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Zino Davidoff famously said,

“If your wife doesn’t like the aroma of your cigar, change your wife.” Well, Mrs. Sigmond doesn’t necessarily like it, but she tolerates it— except on days when she gets her hair done. This one is for you, MKC-S.

To all my fellow writers who keep the cigar smoke wafting, especially Gordon Mott, Greg Mottola, David Savona, Guillaume Tesson and Nicholas Foulkes— I deeply respect you all.
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[image: The image shows a man sitting in a chair, wearing a brown suit and holding a cigar. He is sitting in a brown leather chair with his legs crossed, and he is holding a cigar in his right hand. The background of the image is a brown wall with a curtain on the left side. The overall atmosphere of the image is one of relaxation and luxury, suggesting that the man is enjoying a cigar and a comfortable seat in a well-appointed room. The image conveys a sense of sophistication and refinement, and the man’s relaxed pose and expression suggest that he is feeling at ease and enjoying himself. The image is likely intended to convey a sense of luxury and indulgence, and to evoke a feeling of relaxation and comfort in the viewer.]
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Foreword



Not to Kick Off The proceedings on a contrarian note—you have a long way to go, after all—but despite my passionate enthusiasm for my nation’s history and its more illustrious figures, I consider Winston Churchill one of the worst ambassadors for cigar smoking of all time. I speak as an entrenched devotee of the man, but the images of him with cigars are hardly Marlboro Man moments, a feat accomplished only by Tom Selleck, Roger Moore and Michael Jordan—all, as you likely know, ardent cigar devotees.

I grew up thinking of the cigar as an affectation, and an unnecessary one at that. I know better these days, but my understanding had nothing to do with Sir Winston. Having spent a large chunk of my career observing the way cigars are held, lit, preserved and collected, I have concluded that—more than the hat, the siren suit or the bulldog countenance—it was the cigar that crafted the Churchill legend.

These observations began when I was sent by my friend, mentor and Habanos Man of the Year/Habano Hombre del Año for 2007, Nick Foulkes—to whom this book is in part dedicated, as recognized by Aaron Sigmond without my influence—to Davidoff of London. There Eddie Sahakian, presumably taking pity on my neophyte ways, led me across the road to Franco’s for a fresh roll by a Cuban torcedor who happened to be “in house” that week. The ritual was entrancing, the aroma exotic and the taste delicious.

Eddie’s simple and casual introduction to cigars was miles ahead of any attempts I’ve seen to educate people about whiskey or wine, yet I’d be remiss to suggest one is objectively better than the other. The umami mysticism of the world’s best cigars stems from the fact that they come from what are, to most of the world, tropical, far-off lands. Cuba, the Dominican Republic, Nicaragua, Honduras: These nations loom larger in the imagination than even France, Italy or Scotland do.

Cigars have user reverence baked into the deal. Unlike other gustatory collectibles, maintenance of cigars is not just ideal but essential, so any serious smoker needs to show care and consideration to his cigars in a way that is ideal, but not essential, with whiskey or wine.

Despite having to contend with increasing hostility toward tobacco and the legislation such hostility produces, the cigar has somehow defied the gravitational pull of this kind of societal evolution, such as the one currently swallowing up the internal combustion engine. How this has happened will no doubt become apparent as you turn the pages of this magnum opus, but I’ll be amazed if the answer doesn’t have something to do with a spiritual connection.

Over the time I’ve written about cigars, I have come to know a community of curious connoisseurs. There is no typical cigar enthusiast; they’re a hodgepodge of demographics, ages, races and creeds. Sometimes the only thing that binds us is our shared love of this combustible item, and that’s enough. None of us is trying to be like Churchill, but we do want to discover cigars’ transcendent properties, which in turn become a critical aspect of our personalities, leaving aside the sheer gustatory pleasure of smoking them. Despite years of probing, I couldn’t be more delighted that the search goes on for all of us, and in this book, Aaron takes us closer to the answer in his inimitable, idiosyncratic way.

—Tom Chamberlin London, England


8
“My rule of life prescribed as an absolutely sacred rite smoking cigars and also the drinking of alcohol before, after and, if need be, during all meals and in the intervals between them.”

— Winston Churchill
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Introduction



First, a Few Words About the words. And me. And cigars. A little about you too.

Between the release of my first cigar volume, Playboy: The Book of Cigars, and my second cigar book, The Impossible Collection of Cigars, which was published a decade later, a few friends and editors suggested I pen a cigar-based memoir. I wasn’t ready. I wasn’t a mature enough writer, nor was I prepared for what a personal nonfiction narrative might resemble. I was also skeptical that my adventures in cigar lands were truly worthy, a feeling that hasn’t entirely left me. Yet here we are, in part predicated on the simple fact that I had a strong desire to write another cigar book. A fifth cigar book. And while Cigars: A Biography is perhaps my most personal volume to date it’s (mostly) not about me.

Still, because of the aforementioned—and persistent—desire, I pitched various cigar book concepts over the years, all of which were rejected. Resoundingly. You publishers, ahem, know who you are. (They are Rizzoli New York, Phaidon Press and Artisan Books—so now all of you know as well.)

Fortunately, many other books, though none on the subject of cigars, came my way during the immediate post-Playboy book years. So I moved on, professionally, at any rate. Personally, cigars have been a constant in my life since 1985. Then, one day in 2018, distinguished publisher Prosper Assouline, cofounder of the eponymous luxury publishing house, for whom I had written two other books, offered me the opportunity to write The Impossible Collection of Cigars. For the sake of dignity and decorum I waited a full two seconds before blurting out an emphatic (embarrassingly so) and effusive “Yes!”

Truthfully, The Impossible Collection was far better than any of my après-Playboy ideas. The design was sublime. Eighteen months after I first put pen to paper, we had a hit on our hands, old Prosper and me. Which was fantastic. But that book is more Assouline than it is moi. I’ve been quite candid about this in interviews: The Impossible Collection monograph I wrote (which doubles as a hand-bound objet d’art) is the cigar installment of a long-running, oversized, exceptionally successful series from Assouline that strictly adheres to a preexisting design template and word count. As such, there are many Impossible Collection monographs—on watches (two editions, both by fellow cigar and watch connoisseur Nicholas Foulkes), as well as cars, motorcycles, wine, whiskey, Champagne and art, the latter the premiere title in the series.

There was nothing wrong with my Impossible Collection contribution. Quite the contrary, it’s a book of which I’m enormously proud. Nonetheless it didn’t feel altogether my own. Professional writing can be like that.

When The Impossible Collection was released in summer 2019, again, it had been a decade since the first iteration of the Playboy book (a private edition for then-Playboy cigarmaker Altadis U.S.A.), and nine years since the release of the book trade edition. Given the success The Impossible Collection of Cigars enjoyed, I started to noodle around with the memoir idea again. Once more, fret not—this is not that, although I have lightly woven elements of that idea into these pages.

However, I promptly tabled plans for a cigar autobiography. Because immediately after The Impossible Collection—well, if you ignore that whole global pandemic—came two more cigar-based books of mine, both published by Assouline: Arturo Fuente: Since 1912 and Arturo Fuente: From Dream to Dynasty. Ian Spanier, who also photographed the Playboy book—the cigar parts, not the naughty bits—photographed both Fuente volumes. I remain delighted by each of them. In my mind, these two books strike the impeccable balance between Assouline’s remarkable house design style, my own vision and Ian’s fantastic visual contributions.
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[image: The image depicts an older man in a suit smoking a cigar. He is wearing a gray suit, white shirt, and brown tie. The man is smoking a cigar, with smoke rising from it. He is also wearing a watch on his left wrist and several rings on his left hand. The background is black, with a white wall on the left side of the image. The overall atmosphere of the image is one of sophistication and elegance, with the man’s formal attire and the cigar adding to the sense of refinement.]
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Now, given the decade-long gap between Playboy and The Impossible Collection, I was determined to write another cigar book—a fifth cigar book—to complete a cigar pentalogy, as it were. And do so in prompt-ish manner (all books take a while). The result—though it lacks scantily clad bunnies—might be perceived as a sequel of sorts to the Playboy book, in part because Ian and I have teamed up again—but genuinely it’s far more a follow-up than a redux.

In other words, Cigars: A Biography is that next book, the work one writes 15 years later, after a further decade and a half of fine cigars, bottles of wine and Cognac, and fine dining. (I have a cardiologist now who doubles as a magician. Truly. He says I’m fine; then he guessed my card. It was the 10 of hearts. No joke.) And after 15 more years of touring the world’s finest tobacconists, cigar lounges and fincas y fábricas de tabacos in the United States, the Dominican Republic, Nicaragua, Honduras, Mexico and Cuba. So while this expands on some of the topics found in the Playboy book, it is not remotely the same.

As for its actual raison d’être? Two things, really: One, the vantage point I’ve had of the world of cigars is unique; and two, I wrote it just for me, and you, and Ian, but no one else. The Playboy book, edited by none other than Hugh M. Hefner himself, was written at the discretion of and in deference to Hef and Playboy books editor Leopold Froehlich, as well as at the behest of artist and cigar enthusiast LeRoy Neiman—a longtime Playboy contributor—who penned the foreword. The Impossible Collection of Cigars was overseen by Prosper Assouline, who was deeply involved in the project. My third and fourth cigar titles, both on the House of Fuente, had tremendous input from Carlos “Carlito” Fuente Jr., the third-generation Fuente Cigars patriarch and creator of the OpusX, as well as Ciro Cascella (CEO of Arturo Fuente) and, again, Prosper. But this new book is one Ian and I have long envisioned, one without others’ outside influence. We are under the direction of no one. This is a passion project. (In every sense of the term.)

And as I’ve mentioned, this book is also about you, given that we’ve concurrently pursued our shared interest in cigars. If you read Playboy: The Book of Cigars upon publication, then we’ve evolved together. If you didn’t, well, that’s OK too. It’s just less poignant.

Life, they say, is a journey. A cigar—a good hand-rolled, carefully blended, preferably aged cigar, itself an enduring symbol of an antiquarian craft—is a journey as well. A cigar, if you allow it to, will tell you a story.

Living my life’s journey in and around cigars has been extraordinary and unexpected. In The Connoisseur’s Book of the Cigar, Zino Davidoff wrote, “The cigar has been my life I owe it every-thing.” That would have been an exaggeration in my case, though not a big one. Certainly my life would have taken a vastly different turn without cigars.

So here we are, together again: you, me and Ian. I welcome you all. What follows is not an academic “publish or perish” reference book, but make no mistake, it’s a reference book all the same. It’s also a travelogue, a luxury coffee table book, an anthology and a portfolio of Ian’s cigar-related photographs, as well as a historical narrative—in other words, a biography. A chronicle spanning 600 years—and counting. Which is a lot. However, if we’ve done our jobs properly it won’t read like a lot. Here’s why: To truly understand any topic of interest, you must appreciate where it came from. That’s the foundation that in turn enables you to understand how it arrived where it is, and where it’s headed. A fundamental tenet of fine hand-rolled cigars is that they are a heritage craft. Their past, their traditions and their customs are everything. The best cigarmakers refine and improve upon all that— but always with keen deference to what has come before. The craft on the whole is metaphorically like each perfect individual cigar: balanced. A good book should be as well.

—Aaron Sigmond New York, New York
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Cigars a saga.
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For Well Over half a millennium, cigars—cigares, Zigarren, charutos, シガ, 雪茄 in any language—have been the pleasure and passionate pursuit of kings, princes, plutocrats and their stewards; industrial magnates and their valets; Michelin-starred chefs and their sous-chefs; cops; fishmongers; and most everyone in between. And the tobacco from which cigars are hand-rolled is a global commodity, one traded among investors on a historic par with gold, grains and spices. A distinctive legacy.

What follows is a comprehensive historical epic of this inimitable luxury handcrafted consumable, a look at cigars’ beginnings as part of religious rituals up through their current state around the globe. The story of the cigar could fill a novel—any longer, and this chapter might just qualify, though minus the obligatory trite minutiae about crop reports and family squabbles. (The latter can be entertaining, the former cannot.)

Regardless, one can trace world history from 1500 to the present through tobacco and cigars. You could say the same, of course, about all the cultivated colonial cash crops: rice, tea, sugarcane (and its distillate rum) and cotton. Grapes would likely make the list as well, as would minerals, salt, silver and gold. Tobacco and cigars’ influence down the centuries make it an unquestioned part of a rarefied group of prized commodities.

What’s even more remarkable than tobacco and cigars’ resilience is their continued evolution. The rise of mainland China’s cigar scene beyond the former British colony Hong Kong and the United Arab Emirates’ (Dubai in particular) supplanting—to a degree—London, Madrid, Geneva and most certainly New York as the world’s cigar capitals of the 21st century underscore that the end of this enduring saga has yet to be written despite strong antismoking headwinds. There are currently four generations of active cigarmakers (Boomers to Zoomers), which would seem to indicate this story will continue long after these pages are published. It just might outpace those of rice, tea and all the rest.

Here I feel compelled to disclose that I have written this chapter from a decidedly American perspective. I was born and raised in Los Angeles and have spent all but a few nomadic years of my postcollegiate life (to call them “adulthood” might be a stretch) in New York City, so my mindset and biases are necessarily different from those of my esteemed cigar-writer confrères from Europe and Asia.

What this means is I assign overwhelming weight (both historic and present) to the significance of handrolled cigars and premium tobaccos grown in the United States (yes), the Dominican Republic, Nicaragua and Honduras, as well as Mexico, all of which lie beyond the restrictive shores of Cuba. (I don’t favor the common term “New World” cigars, however.)

This in no way diminishes the colossal significance of Cuban tobaccos and cigars, and Cuban threads are woven tightly throughout these pages. But this book is unprecedented: There are dozens upon dozens of volumes that drill deeply into the history of Cuban cigars from a more European/Cuban viewpoint. That account is well (and repeatedly) told elsewhere. The same is true of what one might consider outright Habanos S.A.-sanctioned Cuban cigar propaganda (or puffery, at the very least)—the late Min Ron Nee’s An Illustrated Encyclopedia of Post-Revolution Havana Cigars and Alexander Groom’s El Habano Moderno would be fine examples of such hoopla, as is Habanos the King by Adriano Martínez Rius, which is just preposterously lopsided.
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This point of view is especially germane to the final quarter of the 20th century and the first quarter of the 21st. Indeed, it was a significant impetus for this book, and certainly this chapter. Plenty of writers depict cigars’ history as little more than a straight line through Cuba, relegating the Dominican Republic, Nicaragua and the United States to mere sideshow curiosities, when nothing could be further from the truth. In addition, this point of view takes little note of epic contributions made to the cigar scene by Generation X and Millennial cigarmakers.

Which is not to say this book is at all anti-Cuban. It pays respectful homage to the illustrious traditions and heritage of the “Pearl of the Antilles.” But I would argue that its pinnacle moment has passed, enabling the D.R. and Nicaragua to take (or at the very least equally share) center stage. Heresy? To some. I have enjoyed hundreds, likely thousands, of Cuban cigars since my first in 1985, and continue to do so regularly, but at this juncture I sincerely believe Dominican and Nicaraguan cigars are easily Cubans’ equal, if not their superior, and here is why: Like wine and other epicurean luxuries, cigars are a subjective experience. Taste-wise, one man’s totalmente a mano tripa larga Havana might be another’s Dutch machine-made De Olifant (not that the latter smoke is bad, if that’s your kind of thing). On the other hand, quality, construction, production and especially consistency—the ability to replicate the blend and smoking experience year after year, decade after decade—are objective, or close to it. So while the preference of a particular flavor profile is dependent on the individual smoker, that can’t be the basis of the story— terroir isn’t the total tale; technique matters too. I aim to provide balance, or at least a perspective less often read (or heard) globally.

Of course, one must concede that much like Rolex, Patek Philippe, Hermès Birkin bags and other exclusive luxury goods, limited-edition and limited-production Habanos S.A. cigars, as well as fine vintage Havanas, have become resaleable and bankable commodities (what many have come to call “luxurious commodities”) in their own right, selling for prices far higher than their MSRP, like Rolex and the rest. They’re finished products now positioned and marketed as objects of value, even investments—status once exclusively granted, in this category, to bales of aged premium tobacco. This helps perpetuate the Cuba-centric narrative that holds that only the Arturo Fuente OpusX, Padrón 1964 Anniversary Series Millennium and the Arturo Fuente and Padrón Legends collaboration can effectively compete. Fuente is Dominican-based (and, as of 2025, Nicaragua-based as well), and the Padrón fábrica is in Nicaragua. The playing field is far more level than it has ever been.

As such, with all that in mind, consider this lengthy chapter a dispatch from the largest sustained cigar market in history, the United States. This chapter focuses on events as far back as the Mesoamerican Postclassic period to the present day, leavened with firsthand observations from my 35 years of deep immersion in the American cigar scene, with a heaping helping of time well spent with the London cigar set as well. Discourse and debate will likely follow. But isn’t that why we’re all here? Or, as legendary cigar fanatic Mark Twain put it, “It were not best that we should all think alike; it is difference of opinion that makes horse races.”
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Section I In the Beginning … Meet the Mayas




“Son, bring me the firefly of the night. Its odor shall pass to the north and to the west. Bring with it the beckoning tongue of the jaguar.”

—Book of The Chilam Balam (Jaguar Priest) of Chumayel (Yucatec-Maya)

Like Wine, Beer, Brandy, Chartreuse and many of the world’s great pleasures, cigars have their origins in religion. The Mayans, like most Mesoamerican peoples, smoked tobacco as part of their religious rituals (in addition to developing a written language, a 365-day calendar and vegetable cultivation—no slackers, they). Artifacts from the period portray both nobles and Mayan deities puffing away. Their verb for smoking, sikar, would eventually be co-opted by the Spanish into a noun, cigarro.

Nor were the Mayans alone in their enjoyment of smoking. From tribes in Mexico and North America puffing on pipes to the Aztecs setting fire to tobacco-stuffed reeds, the pursuit was enjoyed by a broad swath of cultures in the Americas.

Of course, as we all know, in fourteen hundred ninety-two, Columbus sailed the ocean blue. Now, while it’s understandable that few historical figures have undergone a thoroughgoing reappraisal quite as dramatic as that of Christopher Columbus, nonetheless his “discovery” of “the New World” does, like it or not, symbolize the introduction of cigars and tobaccos to the court of Spain and the “Old World.” After a five-week journey from the Canary Islands over epic waves and vast distances, the explorer’s crewmen dropped anchor within sight of the Bahamas. From there, it was another 16 days of sailing before they arrived off the coast of Cuba on October 28, 1492.

Once ashore, two of the explorers, Luis de Torres (also known by his Hebraic name, Yosef ben HaLevi HaIvri) and Rodrigo de Jerez, came upon an unusual sight. The indigenous inhabitants were puffing away at lit “catapults” (most likely rolled plant leaves) stuffed with tobacco, or, as the locals called it, cojoba (alt. cohiba). These were the Taíno people, who inhabited not only Cuba but also Hispaniola (modern-day Haiti and the Dominican Republic). One can imagine how the Spaniards, surely stressed from the most cramped and terrifying Atlantic crossing prior to the invention of the 777 and basic economy class, responded to the sight of people calmly drinking smoke: “We’d like some of that. Now. Please.”

Of the encounter, Columbus wrote in his Navigation Diary, “These two Christians* found, along the way a great number of people crossing their villages, women and men, the men always with burning stick in their hands, and a certain weed whose smoke they inhale which are dry weeds stuffed into a leaf in the form of a musket made of paper.” (*Christopher Columbus has long been rumored to be a converso of Sephardic Jewish origins; as mentioned, one of the two referenced crew members, Luis de Torres, was a known converso who had both Hebraic and Christian names.)

The Taíno were representative of most Mesoamerican civilizations that had been smoking tobacco in shamanistic rituals for thousands of years before European exploration. Some archaeological anthropologists now believe—after a 2022 discovery in Great Salt Lake Desert, Utah, by Henderson, Nevada–based Far Western Anthropological Research Group director Daron Duke and his team—that the practice actually dates to the Stone Age, as far back as 10,000 B.C., some 11,500 years before Columbus and crew came ashore.

One group of historians credits Hernán Cortés with bringing the first tobacco seeds to Spain in 1518. The Portuguese and Dutch argue that their own heroes were the first to import the plant. Another good story has colonist-poet-adventurer Sir Walter Raleigh introducing tobacco to Jolly Olde England, although chances are better that it came across the English Channel from France after Jean Nicot de Villemain, French ambassador to the Royal Court of Lisbon, introduced tobacco to the French Royal Court from Portugal during the age of Catherine de Medici, who in turn insisted tobacco be called herba regina, the “queen’s herb.” The name didn’t stick. In the end, regardless of the various players and claimants, tobacco plants are from genus Nicotiana (an honorific eponym bestowed upon Nicot).

[image: The image is a black and white woodcut print of a group of people dancing, created by the artist Ernst Ludwig Kirchner in 1913.]
An illustration of a Native American tribal smoke offerings dance from the 1652 booklet, In Praise of the Noble and Renowned Herb Petum [Tabaccum];
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What is irrefutable—colorful cast of characters aside—is that “Everywhere in the Caribbean creole farmers started to cultivate tobacco in the last decades of the 16th century. The centers of production were Cuba and, above all, the northern coast of Venezuela, where a considerable amount of tobacco was produced and sold. The buyers were the English and Dutch …” So noted Michiel Baud, professor in Latin American Studies at the University of Amsterdam, in his paper, A Colonial Counter Economy: Tobacco Production on Española 1500-1870.

While tobacco started as a medicinal cure (Nicot, who bore a passing resemblance to actor/comedian and cigar enthusiast Sir Billy Connolly, wrote in 1573 that the plant was “an herb of marvelous virtue against all wounds, ulcers, noli me tangere, herpes and other such like things”), smoking it evolved into a pastime among the French and Spanish. It spread from there to other European nations that were endlessly fascinated by novelty.

When most of us were taught school lessons about European explorers’ discoveries in the New World, the description of the indigenous peoples smoking tobacco is just that—the generic term tobacco—without regard to species, or what we sometimes call the varietal. There are in fact some 70 species of tobacco. Those smoked by native Mesoamericans (Mayans and Incans) and Los Taíno de las Antillas tribespeople, their not terribly distant cousins, were typically one of two entirely different strains depending on region: Nicotiana tabacum (Caribbean) or Nicotiana rustica (Amazon basin, hence its alternate popular name, “Aztec tobacco”).

[image: This image is a black and white illustration of Christopher Columbus meeting the people of the New World.]
[Tabaccum]; “Christophe Columbus among the Indians” (Christophe Colomb parmi les Indiens / Cristobal Colon Por Medio de los Indios), stone lithograph, ca. 1851, by Louis Auguste Turgis (1818-1894), L. Turgis et fils, Paris and New York City
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Both, smoked or brewed in a tea, were used similarly for medicinal and shamanistic rituals. Nicotiana rustica, an ancient variety of tobacco grown for thousands of years, is now an heirloom varietal grown almost exclusively in the Amazon, though it was the original tobacco planted throughout the Americas. N. rustica is earthier and more potent than its cousin N. tabacum, which was prized for its sweet, fragrant and larger leaves. These qualities made Nicotiana tabacum the varietal that went on to be commercially cultivated and used in today’s spin-off hybrids.

As the succeeding centuries passed, the cigar—cigarmaking, more precisely—has maintained a deeply spiritual nuance analogous to that of winemaking, olive oil pressing, beer brewing and chocolate, all epicurean indulgences that start in a field, vineyard or orchard with a deeply rooted connection to the earth, Mother Nature—terroir. However, even accounting for that underlying deference to tradition, cigarmakers continue to push themselves toward betterment, refinement and improvement. It’s a subtle dance and a balancing act—one performed for more than six centuries.

20
[image: The image is a detailed drawing of a plant with leaves and flowers.]
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Section II The Modern Cigar Era: Spain & Colonial Cuba (1810)




So What Transpired Post 1492? (Smallpox, measles, syphilis, slavery, genocide, deforestation and forceful religious conversions with a dash of flagellation aside.) Some 140 years, roughly 1600 to 1740, made up the embryonic period for the tobacco and cigar trades, up until King Felipe V of Spain issued a royal decree on December 18, 1740, that established the Royal Trading Company of Habana (La Real Compañía de Comercio de la Habana), creating a monopoly on the tobacco trade from Cuba. This was interrupted in 1762 when the British conquered Cuba, though they returned it to the Spanish Crown a year later. These were the wild west and far east years—the cigar equivalent of La Tène culture, distinguished by the royal decree and the subsequent erection of Spanish-owned cigar factories in Mexico, the Philippines and Seville, Spain. Little changed until 1810—an auspicious year, one that ushered in what we now call the Modern Cigar Era.

What occurred during this seminal year? The first, though unauthorized, Cuban cigar brand, Cabañas, was founded, though it would be another seven years until another Spanish monarch, King Fernando VII, decreed that Cuba was permitted to manufacture finished and rolled cigars for export; previously, it could export only tobacco. This enabled the Factoria, Spain’s Crown colonial tobacco monopoly, to purchase all Cuban tobaccos at fixed prices, thereby controlling the market and lining the coffers of the Crown. This is among the reasons that La Real Fábrica de Tabacos de Sevilla, a colossal neoclassical structure where tobacco was processed (and, later, cigars were rolled), built between 1728 and 1771 (though operating as a factory as of July 9, 1758), predates any of the grand Cuban fábricas by almost 90 years.

After Cabañas, the proverbial floodgates opened, and the modern era of cigars burst forth. Along with it came many of the most noteworthy, venerable and pioneering marcas—what are now called pre-Revolution heritage brands—that still dominate the market: Partagás (circa 1827), Por Larrañaga (1834), Ramón Allones (late 1830s), Punch (1840), H. Upmann (1844), La Corona (1845), La Escepción (1850s), Hoyo de Monterrey (1865), Romeo y Julieta (1873) and La Gloria Cubana (1885).

The year 1810 also saw the first commercial cigar-rolling galleries open their doors in the postcolonial United States when two modest factories were founded by the Viets brothers in the towns of East Windsor and Suffield, Connecticut, separated by about 15 miles (24 kilometers). A stone marker in Suffield reads:

Site Of First Cigar Factory in United States Erected in 1810

The Viets were, and very much remain, an English family that traces their colonial roots to 1710 and the greater Windsor area in north-central Connecticut (the first English settlement in the state), specifically to the town of Simsbury, just east of Windsor. The family’s circa-1712 Viets’ Tavern in present-day East Granby (18th-century Turkey Hills) still stands, and remained in the family until 1834; today it is listed on the National Register of Historic Places. The family itself still resides in the area as well.
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Tobacco & Slavery

It Can Be vexing to belabor a difficult topic, but it can also be important—because the subject at hand is also highly germane to the scope of this work. That subject is slavery, specifically enslaved Africans and their role in American and Caribbean Basin tobacco farming.

To ignore this fraught and unpleasant topic in a monograph like this would border on inexcusable. Curiously, though, throughout my formal research (and casual reading) about cigar-andtobacco history, slavery is rarely discussed outside of scholarly work that focuses specifically on it. This lacuna takes us past mere slipshod oversight into the realm of something more sinister: historical expurgation.

Surely no one reading this is unaware that like all triangular-trade-route colonial cash crops of the 17th, 18th and 19th centuries, tobacco was entirely dependent on enslaved labor. Slaves worked the plantations and warehouses and manned the docks loading bales of tobacco bound for Europe. Tobacco, cotton, indigo and sugar (and, by extension, rum): All were complicit.

Likewise European industry, which would in return send finished manufactured and luxury goods to the New World. To Africa, Europe shipped finished goods (such as textiles), guns and iron; African traders sent enslaved people to the New World. The crude efficiency of this means of exchange was a plus for everyone involved—with one glaring, obvious exception, of course.

The transatlantic slave trade peaked in the 1780s and ran through the end of the American Civil War in 1865. Over the preceding 365 years, approximately 35,000 slave ships transported some 12.5 million Africans from their native continent to the Americas.

Unsurprisingly, given the extremely labor-intensive nature of the crop, many of those slaves ended up on tobacco plantations. As America’s Public Broadcasting System noted in the 1999 documentary Freedom and Bondage in the Colonial Era, by 1790, within the Chesapeake colonies— Virginia, Maryland and Delaware—“61 percent of enslaved African-Americans worked in tobacco fields in small to medium-sized gangs.” Seventy-five years later, on June 19, 1865—now commemorated in the U.S. as the Juneteenth national holiday—the last slaves, in Texas, were freed. During the Reconstruction era that followed, slaves were replaced with Black freedmen and white sharecroppers.

As for Cuba … African slaves in Cuba primarily worked on sugarcane plantations (by 1860 Cuba produced nearly one-third of the world’s sugar); nonetheless, they were also prevalent in Pinar del Río, the epicenter of Cuban tobacco cultivation, as was the case with all slave-based colonial commodities and cash crops of the time.

Any industry that has been around long enough must contend with this shameful legacy. The scourge of chattel slavery in the Americas and the Caribbean— tobacco being far from the sole culprit, of course—is long since eradicated. May it never return.
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[image: The image is a cover for R. Mascall’s book, “R. Mascall’s Belt Virginia in Asford Kent”. The cover features an illustration of a man and a woman, with a ship in the background.]
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[image: This image appears to be an old advertisement or label for a tobacco company. The label features the company name, “GRAN MANUFACTURA DE TABACOS,” at the top, with various illustrations and text below it, including “TABACOS,” “CIGARROS,” and “FLOR-FINA.” The label is printed in black on a tan background. The image is divided into two parts, with the top part showing the entire label and the bottom part showing a smaller version of the label. The overall design of the label suggests that it is from a company that was active in the early 20th century.]
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[image: The image is a black and white drawing of a scene with multiple people in it, which appears to be a historical or artistic representation.]
Jean Nicot presenting the tobacco plant to Queen Catherine de Médicis and Grand Prior of the House of Lorraine, 1655



(As an aside: It would be an egregious error to relegate the U.S. cigar trade and cigar tobacco farming as a mere extension of Cuba’s own. Admittedly, that might have been the case in the nascent Ybor City years, but from the fin de siècle through the 20th and 21st centuries, America came into its own, and continues to be strong. Something to keep in mind as this saga unfolds.)

Within a decade of King Fernando VII’s 1817 decree, exports of Cuban cigars reached 407,000 units. However, 10 years after that the industry was firmly established and growing strongly, with approximately 5 million cigars exported from more than 300 factories. Come 1840, or thereabouts, Cuban-produced cigar exports topped a record-setting 356.6 million cigars rolled at a reported 300-odd factories of varying sizes (most were quite small); however, by 1855 that number dropped by more than half to approximately 140 million export cigars. As with all consumer products, cigars have followed a head-and-shoulders trending pattern throughout their history.

While these numbers can’t be estimated with complete accuracy, there’s no question that they represented lots. Lots of factories. Lots of cigars. The figures fluctuate widely even today. During the tail end of the 1990s Cigar Boom, Cuba was said to be exporting 126 million cigars a year; in 2016 the Cuban Office of National Statistics (credibility notwithstanding) announced that the country had exported 93.9 million handmade cigars the previous year. Due to a slew of pandemic-related labor and supply-chain disruptions, however (coupled with an enormous tobacco warehouse fire, a few natural disasters and a nationwide fuel shortage), exports in 2022 plunged to a paltry 56 million cigars. The stated goal is to return to the 90 million to 100 million hand-rolled export cigar figures in the coming years.
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Once Upon a Time in Cuba (1821–1929)



Cuba’s Agarian Riches of Tobacco and sugarcane (from which rum is made) are of course equally historic and legendary. And as anyone reading this book well knows, Havana, and the Vuelta Abajo region, with its centuries-old plantations (fincas) where majestic haciendas (such as the Hacienda Cortina) perched from high-ground vantage points once stood, are the undisputedly historic epicenter of the cigar industry. (Depending on your point of view, they might still be the center.) The country’s most fertile (though bruised at the moment) tobacco-growing terroir lies within the Vuelta Abajo’s Pinar del Río province, specifically regions around two towns: San Juan y Martínez (hailed as the “Mecca of tobacco”) and San Luís, as well as their rich cultural traditions, conjure generations of romantic cigar smokers’ dreams.

It is from within these growing regions that Spaniard Don José Gener, who emigrated to Cuba at the tender age of 13, ventured to work on his uncle’s tobacco plantación in Vuelta Abajo and took the name Hoyo de Monterrey (Basin of Monterrey) for his signature cigar marca in 1865. Having opened a successful fábrica de tabacos in Havana in the 1850s, where La Escepción was made, Don José purchased a premier tobacco farm along the low-lying banks of San Juan y Martínez River, in the aforementioned town of the same name, located in the heart of the Vuelta Abajo region whence the original Hoyo de Monterrey leaves were harvested, named to honor these prime tobacco fields. (The modern iteration of La Escepción was discontinued by Cubatabaco in 1989, though it later released revival Edición Regional Italia Habanos S.A. offerings in 2011 and 2015.)

Everything that transpired in the 19th century culminated in Cuban cigar-and-tobacco supremacy deep into the middle of the 20th (until 1962, to be precise). While 1740, as noted, was the embryonic stage, things hit maturity (for the time) in 1817, when King Ferdinand VII of Spain decreed that Cubans were allowed not only to cultivate tobacco but also to manufacture fully rolled cigars for export. This turned the island into a cigar-production powerhouse.

The first chronicled independent Cuban cigar brand, as mentioned earlier, predates Ferdinand’s proclamation. Cabañas was established by Francisco Cabañas in 1810, when the Spanish Crown still prohibited commercial cigar production. Cuba groaned under the weight of Spanish colonial oppression, but it would exact its revenge: Cabañas would enjoy a respectable 150-year run, ceasing production in1962. Following the Cuban Revolution and nationalization of the country’s cigar trade, many pre-Revolution brands (Cabañas among them) went the way of the dodo bird. Cabañas was brought back by Empresa Cubana del Tabaco (the Cuban state tobacco entity, known as Cubatabaco) in 1989 as a machine-made line until 2004–05, when it was phased out of production, presumably for good. Since 2019 a handmade Nicaraguan incarnation has been crafted by cult cigarmaker My Father Cigars by Don Pepín Garcia, which also makes the non-Cuban version of the heritage Cuban label Fonseca.

The rich, colorful history of Cuban cigars could fill a book—and has, many times over. We’re all keen for a good story, after all, and one of my favorites concerns the tale of Don Jaime Partagás, who built his famed Real Fábrica de Tabaco Partagás in central Havana in 1845. This is the year most commonly associated with the brand, the one from which anniversary releases date. The factory would become the most iconic cigar fábrica in the world, with its instantly recognizable creamy pale-yellow façade accented with maroon trim. Unfortunately, cigars haven’t been rolled there since the 2010s (the exact year of the move is a bit elusive, having been variously reported as 2011, 2012 and 2016).
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[image: The image is a vintage illustration of a man in a hat, with the word “CUBAN” written above him.]

[image: A man wearing a hat is standing in a field of large leaves in front of two thatched-roof buildings.]
Standing in a tobacco field, Vuelta Abajo, Cuba. ca. 1910
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The juicy bit: Don Jaime was murdered on one of his Vuelta Abajo plantations in 1868, allegedly at the hands, or the orders, of a jealous rival who believed his wife and the cigarmaker were having a clandestine affair; there were also rumors of questionable business practices. After this, his son, José Partagás, took over until the company and brand were bought by Cifuentes y Cía (née Cifuentes, Fernandez y Cía) in 1900. Partagás (and many other Cuban heritage brands) remained in the Cifuentes family until just after the Cuban Revolution, when the Castro regime seized the factory and the marcas in September 1960.

Partagás’s legacy, and its revenge? The Partagás Serie D No. 4 overtook the Montecristo No. 4 as the world’s top-selling Cuban cigar in 2008—quite an accomplishment given that Montecristo (and Cohiba) are far more famous brands/marcas. That said, it was Cifuentes that created the Partagás Alphabet Series in the mid-1930s. That line was discontinued in the ’60s, relaunched in 1975—and its popularity has only grown since.

Curiously, when people wax romantic about Cuban marcas, Partagás often comes to mind for many reasons: the iconic factory, Don Jaime Partagás’s colorful life and death—he was a rapscallion, that one—the sheer number of Partagás vitolas over the decades and so on. That said, H. Upmann also conjures a fabled narrative within the Habanos portfolio.

H. Upmann was founded by Hermann Dietrich Upmann, likely with funds from the fortune amassed by his family of German bankers. Upmann moved to Cuba in 1839 and five years later founded the H. Upmann cigar factory; in 1864, with his nephew Heinrich Upmann, he opened a bank catering primarily to tobacco dealers and farmers. The brand stayed in the hands of the Upmann family until World War I, when H. Upmann (both the cigar and financial concerns) would have the dubious distinction of being named the first company to fall under the auspices of America’s Trading with the Enemy Act of 1917. (Third-generation owners Hermann and Alberto Upmann were themselves personally listed by the Act a year later.) Bankruptcy, lawsuits, restitution, more insolvency, a little prison time and personal ruin ensued.

In 1922, the brand was acquired out of receivership by British cigar concern J. Frankau & Co. (a predecessor of Hunters & Frankau, now the sole importer of Havanas to the United Kingdom), which sold it in 1937 to Menéndez, García y Cía, at the time a new business created in 1936 by cofounders and owners Alonso Menéndez and Pepe García. This venture was flush with money from Montecristo, the wildly successful brand Alonso Menéndez created in 1935 at his Particulares Factory. Menéndez, García y Cía was the final private owner of the Cuban H. Upmann (and Montecristo) marques until Fidel Castro nationalized the industry in 1960.

[image: The image is of a group of women sitting at a table working, with a man standing in the background. The women are all wearing similar clothes and hairstyles, and appear to be working at the same task. The man is standing behind a stack of books or papers, and appears to be supervising the women. The women are all sitting at a long table, with stacks of books and papers in front of them. The room is dimly lit, and the atmosphere appears to be one of hard work and concentration. The women appear to be working together as a team, and the man in the background appears to be overseeing their work. The image appears to be a photograph of a group of women working in a factory or office setting, possibly in the early 20th century.]
Assembling dress boxes at the Partagás Factory, La Habana, Cuba, ca. 1920;
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At the time of the Cuban Revolution, Upmann was the top-selling Cuban brand (in sales by volume; Partagás was number two), with a reported 5 million cigars annually exported to the U.S., then and now the world’s biggest cigar market. Upmann remains one of the most recognized marcas in the world and is a Habanos S.A. “Global Brand,” making it one of Cuba’s top six cigars.

The Upmann factory building—while neither as famous nor as old as the Partagás fábrica—was nonetheless an edifice of note. Nine years after Alonso Menéndez and García acquired the brand, to coincide with Upmann’s centenary, they moved into 407 Calle Amistad (reputed to be the former Cabañas factory), just around the corner and a street over from the Partagás factory in downtown Habana Vieja. Opened in 1944, it remained the Upmann and Montecristo factory as well as the less-known Particulares and Byron, until the top brass at Cubatabaco/Habanos S.A. moved production to the new H. Upmann factory in 2003.

Alonso, with the rest of the Menéndez family in tow, is said to have fled Cuba during the Revolution, with little in the way of assets, resettling in the Canary Islands. Flush with new investors, and with son Benjamin, known as “Benji” (who would become a legendary cigar man in his own right), by his side, the senior Menéndez created a new company, Compañía Insular Tabacalera S.A. (CIT), in Las Palmas, the capital of Gran Canaria. There, CIT, helmed by the originator of the Cuban Montecristo brand, released Montecruz Selección Suprema Dunhill Sun Grown, with its doppelgänger Montecristo packaging. Montecruz would become one of the bestselling Americanmarket premium cigars, notable as the first major brand to use sun-grown wrappers. Today, there is an Alonso Menéndez Brazilian puro, created to honor his father by another of Alonso’s sons, the late Felix Menéndez, who founded Dona Flor cigars and was one of the true titans of Brazilian tobacco.

On and on it goes. So many tales, tall and otherwise. What’s important to remember is that behind every heritage Cuban brand there is a saga of gravity—of dreams, disappointments, disasters and triumphs. A romantic period begets such stories. The stories of some post-Revolutionary marcas are filled with lore too, but theirs tend to be overshadowed by marketing jargon.
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[image: The image is a black and white photograph of a large group of people in a factory, with the title “Havana - Cigar Factory” written at the top.]
Cigar factory rolling gallery Havana, Cuba, ca. 1910
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Bibendum, the Original Connoisseur

From His Creation in 1898—when tires were gray-white, not black—until the early 1930s, Bibendum (better known as the Michelin Man), the corpulent, pince-nez-bespectacled aristocratic bon vivant smoked cigars, presumably Havanas. Bibendum is perhaps the first internationally recognized trademark representing the good life: fine dining, exquisite hotels and outstanding travel destinations, followed in due course by the distinctive Michelin Guide star. A win-win for Michelin.

By the time Monsieur Bib quit puffing— the last dated example of Bibendum with a cigar perched in his mouth is from 1932—the Michelin Guide had been published for three decades, and the famed award system was securely in place. (It was introduced in 1926 as a one-or-none system; by 1931 the threestar hierarchy took over.)

Created by the French illustrator Marius Rossillon, who worked under his pseudonym, O’Galop, Bibendum remains a gourmand and arbiter of good taste, the mascot of both the travel and dining guides—he’s often on the covers, albeit without a cigar—as well as that of the tire company that gave him his start.

That first 1898 poster features a plump (because air-filled) M. Bib seated at a banquet and making a toast with a goblet overflowing with road debris. He’s speaking Latin: “Nunc est bibendum” (“Now is the time to drink”), part of a line from the Cleopatra Ode by Horace, the prominent Roman lyric poet during the reign of Caesar Augustus. The full line is “Nunc est bibendum, nunc pede libero pulsanda tellus (sc. est),” which translates as “Now is the time to drink, now we should dance freely.”

Presumably, Bibendum “drinks” up the debris, leaving one to conclude he will later expel it as well. He’s impervious to flats, you see. Though far from true, this was wonderful period art, now a timeless advertisement. The slogan provided the Michelin Man his given name.

The most prominent permanent exhibition of a cigar-smoke-billowing Bibendum can be found at Michelin House, an exquisite Art Deco building in London’s Chelsea neighborhood that served as Michelin’s headquarters from 1911 until 1985. It’s currently home to the Claude Bosi at Bibendum restaurant (which itself boasts two Michelin stars), oyster bar and discreet, cozy cocktail bar with examples of the 1926 Bibendum-inspired chairs designed by Eileen Gray. Although Bibendum didn’t necessarily help popularize cigars, he was certainly an early reinforcement of the idea that they are a symbol of sophistication and taste.
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[image: The image depicts a drawing of a person reclining in a chair, with their head resting on the back of the chair and their arms extended out to the sides.]
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[image: The image depicts the cover of a magazine called “Habano” with an advertisement for Partagas cigars.]
1958 pre–Castro Cuba Cifuentes y Cía advertisement exclaiming, “Partagás and … nothing more!”
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Cuban Cigars’ Postcolonial High Period (1930–1958)



It is Fair to Say that most would consider that the Cuban cigar’s postcolonial Siglo de Oro (Golden Age) stretched from approximately 1930 to 1997 based on the use of Corojo wrapper, often called the “world’s best wrapper.” However, it’s equally fair to assert that a wrapper—a single component of a cigar, albeit the most significant—can’t possibly make up the totality of an era; there are many other things to consider. It’s equally reasonable to say that the creation of Corojo isn’t the only highlight in this second golden Cuban cigar period. (Others—Zino Davidoff comes to mind—would say this period in fact concluded not in 1997 but in the late 1970s or early ’80s. Either way, everyone agrees that it ended.)


Corojo Wrapper

Corojo was named for the Santa Ines del Corojo finca (farm estate), located in San Juan y Martínez, outside of San Luis in Cuba’s Pinar del Río province, where the varietal (a cross between Criollo Original and Sumatran seed) was developed and cultivated by tobacco grower Diego Rodriguez in the early 1930s. Over the years, as the sun-grown tobacco was harvested, Rodriguez’s son, Daniel, refined and perfected the varietal in 1947; by the third generation the wrappers were grown under shade in Cuba, as well as in Florida and Nicaragua. However, like most early tobacco varietals, Corojo was especially susceptible to blue mold and other devastating diseases (analogous to phylloxera’s destructive impact on wine grapes). As such, these days almost no unadulterated Corojo is grown, having been replaced by hybrids. For about 50 years, though, roughly 1947 to 1997, Corojo was king.




Montecristo and Partagás “Alphabet Series”

Around the same time was the transition from traditional heritage Cuban brands and packaging to contemporary (still pre-Revolution) brands. Rafael González was introduced circa 1928 and has a distinctly 19th-century feel; however, by 1935, when Montecristo, created by Alonso Menéndez, debuted from García y Cía, it was a cigar box with a very different look. This despite the fact that the band was evocative of Rafael González’s, and the typeface, particularly the M of Montecristo, bears a striking resemblance to the M used for the all-caps Ramón Allones label and pre-Revolution band lettering. Still, the vibrant yellow box, with a logo designed by John Hunter Morris and the marca’s British distributor, Elkan Co. Ltd., of six crossing swords forming a triangle surrounding a fleur-de-lis, was markedly Art Deco—a terrific design departure from older brands. By the time post-Revolution brands arrived, modernism (Cohiba) and neo-retro (Quai d’Orsay) were the modes to follow.

The now-fabled Partagás “Alphabet Series” was also created in the 1930s. The immediately recognizable vivid red band had gold lettering and stripes, also a tremendous departure from traditional Arts & Crafts and, later, Art Nouveau cigar iconography. It’s said that this serie started with a roster of 16 vitolas; there are currently five standard-production Alphabet Series Partagás: Serie D No. 4, Serie D No. 5 Tubo, Serie D No. 6 (the most recent addition, from 2014), Serie E No. 2 and Serie P No. 2.

[image: This vintage photograph depicts a large, multi-story building with a prominent sign reading “Partagas Real Fabrica De Tabacos” and the year “1845” in the bottom right corner.]
Postcard of Partagás Real Fábrica de Tabacos, Havana, Cuba, ca. 1920
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There have also been many limited and special editions over the past 20 years: Serie C No. 1 Habanos Collection Series (2002), Serie C No. 3 (LE 2001–02), Serie D No. 3 (LE 2006), Serie D No. 5 (LE 2008), Serie D Especial (LE 2010), Serie P No. 1 (ceramic jar 2009–10), Serie E No. 1 (LCDH) and Serie E No. 2 (Gran Reserva Cosecha 2015).




Postwar Havana

Cuba’s capital after World War II was America’s debauched jet-set tropical playground. Think of The Godfather Part II. A nearby glamorous Caribbean destination under the Fulgencio Batista regime, Havana had casinos (and La Cosa Nostra families from New York and Chicago), grand hotels, cabaret shows at the Tropicana—Vanity Fair called the venue “a pleasure dome where the shows (and showgirls) were dazzling, the gambling was high-stakes and the revelers included Marlon Brando, Ernest Hemingway, Rita Hayworth and JFK”—dancing and drinking until dawn, afternoons poolside. All of it was beautifully documented by high-society shutterbugs, reimagined by Hollywood and chronicled as black comedy in Graham Greene’s 1958 novel Our Man in Havana.

Hemingway held court (and wrote) at Finca Vigia, fished on his boat Pilar and drank daiquiris at El Floridita. The latter was named “one of the seven most famous bars in the world” by Esquire in 1953—an honor likely due to Papa being a regular contributor to the magazine and the most famous patron of the coral-red watering hole. This was also the period when Hemingway published The Old Man and the Sea, his Nobeland Pulitzer Prize–winning novel, set in Cuba. Heady days— with a fine Havana cigar as a prominent prop.
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The Big Picture (1960–1995)



Before we Continue With the Cuban chronicles, a momentary reflective intermezzo: The back half of 20th-century tobacco and cigar history is complex, all the more so because of its accelerated progression—the industry evolved at breakneck speed, especially compared to centuries prior. Broadly speaking, there have been six significant advances in cigars (possibly seven; it’s certainly debatable), five of which occurred over a remarkably brief 35-year period. Let’s call these increments “quantum leaps.”


Quantum Leap One

The first quantum leap was Cuba’s high-period Golden Age/Siglo de Oro.




Quantum Leap Two

The second was the Cuban Revolution, which led to the diaspora and attendant migration of cigar savoir faire that would eventually guide the production of all non-Cuban cigars from the Canary Islands to the vast breadth of the Caribbean Basin.

This mass exodus began in earnest on what became known as the day of reckoning for Cuba’s most prominent cigar clans: September 15, 1960, when soldiers of the Castro regime seized and nationalized La Real Fábrica de Tabaco Partagás from Cifuentes family patriarch and legendary cigarmaker Ramón Cifuentes; Real Fábrica de Tabacos H. Upmann from equally fabled Menéndez, García y Cía owners Alonso Menéndez and José Manuel “Pepe” García manufacturers Montecristo, who also owned the Por Larrañaga factory (said to be the sixth-largest Cuban cigar brand at the time of the Revolution); Fernández, Palicio y Cía, producers of Hoyo de Monterrey, Punch and Belinda from Fernando Palicio—and all the other great cigar families’ holdings.

After that there was nothing for them to do but escape—often with little more than a suitcase and a few American dollars, often with even less than that. A few of the more prudent and shrewd families had holdings and banking relationships in other countries, which would prove vital to rebuilding their lives and businesses. Most, though, had to start over after generations of prosperity with nothing more than determination and institutional knowledge.

“When we left Cuba, we did so with Cuban pesos [pegged to the dollar at the time] and the assurance that things would be restored to normal within months,” said Manolo Quesada, scion of a Cuban banking and tobacco brokerage. “Our pesos were worthless.” Luckily, the Quesadas had strong banking ties in New York that helped bridge the gap.

Others, such as Menéndez, García y Cía heir Benjamin “Benji” Menéndez, with whom I was honored to work closely for a few years at General Cigar, were reluctant to speak about the pre-Castro years, clearly a painfully personal topic. He was happy to discuss the tobacco and cigars of Brazil, the Canaries, Honduras, the Dominican Republic and others.
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Quantum Leap Three

The third quantum leap was the rise, in the 1960s, of the Honduran, Mexican, Jamaican and—to a far lesser extent—Nicaraguan tobacco and cigar industries.




Quantum Leaps Four & Five

The fourth: the Canary Island cigar supernova of the ’70s, which gave us the era-defining Montecruz Selección Suprema Dunhill Sun Grown, the first major brand to use sun-grown wrappers. This effortlessly morphed into the fifth leap: the strengthening of the Dominican cigar industry, which largely began with the seamless 1977 move of Montecruz production from the Canaries to La Romana, a small Dominican city on the southeast Caribbean coastline. The Menéndez family had sold Montecruz in 1972 to Gulf+Western Industries, which also owned the García factory founded by José García, Menéndez’s former Menéndez, García y Cía partner.

The Montecruz switch was soon followed by the arrival of Tabacalera A. Fuente in the Dominican Republic in 1980, with a portfolio of Fuente brands such as the popular Don Carlos series, which debuted in 1976. Don Carlos was originally made at Fuente’s first Nicaraguan factory, Tabacalera Victor, which was burned down by the Sandinista National Liberation Front in 1978. The boutique tabacalera Cigars Juan Clemente got to the Dominican Republic in 1982, and in 1984 Hendrik “Henke” Kelner founded Tabacos Dominicanos (Tabadom), which is now owned by Oettinger Davidoff and is colloquially referred to as the Davidoff Factory. All of these are headquartered in Santiago de los Caballeros.

This period likewise saw the rise in prominence of independent midsize manufacturers such as Quesada Cigars (née MATASA), which settled in Santiago in the mid-1970s. A decade and a half later, both Davidoff and Dunhill defected from Cuba to the Dominican Republic in 1989 and 1990, respectively.




Quantum Leap Six

The sixth leap was a true paradigm shift, an achievement of what generations of tobacco men deemed the unachievable: the cultivation of world-class cigar wrapper leaf at the farm that would become Château de la Fuente in El Caribe, in the Cibao region of the Dominican Republic, and the resulting OpusX cigar series first released in 1995. This was the first-ever commercially viable Dominican puro, and it paved the way for all subsequent Dominican puros from Ashton, Davidoff, La Flor Dominicana and others.

(As an aside, puro is a Spanish double entendre; directly translated to English it means “pure,” however, in cigar parlance it specifically means a cigar rolled in a country of origin exclusively from homegrown—as it were—tobaccos. Meaning the filler tobaccos, the binder and the wrapper leaves are all grown from a single country of origin, as opposed to multi-origin blends, where one has, say, an Ecuadorian wrapper with Dominican and Nicaraguan fillers with a Mexican binder. You will read the word puro quite a number of times in this book, as such, please know it is not simply a synonym for “cigar” but conveys a specific definition.)

Where is Nicaragua? The initial rise of the country of lakes and volcanoes spans leaps three and four (1963–78), yet its ascent was modest at best. Its ensuing growth, concurrent to the sixth leap described above, has been impressive—it’s now the world’s largest exporter of premium and ultra-premium cigars—but it doesn’t really merit the designation of a quantum leap, and if it did, it would be rolled into the shifting cigar world dynamics found in the mostly undefined Quantum Leap Seven.
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Immediate Post–Cuban Revolution Years (1960–1963)



Again, the Second Quantum Leap was Fidel Castro assuming power over the largest Caribbean nation on New Year’s Day 1959. This in turn led to the Cuban diaspora and the migration of cigar know-how that would eventually guide the production of all non-Cuban cigars from Africa’s west coast (the Canary Islands) to the vast breadth of the Caribbean Basin. This mass exodus began in earnest on what was to become known as the doomsday for the Cuban cigar clans: September 15, 1960.

Once Castro’s comrade dragoons seized Real Fábrica de Tabaco Partagás, Real Fábrica de Tabacos H. Upmann, (Antigua) Fábrica de Tabacos La Corona, Real Fábrica de Tabaco El Rey del Mundo—and all the rest—there was little else to do but escape and try to rebuild. Which is eventually what most did, but that is jumping ahead… .

Along the way, Castro and Ernesto “Che” Guevara seduced a nation, becoming symbols of political revolution, poster children in roguish fatigues, for chic midcentury cigar devotees. Before the Swinging ’60s, cigars were often seen as emblematic of the establishment, but as that fateful decade advanced, they were no longer the exclusive domain of imperialists and colonists typified by the likes of King Edward VII, who ruled the British Empire and who, upon his 1901 coronation, famously said, “Gentlemen, you may smoke.” (Edward’s mother, Queen Victoria, did not approve of cigars; smoking was therefore a behind-closed-doors pursuit in the Victorian Era.) Edward VII was a rakish sort, with a voracious appetite for women, food, drink and cigars, smoking a dozen puros every day. He was also a sartorial trendsetter. It’s good to be the king.

Winston Churchill later picked up Edward VII’s baton as the exemplar of British aristocratic gluttony, though he smoked “only” 10 cigars a day. He apparently didn’t share the late king’s satyriasis, however; according to Sir John “Jock” Colville, his former private secretary, “Churchill was … not a highly sexed man.” On the American side of the Atlantic, General George S. Patton, a Churchill contemporary, was said to travel with a stocked humidor. Oscar Wilde once said that “moderation is a fatal thing. Nothing succeeds like excess”—a dictum this lot clearly took to heart.

In the postwar era, John F. Kennedy, a Castro antagonist, was a well-known cigar smoker. As the story goes, JFK asked his friend, press secretary Pierre Salinger—a dedicated cigar man himself—to help him procure 1,000 machine-made H. Upmann Petit Coronas prior to signing Presidential Proclamation No. 3447 in February 1962, which imposed a comprehensive embargo on “all trade” with Cuba.

In the end, as Salinger later recounted in the pages of Cigar Aficionado, “The next morning [February 7, 1962], I walked into my White House office at about 8 a.m., and the direct line from the president’s office was already ringing. He asked me to come in immediately. ‘How did you do, Pierre?’ Kennedy asked as I walked through the door. ‘Very well,’ I answered. In fact, I’d gotten 1,200 cigars. Kennedy smiled and opened up his desk. He took out a long paper which he immediately signed. It was the decree banning all Cuban products from the United States. Cuban cigars were now illegal in our country.” Salinger concluded, “While subscribing to opposing political ideologies, as well as sitting on opposite sides of the Bay of Pigs fiasco, JFK, Fidel and Che nonetheless clearly agreed upon the joys of a cigar.”

[image: The image is a black and white photograph of a man in a tuxedo, with his hand raised to his forehead. He is wearing a tuxedo with a white shirt and a black bow tie, and has a white flower on his lapel. He is also smoking a cigar.]
Dueling Aficionados: Midcentury political titans U.S. President John F. Kennedy puffing a machine-made H. Upmann Petit Corona;
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That same year Castro established Empresa Cubana del Tabaco, the Cuban state monopoly. Habanos S.A., the future Cuban cigar sales-and-marketing entity—which manages the licensing of the brands both preand post-Revolution—wouldn’t come around until 1994. Revolution, Bay of Pigs, U.S. embargo and the Cuban Missile Crisis: The cigar world was changed forever.


The Great Cigar Schism

The Cuban Revolution and subsequent U.S. trade embargo cleaved the cigar industry in two, establishing a firm demarcation between Cuban and non-Cuban cigars.

Pre-Revolution cigars produced outside of Cuba—such as the American-made Clear Havanas from Ybor City, Florida—were (as the name of those Tampa smokes indicates) rolled with Cuban tobacco. Once the embargo took effect and the Cuban tobacco reserves were exhausted, which took a few years, replacement leaf had to be sourced—an unprecedented situation.

[image: The image is a black-and-white photograph of a man sitting in a chair, wearing a military uniform and holding a cigar in his right hand.]
Dueling Aficionados: Midcentury political titans Cuban President Fidel Castro. The Missile Crisis adversaries agreed on little, other than a mutual fondness for Havana cigars and Rolex timepieces.



This division has long resonated throughout the trade, among connoisseurs and even in the realm of cigar accessories—and will for the foreseeable future. At present, though, for cigar enthusiasts, this great divide might actually be a good thing. The current Golden Age of Cigars—the third, following 1876–1915, when cigar consumption, if not quality, was at its apex; and 1930–1997 (or 1980, depending on whom you ask), when quality increased greatly— is golden simply because of the sheer variety of cigars and their outstanding quality. Standard to limited-production puros, multi-origin cigars in every imaginable vitola (some new shapes are even patented!) … this is a highly creative period in the history of the indulgence. And while fewer people smoke than in decades past—cigar enthusiasts are now a clubby clique, to be sure—those who do benefit greatly from the resolve and innovation on offer throughout the Caribbean Basin.
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The result: an oeuvre unimaginable to past generations, one ranging far beyond Cuba’s shores to the emergence (and quick decline) of Jamaican and Canary Island cigars to the dominance of the Dominican Republic, Nicaragua, Honduras and, to a lesser extent, Mexico and Brazil.
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Here Comes the Judge



All Separations Are Messy, Even if the eventual results are positive. The arrival of the Cuban/non-Cuban divide created just such an imbroglio, truly a morass of epic proportions. Among the many intricacies of the industry in the later 20th century was the need to contend with the intellectual property rights of all the heritage brands nationalized by the Castro regime.

Several seminal court cases in the 1960s and ’70s—F. Palicio y Companiav. Brush (1967); Menendez v. Faber, Coe & Gregg (1972); Menendez v. Saks (1973); and Alfred Dunhill of London v. Republic of Cuba (1976)—affirmed that the former owners whose assets were seized were the rightful owners of Cuban cigar brand names and trademarks in the United States, which recognized that this intellectual property was relinquished unlawfully under duress. They weren’t just confiscated, in other words; they were stolen. This is why there are non-Cuban versions of most notable Cuban heritage brands. Predictably, these legal decisions reinforced the divisions within the great cigar schism.

Of F. Palacio y Compania v. Brush, the American Journal of International Law wrote in January 1968:


The controversy which is the subject of this action arises out of the takeover by the Castro government of Cuba of five leading Cuban manufacturers. Basically, the dispute involves the respective rights of the “ intervenors” who took possession of the businesses and assets of these manufacturers on behalf of the Cuban government.

Under this view, as the case law suggests, the interventors [sic] are not entitled to enforce in our courts claims arising out of property rights represented by trademarks registered with the United States Patent Office … Former owners entitled to pursue claims for infringement of trademarks registered in the United States.



The complexities of these unprecedented trademark rulings had a profound effect on the cigar world—especially in the U.S., of course, but around the world as well.

Perhaps no non-Cuban version of a heritage Havana brand better exemplifies this morass than Romeo y Julieta, if for no other reason than an exceedingly intricate series of subsequent mergers and acquisitions that affected its ownership. That said, there is one element of simplicity here: Irrespective of trademark title, the vast-consumer-base, non-Cuban, standard-production Romeo y Julieta has been primarily made in three factories outside Cuba. Two of them are in the Dominican Republic: MATASA (1977–99) and Tabacalera de García (2000–present), and one in Honduras: Tabacalera la Flor de Copán. Some limited editions and one-offs have been produced elsewhere, but why complicate things? The more detailed account follows.

In 1903, José “Pepín” Rodriguez Fernández, owner of Rodriguez, Argüelles y Cía, acquired the brand, and two years later the Romeo y Julieta factory was completed—although, lamentably, the building was demolished in 2011. Pepín died in 1954, with the Revolution just visible on the horizon. Enter one Adolph Lankering, a German émigré who left his fatherland in 1875, first settling in Chicago, then moving farther east in the waning years of the 19th century to Hoboken, New Jersey, where he founded the Lankering Cigar Company with his two brothers. (He was even elected mayor of Hoboken in 1902, serving a single four-year term.) The company endured after Adolph’s passing in 1937, introducing the first iteration of a non-Cuban Romeo y Julieta for the American market around 1966.
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Nine years later, Max Rohr Inc. acquired the trademark rights—it’s murky whether the mark was abandoned or Max Rohr bought it outright. Regardless, soon after the blending of the second version of the non-Cuban Romeo y Julieta began in earnest in 1977, with production by Manuel “Manolo” Quesada at MATASA on behalf of Hollco-Rohr (the subsequent Max Rohr Inc. corporate iteration). It was under MATASA that the popular Romeo y Julieta Vintage line was created and released in 1993.

However, Hollco-Rohr, based in Los Angeles, was sold to Tabacalera Cigars (the American arm of Tabacalera S.A.) in 1999, along with the IP rights to the non-Cuban Romeo y Julieta and Saint Luis Rey, for $53 million (about $97 million today).

In 2000, Tabacalera S.A. merged with the French tobacco company SEITA, France’s former state-owned tobacco monopoly (also the owner of Consolidated Cigar Co. and Tabacalera de García), which in turn begat Altadis S.A. and a rebranded American presence known as Altadis U.S.A. Altadis S.A. was acquired by Imperial Tobacco Group eight years later. After this initial flurry of mergers and acquisitions, manufacture of the non-Cuban version of Romeo y Julieta mostly moved to Tabacalera de García in La Romana, Dominican Republic, where it remains. Ranges of the series were also made, however, in Honduras at the Altadis-owned Tabacalera la Flor de Copán. Given that Imperial owned half of Habanos S.A., in addition to Tabacalera USA/Altadis U.S.A. and Tabacalera de García, both the Cuban and non-Cuban Romeo y Julieta were, technically, under the same ownership. Imperial subsequently divested itself of its premium cigar businesses in 2020; the concluding $1.44 billion sale included Imperial’s 50 percent stake in Habanos S.A. (the balance remained with the Cuban state), Tabacalera USA/Altadis U.S.A. and the Casa de Montecristo cigar merchants/lounges chain in the United States.

Currently, the Dominican-made Romeo y Julieta family of blends spans 13 lines, anchored by the core Dominican-based, Indonesian-wrapped Romeo y Julieta 1875 and backed by an array of lines with spicier blends and various wrappers, including Ecuadorian Connecticut Shade; Nicaraguan Shade-grown Connecticut; Mexican San Andrés; and Habano Jalapa. Several lines are also Nicaraguan puros, and collaborative blends with other makers have become limited-edition or regular production additions to the brand.
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