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early 108 years have head of the London Ordinance
passed since the initial Works and Chairman o f Vickers
experimentation
on Armstrong Co. Josiah Vavasseur
was instrumental
in setting up the
desiccated coconut (DC)
in
Colombo by Mr. P.V. Appleby, company after his first trip to the
the engineer o f J.H. Vavasseur & East in 1888. Henry accompanied
Co. that in 1891, the product was him. stayed in Sri Lanka for some
first exported from Sri Lanka years to organize the business at
(then Ceylon) by the pioneering this end.
firm. A century ago. a well known
Sri lanka planter and entrepreneur,
In early 1880s, a planter in
Mr. John Clovis de Silva, Ceylon C. Powell Jones started a
established the first desiccated business to develop coconut
coconut
mill
by
a
local products, and during a trip to
entrepreneur, based on the model England in 1884 approached
of the first ever desiccated Vavasseurs
for
financial
coconut mill built by the assistance. The proposal was
Vavasseur & Co. in Sri Lanka. To found to be satisfactory and a
my knowledge, none of these partnership was formed with
events have been commemorated Powell Jones. Though Mr. Jones
so far in Sri Lanka.
left the firm to set up another
business, his assistant, another
J.H. Vavasseur & Co. was planter. Mr. William Henry Figg
first set up in England to import
eastern products such as coconut
fibre, tea, etc. in 1860s. The story
of the company starts with two
brothers Josiah and Henry. The
original Vavasseurs had come to
England at the time of the
Huguenot persecution in France.
Henry, the younger brother
became the driving force behind
the company, and continued as its
head for 60 years, until 1922,
when he expired at the age o f 91
years. Josiah Vavasseur had other
interests, and finally became the
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continued in the partnership, and
continued as the manager o f the
Ceylon business for 14 years. In
1892. Mr. Henry Vavasseur, then
a widower, married. Miss Alice
Figg. a sister o f Henry Figg. Mr.
Figg who left the firm accepted a
partnership in Whitall and Co.,
and eventually became its owner.
He was knighted in 1911.
Fhe business o f the Vavasseur
Co., expanded since 1870s. and
became the foremost in coconut
trade. The coconut was an ideal
ingredient for candy, for w hich the
demand tremendously increased
among the expanding workforce
in England in 1880s. By this time,
coconut was imported as whole
nuts, the export o f w hich in large
quantities was cumbersome and
expensive. The Vavasseurs.
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entrusted Mr. P.V. Appleby, an
engineer and a godson o f Mr.
Henry Vavasseur to develop a
satisfactory alternative. He started
experimenting on grated coconut
at Covvly near Oxford University.
He heated coconut meat in steam
tables and reduced the moisture
content to 3.5% and found that
reduction of moisture to this level
prevents rancidity in coconut
meat. Mr. Appleby came to Sri
Lanka, to test his findings. He set
up a steam table at the fibre mills
of the company at Dematagoda (in
Northern part o f Colombo, about
one mile distance from the Kelani
river) and employing 6 workmen,
personally supervised the cutting
o f kernel into various sizes by
knives.. A sample o f the product,
packed into lead lined tea chests
was shipped to London for
approval. The product was
accepted, and others followed for
large quantities.

equipment was shipped to quilon
in South India and a desiccated
coconut mill was established. It
worked for two years, but was
found to be uneconomic due to the
small size of nuts. The equipment
was shipped back to Sri Lanka, an
ideal site was found in Lunuwila
(in the district o f Puttalam in the
coconut triangle, about one
kilometer distant from the
Coconut Research Institute). Four
desiccators were installed initially,
four more added shortly and
finally the capacity was increased
to 16 desiccators. Eighteen
months later, a large fibre mill
was erected at the site and with
the extension o f the Northern
railway line, a railway line was
constructed up to the factory’. The
factory' became an integrated unit,
and is in operation, even to this
day, after making renovations and
improvements in keeping with the
modem sanitary requirements.

Mr. Appleby erected a
separate mill at the premises,
installed about 12 steam tables,
invented machinery for cutting
and worked up to 100,000
coconuts per day. The product was
shipped in tea chests, labeled as
‘prepared copra'. A desiccator
was introduced later, and the
product was renamed ‘Desiccated
Coconut’.

Many of the old equipment,
particularly in the fibre mill are
still being operated satisfactorily.
The mill served as a model to the
subsequent mills, and the site is
important as it depicts the various
stages o f the development o f the
industry. The mill is named at
p resen t
as
L unuw ila
mills./Megalle mills.
J.H.
Vavasseur & Co.
established four mills in Sri
Lanka, all in the coconut triangle.
They are:

The original site o f the
Dematagoda fibre mills o f the
company was traced to the present
site o f the Ceylon Fibre Industries,
105 and 78 Gananwimala Road,
Colombo 9. It was said that parts
of the original steam tables were
found there until some time ago.

Magalle mills at Lunuwila - first mill
Nattandiya mills - later purchased by
Dodwels & Co.
Loluwagoda mills
Battuluoya mills

Dematagoda was a busy area
even at that time. Portion o f the

The mills at Lunuwila and
Loluwagoda are still in operation
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with modernization to meet
sanitary requirements. In addition
to the desiccated coconut mills,
the company was a big shipper of
coconut oil. Concurrent with the
pioneering work in desiccated
coconut, the company pioneered
mechanical extraction of fibre,
installation o f a gas plant using
coconut shells and the extraction
o f fibre from the matured
palmyrah leaf stalks. Mr. Appleby
went to Jaffna (extreme northern
area o f Sri Lanka) in 1892 to train
people to extract the fibre.
When Mr. Henry Vavasseur
died in 1922 at the age o f 91
years, Mr. P.V. Appleby took his
place, became the chairman of the
London company until 1940. The
operations of the British parent
company in Sri Lanka was run by
J.H. Vavasseur & Co. (Ceylon)
Ltd and E. Coates & Co. (Galle)
Ltd. Expansion o f the Industry in
Sri Lanka.
There was a rapid expansion
in the demand and the production
o f desiccated coconut, coconut oil
and coconut fibre during the last
decade of the previous century
and in the period up to the First
World War. The extent under
coconut expanded in keeping with
the demand. The increased husk
supply in bulk from the copra and
desiccated industries, facilitated
the expansion o f mechanical
extraction o f fibre which was also
pioneered by the Vavasseur & Co.
In desiccated coconut, the demand
increased due to increased demand
for confectionery, and in England,
1902 was the coronation of King
Edward VII, which created
additional festive demand. Sri
Lanka had a virtual monopoly on
the export o f desiccated coconut
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until 1927, when the Philippines
came into the scene. The major
importing countries were United
Kingdom, which purchased the
bulk, rest of the Western Europe
and the United States of America.
The desiccated coconut was
exported first from Sri Lanka in
1891 with 416.330 pounds (about
189 MT) in which year it received
recognition
in
the
Ceylon
Chamber of Commerce weekly
reports as a food product with
potential. By 1898, exports
increased to about 6.184 MT and
remained around this level until
the turn of the century. By 1905, it
reached 9,445 MT, and by 1911,
reached 14,493 MT.
The first Sri Lankan to start
desiccated coconut production

was Mr. John Clovis de Silva,
progressive coconut planter and
the chief partner of the J.C. de
Silva & Co. He established a mill
with desiccated coconut, coconut
oil and fibre sections at Vilagoda
in the Kurunegala district in
1896/97. The mill was established
in an estate o f 10 acres, and was
203 ft long x 86 ft wide. The
desiccated coconut section was
153 ft x 86 ft, with 11 desiccators.
The factory was based on the
Vavasseur model. Browns patent
single desiccators manufactured
by the Colombo Commercial Co.
and slicing machine manufactured
by C.A. Houston & Co. Ltd.
Colombo were used. The grating
machine was also manufactured at
the Colombo Commercial Co. For
the first time tubular type of
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imported boiler was installed. The
credit for the start o f the sale of
packeted desiccated coconut goes
to Mr. Clovis de Silva. Because of
the novelty o f the product, the
visitors to the factory started
pinching the product. He made
small packets of the product and
sold to the visitors, together with
instructions for its use. The mill
had the capacity o f 60.000
nuts/day.
The fibre mill had husk
crushers, retting tanks (2 tanks 28
ft x 23 ft), hackling sheds and
presses.
Mr. R.C. Dickson, an engineer
supervised the construction and
installation and Mr. Henry de
Silva, who had
10 years
-------------------- ----------- “ "N
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experience at the Vavasseur mills
was his assistant. (Tropical
Agriculturist. August 1896).
I have not been able to trace
this site so far. Desiccated coconut
and fibre mills were established
with rapid succession prior to the
First World War. It is reported
that by 1912, there were 22
desiccated coconut mills in the
Western province and 50 fibre
mills in the Western and North
Western province. The increase in
desiccated coconut production
was so noticeable that the London
Merchants wrote to Tropical
Agriculturist, in 1890s. expressing
their fear o f over production. A
great impetus has been given to
the industry by the discovery that
Mr.
John
Brown's
patent
desiccator, the well known tea
drying machine could be adopted
with very little alterations to the
drying o f desiccated coconut.
Progressive planters and coconut
exporting
companies
started
desiccated coconut manufacturing.
Mr. Akbar, who started the
Negombo mills is a good example.
For the first time, he started
irrigating his coconut plantation
by installing a pump station.
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The batch production system
prevailed in all the mills and
compared to the Philippine model,
units were very small. The total
number of mills in 1960s came to
about 80. Apart from the fact that
the subsequent entrepreneurs
copied the Vavasseur model, two
other important socio-historical
facts influenced the size o f the
mills.
The size was first
influenced by the availability of
nuts. The total extent under
coconut reached the present level
of one million acres, in around
1926. During the initial period of
expansion, the extent under
coconut remained around 650.000
acres. The desiccated coconut
mills followed the expansion of
the extent, and the size was
determined by the availability of
labour in the surrounding area.
Local labour was used in the
mills. It was difficult to move
village based agricultural labour
over long distances to a central
factory due to transport facilities
at that time, and the agricultural
involvements of the population.
Expansion o f desiccated coconut
production to other countries
The
parent
Vavasseur
company
started
desiccated

coconut
production
in the
Philippines as well. The American
interest in coconut increased
considerably after the SpanishAmerican war. when a number of
tropical countries w ith large tracts
o f coconut came under the U.S.
administration. In 1909. United
States of America imposed a tariff
o f 2 U.S. dollar cents/pound. In
1922. Philippine coconuts were
allowed to be imported to
theUnited States duty free. The
move into the Philippines was a
result o f this favourable tariffs
accorded to Philippine coconut
products. Up to this time. "Black
V' brand of desiccated coconut
from J.H. Vavasseur & Co.
(Ceylon) Ltd. was the only
product available in the United
States. By around 1922. the parent
firm became a public company
and
started
large
scale
manufacturing the desiccated
coconut in the Philippines. A
Philippine company was formed
named "Red V Coconut Products
Co' in order to distinguish it from
the "Black V' products from
Ceylon. T he company established
two factories in the Philippines.
(C o n tin u e d on page... 38)
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(From page... 14)
The
parent
company shipment of coconuts from a
established a branch in New York Cuban customer in lieu of
towards the end o f the last century payment. The company produced
to distribute the ‘Black V ’ brand a sweetened product from the
products in the United States. This coconut at a plant in Brooklyn.
branch was closed down in 1897, The factory was shifted to New
subsequent to the handling over Jersey in order to process nuts
the
exclusive
rights
of imported from the Caribbean, and
distribution, to Wood & Selick continued to operate well into the
Inc. The Wood and Selick Inc. 30s. The company started large
production
in
the
continued to distribute the ‘Red scale
V ' brand as well, and in 1930s Philippines.
became a part o f the Vavasseur
group o f companies. The ‘Red V ’
The Tropical Agriculturist,
brand replaced the ‘Black V ’ August 1908 reproduced a report
brand in the United States market in ‘Melbourne Age, August 1908,
by around 1938.
to the effect that Australia started
the production o f desiccated
There were a few other coconut by the beginning o f the
countries producing desiccated century. The factory wasin New
coconuts in small scale in the South Wales, employed about 100
1920s and 1930s. It is mentioned white labour and produced about
in the ‘Century o f Coconuts’ that 5MT/week. The coconuts were
Franklin Baker Co. was the first imported from South Sea Islands,
firm to produce desiccated Java and New Guinea, and
coconuts in the United States. As desiccated coconut was sold at
a result o f the Spanish-American less than '/2 pence per pound over
war, the company received a the imported product from

Ceylon. It was said that the
hygienic standard o f the product
was better than that o f the Ceylon
product; because black labour was
employed in Ceylon.
They further stated that they
were not afraid o f competition and
that Ceylon could produce at
per pound and that Australia had a
protective duty o f 2 dollars per
pound. It was also reported that
Jamaica had one factory' and the
United States had several working
on imported nuts. The Ceylon
manufactures wrote to the
Tropical Agricul-turist that their
sanitary stand-ards are very high
due to careful nut selection, use of
clean water, the product is
untouched by hand after wet
section until it is dried, currents of
fresh air passes through the
factory and the high temperatures
in the desiccators destroy the
microbes etc.n
'/ 2

(From page...20)
Although there are various problems
facing the processors o f coconut
wood in Tanzania. w;e have observed
that improvement in the selection of
suitable palms to be cut, sorting of
logs and timber drying might help to
solve some o f these problems.
Another area which NCDP
gives emphasis is on the finishing o f
the products. Although for the local
market an average finish work might
be alright, it is not the case for the
products aimed for the international
market (Europe). NCDP always
emphasise on the high quality
finishing using the appropriate sand
papers.

Conclusion
Based on the current level o f
utilisation it is evident that coconut
palm wood is under-utilised although
Tanzania has got an abundant amount
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o f unproductive coconut palms which
can make a good source of timber if
used efficiently. Taking into account
the method of coconut cultivation and
the amount of raw' materials available
in Tanzania, the introduction of small,
medium and large scale cocowood
pro-cessing technologies would help
to improve the situation. For the
promotion effort to succeed, it is
important to
involve
fanners,
potential manufacturers and end users
in the introduction and development
o f appropriate tech-nologies for
Tanzanian situation.
The promotion of coconut
wood utilisation stands a better
chance to succeed since there are
many areas in the construction
industry in Tanzania w'here coco-nut
wood can be used. These include
short beams, door and windowframes, non-load bearing elements,
parquet floors and furniture.

Low and medium density
wood can be used for interior uses,
paneling and or packing. With regard
to the low density wood one can use
them for making coolboxes for the
fishing industry along the coast. As
far as the international market is
concerned there is still a lot to be
done in the improvement o f the
finishing quality.
As such
coconut tree
deserves special attention. It is
important to inform the rural
population about the possibilities of
coconut timber and the positive long
term effects for the development. It
should be remembered that every time
a tree is left to remain in natural forest
because it has been substituted by an
agricultural product like coco-nut
wood is a long time gain for the
nation.□
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