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The origins of the Serralles family, owners of Hacienda "Mercedita," 
are found in Catalonia (Spain).  The head of the family, Sebastian 
Serralles, came to Puerto Rico in the first decades of the 19th 
century, married to Teresa Pont y Puig from Barcelona (Spain). 
They had two children, Felix and Sebastian Marcial.[1] 

Sebastian Serralles had another child by Juana Colon named Juan 
Eugenio Serralles y Colon, who was born around 1836.  The birth of 
Eugenio was legitimized by Royal Decree in 1867.  Later, he 
married Mercedes Perez, from Ponce, Puerto Rico, and had three 
children, Merceces, Pedro Juan, and Nicanor. [2] 

Atune with the times, the development of the Serralles fortune and 
wealth was predicated within the family structure, but with one 
peculiarity, Juan Eugenio assumed a prominent role in the 
expansion and consolidation of the family's power. 

The available evidence proves that the Serralles engaged in a 
multiplicity of economic transactions, but foremost — especially 
from 1830s up to the end of the century —, in the acquisition of 
arable land which would comprise the bulk of their sugar haciendas 
and the basis of their primary enterprise, sugar production. 

The growth of the haciendas as producing units was set within the 
context of a selected period in which a relative modernization in 
sugar production took place.  For the Serralles, it meant heavy 
investment in steampowered machinery, the need to enlarge land 
property as a result of the potential increase in production 
implied by the purchase of such technology, the application of 
scientific discoveries to sugar production and refinement processes, 
and the need to enlarge and reorganize the hacienda's labor force 
as a consequence of the technological developments and the 
imminent abolition of slavery in Puerto Rico toward the beginning 
of the 1870s.  On the other hand, the development of beet sugar 
production by the 1850s and 1860s was gradually displacing cane 
sugar in world markets, especially the unrefined type.  Thus, it 
was only through mechanization and increased technological 
efficiency that the sugar cane industry could compete and survive 
in highly competitive international markets. 

Large scale sugar production required considerable capital 
investment in land, labor, and technology.  The case of the 
Serralles enterprises magnificently illustrates this point.  From 
the 1840s to the 1870s, the Serralles family invested approximately 
440,000 Spanish silver pesos in agricultural land purchases in the 
rural areas of Ponce, Juana Diaz, Utuado, and Jayuya. [3]  The 
approximate total acreage bought amounted to 5,216 acres. [4] 
Sugar cane production also demanded large extensions of arable 
land, especially since the industry was solely directed to become 
an export commodity within one-crop commercial agricultural 
economy. [5]  Thus, in a sense, the development of a profitable 
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sugar industry in Puerto Rico during the second half of the 19th 
century implied the development of an agricultural land aggregation 
process and the subsequent formation of latifundia. 

The mechanism used by the Serralles was the consolidation of land 
through purchases of adjacent land plots.  The newly-acquired 
plots would then become part of a previously-acquired property. 
In this way, the Serralles haciendas increased its size and the 
possibility of expanded production.  As previously stated, the 
Serralles focused their attention on three adjacent barrios in 
the southern town of Ponce -- Capitanejo, Sabanetas, and Coto --. 
The three barrios had the enormous advantage of being irrigated 
by the Inabon River from north to south.  On the other hand, since 
the south of Puerto Rico had a very arid climate, the sugar 
hacendados faced the need to control available water resources in 
order to make land more productive.  This explains the practice 
of leasing small plots of land adjacent to the river banks and/or 
stipulating in leasing contracts that canals could be built by the 
leasor, in this case, the Serralles. [6]  This seems to have been 
a common practice through the island's southern coast. 

Many of these particular contracts were followed by grantings of 
"water irrigation concessions" by the Spanish Colonial Government 
as they were requested by sugar hacendados.  The concessions are 
recorded in the Notarial Records of the localities and the Public 
Works archival sections at the General Archives of Puerto Rico in 
San Juan. 

As stated before, the Serralles' largest properties were centralized 
at the three adjacent barrios, forming a closely-knitted land 
structure which was divided around 1875 into four major haciendas, 
"Teresa," owned by Sebastian; "Fe," "Mercedita," and "Laurel" 
owned by Juan Eugenic [7] 

The Serralles had also heavily invested in land purchases in three 
other towns north of Ponce:  Juana Diaz, Utuado, and Jayuya. 
During the 1860s and 1870s, these comprised approximately 3,041 
acres at an estimated 74,000 Spanish silver pesos value.  Two 
haciendas, "Cintrona" and "Destierro," were part of this property. 

The following table summarizes land purchases by Sebastian and Juan 
Serralles for the period 1840s-1880s: 

I.  PONCE 

Barrio Acres               Value 

Coto 510 139,543 

Sebanetas 295                 22,820 

Capitanejo 729 146,488 

Machuelo 641 46,620 

2,175 acres 355,471 Sp. pesos 
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II.  JUANA DIAZ 

Barrio 

Hato Puerco 

Sabana Liana 

Cintrona 

Villalba Arriba 

Guayabal 

Rio Canas 

III.  UTUADO and JAYUA 

Acres 

763 

125 

155 

62 

681 

24 

1,810   acres 

1/131 

Value 

47,694 

3,560 

5,064 

1,500 

6,000 

1,400 

65,218 Sp. pesos 

9,800 Sp. pesos 

2,175 355,471 

1,810 65,218 

1,231 9,800 

5,236 acres 430,489 

IV.  TOTAL ACREAGE AND INVESTMENTS 

Ponce 

Juana Diaz 

Utuado and Jayuya 

As stated, the Serralles also invested in leasing land adjacent to 
their properties or to water sources.  The leasing contracts 
fluctuated between 2 to 10 years, and the rent depended on tract 
size and land quality.  The approximate volume of land leased 
between 1860s and 1870s amounted to 1,180 acres and the approximate 
rent was 10,000 Spanish pesos. [83 

Capital investment was also carried into labor force.  Data 
pertaining to free labor —distinct from black slavery— is not 
available in the Notarial Records.  Nevertheless, the gathered 
information related to slave labor prior to 1870 is highly revealing 
In 1872, one year before the legal abolition of slavery in 
Puerto Rico, the Spanish Colonial Government made a carefully 
detailed slave census.  The slave population was entered by town, 
slave owner, age, origin, marital status, descent, skills, etc. 
Sebastian and Juan Eugenio Serralles appeared as owners of 116 
slaves. [10]  Out of the 116 recorded slaves, 72 were male and 
77 female.  Ninety-eight percent of the male slave population 
(71 out of 72) were field slaves, as well as 93% of the females 
(41 out of 44), [11]  The median age for males was 30-39 years, 
20-29 for females. [12] 



Hacienda Mercedita 
HAER No. PR-8 
(Page 5) 

The approximate total investment in slave purchases, computed from 
the Notarial Records for the years 1830s to 1870s, was close to 
20,000 Spanish pesos. [13]  The 1872 abolition of slavery forced 
former slaves —or libertos— to hire themselves out for the next 
three years, either with their former masters, other owners, or 
the Colonial Governments. [14]  Accordingly, it is possible that 
after 187 3 most of the libertos continued to work at the Serralles 
haciendas. 

The following tables illustrates the points raised: 

I.  CAPITAL INVESTMENT IN SLAVE PURCHASES [15] 

1830-1872 

694 Spanish pesos 

1,680 

7,090 

7,230 

2,615 

1830 

1840 

1850 

1860 

1870 

II. 

19,309 Spanish pesos 

SLAVES BY SEX, AGE GROUP, AND OCCUPATION 

1872 

Aqe Males 

1-10 years 17 

11-20 14 

21-30 24 

31-40 12 

41-50 5 

72 

Cane field slaves 71 

Other 1 

72 

Source:  AGPR, RSGPR, e. 24, b- ! 

Females 

16 

15 

9 

4 

44 

41 

3 

44 

84) 

As will be seen, the type of financial mechanisms allowing for 
such heavy investment in lands, slaves, and machinery is not 
altogether clear.  It should be clarified, although, that the 
Spanish Colonial economic structure in Puerto Rico during this 
period was a dragging stone for the development of agricultural 
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capitalism {see "Introduction" to HAER Hacienda Buena Vista report). 
Thus, one of the major problems facing this analysis is that of 
establishing first the precise way through which this whole setting 
of investments got underway; and, second, its rationale vis-a-vis 
the prevailing economic structure. 

The documents already analyzed show the Serralles involved in 
several money-lending activities and financial transactions.  For 
example, in 1863 and 1868, they lent about 6,500 Spanish pesos to 
two individuals. [16]  In 1871, they became partners in a trading 
company by investing 6,000 Spanish pesos in shares. [17]  But, on 
the other hand, another set of documents show the Serralles as 
debtors, to the point that Juan Serralles had his haciendas 
mortgaged in 1875 for a total of 67,700 pesos. [18]  He was heavily 
in debt to one individual for the sum of 57,000 pesos. [19] 

One of the most intriguing series of documents deals with the 
Serralles' indebtedness and the sale of haciendas "Mercedita," 
"Fe," and "Laurel" in April 1875. [20]  The reasons for these 
transactions are rather obscure.  According to the documents, 
they suggest that Juan Eugenio Serralles was preparing to leave 
for Spain and decided to "sell" all of his assets in Puerto Rico. [21] 
Therefore, he sold the properties for 300,000 pesos.  But two months 
later, he bought them back for 325,000 pesos. [22]  The conditions 
of the first sale reveal that Juan Eugenio was far more in debt 
than suspected, since he owed several creditors the sum of 60,000 
pesos. [23] 

Two questions remain unanswered for the time being:  what were the 
meanings of these transactions and to what extent indebtedness fits 
into this picture; and, how and from where did Serralles get the 
money to buy back the haciendas? 

Since no mechanical or architectural ruins remain of the Serralles 
haciendas, it was fortunate that these dealings, which required 
public notarialization, included descriptions of the properties. 
In 1875, hacienda "Mercedita" included 479 acres, 300 of which were 
planted with sugar cane. [24]  According to the evidence, the hacienda 
began its expansion by 1866 when Juan Eugenio bought 230 acres of 
land. [25]  Between 1860 and 1870, he acquired 249 acres of adjacent 
land to make up the 479 acres. [26]  Hacienda "Mercedita" comprised 
77 acres of leased land. [27] 

The following figures are partial inventories pertaining to 
haciendas "Mercedita, Fe, and Laurel" in 1875. [28] 
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HACIENDA "MERCEDITA" 

Land 479 acres 

Oxen yokes (pairs) 80 

Steam engines 2 

Jamaican train (5 vats) 1 

Boilers 3 

"Sulphur machines" 
(Steward system?) 

2 

Cooling pans 12 (30 feet long each) 

Defactors 6 

Copper pumps 2 

Bronze pumps 2 

Copper serpentines 3 

Portable steam engine 1 

II.  HACIENDA "FE" 

Land 670 acres 

Cattle driven sugar mill 2 

Oxen yokes (pairs) 62 

III,  HACIENDA "LAUREL" 

Land 456 acres 

Jamaican train (4 vats) 1 

Boiling and purging house 1 

Copper pump 1 

10 HP steam engine 1 

Jamaican trains 2 
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Even though no factory or steam engine description appears in the 
hacienda "Fe" inventory —it had already been incorporated into 
hacienda "Mercedita"-- [29], a document dated back to 1869 stated 
"that a steam power mill was part of the hacienda's assets." [30] 
At the time of its acquisition by Juan Eugenio Serralles, hacienda 
"Fe" grouped 478 acres of land priced at 135,750 pesos. [31]  By 
1875, besides its 670 acres, it had additionally leased 206 acres. [32] 

Hacienda "Laurel" comprised 2 38 acres as originally bought by Juan 
Serralles back in 1869 [33], but by 1875 it had practically doubled 
in size.  According to a 1869 description, the hacienda had a 
steam powered mill and all the required standard equipment for sugar 
production.  Among its buildings, there was a 12-bed hospital. [34] 
The lump sum paid in 1869 by Juan Serralles for hacienda "Laurel" 
was 110,000 pesos. [35] 

Another property, hacienda "Destierro" —515 acres— in Juan Diaz 
was also sold in 1875. [35]  Among its assets was a 10 HP steam 
engine mill. [37]  Hacienda "Destierro" had been mortgaged since 
1874 for 6,000 pesos. [38] 

There is no doubt that the magnitude of Serralles indebtedness did 
not prevent him from enlarging and developing his economic interests. 
About 1905, the Serralles properties in Ponce —"Mercedita, Laurel, 
Fe, Teresa, and Cintrona"— comprised approximately 3,370 acres of 
top quality arable land.  This is a clear indication that the 
agricultural land aggregation process leading to the development 
of latifundia had continued throughout most of the last quarter 
of the century. [39]  In 1877, for example, Serralles made an 
important investment when be bought hacienda "Bronce" in Ponce's 
barrio Machuelo.  As before, this new purchase was adjacent to 
other Serralles properties. [40]  The new hacienda comprised 632 
acres valued in 45,427 pesos. [41] 

As to urban property, Juan Serralles invested approximately 14,000 
pesos in different properties between 1865 and 1879. [42] 

Finally, the last observations concern the Serralles' evident 
interest in the application of new techniques and inventions to 
sugar production.  In 1871, the so-called "Stewart system," a 
process by which sugar cane juices were clarified through the use 
of sulphur, was introduced in haciendas "Fe, Mercedita, Laurel, 
and Teresa." [43]  The price paid for the system was 4,500 pesos. [44] 
One year later, in 1872, Juan Serralles bought the same system for 
hacienda "Destierro" for 500 pesos. [45] 

In 1877, he and a friend, Pedro Salas, patented a system —similar 
to Stewart's— by which sulphur gases were used for sugar cane 
juices clarification.  The system worked in the following manner 
(v. attached drawing): 
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In the oven C, sulphur is burned, melted, and transformed 
into gases.  Once in this state, it passes through a pipe 
into the purifier B where the water stream H "vaporizes" 
the sulphur gas.  From the purifier, the sulphur gas 
passes through pipe J to the bottom of the double bottom 
gas chamber D circulating through passage E.  Since the 
sulphuric gas in passage E has no exit —unless it is 
expelled through conduit F— it has to pass through the 
multiple fine perforations in the surface of E.  The sugar 
cane juice after entering the upper section of the double 
bottom gas chamber through canal K is saturated by the 
sulphuric gas.  After gas saturation, the juices exit 
through conduit L to the Jamaican train where they are 
reduced into molasses and sugar.  The exhausted sulphuric 
gas is let out through conduit G. 

According to Serralles and Salas, their invention had an advantage 
over similar systems include Stewart's, since it did not require 
an engine-powered pump and could be built of either iron and wood, 
or a combination of both, thus reducing production costs.  Even 
more, they argued, that their system had already been tested and 
found to increase the quality of molasses and sugar. [46] 

Juan Serralles also became a partner in two enterprises during the 
1870s.  In 1872, he bought a brick factory for the total price of 
1,599 pesos [47] ; in 1875 he formed an industrial society for the 
production of lime for sugar defecating. [48] 

The available evidence suggests, subject to further corroboration, 
that the Serralles sugar empire was considerably mechanized by the 
1880s and 1890s.  This was the case of hacienda "Mercedita." [49] 
On February 3, 1870, acting for the Serralles firm, Wiechers & 
Company of Ponce ordered an engine-driven, horizontal mill with 
crushers two feet in diameter by 3.6 feet long from Glasgow's 
Mirrlees Watson & Company.  The cylinder was 1 foot in diameter 
and had a 2.6 foot stroke.  In 1869 and 1875, the Serralles acquired 
from the same company two 4-vat Jamaican trains.  The 186 9 purchase 
consisted of 4 vats with a 450, 400, 350, and 200 gallon capacity 
respectively.  By the end of 1875, two centrifugues were again 
imported from Mirrlees.  Four years later, in 187.9, Mirrlees 
supplied a multitubular vaccuum pan for the "Mercedita."  Ten years 
later, in 18 99, it seems there was a complete revamping in the 
hacienda's sugar-making process.  The English company, Duncan Stewart, 
sold "Mercedita" a new steam engine, a mill, two vaccuum pans, and 
8 to 12 centrifugues. 

Three other technological improvements were apparently introduced 
by Serralles: in 1891, several steam-powered plows were 
commissioned; by mid-1870s, a Mirrlees steam water pump was 
installed at the hacienda; and by the early 1880s, Mirrlees again 
supplied approximately 4,000 feet of portable small gauge railroad 
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tracks for sugar cane hauling.  Additional track was purchased 
from the French company, Aine Ducauville. 

On February 12, 1861, Mirrlees sold a horizontal engine driven 
mill to hacienda "Laurel."  The crushers were 22 inches in diameter 
and 48 inches long.  The cylinder was 13 inches in diameter with a 
30-inch stroke. 

In 1865, Mirrlees received an order for a horizontal engine driven 
mill for hacienda "Teresa."  The crushers were larger than 
"Laurel's," 28 inches in diameter and a 36-inch stroke. 

In 1854, hacienda "Destierro" purchased a horizontal engine driven 
mill from Mirrlees.  The crushers were 22 inches in diameter and 
45 inches long.  The cylinder was 12 inches in diameter with a 
30-inch stroke. 

There is no doubt that the purchase and the application of steam 
technology were simultaneously developed with land aggregation. 
Both processes led to full industrial mechanization and sugar 
production expansion —by the end of the century, "Mercedita" was 
also refining sugar— based on intensive sugar cane cultivation. 
In the early 1860s, "Mercedita" produced 750,000 lbs. mascabado 
sugar; 3,200,000 lbs. in the 1880s, and 5,600,000 lbs. in the late 
1890s.  For a period of 30 years, ending in 1899, "Mercedita" 
always had net profits ranging from 12% to 68%. [50] 

But there was no secret formula paving the way for the Serralles' 
accomplishments.  For example, they were the result of bold 
economic investments, manipulations, and a social arrangement of 
its labor force.  The Serralles searched for high efficiency 
through full mechanization —possibly automation—, centralization 
of production, and cheap labor force.  This transformed the 
haciendas into highly profitable independent producing units under 
the protective umbrella of hacienda "Mercedita." 

This is the reason for Serralles1 construction —possibly in the 
1880s or early 890s-- of a foundry, forge, and workshop on the 
premises of hacienda "Mercedita."  This shop would provide an 
independent repair and maintenance service for its machinery and 
technology.  Sadly, the present state of deterioration at the 
workshop makes a fair evaluation of its remains practically 
impossible.  Nevertheless, the few remaining machines, some still 
in situ, and the assorted variety of artifacts found suggest it 
was an important workshop.  For example, the quantity of multiform 
wood patterns, foundry flasks, an 187 9 grindstone —3 feet high— 
mounted in a decorated cast iron frame, blacksmith tongs, anvils, 
forges, etc., all account for a multiple purpose service and 
repair workshop.  There are also larger and more complex machines; 
for example, a small Beaudry Co. power hammer is still in operating 
condition.  An interesting homemade device is a 13 feet x 1.6 feet 
x 1.6 tree trunk used as a bending and forming bench which still 
shows different slots and shapes for iron modelling. 
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Three other pieces require special attention.  First, the old 
foundry cupola —approximately 20 feet high— is still connected 
to its blower and air pipes.  Second, the overhead travelling 
wood and iron crane is still mounted on tracks atop heavy 
supporting wood beams.  And third, is the overhead shafting 
system which depicts a formidable parallel arrangement of shafts, 
belt pulleys, belt clutches, bearings, etc. 

The workshop is inoperative.  Nevertheless, once in a while, the 
old sound from the blacksmith anvil could be heard at a distance. [51] 
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historians team learned by hearsay—two weeks after the decision had been 
taken—that "Mercedita" would not be recorded, only photographed. A new 
site had been selected as replacement, Hacienda "Lucia" in Yabucoa. It 
was agreed, with the Supervisory Architect's consent, to proceed 
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NOTE: 

It has come to the attention of historian Benjamin Nistal-Moret that 
several documents related to the establishment of machinery at hacienda 
"Mercedita" by Mirrlees Co. —the so-called job sheets— has been found at 
a public library in Glasgow, England.    The University of Puerto Rico 
researcher, who made this extremely important finding, has not made the 
information available to this author or to the public.    This author has in 
his possession Xerox copies of the materials. 


