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MORE PRAISE FOR CUBA


“Ada Ferrer’s astonishing Cuba succeeds brilliantly with an original approach, written in two voices folded together seamlessly—one personal, from the depths of family transplantation, and the other a historian’s lyrical narrative. She captures the epic sweep of the island’s story of slavery, massive sugar production, colonialism, and revolution. But she also shows how Cuba and the United States have long been joined at the hip in shared culture, political crises, and tragedy for the famous and the ordinary. Ferrer’s own ‘heavy inheritance’ is North America’s as well. Above all, Ferrer has achieved a page-turning masterpiece of her craft; rarely is good history this kind of literary performance.”

—David W. Blight, Yale University, Pulitzer Prize–winning author of Frederick Douglass: Prophet of Freedom

“With singular mastery and insight, Ada Ferrer reconstructs the intertwined histories of Cuba and the United States. It is an intimate and timely story, of conflict and misunderstandings, but also of opportunities and possibilities.”

—Alejandro de la Fuente, Afro-Latin American Research Institute, Harvard University

“Ada Ferrer makes Cuba’s American history come to life. Whatever you may think of the politics around Cuba, its rich and complex history and that of its people is told here in a thoughtful and compelling way, with revealing detail, deep research, and beautiful writing.”

—Soledad O’Brien, host of Matter of Fact with Soledad O’Brien and coauthor of Latino in America and The Next Big Story

“Ada Ferrer has written a sweeping, beautiful, and indispensable history of an endlessly fascinating country. Cuba captures the breadth and emotion of the story of a small country that has been at the center of so many major events shaping our world.”

—Ben Rhodes, author of After the Fall: Being American in the World We’ve Made

“So near and yet so far. We think we know Cuba but this book reveals that we have never grasped its epic and frequently tragic history. Ada Ferrer offers us the penetrating perspective of someone who is neither the complete insider nor the complete outsider, but who cares passionately about Cuba and its confounding entanglement with the United States.”

—Lynn Hunt, author of History: Why It Matters

“In clear and elegant prose, Ada Ferrer, a leading historian of Cuba, vividly brings to life the history of Cuba. I now have an unequivocal answer to those who ask me to recommend a book that will introduce them to the island nation, as well as a clear choice when selecting a text that will engage my students in the dramatic story of Cuba.”

—Lisandro Pérez, author of the award-winning Sugar, Cigars, and Revolution: The Making of Cuban New York

“With deft prose and a subtle sensibility, Ada Ferrer narrates the intimate, intertwined histories of the United States and its island neighbor Cuba. Antonio Maceo, José Martí, and others sought to transform the Spanish colony into a cross-racial republic, while thwarting US intrusion into the larger Americas. But powerful outsiders have presumed the right to shape events on the island, and found domestic allies willing to assist. As Ferrer’s delicate stories of ordinary people unfold alongside the doings of visionaries and politicians on both sides of the Straits of Florida, she wonders: Could there eventually emerge a mutual respect that might save our respective rulers from folly?”

—Rebecca J. Scott, author of Degrees of Freedom: Louisiana and Cuba after Slavery
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For my father, Ramón Ferrer, siempre presente

To the memory of:

My mother, Adelaida Ferrer (1926–2020), whom I adored

My half brothers, Hipólito Cabrera (1953–2020) and Juan José González (1946–2009), both left behind

My aunt, Ada Fernández (1930–2017), who welcomed me back

For my sister, Aixa, born here, and for Nailah, her daughter

For my husband, Gregg, and my daughters, Alina and Lucía, with all my love. In more ways than one, this is their story, too.
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Prologue THERE AND HERE

Cuba: An American History tells the story of a tropical island that sits between the Atlantic Ocean and the Caribbean Sea, not far from the United States. It is a history of more than half a millennium, from before the arrival of Christopher Columbus to the death of Fidel Castro and beyond. Yet, for a history so sweeping in scope, this is also a deeply personal book.

I was born in Havana between the Bay of Pigs invasion of 1961 and the Cuban Missile Crisis of 1962. My father was in New York, having left the island a few months earlier. My mother went into labor alone and hailed herself a cab to Workers’ Maternity. The hospital’s name fit the moment; Cuba was, after all, in the throes of a radical revolution, avowedly socialist and stridently anti-imperialist. Yet the hospital had been built two decades earlier under the rule of Fulgencio Batista, the very dictator Castro unseated in 1959. Monumental in size and style, the hospital won architecture awards when it was built. Its most emblematic feature towers over the main entrance, a soaring ceramic statue of a mother and child created by Teodoro Ramos Blanco, a Black sculptor who was among Cuba’s most renowned artists. That morning in June 1962, my mother paused and looked up at the statue as if in prayer before entering the hospital to give birth. Ten months later, she left Cuba, statuesque in her heels and with me an infant in her arms.

We left the house at six in the evening. My nine-year-old brother was outside playing with friends, and she had not told him that we were leaving without him. His father, her first husband, would not grant permission for him to go. At the airport, a woman in uniform put her fingers to my earlobes to feel the tiny gold-post earrings, as if about to take them, and then changed her mind. On arriving in Mexico, my mother had to rely on the kindness of a stranger to make it into the city. When we got to Jim Crow Miami a few months later, my mother encountered an old acquaintance helping officials assign newcomers to hotels. In the United States, my mother might have been regarded as Black, though in Cuba she was not. Her old friend assigned us to a white hotel. Arriving at the airport in New York a few days later, I opened my arms to my waiting father, as if I already knew him. These and other stories were my inherited memory of our departure from Cuba and our arrival in the United States.

After some initial moving around—Harlem, Brooklyn, Miami—we settled in West New York, New Jersey, a working-class community that was predominantly Cuban. On Saturdays, I wrote letters to my brother and grandmother in Cuba. On Sundays, I listened to our priest pray for the release of political prisoners on the island. Every September 8, I walked in the procession for Cuba’s patron saint, La Caridad del Cobre, or the Virgin of Charity, marching past buildings painted with anti-Castro graffiti. After work, my mother sometimes cried about people still back home—her son, in particular. An absent presence, a present absence, Cuba was impossible to escape.

Eventually I stopped trying and decided instead that I needed to understand it. To the stories I had heard for so long, I began adding my own questions. My parents had not lost property or income to the revolution, so why had they left? Why had their brothers and sisters mostly stayed? Does a revolution change people? Does migration? Who had my brother become, and who would I be if we had stayed? Alongside the phantasmagorical Cuba that surrounded me, I began conjuring my own.

Then in 1990, I returned to Cuba for the first time. I visited the people we had left behind—those still living. I listened to their stories and studied their old pictures. I traveled to the countryside where my parents were born, each in a different part of the island. I even went to Workers’ Maternity and took photographs of Teodoro Ramos Blanco’s sculpture of a mother and child. I made Cuba mine. In fact, I made it my life’s work. Immersing myself in its libraries and archives, I began a decades-long process of reconstructing the island’s past, and my own, from a seemingly bottomless source of frayed old documents. Sometimes the ink on their pages literally became powder in my hands; occasionally I paused at the sight of the shaky Xs—actually crosses—that took the place of signatures for people unable to write. And in the process of trying to summon up Cuba’s past, I came to regard it anew. I learned to see it from within and without, refusing the binary interpretations imposed from on high in Washington and Havana and Miami. I began translating Cuba for Americans and the United States for Cubans. Then I used all that to see myself, my family, and my own home—the United States—with different eyes.

This book is one result of that effort, a product of more than thirty years of work and of a lifetime of shifting perspectives between the country where I was born and the country where I made my life. It is at once a history I inherited and a history I have fashioned out of many possible ones. It is, in other words, what I have made of my sometimes heavy inheritance.



THE HISTORY OF CUBA LENDS itself to monumental and epic tellings. It is a story of violent conquest and occupation; of conspiracies against slavery and colonialism; of revolutions attempted, victorious, and undone. Epic, however, is often the preferred narrative of nation-states. So in telling this history, I have tried to heed the late Howard Zinn’s admonition to not let history become the memory of states. I have also remembered Leo Tolstoy’s advice in his second epilogue to War and Peace to not focus our histories merely on monarchs and writers, but rather to tell “the history of the life of the peoples,” as he called it.1 So, in this history of Cuba, kings and presidents, revolutionaries and dictators share space with many others. Some are human versions of historic men and women to whom monuments have been built. Other people—whether those taking up arms in a revolution or sewing to the light of glowworms in a slave hut or building a raft to take to sea—appear here without names, for those have not always survived in the historical record. They, too, serve as guides through this history, for they, too, move the stories of war and peace and life in these pages.

There is, however, another major force in the history of Cuba—not as important as its own people, but critical nonetheless. The United States. More than a history of Cuba, then, this book is also a history of Cuba in relation to the United States, a history of the sometimes intimate, sometimes explosive, always uneven relationship between the two countries. That is one reason I have titled the book Cuba: An American History.

The connections between Cuba and the United States stretch back over centuries and run in both directions. Few Americans have likely considered the significance of Cuba for the United States. During the American Revolution, Cubans raised funds in support of Washington’s army, and soldiers from Cuba fought against the British in North America and the Caribbean. As the thirteen colonies lost access to other British possessions, the Spanish colony of Cuba became a vital trading partner. In fact, Havana’s storehouse of coveted silver currency helped finance the new nation’s first central bank. Later, after Florida and Texas became states of the Union in 1845, propertied southerners—and even some northerners—looked to Cuba as a potential new slave state or two, as a way to buttress the power of slavery and its economy.

In 1898, the United States intervened militarily in Cuba and declared war on Spain. With that intervention, the United States turned what had been a thirty-year movement for Cuban independence into the conflict that history usually remembers as the Spanish-American War. The end of some four hundred years of Spanish rule was ritually observed at noon on January 1, 1899, with the synchronized lowering of every Spanish flag on the island. But the flag raised in its place was not a Cuban flag but an American one. With that began a full-fledged military occupation that ended four years later, only after Cuban leaders, under enormous pressure, agreed to grant the US government the right of intervention in Cuba. If the events of 1898 were fateful for Cuba, they also helped produce two consequential developments in the United States: first, the reconciliation of the white South and North after decades of disunion and, second, the emergence of the United States as an imperial power on the world stage.

For more than a century, the role of the United States in Cuban independence has been the subject of disagreement—a shared history viewed in radically divergent terms. Historically, American statesmen have tended to view US intervention in 1898 as an illustration of American benevolence. The United States had rallied to the cause of a neighbor’s independence and declared war to achieve it. In this version of history, Cuban independence was a gift of the Americans, and for that Cubans owed them a debt of gratitude. In Cuba, however, 1898 represents something entirely different: more theft than gift. There, 1898 was the moment when the United States swept in at the end of a war the Cubans had already almost won, claimed victory, and proceeded to rule over Cuba as a de facto colonial power. Cuba Does Not Owe Its Independence to the United States read the title of an important book published in Havana in 1950.2

Alongside that American presumption and Cuban resentment, however, existed dense networks of human contact forged over decades by people of all kinds in both countries. Cuba’s flag was designed and flown for the first time by Cuban exiles in the United States. The first pro-independence Cuban newspaper was published in Philadelphia, and the first national novel was written in New York. Cuba’s most famous patriot and writer, José Martí, spent more of his adult life in the United States than in Cuba, and the largest memorial service for Cuba’s most important war hero, Antonio Maceo, was held at Cooper Union in New York. Cubans traveled to the United States to study at Harvard and Tuskegee, to shop in Miami, to play baseball in the American Negro Leagues, to escape dictators, and to view the famous falls at Niagara. Americans traveled in the other direction: to drink during Prohibition in the States, to buy land and cigars, to convert people to Protestantism, to forge networks of Black solidarity, to honeymoon and to fish, to hear jazz and get abortions. Americans listened to Cuban music, and Cubans watched American movies. Americans bought Cuban sugar; Cubans bought American appliances. Actually, Cubans bought just about everything (except sugar) from the United States.

Then all that changed. Not overnight, exactly, but almost. When Fidel Castro was organizing and fighting his revolution against Fulgencio Batista, few could have foreseen the drastic realignment about to take place. But within two years of the revolutionary seizure of power in January 1959, the two countries would be at veritable war. The new Cuban government nationalized US properties, and Cubans staged a mock funeral, complete with coffins bearing the names of Esso, United Fruit, and so on. Crowds overturned the American eagle atop the monument to the Maine, the ship that launched the Spanish-American War and US intervention. They knocked down part of the monument to the island’s first president, Tomás Estrada Palma, who was once also a naturalized US citizen. Visiting the site today, one would find only the statue’s shoes atop the original pedestal. The history of American empire—and its repudiation—is written into the very streetscapes of Havana.

Soon the two countries closed their embassies and forbade travel. In 1961, American forces composed of Cuban exiles invaded, only to be captured and eventually returned to the United States in exchange for medicine and baby food. At the height of the Cold War, Cuba, long a client state of the United States, became the staunch ally of that government’s avowed enemy, the Soviet Union. Now Cuban sugar went to the Soviet Union, and oil and machinery that would have once come from the United States came from there as well. In October 1962, for the first time in its history, the mainland United States faced nuclear warheads pointed in its direction from within striking distance. Battle lines had not only been drawn, but also barricaded and mined.

The exigencies of the Cold War meant that for decades Americans generally understood Cuba primarily as a small—if dangerously proximate—satellite of the Soviet Union. Yet, its role in that global conflict notwithstanding, the Revolution of 1959 cannot be understood only within a Cold War framework. The Cuban Revolution was not one thing; it changed over time in goals and methods. Before taking power, it was emphatically not communist, nor particularly anti-American. Cubans did not support the movement against strongman Fulgencio Batista because they desired to live under socialism or at near war with the United States. Yet the revolution produced both outcomes in relatively quick succession. What explains how that happened, and what would follow, is less the context of the Cold War than the revolution’s relationship to history. Understanding that history—fascinating on its own terms and intriguing in its thorny entanglements with the United States—is therefore vital. Indeed, to overcome the ingrained enmities of more than half a century in both countries, a clear-eyed reckoning with the past, with history, is the first step forward.



HISTORY, HOWEVER, ALWAYS LOOKS DIFFERENT depending on where one stands. This book takes that observation as a point of departure. It is a history of Cuba that functions also as a kind of history of the United States. It is a shadow history, a necessarily selective, incomplete history of the United States reimagined from Cuban ground and Cuban waters. From that vantage point, America looks different. Indeed, it is not even America, a name that Cubans—like many others across the world—use to name not the United States, but the two continents and the islands of the Western Hemisphere. It is a name that, in theory, belongs as much to Cuba (or Mexico, Argentina, and Canada) as it does to the United States. That is another reason this book is called Cuba: An American History, to unsettle expectations about what America is and is not. Cuban history, meanwhile, can be many things. One of those is a mirror to the history of the United States. In this history of Cuba, then, US readers can see their own country refracted through the eyes of another, from the outside in, much as I have lived and understood both Cuba and the United States most of my life.




Part I Dispatches from the First America
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    A woodcut illustration from the 1494 publication of Christopher Columbus’s report of his arrival in the New World.





Chapter 1 HEAVEN AND HELL

The history of Cuba begins where American history begins. History, of course, has more than one meaning. It refers to events of the past—war and peace, scientific breakthroughs and mass migrations, the collapse of a civilization, the liberation of a people. But history also refers to the stories that people tell about those pasts. History in the first sense refers to what happened; in the second, to what is said to have happened. Cuban history begins as American history does in the second sense of the word: history as narrative, as one telling of many possible ones, invariably grander and necessarily smaller than the other kind of history—history as it is lived.1

For both Cuba and the United States, this second kind of history—history-as-narrative—often begins in 1492 with the epic miscalculation of a Genoese navigator Americans know as Christopher Columbus. In its day, Columbus’s gaffe was a perfectly reasonable one. He had studied navigational maps and treatises of both his contemporaries and the ancients; he had sailed on Portuguese ships to Iceland and West Africa. He understood—as had the Greeks and Muslims long before and most Europeans in his own time—that the world was not flat. And he used that knowledge and experience to make a deceptively simple argument. From Europe, the best way to reach the East was to sail west.

In an age when every European explorer was racing to find new trade routes to Asia, Columbus approached several European monarchs to propose his westerly route. The king of Portugal said no. King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella of Spain twice rejected the proposal. Eventually, after his third attempt, they decided to let him try. The year was 1492. The Spanish monarchs had just waged the final, victorious campaign of the Christian Reconquest, ending seven hundred years of Muslim control on the Iberian Peninsula. The majestic city of Granada, the last Muslim stronghold, fell to the Catholic kings on January 2, 1492. Columbus was there that day. He saw the royal banners of Ferdinand and Isabella flying atop the towers of the Alhambra, and he watched as the Muslim king knelt to kiss their royal hands. Columbus was still in the city later that month when Ferdinand and Isabella ordered Jewish residents of their kingdoms to convert to Christianity, leave voluntarily, or face expulsion. Thus did Columbus witness the final victory of a militant and intolerant religiosity. In fact, he was its beneficiary, for it was only with that war over that the Catholic monarchs acceded to Columbus’s unusual venture.

On Friday, August 3, 1492, just three days after the deadline for the Jews of Spain to leave and a half hour before sunrise, Columbus set sail. He bore the title the king and queen had conferred on him: High Admiral of the Ocean Sea and Viceroy and Governor for life of all the islands and continents he might discover. As befitting a man of that rank, he peered out at the horizon with confidence. Wealthy, thriving Asia awaited him, just on the other side of a sea he was sure he could cross “in a few days with a fair wind.”2

Two months and nine days later, on October 12, 1492, Columbus and his weary sailors made landfall on a small island. Convinced he was somewhere in Asia, which Europeans of the time called India, he asked two captains to “bear faithful testimony that he, in the presence of all, had taken… possession of the said island for the King and for the Queen his Lords.”3 Columbus directed a secretary to come ashore with him and consign the event to writing, and therefore to history. Nothing anyone wrote, not even Columbus’s own journal, survived in its original form. The people who watched from shore—henceforth known to Europeans as Indians because of Columbus’s error—wrote nothing at all. Even had the first survived and the second existed, no writing produced in that moment could have conveyed the momentousness those events would later acquire. Columbus and his men had arrived in another world—new to them, ancient to the people already there. With that arrival began not history itself, but one of the most important chapters of it ever written.



THE STORY OF COLUMBUS’S ARRIVAL in the so-called New World is completely familiar to readers in the United States and has been for centuries. One of the country’s early national anthems was called “Hail, Columbia,” the title referring, of course, to Columbus. Cities and towns across the young country took Columbus’s name. In the nation’s capital, the District of Columbia, a painting called the Landing of Columbus has graced the Rotunda of the Capitol Building since the 1850s. The date of that landing remains today a national holiday. Generations of American schoolchildren have learned the story of Columbus, usually only a little after learning to read. That they often forget most of the details can be gleaned from the recent experience of a park ranger at the national monument at Plymouth Rock, the site of the first landing of the Mayflower pilgrims. The park ranger once explained that the most common questions she fields from visitors have to do with the famous Genoese sailor. “Was this where Columbus first landed?” they often ask her. Confused, many ask why the historical marker at the site says 1620 and not 1492.4 Columbus begins US history not only in this kind of popular conception, but also in much of the nation’s written history, from the very first ones ever published in the early decades of the nineteenth century to the 2018 book These Truths: A History of the United States, by Harvard professor and New Yorker writer Jill Lepore.5

For decades, historians and activists have pointed out at least two glaring problems with the Columbus myth as history. They focus on the violence unleashed by Columbus’s arrival—the long and tragic history of genocide and Native dispossession it inaugurated. Here, Columbus is no hero at all. In 2020, activists across the United States targeted monuments dedicated to his memory—tying ropes around his statue and pulling it down in Minneapolis, beheading one in Boston, setting another aflame in Richmond and then plunging it into a lake. Activists and historians point out another simple fact: namely, that Columbus did not discover America. The people of the lands on which he arrived in 1492 already knew they were there. The hemisphere had a population significantly larger than Europe’s and cities that rivaled Europe’s in size. Its people had political systems, agriculture, science, their own sense of history, their own origin stories set in pasts long before Columbus. This critical and accurate appraisal of the Columbus myth applies not just to the United States, but to Cuba and all the Americas.

Yet there is a further distortion that arises from making Columbus the beginning of US history specifically. In a casual conversation with a Connecticut businessman waiting to board a flight in Havana’s airport, I mentioned writing a book on the history of Cuba from Columbus to the present. His question was sincere: Did Columbus discover Cuba, too? I hesitated before responding, feeling a little like the park ranger at Plymouth Rock. He did land in Cuba, I said, forgoing the word discover. But he never set foot anywhere on what we now call the United States. The businessman looked at me in disbelief. It was a simple, indisputable fact received like a revelation: Columbus never came to this America.


[image: Four Voyages of Christopher Columbus, Map of North America's east coast, the top of South America, and the western shores of Europe and Africa]

How is it that a history that did not even occur on the North American continent came to serve as the obligatory origin point of US history? There are, after all, other possibilities—even for those people who insist on beginning with the arrival of Europeans: Leif Erikson and the Vikings in 1000, for example, or John Cabot in 1497, Jamestown in 1607, or Plymouth Rock in 1620, to name the most obvious. Scholars sometimes maintain that a newly independent United States, searching for an origin story not indebted to Great Britain (its erstwhile mother country), pivoted to embrace Christopher Columbus and 1492. Then the renarration stuck.6

Yet Columbus was convenient for another reason as well. The conception of US history as originating in 1492 emerged precisely as the new country’s leaders began developing policies of territorial expansion. As early as 1786, Thomas Jefferson had prophesied that Spain’s empire would collapse, and he expressed his wish for the United States to acquire it “peice by peice [sic].”7 By the 1820s and 1830s, Jefferson’s casually stated desire had become a matter of national policy. The 1820s saw the enunciation of the Monroe Doctrine, which sought to limit the reach of Europe in newly independent Latin America, leaving the continent open to the growing power of the United States. The 1840s saw the emergence of Manifest Destiny, the idea that the United States was meant to extend through Indian and Spanish territories all the way to the continent’s Pacific Coast. The lands of the collapsing Spanish Empire, an empire set in motion by Columbus’s voyage of 1492, were now squarely in the sights of American leaders. George Bancroft, the author of one of the very first histories of the United States, was one of those politicians. As secretary of the navy and acting secretary of war, his actions would further US expansion into once-Spanish Texas and California during the administration of James Polk, himself also a strong advocate of US expansionism and one of several presidents to propose purchasing Cuba from Spain.

When early US historians such as Bancroft nudged Columbus, a man who never set foot in the lands of the United States, into the first chapter of a new national saga, they essentially seized a foreign history to make it theirs, some of them fully expecting that the lands on which that history had unfolded would soon be theirs, too. Today, Americans recognize the basic story of Columbus, often unmindful of the fact that it unfolded in another America. If Columbus begins US history as written, that is partly because, consciously or unconsciously, imperial ambitions have shaped US history from the beginning, too. And Cuba—where Columbus did land—is a critical presence in that American history.



IN 1492, COLUMBUS FIRST MADE landfall not in Cuba, but on the easternmost island of the Bahamas. He immediately claimed it for Spain and christened it San Salvador, though the people already there had always called it Guanahani. Meeting them for the first time, Columbus concluded that they would make good servants and convert easily to Christianity. They rowed out to the Spanish ships in canoes, which Columbus and his men had never seen before, bearing skeins of cotton thread, parrots, darts, and things so numerous and small that he declared they would be too tedious to recount. Columbus had other things in mind. “I was attentive and took trouble to ascertain if there was gold… and by signs I was able to make out that to the south… there was a king who had great cups full.” The next day, taking several Native people to serve as guides, Columbus left Guanahani and continued his journey. He did not sail past any island without taking possession of it, something he did by merely saying it was so. To each, he gave a name, even though they already had names.8

On October 28, Columbus arrived at an island he thought looked larger than all those around it. He was right. At more than 42,000 square miles, it boasted 3,700 miles of coastline, most of it on the northern and southern coasts. The distance between its eastern- and westernmost points—some 750 miles—would be roughly equal to that between New York City and Savannah, Georgia. Some say that the island’s very long, narrow shape gives it the appearance of an alligator, one of its own native species.

Columbus landed on the island’s northeastern coast. It was, he said aloud, “the most beautiful that eyes have seen.” He spotted dogs that did not bark, unknown fruits wonderful to taste, land that was high like Sicily, mountains with peaks like beautiful mosques, and air that was scented and sweet at night. Though the people of the place called the island Cuba or Cubanacán, Columbus insisted that it was Cipangu, the name Marco Polo had given to Japan, a land awash in great riches. Unfortunately for Columbus, Cuba had no teeming cities, no golden-roofed palaces; it had no silver and no obvious sources of bountiful gold.9

Eventually, out of deference to that stubborn reality, Columbus did two things. First, he modified his original assumption. Cuba was not Cipangu, but Cathay, or mainland China. (Columbus died more than a decade later, still never having come to terms with the fact that Cuba was simply Cuba.) Second, when the island disappointed him, he did what many continue to do to this day: he left. Thirty-eight days after his arrival, he sailed away in search of more land and more gold. Undeterred, he wrote to his royal patrons as if that were no setback at all. He emphasized other forms of wealth: natural beauty and pliable Indians whose souls might be easily saved. With a confidence that came from a few weeks of exploration, he promised thriving cultivation in cotton, which could be sold in the cities of the “Gran Can, which will be discovered without doubt, and many others ruled over by other lords, who will be pleased to serve” the king and queen of Spain.10

From Cuba, Columbus headed east to another island. The people of Cuba called it Bohío or Baneque; the people of that island called it Ayiti, or land of high mountains. The Spanish would call it simply Española (in English, Hispaniola), home today to both Haiti and the Dominican Republic. On December 25, 1492, a few weeks after his arrival, one of his ships ran aground. Columbus established Europe’s first permanent settlement in the New World at the site. He called it Navidad, Christmas. A few weeks later, leaving forty men and the damaged vessel there, he departed for Spain with samples of gold, six Natives, and exciting discoveries to report.

Columbus told of the lands he had claimed for Spain—not necessarily as he found them, but embellished, as he wished them to be. Everywhere he went, people honored him as a hero. He rode on horseback next to the king, and men hurried to volunteer for his next voyage. For Columbus and the Spanish monarchs, the goal of the second expedition was to establish a permanent Spanish presence in what they thought was the heart of Asia and to use it as a base for trade, exploration, and conquest. When Columbus set sail this time, he was at the head of an expedition with seventeen ships and a contingent of about 1,500 men. There was a mapmaker, a doctor, and not one woman. While several priests joined the expedition hoping to bring their god to the Natives, most of the passengers hoped for more earthly rewards, namely gold. On that voyage, Columbus also carried sugarcane cuttings. He had no way of knowing then that sugar would have a far greater impact in the Caribbean islands than either God or gold.

When the expedition arrived in Hispaniola in November 1493, a new reality greeted them. On disembarking, the eager arrivals found Christian clothing strewn near the coast and the bodies of Spaniards decomposing under light brush. Locals explained that the settlers had angered their immediate neighbors by murdering some men and taking five women each “to minister to [their] pleasure.” Leaving behind the scenes of carnage, Columbus sailed on and founded a new settlement, La Isabela, named in honor of his queen. He put his brother in charge and left almost immediately to do what he liked best: to sail and explore and, hopefully, to find gold. He returned to Cuba and explored the island’s southern coast. Sailing by the eastern portions of that coast, he would have seen mountains that rose abruptly to heights of thousands of feet; farther west on the southern coast, he would have noted the marshland and mangrove islands that dominate the landscape. From there he continued his explorations, landing in Jamaica for the first time. But fast surmising that the best chance of gold lay in Hispaniola, which he now likened to the biblical lands of Sheba, he returned there and assumed his position as governor.11

It was in Hispaniola that the first phase of European conquest and colonization of the Americas unfolded in earnest. Trouble there began immediately. Internal rivalries cleaved the community of Spanish settlers. While some of those conflicts centered on the authority of Columbus, most derived from the fact that every settler seemed to want more—more gold and more people to work it. The disputes among the Spanish were trifling compared to the suffering inflicted upon the Native people of the island. To command their labor, Spaniards removed men from their villages and transported them to mines far from home to work without respite. Relations with Native people soured quickly, sometimes erupting into open warfare. Between the unforgiving work, malnutrition, war, and disease, the population decline was catastrophic. According to estimates, more than eight of every ten Native persons died by 1500, less than a decade into the conquest. By 1530, the Indigenous population of Hispaniola had declined by about 96 percent.12 With the labor supply dwindling even faster than the gold, colonists embarked on slaving missions to nearby islands, stealing people from the Bahamas, Cuba, and elsewhere to staff the mines they hoped would make them rich. When that was not enough to sustain the settlers, they set their sights on nearby islands.



IT WAS THEN THAT THE conquest and colonization of Cuba began in earnest. In 1511, Diego de Velázquez, who had accompanied Columbus on his second voyage, founded the first Spanish settlement on the island and became its governor. The Indigenous name for the place was Baracoa; Velázquez called it Nuestra Señora de la Asunción. But the original name stuck, and the Spanish and everyone else continued to call it Baracoa, the name it bears today. The settlement was near the tip of the island, facing east into the Caribbean. From the mountains that rose behind it, a person could see Hispaniola just about fifty miles across a sea passage navigable by Native canoes.

Native people traversed those waters frequently, to trade and fish, to share news, to flee their new bearded masters. As Spanish enslavement of Natives in Hispaniola began destroying lives and communities, some escaped across those waters to Cuba. So, when the Spanish first arrived in Baracoa, there were people there who already knew about Europeans and what they had done in Hispaniola.

One of them was a man named Hatuey, a nobleman and chief from Hispaniola, who led his followers to Cuba to elude the conquerors. The story of Hatuey’s last stand has survived because Bartolomé de Las Casas, onetime colonist turned priest, included it in his searing condemnation of the Spanish conquest, A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies, which the English eagerly translated with titles such as Spanish Cruelties and The Tears of Indians.13 Las Casas’s conscientious objection to conquest, his passionate voice, and the moralizing character of his account sometimes give his stories the feel of parable. That is the case with his telling of Hatuey’s history. But if he perhaps embellished for the sake of narrative, the basic outline of his account—the violence of the conquest, the pain and resistance of the conquered—is undeniable.

Las Casas tells us that, once in Cuba, Hatuey gathered his people on the banks of a river and addressed them. “You already know that it is said the Christians are coming here; and you have experience of how they have treated… those people of Hayti; they come to do the same here.” Why do the Spanish do this, he asked his listeners, who speculated that it was out of cruelty and wickedness. No, Hatuey insisted, “not alone for this [reason], but because they have a God whom they greatly adore and love; and to make us adore Him they strive to subjugate us and take our lives.” Hatuey gestured to a basket of gold and intoned, “Behold here is the God of the Christians.” To get rid of the newcomers they had to get rid of the gold, Hatuey concluded. Then he threw the basket into the river.14

The Spanish came nonetheless. Initially, Hatuey and his followers resisted. Soon, however, the invaders captured and condemned him to burn at the stake. Before the sentence was carried out, a Spanish priest gave Hatuey the opportunity to convert to Christianity and thus save his soul and ascend to heaven. Hatuey asked whether Christians went to heaven. When the friar answered that the good ones did, Hatuey at once answered that he preferred hell, “so as not to be where Spaniards were.”15 That may have been the first political speech recorded on Cuban soil. But it did nothing to avert Hatuey’s fiery death, nor to save Native people from the catastrophe already befalling them.



HATUEY AND HIS PEOPLE CAME to be known as Taínos, though what they called themselves in 1492 or 1511, we do not know. Taínos lived in the four largest islands of the Caribbean (Hispaniola, Puerto Rico, Cuba, and Jamaica), as well as in the Bahamas. In Cuba, the Taínos were not the only Indigenous group, but they were by far the most numerous, and they bore the first brunt of European conquest. They had settled in Cuba at least five hundred years before, and by the time of Columbus’s arrival, they numbered between one and two hundred thousand souls. The bulk of this population was concentrated in the eastern and central parts of the island, where they lived in villages, sometimes with hundreds of residents and a leader called a cacique. Their modest thatched-roof homes—bohíos—looked much like the typical rural dwellings that dot parts of the Cuban countryside to this day. Rather than slash and burn their fields, they developed a sophisticated system of agriculture, heaping up the soil in mounds several feet high and more feet wide. Called conucos, the mounded fields improved drainage, checked erosion, and were particularly suited to growing root vegetables such as cassava (yuca), a staple of the Taíno and, eventually, the Cuban diet. The conuco system, wrote one scholar, was “an imitation by man of tropical nature, a many-storied cultural vegetation, producing at all levels, from tubers underground through the understory of pigeon peas… a second story of cacao and bananas, to a canopy of fruit trees and palms… an assemblage [that] makes full use of light, moisture, and soil.” Three centuries after the Spanish conquest, a version of the conuco was still in use—not by the Taínos (of whom by then there were relatively few) but by enslaved Africans, who had come to represent a large share of the island’s population and its main generator of wealth.16

The Taíno planted tobacco separately, smoked it, chewed it, and introduced it to Europeans, who had never seen it before. They played güiros and maracas, musical instruments that are still played today across Latin America and the Caribbean. Women prayed to Attabeira, the spirit guardian of female fertility, for a safe childbirth. Taíno youths played elaborate ball games using rubber balls. The Spaniards, who had never before encountered rubber and had no verb for what rubber did, struggled to describe what they were seeing: “These balls… even if they are only let slip from the hand to the ground, they rise much further than they started, and they make a jump, and then another and another, and many more.” Taíno words for things like hurricanes and sharks, unknown in Spain before 1492, are the words still used today across the Spanish-speaking world: huracán, tiburón.17

The Spaniards of Cuba occasionally recorded observations of this sort. But, for the most part, they were less concerned with the culture of Taíno people than with making fortunes off their backs. To rule the Taíno, the Spanish used the same means they had developed in Hispaniola. In both places (and later across Mexico and South America), the foundation of early colonial rule was a system called encomienda. Under its provisions, the Spanish governor assigned each local ruler (cacique) with all the people of his village to a Spanish settler, now an encomendero. Some encomenderos received perhaps three hundred Natives; a few received more; some just forty or sixty. The cacique was then responsible for sending groups of laborers to the mines for months at a time to harvest gold for the encomendero. When those workers returned (or died), others went.18

The Spanish Crown hoped that the encomienda would yield a better result in Cuba than in Hispaniola, where both gold and Natives had diminished rapidly. Wanting to avoid the same fate in his new territory, the king asked officials to draft a set of laws in 1512, just as Spaniards began settling Cuba. The new legislation was meant to curb Spanish abuses and ensure the smooth functioning and longevity of this unprecedented endeavor. The laws, for example, forbade encomenderos from punishing Natives with whips or clubs or from calling them dogs.19

Another law from this period required conquerors to read a prepared script as they first entered villages. Known as the requerimiento, the 1513 document informed Natives of a “chain of command from God to pope to king to conquerors.” It also required Native leaders to recognize papal and royal authority and to surrender their lands and persons without resistance. To those who acceded, the document promised:


Their highnesses and we in their name, shall receive you in all love and charity, and shall leave you, your wives, and your children and your lands, free without servitude… and they shall not compel you to turn Christians, unless you yourselves, when informed of the truth, should wish to be converted.



To those who rejected the conquerors’ demands, however, the requerimiento promised a different fate:


With the help of God, we shall powerfully enter into your country, and shall make war against you… and shall subject you to the yoke and obedience of the Church and of their highnesses; we shall take you and your wives and your children, and shall make slaves of them… and we shall take away your goods, and shall do you all the mischief and damage that we can… [and] the deaths and losses which shall accrue from this are your fault and not that of their highnesses or ours.20



Written on the eve of the founding of Spain’s first permanent settlement in Cuba, the requerimiento theoretically guided the beginnings of European colonization there. The king admonished Velázquez, the governor of Cuba, to refrain from relying too much on war against Native people and urged him to perform the requerimiento. Even at the time, however, some observers recognized the absurdity of the document. It was read in Spanish to people with no knowledge of the language. Some chroniclers said it was read to trees and empty huts, residents already having fled in terror. Other commentators doubted whether anyone bothered to read it at all.21



WITH THESE CONTRADICTORY AMBITIONS, THE Spanish conquered and settled Cuba. In just four years, Velázquez established seven towns: Baracoa, Bayamo, Santiago, Trinidad, Camagüey, Sancti Spíritus, and Havana. Initially, for the Spanish at least, the new towns prospered. In each, Velázquez appointed councilmen, judges, sheriffs, and notaries. He ordered the planting of crops and the building of churches, gold mines, and a smelting plant to process ore. The labor for all of it was performed by Taínos.22

By law, encomienda required that in exchange for that labor, the encomendero feed, clothe, Christianize his charges, and not overwork them. Between theory and practice, however, there was a chasm. The encomenderos could not feed their charges, because their charges were actually feeding them, using their own labor and knowledge to grow the food on which everyone depended. Generally, the encomienda system wreaked havoc on Taíno communities. Most of the gold in Cuba was far from existing villages. When the Spanish mobilized people to work it, they took them far from their homes and their livelihoods. Without sources of food near the mines, hunger exacerbated the hardship of overwork. The Spanish confiscated food from villages to feed the workers, but the supply was never sufficient, and the extraction left the villages more susceptible to hunger.

Under these conditions, it is not surprising that people resisted. Hatuey—the man who preferred Hell to sharing Heaven with the Christians—was among the first and most famous. But resistance did not end with him. Two Taíno chiefs who claimed to have supernatural powers (immunity to Spanish weapons and the ability to see and know everything that transpired anywhere on the island) were captured and killed in 1528. Another named Guamá led anti-Spanish movements for years, until he was killed in the early 1530s.23 Many others, whose names have not survived in the historical record, ran away or resisted by other means.

The combination of overwork, famine, and war would have been sufficient to cause significant loss of life. But Indigenous people across the Americas also faced a rash of diseases completely new to them—smallpox, measles, yaws, and influenza, against which they had no immunity. Periodic epidemics ravaged a population already severely compromised. According to one estimate, a Native population of about one hundred thousand in 1511 dwindled to less than five thousand by 1550. An unknown number died by their own hands. One Spaniard testified that in some areas more than half the Indigenous population had killed themselves. When the same man found three boys ill from eating dirt—potentially a form of suicide—he “had their penises and testicles cut off… made them eat them soaked in dirt, and afterwards he had [the boys] burned” to death. He never considered, or maybe never cared, that trying to deter suicide through torture might simply result in more suicide. In a few decades, the Indigenous population in Cuba declined by perhaps as much as 95 percent.24

Desperate for more people to rule over and make work for them, the settlers began fanning out to other shores. In 1516, an expedition to an island off the coast of the Yucatán Peninsula returned with 20,000 pesos’ worth of gold—fully one-fifth of what was amassed in Cuba in an entire year. Another expedition in 1517 landed in Mexico and returned to Cuba with two Natives and tales of lands blessed with precious minerals and Indigenous populations not in decline. News of that discovery “set the Christians mad with desire to possess the country they described.”25

In February 1519, another expedition left Cuba for Yucatán. Its leader was the encomendero Hernán Cortés, who had aspirations to wealth greater than what Cuba offered. He embarked illegally, in defiance of the governor, with whom he was in a long-standing dispute. In April 1519, he landed his forces, claimed Mexico for Spain, and began his march into the heart of the Aztec empire. From there he sent word abroad that anyone who wished to come conquer and settle in the newly discovered lands would be paid in gold, silver, and jewels, and they would be granted encomiendas as soon as the country was pacified.26 For men who had come to the New World seeking fortune and reinvention, the prospect of more gold and more Natives was too tempting to forgo.

Thus began the conquerors’ exodus from Cuba. Hatuey, the island’s first anti-Spanish warrior, had been correct. The bearded white men did follow the gold. In the same way that Spaniards had poured into Cuba a few years earlier, they now poured out, in pursuit of riches and glory elsewhere. Between 1517 and 1520, some two thousand Spaniards left the island; between 1520 and 1540, Cuba lost about another 80 percent of its Spanish population. To halt the exodus and not cede territory already claimed for Spain, the king made leaving Cuba punishable by loss of both property and life. But there weren’t enough officials on hand to enforce the order, and the Spaniards continued to leave for Mexico. After the 1530s, they departed for the fabulous Inca empire of South America, or for Florida, “a continent of which nothing was known and everything anticipated.”27



CALL IT THE CURSE OF an island. Land was tangibly finite. So, too, seemed opportunity. Many of those who could leave, left. The capital city of Santiago was reduced to thirty Spanish households; Trinidad was deserted; Baracoa, the island’s first European settlement, was reduced to “the shadow… of a rural hamlet.” A 1544 count of the population across the island tallied just 122 Spanish heads of household, about 900 free Native people, and some 700 enslaved souls. These numbers, however, did not take account of small Native communities that survived by remaining hidden and uncounted by the Spanish. Equally important, the 700 people held in slavery included not only Natives, but also Africans, who had begun arriving through the nascent transatlantic slave trade, to which we will turn a little later.28

Not every Spaniard left, of course, and not every Indigenous person died. A few Native communities quietly rebuilt. People had children and grandchildren, sometimes of mixed Spanish, Taíno, or African ancestry. Today in Cuba, a small number of people proudly claim Taíno identity. In a recent genetic study, 35 percent of the women sampled descended from an Amerindian woman.29 And Cubans, often without realizing it, regularly use things that the Taínos bequeathed to them: from tobacco to hammocks to a host of everyday words whose origins recall a time long before Columbus.

But, in the 1520s or 1530s, had it been possible to fly a hot-air balloon over the island, that legacy would not yet have been apparent. Instead, our pilot would have observed a few scattered towns and settlements of modest structures and few people—ghostly, resilient places where survivors remembered the multitudes of people lost. All around the island, our pilot would have seen beautiful, lush forests. Coming down a little lower, she might have noticed all the pigs, tens of thousands of them. Brought to the New World by the conquerors, they flourished and multiplied in the tropical landscape, devouring crops, and, in the absence of substantial human settlement, becoming masters of the land and, many years later, Cuba’s favorite meal.




Chapter 2 KEY TO THE INDIES

From the moment of their arrival in the New World, Spanish explorers and conquerors began elbowing for legacy. Juan Ponce de León had not been the luckiest or most accomplished among them. Briefly governor of Puerto Rico, he lost that title because of a rivalry with the Columbus family. Perhaps in recompense, the king authorized him to explore lands to the north, claim them for the Crown, and rule them as governor for life. In 1513, eager to make his mark, he set sail at the head of a convoy of three ships for an island known as Bimini, famed, according to some accounts, for its gold and, according to others, for its Fountain of Youth.1

Ponce de León found two other things instead. The first was a great peninsula he named Florida. He did not think to name the second, stranger thing he encountered: a current more powerful than the wind, like a warm, rushing river in the middle of the sea. It formed in the Gulf of Mexico (not yet named) and reached maximum speed in the straits between Cuba, Florida, and the Bahamas. At its most powerful point, which Ponce de León called the Cape of Currents, he lost one of his ships for several days, even though the weather was clear. Unbeknownst to his sailors, the current continued north, parallel to the coast of North America, which the Spanish did not yet realize was a continent. Eventually, it turned east and out into the Atlantic Ocean, which the men of the age called simply the Ocean Sea, believing there to be but one ocean in all the universe.2

More than two centuries later, Benjamin Franklin would encounter the same current at a more northern point. He studied it, interviewing New England whalers and reading navigation accounts of the ancients. Then he mapped it and named it the Gulf Stream. But in 1513, the powerful current was just one more mystery of nature in an age that provided many.

The pilot who navigated the lead ship in the 1513 voyage that first encountered the Gulf Stream was Antón de Alaminos, a man with a knack for being in the right place and near the right people at the right time. A few years after his voyage with Ponce de León, he was the lead pilot of the expedition that sailed from Cuba to Mexico under the command of Hernán Cortés. A few months later, Cortés dispatched him to Spain carrying the first news of Mexico’s conquest and the first substantial shipment of New World treasure. Cortés, who had left Cuba in defiance of the island’s governor, warned Alaminos to avoid the island on his voyage. But the master sailor recalled the strange, powerful current he had encountered with Ponce de León, and he knew what his route would be. He sailed into the Gulf of Mexico, north around the western tip of Cuba to Havana.

    In August 1519, however, Havana was not yet Havana. The Spanish settlement that bore that name was still on the island’s southern coast, plagued by mosquitos and readying to relocate to the site where it sits today. So, Alaminos arrived at the small settlement on the northern coast a few months before Havana itself officially did. That suited him just fine. Given Cortés’s enmity with Cuba’s governor, Alaminos was not looking to make a formal call at port, nor, possibly, to land in jail. He wanted only provisions and to locate the strange current he remembered from before. The Cuban governor, however, had his spies, and from them he learned of Alaminos’s visit. When Alaminos set sail for Spain, people gathered to watch, and they wondered at the unusual course his ship took, a course, they said, unknown and dangerous. Why, the governor later pondered, did Alaminos, who was “so skilled in seafaring ways,” take “a route by which no one ever sails”?3 But Alaminos knew something that others had not yet figured out: the place where Havana was about to move sat almost within sight of the extraordinary current he had discovered only a few years earlier. He used that current now to propel himself—and the treasure he carried—north and then east with the winds, all the way to Spain.



FOR ALMOST THREE CENTURIES, SPANISH treasure fleets carrying dizzying amounts of gold and silver would follow that same route. The great quantities of precious minerals in Mexico and Peru, and the existence in both places of massive Native empires capable of providing the labor to mine them, soon transformed Spain into the wealthiest and most powerful place on earth. And the discovery of the Gulf Stream that guided the treasure ships to Spain turned Havana into the “Key to the New World.”

As Spain’s fortunes soared, other European states paid keen attention, wondering how they, too, might reap the rewards of the New World. England and France began commissioning sea captains to attack Spanish vessels as they returned to Europe loaded with gold and silver. The Mediterranean Sea filled with pirates, corsairs, and privateers. It did not take long for them to realize that Spain’s treasure was significantly more vulnerable in the Caribbean, where the Spanish had fewer forts and ships, and fewer soldiers and sailors.

Havana, where Spanish ships usually stopped to restock and rest before the long journey across the Atlantic, was especially vulnerable. A small hamlet and not yet the capital of the colony, it had but a few dozen Spanish households in 1538, the year of its first known pirate attack. Little information has survived about that assault, but whatever happened, it prompted the Spanish Crown to order the construction of the island’s first fortress.4

The Spanish governor who oversaw its construction was a woman. Isabel (or Inés) de Bobadilla arrived in Havana in 1538 with her husband, Hernando de Soto, a conqueror recently returned from Peru having collected part of the gold ransom for the Inca king executed by Francisco Pizarro. The Spanish king appointed de Soto governor of Cuba and charged him with organizing an expedition to conquer Florida, which the Spanish knew about but had not yet begun to colonize. Less than a year after his arrival, he left Cuba with six hundred men, designating his wife as his replacement. Four years later, he died on the western banks of the Mississippi River, never having returned to Cuba or to his wife.

Old Cuban myth casts Inés de Bobadilla as heartbroken by the departure of her husband. Today, a bronze statue of a woman, which legend claims is her, sits in a weathervane atop the city’s oldest surviving fortress. For centuries, the statue has been a symbol of Havana. High above the city, she scans the horizon looking north toward Florida for all eternity, “always turning toward the wind that will bring her missing husband home.”5 In real life, however, she was almost certainly too busy to pine. Governor of an increasingly important city at a dangerous time, she protected her territory from pirate attacks and oversaw the construction of the new fortress. On the side, she owned several sugar mills near Cojímar, a village just east of Havana that Americans would later know as the setting for Ernest Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea.



SHORTLY AFTER INÉS DE BOBADILLA’S rule, the Spanish Crown made a decision that transformed the fate of Havana. By order of the king, all vessels making the journey from Spain to the New World would travel in groups of no less than ten 100-ton vessels accompanied by an armed ship, hence the term armada. For the return voyage to Spain, vessels were required to assemble in Havana and then cross the Atlantic together. In 1551, the year Spain introduced its famous armed galleons, an armada of over thirty ships wintered in Havana. Small, exposed, and unprepared, the city suddenly found itself the warehouse for the globe’s greatest treasure.6

Life in Havana revolved around the yearly arrival of the treasure fleets. Before they arrived, innkeepers cleaned, tidied, and readied for the advent of fleet season. Outside the city, farmers grew the food that would later feed the sailors. They raised large numbers of pigs and used the meat—cut and dried under the sun—to provision the ships and their crews. In the 1550s and 1560s, the average stays of the ships loaded with Mexican treasure was almost two months; the ones from South America stayed about forty days. Sometimes as many as sixty vessels with thousands of sailors and crew converged on the city. While the ships were in port, the erstwhile sleepy hamlet hummed with life. Taverns, which outnumbered the city’s year-round households, did a brisk business. Innkeepers made their yearly earnings in those two months. Having learned some of the ways of the island’s Native inhabitants, they rented out hammocks to visitors. To help pass the time, and perhaps to frontload pleasure in a way that might allow its memory to sustain them on the long journey ahead, sailors sought hard drink, games of chance, and human companionship of one kind or another. They saw to practical matters as well: they repaired their ships and purchased supplies for the Atlantic crossing. Some sought notaries “to organize their earthly affairs before sailing through an ocean populated by unknown beasts and by well-known pirates, all of them enemies of His Catholic Majesty.”7

In many ways, Havana became a version of what it would remain for centuries to come: a place oriented outward. Its economy depended on precious minerals from other Spanish territories of the New World and on goods and markets from many corners of the globe. Increasingly, Havana would become the site of a secular, commercially oriented, cosmopolitan culture. But day-to-day in the early sixteenth century, people lived that culture by looking out to sea. Everyone—guards stationed atop fortresses, the governor in his residence, ordinary people walking near the water’s edge—eagerly searched the horizon for the dependable source of manna of every year: ships laden with gold and silver and manned by men eager to partake of (and pay for) everything that Havana had to offer.



THERE WAS, HOWEVER, A MAJOR problem: if wealth came from outside, so, too, might the forces that could violently destroy it. The City Council complained repeatedly to the king about how easy it
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