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Tom Miller is “one of our best non-fiction writers”

—San Francisco Chronicle

PRAISE FOR TRADING WITH THE ENEMY

“May just be the best travel book about Cuba ever written.”

—Lonely Planet, Cuba

 

“Brings a couple of qualities to the subject that have been in short supply in Cuba in past years—compassion and humor ... desultory charm and sympathy for the underdog.”

—Washington Post Book World

 

“Few Americans know Cuba as well as Tom Miller does. His Trading with the Enemy... is required reading for anyone who proposes to visit—or even talk about—Cuba today.”

—The Reader’s Companion to Cuba

 

“The perspective of a regular guy hanging out with regular guys, a friendly innocent abroad giving us the view from the street ... Tom Miller has caught the letter, if not the spirit, of Cuba today.”

—PICO IYER, Los Angeles Times

 

“It is a welcome change of pace to read a book that does not tell readers what to think about Cuba’s political system, and Trading with the Enemy is a sensitive introduction to a country with a rich past and complex present.”

—Miami Herald

 

“A fabulous travelogue ... Thoughtful, engaging, insightful, compassionate, and told in rich narrative.”

—Moon Handooks, Cuba

 

“Cuba, described with humor, integrity, and insight ... gracefully written, sympathetic and clear-eyed.”

—Kirkus Reviews

 

“A superb travel book ... I feel that I’ve seen the real Cuba ... a 3-D portrait of an unforgettable place at an unforgettable time.”

—“Top Ten Books of the Year,” ED WARD, Austin Chronicle

 

“One of the bona fide treats of this literary season ... We should be entirely grateful to Miller for his extraordinarily detailed and sympathetic account of Cuba today.”

—JAY PARINI, Diversion

 

“Never before has Cuba seemed so close, so warm, so accessible ... Cuba close up, without the political rant. This is a touching and perceptive book.”

—Virginia Quarterly Review

 

“{Miller} has captured the public mood during one of the most turbulent times in the island’s history.”

—Ft. Lauderdale Sun Sentinal

 

“A good-natured, evenhanded account of life in that island nation, as seen by a thoughtful observer ... the sights, sounds, and smells of a believable Cuba ... marvelously readable ... a vibrant picture of the overall quality of life under conditions of hardship.”

—Islands

 

“This decade’s most insightful American travelogue of recent Cuban culture and society.”

—Phoenix New Times

 

“The most comprehensive and least biased book on the country.”

—Hemispheres

 

“A wonderful book about Cuba.”

—NPR’s Talk of the Nation

 

“This even-handed and affectionate account of the country and its people makes an entertaining armchair substitute for a visit.”

—Publishers Weekly

 

“Tom Miller’s book ought to be required reading.”

—BILL LITTLEFIELD, NPR’s Morning Edition

 

“An excellent book about Cuba.”

—PAUL HARVEY

 

“{Miller} has carved out a wanderlust niche among contemporary authors.”

—Arizona Republic

 

“I thoroughly enjoyed it! What fun to visit Cuba again with you as the guide. You really captured the soul of the place.”

—CRISTINA GARCIÁ, author of Dreaming in Cuban

 

“Tom Miller’s book is written with wit and grace and is chock full of information that few, if any, know about Cuba. A wonderful book.”

—JIM HARRISON
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Introduction to the Paperback Edition

Nineteen months of poor health did to Fidel Castro what forty-nine years of American foreign policy couldn’t. In early 2008 he decided to call it quits and let his kid brother take over. Oh, he rambles on in the occasional newspaper column, but as the nation’s editor-in-chief, he’s guaranteed his every word will be published. His business card still says “FIRST SECRETARY, COMMUNIST PARTY OF CUBA,” but he’s had to add “RET.” after his myriad other titles. Drawing on the name of a long-ago children’s show, Cubans can now say, “Tía Tata cuenta cuentos”—roughly, “there goes gramps, telling stories again.”

“... no evidence of his death was final,” Castro intimate Gabriel Garcia Márquez wrote of the grotesque, ageless dictator in The Autumn of the Patriarch, “because there was always another truth behind the truth.” The layers of truths behind Fidel Castro’s forty-nine-year run—he lasted seven years longer than the off-Broadway hit The Fantasticks—are as impenetrable as its deceits. “¡Hasta la victoria siempre!” was his pal Che Guevara’s slogan, “Ever forward to victory!” Fidel has achieved a victory of sorts by fading away not with his boots on, rather his hospital slippers. He was a stationary target for the United States, whose every Cuba policy initiative, analysis, and posture since 1959 has not only failed, but invigorated Castro and befuddled his countrymen.

I learned of an internationally acclaimed Cuban artist in his early forties who said that what he missed most about Fidel was his voice. It had been the soundtrack of his life, following him everywhere. Yet since late July 2006, Fidel had not only not appeared in public, but the timbre of his speech—its crescendo and diminuendo as he bridged his boney fingers, its expansion and contraction as he arched a bushy eyebrow—had not once settled on Cuban ears. And, in the shadow of  the Cuban revolution’s golden anniversary, this fellow missed Fidel Castro’s familiar speaking voice most of all.

I never met Castro the elder, though I saw him up close on two ceremonial occasions. Once, during the “Special Period in a Time of Peace”—the euphemism for the country’s economic free fall in the early 1990s—a major American magazine assigned me an article on Cuba. In Havana, I put in the obligatory request to interview Fidel, and was surprised to hear a few days later that there was a distinct possibility he’d see me. Part of my preparation involved asking someone who knew Fidel well if the comandante had a sense of humor. “No,” he said after a thoughtful pause. “But he does have a profound sense of irony.” The morning of my last day in Cuba—it’s always the last day—his staff called for my hourly whereabouts so I could be summoned to the Palace of the Revolution at a moment’s notice. I prepared a long list of questions, borrowed a friend’s cassette recorder, and waited. About six o‘clock that evening, they called: no interview. Fidel’s schedule was too full. I was later told, however, that although there was an arm’s-length list of requests by American journalists for interviews with the Comandante en Jefe, I would be short-listed.

I found this passing strange, given that the hardback edition of the book you now hold had come out the previous year and was not exactly a featured selection of Fidel’s Book-of-the-Month Club. Still, back in the States, I researched interviews Castro had given since his revolution, how he handled questions, and his manner of conversation. I came to the conclusion that he really hadn’t said anything new in thirty years, and I ended my efforts to talk with him.

President Raúl Castro had a full agenda when he made his first post-Fidel address on February 24, 2008. The date, like Raúl himself, is little-known but significant. That day in 1895, the final triumphant drive for Cuban independence from Spain began at Baire, a small town in the country’s southeast. If I had been Raúl’s speechwriter, I’d have recommended he make the following offer regarding some other property not far from Baire: “The lovely patch of land surrounding Guantánamo Bay has for more than a century been a U.S. Naval outpost. It must become part of Cuba again. In return, the United States can have Miami back.”

Cuba is not an imponderable country. Quite the contrary, it is endlessly ponderable. With that in mind, I suggest Raúl confront our binational tension with these words: “The CIA and its co-conspirators tried to kill my brother 638 times and failed at every attempt. I  wouldn’t hire those thugs to darn my socks. But—the record shows they only tried to kill me once or twice, so let’s wipe the slate clean. The embargo against us must end. If the intent was to harm us, it has succeeded. Just five hours of the losses the blockade inflicts would cover the cost of enough dialysis machines needed for one whole year’s worth of patients. The money we lose during just one day of the blockade would pay for 139 city buses.”

Then I’d have had him address one of the essentials of freedom: “I say to the press of the world—come visit us. We have been maligned and slandered without justification. Cuba has nothing to hide. We are a friendly people; we will receive you, all of you. Set up your bureaus, take your pictures. Let no periodical be denied entry—OK, maybe that daily in Miami. And newsstands—what could be harmful about reading El País, The Economist, or La Jornada? I hereby authorize the book dealers at the Plaza de Armas to carry foreign publications.”

Next, the sports section of his discourse: “I watched a baseball game last night on Cubavisión and I was impressed with the quality of play. We have schooled our athletes from a very young age. They are well versed in the art of the 6—4—3 double play. I know that many of our  peloteros have secret dreams of playing in the Grandes. Today I am instructing the Sports Institute to begin negotiations with Major League Baseball so there will be an orderly path for our stars. In ten years we expect to field a Major League team here at Latinoamericano Stadium.”

The international economy also requires attention: “We continue to export nickel and import tourists, our two biggest money earners. In five years our sugar industry should be back on its feet. We’re constantly drilling for heavy oil in the Caribbean, but until then our Venezuelan friends are helping. These days, running the country’s finances is more complicated than a street map of Camagüey. Cubans overseas—you left because you didn’t like us, now by sending money to your families you are part of us once again. As the Americans say, ‘go figure.”’

Raúl’s speech, at least on my notepad, ends like this: “Human rights, shmuman rights. I get so tired of foreigners kvetching about our human rights record. OK, so we’ve locked up some chronic complainers and rezongueros, but what country hasn’t these days? The only torture of prisoners on this island takes place at Guantánamo. Fidel would sentence me to the Cabana carcel for this, but as a gesture of goodwill, at noon tomorrow, all inmates incarcerated for non-violent crimes shall be released.

“In closing, I have this to offer: Compañero walks into a bar. Says to the bartender, ‘give me a Cuba libre.’

“Thank you all for coming out to hear me speak as your new president.

“¡Qué viva Fidel!

“¡ Socialismo o muerte!”

The crowd: “Hasta la Victoria’s Secret!”

 

—Tom Miller  
Spring 2008






Preface

In the summer of 1986 I had lunch with a friend in New York who was then an editor at a newsweekly. I told him I was casting about for a major project, and passed on some suggestions I’d received. Some of them amused me, others were too grandiose, too far afield, or too costly. Some subjects that piqued my interest had flash but no fire; I feared my curiosity would end long before the manuscript did.

“Cuba,” he said. Everything you read about the country these days, he went on, deals with specifics like food distribution, human rights, medical care, politics, or Fidel Castro. Or else vicious attacks or uncritical tributes. “No one in this country has written a book about Cuba that simply listens to the people and describes their lives. Why not move there for a while, travel around, and write it up?”

The idea appealed to me; it seemed simple, it had a certain integrity, and it involved acceptable literary risks. Cuba had been a subject always lingering in the back of my mind. The legislation that forbids normal relations between Americans and Cubans, formally called the Trading with the Enemy Act, had become a de facto information blockade as well. Americans know a little about Cuba, but nothing about Cubans.

The idea also tantalized me because, while I had a fair amount of firsthand experience with Latin America, I’d had none with a Communist country. The combination, seemingly incongruous, was seductive.

Mrs. DeHority introduced me to Communism. She was my fifth-grade teacher in post-McCarthy Washington, D.C. One day in the Current Events Corner she told us, “In Russia, the government always lies to its people. But in the United States, we learn the truth.” I have a distinct recollection of thinking at the time, wait a minute! Maybe we’re the ones being lied to, and the Russians are getting the truth. How do we know? Just how do we know?

The United States, through the Trading with the Enemy Act, is the only country in the world that forbids its citizens to visit Cuba. Actually the law doesn’t prohibit travel there; it simply bars Americans from spending U.S. currency in Cuba. There are, however, a few small loopholes. Among them: those with family in Cuba may spend dollars there, as well as researchers for scholarly or journalistic purposes. Even if you qualify for the latter, however, a visa from the Cuban government for an extended stay is not immediately forthcoming. During the months following my conversation with the magazine editor, I started nosing about, talking with people who had gone to Cuba, and reading travel accounts. I visited Havana looking for ways to establish residence there, once for two weeks in late 1987, and again for two more in the fall of 1989.

In the middle of 1990 I moved to Cuba, and returned to the States at the beginning of 1991 to begin writing. In the year following my extended stay the Eastern European socialist bloc went through its final convolutions, and when death throes settled on Soviet Communism, changes in Cuba accelerated. I returned for a few weeks in early 1992 to see how my family of friends was faring in a land for which, despite its frustrations and failings, I had come to feel great affection. In all, my time in Cuba covered almost eight months during four trips. This book tells of that odyssey.

 

A few words about identifying my sources: this name game has been a thorny problem for most foreign writers describing contemporary Cuba. The conventional wisdom holds that you use pseudonyms and slide a disclaimer in sideways. This, the reasoning goes, prevents any potential reprisal against the subject. But unless he or she asks for anonymity, that’s always struck me as a cop-out, more a reflection of the insecurity of the writer than the security of the written about. It reinforces a distorted notion of the country, adding an unneeded shroud to an already veiled society. Except in extenuating circumstances, I’ve identified Cubans by name as much as possible, applying the same criteria I’d use in writing about people in any other country. My pledge: no fake names.

—Tom Miller 
Spring 1992






Part One

Havana knew me by my shoes. This became obvious my first morning in Cuba’s capital. I was staying at the Lido, a respectable small hotel on Consulado Street between Trocadero and Animas. That part of town, called Centro Habana, was crowded and lively, with kids playing on narrow sidewalks, and parked cars blocking one-way streets. Centro was in dire need of street sweepers and a paint job. I was anxious to get over to the Malecón, the seafront boulevard that separates the city from the water. On this sweltering midsummer day a stroll on the Malecón would be exhilarating. In two brief previous visits I had come to appreciate its around-the-clock procession of Havana society. You have not truly set foot in Cuba until you’ve paraded yourself along its wide sidewalk, felt the sea breeze stroke your cheeks, and traded friendly nods with passers-by. “The shortest line between two points,” wrote Guillermo Cabrera Infante in Three Trapped Tigers, “is the curve of the Malecón.” It is a no-man’s-land between the devilish city and the bluest deep sea.

For generations the Malecón has been a meeting place for wholesome families and clandestine lovers. From its ledge, early-morning anglers cast for small fish, and late-night followers of Afro-Cuban religions toss oblations into the water. Exiles in Madrid, Miami, and Mexico City dream of it. From Havana’s harbor the Malecón sweeps around to Paseo, on past the hotel district, ending at the tunnel that links the Vedado and Miramar neighborhoods. I took a cold-water shower—the only kind at the Lido—and pulled on a T-shirt, jeans, and a brand new pair of white Air Nikes. I tripped over some European backpackers in the lobby and turned left to the curve of the Malecón.

I passed a half dozen housewives filling buckets from a spigot on the side of a large blue water truck. Every few minutes young men would approach me and say something in thick Cuban Spanish that I couldn’t quite comprehend. I flashed the simpleton’s smile a foreigner  wears when he doesn’t understand what surrounds him, and kept on walking. After a few blocks a pattern emerged—young men would glance at my shoes and then, although I wore no watch, ask the time. On hearing a foreign accent they’d feign surprise and ask where I came from. Finally came the pitch: “ιCambio? Seis por uno. ” It was the money changer’s mantra; they wanted to give me six Cuban pesos for one U.S. dollar. I shook my head and moved on. “ιSiete?” I must have looked like a naïf just off the boat.

“Look,” I said, “six or seven, I’m not interested. This is my first day here. Give me a break.” The ploy worked, but it had a shelf life of only twenty-four hours. I knew that officially one dollar was worth slightly more than eighty centavos. They were offering almost ten times that. The amiable black marketeers backed off, glancing from my face to my tennis shoes. Everyone looked at them as if they were laced with gold.

The sea breeze I had counted on must have stayed at sea that day. The rainy season was only a few weeks away, and the clouds had the dry heaves. I walked westward on the shadeless side of the street directly into the tropical afternoon sun; even my sweat sweated. Only a newcomer would brave such foolishness and only an intrepid jinetero,  literally a jockey, but slang for street hustler, would venture over to try and change money. Soon a tall, thin fellow in shorts and thongs stopped me to trade six pesos for one dollar. Gustavo was his name. “Forget the money,” I replied. “What is it with my sneakers?”

“They’re Nikes, aren’t they.” He said this more as a statement than a question as he eyed my tennies, as Cubans call sneakers. “That’s how we can spot you as a foreigner. The tennies we get here?” He exhaled a horse’s neigh. “They’re thin, they don’t give you any support, and they fall apart in three months. They come from China and you have to wait a year to get another pair—if they have them in stock.” My feet felt self-conscious as I walked away. “Seven for one?” he called over his shoulder as he returned to a game of dominoes on the shady side of the street.

A half hour later I reached the Focsa building, my T-shirt drenched with sweat. On the lobby phone I called Ron, an expatriate writer from the States whom I had met on a previous trip. He worked for a Cuban publishing house and lived alone in a roomy two-bedroom apartment on the twenty-sixth floor while he waited for his Scandinavian wife to come over. Focsa—the name is an acronym for a long-forgotten company—housed privileged Cubans and foreigners from the States, China, Ireland, the Soviet Union, and Eastern Europe.  Regimes were falling so fast in Eastern Europe that by the time my elevator got to twenty-six another country might have chipped off the old bloc. Ron and I talked about this over some cold Hatuey beer, and from the balcony watched twilight glide across Havana rooftops. Before us was a magnificent view of the city; we could see freighters churning to harbor, balcony laundry lines, children kicking a soccer ball, and the Malecón and the water beyond. Ron planned to be out of town often in the coming months; I could move in. On our way to clinch the deal at a Chinese restaurant, more money changers dogged us. The Mandarin was across the street from the Habana Libre hotel, ground zero for foreigners and jineteros. “ιCambio? ιCambio?” they called out. Change? Change? Ron, accustomed to the hustler’s annoying mantra, snapped back, “Cambio tu fucking madre.”

 

I went to Cuba because I was curious; because no one agrees on its strengths; because I’d read so much about it; because it is forbidden; because it’s heartbreakingly lovely; because so many people have championed it while so many others have abandoned it; because Cubans make great music and aromatic cigars; because they’ve thumbed their noses at their former patrón for more than three decades; because I’d grown weary of writing about Latin American “democracies” where forlorn illiterate campesinas sit on city street corners selling combs, nail clippers, and undervalued handicrafts while their malnourished barefoot youngsters turn their palms up and say “gimme” instead of learning how to hold a pencil or read a sentence; because of its rich literary tradition; because my favorite players on the Washington Senators in the 1950s were Cuban; because I’m an incurable romantic; because we still have a navy base there; because Cuban women are astute and alluring; because in the last five hundred years of travel writing few cities in the world have been so effusively praised as Havana; because Teddy Roosevelt led the charge up San Juan Hill; because I liked Our Man in Havana and The Old Man and the Sea;  because I got a kick out of Desi Arnaz; because I was distrustful of Cuba’s bashers and its cheerleaders; because I liked the twinkle in Fidel’s eyes; because I’d never been to a Communist country; because I wanted to learn to rumba; because Columbus landed there; because it has hundreds of miles of unspoiled beaches; because of its mystique.

Going to Cuba for a short stretch posed no problem; journalists and scholars are admitted for a couple of weeks with some frequency, loosely chaperoned, and sent on their way. If you want to stay longer, a Cuban government agency must authorize your visit. I had written to two such  organismos, as they are called, the journalists union and the writers and artists union. The former said no and the latter, known by its acronym UNEAC—Union de Escritores y Artistas de Cuba—said maybe. My intermediary suggested I establish strong interest and good faith by showing up in person, advice that led me to a plane filled with delegates to the 1987 Festival of New World Cinema in Havana.

Cuba’s sophisticated film industry draws a thousand filmmakers and marketers to its festival each year. For two weeks in December, the mostly Latin American participants exhibit their wares, talk shop, strike deals, and give one another prizes. It is a film buffs dream. Theaters throughout the city screen hundreds of foreign films and documentaries for the public. I joined a group from the States that annually jumps through one of the loopholes in U.S. travel restrictions.

In Havana I met Miguel Barnet, a novelist, folklorist, and screen-writer, and UNEAC’s vice president for international affairs. We connected in a restaurant at the Capri, the hotel where Ernie Kovacs, Alec Guinness, and Noel Coward stayed during the 1959 filming of  Our Man in Havana. I explained that I wanted to move to Cuba and travel about to get a sense of daily life. My interest was not in Marxist health care or sugar harvest quotas, but rather people who get up every morning, drink coffee, go to work, take classes, come home, make dinner, make love, go dancing, sip rum, and strum guitars. “I’m not a blind supporter of the Revolution,” I said, “but I am open-minded and fairly well disposed.” I handed him a couple of books I’d written about Latin America as a bona fide. Barnet said there was no precedent for the writers union admitting someone from abroad like this.

No writer from the States had brought out a book of travel impressions of Cuba since the early 1960s. Earlier in the year the Argentine writer Jacobo Timerman had visited for a few weeks, but that was under the umbrella of MINREX, the foreign relations ministry. My idea appealed to Barnet enough, however, for him to invite me to lunch with some of the other writers union brass the next day.

We dined in a restaurant at the west end of the Malecón called 1830. It could have been an artsy watering hole in Manhattan: an important film director nodded and smiled from his table, an accomplished dancer stopped to shmooze, a promising composer waved from across the room, and a well-known playwright paused to slap some backs. Between compañero this and compañera that, Barnet fondly recalled his writing days in Greenwich Village, while the poet to my right, Pablo Armando Fernández, grumbled about a New York editor. “The fellow was all set to publish me,” he complained, “but at the last  minute he backed out.” It was the sort of shop talk best avoided in the States, but over a leisurely meal among Cuba’s cultural elite, I was intrigued. At the end of the meal it appeared they were, too, at least enough to ask that I type up a formal proposal.

The rest of the two weeks blurred by with movies, art galleries, ice cream, documentaries, music, short walks and long bus rides, and talk about cinema. A British director compared the lobby of the Hotel Nacional, the film festival’s headquarters, with the Carlton at Cannes. “That’s where all the business deals get done.” A director from Uruguay complained about Walker, the movie about America’s nineteenth-century plunder of Nicaragua. “Why,” he asked the film’s producer, “did you take such a flip approach to a subject so profoundly significant?” “Simple,” came the reply. “We made it for a U.S. audience.”

The doors opened to the main ballroom, and the crowd surged in to hear a steamy quintet fronted by Arturo Sandoval, the hottest horn south of Gillespie. In the middle of one long solo I swear I heard Sandoval wail the unmistakable sounds of an Iron Butterfly riff.

The next afternoon the Acapulco Theater screened an Argentine movie for the public. Near the film’s beginning, an American tourist says of Buenos Aires, “It’s a beautiful city, but there are long lines everywhere and the telephones never work.” The Havana audience howled in recognition.

That night a group of us foreigners went to the Tropicana. Built in the 1940s as a playground for high-rollers who’d cruise over from Miami for a night on the town, the Tropicana is a wonderfully anachronistic holdover from Havana’s more rambunctious days. During the Revolution Milly Wormold celebrated her sixteenth birthday there in  Our Man in Havana, and her father’s secretary shpritzed seltzer water on the chief of Batista’s murderous secret police. The Vegas-style pizzazz and boisterous floor show seemed utterly incongruous in a country that prides itself on having done away with vulgar excess. It featured well-choreographed showgirls and guys prancing onstage, brassy, bouncy, and full of color backed up by a full band and large chorus.

The next day I ran into Barnet. His eyes were bleary, a condition explained by sitting through ten movies a day as a judge for the film festival awards. “What did you think of the show?” he asked of the Tropicana. I told him what a kick I thought it’d been. “I don’t agree. I think it’s sexist.” We let the subject drop and instead talked about dominoes.

At Coppelia Park, the outdoor ice cream parlor the size of a city  block, I got on a crowded bus with the remains of a cone dripping down my hand. An art gallery caught my eye and I con permiso’d my way to the rear exit of the bus and went to a showing of some energetic ceramic impressions of Cuban life. “We opened in 1960,” the director of the Galería de la Habana proudly said, “in the second year of the Revolution.”

A man in his late twenties kept glancing at me in the gallery’s gift shop. Slight of build and hesitant in manner, he first noted what items I was looking at, then finally approached. “Hello,” he said, “are you a foreigner?” I prepared myself to turn down a request to change money. But Calixto wanted to talk politics and travel, specifically Cuba’s politics and his own travel. He wanted out. I left the gallery, Calixto alongside like a puppy, and we made arrangements to speak again the next day. “How about meeting at Coppelia for some ice cream?” I suggested. “No, no. Too many people are there.” He preferred we meet outside the post office adjoining my hotel.

On the way back to my room I stopped to chat with a fellow on the street. His healthy-looking cocker spaniel tugged on his leash. I mentioned the maxim that you can judge the condition of a society by the appearance of its dogs, and that judging by his, things must be going well in Havana. “Well, yes,” he replied. “but in some parts of the city the dogs aren’t doing so well.”

The next morning Calixto escorted me to his place. He spoke in a low voice, changing pitch and subject whenever someone walked close enough to hear. “My grandfather owned some land at the other end of the country. Every day the family had meat and vegetables. Now his land is no longer in the family. After the Revolution most of it was turned over to small farmers. My family’s provisions no longer come from their own land.”

We arrived at his home, one room adjoining the large Catholic church where he did odd jobs. On his dresser sat a 1937 National Geographic, photographs of Lebanon, and postcards of Mexico and Poland sent by tourists who had befriended him. He turned up the volume on his radio so no neighbors could hear us.

“I go to church,” he said. “I’m not very Catholic, but I do have faith. When I apply for a job one question they always ask is if I’m a believer. As a result, I never find work. I took some classes in medicine, but I can’t even do that anymore. I’m a nonperson.” He described the events leading up to the 1980 Mariel boatlift. “When everyone occupied the Peruvian embassy grounds to get out, I came from Santiago at the other end of the country. I arrived too late to go. Prisoners were  told that if they didn’t agree to leave the country too, their sentences would be doubled.

“Socialism. Communism. In theory, they’re great—far better than capitalism. But the reality is different. Here we have two classes, the government class and the rest of us. No system is perfect. I’ve been granted permission to go, but I need a sponsor in another country. It’ll take forever. I don’t want to go to the United States, though. The cultural difference would be too much. I’d rather go to Spain, or possibly to South America. I want to be my own man.”

 

By day Havana wears Caribbean colors, a tropical rainbow reflected in smiles, flowers, and ice cream. At night the air turns misty, softly lighted by 1950s-era glass globes on metal streetlamps. It was under such black-and-white detective movie lighting one evening that another visitor and I stumbled upon a storefront art gallery around the corner from El Floridita, known in its Hemingway era as “one of the ten best bars in the world.” We peered into the gallery. The two fellows inside motioned for us to enter. Paintings by Omar Godinez Lanzó, a thirty-four-year-old artist, hung on the walls. Godinez, said the pamphlet accompanying the show, grew up in Havana, studied art in Moscow, and has exhibited at home, and in Czechoslovakia and the Soviet Union. Thankfully, Cuba rejects social realism as its artistic line, and Godínez’s oils were busy with modernistic sweeps through land and sea, with hints of Picasso shadowing his form.

“Where are you from?” “Really?” “What are you doing here?” I told them that the film festival had drawn me to Havana, that a restaurant had brought me to the neighborhood, and that art had pulled me inside their storefront gallery. They peppered me with questions. What did I think of Havana? Did I like Cuban movies?  Would I have the chance to see the rest of the country? Was I impressed with Godínez’s work? They seemed pleased that we had interrupted their night shift on the gallery watch.

That Sunday no Cubans made music, at least in public. The Cuban composer and musician Enrique Jorrín had died the previous day. Jorrín has left his mark on global culture. He invented the cha-cha, right at the corner of Prado and Neptuno in Habana Vieja. 1 In honor of his contribution to dance floors the world over, Cuba declared a day  of national mourning; pianists covered their keys, trumpeters muted their horns, and drummers stilled their sticks. I met some Canadians and we toasted Jorrín’s memory. “¡Qué viva el cha-cha-chá!”

COMMIE PICS BOFFO IN CASTROVILLE. That was the headline I envisioned in Variety, but its reporter said he couldn’t use it—Cuba won surprisingly few prizes at the film festival. For an audience groomed on the Academy Awards, Cuba earned high marks for doing away with acceptance speeches and commercial time-outs. Oliver Stone’s Salvador won an award for “best film with a Latin American theme by a non-Latino.” Best feature film was A King and His Movie,  from Argentina, and the grand prize for the festival’s best film went to a Brazilian documentary, Land for Rosa. Yet when it was all over, the movie with the most prizes, including best screenplay and the press critics’ “best film of the festival” honors, was Cheech Marin’s  Born in East L.A.

At festival’s end, film buff Fidel Castro had us all over to the Palacio de la Revolución for dinner and drinks. His date for the evening was fellow cinephile Gabriel Garcia Márquez, spiffy in white from head to toe. Latin America’s movie elite dined well in the company of two of the hemisphere’s most extraordinary men. Admirers flocked around them while plainclothesmen, as obvious as 1930s-era movie gumshoes, checked who edged closest. The stand-up buffet in an enormous welllighted reception hall included fresh seafood chased with aged rum. Sancho, the Communist ex-mayor in Graham Greene’s Monsignor Quixote, would have felt at home. “The Party has never forbidden us to take advantage of bourgeois comfort so long as it lasts,” Sancho said, defending his choice of a palatial hotel. “Communism is not against comfort, even what you might call luxury, so long as the worker benefits in the long run.”

 

The writers union will call within a few months, I thought when I got back home. We had met, they had some of my writing and an outline of what I wanted to do, and they had my address. What more did they need to make a decision? Patience, I was cautioned, patience. These things take time.

Book people in New York had their own ideas. I was met with the same publishing industry aphorism I’d been hearing for years, each time pronounced as if it was being said for the first time. “You know,” one editor after another told me with grandiloquence, “people are willing to do anything for Latin America except read about it.” An  editor at one major publishing house made it clear that he expected an anti-Cuba book. Another, the head of a highly regarded independent house, listened attentively as I described my conversations with the writers union. “That’s what you told them,” he said with a conspiratorial smirk, “but we know what you’re really going to do.”

Excuse me?

Later that week an editor at the New York Times introduced me to her boss. He and I exchanged pleasantries, but when he learned of my envisioned stay in Cuba he suddenly burst into a tirade—that’s not putting it too strongly—about how it couldn’t work. “They’ll never let you do it,” he blustered. “Once word filters back to the authorities that an American is making inquiries about the system, you’ll be out on your ass right away. Or they’ll restrict your travel and who you can meet.” Then, realizing he was making a speech—his underlings had stopped and stared in astonishment—he quickly downshifted and stuck out his hand. “Well! Of course I wish you the best of luck and I hope you get in.”

When two governments barely speak to each other, it’s that much harder for their people to communicate, too. Hearing nothing from Havana, I started checking with the Cuban Interests Section, Cuba’s office in Washington that handles visas, stays in touch with scholars and journalists, maintains low-level contacts with the State Department, and presents a face to the capital’s diplomatic corps. (The Cuban Interests Section was then under the umbrella of the Czechoslovakian embassy, much as the U.S. Interests Section falls under the aegis of the Swiss embassy in Havana.) The problem, said others who had found themselves in similar circumstances, was that they never say no and only occasionally say yes. You are left in limbo, waiting for word that may never come. Years earlier I had been at Mexico’s southern border with other journalists and human rights monitors trying to get into makeshift camps housing Guatemalans who had fled horrific military assaults in their own country. For permission to visit the refugee shelters we were told to write formal letters to authorities in Mexico City, then wait for authorization to arrive by return mail. We all had a good laugh at that, then managed to bribe, bamboozle, flirt, and otherwise wheedle our way past guards and into the camps—all except one painfully virtuous freelancer from Oregon who spent his time tethered to the hotel conscientiously waiting for his permiso from Mexico City. Waiting for word from Havana, I was beginning to feel like that reporter.

In the fall of 1989 word finally reached me that the writers union was favorably inclined to my plan. I could seal their approval by going to Havana once more. This time I latched on to a U.S. media group about to visit the island. The writers union meanwhile had gone through a housecleaning. Its members had voted out many of their previous officers, perceived as being a bit too vainglorious, and brought in new leadership. Miguel Barnet, however, had landed on his feet, more influential than ever. I met with him and Miriam Artamendi, the union’s director of international relations, at UNEAC headquarters on a comfortable, tree-lined street in the Vedado section of town. The ornate white building, once the home of a Spanish banker, had high ceilings, marble walls and floors, a front veranda made for slow and easy conversation, and a cluster of tables shaded by tropical growth near a bar open to members late every afternoon.

I carried two books with me to the UNEAC building. I had found the U.S. edition of Barnet’s Autobiography of a Runaway Slave in a second-hand bookstore a few weeks earlier, and gave it to him as a gift. He chuckled at the twenty-year-old author photo. I also carried a copy of the just-released photo book, Walker Evans, Havana 1933, compliments of the publisher. We chortled over the accompanying editor’s note, which asked that I give it to Guillermo Cabrera Infante if I ran into him. Cabrera Infante had left Cuba in the mid-1960s; I had just missed him by twenty-five years. I donated his copy to the UNEAC library. (Guillermito—you can pick up your copy whenever you want. It’s in the bookcase nearest the door, third shelf, left side.) We drank demitasses of strong coffee.

“So, what is it you need?” he finally asked.

“A visa that will allow me to stay for six months and travel anywhere and talk with anyone.”

Turning to Miriam, he said, “I don’t see any problem with that, do you?” She concurred; all she needed was a way to contact me by telephone or telex when all the paperwork was processed. Miriam seemed the model of the efficient bureaucrat, taking notes and shuffling papers. She was to be my main liaison with the writers union and other organismos. She told me that she came from Matanzas, a major city 100 kilometers east of Havana; from then on I called her La Plume de Matanzas.

La Plume led me to believe that I’d be hearing from her in a matter of weeks. We finished our coffee and departed in a glow of warm camaraderie.
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La Plume’s matter of weeks stretched into a matter of months. I sent a couple of telexes; no response. In the spring of 1990 I reviewed all my contacts with the Cubans and explained them point by point to a friend familiar with the machinations of travel between the two countries. He pounced upon my early disclaimer that I was neither a cheerleader for the Revolution nor one of its bashers. “That was your mistake” he exclaimed. “You should have said you were a cheerleader. You’d have been there long ago.”

Ariel Ricardo, the press attaché at the Cuban Interests Section, enthusiastic in the early stages, seemed less and less optimistic. Once, when I was in Washington, he offered to send a fax to the Foreign Relations office in Havana on his special line and have a messenger hand-deliver it to UNEAC. I accepted eagerly, and the next day drove the one-page message down to the Interests Section. Quite by coincidence, just as I finished parking, Ricardo walked down the sidewalk alone on his way to the drugstore. Should I leave the letter for you at the front desk? I asked. No, don’t bother, he replied. I’ll take it here. He slipped the plain white envelope into an inside pocket while I got back in my rent-a-car and drove off. Total elapsed time, fifty seconds. How many intelligence agencies do you suppose witnessed that transaction?

I’ve posed that question to a number of people, and the median answer is two. Most mentioned a window in the apartment building across from Cuba’s office on Sixteenth Street as the main U.S. lookout post. When I next saw Ricardo I told him about my survey. “Sometimes their surveillance helps,” he said. “One of our men was in upstate New York when he was the victim of a hit-and-run. The surveillance man following him saw it and reported it to the local authorities. They picked up the hit-and-run driver.” In July 1990 a telex arrived from La Plume. My visa was ready. After two and a half years, countless informal inquiries, and two preliminary visits, authorization for the forty-minute Miami-to-Havana flight came through. As I moved my belongings to the twentysixth floor of the Focsa building in Havana, the interminable delay finally seemed worthwhile.

 

I prefer Pepsi to Coke and both to Tropicola. Unfortunately Tropicola is not just Cuba’s soft drink of choice, it is the only choice. It’s too strong on sweetness and too weak on flavor. To each his own, and this  was Cuba’s own. I had a Tropicola at a sidewalk café in Habana Vieja, the old section of town. Earlier I had stood in line a half hour for a slice of pizza. The line crawled along, then inexplicably stopped for five minutes, then almost imperceptibly started up again, then came to another halt. I would have to learn Zen patience to survive in this town.

During the interminable wait you can read, talk with the people around you, eavesdrop, watch Havana street rituals, or daydream. When you’re last in line you feel the whole country is in front of you, a sensation that dissipates only when someone taps you on the shoulder and says, “¿el último?”—are you the last in line? After the third halt the pizza line moved somewhat more briskly, and I got my slice. Actually it was a slice-sized whole pizza with no choice of toppings. The dough was warm and spongy with a shmear of tomato paste on top. It had little taste, but its aftertaste begged for a soft drink, which led me to the sidewalk café in Habana Vieja.

Within minutes I was seated at a table along with three young blonde women from the Soviet Union. The sovieticas were as surprised to encounter a norteamericano as I was to meet them. They were in Cuba as escorts for “the children of Chernobyl,” young victims of the nuclear disaster being treated at a Cuban medical facility. They lived at the José Marti Pioneer City youth complex just outside of town. One spoke Spanish. “Oh yes,” she said, “everything about our stay in Pioneer City is wonderful”—her friend nudged her, said something in Russian, and made a face—“except the food. It’s terrible. This is our one day off for the week so we thought we’d be tourists today.”

A few blocks down Obispo Street, Sabado del Libro was scheduled to begin at Moderna Poesia, Havana’s main bookstore. Every Saturday a new book gets launched, often with the author present to talk about it and field questions from the crowd. I got there late, but the author of the day’s featured selection never made it at all—traffic problems, we were told. The host, from the Provincial Center for Books and Literature, apologized, and the crowd drifted away.

When I had flown in a few days earlier, a customs agent had gone through some items in my bags with extreme care, and ignored others. He examined virtually every page of Cuba Update, a magazine supportive of activities on the island, but he totally ignored Jacobo Timerman’s very critical Cuba: A Journey. When he saw some sticks of cinnamon brought at the behest of a Cuban family in the States for a friend, he whistled for an inspector from the Ministry of Agriculture. I told her the sticks were for tea, and as she took them she politely said that I  could buy cinnamon in Havana. I tried to keep up some innocuous chatter about each item the humorless inspector removed from my bags—beads for a necklace with religious symbolism, cassettes of Bruce Springsteen, Los Lobos, and Tracy Chapman—but his only smile came when he saw my baseball glove. Finally he got to four videotapes. “I’m sorry, but we’ll have to hold on to these.”

“But two of them are blank,” I protested, “and the others—”

“It’s routine,” he interrupted. “We look at all unsealed tapes. We want to keep pornography out of the country. Take them over there.” He nodded to a small nearby office. “The compañera will give you a receipt.”

I did and she did. Scores of videotapes were stacked on shelves behind her, she added mine, which included a PBS series with Harry Belafonte about Cuban music, and Photo Album, by Boston filmmaker Enrique Oliver who had asked me to show it to relatives in a small provincial town. Photo Album is a sly and witty pseudodocumentary about a working-class Cuban family assimilating into the U.S. mainstream. Oliver’s film gently mocks both cultures; would Cuba’s video police consider it politically pornographic? I hadn’t a clue; the confiscator simply said, “Bring your receipt back Saturday.”

On Saturday I caught a cab to José Martí Airport and handed my receipt across the counter. My apprehension was unwarranted; the tapes were returned, with a slip of paper attached to each one. The one on Enrique’s movie simply said “family members.”

 

I began a ritual of daily walks along the Malecón. Usually I’d go for an hour. Often this meant about four miles; other times I’d barely go two blocks, depending on who I met or what book I carried. I’d return through back streets to get a sense of what went on there, too.

If I walked westward I soon passed the immense and unmistakable U.S. Interests Section building. Like most of our embassies, it is as architectually unseemly as the foreign policy it represents. The Interests Section, which rests on a prime chunk of Havana waterfront, looks like it should anchor a Midwestern American office complex. Most foreign missions today are in Miramar, a section with broad avenues and formerly single-family mansions. The opulent homes have been converted to schools, embassies, government buildings, and residences for foreigners and privileged Cubans. (The enormous Russian embassy is also there, even more obnoxious than the U.S. offices, and the object of far more derision.) Virtually every embassy has a guard post out front and a DO NOT ENTER sign blocking the sidewalk, reading:ZONA OFICIAL 
NO PASE





In front of the U.S. Interests Section the sign says:ZONA OF CIAL 
NO PASE



which seemed a clever but poorly rendered bilingual warning that the CIA lives within. It turns out OF CIAL doesn’t have an extra L on the end; it’s missing an I. An enormous billboard with a cartoon Uncle Sam faces the U.S. building reading IMPERIALISTS, WE HAVE ABSOLUTELY NO FEAR OF YOU!

Alejandro was just a few blocks away at the office of ICAP (Instituto Cubano de Amistad con los Pueblos), a hands-across-the-sea organismo  that acts as a friendly host to foreigners regardless of their home country. Early on I began occasional visits to Alejandro. He worked in the North American section, and often entertained small groups from the States. He was the most upbeat Cuban I met, enthusiastic about Fidel’s every burp and cheerful about Cuba’s future. Who could get disheartened at the country’s persistent problems with Alejandro around? Whenever I needed a dose of optimism I went to see him. We had met in 1989 when I told him I hoped to return for a long stay, and he greeted my return in mid-1990 like a fraternity president welcoming a new brother to the fall semester. “So you made it! It’s great to have you here. You’ll love it. Drop by if I can be of any assistance.”

Right away he could; I needed the bus route to the Biblioteca Nacional José Martí, the national library in the Plaza de la Revolución, where I hoped to find Tomás Fernández, whom I had met a year earlier. Alejandro pointed out the bus stop where a half dozen people waited. After fifteen minutes a double-bodied red Hungarian bus wheezed to a halt. I had ten centavos ready, but curiously, only two other passengers put coins in the till. The rest simply walked on as if a pass were pinned to their shirts. The bus, crowded with students holding books and housewives with bags of produce, wended its way through side streets and major thoroughfares dropping off and picking up riders every few blocks. Even with a constant turnover in passengers, I never found a seat, never came close. I felt utterly ignorant of Cuban bus etiquette—whether to pay, where to stand, when to pounce, and  which door to exit. I did like the Cuban word for bus, though: guagua  (wah-wah), like a baby’s cry, or the sound of a claxon.

Tomas Fernandez worked on the library’s second floor. He introduced me to Fannie Rushing, a professor from Chicago researching the abolitionist movement in nineteenth-century Cuba. I asked where I might find Cuban literature about the U.S. navy base at Guantánamo Bay and about foreigners’ impressions of Cuba over the centuries. Fernandez suggested Bahía Guantánamo for the former, and Women Travelers in the Caribbean for the latter.

“The treaty expires soon, doesn’t it,” Fernández said of the accord that allowed the U.S. Navy to settle at Guantánamo.

“Well, no, it really doesn’t,” I replied. “Basically it’s in perpetuity.”

“Are you sure? They’ve told us it expires in 1999.” He paused. “We’ve always thought it was a bit strange—the fact that it’s still there.” We agreed on that, and he, I, and Fannie made a date for my birthday on Saturday.

The next day I dropped by to see La Plume in her office across from the main UNEAC building. She assured me that the paperwork to extend my visa for the full six months I’d requested was in motion. I asked if she could arrange with MINFAR, the Ministry of the Revolutionary Armed Forces, for me to spend time with the Brigada Fronteriza, Cuba’s border patrol whose domain surrounds the U.S. navy base at the other end of the island. La Plume was as sweet as the sugar harvest. “Of course, yes,” she said, writing it all down, “I’ll get to it. By the way, Barnet called; he can’t make his appointment with you today. He’s busy preparing for his trip to China.” I walked across the street to relax on the UNEAC portico, where I found a distinguished white-haired man in a white guayabera and blue slacks reading the morning paper. He was Osvaldo Salas, a photographer famous for the 1960 picture of Castro and Hemingway together, the only time the two met.

“Look at this,” he said, rapping the newspaper in disgust. “My wife came back from the Soviet Union three days ago. She said things are terrible there now. They have nothing to eat. They had a demonstration against the Cuban people!”

I introduced myself.

“I lived in New York and New Jersey before the Revolution, in the Bronx, Brooklyn, Port Elizabeth, and Hoboken. Do you know Lyle Stuart, the publisher? He has visited here a number of times. He’s been a friend. He hasn’t been here lately, though. He’s mad at the Revolution these days.”

“Well, everyone is some days,” I responded, weakly.

“I’ve been to the Soviet Union fourteen times,” he said, jabbing his paper. “Do you know they tore down a statue of Lenin?”

 

Cuba entered the “Special Period in a Time of Peace,” a phrase Fidel broadcast to the whole country. It meant Cuba was sliding into a wartime economy without the war, and from then on life was going to be more difficult and increasingly uncomfortable. This was apparent even on the Malecón, where the going rate for money changers became a solid seven, quickly sinking to eight. My Nikes were a bit dirtier and my clothes somewhat less conspicuously foreign. Usually the jineteros were bothersome, but sometimes, once convinced I had no intention of changing money, they liked to talk, and usually I did, too.

One morning Jorge, a street hustler on the morning shift, approached as I sat on the seawall with my back to the city. After the obligatory peso-and-sneakers ritual, he was harmless and friendly. He asked if I’d pick up something at a dollar shop for him. Dollar shops, found at major hotels, carry products from abroad—everything from clothes, foodstuff, and shoes, to cigarettes, jewelry, and computers. Trading on the black market could land Jorge in jail; even handling dollars was illegal. Only foreigners and specially privileged Cubans who used government-issued scrip had access to the dollar stores. The stores’ exteriors were heavily draped or painted dark so as not to emphasize the exotic items within or attract undue attention. Everyone knew where they were, though, and it was not uncommon to find nearby pedestrians or even cabbies asking foreigners to pick up something for them. They offered dollars miraculously produced from back pockets and purse bottoms.

In turning Jorge down I used the word “jinetero,” which got him started. “Everyone’s a jinetero,” he spit out. “Even countries. Everybody wants something from someone else and they’ll do what they can to get it; people, nations, everyone.”

From where we sat we could see the tourist cops in front of the Deauville Hotel, stationed there to keep some distance between foreigners and Cubans. Jorge’s friend Victor, who worked in a little refreshment stand nearby, strolled over and listened attentively. Finally he spoke up: “Do you know of the American writer William Kennedy? I just finished reading his book Ironweed,” a best-seller in Cuba. “We’re here every morning if you’d like to talk with us some more.” A breeze blew smartly enough to offset the strong sun, and a little girl across the street started dancing to a radio I couldn’t hear. Jorge pointed up  a side street. “Yes, and I live in the neighborhood. If you need anything you can call on me anytime.”

During a previous trip I was taken by the professionalism and popularity of Havana’s classical music station on which I heard a Vivaldi oboe concerto. I get wistful when I hear an oboe. I played one through high school, never especially well, rather “like a dog’s walking on his hind legs,” as Boswell quoted Samuel Johnson about a woman preaching. “It is not done well; but you are surprised to find it done at all.” The first oboist of Washington, D.C.’s National Symphony Orchestra gave me lessons and taught me how to make reeds. The high point of my short career was playing in the all-city junior high school orchestra; the low point came a few years later when, during a performance of a community light opera company, I soloed ten bars too soon, unnerving conductor, cast, and audience. The oboe, “an ill wind that nobody blows good,” has become decreasingly important to me over time, yet I’ve never given it up entirely. I’ve made a ritual of taking my instrument out once a year, soaking a brittle reed, and tootling for ten or fifteen minutes. Could I find an oboe teacher in Havana? On that same visit Alejandro the optimist helped me locate the office of Cuba’s Orquesta Sinfónica Nacional, where I explained myself to a woman seated at the front desk.

“Ah, the oboist, yes,” the receptionist said as if she had been expecting me. “He’s in the rehearsal room. He’ll be out in about twenty minutes. Won’t you have a seat?” I sat among dozens of busy musicians. The violin tuned, a flute whistled, a French horn bellowed scales, a clarinet touched his high notes, and a bass fiddle scraped the bottom of its barrel. Some musicians were assembling their instruments while others were packing theirs up. Typical backstage.

“Excuse me.” The receptionist again. “Did you want the oboist or  an oboist?” Delighted to learn that Havana had more than one, I said any oboe player would do. She pointed to a man a few seats away. His name was Jesus Avilés, and he was just putting his instrument away for the day. I introduced myself and explained that I’d like to take oboe lessons when I returned for a long stay. “Do you teach?” He stammered in bewilderment, then questions jumbled out of his mouth. Why did I want to take lessons? What level was I at? Did I have my own instrument? What brand? My own reeds? My own music? What oboe music was I familiar with? Under whom had I studied previously? When did I plan to return?

He overestimated my ability and agreed to be my teacher. On my city street map he pointed out the neighborhood in La Víbora where  he lived. “You must come over for dinner when you return,” he said. “My wife, Laura, is an environmental scientist, and she speaks some English.” He walked me to the door out of earshot of the others. “There is one thing you could bring back for me, perhaps.” This had become a familiar refrain from Cubans of all walks of life. Usually the requests were benign—a book, some spark plugs, and once a jar of gefilte fish—but Jesus’s plea struck me as eminently just. He wanted some precut stalks of raw bamboo cane from which to whittle oboe reeds. The country’s import shortages extended from wheat for bread to cane for reeds.

A few afternoons later the city’s municipal band played for the public at the Plaza de la Catedral. There were two more oboe players; one, a pleasant-looking mulatto, and the other, very black with a face wider than it was long. My God, with everything Cuba is known for—sugar, coffee, seafood, Communism, baseball, climate, the rumba, literature, coastline, and a tumultuous history—who’d have thought it was also a hotbed of oboe players?

An invitation to dinner with Jesus and Laura came when I telephoned after settling into the Focsa building. “Take the number 174 bus from Seventeenth heading south on G Street. Get off near the Monaco Theater; we’re only a few blocks from there.”

Which imitated the other first, Miami or Havana? Over the years builders in one have mimicked the architecture of the other. La Víbora, which dates back to the mid-nineteenth century, is one of Havana’s oldest suburbs. Jesus and Laura’s neighborhood, in one of the mid-twentieth-century sections, resembles the nice, tidy, working-class family homes and well-cared-for lawns found in parts of Miami. A Lada, a small Soviet sedan, sat in the driveway. Jesus came to the door and took me to the back, where he introduced Laura, then Pedro, her fifteen-year-old nephew from Cienfuegos who lived with them. “We’re on vacation now,” Jesus said. “We go to the park every day or stay home or go to the beach east of town. Look at how red I’m getting!” He touched his forearm. “Would you like some fresh pineapple juice?”

The bamboo cane I had sent to him with some friends earlier in the year was enough to feed an orchestra for months, and Jesus had shared it with his colleagues. Normally, to get cane for reeds, Jesus and the other oboists turn in requisitions, which go in a stack of requests for equipment from the other professional musicians and artists throughout the country. These forms travel through an increasingly remote maze of bureaucrats in the Ministry of Culture and then the Ministry of Foreign Commerce. The cane must be bought overseas with dollars;  but oboe reeds are not a high priority for a country that can barely import cotton or petroleum. At each succeeding desk, officials shave a little more from the oboe players’ requests. Months later, when the paperwork arrives at Cuba’s embassy in France where an attaché actually purchases the cane, the combined order from all of the country’s oboe players is thinner than a well-whittled reed. More than half a year after the original request, the cane arrives back in Havana. The state also supplies almost all of the instruments. “I got mine in East Germany,” Jesus said, “when I studied at a conservatory there.”

Laura, a well-spoken woman in her mid-forties, had been to Mexico a couple of times for science conferences. “I went to Guadalajara and to Guanajuato. I love Mexico—except for Mexico City, of course.” Her work had also taken her to Czechoslovakia. “I liked Coke before the Revolution. I went for years without one, and then I had the chance to drink one in Prague. And you know? I didn’t like the taste. I’d become so accustomed to Tropicola. Ah, well, it’s true we have less in Cuba now, but at least we have education and health. But the Cubans in the States—when they talk about Cuba they speak of another Cuba. They don’t know what it’s really like here now. Of course I have relatives in your country. They live in Atlanta. They went in 1945.”

Laura went into the kitchen, and I assembled my oboe for my first lesson. Jesus and I started at the beginning—embouchure, body posture, wind flow, finger position. He listened enough to recommend some simple scales and arpeggios until our next lesson.

Next we went into the library, a room with shelves full of good literature by Stefan Zweig, Mark Twain, José Marti, Alejo Carpentier, Waldo Frank, and others. Jesus pulled a copy of a recent book profiling baseball stars off the shelf and gave it to me.

Once a year Laura has an opportunity to scrub down the house top to bottom. It must have come within the previous twenty-four hours, for everything was spotless and dusted—plates, cabinets, porcelain, floors, walls. “I work from eight to five every day. Then on Saturday I do the housework. I don’t have the opportunity to cook the way I’d like.” But she was on vacation, and this evening’s meal had been planned a few days in advance. That night she cooked the way she liked.

“The orchestra went on tour last March,” Jesus said as Laura brought in bowls of peanuts and popcorn. “We went all over the country—to the sugar mills, small-town plazas, big-city concert halls, in the mountains, and even to a military base.” During a previous symphony tour of the countryside, cane cutters at a sugar mill in Las Tunas  province had presented each musician with a small sack of sugar in appreciation after the concert. This time the most unusual concert took place on a field in the mountains. “The surroundings provided a magnificent natural sound. The audience showed up on horseback with their children. They sat on their horses throughout the performance.” Jesus leaned forward to pour us all rum. “These were guajiros,” country people, “in the Sierra; they had never heard symphonic music before. They were stonefaced the whole time. We weren’t sure if they were simply being polite or if they were bored.” Laura set a fresh avocado and cucumber salad in the middle of the table. “At the end they applauded wildly and shouted for an encore. They wanted us to play the same symphony again. They didn’t know that there was more than one piece of music written for musicians like us. We called them the virgin audience.”

A big platter of delicious sliced fried pork arrived. The 1967 Cuban documentary, For the First Time, had a theme similar to the recent symphony tour. In it, some guajiritos—kids in the countryside—who had never seen a movie before were asked what they imagined a film to be. “It’s a mirage,” guessed one child. “There are pretty girls,” said another. “And handsome boys.” “They’re about great things in the city.” That evening the film crew set up a projector and folding chairs in the middle of Los Melos in northern Guantánamo province. The first film these Cubans ever saw was Modern Times, starring Charlie Chaplin. Kids stared wide-eyed at the screen, and laughed at Chaplin gnawing corn off a spinning machine. Mothers nursed their babies, and a little boy fell asleep on his big sister’s lap. What is a movie? At the end, a child responded as if he had watched the first earthling walk on the moon. “Something very pretty of great importance.”

“Yes, it was sort of like that,” Jesus said of the symphony trip to rural outposts. “We went in a chartered bus, but in a few places that the bus couldn’t reach we hired a truck to haul us and our equipment. We took our formal clothes with us, and also our guayaberas. Where it was simply too dusty and dirty, we played in tennies and jeans.” Corn tamales came next, served on yet another porcelain platter. I feared Laura and Jesus had blown a month’s food ration for the occasion, plus excess money at what remained of the open-market system. Their fine china and glasses sparkled, the cloth napkins were smooth from a recent ironing.

“We played for a brigade of city bus drivers working at a sugar mill. They are a notoriously tough bunch to please. They liked us a lot.” Do symphony musicians form a brigada to cut cane like everyone  else? “No—would you like some more salad?—because we’re so inexperienced that if we missed the cane and sliced our hands instead”—he demonstrated with an imaginary machete, hitting his fingers instead of the imaginary cane—“our musical life would be over.” By this time we were nibbling on fried plantains.

“We also played for the Brigada Fronteriza at Caimanera,” Cuba’s border patrol next to the U.S. navy base at Guantánamo Bay. And how did they respond? “Just like you’d expect military people to react.” He imitated a solemn soldier sitting bolt upright. “When it was over they politely applauded.”

Laura went into the kitchen. “She has time to make this dessert only once a year,” Jesus whispered. “It’s our favorite.” The international environmental scientist walked out with a wonderful pineapple pie, warm, flaky, juicy, and filling.

 

Tomás Fernández had suffered terribly since we last spoke at the National Library. We met in the lobby of the Capri. In the previous three days he had endured the following: a car had run over his dog, and the house where he lives with his mother—he is close to fifty—had been burglarized in broad daylight. His best pants were missing, along with a pair of shoes and some shirts. He was saddest about the loss of a cassette recorder that he used for interviewing subjects for books, and some family valuables.

“Did you report it to the PNR?” I asked, referring to the Policía Nacional Revolucionaria.

“Yes, but they have so many robberies these days.”

“Where was the CDR when you needed it?” That’s the Comité de Defensa de la Revolución, the often-vigilant block organizations charged with, among other things, keeping an eye out for unusual neighborhood goings-on.

Tomasito had every reason to badmouth his CDR. Instead, he took a broader view. “Well, these are the little things we need to do better.”

Fannie—the Chicago professor—and I took Tomásito to dinner at La Cecilia, a fancy restaurant at the west end of the Miramar district. We were seated under a canopy on a patio surrounded by bamboo shoots and tropical shrubbery. Diplomats and other well-dressed foreigners sat nearby. Earlier, the sound system in the Capri lobby had played a tape of ten different versions of the Cuban song “Guantanamera,” including the famous one by folk singer Pete Seeger and another by Julio Iglesias. “It’s a funny thing about ‘Guantanamera,’ ” Fernandez said. “Older Cubans associate it with Batista days when it was sung on the radio  every afternoon as part of a show announcing tragedies, murders, and crimes of passion.”

We spoke of literature, ice cream, religion, and sports. The conversation was animated and friendly, none of us reluctant to energetically disagree with the others. We were three citizens of the world ventilating its foibles over good food and dark rum. The talk drifted to travel and its pleasures. “Why,” I asked, “does the Cuban government make it so difficult for its citizens to leave the country?” This was the main complaint I had heard so far. Most said they had no intention of abandoning their homeland; they simply wanted to visit abroad to soak in different lands. Up to this point Tomasito had been candid, loyal, and revolutionary, critical only in constructive and understanding ways. My question, however, drew a silent and sideways smile. It meant that the answer was so clearly fraught with the basic flaws in the system that any response would acknowledge the illusion. The sideways smile is a vital element in Cuba’s facial vocabulary, a reply that by saying nothing says everything. Tomasito’s face slowly returned to normal.

“It’s not that the government doesn’t allow the people to leave,” he said, “it’s that the finances are simply not available. Besides, everything Cubans need is here.”

We took a cab back to Coppelia Park at Twenty-third and L, Havana’s Saturday night party central. Thousands of people wandered through the park, dancing on the streets, giggling, singing, screaming, joking. Hoots of laughter erupted, cars honked as they cruised by, and a policeman’s whistle nudged traffic along. Young kids raced around their cooing parents, stylishly dressed teenagers preened for each other, some moviegoers emerged from the Yara Theater while others watched another film projected on the wall of the Habana Libre. Everyone slurped ice cream.

“You know, you hear about human rights from all the foreign press,” Tomasito suddenly said as we waited for his bus. “They say how bad we have it here. I’d just like to make a film of all this.” He swept his arm over Coppelia Park. “You should have been here during Carnival. Thousands of people dancing all night, carrying on. It was wild! People enjoying themselves like crazy! Do they think we have no human rights?”

 

Human rights was just what David Evans had in mind. Evans, the U.S. State Department’s public relations man in Cuba, worked at the U.S. Interests Section. We met in the office of his boss, Jay Taylor,  whom I had just finished interviewing. Taylor, who would be leaving his post in a few weeks, interested me as much for his literary inclinations as for his role as the formal representative to a country with which we have no formal relations. He was a man with a portfolio, but nowhere to present it. His son is an author, and he himself had a book out about China and India. We talked about writings from and about Cuba, going back into the eighteenth century.

Taylor’s fourth-floor wall-to-wall picture window afforded him an unobstructed view of the bay. He could see the Malecón and kids playing in inner tubes in the water. A spyglass perched on a tripod in the middle of his office pointed to the Straits of Florida. Through it Taylor could discern the size, nationality, and sometimes the cargo of vessels coming into the Port of Havana. He leaned over the viewfinder, peered intently into the lens, and tinkered a bit with the angle. “Look,” he offered with a smile. “See that ship out there? That’s a Russian freighter.”

U.S. journalists on quick trips to Cuba call on Evans not only for the State Department line on Cuba, but also for any insight or shortcuts he can offer on the subtleties of the government and its people. When his information is off the record, he becomes “a Western diplomat.” Reporters with short visas and demanding bosses need all the time-savers they can find; Evans points them to the quickest stories most beneficial to his government. Few stories are easier to write and intimate a more global understanding than ones with “human rights” in their lead sentence. Evans’s previous post had been at the U. S. embassy in Moscow.

“I guess you know I’m the human rights man here,” Evans volunteered after reciting his boilerplate backgrounder on U.S. policy and Cuba. I had failed to mention the subject and he didn’t want me to leave without raising his most pressing issue. “I volunteered for it. I feel that strongly about it.” He described the situation as he saw it, the progress and setbacks he detected, and what the future portended. Then he ticked off a list of human rights groups and their leaders and offered to steer me toward any of them for an interview. The names were all familiar from dozens of news stories I’d clipped during the preceding few years, and now I had a better idea why.

Evans was a forceful proponent of his cause and made a strong case for its priority. Yet the hypocrisy of the State Department’s manipulation of the issue while simultaneously sabotaging the Cuban economy made Evans’s suggestion too uncomfortable. I did, however, ask about one group he had failed to mention—Ecopacifista, also known as  Sendero Verde (Green Path). Its orientation seemed to be world disarmament and ecological awareness rather than freeing wrongly imprisoned men and women of principle. Ecopacifista’s aims broadened the definition of human rights and gave more character to its cause. “That’s a very interesting group,” Evans said. Unlike many of the others, he added, its leader did not want to leave the country; he was content in Cuba.

At least two security cameras had focused on me when I entered the U.S. grounds; presumably they saw me leave, too. One, hidden right above the door to the Interests Section, allows the U.S. marine guard inside to see who wants in. The other, peeking from behind some permanently shut second-floor curtains in a Cuban security office across the street, provides the same information to Cuba’s Ministry of the Interior.

I stopped at a small neighborhood bakery on my way home to pick up two loaves of bread at thirty centavos each. During my entire stay, Cuba baked only one type of bread: white, long, hard crust, and little flavor. At the Socialism or Death bakery, next door to a pizzeria, I only had to wait in line ten minutes. ¡SOCIALISMO O MUERTE! seemed to be bannered above every bakery and produce stand, as well as half the buildings in town. Until recently the slogan had been ¡PATRIA o MUERTE!, fatherland or death; Fidel had changed the stakes. In Havana bread was still on the free market; outside the capital it had gone on the ration list to assure equal distribution of a dwindling supply. Like everyone else, I tore off a bite-size chunk to munch on as I left.

 

I saw La Plume a few mornings later. I walked the five short blocks to the writers union office passing one newsstand, two schools, three medical clinics, four busts of José Marti, and five bus routes. I didn’t see any jineteros or street urchins—the former, because they don’t hang out on Seventeenth Street, and the latter, because there were virtually none anywhere. La Plume said that with severe restrictions on government services, transportation, electricity, and even paper, that she would need a page or two outlining my intentions, interests, resources needed, and where I planned to go. “Your stay may be adversely affected by this,” she warned sweetly.

The only public photocopy machine I could find was in a basement photo studio across from the Habana Libre. It was open just a few hours a day; the line forming two hours before the door opened, and you had to leave your order overnight. A maximum of four copies per page was imposed.

I went to the photocopy and photo studio for some small mug shots for my visa. When I returned to pick them up the next day a man seated nearby said something incomprehensible to me except for the word “menudo.” I knew he wasn’t speaking of Puerto Rican Monkees or tripe and hominy soup. He kept motioning at the floor until it dawned on me that a couple of three peso notes had fallen from my pocket. Menudo, it turned out, means loose change in Caribbean Spanish, a distant cousin to any Spanish I had been exposed to previously. And in Cuba, it also meant spare chicken parts like necks and gizzards.

The vocabulary differs, and the pronunciation—what pronunciation? Cubans talk as if they have sweet potato in their mouth. This impression is nothing new; a visitor in the middle of the 1800s wrote that he didn’t like Spanish “as spoken by the common people of Cuba, in the streets. Their voices and intonations are thin and eager, very rapid, too much in the lips, and, withal, giving an impression of the passionate and childish combined.”

A few weeks after I arrived, Martin, who works for the Prensa Latina news service, and his wife, Sonia, an English teacher, took me to see a comedy troupe at the Karl Marx Theater. Five thousand Cubans laughed at the show’s quick skits, blackouts, and monologues, but this foreigner missed a lot; it was full of in-country humor, cubanismos,  and machine-gun Spanish. Fortunately my indulgent hosts helped me along. The revue lampooned the Communist way of running workplaces. Sonia said the material in the group’s previous show, a parody of official distinctions between foreigners and Cubans at vacation spots, had been better. Cubans call the separation “tourism apartheid.”

The entertainers at the Karl Marx enunciated clearly, but to my ear Cuba’s alphabet sprinted from R to T; they dropped all Ss and half of the other letters. I didn’t know if a redhead I met on the Malecón earlier that day bragged that her Dad was a pescador (fisherman) or a  pecador (sinner), whether Elvis had patillas (sideburns) or pastillas (pills). Someone told me how beautiful La Cascada Niagara (Niagara Falls) looked in a picture, and I thought he said la caca negra. Everywhere Spanish words spewed forth much like the incomprehensible Portuguese described by Moritz Thomsen in The Saddest Pleasure, “like the suckings and gushings of water swirling into a drain ... like the twitterings of sleeping birds, like an old black woman crooning, like an old fighter with his teeth knocked out.” Cuban Spanish has neither vowels nor consonants. It makes you wonder how they’d do on Wheel of Fortune.
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The Malecón redhead who had the sinner/fisherman father said she worked the night shift on a construction crew. She and I met at the Socialism or Death snack bar where we were both in line for an empanada, which we got, and a soft drink, which after a twenty minute wait, we didn‘t—they had run out. She came from Baracoa on the northeast coast. She was attractive in a sullen sort of way, and wore a loose blouse over a dry bathing suit. She took my notepad and coyly wrote “bay” and “marina” and “Hemingway.” Isn’t this cute, I thought, all these words have to do with The Old Man and the Sea, a book familiar to every Cuban. A wedding party drove past us. The lead cars, showroom clean ’57 Chevys, were decked out in crepe paper, followed by a half dozen somber Ladas and one infirm early 1950s Packard. As the newlyweds partied by, an acquaintance of the redhead walked up, and she took off with him.

Later I thought about the encounter. You fool, I said to myself. B-a-y is pronounced buy in Spanish, and “marina” and “Hemingway” go together. Marina Hemingway was not, as I had previously thought, the author’s granddaughter, but an expansive yacht club west of town for foreigners, with pricey boutiques, condos, fancy restaurants, and glittering nightclubs. She wanted me to bay her things at Marina Hemingway. She was a prostitute.

 

A family emergency brought me back to the States for two weeks, and by the time I cleared Cuban customs on my return at three A.M., all the cabs were gone. A middle-aged woman in a flower print dress furtively motioned me over; she and her husband could help if I needed a ride into town. Pesos or dollars? Silly question. I agreed to ten of the latter, a fair price given the circumstances, and she pointed to a street corner a block away. They knew this was illegal, a private car picking up a foreigner for dollars. Two minutes later a beautiful black ’53 Cadillac Eldorado pulled up. I followed my luggage into the roomy backseat and we headed to town.

The previous morning the government had dropped a bomb: gasoline was being cut way back. An oil tanker due from the Soviet Union had failed to materialize and transportation throughout the country was at a standstill; just about every pump around town was dry. The situation was that precarious.

“I filled up two days ago,” my freelance cabbie said, “so I’ve got enough to get to town.” The Caddy needs a paint job, he said.

“All Havana needs one. Don’t apologize. It’s a terrific car.” It was also about the only one on Havana’s streets that night.

The couple ran a gypsy cab service corralling foreigners at the airport for dollar fares. Both had day jobs. A Ministry of the Interior report the previous spring assailed this “second economy,” labeling it “underground capitalism.” Black marketeers, such as my private taxistas, weren’t just “individuals leading a life of crime,” the report asserted, but “a spontaneous political movement of highly explosive counterrevolutionary force.” Instead of pulling up to the Focsa’s building’s lighted entrance, the counterrevolutionary force parked across the street. They doused the car’s ceiling light before taking my money.

I was beginning to get a sense of the hidden economy, this intricate flow of goods and dollars that brushed all of daily life. At a party one evening I saw a platter with a wide assortment of normally unobtainable fruit that bore an uncanny resemblance to the buffet tray at the Habana Libre. Money changers, prostitutes, wildcat taxis. Cuba was full of victimless crimes and crimeless victims. Comparison to the U.S. is invidious and senseless. In many ways Cuba was in far better shape than other Latin American countries.

 

The next morning the streets of Havana looked like a science fiction movie—the part right after everyone flees in terror. No cars whizzed by where heavy traffic had been the rule, no trucksful of city workers herded to the countryside to harvest potatoes. A family could picnic smack in the middle of the Malecón and not inhale any exhaust fumes. You’d think every tire in town was flat. The classical station played a symphonic version of “I’ve Got Plenty of Nothin’,” and the weekly best-seller list showed that Cuba’s most popular novel was a new translation of William Faulkner’s 1936 Absalom, Absalom! The best-known writer on the nonfiction list was Che Guevara, whose Guerrilla Warfare had slipped a notch from the top spot.

That week I returned from my morning Malecón walks through some narrow back streets in the Centro and Vedado neighborhoods. Mothers were out early walking their children to the first day of the fall semester. Housewives clutching plastic bags lined up to fill empty bottles at the Socialism or Death milk dispensary. Each held her ration book going in, and some fresh milk going out. I asked the man in charge if his milk was strictly rationed or whether I could buy some as a free-market product. To complicate matters, I had no empties to trade in, and no bag in which to carry full ones. I think he took pity  on me, for he sold me two bottles of fresh milk for two and a half pesos, including the price of the bottles, and he found a bag for me. I reminded myself always to carry a crumpled-up plastic bag in my pocket; you never know when you’ll run into milk, pineapple, or bread.

The Bar-Cafeteria Detroit, an open-air, Category IV restaurant, was two blocks farther on. (There are seven categories of restaurants, one being the fanciest.) A car dealership had once been across the street, said the counterman, hence the establishment’s name. For ten centavos I got a thimbleful of morning coffee, the only item on the board at that hour. The domestic blend in this poor land of rich café is cut with chicory. Like many coffee-producing countries, Cuba exports its purest grade. Regardless, the cafecito was a perfect pick-me-up. A table at the Bar-Cafeteria Detroit was perfect for watching Havana awaken.

Havana had prettied itself up for a big United Nations conference on crime. Delegates had arrived from all UNESCO countries except the United States and Oman. Evans at the Interests Section in Havana thought the U.S. should have participated. When change comes to Cuba, he said, “it will be hardliner against hardliner, and by taking part in the conference we could start to open up the middle ground.” Anyone who wanted to come to the conference from the States had to request permission from a bureaucrat in Washington called the Chief of Licensing, Cuban Assets Control Regulations, Department of Treasury. The travel blockade created its own officialdom.

 

Teenage Bulgarian girls roller-skated down my hall, a Czechoslovakian woman joked with the elevator operator, and a Soviet boy wanted to practice his English on me. His father worked for Tass. “What is the right answer when I say ‘How are you?’ ” he asked as we descended from the twenty-sixth floor. “Is it ‘Very good, thank you,’ or ‘Very well, thank you’?” Fortunately some Chinese got on before I could answer, and when we reached the lobby the sovietico darted out to play. The Soviet embassy complex in Miramar included a school with 1,500 students. Buses met some of them in front of the Focsa building every morning. Other foreign children went either to regular public schools or to the English-language International School of Havana. ISH, also in Miramar, schooled 120 students from twenty-seven countries in two reconditioned mansions. (Hungary had the most, sixteen.) There was one twelfth-grader, from Ecuador. The director is British, the staff Cuban.

Unlike just about any other school in the country, the international  school has a photocopy machine. When they need supplies, they fax or telex the States and the goods come down by U.S. diplomatic pouch. The IHS has a computer room, with Macintoshes donated by the U.S. Interests Section. The nineteen teachers get a base salary of 250 pesos monthly plus “responsibility allowances” for sitting guard duty, tutoring, or overseeing extracurricular activity, paid in divisa—hard currency—certificates. These highly prized certificados can be used in dollar shops. “There’s also a formula for paying them dollars based on length of service,” said Linda Daly, the school’s director, “plus more dollars for teaching night school. In Cuba there is a complete and utter neurosis over the currency situation. Students pay in hard currency unless their parents’ income is in pesos. Three fourths of the enrollment here pay in divisa. The tuition is $1,200 a term.” Daly lit up a luxury length Rothman International. “I can’t tell you how devastated I am that this is the last pack in town. The Diplotienda,” a hard-currency department store, “appears to no longer stock it. This means more to me than the petrol crisis.”

The curriculum at the International School of Havana is modeled after conventional U.S. schools. Ninth through twelfth grades are taken mail order from the High School Study Project at the University of Nebraska at Lincoln. The IHS has one other distinction: it is the only school in Cuba with no bust of José Marti.

Instead of going directly home I took a bus—two other passengers paid to board, four didn’t—to San Lázaro Avenue, near where my map showed a little cul-de-sac called Hamel. A friend in the States spells his name similarly, and I thought I’d visit his street. To get to Hamel I passed another Socialism or Death bakery, a building with José Martí’s likeness in the window, and a man on the next corner selling used records. His collection included Bobby Vinton, Mario Lanza, Stevie Wonder, and Sammy Kaye.

Hamel was hard to find at first; it’s hidden in the backstreets of the Cayo Hueso neighborhood. A drizzle began to fall through the dusk, and I thought a quick walk-through would be more than sufficient for my purposes. I was already composing a postcard to my friend: “The street with your name is two blocks long, with the obligatory slogans championing the Revolution (rah-rah-rah) and a bodeguita selling rice and other staples. The houses are in severe need of a paint job, and they all have bright flowers on second-story balconies.”

Instead I was confronted by a mural the length of a football field, overpowering in theme, presence, and execution. It was strong enough to physically stop me in my tracks, as if a lightning bolt had welded  me to the ground. In a country where public art, especially on walls, looks as if it were almost all from the same brush, this mural on Hamel stood out for its intensity and intimacy.

Swirls of smoke, water, limbs, eyes, and roots swarm around feathers, goddesses, serpents, and sacrifices. Deities Yemayá and Ochun of the Yoruba sect entwine, others from the Abakuá dominate adjoining segments of the mural. The mural illustrates one man’s interpretation of santeria, the slippery and enormously popular religion intractably part of the country’s daily life. Afro-Cuban beliefs, which came from what is now Nigeria, have evolved into a tradition firmly rooted throughout Cuba and surrounding lands. The mural on Hamel takes personal santeria values and gives them public vitality. A note from the artist, in small letters on the mural’s edge, said the work was painted from April 21 to July 24, 1990. He had wanted to complete it in time for the July 26 celebration of the 1953 guerrilla assault on the Moncada Barracks, the losing effort that nevertheless signaled the beginning of the Revolution.

A neighbor in a Miami Dolphins jersey came over as I stood admiring the wall. “You like it? It was done by a man on the street here. Originally it was a blank wall. The muchachos painted bad words up there. If you want, I can introduce you to the artist.” Just then a man leaned out of a distant third-floor window above and behind the work. “That’s him right there.”

“I’ll be right down,” the man in the window yelled. And so began a warm friendship with Salvador González, who takes his influences from santería, Che Guevara, and contemporary art, whose frustrations with his country’s shortcomings match his will to survive in it.

The work had been completed only a few months earlier, and Salvador González was interested in critiques. González, in his early forties, was ready to spend half the night explaining his art and its inspiration to anyone who would listen. “I started at ten o’clock every morning and sometimes I didn’t stop until two or three the next morning. After a while, neighbors kept me going with coffee, snacks, even paint, and at night they shined a light to help me work after dark fell. I didn’t have a blueprint or any paper. The bases of my work are the cultos sincreticos,” the syncretic cults that make up santería. “I simply did it from my own feelings.”

Feelings are part of the Hamel history. Filin, nothing more than a Spanish transliteration of “feeling,” was a style of singing influenced by crooners such as Nat “King” Cole, and developed in the 1940s in  the home of musician Tirso Diaz, who lived on the street. Hamel was named for a turn-of-the-century American in the rag trade.

I asked Gonzalez if the city had subsidized his elaborate project but got no answer; he wanted to talk art. “I used an airbrush and a compressor. I’ve done other painting with the same theme. Sometimes I’m called on to paint bodies so they have a santero sense about them when they dance. This is my gift to humanity. I bet there isn’t a mural dedicated to Afro-Cuban culture in the United States, is there? I want to show that Afro-Cuban is a living religion, even in a Communist society. I’m a member of the Cuban Association of Artisans and Artists.”

By this time we were upstairs in his small apartment. His wife, Maritza, a leather worker, brought out some coffee, and we sat on padded wicker chairs next to the window overlooking Hamel. González wore silk socks and a silk windbreaker that said “Porsche” on it. He played a videotape of a Cubavisión documentary about religion in Cuba. A government-sponsored survey concluded that far more than half of all Cubans were creyentes, believers, the catch-all category encompassing Catholics, santeros, Protestants, Jews, Jehovah’s Witnesses, and others. Gonzalez was interviewed about the fluidity of Afro-Cuban beliefs. He had no use for the sideways smile.

“Remember, one of the first things you asked me was if the city underwrote this. No. I did it on my own. It’s a noble calling. When you sell your book, you get paid for it. I get paid by the admiration of the people who pass by here. All these people who have talked with me about Afro-Cuban beliefs, I want to help them. They come from all over the world.” He got out his address book with its calling cards from professors and journalists in Europe, the States, and Latin America. “But I have never heard from any of them. They film here, they take photographs. I understand there was an article in a German magazine about my work, but I never see these things.

“I know the mail system here is bad, but not once have I heard from these people. Is it asking too much that those who take from here should send back a copy of what they’ve done? Sometimes I feel like I live on another planet. I don’t get paid for my work. The work others do using my help is my only curriculum vitae.”

His poodle, Yaco, wet from the rain and almost too friendly, ran up to us. González climbed to the loft to get a shirt for me; mine was soaked from the rain and we made a temporary swap. Maritza went for more coffee. “I’d love to hear about new techniques among muralists  in other countries. Someone told me about a new sort of paint for exterior walls; is it so? I want to continue to paint murals in Cuba.”

 

Isabel Allende’s Of Love and Shadows entered the best-seller list at number two that week, replacing a novel by Christine Nöstlinger, an Austrian writer. Seeds of Fire, an assortment of eyewitness accounts of the Revolution, fell from number one to number five on the nonfiction list. A collection of fiction by Anaïs Nin, who lived her young years in Cuba, had just been released. Would the book have been released had her opinions been fully ventilated? “Cubans are the most cynical, callous people in the world,” she wrote in her diary after returning in the early 1920s. “As a rule [they] hold no respect for art, and still less for poetry.”

With that in mind, I went over to the writers and artists union to see Barnet, who had just come back from his trip to China. We were to meet in time for the daily lunch hour, where UNEAC members can get a decent meal for about fifty centavos. Virtually every workplace in the country has a kitchen and dining hall for employees to eat together cheaply. I showed up fifteen minutes late, early by Cuban standards, for which Barnet gently berated me. He always gave the impression that he was late for his next appointment, that his wearisome life would finally fall into place if he could just make it through the day. He keeps twenty-five Chihuahuas in the hilly countryside and a temperate schedule in tropical Havana.

The food line had grown so long that instead of waiting in it we closeted ourselves in La Plume’s office while she was at lunch. Barnet’s English was impeccable, groomed in Cuba and perfected in the States. His novel La vida real, about a Cuban in New York, had been researched during the months he lived in Greenwich Village in the mid-1980s on a Guggenheim Fellowship. He speaks with a fair amount of American slang; when I told him I wanted to make a sweep through the country, he paused as if he hadn’t heard “sweep” used in that context before. He absorbed it with a quick grin, and incorporated it into his vocabulary.

I repeated the warning La Plume had given me before, that the Ministry of Foreign Affairs wanted to know my plans to see to what extent they might impinge upon the country’s resources. “Surely one person—”

Miguel cut me off. “I must give you a gentle warning. You may not be able to do some things. It is a terrible time here, and things  will get worse. When people realize that they have nothing to eat, well, I don’t know what will happen. I can travel around the world to China, but when I return I can’t even get the gas to visit my dogs outside Havana. I don’t know why I stay”—he threw up his arms—“but I love it. I love the craziness of it.”

His trip to China at the invitation of that country’s writers union had gone well. “It was wonderful,” he said. “I saw an integrated economy work. They have goods from the West and quality homemade goods.”

Barnet had once distinguished himself for his country by agreeing to debate Armando Valladares at a human rights conference in Geneva. Valladares, a prisoner in Cuban jails whose release after more than twenty years followed an international campaign, wrote Against All Hope when he got out and, by special Act of Congress, became a U.S. citizen and America’s human rights delegate before the United Nations. His book, a powerful expose of Cuba’s internal security system and its prisons, has been attacked for its inventive accounts and severe distortions. It made its point forcefully, though, and became a best seller in many countries. “I made a fool of him,” Barnet recalled of their confrontation. “I started talking in English, and he asked me to speak in Spanish. Why? I said. You’re now an American citizen. You’re the representative of the American people at this conference, you’re their ambassador. I’m speaking your language. Valladares got so flustered he got up and left. All the reporters there laughed at him.”

I asked Barnet about Jacobo Timerman’s visit; he remembered Timerman as sensitive to subtleties in the government and very critical of Fidel. “I should be in his book. I gave him a copy of La vida real  and he loved it.”

Barnet wanted to know if I had been bothered by jineteros in the streets. Somewhat, I replied, but I tried to ignore them or turn their harassment into a conversation.

He was glad I had found a good place to live so quickly and easily. Originally I had naively told him I hoped to persuade a Cuban family with a spare bedroom to take me in as a lodger. He cautioned me that some families might be a bit suspicious of a U.S. writer. “Or their neighbors might. Not that the police would come—they don’t do that anymore. But it would be unusual.” As for the street hustlers, “Better watch it. I’ve only been robbed once. I was in Barcelona, and my passport was taken.”

Cuba has three types of passports—regular citizens’ passports, which  are very difficult to come by; diplomatic ones, which go only to the foreign service; and red ones, used as a one-time only travel document when representing Cuba in some international event. “Red. Of all the stupid choices,” Barnet said with great amusement. “That’s like a magnet to immigration officials, to be from Cuba and have a red passport. ”

The conversation turned to artists. His voice lowered. “There is a new movement of Cuban artists, young ones, who are doing art that is highly critical of the system. They’re becoming well known. It’s not quite underground, and no one’s critical of it, but it is gaining in notoriety, and,” he repeated with an arch of the eyebrow, “it is highly critical of the system.” He was too discreet to give me names.

 

A major campaign, urging thrift with all resources got underway. Signs in front of apartment houses exhorted us to SAVE TEN PERCENT MONTHLY of our electricity consumption. The Friar Andrade hospital, according to the daily Tribuna, “is one of the first centers in the health sector that has begun to apply energy-saving measures in response to the government’s call during this special period in a time of peace.” Savings were reported in gasoline and in the laundry, the kitchen, and offices, where unnecessary lighting and air-conditioning had been curtailed. A headline in another paper, accompanying a picture of a viewer nodding out in front of his television, urged, “If You’re Not Going to Watch It, Turn It Off!” The article suggested cutting back on television viewing and making sure all lights in other rooms are off when it’s on. “Use all your psychological resources to convince the youngsters not to use the television like a radio. A television uses ten times more electricity than a radio.... Remember, you don’t need a lot of light to watch television. A conveniently located twenty-watt fluorescent lamp makes for an agreeable setting that won’t hurt your vision.” The article neglected to mention that twenty-watt fluorescent bulbs were almost impossible to find. Precipitating the entire crisis was the turmoil within the Soviet Union, the arrival of whose oil tankers were less and less reliable.

Veronica called that evening. She’s a Russian translator who lives in the Focsa building. She often waters Ron’s plants when he goes out of town. Her television was broken, she said; could her teenage son come up to watch Roque Santeiro, the captivating Brazilian soap opera, at 9:45? Ron had a lousy Soviet black-and-white TV, but it worked. I let Andre in and walked across the street to the Hotel Victoria to  call the States and desperately try to salvage the cornerstone of a crumbling romance back home. I felt like a character in a Graham Greene story, the utterly out-of-place foreigner at the front desk of a fancy hotel in a third-world dictatorship, yelling in English over a bad overseas line while the bewildered native help in their starched uniforms stare, and the other foreigners in the lobby pretend they’re not listening while I gesture wildly, tears welling. Well, it was not a pretty sight.

For solace, I indulged in some ice cream at Coppelia Park. The first line, in which you buy your ticket (fifty centavos a scoop), was only five minutes long. The second line, at the end of which you turn in your ticket for a cone, had an interminable delay while the hapless attendant waited for a new bucket of ice cream; swirl, this time. It was worth the wait, however, for never before had I seen someone dish out ice cream in public while wearing a Che button. I got another cone.

 

La Plume de Matanzas had my letter of introduction ready. In a country where your identification depends largely on your place of work, credentials aligning me with the writers union became an immeasurable help. Whenever I mentioned to acquaintances that I was in their country under the auspices of UNEAC, they’d nod respectfully and say, “Ah, la UNEAC.” With La Plume’s letter I could walk in unannounced on officials and get at least a cordial response. Without it, I might be entangled in a bureaucratic web in which one factotum miscommunicated on my behalf with another until one of us gave up.

The top of the UNEAC stationery, like all government letterhead, gave the date followed by “Año 32 de la Revolución,” thirty-second year of the Revolution. This notion that the age of enlightenment commenced January 1, 1959, with the abdication of Fulgencio Batista has been institutionalized not just on paper but on billboards, in periodicals, and over the air. For some, that was indeed Genesis; many times, reflecting on the improvements in their lives since the Revolution, I heard Cubans say with biblical fervor, “In the beginning...”

The key words in La Plume’s letter were, “Sr. Miller is preparing a series of magazine articles and also a book about Cuba. We would greatly appreciate your cooperation in helping him meet these objectives.” When she handed over the letter, La Plume mentioned that she would be evaluating my outline of activities with the head of the North American section of the foreign ministry, and said I should  come back the following week for the verdict. But from now on, she added, I could no longer buy my noontime meal at UNEAC; due to the countrywide austerity program, workplace lunchrooms could no longer feed outsiders.

I flashed the new letter from La Plume that evening at a Llamamiento. The Llamamiento, or “Calling,” was a series of meetings sponsored by the Communist Party in order to gather proposals for discussion at its next Party Congress. Llamamientos took place at night for neighborhood people, during the day at community centers for retirees, and in workplaces for laborers at every level to make their feelings known. Everyone had an opportunity to attend at least one Llamamiento.

Grassroots democracy, as the Llamamientos were occasionally called, got off to a terrible start. Most people in this country of wide-ranging private views on everything from the designated hitter to the Soviet invasion of Afghanistan simply didn’t feel comfortable speaking out in public. The Party acknowledged this, and reissued its call, urging Cubans to bitch away. The only taboo subjects were multiparty government and socialism itself. I showed up at a building run by the Ministry of Education for a neighborhood Llamamiento to see if a guest could sit in. A man at the front desk looked at the writers union letter and promised to pass my request on to the Party delegate when he showed up that evening.

I spent the afternoon at Colon Cemetery, one of the most colorful burial grounds in the Americas. I was looking for the tomb of José Raúl Capablanca, “the chess machine,” Cuba’s international grand master. A fictionalized biography of the world champion was to be published soon, and I wanted to get in touch with the man. Colón Cemetery extends for acres and acres with graves going back to the mid-1800s. Street names mark the footpaths. The mausoleums of the more wealthy deceased are overrun with abstract designs, curlicues, and heavy-handed religious symbolism. A gravedigger pointed me toward Eighth Street between A and B, where I found Capablanca in his usual resting place. Chiseled in front of the large aboveground tomb were his dates, name, andCAMPEÓN MUNDIAL 
1921 A 1927





A five-foot white marble rook stood on top of Capablanca’s final home, daring anyone to go for his king. It was a fitting monument to the  man who said, “There have been many times in my life when I came very near thinking that I could not lose even a single game.”

Late-summer rains continued that afternoon. When clouds burst, rain poured in sheets throughout Havana. Pedestrians ran for shelter, parasols became umbrellas, and my bus was the only traffic moving on Twenty-third Street. Laundry hanging on balconies got drenched. Waves roared over the seawall onto the Malecón itself, inundating anyone walking or driving. Curbside gutters drowned under ravines. Cops rerouted traffic. Full-throated thunder snapped off power. Windows and doorways filled with habaneros—the people of Havana—watching the spectacle with Caribbean pride, as if the deluge was meant just for them. After dark a dreamy fragrance billowed through town.

Following an evening with Fidel in the mid-1960s, Graham Greene concluded that Castro was “an empirical Marxist, who plays Communism by ear and not by book.” If that were still true, el comandante  would get an earful at neighborhood coffee shops like the San Juan at Infanta and Twenty-fifth. The San Juan is L-shaped, one leg a bar that serves only rum, the other, a café. The latter was run by tall, thin, harried Florencio, who wore a white shirt stained by a full day behind the counter, and his wife, María, cheerful and chubby with well-coiffed red hair and dangling earrings. The first five minutes of our conversation duplicated the same give-and-take that I ran into everywhere; I was so accustomed to it I could have typed up the script beforehand. Sooner or later, however, natural inquisitiveness always gave way to individual personalities, and every chat took on its own contours. The contour at the San Juan went haywire when María laughed and said she wanted to marry me and move to Florida.

I looked over at Florencio. “Take her,” he said as if shooing a cat off the counter, “take her!” He was enjoying this as much as she and more than I.

“But what if I like it here? Maybe I’d like us to settle in Cuba instead of the States.” Carlos, the waiter, put my plate of white rice and a ground sardine sandwich down on the counter. Total cost: sixty-five centavos.

“Okay,” said Maria, “we’ll visit the U.S. and I’ll stay there and you can come back here if you want.”

Pedro, two stools down, found this especially funny. “Say, did you hear the one about the speech he gave in the plaza?” he asked, stroking a nonexistent beard. “ ‘God willing,’ he said, ‘we’ll have enough bags of rice for everyone.’

“Younger brother Raúl leaned over and whispered: ‘Pssst, Fidel—there is no God.’

“ ‘That’s okay, hermanito. There’re no bags of rice, either.’ ”

Florencio sneaked me a shot of rum past the barrier separating the café from the bar.

On the way over to the Llamamiento a dark blue ’57 Chevrolet Bel Air hardtop splashed by, followed by an Olds 88 Golden Rocket from the same year. (Castro and his entourage traveled in a fleet of Oldsmobiles the first few years.) I had become inured to cars from the late 1950s. At first, of course, the pre-1959 cars cast an automotive time warp over the capital. Was this a movie set or a real city? Cars missing from American highways for decades lined every block. Often I’d go up close to inspect them, admire the dashboard, run my fingers along a tail fin and, if they had one, stand on the running board. If the owner was looking under the hood I’d join him, just for a glimpse of the last and greatest of that generation’s high-horsepower cars.

The ‘57 Chevy, one of the most recognizable machines from that period, has Y-shaped chrome running the length of the car. Like rock ’n’ roll songs from the same era, each car evoked smothered memories. A smiling Ozzie and Harriet came to mind, snapping their fingers in the back of the auditorium to Ricky’s band. But surrounded by so many cars from those days, I began to hold out for stronger stuff—only early 1950s or even 1940s cars would satisfy me.

Seventy-five middle-aged people responded to the neighborhood Llamamiento. The meeting had been going on for more than an hour when an official saw me trying to slip in unnoticed behind a bust of José Marti. “This is the North American journalist we discussed,” he announced to the gathering. “He will be joining us to observe our meeting.” I flashed a half smile and a Queen Elizabeth wave and took a seat as a woman in light slacks stood up to state her gripe.

“Now, I’m a Communist and a revolutionary, but we have problems.” She turned to face the audience. “These cutbacks in electricity are unfair. For years all the neighborhood children have come to my house and used my phonograph and watched my television. I’ve always welcomed them. But now I have to cut back ten percent of my electricity. Since I use the most I lose the most. That’s not right.”

“Do you have a resolution to propose?” the Party member running the show asked. She didn’t.

Another lady spoke about the women’s federation. “It should be restructured. The way it is now, it doesn’t help us.”

A man in a loose guayabera complained about the erratic and poorly  maintained public transportation system. “We can’t rely on it. You never know if a bus is coming or not.”

At other Llamamientos workers complained about the food ration system, the quality of clothes, and imperious officials elected to community posts. Will the Party accept religious believers, end discrimination against Cubans at international tourist spots, and root out corruption? School facilities, workplace standards, and bureaucracies were attacked.

Whenever the woman in light slacks rose, silent groans said, “Here she goes again.” A parliamentarian turned almost every issue raised into a resolution. By the time I left at 11:30 P.M., close to a dozen resolutions had passed, to be sent along with literally hundreds of thousands of others to Party headquarters.

Fabián Cisneros, a Party functionary, ran after me to explain the mechanics. “Each resolution is entered in a computer. The Party machinery weeds out the duplicates and determines patterns. They scientifically analyze public tendencies. This way every resolution is registered. This is a new process for us. We take it very seriously.”

 

The juices of once forbidden fruit were still tasty but no longer startling. I was slowly growing accustomed to living in Havana; it ceased to be a taboo city. My bus etiquette improved. Not only were twisted street patterns emerging from the complex routes, but the protocol of riding became clearer, too. Passengers boarded through middle and rear doors as well as the front. Riders conscientious enough to pay simply handed their fares forward, trusting others along the way to give the money to the next compafiero until it reached the driver. By taking part in this simple activity I felt slightly more integrated into the city’s everyday hurly-burly.

Sidewalk second-hand book carts gave me an opening to talk with other browsers. Most carts carried text and history books, and one I frequented in Centro Habana also carried a wide range of literature, including works by Mark Twain, Langston Hughes, H. G. Wells, and Daniel Defoe. A fellow I chatted with there pointed out a Venezuelan book about Ecuador that I’d been looking for for years. In the upstairs gallery at Fototeca, the country’s photography institute, an exhibit of turn-of-the-century pictures of Mexico by American photographer Charles B. Waite prompted conversations about the Aztec country, as Mexico was often called. Cuba began to feel less alien.

Yet Havana began to feel more stifling, and not just because of the heat and humidity. While the differences between it and other Latin  American cities were increasingly obvious, so too were the similarities. No one likes perpetually crowded streets, diesel fumes, long lines, overbearing slogans, and paperwork attached to everything bigger than a scoop of butterscotch ice cream. (Come to think of it, each cone required paperwork, too.) Everyone assured me that when I got to the countryside I’d see the real Cuba. Not that Havana wasn’t real—it was all too real—but to know Havana was not the same as understanding Cuba. For that, I needed to go the provinces.

Cienfuegos was my first goal, and from there I could branch out to a dozen other places. “I am tired of loafing about Havana,” wrote New Englander Edwin F. Atkins, a landowner from New England on his first trip to the island in 1869, “and will be glad to get over to Cienfuegos and have something to do.” Exactly.

On my way over to see Salvador González, the muralist, to exchange shirts and fill him in on my travel plans, I stopped at a snack bar on Zanja Street. People were eating a delicious-looking cake called tatienof,  a word whose origin no one could ascertain despite its suspiciously Russian sound. The open-air diner seated forty customers on malt shop stools. The menu, handwritten on paper, slid into place on a wooden placard. Tatienof was one of two items; the other was cold milk.  Tatienof, when it finally arrived, proved to be a light chocolate cake, moist, almost creamy. I was sorry I had ordered just one. The menu at these places changes hour to hour.

A few days earlier in Habana Vieja I had stopped in a little restaurant whose offerings included something called chu—not cha or Che, but simply chu. I was game. “How many?” the waitress asked. “Pues,” I hesitated, “dame tres.” Whatever chu was, one person ordering three didn’t raise an eyebrow. Chu turned out to be little bite-size puff pastries whose cheesy inside, halfway between meringue and cream cheese, was almost bitter. They cost thirty centavos apiece.

Tatienof also cost thirty centavos, and the milk, thick and rich, another nineteen centavos. I paid a harried-looking fellow who seemed to do everything slowly—take orders, fill them, pour milk, and wash dishes. Three other workers milled about, watching, not doing much. On occasion one would go into the back room and bring out another tray of tatienof, but just as often the harried slow-mover did that, too. Castro was aware of this phenomenon. “Cubans are the most hospitable, friendly, and attentive people in the world,” he said at the dedication of a tourist facility. “But as soon as you put a waiter’s uniform on them, they become terrible.”

Gonzalez could wait for his shirt. I was busy eyeballing an ageless Zephyr, a red compact British Ford. It looked like it was still dragging its original exhaust pipe. Farther down the block a red-and-white 1950 Chevy Deluxe squeezed next to the curb. Venetian blinds covered the rear window. Metal stars were soldered to the gas flap and fenders. The car, according to the rear chrome plate, came from Helms, a dealership in Grand Rapids, Michigan.

Then I met Raúl. He stood on Prado, the wide, tree-lined, European boulevard that stretches from the Malecón up past the Academy of Science—originally Cuba’s capitol, modeled on the U.S. Capitol. Raúl was taking care of his immaculate gray four-door ’48 Plymouth Deluxe when I walked up. He insisted I get in the driver’s seat while he darted around to the passenger’s seat. He showed me which dashboard features came from the factory and which he had improvised. He showed off the original hood latch and sideview mirror, and pressed the starter button. He had installed a fan on the floor that worked straight off the battery, and hid the radio in the glove compartment. “It’s safer there.”

The right side of the front window was somewhat shattered. “A few months ago some young thieves tried to break into the car. They didn’t get anything. I saw them and came running before anything happened.” We got back out and he continued the tour of the Plymouth’s exterior. His car was a year younger than I, and in better condition. If Plymouth ever reopens a Havana showroom, Raúl would make a terrific salesman.

Raúl drove an interprovincial truck for a living. Had I seen the rest of the country yet? Not yet, and I’m anxious to, I replied. By this time his wife, Leonor, had joined the conversation. We were just three  habaneros leaning against an old car on the Prado pasando el rato, chewing the fat. They had parked in front of the Arab League of Havana art gallery, cultural center, and restaurant. Would it be possible for me to hitch a ride to another part of the country? Leonor encouraged the idea, but Raúl downshifted a bit. Well, it would have been until a little while ago, but now with the massive gasoline cutbacks the authorities are tightening up on our trips, our cargo, everything. I mentioned that I wanted to go to Cienfuegos. “Oh! That’s not so far away. Maybe we could do that.” He asked for my number, but I never heard from him.

Gonzalez had my shirt hanging, newly washed. He motioned me to take a seat while a journalist visiting from Buenos Aires interviewed him about art and Afro-Cuban religion. The talk drifted to Che Guevara, the Revolution’s authentic guerrilla hero. Guevara was the Argentine doctor who made a house call on Cuba in late 1956 and didn’t leave until the patient appeared healthy some ten years later. He was killed by Bolivian soldiers as he tried to get another guerrilla revolt under way. “When I was a youngster,” González told the Argentine, “I was visiting my cousin out in the countryside once and he started yelling, ‘Look! There’s Che!’ We all waved at him. He was in a car driving by. We could see his hair and his hat, but I’ll never forget his smile. You know, the people who killed him failed to realize that by killing him he became that much brighter. He was the energy of this country, he was the electricity that charged us all. Was the electricity and is, too. I love him. The guerrilla Che meant so much for Cuba and for us all personally.”

González took us into another room to show us his most recent painting, Olokun, the masked androgynous master of the seas. Highly sexual and intensely Afro-Cuban, it featured water, clouds, eyes, and smooth undulating body parts. González planned to donate it to a Cuban-Peruvian friendship group. “They’re doing something honorable—they will sell it, and the proceeds will help people in the poor  barrios of Lima. ”

The pencil and airbrush work looked like it had taken a week or more to complete. “Do you really think so?” He laughed in appreciation. “It took me one day. I started it first thing in the morning and by nightfall I was done.”

 

La Plume never reported back on her conversation with the foreign ministry about my plans. Instead, after some weeks she handed me my passport, whose visa had been extended a few more months. Technically it had expired the previous day, but when I pointed this out to her she laughed at my anxiety. “Don’t worry, no one will lock you up for having a visa overdue by one day.” I didn’t tell her, but that’s exactly what happened to an American visitor I had heard about, a Communist Party member enthusiastic about the Revolution. He had overstayed his visa, and when authorities learned about it, click—jail.

Fortunately I had UNEAC and Fidel on my side; the writers union by authorizing my visa, and Fidel, by a front-page comment he made: “Now, in order to visit Cuba, you must be brave and have deep-rooted convictions.” At the time he was speaking to the rector of the University of San Marcos in Peru, who was awarding him an honorary degree, but it applied to me, too.

To note, however, that a comment by Fidel made the front page is  to overstate the obvious. In addition to all his other titles, Fidel Castro is also editor in chief of Cuba. His speeches, sojourns, and associations set the national media’s agenda. When he clears his throat, it’s news, and when he visits a school, clinic, factory, construction site, military camp, farm, or research laboratory, a front-page story invariably heralds the visit, leading to a center spread with pictures, text, and reports of normally calm Cubans squealing with delight. My files bulge with such stories, among them: a twelve-hour sweep through Villa Clara Province covered in two pages accompanied by nine photographs, eight featuring Fidel; a visit to a trade fair showing off the country’s sophisticated medical equipment—good for two pages in which el comandante manages to appear in all nine photographs; and a story about a day trip to some farms that spills over three and a half of the newspaper’s first five pages, in which Fidel shows up in a perfect fourteen of fourteen photographs. It’s a record any politician would envy.

Buoyed by Fidel’s endorsement, I dropped in on Alejandro at ICAP, the international friendship center. A group from Puerto Rico was due in a few days and he was ironing out details of their itinerary. I waited on the porch reading mail that La Plume had saved for me. My sister had sent a clipping about a “Predict the Fall of Fidel” contest, sponsored by a group in Washington. How long will Fidel last? Mail in your entry with the date you think he will abdicate/die/lose power/be overthrown. The winner gets a three-day trip to “free Havana,” the runner-up a briefing in Washington on Cuba’s transition from Communism.

This is just the sort of supercilious Cuba bashing that obstructs any reasonable effort to restore relations between the two countries. When I showed the clipping to Alejandro, whose job it is to encourage informal links between Cubans and Americans, he read it over and over in disbelief. I had been away from that sort of sniggering, imperial attitude long enough to be taken aback by the sheer contemptuousness of it, too. The contest made fun of Alejandro’s country, its leader, and his hero.

He just stared at the item. “It’s meant as a joke,” he finally said, “but they’re a little bit serious, aren’t they.”

“And somewhat arrogant and mocking as well,” I added. Alejandro shook his head and took the clipping back to his office so he could type out a copy to show others.

The government could act fast when it needed to. Within a few weeks’ time, razor blades, newspapers, virtually anything that required combustibles for manufacture or distribution was added to the ration book or produced in diminishing numbers. The nighttime carnival near the Malecón, whose noise, muffled by my twenty-six floor altitude, often lulled me to sleep, now ended at one in the morning instead of four, to save electricity. Even Coppelia suffered reduction; less ice cream on hand, fewer flavors, shorter hours. Some major mines suspended operation. Virtually all nonessential activities were cut back. More electricity was saved by reducing the normal workweek. It became the only cutback everyone cheerfully accepted.

I practiced my oboe more than I had planned but less than diligently, and never before nine in the morning. The sound was odd enough to neighbors already awake; I didn’t want to startle too many too early. I continued my postdawn walks along the Malecón. The sea never failed to startle me with its brilliance at that hour or its rich blueness late in the evening. Even on the darkest of nights, with no moon, it still shines a dazzling aqua. It has its own shimmer, much as the air in the country’s mountains. When I looked away and then back, the subtle differences continually astounded me, yet the water always retained its Caribbean tint. Even at midnight the coast is clear.

The phone interrupted my oboe practice one morning. It was David Evans’s assistant from the U.S. Interests Section. Mr. Evans and his wife were having a backyard gathering at their home in Miramar in a few nights he said. Some foreign press, some Cubans, a few diplomats from other countries; a mixer. Would I attend? “He has a satellite dish,” the assistant added. “You can watch Tom Brokaw.”

“What’s second prize?” I asked. With some apprehension I accepted the invitation.

 

Matches were added to the ration book the next week. Lighting someone’s cigarette became as much dialectical as friendly. A banner headline quoted Castro: THOSE WHO ARE WILLING TO STRUGGLE SHOULD FEEL FORTUNATE, BECAUSE THESE ARE VERY DIFFICULT TIMES THAT DEMAND GREAT VISION AND TALENT.

 

I planned to travel the 335 kilometers to Cienfuegos by train—see the countryside, chat with passengers, arrive refreshed. This met with approval whenever I mentioned it, though everyone agreed that the rail system was pretty terrible. Then I added that I hoped to take the  lechero, the milk run that stops in every two-bit pueblito en route. I might just as well have told them I hoped to swim the English Channel in winter.

“Nobody rides the lechero.” “It’s even less reliable than the regular train.” “Does it still run?” “It’ll take all day, and it’s unsafe.” “They put the worst cars on the lechero.” “Don’t be a fool.” “Can’t you afford a few pesos more to take the regular train?” “Take the bus.”

These common sense reactions only reinforced my determination. “Look,” I said, “if I wanted swiftness and efficiency I’d take the train from Zurich to Geneva.”

Once convinced of my intention, they offered advice: “Hold on to your bag the whole time, even when you’re dozing.” “Wear a money belt.” “Don’t forget to bring a bottle of water.”

Havana has two train stations, the major one in Habana Vieja, and Tulipán, little used and largely ignored. No printed timetable existed; the schedule and ticket procedures changed periodically and unannounced. Telephoning the station was virtually impossible, and even had I gotten through, the information would be no more reliable than the opinion of a stranger in line at Coppelia Park. I set aside a morning to go to the station and book my seat in advance.

 

Jesus, my oboe teacher, was pleased that I had chosen Cienfuegos for my first trip. My apartment was not far from the Sinfónica Nacional rehearsal hall, nor from the conservatory where he taught, and he preferred the novelty of visiting the building with privileged foreigners to having me over to his house. All guests, foreign or Cuban, had to show identification at the front desk and get a permiso, which listed the caller’s name and ID number. The slip, initialed by the resident, had to be turned in to the elevator operator on the way down. The penthouse floor, where Meyer Lansky lived in the 1950s and which now housed high-ranking security officers, has its own small, private automatic elevator. Those of us who lived within a few floors of the penthouse level often took the chiquitica, as the little elevator was called, when the others were too slow in coming or simply too crowded.

A two o’clock lesson meant Jesus showed up within a half hour either way, and after the oboe part we’d chat and sip rum for another hour. Very Latin, very classical. Alcohol improved my Spanish; would it also help my oboe?

Jesús asked me to play a scale in si bemol. I looked at him as if he had asked me to recite revelations from the Koran. He repeated himself.  Finally it dawned on him that I knew notes from A through G, with sharps and flats thrown in. Once we established that my musical vocabulary equaled my ability at the oboe, he wrote out:A = la  
B = si  
Bb = si bemol  
C = do  
D = re  
E = mi  
F = fa  
G = sol  
b = bemol  
# = sostenido  
ejemplo: C# = do sostenido  
Db = re bemol




This was, more or less, the standard do-re-mi. Having clarified that, I ran through some scales—si bemol, fa sostenido, re, and every beginner’s favorite, do. “Relax,” Jesus advised, “loosen up.” I had a tendency to tense my arms. “You’ll get better sound from a relaxed posture than from an intense one.” He gave me some sheet music to practice, and a book of simple solos published in the Soviet Union. He suggested I prepare the first one for my next lesson. Since I had last seen them, Jesus and Laura had vacationed at near-deserted beaches on the south coast and visited a former student’s countryside home for a weekend pig roast. The symphony’s first performance of the year was the following night; Jesus had an English horn solo in the last piece. “The concert won’t be especially good because everyone’s just returning from vacation.” Still, he said he’d have a ticket waiting for me at the National Theater box office.

 

In front of me lay two photographs. One was part of a 1906 National Geographic article, “Cuba—Pearl of the Antilles.” The other adjoined an article promoting this sort of transportation, and came from a newspaper the day after my music lesson. In both, oxen pull wagons full of provisions. I started hearing nervous jokes about the Chinese bicycles Cuba would soon be importing. Fewer buses were on the streets; a shortage of spare parts and fuel kept the rest garaged. Iraq had invaded Kuwait a couple of months earlier, and Desert Shield led the international news on television every night. Erratic and reduced oil deliveries from the Soviet Union coupled with upheavals in petroleum production and supply from the Middle East further threatened the country’s already dwindling reserves. The new long-range program of island self-sufficiency encouraged beasts of burden and bicycles rather than internal combustion engines. A domestic factory was gearing up  to make rum bottle plastic stoppers to replace cork ones, a hard currency import. Until the new plugs were ready, rum was hard to come by, and sold on the black market at a one-hundred percent markup. Day by day, Cubans were becoming increasingly aware of the situation their country foundered in.

Correspondence back to the States: “The Island is getting in a very critical condition; it brings out the real character of everybody and most of them have so little pluck that they are ready to lie down and have circumstances kill them. I do not wish to write too gloomy a letter nor have you think that I am losing courage, but want you to understand the real condition of things.”

Fortunately that was not my letter. It was written in 1884 by Edwin Atkins, the Massachusetts man whose family owned a sugar plantation near Cienfuegos. A series of uprisings against Spain had taken place and more were brewing. Thirty-one-year-old Cuban José Marti, based in New York, had been traveling through the Americas encouraging Cuban independence and Pan-American literature. He was good at both.

Seldom would a day go by during my stay in Cuba that some writings of José “Pepe” Marti were not republished, or a statue of him erected in another country, or a reading of his poetry staged, or a symposium on his importance held. The Center for the Study of José Marti, his daughter-in-law’s home until her death in the early 1980s, keeps busy reinterpreting his output, collected in seventy-six volumes. A point of view on almost any subject can be found in his prodigious and humanistic works. Radio Marti, the U.S. government radio station beamed exclusively at Cuba, has become part of the Caribbean’s air-scape. Informally, it goes under a variety of names, among them Radio Pepe, and Radio Casualidad (“Accidental Radio,” explained to me once with a twist of an imaginary radio dial, and a look of surprise, as in, “Look what just popped up on my radio!”). So well known is the station that a child growing up in Cuba right now might think that Radio was the name of one of José’s children. The station’s credibility does not match its notoriety.

 

I went out to look for Calixto, the religious believer I had met three years earlier. He would be able to give me a different perspective on the country. A courteous young man answered my knock at the church door. A Catholic youth meeting was just breaking up and a dozen extremely polite and quiet teenagers milled about. Padre Pedro spoke with me. The youthful Dominican father wore newly polished tasseled  loafers beneath a neatly hemmed white lightweight robe. Calixto had left the country in May 1988, six months after we met, he told me. He went to Spain, then Canada, Mexico, and, the padre thought, back to Canada. Someone had received a letter from him recently. If I came back in a few days he would have Calixto’s address for me.

During my visit to Havana the previous year I had met a plastic surgeon who headed the city’s Jewish community of one thousand. We’d met at a cocktail party for the media group I was traveling with, sponsored by ICAP, the government’s international let’s-all-be-friends agency. The doctor, gruff-appearing in his fifties with a perpetual stogie in his mouth, was quite friendly. His last name was Miller, his ancestors from Lithuania. Mine too. Could we be—? No, too farfetched. We compared family trees. His father came to the New World in 1924; my grandfather about thirty years earlier. He knew all his Western Hemisphere relatives. We compared Millers, Jews, and countries. Chanukah was only a couple of weeks away, and I had brought a box of Chanukah candles with me from the States. As we bid each other good night, I offered him the candles. “Here. These are from the North American Millers to the Caribbean Millers.”

His hands trembled slightly as he took them, his face softened, and his eyes moistened. I had doubled the number of his synagogue’s candles. “Thank you,” he murmured.

Dr. Miller went to shul most evenings for a brief prayer service, and I hoped to find him there. I was late for prayer, but I found a theater at the far end of the building, the Brecht Theater. That night a small variety troupe called Los Amigos was performing. Two pesos later I took a seat in the basement playhouse, which could have been a dinner theater had there been dinner. Fifty small tables were set up, waiters took drink orders (a choice of rum or Tropicola), and the Amazing Rhythm Aces played over a good stereo system.

Another fellow was seated at my table. He had been educated to teach Cuban history, but with no openings he worked as a sports therapist. I had run into this often—bright people in their twenties and early thirties, well trained in a specialty for which few or no positions were available, working in unrelated fields until something opened up. Cuba must have the most overeducated, unsatisfied work force in Latin America. We sipped rum and ate peanuts from paper cones. I asked him about José Raúl Capablanca, the chess master. He wrote the names of the country’s three top chess players on a napkin. The lights went down.

Two clean-cut white actors came out accompanied by a mulatto  actress. The guys wore glasses, black pants, no shirts, and speckled jackets—one gold, the other red. The woman wore a shimmering gold pants suit. She had the pizzazz of a front-line Vegas show girl with teeth that could lead ships into Havana harbor under a new moon. She opened the set with a big band number backed by taped music. Sexy sweet banter between the men and another actress followed, but the riskiest topic they touched on was Three Trapped Tigers, the novel by the long self-exiled Guillermo Cabrera Infante. From a fade-out they went into a parody of a droning self-centered television ballet host who, after an interminable introduction with innumerable false endings, finally allowed two ballerinas to dance for a scant few seconds. It could have been Dan Aykroyd on Saturday Night Live.

Next, a quiz show. “What did the Spanish bring to our country?” gold-speckled jacket asked red-speckled jacket. “Wine. Sausage. The guitar. ”

“Very good. And what did the African bring?” “Music. Rhythm.”

“Yes. And what do we have now?” Drum roll. The mulata walked out on gold stiletto heels in a tight, gold strapless minidress with a frilly white hem. Both speckled jackets looked drunk with pleasure.

“Okay, now we’re going to talk about the land between Patagonia and the Rio Grande.” The jackets bent down to her ankles. “Here we have Argentina.” They crouched just below her knees. “And here, Uruguay.” She looked slightly nervous as they inched toward her thighs. “Next come the Andean countries,” said gold jacket with a smile. “Rápido, compañeror,” minidress said with quick-witted concern. “Let’s get to Central America.”

 

The Sinfónica Nacional played in the thoroughly modern Covarrubias Hall at the National Theater, which faces the Plaza de la Revolución. When Fidel gives his orations in the plaza, the area is jammed for blocks around. When he isn’t speaking, however, the plaza looks like a shopping mall parking lot on Sunday morning. The concert Jesus invited me to celebrated the orchestra’s thirtieth anniversary, but appreciation of symphonic music, opera, and ballet is a strong tradition that goes back to Spanish colonial days. For sheer notoriety, Enrico Caruso’s 1920 visit caused the biggest international stir in the history of formal concerts in Cuba. Tickets were priced well in excess of forty dollars each, and Caruso’s fee—ten thousand dollars per performance—outraged press and public. During the second act of a performance of  Aida on the star’s last night in Havana, a bomb went off in the theater. Caruso, in costume, was in the office of the tour’s promoter, who later  wrote: “Total confusion reigned with cries of terror as some of the decorative figures adorning the proscenium arch of the stage began to fall in shattered hunks.... One of the balcony columns collapsed, injuring some of the audience.... The conductor had run out of the pit like a flash of lightning when the bomb exploded.” Extras also ran out of the theater. Caruso and the promoter “hurried out onto the stage, dodging bits of scenery, to get the audience to remain calm. The first trumpet of the orchestra, a Spaniard named Rivero, had the good sense to start playing the Cuban national anthem, and the rest of the men who had left the orchestra pit gradually joined in with their instruments. Fortunately this seemed to hypnotize the audience and avoided any further misfortunes.” Caruso went back to his hotel. In the States, he bitterly blamed the Cuban press for whipping up hysteria against him.

At Covarrubias Hall the orchestra tuned to the oboe’s A, followed by the intricate and effortless cacophony of some seventy-five instruments all getting in their last licks before settling down. The Brahms violin concerto opened the concert. About two hundred people attended, half under twenty-five, it appeared. The low turnout, Jesús’s wife Laura explained, was due to the start of the university semester that day, and the fact that most habaneros had just returned to work after four-week vacations. And then with the gas shortage in full crisis, fewer people were willing to use precious fuel to drive to the symphony; likewise fewer buses were running. Besides, Laura added, the night’s program wasn’t especially appealing.

A European woman visiting in 1913 wrote that Havana’s orchestra “is good, and composed of blacks and whites, like the notes of a piano, mingled in harmonious confusion.” Still true. About twenty percent of the orchestra was black, including the concertmaster, soloist Zenón Diaz Lauzurica. The conductor wore white tie and tails, the men black pants and white long-sleeved dress guayaberas, and the women, white long-sleeved blouses and, for the most part, full, calf-length black skirts. Thirty-five-year-old soloist Diaz wore a snappy dark brown suit. According to the program notes, he had studied not only in Cuba but later at a conservatory in Odessa, then at the Tchaikovsky conservatory in Moscow. He had made records in Kiev. He played wonderfully, interrupted only by a five-year-old who started crying and coughing. The child’s outburst continued, the acoustics in the hall delivering his wails with clarity. His mother, a musician onstage, sat on the edge of her seat. Did blood flow thicker than music? Of course. Mama put down her violin and dashed into the audience to collect her boy.

The next piece was a concerto for guitar by Leo Brouwer, the symphony’s director and an acclaimed composer for classical guitar. The young soloist, Ileana Mateos, played strongly and gamely, but the piece itself was limp. The Ravel piano concerto in sol major rounded out the evening. Soloist Dagmar Muiiiz was an activist, her torso twisting in rhythm with Ravel’s adagios and prestos. Her fingers danced the rumba all over the keyboard. Jesus played his English horn solo.

 

Twenty people were lined up at Coppelia, but no one was selling ice cream tickets. “¿El último?” I asked the lady in front of me, knowing full well that she was the last in line. The kiosk was empty. More  últimos came, and soon the line stretched past the bus stop halfway to the corner of Twenty-third and L. Still no one in the booth. A half dozen people finally drifted away. More time passed. I was getting closer to—to what? The booth had been abandoned, yet paradoxically I was nearer the goal. This was pure performance art. Should I leave? Damn if I was going to walk away from my spot in line after twenty minutes, even with nothing at the end. The line was the ultimate  último. Instead of a fore it had an increasingly lengthy aft. It was quintessentially Cuban. People clung to their place in a line with no reward in sight. That week a new edition of Lenin’s On Art and Revolution was released.

 

Video machines in Cuba use Beta rather than VHS. To play the tapes I carried with me I had to transfer them from one system to the other. I wanted my muralist friend González to see the PBS special on Cuban music; the other tape, Photo Album, I planned to show to the filmmaker’s relatives, most of whom lived near Cienfuegos. The only conversion machines were at the government film institute, ICAIC (Instituto Cubano del Arte e Industria Cinematográficos). To transfer the tapes by the book, La Plume would have had to call the Director of International Relations at ICAIC, who would then authorize another department to requisition blank tapes, and other offices to arrange equipment, time, and staff for the transfer. Enrique Oliver, director of Photo Album, had given me the name of a colleague at ICAIC just in case.

Tracking down the colleague only took one morning, but now she had to find blank tapes and book equipment time. With the energy crisis, ICAIC had tightened up on extracurricular use of its hardware and electricity. She would have to slip it in during time assigned to  her crew. Blank tapes for personal use were extremely difficult to come by, even for workers in the broadcast and film industries. As a foreigner, though, I could purchase as many blanks as I wanted at the hard-currency electronics and liquor store on the ground floor of my building. I picked out the videotapes and some other items and brought them to one window to be written up, then to another to pay; total bill, twenty-nine dollars. The cashier asked to see my passport to make sure I had the right to carry dollars, then she took my money. I took the blank Betas and original tapes over to the film institute and left them on my contact’s desk. Ten days later she dropped off the goods at my building. I was one step closer to leaving for Cienfuegos.

 

The book launching for Capablanca, the fictionalized biography of chess champion José Raúl Capablanca, took place at the Plaza de Armas. A dozen chessboards—actually, squared-off plastic sheets—were set up for anyone to play on, and copies of the newly released book were sold at two pesos each. Although Capablanca’s international success brought chess to new prominence in Cuba, the game had achieved a comfortable role in daily life long before him. Carlos Manuel de Céspedes, a nineteenth-century leader in the struggle for independence, once organized a chess match as a cover for plotting against Spanish domination.

Capablanca, whose youth was spent in a Cuba ruled by Spain and the United States, was sent off to Columbia University in 1906 to study chemical engineering after having already proven himself Cuba’s best chess player. His sponsor was an industrialist who soon cut off his aid because José Raúl spent far more time at the Manhattan Chess Club than at his studies.

For the next few years Capablanca played throughout the U.S., victorious in tournament after tournament. Europe and South America followed; finally his government awarded him a job in the foreign service as an inspector of consulates. Not so coincidentally, his tours of duty corresponded with overseas chess tournaments. Capablanca was an ambassador of goodwill; one biography describes him as “dark-haired, blue-eyed, with the ability to turn on the charm... a chess-playing Rudolph Valentino.” He could “attract mass adulation. Even women turned up to watch when Capablanca played.”

In 1921 Capablanca beat Emanuel Lasker, a German who had held the world championship for more than a quarter century. The Cuban chess machine held the top rung until 1927 when Alexander Alekhine defeated him in Buenos Aires. The foreign ministry demoted him  from Minister Plenipotentiary and Envoy Extraordinary at Large to Commercial Attaché.

Capablanca’s impact came not from his reign, which was relatively short, but from his personal and professional style. A strong ego, a graceful and powerful middle game, and skill at tennis and billiards kept him enormously popular at home and abroad before and after his championship years. A stroke at the Manhattan Chess Club felled him in 1942, and he died the next day. Today, every crossroads in Cuba has a Capablanca chess club.

“I like chess although I don’t play it very well,” Fidel Castro once told an interviewer. “I play it very casually, but it seems to me more entertaining than dominoes.” Bobby Fischer inscribed a copy of his chess book to Fidel when the two egos met in Havana in 1966: “I sincerely hope that my book will help you play better chess.”

Cuba was far more hospitable to the American chess wizard than the U.S. was in 1988 to Guillermo García González, a Cuban grand master who won ten thousand dollars in a New York competition. The Treasury Department stalemated his prize money under the Trading with the Enemy Act. Garcia could only claim his purse if he abandoned Cuba for any other country in the world (except Libya, Vietnam, North Korea, or Cambodia).

For the Trading with the Enemy Act to take effect, the U.S. must be at war with the “target” nation, or at least be under a presidentially declared “state of emergency.” When John Kennedy signed the embargo papers against Cuba, neither was true; he relied instead, on Harry Truman’s 1950 state of emergency over “the threat of world communism.” Congress, drawing on the legal authority of the act, passed the Cuban Assets Control Regulations in 1963. One provision allows the Treasury Department to freeze any money in which a Cuban national has “an interest.” Guillermo Garcia, your crime is not that you play chess too well, but that you come from a land too wicked.

I bought a copy of Capablanca and asked to meet the author. “He just left,” the saleslady said. “There he is, over there. That’s his father pushing him around the corner, see?” She was pointing to a thin, white-haired man guiding a wheelchair down a street in Habana Vieja. The author, Jorge Daubar, was in his late forties. I caught up with him and we stopped to chat at a crowded snack bar. I told him of my interest in the legacy of Capablanca and how delighted I was to learn of his book. Daubar belittled it, promoting instead his detective and spy thrillers, policiacos as they are called. He had one policiaco already  contracted and another pending. He had grand ideas for the theater, television, film, the works. He wanted to talk about Ludlum, John D. MacDonald, and Stephen King. We made a date for morning coffee at his place.

 

Havana is for walking, no matter what neighborhood you’re in. The sidewalks are seldom wide enough for people to freely pass each other, but common promenading etiquette allows spilling out into the street. The country wears its history in the streets, from plaques commemorating sixteenth-century structures to busts of Martí to today’s unimaginative architecture.

No cardboard encampments ringed the city. Crowded neighborhoods such as Centro Habana, in serious need of replastering, replumbing, repainting, rewiring, and rebuilding, stood out for their ills, yet the utter absence of people so destitute they had to sleep on sidewalks was continuously impressive. The few scavengers knew to dig in dumpsters near buildings like mine, where foreigners lived.

One night at two o’clock I saw a couple of middle-aged women sitting half asleep against a store window on Galiano Street. Could they, I wondered, have been the first indicators of the economy bottoming out? It turned out they lived around the corner. They wanted to be first in line for goods at a women’s apparel shop that they hoped would stock skirts their size when it opened eight hours later. Both women had ration books that corresponded to the category this store would sell to that day. Nothing guaranteed that the skirts would be in, or that there’d be a selection of size or color or style—nonetheless, they’d be the first to know.

The complex ration procedure and the declining availability of merchandise reflected poorly on the system. People had little, but everyone had access to about the same amount of little. This system, unlike those of any neighboring countries, had found a roof to cover everyone at night, but still couldn’t assure city folk that country food would arrive on time—or at all. Fidel, said a joke making the rounds, goes to Santiago de Cuba on the southeast end of the island to make a speech. “I’ve got some good news and some bad news,” he tells the throng. “Which do you want first?”

“¡La buena!” they yell back. The good news!

“All right, compañeros. The good news is that for the next six months you’ll have to eat stones.”

A hubbub rises through the crowd. “That’s good news?” “Has he finally flipped?” “Stones?” El lider máximo held his arms out for silence.

“The bad news is that there aren’t enough stones to go around, so you’ll all have to share.”

 

Anaïs Nin thought habaneros walked with a “peculiar indolence” when she described them in her diary in 1922. “It is a slow, dragging step, a deliberate, swinging movement, a gliding serpentlike motion, something speaking indefinably of that characteristic laziness of the tropics and... a state of mental apathy, a universal malady of Havana.”

I knew just what Nin meant about slow-dragging steps and mental apathy. That’s just how I felt as I pulled myself from barbershop to barbershop in Habana Vieja, the section I called 0-town because within a few blocks you could find Obispo, Obrapia, O’Reilly, and Oficios streets. The first barber shop was closed in the middle of the day. Another had a sign out front announcing that its staff was on vacation and wouldn’t return for another week. A third required appointments until the afternoon hours. On its wall hung a reprint of a 1552 document licensing Juan Gómez, Cuba’s first barber. Evidently this barbershop on Obispo Street was a direct descendant of Gómez’s shop.

Finally I found one open on O’Reilly Street, Salón Soroa, named for an area in Pinar del Rio province. Inside were three chairs, three fans, mirrors the length and width of the shop, and clumps of hair on the floor. A stocky man in white shoes was cutting a youngster’s hair while the other barber was out to lunch. When he was done Roberto Hechavarría nodded at me to sit in his chair. The other cutter returned, and soon both barbers had customers. Roberto, in his sixties, gave me a good, basic working man’s scissors and comb job. He used a straight razor to shape the back and sideburns.

Earlier in the year Roberto had visited relatives in New Jersey, he told one of the waiting customers. “Those people, they work all day for eight dollars an hour, and they get double time on weekends. I spent a day in New York.” He stopped cutting and focused on the Big Apple. “I loved it, the buildings, all that traffic, big crowds, and the stores! One day, that was enough. After that, no more.” He was the resident expert on crossing the Hudson. “You can get there through a tunnel, take a ferry or a bus, or you can take a train. Of course you can drive if you want, across the George Washington Bridge.”

A list of twenty-five different services and their prices was posted on the wall, from a shave (sixty centavos) and a “champú simple” (simple shampoo: eighty centavos) to a blow-dry (six pesos). “We can’t do a lot of those now.” He looked over at his equipment and nodded at the unused wall socket. “Electricity.”

Have prices changed much over the years? “Why change the prices? Everything costs about the same. I was there that day in August 1951 when the barbers union set the rates. They’re almost the same today.” Hechavarría now must meet a daily customer quota set by the state. My haircut, presentable in every respect, cost eighty centavos. A friend suggested the appropriate tip would be one peso. I got home in time to tune in channel 6 and watch reruns of Benny Hill.

The barbershop had been relaxing. Everyone was sociable, and their Spanish posed no problem, all except a worker who dropped in from the kitchen stove repair shop across the street. There’d been no comments about the government, no complaints about food availability, no woeful tales of the current crisis—unlike the story about the time Fidel went to a barber he’d patronized since early 1959 for a trim. “I’ve been reading about this perestroika and glasnost,” the hair cutter begins, “and I was wondering—”

Fidel cuts him off. “That’s not for us,” and he goes back to reading the morning paper.

A few minutes later the barber again says, “You know, about this perestroika and glasnost—”

Fidel glares at him. “We are at a different stage of revolution. I don’t want to hear about it.” He returns to his newspaper.

Five minutes later the barber ventures, “I just can’t help wondering about this perestroika and glasnost—”

Fidel puts the paper down, turns around and wags his finger. “If you mention those two words again, I’ll have you locked up for ten years.”

“Okay, have it your way, comandante, but it makes my job much easier.”

“Makes your job easier? How?”

“Well, every time I say perestroika and glasnost your hair stands on end. ”

 

I finally tracked down Raúl Riesgo. That’s the pen name of a contributor to the foreign language weekly newspaper put out by Granma, the country’s daily. English, French, Spanish, and Portuguese editions of the weekly are distributed at international hotels in Cuba, and at newsstands and consulates abroad. Riesgo stands out because he writes not only about U.S.-Cuba relations, but also about U.S. domestic affairs. He is as reasonably informed as a columnist, native or foreign, can be expected to be.

He can also be funny, a quality seldom found in the Cuban press. He  calls Jorge Más Canosa of the Cuban American National Foundation, an anti-Castro lobbying group, Jorge More American than Cuban Foundation. That appeared in his piece making fun of television Marti, the stillborn child of Radio Marti. (Television Marti was to be a U.S. government-sponsored television station aimed solely at Cuba, broadcast from a balloon off the Florida coast. Beset by technical, political, and even espionage complications, the project has never managed to broadcast much beyond test patterns.) Riesgo suggested that TV Martí use Star Wars technology to orbit millions of tiny broadcast balloons. Or distribute TV Guide-like booklets with color pictures that, when flashing by at twenty-four images a second, replicate television shows. He got mail on that one from a TV Marti contractor who wrote that if Riesgo was having difficulty receiving the signal, the station would gladly send him videotapes of its programming.

Another piece made fun of a projected constitution for a post-Castro Cuba written by exiles in Florida. Riesgo’s parody highlighted the difference between the initial exiles entrenched in the commercial and decision-making world and the more unpredictable Cubans who followed, especially in the 1980 Mariel boatlift. “All exiles are equal,” states Riesgo’s constitution but “some are more equal than others.” “Although representative democracy is the best system, its exaggerated use can cause irreversible damage.” The mock constitution calls for the new country to include Florida, which will have “the industrious and hardworking Cubans and the businessmen,” while Cuba itself will have those “less endowed and thus destined for physical labor.”

Riesgo picked me up in his Lada and we drove through a downpour to the bar at 1830, the restaurant at the west end of the Malecón. The bar had not yet opened for the afternoon so we tried a few more with equally bad luck. Finally we drove back to his home, a nicely furnished third-floor Vedado apartment. When he opened the balcony doors after the cloudburst, we could see green treetops suffused with sun-sparkled droplets of rain. Riesgo is a retired military officer, thin, with a small mustache.

Riesgo got his start writing little pieces about Cuban social customs for Opina, a now-suspended publication. “They were satirical, but they made their point.” When a friend became editor of the international  Granma Weekly Review he began writing for it, too. “I have a vigorous daily regimen,” Riesgo said as he poured the obligatory and welcome shot of rum. “I listen on my shortwave to the Voice of America, the BBC, and the Dutch, German, and French stations,” all of which  broadcast in Spanish. “I prefer the VOA for news and the BBC for analysis. The others give me a wider perspective.” And Radio Marti? From the face he made I might just as well have spiked his drink with horseradish. “I tune in rarely, and only then to learn Más Canosa’s latest invectives.”

Through friends at the University of Havana, the Ministry of Foreign Commerce, and other offices around town, Riesgo sees newspapers and magazines from the States, Great Britain, and Spain. “To me, El País  from Madrid is the best Spanish-language newspaper. I like Newsweek  of all the periodicals from the U.S., but the best magazine in the world must be The Economist.”

On occasion he sees El Nuevo Herald, the Spanish daily published by the Miami Herald. I had just shown him an article from the Herald  about a guidebook to land that had been seized by the Castro government. “Do they really think they will be able to march in and reclaim their property? The Cubans in Miami, they engage in surrealism. They’re stuck in H. G. Wells’s time machine. Their traditional Cuba thrives in Miami but it’s all but disappeared here. They have great influence on U.S. politics but almost none in Havana. The Cuban American Foundation is for U.S. domestic consumption, not Cuban. You notice that the State Department spokeswoman, Margaret Tutwiler, always distances herself from their comments.” When he dropped me off back at the Focsa building I offered to save him copies of any U.S. or British publications I came across. He gladly accepted.

Anyone would accept, actually. No matter how outdated or frivolous the magazine, whomever I offered one to practically inhaled it. I gave Rolling Stone to a disc jockey whose nationally broadcast show highlighted hits from the English-speaking world. She used the magazine’s gossip to pad her program with insider dope on the international rock scene. Literary journals from Mexico, fashion publications from Europe, book reviews from London and New York, an alternative weekly from Miami, newsweeklies from world capitals, sports magazines from anywhere—all of these were gratefully received, thoroughly digested, and quickly passed on. A poet saw me reading Walker Percy’s  The Moviegoer and begged me to loan it to him when I was done. My copy of Isabel Allende’s The Stories of Eva Luna in Spanish raced through an average of three readers a week.

The overwhelming majority of Cubans saw no printed matter except state publications. Some of it was good—Juventud Rebelde (Rebel Youth, then a daily) ran lively personality profiles of factory workers, musicians and artists, cane cutters, and other real people, detailed pieces exposing  corruption, and accounts of alcoholism, rowdy youth, and broken marriage.

One reason for the dearth of foreign publications is simple: importing them takes dollars, a currency harder to come by than caviar. The international long-distance telephone desk at the Havana Libre carried a half dozen copies of the International Herald Tribune and often a few of the New York Times. They arrived just after noon a day past the cover date. Three copies of the Sunday New York Times were racked every Tuesday. Next to them was a curious and always changing selection of other publications—PC World, Good Housekeeping, and Self  among them. Plus the international editions of Time and Newsweek.  News junkies authorized to spend dollars could arrange home delivery of the Times or the Miami Herald or a fair assortment of magazines. Mailboxes in my building regularly bulged with foreign periodicals. Beyond the international hotels, foreign publications were generally available only at ministry or academic offices. A graduate student in Asian Studies at the University of Havana, for example, had access to a Tokyo daily. The other reason so few foreign publications were permitted to circulate widely was that their content ran counter to the Revolution.

Despite the scarcity of a wider range of material, Cubans at every level of society were comfortably conversant about literature, current events, cultural drifts, and scientific developments abroad. This quality has been variously explained as a national trait, the result of an extremely high literacy rate, the tendency of island inhabitants to constantly peer over the water, a thorough schooling, and excellent radio reception. AM stations from Mexico, the Dominican Republic, Puerto Rico, southern U. S. states, and Venezuela come in with little difficulty; shortwave stations, too. One lady who lived in Vedado confided that on some days, for about twenty minutes in the late afternoon when atmospheric conditions are right, she can watch television from West Palm Beach, Florida. “It was a novelty at first, but really, this war of the airwaves, I don’t see what all the fuss is about.” Another woman told me she listens to Larry King Live to practice her English and keep up with right-wing America.

All this media talk took on greater significance when Granma ran a special boldface front-page notice announcing that since pulp delivery from the USSR was becoming increasingly erratic, changes in Cuba’s newspapers were in order. Granma would be smaller and come out five days a week instead of six; Havana would get an abbreviated Saturday edition. Other publications would come out less often, or disappear  altogether, all except Bohemia, the venerable general feature weekly. This was done “to prevent the information sector from collapsing. We also hope that the measures will be temporary.” A short while later the newsstand price of Granma doubled. “Half the news for twice the price,” people said.

 

La Plume asked about my first trip out of town. I told her I hoped to see Cienfuegos, visit the relatives of a friend from Boston, and travel to the Zapata Swampland and Playa Girón, and also get over to Trinidad and possibly up to Sancti Spiritus. “Have you found someone to accompany you yet?” I hadn’t. “Would you be interested in staying at El Castillito?” a small hotel between Cienfuegos and Trinidad in the Escambray Mountains run by the writers union. I would.

That evening I walked over to a friend’s place across from the Center for the Study of José Martí. A refreshing drizzle cooled the sticky air. On the way back along Calzada Street I passed the Presidente, a comfortable hotel whose entrance was guarded by an attractive tourist cop. I watched as she walked over to the corner and began questioning an equally pretty young Cuban. The teenager wore Cuban eyes, a Caribbean smile, and a short, black, cocktail dress. Her demeanor, location, and dress labeled her a prostitute. She had been slowly walking along the sidewalk, eyeing men in cars and tourist taxis. The cop’s interrogation was neither violent nor threatening, but it was insistent. She stood face-to-face with the hooker, her flashlight focused on a reluctantly produced identification card. When the cop leaned forward, slightly aggressive, the prostitute leaned back. Then they reversed roles; the streetwalker became emphatic and the cop arched back. From across the street their movement seemed symbiotic, almost synchronized. They wagged their fingers at each other, their voices low, not quite quarreling. Neither wanted to cause a commotion. The drizzle had turned to a fine mist, and the two were silhouetted against a wall under a full moon. I framed the scene with my hands and called it “The Revolution at Work and Play.”

 

The next morning at the main railroad station I learned that the second-class train for Cienfuegos leaves from Tulipán, the smaller station in Nuevo Vedado. I stood in a cab line for a half hour to get to Tulipán. The fellow in front of me kept light banter going the whole time, yet when he reached the front, instead of getting into a taxi he went back around to the rear of the line and started all over. He was waiting for his mother and sister to arrive from Santiago de Cuba, and he wanted  to be in the cab line when their train finally showed up so they wouldn’t have to wait too long. Until then, he would repeat the cycle, inching his way forward, then walking to the rear. The Santiago train was already an hour late.

At Tulipán I found out that the lechero to Cienfuegos takes no advance reservations; just show up a few hours before the train leaves.

 

I took a bus to the State Department soiree at David Evans’s home in Miramar, and walked up his wide driveway. Inside, it could have been Any Suburb, U.S.A. As promised, his big-screen TV had the NBC  Nightly News on, reporting the progress of Desert Shield. Thirty-five guests filled the back patio. The party was catered by Cubalse, the government agency that supplies staffers to foreign legations. Waiters in starched whites and black bow ties walked around with platters full of Swedish meatballs, toothpicks stabbed in rolled ham, and breaded shrimp (with dip). A bartender mixed mojitos, a rum-based drink. Pizza squares came next. Diplomats mingled with Cuban journalists and foreign correspondents. Guests included a Cuban who had started a religious newsletter a few years previous with the help of the Interests Section and Arnaldo Coro Antich, the news director of Radio Progreso and Cuba’s expert on radio technology. Coro is his country’s best-informed and most persuasive spokesman against Radio Marti. He knows U.S. communications law and all its arcane technical lingo better than most American experts.

Coro had been introduced to me by Evans’s assistant, who himself had an interesting past. He had spent most of his youth in Havana, where his father, a well-established Portuguese Communist, had served in his country’s diplomatic corps. The son, after working in the Havana bureaus of Reuters and IPA, an Italian news agency, helped establish the Portuguese edition of the weekly Granma. The day after quitting the Party newspaper job, he started working the other side of the street; he walked into the U.S. Interests Section and has been there ever since. Or so he tells the story. Part of his job involves shmoozing with Cuban reporters and writers during happy hour at the journalists’ bar and on the UNEAC patio.

“I’m responsible for the TeleMartí policy,” he boasted. “I chose channel 13 at the time because it wasn’t used by the Cubans.” He told me which hotel restaurants were bugged, where the Cuban security forces work, and how helpful he was to everybody. I asked him about CIA presence in Cuba. He replied, “I don’t know anything about the CIA—perhaps I know something.”

Ondřej Kašina, a young reporter for Czechoslovakia’s state news agency, Československá Tisková Kancelář, introduced himself in Spanish at Evans’s patio bar. He lived in my building. When he realized I was from the United States he quickly shifted languages. “I feel more comfortable in English.” I asked what sorts of stories he was doing.

“These days we’re more papal than the Pope. All my editor wants is slanderous attacks on Castro. There’s an article I’m working on that I can’t interest him in about the old American cars all over Havana. They don’t understand back in Prague. The only place I could sell it would be in the States. I have a contact at the National Enquirer. They pay for different sorts of contributions—so much for just an idea, a certain sum for the outline and material, and more if you write the whole thing. Perhaps you’d like to collaborate on it?”

 

Jorge Daubar, the author of Capablanca, was sure his thriller could be popular outside Cuba. Sitting behind the desk in his workroom one morning he excitedly told me about Ceremonial de difuntos, which, if it were to be published in English, would probably wear the title The Cuban Book of the Dead. It’s the story of two Batista men who managed to remain in the government, their allegiance unknown to Castro officials. “It also involves the CIA. It’d be a perfect movie.” (What was this, a pitch meeting?) “It’s almost a thousand manuscript pages.” With the publishing cutbacks, though, Daubar was skeptical that the book would ever come out. He looked through his files for his contract for Ceremonial with Letras Cubanas. His mother served us demitasses of thick, strong coffee. His father sat in the living room in front of the television.

Daubar surrounded his typewriter with the writer’s usual newspaper clippings, reference books, and distractions. To the side was a well-used radio next to a bookcaseful of great literature. It spanned a wide range of subjects, countries, and centuries. “A few years ago a friend was walking down the street and saw a man selling old books and magazines. It turned out the guy had a complete set of Bohemia, from the first issue in 1908.” Daubar’s friend called around to raise the money; he contributed. Daubar’s personal magazine collection included a complete set of Enigma, the international detective writer’s magazine published in Havana for three years before it folded in 1989.

The boilerplate Cuban book contract calls for an advance at a rate of about twelve pesos per cuartilla, a thirty-line manuscript page. The royalty rate decreases as sales go up (a practice best kept hidden from  New York publishers). The publisher has rights for twenty thousand copies; after that a new contract must be negotiated. The author gets sixty percent of his advance on acceptance of the manuscript, half of the rest when it goes into production, and the balance on publication. And it includes all the mumbo jumbo found in book contracts the world over that gives the publisher everything and the author anything left over. Editorial Científica- Técnica printed eleven thousand copies of Capablanca.

“Would you like a drink of cold water?” To get it, Daubar’s mother had to go to a neighbor’s refrigerator. “Ours has been broken for six months. We have the money to get it fixed, and our name is on the waiting list. Meanwhile, the neighbors let us keep things cold in theirs. ”

Christopher Columbus is one of the few travel writers to come to Cuba who never wrote about the lottery there. Established in 1812 during Spanish rule, the national lottery blossomed further through independence and through a succession of governments until the Castro government brought it to a close. Ticket vendors “infest every eating-house and public way, and vex you at dinner, in your walks and rides,” wrote Richard Henry Dana, who visited in the 1850s. “All classes seem to embark in it. Its effect is especially bad on the slaves, who invest in it all they can earn, beg, or steal, allured by the glorious vision of possibly purchasing their freedom.”

The lottery spawned its own community from street-smart kids hustling tickets at the bottom to high officials regularly skimming the pool off the top. It also benefited hospitals and orphanages. Lottery culture has flourished in jokes, novels, songs, and superstition. Although it was outlawed in the early 1960s, something so entrenched never fully disappears. Daubar allowed as how there are still a few illegal lottery games around town, though not many. “They listen to the radio and use the winning numbers from Venezuela or Mexico. Of course I could buy into it, but I don’t. Anybody could. If you have the money, you can buy into anything you want here.”

We were occasionally interrupted by phone calls from friends congratulating Daubar on his book. Others dropped in for a minute or two to have him autograph theirs. Capablanca’s chess game, Daubar told one caller, had a weak opening, but grew stronger as the game progressed, and he had a smashing close. “He was a brilliant strategist.”
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I stood in a bread line at the Socialism or Death bakery for forty-five minutes and bought a dozen rolls for six centavos each. Then I went to the Yara to see the latest Cuban movie, Mujer Transparente, about women coping in a society that’s changing as fast as they are. One scene takes place in the lobby of the luxurious Hotel Triton, where the staff tells a Cuban calling on her relative from the States that she can’t dine or have a drink on the premises or even use the front desk phone. The audience hissed long and loud at this typical example of tourism apartheid.

“Tropicollage,” a popular song by Cuban singer Carlos Varela, deals with the same theme:If you go to a hotel  
And you’re not a foreigner  
They treat you differently.  
That is already happening here,  
And I want to change it.  
And whoever denies this fact  
Carries Tropicollage in his head.




A Czechoslovakian cartoon followed Mujer Transparente. A plumber becomes greedier and richer as his work gets worse and worse. After each house call he drives off in his sharp new car. When a leaky faucet he’d just plugged up springs another leak right after he pulls away, the man of the house, in frustration, fixes it himself. He does such a good job that he happily helps a neighbor with his plumbing problem, scorning payment with embarrassed pride. Never, he scoffs with modesty, I did it as neighbor to neighbor. Soon he becomes the block plumber, helping everyone, always refusing money. One day, in need of spare cash, he accepts token remuneration, a practice he repeats with increasing frequency. As his workload increases, so does his avarice. He gets progressively sloppier until one day after plugging up the leaky faucet in a neighbor’s sink, collecting payment, and driving off in his sharp new car, the same leak springs again. The audience loved it.

That evening I visited Reynaldo González, an executive at ICAIC—the country’s film institute—at his roomy Vedado home. He was anxious to see Photo Album. González popped it in his VCR and watched, stonefaced. He never cracked even the slightest of smiles at the warm and sly images of Cuban culture, needles mainly pointed at Cubans in the States who have brought their customs with them. He  took it very seriously, but it allowed him to discourse about Cubans in the States.

“It’s a fabrication! They invent a Cuba,” he said with exasperation. “The image they have of us is pure fantasy! They have these ‘Cuban American’ nights at schools. I saw one on Qué Pasa? That’s on PBS. Their image of us is frozen, so they must invent. They use us mercilessly in their own propaganda but they have no idea of our reality. Why do they do this?” He was as much perplexed as upset.

To complete my visits to some of the country’s intellectual elite, the next day I met with the editorial director of the José Marti publishing house. Iván Pérez Carrion and I sat down in a conference room whose walls were lined with books in Russian, English, and Portuguese. His secretary brought us rich coffee.

The José Martí house dealt exclusively in foreign-language books. Their best-selling author was Fidel himself, whose speeches have been translated and packaged for foreign consumption. “Does he get royalties on these?” I asked. “Who’s his agent?” Pérez replied by simply saying that Castro reviews the galleys of anything that goes out under his name.

“I understand you’re researching a book about Cuba. Tell me about it.”

I gave him the same description I’d given his country’s diplomats in Washington and the writers union and foreign ministry in Havana. “Surely you’re not interested in publishing it here,” I said. “Are you?”

“Perhaps. Things are changing. We need an outsider’s perspective. I was thinking that we could sell it to the tourist trade.”

“Maybe I haven’t made myself clear. This won’t be a turn-left-at-the-plaza-and-there’s -a-lovely-colonial-church sort of book. It’s more experiences and impressions that won’t all necessarily reflect well on the state.”

“Yes yes, I understand. But by the time we’d be ready to bring it out—well, like I said, things are changing.”

Among the changes was a lack of paper and ink. Iván’s publishing house, in fact, had brought out exactly one book in the previous twelve months, May the World Know It, an account by a Mexican journalist of the U.S. invasion of Panama. “Could you write out your book outline and bring it in? I’d like to show it around.” On my way out he gave me a copy of The Rectification Process Is Nothing New—a speech by Fidel. My favorite book on José Marti’s backlist is The Last American,  about some North Americans who, lured by a promoter just after the turn of the century, settled on undeveloped Cuban land.

Books from Editorial José Marti are sold in dollars only, and available mainly at tourist hotels; because they are not in Spanish, they never make the best-seller list. That week’s domestic list showed The Dwarfs,  a science fiction book, at the top, followed by a collection of poetry by young Cubans, a collection of short pieces by a Polish writer, a Russian novel, The Master and Margarita by Mikhail Bulgakov, and a novel by Canadian Hugh MacLennan, Two Mourners.

The nonfiction list, from the top: Cosmetics and Health (described as “useful advice for preserving youth and beauty”), Celia in the Clandestine Movement (eyewitness accounts of the role of Celia Sanchez Manduley, a heroine of the Revolution and a confidante of Fidel’s), Nerves, Nerves  ... of Interest to Everyone (a translation from Russian), Basic Principles of Electronic Sound, and Dispatches from Nicaragua (articles about the Sandinista revolution). Nonfiction books about contemporary Cuba are very hard to find.

Literary events took place every week: a seminar on Alejo Carpentier, another on José Lezama Lima, a third on Marti’s Our America. A pavilion full of the latest books from Mexico. An exhibit of illustrations from children’s books. A reading of José Marti’s work for children,  The Age of Gold. An excerpt from Bonfire of the Vanities published in  Bohemia. Every weekend, ballet, exhibits, opera, recitals, musicals, plays, theater, cabaret, galleries, puppet shows. You’d think the town was culture crazy.

The Special Period affected culture, too. Museums lopped a day off their schedules. Movie theaters opened later and closed earlier, “with the aim of reducing electricity costs.” Nonetheless, movies still dominated public nightlife, films from Argentina, Russia, Europe, Mexico, Brazil, and mainly from the States: Mad Max, Cleopatra, A Star Is Born, The Blue Angel, Funny Girl, Chinatown, and Moonstruck. Two plays by Tennessee Williams, The Glass Menagerie and A Streetcar Named Desire were in repertory at the National Theater. In the early 1960s Williams’s plays were staged with great frequency.

Tennessee Williams had been a frequent visitor to Cuba under Batista, to enjoy what Graham Greene called Havana’s “louche atmosphere.” The Revolution did not cool Williams’s enthusiasm, and during a 1959 visit, writer Kenneth Tynan invited him to meet Ernest Hemingway at El Floridita. Williams found Hemingway “a gentleman who seemed to have a very touchingly shy quality about him.” As Williams recounted the conversation in his memoirs, Hemingway said, “You know that this revolution in Cuba is a good revolution.” Williams agreed, and Hemingway wrote a letter of introduction for him  to present to Castro. After an interminable wait, Williams and Tynan were ushered in to see the youthful leader. Castro, Tynan wrote later, “told Mr. Williams how much he admired his plays, especially the one about the cat that was upon the burning roof. He hoped Mr. Williams would return to Cuba, perhaps to live there.”

Jacobo Timerman complains in Cuba: A Journey, that neither Williams nor William Faulkner nor Günter Grass are stocked in Havana bookstores. “Furthermore, under the island’s impenetrable glass dome there are no Cubans of average education with the slightest notion of who these authors are. ”

By the fall of 1990 when A Streetcar Named Desire was produced, Timerman was being published in the States, and in Cuba, Faulkner had just slid off the best-seller list and Grass’s The Tin Drum was about to be released.

 

Fidel Castro thinks he’s Jewish. Or at least part Jewish, buried in his past. “Castro” is among the more common names of Marranos, Spanish Jews who took on Christian identity during the Inquisition to avoid certain death at the stake. Fidel mentioned his heritage in private to Ricardo Subirana y Lobo, a chemical engineer and financial backer of the Revolution to whom he gave a diplomatic post in Israel in 1960. Castro, historian Maurice Halperin has written, “apparently was convinced that some of his ancestors were Marranos.”

If Castro is a Jew, he’s not a very good one. He doesn’t attend Rosh Hashanah services, nor does he shop at Abraham Berezniak’s kosher meat market on Cuba Street in Habana Vieja, which has messages to the Jewish community on its walls.

Every Cuban is entitled to a certain amount of meat and fish every couple of weeks in the ration system. (Entitlement doesn’t guarantee availability, of course.) Each household, theoretically, has one ration book, called a libreta, which lists every occupant by age, name, and sex. I can’t imagine that the ration books of any three neighbors selected at random would be entirely accurate. Relatives come and go, friends move in and out, some keep their libreta residence at one house and drink their morning cafecito at another. One entry in the libreta  allows for special diets for medical reasons, age, or other reasons; those who qualify are assigned to special markets. To be a practicing Jew is another reason. Instead of going to their local butcher, Jews may go to Abraham Berezniak’s place on meat days. To spend the afternoon at Abe’s is to watch a remarkable flow of black, mulatto and white Sephardim, Ashkenazim, and their descendents pass through the door  with two metal Stars of David on it and chat about the state of the world.

On the wall:Dear patron, to conclude the kosher process for the meat you are getting here, you should observe the following rules: 1) soak the meat in water for a half an hour. 2) Salt it on an inclined board with holes for one hour to let the excess blood run off. 3) Rinse off the salt—the biblical prohibition of consuming blood requires that the meat be thoroughly rinsed.

Kosher chickens will come the fifth of next month. After that date you will lose your right for that particular ration cycle.

Attention children—the Organization of Young Cuban Jews invites you to watch an Israeli film in Spanish called From Toledo to Jerusalem with Yehoram Gaon, the best Israeli singer.





Berezniak, balding and stocky, with a slight limp, has the personality to work behind the counter at the Carnegie Deli in New York or Goldenberg’s in Paris. He wears nice loafers. A black fellow walked in, exchanged some doo-wah-diddy with Abe, and picked up his meat as Abe carefully marked his libreta. (Whenever Cuban Spanish sounded like high-speed mashed potatoes, I wrote “doo-wah-diddy” in my notebook.) A fellow of eighteen came in next for his family’s allotment, then an elderly woman. A couple who looked like modestly successful retirees from Miami were next. As his assistant whacked at a carcass, loudly punctuating our conversation, Abe introduced me to the patrons, each of whom would invariably mention an old friend or relative who had abandoned Cuba for the States.

“Tell me, is there anti-Semitism there?” Abe asked. I thought for a moment, then said, a little, yes. “We have none here. For years we were called polacos,” Poles, “even the ones who came from Spain. The Catholics gave us the space for this butcher shop in the early 1940s.” A character in Passing Through Havana, a novel by Felicia Rosshandler about one girl’s coming of age in Havana’s Jewish immigrant community during World War II, explains, “All Jews are called polacos here because Poles immigrated by the thousands after the turn of the century. Yiddish, believe it or not, is called el idioma polaco, the Polish language.”

Berezniak is also the administrator of Adath Israel, a temple around the corner from the butcher shop. He toots the shofar, the ram’s horn, on Rosh Hashanah. As he explained this, a young man in glasses  walked by and waved. “That’s Elpidio. He works in the church next door, but he’s interested in Jewish things.”

Elpidio came back in and took me to his church. “Two hundred people come here every day, more for Sunday mass. The first mass was said here in 1674. This is the oldest church in Havana. There are catacombs down below. We no longer use them.” He ticked off the well-known people who have prayed at his church, “José Martí’s sister, too.”

Back at Abe’s, a short, thin woman who appeared to be at least in her mid-sixties walked in. A damp stogie drooped from an ill-shaped smile on her gnarled face. She looked around the small store and walked over to me. Suddenly she grabbed my crotch and gave a forceful squeeze. Then with a loud cackle she threw her head back and walked out.

“She comes by now and then. She’s meshugenuh!” Everybody else in the place laughed, me last. Brief and crude as it was, I wasn’t entirely offended.

Abraham Berezniak’s neighbors that afternoon included a bare-chested man tinkering under the hood of his dirty green ’48 Dodge. I went across the street to inspect the car. “It’s got its original six-cylinder engine,” he bragged. Clean, it would be the pride of any collector, a comment that gladdened him. Then he shook his head and drew a line through the dirt on the hood. “Think of this as an imaginary line. That’s what it’s like here. It’s impossible to transfer private property like a car from one side to the other, but people do it all the time. For example, if this were your car and I wanted to buy it, we could make the transaction. But the next morning you want it back, so you take me to the authorities. Well, you have the ownership papers, and there’s nothing I can do.” Old American cars can only legally be turned over to a state agency, which will give you a Soviet Lada or pesos in return. The agency then sells the car—for dollars—to foreign collectors. An enormous lot full of old U.S. machines waiting for buyers sits at the end of Fifth Avenue. Paradoxically, the cars cannot go back home; for an American to buy one would be Trading with the Enemy.

A poster on the wall behind the bare-chested Dodge owner promoted the Sistema Único de Exploración, a national program to watch for foreign invaders. A drawing showed a man looking out into the horizon, his hands cupped over his eyes. When you see or hear parachutists jumping or landing, the caption read, or buildings collapsing, or anything that looks like aircraft carriers at sea, or suspicious airplane or helicopter  activity, or counterrevolutionary proclamations or explosive devices, call this phone number of the People’s Power Council.

A few lots away kids romped in a playground with swings, seesaws, and slides. Abraham Berezniak’s life revolved around this immediate neighborhood—his home, synagogue, and butcher shop were all within three blocks of one another.

I learned about Abe’s kosher butcher shop from Adela Dworin and Maritza Corrales. The two are daily fixtures at the city’s Jewish community center, the Patronato, on the ground floor of the synagogue in Vedado where I had looked for Dr. Miller. Adela is executive secretary of the Patronato. Maritza is writing a book about the history of Jews in Cuba. Is there discrimination against Jews here? I asked. “There is no anti-Semitism in Cuba,” Adela stated flatly. “We all get along. Even the PLO has an embassy here. They send thousands of students to Cuba every year. We coexist. There wasn’t discrimination against Jews even before the Revolution. I’ve never seen anyone throw an egg at a synagogue. Never.”

The Central Committee of the Communist Party has an office of religious affairs, Adela told me, “headed by Dr. José Felipe Carneado. He was a member of the first Communist Party in Cuba. He was a mulatto lawyer, so he knows what discrimination is. Of course, if you are a member of a religion, you can’t join the Communist Party, so we have people who come here but don’t claim to be Jewish, and some who even give money, but with no record of it. They come on the traditional holidays, and they’re interested in reading about Judaism. Fidel said that someday believers will be members of the Party.”

Maritza said Marxism wouldn’t allow religion.

“But,” countered Adela, “at Llamamientos some people have brought up the question—why can’t believers be Party members? Believers feel discriminated against.”

The two spend their afternoons in the Patronato library, a room filled with works in Hebrew, Spanish, German, and English. A calendar from the Jewish National Fund of Canada hangs on the wall next to photographs of Jewish writers. A list of Jewish winners of the Lenin-Stalin prize hangs nearby. I wouldn’t have been surprised if the books on the Einstein shelf had been autographed by the Nobel physicist himself during his brief stopover in Havana during Chanukah, 1930. The Jewish community celebrated his visit, an event sandwiched between a dozen stops, including the Academy of Science, the Yacht Club, and a mental asylum. The morning after Einstein visited the  synagogue, he insisted on touring Havana’s poor neighborhoods. An account in the Cuban Geographic Society magazine said he went to “the most wretched homes in the disordered yards of the tenements and the boarding houses.” In his diary, Einstein recalled “luxurious clubs side by side with atrocious poverty, which mainly affects the people of color.”

After the Revolution, Havana had a rabbi who commuted on weekends from Miami, an arrangement that ended when the U.S. severed relations with Cuba in 1961. Adela said, “Jews don’t need a rabbi for services. Someone simply has to know how to read the Torah. We’ve had rabbis visit us from Mexico and Venezuela. ” And what if a graduate of a foreign rabbinical college wanted to come?

“He’d have to live like us. Would he be willing to do that? He’d probably have a different standard of living. He’d have to take a room in a Jewish house and eat what we eat. You can’t find kosher pickles in a Communist country.

“We used to get Passover wine and products like matzo early. This year we didn’t, so we sent a cable to a rabbi in New York. He shipped us the things we needed on the daily charter flight from Miami—wine, canned gefilte fish, matzo. The man at the Party said we could do the paperwork later. The people at the customs house know about Jews. So after Passover I went to see the customs officials and legalized it all.”

A German gentile graduate student working on her doctorate about Jews in Cuba came into the Patronato library and took her regular seat. She lived in a room rented from the University of Havana in a house near the Soviet embassy. Despite all the problems, she said, she’d consider staying if she could only find a place that carried black bread.

Adela continued. “This building was originally a cultural center. We had Sunday school classes, Ping-Pong, everything. At the old synagogue we had a mikva—it’s like a sauna. There used to be five Jewish schools in Havana. After the Revolution we were allowed one Jewish school. They permitted the children to take Hebrew classes. The government gave us a bus for that school. It was in Santos Suarez. Then they decided that it wasn’t in the interest of the government for children to learn Hebrew, so we held the classes ourselves on Saturday afternoons. We had forty to fifty children. Well, one teacher died and the other went to Israel. The president of the Jewish Community was a widower. He taught his maid Hebrew, and also how to play the  accordion. Eventually he went to Israel, and she followed shortly afterward. She knew Hebrew better than anyone in Havana. When she left in 1981, the school closed.”

Moisés, twenty years old, walked in for a few minutes. Adela motioned toward him. “See? We have some young ones, too.” “Three years ago we decided to open Sunday school for children. We had ten or twelve children. We have a few more now. The Jews in Venezuela have been very helpful. A rabbi from Caracas came three years ago and asked us what we needed. We told him, a small van—a microbus to pick up the children for Sunday school and take the elderly to services. Ten months later we got the van. But now we can’t use it the same way because of the fuel problem.

“Well, that’s not our only problem. Most marriages now are mixed marriages. There is practically no circumcision because not only do we not have a mohel, the hospitals won’t perform them either.”

Adela and Abraham the butcher insisted that I delay my trip to Cienfuegos long enough to attend Jewish New Year services. A foreign Jewish male was quite a catch for a Cuban synagogue, they admitted. I’m not very religious, I countered, in fact I can’t even remember the last time—

That’s all right, they said. We know. Then we can count on you?

“So I committed myself to New Year’s services at one synagogue in the evening and at the other the following morning,” I wrote a  shiksita back in the States. “I don’t think this is why I came here; still, it’s a legitimate slice of Cuban life and they’re really very nice people. I must admit I did laugh to myself a little when each, on the same day, implored me to come to their services. For one brief moment, I was the hottest Jew in Havana. ¡Feliz 5751!”

 

At the writers union office La Plume asked if I had found someone to accompany me to Cienfuegos. “Let me know a couple of days before you leave if you still don’t have anyone. I’ll have to find someone from the UNEAC membership. If you’re planning on renting a car and driving around, well, you don’t know the roads, and the Escambray Mountains are pretty treacherous. You’d be safer with someone along. You can’t go by yourself.”

Foreign journalists in Cuba on short assignments are usually assigned a liaison from the foreign ministry. These guides have explicit agendas, sometimes they’re helpful, and usually they bend. They’re there when you need them, and sometimes when you don’t. Reporters call them minders, or baby-sitters. The minder and the journalist both know  how to play the game, and relations between the two, while sometimes strained, seldom snap. Since I was not under the auspices of the foreign ministry I never had one of their chaperons; I only watched them from a distance. La Plume was the closest thing I had to a baby-sitter, and her insistence that someone accompany me to Cienfuegos was her first attempt to exercise this authority. Meanwhile, she confirmed my reservation for two nights at El Castillito, the writers union mountain retreat, and gave me the address of the UNEAC office in Cienfuegos  along with the name of its jefe.

That evening I dropped in on Salvador the muralist, but he’d gone out to persuade an art gallery to show his works. A block away a street meeting had just begun between nearby residents and some officials. A bare light bulb hung on a string stretched from one side of the street to the other. Under the bulb sat neighborhood officials taking turns with a microphone hooked up to a boombox. A crowd of one hundred from the community stood listening to the petty authorities tell them about pending improvements to the neighborhood. Then the floor was open.

A lady in a print dress complained about the upkeep of her building. “Water drips into the lobby each time it rains.” A woman at the head table wrote down the address, and a man next to her announced that the situation would be attended to as soon as supplies arrived.

A man in a porkpie hat wanted to know when paint would be available for homes on his street. “We’ve been waiting a long time for it.” The head table lady wrote down his address, and the man at her side said that when the paint came, porkpie would be informed right away.

A woman in tight faded slacks said that the front door on her building didn’t close right. “When will we ever get it fixed?” The same lady in front took notes, and the same man promised that when the tools were accessible the door would be repaired.

This went on for a half hour. At first I thought this was a meeting of the block Committee for the Defense of the Revolution. “No, no,” the couple at my side said. “This is the local Poder Popular,” the People’s Power Council. “The city is divided into constituencies, and each Poder Popular is responsible for keeping the neighborhood in decent repair. They have regular street meetings like this. We call this grass-roots democracy.”

Does anything result from these assurances?

They gave me the sideways smile.

The San Juan café and bar was nearby, and the usual gang was on  the stools and behind the counter. The San Juan proved a valuable and comforting place to drop in—no officials, no other foreigners, no hustlers. “I love those bars and taverns by the sea lwhere people chat and drink just to drink and chat,” wrote Nicolas Guillén in his 1958 poem “Bars”:There the white wave foams in friendship,  
The friendship of the people, without rhetoric,  
A wave of “Hey there!” and “How ya doin’?”




After a San Juan dinner of more-or-less chicken soup, I had a peso in change coming to me. “I think I’ll use it to play the lottery,” I said, joking. “Not here!” Florencio protested, as if I had accused him of running a numbers game. “No, no lottery here!” “You can’t play it here!” the others echoed. Then just as quickly they spread my Havana street map out on the counter, and each of them pointed out the neighborhoods where I could play the lottery if I really wanted to. The odds were usually about thirty-five to one, the most knowledgeable “not here!” man claimed.

 

Fidel gave a speech to the Union de Jovenes Comunistas, the Young Communists League, in which he said, “If they told me that ninety-eight percent of the people did not believe in the Revolution, I would carry on fighting. Because a revolutionary must be a man who, even if he is left alone, continues to fight for his ideals.”

The Communist Party, in the thirty-two years since the fall of Batista, had held three Congresses, meetings at which delegates from Party cells all over the country came together to thrash out an updated version of themselves. The neighborhood and workplace Llamamientos, whose resolutions were to be on the Congress agenda, were finally proceeding apace, but the next Party Congress, originally scheduled for 1990, kept being postponed. Signs around Centro announced that the Casa de la Trova on San Lázaro Street, normally a center for soft and friendly music, would be the site for a neighborhood Llamamiento. I came early and asked the Communist in charge if I could sit in. He welcomed me. This was my second Llamamiento.

After enough neighbors had strolled in, the delegate called the meeting to order and began reading the formal Call itself. “The Communist Party of Cuba addresses itself today to all its members, the working class, the peasants, all manual and intellectual workers, the men and women in the  different social sectors, all the organizations and institutions, our young people and all patriots and revolutionaries ...”

When I worked on underground newspapers in the States during the war against Vietnam, some offices had a special place for articles that, in turgid Soviet puppet language, lauded the people’s struggles throughout the world. We called this hallowed spot Kim’s Korner in honor of one of its most polished practitioners, Kim Il Sung of North Korea. Kim, one of the two world leaders who has held office longer than Fidel (the other is King Hussein of Jordan), could always be counted on to extend solidarity to his comrades. As if to prove his durability, he did it again just a few weeks prior to the Llamamientos. A member of the Central Committee of Cuba’s Communist Party who heads the Committee in Support of Korean Reunification came home from a trip to Pyongyang carrying Kim’s “greetings” to Fidel. Granma  said the meeting was a success, “a chat among brothers, comrades in arms in the struggle against imperialism and for the consolidation of socialism. ”

Meanwhile, back at the Casa de la Trova, the reading of the Call continued: “No! We will not renounce the Revolution, socialism, Leninism, and internationalism. We will not renege on our work, which is the most just and humane ever undertaken on Cuban soil. We will never yield to the  arrogance of U.S. imperialism ... ”

Kim’s Korner hit its apogee in 1970 with a speech in Cuba by Comrade Todor Zhikov, First Secretary of the Communist Party of Bulgaria and Chairman of the Council of Ministers of the People’s Republic of Bulgaria: “Dear brothers and sisters, heroic sons and daughters of Cuba. We extend to you the warm greetings of the Bulgarian Communists, and of all the workers of the People’s Republic of Bulgaria.... We stand beside you in the difficult noble struggle for the construction of a new life in this marvelous part of the world that bears the name of Cuba. You may always count on the fraternal support of the Bulgarian Communists, the peoples of Bulgaria, the countries of the socialist community, and all progressive humanity. The great Soviet Union, with its unbreakable power, is the beacon of freedom, democracy, socialism, the independence of the peoples, peace, and social progress.” On and on it went, a stunning example of Communist oratory. Finally Zhikov moved in for a smashing close, worthy of José Raúl Capablanca at his peak: “Long live the friendship and fraternal collaboration between the People’s Republic of Bulgaria and Cuba, and may they develop without interruption! May the socialist community be ever more consolidated and strengthened! Long live the  unity of all the progressive forces in their struggle against imperialism and for peace, national independence, freedom, democracy, socialism, and communism!” When I first read those words more than twenty years ago I named my dog after Comrade Zhikov.

The Party delegate at the Casa de la Trova had turned the reading of the Call over to a sub-delegate, who continued: “We must advance in the elaboration of models of economic and social development for the coming years... we can count on our heroic working class, the bastion par excellence of the Revolution, which true to its traditions and its history is now the main protagonist of the process of rectification ... ”

Mao Zedong, back in the days when he was Mao Tse-tung, would have been struck by the language, too. “Some of our comrades,” he said in 1942, “love to write long articles with no substance. Why must they write such long and lengthy articles?” the good chairman asked. “There can be only one explanation: They are determined the masses will not read them.”

The Party delegate took over from the faltering sub-delegate. “The Fourth Congress of the Communist Party will give continuity to the encouraging results of the process of rectification in the economic and social fields and will firmly link them to the new concrete steps aimed at improving the work of the Party, the state, and all the other elements involved in the system of institutions of the Revolution. Our Communist Party, the basis for the political organization of society...”

Everyone in the Llamamiento audience sat attentively. To keep myself awake that blistering hot afternoon, I pulled out a book I carried with me about Japanese culture. It described a cult among monks in Japan a millennium ago who rewrote history in order to give themselves higher stature.

The sub-delegate again took up the reading. She and her boss accelerated. Finally the Party delegate arrived at the end: “With calm optimism we can advance toward our Congress. A people of Communists and their vanguard Party, of a single mind, will always assure the lasting desire to exist, win, and develop ourselves.” His voice rising, the delegate concluded: “¡socialismo o Muerte!”

“iVenceremos!” the crowd roared back.

The delegate exhaled. “Now, what suggestions do you have for the Party Congress?” Nobody said a word.

He looked around. “Any resolutions you think should be brought up at the Party Congress?” He held his worksheet up in the air.

Silence.

“Well, what did you think of the Call?”

“Oh! Very good!” “Quite complete!” “Well done!” “We’re in agreement!” And the audience erupted in somewhat spontaneous applause.

The Communist Party delegate looked at his audience, at his worksheet, and then at his sub-delegate. “Well, in that case our duties here today are over.” And with that everybody put their chairs back in the next room and filed out. The reading of the Call had taken forty-five minutes, the meeting afterward almost one minute.

“What happened?” I asked the man from the Party. “The last Llamaniento I went to lasted hours with lots of resolutions. Is today’s meeting really over? Is that it?”

“Well, you have to understand, these are retirees.” His assistant added, “Yes, that and housewives.” All my life I’ve been a mediocre capitalist, but as I listened to the Llamamiento, I knew that I’d make a lousy Communist, too.

On my way home I had to step into the street a few times to bypass lines leading up to food outlets. I didn’t recall lines that numerous or that long even a couple of months earlier. The government was starting to crack down on “paid queue-standers and other antisocial individuals ... who profit from the sweat of our people during these times of combat and revolutionary work.” Some Cubans, especially retirees, picked up extra money by waiting in lines on behalf of others. I arrived back at the apartment just in time to watch The Mary Tyler Moore Show, which had replaced Benny Hill in the late-afternoon time slot on channel six.

 

We had a minyan. Barely. The ground floor at Adath Israel at Acosta and Picota in Habana Vieja, where Eastern Europeans gather for dominoes weekday mornings, had been spruced up for the New Year’s service that October day. Upstairs, the old synagogue lay unused. When the neighborhood became the main barrio for refugees from Nazi Europe, Acosta was called the Jewish Appian Way. Polacos had their own shops and newspapers, food and factions. They ate at Moishe Pipik’s restaurant.

More than forty years later custom still prevailed along the Appian Way. At Rosh Hashanah services, each of the men put on a yarmulke and sat on the right. The women, also with their heads covered, sat on the left. The president of Adath Israel chanted his biblical prayers up front while the congregation mumbled theirs from prayerbooks and memory. Occasionally the two coincided and everyone was in unison for a few seconds, then each slipped off in autonomous prayer, as if  strands from a fragment of floating seaweed had momentarily entwined and then drifted off on their own.

This intricate tradition, preserved here in the basement of a once-majestic Havana synagogue, had been choreographed by centuries of custom down to the last amen. Abraham, the butcher, brought the Torah out for the reading, then he blew the shofar. In a half hour it was over and we sat down in the adjoining room to some Schapiro’s kosher wine from Atlanta and a kosher rose from Ontario. Each of us was served a plate of chicken salad, sweet preserves, and a piece of bread. Next to me sat Mauricio, a youngish doctor trained in dermatology who was biding his time working in a clinic. On the other side sat Noel, a ship’s mechanic on two weeks’ leave. Mauricio asked if, when I returned to the States, I could find him a Spanish language history of the Jews. “The entire six thousand years, from the tribes through World War II up to the present.”

Ten worshippers had already begun New Year’s services when I arrived at the shul in Vedado the next morning. I picked a yarmulke from the pile and tried to slip unobtrusively into one of the back rows. Services took place in a small chapel next to the main room. A member later told me, “This is the tip of the iceberg. The iceberg is next door. In the old days we had more than three thousand people on High Holy Days, with the women upstairs in the balcony. If you pulled back the curtains there was room for hundreds more.”

An elderly man came up and asked in a stage whisper that cut through all the prayers, “Are you Jewish?” He spoke in a curious mix of Spanish, English, and Yiddish. “Have you been brissed?” He made snip-snip motions with his fingers. “What was your father’s name?” Morris, which he took to be Moishe. “What was your mother’s surname?” Levy. “So you’re Jewish!” With that he fetched a prayer shawl and draped it over my shoulders. “You’ll take part in the service at the Torah!”

“But I’m just a judío secular. I’m illiterate in Hebrew. I haven’t looked at a word of it since—”

He brushed aside my protestation. “You’ll take part in the service! Tell me, have you been to Israel?” No. “But you have it in your heart, eh?” He sat down next to me.

The Vedado service, slightly less jumbled than the one in Habana Vieja, continued, and I started to pull out my notepad. The snip-snip man admonished me. “Don’t take notes. You can do that afterward when we gather downstairs to eat.” He invoked the Fourth Commandment about resting on the Sabbath as his authority, then gravitated  to the front where he got into a heated argument with the lay rabbi over Hebrew pronunciation. The quarrel ended as abruptly as it had begun. The man in front of me looked up from his newspaper.

Each worshipper was called to the front to read a brief portion of the Torah and hold it for the next reader. Snip-snip bellowed out from the front, “Tom, ben-Moishe, please come up to the Holy Scrolls.”

Blessed relief: lying flat on top of the Torah at my excerpt, underlined with an elaborate metal marker, was a transliteration from the Hebrew so I could pronounce my portion. Afterward we wished each other a happy New Year with gefilte fish, bread, and cake. In our blessing we thanked God for Tropicola.

 

I decided to ignore La Plume’s insistence that someone accompany me, and arrived at the train station two and a half hours before departure, as suggested. A half dozen people were already waiting in line. By seven two dozen more people had joined the line, and the window opened for the 335 kilometer trip. A one-way ticket cost 3.45 pesos. At the same time a second window opened at the opposite end of the ticket platform, this one for coffee at ten centavos a shot. The passengers, who had spent half of their lives in lines, displayed a dexterity truly amazing to a hapless foreigner: they managed to hold positions in both lines at once without forfeiting their space in either.

The cars had slightly padded plastic reclining seats, an overhead luggage rack onto which I tossed my bag, and windows so filthy they could only have been washed a few times since Fidel entered Havana. The aisles were clean. No conductor actually said “all aboard!” Passengers just drifted on, and at nine o’clock we lurched out of the Tulipán station.

The railroad yard had a sign that told workers DOING SOMETHING IS THE BEST WAY OF SAYING SOMETHING. City streets were full of such high school gym sort of messages, but as we chugged through the suburbs and entered the countryside, they mercifully thinned out. Only the occasional statue of José Marti announced which Caribbean nation we were traveling through.

I was in the last car, facing northwest as the train headed southeast. Shortly after we got underway a skinny man lugging an enormous bundle walked to the north end of the car and, one by one, passengers from all the other cars drifted into ours and queued up. I did likewise, having learned the custom of quickly joining the back end of a line—“ιel último? ”—without knowing what waited at the front end. A supply of anything was worth the wait. The skinny man opened his  bundle and pulled out a large basket of fresh cheese sandwiches that he sold for forty-five centavos each. The lady in front of me said that this was the only food to be sold the entire trip. Many people bought three or even four sandwiches at once. Even on a moving train, lines remained the rhythm machine to Cuban life.

Rain began to blow in the windows about an hour southeast of Havana, a reminder that hurricane season was approaching. Once we had passed the outer perimeter of metropolitan Havana, only four others remained in my car, all women in their fifties seated together in animated conversation across the aisle. One got up and reached across me to demonstrate the trick to shutting the window. Cubans used this train to travel a few stops from one small town to another; I was the only passenger going the full distance.

My notes read, “men working in fields ... anemic ‘57 Chevy stalled at r.r. crossing ... ducks and cows near streams ... small town, two teenagers playing chess in a carport next to a spitpolish clean ’55 Chevy ... elderly couple in horsecart outside of Bejucal near furniture factory ... pix of Lenin and Che on walls of r.r. stations ... workers in seats in front of me for a few stops talking doo-wah-diddy ... no autos visible from train down streets of San Felipe—only bicycles and horses ... cheese sandwiches not bad ... nobody crossed themselves as we passed Catholic churches.”

At Güines, two uniformed police from the Ministry of the Interior got on. One pointed to my feet resting on the vacant seat across from me. My sneakers, which when white had attracted street hustlers, now when dirty attracted the police. I quickly put them on the floor. The other cop asked if the canvas bag on the luggage rack was mine. Assured that it was, the two walked on. Five minutes later two more cops slowly walked through. They stopped in front of me and asked for my identification card. I hadn’t yet been given my Cuban ID, so I handed them my U.S. passport. They looked at it, showed no response, and handed it back.

(Once in Guatemala the guardia civil stopped a bus I rode and demanded identification of everyone. They were searching for revolutionaries. Here the police were looking for counterrevolutionaries. Couldn’t we eliminate the middlemen and have the authorities simply check each other’s ID?)

The police left for the next car. The instant the door closed behind them, the four ladies, who had sat as if blind and deaf during my exchange with the police, leaned over, fairly bubbling. “What did they want?” “You could pass for Cuban, you know.” “Yes, we didn’t  know what nationality you were.” “Wasn’t that smart of you to bring your own water,” a comment I assumed, correctly, to be a request for a cupful. “What are you doing here?”

The ladies said good-bye a few stops later. Three policemen got on and took the last set of seats in my car. Evidently that was their turf; every two or three stops one set of police would get off and another would get on, always using the same seats. Halfway to Cienfuegos, shortly after noon, a sign announced that we were in Pedro Betancourt, a name I recognized as the ancestral home of a friend back in the States. I wrote her a postcard mentioning everything I could see from the train during our ninety-second stop. The list included run-down buildings, a large library, horsecarts, a short line, a couple of cars, and, outside town, lush green countryside. A bit farther, carved out of hundreds of hectares of sugar growth, was an impressive, well-manicured baseball field with a large cow near the first base line.

The countryside rolled green, most of it in cultivation, much of it in production. Housing projects obviously built since the Revolution formed settlements with small schools and white two-story rural medical clinics. Tractors and oxen worked the fields, mules and big trucks hauled produce. I don’t recall ever seeing a pickup truck in Cuba.

The fearful warnings about lechero travel proved entirely wrong. Not only was it relaxing, but it allowed a view of the countryside even a car trip would have missed. Now, having seen some of the rural outback, I agreed with Ludwig Bemelmans, best known for the children’s book  Madeline, who observed in a 1950s Holiday magazine, “Landscapes of great beauty are everywhere in Cuba, of soft Pissarro and Cézanne color, and the tropical intensity of Gauguin. The earth is a moist burnt sienna, the fields of sugar cane the richest green.” The sugar harvest hadn’t really started yet in this part of the country. When the cane reached its maturity, though, sugar settlements everywhere would spring into action, organized to attack the crop with a vigor that has outlasted every sort of governing system Cuba has yet endured.

We reached Cienfuegos on time, in just under eight hours. I could report, as Edwin Atkins did 106 years earlier, “I have arrived safely at this city without being captured by any rebels.”

 

I checked into the Jagua, a first-class hotel mainly for foreigners. To reach it I walked from the train station over to the Prado, Cienfuegos’s main drag, and took a bus to the Punta Gorda district at the end of the line. The difference between Havana and a provincial city proved immediately palpable. People were less hurried, smiled more, relaxed  more on park benches, and stopped to chat with one another in a manner as languid as the late-afternoon breeze off Cienfuegos Bay. A Coppelia ice cream parlor on the Prado had lines less lengthy than those in Havana, and more upbeat.

The United States doesn’t recognize Cuba, but Cuba recognizes an Arizona driver’s license. I made this pleasant discovery in the lobby of the Jagua, where I rented a Volkswagen bug made in Mexico, and bought gasoline vouchers for dollars valid at select stations. I also used my Mexican credit card. Cards from Canada, Europe, and Latin America are accepted with little difficulty in Cuba, but credit cards issued in the U.S. are invalid, because no link exists between Cuba and financial institutions in the United States through which to exchange money for receipts. Yet, as American travelers have discovered, the embargo can be punctured.

My credit card, issued in Mexico, enabled me to stay within the letter of U.S. law by spending U.S. currency in Cuba, permissible for journalists, and paying via a third country. With the card I could charge my purchases at dollar stores for myself and Cuban friends, buying incidental luxuries such as AA batteries, Heineken beer, and Habano shaving cream (ad idea: “The shaving cream Fidel would use!”). On occasion I found myself fumbling to explain to curious friends the mechanics of plastic money, compound interest, and usury. From their silent bewilderment, I might just as well have been describing American Airlines’s frequent-flier triple-mileage bonus program.

Cubans, of course, had no access to credit cards, the means to pay a bill, or the goods to purchase in the first place. Shorter lines didn’t mean that Cienfuegos had more goods or a wider selection than Havana, only that the people didn’t have to wait as long to find out. A sidewalk billboard reminded passersby, WE CAN DO MORE WITH LESS.

I located the uncle of filmmaker Enrique Oliver at the other end of town, and handed him a letter from his relatives in the States along with a snapshot of me sitting with them on their couch in Boston. Enrique thought that this would establish my bona fide. “He’s not political,” Enrique said of his uncle Francisco, “but his wife is very much with Fidel.” Regardless of their individual allegiance, they took me into their orderly home. Soon we went out in the streets of Cienfuegos in search of a VCR on which to watch the film starring Enrique’s family.

We found a willing household on our first try. Two teenage boys reluctantly took a rock video out of the machine, much to the satisfaction of their parents, and we put on Photo Album. The uncle explained  the tape and its foreign courier to our host. When it came on, Francisco sat mesmerized. He hadn’t seen this branch of the family in twenty years. El tío simply stared at his relatives, oblivious to the soundtrack. Then he asked to see it again, this time actually following the story. Afterward, he said that if he had had any food or drink at home, he would have invited me in for something to eat. He confirmed the addresses of other relatives in Cruces, a small town twenty miles away where I hoped to show the tape the next day, and walked me to a bus stop. In response to recent strictures, street lights had been either dimmed or doused. It gave the city an eerie aura. For writers and others in Cienfuegos and throughout the country, there was no more midnight oil to burn.

That night I ate across the street from my hotel at La Covadonga, which serves great paella. First you enter the front room and ask, “¿el último?” Once you know who’s in front of you, then you find a vacant table in the bar yourself, or join some strangers, or elbow up to the bar. A new lesson in line etiquette emerged at La Covadonga: in loose situations where no formal line exists, such as waiting while sitting at tables in a bar, always ask the people you follow who they’re behind, and keep an eye on both parties. After every two or three groups were seated in the dining room, everyone got up, and in a somewhat jumbled version of musical chairs, relocated to tables closer to the dining room door. This periodic shuffle looked haphazard, but its execution was flawless. Other diners at this bayside restaurant were sailors, dock crews and their families, and workers from the nuclear power plant under construction not far away.

Cienfuegos means “hundred fires,” but it was named for José Cienfuegos, Captain General of Cuba when the town first established itself in 1819. Orlando Garcia, the writers union president for Cienfuegos, took me on a walking tour the next day. Orlando was a provincial example of the undercurrent of change in UNEAC nationwide. He was, as he put it, “run out of the Party” in 1984—for what, he never made clear—but he won the writers union local presidency as an independent four years later.

Talking with Orlando and others I found myself mimicking their Spanish, dropping last letters and even whole syllables at a time. Those Ss and Zs at the end of so many words, who needs them anyway? My mouth still worked at 33⅓ rpm, but my ears were adjusting to 45 rpm patter. 78 rpm, however, remained an impenetrable barrier.

Kitty-corner from the UNEAC office sat the handsome century-old Terry Theater. Its director showed me around the ornate three-tier  structure, with its inlaid wood panels and fresco design. Emilio Terry, whose family built the theater, had been a poor Venezuelan. In the mid-1800s, according to Edwin Atkins, Terry would buy sick slaves “for a song, nurse them back to health, and sell them at prices ranging from eight hundred to a thousand dollars a head. Then he bought a sugar estate that he might have a market for his negroes.” His sugar mills produced boatloads of molasses, the profits from which he invested in drugs, medicines, and other articles to sell at a handsome profit in Cienfuegos. This wealth he sunk into railroads and government securities from the U.S., France, and England. Traveling widely, his family found the best designers and material money could buy for the elegant theater. By the time he died, Emilio Terry was worth close to $30 million.

 

The refreshing drive north to Enrique’s relatives in Cruces took me past a few small towns in the thick countryside, and dozens of billboards. Cuba’s two-lane secondary highways were decently maintained. Two cows lolled in front of a sign with black lettering on a white background surrounded by red trim: WE MUST FULFILL THE ROLE THAT HISTORY ASSIGNS US—FIDEL. DEC. , ‘89. Because the countryside had fewer motivational billboards, they appeared more prominent. A sign in a field near Palmira, a few kilometers farther along, showed a soldier in her militia uniform firing a submachine gun. Five red stars came out of its barrel. READY FOR DEFENSE, read the caption. At a gas station just past the sign, a ’58 Oldsmobile 88 powered by a ’54 Cadillac engine was filling up.

A woman of twenty flagged me down for a ride. In the countryside, the city, and everywhere in between, a civilian car drew dozens of people excitedly waving for rides. Terrible bus service made routine daily travel oppressive and undependable. With less gas, fewer spare parts, and reduced maintenance, unpredictability was the only constant. My rider, who worked in a sugar refinery, had been waiting an hour and a half for a bus that used to pass by every half hour, and she was due at a cousin’s birthday celebration that afternoon. And if you hadn’t gotten a ride? “I would have waited. The bus would have come by nightfall.”

THE FIRST DUTY OF A REVOLUTIONARY IS WORK. These words accompanied a profile of Castro, in dress fatigues, speaking into a microphone. By this time I had dropped off the sugar worker and picked up a teenager in a flower print dress. (Flower print dresses were available yearly through the ration book.) She had been in Cienfuegos  shopping for new shoes. “Look at these,” she said, tugging at a very loose plastic sole. “And I just bought them. Last month!”

Silence. “Are your new ones better?”

“What new ones?” She held her palms up. “The stores had no shoes today. ”

I stopped to write down another roadside slogan: IN CUBA, REVOLUTION, SOCIALISM, AND INDEPENDENCE ARE INDISSOLUBLY UNITED.

The shoe shopper gave me a perplexed look. I said, “I’m making a list of lemas,” slogans. “I collect them.”

At the word “collect” she became animated. “I have a collection, too. I’m always on the lookout for stamps from other countries. I have some from Russia, Bulgaria, and Czechoslovakia.”

I dropped her at her home and turned off the main road just past a billboard showing busy construction workers: BUILDING SOCIALISM WHATEVER HAPPENS. My first stop in Cruces was the home of Adolfina, a relative of Enrique’s. She lived in a bare house with wooden walls and an outhouse in the back that she shared with others. She sat me down, then read the letter from her relatives in the States.

“My son, you know.” She spoke in a low tone.

“Excuse me?”

“My son, you know. He’s not here.” An elderly woman shuffled through the room. “He’s at the Combinado del Este prison near Havana. For a year, you see.”

Actually I didn’t see, but the mere mention of her son slowed us down almost to a standstill. “He refused the service. The military.” She corresponded with him regularly. She had received a letter just the previous week, and visited him not long before. “He has less than three months to serve.”

I had parked across the street in front of a clean and solid house, apparently the only two-story home in this town of five thousand. At the time of the Revolution the house belonged to a family that has long since left the country. A baker lives there now. Adolfina walked across the street to his home with the video of Photo Album. She doo-wah-diddied with the wife, who said of course, of course, and we entered a nicely appointed middle-class home. The husband greeted Adolfina expansively, as if he hadn’t seen her in months. They left us alone to watch the movie. Like Francisco the night before, Adolfina sat entranced through the whole twenty minutes. Faces that for two decades had been frozen in her mind moved about and spoke. Her eyes moistened, her face brightened. Our hosts joined us for the second viewing and recognized Enrique’s parents. “There’s Zoila! That’s Silvestre!” On the VCR, they saw their former neighbors on the streets of Boston, U.S.A.

A horsecart clopped by, its driver in lively conversation with a bicyclist whose right hand clung to the cart’s side. I made it to the next home on the family tour, this one with about ten people from four generations meandering in and out of a busy house. The eldest was a man born in the nineteenth century, still alert, who had worked more than seventy years in the sugar mills. A diploma from the Ministry of Industry hung on the wall. It heralded his “efforts to increase production.” The certificate celebrated him as “the most distinguished worker from January to June, 1962, during the Second People’s Harvest.” It was signed “Ernesto Che Guevara, Minister of Industry.”

This family had been closest to Enrique and his parents, and they quizzed me at length about his Hollywood success. He still lives in the projects with his parents, I said, demoting him from Cecil B. DeMille to a mere Woody Allen. His films have not exactly played in theaters nationwide. This was all irrelevant, of course, and when I presented them with the videotape of Photo Album I could have been elected mayor of Cruces. A youngster scurried out to find a Tropicola for me. We talked of sports, Cuba, flowers, and language. I completely lost track of who was who. The husband of one of the daughters had served with an army intelligence unit in the Angolan war. “We were in the bush country a lot. Each settlement had its own dialect. You really get to appreciate language in a situation like that. We had to be able to communicate with all of them.”

They gave me directions to the santero’s home, the last stop on my tour of Enrique’s extended family. In his eighties, this lively priest of santeria lived in a semirural setting on the edge of town. Although black Cubans have kept santeria somewhat under wraps over the generations, more and more non-blacks in recent decades have adopted it as their own, too. “People outside the country say that we have no religion here under the Revolution,” the santero said, “but as you can see we have all types. Even Batista’s brother Panchin was a santero.”

This santero had ministered to Enrique’s mother, Zoila, who had given me a yellow-and-green necklace and some herbs and spices to deliver; the cinnamon confiscated at the airport had been for him. Chickens and a pig roamed the yard between the sidewalk and the side door. In admirable physical health, the slim mulatto called for his heavy white wife, and offered me a home brew that included wine and fruit juice. “It will make you strong. That much I can tell you.”

When he had fully digested the letter from Enrique’s mother and safely stowed her gifts, the santero got a key and motioned me to follow him through the backyard to what appeared to be a large wooden storage shed. “Let me show you something.” He unlocked the door and flipped on a switch, illuminating the room in a dusky glow.

When my eyes finally adjusted I was staring at a rustic and elaborate altar. Candles burned on the floor. Stacked upon the altar, and on shelves and small platforms throughout the room, were objects ranging from children’s dolls to machetes used in the War of Independence against Spain. “Each of these things represents a different santo.” There was twenty pesos here, another twenty there. “People come and put money on the santos. I don’t want it.” Porcelain saints, paper saints, papier-mâché saints, glass saints, statuettes to the Caridad de Cobre, to Santa Lucia, to his own saint San Roque, to the warrior Changó.

My host identified with the Palo Monte sect of santería and belonged to the Sociedad Spiritual, the Heart of Jesus. I showed him an article about santeria from a Miami weekly. “The santeros in Miami, they tend to exploit the people who come to them. Money.” He rubbed his fingers under his thumb. “Here it’s more pure. The people come to me with their problems and their fears. They bring me chickens. Meat. It’s voluntary. To me it’s all the same. Fidel, he doesn’t have a santero, but he respects us. What we do is offer medical and spiritual aid.”

He lighted a candle in front of his altar. Talking about the state, even in the amber privacy of his backyard church, he would only mouth words, not speak them out loud: “I was a revolutionary. I support the government, but I don’t like it.” His voice returned. “Do you think there’s a chance for relations with America?”

He got up to show me the dolls on his altar. “There are four levels of saints. This one here”—he indicated a typical child’s doll—“represents Lucumi. You know, the gods communicate by temporarily possessing the bodies of santeros. That’s all we do. We’re conduits.” He closed his eyes and rocked from side to side for a spell. Then he returned to the here and now.

The faithful rest on the couch while he listens and talks to them from a well-worn chair. “If they’re sick they want to be cared for. Those herbs you brought, they will help. They’re medicinal.” He declined to elaborate on the more intense aspects of santería, those involving chicken sacrifices and the like. Small games and toys were  an integral part of the room’s clutter; a little plastic sewing machine balanced on one shelf near the altar. Back in the house, a Last Supper on the wall faced a doll with a television under it.
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