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Preface


I began to write this book on an evening in Havana in July 1961. I stood in the Plaza de la Revolución listening to a speech by Fidel Castro. The immense crowd were treating the occasion as a picnic, despite the sombre tones of the impassioned orator. Small boys sold drinks and hats from stalls and brilliantly dressed girls shook with pleasure as the ‘maximum leader of the revolution’ lashed himself into a fury against the government of President Kennedy. At about a quarter past eight in the evening, when the sun was beginning to die behind the statue to the Cuban liberator, José Martí, Castro’s voice began to give out and it was clear that, though he had not finished his speech (it had by then lasted only four hours), he needed a rest. Doubtless by prearrangement with cheerleaders, the orator allowed one of his remarks to be drowned by shouts and the singing first of the Cuban national anthem, then of the International.

In the section of the crowd where I stood, a group of Cubans, some white, some mulatto, some Negro, a few women, began to sing and dance the International to a cha-cha-cha rhythm, the song itself being sung by a huge Negress in the centre, the choruses by a laughing circle round her. The words came over with bizarre syncopation, ‘arriba hijos, de la tierra …’. As André Breton years before said to the Cuban painter Wilfredo Lam, ‘Ce pays est vraiment trop surréalists pour y habiter.’

The consequence was that I, who had gone to Cuba that summer with the intention of writing a short book about the current scene, embarked on a longer project, in order to explore the springs of this curious event in which I had participated. In the course of the work, I extended the starting point further and further backwards; originally I had thought that the book should begin with Batista’s coup d’état in 1952. But this seemed to miss too much and so I looked backwards further to that morning in January 1899 when the last Spanish Captain-General of Cuba sadly handed over power to an Anglo-Saxon, North American general. But that also omitted the absorbing question of slavery and how that decisively affected the character of Cuba, not to speak of the golden age of Cuban sugar in the nineteenth century; and so, after wondering whether there could be such a thing at all as a starting point to the book I had in mind (other than Columbus’s journey to Cuba in 1492), I finally selected 1762, the year of the first Anglo-Saxon capture of Havana – a year of great importance in the history of Cuba and of the Spanish empire, though just how important is controversial. Afterwards, it seemed to me in Cuba that this decision was wise since so much that seems obscure in the present Cuban scene becomes more comprehensible if set against the experiences of the previous four or five generations.

The outcome is a long book. Half of it, plainly, is history; but, in the second half, I enter upon contemporary politics, and by the time the revolution of 1959 is reached I am in a no-man’s-land between history, politics, sociology and journalism. This raises special questions: some will say that it is premature to write this part of the story, at least as ‘history’, since the necessary historical perspective does not exist. Of course it is harder to write of the recent past with an historian’s eye than of a more distant time. But all happenings, from the moment they cease to be future possibilities, are historical events. Often, indeed, they are allowed to suffer from neglect for some decades before being subjected to historical attention. An event is often a wound which, temporarily bound up by the journalist as if he were a field doctor, is then allowed to wait, even to fester, till it is treated by the surgeon at the hospital, the ‘professor of history’. As a result, a paradox arises: journalists and newspaper proprietors concern themselves with the immediate present and the future; historians prefer the safe frontiers of remoteness, where nearly all the facts seem at hand – or are irretrievably lost – and when those who played a part in the events described are dead and unable to answer. The recent past is thus often less studied than almost any other age.

This does not in general derive from any timidity on the part of historians. Much material, possibly crucial material, is indeed often not available. Would it not be better to wait, for that reason, it might be said, to write about the revolution in Cuba till, say, the despatches of North American ambassadors in Havana are duly printed, along with Washington’s replies and instructions; till all the Eisenhower, Dulles and Kennedy papers can be examined at ease in the cool libraries of still non-existent research foundations; and till the private papers of Fidel Castro and of the Cuban Communist Party, of the Soviet government, the files of several leading American companies, not to speak of the Central Intelligence Agency, may all be studied comparatively and without strong political bias, in the calm of some international Castro institute?


Yet what is available is already considerable. The richness of newspaper material is great, and there is much material in articles, books, periodicals and pamphlets about the events in Cuba during and immediately before the Revolution. Some private papers have been made available to me. There are also the memories of many of the leading actors in the events, and few of these are reluctant to talk of what they have seen or done. Many of the actors in the drama have unburdened themselves, to a lesser or a greater extent, particularly Fidel Castro, whose speeches have dealt not only with future plans but also, and often at length, with almost every aspect of his life and career – not dispassionately, but with much detail. A careful analysis of all published evidence, checked against the memory of a number of individuals and treated patiently, can now be made which, if still incomplete and tentative, must nevertheless be a contribution to knowledge.

The chief gaps, indeed, do not lie in lack of access to United States diplomatic papers, for the account of a revolution is not an essay in bureaucratic history. The gaps are on the Cuban and the Soviet side, and there is a strong possibility that these papers may never be available. It seems doubtful whether even the Cuban government archives document completely the change of life between the old and the new Cuba. Thus a historian in fifty years might be in the same position as a contemporary one, with the disadvantage that he will be less able to make up for documentary deficiencies by personal exploration. I hope, in short, that the last section of the book describing President Kennedy’s unsuccessful expedition to Cuba in 1961 (if that is a fair way of describing it) is as respectable as that of Lord Albemarle’s triumphant one two hundred years before. It is, of course, an illusion to suppose that history gives an answer to everything.

During the course of writing, the missile crisis of 1962 intervened; and this momentous event marks the terminal point of the main part of the book – appropriately so, since, if events even between 1959 and 1962 are difficult to disentangle, after 1962 it is difficult to be certain of anything. The hold of the present regime on the country seemed by then firm. The Revolution might not be complete but the revolutionaries were in power. 1962 also marks a date when Cuba’s relations with the rest of the Americas, including the Caribbean, were quite cut; so that if Cuba had been a kingdom in an old-fashioned pantomime, the appealing programme note During this act, the curtain will fall in order to indicate the passage of two hundred years would be appropriate: for the old, closed empire of Spain has been substituted the new economic bloc directed by Russia; and statistics of Cuba since 1962 are almost as questionable as were those in the age of smuggling before 1762.








Note on Currencies


In the earlier part of this book, where dollar, peso and sterling conversions are very unlike contemporary ones, the sterling and/or dollar equivalents are usually given to assist the reader. After about 1880 these conversions are not made, and the conventional equivalents should be reckoned.
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Prologue


 



With Albemarle to Havana 1762


‘The multitude of palm trees of various forms, the highest and most beautiful I have ever met with, and an infinity of other great and green trees; the birds in rich plumage and the verdure of the fields; render this country, most serene princes, of such marvellous beauty that it surpasses all others in charms and graces as the day doth the night in lustre. I have been so overwhelmed at the sight of so much beauty that I have not known how to relate it.’

Columbus to King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella, 1492











1. The English Expedition


On 5 March 1762 an English expedition secretly left Portsmouth to capture Havana, capital of the Spanish colony of Cuba. It was the last campaign of a great war. England had won Canada and India from France. France, to stave off catastrophe, had badgered Spain to help her. England had declared war on Spain on 4 January.

Havana had been for two centuries the place of rendezvous for the Spanish treasure fleets from South and Central America. It was the military port of the New World; it was considered impregnable. It lay in a place of commanding importance in the Caribbean; and it had not been taken since being sacked by French pirates in the sixteenth century, though the English had mounted an unsuccessful attack twenty-one years before. With a population of thirty or forty thousand, larger than either Boston or New York, Havana was the third largest city of the New World, ranking after Lima and Mexico.1 Its capture would strike a powerful blow at French morale and destroy Spanish imperial communication. It would interrupt the flow of bullion to Spain and France. Admiral Rodney had recently won several French islands in the Caribbean; his West Indian fleet was poised to capture Martinique. Perhaps here then was a chance for the Caribbean islands to be united under a single, and English, flag.

The British government which dispatched the expedition to Havana was pacific. The great William Pitt, architect of earlier victories in the war, had resigned the previous autumn, since he had wished to strike at Spain there and then. The cabinet thereafter had been headed by the sixty-nine-year-old Duke of Newcastle, master of political corruption, and the Earl of Bute, the King’s intimate friend; the former at least was inclined to peace at almost any price; Newcastle thought the expedition to Havana ‘most expensive, hazardous, uncertain … when both men and ships are wanted elsewhere, a wild goose chase (as I now understand) afterwards, after Mexico, St Augustin [Florida] and God knows what’.

The decision for war, and to send the expedition at all, had been forced through by the military and naval commanders, men still in touch with Pitt, such as the great if aged admiral, Lord Anson, against the inclinations of the politicians who even doubted if they could thereby gain worthwhile bargaining counters at the peace conference, which they greatly hoped would not be long delayed: ‘I never saw this nation so near its ruin as at present … Peace, my dear Lord, is the only remedy … victories hurt us, as they make the peace more difficult’. In this doubting mood did the English Prime Minister, the Duke of Newcastle, dispatch this expedition. The Commander-in-Chief of this force was the Earl of Albemarle. Two of his brothers, Commodore Keppel and Major General Keppel, were among the naval and military leaders. The admiral in command was Sir George Pocock.

Five warships left Portsmouth with thirty transport ships (carrying 4,000 troops), nineteen supply ships, and eight bearing cannon. Many of the troops were veterans, at their head Guy Carleton, quartermaster to Wolfe at Quebec. At Barbados meantime the fleet picked up 11,000 gallons of rum, 100 hogsheads of claret and 900 casks of wine with some beef, and sailed on – a gallon of rum per soldier, 500 gallons of wine per officer. Off Hispaniola, Albemarle and Pocock were joined by a contingent from Jamaica, including 700 Negroes, under Commodore Douglas with nine of Rodney’s ships of the line, including the Dragon under Captain Augustus Hervey, an old companion of Commodore Keppel’s in the English Channel and Belle Isle in 1758 and 1760. These reinforcements included a number of slaves to work for the army.

On 6 June Albemarle began to land troops at the mouth of the river Cojímar, five miles east of Havana, being covered at sea by his brother the commodore. Pocock carried on with the main fleet towards the harbour of Havana, and effected a simple decoy west of the city to divert attention from Albemarle’s activities. This scheme worked well. A Spanish force under Colonel Caro set off in pursuit of Pocock, while Albemarle’s army landed without opposition.

The Captain-General of Cuba, Juan de Prado, held a hasty war council in Havana on the night of 6 June. He had heard of the proximity of the English expedition for the first time only a day or two before, from a Spanish frigate which escaped into the little port of Matanzas. Even then Prado had not taken the rumour seriously; no one thought that a major English fleet could go through the Bahama Sound. Present at the war council were the retiring Viceroy of Peru, the Conde de Superunda, and the retiring Governor of Cartagena (Colombia), Diego de Tabares, who both chanced to be in Havana on their way to Spain. Their presence was expressive of the immense slowness of imperial communication in Spanish America: Tabares had left Cartagena in August 1761; Superunda had been ordered home as early as June 1760 and had received the order in April 1761. Both had been waiting in Havana for months for an escort to take them home to Spain. The admiral in command at Havana, the Marqués del Real Transporte, and the captains of the twenty ships in the harbour, of which only twelve were of the line, were also present at this council.

The council decided to block the entrance of Havana harbour with two large ships, and to use the sailors and the guns on them and on other vessels to reinforce the land defences. The Spanish fleet would thus not sally out and engage the English, who were accordingly left to choose their own time for their attack, and to let reinforcements arrive. Although timid, this plan was in keeping with orders received by Real Transporte in November. The Spanish decision was influenced by the presence in the harbour of a hundred merchant vessels, a rich haul to lose in any war.

The Spanish command placed their hopes, then, on defence, to be conducted by 3,000 regular soldiers (the garrison had been reduced by yellow fever the previous year), 9,000 sailors (of whom only a few would stay on the ships) and perhaps 15,000 militia; but, when it came to the test, the militia did not number more than 3,000, and only 2,000 muskets were available, though there were a number of machetes and pikes. Many militiamen were Negro or mulatto, and Captain-General Prado also armed many slaves and promised them their freedom if they fought. (The promise was kept.) The Spaniards decided to defend with cannon the long ridge, known as La Cabaña, which commanded Havana, falling back on El Morro, a castle on the seaward end built in the 1590s as a defence against Sir Francis Drake.



Albemarle proceeded slowly from Cojímar, his delay being due to outbreaks of malaria and dysentery. Though General Eliott captured Guanabacoa, a village some miles beyond the eastward head of Havana Bay, Albemarle was expecting a siege, not a coup de main, and prepared battery engines. Only on 1 July, nearly a month after landing, was an attack made in earnest and perhaps only then because Albemarle feared the loss of all his men from disease if he did not act soon. English warships bombarded El Morro from the sea while the army advanced. The ships drew a good deal of the fire. Hervey on the Dragon, while almost destroyed, suavely signalled that he had been ‘often duller’, but still the army delayed; the breaching battery had been badly placed, and ammunition was short. Malaria and dysentery increased. Five thousand soldiers and 3,000 sailors were sick about 25 July. Reinforcements came from Jamaica and from New York. El Morro was stormed on 30 July, the attack being led by the third Keppel brother, William, through a breach made by two carefully laid mines: the Spaniards fought gallantly but were outnumbered. They too had suffered from disease. Perhaps 200 were killed in the assault. The Spanish commander, Luis de Velasco, was mortally wounded with his second-in-command, the Marqués González. The next day or two the English spent lobbing shells into Havana and counting their losses, afterwards moving against La Cabaña. The chief of engineers, a French technician, Baltasar Ricaud de Tirgale, reported Havana itself as now indefensible. Between 1 and 7 August the Spanish captain-general and his advisers decided on surrender and made hasty but vain attempts to send bullion in Havana elsewhere on the island or to other Spanish possessions. On 11 August Havana was surrounded by English batteries. A request for surrender was rejected. The batteries opened fire. The captain-general heard that there was ammunition for only four to five hours; and gave in.
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Terms of surrender were agreed. Albemarle would take over Havana and the west part of the island. The inhabitants of Cuba could remain Catholic but the bishop had to consult with the governor before appointing priests. Those who wished could return to Spain within four years or become English subjects. The captain-general and other members of the Havana council of war would be sent back to Spain by frigate. Men who had served in the militia would be reckoned civilians and could therefore remain, but sailors and soldiers would also be returned to Spain.

This victory derived from the ill-preparedness of the Spaniards and the lack of men and ammunition. Prado had had with him two French engineers and careful directions for the defence of Havana. But nothing had been done. Spain had been preparing for war for years but had wasted them. On return to Spain, Prado and his colleagues of the war council were brought before a tribunal as scapegoats; Prado was condemned to death for negligence but this sentence was commuted to ten years of exile, loss of employment and all rights. He died in disgrace.







2. The Spanish Colony



Since he arrived in the hot season and since he, like most of his men, was sick, Albemarle did not leave any such lyrical expressions of pleasure as Columbus had when he first saw the island. Cuba had not, however, changed much in two and a half centuries: the Spanish empire as a whole had indeed ‘developed with a truly majestic slowness’. Perhaps a quarter of the population of Cuba in 1762 lived in the city of Havana.1 For a hundred and fifty years, the four to five thousand sailors of the Spanish grand fleet had waited at Havana for about six weeks a year, in order to meet the treasure ships bearing half the world’s precious metals, coming from Vera Cruz or Portobello, and to escort them back through the Bahama Channel to Seville or Cádiz. Havana was also a shipyard, building small ships as auxiliaries to the Cádiz fleet, and a purveyor of food – salt beef, green vegetables and fruit for the homeward journey. These commercial activities had given Havana its special character. When this grand fleet arrived, uncontrolled gambling had been allowed, brothels sprang up, the rate of crime rose. The city (which had a permanent garrison of Spanish soldiers) seemed truly the ‘boulevard of the New World’, as the Abbé Raynal had put it; ‘one of the gayest and most picturesque [ports] on the shore of equinoctial America’, as Baron Humboldt would later do so, filled with riff-raff, deserters, escaped slaves, gamblers, escaping crooks, sailors looking for ships, prostitutes for sailors, and ‘friars without fixed destination’. The regular sailing of the fleet had admittedly ceased fifty years before and attempts to revive the old timetables had failed. But Havana was still a military port and had already that unique, easy-going, brilliant but semi-criminal, maritime and cosmopolitan character that has marked it ever since. The habaneros seemed to a North American, Major Gosham, who came in with Albemarle, to be ‘as bad a Mongrel Crew perhaps as any on earth’. They had, however, the grace of diversity: unlike the British islands of the West Indies, there was a large free mulatto or Negro community in Cuba – in Havana reaching 10,000, a third of the mulatto or Negro population of the city. Such things must have seemed specially odd to Major Gosham, since in some colonies in English North America there was severe legislation against ‘miscegenation’ and there were few free Negroes.
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Havana was walled, and built like most Spanish-American cities round a central Plaza de Armas. There was as yet no cathedral, though plans for one existed; when in Havana, the bishop (whose seat was in Santiago) preached in a parish church of mixed date, partly sixteenth century. But there were several imposing religious buildings, built with stone brought from Mexico, most already battered by storms and hurricanes so that they appeared very ancient, the wood dampened, the copper turned green, and which were filled – with wounded after the fall of Havana: Santo Domingo, the Dominican monastery (described in a list of ecclesiastical houses in the city prepared for the English as ‘rich’), which had been founded in the late sixteenth century; the similarly ‘rich’ nunnery of Santa Catalina, whither rich girls could flee the world, built in the late seventeenth century; a tall-towered ‘poor’ Franciscan convent which, begun in the sixteenth century, was only finished in the 1730s and was damaged in the siege (this had been the burial place of rich Havana families for several generations; Albemarle used it later as a barracks). There was a second, ‘very, very rich’ Franciscan monastery, and a ‘very poor’ Belemite one with a school (later taken over by the Jesuits), and another older, ‘rich’ convent, dedicated to Santa Clara, in whose cemetery most of the dead were buried after the fall of Havana in 1762. Havana had a university, founded in 1728 by the Dominicans, which, like all eighteenth-century universities, was far from enlightened; the professor of mathematics taught ‘astronomy and its consequences for Our Lord and King’; his Chair was often vacant. Mulattoes and Negroes, slave and free, were, like Jews and Moors, excluded, though some free mulattoes avoided this regulation. There was also a Jesuit college, of San Ambrosio and San Ignacio, attached to the Jesuit monastery, and founded on the wreck of various older schools, victims of quarrels between the Jesuits and the other orders.

A Belgian had set up a printing press in Havana in 1723, and one or two other presses existed. There were as yet no newspapers but a few poems and pamphlets occasionally appeared, and some of the quite large number of Spanish periodicals were sometimes distributed.

Apart from churches, the interesting buildings of the island were indeed mainly forts, the characteristic Caribbean architecture, dominating the cities, which were thus products of European military engineering: El Morro, the sixteenth-century place of battle in 1762 and badly battered in the siege; San Diego, in ruins along the Havana river; La Fuerza, in Havana itself, begun in 1538, the ‘oldest inhabited building in the New World’, the residence of the Spanish governor and from whose eyelet windows, in the sixteenth century, the wife of Hernando de Soto watched for three years while waiting vainly for her husband to return from his discovery of the Mississippi; and La Punta, opposite El Morro on the other side of the harbour, beyond the city walls, built in the 1630s. The most opulent edifice in Cuba was however the cathedral at Santiago, seat of the bishopric of the island, built in the sixteenth century; there was also a cathedral at Puerto Príncipe, the work being still under way though begun in 1616. The most important shrine, that of Our Lady of Charity at El Cobre, the copper mine near Santiago, was simple, being stone with a cedar-wood roof, a single nave and blue and white tiles on the floor.

Such were the monuments of the island now penetrated by the English: a few towers rising above walled cities, most of whose back streets, unpaved, unlit and uncleaned, might seem familiar in the 1960s to anyone who walks about the slums of South American capitals. But there were important differences; thus the cities were planned. The cities of British North America rose to serve the countryside; in the Spanish empire the population of the countryside grew to answer the needs of the cities. The cities of Spanish America (unlike those of the Anglo-Saxon North) were built according to specific architectural rules,2 the church here, the plaza there: for safety, few buildings straggled outside the city walls. The whitewashed houses with red-tiled roofs were more reminiscent of Andalusia than of North America. There were in Havana perhaps fifty grandees’ houses resembling those of Seville, with large courtyards, carved mudéjar ceilings and heavy doors, the oldest owned by the Sotolongos and the Recios who had founded Havana in the sixteenth century; within, a count and his family, his slaves, his bastards and cousins of various shades (each, in contrast to British North America, with precise names for their precise shades), would live most of the year – though their income derived, as in Spain, from the largely unknown and despised countryside. The strait-laced North American Major Gosham in 1762 found these people ‘indolently fond of rich and gaudy furniture and apparel’. At night, wild dogs and runaway slaves would try to enter the city to search through garbage for food; few people after dark would go into the streets unarmed, or without a lantern and escort.

Beyond the walls of Havana and the few other such smaller cities lay a largely virgin countryside. Over half the island (an eighth smaller than England in extent, though longer and narrower) was forest, with many fine trees – cedar, mahogany, other cabinet woods and some pines, though much cedar and mahogany had been either used for ships or exported to Spain, particularly in the 1580s, to provide furniture and panelling for the Escorial or doors for San Francisco el Grande in Madrid, and not replaced. There were many wild fruit trees – mangoes and oranges (both originally imported from Europe or Africa), lemons, pineapples, bananas, along with wild indigo and cotton – and everywhere, over forests and plantations, marvellous royal palms sixty to eighty feet high.

A few ranges of mountains in Cuba, such as the 150-mile-long Sierra Maestra, near Santiago in the east, the Sierra de Escambray, in the south near Trinidad; and the Sierra de Organos in the west, were forested. The highest mountain, Pico Turquino in the Sierra Maestra, rose a mere 6,000 feet. The soft, though rich, vegetation was reflected by the fauna: there were no snakes or large wild animals and few big reptiles, apart from occasional crocodiles in the marshes along the south coast. There were, however, deer, parrots, green pigeon, cuckoos, owls, wild duck, humming birds and vultures, hawks and buzzards. The worst natural enemies were the small sandfly (jejen), the mosquito, the biggest local ant (bibijagua) and the scorpion.

Rainfall was constant and there were few droughts. East Cuba was often ravaged by hurricanes, but the rain did not often wash soil away completely as occurred in similar latitudes in Africa. The Cuban climate was equable, save for the summer, the time when Albemarle arrived, when it became humid and stormy. For the rest of the year the sky was blue and the heat rarely troublesome.

There were no good roads in Cuba. Communication was mostly by sea, though a postal service went once a month from Havana to Santiago. This journey took the postman fourteen days, changing horses. (The first general post office had been inaugurated only seven years before, in 1755, by the correo mayor, postmaster-general, José Cipriano de la Luz, in a suite of rooms in his own house.) The countryside had few inhabitants. Probably less than a tenth of the total population lived there all the time. Those who did were escaped slaves, primitive Indians, tobacco farmers with their servants and families; the slaves who worked on the few sugar plantations, their overseers and, occasionally, their owners; and a number of cattle ranchers where these were not rich enough either to go over to sugar production or to build houses in Havana.

Of these, the last had been politically and socially the most important for generations. Lacking good maps, regular landholding habits and articulate knowledge of the country, the Spanish Crown had devised in the sixteenth century a simple method of giving the land in the Caribbean to its followers. Grants (mercedes) were made in the form of circles: a proprietor was allotted land to a certain radius from a given point. The proprietor received the usufruct of the land on condition that he provided the nearby town or settlement with the beef it needed and maintained an inn in the centre of the circle. These circles of land were therefore less grants of property than plans for food. But they did not suffice. Other enticements to settlers were prepared: lands, tax rebates, animals, farm buildings, and prizes for the first Spaniard who grew a new crop in the island. Few Spaniards came, for there was also a shortage of labour in Spain; the indentured labourer of the English colonies had no Spanish equivalent. Then disputes began as to where one grant-in-circle ended, where another started. Many grants were vague in territorial definition. Some had ambiguous radii, such as the distance that a cow bell or a cock crow could be heard. Titular owners without land squabbled with cultivators without title. Attempts to rationalize the matter – such as by squaring the circle, with sixty-four sides – succeeded only in giving money to clerks.

The segments of land which were not granted between circles remained technically with the Crown, a so-called realengo; and until the late 1720s, the city councils (cabildos) could dispose of this land to a likely applicant on the payment of an appropriate tax. Then the confusion became so great that the Council of the Indies took over the task. Finally, eight years before the fall of Havana to Albermarle, the captain-general took over the impossible responsibility (acting on behalf of the court of Audiencia in Santo Domingo). Meantime, many squatters settled in the realengos without money or will to secure a formal grant, gaining from their farms a bare living without any incentive to improve them.


The native Indians, never numerous, who had lived in Cuba before the arrival of Columbus (and from whom Europe gained the benefits of both tobacco and syphilis) had by this time dwindled into a few thousand isolated peasants, some living nomadically in caves in west Cuba beside the escaped slaves, some gathered in townships in the east. However few there originally were – perhaps sixty thousand, perhaps even fewer – they had been diminished by overwork looking for the elusive gold which the early Spaniards believed must be present; by European diseases (particularly the plagues of 1517 and 1528); and by famine caused by the collapse of their old institutions and customs. It was much the same elsewhere in Spanish America: a total population of about forty million probably vanished to a tenth of that within fifty years of the conquest. Many, however, were undoubtedly absorbed in Cuba as elsewhere into Spanish families and, because of the whiteness of their skin, were regarded as Spanish (or creoles), though sometimes their small hands or feet, their slight beard or their oblique eyes betrayed their real origin. The Cuban census-makers of the 1770s treated Indians as ‘white’, and indeed they never figured as a separate minority in any later reckoning of the population. But certain places such as Guanabacoa, where the Indians near Havana had been congregated in the 1540s, and Jiguaní, a largely Indian township founded in the 1740s in Oriente, were without doubt Indian in formation.

The Indians left other marks on the island: their bohío, the small hut made of palm leaves and wood, remained the distinctive Cuban peasant house. They contributed words, too, such as batey, for the group of buildings round a sugar mill; huracán, for the whirlwind which often destroyed Cuban harvests; hamaca, the hammock, the most practical bed in the tropics; canoa, the most practical boat; and guajiro, the small subsistence farmer, such as most of them were, growing yuca (cassava), maize, avocado and sweet potato, all indigenous Cuban vegetables. They also contributed place names, including that of ‘Cuba’ itself and ‘Havana’ (the same word as ‘Savannah’, signifying a treeless plain);3 and the art of cultivating tobacco (tabaco too was an Indian word).

In Cuba, many allegedly ‘white’ Spanish tobacco growers (vegueros, so named since they were the only regular cultivators of the vega, or plain) were probably half Indian, or wholly so; and others from the sixteenth century were Canary Islanders.

The Spaniards cultivated tobacco in accessible places, such as along the banks of the river Almendares, near Havana, or of the river Arimao, near Trinidad. Cuban tobacco, however, had been much sold (sometimes as snuff) to the Dutch, French or English pirates and smugglers who flocked round the coast till the end of the seventeenth century. Snuff ‘mills’ were numerous in Havana, while the south-east of Cuba, particularly the towns of Bayamo and Manzanillo, became, despite severe penalties, a great contraband market where European smugglers exchanged woods, dyes, salt-meats and slaves.4

Spain, in decline at home, finding that a sparse population was a serious risk in defending the island against foreigners, tried to encourage more colonists from Spain by giving them tobacco farms either free or at a peppercorn rent. This was unsuccessful. There were also difficulties deriving from the circular system of landholding. Vegueros wanted river valleys, not arbitrary tracts between vaguely known circles. Some proprietors allowed them on to their land, but they could not prevent tobacco from being trampled down by cattle which ranged wild. There were endless quarrels between tobacco men and cattle farmers, small men and big. In the absence of law, force won. The Havana oligarchy and council (cabildo) were dominated by cattle ranchers. Tobacco farmers sought the help of pirates, ultimately of the Crown.

Tobacco was now much the most profitable Cuban crop. Vegueros were forbidden to sell their product (snuff included) to anyone save the government, who set up a monopoly company (the estanco, literally, a place where privileged goods are sold) to handle the crop and to manufacture cigars in a royal factory. Many vegueros, supported by some churchmen and aldermen, resented this. There were protests, finally rebellions, particularly in 1717 and 1723, when three hundred armed men burned the farms of those who collaborated with the government and marched on Havana. This assertion of private enterprise was ultimately crushed and the ringleaders hanged. The estanco however did not alter much. In theory all Cuban tobacco was supposed to go to Cádiz; in practice, much of it (perhaps most of it) went to smugglers. According to statistics, Cuban tobacco production did not increase during the eighteenth century; in reality it doubtless doubled.

There was some other small husbandry in Cuba; the Indians had shown the way to the cultivation of boniato (sweet potato), yam, maize, cassava, pumpkin, several sorts of beans and various medicinal plants, as well as tobacco. Necessarily, they passed on less to Spain in Cuba than they did on the mainland where substantial Indian majorities survived. The Incas and their vassals, for instance, had developed an irrigation system, fertilizers from bird droppings, and methods of storing surplus grain. The Cubans scarcely learned these techniques before the 1960s.

The ranches of central Cuba produced leather and beef; most of it was sold to the treasure fleets or exported to Spain: the demand for leather was great, while dried or jerked beef was the staple diet on all old sea voyages. Official figures probably reflect the reality; hides were Cuba’s main export till the eighteenth-century tobacco boom. The breeding of cattle was in fact an appropriate pursuit for a Spanish gentleman, since it then demanded little save good horsemanship, sporadic bursts of work and the pursuit of escaped animals.







3. Sugar and Society


Cuba, unlike the mainland of South America, had never been held by Spain for the value of its exports. It had now no gold and had never had much. It was a service colony, kept up, like Aden in the nineteenth-century British empire, for the fleets carrying home the main imperial products. Even the mainland was still expected to produce precious metals rather than crops: Spaniards ‘wanted gold, not to till the earth like a peasant’, Cortés remarked in 1504. Cuba, unlike the other Caribbean islands, as yet produced little cotton or coffee; nor had she yet been persuaded into the manufacture on a large scale of that originally South Pacific product for which she was to be specially renowned and in respect of which the Caribbean was already pre-eminent, cane sugar. The English found about 2,800 boxes of sugar in the harbour of Havana – the year’s export or about 500 tons – a hundredth of the then production of Jamaica. But the grounds for expansion were already there (as there were in the equally neglected Spanish colonies of Puerto Rico and Santo Domingo); the Spanish market at home was growing, due to increased prosperity and increased population, while Spanish sugar production, once of importance under the Moors, was actually in decline in the eighteenth century, with fewer than ten sugar mills and not much more than 1,000 acres of cane. Cuban production was also much greater than the formal export figures suggest. The cane area amounted to 10,000 acres, which, if nothing compared to Jamaica, was clearly a beginning. What was perhaps needed was some sudden shock, ‘ideas from abroad’, and, even more important than psychological encouragement, more labour.

There were in fact already over 100 sugar plantations in Cuba.1 These plantations had changed little since the sixteenth century. Most were near Havana, some near other cities, and most had mills moved by six often lethargic oxen or sometimes horses, egged on by small black boys, rather than the doubly more powerful and more expensive water-driven mills which were bringing wealth to the English islands of the Caribbean and the French (above all Saint Domingue). There were some Cuban watermills but Cuba had few powerful rivers. Production of sugar had indeed scarcely increased since the end of the sixteenth century.2

The machinery in all these mills was of course wooden: usually three vertical rollers turning to crush, under a cover like that of a merry-go-round, long stalks of cane carried by Negro slaves. The liquid thereby produced, guarapo, a greyish olive-green juice, was boiled at the casa de calderas (boiling house) in a series of five open copper kettles (the ‘train’) of decreasing size, each tended by separate slaves, while it thickened through evaporation into syrup. Lye, an alkalized water obtained from vegetable ashes, was also put into the juice at this point. Each kettle had its own separate wood fire. The syrup in its turn was poured into hogsheads, clay moulds or barrels, and left there in the refining house (casa de purga) for some weeks to harden, the coarsest syrup, the molasses, dropping by weight through a hole in the bottom of the mould into a bowl beneath, afterwards in the distillery to be made into rum. The finished sugar came in the form of loaves, the best quality being from the top of the hogshead, the worst from the lowest. The process was not hygienic. The mills made an extraordinarily vivid impression on those who saw them: the casa de purga seemed a veritable palace of Pluto, enveloped in sulphurous smoke, far indeed from the terrestrial paradise which America represented in so much European literature: Negroes, naked to the waist, their bodies lit by the fire of the ovens; the splash of boiling liquid; cries of the slaves who fed the kettles and the orders of the overseer (E-cha can-de-la or Puer-ta); the lugubrious songs of the slaves, inside and outside; a cutlass ever ready to cut off the hands of slaves if caught in the rollers; and the simultaneous crunch of cane.

These mills (known generally as trapiches, from the Italian or Sicilian trapetto, the roller mill devised in the fifteenth century in Sicily) had a life of about forty years at most. The land would by then have deteriorated, since it received no fertilizer. It had probably anyway only been roughly cleared and never ploughed and, not surprisingly, two or three sowings of canes (each lasting about fifteen to twenty years) were the most that it could stand. All the nearby available wood too would by then have been cut for fuel. The cost in labour of carrying both cut cane and firewood from farther afield would have been too much. So the planter would either close down completely or move on to other land. The price of virgin land after all was low – $500 (£120) per caballería (under £4 per acre) at the end of the eighteenth century, and only a short time before, it could have been had, free for the asking, by anyone able to develop it.

Sugar milk were as a rule set amidst a group of buildings (the batey), consisting of the casa de vivienda, the house of the owner (or his administrator), some small houses for the salaried workers, a kitchen, and a nursery and a hospital for the slaves; there would also be a carpenter’s shop, a blacksmith’s forge, a cooper’s shed, stables, perhaps a distillery to make aguardiente (a cane brandy, much liked by the slaves) and lodgings for the slaves, usually at this time a group of little primitive houses. Sugar plantations were customarily divided into two sections: the cane area (cañaveral), and the potrero, the larger reserve area kept for vegetables and pasturage for oxen. The mills worked only during the four- to five-month harvest (February to June) but for the rest of the year there was much other work – weeding, the building of paths, clearing jungle and planting new cane. Harvest was the hardest but also the gayest time, since the slaves had more aguardiente than usual, cane to suck and more fiestas. As important agriculturally was the time of planting or replanting (in the rainy season of July to October) for, though cane roots could be left in the ground after being cut, the new shoots (ratoons) which they yielded produced each year less and less sugar; though in Cuba they continued to do well even after the tenth year. But perhaps a tenth of the cane fields was replanted annually, after ‘holing’: slaves dug a hole four feet square and about nine inches deep (into which manure as well as cane cuttings might be put). No ploughs were used anywhere in the Caribbean at this time, and indeed with small variations (except in Cuba, cane rarely lasted longer than seven years) this manner of organizing sugar production was common to the entire archipelago.

Such plantations were usually maintained to produce sugar only. There was no thought of diversification. Rarely even was food grown to feed the slaves. Sometimes they were fed simply by killing cattle. Clothes, food and medicine had usually to be bought and so the beginning of the sugar industry was accompanied by the further expansion of the merchant classes of the colony concerned. Though Cuba had yet to reach this stage of monoculture and indeed Cuban sugar plantations produced vegetables for Havana, this process was already beginning there also, in imitation of Jamaica or the other colonies; and in Havana, because of the fleets and their needs, the resident merchant class had always been disproportionately large. Some merchants were mere pedlars, others great men with palatial residences in the city, such as, in the 1760s, Mateo Pedroso, a permanent member of the cabildo (town council) and the most prominent merchant of the city.

At least a third and probably half the cost of founding a sugar plantation must then have derived from the cost of slaves. In Cuba, as in the other West Indian islands, slaves were the most valuable part of a planter’s investment, more so than either the land or the machinery and buildings. To found a plantation it was thus necessary first to have access to a slave market and second to find money both to buy them and the other necessary capital investments, as well as to maintain slaves and keep the plantation running for perhaps one season when there were no profits. The growth of the industry thus depended upon supply of slaves. Of course, there were other necessities: fertile land close to a port whence to embark the sugar; woods with trees of good quality for buildings as well as to provide fuel; cattle to feed the slaves and to work the machinery; and nearness to a centre of manufacture such as the shipyard and arsenal at Havana, whose workshops could be turned over to the manufacture of wooden sugar machinery or copper saucepans. All these were fully available in the neighbourhood of Havana partly because of demand from the already thriving sugar industry in the rest of the West Indies. Still, labour – that is, slave labour – was the crux.

The Spaniards had hitherto kept, partly through self-interest, partly through lack of capital to do otherwise, the old papal regulation whereby the West African coast was regarded as a Portuguese zone of influence. Even by the mid-eighteenth century they had no trading establishments on the African coast, though most other European nations had, and though Spanish writers were urging that Spain should too. No Spanish ship had indeed been to Africa to buy or to kidnap slaves. The Spanish colonies had had, therefore, always to rely on foreign slaves – now above all on those of the English who, dominating the carrier trade of the world, also dominated the slave trade. The South Sea Company of London had had an exclusive licence (asiento) to sell slaves to Cuba and to the Spanish empire from 1713 to 1739, though afterwards a monopoly of providing slaves for Cuba was allocated to a Spanish national company which itself bought from the South Sea Company or other English merchants in Jamaica. Neither system was satisfactory. Cuban planters could not get as many slaves as they wanted. Neither the South Sea Company nor the Havana Monopoly Company did well: the latter sold about 5,000 slaves (mostly bought in Jamaica) in Cuba between 1740 and 1760 at $144 (£33) each. Smuggling may have accounted for another 5,000 in the same period, but the Cuban planters remained dissatisfied. They needed not only slaves for new plantations but a regular supply thereafter; for Caribbean planters of all nationalities in the eighteenth century bought an overwhelming majority of male slaves first because, they believed, female slaves could not work so well on the sugar plantations, and second, because they thought the import of a regular replacement – say 10 per cent – was less costly than rearing slave children. Pregnant slaves, after all, were useless for heavy work though they consumed food. There were therefore probably only a third as many female slaves as male in Cuba.

Even supposing slaves were available, how could they be paid for? How could the machinery and land be paid for? Capital was rare. So far as land was concerned, those who founded new sugar plantations in Cuba between 1750 and 1770 were usually creole families who already held land and who, beginning to realize that sugar would make them better off than cattle did, turned over their estates to cane. A few, like the Englishmen Nicolson and Tassel, who had represented the South Sea Company, built sugar mills and snuff factories on the same estate. These creole families included most of the older established families of Cuba to whose ancestors original grants of land had been made in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries. This conversion of the landowners between 1750 and 1770 to sugar production reflected the similar conversion of English landowners to scientific farming a generation earlier, though in the case of Cuba there was always an industrial side to the development of sugar cane. This first Cuban industrial revolution was essentially aristocratic, carried out, too, by families who stayed on the island; for these aristocrats were not absentee landlords in the same way as were the English landlords in Jamaica who were off to Dorset or Wiltshire as soon as they could. Cuban entrepreneurs or their families on the other hand often spent most of the year in Havana, where they would have palaces or houses.

Buildings were not really a separate item of expenditure for sugar entrepreneurs at this time, since they were built by slaves and chiefly from locally obtained wood. But slaves, machinery, sugar equipment such as cauldrons, food, clothing, wages for the few salaried workers who attended even a modest plantation; all these things demanded money. If the plantation owner was an ex-cattle farmer, perhaps he could gradually kill off cattle to feed the new slaves in the first years, but not for long.

Most frequently, these things were not immediately paid for. Though there were no banks in Cuba till the nineteenth century, it was possible to obtain goods, or slaves, on credit. Out of the 5,000 slaves introduced by the Havana Monopoly Company between 1740 and 1760, 80 per cent, or 4,000, were bought on credit (or by barter for tobacco). Planters usually borrowed money from some merchant. In both instances the planter mortgaged fractions of his future sugar crop to the merchant, usually for large interest rates. Sometimes as much as half the crop was paid to the merchant, simply as interest: the question of repayment of the principal was deferred indefinitely. Such high interest rates seem more comprehensible if it is realized that sugar mills could not, by an old law of Charles V, be attached for debt.

The merchants of Cuba were general traders, dealing in everything from slaves to hats, wheat and wine. Such explicitly slave traders as did exist were agents of foreign merchants, who acted on behalf of a slave merchant or shipowner of Kingston, Jamaica, Liverpool or Cádiz; though any trade with England, the main slave seller, was technically illegal before Albemarle’s victory and the only legal slave-selling agency was the State Monopoly Company, with headquarters in Cádiz. Others traded illegally off the coast, particularly the south coast, so close to Jamaica, the main slave mart of the Caribbean. The leading merchant of Havana, Mateo Pedroso (in fact of aristocratic origin), like the Beckfords in Jamaica, not only lent money to his planter cousins and friends but from early on also bought lands himself which were valued at his death at $2m. His own capital derived either from the money made by his ancestors who came to Cuba as lay officials for the Inquisition or by his father who was for many years municipal treasurer; his movement into business from bureaucracy was a sign of the times. In these ways were laid the foundations of many merchant fortunes, such as those of the Poeys (by origin French merchants) or the Iznagas of Trinidad. Merchants tempted sugar planters by loans of capital and promises of labour in order precisely to stimulate the slave trade at the same time.

Yet, despite smuggling, in the years before the English invasion they could not always supply slave labour when it was demanded. Indeed, Cuba remained a colony with fewer slaves per European than anywhere else in the Caribbean except Puerto Rico (which the Spaniards used as a convict colony). Less than half the population of Cuba were slaves in 1762, whereas in such economically successful islands as Jamaica, Saint Domingue, Barbados and Antigua, the white population constituted small armed garrisons surrounded by hordes of slaves, these islands consisting less of coherent societies than centres for a number of autonomous, powerful sugar enterprises. The consequence was that Cuba, though doubtless ‘backward’, was more homogeneous than elsewhere in the Caribbean: slaves were on balance treated better, though because of economic underdevelopment rather than of true magnanimity. For treatment of slaves in the Americas depended on the work upon which they were engaged and the type of property on which they worked; a slave on a sugar plantation in Jamaica lived worse than one on a tobacco plantation in Virginia; a house slave in Charleston or Havana perhaps better than either. There was one other difference: slavery had died in England; but neither slavery itself nor specifically Negro slavery had ceased in Spain and in the Mediterranean countries. Consequently, the Spaniards had in the sixteenth century a detailed code for the treatment of slaves derived from the famous Castilian collection of laws, the Siete Partidas of Alfonso the Wise; and these laws were naturally introduced into the New World. The English had no such code upon which to base themselves and indeed England herself continued to ignore the question, leaving it to the separate colonial assemblies to make the appropriate legislation: thus Virginia recognized slavery in 1661, made it a hereditary state in 1662, established in 1667 that baptism did not alter slave conditions, and so on. These laws were formulated with the immediate interest of North American planters as the deciding factor; slaves could not therefore marry; they had no legal right to possessions; they could not sue; they could not buy their freedom; they had in short no legal being and were chattels. Slaves in Cuba, as in all Spanish colonies, had the benefit of Hispanic, and hence Roman law (with, of course, its modifications and subsequent changes); the Church knew them; they could have and exchange property; they could marry; they were legal personalities, even if their rights were often only theoretically guaranteed by law. Time, custom, humanity and interest might mitigate Anglo-Saxon severity, and the practice of law under Spain often deny utterly the formal theory of codes. But law did have a number of precise consequences which coloured Spanish slave life.

Another contrast between Spanish and North American practice is that though, perhaps, so far as brutality of treatment is concerned it is difficult to make much distinction between them, the North American church and white master class, by denying to the slaves real rights as Christians, were often found proclaiming that Negroes were accursed of God, being descended either from Cain or from the serpent who tempted Eve – and who was supposed to be the Negro incarnate. Of this odd theological attitude there is no trace in Spanish slave society.

Cuban slaves could also buy their own freedom or that of their children or parents. This was by means of the coartación, obligation, the legal right possessed by slaves to pay a sum of money to their master, so guaranteeing first that they could not be sold save at a fixed price (usually the average price for slaves in the market), second that the slave could buy his freedom after he had paid, by instalments, the difference between his original down payment and the agreed fixed price. These rights naturally necessitated another, namely the right of slaves to possess or to accumulate capital and property by, for instance, the cultivation of vegetables on the side, or extra work in the cities, or even by theft. Slaves could also be freed by the benevolence of a master or protector or other friend: these acts of emancipation occurred usually but not exclusively in the cities. Masters would often free their illegitimate children. There were various limitations in practice upon these rights: bozales, or slaves direct from Africa, could not purchase freedom or enrol themselves as 
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