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Sunday, April 10, 2005

Hello from Cuba (9) - Havana Neighbourhoods

Hotel Havana Libre, Sunday, April 10, 2005, 12:30 pm

Yesterday morning | had arranged to meet one of the women from the from the
university, a very nice lady in her late 50s, who agreed to show me around the

Vedado area and take me through some local markets.

Vedado is a beautiful residential neighbourhood with many mansions and villas
dating back maybe 80 to 100 years or so. Before the revolution it was the
neighbourhood where all the doctors, lawyers and business people lived, most of
whom emigrated around the time of the Revolution. (Business people and
professionals were expropriated as part of the Communist reorganization after
the Revolution, as a result hundreds of thousands emigrated to the US, where
there are substantial counter-revolutionary and Anti-Castro sentiments. The
emigration of thousands of professionals in the early 60s apparently caused a

real braindrain in the country).

We walked through the neighbourhood and visited local markets where they sell
fruits, vegetables and meat. We saw local vegetables like yucca, malanga,
boniato as well as fruits such as frutabomba (papaya), pineapple, mamey,
mangos and others. Most of the meat that they sell in the markets is pork, and
there is no refrigeration at all in the markets, although the meat is inspected by
the government. It is forbidden to sell beef because beef officially is only to be
used for milk production. Equally forbidden in local markets is seafood like
lobsters since it is destined for big hotels and exports only, but we were
approached by a couple of people who were selling both lobster and beef
"debajo de la mesa" - under the table. This is one of the things in Cuba, many

things are forbidden, but there is usually a way of working around it.

| was also taken to a special market hall where locals buy food at certain
allocated times on their ration card. Food is still scarce in Cuba and every person
receives a "libreta" which allocates a certain quota of basic foods such as butter,

eggs, cooking oil, flower, etc. at very low prices. | was told that the monthly ration
3
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is 8 eggs per person and that if you want an extra carton of 30 eggs, they cost
about $2 (CUC) (about Can$2.50), which is equivalent to about 1/10 of a
person's monthly salary. No wonder everybody tries to set up a little side

business to obtain extra money, since survival in it-self takes a lot of energy.

We also saw a local neighbourhood repair place, where they repair shoes with
sowing machines that look like they are 100 years old. This is definitely a society
where things are reused, mended, fixed and recycled time and time again, and
it's actually very refreshing to see a different way of living that contrasts so
strongly with our modern way of living where we buy stuff we don't need, just to
throw it out later. Of course, the recycling here is due to necessity, but it does feel
like there is a great appreciation for life here, not just consumer goods, despite all
the difficulties.

This 2-hour walk was a great way of getting to know a little bit about the authentic
Cuban lifestyle and some of the practical ways that Cubans try to make do in

their daily lives.
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Beautiful Vedado.

Market life in Vedado.

Meat, without refrigeration.
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Sunday, April 10, 2005

Hello from Cuba (10) - A Country Excursion

Hotel Havana Libre, Sunday, April 10, 2005, 12:45 pm

After my walk through the Vedado neighbourhood, my friend Pedro came to pick
me up since | had suggested a little excursion with a rental car to get to know the
countryside. His wife and sister-in-law unfortunately couldn’t make it since their
cousin was coming to town. La Habana can feel a little claustrophobic since the
transportation options are limited and even a basic taxi ride to the Eastern
Beaches (Playas del Este) is quite costly.

And it's also nice to get away from the city, which can get rather congested and
contaminated with car exhaust fumes from all the old vehicles. | can't imagine
what the air must be like here in the summer when it is 35, 40 degrees Celsius
with 80, 90 percent humidity. All the locals talk about the extreme heat in the
summer and it's better to visit outside of the months of June to September, even
October.

In addition, August and September are very prone to hurricanes which are an
additional complication, that's why many buildings have crosses of thick adhesive
tape attached to the glass. The tape prevents the glass from shattering when the

hurricanes hit town.

Renting a car is always an interesting experience. | rented a small skoda at the
Hotel Havana Libre for about $46CUC for 24 hours. If there were no damages
and the gas tank was full upon return, there would be an additional $30CUC for
the insurance and an additional driver. Being in the rental car felt strangely
liberating because all of a sudden it was possible to overcome all the limitations
of Havana's public transport and you could go where you wanted.

My friend Pedro is an experienced driver and loves driving, so he drove and off
we went eastwards along the coast. We passed by Cojimar, Playas de Este,
Playa Guanabo and stopped at the Puente Bacunayagua bridge which forms the
border between the provinces of La Habana and Matanzas. The bridge is more
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than 100 m high and the view extends through forests to the ocean in the north
and inland there is a valley with lush vegetation (Valle de Yumuri) with a chain of
medium-size mountains in the background. At the bridge there is a little basic
restaurant and a shop for tourists and we stopped for an hour or so. We also saw
a really oversized iguana, apparently it was the offspring of the mother iguana
which apparently is twice the size. The animal must have been almost 10, 15
inches long, including tail.

We then proceeded eastwards, past Santa Cruz del Mar, where there is a big
rum factory, to Matanzas, the capital of the province of the same name. We just
took a little drive around town and didn't stop, but the town has a couple of nice
squares with monuments and statues. The architecture is definitely much less
stunning than in La Habana. After Matanzas we drove inland to a small
mountainous area called "Escaleras de Jaruco", from where we had a beautiful

view inland and towards the sea.

On the way back we briefly stopped at Playas del Este to capture the sunset and
then we headed off towards Cojimar, a town famous for its connection to Ernest
Hemingway. The town apparently still houses a very old man who was the
inspiration for the novel "The Old Man and the Sea". Apparently the old man is
still alive, probably around 100 years old or so and he used to receive visitors (for
a small fee), but his health has deteriorated over the last few years and he no
longer receives visitors. We wanted to have a nice dinner in a Paladar in Cojimar,
but one was completely full, and the other one so expensive that we decided to

continue on.

After our arrival back in La Havana we decided to go to a pizzeria near the
Parque Central since | had a real craving for pasta. The food here can get a bit
monotonous and | love Italian food, so we headed into a freezing, over-air-
conditioned pizza parlor, where they had just run out of spaghetti. We tried
another upscale Italian restaurant on the other side of the square, but it had
prices that were higher than in some of Toronto's fine restaurants and we

decided to head back to the Barrio Chino since they also serve pasta.

A Country of Contrast and Contradictions Part 2



There we tried to park the rental car, but in doing so, we had a little encounter
with the local traffic police. They alleged that my friend was not wearing his
seatbelt (although he was) and they ended up giving him a fine of 10 local pesos
(about 40 Cents or so). Apparently it can happen very easily that a local Cuban
gets stopped and the police impose a fine and there are not too many things you

can do.

After a very filling pasta dinner (for less than $7 for 2 people) we headed back to
the hotel which is very close to the University. There was a big concert on in front
of the university's steps and there were thousands and thousands of young
people singing and chanting to the sound of a pretty famous Cuban pop group
("Moneda Dura") which plays very popular music for young people with
sociocritical undertones. The atmosphere among the people, singing and dancing
in the street, was amazing. | ended up heading to bed at about 12 or so and the
music from the concert stopped at about 12:20 am and the huge crowd dispersed.
Early this morning | awoke to the smell of exhaust fumes from some of the buses
and old cars passing through. Since | had to take the rental car back at 11 am
today, my friend came to the hotel early and we decided to visit the area of
Miramar, also called "Playas" on the western side of Havana, past the Rio
Almendares. Miramar is a very upscale area with many foreign embassies,
upscale hotels and congress centres. "Marina Hemingway", a nautical centre with

canals, boats slips for yachts and private residences, is also located in Miramar.

It is so strange, but Miramar actually reminded me a bit of Fort Lauderdale. In
general, Miramar, due to its more modern architecture, some of which is in very
good condition, reminded me quite a bit of Florida. We visited a public sandy
beach in Miramar which is surrounded by a range of public recreational buildings,
most of which have been abandoned and are in dire condition due to the lack of
public funds for upkeep. It is a real shame to see so much of the beautiful
architecture around here collapsing and my professor said that in the future it
may be cheaper to tear down a lot of the old architecture and rebuild from scratch

than to try to preserve the old architecture, particularly in Habana Vieja.
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As | had to return the rental car at 11 am today, we filled up the tank and
although we had only gone about 250 km, the cost of the gasoline was $36 CUC
(which is equivalent to about Can$45 or so), which was quite a bit more than |
had expected. We took a brief tour through Nuevo Vedado, then past the Centro
de Deporte Nacional, past the Comite Central (the Cuban government) and

punctually returned the car at 11 am without any problems.

This afternoon | have been invited by my friend to come and meet his family at a
private dinner. | am really looking forward to the experience of spending time with
a Cuban family and from what | have experienced so far, Cuban hospitality is
truly amazing. I'll try to pick up a few flowers from the market and bring along
some of the Canadian souvenirs that | brought from Toronto to reciprocate the

favour. It'll be interesting to see Cuban life from inside a Cuban home....
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Havana province coastline.

Driving along the north coast of Havana province.
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Wednesday, April 13, 2005

Hello from Cuba (11) - Inside A Cuban Home

Etecsa Telecommunications Building, Downtown Havana, Wednesday, April 13,
2005, 3:06 pm

| am sitting here in a new place and | gotta hurry since | bought a $6 CUC

Internet access card and | only have 53 minutes left.

At any rate, the dinner at Pedro’s family on Sunday was amazing. We took the
GuaGua (Public Transit System) and after about 1 hour we arrived in the area of
Marinao. From there we had to walk another 30 minutes or so to get to his house.

There | was received by an entire Cuban family, Pedro’s wife and daughter, his
sister in law and their two female cousins who had come in from out of town. It
was amazing being in a Cuban home, after having spent a whole week in an
impersonal hotel. It was immediately obvious that the Cuban concept of family is
very different from what | have experienced in Austria or Canada. Family
members live in very tight living quarters since housing is scarce in Havana and
often 2 or 3 generations live under one roof.

My friend told me that in his father’s house 3 of his brothers live in one bedroom
(and they sometimes receive visits from their girlfriends who end up sleeping in
the same room), his sister and mother sleep in one room (as his mother is
divorced), and the father and another sibling sleep in another room. It's very
difficult to imagine this type of crammed living environment, there is definitely not
much privacy....

By Canadian standards, the home is very basic, located in a complex with about
6 apartments, this apartment contains 2 bedrooms which are shared by my friend,
his wife and daughter (who together have one bedroom), his wife’s sister (who

has the other bedroom) and the father of the 2 ladies sleeps in the living room.

Furniture and decor are very basic and instead of upholstered sofas the furniture
consists of traditional wooden chairs that have a colonial appearance. One of the
cousins who was in from out of town got married last year to a friend of mine in

Toronto, so she came to Havana to go to the Canadian Consulate to get her visa
11
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to finally go to Canada. Getting to go to Canada is not an easy thing at all for

Cubans, since it is very difficult to obtain a Cuban passport.

We talked a lot about Canada and about the fact that life is very different, the
climate, the environment, the concept of family. This discussion was particularly
relevant since Pedro’s wife’s female cousin is hoping to come to Canada in the

next 6 weeks as she is currently pregnant.

At any rate, the hospitality was great. | was received like a long-lost friend and
the ladies had really taken great care to prepare an outstanding dinner. The table

was full of dishes: fried chicken, white rice with bean sauce, fried sweet plantains

(one of my favourite foods) and a tasty bean salad. We had flan for dessert and it
was one of the best meals | have had in Cuba so far.

I had brought a little souvenir for the family: 2 sets of coloured pens for the little
girl which she absolutely loved and some beautiful flowers for the ladies of the
house. The atmosphere was a little shy at first, but after a while we started
chatting, asking each other questions about our respective lives in these 2 very
different countries. All the while | was there | felt very special and | felt truly
honoured to have had an opportunity to be introduced to a Cuban family and to

experience Cuban hospitality first hand.
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Lush tropical vegetation.

View at the Puente de Bacunayagua

Laundry day in Havana.
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Wednesday, April 13, 2005

Hello from Cuba (12) - Contrasts and Contradictions

Etecsa Telecommunications Building, Downtown Havana, Thursday, April 13,
2005, 3:32 pm

| really gotta hurry, | only have about 28 minutes left on my Internet card so | am
going to try to be brief here.

The last few days have been extremely interesting. | am not a political expert, but
in a city like Havana you can’t help but be confronted with politics. Everywhere
you see billboards with political slogans, monuments of heroes that were

significant in Cuba’s history, pictures of Che Guevara and Fidel Castro, and the

Cuban Revolution as well as the present economic circumstances are
omnipresent topics of conversation.

| have read a lot about Cuba and tried to talk to as many people as possible and
there are a few things that have crystallized in my mind as general impressions of
Cuba. Once again, these are my personal impressions and they are definitely not
based on scientific fact, but nevertheless | will share them with you.

Cubans are a fiercely proud and independent people and more than anything
they insist on preserving their national independence and sovereignty. At various
times throughout history Cuba was dominated by the Spanish, the English or the
Americans and since the Cuban Revolution in 1959 Cubans have had self-
determination for the first time in history. Obviously, Cubans avowed political
enemy is the US government, but | have heard numerous people say that they
have nothing against the American people, their issues are with the US
government, and in particular the embargo and the travel restrictions for Cubans
living in the US. Apparently, relatives of Cuban families are now only allowed to
travel to Cuba once every 3 years, so the policites were tightened significantly by

the US government in recent times.

The results of the embargo and the economic shortages are visible everywhere,
buildings are crumbling, there is not enough construction material, hospitals are

lacking in equipment, and personal income is extremely low (e.g. between $ 8

14
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and $20 a month...). As a result, everybody is forced to open a little side business.
During the last few days | have heard that it is extremely common in Cuba to
steal resources from the State since all economic activity including retail is

nationalized.

People steal cosmetics, hygiene products, cement, wood, computers, cigars,
everything that is not absolutely nailed down. Then they sell the products
privately under the table. It is strangely ironic that in a Communist country,
everybody has turned into an entrepreneur... The phrase that | have heard

is "hay que inventar”, you have to invent things - be creative in order to survive.

This mentality manifests itself in some very obvious ways: yesterday Pedro and |
tried to get into the Partagas Tobacco Factory since | wanted to go on a tour. The
security guard told us that an employee had died and that therefore the factory
was closed. Then, under his breath, he asked us if we wanted to buy a box of
cigars. How amazing: the security guard protecting the tobacco factory is selling
(stolen) cigars on the black market.

Also, just outside the Capitol building, Havana’'s most astounding and most well-
known architectural jewel, there is a beautiful park with tropical flowers, shadowy
trees and benches. And almost all the benches are missing their wooden slats,
on the seat, the backrest or both. And these benches are located right outside
Cuba’s most famous building! Today | received the explanation that quality wood

is extremely difficult to get and that people simply help themselves.....

The number and types of private entrepreneurial schemes is too large to mention.
Only a few are legal, for example the paladares (private restaurants in private
homes), the casas particulares (bed and breakfasts) as well as various types of
private taxis. But apart from this small number of officially permitted private
enterprises, virtually everybody in this country has turned into an entrepreneur.
Any person that owns a car, and car ownership is extremely restricted here, uses
it to give a lift to people, picks up passengers at a street corner and drops them
off 20 minutes later in return for 10 Pesos, all money made under the table.

All these things are strangely ironic to me, since Cuba officially is a Communist

15
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country, where private property and private enterprise is all but forbidden, but in

order to survive the entire population has turned into an army of entrepreneurs.

On the other hand, Cuba has achieved tremendous accomplishments, for a small,
third-world Carribean country. Close to 100% of Cuba’s population is literate,
public education is available to everybody. Black people and women in particular
have benefited from the effects of the revolution. The health care and education
system are among the most developed systems in the 3rd world, and Cuba’s life
expectancy and infant mortality rates are among the best of the world. In addition,
post-revolutionary Cuba has also dedicated itself to promoting sport and
athleticism and today Cuba excels in many different sports (track and field,
baseball, basketball, volleyball, fencing and others) on an international level.

So all in all, the Cuban Revolution has had some astoundingly positive effects on

the country, despite all the hardships that people still experience. However, it
seems that there is a little bit of optimism in the air, since Cuba signed trade
agreements with Venezuela, various other Latin American countries and China.

And of course great hope is placed in Cuba’ tourism industry.

However, on the other hand, you have to keep in mind that Cuba is still a
dictatorship, a totalitarian regime and human rights and personal freedoms are
restricted here. There is a palpable paranoia here among people in that they are
afraid of publicly criticizing the regime. And organizations like the CDR, the
Comite de la Defensa de la Revolution, often act as watchdogs and informers on
the people. Travel is extremely restricted, or impossible, and there are no official
methods of criticizing the government.

This short little bit of time has been great in giving me an insight into Cuban

culture, politics and economics, and my classes at the university are great since

my colleagues also add to a very interesting discussion. We discuss and
compare the Scandinavian, Cuban and Canadian health systems, political
systems, mass media and economic policies and all this has truly been an eye-

opening experience.
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Political slogans.

Partagas Tobacco Factory.

Other alternative transport systems in

Havana.

Old vintage cars are everywhere.
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Thursday, April 14, 2005

Hello from Cuba (13) - Exploring Downtown Havana

Hotel Habana Libre, Thursday, April 14, 2005, 3:02 pm

The last few days | have spent quite a bit of time walking around downtown
Havana - or Habana Vieja, as they say around here. It is an extremely fascinating

place and one of the most architecturally consistent colonial city centres in the

world.

A few days ago, my local friend Pedro and | went to explore the Capitolio, which
is a beautiful building, ironically very reminiscent of the Capitol in Washington.
Built between 1926 and 1929 as the former seat of the Cuban government, its
neoclassical exterior is complemented by an absolutely astounding Roman
interior with all sorts of meetings rooms, a library, a souvenir shop and an
Internet cafe. In the front entrance hall there is a huge statue that greets you

upon entering, truly an astounding building.

The park outside the Capitolio is one of my favourite places, despite the missing
seats and backrests of the benches. Yesterday | also had a chance to visit the
Partagas Tobacco Company, a cigar factory in existence since 1845. | took the
$10 tour and we saw the tobacco rolling school where students learn cigar
production for 90 days. Later we moved upstairs to the area where the real cigars
are made. Workers have quotas of between 80 and 200 cigars a day (some of
which miraculously find their way into the black market...) and the workers sit at
old wooden work stations and manually roll the tobacco, while at other work
stations the exterior leaf and later the label and the boxes are added. | really
wanted to see a tobacco factory since tobacco still remains a key industry in
Cuba to this day.

Due to its architectural beauty, and not surprisingly, Havana has been declared a
Human Heritage Site by the UNESCO and it is definitely one of the most beautiful
cities | have ever visited, despite the physical decay that is visible in so many
parts of the city.

18
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Along these lines, | had a chance to see residential areas in Habana Vieja, where
people live in extremely cramped conditions in crumbling houses, with the
occasional house that has already collapsed in between others. Everybody's life
unfolds in the street, you see children, couples, old people, dogs and cats at all
hours of the day, people generally just sit around and chat, and the children play
street versions of "la pelota”, which is baseball, the national sport. This street life
Is something truly different from a nordic city like Toronto where there are only a
few areas where there is significant pedestrian traffic. And people generally don't

sit around in front of their houses or apartments to chat in the middle of the night.

| also had a chance to see Havana's train station, of course absolutely packed
with people, the port area and some rather derelict industrial areas with

crumbling buildings. The lack of money is apparent everywhere.

On the other hand | have also had a chance to sample some of the beauty that
this city has to offer. | have travelled a fair bit, particularly to historic southern
places in Europe such as Paris, Milan, Madrid, Barcelona, etc. But in my opinion
Havana is in a category by itself. The colonial architecture downtown is so

consistent, with almost no new buildings interrupting the visual impression.

Beside the Capitolio is the Teatro Nacional, which is just next to the famous Hotel
Inglaterra and in front is the Parque Central, where men of all ages get together
to discuss news related to their national sport. 2 days ago was the final of the
playoffs between Havana Campo (if | am correct) and Santiago de Cuba, the
second most important city in the country. Obviously a huge deal in this country,
and Havana ended up losing 2 to 1, but despite the loss a great opportunity for

the locals to party.

Walking down the famous pedestrian street Calle Obispo, which has numerous
expensive stores for tourists, you approach the really old historic part of Habana
Vieja, places such as the Plaza de |la Catedral (where there was a mass for Pope
John Paul 1l about a week ago), Plaza Vieja and, my favourite place: Plaza de
Armas. This square dates back to the early 1500s, and houses the centuries old

former city administration office as well as several other Spanish colonial
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buildings that surround a beautiful park with a statue of Carlos Manuel de

Cespedes, the founder of the Cuban homeland.

Yesterday | also had a chance to explore a market that is put up every
Wednesday to Saturday just off the Malecon, near the Plaza de Armas, where
they sell all sorts of trinkets and merchandise for tourists. | had a chance to pick
up a few little souvenirs for my husband and my colleagues and then sat down at
a little outdoor cafe where there was a young Cuban band playing traditional old-
fashioned Cuban music. The really interesting thing was an organ that they were
playing that must date back to the 1920s, accompanied by all sorts of Cuban
percussion. | really love Cuban music, but | haven't yet had a chance to listen to
it a lot. My friend and | wanted to go and visit the "Casa de la Musica" yesterday
where they play live music at a reasonable price, but for some reason it was
closed, something not unusual around here.

| also had a chance to walk down to "Prado”, a long avenue with a pedestrian
walkway with trees on both sides, and two lines of traffic on both sides of the
pedestrian area, somewhat reminiscent of the Ramblas in Barcelona. Very close
to the Prado is the Museo de la Revolucion which used to be the palace of the

last Cuban dictator, Fulgencio Batista, prior to the Revolution. Fidel Castro's

yacht, the "Granma" which he used to cross over from Mexico with his rebellious
companions, is displayed in a glass-encased building just behind the palace-like
Museo de la Revolucion, and surrounded by various tanks and military vehicles
dating back to revolutionary combat. The Revolution is definitely present

wherever you go.

| think I have seen most of the important sights of the city, excluding the Plaza de
la Revolucion, which houses the Comite Central and the political apparatus of the
Cuban government. | still have to make a little excursion to that area and also
take a photo or two of the memorial of Che Guevara, who still appears to be a

very revered individual around here, often admittedly more so than Fidel Castro.

2 weeks is a pretty long time to spend in a city and due to the fact that | have
completely immersed myself in the culture, | think | have a pretty good feel for La
Habana and | am slowly but surely mentally getting ready to go home. It's been

20
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great, but | am also happy to get back home to see my husband, my friends, to
have my normal life back. There are only 2 and a half days left now for my Cuban
experiment and there are a few more places to see, but | am also looking forward

to coming back home to Toronto.

21
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Plaza de Armas

Cupola of the Capitolio Nacional.

Vintage cars in Havana.

Capitolio Nacional.
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Thursday, April 14, 2005

Hello from Cuba (14) - Field Trips and Interviews

Hotel Habana Libre, Thursday, April 14, 2005, 3:38 pm

During the past close to 2 weeks, | have really been trying to understand Cuba,
its politics, its economy, its people, its mentality. | have been talking to as many
locals as | could, and every night before | go to bed, | have been reading books
about Cuba in addition to having purchased some local Cuban books which are

going to give me more insight about this unique, contradictory place.

Yesterday | had a chance to talk to a TV journalist, who is a specialist in
economics and he explained a few things to me. | only have a passing degree of
familiarity with Communism, mostly from my time back home in Austria, when the
Soviet Block still existed. It's so hard for me to believe that virtually all business
activity here is state-owned and state-run. The journalist explained to me that
there are 140 occupations (e.g. private small restaurants / "Paladares”, private
bed and breakfasts or "Casas Particulares”, taxi drivers, carpenters, plumbers,
artisans and other tradespeople, that are allowed to practice private enterprise
while all the stores, service providers and industry are nationalized.

Not surprisingly, the quality of service is very low and people steal incredible
amounts of goods and merchandise from the State to resell them privately on the
street. | asked the journalist what he thinks the percentage of theft is in
comparison to the total gross national product, but he played pretty dumb and
said he couldn't give me an answer to that question. Apparently the huge amount
of theft and resulting private enterprise is not officially discussed in Cuban

political circles.

At noon today | went for a walk with a local Cuban woman from the university and
we tried to grab a simple lunch. We tried 4 restaurants, all of them were closed
(some apparently due to a shortage of water) and the ones that were open, only
had a couple of the items that were listed on the menu. We finally ended up
eating a pizza at one of the big hotels. Long lineups and shortages are a theme

that repeats itself daily several times.
23
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Earlier today my language class (the professor and 4 students) went on a field
trip to the "Center Felix Varela", a non-governmental organization, funded by
Swiss, Belgian and Canadian contributors, that concerns itself with 4 main topics:
sustainable development, conditions for peace, local community development
and environmental education. From what | understand, they provide workshops,
seminars and conference for academics and political decision makers in these 4
categories of topics and they have more than 100 volunteers who go out into

society to apply some of these principles.

Again, this is one of the idiosyncrasies of Cuba: it's a third world country with
major economic problems, often lacking the basic necessities. But on the other
hand, there are organizations that concern themselves with advanced societal

issues such as sustainable development, the environment, etc.

Admittedly Cuba is not doing very well yet in these regards. Environmental
conscience is in its infancy, recycling doesn't exist and people freely toss
garbage into the street or the ocean. Sewage treatment does not exist either and
Havana's waste water is apparently discharged without treatment into Havana
Bay. On the other hand, there are organizations that want to promote the use of

alternative energy in Cuba, particularly of solar energy.

Agriculture in itself is for the most part "organic” since Cuba doesn't have the
money for agricultural machinery, fertilizers or other chemicals. In many cases
fields are still cultivated with oxens and ploughed manually, which obviously
affects efficiency, but on the other hand provides a healthy natural crop. Again,
one of the many idiosyncrasies of this fascinating country.

| can't help but be mesmerized by this country, which on one hand is so strangely
advanced (in terms of medicine, literacy, infant mortality, life expectancy,
education, etc.), but on the other it is so immensely backward. Sometimes it is
truly hard to process all the various impressions that at first glance don't make
sense, but after a while you start to realize that life in Cuba has its own very, very

strange and unique characteristics.
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Cuban flag, Plaza de la Revolucion

Che immortalized on the Plaza de la Revolucion

Plaza de la Revolucion
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Saturday, April 16, 2005

Hello from Cuba (15) - Goodbye, Havana.....

Hotel Habana Libre, Saturday, April 16, 2005, 9:51 am

So my stay in the Cuban capital is rapidly coming to a close. Even the good
weather seems to have taken leave. This morning it clouded over, followed by an
intense downpour and now the sky is grey and the wind is blowing strongly.
Unless the weather improves, | think it's going to be a day for a museum or a

movie and for letting this Cuban adventure come to a slow and gentle close.

These last 2 or so weeks have truly been a defining experience. | have never
before travelled to a developing country, and | have never travelled by myself in
this way. Moreover, | have never consciously immersed myself in a foreign
culture as | have here. | spent more than two weeks studying at a local university
and spending time and interacting with Cuban people as much as possible. |
have been reading Cuban books, listening to Cuban music, watching a little bit of
Cuban TV (also an interesting experience) and immersed myself in Cuban life as

much as | could.

| think in the 2 weeks that I've been here I've learned a tremendous amount
about this strange and beautiful country. | have been exposed to its politics, its
history, its architecture, landscape and music, its street life and its people. | have
made a concerted effort to open myself up and pursue my curiosity and ask
guestions wherever possible. It's been intense, to say the least, and it feels like |
am going to need 2 or 3 solids days to reacclimatize myself when | get back to
Toronto. The environment is so different from what | am used to that it has really

rattled my brain.

New friendships have been formed, with professors from the university and with
some of my language study colleagues from around the world. Last, but definitely
not least, | have to thank my local friend Pedro for spending a lot of time with me,
showing me the local sights, explaining the local culture to me (and also for
protecting me from the continuous onslaught of male attention that female
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travellers are constantly exposed to). More appreciation goes out to Pedro’s

family who have received me in their home like a long-lost friend or distant cousin.

Most importantly, | have gained an appreciation of the things that define Cuba
(especially the Cuban enjoyment of life, their close family relationships and their
ability to make do and be happy with very little), and at the same time | have

gained a new appreciation of what | have at home.
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Walking along the famous Malecon.

The Neptune Statue with the Christo de La Habana.

The "Cristo de La Habana"
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Wednesday, April 27, 2005
Hello from Cuba (16) - The Final Day

My god, how time flies.... | have now been back from Cuba for close to 10 days,
and my reentry into the business world has been the usual: tons of projects to
catch up on, accounting stuff to be taken care off, marketing strategies to be
worked out, etc. etc. As a result | didn't have time yet to tell you about my final

day in Cuba and my reflections and insights after my return.

On Friday afternoon | checked out the Plaza de la Revolucion, which is the seat
of the Fidel Castro's government and the seat of the "Comite Central" of his
communist party. It is a large square that is usually used for political rallies and
speeches and the two most distinguishing features are a huge image of Che
Guevara on a building on the west side of the square, as well as the memorial to
Jose Marti which is composed of an obelisk-like tower and a huge statue of the
national hero. The Plaza de la Revolucion definitely has a very monumental feel
to it and | would have like to be there and experience the atmosphere during a

rallye or speech.

Well, Saturday, April 16 was my last full day in Cuba. The day started out rainy
and grey but the weather managed to clear up nicely, so much so that | forgot to
put on sunscreen and | got myself burned on my arms pretty badly. | now
officially have a tanline half way down my upper arm since | was wearing a t-shirt

with sleeves - not a pretty sight....

My trusted friend and tour guide Pedro came to meet me early for our last
excursion around Havana. As we had done earlier in the week, we walked
towards downtown and there were a few things that | had not seen yet. We
walked all the way to the Capitolio and caught a public bus across the bay to get
to the famous statue "Cristo de la Habana", a 17m high statue dating to the late
1920’s, that looks at downtown Havana and the harbour entrance from a ridge on

the other side of the water.

The view from up there was fabulous. We saw the entire skyline of Havana
(obviously pretty devoid of skyscrapers), had a view of the entire Bay of Havana
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and saw a huge cruise ship anchored at the Terminal Sierra Maestra.
(Incidentally, due to the embargo, any cruise ship docking in Cuba is not allowed
to dock in the US for 6 months..).

After successfully catching a sunburn we caught another bus back into town and
sat around in a tourist cafe along the waterfront. A group of performance artists
on stilts, the so-called "Teatro de la Calle" (Street Theatre) came by and perched
high up on their stilts, they danced to the ubiquitous rhythms of Salsa.

Later that afternoon we caught the local ferry to the other side of Havana Bay, to
a residential neighbourhood called "La Regla". This is definitely not a tourist area,
so we just hopped off, walked around for a half hour and returned to the ferry
dock. Our effort was rewarded with a view of one of the most beautiful sunsets
across Havana Bay before we returned to the downtown area to head into the

Barrio Chino for a final tasty, yet affordable meal.

| headed back to the hotel fairly early since I still had to pack my suitcase.
Sunday morning | took a little walk through the neighbourhood, taking a few final
snapshots of the area, including the Habana Libre hotel and the famous Coppelia
icecream park. Pedro had dropped by and we said our goodbyes in front of my
hotel.

My friend Pedro had been my tour guide, my local expert and my bodyguard
against the constant onslaught of male attention for close to 2 weeks and we had
developed a great friendship. We dropped by at his sister-in-laws who works in

the neighbourhood and another round of goodbyes was exchanged.

In the airport shuttle | connected with another young woman from Vancouver who
had also attended a 2-week course at the University of Havana and we

exchanged stories and experiences on our way, in Spanish, of course.

| think what made this trip so unique and special was the fact that | had the
opportunity to connect with locals and to be immersed and receive a personal
introduction to the Cuban lifestyle. | had made a real effort to seek out contacts
with locals, in restaurants, in the bank, at the bus station, at the university, really

wherever | could.
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My experience in Cuba was made most special by the people that | met. | really
have to thank Pedro, his family, my friend Sandra in Vinales and all the other
local Cubans who showed me great hospitality and who taught me so much

about this strange and unique country.
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Teatro de la Calle The Jose Marti Memorial

Che Guavara - still a favourite in Cuba | SUNSetView across the "Bahia de La

Habana"
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Reference

General Information

Cuba, officially the Republic of Cuba, consists of the island of Cuba (the largest
of the Greater Antilles), the Isle of Youth and adjacent small islands. Cuba is
located in the northern Caribbean at the confluence of the Caribbean Sea, the
Gulf of Mexico and the Atlantic Ocean. Cuba is south of the eastern United
States and the Bahamas, west of the Turks and Caicos Islands and Haiti and

east of Mexico. The Cayman Islands and Jamaica are to the south.

Cuba is the most populous country in the Caribbean. Its culture and customs
draw from several sources including the aboriginal Taino and Ciboney peoples,
the period of Spanish colonialism, the introduction of African slaves, and its
proximity to the United States. The island has a tropical climate that is moderated
by the surrounding waters; however, the warm temperatures of the Caribbean
Sea and the fact that Cuba itself almost completely blocks access to the Gulf of

Mexico, make Cuba prone to frequent hurricanes.

The largest island of the West Indies group (equal in area to Pennsylvania), Cuba
is also the westernmost—just west of Hispaniola (Haiti and the Dominican
Republic), and 90 mi (145 km) south of Key West, Fla., at the entrance to the
Gulf of Mexico. The island is mountainous in the southeast and south-central
area (Sierra Maestra). It is flat or rolling elsewhere. Cuba also includes numerous

smaller islands, islets, and cays.

Area: 110,860 sg. km. (44,200 sg. mi.); about the size of Pennsylvania.

Cities: Capital--Havana (pop. 2 million). Other major cities--Santiago de Cuba,
Camaguey, Santa Clara, Holguin, Guantanamo, Matanzas, Cienfuegos, Pinar del
Rio.

Terrain: Flat or gently rolling plains, hills; mountains up to 2,000 meters (6,000 ft.)
in the southeast.

Climate: Tropical, moderated by trade winds; dry season (November-April); rainy

season (May-October).

History
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Arawak (or Taino) Indians inhabiting Cuba when Columbus landed on the island
in 1492 died from diseases brought by sailors and settlers. By 1511, Spaniards
under Diego Veldsquez had established settlements. Havana's superb harbor

made it a common transit point to and from Spain.

In the early 1800s, Cuba's sugarcane industry boomed, requiring massive
numbers of black slaves. A simmering independence movement turned into open
warfare from 1867 to 1878. Slavery was abolished in 1886. In 1895, the poet
José Marti led the struggle that finally ended Spanish rule, thanks largely to U.S.

intervention in 1898 after the sinking of the battleship Maine in Havana harbor.

An 1899 treaty made Cuba an independent republic under U.S. protection. The
U.S. occupation, which ended in 1902, suppressed yellow fever and brought
large American investments. The 1901 Platt Amendment allowed the U.S. to
intervene in Cuba's affairs, which it did four times from 1906 to 1920. Cuba

terminated the amendment in 1934.

In 1933 a group of army officers, including army sergeant Fulgencio Batista,
overthrew President Gerardo Machado. Batista became president in 1940,

running a corrupt police state.

In 1956, Fidel Castro Ruz launched a revolution from his camp in the Sierra
Maestra mountains. Castro's brother Raul and Ernesto (Ché) Guevara, an
Argentine physician, were his top lieutenants. Many anti-Batista landowners
supported the rebels. The U.S. ended military aid to Cuba in 1958, and on New
Year's Day 1959, Batista fled into exile and Castro took over the government.

The U.S. initially welcomed what looked like a democratic Cuba, but a rude
awakening came within a few months when Castro established military tribunals
for political opponents and jailed hundreds. Castro disavowed Cuba's 1952
military pact with the U.S., confiscated U.S. assets, and established Soviet-style
collective farms. The U.S. broke relations with Cuba on Jan. 3, 1961, and Castro
formalized his alliance with the Soviet Union. Thousands of Cubans fled the

country.
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In 1961 a U.S.-backed group of Cuban exiles invaded Cuba. Planned during the
Eisenhower administration, the invasion was given the go-ahead by President
John Kennedy, although he refused to give U.S. air support. The landing at the
Bay of Pigs on April 17, 1961, was a fiasco. The invaders did not receive popular

Cuban support and were easily repulsed by the Cuban military.

A Soviet attempt to install medium-range missiles in Cuba—capable of striking
targets in the United States with nuclear warheads—provoked a crisis in 1962.
Denouncing the Soviets for “deliberate deception,” on Oct. 22 Kennedy said that
the U.S. would blockade Cuba so the missiles could not be delivered. Six days
later Soviet premier Nikita Khrushchev ordered the missile sites dismantled and
returned to the USSR, in return for a U.S. pledge not to attack Cuba.

The U.S. established limited diplomatic ties with Cuba on Sept. 1, 1977, making it
easier for Cuban Americans to visit the island. Contact with the more affluent
Cuban Americans prompted a wave of discontent in Cuba, producing a flood of
asylum seekers. In response, Castro opened the port of Mariel to a “freedom
flotilla” of boats from the U.S., allowing 125,000 to flee to Miami. After the
refugees arrived, it was discovered their ranks were swelled with prisoners,

mental patients, homosexuals, and others unwanted by the Cuban government.

Cuba fomented Communist revolutions around the world, especially in Angola,

where thousands of Cuban troops were sent in the 1980s.

Russian aid, which had long supported Cuba's failing economy, ended when
Communism collapsed in eastern Europe in 1990. Cuba's foreign trade also
plummeted, producing a severe economic crisis. In 1993, Castro permitted
limited private enterprise, allowed Cubans to possess convertible currencies, and
encouraged foreign investment in its tourist industry. In March 1996, the U.S.

tightened its embargo with the Helms-Burton Act.

Christmas became an official holiday in 1997 for the first time since the revolution,
in response to Pope John Paul II's 1998 visit to Cuba, which raised hopes for

greater religious freedom.
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In June 2000, Castro won a publicity bonanza when the Clinton administration
sent Elian Gonzalez, a young Cuban boy found clinging to an inner tube near
Miami, back to Cuba. The U.S. Cuban community had demanded that the boy
remain in Miami rather than be returned to his father in Cuba. By many accounts,
the influential Cuban Americans lost public sympathy by pitting political ideology

against familial bonds.

In March and April 2003, Castro sent nearly 80 dissidents to prison with long
sentences, prompting an international condemnation of Cuba's harsh crackdown

on human rights.

The Bush administration tightened its embargo in June 2004, allowing Cuban
Americans to return to the island only once every three years (instead of every
year) and restricting the amount of U.S. cash that can be spent there to $50 per
day. In response, Cuba banned the use of dollars, which had been legal currency

in the country for more than a decade.

In July 2006, Castro—hospitalized because of an illness—turned over power
temporarily to his brother Raul. In October it was revealed that Castro has cancer

and will not return to power.
Government

Cuba is a totalitarian state controlled by Fidel Castro, who is chief of state, head
of government, First Secretary of the PCC, and commander in chief of the armed
forces. Castro seeks to control most aspects of Cuban life through the
Communist Party and its affiliated mass organizations, the government
bureaucracy, and the state security apparatus. In March 2003, Castro announced
his intention to remain in power for life. The Ministry of Interior is the principal

organ of state security and control.

According to the Soviet-style Cuban constitution of 1976, the National Assembly
of People's Power, and its Council of State when the body is not in session, has
supreme authority in the Cuban system. Since the National Assembly meets only
twice a year for a few days each time, the 31-member Council of State wields

power. The Council of Ministers, through its 9-member executive committee,
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handles the administration of the economy, which is state-controlled except for a
tiny and shriveling open-market sector. Fidel Castro is President of the Council of
State and Council of Ministers and his brother Raul serves as First Vice

President of both bodies as well as Minister of Defense.

Although the constitution theoretically provides for independent courts, it explicitly
subordinates them to the National Assembly and to the Council of State. The
People's Supreme Court is the highest judicial body. Due process is routinely
denied to Cuban citizens, particularly in cases involving political offenses. The
constitution states that all legally recognized civil liberties can be denied to
anyone who opposes the "decision of the Cuban people to build socialism."
Citizens can be and are jailed for terms of 3 years or more for simply criticizing

the communist system or Fidel Castro.

The Communist Party is constitutionally recognized as Cuba'’s only legal political
party. The party monopolizes all government positions, including judicial offices.
Though not a formal requirement, party membership is a de facto prerequisite for
high-level official positions and professional advancement in most areas,
although a tiny number of non-party members have on extremely rare occasions
been permitted by the controlling Communist authorities to serve in the National
Assembly. The Communist Party or one of its front organizations approves
candidates for any elected office. Citizens do not have the right to change their
government. In March 2003, the government carried out one of the most brutal

crackdowns on peaceful opposition in the history of Cuba when it arrested 75

human rights activists, independent journalists and opposition figures on various
charges, including aiding a foreign power and violating national security laws.
Authorities subjected the detainees to summary trials and sentenced them to
prison terms ranging from 6 to 28 years. Amnesty International identified all 75 as
"prisoners of conscience." The European Union (EU) condemned their arrests
and in June 2003, it announced its decision to implement the following actions:
limit bilateral high-level governmental visits, reduce the profile of member states’

participation in cultural events, reduce economic assistance and invite Cuban
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dissidents to national-day celebrations. See also the Department's Country

Report on Human Rights Practices for Cuba.

Although the constitution allows legislative proposals backed by at least 10,000
citizens to be submitted directly to the National Assembly, in 2002 the
government rejected a petition known as the Varela Project, supporters of which
submitted 11,000 signatures calling for a national referendum on political and
economic reforms. Many of the 75 activists arrested in March 2003 participated in
the Varela Project. In October 2003, Project Varela organizers submitted a
second petition to the National Assembly with an additional 14,000 signatures.
Since April 2004, some prisoners of conscience have been released, seven of
whom were in the group of 75; all suffered from moderate to severe medical
conditions and many of them continue to be harassed by state security even after
their release from prison. Moreover, in response to a planned protest by activists
at the French Embassy in Havana in late July 2005, Cuban security forces
detained 33 opposition members, three of whom had been released on medical
grounds. At least 16 other activists were either arrested or sentenced to prison
since 2004 for opposing the Cuban Government. There has also been a
resurgence of harassment of various activist groups, most notably the "Damas en

Blanca," a group of wives of political prisoners.

On July 31, 2006 the Castro regime announced a "temporary" transfer of power
from Fidel Castro to his brother Raul, who until that time served as head of the
Cuban armed forces and second-in-command of the government and the
Communist Party. It was the first time in the 47 years of Fidel Castro’s rule that
power had been transferred. The transfer took place due to intestinal surgery of

an undetermined nature.
Art

Cuban art is a diverse cultural blend of African, European and North American
visual design reflecting the diverse demographic of the island. Cuban artists
embraced European modernism and the early part of the 20th century saw a
growth in Cuban vanguardism movements, these movements were characterized
by a mixture of modern artistic genres. Some of the more celebrated 20th century
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Cuban artists include Amelia Pelaez (1896-1968), best known for a series of
mural projects and painter Wifredo Lam (1902-1982) who created a highly

personal version of modern primitivism.

More internationally known is the work of photographer Alberto Korda, whose
photographs following the early dhiays of the Cuban revolution included a picture
of Che Guevara which was to become one of the most recognizable images of
20th century. There is a flourishing street art movement influenced by Latin

American artists Jose Guadalupe Posada and the muralist Diego Rivera

Native Cuban art gathered confidence following the opening of San Alejandro
academy in 1818, which was designed to satisfy the European taste of Cuban
bourgeoisie. In the late 19th century, landscapes dominated Cuban art and

classicism was still the preferred genre.

By the late 1920's, the Vanguardia artists had rejected the academic conventions
of Cuba's national art academy. In their formative years, many had lived in Paris,
where they studied and absorbed the tenets of surrealism, cubism, and
modernist primitivism. They returned to Cuba committed to new artistic
innovation and keen to embrace the heritage of their island. These artists
became increasingly political in their ideology, viewing the rural poor as symbols
of national identity in contrast to the ruling elite of post independence Cuba. The
vanguardia artists achieved international recognition in 1944 with the Modern
Cuban Painting show at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, subsequently

showing in Paris.

Vanguard leader Eduardo Abela was typical of the movement, a painter who
studied in Paris, Abela discovered his homeland Cuba from abroad apparently
motivated by a combination of distance and nostalgia. On his return, Abela
entered a highly productive period of work. His murals of Cuban life were
complemented by cartoons which became social critiques of Cuban life under

authoritarian president Gerardo Machado.

After the Cuban revolution of 1959 Cuban artists became more isolated from the

anti-establishment artistic movements of the United States and Europe. Though
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artists continued to produce work in Cuba, many pursued their careers in exile

like Josignacio, Jose Bedia, Tomas Sanchez, etc.
Cuisine

The typical Cuban gastronomy is the result of the interaction of the Spanish,
African and Asian influences. The Spaniards took to the island diet vegetables,
rice, oranges, lemons and cattle. The African incorporated foods like fiame -a
kind of tubercle-, to which were added the existing in the island, like yucca,
gumbo, sweet potato and maize. All these elements were fused with time in what
today we denominate Cuban kitchen. By now, the basic products in the
elaboration of their dishes are rice, beans, yucca, corn, banana and pig, as well
as a rich variety of tropical fruits.

The typical Cuban dish is the ajiaco, a vianda and meat soup. The calf and the
pig are the meats of greater demand,; it's traditional to cook the pig to the prong,
roasted to the whole furnace, gutted and shaved. Also much fish is consumed,
mainly in the cities. The most appreciated is pargo, although also great amounts
of shrimps, lobsters and other varieties of seafood are consumed. The Cuban
kitchen has many creole plates, like the rice with chicken and the romeritos,
prepared with white flour and leavening.

In the rich and varied afro-Cuban kitchen, the plates conserve their African name.
The most traditional is congri. This plate has two varieties: rice with red beans,
called Congo, or with black beans, known as "Moors and Christians". Other
specialities of this kitchen are zambrilla, based on banana slices fried and

kneaded; pig cracklings and minced meat, known as picadillo habanero.

Among desserts the best is guenguel, candy done with ground maize, sugar and
cinnamon, and among drinks the champola, with gunabana, sugar cane and milk.
The cane juice and the molasses serve to prepare sweet drinks. Between the
spirits the best are the rum and the beer, although in the bars the absolute star is
daiquiri, a drink made of white and dry rum, lemon juice, sugar and pricked ice,
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and that became famous by the fascination that felt by it the American writer

Ernest Hemingway.

Cuban cuisine is a fusion of Spanish, African and Caribbean cuisines. Cuban
recipes share spices and techniques with Spanish and African cooking, with
some Caribbean influence in spice and flavor. A small, but noteworthy, Chinese

influence can also be accounted for, mainly in the Havana area.

Eastern Cuban cuisine forms the basis of criollo cooking (the term criollo stands
for "creole™), which shares a great deal of recipes with other Caribbean cuisines,
but has the distinctive difference of making almost no use of peppers. Other
spices are however an important ingredient, the most dominant being garlic,

cumin, onion, Cuban oregano and bay leaves.

Although Western Cuba's cooking is technically criollo as well (as this term

signifies the existence of Spanish roots), its style can be separated from
mainstream criollo, particularly in Havana. This city, for a number of reasons, was
more continental and closer to the European cuisine. There's also a notable
Chinese influence, in dishes such as sopa china (an egg and onion soup) and
arroz salteado (salted rice), among others. Rice is usually consumed separately
from beans, and flour is much more commonly used (it is almost completely
ignored in mainstream criollo cooking). Some Havana dishes make frequent use
of alcaparrado, a mix of olives, raisins and caper which provide the sweet-and-
sour-inspired flavour that is typical of this cuisine. Alcaparrado is used as an

ingredient in several recipes, usually as part of sauces to accompany meats.
Arroz con pollo

Puerco asado

Arroz Congri

Puré de malanga

Camarones al ajillo

Bistec de puerco

Ajiaco
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Potaje

Ensalada de Frijoles
Vaca Frita

Bistec encebollado
Caldosa

Mermelada

Dulce de coco con queso
Viandas

Arroz con Leche
Pudin de pan

Pudin de pasas
Turrones

Natillas

Bufiuelos

Fricasé de pollo
Pollo Frito con mojo
picadillo

Tasajo

Yuca con mojo
Yuca frita

Chiviricos

Mazarreal

FuFu de platano
Carne azada en cazuela

Arroz Amarillo
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Arroz con maiz

Arroz con pollo

Arroz a la chorrera
Empanadas
Croquetas

Pastelitos

Morcillas

Aji relleno

Tamales

Dulce de Leche

Flan de Calabaza
Flan de Coco

Flan de Guayaba
Flan de huevos
Batidos

Ensalada de frutas tropicales
Ensalada mixta
Enchilado de langosta
Enchilado de cangrejo
Camarones

Tostones (chatinos)
Platano maduro frito
Mariquitas

Filete de pescado grillé

Panetela borracha
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Sport

Baseball is considered the national sport of Cuba. It was first played on the island
around 1865-1866. According to some information gathered, the first Baseball
Championship in Cuba was held in 1878 and it was organised by Emilio Saborit,
who was the manager of Havana's team. Sometime earlier, in 1874, the first two

teams were formed.

On December 27, of that same year, a team played the first baseball game from
Matanzas against Havana. This game took place in the historic Palmar de Junco
Stadium, in the province of Matanzas. The Almendares Park baseball stadium

was opened in 1881 on Carlos Il Avenue and Ayestaran.

By the end of the 19th century and beginnings of the 20th other countries in the
American continent began to play baseball. The 1st Amateur Baseball
Championship was held in Havana in 1905. Later, Cuba's National Baseball
Amateur League was founded in 1914. This League continued its championships
for more than 45 continuous years. Other minor leagues were also created in the

rest of the island.

Boxing is the sport in which Cuba has received the most world titles. A total of 23
medals have been won for world titles and Olympics events. All sports in Cuba
are considered as amateur league and thus Cuban boxers do not challenge
widely publicised professional "world titles". Titles are as follows: 23 gold medals,

12 silver medals and 5 bronzes for the Olympic games.

Alcides Sagarra, founder since 1960, of the Cuban boxing Association has
trained some redoubtable boxers for the Cuban teams.He also considered as the
best trainer on the island by aficionados. Within his portfolio of boxers you can
find names such as, Tedfilo Stevenson, Félix Savon and Maikro Romero who
have achieved apparelled results in the sport of punching and defence world-

wide.
Entertainment

Cuba is an island that invites to have fun, that's why you can’t overlook visiting

some of its night clubs, famous cabarets, clubs, or concert halls; you can also
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have your trip coincide with some of the most famous popular parties like the
Parrandas de Remedios (Villa Clara), Bejucal (Havana), Santiago de Cuba

carnivals or those in Havana.

If you're going to Havana, don’t forget to drop by Tropicana, the world classic
cabaret, open to the sky with fabulous combination of lights and great show.
There are also versions of Havana'’s Tropicana in Matanzas and Santiago de

Cuba, they both are also very good.

In the capital you can g oto clubs dedicated exclusively to certain genres like
Jazz: La Zorra y el Cuervo, thel Jazz Café and Jazz Café Irakere. If you prefer
boleros and a more romantic environment you can go to the El Gato Tuerto y
Dos. There are also cabarets and night clubs, and the same applies to other
provinces in the country like Varadero, Holguin, Jardines de la Rey, Santiago de

Cuba, Camagtiey.

The hotels also feature night clubs or cabarets which along with the rest of the
extra hotel offer end up by conforming the varied offer for you to have a nice stay
in Cuba.

Transport

Airports
The only international airport of Cuba is in Havana. Other airports are in Santiago
of Cuba, Camagiiey, Cienfuegos, Holguin, Ciego de Avila, Las Tunas, Bayamo

and Varadero.

Airplane

Is the fastest way to move through the country, although it is necessary to
consider that most of the flies are made in old airplanes that do not reunite all the
desirable comfort conditions. The prices are reasonable. From Havana it's
possible to fly to different cities and to the tourist centres. Some flights are
regular and other charter. The airline company Cubana de Aviacion offers these
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internal flights.

Cars

The state of the Cuban roads is generally acceptable, but many secondary roads
had its asphalt pocketed. The main road goes from Pinar del Rio to Guantanamo,
crossing longitudinally the island; it goes through most of the province capitals. It
has freeway rank from Pinar del Rio through Havana and to near Jatibonico. Also
a small Freeway section out of Santiago de Cuba.

Rent: the main tourist hotels of Havana, Playa del Este, Varadero and Santiago
de Cuba offer a car rental service, that usually is rented with limitless kilometre.
The fuel is paid in dollars. The stations do not abound, reason why it is necessary
to try to travel with the possible fullest deposit. The obligatory insurance is not
included in the price. The minimum age to rent a car is 21 years, and in addition
it's demanded to have a minimum driver experience of a year. A good alternative
is to rent the car with a driver, which avoids problems, in addition to not being

much more expensive.

Bus
Cuba has an acceptable interurban bus service, and although they can be
somewhat uncomfortable, is a good way to travel. The tickets are sold directly in

the bus terminals and it is advised to purchase the passages in advance.

Train

Cuba has a 5,000 km public railroad network and almost 8,000 km more
dedicated to the transport of the sugar cane. Havana is communicated with the
main cities, such as Matanzas, Santa Clara, Ciego de Avila, Camaguey, Victoria,
Las Tunas, Bayamo, Holguin, Santiago and Guantanamo.

The trains are divided in express -with air conditioned - and regular -slower than
the first and without air conditioned -. The service schedules and frequency can

be consulted in the railway stations.

Taxi

46

A Country of Contrast and Contradictions Part 2



The island has several types of taxi. The known as Panataxis are for exclusive
tourist use, and had to be contracted for a precise service of hours or days;
usually are in the front of the hotels, restaurants, cabarets and nightclubs. The
same benefits have the Turistaxis, but they are more expensive. The
conventional taxis are taken in any place but there are quite little.

Although they have a taximeter, it's not usually used, since they agree to the
price of the service with the client.

Also exist taxis for the locals, known as colectivos, that in principle cannot take
foreign passage but they skip the rule generally to gain a few dollars. Finally are
the particular taxis, known as boteros. They are private cars without license that
offer themselves to the client in strategic places of the city. The taxi stops are
known as piqueras. The important cities have a bike-taxi service, offered as a
tourist stroll but also is a good way to move by the centre of the great cities. In
Havana they are of two passengers and in other cities, like in Baracoa, of one.
The price of this service is very economic.

Bicycle

There are no specific services for tourists.

Urban transport

Havana and Santiago have an acceptable guaguas network, conventional buses
that communicate downtown with the outskirts. The frequency of guaguas is
insufficient to gather the users, reason why they overload at rush hours. In the

island there’s also another type of three floors bus known as camellos.
Architecture
Colonial & Baroque

Most examples of early architecture can be seen in military fortifications such as
La Fortaleza de San Carlos de la Cabana (1558 - 1577) designed by Juan
Antonelli and the Castillo del Morro (1589 - 1630). This sits at the entrance of
Havana Bay and provides an insight into the supremacy and wealth at that
time.Old Havana was also protected by a defensive wall begun in 1674 but had
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already overgrown its boundaries when it was completed in 1767, becoming the

new neighbourhood of Centro Habana.

The influence from different styles and cultures can be seen in Havana's colonial
architecture, with a diverse range of Moorish, Spanish, Italian, Greek and Roman.
The Convento de Santa Clara (1638 - 18th Century) is a good example of early
Spanish influenced architecture. Its great hall looks resembles an inverted ship
and shows the skill of early craftsmen.

The Cathedral (1748 -1777) dominating the Plaza de la Caterdral (1749) is the
best example of Cuban Baroque. Surrounding it are the Condes de Casa-Bayona
(1720 -1746) Marqueses de Arcos (1746) and the Marquesas de Aguas Claras
(1751 -1775).

Neoclassical

Neo-classicism affected all new buildings in Havana and can be seen all over the
city. Many urban features were introduced into the city at the time including Gas
public lighting in 1848 and the railroad in 1837. In the second half of the 18th
Century sugar and coffee production increased rapidly becoming essential in the

development of Havana's most prominent architectural style.

Many wealthy Habaneros took their inspiration from the French; this can be seen
within the interiors of upper class houses such as the Aldama Palace (1844).
This is considered the most important neoclassical residential building in Cuba
and typifies the design of many houses of this period with portales of neoclassical

columns facing open spaces or courtyards.

In 1925 Forestier, the head of urban planning in Paris came to Havana for five
years to collaborate with architects and landscape designers. In the master
planning of the city his aim was to create a harmonic balance between the
classical built form and the tropical landscape. He embraced and connected the
city’s road networks while accentuating prominent landmarks. His influence has
left a huge mark on Havana although many of his ideas were cut short by the

great depression in 1929.
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During the first decades of the 20th Century Havana expanded more rapidly than
at any time during its history. Great wealth prompted architectural styles to be

influenced from abroad.

The peak of Neoclassicism came with the construction of the Vedado district
(begun in1859). This whole neighbourhood is littered with set back well-
proportioned buildings.

Art Nouveau, Art Deco & Eclectic

Its suburbs developed to what we see today as Miramar, Marianao, Cubanacan
and Playa. The lush and wealthy Miramar was set out on the American street grid
pattern and became a home to diplomats and foreigners. The railway terminal
(1912) and the Universidad de la Habana, (1906 -1940) and the Capitolio (1926 -
1929) are a good example of the eclectic style. The Capitolo is an exact replica to
half its size of the Capitol building in Washington DC. The dome was at 62
meters the highest point in the city and an example of the influence and wealth
deriving from the USA at the time.

The Lopez Serrano building (1932) by Ricardo Mira was the first tall building in
Cuba and inspired by the Rocafeller Centre in New York. Its design influence can
be seen in many buildings in Miami and LA. The Edificio Bacardi (1930) is one of

Havana's grandest buildings and it's best example of Art Deco.

Located on a small knoll overlooking the entrance to Havana Bay, is the Hotel
Nacional de Cuba; originally built in 1929-30 through a joint agreement with the

Cuban government and U.S.-based bank .
Modernism

Modernism, therefore, transformed much of the city and should be noted for it's
individual buildings of high quality rather than its larger key buildings. Examples
of the latter are Habana Libre (1958), which before the revolution was the
Havana Hilton Hotel and La Rampa movie theatre (1955). Famous architects
such as Walter Gropius, Richard Neutra and Oscar Nieymer all passed through
the city while strong influences can be seen in Havana at this time from Le

Corbusier and Mies Van de Rohe.
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The Plaza de la Revolution, the political centre of the country features many
modernist monumental buildings including the National Theatre (1958)
reminiscent of London's Royal Festival Hall. Also in this plaza are the Palace
Presidential (1958), the Ministry of the Interior and Memorial to Jose Marti (1958),

the tallest tower in Cuba at 109 metres.

The Edifico Fosca (1956) represents Havana's booming economy and foreign
influence at the time. This 35-storey complex was conceived and based on
Corbusian ideas of a self-contained city within a city. It contained 400 apartments,
garages, a school and restaurant on the top floor. This was the tallest concrete

structure in the world at the time and the ultimate symbol of luxury.

It is worth noting that huge developments were planned and would had certainly
been constructed if not for the revolution. Jose Luis Sert designed an artificial
island off the Malecon. It was to incorporate huge modern towers, hotels, casinos
and shopping centres which would cater for the city's growing tourism. High-rise
buildings were to replace Colonial blocks and buildings. It would have drastically

altered Havana's profile.
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Travel Booking Tools

Online travel booking engines

www.expedia.com

Online booking service for flights, car rentals,
accommodations

www.orbitz.com

Online travel agency

www.travelocity.com

Online ‘one-stop’ for customers looking to purchase
travels

www.onlinetravel.com

UK’s online travel provider, access to special,
discounted fares

www. bravofly.co.uk

Low cost flight and traditional airlines

www.despegar.com

Latin America Major online travel agency

www.site59.com

Last minute travel agency

WWW.orient-express.com

Online Hotels, trains and cruises

www.priceline.com

Online travel agency

www.Thompson.co.uk

Online travel agency

www.economytravel.com

Online travel agency

Location Specific Travel Agencies

www.ThomasCook.com

Online travel agency, German

www.Neckermann-Reisen.de

Online travel agency and tour operator, Germany

www.ebookers.com

Online cheap flights booking and hotel reservation
agency

www.opodo.co.uk

UK's travel agency, insurance

www.africapoint.com

Africa-Online Booking and Information for Safari,
Tours, Vacations, Hotels, Airline Tickets and Rental
Cars

www.funjet.com

America online travel agency

www.cheapcaribbean.com

Online travel agency, discount hotels and vacations
to the Caribbean and Mexico

www.lifeinkorea.com

Online travel agency, Korea

www.africaguide.com

Online travel agency, all you need to travel to Africa

www.hawaiiactive.com

Online travel agency, Hawaii

www.shermanstravel.com

Online travel agency

www.travelocity.ca

Online Canada travel agency

www.eurorelais.com

Online holiday homes in the Benelux,
NETHERLANDS

www.4vacations.com

Online travel network

www.HolidayExtras.co.uk

Online travel agency in UK

www.floridavacationstation.com

Online outstanding value on Disney Vacations

www.bucherreisen.de

Online Last Minute Travel Agency, Germany

www.aldiana.de

Online travel agency, Germany all inclusive
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Niche Travel Agencies (by activity / theme)

Alpventures.com

World War Il tours

www.bossladyranch.com

Online ranch western adventure

www.scavengerhuntanywhere.com

Online scavenger hunt adventure

www.usaadventure.com

Online American adventure, bike tours, hiking.

www.travelworm.com

Online travel agency, America, casino resorts &
leisure destinations

www.lonelyplanet.com

Online adventure agency

www.neilson.co.uk

Online skiing, snowboarding, dinghy sailing,
wakeboarding, waterskiing, windsurfing, etc.

www.peltours.com

Online tour operator to Egypt and the Red Sea

Www.grandcanvontourcom pany.com

Book online Tours to Grand Canyon

www.statravel.co.uk

Online specialized in discounted student

www.sunburstvacations.com

Online travel agency to the Caribbean
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Transportation

Major Airlines

www.economitravel.com

Lowest international airfares on the web

www.taca.com

Latin American airline company

www.condor.com

Online airfare Europe

www.alohaairline.com

Online Hawaii airline

www.britishairways.com

Online British Airways

www.delta.com

Online Delta Airways

www.guantas.com.au

Online Australian airline

www.jal.com

Online Japan Airline

www.iberia.com

Online Spain airline

www.klm.com

Online Royal Dutch airline

www.airbaltic.com

Lithuania based airline

www.flybe.com

Europe lowest airfares

Www.ryanair.com

Europe's largest low fares carrier

WWW.Wizzair.com

Poland based airline

www.flyzoom.com

Canada based airline travel to Europe

www.click.com.mx

Mexican online lowest airfares

www.spanair.com

Spain based local airline

www.binternet.com

Canarian Islands, Spain local airline

Www.aireuroL)a.com

Spain based online booking agency

www.cubana.cu

Cuba based airline

www.aircanada.com

Canada based airline

www.westjet.com

Canada based airline

www.airfrance.fr

France airline

www.continental.com

Online Continental Airlines

www.united.com

Online United Airlines

www.nwa.com

Online Northwest Airlines

www.lufthansa.com

Online Lufthansa Airline

www.aua.com

Online Austrian Airlines

WWW.SWIiSS.com

Online Swiss International Airline

www.cathaypacific.com

Online Cathay Pacific Airline

WWW.aeromexico.com

Online AeroMexico Airline

www.hawaiianair.com

Hawaii based airline

www.mexicana.com

Online Mexicana Airline

Car Rentals

www.budget.com

Online rental cars

www.travelautos.com

Online rental cars in Span, Portugal & Italy

www.foxrentacar.com

Online rental cars

www.dollar.com

Online rental cars

www.easycar.com

Online rental cars

www.ideamerge.com

Europe short-term car leases

Www.autoeuroL)e.com

Europe online rental cars

www.alamo.com

Online rental cars

www.herz.com

Online rental cars

www.nationalcar.com

Online rental cars

www.bigbus.co.uk

Online sights of London, Philadelphia and Dubai from
the deck of a traditional open-top double decked bus.
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Rail Travel

www.raileurope.com

Online Europe train

www.eurail.com

Online Europe train

www.acprailnet.com/britrail

Online Britain based train

www.trenitalia.com

Online Italy based train

www.renfe.es

Online Spain based train

www.amtrak.com

Online American train

www.viarail.ca

Online Canada train

www.railpass.com

Online Europe train

www.sncf.com

Online French train

www.bahn.de

Online German train

www.sbb.ch

Online Swiss train

Boat Travel & Cruise Lines

www.lcruise.com

Online travel in cruises

www.condorferries.co.uk

Online UK ferries

www.freightercruises.com

Online cruises all around the world

www.cruisedirect.com

Online cruises
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Accommodation

Hotels

www.hotelguide.com

Online booking hotels

www.Sserenamaore.com

Luxurious holiday resort on Corsica

www.barcelonapoint.com

Online accommodation in Catalonia, Spain

www.morzinelets.com

Online Alps accommodations

www.safarinow.com

Online South Africa Accommodations

www.xcapewithus.com

Online Europe Hotels

www.hotelopia.com

Online Hotels

www.sandals.com

Online Caribbean Resorts

www.choicehotels.com

Online Hotels

www.hotelplanner.com

Online Hotels America

www.sheraton.com

Online Hotels & Resorts

www.westin.com

Online Hotels & Resorts

www.bestwestern.com

Online Hotels

www.hotelclub.com

Online worldwide hotel booking service

www.octopustravel.com

Online hotel reservations

www.marriott.com

Online hotel reservations

www.hotels.com

Online Hotels reservations

www.hotelpronto.com

Online Hotel reservation

www.hotelconnect.co.uk

Online Hotels UK booking

www.fourpoints.com

Online Hotels by Sheraton

www.ehotel.de

Online German Hotels

www.simply-travel.co.uk

Online UK accommodations

Villa / Apartment Rentals

www.triphomes.com

Online rental vocational destinations

www.quickrooms.com

Online worldwide hotels, apartments & villas

www.worldescape.com

Online apartments worldwide

www.dales-holidays-cottage.com

Online cottage booking

www.VillasinJamaica.com

Online villas in Jamaica

Bed & Breakfasts

www.rentalo.com

Online Bed & Breakfasts worldwide

Home Exchanges

www.vacationhomerentals.com

Online vacation rental houses

www.manorhouses.com

Manor houses of Portugal
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Travel Related Accessories and Services

Currency exchange

| www.foreign-currency.com

| Online currency exchange

Insurance

www.worldnomads.com

Online travel insurance

www.travelguard.com

Online travel insurance

WwWw.primaryinsurance.co.uk

Online travel insurance based Europe

City passes, discount program

www.londonpass.com

Online London sightseeing pass

www.newyorkpass.com

Online New York attraction pass

www.philadelphiapass.com

Online Philadelphia attraction pass

www.dublinpass.ie/dublinpass

Online Dublin attraction pass

www.sim4travel.com

Online travel mobile calls discount program

www.gocardusa.com

America's Best Multi-Attraction Pass Products

www.Visiticket.com

Online attractions in America

WWW.prioritypass.com

Online airport VIP lounge access

www.viator.com

Online provider of destination travel products

www.gbheritagepass.com

Online smart card systems for sightseeing passes in
UK

Useful travel accessories / services

www.ebags.com

Online bag store

www.worldtraveler.com

Online luggage, backpacks, travel accessories

WWW.IuggageQros.com

Online luggage store

www.luggageguy.com

Online luggage sets

www.bagsbuy.com

Online bags, luggage, backpacks, briefcases

www.tumi.com

Online luggage store

www.magellans.com

Online travel accessories

Www.maps.com

Online world maps store

www.trails.com

Online Trails & Topo Maps for Hiking, Mountain
Biking, Paddling, Skiing, Hot Springs, Climbing

www.purpleparking.com

Largest airport car parking operator

e-Books

www.cheapebookshop.com

Online e-books

www.ebooks.com

Online digital bookstore

www.buy-ebook.com

Online eLibrary

www.travelsecretsguide.com

Travel secrets guide

Books stores

atb.away.com

Online bookstore adventures

www.elephantbooks.com

Online bookstore

www.mileskelly.net

Online bookstore

www.bookcloseouts.com

Online bookstore

www.amazon.com

Online bookstore, videos, CDs, DVDs

www.whsmith.co.uk

Online bookstore, videos, CDs, DVDs

www.bloomsburymagazine.com

Online bookstore

www. barnesandnoble.com

Online bookstore

www.powells.com

Online bookstore

www.bookcloseouts.com

Online bargain bookstore

www.abebooks.com

Online bookstore

56

A Country of Contrast and Contradictions Part 2




www.albooks.com

Online bookstore

www.half.ebay.com

Online bookstores, CDs, DVDs

www.booksonline.com

Online bookstore, book club

Videos/Movies

WWW.zip.ca

Online DVDs Rent

www.audible.co.uk

Online Audio books

Www.cinemanow.com

Online Movies rent

www.skyride.com

Online New York City Multimedia

Magazines

WWww.magazania.com

Online magazines subscription

www.magmall.com

Online magazines subscription

WWw.magazinecity.com

Online magazines subscription

Outdoor Accessories

Www.modernoutggost.com

Online outdoor accessories

order.outinstyle.com

Online outdoor accessories

Information

www.officialtraveldocuments.com

Online official travel documents

www.Sixapart.com

Online neighborhood

www.australiavisas.com

Online Australian visas

Language Learning / Teaching

www.learnspanishtoday.com

Online Spanish courses

www.teflonline.com

Online certified to teach English

www.onlinetefl.com

Online learn to teach English abroad

WWW.i-0-i.com

Online TEFL in UK
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Books, Music and Movies about Cuba

The History of Cuba (Palgrave A Taste of Old Cuba
Essential Histories) (Paperback) by Maria Josefa O'Higgins
by Clifford L. Staten

Havana: Autobiography of a City Self Portrait Che Guevara(Paperback)

(Hardcover) by Ernesto Guevara
by Alfredo Jose Estrada

Fidel Castro: Biografia a dos voces Frommer's Cuba (Frommer's
(Paperback) Complete) (Paperback)
by Ignacio Ramonet by Eliot Greenspan
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Cuba: 400 Years of Architectural
Heritage (Paperback)
by Rachel Carley (Author)

Cuban Missile Crisis, 1962: A
National Security Archive Documents
Reader (Paperback)

by Laurence Chang

Buena Vista Social Club(1999)

Starring: Luis Barzaga, Joachim
Cooder

Dirty Dancing - Havana Nights (2004)
Starring: Diego Luna, Romola Garai

The Missiles of October(1974)
Starring: William Devane, Ralph
Bellamy

Strawberry & Chocolate (1995)

Starring: Jorge Perugorria, Vladimir
Cruz
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The Motorcycle Diaries (Widescreen

The Mambo Kings (1992) Edition) (2004) ] |
Starring: Armand Assante, Antonio Starring: Gael Garcia Bernal, Rodrigo
De la Serna

Banderas

Guantanamera (1997) A Toda Cuba Le Gusta

Starring: Carlos Cruz, Mirta Ibarra Afro-Cuban All Stars

Fidel: The Untold Story (2001) Buena Vista Social Club

Starring: Fidel Castro, Muhammad Ali Ry Cooder, Buena Vista Social Club
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Cuban Patio / The Music Of Cuba Sus Grandes Exitos de la Trova
Rey Casas Cubana

Pablo Milanés

En Blanco Y Neqro[IMPORT]
The Greatest Hits Pablo Milanes, Victor Manuel
Perez Prado

Exitos Eternos[ENHANCED] Cuba _
Celia Cruz Various Artists - International -

Caribbean & Cuba, Putumayo Presents
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Cuba Tourism Links

www.cuba.com Cuba Tourism Website
www.cubatravel.cu The Cuban portal of tourism
www.cubatravel.cu/client/products Vinales Tourism information
www.paseosporlahabana.com/ La Habana Website
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