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Mahogany trees planted for shade in Paramaribo
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The Mahogany Tree

Hauling mahogany logs to the landing in Costa Rica

Most Valuable Member of Tropical American Iorests

THE mahogany is the most valuable of all the tropical
American trees. It can easily claim supremacy as the
King of the forest. In beauty and stateliness it has no
rival in its native habitat. Its trunk 18 not so massive
as those of some of its neighbors, but it frequently attains
a much greater height. The mahogany tree 1s tall,
straight, symmetrical, rearing its crown often more than
100 feet high and is preeminently useful for its timber,
which is employed for fine furniture, interior trim of
luxurious residences and for all purposes in which beauty
and durability are required. For the variety of special
and common purposcs in which it 1s employed, it may be
regarded as the most useful wood and i8 always in the
highest request. The wood is often curiously veined and
1s capable of taking an exquisite polish and is, therefore,
used extensively by makers of the most exclusive types
of furniture and of cabinet work. Mahogany is un-
matched for beauty and usefulness by any other wood of
the West Indies; moreover, its worth is enhanced by its
comparative rarity, for the ax has played havoe with the
most accessible trees.

Mahogany is a name given to several distinct species
of timber-yielding trees of tropical America; one is the
Spanish or small-leafed mahogany (Swietenia mahagoni),
which was first discovered and exploited in Cuba; the
other is the large-leafed or Mexican mahogany (Swielenia
macrophylla), which is found chiefly in southern Mexico
and in British Honduras, the wood of which entered the
trade much later than that of the small-leafed variety.
The Mexican mahogany was not recognized by botanists
a8 a distinct species until long after dealers and users
of the wood had called attention to the fact that it was
much softer and lighter, both in weight and color, than
that of the Spanish mahogany from Florida and the
West Indies. For a long time the softer grades of the
Mexican variety were known in the trade chiefly as bay,
baywood or bay mahogany, which meant that the wood
was false or so-called ‘““near’’ mahogany. A dwarfed
variety that is said to be growing sparingly in the elevated
parte of southern Mexico is the ground mahogany
(Swietenia humilis). While the wood of this species is
hard and beautifully textured, it is not exploited, both
on account of its small size and inaccessibility. The
mahogany growing in Panama and Colombia is a fourth
variety, whose botanical identity has not yet been
determined. The so-called Panama mahogany may be
described as being intermediate between the Spanish
and Mexican varieties.

Although mahogany comes from several ‘distinct
botanical sources, it is graded in the market largely
without reference to whether 1t 1s the wood of one species
or of another. Timber merchants and wood users are
interested primarily in the geographical origin of the
wood, which affords them a clue as to its quality, because
experienced mahogany users are familiar with the merits
of the wood obtained from different regions. The grades
of mahogany on the market are designated according to
their places of growth, or oftener to their ports of ship-
ment. In a general way it may be said that the small-
leafed kind, which is found chiefly in Cuba, the West
Indian Islands and in elevated parts of the Spanish
Main, is noted for its beauty of grain and figure, which
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constitute the chief characteristics by which mahogany
buyers judge the quality or grade of the wood. If the
wood is derived from the West Indies and is of required
gizes, it is at once graded as figured wood of good quality.
The large-leafed variety is obtained from the lowlands
in southern Mexico and British and Spanish Honduras.
The wood usually is softer, lighter and often lacks the

Small leaf mahogany, showing character of the bark

unique figure that characterizes the mahogany from the
uplands.

The exploitation and export of mahogany constituted
at one time the principal resource of tropical American
forests. For many years the supply seemed inexhausti-
ble, but authorities on the world’'s supply of timber are
now fearing a great diminution in the output from the
forests and on the market. Scrious apprehensions are
entertained, even by those engaged in the mahogany
business that the scarcity of this timber may lead to the
employment of a still greater number of other woods
instead of true mahogany and to the displacement of the
West Indies from its position as the world’s principal
source of supply of this class of timber. The African,
Philippines and Central and South American woods
which come i1nto the American markets are now being
used extensively as substitutes for true mahogany for
various purposes for which the latter has hitherto been
employed.

While the imports of so-called mahogany to the
United States have risen in recent years to more than
40,000,000 feet annually, that of true mahogany has
fallen to not more than 12,000,000 or 15,000,000 feet.

The Philippine mahoganies have made considerable
progress in the American markets during the last two
years. Approximately 2,000,000 feet of the best grades
of Philippine kinds have been entered at the port of
New York during 1914 and 1915. West Afrieca supplies
annually more than seven times this amount. As the
supply of these mahogany-like woods from other parts
of the world increases, the exports of true mahogany
from tropical countries will decrease. The probable
future falling off in the export of true mahogany must
naturally be attributed also to other causes, as follows:

1. The diminishing number of trees of large dimen-
sions 1n the forests.

2. The Iincreasing cost of obtaining the ‘timber,
owing to the necessity for penetrating the less accessible
forests in search for timber.

3. The increasing cost of labor, equipment and trans-
portation.

Fortunately the mahogany tree has a very wide
natural range of growth. It thrives in every country
bordering the Caribbean Sea, and has been found and
exploited on practically all of the Islands of the West
Indies. It is native to the keys and to parts of the
mainland of extreme southern Florida. In Mexico it
occurs from Tampico southward extending into Central
and South America. It 1s difficult to say just where
mahogany occurs I1n commercial quantities south of
Panama, but it has been exploited along the Magdalina
River in Columbia. A dwarfed variety is indigenous
to Venezuela, where it is found most abundantly in
abandoned fields and along fences. So far as is known
now, true mahogany has not been found growing natur-
ally in the Brazils and in the Guianas, nor does it ex-
tend into Peru; the so-called Peruvian mahogany that
comes occasionally into the American markets is a
generically different wood.

In Florida mahogany is confined to the keys and the
well-drained areas of the mainland, which seldom over-
flow and which have a limestone substratum rendering
the soil -conditions almost similar to the mahogany-
producing regions in Cuba. The trees here are not
so large as they are farther south, and the wood is con-
siderably harder and has been classed by experts as the
finest mahogany obtainable.

The tree is found also in the Bahamas, where condi-
tions are nearly similar to those in Florida. The wood
is called maderia on the Island of Andos, and was for a
long time believed to be difierent from that of the Cuban
vartety. It is very hard, heavy, and dark colored, and
18 highly esteemed in the trade. There is very little
mahogany left on the island, and practically all the trees
are now cut and utilized locally. Originally Cuba,
Haiti and Jamaica supplied all the mahogany used in
Europe and the United States. Porto Rico has pro-
duced very little, if any. The small islands in the Lesser
Antiles contain some mahogany, but it is used locally.
In Trinidad the supply is also very limited, though
formerly a good deal was exported to England.

The wood from Cuba and Santo Domingo 18 known as
Spanish mahogany, which has always been considered
the most suitable for making luxurious furniture. It
possesses the finest texture and has in a marked degree
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Hauling mahogany logs in the forests of Mexico

the chemiecal properties that cause the wood to mellow
and improve with age, giving it a tone and charm that
are distinctly its own. It has a reputation of being
harder, darker and more figured than that from any
other locality. In fact, the variety of color and diversity
of figure are marvelous and special logs often fetch high
prices. A log handsomely figured, if of good texture
and color, commands as high as $400 or $500 per thou-
sand board-feet. The different figures quite common
in the best logs from Cuba are technically known as
roe, mottle, cross mottle, dapple, fiddle back, plum
pattern, bird’s-eyec and curls. The figure constitutes
in part the quality that fits the wood from the highest
purposes in decorative art.

Cuban mahogany has always been considered to be the
best in the market. The commonest grades were sold
at from $110 to $180 per thousand feet. The finer
grades of figzured mahogany have been sold for as high
as $500 per thousand feet, and a few very fine logs have
brought even as high as $1,200 per thousand feet.
Mahogany is found throughout the Island, where it has
been exploited for more than 200 years, but the best
and most accessible trees have been cut. There is still
a good deal of excellent timber available in the interior
but the bulk of the logs now ecoming from Cuba are much
smaller than those from some other mahogany-producing
regions, and, consequently, bring smaller prices. The
material consists largely of such logs as were not accepted
by former exploiters of the wood. While it has the
reputation of being harder, darker, and more figured
than that from any other region the wood is often sold
now for less than $50 per thousand feet in New Orleans
and Mobile.

Peurto Principe and Santiago de Cuba produce more
mahogany for export than the other provinces of Cuba.
Prior to the American occupation the average quantity
of mahogany exported to the United States from Puerto

A transverse section of Mexican mahogany, magnified
50 diameters

Mexican mahogany trees planted in Trinidad

Principe during a prosperous year was about 135,000

feet. The total export varies considerably, as is shown
by the following figures compiled from official records:

Year Export in feet

1890 62,5600

1891 578,000

1892 1,240,000

1893 1,180,000

1894 542,000

1895 31,500

1896 54,642

The mahogany industry in Cuba was greatly developed
soon after the period of insurrection. From 1895 to
about 1900 the conditions of the Island were not normal
and caused great confusion in trade and development of
its industries, but the mahogany industry soon expanded
and the imports into the United States increased. For
the five-year period ending June 30, 1915, the imports
of mahogany according to figures of the Bureau of
Statistics, United States Department of Commerce, are
as follows:

Year Quantity Value

1911 2.976,000 fect $187,493
1912 3,256,000 feet 201,923
1913 5,395,000 feet 338,906
1914 2,988,000 feot 193,602
1915 1,807,000 feet 08,334

After better transportation facilities to the seaboard
are available in Cuba, enormous quantities of fine
mahogany, which is still in existence well inland, will be
brought to market. To reach a shipping port, only small
logs can at present be hauled over the rough roads.

Hayt: has extensiveforests which contain good mahog-
any. Little of it has thus far been exploited on account
of the unstable government. Foreign timber companies
have found 1t difficult to obtain a clear title to timber
grants. The soil and climatic conditions are favorable
to the best growth of mahogany, and after better means
of transportation have been developed, large quantities
of the finest mahogany will be made available. There

Large mahogany trees in Mexico

are at present no figures extant on the export of mahog-
any from the island.

In Jamaica mahogany was at one time & very common
tree and large quantities of the wood were shipped to
England. Trees of all ages, without any foresight as
to the future supply, were cut down and exported. As
early as 1753 more than 500,000 feet in planks were
shipped from Jamaica. As a result of this ceaseless
deforestation, Jamaica has very little mahogany to spare.
The wood is of fine quality and is said by some to be
equal to that obtained in Cuba and Santo Domingo.

Southern Mexico and British Honduras have soil and
climatic conditions which favor the best development of
the large-leafed mahogany. In these forests mahogany
forms only a small proportion of the timber trees. In
the uplands mahogany is diffused throughout the general
forests 1n the proportion of about one to five hundred of
other trees, while in the lowlands it is found in the pro-
portion of about one to three hundred, not equally dif-
fused, but confined to certain localities of small extent,
where 1t occurs more frequently than in other places.
These localities are the warm southern or eastern slopes;
sometimes it ascends to ridges, and when these are
sheltered, to the north and west by higher hills, pre-
senting a free southeastern aspect, mahogany assumes a
larger size.

It 18 quite obvious that a tree depending on 80 many
local peculiarities for its full development cannot occur
continuously to any great general extent, yet the quantity
of mahogany in these forests has been and still is very
great, although the lower forests bordering the navigable
streams have been heavily worked and the best mahogany
1s now to be found only up in the forests where 1ts removal
18 more difficult. This observation applies to all the
regions where mahogany grows. Still the numerous
streams and rivers which rise in southern Mexico afford

A massive mahogany tree showing character of growth
in the open
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splendid facilities for floating the logs, even from their
extreme sources in the rainy season.

The soil 'in which the mahogany grows presents the
same uniformity as to geological structure. In the
forests where the best mahogany is found the soil 1s a
clayey loam, derived from the dark limestone. In the
lowlands the soil is composed of an alluvial deposit on
which mahogany is not found in the same perfection,
though the trees are often much larger than on the
uplands. This difference in the quality of wood 18
attributed to the character of the soll. The trees grow
more rapidly in the lowlands, and the wood is softer and
possesses less figure. Nearly all other varieties of tim-
ber associated with mahogany partake of the same
peculiarity and attain a much larger size in such localities
than they do in the hills.

Those who have watched mahogany trees from year
to year have observed that their rate of growth, like that
of all other of all other trees, varies exceedingly, accord-
ing to the locality and soil. A mahogany tree grows
fastest in deep alluvial soil, where the roots can spread
far and deep and the leaves remain green all the year
round. Young trees grow very rapidly, often as much as
one-half an inch 1n diameter a year. Young secdlings
planted in good soil are known to have made uncommonly
rapid growth. In a small plantation of Mexican ma-
hogany in the Philippine Islands the trees attained a
diameter averaging about 6 inches during the first ten
years. Trees planted in Trinidad in 1900 are now from
10 to 11 inches through a foot above the ground. The
Mexican variety was introduced also into India, where it
18 sald to grow very rapidly under favorable conditions.

On the other hand, mahogany grows very slowly
on well-drained ridges or in poor soil where the majority
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of trees remain stunted and sometimes die off before
reaching a merchantable size. They seldom attain a
diameter of over 18 inches, although the forest has
never been interfered with either by fire or ax. Mahogany
of thig description is found on the dry limestone soil
on the hills at the heads of the streams in southern
Tabasco and in the far interior of British Hondurus.
Full-grown mahogany trees growing in good soil have an
average diameter above the root swelling of about 3 or
4 feet.

It 18 difficult to say just how old a mahogany tree is
when 1t arrives at maturity, but a tree 3 feet in diameter
is probably not less than 200 years old. No one has
ever made any reliable measurements of the annual
rings of growth. Authorities on questions relative to
the rate of growth of trees in the tropical climates state
that 1n warm countries where the alternation of seasons
13 less marked than in the temperate climate, no de-
pendence can be placed in this test of the age of the trees.
Toward the northern limits of its range, mahogany
shows well-narked annual rings of growth. This is
particularly the case in southern Florida and in the
mountaing of Cuba and Mexico. While it 18 difficult
to determine the age of mahogany by the rings exhibited
In transverse section, there can be no doubt that the rate
of annual Increase in diameter varies very much in dif-
ferent parts of the tree’s range.

The mahogany from this part of the mainland varies.
The best 13 what 18 known as the Tabasco. The logs
coming from Fronteras and Laguna are good, and the
wood has a very large demasnd both in this country and
iIn Europe. The growth of logs shipped from Tuxpan
and Progresso are usually of what are termed cazones
growth, which results stringy and 1s more difficult

-of the material 18 good wood
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lumber to finish, and, in consequence, is sold at much
less than the woods from other ports. The shipments
from Purto, Mexico, are probably derived from the west
coast. The texture of these logs is somewhat harder
than that of the east coast and not as well liked, and, in
consequence, the values are somewhat less.

The exports of mahogany from Mexico during the
last five years are as follows:

Year Quantity Yalue

1911 11,935,000 feet $7008,498
1912 10,598,000 feet 616,012
1913 10,866,000 feot 664,705
1914 10,381,000 feeot 785,148
1915 8,119,000 feet 488,740

British Honduras on an average exports as much
mahogany as Mexico. The wood is approximately of
the same character, though in point of size the Honduras
wood 1s excelled by the Tabasco variety. The latter
yields fine texture wood with good color. The wood
from regions including that from Spanish Honduras,
comes to market in large sizes and is, therefore, adapted
for large work. Their silky texture, along with a general
freedom from serious heartshakes, causes the wood to
be much appreciated.

The Nicarguan mahogany is obtained from somewhat
smaller trees and the logs formerly came into the markets
in the round state. During recent years very little of
this wood has been received. The wood was considered
to be of excellent quality, with a mild texture resembling
somewhat that derived at present from Panama. The
shipments received from Guatemala, Costa Rico and
Columbia are very variable in quality, but the bulk
commanding good
prices.




