Cuban Sponges Scrub World
Sponge Fishing in Cuba’s Gulf of Batabanó (1890-1940)
Abstract: Before the invention of the artificial sponge, sea sponges were an industrial and household necessity
throughout the United States and Europe, where they were put to purposes ranging from surgery to automobile manufacturing and military maintenance. As industrial demand grew, sponges from the Cuba’s shallow coastal waters
became a crucial supplier. Most of the Cuban industry centered around the town of Surgidero de Batabanó, a small
southern fishing village that became the hub for the marine industry. New York sponge merchants became dependent
on Batabanó’s sponges to meet U.S. demand. In turn, conditions of life and labor in Batabanó became inextricably
tied to the fluctuations of U.S. industrial markets. While sea sponges were Cuba’s largest marine export for decades,
the once-enormous industry has not yet attracted the attention of Cuban or foreign historians. This article fills this
gap by tracing the local, national, and transnational histories of Cuban sea sponge fishing, regulation, and trade.
By Hannah Hauptman
Yale University

U

ntil the mid-19th century, residents of the Cuban
town of Surgidero de Batabanó thought little of the
millions of sea sponges that dotted the waters of the
vast, shallow gulf with which the town shared a name. Food
fish were plentiful, and no one had much use for more than a
few sponges at a time. But around the 1860s, sponges shifted
from being one ecological element of the many that made up
the Gulf ’s shallow benthic ecosystems to become a massive
export commodity whose commercial value was exceeded
only by Cuba’s most dominant cash crops. Commercial
sponge fishing transformed the economy and ecology of the
region. By the early 20th century, Surgidero de Batabanó—
known to most simply as Batabanó—had become a global
hub for sponge fishing and export. Demand from the United
States and Europe for Cuban sponges increased steadily
from 1890 through the middle of the 20th century, when
the introduction of the artificial sponge would abruptly end
Batabanó’s near-century of wealth and cultural importance.
Sponge fishing created a human-ecological relationship
predicated on a uniquely abundant marine resource and
intimate human knowledge of the geography and ecology
of the surrounding Gulf. Working in pairs, fishers would
dip a glass-bottomed bucket in the sea to scan for the best
specimens. With the help of a long rake, they would rip the
sponges off of the sea floor, moving systematically across
each bed. Decks piled high with sponges, the sponging boats
would return to the docks of Batabanó and unload their
harvest. These sponges were dark-colored, slimy, potentsmelling specimens, and the air would fill with the smell of
the living sponges—the simple animals occupying the soft,
valuable spongin skeletons—rotting on the docks. After
drying for several days, the sponges would be trimmed,
processed, strung-up and sold, auction-style, to the sponge
merchant offering the highest price.

These merchants—some longtime residents, others
recent Greek and Mallorcan immigrants—served as the
brokers between the Gulf of Batabanó’s heterogeneous,
locally-situated ecological resource and the demand for a
standardized product that emanated from the manufacturers
and sponge dealers of France, Great Britain, and especially the
United States. To many contemporary observers, both Cuban
and American, Batabanó’s sponging economy appeared
as a quaint, localized curiosity, a peculiar feature of Cuba’s
southern coast. This perception of quaintness stemmed
partially from the low-capital, decentralized character of
the industry throughout its duration, and partially from
foreigners’ preexisting expectations of Cuban economic and
cultural activity. The Cuban sponging industry exemplifies
what sociologist Mimi Sheller argues are the dual “modes of
consumption” of the Caribbean, a framework of consumption
that encompasses “not only flows of material things […] but
also of symbolic representations, knowledge and images.”1
The constructed quaintness of Batabanó sponging allowed
American audiences to culturally consume sponges as part
of a “politics of the picturesque,” wherein travel writers
and journalists used sponging to construct an image of an
abundant, undeveloped, and “othered” Cuba.2
But the hyper-local, capital-light aspects of the sponging
industry and the resulting projected quaintness masked the
inextricable ties between the rise in Cuban sponging and the
growth in U.S. industrialization and manufacturing. In the
19th century, sea sponges were used primarily for cleaning,
contraception, bathing, and art. But in the 20th century, the
paint, explosives, and automobile industries—not domestic
needs—drove the increased demand for sponges.3 These
unique demands of a modernizing United States pushed
the Cuban industry towards overproduction and ecological
precarity. Unlike the mass agricultural monocultures
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(bananas, sugar, tobacco, etc.) that have usually attracted
the attention of historians studying U.S. economic influence
in Latin America, the Batabanó sponge fishery could not
be expanded beyond the capacity of the uniquely abundant
sponge beds endemic to the Gulf.4 Despite—or perhaps
because of—this local specificity and these natural limits,
Batabanó sponging formed a crucial node in the regional
supply chains that fueled U.S. industrialization and
manufacturing. Through studying the economic ties between
Cuba and the U.S. created by the shipments of Batabanó’s
best, as well as examining the cultural ties formed via sponges
between Cuba and the increasingly internationalist “Western”
nations, this essay aims to broaden understandings of U.S.
economic imperialism as well as Cuban environmental
history.
In recounting the history of the Batabanó sponge fishery,
this paper seeks to make three broader historiographical
contributions, commenting on: marine environments,
U.S. economic imperialism in Latin America, and Cuban
economic and environmental history. First, the focus
on marine industry in the Caribbean helps broaden the
geographic scope of current marine environmental history. It
also expands the smaller collection of work on the history of
sponging by providing the first historiographical study of the
Cuban case. Second, this case study of an extractive industry
that remained unindustrialized and locally-managed
even as it exported massive quantities of resources pushes
historians who study the effects of U.S. resource demand on
Latin American environments to see these smaller, locallyconstrained sites of production as key nodes in the historical
supply chains of U.S. economic imperialism. Third and
finally, a history of Cuban fishing in a specific coastal region
diversifies the focus on national politics and agricultural
commodities that guide much of the foreign scholarship on
pre-Revolutionary Cuba. Though Batabanó’s sponge fishery
appeared to be a marginal local economy, the industry served
as a major supplier for U.S. consumers and manufacturers,
resulting in a precarious, dynamic relationship between
southern Cuba’s local ecology and the United States’ demand
for and consumption of the sea sponge.
MARINE ENVIRONMENTAL HISTORY AND BATABANÓ’S
SPONGE FISHERY
The earliest examples of marine environmental history were
situated within the field of economic history and focused
primarily on European fisheries and maritime technologies.5
In 1986, Arthur McEvoy’s The Fisherman’s Problem: Ecology
and the Law in California Fisheries, 1850–1980, highlighted
new directions for the field, and in the 1990s, several fisheries
histories followed McEvoy’s work.6 This period also saw the
launch of the History of Marine Animal Populations project
(HMAP), still one of the field’s most ambitious initiatives.
HMAP was intended to draw “history and ecology into
collaborative study,” with an eye towards quantitative
assessments of the historical abundance and distribution of
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marine life.7 Through HMAP, marine environmental history
turned to population reconstructions and cross-disciplinary
between scientists and historians. These historical-ecological
studies focused primarily on marine life in the waters
around Europe, the U.S., and the South Pacific, though
some studies of the Caribbean emerged.8 Today, marine
environmental history remains a nascent subfield within
the discipline of environmental history. However, perhaps
due to its development in a time of near-constant ecological
crisis, marine environmental history has refused to retreat
into the detached realm of pure academic inquiry. Scholars
in the field explicitly connect historical patterns to present
concerns, creating arguments for historicizing the ocean
based on the material contemporary stakes and state of crisis.
Though the historicity of the ocean is less obvious than
that of other environments, this subtlety should not be
mistaken for absence. This caution is particularly relevant
when applied to historical sponge fisheries, as the current
dominance of artificial substitutes makes it hard for
present-day audiences to grasp the industry’s enormous
importance to early twentieth century Caribbean fishing
communities and global consumption. The absence of a
booming contemporary sponge trade should not be taken
to indicate the industry’s historical triviality. Indeed, several
historical-ecological projects have reconstructed the impact
and character of the sponging industries in Tarpon Springs
and Key West, Florida, most notably Loren McClenachan’s
“Social Conflict, Over-Fishing and Disease in the Florida
Sponge Fishery, 1849-1939.”9 In the Mediterranean, several
historians have recorded the long history of commercial
sponging on various Greek islands.10 Yet, the story of Cuban
sponging remains untraced. This article aims to contribute to
the growing conversation on marine environmental history
by filling in this crucial missing link in the story of Caribbean
sponging.
CARIBBEAN SPONGING: REGIONAL CONTEXT
While today sponging is best known as a mainstay of
Tarpon Springs, the Caribbean sponging industry first
developed in the Bahamas, arriving in Key West only with
the migration of Bahamian sponge fishers. The Bahamian
sponging industry was established in the late 1830s,
while Florida did not export its first sponge until 1849.11
Frustrated with the low wages and exploitative labor
conditions set by white merchants and ship owners, many
experienced black Bahamian spongers moved to Key West
in the 1840s and established the early Key West sponging
industry.12 In the second half of the 19th century, declines in
key Bahamian industries like sisal and pineapple farming
pushed more Bahamians toward the Florida Keys. By 1890,
Bahamians made up 25% of the population of Key West,
and the majority of its 2000 spongers.13 At the same time,
rising prices for Mediterranean sponges increased demand
for Florida’s products, and Key West merchants began to
see sponges as a proto-commodity.
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A strong trade developed between the merchants of Key
West and the sponge dealers of New York City in the
second half of the 19th century. The New York sponge
houses, already accustomed to importing Mediterranean
sponges, used their established grading systems to organize,
evaluate, and standardize the new Caribbean specimens.
They incorporated exportation into their previously importfocused businesses.14 Further, they began to make demands
on the Key West merchants: for certain sizes of sponges,
for certain types—the sheepswool sponge was particularly
valuable—and for ever-increasing quantities. Demand
was enormous. Larger sponges were crucial for cleaning,
bathing, and manufacturing, while smaller sponges and
clippings were used for packaging or for stuffing mattresses
and cushions.15 One merchant remarked to a Bureau of
Commercial Fisheries (BCF) official that the demand for
high-quality Florida sponges was ten times greater than he
could supply.16 Yet, even as the sponge dealers pressed the Key
West merchants for more shipments, they complained that
Florida buyers had begun to “top off ” bales of small sponges
with more-valuable larger ones.17 This commercial fraud
also concealed a larger ecological problem in the sponging
industry—an increasing inability to find large sponges, one
of the key signs of overfishing.
In a story common to many histories of fisheries, a perceived
abundance quickly gave way to sharp, unmistakable declines
in sponge populations. As McClenachan writes, spongers in

the 19th century, both in the Florida Keys and in a developing
secondary sponging hub near Apalachicola, practiced a sort
of “unintentional conservation”: the common methods of
hand- or rake-harvesting inherently limited the intensity
and depth of sponging efforts.18 Despite these limits, many
of the shallowest sponge beds were depleted quickly, pushing
sponge fishers into a constant—if unsystematic—search for
new beds. In the 1870s, the sponge fishers hit a jackpot: a
second major set of sponge beds off Florida’s Gulf coast,
near the Cedar Keys. The Tarpon Springs sponging industry,
which would soon dwarf Key West’s contributions, began
to take shape.19 In 1887, a BCF official noted that although
sponge sizes were marginally decreasing, overall yields
remained relatively constant due to the consistent discovery
and exploitation of new beds.20 Despite these foreboding
signs for the overall regional stock, the Tarpon Springs
sponging boom continued through the turn of the 20th
century, attracting a new wave of immigrants to the Gulf
coast: the Greeks.
The arrival of the Greek sponge divers and merchants
fundamentally shifted the cultural and ecological dynamics
of the Florida sponging industry. According to several
histories of the early industry, John M. Cocoris was the first
Greek immigrant involved in Tarpon Springs’ sponging.21
Cocoris arrived in Tarpon Springs as an agent with the New
York-based Lembesis Sponge Company, and he quickly
saw the potential profit in technological modernization.

“Sponge Fishermen, Bahamas” (1885)
Source: Winslow Homer (Wikimedia Commons)

23

Cuban Sponges Scrub World
In 1901 and 1902, he brought over three of his brothers
from Greece—all with experience in their family’s sponge
business on Hydra—as well as an import that would change
the entire Florida sponging industry: diving gear. With
diving equipment, an entire sponge bed could be harvested
systematically, and depth limits increased enormously. With
the “hooking” technique, harvesters could reach sponges
at depths of no more than 40 feet (12 m). Trained sponge
divers could harvest sponges at 90 to 120 feet (25-30 m).22
Previously inaccessible sponge beds became sources for
the finest quality sponges as the shallow beds continued to
decline. From 1902 to 1906, the Cocorises built a half-dozen
diving boats and brought dozens of crewmembers and
divers from Greece.23 More Greek sponge divers emigrated
to the region, and diving quickly threatened to become the
dominant form of sponging. The older hand-raking method
just could not compete. The Greek spongers began to displace
other Floridians, who pushed their elected officials to defend
the industry against this technological rupture.
Fears of overfishing became inextricably linked to animosity
toward Greek sponge fishers, and the American sponge fishers
turned to the legal system to confront these twin threats. The
American sponge fishers found their most vocal champion
in U.S. Congressman Stephen Sparkman. Sparkman, a
Democrat, served as one of Florida’s congressmen from
1895 to 1917, the same period that saw the powerful effect of
Greek migration.24 In April 1906, Sparkman testified before
Congress on the national need to protect the Florida sponge
industry from sharp price decreases and overfishing.25
Sparkman had introduced two bills on sponge conservation,
and he defended both vigorously. One bill sought to ban
diving methods; the other bill sought to ban all Greeks
from the industry. When questioned about the necessity
of both laws—surely, the committee members argued, the
diving prohibition alone would be enough to protect sponge
stocks—Sparkman held firm. Both bills were necessary to

both massive industries by the early 20th century. A 1908
U.S. federal report recorded annual Bahamian exports of
1,486,000 pounds of sponges in 1905, and annual Cuban
exports of 591,000 pounds of sponges in 1906.28 For
comparison, in 1906 the combined Floridian beds produced
518,000 pounds—less, by volume, than either of the state’s
neighbors.29 As Sparkman was in Washington testifying to
Congress about the unique regional importance of Florida’s
sponge industry, the Cuban and Bahamian industries were
booming. And despite the massive aggregate output of the
Cuban and Bahamian sponge fisheries, neither the Bahamas
nor Cuba ever saw the introduction of the sponge diving
technologies that transformed the Florida industry. In both
Cuba and the Bahamas, the fishing methods and labor
structures surrounding sponging remained remarkably
constant despite the industrialization that marked other
export-oriented industries at the turn of the 20th century.30
While the Cuban sponge fishery remained a predominantly
locally-managed and low-capital network of Cuban
fishermen and buyers, the fishery was inextricably tied to
the growing demand from a rapidly-industrializing class of
U.S. consumers and manufacturers. Cuba exported less than
half as many sponges as the Bahamas in the early 1900s,
but Cuban sponging was vital for both the Cuban export
economy and for U.S. manufacturers. And unlike in the
Bahamas, where sponging was spread across multiple towns
and islands, Cuban sponging became increasingly centered
around Batabanó. The town would become a “sponge capital
of the world,” both real and imagined, up until and even
beyond the industry’s eventual decline at mid-century.
THE CUBAN CASE: SPONGE FISHING, EXPORTING, AND
CUBAN INTERNATIONALISM
Unlike the somewhat clear origin stories of commercial
sponging in the Bahamas and Florida, the early development
of commercial Cuban sponging remains a murky story.

“Fears of overfishing became inextricably linked to animosity
toward Greek sponge fishers...”
protect the American spongers. Overfishing concerns could
not be separated from fear of the Greek spongers. Sparkman
cautioned that without some form of legislation, Florida’s
sponges would be “threatened with extermination.”26 And if
Florida’s sponges disappeared, Sparkman warned, this would
be a devastating blow to global and especially Caribbean
sponging.27 The Florida beds had to be defended vigorously,
Sparkman argued, for they were the only truly productive
sponge beds in the Caribbean.
Sparkman’s assertion was personally convenient, but
inaccurate. Bahamian and Cuban sponge fishing were
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The northern sponge beds in the shallow waters between
Cardenas and Nuevitas were exploited first, primarily by
traveling Bahamian sponge fishers.31 The Batabanó sponging
grounds, which eventually outstripped production from
the northern coast, were not exploited until late in the 19th
century, though the exact date is unclear. A 1911 bulletin
from the Pan American Union dates the fishery’s origins to
1844.32 In sharp contrast, a U.S. government report states that
the Batabanó sponge beds were discovered in 1884, when “an
attempt was made to secure a concession monopolizing the
exploitation of the beds.” (The attempt failed. The sponge
beds would remain in the public commons throughout the
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The Spanish American War and the U.S. occupation of
Cuba transformed the relationship between the neighboring
nations. The town of Batabanó would both contribute to
this transformation and experience its effects in unique
ways. During the War itself, the Isle of Pines and the port of
Batabanó served as key entry points for the Spanish ships and
supplies that would undermine the U.S. blockade of Havana.39
After the War, the U.S. military government established the
regulatory framework that would govern sponge fishing in
Batabanó for the next decade and influence conservation
policy throughout the fishery’s existence.40 In addition, the
military government also collected detailed statistics on all
Cuban industries and exports, including sponge production.
The U.S. War Department produced monthly reports on
Cuban commerce throughout the three-year Occupation;
these reports showed that exports of sponges dwarfed those
of rum at the turn of the century.41 Such networks of statistical
collection and dissemination strengthened the foundation
for national record-keeping and regulation of the industry
after U.S. forces left mainland Cuba.

Cuban Sponge Fishers (circa 1904)
Source: The Cuba Review, Munson Steamship Lines
(Wikimedia Commons)
fishery’s existence.)33 An 1887 assessment of the sponge
fisheries in Florida and the Bahamas remarked on the
fraudulent practice of substituting Cuban sheep’s-wool
sponges for Floridian ones, but gave the Cuban fisheries no
further comment. Cuban scientist Mario Sánchez Roig placed
the date of Batabanó’s commercialization at 1865, though he
caveated that the northern beds far outstripped Batabanó’s
production for several decades.34 In December 1884, New
Orleans’ The Daily Picayune commented that “business has
been very dull at the Batabano Sponge Market” due to the
holiday lull, suggesting the market had been established
several years prior.35
Despite these discrepancies, various sources—Cuban and
foreign—agree that by the 1890s, sponging was a significant
industry in Batabanó.36 Meanwhile, sponge farming
(esponjicultura) was garnering increased interest at sites
along the northern coast.37 Statistical information on Cuban
sponging improved in the 1890s as U.S. reports and trade
notices provided increasingly detailed information on
Batabanó’s sponge exports.38 This increasing U.S. interest in the
industry reflected both the growing economic value of Cuban
sponging and the broader escalation of U.S. interest in Cuba
in the years leading up to the Spanish American War in 1898.

Here, I specify mainland Cuba because American expatriates
continued to occupy the Isle of Pines, Cuba’s second largest
island and the seventh largest in the Caribbean, until 1925.
The Americans on the Isle of Pines never entered the sponging
business, concerning themselves instead with agricultural
pursuits and sport fishing. The Cuban sponge fishers
predominantly lived across the gulf in Batabanó. However,
the distinct communities met and mixed, both on the Isle and
on the water. American residents of the Isle complained that
Haitian and Jamaican sponge poachers would occasionally
raid the Isle as well, using these incidents to express their
frustration with Cuban authorities in Batabanó.42 At the
same time, sponge boats docked in the Isle’s Río Las Casas,
and a rumor circulated that the sponge fishers might shift
their base of operations to the Isle.43 As Michael Neagle
emphasizes in his history of “America’s Forgotten Colony,”
the relationship between the Cubans and Americans in the
region defied a simple designation of either harmonious or
antagonistic.44 The Isle of Pines provides a particularly acute
example of the continued American influence on Batabanó’s
sponge fishery after the U.S. Occupation ended in 1902.
However, the Occupation shaped the industry’s early 20thcentury development through several less visible legacies as
well.
In the first decade of the 20th century, Batabanó’s sponge
merchants worked within the political frameworks
established by the U.S. military and the Cuban national
government to expand their businesses and, by extension, the
entire Batabanó sponging industry. At the beginning of the
century, sponge fishing and processing employed hundreds
of Batabanó’s residents—perhaps as many as 2000 men, or
25% of Batabanó’s male population, by 1910.45 From longtime
residents to a small class of Greek and Mallorcan immigrants,
almost everyone in the town was tied to sponging in some
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way. But not everyone participated equally. Most fishers were
not exclusively devoted to sponging, nor did they own the
large sailboats needed for commercial-scale harvesting.46
Instead, fishers would be hired out for sponging trips by boat
owners, who would pay them in sponges. Then both fisher
and captain would head to the sponge market, organize their
catch by size and count, and sell it to the highest bidder in a
market-auction system described by foreign commenters as
more systematic than Florida’s version.47
At this link in the sponge economy, the number of participants
would again contract as all the high-quality sponges were
purchased by a small cadre of sponge merchants. The trade
in sponges was entirely controlled by these men, many of
them with growing ties to the New York sponge houses that
received most of the Cuban product. Sponge merchants like
Julian Quadreny, Javier Gardet, and Jorge Nicoletto became
wealthy and powerful figures in Batabanó.48 Through their
control of purchasing and processing, the Batabanó sponge
merchants ensured a consistent, standardized product for
export while communicating and actualizing the increased
production demanded by New York dealers within Batabanó.
These men served as the crucial brokers between locallysituated ecosystems of production and growing foreign
demand, and their individual efforts to maximize their
profits enabled sponging’s overall growth.
As the sponge trade expanded, the Cuban government
began to take a deeper interest in sponge conservation
and regulation. In doing so, officials leaned heavily on
Occupation-era policies like Military Order 102, an 1899
regulation that established official grades of sponges and

Nacional de la Pesca’s arguments and the Guild of Sponge
Buyers’ counterarguments bounced across the pages of
Havana’s La Lucha and El Mundo.53 These conservation
clashes rendered the divergent interests of regulators, fishers,
and merchants acutely visible. Batabanó couldn’t afford
these bans, the Guild argued, as “the town of Batabanó lives
only and exclusively on fishing.”54 The regulators countered
with the familiar and enduring argument that the policies
were in the best interest of both the fishers and the nation.
Batabanó’s sponging, despite its appearance as a localized,
niche economy, had become a matter of national concern.
While these domestic debates unfolded, the national
government began to use sponges as a tool for claiming
space in the increasingly internationalist milieu of “modern”
nations. Though no sponges appeared on exhibit lists for
Spanish Cuba during the 1893 World’s Columbian Exposition,
by the 1901 Pan-American Exposition in Buffalo, sponges
featured prominently in Cuba’s exhibit. Batabanó merchants
including Julian Quadreny and Jorge Nicoletto traveled to
Buffalo to display their best sponges. (Both won honorable
mentions).55 Cuban representatives also brought sponges
to the 1904 Louisiana Purchase Exposition in St. Louis and
the 1915 Panama-Pacific International Exposition in San
Francisco.56 The space given to sponges never rivaled that of
sugar or tobacco, but sponges were the key marine resource
featured from the island nation. In St. Louis, Cuba’s education
exhibit also included an ecological investigation of sponges, as
Cuban officials recognized that scientific self-knowledge had
become another requirement for modern nations. Events like
the International Fishery Congresses in Vienna (1905) and
Washington, D.C. (1908) further demonstrated the growing

“Batabano’s Sponging, despite its appearance as a localized,
niche economy, had become a matter of national concern.”
created a partial-ban system in which alternating halves of
the Gulf of Batabanó would be closed to sponging.49 This
policy seems to have loosely remained in place after the
Occupation, despite the protests of the sponge fishers, who in
1910 traveled to the presidential Palacio in Havana to argue
against the excess of the partial bans. They believed that size
limits could adequately meet conservation goals.50
However, it appears that even the alternating half-Gulf
ban was not enough; by 1912, journalists and officials
were sounding early alarms about overfishing in Havana’s
newspapers.51 In response, the national government
instituted a closed season from March through May, to
the enragement of sponge fishers and merchants—who, in
a change of position, now argued that the alternating halfGulf ban was the reasonable and optimal policy.52 The Junta
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scientific internationalism of industrialized nations.57
Cuba did not attend either conference, but Cuban officials
tracked the proceedings carefully. The countries invited to
participate in these conferences pleaded to places like Cuba
with still-intact sponge beds to take sponge conservation
more seriously than Greece had.58 Sponge conservation was a
key discussion topic at these conferences, and the increasing
attention given to still-flourishing sponging areas meant
Cuba and Cuban resources were discussed more seriously
in the internationalist space, even as Cuban representatives
were absent. At the turn of the century, Cuban representatives
displayed sponges as a sign of the nation’s tropical ecological
heritage, while the Cuban government tracked industrialized
nations’ embrace of internationalism and leveraged Cuba’s
unique ecological resource to garner attention and respect in
the international arena.
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Sponge Market at Batabanó (1911)
Source: The Cuba Review, Munson Steamship Lines (Wikimedia Commons)
As Cuban sponges provided fodder for these national
political projects, the sponge trade strengthened economic
ties between Cuba and the United States. U.S. sponge dealers,
pharmacists, manufacturers, and household consumers
fueled an ever-growing demand for sponges, which led to
the sponge price increases in Batabanó that incentivized
overfishing.59 Almost all U.S.-bound sponges from the
Gulf of Batabanó went directly to New York, where the
sponge houses collected and graded Batabanó’s sponges and
distributed them across the country or re-exported them
across the Atlantic. In the early 19th century, these sponge
houses specialized in importing Mediterranean sponges, but
as the geographic loci of sponge production shifted west, so
too did the dealers’ specialties.60 By 1919, many of the New
York houses maintained agents in Cuba, including Juan
Esfakis, a Greek immigrant who had become a key figure in
the Batabanó trade.61 These sponge houses filled the demand
generated by various users, including longtime sponge
consumers: surgeons, artists, druggists, and the everyday
bather, dishwasher, or toilet-scrubber.
But in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, a new industrial
class supplanted these traditional consumers: automobile and
explosives manufacturers, industrial painters, upholsterers,
and even railroad interests drove the increased demand
for Cuban, Floridian, and Bahamian sponges in the 20th
century.62 In 1911, the Pan American Bulletin noted that
“sponges are known to the general public almost solely for
their use in the toilet,” but that this was “one of their minor
applications.”63 By the 1930s, the automobile and paint

industries were the largest U.S. consumers of sponges.64
Throughout this period of growth, New York dealers
expressed concerns about overfishing, as well as a related
desire for a system of marine monoculture cultivation that
would detach sponge production from naturally-limited
sponge beds.65 But no commercially-viable method emerged,
so sponge consumption remained dependent on the ecology
of Tarpon Springs and Batabanó.
While the United States’ primary pressure on the Gulf of
Batabanó was material, an imaginative, cultural consumption
of the Batabanó sponge fishery also occurred via newspapers
and travel writing. As the 20th century progressed, the town of
Batabanó increasingly appeared in American tourist guides
as a must-see site.66 Tourist articles and advertisements
flaunted the impressive size of the industry, with headlines
like “Cuban Sponges Scrub World” leading into grandiose
descriptions of “the largest sponge depot” and “the greatest
sponge market” in the world.67 Photographs of piles of
sponges onshore and particularly massive specimens further
confirmed this abundance to U.S. readers. At the same time,
travelers’ accounts emphasized the town and the fishery’s
quaintness. One tourist party told of a little girl dancing
for spare coins amongst the drying sponges, while many
other writers emphasized the quiet, rustic and “picturesque”
nature of Batabanó, an epitome of “untouched rural Cuba.”68
Authors took care to differentiate between Tarpon Springs’
“scientific” sponging and Batabanó’s, which was “pursued
with all the primitiveness and leisure associated with sponge
fishing since classic times.”69 Travel writers’ simultaneous
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emphases on Batabanó’s ecological abundance and its rural
primitiveness crafted a image of natural, undeveloped
Caribbean fecundity, rather than of a complex industry
whose products were central to U.S. industrialization and
modernization.
THE LEGACY OF BATABANÓ SPONGE FISHING:
1930 AND BEYOND
The American construction of Batabanó—and Cuba more
broadly—as a quaint, abundant space of tropical production
continued through the eve of the Cuban Revolution, as
a 1959 advert asked U.S. readers, “Do you know the real
Cuba? […] Have you watched them bring in the sponges at
Batabanó?”70 Between the early years of Batabanó’s sponge
fishery and the late 1950s, enormous changes occurred in the
industry. The 1926 Havana-Bermuda hurricane destroyed
much of Batabanó’s sponging infrastructure, but the industry
rebounded quickly and continued strong production until
the late 1930s. Between 1937 and 1939, a blight of unknown
origin decimated sponge beds throughout the Caribbean, but
the Cuban and Floridian industries recovered, and Cuban
imports supplied almost all U.S. consumption when World
War II disrupted supplies in Europe. Production dropped
as the artificial sponge began to dominate the market, but
natural sponges continued to be a key export until the U.S.
embargo in May 1962.71 Throughout the 70 years of the
Batabanó sponge fishery, fishermen worked the sponge
beds precariously close to the Gulf of Batabanó’s ecological

limits in order to meet U.S. and European demand, thus
establishing and maintaining one of the many supply chains
that enabled Western industrialization.
Yet since 1962, scholarly and popular attention to Batabanó’s
sponge fishery and Caribbean sponging has waned. As the
artificial sponge pushed the natural sponge from its place as a
competing product to an artisanal, specialty item, the memory
of the massive, complex Caribbean sponging industries faded.
In Tarpon Springs, the continued existence of a niche sponge
fishery and recent scholarly recovery projects have kept the
link between sponging and Tarpon Springs alive. Not so
with Batabanó—the once-enormous industry now appears
a historical oddity, when remembered at all. But the story of
the Batabanó sponge fishery is not—nor ever was—one of
just a quaint Cuban curiosity. The industry tied together the
ecology of the Gulf of Batabanó, the lives of Cuban fishers
and merchants, and the fluctuations of a rapacious American
industrial market. The history of this ecologically-precarious
marine resource showcases the diversity of relationships
between the U.S. and Cuba in the 20th century and centers
the ocean as a historicized site of extraction and exploitation.
Studying this locally-situated industry with a eye towards
larger patterns of trade and consumption enables a richer
understanding of what Batabanó’s sponges meant to the men
who harvested them, to the Cuban officials who regulated
and promoted their harvest, and to the U.S. dealers, artisans,
and manufacturers who eventually consumed them.
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