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A beacon that has grown over the years

The origins of the El Toston Lighthouse date 
back to the late 19th century. It was built to mark the 
Toston reef, off La Ballena point, where the lighthouse 
stands. It also marks La Bocaina channel, the straits 
separating Lanzarote from Fuerteventura.

Construction work started in 1897. The archi-
tectural design is the usual style for lighthouses of the 
time. It is a rectangular shaped building, clad in stone, 
with the tower attached to one corner.

The first tower was not high enough and by 
the mid 20th century it was run down enough to justi-
fy a replacement, so, a new, higher tower was finished 
in 1955, which came into service in 1963. In the new 
octagonal tower, the light is automatic, so the mainte-
nance staff no longer live in the lighthouse. It is run by 
the lighthouse men from La Entallada lighthouse.

The light that guards La Bocaina straits

La Punta del Toston lighthouse guards the north-west tip of La Bocaina strait, separating the islands 
of Fuerteventura and Lanzarote. On the other side of the strait, on the island of Lanzarote, is the Punta Pechi-
guera light.

La Punta del Toston light has a range of 14 nautical miles, almost 26 kilometres. The signal the light 
makes is of the isolated flashes type, that is, there are regular flashes at a frequency of less than fifty flashes 
a minute.

The light that is currently in service is set in a new tower, built in 1985, separated from the old building 
of the first lighthouse. The new light is set in a thirty metre high white tower with red bands.

YOU CANNOT UNDERSTAND THE HISTORY OF FUERTEVENTURA WI-
THOUT CONSIDERING FISHING

The history of Fuerteventura is closely associated with the sea and the harnessing of its resources. Fis-
hing has always been an essential activity for feeding the settlers of the island for many periods of its history. 
The aboriginal inhabitants of the Canary Islands fished the seas between the islands intensively. In the case of 
Fuerteventura, there only appears to have been fishing on the coast.

The arrival of the Europeans enhanced the importance of fishing and with the appearance of better 
techniques for sailing and navigation, the nearby African fishing grounds were opened up as one of the most 
productive fishing grounds in the world. The boom in the Canary Island fishing grounds on the African “Coast” 
after the mid 19th century made fishing one of the main food resources of Fuerteventura and the rest of the 
Canary Islands.

Fish, the historical staple diet of the “Majoreros” (inhabitants of Fuerteventura)

Historic testimonies suggest that fish could have been a major source of food for the population of 
Fuerteventura, especially during periods of drought and famine. Dependence on farming on non-irrigated 
lands and livestock, together with the abusive practises of landowners and the regular plagues caused terrible 
famines in Fuerteventura and tough episodes of emigration, like the “great famines” of 1721 and 1769
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In the late 19th century and the 20th century, the 
wealth of the Sahara Bank fishing grounds galvanised the in-
dustrialisation of the fishing fleet. The arrival of entrepreneurs 
from abroad also led to the building of fish conservation faci-
lities, especially for tuna species, on the leeward shores of the 
island.

Traditional fishing, part of the identity of Fuerteven-
tura

Traditional fishing has always been the main activity 
for the seamen of Fuerteventura. They have fished the coasts 
of the island in small boats, formerly rowing boats and lateen 
sail rigged boats, now engine driven, harnessing the wealth of 
what are still the most productive waters of the Canary Islands 
and they used to sail to the fishing grounds of the nearby Ca-
nary Island – Sahara banks.

Fishing survives today thanks to the determination and know-how of the local fishermen, who have 
conserved the resources of the seas around Fuerteventura. But construction, especially for the tourist indus-
try, on the coast, the pressure from other sectors of the economy and rising living standards made it extremely 
difficult for young people to go into traditional fishing by the end of the 20th century. This traditional fishing 
is an integral part of the identity of much of the population of Fuerteventura, and it is now a profession that 
has been recovered in part.

Fishing has been a basic activity in Fuerteventura ever since the times 
of the pre-Hispanic settlers of the island

The wealth of the seas around Fuerteventura, the richest fishing waters of the Canary Islands, has 
helped to support a long seafaring tradition. Archaeological remains and historic references bear witness to 
the importance of fishing as an activity for the inhabitants of the island and its importance as a local food 
resource.

The shell mounds, evidence of the shell fishing activities of the original Majoreros

The original settlers of Fuerteventura, the “Majoreros”, were basically a society of herdsmen. Their 
flocks were the main source of food. The herding economy was complemented by fishing and shell-fishing, as 
there are doubts cast on the real importance of farming for the pre-Hispanic natives

“There is shell-fish in great abundance on the coast, and very good shell-fish, with dusky top shells, 
barnacles and limpets.. They were great swimmers, and they killed fish with sticks”

History of the Conquest of the seven Canary Islands
Fr. J. Abreu Galindo 

The importance of shell-fishing can be seen from the many mounds of shells to be found at several 
points around the coastline and in towns and settlements. These mounds are an accumulation of the remains 
of the shells of marine molluscs, like limpets, mussels and “dusky top shells”, together with the remains of 
pottery and stone instruments.

Some of these mounds could be associated with the natives cooking the shellfish that they collected 
on the coast, either for eating directly or for transporting the cooked food to their villages. In fact, cooking the 
shellfish directly on the stones on the shore is something that still occurs at times in Fuerteventura.

“Barbasco” (surf fishing), an ancestral fis-
hing technique

The native “Majoreros” fished the shoreli-
ne, as the fish remains found in archaeological sites 
are from shallow water fish, like parrot fish, pink 
dentex and moray eels. This leads to continued 
doubts being cast on whether the natives of Fuer-
teventura used boats for fishing, as the archaeolo-
gical evidence suggests that they fished from the 
shore.

The techniques used by the natives in-
cluded fishing at night with strips of heart wood, 
fishing with rods, with bone hooks, fish traps and 
bulrush nets.

The most interesting technique used by the 
original settlers was the “barbasco” or “embrosca-
do” method. This method consisted of catching fish 
in the pools on the shoreline, taking advantage of 
the out-going tide. They used to dissolve the sap of 
spurge or cactus spurge in the waters of the pool. The toxic properties of this milky sap would paralyse the fish, 
enabling the natives to practically catch them by hand.

Sailing among the native Canary Islanders

There is no archaeological evidence to show that the natives knew how to sail, although there are 
written references.

Italian engineer Leonardo Torriani maintains that the original Canary Island settlers used to sail bet-
ween the islands in his Description and History of the Kingdom of the Canary Islands, published in 1590:

“They also used to make boats from the dragon tree, which they used to hollow out, and then they put 
in stones for ballast, and they sailed with oars and palm sails around the coasts of the island (Gran Canaria), 
and they also used to sail to Tenerife and Fuerteventura”.

The voice of the sailors

Among themselves, the fishermen of Fuer-
teventura call themselves sailors. Their history is the 
history of coastal peoples; men and women depen-
dent on a generous, but sometimes hostile, natural 
environment.

The voice of the sailors and their women is 
the voice of the sea, of lives led among the sound of 
the sea breeze and the breaking surf…
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From Corralejo to El Puertito, an island open to the sea and to fis-
hing

The lengthy coastline of 
Fuerteventura is dotted with small 
villages, many of which have a deep-
rooted fishing tradition. Some of 
these settlements were originally 
improvised refuges, sometimes in 
caves or temporary huts, used by 
fishermen at certain times of year 
in their search for better catches, as 
is the case of Los Molinos and Pozo 
Negro.

Some of these coastal villa-
ges, like El Cotillo, in the north, and 
El Puertito, on the Jandia Peninsular, 
have remained almost exclusively 
fishing villages.

The professional fishermen 
of today, the sailors, are members 
of the three Fishermen’s Guilds of 
Fuerteventura, each with its area of 
influence:

Corralejo, in the north
Gran Tarajal, in the central part of the island
Morro Jable, on the Jandia Peninsula

Nomads of the sea

Fishing kept the sea-farers of Fuerteventura moving around the island. They were nomads of the sho-
reline, who exchanged their regular homes for huts on the coast for a season in search of better catches.

Especially the sea-farers of El Cotillo, who were unable to fish in winter because of the stormy seas. 
One option was to sign on as crew on a charter boat, or on a fishing boat headed for Africa. Otherwise, they 
had to travel to other towns, like Morro Jable, Puerto del Rosario or Pozo Negro from September to April. In 
summer too, they sometimes used to go down to Puerto de Los Molinos or to Puerto de la Peña.

The fishermen of Morro Jable used to set off for El Puertito, where the fishing was better, while the 
fishermen of Gran Tarajal went to Jacomar, Las Playitas and Giniginamar.

Many years, the wives of those at sea were forced to work in the tomato harvest on the plantations of 
El Matorral and Gran Tarajal, on Fuerteventura, or to La Aldea, on the island of Gran Canaria.

It was not unusual for the fishing villages to suffer a shortage of water and food, which had to come in 
by sea. The seamen of El Puertito and Morro Jable had tanks to collect rain water, and when this ran out, they 
had to load their boats with barrels to fill with water from the Joros springs.

The hard life of the seamen when fish was dirt cheap

“The poverty of Jandia cannot stimulate the 
appetites of the powers. It is a miserable country of poor 
people who live under the blessing of the sun. Like any 
organised nation, of course, it has overseas trade and di-
plomacy to live in peace with everybody. Jandia exports 
fish, goat meat and cheese. It imports whatever it can, in 
good years, to eat and for clothing”

 
Cerco de arena

Enrique Nacher, 1961

“ (The women…) Used to sell fish, for example a 
mother in El Cotillo, (after selling the fish…) came home 
with 35 pesetas, and the rest she had exchanged for bar-
ley, wheat, lentils, or anything else she could. Life used to 
be really hard”.

Gregorio Santana Benitez
Puerto del Rosario

The fishermen used to have serious financial 
difficulties. Fish was cheap and in Fuerteventura “there was no money around”. For many years, the house-
hold economy was based on bartering; the intermediaries in the fish trade did not even always pay in cash.

When school was at sea

Shortages were a determining factor in the lives of children, who used to go to sea at an early age to 
learn the seaman’s trade, which has traditionally been a male only job. Many boys would sail aboard their 
father’s small boats before they were 10 years old, and they even signed on for deep sea fishing boats bound 
for Africa at 12 or 14.

The reasons for going to sea so young were two-fold: on the one hand they needed the money and, on 
the other, it was a way of passing on valuable know-how on the fishing grounds and fishing techniques from 
fathers to sons. It was also a strategy for preventing more people from gaining access to resources that were 
in short supply.

Setting sail for “The Coast”

“Signing on” for the sea-farers of Fuerteventura was to go fishing in nearby Africa, which they called 
“The Coast”. In the winter months, fishermen, especially from the north coast of Fuerteventura, signed on to 
work on the boats that fished off the African coast to harvest the wealth of the Canary Island – Sahara bank. 

The seamen started work in their early teens. A lack of resources forced fishermen to sign up at a 
tender age, to complete their apprenticeship aboard boats that were still rigged with lateen sails. The fishing 
season on “The Coast” lasted from September to April, when it was most difficult to fish the more productive 
fishing grounds of the northern coast of Fuerteventura.

“Neveros” (Icers) was the name given to the fishing boats that filled their holds with ice for fishing in 
Africa. In Fuerteventura, these boats used Puerto del Rosario as their home port, although they unloaded the 
fish in Tenerife and, preferably, in Las Palmas.
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Payment in “shares”

The fishermen working “The Coast”, and those that fished collectively using techniques like trawl 
netting, were paid what was called a “share” for their work, which could be paid in cash or as a part of the 
catch.

A seaman’s share depended on the catch. When they used to go fishing on “The Coast”, wages were 
paid in cash. The share-out was made in proportion with the catch, after the expenses for food and the main-
tenance of the boat had been deducted. The owner and the boat then took a 50% share of the remaining 
money. The rest was divided into parts, known as “soldás”, one for each member of the crew, with a premium 
for certain jobs, like the skipper, the engineer and those working in the ice store.

When using collective fishing methods, like trawling, the share-out was also made in “parts” or shares. 
The owner of the nets – the dragnet – got a share, the person sighting the school could get another and the 
rest was divided among those working with the fishing gear. In this case, the “shares” are baskets that the 
catch is divided into.

The family cash, conjugated in feminine

“I have kept account of the money all my life, my husband still doesn’t know the price of a loaf of bread, 
because he always gave the money to me and wasn’t interested in it after that,… I have always been the family 
calculator”

Mrs. Maria  Martin Hierro, “Maruca”,  El Cotillo

It has always been the woman’s job to administer the domestic finances in fishermen’s families. As 
the men were almost permanently at sea, or fishing on The Coast, the women had to take responsibility for 
looking after the house, the children and the money.

Even the negotiations with the intermediaries for selling the fish, the buyers, was the job of the wo-
men. The women were in charge of weighing the fish and they were the ones who received payment for them. 
When the men came home from “The Coast”, they handed their wages over to their wives, who managed the 
little money around.

“Caraportal”, a secret among the men

The fishermen that went to the “Coast” sometimes used to do overtime, despite the tough conditions. 
At night, they used to fish for themselves from the boat. They would normally catch species of less commercial 
value, like conger eels.

They used to sell this fish when they reached a port. This money was not handed over to the wives; it 
was spent “on their things”.

Among the fishermen, this money was called “caraportal”, and they did not account for it to their 
wives.

Knowing the sea is the seaman’s first rule

The traditional fisherman has to decide each day if he can head to sea to fish. To make this decision, he 
must understand the signs of the sea and the weather, to determine if he can take his boat out, or if he should 
stay ashore. Listening to the sea and looking at the sky are the first two tasks in the seaman’s day.

He also has to know the winds, for example, the Trade Winds are known as “sea breezes” – and the 
tides, as the currents come and go. The seamen of El Cotillo, for example, were well aware that if the tide was 
running to the north east on La Ballena Reef, off the El Toston light, it was better to go south to fish, to Los 
Molinos, where there would be less tide, making fishing easier.

Fuerteventura is an island with two very different seas for fishing

The seamen of Fuerteventura know the diffe-
rences between the two seas of the island well. The 
Northern Sea bathes the coast from Jandia to El Coti-
llo, richer in fish and shellfish but exposed to the wind 
and the waves. The Southern Sea, from Corralejo to 
Jandia, is calmer and more pleasurable.

The seamen are especially fond of the surf 
along the northern shoreline, while they fear the 
reefs. These are rocks in the shallows, close to sho-
re, which are a danger to sailing. The reefs are rocks, 
also close to shore, which stick up above the water, 
rich in shellfish. The surf zones are exceptional fishing 
grounds. Rocky sea- beds, usually with a depth of less 
than twenty five metres, situated a certain distance 
from the coast.

The Southern Sea is calmer, although the cu-
rrents are more persistent and stronger... The tide 
generates a current that pushes the boats north east 
– “pa ‘ avante, or to windward, as the fishermen say – 
as it comes in, and to the south-west – pa ‘ sotavento or to the lee – as it goes out

It is more usual to find “patches” or sea grass meadows on the sandy sea-beds to the lee side. These 
are meadows of Cymodocea nodosa or sea grass, growing on sandy sea-beds above a depth of thirty metres. 
These patches, stretching from Corralejo to Jandia, are fundamental as breeding grounds and refuge for many 
fish species. They also help to provide stability and fix the sandy sea-beds.

Fishing by the sound of the sea

“Before, we used to meet down there on the beach early, watching the sea, we used to go out at night 
from the cove, which is very dangerous, when we could, we would go out in the morning and sometimes, we 
couldn’t come ashore here when we came back and we had to sail round to Corralejo”.

Guillermo Gonzalez Morera
El Cotillo

Dawn has yet to break and we can glimpse groups of men muttering among themselves in the refuges 
and ports. In El Cotillo, for example, morning breaks with the men of the sea listening to the crash of the waves 
and the wind in the old gossiping places or in El Roque de la Mar. These sounds decided the fishing, whether to 
put out to sea or stay ashore. Listening to the sea is the first task of the day to decide whether to go out fishing, 
because, if there is a surge on – which the seamen call “reboso” – the boat will remain tied up on shore.

A seaman’s vocabulary that includes all kinds of sea-beds

The most important thing about the sea for seamen are the sea-beds. Knowing and naming them is 
the fisherman’s first job, because his living depends on this knowledge.

Hence, words like “pleasures”, “shellfish” and “boards” have very different meanings for the fishermen 
from the meanings they have for land lubbers. These are the terms they use to define the sea-beds and a 
knowledge of them and their exact location are fundamental for ensuring a good catch.
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For a fisherman from Fuerteventura, a pleasure, or surf is also something nice, although he is probably 
talking about the zones where the coastal platform around the island is wider, where he will find good fishing 
grounds.

On Fuerteventura, “anises” is the name given to a seaweed, which is red when alive and pale in colour 
when the surf washes them up on the coast. The name “anis” comes from the fact that they are similar in 
appearance to the anis flavoured sweets, but in the rest of the Canary Islands, this seaweed is known as “con-
fites”. The fishermen know the pale sea-beds where there is a predominance of sand, as “placeres de anises”, 
or anis sweet pleasures.

The “shell fish” or “rocky”, when talking about sea-beds, is an area of hard rock sea-beds. If they call 
these sea-beds “bronco” (rough), it means that they are also highly irregular, with large rocks, caves and 
slopes. An area in which the fishermen know that fishing gear can be easily lost. This is the case of the zone 
between Punta de la Herradura and La Pared, a rough shell fish sea-bed that is so tricky that the fishermen do 
not use certain fishing methods in order to avoid loosing their gear.

For the seamen, a “tablero”, or board, is a flat plain of hard rock and compacted sand, with very few 
irregularities, not very suitable for fishing. If this board ends in a slope, they will call it a “veril”, or platform. If 
the slope is very steep, almost a drop-off, the fishermen of Fuerteventura call it “repentino”, or sudden, and 
they call it “aplacerado”, or “pleasant” if the slope is a gentle one.

“Jondo” is the name they give to the deeper fishing grounds. This is the area where the coastal shelf 
of the island ends and the sea-bed drops off into the oceanic depths. Fishermen talk of the “jondo” when the 
depth is greater than “three liñas”, i.e. over 120 metres.

Seamen and fishermen, the double wisdom of the seafarers of Fuer-
teventura

Apart from their knowledge of fishing methods 
and the best species to fish, these sea-farers also have to 
be expert sailors and know which are the best “pesque-
ros”, or fishing grounds.

The seamen of Fuerteventura were experts un-
der sail. Before engine power took over in the second 
half of the 20th century, they rigged their boats with the 
ancestral lateen rigged sail.

Sail, but where to find a good catch? Seamen 
have always fixed their position without resorting to 
nautical charts or instruments. The men of the sea de-
termined their position with “marks” taken from shore, 
which helped them to locate the best fishing grounds.

Inshore fishing has been the refuge of the tradi-
tional lateen rigged boats

The fishermen of Fuerteventura, and of the Ca-
nary Islands in general, are experts in sail powered na-
vigation. Up until the mid 20th century, the lateen sail was the main rigging system used among fishermen, 
along with oars.

The origin of the lateen sail rigging is to be found in the Mediterranean Sea, with their trapezoid or 
triangular sails. They drove European overseas expansion in the 15th and 16th centuries, but were replaced 
by more complex forms of rigging after the 17th century. From this time on, the lateen sail was only used for 

smaller boats, used for charter or fishing.

In the Canary Islands, both the larger boats that fished on “the Coast” and the inshore boats rigged 
lateen sails. This kind of sail is very useful if you have to haul the sails up and down frequently, and they also 
leave more space for the cargo. 

The most widespread design for coastal fishing boats is a boat with two stems, making it easier to 
beach every day, often in difficult conditions, and easier to handle the sail at sea.

Up until the mid 60s, the lateen sail, and oars, was the only system of propulsion for traditional fishing 
boats, even if they were going to fish off the African coast. Since then, sail has given way to engine power, 
which has improved the working conditions of the fishermen.

Fish “marked” from land

The fishermen now use sophisticated systems for locating the fish, like satellites and sounding equi-
pment. The fishermen of Fuerteventura have always known where to place their boats for a good catch with 
their good eye-sight and their sense of direction alone.

The fishermen locate the best spots for fishing by testing the sea-bed, which will tell them if there 
are fish or not, depending on the characteristics. They then determine the “land marks”. Hence, once a good 
fishing ground has been located, the fisherman memorises several points on the shore to locate his position 
at sea. When he lines up these points, the fisherman knows that he is in the right place for casting his fishing 
gear. 

A difference of a few metres can mean a bad day, if the hook is dropped on the wrong sea-bed. This 
highly precise knowledge that each fisherman has to acquire for himself is passed on from fathers to sons as 
a valuable legacy, because the family’s living may depend on it.

Rise and fall of a fishing industry: the salting factories 

Small fish salting factories have proliferated on 
the more sheltered coasts, on the lee shores, of the 
Canary Islands since the beginning of the 20th century. 
These were mainly devoted to conserving tuna.

The most important network of fish salting fac-
tories was owned by Lloret y Llinares, a company origi-
nally from Villajoyosa, in Alicante. This firm started out 
as a grocery shop in the Alicante countryside which grew 
into a fish salting and canning business.

The five factories on Fuerteventura

At different times, Lloret y Llinares had up to five 
factories on the island of Fuerteventura, covering the 
entire leeward coastline, from Jandia to Corralejo.

The firm arrived in the 30s, when they bought 
two existing factories in Morro Jable and Gran Tarajal, 
formerly owned by a woman known as “La Fermina”.

Apart from these two, there would also be factories in La Lajita and Corralejo, apart from another 
small facility in La Cueva de la Señora, on the coast between Morro Jable and El Puertito.



11

For a fisherman from Fuerteventura, a pleasure, or surf is also something nice, although he is probably 
talking about the zones where the coastal platform around the island is wider, where he will find good fishing 
grounds.

On Fuerteventura, “anises” is the name given to a seaweed, which is red when alive and pale in colour 
when the surf washes them up on the coast. The name “anis” comes from the fact that they are similar in 
appearance to the anis flavoured sweets, but in the rest of the Canary Islands, this seaweed is known as “con-
fites”. The fishermen know the pale sea-beds where there is a predominance of sand, as “placeres de anises”, 
or anis sweet pleasures.

The “shell fish” or “rocky”, when talking about sea-beds, is an area of hard rock sea-beds. If they call 
these sea-beds “bronco” (rough), it means that they are also highly irregular, with large rocks, caves and 
slopes. An area in which the fishermen know that fishing gear can be easily lost. This is the case of the zone 
between Punta de la Herradura and La Pared, a rough shell fish sea-bed that is so tricky that the fishermen do 
not use certain fishing methods in order to avoid loosing their gear.

For the seamen, a “tablero”, or board, is a flat plain of hard rock and compacted sand, with very few 
irregularities, not very suitable for fishing. If this board ends in a slope, they will call it a “veril”, or platform. If 
the slope is very steep, almost a drop-off, the fishermen of Fuerteventura call it “repentino”, or sudden, and 
they call it “aplacerado”, or “pleasant” if the slope is a gentle one.

“Jondo” is the name they give to the deeper fishing grounds. This is the area where the coastal shelf 
of the island ends and the sea-bed drops off into the oceanic depths. Fishermen talk of the “jondo” when the 
depth is greater than “three liñas”, i.e. over 120 metres.

Seamen and fishermen, the double wisdom of the seafarers of Fuer-
teventura

Apart from their knowledge of fishing methods 
and the best species to fish, these sea-farers also have to 
be expert sailors and know which are the best “pesque-
ros”, or fishing grounds.

The seamen of Fuerteventura were experts un-
der sail. Before engine power took over in the second 
half of the 20th century, they rigged their boats with the 
ancestral lateen rigged sail.

Sail, but where to find a good catch? Seamen 
have always fixed their position without resorting to 
nautical charts or instruments. The men of the sea de-
termined their position with “marks” taken from shore, 
which helped them to locate the best fishing grounds.

Inshore fishing has been the refuge of the tradi-
tional lateen rigged boats

The fishermen of Fuerteventura, and of the Ca-
nary Islands in general, are experts in sail powered na-
vigation. Up until the mid 20th century, the lateen sail was the main rigging system used among fishermen, 
along with oars.

The origin of the lateen sail rigging is to be found in the Mediterranean Sea, with their trapezoid or 
triangular sails. They drove European overseas expansion in the 15th and 16th centuries, but were replaced 
by more complex forms of rigging after the 17th century. From this time on, the lateen sail was only used for 

smaller boats, used for charter or fishing.

In the Canary Islands, both the larger boats that fished on “the Coast” and the inshore boats rigged 
lateen sails. This kind of sail is very useful if you have to haul the sails up and down frequently, and they also 
leave more space for the cargo. 

The most widespread design for coastal fishing boats is a boat with two stems, making it easier to 
beach every day, often in difficult conditions, and easier to handle the sail at sea.

Up until the mid 60s, the lateen sail, and oars, was the only system of propulsion for traditional fishing 
boats, even if they were going to fish off the African coast. Since then, sail has given way to engine power, 
which has improved the working conditions of the fishermen.

Fish “marked” from land

The fishermen now use sophisticated systems for locating the fish, like satellites and sounding equi-
pment. The fishermen of Fuerteventura have always known where to place their boats for a good catch with 
their good eye-sight and their sense of direction alone.

The fishermen locate the best spots for fishing by testing the sea-bed, which will tell them if there 
are fish or not, depending on the characteristics. They then determine the “land marks”. Hence, once a good 
fishing ground has been located, the fisherman memorises several points on the shore to locate his position 
at sea. When he lines up these points, the fisherman knows that he is in the right place for casting his fishing 
gear. 

A difference of a few metres can mean a bad day, if the hook is dropped on the wrong sea-bed. This 
highly precise knowledge that each fisherman has to acquire for himself is passed on from fathers to sons as 
a valuable legacy, because the family’s living may depend on it.

Rise and fall of a fishing industry: the salting factories 

Small fish salting factories have proliferated on 
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These factories were open during the tuna fishing season, generally from April to September, until the 
fish was cured, packed in barrels and ready for marketing.

Tuna to feed the countryside

The origins of the firm Lloret y Llinares explain the market they chose for their output. All the salt fish 
left Fuerteventura for Gran Canaria, where the barrels were loaded on ships bound for Alicante. 

The tuna was packed in half “pipa” or one “pipa” – 200 litres or 400 litres - casks.  These casks were 
generally sent back to the factories full of salt, in order not to make an empty return trip from the mainland. 

The tuna from Fuerteventura fed the Alicante and Murcia countryside, especially in the years after 
the Spanish Civil War. Salted tuna was like bacon, and it was one of the staple foods for the people of the 
countryside.

Curiously, not even the seamen of Fuerteventura would eat it, because it used to be said that it was a 
spicy fish, bad for the throat. It was commonly known as “sanguino”, or “bloody”.

The decline of the factories

The salting factories went into decline in the late 60s, gradually closing one by one. The last factory to 
remain open was the Morro Jable factory, which staid open well into the 70s.

Improvements in living standards, a change in eating habits and the possibility of marketing fresh fish 
were the coup de grace for the salting factories. In the end, the 
tuna caught by traditional methods were sent to Gran Cana-
ria for making conserves, an activity that also died out a short 
time later.

A warehouse on the coast: the “jallos” 
washed up by the sea

“Jallos were used for everything. When we had to make 
a door, we used to look for a “jallo”. I even found a bail of rub-
ber once”

Gregorio Santana Benitez
Puerto del Rosario

The island of Fuerteventura has few natural resources. 
The lack of forest cover has meant that there has always been 
a shortage of wood. One source of supply for wood was the 
“jallos”. This is the name used by the seamen and other in-
habitants of the island for pieces of wood and other objects 
washed up on the coast by the tides, especially on the north 
facing shores. The Cofete coast has always been a kind of free 
warehouse, in which the first to arrive could collect whatever 
the sea had washed up on the sand or rocks.

The driftwood (Jallos) was used as fuel for cooking and 
as building material. The boat builders of coast even knew that 
the Bristol and El Barco Coves, between Corralejo and El Coti-
llo, were a good source for high quality wood, washed up by 
the sea, but nobody knows where it came from.

All the pews in the Nuestra Señora del Buen Viaje church in El Cotillo used to be made from driftwood 
or “jallos”.

The deterioration of the sea means that these traditional sites for beachcombing now produce more 
of the remains of nylon nets and plastic than the valuable treasures that were used by fishermen’s families for 
building their houses, and even their boats. 

The improved living standards of the seamen have converted the “jallos” into a mere curiosity and 
nobody expects a stroke of luck of finding a bail of rubber or a good hardwood trunk washed overboard from 
a passing merchant ship any more.

Seafaring devotions in search of protection

There are seafaring fiestas, one after another throug-
hout the summer, when even those who used to sign on a char-
ter ship or those who used to go fishing on the Coast would try 
to return home to spend a few days with their families.

There are processions at sea in July to celebrate the 
Virgin del Carmen in Corralejo and Morro Jable. The seamen 
of El Cotillo worship the Virgin del Buen Viaje, which they ce-
lebrate with a week of festivities starting on the third Sunday 
of August.

August is a month of singing and dancing in El Cotillo

The fiestas of El Cotillo have always been famous in 
Fuerteventura. The third week in August was always a holiday 
in this sea-faring town. The boats remained in harbour, as sin-
ging and dancing were at the top of the list of priorities for 
locals and visitors alike. During the two weeks of festivities, 
people used to come to El Cotillo from all over Fuerteventura 
to enjoy the hospitality of the seamen.

The main wish, especially for the wives of the seamen, was to take part in the sea-going procession of 
the Virgin del Buen Viaje and to sing to the virgin from one of the accompanying boats. 

The following week, another of the high moments of this fiesta is the beaching of the dragnet in La 
Caleta del Rio. The net is beached by all the sea-going population of El Cotillo to remove the gold lined bream. 
So much fish is caught that some of it is often returned to the sea. The catch is left to dry in the wind on the 
beach and it is then eaten in a grand meal for everyone present.

Sea-going processions of the Virgin del Carmen in July

The patron saint of the men of the sea, of the fishermen, is carried in sea-going processions in the 
traditional fishing areas of Fuerteventura. The seamen of Morro Jable, Las Salinas, Puerto del Rosario, Giningi-
namar and Corralejo pay tribute to the Virgin del Carmen in July, as she is the traditional saviour of sailors, with 
colourful sea-going processions in which the decorated fishing fleet escorts the virgin in the annual voyage of 
her figure.

On the 15th of October, the Virgin del Peña del Mar is carried in a maritime procession in Castillo, 
where divers also make an offering to a figure of the virgin situated underwater.
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So much fish is caught that some of it is often returned to the sea. The catch is left to dry in the wind on the 
beach and it is then eaten in a grand meal for everyone present.

Sea-going processions of the Virgin del Carmen in July

The patron saint of the men of the sea, of the fishermen, is carried in sea-going processions in the 
traditional fishing areas of Fuerteventura. The seamen of Morro Jable, Las Salinas, Puerto del Rosario, Giningi-
namar and Corralejo pay tribute to the Virgin del Carmen in July, as she is the traditional saviour of sailors, with 
colourful sea-going processions in which the decorated fishing fleet escorts the virgin in the annual voyage of 
her figure.

On the 15th of October, the Virgin del Peña del Mar is carried in a maritime procession in Castillo, 
where divers also make an offering to a figure of the virgin situated underwater.
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San Juan, patron saint of the seamen of Ajuy

One especially colourful seafaring festivity is San Juan, in Ajuy, one of the coastal villages that has 
best conserved its idiosyncrasies. The former port of La Peña, now Ajuy, celebrates the festivities of San Juan 
with a sea-going procession carrying a figure of the saint. The Virgin del Carmen also attends the procession, 
although she remains in a cave on the beach, in a smaller, decorated boat, but she does not put to sea.

The Hierros, a long-standing family of boat builders on the coasts of 
Fuerteventura

The lack of raw materials, wood, has preven-
ted the development of boat building on the coasts 
of Fuerteventura. There is presently only one family, 
the Hierros, who have worked as boat builders on the 
coast for four generations, building all kinds of small 
boats on the island between Jandia and El Cotillo.

The seamen going out for the off-shore fis-
hing, like tuna fishing, or those fishing the nearby 
African coast, had to buy their boats, larger than the 
inshore ones, on other islands, like Tenerife, Gran Ca-
naria or Lanzarote.

From lighthouse keeper to boat builder, a co-
incidence that created a school

The history of the Hierro family, originally 
from Huelva, is closely associated with the sea. The 
family tradition was started in Fuerteventura by Jose 
Hierro, in the mid 19th century, when he became the 
lighthouse keeper in Jandia. The job was later taken 
over by his son, Juan, when Jose died in January 1886. His son Santiago, in turn, was the first to build a small 
boat for his own use, which found an unexpected buyer, hence originating the family tradition of self-taught 
boat builders.

From Jandia, the Hierros moved to El Cotillo, where they have kept their small boat building works up 
until the 21st century. Much of the traditional fishing fleet of Fuerteventura has been built by the hands of 
the Hierro family. 

A few instruments and a lot of ingenuity

A good eye is required for boat building, to choose the right woods, and a good hand is required to give 
the boat its shape, the most complex part of boat building.

The tools traditionally used in boat building before the arrival of electric machinery were saws, adzes 
and planes.

Saws were used to cut the wood. For the keel, the stems and the frames, heavy, hardwoods were 
used, like eucalyptus and laurel, or even Canary Island tamarisk, practically the only local wood to be found on 
Fuerteventura. Woods like pine or mulberry were used for the planking.

The adzes shaved down the wooden planks to the right thickness, for example, for the planking used 
to cover the hull.

Planes evened out the wood, leaving it perfectly smooth for caulking and painting.

The shape of the boat depends on the carpenter’s good eye

The boat builders of El Cotillo have always used their eye, rather than plans, to build their boats. The 
most complicated task for them when making a boat, is to give it the right shape, that is, to give it good lines, 
with the right balance between the bow and the stern, as the traditional boats were double ended, i.e., the 
bow and the stern were practically the same to make them more manoeuvrable, especially in unprotected 
refuges and harbours.

The process of building a boat appears to be a simple one. First you lay the keel, the two stems and the 
two centre frames. The carpenter then sets some thin wooden laths from bow to stern on this structure to give 
the boat its shape. These laths are used as a reference for fitting the remaining frames and for the planking. 
Once the planking of the hull is complete, the next step is to caulk it – waterproofing -, before the final step 
of painting. In the past, boats were painted white underneath and black above the water line, highlighting the 
boat in the water. Nowadays, the owner chooses whatever colour he prefers.

A boat builder could take from 4 to 5 weeks to almost two months to build a boat, depending on its 
size. These could measure up to 10 metres in length, or a dozen “varas” in the traditional units of measure-
ments.

The “leito”, the lifeboat

“The first times that I went to sea with my father, I hid in the leito and only came out when we were 
out to sea. My father used to laugh and used to say, stay aboard then. Back on shore, my mother used to scold 
me about it”

Cesareo Saavedra “Requena”
El Cotillo

The “leitos” are spaces at the bow and stern of the boat, which act as closed, water-tight compartments 
that guaranteed the buoyancy of the boat.

They are one of the features of the inshore fishing boats of the Fuerteventura coast, which had them 
built in before they became compulsory. When they were out fishing, the fishermen took great care to ensure 
that the “leito” was closed properly.

Fuerteventura has the best waters in the Canary Islands for fishing

The waters of the Canary Islands are poor and there is only a very narrow shelf around the islands. This 
means that, in general, the inshore fishing resour-
ces are in short supply, as there is a great variety 
of different fish, but not many specimens of each 
species.

Within these general lines, Fuerteventura is 
an exception, in terms of both its proximity to the 
Sahara fishing grounds, one of the richest in the 
world, and because of the fact that there is a phe-
nomenon that makes the waters of the island espe-
cially rich fishing grounds.

This phenomenon is an up-welling of deep 
waters on the Barlovento (windward) coast. The up-
welling generates nutrients in the seawaters that 
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over by his son, Juan, when Jose died in January 1886. His son Santiago, in turn, was the first to build a small 
boat for his own use, which found an unexpected buyer, hence originating the family tradition of self-taught 
boat builders.

From Jandia, the Hierros moved to El Cotillo, where they have kept their small boat building works up 
until the 21st century. Much of the traditional fishing fleet of Fuerteventura has been built by the hands of 
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Fuerteventura. Woods like pine or mulberry were used for the planking.

The adzes shaved down the wooden planks to the right thickness, for example, for the planking used 
to cover the hull.

Planes evened out the wood, leaving it perfectly smooth for caulking and painting.

The shape of the boat depends on the carpenter’s good eye

The boat builders of El Cotillo have always used their eye, rather than plans, to build their boats. The 
most complicated task for them when making a boat, is to give it the right shape, that is, to give it good lines, 
with the right balance between the bow and the stern, as the traditional boats were double ended, i.e., the 
bow and the stern were practically the same to make them more manoeuvrable, especially in unprotected 
refuges and harbours.

The process of building a boat appears to be a simple one. First you lay the keel, the two stems and the 
two centre frames. The carpenter then sets some thin wooden laths from bow to stern on this structure to give 
the boat its shape. These laths are used as a reference for fitting the remaining frames and for the planking. 
Once the planking of the hull is complete, the next step is to caulk it – waterproofing -, before the final step 
of painting. In the past, boats were painted white underneath and black above the water line, highlighting the 
boat in the water. Nowadays, the owner chooses whatever colour he prefers.

A boat builder could take from 4 to 5 weeks to almost two months to build a boat, depending on its 
size. These could measure up to 10 metres in length, or a dozen “varas” in the traditional units of measure-
ments.

The “leito”, the lifeboat

“The first times that I went to sea with my father, I hid in the leito and only came out when we were 
out to sea. My father used to laugh and used to say, stay aboard then. Back on shore, my mother used to scold 
me about it”

Cesareo Saavedra “Requena”
El Cotillo

The “leitos” are spaces at the bow and stern of the boat, which act as closed, water-tight compartments 
that guaranteed the buoyancy of the boat.

They are one of the features of the inshore fishing boats of the Fuerteventura coast, which had them 
built in before they became compulsory. When they were out fishing, the fishermen took great care to ensure 
that the “leito” was closed properly.

Fuerteventura has the best waters in the Canary Islands for fishing

The waters of the Canary Islands are poor and there is only a very narrow shelf around the islands. This 
means that, in general, the inshore fishing resour-
ces are in short supply, as there is a great variety 
of different fish, but not many specimens of each 
species.

Within these general lines, Fuerteventura is 
an exception, in terms of both its proximity to the 
Sahara fishing grounds, one of the richest in the 
world, and because of the fact that there is a phe-
nomenon that makes the waters of the island espe-
cially rich fishing grounds.

This phenomenon is an up-welling of deep 
waters on the Barlovento (windward) coast. The up-
welling generates nutrients in the seawaters that 
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make it possible to maintain larger fish populations. The deep waters are drawn up by the Trade Winds – called 
the “sea breeze” by sailors – when they hit the long north-east to south-west profile of Fuerteventura. The 
up-welling of Fuerteventura is seasonal, as it occurs above all in summer.

This phenomenon makes the west coast of the island one of the most abundant in marine life in the 
Canary Islands. Apart from the many species of fish, these are also the largest populations of shell fish, such 
as limpets, mussels and barnacles, to be found anywhere in the Canary Islands.

Trawling, in search of the “negror”

Trawling is a collective form of fishing 
that highlights the importance of team work. 
The dragnet is made up of nets that are 
trawled behind the boats to catch schools 
of fish, normally species like sardine, macke-
rel, horse mackerel and “longaron”, the local 
name for anchovies. These “mantadas”, or 
schools, of fish, sighted from land or from a 
launch, look like black patches, which is why 
the fishermen of Fuerteventura call them 
“negror”, or blackness.

Hauling in a trawl net requires the 
co-operation of several people, at least five 
or six, and it can be done from shore, nor-
mally with a sandy sea-bed, or from several 
lighters. The fisherman guiding the gear, the 
“mandador”, or governor, needs a lot of ex-
perience. In Fuerteventura, this is a method 
that is still used, especially to catch bait.

Pull on the sides to fill the crown

The trawling gear is made up of several nets that are dragged through the water in a “v” shape to 
catch “the school”. It has three main parts: the “bandas” (sides), the “cacetere” (the mouth) and the “copo” 
(crown). 

The sides of the net are the “bandas”. These vary in length up to a hundred metres.

The central part of the net is the “copo”, or crown, where the fish is caught, thanks to the movements 
of the gear. The crown has finer mesh than the netting of the sides. The “manganilla” (handle) is a thin line 
attached to the mouth (the trawling boards) of the crown to enable the trawl net to be lifted to prevent it from 
catching (“enroque” as the seamen call it) on the sea-bed. The crown buoy is on the top of the crown, acting 
as a visual reference for the governor to guide the movements of the trawl net.

At the “governor’s” orders

Hauling a trawl net demands know-how and strategy. You have to calculate the size of the school of 
fish and find the right place to drop the gear. 

All these operations are run by the governor from the boat. On shore, other fishermen take the “calas” 
(ropes) tied to the heel that is attached to the side of the trawl net. 

The governor uses a glass-bottomed box to follow the movements of the school, giving orders to the 

rest of the fishermen to drive the fish into the crown. When the net approaches land, the fishermen have to 
pull on the ropes quickly to close the “cacerete”, or mouth, and catch the fish in the crown of the trawl net.

Other fishing methods using nets

Along with the “chinchorro” (trawl or drag net), the fishermen of Fuerteventura have used other nets, 
such as the “trasmallo” or “traiña” and the “gueldera”, which are kinds of purse seine nets.

The “trasmallo” is a net that is fixed to the sea-bed close to the shore. It is usually cast at dusk and 
hauled in the next morning. The use of nets with a very fine mesh, now banned, caused major damage to fish 
stocks, as they catch juveniles, fingerlings and adults indiscriminately.

A “traíña” is a method used for fishing on the coast, a purse seine net used at night with lights to 
attract the fish. The gear consists of a series of rectangular nets that are kept up-right by floats and weights, 
which close over the school of fish, using a kind of corral to trap the fish.

The “gueldera” is a circular shaped net up to three and a half metres in diameter. The smaller ones can 
be handled by a single fisherman. The “gueldera” net is used basically for catching fish like bogue or mackerel, 
generally using crushed sea urchins as bait.

Fishermen with many methods

The variety of fish caught by the fishermen 
of Fuerteventura means that they have to use a 
range of different fishing methods, or “arts”. These 
will vary depending on the kind of catch the fisher-
man is after and the depth of the waters. These 
methods will also vary depending on whether they 
are used by a single fisherman or they are collecti-
ve methods requiring the efforts of several fisher-
men, like the “chinchorros”, “traiñas” and “guelde-
ras”. Then we can distinguish between the passive 
fishing methods, gear planted by the fishermen to 
be collected sometime later, or the methods that 
require constant and direct work.

The “liña” – line -, the traditional gear of 
the fishermen

“the liña (line) (…) you had to buy it and 
then you got some green houseleek, a plant, pods 
that you pick while they are still green, we took 
them down to the beach, we broke them in half, we 
would then crush them with a stick to get the sap out to spread on the liña, making it black and rougher”

          
Guillermo Gonzalez Morera

El Cotillo

 Fishing with a line was the traditional method used by the fishermen of Fuerteventura. Depending on 
the strength of the tide, the fishermen used a wire or a “liña”, or line.

The “alambre”, or wire, is more rigid, and it was used when the tide was running, because, this way, 
the sea did not carry it away from the spot where the fishermen wanted to fish. A wire is difficult to use, requi-
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make it possible to maintain larger fish populations. The deep waters are drawn up by the Trade Winds – called 
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name for anchovies. These “mantadas”, or 
schools, of fish, sighted from land or from a 
launch, look like black patches, which is why 
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Hauling in a trawl net requires the 
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or six, and it can be done from shore, nor-
mally with a sandy sea-bed, or from several 
lighters. The fisherman guiding the gear, the 
“mandador”, or governor, needs a lot of ex-
perience. In Fuerteventura, this is a method 
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The trawling gear is made up of several nets that are dragged through the water in a “v” shape to 
catch “the school”. It has three main parts: the “bandas” (sides), the “cacetere” (the mouth) and the “copo” 
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The sides of the net are the “bandas”. These vary in length up to a hundred metres.

The central part of the net is the “copo”, or crown, where the fish is caught, thanks to the movements 
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attached to the mouth (the trawling boards) of the crown to enable the trawl net to be lifted to prevent it from 
catching (“enroque” as the seamen call it) on the sea-bed. The crown buoy is on the top of the crown, acting 
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(ropes) tied to the heel that is attached to the side of the trawl net. 
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rest of the fishermen to drive the fish into the crown. When the net approaches land, the fishermen have to 
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Other fishing methods using nets

Along with the “chinchorro” (trawl or drag net), the fishermen of Fuerteventura have used other nets, 
such as the “trasmallo” or “traiña” and the “gueldera”, which are kinds of purse seine nets.

The “trasmallo” is a net that is fixed to the sea-bed close to the shore. It is usually cast at dusk and 
hauled in the next morning. The use of nets with a very fine mesh, now banned, caused major damage to fish 
stocks, as they catch juveniles, fingerlings and adults indiscriminately.

A “traíña” is a method used for fishing on the coast, a purse seine net used at night with lights to 
attract the fish. The gear consists of a series of rectangular nets that are kept up-right by floats and weights, 
which close over the school of fish, using a kind of corral to trap the fish.

The “gueldera” is a circular shaped net up to three and a half metres in diameter. The smaller ones can 
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them down to the beach, we broke them in half, we 
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 Fishing with a line was the traditional method used by the fishermen of Fuerteventura. Depending on 
the strength of the tide, the fishermen used a wire or a “liña”, or line.

The “alambre”, or wire, is more rigid, and it was used when the tide was running, because, this way, 
the sea did not carry it away from the spot where the fishermen wanted to fish. A wire is difficult to use, requi-
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ring great skill, especially to avoid “cocas”, or breaking the wire when it was reeled in.

The “liña” was made up of several strands of twisted thread, a lighter gear that was ideal for calm seas. 
Before the nylon that has replaced it, the line had to be prepared properly to make it last longer, greasing it 
either with the sap of the houseleek, a native plant, Aeonium balsamiferum, or with varnish. 

The line measures 25 fathoms, the equivalent of about 40 metres. The fishermen used the line to 
measure the depth of the waters and, hence, they still say that they fish at 2 or 4 “liñas” for example. Fishing 
with a “liña”, or line as they also call it, they used thimbles to protect the finger holding the line from the strike 
of the fish. The thimbles could be made of a tough fabric or goat skin. Nowadays, they are made from the 
inner-tubes of tyres.

Developments of the liña include the “currican” and the long line. The “currican”, was used to “corri-
quiar”, as the fishermen call it, consisting of towing a wire, with baited hooks, behind a boat. This technique 
was more widely used with the arrival of engines to drive the boats. The long line is a more industrial method. 
It consists of a submerged line, with a series of buoys to keep it at different depths, depending on the type of 
fish they wanted to catch. The line carries strings of hooks, or “brazolas” every so often along the line, depen-
ding on the fish they wanted to catch. This is a more recently introduced method in Fuerteventura, used by 
medium sized boats.

The “ballestilla” enabled fishermen to fish with several hooks

To place several hooks for fishing with a line, the fishermen used an ingenious system called the “ba-
llestilla”. This system enabled them to attach a pair of hooks on either side of the central axis, thus improving 
the capacity of the line. The weight situated in the middle of the “ballestilla” ensured that the hooks remained 
stable.

Traps that fish the sea-bed

Some fishing methods only require the presence of the fishermen to place them and to collect the fish 
later. The best examples are drums and fish cages.

Drums are small, cylindrical traps. They have a wire cone on either side that the fish can push open and 
it closes behind the fish, preventing them from escaping. This is a method that is used, for example, for fishing 
moray eels on “shell-fish” or rocky sea-beds.

The cages are circular, or square, traps, made from iron and wire netting. These cages usually have two 
mouths, called “nasillos” or “mataderos”, and a trap-door for taking the fish out of them. Once in the cage, 
the fish cannot get out again. Depending on the kind of catch, the fishermen will place the cages with different 
kinds of bait and at different depths.

Horn rods or the sensitivity of the tip

The fishermen of Fuerteventura use a goat’s horn on their rods as a kind of float. These home-made 
rods are tipped with a goat’s horn, which, if properly polished, is highly flexible. This horn is called the “pun-
ta” or tip. A small white line is tied to the “punta” that stands out from the background of the sea, or a small 
flower or red rag. The fishermen use these horn-tipped rods for fishing parrot fish, as they are highly sensitive 
to the “bite” of the fish.

To make these rods, the horn has to be soaked in water for almost ten days to soften it up. When the 
horn is soft, it is sharpened with a knife and polished with glass, to smooth it down, turning the horn into a 
tip for fishing with a rod.

The wealth of the waters of Fuerteverntura means that a wide variety 
of fish can be caught

The fishermen of Fuerteventura catch a 
wide variety of fish species, depending on the dep-
th of the waters they fish and the methods used; 
from coastal fish, like bogues, sardines or silver-
sides, to oceanic fish, including several species of 
tuna.

The parrot fish is the most important spe-
cies for the fishermen of Fuerteventura, as they 
can fish it all year round and all along the shoreline 
of the island. Tuna fishing is also important. Histo-
rically, tuna was caught by the fishermen of Morro 
Jable and Gran Tarajal, fighting fish weighing 200 
and 300 kilos from boats little more than five me-
tres long.

Under the sea, a “burrera” is a treasure 
trove

 
The “shellfish” or rocky sea-beds are the 

best for fishing, because of the abundance of the 
catch. The fishermen used to give names to the best areas, like “burreras” or schools of grunts. Finding a good 
“burrera” or fishing ground is a treasure for a fisherman, and if he can, he will “mark” it forever. These are 
steep sided hollows in the sea-bed, with caves, where “burros” (grunts) and other rock fish species abound.

The reefs concentrate a large number of bottom-dwelling species, like bream, grouper and combers, 
grouped together on the vertical walls or on the shelf of the reef. It is easier to fish species like bogues, silver-
side and sardines on the reefs, which will preferably be used as live bait for catching bigger fish. 

The trails of the parrot fish

The parrot fish is probably the most abundant species in Fuerteventura waters. It is common from the 
shoreline down to rocky sea-beds and can also be found in the sea grass meadows.

The fishermen catch parrot fish in shallow waters in the “pasadizos”, or trails that the parrot fish follow 
every day when they move in closer to shore before dawn. Knowing and “marking” these trails ensures a good 
supply for fishing.

The parrot fish, or Sparisoma cretense, is originally a Mediterranean species, whose best populations 
are to be found in Fuerteventura. You can find them between the coast and a depth of one hundred metres, 
preferably on rocky sea-beds.

 
The Fuerteventura fishermen like the parrot fish so much that they can differentiate between up to 

four types, depending on the size, sex and maturity. So, there are “parda” (brown/grey), “colorada” (red), 
“melada” (honey-coloured) and “lora” (parrot) parrot fish. The small ones are called “chifletas”, which start to 
appear in large numbers in spring.

Glasses to see underwater

The fishermen use glass-bottomed boxes or glasses, especially for catching parrot fish in shallow 
waters. These are small wooden boxes with a glass bottom, to see the sea-bed from the boat and find the 
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ring great skill, especially to avoid “cocas”, or breaking the wire when it was reeled in.

The “liña” was made up of several strands of twisted thread, a lighter gear that was ideal for calm seas. 
Before the nylon that has replaced it, the line had to be prepared properly to make it last longer, greasing it 
either with the sap of the houseleek, a native plant, Aeonium balsamiferum, or with varnish. 

The line measures 25 fathoms, the equivalent of about 40 metres. The fishermen used the line to 
measure the depth of the waters and, hence, they still say that they fish at 2 or 4 “liñas” for example. Fishing 
with a “liña”, or line as they also call it, they used thimbles to protect the finger holding the line from the strike 
of the fish. The thimbles could be made of a tough fabric or goat skin. Nowadays, they are made from the 
inner-tubes of tyres.

Developments of the liña include the “currican” and the long line. The “currican”, was used to “corri-
quiar”, as the fishermen call it, consisting of towing a wire, with baited hooks, behind a boat. This technique 
was more widely used with the arrival of engines to drive the boats. The long line is a more industrial method. 
It consists of a submerged line, with a series of buoys to keep it at different depths, depending on the type of 
fish they wanted to catch. The line carries strings of hooks, or “brazolas” every so often along the line, depen-
ding on the fish they wanted to catch. This is a more recently introduced method in Fuerteventura, used by 
medium sized boats.

The “ballestilla” enabled fishermen to fish with several hooks

To place several hooks for fishing with a line, the fishermen used an ingenious system called the “ba-
llestilla”. This system enabled them to attach a pair of hooks on either side of the central axis, thus improving 
the capacity of the line. The weight situated in the middle of the “ballestilla” ensured that the hooks remained 
stable.

Traps that fish the sea-bed

Some fishing methods only require the presence of the fishermen to place them and to collect the fish 
later. The best examples are drums and fish cages.

Drums are small, cylindrical traps. They have a wire cone on either side that the fish can push open and 
it closes behind the fish, preventing them from escaping. This is a method that is used, for example, for fishing 
moray eels on “shell-fish” or rocky sea-beds.

The cages are circular, or square, traps, made from iron and wire netting. These cages usually have two 
mouths, called “nasillos” or “mataderos”, and a trap-door for taking the fish out of them. Once in the cage, 
the fish cannot get out again. Depending on the kind of catch, the fishermen will place the cages with different 
kinds of bait and at different depths.

Horn rods or the sensitivity of the tip

The fishermen of Fuerteventura use a goat’s horn on their rods as a kind of float. These home-made 
rods are tipped with a goat’s horn, which, if properly polished, is highly flexible. This horn is called the “pun-
ta” or tip. A small white line is tied to the “punta” that stands out from the background of the sea, or a small 
flower or red rag. The fishermen use these horn-tipped rods for fishing parrot fish, as they are highly sensitive 
to the “bite” of the fish.

To make these rods, the horn has to be soaked in water for almost ten days to soften it up. When the 
horn is soft, it is sharpened with a knife and polished with glass, to smooth it down, turning the horn into a 
tip for fishing with a rod.

The wealth of the waters of Fuerteverntura means that a wide variety 
of fish can be caught

The fishermen of Fuerteventura catch a 
wide variety of fish species, depending on the dep-
th of the waters they fish and the methods used; 
from coastal fish, like bogues, sardines or silver-
sides, to oceanic fish, including several species of 
tuna.

The parrot fish is the most important spe-
cies for the fishermen of Fuerteventura, as they 
can fish it all year round and all along the shoreline 
of the island. Tuna fishing is also important. Histo-
rically, tuna was caught by the fishermen of Morro 
Jable and Gran Tarajal, fighting fish weighing 200 
and 300 kilos from boats little more than five me-
tres long.

Under the sea, a “burrera” is a treasure 
trove

 
The “shellfish” or rocky sea-beds are the 

best for fishing, because of the abundance of the 
catch. The fishermen used to give names to the best areas, like “burreras” or schools of grunts. Finding a good 
“burrera” or fishing ground is a treasure for a fisherman, and if he can, he will “mark” it forever. These are 
steep sided hollows in the sea-bed, with caves, where “burros” (grunts) and other rock fish species abound.

The reefs concentrate a large number of bottom-dwelling species, like bream, grouper and combers, 
grouped together on the vertical walls or on the shelf of the reef. It is easier to fish species like bogues, silver-
side and sardines on the reefs, which will preferably be used as live bait for catching bigger fish. 

The trails of the parrot fish

The parrot fish is probably the most abundant species in Fuerteventura waters. It is common from the 
shoreline down to rocky sea-beds and can also be found in the sea grass meadows.

The fishermen catch parrot fish in shallow waters in the “pasadizos”, or trails that the parrot fish follow 
every day when they move in closer to shore before dawn. Knowing and “marking” these trails ensures a good 
supply for fishing.

The parrot fish, or Sparisoma cretense, is originally a Mediterranean species, whose best populations 
are to be found in Fuerteventura. You can find them between the coast and a depth of one hundred metres, 
preferably on rocky sea-beds.

 
The Fuerteventura fishermen like the parrot fish so much that they can differentiate between up to 

four types, depending on the size, sex and maturity. So, there are “parda” (brown/grey), “colorada” (red), 
“melada” (honey-coloured) and “lora” (parrot) parrot fish. The small ones are called “chifletas”, which start to 
appear in large numbers in spring.

Glasses to see underwater

The fishermen use glass-bottomed boxes or glasses, especially for catching parrot fish in shallow 
waters. These are small wooden boxes with a glass bottom, to see the sea-bed from the boat and find the 
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fish.
These glasses used to be a basic instrument for being a successful fisherman, especially for catching 

parrot fish.

Following the patches

Tuna fishing is a traditional way of life for the leeward shore fishing settlements with fish salting facto-
ries. The arrival of the tuna would keep the fishermen busy usually from the early spring, some years earlier. 
They would go out in their rowing and sail boats in search of these large fish. 

Tuna was fished with a line. The fishermen would anchor the boat and throw out three lines; one 
at the bow, one amidships and one at the stern. Each line was of a different thickness, meant for fishing at 
different depths. The tuna fish line was slightly different; the hook was attached to an “arganero” – a steel 
cable measuring up to a metre and a half long, to prevent the tuna from cutting the line with its movements. 
For catching bonito, one of the four tuna species that the fishermen catch, they used the “muestra”, which 
consisted of using a white cloth on the surface as a lure.

The mid 1970s saw the arrival of larger boats, with more capacity for industrial fishing, to set up their 
base on the island. Half a dozen of these boats would follow the “patches” of tuna, as the fishermen called the 
schools, all over the Canary Islands.

This more modern form of fishing is done with tough, flexible bamboo rods and a method of camoufla-
ging the fishermen known as “la chinga”, consisting of spraying the surface of the water to prevent the tuna 
from detecting the rod. They also use long lines with a buoy to catch the bigger specimens of big eye and 
yellow fin tuna, which would fight until they were exhausted, when they are hoisted aboard.

Watch out for the “perruño”, there’s a “skin” one coming”

The fishermen should always be alert to the fish coming up from the deep, in case a “skin” fish appears, 
like a mako or other shark. The name “skin” is given to fish that have a skin instead of scales. The tough skin 
can injure the fisherman, especially if it is a “wild” fish.

For situations of this kind, the fishermen have a club, which they call a “perruño”, also used for “tame” 
fish.

That is why they say “watch out for the perruño” if they see a “skin” fish and to avoid injuries.

Good bait is the first step to a good catch

The fishermen of Fuerteventura know a large number of species of fish. They know their names, their 
habits, where to find them and how to catch them, that is, what bait to use to attract them.

Every fish has its preferences for taking the hook or for entering the net and fishing for parrot fish is 
not the same thing as fishing for wreck fish. The fishermen love the wreck fish and they catch it on the reef 
platforms at a depth of over 400 metres. For bait, the put fresh sardines on the hook, as these are the favourite 
prey of the wreck fish.

Turn over the pebbles, the first task

The fisherman’s first task is to collect the bait, a job in which the women have traditionally helped.

For catching parrot fish, the bait used are the little crabs that live under the stones and pebbles. To co-
llect these, the fishermen move along the shore, carefully turning over these stones. When the fishing is good, 
the fishermen will fish close to the coast, while their wives continue collecting bait. This way, the fishermen 
could pick up the bait jar from any rock to carry on fishing.

Crouching down, looking at the bottom of 
the pools

One traditional image of the Fuerteven-
tura coast is of the women crouching down and 
stirring up the bottom of the coastal pools. They 
are looking for bait for the fishermen, their fathers, 
husbands and sons. The bait is then rudimentarily 
conserved.

The bait was generally wrapped in damp 
sand, seaweed or even sawdust, and it was kept in 
a cool place. The sand was changed the next day to 
keep the bait fresh. Some fishermen preferred to 
boil the bait, “sancocharla” as they call it, to con-
serve it.

Respect for the stones, but only if they are 
“engodadas”

The fishermen of Fuerteventura, and of the 
Canary Islands in general, attract the fish to specific 
spots, using the “engodo” of the stones. This consists of baiting a spot on the sea-bed to attract the fish. One 
unwritten law has always been to respect these “engodadas” or baited stones. All the other boats maintain a 
certain distance from a colleague who is sewing the area with his stones.

The technique varies depending on the type of fishing. So, parrot fish need surface baiting, or “engo-
do”, spreading the bait, or crushed sea urchins over the surface of the water. If the fishermen are going after 
“blanco”, the bait is lowered in a sack with holes in it, especially if the tide is running. Depending on how the 
fisherman wants to release the bait, the sack full of stones may go all the way down to the sea-bed, or it can 
be opened with a line to release the bait. In this case, the fishermen used small fish as bait, or if they were 
larger fish, like bogues, they would cut them into smaller pieces. 

The marine nursery

Until a few years ago, fishermen going after grouper used to tow a kind of nursery made of basketwork 
and surrounded by cork floats, with the live bogues inside. Nowadays, the fishing boats have tanks inside to 
carry live bait.

The trick to fishing grouper is to “tumbar” the bogue. This consists of releasing bogues on a line at 
mid depth to attract the grouper. The line is then dropped again with a bogue attached to it as bait to catch 
the fish.

With the limpet knife, to fill the sack of shell-fish

The practise of shell-fish gathering started in Fuerteventura with the original natives, and it has con-
tinued to the present day. The north coast of the island is the richest in shell-fish in the entire Canary Islands: 
limpets, mussels, long knife clams and top shells are all relatively abundant. In recent years, over fishing has 
forced the authorities to regulate shell-fishing in order to curb the decline in the mollusc populations.

Traditionally, shell-fish collecting was a side job for fishermen. It was occasionally practised by the 
fishermen’s wives, or even by people from villages close to the coast. For example, in the case of El Cotillo, the 
fishermen used to collect shell-fish for the fiestas, to prepare food for the whole village.

Shell-fish are collected at low tide, especially in the summer, as this is when the shell-fish to be co-
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fish.
These glasses used to be a basic instrument for being a successful fisherman, especially for catching 

parrot fish.

Following the patches

Tuna fishing is a traditional way of life for the leeward shore fishing settlements with fish salting facto-
ries. The arrival of the tuna would keep the fishermen busy usually from the early spring, some years earlier. 
They would go out in their rowing and sail boats in search of these large fish. 

Tuna was fished with a line. The fishermen would anchor the boat and throw out three lines; one 
at the bow, one amidships and one at the stern. Each line was of a different thickness, meant for fishing at 
different depths. The tuna fish line was slightly different; the hook was attached to an “arganero” – a steel 
cable measuring up to a metre and a half long, to prevent the tuna from cutting the line with its movements. 
For catching bonito, one of the four tuna species that the fishermen catch, they used the “muestra”, which 
consisted of using a white cloth on the surface as a lure.

The mid 1970s saw the arrival of larger boats, with more capacity for industrial fishing, to set up their 
base on the island. Half a dozen of these boats would follow the “patches” of tuna, as the fishermen called the 
schools, all over the Canary Islands.

This more modern form of fishing is done with tough, flexible bamboo rods and a method of camoufla-
ging the fishermen known as “la chinga”, consisting of spraying the surface of the water to prevent the tuna 
from detecting the rod. They also use long lines with a buoy to catch the bigger specimens of big eye and 
yellow fin tuna, which would fight until they were exhausted, when they are hoisted aboard.

Watch out for the “perruño”, there’s a “skin” one coming”

The fishermen should always be alert to the fish coming up from the deep, in case a “skin” fish appears, 
like a mako or other shark. The name “skin” is given to fish that have a skin instead of scales. The tough skin 
can injure the fisherman, especially if it is a “wild” fish.

For situations of this kind, the fishermen have a club, which they call a “perruño”, also used for “tame” 
fish.

That is why they say “watch out for the perruño” if they see a “skin” fish and to avoid injuries.

Good bait is the first step to a good catch

The fishermen of Fuerteventura know a large number of species of fish. They know their names, their 
habits, where to find them and how to catch them, that is, what bait to use to attract them.

Every fish has its preferences for taking the hook or for entering the net and fishing for parrot fish is 
not the same thing as fishing for wreck fish. The fishermen love the wreck fish and they catch it on the reef 
platforms at a depth of over 400 metres. For bait, the put fresh sardines on the hook, as these are the favourite 
prey of the wreck fish.

Turn over the pebbles, the first task

The fisherman’s first task is to collect the bait, a job in which the women have traditionally helped.

For catching parrot fish, the bait used are the little crabs that live under the stones and pebbles. To co-
llect these, the fishermen move along the shore, carefully turning over these stones. When the fishing is good, 
the fishermen will fish close to the coast, while their wives continue collecting bait. This way, the fishermen 
could pick up the bait jar from any rock to carry on fishing.

Crouching down, looking at the bottom of 
the pools

One traditional image of the Fuerteven-
tura coast is of the women crouching down and 
stirring up the bottom of the coastal pools. They 
are looking for bait for the fishermen, their fathers, 
husbands and sons. The bait is then rudimentarily 
conserved.

The bait was generally wrapped in damp 
sand, seaweed or even sawdust, and it was kept in 
a cool place. The sand was changed the next day to 
keep the bait fresh. Some fishermen preferred to 
boil the bait, “sancocharla” as they call it, to con-
serve it.

Respect for the stones, but only if they are 
“engodadas”

The fishermen of Fuerteventura, and of the 
Canary Islands in general, attract the fish to specific 
spots, using the “engodo” of the stones. This consists of baiting a spot on the sea-bed to attract the fish. One 
unwritten law has always been to respect these “engodadas” or baited stones. All the other boats maintain a 
certain distance from a colleague who is sewing the area with his stones.

The technique varies depending on the type of fishing. So, parrot fish need surface baiting, or “engo-
do”, spreading the bait, or crushed sea urchins over the surface of the water. If the fishermen are going after 
“blanco”, the bait is lowered in a sack with holes in it, especially if the tide is running. Depending on how the 
fisherman wants to release the bait, the sack full of stones may go all the way down to the sea-bed, or it can 
be opened with a line to release the bait. In this case, the fishermen used small fish as bait, or if they were 
larger fish, like bogues, they would cut them into smaller pieces. 

The marine nursery

Until a few years ago, fishermen going after grouper used to tow a kind of nursery made of basketwork 
and surrounded by cork floats, with the live bogues inside. Nowadays, the fishing boats have tanks inside to 
carry live bait.

The trick to fishing grouper is to “tumbar” the bogue. This consists of releasing bogues on a line at 
mid depth to attract the grouper. The line is then dropped again with a bogue attached to it as bait to catch 
the fish.

With the limpet knife, to fill the sack of shell-fish

The practise of shell-fish gathering started in Fuerteventura with the original natives, and it has con-
tinued to the present day. The north coast of the island is the richest in shell-fish in the entire Canary Islands: 
limpets, mussels, long knife clams and top shells are all relatively abundant. In recent years, over fishing has 
forced the authorities to regulate shell-fishing in order to curb the decline in the mollusc populations.

Traditionally, shell-fish collecting was a side job for fishermen. It was occasionally practised by the 
fishermen’s wives, or even by people from villages close to the coast. For example, in the case of El Cotillo, the 
fishermen used to collect shell-fish for the fiestas, to prepare food for the whole village.

Shell-fish are collected at low tide, especially in the summer, as this is when the shell-fish to be co-
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llected can be seen and it is most ac-
cessible. 

Simple instruments are used 
for collecting shell-fish: a sack to ca-
rry them and a “lapero” or “rejada” to 
prize the shells off the rock. They also 
use a trident or forked stick if they are 
going to fish for octopus in the pools.

Limpets and top shells, the 
kings of the Fuerteventura shell-fish

The most commonly collec-
ted species in Fuerteventura are the 
limpets and the top shells. Historically 
abundant, they were simple to collect, 
as they could be found along any rocky 
shore at low tide. The tool used is ca-
lled a “lapero”, a wooden handle with 
a wedge-shaped point to prize the shell 
off the rock. The shell-fish gatherer would also take a sack with him, and sometimes a “faldiqueras” too, a kind 
of belt pouch.

One of the best zones for shell-fish is the succession of reefs running along the north coast, which can 
be reached by boat. The shell-fish are collected there with great care at low tide, or at high tide if the fisher-
men free dive down – “careta” as it is known locally – to collect the shell fish from the rocks under the water.

A “pesebre” (crib) full of “patas de cabra” (goat’s legs)

The best shores for shell-fish are the rocky coasts between El Cotillo and Punta del Pesebre, on the 
Barlovento coast. This geographic accident changed names in 1847, when a transcription error changed “Per-
cebe” (barnacle) to “Pesebre” (crib). The name “Percebe” (Barnacle in Spanish) comes from the abundance of 
this mollusc, which the people of Fuerteventura call “patas de cabra”, or goat’s legs, because they look like the 
hooves of this animal that they are all so familiar with.

Mussels too abound in this area. Dense populations of mussels are crammed together on the rocks, 
which are revealed to all when the waves die down and the tide goes out.

“Pulpiar” and call the moray eels, the other fishing in the pools

One important coastal resource for the fishermen is the octopus and moray eels, which they catch in 
the inter-tidal zone at low tide. They fish for octopus (“pulpiar”) in the pools left by the tide, using the “fija”, 
an iron bar ending in a point. They tie a white cloth to this spear and with the help of a “bichero”, a kind of gaff 
or bill hook, the fisherman can catch the octopus.

Together with octopus, the fishermen also catch moray eels. They use a stick, a piece of wire with me-
dium-sized hook and a piece of octopus as bait, to catch the moray eel. On Fuerteventura, as on other islands, 
they also sing to the moray eels – jo, morena, jo -, to bring them out of their caves so they can be caught. This 
is what the fishermen know as “calling the morays”.

The decline of the Fuerteventura limpet

The limpet is a food resource that has saved the settlers of Fuerteventura from famine since time 

immemorial. They used to abound, but the populations of the four species to be found on the shores of the 
island have declined.

At least one of these limpets, the Fuerteventura limpet (Patella candei), which is found only in the 
Canary Islands and the Salvagem Islands, is on the edge of extinction. There are now only small populations of 
this limpet at a few spots along the north coast of Fuerteventura.

Before ice, salt and sun to conserve the fish

Cooling and freezing did not reach the fishing com-
munities of the island of Fuerteventura until well into the 
second half of the 20th century. Cooling or cold is what 
the fishermen call the tunnels of ice used to conserve fish. 
Until the arrival of ice, the fishermen were obliged to use 
the natural resources to hand: sun to dry the fish and salt 
to conserve it.

In Jandia and on the leeward shores, tuna fishing 
brought fish salting factories to the area, which prolifera-
ted at several points along the Canary Island coasts.

Sun drying

Historically, the fishermen conserved their catch by drying it in the sun. Making a “jarea” – drying fish 
–was a basic process for selling the surplus fresh fish, and for keeping a reserve of fish for the hard times of 
winter, when they could not go out fishing.

To dry the fish in the sun, it first had to be opened, gutted and cleaned. The fish, opened down the 
middle, is cleaned with sea water. It is then lightly salted and hung out to dry in the sun. A parrot fish could 
take up to four days to dry. In the past, the fish drying racks would cover large areas of the coast. Fish is still 
dried this way in some inland villages, but the fishermen now have the means to freeze their catch, so they 
prefer to sell the fish fresh, at a better price.

Large catches of sardines – caught with the drag net – or other small fish are sometimes dried in this 
way. This is what the fishermen call the “majuga”. These could often be seen next to the fishing villages; whole 
fields covered with sardines drying in the sun. The “majuga” takes about three days to dry. A traditional way 
of eating it is to pour alcohol over it and light it to brown the fish.

The tuna salting factories

The salting factories worked almost exclusively with tuna. To conserve the tuna, the fishermen had to 
deliver them to the factory gutted and with the head cut off.

Once the “estrobo” or body of the fish was hung from the roof beams of the factory, they used to 
“ronquear” the tuna, that is cut out the backbone and other parts of no interest (fins, skin, dark meat). The 
cleaned tuna is than cut up and the best cuts, like the back and the underside, known locally as “zorceta”. After 
salting, done by making incisions called “lañas” in the meat, the tuna spent 40 days soaking in tanks of brine. 
After this step, the tuna meat was cured and ready for packing in casks to send to market.

The salting factories of the “Coast”

The fishermen working in African waters also used to salt their catch. Before there were ice boats, the 
fish caught on the “Coast” was salted aboard. There were mother ships, called “Puntales”, which could carry 
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llected can be seen and it is most ac-
cessible. 

Simple instruments are used 
for collecting shell-fish: a sack to ca-
rry them and a “lapero” or “rejada” to 
prize the shells off the rock. They also 
use a trident or forked stick if they are 
going to fish for octopus in the pools.

Limpets and top shells, the 
kings of the Fuerteventura shell-fish

The most commonly collec-
ted species in Fuerteventura are the 
limpets and the top shells. Historically 
abundant, they were simple to collect, 
as they could be found along any rocky 
shore at low tide. The tool used is ca-
lled a “lapero”, a wooden handle with 
a wedge-shaped point to prize the shell 
off the rock. The shell-fish gatherer would also take a sack with him, and sometimes a “faldiqueras” too, a kind 
of belt pouch.

One of the best zones for shell-fish is the succession of reefs running along the north coast, which can 
be reached by boat. The shell-fish are collected there with great care at low tide, or at high tide if the fisher-
men free dive down – “careta” as it is known locally – to collect the shell fish from the rocks under the water.

A “pesebre” (crib) full of “patas de cabra” (goat’s legs)

The best shores for shell-fish are the rocky coasts between El Cotillo and Punta del Pesebre, on the 
Barlovento coast. This geographic accident changed names in 1847, when a transcription error changed “Per-
cebe” (barnacle) to “Pesebre” (crib). The name “Percebe” (Barnacle in Spanish) comes from the abundance of 
this mollusc, which the people of Fuerteventura call “patas de cabra”, or goat’s legs, because they look like the 
hooves of this animal that they are all so familiar with.

Mussels too abound in this area. Dense populations of mussels are crammed together on the rocks, 
which are revealed to all when the waves die down and the tide goes out.

“Pulpiar” and call the moray eels, the other fishing in the pools

One important coastal resource for the fishermen is the octopus and moray eels, which they catch in 
the inter-tidal zone at low tide. They fish for octopus (“pulpiar”) in the pools left by the tide, using the “fija”, 
an iron bar ending in a point. They tie a white cloth to this spear and with the help of a “bichero”, a kind of gaff 
or bill hook, the fisherman can catch the octopus.

Together with octopus, the fishermen also catch moray eels. They use a stick, a piece of wire with me-
dium-sized hook and a piece of octopus as bait, to catch the moray eel. On Fuerteventura, as on other islands, 
they also sing to the moray eels – jo, morena, jo -, to bring them out of their caves so they can be caught. This 
is what the fishermen know as “calling the morays”.

The decline of the Fuerteventura limpet

The limpet is a food resource that has saved the settlers of Fuerteventura from famine since time 

immemorial. They used to abound, but the populations of the four species to be found on the shores of the 
island have declined.

At least one of these limpets, the Fuerteventura limpet (Patella candei), which is found only in the 
Canary Islands and the Salvagem Islands, is on the edge of extinction. There are now only small populations of 
this limpet at a few spots along the north coast of Fuerteventura.

Before ice, salt and sun to conserve the fish

Cooling and freezing did not reach the fishing com-
munities of the island of Fuerteventura until well into the 
second half of the 20th century. Cooling or cold is what 
the fishermen call the tunnels of ice used to conserve fish. 
Until the arrival of ice, the fishermen were obliged to use 
the natural resources to hand: sun to dry the fish and salt 
to conserve it.

In Jandia and on the leeward shores, tuna fishing 
brought fish salting factories to the area, which prolifera-
ted at several points along the Canary Island coasts.

Sun drying

Historically, the fishermen conserved their catch by drying it in the sun. Making a “jarea” – drying fish 
–was a basic process for selling the surplus fresh fish, and for keeping a reserve of fish for the hard times of 
winter, when they could not go out fishing.

To dry the fish in the sun, it first had to be opened, gutted and cleaned. The fish, opened down the 
middle, is cleaned with sea water. It is then lightly salted and hung out to dry in the sun. A parrot fish could 
take up to four days to dry. In the past, the fish drying racks would cover large areas of the coast. Fish is still 
dried this way in some inland villages, but the fishermen now have the means to freeze their catch, so they 
prefer to sell the fish fresh, at a better price.

Large catches of sardines – caught with the drag net – or other small fish are sometimes dried in this 
way. This is what the fishermen call the “majuga”. These could often be seen next to the fishing villages; whole 
fields covered with sardines drying in the sun. The “majuga” takes about three days to dry. A traditional way 
of eating it is to pour alcohol over it and light it to brown the fish.

The tuna salting factories

The salting factories worked almost exclusively with tuna. To conserve the tuna, the fishermen had to 
deliver them to the factory gutted and with the head cut off.

Once the “estrobo” or body of the fish was hung from the roof beams of the factory, they used to 
“ronquear” the tuna, that is cut out the backbone and other parts of no interest (fins, skin, dark meat). The 
cleaned tuna is than cut up and the best cuts, like the back and the underside, known locally as “zorceta”. After 
salting, done by making incisions called “lañas” in the meat, the tuna spent 40 days soaking in tanks of brine. 
After this step, the tuna meat was cured and ready for packing in casks to send to market.

The salting factories of the “Coast”

The fishermen working in African waters also used to salt their catch. Before there were ice boats, the 
fish caught on the “Coast” was salted aboard. There were mother ships, called “Puntales”, which could carry 



24

more cargo, so they took the fish aboard for salting, hence allowing the smaller boats to stay out fishing for 
longer periods of time.

There were two ways of salting the fish. “Salpreso” fish were opened and gutted. Once cleaned, they 
were filled with salt and closed up again, or “abrochado”. These fish were then placed in vertical heaps or 
“piles”, which had to be salted again after three days. The other way of conserving the catch in salt was known 
as “pescado en rama”, or “branches of fish”. In this method, the fish were salted horizontally and after the 
heads had been removed.

Bottled shell-fish

A traditional means of conserving shell fish was to conserve them in vinegar, “pickles”. Top shells, 
limpet, even octopus on occasions, were prepared this way.

The process consist of boiling the molluscs, which used to be done down on the sea-shore. In this case, 
the shells were placed face down, and a fire was built on top of them, generally using ice plants.

The cooked shell fish falls out of the shell, the case of limpets and mussels, or it is removed with a pin, 
in the case of top shells. The drained meat is put in jars with vinegar, normally re-used bottles. Each shell fish 
is put into the bottle through the narrow neck one at a time, before it is sealed with a cork.

Selling from the back of a donkey

Marketing the fish was always a difficult task in 
Fuerteventura. Bartering with the people of the inland 
countryside used to be the most widespread practise, ex-
changing fish for cereals, vegetables, fruit and meat. Later, 
intermediaries, called “comprantes” or “buyers”, took over 
the job of marketing the fish.

By the second half of the 20th century, the fish 
from Fuerteventura started to reach the markets of the lar-
ger islands of Tenerife and Gran Canaria. A popular saying 
in the village of El Cotillo shows this fact: “los meros estan 
todos pa ‘ Tenerife” – All the groupers are in Tenerife.

From “donkey salesmen” to “buyers”

Historically, fish was transported to the inland villa-
ges on the backs of donkeys. The people who ran this trade were called “burreros” or donkey men. They went 
from village to village in the interior with their donkeys and their “serones” – palm leaf baskets – loaded with 
fresh or “jareado” (sun dried) fish. Bartering was often the way the goods were traded. Farmers and fishermen 
would exchange their goods as there was no cash available.

Improved communications meant that the fish could be transported from one island to another, espe-
cially with the appearance of cold storage. This led to the appearance of intermediaries to market the fish.

These were the “comprantes” or “buyers”, with whom deals were struck for selling the fish. The inter-
mediary took the fish and weighed it. Once a week or every ten days, the accounts would be settled with the 
fisherman, or more usually with his wife or mother, paying the “vales” or vouchers.

The salt factories also paid the fishermen in vouchers, which could later be settled. In this case, the 
salting factories were often the fishermen’s suppliers, especially for fishing gear, and even boats.

Most of the fish is now marketed fresh through the fishermen’s guilds. There are three of these in 
Fuerteventura: The Morro Jable Guild, the Gran Tarajal Guild and the Corralejo Guild.

Weighing and counting without numbers

The fishermen’s wives sometimes sold their husbands’ fish too. They had rudimentary scales for this. 
They used stones weighing one kilo, half a kilo and a quarter of a kilo as counter weights. These stones were 
usually pebbles cut down to the right weight, which always favoured the buyer.

The wives of the fishermen used very basic numeric symbols for keeping the accounts. These enable 
them to keep track of how much they had sold and to check their income. They sometimes used grains for 
keeping the accounts too. 

Take care of the sea to conserve the fishing

The fishermen are well aware that catches have fallen over the years. Several factors explain the decli-
ne in the fishing and shell-fish collecting, such as over-fishing, the use of indiscriminate fishing methods, the 
modification of the shoreline by the developing tourist industry and pollution of the sea from spills.

Within the context of 
the Canary Islands, the decline 
in fish catches has been less se-
vere in Fuerteventura than in 
other islands. This is due, on the 
one hand, to the relative wealth 
of the waters of Fuerteventura 
in comparison with the other is-
lands, and, on the other, to the 
responsibility shown by the fis-
hermen themselves in conser-
ving their fishing resources.

A cemetery on land that 
breathes life into the sea

The fish cage is one of 
the indiscriminate fishing me-
thods that can lead to the greatest decline in fishing resources. Anchored to the sea-beds, they catch any fish 
entering their mouths, known as “mataderos”, or killing fields. If the cage accidentally comes free from its line, 
it remains on the sea-bed as a deadly trap for a long time, as they are made from a long-lasting iron frame 
and wire netting.

The Fishermen’s Guilds of Fuerteventura agreed to a moratorium on placing fish cages in the waters of 
the island. This voluntary agreement has helped to maintain catches and has prevented greater losses in the 
coastal fishing grounds used by the traditional fishing fleet.

Closed seasons that enrich the shoreline

Unfettered shell-fish gathering has put this natural resource in serious danger on what were probably 
the richest shell-fish coasts in the Canary Islands; the coasts of Fuerteventura.

This forced the Canary Island Government to establish a closed season for collecting limpets and mus-
sels.  
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intermediaries, called “comprantes” or “buyers”, took over 
the job of marketing the fish.

By the second half of the 20th century, the fish 
from Fuerteventura started to reach the markets of the lar-
ger islands of Tenerife and Gran Canaria. A popular saying 
in the village of El Cotillo shows this fact: “los meros estan 
todos pa ‘ Tenerife” – All the groupers are in Tenerife.

From “donkey salesmen” to “buyers”

Historically, fish was transported to the inland villa-
ges on the backs of donkeys. The people who ran this trade were called “burreros” or donkey men. They went 
from village to village in the interior with their donkeys and their “serones” – palm leaf baskets – loaded with 
fresh or “jareado” (sun dried) fish. Bartering was often the way the goods were traded. Farmers and fishermen 
would exchange their goods as there was no cash available.

Improved communications meant that the fish could be transported from one island to another, espe-
cially with the appearance of cold storage. This led to the appearance of intermediaries to market the fish.

These were the “comprantes” or “buyers”, with whom deals were struck for selling the fish. The inter-
mediary took the fish and weighed it. Once a week or every ten days, the accounts would be settled with the 
fisherman, or more usually with his wife or mother, paying the “vales” or vouchers.
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Most of the fish is now marketed fresh through the fishermen’s guilds. There are three of these in 
Fuerteventura: The Morro Jable Guild, the Gran Tarajal Guild and the Corralejo Guild.
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The fishermen’s wives sometimes sold their husbands’ fish too. They had rudimentary scales for this. 
They used stones weighing one kilo, half a kilo and a quarter of a kilo as counter weights. These stones were 
usually pebbles cut down to the right weight, which always favoured the buyer.

The wives of the fishermen used very basic numeric symbols for keeping the accounts. These enable 
them to keep track of how much they had sold and to check their income. They sometimes used grains for 
keeping the accounts too. 

Take care of the sea to conserve the fishing

The fishermen are well aware that catches have fallen over the years. Several factors explain the decli-
ne in the fishing and shell-fish collecting, such as over-fishing, the use of indiscriminate fishing methods, the 
modification of the shoreline by the developing tourist industry and pollution of the sea from spills.
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in fish catches has been less se-
vere in Fuerteventura than in 
other islands. This is due, on the 
one hand, to the relative wealth 
of the waters of Fuerteventura 
in comparison with the other is-
lands, and, on the other, to the 
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The fish cage is one of 
the indiscriminate fishing me-
thods that can lead to the greatest decline in fishing resources. Anchored to the sea-beds, they catch any fish 
entering their mouths, known as “mataderos”, or killing fields. If the cage accidentally comes free from its line, 
it remains on the sea-bed as a deadly trap for a long time, as they are made from a long-lasting iron frame 
and wire netting.

The Fishermen’s Guilds of Fuerteventura agreed to a moratorium on placing fish cages in the waters of 
the island. This voluntary agreement has helped to maintain catches and has prevented greater losses in the 
coastal fishing grounds used by the traditional fishing fleet.

Closed seasons that enrich the shoreline

Unfettered shell-fish gathering has put this natural resource in serious danger on what were probably 
the richest shell-fish coasts in the Canary Islands; the coasts of Fuerteventura.

This forced the Canary Island Government to establish a closed season for collecting limpets and mus-
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Stopping people from gathering the shell-fish allows the most popular species to recover. This enhan-
cement of the shoreline will only succeed if shell-fish gathering is kept under control, maintaining regulations 
to guarantee the future of a traditional activity along the coasts of Fuerteventura.

Protection from Europe

The environmental values of the waters of Fuerteventura are also given legal protection. The European 
Union has declared three sites of Community Interest on the shores of Fuerteventura.

The objective of protecting these marine areas is not directly motivated by fishing, although it is true 
that it will help to maintain coastal fishing grounds, which the traditional inshore fishing fleet depends on.

The largest of these areas is a seven thousand hectare strip of sea on the windward coast. This space 
is known as Cueva de Lobos.

In the leeward sea, the largest protected area is the strip of sea between Gran Tarajal and the leeward 
beaches of Jandia. There is a total of 5,461 hectares here, where you can also find the best sea grass meadows 
in the Canary Islands. This makes this area, mainly sandy sea-beds, a highly productive fishing grounds.

The third protected area of sea is on the north-east tip of Fuerteventura; the sea-grass meadows of 
Corralejo, covering 1946 hectares, including the waters around the islet of Lobos.

A museum made from the experiences and memories of the fisher-
men of Fuerteventura

This museum has been possible thanks to the contri-
butions made by many people, but fundamentally by the ex-
periences retained in the memories of the Fuerteventura fis-
hermen.

The co-operation of the inhabitants of El Cotillo, their 
affection and interest, have helped to improve this exhibition, 
by giving us an insight in to the way of life of the fishermen, 

not only by allowing 
us to delve into their 
memories and expe-
riences, but also with 
the efforts they have 
made to show some 
of the activities that 
bring the Museum to 
life.

This exhibition would not have been possible without the ge-
nerous support of those men and women who have told us about 
their lives at sea, or associated with the sea, as testimony to the sa-
crifices made by generations of “Majoreros” who made fishing and 
its related activities their way of life, or those people who have co-
operated directly in making some of the exhibits:

Lives taken by the sea

The fishermen go out each day into the sea breeze and the 
surf to earn their living. Aboard small, home made boats or in well 

equipped fishing boats, the fishermen start out each day on a new chapter of their lives, a chapter full of un-
certainty concerning the results of their efforts or what state the sea will be in.

On top of the tough nature and the uncertain results of their trade, there is also the risk of working in 
an ever-changing environment, in open waters, very often alone.

For many fishermen, the sea has been their life and their grave. Each port, each refuge from the sea 
can tell a tale of those who set sail for the fishing grounds and never returned.

These lives taken by the sea are the fishermen’s contribution to the epic story of a trade that is rarely 
sufficiently valued on land.

Stories like Maitena’s help to remind all of us that a fisherman’s best weapons against the permanent 
risks of confronting a generous but tough and demanding environment are his know-how and his prudence.

When I am overwhelmed by the tiredness 
of waiting

and the enthusiasm of every day returns
I anxiously contemplate your theory,
sonnets of the sea, waves of foam.

And when I loose sight of you, out their in 
the haze

of the horizon, my soul continues to see 
how you disappear 

where in the distance the sky
becomes one with the sea.

Sheep of the sea, there are
generations of you, either men or in 

sonnets:
the men go by, the nations go by,

The sea remains keeping the secrets;
our tired hearts may calm its spray, 

they will never again be still.

From Fuerteventura to Paris
Miguel de Unamuno

Of black light

The sea is full of mirrors;
The horizon, of scarves;
The sky full of curtains

And masts of the desert.

Black Light
Josefina Pla
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Stopping people from gathering the shell-fish allows the most popular species to recover. This enhan-
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Lives taken by the sea
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surf to earn their living. Aboard small, home made boats or in well 

equipped fishing boats, the fishermen start out each day on a new chapter of their lives, a chapter full of un-
certainty concerning the results of their efforts or what state the sea will be in.

On top of the tough nature and the uncertain results of their trade, there is also the risk of working in 
an ever-changing environment, in open waters, very often alone.

For many fishermen, the sea has been their life and their grave. Each port, each refuge from the sea 
can tell a tale of those who set sail for the fishing grounds and never returned.

These lives taken by the sea are the fishermen’s contribution to the epic story of a trade that is rarely 
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