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ONWARD TO CUBA!

SAVANNAH AND SLAVERY EXPANSION

Dr. John E. Simpson

In the last decade before the Civil War citizens of Savan-
nah held a set of ambivalent, seemingly contradictory attitudes

on the issue of slavery expansion. They represented in microcosm
a larger sentiment pervading plantation society which openly
questioned the need to expand the geographic area of the South's
"peculiar institution." Intent on demonstrating the slaveocracy's

aggressive nature (predicated to an academic effort to lay
"blame" for the war of secession) historians have generally
overlooked this incongruous, if not inconvenient, phenomenon.
Savannah in 1850-1851 was a case in point.

Chattel slavery, existant in North America since coloniza-

tion, drew its strength from a vast, ever-expanding network of

economic, social, political and legal rationales. A highly refined

system of human exploitation, it supported during the 1850's

an increasingly apprehensive master class. With a hostile free-

soil North rapidly growing in population and political power,
Dixie's rulers feared eventual submersion and ruin. 1

Most white Southerners believed slavery had to expand
continually in order to remain viable. Its wasteful use of land
which entailed constant migration to virgin regions, and its need
for vigilant protection on the political level against anti-slavery

Northerners, encouraged those wedded to the status quo to seek

fresh areas for the institution. 2 Unfortunately, for men of this

persuasion, by mid-century little suitable land was left within
the United States. By virtue of the Missouri Compromise of

1820, the old Louisiana Territory, purchased by President
Thomas Jefferson years before, had been divided into free-soil

and slave. Three decades later the South's minuscule portion

(with the exception of Indian Territory or Oklahoma) had
achieved statehood. In 1850 Congress enacted the famous Clay
Omnibus Bill permitting human bondage in most of the vast

western hinterland recently wrested from Mexico. Slaveowners
well realized those arid plains and rugged mountains stretching

to California offered little opportunity for expansion. Geography
seemed to ally cruelly with their northern opponents. Since slav-

ery could not grow it must die, and with it would go their cher-

ished civilization. Only one hope remained. In desperation they

gazed southward across the Gulf of Mexico to Cuba. 3

Kenneth Stampp, The Peculiar Institution: Slavery in the Ante-
Bellum South (New York, 1956), 3-33, 419-430.

:Eugene D. Genovese, The Political Economy of Slavery: Studies in

the Economy and Society of the Slave South (New York, 1966), 243-270.
3Charles S. Sydnor, The Development of Southern Nationalism,

1819-1848 (Baton Rouge, 1948), 315-317, 337-339; Averv O. Craven, The
Growth of Southern Nationalism. 1848-1861 (Baton Rousre, 1953), 2;

John Hope Franklin, The Militant South, 1800-1861 (Cambridge, 1956),

99-100.
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The "Pearl of the Antilles," one of the few remaining New
World gems in imperial Spain's tarnished crown, was a slave-

holder's dream. Dotted with lush plantations and verdant, un-
topped forests, she was home for thousands of African bondsmen
who lived under a seigniorial system not unlike that of the gen-
teel South. If Cuba could be snatched from her decrepit master
by the United States, she might easily settle into the southern
orbit to be partitioned and enter the Union as several slave

states. 4 But how to accomplish this goal—that was the prob-
lem. Surely, Northerners, given their mounting anti-slavery

proclivities, would not condone it. The nation would not wage
war on Spain for Cuba. Moreover, southern leaders were them-
selves divided. While most owned slaves and adhered to the
theory that expansion was a necessity, many, in reality, had
strong countervailing commitments to the Union, sectional mod-
eration, and truly national political entities—namely the Demo-
cratic and Whig parties. Such marked divergence of loyalty nat-

urally militated against expansion. As a result, even a concerted,
all-southern drive to acquire Cuba for sectional advantage
proved impossible.

Georgia's port city, like the rest of the South during the
period, was in a state of political flux. Intense intra-party feud-

ing over Clay's Omnibus Bill had temporarily disrupted both
national political organizations in Dixie, giving rise to new en-
tities : the Constitutional Union party and the smaller Southern
Rights party. The former was middle-of-the-road, pro-Union,
and committed to national, coalition-style politics. 5 Realizing
the danger to these Jacksonian ideals slavery expansion pre-

sented, its partisans generally discouraged efforts to take Cuba.
Sectional radicals rallied to the opposing standard. Their Sou-
thern Rights party rejected all the moderates stood for; they
demanded acquisition as the price for continued southern coop-
eration in the Union. 6

The proximate agent of southern lust for Cuba was a former
Spanish general-turned-traitor, Narcio Lopez. Personifying the
bustling spirit of Cuban nationalism, this flamboyant freedom
fighter dedicated himself to lifting the imperial yoke from the

island. Sadly, repeated efforts to provoke a domestic insurrec-

tion failed, and Lopez turned to the United States for succor. 7

Since political moderates controlled Washington (and the South
as well), he approached slaveryrite extremists, holding out the
promise of Cuban acquisition. If Southern Rights supporters

helped fnance and organize a private military expedition to end
Spanish rule, the South could expect a territorial reward. 8

Lopez fled to the United States in late 1848 in the wake of

an unsuccessful rebellion. The year saw him traversing the cot-

'DeBow's Review. X (May-June, 1848), 470-478.
DHoraee Montgomery, Cracker Parties (Baton Rouge, 1950), 17-55.

"Savannah Republican, April 26, 29, 30, 1851; Vicksburg Sentinel,

February 4, 1851.
7Robert Granville Caldwell, The Lopez Expeditions to Cuba, 1848-

1851 (Princeton, 1915), 28-57.
8J.F.H. Claiborne (ed.), The Life and Correspondence of John A.

Quitman (New York, 1860) , 56.
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ton states in search of support. In the spring of 1850 he led a
filibuster force, largely comprised of Southerners, against Cuba.
The so-called Cardenas expedition, launched from New Orleans
with some six hundred men, was a failure. Dozens lost their lives

in futile combat with the Spaniards. Lopez and most of the ad-
venturers managed a narrow escape to safety in Key West,
Florida. From there the defeated general and his principal aides
journeyed to Savannah, determined to raise a larger army and
again assault the island. 9

A jubilant public demonstration marked his arrival. After
a hero's welcome Lopez was dismayed to learn the Spanish con-
sul had secured a warrant for his apprehension. He was charged
with violation of the Neutrality Act of 1818. 10 Subsequent arrest

on May 26, 1850, fired city radicals. Several prominent Southern
Rights lawyers offered their services without a fee. But a rau-

cous preliminary hearing the following day made it unnecessary.
The charge was dropped for lack of evidence, and Lopez, mag-
nificantly bedecked in plumage and gold braid, strutted trium-
phantly from the courtroom to the cheers of idolizing specta-

tors. 11

"The very best of our Mexican War volunteers" partici-

pated in the Cardenas foray, one Savannahian exulted 12
. In

reality, sentiment vis-a-vis the general and his cause was sharp-
ly divided. Constitutional Unionists (most ex-Whigs and a size-

able minority of former Democrats), who comprised the city

power structure, prudently remained silent on the emotional
issue, while covertly conniving to undercut Lopez and the po-
litical opposition. A sigh of relief echoed through Unionist ranks
when the cocky Cuban departed shortly for New Orleans. Pledg-
ing to enlist men for yet another try at liberation, he momen-
tarily declined to carry along almost one thousand young Savan-
nahians who volunteered. 13

Lopez spent the ensuing months in Louisiana structuring a
second invasion force. Thousands of ardent slavery expansionists

there and throughout the South expressed interest. Savannah
again provided a rallying point for potential Georgia filibuster-

ed. Scores of adventure-hungry, back country lads began to

trickle into the city where they joined their less provincial,

though no less egaer, urban counterparts. Recruiting and drill-

ing of the men was apparently handled by a local Lopez agent,

General Emilio Gonzales. Yet, because of determination on the

federal government's part to prevent another expedition, these,

"John E. Simpson, "Narcio Lopez and the South, 1850-1851," unpub-
lished M. A. thesis, North Texas State University, 1968, 14-34.

10
It forbid the organization of private military expeditions on Ameri-

can soil for the purpose of invading another nation.
"Savannah Georgian, May 27, 1850.

^Savannah Republican, May 25, 1850.

"Savannah Georgian, May 27, 1850.

"Claiborne (ed.), Quitman, 70; New Orleans Daily Delta, November
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activities at first remained largely secret. 14

Constitutional Unionists, represented by the influential

Savannah Republican and to a lesser extent by the Savannah
Morning News, rose to the challenge. Illegal military maneuvers
were closely monitored; the filibusterers every move was reported
to federal authorities. Publicly, these enemies of expansion al-

ternately discounted the strength of Lopez's organization and
praised governmental efforts to quash filibusterism. 1 " "Cuba is

now a young giantess, slumbering in chains," the Republican's
editor intoned; but it was not the right of militant Georgians to

loosen these bonds. Islanders must free themselves. 10

From this perspective events reached a crisis in mid-April
1851. Reliable intelligence had it that some five hundred armed
filibusterers were waiting in Savannah to join a second, two-
pronged assault on Cuba. One group under Lopez's command
was to leave New Orleans. Another contingent planned to de-
part New York City, reinforce itself with Savannah and Jack-
sonville, Florida units and sail to a rendezvous point off the
Cuban coast. All told, over two thousand men were involved. 17

Responding to this grave threat to sectional harmony, President
Millard Fillmore issued a ringing denunciation of filibusterism.

He wisely skirted the sensitive slavery issue. Citizens were in-

stead urged not to support those who endangered American neu-
trality. 18

On April 24th federal authorities in New York seized the
filibuster steamer Cleopatra before she sailed for Savannah. 19

A few days later a United States marshal armed with arrest

warrants arrived in the Georgia city. The local press lauded
these moves to destroy the martial undertaking, giving the of-

ficer assistance in efforts to ferret out ringleaders. A young man
was even enlisted by the Morning News to infiltrate filibus-

terer ranks so as to discover their plans. What better way to

discredit the opposition, Constitutional Unionists reasoned.20

News of the Cleopatra's capture left the Savannah volun-

teers undaunted. Before officials could close in, they took pas-

sage on the Central of Georgia Rail Road for Macon. From there

the men struck out on an arduous overland march to Jackson-
ville. After days of hardship and foraging off the sparsely-

populated countryside, they finally reached the Satilla River

13, 1850; Savannah Morning News, April 28, 1851; Daniel Webster to

Marshals, District Attorneys and Collectors of Customs of the United
States, September 3, 1850, in William R. Manning (ed.). Diplomatic
Correspondence of the United States, 1831-1860 (Concord, N.H., 1939),
XI, 91.

15Savannah Republican, April 14, 29, May 5, 1851; Savannah Morn-
ing News, April 28, May 1, 1851; P. Reneas to Millard Fillmore, April 10,

1851, in Manning (ed.), Diplomatic Correspondence, XI, 103.
v'Savannah Republican. April 26, 1851.

"Savannah Morning News. May 1, 1851; "The Late Cuba State
Trials," Democratic Review, XXX (April, 1852), 307-319.

"President Millard Fillmore's Proclamation to the People of the

United States, April 25, 1851, in Senate Executive Document, No. 1, 32nd
Cong., 1st sess., 27.

19"Cuba State Trials," 314.
20Savannah Morning News, April 30, May 1, 5, 1851.
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near Florida's northern boundary. Disappointment awaited on
the stream's opposite bank. A member of the Jacksonville ex-

pedition returning to his South Georgia farm greeted the sol-

diers with a doleful tale. On learning of the Cleopatra 's fate, he
related, the Jacksonville contingent had disbanded. Moreover,
government vigilance had prevented all attempts to secure trans-
portation to Cuba. Disillusioned and disheartened, the weary
Georgians straggled homeward. 21

Thus ended Savannah's bid to expand the peculiar institu-

tion. Deep division within the southern slaveocracy, as exem-
plified in the city, in large part determined the inglorious out-

come. President Fillmore's policy, reflecting the moderate, non-
sectional sentiments of Whigs and Democrats of the free states

and their powerful Constitutional Union allies below the Ma-
son-Dixon Line, doomed slavery expansion. Ironically, those
who, according to ante-bellum economic and social theory, stood
to gain the most from Cuban acquisition, were in the vanguard
of the crusade to prevent it. In short, ideological disagreement
within the slaveowning elite, growing out of political convictions

and rivalries of long duration, destroyed any hope of southern
unity dedicated to adding "the Queen of the Antilles ... to the
coronet of the South. . . ,

22 A frequent visitor to Savannah, die-

hard slaveryite John B. Lamar, painfully perceived what stu-

dents of ante-bellum America have all too often failed to dis-

cern: "It has been thought always that when our interest in

slaves has been touched that party lines would disappear like

frostwork before the sun . . . but party feeling seems stronger

than interest.
"2a Events in Georgia's Coastal Empire metropolis

revealed as much. How could these temporarily vanquished ex-

tremists, ultimately victorious a decade later with the Confed-
eracy's creation, realistically hope to surmount Dixie's tradi-

tional disunity and ensure permanency for the embrionic slave

republic?

JOHN E. SIMPSON, PH.D. SAVANNAH STATE COLLEGE

^Ibid.; Savannah Republican, May 6, 1851.
22"Cuba and the South," DeBow's Review, XVIII (November, 1854),

521.
^John B. Lamar to Howell Cobb, February 7, 1848, in Howell Cobb

Papers, University of Georgia Library.
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