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Yet every generation

deserves its own music
~and its own history, .

BY GARY R. MORMINO
ida Humanities Council !

In 1977, Yhor C:ty was in steep,
-decline. Few of the. original inhabit-

ants of this once-vibrant ethnic com-
munity remained. Seventh Avenue was
a shadow of the thriving commercial
center of years past — and ghost-like
at night. But to & young historian, this
weathered and wea.ned encla,ve was a
dreamland. S
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It was different from any immigrant

community I had ever seen. Or smelled.

The aromas of fresh Cuban bread
emerging from La Segunda Bakery min-

gled with those of the shredded, savory

flank steak called ropa vigia (transla-

tion: “old clothes”!) served at the Alva-

rez Café and the “burnt” scent of dark
cbifee beans émanating from roasters ai

the La Namera Mill. Add to that the fra-

grant, musty smell of tobacco leaf that

‘wafted through the remaining cigar fac-

tories, mixed with the staccato sounds of

Spanish and Italian, and yon have a very

special place. |
»n See YBOR CITY 4P

ert Brothérs Collection, RE o U County Public L|brary
i Et Pasaje featurés cul skicoluminis and'-
shaded arcades. The Cuban Club can be seen in'the background




ooo.

4P | sundayi September 18, 2016 - | Tampa Bay Times

Perspective

') YBORCITY

contlnued from P

Desplte the obwous economic
dechne many buildings lining the
brick streets of this historic area

- just northeast of downtows Tampa

remained visually stunning. 1

returned again-and again to gasp at. :
the monumenta) s¢alé and grandewr |
ofthe unrmgrant ethiiic society build- - - -

mgs 50 lovmgly erected by the Cuban,
Italian and Spanish residents who

established this community begm—'. J
nmg in 1886, Monuments 1o immi-

grants, these structures suggested the

pgrandeur they once evoked: three-" -

and four-stories tall with opulent the-

aters and elegant danee floors, ‘mar-;.

ble:stairs and cast-iron balustrades,

T conldn’t wait to find ont mote
about the people who built them:and
'Who lived in the small ‘wooden cot- -

“tagesnestied throughout the. neigh-

1 learned In a race against time, I

. boring streets, I wanted to kniow their - o
* ‘stories. Many of the immigrants. and .
 their elderly. children were still alive, .

stracked hundreds dow, trave]mg 10, '

" their homes and tape-record.mg their

--Iﬁemones T'also found some playlng

or caffé corretto (coffee with brandy)

inthe arabestlue-tﬂed cantinas of the . -

still-active ethnic soclety butldings. -
As the tapes.rolled; tales of strug-

anovelist could imagine — boliteros
(tiumbers runners), los lectores (those
who read books aloud o Workers fir

the many cigar fa.ctones), a.nd caft

etéros (those who supphed workers

with fortifying cups of Cuban coffes); .
T even miet what weré called strip-
- pervromen, las despalzlladoras, who ©

stnpped the tobacco leaves from the

stems

" dommos and sipping café carajillo

: gle and heroism poured forth and . . ‘
pa,ttems and themes emerged. [ met .
an exotic cast of oharacters that only

Someé of these people stay deep in
my memory — like José Vega Diaz.
Ini 1980, my colleagne and fellow his- -
torian George Pozzetta and I met
this 94-year-old cigar maker who

- had arrived in'Yhor City in 1892. He -

described how he and others sup-
ported revolutlonary José Martf and.
his plea to free Cuba from Spanish
rule. He recalled a fight in the 1960s
when the urban-renewal wrecking

" ball cuta swath through his beloved

Ybor City oommumty

.He and hidwife, Blanca, resisted
bureaucrats who derzanded they
vacate their home, ﬁlanea pléaded, “
can't, I can’t” on eviction day - and

* was dead by sunset, He shared many

other stories of his life, too, as well as

“his underlying phﬂosopmes When

asked about organized rehglon he
chahmeled his favorite author, saying:

“You know what Victor Hugo say? In
every town they have a school teacher.

. The school teacher is the light. But in

every town there fs someone who — - -
wheeww — try to blow: away the hght '
Thatis the preachers!” -

‘When Ybor City was founded 130
yeéars ago, its prospects seemed dig-
mal. A company town for the cigar

mdustry, it was & primitive outpost
* scoured by yellow and typhoid fevers.

When I asked Paolo Lengo, an immi- "

"grant from Sicily, his first memo-
- ries of Ybor City in 1904, he replled

“Humph!! Zansare.e coccodrillit”
(mosquitoes and a]llga.tors') Yet this
communjty survwed epidemics and :

~ wars, revolunous and laborstrlfe

* “The cigar industry is to this city
what the iron industry is to Pitts-

. burgh? wrote the Tempa Tribune in

1897, Millions of cigars — Tampa, Nug— '
gets, Hav-A-Tampas,  Tampa Girls and

‘Tmany more once-famous brands
ensured prosperity. A 'I'ampa-ma.de

cigar became a proper status symbol
for the era’s growing middle classes.
To grade, de-stem, bunch; and fash-

' ion the tobacco leaf into puro Habana

cigars, thousands of immigrants
from Cuba, Spain and [aly — “Lat-
” in the local vernacnlar — created
an ethmc oasis in the Deep South, an
ndustrial community in an agrarian

~ 7
-

f .



state. More than ‘100 factories sohd-@,-
- ifiéd Tampa’s, reputatlon as “Cigar.

: City? Alas, onlyahandﬁxl of them still
| .jstand

‘Thie elgar factones were “hoine

o genuine celebifties and heroes,
known as log lectores or “ree.ders”

“The' practlee of readmg aloud te cigar -

“workers began in Cuba, and followed

‘the migration routes of tabaqueros )

across the Straits of Florida. A dis-
tinct eulture surrounded them, The
. ﬁercely mdependent cigar makers,
tot the factory owners, controlled

- the process, Workers hired-Zectores ,
to read literature to them while they .
‘worked. Some readers sat on chairs, . -
o while others preferred elegantpulplts o

L -called tribunags. Workers: secured the

right to'select the novels that were o
- beread to them. Ina celebrated inci-

: dent ‘two workers began guarreling -

" over whether the Victor Hugo novel
* Ninety- three offended the sensibili-

 ties of the womten workers, The argu-
' ment spilled outside where a diiel

was held, resulting in a tragedy that

- the French avthor: surely Would have B

- approved.

" Tampa’s - prosperlty largely
depended upon the skr]ls of these
10,000 cigar makeis. The unmlg'rant
laborers were afiything but passive,

- either aboyt their working condi-

" tionsor pohtlcal isstes; indeed, Yhor
“City was a hotbed of radical ideas.

‘Angelo Massari recounted how as a

'young man in Sicily, he became rad-
-icalized confrontmg a eonserva.twe
- Roman Catholic Church and a repres-
- sive state. “When ini 1902 I'landed in

* 'Tampa, I found myself in a world of

 radicals for Which I was prepared,” he

recalled. In Yhor City, anarchists and * -
‘irade unionists; socialists and: com-

‘Thunists, battled for primacy’ :
© Massari had left the nnpovenshed
Sicily because it was said that young

men there had only three options:
rebellion, stagnation or emigration. .

" He'd heard that in Taimpd, “there is
no shortage of anything” Even cof-

“fee, someone told ‘him, “they make

in a big pot.” Massari emigrated a.nd
beca.me aprosperous bariker.

: Consrderthemspmng storyofJose g
e _Yglesras arguably Tampa’s greatest

' mative-horn writer. Yglesiag® fa.m1ly

came from Ga,hcla, apoorregionin

" Spain. Tales from there and Ybor City

" enrich his writing. His' stories color-

- -fully refléct the political passion of
the cigar Workere “People date their

. America have 1mmrgrants erected.
ethnic society buﬂdmgs on sueh i
L Sca.le and with‘such noble purposes
‘asin Ybor Clty These were monu- ;-
- ments to immigrant dreams: El Cen-
tro' Astariano, El Centro Espariol, El
Cireulo Cubailo, L'Unione: Italiana i

lives from various strikes in Tampa”

he recolleeted. In 1902, his uncle, a

reader in a cigar factory, was kid- ..

na,pped by vigilantes deten;mned o

“bludgeon the labor movement, When

hie retuined, cigar makers held a one-

day strike in iribute. -
Latins may not have won many

strikes, but they left & stirring eultural

Tegacy. “Those cigar makers knew

how to organize more than trade .. .
. unions,” asserted Ygles1as .Noth-
 ing speaks more eloqently of their |
‘immigrant resoIve and dréams thali. i

their mutual—a,ld societies. Rqrely in

and La Unibn Marti-Maceo seemet

.. more like cathiedrals to the workmé i
¢lagses than ethnic clubhouses.. :

- Each of the societies erected i 1mpres- :

" ‘sive theaters, where- performances
in:Spanish” and: Ttalistr languages-:

occurred weekly. “When great inter--

booked them, not the Americanos? .

- natiohal performers like: opera yirtus.
* 080,Caruso came to Tamipa,” remarked ;
‘Yelesias, ‘it 'was cigar makers who .

The societies also established mod- g

ern hospitals and medical clinics to

aid societies hired physicians to work

“at the clubs; ¢linics and hospitals,

But for all of the charm of the

material culture of Yhot City ~ - the ' _
) wrought-lron balconies, the wooden- -

cigar makers’ cottages, and the pala-

tial theaters — it was the survivors’

stories that T treasure and remember

most fondly. The story told by Man- -

uel Alfonso illustrates the ethnic and
racial fluidity within Ybor City. An

Afro-Cuban, Alfonso maintained that
respect, above all, mattered a.mong

neighbors.

“We used to get along gooi,” he -

remembered. “When my grand-

“moimmy died in 1923,” he reminisced,

- provide collective Health care. The -
~ Cubén;, Spanish and Italian mutual

KR

“she was buried on Nocha Bugna — '

'Chnstmas Eve.— which in Cuban ;
- homes alwiays had a big celebration.”
‘The only black family.on that block
“Was my family, (vet) nobody on that

block celebrated Nocke Buemz out of
respect forher?
- Historyis never static. The orlglnal

' Ybor City eharactenzed by scarcity
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World War 11 emptied Ybor City

of young men, who wanted to prove .

to Uncle Sam that they were more

" Americani than "Americanos. When

G.L José and Giuseppina came home,
they wanted litile to do with aging

© wooden casitas (small houses) or &

- cigar industry that had cratered. By

. the 19508, African-Americans -consti-
*. ‘uted a majority of Ybor's residénts.

Thll'd -géneration businesses closed
The Columbia Restaurant, alandritark

" Spanish restaurant that dates from-
1905, and Ybor Square, sirall shops
and antigue dealersinside the original - -

- VM. Ybor factory; stood as sentinelson

opposite ends of the enclave,

. 'The 1960s shook-Ybor: C]ty toand -
~from its foundations: Interstate 4 dis- - -
sected the énclave and in a classic | -
- caseof intended and unintended con-

‘sequences the Great Society’s efforts

“at sbcial engineering failed miserably

when urban renewal simply leveled

Con Andrmd ot 08 devrc& More g
- mformatlon at FiondaStones org i

L gave. wayto the Prosperous compit- " nex

£ 'mty of the1920s. The Great Depres-

- gion-followed, wa,llopmg the cigar
" induistries; and i a criel symmetry,
“machiftes replaced hand rollers while,
" radios replaced the readers’ voices.

" Florida is-d recurring story of loss .
and lamentation: crystal springs

. hundreds-of homes and businesses,

: leaving vace,nt blocks or new build-
ings thatjarred the senses.

"In the'1980s and '00s; young Tam-

" pefios found Ybor Clty a hothouse -
- forartist studios and countercul-

{ure bookstores, Guavaweer; a raun-

‘chy Halloween parade down Sevenith

Avenue, perfectly fit Ybor’s new sensi-
‘bilities. The city of Tampa and devel-
opers built parking garages and a

shopping complex, Centro Ybor, to -
. ."boost.the struggling enclave, hopmg
% festnre marketplac - Wotls brmg

- T'moiirn for an Yhor City
lost long ago. So much of modern

despoiled by development, century-
old orange groves replaced by condo-

.miniums, and k1tschy tourist attrac-
-tions taken: over: by mega theme'
~ parks, Florida is never static. - :

In 1980, Angelina Comeseone,
aghast at the current generation,

. recalled nostalgically, “In the eve-
nings our parents would take us

walking. We would sing as loud as we

- could, Italian, Spanish; and American
- songs!” She lamented, “Nobody walks

anymore‘.' Nobody sings anymore”-

‘And yet; a5 2 historian; [ knowthat °
© every generation deserves. its own

muasic: and 1ts own Ybor Clty

GaryR: Mmmma, seholar..m reszder_we -

atthe Forida Humanities Councl, co-
authored “The Irmigrant Waﬂd ofYbor

"Gty i 1987 with GeorgePozzetta This -
3 c_zmqle By Mormino; recipientof the 2015

Floride Lifetime Achievement Awayd for
Writing, appedys in the latest issue
of FORUM magasine
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R R B . ~177 Photos' courfesy of’Library'bf'Gdngrqs's
ABOVE: in 1909, Leviis Hine brought his camera to Tampa to-document child
lalior. His photograph of two young womien working at an Ybor City factory
caused contraversy and resulted in natiorial child labor legislation. '

LEFT: One of thé features of the cigar factory was a reader, sharing hooks

and newspapers at the top of his voice all day long. This is-all thie education

many of these workers received. He wa$ paid by them and they got to
select whatheread. -~ .. . R




