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 CHICLEROS; Corozal of Belize. 
 
Mr Sylvester Castaneda. 80 years old in December 2002 of Corozal. 

Some extracts from his life 04/01/2003. 
 

He has lived in Belize all of his life. Born in 1922. He was a Chiclero (Chicly 
Gatherer, English) for the first 25 years of his working life. Starting in Chetumal area 
in 1934. Punta Gorda area, in 1940:  and finally Gallon Jug area in 1947. He was 
married in 1948 and is still married to the same young lady. Having started my 
working life at the tender age of 12 years old, in 1934. The pay was very poor indeed. 
My starting pay was a Dollar a day until I was about 16 years old, then it went up to 
10 dollars per every 100 pounds of Chicle (Chicly in English) that could be gathered. 
It took me 6 days to gather the 100 pounds. Working from Sunup to Sundown, during 
which one could bleed 5 to 8 Sapodilla trees. 

A Chiclero’s life was not easy in those days, we quite often had to climb the 
trees, and we used a set of tools called, “Climbing Irons”(Spurs, set of which can be 
seen in Lydia’s Museum, Corozal) there were many an accident, in which the 
Chiclero’s would have received broken limbs and sometimes death resulted from a 
fall. Being Tropical rain forest area, the rain would make the trees slippery. 

The Sapodilla Trees were bled by cutting a series of “V” grooves into the bark 
of the tree and then we would tie a bag (Some of the Bags were made from Flour bags 
or Sacks) to the tree to catch the Resin (sap or milk, see pictures.) in, much the same 
way Rubber was extracted from the Rubber trees in Malaya. The Resin was then put 
into a pot and boiled, which became Chicle and which in turn was then put into square 
wooden boxes, which carried 25 pounds of Chicle. Each of the 25 lb blocks of Chicle 
we used to carve our Name or Initials, so that we cold get our correct wage due to us. 
Usually this Chicle was then transported: by an Animal Pack Train (which consist of 
small horses, mules or donkey’s) from the Chiclero Camp to the nearest town or 
agent. In return for wages and supplies, which were then brought to the Chiclero 
Camp 
 
Cost of living was a bit lower then. 
Sugar     =  3 cents per lb. 
Eggs      =   12 cents a dozen (1 cent each) 
A Fowl  = 25 cents (each) 
Quart of Corn = 1 to 3 cents 
Bananas          = 1 cent for 4 
A hand of Plantain = 5 cents 
Bicycle            = 10 dollars 
A Shot Gun     = 10 dollars. 
      We were that poor 

 Flour bags (sacks) were used to make various types of clothes, such as 
Dresses, Panties, Table Cloth’s, Sheets, Pillow Cases, Shirts, Skirts and Blouses etc, 
etc. 
       During his time at Punta Gorda and Gallon Jug days: the cost of food was a little 
different to what we pay now as you can see from the above list. 

When Mr S. Castanieda had, had enough of being a Chiclero, in 1958 he 
turned his hand to farming Fruits and Vegetables, such as Tomatoes, Potatoes, 
Plantain, Beans, Bananas etc, which has sustained him to this day. 
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He informs me that all of his records were lost when Hurricane “JANETTE” struck 
Corozal. Therefore he has only his memories of the past. 
 
 Mr Camelo Baeza 82 years old of Corozal Town. 
Some extracts from his life 19/02/2003. I will be 83 later this year. 

 
At the tender age of 13 started work as a Chiclero in 1933 to 1936. I first 

worked in Progresso under a Mr Ignacio Novello a Chicly contractor. I was paid the 
grand sum of 5 cents per 1lb of resin collected from the Sapodilla trees. In 1936 to 
1945 I worked in Quintana Roo in Mexico, under a Mr G Aguillar where I was paid 1 
peso per pound of resin collected. Means of transport was the fact, that I was flown in 
a small plane from Corozal to place of work in Mexico. The resin, when it was boiled 
became chicly and was made into 25 lb blocks for transportation by mule to the base 
camp. Each Mule handler was in charge of 5 mules or packhorses. Which formed a 
Mule Train of 10 or 20 mules or more. 
 In 1945 to 1950 I worked under a man called Mr Salvador Espatt producing 
something called Chicybull. He paid me 30 cents per 1lb. Under this person we had 
Chicly bags made or coated with rubber, which carried about 10 lbs of resin. It was 
then placed into bigger bags, which held 50 lbs. These bags were taken to a main 
camp where it was boiled and stretched: before it was placed into blocks of 25 lbs. On 
each of these blocks of 25lbs we used to stamp our initials, for identification and 
wages. 
 We would start by tying the gathering bag near the bottom of the tree and as 
we start to climb cut the Vee grooves for the resin to run into the bag. For climbing 
the trees we used a Rope or broad Strap around our waist and Climbing Spurs 
(Climbing Irons) tied to our Feet and Ankles, with Machete or large Knife tied to our 
waist belt, which was used for cutting the grooves into the tree, as we climbed up. 
  Mr Turton was the main agent for Wriggle’s of the U.S.A. 
 Mr Mc Lovio was a Chicly contractor in the 1940’s operating in Corozal area. 
 

Mr Evaristo Reyes aged 80 years, of San Estevan, O/Walk. Born in 
Corozal Town. Some extracts from his life, 15/03/2003. 
 I was born in 1923 and I started as a Chiclero at the young age of 14 years old 
and my pay was 12 cents per every pound of Chicly I gathered. The catcher bags I 
used were different sizes according the size of tree: so I used a 4lb, 7 or 8 lb and a 
10lb bags. We used to boil the Chicly at our makeshift campsite, I had to take out any 
bits and skim of the scum, and boil the raw gum until almost dry, in an iron pot, 
which held about 32 lbs of Chicly. It was placed into wooden moulds, which made a 
block of about 25 lbs of Chicly When enough Chicly was gathered, it was transported 
to the main campsite by horse or mule, where I used to stamp my initials on each 
block of Chicly I brought to the main camp. I used to travel by foot, horse, mule, or 
by boat or dory whatever to the main campsite from San Estevan. After that it was 
mainly on foot to the gathering sites. 

I used to work anything from 6 hours to 10 hours in a day, working from 6 
days to around 10 days before reporting back to the main campsite for a short rest. I 
worked in three basic areas as a Chiclero and they were Maskal area, Blue Creek and 
Warrie Bight. I was a contract Chicly gatherer and not an independent.  

I had some Climbing Spurs some Rope for my waist when climbing and a 
Machete, to cut grooves in the Sapodilla trees. I was informed that we could not use 
Climbing Spurs or Irons, if the trees were on government land. Sometimes I used to 
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be out in the bush for up to 3 or 4 months at a time, and on my very first trip as a 
Chicly gatherer I was away from San Estevan for 7 months.   
Chiclero work was very rough and hard on all of us. I can remember I used to pay 
something like, 3c per lb of Sugar, 10c per lb of flour, 12c per quart of corn and lard 
15c per lb. These items I used to take with me: and meat I used to hunt for, such as 
Paca (Local name Gibnut, Agouti,) Fish from the rivers, Guinea Fowl and Curassow.
 My life as a Chiclero was short, because in 1942 I joined the Land Army with 
several other people, and was sent to Scotland where I worked as a Forester for three 
years, during W. W. II. On my return to Belize in 1945 I became a Belizean Forester 
 

 
 Mr Manuel Perez aged 79 years, of Corozal Town. (Bilo nickname) 

Some extracts from his life as a Chiclero, 17th March 2003. 
 
I started work as a Chiclero at an early age of 12 years in 1936 under contract 

in Mexico. The contractors for Corozal & Mexico were Guadalupe Aguillar (don 
Lopez), Pascul Corral, Francisco Accencia and Don Pepe. My starting pay was the 
same as Mr S Castanieda, in fact we often worked together so what he has said 
applies to me except the following. 

In1938/40 I worked under contract to Mr Evelio Espeyo around Gallon Jug & 
Blue Creek. Pay was small between 10cents and 15 cents per one lb of chicly 
gathered. When leaving Corozal I had to go to Douglas mostly by foot or catch a lift. 
From Douglas by river to Blue Creek and foot thereon in; now between Chicly 
gatherings I used to help cut Mahogany, especially if my wages were low. So I used 
to stay in the bush for 2 to 4 months at a time.  

In 1940/42 I worked under a person called “Naco” in the Progresso area. It 
was a boat all the way from Corozal to get to Progresso area. 

I was one person in a group of 8 people. Sometimes the groups consisted of 
anything from 4 to 10 people Operating from a main Campsite, some time these 
campsites had 6 or more groups operating from it: under a Campsite Foreman. Whose 
job it was to go and locate the trees for the groups of his particular Campsite. The 
Camp Foreman was paid a percentage from the chicly, as to how much his groups had 
gathered. 

A lot of us Chiclero’s used to buy Rum which cost us about 15 cents a quarter 
pint of Rum, 30 cents for half-pint, and 60 cents a pint. A gallon cost $4.50 cents. I, 
and the group: I was with used to hunt for meat and go fishing to supplement our 
rations. One last thing nearly all the chicly gathered, ended up with a man called 
Turton who exported it to the U.S.A. 

In 1942 I stopped being a Chiclero and went to the U.S.A. 
 
 
Mr Andrew Gilhary aged 86 of Corozal Town. 
These are his extracts of his life as a Chiclero 28th April 2003. 
 
I started my Chiclero days in 1932 I was 15 years old. I gathered chicly only 

until Pembrook Hall was built, in the 1950’s. A period spanning about 22 years or so. 
As I was not married as a Chiclero until later, I had an agreement with my agents to 
pay my parents some money each week out of my earning, some of the married 
Chiclero’s had a similar agreement with their agents to give their wives so much per 
week. 
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For my introduction, I was first sent to gather Chicly in Mexico. My pay was 
$6 dollars per 100lb of chicly gathered. Hours of work were sometimes from 6 hours 
up to 16 hours for the day. So the hours depended on the yield of each tree that I was 
able to bleed. The size of gathering bags we used, were, from 4lb, 5lb, 10lb up to 25 
lb. An average size Sapodilla tree would yield from 3lb of Sap (Resin) up to 15lbs. 
Some of the larger trees I could get up to 75lb of Sap. So the Sap yield was according 
to the size of tree. I was on a good day, able to bleed an average of 8 Sapodilla trees. 
We used to boil the Sap to extract the moister from it, in cooking pots or Cauldron 
which carried from 25lbs to 50lbs of Sap, stirring constantly. Now if the yield was 
down we sometimes added 25lbs of Flour to help make up the weight of chicly. 
Eventually the Captain of our group found out, so we had to stop putting the Flour to 
the sap. The chicly was put into wooden moulds or blocks of 25lbs up to 50lbs you’re 
your name marked into the chicly.  

I used to operate from a main camp called a Commissary: (or Bodego) from 
this camp we would go in a small group of 20 to 25 Chiclero’s under a Captain to the 
designated chicly bleeding area and set up a small temporary camp. It at this camp 
where we used boil the sap to make chicly. We used to leave the temporary camp 
each week and go back to the main camp with the chicly loaded on Mule or Horse. 
Back at the Commissary there they had an accountant who recorded your yield of 
chicly, he also recorded your buying of supplies. He would also give you an account 
of your earnings and spending.  

1lb Flour 3 cents.  2lb Sugar 5 cents. 
56lb Corn 30 cents.  Quart of Rice 6 cents. 
A yard of Print Cloth cost 5 cents.  
To sew a pair of pants 25 cents. 
Plantain was 10 to 15cents a bunch. 
A Turkey cost 60 to 75 cents each depending on size. 
A Chicken cost 15 to 25 cents each depending on size. 
Eggs were 1 to 2 cents each. 
 
When I worked in Mexico I was under contract to a Mr G Aguillar and Mr F 

Accencia. Transport was by motorized boat to Chetumal, from there by motorized 
boat via the Rio Honda River to Bacalar Lagoon from there, on foot to main camp. Or 
other time we would go by boat via Blue Creek and move inland to the main camp on 
foot or if lucky ride a horse, mule or rarely a motor vehicle. So whilst in Mexico I 
used to be away for 5 to 6 months at a time. I also used to cut Mahogany in this area 
out of the Chicly season. 

Whilst chicly bleeding in the Progresso area, the agent I was under was Mr 
Nacho Novelo.  Transport was by boat, to Progresso and there on in was on foot.  

I also went Chicly gathering in Warrie Bight. I used to travel most of the way 
boat, then inland on foot. I was under an agent called Mr Mc Lovio & Mr Alamilla  

All of the Agents I worked under worked for a Mr Turton. 
 

  Mr Placido Aguires, Theodore Bacab and Andres Cab from Santa Familiar village 
and many others from that village, were independent Chicly gatherers and were not under 
contract to an agent. They would gather the Resin and boil it in the bush where they were. 
When they thought they had enough gathered they would then take the Chicly back to Santa 
Familiar village. This was done by one; Ernesto Ortego who had about 6 to 10 horses. It was 
then the Chicly was taken to Cayo Town, by either Dory or by Vehicle, to the agents and get 
the best price they could for the Chicly. 
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  I have been informed that there were many independent Chiclero’s around the 
country as well as contract Chiclero’s. 

 
 
The People of Corozal and Orange Walk: wish to thank Mr S Castanieda, Mrs 

M Baker, Mr C Baeza, Mrs Dorita Gonzalez, Mr M Perez, Mr S Reyes and Mr A 
Gilhary for the little information above and several other people of Corozal, which 
they gave freely. Copies have been given to each of the Families named above. To be 
added to the Corozal Library and the Orange Walk Culture House. 
 
 
 

 
 

  
The tree that provides the sap that is made into Chicly is the “CHICOZAPOTE.” (Manikara-
zapota) or commonly known as the Sapodilla. Whose rot-resistant wood was used by the 
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Maya, for Lintels in their Temples throughout the region. The Medicinal use of the Sapodilla 
tree have long be known to the people of Mexico and of the Central Americas. 
 The first know commercial use of Chicly gum as a chewing gum, dates back to the 
19th century. So the story goes. In 1866, a New York Dentist, Thomas Adams, was given 1 
kilo (2.2lbs) of Chicly Gum by a Mexican General, one Antonio Lopez de Santa Ana. Which 
Adams accepted and then spent about a year of testing the gum. Finally Mr T Adams 
produced the forerunner to the modern day Chewing Gum.   
 

    
Chiclero’s Wives need very high praise indeed, to put up with their husbands folly. 
Some of the Chiclero’s when they were paid used to go on a drinking spree and if they were 
married quite often their wives would have to go and look for their men to get some money 
from them, if they had not already spent it, or they would go to the Agent who employed their 
husband and get some money in advance from their husband’s wages. The other thing some 
of the wives did was to have an agreement with their husband’s agent that they be paid some 
of their husband’s wages each week so they had some food in the house, whilst he was away. 
Times were very hard indeed for the Chiclero’s Wife. This statement rings true to this 
day, for about 45% of Belizean men.                                
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Compiled from various sources to fill a gap in Chiclero history of Belize. 
By A.D. Baker. Corozal. 
13th January 2003. 
Amended 25th February 2003. 16th & 17th March. 2003. 28th April 2003. 
 


