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Endings

There is a frentecito frio, a little cold front as Cubans call it, but it’s still warm for an Englishwoman so I decide to walk all along the Malecon to Old Havana. As the waves crash against the sea wall and curl over, cascading onto the path, I cross the road. A tourist trying to take a photo gets a soaking. It’s December 2017 and just over a year since Fidel Castro’s death but some things haven’t changed. Men pssst! as I pass and try to match my step. ‘Where are you from?’ is the usual opening line as they draw alongside, but they soon drop away unoffended.

I reach the beige block of what’s now the US embassy, one side still obscured by a forest of giant flagpoles erected in 2006 when the building housed the US Interests Section. The Americans had begun running an electronic ticker tape across the front pronouncing the ills of communism so the Cubans flew black flags to conceal it. It’s more than two years since presidents Raul Castro and Barack Obama restored formal relations, broken after the revolution. The rusting poles now stand empty, but on the Anti-Imperialist Platform down below the letters of a defiant slogan remain bright and clear: Patria o Muerte, Venceremos! Fatherland or Death, We will Triumph!

The Interests Section became an embassy in the summer of 2015 and the following spring Obama became the first serving American president to visit Havana since the 1959 revolution. Cubans crowded the streets to welcome him and the message he brought: that it was time to bury the differences and disputes of the Cold War. The make-up with America sparked a rush of tourists as travel articles began hyping Havana. There was a surge of Europeans first, eager to experience Cuba ‘before the Americans came’ and made Havana just like anywhere else. Americans followed swiftly after, many for the same reason, as the US government relaxed its travel restrictions and direct commercial flights resumed. Returning to Havana myself, I began to see cruise liners docked near my former office and packed open-top tourist buses looping their way around the city. Before a groundbreaking USA–Cuba football match, I heard a man in a Stars-and-Stripes T-shirt pronounce that he was glad to visit before Havana got a Hooters.

On the Malecon a small fleet of beautifully restored 1950s American cars passes me by, passengers dangling over the sides snapping photographs. December is high season but I notice fewer tourists this time and friends in the Cuban travel business have confirmed a fall. The brief optimistic surge that followed Obama’s visit has faded since he left the White House, though I still spot the odd American on the seafront, conspicuous by the huge water bottles they clutch as if they’re heading into the desert.

I come to Havana as a tourist too these days but the city was once my home. I was Havana Correspondent from late 2011, reporting for the BBC from inside one of the world’s last communist-run states. I hadn’t been sure about taking the post when it was offered, wondering whether heading for a country of limited breaking news and restrictions on reporting was career suicide. Friends were baffled by my hesitance, picturing only Caribbean sunshine and cocktails. In the end my deep curiosity about life in Castro’s Cuba won out.

There was also the chance of being there for that one big story. Though Raul Castro had been president since 2008, and in charge for two years before that, his elder brother Fidel remained a powerful presence. The iconic revolutionary was in his mid-eighties and seriously ailing when I arrived in Havana, and just a week into my posting a rumour spread on Twitter that Fidel had died. An editor called asking me to check it out, sparking what I described later in my diary as ‘slight panic’. I fretted that I wasn’t ready to cover such a big moment. How could I interpret Cubans’ responses when the only locals I knew by then were my new colleagues? Luckily, the rumour had been started by wishful-thinking or mischief-making exiles in Miami and soon faded.

It was the first of many false alarms and each time I’d have to scramble to prove Fidel was still alive, just in case. That wasn’t easy on a secretive island. After decades as the energetic, obsessive leader involved in everything, by my time in Cuba Fidel was barely seen. At one point he disappeared for ten months until the Communist Party newspaper Granma reported he’d attended a six-hour launch of his latest book. Cuban state TV eventually released images and I saw an animated Fidel addressing an invited audience, jabbing his long forefinger in the air and talking quickly as if to defy the rumours of his demise.

When he first fell ill in 2006, and nearly died, foreign editors all but banned their Cuba correspondents from leaving the island. The assumption was that the revolution would expire with its Comandante and reporters based in Havana dreaded missing the moment. But by 2011 Raul was firmly in control and he had one priority: saving the socialist revolution Fidel had launched six decades earlier from collapse.

It was a time of fundamental change. A few months before I landed in Havana, Raul released the Communist Party’s guidelines for reform, known as the Lineamientos. Cuba would remain a one-party state where all organised opposition was outlawed but some of the resented economic restrictions were being lifted. Cubans were free to buy houses and cars for the first time and, crucially, the government was making it easier for people to open their own businesses in the hope of removing hundreds of thousands from the vast state payroll. Raul described it all as an ‘updating’ of Cuba’s socialist model, but in reality he was attempting to ease the strain before it reached breaking point.

Much of my work would follow the progress of these reforms as the island slowly opened up. I was one of a small group of foreign correspondents permitted to work in Cuba, a status that earned me a large laminated ID card marking me out as an officially accredited journalist. No state employee would agree to be interviewed without seeing it, and that meant a huge number of Cubans. There were practical problems to overcome before I could start, like how to file news to London with an Internet connection barely powerful enough to open an email. But finally I made it on air. ‘Now it’s over to Sarah Rainsford, Our Woman in Havana’, the presenter announced down the line – and the label stuck.

Back in Havana now, walking by the waves, it’s odd to recall just how tough it sometimes was to work here. Reading my diaries, I realise they contain little description of the charm of the city, its warmth and real beauty. The pages are filled instead with frustration as I struggled with the pace and peculiarities of my new posting. Writing to a friend in Madrid, the busy news patch I’d come from, I admitted that I ‘hated’ the lack of information in Cuba and missed ‘being on TV every day’. Needing official permission to film almost anything, I wailed in my notebook that I felt ‘hemmed in’ and wanted to scream or explode.

The Malecon was always my consolation. As this walk draws closer to Old Havana I remember how I used to drive the stunning route to and from my office in the colonial heart of the city. I’d wind down the window to smell the sea and soak up the sight of a place whose faded grandeur was so enchanting. Then I’d turn on the music. As well as salsa, I developed a taste for reggaeton with its pumping beat and infectious tunes. The words were so distinctly Cuban, and so rude, I’d sometimes have to ask my producer to translate. One of the biggest hits then was a celebration of masturbation. The shared-taxi drivers would paint the lyrics on their rear windows, and schoolchildren wearing headphones would sing along with the recording playing on their mobile phones. Kimba Pa’ Que Suene.

***

There are a few more pictures of Fidel around Havana now he’s gone. He never allowed a cult of personality to flourish while he was alive and I doubt that will happen now, but on my walk I see posters taped to windows and a few murals too. Fidel es Pueblo. Fidel is the People.
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I left Havana in late 2014 for a new posting to Russia and the challenge of figuring out Vladimir Putin. The crunch came when I was watching colleagues reporting from Kiev where protestors were being shot. In Havana that week I got a call from the British ambassador to announce that Tom Jones would be the guest of honour at the annual cigar festival. But almost as soon as I left, the sleepy island began making major headlines. US–Cuban relations were restored, Obama paid his historic visit and the same ambassador got to host the Rolling Stones when they played the biggest concert Havana had ever seen. Then in November 2016 a BBC newsflash on my phone woke me in Moscow with a jolt: Fidel Castro had died at the age of ninety.

It was the moment I’d learned to be geared up for, but when it came I was forced to watch the coverage unfold from nearly six thousand miles away. On TV I saw myself climbing through the lush mountainside vegetation of the Sierra Maestra, the cradle of Fidel’s revolution. It was one of a series of reports I’d filmed shortly before leaving Cuba and filed to London to run when the day arrived. Watching the obituaries roll I regretted missing the story, but I also knew that Fidel’s passing would not provoke the immediate political earthquake that was once anticipated.

Now my curiosity about what will become of Castro’s Cuba is pulling me back to Havana. I’m curious too about the fate of those I’ve met over the years: the true believers and the open dissidents, the entrepreneurs full of hope and the disillusioned trying to leave however they could, all swept up in one man’s giant social experiment.

As I approach number 161 on the Malecon I remember how I once met a man there called Jose Ramon in his derelict home. I fear his building can’t possibly have survived the hurricane which tore through the region a couple of months before, killing ten people in Havana. I’ve heard stories of waves breaking against houses and a balcony plunging four storeys to crush a bus. Rounding a slight bend I see that Jose’s house is still standing but cordoned off with iron sheets. Behind them, his entranceway has been cemented shut.

A couple of doors down there are figures moving about in the shadows so I head towards them through a gap in the metal barrier. By the time I hear a man’s raised voice and children crying I’m already committed. A woman tells me everyone was evacuated before Hurricane Irma hit and they have no idea where Jose went. As she talks I scan the scene. The family appears to be squatting among the ruins.

At a bar a little further along the seafront, waitresses sing along to a reggaeton hit, trying to lure in the tourists. The building was a famous brothel before such places were banned after the revolution and it’s like a mini castle, complete with corner turrets. On an earlier visit a man at the door had told me it was being painted beige, replacing the previous lobster pink, to restore ‘authenticity’, but that anodyne shade is already flaking to reveal the lurid layer below. I use the bathroom, which has no water, but as I emerge the attendant points firmly towards his saucer for a tip. Outside, a Spanish customer leaps up from his table to have his photo taken with the women dancing behind the mojito bar. Soy negro, soy feo, pero soy tu asesino. I’m black, I’m ugly, but I’m your assassin, the middle-aged chorus chants along with the recording. No es la cara ni el cuerpo. Es mi palon divino. It’s not my face or my body. It’s my divine rod.

It’s partly moments like this, moments that make me smile, that keep me coming to Havana. I’ve been twice a year since my posting ended, frustrated when I was based here but now reluctant to let the Cuban ‘story’ or my connection drop. As I watched the American tourists return after Obama’s visit, my mind was thrown back to descriptions of the days when Havana was their tropical playground. The crowds would pour across the Florida Straits to a Caribbean Las Vegas, filling the bars, cabarets and casinos run by American gangsters. The mob was paying hefty backhanders to Cuba’s brutal president Fulgencio Batista for the privilege. It was that corrupt world and US domination that Fidel Castro set out to dismantle. Now he was gone, and the Americans coming back, it felt like Fidel’s political project was slowly unravelling.

***

On my return trips, I’ve been guided by the writing of another English visitor seduced by Havana. Graham Greene came to Cuba regularly from the early 1950s, first walking these same streets in the hedonistic days of Batista’s rule and then during the early stirrings of revolution. His travel journals and letters are a window on the city that so appealed to him: a Havana of cabarets and sex-shows where ‘every vice was permissible’ and everything and everyone was for sale. By 1957 he had turned sympathetic witness to Castro’s struggle as the uprising against Batista’s regime grew. Greene began meeting the rebels and even helped them in their cause as Cuba became one of his commitments.

Our Man in Havana, published in 1958, captures the moment as the island’s pleasure era was ‘creaking dangerously to its end’. Though Greene claimed that Cuba was no more than an exotic backdrop to his spy novel, the ruins of Havana he describes are uncannily familiar even on this walk. Sixty years later, with Fidel gone and Raul preparing to leave power, the revolutionary era Greene saw born is coming to a close. As I’ve drawn my own portrait of that moment, I’ve looked back to Greene’s writing during Cuba’s last major upheaval: I wanted to see how Havana was then to understand how it is now and what it might become. So I’ve used the novelist’s piercing gaze alongside my own as I explore the making and the unmaking of Castro’s Cuba.

***

Every time I come back to Havana I’m drawn to the seafront with its long, low wall. It’s where Cubans come to flirt and dream, to catch fish and hustle tourists, or just to walk, like me, observe and absorb. The stretch I’ve reached is where Greene had his own ‘man in Havana’ walk, the vacuum cleaner salesman turned spy Jim Wormold. He passed bars full of girls with brown eyes and lovely faces, ‘beautiful buttocks leant against the bars, waiting for any life to come along the sea-wet street’. Heading through those same colonnades, I pass a young couple kissing, oblivious to all. A pensioner advertises mobile phone credit for sale from the window of his living room and a man leans against his doorway, plucking a quiet tune on his guitar. Down side streets the old cars shine more brightly after the winter rain and the emerging sun picks out the pastel paintwork of the buildings, each one of them different.


Part I


1

Without Haste

‘Psssst! Papa quiere?’ I jumped as the man passing me hissed suddenly under his breath. Do I want a Daddy? I wondered, confused as the man beckoned. It was the middle of the day in a busy street so I calculated that this stranger wasn’t about to force ‘Daddy’ onto me and I followed. Round the corner he thrust a lumpy carrier bag towards me and named his price. Inside were a couple of kilos of potatoes, or papas. It clearly wasn’t only Cuban Spanish I needed an induction in, but how to shop. 

The man had approached me outside the best farmers’ market in Havana: the socialist, not the hipster sort. When we made it inside my husband was accosted by a tall black transvestite in a skin-tight top calling him guapo near a table displaying a pig’s head split in two. She persisted in trying to lure him away until the pork sellers took pity and disentangled him.
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The markets were one of communist-run Cuba’s earliest liberalising economic experiments, freeing up farmers to sell some produce direct to customers and not just the state. The stalls were heaped with giant avocados, mangoes and more, depending on the season, but I could never find potatoes. I eventually discovered that what didn’t go to the all-inclusive tourist resorts was usually diverted to the black market. On the rare occasions potatoes did make it to the shops there’d be enormous queues and even fights. The deficit spawned a very Cuban joke when Pope Benedict visited the island in 2012. ‘Papa’s arrived!’ people would say. ‘How much per pound?’ was the reply.

The dearth of potatoes was one of the many mysteries of Cuba I had to adjust to when I arrived to report from the island. I’d landed in Havana on a sweltering Christmas Eve to an airport full of border guards in short skirts and extravagantly patterned tights. As they flicked unhurriedly through our passports, the women teased and called out to one another as mi amor. One of them, perhaps the girl with pink-dyed hair, then handed our documents back and waved me and my husband through. Welcome to Cuba. After encountering my first communist entrepreneur in the Ladies’ – requesting ‘notes please, not coins’ for a square of toilet tissue – we were soon squeezing through the crowds into the street.

The drive was my first sight of Havana, a sprawling city of over two million people or around a fifth of Cuba’s population. On the outskirts we passed low-rise houses in bright clashing colours and a maternity hospital shaped like a woman’s ovaries when viewed from above. Overtaking the hulking 1950s American cars that run through the city as shared taxis, we soon pulled into the upmarket neighbourhood of Miramar. Before the revolution this was where Havana’s English-speaking expat community rubbed shoulders with the white Cuban elite. In modern-day Cuba some people were scraping by in cramped rooms down shadowy passageways while others kept neat detached homes behind tall fencing and cactus hedges on Calle 70, a two-lane street that swept down to the sea.

For the first few weeks, as we looked for long-term accommodation, we made our base there in a hotel-cum-apartment complex with a psychedelic paint job. My advance impressions of Havana had been heavily influenced by the steamy Dirty Havana Trilogy of Pedro Juan Gutierrez, a novel that gave me visions of a city oozing with sweaty sexuality. Our own dazed and jet-lagged first evening in Havana was spent eating deep-fried cheese sticks dipped in brown sauce in a lobby bar hung with images of Laurel and Hardy alongside Cuba’s revolutionaries.

Tranquil Miramar was far from the dirty realist world of Gutierrez. There was a park where children could take horse rides and teenagers got free martial arts classes. Some weekends souped-up vintage American cars would challenge Soviet Ladas to drag races along a side road lined by a cheering crowd. Walking anywhere at night was an obstacle course with minimal street lighting and paving stones ripped apart by giant ceiba tree roots stretching like gnarled fingers. Most of the manhole covers were missing, presumably taken to sell for scrap like the metal inscription picked off an unflattering bust of Yasser Arafat the very first night it appeared on our street.

I did have ideas of moving out of the suburbs for what I imagined then would be a more ‘authentic’ Cuban experience. I’d pictured us renting a flat in a Spanish colonial-era building in Old Havana with shutters and wooden ceiling fans, and son music floating up from some neighbourhood bar. But the reality of life in the old city turned out to be less romantic, all power cuts and tourists and bands strumming ‘Guantanamera’ on a relentless loop. As a foreign correspondent I didn’t have much choice of accommodation in any case. We had to rent from the state, a rule I assumed was to help the authorities keep tabs on us as well as being an easy source of cash. Some journalists would take on entire rundown houses and spend months repairing and kitting them out at great stress and cost. When they left, those revamped homes would revert to the state. With neither the budget nor the patience for such a deal, we ended up moving into a modern apartment block reserved for foreigners. Instead of the Buena Vista Social Club it was the anguished hits of Adele that wafted up to my balcony.

***

Apart from the farmers’ markets, the clearest sign of reform in those early days was the privately run house-restaurants, or paladares. They first appeared in the 1990s as Cuba reluctantly reopened the island to mass tourism. Prising the economy open to private business was equally uncomfortable for the revolutionary government, but it was forced to adapt to survive. The collapse of the USSR had deprived Cuba of an economic prop worth an estimated $5 billion per year, and the state alone could no longer provide.

In the early days the paladares were so encumbered by regulations that many went to the wall. When I arrived in Havana, there were only a handful in my neighbourhood and most served dry fish fillets or pork on oversized plates with a swirl of jam to appear cutting-edge. Over the next three years, the change was dramatic. As Raul Castro allowed the private sector to expand, Miramar got good Italian restaurants, nightclubs and burger bars. On Calle 70, people began selling CDs and offering haircuts on their porches, and one house was partially converted into a gym.

While private enterprise took off, Cuba’s centrally planned state economy remained inefficient and underfunded. It was also struggling under an economic embargo first imposed by the US in 1960 and intended to strangle the revolution at birth. Underestimating the impact of all that on daily life, I’d arrived from Madrid with just a couple of suitcases. I then spent weeks scouring Havana’s ill-stocked stores trying to replace what I’d blithely left in storage. ‘Excitement today as I found sponges in a shopping centre’, I noted one day in the diary I kept sporadically.

Hunting for the basics, I also had to get my head round the dual currency system. State workers were paid in Cuban pesos, or CUP, earning the equivalent of around $20 a month. But all stores selling anything worth buying operated in convertible pesos, or CUC, and the prices were at least as high as in Europe. The system dated back to the 1990s when the government legalised use of the US dollar so that tourists could inject some hard currency into the local economy. The dollar was eventually replaced by the CUC, pegged to the US currency, and by my time on the island almost everything from cooking oil to clothes was sold in CUC. The farmers’ markets were a rare exception but that didn’t make them cheap. A pound of onions would cost fifteen CUP, roughly a day’s wage for a state worker. When I asked Cubans how they coped, they’d shrug and smile, and then utter what I learned was the national mantra. No es facil. It’s not easy.
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My early weeks in Havana continued in a blur of impressions and shattered stereotypes. There was a trip to immigration to be fingerprinted for my ID card by cheerful women in military miniskirts and a Jehovah’s Witness taxi driver who presented me with a dog-eared copy of The Watchtower. There were girls in Lycra leggings printed with the American flag and an elderly Cuban woman wandering Miramar in a ‘Crimestoppers UK’ T-shirt. Then there was a former Havana correspondent who warned me that I should trust no one, recounting a story about being befriended by a ‘spy’ who stole his wife’s underwear. Back at our state-owned flat, I began to wonder whether the drawer of the cabinet beside our bed was glued shut to conceal a listening device or just because the front was dodgy and would otherwise fall off.

***

Early on in my stay I dreamed about a chance meeting with Fidel. ‘Offered an exclusive up-close-and-personal documentary’, I scribbled down when I woke. ‘Excited at the chance of access’. But such dreams were the closest I got to the ailing, reclusive Comandante. His brother Raul proved to be only slightly more accessible. I once arrived at Havana airport at 6 a.m. for the chance to see him as he accompanied the Iranian president to his plane after an official visit. I spent three hours drinking grainy coffee in a stuffy room with other foreign journalists before a Communist Party official released us onto the tarmac with stern instructions to conduct ourselves ‘respectably’ and give a ‘good impression’ of Cuba.

Our small press pack ended up behind a rope close to Ahmadinejad’s plane. ‘Shall we take a question?’ Raul wondered out loud as the two men approached our huddle, and we all began to shout. ‘Ah yes, TeleSur!’ he exclaimed, directing his guest towards the TV channel co-sponsored by Cuba and Venezuela, its socialist ally. There was growing talk in the West at the time of tightening sanctions against Iran over its nuclear programme. But the TeleSur correspondent had his own concern. ‘How was Fidel, when you saw him?’ Assuring the cameras that the elder Castro was ‘fit and well’, Ahmadinejad was then led off to his plane, my own shouted question left hanging.

Moments later, though, Raul was heading back towards us. Fidel was famous for making long public speeches in his healthy days but his brother usually kept his distance from the TV cameras. This then was a rare opportunity. But just as Raul began to reply to our questions, Ahmadinejad’s plane revved its engines and drowned out almost every word. Cuba’s leader was soon whisked away by his bodyguards. Back inside the airport terminal I crouched over my recording. I could just about hear Raul joking about his brother’s good health over the roar of the plane engines, but when answering a question on economic reform, his comments sounded cautious. For many Cubans the pace of change Raul had initiated was excruciatingly slow and that day their president gave no hope that it would pick up. As Ahmadinejad’s plane taxied along the tarmac, Raul told us that change would come ‘without pause, but without haste’.

***

‘Without haste’ was a phrase that seemed to sum up my work life in Cuba. A team linked to the Foreign Ministry known as the Centro de Prensa Internacional, or CPI, handled all requests for access or interviews. As the overwhelming majority of activities and institutions in Cuba were still state-controlled, I needed CPI permission to film everything, from farms to dance studios to supermarkets. I soon learned not to promise my editors in London anything until I had most of the footage in the bag.

In my first month I sent a long wish list to the CPI including requests for interviews about an anti-corruption drive. I asked about the restrictions on emigration as one of Cuba’s best-known dissidents, the blogger Yoani Sanchez, was repeatedly blocked from leaving the island. I also tried to get comment on new efforts to drill for oil, potentially rescuing the economy from crisis. I was rarely denied access outright; requests judged unsuitable were simply left pending. Meanwhile, I’d get regular emails from the CPI inviting me to events they imagined I might care to cover.

 

Email Invitation, 15 October 2012

 

Esteemed colleague:

 

The Ministry of Construction (MICONS) invites you to participate in a meeting on . . . perspectives for production of new construction systems using expanded polystyrene.

 

Taxi drivers were among my favourite conversation targets in the early days as I tried to learn as much about the island as I could, though my over-earnest efforts weren’t always productive. Attempting to get a Lada driver’s thoughts on the new oil rig one day, I realised he was more interested in catching my eye in his rear-view mirror. ‘He stared at me and proclaimed, “You’re so pretty, you have lovely eyes!” ’ I recorded in my diary. ‘I was only trying to talk about oil wealth!’

There were technical challenges to grapple with too. I was used to broadcasting live using a satellite dish as small as a laptop, but in Cuba that equipment was banned. Two years earlier an American contractor named Alan Gross had been arrested as a spy after smuggling the same technology onto the island. He’d been working to create an unmonitored Internet network for Cuba’s tiny Jewish community and was serving a fifteen-year prison sentence when I arrived. Not keen on sharing his fate, I had to rely instead on an ancient piece of BBC kit that worked over the phone line. My image on screen would stutter and freeze until one day it suddenly switched to black and white for an entire live report. Perhaps it was lucky Havana wasn’t bursting with breaking news.

As foreign correspondents we were free to travel the island without restriction, but getting access to officials was even more difficult outside Havana. Once in a while the CPI would invite us all on a group trip which theoretically offered rare contact with Party bosses. So in February 2012 I signed up for Santiago. It was shortly before Pope Benedict XVI’s trip to Cuba, and as he would visit its second city as well as the capital I thought I could at least pick up some useful pictures of the preparations.

Santiago de Cuba is at the opposite end of the long, thin island from Havana, some 550 miles and a thirteen-hour ride away in a heavily air-conditioned bus. The motorway runs out just where the funding did – about halfway down. The rest of the route is a narrow, often rutted road through the tropical countryside. Trundling along it, we passed faded billboards proclaiming Adelante!, onwards with the socialist revolution, and a woman on a horse-drawn cart clutching a TV set. At 6:30 p.m. we were plunged into the early winter darkness. ‘Potholes emerge from nowhere and force bus to brake fast,’ I scribbled in my notebook, recording that one swerve sent a fellow journalist flying into the aisle.

We eventually arrived intact to find ourselves treated more like visiting dignitaries than press. There seemed to be a band playing ‘Guantanamera’ and someone offering a tray of mojitos every time we clambered off our bus. The entertainment stepped up a notch at the Santiago Communist Party headquarters with an all-female choir in the reception hall. Later, the local Party boss sat at the front of the room while we were lectured at length on city history. As soon as we tried to approach, he shot through a side door at high speed.

Even getting preview pictures for the papal visit was a battle. We were taken to the main city square where workers were erecting a stage for Pope Benedict to say Mass beneath a giant neon image of Fidel. But at the shrine of Cuba’s patron saint, Our Lady of Charity, our government guides quickly decided we’d had enough. Insisting that the church needed to close, they escorted us out. I spent the next half hour fuming in the car park as we twiddled our thumbs, church still open, waiting for the rest of our group.

As a newcomer to Cuba there were some useful moments on the trip, including a stop-off at a cooperative farm. Most of the time, though, it seemed our guides wanted to bombard us with statistics and then usher us somewhere to eat. We got big lunches in state restaurants followed by big dinners, more ‘Guantanamera’ and more mojitos. ‘We’re not tourists,’ I kept protesting pointlessly to the smiling CPI team who’d brought us from Havana. ‘If it weren’t for the papal visit, we’d be going home with nothing to show other than fatter bellies,’ I noted forlornly in my diary.


2

The Ruins of Havana

Havana looks stunning from a distance but close up much of it is in a pitiful state. Over the years, the official City Historian’s office has worked to restore historic mansions, cobbled squares and fountains; it has then installed restaurants and hotels to generate revenue to fund further repairs. The team has big signature projects too, like renovating the Gran Teatro and the giant Capitolio building with its gold-leaf roof. But saving the historic heart of Havana is an enormous task.

Old Havana was already crumbling in the 1950s when Graham Greene began visiting. His woeful hero Wormold felt himself part of the ‘slow erosion’ of the city and you can see the pockmarked pillars in the opening scene of Our Man in Havana. In fact by 1959, when the film of Greene’s book was shot, as few as one in six buildings in the old quarter were deemed to be in good condition. Bitten into by the salt-air and scorched by the sun, the colonial heart of Havana had been neglected since the city expanded west, creating grand new avenues and sumptuous mansions. ‘Bourgeois’ Havana as a whole was then neglected in turn by the revolution.

Looking to the increasingly lucrative tourist market, some Cubans have invested heavily in repairing their buildings at a much faster pace than the City Historian’s team could ever manage. I’ve seen more smart-looking apartments displaying ‘to rent’ signs each time I’ve returned, and more cafes and bars too. Greene would have approved of the waiters’ T-shirts in one place that declare ‘Hemingway was never here.’ The American writer moved to Havana in the 1930s and the city gradually filled with plaques and photos in his honour. Another spot now popular with hipster tourists is all exposed brickwork and casually mismatched chairs with a menu offering sourdough bread and pulled pork. Private enterprise, as much as the state, is stalling Havana’s slide into decay. It’s not clear how much attention is being paid to conservation as a result, but perhaps that’s academic when buildings are on the brink of collapse.

The entrepreneurial surge is creating other concerns for the government though. The initial investment often comes from Cubans abroad sending funds to relatives. Families who stayed on the island – arguably the most loyal to the revolution – are getting left behind economically. The problem isn’t only the increasing wealth gap. Since most of the original emigres were from the white elite, much of the money being sent back in remittances is going to their white relatives. The worry is that the yawning racial divide which the revolution boasted it had closed is now growing again.

***

One of the first serious news stories I had to cover in Havana was a house collapse in which three high school students were killed. At the police cordon, neighbours told me the building had been declared unfit for habitation but that people with nowhere else to go had stayed. We filmed from an intersection as mechanical diggers began pulling what remained of the building to the ground.

About a year later I faced a similar scene in a further-flung suburb. I’d heard talk of another disaster and when we reached La Vibora we found ourselves in front of a huge yellow building with a jagged gap in the middle. It was a former convent that had been converted into a state boarding school after the revolution. Years of neglect had then eaten away at the structure so much that part of a corridor had caved in at some point in the 1990s. The schoolchildren were relocated for their own safety but at least ten families remained in the old building, most of them former staff who’d been given their apartments by the state. Others had moved in later, illegally.

On the morning of the disaster, four storeys of the old convent had come crashing down, burying a 50-year-old woman beneath. By the time we arrived, rescuers had been trying to reach Maria Isabel Fernandez for several hours. ‘She’d just gone back into the house when the floor fell through and the whole place collapsed,’ one of her neighbours, Yurliany Martinez, told me. ‘My daughter was screaming for her Aunty Chabela and I had to grab her and run.’

A group of men had formed a human chain to recover what belongings they could from the parts of the building still standing. On the street, among a mish-mash of furniture, was someone’s wheelchair and a cupboard pasted with glossy images of women cut from magazine adverts. Residents told me that a column had cracked in the building the previous week and they’d reported it to the local housing authorities. A meeting had been scheduled but the column gave way completely that very day.
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It’s unusual for Cubans to reveal what they really think with a camera pointing at them, but that day the crowd didn’t hold back. ‘No one came before and now they’re all here,’ a resident called Ismailo commented bitterly, gesturing towards a huddle of local officials and police. At one point a fireman walked past carrying two large rabbits in a crate. They were to be sent into the rubble with thermal cameras for a final check for signs of life.

By the time a Party representative turned up, the rescue operation had been declared a recovery mission and Maria Fernandez was presumed dead. Had the building collapsed any earlier in the day there could well have been more casualties. ‘The need for housing is greater than our capacity to build,’ the politician Ines Barroso admitted. She said the authorities had tried to help the families in the old convent: when an initial plan to reinforce and save the building was ruled out, residents were offered land and credit to build properties for themselves. ‘They’ve been promising solutions for years,’ a furious Yurliany Martinez told me. ‘It’s all been lies and we’re tired of it. Now we’ve lost a woman who was like a mother to me.’

Yurliany and other residents were moving in with friends and relatives that night with no idea when they might be rehoused. But as they gathered their belongings, and the digger scooped up the rubble of their home, some warned that the whole building should be torn down. They feared others would try to move into the wreckage.

***

It was one of the tenets of the revolution that all citizens had the right to a roof over their heads. That was straightforward in the early years as the state expropriated businesses and seized the abandoned mansions of the wealthier Cubans and foreign residents who fled the island. Partitioned up, those buildings became home to multiple families paying a peppercorn rent to the state. But when Maria Fernandez’s building collapsed in 2013, government figures put Cuba’s housing deficit at some 600,000 properties. Much of the stock in Havana was officially classified as somewhere between poor and perilous.

When I met Mario Coyula, a respected but outspoken architect, he described the situation starkly. ‘If nothing changes, Havana may end up with a void in the middle where the city used to be,’ he said, as we strolled along the seafront past one long-suffering structure after another. The problem was worst in the central districts where the houses were older and the people poorer. But the picture-postcard Malecon itself is under constant attack by corrosive sea spray, storms and tropical termites. In 1957, the travel writer Norman Lewis described the promenade as a row of millionaires’ houses that were like ‘wedding cakes turned to stone’. The elements have since bitten big chunks out of those cakes. ‘It’s impossible to preserve all the buildings,’ Mario Coyula warned that day. ‘Many will go. We inherited a city we couldn’t keep.’

Major overcrowding puts an immense added strain on Havana’s housing, with multiple generations living under one roof. Many families have built illegal lofts in an attempt to expand their tiny space but that work, combined with the surplus weight, has had disastrous results. Officials calculate that three buildings collapse either partially or completely in Cuba’s capital every single day. I mentioned that statistic to the architect and he clarified that in some cases it was just the tip of a balcony that came off. ‘Still, that’s why some people walk on the street,’ Coyula added. ‘On the pavement something could easily fall on your head.’

Exploring Havana’s housing situation for one of several reports, I selected an address at random on the seafront and stepped inside with my microphone. Once my eyes adjusted from the glare of the sun, I picked my wary way past a tangle of cables and wooden props supporting the ceiling towards an empty space at the back. Malecon 161 was known as La Fortuna but locals told me part of an abandoned building behind had collapsed onto it after a storm some years before, killing one resident and wiping out several apartments.

When I visited there were still twenty people inside waiting to be rehoused. They included Jose Ramon who’d painted the words Christ is coming, Alleluia! on his bright blue front door. The inscription was above a little white sticker which meant Jose had been counted in the latest census. Inside his one-room flat I spotted quotes about Jehovah pinned to the walls. Shirtless and wearing ripped jeans cut off into shorts, Jose told me that some neighbours had been categorised as priority cases after the accident and given flats on the city outskirts. But he was clinging to his ruin. He believed the authorities were trying to force the poor out of central Havana to bring in bigger rents and he wasn’t afraid to say so: he’d been writing letters to Communist Party officials in protest.
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Jose’s biggest worry was when it rained. Torrential downpours transform Havana’s streets into raging rivers in an instant, plunging traffic police in water up to their thighs at intersections. Drivers in ancient cars without windscreen wipers are forced to pull over and sit it out. But in derelict buildings like Malecon 161 storms bring real danger. ‘I do get alarmed when the rain’s heavy,’ Jose admitted. ‘I sometimes go outside because I’m afraid the building won’t hold. I pretend I’m contemplating the downpour from across the street, but I’m actually keeping my eye on the building in case it collapses.’

Jose’s story was far from unique. On a previous occasion I’d filmed further down the Malecon at a former hotel in an even more precarious state. Olga Torriente had lived at number 69 perfectly legally for some twenty years. When it rained heavily she and her husband would pull their bed away from the external wall, afraid that the long cracks would grow and send the whole building crashing down. A year or so after that interview the building was finally demolished and I could find no trace of Olga. Her former neighbours told me some residents had been rehoused in a suburb while others had taken places in state shelters. More than five thousand Havana families were in such temporary housing at the time, and the shelters usually became permanent homes. But I also learned that a handful of people from number 69 were waiting for a replacement building to be finished a few streets away. The flats had been under construction for four years while their future residents waited in the dangerous converted hotel. The man in charge told me too few builders had been allocated to the job and the construction material kept getting pilfered. But the demolition of number 69 had spurred things on. The new boss was under orders to get the place finished, and in Cuban-socialist style residents were signed off from their regular work to join the building brigade instead.

Meanwhile, the government was trying other measures to solve the housing crisis. A new law permitted Cubans to build their own homes, something that had not happened since the revolution. Next, the state began offering the poorest people financial help to buy construction materials. I met one family of four who’d been squeezing into the same bed for years. They were celebrating finally being able to build an extra room onto their tiny house and spread out a bit.

***

By far the most fundamental change in the housing sector was when the ban on buying and selling property was lifted. About a year later, I watched from the technicians’ gallery of a breakfast TV show as a young presenter perched on a high stool read out the details of houses for sale. The set of Hola Habana looked like it was trapped in the 1970s, with blown-up photos of Havana Bay stuck to fake windows, and lots of wooden panelling, but the TV show was offering a groundbreaking service.

For decades the only way to move home for Cubans had been through a permuta, or swap. Officially, no money could change hands but in reality there was a thriving black market. Prohibited property swaps were arranged for payment and you could also buy yourself a speedier path through all the bureaucracy. I heard how people would even get married, transfer a property title for a fee and then divorce, just to get their hands on a better home. Such deals were common but clearly came at a risk. Now, in a country where Fidel Castro once banned commercials, I was watching state television advertising housing for sale.

Hola Habana only had airtime for a few properties, but every weekend one section of a broad city avenue was transformed into an outdoor estate agency for the rest. Before the reform all the trade on the Prado was in property swaps. Now most people thronging the street were there to buy and sell. Some house owners stood with handwritten signs on scraps of paper. Others pinned their adverts to tree trunks. Milling among them were agents who would facilitate both kinds of transaction for a cut. Their business hadn’t made it onto the expanded list of approved private trades, so the agents were operating illegally. One of them, who called herself Yolaida, told me she’d first visited the Prado to swap her own flat. Now, wielding a notebook full of the scribbled details of customers and houses, she was doing deals for others. ‘Swapping was much more complicated,’ the undercover agent explained. ‘You could wait up to a year for something that suited both sides. Now people can buy, everything is much faster and simpler.’

The government didn’t free up the property market completely. To prevent speculation, Cubans were only permitted to own one home each and foreigners remained banned altogether: the government wanted to stop American developers from swooping and buying up the city. But judging by the crowds on the Prado, the new move was popular. An architect browsing the offerings pinned to a tree told me he was looking to pool resources with a friend and buy a bigger flat. They planned to start renting to tourists to supplement their state salaries. Another young man I spoke to had just secured an emigre visa for Canada and wanted to sell his flat in Old Havana to buy something smaller for his mother before he left. ‘The system was crazy before,’ he laughed. ‘Someone would have had to marry me so I could donate them my flat when I went. At least I don’t have to do that now.’

On a stone bench a man in his late forties was holding a piece of cardboard advertising a three-room flat for sale. Eduardo told me he’d been coming to the street market with his sign for two months. His wife had already left for the US and he was selling up to go and join her. ‘Before, you had to leave the state everything if you emigrated: car, house – they confiscated the lot,’ Eduardo explained. It was partly because all property belonged to the state and partly because for years anyone leaving the island was considered a traitor. Now the law allowed him to sell, Eduardo would have money to start afresh in America.

A few days later I went to visit him at his home. Reparto Electrico isn’t Havana’s most desirable suburb but the apartment was spacious and Eduardo was selling it complete with fixtures and fittings, including his giant pot plants. He’d already had several viewings, though like many he was coy about revealing his asking price. There was a four percent tax on all housing sales which no one wanted to pay if they could avoid it.

The prices I did hear quoted bore no relation to the meagre salary of a state worker. Estate agents on the Prado told me small flats in the city centre were changing hands for around $20,000. Some of the buyers were musicians or artists who could tour and sell abroad. Others were those Cuban entrepreneurs who’d been running paladares or renting out rooms since that was permitted on a limited scale in the 1990s. At twenty to thirty CUC, the going rental rate per night was more than a month’s state salary. But much of the money involved in the new property boom was clearly coming from Cubans abroad.

For one man I met in the crowd it was all too much. Andres had sold his own place only to see the price for a replacement leap far beyond his reach. Now, forced to sleep on friends’ sofas, he complained that rich Cuban-American exiles were fuelling inflation. An older man perched on a nearby wall had been listening as we talked. A retired construction worker, he told me his pension of two hundred Cuban pesos a month, around eight US dollars, barely lasted the week. ‘I don’t want to tell you my name,’ he announced, chomping on sweets. ‘That complicates things.’ Still, the pensioner said he wanted to downsize from his two-bedroom flat to release some cash and set up as a street trader. He described the housing reform as the best thing Raul Castro had done. ‘He’s not like Fidel: you can’t do this, or that,’ the pensioner reasoned. ‘People couldn’t live that way. It’s better to live in one room uncomfortably instead of two, but with some money so you can eat.’
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Confessions of a Martini Drinker

It was only when I reread Our Man in Havana that I realised I shared a street with the hapless spy hero of Graham Greene’s novel. My own office was in a grand trading exchange in the old city that dated back to the early twentieth century. At Calle Lamparilla 1, the building was just a short distance from the fictional vacuum cleaner store run by Jim Wormold. The novelist gives the address of Phastkleaners as Lamparilla 37, but I’ve walked up and down the dusty street before without locating any building with that number. There are no houses at all between 2 and 61, just a small park. This time, though, I’m returning to the search with fresh information.

Calle Lamparilla cuts through the historic heart of the city down to my old office near the dock. Sidestepping a couple of elderly men playing the fool for tips at a restaurant window, I turn into the top of the street. Reggaeton music, catchy but crude, thumps from a window and there’s the usual chorus of oye! as Cubans greet each other enthusiastically, starting conversations at a hundred paces. A small crowd has gathered to admire puppies for sale in a cage. Arctic huskies are in fashion in humid Havana but this vendor is offering a chihuahua and a poodle with sculpted leg fur. A few steps further down, a man perched on a tall chair is having his head close-shaved surrounded by stalls laid out with bric-a-brac and fake designer T-shirts.

There’s a reason for my new-found confidence about finding number 37. On an earlier trip I’d visited a branch of the City Historian’s office in a grand stone mansion just back from the waterfront. Inside an icily air-conditioned room piled high with papers I met a researcher named Arturo. He had the film of Our Man in Havana somewhere at home and was intrigued by my request to locate Wormold’s shop. Eager to help, he started scrolling through spreadsheets and scans of old city plans on his computer. After a while Arturo looked up. ‘It seems Lamparilla 37 was originally a house of tolerance,’ he ventured, lowering his voice slightly. ‘You mean a brothel?’ I asked, amused that Greene, who kept a list of favourite prostitutes, should have chosen such an address. But that first map dated from 1881 so Arturo went on with his search.
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