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  To my lovely and long-suffering wife, Joan, who has encouraged and nurtured the passion I have for cigars. Never once has she shown the slightest hint of jealousy.


  “Gentlemen, you may smoke.”

  —King Edward VII

  “If I cannot smoke in heaven, then I shall not go.”

  —Mark Twain

  “I am sure there are many things better than a good cigar, but right now, I can’t think of what they might be.”

  —Richard Carleton Hacker


  Unless credited otherwise, all photographs in this book were taken by the author.


  INTRODUCTION

  I’d like to think that, like a good cigar-smoking friend, this book will become one of your most treasured companions. After all, just as it takes time to transform tobacco leaves into a cigar, it took years to bring these pages into reality. Originally the first edition of The Ultimate Cigar Book was to have premiered back in 1989, well before the now-legendary cigar boom of 1993–1997 burst upon the scene. But the stogie-chomping Old Guy was becoming passé, and in his place I saw newer, younger cigar smokers—both men and women, many of whom had never smoked cigarettes—firing up cigars in cocktail settings, using them not only as symbols of independence and success, but as a means of social interaction well before the advent of Facebook and Twitter.

  Clearly, the world of the cigar smoker was changing, and as a writer and cigar devotee, I felt compelled to chronicle it. I had already begun my research, traveling to countries like the Dominican Republic, Honduras, and Cuba (with US Treasury Department approval, of course), and interviewing cigar makers, visiting factories, and venturing into the tobacco fields.

  But world events, sociological changes, and the number of “new breed” cigar brands that were starting to emerge at that time inspired me to delay publication of the first edition of this book until 1993. During that interlude, I revisited many of the cigar-making factories, re-interviewed many of the people I had already spoken with, and in essence, re-did all my research to try to make this the most complete book of its type. Five subsequent printings, a foreign language edition, greatly expanded second and third editions, and now this new, completely updated fourth edition have continued to carry the information contained within these pages to fellow cigar smokers the world over.

  Counterfeit Cuban cigars, the dreaded Lacioderma beetle (and how to eradicate this tobacco-eating pest from your humidor), the hobby of collectable cigars, the emergence of women cigar smokers, the proliferation of smokeasies, plus cigar and spirits pairings are just a few of the many discoveries that await you within this new edition.
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  In London’s Mayfair district, the author discusses the merits of a good cigar with Sir Winston Churchill, while Franklin D. Roosevelt, a cigarette smoker, looks on with interest. The life-sized bronze, entitled “Allies,” was created by sculptor Lawrence Holofcener (www.holofcener.com) and is located where Old Bond Street and New Bond Street meet. It was commissioned by the merchants of Bond Street as a gift to the City of Westminster to commemorate a half-century of peace after World War II and was unveiled by Princess Margaret on May 2, 1995.

  Of course, no book such as this can ever be completely up-to-date. New brands are emerging almost daily while others are fading away. Blends change, trends change, world situations change, and as a result, the cigar industry continuously evolves. So one can never presume to capture or know it all. Part of this challenge is that many of the original cigar-making families fled Cuba after Castro came into power, taking their precious records and memories with them. Consequently, today the history of the Cuban cigar is spread throughout the Dominican Republic, Nicaragua, Jamaica, Honduras, Spain and other parts of the world. Fortunately, I was able to recapture much of this material, thanks to many of the original Cuban cigar makers and their families.

  Indeed, both cigar smoking and cigar making are people-oriented endeavors. Throughout the research and writing of this book, I have encountered individuals who, like the cigars they make, are of the finest quality, with a consistency that is always reliable. Most of them you will meet via their products, which are depicted throughout this book. (For even more information, please go to my website, richardcarletonhacker.com.) After all, just as it takes more than one leaf to make a cigar, so has it taken a number of people to help me make this book a reality. But if I tried to list them all, it would seem like an Academy Awards producer’s worst nightmare. Suffice to say, it is because of people that we have some of the finest cigars the world has ever known.

  However, I must give special mention to a very special woman, for I am forever grateful for the editorial support and unwavering faith and devotion of my wife Joan, who, upon smelling the aroma of my hastily extinguished cigar on our first date (in what seems like not-so-many years ago but which has now spanned more than a few decades), nonchalantly said, “Your car smells just like our living room at home.” That’s when I made the pleasant discovery that her dad was a cigar smoker too.

  Although today traveling to cigar-making countries is as easy as hopping a plane, it is my hope that, through this book, you are able to share some of my adventures and discoveries with me. So pull up an ashtray, fire up a favorite cigar, and join me as we travel the smoke-filled pages ahead.
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  Richard Carleton Hacker


  CHAPTER 1

  IN THE BEGINNING …

  October 12, 1492. We all know the date. At least, every student in America does. It’s been branded into their brains ever since grade school. They even made a couple of movies about it. That was when Christopher Columbus miscalculated by half a hemisphere and accidentally discovered the Americas. But what they don’t tell you in school is that seventeen days later, on October 29, Chris and his flotilla of three sailed into the protected waters of Cuba’s Bahía de Gibara. Not knowing just what to expect, he sent two sailors ashore: Rodrigo de Jerez and Luis de Torres. It was here—and not on the Bahamian island of San Salvador as has been so often and erroneously chronicled—that the two Spanish conquistadors discovered native men and women smoking what may very probably have been the New World’s first version of the cigar. And they were Havanas! Of course, they were not the cigars that we know today; these were made of raw, twisted leaves of uncured tobacco. Dried cornhusks were used for wrappers, and it is safe to surmise that they weren’t shade grown. Estimated ring size was as big as your arm. It was recorded that Rodrigo actually took a puff or two, thus becoming the first European cigar smoker in history.

  Eight days later, on Tuesday, November 6, fall guys Rodrigo and Luis were again put ashore, this time on the island of San Salvador, and again they found the local natives, who had by now been labeled “Indians” by the unknowing Columbus, smoking the same crudely made cigars.

  Columbus took this information, along with some tobacco leaves, back with him to Spain, where Rodrigo de Jerez decided to show off by smoking this unusual weed in public, just as he had done in Cuba. Rod paid a high price for lighting up in an historic no-smoking area. He was tossed in the slammer for three years. Yes, even back then, what has come to be the most gentlemanly of pastimes was being persecuted by anti-smoking factions. Or in this case, the Spanish Inquisition.

  But Rodrigo’s suffering was not in vain, for soon cigar smoking became the nouveau culture of Spanish society. A short time later, this New World custom was taken up in Portugal. However, because of the cost of tobacco, it was reserved for the upper classes and trendsetting people of style, an image that has remained with the handrolled cigar to this very day. For whatever reasons, the Spanish decided to keep their discovery of tobacco for themselves, and cigars were seldom seen beyond their borders for the next three hundred years.
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  An early nineteenth century European “cigar boutique.”

  Nonetheless, by the eighteenth century the making of cigars had become big business in Spain, and in 1731 the “Royal Manufacturers of Seville” was established to organize this growing industry.

  With the help of Dutch traders, by 1750 the cigar eventually made its way to Holland and then to Russia. There, Empress Catherine II had her cigars decorated with delicate silk bands so that her royal fingers would not become stained while she smoked. This simple yet ingenious device would subsequently inspire the cigar bands that we know today.
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  A gentleman’s accessory from the nineteenth century: when the knobs are turned the doors swing out, each holding a cigar.

  But it took a British naval officer, Colonel Israel Putnam, to bring cigar tobacco to America. In 1762, upon returning to the Colonies after King George III’s war with Cuba, “Old Put” (as he was later called during the American Revolution) brought back three “donkey loads” of Havana cigars. Of course, the rebellious Americans were already enthralled with their own native tobacco, which was being smoked in pipes. Cigar smoking would remain largely ignored in the new republic until the early nineteenth century, and would not come into its own until the 1850s.

  Although the British occupied Cuba for one year—1763—that short time frame was sufficient enough to open the door to Europe and let in the sweet, earthy aroma of Havana tobacco.

  It was a taste and sensation that few people on the Continent, other than the Spaniards and the Dutch, had ever experienced before. The lure of this pungent perfume was further intensified in 1803, when France invaded Spain and Napoleon’s soldiers discovered Cuban cigars firsthand. Of course, this was not the first encounter the French had with Havanas. In 1793, while fighting the British, Antoine Depierre commandeered a Dutch merchant vessel en route from Havana and brought it into port. On board were—you guessed it—cigars. They became an instant hit with anyone who was fortunate enough to obtain one. Recognizing a good thing when they saw it, France eventually created a government tobacco monopoly in 1811, but did not start making cigars until 1816, after their war with Britain. After all, they did not want their cigars being unwillingly towed into some foreign port.

  By the beginning of the nineteenth century, cigar making had spread to Italy and Switzerland. And finally, in 1810, the first cigar factory was started in America. Of course, this was still the era of the clay pipe and snuff, the latter of which—being a finely powdered form of tobacco that was inhaled through the nose—was garnishing most of the best grades of Cuban leaf. Although the cigar was a much more convenient way to “take tobacco,” it took a while for it to become socially acceptable. But through the gilded elegance that was to become the Victorian Age, the cigar gradually assumed an aura of prominence and respectability. In 1823, only fifteen thousand cigars were imported to all of Britain. By 1840, that number had jumped to thirteen million. Clearly, cigar smoking was on the rise. And because a cigar was much more expensive than a bowl of pipe tobacco, it was also becoming the symbol of elegance and wealth, a literal smoke signal that you were among the more successful inhabitants of the civilized world.

  By 1845 tobacco had replaced coffee as Cuba’s principle export, and many of the small tobacco farms that had been started by Spanish colonists were being annexed and combined into large plantations. In 1855 alone 360 million Havana cigars were exported. As Cuba’s prosperity continued to climb with the ever-growing fame of Havana tobacco, Spain began to fear that she might lose her “New American” province. And indeed she might. During the early 1850s there had already been a movement afoot in the US to annex Cuba (I’d like to think propagated by a group of governmental cigar smokers), and in 1854, President Franklin Pierce actually tried to buy Cuba from Spain. Had he been successful, our nation’s 14th President might have been better remembered, at least by American cigar smokers if not by historians.

  Toward the middle of the nineteenth century, cigar bands came into their own, and many of the bands that we see on today’s legendary Cuban brands, such as Punch, Partagás and Romeo y Julieta, remain largely unchanged today from those embryonic years, although some of their American counterparts, such as Romeo y Julieta, have taken a decidedly modern twist, while some newcomers, like Flor de las Antillas, which was introduced in 2012, have a retro-look that makes it appear the cigar has been around since the nineteenth century.

  Nonetheless, it soon became fashionable for wealthy smokers of the nineteenth century to have their portraits put on their cigar bands, an affectation the cigar makers of Cuba, America, and Europe were only too happy to oblige. But it didn’t stop there; non-Cuban manufacturers began taking liberties with some of the better-known Havana labels as well. These early forms of counterfeits became so prominent that in 1870 the Havana Cigar Brands Association was formed in order to protect the names of Cuban-made smokes.
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  From the collection of the original Austria Tabak Museum in Vienna, this salesman’s sample case enabled tobacconist customers to order cigars by simply pointing to a shape, rather than leafing through pages in a catalog.

  A worldwide recession in the late nineteenth century caused many European countries to start developing their own cigar industries, a revenue-producing move that effectively began reducing the number of Cuban cigars being imported to these nations. Nonetheless, by 1873 France was selling one billion cigars a year, of which ten million were imported.

  By this time, England had become the market for Havana cigars. Consequently, the latter part of the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries saw new shapes evolve, inspired in part by some of Britain’s most prominent smokers. For example, during the 1880s, London financier Leopold de Rothschild instructed the famous Hoyo de Monterrey factory in Havana to make a short cigar with a large ring size so that he could enjoy the richest flavor possible without having to take the time to smoke a full-length cigar. As an aside, when the first Honduran-made cigars were brought into the United States after the Cuban embargo, it was Hoyo de Monterrey that reintroduced American smokers to the famous Rothschild shape. Today, the classic Rothschild (4½x52) is still being made, not only by the same Hoyo de Monterrey brand that originated it, but by countless other cigar companies as well, many of whom have sought to honor this century-plus old shape by giving it new names, such as Robustos (Davidoff), Romanos (Dunhill), Pluton (Pléiades) and Consul (Joya de Nicaragua). In fact, the robusto, which has evolved into a 5x50, has become one of today’s most popular shapes, and for the very reason Rothschild originally had it created—it packs a lot of power in a relatively small package.

  British-inspired shapes continued into the twentieth century, when the Earl of Lonsdale commissioned Havana’s Rafael Gonzales factory to create a special shape exclusively for him, with the Earl’s portrait placed prominently on the inside label of the opened box. For a while, the new Rafael Gonzales Lonsdales were the most expensive cigars to come out of Cuba. Today, the elegant Lonsdale still remains a popular shape among cigar smokers, whether they are titled or not. And the Earl is immortalized by still having his photo and signature on the inside of every Rafael Gonzales lid.

  Meanwhile, cigar making was gaining momentum in America, and aficionados like US Civil War hero Ulysses S. Grant and humor writer Mark Twain were helping to focus attention on both the Cuban- and the American-made products. One-man cigar-making rooms and larger multilevel factories began springing up in almost every state in America. Many of these factories were built on an East-West line, so that the leaf graders and cigar rollers would always have northern light, just like an artist’s studio. But many early American cigars were not always works of art. It wasn’t until after 1875 that ongoing experimentations with improved strains of filler leaf began to give US cigars a taste and a character of their own. Soon, the best US tobaccos were coming from Pennsylvania, New York, Ohio, Wisconsin, Florida, and, of course, Connecticut.

  With better tobaccos, American cigar making began to take on new momentum, aided by a steady flow of skilled immigrants from Cuba and Europe who had worked in cigar factories in their homelands. Seeking a new life in the New World, they were also helping to solidify a new American industry. Spain, now fearful of losing Cuba to American imperialism, unwittingly furthered the cause by creating a stranglehold of taxation, which resulted in the Cuban Revolution of 1895–1898, to free itself from Spanish rule. So intense were the atrocities committed by Spanish soldiers, thousands of Cubans fled their homeland en masse and sailed for the nearest shore, America. Or more specifically, Key West and Tampa, Florida, which soon became known as “Little Havana.”

  Meanwhile, over in Europe, Otto von Bismarck’s controversial plans for German unification caused many skilled printers to flee the Fatherland and head for America in the latter part of the nineteenth century, where they brought their unparalleled skills of chromolithography, a technique that virtually revolutionized the cigar label business by permitting as many as thirty different colors to be printed on a single sheet (today, these early labels are highly collectable). Soon America’s cigar-making centers were concentrated in New York and Florida, the two main entry ports of immigration. As a result, not counting the dry Dutch-type cigars of Europe, Cuba and America had become the main sources for humidified hand rolled cigars during this time period.

  By 1890, “Made in Tampa” had become a tremendous selling point for any US cigar, as it was naturally assumed that only the most skilled Cuban workers were making cigars there. A Tampa-made cigar was almost the same as saying a Havana cigar. In fact, most American cigars were made with Havana tobacco, either used as filler with American wrapper and binder, or made with 100 percent imported Cuban leaf for wrapper, binder and filler, in what came to be called a “clear” (or totally Cuban leaf) Havana cigar.

  A popular cigar-making subdivision of Tampa was Ybor City, which was started in 1885 by Vincente Martínez Ybor, a “free Cuba” sympathizer who was forced to flee to Florida during his country’s revolution. By 1898, there were over 500 cigar factories in the Tampa, Ybor City, and Key West areas, and another 7,000 factories in the rest of the country. Indeed, America had become a cigar-making/smoking nation! At one point, the annual sale of cigars was used as an indicator of the country’s economic condition: on October 9, 1899, a New York newspaper stated that “the rise in the sale of stogies, being a workingman’s smoke,” was proof that the economic depression of 1880–90 was over. As for Cuba, even the four-month long Spanish–American War of 1898 did not noticeably affect sales; although exportation of Havana cigars dipped by 25 percent, enough had been stockpiled during the embargo (yes, this was the first Cuban embargo) so that smokers did not even notice a shortage. However, the embargo of 1898 did force American cigar makers—who by now were buying practically all of the leaf and cigars that Havana was exporting—to start seriously considering another type of tobacco for their wrappers.
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  Often mistaken for pipes, these Victorian cheroot holders were extremely popular during the late 1800s. The cheroot holder on the right was specially made for Colt’s Patent Firearms Company and is dated 1877.
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  A wooden Henry Clay cigar cabinet from the Nineteenth century. Each cedar book slid out of the cabinet and opened to reveal an assortment of sizes.

  Thus, the excellent quality of our homegrown Connecticut broadleaf finally came into its own.

  During this time a good American-made cigar, using Havana leaf, cost five cents apiece, while an imported Havana cigar would set you back ten to fifteen cents each, depending on the brand and size. On the other hand, you could still pick up a stogie for a penny. Of course, supply and demand had a big effect on costs, and during the Alaskan gold rush of 1898 a tobacco-starved man in Dawson paid $750 for a box of cigars that very likely were not the best.
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  By the early twentieth century, the cigar store Indian had become a familiar figure in America. This one was photographed circa 1907 in New York City. Many were destroyed for scrap during World War I.

  Photo: Herb Peck, Jr.

  As it has done since its inception, the cigar was having its effect upon society. During the Victorian era it was generally considered impolite to smoke in public, and especially in front of women. In fact, in 1880, Boston passed a law prohibiting anyone from carrying a lit “seegar” on the city streets. Of course, this was not the first anti-smoking law, and it certainly would not be the last. Hence, the smoking room came into being, and it soon became a much-coveted ritual for the men to retire after dinner and partake of a good Havana and a glass of port while the ladies were left to their own endeavors.

  Although cigar smoking was immensely popular during Victorian times, it was publicly kept in the shadows, largely due to Queen Victoria’s adamant disapproval with anything even remotely connected with tobacco. Thus, it was literally an enlightened world when her son, King Edward VII, uttered these now famous words in 1901, after his coronation: “Gentlemen, you may smoke.” Small wonder that King Edward is still one of the most popular cigars in England, as the sense of history so prevalent in that country will not let them forget the sovereign who publicly lit the smoking lamp. But that gratitude was not confined to England alone; by 1940, King Edward was the number one selling cigar in the world.

  Another immortal quote was made on American shores in January 1920, when Thomas Riley Marshall, Woodrow Wilson’s witty Vice President, grew tired of listening to an oratory in the Senate about what America needed. “What this country needs,” Marshall told the Senators, “is a really good five cent cigar.” It is perhaps the plague of vice presidents throughout our country’s history that they are often ignored. Consequently, although many people have quoted this line, few knew where it came from. Now you do.
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  An ardent cigar smoker, Edward, Prince of Wales (shown here in an 1875 photo), achieved everlasting fame upon his succession to the throne in 1901 by uttering his famous phrase, “Gentlemen, you may smoke.”

  Photo: Swisher International

  Vice President Marshall got his wish; by 1921, five cents bought a quart of milk, a cold beer, or a good cigar. Unfortunately, the necessity of keeping cigars humidified was not universally recognized, and part of the reason Tampa cigars were so popular (in addition to their tobacco and construction) was the fact that Florida’s humid climate kept them fresher than cigars made and shipped from inland locations. Tobacconists normally kept their cigars out in the open, in glass display cases so that customers could see the variety of brands and shapes that were stocked. Later, when electricity became widespread, sealed boxes were kept in a humidified storeroom, but single cigars were still sold “out front” from the cases. Back then, a good box of cigars cost anywhere from five to ten dollars.
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  Mass produced nostalgia — King Edward, Optimo, and Marsh Wheeling. Although the boxes have changed very little since their inception, the cigars inside have all given way to machine manufacture and the use of homogenized leaf. King Edward remains the most popular cigar in England, Marsh Wheeling is the oldest in America, having started in 1840, and at one time Optimo was all-Havana.
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  The magnificent, Havana-filled maturing room at Dunhill’s in London, circa 1928.

  Photo: Alfred Dunhill, Ltd.

  One of the first companies to recognize the need for humidification and the importance of aging cigars was Alfred Dunhill of London, who opened his Duke Street store in 1907.

  After arriving in England from Havana, most of the Dunhill cigars were aged in special cedar-lined “holding rooms” for a minimum of ten months before they were permitted to be sold to a customer. Later, in 1920, Dunhill began offering their cigars in hermetically sealed tins, which their catalog claimed was perfect for preserving the freshness of cigars for “… the Traveler, the Yachtsman or the Smoker resident abroad… .” Dunhill also maintained “customer gift cabinets,” containing anywhere from 500 to 3,000 Havana cigars. Those were the days when, if you got a gift like that, you knew who your friends were.
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  British resolve was never more evident than on April 17, 1941, when Aflred Dunhill manned the “customer service” desk the day after his famous shop at 30 Duke Street was leveled in The Blitz. Although much of London lay in rubble, you could still buy cigars at Dunhill’s.

  Photo: Alfred Dunhill, Ltd.

  World War I seriously impeded (but never stopped completely) the flow of Havanas to Europe. But America had a self-contained industry, as tobacco was grown and cigars were made right within our own country. However, after Armistice was declared in 1918, the cigar world was dealt a far more devastating blow by the growing popularity of cigarettes. Cigar sales began to decline in the 1920s as more and more people turned to the less expensive, mass-produced cigarette. Clearly, something had to be done to lower prices, increase production, and win back customers. Taking a clue from the cigarette factories, mechanization seemed to be the answer, and by the 1930s, the cigar-making machine was being adopted by many companies.

  Some firms, such as Cuesta-Rey and Swisher, were pioneers in this endeavor and began producing machine-made cigars much earlier. (As an aside, the original cigar-making machine was invented by Oscar Hammerstein, grandfather of the famed lyricist of that same name.) The machine-made cigar was not an American phenomenon, however, for this technique was also being used in Europe. Quality did not suffer, for these were all-tobacco cigars, many of them still being made with Havana leaf. And production was increased; by the end of the 1920s, Jno. H. Swisher & Son, one of the largest cigar companies in the world, was turning out one hundred million cigars a year.

  Tobacco was still relatively inexpensive, and with the new mechanized mass production in place, the price of cigars dropped just in time for the Great Depression in 1929. Cigars could now be purchased three for a nickel and boxes were being made out of cardboard instead of wood. Suddenly almost everyone could afford at least one cigar a week, and the golden image of the elegant, sophisticated cigar smoker quickly tarnished and faded, as it became a smoke for the everyday working man. Only the expensively handmade Havana still retained its attraction for the connoisseur.
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  Cigars were a favorite treat to send to U.S. troops during World War II. Here, a group of GIs in the jungles of the South Pacific gather around a freshly opened box of King Edward cigars.

  Photo: Swisher International

  But even the Havana cigar was not immune to the ravages of World War II. Cuba suddenly found itself unable to sell cigars to England, one of its biggest markets, because of a freeze on the US dollar (Cuba’s medium of exchange at the time) by Great Britain. England, desperate for cigars, shifted its attention to Jamaica, a crown colony in the Caribbean. That meant the British pound sterling was legal tender. Although expensive, Jamaicans were the only full-sized cigars England could get. Otherwise they were limited to the small Dutch-type cigars made with tobaccos from Burma, India, and Brazil, or a scattering of homegrown brands such as Carvallo, Manikin, and King Six, produced by the few cigar-making companies in England.

  But the British have always been known as great cigar smokers, not cigar makers. The course was clear. Jamaican cigars soon came into vogue in Great Britain, not only during the war years, but afterward as well. In fact, it wasn’t until 1953 that England finally began importing Havana cigars again. Of course, this was the best thing that could have happened to the Jamaican cigar industry, which had been started by some entrepreneurial Cubans in the 1850s but had been languishing until then. Suddenly, brands like Temple Hall, El Caribe, and Flor del Duque were in the smoker’s spotlight. In addition, a group of cigar makers from Cuba opened up new factories of their own in Jamaica (using Jamaican leaf for the filler and binder but importing real Havana for the wrapper), and kept them in operation until Fidel Castro forced them to get rid of their holdings after the revolution. Of all the original Cuban brands made in Jamaica during the war years, the only one still being made today is Macanudo, only now it is a Dominican Republic product, even though in 2014 a limited run of Macanudo Estate Reserve cigars was produced using newly-purchased Jamaican tobacco in the filler blend.

  After World War II, things began to change, not only for the world at large, but also for the world of cigars. Even after the importation of Havanas was resumed, many British smokers continued to appreciate the flavor of good Jamaican tobacco. In postwar America, the first cigar price rise occurred; they went up to ten cents, and then twenty-five cents apiece. The increased use of high-speed machinery was tearing the delicate wrappers on some cigars, and homogenized tobacco leaf (HTL) began to be used on American-made cigars (even those still using Havana tobaccos), initially just for binders, but eventually for wrappers as well. By the 1950s the totally machine-made, mass-produced cigar had been created. Even Cuba, anxious to be competitive with the sudden appearance of these low cost products, began producing machine-made cigars of her own. This dramatic change in manufacturing literally cut the price of a Havana in half, and the smoker who agonized over buying a handmade Cuban cigar for seventy-five cents now found that he could buy a machine-made Havana for half that price. The average man could finally afford a Havana.

  This, more than anything else, is what made the Havana cigar popular in America.

  Unfortunately, the American smoker’s love affair with Cuban cigars was to be short-lived. The Cuban revolution started on July 26, 1953. Six years later, Fidel Castro came into power. Those who knew of his Communistic leanings foresaw trouble. But others did not. After all, America had supported Castro’s overthrow of the Fulgencio Batista regime. And Havana tobacco was an integral, one hundred-year-old tradition in US cigar making. For many, it was unthinkable that there should be any rift in American-Cuban relations. Still, those who read the newspapers knew that President Eisenhower was demanding an embargo. But it took President John F. Kennedy to pull it off.
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  By 1946, Winston Churchill had become one of the most visible cigar smokers in the world. With cigar in hand, he looks as if he is about to pause and inspect the boxes of “Churchills” being offered.

  Photo: Churchill Cigars, Switzerland
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  News clipping courtesy of Berger & Argenti Cigars.

  In 1962, President Kennedy declared an embargo (which the Cubans continue to refer to as a blockade) on all imported Cuban goods. But twelve hours before he made that world famous announcement, he gave his press secretary Pierre Salinger orders to purchase one thousand H. Upmann Petit Coronas. Salinger went over and above the call of duty by actually rounding up twelve hundred of the small Cuban cigars for the chief executive.

  The embargo caught many cigar makers and cigar smokers off guard. Havana tobacco, always inexpensive, suddenly soared in price. Prior to the embargo, Cuban-grown tobacco sold for $150 a bale. By the end of 1962, the price had shot up to over $1,000 a bale, when one could be found for sale. Panetela panic set in. Smokers snatched up what remaining stocks of Cuban cigars they could find. But some companies had planned ahead, and had stockpiled huge stores of Cuban leaf. As a result, for many years after the embargo it was still possible to purchase cigars made with Cuban tobacco. As late as 1971, I can remember buying Honduran Hoyo de Monterrey cigars that were still being made with pre-embargo Havana filler. This helped many companies survive the immediate post-embargo shock and gave them time to rethink their roles in the new era of the non-Havana cigar.
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  By 1977, when this photo was taken, Fidel Castro was feeling the effects of the American embargo, a political act that has dramatically changed the cigar industry today.

  Photo: David Hume Kennerly

  And although the embargo destroyed a great many brands, it also helped build others. Bances suddenly became one of the most popular cigars in the country because, although it was made in Tampa, it was an all-Havana cigar, thanks to pre-embargo stockpiling by the company. In fact, up until the 1990s, Martinez y Cia Havana Blend cigars were still being made with short-filler Cuban tobacco from 1959; originally the filler was 100 percent Havana, but with ever dwindling supplies, it eventually dropped to 20 percent. Nonetheless, this modest brand remained one of the last Havana-filled cigars that could still be legally purchased in America.

  But even back in 1962 everyone knew that what little stockpiled Havana tobacco there was among a few companies was not going to last forever. And an all-tobacco, long filler cigar that was made in America by hand would be much too expensive to produce. The low-wage, handcrafted days of the nineteenth century were long over. Cigar companies had to frantically search elsewhere. The same problem confronted many of the Cuban cigar-making families who were fleeing their homeland in the wake of Castro’s socialized takeover of their properties and their industries. With Cuba closed off to the American market—previously the biggest customer for both leaf and cigars—where could the cigar makers go?

  The Spanish provinces of the Canary Islands, rising out of the Atlantic Ocean off the northwest coast of Africa, suddenly became the immediate Mecca that many sought. Of course, there was no cigar tobacco grown there, but that didn’t matter; tobacco could be shipped over from plantations already established in Jamaica, Honduras, and the Dominican Republic. More important was the fact that, since the seventeenth century, the people on the Canaries had been making cigars for Spain. The factories were already in place. The expertise was there. And the workers spoke Spanish, so communications with the Cubans would be no problem. Thus, with the appearance of Montecruz, Don Diego, Don Marcos and later, the first non-Havana H. Upmann, the saga of the Canary Islands cigar, handmade on a rocky island that had to import its tobacco, was born.

  Cigar makers were also casting renewed and amorous glances across the waters towards Jamaica, which had the same lure of skilled workers and preexisting factories, but with the added charm that this country grew its own tobacco. In fact, it was Jamaica, with its ever-popular Macanudo, that eventually helped start the cigar maker’s exodus away from the Canary Islands.

  Other areas in the Caribbean were being courted as well. The Dominican Republic was especially alluring. The ancient Taino Indians of this vast tropical island had been growing and smoking tobacco since B.C. (Before Columbus). Local cigars had been manufactured since 1902. And more recently, a thriving cigar-making industry had flourished in the village of Moca from 1930 until 1960. Many of the original workers from Cuba, as well as Central and South America, were still there. Many more had relocated to the nearby city of Santiago. But of even greater significance was the fact that the verdant Cibao Valley, bisected by the waters of the Rio del Yaqui del Norte, harbored some of the most fertile and productive soil for tobacco farming than any other area in the vicinity, with the possible exception of Cuba. In fact, the unmistakable quality of Dominican-grown tobacco was already finding favor and flavor in many of the Canary Islands cigars. The only problem was, the Dominican Republic, like so many of its Caribbean cousins, had a penchant for revolutions. With a charter membership in the Dictator of the Month club, it would be a problem trying to establish a new industry when the government itself was not established. Nonetheless, the modern day Dominican cigar started to become a reality by 1972. Today, with a democratically inclined government now in place, the Dominican Republic has become the world’s leading producer of premium cigars, exporting more than eighty million handmade cigars a year (most of which go to the United States), and another eight million machine-made cigars.

  With the rebirth of the cigar industry in the DR, coupled with the unfortunate timing of Spain pulling back on subsidies for tobacco products made on the Canary Islands, many cigar manufacturers began moving their operations to the Dominican Republic. But the Dominican Republic wasn’t the only gold nugget in the cigar industry’s newly discovered Mother Lode. Off to the west, and in the same tropical temperate zone, lay Honduras. Like the Dominican Republic, Honduras had its share of political unrest. But it also had a unique quality of soil, an attribute that was apparent to tobacco growing experts who visited the mountainous jungles as early as 1960, when the possibilities of a Cuban revolution and a subsequent embargo were first being discussed. Consequently, by 1962 pioneers such as tobacco expert Angel Olivas and the late cigar maker Frank Llaneza were combining their talents to produce cigars in Honduras, assisted by experienced expatriate Cubans eager to resume their trade.

  But for many years, the development of Honduran cigars was hobbled by a nationalistic law that forbade the use of anything other than Honduran tobacco. Fortunately, this shackle was cut in the mid-1970s. Thus, the full potential of the Honduran cigar was realized with the discovery that tobaccos from other parts of the world could grow, and grow well, in Honduran soil. The new rules also permitted tobaccos from other countries to be imported and used in the cigar-making process. A new government, realizing the importance of this burgeoning industry and receptive to the marketplace, established a free zone similar to ones that had previously been set up in Jamaica and the Dominican Republic, enabling cigars to be made for exportation without the hindrance of heavy taxation. The result is that today Honduran cigars can compete in quality and price with any cigar in the world. Moreover, they have their own distinctively rich taste that has made them the second most popular cigar in America, with more than fifty-three million being exported annually, of which over thirty-five million are high-grade premiums for the US market.
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  For many cigar makers and cigar smokers, the tobaccos of Nicaragua are very much akin to those of Cuba.

  On a lesser scale, but equally impressive in the excellence of its tobacco, Nicaragua now produces some of the best cigars in the world. Specifically, the soil that straddles the borders of Nicaragua and Honduras is as close to the rich red earth of Cuba’s Vuelta Abajo as anyone has seen. Unfortunately, political problems had been getting in the way of cigar progress. The 1979 revolution did not help much either, nor did the US embargo of 1985–1990. And in spite of a new government and attempts at trying to heal decades-old wounds, the recovery process in Nicaragua is slow but has recently been given emphasis by America’s growing penchant for Nicaraguan tobaccos, due, in no small part, to its affinity with Cuban tobacco.
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  This is Concepción, which at 5,282 feet above sea level, is still a very much active volcano that looms over the tobacco fields of Ometepe, with huge white clouds of thick steam perpetually cloaking the crater.

  With pioneering cigars like Joya de Nicaragua in 1965 and cigar making families like Padrón and Plasencia to help show the way, numerous factories have been opened up since then to satisfy a growing demand that is making cigar history with first-time all-Nicaraguan brands like Davidoff, Montecristo, and Cohiba, all of which clearly demonstrated the excellence that this country is capable of producing.

  Up until the mid-1970s, most of the cigars being made in these “newly discovered” countries by Cuban exiles were purposely given new names, since it was assumed that when the cigar makers left Cuba, they forfeited the use of their original Havana brands, which were now being made by the Castro regime. But in 1975, in a landmark case involving ownership of the H. Upmann name, the US courts ruled that many of the cigar-making families and former owners of the Havana factories still retained the US rights to the brand names they had either inherited or purchased prior to Castro’s takeover. From that moment on, we began to see a reemergence of what was then called the “exile brands”—famous-name cigars that are still being made in Havana, but are now being made in other countries as well.
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  This is Ometepe tobacco leaf. It is oily, elastic, and retains moisture extremely well. I was able to take a fresh cut leaf from the field and fold it over six times without breaking it. It is used to bring a rich sweetness to filler blends and only grows on one Nicaraguan volcanic island.
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  I took this photo on the island to show the first two cigars to use Ometepe tobaccos. Now, of course, it is seen much more frequently.

  Which is why today we have both Cuban and Dominican versions of Romeo y Julieta, H. Upmann, and Partagas, for example, and Cuban-Honduran pairings of famous name brands like Hoyo de Monterrey, El Rey del Mundo, and Punch. This dilemma is made substantially less confusing for consumers by the fact that no competing “exile brands” are allowed to be sold alongside Cubatabaco’s products. In Switzerland, for example, you will not see a Cuban Por Larrañaga and a Dominican Por Larrañaga being sold side by side. The Dominican/Honduran brand would never be permitted into that country. However, the Dominican/Honduran brand could simply change its name while keeping the same filler-binder-wrapper blend. Thus, while the Honduran Punch cigar cannot be sold alongside the Havana brand with that same name, the Honduran-made San Pedro Sula is the exact same cigar with just a different name. Hence, it now qualifies for European sales and is one of the top non-Havana cigars currently being sold in Germany.

  Of course, this dual-nationality of identical cigar brands is entirely academic for American smokers, as entire generations have now grown up never having seen or smoked a Havana cigar. But many Europeans, especially those who travel to the US and have access to both Havana and non-Havana versions of the same brand, sometimes find the situation confusing and have to be careful in what they buy. Just glancing at the label isn’t always enough, as identical or at least similar artwork is often used by both the non-Havana factories and Cubatabaco on boxes and bands. Only special stampings on the box (as we shall discuss in Chapter 4), the word “Habano,” and of course, the price (non-Havana cigars are usually less expensive than Havanas) can properly identify which cigar is from what country without actually lighting one up and tasting the difference. But even taste is not the ultimate test, for many of today’s finest Dominican and Honduran cigars often equal or surpass some of the present-day Cuban products, although each country has its own flavor characteristics.

  Unfortunately, during the 1970s the quality of some Dominican and Canary Islands cigars began to suffer as factories relocated to different countries, and problems with workers and poor harvests manifested themselves on tobacconists’ shelves. Moreover, a number of Third World companies would occasionally make a limited run of cigars, give it a Spanish-sounding name, and sell it to an anxious importer in the United States. The problem was, if you liked that cigar, you might never find it again. Although this situation still occurs, today’s experienced cigar smoker is usually much more knowledgeable and selective in choosing a brand that has staying power.

  By the 1980s cigar smoking had dipped from its heyday in 1964 when the Surgeon General’s Report first told people it was healthier to light up a Corona than a cigarette. In that year alone, cigar sales jumped from 7.2 billion to nine billion “sticks,” as they are often called in the industry. But other notable things—besides the embargo and a favorable health report for cigars—were happening in that fateful decade. In the late 1960s Dunhill had reintroduced their own brand of Havanas for the European market, and that grand maître of sophisticated smoking, Zino Davidoff, had been granted permission by Cubatabaco to start his own brand of exclusive Havanas. But by the end of the 1980s, the romance with Cuba was over for both companies. It all began in 1989, when Cubatabaco abruptly canceled its contracts with every exporting firm with which it did business. New rules were suddenly imposed, whereby Cubatabaco insisted on a 51 percent ownership with anyone who imported their cigars. With the cost of Havanas rising almost yearly, it was felt that Cuba was not getting its fair share of the market price. In addition, Cuba was adopting a new policy of no longer making other people’s cigars. With farmland at a premium, they wanted to preserve their limited supply of precious tobacco for their own brands.

  Dunhill responded by amicably phasing out their line of Havanas, and concentrating solely on their newly introduced aged Dominicans for the world market. The Davidoff organization was a little more dramatic. On Wednesday, August 23, 1989, headlines in newspapers around the globe screamed that Davidoff, long a champion of Havana’s finest, had just voluntarily burned 130,000 of its Cuban cigars—roughly three million dollars’ worth. A lack of quality was the reason given. The cigars were no longer fit to bear the Davidoff band, it was ascertained. Thus emerged a new line of Davidoff Dominicans and Zino Hondurans, which freed up even more precious Havana leaf for Cubatabaco. Still, both Davidoff and Dunhill retained huge pre-1989 inventories of their Cuban cigars. When visiting the Davidoff warehouses in Basil, Switzerland, in 1989, I mentally inventoried what I estimated to be a three-year supply. When meeting with Cubatabaco in 1992, I learned that, even though there were still a few Davidoff Havanas left on the island, by contractual agreement none could be sold after December 31, 1992.

  Aside from the dissolution of these two famous Cuban brands, which did much to draw the cigar connoisseur’s attention to the excellence of the Dominican product, the 1980s were noticeable for one other questionable hallmark in the annals of cigar smoking. After almost five centuries, “health warnings” were finally mandated in America for cigars. George Burns, who outlived the doctor who told him to give up his El Productos, must have laughed. And so must have the spirits of other long time cigar smokers like Don Arturo Fuente, founder of the company that bears his name, who smoked twenty-five cigars a day and lived to be eighty-five years old. Oh yes, one more thing happened in the 1980s: Castro stopped smoking, which no doubt freed up even more Havana tobacco for the sixty million cigars Cuba was then exporting annually.

  The 1990s were not kind to Cuba. The collapse of The Union of Soviet Socialist Republics in 1991 left the island, never truly prosperous in recent times, in economic chaos. Today, everything is rationed, including food, clothing, and gasoline. And while there are ration coupons, there are no goods to exchange them for. Vegetables are available at the agromarket, but they carry a premium price due to their scarcity. Beef is a government-controlled monopoly. Moreover, the last time I was there, Cubans were permitted only one roll of toilet paper a month, and one box of matches. And one small cigar, a subspecies of Havana that is loosely rolled and harsh tasting, hardly fit for smoking, let alone exportation.

  Ironically, some people in Cuba are actually able to save money because there is nothing to spend it on. Naturally, a thriving black market exists for all the necessities of life, including cigars. Once, while walking the streets of Havana, I was stopped by a young boy on a bicycle who offered me a box of Bolivars at a fantastically reduced price. Of course, I had no way of ascertaining that these really were Bolivars, and not some left-over leaf cuttings that someone had stolen from the floor of the cigar factory’s warehouse and then rolled in a back room by candlelight. But the most interesting thing about this encounter is that it took place right outside of the Cubatabaco offices. Needless to say, the Cubatabaco official who was with me at the time was highly embarrassed.

  Even in good times, Cuba has always had a problem being able to supply enough leaf to meet world demands. In the 1980s, Cuba was exporting ninety million cigars. By the early 1990s that number had dropped to sixty million handrolled cigars (with an additional 20 million machine made cigars being exported).

  By 1996, the number of handrolled cigars had only risen slightly. And up until recently, a great many acres of their coveted tobacco farms have been converted to growing more food for a starving nation. However, realizing that cigars were now their fourth most important export, in 1991 an additional 17,000 acres of tobacco were planted in the Vuelta Abajo, a 17 percent increase over the 1990 acreage. This translated into more emphasis on wrapper leaf, which, after harvesting and aging, was not ready until 1994.
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  The Partagás factory in downtown Havana was a popular tourist attraction, but is now being renovated.

  In addition to the fact that there is only so much available land on which to grow tobacco, and the time it takes to grow that tobacco, age it, and make it into cigars, Cuba is also plagued by nature. Hurricanes typically destroy many of Cuba’s precious aging barns full of the winter’s tobacco harvests, which are scheduled to be made into cigars. To compound their tobacco problem, Cuba is now selling Havana leaf to other countries, such as Germany and Austria, for the manufacture of Havana cigars in Europe. In Germany, the best examples are the machine-made Saint Luis Rey and Romeo y Julieta small cigars and cigarillos, which are made of 100 percent imported Havana leaf. Havana cigars are also being produced in Australia, as well as in Canada, where a machine-made all-Havana Bances is made for that nation only.

  In spite of all this, or because of it, the world still has an almost insatiable thirst for the coveted Havana cigar. To help in its marketing efforts, in 1994 Cubatabaco turned the responsibility of its foreign sales over to Habanos S. A., a private company. Cubatabaco, however, retained control of sales in Spain, Britain, and France, the three largest markets for Havana cigars. As an aside, it is interesting to note that approximately six to ten percent of all Cuban cigars are estimated to end up in the US, where, of course, they have been illegal for over fifty years. (Of course, all of that may be on the verge of changing with the relaxation of the importation laws, which began to occur in 2015.) Nonetheless, often these contraband cigars are not always of the best quality, and many are rolled outside of the government-controlled factories. Although it is difficult to confirm, recent estimates are that Cuba currently produces in excess of one hundred million premium handrolled cigars a year, which amounts to about seventy percent of the total world sales of premium smokes. This, however, is substantially less than the three hundred million cigars that the government has set as its annual goal, unless, of course, you count Cuba’s machine-made stogies and those Havanas of lesser quality.

  Because of the ongoing problem of not being able to get enough Cuban cigars to meet demand, as well as the simple fact that Cuban cigars are generally more expensive, European countries, as well as those in the Middle East and Asia are importing cigars from the Dominican Republic, Honduras, and Nicaragua. So now, alongside the Bolivars, Quinteros and Quai d’Orsays, for example, there are cigars from Arturo Fuente, La Aurora, and Ashton, although many of these Asian and European-bound non-Havanas have a stronger filler blend than those destined for America. And interestingly, the Meerappfel family, long famed for their African Cameroon leaf, is now selling a Dominican cigar, La Estancia, that has fifty percent of its filler composed of Cuban tobacco, in order to produce a Cubanesque flavor while keeping the overall cost per stick at a reasonable level. Of course, thanks to their Havana filler recipe, these cigars are not available in the US.

  This is not to imply that the Havana cigar is losing favor in England, Europe, and Asia. Far from it. The Havana is still looked upon as the cigar for connoisseurs. But very often a serious cigar smoker may elect to light up a Dominican-made cigar during the week, while saving Saturday night for a Havana, which, by the very nature of its higher price, is smoked sparingly. American cigar smokers, by contrast, almost immediately head for a Havana tobacconist’s shop as soon as they set foot on foreign soil, and who can blame them?

  Unfortunately, in America—as in most of the “civilized” countries—prejudicial laws have taken away much of the impromptu pleasures of enjoying a favorite cigar whenever and wherever we want, as cigar smoking in most enclosed buildings—including restaurants—has been outlawed. No longer can we nonchalantly light up a Churchill after dinner in a restaurant to accompany a cognac. Nor can we casually puff on an elegantly shaped Lonsdale as we stroll the city street on a warm summer evening, which is more than likely to garner a wrathful gaze from rude passers-by. And in cities like San Diego and Santa Monica, California, it is illegal to even smoke on the beach, and in many locales you may not even smoke a cigar in an open-air sports arena.

  Many Europeans are shocked that the United States, the beacon of individual freedoms, has such vehement anti-smoking restrictions. Conversely, among many Americans there is the erroneous belief that other countries are free of the rabid anti-smoking paranoia that has plagued the United States for so long. Unfortunately, this is far from being true. Even Cuba now has anti-smoking laws.

  And yet there are still people who are oblivious to the fact that cigar smokers do not inhale, and that the product contains only natural tobaccos with no chemical additives. In an era of environmental awareness, has anybody ever mentioned that cigars are biodegradable? Indeed, they were among the first “sustainable” products, and they are certainly organic, even if not certified as such (although some “organic cigars” actually do exist). But then, who else but another cigar smoker could possibly realize that a cigar can both stimulate the brain and relax the body at the same time.

  “It’s mental health, there’s no doubt about it,” says David A. Boska, M.D., a physician whose list of cigar-smoking patients encompasses numerous entertainment and sports celebrities, as well as government officials, including the late John F. Kennedy when he was President. “Cigar smoking is a very pleasurable thing,” the doctor says. “You don’t get hooked on it like you do with some relaxant drugs, which usually don’t last very long anyway. It takes a while to smoke a cigar. And gratification is instantaneous. I also happen to think that group therapy is very beneficial if you happen to have a few friends that you like to smoke a cigar with.”
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