
THE BRITISH CONTRIBUTION TO THE ECONOMIC 
DEVELOPMENT OF THE CANARY ISLANDS WITH SPECIAL 

REFERENCE TO THE NINETEENTH CENTURY 



An extensive commercial relationship has existed between 
Britain and the Canary Islands for many centuries and in spite of 
visits of Sir Francis Drake and Lord Nelson these have usually 
been of an extremely friendly nature. This has been because the 
complementary nature of the two economies with their differing 
factor endowments has ensured that trade has always been of a 
mutually beneficia1 nature. 

This was especially true during the period that the wine trade 
was at its zenith in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries and 
also during the short-lived boom of cochineal exports. The subse- 
quent malaise of the economy and its resurrection by the inaugu- 
ration of the fruit and tourist industries owed much to the interest 
and investments of Sir Alfred Jones and the Elder Dempster 
Group in the late nineteenth century. However. this enterprise 
would not have been possible if authorities in the Canaries had 
not acted to extend their two main ports so that they could cater 
for the iron steamships which were being evolved at that time. 

The  consequences of these independent but inter-locking ac- 
tions were, of course, immense for they resulted in the establish- 
ment of the foundations of what have become the two main pillars 
of the Island's economy to-day - the export of fruit and the tourist 
trade. 

Much of this work has already been the subject of careful 
academic study by a number of eminent Spanish and Canario 
scholars. It is hoped, however, that an expatriate viewpoint will 
give their understanding a clearer perspective and that. in turn, 
the present author will learn a great deal from the anticipated 
discussion. 

The discovery and occupation of the Canary Islands has been well 
recorded in a whole series of works in both English and Spanish so it is 



not proposed to discuss these matters in this paperl. Nor is it felt neces- 
sary to analyse the early situation in the new colony for this has also 
been the subject of much recent research2. However, as the subsequent 
economic history of the Islands is of major importance to any unders- 
tanding of the events of the second half of the nineteenth century, it is 
intended to provide an outline of their commercial development with 
special emphasis on the vicissitudes of their externa1 trade. 

From a British point of view the prime source for the study of 
these events is the Report on the Social and Economic Conditions of 
the Canary Islands which was produced for the Foreign Office in 1892'. 
The author of this work was Mr. A Samler Brown who had been a 
long-time resident of Santa Cruz and whose Report was subsequently O" ,, 

to form the basis for a guide-book that ran to many editions4. His view E 

that the history of the Canary Islands under Spanish rule was, «. . . chie- O 

f y  interesting as a TecoTd of agricultura1 progress or decap" may have 
n - - 
m 

been true at the time he wrote but it was by no means the whole pic- o 
E 

ture. E 
2 

It is easy to apreciate Samler Brown's opinion for, in addition to - E 

providing a large degree of self-sufficiency in food for the inhabitants of 
the Islands, agriculture also supplied the principal items for export. 

3 

- 
The position of agriculture was further enhanced by the absence of - 

0 
m 

important mineral deposits and by the failure to develop fishing on any E 

O 

6 
,, 
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4. A SAMLER RROWN. Madeira and the Canary Islands. A Practica1 and Com- 
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5 .  Report on the Social and Economic Conditions of the Canary Islands, op. cit., p. 3. 
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scale. Such industry that had emerged was also on a tiny scale, for the 
size of population and relative ease of communications with Europe 
meant that locally produced goods could not compete with foreign im- 
ports. 

In these circumstances it was inevitable that Samler Brown would 
stress the importance of agriculture. However it was the geographic 
position of the Canaries that was mainly responsible for the success of 
its exports and Samler Brown fails to give full weight to this vital factor. 
Thus it was the situation of the Islands on the major shipping routes 
between Europe, Africa, the Caribbean, Latin America and the East 
that played a substantial part in promoting the wine trade in the seven- 
teenth and eighteenth centuries! Equally, the growth in tourism and 
the early development of fruit exports which Samler Brown recorded 
having commenced after the evolution of the steam ship clearly owned 
more to geography thñn tc) any nther sing!e fx tnr .  

It is the purpose of this papa to  demonstrate that the Canary 
Islands were able to survive and prosper economically because of their 
position at a maritime «cross-road». It will then be further argued that 
British dominance in shipping and trade in the nineteenth century 
made co-operation between the two economies mutually beneficia1 and 
this, in turn, encouraged both the growth of trade and.of personal rela- 
tionships. 

«Within thirty years of the completion of the conquest (in 1496) 
new immigration was almost at an end, a roya1 administration had 
al1 but replaced the seigneurial, the leading conquistador, Alonso 
de Lugo, was dead, and the surviving native guanches had been 
largely assimilated into a colonial society which itself varied great- 
ly from island to island according to geographic position and 
ciimate . . .»' 

6. GEORGE F. STECKLEY. The Wine Economy of Tenerife in the Sevet~teenth 
Century. Anglo-Spanish Partnership in a Luxury Trade, ECONOMlC HlSTORY RE- 
VIEW, 2nd Series. Vn!. ??. No. 3,  . A q y s t  19%. 

7.  NORMAN BALL. Review of The Canary Islands after the Conquest. op. cit. 
ECONOMlC HlSTORY REVIEW. 2nd Series, Vol. 36. No. 1.  February I983. pp. 
164-5. . 



An earlier priority was to discover an export crop that would ena- 
ble the economy to pay for the imports which would permit the mainte- 
nance of what the ruling elite regarded as a civilised standard of living. 
At first it appeared that sugar would prove to be the entire answer and, 
with the aid of slave labour, many plantations were established. These 
proved to be extremely profitable and expanded in size so that at least 
one plantation, that at Adeje. employed over a thousand negroes'. 
According to Lord Verulam (Francis Bacon) being first in an inven- 
tion, «doth sometime cause a wonderful overgrowth of riches, as it was 
with the first sugar man in the canariesnY. 

By 1600, however, competition from Brazil and the West Indies 
was having a significant effect on the price of sugar so production began ,, 

to decline. Thereafter the industry only continued at a low level though D N 

E 
it enjoyed occasional periods when increased demand encouraged a 
brief revival. Fortunately, by then, the Canaries were already develo- 

O 
n - 

ping an aiiernaiive expoii so ihai by 1650 Teiierifc was f im!y estab!is- 
- 
m 
0 

E 
hed as a major wine producer"'. E 

2 
George F. Steckley estimated that Tenerife exported an average of E 

10,037 halt-ton pipes in the period 1636 to 1725 and this included an 
- 

average of 6,859 half-ton pipes of the choice malvasia variety". In the 3 

earlier period the wine was exported to a wide variety of markets of - 
- 
0 

which Latin America, Portugal and its possessions and Northern Euro- 
m 
- 

pe were the most important. Gradually, however, the English market O 

emerged as the main outlet and by 1690 almost two-thirds of the malva- 
sia was sold via ~ o n d o n ' ~ .  

n 

E - 

This happy state of affairs which had brought a high leve1 of pros- a 

perity to both producer and buyer was not to last much into the eigh- 
2 

n n 

teenth century. A longstanding difficulty had been the imbalanced of n 

trade between England and the Canaries for the Islands could not ab- 
3 0 

sorb a sufficient quantity of British products. Thus the trade had to be 
conducted in eready money» which was against the mercantilist ideas of 
many influential politicians so the business was discouraged by heavy 
taxes. 4: :he same time thr g r ~ w t h  in imn~rts r ~f wine from Portugal 

8. CHARLES EDWARDS, op. cit., p. 50. 
9. Report on the Social and Economic Condirions of the Canary Islands, op. cit.. p. 3.  

10. GEORGE F. STECKLEY, op. cit.. p. 337. 
11. Ibid.. p. 339. 
12. Ibid.. p. 343. 
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was encouraged as England was supposed to enjoy a favourable trade 
balanced with that country.. A change in the taste for particular wines 
further enhanced this transition which was virtually completed by the 
disruption caused by the «War of the Spanish ~uccess ion>> '~ .  

The difficulties in England could not be compensated by sales el- 
sewhere but the trade did continue at a moderate level until 1850 when 
the vines were attacked and virtually exterminated by a fungus known 
as ~oidiurn tuckeri»I4. This attack proved to be so severe that the entire 
stock had to be replaced by other variations of vine. This process, in 
turn, changed the character -some would suggest the quality- of the 
wine and although production and exports resumed they were never 
again to provide a significant proportion of the Islands revenue. 

The decline and temporary cessation of the wine trade did not 
prove to be as great a loss as might have been expected. This was be- 
cause of the developrnent of an entirely new export which, tor a time, 
was to rnake the Canaries so prosperous that al1 other comrnercial acti- 
vities were either neglected or abandoned. The new items was natural 
dye-stuff known as cochineal which was produced frorn the dried bo- 
dies of the coccus cacti an insect which thrived on a cactus which grew 
freely in the Islands. The first shipment of 81bs was rnade in 1831: by 
1850 exports had grown to nearly 800,0001bs. and then increased to a 
peak of over 6 million lbs. in 1869. This had a value of £788,993 on the 
London market which was equal to a revenue of £3.25 for every rnan, 
woman and child'? By then, however, the signs of decline were already 
apparent because the invention of aniline dyes in Europe was begin- 
ning to force down the price. A steady fa11 in production followed and 
exports were down to 5 million lbs. in 1874 and to 2,300,000 lbs in 1886. 

Of equal irnportance was the decline in price. At the height of the 
boom the return for the rnediurn grade of cochineal was 3.25 pesetas per lb. 
but by the early 'eighties it was little more than one peseta per lb. In 
these circurnstances the loans which had been secured to enable the 
industry to expand could not be serviced and, except in particularly 
favourable situations. it was not worthwhile to continue with produc- 
tion. Exports were subsequently aided by the discovery of the water- 
proofing capabilities of cochineal which are not shared by artificial dyes 

13. Ibid., p. 348. 
14. Reporí on !he Social and Economic Conditions of the Canary Islands. op. cit.. p. S. 
15. Ibid.. p. 6. 



so it was possible to maintain a small industry on a permanent basis. 
However as prices'remained low and as only poor returns could be 
secured from the sale of sugar and wine the Islands lost their state of 
prosperity and became financially moribund. 

The successive loss of competitive advantage in the export of su- 
gar, wine and cochineal led to a search for viable alternatives. One 
possibility which appeared to offer some promise was tobacco which 
was first cultivated commercially in 1873. Unfortunately the quality of 
the early crop was not good enough to enable it to compete with Cuban 
products. Thus although the government attempted to help by purcha- 
sing the output in 1876 it found itself incurring heavy losses and refused 
to repeat its assistance the following year. However, a few planters 
continued to experiment with the crop and the government were per- 
suaded to re-enter the trade in 1882. The resulting product could not 
approach the quality of Cuban tobacco but it did gradually secure a 
p ~ s i t i ~ r ,  i:: the ! ~ w e r  a:! of the marke: 2nd so íiiade a mal! c~ i i t i ibü-  
tion to the Island's employment and revenue". 

In spite of the continuation in the export of the three staples -su- 
gar, wine and cochineal- and the growth of tobacco at least as an 
import substitute. the level of activity remained very low and much 
hardship was endured by large sections of the population throughout 
the 'seventies and early' eighties. Fortunately the production of foods- 
tuffs for family consumption provided a basic diet for many people, 
while some cash-crops could be sold for local consumption. In addition, 
a traditional trade in cereals, potatoes" and onions saw a small export 
of these items, mainly to Cuba, and the victualling of passing ships also 
nfferec! 2 tiny n~??!et fnr hnth crnpr 2nd !ivertn&. Nene ef these agricu!- 
tural sectors appeared to offer any hope of substantial expansion and 
the only bright spot was that subsistence farming tended to reduce the 
quantities of food which had to be imported when export crops mono- 
polised the land. 

The non-agricultura1 industries were in a similar position. Al- 

16. OLlVIA M. STONE. op. cit.. pp. 364-5. 
17. Ibid., p. 262. 
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though pumice, sulphur and copper were available there was little 
effective demand for these items and only a small quantity was extrac- 
ted. Tobacco processing and sugar-boiling required only a tiny imput of 
labour while basket-making and the linen and lace trades were minute 
in character. 

Boat building for local consumption was undertaken but the failu- 
re to develop the fishing industry left this enterprise without a satisfac- 
tory market. This omission is the more surprising because the excellen- 
ce of the fishing and the need for drying facilities were pointed out as 
early as 1765 by George   las''. Thus although local fishermen were 
able to land substantial quantities the lack of suitable arrangements 
rneant that the catch could only be consumed locally and little was avai- 
lable for exporti9. 

It would seem, therefore, that the collapse of the boom in cochi- 
nea! had !eft :he Islands in diffiml: fi~ailcial straits. FUrtheríriore i k  
loss of confidente which then occurred meant that the remaining men 
of substance were reluctant to undertake any venture with an element 
of risk. One choice which remained available to the more enterprising 
citizens was emigration. There had been a long tradition of this in the 
Canaries and in the eighteenth century many had settled, with govern- 
ment encouragement, in the Spanish possessions in the New World 
while in the nineteenth century the main flow had been to Cuba. Hard 
times at home always promoted further emigration and, in turn, engen- 
dered a flow of remittances which could have been used to increase the 
level of investment in productive activities. Unfortunately the new ca- 
pital. like the old, was customarily used to purchase land and there was 
little inclination of incentive to invest in other projects. 

T L  - - --- ? ... - I '? - 
riit; t;cuiiuiiii~ rriaiaíst: iii wiiicii iiie Canaries founci itseif during 

the eighteen-seventies was al1 the more frustrating because of the 
knowledge that the level of world trade had been rising sharply throug- 
hout the nineteenth century. There had, of course, been many fluctua- 
tions but the overall trend was consistently upward so that between 

18. GEORGE GLAS. History of the Canury Islands. 1764. 
19. A. SAMLER BROWN, op. cit., 1905 Edition. pp. D. 33-4. 



1800 and 1913 the value of international commerce rose more than 
twenty-five fold. Furthermore. as the following table indicates, most of 
the expansion, in absolute terms, took place in the later period -just 
when the econorny of the Canaries was fa1tering:- 

The Growth of World Trade in the Nineteenth Century: Esti- 
mated Aggregate Values. Distinguishing Exports and Imports. in 
Selected Years, 1800-1913~". 

Total Trade Exports Imports 
f.0.b. c.0.f. 

£ mill. f mill. £ mill. 

1800 320 150 170 
1820 340 155 185 
1840 560 260 300 
1850 800 370 430 
1860 1.450 680 770 
1872-1873 2.890 1.360 1.530 
1895-1899 3.900 1.870 2.030 
1913 8.360 4.055 4.305 

Süüi.~es: TG 1846 Eiom Ciive Day. A iíisiciy üf Cürnrnerct. (Kew Yo&. 
1923) p. 271. but increased by the difference between British «officialr 
and market value of net imports. namely. £40 millions in 1800. £20 mi- 
llions in 1820 ünd in 1840. No adjustment was needed in 1850. It is assu- 
med that the declared values of British exports were used in preparing 
these estimates. I f  «official» values of British exports were used. the va- 
lues cited above should be revised upwards in 1800 by £ 15 millions. and 
downwards in 1840 by £50 millions. and in 1850 by £100 rnillions. Growth 
from 1800 to 1840 would, therefore. be rather slower than indicated here. 

Beginning in 1860. the total values are those compiled from various 
sources by A.E.  Overton in the Encyclopaedia Briiannica, 14th ed.  XXII, 
350. 

TG mrke  matters even w m e ,  Rrituin, with whnm ?he C m x y  
Islands had usually enjoyed a close commercial relationship, was domi- 
nating world trade in an impressive manner. As the «First Industrial 
Natiom Britain was the sole source of many manufactured goods 
and the cheapest supplier o£ many others and with her growing popu- 
lation she needed to import large quantities of food as well as huge 

20. ALBERT H. IMLAH, Economic Elemenis in ihe Pax Briiannicn. Russcll R 
Russcll. Ncw York. 1958. p. 189. 
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amounts of raw materials. This is clearly demonstrated in the following 
table: 

The Preponderance of the British Market in World Trade: 
British Net Imports as Percentage of Aggregate Non-British Ex- 
ports. in  Selected Years. 1800-1913". 

British net imports 

Aggrcyte Valuc Deduction Approx- Per cent. 
non- c.i.f. for imate of non- 

British Freight value British 
exports. etc. f.o.b. exports 
£ mill. £ mill. f mill. £ mill. 'YO 

1800 97 47.6 7,1 40.5 42 
1820 109 43.8 6.1 37.7 35 
! 840 !Y8 81.2 10.6 70,6 36 
1850 287 91.0 11.8 79.2 28 
1860 515 181.9 23,6 158.3 3 1 
1872-1873 1 .O47 306.0 36.7. 269.3 26 
1895-1899 1.631 392,7 43.2 349.5 2 1 
1913 3.530 659.2 65.9 593.3 17 

Details of Britain's trade with the principal nations and areas of 
the world in the latter part of the nineteenth century are provided in 
Table 1 in the ~ ~ ~ e n d i x ~ ' .  From this it will be seen that trade with 
Spain (as a whole) rose from just over six million pounds in 1858 to 
nine million in 1870, to nearly fifteen million in 1880 and to over eig- 
hteen million in 1890. Thus it seems apparent that commerce with 
Spain was expanding at a rate that was little different than that of Bri- 
tain's other trading partners. When, however, Britain's trade with the 
Canaries is examined it will be seen that was a decline in her exports 
from £215,781 in 1869 to £163,398 in 1884 and the earlier figure was 

jUst exceeded in 1887. Csnaiy ejtpí.is, deiailed shciw a 
stronger decline with the total of £845.390 for 1869 being followed du- 
ring the 'eighties' by an average value of under £300,000 per annum. 

21. Ibid.. p. 191. 
22. Sce Tablc 1 in the Appendix. 
23. Sec Tahlc 3 iii the Appendix 



Somewhat paradoxically it was the growth in world trade and of 
Britain's share in this expansion that was ultimately to play a significant 
role in restoring the Canary economy to prosperity. This was partly 
because the authorities in both Grand Canary and Tenerife were able 
to provide harbours that could cope with the requirements of modern 
shipping24. 

Britain had confirmed her naval superiority during the Napoleonic 
Wars and in 1816 was the largest commercial operator with a merchant 
fleet of 2,417,000 tons. At this time her principal rival was the United 
States which possessed a mercantile marine that was only half the size 
of Britain's. It was, however, growing rapidly for the availability of 
cheap and convenient timber gave American builders a competitive 
edge over British constructors and by 1861 there was only a small diffe- 
rence in the size of the two fleets2'. 

-. 
«. ..'l'his American success was based on ships buiit of home 

produced softwoods that were not only cheaper than contemporary 
British vessels but which were also very much larger and able to take 
advantage of many economies of scale. The British ships were cons- 
tructed of hardwood which, though expensive, could be relied upon 
to give long service. This was. perhaps. the more economical mate- 
rial in the long term but any marginal gain in this direction was more 
than offset by the superiority of American design.. .»'" 

The situation changed quite dramatically during the eighteen six- 
ties for while the British proportion of the world fleet remained consis- 
tently high that of the United States fe11 rapidly27. This was largely 
because the transition from wood and sail to iron and steam favoured 
Britain as the more technically advanced nation but, in addition, the 
impact of the American Civil War and the subsequent opportunities 
within the continent led to a substantial decrease in investment in 
oceangoing vessels. The consequences of these trends can be seen in 
the following tables: 

24. P.N. DAVIES. British Shipping und World Trade. Rise and Decline. 1820-1939. 
Paper given to the International Conference on Business History. 3rd Series. held at the 
Fuji Education Centre. Japan, January 1984. 

25. See Table 3 in the Appendix. 
26. ?.N. DA\V!ES. 7% &v~!Q;.^.w~??! ~f!hg L i n e  Tx&, Priceerlina~ o- nf -' the Pnn- --- 

ference of the Atlantic Canada Shipping Project, Memorial University of Newfoundland. 
1978. PP. 176-7. 

27. See Table 3 in the Appendix. 
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Merchant shipping tonnage of the United Kingdom 1840-1910'" 

U.K. fleet U.K. share of U.K. share of 
(million world world steam 
net tons) tonnage tonnage 

1910 11,56 33,37 40% 
(The American tonnage employed in the Great Lakes has been inclu- 

ded for the purpose of these calculations). 

From a Canary point of view this meant that there was a vast in- 
crease in the amount of tonnage that was obliged to pass close by the 
Islands due to their strategic position at  a major maritime ecross-road». 
The extent of this expansion can be seen even more clearly when actual 
commodities are considered: 

Merchandise carried by sea, annual totals, 1840 and 1887'" 
('000 tons) 

Commodity 1840 1887 

Coal 
Iron 
Timber 
Grain 
Sugar 
Petroleum 
Cotton 
Wool 
Jute 
Meat 
Coffee 
Wine 
Salt 
Sundries 

Total: 20. O00 140.000 

28. H.J. VYOS 2nd D.!-!. ALECRGlT. uDri;k/i TTüi¿~püTi: Aii E~üriürriic S u r v q  

from the 17th Century to !he Twentieth. Leicester University Press. 1971. p. 232. 
29. M.G. MULHALL. Diciionary of Statis~ics, (4th Edition). London. 1898. p. 130. 



This sevenfold expansion took place, therefore, in the period 
when the Islands were experiencing the boom and subsequent collapse 
of cochineal exports. While the boom lasted there was little incentive to 
seek to encourage alternative industries but once it was in decline other 
possibilities were given much more serious consideration. 

For many years it had been obvious that the primitive nature of its 
port facilities was preventing the Canaries from achieving its full poten- 
tial in attracting passing shipping. The advent of iron steamships and 
the consequent increase in scale further emphasised the deficiencies of 
the existing harbours and representations were made to the central go- 
vernment as early as 1852. The process of securing funds was extremely 
slow but was eventually successful and resulted in the construction of 
additional, new, capacity at Puerto de la Luz (adjacent to Las Palmas) 
and at Santa Cruz de Tenerife. 

m-. - 1 - & . - -  -c r L -  C : - - r  - - A  -E +h ,F DI,PAT\ AP 1" 
iiit: LUIII~IGLIUII UI LLIG L L I ~ L  ?ha>= v i  riic vpii; i ia vi  1 u b l r v  ub 

Luz in 1883 has been fully described in a centenary publication of great 
merit."' A similar programme was undertaken at Santa Cruz de Teneri- 
fe where the extension of the mole commenced in 1885. By 1893 the 
works at both ports had been virtually finished and they could then 
offer suitable accommodation to even the largest of conternporay ves- 
sels". The combination of these new facilities with the growth in world, 
particularly British, tonnage was then to issue in a fresh period of acti- 
vity in the Canary Islands and, indeed, was to mark the beginning of its 
modern economy. 

The first consequences of the improved facilities were on the num- 
ber of vessels which called in at the two main ports and on the quantity 
of coa1 which was supplied as bunkers. As will be seen in the tables 
below both of these activities increased enormously after the port im- 
provements had been partly completed in 1883: 

Although some small coaling facilities had previously been availa- 
ble in the Canaries the expansion of the two main ports generated much 
interest among Brirish shipping cornpanies. Gf ihese i k  Liverpud fiim 
of Elder Dempster and ~ o m ~ a n ~ ' ~  was the most directly affected for its 

30. AGUAYRO. Primer Centenario del Puerto de la Luz, Caja Insular de Ahorros, 
Year 12. No. 146. March-April 1983. Las Palmas. Of special referente is the excellent 
w o r ~  of Fernando Niariin Gaian añd Fiañeiscü Qüiniaíia Nauaiiu. 

31. A. SAMLER BROWN, opcit., 1894 Edition, p. 199. 
32. P.N. DAVIES, The Trade Makers. Elder Dempsrer in West Africa. 1852-1972, 

Gcorge Allen & Unwin. London. 1973 (Re-issued 1980). 
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Number and Tonnage o€ Steam Vessels Entering the Ports of Santa 
Cruz (Tenerife) and Las Palmas (Grand Canary). with a Statement o€ the 
Quantity of Coals supplied to thern. 

TENERIFE 

Yciir Co;istiii.y Triide British '%.id British Al l  Nationr 

Numher o1 
Numherol T<,ns Nuinhcrof Tons Vcssels Ton"umhcr "l' Toiis 

Vecscls Vcssels 'x, '%, Vcsscls 

GRAND CANARY 
Yeiir Coastiiig Tr;ide British 'L oI British Al l  N;itions 

Numher of 
Numhcr o l  

V e ~ s e ! ~  
Tons N ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ ~ r  Tons Vosels Ton"umher "' Ton* 

'L 
'K: ve:5e!s 

TOTAL 

Coa1 Supplied 
T:::::! :?f 32!h 

Groups 
Yeiir 

Tenerilc Gmnd Csnary Tot;il 

Numheriil 
Vesscls Ton5 Tons Tons Tons 

1884 667 962.000 28.924 6.700 35.624 
1885 80 1 1.226.382 33.963 18.3%) 62.353 
1886 1.059 1.570.220 38.046 38.827 76.873 
18K7 1.ZiiZ 1.938. i40 53.277 78.070 126.347 
1888 1 .O80 2.479.699 76.913 130.188 213.101 
1889 2.071 3.634.044 101.432 166.341 267.773 
1890 2.385 4.203.470 107.519 226.4tIY 333.919 
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routes to West Africa brought its vessels close to the Islands as a matter 
of course3" Word of the work at Puerto de la Luz reached (Sir) Alfred 
Jones, the senior partner of this Line and he visited the newly-extended 
port in 1884. He  had long wished to develop a coaling depot that would 
enable his ships to re-fue1 during the course of their voyages for the 
more coal they carried the smaller was the amount of space that was 
available for paying cargoes. The situation of the Canaries on the direct 
route from Britain to West Africa made them an ideal location once a 
harbour was available so Jones immediately formed the Grand Canary 
Coaling Company to operate at Puerto de la Luz. The success of this 
project and that of a similar enterprise -the Tenerife Coaling Com- 
pany based at Santa Cruz- then led Jones to purchase two coa1 mines 
in South Wales. Their output was sufficient to cater for the Elder 
Dempster fleet but Jones was gradually forced to buy more and more 
bunker coal on the open market and he found it profilate to supply the 
vessels of other owners when they called at Las Palmas. 

As noted earlier, a direct consequence of the construction of the 
new extensions (and incidentally of Alfred Jones' visit) was that the 
number of steamships calling at the Canaries rose sharply and the 
qixmtity of cm!  mpp!ierl increaec! zt a dramitic rite. The h i i d w i n g ,  
watering and victualling of these vessels provided useful employment 
but their true significance for the Islands' economy lay in the opportu- 
nities they provided for two other separate, activities. These were the 
fruit trade and tourism and, as will be seen, it was the pioner work of 
Jones and other British entrepreneurs that was to lay the foundations 
for the sucessful development of these two, crucial, industries. 

The British contribution to the economic development of the Ca- 
nary Islands was important throughout the whole period of Spanish 
rule because of London's significance as a major trading centre. This 
was especially true during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries 
when the export of wine was at its peak and Steckley identified no 
fewer than «. . . 158 English merchants who were resident in the lslands 
at one time or another from 1600 to 1 7 3 0 ~ ~ ~ .  

The further growth of British influence in the nineteenth century 

33. P.N. DAVIES. Sir Alfred Lewis Jones. Shipping Entrepreneur Par Excellencc, 
Europa Publications Limited. London, 1978. 

34. GEORGE F. STECKLEY. op. cit., p. 343. See also p. 347 for a list of the 
Icading wine exporten of Santa Cruz which includes a predominance of British firms. 
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arose from its increasing domination of world trade and shipping which 
was based on the twin factors of early industrialisation and the acquisi- 
tion of widespread colonial possessions and territories. These, in turn. 
strengthened London's position as the world's leading commercial and 
financia1 centre so it is not surprising that British rnerchants were al- 
ways to the fore during the boom in the cochineal trade. 

The net effect of these long connections between the United King- 
dom and the Canaries was that a number of British firms and indivi- 
duals became permanently established in the Islands. The Hamiltons 
commenced their association in 1799 and developed a whole range of 
interests that included wine, banking, shipping and forwarding and, 
later, in the supply of coal. Millers, established in 1853, operated as 
bankers, stearnship and insurance agents and as coa1 depot proprietors. 
Reids, who set up in 1865, acted as bankers and general merchants and 
also specialised in lace and linen products. Blandys had commenced in 
business in Madeira in 1811 and it was not until 1886 that a branch of 
the firm opened in Grand Canary. A coaling depot was then establis- 
hed at Puerto de la Luz and the Company subsequently operated a 
banking agency and entered into a number of other projects. 

Other British expatriates who were in business in the Islands at 
this time included Alfred Williams (banking and exchange) and Henry 
Wolfson who, apart from his interests in banking and shipping, was to 
develop a major share in the growing and export of fruit. The Yeoward 
brothers also becarne very interested in the fruit trade and, at a later 
stage, diversified into shipping and the tourist business. 

As the export of fruit and the development of the tourist industry 
were to become the main foundations of the Canary economy in the 

. twentieth century, the origins of these activities and the extent of Bri- 
tish participation will now be examined. eo th  have their roots in the 
extension of the major ports for once Elder Dempster ships began to 
cal1 at Puerto de la Luz or Santa Cruz for fue1 en route for Liverpool, 
their Captains sought to purchase any cornmodities which might profi- 
tably fill up empty space. It soon became clear that a large market 
existed for bananas and tomatoes but a whole series of problems had to 
be solved before this new export trade could flourish. 

The rnajor difficulty was that of carriage, for Liverpool lay seven 
days to the North. The solution of picking bananas (and to a lesser 
exten: :c;ma:oes) bcfcire they were ripe diid dluwiiig iherri iíj niaiüre eri 
route required great ski11 which was only acquired at substantial cost. 
Bananas were largely unknown except to the wealthy and, again, it 



took much effort to persuade retailers to handle this delicate fruit. In- 
deed, the early experimental shipments could not be disposed of via the 
normal channels at al1 and Jones had to resort to the expedient of dea- 
ling directly with the Liverpool «barrow boysn. His success in solving 
these difficulties then led to a further one in the Canaries as, at first, 
the supply of bananas lagged behind the growing demand. 

Bananas had been produced in the archipelago since the fifteenth 
century and had rapidly become a staple item of food. A few had been 
exported even during the era of the sailing ship and the advent of stearn 
meant that a larger proportion of these casual shipments had arrived in 
an edible condition. But by 1884 it is estimated that only 10,000 bun- 
ches were reaching Britain from al1 sources so when Jones stimulated a 
mass market it took some time for the growers in the Islands to res- 
pond. Never a man to leave matters to take their own course he acted 
... : A L  L:- : ----  L- L - J  >--:>-A -..L-L ...- J. 
w i w  111s c u b w i i i a i y  V i g u u i  W I I L ~ :  IIG i l a u  U~:CIUGU W I I ~ L  w d b  I ~ : ~ U I I C U .  

«. . . the land was lying waste and the people sunk in a apathy 
of despair. Well. observing the prolific character of the soil. 1 
bought up what land 1 could and grew fruit on it. Then. as 1 knew 
that that was not enough for the trade 1 could foresse. 1 went 
round to the farms and offered so much for al1 the fruit they could 
grow and, where necessary. made them advances and financed 
them generally. The consequence is that land has now (1898) gone 
up to £1,000 per acre. the Islands receive a million a year for fruit, 
and the people are prosperous and comparatively speaking con- 
tented for they more than pay their way.. .,>3s 

Jones' contribution to the development of the banana trade was to 
solve the problem of carriage, open up a mass market and aid the gro- 
wers to produce sufficient quantities of the right quality. Although Jo- 
nes was the pioneer in many respects the parts played by the Yeoward 
familyM and by Mr.E.W. Fyffe in promoting the export and sale of the 
banana should'not be overlooked. 

Edward Wathen Fyffe was normally employed in London in his 
family's business as a tea importer but the illness of his wife led the 
couple to spend 1887 in the Canaries. The climate proved to be benefi- 

35. A Napoleon of Commerce. GREAT THOUGHTS. 18 June. 1898 
36. ALEJANDRO CIORANESCU, op. cit., pp. 14-15. 
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cial and Mrs. Fyffe made a full recovery but while she was convalescing 
her busband learned a great deal about the local economy. The existen- 
ce of cheap bananas carne as a surprise to the visitors for the Elder 
Dempster fruit was only sold on Merseyside and the capital had no 
regular supply of what they regarded as a rare and expensive fruit. This 
led Mr. Fyffe to investigate the possibility of shipping the fruit to Lon- 
don and he then found that rnany others were also interested in this 
potentially profitable trade but that they were experiencing difficulties 
in transporting the bananas so that they arrived in a saleable condi- 
t iod7. This problem was, of course, already well known to Elder 
Dempster but as they paid little for the fruit and used spare capacity to ,, 

ship it at virtually no cost they could afford to accept a relatively high D 

proportion of overripe consignments. Fyffe appreciated that without E 

these special advantages he would have to acquire the expertise to O 

n - 

overcome these difficulties and that this was Iikely to prove expensive. = m 
O 

Accordingly it seems that he decided not to atternpt to ship on his own E 
E 

account but to provide an irnport agency in London for those potential 2 
E 

growers who wished to find an outlet for their surplus products. = 

Fyffe's long stay in the Islands had enabled him to establish firm 3 

links with members of the expatriate families who controlled much of - 
- 
0 

its commerce. Many of these had gradually become domiciled and had m 

E 

acquired considerable quantities of land. They thus had a vested inte- O 

rest in the development of a viable export crop and a number including 
the Barkers, Blandys, Leacocks and Wolfsons agreed to back hirn. The 

n 

E - 
exact nature of their agreement is not known but it seems certain that a 

Fyffe was to sell whatever was sent to him on some form of commission 
2 

n n 

basis. This meant that he did not need to lay out very much in the way 0 

of capital and meant that the onus for the provision of saleable fruit lay 
3 O 

with the growers. 
The first shipment arrived in September, 1888, and according to an 

eye-witness, Mr. J. Clifford, it realised a good price even though it was 
Iairly ripe! This marked the beginning of regular consignments of bana- 
nas and with the benefit of experience the quantities that were spoilt 
were kept to manageable proportions. Most of the fruit was disposed of 
via Covent Garden but Fyffe also developed a wholesale business 

37. Author's interview with Mr. Noel Reid in 1980 indicated that his grandfather. 
Peter Reid, had made several unsuccessful attempts to ship bananas to London at about 
that time. 



which sold directly to the «better class» fruiterers in the capital. Until 1892 
Fyffe had the London market pretty well to himself and expanded ra- 
pidly but in that year Elder Dempster extended its activities from Li- 
verpool and began to provide a great deal of serious competition. 

In the period from 1884 to 1901 Canary exports of fruit and vegeta- 
bles rose sharply. Details are not available for the earlier part of this 
period but those from 1897 are given below: 

FRUIT STATISTICS~' 
1901-1902 compared with four previous years 

Bananas Oranges Potatoes Tomatoes 

1897-1898 660.461 8.456 111.241 399.004 
1898-1899 783.418 13.389 155.241 492.075 

Q <3L 110.396 341.136 9 9  ! .G&!.hX! v..,&" 

1900-1901 1.208.596 14.401 169.563 458.119 
1901-1902 1.597.616 8.505 224.267 414.859 

(The figures refer to cases. A banana case sometimes contains two bun- 
ches. Reckoning 100 bananas to a bunch. the last year's export is. roushly. 
170.000.000 bananas!). 

As the largest handlers of Canary bananas and tomatoes during 
this era both Fyffe and Elder Dempster enjoyed substantial profits. 
These then led, perhaps inevitable, to a rationalisation of the trade 
which resulted in Fyffe being bought out and ultimately to an amalga- 
mation between the two «giants» of the industry. 

Fyffe's success had provided a valuable outlet for his growers in 
the Canaries and they had shared in his prosperity. Nevertheless, for 
reasons which are not now clear, the growers' «syndicate» decided that 
he was no longer an essential part of their operation and in 1897 they 
bought him out. That this was something of a surprise cannot be doub- 
tea Eor Fyffe nad taken a Mr. .¡ames ~ u d s o n  into partnership oniy twei- 
ve months before his banana business came to an abrupt end. The net 
effect ot these events was that their partnership -Fyffe, Hudson and 
Company- was transformed into a «limited» concern in which the 
Barkers, Blandys, Leacocks and Wolfsons held al1 of the preference 

38. OSBERT WARD. The Value of Ororuva. W.R. Russell & Co..  London. 1903. 
p. 79. 



The british contribution to the economic development.. . 373 

and ordinary shares. Four years later, in 1901, Elders and Fyffes Limi- 
ted" was forrned frorn a combination of Fyffe Hudson and the Fruit 
Departrnent of Elder Dempster, and this put Alfred Jones, as the lar- 
gest shareholder, in command o£ the whole business. 

The subsequent expansion of Canary banana and tornato exports 
to the United Kingdorn indicates the irnportance of these items to the 
Island's leve1 of employment and balance of payrnents. 

Imports from the Canary Islands to  the United ~ i n ~ d o r n ~ "  

Average for Cochineal Bananas Tomatoes Total 

785.559 312.849 
863.120 440.675 
727.396 546.254 

1.077.596 729.660 
No figures available 

2.529.420 1.339.525 

In addition to his establishment of coaling stations and the encou- 
ragement of the fruit trade Alfred Jones was also responsible for the 
original development o£ the tourist industry. Once Elder Dernpster 
ships began to make regular calls at the Canaries he adopted a policy of 
offering extremely low fares so as to prornote a new passenger trade. 
By 1887 these were down to £15 for a first-class return from Liverpool 
c~mpüred  v d h  the e25 churged by the New Zeu!ar?c! Shipping Com- 
pany and the £18 required by Ferwood Brothers. Part of the explana- 
tion for this discrepancy was that Jones' vessels tended to be slower and 
less luxurious than those of the New Zealand line although they were 

39. It is the author's intention to publish a history of the British involvement in the 
banana industry in 1988. 

40. Compiled from the Annual Staternents of the Trade ofthe United Kingdom. for 
the relevant years. H.M.S.O., London. 



regarded as quite comfortable for a voyage of seven days. However, 
the major reason was that the Elder Dempster ships were primarily 
engaged in the West African trade and the carriage of passengers (and 
cargo) to and from the Canaries cost very little in real terms - space that 
would otherwise have been vacant was only required to make a small 
contribution to overall costs. 

Jones was quick to understand that the Islands were worthy of 
serious consideration and although they were always secondary to his 
main business with West Africa he concluded that further investment 
would be advantageous. This decision was aided by the rapid growth in 
passenger traffic - in the six months from October 1887 to May 1888 no 
fewer than 1.100 people were carried by his ships. Jones' establishment 
of the Interinsular Steamship Company in August. 1888, then provided 
a further incentive to visitors who could henceforth travel cheaply 
and conveniently between the Island. These sailings were available to 
the general public and did much to promote trade within the archipe- 
lago: they also gave Jones an additional selling point in that his return 
tickets entitled passengers to land at Santa Cruz and return via Las 
Palmas (or vice versa) with the inter-island crossing included in the 
round fare. 

Inevitably competition arose on what rapidly became a profitable 
route in its own right and by 1903 Yeoward Brothers were offering 
return fares for ten guineas and would arrange hotel accommodation 
for a further two guineas per week. To combat this, Jones produced a 
special «holiday ticket» which covered the first-class return passage, 
plus a fortnight's accommodation and board at the Hotel Metropole, 
al1 for £15. This meant that a person could be away from Liverpool for 
four weeks with full board at a price which even with the leve1 of wages 
at that time, brought an overseas holiday within the range of many 
middle-class families. 

The growth of this market produced many new hotels in the 
Islands that were specifically designed to cater for the influx of tourists. 
These ranged from the Grand Hotel Taora (currently the Casino at 
Puerto de la Cruz) to a multitude of private pensions. Particularly po- 
pular were the «first-class family hotels* like the Monopole and the 
Marquesa and the more superior Metropole - the latter built by, and 
largely filled by, Alfred Jones. Other establishments with British con- 
nec:ions inc!üded the ?in= de :̂= Hete! kept by U e ~ ; l  J ~ E X S ,  Tern- 
bull's boarding house at Orotava and the Quiney's hotel at Las Palmas. 

Concentration of British residents and long-term visitors gradually 
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emerged at 0rotava4',  Santa Cruz and Las and in the course 
of time English churches, libraries and, later, a school were establis- 
hed. Although statistics of visitors numbers are not available it is clear 
that they expanded substantially in the period up to 1914. The evidence 
for this can be seen from the growing nurnber of vessels which called at 
the two main ports up to the outbreak of the First World War for by 
then they had risen at least fourfold over 1890~'. 

The current economy of the archipelago still relies heavily upon 
its exports of fruit and «imports» of tourists. Today much of the for- 
rner, especially bananas, is sold in mainland Spain but the structure of 
the industry to which the British rnade such a significant contribution is 
still important. The aeroplane has now replaced the ship as the princi- 
pal means of reaching the Canaries but the majority of foreign visitors 
are still frorn the United Kingdom - another reminder of the strength 
of the British contribution to the development of the Islands. 

41. OSBERT WARD, op. cit., pp. 13-32. 
42. S.F. LATIMER, The English in Cmnry Irlnndr, Wes!ern Dai!y Merccr-y. . ?!vi . 

mouth, 1888, pp. 331-4. 
43. See Table 4 in the Appendix. 



Table 1. TOTAL VALUES OF IMPOU'I'S A N D  EXPORTS I N  THETKADE BETWEEN GREAT BKITAIN A N l I ' f t i E  

UNDERMENTIONED COUNTKIES FROM 1855 T O  1912. 

The black figures show the order of importarice of the trade with each country. 
(Compiled from the Statistical Abstracts for the United Kingdom.) 

F'r;iiicc ............................ 
Ckrinnny (Prussin. Hanse 
Towns H:inovcr. ti11 (1870) . 

F.ussia ( 1950). ..................... 
Hollend ............................ 
klclgium ............................ 
China. iiicludiiig Hong Kong . 
J;ip:in ............................... 
ELritish India. including 

Streit Scttlcmcnts ;ind Ceylon 
Australia ( m d  Ausiralia 

ti11 1Y00) ......................... 
Ncw Zciiland ...................... 
C;iri;id;i ;irid Ncwfoundland 
IJiiitcd Statcs of Amcrica .... 
Fhitish Wcst lndics snd 

Guinna ........................ 
South America. Wcst 

Const,Chili ;ind Pcru ...... 
South Anicrica. Emt Coast 
Llriizil, Urupuay. Argentina 
C:ciitr;il Aniericen;~ iind 

Mcxico ......................... 
South Africo. (Cnpc o f  

Gowl I lopc ;irid Natal) 
........................ L>cnin;irk 

Swcilcii :irid Norwny (togehte 
ti11 IS90) ....................... 

Sp;iin ............................ 

\o,r!ii c: A. W. KIKKALDY. Brirkl S l r ipp ; ! i~  rcprinkd by Aupstiis M. Kelly. Ncw Yorh. 1970. Apperidix XIX 
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Table 2 

A Comparative Synopsis of the Progress oi Trade in thc Canary ~slands'" 

-- 
Y c x r  -- 

1865 
1869 
1874 

Total 
1884 
1885 
1886 
1887 
1888 
1889 
1890 

Total 

1892" 
-- 

I M P O R T S  

f 
Wanting 

10.380 
10.454 
50.937 
25.458 
21.107 
32.557 
30.064 

- 

789.993 5.470 Wanting 
429.931 Wanting 

Soii~rcc: A. S A M L E R  BKOWN: Mrrhro [rird Ihr C<i,t<rr" blrrirds. S;irnpson. Low Morston ti Co..  London. 1894 Edition. p. 234 
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Table 4 

MOVIMIENTOS DE VAPORES EN LOS PUERTOS MAYORES 
DE CANARIAS 1883-1915 

- Puerto de la luz 

m Puerto de Santa Cruz de Tenerife 

Fuente: Elaborado a partir de los datos que facilita RAMONELL Y OBRADOR. J.: Proyecto de 
ampliación del Puerto de la Luz. Tip. Diario. Las Palmas. 1917. 

Source: AGUAYRO, Primrr Ceiireiiario d d  Piwno de lo Lirz. Caja Insular de Ahorros. Ycar 
12. No. 146. March-April 1983. Las Palmas. p. 14. 
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