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  FOR THE CUBA CREW: Fausto, Israel, Octavio, Manuel, Delphin, Pepe, Amarilla, Miguel, Manuel, Pablo, las juterias y iguanas, los cangrejos hermitaño y los peces pequeños y grandes—sisters and brothers in the bond of the Reef Revolution. As Celebrity Deathmatch referee Judge Mills Lane put it most succinctly in decadent terms: “Let’s get it on!”
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  REEF LIBRE




  




  Most travel is now formatted on brochures or ads as “Eco,” so you can sense adventure and a solution at hand for what ails the world. Adventuring is now led by pros and rendered “safe,” but the seasoned traveler can still begin initial descent to Havana and ponder fickle destiny. How could anybody live here? How did this happen? Will it be dangerous at street level, or even getting through the airport? Will I encounter mystery or a dramatic turn of events? Will I meet a stranger or stroll into circumstance?




  Will I return to this place? Or even make it home?




  What do they see at ground level, looking up?




  Do they still look up?
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  The jetliner drops below the clouds with no shudder or jolt, and it feels amazing, with no help from the FAA. That’s a laugh, a short one as Cuba firma reveals a deserted landscape with no clutter, which isn’t the same as wilderness but has no roadways knotting the countryside, no lights, few buildings, sparse traffic. Details fill in as more key components of the modern world are left out—clarity comes on with conspicuously open spaces, with an absence of stuff. Country roads, fields, pastures, sparse living compounds, and little else to mar the natural beauty render feelings of rejuvenation and intrigue. Cuba is not a tourist display like Williamsburg or Disneyland; instead of plastic replicas, gingerbread adornment, and period costume, the time warp in Cuba has no props. The antiquated life and accoutrements are real, original equipment.




  Most travelers subliminally know—wherever they go—what it might take to get home in a pinch. But distance in miles and logistics seems miniscule compared to Cuba’s disjunctive present. Cuba’s past and future merge to a single tense, and from a few hundred feet up, it seems oddly classic.




  Deprivation in a police state as dictated by one man and his brother sinks in soon enough. Immigration is straightforward: “Look up, sir. Into the camera. Please, sir. Do not smile.” Customs too would be a breeze, albeit stiff and chilly, even with a fifty-pound trunk filled with underwater camera housing, strobes, arms, batteries, ports, synch chords, rechargers, backups, and the like. Another fifty-pound dive bag on wheels filled with scuba and snorkel gear and two personal carry-ons heavier than most, filled with cameras and lenses, made for a profile.




  The unfortunate machismo factor can bear down in any place, especially a Latin American place. We divvied the luggage, but my travel companion, mi esposa, is petite, blonde, and, well, female; complications ensued. Or rather they struck in the form of a tall, armed, uniformed man who glared at her and accused, “You. Stop. Here.”




  Long story short—and it was long, painfully, frightfully long, with a specter of indefinite containment in a Communist country at odds with the U.S.: no customs official would speak to or look at Anita once she was told to stop. For two hours she stood there as if invisible, unable to get a response. The rest of the expedition party waited outside, forbidden to reenter. Two adult, English-speaking males offered commiseration. One encouraged me to slip back in when the guard looked away. I asked him to join me. His eyes rolled back, like I’d asked him to jump off the ninety-fifth floor. The scene felt tiresome after twenty hours of travel, and it felt threatening, in a Third-World Communist version of fear and loathing, call it fear and entropy, without initiative, without hope. The scene was wrong but nobody could fix it, so we waited another hour, stuck like a big corporation losing money and fooling the stockholders, like Enron or Citibank or AIG or the rest of the too-big-to-fail group. Cuba felt like that on arrival, like a giant, meandering hierarchy trickling to nowhere on a vague concept presented long ago by a long-since-faded CEO—like a failure, though this one has military backup.
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  O’er the ramparts we watched. . . .




  I waited for the guard to turn away on his next attempt to control the crowd yonder, and I slipped back in—where two armed officers interceded immediately with no uncertain terms. So I explained, “Es mi esposa alla.” It’s my wife over there.




  “Get out.”




  An hour later a younger but equally severe armed officer finally responded to her plea, by that time conveyed with sincere fatigue and failing posture. In marginal English, Luis allowed the suspect carry-on to be lifted onto an examination table and opened. ¡Caramba! This is not tourist camera equipment! This is . . . professional!




  The word professional is most often enjoined in English-speaking countries to indicate a level of competence or standard of merit. While that connotation is widely accepted, the denotation of professional is that payment is rendered for services. Professional differs from amateur in critical essence. Payment for services reeks of self-enrichment, that hateful human behavior common to professional pursuits. Self-enrichment is anathema to the Revolución, and though we would come to observe its prevalence in Cuba, its pursuit is entirely incognito.




  Meanwhile, the Revolución reveres its amateur heroes, like Teófilo Stevenson, the beloved Cuban three-time Olympic gold medalist boxer who should have been the heavyweight champion of the world and could have made the hundreds of millions of dollars that status would bring. He chose instead the amateur spirit—the spirit of the Revolución, which is love for the process and the contribution made, not love of . . . money. Teófilo Stevenson fought to 301 wins, twenty defeats without defecting or straying for a single syllable till the day he died at age sixty in 2012, a tribute to the pure ideal. He is iconic in Cuba and among boxing fans around the world.




  Cuban values are nationally ordained and required, so a beleaguered nation can better embrace its ideology—even as contenders still embrace the Cuban flag after defection, in championship bouts they would never get at home. Professional camera gear indicated self-enrichment and further contamination of revolutionary purity. Professional camera gear was obviously contraband being smuggled in for sale or transfer that could allow self-enrichment to taint the otherwise pure, amateur aesthetic. Maybe.
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  Political platitude feels soft as a faded billboard a few miles into the country, but the first blush of reality can come from a slap in the face at the airport. “For our dreams justice, together with the party, Fidel, and Raúl.”




  “Why you need this?”




  “What you do?”




  “Business?”




  “You give? You sell?”




  The correct answer came easily: “I love the little fishes. I take pictures. Do you know where are the very best reefs in the entire world? They are here. I am here to see and to take pictures. It is my hobby. Okay?” Mi pasatiempo. Hokay?




  So they made a list enumerating each lens, camera, viewfinder, teleconverter, strobe arm, and strobe—oy vey; the single strobe in that carry-on got the Cuban customs agents excited. What could it possibly be, if not a detonation device meant to destroy the people’s peace and property, after infecting massive segments with self-enrichment? I demonstrated: “Psh! Psh! Es la luz por tocar las photos de los peces pequeños.” It’s a light that flashes for taking pictures of the little fish. Well, of course that sounded a tad nuts, but it also seemed adequately removed from detonation and self-enrichment. They rolled their eyes.




  “What?”




  “Fishes?”




  “What?”




  “Yes. I get that all the time.” By that time, the fatigue factor had become international, recalling the first rule of direct sales: he who tires first loses. “Look!” I reached knowingly into the tangle for the camera body that doesn’t really look like a familiar shape without a lens attached. They flinched, not as bad as the TSA guys who just know, know, know you want to blow them up, but with the same adrenaline. So I slowed down, smiling as if to comfort them, but nothing comforts anybody in any airport security system. I could at least console and let them share my joy over some shots still on the data card from a Maui reef visit only the week prior. “Just look.” I moved fast but slow, deftly turning the camera on, acutely sensitive to the shrinking distance between trigger fingers and action. Pressing preview, I sighed, thanking Neptune for the gift of images and the foresight to grant them at the beginning of last week’s dive, so they appeared at the front of the preview. A modern LCD screen on a real camera is only three inches wide but might as well be a drive-in movie if you rode to work in a ’55 Rambler. “These are little swimps! I mean shrimps!” I turned the LCD their way, but they would not look, their eyes glued to mine. “Los pequeños camaróne.” Of course they thought me crazy, mumbling about shrimps on my way to the gulag, but down their eyes went. . . .




  Advancing slowly from one to the next I softly identified the creatures, hoping their exotic beauty would outweigh the exotic value of the equipment—equipment that would presently be applied to Cuba’s exotic beauty, if only we could reconcile our understanding and appreciation of the greater good at this most difficult juncture. They loved what they saw. An artist can tell, even as they struggled to show nothing, or maybe because they struggled.




  [image: Image]




  Cleaner shrimp, South Maui.
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  Harlequin shrimp, South Maui.




  With beauty and understanding restored, trigger fingers relaxed and we proceeded to documentation so that the world could spin again, in peace. Getting into Cuba requires that a traveler satisfy two governments that have no official communication with each other. Besides a visa, a visitor from the USA needs a license to enter Cuba and can usually sign on with a tour group on a set itinerary to suit personal objectives. Short of finding a scuba tour, a U.S. citizen may apply for a license in a number of categories, including journalistic. Do you have a publisher? Do you have publishing credentials? Do you have a publishing contract? These and many other questions led to a series of license denials, each denial listing the wrong answers causing that particular denial. As the process matured, the wrong answers became fewer, on the way to license approval. The most memorable question: Will the work produced be sold for a profit? Without belaboring the fundamentals of one Revolución or another, suffice to say that a 501(c)(3) is a nonprofit, ergo, not profitable. ¡AND ALL PROCEEDS FROM THE SALE OF THIS BOOK WILL ACCRUE TO THE CAMPAIGN TO BAN THE AQUARIUM TRADE WORLDWIDE! Now there’s public service in deference to family and fishy values everywhere.
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  Marbled shrimp, South Maui.




  In only another half hour we were free at last, maybe not so free as in the land of the free, but walking freely out of that overlit, heavily armed, threatening process felt far freer than it had for the last few hours. So a 5:00 p.m. arrival at Havana International Airport led to an 8:30 p.m. slog to the taxi for the ride into town and the Copacabana Hotel. The cabdriver couldn’t help but hear the tale recounted, and he said, “You know, the most difficult part of my job is seeing nice visitors like you detained at the airport.”




  [image: Image]




  Marbled shrimp, South Maui.




  “That wasn’t nearly as difficult for you as it was for us,” I reminded him. “We come as friends. We are here for the beauty. . . .”
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  The Copacabana Hotel in Havana




  “Yes. Yes. I know this.”




  “That was ugly.”




  “Yes. It was. I am sorry.”




  Many travel guides profile the Copacabana as a dump but it hasn’t been a dump since a 2011 renovation. It’s entirely tolerable, clean, and refreshing compared to customs detention at the airport. The bathroom was serviceable for toilette and disco dancing, with one light on permanent strobe mode. For quieter times with no downbeat, that light could be turned off and the other light turned on. Loose electrical socket covers indicated deferred maintenance, but again, a deprived country adapts as best it can to severe hardship caused by a trade embargo.




  After checking in and stashing bags and another taxi ride to a paladar, a private (nongovernment) restaurant, we sat down to dine, twenty-five hours after leaving home. The next day would be two dives right off the dock at the Copacabana to get a baseline on flora and fauna in proximity to urban influence, urban effluent. Sleep deprivation became a theme early on, but adrenaline filled in. Dinner ran $150 for five adultos—about the same as full pay for a month for five surgeons in Cuba.




  But that popular comparison of dollar values is bogus, missing the point of public service, which is fundamental to the Revolución. So the government pays a doctor $30-$50 a month and calls that a livelihood, and some doctors drive taxis to supplement—to get by, even though the average income is far less. What’s lost in a dollar-for-dollar comparison is the value of public service, what a MasterCard ad in Cuba would call priceless.




  Which isn’t to say that Cuban Communism is all hearts and flowers. It’s not—it’s a totalitarian dictatorship of ideologues determined to stay in power. But the priceless components are real, and among them are a few gems. Castro Communism first borrowed on Marx, Trotsky, Lenin, and Stalin. It adapts to global political exigencies, to stay in power, and in that process it has gained what no system ever imagined. Maybe it only stumbled onto what no system could imagine. In either event, it now owns the Holy Grail of Reefdom.
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  This pequeño camaróne is a Pederson cleaner shrimp with the same beauty and reef value as Hawaii cleaner species. The critical difference is abundance and diversity as a result of human effect on habitat. Hawaii still mismanages reefs in service to greed, while Cuba did nothing in a default that saved Cuba reefs. Now Cuba steps up.




  Practical constraint from no mo dough put the kibosh on industrial expansion, on shoreline development and resource extraction, on urban sprawl, mechanization, franchise sameness, strip malls, suburbs, convenience to church, schools, and shopping, drop ceilings, sheetrock, shag carpet, and of course much, much more for over fifty years. Landfills in Cuba seem blessedly empty, and limited “growth” has yielded a treasure trove of natural wonder, intact.
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  Havana sea fan




  Sea fans, sponges, whip corals, and flamingo tongues typify Caribbean reefs in the best of times, which may be paradoxical in reef time; with Caribbean reef habitat and species in dramatic decline, only Cuba reefs thrive. What’s right with this picture?
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  Whip corals in many colors are part of the 100 percent coral cover on many Cuba reefs.
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  Many sponge species proliferate Cuba reefs.
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  A flamingo cowrie on a purple sea fan, Havana.
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  Who’d a thunk it would come to pass in a place with so much prime waterfront real estate—commercial, too? But commerce went to seed, and the shoreline from the Copacabana balcony is vacant as far as it’s visible, without use, without commerce, without people—without golf course pesticides, without injection wells, without the overwhelming volume of human waste.




  Just beyond the shore break fronting the Copacabana are marine flora and fauna to beat the band. Havana coral habitat and wildlife are not the best in Cuba but would be the very best available in any free-enterprise country in a thousand-mile radius. Make that six thousand miles to include Hawaii, a state so compromised and stressed by bad reef management and vested interests that its dying reefs are as victimized and exploited as any community in the world.




  Here’s what happened in Cuba: with the Soviet Union collapse, the mainstay of Cuba’s economic support vaporized, sending trade and revenue to oblivion. The early to mid-1990s was called the “Special Period in Peacetime,” labeling sacrifice and extreme deprivation with Orwellian/Marxist rhetoric. Fidel Castro had hated tourism and saw it as a negative force prior to the Special Period—saw it as contamination by self-enrichment, black market, and private commerce. When push came to shove, practicality dictated, and he saw the chance to survive—saw a way out of the Cuban financial crisis that was far different from an American “crisis.” A U.S. economic downturn loses jobs, money, health care, and other benefits. The Cuban economic crisis got down to fried lard, sugar water, and shark meat. Full stop.




  Then came official recognition that sugar would no longer be the basis of the Cuban economy. Tourism would be tolerated, accepted, pursued. Tourism has given rise to a separate economy and a separate social class in Cuba, characterized by Cubans with exposure to foreign people with foreign currency— what is known as the dollar economy. Tourists tip, often in magnitude exceeding the fixed income of Cuba’s highest-paid professionals. The Cuban people, ever resourceful, imaginative, and resilient, understand and promote the heady, giddy feeling of tipping a surgeon’s monthly salary to a cabdriver. Tourism is now Cuba’s top revenue producer, and a single facet of Cuban tourism now emerges as uniquely superior to anything else of its kind in the world: reef tourism.




  Side notes abound. Also present in Cuba is a dysfunctional cultural mythology. That is, Cuba suffers rhetorical zeal for a Revolución that has failed to deliver. It also suffers no media, which may be a benefit with no TV and no Hollywood reinventing reality as perceived by a handful of megalomaniacs willing to sacrifice art and wisdom for ratings and returns. That’s not to say that all U.S. media is greedy and worthless, but most of it is.




  Cuban citizens not employed in tourism cannot enter a Cuban hotel.




  We learned so much in such a short time, and at the end of a very long travel day retired to the Copacabana, where TV access is a reminder of the squirming tits-and-ass mentality we came so far to escape. Surfing a hotel TV is a nonstop display of sex-addled imagery and noise from the land of the free, and we were still free to turn it off. What a relief.




  In eight hours we would meet the reefs.




  Make that nine, since our leader, Octavio Laguardia, could not get his scooter started, and then once he did, he hit a traffic jam. What? Traffic jam? In Havana? Well, okay, not a jam, a fender bender that he stopped to observe. What was the rush? Besides, the breaking swell out front precluded a boat launch—a twelve-foot inflatable for one dive leader, four divers, one snorkeler, five sets of scuba gear and tanks, one video camera, and one still camera, the big-dog model. Not to worry, we would enter from the end of the dock, but were warned against walking out there until the carpet was laid, meaning carpet remnants to cover the black algae covering the concrete that looked innocent but would take you down in a blink.
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  Entry was easy, the cruise out disappointing over crusty brown bottom with occasional flotsam, abandoned pipes, and other hardware for a hundred yards or so, which was fairly predictable in any urban proximity from the sheer seepage of human waste, toxins, and trash. People watched idly from the hotel, obviously wondering who would want to actually swim out into that water, and what could possibly be there of interest. Or maybe they wondered how we could be allowed to do so.
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  Photo by Scott Wong




  Then came the drop from fifteen feet to forty-five—to 100 percent coral cover with more abundance and biodiversity than Hawaii can claim in the 2 percent of near-shore reefs it “protects.”




  The baseline felt secure, demonstrating the efficacy of the theory that human constraint saves oceans.




  That first reef visit introduced the Cuban theme of making do with what’s available. The launch ramp at the Copacabana had been a cargo conveyance facility long ago. Now the old winches are high and dry, the electric cables cut. A long rope wrapped around those winches and leading to the slippery concrete edge above the ramp is the Cuban equivalent of a handrail. We made do, getting out safely by timing the surge and break, using the grab line and avoiding contact with the sharp corals along the sidewall. So many other observers have noted the make-do syndrome in Cuba that Cuban adaptability and ingenuity are old news, and substandard, aging equipment can only be expected in such an economy with embargo isolation.




  Moreover was the other news, perhaps also old but to our eyes a revelation. Any visit to any reef may include trash encounters. For ages, snorkelers and divers maintained the common response: it’s not my trash. But a reef is not a sidewalk in a city; it’s a place in the heart where more snorkelers and divers are picking up on a theme than they used to do. We came upon an abandoned anchor surrounded by soft plastic debris. Octavio stashed the plastic into his buoyancy compensator and carried the anchor back to shore. In two hours we dove again, and he collected other bits. At sixty, Octavio is senior among the dive community. As jovial and engaging as a happy man can be, he was eager to know of Hawaii reefs. Are they this good? Do the people in Hawaii love their reefs as the people of Cuba do? Are they taking measures to care for their reefs?
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  Among the aquarium trade’s devastating impact on Hawaii reefs was its extraction of featherdusters. A featherduster is a polychaete tube worm who bores into a coral head and then filter feeds by means of colorful, vibrant “feathers” that grab passing plankton. Any movement nearby will startle the featherduster, who will duck into the coral. Aquarium trade extraction in Hawaii took nearly all the featherdusters from many places and all the featherdusters from Kane‘ohe Bay in typical fashion, selling out Hawaii’s reef trust for about 35¢ each on the way to mainland retail sale for up to $35 each. Which sounds, uh . . . stoopid, and it is. What’s worse, the featherdusters are collected with a crowbar—oops! Wait a minute. When I pointed out that pesky detail, a particularly self-righteous reef destroyer stood up and cried foul (!); they do not use crowbars. They use wooden sticks. I stand corrected, as those reefs remain devastated.




  Don’t get me started—but it’s hard not to remember when gazing on the primary indicator of good water conditions for marine fauna, the featherduster. They abound at the reef in front of the Copacabana, which felt promising for things to come.
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  Featherdusters live free in Havana.
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  A bright future of young featherdusters.
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  The most vibrant reefs host dazzling varieties of flora and fauna, like a spiny brittle starfish lounging in a cup sponge beside a featherduster cluster, surrounded by corals and critters.




  Invertebrates of varying species in garish colors and shapes indicate reef health and a functional feeding system. Most inverts are benthic—bottom dwellers—once they survive the early, plankton phases. Obvious exceptions are jellyfish and barnacles hitching rides on hull bottoms. Filter feeders and grabbers, like featherdusters, Christmas tree worms, barnacles, sponges, and anemones tolerate significant current and surge, but a large object drifting too near will trigger instant retreat. Less reactionary and often sociable, the pelagic fishes live between the bottom and the top. Like anyone in any habitat, they often show caution in the presence of large newcomers. But some do warm up and consent to a pose.
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  The harlequin bass is one of the smallest in the sea bass family, full grown at about 3 inches.
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  Longspine squirrelfish stop and turn in dramatic dorsal and caudal display, an apparent defensive posture to look bigger but also a posture that may reflect good feeling and self-esteem.
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  When the deep purple falls over sleepy garden walls . . .
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  Moray eels prefer cubbies in the substrate. Morays are homebodies, but most prefer to grab lunch on the fly. Pictured here is a goldentail moray.
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  Portrait of the Dictator as a Young Eel.
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  The bluestripe snapper is integral to Caribbean reef health and Hawaii reef mismanagement. in abundance, this fish indicates a teeming food chain—except in Hawaii, where the Department of Natural Resources introduced the bluestripe snapper as a food fish. Hawaii predators don’t know this fish, so it spread like brush fire, consuming many other species in its path. Mismanagement policy in Hawaii is based on “scientific data,” or it benefits special interests—or it’s honestly stupid.




  [image: Image]




  If fish run free, why not me? it may be presumptuous to think that fish have moments of reflection and dialogue with Neptune, but what else could he be doing?
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  Puffers can also indicate reef health and good water conditions with clean skin, free of blemishes. Puffers recall aquarium hunter testimony to the Hawaii legislature: “We see puffers on almost every reef, so why shouldn’t we take them?” The same guy complained of a fourth child on the way and no money for disposable diapers without new reefs to harvest.




  Back in Cuba, home of family planning and no aquarium trade, these puffers are notable for the iridescent specks in the eyes. Other species use frilly lippets—skin formations partially covering the eyes—as camouflage. These iridescent specks may provide similar benefit.
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  Encrusting corals, whip corals, and invertebrates cover these rocks, indicating optimal use of habitat, indicating prime conditions. Note the blue tang, bottom left.
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  The blue tang is the Caribbean counterpart to the yellow tang in Hawaii, both herbivores who spend their lives keeping algae in check. The big difference is not their coloration, however, but their survival as key reef species. In Cuba, they remain abundant, while in Hawaii they ship out by the millions to serve a voracious aquarium trade, leaving many reefs void of tangs—without a maintenance staff.




  The Havana baseline could have gone either way without influencing observations on the balance of the expedition. But seeing these reefs healthy supported a theory. Like many theories, this one also sought insight on what appeared to be obvious—that human activity kills reefs and human inactivity allows reef health. Our dive leader Octavio Laguardia lacked our firsthand exposure to human activity as it defiles reefs, with most activity in Cuba constrained to pursuit of personal needs. Or maybe he was adequately circumspect to avoid judgment on one system or another. And he is a naturally happy man.




  Learning of our next stop, Cayo Largo, he said, “Ah! Perfect!” He would call his amigo Pepe, because Pepe would understand the needs of a photo/video outing to be apart from others who would get in the shots and kick us in the head. Then he picked up the phone and called Pepe, who had won several photo competitions in Cuba and would be happy to lead us, away from the madding crowds. Pepe was only fifty-four and at Cayo Largo. That is, our dive leaders got younger as we got farther afield, suggesting more rigorous water regimen in more remote places, requiring more stamina. And so it came to pass. But the emphasis and age hierarchy also became secondary to the dive family at all these places. Avalon, the fishing company, employed all these guys, but that too seemed incidental to the common interest, the common bond. These guys loved their work—they would, with the tips, but it seemed heartfelt.
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