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HABANERAS CAUTIVAS

Mujeres cubanas vistas por escritoras de viaje del siglo x1x
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RESUME

Cet article analyse les impressions de voyage de nordaméricaines et de
britanniques de passage a La Havane au cours de la seconde moitié du
siecle dernier; il illustre la fagon dont elles ont eu recours a leurs propres
expériences culturelles et a leurs lectures pour pallier leur méconnaissance
de la région. Le profil des voyageuses est semblable, il s’agit de femmes
d’origine protestante, bien éduquées, appartenant une petite et moyenne
bougeoisie, opposées a la tyrannie espagnole, partisane du capitalisme
émergent et ne connaissant que peu ou pas du tout la langue espagnole.
Les images qu’elles offrent des femmes de La Havane relévent souvent de
préjugés, s’appuient parfois sur un langage confus et sont souvent mar-
quées par des cadres conceptuels sur la race d’inspiration angloaméricai-
ne. L'orientalisme que métaphoriquement elles pergoivent a La Havane
suggere un contexte irrégulier et une ambiance tyrannique propres a
rendre explicable une intervention impérialiste.

SAMENVATTING

Er bestaat een enorme rijkdom en verscheidenheid in de Caraibische
reisverhalen van vrouwen uit de negentiende eeuw. Het artikel analyseert
de verhalen van verschillende Noordamerikaanse en Engelse reizigsters
in Havana gedurende de tweede helft van de negentiende eeuw, erop
wijzend dat zij orientalistische strategién gebruikten om het ‘vreemde’ van
de regio the kunnen vertalen voor hun lezers. De schrijfsters waren over
het algemeen goed ontwikkelde protestantse vrouwen van de midden- en
hogere middenklasse, die de Spaanse tyrannie verafschuwden vanuit hun
democratische en parlamentaire traditie, die zeker waren van de macht
van hun natie, met weinig of geen Kennis van het Spaans. Hun voorste-
llingen van de “habaneras” waken vaak gebaseerd op anglo-Amerikaanse
raciale vooroordelen. De auteur concludeert dat deze vrouwen goed be-
wust waren an de expansie-drift van de Verenigde Staten, ook naar Cuba
toe; de orientalistische metafoor maakte van Cuba een exotische en tyrra-
nieke plaats die vroeg om interventie van het imperium.
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ABSTRACT

There is an extraordinary richness and variety in nineteenth-century wo-
men’s accounts of travel to the Caribbean region. This article analyzes the
writings of several U.S. and British travelers to Havana in the second half
of the past century, bringing to light the orientalist strategies adopted to
bring the unfamiliarity of the region into the realm of their and their
readers’ experience. The travelers’ classic profile is that of educated, Pro-
testant women from the middle and upper-middle classes, democratically
or parliamentary scornful of Spanish tyranny, secure in the power of their
burgeoning empire, with little or no Spanish language abilities, and above
all white. Their representations of las habaneras rest frequently on a lan-
guage misunderstood, are often cast in the mold of the preconceived, and
are habitually overshadowed by Anglo-American notions of race. The
author of this article shows these women as both aware of American
designs on Cuba and also imbued with the conviction that their nation was
poised on the brink of empire; the orientalist metaphor translates Havana
into an exotic and tyrannical realm fit for imperial intervention.

ResuMEN

Existe una enorme riqueza y variedad de relatos legados por viajeras en la
regién caribefia durante el siglo Xix. Este articulo analiza particularmente
las impresiones de viaje de escritoras estadounidenses y britdnicas a su
paso por La Habana durante la segunda mitad del siglo pasado, e ilustra
la manera en que éstas acudieron a su propia experiencia cultural y de
lecturas para suplir el desconocimiento de la regi6n. El perfil de las viajeras
es similar; se trata de mujeres de origen protestante, con educacién formal,
pertenecientes a la clase media y la media alta, inmersas en el sentimiento
contrario a la tirania espafiola y partidarias del capitalismo emergente, con
escasas o nulas nociones de espafiol. Las imagenes que nos presentan de
las habaneras caen con frecuencia en el molde de lo preconcebido, descan-
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san por momentos en un lenguaje confuso y con frecuencia estin marcadas
por esquemas conceptuales sobre raza provenientes del &mbito angloame-
ricano. La autora describe a estas viajeras como conscientes de los propé-
sitos estadounidenses hacia Cuba e imbuidas en la idea de que los Estados
Unidos accedfan al predominio regional. La metéfora sobre el orientalismo
percibido en La Habana transmite un contexto irregular, tirdnico, apropia-
do para encontrar explicable la intervencién imperial.

pon her arrival in Havana on an extended visit in 1869, Louisa
UMathilde Woodruff, a sentimental “authoress” from Hudson, New
York, whose novel Shiloh had enjoyed moderate success a few years
before, declares herself “unprepared to find Havana so thoroughly Ori-
ental,” so “Moorish” in its aspect. She describes it thus:

The same narrow streets, roofed with awnings-the same one-storied houses,
built around a court-the same shallow shops, on a level with the pavement,
and all open in front, exposing their entire contents to the view-the same long
files of cumbrously laden mules, tied together, and with a gaily-dressed
muleteer in charge-and the same bright-turbaned, stately-stepping negresses,
with heavy burdens poised on their heads [Woodruff, 1871, 20-21].

The reader may well wonder if Miss Woodruff, “the most harmless
and insignificant little woman in the world!,” as she presents herself, had
ever ventured into the Orient in her travels, or whether the striking
orientalism that meets her at every turn in Havana is but a rather
conventional writer’s strategy to make sense out of Havana'’s foreign-
ness, its otherness, the disharmony between her familiar surroundings
in the Hudson Valley and a land perceived as exotic. Having placed
Havana closer to her experience by equating it with a land more often
read about — that of the Arabian nights as she constantly reminds us — the
comparison will permeate her description of the city, becoming the
metaphoric translator of exotic and foreign reality into familiar dis-
course. On seeing the volantes, a sort of barouche that was the most
common mode of transportation in Havana at the time, she will wish
that one could be transported to Central Park, where she is sure this
conveyance of “barbaric splendor” would create “a greater sensation”
than “Cleopatra’s chariot, with the beautiful Egyptian Queen therein”
(Woodruff, 1871, 27) Cleopatra, we can safely assume, she had never met.

I do not mean to deride the guileless Miss Woodruff, who pours into
her delightful account of her six months in Cuba, My winter in Cuba, all
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her wide-eyed astonishment before a country where, as she putsiit, “[l}ife
becomes continuous picture and poem, through which you drift so
inevitably into dreamland” (Woodruff, 1871, 296). Her orientalist strat-
egy is but an example of the ways in which women travelers to the
Caribbean in the nineteenth century attempt to bring the unfamiliarity
of the region into the realm of their and their readers” experience. Her
orientalism, itis fair to point out, is neither rare nor perhaps very original:
it will be one of the most common textual strategies when approaching
the Spanish Caribbean in English and American women'’s travel narra-
tives. Eliza McHatton-Ripley, arriving in Havana to become a sugar
planter after her cotton plantation near Baton Rouge had been invaded
by the Union Army during the Civil War, found Havana to be a city of
Oriental opulence, Moorish in design, a city “fairly drunk with the excess
of wealth and abundance” crowned with “Oriental quintas and pleasure
gardens” (McHatton-Ripley, 1889, 126). Julia Ward Howe, the well-
known American feminist and author of the “Battle Hymn of the Repub-
lic,” on first visiting the famous Dominica cafe in Havana, describes it as
“deeply Moorish” in aspect: “I see the fountain,” she writes, “the golden
light, the dark faces, and intense black eyes, a little softened by the
comforting distance” (Howe, 1860). It will be extraordinarily easy for
these travelers to see themselves, as Miss Woodruff does, “walking under
the vast tent of Peri-Benon, of Arabian Night’s fame, if there were only
a few turbans and caftans about to help the illusion”; there will be, to
many of them “an almost ridiculous incongruity between the quaint,
Oriental aspect of Cuban architecture and manners, and the [then]
modern French fashions-stove-pipe hats and close-fitting pants”
(Woodruff, 1871, 72).

There is an extraordinary richness and variety in women’s accounts
of travel to the Caribbean region in the second half of the nineteenth
century. In my own research, I have come across more than thirty such
published texts. Julia Ward Howe, Fredrika Bremer, Julia Newell Jack-
son, Rachel Wilson Moore, Jenny Tallenay, the Countess of Merlin, Mrs.
Carmichael-the travelers best known and most often quotedare but the
proverbial tip of the iceberg. I will focus here on just a handful of English
and American visitors to Cuba in the second half of the nineteenth
century and then again very narrowly on some of the ways in which they
seek to “understand” Havana, its customs, and more tellingly, its
women, ways that very often result in misunderstandings at once amus-

ing and disturbing. [ have chosen English and American women because
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they constitute the largest, most homogeneous group, and can be seen
as a group. The well-known account of non-English European traveler
Fredrika Bremer (the Swedish Jane Austen as she came to be known), on
the other hand, defies classification. Miss Bremer’s The homes of the New
World, rich in domestic detail gathered from close observation, anthro-
pological in its careful reconstruction of folk celebration, religion, and
dance, proto-feminist in its nuanced discussion of women’s relationships
across race and class, belongs to a category apart. English and American
women travelers, unlike the sui generis Miss Bremer, seem to fit a classic
profile. They will be educated Protestant women of the middle and
upper-middle classes, democratically or parliamentarily scornful of the
Spanish tyranny, secure in the solid power of their burgeoning empires,
rarely speaking more than the most rudimentary Spanish, and aboveall,
white; their representations of las habaneras will be truly “oriental,” cast
often in the mold of the pre-conceived, dependent on missed encounters,
resting frequently on language misunderstood, habitually overshad-
owed by Anglo-American notions of race. Anglo-American women's
assessment of Cuban society and its women will often rest on a transfer-
ence of English and American notions of relationships between ruler and
ruled in the context of empire. Spanish women (particularly those of the
nobility), for example, will appear as individualized, speaking, often
named subjects; while Creole women of the middle and uppermiddle
(but still colonized) classes will appear in groups, as generic cubanas or
habaneras, the words appearing in Spanish, signaling their subordination
by their group appearance and establishing their distance from empire-
bound observers through their generic name in Spanish. It will be on the
habaneras or cubanas that the burden of orientalism will fall.

Julia Newell Jackson, in A winter holiday in summer lands, the account
of her travels in Cuba and Mexico circa 1890, offers a characteristic
description of uppermiddle-class Cuban women as

Ladies evidently belonging to the most low-necked, therefore the highest, circle
of society, powdered until their olive skins had turned to ivory, with great
shadowy black eyes and wavy, dusky tresses-there are enough drops of African
blood flowing through Cuban veins to add a wave to the tresses pretty generally,
suggestive of Cleopatra and the Orient [Newell Jackson, 1890, 33-34].

Woodruff alludes to habaneras’ being called “white, by courtesy ...for
there are really only degrees of dark in Cuba” (Woodruff, 1871, 94). The
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famed “extraordinary beauty” of Cuban women, however — their re-
splendent and brilliantly dressed hair, “their eyes!, their figures!, their
manner of walking!,” usually described as something so exquisite that
no woman of more northerly climes would venture to compete with
them — rarely succeeds in pleasing the foreign female visitor. Upon first
meeting them, Mathilde Houston confessed herself “terribly disap-
pointed,” finding them too pale for her taste, not doubting that the
pronounced yellow tint of the skin was due to the excessive heat, their
particularly graceful walk a mythical trait since they were too indolent
to move.! Houston, meeting several young English beauties when in-
vited to a dinner at the British consulate, is gratified to find that their rosy
coloring had not paled under the influence of the tropical sun and
contrasts pleasantly with the sallow beauties of the island.? Louisa
Woodruff, almost invariably delighted by everything she sees, is particu-
larly severe on the subject of the famed beauty of Cuban women:

The ladies, according to their wont, are bareheaded and decollettéss, with their
long, showy skirts hanging out of their volantes; and one look at the combi-
nations of colors in their toilets would go far to make a French modiste a
candidate for the mad house. Yellow and scarlet, blue and purple, green and
orange, seemed to be the favorite combinations; and though the dark eyes
and complexions of the Cubanas carry off these astonishing contrasts with a
far better grace than their fairer sisters to the north could do, still they give
them a look undeniably “dowdy” — not to say vulgar — to eyes unaccus-
tomed to such gaudiness of attire. Perhaps this was the reason why so very
few of them seemed anywise pretty to me. After a little, I came unwillingly
to the decision that my cherished ideal of Cuban beauty could never stoop to

! Mathilde Houston, from Chapter XV of Texas and the Gulf of Mexico or Yatching the New
World, London, John Murray, 1884; reprinted in Nara Aratjo’s Vigjeras al Caribe, Havana,
Casa de las Américas, 1983, reference is to Aratijo, 168. In sharp contrast, European travelers
to Cuba (other than English), will exalt the ravishing beauty of the habaneras they came
across. Dofia Eulalia de Borbén, a Spanish princess on an official visit to Cuba, attested that
she had “always heard the beauty, elegance, and above all, sweetness, of the habaneras
lauded, but the reality surpassed everything she could have imagined.” Memorias de dofia
Eulalia de Borbon, infanta de Espafia, Barcelona: Editorial Juventud, 1958, 90-91.

2 Houston, in Araujo (1983, 176). Not all American or British beauties travel so felicit-
ously to Cuban soil. Miss Woodruff tells of a fruitseller vainly tempting her with “a string
of small, withered, tough-looking, red apples from my native shores. Vainly — though I
really cannot tell whether it was disgust at their uninviting aspect, or mortification at the
sorry figure they made beside the fresh and luscious tropical fruits, or a rush of homesick
memories, that forced me to turn my eyes away from them as quickly as possible”

(Woodruff, 1871, 196).
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incarnate itself in any of those fat, fussy, overdressed matrons, nor those thin,
sallow, lifeless, and likewise overdressed maidens [Woodruff, 1871, 47}.3

Much emphasis was placed by visitors on the richness of apparel of
upperclass Cuban women, particularly when describing the “most ani-
mated and bewitching sight imaginable in those affluent days of Cuba,”
the paseo. In the cool of the evening, ladies would sally forth in their
volantes and victorias, with coachmen in full livery, to take the prescribed
fashionable drive and be seen in their full regalia. Magnificently dressed
in full evening costume,

their trailing robes, of brilliant colors and light, gauzy material, arranged to
float outside the open vehicles, with shoulders and arms bare, and raven locks
crowned with flowers, among which were tiny birds mounted on quivering
wires, made a display of striking and unusual elegance [McHatton-Ripley,
1889, 136].

The habaneras’ colorful, gay, and luxurious apparel contrasts sharply
with demure Anglo-American Victorian fashion, of which the bonnet an
item rarely worn by Creoles-was a centerpiece. Cuban women rarely
donned hats and were content to venture out with a lace mantilla or
gauzy veil over their faces, thrown back on their shoulders, if absolutely
necessary (Wilson Moore, 1867, 56). Bonneted foreign visitors hazarding
a walk on the streets of Havana “with the latest fashion of this ever
varying article” were regarded with the deepest curiosity and subjected
to mocking stares (Woodruff, 1871, 27). One British visitor felt intimi-
dated enough by the gawking to stop wearing hers, substituting it with
a cap and black veil. Julia Ward Howe saw them as “audacious bonnets”

3 Interestingly enough, just ten pages later, Woodruff will wax poetic about the beauty
of Cuban women she observed in church, recanting the sharpness of the criticism she
spewed above: “The ladies were nearly all dressed in black — the prescribes costume for
churchgoing, — with the graceful Spanish mantilla of black lace covering their heads and
falling around their shoulders. I was surprised to see how much prettier, more delicate
and more womanly, they looked thus than as I had seen them on the paseo; and I remem-
bered half-remorsefully the sweeping criticism on their personal appearance that I there
registered against them. The young girl who had made room for me looked positively
lovely, with her eyes cast down, her long lashes sweeping her cheek, and her face
partly shaded by her mantilla; and just opposite was a lady of regal beauty, whose large,
black, steadfast eyes, and statue-like grace and stillness of pose, held me spellbound with
admiration. It was melancholy to think that such loveliness should be disguised, degraded,
utterly lost, in those tawdry fineries of the paseo!”(57).
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which, together with “more assertive stares and louder laughs attracted
stares in the few public places that tolerated the presence of foreign
women.”*

In nineteenth-century Havana, historian Luis Martinez-Fernandez
has argued, “clearly established social rules designed to both ‘protect’
and subdue women contributed to keep white Habaneras under seclu-
sion;” they were the object of society’s apparent obsession with female
virginity and chastity, which had led to “legislation obstructing interra-
cial marriages [in an effort to protect] white women and their race—and
by extension their class — from what was perceived as ‘racial pollu-
tion’.”> The prevailing Cuban etiquette forbade Cuban ladies from walk-
ing on the streets. In Cuba, Julia Howe discovered, “[t]hey of the lovely
sex... undergo, with what patience they may, an Oriental imprisonment”;
a few days’ acquaintance in Havana with “the little rabble who could
not be trusted in the presence of the [other] sex,” make clear to her “the
seclusion of women in the East, and its causes” (Howe, 1860, 43). Of all
Cuban social habits, none will be so irksome to foreign female visitors
than this social edict which confined them within doors, forbidding them
to drive or ride about with any male other than a husband, father, or
brother, and barred them from walking, except to church, and then only
if chaperoned. Miss Woodruff, impatient with her confinement in a
stifling hotel room, able to walk only up and down the hotel corridors,
throws care to the wind and decides to'go shopping “after the American
fashion”in“a daring breach of universal custom” that attracted many
disconcerting stares (Woodruff, 1871, 69-70).

Much will be made of female “imprisonment” in travelers’s descrip-
tions of Havana. Woodruff describes habaneras as forever standing be-
hind the iron grates protecting them from the outside world: “If you are
passing outside, you often see [them]... gazing at the outer world through
the iron bars; with so much the aspect of prisoners, that, at first, it makes
you melancholy to look at them” (Woodruff, 1871, 125). Miss Woodruff
imagined them forever suffering from “the tyrannous restraints of their
social customs,” but deeper acquaintance disabused her of such notions,
leading her to conclude that the desire to “get out,” except in a volante,
“[n]ever enters the Cuban feminine mind” (idem). The iron grille, an

4 Luis Martinez-Fernandez, quoting Howe’s A trip to Cuba (106), in “Life in ‘A Male
City": Native and Foreign Elite Women in Nineteenth Century Havana,” forthcoming in
Cuban Studies.

3 Ibid.
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apparent prison gate, however, did not succeed in isolating women from
the world beyond their homes. Windows were always kept wide open,
allowing women to chat freely with passersby and receive the attention
of admirers and suitors. Eliza McHatton-Ripley describes how at night,
door and windows of houses were flung wide open, “showing a vista of
rooms, from the brilliantly lighted salon through bedroom after bedroom,
until the line of view vanished at the kitchen.” In long rows of rocking
chairs, in neverceasing motion, “the sefioras gayly chatted and sipped
ices; while idle strollers in the streets paused to admire and audibly
comment upon the elegant ladies or listen to the light nothings that were
being uttered with so much spirit and gesture” (McHatton-Ripley, 1889,
136). One visitor recalls attending a music entertainment where the
daughter of the house played exquisitely, her audience not confined to
those in the sala but encompassing the appreciative group that had
gathered outside the grille, listening attentively to the end.

Despite the impression of female vivacity implicit in these architec-
tural and domestic arrangements, the cubanas or habaneras of these texts
will be primarily silent. Accounts of conversations between travelers and
Cuban women are most infrequent, the absence of a shared language
being the greatest barrier to communication. British abolitionist
Mathilde Houston tells of watching a group of Cuban ladies sitting in a
semicircle, “never uttering a word,” opening and closing their fans “with
great perseverance.” (She does not stop to consider that their silence may
be the result of a polite reluctance to hold an animated conversation in
Spanish that would perforce exclude their guest.) Discovering by acci-
dent that her neighbor spoke a bit of French, they entered upon a
conversation which, “with the aid of her incessant questions and my
patient responses,” they managed to sustain desultorily for a few min-
utes, thus killing time. Only Miss Woodruff’s account and that of Eliza
McHatton Ripley, both of them women who spent extended period in
Cuba, report longer dialogues between visiting and Cuban women. In
contrast to the typically silent habanera of most travelogues, Miss Woo-
druff will describe Creole women'’s conversation as “a storehouse of
vivid imagery, an inexhaustible fount of graphie and animated narrative
of home incident and daily routine,” self-deprecatingly referring to her
Spanish, “having chiefly been used for book intercourse hitherto,” as
“not sufficiently at [her] tongue’s end to carry [her] through a sustained
conversation with a roomful of strange people” (Woodruff, 1871,91). Her
book, My winter in Cuba, contains the only report of a substantial,
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meaningful dialogue between a foreign visitor and a Cuban woman.
Prefacing her brief description of this exceptional conversation, Woo-
druff frankly confesses that prior to meeting Dofia Angela, her gracious
hostess during a visit to the provinces, she had not found “the Cuban
ladies and myself entirely in harmony.” Their education, religion, habits
of life, and thought were “so dissimilar that the maintenance of a certain
degree of reserve had seemed a wise precaution against uncomfortable
jarring of sentiment.” Dofia Angela openly avowed “all manner of
Spanish prejudice and misconception,” to which Miss Woodruff parried
with “many rude Americanisms.”

She was very severe on our civil war, had a holy horror of “filibusteros,” and
could be especially eloquent about the length of our tax-list. I predicted the
speedy adoption of republican institutions in Spain, the ultimase absorption
of Cuba by the United States... She ridiculed the squeamishness of American
women, alleging that it was currently reported in Cuba that they never
confessed to a pain in any organ lower than the throat, even to their family
physician. I retorted that it was universally believed in the United States that
all Cuban ladies smoked. She animadverted upon the flippancy, free manners
and flirtations of our young ladies; and I commented on the vacuity and
inefficiency of her countrywomen. Privately, however, I more than half con-
curred with Dofia Angela in her last stricture [Woodruff, 1871, 260-262].

This account — suggestive of a well-informed, self-assertive, intelli-
gent, thinking Cuban womans — Harply contrasts with the image of the
mute uppermiddle-class habanera of most English and American
women’s travel narratives; a cubana cloistered behind the bars of her
Moorish abode, kneeling in fervent prayer with fingers clasping a rosary
in church, objectified in self-display as she is driven through the Paseo
in her volante, furiously fluttering her eyelashes (her only organ of
communication) behind the faster flutter of her abanico. The unreal,
silenced middle class Cuban woman of most travel narratives seems to
be the product of a silence imposed on the traveler herself by her inability
to communicate, an inability that emerges in these texts as a source of
protection against the intrusion of the Cuban otherness into the sheltered
sphere of white American and British middle class womanhood.

Julia Howe, restricted upon her arrival in Cuba to communication
through the reading of facial expression, sees “all the hatred of race [in
the Spanish officials’] rayless eyes.” “Is it a crime, we are disposed to ask,
to have a fair Saxon skin, blue eyes, and red blood?... the first glance at
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this historical race makes clear to [her] the Inquisition, the Conquest of
Granada, and the ancient butcheries of Alva and Pizarro” (Howe, 1860,
43). The eyes — those behind the fluttering fans as well as the insolent
ones of Cuban caballeros — will be silenced in turn, muted, by the
traveler’s refuge in the cocoon of her Spanishlessness. Sitting at the
Dominica on one of several visits described in A Trip to Cuba, Julia Howe
will caution, the foreign woman will feel every black eye directing “its
full, tiresome stare at [her] face, no matter how plain that face may be.”
And she continues: “But you have learned before this to consider those
eyes as so many black dots, so many marks of wonder with no sentence
attached; and so you coolly pursue your philosophizing in the corner...”
(idem). An American woman's propriety is safely defended by her ability
to silence the Cuban male’s impropriety through her incomprehension
of any possible offending language. Her ability to look at Cuban men’s
eyes “as so many marks of wonder with no sentence attached” restores
the imperial balance: Cuban men of doubtful racial origin cannot and
will not penetrate the sphere of white American womanhood, since she
cannot be made to understand his words. Rachel Wilson Moore, a
preacher for the Society of Friends visiting Cuba for health reasons,
similarly describes how, despite the interdictions against ladies walking
in the street, she ventures out with some friends, “her republican habits
could not be circumscribed by such arbitrary rules” (Moore, 1867, 37).
“The people looked at us in astonishment,” she reports, “and made their
remarks as we passed along; but not understanding them, we took no
notice of them.” Julia Newell Jackson will go as far as to deride her
companions’ efforts at learning some colloquial Spanish as counterpro-
ductive and unnecessary. A companion she calls Herr Professor, having
made “rapid strides in its acquisition,” is portrayed as beginning to
understand it “too well.” “We fail to find the market,” she writes,
“though we have been there more than once. Herr Professor goes into a
bookstore to inquire. When he has asked in his colloquial Spanish and
pantomime, a map of Cuba is offered him by way of answer. He next
tries a drug-store, and in reply to his question receives a sticking plaster.
We find it at last, but it is not done by inquiring” (Jackson, 1890, 125).
Luisa Woodruff confesses that sometimes she is “fain to pass off my
knowledge of Spanish for something less than it is, in order to escape
from the weariness of being civil and sociable in a foreign tongue, and
tobe free to use my eyes and ears to the best advantage” (Woodruff, 1871,
126-127). The latter s reluctance to communicate, coupled with Jackson’s
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conviction that her objective could best be reached without inquiry,
underscores the foreign subject’s confidence in her ability to form opin-
ions about Havana, its environs and citizens, without the benefit of the
Cubans’ input. It is more comfortable indeed to see the native other as
incapable of the undesired communication.

Given the class- and race-bound assumptions that pervade these texts,
the black and mulatto Cuban woman of the lower classes, when not
entirely absent, will more often than not be cast in the “blackest” light,
either sharply contrasted against the brilliant sunlight in all her idleness
and sauciness or fading into the walls of the dark corridors, lazy, stupid,
sullen, unwashed-the Other’s Other, triply separated from the traveler
by virtue of her race, class, and language. They will never be referred to
as habaneras or cubanas; as slaves and servants they will have no claim
to nationality.® The black housekeeper that Eliza McHatton Ripley meets
upon her arrival at her freshly purchased plantation, Desengario (Dissa-
pointment-only someone unfamiliar with Spanish would have ventured
to purchase such an inauspiciously-named plantation), is characteristic
of the portrayal of the black Cuban servant in these travel narratives:
“When the black woman, in a dirty, low-necked, sleeveless, trailing dress,
a cigar in her mouth, and a naked, sick and whining child on one arm,
went about spreading the table, scrupulously wiping Royo’s plates with
an exceedingly suspicious-looking ghost of a towel the prospect for
dinner was not inviting” (McHatton-Ripley, 1889, 151). Miss Woodruff
describes a servant “belonging to the African tribe of the Lucumis” with
almost ferocious scorn. “I am sorely puzzled to decide what nice degree
of upward or downward gradation would place her on a level with the
baboon,” she writes. If called, Woodruff asserts, she answers “with
the harshest, most guttural, most unintelligible jargon conceivable, re-
sembling more the cry of a bird of prey than the human voice” (Woodruff,
1871, 104).

Women of color enjoyed, on the other hand, greater liberties than those
of higher social status. Unlike white or light-skinned ladies, they walked
about as they pleased, sold goods from house to house, “and frequented

6 Sympathetic commentary on the plight of black or mulatto habaneras, rare as it is, is
to be found almost exclusively in the writings of self-avowed abolitionists like Mathilde
Houston, who visited Cuba in 1842 and was horrified at her first sight of the marks of a
lash on a woman’s shoulders, a sight that filled her with dread and disgust at slave-owners,
a caste of “miserable beasts” that “could punish a woman thus” (Houston, 1884, reprinted

in Aratijo, 1983, 154).
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places like cockpits which were completely barred to white women”
(Martinez-Fernandez, forthcoming). This freedom seems to have at-
tracted to them an even greater degree of disdain. The Countess of Merlin,
in her account of her visit to the homeland she had left many years before,
scorned the jauntiness with which habaneras of color walked the street,
“cigar in mouth, almost naked with their round shining bare shoulders.””
One visitor was struck by the figure of a “massive negress” planted solidly
upon a street corner, “with a gigantic cigar in her mouth, and a broad,
unctuous aspect of the serenest satisfaction” (Woodruff, 1871, 192).

In foreigners’ accounts we catch only glimpses of the subtle intricacies
of the relationships between upper class Cuban women and women of
the lower classes-servants and peddlers in the city, field hands and house
servants in the countryside. Servants were numerous, and were often seen
moving leisurely about, “but there was no running to do one’s bidding.”
Female servants lived in very close intimacy with their mistresses and
were charged often with the most delicate of tasks, from selecting items
of clothing and jewelry to serving as their most trusted messengers.

They were in constant attendance on their ladies, always ready to pick
up a dropped handkerchief or rearrange a stray ribbon. A lady’s maid
did not serve more than one lady, and a nurse cared for only one child,
an arrangement that fostered intimacy. Mistress and servant were often
to be seen through their iron grilles toiling and spinning together. Ser-
vants would occasionally work as sellers of sweetmeats in the streets, by
the preparation and sale of which many declining families supported
themselves. Eliza McHatton Ripley was struck on first arriving in Cuba
by the complete dependence of upper-class women on their servants,
and by the servants’ apparent devotion to and unceremonious relation-
ship with their mistresses, which she reports unquestioningly. Invited to
a dinner at the home of their country neighbors, she tells of being waited
upon by “a score of darkies, in various stages of inexperience;” “There
was no attempt at style or ceremony, no whispering of orders or sly hints
as to duties, no gestures or winks; everything was free and open, every
order given in an unmistakable key; so that there was an abandon at one
of these country festivals absolutely bewitching” (McHatton-Ripley,
1889, 231).

7 [Mercedes de Santa Cruz y Montalvo] Condesa de Merlin, Vigje a Ia Habana, Havana,
Editorial de Arte y Literatura, 1974, 107; quoted by Martinez-Ferndndez in “Life in ‘A Male
City’.”
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Amelia Murray, a British aristocrat and lady-in-waiting to Queen
Victoria, in her Letters from the United States, Cuba, and Canada, is oblivious
to the subtleties of these relationships, and sees only the idleness of
Cuban female servants: “While I am writing, I see two mulatto women
with cups in their hands, standing at the great, wide, coach-house
looking door opposite; they are sharing their breakfast with a negro; and
now two or three more come to gossip with them... for three hours this
morning these women have been lolloping and gossiping in my sight,
and there they will be until they find the heat too great for this kind of
enjoyment” (Murray, 1856). Her letters from Cuba provide one of the
most bizarre examples in these texts of the projection of otherness onto
the black Cuban womanin a narration of an incident in which no black
woman had an actual role. Having returned from an outing, the botanist
and naturalist Miss Murray sees something in a little basket on her
dressing table which she mistakes for a fossil. “I touched it with an
exclamation, when a maid (fortunately not black) saw what it was,
caught up the basket, and carried it at once to a man a few yards from
my door, who killed the creature instantly. A negro woman would have
laughed and stared, and have allowed it to sting me, before she would
have remembered that a scorpion is an ugly customer” (Murray, 1856,
vol. 2,237). The gratuitousness of the narration, where the Negro woman
is found guilty in absentia of an imagined crime, guilty by comparison
with a maid fortunately not black, emphasizes the recurrence in these texts
of pre-conceived, predetermined, pre-judged accounts, forcing us to
remember that travel narrative as a genre, despite its ostensibly objective,
factual, descriptive nature, is at heart ideologically biased, and in these
cases, imperially bound. Even the kindly Miss Woodruff, in her rose-col-
ored account of her Cuban dreamland, tinted with her devoutly Chris-
tian naiveté, will distort the vision to fit her aims. She will portray black
and mulatto women as devoted shadows to their mistress, describing
them at the Havana railway station as “gloriously turbaned” but dressed
as a “broad caricature of their mistresses,” or depicting a little black
girl as so devoted to her young mistress that she follows her everywhere,
sharing her playthings, candies, scrapes, and punishments, accepting
her caresses and her blows with the same placid satisfaction, and never
making any moan or murmur “till bedtime brings the one thing unen- .
durable-namely, separation, — whereupon, it sets up a howl that almost
raises the roof” (Woodruff, 1871, 114).

For the honourable Amelia Murray, she of the Victorian nation ruling
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over India, a nation brimming with pride at their never sun-less empire,
this notion of servantly devotion would have been comfortingly familiar.
Submission seen as voluntary and emerging from the deepest love, from
a deep need in the Oriental subject’s own character to be made into the
image of the ruling Other, was an intrinsic part of the ideology of empire.
It is this ideology which allows the sweet Miss Woodruff — a believer in
the ultimate absorption of Cuba by the United States — to stand on the
airy, shaded balcony of her hotel, confidently surveying the city and
suburbs of Havana, “gilded with noontide glory,” as “[s]weet snatches
of rare old songs come fitfully to your lipsgorgeous bits of Arabian
Nights, imagery float hazily through your memory-air-castles rise, rose-
hued and radiant, on the sapphire foundations of the cloudless sky-ex-
istence becomes a luxury, and life a dream!” (Woodruff, 1871, 78-79). For
the Puritan Miss Woodrulff, as for the Julia Howe of “The Battle Hymn
of the Republic,” the Confederate Eliza McHatton-Ripley and others,
writing with avowed awareness of American designs on Cuba, imbued
with the conviction that their nation was poised on the brink of empire,
the orientalist metaphor seemed to translate Havana into an exotic locale
fit for imperial intervention, after which the society would be shorn of
its Inquisitorial roots and thus be made more humane, where women
would be liberated from their oriental imprisonment and allowed to
walk the streets in Victorian conventionality, where Catholic mumbo-
jumbo and a tyrannical government would give way to Protestant ritual
simplicity and democracy, where Cuba would become an American land
in which the Orient would have no dominion.
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