A SMALL EXPERIENCE OF THE REAL CUBA

Joseph McGeer

In March 2016 my wife Eileen and I made a trip to Cuba. It was not a
conventional holiday since we had a link with a Cuban family, through our
friend Anne, who had been the bridesmaid at our wedding in 1974. Anne
eventually married, and moved to Italy, settling in the northeast, near the city of
Trieste, which is on the border between Italy and Slovenia. Anne worked for the
International Centre for Theoretical Physics (ICTP), which is based in Trieste.
This is a United Nations facility which aims to promote the study of theoretical
physics in developing countries. The head of the centre has usually been a Nobel
Prize winner, and Anne was the personal assistant to these eminent scientists.
Anne herself is not a scientist, but she speaks six languages, and that certainly
helped in her job. She came into contact with physicists from all over the world,
becoming friends with many of them. Alexander, from the University of Havana
in Cuba, was one of them. Alexander and his family provided us with insights
into life in Cuba we could never have had on a package holiday.

In 2016 the restrictions on travel between Cuba and the USA had been lifted.
This presented us with the opportunity, at the end of the holiday, to fly from
Havana to the USA to visit our son and his family who were living in Houston at

the time. We decided to fly from Milan so that we could travel to Cuba with
Anne. This made for a complicated journey, and very nearly stopped me from
travelling. At Milan I presented my passport and ticket. I had not put my middle
name on the ticket! I thought I was not going to be allowed to fly, or else that I
would have to buy another ticket at 250 euros. A senior manager finally relented,
and I was able to travel.
On landing at Havana the visitor is faced with three utterly chaotic queues
inside the airport terminal. Passport and customs as usual, but they were very
disorganised. Everyone then headed for the exit, but this required another piece
of paper to be stamped, and the stamper was at the other end of the terminal.
Eventually this piece of paper was waved in the air as you passed the four
officials at the exit – and was then ignored by them. The first sense is that jobs
were being created at the expense of passenger convenience.
The next issue in landing in Cuba is currency. Cuba operates a twin currency
system. The Economist magazine sums it up thus:

“One country; two currencies” is one of Cuba’s most peculiar
idiosyncrasies. The Cuban peso (CUP) and the Cuban convertible peso
(CUC) are both legal tender on the island, though neither is exchangeable
in foreign markets. The CUC is pegged to the dollar and worth 25 times as
much as the CUP. but whereas most Cubans are paid in CUP, nearly all
consumer goods are priced in CUC. The system, which highlights divisions
between those with access to hard currency and those without, has proved
unpopular.
It is not possible to buy either currency outside Cuba. therefore the next long
queue a traveller faces is to buy the CUC outside the airport in order to pay the
taxi fare to your destination. Fortunately Alexander had told us to go to the front
of the taxi rank and offer (quietly) to pay in euros. (Anne speaks fluent Spanish,
so that made life a lot easier.) Following a furtive look, round the taxi driver
nodded and off we went.
Taxi drivers are therefore one of the groups with access to foreign currency, and
have a much higher standard of living than those living on domestic salaries. It
is worth noting that American dollars are not banned, but when Cubans take the
dollars to exchange for CUCs they are charged a 10% fee to discourage use of
them.
We were booked to stay at a family bed and breakfast near the University of
Havana. These are all tightly run by the government, with passports and
receipts required. The main way in which the host can earn unrecorded income is
through the provision of breakfast, which as an option is not very good.
Anne was to stay at Alexander’s house on the first night, and we took a taxi
there. Anne told us the next day that in the morning there was no water in their

flat. Apparently many houses in Cuba can have no water for a couple of days in
the week.
Many buildings in the old part of Havana are in a very poor condition. In some
places they are only a façade with trees growing inside. Renovation is taking
place in some areas, but near the city centre the buildings are in a very
dangerous condition.

Our B&B was the third building from the right,
on the thrid floor.

Trees growing out of a building is a common
sight in Havana.

The twin currency system is best illustrated by access to staple goods, notably
food. Each person/family has a monthly ration of basic foods. Most family meals
appear to consist mainly of rice, black beans and a range of vegetables. These are
subsidised, and are very cheap in local markets and shops. Only those with
access to foreign currency are able to buy foods such as meat or chicken. Local
shops normally have very limited supplies, and some small shops may only have
one item, eggs for example. There are shops which only take CUC and cater for
tourists. These shops have the full range of goods normally sought after by
tourists, such as alcohol, soft drinks, tobacco and gifts. Virtually all restaurants
cater only for tourists, and require CUCs.
Havana has developed a fairly large and growing tourist industry. Many arrive
daily on cruise ships. The area around the harbour and the centre of the city
have become vibrant. The live music in the bars is excellent, and is a main
reason for many tourist visits. Until President Obama removed many
restrictions on Americans visiting or trading with Cuba, the bulk of the tourists
were Canadians and Europeans. Americans are now starting to visit, but
President Trump has spoken of reversing this policy. He is supported in this by
the large Cuban community in exile in Florida. They form a powerful political
lobby in this large, and potentially swing state in American elections.

Ernest Hemingway lived in Havana for thirty years, and regarded himself as a
‘Cubano Sato’. He wrote seven of his books here, and remains highly regarded in
the country. Fidel Castro confided to Hemingway that during the revolution he
used as his own the guerrilla tactics outlined in Hemingway’s novel, For Whom

the Bell Tolls.
One of Hemingway’s regular bars was La Floridita. It has now become an
essential part of the tourist trail and of course we also went there

Hemingway’s statue in La Floridita

Anne and Eileen in La Floridita

We took an overnight trip to the town of Trinidad
in the south of the island. It is a well-preserved
and is fascinating place, and could almost be a
film set for a
spaghetti
western.
One unusual
building is a
large café/music
venue down a
courtyard,
dedicated to the
Beatles - a mustsee for the
tourist,
especially the
full-size statues.
Trinidad – spaghetti western?
Click here for a short video.

In Havana one of the more interesting
statues is of John Lennon. He is seated on a
bench in a park.
Someone has removed his glasses, but a
discreet entrepreneur will provide a pair for
photographs – for a small fee. Lennon’s song
Revolution appears to be the main reason for
the statue.
Most Cubans, whether supportive of the
government or not, appear proud of their
country’s revolution and their independence,
particularly from the USA. In the Museum of
the Revolution descriptions of American
Presidents since 1959 are not only critical,
but also openly insulting. Nevertheless,
Cubans are aware of their relative poverty,
Eileen and John
and Anne’s friends were willing to talk about
the need for reform within a Socialist of Social Democratic context. Indeed,
Alexander gave me a paper on economics that he had given to the government
economics minister as he toured the Physics Institute. He also felt and hoped
that this man would succeed as President when Raul Castro leaves office. There
are statues and memorials around Havana celebrating the Revolution, but very
few are of Fidel Castro. Che Guevara and others are far more prominent. There
is not the cult of the individual seen in some former communist countries.

Eileen sitting in Castro’s

seat, overlooking Revolution Square

Moving around Havana and the rest of Cuba is very difficult for locals. Tourists
pay what appears to be a standardised fare for a taxi, or tuc tuc, of about ten

euros. For the three of us this was a
convenient way of getting around at a
reasonable cost. There were three
distinct types of taxis: a small, but
growing, number of modern Toyotas;
the 1950s American cars; and the
1970s Russian Ladas. All are
government controlled. The American
and Russian cars are in varying states
of internal decay, with some having no
internal fittings at all, apart from
seats and a steering wheel. However,
the restored old American cars are a splendid sight for those of us who like cars.
There are relatively few buses, with locals in the city using shared cars. Cuba
has relatively few private cars, and many, if
not most, are used as a surrogate taxi service.
Across from our B&B people would gather to
get in and out of private cars. The passenger
would find out where the car was going, and a
small fee would be agreed. On the main
highways a similar system operates, but in an
official manner. People wait on the main road
near small towns or villages, and a
government official will stop any governmentowned vehicle with space, and people must be
allowed on board. Not every form of transport
complies with every aspect of government
policy. On our return trip from the town of
Trinidad the chartered tourist bus stopped in
the middle of the apparently deserted
countryside. A man emerged from behind a
small hut, placed a large bunch of bananas
The tuc-tuc was fun, but did not feel
next to the driver, and returned to the hut
particularly safe.
carrying a bottle of rum.
Access the internet can be difficult. Cards enabling access can only be purchased
from government offices. Queues are the norm, and can be anything up to an
hour in length. The actual purchase office resembles an old bank with a number
of tellers behind the counters, which run round three sides of a large room. The
queue was managed by a security guard. The next problem was obtaining a
signal. The sources of Wifi are few, and often in hotels or public offices. These
locations attract large numbers of people, usually young, who congregate in the
streets and alleys. We were fortunate in that if we held our phones out of our
B&B bedroom window we could get a signal for a few hours a day.

Our accommodation was next to the main campus of the University of Havana,
so we got a chance to have a good look round. The main buildings are impressive,
dating from the 1920s, and maintained to a much better standard than many in
the city. Nevertheless, the university was clearly poorly funded by western
standards. We visited the university bookshop, which was small, and contained
very few texts. These appeared to have been carefully selected to comply with the
government view of history, politics and economics. There were about twenty
texts in the economics section, all promoting a left-wing political orthodoxy. The
most prominent, with most copies (about twenty), was the economic theories of
Hugo Chavez, the recently deceased leader of Venezuela. These policies have
been followed by his successor, Nicolas Maduro.
On our second day we were walking past the main University buildings when we
noticed large numbers of students gathering on the steps. As we watched, they
sang the national anthem, then began to run down the hill towards the city
centre. They were making their way to the grave of one of the many heroes of
Cuba. We asked Alexander if attendance was compulsory. He replied no, but it
was ‘expected’. This word seemed to sum up the relationship between the State
and its citizens.

On another occasion Anne and I were sitting on the main University steps when
a professor passed by and, on hearing us speaking, stopped to talk to us. After
telling the students with her to go to her office, she proceeded to give us an
unrequested, but rather earnest short tour of the immediate area. She spoke
mostly in Spanish, and I did not pick up much. At the end of the tour she asked
for money, explaining that her salary barely covered basics such as food and
clothing. She was a professor of mathematics, and this approach was a bit
shocking. Begging is not allowed in Cuba, and anyone doing so could be arrested.
This did not stop a few people quietly approaching us at traffic lights.

The undouibted highlight of our trip was to be welcomed into the Physics
Institute of the University, to be given a tour by Alexander, with a chance to talk
to his colleagues. These were highly qualified physicists, working with
equipment, especially computers, which were removed from secondary schools in
the West twenty years ago. Internet access was difficult and intermittent.
Nevertheless, it was a chance to talk about their life in Cuba. Again, there was a
curious mixture of pride in their country and culture, but frustration about many
aspects of day-to-day life. We had been advised by Anne to bring with us some
small gifts. Not the kind of mementos of Scotland we may otherwise have
brought, but very practical items in short supply: pens, notepads and envelopes.
We had brought as much as we could carry in our luggage. I was nervous about
this, as it could appear patronising. They were handed over with as little
ceremony as possible. I placed a box on the table, saying, “Anne said these may
be useful”, and walked away.
As a thank-you to Alexander and his family for their advice and support before
and during our visit, we offered to take Alex, his wife and mother-in-law out for a
meal. His wife was an IT manager, and his mother-in-law had been a professor of
English in Havana University in the 1950s. Alex told me that he had not been
out for a meal in Cuba in the past twelve years. Again, I was nervous about
appearing patronising. However, Alexander and his family gave us small gifts of
Cuban art and crafts, and this allowed us to act as hosts.
We travelled to Houston via Orlando arirport. It was relatively straightforward,
but the passengers from Havana were interviewed and searched more
thoroughly than on any of my previous visits to the USA. Our luggage was also
lost for a time. The first impression of going from Cuba to the USA was the
overwhelming sense of plenty, and of service for the customer.
The main impression of my visit was that while Cubans feel justified in their
revolution, which has made Cubans a highly educated and healthy people, they
are ready to rejoin the western world.

All photographs by the author.

