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LIVE AND LET LIVE:
NATIVE AND IMMIGRANT FREE PEOPLE 

OF COLOR IN EARLY NINETEENTH 
CENTURY PUERTO RICO

Kathryn R. Dungy

ABSTRACT

This paper is an examination of the evolving population of 
early nineteenth-century Puerto Rico. It examines the daily 
life of free people of color in Puerto Rico using community 
stories to illustrate the interaction of free people of color, both 
immigrant and native, with each other and with whites in their 
respective communities. The lives of free people of color, whites, 
immigrants and natives were fused by issues of color, class and 
economics. An influx of new people allowed for a climate that 
fostered acceptance of free people of color and recognized their 
integral part in the fabric of Puerto Rican community. “Live and 
Let Live” explores how free people of color negotiated their 
lives within the dynamic community of native and immigrant 
Puerto Ricans.

Keywords: Puerto Rico, Atlantic World, Caribbean, free people of 
color, Latin America

RESUMEN

Este artículo examina el desarrollo de la población de Puerto 
Rico a principios del siglo diecinueve. Investiga la vida diaria 
de la gente de color libre en Puerto Rico utilizando relatos 
de la comunidad para ilustrar las interacciones de la gente de 
color libre, tanto inmigrantes como nativos, entre sí, y con los 
blancos en sus respectivas comunidades. Las vidas de la gente 
de color libre, los blancos, los inmigrantes y los nativos se fusio-
naron por cuestiones de color, clase y economías. La llegada de 
gente nueva permitió un clima que fomentó la aceptación de 
la gente de color libre y reconoció la parte integral de éstos en 
la estructuración de la comunidad puertorriqueña. El artículo 
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explora cómo la gente de color libre negoció su vida dentro de la
dinámica comunidad de los puertorriqueños nativos e inmi-
grantes.

Palabras clave: Puerto Rico, Mundo Atlántico, Caribe, gente de color 
libre, América Latina

RÉSUMÉ

Cet article examine l’évolution de la population à Porto Rico au 
début du dix-neuvième siècle. La vie des gens de couleur libres à 
Porto Rico est analysé à partir des récits de la communauté pour 
illustrer les interactions des gens de couleur libres, aussi bien 
des immigrants que des natifs entre eux, qu’avec les blanc, dans 
leurs respectives communautés. Les vies des gens de couleur 
libres, des blancs, des immigrants et des natifs se sont fusionnées 
pour des questions de coleur, de classe et d’économies. L’afflux 
des gens venus d’ailleurs permit la création d’un climat où l’on 
accueillait les gens de couleur libres et on reconnaissait leur rôle 
d’intégration dans la création du tissu communautaire portori-
cain. Cet article explore comment les gens de couleur libres ont 
négocié leurs vies à l’intérieur de la communauté dynamique des 
portoricains natifs et immigrants.

Mots-clés: Porto Rico, Monde atlantique, Caraïbe, gens de couleur 
libres, Amérique Latine
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At the end of December 1873, only months after the 
abolition of slavery, the Spanish government inquired 
whether the Puerto Rican military had given arms to 

the people of color on the island in an effort to protect public tran-
quility. Spain was concerned about possible uprisings by recently 
liberated slaves as had happened throughout the Caribbean only 
a few decades before and as was continuing to happen on their 
island colony of Cuba. The Puerto Rican government replied in 
early January 1874 that it had not given arms to people of color, 
nor to anyone else. Puerto Rico was an island of “perfect tran-
quility” (Sección Ultramar, Gobierno de Puerto Rico, exp. 64).  
In Puerto Rico, unlike Cuba, there was said to be no antagonism 
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between social or racial classes because 

all work together, without regard to color, only to education 
and social position, and it can well be said that in almost the 
entire land there exists a fusion of the races. (Sección Ultramar, 
Gobierno de Puerto Rico, exp. 64)

This observation was made in 1874, yet it demonstrates an 
undercurrent of social thought that existed on the island through-
out much of the nineteenth century. Puerto Ricans believed 
themselves to have a fair society based on social rank rather than 
racial rank. The assumption was that one could “overcome” the 
circumstances of birth color by educating oneself and gaining 
economic wealth and stature within the community (Tumin 1969).1 
Whatever the actual veracity of this assumption, there is no deny-
ing that many Puerto Ricans, both white and black, believed in 
the theory. This perceived social truth affected daily interactions 
between white Puerto Ricans and Puerto Ricans of color.

FIGURE 1 - PUERTO RICO

A CHANGING WORLD

There is a long-standing debate in Puerto Rican historiogra-
phy regarding economic versus racial constraints on Puerto Ricans 
of African descent. Tomás Blanco in his 1942 classic El prejuicio 
racial en Puerto Rico, and later Luis Díaz Soler in his1952 classic 
Historia de la esclavitud negra en Puerto Rico, proposed that the 
smaller proportion of slaves on the island population and a history 
of miscegenation within the population caused a “milder” form of 
race prejudice than in other societies in the Americas. According 
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to these scholars, free people of color in Puerto Rico were less 
likely to be constrained in economic, social, and political roles. 
“Live and Let Live” does not wish to make a case for “milder” 
racial prejudice, but rather to demonstrate the different types 
of communities in which one might find people of color in early 
nineteenth-century Puerto Rico. The article draws on the ideas 
of the historicity of exclusionary measures and attitudes against 
people of African descent. Race relations are not static. There can 
be a certain degree of fluidity in the forms of racism manifested in 
a slave society. Michel-Rolph Trouillot (1982) demonstrated how 
fluidity born of changing economic, social and political constructs 
can often cause contradicts in the seemingly rigid societies. Trouil-
lot showed how the strict laws and regulations of eighteenth-cen-
tury San Domingue (Haiti) increased restrictions placed on free 
people of color, yet coincided with an era of prosperity and growth 
for the elite class of free people of color.

Arnold Sio (1991), in his essay “Marginality and Free Colored 
Identity in Caribbean Slave Society,” describes a consciousness 
among free people of color found throughout the Caribbean. Free 
people of color regularly developed as a distinct group, though 
each island varied in its manifestations. According to Sio, the sense 
of identity for free people of color manifested itself in three ways: 
a) in the definitions of acceptable behavior among themselves, b) 
in the terms by which they defined themselves, and c) in their views 
of themselves in relation to whites, slaves, to a particular island 
and to the Caribbean region as a whole.  Sio found that limita-
tions on the economic development of Caribbean free people 
of color kept them marginal to the main economy of their given 
society and led to the rise of a group consciousness. By contrast, 
the majority of free people in Puerto Rico, both black and white, 
found themselves outside the economic structure of the society, 
so the group consciousness that formed was that of nation build-
ing. Ideas of abolition, local self rule and full independence grew 
side by side and without regard to the color of the participants’ 
skin. This article is an exploration of personal and interpersonal 
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relationships of Puerto Rico’s free colored population addressing 
the concepts of identity and consciousness. 

In the Caribbean, limitations placed on free colored popula-
tions varied in degree of severity and in degree of enforcement. 
In the French colonies, there were increasing restrictions on 
the civil rights of free people of color during the course of the 
eighteenth century. These contradicted the seventeenth-century 
legal code, the Code Noir, which granted full citizenship rights 
to all manumitted slaves. Increasingly, the prior legislation was 
not reflected in colonial realities. Eighteenth-century regulations 
became progressively more explicit in their restrictiveness. In St. 
Domingue, restrictive legislation included outlawing marriages 
between whites and free people of color, depriving free colored 
landowners of their property, and limiting participation of free 
people of color in colonial politics (Heuman 1997). Gwendolyn 
Midlo Hall (1972) has suggested that the Haitian Revolution was 
precipitated by a free colored population reacting to attempts by 
whites to strip them of legal protection, degrade them socially, 
and destroy their network of influence.

While the results were less dramatic in other parts of the 
Caribbean, legislation against free people of color was often 
invasive. Throughout the Caribbean, free people of color were 
subjected to curfews in an effort to monitor their movements and 
stem potential subversive actions. They experienced segregation 
even in church where they encountered special seating arrange-
ments. Free people of color attended different performances at 
the theater or were seated separately at the show. Worst of all, 
free people of color faced a constant threat of being re-enslaved 
and having to prove they were free (Cox 1984; Heuman 1997). 
Restrictions were designed to limit civil rights, restrict economic 
possibilities, and curtail the social interactions of free people 
of color. In sum, throughout most of the Caribbean they were 
allowed a civil status little removed from that of slaves.

In contrast, Puerto Rico’s free people of color were provided 
with an impressive degree of legal protection. In terms of their 
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participation in Puerto Rico’s market economy, two legal rights 
were especially significant. Puerto Rico’s free people of color 
had access to the courts and the town councils. This was very 
important, because for the great majority of the island’s general 
population the most crucial courts were the small claims courts. 
All civil cases for sums less than four-hundred pesos were heard 
by the local alcaldes and resolved verbally (Kinsbruner 1997).2 In 
the absence of resolution, cases were taken to a higher level for 
appeal. Small claims courts were utilized by artisans, storekeep-
ers and the rest of the population who would have legal problems 
involving money. 

Town councils were also vital. In that venue a free person 
of color could request the purchase or rental of a piece of land 
owned by the town. A group of free people of color could appear 
to redress a labor grievance. The town councils were charged with 
supervising small retail stores and artisan shops, setting weights 
and measures, general business practices, what might and might 
not be sold, hours, prices and so on. Additionally, town councils 
were the immediate supervisory agencies for the artisan guilds, 
controlling such matters as the nature of membership, testing and 
certification of master craftsmen, and election of officers (Kins-
bruner 1997; Martínez-Vergne 1988).

Sio’s suggestion that limitations on economic development 
kept free people of color marginal is not a valid assertion for 
early nineteenth-century Puerto Rico. There were limitations 
placed on Puerto Rico’s free people of color, yet many of the 
social constraints found on other islands did not seem to apply to 
this community. While Puerto Rico was not a racial utopia, the 
co-existence of rural free people of color and poor whites on this 
pre-plantation era island helped to alleviate many of the tensions 
which persisted elsewhere in the Caribbean during the late eigh-
teenth- and early nineteenth- centuries. 

In the nineteenth century, the majority of Puerto Ricans lived 
in villages and small towns, most with under four-thousand inhab-
itants. Over seventy percent of the population was illiterate and 
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few had marketable trades (Martínez-Vergne 1988). In addition to 
subsistence farming, Puerto Rican peasants worked occasionally 
on the farms and plantations of large landowners. 

The study of free labor versus slave labor is a growing area in 
nineteenth-century Puerto Rican historiography. Among the most 
cited of early sources on Puerto Rican labor is the 1834 report of 
George Flinter. This study, and the studies that were later based 
on it, maintained that free laborers and slaves worked in harmony 
under the paternal guidance of the hacienda (plantation) owners. 
Flinter and later studies contended that free workers performed 
most of the work on the haciendas due to the small number of 
slaves. The studies concluded that since the slave population in 
Puerto Rico rarely exceeded twelve percent, slave labor had only 
a marginal impact on the island economy.3 Flinter’s observations 
led him to claim that in the daily struggle for survival, the slaves 
were better off than the free workers, because the slaves had their 
basic needs covered by the master, while the free laborers only 
had themselves to depend on for sustenance. In Flinter’s conclu-
sion, Puerto Rican slavery was a benevolent institution that was a 
desirable alternative to the chaos and poverty experienced by the 

FIGURE 2 - PUERTO RICAN POPULATION
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free laborers on the island (Flinter 1834).
Not surprisingly, recent studies of sugar plantations and the 

lives of slaves have called into question the assertions of orderly, 
contented slave populations made by Flinter. Benjamin Nistal 
Moret, in his book Esclavos prófugos y cimarrones (1984), makes 
available a wealth of data about hundreds of runaway slaves who 
willingly exchanged their lives on the haciendas for the risks of 
the mountains. Guillermo Baralt’s study, Esclavos rebeldes (1982), 
found that during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries Puerto 
Rican slaves were organizing revolts, killing their masters and 
overseers, and setting fire to cane fields. Both studies show that 
in planning quests for freedom, slaves risked being apprehended 
and severely punished, thrown in jail, or killed for their efforts.

Authors Francisco Scarano (1984) and Andrés Ramos Mattei 
(1982) question Flinter’s assertion that Puerto Rico’s sugar indus-
try relied more on free labor than on slave labor. Their studies of 
the sugar haciendas (plantations) in southwestern Puerto Rico 
conclude that slaves were the primary source of labor on large 
estates and that free laborers provided only supplementary labor. 
They found that free laborers tended to be hired by the smaller 
estates which lacked the large number of slaves to plant, cut, and 
process the cane.

Planters regularly complained that even when free workers 
were willing to work on the estates, they did not work the fully 
allotted time and were prone to take off as soon as they had 
earned enough to supplement the output from their subsistence 
plots (Scarano 1984). Puerto Rico had a large population of peas-
ants who remained on the periphery of the plantation economy. 
In 1844, the British consul to Puerto Rico commented that the 
“natives who are free surpass by far the slaves, many possess small 
plots in which they live” (Morales Carrión 1971: 134-135). He 
added that “they only cultivate that which they find necessary to 
sustain themselves, they care little about improving their crops or 
their condition” (Morales Carrión 1971: 130).

The availability of land made this lifestyle possible through-
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out Puerto Rico’s history. Unoccupied lands were still plentiful 
in the first half of the nineteenth century, making labor control 
difficult. The expansion of the population and the rise of a sub-
stantial agricultural sector began pushing this population into 
the frontier interior of the island by the mid-nineteenth century 
(Bergad 1983).

Living off the Land in Patillas

FIGURE 3 - MUNICIPALITY OF PATILLAS

An example of Puerto Rican land use is found in the town of 
Patillas. The town was founded in 1811, although there had been 
a growing number of settlers scattered around the arid plains 
of the Patillas valley since the middle of the eighteenth century. 
The immediate reason for founding the town was the establish-



88 KATHRYN DUNGY

Caribbean Studies Vol. 33, No. 1 (January - June 2005), 79-112

ment of some small sugar mills in the valley which stimulated 
the  cultivation of sugar cane. Doña Adelana Citrón established a 
hacienda and donated almost eight acres of land to the new town 
(Rivera Arbolay 1977).  In 1828, Patillas had 4,135 inhabitants 
of whom forty-eight percent were free people of color. Another 
twenty-eight percent were white and ten percent were slaves 
(Censo y Riqueza, caja 13).4 By 1845, the free colored popula-
tion jumped to sixty-one percent and the slave population rose 
to thirteen percent, while the white population fell to twenty-six 
percent (Censo y Riqueza, caja 15). Less than one percent of the 
population were immigrants giving us a solid glimpse of a native 
Puerto Rican community. 

The 1812 census gives us a glimpse into this new community 
in which a majority of the free population was classified as free 
mulato or free negro. Eighty-five percent of the free colored fami-
lies in Patillas owned more than two acres of pasture land, with an 
average of 8.3 acres per family. They also owned an average of 1.1 
cows and 2.3 horses per family (Censo y Riqueza, caja 13).

Only four Patillas families planted cotton and three families 
planted sugar. The sugar growers planted less than an acre each. 
In a town founded in relation to sugar mills, it is very interesting 
that only six free colored families produced raw molasses for sugar 
production. However, it should be noted that only two percent of 
the white population produced any sugar products, and less than 
half worked more than one acre of cane (Censo y Riqueza, caja 
13).

One reason for this low sugar yield in what was to become 
a major sugar producing region is that sugar cane cultivation in 
Puerto Rico did not begin to expand until the second and third 
decades of the nineteenth century. Until that time, most growers 
were small-scale producers. The majority of Puerto Ricans, black 
or white, could not raise enough capital to invest in the machinery 
and slaves required to begin commercial sugar production. There 
were few Puerto Ricans who had practical experience with the 
sophisticated methods and techniques necessary for large-scale 
cultivation and processing. Barely a handful of sugar haciendas 
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were in existence on the island before 1815, so there were few 
opportunities to train in managerial and technical occupations 
related to the processing of cane (Scarano 1984).5

The majority of free colored families in Patillas produced 
plantains, coffee, corn and rice on their land. On average, each 
family cultivated 1.67 acres of plantains and 1,551 feet of coffee 
per year. Annually, the average yield per household was 6.7 pounds 
of coffee, 1.9 bags of rice, and 770 pounds of corn. It appears that 
coffee and rice were mainly subsistence crops, but that corn was a 
main crop raised for sale (Censo y Riqueza, caja 43).

Puerto Rico was still very much a peasant society at the start of 
the nineteenth century, and the island’s economy was dominated 
by peasant forms of production. In his book Sugar and Slavery in 
Puerto Rico (1984), Francisco Scarano indicates an increase in 
per capita food production and a steep rise in the rate of natural 
increase of the rural population after 1765. This reinforced the 
economic foundations of the peasant society. By 1830, there were 
10,770 acres of land in sugar cane, 8,730 acres in coffee and just 
over 1,940 acres in tobacco, for a total of just over 21,000 acres in 
the island’s major export crops. Meanwhile, the total acreage for 
the five subsistence crops (plantains, corn, rice, sweet potatoes, 
and yams) totaled well over twice the acreage in export crops at 
56,968 acres.

While there were four sugar haciendas in the Patillas region 
by 1840, very few of the town’s inhabitants were part of the labor 
force on the big farms. As the jornalero laws came into affect in the 
1840s, exemption from service required either being employed in 
a profession or trade or the ownership of land, thus ruling out all 
but two percent of the free colored population in Patillas (Mar-
tínez-Fernández 1994).6 

Patillas demonstrates how native Puerto Ricans of color 
defined themselves as part of a larger community. They worked 
together with white Puerto Ricans to build a town from scratch 
out of the southeastern countryside. It was a community with 
free people of color living as subsistence farmers in a  burgeoning
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sugar-producing region. They defined themselves as Puerto 
Ricans and all, free colored and white, relied on each other for 
survival.

RISE OF IMMIGRATION

Throughout most of the island’s history, the majority of 
Puerto Rico’s inhabitants were rural free colored and poor whites 
engaged in subsistence agriculture and seeking out a paltry exis-
tence in the colonial backwater. In the eighteenth century, Puerto 
Rico’s economy remained underdeveloped because Spain refused 
to see the island as anything other than a military outpost. By 
contrast, free people of color who began migrating to Puerto 
Rico in the nineteenth century tended to settle in towns and cities 
(Chinea 1996). A vast number of them had marketable trades 
having worked as carpenters, shoemakers, sailors, artisans, seam-
stresses, tailors, merchants, small shop keepers, laundresses, or 
street vendors (Wagenheim 1972). Many were literate; some spoke 
more than one language (Morales Carrión 1971; Pedreira 1941; 
Wagenheim1972).7 They came from places such as Guadeloupe, 
St. Domingue, Curaçao, St. Thomas, Venezuela, and Colombia. 
Escaping revolutions in South America, racial and class strife in 
the French islands, economic hardship, or lack of social mobility, 
they were in search of a better life.

It was not until 1815 that the economic development of Puerto 
Rico received official support. In that year King Ferdinand VII 
issued the Real Cédula de Gracias which liberalized trade, offered 
incentives for immigrants, and opened Puerto Rican ports to legal 
commerce (Wagenheim 1972). The Cédula de Gracias of 1815 was 
an open invitation to people from Europe and the Americas to 
settle in Puerto Rico. While immigrants had been drawn to the 
island even before the document was published, the turbulent 
years at the turn of the nineteenth century set many adrift--
whites, free people of color, and slaves. Puerto Rico became a 
safe harbor.

During the Spanish domination of Puerto Rico, a foreigner 
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was defined as a person who originated from a country or territory 
other than Puerto Rico. Figuring into this group were Peninsu-
lares (those who originated from the Iberian peninsula), Spanish 
subjects from New World territories, and those from non-Span-
ish dominions. All needed authorization to relocate into Puerto 
Rican territory (Chinea 1996; Hernández Rodríguez 1989). Their 
reasons for immigrating were numerous but cut across national, 
economic, racial, and gender lines. There was both voluntary and 
forced movement throughout the Caribbean. The need or desire 
to better their situation motivated men and women to leave 
family and friends and everything behind. Economics was another 
common cause. The need to better one’s condition of life, change 
from a stagnant life or a life of poverty, or leave a place with mini-
mal opportunities for work or advancement were all reasons. They 
were of equal importance to political and ideological reasons such 
as change of government, revolution, and persecution for political 
or religious ideas.

Puerto Rican history has often given the false impression that 
all the foreigners who settled on the island due to the Cédula were 
landowners who were both wealthy and white. But a thorough 
investigation reveals that in addition to this well-known group, 
there was also an important group of workers and artisans that 
occupied the middle and lower levels of the economic ladder 
(Hernández Rodríguez 1989).  The other forgotten fact is that 
many of these immigrant landowners, workers and artisans were 
free people of color who contributed to the economy and culture 
of their adopted island. 

The early years of the nineteenth-century saw many free people 
of color immigrating to Puerto Rico. Like white immigrants, they 
were taking advantage of favorable immigration policies and a 
favorable social climate, seeking a better life for themselves and 
their families. While the majority of immigrants of color settled in 
the towns and cities along the coast, a few ventured inland to the 
mountainous areas (Chinea 1996; Cifre de Loubriel 1964; Scarano 
1981). Intermingling with the general population both black and 
white, most immigrants soon became culturally indistinguishable 
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from their native counterparts. 

Aguadilla and the Immigrants

Aguadilla was a town with a large concentration of free people 
of color and also of immigrant free people of color. It was a new 
town, having only been founded in the late 1770s. In 1823 there 
were seventy-four houses and 216 huts. The main products were 
plantains, coffee, tobacco and sugar cane (Political and Civil 
Affairs, Visitas, caja 191). Almost all the inhabitants were involved 
in the agricultural or fishing industry (Political and Civil Affairs, 
Visitas, caja 191). The 1820s saw a large influx of immigrants of 
all colors from Venezuela and Hispañola to this town on Puerto 
Rico’s northwestern coast. An 1825 census showed 235 of the 
town’s 1,333 inhabitants (seventeen percent) had arrived in the 
last fifteen years (Political and Civil Affairs, Censo y Riqueza, caja 
12; Political and Civil Affairs, Visitas, caja 191).

FIGURE 4 - MUNICIPALITY OF AGUADILLA

Like many of the recent immigrants, thirty-year-old St. 
Domingue (Haiti) native Eugenio Alers witnessed an incred-
ible metamorphosis in the Caribbean region (Political and Civil 
Affairs, Empleos, caja 55). The island where Alers landed in 1812 
was quite different than the one he had sailed from only two short 
days before. The country that he knew and loved had completely 
transformed and would never be the same. Civil unrest and racial 
strife were the norm in the newly formed Republic of Haiti. His 
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mercantile business had little chance of succeeding when there 
were so few commercial goods to trade or stockpile (Fick 1990; 
Parry, Sherlock, and  Maingot, 1989).8 Weighing his options care-
fully, Alers chose to move to Puerto Rico.

Eugenio Alers joined the trendsetting wave of former French 
colonists who became a major force in Puerto Rico’s burgeoning 
agricultural society (Kinsbruner 1997; Matos Rodríguez 1999; 
Scarano 1984). He made cunning alliances to become a prosper-
ous merchant (comerciante) and planter in his adopted home 
(Political and Civil Affairs, Censo y Riqueza, caja 12). By 1827, 
the Alers family owned a large mercantile store in Aguadilla with 
six slaves to assist in the daily operations. There was also land 
outside of Aguadilla which the Alers family co-owned with two 
other immigrant families, one white and the other free colored. 
These families shared the land, the slaves, and the profits from 
their slaves’ labor. 

Alers and his partner, Corsican immigrant Angel Luis Santini, 
were among the largest slave and land owners in Aguadilla accord-
ing to the 1838 census (Political and Civil Affairs, Esclavos, 62; 
Political and Civil Affairs, Municipalities, caja 64).9 Their thirty-
seven slaves were all between the ages of 12 and 50 years old, 
which meant they were all of productive working age. Among the 
slaves could be found two carpenters, a mason, and a cook repre-
senting much-needed skills on a growing hacienda. The main crop 
was coffee, but Alers and Santini also were attempting to establish 
a sugar mill on the property.

Alers was not the only immigrant trying to navigate a new 
country. Other immigrant free people of color in Aguadilla 
included four shoemakers, three tailors, a sailor, and four small 
farmers. Vincente Morel, one of the shoemakers, came from 
Santo Domingo in 1818 with his wife and three children. Juan 
Enrique Eliger, also a shoemaker, arrived in Aguada from Cura-
çao with his wife and five children. Travel within the Caribbean 
could be a tedious event. Ships coming from southern ports, such 
as Curaçao, often had to tack against strong trade winds to reach 
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northern destinations such as Puerto Rico. This could add days to 
a trip on ships with disoriented immigrants and cramped  quarters. 
The difficult travel conditions must have been a strain on the 
health of shoemaker Nicolas Was. The records show that in 1830 
Was continued to be ill after reaching Puerto Rico three months 
previously (Political and Civil Affairs, Esclavos, 62; Political and 
Civil Affairs, Censo y Riqueza, caja 12). Arriving with Nicolas was 
his wife Isabel and his brother, tailor Francisco Was. The other 
two tailors were also from Curaçao, and in 1830 they had been in 
Puerto Rico less than six months.

Many immigrants found new freedom in Puerto Rico. Sailor 
Mateo Montesino was originally from Guadeloupe. He was dis-
charged from military service and established himself in Aguadilla 
in 1809. Agriculture was one way many immigrants established 
themselves in Puerto Rico. A small plot of land could produce 
enough for subsistence, as well as offer surplus to sell to local 
markets.  Four small landowners were listed in the town’s 1830 
census. Two of these farmers arrived in Aguadilla as slaves in 1816. 
They were freed soon after, and by 1826 they both owned small 
plots of land on which they lived with their families. (Political and 
Civil Affairs, Censo y Riqueza, caja 12). They grew a surplus of 
corn and various vegetables to augment their incomes.

An unusual glimpse of female immigrants of color can be 
found in an 1830 register for Aguadilla and the neighboring town 
of Aguada. It appears the majority of the women were going 
through the relocation process alone. With only two exceptions, 
the women had been in Puerto Rico less than five years. Thirty-
three year old Vuelemina Ferrer was the most recent immigrant, 
having only arrived one month before the register was taken. She 
arrived from Curaçao with her three young children. Isabel Was 
arrived from Curaçao only three months before the registry with 
her husband Nicolas. The records showed that she was in charge 
of caring for her sick husband (Political and Civil Affairs, Censo 
y Riqueza, caja 12).

Of the immigrant women of color, Maria Alexandrina Alers, 
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the sister of Eugenio, had been in Puerto Rico the longest (Politi-
cal and Civil Affairs, Censo y Riqueza, caja 12).10 The Alers family 
owned at least two houses, one in the city center of Aguada, and 
another apparently on the property of the hacienda (Political and 
Civil Affairs, Esclavos, 62; Political and Civil Affairs, Censo y 
Riqueza, caja 12). They also owned a large mercantile store (com-
ercio) in Aguada. In 1838, six slaves were registered to the Alers 
family in Aguada and Maria was listed as owner of four. While 
her brother managed the hacienda outside of Aguadilla, three of 
her four slaves helped Maria run the store in Aguada.

Another free colored immigrant who owned property was 
Catalina Ricardo, originally from Curaçao. Along with her 
daughter Constanza Henrrique, she owned a small grocery store 
(ventorrillo) for which she obtained a license in 1830 (Political and 
Civil Affairs, Censo y Riqueza, caja 12). Catalina’s ventorrillo was 
considerably smaller than the Alers’ comercio. It probably sold 
locally produced fruits, vegetables, and low-quality spirits. In his 
book, Women and Urban Change in San Juan, Puerto Rico (1999), 
Félix Matos Rodríguez found that the majority of vento rrillo 
owners were women, and that free women of color most often 
operated this particular type of store.11 These stores required a 
very small capital outlay, so they were easier to establish. Using 
local produce meant low overhead costs, while staying in business 
required making and maintaining contacts with local producers, 
as well as building a loyal clientele in the community. As a free 
woman of color, Catalina’s business success depended on her 
acceptance within the community as a whole.

Free people of color in early nineteenth-century Aguadilla 
defined themselves and their community as a dynamic and accom-
modating location. It was interesting microcosm of large slave 
owners and former slaves, men unable to find work and women 
establishing businesses, newcomers and the long-established. 
An immigrant free man of color collaborated with an immigrant 
white man to establish a foothold in the burgeoning Puerto Rican 
plantation economy. All of these examples help demonstrate the 
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fluid position in which free people of color found themselves on 
this rapidly changing island.

Arecibo and the Sea

Some of those seeking a new life were drawn to Arecibo. By 
1838 it was a bustling little town of approximately nine square 
miles. It contained over two-hundred houses and cottages in the 
main town and another 1,200 residences in the outlying areas. 
The major industries were livestock and agriculture with the 
predominant crops being sugar cane, coffee, plantains, tobacco, 
corn, rice and various beans (Political and Civil Affairs, Visitas, 
caja 189). The town’s most prominent feature was a lighthouse 
perched on a rocky promontory from which passing ships could 
be sighted. El Morrillo helped Arecibo serve as a major lookout 
point for pirates and sea attacks on the northwestern side of the 
island (Díaz Soler 1994).

FIGURE 5 - MUNICIPALITY OF ARECIBO

In the early part of the nineteenth-century, the bustling sea-
side town of Arecibo must have been a big attraction for newly 
immigrated families (Scarano 1991). Ships anchoring in the bay 
needed carpenters for major repairs, lathe operators (tornaleros) 
for furniture repair and intricate woodworking, merchants with 
whom they could trade their goods and purchase supplies, tailors 
to repair tattered uniforms, and shoemakers to replace leather 
straps and shoes destroyed by saltwater. The sea trade was also a 
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good way to get timely news of events happening throughout the 
Caribbean and the world. 

This vibrant and growing town had a population of
ten- thousand in 1824 (Political and Civil Affairs, Visitas, caja 189). 
The majority of the town population was engaged in agriculture 
and raising livestock outside the town limits, but the town center 
boasted twelve carpenters, ten shoemakers, three blacksmiths, 
three bricklayers and thirty-three medium and small scale mer-
chants.

Immigrants of color held prominent jobs in this little seaside 
town. For example, Bernando Dupont came to Puerto Rico as a 
child and became a naturalized citizen in 1816. By 1826 he was 
married, had a child and owned a carpentry shop (Political and 
Civil Affairs, Visitas, caja 189). Of Arecibo’s twelve carpenters, 
three, including Dupont, were free people of color. Juan Haris 
Yambo and Luis Nicolás Roldán both were tornaleros, artisans 
who fashioned or shaped objects on a lathe, an important trade 
in this seaside economy. As a caulker, pardo Pedro Ramírez filled 
another sought after trade in a seaside town. His job was to repair 
the cracks in a ship’s hull to keep it watertight. Ramírez arrived 
from Santa Marta in 1798 and was well established in his trade 
by 1826.

Arecibo also boasted two free colored tailors and a free col-
ored shoemaker. Curaçao native Guillermo Gogue was one of the 
town’s ten shoemakers. Luis Lorant and Juan Bautista Busman, 
the tailors, both immigrated from the British island of Dominica in 
1810. Lorant became prosperous enough to own three slaves and a 
tailor shop (Political and Civil Affairs, Visitas, caja 189).  The fact 
that some Arecibo free people of color owned slaves is recorded in 
the nominal slave census of 1826. Of the 110 slave owners listed, 
forty (36 percent) were free people of color. They owned thirty-
eight percent of the recorded slaves with an averaged of 2.7 slaves 
per owner (Political and Civil Affairs, Visitas, caja 62).

Juan Antonio Hernandes came to Puerto Rico as member of 
the Royal Navy in 1797. By 1826 he had retired from the military, 
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settled in Arecibo, married a local woman, and had five children 
(Military Affairs 1761-1890, caja 240; Díaz Soler 1994).12 During 
the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, the military was an
ever-present institution in the Caribbean. For free people of color, 
it could be either a way for advancement or a study in discrimina-
tion (Buckely 1979; Goveia 1965; Klein 1967).13 The military in 
Puerto Rico was reorganized in 1765 into nineteen infantry and 
five cavalry units. At the turn of the nineteenth century, four of 
those infantry companies were reserved for free men of color. 
Within these companies, they could become both commissioned 
and noncommissioned officers (Kinsbruner 1997).

Both white and free colored militia were outfitted with the 
same armaments which included musket, bayonet, and short 
saber. By arming the free colored troops the same as the white 
troops, the Spanish government was demonstrating the important 
role free soldiers of color were expected to play in the defense of 
the island. Also, free colored militiamen were entitled to military 
jurisdiction in both civil and criminal matters, thereby not being 
subject to the local jurisdiction of the town councils (Kinsbruner 
1997; Political and Civil Affairs, empleos y empleados, caja 55).

Military life was not easy. Desertions and absences from 
required drills were commonplace among both white and free col-
ored militias (Kinsbruner 1997; Military Affairs, caja 229; Militar, 
caja 242). It eventually became difficult for the free colored mili-
tia units to fill their ranks. In 1842, each of the four free colored 
infantry troops was required to consist of one-hundred men. But 
on October 1 of that year, the San Juan company reported sev-
enty-two men on its roster, Cangrejos had forty-eight, Vega Baja 
had thirty-six, and Bayamón had a dismal thirty-one members 
(Military Affairs, Cuerpo de Morenos, caja 229).

Through the previous examples, the town of Arecibo gives as 
an excellent portrait of how immigrant free people of color were 
able to integrate into the fabric of the community. Their skill as 
artisans was valued and their presence in the community a neces-
sary part of the Puerto Rican economy.
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sailor (Political and Civil Affairs, Censo y Riqueza, caja 12, 13). 
Cabo Rojo is a good location to look at the relation between 
immigrant and native Puerto Ricans.

Catalina Cornel was a sixty-one-year-old single woman who 
had been in Puerto Rico for forty years. Originally from St. 
Thomas, Catalina had arrived in Puerto Rico as the slave of Patri-
cio Hernández. She was freed soon after and settled in Cabo Rojo 
working a small plot of land. Another freed slave on the immigrant 
roster was Juan Baptista León, a shoemaker. He was brought to 
the island from St. Bartholomew and freed in 1819 (Political and 
Civil Affairs, Censo y Riqueza, caja 12).

Other long established free colored immigrants included two 
forty-five-year-old laborers from St. Domingue who had been in 
Puerto Rico for thirty years. Both were married to Puerto Rican 

FIGURE 6 - MUNICIPALITY OF CABO ROJO

Cabo Rojo, Color, and Honor

Cabo Rojo in the early nineteenth century was a small coastal 
town with a lovely view of the Mona Passage to the west and rolling 
hills to the east. Its inhabitants included white, black and mixed 
race persons. In 1821 forty-three percent of Cabo Rojo’s 9,606 
inhabitants were free people of color. Thirty-two were registered 
immigrants who ranged in age from twenty-five to sixty-three. 
Some had been in Puerto Rico as little as three years, but others 
had been present for more than forty years. Their ranks included 
shoemakers, bricklayers, carpenters, day-laborers and even a 
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women. There was also thirty-eight year old sailor, Jacob Porriel 
had been in Puerto Rico for thirty-one years (Political and Civil 
Affairs, Censo y Riqueza, caja 12).

The Efre brothers were shoemakers from Curaçao. The older 
brother had been in Puerto Rico for twelve years and the younger 
for seven. Fernando Ambias and Antonio Paterson were twenty-
five year old carpenters from Martinique and St. Thomas respec-
tively. They owned a carpentry shop in the center of town where 
they shared the cost of the structure as well as the employees 
(Political and Civil Affairs, Censo y Riqueza, caja 12, 13). 

Cabo Rojo was also home to the Betances family (Díaz Soler 
1981; Political and Civil Affairs, Juez de Letras, caja 142; Wagen-
heim 1972).14 This prominent free family of color were wealthy 
and well-respected members of the community. In 1840, Don 
Felipe Betances and his friend Don Cosme Damián Delgado filed 
petitions for limpieza de sangre with the Puerto Rican government 
for “justification of the quality and cleanliness of (their) blood” 
(Political and Civil Affairs, Juez de Letras, caja 142). As land 
owners and slave owners both men had lived in their respective 
communities for over twenty years. Betances, a native of Santo 
Domingo, established himself in Cabo Rojo as a merchant and 
owned a large hacienda outside of town. Damián Delgado, a 
native of the Puerto Rican town of Caguas, owned large tracts of 
land. Both men secured over thirty letters apiece from fellow land 
owners and professionals testifying to their good conduct and high 
social standing within the community. This is a wonderful example 
of the sense of identity for free people of color manifested in: a) 
the definitions of acceptable behavior among themselves, b) the 
terms by which they defined themselves, and c) their views of 
themselves in relation to whites, slaves, to a particular island and 
to the Caribbean region as a whole (Sio 1991).   

Limpieza de sangre, or, “pureness of blood” is a concept 
familiar to scholars of race relations in Latin America and the 
United States, where people of African or Indian descent were 
encouraged to aspire to become as European as possible in style, 
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manner, and progeny. In theory, Spanish officials required proof 
of limpieza de sangre for positions in civil bureaucracy, the Church 
and officer corps of the regular army (Kinsbruner 1997; Martínez-
Alier 1989; Sued Badillo and López Cantos 1986).15 Gaining proof 
required formal documentation, a costly and time-consuming 
process (Martínez-Alier 1989). Through church records and com-
munity petitions, a person requested the right to become legally 
“white.”

The letters written by fellow society members reveal much 
about the role Betances played in his community. One gentleman 
cites Betances as “a noble and virtuous citizen” while another 
recounts his long-standing service to the community. Friends 
vouch for his honesty, fellow landowners acknowledge his skill 
at “managing his stately hacienda” and its workers (Political and 
Civil Affairs, Juez de Letras, 142). Betances was clearly well-
respected by his peers and appeared to be one of them, minus the 
fact of his African ancestry.

Betances challenged the fact that he was even made to peti-
tion for his “pureness of blood”. While living in Santo Domingo, 
Betances had graduated from the University. His limpieza de 
sangre had been verified by a priest, thereby making him eligible 
to attend. Papers from the University claimed Betances was 
“white, Hispanic, and Catholic” and an “honorable and gracious 
student” (Moya Pons 1998; Political and Civil Affairs, Juez de 
Letras, 142).16

Similarly, peers in Puerto Rico stated that they did not think 
it “necessary for one so noble” to be “challenged in such a way” 
(Political and Civil Affairs, Juez de Letras, 142). Betances was 
a well-respected and integral part of Cabo Rojo society. His 
hacienda was productive. He participated in civil functions. He 
financially supported public works projects. He was “white” in 
every way but ancestry. The petition and its supporting documents 
show a man who, on the local level, was a social equal. It is not 
clear what precipitated his desire for official recognition. Perhaps 
he aspired to a government position or a military appointment. 
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Interestingly, his son Ramón who was twelve at the time, did not 
shy away from his African heritage. He used his privileged position 
in the community to become a champion for less fortunate people 
of color, both free and enslaved. Ramón considered himself a 
man of color.

There is no record of the government response to Felipe 
Betances’ petition for limpieza de sangre. Two royal decrees in 
1836 did away with the need to supply evidence of purity of blood 
for most offices. By the 1840s, notions of purity of blood became 
significantly less of an issue within Spain’s dwindling empire. The 
last restrictions regarding limpieza de sangre were abolished in 
1865 (Martínez-Alier 1989).

Interestingly, fears of black treachery in Puerto Rico reached 
their zenith in 1848 with the promulgation by Governor Prim y 
Prats’ Bando Contra la Raza Africana.17 Social pressures between 
white and black were becoming tense in the mid-1800s. Perhaps 
Don Felipe and Don Cosme saw trends within island politics that 
caused them to want to legally protect themselves, their families, 
and their holdings. The story of Don Felipe and Don Cosme is not 
an attempt to say the whole island subscribed to this openness and 
acceptance, yet the letters attached to the petitions for limpieza de 
sangre show the existence and possibilities for such acceptance.

CONCLUSION

Perhaps because Puerto Rico was not a center of dynamic 
economic activity and opportunity, free people of color could live 
wherever they wanted, and by law they could enter most occupa-
tions including all crafts and all businesses (Kinsbruner 1997). 
The reality, however, was that very few people of color could be 
found at the higher ranks of business. While a nineteenth-century 
version of the “glass ceiling” existed, race was not always the deter-
minant factor in social advancement. As illuminated by the 1873 
quote regarding the “fusion of the races,” tenacity and pure dog-
gedness, as well as the acceptance by white compatriots, enabled 
many Puerto Rican free people of color to overcome what might 
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have been insurmountable odds in other Caribbean slave societies 
(Sección Ultramar, Gobierno de Puerto Rico, exp. 64).18

Puerto Rico’s unique demographics allowed its inhabitants an 
opportunity to approach race relations differently. The island’s 
free people of color and whites were not divided deeply by eco-
nomic or social standards. Economically, free people of color and 
poor whites were the majority on the island. Socially, free people 
of color and whites found a way to co-exist without the degree of 
fear or antagonism found elsewhere in the region. The lives of 
free people of color, whites, immigrants and natives were fused 
by issues of color, class and economics. An influx of new people 
allowed for a climate that fostered acceptance free people of color 
and recognized their integral part in the fabric of Puerto Rican 
community. Through census records and immigration papers we 
are able to view the complexities of the daily life of free people of 
color in various communities throughout the island.
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Notes

 1 There is along-standing debate in Puerto Rican historiography 
regarding economic versus racial constraints on Puerto Ricans of 
African descent. See: Tomás Blanco (1942); Jorge L. Chinea (1996) 
“Race, Colonial Exploitation and West Indian Immigration in 
Nineteenth-Century Puerto Rico, 1800-1850.” Americas: A Quarterly 
Review of Inter-American Cultural History 52(4):495-519; Luis Díaz 
Soler (1952); José Luis González (1980) El país de cuatro pisos y 
otros ensayos; Jay Kinsbruner (1997) Not of Pure Blood: Free People 
of Color and Racial Prejudice in Nineteenth-Century Puerto Rico; 
Isabelo Zenón Cruz (1973) Narciso descubre su trasero: el negro en 
la cultura puertorriqueña.

 2 The Tribunal records generally do not refer to the race of the par-
ticipants, which makes these records difficult to use for the purpose 
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of this study.

 3 Flinter contended that the planters on the island were so benevo-
lent that their slaves were much better off than the free laborers of 
Europe. He also implied that the increase in the slave population 
on the island was due to natural reproduction rather than recent 
importations. In 1832, Flinter wrote A View of the Present Condition 
of the Slave Population in the Island of Puerto Rico Under the Spanish 
Government, Showing the Impolicy and Danger of Prematurely Eman-
cipating the West India Slaves; With Observations on the Destructive 
Tendency of Injudicious Reform and Revolutionary Principles on the 
Prosperity of Nations and Colonies. This was his preliminary study 
of slave labor in Puerto Rico which was expanded upon in the 1834 
An Account of the Present State of the Island of Puerto Rico.

 4 The other fourteen percent were agregados for whom no racial clas-
sification was given.

 5 For a more detailed look at the rise of sugar production on the 
island of Puerto Rico and for comparable information regarding 
Cuba see: Knight, Franklin W. “Origins of Wealth and the Sugar 
Revolution in Cuba, 1750-1850.” Hispanic American Historical
Review 57 (2):231-253; Scarano, Sugar and Slavery in Puerto Rico,   
chapters 1 and 4.

 6 A jornalero was a day laborer generally contracted for a few days 
or for seasonal work. In 1848, the Spanish Crown implemented the 
Bando de Jornalero which forced un-landed free Puerto Ricans (both 
black and white) to carry a libreta, or passbook, at all times. It was a 
means of regulating both labor and the free, peasant population on 
the island. According to census data, all but two percent of Patillas 
residents would have been exempt from the ranks of the libretas. 
However, they might have benefited from the new source of labor.

 7 In the 1850s only 1 in 11 Puerto Ricans were literate. The first 
printing press was brought to the island in the first decade of the 
nineteenth century. 

 8 Sugar production in the former French colony dwindled from the 
world’s largest supplier of sugar in 1791 (163,405,220 pounds) to 
almost nothing in 1825 (2,020 pounds). Coffee production dimin-
ished also, but not as drastically (68,151,180 pounds in 1791 to 
36,034,300 pounds in 1825). The general prosperity of the island 
nation dwindled with the loss of these major cash crops. In addi-
tion, European nations and the newly formed United States began 
a trade embargo against the struggling new Republic causing great 
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economic hardship among the inhabitants and keeping merchant’s 
store shelves perpetually bare.

 9 Another free colored slave owner in Aguadilla was a Mr. Domingo 
who owned seventeen male and eighteen female slaves. 

 10 She was shown to have been in Puerto Rico for twenty-six years. 

 11 This study on women in San Juan explains that the volume of com-
mercial activity in the city was one of the features that differenti-
ated San Juan from other urban enclaves in Puerto Rico during the 
nineteenth century. Because of this difference, women in this setting 
were better able to play an active role in commercial activity than in 
the smaller towns around the island. 

 12 The year 1797 was an important one for the Spanish in Puerto Rico. 
They had to defend the island from the last major invasion until the 
American takeover in 1899. When the British laid siege to San Juan 
in 1797, the major force that routed the British was a battalion of 
black soldiers who won the respect and admiration of their fellow 
countrymen for their brave service. 

 13 In Cuba, the military served as a vehicle for social advancement and 
free coloreds were serving in it as early as the sixteenth century. 
Even when militias were separated by color, free colored militiamen 
enjoyed the same legal rights accorded to white militiamen. They 
were also permitted to become officers. The British West India 
Regiments were established in 1795. In it free people of color could 
became noncommissioned officers in command of white soldiers and 
the troops were provided with basic education and religious train-
ing. In the British Leeward islands, free people of color saw service 
in the militia as a burden and often complained of discriminatory 
practices.

 14 The most famous member of this prominent free family of color was 
Ramón Emeterio Betances (1827-1899). Born in 1827 to a pardo 
family of substantial means, Betances was sent to Paris to study 
medicine. Upon returning to Puerto Rico, he founded the Hospital 
San Antonio. Betances is best remembered for his multiple roles as 
doctor, abolitionist, and independence fighter. He actively fought 
to liberate his island from the Spanish and is considered one of the 
founders of the independence movement.  Betances was well-known 
for dispensing medical care, often free of charge, to the poor of 
Mayagüez, and for his services to poor and enslaved people of color 
during the cholera epidemic of 1855. On Sundays he could be found 
at the entrance of the church waiting to purchase the freedom of 
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infant slaves, with money presumably raised by the secret abolition-
ist society he helped establish. In 1859, Betances was accused of 
organizing a secret abolitionist society and the governor had him 
deported. Betances was also a principal organizer of the 1868 Grito 
de Lares uprising. Although he was exiled from the island, he raised 
money and arms and from Santo Domingo helped to coordinate the 
ill-fated revolt. 

 15 Limpieza de sangre had its roots in the 1492 Spanish Catholic 
reconquest of the Spanish peninsula from the Muslim Moors. The 
Catholic Church in Spain desired to find a way to differentiate 
“new” Christians from “old” Christians. After the Christians retook 
Spain, Muslims and Jews were forced to convert to Catholicism or be 
expelled. Forced conversion created a large number of people who 
remained suspect in the eyes if their neighbors and of the church. 
The fact that Islam and Judaism continued to be practiced in secret 
by some converts caused all to be suspect. The stigma passed from 
generation to generation and it became necessary to prove ones 
religious and ethnic orthodoxy. To obtain advancement in royal ser-
vice, entrance to certain schools, positions in the clergy, and many 
other honors and awards one had to prove that ones ancestors were 
“old” Christians. Though converts and their descendants lived a 
complicated double existence, ways were found to circumvent the 
restrictions, legitimate social status, and rise to the highest positions 
in government and society. Although some were caught practicing 
their old religion and suffered torture or death at the hands of the 
Inquisition, most “new” Christians remained an integral part of 
Peninsular society and of the conquest and colonization of the New 
World. As society in the New World developed and a new racial real-
ity replaced religious concerns, limpieza de sangre became an instru-
ment by which those with European blood could control the racial 
diversity that was so much a part of the emerging new culture.

 16 Felipe Betances left Santo Domingo with a wave of emigrants in the 
first few years of the century. The population of Santo Domingo (the 
Spanish side of the island of Hispañola) had reached about 180,000 
inhabitants by 1789. In twenty years, the population was reduced by 
half and continued its downward spin until the 1860s. During the 
twenty years that followed the French Revolution of 1789, Santo 
Domingo underwent a slave revolt, two Haitian invasions, massive 
emigration, a British occupation, and the total destruction of its 
cattle and sugar mills, leaving the island in economic ruin. 

 17 The infamous Bando Contra la Raza Africana was circulated at the 
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end of May 1848. Prim was only governor for eight months, but his 
legacy was far reaching. Upon learning of the destructive activities 
of the ex-slaves recently liberated by the French in Martinique and 
Guadalupe, he considered the “ferocious stupidity of the African 
race” (Coll y Toste 1969:72-95). Governor Prim determined to lessen 
the possibility of similar uprisings in Puerto Rico. According to the 
1848 measure, all crimes committed by people of African descent, 
be they free or slave, would henceforth be judged by a military court. 
Any free colored person who used arms against a white person, no 
matter if justified, would have his right hand cut off. In the event 
that the white person was wounded, the person of color would be 
executed by a firing squad. Any person of color who insulted a white 
by word, or maltreated or threatened him in any way, would be tried 
and sentenced according to the circumstances. If two or more people 
of color were to fight in the streets or other public places, using only 
their fists, they would be sentenced to fifteen days of work on public 
roads or be required to pay a fine of twenty-five pesos. If any of the 
combatants used a stick or stone, with minor wounds resulting, the 
penalty would be a month’s work on the roads or a fine of fifty pesos. 
However, if the wounds were grave, the penalty would be four years 
incarceration. In the event that firearms were used, the penalties 
were more severe, up to and including execution (Bando Contra 
la Raza Africana 1848). This virulent document was short-lived: a 
new governor, Juan de la Pezuela, rescinded it in November of that 
same year (1848). Nevertheless, one wonders what the emotional 
impact was on the island’s free people of color and how much was 
actually implemented before it was rescinded. Whatever its effects 
and despite the fact that the Bando was reversed before being fully 
implemented, its brief existence gave voice to the deep misgivings 
some white Puerto Ricans had about their colored neighbors. Ideals 
that gave rise to the ill-fated law remained, and free people of color 
constantly had to contend with such circumstances.

  For more information on the Bando Contra la Raza Africana see: 
Cayetano Coll y Toste (1969) Historia de la esclavitud en Puerto Rico 
(San Juan: Editorial Universitaria, 1969), pp. 79-91; Luis Díaz Soler 
(1994) Puerto Rico, desde sus orígenes hasta el cese de la dominación 
española, pp. 448-450.

 18 See first paragraph for quote. 


