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In 1898, when US military intervention dislodged Spain from her last American dominions, a new period opened in the history of Cuba. At that time, the United States promised the United Kingdom that they would respect the latter's economic interests in Cuba, but just a few years later, alarmed by the growth of British trade in the island, took measures to limit the possibility of free competition in the Cuban market. 
An example of this was the imposition of the Reciprocal Trade Treaty of 1903 between Washington and Havana; which gave the USA certain benefits that could not be enjoyed by other countries. In this case, the US could export more to Cuba because the reduction of customs duties on American goods gave them an advantage The reciprocal reductions on imports of Cuban products by the US were not nearly so extensive and embraced fewer goods.  In fact, the treaty of reciprocity limited Cuba's possibilities for future industrial development and for enlarging their trade with the rest of the world, particularly with the European countries.  The distrust the United States felt towards Great Britain, their principal competitor in Cuba, led them to oppose Britain's commercial interests. 
Nevertheless, after 1902 the UK government tried to propose a commercial and navigation treaty with Cuba because of its opposition to the US domination of trade with Cuba. The problem was that the proposed Anglo Cuban Treaty would have given them "most favoured nation status" and that was incompatible with the type of arrangements that Washington had previously established with Cuba. In this case, in accordance with the principle of reciprocity, Cuba could not give any other country the benefits enjoyed by the United States. 
Under Spanish authority, in the nineteenth century, as well as under the neo-colonial rule of the United States, the international relations of Cuba were mediated by the dominant power, first Spain and then the United States. In the case of Spain the problem was abusive taxes and in the case of the United States from blackmail of Cuban politicians.  

British interests in Cuba were more important than those that London had in their own Caribbean colonies. Their profits were larger than those from the biggest countries of the area such as Mexico, Venezuela and Colombia. This British investment tended to come up against extra-economic coercion from US imperialism. In fact, the Cuban oligarchy supported the Platt Amendment as it was ready to sacrifice a wider trade with the rest of world for their preferential access to US market. The problem was that the United States had the military and political power to blackmail the Cubans while, all the time, using the Monroe Doctrine to present the Platt amendment as a shield that protected Cuba from Britain or any other European power.
Although the Cuban government had great expectations in the Reciprocity Treaty, the American beet sugar industry was reluctant to reduce the trade barriers with Cuba, fearing that sugar cane might dislodge beet sugar from its own market.  That is why the Reciprocity Treaty took so much time to be approved. At the same point in time, the 1902 Brussels convention abolished beet sugar subsides in Europe thereby favouring the Cubans' ability to sell their crops by exporting to the London market.   In the United States, the American Havemeyer Trust exerted control over Cuban sugar prices, always trying to push them lower, but the increase of prices in Europe offered the Cubans the possibility of defying Havemeyer's monopoly.   In 1904 British Ambassador suggested using the potential that the London markets offered to Cuban sugar as a way to undermine the Reciprocity Treaty, but he did not get support from the Foreign Office. At that time, at local level both British businessmen and the Ambassador in Havana strongly supported free trade with Cuba, but at international level the British government had started an alliance with Washington in other parts of the world such as China, Africa and Canada.

However, the pressures on the Cuban government not to negotiate a commercial treaty with UK began from 1902 because it would threaten the approach that the US was planning to use against other Latin-American countries. That is why, at the beginning of the negotiations, Cuban officials expressed the American point of view that the treaty could not assume a reduction in the customs duties because that was the privilege only for American goods. The British disagreed with this but finally they had to accept it. Washington could always blackmail Cuban functionaries with threats of military, economic and political punishments.

In 1903, when the Reciprocity Treaty came into effect, the British lost many commercial opportunities. But the trade in rice, vegetable oil, sugar bags, hardware and textiles, that was the most important part of the British-Cuban commerce, could not be defeated by their American rivals. Similar US products were less competitive than the British. Also this interchange of products between Cuba and the UK was supported by credit facilities and cheaper shipping, while the Cubans had to pay cash for American products. Moreover the Americans were afraid that British companies could build sugar mills more quickly than they could, and also the Cuban owners preferred spare parts from England because they were more accustomed to them.   Most of the European products were of better quality and their merchants had made a study of the Cuban market. 

American interests did manage to dislodge the British from the tobacco factories, even though the main market for Cuban cigars continued to be in London, because the leaf tobacco trade was monopolized by the Americans. But in the case of railways, even though the Americans companies pushed hard to displace the British, the latter won the competition and in a few years they would ruin the Americans. The amount of capital that British's companies had invested in this area was fabulous and in general terms, before 1914 British investments were higher than the American.
Things became more complex when the government raised import duties to other countries in order to make up for Cuban loses from reductions of import taxes for American products. Decree 44 established an increase covering the products coming from anywhere except from the United States. Thus the difference established by the Reciprocity Treaty, plus the new duties in Decree 44, created a new dilemma for Europeans traders.  Such measures, while solving the problems of the Cuban government's budget, also caused price inflation for ordinary Cubans because the United States could not supply much of Cuba's needs. 
In addition at this process Hebert Squiers, the US Minister in Cuba wished to favour the American Rice Association and North American naval interests, so he pushed members of the Cuban House of Representatives to approve a "Rice law" which increased the customs tariff on rice imports into Cuba. Most of Cuba's consumption of this cereal came from British India. The British Governor of India and also the British Minister in Cuba protested to the Cuban government about this proposal. We can add that the American liberal press adopted a position that opposed this kind of law, arguing that it would lead the Cuban people to starvation.

The Cuban defenders of this proposed legislation employed a series of arguments to achieve its approval. They argued that the United States would renounce the Reciprocity Treaty if Cuba continued to buy its rice from India, but in reality they were following instructions originating in the US State Department. The truth was that North American rice production was so small that it barely covered the needs of their own national market, suggesting that the plan was simply a speculative manoeuvre at the expense of Cuban consumers. The approval of the rice law in the Chamber of Representatives had the effect of sharply increasing the prices of this essential cereal. This anti-popular measure was intended to affect British trade with the island, 25 percent of which was based on the sale of rice. 
When the rice consumption situation became critical, common sense prevailed. The members of the Cuban political elite wished to favour the interests of the North American monopolies. But even Tasker Bliss, who had been in charge of Cuban customs during the North American occupation, declared in one of his reports, that in practice Great Britain could not be replaced in the internal rice market merely by a simple decree. That is why the Cuban senate rejected by a majority the so-called "Rice-law". In this particular case it was the force of Cuban and North American public opinion, along with the superiority of the British supply, that led to the Cuban senate to reject this law. The rejection of the rice law was an isolated decision that could not lead to a confrontation with the United States. 
Cuba could not sign the Brussels Convention because those who did so had to reject any subsidies, while the Reciprocity Treaty forced Cuba to take US sugar without a punitive tariff. However Great Britain interceded to prevent the other signatories of the Brussels Convention taking reprisals against Cuba, for the British government realized that, in order to continue its influence over the island, it could not punish the Cuban administration.  

There was another danger for Cuba's remaining national interest. The US Senate offered to return sovereignty over the Isle of Pines if the Cuban Government set up a differential duty that would penalise merchant shipping from other countries, but exempting the Americans. However, the problem was that the American fleet could not handle all the possible traffic by itself, thereby reducing the island's development potential. 

In this case, the Cuban authorities decided to sign the first draft Anglo Cuban Treaty in order to prevent the Americans monopolising all the shipping trade to Cuba. Also most Cubans rejected a naval flag differential because it reminded them of another law with the same features which the Spanish Crown had imposed on Cuba during the Colonial period. Previously the Cuban government had informed Washington that any kind of agreement with the British government would have to respect the treaties that Cuba had signed with the United States. When the Anglo Cuban Treaty of Commerce and Navigation was signed on May 4 1905 by Juan Francisco O'Farrill, Cuban Secretary of State and Lionel Carden, Minister of Grat Britain in Cuba this treaty respected the concessions Cuba had given to the United States in customs duties. 

But as soon as the American Minister in Cuba, Squiers, read the Treaty he decided to question most of its clauses as one of them established the "most favoured nation" status for both countries. This means that any kind of advantage Cuba gave to other countries in commerce and navigation would have to be granted to Great Britain as well. Washington could not accept this kind of arrangement because that would equalise the rights of Great Britain and the United States. According with the Monroe Doctrine any ambitions by the Europeans Powers had to be barred from the Americas. In this case Squiers encouraged a strong rejection by all areas of the US government: Department of Commerce, the Treasury, Department of State and the President of the United States himself: Theodore Roosevelt. Squiers received the support of all of them as well as the support of the more conservative American press which began a series of attacks against the Anglo Cuban Treaty. At the same time Squiers exerted pressure on the Cuban administration and finally achieved the goal of dividing government opinion. He obtained the support of the Cuban President, Tomas Estrada Palma, but he had a profound disagreement with the Cuban Secretary of State, Juan Francisco O'Farrill. All that Estrada Palma could do was to postpone a final decision about this matter and later opened a national debate about the Anglo Cuban Treaty. He was in an embarrassing position because his own government had given the green light to the signature of the Treaty with London. He decided to play for time and publicly washed his hands of the matter in order to wait for the right moment to renege on his commitments to Great Britain as well as those he had made to the Cuban nationalists.
During the national debate about the Anglo Cuban treaty, the main Cuban institutions were divided in two groups: the first one, which strongly supported the treaty, was composed by the Liga Agraria (The most important association of landowners), the Chamber of Commerce of Santiago de Cuba, the journal "La Discusion", and well known individuals such as the Senator Manuel Sanguily. On the other hand, the second group, which rejected the treaty was composed of the Sociedad Economica de Amigos del Pais (a kind of association of the intellectuals and retired politicians), el Centro de Comerciantes e industriales, (mainly formed of Spanish merchants who depended on American imports) and the journal "La Lucha".
In the end the Cuban President, Tomas Estrada Palma, took advantage of the fact that rejection of the Anglo Cuban treaty could help the Cuban oligarchy to reach a pact with the United States, to revise the Reciprocity Treaty and to achieve the return of Isle of Pine from the US. In this case he had a meeting behind closed doors with the members of the Cuban Senate and convinced them to vote against the Anglo Cuban treaty.

So when the Anglo Cuban Treaty went to the senate, the field was ready for its rejection, the Congressmen who had supported it the first time now introduced the amendments that the American Minister, Squiers had suggested, in order to deny "most favoured nation" status to Great Britain. Only a small group of senators headed by Manuel Sanguily defended it in a heated discussion with the President of the Foreign Affairs Commission, Antonio Gonzalez de Bustamante. During the debate Sanguily said:

If each and every one of us does not even feel the need to keep our individuality in the face of history, then it is a misfortune for the nation, a misfortune for our people and indeed a misfortune for every one of our people. What is the point of shouting this from the rooftops if, in truth, we really do not mean it it? We seem to be in terror of the United States. I firmly believe that long ago, within the politics of the United States, a policy was established, that committed them to capture and dominate all trade with the island of Cuba, to the exclusion all others. And I further believe that this is the road to the inevitable loss of our independence.
Desgraciada la raza, y desgraciado el pueblo y hasta desgraciado el individuo de ese pueblo, si todos y cada uno no resienten siquiera la aspiración a mantenerse con una personalidad en frente de las otras personalidades históricas [...] y nosotros ¿qué importa decirlo en voz alta, si es una verdad que todos los días tenemos que reconocerla y lamentarla? Nosotros casi sentimos terror por los Estados Unidos. Yo creo que positivamente en la política de los Estados Unidos está arraigado el propósito de acaparar, de dominar, en absoluto y exclusivamente, desde luego, todo el comercio de la Isla de Cuba; y creo también que por ese camino perderíamos indefectiblemente la independencia
Later Senator Bustamante, trying to defend US policy toward Cuba said:
I will never accept that there is the slightest possibility, irrespective of the assertions of Señor Sanguily, that the treaty with England could ever provide enough support from the British monarchy for us to resist the United States. No, we will never find the support to resist the United States. 

We must never adopt a policy of distrust and suspicion with any nation, but least of all with the United States of America. 

Lo que no cabe en lo posible y lo que yo no aceptaré nunca, es que el Tratado con Inglaterra pueda constituir en mi intención, como parece constituirlo en la del Señor Sanguily, un punto de apoyo que nosotros tomamos en la gran monarquía inglesa contra los Estados Unidos. No, nosotros no podemos tomar contra los Estados Unidos absolutamente ningún punto de apoyo.
Con ninguna nación debemos tener una política de desconfianza y recelo; pero menos que con otra, con los Estados Unidos de la América del Norte.
And then Sanguily answered Bustamante:
But the Americans are a singular people; the Americans do not respect the cowardly; the Americans do not respect the fainthearted. Quite the reverse, no matter how weak you are, when you stick up for your rights it has a certain nobility in their eyes. Senators, I want Cuba to be prosperous. I want the maximum benefit for my country, the maximum prosperity, but it I also see the retention of absolute independence as a condition upon which we cannot compromise.
Pero los americanos son también muy peculiares; los americanos no respetan a los pueblos cobardes; los americanos no respetan a los pusilánimes. En cambio por débil que se sea, hay cierta grandeza a sus ojos, cuando se mantiene el derecho. Señores senadores: yo deseo la prosperidad para Cuba. Deseo sí, para mi patria, todos los bienes, todas las prosperidades, pero deseo como condición inexcusable e indiscutible la conservación de su absoluta independencia.
Finally the amendments to the Anglo Cuban treaty were approved by the majority of the members of the Senate: eleven to four.
When the new Treaty with the amendments went to London, the British Chamber of Commerce rejected them. Shortly thereafter, Cuba was invaded and reoccupied by American troops under the excuse of disturbances associated with the 1906 elections. The Anglo Cuban treaty was forgotten by History for many years, people became accustomed to only remembering the Reciprocity Treaty with the United States. But it is a page of Cuban History that we should not forget as it demonstrates who was really controlling Cuba at this time. 
