
TOBACCO  

 
It is interesting to note that Trinidad, under Spanish rule had grown tobacco since 1595 (Purseglove 1988 p.541) and 

had exported tobacco in great abundance. A report of 1611 recorded many English ships actually in port at Trinidad, 

and others on the way there, to pick up cargoes of tobacco, one of which upon arrival in England was valued at 

500.000 ducats. The author of that report, Don Alonzo de Velasco, recommended that the Governor of Trinidad be 

punished for allowing this trade. (THS #115) 

 
But trading was carried on in spite of the prohibition against the illegal trading with Spainõs enemies at the time, the 

French, Fleming (sic), (Dutch) and the English. In 1612 this prohibition was so great that an investigator into the illegal 

trade recommended the death penalty for the then governor of Trinidad, Don Fernando de Berrio as a result of his 

ignoring the prohibition against trading tobacco with the enemy. (THS #148.) 

 
That same year, the Governor of Margarita Island made recommendations to the King of Spain, that tobacco should be 

prohibited from being sowed on Trinidad and, by this prohibition, protect and thus prevent the population from trading 

with the enemy. (THS #149) 

 
This resulted in the King of Spain issuing a Cedula, or order, in 1612, for an armada of warships to go to Trinidad (on 

their way to pick up silver from the mines in South America,) to burn and sink any enemy ships that they encountered 
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in the harbours of Trinidad. (THS#134) 

 
By 1614 things had deteriorated to a sorry state for 

the tobacco industry in Trinidad. The Spanish were not 

sending ships to buy the crop, the Dutch were cultivat-

ing it extensively on the mainland, in Spanish territory 

and on the banks of Spanish rivers, and continued to 

frequent the ports of Trinidad to buy the crop and to 

attempt, with the aid of the Caribs, to set up settle-

ments, and to raid for produce and women from the 

Arawaks. (THS #169) 

 
In 1618, the Spanish tax on tobacco was lifted for a 

period of six years and trade was going ahead, but the 

depredations on the high seas continued. For example, 

on November 21, 1617, Turkish pirates captured a 

vessel transporting an important crop of tobacco and 

the profits were therefore lost. (THS #190). Despite 

extensions of the tax exemption on tobacco both for 

Trinidad and the plantations on the Orinoco, Spain was 

unable to supply neither the necessary trade facilities, 

nor give the protection of the trade, from the Dutch 

entrenched nearby on the rivers of what is now Guy-

ana. But the growing and export of tobacco must have 

continued for some time, and even Tobago got into 

the act, for in 1655, the Courland settlement on To-

bago sent to Courland, in Europe, a shipment of sugar, 

pepper, ginger and tobacco. (HSTT #766) 

 
But, all this success seems to have been comparatively 

short lived, for by 1807 merchants on Trinidad were 

petitioning the Secretary of State for permission to 

land ò 25 hogsheads of tobacco from an American ship, 

that article being in great demand for the use of the 

slaves, the Colony being bare of it.ó(HSTT # 990), a 

condition which is reflected in the statistics given by 

Hart in his book on Trinidad (Hart (1866 p.156) when 

in 1864, not a single pound of tobacco was exported 

and a total exceeding 305.000 pounds was imported to 

Trinidad. 

 
When the cocoa cultivation failed on Trinidad in 1725, 

the demand for tobacco in Europe. (THS #55)  made it 

a very good replacement cash crop by 1737. 

The suitability for the cultivation of tobacco was well 

known from earlier than 1637 when the Governor of 

Trinidad, Diego Lopez de Escobar made a report to 

the King of Spain. (THS # 82), and Ousiel had esti-

mated that 100,000 pounds of tobacco was grown and 

reaped on Trinidad each year (THS #137) This in addi-

tion to another 50.000 pounds imported from farms 

on the Orinoco River. 

 
But, something happened! The whole industry 

fell apart.  

 
Possibly the extensive cultivation of tobacco in post 

civil war United States, ruined the market price that 

planters in the West Indies could command on the 

European Markets, and they all went broke. 

 
The fact remains, that Trinidad, once a tobacco pro-

ducing country, by the turn of the nineteenth century, 

produced no tobacco whatever, neither on the main 

island nor on Chacachacare. 
It was not until 1952 that the growing of tobacco on 

Trinidad as well as on Tobago was restarted, first as an 

experimental crop to see if the Virginia type tobacco 

could be adapted to grow in the local climate and then 

in 1956 Tobago started the commercial growing of this 

tobacco, to be followed by Trinidad in 1960. Between 

the years of 1962 and 1977 tobacco farmers on Trini-

dad grew 5,558,098 pounds and on Tobago 925,775 

pounds of tobacco to be sold into the cigarette manu-

facturing business in Trinidad. 
By 1994 Tobacco ceased to be cultivated as a cash 

crop on either of the islands. (Correia 2002.) 

 

 

THE BRITISH . 

 
The British conquest of Trinidad in 1797 saw the trans-

fer of Spanish influence to that of Britain, with also an 

added influx of Antillean French settlers, fleeing the 

terror of the French Revolution that had spilled over 

into the West Indies. These French settlers were, in 

the main, farmers, and would have set up estates on 

the main island of Trinidad to grow the cash crops of 

the day, sugar, cotton and tobacco. Soon they were 

(Continued from page 1) 
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fully integrated into the plantation economy of the is-

land and some of them undoubtedly sought economic 

advancement by settling and farming Chacachacare.   

 
Once again the clearing of land on Chacachacare for 

the planting of cotton and tobacco, must have affected 

the natural vegetation to some extent. There is little 

flat land on this island, except in the valley behind 

Sanders Bay, so that the mountainsides must have re-

tained much of their natural forest; and this seems to 

be the general condition today. 

 
By 1814 the impending war in Venezuela sent many 

refugees fleeing across the Grand Boca and the Gover-

nor of Trinidad, Sir Ralph Woodford, reported that 

there was an influx of these refugees on to the island 

and that   òseveral good Houses are to be found on the 

island.ó (THS #298). 

 
These refugees were some of the remnants of the ex-

pedition that had set out from Chacachacare in 1813 

to assist Simon Bolivar in Venezuela in the war of inde-

pendence from Spain, and led by Santiago Marino, the 

grandson of Geraldine Carige (Mavrogordato c.1972). 
How many of these people settled on this dry and de-

manding island is not recorded, but it is certain that 

they, in seeking shelter and refuge, would have cleared 

land and building sites to erect huts and houses, and 

attempted to plant crops that would give them suste-

nance during their stay there. 

 

WHALING.  
 
Mavrogordato (1972) states that the humpback whales 

were hunted by the boats of Don Geraldo Carry from 

the island in the 1780s. 

 
By 1820 a new economic demand was met in Trinidad 

by supplying whale oil for the use in lamps. To this end 

several land-based whaling stations were established on 

the Boca Islands, one being established by Henry Joell 

on Chacachacare. (Reeves et al 2001 p.50.), and ac-

cording to the diary of Amelia Gomez, on September 

4, 1841 there was a large whaling òfisheryó established 

by a Mr. Grell.  (Pocock.2002. p193.) This type of op-

eration must have entailed quite an establishment of 

buildings and equipment, and, in that the whale blubber 

had to be boiled and rendered down to a usable form 

of oil, one has to speculate where the wood for the 

fires was sourced, and it is more than likely that timber 

was cut on the island to supply the fuel for the fires. 
This whaling went on for much of the nineteenth cen-

tury until about 1870, when the whaling station on 

Chacachacare virtually ceased operation, (Reeves et al 

2001) though Collens (1888) states that the station 

was still in operation in 1888. There is no record of 

what degradation to the vegetation on Chacachacare 

took place, but cotton was still being grown in great 

quantities until the emancipation of the slaves in 1835, 

when, due to the withholding of their labour, this culti-

vation had to be abandoned. 

 
However, by 1866, Messers Gerold and Urich had re-

sumed cultivating cotton, due no doubt to paid labour. 

(Hart 1866 p.142.) The difficulty of transport to and 

from Chacachacare would have necessitated the labour 

force being housed in barracks or small chattel huts on 

the island. Besides the cutting of timber for firewood, 

some planting of vegetable and fruit crops must have 

been done to sustain the population of these enter-

prises. 
Towards the end of the nineteenth century Chacacha-

care supported a population of about 400 people and 

in 1844 the Archbishop of Trinidad sent a Dominican 

priest to the island to minister to the people, and he 

succeeded in building a small church, a presbytery and 

a school. The Holy Ghost Fathers replaced the Do-

minican order in 1901, and they lived in a rest house 

on the island. (Rétout 1988). Whether this was a new 

church building or an addition to the one being built by 

Madlle Emilie Marain in 1841 is not clear. (Pocock. 

2002 p.193.). 

 

THE LIGHTHOUSE.  
 
In the 1870s the lighthouse, standing today on the high-

est point of the island, 825 feet (251.5 m) above sea 

level (W.I. Pilot. 1931), was constructed by the British 

Government. Extensive surveying of the area must 

have been done prior to the cutting of the road along 

(Continued from page 3) 
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the top of the ridge up to this point for the construc-

tion of the lighthouse. All the support facilities for the 

import of the materials and labour to build this struc-

ture and the road leading to it from the landing jetty in 

Chacachacare Bay must have entailed quite an amount 

of denuding of the ridges and surrounding slopes of the 

natural vegetation. 

 

THE LEPROSARIUM.  
 
Due to a Government decision to establish a Leprosa-

rium on the island, all the inhabitants on the island 

were evicted towards the end of 1921, and the early 

part of 1922. The inmates of the facility for the con-

finement of the suffers of Hansenõs disease, leprosy, 

then housed in Cocorite to the west of Port of Spain, 

were moved into the facilities that were built on the 

northern arm of the island to accommodate them. 

Cottages, a hospital, an infirmary, a common refectory, 

bakery, kitchens, storerooms and other service build-

ings were constructed on land cleared in the flatter 

areas that had access to the beaches and landing places 

where several roads and jetties were constructed. Two 

churches, Protestant and Catholic, were built and 

there are the remains of a small Hindu temple near 

one of the settlement ruins, to serve the resident 

population, which was drawn from all quarters of the 

people of Trinidad who were infected with Hansenõs 

disease. A large convent, dormitory and chaplainõs resi-

dence were also built on the southern arm of the is-

land  
Thus a complete system, far removed from the popula-

tion of Trinidad, was established on Chacachacare, and 

the people housed there had to make do with what 

was brought in from the mainland and to subsist from 

what they could glean from the severely dry island. 
They fished when they could steal an opportunity for 

the authorities forbade this activity, and they grew wa-

ter- melons, tomatoes and pumpkins. (Rétout 1988 

p.106) 

 

WORLD WAR II.  
 
This Leper Colony settled into the very fabric of what 

life was on Trinidad until the outbreak of World War 

II, when the United States Forces were granted leases 

on large tracts of land on Chacachacare to protect the 

passages between the islands, the Bocas, and to pre-

vent enemy activity in the approaches to Trinidadõs 

safe harbour. 

 
To this end the United States Construction Battalions 

built a base on Chacachacare to house 300 marines. 

There were nine military barracks in all; three near the 

Convent in Marine Bay, one in Perriquer Bay, three up 

on the mountain near the lighthouse, and two above 

Rustõs Bay. There were roads carved out of the island, 

running up along the ridges and connecting all the facili-

ties. There were fences erected to enclose the 961 

acres covered by the lease. Large water cisterns were 

built to supply the needs of so many isolated men on 

the dry and unforgiving island.  

 
There must have been a considerable amount of dam-

age to the trees and vegetation on the island during 

this construction and occupation, but by 1947 the Ma-

rines were gone. Today there is little to show that they 

were ever there, as the dry scrub and xeric vegetation 

has reclaimed most of the facilities and obliterated the 

fences, buildings and roads. 
If there was any interaction between the Marines and 

the personnel of the Leprosarium it is not recorded, 

but the two groups lived side by side on an island that 

for years had been isolated from the general popula-

tion of Trinidad, and the rest of the world.  

 

THE COAST GUARD.  
 
Not too many years later, new medications were for-

mulated to combat and control Hansenõs Disease and 

the spiralling cost of maintaining the Leper Colony, as 

well as the lessening number of recruits from the reli-

gious orders to be sequestered on the island with the 

high risk of contacting the disease, led to the decision 

to close the Leper Colony forever. 

 
All the inmates and their caretakers were gone by 

1985, and the Trinidad and Tobago Coast Guard took 

over the responsibility of occupying what were once 

the Chaplainõs residence and the nunõs dormitory. Ma-
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rine Bay became an anchorage for the derelict ships of 

the Coast Guard and destruction of the buildings on 

the island began. The leper colony buildings and facili-

ties, shunned for a while, soon began to be stripped of 

everything that could be moved or carted away. The 

classic old house of the resident physician became a 

fishermanõs weekend headquarters, and slowly the 

bush began to reclaim the island, Weeds and rank 

grasses now choke nearly all the roads and pathways. 

The sea-wall road has collapsed and all the jetties but 

one, the one that services the lighthouse, are unusable.  
Picnicking and weekend fishing or camping trips and 

swimming are the activities that bring the people who 

now visit Chacachacare, the site of so much history, 

now swiftly being forgotten. The once proud buildings, 

hospital, cinema, dormitories, living quarters and 

churches whether Christian, or Hindu, are all being 

rendered into the materials from which they were con-

structed. The termites and weather have made the 

wooden structures unstable and unsafe, and soon only 

the stone and concrete foundations will bear mute tes-

timony to the throngs of people who through the past 

centuries lived and died there, some of their remains 

till resting in the almost forgotten graveyards in the dry 

bush of Chacachacare. 
Over the years there have been many ideas bandied 

about concerning the eventual fate and possible 

òdevelopmentó of Chacachacare. Proposals for lavish 

tourist resorts, complete with casinos and facilities to 

constitute a playground for the rich and famous have 

been brought forward, but have happily faded away in 

the reluctance of any agency or any funding, to commit 

to this further invasion of an unique island. 

 
Presently the island is under the aegis of the Cha-

guaramas Development Authority, which oversees, in a 

very desultory manner, what happens on and around 

(Continued from page 5) 
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Male Emperor Moth  

Saturnia pavonia 
 

 
Photo (http://upload.wikimedia.org/wikipedia/

commons/6/6e/Saturnia_pavonia_01.jpg) 

 

MOTHS A moth  is an insect 

closely related to the butterfly, both 

being of the order Lepidoptera. Moths 

form the majority of this order; there 

are thought to be 150,000 to 250,000 

different species of moth, with thou-

sands of species yet to be described.[1] 

Most species of moth are nocturnal, 

but there are crepuscular and diurnal 

species.  

The Saturniidae , commonly 

known as saturniids , are among 

the largest and most spectacular 

of the moths. They form a family 

of Lepidoptera, with an estimated 1,300 to 1,500 described species worldwide
[1]. The Saturniidae include such Lepidoptera as the giant silkmoths, royal moths 

and emperor moths. Adults are characterized by large size, heavy bodies covered in 

hair-like scales, lobed wings, reduced mouthparts, and small heads. They lack a frenulum 

but the hind wings overlap the forewings, producing the same effect of an unbroken 

wing surface[2]. These moths are sometimes brightly colored and often have translucent 

eyespots or "windows" on their wings. Sexual dimorphism varies by species, but males 

can generally be distinguished by their larger, broader antennae. Most adults possess 

wingspans between 1 to 6 inches (2.5 to 15 cm), but some tropical species, such as the 

Atlas Moth (Attacus atlas), may boast quite incredible wingspans of up to 12 inches 

(30 cm). Together with certain Noctuidae (chiefly Calpinae and Catocalinae, such as the 

genera Ascalapha, Erebus or Thysania), the Saturniidae thus contain the largest Lepidop-

tera, and indeed some of the very largest insects alive today.  (source: Wikipedia 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Saturniidae ) 

Kingdom:  Animalia 

Phylum:  Arthropoda 

Class: Insecta 

Order:  Lepidoptera 

Family:  Saturniidae 

Genus: Pavonia 
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On the 26th of April 2009, the members of the TTFNC 

and their guests embarked on a nature trip to the Fish-

ing Pond area. A total number of twenty-four persons 

attended this trip. The group arrived at Fishing Pond at 

8:10 a.m. and then proceeded along the wind belt trail. 

Birds seen at the beginning included the Southern Lap-

wing, the Smooth Ani, the Cattle Egret and the Blue 

Grassquit.  

 
In the early reaches of the trail a Leptodactylus fuscus (a 

species of frog) was heard calling which was queer as 

this species of frog was usually heard at night. Further 

along, a Wattled Jacana was spotted and we also no-

ticed an abandoned sluice gate. While walking, the 

aroma of cane juice could have been smelt from a 

nearby savannah. It was also apparent that the savan-

nah grass was being burned probably to make way for 

agriculture. 

 
After passing through the savannah area we proceeded 

into forested area. Along the way and throughout the 

rest of the hike, a black dog provided us with adequate 

companionship. In the early reaches of the forested 

area, a silky anteater was spotted by Sheldon Brown 

and further along the way we saw spiders of the spe-

cies Nephila clavipes. As we continued to traverse 

through the forested area, we came across different 

species of trees, some of which had been labeled. The 

trees that we saw included: Juniper, Acoma, Guatacare, 

Mahoe, Cooperhoop, Coco Macaque, Cannonball, Bac-

tris Major and Chac Chac.  

 
After hiking through the forested area we met a 

stretch of beach. The group proceeded along the 

beach in an easterly direction. While walking along the 

beach I had the privilege of having a water nut which 

Dan had cut from a tree along the beach. It was most 

refreshing. 

 
Further along the beach I spotted three dead Portu-

guese man-o-wars which had been brought in by the 

waves. Also present were 16 gauge shotgun shells 

which marked the presence of poachers. Though these 

shells indicated the intent to kill, there was another 

type of shell which indicated the birth of life. These 

shells were those of the leatherback turtle. Members 

(Continued on page 9) 

Fishing Pond (Monday 13th, July 2009)  
 Dwayne H. Burris 

Monthly Field Trip Reports 

  Nephila clavipes Photo Dwayne H. Burris 

Physalia physalis  Portugese Man-O-War 
Photo Dwayne H. Burris 


















