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Introduction


José Martí is like no other Cuban leader. Although he died more than a century ago, his name still stirs the hearts of Cubans everywhere. As Cuba’s first president, Tomás Estrada Palma, once said of him, “If you ask where José Martí is, you will hear, ‘in the hearts of every Cuban patriot.’”1


Today, Cubans from all walks of life still proudly proclaim him the “Hero of Cuba.” Many reverently call him “El Apóstol de la Independencia Cubana” (the Apostle of Cuban Independence). Some have compared him to other famous inspirational leaders, such as Mohandas Gandhi, George Washington, Thomas Jefferson, and other world leaders. Martí has even been called the “Second Son of God.”


Daily reminders of Martí abound in Cuba. Portraits and statues of him adorn government buildings, schools, and private homes. In Havana, Cuba’s Central Park visitors encounter a huge marble statue of a slender man of medium height, dressed in a long coat. The index finger of his raised right hand is pointing skyward, as if showing the way to a higher and better future. The sculpted face is that of a mustached man with a broad forehead, swept back hair, and frowning eyes. Martí’s visage also appears on postage stamps, posters, artwork, walls, and billboards.


His image also is commonplace in Florida where Martí spent a great deal of time drumming up support for Cuban independence. Numerous schools proudly bear his name. Ybor City hosts a José Martí Memorial Park. There is a statue of him in Orlando’s Lake Eola Park. West Ocala was once called Martí City.


Today Martí is also a legend in Central and South America. Scholars, politicians, authors, and others still praise his contributions to Cuban independence, political philosophy, and Latin American literature. His reputation, however, is worldwide. Romania even has its own José Martí school. Since 1993, the United Nations Education, Scientific and Cultural Organization (UNESCO), has given out an International José Martí Prize every other year to individuals whose action promote Martí’s spirit and ideals.


Cuba’s diverse political groups, no matter what their beliefs, idolize José Martí. Both Cuba’s ruling Communist Party and its enemies claim him as their spiritual leader.


When Spanish troops shot and killed him on May 19, 1895, during the last Cuban War for Independence, Martí became a martyr and entered the realm of legend. This makes it difficult for historians and biographers to view him as a mortal being with strengths and weaknesses. Daisy Valera, a journalist for the Havana Times, argues that the adoration of José Martí has gotten out of hand. “Martí is losing his human dimension and becoming a myth,” she writes, “an object of religious worship that demands white roses.”2


José Martí, in fact, was brave, outgoing and kind, but he could also be impulsive, hardheaded, judgmental, and dismissive of those who disagreed with him. His many accomplishments, however, overshadow his shortcomings. He was a political thinker, journalist, author, editor, lawyer, poet, publisher, statesman, novelist, essayist, orator, diplomat, and a founder of the Cuban Revolutionary Party. Fluent in both Spanish and English, he wrote insightful articles and commentary about politics, history, philosophy, geography, international relations, and social problems. He also composed novels, plays, poetry, and children’s literature.


Above all, José Martí was a rebel for freedom whose words and deeds sparked Cuba’s Second War of Independence in 1895. Martí believed so strongly in his convictions that he was prepared to die for them. Even as a child he wondered about becoming a martyr and achieving a kind of immortality. As he once observed, “There is only one way of living on after death; to have been a man for all time—or a man for one’s own time.”3


Given the enduring admiration and pride Cubans and Cuban Americans still feel for their greatest hero, it is clear the name José Martí lives on.





One


Origins of a Latin Revolutionary


José Martí was born on January 28, 1853, in Havana, Cuba. The lush Caribbean island was once the jewel of a vast Spanish American empire that ranged across Mexico, Central and South America, the Caribbean Islands, and North America. Cuba’s location gave Spain both military and trade advantages over its European rivals. It was also home to a prosperous slave-based, sugar-producing industry.


Spain ruled its colonies with an iron fist, however, and caused widespread resentment. In 1819, frustrated colonists in Bolivia rose up and overthrew the Spanish. They then set up their own independent republic. Inspired by Bolivia’s success, other Spanish colonies also revolted. By the time of José Martí’s birth, Cuba and Puerto Rico were the only two territories Spain had left in the New World.


Smoldering Passions in Cuba


The winds of revolution swept into Cuba, too. The island was reeling from a dangerous mix of political social, economic, and racial problems and was ready to explode. Cubans’ views on these issues were greatly shaped by where they fit into Cuba’s social order, which was largely determined by skin color and place of birth. Perched at the top was a ruling class of powerful whites known as Peninsulares because they were born on the Iberian Peninsula where Spain is located.


Below them in status were Creoles, who were Spaniards born in Cuba. Next in line were those with no Spanish grandparents, whose numbers included native people such as the Taina and Ciboney, freed blacks, Chinese, and other immigrants.


Trapped at the bottom of Cuban society were Afro-Cuban slaves. Most led miserable, backbreaking lives on the island country’s numerous sugarcane plantations. Day after day, thousands of slaves worked as field hands, hacking sugarcane with machetes while suffering from Cuba’s hot sun, humidity, insects, and snakes. Others operated dangerous machinery in sugar mills. No matter where they worked, most Cuban slaves had no rights or freedoms. Their owners and overseers generally considered them inferior beings, or, even worse, as personal property and beasts of burden. Slaves were beaten and even killed by their masters with impunity.


By the mid-nineteenth century, a growing number of Cubans demanded reforms, but they could not agree what those reforms should be or how to obtain them. For instance, many sugarcane planters and merchants wanted autonomy, or local control, of the island’s government and economy, but they also wanted Cuba to remain in the Spanish Empire.


Many others, however, demanded independence. For a while, those who wanted independence hoped they could gain separation from Spain legally and peaceably. Increasingly, however, many Cubans believed no change would ever come, and so they resorted to violence. Over and over during the first half of the nineteenth century, patriotic Cubans who lived abroad in places like the United States launched private small-scale naval attacks—called filibusters—against the Spanish in an effort to drive them off the island.



Fear of U.S. Annexation



Spanish military forces fended off these attacks without much difficulty. They were more concerned about a very different and growing danger. Almost daily, powerful political, military, and business figures in the United States were demanding that their nation annex Cuba either by purchase or force. Even U.S. presidents jumped on the annexation bandwagon. John Quincy Adams, for example, boasted that Cuba one day would fall like a ripe apple into America’s lap.


Many of these expansionists saw Cuba as a tantalizing and necessary piece of territory to be added to their country’s growing empire. Some affluent whites in the American South were also keen for annexation, but for a different reason. Since their way of life and economy depended on slavery, they welcomed any chance for the United States to add new pro-slavery territories, such as Cuba, and thus strengthen their power against anti-slavery legislators in the U.S. Congress.


Annexation was also popular with many Cuban slave owners, who feared a replication of the slave rebellion that had succeed in nearby Haiti in the late eighteenth century. In 1842 an official census showed that Cuba’s population was little more than a million people. About 40 percent were black slaves and that figure kept increasing. Afro-Cubans and their supporters were also becoming more restless and aggressive in their demand for freedom. To many Cubans, having the help from the powerful Americans seemed a good way to keep their slaves in their places.


There was also strong support of annexation within Cuba’s business community. Long resentful of Spain’s control of the Cuban economy, many merchants wanted to expand trade with other countries.



Early Days



It was left to the Spanish military to guard against all these threats. One of the soldiers on duty in Cuba in the 1850s was broad-shouldered Sergeant Mariano Martí Navarro. He was gruff, strict, and fiercely loyal to his native Spain. His wife, Leonor Pérez Cabrera, was a petite young woman from Spain’s Canary Islands, off the northwest coast of Africa.


They were the parents of José Martí. He was the firstborn and the older brother to seven sisters. Nicknamed Pepe, he was still an infant when the family moved back to Spain in 1855. Two years later, however, they returned to Havana, this time as colonists. Now retired from the army, Mariano took a job as a local prison guard. In 1862, he found better paying work as a minor government official in Hanábana, a rural district in western Cuba. Leonor stayed behind in Havana as Mariano moved to his new home, taking nine-year-old Pepe with him to work as his office assistant.


Pepe enjoyed his new life. There was much in the countryside for a young boy to enjoy. During his free time, he spent countless hours on horseback roaming the open fields, small cattle farms, and sugarcane plantations.


Not all was picturesque, however. Pepe soon experienced the dark side of Cuba’s slave-based sugarcane industry. One day he witnessed the brutal and unforgettable whipping of black plantation slaves and was horrified. And he may have seen worse. This passage from Martí’s Simple Verses reveals a glimpse of what he may have witnessed in Hanábana.


Red as in the desert zone,


The sun rose on the horizon:


And upon the dead slave shone,


Hanged from a tree on the mountain.


A boy saw him there and shook


With passion for the oppressed:


And at his feet an oath took


That this crime would be redressed.4


Years later, Martí would conclude that childhood was a critical period in the development of any person’s moral code. “A child, from the time he can think, should think about all he sees, should suffer for all who cannot live with honesty, should work so that all men can be honest, and should be honest himself,” he wrote. “A child who does not think about what happens around him and is content with living without wondering whether he lives honestly is like a man who lives from a scoundrel’s work and is on the road to being a scoundrel.”5


Early Lasting Lessons


Pepe’s formal education, meanwhile, had stalled. Mariano enjoyed having his son work at his side and saw no need for him to further his studies. The poorly educated former soldier may not have realized the powerful intellect his son possessed.


But his wife did. Unlike her husband, Leonor enjoyed a close personal relationship with Pepe and realized the boy’s academic talent. She convinced Mariano to return their son to the classroom. In March 1865, he enrolled in the prestigious Municipal High School for Boys in Havana. The school’s director was Rafael María de Mendive, a beloved and celebrated educator, journalist, and poet. He was also a passionate, outspoken supporter of the growing Cuban independence movement. And this made him a target for the suspicious Havana police.


Mendive soon realized that his new student was gifted and encouraged him to choose books from his own private library. He also invited Pepe to attend tertulias at the Mendive family residence, a house that the boy later wrote “belonged entirely to the angels.”6 An array of Havana’s leading intellectuals gathered at these social gatherings to discuss philosophy, religion, literature, the arts, and revolutionary politics.


Pepe was astonished. Never before had he heard such lofty talk. What he heard changed his outlook on life forever. The conversations between Mendive and his guests instilled in him a deep and lasting love of all things cubanísimo, or Cuban. To love Cuba, however, meant he must reject the strict loyalty to Spain felt by his father.


These new views infuriated his father. Like other Spanish loyalists, Mariano considered criticism of Spain to be disrespectful, if not treasonous. He also may have been jealous of his son’s admiration for his teacher. By now it was clear that Rafael Mendive had become Pepe’s padre espiritu, or spiritual father. Feeling undermined, Mariano berated his son and thrashed him so severely that Pepe once considered suicide.


None of these punishments worked. Pepe did not abandon his newfound convictions. The arc of his life was set. He was on his way to becoming a poet, writer, and above all, a revolutionary.


Cuban scholar John Kirk points out that Martí also learned another important lesson from his teacher: Having strong beliefs was not enough. A leader also had to “preach” constantly to other Cubans and explain in detail how a new “selfless and humanitarian” Cuban society should be set up when independence was achieved.7


These were powerful ideas for a thirteen-year-old boy. Previously, he had dreamed of becoming an artist. Now, thanks to encouragement from his teacher, he realized that he had a greater talent with words. It was an extraordinary ability that one day would be his most powerful weapon.



Rising Tensions



Cuba, meanwhile, was headed for a crackup. By 1865 many Creoles had reached a boiling point. They were fed up with Spanish rule and the special privileges enjoyed by the Peninsulares who comprised only 8 percent of the Cuban population, but possessed 90 percent of the country’s wealth. Anger also emerged over agricultural policies. By now Cuba had become one of the world’s major producers of sugar. In recent years modern mechanized farming methods had been introduced to the island that made sugar production more profitable than before. There was also a growing use of slaves on sugar plantations that kept labor prices down. The Spanish also had allowed opened more foreign markets for Cuban sugar. The United States, in fact, became Cuba’s main sugar buyer.


Along with the rise of Cuba’s sugar industry came a new class of wealthy sugar cane planters whose economic interests varied with those of their Spanish rulers. Many, for example, believed the island’s economy was being injured by the Spanish policy of returning most of Cuba’s sugarcane profits to Spain. Little was invested in Cuba.


There were other hot issues that caused unrest. Creoles also wanted lower taxes, the right to be elected to the Spanish Parliament, and freedom of the press. Many of them also joined the growing chorus of voices across Cuba demanding that, at long last, Spain end slavery, as most all other countries in the world had.


A Weak Spanish Response


In 1865, the Spanish government responded to the growing Cuban troubles by setting up a royal commission to consider reforms. Sixteen elected commissioners from Cuba and four from Puerto Rico went to Madrid, Spain, to discuss Cuba’s future. Hope among the islanders soon turned to bitterness, however, when the talks produced little significant change.


In 1867, Spanish authorities made life even worse in Cuba by raising taxes on real estate, income, and business transactions on the island. Cubans were also censored and the army ordered to crush any signs of protest.
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