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Marine Museum

Searsport in the Cardenas Sugar Trade
By Cipperly Good, the Richard Saltonstall Jr. Curator of Maritime History

Penobscot Marine Museum has been invited to participate in “Interco(a)stal: Reading
Between the Ribs of Maine’s Maritime History,” an initiative to reinterpret the WYOMING
skeletal ship sculpture at Maine Maritime Museum in Bath. The project partners, Atlantic
Black Box, The Third Place, Maine Maritime Museum, and Bomazeen Land Trust, invited us
to participate in an Archives Working Group to explore our collections for stories that

highlight the experiences and histories of Indigenous and Black people. One early question
was to think of an item in our collection that exemplifies their labor. A watercolor, tucked
into the logbook of the Searsport schooner C. MATHEWS, showing it loading barrels of
molasses in Cardenas, Cuba in 1858, immediately jumped to mind.
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The logbook of the Searsport brigantine C. MATHEWS contains a series of watercolors
depicting the voyage to Cardenas, Cuba, the loading of cargo, and the return trip to
Portland, Maine in the 1850s. Bound Manuscript Collection, MS 516.
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The Interco(a)stal initiative then asked the group to develop a research topic that could be
featured on an interpretive panel at the WYOMING exhibit. Following the Cardenas, Cuba
thread, we found the logbooks, account books, and shipping documents of six Searsport
vessels involved in the trade of Maine lumber for Cardenas sugar from 1850 to 1873. The
sugar and rum refineries of Portland, Boston, New York, and Philadelphia commissioned
the Searsport two-masted schooners, brigs, and brigantines (and at least one three-
masted bark) to carry Cardenas molasses and raw sugar back for processing. These
Searsport cargo vessels measured in the 100' range, which according to historian William
Hutchinson Rowe, were of moderate draft for taking the most direct route to Cuba over the
Great Bahama Bank.

Cardenas, on Cuba’s northern coast, found its niche as a sugar port after its founding in
1828. Harvesting sugar cane and clearing land to expand this lucrative crop required a huge
amount of labor. Between 1790 and 1867, slave ships brought approximately 800,000
Africans to Cuba, making it one of the largest slave colonies in Hispanic America. Cuba did
not abolish slavery until 1886. Beginning in the 1820s, pressure from Britain to end the
transatlantic slave trade led Cuban sugar plantation owners to seek other sources of labor.
Between 1847 and 1874, they brought in Chinese and Canary Islander “indentured”
laborers, many of whom were deceived and forced into conditions of perpetual servitude.

My research assistants in this endeavor, Roger and Audrey Moody, have undertaken a deep
look at our holdings, compiling a spreadsheet of vessel names, dates, captains, shipping
contacts, and ports of call, as well as doing background research on the Cardenas sugar
trade. A big thank you to collections volunteer John Golden, and interns Matthew Pickarski,
Emily Fredet Jackson, and Izzy Healy for scanning key documents for references to
Cardenas and digitizing the best examples to tell our story. Here is what they found so far:
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Brig LEGHORN

Built in Belfast, Maine in 1846, the 95' brig LEGHORN made multiple voyages between
Cardenas and Boston from 1850 and 1852 under the command of Searsport sea captain
John Gilmore Pendleton.

Captain Pendleton brought the wood (shooks) and hoops from Boston to construct the
molasses casks and sugar boxes needed for the return cargo. As you can see with the next
image, Mora and Brother quickly put the casks into use. Stephen S. Stone Collection, PMM
40-19.

The large American sugar manufacturers established business contacts in Cuba to ensure
a ready supply of molasses. This June 1850 shipping document shows 48,945 gallons of
molasses headed to Boston from Mora & Brothers in Cardenas. Stephen S. Stone
Collection, PMM 40-19.
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Brig ALBATROSS

Builtin 1847 by Henry Matthews in Searsport, the 92' brig ALBATROSS made voyages
between Cardenas, Portland, and Boston in 1852 and 1853 under the command of Franklin
Cochran.

The log of the brig ALBATROSS documents its arrival in Portland on June 16, 1852 from
Cardenas with a cargo of molasses for the Portland sugar manufacturers. Bound
Manuscript Collection, MS 25.
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Bark SARAH A. NICKELS

Builtin 1852 by Marshall Dutch in Searsport, the 109' bark SARAH A. NICKELS, under the
command of Jonathan Clifford Nickels, made a trip from Boston to Havana to Cardenas in
1854, and between Portland and Cardenas from 1859 to 1861 while Albert Vinal Nickels
had a controlling interest.

According to AV. Nickels’ account book, he sold the bark SARAH A. NICKELS’ multiple
cargoes of Cardenas molasses in Portland in the $1,100 to $1,900 range, and a cargo of
Maine lumber in Cardenas for $6,300 in 1859. Albert V. Nickels Account Books, MS 67.
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Brig ISAAC CARVER

Built in 1848 by John Carver in Searsport, the 94’ brig ISAAC CARVER, under the command
of Franklin Shute, shuttled lumber and molasses between Philadelphia and Cardenas in
1866.
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Shipping receipt for a shipment of molasses to Joseph Frazer & Son of Philadelphia in April
of 1866 on board the brig ISAAC CARVER. Both captain and brig continued in the West
Indies trades until their deaths: Franklin Shute in Matanzas, Cubain 1878 and the CARVER
off the Bahamas a year later on May 7, 1879. Vessel File Archival Collection, 1983.8.
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Brig MANSON

Built in 1867 in the William McGilvery yard in Brewer for Searsport owners, the 125'
brigantine MANSON shipped coal, train components, lumber, and barrels from New York

and Philadelphia to Cardenas for molasses under the command of Searsport sea captain
Lincoln Gilkey between 1869 and 1873.
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The Industrial Revolution, as well as the labor of enslaved Africans and indentured Chinese
workers, kept the Cuban sugar trade churning. Coal from Pennsylvania by way of the port of

Philadelphia travelled to Cardenas on the brig MANSON in 1872. Vessel File Archival
Collection, PMM 32-1388.
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In the 1840s, Cuban sugar producers sponsored a railway network to connect the interior
sugar plantations to the port of Cardenas; this delayed the drop in sugar content of the cut
sugar cane until it could be processed. The brig MANSON shipped rail car components to
Cardenas in 1873. Vessel File Archival Collection, PMM 32-1388.
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Brig NOVELTY

Builtin 1869 for Captain Clifton Henry Havener, especially for the West Indian sugar trade,
the brig NOVELTY had seven huge iron molasses tanks. This allowed Havener to load in
Cuba and unload in Boston within 24 hours at each port stop. In Havener's 1873 logbook,
we counted at least nine roundtrips, an aberration from the more typical two trips a year
between December and April to avoid the summer yellow fever and hurricane season. This
“novelty” only lasted until 1873 when the ship sprung a leak and sank on a trip to Cuba.
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“Hot enough to roast to death anything that ever drew breath.” Those nine round trips in
June of 1873 might have been feasible, but that it did not make them comfortable as
Captain Havener headed into the heat of a West Indian summer under a baking sun. Bound

Manuscript Collection, MS 590.

Stay tuned as we connect more dots between our archive collections and the history of the
Cardenas sugar trade. Our interpretive panel will be ready for view in Bath in late October
2026. It is amazing how the research threads we start pulling in Searsport take us around

the globe.
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