep legislative powers in the 

hands of the privileged elite, but they did not ensure the 

existence of a 'respectable' legislative body. The fact that, 

once qualified, a man became a member of the Public Meeting 

for life meant that they did not lose their place even if they 

became bankrupt or were convicted of criminal behaviour. Con- 

sequently, the Superintendents, without exception, criticized 

the social composition of the Public Meeting which included 

disreputable and criminal elements. Thus, Superintendent 

Arthur reported that the 'disgraceful exhibition' of the 

Courts 'is harmony itself in comparison with the proceedings 

of the Publick Meetings. '2 

Under pressure to reform itself, the Public Meeting be- 

came more, rather than less, restrictive in its qualifications 

for membership. In 1820 it decided to limit membership to 

white British males with one year's residence and property 

valued at f500 and coloured men who were born in the Settlement 

1Minutes of Public Meeting, 29 Oct. 1808, in Burdon, 
op. cit., II, 123 

2Arthur to Bathurst, 2 Dec. 1814, CO 123/23 
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and possessed (1,000 in property. l The membership of the 

Public Meeting was thereby restricted to a tiny elite, said 

to consist of twenty-eight whites and twelve coloured in 

1827,2 and attendance at the Meetings does not seem to have 

risen above fifty men before 1830: in 1823 there were re- 

ported to be twenty-nine persons present, in 1829 there were 

forty present, and in 1830 there were forty-seven and forty- 

six present. 3 In other words, only about one and a half per- 

cent of the adult population was enfranchised in the 1820s. 

The chief power of this minority lay in its control of legis- 

lation and of public finance. At the same time the members 

of the Public Meeting constituted the electorate who selected 

the Magistracy, the Magistrates having power to introduce 

legislation and to allocate government expenditure. Any 

attempts made by a Superintendent, 'who is not much more than 

a Looker-on, ' to encroach upon the power of the oligarchy 

were resented and vigorously resisted. 

Superintendent Arthur, who succeeded in asserting the 

Crown's authority regarding dispositions of unclaimed land, 

in introducing the Proclamation as a legislative instrument, 

in acquiring the authority to appoint public officials, and 

in establishing the Supreme Court through legislation in the 

British Parliament, did more than any other Superintendent 

1Minutes of Public Meeting, 24 July 1820, in Burdon, 
op. cit., II, 232. However, it is not certain whether, or 
for how long, these restrictions were operative, as in 1827 
it was stated that the property qualifications were f250 for 
whites and f500 for coloured (Letter from Stephen Lushington, 
28 Oct. 1827, CO 123/38) 

2Letter from Lushington, 28 Oct. 1827, CO 123/38 

3Minutes 
of Public Meetings, 7 July 1823, CO 123/34; 

6 July 1829, CO 123/40; 1 March and 5 July 1830, CO 123/41 
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prior to 1830 to encroach upon the powers of the settler 

oligarchy. In general, however, these powers remained essen- 

tially intact and unchallenged and, following Arthur's de- 

parture in 1822, the settlers were in almost complete control 

of the Settlement for the rest of the decade. Major General 

Edward Codd, who was Superintendent from 1823 to 1829, lost 

control of public affairs and his own mental faculties. On 

assuming the office of Superintendent in 1830, Lieutenant- 

Colonel Francis Cockburn reported: 

For some years past the prosperity 
of this Settlement has been retarded, by 
the influence of some five or Six Indi- 
viduals, who have monopolized the manage- 
ment of offices & held in subjection the 
rest of the Inhabitants - Nothing but 
imbecelity of mind with which it seems 
pretty certain Maj. Gen. Codd was for 
many months afflicted could have admitted 
for so long a time of such a state of 
things. 1 

In a critical and vigorous manner, Superintendent Cockburn 

was to supervise a period of significant change in the 

politico-administrative structure of the Settlement. 

During the 1820s, particularly after Arthur's departure, 

the settler oligarchy must have felt very secure in its polit- 

ical and economic control of the Settlement. The Spanish 

threat, turned back at St. George's Cay in 1798, had not been 

renewed in the nineteenth century; the Maya, after a series 

of struggles, had retreated into the interior after 1817; and 

the slaves, apart from one easily quelled revolt in 1821, had 

been quieter than in the previous century. The eight years 

during which Arthur was Superintendent (the longest tenure in 

'Cockburn to Murray, 27 Jan. 1830, CO 123/41 and 
AB, R. 6 
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office of any of the Superintendents) brought some challenges, 

but the settler oligarchy survived virtually unscathed, its 

monopoly over land and its control over government expendi- 

ture and legislation and over the judiciary being essentially 

unimpaired. The 1820s, with the booms in logwood and mahogany 

exports and the expanding trade with Central America, were 

mostly years of economic prosperity for those settlers who 

were already wealthy and powerful enough to take advantage 

of the expanding opportunities. Though the movements for the 

extension of civil rights to the free coloured and for the 

abolition of slavery were gaining momentum in the metropole, 

the more frightening spectre of slave revolt, which had 

haunted the settlers at the turn of the century, had become 

less pervasive as the number of slaves diminished. In fact, 

there appeared to be little on the settlers' horizon to chal- 

lenge their vision of their continuing and unimpeded dominance 

of the Settlement. But within four decades the settler oli- 

garchy was itself dispossessed, both of its political privi- 

leges and its economic dominance. 



CHAPTER XI 

The Political Economy: The Decline of the Settlers, 

1830 - 1871 

The Dependent Economy 

The depression in the mahogany trade which followed the 

boom of 1826 and 1827 lasted until about 1834. In 1830 Super- 

intendent Cockburn reported that 'There is a large supply of 

mahogany the produce of this Settlement now on hand in England 

which in consequence of the Market being overstocked $ the 

high Duty, cannot be sold at a remunerating price. 11 Accord- 

ing to a nineteenth century account: 

In 1830-31 the export of mahogany 
fell two and a half millions of feet, 
having retrograded since 1826-27, in 
consequence of overtrading and a glut 
in the home market. It began to in- 
crease again to three, four, five, six 
millions of feet each successive year, 
until 1837, when it reached eight and 
a half millions. This 1837 was a par- 
ticularly prosperous year. Other 
articles increased also in the amount 
exported... 2 

According to the quarterly returns of exports from Belize, 

about five million feet of mahogany were exported in 1832 and 

3 four and a half million feet in 1833, whereupon the trade in- 

creased to about eight and a half million feet in 1837. In 

the 1840s the exports of mahogany continued to increase, to 

1Supt. Cockburn to Horace Twiss, 7 Feb. 1830, CO 123/41 

2Archibald Robertson Gibbs, British Honduras: An 
Historical and Descriptive Account of the Colony from its 
Settlement, on on, 

3C0 123/43-45 
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almost ten million feet in 1845 and a peak of 13,719,075 feet 

in 1846,1 in response to the European railway boom in which 

mahogany was used for building carriages. 

The great boom in the export of mahogany from 1835 to 

1847 produced its own depression. Over-exportation had meant 

the exploitation of young trees and the exhaustion of all 

easily accessible trees, with a consequent serious depletion 

of the Settlement's timber resources. The result, as the 

cutters moved further and further into the interior in search 

of mahogany, was a rise in the cost of production which, com- 

bined with a fall in prices, 
2 led to a decline in profit- 

ability. Gibbs provided this analysis: 

There was a great depression in trade 
in 1848-49. 

The depression of trade continued, and 
it is now that the key-note was struck of 
the tune which has been harped upon ever 
since - the decline of the mahogany inter- 
est... It was about this year, 1850, that 
permanent depression of the mahogany trade 
may be said to have begun. Prices not only 
fell, but, as the larger trees became more 
difficult to find in situations near the 
creeks and rivers handy to the port of em- 
barkation, the expense of bringing out the 
wood after it was felled and squared was 
much increased. 3 

1Gibbs, op. cit., 102 

2Information on mahogany prices is sketchy and unreliable. 
In 1784 a Public Meeting resolved that, in Belize, 'the estab- 
lished price of Mahogany shall be Fifteen Pounds pr thousand 
feet, ' (Sir John Alder Burdon, Archives of British Honduras 
[3 v., London, 1935] I, 145), or about . per foot. 

century later it was stated that 'The price was originally 
2s. 6d. per foot, fell gradually to Is., and eventually to 

quotations of 4 1/2d. to 7 1/2. In 1847 the quotations in 

the Liverpool prices current are 5d. to is. 4d. It is now 
(1882) quoted at 5d. to 9 1/2d. ' (Gibbs, op. cit., 118). 
Certainly the prices fluctuated rapidly, for example, from 

4 1/2d. per foot in 1866 to 2 1/4d. per foot in 1868 (Lt. Gov. 
Longden to Gov. Grant, 17 May 1869, AB, R. 98) 

3Gibbs, op. cit., 113-4 
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The persistence of the chronic depression in the mahogany 

trade, however, may be accounted for chiefly by a fall in 

demand, an important factor in which was the substitution of 

iron for wood in the construction of ships. Table XI: 1 shows 

that, from the peak of almost fourteen million feet in 1846, 

exports declined to about five and a half million feet in 1859. 

Following a brief recovery from 1860 to 1862, exports declined 

still further to about four million feet in 1867. Though it 

was then explained that 'Much of this sudden decrease is, no 

doubt, due to the incursions of the Indians, which caused the 

withdrawal of the mahogany gangs from the infested District, '1 

exports continued to decline to about three million feet in 

1868. In 1870 only two and three quarter million feet of ma- 

hogany were exported from Belize, the lowest recorded annual 

figure since the beginning of the century. 2 

Meanwhile, the export of logwood, whilst fluctuating 

greatly from a low of fifteen hundred tons in 1859 to a high 

of fifteen thousand tons in 1864, took up some of the slack in 

timber exports when the mahogany trade was depressed. Thus, 

in 1868, the value of the logwood exported was almost the same 

as that of mahogany, Longden's comment being that 'The decline 

in the export of mahogany is in value more than balanced by 

the additional export of Logwood. '3 However, Longden's state- 

ment, which did not take account of the decline in the price 

of both logwood and mahogany, obscured the fact that the value 

1Longden to Grant, 19 June 1868, AB, R. 98 

2Hooper's Report, 1887, cited in C. Hummel, Report on 
the Forests of British Honduras (London, 1921) 12 

3Longden to Grant, 17 May 1869, AB, R. 98 
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Table XI: l 

Exports of Mahogany and Logwood from Belize, 

1832 - 1868 

Mahogany in 1,000 
Date Superficial Feet Logwood in Tons 
1832 5,015 2,359 

1833 4,565 1,776 

1837 8,500 - 

1845 9,320 - 
1846 13,719 4,314 

1857 7,267 6,681 
1858 6,275 5,034 
1859 5,436 1,502 

1860 8,090 6,845 

1861 8,657 7,000 
1862 8,885 7,802 

1863 6,196 8,471 
1864 7,135 15,238 

1865 5,240 7,352 

1866 5,167 8,036 

1867 4,156 4,528 

1868 3,007 9,271 

(Sources: 1 832-3, Quarterly Returns of Exports from 
Belize, CO 123/43-45; 1837,1845-6 (mahogany), Archibald 
Robertson Gibbs, British Honduras... (London, 1883) 93 and 
102; 1846 (logwoo d), Narda Dobson, History of Belize 
(London, 1973) 12 9; 1857-67, Lt. Gov. Long den to ov. Grant, 
19 June 1868, AB, R. 98; 1868, Longden to Grant, 17 May 1869, 
AB, R. 98) 



355 

of both products had declined drastically. In 1866,5,167,167 

feet of mahogany, valued at 4 1/2d. per foot, was worth f96,884 

and 8,036 tons of logwood at f5-2-8 per ton was worth f42,189. 

Two years later, 3,006,619 feet of mahogany, valued at 2 1/4d. 

per foot, was worth only f28,187, and the logwood exported, 

though increased in quantity to 9,271 tons, had declined in 

value, at f3 per ton, to f27,812. The combined value of these 

export products, therefore, had dropped from about f140,000 in 

1866 to a mere f56,000 in 1868. While the export of sugar had 

increased substantially, 762 tons being exported in 1868, the 

contribution it made to the total value of exports in 1868, 

as can be seen from Table XI: 2, was minor. Despite the dras- 

tic decline in the value of mahogany and logwood, these two 

woods, accounting for eighty-two percent of the total value 

of the Colony's products exported in 1868, still dominated 

the economy. 

Table XI: 2 

Value of the Produce of Belize Exported in 1868 

Product 

Mahogany 

Logwood 

Sugar 

Rum and Molasses 

Cedar and Fustic 

Cocoa Nuts 

Turtle 

Value 

f28,187 

27,812 

9,908 

550 

1,149 

735 

53 

Total f68,394 

(Source: Lt. Gov. Longden to Gov. Grant, 17 May 1869, 
AB, R. 98) 
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The fluctuations in the demand for mahogany and logwood 

in the European market, and the subsequent fluctuations in the 

profitability of the trade for the cutters of Belize, had a 

pervasive effect upon the social life of the Colony because 

of the domination of the economy by these items: 

When London and Liverpool prices 
current showed an advance in the rates 
for logwood and mahogany, there were 
cheerful, smiling faces in the counting- 
houses, and bustle and activity around 
the wharves of Belize - when prices fell 
there was dullness everywhere; lounging 
woodcutters on the bridge or around the 
grog-shops, instead of being away in 
the woods, axe in hand; clerks eating 
up their salaries, and principals look- 
ing glum. - 

Meanwhile, the transit trade with Central America also 

declined. The fact that the Central American Republic was for 

so many years the location of civil strife and unstable gov- 

ernments had encouraged many of the British merchants to es- 

tablish themselves in Belize. These branch and commission 
houses were in competition with the older settler merchants 

who had engaged in the contraband trade for so long. In 1830 

Superintendent Cockburn wrote that 'In the Town of Belize 

there are already several British Merchants who import annu- 

ally a large supply of Goods for Guatemala, and there is a 

constant trade established on that account between this Port 

& Omoa Truxillo etc. '2 But with the collapse of the federal 

government in 1839 and the rise of Rafael Carrera, the master 

caudillo of Guatemala, in the 1840s, the greater political 

stability encouraged British merchants to settle in Guatemala 

1Gibbs, op. cit., 114 
2Cockburn to Twiss, 7 Feb. 1830, AB, R. 6 and CO 123/41 
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City and to establish direct connections with London, thus 

threatening the entire commercial status of Belize as an 

entrepot port. The opening of the Panama Railway in 1855, 

changing the routes of Central American trade and developing 

commercial centres on the Pacific coast, was another serious 

blow to Belize, whose once-favoured trading position was 

rapidly becoming bypassed. 

For a long time one of the problems of the growing 

British trade with Central America had been the absence of a 

return cargo. The merchants of Belize had imported agricul- 

tural merchandise, such as foodstuffs and the cattle needed 

for hauling logs, from Honduras and Guatemala and, so long as 

the demand for mahogany and logwood lasted in Europe, the 

ships' cargos of British manufactures could be replaced with 

timber. But with the establishment of direct connections be- 

tween Britain and Guatemala, the disruption of trade with 

Yucatan following the Guerra de las Castas, and the depression 

in the mahogany trade, both imports and exports suffered a 

decline in the 1850s and 1860s (see Table XI: 3). 

The 'permanent depression' that developed in Belize in 

the 1850s affected all sectors of the economy because the 

economy was dominated by the merchant/mahogany companies. A 

decline in the mahogany trade, and in trade in general, af- 

fected these companies adversely, some reacting by closing 

altogether and others reacting by employing fewer labourers 

and at lower wages. The consequent unemployment and poverty 

meant less retail trade, so the small shopkeepers, suffering 

a reduced turnover, would cut back on their largely imported 

stock. This cycle of depression was described by the Public 

Treasurer in 1860: 
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Table XI: 3 

Value of Imports and Exports from Belize, 

1857 - 1870 

Year Imports Exports 

1857 $1,343,450 $2,201,360 

1858 1,039,540 1,901,360 

1859 876,465 1,440,805 

1860 1,004,345 1,579,595 

1863 1,328,755 1,953,215 

1865 1,053,375 1,615,845 

1867 952,475 931,345 

1869 755,945 875,165 

1870 921,685 859,885 

(Source: Lindsay W. Bristowe and Philip B. Wright, 
The Handbook of British Honduras for 1890-91 [London, 1890] 

The commencement of the year 1859 
was remarkable for the uneasiness and 
apprehension which pervaded the whole 
community, and originated in the recent 
failures of two extensive Houses engaged 
in the Mahogany Trade. The calamitous 
consequences of these commercial dis- 
asters were widely diffused, and in- 
juriously afflicted every branch of our 
local industry - business was dull and 
fluctuating, and speculation was com- 
pletely paralysed, for none could tell 
how far they might be involved in the 
catastrophe; while - to add to the 
general despondency - the value of our 
staple production was deteriorated. 

I may here state in explanation 
that the Mahogany Trade has been en- 
tirely engrossed by four or five 
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influential Firms, who employ large numbers 
of Foremen, Laborers, and Mechanics in 
their different Works - The rate of wages 
paid to these People has sustained a high 
average by reason of the competition which 
existed; and the retail Stores have always 
mainly depended for their annual profits 
upon the sums disbursed by the Gangs, when 
they return to Belize in the month of 
December, for the purpose of entering into 
fresh Contracts for the ensuing Season, 
at which time they receive the balance 
due to them for past services, together 
with a considerable payment in advance of 
their wages for the coming Year. 

The natural result followed the re- 
verses... The operations of the embarrassed 
Houses were restricted. The Labor Market 
became crowded with Persons seeking employ- 
ment, and the price of Labor fell - It is 
true that the few who could command Capital 
were enabled to hire their Workmen at a 
remunerative rate - but, as the usual 
amount of money was not in circulation, 
the Shopkeepers suffered in proportion, 
and failed to realize their customary 
emoluments. 

Another Interest was also languishing 
and depressed - Those Merchants, who im- 
ported with a view to principally disposing 
of their Goods to Purchasers from the con- 
tiguous States of Central America, had 
found that modern facilities of communi- 
cation with Europe had gradually induced 
many Foreigners to resort directly to the 
home manufacturers for their supplies, 
instead of dealing as heretofore with 
their Correspondents in Belize - and thus, 
simultaneously, all Classes looked forward 
with a gloo y foreboding, and distrust of 
the future. 

1 

The remainder of this chapter seeks to indicate and eval- 

uate the extent to which the economic depression affected 'all 

Classes' in Belize by examining the ways it reflected changes 

occurring in the distribution and structure of power within 

the metropolis/satellite colonial system. 

'Treasurer to Act. Supt. Price, 4 April 1860, AB, R. 66 
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Changes in the Political-Administrative Apparatus 

The Public Meeting in the late 1820s, as has been shown 
in Chapter VI, was struggling to maintain its exclusive nature 

against the demands for political privileges made by the ris- 
ing members of the 'free coloured' group. In 1828 the Public 

Meeting declared that 'the Privileges and Immunities enjoyed 
by His Majesty's White Subjects should be Granted to persons 
of Color by going through the forms of Petition and Certifi- 

cate of Character Honor and Probaty, 'I and the following year 

it was decided that new members of the Meeting were required 

to be elected by not less than twenty-five votes (i. e., a 

majority) from the existing members. 2 This was clearly an 

attempt by the white settler oligarchy to delay the rise of 

the free coloured in political affairs and to perpetuate the 

exclusive nature of the legislative body. 

Superintendent Cockburn, within his first year in office, 
launched a major attack upon the Public Meeting, not, however, 

on the grounds of its being an undemocratic oligarchy, but on 
the grounds that it included 'too many classes. ' Cockburn, 

like some of the 'Wealthier $ more respectable Inhabitants, ' 

was concerned with the slowly rising 'democratization' of 

political affairs. His suggested solution, however, was not 

to perpetuate the privileges of the settler oligarchy by in- 

creasing the restrictiveness of the qualifications for member- 

ship of the Public Meeting, but to abolish the Meeting alto- 

gether, replacing it with a Legislative Council headed by the 

Superintendent. In this connection he also criticized the 

'Supt. Codd to R. Hay, 12 July 1828, CO 123/39 

2Minutes 
of the Public Meeting, 6 July 1829, CO 123/40 
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control exercised by the Magistrates over the Public Funds: 

I beg leave to urge on your consider- 
ation the pressing necessity of at once 
doing away with the Body entitling itself 
the Legislative Meeting of Belize. The 
number of Persons now composing this 
Assemblage is about Seventy with every 
prospect of a continued and most incon- 
venient increase. The description of 
its Members includes but too many classes 
and... those who have the least at stake 
in the interest and advancement of the 
Settlement are the most talkative and 
troublesome-They seemed immediately to 
consider themselves invested with a de- 
gree of first rate consequence $ authority. 
Their constant reference was to the customs 
of the Imperial Parliament & some of them 
(who by the by contribute scarce One Shil- 
ling to the Revenue) were loud in their 
complaints of oppressive taxation. The 
Wealthier $ more respectable Inhabitants 
are however I am happy to say, still ready 
and anxious to meet the views and wishes 
of Government... Be assured there is not 
an Individual of sense and respectability 
in the Settlement who does not feel the 
necessity of putting an end to a Meeting 
which tho' self named Legislative is with- 
out any legitimate source §, independent 
of anything like control. The Members of 
it assemble three times a year, as it is 
termed, according to Law, and as they meet 
without the interference of the Superin- 
tendent, so they in like manner close 
their proceedings previous to the account 
of them being even submitted for approval... 
the sooner such a state of things is put an 
end to the better, and-until reference can 
be made to the Imperial Parliament, an Order 
in Council or an Authority from the Secre- 
tary of State should be sent out doing away 
with the present Legislative Meeting $ in 
lieu thereof placing all the financial and 
other arrangements of the Settlement under 
the direction $ control of the Superintendent 
and a Council of Government... The Legal 
arrangements might still be carried on by 
the Supreme Court and Magistrates as here- 
tofore or as an intermediate course and 
until some final arrangement with respect 
to the internal Government of this Settle- 
ment is determined on, the Magistrates 
might be considered ex officio as the 
Council of Government. 

There is one other point... requiring 
some alteration, $ that is the power which 
the Magistrates are invested with, or rather 
which the Legislative Meeting assumes the 
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power of investing them with, of disposing 
of the Public Funds without any control on 
the part of the Superintendent, all accounts 
of every description are submitted to the 
Magistrates for their decision, and an 
Order on the Public Treasurer signed by 
any three of them is considered valid. l 

Three months later Cockburn repeated his criticism of the 

Public Meeting in the following terms: 

The more I see of it, the more I am 
warranted in assuring you that unless it 
is put a stop to, the Public business of 
the Place cannot be carried on. At every 
Meeting fresh Members are admitted, and 
the number thus increasing without any 
limitation leads to such absurd discus- 
sions and opinions as exceed belief. if 
the Meeting cannot be done away with al- 
together, I would recommend that instead 
of as at present assembling three times 
a year, and being dismissed of its own 
authority and as a matter of course, it 
should only be assembled and dismissed 
by His Majesty's Superintendent as oc- 
casion might require and that the Members 
should take their qualification Oath 
once in every year if called on so to 
do - there are now many Members of the 
Meeting who tho' qualified when admitted 
are known at this time not to be worth 
one farthing in the World... it would be 
much better if the operation of it were 
put a stop to altogether. 2 

Cockburn was advocating the abolition, or at least the 

drastic reform, of the Public Meeting on the grounds of 'No 

Representation without Taxation, ' and that the membership was 

increasing and including some poorer settlers. In fact, the 

records of the Meetings at that time show there was no increase 

in the number of members and that at no time did 'the Assem- 

blage' consist of more than fifty persons. At the Meetings on 

1 March and 5 July 1830 (prior to Cockburn's claim that 'the 

Assemblage' consisted of about seventy persons) there were 

1Cockburn to Twiss, 9 Aug. 1830, AB, R. 6 and CO 123/41 

2Cockburn to Twiss, 8 Nov. 1830, AB, R. 6 and CO 123/41 
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forty-seven and forty-six members present respectively, and 

at the Meetings of 3 November and 4 November 1830 (immediately 

preceding Cockburn's second letter in which he claimed that 

the membership was increasing) the attendance was forty-two 

and thirty-four respectively. 
' The following year, at the 

Meeting of 4 July 1831, at which the crucial 'Bill relative 

to the Privileges of People of Colour of Free Condition' was 

debated, forty-four members were present, only thirty-six of 

whom returned to vote on the Bill the next day. 2 

Cockburn was really not so concerned with this imaginary 

breadth of franchise so much as with imposing his own author- 

ity as Superintendent over the settlers. In so doing, he was 

actually following instructions given to him by the Colonial 

Office in 1829. The Colonial Office, whilst still wary of 

initiating a major constitutional reform which would break 

the terms of the treaties with Spain, was clearly concerned 

about the power exercised by the settlers and the lack of 

authority of its own representative. Cockburn was therefore 

told that, while he should exercise great tact in controlling 

the subjects of discussion, 'it seems indispensable that the 

power of initiating all Laws, which are to be debated and en- 

acted at Meetings should be vested in H. M. 's Superintendent. '3 

He was also instructed that in future all laws passed by the 

Public Meeting were to be sent to the Colonial Office and 

were not to be considered in effect unless and until they 

were approved and sanctioned by His Majesty's Government. 

1Minutes of Meetings in CO 123/41 

2Minutes of Meeting, CO 123/42 

3Sir George Murray to Cockburn, 28 Oct. 1829, CO 124/3, 

quoted in Narda Dobson, A History of Belize (London, 1973) 103 
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It is by no means certain, however, whether this imperial 

control over the settlers' legislature was ever exercised. 

In 1831 the Public Meeting, under pressure from the 

Colonial Office, accorded the 'Coloured Subjects of Free 

Condition... the same Rights and Privileges with British Sub- 

jects born of White Parents, ' but an attempt to extend the 

same civil rights to the free blacks was defeatedl and the 

social composition of the Meeting does not appear to have 

changed significantly. Superintendent Cockburn continued to 

attack the Public Meeting in 1832, again complaining about 

the supposed breadth of its membership: 

The unlimited number to which it may 
extend is also highly objectionable for 
the only requisites on becoming a Candidate 
are, that the signature of Twenty five of 
the old Members shall be given in favour 
of the Person proposed, $ then on his tak- 
ing the Oath before alluded to at the next 
assemblage of the Meeting he is considered 
as duly elected - so that if any election 
really takes place it is merely that of 
the Members electing one another - The 
present number of Members amounts to 
about Sixty or about 1 for every 100 in- 
cluding the Slave Population or One for 
every Fifty of the Free population even 
including the Blacks who are not allowed 
to vote for the return of Magistrates. 
- Were this Meeting restricted in its 
numbers - were the Oaths acted up to & 
the Members returned by a Majority of 
Votes in the same way the Magistrates 
are now elected - it would indeed be a 
benefit to the whole Settlement. 2 

Both the Superintendent and the white settler elite felt 

threatened in the early 1830s by the increasing and increas- 

ingly influential free coloured people and free blacks. The 

'civil rights' campaign of the free coloured and the movement 

1Minutes of Legislative Meeting, 4 and 5 July 1831, 
CO 123/42 

2Cockburn to Lord Goderich, 20 Nov. 1832, CO 123/43 
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toward abolition constituted a democratic threat to the set- 

tlers' status'guo. The response of the settlers and the 

Superintendent to the threat of democratization was different, 

however, the settlers attempting to maintain their privileges 

by building the barriers around their oligarchy still higher, 

while the Superintendent advocated the abolition, or at least 

the restriction, of the power of the settlers' institutions 

with a consequent increase in the powers of the Colonial Of- 

fice and its representative. 

In so far as the Public Meeting was concerned, this 

three-way struggle reached a stalemate. The Public Meetings 

persisted, without being democratized but also without secur- 

ing official recognition and legal sanction from Britain. In 

1832 Lord Goderich, the Colonial Secretary, wrote: 'If His 

Majesty's Government are disposed to acquiesce in the system 

which has hitherto prevailed, that acquiescence must not be 

construed into approbation of it; still less into an acknowl- 

edgement that it rests upon any legal basis. '1 Almost a dec- 

ade later it was considered that it would be inconvenient for 

the Colonial Office to have to ask the Queen to give or refuse 

assent to measures passed by an assembly that was not legally 

constituted. It was even suggested that the unsettled con- 

stitutional problems were advantageous because the 'Public 

Meeting does not feel itself strong and can at any time be 

told that it has no legitimate existence. '2 So long as the 

settlers would concede the major changes introduced through 

the Crown's representative, changes such as the abolition of 

1Goderich to Cockburn, 18 Oct. 1832, CO 123/43 
, 

2Henry Taylor to Hope, 15 Oct. 1841, CO 123/59, quoted 
in Dobson, op. cit., 114 
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slavery, the Colonial Office preferred to ignore the consti- 

tutional and diplomatic problems surrounding the institutions 

of Government in the Settlement. 

In 1832, with the abolition of slavery approaching, and 

the consequent necessity to appoint suitable Special Magis- 

trates, it became essential to resolve the problem of the 

responsibility for the appointment of public officials. 

Lord Goderich informed Superintendent Cockburn 'that the King 

would no longer recognize in the Settlers of Honduras the 

claim to appoint the subordinate Officers ofýJustice by elec- 

tion of the Inhabitants. rl Cockburn, interpreting this dis- 

patch in accord with his own predilections, promptly issued 

a Proclamation stating that the election of Magistrates was 

hence forth abolished and that they would in future be ap- 

pointed by the Superintendent. Cockburn reported: 

The appointment of Magistrates having 
so long depended on a popular election, I 
felt it possible that some ill-feeling or 
some partial opposition might have arisen 
against the alteration which was about to 
take place, but such was not the case. 2 

The Bench of 1833 was thus appointed by the Superintendent 

without apparent complaint or protest by the settler oligarchy 

at this major curtailment of their customary rights. Goderich's 

reply to Cockburn, however, made it clear that, while the 

right to appoint public officials should clearly not reside 

with the settlers, the authority should not rest in the hands 

of the Superintendent. Goderich argued that public appoint- 

ments were to be made, possibly on the nomination of a Super- 

intendent, by Her Majesty's Government in England. Bathurst's 

1Goderich to Cockburn, 18 Oct. 1832, CO 123/43 

2Cockburn to Goderich, 4 Jan. 1833, CO 123/44 
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instructions to Arthur in 1819 'in no case to recognize or 

admit any person in any public capacity whose actual nomina- 

tion or appointment shall not have originated with yourself'1 

were not to be interpreted as vesting all power of appoint- 

ment with the Superintendent. Goderich emphasized that the 

object of the instructions had been 'an exclusion as against 

the Settlers not as against the Crown. '2 In practice, it 

appears that subsequent appointments were generally made by 

the Governor of Jamaica giving approval to the Superintendent's 

nominations, with occasional officials, such as qualified 
legal specialists, being appointed direct from England. 

Despite Goderich's qualification, the 'exclusion as 

against the Settlers' amounted to a considerable encroachment 

upon the customary power of the settlers by the Superintendent. 

The decline of the Magistracy, which, being the key-stone of 

the settler oligarchy's politico-administrative institutions, 

meant the decline of the authority of the settler oligarchy 

itself, may be dated from the first appointment of Magistrates 

in the Settlement in 1832. Caught at a time when they were 

weakened by economic depression and threatened by an extension 

of democratic practices, the settler oligarchy was dealt a 

blow in the central institution of its political power. 

Through the 1830s and 1840s the settlers continued to strug- 

gle to maintain political supremacy in the Settlement but, 

undermined by developing economic forces, they were ultimately 

to lose the struggle. Henceforward, the authority of the 

IEarl Bathurst to Supt. Arthur, 30 Nov. 1819, CO 124/3, 

quoted in Dobson, op. cit., 109 

2Goderich to Cockburn, 21 March 1833, CO 123/3, quoted 
in Dobson, op. cit., 109 
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Crown's representative increased as that of the Magistracy 

and Public Meeting decreased, while the bedrock of economic 

control shifted decisively from the settler colonialists 

towards the metropolis. 

The Consolidation of Metropolitan Ownership 

During the second quarter of the nineteenth century a 

change occurred in the form and organization of land owner- 

ship in Belize. The big landowners were originally settlers 

or settler families and partnerships, constituting a settler 

elite who were referred to as the 'Principal Inhabitants' or 

'the monied cutters. ' This elite generally had connections 

with, and was sometimes indebted to, London merchants, but 

they maintained sole ownership of their extensive lands in 

Belize. The new development which occurred involved the 

direct participation of the London merchants in land owner- 

ship in the Settlement through the medium of partnerships 

with the old settlers. Thereafter, it is inaccurate to speak 

of 'the monied cutters' as a settler elite because they had 

been incorporated into firms with a pronounced absentee or 

metropolitan element. 

The outstanding example of this new kind of company was 

James Hyde & Co., a partnership between the local landowning 

Hyde family and a London merchant, John Hodge, who, in ac- 

knowledging his appointment as Agent for the Settlement in 

1848, stated that his interests in Belize had existed 'for 

more than twenty years. '1 The earliest date that can be 

placed on the existence of this firm is 1846, it being stated 

that 'In the year 1846 Messrs. James Hyde, John Hodge, and 

1Minutes of Public Meeting, 29 July 1848, AB, R. 20 
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James Bartlett Hyde (who then traded together in Honduras 

under the Firm name of James Hyde & Co. ) purchased from a 

William Alexandre France a mahogany and logwood work situate 

on the New River. " Such a partnership, having more capital 

available than a settler would have on his own, was able to 

increase the quantity of land it possessed by purchase. Par- 

ticularly with the depression in the mahogany trade in the 

1850s, many of the old settlers, like France, were unable to 

meet their debts to London merchants and were forced to sell 

their lands. Those settlers who had such merchants as their 

partners, however, were able to survive and sometimes to be- 

come more powerful by engrossing the property of the indebted 

settlers. Several large landowning firms of this type were 

recorded in the Land Titles Registry in the 1860s, chiefly 

partnerships between local settlers and metropolitan merchants, 

such as Young Toledo & Co., Carmichael Vidal & Co., and Sheldon 

Byass $ Co. 

With the increase in market demand in the mid-1820s and, 

particularly, in the 1840s, production and trade expanded con- 

siderably. The demand for mahogany by the rail companies led 

to the expansion of mahogany cutting operations up to, and 

frequently across, the boundaries of the Settlement in the 

north, west, and south, and also to a ruthless exploitation of 

young and even immature trees. The direct involvement of a 

more pronounced absentee element in this expansive market en- 

couraged a get-rich-quick mentality which fostered a drastic 

exploitation of the forest resources. With a complete absence 

of planning or any attempt at reforestation, the expansion of 

1John Young to Sir F. Rogers, 2 Aug. 1860, AB, R. 70 
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production in the 1840s drove the woodcutters into less ac- 

cessible areas and severely depleted forest reserves. So 

long as the market was strong and the price high this un- 

systematic exploitation was profitable, but, when demand and 

prices fell, the rising production costs made many of the 

mahogany cutting enterprises unprofitable. In addition, many 

of these mahogany houses were involved in the import-export 

trade with Central America and Mexico, a trade which, for the 

reasons previously stated, declined rapidly in the 1850s. 

Deteriorating economic conditions in the 1850s resulted in a 

number of financial failures and bankruptcies. The failure 

of some of the mahogany cutters meant that their assets, 

chiefly land, were put up for auction, mortgaged, or taken 

over by creditors. The trend, described by the Public Treas- 

urer in 1860 when he said that the Mahogany Trade has been 

entirely engrossed by four or five influential firms, '1 was 

clearly one of increasing consolidation and the intensifica- 

tion of metropolitan ownership. 

A similar pattern was in evidence in the sugar islands of 
the Caribbean where 'there was an ever-growing toll of failed 

estates and planters selling out to any available buyer. r2 

The same combination of circumstances - foreign competition, 

overproduction for a declining market, price declines, exhaus- 

tion of resources, and increasing production costs - resulted 

in the same pattern of failures, mortgages, bankruptcies, and 

credit foreclosures. The consequence was a centralisation of 

capital, a consolidation of the production enterprises into 

1Treasurer to Price, 4 April 1860, AB, R. 66 

2F. R. Augier et al., The Making of the West Indies 
(London, 1960) 132 
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fewer and larger units. Through both concentration (the accu- 

mulation and expansion of the amount of capital) and central- 

isation (the change in the distribution of capital by the 

merger of existing capitals) firms like James Hyde $ Co., 

constituting a partnership between landowning settler and 

metropolitan merchant elements, became dominant in the 

Settlement's economy. 

The trend towards the consolidation of capital and the 

intensification of metropolitan ownership took place at a 

time when the organization of capitalism was changing in the 

metropole itself. The old mercantilist notions of trade, 

which protected colonial products in the metropolitan market, 

were being overthrown in the 1840s in favour of the economic 

principle of free trade. The abolition of the Corn Laws and 

the Sugar Duties Act of 1846 and the repeal of the Navigation 

Laws of 1848 were major victories of the rising industrialists 

of Great Britain. The Joint Stock Companies Act, passed in 

1856, marked the further development of the centralisation of 

corporate capital within the prevailing economic philosophy 

of laissez-faire. This act encouraged the growth of capital 

accumulation and the centralisation of capital by allowing 

large numbers of people to invest with limited liability in 

these joint stock companies. Within six years 2,479 companies 

registered in Britain under this Act, ' one of them being the 

British Honduras Company Limited, registered as such in 1859. 

With the decline of forestry and the growth of an agri- 

cultural interest in the 1850s there was a renewed concern 

over the validity of titles to land. Most of the privately 

1L. C. B. Gower, The Principles of Modern Company Law 
(London, 2nd ed., 195 49 
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owned lands had their roots of title in the old locations, 

dating back to 1817 and before, but the validity of titles by 

location had never been unequivocally accepted. In a petition 

of 1841 the settlers, having referred to a desire to cultivate 

cotton, rice, coffee and tobacco, complained that they were 

'debarred by the uncertain tenure of their lands, except for 

Mahogany and Logwood cutting. il Though the British govern- 

ment remained ambivalent in its assertion of sovereignty over 

the Settlement in the 1840s, by the mid-1850s international 

considerations had altered sufficiently to remove Britain's 

restraint in openly asserting its sovereignty. In the course 

of the 1850s Britain signed a number of agreements with the 

United States of America (chiefly the Clayton-Bulwer Treaty 

of 1850) and other countries with the intent of regularising 

its relations with the Central American republics. By 1854 

Britain was confident enough to approve the Settlement's first 

recognized constitution, providing an elected House of Assembly 

of eighteen members and clearly defining the Superintendent's 

authority. 2 

One of the first acts of the new Legislative Assembly, 

the Laws in Force Act of 1855, regularised the legal system 

generally and two sections dealt specifically with the valid- 

ity of land titles by location. The effect of sections 2 and 

3 of the Laws in Force Act3 was to provide retroactive legit- 

imacy to ownership of land which had been appropriated by the 

'Petition to the House of Commons, 2 March 1841, AB, R. 20 

2An Act to amend the system of Government of British 
Honduras, 16 Vic Cap 4, Minutes of British Honduras Public 
Meeting and House of Assembly, 1853-1855 

318 Vic Cap 22 
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location laws up to 1817. The Laws in Force Act, proclaimed 

on 8 March 1856, and two other Acts, one, passed in 1857, con- 

cerned with the mode of conveyance of land and the other, 

passed in 1858, called 'the Act for Quieting Title, '1 confirmed 

the titles to land held under the old location laws. While 

these Acts were perhaps adequate to satisfy the settlers, who 

had intimate knowledge of the history of the lands they occu- 

pied as well as of the location laws, the latter were very 

vague and did not lend themselves to precise legal definition. 

The uncertainties of the application of the location laws re- 

mained even after the Laws in Force Act confirmed their valid- 

ity, with the result that many titles remained open to ques- 

tion, thus giving rise to abundant litigation. Though this 

may have been satisfactory to the old settlers, it could not 
be expected to have satisfied persons abroad who were inter- 

ested in investing in the land of the Settlement. At this 

time a group of English capitalists were interested in such 

investment, but they were not prepared to risk their capital 

until titles to land could be acquired which were as safe and 

secure as those they were accustomed to hold in England. The 

result was that, beginning in 1858, the Honduras Land Titles 

Acts were passed, the object of which was 'to render land 

marketable even where the title could not be conclusively 

established. '2 

An advisor to the Colonial Office, writing in 1858 on the 

Honduras Land Titles Act, referred to the Laws in Force Act 

and the conveyancing Act, and continued: 

122 Vic Cap 11 and 18 Vic Cap 19 

2Lord Newcastle to Gov. Darling, 24 June 1859, AB, R. 64 
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But before these Acts have had 
time to work their full effect circum- 
stances have brought the uncertainty 
of the Honduras Titles into inconven- 
ient prominence. An attempt has been 
made to form a Company for the purpose 
of bringing large tracts of the Colony 
[sic] into cultivation and the question 
has been immediately submitted to Eng- 
lish Conveyancers, how that Company is 
to be secured in the possession of its 
lands. To solve this question and to 
enable the present proprietors to give 
secure Titles to the proposed purchasers, 
the present Act has been drafted in 
England and assed by the Legislature 
of Honduras.. 

When the Settlement's Attorney General wrote his report on the 

Act he explained that the object of the Act was 'to give a 

perfect title to persons whose estates are registered, such a 

title that is, which parties would be disposed to accept who 

have been accustomed to invest their money on property only to 

which there is an absolute and indefeasible title. ' He was 

quite clear on the origin of the Act: 'this Bill was intro- 

duced... to forward the views of a proposed European Land Com- 

pany, and framed... by one of the most eminent conveyancers in 

England. '2 Because of various objections made to it, the 1858 

Act did not receive the Royal Assent, but a Register of land 

titles was nonetheless instituted in that year. The 1859 Act 

did receive the Royal Assent, 3 but it was amended in 1861, and 

it is the 1861 Act which became the final draft of the Honduras 

Land Titles Act. 4 

1Rogers to H. Merivale, 26 June 1858, enclosed in 
E. B. Lytton to Darling, 30 July 1858, AB, R. 64 

2Henry John Ball's report, 12 April 1858, AB, R. 66 

3Newcastle to Darling, 24 June 1859, AB, R. 64 

424 Vic Cap 18 
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The 'proposed European Land Company, ' to which Attorney 

General Ball had referred, became the British Honduras Company 

Limited in 1859 and the Belize Estate and Produce Company 

Limited in 1875. From its inception until the present day 

this company has completely dominated the private ownership 

of land in Belize and has been the chief single force in the 

Colony's political economy. The Company, which had procured 

a famous English conveyancing lawyer to draft the most impor- 

tant law relating to land tenure in the Settlement, and which 

immediately took advantage of the terms of the law, had its 

roots in one of the oldest of the settler families, that of 

James Hyde. Almost all the lands held by the British Honduras 

Company, as recorded in the Land Titles Register, ' 
were trans- 

ferred to it by John Hodge and James Bartlett Hyde, and the 

early Claims Book dating from 1859 enters these same lands in 

the names of 'John Hodge, of London, merchant, presently re- 

siding in Belize, on behalf of himself and James Bartlett 

Hyde, the surviving copartners of the late firm of James Hyde 

& Co., who lately carried on business in this Settlement as 

Merchants and Mahogany cutters. '2 

James Hyde $ Co., one of the several firms which devel- 

oped in Belize as partnerships between settler landowners and 

metropolitan merchants, was the only one of them to take ad- 

vantage of the Joint Stock Companies Act. Registering as the 

British Honduras Company Limited in 1859, the company entered 

a new stage in its organizational development, distinguishing 

it from other settler-merchant partnerships like Young Toledo 

1GRB 

2Claims Book, 1859-1862, GRB 
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& Co. All the other firms then extant have since disappeared, 

some of them collapsing in the 1860s, but the British Honduras 

Co. survived and even expanded. Of particular interest is the 

contrasting case of Young Toledo & Co., a firm which had been 

in operation since at least 1839.1 Identified by contemporary 

sources as one of the two great monopolists of the land in the 

1860s and 1870s, Young Toledo $ Co. went into bankruptcy in 

1880 and the British Honduras Co. bought nine of its mahogany 

works the following year. 2 

The reorganization of James Hyde & Co. as the British 

Honduras Co. Ltd. enabled it to accumulate more capital, and 

it is this feature which distinguishes it from the other large 

firms of the time. The availability of more capital provided 

the British Honduras Co. Ltd. with a distinct advantage over 

the other firms in two important respects. First, it had a 

greater capacity for investing, not only in mahogany extrac- 

tion but also in agricultural production. Second, the company 

was able to hold its land idle, speculating on long term gains, 

while other firms were forced to dispose of some of their land 

in order to obtain fluid capital. The British Honduras Co. 

Ltd. was therefore able to make adjustments enabling it to 

survive the extended depression in the mahogany trade, and it 

was also able to purchase yet more land from those firms, like 

Young Toledo $ Co., which were forced by the depression into 

bankruptcy. One result of the continuing depression in the 

Colony's economy, therefore, was the further concentration and 

consolidation of capital in the hands of metropolitan companies. 

'The Honduras Almanack (Belize, 1839) 

2Land Titles Register, folio 470 and 549-56, GRB 
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The structure of land ownership, which had been highly 

concentrated since the late eighteenth century, became one 

of increasingly extreme monopolization in the nineteenth cen- 

tury. The primary source for the study of the structure of 

land distribution in the 1860s is the Land Titles Register. 

The earlier Claims Book (1859-62) notes 191 claims on mahogany 

works, 158 of which were held by three firms: eighty works 

claimed by Hodge $ Hyde as the surviving copartners of James 

Hyde & Co., fifty-five claimed by Young Toledo & Co., and 

twenty-three by the liquidators of Carmichael Vidal $ Co. 

The names of the mahogany works claimed indicate that these 

firms had bought the works of many of the old settlers; for 

example, those claimed by Hodge & Hyde include the names of 

many old settlers such as Young, Gabourel, Hickey, Gentle, 

White, Swasey and Craig. 

The Land Titles Register, the first entries in which date 

from 1863, shows an almost complete division of the Colony's 

private land between the British Honduras Co. Ltd. and Young 

Toledo & Co., all the works of Carmichael Vidal & Co. having 

been transferred to the latter in 1864. Hodge & Hyde having 

transferred all their registered works to. the British Honduras 

Co. Ltd. by 1875, the latter had eighty-nine registered ma- 

hogany works in that year, compared to seventy-six for Young 

Toledo & Co. When the British Honduras Co. Ltd. became the 

Belize Estate and Produce Co. Ltd. in 1875, the latter regis- 

tered ninety works in its name, all having been transferred to 

it by the former. The 1888 Handbook stated that the Belize 

Estate and Produce Co. Ltd. owned one million acres in the 



378 

northern district alone, ' and, with their lands in other 

areas, their holdings must have amounted to about half of 

all the privately owned land in the Colony. 2 

The monopoly of land ownership in 1871 was thus very 

marked. The British Honduras Co. Ltd. owned well over a mil- 

lion acres and Young Toledo $ Co. owned about a million acres. 

Sheldon Byass $ Co. owned four works, or about fifty thousand 

acres, and John Carmichael3 owned about twenty-five thousand 

acres, including Corozal Town. These, with a handful of 

others who each owned several thousand acres, together pos- 

sessed almost all the land held as private property in the 

country. Above all, the British Honduras Co. Ltd. had con- 

solidated its wealth and succeeded in becoming the most power- 

ful organization in the country. Since its formation, this 

Company's power has been evident in the way it has influenced 

the legislation and dominated the economy of Belize. 

The powerful influence of the British Honduras Co. Ltd. 

upon legislation in Belize was apparent even in the course of 

the company's formation, when, as the 'proposed European Land 

Company, ' it arranged for the enactment of the most important 

land law in the Settlement's history, thereby providing the 

security of tenure demanded by the British investors. Other 

1Lindsay 
W. Bristowe and Philip B. Wright, The Handbook 

of British Honduras for 1888-89 (London, 1888) 8 
21n the twentieth century, the Belize Estate and Produce 

Co. Ltd. has relinquished some of its poorer land but still 
remains by far the biggest single landowner. In 1971 the 
Company owned 994,626 acres in Belize, or forty-two percent 
of all the freehold land (see 0. Nigel Bolland and Assad 
Shoman, Land in Belize, 1765-1871: The Origins of Land Tenure, 
Use, and 1stri ution in a Dependent Economy, in press) 

3Carmichael had been 'formerly a Liverpool merchant, 
became a planter at Corozal, and was the first to persist in 
the attempt in sugar-planting on a large scale, ' Gibbs, op. 
cit., 127 
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legislation which was enacted in the company's interest and 

at its instigation included the Acts of 1862 and 1868 which 

encouraged the immigration of labour at the Colony's expense 

and the 1863 Act which allowed the duty free importation of 

machinery to be used in agriculture and manufacturing. The 

Company also exercised its power by opposing legislation, most 

notably in its effective resistance to the implementation of 

land taxes. The British Honduras Co. Ltd. even went so far 

as to interfere in matters of international relations with 

regard to the boundaries of the Colony and relations with 

Mexico .1 
Shortly after its formation, the British Honduras Co. 

Ltd. was claiming that what was good for the Company was good 

for the Colony. In 1874, the company's chairman wrote: 'We 

feel we could not be justified in longer forbearing to urge 

the claims of our company and of the Colony of British Hon- 

duras, the interests of both being nearly identical. '2 It may 

be argued, on the contrary, that the interests of the company 

have been inimical to the interests of Belize, but the extent 

of the company's power cannot be disputed. The concentration 

of about half of all the freehold land in that company's hands 

has meant that the pattern of land use and the direction of 

the Colony's economy have been largely determined by the metro- 

politan owners of the British Honduras Co. Ltd. Moreover, 

the consolidation of the metropolitan ownership of the Col- 

ony's economy meant the almost complete elimination of the 

1See R. A. 
Honduras, 1638- 

egern, Britis 
(Baton Rouge, 1 

2Quoted in 

Humphreys, The Diplomatic History of British 
1901 (London, 1961) 101,103-4, and Wayne M. 

Honduras: Colonial Dead End 1859-1900 
53-4 

Clegern, op. cit., 54 
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settler class as a major social formation within the Colony's 

social structure. In 1845, before the great immigration of 

Yucatecan refugees, the 399 whites amounted to four percent 

of the total population of 9,809,1 but by 1881 only 375 of the 

total population of 27,452, or a little over one percent, 

were white. 2 As 271 of those whites were males it is apparent 

that very few white families were settled in Belize and that 

most of the whites were probably transient adult males. It 

was remarked upon that 'white people but look upon it as a 

resting, not an abiding place, one from which they hope even- 

tually to return enriched to their native soil. '3 At the 

same time that 'British Honduras' became a Colony, therefore, 

it ceased to be a place of settlement for whites. 

The Creation of a Crown Colony 

At the same time that-the white settlers of Belize were 

losing control of the Settlement's economy to metropolitan com- 

panies they were losing control of the politico-administrative 

apparatus through increasing disenfranchisement. In the late 

1820s the white settler oligarchy faced a serious political 

predicament. Threatened by the growing demands of the free 

coloured group, the white oligarchy accepted a curtailment of 

its political privileges, reluctantly conceding greater author- 

ity to the Superintendent as the representative of the metro- 

politan government. Having lost control of the Magistracy, 

which had been the keystone of the settlers' politico- 

administrative system, the oligarchy was fighting a losing 

1E. G. Squier, The States of Central America (New York, 
1858) 588 

2Gibbs, op. cit., 158 
3Ibid., 174 
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battle after 1832. The insistence of the metropolitan govern- 

ment that the abolition of slavery should be applied in Belize 

was an important assertion of British control over the terri- 

tory, in opposition to the settlers as well as to Spain. 

Moreover, the insistence of the Colonial Office on the use 

of Special Magistrates during the 'apprenticeship' period in 

Belize, as in Britain's colonies, was a further indication of 

increasing metropolitan control. 

Throughout the 1830s and 1840s there appears to have been 

a mutual reluctance on the parts of both Britain and Spain to 

reach any agreement over, or even to openly discuss, the ques- 

tion of sovereignty. Spain, having lost its Central American 

empire, was certainly no longer, if it ever had been, an effec- 

tive power in the Belize area and when Spain recognized Mexican 

independence in 1836 no mention was made of the British Set- 

tlement. Britain, on the other hand, made no reference to its 

own Settlement in 1849 when it recognized the independence of 

the Guatemalan republic. The settlers themselves had been 

agitating for a firm and unequivocal assertion of British sov- 

ereignty for some years, partly in order to obtain preferen- 

tial tariff treatment, and there can be no doubt that the 

metropolitan partners of the developing companies in the Set- 

tlement were concerned about the security of their investments, 

particularly in land. 

In the late 1840s a number of broader international 

issues combined with the internal situation of the Settlement 

to produce a resolution of the question of sovereignty. The 

United States of America, having expanded into the south west 

and seized over half of Mexico's territory, began looking for 

a site for a Central American canal to link its eastern and 
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western seaboards. At the same time, Britain, also concerned 

with questions of inter-oceanic transit, revived its interest 

in the area, including the Bay Islands and the Mosquito Shore. 

In the Clayton-Bulwer Treaty of 1850 these two powers agreed 

to promote the construction of a canal and, at the same time, 

to refrain from colonizing any part of Central America. The 

British government interpreted the latter as applying only to 

any future occupation but the American government, particu- 

larly after 1853 when an aggressively expansionist administra- 

tion emphasized the Monroe Doctrine, claimed that Britain was 

obliged to evacuate the area. Britain did yield on the Bay 

Islands and the Mosquito Shore but, in 1854, provided a formal 

constitution for its possession at Belize. The exigencies of 

international diplomacy coincided with the agitations of the 

Superintendent to produce these constitutional changes. 

It had been stated of the Public Meeting in 1838 that 

'A Majority of the Members of the Meeting as now constituted, 

consists of coloured men, ' though membership was restricted 

to male British subjects who possessed visible property worth 

f400. The electorate was restricted to male British subjects 

who had been resident in the Settlement for a year and who 

possessed property worth (100.1 Throughout his eight year 

incumbency as Superintendent, from 1843 to 1851, Colonel 

Pancourt had been very critical of the Public Meeting. 2 It 

appeared that any British born resident with property worth 

f300 could inform a member of the Public Meeting that he 

IJames Walker to Supt. Macdonald, 12 Feb. 1838, CO 123/52 

2See, for example, Supt. Fancourt to Lord Stanley, 15 
April 1844, CO 123/68 and Fancourt to Earl Grey, 10 Aug. 1848, 
CO 123/74 
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wished to become a member. The Provost Marshall would open a 

poll and if, at the end of seven days, twenty-five registered 

voters had voted for him then he was considered elected for 

life. If he suffered a loss of his property he would remain 

a member but would lose his voting rights. Fancourt reported 

that of the sixty-four members in 1848 only thirty-three were 

qualified to vote. He concluded that 'The real governing body 

consists of 5 or 6 Mahogany Houses in Belize whose operations 

are almost entirely dependent on certain other Houses in 

London. '1 Thus the care with which the oligarchy had pro- 

tected itself against the free coloured, by instituting a 

restrictive and self-perpetuating membership, had resulted in 

the shift of the real locus of decision making from the Public 

Meeting to the metropolitan dominated companies. 

Another reason why the Superintendent pressed for a con- 

stitutional change was the massive increment in the Settle- 

ment's population as a result of the immigration of refugees 

from the Guerra de las Castas after 1848. This sudden influx 

of Maya and mestizo refugees led to the prompt innovation of 

local government when a paid magistrate was appointed in the 

Northern District in 1849. The following year there were 

three magistrates in the Northern District, one in the South- 

ern District, and one each in the Sibun and Belize River areas. 

In 1856 the payment of these district magistrates was regular- 

ized and the basis of the local administrative and judicial 

system was legally established. 

A combination of reasons, therefore, led in the early 

1850s to the widespread desire for an unequivocal assertion 

1Fancourt to Grey, 10 Aug. 1848, CO 123/74, quoted in. 
Dobson, op. cit., 118 



384 

of British sovereignty and an unambiguous constitution. 

Various proposals were circulated between Belize, Jamaica, 

and London until, by the end of 1853, an Act 'To amend the 

system of Government of British Honduras' received the royal 

assent. ' The Act stated: 

That the Legislative Assembly shall 
consist of twenty-one members, of whom 
eighteen shall be elected, and three ap- 
pointed by the Superintendent... That no 
person shall be capable of being elected 
a member of the Legislative Assembly, who 
shall not be of the full age of twenty-one 
years, and a natural born subject of the 
Queen, or naturalized by law, and who shall 
not be lawfully possessed, over and above 
any debts or incumbrances to which he may 
be liable, of real or personal property 
in British Honduras to the value of Four 
Hundred Pounds Sterling. 2 

The old Public Meeting, which had been in existence for 

about a century, was disbanded and the new Legislative Assem- 

bly was introduced in 1854. The franchise was restricted to 

males with real property yielding an income of £7 per year or 

a salary of f100 per year. The Assembly was to last for four 

years, though it could be prorogued or dissolved by the Super- 

intendent at any time. The constitutional change clearly gave 

the Colonial Office, through the Superintendent, greater power 

in the Settlement and correspondingly reduced still further 

the political capacity of the settlers. Since the Superin- 

tendent could originate legislation, could give or withhold 

consent to bills introduced by the Assembly, and could even 

dissolve the Assembly at will, the legislature was little 

1The Act was passed by 
1853 and is included in Vot, 
Special Sitting in January . 

2lbid. It was assumed 
all women, despite the fact 

the Public Meeting on 14 Jan. 
es of the Public Meeting At Its 
1853 (Belize, 

that the term 'person' excluded 
that the head of state was female. 
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more than a talking body, a chamber of debate rather than 

decisions. 

In the 1850s, therefore, 'British Honduras had become a 

colony in all but name. i' The remaining settlers, stricken 

by the severe and prolonged economic depression, petitioned 

through the Legislative Assembly in 1861 for colonial status. 2 

They felt that the unequivocal assertion of British sover- 

eignty may, by removing doubt as to the territory's status, 

encourage development through the immigration of people and 

capital. It is quite probable that the Colonial office's 

favourable reaction to this petition was influenced also by 

the wishes of the British Honduras Company which, since its 

formation in 1859, was concerned with the security of its 

extensive real estate. In 1862, some two centuries after the 

first British settlements were established near the Belize 

River, the British Government declared 'British Honduras' to 

be a Colony and made its Superintendent into a Lieutenant- 

Governor. Within nine years, however, a further constitu- 

tional development occurred, the Legislative Assembly abolish- 

ing itself after a life of only seventeen years, and the 

British Government established its total control over the 

Colony. 

The pattern of consolidation which had occurred through- 

out the West Indies, as in Belize, in the 1840s and 1850s had 

resulted from a common set of circumstances. Similarly, the 

pattern of constitutional changes which followed in the 1860s 

was the result of a common, and interrelated, combination of 

1D. A. G. Waddell, British Honduras: A Historical and 
Contemporary Survey (London, 

2Burdon, op. cit., TII, 235-6 
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conditions. In the islands, the decline of the sugar trade, 

which preceded the abolition of slavery, had meant the decline 

and eventual demise of the planter class. Following emanci- 

pation in 1838 and the abolition of imperial tariff protection 

in 1846, the old social system of the sugar producing islands 

was disrupted. In places like Jamaica, the declining planter 

class attempted to maintain its social position through the 

maintenance of political power but, with a disintegrating 

economic basis, they abandoned their old representative insti- 

tutions. In Jamaica it was the particular crisis of the 

Morant Bay rebellion in 1865 which caused the Legislative 

Assembly to abolish itself in favour of Crown Colony govern- 

ment. In Belize the particular circumstances which precipi- 

tated the crisis were, of course, different, but a similar 

general combination of conditions was present. 

In the late 1860s the expenses of administering the Col- 

ony had increased, largely as a result of having to pay for 

the military expeditions against the Maya, at a time when the 

economy was severely depressed. As a result the public debt, 

being 'chiefly for military expenditure, r2 rose to about 

$150,000 by 1870. The great landowners, whose mahogany camps 

in the west and northwest had been attacked and were continu- 

ally threatened by the Icaichfi Maya under Marcos Canul, were 

at last moved by this state of affairs to allow the Legisla- 

tive Assembly to impose a land tax in 1867. However, its 

operation was limited to only two years to meet the immediate 

emergency, and it was based on terms which were actually very 

1See Philip D. Curtin, Two Jamaicas: The Role of Ideas 
in a Tropical Colony, 1330-1865 (New York, 2nd e d., 
178-203 

2Gibbs, op. cit., 155 
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favourable to the big landowners. ' In the particular crisis of 

1866-7 the great mahogany companies were willing to support a 

temporary measure for raising revenue by the taxation of land, 

but they had no intention of continuing to pay such a tax. 

The Legislative Assembly, which determined the Colony's 

revenue and expenditure, was controlled by the great land- 

owners and the merchants. Though the landowners were them- 

selves often also involved in commerce, some antagonism 

existed between them and the other merchants of Belize Town. 

Whereas the former resisted the taxation of land and favoured 

an increase on import duties, the latter preferred the oppo- 

site. Moreover, the merchants of Belize Town felt relatively 

secure from the Maya attacks and were therefore unwilling to 

contribute towards the military expenditure necessary to re- 

sist them. At the same time the landowners were unwilling to 

bear the expense themselves and held the view that it was un- 

just to require them to pay taxes for lands that were given 

inadequate protection. These conflicting interests produced 

a stalemate in the Legislative Assembly, which failed to 

authorize the raising of sufficient revenue. 

Unable to agree among themselves, but pressed by the 

necessity to raise additional revenue, the members of the 

Assembly attempted to convert British Honduras into a Crown 

Colony in 1869 in order that the Imperial Government would 

bear more of the burden of defence. In 1870 the Assembly 

agreed to surrender its privilege of self-government in re- 

turn for greater security against the persistent Maya threat, 

in much the same way as the Jamaican Assembly had abolished 

1Longden to Grant, 4 Dec. 1867, AB, R. 98 
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itself after the crisis of the Morant Bay rebellion in 1865. 

The Legislative Assembly having 'committed political suicide, '1 

the new colonial constitution was inaugurated in April 1871. 

Under the new constitution the Colony was governed by the 

Governor-in-Council, the Council consisting of five official 

and four unofficial members, all nominated. 2 

The constitutional change of 1871 confirmed and com- 

pleted a change which had been taking place during the pre- 

ceding half century. The old settler oligarchy, which had 

confidently dominated the Settlement at the beginning of the 

nineteenth century, was progressively undermined by a number 

of factors. The rising status of the free coloured group and 

the emancipation of the slaves were major developments in the 

structure of social relations which threatened the social dom- 

inance of the white settlers. At the same time, the belea- 

guered white oligarchy was attacked by the Colonial Office 

which succeeded in gaining control over much of the Settle- 

ment's administrative apparatus, notably in the appointment 

of magistrates in 1832. The struggle of the settlers to main- 

tain their social and political supremacy was therefore two- 

sided. On the one hand, they were opposing the rising demo- 

cratic tide of the emancipated masses, and, on the other hand, 

they sought to maintain their traditional executive authority 

against the Crown's representative. 

1Gibbs, op. cit., 152 

2Despite frequent agitation, the elective principle 
was not reintroduced until 1936 and it was not until 1954 
that, with universal adult suffrage, the Legislative 
Assembly included a majority of elected members, and not 
until 1960 that the Executive Council featured a majority 
of elected members 
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The factor which was ultimately decisive in bringing 

about the demise of the settler oligarchy was economic in 

nature. The decline in the mahogany trade and the subsequent 
prolonged economic depression in the 1850s and 1860s not only 

removed the basis of the settlers' power but also practically 

eliminated the settler group altogether. The consolidation 

of economic enterprises in the middle of the nineteenth cen- 

tury was achieved by a reorganization of capital ownership, 

first, in the form of partnerships between landowning settlers 

and metropolitan merchants and, eventually, in the dominance 

of the entire economy by one metropolitan company. This 

transfer of economic power from the settlers to the metro- 

politan based companies made the Legislative Assembly, the 

legatee of the old Public Meeting, little more than a debat- 

ing society which carried out the wishes of the major economic 

interests. When, in the crisis of the late 1860s, induced by 

the combination of severe economic depression and the military 

threat from the Maya, the Assembly was unable to solve the 

Colony's problems, it simply abolished itself and handed all 

formal political power to the Crown, thereby carrying out the 

recommendations made by Superintendent Cockburn three decades 

previously. 

The de facto power of the metropolitan landowners in the 

Colony was recognized when three of the four unofficial ap- 

pointees in the new Council were representing the landed in- 

terests, while only one represented the commercial interests. 

(The consequence was felt immediately, when the Legislative 

Council raised import duties from four to ten percent. 
1) 

1Clegern, 
op. cit., 53 
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The metropolitan companies, and particularly the British 

Honduras Company - Belize Estate and Produce Company, con- 

tinued to have a dominant influence, whether through nomina- 

tion or election on a narrow franchise, for most of the 

following century. The manager of the Belize Estate and 

Produce Company frequently sat on the Council and it is true 

to say that 'relations between the company's representatives 

and the United Kingdom's representatives were always extremely 

close, and the B. E. C. 's influence on policy and administration 

can hardly be overestimated-" From the time when the 'pro- 

posed European Land Company' succeeded in introducing the 

Honduras Land Titles Act, the British Government and its 

representatives in the Colony have frequently felt the pres- 

sure of the Company's stockholders. After Marcos Canul's 

last raid in 1872, for example, the chairman of the British 

Honduras Company not only addressed a complaint to the Colo- 

nial Office but also lodged a formal complaint and demand for 

compensation with the Mexican Government, though the British 

and Mexican Governments had no diplomatic relations at the 

time. Since the investors were demanding the protection of 

their property, the Company pressured the British Government 

to respond and to provide effective protection. 2 The Com- 

pany's chairman stressed 'the claims of our company and of 

the Colony of British Honduras, the interests of both being 

nearly identical. 13 

'A. Shoman, 'The Birth of the NationalisVMovement in 
Belize, 1950-1954, ' Journal of Belizean Affairs, No. 2 
(Dec. 1973) 7 

2Clegern, op. cit., 53-4 

3W. R. Robertson to R. W. Herbert, 9 June 1874, quoted 
in Clegern, op. cit., 54 
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For over thirty years the declining settler oligarchy 

of Belize had struggled with a combination of social, polit- 

ical, and economic problems. Sometime in the middle of the 

nineteenth century they lost that struggle and left the 

emerging Colony firmly in the grasp of metropolitan control. 

With the demise of the settlers, the basis was established 

for the historically unfolding struggle between the colonized 

masses and the metropolitan forces. The establishment of 

Crown Colony government in 1871 confirmed and clarified, but 

did not create, the distinction between these two great 

hostile camps. 



CHAPTER XII 

The Formation of a Colonial Societ 

The Institutions, Structure, and Traditions of 
Colonial Belize 

All of the most significant socio-economic factors of 

the Caribbean historical experience were present in Belize, 

though in forms that sometimes differed from those found 

elsewhere in the region. Colonial domination was a relatively 

late development in Belize because of the territory's in- 

accessibility and the physical and, initially also, economic 

unattractiveness of the area to Europeans. In addition, the 

competitiveness between Spain and Great Britain was never 

decisively resolved, Spain continuing to assert its sover- 

eignty but never attempting to settle in Belize, while Britain 

developed its Settlement without asserting sovereignty. 

Nevertheless, with the development of the logwood trade, the 

subsequent dependence of the Settlement upon the metropolis 

was unavoidable. 

The entire raison d'etre of the Settlement depended upon 

the state of the European market for a particular tropical 

product and fluctuations in the market had substantial effects 

upon the political economy and the social structure of the 

colonial satellite. The rise of the logwood trade early in 

the eighteenth century produced the demand for labour which 

was resolved by importing thousands of African slaves, thereby 

establishing the racial/ethnic composition of the early Settle- 

ment's population. The crisis in the logwood trade in the 

1760s and 1770s produced a crisis in social relations, cul- 

minating in the slave revolt of 1773 which threatened the 

392 
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very existence of the Settlement. The rise of the mahogany 

trade saved the Settlement but also transformed it, as the 

exigencies of mahogany extraction led to an even greater con- 

centration of property, in land and slaves, and the develop- 

ment of a dominant white settler oligarchy. That this oli- 

garchy remained dependent upon metropolitan markets, however, 

became apparent in the middle of the nineteenth century when 

a depression in the mahogany trade led to a further consolida- 

tion of the Settlement's economy and its domination by metro- 

politan companies. 

The monopolization of land ownership, the tendency toward 

tropical monoculture, the dependence on metropolitan markets 

both for exports and imports, and the social structure polar- 

ized between a generally white minority and a black majority, 

are all typical features of a plantation economy. The colo- 

nial experience of Belize was characterized by the presence 

of all these features, even though the economy was not based 

upon plantations, narrowly defined. The organization of the 

predominant production unit in Belize differed in many ways 

from, for example, the sugar plantations of the islands, and 

the experience of slaves and wage labourers in the mahogany 

gangs was in a number of ways quite markedly different from 

that of the slaves on sugar plantations. Nevertheless, the 

'macro-features' of the society have been similar to those of 

the Caribbean colonies which have been dominated by sugar 

plantations. 

The demands of the metropolitan market create the planta- 

tion economy which allocates to itself the primary resources 

of land, labour and capital. In a situation where labour is 

scarce and land is plentiful, the capitalists find difficulty 
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in securing the labour which they require for their enter- 

prises. The initial solution was to import slaves by the 

thousand, but in Belize this did not solve the masters' 

'labour problem' because so many slaves escaped to the 

neighbouring areas. 

In the late eighteenth century the settler elite insti- 

tuted a series of regulations by which they succeeded in 

allocating all the land to themselves in order to deny an 

independent means of livelihood to the many poor free evacuees 

from the Mosquito Shore who were perceived as potential la- 

bourers. The victims of this action complained that 'these 

Laws or regulations seem also (to us) to be partial and in 

favour of one sett of people, and palpably calculated to en- 

slave another, '1 and the Superintendent described the Magis- 

trates' 'private purposes of keeping the people poor and 

totally dependent upon them. '2 

Through their control of the political-administrative 

apparatus the settler elite was able to monopolize the land 

even after emancipation and thus to prevent the freedmen from 

becoming an independent and self-sufficient peasantry. The 

freedmen in Belize, unable to acquire land and indebted to 

their masters by the advance and truck systems, continued to 

be tied to labour in the mahogany forests. The Caribs and 

the Maya, too, were denied freehold titles to land in order 

to make them available as a source of labour for the sugar 

plantations which were being developed in the third quarter 

of the nineteenth century. 

1Robert English et al. to Supt. Despard, 20 Aug. 1787, 
CO 123/5 

2Letter from Despard, 11 Jan. 1788, CO 123/6 



395 

The relation of land to labour in the historical experi- 

ence of Belize is directly parallel to that in the latifundia 

economy of Brazil, as described by Andre Gunder Frank: 

The monopolization of land and 
other resources necessarily results in 
the exploitation of the non-monopolized 
resources, that is, labour, and in the 
under-utilization of all resources. 
Thus, one primary purpose of the owner- 
ship of large amounts of land, both on 
the individual and on the social level, 
is not to use it but to prevent its use 
by others. These others, denied access 
to the primary resources, necessarily 
fall under the domination of the few who 
do control it. And then they are ex- 
ploited in all conceivable ways, typi- 
cally through low wages. 1 

In a territory with a favourable man-land ratio the capital- 

ists monopolize the ownership of the land as a way of 'keeping 

the people poor and totally dependent upon them. ' John Rex 

has stated that 

The key to the subjection of the free 
plantation worker in agriculture is denial 
of access to the market either for the dis- 
posal of his product or for the purchase of 
his 'raw materials, ' seed, and tools, as well 
as his food supplies. These things, coupled 
with a deployment of political power by the 
ruling group to ensure that the ex-slaves 
did not exercise their new legal rights, 
were more than sufficient to keep the negro 
in a state of total subjection for many 
years after the abolition of slavery. 2 

This is true, but it might be added that the chief 'raw mate- 

rial' is land, and by denying the freedmen access to land, the 

capitalists are able to force the people to work for (typically 

low) wages on their estates. 

lAndre Gunder Frank, Capitalism and Underdevelopment in 
Latin America (Harmondswort , 1971) 288 

2John Rex, Race Relations in Sociological Theory 
(London, 1970) 5 
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George Beckford contends that 'unemployment and under- 

utilization of land in plantation economies are structural 

phenomena that inhere in the system itself, " 
and to those 

economic features it should be added that a dichotomous class 

structure is an intrinsic feature of the social structure of 

plantation societies. During the formative century which 

preceded emancipation in Belize, the fundamental social dis- 

tinction was between the free and the enslaved. This legal 

differentiation overlapped extensively with racial distinc- 

tions with the result that the basic categories of white 

master and black slave affected the social status of those, 

like the poor whites or the slave-owning free coloured and 

blacks, whose social position was more ambiguous. M. G. Smith 

has described the West Indian social structure in the early 

nineteenth century as consisting of 

three main sections defined primarily by 
legal status... composed in the main, but 
not universally, of persons who differed 
also in race and colour. Thus the whites 
were all free but were internally differ- 
entiated, free persons with limited civil 
rights were in the main coloured, but in- 
cluded some black, and the unfree were pre- 
dominantly black but included some coloured 
persons. 2 

Though it would seem that the majority of whites were neither 

rich nor powerful, to be white meant to identify and to be 

identified with the rich and powerful white elite. On the 

other hand, though not all blacks were slaves, to be black 

meant that one was undoubtedly associated with the status of 

1George L. Beckford, Persistent Povert : Underdevelop- 
ment in Plantation Economies o the Third World (New York, 
1972) 178 

2M. G. Smith, 'Some Aspects of Social Structure in the 
British Caribbean About 1820, ' Social and Economic Studies, 
Vol. 1, No. 4 (1953) 75 



397 

slavery. Between the tiny elite and the masses of slaves 

were the free persons, both coloured and black, who were 

denied identity with the whites yet who themselves denied 

any affinity with the slaves. 

The institution of slavery was revived by the colonizers 

of the New World as a way of dealing with the problem of a 

labour supply. Having captured and possessed the land, the 

colonial proprietors captured and possessed people to work 

it for them. But, though the origin of slavery may have been 

primarily economic in nature, the existence of the institu- 

tion gave rise to persistent cultural traditions as well as 

patterns of social relationships. Rex has argued that 'the 

violence used by those who ran the slave trade is the most 

important underlying fact in the structure of race relations 

situations even when what we are studying is a society in 

which emancipation has long since been carried through. " 

There is no doubt that in Belize, as elsewhere in the New 

World, the persistent low status of blacks is in part a con- 

sequence of the fact that they were historically the victims 

of systematic degradation under slavery. This traditional 

association of blacks with slave status is compounded by a 

devaluation of the African cultural heritage while primacy is 

accorded to European culture. More important than these 

cultural traditions, however, was the persistence of structural 

discrimination which kept the black majority of the population 

poor and dependent even after legal emancipation. 

Gordon Lewis has suggested that, after emancipation in 

the West Indies, 'the economic struggle between former master 

1Rex, op. cit., 43 
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and slave continued but in new forms, '1 and that emancipation 

simply 'removed the gross features of the slave system with- 

out basically upsetting the underlying class-colour differ- 

entiations of the society. The three hierarchically ordered 

sections - white, coloured and black - remained as solidly 

entrenched as ever. '2 These comments are equally applicable 

to Belize where the masters, who needed all the labourers 

during the mahogany boom of 1835-46, added the advance and 

truck systems to their monopolization of the land as the 

means of compelling the freedmen to continue to work in the 

mahogany forests. The result was the almost complete absence 

of development of an independent peasantry and it was not 

until the arrival of the Maya and mestizo immigrants from the 

north that any major agricultural developments occurred in 

Belize. 

In one sense, the abolition of slavery did eliminate a 

contradiction, however, and that was 'the essential and un- 

answerable problem, ' as Douglas Hall has put it, 'that al- 

though the slaves were accounted as capital equipment, they 

were people, and their masters were torn by conflict between 

these two views of their property-13 After emancipation the 

masters were 'torn' by no such contradiction, but were able, 

quite simply, to perceive all the labourers, present or poten- 

tial, of whatever race or ethnicity, as inferior people. In 

fact, the white elite, who after the middle of the nineteenth 

'Gordon Lewis, 'The Social Legacy of British Colonialism 
in the Caribbean, ' New World Quarterly, Vol. 3, No. 3 (1967) 15 

2Ibid., 17 

3Douglas Hall, 'Slaves and Slavery in the British West 
Indies, ' Social and Economic Studies, Vol. 11 (1962) 309 
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century were not a settler class so much as the bureaucratic 

representatives of metropolitan organizations, held racial 

stereotypes of the various colonized peoples. An example of 

the unflattering distinctions made between the non-white 

segments of the Colony's population is provided in a report 

from the Police Magistrate of Belize to the Lieutenant- 

Governor in 1870: 

The Laborers consist of Creoles 
(natives of the place) and Caribs, 
natives of Jamaica, and Spaniards from 
the neighbouring Republics. In the 
Northern District the Laborers are 
principally aboriginal Indians. Of 
the whole the Indians are the most 
docile, passive, and abstemious. 
The Creoles and Caribs come next in 
degree of patient submission and en- 
durance, but the latter are Clannish, 
cunning and dishonest. The Jamaicans 
hard working but insolent, insubor- 
dinate, and dissipated - The Spaniards 
bloodthirsty and revengeful. 1 

In a colonial society such as Belize the various racial/ 

ethnic groups are to some extent occupationally specialized 

and geographically segregated and, though they participate in 

the same economy and are subject to the same polity, it is 

clear that they do not subscribe to a common culture, ideology 

or value system. The factor which held such a variety of 

groups together was the monopoly of power held by the 

colonizers - in other words, the colonial society was bound 

together by the political and economic institutions of the 

dominant colonizing group. However, these institutions 

changed in accordance with changes in the nature of, and the 

relations between, the chief social formations which consti- 

tute the social structure of the colonial society. Thus, 

1Pol. Mag. Cockburn to Lt. Gov. Longden, 24 Feb. 1870, 

AB, R. 106 
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the settler class which dominated Belizean society until the 

middle of the nineteenth century lost its control of the 

political-administrative apparatus and of the economy. The 

shift in the location of power within the political economy 

was reflected in a change in social relations: the settler 

class was eliminated, leaving a variety of colonized groups 

loosely held together by the bureaucracies of the metropolis. 

However, contemporary patterns of domination and sub- 

ordination cannot be explained simply by an account of the 

historical experience of slavery, nor by the post-slavery 

structure of discrimination, though both of these factors are 

necessary for such an explanation. The patterns of social 

relations exhibited by the colonial society cannot be ex- 

plained without a consideration of the ideas and ideologies, 

the traditions and belief systems, which are embedded in the 

relationships. In this context, then, it is essential to 

take account of the way in which, and the extent to which, 

the ideology of the dominant settler class provided a racist 

tradition which survived the existence of the class itself. 

It is here suggested that the 'white bias' of the dominant 

ideology not only devalued all non-European cultural heritages 

but also encouraged the various groups of colonized people 

to devalue and despise each other. To the extent that the 

assumption of white/European superiority, and the derogatory 

racial stereotypes of the various colonized groups, were in- 

ternalized by the colonized people themselves, the racist 

ideology would have a strong effect on the self-esteem and 

the sense of identity and solidarity of the colonized. The 

lack of confidence and the divisiveness induced by such a 

tradition of white supremacy, in addition to creating problems 
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of cultural and personal identity, has important 'social 

effects in that it supports the continuity and cohesiveness 

of the existing segmented social structure. " 

Conclusions 

In writing accounts of history there is a temptation to 

select specific events which have distinct dates, such as 

emancipation in 1838, and to credit these events with a cru- 

cial influence upon subsequent history. The truth, however, 

is generally less conveniently accounted for, the really de- 

cisive developments often being less distinctly identifiable. 

Emancipation, for example, though an important event, did not 

influence the development of the social structure of Belize 

in any essential manner. In 1838 the legal status of the 

slaves, who were then a minority of the population, was 

changed, but their conditions, their prospects, and their 

relations with the masters remained essentially the same, 

because the freedmen lacked the means to achieve a real 

emancipation. 

The conclusion reached in this study is that, rather 

than a specific event or a distinct date, the series of de- 

velopments which took place in the 1850s were crucial for the 

future history of Belize. The massive influx of refugees 

from Yucatan doubled the population, established the basic 

racial/ethnic dichotomy of present-day Belize, and introduced 

the agricultural sector of the economy. In that decade, also, 

the depression in the mahogany trade critically undermined 

the old settler elite which, under political pressure from 

10. Nigel Bolland, 'The Roots of Black Power in the 
West Indies, ' Afrasian, No. 3 (n. d. but actually 1969) 



402 

two directions, finally succumbed to the power of the metrop- 

olis. The result was a further consolidation of capital, a 

reorganization of the colonial political and economic insti- 

tutions, and a restructuring of the distribution of power in 

Belize, away from the declining settler oligarchy and towards 

the bureaucracies and boardrooms of the metropolis. One of 

the major social formations of Belize, the white settler 

class, was virtually eliminated, and henceforth the historic 

colonial confrontation was to develop between the forces of 

the metropolis and the colonized masses. The establishment 

of Crown Colony rule in 1871, another convenient specific 

event, was not in itself decisive, for it merely confirmed 

and set the seal upon a development which had been in process 

for decades. 

'Men make their own history, ' wrote Marx at the time these 

decisive events were occurring in Belize, 'but they do not 

make it just as they please; they do not make it under cir- 

cumstances chosen by themselves, but under circumstances 

directly found, given and transmitted from the past. '1 It is 

the conclusion of this study that the circumstances within 

which contemporary Belizeans are making their history were 

essentially formulated in mid-nineteenth century Belize. 

'Karl Marx, 'The Eighteenth Brumaire of Louis Bonaparte, ' 
in The Marx-Engels Reader ed. Robert C. Tucker (New York, 
197- 
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Appendix A 

Family of Mary France belonging to 

Alexander France, 1834 

am, 40 

Nelly, 31 

ames, 28 

Mary, 58 

Morrison, 

Richmond, 23 

Marcus, 13 

Thomas, 11 

-Elizabeth, 9 

Hercules, 8 

Edie, 4 

Diamond, 3 

Simon, 6 mths. 

Nancy, 21 Mary, d. 
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Appendix B 

Family of Quashie Cunningham 
belonging to Sarah Keefe, 1834 

Venus, 37 

November, 36 
Sabina, 10 

Harriet, 35 Middleton, 8 

Toby, 3 

Quashie, 67 iadne, 34 

William, 30 

"Phillis, 11 

John, 8 

Henry, 7 

Edwin, 5 

William, 4 

Diana, 29 Francis, 3 

Rebecca, 23 
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Appendix C 

Family of Jane and Sam Burn 
belonging to William D. Burn, 1834 

Jane; 49 

Sam, 

FWilliam, 
8 

Betsy, 27 Anne, 6 L 

harlotte, 5 mths. 

illy, 24 

)hnny, 22 

ine, 20 Catharine, 1 

chael, 10 

mes ,9 
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Appendix D 

Family of Nancy Gambqunil 

belonging to Ann Smith, 1834 

J 

-William, 24 

-James, 23 

"Milego, 20 

-George, 18 

-Henry, 17 

Maria, 14 

Cuba, 12 

Daphne, 10 

Ben, 8 

q Robert, 24 

Eve, 30 Francis, 18 
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Appendix E 

Family of Mary Anne and Murphy Anderson 
belonging to Richard John and Anne Anderson, 1834 

Peggy, 8 

Glasg 
11 

Hanna 

Grace, 

Ma 

Mu 

Charlotte, 19 
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Appendix F 

Family of Sammy Goff belonging to 
Estate of Sarah Goff (d. ), 1834 

? Sammy, 37 

Derry, 15 

Valentine, 12 
Peggy, 36 

David, 10 

ose, 10 

Hannah, 34 Adolphus, 15 

z 

9 

Rhoda, 12 

Robert, 10 

33 
Richard, 7 

Sarah, 7 

Hannah, 6 

Catherine, 1 

32 
Quashie, 6 

Adam, 3 

?? Eleanor, 15 

ýSomersett, 36 

Sambo, 28 

F Jem, 28 

arry, 26 

Joseph, 6 
? ----Clara, 25 

Thomas, 1 

? Elizabeth, 24 

-----William, 18 
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