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Cuban Counterpoint 

CENTURIES ago a jovial Spanish archpriest, a famous poet 
of the Middle Ages, personified Carnival and Lent and 

made them speak in unforgettable verses, cleverly putting into 
the affirmations and rebuttals of the satirical contest between 
them their contrasting ethics :and the ills and benefits that each 
has conferred upon mankind. This allegorical dialogue by the 
priest Juan Ruiz, "Pelea que ovo Don Carnal con_ Dona Qua­
t:fl-1Z.1~'rin-I-i1s-Libro de Buen Amar;·redounded. to the glory not 
only of his nameouiofine·parish of Hita, whose fame rests ex­
clusively upon that of the genial composer of rustic love songs 
and every manner of unabashed, mocking verse. 

Perhaps that famous controversy imagined by this great poet 
of the Middle Ages might serve as a lite~;I_!:.Y p_rec~_gent to per­
mit me now to personify dark tobacco and "high yellow" sugar, 
and let them, in the guise oC:i fable;-upnoldrheif vyinf mer­
its. But lacking, as I do;autlioritye1ther as poet or as priest to 
conjure up creatures of fantasy and lend them human passions 
and superhuman significance, all I can do is to set down, in 
drab prose, the amazing contrasts I have observed in the two 
agricultural products on which the economic history of Cuba 
rests. 

These contrasts are neither religious nor moral, as were those 
rhymed by the poet priest between the sinful dissipations of 
Carnival and the purifying Lenten-tide abstinences. Tobacco 
and sugar are opposed to each other ~Il the economic as in the 
social field, and everi sfiair.:laced moralists have taken them iui~ 
d~i ~onsideration in the course of their history, viewing the one 
with mistrust and the other with favor. Moreover, the contrast­
ing parallelism between tobacco and sugar is so curious, like 
that between the two characters in the archpriest's dialogue, that 
it goes beyond the limits of a merely social problem and touches 
upon the fringes of poetry. A poet might be able to give us in 
robust verses a feka de_ D_o1~ Tabaco y 1)9,_fi_q_4zrj£tg-a "Con­
troversy between Don Tobacco and Dofia Sugar." This type of 
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4 J Cuban Counterpoint: 
~ial~gued composition which carries the dramatic dialectic of 
life mto the realm of art has always been a favorite of the in­
genuous folk _muses in poetry, music, dance, song, and drama. 
The outstandu:g ex_amples of thi~ in Cuba are the ant~phon~l 
P~_ES of the liturgies of both whites andblacks the erotic con­
troversy in-dancerneasures of the fumoa and. in the versified 
counterpoint of the ~!1~eu~~~d_guajiros ~n<;l the Afro-Cuban 
curros. · ·· ""'.·:.::--·-----· ·---------

A typica_l fc:ilk b~llad, o~ _one of those ttD::H1f~~!i~;~oems in 
the vernac1:1lar of the guaJtros or curros, whose disputants.were 
the_ masc~me t9-bac<2_0 and the femin.ir.1e ~:i:!g_ar might be of edu­
cat10~vaTue m schools and s_ong ~estivals, for in the study of 
economic phenomena and their social effects it would be hard 
to find more eloquent lessons than those afforded by Cuba in 
the startling counterpoise between sugar and tobacco. 

The contrast between tobacco and sugar dates from the mo­
ment the two came together in the minds of the discoverers of 
Cuba. At the time of its conquest, at the beginning of the six­
teenth century, by the Spaniards who brought the civilization 
of Europ~ to the New World, the minds of these invaders were 
strongly impressed by two gigantic plants. The traders arriving 
from the other side of the ocean had already fixed the greedy 
eyes of their a1:1bitio? on one; the other they came to regard as 
the _most amazmg pnze of the discovery, a powerful snare of the 
devil, who by means of this unknown weed stimulated the 
senses as with a ~~~_!(in<:L9f alcoh,sil, the mind with a new 
mystery, the soul with a l}<:'.\Y~sln~ 

Ou~ of the agricultural and industrial development of these 
ama_zmg plants were to come those economic interests which 
fo-D2.&!:!.!!:_a_<:l_~rs would twist and weave for centuries to form the 
web of our country's history, the motives of its leaders and at 
one and the same time, the shackles and the support of its ;eo­
ple. T-09;:icc;.9_ ansf. ~~tE~_f __ are the two most imnortant figures )n 
the..ltigQ.t'y __ qfJ:;_uba. ---- -- ·----~-------- ·-· 

Sugar and tob~co are vegetable products of the same coun­
try an_d the same ~lim~te, but the biological distinction between 
them 1s su~h that it brmgs about radical economic differences as 
regards soil, methods of cultivation, processing and marketing 
And th_e amazi?g differences between the two' products are re~ 
fleeted m the history of the Cuban nation from its very ethno-
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logical formation to its social structure, its politic~! fortunes, and 
its international relations. (See Part II, Chapter 1.) 

The outstanding feature of our economic history is in reality 
this multiform and persistent contrast between the two prod­
ucts that have been and are the most typical of Cuba, aside from 
that period of brief duration at ,the begi_m_iing o~ t~~ sixteenth 
century when the conquistadors gold-11:11_1mg activities and the 
cultivation of yucca fields and stock-rai~mg to. s~pply cassava 
bread and dried meat for the conquerors expeditions took pre­
eminence. Thus a study of the history ~(Cuba, both internal and 
external, is fu11clamentally a study ofthe"Iiisl'ory of sugar and to­
bacco as the essential bases of its econo.rpy. 
·-AnX-~~en in. the universal history of economic phenomena 

and their social repercussions, there are few lessons more in­
structive than that of sugar and tobacco in Cuba. By reason of 
the clarity with which through them the social eff~cts of ~co­
nomic causes can be seen, and because few other nations_ besi_des 
ours have presented this amazing con~atenation of histor~cal 
vicissitudes and this radical contrast, this unbroken parallelism 
between two coexisting orders of econ?mic p~enomen~, wl~ich 
throughout their entire development display highly antithetical 
characteristics and effects, it is as though some supernatural 
teacher had purposely selected Cuba as a geographic laboratory 
in which to give the clearest demonstrat~ons_ of_ the supreme 
importance of the basic economy of a nation m its contmuous 
process of development. 

The posing and examination of this deep-se_ated contrast 
which exists between sugar and tobacco, from their very nature 
to their social derivations, may throw some new light upon the 
study of Cuban economy and its hist~ri~al p~culiarities. In ad­
dition it offers certain curious and _9_r1-g_1_nal mstances of trans- ~­
culturation -cl the sort that are.-of great anct current mterest m 
conteuipor~frso~~oiogkal ·scTence.-(See Part II, Chapter ii. J --

---.-~-· 

Tobacco and sugar are both products of the vegetable ki?g­
dom that are cultivated, processed, and sold for the delectation 
of the mouth that consumes them. 

Moreover, in the tobacco and sugar industry the same four 
factors are present: land, machinery, labor, and mo11;ey, _:Vhose 
varying combinations- comprise tne liistory of these products. 
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But from the moment of their germination in the earth to their 
final human consumption tobacco and sugar behave in ways al­
most always radically opposed. 

Sugar cane and tobacco are all contrast. It would seem that 
they were moved by a rivalry that separates them from their 
very origins. One is a gramineous plant, the other a solanaceous; 
one grows from cuttings of stalk rooted down, the other from 
tiny seeds that germinate. The value of one is in its ~ not in 
its leaves, which are thrown away; that of the other in its foli­
age, not its stalk, which is discarded. Sug~r_c:ir_:ielivc:s.Jqr __ years~ 
-tlie to~acco plant o_nly _ a few months. The former seeks -t1:1e 
light, the l;itte_rshad_e; ~;iy arid night, sun ag~~r,n,Jl.Q.-9.: The for­
mer loves the r~i!)-_!_h,~t falls from the heavens; the latter the he_at 
that comes from the earth. The sugar cane is ground for its"' 
i':1t_e_;__ the tobacco leaves are d_rj_~4__to get rid of the sap. Sugar 
achieves its destiny throughJiquid, which melts it, turns it into 
syrup; tobacco through _fire, __ wliich volatilizes it, converted into 
smoke. The one is white, the other dark. Sugar is sweet and 
()1orl_ess; tobacco __ bitter_ ~n~LclP?ll1cltic. ~Al~ays in cont~strfua"d 
and e<?is9_n, \\'._;i~ing __ ~f!_d drowsing, energy_ and dream, delight 
of !h~~§h_c1gc;ijl_~faght_9]jJie-.5-p~~~t, sensualityaricltlioug¥;1he 
satisfaction of an appetite ancl die contemplation of a moment's 
illusion, caj9ries of nourishment and puffs of fantasy, undiffer­
entiated and commonplace anonymity -fr-om the cradle and aris­
tocratic individuality recognized wherever it goes, medicine and 
m~gi_<::, re_clfoy and deception, virtue and vice. Sugar1s-·she; to-

- / bacco is he. Sugar cane--was the ·gift of the'gods, tobacco of the 
· devils; she is the daughter of Apollo, he is the offspring of Per­

sephone. 
In the economy of Cuba there are also striking contrasts in 

the cultivation, the processing, and the human connotations of 
the two products. Tob_ac_cC> req_u_ires delicate care, sugar can look 
aft<::._i!self; the one requires C()fltin!Jal attention, the other in­
volves s~as_onal work; intensive versus extensive cultivation; 
steady work on the part of a few, intermittent jobs for many· 
the immigration_ of whites on the one hand, the slave trade o~ 
the ot~er; libertyand slavery; skilled and unskiff~J--Tab-~r · 
h:11?:~_s __ y_~r§US-ar_ms; ll1C~ yersu_s_machlnes; ~dic_i;cy ~~r~~;-brut~ 
~<?rc;:e. The cultivation of tobacco gave-rise to the-srnall hoTding; 
that of sugar brought about the gr_e_;itJand grar1ts_. In the~n-
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dustrial aspects t_obac~q__p~Jon_filjo the city, sl]_gar to_the country. 
Commercially the whole world is the market for our tobacco, 
while our sugar has only a single market. C.entr:ip.etence .. and 
centrifug~nce. The 1]-ative versus the foreign~r. National §O'~'er­
eiruiti~S'against colonial status. The proud cigarban_d as agamst 
the lowly sack. ., .. --------· 

Tobacco and sugar cane are two gigantic plants, two mem­
bers of the vegetable kingdom which both flourish in Cuba and 
are both perfectly adapted, climatically and ecologically, to the 
country. The territory of Cuba has in its different zones the best 
land for the cultivation of both plants. And the same happens 
in the .combinations of the climate with the chemistry of the 
soil. 

Even though all sugar is alike, Cuba possesses certain special 
conditions for its cultivation. The climate for cane is that de­
termined by the isothermal lines of 68 ° rather than by mere 
tropical location. Broadly spe~king, t~e sugar-produci~~ zone 
of the world lies between latitude 22 North, the position of 
Havana, and 22" South, that of Rio de Janeiro. The whole of 
the West Indies lies within this geographical region; but Cuba, 
because of its proximity to the northern limit, and because of 
the effects of the adjacent winter cold, has advantages over the 
other islands. In no other part of the world do sun, rainfall, 
land, and winds collaborate as they do there to produce sugar 
in those little natural sugar mills of the cane stalks. The hot 
rainy season is very favorable for the rapid growth of the cane, 
and it rains heavily in Cuba. If "the cane prepares its sugar in 
the sweat of its leaves," to use the phrase of Alvaro Reynoso, we 
might say that the torrential rains bring to the cane the treasure 
of calories which is the gift of its father, the sun. If the latter 
grows angry and withholds the rain, the cane is stunted and im­
poverished. At the same time the pleasant winter season, with­
out frost but with cold snaps, hastens the crystallization of the 
saccharose and in Cuba guarantees the vegetation cycle of the 
cane, its growth and its maturity. Nature in Cuba has gi:7en 
sugar cane a perfect annual cycle of growth and production, 
which affords it a situation of privilege there. 

As for C.uhan.tohacco, being, as it is, the_ b~st in_ th~_':V9rld, it is 
unnecessary to analyze the advantages of soil and climate. From 
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t~~ excellence of the plant one can infer that of its natural con­
ditions of producti~n. A noteworthy poet, Narciso Foxa, said 
of the tobacco of his country: "A special gift conferred upon 
Cuba." 

. ~ugar cane and tobacco ~re typical plants of the tropics, las­
ClVlousl~ hot-blooded, hatmg the cold, given to prodigious 
growth m stalk and leaves, with a tendency to "grow rank" as 
the Cuban countryman puts it. ' 

Cane and toba~co do not concentrate all their strength in 
sp~ars ai:id ears, li½e ~heat and corn, plumed like conquerors 
vamglor~ous o~ their lmeage. Nor like the yucca and the potato, 
humble mhabitants of the earth, do they hide their wealth in 
the ground as in a miser's pot. But for the plant of wheat corn 
yucca, ~r potato, their consumption by man is their co~plet; 
d~struc~10n: Each of these plants as it gives its fruit to mankind 
gives him its life and its posterity as well. If man wishes the 
plant he despoils to reproduce itself, to give further fruits he 
must forgo part of its yield, must save grains from the ea~ of 
w~eat or corn, som.e of the tubercules of the roots, and only in 
this way ~an the miracle of creation be repeated for the future. 
Not so :vith sugar cane or tobacco, more generous by far; each 
plant wves.to man not only its complete usefulness but at the 
same time its unbroken continuity. 

Cane and tobacco yield their sought-for wealth in such a way 
that they can make a present of it without depriving themselves 
of the ro_ot_s .or seeds t?at are the means by which they perpetuate 
!h~ possibility of their favors. Sugar cane, after offering up its 
JlllC_Y stem t~ the very l~st of its precious joints, will shoot up 
agam from its own fertile roots and reproduce its rich stalks 
year after year, as long as it has the help of earth and sun. To­
bacco, after each plant has given every one of its aromatic leaves 
t? the h~rve~ter, offers hi~ its myriad seeds to ensure the repeti­
tion of its gifts the followmg year. The difference between the 
two plants lies in the fact that the cane comes up again from its 
own .roots whereas tobacco is born anew from its seeds which it 
flourishes aloft. (See Part II, Chapter iii.) 

Tob~s:.rn_is..b.nw..,_.§.1Jg_aLit1I1ade. Tobacco is born pure, is proc­
essed pure and smoked pure. To secure saccharose which is 
pure sugar, a long series of complicated physiochemical opera-
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tions are required merely to eliminate impurities:-b~gasse, 
scum sediment and obstacles in the way of crystallizat10n. 

Tobacco is da;k, r~l}gi.gg fro_m black t~_tnula~!_C>;~ug~r is lig~t, 
ranging. f~orp.jf~~i:ittoto_white. Tobacc? does not change its 
coforifisborn dark and dies the color of its race. Sugar changes 
its coioring; it is b,9rnJ2,rQ.!Y.1'.UlllQ .. wJ:!iteps i,t_s<:'.Jf; at first it is a 
syrupy mulatto and in this state pleases the common taste; then 
it is bleached and refined until it can p~sJgr ~~~te, travel. all 
over the world, reach all mouths, and bring a 6etter pnce, 
climbing to th~_tgp gf the soc_iaj la~?er. . 

-nin7:he same box there are no two cigars alike; each one has a 
different taste," is a phrase frequent among discerning smokers, 
whereas all refined sugar tastes the same. 

Sugar has no odor; the merit of tobacco lies in its smell and it 
offers a gamut of perfumes, from the exquisite aroma of the p~re 
Havana cigar, which is intoxicating to the smell, to the reekmg 
stogies of European manufacture, which prove to what levels 
human taste can sink. 

One might even say that tobacco affords satisfac!ion to the 
touch and the sight. What smoker has not passed his hand ca­
ressingly over the rich brevas or reralfas of a freshly opene? box 
of Havanas? Do not cigar and cigarette act as a catharsis for 
nervous tension to the smoker who handles them and holds 
them delicately between lips and fingers? And what about 
chewing tobacco or snuff? Do they not titillate their users' tac­
tile sense ? And, for the sight, is not a cigar in the hands of a 
youth a symbol, a foretaste of manhood? And is not tobacco at 
times a mark of class in the ostentation of brand and shape? At 
times nothing less than a corona corona, a crowned crown. 
Poets who have been smokers have sung of the rapt ecstasy that 
comes over them as they follow with eyes and imagination the 
bluish smoke rising upward, as though from the ashes of the 
cigar, dying in the fire like a victim of the Inquisi~ion,. its spiri_t, 
purified and free, were ascending to ~eaven, leavmg !n the air 
hieroglyphic signs like ineffable promises of redempt10n. 

Whereas sugar appeals to only one of the senses, that of taste, 
tobacco appeals not only to the palate, but to the smell, touch, 
and sight. Except for hearing, there is not one of the five senses 
that tobacco does not stimulate and please. 

Sugar is assimilated in its entirety; much of tobacco is lost in 
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sm~ke. Sugar ~o~s gluttonously down the gullet into the in­
testmes, where is is converted into muscle-strengthening vigor. 
Tob~cco, like the rascal it is, goes from the mouth up the 
turnmgs and twistings of the cranium, following the trail of 
thought. Ex fumo dare lucem. Not for nothing was tobacco con­
demned as a snare of the devil, sinful and dangerous. 

To~acco is unnecessary for man and sugar is a requisite of his 
orgamsm. And .yet this superfluous tobacco gives rise to a vice 
that becomes a torment if it is denied· it is far easier to become 
resigned to doing without the necess;ry sugar. 

Tobacco contains _a poison: nicotine (see Part II, Chapter iv); 
sugar affo:ds nou~ish_ment_: carbohydrates. Tq,~.~cco poisons, 
sug~r n?uri_shes. Nicotme stimulates the mind, giving it diaboli­
cal mspirat10n; the excess of glucose in the blood benumbs the 
brain and even causes stupidity. For this reason alone tobacco 
~ou!d be of t?e libera_l reform group a11d ~yg:g·g(!,he reaction­
ary .<:<?n.~ervatm:s; fittmgly enough, a century ago 1nEng1and 
the Whigs were regarded as little less than devils and the Tories 
as little less than fools. 

~obacco is a medicinal plant; it was so considered by both 
Indians and Europeans. Tobacco is a narcotic an emetic and an 
antip~r~sitic. Its active ingredient, nicotine, is used as ~n anti­
tetamc, m cases of paralysis of the bladder, and as an insecticide. 
In olden times it was used for the most far-fetched cures· ac­
cording to Father Cobo, "to cure innumerable ailment; in 
green or dried leaf form, in powder, in smoke, in infusion ~nd 
in o1?er ~ays." Cuban folklore has preserved some of ~hese 
practices m home remedies. Snuff was used as a dentifrice. At 
~e beginning of the nineteenth century a very bitter-tasting va­
riety, known as Pefialvar, was manufactured in Havana and ex­
ported to England for this purpose; it contained a mixture of 
powde:ed toba~co and a kind of red clay. Tobacco has always 
been hig~lr prized for it~ ~edative qualities, and was regarded 
as a medicine for the spmt. For this reason, if long ago the 
savage~ censed t~eir idols in caves with tobacco to placate their 
fury with adulat10n, today one burns the incense of tobacco in 
the hollows of one's own skull to calm one's worries and breathe 
new life into one's illusions. 

Sugar, too, has its medicinal side and is even a basic element 
of our physiological make-up, producing psychological disturb-
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ances by its deficiency as by its excess. For this reason, a;11-d be­
cause of their scarcity, sugar and tobacco were sold cent~r~es ago 
at the apothecary's shop. But in spite of their old assoc1at10n on 
the druggist's shelves, tobacco and sugar have always _b~en f~r 
removed. In the opinion of moralists tobacco was vioou~ m 
origin, and was abominated by them and condemned by kmgs 
as much as it was exalted by the doctors. 

Tobacco is, beyond doubt, malignant; it belongs to that dan­
gerous and widespread family of the Solanac~a:. I? the old Eur­
asian world the Solanace::e were known to mspire terror, tor­
ment, visions, and delirium. Mandragora produced madness 
and dreams and acted as an aphrodisiac. Atropa gave its name 
to one of the Fates. Belladonna gave the sinful blackness of hell 
to the pupils of beautiful women's eyes. Henbane was the nar­
cotic poison of classic literature. The various daturas were the 
source of alkaloids that the Indians of Asia as well as those of 
America employed in their rites, spells, and crimes. In our New 
World this family of cursed plants was regener~ted. E~en 
though the Datura, of which the lo~ly J~~son weed is~ species, 
still works its diabolical will here, mspmng the mystic frenzy 
of Aztecs, Quechuas, Zufiis, Algonquins, and other native_ tribes, 
America has paid its debt of sin with interes_t, bestowm~ on 
mankind other plants of the solanaceou_s family, ~ut u~right, 
edible members, such as the potato, which today 1s cultivated 
more extensively throughout the world than wheat; the tomato, 
the "love apple" of the French, whose juice is. consider~d a 
stimulating wine today; and the pepper, that km~ of _spi~es, 
which carries to all the globe the burning and vitamm-rich 
stimulus of the tropical sun of America. . . . 

But in addition to these exemplary plants with their nutri­
tious, homely, respectable fruits, the Solanacea: of Americ~ set 
afoot in the world that scamp of the family, tobacco, neither 
fruit nor food, sly and conceited, lazy and having no other ob­
ject than to tempt the spirit. The moral_ists of Eur~pe ~e~e fully 
aware of the mischief-making properties of that irresistible In­
dian tempter. Quevedo said in Spain that "more harm had bee_n 
done by bringing in that powder and smoke than, t~; Catholic 
King had committed through Columbus an~ Cortes. But ~hose 
were rogues' days and nothing could be devised to halt t_his In­
dian tobacco which, like the Limping Devil, went rovmg all 
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over the w~rld because everywhere it found a longing for 
dreams and mdulgence for rascalities. 

In _Europe tobacco became utterly degraded, the instrument 
of cnme, the accomplice of criminals. In the eighteenth cen­
tu~y ther~ was a ge~eral fear of being poisoned by deadly poison 
mixed with snuff. Perfumed snuff was at times the vehicle of 
poison," says the historian of tobacco, Fairholt. "In 1712 the 
Duke of Noailles presented the Dauphine of France with a box 
of Spanish snuff, a gift which pleased her mightily. The snuff 
was saturated with poison, and after inhaling it for five days the 
Dauphine died, complaining of a severe pain in her temples. 
Thi~ cause~ great excitement, and there was great fear of ac­
ceptmg a pmch of snuff, and likewise of offering it. It was gen­
erally believed that this poisoned snuff was used in Spain and 
by sranish emissaries to get rid of political opponents, and also 
that 1t was employed by the Jesuits to poison their enemies. For 
t?is reason it was given the name of 'Jesuit snuff.' This fear per­
sisted for a long time." In 1851 tobacco was guilty of murder. 
~he Count of Bocarme was put to death in Mons for poisoning 
his brother-in-law with nicotine that was extracted from tobacco 
for this purpose. 

A~ th~ugh to heighten the malignity of tobacco, there is that 
special ~irus, or ~ltra-viru~ which attacks it, and produces the 
d£ea~A~~~~ t.1?:2.,~n a~-E-1~.aic. Sugar cane, too, suffers from a 
mosaic; but that wliicti preys upon tobacco is produced by the 
first of the filtrable viruses, which was not only the first to be 
discovered, in 1857, but is the most infectious of all. lt is stub­
bornly immune to ether, chloroform, acetone, and other similar 
countermeasures. There is something diabolical about this virus 
of tobacco mosaic. Its behavior is almost supernatural. It has not 
yet been ascertained whether it is a living molecule at the bot­
tom of the life scale, or merely a macromolecule of crystallized 
protein. As though it had a double personality, the virus is as 
inert as distilled water, as inoffensive as a cherub until it comes . , 
~nto contact with_ tobacco. But as soon as it penetrates the plant 
It _bec~mes as ac~i~e and malignant as the worst poison, like a 
misch_ievous devil m a vestry room. It almost seems as though it 
were m the essence of the tobacco that the virus finds the evil 
power by which it mottles the plant, dressing it up like a devil 
or a harlequin. The instant the tiniest particle of the infernal 
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virus establishes contact with the protoplasm of tobacco, all its 
evil powers come to life, it infects every healthy pl~nt, r_epro­
duces by the million, and in a few days a whole crop is stricken 
and destroyed by the virosis. As though the virulence of tobacco 
were the most deadly, when the Indians had to sleep in places 
infested by poisonous animals they were in the habit of spread­
ing tobacco around themselves as a defense, for, as Father Cobo 
says, "it has a great malevolence against poisonous animals and 
insects" and drives them away as by magic. 

Now to the traditional malignity.of-tobacco another and 
more cruel is being attributed: the power to cause cane_~! by 
means of the tars extracted from it. An Argentine doctor (Dr. 
Angel H. Roff o) smeared these tars on the skin of rabbits, and 
cancer resulted "in every case." Thi~_<:lid pot_ocrnr with the tars 
distilled frotn Havan~ tobacco, but even with these half of the 
cases-~ip~ri~~~t~d ~ith developed cancer. . . . 

At the same time scientists are still studying the possibility 
that cancer may be produced by an ultra-virus, that is to say, one 
of those protein viruses which, although chemical compounds, 
behave with lifelike activity, multiplying when in contact with 
certain living organisms, growing and dying like living cells. A 
scientist (Dr. W.W. Stanley) who achieved fame by isolating 
certain viruses in the form of crystals, holds the belief that 
whether those viruses that are invisible even with the microscope 
are the cause of cancer or not, they hold the secret of those irrita­
tions of the tissues, and in them are to be found the governing 
factors of the vital process in all cells, whether normal or cancer­
ous. The puzzling feature of this horrible disease, which seems_ to 
consist in a wild reproduction of living cells out of harmony with 
hereditary structural rhythms, and the no less puzzling phenom­
enon of this ultra-virus of tobacco mosaic, which also manifests 
itself as the unforeseen coming to life of certain molecules that 
suddenly lose their inertia on coming into contact with tobacco, 
and reproduce and proliferate madly, carrying the germs of life, 
add a new mystery to the nature of tobacco. g~g. i~ 6.~ th-~t the:~~ 
is something in tobacco that is a powerful stimu~ant <;>(life, that 
2ITrma½~·c~n[r.r9Eferate iri this wild_m~l}ner_and gi~e to inert 
molecules the vital power of reproductivity, JUSt as its smoke 
stimulates the weary, guttering spirit so it may flame up anew 
and live with renewed vigor? 
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There _is always a mysterious, sacral quality about tobacco. 

Tobacco 1s for 111:itur~_pe_qple who are responsible to society and 
to t~e gods._TJ1e ~r_st_§p~~e, e~ep w._penit is beJ-iii:t one's par­
~11.~~ .?.~_ck~i,lS 111 t~-~,~~sw~qt:i_rttef!t: pa_s_sllge, the trifulnte of 
m1t~at1on mto the ctvic responsibilities of manhood, the test of 
fort1tud~ and control against the bitterness of life, its burning 
temptat10ns, and the vapors of its dreams. The Jivaro Indians of 
South America, as a matter of fact, use tobacco in the celebra­
tion of kusupani, t~e ceremony that marks the coming of age of 
the youths of the tnbe. Among certain Indians of America like 
the Jivaros, and some of the Negro peoples of Africa such ;s the 
Ban_tus, the spirit of tobacco is masculine, and onl~ men may 
cultivate the ylant and _prepare it for the rites. Sugar, on the. 
other l~and, 1s not a thmg for men, but for children in their 
tender mfancy, something mothers give their little ones as soon 
~s tl_1ey can taste, like a symbolic omen of the sweetness of life. 
~1th sugar or honey, everytliing tastes good," goes the old 

saymg. 

Tobacco was always a thing of consequence. It was the glory 
of t~e conquerors of tlie Indies, then the mariner's companion 
on his ocean voyages, and the comrade of old soldiers in distant 
lands, ~r settle_rs returning from America, of self-satisfied mag­
nates, nch busmess men; and it became the seal and emblem of 
~v~ry man who w~~ able to buy himself a pleasure and display 
1t m defiant oppos1t10n to the conventionalisms that would put 
a check-rein upon pleasure. 

In the fabrication, the ~re and sp~raling smoke of a cigar, 
the~e was alw~ys somethmg revolut10nary, a kind of protest 
~gamst oppression, the consum~ng flame and a liberating flight 
mto the bl1;1e of dreams. ~or this reason the reciprocal offering 
of tobacco 1s a fraternal nte of peace, like tlie swearing of blood 
brot~erhood among savages or the firing of salvos between bat­
tleships. When Europe met America for the first time the latter 
offered tobacco in sig? of fri~ndship. Whe~ Christoph~r Colum­
bus stepped on Amencan soil for the first time in Guanahanf on 
October I~, 1492, the Indians of the island greeted him with an 
offertory nte, a gift of tobacco: "Some dried leaves which must 
be a thing highly esteemed among them, for in San Salvador 
th~y made me a present of them." To give leaves of tobacco or 
a ct~r_<;!_tf'._~;i_s_a gesture of p_e;i_<;:e __ a11d_friendship __ amon_g_ the In---
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dians of Guanahanf, among the Tainos, and among others of 
the continent. Just as it is tod~y_ amgng.th.c~\'..hi!es of civilized 
nations. Smokinitne··same pipe, taking snuff from the same 
snuffbox, or exchanging cigarettes is a rite of friendship an? 
communion like sharing a bottle of wine or a loaf of bread. It 1s 
die sameamogg theindians of America, the whites of Europe, 
and theNegroes of Africa. - · 
· Tooacco·ita·-m.'as~~il~~ thing. Its leaves are hairy, and as 

though weathereaaiicft;;~edhy the sun; its color is that of the 
earth. Twisted and enveloped in its wrapper as a cigar, or 
shredded and smoked in a pipe, it is always a boastful and swag­
gering thing, like an oath of defiance springing erect from the 
lips. In days gone by, the country women of_ Cuba,_ who_ shared 
with their men the joys and tasks of their rustte existence, 
smoked their home-made cigars, and not a few in the cities pre­
served these rural customs in their own homes. All through Eu­
rope certain highborn and emancipated la_dies of t~e aristocracy 
smoked in the seductive intimacy of theu boud01rs. Even the 
daughters of the Grand Monarch smoked, although Loui~ XIV 
himself abhorred tobacco. The custom spread, but then gradu­
ally disappeared until finally only the peasant women of certain 
countries continued to smoke a pipe. Among the upper classes 
some ladies went on smoking Havana cigars, but this was an 
eccentricity that occasioned much comment. In the present age, 
which has attenuated the social dimorphism between the sexes, 
women smoke perhaps more than their hardy mates. But even 
today they limit themselves to cigarettes, the babies of cigars, of 
e~~rY.2.!lic nj~sciilinity, all· wrappecrin rice paper, an~ with 
gold tips, and even perfumed, sweetened, an~ pe~'v'_ert\:'.dl1,~~~f­
feminate youths. The women who smoke cigarettes today re­
mind-one ofthose exquisite abbes of the eighteenth century 
who mixed their snuff with musk, ambergris, rose vinegar, and 
other exotic perfumes. They do not smoke real cigars, p_urofJ 
pure in content and in name, as they were inve11t_ed by the In­
dians ofC_1:1~~, in their pristine simplicity, naked, unadorned, 
wrthotii the adulterations, mixtures, wrappings, perfume, and 
refinements of a decadent civilization. A cigar is smoked witli 
,iffielive senses" and with meditation, which comes as sensation 
is transformed into thought and ideals; but one smokes a ciga­
rette witliout thinking or reflecting, as a habit one has fallen 
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into, which among women is a mark of smartness and frivolous 
coquetry. 

IJ.t().bacsq)s ,~4e2. .. ~~~:.}s fe~~le. The leaves of its stalk are 
always smooth, and even whenburned by the sun are still fair. 
The whole process of sugar-refining is one continual prepara­
tion and embellishment to clean the sugar and give it whiteness. 
Sqga.r:.has"'alw.ay,s.,heen.mor.e of a woman's sweetm~at than a 
man's nee_?. The latter usually looks down upon sweet;~as a 
thing below his masculine dignity. But if where tobacco is con­
c~rne~ women i1,!vade man's field sm~k_ing. ci~~E~.~es, wliicli·are 
thecliilchen o:t ogars, men return the com_plinient in their con­
suEiption of sugar, not in the for_1!1c=CJ.f sweets, S):£,!!J1§.i_ Or candy, 
but as alcohol, w1ucli is tfie offspring of the sugar residues. 

Tliere 1s no rebellion or challenge in sugar, nor resentment, 
nor brooding suspicion, but humble pleasure, quiet, calm, and 
soothing. Tobacco is boldly imaginative and individualistic to 
the point of anarchy. Sugar is on the side of sensible pragmatism 
and social integration. Tobacco is as daring as blasphemy; sugar 
as humble as a prayer. Don Juan, the scoffer and seducer, prob­
ably smoked tobacco, while the little novitiate Dofia Ines must 
have munched caramels. Faust, that discontented philosopher, 
probably puffed at a pipe, while the gentle, devout Marguerite 
nibbled at sugar wafers. 

Character analysts would classify sugar as a pycni k, tobacco 
as a leptosomae type. If sugar was the treat that Sancho, the glut­
tonous peasant, relished, tobacco might well have answered the 
purpose for Don Quixote, the visionary hidalgo. Sancho was too 
poor to get his fill of sugar; tobacco was too dear to reach La 
Mancha in time to delight the impoverished squire. But it is 
reasonable to believe that the one would have stuffed himself on 
cakes and the other would have seen visions and fabulous mon­
sters in the puffs of smoke. And if Don Quixote had ever come 
upon a smoker puffing out smoke, he would have considered 
this one of his most fantastic adventures, which is what they tell 
happened in 1493 to one of the early users of tobacco, who as he 
was smoking in his home at Ayamonte in Cuba was believed to 
be possessed of a devil and was denounced by the officials of the 
Holy Inquisition, who refused to tolerate any smoke that was 
not that of incense or the faggots heaped about the stake. 

Psyc4ologists would say that sugar is an extrovert, with an ob-
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jective, matter-of-fact soul, and that tobacco is an introvert, sub­
jective and imaginative. Nietzsche might have called sugar Di­
onysian and tobacco Apollonian. The former is the mother of 
the alcohol that produces the sacred joy and well-being. In to­
bacco's spirals of smoke there are fallacious beauties and poetic 
inspirations. Perhaps old Freud wondered whether sugar was 
narcissiatic and tobacco erotic. If life is an ellipsis with its two 
foci in stomach and loins, sugar is food and nourishment while 
tobacco is love and reproduction. 

In their origins sugar and tobacco were equally pagan, and 
still are by reason of their sensual appeal. In both their pagan 
beginnings go far back, even though they were unknown to the 
old gods and peoples of the Mediterranean world, who used 
bread and wine in their orgies, mysteries, and communions. 
Jehovah promised his people a land flowing with milk and 
honey, not with tobacco and sugar. The Hebrew knew neither 
sugar nor tobacco, nor did Jesus and his apostles, or the Chris­
tian faithful. These latter learned the taste of sugar from the 
Arabs during the crusades to Jerusalem, on the Moslem-held is­
lands of Cyprus and Sicily, from the Moors in the gardens of 
Valencia or on the plains of Granada. The white peoples of the 
Middle Ages did not know tobacco, but sugar was familiar to 
them. The archpriest of Hita could gorge himself on sugared 
delicacies. In the fourteenth century he was writing (Libro de 
Buen Amor, stanza 1,337): 

All kinds of sugar with these nuns are plentiful as dirt, 
The powdered, lump, and crystallized, and syrups for dessert; 
They've perfumed sweetmeats, heaps of candy-some with spice 

of wort, 
With other kinds which I forget and cannot here insert.1 

But the roguish clergyman knew nothing of tobacco and its 
delights. 

The Christians discovered tobacco when they discovered the 
Indians of the New World, first in Cuba, then in the other is­
lands of the West Indies, and then in the countries of the Span­
ish Main. (See Part II, Chapter v.) This was toward the end of 
the fifteenth century, at the very beginning of the modern era. 
And was not this moment marked by the discovery of a New 
World by the white men of Europe? 

1 Translation by K K Kane, 
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. It _would see1,11 as t~ough tobacco had lived in hiding, exercis­
mg Its powers m the Jungles of an unknown world until civili-

. ' zat10n was ready to receive its stimuli with the arrival of the 
Renaissanc~ a~d ration_alism. (See Part II, Chapter vi.) 

T?ba~co 1s the grac10us plant that gives smoke, man's com­
pamon, wrote the Cuban Jose MartL And with this steady 
company for every ho~r, even those of solitude and vigil, those 
hours of man's mystenous fecundations, he found in it consola­
tion for his spirit, a spur for thought, and a ladder of inspiration. 
To Martf tobacco's role in history has been "to comfort the 
~houghtf~l and delight the musing architects of the air." Amer­
~ca surp_nsed Euro~e with tobacco, that genie who built castles 
m the air, and the sixteenth century was the century of Utopias 
of the cities of dreams. ' 

Tobacco smoke wafted the breath of a new spirit through the 
Old World, analytic, critical, and rebellious. In the end the 
smok~ of the I_ndian tobacco proved itself more powerful by 
arousmg the mmds of men than that of the Inquisition's pyres 
hounding them mercilessly. 

Tobacco and sugar were children of the Indies· but the latter 
was born in the East, the former in the West. O~e's name is of 
Sanskrit origin; the other still keeps its native savage nomen­
clature. In the far-off Indies they believe that sugar came to 
them as a gift of the gods with the dew from heaven to nourish 
and ~ustain the joys of the flesh, and then goes int~ the earth 
and 1s absorbed by it after the body that consumed it has rotted 
away. In these Indies of ours it was believed that tobacco sprang 
from the earth through the action of the spirit of the caverns 
~nd that after be_ing b_urned i1: the human mouth and dissipated 
m trances of delight, its volatile essence rises carrying a message 
to the heavenly powers. 

Despite the fact that both plants originated among heathen 
peoples, sugar was never frowned upon by the Church and was 
con~idere~ veritable ambrosia. But tobacco was regarded as 
an mvent1on of the devil and was savagely persecuted to the 
len~ths of excommunication and the gallows for its users. The 
devils are very astute, and to deceive the unsuspecting they 
often added to tobacco something to give it a sweet taste and 
an exotic perfume. Vanilla, mustard, anisette, caraway seed, and 
even molasses were all used to cover up the rascality of tobacco 
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with the blessed cape of sweetness. Especially tobaccos of in­
ferior quality, whose power of temptation was slight, and which 
were generally rejected as being unquestionably "infernal" if 
they were not disguised by some sweet, sugary flavor and given 
an odor that might be confused with that of sanctity. This was 
what the devil used to do with inexperienced and reluctant 
smokers, in the case of twist for pipes, and snuff; today he does 
it with ladies' cigarettes. Virtuous perfumes, sanctimonious fla­
vors-perversions fomented by greed or inspired by Satan. 

In the smoking of a cigar there is a survival of religion and 
magic as they were practiced by the be/1iques, the medicine­
men, of Cuba. The slow fire with which it burns is like an ex­
piatory rite. The smoke that rises heavenward has a spiritual 
evocation. The smoke, which is more pleasing than incense, 
is like a fumigatory purification. The fine, dirty ash to which 
it turns is a funereal suggestion of belated repentance. Smok­
ing tobacco is raising puffs of smoke to the unknown, in search 
of a passing consolation or a hope which though fleeting be­
guiles for a moment. For this reason tobacco has been called 
"the anodyne of poverty" and the enemy of heartache. 

Take a little tobacco 
And your anger will pass. 

These are the words Lope de Vega puts into the mouth of a 
Spaniard in the third act of La mayor desgracia de Carlos V. 
"When things go bad, try tobacco," says the old proverb, to ex­
press the hope-filled calm that settles over a man as the smoke of 
his cigar curls upward. Tobacco, according to the Cuban poet 
Federico Milanes, is: 

The fragrant leaf that, turned to gentle smoke, 
Drives from man's brow the leaden cares away. 

For, as George Sand said, "It assuages grief and peoples soli­
tude with a thousand pleasant images." 

Even in the manner of lighting a cigar there is a sort of litur­
gical foretaste of mystery; whether it is by means of a spark 
struck from flint by steel, or by a phosphorous match whose 
scratched head bursts into flame. The devil has caused more wax 
to be employed in the tiny vestas burned in the rites of tobacco 
than the gods in the votive candles before their shrines. In this 
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machine age the century-old liturgical traditions are dying out, 
and automatic lighters are being introduced for the smoker and 
electric bulbs for the churches. But in both cases the flickering 
flame of fire that ignites, illuminates, and burns like the spirit 
still persists. There is no trace of ritual observed in the consump­
tion of sugar. 

Sugar is the product of human toil, but it may be consumed 
by a beast; tobacco is rough and natural, but it has been set apart 
by Satan for the exclusive use of the being that calls himself the 
lord of creation, perhaps because he considers himself the last 
animal fashioned by the Maker and the only one having the 
right to sin. 

There are those who might think that because of these con­
comitances between the devil and tobacco, the clergy might 
have been averse to its delights and cultivation, although, natu­
rally, they did not refuse the tithes on the tobacco fields which 

' were carefully collected by the diligent tithers. There were prob-
ably churchmen who owned tobacco plantations; but, to the 
best of our knowledge, priests in Cuba did not count tobac­
conists' _shops or cigar factories among their worldly goods, 
though 1_t would be risky to deny the possibility of their having 
a share m such businesses, especially in these days of anony­
mous stockholders in great commercial enterprises which make 
possible easy and inconspicuous investments in the large tobacco 
companies. If the churchmen did not have plantations it was 
not because of fear of the devil, nor yet because of a distaste for 
the worl~ly attractions of trade or repugnance to owning slaves 
and treatmg them after the custom of the country. It is a well­
known fact that from the beginning of the sixteenth century the 
clergy of these islands had numerous slaves for their service and 
th~ir business undertakings, at times "more Negroes and plan­
tat10ns than the laity," according to a complaint made to the 
King in 1530 by the lawyers Espinosa and Zuazo. And there is 
no question that there were clergymen who raised cane, and 
were even plantation-owners, openly and aboveboard, for the 
Jesuits had several sugar refineries here, each with its comple­
ment of Negro slaves, obedient to the work bell and the crack of 
the overseer's whip. In any case, the churchmen quickly came 
to terms with tobacco, and the factories of Havana even made 
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the finest-quality cigars especially for the clergy, as well as for 
the royal family. (See Part II, Chapter vii.) 

While it was possible for sugar, no matter where it was 
grown, always to be equally sweet, it was never possible to pro­
duce anywhere else in the world tobacco comparable to that of 
Cuba or a cigar to rival a pure Havana. This explains that folk 
song of Andalusia referring to tobacco, in the form of a riddle: 

In Havana I was born 
And in all the world known. 

The manufacture of sugar quickly achieved a uniformity of 
product as a result of the complete similarity of industrial proc­
esses. Almost all plants contain sugar, some in abundance, like 
sugar cane, beets, and many others; they are cultivated in many 
lands, and different methods are used to extract their juice and, 
from this, the more or less refined crystals; but in the end there 
is only one kind of sugar. All saccharoses are the same. Even in 
the canefield each variety of cane reproduces itself without vari­
ation every year, not only because the same root sends up new 
shoots each year, but through the canes themselves, which come 
up from their own cuttings if these are rooted down for new 
plantings. In this reproduction of sugar cane there can be no 
breeding, genetic crossings, or variations. But no matter what 
the initial juice-yielding capacity of the cane, the unity of the 
final product is always the same. 

Uniformity has never been possible, and never will be, where 
tobacco is concerned. The botanical varieties that contain nico­
tine are few; but even within each variety, and even in tobacco 
itself, each field, each crop, each plant, and perhaps each leaf 
has its own unique quality. And since the reproduction of to­
bacco is by means of seed, which each plant produces in great 
abundance, it is not to be wondered at that each crop contains 
many variations, the result of infinite crossbreedings and mix­
tures, of the carefully studied selections of the planter and the 
strange mutations and chromosomic caprices of nature. One of 
the greatest and most difficult problems of tobacco-planters and 
manufacturers is to maintain an unchanging standard in the 
quality of their product, which has an established reputation. 
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The infinite and constant variety, natural or induced, is the 
secret of the success or failure of the tobacco industry, depend­
ing on the taste of the· smoker. The planter and miller of sugar 
cane has no such problem, for he knows that, in the last analysis, 
all saccharose is the same, an amorphus mass, of similar granu­
lation, without class or distinction. 

The taste, the color, and the aroma of a cigar depend not only 
on its being of real tobacco, but on its being a Havana (which 
is the best in the world); on the region where it was grown 
(Vueltabajo, Semivuelta, Vueltarriba, Partidos, etc., if it is Cu­
ban; or from Virginia, Java, Sumatra, Turkey, Egypt ... or 
the devil's little acre) ; on its year, on the fertilizer that was used 
on the fields, on the weather conditions, on its fermentation, 
stripping, selection, stacking, leaf, wrapper, filler, blend, roll­
ing, moisture, shape, packing, ocean shipping, the way it is 
lighted, the way it is smoked; in a word, each and every one of 
the steps in its life, from the plant that produces the leaf to the 
smoker who transforms it into smoke and ashes. For this reason 
the tobacco industry employs escogedores and rezagadores, who 
by touch, sight, smell, and taste can distinguish and select the 
leaves and tobacco, just as wine-tasters do with the fermented 
juice of the vine. For each product of the tobacco industry a con­
stant selection of the tobacco used is necessary. From the time 
tobacco is set out in the field until it goes up in smoke an in­
numerable series of selections and eliminations are required. In 
the color field alone the nome11clat!}re qf_ S!lloking tobacco in 
Cuba is as finely shad<;d as that el!lpl()yed by anthropologists to 
d_~schb~ the foiman·_Ea"ce. The co_lo_!: __ gLtJie di_ffer~r.iijyp_es of 
cigar, like that of \Vomen, cannot be simply reduced to blondes 
and brunettes. Just as a Cuban distinguishes among women ev­
ery shade from jet-1:iliicl<i:oiolden. wl-iiie, with a long· iiii:erv-en­
ingsfl'ieI'of intermediary arid mixed .pigmentations, and classi­
fies them according to color, attractiveness, and social position, 
so he knows the different types of tobacco: claros, colorado­
claros, colorados, co!orailo-maduros, mailuros, ligeros, secos, 
medios-tiempos, finos, amarillos, manchados, quebrados, senti­
dos, broncos, puntillas, and many others down to bates y colas, 
these last "from the wrong side of the railroad track," used only 
in the proletarian mass of cut tobacco. There are selectors who 
can distinguish seventy or eighty differe11t shades. of tobacco, 
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with the technical exactitude of the most painstaking anthro­
pologist. It is not to be wondered at that there are "tobaccolo­
gists" as bold and self-seeking as certain proponents of racial 
theories today who, for the sake of defending the tobacco inter­
ests of their own countries, have created varieties, blends, names, 
and brands as absurd and artificial as the imaginary races in­
vented by the race theorists of the present. And the races of to­
bacco, as well as its mixtures and adulterations, are so on the 
increase at present that outside of Cuba there are hybrid cigars, 
of unconfessable ancestry, some not even of tobacco; and the 
Havana cigar of good family has always to be on the alert for 
innumerable and hateful bastards who would usurp the legiti­
macy of his good name. 

As the taste of all refined sugars is the same, they always have 
to be taken with something that will give them flavor. No one, 
except a child with a sweet tooth, would think of eating sugar 
by itself. When people are starving, they will take it dissolved 
in water: the Cuban revolutionists, the mambises, drank can­
chanchara sometimes in the everglades, and the slaves drank 
cane juice as it ran from the press, just as today poor Cubans buy 
a glass of cane juice for a penny to fill their bellies and quiet 
their hunger. When one chews pieces of peeled cane and sucks 
out the juice, there is a mixture of flavors in it, and the same is 
true of cane syrup and raw sugar. From the time the Arabs with 
their alchemy brought "alrucar," as it was still called in the 
royal decrees having to do with America, into our Western civi­
lization, it has been used in syrups, frosting, icings, cakes, candy, 
always with other flavors added to it. 

Tobacco is proud; it is taken straight, for its own sake, with­
out company or disguise. Its ambition is to be pure, or to be so 
considered. Sugar by itself surfeits and cloys, and for this reason 
it needs company and uses a disguise or a chaperon. It must 
have some other substance to lend it a seductive flavor. And it, 
in turn, repays the favor by covering up the flatness, insipidness, 
or bitterness of other ingredients with its own sweetness. A mis­
cegenation of flavors. 

This basic contrast between sugar and tobacco is emphasized 
even more throughout the whole process of their agricultural, 
industrial, and commercial development by the amorphism of 
the one and the polymorphism of the other. 
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Sugar is common, unpretentious, undifferentiated. Tobacco 
is always distinguished, all class, form, and dignity. Sugar is al­
ways a formless mass whether as cane, juice, or syrup, and then 
as sugar, whether in loaf, lump, grain, or powder, the same in 
the sack as in the sugar-bowl, or when it is absorbed in syrup, 
compote, preserves, candy, ice cream, cake, or other forms of 
pastry. Tobacco may be good or bad, but it always strives for 
individuality. 

Sometimes, even when an attempt is made to bring about a 
similarity and even a confusion between different types, the in­
domitable individualism of tobacco thwarts the effort and turns 
the tables on the designing manufacturers. When during the 
past century cigars were manufactured in Seville with Virginia 
filler and Havana wrapper for the Spanish market, to the detri­
ment of the Cuban product, the critical smokers could detect at 
a glance the difference between the two by the fact that the 
wrapper of the Havana cigars was rolled from right to left, and 
that of the Peninsular article from left to right. It almost 
amounted to saying that the Cubans were leftists, and the in­
habitants of Seville rightists. Perhaps the distinction still holds 
good. 

The best smoker looks for the best cigar, the best cigar for the 
best wrapper, the best wrapper for the best leaf, the best leaf for 
the best cultivation, the best cultivation for the best seed, the best 
seed for the best field. This is why tobacco-raising is such a me­
ticulous a.flair, in contrast to cane, which demands little atten­
tion. The tobacco-grower has to tend his tobacco not by fields, 
not even by plants, but leaf by leaf. The good cultivation of 
good tobacco does not consist in having the plant give more 
leaves, but the best possible. In tobacco quality is the goal; in 
sugar, quantity. The ideal of the tobacco man, grower or manu­
facturer, is distinction, for-his product to be in a class by itself, 
the best. For both sugar-grower and refiner the aim is the most; 
the most cane, the most juice, the most bagasse, the most evapo­
rating-pans, the most centrifugals, the highest crystallization, 
the most sacks, and the most indifference as to quality for the 
sake of coming as close as possible in the refineries to a symbolic 
hundred per cent chemical purity where all difference of class 
and origin is obliterated, and where the mother beet and the 
mother cane are forgotten in the equal whiteness of their off-
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Tobacco and Sugar 
spring because of the equal chemical and economic standing of 
all the sugars of the world, which, if they are pure, sweeten, 
nourish, and are worth the same. 

The consumer of sugar neither knows nor asks where the 
product he uses comes from; he neither selects it nor tries it out. 
The smoker seeks one specific tobacco, this one or the other. 
The person with a sweet tooth just asks for sugar, without arti­
cle, pronoun, or adjective to give it a local habitation and a 
name. When, in the process of refining, sugar has achieved a 
high degree of saccharose and of chemical purity it is impossible 
to distinguish one from the other even in the best-equipped lab­
oratory. All sugars are alike; all tobaccos are different. 

Sugar is, strictly speaking, a single product. To be sure, cane 
always yielded, in addition to crystallized saccharose, alcohol, 
brandy, or rum. But this was a by-product and not sugar, just 
as the nicotine extracted from tobacco is not tobacco. All 
through the Antilles alcohol was distilled from molasses, and 
liquors were made from it: rum in Cuba, eau-de-vie in the 
French West Indies, rum in Jamaica, bitters in Trinidad, cura<;ao, 
and so on. Alcohol was always the cargo for the slaver's return 
trip, for with it slaves were bought, local chieftains bribed, and 
the African tribes corrupted and weakened. Out of this strongly 
flavored, caramel-colored alcohol manufactured in the West In­
dies for the slave-runners, mixed with the sugar with which 
they were provisioned along with jerked beef, codfish, and 
other foods designed to withstand the long crossings, and the 
lemons that the sailing ships always carried to ward off epi­
demics of scurvy, a mixed drink indigenous to the slave-trading 
boats came into being. It is known today as a Daiquiri, its name 
coming from the place where the United States soldiers first 
made its acquaintance. But rum was never a prime factor in the 
social economy of Cuba any more than were the heartwoods, 
hides, shellfish, and other secondary products. It is also true that 
the sugar-refiners in olden times manufactured different kinds 
of sugar, such as muscovado, loaf sugar, brown sugar, white 
sugar, and so forth. But these sugars were all the same product 
of the cane, refined to varying degrees, within the same mill, 
varying only in crystallization or purity. 

Tobacco, on the other hand, from its first appearance in his­
tory as an article of trade, came in different forms, which were 
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prepared in different ways. In the industrial .field, tobacco has 
yielded six typical products. The .first was that which we Cu­
bans call tobacco by antonomasia and by adhering strictly to his­
tory, for this was the name given it by the Cuban Indians. To­
bacco, strictly speaking, consists, as in the days of the Indians, of 
a variable number of dried tobacco leaves, called tripa, rolled 
up and enveloped in another leaf called capa, all forming a 
cylindrical roll about half an inch thick and four to eight inches 
long, pointed at both ends. It was in this form that the Span­
iards first made the acquaintance of tobacco, and they gave it 
the popular name cigarro. 

In addition to tobacco, or cigar, there were and are other 
products of the same plant: namely, andullo, or plug tobacco; 
twist, for chewing or pipe smoking; picadura, or fine-cut to­
bacco to be smoked in a pipe or rolled in husk or paper; cigar­
rillos, which are not little cigars or tabaquitos, but leaf or cut 
tobacco rolled in paper; and snuff, or powdered tobacco. These 
products of the tobacco industry do not represent successive 
phases in the same process of manufacture. They are all differ­
ent products, and in their fabrication the tobacco from the start 
is handled differently, depending on the article desired. To­
bacco is also exported in bulk to be made up abroad, to the detri­
ment of Cuba's commercial standing. In this case tobacco oc­
cupies the status of a semi-raw material, like the raw sugar that 
is bought up by foreign refiners for the benefit of the country 
where it is processed rather than Cuba. These last years have 
seen the development of a new industrial tobacco product, the 
stripped leaf, in the preparation of which cheap Cuban labor is 
employed, and which is then exported and sold to foreign fac­
tories, which save the difference in the salaries they would have 
to pay and then, as though they weretobacco re.fineries, utilize 
this high-grade Cuban product, depriving our country of the 
profits of its final elaboration. 

In any case the cultivation, processing, and manufacture of 
tobacco is all care, selection, attention to detail, emphasis on 
variety; this extends from the different botanical varieties to the 
innumerable commercial forms to satisfy the individual taste of 
the consumer. In the production of sugar the emphasis is on in­
difference to selection, lumping all the cane together, milling, 
grinding, mixing with an eye to uniformity. It passes from the 
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botanical mass to the chemical product with the sole aim of sat­
isfying the largest and most general tastes of the human palate. 

The consumption of tobacco-that is to say, smoking-is a 
personal, individualized act. The consumption of sugar has no 
specific name; it is the humdrum satisfaction of an appetite. For 
this reason there is a word for smoker; there is no such word as 
"sugarer." 

The cultivation of tobacco demands the most delicate atten­
tion at every stage; it cannot be allowed, as can sugar cane, to 
follow its own natural impulses. "The planter who babies his 
tobacco most is the one who gets the best crop," a grower said to 
the naturalist Miguel Rodriguez Ferrer. And Marti extolled the 
unflagging devotion of the tobacco-grower who spends his time 
caring for each tobacco plant "with his protecting hands, against 
the excessive heat of the sun, the treacherous cricket, the rough 
pruner, the rotting dampness." It is as though tobacco de­
manded the solicitous, pampering care of its cultivator, while 
cane grows by itself, as it pleases, allowing its raiser months of 
idleness. Who taught the tobacco-growers of Cuba these pains­
taking operations? Could it have been the Indian behiques, who 
gradually discovered the mysteries of the plant's cultivation, its 
medicinal powers, and its charms? Tobacco is one of the most 
difficult crops in the world to cultivate, and its technique is the 
most highly developed in the whole field of Cuba's agriculture. 
The grower has always made it his business to improve the 
plant with an eye to greater returns in quality, pleasure, and 
profit. 

Tobacco is planted every year. The same cane root will pro­
duce several harvests; if the land is new and rich, as many as 
fifteen. Humboldt said in 1804 that there were fields on a plan­
tation in Matanzas that were still producing forty-five years 
after they were set out. 

The planting of tobacco is a complicated operation; the care­
fully selected seeds are first sown in a seed-bed, and when the 
young plants are ready, they are transplanted to the field where 
they are to be raised and cut. Cane is not planted from seed, but 
from cuttings of the stalk. For this reason the selection of Cuban 
tobacco has been an uninterrupted process, facilitated by the 
great quantity of seed yielded by each plant, and practiced each 
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smoker smokes two cigarettes at the same time. Even when 
made up in the big factories, tobacco is put out for the exclusive 
use of each smoker; in the singular, by portion and form, think­
ing of the potential consumer. Not so sugar, which is packed 
and consumed in bulk. And even though now certain refined 
sugar is made up in cubes, equivalent to the lumps into which 
the old sugarloaves used to be broken, these are not individual 
portions, but rather small doses of granulated sugar, like spoon­
fuls without a spoon, of which the consumer uses one or sev­
eral, without selection, according to his needs. 

Sugar comes into the world without a last name, like a slave. 
It m~y-i11Ze-oii."1liafofits owner,.oftfie.plantat1on'"ormil1,6"ut 
ifi itfl~~conomic life it ~_y-~_r:._gfaartsfr.Qm its ~l egu'.!lita£i~n 
lack of caste. l'i or dqes it have __ :!, fustpqffie, either in the field, 
wliereitis merely cane, or in the grinding mill, where it is 
just juice, or in the evaporating-pan, where it is only syrup. 
And when in the dizzying whirl of the turbines it begins to be 
sugar and receives this name, that is as far as it goes. It is like 
calling it woman, but. just woman, without family name;bap­
tismal name, name of hate or of love. Sugar dies as it is born 
and lives, ai:i_or:ismously; as though it were ashamed of having 
no name, thrown into a liquid or a dough where it melts and 
disappears as if predestined to suicide in the waters of a lake or 
in the maelstrom of society. 

From birth tobacco was, and was called, tobacco. This was 
the name the Spaniards gave it, using the Indian word; so it is 
called in the world today, and so it will be known always. It is 
tobacco in the plant, in the leaf, while it is being manufactured, 
and when it is going up in smoke and ashes. Moreover, tobacco 
always had a family name, that of its place of origin, which is 
the vega; that of its epoch, which is the harvest; that of its 
school, which is the selection; that of its gang, which is the ter­
cio; that of its regiment, which is the factory; that of its dis­
tinguished service, which is its commercial label. And it has its 
citizenship, which, if it is Cuban, it proudly proclaims. 

There was a time when tobacco was largely sold in packages 
of fine-cut. Then a tobacco pouch full of cut tobacco was like a 
sugar-bowl full of sugar, from which the consumer took what 
he wanted. But this has fallen almost completely into disuse, 
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and the smoker prefers his cut tobacco served up to him in in­
dividual, specially prepared portions-like sugar in lump­
known as cigarettes. Snuff too was kept in bulk, like sugar, in 
special little receptacles, but this Indian custom has gone out of 
fashion never to return. 

T.ob_acco is born a gentlem,an, and in its economic develop­
ment at each step it acquires titles and honors by reason of its 
color, its aroma, its taste, its powers of combustion, until it 
achieves the aristocratic distinction of shape, "vitola," 1 brand, 
and band. All tobacco strives for elegance of form and figure, 
blue-blooded lineage, nobility of manners, and pride of birth. 
And if it i~ J!g_y~Ila_~ob~cco, it can display crowns, scepters, the 
eII1blems of royalty, and even an emperor's title. 

f ob~cco pfoi.idly wears until the moment of its death the 
band of its brand; only in the sacrificial fire does it burn its in­
dividuality and convert it to ashes as it ascends to glory. There 

1 The vital a is the figure of the 
cigar. It is not merely, as the Acad­
emy defines it, "the measure of size 
by which cigars are differentiated." 
It is not so much an expression of 
size as of shape. 

Originally this word, taken from 
sailors' lingo, like so many others in 
the Spanish language of America, 
meant the model used in shipyards 
for measuring the different parts re­
quired in ship construction by naval 
architecture. It also meant the templet 
to calibrate bullets in a munitions 
plant; but the vita/a of a cigar is more 
than all this. It is form, figure, mold, 
but it is more than just a geometrical 
arrangement. The vitola includes a 
social attitude. It is the form of the 
cigar, but in making his selection the 
smoker looks for the one that goes 
with his own make-up. It is the 
shape of the cigar, it is also its ad­
vertisement, and becomes that of the 
person who is smoking it, like a ges­
ture or extension of his personal­
ity. There is always something a bit 
presumptuous about a cigar. The 
vitola of the cigar is its calibrating 
gauge, but in the smoker it becomes 
a mark of positive individuality, 

a manner that is in itself a meas­
ure. 

The vitola of the cigar is an out­
ward manifestation of the vitola of 
the smoker. Vito/a figuratively is 
transformed from a matter of shape 
and size measured in inches to a 
matter having human connotations; 
one speaks of vita/a referring to the 
gesture, aspect, or appearance of a 
person. "Tell me what vita/a you 
smoke and I will tell you who you 
are." In the impressive vitola of the 
Havana cigar smoked ostentatiously 
by Winston Churchill, who has 
known Havana this many a long 
year, there is a gesture of empire. If 
the cigar always demands its vitola, 
which is its appearance, every 
smoker, even the humblest, takes on 
a certain air of importance as he 
smokes a cigar. 

And what a variety of them there 
are! In the collection of vitolas of a 
factory in Havana, which are repro­
duced in carved wooden models, 
there are over 996 different types of 
cigar. What a field for the psycholo­
gist attempting to translate them 
into corresponding traits of human 
character! 
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are smokers who smoke their fine cigar to the end without re­
moving the band, which bears witness to the quality of its 
brand, just as the critical drinker derives greater pleasure from 
an aged wine if it comes from an old, unopened bottle, coquet­
tishly covered with dust and bearing a gold label indicating the 
unquestionable aristocracy of its vintage and its origin. 

In its desire for individuality, tobacco adorns itself, some­
times with a band bearing the portrait of the consumer for 
whom it is intended-Napoleon III, Lord Byron, Bismarck 
the Prince of Wales, or some fashionable personage or fop wh~ 
satisfies his desire for smoking and adulation at the same time. 
The latter aspiration is far the more subtly poisonous and pro­
duces more harmful effects. 

TobaC:£Q is a s~eke.r: after art; sugar av.aids it. In Havana the 
trade in boxed cigars has created a traditionor;rt in its designs, 
colors, and embossing that is recognized the world over because 
of its anachronisms, its style, its pompousness, and its inspira­
tion in folkways. In Cuba boys make collections of cigar bands 
and boxes just as they do of stamps, postcards, and pictures of 
celebrities. Here even the makers of matches to light the cigars 
have sought artistic effects in the adorning of their matchboxes. 

At times, to heighten its inborn rank with outward signs of 
pomp and circumstance, tobacco employs for its setting the 
beautiful native woods of Cuba and has itself packed in luxury 
boxes, like a majestic ceremonial carriage, to make a more fit­
!ing e1:trance into the palaces of royalty or of the pleasure-lov­
m~ aristocracy. Ai:id even that tobacco made into shapeless 
twist or s~redde_d ~nto fine-cut~ often seeks the graceful pipe 
adorned with pamtmgs or set with medallions carved of amber 
ebony, ~nd ivory, o~ molded from the finest clay or porcelain: 
~ven high-q~ahty cig~rs are often smoked with great show, set 
m a mouthpiece or a pipe. Not here in Cuba, where this fashion 
would seem a profanation of the most typical and authocthonus 
c~stom left to us, but in European countries when such baroque 
display was tolerated and the smoking of a Havana cigar was a 
mark of prosperity, like those canes of tortoise shell with heads 
and ferrules of embossed gold. 

This was not tobacco's only act of display. When, over a cen­
tury ago, it was the fashion to take pinches of snuff sniffing it 
up the nostrils, tobacco had to have recourse to art t~ atone for 
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what was undeniably a revolting habit. Snuff-taking was con­
sidered a vice, disgusting but fashionable, brought in from for­
eign parts, like an exotic drug of rare virtues and even with 
claims to elegance and distinction. 

The taking of powdered tobacco was for the <;ourtiers, high­
born gentlemen, and clergy of olden times in Europe a habit of 
great social distinction, like having little black slaves, monkeys, 
parrots, and macaws around them. The dandies adorned their 
snuffboxes with miniatures, cameos, and precious stones, turn­
ing them into exquisite jewels, to match the lace handkerchiefs 
with which they wiped away the sticky traces of that revolting 
vice. The English statesman Petersham had a different snuffbox 
for every day of the year. Following the same criterion of aris­
tocracy as the courtiers of the Grand Monarch, the Bantu Ne­
groes of South Africa decorate their tiny snuffboxes that hold 
only enough for one time by covering them with beads of many 
colors, a labor of infinite patience. The showcases in the mu­
seums of art and customs now display the luxurious snuffboxes 
of the grandees of Europe and of Africa as the sacramental v_es­
sels of this diabolical cult. The same thing happens, too, with 
the collection of pipes, cigar-holders, cigar cases, tobacco 
pouches, cigarette tongs, matchboxes, lighters, ash-trays, and 
other smoking accessories from all the nations of the world. We 
can recall those old goblets or hand braziers of bronze, copper, 
or brass, and in America often of silver, that our grandfathers 
had on their tables and in which, half covered by ash, a few live 
coals smoldered at which they lighted their cigars. 

Tobacco displays its presumptuous individualism not only in 
its trappings but in the art and luxury with which it enriches 
them to emphasize its distinction. Sugar seeks no art, either in 
its presentation or in its consumption. Yesterday it used to be 
packed into rough hogsheads or wooden boxes without st~le or 
character; today it travels about the world in sackcloth, like a 
hermit's robe. No designs, no colors aside from the simplicity 
of shape and color of bonbons and caramels. Sugar takes on the 
form of its container: hogshead, box, sack, or sugar-bowl. With 
tobacco, on the contrary, it is the holder that adapts itself more 
and more to its contents, at times to the point of being designed 
to hold a single cigar. There are boxes made to hold only one 
cigar, like coffins, which house a single corpse, and tinfoil wrap-
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pings for each cigar, which are like the armor of a knight of 
old. Or those very modern cellophane boxes in which each cigar 
displays its own particular shape and color and at the same time 
conceals its shortcomings of quality and workmanship, like a 
dancer whose gauzy veils reveal her voluptuous curves and lus­
cious cinnamon skin, yet at the same time conceal her less pleas­
ing features. 

Sugar is to be found in the cradle, in the kitchen, and on the 
table; tobacco in the drawing-room, the bedroom, and the 
study. With tobacco one works and dreams; sugar is repose and 
satisfaction. Sugar is the capable matron, tobacco the dreaming 
youth. Sugar is an investment, tobacco an amusement; sugar 
enters the body as nourishment, tobacco enters the spirit as a 
cathartic. The former contributes to the good and the useful; 
the latter seeks beauty and personality. 

Tobacco is a magic gift of the savage world; sugar is a scien­
tific gift of civilization. 

Tobacco was taken to the rest of the world from America; 
sugar was brought to America. Tobacco is a native plant, which 
the Europeans who came with Columbus discovered, in Cuba, 
to be exact, at the beginning of November of the year 1492. 
Sugar cane is a foreign plant of remote origin that was brought 
to Europe from the Orient, thence to the Canary Islands, and it 
was from there that Columbus brought it to the Antilles in 
1493. The discovery of tobacco in Cuba was a surprise, but the 
introduction of sugar was planned. 

It has been said, though I do not know on what authority the 
statement is based, that when Columbus returned from his sec­
ond voyage he took tobacco seed with him to Andalusia, as did 
the Catalonian friar Ramon Pane later, and planted it, but with­
out success. It would seem that it was Dr. Francisco Hernandez 
de Toledo who gave a scientific account of tobacco half a cen­
tury later. in a report to King Philip II, who had sent him to 
Mexico to study the flora of that country. The cultivation of 
tobacco was spread less through a desire for gain than through 
the spontaneous and subversive propaganda of temptation. To­
bacco was the delight of the people before it became that of the 
upper classes. Its appeal was natural and traditional rather than 
studied and commercial. It was the sailors who spread its use 
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through the ports of Europe in the forms in which they used it 
aboard ship, either for chewing or for pipe smoking. The cour­
tiers of Europe made its acquaintance later through travelers 
returning from America. 

Centuries and even millenniums went by before sugar left 
Asiatic India, passing into Arabia and Egypt, then traveling 
along the islands and shoreline of the Mediterranean to the 
Atlantic Ocean and the Indies of America. A few decades after 
a handful of adventurers discovered it in Cuba, tobacco had al­
ready been carried not only through America, where the In­
dians used it before the arrival of the Spaniards, but through 
Europe, Africa, and Asia, to the distant confines of Muscovy, 
the heart of darkest Africa, and Japan. In 1605 the Sultan 
Murad had to place severe penalties on the cultivation of to­
bacco in Turkey, and the Japanese Emperor ordered the acre­
age that had been given over to its cultivation reduced. Even 
today many nations still lack sugar, but hardly any lack tobacco 
or some substitute for it, however unworthy. Tobacco is today 
the most universal plant, more so than either corn or wheat. 
Today the world lives and dreams in a haze of blue smoke spi­
rals that evoke the old Cuban gods. In the spread of this habit 
of smoking the island of Cuba has played a large part, not only 
because tobacco and its rites were native to it, but because of the 
incomparable excellence of its product, which is universally rec­
ognized by all discerning smokers, and because Havana hap­
pened to be the port of the West Indies most frequented by 
sailors in bygone days. Even today to speak of a Havana cigar 
is to refer to the best cigar in the world. And that is why, as a 
general thing, in lands remote from the Antilles the geographi­
cal name of Havana is better known than that of Cuba. 

The economy of sugar was from the start capitalistic in con­
trast to that of tobacco. From the earliest days of the economic 
exploitation of these West Indies this was perfectly evident to 
Columbus and his successors who settled the islands. Aside 
from the fertility of the land and the favorable climate, the effi­
cient production of sugar always required large acreage for 
plantations, pastures, timberland, and reserves of land-in a 
word, extensions that verged upon the latifundium. As the his­
torian Oviedo said, "an ample supply of water" and accessible 
"forests for the hot and continuous fires" and, in addition, "a 
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large and well-constructed building for making the sugar and 
another in which to store it." And, besides, a great number of 
"wagons for hauling the cane to the mill and to fetch wood, and 
an uninterrupted supply of workers to wash the sugarloaves 
and tend and water the cane." Even all this was not enough, for 
there was the investment in the required number of those auto­
motive machines known as slaves, on which Oviedo com­
mented: "At least from eighty to one hundred Negroes must be 
on hand all the time, or even a hundred and twenty and more 
to keep things running smoothly," and, besides, other people, 
"overseers and skilled workmen to make the sugar." And to 
feed all this crew still another and larger investment. Accord­
ing to Oviedo, "a good herd of cattle, from one thousand to 
three thousand head, close by the mill to feed the workers" was 
necessary. For this reason he concludes logically enough that 
"the man who owns a plantation free from mortgage and well 
equipped has a property of great value." Sugar is not made from 
patches of cane but from plantations of it; cane is not cultivated 
by the plant but in mass. The industry was not developed for 
private or domestic consumption, nor even for that of the local­
ity, but for large-scale production and foreign exportation. (See 
Part II, Chapter viii.) 

Tobacco is born complete. It is nature's gift to man, and his 
work with tobacco is merely that of selection. Sugar does not 
spring full-fledged; it is a gift man makes to himself through 
the creative effort of his labor. Sugar is the fruit of man's inge­
nuity and the mill's engines. Ingenuity where sugar is con­
cerned consists in the human and mechanical power of crea­
tion. In the case of tobacco it is rather in the personal selection 
of that which has been naturally created. 

Of the tobacco leaves, the invention and gift of nature, the 
knowing countryman selects the best, and, with the simple ef­
fort of his hands to roll them into shape, he can smoke the best 
cigar that can be made. Just with the hands, without tools, ma­
chinery, or capital, one can enjoy the finest tobacco in the 
world; but one cannot get sugar that way, not even the poorest 
grade. 

There can be no manufacture of sugar without machinery, 
without milling apparatus to grind the cane and get out its 
sweet juice, from which saccharose is obtained. The mill may 
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be an Indian cunyaya-a pump-handle device resting against 
the branch of a tree, which as it moves up and down presses the 
cane against the trunk-or a simple two-cylinder roller moved 
by animal or human power, or a titanic system of mills, wheels, 
cogs, pumps, evaporating-pans, boilers, and ovens, powered by 
water, steam, or electricity; but it is always a machine, funda­
mentally a lever that squeezes. Sugar is made by man and 
power. Tobacco is the voluntary offering of nature. 

It is possible for the guajiro living on his small farm to make 
a little sugar squeezing the juice out of the cane by the pressure 
of the cunyaya, that simple device with its single lever which 
the Indians used, simpler even than the cibucan with which 
they pressed the yucca. Probably it was with the Indian cunyaya 
that the first juice was squeezed out in America, from the cane 
planted in Hispaniola by Christopher Columbus. But it was im­
possible to develop production on a commercial scale with so 
rudimentary an instrument. The first settlers in Hispaniola de­
vised and set up grinding mills operated by water or horse 
power. 

To be sure, these mills which were known in Europe before 
the discovery of America were all of wood, including the roll­
ers. The maximum of juice that could be extracted from the 
cane was thirty-five per cent, and the sugar yield was only six 
per cent. But in the manufacture of sugar the grinder was al­
ways as essential as the evaporating-dishes and the other vessels 
for the filtration of the settlings and the clarification of the 
syrup. 

For centuries sugar was manufactured in these cachimbos. 
(See Part II, Chapter ix.) In the year 1827 Cuba had over one 
thousand centra,ls. The limited capacity oI tlie mills was tlie 
cause·-oftlie ;mall scale of their operations. At this time the av­
erage size of the numerous plantations in Matanzas, for exam­
ple, was only about 167 acres of cane, and some 750 in wood 
and pasture land. For a good central 1,000 acres was enough. 

In !§20 the steam,__rngiue ___ \Y~Li1JJ:t:QJ1,1_<:_<'.4_jg!9 ___ g_yb_a and 
marked the begin.ning of._an_jnc;lµs_ti:ia.:Li:eyg!_l}_ti9n. The steam 
engine changed everything on the central. The process of the 
penetration of the steam engine into the sugar industry was 
slow;-lialf -a'.century went by from the time it was first em­
ployed in the grinding mill in 1820 until 1878, when it was ap-
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plied_ to the last step of the process-that is, in the separation 
centnfugals. By the end of the nineteenth century everything 
about the central was mechanical, nothing was done by hand. 
Everything about the organism was new. The framework con­
tinued the same, but the organs, the joints, the viscera had been 
adapted to new functions and new dimensions. For as a result 
of the introduction of steam not only was completely new ma­
chinery installed, but everything grew in size. The increased · 
potential of energy called for enlarged grinding capacity of the 
mills, and this, in turn, made it necessary for all the other ap­
paratus in the sugar-milling process to expand. But only in the 
last third of the nineteenth century did the Cuban sugar cen­
tral begin that intense growth which has brought it to its pres­
ent-day dimensions. 

The Cuban sugar mill, despite the complete transformation 
of its machinery brought about by the steam engine, grew 
slowly in productive capacity, both in machinery and in acre­
age. As late as 1880 the size of the centrals was not extremely 
large. At that time the centrals of Matanzas Province, for ex­
ample, averaged some 1,650 acres all together, of which only 
about 770 were planted to cane. This delay in the growth in size 
~f the centrals, despite the possibilities afforded by the introduc­
t10n of steam-powered machinery, was not due so much to the 
:evolutions and wars that harassed the colony and laid much of 
its land waste for years as to the economic difficulties that im­
peded the development of transportation bv steam-that is the 
railroads. Railways \V~r~ first introduced i~to Cuba in the 'year 
1837: before Spain had them, Dy a company of wealthy Creoles. 
But 1t was after the ten-year revolution that steel rails were in­
vented and that they became cheap enough so they could be 
used on a large scale on the centrals, not only on lines from the 
mill yard to the canefields, but to link up the mills and the 
cane-growing zones with each other and with the ports where 
s~gar was stored and shipped. From this time on, the railway 
hr:i_~~-~e~c_hed out ,ste.adil y _t~;:Var1 the ~llgar c~~e and wrapped 
themselves about 1t like ilie tentacles of a_great irori spider:-The 
c~ntrals began to grow in size, giving way to the great latifun­
chum. By 1890 there was a central in Cuba, the Constancia that 
produced a yield as high as 135,000 sacks of sugar, at that' time 
the largest in the world. 

Tobacco and Sugar 
The machine won a complete victory in the sugar-manufac­

turing process. Hjl.J1.QJ_abor has almost completely disappeared. 
The mechanization has· been ·so thorough that it has brought 
about a transformation in . the industrial, territorial, judicial, 
political, ana .. sociars"tructure. of the . sugar· economy of Cuba 
tlirougli""a.Ii1riteiliiiked chain of phenorrie11a which have not 
been fully appreciated by Cuban sociologists. 

In the twentieth century the sugar production of Cuba 
reached the peak of its historical process of industrialization, 
even though it has not yet passed through all the phases neces­
sary for its perfect evolutionary integration. Mechanization, 
which reached Cuba in the nineteenth century with the steam 
engine, began to triumph in that century and created the cen­
tral; but it is in this twentieth century that the machine has 
given rise to the typical present-day organization, the super­
central. This type of mill has been the logical outgrowth of 
mechanization, and from it have streamed a whole series of 
derivations that because of their complicated interlocking struc­
ture and the relation of cause and effect have not been clearly 
understood or properly analyzed. It is sufficient to point out 
here that the principal characteristics typical of the Cuban su­
gar industry today, and the same holds true in a greater or lesser 
degree of the other islands of the Antilles, and happens to a 
certain extent in other similar industries, are the following: 
mechanization, latifundism, sharecropping, wage-fixing, super­
capitalism, absentee landlordism, foreign ownership, corporate 
control, and imperialism. 

Mechanization is the factor that has made possible and nec­
essary the increased size of the centrals. Prior to this the cen­
tral's radius of activity was the distance suitable for animal­
drawn haulage. Now, with railroads, the limits of extension of 
a central are measured by the cost of transportation. It is a 
known fact that cane cut in Santo Domingo is milled in Puerto 
Rico and transported to the mill in ships. The mill and the rail­
road have developed simultaneously and their growth has made 
necessary planting on a larger scale, which explains the need 
for vast areas for cane plantations. This phenomenon also gave 
rise to the occupation of virgin lands in the provinces of Cama­
giiey and Oriente and the consequent shifting of the agricul­
tural center 0£ Cuba. These Cyclopean machines and those 



Cuban Counterpoint : 

great tentacles of railways that have turned the centrals into 
monstrous iron octopuses have created the demand for more 
and more land to feed the insatiable voracity of the mills with 
canefields, pasture land, and woodland. 

On the heels of the mechanization came the great latifun­
dism -that is, the use of a great extension of land by a single 
private owner. Latifundism was the economic basis of feudal­
ism, and it has often reproduced this state. The struggle of the 
modern age has always been, particularly since the eighteenth 
century, to give man freedom and sever him from his bondage 
to the land, and for the freedom of the land, liberating it from 
the monopolistic tyranny of man. Today this process is on the 
way to being repeated in the Antilles, and one day we shall see 
agrarian laws enacted to disentail the lands held in the grasp of 
mortmain. The agrarian latifundism today is a fatal conse­
quence of the present universal system of the concentration of 
capital. Every day industry needs more and more means of pro­
duction, and the land is the most important of them all. 

The central is now more than a mere plantation; there are no 
longer any-rearplaiiters in Ci.iba. The modern central is n·ot a 
sirripte·agricultiira.renterprise, nor even a factory whose pro­
duction is based on the raw materials at hand. Today it is a com­
plicated "system of land, machinery, transp~rtafion,"--teclini-

•" •• • •• •-.• • •' •> -••• ,,L,..._LSL•-r,-•"-•---:•-~ 

o_a1!s, worke;~' cap~tal, ~nd people t9 pr,oquce::"~•ug:r. It 1s a 
complete s<Joal grga.nism, as live and complex as a city or mu­
nicipality, or a baronial keep with its surrounding fief of vas­
sals, tenants, and serfs. The latifundium is only the territorial 
base, the visible expression of this. The central is vertebrated by 
an economic and legal structure that combines masses of land, 
masses of machinery, masses of men, and masses of money, all 
in proportion to the integral scope of the huge organism for 
sugar production. 

Today the sugar latifundium is so constituted that it is not 
necessary for the tracts of land or farms that constitute it to be 
contiguous. It is generally made up of a nuclear center around 
the mill yard, a sort of town, and of outlying lands, adjacent or 
distant, linked by railroads and under the same general control, 
all forming a complete empire with subject colonies covered 
with canefields and forests, with houses and villages. And all 
this huge feudal territory is practically outside the jurisdiction 
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of public law; the norms of private property hold sway there. 
The owner's power is as complete over this immense estate as 
though it were just a small plantation or farm. Everything 
there is private-ownership, industry, mill, houses, stores, po­
lice, railroad, port. Until the year 1886 the workers, too, were 
chattels like other property. 

The sugar latifundium was the cause of important agro-social 
developments, such as the monopolizing of land that is not cul­
tivated but lies fallow; the scarcity of garden produce or fruits 
that would complement the basic crop, which is sugar-the 
reason for the latifw1dium's existence-because the effort re­
quired for this can be turned to more profitable use from the 
economic standpoint; the depreciation in value of land that it 
does not need within the zone monopolized by the central, and 
so on. 

Within the territorial scope of the central, economic liberty 
suffers serious restrictions. There is not a small holding of land 
nor a dwelling that does not belong to the owner of the central, 
nor a fruit orchard or vegetable patch or store or shop that does 
not form part of the owner's domain. The small Cuban land­
owner, independent and prosperous, the backbone of a strong 
rural middle class, is gradually disappearing. The farmer is be­
coming a member of the proletariat, just another laborer, with­
out roots in the soil, shifted from one district to another. The 
whokJife of the central is permeatd by this provisional qual­
ity__gi_2_e_p~ndenc~, which is a characteristic of colonial popula­
tions whose members have lost their stake in their country. 

The e~cmomic organization of the latifundium in Cuba has 
been blamed for consequences that are not properly attributable 
tcfit;siichaB-tbe importation of cheap labor, especially colored. 
Ffrst_t-I.9s!~.~l-~yes were brought into the country, then laborers 
from !;I~iti and J amaisa. But this immigration, which lowers 
the wage level of the whole Cuban proletariat and the living 
standard of Cuban society and upsets its racial balance, thus re­
tarding the fusion of its component elements into a national 
whole, is not the result of the latifundium system. The use of 
colored slaves or laborers has never been nor is it a social phe­
nomenon due to latifundism or to the monopolizing of the 
land. Both these economic developments are essentially identi­
cal: with the concentration of the ownership of land comes the 
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concentration of laborers, and both depend directly upon the 
concentration of capital resulting from industry, especially 
when the process of mechanization demands more land for the 
plantations upon whose crop it depends, more labor to harvest 
it, and, in an endless progression, more machines and more and 
more money. The land and the laborer, like the machine itself, 
are only means of production, which, as a rule, are simultane­
ously augmented, but often the increment of one is followed by 
that of the others. When there was an abundance of land and 
before the machines had reached their full development, sugar­
planting used large numbers of Negro slaves brought in from 
Africa; at this time the latifundium had not yet come into 
being. Later, as the machines grew in power, they demanded 
more and more cane plantations, and these, in turn, more and 
more labor, which was supplied by white immigration and the 
natural growth of population. But as the speed of the develop­
ment of the sugar industry outpaced that of the population, and 
great centrals were established on vast tracts of virgin land, ev­
erything had to be brought in: machines, plantations, and­
population. It was the swift occupation of large and new sec­
tions of Camagiiey and Oriente that, aside from other second­
ary economic considerations such as the scale of wages, brought 
about a revival of "traffic in Negroes," who were now hired on 
terms of miserable peonage instead of being bought outright, 
as under the earlier system of slavery. In Puerto Rico the lati­
fundium developed after its great demographic expansion, and 
as it has a dense and poverty-stricken white population, it has 
not been necessary to bring in cheap labor from the other is­
lands. 

In the tobacco industry the process is exactly the reverse. It 
was an industry witl10ut machinery. In the beginning it used 
very few manual devices, and these of the simplest, to twist the 
tobacco or grind it to powder or shred it. The largest of these 
apparatuses was a simple wheel. At the Quinta de las Molinas 
in Havana one can still see the insignificant stream of water 
that turned the little mills, from which it derived its name, that 
were formerly used to make the snuff that was exported. In ad­
dition to the preparation of snuff and cut tobacco, it was in the 
manufacture of cigarettes that the machine began to be used; 
but for hundreds of years these were made by hand at home. 
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Machinery did not come into the life of tobacco with the inven­
tion of the steam engine, but years after the Jamaica engines 
had been invented for the sugar mills and were introduced into 
Cuba. 

There is al:".:?-Y~ .. ;,i,statiopary quality to suga,L Where the cane­
fields are planted, there they stay and last for years, around the 
mill installation, which is perrr.,i_~u_ient_ a11d_ irnmoya,Qle. The 
canefields are vast plantings and the central is a great plant. 
Tobacco is .a volatile thing. The seeds are planted in a seed-bed, 
tlien-tra"~;planted to another spot; sometimes even from one 
vega to another, and tobacco's cycle ends with the year's har­
vest. Nothing is left in the field, and it has to be planted all over 
agam. 

The rental arrangements for tobacco lands are usually for a 
brief period; the crop-sharing may be on an annual basis. In the 
case of sugar they are of lengthy duration, depending on how 
long the root stock continues to produce cane before it turns 
into worthless stubble. 

Without a large investment of money in lasting plantations 
and powerful machinery it is impossible to set up a central or 
produce any form of sugar, unless one excepts the honey pro­
duced by the communistic bees in their hives. Tobacco's eco­
nomical arrangements could be limited to a small patch of fer­
tile land and a pair of skillful hands to twist the leaf into cigars 
or shred it for pipe smoking. For the widespread distribution of 
sugar great advances had to be made first in the secrets of chem­
istry, in machinery, in maritime shipping capacity, in tropical 
colonization, in the securing of slave labor, and, above all, in 
the accumulation of capital and in banking organization. In 
the case of tobacco all that was required was for a few sailors 
and traders to scatter about the world a few handfuls of seed, 
which are so small they will fit anywhere, even in a cabin-boy's 
duff el-bag. 

The social consequences deriving from tobacco and sugar in 
Cuba and originating in the different conditions under which 
the two crops are produced can be easily grasped. The contrast 
between the vegas where tobacco is grown and the sugar plan­
tation, particularly if it is a modern central, is striking. Tobacco 
gave origin to a special type of agricultural life. There is not the 
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great human agglomeration in the tobacco region that is to be 
found around the sugar plants. This is due to the fact that to­
bacco requires no machinery; it needs no mills, nor elaborate 
physical and chemical equipment, nor railway transport sys­
tems. The vega is a geographical term; the central is a term of 
mechanics. 

In the production of tobacco intelligence is the prime factor; 
we have already observed that tobacco is liberal, not to say revo­
lutionary. In the production of sugar it is a question of power; 
sugar is conservative, if not reactionary. 

I repeat, the p~oduction of sugar was always a capitalistic ven­
ture because of itsgieat territorial and industi1al scope -andthe 
size of its long-term investments. Tobac~g1 child of th_~_~avage 
Indian and. t~e_y}r.gi,~_ea_r_!~, _is_ a __ fr~~-~eI11g,j)o_w.iggjJ§ __ g_<:_c_ls to 
n.§ mecharucal yg}(e, unlike sugar, which is ground to bits by 
the mill. This has occasioned profound economic and social 
consequences. 

In the first place, tobacco was raised on the land best suited 
for the purpose, without being bound to a great indispensable 
industrial plant that was stationary and remained "planted" 
even after it had impoverished all the land about it. This gave 
rise to the central, which even in olden times was at least a vil­
lage, and today is a city. The vega was never anything but a 
rural holding, like a garden. The vega was small; it was never 
the site of latifundia, but belonged to small property-owners. 
The central required a plantation; in the vega a small farm was 
enough. The owners of a central are known as hacendados and 
live in the city; those of the vegas remained monteros, sitieros, 
or guajiros and never left their rural homes. 

The cultivation of tobacco demands a yearly cycle of steady 
work by persons who are skilled and specialized in this activ­
ity. Tobacco is often smoked to kill time, but in the tobacco in­
dustry there is no such thing as "dead time," as is the case with 
sugar. This, together with the circumstance that the vega was a 
small holding, has developed in the veguero a strong attach­
ment to his land, as in the rancher of old, and made it possible 
for him to carry on his tasks with the help of members of his 
family. Only when this is not feasible does he hire work<;rs, but 
in small groups, never in gangs or by the hundred, as happens 
with sugar cane. The vega, I repeat, is merely a topographical 
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denomination; the colonia is a term having complex political 
and social connotations. 

For these same reasons, while during slavery N:egrqes were 
employed_a,._s __ ~ugar-pla_ntatiqp hands, the culfry_a!ign of_~he vegas 
was based Qn free,_whit<;)abor. T_hus tobacc_c>. a..11d sugar _e;ich 
ha\r~--r~aat connections. Tobacco is· an 1nheritance received 
ffomTI~~ India~:,~liidi'was··i~m~diately used and esteemed by 
the Negro, but cultivated and commercialized by the white 
man. The Indians at the· time of the d1scovery raised tobacco in 
their gardens, considering it "a very holy thing," in the words 
of Oviedo, distinguishing between the mild cultivated variety 
and the stronger wild species, according to Cobo. The whites 
were familiar with it, but did not develop a taste for it at once. 
"It is a thing for savages." The historians of the Indies did not 
smoke, and some abominated the habit. Benzoni tells that the 
smell of tobacco was so offensive to him that he would run to 
get away from it. When Las Casas wrote his Apologetica His­
toria de las lndias, in the second quarter of the sixteenth cen­
tury, he called attention to the unusual fact that he had known 
"an upright, married Spaniard on this island who was in the 
habit of using tobacco and the smoke from it, just as the In­
dians did, and who said that because of the great benefit he de­
rived from it he would not give it up for anything." 

It was the Negroes of Hispaniola who quickly came to es­
teem the qualities of tobacco and not only copied from the In­
dians the habit of smoking it, but were the first to cultivate it 
on their owners' plantations. They said it "took away their 
weariness," to use Oviedo' s words. But the Spaniards still 
looked askance at it. "Negro stuff." 

In Cuba the same thing probably happened; tobacco was a 
thing "for Indians and Negroes," and only later, as it worked 
its way up from the lower strata of society, did the whites de­
velop a taste for it. But by the middle of the sixteenth century 
in Havana, where each year the Spanish fleets assembled and 
set out across the ocean in convoy, tobacco had already become 
an article of trade, and it was the Negroes who carried on the 
business. The whites realized that they were missing a good 
venture, and the authorities issued ordinances forbidding the 
Negroes to go on selling tobacco to the fleets. The Negro could 
no longer sell or cultivate tobacco except for his own use; the 
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Negro could not be a merchant. From then on, the cultivation 
and trade in tobacco was the economic privilege of the white 
man. 

Sug~ w_~s. mulatto from!_~~_start, for the eg~rgjes of black 
111 e:1. and white. al W.e.J..§..:WmtiutoJis'.pioiliictioii·. E vent:hough it 
~as C9ll!___i:nhus .. :who .br..oughLtb_e;_.fi._ntsJ!gJX cane into the An­
tilles fzom the_Garra,ryJ§!_~l].g.2, sugar was not a Spanish plant, 
nor even European. It was native to Asia, and from there it was 
carried along the Mediterraneanbyth~· Arabs and Moors. For 
the cultivation of the cane and the extr~-tion~~fi~-Tu1ce the 
!1elp of st2.l!LS.li!.Yet~g<,tserfs_}Ya,s_required, and in Portugal, as 
m ~pai:1 and ~icily in Europe, in Mauritania and Egypt in 
Afnca, m Arabia, Mesopotamia, Persia, and India in Asia, these 
~or~~rs \V~!e a.s a :ul,_~ of J:iegr:oid ~Jg<;:k, those dark people who 
from pre~istonc times had penetrated into that long strip of 
~upertropical areas and gave them their permanent dark color­
m~, the same stock that in the Middle Ages invaded it anew 
with the waves of Moslems, who never felt any hostile racial 
p_rejudice tow~rd th~ Negro. Sugar cane and Negro slaves ar­
rived together m the island of Cuba, and possibly in Hispaniola, 

\ 

from across the sea. And since then Negro labor and sugar 
cane have been two factors in the same economic binomial of 
the social equation of our country. 

For centuries the workers in the centrals were exclusively 
Negroes; often even the overseers were colored. This was true of 
t!ie mill workers as well as of the field workers, with the excep­
tion of the technicians and the management. It was not until 
th~ .a~~lishn,:ient of ~l~yery, the infl~x of Sp?,nish, ir:~~rI1~grfnts 
after the Ten Years War, and the mtroduct10n of the siiare­
croppitig systeni that white farmers were to be found on the 
Cuban sugar plantations. 
. The nineteenth century in Cuba was marked by the change 
m the labor system brought about by the prohibition of the 
slave trade and, much later, by the abolition of slavery and the 
substitution for it of hired workers. The abolition was pro­
claimed by the Cubans fighting a war of secession against the 
mother country, and later by Spain in 1880-6. The cessation of 
the slave trade coincided with the introduction of the steam en­
gine, which increased the productive capacity of the mills, and 
the 4_oEt_igE,_?!.~1-~~~~~y_(1.~§.§).,._:'N,;,l~. ~itpul.tanepus .~vith th~.11~ 
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of steel raHs and the development of the railroads, which in­
ci-easecttlie'ra~dlus·oractivffy of the centrals. Cheap labor was 
an imperative need, so Spaip, no longer able to smuggle in 
slaves or bring in more Chinese coolies or peons from Yucatan, 
began to ex~t her 0~1~~'-"hj!_~J~~oreE~· As a result the Pf<?E<?.~-

~~en a0r~t~~fr;;~-~r~~lo;~b{~t!Gtl~~iy~ ·~~ia;A~d~~~i~i~~~~~ 
est density is to be found in the old sugar-growing sections, not 
in the tobacco-raising areas, which were settled in the main by 
white immigrants from the Canary Islands and peasants of old 
Cuban stock. Tobacco drew upon the free white population, 
whereas for sugar cane black slaves were imported. This also 
explains why there are no invasions of migrant seasonal work­
ers in the tobacco industry, and still less of Haitians and Jamai­
cans, who were brought in to make the harvesting of cane 
cheaper. 

It should be noted that this process which took place in Cuba 
was not paralleled in other countries, such as Virginia, for ex­
ample, whose early economy was based on tobacco. triXg:gi1:!.i.~, 
at that time an English colony, when the settlers began to raise 
tg__baccc;UJ?:.<::Y _d_{]?e.Qqecl, .. w:hglly 011.sl_ay_e Ja!,).Qr to cultivate it­
white or black slaves, but preferably black. 

This was due to the fact that the growing of tobacco there 
did not follow the same pattern as in Cuba, where, just as the 
Indians had done, it was treated as a small-scale, garden prod­
uct, but Ln Vi~_gini~it em2l-0yecLthe system_ of large_planta~ions. 
The reason for this was that from the start the growing of to­
bacco in Virginia was a business, and the product was for for­
eign export, with the largest possible profit. That is to say, from 
its beginnings it was a capitalistic enterprise. For this reason, in 
the Anglo-American colonies there were never--siriall growers 
nor any_5.Q!1,C:!'.[Q. W!thJh~ distin,ctiye quali~lesof the· leaf. there 
capitalis_~_':7aS in control of ~()E~~E2.J2IQ~!:JC.t~on from the first 
moment, anctii:s._o6jectivewas quantity rather than quality. 
The organization of the processes of curing and grading fol­
lowed the same lines. Moreover, tobacco there was never rolled 
or made into cigars, which were unknown, but only into plugs 
for chewing, into twist for pipe smoking, and later into snuff 
for inhaling. For this mass industrial production the fine skill 
of the cigar worker was not necessary. As a result, in England 
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and her American colonies tobacco was "a thing for Negroes 
and Indians," and for centuries the trademark of the tobacco 
business was a Negrolndian... that-is;a-hgu;e·with Indian rei­
turefandafiire,-buf wiHi'"Hie skin of an African slave. 

This also explains why tobacco, instead of encouraging the 
small farm or holding in Virginia, g~':"~.!/s~ tg"a_&I,~!.!K.~Elx­
tite for land, and the planters who cultivated tobacco with slave 
laborkept"pushing westward in search of new lands, thus in­
creasing the territory and pushing back the frontiers. It is evi­
dent that the large land grants there were not responsible for 
slavery; rather it was the existence of slavery and the possibility 
of securing larger numbers of slaves that determined the crea­
tion of latifundia for the cultivation of tobacco. The existence 
of slavery, which in the last analysis is a form of capitalism, 
whose ownership of the means of production in this case took 
the form of large numbers of slaves, was the moving force be­
hind the drive to secure correspondingly large landholdings 
and made the cultivation of tobacco, which in Cuba was inten­
sive, individual, free, and middle-class, a large-scale capitalistic 
slave enterprise in Virginia. 

It must also be set down that the union between sugar and 
the Negro had nothing to do with the latter's race or pigmen­
tation; it was due solely to the fact that for centuries Negroes 
were the most numerous, available, and strongest slaves, and 
cane was cultivated by them throughout America. When there 
were no Negroes, or even together with them, slaves of other 
races were to be found on the plantations-Berbers, Moors, 
mulattoes. The alliance was not between the canefield and the 
Negro, but between the canefield and the slave. S~ar spelled 
slavery; tobac~o, liberty. And if on the tobacco plantaiionsof 
Virginiaafong with the black slaves there were white ones, pur­
chased in England with bales of tobacco, on the sugar planta­
tions of the British West Indies there were also black and white 
slaves, Irish condemned to slavery by Cromwell, and even Eng­
lishmen who had been sold for r,550 pounds of sugar a head; 
or, as we would put it today, the price of an Englishman was 
five sacks of sugar. This did not happen in Cuba. There may 
have been an occasional white slave there, more probably a 
white female slave, in the early days of the colony, but not after­
wards; and although it is true that there were near-white mu-
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lattoes who were still slaves, the whitenes~ .. Qf the. skin .. was .. al-

~-¥t~::!~:a~f:J!~~~a{~P·l1J~f:~olved in sugar, in both 
the fields and the mill, is likewise very characteristic and of 
great social consequence. The cutting is not continuous, and 
whereas it used to last almost half a year, it is now almost never 
longer than a hundred days, and even less since legal restric­
tions have been placed upon it. All the rest of the year is "dead 
time." When it is finished, the workers who came to Cuba for 
the harvest in swallow-like migrations leave the country, tak­
ing their savings with them, and the native proletariat goes 
through a long stretch of unemployment and constant insecu­
rity. A large part of the working class of Cuba has to live all 
year on the wages earned during two or three months, and the 
whole lower class suffers from this seasonal work system, being 
reduced to a state of poverty, with an inadequate, vitamin-defi­
cient diet consisting principally of rice, beans, and tubers, which 
leave it undernourished and the ready prey of hook-worm, tu­
berculosis, anemia, malaria, and other diseases. This does not 
occur to the same degree with the tobacco workers, for both the 
agricultural and the industrial activities require steadier work; 
but even so, unfortunately for the country, they are also coming 
to suffer from undernourishment. 

The unflagging devotion of the tobacco-grower to his field, 
his constant concern with weather and climatic conditions, the 
painstaking manual care the plant requires, have prevented the 
development of the vegas into great plantations, with great cap­
ital investments and submission to foreign control. Gonzalez 
del Valle writes that "there is not one known case of an Ameri­
can or other foreigner ,who has grown rich cultivating tobacco 
in Cuba; as a matter of fact, foreigners who have tried it have 
lost most if not all of their capital." There are foreign land­
owners, but they are not the growers, with the exception of a 
few Spaniards who became quickly naturalized because of their 
easy adaptability to Cuban ways. Tobacco has alway_s been more 
Cuban than suggr. It has been pointed out that tobacco is na­
t1vetotl1e-·New World, while sugar was brought in from the 01a:----·-··· .. ·• .. ·---•--·--·"·-· -·-------·-· .. "'·--··· ···•-·-······---· .. ·· .... ·· 
--Poreign predominance in the sugar industry was always 

great, and now it is almost exclusive. T_o~~~~() _h~s always been 
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more Cuban because of its origin, its characts:r,..and.its econ­
omy. TnE reason .is.obvious. Sugar'h~~ always required a la;ge 
capital investment; today it amounts to a veritable fortune. A 
century ago a well-balanced central could be set up with a hun­
dred thousand pesos; today the industrial plant alone is worth 
a million. Moreover, ever since the centrals were first estab­
lished in America, all their equipment, with the excepi:ion of 
the land, has had to be brought in from abroad. Machinery, 
workers, capital, all have to be imported, and this makes nec­
essary an even larger outlay. If the sugar industry was capital­
istic in its beginnings, with the improvement in mechanical 
techniques and the introduction of the steam engine more elab­
orate mills were required, more cane.fields, more land, more 
slaves, greater investments and reserves-in a word, more and 
more capital. The entire history of sugar in Cuba, from the first 
day, has been the struggle originated by the introduction of for­
eign capital and its overwhelming influence on the island's 
economy. And it was not Spanish capital, but foreign: that of 
the Genoese, the Germans, the Flemings, the English, the 
Yankees, from the days of the Emperor Charles V and his 
bankers, the Fuggers, to our own "good-neighbor" days and 
the Wall Street financiers. 

Even in the palmy days of the Cuban landowning aristoc­
racy, which sometimes unexpectedly acquired fabulous fortunes 
and titles of nobility through their centrals, the sugar-planters 
always suffered a certain amount of foreign overlordship. 
The sugar they produced was not consumed in our coun­
try and had to be shipped raw to foreign markets, where it be­
came the booty of the refiners, without whose intervention it 
could not enter the world market. The sugar-planter needed 
the underwriter, and he, in turn, the rich banker. As early as 
the middle of the sixteenth century the sugar-planters were re­
questing loans of the brokers of Seville and of the kings, not 
only to continue with their enterprises, but even to set them up. 
This was another factor that contributed to sugar's foreignness. 
Its capitalistic character obliged it to seek abroad the creditors 
and bankers not to be found here or who, when they existed, 
were merely agents of the brokers of Cadiz or the English re­
finers, who supplied machinery and financial support but who 
through their loans at usurious rates could dictate their own 
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terms and prices from London and Liverpool, and later from 
New York. When Marfa de las Mercedes, the Countess of Mer­
lin, wrote her Viaje a la Habana, well along in the nineteenth 
century, she was amazed at the fact that the rate of interest 
charged the Cuban planters by foreign loan-brokers was thirty 
per cent a year, or two and a half per cent a month. 

By the end of the Ten Years' War, when through the prog­
ress in metallurgical techniques the great mills and the net­
works of railways were introduced in the centrals, the capital 
required for a venture of this sort was enormous, beyond the 
possibilities of any one person. This brought about three eco­
nomic-social developments: the revival of the sharecropping 
system of cultivation, the anonymous stockholders' corpora­
tions, and the direct control of foreign capital over the manage­
ment and ordering of the centrals. And finally, as a result of the 
financial depression after the first World War, industrial and 
mercantile capitalism was replaced by the supercapitalism of 
banks and financial companies, which today constitute the for­
eign plutocracy that controls the economic life of Cuba. One of 
the effects of this has been the greater dependence of the tenant 
farmer, who, according to Maxwell, received his fairest share of 
returns in Cuba,_his gradual disappearance, and, finally, the 
complete proletarianization of the workers in the central, from 
the fields to the mill, where an executive proconsul holds sway 
as the representative of a distant and imperial power. The "for­
eignness" of the sugar industry in Cuba is even greater than that 
of Puerto Rico, which is actually under the sovereignty of the 
United States. 

The foreign control of. the central is not only external but 
internal as wel['r"o use the language in vogue today, it has a 
verticalstructure. There are not merely the decisions of policy 
taken by the sugar _companies in the .United SJa,te.~ from that 
radiating center of moneyed power known as Wall Street, but 
the legal ownership of the central is also foreign. The bank that 
underwrites the cutting of the cane is foreign, the consumers' 
market is foreign, the administrative staff set up in Cuba, the 
machinery that is installed, the capital that is invested, the very 
land of Cuba held by foreign ownership and enfeoffed to the 
central, all are foreign, as are, logically enough, the profits that 
flow out of the country to enrich others. The process does not 
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end here; in some of the supercentrals even the workers are for­
eigners, who have been brought into Cuba, under a new form of 
slavery, from Haiti and Jamaica, or by immigration, from Span­
ish villages. 

This foreignness is furth~r aggr:ciya~ed by absentee landlord­
ism.Tliere ·were already absentee owners a centuryago;who 
lived at ease in Havana, leaving the mill in the hands of a man­
ager. But since 1882, when a North American, Atkins, bought 
the Soledad central, becoming the first Yankee planter of Cuba, 
absentee landlordism has been on the increase and has become 
more permanent, more distant, more foreign, and, in conse­
quence, more deleterious in its social effects on the country. 

Before, this absentee landlordism was periodically attenuated 
by_ inheritance, through which, upon the death of the planter, 
this accumulated wealth returned to society through his chil­
dren and heirs. This is not so any longer, for the planter, if this 
nam; can be given to the organization that in the eyes of the 
law is the owner of the central, is born outside the country and 
dies a foreigner, and even has no heirs if it is a corporation. The 
great wealth of capital needed for these supercentrals could not 
?e raised in Cuba, and the tendency toward productive capital­
ism could not be held in check from within. And so the sugar 
industry became increasingly denaturalized and passed into 
anonymous, corporative, distant, dehumanized, all-powerful 
hands, with little or no sense of responsibility. 

By 185o~e trade_of Cuba with the.{!~ite~ ~t~.t~s \~as greater 
th_a_n tp.at ~it5_J1ie,E1,9~<~,r_£0E,~tr,y1 Spam, and die UiiiW:I-States 
assumed for all time its natur.al place, given geographical con­
ditions, as the principal consumer of Cuba's production as well 
as its economic center. In 1851 the Consul General of Cuba in 
the United States wrote officially that Cuba was an economic 
colony of the United States, even though politically it was still 
governed by Spain. From then on sugar for North American 
consumption was king in Cuba, and its tariffs played a greater 
part in our political life than all the constitutions, as though the 
wh?le country were one huge mill, and Cuba merely the sym­
bolic name of a great central controlled by a foreign stockhold­
ers' corporation. 

Even today the most pressing problem confronting the Cuban 
Treasury Department is that of being able to collect its revenues 
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by levying them directly against the sources of wealth and 
their earnings, making no exception of foreign holdings, in­
stead of continuing the indirect taxes that fall so burdensomely 
upon the Cuban people and fleece it. Cuba wiH 1:1;ever ber,eally 
indepen9~E.L~g.tHit.cc1p._ fte.ejtself from the c?ik of ilie. ser­
pent orcolonial economy that fattens on its s01l but strangles 
itsinl-i'a6Ita11i:-tand~·winds itself about the palm tree of our re­
publican coat of arms, converting it into the sign of the Y _!~!_se 
dollar. 

This has not been so with tobacco, either in the field or in the 
workroom. The tobacco-grower was a simple countryman who 
required no machinery beyond a few tools and who could sup­
ply his own needs from the limited resources of the local gen­
eral store. Whereas the sugar-planter acquired wealth, titles of 
nobility, government posts, refinement, and, at times, a desire 
for progress, the veguero was always a small, rustic, rule-of­
thumb farmer. While the planter gave Cuba railroads before 
they were introduced into Spain, and Havana had its flourish­
ing theater presenting plays and operas as good as those of 
Madrid, the veguero still rode his horse through the woods and 
found his entertainment in cock-fights, songs, and country 
dancing. 

The personal element always predominated in tobacco-grow-
ing, and there was a patriarchal, intimate quality about its 
work. Sugar was an anonymous industry, the mass labor of 
slaves or gangs of hired workmen, under the supervision of 
capital's overseers. Tobacco has created a middle class,a £re~ 
bourgeoisie; sugar has-·created two extremes, slaves and maste,rs, 
theprol-etafianifid the rich. "There is rfo middle class fo Ha­
vana; oiilV-masffrs ·and. slaves," the Countess of Merlin wrote 
about her own country a century ago. Then she goes on to say: 
"rh~ _gugji,:o Qi:efe_r~ ~9Jive,_011 little for the sake_ of having hi_s 
freedom." On the sugar plantations there existed the overlord­
sliip"ana the serfdom of underling and master; on the vegas 
there was the free industry of the humble peasant. The old 
colonial aristocracy of Cuba was almost always made up of rich 
planters on whom a title had been conferred because of their 
wealth in mills and slaves. Sugar titles rested on black founda­
tions. The sprightly arch priest long ago observed ( op. cit., 
stanza 491) : 
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Suppose a man's an utter fool, a far~er or ~ boor, . 
With money he becomes a sage, a knight with pres~tge sure; 
In fact, the greater grows his wealth the greater his allure, 
While he not even owns himself who is in money poor.1 

It is easy to see how the social organi~ation_i~volve? in s~gar 
production ( mill and plantation) had, in ~ddition to its capital­
istic character certain feudal and baronial features. Another ' . clergyman, Juan de Castellanos, who was also a poet, ~ut it very 
well in one of the thousands of verses that make up his famous 
Elegias: "A plantation is a great estate." But he also said, refer­
ring to the plantations: "Each of these is a domain." 

The tenant farmer who made his appearance in the sugar 
set-up in the role of ~n intermediate class, never had anything 
but a walk-on part, important only for what he stood for and 
said as he entered and left the stage. 

The lack of need for machinery and the limited amount of 
land cultivated made money in large quantities unnecessary in 
the tobacco industry years ago. The historian Pezuela, in the 
second half of the nineteenth century, said of tobacco when the 
mechanization of the sugar industry was becoming general: "In 
addition to its recognized superiority over the other products of 
the island, the future of tobacco is assured because of the fortu­
nate circumstance that it does not demand an accumulated for­
tune for its exploitation. Without this, nobody can think of 
starting a central or even a coffee plantation. With ~ small 
amount of capital and the will to work, a man can acqmre and 
work a vega." Even though this circumstance did not wholly 
eliminate the cruel practices of usury by which tobacco-growers 
were victimized, it did prevent the effects of capitalistic c~ntrol 
and concentration at the time and to the extent that this has 
taken place in the Cuban sugar industr~. .. 

It was not until the middle of the nineteenth century that 
machinery on a large scale penetrated the tobacco industry. The 
twisting of tobacco into rolls or grinding of it into snuff or cut­
ting it was done by machines as primitive and simple as the spin­
ning-wheel, and all these operations were done by_ hand, too. It 
was after this that machines were introduced for ogarette-mak­
ing, cutting, rolling, and packing. Today the machine for mak-

1 Translation by E. K. Kane. 
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ing cigarettes is a perfect precision instrument. A? early as 1853 
a cigarette factory powered by steam was set up in Havana; by 
Don Luis Susini which turned out as many as 2,580,000 ciga­
rettes a day. At ;he same time the railroad, which is the great 
machine for overland transportation, brought the vegas closer 
to Havana, facilitating the sale and purchase of the leaf without 
the need of agents and middlemen, even thoug~ they were :1ot 
completely eliminated. Today ther~ are machines for rolling 
cigars, invented and used in the United States; but the Cuban 
proletariat refuses to accept them. 

The dependence of the Cuban sugar ind1:1stry on ?anking and 
foreign influences has also been a factor m t~e difference be­
tween its relations with the government and its tax programs 
and those of tobacco. 

Cuban tobacco always had a more difficult time than did 
sugar with the Treasury Department and ~ts burdemorr_ie ;sys­
tems of monopolies, government stores, tanff s!. an_d res_tnct10ns 
ofeic:ri.s9rt. "Sugar, OllCe an article of luxury,_ is today a_ neces­
sity· tobacco which was a religious and medicmal necessity, has 
bec~me, par;doxically speaking, "an everyday luxury." This ex­
plains, to a certain extent, the merciless attitude of the Treasury 
Department toward tobacco, which has taken the form of re­
strictions on its cultivation, its industry, and its commerce and 
of a great variety of taxes. During centuries the cultivation_ of 
tobacco in Cuba motivated many royal and governmental edrcts 
of a contradictory nature: they were prohibitory, restrictive, per­
missive, but rarely encouraging. 

By the sixteenth century, when the En~lis~, French, and 
Dutch enaaged in smuggling came to Amenca m search of to­
bacco, Philip II began the legal restrictions on its planting and 
sale. In 1606 the cultivation of tobacco in Cuba and the other 
islands and lands of the Spanish Main was forbidden for ten 
years. In 1614 this infamous ban was lifted, b~t the entire crop 
had to be sent to Seville, and disobedience of this order was pun-

. ishable by death. 
As the consumption of Cub1n tobacco increased, so did the 

interest of the exchequer, and it became the object of govern­
ment restrictions and monopolies, from that created by the royal 
edict of April II, 1717 to the more sweeping one of 1740, which 
gave Martfo Arostegui a monopoly not only on the tobacco 
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trade but on all the island's commerce. Not for nothing were 
the fiu,t armed insur~~(;J;!ons of Cuba those of 1717, 1718, and 
1723, which were inci.~e_\:L_ by _,Jhe out1;,a,g~sl .. tqba_£~o~g_r;_q~ers 
against t~is brut,aL syg~;g.,gJ"a.~usiy.e_,JiftY,il~g~_s. Th"ese -~-~de 
monopolies lasted for a century, and they were as corrupt as 
they were corruptive. But even since the establishment of free­
dom of trade in 1817 the fiscal difficulties originating in d~ 
mestic and foreign taxes on tobacco have been a constant thorn 
in the flesh to both growers and dealers. 

With sugar, on the contrary, everything was favor and privi­
lege. The sixteenth century was not yet half run and Cuba was 
already receiving money from the royal coffers to assist in the 
establishment of cane plantations, without any strings attached 
and with free grants of land, which then abounded and which 
the crown wished to see settled. In 1517, barely five years after 
the conquest of the island, the planters of Cuba obtained 
from the King the first moratorium for their debts. In 1518, 
under a royal edict of December 9, the royal exchequer under­
took to act as land bank for all who wanted to start a sugar 
plantation in Hispaniola, offering them "aid from the royal 
treasury" and canceling their debts. And the privileges did not 
end here. (See Part II, Chapter x.) 

All the colonial governments favored the sugar-planters. They 
received loans of money, grants of land; the forests were cleared 
for them, experts in the manufacture of sugar brought in, duties 
were suspended, sales tax forgotten, smuggling winked at, a 
moratorium declared on debts, railroads built, loans made, trea­
ties drawn up, monopolies ignored, religion weakened, heretics 
tolerated, civil liberties curtailed, the people tyrannized, and in­
dependence delayed. And to work the mills and plantations 
thousands and thousands of miserable wretches were killed or 
enslaved: N_ffil_oes from_AJric::a_L Indians from Yucatan~_ Mon­
golians from China. For the profit of the sugar plantation whole 
communities were dragged from their homes, blood flowed like 
the syrup from the cane, and all races suffered the lash, the 
stocks, and the prison cell. 

I 
Even today Cuba's national economy is governed by the sugar 

industry, which enjoys constant protection, even though the 
centrals are no longer Cuban, in exchange for special tariffs on 
imports, which are not Cuban either. 

Tobacco and Sugar .. [ 69 

By the end of the nineteenth century capitalism was begin­
ning to invade the tobacco industry to an ever greater degree, 
introducing changes in all branches of its cultivation, manufac­
ture, and trade. Even in the ownership of the land, for capital­
ism has been getting control of the vegas. In the last fifteen 
years the number of landowning tobacco-growers has dropped 
from 11,200 to some 3,000. The l~.rr<:lg~1~~t_i_s disappearing frorr:i 
the ye_g~_s, and the gu3.jj_ro isj9inipg the_,ranks of tf1e proletariat, 
becoming undernourished, poverty-stricken, preyed upon by in­
testinal and social parasites. The economic system of tobacco is 
gradually approaching that typical of the sugar industry, and 
both are being strangled by heartless foreign and native ten­
tacles. 

Tobacco goes out and comes in; sugar comes in and goes out 
-and stays out. The whole process of tobacco's development in 
Cuba, by reason of its native origin, its superior quality, and 
other collateral factors, is one of economic centripetalism. This 
is a product for foreign consumption, and its production is car­
ried on with a view to its exportation to markets in other coun­
tries, but the profits return here and are spent here. The sugar 
industry, on the other hand, because of its exotic origin, its Eu­
ropean antecedents, and the foreign capital invested in it, is eco­
nomically centrifugal. It came to the country from abroad; it is 
the trader in it for foreign consumption who attempts to estab­
lish himself in Cuba and encourage its cheap production here; 
but those in control are not Cubans and the profits are reaped 
far from here. And for this sugar has exercised an almost tyran­
nical pressure throughout our history, introducing a constant 
note of oppression and force, without contributing toward the 
creation of robust institutions such as education, government, 
and civic responsibility. It was sugar that gave us slavery, that 
was responsible for the conquest of Havana by the English in 
1762, that dictated their leaving in 1763, that caused the slave 
trade to flourish, that evaded the restrictions laid upon it, that 
robbed Cuba of its liberties throughout the nineteenth century, 
that brought about and maintains its colonial status and eco­
nomic backwardness. As far as its primary dirigents are con­
cerned, sugar in Cuba Ja_s aby~_ys been an exogenous force, fr.9m _ 
without towitnin~ to get what-it could from' the counti-J., an 
oppressiv_~;-~~ak:enifig forte, whereas tobacco has been.Nan"''eii-
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dogenous force, ~r._o~_.the rnuntry outward,bx.inging_,hack._r_e­
t~E!?:5, an, eJCpans1y~) rn,te:_:grating for.c.e, The economic parabola 
o~ sugar 1s a curve that cuts through Cuba, but has its begin­
~rng and end outside it; the parabolic curve of tobacco begins 
m Cuba, cuts across other countries, and returns to the place of 
its origin. For this reason the economy of tobacco has always 
be~n :nore Cuban, and, more specifically, of Havana, with its 
pnncipal control in the capital of the island, while that of sugar 
has never been controlled by Cubans, but by absentee and al­
most always unknown foreigners. 

To~~'::o ha_~ al½'.~E-~~e!l ~t1;rr.der the control of ho!Ile g.9~e_n1-
ment, economically ana politically; whatever party has been in 
power in Cuba has been in control, for better or for worse, of 
tobac~o. Sugar, on the contrary, has peen UI19.ei:Jqr:fign con_trol 
supenmposed on the island's government. The history,;fc~ba, 
from ~he days of the conquest to the present moment, has been 
essentially dominated by foreign controls over sugar, and the 
greater the value of our production, the greater the domination. 
During the centuries of the colonial period this power which 
was and is the controlling force in the economy of the Antilles 
was not, properly speaking, located in Madrid inasmuch as ever 
since ~he sixteen~h century the Spanish crown ~as only the legal 
m~~hmery that, m_ exchange for the comfortable, well-paid, par­
as1t1~al_ upk~ep of its dynastic, aristocratic, military, clerical, and 
admm1strat1ve bureaucracies maintained order among the peo­
ples of the Peninsula and America and exploited their inhabit­
~n_t~ u:1der systems of feudal absolutism, leaving the economic 
m1t1at1ve and control in the hands of the commercial, industrial 
and financial capitalism of the more astute centers of Europe_' 
Genoa, Augsburg, Flanders, London, and, in the nineteenth 
century, New Yark. By the same token we sons of free Cuba 
~a~e sometime~ asked ourselves whether our officials and poli­
t1C1ans are servmg the interests of our people or those of some 
anonymous sugar corporation, playing the part of deputized 
guards of the great Cuban sugar mill at the orders of foreign 
owners. 

It is app~rent fr01:3 the fo~egoing that since the beginning of 
the sugar mdustry m the sixteenth century the w hoJe _hi~t.9ry 
of C::u,ha has developed around this foreign dominat.ion which 
h~1-~Jways placed 'its owii iriteiests above'. i:hosc:i9fjh'.i~cii.irii:iy. 
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For this reason Cuban tobacco has had to bear the weight of ex­
port taxes levied against it for the benefit of the island's ex­
chequer, whereas foreign-controlled sugar h~s a!ways su~cess­
fully evaded, until the present moment, which 1s exceptional, 
the payment of export duties to the Cuban Treasury Depart­
ment even in those times, which today seem fabulous, when the 
returns on the capital invested in land, mill, and plantations was 
better than one hundred per cent. In the history of Cuba sugar 
represents Spanish absolutism; tobacco, the native liberators. 
Tobacco was more strongly on the side of national independ­
ence. Sugar has always stood for foreign intervention. But to­
day, unfortunately, this c~!!~lisrn, whjcJ1 i~ n9t gu.~ag by birth 
or by inclinatio_n, is rectucing everything to the same common 
denominator. 

It throws light on these serious political contrasts to observe 
those that exist in the commercial field. 

The trade in tobacco and sugar came about and developed in 
very different fashion. 

Tobacco is characterized by its individuality, sugar by its 
amorphousness. Five factors had a decisive influence on the his­
tory and commercial vicissitudes of tobacco: namely, (I) the 
fact that tobacco is an article of pleasure and vice, a luxury 
article, like sparkling wines; ( 2) that Havana cigars, like cham­
pagne, are something unique, that cannot be surpassed or sub­
stituted; (3) that, notwithstanding, the use of tobacco is 
subject to the influences of caprice, fashion, and the degenera­
tion of taste; (4) that, in spite of its nonessential and frivolous 
character, its use is as widespread as though it were an article of 
primary importance; and (5) that it is a product against which 
taxes can be readily assessed. On the basis of these special con­
ditions, which do not apply to sugar, a whole structure of appe­
tites, fables, vices, anathemas, profits, enterprises, restrictions, 
duties, taxes, frauds, fashions, dreams, and invectives has grown 
up about it. 

From the beginning sugar represented a planned economy, 
tobacco free enterprise. Sugar came about through the applica­
tion of scientific alchemy; tobacco's origins are to be found in 
folklore. 

When Christopher Columbus brought to these cisatlantic In-
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dies the first cuttings of sugar cane, it was in keeping with a 
carefully thought-out economic plan. The object was to plant 
them, grind the cane, and extract the sugar to sell at a handsome 
profit. When the Admiral discovered tobacco and took it to the 
Catholic kings he had no idea of profiting by it, or planting it, 
or manufacturing it, or selling it on the other side of the ocean. 
Columbus had been dead a long time when people began to 
consider the possibility of trading in tobacco and making a 
business of it. Sugar was an enterprise that had always received 
serious thought as a means of acquiring wealth, and a lifetime 
undertaking; tobacco-growing was a casual, venturesome un­
dertaking, like a whimscial device to while away an hour. 

It was_ gCJlt:1~~1::1~. ~h~ exported t~e first Jqb~CC.Q ~l}clj_~p_o_r,!fd 
thefirst sugar cane. Tobacco left Cuba with him on his return 
from his first voyage; sugar cane came in with the Admiral on 
his second voyage. But tobacco was only an exotic novelty, like 
the Indians and their gold trinkets, their native skirts, the seats 
used in their ceremonies, their shell belts and breastplates, the 
totems and masks of their mysteries, pineapples, cassavas, corn, 
sweet potatoes, prickly pears, parrots, macaws and hammocks; 
whereas sugar cane was brought in as a tried and established 
source of wealth, along with wheat, vegetables, fruit trees, 
horses, cattle, swine, and barnyard fowl. 
. Tobacco was unknown in Europe before the early part of the 

sixteenth century; there was no taste for it, there was no eco­
nomic interest in developing such a taste, and it never occurred 
to anyone that factories could be set up to turn out cigars by the 
thousand or shops where they could be profitably sold. Sugar, 
on the other hand, was already a prized delicacy, in a class with 
pepper, cinnamon, and other spices, and the demand for it was 
very great. The European market had already experienced crises 
and fluctuations in the output of sugar and its price, and the 
difficulty lay not in stimulating its consumption, but in finding 
fertile lands where it could be grown in quantities that would 
make it more accessible in price. The taste for tobacco developed 
after Columbus's time; sugar antedated him. 

As soon as the Spaniards began building up the colonial econ­
omy of the West Indies, on their return voyages to Europe the 
ships carried sugar as well as gold, pearls, lignum-vitx, hides, 
and cassia pods. But there is no record of cargoes of tobacco. 

Tobacco and Sugar • [ 73 
Sugar was shipped by the boatload, tobacco in an occasional 
bale. From the beginning of the sixteenth century the demand 
for sugar in Europe far exceeded the supply America could 
offer. (See Part II, Chapter xi.) 

But if there was a scarcity of sugar here, there was a plentiful 
supply of tobacco growing around the Indians' huts and in the 
Negroes' garden patches, where they raised it for their own use. 
There was as yet, however, no thought of organizing its cultiva­
tion. Sugar was the great business for dealers and shippers; to­
bacco was a little side line for sailors, who carried it in pigs' 
bladders. 

There are those who have believed that the evolution in the 
use of tobacco was from snuff to the pipe, from the pipe to 
the cigar, and from the cigar to the cigarette. But even though 
this morphologic scale is very interesting and this pattern may 
have been followed in certain countries of Europe, I hardly feel 
that it can be accepted as universal. Spain, for example, must 
have first made the acquaintance of the cigar, which was dis­
covered in 1492, and perhaps chewing tobacco and snuff. The 
pipe must have crossed the Atlant~c several _lu~trums_ later, 
when its use was learned on the mamland. It 1s 1mposs1ble to 
know whether snuff or smoking tobacco was first used by the 
American Indians, or whether the pipe, representing a technical 
step forward, was preceded by the cigar, either that made of 
tobacco leaves rolled in a leaf of the same plant or that made 
of tobacco filler wrapped in the leaf of some other plant. 

It seems likely that the typica! cigar, consisting of tobacco 
twisted and wrapped in a to5acco leaf, to be lighted at one end 
and the smoke inhaled at the other, was carried back to. Spain 
by the caravels in which Columbt1s disc~vered America. But 
this maJi}ier ofusiiig tobaccq ~pread more slowly than the plug 
o'r · powdered form for medicinal purposes. The Spamards 
chewed this stimulating leaf of the natives of Cuba just as they 
did later the coca of the Indians of the continent. Smoking to­
bacco was more complicated. It required a pipe or special skill 
in twisting the leaves into mosquetes, as Father Bartolome de 
las Casas called them. Besides, fire to light the tobacco in this 
form was needed, and the paraphernalia to start it. 

The use of tobacco gradually spread among the sailors mak­
ing the American run, who carried it in powder to snuff it and, 



74 J Cuban Counterpoint: 
especially, in plug for chewing and twist for smoking it in a 
pipe, which was the way it could best be smoked on a sea voy­
age. And these seafaring men introduced the custom in their 
native lands. By the middle of the sixteenth century the magic 
plant of the Taina medicine-men had made its way into the 
habits of the better-class Spaniards, who took it in the form of 
"powder" and "smoke." 

The invention of snuff is still generally attributed to the 
~rand_ Prior of France, who happened to inhale the powder and 
liked lts effects; for this reason, it is said, tobacco was also 
known as the herbe du Grand Prieur. But it is an established 
fact that powdered tobacco, by itself or mixed with other more 
toxic plants, was used by the Indian priests of America in their 
ceremonies before it was taken by the Catholic priests of Eu­
rope, without rites and for the pleasure it gave them. It may be 
that this dignitary of the French Church encouraged its use in 
France without inventing it, for in those days the use of snuff 
was a clerical vice, perhaps because they considered it less os­
tensible than smoking. Not for nothing did Father Bernabe 
Cobo, a Jesuit well versed in such matters, say that snuffing to­
?acco through the nose was a hypocritical invention of the Span­
iards for the purpose of "taking it with dissimulation and less 
offense to bystanders." Brunet states that it was the priests who 
used snuff in Spain when it was introduced there. The clergy 
was so given to "taking tobacco and drinking chocolate," both 
products of America, that El Diablo Cojuelo, after all a minor 
devil, boasted of having triumphed over them by means of these 
temptations of the Indian deities. Quevedo mocks at all smokers 
and calls them tabacanos and slaves of the devil. 

Alt~ough the smoking habit acquired by the discoverers of 
~menca and the seamen who followed in their wake probably 
mtr?duced the use of tobacco into Europe, the spreading of the 
habit was due primarily to the medicinal virtues attributed to 
the plant, regarded as a magic panacea, rather than to its gusta­
to~y or sti°;u!a_ting properties. In the year 1560 a page of Cath­
enne de Medicis was suffering from ulcers, and the French Am­
bassador to Portugal, Jean Nicot, sent for some tobacco plants, 
and when the leaves were placed over the page's ulcers the sores 
healed as by magic in no time at all, and thus the fame of to­
bacco's medicinal qualities spread beyond Portugal and Spain. 
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It is said that it was Sir Walter Ralegh who introduced it at the 
court in London. There were teachers of the art of smoking 
there, just as there were dancing masters, and the ability to blow 
rings and spirals of smoke was an accomplishment as esteemed 
as knowing the steps and figures of the latest dance. In 1599 a 
pound of good Cuban tobacco cost over a hundred and twenty 
dollars in England. In 1612 John Rolfe, the husband of Poca­
hontas, took some seeds of West Indian tobacco to Virginia, and 
the settlers there began to export their crop to Europe, thus com­
peting with Spain and breaking her monopoly. 

The Casa de Contrataci6n de Indias of Seville attempted to 
organize the cultivation of tobacco in the colonies. The first 
royal edict dealing with Cuban tobacco is dated October 20, 

1614. The first shipments of tobacco registered in Havana were 
made in 1626. ( See Part II, Chapter xii.) But these were not the 
first cargoes of Cuban tobacco to cross the Atlantic, nor does the 
record state whether it was in twist, fine-cut, roll, powder, or 
leaf to be made up in cigarettes by the tobacco girls of Seville, or 
for the use of the Lutheran heretics. 

By the seventeenth century the use of tobacco was a firmly 
established custom in Europe. Teniers in his realistic paintings 
has many scenes of Dutch smokers enjoying their pipes. 

Tobacco seed was planted in every country, and plants bear­
ing leaves with strange flavors and aromas sprang up in alien 
lands. And with these leaves it was possible to prepare tobacco 
for smoking everywhere. 

In Cuba tobacco was cured at home for the domestic use of 
the settlers, who had developed a great liking for the stimu­
lating qualities of this native contribution. But the real cigar, the 
tabaco of the Cuban Indians, in the form in which the discover­
ers found it and which we still have in mind when we speak of 
a "Havana," was exported and known abroad much later. It 
was not so well adapted for use by sailors on their sea voyages. 
And outside Cuba there were no workers who knew how to 
prepare it properly, twisting it, rolling it, fitting it into the 
wrapper with that precision and sureness of touch as character­
istic of the Cuban cigar-maker as of the Savile Row tailor. 

After many amusing and contradictory ups and downs, to­
bacco finally came to be smoked everywhere. Few people 
smoked cigars; most of them used pipes, chewed it, or took it 
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in the form of snuff. In Europe, outside of Spain, the cigar was 
al~ost unknow-?, and its use did not become general until the 
middle of the nmeteenth century. But even then the cigar was 
not popular, an? in England a little book was published in the 
year 1840 showmg the trade-mark of a tobacconist which con­
sisted of _three hands joined to a single arm, the first holding 
bet:"een its thum_b and forefinger a pinch of snuff, the second 
a pipe, and the th1td a plug of chewing tobacco, with these lines 
underneath: 

We tliree are engaged in one cause: 
I snuff, I smoke, and I cliaws. 

FQ! S$-ntl}ries it ~as .?!:!J_yj~_§Q.a_ig __ #!ltLtj}_~ !Y.PirnLEzbaco _of 
the Indians of-ciio~_~as used to a considerable extent.-An at­
tempt was made on the part of the educated classes to introduce 
the name tubano, referring to its tubular shape, but this culti­
vated tern~ made litt_le headway; people preferred the popular 
name ~f ~arro':whtch_had been giv:n i~ b<:'._~~~se of its resen_i-

fl:R~Th:~ 1te~A1~~;;;~ i~Jh: k~ci:::s~;:!~s-!
0Ii11~1r~~ 

from the cigarette, that wasted, poor, little cigar, without filler 
or wrapper, that r_nixture of scraps of tobacco wrapped in paper. 
!t w.as ?eyer, cons1dere4 common to smoke Havana cigars,,eyen 
m Spatn. They were always expensive, and Spain was poor for 
centunes, even under the pomp and circumstance of the Habs­
burgs, which was the period in which the literature of roguery 
flourished. 

It 1?-ust have been in these very rogues' circles that the use of 
the cigarette won its popularity. It was not a product of the 
house of Monipodio nor was it the invention of Rinconete or 
Miguel de Cervantes would have told us about it. Neither ~as 
~t in Turkey: as some have maintained, that the cigarette was 
mvente~. It 1s a known fact that in Spain in the seventeenth 
century 1t had become a practice to make cigarettes of shredded 
tobacco wrapped in paper, w?ich were known as papeletas, 
papeletes, papelotes, and papelzllos. Some poverty-stricken emi­
grant back from the Antilles who recalled the cigars the Indians 
smo~ed wrapped in cornhusk or banana leaf probably hit upon 
the idea of usmg the wrapper he could most easily come by in 
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everyday city life: a sheet of paper. I!_u>,~eE_.<:_<?_;it ide1:tifi~~ the 
cigare~!f.~S ~_(:;iJy_ p[Q_QJJCt. . . . 
-Tfie paper-covered cigarette seems to have on~mated m ~e­

ville, thanks to the ingeniousness of some guttersmpe, who, like 
the sage of the fable, was happy to "gather up the leaves another 
threw away." The cigarette was the invention of the stub-collec­
tor. Thus a symbiosis developed between rich tobacco and the 
poverty of the lower depths. Every ciga~ette see_ms to s~ack a 
little of fraud and contraband. And outside Spam the ogarette 
grew even more knavish, and took on an e~emi~ate quality t?at 
enabled it to worm itself into the compamonsh1p of the ladies. 
In Turkey it was flavored and seasoned until it lost its _masculine 
Indian vigor and sallied forth, like a eunuch, to find Its fortune 
in the harems of the world. It was there in the Moslem lands 
that those adulterate mixtures known among tobacconists by 
the name of harman, a word taken from the Turkish, were de­
veloped. But the returning Spanish emigrant, tl:e priest, tl_ie 
soldier and the civil servant, who had made hrs fortune m 
Ameri~a, clung to the expensive and aristocratic vice of smok­
ing Havana cigars, which they had sent them from Cuba to 
their Peninsular retreat. 

It was well on in the second half of the eighteenth century, 
after the conquest of Havana by the English in 1762, that Ha­
vana cigars in turn set out to conquer the world. It was then 
that Havana cigars traveled to England in the red coats of the 
British officials, and to North America with the Yankee officers 
who had been in charge of the colonial regiments that helped 
occupy Havana and not long afterwards, in 1776, were to win 
the independence of their own country. After this momentous 
episode in Cuba's history the taste for cigars bega-? to spread be­
yond Spain. In 1788 the first factory manufactunng ogars was 
set up in Hamburg by H. H. Schlottm~nn, and by 17~3 they 
were in wide use in all Germany. The philosopher Kant m 1798 
still used the German version of the Spanish word zigarro in his 
Anthropologie. 

In the nineteenth century it was the invasion of Spain by Na­
poleon's armies and Lord Wellington's troops, and later by the 
Hundred Thousand Sons of St. Louis, that spread the use of 
Cuban tobacco through the countries from which the troops 
proceeded. Just as it was in the snowy trenches of the Crimean 
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Wa~ that the use of cigarettes became generalized among the 
soldiers, who preserved the habit on their return from the cam­
paign. The cigarette was sponsored by the beggar, the soldier, 
and later the workingman; the pipe was for the use of sailors, 
farmers, and shepherds. The cigar has borne the seal of the 
clergy, the Indian chief, the man of power and the wealthy 
middle class. ' 

In our own day, when capitalism dominates, speeds up, trans­
fo:m~, and puts a money value on everything, the cigarette is 
wmnmg ground because of economic factors. It has won over 
the women, the proletariat, and a large part of the middle class. 
Eve1: the mighty have taken a liking to its unpretentiousness, 
leavmg the fine makes of cigars for special occasions of display. 
A good cigar is expensive, it is big, and it lasts a long time. To­
day there is no time to smoke it with the relaxation it demands· 
in the feverish haste of everyday life it would often have to b~ 
thrown away almost as soon as it was lighted, and this would 
be an unpardonable waste. The cigarette is small and burns fast 
and~ when necessary, can be tossed aside without loss or regret, 
for 1t_ costs very little and the loss is insignificant. People prefer 
the cigarette ~or reasons of ~conomy, because of the increasing 
~oney valuation put upon time and because of the generaliza­
tion_ of the luxury of smoking. E~~1.1:. i1.1: Havana the pn:~_11.!S.~ion 
of cigarettes now exceeds that or cigars.· - · · ---· --·. - - -· -

As was to be expected, from 1762 and 1776, but especially 
after 1825 and 1826, when tobacco could be exported without 
government restrictions, a great wave of trade in tobacco, both 
leaf and manufactured, sprang up between Cuba and the United 
States, Engl~nd, and Germany. In 1849 the export of leaf to­
bacco had tnpled. It has been said that from the middle of the 
pas~ century the inc~eas~ in exports influenced the growers in 
the1r methods of cultivation, to aim at size and number of leaves 
rather than fragrance and color-that is to say, quantity rather 
than quality. The 2rostituting effects of trade! One can note the 
~~e~~~ of capitalism whichtencls~to c6iiv,erttf1~ tobacc?jg9~~!ry 
mt()_~n a1!1()~P2?:°.ll.~-~ass production, mamtammg the traditional 
app~~r=nce~ ?.f q~_:l_i,tj"i~d sele~~lO~. The magic of m"ane-yrThe 
miracle-working powers of capitalism! There comes to mind 
the observations and experiences of Juan Ruiz the minstrel 
priest of Hita ( op. cit., verses 493 and 494): "I saw there in 
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Rome the seat of Sanctity," that "money not only can buy 
heave~ and win a man salvation," but also "makes truth of lies, 
and lies truth." In Rome, "the seat of Sanctity," and in Cuba, 
where sanctity is less abundant, these miracles and transmuta­
tions of facts and merchandise are the natural consequence of 
"the power that in money lies," to use the words of this same 
sagacious archpriest in one of his versified psyc_hosocial a1:al~ses. 

Also on account of the growing concentration of capitalism, 
with its imperialistic tentacles and its deals with the treasury 
officials and the government leaders who control them, tobacco 
like sugar now finds itself involved in the same ne~work of 
treaties, monopolies, reciprocal trade agreements, tanff s, quo­
tas, agricultural restrictions, price-fixing, cartels, trusts, and 
other legal snares that for many years in this part of the world 
have been choking liberalism to death, substituting for it the 
intervention of the state in the economic life of the country, set­
ting up a kind of one-legged socialism, unilateral and halfway, 
without equitable intention or benefit for the people as a whole. 

C:~it~Ji.~!nj.§ a,lsQ,.~m,blisJ1i1Jg .. ?.: 12.er~HeFs.~ b\'.tween _the. io- / 
dustriaf aspects of tobacco and sugar, subJectmg them both to 
increasiiif foreigff domination, wiHicfevas"i:atini"-resufrs •· for 
Cubi ·sugarlias··afways .. been-under foreign economic control, 
and Cuba's share in its returns has always been held at a mini­
mum, to what it made from producing the raw material; and 
the same thing is now being attempted with tobacco. 

During the Ten Years' War the tobacco production of Cuba 
suffered severely. A large share of the vegas at this time were in 
the province of Oriente, the center of the War of Secession. 
Yara tobacco, which was grown in the vegas of Cauto, was fa­
mous as was that of MayarL As a result of the Ten Years' War 
man; of these tobacco fields were wiped out. It was during this 
period of upheaval also that a foreign operating center for our 
tobacco industry was set up on the neighboring islet of Cayo 
Hueso, known in English as Key West. 

Gerardo Castellanos G. in his book Motivos de Cayo Hueso 
tells how a group of Cuban cigar-makers had established them­
selves in Key West around 1831 -about fifty of them. Over a 
century ago the brothers Arnao set up a little hole-in-the-wall 
factory with sixteen Cuban workmen. But it was at the out­
break of the Ten Years' War that many Cuban tobacco workers 
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fled from Havana and its surrounding districts to the rocky 
neighboring island, a traditional refuge for Cuban exiles. Be­
cause of political passions, then at fever pitch, two cigar-manu­
facturers of Havana, one a Spaniard from Valencia Don Vi-

, ' cente Martmez Ibor, and the other a Cuban, Don Eduardo 
Hidalgo Gato, decided it would be wise to leave Cuba and 
set themselves up in cities of Florida where they could estab­
lish themselves in their business, employing raw materials and 
workmen from Cuba. Tampa, Ibor City, Key West, and even 
New York were havens for Cuban and Spanish tobacco work­
ers seeking political freedom and better salaries. The continual 
crises in Cuban affairs increased the emigration of workers to 
the Florida factories, and they were the principal actors in the 
~truggle fo~ indepe~dence outside of Cuba. In this way <2Pit~l­
i~-~e!. up. ~tr fa~_~oqes abroad. ;i11_d .to_o,lc ~~a.YJIQ!!L~uba it~_to­
oacco, its skilled workers, and their wages. This has been the 
process of ~e-Cu~anizatio11.of_ tgQacco)n its industrial aspects. 

The contrast with sugar m this respect is striking. In Cuba's 
economy sugar has always been a raw material. We have never 
been able to refine it here freely for exportation and put it on 
the market as a finished product for foreign consumption. 
There was a time when Cuba did not even refine sugar for 
home consumption, and ~~-1:!g~rJ_~liich.Wil§ shipf?_e,q_<;>!,!traw, 
w~~-~en.;t,?ac_½ t_o us re,fi11ed; with _an increase in price that repre-
sent~d the foreign refiners p~<?.,~t. ·· 

Tobacco, on the otliei Ii·and, was always grown and prepared 
in Cuban factories and shipped to the foreign markets as a 
manifest product of the country, with its place of origin clearly 
marked, a fact that added to the market value of the genuine 
Havana. This is not always so today. Cigars which often con­
tain little or no Cuban tobacco are sold abroad as Havanas, and 
an effort is being made to reduce the industry here to its purely 
agricultural phase-that is to say, to the growing of the leaf and 
possibly stripping it. This is further complicated by the increas­
ing importation into Cuba of cigarettes manufactured outside 
the country, with foreign tobacco and with flavors that are for­
eign, too. And this process of foreign domination has not come 

l 
to a close. Mechanization and capitalism are exerting more and 
more pressure in the direction of keeping Cuba in the economic 
status of a colony, a state of affairs that has been typical of its 
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history ever since the Genoese, Christopher Columbus, hit upon 
his economic plan for the Spanish West Indies down to our own 
times, when foreigners are intent on working out plans for us 
to follow. Once more the pertinent satire of that greatest poet of 
the Spanish Middle Ages comes to mind ( op. cit., stanza 5ro): 

Above all, let me tell you this, do with it what you can: 
Throughout the world Sir Money isa most seditious man 
JV ho makes a courtesan a slave, a slave a courtesan, 
And for his love all crimes are done since this old earth began.1 

The relations of tobacco and sugar with their workers have 
been very different. 

Sugar has always preferred slave labor; tobacco, free men. 
Sugar brought in Negroes by force; tobacco encouraged the vol­
untary immigration of white men. 

In the production of sugar, agriculture and industry are con­
centrated at the same spot, and the result is the creation of that 
complicated social-economic institution which is the ingenio or 
central, consisting of a vast cane plantation, a huge factory with 
all its apparatus for grinding, evaporating, crystallizing, sepa­
rating, and shipping the sugar, and the urban center, village or 
city, which is the batey with its sheds, dwellings, machine-shops, 
stores, stables, and other services. With tobacco, on the other 
hand, there is a separation between its cultivation and its manu­
facture. The former has remained strictly rural, whereas the 
latter has always been urban, and mainly of Havana. For this 
reason the best leaf tobacco is known as vueltabajo, taking its 
name from the region where it is grown, whereas the best fin­
ished cigar in all the world is known as a Ha van a, the name of 
a great city. A cigar factory is a simple, movable street location; 
a central is a complicated and permanent geographical accident. 

As a result of the unavoidable combination and concentration 
of agriculture and industry in the production of sugar, the cen­
tral has always needed large masses of laborers. In olden times 
this was possible only by bringing in Negro slaves from Africa, 
for in a short time there were no natives left to be enslaved in 
Cuba. It took a ten years' war ( 1868-78) to eliminate slave labor 
completely from the sugar industry. The growing of tobacco, 
on the contrary, was on a garden scale, on small patches in the 

1 Translation by E. K. Kane. 
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bottom lands, where the soil was extremely fertile and the work­
ers were, as a rule, members of the family. For this reason the 
C~ban tobacco-grower was, in the majority, white and free, 
aside from an occasional Negro slave, especially in the nine­
teenth century, for certain heavy work. 

The manufacture of tobacco was organized in the city, and 
was promoted by merchants and exporters. It may be said that 
in tobacco's economy there were dealers before there were man­
ufacturers; w_hereas in the case of the sugar of the West Indies, 
even though its economy was established by the commercial in­
terests o~ the set~lers, the first step was the setting up of the agri­
cultural-mdustnal plant and then organizing the business of 
exportation, 

In the beginning cigars were rolled by the workers in their 
own homes, individually, as a supplementary task to their regu­
lar work, or in little chinchales or workrooms as can still be 
seen in the manufacture for local consumption 'in Havana and 
e_ven in New York. The bundles of finished cigars were de­
livered by these individuals or small groups of cigar-makers to 
the _export traders, who bought them, classified them according 
to size or shape, packed them for shipment, and sold them all 
under the guarantee of their own special trade-mark. Some of 
these trade-marks are over a hundred years old, and the manu­
facturers or mere exporters of labeled brands have always had 
seve~al brands to sui~ the interests of the factory as well as the 
varymg. tas~es of their foreign customers. As has been pointed 
out, capitalism got a hold upon tobacco's economy, as on that of 
~ar:iy other_products, through trade. At first production was 
limited, subJect to the will of the worker, who sold his output 
to ~he dealer. It _was only t~.t.~E,._~i!_~-~h~. g~<;>.wth of the prole­
tar~~~' tliat the cigar {a,q9,ry,,caII1e ·info exjstep.ce, with its sh.1fts 
of ~~.k.:~en a?~-c~pitalisrn'~ contrnl c)f_the in9~stii" ----- .... 

Cigar and ogarette factories, with numbers of steady work­
ers, and workrooms did not spring up until the nineteenth cen­
tury was well advanced. For this reason the tobacco workers 
li~e the growers, were mainly free men, even though som~ 
~killed slaves were hired out by their owners to help in harvest­
mg the crop. The exporters or manufacturers would have liked 
to be able to depend on slave workers, as cheaper and easier to 
hold down, but inasmuch as the individual specialized, pains-
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taking, and delicate work demanded for tobacco was incom­
patible with slavery, it was hoped that prison inmates could be 
made into tobacco workers, the "slaves of punishment," for 
whom the work involved in tobacco manufacture was ideally 
suited to their confined state. As the workshops of the peni­
tentiaries are still known as galleys, in memory of the ships 
where those who had run afoul of the law were forced to work 
as galley slaves, so the workrooms of the tobacco factories are 
also known as galleys, recalling the original tobacco workrooms 
of the prisons. But the prisoners could not provide an adequate 
supply of skilled cigar workers, and the ernployers had to resort 
to the free, salaried labor market. In the manufacture of ciga­
rettes, however, much less delicate and specialized work, the 
use of prison labor lasted much longer, up to our own times. It 
is curious to note that at the same time £rison labor was em­
ployed, soldiers were made use of, too, in tl~;·~~f~rced idleness 
in barracks.In 1863 in Havana cigarettes were being made for 
its 36 cigarette factories by 700 soldiers and 350 prisoners. 

In the beginning the heavy work around the cigar and ciga­
rette factories was done by N,e,gro_es, freed slave~, and C_hinese .. 
This is natural enough if one bears in mind that these rude tasks 
were not to the liking of the whites owing to medieval preju­
dices, which were then very deep-rooted and have not even yet 
been wholly extirpated. The top~c~o-growers were predomi­
nantly white; the tobacco workers mostly colored. But the 
~anu,fa~tiire;~·of cigars wereas a rule Spaniards who had set­
tled1n Cuba, mainly Catalonians, Asforians, and Galicians. 

As time went on and the white population grew, as the slave 
trade disappeared and the proletariat of whites and native half­
breeds increased, the tobacco factories employed workmen of 
e_yery_rnce _ _;igd origin. 

Tb~~-~ere __ fr~Jor~igners in the tobacco busip.ess; nearly all 
were Cubans and Spaniards. This-was not _so w1th_ sugar, which 
brought in hordes of Negroes ana·cliiriese to work in tlie fields, 
French chemists and Anglo-Saxon engineers, not to mention 
the Spaniards who were formerly the masters of the country. 
Gaspar Manuel Jorge is of the belief that "in proportion to the 
volume of production, more Cubans live off tobacco than off 
sugar" ("El Tabaquero Cubano," Lyceum, Vol. I, p. 76). 

Whereas sensual sugar requires the rude strength of men for 
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its preparation, which is hard work, virile tobacco calls for 
delicate hands, those of women or those having a woman's soft 
touch, for its gentle handling. In olden times the cigars smoked 
by the Cuban tobacco-grower were rolled "by his wife, his 
daughter or his sweetheart," to quote the Countess of Merlin. 
And on the farms, in the selecting-rooms, stripping-rooms, and 
factorles,.womei1-vorkers are empl9yed. The wopan st~ is 
a pop11_l~~ fi:gure in Cuba, and in Spain Carmsnwas··a-·cigarette­
maker. It was afffie'"end'of the Ten years' War, in 1872, that a 
w911;,~E Vv~1;t Y?.. Vv<?_r~jn .. ?: J:Iayan~Jactofy ·tor the7irst time;-it 
was 111 the cigarette factory La Africana. Before that women had 
wrapped and packed cigarettes by hand at home. From then 
on, women came to form part of the factory proletariat. This 
chronolo_gical coincidence is very significant. A~~l~_y_e~yi~hl_ch 
w~-~ ~~()lish~AJi11a~(), ,yvas giving its last gasps, indystrial g!.Sed, 
unable to depend on _slave .l~bor any lop.ger,Ji.ut .!lll'YU1fo.&...to 

.. / pahy" tlh: sah,laties,,.()! free _me1;., create_d !~eJegiJ11ine prnl~t~ti,3:t, 
w 1C 1 1s c ea per. 

~9.~en n~_~er ~-~~½e.1 in_ s1,tg~1j with the exception of a few 
Negress slaves who were strong enough to plant and cut cane, 
or some who were forced to it by hunger or the higher wages it 
offered. In certain regions of Africa that supplied slaves to the 
dealers in this merchandise it was an age-old custom for the 
women to plant and cultivate the crops with a coa, or sharp­
pointed stick; ailthropologists, moreover, have noted certain 

r (,' I ,ye·. traces of sexual 4irriorphism 111 some~egn::>.rac~s~--- .. 

The workers in both tobacco and sugar have had their con­
flicts and difficulties with owners and employers. Contrary to the 
general idea, strikes sprang up in these West Indies almost as 
soon as the whites of Europe began to take possession of them. 
In 1503, before Cuba had been colonized, Governor Ovando of 
Hispaniola complained of the insurrections of Indians and Ne­
groes who refused to do forced labor for the white man's ex­
clusive benefit. There was an uprising of the workers on the 
pla~tation of Columbus's son, Diego, in 1522. And in Cuba, 
which was conquered in 1512, there were outbreaks of protest 
against the system of slavery from the moment it was estab­
lished. In 15~8 the slaves sacked Havana, aiding and abetting 
the French pirates who had descended on the city. 
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As may be easily deduced, there has always been a conflict of 

i_nterests bet_w~_S:Q_!gs_§:ioig3:r: arid tobacco.v.r()rke~s .'.1nd tl1e1r own~ 
er~Q emeloErs. In these last decades, since the process of 
mechanization and the growing power and concentration of 
capital have tended to synthesize and unify labor problems in 
all fields of production, the demands of the wor_ker~ in these 
two industries have approached each--othei moredosely than in 
P~LS'.29£fis, wlien.their industr1al set-ups differed. 

In both industries the problem of contracts, wages, hours, ac­
cident compensation, vacations, retirement, working and sani­
tary conditions has been discussed. But, nevertheless, the differ­
ences in the history of the labor conflicts of sugar and tobacco 
are striking, owing to the different systems under which the 
two industries are carried on. 

Sugar was the product of latifundium and fief, which created 
serfs; tobacco, of the small farm and town, which were the 
abode of free men. 

Alvaro Reynoso tells how on the early Cuban plantations the 
slaves lived in bohios, those rustic huts which the Taino Indians 
used as dwellings; but as uprisings became more frequent, and 
more Negroes ran off to the hills, the slaves were housed in 
barrack-like quarters that resembled a jail. Some of these huge 
sugar-plantation prisons are still standing, with their single 
door and high, barred windows, into which the slaves, men, 
women, and children, black overseers, and even the semi-slave 
Chinese and their foremen were shut up when the day's work 
was done. There were centrals that had watchtowers and block­
houses in the mill yard, and private hired troops to defend them 
against workers' uprisings. In the vegas it was the go~ernment 
troops who occasionally burned the defenseless cab111 of the 
poor tobacco-grower in the name of law and order. . 

The rural tobacco-raiser fought against the taxes, monopolies, 
and unjust restrictions placed upon his product. Not so the 
sugar-grower. As for the sugar worker, he had to fight in the 
centrals and warehouses and on the docks to have a limit set 
upon the load he had to carry, the maximum now being the 
325-pound sack. The tobacco worker never was confronted by 
this problem. . . 

Because of the individual nature of his work and his product, 
the cigar-maker always was entitled to his own "smokes" -that 



86] Cuban Counterpoint: 

is, a certain number of the cigars he made for his personal use. 
This privilege came to acquire a tangible economic value. The 
cigar-maker could sell his smokes to a passing customer, and 
the manufacturer came to regard this as a part of the worker's 
wages, paid in kind. The attempt to treat this privilege as a part 
of the worker's wages gave rise at times to acrimonious disputes 
and strikes. Nothing of the sort happens in the case of sugar, 
aside from the stalk of cane the cutters or carters occasionally 
chew. There is no privilege of cane-sucking on the centrals 
analogous to the cigar factories' smokes. And if the mill worker ,, 
wants sugar to sweeten his coffee, he has to buy it in the store 
just like anything else he needs. 

The history of labor in Cuba until the last third of the nine­
teenth century was, with few exceptions, a record of rural slav­
ery. Contrary to the general opinion that the Negro accepted his 
state of subjection passively, there are the frequently recurring 
episodes of uprisings and flight to the hills by runaway Negroes, 
and even of the collective suicide of bands of desperate slaves. 
The Mandingas were known for their tendency toward group 
suicide; in this way they freed themselves from their labors and 
had the last laugh on the master with a strike for which there 
was no settlement, and their successful escape to the other 
world. Despite the heap of alien earth that covered their bodies, 
the poor creatures believed that they would be resurrected in 
body and soul back in their native African villages. And the 
masters, aware of this belief, mutilated their bodies, even after 
death, cutting off vital organs so that when they came back to 
life, it would be without head or limbs, and through fear of this, 
as terrifying and as mythical as the torments of hell, they dis­
couraged the living from following the others' example. 

The strikes on the plantations and in the coffee groves were 
the Negro slaves' rebellions. Some of the great slave revolts were 
presented by the authorities as real social revolutions planned to 
secure liberation from the work of the sugar plantations. When 
slavery was abolished, the proletariat of the country, which took 
the slaves' place, was, as a rule, quiet both before and after the 
last war of independence, which had a different social signifi­
cance from that of 1868, which brought about the abolition of 
slavery. Not only the guajiro on the plantations and the cane­
cutters, but the men who operated the machinery came from 
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the same essentially rustic background as the proletarian sugar 
workers; they were more disunited, having read less and being 
less prepared for permanent, directed collective organization. 
Only now, in the twentieth century, when the centrals are cities 
with hundreds of workers living around the plant, does the 
mass of the mill operatives, less rustic than they used to be, be­
gin to show signs of class consciousness, attempts at organiza­
tion, and the determination to have its rights. 

The tobacco-grower, who was white, free, and as a rule at­
tached to the land he owned or rented, even though he stayed 
in the hills, was not an outlaw, nor did he set up rebel colonies, 
but he did take part in uprisings, such as those which took place 
in the vegas near Havana during the eighteenth century, which 
were ruthlessly put down by the military forces. But these fierce 
revolts were not protests against slavery nor complaints about 
salary on the part of the worker in the productive phase of the 
industry, but the result of abuses committed during the r.1ost 
advanced phase, the commercial. And if they caused repercus­
sions among the growers, it was because the agricultural labors, 
as they were carried on, received their compensation at the mo­
ment of the sale of the harvested crop. Nothing corresponding 
took place in the case of sugar; there were no strikes on the part 
of the tenant farmers when they began to appear in the middle 
of the nineteenth century; they sold on the open market when 
they could, or else accepted the centrals' terms. 

In the city, the cigar worker, who formerly did not work by 
the hour but did piece work, discussed the price of his wares by 
units, layers, or thousands, and not by days, hours, and shifts as 
did the sugar worker. 

The nineteenth century did not go by without struggles and 
reverses for the tobacco industry. The fact that tobacco· is a so­
called luxury article, which is at the same time comparable to a 
necessity because of the scope of the demand for it, makes it 
extremely vulnerable to heavy excise, export, and import taxes 
in all countries. These last often far exceed the original value 
of the tobacco, especially on the manufactured article. This in­
creasing scale of customs duties has had its repercussions in 
Cuba, on more than one occasion unexpectedly, giving rise to 
difficult situations and always affecting the market and upset­
ting the industry. One domestic result of these barriers to expor-
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tation has been frequent unemployment among the Cuban cigar 
workers, not to mention sharp struggles between them and 
their employers over wage rates. For instance, in 1856 there 
were a number of cigar workers idle in Havana, owing to the 
fact that in 1855, in addition to a large amount of leaf tobacco, 
356,582,500 cigars were exported, the greatest volume of export 
trade Cuba had ever known. This happened because the United 
States market wanted to stock up before the sharp increase in 
customs duties effective March 3, 1857. The emigration of Cu­
ban cigar workers to Key West during the second half of the 
last century may be considered in large part a defensive meas­
ure taken to protect themselves against persecution in Havana 
because of their liberal, antislavery, or secessionist ideas, which 
were frowned upon by the factory-owner, who, besides his eco­
nomic resources, had the backing of the rifles of the Spanish 
volunteers. Key West and Tampa were "civilian camps" of the 
national revolution, to use the phrase of Castellanos. Mart! 
called Key West "a Creole stronghold, where from all the suf­
ferings and anxieties of life arose all the sublimities of hope." 
There "Marti visited the factories, presided at the meetings, and 
by his eloquence infused the tobacco workers with his own fire" 
(G. M. Jorge). And the emigrant cigar workers "openly con­
tributed ten per cent of their weekly earnings toward the revo­
lution." It was a holy tithe laid upon the altar of country. For 
this reason, according to Tesifonte Gallego, Captain General 
Salamanca plotted to "destroy the tobacco workers' centers of 
Key West and Tampa to wipe out the rebels' organization." 

In the nineteenth century, too, there were great strikes of to­
bacco wor!<:ers. Even today it may be said th;t the' ieGiwnoe­
tween' employer and worker in the tobacco industry is one of 
the most controversial in the whole field of Cuban labor. This 
is undoubtedly due to the fact that there was little infiltration 
of slave labor in the industry; that it involved hand work, at 
which the Cubans were adept; that the constant fluctuation of 
prices on the diverse and distant foreign markets fell outside the 
market quotations and the workers' knowledge. Above all, it 
was due to a QJ:~letariar1 class consciousness !~~ _4t:'._y_~~ 
am-2!1K.!?~ .. !2.~_acc<2.__W9Iket~ __ ear_l_ie!___than in other gr2y_ps. 

In all this one highly influential factor was a custom that is 
typical of the Cuban tobacco workrooms, where the work E 
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hand labor in contrast to the highly industrialized nature of 
oth~;-oc~~pations, such as sugar. All the operations connected 
with sugar, from the conveyor belt to the mill, through the 
filters and evaporating-pans, the centrifugals and the packing, 
are done standing and moving from one place to another in the 
midst of an infernal racket. The mill...workers find it almost 
impossible to talk to Of!-e.an<?ther or to hea!. 
-Readmfisimpossfu1{:'. jJ:?._tge suga,! __ :□.:i_iH, for the noise in the 

boilmg-vat rooms .. isso great that it drowns out the sound of the 
human voice. One no ~_n_g~E,_h~ars tl!:e -~~yth_mic w?rk son?s 
with which in oldenctays the slaves accompamed their tasks m 
the grinding-rooms, the furnaces, the packing-house, and the 
refuse dumps. Today the mill is a mechanical monster that pro­
duces as it moves a deafening symphony of wheels, presses, 
piston rods, cogwheels, plungers, pistons, valves, hydroextrac­
tors, dumpcarts, with safety valves that give off a noise like the 
roar of a wild animal and ear-piercing whistles like enraged 
sirens. 

In the case of tobacco, on the contrary, there is silence in the 
workroom if the chatter of conversation stops. The preparation 
of tobacco is carried on by workers, each seated at his own table, 
side by side, like students at their desks in school. This has made 
it possible to introduce into the tobacco workrooms a custom 
adopted from the refectories of convents and prison dining­
halls: that of reading aloud so all the workers can listen while 
performing their tasks. 

Sugar is produced to the orchestration of noisy machines; to­
bacco is worked up in silence or to the accompaniment of the 
spoken word. Sugar calls for choral harmony; tobacco for a solo 
melody. The sugar worker's tasks are active, heavy, deafening, 
and monotonous; the cigar worker sits down to his labors and 
can enjoy the pleasure and advantages of talking and listening. 

It is said that the custom of re~ding tQ the cigar w9rkers was 
introduced in the latter half of the nineteenth cmtury in the 
two galleys of pris~n cigar-~~kers that had been set up in the 
Arsenal of Havana, and from there it spread to the other to­
bacco workrooms. The Reverend Manuel Deulofeu says that 
the custom was first permanently established, on the initiative 
of the workers, in the factory that existed in the town of Bejucal 
in the year 1864-And he recalls the name of the first reader, 
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Antonio Leal, in the workroom of the Vinas factory. It seems 
that it was in Bejucal, too, in the factory of Facundo Acosta, that 
the reader first read to the workers from a platform. It is diffi­
cult to know exactly where the custom originated and was in­
stituted, but it is certain that it was not by accident or imitation, 
but do~~~~~-~ ~~8,11it~ ptan of social propag_~.zida. A campaign ' 
was carnecl on to establish the custom, presenting it as an imita­
tion of the instructive and democratic "public reading-rooms" 
then in vogue in the United States. These tobacco workroom 
readings were championed by the workers' weekly, La Aurora 
of Havana, in 1865, almost from its founding; and it was de­
fended by the liberals in an editorial in El Siglo (January 25, 
1866) of Havana, entitled "Readings in the Tobacco Work­
rooms," in which it was recalled that public readings were a 
common thing in other countries and that the public paid to 
hear them. It was thus that the eminent novelist Charles Dick­
ens had toured the United States, reading from his own works, 
and there were mapy readers who had no literary gift of their 
own who read from the works of others. "Imagine paying to 
hear someone talk, to hear someone read," observed the writer 
of El Siglo pessimistically. But his lack of faith was ungrounded, 
and there were readings in the factories every day, and the 
workers paid to hear them. In Havana the custom was intro­
duced in the factories in 1865, sponsored by Nicolas Azcarate, 
the Cuban liberal. The El Figaro factory was the first to allow 
reading in its workrooms, and was followed the next year by the 
factory of Don Jaime Partagas. But there is no doubt that it had 
been recommended many years before by the Spanish traveler 
Salas y Quiroga in his observations on the coffee groves of 
Cuba; he had suggested its introduction during the coffee grad­
ing, but it had never been put into effect. 

This reading aloud in the tobacco workrooms became an in­
strument of local _ _p_roJ)ag;rnda. The first reading in one of the 
factories of Havana was from a book entitled The Struggles of 
the Century. It was symbolic. The rea~~ng-table of ea~I1_tobacco 
workroom became, according to Marti, ''an advanced pulpit of 
li5ertj.'.-Wlieh :in 1896 Cuba rose in revolt against the Bourbon 
despotism and fought for its independence, an official order was 
issued silencing the pulpits of the tobacco factories. A number 
~L!!i~~e rea~~~~-~ecam._~ }:_a~~rs ?f the p~<:>pJe'.s_p~rti_ even 
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though some wound up as deserters to the cause, and even paid 

traitors. 
As a result of this advanced political consciousness on the part 

of the Cuban cigar workers, in conjunction with other causes, a 
strange phenomenon took place: two contradictory and parallel 
migrations, the emigration of Cuban tobacco workers abroa?, 
coinciding with the immigration of foreign lab~rers to work m 
the sugar industry of the country. At the same time that Cuban 
workmen had to leave their country to be able to work, for­
eigners were coming into it to work and make a living. 

The custom of ~~~~digg_ also ~xplains the fac:J tha~. the tobas,co 
workers in Cuba were the first Cuban workmen _to form asso~ia­
tions to'"profecTtlass intefests)n 1865 a cigar worker, Satur~ino 
Mafnfiez;·1oiincled-Efie-weekly La Aurora. That same year cigar 
workers founded the Workmen's Mutual Aid Society of Ha­
vana, the Brotherhood of Santiago de las Vegas, and the Work­
men's Society of San Antonio de los Banos. In 1878 an1 '79 t~e 
Workers' Guild and the Workers' Center were established rn 
Havana, and in 1885 the Workers' Circle. In 1878 the tobacco 
selectors former their association, whose statutes were drawn up 
by the aforementioned politician Nicolas Azcarate; In 1892 _the 
cigar workers organized and held the first workers c?nventlon, 
not without arousing opposition. It was the Cuban cigar work­
ers who most courageously and unflaggingly supported Jose 
Marti's revolutionary efforts on behalf of Cuban independence. 
From Key West, rolled in a cigar made by Fernando Figueredo, 
a great citizen, general, and cigar worker, the order £_or the revo­
lution for national independence reached Havana rn 1895. To 
the poet's mind the single star of the Cuban flag evokes the to­
bacco flower; it is a five-pointed star, with a white corolla whose 
petals are pink-edged. 

Even today the Society of Selectors is one of the ,oldest ~nd 
most firmly established among the Cuban workers orgamza­
tions. In our own day education has become much more general 
among Cuban workingmen; there was a time when t?e cigar 
workers were the "brain trust" of the Cuban proletanat. The 
workroom readers were "graduates of the factory," in the words 
of Marti. As he told the cigar workers of Tampa in his famous 
revolutionary speech of November 26, 1891, they work~d "with 
the table at which they studied alongside that at which they 
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earned their bread." And he spoke of "those factories which are 
like academies where reading and thinking are continuous, and 
those lyceums where the hand that folds the tobacco leaf by day 
picks up the textbook by night." They worked with tobacco 
leaves and book leaves. This was the ci~ worker. In Cuba he 
is still t~e "e~!i_gJ.!lened" workman whose "intellectual veneer 
makes him feel-superior in this respect to the other workers. 
This, he feels, entitles him to talk about everything and pass 
opinion on everything" (G. M. Jorge). He is given to argument 
and controversy. There-are those who believe that because of his 
intellectual tenden~hisromanti"c-t;adition "he does not 
conipleieTygraspi:ne-iiew-iheories or .. chss· ;truggle;"or"ifl1e 
unaerstafids·1:hem·he-is· unwil1frig fo"suomit ·tci' the discipline 
necessary to put them into effect. But there is no doubt that the 
tobacco worker is a nonconformist who thinks and insists upon ----,.-....-;---,..---.-·--- .. ·-···•-·-•"·'""'""'' "" ,, .,,,,, ................ -
a new aesign ror uvmg. 

At ilie presefifiirri'tmechanization, which years ago took pos­
session of cigarette-manufacturing and is now trying to elimi­
nate the cigar-maker, has had an influence on the typical custom 
of reading aloud. In ~ a radio loudsra~:r was installed in 
the Cabanas y Carva}al fa~tory:-"rlie rea er used earphones and 
rebroadcast to the workroom the radio news. In 1936 the reader 
and the radio still existed side by side; now the machine is tri­
u~phing over.tgc;J:e~ger by means of the ractio, which trans­
m.its"readings· to the workers over the air. But this is no longer 
the typical reading of news and selections chosen by the work­
ers of each galley, like one more selection of their art. Now the 
reader's platform is deserted, and is occupied only on rare oc­
casions; new books and controversial material are no longer 
~e_~d there0fi"e--fellow woi-fman is sile-nt--a.rid"is replaced by 
anonymous .speaker.s. And over the air there comes into the 
workroom a deplorable mixture of the lowest-grade mental 
vulgarities, interlarded with music, like the poorest-grade ci­
gars, which are wrapped in showy tinfoil because of its resem­
blance to silver. 

Cuba had two parallel sources of pride, the synthesis of this 
strange contrast I have outlined, that of being the country that 
produced ~ar in the. greates~~ntity and _tobacco_ofthe fin-
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est quality. The first is disappearing; nobody can take away the 
second:_.. 

We have seen the fundamental differences that existed be-
t~_ee~ th_~~-!E~.JE.!he. ,b.eg!!WLnK~1.1~~1..!Pa~~1~;i,n4. ca~~~~li_s_m 
graaually ironed out these differences;,~ehumamz~q\their.econ­
~ and-maae tneir problems more ar'id more similar. 
-B~t it should be observed at the same time that although 
there are differences between sugar and tobacco, there have 
never been any conflicts between them. Cane sugar has had and 
has a bitter struggle with beet sugar; a world-wide war has 
been going on between them for over a century, the "War of 
the Sugars," like the Wars of the Roses. The authentic tobacco 
of Cuba has had and has its fierce struggle with foreign tobacco, 
especially with that which usurps its name, the fight between 
the Havana and the mabinga. There has been a global conflict 
going on between tobaccos for centuries, just as there has been 
and will be between men. But there was never any enmity be­
tween sugar and tobacco. 

Therefore it would be impossible for the rhymesters of Cuba 
to write a "Controversy between Don Tobacco and Dofia 
Sugar," as the roguish archpriest would have liked. Just a ~it 
of friendly pjckfrjng 1 Fh5_c:li ~lig_~ld en?, l~k~ _tli.e fai~y tal_es,_ m 
marrying and living happy ever after. The marriage at tobacco 
and sugar; and"ihe"oirth. ofalcofiol; conceived of the Unholy 
Ghost, the devil, who is the father of tobacco, in the sweet 
womb of wanton sugar. The Cuban Trinity: tobacco, sugar, 
and alcohol. .. · ·-· · · 
-· It may be that one day the bards of Cuba will sing of how 
alcohol inherited its virtues from sugar and its mischievous 
qualities from tobacco; how from sugar, which is mass, it re­
ceived its force, and from tobacco, which is distinction, its power 
of inspiration; and how alcohol, the off spring of such parents, 
is fire, force, spirit, intoxication,.thought, and action. ,'j 

And with this laud of alcohol the counterpoint comes to , 
an end. ·r,,'5 1 
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On Cuban Counterpoint 

~ 

THE preceding essay is of a schematic nature. It makes no 
attempt to exhaust the subject, nor does it claim that the 

economic, social, and historical contrasts pointed out between 
the two great products of Cuban industry are all as abso­
lute and clear-cut as they would sometimes appear. The historic 
evolution of economic-social phenomena is extremely complex, 
and the variety of factors that determine them cause them to 
vary greatly in the course of their development; at times tl1ere 
are similarities that make them appear identical; at times the 
differences make them seem completely opposed. Nevertheless, 
fundamentally the contrasts I have pointed out do exist. 

The ideas outlined in this work and the facts upon which 
they are based could be substantiated by full and systematic 
documentation in the form of notes; but in view of the nature 
of the work I have preferred to add some supplementary chap­
ters. They deal with a basic theme of their own, but bear upon 
certain fundamental aspects of "Cuban Counterpoint" and will 
be of interest to readers who care to go deeper into the subject. 

2 

On the Social Phenomenon of "Transcultur­
ation" and Its Importance in Cuba 

With the reader's permission, especially if he happens to be 
interested in ethnographic and sociological questions, I am go­
ing to take the liberty of employing for the first time the term 
transculturation, fully aware of the fact that it is a neologism. 
And I venture to suggest that it might be adopted in sociologi­
cal terminology, to a great extent at least, as a s,ubstitute for the 
term acculturation, whose use is now spreading~·-~----,.--.,.,. ..... ---
------- .,., . [ 97 
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I Acculturation is used to describe the process of transition 

I 
from one culture to another, and its manifold social repercus­
sions. But transculturation is a more fitting term. 

I have chosen the word transculturation to express the highly 
varied phenomena that have come about in Cuba as a resultof 
th~--·extre.mely complex transmut~tions. of ciilfiii~·-tliar have 
ta~en place h~re, and without a'kiiowledge·of wliicn·iririin­
possible to understand the evolution of the Cuban folk, either 
in the economic or in the institutional, legal, ethic;(;~ligious, 
artistic, linguistic, psychological, sexual, or other aspects of its 
life. 

The real history of Cuba is the history of its intermeshed 
transculturations. First came the transculturation of the paleo­
lithic Indian to the neolithic, and the disappearance of the latter 
because of his inability to adjust himself to the culture brought 
in by the Spaniards. Then the transculturation of an unbroken 
stream of white immigrants. They were Spaniards, but repre­
sentatives of different cultures and themselves torn loose, to use 
the phrase of the time, from the Iberian Peninsula groups and 
transplanted to a New World, where everything was new to 
them, nature and people, and where they had to readjust them­
selves to a new syncretism of cultures. At the same time there 
was going on the transculturation of a steady human stream of 
African Negroes coming from all the coastal regions of Africa 
along the Atlantic, from Senegal, Guinea, the Congo, and 
Angola and as far away as Mozambique on the opposite shore 
of that continent. All of them snatched from their original 
social groups, their own cultures destroyed and crushed under 
the weight of the cultures in existence here, like sugar cane 
ground in the rollers of the mill. And still other immigrant 
cultures of the most varying origins arrived, either in sporadic 
waves or a continuous flow, always exerting an influence and 
being influenced in turn: Indians from the mainland, Jews, 
Portuguese, Anglo-Saxons, French, North Americans, even 
yellow Mongoloids from Macao, Canton, and other regions of 
the sometime Celestial Kingdom. And each of them torn from 
his native moorings, faced with the problem of disadjustment 
and readjustment, of decultu.ration ar1d accllltur~fi.m1 .::r;;-a 
word:-of trinsciili:uration: .. 

Among all peoples historical evolution has always meant a 
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vital change from one culture to another at tempos varying 
from gradual to sudden. But in Cuba the cultures that have 
influenced the formation of its folk have been so many and so 
diverse in their spatial position and their structural composi­
tion that this vast blend of races and cultures overshadows in 
importance every other historical phenomenon. Even economic 
phenomena, the most basic factors of social existence, in Cuba 
are almost always conditioned by the different cultures. In Cuba 
the terms Ciboney, Taina, Spaniard, Jew, English, French, 
Anglo-American, Negro, Yucatec, Chinese, and Creole do not 
mean merely the different elements that go into the make-up 
of the Cuban nation, as expressed by their different indications 
of origin. Each of these has come to mean in addition the syn­
thetic and historic appellation of one of the various economies 
and cultures that have existed in Cuba successively and even 
simultaneously, at times giving rise to the most terrible clashes. 
We have only to recall that described by Bartolome de las Casas 
as the "destruction of the Indies." 

The whole gamut of culture run by Europe in a span of more 
than four millenniums took place in Cuba in less than four ✓ 
centuries. In Europe the change was step by step; here it was 
by leaps and bounds. First there was the culture of the Ciboneys 
and the Guanajabibes, the paleolithic culture, our stone age. 
Or, to be more exact, our age of stone and wood, of unpolished 
stone and rough wood, and of sea shells and fish bones, which 
were like stones and thorns of the sea. 

After this came the culture of the Taino Indians, which was 
neolithic. This was the age of polished stone and carved wood. 
With the Tainos came agriculture, a sedentary as opposed to a 
nomadic existence, abundance, tribal chieftains, or caciques, 
and priests. They entered as conquerers and imposed the first 
transculturation. The Ciboneys became serfs, naborias, or fled 
to the hills and jungles, to the cibaos and caonaos. Then came a 
hurricane of culture: Europe. There arrived together, and in 
mass, iron, gunpowder, the horse, the wheel, the sail, the 
compass, money, wages, writing, the printing-press, books, the 
master, the King, the Ch_urch, the banker .... A r~volutionary 
upheaval shook the Indian peoples of_ Cuba, ~ear:ng up their 
institutions by the roots and destroymg their lives. At one 
bound the bridge between the drowsing stone ages and the 
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wide-awake Renaissance was spanned. In a single day various 
of the intervening ages were crossed in Cuba; one might say 
thousands of "culture-years," if such measurement were ad­
missible in the chronology of peoples. If the Indies of America 
were a New vVorld for the Europeans, Europe was a far newer 
v.:orld for the people of America. They were two worlds that 
discovered each other and collided head-on. The impact of the 
two on eac~ oth~r was terrible. O~f _!~J?.~ri~4~sl,_gs though 
struck by hghtnmg. It was a transcuituration that failed as far 
as the natives were concerned,"aiicf"was"prorouiia" ancl."cflie1for 
tfie•new afrivak'The aboriginal human basis of society was de­
stroyed in C~ba, and it was necessary to bring in a complete 
new population, both masters"aiicl ·servarits:·This is.oiiitof'the 
stfa_~~~ ~-~ .. c~al fe~tmes of Cuba, that since the sixteeiitff century 
all its classes, races, and cultures, coming in by will or by force, 
have all been exogenous and have all been torn from their 
plhaceshof origin

1 
, suffering the shock of this first uproot~nd 

a . ars transp antmg. 
With the white men came the culture of Spain, and to­

gether with the Castilians, Andalusians, Portuguese, Galicians, 
Basques, and Catalonians. It could be called a crosscut of the 
Iberian culture of the white Pyrenean subrace. And in the first 
waves of immigration came Genoese, Florentines Jews Levan­
tines, and Berbers-that is to say, representative; of the Medi­
t~rranean ~ulture, an age-old mixture of peoples, cultures, and 
pigmentation, from the ruddy Normans to the sub-Sahara Ne­
groes. Some of the white men brought with them a feudal econ­
omy, conquerors in search of loot and peoples to subjugate and 
mak_e serfs of; w~ile others, white too, were urged on by mer­
cantile and even mdustrial capitalism, which was already in its 
early ~tages of devel~pment. And so vario~c;s of economy 
came m, confused with each other and in a state of transition 
to·sefthemselves up over other types, different and intermin~ 
gled too, but p~imitive and impossible of adaptation to the 
needs of the wh~te men at that close of the Middle Ages. The 
m~~e fact of ha vmg crossed the sea had changed their outlook· 
they left their native lands raggea arid penniless and arrivea-a~ 
lords and masters; from the lowly in their own country they 
became converted into the mighty in that of others. And all of 
them, warriors, friars, merchants, peasants, came in search of 
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adventure, cutting their links with an old society to graft them­
selves on another, new in climate, in people, in food, customs, 
and hazards. All came with their ambitions fixed on the goal of 
riches and power to be achieved here, and with the idea of 
returning to their native land to enjoy the fruits of their 
labors in their declining years. That is to say, the undertak­
ing was to be bold, swift, and temporary, a parabolic curve 
whose beginning and end lay in a foreign land, and whose 
intersection through this country was only for the purpose of 
betterment. 

There was no more important human factor in the evolution 
of Cuba than these continuous, radical, contrasting geographic 
transmigrations, economic and social, of the first settlers, this 
perennial transitory nature of their objectives, and their un­
stable life in the land where they were living, in perpetual dis­
harmony with the society from which they drew their living. 
Men, economies, cultures, ambitions were all foreigners here, 
provisional, changing, "birds of passage" over the country, at 
its cost, against its wishes, and without its approval. 

With the whites came the Negroes, first from Spain, at that 
time full of slaves from Guinea and the Congo, and then di­
rectly from all the Dark Continent. They brought with them 
their diverse cultures, some as primitive as that of the Ciboneys, 
others in a state of advanced barbarism like that of the Tainos, 
and others more economically and socially developed, like the 
Mandingas, , Y olofes (W olofs), Hausas, Dahomey ans, and 
Yorubas, with agriculture, slaves, money, markets, trade, and 
centralized governments ruling territories and populations as 
large as Cuba; intermediate cultures between the Taino and the 
Aztec, with metals, but as yet without writing. 

The Negroes brought withtheir bodies their souls, but not 
theirmstffutionsnor their irriplemen.ts: They were of different 
reg1ons;"races; lan_guages, cultures, dass~s, ages, sq~s, tbrown 
pror:mscuously .. 11~to the slave ships,·and so~ia~lyeg~alized_ by_,lhe 
sa_~.m.w.-9i..~~very. They arrived deracinatea, wounded, 
shattered, like the cane of the fields, and like it they were 
ground and crushed to extract the juice of their labor. No other 
human element has had to suffer such a profound and repeated 
change of surroundings, cultures, class, and conscience. They 
were trans£ erred from their own to another more advanced cul-
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ture, like that of the Indians; but the Indians suffered their fate 
in their native land, believing that when they died they passed 
over to the invisible regions of their own Cuban world. The 
fate of the Negroes was far more cruel; they crossed the ocean 
in agony, believing that even after death they would have to re­
cross it to be resurrected in Africa with their lost ancestors. The 
Negroes were torn from another continent, as were the whites; 
but not of their own will or choice, and forced to leave their 
free and easy tribal ways to eat the bitter bread of slavery, 
whereas the white man, who may have set out from his native 
land in despair, arrived in the Indies in a frenzy of hope, con­
verted into master and authority. The Indians and the Span­
iards had the support and comfort of their families, their kin­
folk, their leaders, and their places of worship in their suffer­
ings; the Negroes found none of this. They, the most uprooted 
of all, were herded together like animals in a pen, always in a 
state of impotent rage, always filled with a longing for flight, 
freedom, change, and always having to adopt a defensive atti­
tude of submission, pretense, and acculturation to a new world. 
Under these conditions of mutilation and social amputation, 
thousands and thousands of human beings were brought to 
Cuba year after year and century after century from continents 
beyond the sea. To a greater or lesser degree whites and Ne­
groes were in the sames1afFofdissociadon fo T':t:1ba:AI1,-fl1ose 
above and those below, liyi~tt?gethefin the sam~:·a..t.r1:12~p}iere 
of terror and oppression, the oppressed in terror of punishment 
tfie"oppressor in 'terror of reprisals, all beside justice, beside al 
justment, beside themselves. And all in the _painful process of 
transculturation. ·• · ' , · · ~.,-~-·· 

After the N;groes began the influx of Jews, French, Anglo­
Saxons, Chinese, and peoples from the four quarters of the 
globe. They were all coming to a riew world, all on the way to 
a more or less rapid process of transculturation. 

I am of the opinion that the word transculturation better ex-
p~e~~-~iffe~~~t p_ha~es_-9t~~ P.~~~~~-?f tr~.i:.0:t19.1!.!r.2!!!..2ne 

tj~1i~l~~ ~~g~~;~~:.J~;~~s:~?:~-1~~ha~t th~n~;g~~e~~~: 
cu7turation really impTies, but the process also necessamy_jp­
vo,!v<:.~ ~he loss or uprooting of a previous culture, which could 
be ctefiriecl ·:rs·a:-deculturati~n.-In adaition-1t-·cm1es the idea of 
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the consequent creation of_ new_ cultural_ phenomena, which 
could be called neoculturation. In the end, as the school of 
Malinowski's follo;ers""main'i:a1ns, the result of every union of 
cultures is similar to that of the reproductive process between 
individuals: the offspring alway~ ha.5 som.ething of both parepts 
but is. a.!~~Y~.QifI~,r~ptJro_m ea~h o~.them . 

. These questions or sociological nomenclature a~e not to ?e 
disregarded in the interests of a better understandmg of sooal 
phenomena, especially in Cuba, whose history, more than that 
of any other country of America, is an intense, complex,. un­
broken process of transculturation of human gr~ups: all m a 
state of transition. T_he_concept_ of transcuhurat10n 1s. fun~a­
mental and indisJ?-~nsable.for_ an_1,utdersta11,ding gf_ tli~Jl!gQ.ry 
ofCiiba; and,fo~ analogous reasons,. of that_ of America tn gen­
eral. Buttlusis not the moment to go into this theme at length, 
~hich will be considered in another work in progress dealing 
with the effects on Cuba of the transculturations of Indians, 
whites, Negroes, and Mongols. 

When the proposed neologism, transcultttration, was sub- . 
mitted to the unimpeachable authority of Bronislaw Malinow­
ski, the great figure in contemporary ethnography and sociol­
~gy, ~L~L~i~h,J~.i~ i11star,it appro?at~on_. Under his :mine?t 
sponsorship, I have no qualms about puttmg the term mto Cir-
culation. 

3 

Concerning Tobacco Seed 

There is something marvelous even about the unusual number 
of seeds produced by tobacco. This was one of the reasons for 
its rapid spread in all lands, once the Spaniards found the plant 
in America and succumbed to its temptation . 

The seeds of tobacco are incredibly numerous and very tiny. 
There are from 300,000 to 400,000 to an ounce. One ounce of 
seed could theoretically produce 300,000 plants. Each tobacco 
plant can yield as many as a million seeds, according to William 
George Freeman. Each of these little seeds in turn could pro-

n 


