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ABSTRACT 
 
In the context of Guyana's economic development, the coming of the gold, 

diamond and bauxite industries promoted economic diversification.  This 

article examines the role of African Guyanese villagers and coastal dwellers 

who seasonally migrated to hinterland localities and worked in the gold and 

diamond industries from the late nineteenth century; bauxite workers, their 

counterparts of the twentieth century, are also discussed.  It is argued that 

colonial administrators recognized the value of this labor at a time when the 

country's main agricultural export product, sugar, was fetching a low price 

on the world market.  The diversification of the country's economy was criti-

cal.  Consequently, profitable returns from the mining industry promoted 

action by the government to liberalize land acquisition laws.  The resulting 

increased access to land by workers and investors enabled not only the di-

versification of the Guyana's economy, but also affected the infrastructure 

and national development.  The article documents that over a period span-

ning more than six decades, former agricultural workers braved human and 

ecologically hostile environments, endured myriad adversities, and devel-

oped the gold, diamond and bauxite industries.  These developments facili-

tated the diversification of the economy, significantly affected national de-

velopment, and the generation of profits for the British economy 
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1. Introduction 

 

 Until the mid-1880s Guyana's economy hinged overwhelmingly on 

sugar exports.  However, fluctuations in the world sugar market intermittent-

ly affected life in many agricultural plantation economies.  By 1884 economic 

adversity prevailed in several sectors of colonial Guyana due to the virtual 

over-reliance on a monoculture of sugar.  As the 1880s wore on the economic 

downturn continued, resulting in a severe financial depression, unemploy-

ment problems, and social tensions throughout the coastal belt of the country 

by 1888.  Fortuitously, during this period of agricultural depression, increas-

ing quantities of gold were being recovered from the interior of the country 

mostly by coastal African Guyanese villagers.1 

 By 1890 these prospectors were also recovering enormous quanti-

ties of diamonds from interior locations. Government officials in Guyana and 

England realized the potential for profits from increased gold and diamond 

production and adopted measures to facilitate exploration and excavation.  

Policies centering on the labor supply, the infrastructure, and national devel-

opment were formulated and implemented.2 This article explores the motiva-

tion for the enactment of particular government policies at a time when hu-

man capabilities based on original homeland prevailed.  More importantly, it 

examines the importance of Guyana's mining industry and its impact on di-

versifying the country's economy, thus assuring profits for locals and expat-

riates between 1890 and 1956.             
 
2.  Labor Supply 
 
 Increasing production of Guyana's gold and diamonds—fueled 

mainly by the labor of African Guyanese villagers and resulting in the per-

ception of a country-wide labor shortage—prolonged indiscriminate state-

assisted indentured Asian immigration.  This perceived paucity of suitable 

labor, efforts to import labor migrants other than Asians, concomitant with 

the costly indentureship system in place since the 1830s, underscored the 

capabilities and abilities of these villagers.  It also validated the contention 

and actions of enslaved Africans in Guyana, and the later freed men and 

women that all colonials wanted was to enrich themselves indiscriminately by 

using cheap dispensable labor.  Consequently, it turned out that planters and 

their allies overwhelmingly wanted to import a certain type of labor only be-
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cause it could withstand the rigors of hard work and that it was also dispens-

able.3 

 In 1890 the paucity of suitable labor became so acute that a labor 

commission was convened by the governor to address the situation and find 

a solution.  It recommended that labor migrants from places other than Asia 

were to be encouraged.  To this end, recommendations were subsequently 

made to support labor migration from other Caribbean territories, Africa, 

and its offshore islands.  This decision was made because of the performance 

of African Guyanese villagers in coastal and interior work.  For instance, their 

movement to the interior gold and diamond industry critically affected other 

labor intensive industries such as sugar, balata, and timber. It also hampered 

plans for a banana and fruit industry.4 

      The impact of gold and diamond production on the labor supply, 

attempts to introduce new commodities, and sustain existing ones became 

the current issue. To this point, colonial planters, administrators, and manag-

ers still misunderstood that the reasons for the labor shortages were tied up 

in management attitudes and the policy of profits over people.  To the coloni-

al officials, it was incomprehensible that their own incompetence, ineptness, 

and racism created the perceived labor shortage.  In addition, the state-

aided continuous indentured system added another expense to the fluctuat-

ing economic situation with which those in Guyana had always contended.5 

 Many African Guyanese figured out the dynamics and mechanisms 

to deal with a colonial society that had always exploited their labor.  Along 

the way, they affirmed their capabilities.  Of course, this was always obvious 

to planters and their allies.  Hence, when economic forces such as the in-

creasing competition from European beet sugar and Cuba's cane sugar on 

the world market made it imperative to diversify Guyana's export-oriented 

economy, the impact and value of gold, and later diamonds, produced by 

village labor influenced the colonial administrators to promote African de-

scent immigration.  The resulting prosperity in the country was noteworthy.  

This was due to "the steady growth of the gold industry," which brought 

great benefits to the colony.6 

 Five years later, in 1895, it became even more critical to address 

Guyana's economic situation.  On the one hand, prospective enterprises, 

such as the banana and fruit industry, remained in the planning stages.  Cof-

fee and cocoa were stagnant while sugar was again in a depressed state.  On 

the other hand, rice, timber, and balata production increased.  However, 

significantly increasing gold production led the field. 

 The concern of local and colonial officials of the day was organizing 

the gold industry for profit.  They aimed at ensuring a continuous suitable and 

reliable labor supply, encouraging more local and foreign investors, and im-

proving interior facilities.  The 1895 Report of the Gold Industry and Crown 

Lands Commission also recommended the liberalization of laws that restrict-

ed the sale and use of Crown land.  The existing Mining Regulations were 

amended allowing for a broader cross section of persons to participate in 
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ventures associated with exploring and exploiting the country's natural re-

sources.7 

 Soon, diamond production already increasing steadily in the 1890s, 

reached impressive levels.  By 1900 gold workers were also working in dia-

mond production. Bauxite, also a beneficiary of the liberalized land policy, 

syphoned off some of the above mentioned labor supply when excavation 

operations started around 1917. These important economic undertakings, 

relied overwhelmingly on the labor of African descent persons, both locally 

bred and foreign born.8 

 In addition to sugar, gold, along with diamonds, bauxite, and rice 

emerged as major export commodities in Guyana's economy from the middle 

of the 1890s.  Of course, rice did not suddenly appear in Guyana's economic 

arena.  Most accounts dealing with Guyana's economic history before the 

twentieth century credit "Africans from the rice-growing areas of Upper 

Guinea coast" with growing "rice in Guiana since slavery days."  At that time, 

this activity was actively opposed by sugar planters who viewed it as com-

peting with the labor needs of sugar.  However, Africans continued "to do so 

after Emancipation."9 

 The modern rice industry was established mainly by East Indians in 

Guyana with eventual state financial and other assistance on account of its 

value to the country's economy.  More importantly, rice production together 

with an array of agricultural and industrial commodities expanded because 

African Guyanese village labor profitably pointed to one way of eliminating a 

reliance on a monoculture and influenced all other economic undertakings.10 

 On a long term basis, the gold and diamond industry is credited with 

breaking the monopoly sugar had on labor and allowing the opening up of 

Crown lands.11 This evolution, as the extant records reveal, did not occur in a 

vacuum or without the input of labor.  African Guyanese labor has played 

varying significant roles in the production of all commodities in Guyana. 

 By 1890 these workers were instrumental in breaking the strangle-

hold that sugar had on Guyana's work-force. The commodities other than 

sugar in which villagers worked were gold, timber and balata in the nine-

teenth century, and after 1900 diamond and bauxite production. Other 

commodities that featured in the economy included rum, molasses, rice, cof-

fee, cocoa, copra, coconut-oil, lime-juice and oil, cattle and hides, and char-

coal and firewood. African Guyanese throughout the country were involved 

in these productive areas.  Other groups participated in diversifying the 

economy as the twentieth century unfolded and restrictions on immigrant 

labor were liberalized.12 

 In 1890 the value of gold exports totaled Guyanese $1,124,756. 

($1=100 cents; one British pound sterling=480 cents) Correspondingly, the 

values for sugar, rum, and molasses amounted to $6,898,644, $1,060,010, 

and $378,161.40, respectively.  Timber and balata were valued at $114,101 

and $87,572 each.  Table 1 shows the export value of gold, sugar, timber, 
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and balata from 1891 to 1900.  It also illustrates the fluctuating nature of Guy-

ana's exports.13 
 Table 1 
 Value of Selected Exports from Guyana, 1891-1900 
 (Value in Guyanese dollars) 

                                                                                                                                                    

Years  $Gold  $Sugar  $Timber $Balata 

                                                                                                                                                  

1891-92  1,958,254        --      96,327   75,869 

1892-93  2,366,100 7,535,868 104,799   98,905 

1893-94  2,454,538 7,528,898  74,343   40,105 

1894-95  2,402,141 5,895,091  81,529   49,028 

1895-96  2,136,954 5,021,569  63,890   42,829 

1896-97  2,237,486 5,272,311 148,608   96,613 

1897-98  2,177,869 4,912,913  93,173                147,899 

1898-99  1,989,346 4,996,714  81,043                135,134 

1899-1900 1,990,207 5,288,420         --      -- 

                                                                                                                                                    

Source: British Guiana: Administrative Reports, Reports of the Comptroller of Customs, 

Parliamentary Papers, the Blue Books, and the Canadian Intelligence Journal of Com-

merce, 1890-1901; also see Walter Rodney, A History of the Guyanese Working Class, 

1881-1905, pp. 225-238. 

 

 The tangible benefits of African Guyanese labor to the country's 

economy is indicated in several ways: (1) the resulting diversification of the 

economy; (2) the creation of more wage labor in internal employment activi-

ties; and (3) additional exports generating revenue for government depart-

ments, such as the Departments of the Comptroller of Customs and Lands 

and Mines.  Revenue collected by the Lands and Mines Department for ad-

ministering the gold industry included royalty on gold, registration of mines 

and prospecting licenses, licenses to trade in gold, and miscellaneous fees.14  

 Events of the decade that encompassed the years 1890 to 1900, 

precipitated by the 1880s, set the stage for the self-imposed flexibility of Af-

rican Guyanese and other workers and diversified a fluctuating economy for 

years to come.  For instance, from 1882 to 1884 when sugar reigned su-

preme it accounted for ninety-eight percent of the colony's export value.  

After the discovery of gold, the export value of sugar began its downward 

spiral.  In 1885 the export value of sugar was ninety-seven percent and by 

1889 it was ninety-three percent.15 

 During the period 1890 to 1900 sugar's domination of the export val-

ue of Guyana's production continued to decline or to fluctuate.  For example, 

in 1890 sugar accounted for eighty-six percent of the export value of the col-

ony's produce.  For the next several consecutive years or periods this per-

centage declined steadily to eighty-two, seventy-seven, seventy-six, seven-

ty-seven, and seventy percent respectively, reaching a low of sixty-nine 

percent in 1897-1898.  For the periods 1898-1899 and 1899-1900 the per-
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centage value of sugar increased to seventy-two percent and seventy-four 

percent respectively.16 By 1890 sugar no longer exclusively dominated Guy-

ana's export earnings.  Clearly, among the main factors for the change was 

the diversification of the economy largely influenced by the impact of gold.  

The next decade proved that gold, diamonds, timber, and balata along with 

sugar were the main export earners for the country. 

 In the first decade of the twentieth century the dollar value of dia-

monds was added to Guyana's export industry.  Table 2 shows the value of 

selected exports from Guyana, including diamonds from 1900 to 1910.  As its 

disparate value shows, diamonds joined the fluctuating trend of export prod-

ucts. 

 During the period 1900-1901 the production figures for diamonds 

and its value were first recorded in Guyana.  Additionally, by 1902 the value 

of diamonds to the country's economy increased, as Table 2 indicates.  The 

strategically important role of labor in deciding to exercise the option of 

working in gold or diamonds led to decreased production of gold and in-

creased production of diamonds.  This resulted in less dollar value for the 

former and gain for the latter.17 In addition, with the new Gold Mining Regu-

lations in 1905 at least seventeen different ways to collect revenue from the 

industry were devised.18   
 Table 2  
 Value of Selected Exports from Guyana, 1900-1910 
 (Value in Guyanese dollars) 

                                                                                                                                                   

                                                                                                

Years  $Gold  $Diamonds $Sugar        $Timber        $Balata 

                                                                                                                                                    

1900-01    1,886,802 12,876              5,411,792          87,374    94,007  

1901-02    1,783,160 91,463              4,983,183          89,687  113,534 

1902-03    1,789,587 97,710              5,001,710        111,760  195,056 

1903-04    1,572,129 90,029              5,381,484          93,954  216,895 

1904-05    1,690,198 78,698              6,146,860        117,287  182,607 

1905-06    1,689,747 24,215              5,799,144        119,705  193,495 

1906-07    1,532,266 32,627              5,085,617          74,669  240,510 

1907-08    1,148,299 14,529              4,819,324          97,310  368,538 

1908-09    1,302,241 40,733              6,037,574          78,881  471,016 

1909-10    1,101,678 45,056              5,785,035          77,876      1,034,076 

                                                                                                                                                    

Source: British Guiana: Administrative Reports, 1990-1910.     

 
 Occasionally, several factors affected gold and diamond produc-

tion.  These included abnormally high rainfall, lack of capital investments, 

and certainly the international market which determined prices.  As Table 2 

shows, the value of diamonds in 1907-1908 decreased while that of gold re-

mained steadily above the million-dollar mark.  Although both gold and dia-
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mond export figures exceeded one million dollars and combined as the sec-

ond largest export earner, after 1905-1906 their value remained static.  The 

coastal-wide disturbances of 1905 affected production as a reduced number 

of men worked on these undertakings after the 1905-1906 period.19 

 From 1917 as bauxite production got underway, labor that had sea-

sonally and cyclically migrated to the interior gold, diamond, and even for-

estry industries was diverted instead to the bauxite industry.  Similarly, baux-

ite production also proved attractive to traditional labor from agricultural 

areas, such as rice, sugar, and ground provisions.  Additionally, labor mi-

grants from Caribbean locations also displayed a preference for working in 

bauxite rather than gold and diamonds as was previously the case.20 Bauxite 

production also hinged on the liberalization of land policies initiated by the 

profits realized from gold and diamond production. 
     
                                                                Table 3 
 Value and Percentage of Selected Exports, 1911-1920 
 (Value in Guyanese dollars) 
                                                                                                                                                   

  Sugar and By-Products  Gold and Precious Stones 

                % of       % of 

Year  $Value  Exports  $Value  Exports 

                                                                                                                                                    

1911-1912  7,266,321    77     972,020      10 

1913   6,410,400    67                1,461,747      15 

1914   8,741,728    77                1,201,203      11 

1915                12,124,104    82     987,157        7 

1916                13,155,412    81     792,069        5 

1917                14,782,607    81     704,268        4 

1918                11,230,034    81     595,092        4 

1919                14,378,114    82     660,240        4 

1920                21,927,898    83                1,162,216                     4 

                                                                                                                                                    

Source: British Guiana: Annual Report of the Comptroller of Customs and Excise for 1924 , 

p. 5. 

 The significance of a variety of export commodities to the health of a 

developing country cannot be overlooked in a world devastated by World 

War I.  Economies in other areas of the world were often capable of export-

ing similar kinds of products.  Labor conditions, scarcity or glut of supplies, 

low prices, special tariffs and protectionism, and market manipulation ad-

versely affected one or several industries as was the case of sugar in the 

years after slavery ended.  In the case of the gold and diamond industry in 

Guyana, increased production of one always seemed to decrease the pro-

duction of the other.  Table 3 illustrates the values and percentage of sugar 

and its by-products, and gold and precious stones exported between 1911-

1912 and 1920.21 From the years 1911-1912 gold and diamond production 
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fluctuated; and although a stoppage of production occurred during World 

War I, the industry survived this setback.22 
  

                                                                    Table 4 
 Value and Percentage of Non-Sugar Exports, 1910-1920 
 (Value in Guyanese dollars) 

                                                                                                                                                    

 

Year      $Value         $Percentage Value 

                                                                                                                                                    

1910-1911  2,211,175         28   

1911   2,150,090         24 

1912   1,842,497         24 

1913   3,155,444         33 

1914   2,571,354         23 

1915   2,709,720         18 

1916   3,024,698         19 

1917   3,471,109         19 

1918   2,587,281         19 

1919   3,214,336         18 

1920   4,358,301         17 

                                                                                                                                                    

Source: British Guiana: Report of the Comptroller of Customs, 1920, Table XIII. 
 
 Concomitantly, during the period from 1910 and including 1920, 

sugar and its by-products accounted for between seventy-two and eighty-

three percentage value of products exported.27 Table 4 illustrates the dollar 

value of other products of the colony and their percentage value during this 

time. 

 Mohammed Shahabad, in from Plantocracy to Nationalism:  A Profile 

of Sugar in Guyana, discussed the stranglehold that sugar had on the people, 

land, and economic development.  He traced its initial impact by virtue of the 

labor of the enslaved Africans. Shahabudeen also noted sugar's later domi-

nance in the economy of the country and the contributions of East Indians 

indentures. 

       There are several studies that highlight the value of East Indians to 

other areas of Guyana's economy.  Consequently, the emphasis on the min-

ing industry and its African descent workers in this study does not detract 

from the valuable roles that other groups in Guyana played in its export 

economy.  Sugar, with its majority East Indian workers after the 1840s, never 

became insignificant to the economy.  However, its fluctuations in value 

caused concerns to colonial and local government officials.  For example, 

sugar profits served to fill British coffers and contracting world markets af-

fected profits and employment.28 Consequently, the more diversified the 

local economy, the better the country and foreign concerns fared.  As this 
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article shows, funds generated by gold and diamonds were utilized locally to 

expand the country's economic base. 

 After the war fluctuations in the gold industry continued, but dia-

mond reversed its downward trend.  Indeed, the spiraling demand in Europe 

and the United States resulted in attractive prices and was reflected in the 

miners shifting to diamond production from gold.29 Bauxite production also 

increased.30 Nonetheless, some legislators debating the focus of the econo-

my contended that agriculture, especially rice and new crops, should re-

ceive the bulk of any new investments.  Sugar, the country's main export, 

was then fetching its lowest prices on the world market due to the over-

production of both cane and beet sugar world-wide.  Table 5 indicates the 

value of gold, diamonds, and bauxite between 1920 and 1925.  Diamond 

production increased and by 1925 offsite somewhat the decline in the value 

of sugar exports.31    
                                                                  Table 5 
 Value of Gold, Diamonds and Bauxite, 1920-1925 
 (Value in Guyanese dollars) 

                                                                                                                                                    

 
Year  $Gold          Diamonds                $Bauxite 

                                                                                                                                                    

1920  200,938             961,278                 136,364 

1921  224,990         1,643,698                   57,957 

1922  179,070         3,859,357                        -- 

1923  105,369         4,956,410                 530,345 

1924    98,803         4,097,137                 781,736 

1925  131,970         4,057,285                 886,343 

                                                                                                                                                    

Source: British Guiana: Report of the Comptroller of the Customs, 1924-1925.  

  
 Table 6   
 Selected Exports and Value, 1926-1930 
 (Value in Guyanese dollars) 
                                                                                                                                                    

 

Year $Sugar  $Rice    $Gold  $Diamonds $Bauxite 

                                                                                                                                                    

1926 6,050,257   2,914   98,263  3,300,952  920,682 

1927 8,787,585 11,497   99,422  3,614,938 806,549 

1928 8,124,666 18,083   76,149  2,518,836 839,615 

1929 5,943,788 14,091 100,535  2,277,566 914,035 

1930 5,418,884 22,480    89,581 1,431,364 598,080 

                                                                                                                                                    

Source: The British Commission on the Financial Situation in British Guiana, London; His 

Majesty's Stationary Comptroller of the Customs, 1929, p. 7; and The British Empire 

Exhibition, 1934. 
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 Over a five-year period, as Table 6 further illustrates, the perfor-

mance of the mining industry fluctuated.  Table 6 also shows the value of se-

lected exports for the 1926 to 1930 period.  In addition, it also highlights the 

benefits accrued from a diversified economy.32 During the 1930s, there were 

upswings and downturns in revenue collection.  Table 7 illustrates the value 

of gold, diamonds, and bauxite from 1931 to 1936.33 
 

                                                                     Table 7 
 Value of Gold, Diamonds and Bauxite, 1931-1936 
 (Value in Guyanese dollars) 

                                                                                                                                                    

 

Year  $Gold   $Diamonds  $Bauxite 

                                                                                                                                                    

1931  269,313   535,603    626,308 

1932  381,594   541,337    498,850 

1933  633,247   551,948    263,953 

1934  675,296   483,485    318,137 

1935  845,494   496,313    663,911 

1936  926,525   487,724               1,719,793 

                                                                                                                                                    

Source: British Guiana: Report of the Comptroller of the Customs, 1932-1939. 

 

 The diversified economy of Guyana averted a national crisis during 

World War II.  The country, because of its bauxite production and the 

product's utility, made a "substantial contribution to the war effort of the Unit-

ed Nations through the shipments to Canada."34 By 1940, the total value of all 

the gold produced in Guyana since 1884 amounted to nearly $55,000,000.  

Diamond production between 1901 to 1940 totaled over $39,500,000.  A 

steady labor supply enabled production to triple during the war years.35 

 Between 1945 and 1956 production of gold, diamonds, rice, and 

bauxite continued with the latter producing the most revenue.36 By 1956, 

African Guyanese workers' earlier decision to venture out of the shadow of 

the plantation, grapple with the precarious existence of the interior gold and 

diamond fields, and their subsequent involvement in establishing and sus-

taining the bauxite industry impacted on the Guyanese economy.   
 
2.  Infrastructure and National Development 
 
 For a long time, there was a recognition that reliable and inexpensive 

air, land, and water communications occupied crucial positions in the admin-

istrative, economic, and social spheres of developing countries like Guyana.  

As such, included in the grants approved under the Colonial Development 

and Welfare Acts was money for the construction of many landing-strips in 

Guyana's interior where roads and railways were non-existent.  Landing-
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strips served to link the capital city with the interior.  A government subsi-

dized internal air-service, British Guiana Airways operated the routes.  Addi-

tionally, funds were allocated under the Act of 1940 for preliminary surveys 

to determine the necessary improvements to Guyana's natural waterways.37 

 The Colonial Development and Welfare Act allowed financial assis-

tance from the Imperial Treasury for the social and economic advancement 

of the colonial empire.  This was followed by the 1945 Act which extended 

the life and financial disbursements of the 1940 Act.  Out of a total of one 

hundred and twenty million pounds sterling, authorized by the British Parlia-

ment to be spent under the recent Act over a ten-year period beginning in 

1946, Guyana's allocation totaled two million, five hundred thousand pounds 

sterling.38 

 Administrative and other opinions existed to suggest that the social 

and economic development of the country hinged on the rapid development 

of the interior.  For this reason, the work of the recently established Depart-

ment of the Interior with grants from the Colonial Development and Welfare 

Fund was a step in the right direction.  Already, "the establishment of gaug-

ing-stations in certain rivers for the collection of preliminary hydro-electric 

data and assistance towards the construction of the Geological Survey De-

partment," underscored the importance attached to national development.39 

 The middle of the 1940s ushered in a comprehensive development 

plan for Guyana.  Schemes to improve communications along the Essequibo 

river and its tributaries centered on exploiting the rich gold and diamond 

bearing areas, valuable timber resources, and the large expanse of cattle-

grazing land.  Other development plans centered on developing hydro-

electric power from the larger falls on the major rivers.  Additionally, railways 

and other internal transportation services including ferry/steamer services 

up to and across rivers were upgraded and functioned in tandem with a gov-

ernment organized lorry service.  An auxiliary launch and boat service was 

conducted to provide transportation to the gold and diamond areas.  Further 

improvements occurred in 1947 with the installation of radio telephones be-

tween the interior and Georgetown.40 

 Focus still centered on the Ten-Year Development Plan in 1948.  Alt-

hough its emphasis concerned the coastal region, the Report of the Settle-

ment Commission argued strongly for more interior development.  Among its 

recommendations were large-scale migration and the introduction of new 

crops for commercial purposes.41 By 1949, gold and diamond recovery ex-

tended into several more of the country's interior areas.42   

     Among myriad undertakings were the construction of governments quar-

ters, courts, police stations, stellings and wharves.  Post and Telegraph offic-

es, providing mail and freight services over land and by water, savings 

banks and money order facilities were implemented, maintained, and im-

proved over the years.43 

 Building construction and the provision of services, together with 

road, rail, water, and air transportation connecting coast and interior provide 
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glimpses of infrastructure development.  Undeniably, the attitude of African 

descent persons working in interior locations had much to do with this devel-

opment, since the locality of the gold, diamond, and forestry industries were 

frontier territories.  Interior areas were enigmatic to administer.  Conse-

quently, statistics on the gold and diamond industries are not unquestiona-

ble, especially since smuggling is the hall-mark of these industries.  Howev-

er, gold and diamond recovery became profitable ventures for many and 

promoted improving communications and construction and maintenance of 

various types of buildings, trails, and roads as the twentieth century unfold-

ed. 

 Apart from the money spent on the infrastructure, freight rates for 

agricultural crops and steamer fares to the North West District decreased to 

encourage travel as part of the government's ongoing economic develop-

ment plan.44  The Transport and Harbours Department that operated from 

January 1, 1931 resulted from the amalgamation of the steamer, railway, 

road, and harbor services.45   In addition, at least two townships were 

formed in the interior consequent to the coming of the gold and diamond in-

dustry.46  

      In several ways, 1953 became a watershed year in Guyana's history. 

 During April of that year elections were held and a new government came to 

power.  However, later in the year the constitution was suspended, the elect-

ed government was denied office, and an interim one was appointed.47 

   During the following year, in 1954, the political situation remained 

critical, but in the mining industries work continued apace.  In 1955 devel-

opmental projects financed in part from local funds and in part by grants 

from the Colonial Development and Welfare Fund continued.48 One year lat-

er, in 1956, the completion of projects impacted on national development 

and the gold and diamond industries in particular.  This resulted in expanded 

employment avenues and created increased revenue for the country.49   

 This attention to infrastructure after World War II is directly connect-

ed to similar efforts throughout the waning decade of the nineteenth century 

and the early period of the twentieth when efforts were undertaken that re-

sulted in some national development in Guyana.  In "Opening up the Coun-

try," W.W. Kenrick, gold commissioner, argued that despite Guyana's con-

tinued reliance on sugar, its economy will "be greater and more valuable" 

when "it develops and utilizes to its fullest extent, the precious gems and val-

uable minerals."50 

 With time, national development in Guyana, relating to the mining 

industry, took into account the value of the human factor.  This became even 

more obvious in particular government decisions that led to declining deaths 

in interior locations.  The question of labor and its ability to recover gold and 

diamonds in a safer and stable environment, in order to enrich local and for-

eign capitalists impacted on national development. 

 As the death registers of the 1890s revealed, thousands of African 

Guyanese villagers and others died travelling to and from the gold and dia-
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mond fields and as they worked.  Nonetheless, throughout the period of this 

study, efforts to develop areas in the interior paid some dividends.  Thus, 

under the rubric of national development must be placed issues that affected 

the health and well-being of miners and other interior workers.51   

     From the 1890s and even before, efforts were made by both government 

and later private enterprises to institute health care facilities, services, and 

personnel in the interior of Guyana, especially in the gold and diamond bear-

ing areas.  The ambits of this study precludes a detailed examination and 

analysis of the history of health-care in Guyana.52   Nonetheless, in 1940 the 

Commissioner of Lands and Mines captured the essence of national devel-

opment, especially pertaining to health care facilities the government contin-

ued to maintain in outlying areas by its valuable services.  Before 1890 these 

institutions hardly existed in interior locations.  Efforts at establishing health 

care facilities and providing trained personnel to operate them were both 

prophylactic and therapeutic and impacted on the decreasing deaths among 

the mining population.53   

 Colonial governments understood that without reliable transpor-

tation, housing facilities, adequate food supplies, and the establishment of 

institutions centered on the welfare of workers, profits from gold and dia-

monds and other ventures would be substantially less.  At the same time, 

national development would take place at a slower pace.   

 The coming of bauxite also impacted on the development of the in-

frastructure in bauxite producing areas.  For example, two locations, Chris-

tianburg-Wismar-McKenzie (Linden) and Kwakwani witnessed unprece-

dented changes in the succeeding years.  Buildings of all designs and for 

diverse uses were constructed.  These included houses, schools, markets, 

stores, dispensaries, hospitals, courts, churches, cinemas, and other recrea-

tional facilities.  Roads and railroads were constructed and a steamer oper-

ated from Georgetown to Linden.  After all, unlike the gold and diamond and 

other interior based industries, the vagaries of the weather little affected 

travelling, living, or working conditions in the bauxite producing areas.  La-

bor was no longer seasonal or impermanent. Consequently, after 1916, the 

attitude of the labor force to bauxite production created the conditions for 

national development and further diversified this export-based economy.54   

 In the 1950s several schemes were underway to promote national 

development in the entire Caribbean region.  In the case of Guyana, under 

the aegis of the Colonial Welfare and Development Funds, geological sur-

veys were undertaken to describe and map mineral deposits; to identify are-

as of the country where the potential for exploiting deposits of gold, dia-

monds, bauxite, and other minerals and ores existed.  The ultimate intention 

was to attract the interest of mining capital in order to develop the country's 

mineral resources and to improve its economy.55 

 Promoting national development still centered on encouraging more 

persons from the coastlands and the Caribbean to work and settle in the inte-

rior.  For one, it would address the issue of "the increasing flow of Jamaican 
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and other West Indian immigrants arriving in" Great Britain.  Caribbean mi-

grants, instead of going to Great Britain would now migrate to Guyana, a 

place "capable of absorbing the entire surplus population of the British Car-

ibbean area."56 

 The Development Program launched in 1954 showed benefits by 

1956.  This resulted from the ongoing Colonial Development and Welfare 

Grants and the use of local revenue.  Additionally, the input of foreign inves-

tors in development possibilities, together with local private capital played a 

part in the country's development.57    

 
3.  Conclusion 

 
   National development takes place simultaneously and also evolves 

over time.  In this instance, the efforts of villagers and others to recover gold 

and diamonds from nature enabled colonial officials to understand the virtue 

of establishing and maintaining infrastructure facilities.  In the least, these 

developmental undertakings safeguarded the lives of the workers who pro-

duced profits from gold and diamond seeking, diversified the economy, and 

promoted national development.  Gold and diamond mining provided "a nu-

cleus for economic development with the multiplier effect, the benefits of 

external economies, and backward and forward linkages."58 It also provided 

the means for internal development to continue.   

 Gold and diamond production in Guyana reached tremendous 

heights from the 1890s to 1912 and fluctuated afterwards.  Compared to the 

1890s, the 1950s witnessed a wane in production, value, and internal sea-

sonal migration related to gold and diamond mining.  Several factors, direct-

ly related to the workers were responsible for this ebb and flow of gold and 

diamond mining in Guyana.  From around 1916 a separate and distinct inter-

nal migration to the bauxite areas drew off the village migrants.  External 

migration from Guyana and other Caribbean countries to Europe and North 

America after World War II accelerated by the 1950s. 

 In the ensuing decades, new life was breathed into Guyana's exports 

and the economy seemed poised for a take-off.  By the 1990s production 

again soared to high levels, proving the nineteenth century prediction of pro-

fuse gold deposits.  Statistics reveal that gold and diamond production fluc-

tuated and performed comparable to other export earners such as rice, sug-

ar, timber, and bauxite.  The coming of the jewelry industry owes its pres-

ence to the gold and diamond industries and to the skills of Africans in jewel-

ry making.  The significant point of this study is that although colonialism was 

predictable, that is, profits were expropriated from the colony and stored 

and reinvested abroad, some funds were invested in Guyana, albeit to in-

crease production and sustain employment levels.   
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ENDNOTES 
 
1.  Parliamentary Report of the Blue Book for 1888, p. 56 and Parliamentary Re-
port of the Blue Book for 1891, p. 31 comment on the value of African Guyanese 
miners' labor on the country's economy in the post-depression era.  This led to 
plans for infrastructure developments in gold bearing areas in order for Guy-
ana to compete with California and Australia. See Cameron (1970), Carrington 
(1988), Moohr (1971), Moore (1987), Rodney (1982). Thompson (1965, 
1978), and Young (1958).  
 
2.  Legislative Ordinance number 23 of 1890 provided for the introduction of 
immigrants from countries other than Asia. Immigration of African descent per-
sons from the Caribbean islands, Surinam, French Guiana, North America and 
Africans continued.  See Josiah (1999), British Guiana: Report of the Labor 
Commission, 1890, on the Impact of African Guyanese Villagers Working in 
Gold and the Shortage of African Descent Labor in Agriculture and Forestry.  
This shortage also hindered plans to establish a banana and fruit industry.  See 
British Guiana:  Report of the Gold Industry, 1895 and David Northrup (1995, 
pp. 31-33).  Northrup argues that, "most planters were convinced... inden-
tured Indian laborers were less productive than the Creole Africans they sup-
planted."  Planters did not consider their own inabilit ies. 
 
3. Ibid. Additionally, studies on Guyana's economic history show the incompe-
tence of colonial administrators and planters in managing the country's econo-
my. 
 
4.  See also British Guiana (1892)      
  
5.  See Rodney (1982) and Moore (1987).  
 
6.  See British Guiana: Report of the Gold Industry and Crown Lands Commis-
sion, 1895, on positive effects of Ordinance #23 of 1890.  
      
7.  See studies on Guyana's economic history for changes in Crown Land Policy 
beyond the 1890s.  See also Alan Lancaster (1979). 
 
8.  Barbara P. Josiah (1998).  See also Michael Moohr (1971, 1975).    
 
9.  Farley, Rawle (1953) and Rodney (1982, p. 84). Timinis or Temnes growing 
rice in Guyana were from the "rice belt of West Africa."  Russell (1886), Gilzean 
(1887), Harrison (1907, pp. 17-19), Madramootoo (1973) on African-Guyanese 
in rice production.  See also Potter (1977), Mandle (1970, 1973), Seecharran 
(1997), Laurence (1994, pp. 413-415).  
 
10.  Ibid. 
 
11. Moohr (1975) and (1971, pp. 260-264), Seecharran (1997) "Tigers in the 
Stars" and others discuss the impact of gold production on the change in land 
policy and increased economic activities. 
 
12. Moohr (1971, 1975) comments on the gold industry's significance to the 
internal economy to 1914, especially in expanding public sector employment.  
He did not comment on the role of diamonds. 

1  
13. British Guiana: Administrative Reports, 1897-1898, Table F.  and British Gui-
ana: Report of the Commissioner of Mines for 1890, p. 12.  See also Rodney 
(1982, pp. 225-238), British Guiana:  Administrative Reports, Report of the 
Comptroller of Customs, 1892-1893, p. 14; British Parliamentary Papers for the 
Colonies General, Report of the Blue Book, 1890, pp. 13, 17, and 318.  Parlia-
mentary Papers, 1892-1893, pp. 4 and 20; Parliamentary Papers, 1893-1894, p. 



292                                                                                                            Barbara Josiah 
 

650; Parliamentary Papers, 1894-1895, pp. 168-171; Parliamentary Papers, 1895-
1896, pp. 112 and 115; Parliamentary Papers, 1896-1897, pp. 278 and 290; Par-
liamentary Papers, 1897-1898; British Guiana: Administrative Reports; Report of 
the Comptroller of Customs, 1896-1897, p. 7; Report of the Comptroller of Cus-
toms, 1898-1899, pp. 11-13 and Table F and G; Report of the Comptroller of 
Customs 1899-1900, pp. 10-11.  Blue Book, 1899-1900 General Exports from the 
Colony of British Guiana for the Financial Year, 1899-1900, Section WA 47-48 
and all other related years.  See also Canadian Intelligence Journal of Com-
merce, British Guiana: Administrative Report for 1890-1891, Report of the 
Commissioner of Mines, 1890-1891.  Parliamentary Papers and Blue Books give 
some information in pounds sterling.  All other sources use dollars.  See Prod-
ucts of British Guiana—Exports and Their Value, 1913-1923 from The British 
Empire Exhibition 1924. 
 
14. Administrative Reports, 1892-1893, p. 6 and 1893-1894.  Report of the 
Commissioner of Mines, 1893-1894. 
 
15. Administrative Reports, 1894-1895 and 1895-1896, p. 19. Report of the 
Commissioner of Mines, 1895-1896, p. 18; and 1899-1900, p. 15.  Report of the 
Commissioner of Mines, 1897-1898, p. 11, and 1899-1900, p. 12.  The amounts 
are sometimes adjusted after audits.  At least one amount changed between 
the report of 1897-1898, p. 14 and that of 1898-1899, p. 17. 
 
16. Report of the Comptroller of Customs, 1901-1902, p. 61; 1902-1903; 1903-
1904, p. 16; 1906-1907, p. 15 and Table K.  See also the reports for 1908-
1909, pp. 7-8 and 1909-1910, p. 9 and Table Q. 
 
17. Report of the Comptroller of Customs, 1901-1902, Table K and L.  See also 
Blue Book for the same period.  Lands and Mines, 1906-1907, pp. 7, 12, and 
18.  Lands and Mines, 1907-1908, p. 18.  Report of the Comptroller of Cus-
toms, 1909-1910, Table Q.  Report of the Comptroller, 1903-1904, Table K and 
Report of the Comptroller, 1909-1910, Table Q.  Report of the Department of 
Lands and Mines, 1901-02, pp. 14-15.  See also Report of the Auditor General 
,1901-1902, p. 4 (Diamonds were sold at $12.18 per carat).  Lands and Mines, 
1902-1903, p. 1 and 1903-1904, pp. 1, 4, and 20.  Lands and Mines, 1904-
1905, p. 1.  Blue Book, 1906-1907, p. A-20. 
 
18.  Ibid.   
 
19.  Rodney (1982, pp. 190-216) provides interesting accounts of these riots.  
See also Lands and Mines, 1907-1908 and 1909-1910, Appendix 18.  See also 
Reports of the Institute of Mines and Forests, 1907-1910. 
 
20.  Josiah (1998, 1999).  See also the Report of the Institute of Mines and For-
ests, 1918-1919, p. 6; Thompson (1978); Quamina (1987) and Grant (1971).  
 
21.  Annual Report: Comptroller of the Customs, 1910-1911, pp. 9 and 11.  See 
also the reports to 1920. 
 
22.  Comptroller of Customs, 1911-1920, pp. 9, 14, and Table J; Lands and Mines 
for 1911-1912, pp. 12-13; Lands and Mines for 1912-1913, p. 13; and Lands and 
Mines, 1914-1915, pp. 16, 18-19; and Appendix I, 1917, pp. 16-17. 
 
23.  Ibid.  See also Lands and Mines, April-December, 1915, p. 15 on acquisition 
of land by American, Canadian, and British companies for the exploration and 
production of bauxite. 
 
24.  Ibid. 
      
25.  Lands and Mines for 1917, p. 16. 
 
26.  Ibid. 
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28.  Shahabudeen (1983), Seecharan (1997), Mandle (1973), Laurence (1994), 
and Look-Lai (1993).  
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Comptroller of Customs for 1919, p. 7 and Table XIII; Lands and Mines for 1920, 
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1954, p. 69; and Colonial Annual Report for 1955, pp. 5-6, Appendix B. 
 
35. British Guiana: Annual Report of the Department of Labor, 1942-1950, Table 
I; Colonial Annual Reports 1949 and 1950-1954.  Appendix B gave comparative 
statement of the principal articles exported from the country in 1949 and 1950. 
 Commodities were all F.O.B.  Exports through parcel post and ships were not 
included in tally.  D.W. Bishop, Lands and Mines for 1953, p. 10. The Bauxite 
Resources of British Guiana and Their Development, Bulletin #26, 1954 
(Georgetown: The Daily Chronicle Printers, 1955), 1-11. 
 
36. Colonial Annual Report, 1950, pp. 3, 23, 25 and 57-58.  See also Lands and 
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