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Immeasurable
contribution

Tobacco industry hids farewell to
king of cigar leaf

etailers might not recognize the name Angel
ROliva. And most people in our industry probably

never had the opportunity to meet him—with
the exception of some in the manufacturing or
distributing end of the cigar business.

However, Angel Oliva did many things throughout
his career that still have a major impact on the cigar
industry as we know it today. He was there in the 1960s
helping make the transition from cigars made with
Cuban tobacco. And he has been there in recent years
trying to help manufacturers find quality tobacco to
meet increasing demands.

You may not have known his name, but Angel Oliva,
his colleagues report, was always more concerned with
the larger picture—making sure there was high-grade
tobacco for the manufacture of premium cigars.

The 89-year-old Angel Oliva Sr. died at his Tampa
home Aug. 31. He founded the Oliva Tobacco Company
in 1934, just nine years after arriving in the United
States from Cuba. Oliva’s love for what he did could
easily be seen.

He never retired. Visitors and associates were always

92 OCTOBER 14, 1996

welcome to stop by Oliva's U.S. offices, located in a
large warehouse behind the Ybor City museum near
Tampa.

Today, the Oliva Tobacco Company grows tobacco or
contracts with others to grow the crop in Honduras, the
Dominican Republic, Ecuador and Nicaragua. They
employ some 5,000 people in peak tobacco seasons.

The family developed the first successful wrapper
farm in the Dominican Republic and oversaw that until
they sold it a few years ago to Arturo Fuente. It is this
wrapper that has been developed for the highly regarded
Fuente-Fuente OpusX cigar.

Oliva Tobacco Company supplies the filler and binder
leaf of more premium cigars than any other independent
concern in the United States, possibly the world.

Tobacco-rich Cuba

Oliva was one of 11 children. He was raised in
Remales de Guane, a small town in Cuba’s Pinar del
Rio province, famous for its tobacco. As a boy, Oliva
worked in the tobacco fields with his father, Juan
Francisco Oliva, who headed several plantations for the
Cuban Land Tobacco Company.

Atage 18, with a small suitcase in his hand and $50
in his pocket, Oliva said goodbye to his parents and
headed for Tampa. He got a job as a clerk in a Latin
grocery. At night, he learned the English language.
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Having completed only the fourth grade in his native
Cuba, Oliva learned the ways of American business
through watching and listening. When he had saved
some money, he decided to start his own business, a
laundry, in 1927. A year later, Oliva’s and several other
laundries in the community all went out of business. His
savings Were gone.

Turning to what he knew, Oliva then ventured into the
U.S. tobacco business. His first job was with the Johnston
Leaf Tobacco Co. in Florida. That job lasted five years.

It was during this time that Oliva saw one of his greatest
dreams come true—he became a U.S. citizen in 1932, It
was also that same year that he married Estela Diaz Garcia,
and the couple began a family shortly thereafter.

Oliva formed a partnership with brothers Jose and
Emilio Suarez and began the Oliva Tobacco Company
in 1934. After Jose Suarez died in 1939, his brother sold
the Suarez interest in the business to Oliva.

Oliva then brought in his brother Martin to help run
the business. When Martin left for three years of service
in the Air Force during World War I, Oliva brought
another brother, Marcelino, into the company.

It was to meet increasing demands for Cuban tobacco
in 1951 that Oliva formed Excelsior Tobacco
Corporation in Pinar del Rio, Cuba. Excelsior was a
subsidiary of Oliva Tobacco. Around 1960, when Fidel
Castro came to power, Oliva began bringing many of
his Excelsior employees to the states and eventually
liquidated the Cuban company.

Finding solutions

In 1960, he led the way for new arrangements in the
buying of Cuban tobacco and convinced Cuban officials
to sell to U.S. manufacturers on a payment-on-delivery
basis at the docks in Havana.

Oliva and 13 Tampa manufacturers also met with
Cuban officials and came to an agreement. The group
purchased some 3.85 million pounds of tobacco. This
allowed the manufacturers to have Cuban tobacco on
hand for some years after the pronounced embargo.

The Cuban embargo, threatened for months, became
reality in February 1962. It was Oliva, a leading
importer of Cuban leaf, who sought a solution. He
began developing replacement leaf for the famous
Cuban candela tobacco used as wrapper for premium
cigars of the day. He tried first in the northern Florida
city of Quincy and then in Connecticut.

The result: In 1962, Oliva produced some 4,000 bales
of leaf, equal in looks to the candela wrapper previously
grown in Cuba.

Cigar manufacturers knew Oliva was taking quite a risk
in developing a tobacco. He was investing his time, money,
energy and reputation to help the U.S. tobacco industry.
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The industry respects
and trusts Angel Oliva
and likes him. He’s a
man with enthusiasm,
love of business, and a
sense of responsibility
to his associates and

employees....
— Neva Grace Murray
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In the upcoming book, “A Smoke Dream Comes
True—A 100-Year History of the Newman Family in
the Cigar Industry,” M&N Cigar’s Stanford Newman
recalls Oliva’s persistence in developing the candela in
the United States. Oliva purchased a plane ticket for the
skeptical Newman to fly to Quincy and then urged him
to buy some of the experimental tobacco.

“Through Angel Oliva’s foresight and ingenuity, a
new dependable and satisfactory source of candela
wrapper for the Palma Grande cigars had been created
as a substitute for Cuban candela wrapper,” reads a
passage of the book. “For almost 50 years, the Oliva
family has been a loyal and important tobacco supplier
to J.C., Stanford and Eric (Newman).”

Oliva then proceeded to Honduras with many ousted
Cuban tobacco farmers who fled their native land.
These farmers then grew a successful crop of long filler
tobacco for premium cigars that proved a suitable
substitute for the Cuban filler previously used.

Other members of the Oliva family who remain with
the business today include: Angel’s brother Martin, who
Serves as company secretary; Martin’s wife, Alice;
Angel’s sons, Angel Jr. and John, who serves as
president; John’s son, John Jr.: and a niece, Juana Powell.

In a 1963 article which ran in the industry
publication, The Tobacco Leaf, writer Neva Grace
Murray summed up Oliva with the following: “The
industry respects and trusts Angel Oliva and likes him.
He’s a man with enthusiasm, love of business, and a
sense of responsibility to his associates and
employees....”

That sentiment remains among his business
associates and friends today. i}
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