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FOR MY MOTHER AND FATHER. 
AND FOR CUBANS EVERYWHERE.
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Me voy p’al pueblo, hoy es mi dia  
Voy a alegrar todo el alma mia  
Me voy p’al pueblo, hoy es mi dia  
Voy a alegrar todo el alma mia


—PIO LEYVA
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Since publication of this book in late 2002, I have received numerous letters from readers, both pro and anti-Castroist, or somewhere in between. Some wrote that the contents of this book would be a good argument to lift the U.S. economic embargo levied against Cuba for over four decades. Others have written that the contents would be good reason to stiffen sanctions. But in all the letters there is one resounding similarity: Those that wrote them care about Cuba. Some care about politics. Others care about ideology. Many care about the people. And perhaps this care is the most important common link that, no matter one’s perspective, we fail to recognize in each other. The only difference really, at least for outsiders, is one of approach. For Cubans, the island is not approached, but lived. And for the majority, it is a hard living that swings from the occasional joys of birthdays, weddings, and graduations—the normal happy moments—to a constant stress, worry, and fear that erodes and invalidates those joys.

This reality is one of the things about Cuba that hasn’t changed for 45 years. The changes that do occur in Cuba are only symptoms and reactions to bigger socioeconomic patterns, and understanding the patterns is the only true doorway to understanding the island. The biggest pattern concerns the ups and downs of the economy and the amount of state repression exercised based on those fluctuations. When the economy dips, the people’s frustration rise, crime rates increase, and more state control is exercised to quell discontent. When the economy improves, the regime lightens up, and beans reappear at the ration store. It’s as simple as that. But it takes prolonged observation to understand how and why. 



Es difícil entender la realidad Cubana. “It’s difficult to understand the Cuban reality.” I’ll never forget the night I heard those words. Five or six close associates and I were sitting in front of a dilapidated apartment in the heart of Havana. The talk this night was how impossible it is to survive in Cuba for the impoverished majority who live strictly in pesos. We talked for hours about who had access to dollars and who didn’t. Using published figures and some street sense, we concluded that around 60 percent of Cubans have no means whatsoever of obtaining dollars. Another 20 percent have regular, direct access to them, leaving 20 percent who can occasionally get their hands on some.

“The foreigners think Cuba is paradise,” said one of the women. “Well, naturally it’s paradise if you have dollars. I will give any foreigner 180 pesos [the average Cuban salary] to last a month, and we will see how long they can survive. After a few days, they will be forced to steal. Then they won’t think Cuba is such a paradise.”

This is an unarguable truth. As unarguable as the truth that Fidel Castro has his own private fishing key in southern Cuba where he goes to relax and catch lobster. Meanwhile average Cubans who catch those same lobsters are sentenced to six months in forced labor camps for theft from the state. Castro also has a personal fleet of new Mercedes Benz to whisk him from his private mansion in Playa to lavish dinner parties where he pours expensive wine for elite foreign dignitaries like American filmmaker Oliver Stone. In 2003, Forbes magazine placed the net wealth of Castro, now 77, at $110 million. Yet the average pension for Cuba’s senior citizens is equivalent to $5 a month, enough to buy five pounds of rice, six pounds of sugar, a few chicken wings, six eggs, a bar of soap, eight ounces of beans, a handful malanga and boniato roots, yuca and platano, a daily bread round, and nothing more. The cost of one night’s stay for a double at the upscale Hotel Nacionál—$120—is equivalent to two years pension for a Cuban senior citizen.

“All Cubans,” Fidel likes to explain at speeches before he jumps into his Mercedes Benz, off to the next dinner party, “receive the required minimum dietary intake of 2000 calories.”

On a recent trip to Cuba, a friend and I were winding our way across the 20 blocks from Vedado to the city center. It was your typical Havana  at 3 a.m. Random lovers appearing from nowhere, holding hands and stumbling home. An old Buick jammed with Cubans approaching and then disappearing into the night. A stray cat scratching around in a dumpster. The “schhhtt” of police radios issuing from the shadows. A common hollow silence resonating with the subtle soundtrack of buzzing streetlamps that, at least along Galiano Avenue, always seem to swing in the constant, steady sea breeze that blows up from the Malecón.

In the park across from the El Rápido fast food restaurant, a few drunks always sleep uncomfortably across the two or three remaining slats of the park benches. The street here is called San Rafael, a purely Cuban part of town. During the 1980s, San Rafael was Havana’s bustling hive of commerce, the stores brimming over with Soviet goods, the walking mall packed with shoppers. Today most of the storefronts are boarded up and empty, except, of course, for El Rápido, which is open all night and priced in dollars, where everyone goes when the bars close. You’ll never see tourists in El Rápido restaurants, but after hours they’re always packed with dozens of dollar-holding Cubans.

In Cuba you can tell who has dollars and who doesn’t—either in photos or on the streets—by the clothes people wear. The closer you get to the tourist areas and dollar stores, the better the clothes get. The farther you stray into the Cuban sector, the more threadbare the garb. In El Rápido, everyone dresses fashionably, and on our way back to Old Havana, my associate and I decided to stop there for a shot of coffee and we opened the door to the typical festivities: loud conversations over blaring salsa, boisterous laughter, clouds of smoke, and rum bottles clinking around plastic tables, the usual retinue of about 50 all-nighters.

There are two entrances to this El Rápido, one on Galiano and one on San Rafael. We found a table near the San Rafael entrance, ordered our espresso, and since I’d just arrived in Cuba that day, we continued catching up on the latest news. No sooner did we take our first sip of coffee that suddenly a stampede of people in the restaurant rushed toward us in a panic. Women were screaming and men were shouting in a general hysteria. I stood up to see what was causing the melee, and at the other entrance a guy was charging through the door swinging a machete, his eyes hot white pools of fear. Three men quickly grabbed chairs and  formed a barrier, staving the guy off as he raised the blade, with quick jerks threatening to bring it down on whoever approached. Then, just as quickly, he turned around to run, and the men threw the chairs at him, knocking him down before he scrambled to his feet and bolted off into the night. The only thing I remember seeing was his frightened eyes, his skin color, the machete, and his shabby clothes.

“Quickly, let’s go,” said my associate, and we ran out the back door, joining small groups of others who were scattering from the now-empty restaurant before the cops arrived, which would mean an all night investigation and ridiculous questioning.

The next night, a couple of British tourists had their hotel room robbed across the hall from mine, and I spent several hours acting as translator for the investigators. Apparently two skinny teens entered an apartment building next door and shimmied from a four-story window across a two-foot wide gap between the buildings, broke the parisianas, and crawled into the hotel room. It was the first trip to Cuba for these British tourists, and their luggage was cleaned out, roughly $700 in designer clothing, including a $200 pair of titanium sunglasses.

“¡Cojones!” the young Cuban investigator exclaimed when value of the sunglasses hit his ears, and as he said it we exchanged a quick glance of understanding, and suddenly there was a human there and not a uniform and I immediately liked him. I could see his disgust for these tourists, this nasty business of having to take their report and condemn two poor kids who stole out of desperation. The police caught one of the kids an hour later trying to sell a shirt in the street for a dollar. He will serve 10 years for breaking and entering.

The third night, right in front of the Capitolio, some friends and I witnessed a man bashing the windows and headlights out of a parked car with a pipe. The superficial reasons for this incident are irrelevant. Maybe he caught his wife cheating with the car’s owner. Maybe the car owner snitched on one of his family members. Maybe it was simply a random act of violence and the man was venting steam on an easy target. These kinds of incidents, thefts, acts of violence aren’t unheard of in Cuba, but the frequency of them is usually sparser. On this trip, there  were visibly more prostitutes on the streets. The hustlers seemed more aggressive. Everything seemed tenser. It was obvious that Cuba was experiencing a new meltdown, a swell of petty crime which, as it always does in Cuba, leads to crackdowns, stiff penalties, examples, repression and paranoia. This is the “socio” part of Cuba’s socioeconomic conditions, and this is where the patterns come into play.

In April of 2003, Seventy-five (and later an additional three) Cuban dissidents were handed prison sentences ranging between 5 and 20 years for alleged counterrevolutionary activities. The world media, as usual, treated these arrests as some kind of sensational, shocking blow to humanity, but really, they were only the cumulative peak of repressive measures that actually began back in January 2002, more than a year earlier, when the Cuban peso devalued from its former 20 to the dollar, down to 25 to the dollar, representing a 25 percent loss of value—a massive dive in spending power for Cubans who already survive just barely above subsistence-level poverty, and a return to the 1995 value of the Cuban peso. In the same month, personal computers were banned for sale to the public, and shortly afterward, black and white film was eliminated from the shelves of dollar stores, preventing independent Cuban photographers from taking controversial photos. VCRs, once easily brought in by foreigners, have been banned altogether from entry at customs. In short, the government has put a serious squeeze on incoming information to maintain its grip and control over an increasingly frustrated people living in increasingly tighter times.

Today, because of a slumped influx of foreign currency, Cuba’s economy is in a fast dip following seven straight years of positive growth, and the link between the rising discontent and the economy is obvious. We need only look back to 1978-79 to see identical patterns as in 2002-03. In 1977, President Jimmy Carter lifted the ban on American leisure travel to Cuba, and in 1978, Castro, in a good will gesture, released 3600 political prisoners, 46 of whom were granted asylum in the United States. Then in 1979, after 20 years of isolation, Castro finally began allowing Cuban Americans to visit the island, and more than 100,000 came in the first year, bringing their dollars to spend in Cuba’s new dollars-only diplotiendas  . This is when Cuba’s capitalism actually began and the seeds of the growing class war were planted. All of a sudden you had Cubans wearing Nike sneakers and Levi jeans standing in the same lines as Cubans wearing rags. This new disparity created a rising frustration in the majority who had no access, and whose pesos lacked the same real value that they still lack today.

Today’s growing frustration can be seen in a recent string of hijackings committed by U.S.-bound Cubans that occurred in the spring of 2003. In a one-month period, two separate passenger airplanes were commandeered and flown to Florida, and the Baraguá launch—an unseaworthy shuttle that ferries passengers across Havana Harbor to Regla—was seized by three armed Cubans who were soon caught and, within days, executed. These incidents are reminiscent of an identical wave of hijackings, for identical reasons, that occurred in 1979, which culminated with the 1980 Mariel Crisis, when 120,000 Cubans fled the interconnected politics, repression, and poverty of the island.

When Castro ordered the arrest of the 78 dissidents in March 2003, he was accomplishing many things. First and foremost, he was eliminating Cuban opposition leaders who rouse dissent in the exact same way that Batista eliminated Castro and his ilk in 1953. When the Cuban economy takes a downturn, dissidents are the most dangerous threats to control. But rather than arrest the dissidents one by one, the idea is to get rid of them all at once, make as small a splash as possible in the media, and get on with business. What’s more, broadcast loudly throughout the Cuban media that some of the witnesses testifying were government spies thought to be close friends of the condemned, and immediately the entire population shrinks with fear, and no one is trusted. This puts a damper on any and all thoughts of opposition.

Single dissidents have never been a major threat to Castro, except during hard times. With the March 2003 crackdown, it wasn’t as much the problem of dissent as the dissenters were beginning to network and organize on an island-wide scale, a first for Cuba. There were more than 321 opposition groups, private libraries, and independent reporters operating in Cuba at the time, and dissident Marta Beatriz Roque, in  October 2002, called a summit of the opposition, organizing the 321 groups under the banner “Assembly to Promote Civil Society.”

Fidel Castro, his cadres, and his foreign entourage of fans allege that James Cason, current head of the U.S. Interest Section in Havana, spear-headed this organization with CIA direction. This is not only unlikely but also downright disrespectful of Cubans, who have plenty to be discontent about without any help from the outside. According to this theory, superhuman Cason, who took over as head of the embassy in September 2002, in the space of just one month, rounded up all 321 dissident leaders, paid them off, and quickly organized them into a force to overthrow Castro. This, of course, is utter nonsense. Rather, the U.S. mission has always been to make contact with the opposition to prepare for the inevitable post-Castro Cuba when, it is assumed, the dissidents will have leadership roles in the new government. Right or wrong, that’s how it works. And moreover, to credit Cason and the CIA with organizing and creating Cuba’s opposition is demeaning and racist. It’s a notion as absurd as the idea that the Russian KGB created Martin Luther King Jr. and organized the American Civil Rights movement. As if blacks in the U.S. in the 1950s and ‘60s had nothing to be angry about.

Since 1959, Castro has continually called those who disagree with him “mercenaries, counterrevolutionaries, and traitors on the U.S. payroll.” Shortly after the dissident crackdown, the Cuban state aired its evidence on the communist-controlled national television, alleging that, through legislation passed in the 1996 Helms-Burton bill, millions of dollars have been funneled to the Cuban opposition. This is a complete fallacy. The only real evidence that Castro has of any monies being given to the Cuban-based opposition was of a handful of dissidents who received a $100 monthly allowance during visits with James Cason. The reason that Castro pays Cubans a worthless average $7-$10 a month is to prevent the people from organizing. The logic is simple: If we underpay them and keep them starving and waiting in line all day for food bargains, they’ll be too occupied to organize. On the flipside, the elite communists are all well-fed, and therefore have all the time necessary to devise new ways of controlling the people and suppressing any opposition  that threatens Cuba’s one-party rule, and in turn their own livelihoods. It is low-intensity repression, but repression all the same. Cubans need a minimum of $100 a month to live without stress and worry, and Cason’s allowance of $100 a month to certain dissidents was enough, at most, to pay living expenses, freeing them to organize. Castro understands this. And if $100 allowances are the only concrete evidence El Máximo can come up with, it would make Cuba’s dissidents the lowest-paid “mercenaries” in the history of the world.

Cuba’s first opposition group was formed back in 1978. It was called the Cuban Pro Human Rights Committee and, identical to today, conditions on the island and internal dissent, not outside agitators, are what spurred the group’s formation. Marta Beatriz Roque, the latest addition to Cuba’s 500-plus political prisoners now isolated and rotting in their cells, is a hero who knew that challenging Castro meant a prison term, which today translates to a daily meal of only eight ounces of rice, a few beans, and water. Marta Beatriz Roque, Elizardo Sanchez, Oswaldo Paya, and the rest of Cuba’s working dissidents and reformers (Cuba’s leftists) are the new liberators carrying the torch lit more than a century ago by Maximo Gomez, Antonio Maceo, José Martí and Carlos Manuel de Céspedes, Cuba’s liberators of old. Today Castro is the new elitist colonizer, the new Batista, although he could never admit it. No doubt, if you dropped a young Fidel Castro into Cuba today, he would likely start a fresh revolution against his own regime.

As concerns Cuba’s continually mismanaged and faltering economy, you’ll often hear the rhetorical “The U.S. is to blame!” or “It’s the embargo’s fault!” But again, it’s a matter of perspective. Recently, the United States lifted segments of the embargo, now allowing American firms to sell food and medicine to Cuba. Before this law was passed, Cuba was paying 20 percent more to ship the same goods from European nations. Since November 2001, the Cuban government has purchased around $600 million in agricultural commodities under this new law, making the U.S. Cuba’s eighth largest trading partner, and representing upwards of $120 million in savings for the island. The old argument about the embargo “starving them into submission” is losing wind.

There no longer exists what we call an economic “quarantine” of Cuba, and the embargo now basically boils down to the ban on American leisure travel. In other words, by not helping Cuba, the United States is hurting Cuba. But the U.S. is indeed helping Cuba, and in that lies the irony that critics should focus on. How can the northern giant forbid American tourists from visiting Cuba because their dollars prop up the Castro regime, yet at the same time pass laws to sell produce to Cuba, the savings from which only further prop up the Castro regime?

Castro’s current trend is to reward American senators and congress-men who vote to lift the travel ban with major agricultural purchases from their respective states. A congressional vote to ease the embargo today is worth at least $10 million. The problem, of course, is that the U.S. government passed this law with profit and electoral motives rather than for humanitarian reasons. That’s a major error, and future generations of Cubans aren’t likely to forget it. Nor will they forget the truth of Castro’s own hypocrisy for encouraging the profit motive and exploiting his people to lure foreign investment and tourists. Many ugly truths will come out when Cubans can finally speak freely about the past 45 years. But by then there will be no Castro, no embargo, and the sour relations between the two sister nations will have once again become bittersweet.

For the time being though, Castro understands the United States’ infatuation with human rights and political prisoners, and he will likely spin the dissident arrests to win back recently lost allies when the current political freeze begins to thaw. With the Bush administration, Castro had nothing to lose and everything to gain by jailing the opposition. Certainly Bush had demonized Fidel as much as humanly possible. Why not get the dirty business over with now and use it for future profit? Since getting the travel ban lifted is so imperative to Castro, what he gained with the dissident arrests are 78 more political prisoners in the old game of bartering human lives for U.S. concessions. It worked in 1977-78 with Carter, who lifted the ban and was quickly rewarded the release of 3600 political prisoners. And when dialogue begins again, the release of political prisoners will be the first order of business.

When President Bush gave a speech outlining his administration’s Cuba policy on October 10, 2003, there was a slight difference in the rhetoric. This time he formed the all-new “Commission for Assistance to a Free Cuba,” heading it with Secretary of State, Collin Powell, and Secretary of Housing and Urban Development, Mel Martínez. The message was subtle but clear. “We plan to help rebuild Cuba.”

Anyone who has traveled to Cuba has seen the condition of it’s deteriorating buildings, some in the deepest slums no better than dangerous, decrepit hovels. A great number of the island’s “homes” don’t even qualify as housing. As always in Cuba the ideology conflicts with the reality. One can statistically prove anything, and if an unknowing foreigner were to believe Castro, the world’s master statistician, the utopian conditions in Cuba are better than life in Denmark. Cuba, with or without Castro, does need U.S. aid both to survive economic slumps and to rebuild the country. This is reality, and we have to quit pretending otherwise. If you’d lift the embargo tomorrow, very little would change, mostly because obstinate Castro, with his control over what amounts to a modern peonage, would be just as incapable of resuscitating Cuba as he was yesterday. There’s really nothing to argue about. The question now is how to proceed intelligently and realistically, what initiative the U.S. plans to take, and how responsibly it will behave in the forthcoming rebuilding era with Castro’s predecessors.

Until that time, the ongoing stalemate continues to devour the lives of innocents. One cannot understand this devouring of lives until he or she sees a Cuban suffering from stomach worms, slowly wasting away, too poor to buy the necessary medicine that the pharmacy never has anyway. Or a 14 year-old girl who out of desperation sells her virginity to a wealthy European for $2000. These things happen, and they happen a lot in Cuba, but most visitors don’t see it because either they don’t know how to, or don’t care to.

One of the most responsible steps individual foreigners, and especially the media, can take is to move past this noble savage fantasy about Cubans. If you dig in deep enough (and it takes a little work), people will tell you straight out that Cuba’s mythical infatuation with  Che Guevara is a commercial hype and a farce. And if you ask (and I don’t mean the taxi driver), most Cubans will tell you they want McDonalds. They want credit cards. They’re hungry for VCRs and new cars to drive, and they want good-paying jobs so they can get loans to buy those cars and VCRs, repair their homes, and purchase anything else they need. Cubans do not enjoy being spied on by government agents. They do not enjoy being forbidden Internet access. They do not enjoy looking on as their girlfriends, daughters, and wives sell their bodies in the street only to pay basic living expenses. They do not enjoy being dirt poor and desperate, no matter how well they mask these underlying conditions. More outsiders need to begin putting themselves in Cuban shoes, in their situation, and try seeing it from their point of view. I wrote this book to hopefully dispel the myths so that those who have been to Cuba or plan to travel there have a clearer idea of what they’ve seen and are seeing.

Because the nature of this book as a contemporary portrait of the island as it enters into the new millennium, besides the aforementioned political and economic meltdown, there are a few minor changes that have occurred since publication worth mentioning. In July 2002, the Cuban government launched an island-wide digital communications system called “Intranet,” which is run by the postal service. Intranet allows average Cubans to receive and send emails anywhere on the globe. However, it only allows the people to access internal communist websites, such as the daily newspaper Granma, while still restricting the people from accessing the World Wide Web. Cubans who use Intranet cannot send or receive digital files or photos, and all Cubans I’ve asked are absolutely certain “¡Claro que si!” that state surveillance censor their mail. What Intranet amounts to is a new twist in the regime’s ongoing information ban that continues to isolate Cubans from outside influence while appearing to give them more liberties. Also, the state has recently shut down and confiscated Spain’s Cultural Center on Prado Avenue for subversive activities. The Cultural Center was chiefly a place that Cubans could access library, arts, and conference facilities. Other than these small changes, the book remains intact and will stay current until Castro  dies, and beyond. Again, the important thing to watch with Cuba is the patterns, while avoiding getting caught up in trivial details.

When I first visited Cuba in 1998, the various people I met asked lots of questions. “Do your Indians wear feathers around the cities? Do all Texans wear cowboy hats? Do Americans celebrate Elvis’s birthday each year?” By 2002, the questions had evolved to “Can you explain how stock market functions? What are they saying in the news this week about Cuba? What do you think of Castro’s making mud about the European Union? Send magazines! Send magazines!”

This evolution is a new break in patterns once dominated by cold war fears. Finally and collectively, Cubans are becoming smarter about Americans while Americans are becoming smarter about Cubans. The lack of American travelers coupled with Cuba’s information ban are doing their best to deter progress. Yet slowly but surely, on a people level, we are beginning to move beyond mere handshakes and introductions. After 45 years of estrangement and isolation, and as we approach one of the most exciting turning points in Cuba’s rich history, we clearly have a lot of catching up to do.
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¡Patria O Muerte! An Introduction
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For we are alone—alone—here, on this ocean of capitalism that surrounds us.

FIDEL CASTRO

 



 



 




“¡R ico mani! ¡Rosita rica!”At the Payret theater on the corner of Prado Avenue and San José, an old woman drifts past, drawling out the tired vowels, her hand wrapped around a dozen cucuruchos,  white paper cones of fresh roasted peanuts, as if she were clasping a bouquet of fragrant white mariposas. She’s one of the Payret’s permanent fixtures. As permanent as the “ay” burned out in the theater’s neon marquee, or the cracked pane of glass in the box-office window, or the perpetual line of film-lovers catching the latest Hollywood hit, shown, for a lack of funds, a full two years after its U.S. release. The peanuts cost a nickel, the movie a dime. Eventually, these things will change, they say. “In the future, when the economy is better, we will have new movies and  there will be food and wealth for everyone.” It’s always “the future,” because in Cuba, there is no present.


“Mani, mani, rico mani,” the old woman chimes as the pesos and centavos are palmed and counted. Each coin is quickly and carefully deposited in her apron pocket with one hand while the other continues waving the mariposas. After three hours, the last cone sold, she has accumulated about 15 pesos, half of which will go to the peanut roaster for another handful of cones tomorrow. The rest is hers to keep, equivalent to about U.S.$.38. Almost enough to buy four eggs. A little over 1.3 eggs per hour. This is how the majority of Cubans think. In decimals. Their world revolves around stretching the centavo. These figures cross the woman’s mind. Her wrinkled face is a poem. Her eyes are like hungry mouths.

Most days, I would weave the streets, paying close attention to those mouths. Looking for contrast and irony. The poverty and the wealth held side by side, turned inside out, compared, digested, filed. Down Prado Avenue, the main artery dividing Old and Central Havana. Step after step of the marble island walkway; the wrought-iron lampposts; the Spanish laurel trees shading kids on their cariolas—makeshift scooters. The “Psst, pssts” of teenage prostitutes who ask for a light and giggle as they grab the crotches of passing foreigners. South past the Casa del Científico, Hotel Sevilla, Hotel Parque Central, Hotel Telégrafo, Hotel Inglaterra. Past the National Ballet and Central Park, then onward past the Payret theater and the Romanesque hulk of the historic Capitolio that housed Cuba’s congress before the revolution.

This area is the best for contrast, where the Cuban and tourist realities overlap. Where the peso collides with the dollar. Where the ’99 Mercedes Benz with tinted windows idles at the same traffic light as the beat-up ’47 Ford sedan. Shadow and light. Like a film noir, where everything is in black and white, but the meaning lies in the melding of scenes. In the paradox. Here is the money, there is the poverty; between them is the unbridgeable chasm. And within this chasm lies the meaning of Cuba, as it has for five centuries.

Havana, the city of fragments. All that motion, turmoil, confusion. Trying to make collective sense of all the pieces is nearly impossible. You can inhale the entire picture and get an instinctual feel or impression of what’s going on, but there’s always so much more. Small things. Important details. I learned during my trips to the island over the years that there’s a real pulse to the fragments, and the key to Cuba is in finding this rhythm no matter how fleeting or chaotic it seems, and then operating in the beat. After observing the rhythm and learning the steps, I discovered a whole different side of Cuba. A very musical Cuba that operates in its own way, in its own time.

Like the night at a friend’s dimly lit apartment watching Fuerza del Deseo, “Force of Desire,” the triweekly Latin American telenovela that to miss in Cuba is sacrilege. Normally at this hour, the mother or grandmother of the household makes the cafecitos, the little tazas of sweet black Cuban espresso. But on this night, none was made. It was the coldest night in Cuba in twenty years and everybody was thinking steaming coffee. Finally, after waiting patiently, I went out to the kitchen and loaded up the little stovetop percolator, using the last of the fresh grounds in a small tin.

“Hey,” somebody yelled from the living room. “We’re out of coffee. If you make that, there will be none left for tomorrow morning.”

“What? No fresh beans left in the big can?” I asked.

“No, that’s the last of them.”

With the grounds in the sieve and the water in the pot, I left the apparatus on the stovetop and returned to the living room.

“Sorry,” I said. “I didn’t finish it. Tomorrow morning you can just light the stove and it’s all ready to go.”

“No, you’re right,” the mother said. “It’s freezing out. Let’s make the coffee. We’ll worry about finding more in the morning.”

No sooner had I returned to the kitchen to light the stove than somebody from the street rapped on the window. This was ten o’clock at night, remember, a cold night of about thirty-eight degrees, midweek, during Fuerza del Deseo. Cubans are so sensitive to cold that when the  mercury drops below forty-five, everyone heads for shelter, shuts tight the wooden louvered blinds, and lights a few stove burners. On such nights, Havana turns into a ghost town. Yet here was a lonely knock on the window, and everyone wondered who on earth it could be. Surely some friend or relative. The rap came from a young kid going door to door trying to unload a five-ounce package of black-market coffee for fifty cents. We all smiled, racing to see who could fish out a wrinkled ten-peso note first and buy the beans. And in the next breath, the mother said, “I guess we won’t have to worry about finding coffee tomorrow.”

These little miracles just seem to happen. They’re part of that rhythm, part of the casual Cuban attitude of “be patient, everything will work out” around which daily Cuban survival seems to gravitate. And then there are the bigger miracles: The miracle, against all odds, of the Communist regime’s survival after forty-three years. The miracle of the tourist boom that rescued Cuba’s economy after the Soviet Union dissolved in 1991. The miracle that everyone has stayed fed and the people have retained their pride.

On certain nights, looking north from the Havana sea point, you can see the sky illuminated a faint violet from the lights of Miami, a little over a hundred miles, but worlds away. There is something calming about the warm breeze at the point, the ghostlike hulls of ocean freighters floating into the harbor, the lighthouse beacon, the rhythm of the foam splashing against the eroded mortar below. The point is a sanctuary, one of those sacred places to contemplate life. Marriages are proposed there, plots to flee the island are whispered, songs are written, the regime is debated, and the future is discussed. From the shadows, a flame bursts behind a cupped hand as a cigarette is lit. Down in the filthy coral baths, a bruja drifts along and kneels to the water, chanting her prayer to the gods, soon throwing a meager offering of aluminum centavos into the hungry waves. She finishes the ritual and climbs slowly up the crumbling steps, passing a few young people who are heading down below the wall, out of sight from the police, where they’ll smoke a joint, have sex for lack of privacy at home, or, since there’s nothing else to do, pass a bottle of rum and dream.

Through Havana’s back alleys, a quiet melancholy hovers only blocks, but seemingly leagues away from the perpetual celebration of Havana’s tourist sector. The amber streetlights cast a somber glow on the silence. A stray dog scampers past, nose to the gutter, routinely sniffing up a discarded chicken bone or forgotten crumb of food. A few men boisterously slap down dominos in a dimly lit apartment breezeway. Doorway after doorway, through the Parisian blinds, the screens of old televisions flash their blue phosphorescent hues across the pastel walls. The lights are kept off to conserve electricity because the fifteen-cent monthly bill is outrageously expensive for the average Cuban. Most of the televisions are sensitive, high-maintenance equipment that require a special tap here, a knob jiggled there, a certain wire touched in a precise way to keep them functioning through an entire program. A living room lit only by the television screen may suddenly black out mid-program, and a loud “¡Aí, mi madre!” will echo through the alleyway.

Sometimes it seems as if the entire island were rolling its eyes and sighing, “¡Aí, mi madre!” “¡Aí, Cuba!” The national sighs for the national curse. The people’s surrender to the frustration, meaning “Not again . . .” or “What next?” or “When will it end?” Just when everything seems to be humming along fine, something inevitably breaks. It’s plainly visible everywhere you look, from the household appliance to the entire nation. When something goes wrong with the economy, if there’s a housing shortage, a natural disaster, a blackout of an entire municipality, the Castro regime gives the problem a few taps, wiggles a loose wire, prints a few more pesos, keeping Cuba operating until the next breakdown. Just trust in the beard. The beard will fix it. In the future. The beard always tells us everything will be better in the future.

I’ll never forget my first encounter with Fidel Castro. It was during the 1980 Mariel boatlift, when some 120,000 Cubans fled the poverty and politics of Castro’s regime for Miami in a mass exodus. On April 1, 1980, six Cubans hijacked a bus and crashed the gates of the Peruvian embassy in Havana. When Peru refused to hand over the asylum-seekers to authorities, an enraged Castro announced that anyone wishing to leave Cuba could also enter the embassy. Some 11,000 Cubans took up the  offer. Three weeks later, when the United States offered to take in 3,500 of the refugees, Castro reacted by opening the port of Mariel to all Cubans wishing to leave; between April and September, 120,000 took to the sea. The emotions in Cuba ran high. The streets of Havana were in chaos as fights broke out between pro- and anti-Castroists on the island.

The first night of the exodus, my bedtime was 11:00 P.M., strictly enforced by my parents, but much too early for an eleven-year-old insomniac. Little did they know that almost every night after I had closed my bedroom door, I would quietly reopen it, tip-toe out to the top of the staircase and listen to the remainder of the news, catching the features, the sports, even the weather. The night of Mariel, a much younger Dan Rather was giving a dramatic account of how thousands of Cubans were setting sail in overloaded boats, fishing vessels, inner tubes, ferries, anything that floated. I couldn’t see the screen, but throughout the program I imagined a sweltering desert beach, not a palm tree to be seen. Along the beach from horizon to horizon, a chain-link razor-wire fence stretched for miles. And there was Castro in his olive drab and beard, standing on the beach; with an assault rifle, shoving thousands of Cubans single-handedly into the ocean at gunpoint. “Why is he forcing them to leave?” I asked myself. “Who is this wicked man?”

Like most Americans, I came to know Cuba through the television portal, and Cuba became synonymous with the beard. And like most Americans, I came to regard Cuba as “the bad guys” and us as “the good guys.” Here was the U.S. flag, and there was the beard that threatened it. They were the commies, the outlaws of the Western Hemisphere, and Castro was the devil. These were the Reagan years and, reminiscent of the 1960s, the word “Cuba” once again tasted foul on the tongue with its dark implications.

In the spring of 1998, when I announced that I was going to Cuba to write, I was met with a multitude of reactions, even hostility. “You’re nuts. What if you wind up in one of Castro’s jails? Are you Communist? Don’t Cubans hate us Americans? Aren’t you scared? You’d better be careful.” And when I returned, “Were you ever physically threatened? Was it dangerous?”

When I explained that it wasn’t dangerous, that I actually felt safer in the streets of Havana than in my own country’s cities. That Cubans even adore Hollywood movies and listen to all kinds of American popular music—anything from the Back Street Boys to the Red Hot Chili Peppers, I was frequently met with a confused look. It just didn’t jibe. It was contradictory to everything they’d heard about the rebel island.

After the media hoopla of the Elian González crisis in 2000, after the commercial success of the Cuban orchestra, the Buena Vista Social Club, and the Pope’s 1998 visit when the world began training its cameras on the island, so many questions were still unanswered. Many of the cold war stigmas persisted, and new notions were formed. For many Americans, in the space of a decade Cuba had transformed from a mysterious, sinister island ruled by a Communist tyrant into an enchanting getaway of romance and adventure. We learned about the old cars, about the cigars, about the music of the golden years before Castro, about a so-called “land frozen in time,” or “the last Communist stronghold in the Western Hemisphere,” and other commercial versions of this misunderstood culture.

But there is another Cuba, often unseen and discussed even less. A Cuba that can’t be summarized in thirty inches of space in the Sunday travel section. For me, it became a task of sifting through the contradictions and notions, comparing them with the true Cuban experience, and coming away with an idea of what was really going on. The alleyways, the little niches, the living rooms, the fringes of the Revolution are the doorways into this other Cuba, where the desperation for change continues to simmer. This is where the contradictions end and the endurance begins, the Cuban reality for the majority. The lines at the five-peso pizza stands. The piles of building rubble and dead furniture rotting for weeks on curbsides. The stench of dumpsters overflowing in the baking sun. Kids chasing chickens through the streets, pissing in the vacant lots. The parqueos, the bicycles, old people mulling around the stoops, the soiled glass of empty storefronts, threadbare clothes, holey shoes, pure poverty.

You could take a city map of Havana and draw definitive lines of where the two Cubas collide. There are the resorts. There are the slums.  And in between is the commercial gray area. It’s like the visitor’s concept of a very safe “third world” out there in tourist central, but the real third world, the real Cuba lies in here, just two blocks off Prado, where few foreigners stray. The sensation felt when crossing this border is very real. As if the glamour, the wealth, the dream is out there among the tourists with their crisp new khaki safari suits and guidebooks, while back here in the shadows it’s a growing frustration, a tense daily grind of struggling for food.

Fraternity Park is one place where the two worlds clash with its massive ceiba tree, the tree of life that celebrates the brotherhood of the collective Americas. On one side of the tree is the historic Capitolio building with its steady stream of tourists scaling up and down the steps all day. On the other side is the mouth of Monte Avenue. . . . Cuba. Here the dollar shapeshifts into the peso. The tourist taxi into the people’s peso taxi. The Viazul luxury coaches into mass transit camello buses. The Coca-Cola into sugar water. The steamed lobster into fried lard.

Enrique lives down there. Down on Monte Avenue. He’s sixty years old. Eats fried lard. Rides in the people’s taxis when he has some extra pesos. Takes the camellos around town. Drinks sugar water. Is one of the estimated 60 percent of Cubans who have no access to dollars in an economy where the peso is next to worthless. He’s critical of himself and the government and, like all Cubans, loves to hash it out over the smallest of details. From the best market to buy guayaba to the flamboyant Cuban nightlife of the 1950s and the rectification of the mid- 1980s when Castro completely revamped the Cuban economy and the Communist Party, his knowledge runs deep and wide on a range of subjects. Enrique has a mind for trivia; he can pull specific names and incidents from Cuban history, detailing their causes and effects, and give blow-by-blow accounts of what so-and-so did on such-and-such battlefield. When he reads or watches television, he pays close attention, analyzing, judging, memorizing, and, after much internal debate, throws out a comment.


“¡Mierda!” he’ll say as he watches the evening news. “What shit! It’s always the same. They never tell us anything. Who cares about the  cleanup project in Varadero. That’s not news. So what if they picked up a ton of garbage. What I want to know is what happened to Posada Car-riles in Panama. Did you notice they’re not talking about that anymore? Everyday it was in the papers and on the news. Everyday for weeks! And then suddenly, nothing. Something is going on there. They’re hiding something.”

I liked to watch the news with Enrique because he would always give me the straight dope. He didn’t believe any of it. Enrique always treated me as a peer, someone who could engage in debate and really get to the bottom of things. Not as a “yanqui” or someone from a wealthy nation, not a symbol, but another human. Once I asked him what impressions he got about Americans from the Communist media; I explained how a lot of the conservative journalists in the United States had once made Cubans out to be devils, but that nowadays, people thought of Cuba romantically. My words surprised and impressed him, as he had no idea that Cuba was discussed so much in the United States.

“In the Cuban news,” he said, “everything we do is right, and everything the rest of the world does is wrong. The only time they say something good about the United States is when one of your politicians speaks against the embargo. Besides this, they only point out your problems. They tell us about your homeless people, about the racism, that capitalism is inhumane. But look at our capitalism. Look at all the riches here and the new hotels. With Cuba’s capitalism, it’s okay, but for everybody else, it’s inhumane.”

For the most part, Enrique represents the majority of Cubans. They see all the contradictions surrounding them but have no means of acting or verbally expressing themselves to change the world they live in. There is no way to communicate their desires and needs. No complaint box to voice their frustrations. They sit back and watch the surface of the archipelago transform into a modern paradise to which they have no access.

Like Enrique, most Cubans spend their time worrying about the next meal. They are forced to break laws to eat, ironically sacrificing their personal dignity to preserve the dignity of the Revolutionary victory which is still slated to occur sometime in the nebulous future.

In the average age of its people, Cuba is a young country. Of the island’s 11 million inhabitants, more than half were born after Castro and have known no other leader or way of life. These younger generations are desperately seeking new avenues of expression and opportunities to advance themselves after having sacrificed the entire decade of the 1990s to the poverty of Cuba’s economic depression—the Special Period—and the survival of the Cuban Revolution. Still making the same sacrifices today, many are beginning to wonder when this future the regime has been promising for forty-three years will finally arrive, and like Enrique, many older Cubans are losing faith in the program they once supported.

For them and for younger Cubans, life is stagnant. They think Castro is an old man with outdated ideas. While they understand his political principles, those principles don’t put food on the table, and they offer little opportunity for self-expression or financial independence. Many younger Cubans are now looking outside the system for economic advancement and solutions to their personal lives, new world solutions that the Revolution has failed to provide. To them, the anti-United States, pro-Cuba rhetoric is a broken record and the instability associated with it has become unbearable. They want new music, world fashion, video games, food. They want to compete with their global peers, not remain in a cultural isolation hinged on Castro’s political ambitions. Many carry the torch of Cuba’s non-Revolutionary parallel culture, which operates outside the restrictive government. The parallel culture started to emerge in 1968 when Castro completely centralized Cuba after the Soviet Socialist model and began alienating the people, taking away their personal freedoms and a competitive private domestic market, forcing the entire population into complete dependence on a system that they’re still at odds with.

More preoccupied with his position in the history books than with Cuba’s everyday survival reality, Castro has become irrelevant today. He has lost the people and they are already playing with post-Castro, post-embargo ideas. Meanwhile, the regime ignores the reality that in order to eat, the majority of Cubans must break multitudes of laws, live in constant  paranoia, steal, and hustle in the black market. For this, they are seen as outlaws by the central government for not starving like good Revolutionaries under impossible circumstances. While many Cubans have decided to leave these conditions behind and emigrate to other countries, those who remain on the island live in a mental exile, frustrated because they can’t participate in the changing world and their own reality. Buying a pound of rice in the black market is seen by the Cuban government as social decay, yet the government refuses to provide the economic means to buy the rice legally. This is the problem.

Today this outlaw culture grows and evolves, often in opposition to the Revolution, as it continues its search for an identity, the Cubanindad,  or “Cubanness” which Castro failed to deliver, and which, with the passing years, a desperation grows to lay claim, breathing that long sigh of redemption for its five-century-old colonial curse.

All colonized peoples face this curse, and perhaps Cuba, being the oldest colony in the West, faces it most. First came Columbus and the Spanish. Later, the United States transformed the island into a neocolony. Then came Castro, who gave the people their first stab at true independence; this lasted about two years, until the Soviets moved in, creating a renewed illusion of pseudoindependence. Today, with the Soviet Union gone, many Cubans feel that they’re being exploited and colonized by one of their own, in what some call a “prison,” all for the sake of his regime’s survival. This contradictory chasm between the people’s survival and the Revolutionary ideal is in the same shade of gray as the tourist and Cuban realities. It is the next-level of gray in what has become a confused, island-sized paradox.

Consider, for instance, that about one-fifth of the island’s income comes in the form of cash wires sent through Western Union from Cubans living abroad. Although the regime quietly calls these benefactors  gusanos (maggots) for abandoning the Revolution, it couldn’t survive without them. This is the true decay of the Cuban Socialist ideal: The central government profits and survives on those dollars, yet scolds the prostitutes and petty black marketers who are forced to break the law for such basic necessities as deodorant and cooking oil. The dignity of the  people is sacrificed for the dignity of a Revolutionary ideal, and the Revolutionary ideal is hinged on La Victoria, the victory, set to occur sometime in the future when the U.S. economic embargo is lifted. Castro is almost desperate to realize La Victoria before his death so that he can enter the history books as Cuba’s liberator.

A colonizing liberator? How about the Revolution is a broken bus? One day when I was taking a taxi across Havana, my driver and I saw fifty or sixty men heaving and panting as they pushed a camello, one of those rattley tractor-trailer mass transit buses, through an intersection. I was on my way back from Ciudad Libertad, the pre-1959 Camp Columbia military base, after celebrating the fortieth anniversary of Fidel Castro’s grand entrance into Havana on January 8, 1959.

“Only in Cuba,” my driver said with a laugh as we swerved around the broken bus. “Only in Cuba.”

Only in Cuba indeed. The irony of seeing fifty men pushing a broken bus through an intersection on Castro’s Revolutionary holiday made a serious impression on me. It would be the first of many. Ironies occur so regularly in Cuba that life itself has become a contradiction. And these contradictions, these ironies, all boil down to that rhythm, that pulse, those little miracles. This is the story of Cuba, the pulse of which is often hard to grasp, but one that I found was as fulfilling as it was exhausting. It is the story of a people dancing with survival, both personal and cultural, always confronted with a future that seems to slip farther away. Most of the people herein knew why I was writing this book, and they willingly and sincerely opened their lives to teach me that Cuban rhythm. They wanted to share their struggle with those who might listen.1
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La Cola Cubana: Waiting As a Way of Life
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They wait. . . . And wait. . . . And wait. . . . And wait. . . . And wait. . . . They wait at the bus stops, the bodegas, the cinemas, the taxi pools, the agromercados, the tiendas, the hospitals, the currency exchange booths, the banks and schools, in the panaderías, lecherías, carnerías, relojerías, cafeterías. You see the disorganized files and columns everywhere, the bodies twisted in posture, arms leaning on blistering laminated counters, disgruntled looks, resignation, pants and sighs, groans and grumbling, small talk issuing from frustrated lips in the Cuban run-on sentence of fragments that winds and rambles and ambles on for years upon years through heaps of bureaucratic slips of paper and top-brass decisions yet to be made in the trail of time that Cubans have nothing but.

Patience is the Cuban way, and the word “convenience” has yet to find its place in the lexicon. One may wait fifteen minutes to buy a  pound of rice, or thirty minutes for a bus that never shows. Another may wait four days in a provincial terminal for an airplane that’s sitting in a hangar in some other province waiting for repairs from a mechanic who happens to be waiting in line at the doctor’s office, but the doctor is late, still waiting for a permission slip from a government functionary who’s behind schedule because she, too, had to wait in line all morning trying to reschedule her daughter for an eye exam that was delayed because the optometric lens was waiting to be repaired by the technician who was busy waiting at the train station for his relatives to arrive. But the train was late because the track was out somewhere between Camagüey and Santa Clara waiting to be repaired by the railroad crew, half of whom were late because they were waiting for a truck to pick them up that didn’t come. The truck never showed because the driver, who works for the state and makes only 225 pesos in thirty days, had the opportunity to earn 200 pesos, or $10, in one day, laying tile for a cash-paying customer. So he called in sick and the truck sat in the garage.

This is Cuban efficiency, and the recurrent theme of the island is “What’s the rush?” It’s been the bane of the government to motivate a population that leans on the shovel. It isn’t that Cubans are lazy. Far from it. When given the opportunity of tangible reward, they’re perhaps the most industrious people in the Western Hemisphere. They have a natural drive to win. But the entire economy is set up so that no matter how hard a Cuban works, he or she can never make any more than anyone else.

The little slogans and reminders—hallmarks of Revolutionary commercialism—are tucked in every corner in bold print: “Socialism = Efficiency.” “Efficiency Is the Future.” “With Efficiency We Can Win.” They’re as prominent as the Budweiser billboards strung across the capitalist interstate, and they’re ignored just the same. This is where the ideology and the reality always seem to clash in Cuba. The ideology beckons the people to work harder and make more sacrifices, but in reality it’s impossible to live on 148 pesos, or U.S.$7.40 a month. Everyone must earn dollars to survive in Cuba—there is no way around it. The attitude is, “Hey, I’m making 185 pesos, 148 pesos, 325 pesos a month whether I lift a finger or not, so why sweat for it?”

The last thing on a state employee’s mind is Socialist efficiency when the baby needs new clothes or the mother needs a special medicine, which are dollar commodities. It’s as simple as that. So they spend their time on the clock worrying about how they’ll scrape up those U.S. dollars (Cuba’s dual currency) after punching out. They often leave early, even quit their jobs when the first opportunity of real money arrives. In these circumstances, the entire machine chokes and sputters, barely trundling along. I’ve seen crews of ten men take two months to remodel the floor of a small hotel that six men could accomplish in two weeks in a capitalist country. It’s not that Cubans can’t work faster but that building materials are constantly delivered late; not to mention the absenteeism—another byproduct of the interminable Cuban cola. For incentive, tourist hotel construction workers in Cuba receive a hoagie and a can of soda each day if they’re on time, and a five-pound canned ham at the end of the month on top of their base salary of 185 to 235 pesos. When a demand arises in a certain industry, say in Cuba’s historical archives or the computer industry, the state will also offer an extra stimulus of U.S.$50 (five months’ salary) at year’s end. However, if one day is missed or a person is late even once, the bonus incentive is forfeited.

Castro’s government has been wrestling forever with the concept of workers’ incentives, both material and moral. The problem began in 1961 when the Cuban economy began shifting into the Soviet Socialist model. At the time, Castro’s right-hand man, the whip-cracking Argentinean insurrectionist Che Guevara, while not ruling them out completely, stood against material incentives as a weaker production stimulus. In Guevara’s utopian design of the “New Man,” if a person worked selflessly for the benefit of the whole, the people as a whole would rise above the bourgeois mentality and dedicate their souls to the Socialist cause. The milder, more moderate Castro has always been reluctant to give incentives, staying in line with Che’s theories, but seeing things more realistically, even admitting in 1991 that Guevara’s vision was ambitious and couldn’t fit into Cuba’s new Special Period circumstances. The new economic collapse required certain trade-offs in the Socialist ideal, and lower forms of incentive were needed to ignite the workforce.
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