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1

1
Atlantic Ports: 
An Interpretative Model
Miguel Suárez Bosa

1 Port Reforms and Globalisation

Ports play an essential role in maritime transport, which, in turn, is a 
key element for the economy (Ville, 1990). This can be seen in a signifi-
cant number of ports located on the African and American coasts and 
on Atlantic islands. The expansion of a port requires sufficient resources 
to mobilise assets and production factors, such as raw materials, goods 
or people. These ports were built in different countries to meet the 
needs of their developing economies and to enhance their profits.

As in the cases studied, the network of maritime routes connecting 
Europe, Africa and America was used by many vessels belonging to the 
major maritime transport companies. On the one hand, we can find 
African continental coastal ports, such as Casablanca in Morocco, Dakar 
in Senegal and Lagos in Nigeria, as well as those on the Macaronesian 
African islands (the Canary Islands and Cape Verde); and, on the other 
hand, South American ports (Santos and San Salvador in Brazil, La 
Guaira in Venezuela) and the Caribbean port of Havana. This book will 
try to clarify the features of these ports, most of which are located on 
the periphery of the capitalist world-economy of the time.

Many Atlantic ports have already been analysed by different schools 
of thought and numerous studies have been conducted on various 
topics, yet few studies have examined the areas indicated and the spe-
cific features of these particular ports in depth. In carrying out of this 
analysis we have mainly, but not exclusively, taken into account the 
following parameters: port infrastructure and its evolution, each port’s 
specific functions and features, institutions, administration and port 
activity. Port management acts as the thread that links the analysis of 
the different ports.
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2 Atlantic Ports: An Interpretative Model

The aim of this book is to enhance our knowledge of African and 
Latin American ports, particularly during the period between the mid-
nineteenth century and the first third of the twentieth century, the 
so-called First Globalisation. Generally speaking, this process featured 
the free circulation of goods, services and production factors (labour and 
capital), although both ideas and culture should also be borne in mind as 
indicators of globalisation. Although this process covered the whole of 
the planet, the phenomenon presented some distinctive characteristics in 
the geographic area studied here, that is, the Mid-South Atlantic. For this 
reason, we use the term ‘Global South’ in a more conceptual than strictly 
geographical sense, as the liberalising measures taken in the nineteenth 
century gave rise to unequal trade relations, dependence, acculturation 
and political dominance, all of which are aspects that can be associated 
with this process of globalisation and imperialist expansion.

In this framework, transport infrastructure played a key role providing 
crucial assets for expansion and the opening up of new markets. The 
‘tools of the Empire’ (Headrick, 1989) can clearly be identified with 
three aspects: railways, steam vessels and the telegraph. Steam ships, 
which used ports, were essential in the imperial expansionist policies in 
Western Africa and Latina America, as they spearheaded the penetration 
of the capitalist system into the inland areas of the continent (Hopkins, 
1988). At the same time, the main railways were built in the areas sur-
rounding the ports, thereby enabling raw materials to be exported: the 
phosphates from Khouribga and cereal crops from Chaouia were shipped 
through Casablanca; Dakar was the embarkation point for peanut 
production – especially from the 1930s onwards – and constituted the 
last stop on the current Mali line; the coffee grown in Sao Paulo was 
shipped through Santos; Venezuela’s cacao and coffee through La Guaira; 
Nigeria’s precious wood and palm oil, through Lagos; and, finally, Havana 
was the major export port for Cuban sugar.

So, clearly, some of the ports studied played a leading role in the 
export of their countries’ products. Likewise, the bananas and tomatoes 
produced in the Canary Islands were shipped to England and other 
European countries, as return freight, on the boats that brought coal 
from the English mines to supply vessels covering the ocean routes. 
Meanwhile, the telegraph made communication between the different 
ports much easier, thereby bringing transaction costs down.

Thus, the ports channelled hinterland export products and helped to 
make farming activities more dynamic, acting as a tool in the extraction 
of raw material in exchange for an increased dependence on imported 
foodstuffs, for example. In some cases, the ports specialised in the import 
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Miguel Suárez Bosa 3

of metropolitan manufactured goods such as cotton textiles, tools, alcohol, 
flour, construction material, machinery and others. Other specialised fields 
included the massive export of wood, gum Arabic, rubber, textile fibres, 
peanuts and other colonial commodities whose market value was very low 
in comparison with the volume exported and, above all, with the value of 
goods imported through the same port.

The new market drove forward the two major port reforms that have 
taken place from the mid-nineteenth century to date. This process 
began when the old ports had to be transformed and some others built 
to meet the new demands. This was the origin of the first reform that 
endeavoured to adapt ports to the new needs created as a consequence 
of the changes generated by the use of steamboats, larger vessels and 
higher vessel speeds. The second reform started in the 1960s–70s with 
the birth of containers and other novelties such as the ro-ro system or 
forklift trucks, which demanded new infrastructure. However, some 
other factors such as the triumph of neoliberalism in the 1980s and the 
ensuing privatisation policies should also be taken into consideration, 
although in this text we will focus only on the first batch of reforms.

A multidisciplinary approach could be used to study these ports. 
Evolutionary economics provide us with concepts such as the techno-
logical path and path dependence that help us to understand devel-
opment and technological change (Rosenberg, 1992) as an internal 
variation of the economy with its own distinguishable dynamics, 
rather than something the value of which is determined solely by the 
resources and relative prices generated in the markets. Institutional 
and economic theory complements anthropology and sociology in the 
analysis of people working in ports.

Institutional theory enables us to clarify the limits between the private 
and public management of port infrastructure because this economic 
activity, linked to a social and cultural context, takes place in a change-
able but specific institutional and legal framework (North, 1990; Temin, 
1997; David, 1985). This framework may also refer to established laws 
and agreements regarding individual and group performances. This 
perspective refers to the quantitative efficiency of institutions and their 
management styles, but it is also interesting to consider the theoretical 
contributions that highlight the way these institutions are shaped. For 
example, we should take path dependence into account, which is deter-
mined by the course of history rather than by rational and universal 
economic laws. This is the case with the maritime connection that links 
Atlantic island ports, Canary Islands and Cape Verde with America and 
Africa, just as the commercial routes had done during previous centuries.
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4 Atlantic Ports: An Interpretative Model

Ports can act as transport exchange hubs, creating networks or chains 
in many cases. Modern European historiography has focused on the 
analysis of port systems and intercontinental networks. For this reason, 
concepts such as network, hierarchy and complementarities are essen-
tial if we are to understand the complex relations established between 
ports (Polònia, 2010). The concept of ‘hierarchy’ is relative as there are 
no unequivocal and universal hierarchies. In this case, we should define 
the variables that mark a port’s relative position in relation to others. 
The major task is to define what we are going to compare and how we 
are going to do so. We could consider the amount of trade and maritime 
transport but a specific port may have worked simultaneously on local 
and interregional levels, not serving only its country but also others. 
Within the network of ports there were also sometimes winning and 
losing ports (Martner Peyrelongue, 1999). Thus, for example, Las Palmas 
port became the leading island port of Macaronesia, Dakar replaced the 
other Senegalese ports, some of which were in fact more consolidated 
than Dakar, such as Saint Louis, while Casablanca quickly outran other 
Moroccan ports.

These networks were served by major shipping companies that 
controlled port activity, such as Blandy Brothers & Co.,Chargeurs 
Reunis, Elder Dempster, Woermann Linie and the Compagnie Générale 
Trasantlantique, among others, who ‘often played a decisive role in colo-
nial expansion policy’ (Miège, 1975, p. 5). They often reached collusive 
agreements in fixing freight prices, giving rise to monopolies arising from 
the agreements signed at maritime conferences. Thus, the West African 
Shipping Conference (1859) was made up of the English Elder Dempster 
company and the German Woermann Linie, who ope rated along the 
western coasts of the African continent. This system of agreements 
became the norm in transoceanic maritime transport, as we can see from 
the numerous conferences held, which included the China Conference 
(1879), those of South Africa (1886), North Braliz (1895) and River Plate 
and South Brazilia (1896) (Davies, 2000; Kirkaldy, 1919), among others.

However, this macro-level analysis may not take the internal study 
and the specificities of each port sufficiently into account. This work 
is framed within what is known as ‘Atlantic History’ (Armitage, 2002),1 
which ties in with the world system (Braudel, 1994; Wallerstein, 2006). 
Therefore, local or regional micro-level studies could be considered to be 
useful for determining the existence or not of port models. Furthermore, 
we should bear in mind the complementary elements that play a vital 
role in ensuring that the major ports maintain their position. In the 
period studied we can identify a broader network in the Atlantic, which 
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Miguel Suárez Bosa 5

links Europe with Africa and America through maritime connections 
(Kirkaldy, 1919; Zimmermann, 1983) as well as some other networks 
linking specific areas, such as that of the Northwest of Africa, which 
connects Casablanca-Dakar and Lagos ports and, at the same time, such 
ports with those of the Canary Islands and Cape Verde. On the other 
hand, Brazilian ports constitute another network while Havana, which 
is historically linked to Canary Islands’ ports, is now more focused on 
its connection with the Caribbean islands and the Gulf of Mexico.

2 Technological Change and Port Reform

The technological and socioeconomic changes that have taken place 
since the Industrial Revolution and the expansion of capitalism have 
entailed many profound transformations in navigation. The use of 
steam and of steel hulls, together with many other innovations, 
made the construction of larger vessels possible. These vessels needed 
adequate port infrastructure to berth, refuel, take on water or carry out 
urgent repair work as well as access agency services, insurance, shipping 
agency and other services. The growth in navigation had the following 
effects: (1) a considerable increase in the number of passengers and 
cargo volume (for this reason, larger port warehouses were required, 
leading to the specialisation of ports areas); (2) this revolution in 
maritime and ground transport required an improvement in port access 
and sufficient space to facilitate the reception and mobility of large 
vessels, conditioning the location of ground terminals, canals and rail 
networks; and (3) the creation of a continuous international transport 
network to ensure the permanent flow of goods and people, which led 
to the disadvantages in breaking bulk being reduced to a minimum. In 
the Mid-South Atlantic, this process took the shape of the construction 
or renovation of ports, aimed at ensuring they would act as strategic 
points of support for European fleets, as well as channelling the massive 
import and export of goods.

The technological changes that emerged from the Industrial 
Revolution enabled transport costs to be reduced, although to a some-
what lesser extent in maritime transport than in other areas: at the 
end of the nineteenth century, maritime transport costs had fallen to 
about a sixth of those recorded at the beginning of the century, while 
land-based transport costs fell by 90 per cent between 1800 and 1910 
(Crafts and Venables, 2005, pp. 323–9). Likewise, as authors such as 
North (1958) and Harley (1988) point out, an annual fall of approxi-
mately 1.5 per cent in maritime transport costs was recorded up until 
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6 Atlantic Ports: An Interpretative Model

1913, giving rise to an overall drop of 45 percentage points (Finley and 
O’Rourke, 2005, pp. 35–7). However, it took time for these changes to 
become consolidated given that, in 1860, sailing ships still prevailed 
over steamships, but the last third of the century was decisive, and in 
1870, steam ship tonnage was more than double that of sailing ships 
(Fletcher, 1958).

Thus, as of the late nineteenth century, ports ceased to be condi-
tioned by nature. But the size of the vessels and the speed at which 
they travelled, together with the need for regular services, made it 
necessary to carry out significant remodelling work at the ports. This 
was further necessitated by the complexity of the continental coastline, 
particularly in Africa, and Casablanca and La Guaira are good examples 
of how new building techniques helped to address these challenges. 
The ports played a new economic role, and became immersed in a con-
tinuous process of modernisation that required considerable financial 
backing, constituting a further challenge for the public authorities. 
Moreover, a modern port required both the space and the capacity to 
install the necessary infrastructure for shipping services, such as coal 
warehouses, ship repair yards or navy bases to enable military presence 
to be increased or to act as a base for penetration inland. In almost all 
cases, massive investment was put in place; indeed, it became one of the 
characteristics of port reform. Technical progress was to make it possible 
to access these bays, which were duly remodelled, where necessary, with 
the necessary docking equipment to facilitate transhipment as well as 
connections with other means of transport, above all trains. Thus, good 
economic relations with the hinterland were established.

If we examine the technological requirements and challenges, many 
countries put port modernisation plans in place (Guimerá and Romero, 
1996). In the United Kingdom, ports had to adapt to the speed and 
size of steam vessels and ensure their capacity to export coal and 
other commodities (Jackson, 1983). In France, reforms were based on 
the Freycinet plan, designed by the Minister for Public Works in 
1878, which included the possibility of assigning a direct budget and 
concentrating investment in a limited number of ports (Marnot, 1999), 
from which Casablanca subsequently benefitted. In Spain (Chapter 2), 
significant investment was made as of the middle of the century, parti-
cularly after the passing of the Port Law in 1880 (Alemany Llovera, 
1991); in almost all cases, the works were carried out directly by the 
state or by the so-called Boards of Port Works, whose resources origi-
nated in the levying of taxes or subsidies and loans authorised by the 
Government.2 In Brazil, during the Brazilian Empire, ports began to 
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Miguel Suárez Bosa 7

receive a different treatment to that received since 1869 (Chapter 7). 
First, the port exploitation services were open to concession through 
public tender, in which interested individuals could participate, leaving 
the government to approve the projects and other labour-related issues 
as well as prices of services. Foreign capital could be accepted provided 
that there were officials in Brazil.

Generally speaking, new infrastructure was funded by government and 
building work was normally carried out by large companies headquar-
tered in the imperialist countries. Sometimes, such work was contracted 
out to private companies for the concession of the exploitation of port 
services. In these latter cases, the concessionaries aimed to maximise 
their profits, but were not always efficient in carrying out their work, in 
which case the concessions were rescinded, with the inevitable disputes 
that this process led to, as was the case in La Guaira or Santos.

On the other hand, a port is not an isolated infrastructure but rather 
it also tries to compete with other ports to attract vessels to its facilities. 
Port development is clearly influenced by the surrounding environment 
and activity levels, which in turn are conditioned by changes in the 
port’s volume, nature and the origin of its traffic. At the same time, and 
despite the fact that many ports carry out the same kinds of activities, 
the development of a particular port also depends on the degree of 
autonomy of its managers and on the financial regulations imposed 
on them. Since the first half of the twentieth century, the main aim of 
a port has been to establish links with its sphere of influence. This is 
why a regional analysis and a systemic structural approach that takes 
into consideration the relations and flow of goods and services with 
the hinterland and the foreland or (Vorland) is so important. The same 
can be said of the financial networks and the loading and unloading 
networks for goods that come and go from the port.

Ports should not be considered as a microeconomic unit or busi-
ness centre but as part of an economic region with its own potential, 
resources, enterprises and economic and social agents, all competing for 
the economic benefits generated. There are some other useful contribu-
tions to an economic analysis, such as the new field of economic history. 
This is important as the phenomena studied in the global economy refer 
to a territory and the economic relations established between countries, 
geographical regions and central or peripheral places, following the pro-
posals of economic geography (Crafts and Venables, 2005).

The ports analysed decisively constituted the shaping of many of 
the cities in which they are located; indeed, some of the cities’ origins 
actually lie in the fact that the port existed, as is the case of Mindelo 
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8 Atlantic Ports: An Interpretative Model

on the island of San Vicente, or Dakar. Most of the other cities dealt 
with here owe their growth and modernisation to their close relation-
ship with modern ports. The association between cities and ports is a 
recurring subject in the history of European civilisation. The anyport 
model (Bird, 1963) describes the evolution of port structures in time 
and space and the close relationship between the port and the city, 
leading to the concept of the city-port (Broeze, 1997; Hoyle and Pinder, 
1992; Kovietz, 1978). In terms of space and time, port cities and their 
surrounding areas constitute ‘a fundamental element in the spatial 
structure, organization and re-organization of economies and societies, 
and in relationships between those societies and their environments’ 
(Hoyle, 1997, p. 264).

Ports were also the point of entry and exit of migrants or passengers 
in transit to new destinations. Port cities constituted areas of settlement 
for ethnic minorities originating either in the metropolitan countries or 
the colonial territories, which in turn made these cities more dynamic. 
In this sense, we need look no further than the Jews and Palestinians in 
Casablanca and Dakar or the Hindustani minorities in the cities of the 
Canary Islands. We should bear in mind that they were the source of 
slave labour in those countries in which slavery had not been abolished, 
such as the coffee and sugar plantations in Brazil and Cuba respectively. 
Once slavery had been declared illegal by the French and the British, 
no slaves could be embarked in the major ports in French and British 
colonies, giving rise to the post-slavery period in Lagos, for example 
(Chapter 6). However, slaves were still shipped clandestinely from small 
ports to Portuguese or Spanish colonies.

3 Port Management Models

Port organisation includes many aspects that need to be mentioned, as 
ports are gigantic enterprises with a life of their own along with their 
own problems. A port is essentially a human creation and hence its 
location is determined more by economic needs than by natural condi-
tions. Based on a holistic conception, ports are valuable not just because 
of their buildings or equipment but also because of the people who 
work in them: ship agents, insurance companies, police, mooring men, 
freight forwarders, maritime brokers, the essential qualified workforce 
and its respective management team. Taken as a whole they make up 
what we call the port community.

However, we should underscore the importance of port management 
models as they constitute the connecting thread linking our chapters. 
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Miguel Suárez Bosa 9

Around the world, port exploitation problems tend to be dealt with by 
a range of simpler to more complex solutions; hence the importance of 
a comparison between the different methods used. To a greater or lesser 
extent, all ports have a port body responsible for management, but the 
different models vary depending on a number of elements: the ser-
vices offered, be they private, public or both; the scope (local, regional 
or global); the ownership of infrastructure, including port areas and 
superstructure, especially those dedicated to the handling and storage 
of goods; effectiveness and harbour management and so forth ( Jarvis, 
1999; Musso, Parola and Ferrari, 2012; González Laxe, 2002).

In the last third of the nineteenth century, a legislative framework 
was created to shape port management models and define the perfor-
mance of port agents. As a consequence of this process, the performance 
model changed from one of liberal capitalism to a more corporatist 
approach. Since then, many different management and ownership 
models have been developed, the variations between them depending 
on their institutional context.

The specialised literature tends to use a classification created by the 
American Association of Port Authorities that distinguishes between the 
few private ports and those in public hands. At the same time, public 
ports are subdivided into three types: in (1) service ports, port authori-
ties offer all necessary services for the port to function properly, the 
port owns the infrastructure and superstructure and port services are 
controlled by public authorities; in (2) tool ports, the same applies, but 
services are offered by a private entity; finally, in (3) landlord ports, port 
authorities provide only basic infrastructure.

But this classification is excessively rigid and does not faithfully reflect 
the complexity of the real situation. The classification may be deter-
mined by a number of factors including history, economic deve lopment 
or the government in power’s political ideology, so the concept of 
embeddedness (Granovetter) involves the idea of a necessary social con-
textualisation of economic processes, and entails multiple scales as well 
as local dimensions (Debrie, Lavaud-Letilleul and Parola, 2013, p. 58) 
is of particular relevance here. The texts included in this book suggest 
that traditional social conditioning comes into play in the choice of 
a particular management model for each port. It is no coincidence 
that the management model in Casablanca or Dakar is similar to that 
of French metropolitan ports, as well as those of the Canary Islands 
and Cape Verde ports. Meanwhile, the Lagos model of management is 
similar to the English one. However, there were also some shifts from 
tradition, as in the case of Santos and La Guaira; the reasons could be 

Copyrighted material – 978–1–137–32797–0

Copyrighted material – 978–1–137–32797–0



10 Atlantic Ports: An Interpretative Model

that they have been dependent on British Empire economies since the 
nineteenth century.

However, this classification is somewhat rigid and prevents us from 
deducing the characteristics of each port. Reality is more complex and a 
more flexible framework would be more useful. There are two discernible 
trends in the field of ports (Musso, Parola and Ferrari, 2012, pp. 116–17), 
depending on whether private or public interests predominate. On the 
one hand, according to a public conception, ports must be socioeco-
nomically relevant and must serve the good of the local community; 
that is, they constitute a factor in economic development. This trend 
was important in countries such as France or Spain, as well as in their 
colonies, and examples can be found in Casablanca and Dakar and was 
also seen in Lagos.

The Government gave power to autonomous organisations or public 
entities such as Chambers of Commerce in France or the Port Works 
Board, which enjoyed considerable autonomy in the management of 
Spanish ports. The colonial ports management depended heavily on the 
mother country and on its institutions. The port was, as in the mother 
country, directly operated by the state, which did not just build the 
infrastructure and the platforms but also the superstructure, the sheds 
and the cranes. However, the state gave power to some private enter-
prises to carry out some activities. Chambers of commerce and business 
associations were crucial, acting as pressure groups; the presence of both 
businessmen and workers gave this institution a corporate nature.

On the other hand, the private sector conception dictates that ports 
should function in the same way as any other enterprise of any other 
sector. An acceptable balance must be struck to offset the risks run by 
investors and businesses. Rio de Janeiro and La Guaira ports follow 
this trend. In this case, operations are run by port authorities, with 
administrative autonomy and responsibility. The Brazilian doca port 
companies are a clear example here as this kind of management is fre-
quent in countries that have formed part of the British Empire, such as 
Nigeria, and also in ports such as Puerto de Santos, La Guaira, which 
depended on European capitalism. In this case, profitable infrastructure 
is the most important factor, and they were managed following business 
criteria.

It is not easy to choose between the two trends but the conclusion 
reached in the 10th International Congress of Navigation, which took 
place in Milan in 1908, could be useful. In the third declaration on the 
topic of ‘different port administration and exploitation models: influ-
ence on traffic development’, it was said that ‘Any management system 
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Miguel Suárez Bosa 11

that favours port prosperity and growth in its traffic should be considered 
good, as long as said management is honourable.’3

This book draws together a group of studies that present the processes 
described as we will analyse in the corresponding chapters. Links with 
central administration were vital for those ports dependent on the 
mother country (Chapters 2, 3, 4 and 5). These ports were managed by the 
state, which gave power to more or less decentralised local entities such 
as the Port Works Board in Spain or the Public Works Administration in 
France. The state controlled port management through local authorities 
that established prices, within limits, and private participation in the 
port through concessions and licenses. Essential activities and services 
in the port were public and included the following: maritime traffic, 
pilot service, port equipments and authorisations to load and unload 
cargo (De Raulin, 1941; Celce, 1952; Marnot, 1999).

The situation in the Macaronesian archipelagos regarding coaling 
supplies to those vessels crossing the Atlantic is a good example of 
how sound institutions and a clear institutional framework clearly 
promote economic activity. Macaronesian islands such as the Canary 
Islands and Cape Verde, which were politically and economically linked 
to a European country, aimed principally to provide coaling, water 
and agency services shipping (Chapters 2 and 3). In Portugal, the port 
administration model was established later, as the model adopted did 
not become clear until 1910. There was no one single institution to pro-
vide srtucture to the ports and many of the powers were divided among 
different ministries. Ports were owned by the state, which granted con-
cessions to companies in exchange for certain services, while customs, 
also owned by the state, was responsible for charging import and export 
duties. Meanwhile, Mindelo, a port in Cape Verde, in turn a Portuguese 
colony, also provided service to shipping. It was a state-owned port run 
by private companies, some of which, such as the English companies, 
were very large.

Due to its strategic location, Mindelo’s Porto Grande was a fundamental 
port of call in the historic cycle of coal. However, the Portuguese colonial 
authority’s inability to invest in other advantageous sources, and to prop-
erly manage and administer its colonial ports, determined the end of the 
expansionist cycle of Port Grande as a coaling station, and gave rise to an 
increased openness to the participation of the private sector.

What is considered the first phase of the contemporary development 
of port services took place from the 1850s onwards. Initially, Portuguese 
colonial ports in Cape Verde benefited from the income that came from 
supplying 86.6 percent of coal between 1856 and 1880, compared with 
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13.4 percent in the Canary Islands (Suarez Bosa and Cabrera Armas, 
2012). The need to obtain a profit from merchandise and passenger 
transport, along with reducing fuel costs, led the shipping companies 
to purchase only the coal needed to reach Cape Verde, where the price 
was lower than in South American ports.

In addition to this, the Canary Islands’ free-port status gave the region 
a considerable advantage compared to competing Atlantic way-stations. 
Operating costs in the Canary Islands were comparatively lower, both 
in comparison with Cape Verde and Madeira. In 1894, for example, 
ships arriving in the Canary Islands to restock coal avoided taxes if they 
entered port for ‘coal, water or victualling’, paid just 3s.4d. to enter and 
leave port, 28s.2d. for pilotage and a 4s.2d. consular fee. In 1896, ships 
were paying just 25s. per tonne of coal supplied.

The complete consolidation of Canary Island ports as a logistical 
platform took place from 1880 onwards. Alongside institutional aspects, 
other factors should be added: technological advances made steam 
engines more efficient, giving ships a wider navigational range, and 
placed the Canary Islands in a favourable position; the intensification of 
public investment in navigational infrastructure (in contrast to that car-
ried out by the Portuguese in Cape Verde); individual business strategies 
boosted commerce as a wider and more competitive range of services 
was offered for which the price and stopover time became determining 
factors; the shipping lines’ preference for the Canary Islands, especially 
by the British Elder Dempster and the German Woermann Linie as a 
way-station in the Europe–Africa–Europe routes; and finally, the pos-
sibilities that the business could offer, above all, after a fiduciary system 
was introduced in 1883.

Similarly, the outcome was different in the Canary Islands, despite the 
oligopoly in port activity. Competition from San Vicente and Madeira 
meant that business strategies were accompanied by other key elements 
in attracting traffic in this zone: coal, water and food supplies were 
offered at an inferior price along with technical support and improv-
ing a general set of services; the layover time in Canary Island ports 
was considerably reduced in the last third of the nineteenth century; 
and, equally importantly, the Canaries offered lodging for crew and 
passengers wanting shore leave. The entry of new companies of British 
origin in supplying coal and freshwater supplies played a key role in 
these developments, a tendency which shifted to German firms in the 
twentieth century.

At the same time, coaling companies had a number of ways of attract-
ing customers, such as price reductions or preferential treatment of 
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ship captains. In any case, such competitiveness as existed was relative 
since most of the time the Atlantic ports were governed by cartels 
that emerged from the agreement known as Atlantic Island Depot 
Arrangement (AIDA) which survived into the 1930s.

However, the multiple entities of the government departments and 
the Elder Dempster Shipping Line company in charge of management 
at Lagos, the main port of British West Africa, constituted a problem 
and gave rise to inefficiency. Chapter 6 details how, in a region with a 
few natural harbours, Lagos, a lagoon port cut off from the open sea 
by a sand bar, the ‘Bugbear of the Bight’, became West Africa’s lead-
ing seaport by 1914. Situated within the broad context of transport 
infrastructure development under British imperialism, it details the 
policy and strategic calculations behind port development, which was 
synchronised with railway development to facilitate the export of raw 
materials to Europe and the import of European manufactures to the 
colonies. Port engineering, revenue from colonial resources, imperial 
and colonial official policy, and the mercantile pressure-group politics 
of European chambers of commerce and shipping lines, all combined 
to shape the development of Lagos, especially between 1892 and 1914, 
the height of port development.

Havana’s port (Chapter 7) is an atypical case as, on the one hand, it 
first adopted the typical Spanish management system, albeit modified 
because of its condition as a colony; while, on the other hand, after inde-
pendence, the port was conditioned by its dependence on the United 
States of America. Some colonial institutions, such as the Board of Trade 
and, subsequently, the Chamber of Commerce (Lonja de Comercio) 
played a vital role in the management of this port. The Port of Havana 
faced important challenges during this period. At first, the port was 
heavily involved in African slave traffic, with the bulk of export trade 
directed to Europe. After 1850, Havana stopped trafficking slaves and 
received a large amount of European immigrants who were directed into 
the booming sugar and tobacco industries. Cuba, first a Spanish colony, 
experienced a further colonial experience during the American occupa-
tion of the island. This helped to redirect the economy and trade of the 
island: the USA controlled the bulk of Cuban exports and imports, and 
US companies also invested heavily in sugar production. In short, they 
displaced all other competitors, placing Havana port within the sphere 
of US expansion. However, the Port of Havana had undergone a robust 
institutional development during the late nineteenth century, under the 
Spanish tradition, which survived US occupation. This development was 
strongly linked to a growing trade oligarchy in Havana.
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Meanwhile, in developing countries (Chapters 8 and 9), management 
tended to be private. In Latin American republics and in ports such as 
those in Brazil and Venezuela, port management was also private and 
companies were granted concessions if they built the infrastructure. 
In some cases, the management of these companies, which were often 
foreign, generated problems, or government nationalist policies made 
public management inevitable.

La Guaira Port (Chapter 8) required a major overhaul in order to cope 
with the growing volume of exports, especially cacao, and to supply its 
capital, Caracas, with products. For this reason, the state awarded the 
port’s construction and conservation to an English company, Punchart, 
McJaggart and Lowther and Co. The concession, approved by Congress 
in 1885, leased the running of this port exclusively to an enterprise 
called the La Guaira Harbour Corporation (Compañía del Tajamar) 
for 99 years. Subsequently, the Port Corporation had some exclusive 
privileges, such as not having to pay some custom duties. In any case, 
this corporate management system caused conflicts with the state and 
with local businessmen and port workers’ interests. It was eventually 
nationalised in 1936.

In Brazil (Chapter 9), enhanced port infrastructure was required and 
so the government decided to look to private investors because of the 
high expense involved and the Paraguayan war debt (1864–70). The law 
govering the Brazilian port system was passed in 1869 (Siqueira Silveira, 
1984) and it established a concession system for port construction and 
commercial exploitation. This model was also adopted by the Port of 
Santos.

In summary, the trends adopted differ but we cannot affirm that any 
one is superior or more efficient than any other. However, we can see 
that numerous conflicts arose in those ports where legislation was not 
clear about exactly what each private agent must do. This occurred 
because private enterprises clearly gave priority to their profits with-
out respecting the conditions of the concession. On the other hand, 
in those ports where the rules were clear, activities were performed 
efficiently.

By the end of the 1930s, models attributing more power to public 
administration seemed to be gaining ground. We could say that this 
was the general tendency after the Second World War and it continued 
until the 1980s, when waves of neoliberalism imposed privatisation 
reforms.
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Map 1.1 Ports and routes in the Middle Atlantic (c. 1850–1930)
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Notes

1. See Luis Molini and Fernando García Arenal (1908), ‘Los puertos españoles 
(I)’, in Revista de Obras Públicas, 1689, p. 61.

2. The bibliography on the concept of Atlantic history is fairly extensive. We 
consider it opportune for the purposes of our work here to apply the category 
of ‘Cis-Atlantic’, i.e. ‘national or regional history in a broad sense’, coined by 
D. Armitage (2002).

3. ‘X Congreso Internacional de Navegacion’, Revista de Obras Públicas, 1596, 26 
April 1909, p. 207.
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Cutwater Company (building 

company), 159
Cuyás y Prat, Salvador (port 

entrepreneur), 32

Dampfschiffahrt (shipping company), 
53

Dakar, 1–2, 4–5, 8–10, 15, 19, 21, 
24–7, 41–4, 66, 71, 85–6, 90–111, 
112

Dar Baida (Morocco), 75–6; see also 
Casablanca

Delure, M. (French engineer), 74, 78, 
80

Denmark, 56, 162
Deutsche Kohlen Depot Gessellschaft 

(coaling company), 32, 41
Diamantina (Brazil), 184

Dibles, Daniel (Venezuelan engineer), 
157

Donnadieu, Gendre (building 
entrepreneur), 77

dredging works (ports), 31, 83, 
113–14, 116–18

Drummond Hay, John (British 
entrepreneur), 75

Dufur Ebruzza (shipping company), 53

Earn Line (shipping company), 137
economic clustering, 92, 94, 109
economic geography, 7, 93
economic liberalization, 91
Ejinrin (Nigeria), 123–4
Elder & Fyffes (shipping and 

commercial firm), 23
Elder Dempster and Co. Ltd (shipping 

and commercial company), 4, 
12–13, 32, 40, 91, 99, 107, 110, 
119, 126

El Jadida (Morocco), 72, 88; see also 
Mazagan

Ellis Island (New York), 132, 148
El Salvador, 175
empires, 91, 133; see also imperialism
Empresa Lusitana (shipping company), 

53
England, 2, 51, 56, 162
entrepôt, 74, 84, 132
Epe (Nigeria), 123
Espirito Santo (Brazil), 175, 177, 

188–9, 193
Essaouira (Morocco), 72; see also 

Mogador
Ethiopia, 175
evolutionary theories, 3; see also 

institutional theories

Fedala-Mohammedia (Morocco), 72, 
88

Fes (Morocco), 70, 73–4, 77
Fesser, Eduardo (Spanish trader), 146–7
First World War, 21, 23, 24, 30, 41, 

76, 99, 113, 117, 122–4, 126, 164, 
189–92; see also Great War

fishing, 20, 23–7, 78, 85–6, 87
foodstuffs, 2, 98, 104 124
Forcados (Nigeria), 114, 117
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Formeraux (President of the Chamber 
of Commerce of Dakar), 102

Fonseca de, Manoel (Brazilian 
politician), 180

Forwood Brothers & Co. (shipping 
company), 23

France, 6, 10, 11, 80, 81, 83, 89, 97, 
101, 105, 108, 126, 136, 173

Fred Olsen & Co. (shipping company), 
23

free ports, 20, 26, 34; see also Puertos 
Francos

Freetown (Sierra Leone), 91, 99, 107, 
112

freight, 2, 4, 8, 21–2, 24, 32, 39, 82–4, 
94–5, 121, 127, 157–9, 179; see also 
freight rates

French Empire, 90, 98
French Protectorate, 70–4, 80, 82, 88
French Government, 88, 92, 95–7, 99, 

102, 107
French West Africa (FWA), 90–1, 93–5, 

98, 100–5, 108–10
Freycinet’s Plan, 6, 97
fuel-oil, 108; see also petroleum
Funchal (Madeira), 19–22, 24, 27, 

40–1, 43–4

Gaffrée, Cândido (entrepreneur), 179
Gaffrée, Guinle & Co. (commercial 

firm), 179–81, 189–91
Gando Bay (Gran Canaria), 33
gateway, 15, 90, 95, 103, 105, 130, 

132, 133, 172
Gérard, M. (French engineer), 77
General Storage of America 

(infrastructure), 146
General Work Confederation (CGT), 84
Germany, 32, 56, 85, 117, 126, 136, 

162, 190
Ghirlanda Hermanos (port company), 

32
Guinle, Guilherme (Brazilian 

entrepreneur), 179–81, 189–91
global economy, 7, 49, 106, 171
global markets, 91, 92, 104, 108, 189
Global South, 2
globalisation, 1–2, 21, 27, 93
Goiás (Brazil), 170

Golden Age of Trade (in West Africa), 
104

Gorée (Island), 95, 104–5
Gran Canaria (Island), 19–20, 28–9, 

31, 33, 37, 45, 60
Great Britain, 49, 97
Great War, 33, 90, 99; see also First 

World War
groundnuts, 106, 120, 124; see also 

peanuts
Guatire (Venezuela), 154, 161–2
Gulf of Mexico, 5
Guzmán Blanco, Antonio (Venezuelan 

politician), 156, 159

Hamburg (Germany), 53, 85, 162
Hamburg Sudamerikanische Schaft 

(shipping company), 53
Hamilton & Co. (coaling company), 

32, 39–41, 45
Hardisson Hermanos (port company), 

33
Havana (Cuba), 1–2, 5, 13, 15, 130–53
Havana Bay Federation, 149
harbour dues (Lagos), 114, 119–20
Harbourmaster (port official), 138, 

141, 144, 149, 150, 159
hardware (imports of), 103, 105–6
hierarchy (port), 4, 105
hinterland, 2, 6–7, 72, 78, 84–5, 88, 

112–13, 115, 118, 123–4, 154–5, 
163, 170

Hull Blyth and Co. (coaling 
company), 32, 41–2

hub (port), 4, 132

Iddo (Nigeria), 115, 118–20, 124–5
Ijora (Nigeria), 119, 125
immigrants, 13, 132, 134, 135, 148, 

175, 186
imperialism, 13, 115, 127, 136; 

see also empires
India Rubber Gutta Percha and 

Telegraph (telegraph company), 55
industrial capitalism, 92
Industrial Revolution, 5, 49
institutional theories, 3, 9–11; see also 

evolutionary theories
Island Councils (Canary Islands), 31, 38
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Isleta Bay (Gran Canaria), 28; see also 
La Luz

Italy, 56, 85
ivory, 106

Jeiquitinhonha (Brazilian River), 184
Jundiai (Brazil), 174–5
Juntas Autónomas dos Portos (Cape 

Verde), 57, 68

Kaolack (Senegal), 95
kapock (textile fibre), 106
karité (oleaginous kernel), 100, 106
Kayes (Senegal), 95, 98
Kenitra (Morocco), 72
Khourigba (Morocco), 2, 72, 78
Kolikoro (Mali), 95

La Guaira (Venezuela), 1, 2, 6, 7, 9, 
10, 14–15, 154–69

La Guaira Harbour Corporation (port 
company), 14, 159

La Luz (Port), 19–48, 60; see also Las 
Palmas

La Plata (Port), 99, 107; see also River 
Plate

La Victoria (Venezuela), 156
Lagoon (Nigeria), 13, 112–13, 124–5
Lagos (Nigeria), 1, 2, 5, 8, 9, 10, 13, 

15, 112–29; see also Lagos Island
Lamport & Holt (shipping company), 

53, 66
Landlord Port, 9, 33, 101, 142
Lara (Venezuela), 163
Larache (Morocco), 72
Le Guianne (ship), 97
Le Havre (France), 83
legitimate trade, 90, 94, 104, 112, 150
Llewellyn & Merret Ltd (port 

company), 42
Llanos Plains (Venezuela), 163
Lyautey, H. (French General), 74, 77
Lisbon (Portugal), 50, 53, 60, 65, 173
Liverpool of West Africa (Lagos), 112
López Contreras, Eleazar (Venezuelan 

politician), 155, 165
London (United Kingdom), 25, 39, 

41, 42, 52, 53, 85, 114, 115, 118, 
122, 159, 178

Macaronesia, 1, 4, 11
Machado, Antonio Julio (Portuguese 

entrepreneur), 65
machinery (hardware), 3, 103, 105, 

159, 191, 194
MacKinley Tariff, 135
Mac-Mahon, Patrice (president of 

France, 1873–79), 101
Madeira (islands), 12, 19, 20, 23, 43, 

44, 50, 53, 55, 63, 66, 85
Madrid (Spain), 36, 75, 147
Mali, 2, 95, 98
management model (at ports), 8–15, 

90–2, 101–2, 142, 159
Manutention Marocaine (port 

company), 82–4, 88
Maracaibo (Venezuela), 161, 163
March, Juan (Spanish banker), 33
maritime guilds (Cuba), 149
Market of Groceries (Havana), 139
Marrakech (Morocco), 70, 74
Marimelena (Havana), 142, 144
Maritime Custom Office (La Guaira), 

158–9
Marseilles (France), 71, 77, 83, 85, 86
Matanzas (Cuban port), 135, 145, 

147
Mato Grosso (Brazil), 170
Matschapp Nederlanske voor 

Havenwerkn (shipping company), 
31

Mauritania, 95
Mazagan (Morocco), 72; see also 

El Jadida
McLeod and Martin (coaling 

company), 52, 54, 62, 68
Méssageries Impériales (shipping 

company), 97, 102
Mexico, 175
Milan (Italy), 10
Military Order 62, 135
Miller, George (British entrepreneur), 

52, 53
Miller, Thomas (British entrepreneur), 

52, 53
Miller and Co. (port company), 32, 

39, 40
Miller & Cory Vert Islands Ltd 

(coaling company), 62, 63, 65
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Millers & Nephew (coaling company), 
21, 54, 58, 62, 63, 68

Minas Gérais (Brazil), 170, 175, 177, 
184, 188, 189

Mindelo (Cape Verde), 7, 11, 15, 20, 
21, 22, 24, 26, 27, 41, 43, 44, 
49–69, 85, 97, 107; see also Porto 
Grande

MM. Jammy et Galtier (building 
company), 98

MM. Hersent Frères (building 
company), 78, 88, 98

modernization, 6–8, 22–30, 61, 74, 
90–9, 109, 124, 155–7, 166, 
170–4, 186–7

Mogador (Morocco), 72; see also 
Essaouira

Montufar, Manuel (Spanish 
entrepreneur), 156

Morocco, 1, 15, 70–89, 91
Moulay Hassan (Sultan of Morocco), 77
Moulay Youssef (Quay at Casablanca), 76

Nantes (France), 71
Napoleonic Wars, 173
New Orleans & South American Line 

(shipping company), 137
New York (United States of America), 

25, 100, 132, 142, 146, 148
Nicolo Schiaffino (shipping company), 

53
Niger, 90, 95, 115, 124
Nigeria, 1, 2, 10, 15, 112–29
Nord Deutscher Lloyd (shipping 

company), 53, 63
Norway, 56

Oceania, 19
Office Chérifienne des Phosphates 

(commercial and industrial firm), 
81

Oligarchy (Cuban), 13, 130, 134, 139
Oran (Algeria), 42
Orient Steam Navigation Co. (shipping 

company), 53
Oriental Republic of Uruguay, 56
Otto Thoresen Line (shipping 

company), 23, 33
Ouidah (Gold Coast), 133

Pacific Steam Navigation Co. 
(shipping company), 53

Palassim Guinle, Eduardo 
(entrepreneur), 179

palm kernels, 100, 106, 120, 123–4
palm oil, 2, 100, 106, 120, 123–4
Paraíba (Brazilian River), 174, 177, 

186, 188
Paris (France), 33, 88, 94, 108
Patent Fuel Co. (oil company), 52, 

54, 62
peanuts, 3, 85, 95, 100, 104, 106, 108, 

109; see also groundnuts
Pedro I (Brazil’s Emperor), 173
Pedro II (Brazil’s Emperor), 173–4
Pernambuco (Brazil), 177
petroleum, 24, 26, 30; see also fuel-oil
Pile, William (American entrepreneur), 

157
Pinet-Laprade, Émile (French engineer), 

97
Pinto de Oliveira, José (entrepreneur), 

179, 193
port

Authority, 15, 30–1, 34–6, 38, 101, 
103, 108, 119, 139

captaincy, 54, 56
-city, 105, 112, 123; see also 

city-port
community, 8, 71, 83, 90, 100, 104, 

107, 157
corporation, 14, 159
director, 35, 102–3
engineering, 13, 118–20
governance, 34, 130, 139, 141
modernisation, 6, 30, 90, 93
network, 91–4
reform
tariffs, 121–2, 165
Works Board, 10, 11, 134–44, 149
workers, 14

Porto (Portugal), 65
Porto Grande (Cape Verde), 11, 15, 

49–69; see also Mindelo
phosphates, 2, 72–3, 78–82
Praia (Cape Verde), 52, 55–6, 59, 66–8
Praxedes de Andrade, Francisco 

(Brazilian politician), 178
Primo de Rivera (Spanish dictator), 38
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private management (of ports), 20, 
36, 38, 154

private model (of ports), 141
privatisation (of ports), 3, 14, 159
Puerto Cabello (Venezuela), 155–6, 

160–1, 163, 165
Puerto de La Cruz (Tenerife), 23
Puertos Francos (Canary Islands), 20; 

see also free ports
Punchart, Mc Jaggart and Lowther 

and Co. (building entrepreneurs), 
14, 159

Rabat-Salé (Morocco), 72
Regla (Cuba), 140, 142, 144–50
Renaud, J. (French engineer), 77
Rendall, George (British entrepreneur), 

53
Rendall, John (British entrepreneur), 

54, 62, 67
Ribeiràodo Inferno (Brazilian River), 

184
Rif (Morocco), 84
Rio de Janeiro (Brazil), 10, 52, 60, 

173–5, 177, 184, 186–9
Rio Grande (Brazil), 178
Riscos, Los (Gran Canaria), 37
River Plate (Argentina), 4, 22, 39, 53; 

see also La Plata
Rocco Piaggio & Filho (shipping 

company), 53
Royal Dutch Shell (oil company), 26, 

33, 99, 108
Royal Mail Steam Packet (shipping 

company), 52–4, 62, 66
Rufisque (Senegal), 94–5, 98, 100, 

104, 110
Rui Barbosa (Brazilian Finance 

Minister), 182
Russia, 56, 108

S.A. de Depósitos de Carbones de 
Tenerife (coaling company), 41–2

Safi (Morocco), 72
St Louis (Senegal), 4, 94–5, 98, 104, 

105, 110
Saint Thomas (island), 161–2
Saint Vincent (Cape Verde), 62, 65–6, 

91, 99, 107

Samá, Salvador (entrepreneur), 142
San Andrés (Tenerife), 37
San Fernando (Havana), 134, 143
San Telmo (Gran Canaria), 28, 30, 45
Santiago (Cape Verde), 52, 59
Santiago (Cuba), 140, 150
Santos (Brazil), 1, 2, 7, 9, 10, 14, 15, 

170–95
Santa Cruz de Tenerife (port), 15, 19–48
Santos Dock Co. (port company), 

192–3
Sào Nicolau (Cape Verde), 56
Sào Luis (Brazil), 178
Sào Paulo (Brazil), 2, 170–2, 174–5, 

177–81, 183, 185, 187–90, 192–3
Sào Pedro (Cape Verde), 64
Sarraut, Albert (French Minister of the 

Colonies), 99–100, 108
Schneider et Cie (building company), 

77–8, 88
Second Republic (Spain), 24
Second World War, 14, 78, 80, 88
Senegal, 1, 15, 19, 43, 44, 90–111
Ship Owners Society (Las Palmas), 42
Shore, Philip (shipping company), 

137
Siemens-Schuckhert Electric (industrial 

firm), 31
Sierra Leone, 91, 99, 107
Sine-Saloum (Senegal), 94–5, 104
slavery, 8, 132–4, 150, 158, 168, 

174–5, 178, 186
Sociedad Metropolitana de 

Construcción (Spain), 31
Sociedad Petrolífera Española (oil 

company), 26, 33, 36; see also 
Royal Dutch Shell

Società Lavarello (shipping company), 
53

Société Chériffienne de Remorquage 
et d’Assistance (port company), 
81

Société Générale des Transports 
Maritimes (shipping company), 53

South America, 25, 50, 60, 86, 184
South Atlantic Maritime Corp. 

(shipping company), 137
Southampton (United Kingdom), 53, 

85
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St Vincent Cape Vert Island Coaling 
Company (coaling company), 
62, 65

Strasbourg (port), 83
Suez (Canal), 91, 108
sugar, 2, 8, 13, 56, 145–8

industry, 132, 135
mills (Cuban), 132, 135, 141, 

148
Swanston and Co. (building company), 

30, 40
Sweden, 56

Táchira (Venezuela), 163
Tadla (Morocco), 78
Tangiers (Morocco), 72
Tenerife (island), 20, 31, 60, 63, 91
Texas Company (oil company), 108
The Canary Islands Depot Coal & Co. 

Ltd (coaling company), 33
The Grand Canary Coaling Company 

(coaling company), 40, 42; 
see also Elder Dempster

The Oceanic Coal Co Ltd (coaling 
company), 33, 42

The Teneriffe Coaling Company 
(coaling company), 41; see also 
Elder Dempster

Thiès (Senegal), 95, 98
Thomas & Miller (coaling company), 

52, 54, 62
tobacco, 13, 24, 56, 133, 134, 145, 

150, 155, 174, 177
Toscal (Tenerife), 37
Tomboctou (Mali), 98
Transmediterranean Line (shipping 

company), 86
Trinidad, 161
Triscornia (Cuba), 132, 142, 148
Turkey, 56
Tuy (Venezuela), 154, 161–2

Union Castle Line (shipping company), 
66

United Kingdom, 6, 115, 120, 126, 
135–6; see also British

United Fruit Company (commercial 
firm), 137

United States of America, 13, 56, 85, 
92, 134–7, 140, 148–50, 162, 
176–7, 191

Upper Senegal, 90, 95, 98
Upper Volta, 94

Vacuum Oil Company (fuelling 
company), 33, 99

Valdés, Gerónimo (Havana official), 133
Valencia (Venezuela), 156
Valleseco (Tenerife), 37
Venezuela, 1, 2, 14–15, 154–69, 175
Vicente Gómez, Juan (Venezuelan 

politician), 164–6
Vignes, J. (building company), 77
Visger & Miller (coaling company), 

52, 54, 62

Walter Prince, Herbert (manager of La 
Guaira Corporation), 163

Walter, Thomas (American engineer), 
156

West Africa, 13, 90–5, 97, 99, 104–5, 
108, 109, 112, 126–7, 132

White Star Line (shipping company
Wilson and Sons (coaling company), 

91, 99, 107
Woermann Linie (shipping/coaling 

company), 4, 12, 32, 41–2, 126
Wolfson, H. (port entrepreneur), 33
World System, 4, 71

Yeoward Brothers Line (shipping/port 
company), 23, 33

Yorubaland (Nigeria), 123
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