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Groovy cars, funky music, friendly people, sunshine, rum and cigars..,

The kindned
spirit of Cuba

by Kate Chambr6
hree weeks spent backpacking around Cuba
with a friend recentlv. qave me an interestino
insight into .this c-ohfiunist country on th6
fringe of capitalist America,

No gl lDlps{:s of l idcl  ( istro !D[{r ' l { rrhlelv
l )Dt s l r . i l  $r '  { l l ( l  g j i l l r ( r  l r ' i l I  (  l r , r i l i l r {  t , ,
(aban pr(4rlr, ls tliat thev htve n de{rl)
rn) lcd fc$p.\ ' l  l ( r ' thclr  lea( lu ' .  Al trr  fkk ' l?

Nrl lvessr l l l [ l  l lWntr . r (dr l l l  l l l i t ] ( i \ r r t l
rhatrqe rnt l  t fo ( l f . t ( l in( l l (  dr!  s lrr l  l l t '
cil('s,

Srr $,hy go l()  lu lr !? ( ;r(r^1,rus, hut l i l ' , \ l r '
( i r l lnn nlrsh !ral  r larr i rr l ,  i | i r rr l l r  prrr l ; l t ' .  a
!r i ( l l ! '  rul l r r{r ,  I  rrunt f l in) l l1 ' .  lxnut i i l t l
l l i l t r |s(rpf.  nl lurht!  hr. le lxrs,  rulr  rr l r l  r i l l rs
w(i1,  l i l r l  r  kv l l l l l ls t l : r l  ( l f r \  l ts to i l l r r
(  ui l ) l r rnr i r lnrtr l .

( i l l l r  is tui  ( i l r i l )bci l ts l iu l{( .s l  i I t ( l  latsl
({ f i r rr , fc ial isrr l  i$ l i l l r l .  With r  l i l l r r latknl  rr i
! ,J l t ) r { ' r i r r r l . !y  l l  r r i l l i " i l  t l r | , , , r i l t r r \  r :
(rnls jdefcd (rrc .r f  l lxr  lvor l( l  s l t r l
\ t r , f i , . { l r , i l i5 , , l  , . i i l r l i l l i l r is i l t .  I l  s  t , ' l I ts i l l
Industr l , i  lhf  l i ls l rs l  g(tr l i |g l l r  lha \1r l ( l
r l takln[ l l  the cor0lr ]-s lar[cst s irrglc sr l rrrc
ol  i i l r f i (n r ,rr l l tnBc, A tn.n'  1.5 r t t l l io i l
l r l r f is ls hr) l i ( lny l r1 Cul) t  er. ] l l  v. t i  lJ l t tai Ik{ l
b] '  rornr l f ( i i r l l$r l  lubarr l l i t r r ,  n l , i f lx l l t
r l t ! { rxk i l ( l  a[  ral t r  t0 t( !nl t0lr)( ln l f
v i$i l { ! rs i l l  ry l l t tavaf { lJ,  l l ta!  rnrr .
I 'xr t lur l rr ly lhe t ten! ' l 'hc rr)nt i0l tnl
tul lgesl lve l i is l lng roisas dt{ l  l , lharf  s0ch
!o0r( is cclDi lg thr( trr(h lhc st(r ts a$ wrr l ta|
pilss thcnl by ls iul cv(:f,y(hy o({ilnrdtrr;.
?\ l lhrnrgh vs y l l t l t r . l l l l  { i l I l l l  yr) [  feal is( lht t
e( lyone gel$ l l re si lu l  t ret lnrHlt ]  l l  ( i l1
i lhke y([r  i rc l  a l l t l le tncinl{r ln l)k.r l  l l i l rs.

\ \ t '  ( l l (h1 t  rcai ly hu'  I  thvcl  l l in{r f i l rv
unpl)(d ( tr l l  nUnl ur i \ , r l  i l l  l -hvai la.  r I t r  i i l ( .1
s'n$ to play lhint ]s bl ,  crf  n.( l  l r r  spcr( l  t lx '
l i r$l  \ l ,e l i  expk)r ln!  l lx, !or{ l r  (d t l l f  . { [ i l t f } l

\!i. w&rtfd lr, $lcef rkrar ol n:rolts arrrl
l ) l r res lhnl  (r lcrr l  l ( r '  t lx, ,hckalr  hrr i ( i r I
rr l l ier ' f t ,  f i t i  cosls t l l  at{ ,rc i l Ip(tr t i l t l ly t r}
l r jn r  ( . r l ls l ic i r rprcssInr i l t r )  ( l tbtD rr l tufo
wf stnvf i l  l l r t ( l ) [ r i i l t r l ly iu l r i \ ' r le 

' lot l rs{ t ls lpai lkuhfr$ )  I l ( ' l t rkre0is lavi l )g i r  I
casa i$ h{ l l  lhe pr i i l ' r f  i t  l l r ) ld.

I{l$k {rf hilprls(ilnleIl
r \s wrl l  n$ t l l  l r r l \ 'n l f  l l r { tsfs,  l l te

l lo lefr i l rc i l l  owt vir tur l ly al l  o i  ( \ rba s hr lds,
r f$()r l$ n[( l  Ixt idr!  .nt ] l l )s.  l  h is nH|s l i ral
l l r '1 i , r r . rx i l  1, , , , l r ' ,1r , { , l l i l , , r .n! i , r l i ,  i l l i r ( j
sf l  up (rvhi( l r  was crtr l l i ; l r r l  t l r rrrqh a
.k\re(:  in l1|117),  5Ul)sqt|0l t ly l l l f
i l { lvci l r rcr l  hnvf hrporrd ! t i ( i  l i rqrsi | !  l$$
rnr lhis l0sa rr l tu(J,  \ r l ) i r l l  t rc i l t i  nuy
inrnl l i ( '$ ( l lxrrr tr  (nl  l l I  s ly,  l t ( i l l ,1 a $i I0i l l f t !1
r i$k of i r r lx lsr i l | r rr i l .

l ianl i l l ( 's w(r l l ( l  u$lral ly I l \ (  ! r t rr  i r  d(,(ul l
l r r t r i r l i l i ls l  { l rn ' i f i t ln( l  r i : l )  i l lx l  n[  (  ! r i l ln!  lnfr l
( t r {  i r i )n( l  I i ) .  i \ l l l r l r I l r  1r ,11rr ' l \ ,  r r l lb l ,
(  i l11i l i l  i  i l i : i I r , r l l (hr ' l  | r i r  l l \  h i rvr,  i l r i  r ' t rv l I f

k)r  nFre, lhe $taple Cuban dlel$ conslsts ol
Dork, rhkkca, rice, bems, baraoa frltters,
l0trl(re$ and lctluce.

Wc rvcre r:areful to drink bottkrd water
lknv$rf, lt dl(hr'l prcvent us irom gettlng Ill nt
dl{lonnt stnges ol the trllr. 'lhls trry have
!rnr lr(ril brusltlllg our toflh wlth tap water,
.lrirrkln! (i)cktnlls (n eiltln{ somethirg dodgy,
wlr,  kn(Ns!

I irviilg .ril*lrt r lrillfl soulh tu Santl0go cte
lirba rrhl.h was suppr)$e(l to take 14 h(trns,
:l h([r'$ hlH we trrlved .tl olr de$tlnnll(nr.

'Ilr. tirst \!cek speill cfulsln! tnM)d lhe
sorlh r) l  t lx. l$ land g{ve 0B nn Inl t i t r l  i lnvour
fo- lhr .ornlry. I wa$ $tfuck bv the lrlerdly
rnd hld brck atlltude ()l lts people, the strlet
md rn$plrkn!$ regiNe ol lh. pollce (tl[v lrr
font i rnral ly walcl tng pcople -  especlnl ly wlteI
natlvci nle lttofactlnB Nlth tourists). Ule
pklllr(:s.luf rcfirer!, lhe $ctrclty of tfalllc on
l l t r . (Jnds { in rurr l  rrras) rot to forgel the
wkle$prrild pov0rty ol the place.

(nr runt( t lus (x,rai loni ,  \ re w$t ld $lopl  be
ll ir thc rrnnltryskle, a vlllofie, lo$n or cltv
and nsk r  nal lvf  i i  we could u$t t l [ i l '  hx). ' Ih is
rcqucsl w$ never relused - in facl sucll wN
lhe lunr ownerl  hospltnl l ly lhal  a slxn r) l
{ ! tkr or {  gle$$ ol  sugar cane dndlsl  ( ts
lr l lcr  { , l {9 '( I .

I thirk I nnrst o[ beerr lnto at lc{st 50
prr) l ) les txtrno$, l I  d l l fcr fnt  areas of lhc
cr{nrtry (l was drliklng a k,t o{ waler Ju$t ln
case votr i!!ro won<lerlrrg.) 'lhril(h use ol
lltr'lr kx)s, $'c (tliled a lilrlrlue lnsight int{)
f;rnrily li{e rr(l rverydily cxlste0cc In Cubn,
l.ikr lhc lrisli (|l old the.y were extrentely
wf leon!r!1.

Guantdnamo
US Naval Base

W. l)rssfd thr^rll! th| city ol {.jrontirMo
l)trt rlklr'l scc lhe ret!^rred US Naval llasc
1k(ntc( l  l7 ktn sout l tcasl  l rotD the cl ty)
wlurf r{tilcrous prjsoners o[ waf atr hrld by
l l r f . \nHieans. lve nee(l .d pernl l t$.  k) get a
HIiil)ps. ()f lhr orilnge sltlted prlsono.s lhrrlgh
il lflrscol)c. fr{[r n \4e\r,poiil l(,ctied nearby.

U{rr i l  r l l f t ,1,r i l  i ln(k,s , l  r rnlr lx i l1 ( tr . r i i ls,
huscs, lrxls. hi.ycles, a r{llcd (nr (i{)f:l dAys).)
{nrf lrilldllnl cxpl(,it$ t(r}k ts lil placcs trll ovct
lhr ls lo(1. l ' l re l i r luresqt(.u( l  hid back town
oi l lararrta (on t l tc s({ t thel l  t lp,}  t (}
(iuilrllnhvacn lnd l.kt(!h] rn lhs c$l il)a$|,
' l i l r r i r I r l  r rrr  l l rc wcst (r ,sU, thr lx nl t t i l l l l
l ' '  r t i ' r r , ' l  \ r r r r r l  s  l t r  n ' f l | l i t  f i r l , j r  r i l i l , r l  l { t
I t$ sDfclr . i lhr c l i f lg i l I ( l  ( i lv |s,  (rrr 's( i ln,  rd
l l r r  pl i r1, : i  $r '  v l$l l r (1.

( l i l  r ' \ lnr 'a(r trr ,  i |  ( i l f i r (hlnvtci l  crr l l i f l twl
slr \ '$1 $t,r(  l t i t l ) l r lcrrXryl I{rwi ly l |nu( l t l , r |

$om€ elderly man make music durlng "The S€msna d€ la CulturaTrlnltaria.,,

embarrassed (we Kelved qulte a lew strange
lool$ [ro$ hollday makers.) A couple of hours
lde! we were on a bus to a clty called Holguln
decldlogthat CuaKlalavaca w6tr't lor ui, Later
lhal evening we c0uglrt a nlght bus to the
beoutliul clty of TrlIldad,

ll Jusl so hoppened that we atrlved ln
Trlnldad durhrg "The Srmana de la Culturu
'Irlnlturla" - an anilual lstlval, whl(h ls great
hi l r .  A week wlren Inuslc l l l ls t l le cl ty.  pmple
( larxr. ln the strets and l lF pla(e general ly
bursts wlth llfe. The nlght lltewd qcellenl and
one thhrg I wlll roy ls thst plcoty ol cocktelb
t{ere c0nruned,

(ilbrr1i ilre born wltll muslc In thelr blqn,
Mu$lc ls a wty ol llle (or lhem ud thl$ ii
evldent lron theway In whlch they enbracell.
liron a$ y(uog a$ two yerrs old chlldren larn
h('w Ir dilrce. Al adodor's:10tlr blrtlKhypilty

Kate and others look on as a sculptor ongraves hls
nam€ onto a walking st ick he has made,

makhrg three tlms (l not nlore) llrc atnounl
thfough krur l$m. He si l ld al though thc
(ommunlst regine ln Cuba dlctate$ that all
people and prolesslons $hiltld bc treated.
equally, lt ls cl€orly not the ca$e. l.lls plan ls to
head to Jamalca otce he lrar ralsed lhe
necessBry funds to poy hls way olt ol the
countrt

Tourist prices
Staylng In 'casa part lculares, '  eat lng in

restaurants and travelllng around tlre countty
by p!bl lc t ransport  l r  much cheaper In
comparlson to prlcs here In lrelond. We hund
that by ushg Crbu psos, lhe cost ol llvlng
(lood, drlnk, local trmsport) could be reduccd
conslderably, However we $oon rellsed that
lscause we were non Spsnlsh speakers lt wns
very dllllcult to use the locol corrency. Thl$.
memt that backpacktng in Cuba was lar nnre
qpef,slve h comparison lo placs llke Indh or
Afrlcs, Wlth the qchange rate nt tround 20
psos to I dollar$ome tourlsts doget atrnoyed
when they're asked to pny In doll$s lor
tonlethlnS, whlle Cubrns pay ln pesos.
However nost Cub{n$ oltly eam around $10
dollar$ per month. Because of thls the Cubnn
govemmenl provlde them wlth rervlces and
lacllltis at cqulvolent prlces. Onc Cuban klld
me tlrrl where tourlst| are only (onlrlbutlng
thelr money to soclety lhe nralorlty of euhils
se contrlbuting thelr labour as well, by
holdlrg pescpaylng J0bs.

For me, Cuba was a lasclnatlng pla(e to
vlslt, Full ot dlscovery rnd llcailty, the lBIrnd
ls {n h€xpeusive and easy countly to tuvcl
ln,  unspol l t  by ro[unerchl lsm as ol  yel .  l l 's
del lnl tely a good t l rne to vis l t  the country
because once f ldel  Ctstro dirs.  l t 's
afparent th{ l  lh lngs 0re Bolrg to (hangc.

rl
A Cuban famlly photographed at I beadl nottar from th€ city ot Santiago de Cuba.

The b€aut i ful  landscape of Vlnales.

resorls. Alter r trdn Jrrurney, a knl8 walt lu a
small vlllage $lled C.cocw and two h6
l(Jurneys. we evcilt[illly nfrlvfd at our
desthutkfl al:] t.nl. There !v6 oo roon In my
ol lhe many hotels there becluse we lrrlved
t{x) latc.  11 aiso transplred lhat yo! are
supDosed kJ p$book, so we |ookour$elvs (){l
lo thr bcile'l whcre wc catne dpn 20 d(k
(huirs stacked !p In trNs by tlte sea shore.
Thal wrs to be rvhere ive would lny our llelds
llrtll d!wn. We were luclq that there $&s no
raiI a.d llranklol tlrat wc'cl l]roullht our
$lcepll! brgs sltlr us becausc there wus (lullrl
l ilrong bReze.

At rmund ll a,m. wa wenr ulurpccl lrtlr our
r0$llflg dace wht$ { lxarch tltendint clmc
rkrrl kr dl$prrBr r deck chdr to a holld0y
rrilkqr llk{ry cyed ard cxhilu$lcd, tve (ot
( !rNi l  I ( i l i l  lhr c l t t l rs,  l ( \ , l l t r (  l l t l ld lv

we were in!'lted lo In Holguln (s we walled to
calch the nlght bu8), ll ws evideni that the
blrlhday boy'' lwoyearold dMchg abilltls
f{roulwelShed ounl

At lhe puty I chotled lo the doctor who told
melhal he"lelt lmprlsoned'' lnhl$ owncountry
lxc{use he had never left lt. He spoke of lhe
educatlon sy$tem and sald thal because
oducatlon ls lw, Cubans are Indebted to the
governmenl. He rald that lt l$ very hard lor
people to lsve lh€ country lo work abroad.
"We hrve to p&y the govemment a lot or
money, lf we wilt lo leave,r'he slghed. He
qrrlslned lhat he fclt lrustrated bs0u6e
allhough he had ben worldtrg lor 6 yurs 6 a
docl('i he couldn't evc[ alkrrd to buy 0
lrlcyde. Hls salary (llke ill dortors) ts g20 a
nonth wheres someone who hs dalded k,
leove m{ln$tream educatlon early nilght be


