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During World War II the U.S. Federal
Government took over approximately
26,000 acres out of a total of 33,000 in
the Puerto Rican island of Vieques, to
build military installations. At present,
the facilities in Vieques—Camp García in
the east and a munitions depot in the
West—are part of a larger military com-
plex known as Roosevelt Roads, which
spans eastern Puerto Rico and the island
of Vieques. Roosevelt Roads is one of the
largest U.S. Naval bases outside the conti-
nental United States. It was built during
World War II, with the capacity to house
the British Navy in case it became neces-
sary to do so during the course of the war.1
Since the 1940s, the western part of
Vieques has been used as a munitions
depot, while the eastern part serves as a
target range for combined sea–air–ground
maneuvers. The U.S. Navy rents the island
of Vieques to the navies of other coun-

tries for target practice.2 For six decades
the civilian population has been con-
strained in the center of the island, sur-
rounded by the ecological devastation
produced by Navy bombardments. 

There are multiple studies about the
strategic importance of Vieques to the U.S.
Navy, most in the context of the broader
role played by U.S. military bases in Puerto
Rico.3 However, there is no study yet on
the social structure and the structure of
property ownership in Vieques before the
Navy expropriations, nor has there been a
study about the social impact of the expro-
priations of the 1940s on the population of
Vieques. The only study in existence about
the expropriations of the 1940s lacks the
social and economic indicators used in
this paper. According to Maribel Veaz,
“the analysis of the development and use
of property and lands in Vieques is a fer-
tile but uncultivated terrain for research,
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and it would help clarify many aspects of the history of Vieques during this period.”4

For this study of the first round of Navy expropriations in Vieques, which took place
in 1942–43, I examined the data for all properties located in Vieques in fiscal years
1940–41 and 1944–45.5 The profile of land ownership in Vieques allows us to set com-
parisons of social and economic conditions before and after the first round of expro-
priations. The records can be matched owner by owner, so that the data yield quanti-
tative information on who suffered the expropriations, how much land they lost, and
the location of each property.6

Comparing the data before and after the expropriations gives us a social profile of
the expropriated population. The names of the owners are identifiable in both years,
which allows the matching of records by property owner. The information suggests
that there took place in Vieques not only quantitative changes, such as the disappear-
ance of a number of property owners, but also qualitative changes. The number and
the value of rural properties, and the changes registered in the commercial retail sec-
tor of the economy of Vieques, suggest a transition from a plantation economy, based
on sugar centrales before the war, to an economy geared to providing services for the
U.S. troops stationed on the island. One can also observe the proliferation of bars,
restaurants, hostels, and their exact locations, and the closure of rural stores where
viequenses had previously purchased their food.

The Vieques economy was not characterized by an egalitarian distribution of land
before the expropriations of the U.S. Navy. On the contrary, Vieques was one of the
Puerto Rican municipios, in which the sugar plantation economy had produced the
highest degree of land concentration. In this respect it resembled the municipality of
Santa Isabel, the prototype of the sugar latifundia owned by the Aguirre Sugar
Company. The problem of land concentration in Puerto Rico, which was a heritage of
the Spanish era, had created in Vieques since the end of the 19th century a society in
which a few landowners owned most of the property while the bulk of the population
was landless. According to the Census of 1899, in Vieques 85.9% of the families were
landless.7 That is to say, from the end of the Spanish colonial period, Vieques was
already a highly polarized monocultural plantation society with extreme land concen-
tration and an advanced process of rural proletarianization. 

In addition, there was a population of “cocolos” in Vieques—black workers from the
eastern Caribbean—who formed a sugar proletariat in the plantations. In 1874, barely
a year after the abolition of slavery in Puerto Rico, the English-speaking workers of
Vieques rioted in response to maltreatment from the planters and the government.
The Civil Guard killed a worker and wounded several others, initiating a period of
burning of cane fields that lasted several weeks. Dozens of workers were jailed in the
Count of Mirasol Fort in Vieques.8 Contrary to the widely held notion that the prob-
lem of land concentration emerged after the U.S. occupation of Puerto Rico, the situ-
ation in Vieques was one of extreme land concentration and of dispossession of the
majority of the rural population since Spanish times. 

In the first decade of the 20th century, the process of land concentration aggravat-
ed the rate of rural landlessness. Already in 1898, land in Vieques belonged to the cho-
sen few. Nevertheless, between the Census of 1899 and that of 1910, the population of
Vieques increased by 76% (from 5,927 to 10,425) as a result of the immigration of work-
ers for the sugar industry, without any fundamental changes in the structure of land
tenure. The effect of this increase in population was a rise in the percentage of the
landless population. In 1910, 93.6% of the Vieques rural population owned no land.
This figure remained stable until the expropriations of the 1940s. In 1920, 95% of the



rural population had no land, and in 1930 the figure dropped slightly to 92.9%. In 1935,
according to the Census of the Puerto Rico Reconstruction Administration, 94.9% of the
rural population was landless.9

Vieques is among the municipios in which more than 90% of the population was
landless. The municipalities of Ponce, Juana Díaz, Santa Isabel, and Salinas, which
were part of the southern sugar corridor dominated by the Aguirre Sugar Company,
also exhibited a sharp degree of rural landlessness and land concentration. The Aguirre
Sugar Company owned the Cortada mill in Santa Isabel, the Machete mill in Guayama,
and the Aguirre mill in Salinas. In the north, Dorado, Toa Baja, Cataño, and Río
Piedras also had degrees of rural landlessness greater than 90%. 

According to the Census of 1930, two owners of more than 1,000 acres controlled
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TABLE 1
Land Tenure in Vieques and Santa Isabel, 1930

Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of Census, 
Fifteenth Census of the United States: 1930. Outlying Territories and Possessions
(Washington: Government Printing Office, 1932), 219.

71% of the farmland in the municipality of Vieques. Only in Santa Isabel, a municipal-
ity controlled by a U.S. corporation, the Aguirre Sugar Company, and in Guánica, a
municipality controlled by the South Porto Rico Sugar Company, was there a structure

VIEQUES

SANTA ISABEL



of land concentration more extreme than that of Vieques. One farm of over 1,000 acres
represented 87% of the farmland in Santa Isabel. In Vieques, farms of over 100 acres
occupied 93% of the area, while in Santa Isabel the corresponding figure was 98%.
According to the Census of the Puerto Rico Reconstruction Administration, in Vieques the
average farm spanned 393 acres, while in all of Puerto Rico average farm size was 36 acres.
The only two municipalities where land concentration produced average farm sizes
greater than those of Vieques were Santa Isabel (1001 acres) and Guánica (459 acres).

In more than 70% of Puerto Rico’s municipalities the average farm size was less
than 50 acres, and there were only eight municipalities with average farm sizes larger
than 100 acres.10 Vieques was the third most acute instance of land concentration in
Puerto Rico, surpassed only by the municipios controlled by the South Puerto Rico
Sugar Company (Guánica) and the Aguirre Sugar Company (Santa Isabel). There is no
doubt that the problem of land concentration dominated the social and economic
landscape of Vieques to a much greater degree than in the rest of the municipios of
Puerto Rico. The structure of land tenure in Vieques was not that of the typical Puerto
Rican municipio. 

The overwhelming majority of viequenses did not have land titles at the time of the
expropriations, and more than 80% of the land acquired by the Navy was purchased
from two landowners: the Benítez family, who were the principal landowners in the
Island; and the Eastern Sugar Associates, the second largest landowner. The existence
of a plantation economy and society in Vieques had important repercussions during
the expropriations. As in many other plantation regions, there was no geographic sep-
aration between workplace and residence. The workers lived on the land of the large
landowners. This gives plantation life a kind of “total” character, which is different
from the situation of most urban wage workers.11 When the expropriation of the large
landowners took place, workers lost in one single blow both their jobs and their hous-
es. For an urban worker, this would be the equivalent of being fired from the job by the
employer and evicted from their home by the landlord, on the same day.

The sugar latifundia were transformed and became military latifundia in the hands
of the U.S. Navy, which was able to acquire its land in a few transactions with the large
landowners. Would the process of expropriation have taken the same course had there
been a numerous settled peasantry with property over the land? Would the removal of
the families from the land, farm by farm, have been as easy? Perhaps a populous peas-
antry would have responded with a social movement of resistance. But the actual
process took another course. Many of the workers who lived in the farms did not have
titles, even to the parcels in which they built their houses, and this facilitated the
process of expropriation. For example, the farm of “Carlota Benítez and others” locat-
ed in the Punta Arenas barrio, spanned 3,082 acres. Among the improvements listed in
1940 were “62 houses.” The farm of Francisco and J. Benítez Santiago in Punta Arenas,
which spanned 558 acres, contained 60 houses. The Eastern Sugar Associates had 62
houses on one of its properties. Another farm owned by Carlota Benítez in Barrio
Llave, spanning 54 acres, had a cockpit in addition to a number of houses.12 The land
and the houses were listed in the tax records as belonging to the landowners, who paid
the corresponding taxes. The workers, having no titles, were removed without legal
obstacles when the large landowners sold their properties. The ease of eviction was
due, in large measure, to the degree of rural landlessness among a rural population
whose only possession was, as they say in Vieques, “the day and the night.”13

Even under these conditions of landlessness, rural workers typically had plots where
they raised garden crops and so interacted with the tropical ecology in numerous ways.
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Consequently, not all of the cost of reproduction of labor power depended on the
wage. In other areas of Puerto Rico, the relation of these peasant/proletarian commu-
nities to the ecology has been amply documented.14 In Vieques, this aspect has yet to
be studied, but it has undoubtedly conditioned the claims of the communities which,
based on traditional rights of agrego relationships, understood that they had certain
rights of possession and usufruct over the land. This explains the double reality—on
the one hand, the lack of titles, and on the other hand, the widespread feeling of rural
dispossession after the houses, built by the workers themselves, were leveled during
the expropriations. The transition produced an increase of poverty and a deterioration
of living conditions. The Rev. Justo Pastor Ruiz described the transition experienced
by the dispossessed: “Those who had garden plots or lived happily on the landowner’s
land surrounded by farmland and fruit trees, live today in overcrowded conditions and
lack even air to breathe.”15

Land Concentration in Vieques

Surrounded by the beauty of the ocean and the green cane fields, a man
starved to death. The ocean, rich in mysteries and hidden wealth, could
not help him. The soft and whispering cane field was a sight to behold.
But that was all…. the ocean and the cane-field have no heart.16

At the beginning of the 20th century Vieques had four sugar centrales: the Santa
María; the Arcadia; the Esperanza, also known as Puerto Real; and the Playa Grande.17

When these are compared with the centrales of the great corporations that established
themselves in Puerto Rico after the U.S. occupation, they appear as relatively modest
enterprises. The Guánica mill, for instance, reached an output of over 100,000 tons of
sugar yearly, and the Cambalache mill in Arecibo produced more than 40,000. In
Vieques the largest central produced 13,000 tons yearly, which in the sugar world of
the early 20th century was not an insignificant amount. Even so, it was not compara-
ble to the output of Puerto Rico’s largest centrales. In 1910 none of the mills in Vieques
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TABLE 2
Vieques Sugar Mills, 1907 and 1910

Source: U.S. National Archives, Record
Group 350, File 422, Records of the
Bureau of Insular Affairs, “Government
of Porto Rico, Treasury Department,
Bureau of Property Taxes: Comparative
Statistical Report of Sugar Manufac-
tured in Porto Rico from the Crops of
1907, 1908, 1909, and 1901.”

MAP 1
Vieques, Approximate Location of Sugar Mills, ca. 1919



produced more than 5,000 tons of sugar.
The Puerto Real sugar mill emerged out of a fusion between the sugar hacienda of

Víctor Mourraille in Puerto Ferro and the Martineau in Barrio Mosquito. Jointly, they
formed the Mourraille–Martineau Society and the Esperanza sugar mill, also know as
Puerto Real. Upon the death of Martineau, Mourraille remained in charge. The central
was then transferred from Víctor Mourraille to his son Gustave. After the sugar cane
strike of 1915, which caused several deaths in violent clashes between the police and
the strikers, Gustave Mourraille sold the Puerto Real mill to the heirs of Enrique Bird
Arias, whose sugar interests were linked to the Fajardo Sugar Company. The incidents
of 1915 were linked to Gustavo Mourraille, an employer in Vieques whose differences
with the workers produced rioting during the 1915 strike.18

The heirs of Enrique Bird Arias who acquired the Puerto Real mill, were in turn fore-
closed by the firm of L.W. P. Armstrong and Company, lawyers of the Fajardo Sugar
Company, after the death of Enrique Bird Arias. But the Puerto Real mill did not end up
in the hands of the Fajardo Sugar Company. It was instead sold to the United Porto Rico
Sugar Company and then transferred to the Eastern Sugar Associates. It ground its last
crop in 1927. After that date, the cane was ground at the Playa Grande mill.19

If the Armstrong firm represented the Fajardo Sugar Company, why did the Puerto
Real end up in the hands of the United Puerto Rico company? L.W. Armstrong &
Company were part of a complex web of New York sugar interests which controlled,
through holding companies, the Fajardo, the Aguirre, and the United Porto Rico com-
panies. They were in addition linked to the National Sugar Refining Company, the
principal sugar refining interest represented in the board of directors of sugar enter-
prises in Puerto Rico.20 James Howell Post, of the board of directors of the Fajardo and
the Aguirre, was president of the National Sugar Refining Company and a member of
the board of directors of City Bank, which controlled the United Porto Rico Company.
The web of U.S. sugar interests was densely woven, and the frontiers between U.S.
enterprises, which in the documents appeared as totally independent entities, with-
ered away in the centers of financial power, which controlled sugar emporia spanning
Cuba, the Dominican Republic, and Puerto Rico. (The Fajardo and the United Porto
Rico belonged to a group of sugar barons in New York City centered at 29 Front Street,
where the headquarters of the National Sugar and the Aguirre companies, among oth-
ers, were located.)

The United Porto Rico Sugar Company closed the Puerto Real mill, also known as
Central Vieques or Esperanza, in 1927, but the lands continued producing cane. The
sugar cane was shipped from the port of Esperanza in Vieques towards Humacao,
where it was ground in the Pasto Viejo mill, also owned by the United Porto Rico Sugar
Company. This sugar corporation was founded in 1926. Unlike the three other large
U.S. sugar enterprises—the South Porto Rico, the Aguirre, and the Fajardo compa-
nies—the United Porto Rico did not establish itself at the beginning of the century
but in the 1920s, when a drop in sugar prices made things difficult for locally owned
sugar mills. Instead of building mills, as was the case initially with the Aguirre, the
Fajardo, and South Porto Rico, the United Porto Rico Sugar Company purchased
already existing mills. The United Porto Rico produced large quantities of sugar in a
number of mills of smaller size, unlike the other three U.S. companies, which owned
large mills. At the beginning of the 1930s, the United Puerto Rico changed its name to
Eastern Sugar Associates in a corporate reorganization, and the canes of what had
once been the Puerto Real mill continued to be shipped to the Pasto Viejo central in
Humacao. Both the lands of the Puerto Real as well as the Pasto Viejo mill were
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transferred from the United Porto Rico to the Eastern Sugar Company. 
The shipment of the cane from Vieques to Humacao was nothing extraordinary.

The South Porto Rico Sugar Company, which had lands planted in La Romana in the
Dominican Republic, also shipped its cane early in the century towards Central
Guánica in Puerto Rico. The crossing of the Mona Passage—which is located between
the Dominican Republic and Puerto Rico — is much longer than the trip from Vieques
to Humacao, which has a distance of merely six miles. Nevertheless, for the South
Porto Rico Sugar Company the endeavor was profitable due to the duty-free entrance
of all sugars from Puerto Rico into the U.S. market, a tariff advantage that gave sugar
producers in Puerto Rico a significant edge over the competition in Cuba and the
Dominican Republic. This tariff advantage also explains the immense interest of U.S.
capital in enterprises of a relatively small size, such as the Puerto Real mill in Vieques,
and it explains the profitability of the enterprise even after the shipping costs to
Humacao from Vieques. Puerto Rico’s incorporation into the U.S. tariff system further
explains the proliferation of cane fields throughout the island, which became, relative
to its size, the most specialized sugar producer of the Caribbean. Vieques, which
already had a sugar economy in the 19th century, also suffered from the expansion of
sugar monoculture in the 20th century. Property became even more concentrated, and
the number of sugar mills decreased. 

Central Arcadia produced sugar in the years 1907–1910, but we do not know exactly
when it stopped grinding. The Book of Porto Rico, edited by Eugenio Fernández García,
gives production figures for Puerto Rico’s sugar mills between 1912 and 1922. The sugar
output of the centrales Puerto Real, Playa Grande, and Santa María are listed in the
municipality of Vieques, but not that of the Arcadia mill.21 Possibly, the Arcadia
stopped grinding between 1910 and 1912. Bonnet Benítez mentions the Arcadia as one
of the four sugar mills that operated in the 20th century.22 The Santa María mill is list-
ed in Fernández García’s book until 1923. Its outputs of sugar were small, and Bonnet
Benítez states that it produced in its distillery a brand of rum, the Santa María.
Nevertheless, in 1930 the Santa María mill does not appear in Gilmore’s Sugar Manual,
an indication that it had either stopped grinding or its sugar production was negligible.
By 1930, the Playa Grande enjoyed “the distinction of being the surviving sugar facto-
ry on the island of Vieques.”23

By 1940, the sugar industry of Vieques was in sharp decline. The number of cuerdas
planted in cane had decreased from 7,621 in 1935 to 4,586 in 1940. Cane yields had
dropped from 24 tons of cane per cuerda in 1924 to 22 tons in 1935 and 19 tons in 1940.
Of the four sugar mills that existed in Vieques at the beginning of the century, only the
Playa Grande survived into 1933–1934, the worst years for the sugar industry in terms
of prices. Militant union struggles took place during the general strike of the sugar
cane workers in Puerto Rico in 1934, following a general strike in Cuba that overthrew
dictator Gerardo Machado in August 1933. The Puerto Rican strike started in
December of 1933 and became an island-wide stoppage in January 1934.24

During the 1930s the control of the great landowners over land resources reached its
peak. The Eastern Sugar Associates owned 11,000 acres of land, of which 1,500 were
planted in cane. The cane was shipped to Pasto Viejo.25 Puerto Rican geographer
Rafael Picó argued in 1950 that towards the end of the 1930s more than two-thirds of
the land planted in cane in Vieques was in the hands of the Benítez Sugar Company—
owner of the Playa Grande mill— and the Eastern Sugar Associates. Thus, according
to Picó, “the evils of land concentration and absentee ownership, prevailing in most
sugar cane lands in Puerto Rico, were deeply intensified in Vieques. The bulk of the
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population was landless, a part of the ‘peon’ class.”26 The principal landowners in
Vieques were the Eastern Sugar Associates, one of the four large U.S. sugar corpora-
tions operating in Puerto Rico in the 1930s.27 Nevertheless, the Benítez interests, con-
sidered as a group (15,736 cuerdas), owned a larger extension of land than Eastern Sugar
(10,343 cuerdas). 

Out of a supposed total of 33,000 cuerdas in Vieques as a whole, two ownership
groups controlled 26,079 cuerdas. This amount of land is equivalent to that acquired by
the U.S. Navy after the expropriations.28 Admiral Arthur M. Knoizen of the U.S. Navy
summarized the process of expropriation as follows: “Another misconception is that
the Navy acquired its land on Vieques illegally. The property was acquired in fee sim-
ple by the United States through a series of nine condemnation proceedings at a total
purchase price of $1.5 million. These actions took place during the period between
1941 and 1947, and resulted in the overall acquisition of over 25,000 acres. The pur-
chase price varied from about $50 to $120 per acre, the prevailing real estate prices in
effect at that time. Ten principal ownerships accounted for 92 percent of the land pro-
cured, with the remainder mainly from 200 small property owners.”29

The Playa Grande of the Benítez interests belonged originally to a Dane, Matías
Hjardemal, who sold it to José Benítez, who in turn consolidated it with his own sugar
mill, the Resolución. Upon the death of Benítez the central was left to his children
through the Benítez Sugar Company. This company was put under a trusteeship due to
unpaid debts to the Bank of Nova Scotia in 1936, until Aurelio Tio acquired it in 1939.
The Playa Grande Sugar Corporation, of which Aurelio Tio was president, purchased
the equipment and machinery of the Playa Grande mill and operated it until 1942,
when the U.S. Navy took over the land. The central mill properly speaking was not
expropriated, but the navy took most of the cane lands that supplied the mill. Lacking
in sufficient cane lands, the sugar mill had to close and the machinery was sold to a cor-
poration from Mayagüez, Puerto Rico, headed by sugar-baron Miguel Angel García
Méndez. The Mayagüez Corporation sold the machinery to the Okeelanta Sugar
Company, in the vicinity of Belle Glade in the state of Florida. The Okeelanta mill
went bankrupt, and the machinery was eventually sold to the Manatí Sugar Company
in Cuba.30

In the tax assessments of 1940–41, the Benítez family still appears as the principal
owner of the lands, but the taxes charged were small compared to those paid by the
Eastern Sugar Associates, probably on account of the state of bankruptcy of the Playa
Grande corporation or perhaps on account of its doubtful legal standing, or perhaps
due to litigation in court about the properties. Despite this, it must be stressed that in
1940 the members of the Benítez family were still listed as the principal landowners of
Vieques, owning almost half of the land in the island-municipality of Vieques. Dolores
Benítez, Carlota Benítez and others, Carmen Aurelia Benítez Bithorn, and María
Bithorn Benítez each appear as the owner of 3,636 cuerdas, while Francisco and J.
Benítez Santiago are listed as the owners of a tract of 1,191 cuerdas. In sum, the above-
mentioned members of the Benítez family owned 15,735 cuerdas of land out of a total of
36,032 cuerdas assessed for taxation, that is, they owned 44% of the land of Vieques. These
15,375 cuerdas were assessed at $47,410 for tax purposes in 1940, or $3.01 per cuerda. In
contrast to the situation of the Benítez, the 10,043 cuerdas of the Eastern Sugar were
assessed in the same year at $661,400, or $63.95 per cuerda, twenty times more per cuerda
than the lands of the Benítez. 

There are therefore two outstanding features of the land situation in Vieques in
1940. First, two ownership groups controlled 71% of the land of the Island, which is the
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most extreme case of land concentration in Puerto Rico. This degree of land concen-
tration existed only in Santa Isabel and Guánica, both practically company towns
owned by the Aguirre and South Porto Rico sugar companies, respectively. Second, the
principal ownership group (the Benítez family) was bankrupt, and its lands were valued
far below those of the Eastern Sugar Corporation. The landowners, however, received
compensation for their land. The workers, on the contrary, lost their houses and ended
up without a roof to sleep under.31 (Some large landowners still pursue the dream of
restoration of their haciendas. The heirs of María Bithorn Vda. de Benítez have tried
to claim some land, unsuccessfully.32)

The Expropriations

The barrio of Punta Arenas totally disappeared after the expropriations of the
Navy.33 Llave lost 95% of its land, Mosquito lost 91%, while 76% of the lands of Puerto
Ferro were taken during the expropriations. Due to the high degree of land concen-
tration, the largest haciendas spanned two or more barrios, and for this reason it is dif-
ficult to establish with precision what percentage of the large farms belonged to which
barrio. For example, in 1940–41 the tax records list 5,856 cuerdas of land as belonging
jointly to the barrios of Puerto Real and Puerto Ferro, without listing what part of the
land belonged to which barrio. In 1945, as a result of the expropriation of the lands of
Puerto Ferro, some of the land that had previously been listed jointly now appeared as
belonging solely to Puerto Real. Due to this statistical effect, Puerto Real appears as
having more land in 1945 than in 1940. In the entire island of Vieques, the Department
of the Treasury of Puerto Rico assessed for taxation purposes 36,032 cuerdas of land in

TABLE 4
Civilian Ownership of Farms in Vieques, by Barrio, 1940 and 1945.

Source: A.G.P.R., Departamento Hacienda, Registro de Tasaci n Sobre la Propiedad, Vieques, 1940-41 and 1944-45.35

1940–41, but only 9,935 in 1945. The difference of 26,097 cuerdas (72% of the land of
Vieques) is greater than the figure cited by J. Pastor Ruiz of 22,000 cuerdas expropriat-
ed by the U.S. Navy during this period.34

The population decline, however, was not as dramatic as the loss of land. The pop-
ulation of Vieques peaked in 1920, when the Census counted 11,651 persons living in
the Island. During World War I, the price of sugar soared to unprecedented levels, and
remained high until it dropped precipitously in October of 1920, ending the famous
“Dance of the Millions,” which made the sugar mill owners of the Caribbean fabu-
lously wealthy during the European armed conflict. During this sugar boom the popu-
lation of Vieques increased, but with the drop of the price of sugar in the 1920s some



locally owned sugar mills in Puerto Rico (and in Vieques) began to experience difficul-
ties. The population of Vieques remained stable at around 10,000 people for the next
20 years. The precise figures are 10,582 persons in 1930; 10,037 in 1935 and 10,362 in
1940. This means that even before the expropriations, Vieques could not support an
increasing population. As a result, each year a number of viequenses emigrated, some to
Puerto Rico, others to the neighboring island of St. Croix, located only a few miles to
the northeast. In the mid-1940s the majority of Puerto Ricans living in St. Croix were
from Vieques. To be exact, between 1930 and 1940, 26% of the population of Vieques
emigrated (2,749 persons), most of them to St. Croix. In 1947, there were more than
3,000 Puerto Ricans living in St. Croix, most of them from Vieques. Despite the fact
that the economy of St. Croix had been experiencing a protracted contraction and
long-term population decline, from 26,681 persons in 1835 to 11,413 in 1930, the resi-
dents of Vieques migrated to St. Croix because the employment situation of Vieques
was even worse than that of St. Croix. In his 1947 study, Clarence Senior pointed out
that migrating to an island such as St. Croix seemed like “jumping out of the frying pan
into the fire.”36 Nevertheless, the residents of Vieques moved there due to lack of
employment in the sugar industry of the Puerto Rican island.

The population, which had been stable since the 1920s, shrank by 11% during the
1940s as a result of the expropriations. Even though the expropriations reduced the
civilian land area to less than 30% of its pre-war size, 89% of the population remained
in the island. The population decline was not as dramatic as the loss of inhabitable
land. Families were transferred to the central zone of Vieques, to lands acquired by the
Navy for the purpose of relocation. After the dispossession of the 1940s, 89% of the
population was settled on 27% of the land area of 1940. The increase in employment in
construction and other sectors promoted by military contracts during the Second
World War compensated for the decline of employment in the sugar industry. In addi-
tion, the new jobs paid better wages. Justo Pastor Ruiz refers to the years 1941–43 as
the period of the “fat cows.” Between 1941 and 1943 in Vieques, according to Pastor
Ruiz, “the town swam in gold for a couple of years.”37 This explains why the decline in
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TABLE 5
Vieques Population, by Barrio, 1899-1950

(1) Not counted separately in 1899.
(2) Identified as Puerto Real Arriba and Puerto Real Abajo in 1899.

Sources: (a) U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Thirteenth Census of the United States: Volume
III, Population 1910, Reports by States, with Statistics for Counties, Cities and other Civil Divisions: Nebraska Wyoming,
Alaska, Hawaii, and Porto Rico (Washington: U.S. government Printing Office, 1913), 1190; (b) U.S. Department of
Commerce, Bureau of the Census, Fifteenth Census of the United States: 1930. Outlying Territories and possessions
(Washington: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1932), 131; (c) Puerto Rico Reconstruction Administration,
Census of PUerto Rico, 1935: Population and Agriculture (Washington D.C: U.S. Government Printing Office, 1938),
12; (d) U.S. Department of Commerce, Bureau of the Census, 1950 Population Census Report (Washington: U.S.



population was not proportional to the decline in available land, in a society that had
been fundamentally agrarian before the expropriations. The population of Florida, a
central barrio of Vieques, doubled during the decade due to the settlement, in the
vicinity of Isabel II, of the population expelled from Punta Arenas, Mosquito and
Llave. In Punta Arenas the population declined by 100%; in Mosquito, it dropped
98%; and Llave lost 89% of its population during 1940–50. The barrios of Tapón,
Mosquito, and Llave disappeared. All the neighbors and small owners disappeared and
formed new barrios in Moscú and Montesanto.38 Table 5 displays the population of
Vieques by decade up to 1950.

Tables 6 and 7 show land properties by strata, from small farms to great haciendas.
The percentage of land belonging to owners of more than 100 cuerdas decreased from
78% to 32% as a result of the expropriations. This seeming democratization of proper-
ty was not due to the acquisition of land by small farmers, but rather to the loss of land

[ 34 ]

TABLE 6
Vieques, Civilian Land Ownership, 1940

* Multiple farm ownership aggregated to arrive at total land owned by individuals or corporations.

Source: A.G.P.R., Departamento Hacienda, Registro de Tasaci n Sobre la Propiedad, Vieques, 1940-41 and 1944-45.

TABLE 7
Vieques, Civilian Land Ownership, 1945

* Multiple farm ownership aggregated to arrive at total land owned by individuals or corporations.

Source: A.G.P.R., Departamento Hacienda, Registro de Tasaci n Sobre la Propiedad, Vieques, 1940-41 and 1944-45.



[ 35 ]

by the big landowners. The small farms represented a larger share in 1945 due to the
decrease in the total amount of land. The expropriations affected the large hacendados
most severely, but this sector was composed of only a handful of landowners. 

The list of small commercial enterprises operating in Vieques reflects the large
changes produced by the transition from an agrarian economy to one dependent on
the U.S. Navy. The wealth assessed in Vieques was based on the value of the land, which
decreased by 55% as a result of the expropriations, from $1,248,512 in 1940 to $560,998
in 1945. During the same period the value of improvements to the land decreased by
25%, from $296,770 to $220,041. The value of personal property—including vehicles
and cattle—increased by 2%, from $368,300 to $375,780. The net effect of the expro-
priations was a decrease in the amount of capital available to generate income. Since
the decrease in property value was more extreme than the decline in population, total
assets per person decreased by 36%, from $185 to $118 per capita. This means that a
population almost the same size as that of 1940 had to survive with far less assets to
generate income.39

Before the expropriations, there were rural stores in the Vieques neighborhoods
known as pulper as and colmados, in addition to company stores in the sugar mills known
as tiendas de raya. The sale of alcohol was not specialized, but instead took place togeth-
er with the sale of foodstuffs and supplies. Between 1940 and 1945, the number of
pulper as on the tax lists decreased from six to three, and the establishments selling
“provisiones y mercanc a” decreased from three to two. Against this trend, in 1945 there
appeared a number of establishments dedicated exclusively to the sale of alcohol: one
“bar y hospedaje,” one “cafet n y rancho chico,” ten “cafetines,” one “bar, cafet n, y mesa de bil-
lar pool table ,” one “bar,” and one “cafet n y establecimiento comercial independiente.”
None of these businesses appears in the list of 1940. Their existence reflects the new
purchasing power introduced by the military personnel in Vieques. Likewise, the num-
ber of civilian automobiles registered in Vieques increased from 42 in 1940 to 74 in
1945. Many of these were used to transport the population from the military base to
town and back.40 During the same period, prostitution thrived in Vieques. The neigh-
borhood known as “El Ca n,” near the old Vieques cemetery, became forbidden to the
troops because prostitutes lived and practiced their trade there.41

Nevertheless, despite the massive reconcentration of the population towards the
center of the island and the catastrophic decline in land and improvements to the land
in civilian hands, the value of personal property remained relatively stable. The num-
ber of stores of all kinds remained stable, and their value increased by 27%. The num-
ber of automobiles increased by 76% and their value by 278%. The number of bars,
pool halls, restaurants, and hostels increased. The value of cattle, agricultural machin-
ery and vehicles declined by 25%, reflecting the decrease in land owned by civilians.
Despite a decline of population of approximately 5% between 1940 and 1945, the total
value of personal property increased by 2%. This means that the impact of the cata-
strophic decline in civilian land area was not reflected evenly in all sectors of the econ-
omy, and 95% of the population of the island still lived in Vieques at the end of World
War II. The prosperous period of 1942–43, during which the Mosquito pier was built,
reduced the negative economic impact. Since landlessness and poverty had been so
extreme in Vieques before the expropriations, the social profile of the island did not
seem so dramatically different as one might expect when one considers that the Navy
took four-fifths of the land. Evidently, there was a sector of the population for whom
employment in military construction meant a good source of income, at least before
the cessation of all construction in 1943. 



The great sugar producing landed estates disappeared, and so did the sugar industry.
Some ranching interests remained in the island, but they were the object of a second
round of expropriations by the Navy in 1947.42 Attempts were made to restore sugar
production, all unsuccessful. An experiment to substitute the production of sugar by
pineapples did not meet with great success. The Navy expropriations of 1947 dislocat-
ed pineapple production and cattle ranching.43 During the first years of World War II,
German submarine activity justified the construction in Vieques of a gigantic pier.
Construction of the pier and of the Mosquito Base generated payrolls to civilians of
$60,000 a week and at one point reached the sum of $120,000 weekly, “a fantastic
amount” according to Rev. Justo Pastor Ruiz. These were the years of the “fat cows,” of
employment at better salaries than under the old sugar plantation regime.44

Nevertheless, after 1943 German submarine activity in the Caribbean faded, the focus
of the war moved to North Africa and Europe, and construction practically came to a
halt in Vieques. While it is true that the first two years of the war were the period of
“pharaoh’s cows,” when the court of the pharaoh withdrew, Vieques was overtaken by
the period of the thin cows. In the summer of 1943 viequenses marched with black flags
demanding jobs, and the effect of the expropriations finally hit home as the future
looked bleak, there were no jobs, and there was no land. 

Life in Vieques had always been hard for the workers in the sugar and fishing indus-
tries. The idle season of the sugar industry, the “dead season,” was a time of misery for
most households. The Rev. Justo Pastor Ruiz, talking about the life of those workers
before the expropriations, wrote that “neither the cane fields nor the sea have a heart.”
Now, with the withdrawal of the pharaoh’s court, the outlook on the future was dismal
and there were no easy escape routes. The march towards the Promised Land would
have to be initiated without the benefit of help from the heavens, despite the best
efforts of the Puerto Rico Agricultural Company (PRACO), an agency of the govern-
ment of Puerto Rico that bought land and tried to instill some life into the moribund
economy of Vieques after 1946.45

[ 36 ]

TABLE 8
Vieques, Personal Property, 1941-45

Source: A.G.P.R., Departamento Hacienda, Registro de Tasaci n Sobre la Propiedad, Vieques, 1940-41 and 1944-45.
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Conclusion 

The expropriations of the U.S. Navy in Vieques took place in a society characterized
by extreme land concentration, so that the island experienced a transition from a sugar
plantation regime to a situation of land concentration in the hands of the Navy. This
transition dislocated the sugar economy of Vieques without providing alternative
means of development for the population, which was “reconcentrated” in the central
section of the island, which spans one-third of the land area. The large landowners
received economic compensation, but workers were simply expelled from the land and
their houses were demolished. The eviction of the agricultural workers disregarded
traditional usufruct rights over parcels of land, which provided access to means of sub-
sistence above the monetary wages of the workers. The destruction of garden plots
and closure of access to fruit trees implied, over the long term, impoverishment for
these rural workers. This process needs to be studied further through interviews of
elderly Vieques residents. The level of land concentration in Vieques means that the
evictions of people from the land had a much greater social impact than the expropri-
ations per se. The number of people affected by the evictions could reach into the hun-
dreds in the case of the expropriation of a single large farm with only one owner. Thus,
while the landowners expropriated were a relatively small group, the number of fami-
lies affected by the evictions included a large share of the population of Vieques.

Surprisingly, during the decade of 1940 the population of Vieques remained practi-
cally stable, despite the fact that the Navy took four fifths of the land of the island.
During World War II, employment in military construction dampened the impact of
the expropriations. When construction stopped and employment declined, Vieques
was overtaken by economic crisis. The situation of the population has been precarious.
Yet the problem of land concentration in Vieques is much older than the problems
caused by the Navy’s presence. A solution to the land question will require the recov-
ery and redistribution of the lands, and their creative use by the community. 

S
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