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Sugar in Madeira and the “Hinton Question” 

 

Sugar was a major agricultural product in Madeira for several centuries. From the second half of the 19th century sugar 

processing came to be dominated by William Hinton and his son, Harry. William Hinton and Sons would finally close 

in 1976, although the family name lives on as a rum producer.  

The Hintons, particularly Harry, proved adept at gaining support from Portugal’s government, from King D. Carlos I 

to António Salazar. This, combined with its continual technological innovation, enabled William Hinton and Sons to 

gradually monopolise the Madeiran sugar industry. However, there were many problems along the way, most notably 

the events in 1910 when the government reversed some decisions of the previous year relating to sugar, following 

pressure from Harry Hinton. This led to an uproar in Parliament, was a constant topic of discussion in newspapers, 

fascinated the public and caused considerable embarrassment to the government of the day, after Parliament 

unanimously voted for a commission of enquiry. The events of 1910 became known as A Questão Hinton.  

By Andrew Shepherd 

 

Background 

The cultivation of sugar cane on Madeira goes back to the beginnings of colonization of the island. Initially 

the dominant crop, its importance declined as the cultivation of cane increased in more tropical regions of 

the world. This had a negative impact on the island’s economy and the sugar plantations were largely 

replaced by vineyards, with the growing of sugar cane in Madeira being used primarily to produce alcohol 

for the fortification of Madeiran wine. Sugar production took second place to grapes until the 19th century, 

when Madeiran vines were affected by, first, powdery mildew (Erysiphe necator) and, later, by Phylloxera. 

The impact of these diseases on the grape harvest put an end, at least temporarily, to the once-thriving wine 

industry and saw the departure of many British families from the island. As land could not be used for 

grapes, farmers turned back to sugar and there was a rapid increase in its production.1  

The Hintons 

William Hinton (1817-1904) arrived in Madeira in 1838, initially devoting his energies to the production 

of wicker items and to banana cultivation. In 1839, he married Mary Wallas, the daughter of Robert Wallas.2 

In 1845, he founded a sugar distillery on a site owned by his father-in-law and, in 1856, he built a steam-

powered sugar mill for the production of alcohol, which became known locally as the Engenho do Hinton, 

being called officially the Fábrica do Torreão.3  In 1872, Hinton obtained a licence to construct a sugar 

extraction and crystallization factory at the same location.4  

William’s son, Harry Carvelery Hinton (1857-1948), born in Funchal in 1857, succeeded him as head of 

the business. In 1903, he married Wilhelmina Montgomery, a widow, with whom he had no children.  She 

died in 1913. His second wife was Isabel Vasconcelos do Couto Cardoso. Apart from his role as a 

businessman, Harry is known for being responsible for the first soccer match played in Portugal, in 1875, 

 
1 Vieira, Alberto. 2004. Canaviais, açúcar e aguardente na Madeira: Séculos XV a XX. Região Autónoma de Madeira. 

https://www.academia.edu/17238767/Hist%C3%B3ria_do_A%C3%A7%C3%BAcar_na_Madeira_S%C3%A9culos_XV_XVII 
2 RTP. 2016. Família Hinton doa documentos aos Arquivo Regional e Biblioteca Pública da Madeira.   
https://www.rtp.pt/madeira/cultura/familia-hinton-doa-documentos-aos-arquivo-regional-e-biblioteca-publica-da-madeira_6855 
3 ABM. (Direção Regional do Arquivo e Biblioteca da Madeira). William Hinton & Sons https://arquivo-

abm.madeira.gov.pt/details?id=120857 
4 Viera, 2004. op cit 

https://www.academia.edu/17238767/Hist%C3%B3ria_do_A%C3%A7%C3%BAcar_na_Madeira_S%C3%A9culos_XV_XVII
https://www.rtp.pt/madeira/cultura/familia-hinton-doa-documentos-aos-arquivo-regional-e-biblioteca-publica-da-madeira_6855
https://arquivo-abm.madeira.gov.pt/details?id=120857
https://arquivo-abm.madeira.gov.pt/details?id=120857
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having taken a ball back home from England, where he had been studying. His interest in football continued 

throughout his life. He sponsored the Hinton Cup, played for locally in Madeira, and was a supporter of 

Club Sport Marítimo, which named him as its honorary president, among other honours.5   

    
               Harry Hinton                                                                          William Hinton 

Investments in sugar processing 

On 23 March 1879, the Companhia Fabril do Açúcar Madeirense sugar mill was inaugurated in Ribeira de 

S. João, Madeira. Although cane sugar had been grown and processed for a long time in Madeira, this new 

factory stood out because of the improved technology used, employing equipment patented in 1875 by the 

Visconde de Canavial, based on existing French technology. William Hinton and Sons rushed to copy the 

new technology, leading to a lawsuit by the Viscount against the Hintons in 1884, with an award for 

compensation being made in 1887.6 Despite this setback, the Hintons continued to make frequent 

investments to equip their factory with modern machinery. The company walled the buildings, built a 

warehouse, connected various buildings through metal pipes, added floors, built new warehouses and 

replaced steam engines, sometimes to the annoyance of nearby residents. Telephone lines were installed 

between the factory, warehouses and the Hintons’ residences in the early 1890s, just a few years after the 

phone had become available in Lisbon.7,8 

Seeking government support 

Meanwhile, the large sugar companies were experiencing difficulties as a result of the high sugar production 

costs on Madeira compared with countries such as Brazil and Cuba. Before 1895, farmers had their cane 

processed for their own account and sold the resulting juice and bagasse to whomever they wanted. 

Production had declined considerably and Madeira was even reduced to importing sugar. The Hintons were 

able to persuade the government to introduce new regulations in 1895 that required their company to buy 

all cane offered by growers, at a price determined by and guaranteed by the government, and also any cane 

 
5 http://www.visitmadeira.pt/en-gb/madeira/did-you-know-that/the-first-football-match-in-portugal 
6 Viera, 2004. op cit 
7 APCA 
8Pacheco, Dinis Gouveia. Sociedades e estratégias empresariais nos sectores agro-industriais do vinho e cana sacarina na 

Madeira (1870-1930). Master’s thesis, Universidade da Madeira. https://digituma.uma.pt/handle/10400.13/304 

http://www.visitmadeira.pt/en-gb/madeira/did-you-know-that/the-first-football-match-in-portugal
https://digituma.uma.pt/handle/10400.13/304
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alcohol offered by other mills, also at a fixed price. At the same time, the import duty on molasses, used to 

produce alcohol for wine fortification, was reduced by 50%.9,10 

Intended, at least in part, to address the problem of rural-urban migration in Portugal, these post-1895 

arrangements proved popular with farmers and production of cane rose rapidly, although many farmers 

continued to crush their cane at the numerous small local mills dotted around the island rather than sell to 

the Hintons. The arrangements involving fixed government prices lasted until well into the 20th century. 

Less impressed were the British and other companies still involved in the wine trade. These were forced to 

buy the alcohol they needed to fortify wine from the two large sugar companies at fixed government prices 

that were very profitable for the factories. The importation of alcohol was forbidden and attempts by the 

wine trade to change this met with no success. By 1907, Madeira had a sugar surplus, which was shipped 

to Lisbon at a favourable price.11  

Government decrees of 1897 and 1903, the latter after a visit to Madeira by King D. Carlos in 1901, which 

may have been a pivotal moment,12 severely regulated the small mills throughout the island that were still 

crushing cane and distilling alcohol. Prior to 1897 there were approximately 50 stills but the decree in that 

year established strict rules on how to build alcohol distillation and rectification factories. By the turn of 

the century, some of the benefits from the 1895 law that permitted the import of molasses had been lost due 

to the decline in the value of the escudo. Harry Hinton embarked on a promotional campaign in national 

and local newspapers, such as the Diário de Noticias, Diário da Madeira and Diário do Comércio, and 

made frequent visits to Lisbon, with the intention of having the import tax on molasses reduced and 

achieving policy changes that would permit consolidation of the industry to his company’s advantage.13  

Success for Hinton came in 1903 when a government decree determined the form of registration of the 

distillers, with conditions so onerous that only two, Hinton and José Júlio Lemos, were able to comply. 

Hinton purchased some other mills and took a long-term lease on that of Lemos, so consolidating his 

position in the market. The alcohol produced was used both for consumption as an aguardente and for the 

purposes of the fortification of Madeiran wines.14,15,16 

Consolidating the dominance of William Hinton and Sons 

In 1902 the Hinton factory experimented with a new processing system in association with León Naudet, 

which became known as the Hinton-Naudet system. The system was patented in the United States by 

Naudet in 1903 and was aimed at maximising sucrose extraction.17 Another introduction, known as the 

Hinton-Marsden system, improved the efficiency of cane crushing, which was very necessary when cane 

 
9 Viera, 2004. op cit 
10 Vieira, Alberto. 2014.  A Junta Agrícola do Distrito Autónomo do Funchal, (1911 – 1918). 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311006894_junta_agricola_1911-19 
11 ibid 
12 Relations between the King and Harry Hinton were good. They played tennis together and the King referred to Hinton as “the 

uncrowned King of Madeira”. 
13 Viera, 2004, op cit 
14 Gregory, Desmond. 1988. The Beneficent Usurpers: A History of the British in Madeira. Fairleigh Dickinson University Press 
(Copy in BHSP Library) 
15 Viera, 2014 op cit 
16 Câmara, Benedita. A Madeira e o proteccionismo sacarino (1895-1918). Analise Social, xxxiii (145), 1998 (1.º), 117-143. 

http://analisesocial.ics.ul.pt/documentos/1221842419X3dET4yt2Sq44UG1.pdf 
17 https://patents.google.com/patent/US746736 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/311006894_junta_agricola_1911-19
http://analisesocial.ics.ul.pt/documentos/1221842419X3dET4yt2Sq44UG1.pdf
https://patents.google.com/patent/US746736
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production costs were so much higher than in the colonies.18,19 The Hinton’s Chief Engineer, João Higino 

Ferraz, and a British engineer, James Campbell, installed the new technology in 1907. Extensive works 

included new boilers and centrifuges, together with a 50-metre chimney. Other innovations included an 

aerial cable on the Santa Luzia River to transport the cane discharged from coastal steamers. Difficulties 

during the First World War in obtaining coal from Britain (Portugal not having its own supplies) led to 

oxen being imported from the Azores to carry cane across the island.20  

By early in the 20th century, the Hinton company was playing a dominant role in Madeiran society, largely 

due to its almost complete monopoly position as a sugar extractor and cane alcohol producer. The 

technological innovations made by the company, together with the concessions it was able to extract from 

the government, gave the factory a huge competitive advantage over the few remaining factories. Profits 

made from sugar enabled Harry Hinton to diversity into new areas, such as Madeiran rum and the Empresa 

Madeirense de Tabaco, which was founded in 1913. Hinton also became a car dealer and a flour miller.21,22 

Beyond Madeira, he was the founder and main shareholder of a sugar farm in Cassequel in Angola, and 

spent some time living in that Portuguese colony.23 

The “Hinton Question” 

In 1909 the government issued decrees restricting the amount of alcohol that could be added to wine, as a 

response both to adulteration of alcohol and to an increase in alcoholism on the island. Hinton reacted 

negatively, as the move would reduce considerably his sales to the wine industry. He refused to buy any 

more cane juice from the smaller sugar mills, and even threatened to cease the arrangement of buying cane 

at government prices. He demanded that Portugal should either rescind the new regulation or take over the 

factory, paying him compensation of £673,000 for both the factory and for lost profits. He approached the 

British government for support. Official British endorsement of his cause was not forthcoming, although 

he did have support from the British ambassador in Lisbon.24  

In April 1910 the government, in response to pressure from Hinton, suspended the decrees that Hinton had 

complained about.25 This decision encountered strong objections in the Parliament, and became widely 

known as “The Hinton Question”. Hinton was portrayed as an “extortioner” trying to enrich himself at 

Portugal’s expense. The opposition was supported by much of the media, with newspapers of the 

Republican tendency making much of the friendship between Hinton and King D. Carlos I, who had been 

assassinated in February 1908. In addition to this opposition in Lisbon, Hinton also had to contend with 

opposition from John Blandy, who held a strong position in several economic sectors in Madeira, including 

the wine sector. Blandy was able to use the Diário de Notícias da Madeira, which he controlled, to attack 

Hinton and his family, with the articles being reprinted in some of the Lisbon newspapers. The British 

Foreign Office remained officially neutral, although an internal communication suggested that “the ruin of 

an important firm like the Hintons would be a severe blow to British prestige in Madeira…” In the spring 

 
18 Agência de Promoção da Cultura Atlântica (APCA - Madeira). Henry Calverley Hinton. 

http://aprenderamadeira.net/article/hinton-henry-calverley 
19 Pacheco, op cit 
20 Pacheco 
21 ABM, op cit 
22 Binney, Marcus. 2011. The Blandys of Madeira, 1811-2011. Frances Lincoln Limited. 
23 Agência de Promoção da Cultura Atlântica (APCA - Madeira). Henry Calverley Hinton. 

http://aprenderamadeira.net/article/hinton-henry-calverley 
24 Gregory, op cit 
25 Câmara, op cit 

http://aprenderamadeira.net/article/hinton-henry-calverley
http://aprenderamadeira.net/article/hinton-henry-calverley
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of 1910, the British embassy asked for two cruisers to be sent to Madeira, fearing rioting if Hinton went 

ahead with his threat to refuse to buy cane from Madeira’s farmers.26 

In March 1910, Afonso Costa raised the Hinton issue in Parliament, complaining about the compensation 

sought by Hinton who, according to Costa, had from 1903 an effective monopoly on the transformation of 

sugar into alcohol and, yet, was claiming compensation for his losses. The government would only reply 

that this compensation was arranged through diplomatic channels and that, therefore, it would not be 

appropriate to discuss the matter in Parliament. Several subsequent sessions of Parliament ended in uproar, 

with the government trying to avoid debate on the issue. But, on 20 April 2010, Afonso Costa returned to 

the attack, presenting letters from D. Fernando de Serpa Pimentel, assistant to the king, which clearly 

indicated the involvement of the Royal Family in matters relating to Hinton. The Chamber of Deputies then 

voted unanimously to hold an inquiry into the Hinton question.27 However, King Manuel immediately 

suspended Parliament, provoking strong reactions. With Parliament closed, the government deployed 

troops on the streets (21 April) and legislated to reinstate the monopoly conditions previously held by 

Hinton. At the same time the British government published a note stating that the involvement of the 

ambassador had been only in his personal capacity.28  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Matters were temporarily resolved in March 1911. A heavy tax was imposed on cane alcohol to reduce its 

consumption, while Hinton undertook to buy a large quantity of the cane that would otherwise have been 

used for the production of alcohol. In return he was allowed to keep his monopoly on the alcohol sold to 

fortified wine producers. In 1915, the Lisbon police announced that they were planning to carry out an 

investigation into the relationship between Hinton and José Relvas, the Minister of Finance in 1911.29 

 
26 Gregory, op cit 
27 https://ahpweb.parlamento.pt/Detalhe/?&pesq=ps&t=3&id=69166&tx=feminino 
28 Afonso Costa levanta no Parlamento a questão Hinton. Fundação Mário Soares e Maria Barroso. 

http://www.fmsoares.pt/aeb/crono/id?id=034852 
29 APCA, op cit 

Cartoon by Francisco Valença 

showing Afonso Costa in 

Parliament raising the Hinton 

Question. The implication that the 

cartoonist considered Hinton to 

have been bribing the government 

is clear  

http://www.fmsoares.pt/aeb/crono/id?id=034852
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The Hinton Mill dominating Funchal 

In 1914, there were more disagreements, when the government cut duty on sugar arriving from the 

Portuguese colonies, thus making Madeiran sugar less competitive. Hinton protested, and again asked the 

government to take over his factory and pay compensation. By this time Afonso Costa had become the 

Minister of Finance and was completely opposed to helping Hinton, arguing that he had already profited 

significantly from previous arrangements. Moreover, Costa felt that the island would be better served by 

developing its wine industry rather than continuing to rely on subsidised sugar production.30 At the same 

time, the company was accused of releasing excessive quantities of alcohol for consumption in Madeira, 

since the alcohol it reported as being sold to fortified wine producers was considered to be twice as much 

as required by those producers.31 However, in 1915, a Decree was issued removing import duties on 

equipment destined for sugar mills, although the government did, at the same time, signal a change in 

policy, towards one of promoting a recovery of the wine sector in Madeira.32 

Later years 

Under the Estado Novo several decrees were issued protecting Hinton’s monopoly position and he 

continued to prosper. He donated large sums to charities, including hospitals, and also contributed to the 

reconstruction of churches. Interested in the history and culture of Madeira, he collected literary works on 

the archipelago, which he donated to the collection of the Municipal Library of Funchal. He also enhanced 

the collection of the Municipal Museum. This taste for historical artefacts led him to restore, in the original 

design, the so-called Columbus Window, which he placed in his Quinta da Palmeira, where he received 

several dignitaries.33, 34 

In 1934, the Portuguese Government, decorated Harry Hinton with the rank of Commander of the Order of 

Christ and, in 1939, with the rank of Grand Officer of the Order of Industrial Merit. He was also made an 

Officer of the Order of the British Empire (OBE). He died in April 1948. 

 
30 Câmara, op cit 
31 Pacheco, op cit 
32 Viera, 2014 
33 APCA, op cit 
34 Meet Madeira. Quinta da Palmeira. http://www.meetmadeira.pt/meetmadeiraguide/descobrir-detalhe/87/Quinta-da-Palmeira 

http://www.meetmadeira.pt/meetmadeiraguide/descobrir-detalhe/87/Quinta-da-Palmeira
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Not having children of his own, Hinton designated the son of his second wife from her first marriage, 

George Welsh, as his heir. In 1969, the Welsh family informed the government of its intention to close the 

factory, which would have effectively ended the manufacture of alcohol and sugar on Madeira. In view of 

this, the government agreed to compensate the company for the losses it was incurring. However, two years 

after the Carnation Revolution in 1974 the factory was definitively closed.35 It was demolished ten years 

later, with the exception of the chimney, which can be still seen in the Santa Luzia gardens. In 2006, the 

Welsh family started to produce rum under the William Hinton brand, which they continue to do.36 

—— ooOOoo —— 
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35 Viera, 2014 op cit 
36 http://williamhintonrum.com/history/ 

 

http://williamhintonrum.com/history/

