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Introduction





The first article I ever wrote, so far as I can recall – the first anything – was a school essay on ‘The House I Should Like to Live in When I Am Grown Up’. I can’t now remember anything about the essay itself, but it certainly had one sign of originality – the drawing I did to go with it, which showed not the iconic dolls’ house that children usually draw, but a boldly Art Deco structure (this was somewhere around the end of the 1930s) with flat roof, white stucco walls, and long horizontal windows that curved around the corners. I must have been six or seven years old, so I had presumably written things before, but this one has stuck in my mind because of my father’s comment when he read it: ‘Perhaps you ought to be a journalist.’


I don’t suppose this was very seriously intended. My father was not much given to parental encouragement in the modern manner. Certainly not of my various literary activities, and by the time I was old enough for the question of my future career to have any practical significance he thought I ought to follow in his footsteps and become a salesman. Nearly thirty years went by before he showed any further signs of enthusiasm for my work. But the damage had been done, because from then on a journalist is what I wanted to be.


I also wanted to be a writer, of course, but this seemed too far-fetched an ambition to announce to the world – and too nebulous a one to express, even to myself, since I had no idea what it was I wanted to write. I wrote my first plays a year or two later, to provide my home-made puppets with material, but I don’t think it occurred to me that there might one day be a living in it. I started (though I never finished) a novel – about children sailing dinghies in the Lake District, even though I had never seen a dinghy, or for that matter the Lake District, outside the works of Arthur Ransome – and later filled various exercise books with poetry, even though I had never come across the concept of metre; but I can’t recall ever seeing a career structure in novels or poetry. I had brief passing infatuations in my early teens with other possible futures, as an industrial chemist or commercial photographer, both a great deal more fanciful, given my general lack of practical ability, than any possible literary ambitions. But it was to the idea of being a journalist that I always returned.


I’m not quite sure what I expected the work to be like. I was brought up reading the old News Chronicle, a decent Liberal paper that died of either decency or Liberalism or both shortly after I got into the profession. Their star reporter was James Cameron. I wish I could say that I remember his pieces, but I don’t – only my first sight of the man himself. I was an undergraduate by this time, and doing a vacation job interpreting for a delegation of Soviet students. One of the items in their programme was a visit to the Chronicle offices in Bouverie Street, where we stood in a kind of visitors’ gallery, gazing through a soundproof window into the newsroom. And suddenly my Russian customers were forgotten, because there, unbelievably, he was, as slim and darkly handsome as a film star, in immaculate white shirt, narrow Donegal tweed trousers, and suede shoes, hands impatiently on hips, pacing up and down the newsroom like a caged tiger, visibly the star of some great inaudible drama of newspaper life.


Did I see myself as treading in Cameron’s tense footsteps when I left university the following year and got a six-month try-out in the reporters’ room of the Manchester Guardian? My own first footsteps there were very different – they were waterlogged. I started on twelve guineas a week (this was 1957), and couldn’t afford a second pair of shoes, so the holes I had accumulated during my three years on a student grant remained unrepaired, and for six months I squelched around in two permanent shoefuls of Manchester’s famous rain. When at last I got a rise, then certainly I made sure the new shoes were suede, and I eventually got the white shirt and the Donegal tweed trousers to go with them. They never quite fitted in with Guardian style, though, and they earned the particular scorn of Mac, the tough-talking, soft-hearted night news editor, who threatened to send me to cover a big warehouse fire, as soon as one could be found, where trousers, shirt, and shoes alike would be ruined by clouds of burning ash and rivers of molten molasses.


The dark tigerishness I never managed to emulate. Just as well, perhaps; we were not darkly tigerish in the reporters’ room. Our style was suggested by the furnishings – two telephones for the entire room, kept shut away in soundproof cabins, and ancient typewriters balanced on even more ancient desks that were sloped for writing by hand, so that the typewriters vibrated their way down them as you worked, and fell painfully into your lap. Our speciality was ‘colour reporting’, and it was our well-crafted essays, we liked to feel, that gave the paper its distinctive character and tone.


What constituted ‘colour’ I have never stopped to ask myself until I wrote that last paragraph. It seemed self-evident at the time. It was the idiosyncratic, the odd, the whimsical, particularly anything connected with the folk traditions of the industrial north-west. The annual processions through the city known as Whit Walks, for instance; last surviving clogmakers and railway knockers-up; anything to do with cowheel and black pudding; though we also raised quizzical eyebrows at the amusing intrusions of modern life into this dour world – saunas, science, strip clubs. Our star reporter was Norman Shrapnel, who looked like a retired Indian Army officer, and who was so famously shy that he contrived to get all his stories without speaking to anyone; he was said to have locked himself in a lavatory once to avoid a press officer who was too pressing in his eagerness to help.


Every now and then Harry Whewell, the day news editor, would emerge from his office and survey us, the corner of his mouth twitching wryly at the thought of some extraordinary unconsidered aspect of the world that had just come to mind. ‘Michael, you’re not doing anything, I can see. Have you ever thought what they do with cows’ stomachs in other parts of the country? If they don’t eat tripe, do they just throw them away? Are we wasting millions of pounds year? Have a word with one or two slaughterhouses and see if there’s anything in it.’


At the head of our copy, when we were working within the Manchester city limits, we wrote ‘BOOR’, which the typesetters expanded to ‘By Our Own Reporter’. Everywhere else we were ‘FOSC’ – ‘From Our Special Correspondent’. We were often FOSC for days at a time on great sweeps through the land, knocking off a thousand well-turned words a day on a sheep-dog trial here, a miners’ gala there, the culling of grey seals in the Farne Islands, the last steam engine to be built in Doncaster. At the end of each day we’d phone in our copy, and tell Harry the strength of it, trying to make him laugh at whatever preposterous whimsy we could dig up. I recall a marzipan hippopotamus in Torquay, a constitutional crisis in the Isle of Man, a dustman who lived up a tree in Worcestershire – and the rejoicings in the office the day that David Gray, our Midlands correspondent, went to investigate why a ferry across the Severn had fallen into disrepair, and discovered that it was operated by a local estate agent called Doolittle & Dalley.


The fashionable taste in the late fifties was for the offbeat – oblique humour and cool jazz – and the reporter I was trying hardest to imitate by this time was not James Cameron or even Norman Shrapnel – it was John Gale, on the Observer. The Observer was the only paper that I or any of my friends at university had read. (I boasted to a girlfriend at university that my ambition was to be editor of the Observer by the time I was thirty – an even more ridiculous goal than chemist or photographer, not only because I had no editorial abilities but because the editor of the Observer in those days, David Astor, was also its millionaire proprietor, and to edit it I should have had to buy him out.) We read it mostly for Kenneth Tynan, of course, for Paul Jennings, the humorous columnist, and for the books pages. But the great draw for me was John Gale. I was captivated by the apparent innocence of his observation, the apparent naïvety of his style. He had an eye for the inconsequential detail and an ear for the oblique remark. He absented himself from his reports, but left somehow lurking behind this absence the faint ghost of a detached, wryly amused onlooker. In my early pieces for the Guardian, too, it was always starting to rain quietly. Pale moons rose irrelevantly behind the dying clogmakers. The redundant hedge-pleachers remarked inconsequentially on the previous evening’s television. The tripe-makers’ congresses ended on a dying fall.


We did some hard reporting as well, of course, when the opportunity arose – train and plane crashes, strikes and snowstorms, by-elections and visiting celebrities. I was worried before I arrived in Manchester that I had never managed to get my shorthand up to speed. It didn’t turn out to be much of a problem, though, because reporters on other papers, not regarding the Guardian as serious professional competition, often saw it as one of their charitable obligations in life to seek you out afterwards and ‘fill you in’ from their own notes. We even covered the occasional murder, if it was too horrifying to ignore completely. I was sent to cover a case in which a bank manager had run amok, attacked his wife, children and mother-in-law with an axe and left them to die slowly overnight, then attempted to commit suicide by stabbing himself in the chest with a pair of rusty scissors. ‘Don’t do anything silly,’ said the news editor anxiously. ‘Don’t try to get your foot in anyone’s front door, or steal their wedding photographs. Just go to the police press conference, look at the outside of the bank, and come back to the office.’ Whether a soft rain was falling in the story I subsequently wrote I can’t recall.


I enjoyed almost all of it (though not the murders), and I did at any rate get to know a little about Manchester and the North of England. Among the fires and folkways I also wrote about secondary education and conditions in prisons, radio astronomy and nuclear power; and I covered Macmillan’s visit to Moscow in the famous white fur hat. But when I think what the real reporters of my generation were doing I feel abashed. James Cameron himself, coming out of a party in London one night in 1963, was told by a passer-by in the street that Kennedy had been shot. Without stopping to pick up a toothbrush or any means of paying for a ticket he went straight to Heathrow and talked his way on to a flight to Dallas. My friend Nicholas Tomalin, who had been at Cambridge just ahead of me, went several times to Vietnam for the Sunday Times, where he wrote one of the finest pieces to come out of the war (‘Zapping the Cong’), and was then killed covering the Yom Kippur War in Israel. The only war I ever got near was the Cod War, when Iceland unilaterally extended her fishery limits, and Britain sent the Royal Navy to enforce the right of British trawlers to ignore them. Not that I ever got very close even to that. I was on an ancient minesweeper that turned out to be too slow to keep up with the Icelandic gunboats. In any case its radar broke down, and on the first day of the new limits there was a fog, so that we had to anchor, and all I could do was to run from rail to rail, catching tantalising glimpses of fleeing trawlers and pursuing gunboats as they zig-zagged out of the great whiteness and vanished again. I was transferred by jackstay to a fast-moving destroyer with working radar – after which I never saw another gunboat. Only Iceland, gently rising and falling on the horizon week after week. And a great deal of satisfyingly inconsequential grey weather.


So that was how I began my professional life – as a reporter. It was also during those two years in Manchester that I wrote my first real novel. We worked alternate six-and four-day weeks. On the three-day weekends I sat in the most writerly accommodation I had been able to find – a seedy furnished ‘studio’ flat up under the eaves of a former mansion on the borders of Rusholme and Longsight, its ambience dismally determined by the smell of coal gas and bacon grease from the kitchenette in the corner, with my little Empire portable in front of me. Its keys waited patiently for the chance to jam together in one solid block of recalcitrant metal at any suggestion of work, while I gazed out of the single dormer window, looking for inspiration in the grey industrial haze. Sometimes, when the factories closed down for Bank Holidays or Wakes Week, the haze cleared, and you could see the mill chimneys of Oldham – though still not much in the way of material for a novel.


I was encouraged by a text that I suspect all of us in the reporters’ room secretly studied – Howard Spring’s autobiography. Spring had worked in the room forty years earlier, and gone on to become a best-selling novelist. It gave us all hope. Even more encouragingly, he claimed to have begun his first successful novel with nothing in his head but the opening sentence, ‘The woman flamed along the road like a macaw.’ It seemed so easy! I can’t remember now how my own novel started, only how it ended, which was in a brown envelope at the back of a drawer, filed away on the advice of my recently acquired literary agent. She quite liked the first thirty pages, she said. It was the next three hundred that were so terrible.


Back to the clog-dancers and the still falling rain.




*





In this collection of my reporting I have not included any of the stuff I wrote in those two first years. Most of the pieces here date from a later stage in my career, when I returned to reporting as a freelance. This was after I had moved on from Manchester and the room, and spent eight years back in London writing a humorous column – three times a week for two years on the Guardian, once a week for six years on the Observer. Eight years of this kind of thing, it seemed to me, was probably enough. The example of other columnists and humorists who go on for too long was not encouraging.


By this time I was married, and one of the many improvements my wife had made to my life was to allow me to replace the terrible old Empire with her elegant and efficient Olivetti, one of the design icons of the time. With the help of this I had written a novel which had actually been published. In fact I had written four – one of them, Towards the End of the Morning, full of journalists telling each other how you have to get out of journalism before you’re forty. I was thirty-five, and there still seemed to be possibilities in life to explore. I wanted to write … well … what did I want to write? More novels, certainly, more of the television plays I had just begun on – perhaps even (secretly), after mocking the theatre so comprehensively in so many of the old columns, stage plays.


I had a family to support, so to cover the bills I signed a contract with the Observer to write occasional longer pieces for the paper – ‘review fronts’, the substantial articles that opened the back half of the quality Sundays, and that readers probably got around to, if at all, only to doze over after lunch. They would consist not of my opinions and inventions, like the columns, but of straight reporting. In the characteristically back-to-front fashion in which life often seems to operate, I was becoming a reporter again just I was at last giving up regular journalism.


Actually it wasn’t just a question of the money. I felt that it was time I went out and looked at the world again. Some cynics would deny the existence of any real distinction between fiction and reporting. It doesn’t seem like that if you have to do it, though, and I have sometimes thought that all writers of fiction should be required by law to go out and do a bit of reporting from time to time, just to remind them how different the real world in front of their eyes is from the invented world behind them. To have a fiction in mind – whether you have laboriously created it or whether it has seemed to suggest itself – is already to have made something tractable, already to have isolated some specific characters and events, to have seen some way in which they fit together, some way in which it can all be suggested in words. Out there in the world it’s very different. Nothing, for a start, is in words – nothing is the right shape to be put into words. Nothing has its cause or its result written upon it. Even when you find witnesses who supply you with a testimony already in verbal form, their impressions of the same things and recollections of the same event are dismayingly various. And there’s so much of everything! All of it inextricably tangled together.


To describe is to select – and to select only a microscopic sample from this overwhelming profusion. How even, in the first place, to select a principle of selection – how to decide on a particular subject? One way is to choose aspects of the world that seem to stand out from the rest because they are untypical or extraordinary – the heroic, the despicable; the grandiose, the grotesque; the exotic, the extreme. It is difficult to describe such things, and to convey some impression of them to a reader, precisely because they are foreign to our normal experience. But there are also difficulties in what I decided I wanted to do, which was to describe not the extraordinary but the ordinary, the typical, the everyday. I would go to other parts of the world, equipped with little more than my wife’s beautiful Olivetti and my own ignorance, and try to give some account of them as they appeared to a visiting outsider. Influenced perhaps by the memory of Norman Shrapnel’s practice, I would in so far as I could avoid formal interviews, particularly ones with politicians and experts. I would simply follow up any random contacts that I happened to have and see where they led. I would use my eyes and ears. I would keep my opinions to myself.


This was the theory. In practice it didn’t quite work out like that. My very first subject was Cuba – and it was impossible not to find almost everything about everyday life there extraordinary in itself. It was also impossible to give any coherent account of it without recourse to officials and experts, and their explanations and generalisations. Worse, I found that I could not remain as impartial as I had promised myself to be. Everything I saw seemed to be part of some larger picture, to be evidence either for or against the revolution and its results – and that larger picture dissolved and re-formed disconcertingly from one day to the next, from one moment to the next, with each last person I spoke to, with each change in the weather.


The same was in some degree true, I discovered, in every place I wrote about, even European cities with familiar customs and social arrangements. I should have liked to remove myself from what I was describing, to send readers on journeys without my being there myself to get between them and the sights. But I couldn’t. There I indissolubly was, with my own shifting feelings. Insignificant ones, perhaps, compared with the terrors and sufferings of war-reporters and serious travellers in deserts and jungles. Impossible, though, not to be cast down by the bleakness of arriving in dreary hotel rooms in strange cities, missing wife and children as painfully as if one were a child oneself again, and nerving oneself to phone strangers with whom one has scraped some tenuous connection, asking them to interrupt their lives and waste their time meeting you. Impossible, too, waking next morning to sunshine and warm breezes, not to feel oneself soaring like a bird; to be greeted by friendly smiles or a passing flirtatious glance and not to be made a carefree honorary citizen for a day.


And, feelings apart, there I objectively was simply as a piece of optical and electronic equipment. The rays of light from the objects in front of me were being focussed through the two small lenses in the front of my head, the sounds through the two small listening-posts in the side of it. This tiny selection of photons, these extremely local variations in air-pressure, were being converted from mere physical contingency into information through the operations of my single brain, and interpreted in terms of the particular selection of experience, schoolbook knowledge, prejudice, and myth that circumstance and my own earlier choices in life had put there. There are similar constraints upon even the most supposedly objective statements about the world made by scientists, as I realised more fully later in life, when I began to explore some of the consequences of relativity and quantum mechanics. Observer and observed are inseparably bound up together.


So there I am, reluctantly but inescapably, in all these pieces. Some of the subjects were chosen by me, out of a previous interest or new curiosity; some were suggested by the Observer. I am indebted to the Observer for commissioning them, and to Alan Rusbridger, now the paper’s executive editor as well as editor of the Guardian, for his generosity in allowing me to reproduce them here.


A few of the pieces in this collection were written in different circumstances. Wild West Eleven I produced for some kind of special anniversary edition of Granta, to which I had contributed when it was still a Cambridge student publication. Rainbow Over the Thames was done for The Age of Austerity, a collection of essays by various authors, edited by Philip French and Michael Sissons, about the years of the first Labour government after the Second World War, 1945 to 1951. A Pilgrimage to St Trop was written before I left the staff of the Observer, as was From Sea to Shining Sea. The latter is really a series of the columns I was writing at the time. I had won the Somerset Maugham Award for my first novel, The Tin Men. It was a condition of the award that the recipient had to be out of Britain for at least three months, but its value then was a modest £500, so it was an expensive benefaction to receive, particularly since I had a family travelling with me, and I supplemented it by continuing with the day job.


A number of these pieces proved to be the starting-points for new ventures. Cuba became the setting for one of my early plays, Clouds. The articles on Berlin were particularly fruitful. It was David Astor, the editor of the Observer, who suggested Berlin when I told him that I had become interested in Germany but couldn’t find a focus for writing about it. I was immensely taken by the city, partly because the huge destruction left from the war and the isolation of its Western districts deep inside East Germany meant that, to make sense of it, one’s imagination was continuously engaged, filling in its history and its original function. When I discovered that a young television director called Dennis Marks, with whom I was doing a short film on another subject, was also obsessed with Berlin, we persuaded the BBC to let us make a ninety-minute film about the city. This led on to a series of further presented documentaries that Dennis and I did together about various places – Vienna, the suburbs of London, Jerusalem, Australia, Prague and Budapest. It was also the beginning of my long fascination with Germany, which has since fuelled various plays and novels. And I suppose that the general questions prompted by these pieces, about the relationship between observer and observed, strongly reinforced the theoretical interest that I had always had in such matters, and that later formed so much of the subject-matter of The Human Touch.


A lot has happened in the world since these pieces were written. Does anyone now remember what TWA or a Ford Mustang were, or who Kenny Everett was, or what 12/6d meant? Or that in 1969 Israel was still occupying the Negev, and confronting Egypt across the Suez Canal? Or even that there was once a country called Yugoslavia? Usages have changed. I shouldn’t have called my black neighbours ‘Negro’ or ‘coloured’ if I had been writing now, or said that the political difficulties of 1951 made for ‘a gay start to Festival year’. But I wasn’t writing now, I was writing then. Sensibilities have changed in less obvious ways, too. I’m a little embarrassed now to see how unembarrassed I was then at having been at Cambridge, and having enjoyed it, and having retained intense feelings about it.


These pieces have meant a lot to me. I hope some of them also still have some kind of archaeological interest. A couple of them – about Moscow and Berlin – relate to a world that has vanished beneath the dust of history. Another couple, about Paris and Cambridge, perhaps catch something about those cities before they were quite as overwhelmed as they now are by mass tourism. Maybe all of them fix a few particular scenes at particular moments in time. Very ordinary scenes, at very ordinary moments, like the beaches and gardens in the background of snapshots in a family album.


It was my first television play, in 1968, that elicited from my father his second encouraging remark about my writing. But the series on Cuba, I’m pleased to say, moved him to a third (and final one) only a year later. ‘You ought to do more of this kind of thing,’ he said. Whether he realised that ‘this kind of thing’ was what I had been doing, on and off, for the previous dozen years, or remembered getting me started on it some twenty years before that, was one of the many things I never asked him while I still had the chance.



















A Farewell to Money


Cuba, ten years on





No representation – but, then, no taxation. No bars – but then, no drunks.


No news, no institutions to protect the rights of the individual, nothing in the shops. Often no water in the pipes, occasionally no electricity in the wires. ‘No liberalism whatsoever! No softening whatsoever!’ (Castro). No hope of an easier life for at least ten years yet.


But then, no beggars, no barefoot children. No prostitution, no destitution, no racial discrimination. And so far, no real terror.


The tenth anniversary of the Revolution, and by common consent the end of the hardest year yet. Each year things have been just about to improve; and each year they have got worse. Almost everything you can buy is rationed, and almost everything has to be queued for. There is a feeling of greyness and weariness, as if the nation had been at war for ten years.


Havana is the saddest sight – shabby, blank, full of nothingness. The ‘Revolutionary Offensive’ last year put the remaining small shopkeepers out of business, leaving boarded-up fronts down every street. The State-owned shops that remain have little to sell. Many of them have nothing at all. You go into some large department store that was once full of haberdashery and notions, and it’s like a scene out of a symbolist film – sales staff standing behind row upon row of showcases that contain nothing but air.


A lot of the famous nightclubs survived until last year, when they, too, were closed by the Revolutionary Offensive. The bars went at the same time. Street-corner cafés remain open to sell cane-juice, or a Coke-type drink. Once, presumably, they had some kind of superficial brightness about them. Now they are grim and bleak, providing for the input of fluid in much the same way as public lavatories provide for draining it off again at the other end.


Queues form at these cafés when word gets round that coffee may be made. Queues form everywhere as soon as some commodity is rumoured to have come into stock. In my first, somewhat stunned, walk around Havana I saw queues of over a hundred people waiting even for bread (of which there is said to be no shortage) and cigars (which are rationed, at two per day). People get up at six to queue for their rations before they go to work. They pay others to queue for them.


You can eat off the ration in a restaurant – but for these you have to queue, too. An hour or two, if you get up at six and queue for a reservation; two or three hours if you turn up without one. A Cuban friend who wanted to take me out to dinner told me that he had inside contacts, and that he could fix things so that we’d only have to wait two hours instead of three. But in the event even this modest arrangement fell through; maybe his contact was worrying about the place-ticket man at another popular Havana restaurant who got murdered recently, allegedly for this kind of favouritism. The restaurants have neon signs outside, tablecloths and intimate lighting within. In another couple of years, you can’t help feeling, the immorality of eating will be discovered, and then the restaurants will go, too.


Havana is running down, no doubt about it. Most of the normal processes of renewal which characterise cities, like any other living organism, seem to have stopped ten years ago. The noise of the streets is that of ten-year-old American cars in their death agonies – loose wings rattling, worn-out engines labouring on low-octane Soviet petrol, exhausted starters struggling to coax life back into motors that die the death at every red light.


This apart, the streets are oddly quiet. Nothing’s happening anywhere. No, that’s a lie. Several times I went running to the window of my hotel room because I could hear things happening outside. Once it was a dozen lorries with flags flying and hooters blasting, streaming down the Malecón, the great empty highway that runs along the edge of the Atlantic, loaded with demonstrators for some manifestation downtown. Another time it was twenty new tractors, parading ceremonially with their headlights on; once a troop of tanks on transporters; once a squadron of naval patrol boats in line ahead; once a tractor towing a brightly illuminated float through the empty night, with people cha-cha-cha-ing on it. Oh, and once, in a taxi, I got stuck in a traffic jam, caused by a passing demonstration. The drivers all began to blow their horns and curse; it was a lively moment.


Havana was built for other things – for the accommodation and entertainment of the island’s absentee landlords, a bourgeoisie too big for the economy to support, large numbers of expatriate and visiting Americans, 40,000 prostitutes and the practitioners of various ancillary trades such as pimps, abortionists, venereologists, and pornographic photographers. Now that these merry souls have departed, the city hangs like a discarded morning suit upon a gaunt refugee.


Vedado, where the big hotels and the best cinemas are, is built like a slice of midtown America; from the window of my room on the nineteenth floor of the Riviera, an American-style luxury hotel opened just over a year before the Revolution, and expropriated soon after it, the skyline of towers looked like a petrified forest, forever sunlit, forever empty. But, curiously enough, the shabbiness, the desuetude, and the insistently characteristic smell of the Soviet petrol made it look more Russian than American.


Down in the old town, behind the port, I thought of Graham Greene’s vacuum-cleaner salesman, Wormold, who became Our Man in Havana, walking from his shop in Lamparilla Street each morning to drink daiquiris with his friend Hasselbacher in the Wonder Bar on the Prado, besieged by pimps and filthy-postcard vendors. The Wonder Bar is now just a fading sign hanging out over blind windows, with a glimpse of cobwebs and piled bar-stools in the darkness within. The idea of a vacuum-cleaner shop on Lamparilla now is ridiculous. A barber’s, a lavatorial café, and nothing much else but grime and desolation, and doorways open at night on to tiny cluttered living-rooms that look like converted lobbies, lit by single dim electric bulbs. The street-boys whistled after Wormold’s daughter Millie as she walked up Lamparilla on her way home from the convent each day. I can’t imagine anyone whistling in Lamparilla Street now.


While I was in Cuba I met Jose Yglesias, the Spanish-speaking American author of In the Fist of the Revolution, a sympathetic and vivid picture of everyday life in the country. In the old days in Havana, he told me, the whores would pinch your bottom as you walked through the streets with your wife. ‘Suddenly – ouf! You’d look round, and they’d put their heads back and roar with laughter.’


Cubans remain very sensual, so some of them told me. There are said to be posadas in Havana still, where couples can rent rooms by the hour. For the brigades of volunteers who go out to the country at the weekend to cut sugar-cane the dense jungle of the canefields fulfils a similar function. But official tolerance stops short just beyond this point. Last year a group of long-haired ‘hippies’ who used to meet outside the Hotel Capri were rounded up and sent to cut cane in Camagüey. They were alleged to have been involved in organising prostitution for foreign seamen, but I had the impression that their long hair was the real offence.


Homosexuals still have traditional meeting-places, on Neptuno and San Rafael, and along La Rampa, but several people I met in official positions volunteered unprompted their abhorrence of homosexuality. I met a serious young high school student one night on the Prado who said he thought he was a homosexual. The possibility filled him with anguish. In Cuba now, he said, they were regarded as worse than beasts. He had made several attempts to kill himself; he wished he had died at birth.


But then sometimes in the evening, when the brilliant orange tropical sunsets silhouetted the towers and royal palms of Vedado, and the warm twilight hid the shabbiness, my dubious feelings about the place would come to seem grotesque. The streets would fill up with sharply dressed young couples strolling and decorously courting, laughing in the dark. You could walk round and feel easy, reasonably certain that you wouldn’t be robbed or stabbed, or clubbed by the police.


All right, there were shortages and queues. But had I, in point of fact, seen anyone who didn’t look decently fed and decently dressed – one single, solitary person? And wasn’t that astonishing, in one of the world’s less-developed countries? In fact, had I ever been in any country before, rich or poor, where I could say that? Not America, certainly – not Russia – not Britain.


Anyway, once you get outside Havana things don’t look quite so bad; the countryside never was rich. The ‘People’s farms’ are said to be inefficient and unpopular (though one of the foreign agricultural experts I spoke to was sure that their size would make the policy pay off eventually), and production of sugar, which accounts for over 80 per cent of Cuba’s exports, is still thought to be running below pre-revolutionary level. Cuba is kept afloat by massive Soviet aid. But it’s the rural poor who have benefited from the Revolution, undoubtedly. The government has provided schools and medical services, and forced teachers and doctors out into the country to staff them. To the cane-cutters and sugar-mill workers who had work only during the two months of the sugar harvest it has brought employment throughout the year. To a great many poor peasants who were rack-rented by absentee landlords and who lived in fear of eviction it has brought an undoubted security.


The English delegation (as I was officially designated in documents by Minrex, the Ministry of External Relations) travelled from one end of the island to the other in considerable style, chauffeur-driven, with accompanying interpreter-guide from Minrex, in a vast black 1959 Cadillac. I felt bad about this. When Yglesias was here in 1966 to write his book, he’d simply taken the bus down to Oriente; but after looking at the queues in the bus-station in Havana I weakened. I felt rather better when I met Yglesias in the motel in Santa Clara, coming back from Camagüey on a mission for the New York Times, travelling in a large black Minrex Cadillac himself. You had to move around by government car now, he said, the buses had become impossible.


My guide, Carlos Sanchez, was a sleepy, likeable man, a lot franker and more straightforward than various Soviet counterparts I have come across. He had previously been showing Edna O’Brien round for the Sunday Times. Everywhere we went I would ask anxiously, like a second wife, if he had taken Edna there. (After a few days of this I felt I knew her well enough to get on first-name terms.) No? Well, how many other delegations had he brought to this particular sugar-mill? Only six? Oh, that was all right, then …


Ridiculous to think of us all, really, zooming back and forth in our ancient Cadillacs, gazing earnestly at the inscrutable countryside beyond the power-operated windows, and trying to catch our guides out with the same smart questions. In each town you’re greeted by the local representative of ICAP, the Cuban Institute of Friendship with the Peoples, and put up wherever possible at one of the elegant new motels and tourist centres which the government is building. A private and specialised Cuba all of their own, these, peopled by foreign delegations, foreign advisors and engineers, foreign businessmen, and Cuban honeymoon couples. They have bars, for heaven’s sake, where white-coated barmen wait before pyramids of illuminated bottles, like Satan’s ministers in front of the flames of hell, to mix foreign delegations a daiquiri, or sell them a whole box of cigars. There is a considerable choice of dishes in the restaurants, with little items like butter (for children only, in the shops) and cheese (not on the market at all) taken for granted, and steaks that come in American sizes – perhaps 3/4 lb at a time, a whole week’s meat ration.


So we drove, westwards past the blue sugarloaf mountains of Pinar del Río, framed by tall royal palms just as they are in the little pictures on the cigar-boxes, eastwards across the flat canefields of Camagüey, where Guevara’s men dragged themselves barefoot through the mud when they at last broke out of Oriente to attack Santa Clara and end the war. Armadas of complex tropical cumulus drift in from the Atlantic on the Trades. Buzzards wheel endlessly round in the wind, congregating together in slow-turning whirlwinds at the approach of rain. By each grazing cow a bird like an alert Aylesbury duck stands on guard, waiting for worms to be turned up. Peasants trot by on horseback, hand on hip, straw hat on the back of head, cigar in mouth.


From the car radio comes a non-stop mixture of ye-ye and go-go music, interspersed by indigenous cha-cha-chas, and occasional hybrids in the go-go-cha and cha-go-ye range, some of them accompanied by words which Carlos says advocate armed revolutionary struggle in Bolivia. Down in Pinar del Río, WDVS in Miami comes in strong, with snippets of news paid for by a local supermarket chain – armed hold-ups, 65-cent chicken offers, assorted slayings, and a chuckling deejay who is giving away free sewing-kits to anyone who writes in explaining ‘I need a sewing-kit like I need a …’ (e.g., hole in the head). Fifteen minutes of this, and I’m the third most dedicated revolutionary in the island.




*





Vast radical ideals hang over Cuba, as pure and fabulous as the tropical clouds. Some day, says Castro, they will eliminate money. Already its uses have sharply diminished. There are no taxes of any sort, and no money relationship between government organisations. Most public services are cheap, and a number are free. No rent is charged for houses built since 1945, and the low rents now payable on older houses are due to be abolished in 1970.


The Constitution lays down a minimum wage of 85 pesos a month and a maximum of 450 (the peso is maintained, improbably, at parity with the dollar), but even this comparatively small differential is not as important as it looks because almost everything that money can still buy is rationed: food, drink, clothes, petrol, electrical goods, toys, cigars, the more popular sort of cigarettes. People have money to spare. The townspeople try to use it by going out into the country and buying food direct from the peasants to supplement the rations. This is technically illegal, but overlooked provided that the quantities are not big enough to suggest any form of distribution. But the peasants are becoming more and more reluctant to accept money for their food. They produce thick rolls of bills that they cannot spend and insist on barter.


Nor, on the other side of the social exchange, does money have much direct relation to labour any more. Cuba rejects the idea of material incentives as degrading, and looks down upon the Russians for employing them. (Yugoslavia, Carlos told me seriously, was officially regarded as ‘a classic case of capitalism’.) Faith backed by exhortation seems to be the Cuban method, and if that fails, the Labour Courts – tribunals of workers which can order salary cuts, transfers and suspensions of up to two months.


The standard work-week in Cuba is forty-eight hours, but large numbers of workers volunteer to do unpaid overtime, sometimes another two hours a day, in certain circumstances as much as four. They also volunteer to spend their hours off performing unpaid militia duties, and their days off on unpaid agricultural work. The decisions to work unpaid overtime always seem to be unanimous; while I was there all 59,610 workers in Cuban light industry unanimously volunteered to renounce overtime pay. I was told of a meeting at one factory where the workers had expressed their unanimous approval of unpaid overtime by shouting ‘No, no!’ at the party official who put the resolution: he understood immediately.


The local party officials are under pressure from above to get results, and the results are measured in terms of hours worked. I often had the impression that the effort put into things was regarded as important in itself – more important than the result it produced. For instance, the voluntary agricultural work – sowing or cutting cane, usually, or planting coffee. One can see that it’s good for townspeople to share in the labours of the countryside, but whether it’s much good for the countryside, or the country, seems dubious. The amateur cane-cutters cut the cane too high, leaving behind the part with the highest concentration of sugar, and where the professional macheteros of the past completed the harvest in two months, it takes this much vaster labour force four, starting in December before the cane is properly ripe. When they go for the weekend they tend to take Monday off work to recover; when they go during the working week – as they often do, for several weeks at a time – they continue to draw their pay, often of course at skilled urban and professional rates, and the country loses the services they normally perform.


I submitted a question to ‘Juceplan’, the Junta Central de Planificación, asking what contribution voluntary work made to the economy, but could get no reply. It may well be that no one has ever calculated it; I was told that labour costs for new projects were often scarcely estimated. I asked Carlos if methods like these were really conducive to productivity. He told me that I was thinking in terms of highly developed economies. In an economy like Cuba’s it was sheer production that counted, not productivity; and in any case the significance of all this extra work was chiefly the political attitude that it expressed.


Maybe. But while the State as employer can go on getting labour for nothing (or apparently for nothing), it’s difficult to see what incentive there can be to economise on it, or what end there is in sight to longer and longer hours of work. Money is undoubtedly a bad master, but there may be worse.




*





Authority in England often seems intolerably remote and impersonal, dispensing order, help, punishment and redress as if from another world. In Cuba, Authority lives next door and round the corner and in the ground-floor flat – in the local CDR, the Committee for the Defence of the Revolution.


They exercise the visiting observer, these omnipresent committees. Are they just a corporate Big Brother, the dictatorship of the proletariat refined down to the dictatorship of one’s neighbours? Or do they represent the kind of participation and communal responsibility which our own society so notoriously lacks?


Each block in the city, each cluster of houses in the countryside, has its own CDR. Any resident in the block may join; something over a quarter of the population belongs to the movement, which is controlled through a hierarchy of levels leading up to a National Directorate appointed by the party. The function of the committees is to act as links between the State and the individual. The State wants blood, old iron, empty bottles; the local CDR collects them. The State wishes everyone, even old Mrs Hernandez at No. 14, to know about the iniquities of American imperialism in Vietnam and the benefits of cervical smear testing; the CDR calls a meeting and tells them. At night the CDR patrols the block, maintaining ‘revolutionary vigilance’ against counter-revolutionary saboteurs, and reporting any suspicious activity to Orden Público, the police department of the Ministry of the Interior. 


When Mr and Mrs Bermudez, in the room over the barber’s, apply for more living space, their neighbours in the CDR go round to see how bad their home conditions really are. When Mr Martinez applies to join his son in exile in the United States, his good friends in the CDR come round and make a complete inventory of his possessions, so that he doesn’t have a chance to appear generous by giving them away before the State expropriates them at the time of his departure. When Mrs Hernandez’s son-in-law Roderigo smuggles a side of pork into her house from the countryside it’s the president of the CDR who shops them both …


One is liable not only to be accused by one’s neighbours, but judged by them, too. Most petty cases are now heard by Popular Tribunals, informal courts held in the evenings, each presided over by three public-spirited citizens from the district who have done a five-week training course, and who can impose sentences ranging from admonishment, through confinement to one’s house, up to six months in a work-camp.


More serious criminal cases are still heard by the old audiencias, courts presided over by professional judges as before the Revolution, but I was told at the Ministry of Justice that the intention was to replace these in time with Popular Tribunals of a higher level. There are in addition Revolutionary Tribunals which sit from time to time to try certain offences considered to be of a serious counter-revolutionary nature – sabotage, misappropriation of public funds, robbery committed in uniform, and others – and which can award sentences of up to thirty years, or death.


I watched a session of a Popular Tribunal one evening in the town of Camagüey. It was being held in a workers’ recreation club; the judges’ table was set on the dais where the band played for dances, with illustrations of drums and maracas brightening the walls behind it. My interpreter-guide, Carlos, and I arrived a quarter of an hour before proceedings were due to commence, and already the best seats – a row of battered metal rocking-chairs – were occupied by women who all seemed to know one another, and who looked as if they came every night the Tribunal was sitting, like the tricoteuses around the guillotine.


The impression was strengthened when the only man among them came over to chat to us. We should have been there the night before, he told us. They’d had to try the case outside in the street, so many people had wanted to watch! It had started at eight, and gone on until nearly midnight – it had been as good as one of those courtroom films on the television. A couple had accused their landlady of slandering them. But as the trial had gone on, the accused had become accuser, the accusers accused – it really had been just like a movie! – and it came out that the couple had moved into the old woman’s house and then declared she was dead, in order to collect all the money that was due to her.


One by one the judges drifted in, and came over to join the conversation. There were five of them – an employee in a milk enterprise, a man who worked for the local authority, someone in the Ministry of External Trade, and a couple of railwaymen – though only three out of the five would sit on each case, taking it in turns to be president and secretary. We really should have been there the night before, they all said, laughing and shaking their heads reminiscently. 


Eventually they all withdrew to the judges’ chambers – the warm starlit night outside. Importantly, a man mounted the dais and placed five metal cups and an orange plastic water-jug on the table. One of the two men sprawled in chairs immediately in front of the dais – militiamen, apparently – shouted ‘Stand up!’ and the first three judges filed up on to the platform.


The president for the first case was the External Trade official, a sandy-haired, reliable-looking man, like a local Dag Hammarskjöld, in a bright blue open-necked shirt. Two chairs waited in front of the judges’ table. At a word from the president they were occupied by the accuser, a brisk young man wearing what seems to be the fashionable footwear for young activists, ammunition boots laced up only as far as shoes would be, and the accused, a strongly built man in his sixties, with iron-grey hair and grim, set features.


With a formality which contrasted oddly with the open-necked shirt and the maracas, the president asked the accused if he wished to challenge any of the judges, or to be legally represented (he could have retained a private lawyer at his own expense; in a higher court he could have had one from the State for nothing). Then, with no less formality, the secretary read the charge: that the accused had threatened to murder the accuser.


The two of them took it in turn to give their evidence, standing in front of the tribunal with their hands behind their backs, strictly disallowed from gesturing. The young man, it turned out, had been in love with the old man’s daughter. According to the young man, he had broken the affair off, whereupon the girl’s father had insisted that he had seduced her and would have to marry her. He had brought the young man before the tribunal at an earlier session, accusing him of making ‘scandals’, but the charge had been dismissed. It was after this that he had been overheard to say how he would break the young man’s neck if he ever got his hands on him.


According to the old man, the boy had upset not only his daughter but the whole family by blowing alternately hot and cold – and had also, incidentally, raped the girl. Sensation in court! The young man was recalled to the stand to comment upon this. His explanation greatly amused the few men in the audience. ‘He says,’ whispered Carlos to me, grinning, ‘that the old man thought his daughter was a virgin, but really all the young men in this town make love to her. This is very sad news for the old man, I think.’


The judges all smoked furiously. A dog trotted about the room, sniffing at accuser and accused impartially. Through a window at the side of the dais a crowd of children leaned in, as if from a stage box. Eventually the tribunal retired to deliberate. When it returned, five minutes later, the president announced that the sentence was a public admonishment for both parties. Raising his voice suddenly to the pitch and passion of an orator on some remote spotlit balcony, he moved from passing the sentence to executing it. They were both good revolutionaries, he thundered – the boy was a Young Communist, the old man the president of his CDR – and they ought to know better than to waste everyone’s time and energy with stupid quarrels when they should be standing shoulder to shoulder against American imperialism. The counter-charge of rape he would refer to a higher court, the local audiencia. 


For the second case, the only other one which the tribunal heard that night, the milk worker moved into the chair. The accused was a delinquent-looking girl of about twenty; her accuser, another large, grey-haired, solid man (wearing suit and tie, though, of all odd rig-outs) was also president of his CDR, and as such had been entrusted with supervising a sentence of confinement to house passed on the girl at an earlier hearing for abandoning her two children. He now accused her of disobeying the order, saying that one Sunday she had been out of her house all day and all night, and that on another occasion she had been seen giving a party in her home where she had smoked marijuana, taken other drugs, and kissed men in front of her children.


With the girl the tribunal were stern and headmasterly. One of the judges had made personal investigations, as the members of tribunals apparently often do. He knew the way she lived, he said – one long succession of men. What was the name of the current one? She didn’t know his name, she said.


But they were stern with the accuser, too. I felt for him, coming home from work only to spend the evening organising the collection of old bottles and the denunciation of Venezuela, breaking off in the middle of that to run up to No. 43 and see what the local trollop was up to. And now to spend all evening in court, being told sharply not to wave his arms about when he spoke, and asked coldly why he had delayed for a month before reporting the girl’s absence on the Sunday.


I couldn’t stay to hear what happened to the girl. When I left, the president of the CDR was explaining that he hadn’t wanted to be hard on her; it was the marijuana party that had made him put his foot down. ‘I don’t permit immoral behaviour in my block,’ he said.


Is this how it is, then, a healthy society that cares? Do these tired men, working on through the evening for nothing after their shift has ended, knocking on the door to investigate when they hear the sounds of a party, represent the kind of close communal responsibility which our society must develop if its wounds are to be healed?


Cuban officials described the CDRs to me as an extension of the family. Jose Yglesias in his book enthuses about the life one leads under the surveillance of one’s fellows, calling it ‘the life of the open book’.


Or is it the life of the universal YMCA?
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The general aim of penal policy, I was told at the Ministry of Justice, was so far as possible to close down the prisons, and to get prisoners into the agricultural work-camps, where they could be rehabilitated by performing useful labour. This, I was told, they did for the same hours and the same pay as ordinary workers, qualifying for a weekend at home every fortnight or so.


This seems to me to be admirable, if true, and true it may possibly be. However, in spite of making a formal application in writing to the Ministry of the Interior, I could not get permission to visit one of these penal work-camps. I asked the official at the Ministry of Justice what the total prison population was, and how many of them were serving their sentences in work-camps. He said he didn’t know. He didn’t even know how many people had been executed in the past year. I submitted the same questions, in writing this time, to the Ministry of the Interior, and after much prodding managed to get the reply that this information was not published.


I also asked how many political prisoners there were, and could get no answer to that, either, apart from a vague guess hazarded by the man at the Ministry of Justice that there could be ‘only a few thousand’. In 1965 Castro gave the figure as 20,000, though others at that time put it as high as 75,000.


It is true that the UMAPs were closed down two years ago. These, the Military Units for Aid to Production, were the notorious agricultural work-camps to which people were sent without any form of trial, to have unsatisfactory political, social or sexual proclivities ironed out by an indefinite period of therapeutic labour, and which were condemned by many observers of Cuban affairs, including Graham Greene and Fidel Castro.


In theory now there is no way in which citizens can be deprived of their liberty without being tried first. In practice, I gather, ways exist. One can be called up for military service with the reserves, and sent to an Army unit engaged on agricultural work, or arrested and held ‘under investigation’ for weeks or months at a time, without ever being brought before a court. I talked to an Englishman whose travelling companion on the plane out of Havana had been a Canadian just released from La Cabaña, the old dungeon in Havana, after being held (so he had said) in solitary detention there for sixty days without charge or trial – only one of many, he had said, in the same situation. He had seen no physical brutality, but a number of the prisoners doing long spells of solitary had gone berserk; the guards just let them scream it out, and then, when they calmed down, pushed some more food round the door.


The Army is everywhere; so are armed militia, guarding everything, down to the car park at the Havana Libre Hotel, against counter-revolutionary saboteurs. I was told that there had been more counter-revolutionary activity last year than at any time since the Bay of Pigs, in 1961, when it reached its height. In a speech at the end of September, Castro listed eighteen major acts of sabotage committed during the year, mainly fires started in factories and warehouses, together with another twenty-five lesser incidents, and thirty-six fires in school buildings.


This is not a complete list of counter-revolutionary activity, even to my own knowledge. While I was walking in the Sierra Maestra, the mountains in Oriente where the Revolution was born, the local man who was acting as my guide told me that in September a complete counter-revolutionary guerrilla of more than thirty men had been operating in the area, though they had quickly been betrayed by a loyalist spy in their ranks. I was also told – though this only at second hand – that there were guerrillas operating in the Sierra Cristal, up in Northern Oriente, and in the hills behind Baracoa; and that air force exercises reported in the Baracoa area may in fact have been part of a counter-insurgency operation. Oriente and Camagüey, the two most easterly provinces, are said to be the ones most affected by counter-revolutionary activity.


I could find no suggestion that the various counter-revolutionary groups had any unified organisation, and no doubt many of the incidents are entirely isolated acts of frustration. But counter-revolutionary organisations do exist, though to what extent they’re supported from Miami is difficult to know. Shortly after Castro’s September speech the State Security Department announced that it had arrested six men on charges connected with one of the biggest of the fires he had listed, in a textile warehouse in Camagüey, which had destroyed clothing worth $1.5 million; they were described as belonging to a group called the National Liberation Front.


The guerrillas I heard about in the Sierra had borne a political name, too, the ‘13th of March’, the date in 1957 on which student revolutionaries unconnected with Castro made a suicidal attempt to assassinate Batista in the Presidential Palace.




*





The only other way of voting against the regime is to go into exile. About half a million people have left Cuba since the Revolution, according to American sources. They continue to pour out on the ten ‘freedom flights’ each week operated by the US Government between Varadero and Miami, and for those with relatives abroad to pay the fare, on the handful of scheduled services out of Havana to destinations in the West – Mexico City and Madrid. According to the Cuban Government, there is a waiting-list of 200,000 who have applied to leave.


A few return, of course; a faint cheer went up in the lounge of the hotel I was staying at in Santiago when the television announced the arrival of yet another hijacked airliner, the twentieth or so that year. The fact remains that about 700,000 Cubans are either in exile or waiting to go into exile. A lot, certainly, from a country whose present population is under eight million – but it is not, as some people tend to imagine, by any means the whole of the old middle class, which was estimated to account for between a fifth and a third of the population.


Exile is not an easy option. As soon as you submit your application to leave you lose your job, and unless you have private means – there are still people living on the compensation they received when their businesses were expropriated – you have to work in an agricultural labour camp until you go. With 200,000 waiting, and only a thousand or so leaving each week, you must presumably expect to wait for the best part of four years. Conditions in the camps for gusanos (‘worms’ – the government’s name for those who choose to leave) are said to be bad. I applied for permission to visit one; it was not granted.


When you go you forfeit all your possessions. I watched the Customs men at the airport searching the thirty gusanos who left on the same plane as I did for Madrid, confiscating handfuls of small change, riffling through the photographs and old letters in family Bibles. After about ten minutes my presence was noticed by officials, and I was ordered to leave. I’m not sure why they try to make a secret of it; there’s no secret about the rules, and so far as I could see the officials were enforcing them with great correctness, even with a suggestion of amiability. ‘These people are not important,’ said Carlos, when I protested at my exclusion. ‘They are only a minority.’


As they climbed the aircraft steps, one woman crossing herself, one man almost too senile to get up them at all, everyone of course in his best clothes, they looked irredeemably middle class; byvshiye lyudi, in the sad Russian phrase, ‘former people’. They didn’t rejoice, they didn’t weep; their faces remained consciously expressionless. But there was something about almost all of them that struck me with a shock; they looked guilty. They had that air of slightly shamefaced defiance that people have when they are doing something which they think is entirely justified, but somehow immoral all the same; a living demonstration of the wrongness of minorities.
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