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To the craftsmen and immigrant workers

who transformed adversity into artistry—

those whose hands and stories

have shaped more than tobacco,

but a moment of reflection,

a connection to history.

May their legacy live on through these pages.
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Before You Light That Cigar...

F or over 250 years, cigars have shaped American history, industry, and culture—from the colonial tobacco fields to the cigar lounges of the Gilded Age, where they served as symbols of power, battlefield comforts, and quiet indulgences for workers and elites alike.

Yet most accounts focus on Cuban cigars, public-health debates, or the cigarette wars, leaving the larger American cigar story untold. This book fills that gap, tracing the rise of the American cigar industry, the labor struggles of Black and immigrant workers, and the economic forces that shaped its production and trade.

My passion for cigars and American history inspired this work. From Ybor City’s bustling factories to the “smoke-filled rooms” of political power, cigars have left their mark on American life. Coming to this subject as a historian rather than a cigar industry insider, I've set out to provide a well-researched yet engaging account—one that bridges rigorous scholarship with storytelling that brings history to life.

Our journey begins in 1762 when Lt. Col. Israel Putnam brought Cuban cigars and seeds back from Havana—a small act that would seed an industry. It follows the industry’s golden age in New York, Pennsylvania, and Florida, explores the Cuban Embargo’s lasting impact, and examines how Nicaragua, the Dominican Republic, and Honduras emerged as new cigar powerhouses. The unexpected resurgence of premium cigars in the 1990s—fueled by celebrity culture, brands, and Cigar Aficionado—shows their enduring place in American life.

America’s cigar story is one of craftsmanship, resilience, and tradition. Whether you’re an aficionado, a historian, or simply curious about cigars’ role in American culture, I invite you to explore this rich and complex history.

And my invitation comes with a promise: the reading will be enjoyable. So, sit back and light up that stogie.

Sebastian Saviano

March 2025
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INTRODUCTION

More Than Just a Smoke

I srael Putnam came back from Havana in 1762 with donkey loads of Cuban cigars and a packet of seeds | He had no idea what he had started. Two and a half centuries later, the cigar he carried home has shown up at nearly every turn in American life — at the surrender at Appomattox, in the smoke-filled rooms where presidents got picked, in the immigrant factories of Ybor City, in the Oval Office the night before Kennedy signed the Cuban embargo, and in the cigar lounges where the 1990s boom decided what wealth was supposed to look like.

From the back rooms where political deals shaped the nation to the battlefields where soldiers clung to cigars as a brief solace amid chaos, these hand-rolled artifacts have played an outsized role in shaping American culture. They were in the hands of the industrialists who transformed the economy, the presidents who wielded global influence, and the workers whose craftsmanship and labor built an industry that shaped American commerce and influenced cigar culture worldwide.

While Havana cigars have long been revered, America played a critical—if often overlooked—role in the cultivation, production, and commercialization of cigars. From Connecticut’s famed tobacco fields to Tampa’s cigar factories, from the labor struggles of cigar workers to the glamour of Hollywood’s golden age, the American cigar story is one of innovation, resilience, and cultural significance.

Why This Book? Why Now?

Despite the cigar’s prominence in American history, its story remains largely untold. America’s Cigar Story is an exploration of how cigars shaped and were shaped by business, politics, war, and social culture. This book spans centuries, tracing the rise of cigars in colonial America beginning in 1762, their role in the War of 1812 and the Civil War, the golden age of cigar factories, the 1962 Cuban Embargo, the 1990s cigar boom, and the modern boutique revival.

In telling this story, we will answer key questions, such as:

• How did cigars evolve from a European import to an American cultural staple?

• What role did cigars play in early American political and economic development?

• How did the rise and fall of American cigar factories reflect broader societal changes?

• What was the real impact of the Cuban Embargo, and how did the cigar industry adapt?

• Why did cigars make a comeback in the 1990s, and what does the future of American cigar culture look like?

What This Book Covers

Each chapter of this book explores a different era of America’s cigar legacy, showing how cigars have been shaped by historical forces—from colonial trade and wartime consumption to industrial innovation and cultural renaissance.

Chapter 1: The Foundations of American Cigar Culture

Cigars arrived in America as an imported luxury but quickly became a symbol of economic and cultural identity. This chapter explores the colonial tobacco economy, the role of Cuban cigars in early America, and how wars—from the War of 1812 to the Civil War—cemented cigars as part of American life.

Chapter 2: The Rise of the American Cigar Industry

The Industrial Revolution transformed cigar-making from an artisan craft to a mass-market industry. As immigration surged, cigar factories in New York, Philadelphia, and Tampa became centers of economic opportunity—but also of labor struggles and political tensions.

Chapter 3: Smoke-Filled Rooms & The Politics of Power

The late 19th and early 20th centuries saw cigars become a symbol of power, influence, and wealth. From Gilded Age tycoons to presidents wielding cigars in backroom political deals, this chapter explores how cigars became deeply intertwined with American politics and business culture.

Chapter 4: The Cuban Embargo: A Defining Disruption

The 1962 Cuban Embargo forever altered the cigar industry. This chapter explores how the Cold War and Cuba’s alignment with the Soviet Union led to the sudden disappearance of Cuban cigars from the U.S. market—against the backdrop of John F. Kennedy’s last-minute cigar stockpile—forcing the industry to reinvent itself with new production hubs in Nicaragua, Honduras, and the Dominican Republic.

Chapter 5: The 1990s Cigar Revival

By the late 20th century, cigars had faded from mainstream American culture. Then came an unexpected revival, fueled by celebrity culture, Wall Street wealth, and Cigar Aficionado magazine. This chapter examines the cigar boom of the 1990s and how it reshaped the market—setting the stage for today’s cigar renaissance.

Chapter 6: The Boutique Cigar Renaissance

The 21st century ushered in a new era of craftsmanship, as boutique brands began challenging industry giants. This chapter explores how small-batch manufacturers, experimental blending, and the resurgence of American-grown tobacco are reshaping the cigar world today.

Chapter 7: The Future of the Cigar Industry

As cigars face increasing government regulations, changing consumer habits, and shifting global markets, their future remains uncertain. This final chapter examines what lies ahead for cigars in the United States, exploring debates over Food and Drug Administration (FDA) oversight, taxation, international trade, and the rise of digital cigar communities.

The Enduring Allure of the Cigar

Perhaps more than any other tobacco product, cigars have resisted mass-market commodification. Unlike cigarettes, which became a disposable convenience, cigars have remained a deliberate indulgence, requiring time, patience, and appreciation. Their enduring appeal lies not just in the tobacco itself, but in the ritual—the cutting, the lighting, the slow, contemplative burn.

It is a ritual that has survived economic depressions, war, shifting social norms, and government regulations. Even today, in a world of fast-paced consumer culture, cigar lounges remain a place where time slows down.

Welcome to America’s Cigar Story—a journey through smoke, craft, and history.


CHAPTER 1

The Foundations of American Cigar Culture

F rom Colonies to Civil War1 | The story of early American history is one of extraordinary transformation. Between 1607 and 1865, the North American colonies evolved from scattered European settlements into a unified republic—one that would soon be tested by war. What began as an economic outpost for European imperial powers became a nation shaped by the ideals of self-governance, economic expansion, and territorial ambition. Yet, as the country grew in power and influence, deep political and economic divisions threatened to tear it apart.

The 18th century saw the American colonies break away from British rule in a radical experiment in self-governance. The American Revolution (1775–1783) was not just a military conflict but a declaration that democracy could challenge existing global power structures. Economically, the colonies thrived on agriculture and transatlantic trade, exporting tobacco, rice, indigo, and cotton to European markets. This prosperity, however, depended on an exploitative labor system—indentured servitude and slavery—both of which would sow the seeds of future conflict.

As the 19th century progressed, the country expanded rapidly. The Louisiana Purchase (1803) and subsequent territorial acquisitions fueled the ideology of Manifest Destiny, reinforcing America’s belief in its right to expand westward. However, this territorial growth intensified political tensions between the North and South, particularly regarding slavery’s role in the economy. The War of 1812 (1812–1815) further defined the nation’s identity, solidifying U.S. sovereignty and opening new trade opportunities.

By the mid-1800s, the North had developed a powerful industrial economy, while the South remained largely agrarian and dependent on enslaved labor. These economic and moral divides culminated in the Civil War (1861–1865), the most profound crisis in U.S. history. The war ultimately led to the abolition of slavery (13th Amendment, 1865) and redefined citizenship, paving the way for Reconstruction. Additionally, the industrial mobilization required during the war laid the groundwork for the United States’ emergence as a global economic power in the following decades.

Throughout these years of transformation, America was not only building a nation—it was also shaping its cultural identity. Cigars, once a rare imported luxury, began to take root in American society during this period. The next section explores how this shift occurred, tracing the early roots of cigar culture from the colonial era through the Civil War and the key regions that shaped American cigar-making.

The Evolution of America and the Birth of Cigar Culture

Long before cigars became a symbol of power and refinement in America, tobacco had already shaped the country’s economy, politics, and daily life. In the early American colonies, tobacco was more than a mere cash crop—it was a lifeline, a currency, and a commodity that connected the New World to Europe and the Caribbean. Farmers, merchants, and even the Founding Fathers depended on its trade to sustain their wealth and ambitions. Yet, while tobacco cultivation was firmly entrenched in American society by the 17th century, the cigar as we know it was still a rarity. It would take another century before cigars evolved from a mostly imported indulgence into a staple of American culture.

This chapter explores that transformation, tracing the earliest roots of American cigar culture from its introduction in the 18th century to its rising popularity among soldiers, industrialists, and statesmen in the 19th. It also examines the critical role played by key tobacco-growing regions—such as Pennsylvania and Connecticut—whose fertile lands shaped the future of American cigar-making.

The Role of Tobacco in the Colonial Economy

Tobacco transformed the struggling American colonies into an economic powerhouse. In the Chesapeake region of Virginia and Maryland, this “golden leaf” became more than a crop—it was the foundation of colonial society, serving as both commodity and currency.

The story begins with John Rolfe’s successful tobacco cultivation in Jamestown in 1612. His first shipment to England in 1614 marked the beginning of a commercial revolution in the colonies. By 1622, Virginia’s tobacco exports reached 60,000 pounds; by 1639, they surged to 1.5 million pounds. At the century’s end, Britain was importing over 20 million pounds annually from its American colonies, fundamentally reshaping the colonial economy.

Tobacco’s influence extended far beyond agriculture. Colonial governments began setting fixed rates for goods and services in pounds of tobacco, even requiring it for tax payments and official salaries. The crop’s demands led to the widespread use of indentured servants and enslaved labor, making tobacco a primary driver of the transatlantic slave trade in North America.

The tobacco trade also shaped colonial infrastructure. Strategic ports—Norfolk, Baltimore, and Charleston—grew into economic powerhouses, their locations ideal for connecting inland plantations to transatlantic trade routes. A network of tobacco warehouses and inspection stations emerged, ensuring quality control and regulated exports.

Yet this prosperity came with volatility. Tobacco prices fluctuated wildly based on European demand and British trade restrictions. The Navigation Acts of the 17th century, requiring all colonial tobacco to be shipped exclusively to England, created deep-seated frustrations among American planters. These economic tensions would later contribute to the growing rift between the colonies and the British Crown—one of many factors that would ultimately spark the American Revolution.

As colonial America grew from a collection of struggling settlements into a network of prosperous colonies, the way Americans consumed their precious tobacco underwent an equally significant transformation. While tobacco had already established itself as the economic backbone of colonial society, the shift from pipes to cigars marked a crucial evolution in American cultural independence.

The early colonial period was dominated by clay pipes, most imported from England alongside other manufactured goods. These pipes, mass-produced in cities like Bristol and London, symbolized the colonies’ commercial and cultural ties to Britain. Even as colonial craftsmen developed their own pipe-making traditions, using local materials and designs, the basic form remained rooted in European customs.

However, the same merchant ships that carried Virginia and Maryland tobacco to European markets began returning from Seville—the birthplace of modern cigar manufacturing—carrying something new: expertly hand-rolled cigars. These tobacco products, first perfected in the Royal Tobacco Factory of Seville in the early 1700s, represented a dramatic departure from British smoking traditions. As colonial traders increased their connections with Spanish territories, particularly in response to restrictive British trade policies, they encountered a sophisticated cigar culture that would soon captivate American smokers.

The practical advantages of cigars over pipes became immediately apparent. While pipes required constant maintenance and were prone to breakage, cigars offered a self-contained, portable smoking experience ideally suited to America’s increasingly mobile society. Merchants, sailors, and travelers found they could easily carry a supply of cigars for their journeys, and soldiers discovered them to be far more convenient during military campaigns.

By the 1750s, the first attempts at American cigar-making emerged in colonial port cities, often involving craftsmen who had learned their trade from Spanish or Cuban artisans. While most cigars were still imported during this period, these early manufacturers began adapting traditional techniques to local tobacco varieties. The practice gradually spread inland, reaching agricultural regions like Lancaster County, where farmers began experimenting with tobacco varieties specifically suited for cigar production.

This transformation in tobacco consumption foreshadowed America’s broader journey toward independence. Just as colonial merchants sought trade relationships beyond Britain, American smokers began embracing alternatives to British-style pipe tobacco. Cigars became symbols of sophistication and worldliness, representing a break from colonial traditions and the emergence of a new American cultural identity—one that would soon express itself in revolution.

Lancaster County and Pennsylvania’s Role in Cigar History

Beyond Virginia and Maryland, Pennsylvania—particularly Lancaster County—emerged as a significant tobacco-growing region in the mid-19th century. The area became known for its high-quality Pennsylvania Broadleaf tobacco, which was first introduced around 1828 and gained prominence in the 1840s. Farmers developed this variety for its dark, rich flavor and durability, making it particularly favored for use as a cigar wrapper.

The Amish and Mennonite communities of Lancaster County played an essential role in this industry, growing and harvesting tobacco for generations. By the 19th century, Amish farmers were producing large quantities of tobacco, supplying it to cigar manufacturers in Pennsylvania and beyond. Their traditional farming techniques and resistance to mechanization meant that Amish-grown tobacco was often regarded as superior due to its hand-tended quality.

One of the most significant landmarks in Lancaster’s cigar history is Demuth’s Tobacco Shop, established in 1770 by Christopher Demuth and operated by six generations of the Demuth family until its closure in 2010 — at the time, the oldest tobacco shop in the United States. Today the storefront at 114 East King Street stands as a historical landmark, opened occasionally for special events by the Demuth Foundation, a testament to Lancaster’s long-standing influence in the American cigar trade.

Despite industrialization, Lancaster County and its Amish tobacco farmers remain critical contributors to Pennsylvania’s cigar tobacco industry, supplying premium leaf to domestic and international markets. Their continued presence underscores the deep historical ties between tobacco, American agriculture, and cigar culture.

Lt. Col. Putnam and the Introduction of Cuban Cigars (1762)

One of the most significant moments in early American cigar history occurred in 1762 when then-Lt. Colonel Israel Putnam, a veteran of the British campaign against Spain in the Caribbean during the Seven Years’ War, returned to Connecticut with a supply of Havana cigars and Cuban tobacco seeds. This event is widely credited with the introduction of Cuban-style cigars to the American colonies.2

Putnam, already a prominent figure in colonial New England, is believed to have distributed Cuban cigars among the local gentry, igniting a newfound appreciation for the product. More significantly, the Cuban tobacco seeds he brought back were cultivated in the Connecticut River Valley, which would later become one of the most important cigar tobacco-producing regions in the world. Over time, Connecticut-grown wrapper leaf became known for its high quality and adaptability, giving rise to what is now known as Connecticut Shade and Connecticut Broadleaf tobacco—two varieties that remain integral to premium cigar production today.

[image: images]

Following Putnam’s introduction of Cuban cigars, New England and other colonial markets saw a growing demand for handmade cigars, which were initially imported but later manufactured domestically in small workshops. By the turn of the 19th century, American cigar production was well underway, laying the foundation for the industry’s rapid expansion.

The War of 1812 & The Spread of Cigar Smoking

The War of 1812 played a crucial role in the spread of cigar smoking across the United States. American soldiers stationed in the Caribbean and Spanish-held territories encountered cigar-smoking traditions firsthand, particularly in Cuba and the Gulf of Mexico region. Many returning soldiers brought their newfound appreciation for cigars home, fueling domestic demand.

During this period, officers and soldiers alike increasingly favored cigars over traditional pipe smoking due to their convenience and portability in battle conditions. The war also strengthened trade ties between the U.S. and the Spanish Caribbean, ensuring a steady influx of high-quality Cuban cigars into American markets. The influence of Spanish cigar-making techniques became even more pronounced, leading to the establishment of small-scale cigar production in urban centers like New Orleans, Baltimore, and New York.

As a result, cigar smoking became associated with military prestige and leadership, further embedding the habit into American culture. Political and business leaders, many of whom had military backgrounds, helped cement cigars as a status symbol, a trend that would continue into the mid-19th century.

Cigars and the American Civil War (1861–1865)

The Civil War saw an explosion in cigar smoking among soldiers in the North and South, but particularly in the Union ranks. Officers and enlisted men alike turned to cigars for a variety of reasons: as a means of relaxation, a source of comfort, and a symbol of camaraderie. Cigars were often included in care packages sent from home, and soldiers would share them with comrades during downtime between battles.

One of the most famous cigar smokers of the war was General Ulysses S. Grant, who became synonymous with cigars. After a newspaper article described him as constantly smoking during battles, admirers began sending him cigars in droves. He reportedly received thousands of cigars as gifts, cementing his image as a cigar-smoking military leader.

In the trenches and camps, cigars were often used for bartering—soldiers would trade cigars for rations, coffee, or other goods. The prominence of cigars in wartime culture solidified their place as a symbol of resilience and endurance. The war also saw the expansion of cigar production to meet growing demand, with factories in the North ramping up output to supply soldiers on the front lines.

After the war, many veterans continued their smoking habits, further integrating cigars into mainstream American culture. The post-war boom in cigar production and consumption helped set the stage for the cigar industry’s dominance in the late 19th century.

The Civil War played a significant role in expanding cigar consumption across the United States, including the West. Soldiers on both sides of the conflict routinely smoked cigars in camp, during marches, and even in battle. After the war, thousands of veterans migrated westward, bringing their tobacco habits with them. Many settled in burgeoning railroad towns and cattle outposts, where cigar smoking became an enduring part of the social and economic life of the frontier.

During this period, saloons became central hubs of Western society, particularly in fast-growing towns such as Dodge City, Kansas; Virginia City, Nevada; Deadwood, South Dakota; and Tombstone, Arizona. These establishments catered to cowboys, miners, gamblers, and businessmen, offering whiskey, gambling, and, invariably, cigars. As seen
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