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Among many other problems, the School of Tropical Medicine is 
studying the food supply and nutritional condition of the people of 
Por to Rico; and in this connection, the writer was invited to spend 
the latter half of February there, giving evening lectures on the 
chemistry of nutrition at the School and devoting long days to field 
studies of food and nutrition conditions throughout the island in 
company with Dr. Donald H. Cook, head of the department of chem­
istry of the School and uniquely qualified as a student of the food 
conditions of the island. An ideal ••guide, philosopher, friend," 
and interpreter, he enabled the writer to learn in days what would 
ordinarily require months or years. As the Island is only about one 
hundred miles long and thirty-five miles wide, it was possible, in 
the course of about seven hundred miles of carefully planned driv­
ing, to make a rapid first-hand survey of practically its entire area. 

Topographically, it consists of a hilly interior with many steep 
mountains rising to heights of around 3,000 to 4,000 feet, surrounded 
nearly, but not quite, everywhere by a coastal plain. The dense 
population has nearly deforested the island; there are no very im­
portant mineral lands, nor distinctly industrial districts j economic­
ally, the entire area is classified primarily in agricultural terms. 

The fert ile, level land of the coastal plain are practically mo­
nopolized by sugar cane, sometimes with a narrow fringe of cocoanut 
palm groves on what would otherwise be barren, sandy beaches; the 
eastern part of the interior with its 'wider, more open valleys is 
chiefly devoted to the growing of tobacco ; and the western interior 
of closely packed hills with hardly any valley land, is the coffee 
country. Until recently these " three big cash crops" have been the 
Island's only impor tant sources of income. Of late the exports of 
fruit and of needlework (especially hand-made lace and embroidery) 
are attaining economic importance. Grapefruit and pineapples are 
grown on lands not too steep for cult ivation nor sufficiently level 
and fertile to be monopolized by the sugar industry, and sufficiently 
accessible to San Juan to permit of placing the fresh fruit promptly 
an d economically upon the steamer for the North. Bananas and 
mangoes are widely grown for home consumption, but only on a 
small scale because of the proh ibitively high price of land. As th e 
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coffee bushes must be shaded by trees, the large "cooking banana " 
(plantain or platano) is considerably grown in the coffee country, 
which now sends down an appreciable amount of this fruit f or con­
sumption in the cities on the coast and for shipment to the Porto 
Rican colony in the upper east side of Ncw York City. 

It is estimated that , in the one generatio n since the Spanish­
American war, the population of P or to Rico has grown from about 
900,000 in 1898- 1900 to about 1,500,000 in 1930; while at the same 
time it has contributed about 100,000 t o the population of New York 
City. 

The same per iod has seen a rapid industrialization of the agri­
culture of Porto Rico, particularly in the growing of sugar and to­
bacco. The plan ters of these crops have had the advantage (espe­
cially over their Cuban competitors) of enjoying duty-free entry 
for their products into the .American market and have thus been 
enabled to exten d their operations at the expense of the area avail­
able for general far ming. No other farming can support the capi tal 
investment needed to mect the prices which the sugar planters pay 
for land. Thus, along with in crease of population, there has been 
a decrease in land area available for the growing of food for home 
consumption. 

It is estimated that following the Spanish-American War the 
actual number of farms decreased by 30,000 while the large sugar 
and tobacco plantations increased their acreage by buying out the 
neighboring small farmers. In a sense, of course, the small farmers 
were not compelled to sell. They sold because the large tobacco 
growers, and in still higher degree th e sugar planters , were able to 
offer, under the American tariff regime, unprecedently high pr ices 
for land, Having sold his farm, th e small farmer, faced by rapidly 
ri sing land values on an island already thickly populated, was un­
able to buy another farm ; and usually was unable to find a steady 
job, for the large planters naturally tend to the use of labor-saving 
machin ery. 

Absentee or incorporated entrepreneurs immune to local public 
opinion bu t served by local lawyers and intent upon extending their 
areas of exploitation, are apt to find ways of get tin g what they want. 
For a small fa rmer to attempt to hold out against the "logical eco­
nomic development" of th e sugar or tobacco industry, is to pu t him­
self in much the position of a pedestrian attempting to hold the 
right of way against a steam roller. But jlevelopments which 'ar e 
logical from the standpoint of business economics are not always 
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socially beneficial. "Agriculture is not only an industry, but also 80 

way of life." 
Thus the decrease in the number of farms mean t that at least 

150,000 people (for P orto Rico f amilies average large) wer e shifted 
from occupancy of own ed land and ability to raise their own food 
to the casual labor group buying food at increasing prices and seek­
ing jobs in competition not only with the preexisting proletariat but 
with this increased by about 600,000 souls in thir ty years ', 

The commercial-economic advantage of inclusion within the 
American ta r iff territory has brought, or at least has largely con­
tributed to, the social-economic disadvantage that the present em­
ployment in the I sland 's fixed area affords only half enough jobs, 
and only half-adequate subsistence, for its people. So rapidly tha t 
we have not realized what has been happening , ther e has occurr ed un­
der our own flag and in our own generation such a demonstrat ion of 
exploitation by absentee landlordism 1 an d resulting pressure of 
population upon food supply as we are accustomed to a sociate only 
with other civilizations-far away or long ago. 

.A. particularly well-informed Porto Rican has summarized the 
present conditions of his countryman somewhat as follows: 

One-fifth, perhaps, may be said to lie economically independent; a second 
fifth have f a irly steady employment but with pay insufficient to support a bir 
standard of living, and little if any prospect of opportunity to get ahead-the 
competition for their positions is too grcat ; below them is the middle fifth, able 
to find only seaso nal or irregular jobs and t hose at starvation wnge8--{)£ neces­
sity t hey live in diro poverty; and still below this a re two-fif ths of the popula­
tion of whom only God knows how th ey live 'at al1. 

Doubtless the majority both of superficial observers and of fiscal 
experts would paint a different picture. One typical tourist impres­
sion is that the poor people are picturesque rather than poverty 
stricken ; but a closer view reveals the fact that many a pictu resque 
cabin is p racti cally devoid of furniture, bedding, or cooking utensils, 
and that while the labor ing people keep themselves, their children, 
their scanty clothing, the ir cabins, and their dooryards clean and 
neat, a great proport ion of them are ser iously un dernourished. An­
other prevalent tourist impression is that the people don 't do what 
th ey might to feed them elves by planting gar dens; but investiga­
tion discloses the fact that even in the open country the landlords 
economize their costly acre. by permit ting the erection of tenant­

1 The excelle nt wellare work which Is being developed at the Fajardo central under the 
leadership of Sell or Bird should be mentioned as a brillian t exception to the gen er ally pre­
Tallini methods of treatment of emplor_ upon the larie e\1&sr and tobaeeo utstes. 
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worker s ' cabins only in places where nothing will grow, or so close 
together that there is absolutely no space for gardening. If cabins 
are built on the edge of a cane field, the growing cane is often lit­
erally in contac t with th e back walls of the cabins i and the sides 
of th e lat ter arc so close together that the space between them is 
narrower and darker than an old-law tenement house "well"- an 
utterly impossible place in which to plant anything. To step out 
of doors is to step into th e road. Fortunately, there is usually 
enough sunshine in the road so that Porto Rican children regularly 
escape rickets- even the pinched, anemic features, the emaciated 
chests and the flabby "'pot bellies" of the sadly undernourished and 
malnourished childr en are almost always supported by good st raight 
legs. 'l 'hat the children are thus more shapely than the malnour ­
ished children of the North ar e apt to be, is doubtless another rea­
son that th e tourist, or even the American who lives on the island, 
is apt to underestimate the frequency among Porto Rican children 
of such seriously deficient nutrition as must necessarily handicap 
their future efficiency. 

Another reason for failure to realize the seriousness of the pov­
erty in Porto Rico is the evidence of liberal expenditure upon in­
ternal improvements there: in the capital, many new public build­
ings i throughout the Island, good roads i and in nearly every vil­
lage, a good school house, evidently built within th e last thirty 
years. And, the business man may ask, how could Porto Rico, if 
it were not prosperous, borrow money at lower in terest than can 
most of our States Y At the moment of writing, th ere comes to hand 
a municipal bond circular which quotes San Juan bonds at prices 
to yield the investor 4.40 per cent, while such prosperous cities as 
Detroit, Fort Wor th, Los Angeles, and Tucson must pay 4.45, 4.50, 
4.60, and 4.65 per cent on their corresponding securit ies. 

\Ve have, indeed, been slow, .to grasp the fac t that under our 
flag and practically just off the shores of our mainland, social-eco­
nomic conditions can be so different from, anything that we know 
or have ever known in the States. \Ve 'have had no previous ex­
perience of, or responsibility for, a situation in which the govern­
ment can be so prosperously solvent and the people so starvingly 
poor i of a community whose "favorable t rade balance" can be so 
high while the condition of existence of the majority of its people 
is so low, or where agricultural land values are so high while agri­
cul tural wages are so low i in shor t, where the pro ts of a rich land 
go into so few pockets (large ly those of absentees) and the people 
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who work the land are not only kept so poor in money but are also 
so inadequately fed and housed and so completely excluded from 
the possibility of r aising any food ior themse lves and their children. 

Since P or to Rico ceased to be a Spanish and became an Ameri­
can "possession", the fiscal control of insular government finance, 
by Federal officials, the cooperation of the Bureau of Insular M ­
fairs in the floating of Po rto Rican loans in our money markets, 
and the confidence inspired in investors by the extent to which 
"Washington stands back of" the obligations of the Insular Govern­
ment have combined to make it easy for the Island to bond it self 
for such in ternal improvements as roads, schools, and other pu blic 
buildings. The money voted by the Porto Rican Legislature for 
these good works came chiefly through Wall Street and went chiefly 
through Porto Rican contractors. So long a ' the time for the re­
payment of principal was still remote, and unt il the hurricane losses 
made difficult the collection of ,taxes. it is natural that money should 
have been somewhat freely spent for purposes so commendable f rom 
the American poin t of view as school houses and good roads. But 
it is a mistake to suppose this easy pub lic money mean t any gen­
eral diffusion of prosperity among the people. 

The money which came into the Island as t he result of the sale 
of bonds in the States, the inflation of land values which followed 
the privilege of sending Po rto Rico sugar and coffee duty-free into 
the American market, and doubtless, other factors have resulted in 
the handling of more money by many individuals than they would 
otherwise have had ; but because th e demand for labor has not kept 
pace with the growth of the population, there is less chance 110W 

than ever before for the average Porto Rican family to acqu ire a 
small farm or even enough ground for a garden. Probably both a 
larger number and a larger proportion of Porto Rican children are 
malnourished today than when the islan d was a Spanish province. 

The average earnings of a Por to Rican workman are estimated 
at sixty cents a day. The needlework of the wife and daughters 
may possibly raise the family income to six or seven dollars a week 
(if all are hard-working and fortunate in keeping their jobs against 
the competition of their poorer n eighbors) ; f amilies average larger 
than in the States ; food prices are about the same; it takes no 
elabor at e calculation to show that the great majority of the people 
of P orto Rieo must live almost entirely upon whatever food will 
satisfy hunger at the expenditure of the fewest penn ies. 

Usually this is rice and beans . The beans furnish vitamin B 
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and so prevent the beriberi which has frequently afflicted people com­
pell ed by poverty to live too largely upon r ice. Mangoes growing 
by the roadsides, and such other local fruits and vegetables as some­
times come within the reach of the poor , seem to supply enough 
vitamin C to protect them from scur vy. 

The abundant sunshine evidently produces enough vitamin Din ' 
the children themselves to protect them from rickets. But, chiefly 
for lack of milk and eggs, these children arc growing up with cal­
cium-poor bodies and undernourished with respect to vitamin A, 
even if they get enough rice and beans to meet their needs for cal­
ories and protein. 

In view of the evidence furnished by the nutrition research of 
recent years, we cannot doubt that the inadequate and ill -bal­
anced food supply of the majority of Porto Rican families is as 
great a detriment to their efficiency as is hookworm or malaria and 
is perhaps the most serious of predisposing causes of tuberculosis.. 
TIle extremely crowded housing, even in the country, which also 
doubtless tends to keep the tuberculosis rate so high in Porto Rico, 
is a product of the same general social-economic conditions which 
have resulted in th e present inadequate food supply. 

It must be emphasiz ed that the food supply is inadequate as well 
as ill-balanced, for it would be a tragic error to t ry to reduce their 
supply of riee and beans in order to balance their diet. They are 
not getting too much of rice and beans; but they are getting too 
lit tl e of other foods. 

Especially great is the need for milk which, for some time to 
come can probably best be met chiefly by shipping canned and dried 
milk from the States. The development of milk production on the 
island itself is handicapped, first by the fact th at under present 
conditions sugar and tobacco tend to monopolize the land which 
might be good for dairy farming j and second, by the perpetual 
summer climate of Porto Rico, which seems more favorable to the 
parasites that they prey upon than to the cattle themselves. 

The need of supplementary feeding of the Porto Rican children 
is being recogn ized. The governor has mentioned it fr equently. 
The situation is being systematically studied by representatives of 
the American Child Health Association. In some localtics th e feed­
ing of orphans is being provided for by church committees, but 
there is an immense amount of semi-starvation in working-men 's 
homes. The health commissioner contemplates using certain limited 
funds available in the budget of his department for the prevention 



A GLIMPSE OF SOCIAL EOONOftUCS IN PORTO RICO 227 

of tuberculosis by supplementary feeding at early ages. And the 
commissioner of education is very actively pushing the development 
of school gardens for vegetable growing and the use of such vege­
tables to improve and extend the school lunches. P arent-teacher 
associations are increasing in popularity and are actively supporting 
the school lunches-in some cases devoting their entire receipts from 
membership dues to this purpose. Visiting the Corozal "second 
unit" school 11 t lunch time, we fou nd all the children being provided 
with a luncheon based upon their popular menu of r ice and beans, 
but with tIle" bean dish" develop ed in to a most excellen t st ew, con­
taining, along with the usual beans, a wide, ap petizing , and scien­
t ifieally commendable variety and proportion of green and yellow 
vegetables from the school garden. An d we also fou nd that the 
forty children who seemed to need it most were being given a break­
fast of mille an d bananas by t he local organization at the beginning 
of each school day. 

Since the above was written aid has come through the American 
Relief Association and the Golden Rule Foundation. and the school 
lunch system is beginning to be extended to preschool children also. 

Thus, there is active interest already manifest an d much is al­
ready being done, and done well. But financi al assistance from our 
wider public will pr obably be necessary if the need is to be fully 
met . And an understandingly sympathetic at titude toward things 
Porto Rican in general should cer tainly be ext ended to these new­
made fellow citizens as they work out their social-economic salvation 
under the t.r ibulations which in this case have accompanied the t rade 
which follows the flag. 'I'ho situation is grave and difficult but rich 
ill hopefulness and inspiring opportunity. 

The nutritive factors especially needed to make adequate the 
present diet of the majority of Porto Rican children are such as 
can be tran ported witho ut appreciable loss in the form of canned 
and dried foods; an d also they are factors which the body can store 
so that any per iod of better feeding, even if only temporary, can 
be depended upon to bring to these children a permanent benefit. 

Since we now know nutrition to be such a potent force in the 
development and maintenance of health and efficiency, we would be 
as negligent in failing to apply this nu tr itional knowledge as that 
of an infect ious disease . We cannot be satisfied that schools under 
the American flag should be largely attended by children who are 
half sta rved through no fault of their own or of their par ents. The 
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vicious circle of poverty, undernutrition, and impaired efficiency can 
and must be broken. 

Along with the hookworm an d malaria campaigns which are al­
ready being actively prosecuted in Por to Rico and the more com­
plete segregation of open cases of tuberculosis for which prepara­
tions are now being made, there should be an insistence upon the 
adequate feedin g of the children as a facto r of coordinate impor­
tance in the restoration of Porto Rican health and welfare. And 
just as the physician will practice his profession only in full accord­
ance with its accepted standards, so in the work of nutr itional re­
habilitation we should strive to make possible the means for feed­
ing the children of Porto Rico according to the same standards th at 
we teach in the States. 


