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     Painting of  Ice being sold at the Market Place, Georgetown, British Guiana -Circa 1854 

CRYSTAL BLOCKS OF YANKEE COLDNESS 

 A February 1806 Boston newspaper assured its readers. "A vessel has cleared at the Custom 

House for Martinique with a cargo of ice. We hope this will not prove a slippery speculation." 

Imagine life in 1800’s tropical hot and humid British Guiana without a cold glass of water or for 

the more affluent, ice cream, a cold beer or beverage. Gourds, goblets and other earthen vessels 

did bring some quenching relief of cool water for the thirsty as it did throughout history. 

It was commonplace to find large water holding gourds among the furnishings of the historical 

kitchen of Guyana.  

For those who lived in the rural areas or hinterlands, a shady and cool creek kept liquids below 

room temperature. Closed containers were submerged at water’s edge and retrieved for a cool 

drink on a hot day. 



The age of ice and refrigeration for food preservation had not 

arrived as yet in British Guiana. Before 1830, food preservation 

used time-tested methods like salting, spicing {pepper}, smoking, 

pickling and drying.  

 

The revolutionary idea was born to ship ice from the cold north to 

the Tropics and British Guiana thus began the Frozen Water 

Trade. 

Ice was first shipped commercially out of Canal Street in New 

York City, where it was cut, to Charleston, South Carolina in 

1799. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much ice left when the shipment 

arrived.  

New Englanders Frederick Tudor{ 1783- 1864} and Nathaniel 

Wyeth saw the potential for the ice business and revolutionized the 

industry through their efforts in the first half of the 1800s. Tudor, who became known as the “Ice 

King,” focused on shipping ice to tropical climates. Tudor’s first shipment of ice left his wharf in 

Charleston in 1805 with 130 tons destined for St. Pierre in French Martinique.  

The West Indian islands were being ravaged by yellow fever and the need for ice was greatly 

felt. He had shipped 240 tons of ice to Havana in 1807, secured a monopoly from Great Britain 

in 1812 with her colonies in the West Indies, was awarded a monopoly concession from Spain in 

1815-6 with her colonies, soon followed by delivering his ice to Charleston S.C. (1817), 

Savannah (1818), New Orleans (1820), Jamaica and British Guiana. But for twenty years, 

Tudor struggled financially and it was only in the 1830s that his business took off. 

 

Frederic Tudor not only conceived the idea of cutting, storing, shipping, and merchandising New 

England ice throughout the tropical world, he also nearly singlehandedly invented the technology 

to accomplish the task. In the early 19th century, ice was a notoriously short-lived product. A 

method had to be devised to ship it over vast distances through warm climates and store it long 

enough to bring the product to market without critical loss of volume. Tudor’s transportation 

solution, first introduced on the “Favorite,” was to transform an ordinary merchant ship into a 

floating ice house by adding a foot or more of sawdust insulation to the hull and packing the ice 

solidly between layers of sawdust and hay. This frozen cargo was totally below the ship’s water 

line, and used the ocean water as coolant. 

John Steele Gordon’s An Empire of Wealth: The Epic History of American Power read: On 

February 13, 1806, the brig Favorite left Boston harbor bound for the Caribbean island of 

Martinique with a cargo that few imagined would survive the month-long voyage. Packed in hay 

in the hold were large chunks of ice cut from a frozen Massachusetts lake. This was the first 

venture of a young Boston entrepreneur, Frederic Tudor, who believed he could make a fortune 

selling ice to people in the tropics. 

The brig Favorite commanded by Captain Pearson sailed the 13th of February and happily 

arrived at St. Pierre, on the 5th of March, and is now disposing her cargo to great advantage. It 

will be a remarkable epoch in the history of luxury and enterprise that on the sixth of March ice 

creams have been eaten at Martinique probably for the first time since the settlement of the 

country and this too in a volcanic land lying fourteen degrees north of the equator. 

http://www.amazon.com/exec/obidos/tg/detail/-/0060093625/qid=1102992794/sr=8-1/ref=pd_csp_1/002-9986706-1372017?v=glance&s=books&n=507846/marginalrevol-20


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The growth of the New England ice trade by 1856 

Ridiculed at the outset, Tudor endured years of hardship before he was to fulfill his dream. Over 

the years, he and his rivals extended the frozen-water trade to Havana, Charleston, New Orleans, 

London, and finally to Calcutta, where in 1833 more than one hundred tons of ice survived a 

four-month journey of 16,000 miles with two crossings of the equator. The Frozen-Water Trade 

is a fascinating account of the birth of an industry that ultimately revolutionized domestic life for 

millions of people. 

By the 1830s ice had become a very profitable 

American export.  In 1833 American ice was being 

shipped as far as Calcutta, when the Tuscany, which 

had sailed from Boston on May 12, reached the 

mouth of the Ganges on September 5.  Calcutta, one 

of the hottest and most humid cities on earth, and 

then the capital of British India, was ninety miles up 

the Hooghly River, and the population awaited the 

ice with breathless anticipation.  The India Gazette 

demanded that the ice be admitted duty free and that permission be granted to unload the ice in 

the cool of the evening.  Authorities quickly granted the demands.  

Frederic Tudor managed to get about a hundred tons of ice to Calcutta, and the British there 

gratefully bought it all at a profit for the American investors of about $10,000. 

By the 1850s American ice was being exported regularly to nearly all tropical ports, including 

Rio de Janeiro, Bombay, Madras, Hong Kong, and Batavia (now Jakarta).  In 1847 about twenty-

three thousand tons of ice was shipped out of Boston to foreign ports on ninety-five ships, while 

nearly fifty-two thousand tons was shipped to southern American ports. 

 
 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_England


 

The seasonal Ice Trade quickly adapted and became part of cultural life in British Guiana. The 

importation was done between November to March depending on the Winter in New England or 

elsewhere.  

 

My four times great grandfather John Dagliesh Paterson {1775- 1842} of Christianburg, Upper 

Demerara, had some of the first Steam Powered Brig that ran frequently between Christianburg 

and Georgetown towing greenheart punts. This steam tug made a record two-way journey to 

Georgetown in only 12 hours to fetch ice and fresh meat, accordingly to the 1993 Guyana 

Guardian.  

 

Demico House or The 

Demerara Ice House 
situated at the junction of 

Water Street and 

Brickdam. Originally 

owned for 50 years by 

Messrs. Birch & Company 

and Charles J. Macquarrie 

was bought in 1896 by the 

four sons of Jose Gomes 

D’Aguiar, founder of the 

1840 large family business 

and formed the D'Aguiar 

Bros partnership hence the 

initials D.I.H. The 

building, which contained a 

hotel, soft drink plant and liquor bars, got its name from holding ice imported by schooner from 

Canada. 

It was not until the early years of the 20
th

 Century that the natural ice trade was rapidly 

supplanted by more reliable refrigeration cooling systems and plant ice. Concerns also grew over 

the safety of natural ice from polluted or unclean lakes and rivers. This concern first emerged in 

the U.S. as early as the 1870s. The British public health authorities believed Norwegian ice was 

generally much purer and safer than American sourced ice, but reports in 1904 noted the risk of 

contamination in transit and recommended moving to the use of plant ice.  

In the years after the first World War the natural ice industry collapsed into insignificance. 

Industry turned entirely to plant ice and mechanical cooling systems, while the introduction of 

cheap electric motors resulted in domestic, modern refrigerators available in some homes of 

Georgetown allowing ice to be made in the home.  

A refrigerator remained a luxury for most Guyanese until recent times. Ice was commonly sold 

in large commercial cubes from businesses or in smaller quantities from private dwellings.  



Today’s refrigerators continue to grow more and more advanced and are easily available in 

Guyana. A typical modern refrigerator has an ice-maker, knobs for adjusting temperature, a high-

powered refrigerator water filter and even so-called “smart” features that help users plan healthy 

meals and shop more effectively. These modern advancements aren’t simply for providing 

superfluous luxury, but actually make homes more functional and efficient on a daily basis. 

Today, many of us can’t even imagine a world or a Guyana not so long ago when refrigeration 

didn’t exist. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.discountfilters.com/refrigerator-water-filters/brands/kenmore/

