
34 JOSE MARTI CUBAN KEY WEST 35
prefaced his remarks with the observation that these were local understanding or helping, at the opportune time, a movement thatmatters and would have to be settled 10ca11y. But if, as he had would be worthy because of the extent of its support and respect"been told, the strike was the result of maltreatment of the workers (Martí 1963, 1: 200).and disdain for their rights, it was a11 the more serious: "My In December of 1887 he wrote to Juan Amao, one of theheart goes out to the workers like a brother." He related this to patriarchs of the Key West cornmunity and of the independencetheir struggle for independence: it would be necessary to struggle. Here he stressed the need for unity "within aunderstand the just demands of a11 social elements for anyone democratic spirit and in a relationship of equality." Revolutionarywho wanted to -study and understand the problems of Cuba. sympathies must not be twisted or brought under control of anyFina11Y: interest group for the domination of a social cIass or theunlimited authority of either a military or social group, or of oneThe man of color has the right to be treated race over another (Martí 1963, 1: 214).according to his qualities, without reference to his Martí's viewson racial equality and social justice had beencolor. . .. The worker is not an inferior being, nor made quite cIear, and they were certainly known in Key Westshould he be isolated and govemed by brote force, (Poyo 1983: 319-49). That is certainly fundamental to anbut rather by opening to him, in a brotherly way, the understanding of Martí's conquest of leadership and authority.considerations and rights which assure peace and

happiness among a people (Martí 1963, 1: 254-55). 
But there are two other closely related circumstances that also
must have attracted this generation to Martí.

Throughout Latin America a new generation was becomingMartí obviously recognized a kindred spirit in José Dolores
Poyo, editor of Key West's El Yara. 

more and more outraged by increasingly violent manifestations ofOn November 29, 1887, he doctrines of cultural and racial superiority in the United States.wrote: "In eight years of constant patriotic inquietude, never haveI dared to ask for an exchange of views with those with whom I 
We will only note here that the nature and popularitt of those
doctrines were exemplified and surnmarized by a c ergyman'shave most desired it, with the exemplary Cubans of Key West."

Obviously having now taken the liberty to do so,. he briefly 
admonition to his fe110w North Americans in a best-se11ing book
J2ublished in 1885:surnmarized his position: 

"Move down upon Mexico. down upon"We must announce to the country and Central and South America, out upon the islands of the sea, overmaintain with our own arts, a program worthy of attracting the Africa and beyond. And can anyone doubt that the result of thisattention of a people who are not about to fo11ow the first one�
who, taking advantage of a saintly name, wishes to make himself 

com etition will be the survival of the fittest" Stron 1885: 159.�
An abundance of U.S. writing as we11 as U.S. policy itseits leader" (Martí 1963, 1: 212). ma e
it c1ear that these were the prevailing views in the United StatesSocial issues and strategy were c1early joined. Planning and (LaFeber 1963: 62-101).organization for a concerted uprising throughout Cuba would have Martí was well known throughout the continent for histo replace the émigré expeditions of the past which expected a defense of Latin culture and civilization. His abundant writingssudden outburst of revolutionary fervor when they landed. But on these subjects have been collected and published in manyplanning and organization required a program that would attract co11ections (Martí 1980: 1982). Cubans living in the Unitedthe support of a11 Cubans. He wrote on these matters to the States who were constandy exposed to North American attitudesveteran leaders in Key West. of racial superiority, especia11y black Cubans, must have sharedOn October 20, 1887, he wrote to General Juan Ruz. Here the reaction of their generation throughout Latin America. It washe confined himself to strategy, but he included references that less than five years after Martí's death that José Enrique Rodó'simplied the need to confront social issues. Thus he referred to Ariel was hailed by the youth of Latin America as a defense ofthe émigré colonies who were tired of serving valiant figures, their civilization and a beacon of hopeo It was also hailed as abadly advised or guilty of ambition and apparently."incapable of condernnation of crass materialism in the United States,' though 
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that was probably not Rodó's intention. Martí was both a 
precursor and contemporary of the great Rodó (1872-1916). 

The second circurnstance was simply the confusion and 
malaise that prevailed within even this most organized of émigré 
colonies. It was partly a consequence of the generational and 
other differences that divided the cornmunity. A resident of that 
time described the situation: 

In 1891 I was an émigré of the most modest means 
in Key West when Martí's projects became known 
there. . ., In spite of the aspiration for 
independence, the émigrés were divided by classes 
and even by age and by provinces. The old people 
accused the youth oí lack of courage, oí our 
lukewarm love for our country, aH of which prevented 
us from doing what they had done. Those from 
Camagüey scoffed at those from Havana for our lack 
of effort in '68 [the Ten Years War]. The factory 
owners, the escogedores [selectors] and the otber 
tobacco workers looked at each other with distrust 
(Muñoz 1917: 344). 

As already noted, it was indeed the situation described 
aboye tbat Ied another resident, though only a boy at the time, to 
conclude that "the youth of Key West ... wanted to see in Martí 
the longed-for Messiah" (Castellanos 1935: 260). Or, as another 
contemporary put it, "he revived the dying and flickering spark in 
the soul of a generation that was tired and without faith" (Tejera 
n.d.: 129).

Of course, not everyone in Key West liked Martí's ideas. 
His disputes with Gómez were still remernbered there. His can 
for a pluralist political organization based on democratic principIes 
implied timidity and a returo to the political problems of the Ten 
Years War. In the minds of sorne émigrés, he was associated 
with the middle-class colony of New York, with their taIk of 
comprornise and annexation to the United States. 

Martí was no radical and he only expressed his sincere 
beliefs on social issues. Had he wanted to play the role of 
demagogue, he could have done so superbly. Reporting on 
Martí' s performance in a literary and philosophical debate in 
Mexico in 1875 (Martí was then only 22 years of age), El Eco de 
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Ambos Mundos observed that "at a time of popular cornmotion, 
this young man will be a terrible thing in the public plaza" 
(Márquez 1965: 91). Yet, as we shall see in the next chapter, it 
was the workers with their support who provided the opportunity 
for Martí to demonstrate his abilities of leadership. It is 
remarkable, then, how liule it took in the way of promises for the 
workers to offer him their support. 

Certain1y one reason the workers supported Martí, as Gerald 
Poyo (1983: 335) has observed, was that "the Cuban workers had 
never heard the patriot leadership express itself on social issues 
with such sympathy." And this was not the first time that Martí's 
appea1 had touched the workers. While living in Mexico he 
represented the Chihuahua workers at a labor congress in January 
1876 (Deulofeu 1905: 112; Lizaso 1974: 256) during the liberal 
government of Benito Juárez's successor. There, as in Key West, 
his sympathy on social issues obviously carne through without 
resort to radical or extremist rhetorlc. He was sirnply known as a 
frlend of the workers. Workers and others as well were 
undoubtedly more impressed with what Martí's life represented, 
his ideas and his values, all of which carne througb in bis writing 
and speeches, than they were in precise promises. They had 
undoubtedly heard promises before. 

Martí obviously realized that too radical an appeal to 
workers would alienate other essential cornmunities of support in 
the émigré colonies. There were soon problems in that respect in 
New York. As we shall see, he was forced to turo to affluent 
cigar manufacturers and merchants wben party finances were in 
trouble. Unity of all érnigré factions was absolutely essential. 
Yet one cannot follow Martí's leadership activities, and especially 
his communication with his constituencies, without a feeling that 
all of this was as much a matter of principIe as it was of 
pragmatismo 

The enthusiasm shown by workers in Key West and the 
other Florida émigré colonies was only the beginning. From that 
point onward it depended on his qualities of leadership. As we 
follow his interaction with the large and complex émigré colony 
in Key West, we will attempt to show in more detail what these 
qualities were and how Martí used them to take control of the 
Cuban independence movement. 

Our arena of observation will be Key West, which in spite 
of everything and because of many factors still had to be the 
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center of rebel activity. Luis Lagomasino, a veteran leader who 
frequently passed through Key West, recalled that as 1890 drew 
to a close, only Key West remained as an outpost of 
revolutionary struggle (Deulofeu 1905: 112). Colonel Fernando 
Figueredo (1916: 42), a resident of Key West and among the 
most popular veteran military leaders there, also looked back on 
these eventful days in one of his many published works on the 
Cuban struggle: "Why? Why? did he [Martí] prefer Key West 
and select it as the base for his propaganda and organization? 
Ask why the sun rises in the east." He then goes on to give us a 
less enigmatic answer: "Because the legendary Key was already 
consecrated by the history of patriotism, as the cradle of our 
liberties, because aH the caudillos had proclaimed it as the 
patriotic center of greatest power, through its example of union 
which it had always offered to exiled Cubans." 

In spite of all difficulties, patriotic sentiment was beginning 
to be revived in sorne places as the decade of 1890 began. In 
Cuba it had become obvious even to conservatives that Spanish 
promises of reforms and autonomy were not forthcoming. It 
appeared to be the right time and Key West was the right place. 
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Note 
1. Eduardo Hidalgo Gato, more correctly, Eduardo Hidalgo. 
Contemporaries, including Martí, used Eduardo Gato, or simply 
Gato. He and other Cubans probably resigned themselves to the 
inability of North Americans to understand the mystery of Spanish 
names. Accordingly, they sometimes used the last (the maternal) 
of their two family names. Gato will be used here for the sake 
of consistency. The same form will be used for other names 
where that was apparently the practice. Juan [Fernández] Ruz is 
another example of the practice. 



4 The Triumphant Arrival oí Martí 

On December 23, 1891, accompanied by many 
members of the directorates of the "Ignacio 
Agramonte" club, the Patriotic League of Tampa and 
the Cuban Band of Ibor City, directed by Felipe 
Vázques, the eminent Martí set foot on the secular 
rock of patriotismo the Mount Aventino of the Cuban 
spirit, which is called Key West. On the pier he was 
!:.ece~~!?E_ bX .an irnrnense multitude of émigrés . . . 
[withl Cuban and American banners and flags. A 
musical band accompanied the organization cornrnittee 
in order to receive Martí. The first ones to -come 
forward and greet Martí were José Francisco 
Lamadrid [Lamadriz], President of the Cuban 
Convention; Genaro Hemández, representing the 
organizing cornrnittee and José Dolores Poyo. When 
the venerable patriarch and eminent patriot José F. 
Lamadrid approached Martí, the two embraced with 
tears in their eyes. At that moment Martí said: "1 
embrace the old revolution," and Lamadrid answered: 
"And 1 embrace the future revolution" (Deulofeu 
1905: 152-53). 

Martí's arrival in Key West was more than just another 
colorful event, although it certainly was that. After all, virtually 
every veteran hero had passed through the Key at one time or 
another and, as Castellanos observes, they had been the object of 
warm demonstrations of support and generous "metallic 
contributions." They included Crombet, Cisnefos, Aguilera, 
Bemabé Varona, the Sanguilys, Leoncio Prado, -~~o  Rosado, 
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Antonio Zambrana, Hemández, Maceo, Gómez, the Agüeros, the 
Quesadas, Aldama, and others (Castellanos 1935: 204-5). 

This demonstration was different, however. All observers 
agreed that the size and enthusiasm of the reception and the 
demonstrations on succeeding days surpassed anything seen before 
in the Key. More important than size and enthusiasm, however, 
was the very nature of the cause that brought the demonstrators to 
the pier at the foot of Duval Street. 

This demonstration and reception was the first step in a 
transfer of power, and many of the participants caught up in this 
and other events that followed must have sensed as mucho 
Whatever they might have sensed, their participation was a key 
element in a drama that was taking place in Key West in 1891­
92. It was already a demonstration of Martí's leadership and 
power; more would follow. For these reasons 1 think it both 
essential and interesting to describe these transcendent events in 
more detai1 than might otherwise be warranted. 

What follows, then, is in fact the description of a new 
process, one that had begun in Tampa a month earEer. It is a 
description of the way in which workers and others were 
participating in, indeed were the driving force behind, the 
transformation of leadership and the independence movement. 
Sorne of the participants were seasoned activists from the labor 
conflicts of the 1880s. These events, described below, show not 
on1y their dedication and deterrnination but their understanding of 
the possibilities of public demonstrations as symbols of authority. 

Martí's success in Tampa was the subject of much interest 
and discussion in Key West. A contingent of Key West Cubans 
had been on hand to hear and meet him in Tampa. The 
contingent included labor activists and others who brought back 
first-hand reports (Márquez 1965: 296; Mañach 1950: 271). Two 
people in Key West were especially active upon their retum. 
José Dolores Poyo published a supplement to El Yara giving 
details of Martí's speech and praising the patriotic meetings. 
According to Néstor Carbonell (1916: 92-93), one of the 
organizers of the event in Tampa, Poyo himself attended at least 
one of the meetings and had obviously talked with Martí: "One 
memorable day in November 1891 ... in the center of that large 
building . . . the tireless patriot José Dolores Poyo, who 
introduced Martí, was at the tribune . . . explaining that he carne 
to offer the gratitude of his loyal friends, the sons of labor." 
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