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    Travel can turn familiar ideas about a neighboring place into a test of how observation, judgment, and sympathy hold together under pressure.

Richard Henry Dana’s To Cuba and Back is a nineteenth-century travel narrative centered on a journey from the United States to Cuba and the author’s return. Written by an American author already known for firsthand prose, the book belongs to a period when travel writing often joined personal experience to social description. Its setting links the maritime world with the landscapes, towns, and public life encountered in Cuba, and its form allows Dana to record movement itself as part of the subject. The result is a work shaped by passage, encounter, and comparison rather than by plot in the novelistic sense.

The book’s premise is straightforward and inviting: Dana travels to Cuba, observes what he sees with close attention, and brings those observations back to his readers through a reflective first-person account. Because the narrative grows from direct experience, it offers immediacy without sacrificing deliberation. Readers can expect a voice that is alert, articulate, and strongly interested in the visible details of daily life as well as in larger civic and moral questions. The reading experience combines description with evaluation, giving the journey both documentary interest and intellectual momentum.

Dana’s style is one of the chief reasons the book remains engaging. He writes with clarity and discipline, moving from scene to scene in prose that aims to make places legible without dissolving into mere catalog. His tone is generally composed and observant, yet it is never flat; curiosity, discernment, and a sense of human consequence animate the narrative. This balance helps the book function on two levels at once: as a record of travel and as an exercise in thought. Readers are invited not only to see what Dana saw, but also to consider how seeing becomes understanding.

Among the work’s central themes are cross-cultural encounter, the ethics of witnessing, and the persistent tendency to measure one society against another. Dana is interested in what travel reveals about public institutions, labor, manners, and the textures of ordinary existence. The narrative also raises questions about how a traveler’s perspective can illuminate a place while remaining marked by origin, education, and national context. That tension gives the book much of its energy. It reminds readers that travel writing is never just about scenery; it is also about the habits of mind that shape any act of description.

To Cuba and Back still matters because it preserves a serious example of travel literature as a mode of civic attention. Contemporary readers, accustomed to speed, summary, and image-driven impressions, may find value in Dana’s slower practice of looking and recording. His account encourages a kind of reading that notices environment, custom, and social arrangement together rather than in isolation. It also prompts reflection on how neighbors are imagined across political and cultural boundaries. In that sense, the book speaks beyond its own era, asking readers to examine the relation between proximity and misunderstanding.

For modern audiences, the book offers both historical interest and a living challenge. It shows how a writer can turn a journey into a disciplined inquiry without losing the vividness of immediate experience. At the same time, it invites readers to think carefully about the responsibilities and limits of any observer who writes about another place. Approached in that spirit, To Cuba and Back becomes more than an account of travel to and from a nearby island. It becomes a meditation on attention itself, and on the difficult but necessary effort to see another world clearly without pretending to stand outside one’s own.
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    Richard Henry Dana Jr.’s To Cuba and Back is a nineteenth-century travel narrative that records a journey from the United States to Cuba and his return, using movement through ports, roads, plantations, and towns to frame a close look at a nearby but sharply different society. Published in 1859, the book combines observation, description, and reflection rather than fictional plotting. Dana writes as an alert visitor interested in law, commerce, labor, and public life, and he presents Cuba as a place shaped by Spanish colonial authority, plantation wealth, and the routines of maritime exchange. The narrative proceeds through scenes of travel while steadily widening into social analysis.

Early portions of the work establish the practical conditions of the voyage and the traveler’s first impressions of Havana and its surroundings. Dana notices the city’s fortifications, harbor activity, street life, architecture, and mixture of peoples, treating arrival not merely as spectacle but as an introduction to governing structures and everyday custom. His method is cumulative: apparently incidental details about transport, lodging, language, and manners become evidence for larger judgments about administration and social order. These opening sections orient the reader to the island’s public face while also suggesting the tensions beneath it, especially the dependence of prosperity on systems of labor and trade that Dana repeatedly keeps in view.

As the journey extends beyond first arrival, Dana surveys the island’s physical setting and material economy, linking landscape to cultivation and export. Roads, rural districts, and market networks matter because they reveal how production is organized and how wealth circulates. He pays particular attention to sugar cultivation and the plantation world surrounding it, describing the scale of enterprise and the infrastructure required to sustain it. Rather than presenting economic life in abstraction, he ties it to visible arrangements on the ground: mills, estates, transport routes, and commercial habits. Through these observations, the book develops an account of Cuba as both fertile and highly structured by the demands of plantation capitalism.

A central strand of the narrative is Dana’s examination of slavery and coerced labor, which gives the book much of its moral force. He observes working conditions, legal and customary restraints, and the social attitudes that sustain the institution, treating slavery as inseparable from Cuba’s prosperity and public character. His account does not remain at the level of general condemnation; instead, he studies how power is exercised in households, plantations, and official settings. This attention to lived realities sharpens one of the book’s defining questions: what kind of civilization is produced when elegance, profit, and state authority rest so heavily on unfreedom and racial hierarchy?

Alongside labor and economics, Dana considers the machinery of Spanish colonial rule. He comments on bureaucracy, policing, censorship, taxation, and the atmosphere of surveillance that can accompany authoritarian administration. Public institutions, in his view, shape not only politics but also habits of speech, sociability, and caution. By placing legal and administrative observations beside scenes from travel, he suggests that governance is felt in ordinary movement through the island as much as in formal decrees. The result is a portrait of Cuba as a society whose vitality and beauty are continually checked by restrictions imposed from above, producing a recurring contrast between natural richness and constrained civic life.

The narrative also dwells on cultural difference without losing its analytic purpose. Dana records domestic customs, religious observances, urban sociability, and the conduct of travelers and residents, often comparing Cuban and American practices in ways that reveal his own assumptions as well as his subject. These comparisons give the book its argumentative texture: Cuba becomes a lens through which he reflects on commerce, nationality, race, and reform in the wider Atlantic world. Yet he generally avoids reducing the island to a single thesis. Instead, he presents a layered society in which hospitality, refinement, inequality, and fear can coexist, requiring the reader to balance visual attraction against institutional critique.

By the time Dana turns homeward, To Cuba and Back has accumulated into more than a record of travel. It stands as a concise inquiry into how geography, empire, trade, and slavery shape a nearby Caribbean society at a critical historical moment, shortly before major transformations in the region and the United States. Its continuing significance lies in that combination of eyewitness immediacy and moral scrutiny. Read now, the book remains valuable for what it reveals about antebellum American engagement with Cuba, about the entanglement of observation and judgment in travel writing, and about the enduring challenge of describing beauty and prosperity without overlooking the systems of domination beneath them.





Historical Context




Table of Contents




    Richard Henry Dana Jr. published To Cuba and Back in 1859, after a winter journey to Cuba in 1859 undertaken partly for his health. The book appeared in a United States deeply shaped by sectional conflict, commercial expansion, and debates over slavery’s future in the Atlantic world. Dana was already known for Two Years Before the Mast and for his work as a lawyer and reformer. His travel narrative therefore emerged from intersecting contexts: the growth of middle-class travel writing, the legal and political crises of the 1850s, and intensified American interest in the Caribbean, especially in relation to Cuba.

Cuba in Dana’s day was the Spanish colony of Cuba, centered politically in Havana and economically tied to global markets through sugar, coffee, and tobacco. By the mid nineteenth century, the island had become one of the world’s leading sugar producers, and that prosperity depended heavily on enslaved labor. Spain governed Cuba through a centralized colonial administration backed by military authority, censorship, and close surveillance of political dissent. Havana was also a major Atlantic port linking Europe, the Caribbean, and the United States. These institutions and commercial networks gave travelers like Dana access to a cosmopolitan city while exposing them to the rigid hierarchies of colonial rule.

The transatlantic slave trade had been formally condemned by treaties and British naval pressure, yet illegal slave trading to Cuba continued well into the 1850s. Enslaved Africans and their descendants remained central to the island’s plantation economy, even as international scrutiny increased. In the United States, disputes over slavery intensified after the Compromise of 1850, the Kansas-Nebraska Act of 1854, and the Dred Scott decision of 1857. Dana, an antislavery lawyer who later represented the enslaved freedom seeker Anthony Burns, viewed Cuban society through this larger moral and political struggle. His observations of labor, race, and law are inseparable from the era’s escalating conflict over human bondage.

American interest in Cuba had strategic and ideological dimensions before Dana traveled there. Southern expansionists regarded the island as a potential future slave state, while merchants valued its trade and policymakers saw its position as vital to Gulf and Caribbean security. The Ostend Manifesto of 1854, in which American diplomats suggested that the United States should purchase Cuba and hinted at seizure if Spain refused, made Cuba a prominent object of national controversy. Though rejected publicly, the document revealed how slavery, empire, and diplomacy overlapped. Dana wrote against this background of annexation debates and filibustering schemes that made Cuba politically charged for American readers.

Travel to Cuba by wealthy or ailing Americans increased in the 1840s and 1850s, aided by regular steamship routes from eastern U.S. ports to Havana. The island’s warm climate made it a seasonal destination for invalids, especially from northern cities during winter. Such travel belonged to a broader nineteenth-century culture of tourism, guidebooks, and published letters or journals describing foreign places for domestic audiences. Dana’s journey fits this pattern, but his account also differs from purely picturesque travel writing because he was trained in law, attentive to institutions, and morally alert to systems of power. His perspective joined descriptive travel narrative to social and political critique.

Dana’s own background strongly shaped the book’s historical outlook. Born in 1815 into a prominent Massachusetts family and educated at Harvard, he first gained fame for exposing conditions faced by common sailors, helping advance maritime labor reform. By the 1850s he had become an established Boston lawyer with a reputation for principled public engagement. His antislavery commitments and legal experience made him especially attentive to the relation between formal law and everyday injustice. When he wrote about Cuba, he did so not as a detached tourist but as an American observer practiced in connecting personal observation with broader structures of labor, governance, and rights.

The years around 1859 were marked by crisis across the Atlantic world. In the United States, John Brown’s raid occurred the same year Dana’s book was published, underscoring how close the nation stood to civil war. In Cuba, colonial authorities remained wary of rebellion after the Haitian Revolution’s long shadow and after recurrent conspiracies and unrest involving free people of color, enslaved people, and reformers. Spanish officials therefore maintained strict public order and guarded discussion of race and politics. This atmosphere helps explain the caution, tension, and institutional scrutiny visible in contemporary accounts of the island, including Dana’s measured but pointed commentary.

Seen in this context, To Cuba and Back belongs to a nineteenth-century genre of travel literature that often introduced Americans to foreign societies while indirectly judging their own. Dana uses Cuba to illuminate questions already urgent in the United States: the morality of slavery, the effects of authoritarian government, the character of commercial modernity, and the responsibilities of educated observers. Without depending on dramatic plot revelations, the work records landscapes, city life, and social relations in ways that reflect his reformist sensibility. It thus serves both as a document of U.S.-Cuban contact in the 1850s and as a critique of the institutions that sustained Atlantic slavery.
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FROM MANHATTAN TO EL MORRO

The steamer is to sail at one P.M.; and, by half-past twelve, her decks are full, and the mud and snow of the pier are well trodden by men and horses. Coaches drive down furiously, and nervous passengers put their heads out to see if the steamer is off before her time; and on the decks, and in the gangways, inexperienced passengers run against everybody, and mistake the engineer for the steward, and come up the same stairs they go down, without knowing it. In the dreary snow, the newspaper vendors cry the papers, and the book vendors thrust yellow covers into your face—"Reading for the voyage, sir—five hundred pages, close print!" And that being rejected, they reverse the process of the Sibyl—with "Here's another, sir, one thousand pages, double columns." The great beam of the engine moves slowly up and down, and the black hull sways at its fasts. A motley group are the passengers. Shivering Cubans, exotics that have taken slight root in the hothouses of the Fifth Avenue, are to brave a few days of sleet and cold at sea, for the palm trees and mangoes, the cocoas and orange trees, they will be sitting under in six days[1q], at farthest. There are Yankee shipmasters going out to join their "cotton wagons" at New Orleans and Mobile, merchants pursuing a commerce that knows no rest and no locality; confirmed invalids advised to go to Cuba to die under mosquito nets and be buried in a Potter's Field; and other invalids wisely enough avoiding our March winds; and here and there a mere vacationmaker, like myself.

Captain Bullock[1] is sure to sail at the hour; and at the hour he is on the paddle-box, the fasts are loosed, the warp run out, the crew pull in on the warp on the port quarter, and the head swings off. No word is spoken, but all is done by signs; or, if a word is necessary, a low clear tone carries it to the listener. There is no tearing and rending escape of steam, deafening and distracting all, and giving a kind of terror to a peaceful scene; but our ship swings off, gathers way, and enters upon her voyage, in a quiet like that of a bank or counting-room, almost under a spell of silence.

The state-rooms of the "Cahawba," like those of most American sea-going steamers, are built so high above the water that the windows may be open in all but the worst of weather, and good ventilation be ensured. I have a very nice fellow for my room-mate, in the berth under me; but, in a state-room, no room-mate is better than the best; so I change my quarters to a state-room further forward, nearer "the eyes of her," which the passengers generally shun, and get one to myself, free from the rattle of the steering gear, while the delightful rise and fall of the bows, and leisurely weather roll and lee roll, cradle and nurse one to sleep.

The routine of the ship, as regards passengers, is this: a cup of coffee, if you desire it, when you turn out; breakfast at eight, lunch at twelve, dinner at three, tea at seven, and lights put out at ten.

Throughout the day, sailing down the outer edge of the Gulf Stream[2], we see vessels of all forms and sizes, coming in sight and passing away, as in a dioramic show. There is a heavy cotton droger from the Gulf, of 1200 tons burden, under a cloud of sail, pressing on to the northern seas of New England or Old England. Here comes a saucy little Baltimore brig, close-hauled and leaning over to it; and there, half down in the horizon, is a pile of white canvas, which the experienced eyes of my two friends, the passenger shipmasters, pronounce to be a bark, outward bound. Every passenger says to every other, how beautiful! how exquisite! That pale thin girl who is going to Cuba for her health, her brother travelling with her, sits on the settee, propped by a pillow, and tries to smile and to think she feels stronger in this air. She says she shall stay in Cuba until she gets well!

After dinner, Capt. Bullock tells us that we shall soon see the high lands of Cuba, off Matanzas, the first and highest being the Pan of Matanzas. It is clear over head, but a mist lies along the southern horizon, in the latter part of the day. The sharpest eyes detect the land, about 4 P.M., and soon it is visible to all. It is an undulating country on the coast, with high hills and mountains in the interior, and has a rich and fertile look. That height is the Pan, though we see no special resemblance, in its outline, to a loaf of bread. We are still sixty miles from Havana. We cannot reach it before dark, and no vessels are allowed to pass the Morro[3] after the signals are dropped at sunset.

We coast the northern shore of Cuba, from Matanzas westward. There is no waste of sand and low flats, as in most of our southern states; but the fertile, undulating land comes to the sea, and rises into high hills as it recedes. "There is the Morro! and right ahead!" "Why, there is the city too! Is the city on the sea? We thought it was on a harbor or bay." There, indeed, is the Morro, a stately hill of tawny rock, rising perpendicularly from the sea, and jutting into it, with walls and parapets and towers on its top, and flags and signals flying, and the tall lighthouse just in front of its outer wall. It is not very high, yet commands the sea about it. And there is the city, on the sea-coast, indeed—the houses running down to the coral edge of the ocean. Where is the harbor, and where the shipping? Ah, there they are! We open an entrance, narrow and deep, between the beetling Morro and the Punta; and through the entrance, we see the spreading harbor and the innumerable masts. But the darkness is gathering, the sunset gun has been fired, we can just catch the dying notes of trumpets from the fortifications, and the Morro Lighthouse throws its gleam over the still sea. The little lights emerge and twinkle from the city. We are too late to enter the port, and slowly and reluctantly the ship turns her head off to seaward. The engine breathes heavily, and throws its one arm leisurely up and down; we rise and fall on the moonlit sea; the stars are near to us, or we are raised nearer to them; the Southern Cross is just above the horizon; and all night long, two streams of light lie upon the water, one of gold from the Morro, and one of silver from the moon. It is enchantment[2q]. Who can regret our delay, or wish to exchange this scene for the common, close anchorage of a harbor?
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HAVANA: First Glimpses (I)

We are to go in at sunrise, and few, if any, are the passengers that are not on deck at the first glow of dawn. Before us lie the novel and exciting objects of the night before. The Steep Morro, with its tall sentinel lighthouse, and its towers and signal staffs and teeth of guns, is coming out into clear daylight; the red and yellow striped flag of Spain—blood and gold—floats over it. Point after point in the city becomes visible; the blue and white and yellow houses, with their roofs of dull red tiles, the quaint old Cathedral towers, and the almost endless lines of fortifications. The masts of the immense shipping rise over the headland, the signal for leave to enter is run up, and we steer in under full head, the morning gun thundering from the Morro, the trumpets braying and drums beating from all the fortifications, the Morro, the Punta, the long Cabaña, the Casa Blanca and the city walls, while the broad sun is fast rising over this magnificent spectacle.

What a world of shipping! The masts make a belt of dense forest along the edge of the city, all the ships lying head in to the street, like horses at their mangers; while the vessels at anchor nearly choke up the passage ways to the deeper bays beyond. There are the red and yellow stripes of decayed Spain; the blue, white and red—blood to the fingers' end—of La Grande Nation; the Union crosses of the Royal Commonwealth; the stars and stripes of the Great Republic, and a few flags of Holland and Portugal, of the states of northern Italy, of Brazil, and of the republics of the Spanish Main. We thread our slow and careful way among these, pass under the broadside of a ship-of-the-line, and under the stern of a screw frigate, both bearing the Spanish flag, and cast our anchor in the Regla Bay, by the side of the steamer "Karnac," which sailed from New York a few days before us.

Instantly we are besieged by boats, some loaded with oranges and bananas, and others coming for passengers and their luggage, all with awnings spread over their sterns, rowed by sallow, attenuated men, in blue and white checks and straw hats, with here and there the familiar lips and teeth, and vacant, easily-pleased face of the Negro. Among these boats comes one, from the stern of which floats the red and yellow flag with the crown in its field, and under whose awning reclines a man in a full suit of white linen, with straw hat and red cockade and a cigar. This is the Health Officer. Until he is satisfied, no one can come on board, or leave the vessel. Capt. Bullock salutes, steps down the ladder to the boat, hands his papers, reports all well—and we are pronounced safe. Then comes another boat of similar style, another man reclining under the awning with a cigar, who comes on board, is closeted with the purser, compares the passenger list with the passports, and we are declared fully passed, and general leave is given to land with our luggage at the custom-house wharf.

Now comes the war of cries and gestures and grimaces among the boatmen, in their struggle for passengers, increased manifold by the fact that there is but little language in common between the parties to the bargains, and by the boatmen being required to remain in their boats. How thin these boatmen look! You cannot get it out of your mind that they must all have had the yellow fever last summer, and are not yet fully recovered. Not only their faces, but their hands and arms and legs are thin, and their low-quartered slippers only half cover their thin yellow feet.

In the hurry, I have to hunt after the passengers I am to take leave of who go on to New Orleans:—Mr. and Mrs. Benchley, on their way to their intended new home in western Texas, my two sea captains, and the little son of my friend, who is the guest, on this voyage, of our common friend the captain, and after all, I miss the hearty hand-shake of Bullock and Rodgers. Seated under an awning, in the stern of a boat, with my trunk and carpet-bag and an unseasonable bundle of Arctic overcoat and fur cap in the bow, I am pulled by a man with an oar in each hand and a cigar in mouth, to the custom-house pier. Here is a busy scene of trunks, carpet-bags, and bundles; and up and down the pier marches a military grandee of about the rank of a sergeant or sub-lieutenant, with a preposterous strut, so out of keeping with the depressed military character of his country, and not possible to
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HAVANA: First Glimpses (2)











	"With wanton heed, and giddy cunning,



	The melting voice through mazes running"—
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HAVANA: Prisoners and Priests
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HAVANA: Olla Podrida










	"And, poured round all,



	Old Ocean's gray and melancholy waste"—
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HAVANA: A Social Sunday
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HAVANA: Belén and the Jesuits
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