
The Golden Age of Puerto Rican Coffee
(1800-1898)





Between 1800 and 1898, Puerto Rico experienced an extraordinary coffee boom that

transformed the island into one of the world's most respected coffee origins. Puerto

Rican coffee earned papal endorsement from Pope Leo XIII, graced the tables of

European royalty, and by 1896 made Puerto Rico the world's sixth-largest coffee

exporter. This golden age — built on mountain haciendas, Corsican immigrant

expertise, and the unique terroir of the central Cordillera — established Puerto Rico's

reputation for producing some of the finest coffee on Earth.

In 1815, Spain enacted the Cédula de Gracias, a royal decree that dramatically

liberalized trade and immigration policies in its Caribbean colonies. For Puerto Rican

coffee, this was the spark that ignited the golden age. The Cédula allowed direct trade

with nations beyond Spain for the first time, invited European Catholic immigrants

(particularly French, Corsicans, Germans, and Italians) to settle on the island, granted

tax incentives to agricultural settlers willing to farm the mountainous interior, and

opened Puerto Rican ports to foreign merchant vessels.

Within a generation, Puerto Rican coffee exports doubled, then tripled, then grew

exponentially. The island's coffee sector became a magnet for capital, skilled labor, and

ambitious immigrant families who saw the potential of the mountain terrain.
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Among the most influential immigrants were Corsicans — settlers from the

Mediterranean island of Corsica who began arriving in Puerto Rico in the 1830s. Fleeing

economic hardship in Europe, thousands of Corsicans settled specifically in Puerto

Rico's coffee-growing mountains, establishing communities in Yauco, Adjuntas, Lares,

and surrounding towns.

The Corsicans brought European agricultural sophistication, business connections to

French and Italian markets, and a cultural tradition of mountain coffee cultivation. Within

two generations, Corsican-Puerto Rican families owned many of the largest and most

prestigious coffee haciendas on the island. Family names like Mariani, Negroni, Pagani,

Santoni, and Rossi became synonymous with Puerto Rican coffee excellence.

Their legacy endures today in Puerto Rican mountain towns where street names,

architecture, and surnames still reflect the Corsican heritage that shaped the golden

age.

The crowning moment of Puerto Rico's coffee reputation came in the late 19th century

when Yauco coffee reached the Vatican. Pope Leo XIII, who served as pontiff from

1878 to 1903, was reportedly a devoted consumer of Puerto Rican coffee from Yauco,

served daily at his papal table.

This papal endorsement was an extraordinary marketing achievement in an era when

religious authority influenced consumer choice across Catholic Europe and Latin

America. When European aristocrats and merchants heard that Puerto Rican coffee

was the Pope's preferred daily drink, demand surged. Yauco coffee commanded prices

that rivaled or exceeded the finest beans from any other origin.

The Corsican Contribution

Papal Recognition: Pope Leo XIII's Endorsement



The Vatican's affinity for Puerto Rican coffee also opened commercial doors across

Catholic Europe. Spanish, Italian, French, and Austrian royal households followed the

papal lead, adopting Puerto Rican coffee as a mark of refinement.





By 1896, Puerto Rico had achieved a remarkable distinction: it was the world's sixth-

largest coffee producer and exporter. Only Brazil, Venezuela, Guatemala, Java (Dutch

Indonesia), and Haiti produced more coffee than this small Caribbean island. Puerto

Rico's coffee exports reached approximately 55 million pounds annually at peak

production.

For context, Puerto Rico is smaller than the state of Connecticut. That such a small

territory could rival major coffee nations demonstrated both the extraordinary

productivity of its mountain farms and the premium quality of its beans.

Coffee represented over 77% of Puerto Rico's total export value by the 1890s — far

surpassing sugar, which had dominated earlier centuries. The island's economy,

infrastructure, and cultural identity had become deeply tied to coffee.

Beyond the Vatican, Puerto Rican coffee became a favorite in the royal courts of

Europe. The Spanish crown regularly imported Yauco coffee for the royal household in

Madrid. French aristocracy and prestigious Parisian cafés sought Puerto Rican origin

beans. Habsburg imperial tables in Vienna featured Boricua coffee blends. Italian

nobility emulated the Vatican's preference.

Puerto Rican coffee was also served at international exhibitions and expositions,

winning awards at the Paris Exposition of 1867 and subsequent world fairs. The beans

became a diplomatic gift exchanged between nations and a symbol of Puerto Rico's

sophistication.

The Sixth Largest Coffee Producer in the World

The European Royal Courts

Mayagüez and the Coffee Ports



During the golden age, Mayagüez on the west coast rose alongside Ponce as a major

coffee export port. Coffee beans harvested in the surrounding mountains — especially

from Lares, Maricao, Las Marías, and San Sebastián — flowed to Mayagüez for

processing and shipping. The city's wharves handled millions of pounds of coffee

annually, and Mayagüez became known as "La Sultana del Oeste" (The Sultaness of

the West) largely because of its coffee wealth.

Ponce, on the south coast, served similar functions for coffee from the Yauco and

Adjuntas regions. Both cities developed sophisticated merchant communities, banking

infrastructure, and urban architecture funded by the coffee trade.

https://www.youtube.com/embed/v2irY8zenxE

The Hacienda System at Its Peak

https://www.youtube.com/embed/v2irY8zenxE


Watch: El Motor: Coffee and the Heart of Puerto Rico — Library of Congress

Documentary

By the 1890s, Puerto Rico hosted hundreds of coffee haciendas ranging from small

family farms to vast estates employing hundreds of workers. The typical golden-age

hacienda included a Casa Grande (a grand main house for the hacendado family, often

built in elegant European style), a secadero (open drying patios where coffee beans

sunned for weeks after harvest), a despulpadora (mechanical pulping equipment, often

imported from Europe), barracones (living quarters for permanent and seasonal

workers), and often a small chapel for the hacienda community.

Hacienda Buena Vista in Ponce, founded in 1833, stands today as a preserved example

of a golden-age coffee hacienda. It is now a museum operated by the Conservation

Trust of Puerto Rico and offers the public an authentic view of 19th-century coffee life.

The golden age wasn't only about exports. Puerto Rican society developed a rich

internal coffee culture during this period. Urban cafés opened in San Juan, Ponce, and

Mayagüez, becoming gathering places for intellectuals, politicians, and artists. Coffee

became central to social life — from formal afternoon gatherings to the everyday

tradition of sobremesa after meals.

This period also established the Puerto Rican preference for rich, full-bodied, dark-

roasted coffee served with milk — the ancestor of the modern café con leche tradition

that remains iconic across the island.

Puerto Rico's coffee golden age came to an abrupt end on August 8, 1899, when

Hurricane San Ciriaco devastated the island. In a single day, the storm destroyed an

estimated 80% of Puerto Rico's coffee crop and flattened countless haciendas.

The Coffee Culture Flourishes

The End of an Era



Combined with the political turmoil of the 1898 American acquisition and subsequent US

tariff policies that disadvantaged Puerto Rican coffee in European markets, the island's

coffee industry would not recover its 1896 standing for more than a century.

But the golden age left a permanent legacy: the cultural, agricultural, and genetic

foundations on which modern Puerto Rican specialty coffee continues to build.

Golden age span: approximately 1815–1898

Peak world ranking: 6th largest coffee exporter (1896)

Key Facts



Peak export volume: approximately 55 million pounds annually

Papal endorsement: Pope Leo XIII (1878–1903) drank Yauco coffee daily

Key immigrant group: Corsicans from France's Mediterranean island

Major export ports: Mayagüez and Ponce

Coffee share of total exports: 77% by the 1890s

End event: Hurricane San Ciriaco (August 8, 1899)

Q: When was Puerto Rico's coffee golden age? Puerto Rico's coffee golden age

spanned roughly from 1815 — when Spain's Cédula de Gracias opened trade and

immigration — through 1898, when the US acquired the island and Hurricane San

Ciriaco struck the following year.

Q: Was Pope Leo XIII really a fan of Puerto Rican coffee? Yes. Historical records

confirm that Pope Leo XIII drank Yauco coffee regularly, and this papal endorsement

became a major marketing asset for Puerto Rican coffee in Catholic Europe.

Q: How did Corsicans influence Puerto Rican coffee? Thousands of Corsican

immigrants arriving from the 1830s onward established many of the most successful

coffee haciendas in the mountain regions, bringing European agricultural expertise and

commercial connections.

Q: What was Puerto Rico's world coffee ranking at its peak? By 1896, Puerto Rico

was the world's sixth-largest coffee producer and exporter — an extraordinary

achievement for such a small territory.

Q: Can I visit a golden-age hacienda today? Yes. Hacienda Buena Vista in Ponce,

founded in 1833, operates as a preserved museum offering tours of a fully restored

19th-century coffee hacienda.

Frequently Asked Questions



Related Articles: How Coffee Reached Puerto Rico in 1736 | Hurricane San Ciriaco

and the Coffee Collapse | Yauco Coffee Region Complete Guide

BUY AUTHENTIC PUERTO RICO COFFEE ?
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