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CUBA

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE
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Old Havana | Yuki Mao/Getty Images ©

On the one hand, Cuba is complex, chaotic and maddening, but on the other hand the country’s a knockout with its beauty, music, wild spaces, and resilient, witty-as-hell locals.

You might come looking for the last bastion of communism in the western hemisphere, and to witness a country ‘trapped in time.’ Leave these tropes at the airport, though, and you’ll find a wellspring of cultural talent, entrepreneurs shaking things up, and local dedication to keeping things afloat. Undeniably, Cuba is going through changes – facing an economic crisis, unprecedented emigration, and political entrenchment – and you’ll need to get to grips with all of that. But travel is the best form of education: as well as the cigars, the rum and the art, it’s the soul-stirring experiences and the spirited locals that I remember when I get back home. And it’s those that run through my dreams until I return.

Claire Boobbyer

@claireboobbyer
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My favourite experience is wandering the streets of Old Havana with my camera, exploring the architecture, street art, latest art shows, and new restaurants and bars, and chatting to locals along the way.

WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Cuba.
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Cuba has always been a mythical destination for me, a place I’ve longed to visit. But it’s Trinidad I could keep returning to. I love the history there, the architecture, the cobbled streets, the nightlife, and the chance to slip away to nearby beaches.
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Ray Bartlett

@kaisoradotcom, kaisora.com

Ray Bartlett is an acclaimed travel writer, photographer, and novelist.
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Katya Bleszynska ©

Some would look at the Coastal Road that connects Granma and Santiago de Cuba and drive the other way. It is covered in potholes, regularly floods and takes a long time to traverse. But this is a meandering metaphor of Cuba: even in disrepair, it is beautiful.
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Katya Bleszynska

@explorerpensadora

Katya is a British-born, Havana-based writer.
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The Malecón is Havana’s pulse. It’s the first place I go back to when I’ve been away after a long break. Here I can reconnect and work out what has changed. In less than an hour, I’ve got a primer on the city’s mood, and a preview of what to do and where to go.
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Brendan Sainsbury

@sainsburyb

Brendan has written or co-written more than 60 Lonely Planet books.
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SANDY SHORES

Cuba’s sugar-soft beaches are laced around 5700km of coastline. You’ll find tiny crescents of powdery sand and small coral cays, as well as golden sweeps at Varadero and the Jardines del Rey archipelago. On the mainland, the most beautiful beaches are on the north coast, where most all-inclusive resorts are found. Smaller, quieter beauties lie in the west, the south coast and the distant east. Summer means higher prices.

[image: jpg]

Playa Maguana | takehanx/Shutterstock ©

Beach Season

Cubans head to the beaches en masse in summer, but you can sunbathe year-round. The water’s a little chilly over winter, though.
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Transport

Many of Cuba’s beaches are not accessible by public transport, so you’ll need to arrange taxis. Locals can book them for you.
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Beach Supplies

Bring suncream and mosquito repellent. These aren’t widely available and when you find them, they’re very expensive.


BEST SEASIDE EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Dig your toes into the sand at two of Cuba’s most beautiful beaches, dazzling duo Playa Mégano and Playa Ensenachos 1 on Cayo Ensenachos.

Spot orange starfish in the shallows and enjoy lobster on the beach at popular Cayo Jutías 2.

Experience adventure and wildlife at the remote and wild tree–backed beach at Punta Francés 3.

Help catch lunch at the beaches of Playa Maguana 4, both with isolated accommodations on the sands.

Enjoy mojitos on the sand and the indie vibe at Caletón village near Playa Larga 5, the only place in Cuba with casas particulares and restaurants on the beach.







OCEAN AWE

The long, slender island of Cuba is surrounded by the Atlantic Ocean on its north coast and the Caribbean on its south. The warm tropical waters are home to marine turtles, manatees, dolphins, and nurse, lemon, silky, bull and Caribbean reef sharks, as well as colorful reef life. Divers occasionally glimpse whale sharks, manta rays and sperm whales.

[image: jpg]

Diving, Bay of Pigs | Inspired By Maps/Shutterstock ©

Dive Season

Snorkeling and diving are possible year-round, but for a chance to spot whale sharks, dive Jardines de la Reina between July and November.

BYO Gear

Committed snorkelers and divers should bring their own mask and snorkel for comfort. You can’t buy any underwater equipment on the island.


BEST UNDERWATER EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Dive with sharks, crocs and 270kg Goliath groupers on a liveaboard trip among the clear waters of the Jardines de la Reina 1 archipelago.

Slip into the sapphire waters of the Bay of Pigs 2 for colorful fish, rays, a 1961 invasion wreck and a vibrant coral wall 300m deep.

Spy reef sharks, blue sharks, eagle rays, stingrays, and loggerhead and hawksbill turtles amid Cayo Largo’s 3 coral reef, just 2km offshore.

Get up close to bull sharks at La Boca 4. The sharks congregate around a 1905 Spanish galleon where an encounter is carefully staged with the predators.

Dip into the two beautiful fish-filled sea pools tunneled into the limestone on the shore along the Península de Guanahacabibes 5.







IN THE WILD

Cuba’s rugged mountains, biosphere reserves, forests, lakes, waterfalls and remote coastlines offer ample opportunity to spot its unusual and endemic wildlife. You could be on the salt flats admiring flamingos and roseate spoonbills or in the tropical forests looking for the world’s smallest bird, or most colorful snails. Much of Cuba’s wild areas are protected through a network of more than 250 parks and reserves, representing 20% of its land and water.

Responsible Wildlife Viewing

Stay on trails in protected areas and respect local wildlife – including marine creatures.

[image: jpg]

Juan Aceituno/Shutterstock ©

Be Prepared

Most reserves and parks have few facilities. Bring a water bottle with a filter, snacks and toilet paper with you.

[image: jpg]
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Better Viewing

Bring your own binoculars – you won’t be able to buy them in Cuba – for the island’s rare and record-breaking birdlife.


BEST ANIMAL EXPERIENCES
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Spot the world’s smallest flight of feather, the bee hummingbird 1, in the Parque Nacional Alejandro de Humboldt.

Admire pink flamingos and roseate spoonbills 2 at the Salinas de Brito salt flats in the Zapata swamp.

Explore the Sierra del Rosario biosphere reserve to spy the colorful endemic Cuban trogon and Cuban tody 3.

Visit remote Cocodrilo for a chance to see hatching endangered green marine turtles 4.

Learn about the critically endangered Cuban crocodile 5 at the Criadero de Cocodrilos research station in Guamá.

Marvel with ease at the award-winning Polymita picta snail at a house at the Yumurí Canyon 6.







MUSICAL NIRVANA

To arrive in Cuba is to pass through a portal into a world of music, dance and percussive triumph. Cuba’s very roots are musical. You’ll discover the slow sway of son, the thrill of timba, the thrust of rumba with its deep African roots, as well as the melodies of nueva trova, the buzz of jazz, heart-thumping reggaeton, hip-hop, and electronic sounds. Experience everything from ballet to modern dance in theaters and on Cuba’s streets.

[image: jpg]

Casa de la Músíca, Trinidad | Paul Springett D/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Afternoon Fever

It’s not always about Cuba and the night. Look out for popular matinee events, morning performances and multiday festivals in venues and in the streets.

[image: jpg]
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What’s On

Tapping into what’s on isn’t easy. Check suenacubano.com/cartelera and lapapeleta.cu for music, dance and more. Billboards outside venues are worth a glance, as is social media.

[image: jpg]

Riderfoot/Shutterstock ©

Top Havana Nights

Top musicians performing alfresco at popular restaurants is a growing trend in Havana. Leading the way are Hotel Claxon, Yarini, La Guarida and Malecón 663.


BEST BEATS EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Show those salsa 1 moves in front of a live timba band in full percussive throw at Casa de la Música in Miramar, Havana.

Groove to the sounds of electronic-music DJs 2 during nights at Havana powerhouse Fábrica de Arte Cubano.

Rumba 3 in the streets of Matanzas, and don’t miss Festival Timbalaye, a celebration of rumba, in August/September.

Spin around the Casa de la Trova’s floor in a skilled display of rueda de casino 4 in Santiago de Cuba.

Partner up with salsa dancing 5 locals on the Casa de la Música steps outside the church in Trinidad.







FAB FESTS

Cuba’s cultural calendar is packed year-round with dance, music, and cultural festivals. There’s no escape. Not that you’ll want it – a Cuban festival is a thing of pure joy. Cubans know how to party: out come the rum, the dance moves and undiluted revelry. Fiesta¡

[image: jpg]

Las Parrandas de Remedios, Remedios | Stephen Smith/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Room at the Inn

Book accommodations well ahead for Las Parrandas, the art bienal and Santiago’s carnival. In Remedios, book up to 12 months in advance.

Ministry of Planning

Cuba doesn’t make it easy to discover booking and price information. Keep your eye on social media and the Ministry of Culture’s website: ministeriodecultura.gob.cu.


BEST FESTIVALS EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Duck the fireworks and witness towering illuminated structures, floats, music and dance on Christmas Eve’s Las Parrandas 1 in Remedios.

Listen to Cuban greats and international artists during the January Jazz Festival 2 in theaters and alfresco venues around Havana.

Arollar (conga) in the streets with locals, watch lively comparsas (choreographed dance parades) and party all night during Santiago’s Carnaval 3.

Grab tickets when the December International Festival of New Latin American Cinema comes to Havana. Also check out Gibara’s film festival 4.

Admire the work of Cuban and international artists at one of the hottest events in Havana’s cultural calendar, the Habana Bienal 5. The parties are pretty damn good, too!







ARTY VIBES

Fidel Castro’s 1959 revolution invested heavily in the arts. That’s why you’ll meet world-class painters, artists, dancers and musicians all over the island. The visual arts – painting, drawing, photography and sculpture – are vibrantly represented in state-run art galleries and at the new breed of private art spaces inside homes and studios throughout Cuba. The capital’s biennial (sometimes triennial) art fair, Habana Bienal, is a popular fixture in the cultural calendar.

Fine Art

The temporary exhibitions at Havana’s Museo Nacional de Bellas Artes are always worth visiting.

[image: jpg]
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Book Tips

Buy Cutting Edge Art in Havana: 100 Cuban Artists for the inside track on artists’ studios.

[image: jpg]

Claire Boobbyer ©

Arty Party

Buy a whole-package ticket for the Habana Bienal (wlam.cult.cu/cacwifredolam.html). It gives you access to all the cool parties attended by Cuba’s farándula (hip, arty crowd).


BEST CULTURAL EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Swing by Museo Nacional Nacional de Bellas Artes 1, showcasing Cuban art from the 16th century to the modern day.

Photograph Havana’s San Isidro Art District 2 with its wealth of street art.

Stroll Calle Medio 3 in Matanzas, soaking up the art and architecture.

Don’t miss creative work by ceramicist and painter Martha Jiménez, paintings by Joel Jover and ceramic work by Oscar Rodríguez Lasseria in Camagüey 4.

Explore the work of local and national artists and cool designer wares at Galería René Valdés 5 in Santiago de Cuba.







AMAZING ARCHITECTURE

Cuba’s wealth of architecture spans the height of the Spanish colonial era – all columned mansions decorated with balconies and half-moon windows overlooking alfresco patios – to some incredible examples of the best in 20th-century movements: art deco, art nouveau and modernism. You’ll find striking buildings all over the island. Keep an eye out everywhere you travel.

[image: jpg]

Edificio Bacardi, Havana | Port_Folio/Shutterstock ©

The Four Squares

An essential rite of passage is a tour of the four ancient squares of Havana Vieja. A guide will bring the history to life.

[image: jpg]
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Best Viewpoints

Photographers will do best to remember that some monuments are best captured from buildings opposite. Look for rooftop access for the best views.

[image: jpg]
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BEST BUILDINGS EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Tour the marble-and-granite Edificio Bacardí 1, its tower topped by the Bacardí bat, that was the rum company’s HQ in 1930s Havana.

Admire the Instituto de Superior de Arte 2 (locally known as ’El ISA’), built in 1961 as a revolution project. It’s a marvel of brick domes and walkways.

Gawp at the Capitolio Nacional’s 120m-long Hall of the Lost Steps, reminiscent of Versailles, which houses the 49-tonne, gilded La República 3.

See a performance at Cienfuegos’ Teatro Tomás Terry 4, a two-tiered horseshoe auditorium with frescoed ceiling.

Check out what sugar profits could buy: Trinidad’s Museo de Historia de Trinidad 5 (Palacio Cantero), a mansion with its own tower, is graced with mirrors, marble statues and porcelain.







REVOLUTION HOT SPOTS

Lawyer Fidel Castro, his brother Raúl and Argentine doctor Ernesto (Che) Guevara, together with their band of rebels, waged war in Cuba’s Sierra Maestra mountains in the late ’50s. With a growing network of poor rural farmers, and an underground group of urban supporters, this ragtag army toppled President Fulgencio Batista in January 1959.

[image: jpg]

Museo de la Revolución | EQRoy/Shutterstock ©

Anniversary Moments

Keep an eye out for commemorative anniversary events. You’ll spot military displays, parades and speeches.

[image: jpg]

Melvyn Longhurst/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Déjà Vu

It’s a little-known fact, but on July 26 each year during carnival celebrations in Santiago, the Moncada attack is re-enacted by actors in the early hours.

[image: jpg]

jet 67/Shutterstock ©


BEST REBELLION EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Visit Santiago’s Moncada Barracks 1, now a museum, the site of Castro’s failed assault on July 26, 1953.

Tour the Isla de la Juventud’s eerie Presidio Modelo 2 prison, where the Castros were incarcerated until an amnesty set them free in 1955.

Admire the dazzling Tiffany interiors of Havana’s Museo de la Revolución 3, luxe backdrop to the spartan revolution story, with artefacts, machines, montage and quirks.

Trek through mountain forest to Castro’s Sierra Maestra hideout La Comandancia de la Plata 4 – a fascinating collection of bedrooms, hospital, kitchens and radio-broadcast hub.

Visit the Sitio-Museo Acción Contra El Tren Blindado 5 in Santa Clara, which commemorates the derailment of an armored train carrying Batista’s troops by Che Guevara’s men.









REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Western Cuba

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 days Distance: 664km


Western Cuba offers trekking, horseback riding, diving, snorkeling and birding, with the Unesco-protected Viñales Valley a highlight. Push on for diving and incredible wildlife at the region’s westernmost tip, a mountain escape in Las Terrazas, and adventures up a river canyon or with Cuban Missile Crisis ruins in Artemisa.
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Tobacco farm, Viñales Valley | Sabino Parente/Shutterstock ©

1 VIÑALES VALLEY [image: ] 3 DAYS

Leave Havana behind on a 3½-hour bus journey and start in the beautiful Viñales Valley, a Unesco-protected site of jungle-cloaked hills, spectacular views and tobacco fields. Horse ride, trek and explore caverns, sulfurous pools and local farms. After a day’s adventure, drink in the cocktail scene, tuck into farm-fresh food in village restaurants and dance to live music.

[image: ] Detour: Head to Cayo Jutías or Cayo Levisa for sun and water sports. [image: ] One full day
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2 MARÍA LA GORDA [image: ] 2 DAYS

Next stop is Cuba’s western tip. Dive the coral reefs of María La Gorda and lounge on the coconut-palm-dotted beach. Head into the limestone wonderland of the Guanahacabibes Peninsula to explore caves, dip into sea pools full of reef fish, and spot rare and endemic wildlife and birds in this remote part of the country.

[image: ] Detour: Visit a leading tobacco farm en route to the west. [image: ] 2 hours

[image: jpg]
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3 CAÑON DE RÍO SANTA CRUZ [image: ] 1 DAY

Head into the spectacular Cañon de Río Santa Cruz with its towering walls, fragrant mariposa flowers, and river pools to dip into. Or horse ride into the foothills of the Sierra Rosario to explore some of the Atomic Age ruins of the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis.

[image: jpg]

Claire Boobbyer ©

4 LAS TERRAZAS [image: ] 1 DAY

Stay in the lakeside mountain village of Las Terrazas, encircled by tropical hardwood forests. Explore walking and birding trails, coffee-plantation ruins and the area’s endemic wildlife, and swim in beautiful river pools. Tuck into some great vegetarian food. Seek out the artists and stores around the San Juan Lake.

[image: ] Detour: Explore the wondrous orchid garden, waterfall, views, birds and mineral pools of nearby Soroa. [image: ] 4–5 hours
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ITINERARIES

The Popular Triangle

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 Days Distance: 996km


After buzzy Havana, enjoy the slower pace in Viñales, where you can explore the lush valley on foot, by bike or by horse. Gear up for elegant Cienfuegos, with its musical culture and sea breeze, before moving on to Trinidad, the architectural jewel in Cuba’s crown. Its music scene comes alive at night.


[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

Trinidad | Anna Jedynak/Shutterstock ©

1 VIÑALES VALLEY [image: ] 2 DAYS

Leave Havana by car (three hours) or on a 3½-hour bus journey to the outstandingly beautiful Viñales Valley. Amid the mogotes (limestone monoliths) and ruddy red fields you’ll find handsome B&Bs. Head into the valley to horseback, trek, visit caves and meet local farmers. Explore the growing restaurant, bar and nightlife scene.

[image: ] Detour: Visit a top farm for an insightful tour on tobacco growing and cigars. [image: ] 2 hours
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Florian Augustin/Shutterstock ©

2 CIENFUEGOS [image: ] 2 DAYS

Colectivo taxis do the long run between the Viñales Valley and Cienfuegos, which avoids heading back into Havana. Soak up French-founded Cienfuegos’ Gallic-influenced architecture, boulevards brimming with pastel columns, and the tapering peninsula of Punta Gorda, with its timber homes and Moorish Palacio del Valle. Take in the art galleries, and a performance at the impressive Teatro Terry.

[image: ] Detour: At El Nicho cascades of water splash into teal-green pools. It’s the most beautiful waterfall in Cuba. [image: ] 2 hours

[image: jpg]

Maurizio De Mattei/Shutterstock ©

3 TRINIDAD [image: ] 3 DAYS

Trinidad is a beautiful colonial city stuffed with colorful mansions, churches and plazas. It’s a photographer’s dream. Take in the museums, shops and art galleries, and dance salsa to live music. Then head to the Valley of the Sugar Mills to learn about sugar-plantation and enslavement history. Don’t miss a dip in the sparkling sea at Playa Ancón, on the Caribbean coast, 13km away.

[image: ] Detour: Inhale fresh mountain air in the Topes de Collantes mountains while trekking and jumping into pools below waterfalls. [image: ] 4 hours
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ITINERARIES

Marvelous Matanzas

[image: jpg]

Allow: 6 Days Distance: 161km


It might be difficult to tear yourself away from Varadero’s sublime beach, but after a couple of days in the sun, the rest of the province is worth a peek. Visit Matanzas, the ‘Athens of Cuba,’ for rumba, art galleries, theater and handmade books. The Bay of Pigs offers wonderful swimming, diving and snorkeling, and rich birdlife.


[image: jpg]
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Varadero | vvital/Shutterstock ©
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Zapata Swamp | Roberto Machado Noa/Getty Images ©

1 VARADERO [image: ] 2 DAYS

The ridiculously beautiful beach at Varadero offers you an escape from normal life. Miles and miles of butter-soft sand shelve into the shallowest turquoise sea. Swim, sunbathe and sip cocktails. Fancy making an effort? Catamaran trips take you out onto the water, and local snorkel trips to caves and the coast reveal treasures along the shore.

[image: ] Detour: Cuevas de Bellamar is a speleological wonder and very accessible with kids due to the well-lit paths. [image: ] 1 day

[image: jpg]

Kamira/Shutterstock ©

2 MATANZAS [image: ] 1 DAY

Matanzas is an unpolished jewel. Its musical culture is second to none, with rumba groups and festivals. You’ll love an authentic rumba session in the streets of the Marina neighborhood. Find alfresco art galleries, a unique French pharmacy museum, music, theater and dance at the restored Teatro Sauto with its Carrara-marble statues and at Sala de Conciertos José White. Don’t miss the handmade books at Ediciones Vigía.

[image: ] Detour: Visit adventure hot spot Boca de Canasí and the chocolate town of Hershey. [image: ] 4 hours
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Tupungato/Shutterstock ©

3 BAY OF PIGS [image: ] 3 DAYS

The Ciénaga de Zapata is a treasure trove of swampland, salt flats, birding hot spots, cenotes (limestone sinkholes), reefs and truly beautiful seas. It’s the kind of place that the longer you stay, the more you realize how much there is to discover. Stay in Caletón with its casas particulares and restaurants on the beach, and explore the area’s natural wonders from there. Anglers will want to take in a trip along the northern Río Hatiguanico, too.

[image: ] Detour: San Miguel de los Baños is an old spa town where the atmospheric ruins of the opulent Gran Hotel dominate. [image: ] 1 hour
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ITINERARIES

Central Threads

[image: jpg]

Allow: 8 Days Distance: 622km


Cut a swathe across central Cuba by visiting cultural Santa Clara with its Che history and contemporary creative scene, Remedios for its bonkers Christmas Eve festival, the absolutely gorgeous white-sand beaches of Cayo Santa María and Jardines del Rey, the untouristed colonial city of Sancti Spíritus, and arty, historic Camagüey.


[image: jpg]
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Cayo Santa María | Mendelex/Shutterstock ©

1 SANTA CLARA [image: ] 1 DAY

With a large student population, Santa Clara is an attractive city focused on a central plaza. Most visitors come for Che Guevara’s mausoleum and the revolution-history monument to a derailed train. But linger a while, for live music and dance around the plaza, theater performances, and the unmissable El Mejunje, an LGBTIQ+-friendly club with a fantastic roster of events.

[image: jpg]

Fotos593/Shutterstock ©

2 REMEDIOS [image: ] 1 DAY

Small and beautiful, Remedios is an attractive colonial town close to the north-coast beaches of Cayo Santa María. It springs to life every Christmas Eve for a festival known as Las Parrandas, where two rival districts compete for the best floats, best music, best all-singing, all-dancing illuminated towering structures and best fireworks. Can’t make it? There’s a museum dedicated to it.

[image: jpg]

Tupungato/Shutterstock ©

3 CAYO SANTA MARÍA [image: ] 2 DAYS

A series of keys make up the Cayería del Norte, or Cayo Santa María, that loop into the Atlantic north of Remedios via a causeway. The beaches are outstanding – postcard perfect, sparkling and white, and the sea is the most idyllic blue. Kick back in one of the resorts that range from family friendly to adults only, taking trips to snorkel or catamaran over the water.

[image: jpg]

DD Images/Shutterstock ©

4 SANCTI SPÍRITUS [image: ] 1 DAY

Little-visited Sancti Spíritus is a historic colonial town with a wealth of interesting buildings including its church, its fine museum, its main plaza and its outstanding library, with an enormous chandelier. Dally a while and enjoy the serenity.

[image: jpg]

Fotos593/Shutterstock ©

5 JARDINES DEL REY [image: ] 2 DAYS

Cayo Guillermo and Cayo Coco, plus a string of smaller keys under hotel development, make up the Gardens of the King archipelago, a favorite fishing spot for Ernest Hemingway. Come to sunbathe, to kitesurf (Guillermo is world-famous), or to search for the flamingos and ibises that potter about the mangroves. It’s all-inclusive-hotel territory.

[image: jpg]

Roxana Gonzalez/Shutterstock

6 CAMAGÜEY [image: ] 1 DAY

Camagüey is a city of labyrinthine streets – built to deter pirate attacks. It has a rich artisan tradition, so spend days wandering plazas and galleries, and catch a performance by its ballet company. More of a nature lover? Explore the caves and birds in La Reserva Ecológica Limones-Tuabaquey or make a beeline for one of Cuba’s most exquisite beaches, La Boca.

[image: jpg]
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ITINERARIES

Eastern Bounty

[image: jpg]

Allow: 12 Days Distance: 1087km


Cuba’s distant east is one of raw adventure, wild beaches, rebellion hot spots, musical heaven, delicious regional food and long journeys. You’ll find revolution highlights in Granma and Santiago de Cuba, and wild beaches around Santiago and Baracoa. Dance to live music in Santiago and tuck into the tasty regional food of Baracoa.


[image: jpg]

1 LA COMANDANCIA [image: ] 2 DAYS

From Bayamo, head to Santo Domingo, a mountain village strung along the Yara River. From here, the trek to Fidel Castro’s 1950s hideout begins. From 1956 to 1958, in the sky-hugging Sierra Maestra mountains, Castro and his soldiers fought an underground campaign from a series of huts that would eventually topple President Fulgencio Batista. Get the lowdown, and coffee with campesinos along the way.

[image: jpg]
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2 THE COASTAL ROAD [image: ] 2 DAYS

This is the most spectacular drive in Cuba. The road hugs the very feet of the Sierra Maestra mountains, whose ragged steep edges plunge toward the sea – an ocean the color of tarnished turquoise that rages against the wild conditions. Occasionally the sea seizes bits of the road. It’s exhilarating and the views are unbeatable. Break your journey in one of the small towns along the way.
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3 SANTIAGO DE CUBA [image: ] 2 DAYS

Once the island’s capital, Santiago is a crucible of rebellion, music and rum. Wander its narrow colonial streets and soak up its history, its musical traditions in live venues, and its rum culture. Find time for its impressive castle, marble cemetery (where Castro lies), Cuba’s biggest center of pilgrimage, and the Unesco-protected coffee ruins near the Gran Piedra. July sees riotous carnivals.
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4 BARACOA [image: ] 4 DAYS

The appeal of Baracoa is its beauty, its history, legends and fables, and delicious food. The first city in Cuba founded by the Spaniards, it’s pegged to the Atlantic coast, backed by mountains flushed by 29 rivers, and studded with coconut palms, cacao and coffee plantations. Find wild beaches, waterfalls, archaeological discoveries and walking trails.

[image: ] Detour: Swim the sinkholes at Punta de Maisí, Cuba’s easternmost corner. [image: ] 2 hours
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5 CAYO SAETÍA [image: ] 1 DAY

You’ll need to travel Cuba’s most evil potholed road to get there, but the island of Cayo Saetía is an unusual thrill. Exotic animals roam wild and free over what was once a hunting ground for Cuba’s military. Take a jeep safari to spot ostriches, zebras, antelopes and water buffaloes, and relax on one of Cuba’s most picturesque beaches. You can even stay the night.

[image: ] Detour: Fidel Castro’s birthplace at Birán offers a fascinating glimpse into his privileged childhood. [image: ] 1 hour
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6 GUARDALAVACA [image: ] 1 DAY

Take the back roads to the beaches of Guardalavaca. This is the east’s rural backyard that inspired one of Cuba’s most famous songs – Compay Segundo’s Chan Chan, which hit the global music scene via the 1997 Buena Vista Social Club album. Guardalavaca is the name given to a collection of beaches in palm-backed coves along the northern coast.

[image: ] Detour: Visit lovely fishing port Gibara with its caves, cenotes and film festival. [image: ] 3–4 hours
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WHEN TO GO

Any time. Although the propensity for hurricanes in September and October could steer your plans.


Cuba’s high season is its cooler season, running from November to April after the official end of the hurricane season and before the rains in May. July and August are also considered high season, when holidaymakers flock from abroad and beaches are packed with locals, too. The seawater during Cuba’s winter can be a bit chilly, but if you’re fleeing winter in your own country, it will still appeal. By March–April the seawater is bath temperature. Cuba’s low season is the rainy months of May and June, and September. Tropical downpours occur in the afternoons and evaporate almost immediately. It shouldn’t be a deterrent for a trip.

When planning a visit, check out Cuba’s festival program, as big events and holiday periods see hikes in accommodations prices.

Accommodations Lowdown

As a rule, accommodations are cheapest in May, June, September and October. High-season peaks include Christmas, New Year and Easter.

[image: jpg]
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I LIVE HERE

Cycling in Cuba

Jackson Herrera is a cycling guide based in Havana. He works for @cubaniatravel and for himself. @unqbano1978

Cycling around Cuba is not only my job; it’s also a hobby I really enjoy. Despite the hot weather, this is a great and unique way to get to know the island and its people. The best time to face this challenge is November through April, in the ’coolest’ months. If you just want to ride around Havana, every month offers something different.




WINTER CHILL

It’s not uncommon to feel a chill from December to February. Occasional cold fronts blow in, and evenings and nights can be chillier than you might have expected. Bring a fleece or jumper. You’ll see Cubans wrapped up in coats, scarves and gloves – an incongruous sight!



RAINY CUBA

When it rains, it pours. And you might often get caught out. It’s always worth bringing an umbrella for rainy-season visits. Outside of this time umbrellas are incredibly useful for the intense sun, too. Think you can buy one in Cuba? Think again.

Carnival, Cigars, Music & Dance


Havana’s Jazz Festival brings in big-name foreign talent and cherished performers from home. Performances are held across venues in Havana. [image: ] January

Light up at Havana’s glittering Habanos Festival for all things Cuban cigars, with factory visits, humidor sales, serious smoking and parties. [image: ] February

The conga, Caribbean dancing, and rituals fill Santiago’s streets for the Festival del Caribe and Santiago’s Carnaval. Street-food stalls, parades and beer stands keep the party spirit going. [image: ] July

The Cuban National Ballet hosts the biennial Festival Internacional de Ballet de la Habana. Watch Cuban performers at work and also a cast of stellar foreign dancers. The Gran Teatro de la Habana Alicia Alonso is the seat of the festival. [image: ] October

Cuban Thrills


Baracoa throws a party during the Semana de la Cultural Baracoesa, with a carnival, music and dance. [image: ] March

Local and international artists take the capital by storm for the Bienal de La Habana. The collateral program is as exciting as the official program, and the parties are legendary. [image: ] May

The pretty fishing port of Gibara hosts the Festival Internacional de Cine de Gibara. Cuban and international filmmakers descend for the five-day event, with music, dance and art. [image: ] August

Pilgrims who have recovered from ill health crawl to the Santuario de San Lázaro on the Día de San Lázaro to give thanks to Babalú Ayé, alter ego of St Lazarus (patron saint of the sick), in this rite of Santería, the West African–born religion syncretized in Cuba with Roman Catholicism. [image: ] December


I LIVE HERE

Spotting Cuban Birdlife

Angel Eduardo Hurtado is a nature guide based in San Cristóbal, Artemisa.@edgardo_z_

I love to get into the mountains throughout the year. I carry my camera all the time to record nature, birds and daily life. November to April is perfect for trekking as the weather is cooler; April to September is best for seeing endemic birds; and December, when there’s very little rain, is best for migrating birds.
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Hummingbird, Playa Larga | Piotr Poznan/Shutterstock ©

HURRICANE SEASON

Hurricane season runs from June until November. In Cuba, hurricanes have tended to make landfall in August, September and October. The Cuban government has a rigorous hurricane strategy, with few lives lost. Tourists are moved to secure hotels to ride out the storm.

Weather Through the Year (Havana)
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JANUARY

Avg daytime max: 25.8°C
Days of rainfall: 6

[image: ]

FEBRUARY

Avg daytime max: 26.4°C
Days of rainfall: 4
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MARCH

Avg daytime max: 27.7°C
Days of rainfall: 4

[image: ]

APRIL

Avg daytime max: 29.6°C
Days of rainfall: 4
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MAY

Avg daytime max: 30.2°C
Days of rainfall: 4

[image: ]

JUNE

Avg daytime max: 31.2°C
Days of rainfall: 10

[image: ]

JULY

Avg daytime max: 31.7°C
Days of rainfall: 9
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AUGUST

Avg daytime max: 32.1°C
Days of rainfall: 10
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SEPTEMBER

Avg daytime max: 31.7°C
Days of rainfall: 10

[image: ]

OCTOBER

Avg daytime max: 30°C
Days of rainfall: 11

[image: ]

NOVEMBER

Avg daytime max: 27.8°C
Days of rainfall: 7

[image: ]

DECEMBER

Avg daytime max: 26.7°C
Days of rainfall: 6







GET PREPARED FOR CUBA

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain
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Manners

Cubans acknowledge each other with a greeting: Buenos días, buenas tardes etc.

Cubans are more relaxed about using the second-person singular familiar tú over the formal usted. If you’re unsure, use usted and then take their lead.

Cuban men flirt like crazy, with fanciful lines known as piropos. If you don’t want to engage, don’t make eye contact or respond. The guys move on very quickly.



Clothes

Layers: The sun shines year-round, so you’ll want plenty of tees but also long-sleeved shirts to cover up in intense periods of heat. A fleece or jumper is useful for winter evenings and long Víazul bus journeys where the air con is ramped to the max (it’s a given). Bring everything with you; underwear and clothes are difficult to find.

Shoes: You’ll need hiking boots or good trainers to tackle trails, Tevas for the water, flats for city walking, and heels or shiny Oxfords for nights out on the town or the dance floor.

Hats: Even in the Cuban winter, that sun is intense.

Essentials: Bring earplugs, basic medicines, and a water bottle with a filter. None of these can be bought in Cuba.


READ
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Our Man in Havana (Graham Greene; 1958) A tongue-in-cheek look at espionage that casts a light on pre–Cuban Missile Crisis Havana.

[image: jpg]

Paradiso (José Lezama Lima; 1966) A multi-layered, widely interpreted evocation of Havana in the 1950s with homoerotic undertones.

[image: jpg]

Cuba: An American History (Ada Ferrer; 2021) Pulitzer Prize–winning tome about the relationship between the island and the US.

[image: jpg]

The Tribe (Carlos Manuel Alvarez; translated 2022) Vignettes casting light on the realities of contemporary Cubans.




Words

hola (oh-lah) is how you say hello in Cuba

buenos días (bwenos dee-as) translates as good morning. The more casual buenas is used in passing for morning and afternoon greetings.

todo bien? (toe-doe bee-en) is a short way of saying ’how are you?’

¿Que bola? (k bol-a?) is slang for What’s happening? ie, what’s the gossip

por nada (pour nah-dah) or de nada (deh nah-dah) means you’re welcome

muy bien (moy bee-en) is a useful phrase to indicate you’ve understood/accepted something

la cola means the line; for example to buy something or get on the bus

¿El último? is the polite thing to ask when you’re joining a line. Locals ask ¿Quien es el último? (Who is last?), or simply, ¿Ultima persona? (Last person?)

tarjeta (tar-het-a) means bank card, and divisa/efectivo (de-vis-a/ef-ect-iv-o) both mean cash; depending on where you’re buying, you might be asked which you’ll use to pay

jinetero/a (hin-e-tear-o/a; literally, jockey) is someone who hustles tourists for money, sex or goods

guagua (gwa-gwa) means bus – ask for the guagua when you need to know when the next bus will be along

almendrón (al-men-dron) and máquina (ma-keena) are words for collective taxis in Havana

paladar (pal-a-dar) is a privately run restaurant and a restaurante del estado is a government-run restaurant; when eating out you might want to be able to distinguish between the two




WATCH
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Soy Cuba (Mikhail Kalatozov; 1964) Cuban-Soviet movie dramatizing events leading up to the revolution.

La muerte de un burócrata (Tomás Gutiérrez Alea; 1966) Satire on excessive socialist bureaucratization.

Fresa y chocolate (Tomás Gutiérrez Alea and Juan Carlos Tabío; 1993) Oscar-nominated tale about a gay man who falls in love.

Guantánamera (Tomás Gutiérrez Alea and Juan Carlos Tabío; 1995, pictured) Romantic comedy whose characters transport a corpse from one end of the country to the other.

Juan de los muertos (Alejandro Brugués; 2010) Zombie movie is a thinly veiled regime critique.




LISTEN

A lo Cubano (Orishas; 2000) Hip-hop group Orishas stormed the international scene with this mash-up of Afro-Cuban music, rap, funk and vocals.

Pasaporte (Havana D’Primera; 2013) A salsa dance-floor favorite, this timba band led by Alexander Abreu ramped up their sound with lyrics about Cuban conundrums.

Terapia (Cimafunk; 2017) Erik Iglesias Rodríguez (Cimafunk) shot to fame with his fusion of Afro-Cuban music and funk. His breakout single, ’Me voy’, reached anthem status.

El Enjambre (from 2019) Hosted by young Cubans, this brilliant podcast fearlessly delves into the country’s dilemmas of the week.







THE FOOD SCENE

Dig a little to find the best of Cuba’s food and drink, from hearty comida criolla to regional specialties and new craft cocktails.
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Cuba’s cuisine is a stew of foods plucked from Spain, Africa, France, China, and precolonial Taíno culture. It’s light on spice but has no shortage of flavor. These days, the island has a complicated relationship with food: there isn’t enough of it and the Covid years have created an acute crisis. The old joke that the successes of the revolution were education, health and social equality, and the failures breakfast, lunch and dinner still resonates. However, the ‘Special Period’ days of ‘steak’ made from banana skin, ‘cheese’ made from condoms melted on pizza and ‘salad’ consisting of a solitary lettuce leaf are gone. Many detractors will tell you, ‘Don’t visit Cuba for the food,’ but they’re out of date. Since economic laws were boosted in late 2010, paladares (private restaurants) have kicked up a culinary storm with comida cubana (traditional Cuban food), twists on Cuban cuisine and international platters.

Don’t forget: Cuba invented the mojito and the daiquiri, and the bar and craft-cocktail scene is on the rise.

Breakfast

Staying in a Cuban casa particular once meant the price of a room included an enormous breakfast – dense, bitter Cuban coffee sweetened by teaspoons of sugar, a jug worth of guava or mango juice, pastries, an omelet, toast and butter, and a huge plate of tropical fruit – pineapple, banana, guava, papaya and mango. Today, casa hosts charge extra (US$5 to US$8) for breakfast if they offer it at all. Rising costs mean the search for breakfast can be challenging. A carton of 30 eggs now costs US$10 to US$11; before Covid they cost US$2 to US$3. Fruit is expensive, and Hurricane Ian in 2022 almost wiped out the island’s banana crop. Emerging to fill the gap are places like Havana’s El Café and El Biky.

Eating Green

Rice and beans do not a meal make for most Cubans. Vegetarians will struggle for variety, but things are on the up. Root vegetables and rice are plentiful in paladares, but the odd vegetarian restaurant in Havana and Las Terrazas, plus a vegan restaurant in Baracoa, are green beacons amid meat-heavy menus.

Time for a Drink

Sugar-sweet, that’s how Cubans love their drinks. In its pure original form, guarapo (sugarcane juice) – crushed in hand-cranked apparatus by enslaved Africans – powered thousands of people. Coffee, grown at altitude, is taken morning til night as a cafecito (espresso served in a demitasse cup). Beer is wildly popular. Homegrown beers have been on the wane because of Covid’s impact, but you may find light Cristal, darker Bucanero, and regional beers Mayabe, Cacique and Tínima.

After Facundo Bacardí discovered the secrets of aging rum on the dockside in Santiago de Cuba, Cuba’s world-class reputation for rum was born. Cuba’s rum is made from sugarcane molasses, and many brands are produced, including Havana Club. All are used in the full Cuban and international cocktail repertoire.
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Ropa Vieja | Julia-Bogdanova/Shutterstock ©


FOOD & WINE EXPERIENCES
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Jíbaro’s Food Tour Habana Vieja tour taking in food markets, lunch and a cocktail class, and enlivened by an excellent guide. Check out instagram.com/therealjibaros.

El del Frente (pictured) cocktail class The bartenders at this hip Habana Vieja spot will help you up your game. Call +53-5322-7901.

Tasting Afro-Cuban culture Tuck into African-influenced cuisine in Guanabacoa; organized by the trailblazing folk at Beyond Roots (beyondroots.net/collections/experiences).

ConBac Monthly gathering of leading Havana bars, which compete in friendly fashion to devise new craft cocktails. Check instagram.com/conbachavana for dates.

Havana’s Sunset Taste This new rum tasting by Sabor Café (instagram.com/_sabor_cafe) and Jíbaro (@therealjibaros) whirls around the country’s rums with in-depth explanations, tasting notes and tapas.




Best Cuban dishes

ROPA VIEJA

Classic spicy shredded beef in tomato sauce, served with rice and black beans.

CERDO ASADO EN PÚA

Spit-roast pork marinated in orange, oregano, garlic and cumin.

BLACK-BEAN SOUP

Soft black beans with cachucha peppers, onion, garlic and spices.

PICADILLO

Ground beef with olives, capers, bell peppers, garlic, onion and spices.

CUBAN FLAN

Extra-velvety egg, sugar and milk flan loved by all.

TOSTONES

A twice-fried plantain – salty and soft on the inside.

CROQUETA

Deep-fried parcels of oozing cheese or ham or other ingredients.

FRITURAS DE MALANGA

Bite-sized deep-fried taro mixed with egg, garlic and parsley.



Specialties


Savor our selection of Cuba’s culinary delights.

Street Food & Snacks

Pan con lechón Marinated pulled pork stuffed into a bun.

Pan con minuta Popular at festivals; a small, battered snapper fillet enclosed in a bun.

Everyday Foods

Ajiaco A popular stew of meat, vegetables and spices.

Congrí Delicious rice with pork chunks and red beans, and seasoned with cumin and peppers.

Regional Treats

Baracoa fish A fillet of white fish bathed in a creamy coconut sauce, often lightly spiced.

Bacán A tamale stuffed with mashed banana, crab and coconut.

Tetí Cooked in coconut milk, the tiny silver halfbeak caught during the waning moon in the second half of the year only is a Baracoa delicacy.

Pru An eastern root beer enhanced by a flowering woody vine, cane sugar and allspice.

Cucurucho Baracoa’s mashed-coconut, almond and honey treat stuffed into a palm-leaf cone.
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Sweet Treats

Turrones Peanut nougat with the best peanuts, hailing from the far west.

Pan con timba Sandwiched guava-paste slabs and cheese.

Churros Sugar-dusted fried doughnut sticks cranked out of a machine.

Coquitos Dollops of coconut candy with a soft heart.

Batido de mamey Creamy-pink mamey (zapote) fruit in a milkshake.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Otramanera A fine-dining restaurant in a 1950s Havana mansion offering mostly Mediterranean-based food with Cuban twists.

Restaurante Ortiz Ineldis Ortíz exquisitely prepares such fresh Baracoan food as river shrimps, and red tuna in mango sauce.

Grados Raulito Bazuk rescues old Cuban recipes and primps them up in his diner in Vedado.

Restaurante El Cajuaní Chef José serves up the freshest farm-to-fork food at his restaurant in front of a mogote (limestone monolith) in Viñales.

Finca Tungasuk Paris-trained chef Annabelle Cantarero harvests from her finca (farm) near Las Terrazas, uses local produce, and serves up delicious dishes with a view.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

Spring brings tomatoes, mamey, yucca, spring onions, strawberries, blueberries, lettuce, carrots, potatoes, watermelons and fruta bomba (papayas). Bananas and plantains are harvested from March to July.
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SUMMER

Summer brings crops of avocados, guavas, squash, plums, sweet potatoes, mamoncillos and mangos. Grapefruit is harvested August until December and lemons August until October.
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FALL

Coffee harvest begins in August and runs to November. Orange season runs October to April and pineapple November to May. Hurricane Ian damaged the banana crop so much they disappeared from sale in spring 2023.
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WINTER

The sugar harvest begins and lasts until May. Lobster season runs from June until the end of January.
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Handmade Cuban cigars | Yasemin Olgunoz Berber/Shutterstock ©

HOW TO… Choose a Cigar

Choosing a handmade Cuban cigar is down to personal taste, but it’s important to educate yourself before you buy.

Check Your Cigar

Check the quality of the cigar’s roll, then that the ’cap’ (the small circle cut from excess wrapper leaf that caps the end) is firmly on. Make sure the cigar is taut, has no dents and has a smooth wrapper leaf. Look for the triple cap (three fine lines that show an additional wrapper leaf), as without this, the cigar may not draw properly. Check the tightness of the interior leaves and make sure nothing is dangling out of the foot.

Choose Your Strength

Beginners should start with something light, like a robusto, a short, fat cigar that will burn slowly. Don’t begin with a full-strength puro such as a Cohiba Behike.

Know the Brands

Habanos produces 27 brands, including Cohiba, Hoyo de Monterrey, Montecristo and Romeo y Julieta. Within these 27 brands are 250 cigars in a range of vitolas (lengths and widths).

Ensure Authenticity

The official supplier of Cuban cigars is Habanos, a joint Cuban government–Imperial Brands (UK) venture. All cigars in official boxes will be the same shade and have a band with the brand’s name and logo. Official boxes of cigars will be banded by a warranty seal with a hologram and barcode. The habanos.com website does a live identity check if you scan or manually enter the barcode. A Habanos seal is placed over one corner and the bottom of the box is stamped with ‘Hecho en Cuba’. Buying outside an official cigar store won’t guarantee quality.

Export to the US and the Rest of the World

To buy from a Casa del Habano store you’ll need a bank card that works in Cuba. Ask for an official receipt. Since September 2020, travelers returning to the US from Cuba (including non-US citizens) cannot import Cuban cigars. Outbound travelers to most other countries can take out 50 cigars.


Best Cigar Stores

The most atmospheric place to buy cigars is the mezzanine Casa del Habano store inside the Hostal de los Condes de Villanueva in Habana Vieja. Squirreled away up a wooden staircase, it’s windowless and full of a fug of smoke. Hollywood stars have bought here, so why not follow in their footsteps? You can enjoy a taster class on how to make a puro, with a drop of rum and a cigar to take away, too. Well-informed staff run the substantial Casa del Habano Quinta in Miramar. You’ll find Casa del Habano stores in most cities and beach resorts across the island.







THE OUTDOORS

Cuba’s natural wonders, mountains, coastal spots and seas provide year-round sport from biking to hiking, climbing and water sports.
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With three mountain ranges, rivers, lakes and 5700km of coastline, Cuba is a wild outdoor playground, much of it still untapped. The dry season is perfect for hiking and cycling, and the mountains provide refuge from the summer heat. Swimmers will love the bathwater-warm sea, and off-the-beaten-track beaches and coves, and divers and snorkelers will enjoy the year-round access to the island’s varied marine life. Birders, climbers, kiteboarders and those who love fishing will all find their niche in Cuba.

Walking & Hiking

The island is a hugely popular spot for walking and hiking. Unlike many other countries, Cuba doesn’t have a series of waymarked trails, but everywhere you go there are hiking routes and walking tracks. You can walk unaccompanied, although many routes require guides. For soul-stirring scenery, head to the mountain ranges of the Cordillera Guaniguanico (Sierra del Rosario and Sierra de los Órganos) in the west, the Escambray mountains in the center, and the Sierra Maestra in the east. National parks such as Viñales offer plenty of trails for walking with or without guides. The Baracoa area is also a magnet for walkers, with El Yunque tabletop mountain, routes to waterfalls, treks to see archaeological remains, and coastal paths. Serious trekking plans? Bring bags of nuts or protein bars. Failing that, buy Cuba’s ubiquitous peanut bars from street sellers.

To escape the worst of the summer heat, visit from November to April. Bring all hiking gear with you. Wild camping is now possible around the island.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

With a cenote full of fish, colorful shoals just offshore, and casas particulares on the sand, the Bay of Pigs is perfect for a family snorkeling adventure.

Kids and adults will enjoy horse riding and a farm lunch in the Viñales Valley.

Float in the gorgeous, tiered, teal-green pools with different depths at El Nicho in the Escambray Mountains.

Get out on a pedalo and snorkel the reefs off Jibacoa and neighboring Puerto Escondido.

Explore the wild beaches, restaurant shacks and cacao farms around Baracoa by car or bike.

Enjoy the blissful beauty of Cayo Rico on a trimaran trip.



Cycling

Whether you’re into mountain biking or gentle cycle touring, you’ll find a route to suit, although Cuba has no dedicated cycling trails. Several cities have bike-hire places, and e-bike tours are available in and from Havana. You’ll need good offline maps for touring. Popular spots are Western Cuba, the southern central area along the Caribbean coast – Zapata, Cienfuegos and Trinidad – and the very far east. Cycling the Baracoa coast is wonderful. There’s little traffic in Cuba – even on major highways – which makes for a stress-free ride. If you’re bikepacking, bring everything with you, including a bottle with a water filter. Most towns, and even small villages, will have a ponchera (somewhere to fix punctures etc)
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Birding

From the world’s tiniest bird to the pink, wading greater flamingo, Cuba is a birder’s paradise. The island is home to more than 350 species and 27 endemic birds, so you’ll find flutters of activity everywhere. Top spots include the Zapata peninsula, the largest swampland in the West Indies and home to the very elusive Zapata rail; the beaches and mangroves of the Jardines de la Reina; the mountains of the Sierra del Rosario biosphere; the Najasa region of Camagüey; and the mountains and national park north of Baracoa, home to the highest percentage of endemic species on the island.

Bring all birding gear and a bird guidebook with you. When you arrive in these places, ask your casa particular host for a birding guide; these kinds of contacts are usually on speed dial.


Outdoor Adventures

DIVING

Splash the cash and dive with the sharks in Jardines de la Reina.

SNORKELING

Dip into the offshore coral reefs at the Bay of Pigs and Granma’s Cabo Cruz.

KITEBOARDING

From November to May, find world-class kiteboarding off Cayo Guillermo.

PARAPENTING

Getting a bird’s-eye view of the coves at Jibacoa and the bluest Atlantic on a parapenting ride is thrilling.

ROCK CLIMBING

Viñales is a climbing paradise with fantastic panoramic views of the mogotes (limestone monoliths).

FISHING

Cuba is rich in fishing grounds. Off Cayo Largo, achieving a Grand Slam will be easy.

CAVING

Explore the stalactites and stalagmites of caves in Matanzas and Viñales.





ACTION AREAS

Where to find Cuba’s best outdoor activities.
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CUBA

THE GUIDE

Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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HAVANA
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HIDDEN RICHES BENEATH A WEATHERED EXTERIOR

Havana is like a cryptic crossword. It can seem unfathomable at first, but solve the clues and interconnect the history and a beautiful picture emerges.
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Cuba’s impossible-to-pigeonhole capital is a city of stark juxtapositions and jarring contradictions where doctors moonlight as hotel porters and socialismo dances to a syncopated tropical beat. If it’s your first visit, suspend your judgement. Havana’s baffling bureaucracy and visibly shabby buildings mean initial impressions can be deceptive. Instead, prepare for a long, slow seduction.

If the city were a book, it would be a magic-realist fantasy – long, complex, and hard to grasp. If it were a movie, it would be a 1950s film noir, its dark, shadowy streets exuding a potent mix of intrigue and romance.
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Life here has been tough of late and many citizens have chosen to leave in search of better opportunities elsewhere. While it’s unlikely they’ll miss the daily lucha (struggle) and the crippling shortages, they’ll undoubtedly feel a nostalgic pang for Havana’s more human qualities – the unique street energy, the warm sense of community and the humor in the face of adversity.

Through good times and bad, Havana’s sights, sounds, savours and scents have always conveyed a strong sense of place. The pungent aroma of Cohiba cigars and the fiery essence of Havana Club rum, the rattle of a 1952 Plymouth careering around Parque Central and the sight of massive waves exploding against the Malecón sea wall, the yell of a fruit-seller pushing his cart down Calle Consulado and the feeling of mounting anticipation as you walk into the Fábrica de Arte Cubano to a crescendo of music.

Life here is never predictable and rarely dull. One day it can drive you mad, the next it can bring you out in euphoric goosebumps.

Geographically, the city can be broken into three main parts: Habana Vieja, with its restored historical monuments; the animated street life of Centro Habana; and the clubs, hotels, and residential restaurants of Vedado. Of wider interest, there’s an attractive if decidedly undeveloped beach strip, two low-key marinas, and an emerging food scene that has managed to keep its head above water despite a scarcity of ingredients. Added together, Havana never fails to impress with its art, music, bars, historic old town, and gritty authenticity.


THE MAIN AREAS

HABANA VIEJA

Peerless architectural preservation project.

CENTRO HABANA

Apex of Havana’s gritty-real street life.

VEDADO

Commercial hub and nightlife nexus.

PLAYA & MARIANAO

Diplomatic quarter with fine dining.

HABANA DEL ESTE

Multi-flavored beach strip.

REGIA, GUANABACOA & THE FORTS

Afro-Cuban culture and historic castles.

THE SOUTHERN SUBURBS

Parks, gardens and pilgrimage sites.



Find Your Way

Much of central Havana is highly walkable – by and large, this is how the locals get around. Taxis are an option for reaching some of the more distant suburban sights. The metro bus system is crowded and confusing. More user-friendly are the special double-decker buses that ply the main tourist routes.
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Plan Your Days

Havana’s essential business is mostly contained in the three central districts of Habana Vieja, Centro Habana and Vedado. Further afield are beaches, the famous Tropicana nightclub and some strapping forts.
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DAY 1

Morning

Enjoy a fortifying breakfast at El Café before strolling over to Plaza de la Catedral to admire the cathedral and nearby Plaza de Armas, where you can peruse the maritime museum in the Castillo de la Real Fuerza.

Afternoon

Spend the early afternoon browsing the shops and free museums in Calle Mercaderes, finishing in Plaza Vieja, where you can decamp for coffee and/or cocktails at Azúcar Lounge.

Evening

Book an early dinner at El Rum Rum de Habana and save time to taxi over to La Cabaña fort for the Cañonazo ceremony at 9pm.




DAY 2

Morning

Arrive for a 9am breakfast at D’Next and book into a 10am tour of the Capitolio. Afterwards, circumnavigate Parque Central and walk down El Prado to its junction with the Malecón.

Afternoon

After lunch, get a classic car (or a bus) to take you around Vedado, stopping at the Centro Fidel Castro Ruz and the Hotel Nacional, where you can chill in the breezy terrace bar.

Evening

Pop by piano bar Michifú for an aperitif before dining on the terrace at La Guarida. Welcome in the small hours at super-trendy El Bleco.




DAY 3

Morning

See off the El Bleco hangover with a jog along the Malecón. Afterwards, stroll around the neoclassical University or have a leisurely look inside the new museum at the Quinta de los Molinos. Enjoy a light lunch at El Biky.

Afternoon

Get a taxi to take you out to Finca Vigía and the Museo Hemingway. On the way back, stop in Fusterlandia for a neighborhood’s worth of street art.

Evening

Dine in refinement at Otramanera before a heading a few blocks east to the Fábrica de Arte Cubano, where stupendous entertainment is guaranteed.



You’ll also want to…

Havana is a city of many layers and secrets. Just when you think you’ve worked it out, it floors you with another baffling contradiction.

JOIN A FREE WALKING TOUR

Tours convene at the Plazuela de Santo Ángel at 9:30am and 4pm daily. Look for a guide with a white umbrella.
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GO TO A BASEBALL GAME

Bag a ticket to see Havana’s Industriales at the Estadio Latino- americano. The season runs August to January.
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TAKE A BIKE TOUR

Ruta Bikes (rutabikes.com) runs two-wheeled tours and rents out bikes for those keen to go it alone.
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ATTEND A PERFORMANCE

Ballet, plays, classical music, opera – habaneros are masters in many arts.
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DANCE!

Learn basic salsa steps at the Casona del Son (lacasonadelson.com) in Habana Vieja and then test out your moves at the Casa de la Música.
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TOUR IN AN OLD AMERICAN CAR

Jump in a pink 1950s Chevy convertible and tour the city. Havana Super Tour can work out the details.
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SHOP FOR COLLECTIBLES

Antique shops sell the kinds of vintage memorabilia showcased in local houses and restaurants.
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HABANA VIEJA


PEERLESS ARCHITECTURAL PRESERVATION PROJECT

Welcome to the pièce de la résistance of any Havana trip: the partly restored, partly disheveled old town that today is both a Unesco World Heritage Site and home to more than 90,000 people. Habana Vieja is where the city was founded in 1519 and where it prospered for three centuries, protected by a 5km-long wall and defended by a sophisticated network of forts.

Thanks to a mix of happenstance and foresighted preservation, the neighborhood continues to dazzle, with a tight grid of intimate squares and grandiose palaces coexisting with the living, breathing street life of a contemporary community. Encased in this cinematic quarter lies one of the finest historic cityscapes in the Americas, if not the world: dozens of museums, more than 20 restored hotels, legendary bars, art-splattered alleyways, and music and/or chatter emanating from practically every doorway. If you only get to see one thing in Cuba, let this be it.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Catedral de la Habana

2Museo de la Ciudad

3Plaza Vieja

SIGHTS

4Belén Convent

5Calle Mercaderes

6Calle Obispo

7Castillo de la Real Fuerza

8Castillo de San Salvador de la Punta

see 18 Galería-Taller Gorría

9Iglesia del Espíritu Santo

10Iglesia del Santo Ángel Custodio

11Iglesia y Convento de Nuestra Señora de la Merced

12Museo de Naipes

13Museo del Ron Havana Club

14Museo Universitario

15Ojo del Ciclón

16Plaza de la Catedral

17Plaza de San Francisco de Asís

18San Isidro Art District

SLEEPING

19Ambos Mundos La Habana Hotel

20Hostal de | los Condes de Villanueva

21Hotel Marqués de San Felipe y Santiago de Bejúcal

22Hotel Raquel

23Hotel Santa Isabel

24Marqués de Cárdenas de Montehermoso

25Palacio de los Corredores

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

26Azúcar

27Bodeguita del Medio

28Café Bohemio

29Café Cristo

30Café Escorial

31Dos Hermanos

32El Dandy

33El Floridita

34El Patchanka

35La Factoria




TOP TIP

’Es Cuba!’ Bureaucracy and the stifling embargo mean work here can be slow and ponderous. At any time around half a dozen of Havana Vieja’s hotels and museums could be undergoing lengthy ’reparaciones’ or subject to erratic closures during your visit. Always come prepared with plan A and plan B.
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Plaza Vieja

ARCHITECTURALLY ECLECTIC SQUARE

Originally called ’New Square’, Plaza Vieja (Old Square) has gone through numerous name changes and functions to reach its current incarnation. Markets, executions, and bullfights all provided ’diversions’ here in days of yore.

The square was first laid out in 1559 as a residential plaza for rich colonial merchants. Over time, it steadily evolved to incorporate a broad range of epoch-spanning architecture from Spanish Mudéjar to art nouveau. Today it stands as one of the City Historian’s finest restoration projects, ringed by salubrious bars and cafes and known for its splendid vitrales (arched stained-glass windows). The presence of a local school adds authenticity: children use the square as an unofficial playground at break times.

Curiosities include a camera obscura optical device, a small planetarium, and a photo gallery connected to the city’s main archive. The esoteric Museo de Naipes in the square’s oldest building is dedicated to playing cards, while the curvaceous Palacio Cueto in the southeastern corner was a hat factory that stood empty for over two decades until it reopened as a hotel in 2019.

The square also harbors two rare-for-Cuba micro-businesses. Café Escorial roasts its own coffee and La Factoria was Havana’s first microbrewery when it opened in 2004. Newer drinking holes include the chic Azúcar and the delightful Café Bohemio, named after a Cuban arts magazine.

The brick-paved square was rescued from unsightly development in the 1990s when an underground car park that had been installed in the 1950s was removed.
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VINTAGE FOOD

La Vitrola, on the southwestern corner of Plaza Vieja, is a perennially busy restaurant crammed with prerevolutionary memorabilia. Its gregarious waitstaff stand like ushers on the street outside. It might not be Havana’s most gourmet eating option, but it’s a fun spot to flop down and absorb the street energy, with live music throughout the day and fortifying breakfasts that arrive at your table with your country’s national flag attached to a toothpick.

There’s an affiliated pizza place, Pizza Retro, next door.



Museo del Ron Havana Club

SUCCINCT LOWDOWN ON CUBA’S FAVORITE DRINK

The definitive guide to Cuba’s most famous rum, Museo del Ron Havana Club tracks the history of the beverage and its journey from sugarcane to glass using novel props. The scale model of a rum factory complete with functioning mini train set is particularly fascinating. It’s accompanied by a short film, copious barrels and distillers, profiles of Cuba’s specially trained ’rum maestros’ and an array of labeled bottles, from cheap cocktail mixers to thousand-dollar ’maximos’. You can buy and taste the greatest hits at the on-site shop and bar.
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Castillo de San Salvador de la Punta

17TH-CENTURY HARBORSIDE FORT

A crucial link in the network of forts that once protected Havana harbor, La Punta was designed by Italian engineering genius Bautista Antonelli and pieced together between 1589 and 1600. It underwent extensive repairs after being bombarded by cannons during the successful British attack on Havana in 1762. In colonial times, a heavy chain was stretched nightly across the harbor mouth to the twin fort of El Morro on the other side for added protection.

Unspectacular from street level, the fort is best viewed from El Morro. Its modest museum is dotted with information boards. Huge Parrott cannons stand sentinel on the battlements.
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ART NOUVEAU PHARMACIES

Among Habana Vieja’s most striking shops are a handful of restored pharmacies that serve as both historical relics and supply centers for the current population. The finest is the art nouveau Droguería Sarra, several blocks east of Plaza del Cristo. Founded in 1886 by a Catalan immigrant, the grand wood-paneled store harbors a small museum honoring the trade. Equally ostentatious is the Farmacia Taquechel in Calle Obispo. The pharmacy’s elegant chandeliers and long lines of ceramic jars gloriously evoke times past.



Plaza de San Francisco de Asís

WHERE GALLEONS ONCE DOCKED

Back in the days of piracy and treasure fleets, this blustery quayside plaza was where Spanish galleons took a breather on their way to and from Europe. Dotted around the cobbled square are three historic five-star hotels, a deconsecrated church and the Lonja del Comercio, Havana’s former stock exchange. There are statues, too: the white-marble Fuente de los Leones, a fountain carved by Italian sculptor Giuseppe Gaggini in 1836; El Caballero de París, a realistic depiction of a well-known street person who roamed Havana during the 1950s, engaging passersby with his philosophies on life, religion and politics; and La Conversación, a modernist bronze rendition by French artist Etienne of two seated people talking.

The cruise terminal is directly opposite the square.
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Museo Universitario

ANTECEDENTS OF HAVANA UNIVERSITY

This expertly curated museum tells the story of the institutions that once stood here on Calle Mercaderes, from the Convento de San Juan de Letrán, established in 1570, to the Dominican-run University of Havana, which welcomed students between 1728 and 1902 before moving to Vedado.

The contemporary building was constructed over the skeleton of an ugly 1950s office block whose roof was used as a helicopter landing pad. It’s been ingeniously refitted with a copy of the convent’s original bell tower and an elegant baroque doorway.
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Castillo de la Real Fuerza

THE CITY’S OLDEST FORTIFICATION

Diminutive compared to Havana’s other citadels, the robust castillo is nonetheless one of the oldest forts in the Americas. Built between 1558 and 1577 to protect the western shore of Havana harbor from assaults by French corsairs, its sloping limestone walls are ringed by an impressive moat. A lone cylindrical tower is crowned by the Giralldilla, a bronze figurine said to depict Doña Inés de Bobadilla, Havana’s first (and so far only) female governor. Now a city emblem, the Giraldilla appears on the Havana Club rum label. The Castillo houses the maritime-themed Museo de Navegación, detailing the fort’s connections with the Spanish empire.

[image: jpg]

Linda Hughes Photography/Shutterstock ©

Museo de la Ciudad

BAROQUE PALACE TURNED CITY MUSEUM

The finest artifact in Havana’s city museum is arguably the building itself. The baroque Palacio de los Capitanes Generales takes up a whole city block and was hewn from locally quarried limestone by enslaved people starting in 1776. Characterized by a glorious central courtyard anchored by a statue of Christopher Columbus and embellished with colossal arcades that face Plaza de Armas, the palace served as the residence of Spain’s colonial rulers until 1898. It was painstakingly restored and turned into the city museum in 1968.

The large rooms spread over three floors contain equally large exhibits, including a collection of antique horse carriages, a cannon captured by Cuban Independence War soldiers in 1897, and Cuba’s first flag, raised by Narciso López in 1850.


A QUARTET OF SQUARES

Plaza de Vieja is one of four pivotal squares in Havana Vieja. Be sure to also peruse Plaza de la Catedral, Plaza de San Francisco de Asís and shady Plaza de Armas, home to the Museo de la Ciudad.



Ojo del Ciclón

ART OF YOUR WILDEST DREAMS

Exhibiting what is arguably the pinnacle of weirdness in Havana art, the ’eye of the hurricane’ will stretch your imagination to surrealistic extremes. The extravagantly avant-garde gallery of Cuban visual artist Leo D’Lázaro is stuffed with giant eyes, rescued suitcases, metal junk and an entire car – a beloved Polaquito (Polski 126). Imagine Jackson Pollock relocated to Middle-earth with a psychedelic soundtrack.

Some of the art is interactive (table football), while other works pay respect to John Lennon and late City Historian Eusebio Leal. D’Lázaro and his staff are super-friendly and you can return to the gallery for evening tango classes.

Calle Obispo

OLD HAVANA’S MAIN THOROUGHFARE

Hemmed in by tall tenements, narrow, shaded Calle Obispo (below) is Habana Vieja’s main drag. Packed with art galleries, music venues and commerce, the perennially crowded thoroughfare provides an immersive introduction to the city’s moods and rhythms. At night, a beautiful racket wafts out of practically every bar. There’s a handful of specialist museums (one dedicated to coins, another to frescoes), several bookshops, and a broad range of private and state-run businesses. The Mudéjar-style Casa del Mayorazgo de Recio, near the corner of Mercaderes, is Havana’s oldest building.
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San Isidro Art District

COMMUNITY ART NEIGHBORHOOD

One of Havana’s newer cultural initiatives, the formerly downbeat Habana Vieja district of San Isidro has been reinvigorated over the past decade with street art, galleries, bars, and community happenings. The neighborhood garnered headlines after the Movimiento San Isidro, founded to fight censorship in the arts, was formed in 2018. Members of the movimiento have been involved in protests, social-media campaigns and hunger strikes. The district’s unofficial HQ is Galeria-Taller Gorría, owned by renowned Cuban actor and artist Jorge Perugorría. Adjacent and marked only by a bright neon hat is the super-cool rooftop bar-restaurant Yarini, named for a once notorious Havana pimp. Artistic people congregate here to eat, party, and parade the latest in T-shirt design.

Catedral de la Habana

MUSIC TURNED TO STONE

Arguably the most whimsical structure in Havana and certainly its most lavishly baroque one, Havana’s glorious cathedral is the work of the Jesuits, who began constructing the building in 1748 under the auspices of Italian architect Francesco Borromini.

Its swirling facade and two asymmetrical towers, described by Cuban writer Alejo Carpentier as ’music turned to stone’, contrast with the plainer, distinctly neoclassical interior, the result of a 19th-century refurb by a local bishop.

Restored frescoes above the altar date from the early 1800s, while paintings lining the nave include copies of originals by Bartolomé Murillo and Peter Paul Rubens. The walls were built with local coral limestone – faint fossils are visible in places.

The remains of Christopher Columbus lay in the church for nearly a century before they were moved to Seville in 1898.

The cathedral is dedicated to the Immaculate Conception of the Virgin Mary. Ironically, the Jesuits never got to enjoy the fruits of their toil. They were expelled from Cuba in 1767, a decade before the church was completed.

Calle Mercaderes

BRICK-PAVED STREET WITH HISTORIC SHOPS

Almost completely restored to reflect its original form and function (a street for commerce and merchants), Mercaderes (below) is lined with shops and – in a sympathetic nod to modern tourism – mini-museums. The result is a thriving thoroughfare devoid of motorised traffic that recreates the look and feel of the 18th century.

Keeping it real, and in common with other parts of Habana Vieja, the area is scattered with community-run social projects, including a maternity home and a paper-making cooperative.

Most of the small specialist museums are free. Some memorialize important historical events. The Armería 9 de Abril is a restored gun shop that was stormed by anti-Battista revolutionaries in 1958 (the firearms aren’t for sale!). The Antigua Isasi Ferretería is dedicated to 19 firefighters who lost their lives in an 1890 Havana railway blaze.

Other museums have a wider Latin American flavor. The Museo de Simón Bolívar celebrates South America’s great liberator, the Casa de México Benito Juárez is devoted to Mexican folk art, and the Casa Oswaldo Guayasamín focuses on the late Ecuadorian artist who painted Fidel Castro in numerous poses.

If you’re in the market for accommodation, the Hostal de los Condes de Villanueva is a sturdy old beauty with a tobacco theme. There’s a distinguished cigar shop beyond its barn-sized doors.

Other shops include a specialist perfume store, a spice shop, and a chocolate ’museum’ that sells the sweet stuff out of an alluring streetside window on the corner of Amargura (bitterness) street.
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Plaza de la Catedral

INTIMATE HOMAGE TO BAROQUE

Habana Vieja’s most intimate square is a love letter to Cuban baroque. Laid out at the high watermark of the style in the mid-18th century on the site of a drained swamp, it has changed little since. The buildings, all dating from the 1700s, display a satisfying homogeneity. Aside from the cathedral, most are former palaces. The arched Palacio de los Marqueses de Aguas Claras houses a restaurant with a shady Andalucian-style patio. The resplendent Palacio de los Condes de Casa Bayona is home to a modest colonial art museum. The square is especially haunting at night and sometimes hosts classical concerts.
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MORE IN HABANA VIEJA

Dive into Havana’s Fabled Bars

NOSTALGIC BAR CRAWL

While Vedado might propel the city’s edgiest nightlife, Habana Vieja is no lightweight in the art of getting smashed. Many of the old town’s drinking holes have enjoyed the patronage of some of history’s most celebrated barflies. Start – as all good pub crawls should – with Hemingway. Ernesto was a regular in El Floridita, where he nurtured a lifelong penchant for daiquiris: the drink was invented there by bartender Constantino Ribalaigua Vert in the early 1930s. A corner houses a statue of the bearded scribe, invariably surrounded by tipsy wannabes trying to beat his alleged drinking record: 13 doubles in one sitting.

The mojito materialized a decade or so later in the beatnik Bodeguita del Medio, another Hemingway haunt, which opened in 1942. Today it’s the go-to bar for tour groups who haven’t cottoned on to the fact that Hemingway associations mean higher prices and cheek-by-jowl crowds.

Dos Hermanos, down by the harbor, has a grittier, maritime feel. A plaque on the wall outside proudly announces that Marlon Brando, Errol Flynn and Federico Lorca have all downed cervezas there. Other bars punctuate Calle Obispo and Plaza Vieja, but Plaza del Cristo has become the most exciting nocturnal hub in recent years. A leading light is El Dandy, a boho café that morphs into a gregarious cocktail bar after dark. Across the park, El Patchanka is where earnest students dissect Che Guevara’s contribution to modern T-shirt art. Next door, tiny Café Cristo gets uber-animated around 11pm, when the resident band starts jiving around the tables.


CIGAR & RUM MATCHES
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Cigar and wine sommelier Osiris Oramas Oliver (pictured) owns prestigious Havana restaurant El Rum Rum de la Habana. Here he shares his top cigar and rum pairings.

1. Romeo y Julieta Montesco Wide Churchill with a 12-year-old Santiago de Cuba rum.

2. Cohiba Siglo VI Cañonazo with an 11-year-old Santiago de Cuba rum.

3. Partagás Seria D4 Robusto with a Havana Club Selección de Maestros rum.

Best Places to Buy Cigars

1. Casa del Habano Partagás, at the corner of Bernaza y O’Reilly in Habana Vieja.

2. La Triada, in San Carlos de la Cabaña fort.

3. Casa del Habano Quinta, at the corner of Av 5 and Calle 16, Miramar.



WHERE TO EAT IN HABANA VIEJA

El Rum Rum de la Habana

Cuban cuisine with a Spanish influence, plus live music and an excellent wine selection. $$

Antojos

Slick service, cool ambience, eclectic food and eye-catching decor; near the Loma del Ángel. $$$

Doña Eutimia

Traditional Cuban dishes cooked grandma-style, from picadillo (spicy meat stew) to ropa vieja (shredded beef). $$


EUSEBIO LEAL

In just 50 years, Havana’s revolutionary historian Eusebio Leal (1942–2020) recast Habana Vieja from unkempt residential district into one of the finest assemblages of homogeneous architecture in the Americas. It was a formidable achievement given the odds: top-heavy state bureaucracy, a crippling embargo, and an economic downturn unprecedented in Cuban history. Against this onerous backdrop, Leal didn’t just restore the heritage; he reinvested tourist money into the city to bolster social projects for local people. Dotted among Habana Vieja’s jumble of palaces, churches, and plazas, you’ll find a convalescent home in an old convent, a maternity home in historic Calle Mercaderes, and a needlecraft co-op in a 17th-century aristocratic residence.




MORE HISTORIC HOTELS

While the hotels in Vedado are not as old as Habana Vieja, their walls and rooms reverberate with some equally fascinating (and notorious) stories courtesy of the Mafia. History buffs should check out the Hotels Nacional, Capri and Riviera.
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Exploring Havana’s Hidden Churches

A RICH ECCLESIAL HERITAGE

Seven decades of socialismo might have blunted the presence of organized religion in Cuba, but it hasn’t sucked the life out of Havana’s churches. The city retains many ecclesial buildings, some deconsecrated and others still attracting Catholic brethren.

The massive Belén Convent takes up a city block. Abandoned by the Jesuits in the 1920s, it has been partially turned into a convalescent home for seniors, with one wing given over to a sporadically open astronomical museum.

Two often overlooked churches are wedged into Habana Vieja’s densely packed southern quarter. The Iglesia del Espíritu Santo is the city’s oldest surviving church, its simple frontage and part-Moorish design, including wooden roof beams, reflecting the architectural zeitgeist of the early 1600s. Two blocks away, the Iglesia y Convento de Nuestra Señora de la Merced has a sumptuously decorated baroque interior that’s sometimes dubbed the ’Sistine Chapel of Cuban religious art’.

The striking church with the tall bell tower in Plaza de San Francisco de Asís is a minor basilica built by the Franciscans in the 1730s. It ceased to perform a religious function several decades later after allegedly being desecrated by the British. Today it serves as a museum of religious art and a classical concert hall renowned for its acoustics.

The Iglesia del Santo Ángel Custodio in the Loma del Ángel quarter is Habana Vieja’s only neo-Gothic church, built in 1846 after the original was destroyed in a hurricane. José Martí was baptized there and Cuban novelist Cirilo Villaverde set the main scene of his Cecilia Valdés, beneath its pointed arches.

WHERE TO STAY IN HABANA VIEJA

Hostal Chacón 160

Arty antiques and thoughtful design accentuate these boutique accommodations in the Loma del Ángel. $$

Loft Habana

Chic apartment-style rooms overlooking the harbor; rooftop restaurant serves gourmet breakfasts. $$

Gardens

The epitome of shabby-chic, beautifully decorated Gardens has handmade furniture and a rooftop pool. $$$

Glimpses of History in Havana’s Hotels

PALACES REBORN AS ACCOMMODATIONS

Fancy staying in a palace, a revitalized mansion or an erstwhile convent? Habana Vieja has well over a dozen historic hotels, carefully restored by the City Historian’s office. Many are worth admiring even if you’re not a guest.

Havana’s oldest surviving hotel, the Santa Isabel in Plaza de Armas, was once the palatial residence of the counts of Santovenia. With elegant arches and sky-blue wooden shutters, the strapping baroque beauty first opened as a hotel in 1867. Its long list of esteemed guests includes former US president Jimmy Carter.

Flashing its decorative portal to passers-by in Plaza San Francisco de Asís, the Hotel Marqués de San Felipe y Santiago de Bejúcal – former domain of foppish counts, dukes, and marquises – was reborn as deluxe accommodations in 2013. It has recently been joined by two more grandiose five-stars of similar provenance: the Palacio de los Corredores and the Marqués de Cárdenas de Montehermoso.

Stained glass, copper sculptures and medieval-style chandeliers lend a Game of Thrones aura to Hotel Los Frailes. The hooded staff dress as monks and the theme extends to guests, who can recline in large, historical rooms in monkish dressing gowns with candlelight flickering on the walls.

The Hotel Raquel is rooted in Havana’s erstwhile Jewish quarter. Hebrew paintings and symbolism adorn the walls.

The Ambos Mundos once hosted Ernest Hemingway, who practically lived there while working on his novel For Whom the Bell Tolls. His old room, number 501, is now a small museum.


LOMA DEL ÁNGEL QUARTER

The small, cobbled square behind the Iglesia del Santo Ángel Custodio was evoked in the 1839 novel Cecilia Valdés o la Loma del Ángel by Cuban author Cirilo Villaverde. Controversial for its time, the book discusses class, slavery, love, and incest: protagonist Cecilia Valdés is the beautiful illegitimate daughter of a slave trader who falls in love with her half-brother.

A bust of Villaverde, along with a life-size statue of Cecilia, now overlook the square. Both are part of a community project that has breathed new life into the so-called Loma del Ángel neighborhood. With a slew of vogueish restaurants, bars, and artists’ studios, it’s become one of Habana Vieja’s coolest corners.



WHERE TO GO FOR COFFEE IN HABANA VIEJA

Azúcar Lounge

A cool, loungey ambience overlooking Plaza Vieja makes Azúcar’s coffee taste all the more potent.

D’Next

Cappuccino and rich cakes steal the show in this diner-style perch near Plaza del Cristo.

El Café

Superb coffee and fruity breakfasts provide a marriage made in heaven in this vegetarian-friendly haunt.




CENTRO HABANA


APEX OF HAVANA’S GRITTY-REAL STREET LIFE

Made up of a lattice of ruggedly handsome streets overdue for a paint job, Centro Habana is Cuba at its most candid and uncensored. A walk around its scrappy thoroughfares will reveal snippets of everyday life at the sharp end: Santería initiates (iyawós) dressed all in white, rumba rhythms emanating from hidden doorways, and scampering kids playing baseball with improvised sticks and bottle tops. Ultimately, all roads lead to the Malecón, Havana’s arching sea drive, a hub for sunsets, gossip, and cavorting couples.

Deeper inside the ’hood lie an unkempt Chinatown, the weathered architecture-fest of Calle Reina, and the largely Afro-Cuban sub-district of Cayo Huesco, anchored by the Callejón de Hamel.

Juxtaposed against this vibrant but down-at-heel quarter are the streets around Parque Central and El Prado, a tourist-heavy zone with Havana’s most deluxe hotels and some of its finest museums.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Capitolio Nacional

2Malecón

SIGHTS

3Asociación Cultural Yoruba de Cuba

4Barrio Chino

5Callejón de Hamel

6Edificio Bacardí

7El Prado

8Escuela Nacional de Ballet

9Hotel Deauville

10Hotel Inglaterra

11Hotel Lincoln

12Iglesia del Sagrado Corazón de Jesús

13Museo de la Revolución

14Museo Nacional de Bellas Artes

15Old City Wall

16Palacio de los Matrimonios

17Parque Central

18Parque de la Fraternidad

EATING

19La Guarida

20Paladar San Cristóbal

21Siá Kará Café

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

22Blanco 9

23El Bleco

24Malecón 663

25Michifú

ENTERTAINMENT

26Casa de la Música

27Gran Teatro de la Habana Alicia Alonso

28Teatro América

29Teatro Fausto




TOP TIP

Don’t be put off by Centro Habana’s superficial dilapidation. Behind the often rundown facades you’ll find beautifully decorated casas particulares, top-notch restaurants (former president Obama ate in one of them!) and vivacious nightlife. One of the true joys of Centro Habana is finding out what serendipitous surprises lie behind its shabby exterior.
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Parque de la Fraternidad

PARK & TRANSPORT NEXUS

Muchachos lean on battered almendrones (old American cars turned taxis), snaking lines form outside articulated buses, and the Capitolio flashes its gold-rimmed dome through the palm trees.

Once a military parade ground, ’Brotherhood’ park was laid out in 1892 to commemorate the fourth centenary of the Spanish landing in the Americas. It was remodeled in 1928 for the Pan-American Conference and decorated with the busts of various American leaders, including Abraham Lincoln.

Today the park is the terminus of numerous metro bus routes and is sometimes referred to as ’Jurassic Park’ because of the plethora of photogenic old American cars that congregate in the vicinity.
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Old City Wall

RUINS OF ONCE MIGHTY FORTIFICATIONS

For nearly two centuries between the 1670s and the 1860s, Havana was ringed by a 5km-long wall, 1.5m thick and 10m high, that sported nine bastions and 180 big guns aimed toward the sea. Entry was through one of 11 heavily guarded gates that closed every night and opened every morning to the sound of a solitary cannon shot. The fortifications were demolished in 1863, and only a few segments remain. You can admire the largest on Av de Bélgica, close to the train station.
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El Prado

GRAND BOULEVARD

Paseo de Martí (above) – or Prado as locals call it – is Havana’s version of Barcelona’s Ramblas, a tree-lined boulevard with a broad central walkway that’s easily as splendid as its Spanish counterpart.

The street’s layout took shape in the 1770s when it became the first proper thoroughfare to penetrate outside Havana’s old city walls. Major embellishments were added in the 1920s, when four large bronze lions were posted at either end.

Notable buildings include the neo-Renaissance Palacio de los Matrimonios, the streamlined art deco Teatro Fausto and the neoclassical Escuela Nacional de Ballet, the world’s largest ballet school, and one of its most prestigious.

An art market convenes on the promenade at weekends and impromptu soccer matches can kick off at any time.

Hotel Inglaterra

HAVANA’S OLDEST HOTEL

Although Havana’s oldest hotel is way past its illustrious heyday, the grand neoclassical edifice still oozes history. The tiled Sevillana lobby and always busy street-side cafe, El Louvre, retain a certain dilapidated charm, while the list of past guests reads like a who’s who of Cuban heroes and international dignitaries, Antonio Maceo and Winston Churchill among them.

The hotel opened in 1875. Four years later, at a posh formal banquet, a young José Martí made a precocious speech advocating Cuban independence. A plaque marks the spot.
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Museo de la Revolución

MUSEUM IN FORMER PRESIDENTIAL PALACE

Cuba’s former presidential palace, first occupied by the nation’s third president, Mario Menocal, in 1920, harbors a museum whose exhibits tell a comprehensive – if unashamedly propagandist – story of Cuba’s past, with a big focus on events post-1959.

The setting is more inspiring. The palace itself is an eclectic masterpiece with an interior furnished by the world-famous Tiffany’s of New York. As of 2023, it was undergoing an interminable renovation with only the outdoor Pavillón Granma open. The alfresco area contains a replica of the yacht that carried Castro and 81 other revolutionaries from Mexico to Cuba in 1956, along with other vehicles associated with the revolution, including planes, rockets, and a postal van used as a getaway vehicle during a 1957 attack.
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Callejón de Hamel

AFRO-CUBAN STREET CULTURE

Hamel St is a colorful back alley that was converted into an Afro-Cuban street-art project courtesy of Camagüeyan-turned-habanero artist Salvador González Escalona in the early 1990s. Heavy in Afro-Cuban religious imagery and generous in its use of recycled materials (this is where old bikes and bathtubs come to be reincarnated), the narrow thoroughfare is decorated with bright murals and eccentric sculptures and dotted with an assortment of workshops, studios, and dive bars. Look out for unusual religious iconography, including a cauldron of sticks referencing the Palo Monte cult. The best time to visit is Sunday at noon for hypnotic live rumba shows.

Barrio Chino

HAVANA’S CHINATOWN

With its main entrance guarded by a giant pagoda and its street signs rendered in Roman and Chinese script, Barrio Chino (below) presents an authentic veneer. But a vital ingredient is missing: Chinese residents, most of whom left the island as soon as the newly unelected Fidel Castro started declaiming about socialism.

The first Chinese arrived in Havana as contract laborers in the late 1840s, and by the 1920s the city’s Chinatown had become the biggest Asian neighborhood in Latin America. Today, fewer than 100 Chinese residents remain. Regardless, the neighborhood is worth investigating for its handful of decent restaurants centered on Calle Cuchillo.
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Parque Central

PARK RINGED BY MONUMENTAL BUILDINGS

More a tree-filled plaza than a park, this hyperactive square sits on the cusp of Old and Centro Havana and is distinguished by its priest-like statue of José Martí, rendered in Carrara marble and surrounded by 28 palm trees.

Lingering seemingly 24/7 on the park’s south side is the Esquina Caliente (literally, ’hot corner’), a rowdy group of baseball fans who decamp here to loudly discuss form, tactics, and the travails of the Industriales (Havana’s baseball team).

The park is ringed by some of Havana’s most illustrious hotels. The Iberostar Parque Central has a huge, loungey lobby and an elegant rooftop pool. The five-star Kempinski sits atop the Manzana de Gómez, an early-20th-century European-style shopping mall. Even more majestic are the two erstwhile Spanish social clubs – the Asturianos and the Gallegos – that face off across the hubbub. The neobaroque Gallegos hosts the Gran Teatro de la Habana Alicia Alonso, the HQ of the Cuban national ballet. The gorgeous Asturianos is an art gallery.

La Guarida

PIONEERING PRIVATE RESTAURANT

The entrance to the city’s most legendary private restaurant can be disorienting: part scene from Charles Dickens’ Great Expectations, part film noir.

A dusty doorway welcomes you into an extravagantly decrepit mansion where a disfigured statue stands at the bottom of an elegant staircase.

La Guarida cemented its culinary reputation in the 1990s, when it was used as a location for the Oscar-nominated film Fresa y Chocolate. Regularly refined over the years, the food is still up there with Havana’s best, with the restaurant’s sophisticated nueva cocina cubana influencing both classic dishes (ropa vieja) and less typically Cuban ones (lamb tikka masala).
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Malecón

CHARISMATIC SEA DRIVE

Sometimes dubbed ’the world’s longest sofa,’ the Malecón is a sweeping 7km-long sea drive that stretches from the cusp of Habana Vieja to the fringes of Miramar, incorporating some of the city’s most evocative monuments and buildings.

Habaneros of all types congregate here to gossip, party, meditate, and masquerade, using the corroded seawall like it’s an alfresco extension of their living rooms. There are amorous first-daters, street poets, rum ranters, Florida-gazers clasping their fishing rods, and talented musicians practicing their arpeggios. The atmosphere intensifies at sunset, when the sky turns a streaky orange, lending the mildewed facades of Centro Habana a distinctly romantic quality.

Neglect and the destructive effects of the ocean have left many of the thoroughfare’s buildings facing decrepitude. Several new hotels have sought to reverse the slide.

The Malecón is transformed when a cold front blows in and massive waves crash over the sea wall. The road is often closed to cars at these times, meaning you can walk along the middle of the street and get a thorough soaking.


WIFREDO LAM

There’s no real debate over Cuba’s greatest and most influential artist. Wifredo Lam was an avant-garde painter and sculptor of Chinese, African and Spanish ancestry born in Villa Clara province in 1902. Lam studied in Havana before departing for Europe in 1923, gravitating to Spain and later France, where he became friends with Pablo Picasso. Mixing cubist and surrealist influences with the diverse motifs of his Cuban heritage (especially Santería), he produced his greatest masterpiece, La Jungla, in 1943.



Museo Nacional de Bellas Artes

WORLD-CLASS ART

Unbeknownst to many, Havana is a world-class art city, and its two-campus national art museum is a tour de force for anyone seeking to unlock the secrets of this mini-Florence-in-the-making.

If you’ve only got time for one gallery, head directly to the Bellas Artes’ ’Colección de Arte Cubano’, bivouacked in a rectangular modernist building behind the Museo de la Revolución. The purpose-built edifice houses purely Cuban art, with works from colonial-era copyists to pop-art proponents from the 1960s. Start on the 3rd floor and work your way down. Pieces to look out for include the portraits and landscapes of Guillermo Collazo, considered to be the first great Cuban artist; the cartoon-like sketches of Rafael Blanco; the Warholian screen prints of Raúl Martínez, and the diminutive Gitana Tropical (1929) by Victor Manuel, sometimes called Cuba’s Mona Lisa.

Hanging over it all like Caribbean Picassos are the avant-garde abstractions of Cuba’s greatest master, Wifredo Lam. Many of his finest works beautify the walls, including Tercer Mundo (1966).

Havana’s international collection is exhibited two blocks to the south in the wildly ostentatious Palacio de los Asturianos, a former Spanish club. Its undisputed highlight is the carefully curated Spanish section, with canvases by Francisco de Zurbarán, Bartolomé Murillo and Jusepe de Ribera, and a tiny work by Diego Velázquez. Older pieces worth perusing are the 2000-year-old Roman mosaics and Greek pots from the 5th century BCE.
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Asociación Cultural Yoruba de Cuba

NERVE CENTER OF AFRO-CUBAN RELIGION

To begin to unravel the mysteries of Santería, Cuba’s syncretized Catholic-Yoruba belief system, it is first necessary to decamp to this dusty museum–cultural center stuffed with effigies and statuettes of the orishas (deities). Each of the main deities is represented in an individual display. You can work your way through the pantheon from Yemayá, goddess of the sea syncretized with Our Lady of Regla, to Changó (Santa Barbara), god of fire and lightening, to Babalú Ayé (San Lázaro).

The association also hosts tambores (Santería drum ceremonies) on Friday at 6pm. Check the noticeboard at the door for details.
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Capitolio Nacional

SPECTACULAR NEOCLASSICAL LEGISLATIVE BUILDING

Often mistaken for an imitation of the US Capitol, Havana’s monumental Capitolio is marginally higher, longer, and wider than its American counterpart. The interior is also more elaborate, with sumptuous governmental offices furnished in exuberant French rococo and Empire styles. The building contains the world’s third-largest indoor statue, a 17.6m-tall bronze woman called La República covered in gold leaf.

Built between 1926 and 1929, drawing from a seemingly bottomless pit of sugar money that the government had accrued during a post-WWI economic boom, the grandiose edifice, with its Panthéon-like dome, cost a cool US$17 million (US$300 million today).

It served as the national legislature and seat of the Cuban Congress until 1959, when a tradition-hating Fidel Castro turned it into a science academy and library. After a massive six-year refurbishment, it reopened as the national legislature in 2019.

Guided tours leave on the hour and take in most of the main features, including the palatial hallways, the chamber of representatives, and the lavish interior offices. Buy tickets in the bookshop opposite.


LUIS MIGUEL ULACIA: ART DECO AFICIONADO
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Luis Miguel Ulacia owns Casa 1932 (casa1932.com), a longstanding Centro Habana homestay stuffed with antiques bought by his great-grandfather over 90 years ago. An aficionado of 20th-century architecture, Luis describes his house as eclectic with an art deco influence. Here are his favorite art deco buildings in Havana.

Edificio Bacardi

My number-one art deco building uses elements of French design picked up by Cuban architects who had attended the 1925 exposition in Paris.

Teatro América

An example of the purest deco style. The tiled floor in the lobby depicts the western hemisphere.

Edificio López Serrano

Havana’s first skyscraper and large apartment building looks like a miniature Empire State.
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MORE IN CENTRO HABANA

Street Life

A WINDOW INTO HAVANA’S HEART

Centro Habana reveals the daily drama of Cuba at its most authentic. Any attempt to fathom the vicissitudes of life in the capital should start here on streets, where La Lucha Cubana (the daily struggle) is conducted out in the open and cars play second fiddle to foot traffic. Watch seniors clustered around makeshift tables engaged in raucous games of dominoes, baskets being lowered from four-story buildings on pieces of string, and vendors pushing wooden carts door-to-door as they yell out their daily offerings (Aguacate! Manzanas! Mani!).

The neighborhood’s main drag, Avenida de la Italia, known colloquially as ’Galiano,’ is lined by a slew of once distinguished buildings. The Hotel Deauville is an old Mob hangout previously owned by Santo Trafficante that today is engaged in a perpetual struggle with the corrosive effects of the sea. The similarly down-at-heel Hotel Lincoln was the place where Argentine racing driver Juan Manuel Fangio was kidnapped by Castro’s rebels in 1958. No rich racing driver worth their salt would stay there today. Opposite stands the Teatro América, a classic streamlined art deco edifice with a zodiac-themed lobby, while next door the Casa de la Música serves as the area’s hottest live-music venue and dance joint. The neighborhood is also home to several elaborate churches, including the Iglesia de Sagrado Corazón de Jesús, one of Cuba’s few Gothic buildings.

WHERE TO STAY IN CENTRO HABANA

Casa 1932

Super-friendly private homestay that’s stuffed with antiques, home comforts and Havana history. $

Hostal Peregrino

HQ for a network of comfortable rooms with good breakfasts. Outposts in Habana Vieja and Vedado. $

Hotel Royalton Habana

The best of Havana’s new five-star hotels has an unbeatable location on the Malecón. $$$

Vintage & In Vogue

WHERE FASHIONISTAS GO TO PLAY

There’s a keen appetite for antique design in Havana: take a pleasantly mildewed building and fill it with vintage furnishings that evoke the high-gambling years of the 1930s, ’40s and ’50s. Centro Habana contains some of the finest manifestations.

Paladar San Cristóbal is a museum-worthy restaurant filled with period furniture, old Esso signs, and shrines to the saints and orishas of Santería. Still basking in the fame it garnered when US President Barack Obama dropped by for steak in 2016, it remains one of the city’s best eating joints.

A few blocks away, Michifú is an effortlessly cool piano bar adorned with pop-art lampshades and color-accented sofas. Come here for an aperitif before dinner at nearby La Guarida, Havana’s most famous paladar that has long dined out on its atmospheric location in a beautifully frayed 1913 mansion.

Since opening in 2022, El Bleco has quickly established itself as one of Havana’s most fashionable places to sink a mojito. On the open-roofed sea-view terrace, DJs curate ambient music while waitstaff – most of whom look like off-duty dancers – serve drinks and pizza.

Blanco 9, just off the Malecón, is another newish bar that’s hard to spot in the daytime but impossible to miss on weekend nights, when it hosts packed street parties that pulsate with electronic music.

Hidden behind the Capitolio, Siá Kará Café is a quieter and more refined perch whose heavy drapes and pastel walls might have sprung from rural Tuscany.

Back on the sea drive, Malecón 663 is arguably the city’s artiest boutique hotel, doubling as a bar-restaurant and coffee shop. You can stay here (for a tidy sum) or merely imbibe coffee or cocktails while gawping at a giant mural by Havana’s best graffitero, known as ’2+2=5’, that decorates an interior wall.


WORLD-CLASS BALLET

Combining stunning architecture, formidable acoustics and some of the world’s best ballet, the Gran Teatro de la Habana Alicia Alonso is de rigueur for anyone with a passing interest in dance and performance. The neobaroque edifice overlooking Parque Central was built as a Galician social club around the existing Tacón theater in 1914 and features extravagant details, including nearly 100 sculptures. The newest, of legendary Cuban ballerina Alicia Alonso (1920–2019) – for whom the theater is named – was added to the lobby in 2018.

As it’s the official stage for the Cuban National Ballet Company, world-class presentations are a regular feature. Book tickets in advance or drop by for one of the daily guided tours.



WHERE TO SHOP IN CENTRO HABANA

Memorias Librería

Antique bookstore with rare collectibles, including old coins, postcards, posters, magazines and art deco signs.

Plan H

Havana’s first enoteca has an extensive wine cellar and a small deli with deluxe groceries.

Taller Comunitario José Martí

Paint-splattered workshop-gallery of a small but influential artists’ collective.




VEDADO


COMMERCIAL HUB AND NIGHTLIFE NEXUS

While Habana Vieja’s style is largely Spanish-colonial, Vedado reflects the tastes and trends of the Republican era when Cuba was heavily influenced by its frenemy in the north, the US. During the second quarter of the 20th century, the neighborhood became the city’s commercial hub and fell under the thrall of the US Mafia, who built a slew of hotels, casinos, and nightclubs to lure wealthy tourists from el norte.

Vedado remains the city’s main metro center today, although the nightlife these days is less tawdry, and the casinos have been turned into discos or music venues.

Beyond the dense clutch of rascacielos (skyscrapers) around the axis of Calles 23 and L, the neighborhood is largely residential. Leafy streets lined with decorative detached houses are complemented by two wide Parisian-style boulevards, the bombastic Plaza de la Revolución and the eerily beautiful Necrópolis Cristóbal Colón.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Museo Napoleónico

2Necrópolis Cristóbal Colón

SIGHTS

3Avenida de los Presidentes

4Centro Fidel Castro Ruz

5Edificio Focsa

6Habana Libre

7Hotel Capri

8Hotel Nacional

9Hotel Riviera

10La Quinta de los Molinos

11Memorial a José Martí

12Parque Lennon

13Paseo

14Plaza de la Revolución

15Universidad de la Habana

EATING

16Coppelia

ENTERTAINMENT

see 6 Cabaret Turquino

17Café Cantante Mi Habana

18Casa de la Amistad

19Fábrica de Arte Cubano

20Hotel Claxon

21La Zorra y El Cuervo

see 8 Parisién

22Pazillo

see 17 Piano Bar Delirio Habanero

23Submarino Amarillo




TOP TIP

Vedado shares the Malecón, Havana’s 7km-long sea drive, with Centro Habana. Considered the city’s ’living room,’ this is the place to find out who’s who and what’s what in the metro zone. Each area has a different flavor. The part close to the intersection with La Rampa (Calle 23) is a popular LBGTIQ+ meeting point.
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La Quinta de los Molinos

MUSEUM & GARDEN COMPLEX

The former residence of Independence War general Máximo Gómez, this stately ’country house’ sits in a lush, wooded park managed as botanical gardens since 1839. The main house, called the Casa del Verano, recently opened as a museum focusing mainly on Gómez’ deeds in the Independence war of 1895–98. The grounds are equally sumptuous, with 40 bird species, 160 types of tree, and the tiny, colorful polymita snails that are endemic to Cuba. There’s also a butterfly enclosure, the first of its type in the country.
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Museo Napoleónico

ELEGANT ODE TO THE EMPEROR

Granted, you probably didn’t come to Cuba to learn about Napoleon. Nonetheless, it would be remiss to ignore this magnificently laid-out collection of 7000+ objects associated with the life of the diminutive French general amassed by Cuban sugar baron Julio Lobo.

Highlights include sketches of Voltaire, paintings of the Battle of Waterloo, an interesting recreation of Napoleon’s study and bedroom, and one of several bronze Napoleonic death masks made two days after the emperor’s death by his personal physician, Dr Francisco Antommarchi. Set over four floors of a beautiful Vedado mansion, this ranks as one of the best museums in Cuba.
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Edificio Focsa

TEXTBOOK MODERNISM

The 31-floor modernist apartment block that dominates Havana’s skyline from the Malecón is the Edificio Focsa, built in the mid-’50s during Havana’s prerevolutionary skyscraper boom using pioneering-for-its-time computer technology.

On its completion in 1956, the Focsa was the second-largest concrete structure of its type in the world and was constructed entirely without the use of cranes. In 1999 it was listed as one of the seven modern engineering wonders of Cuba. The top floor harbors longstanding state-run restaurant La Torre, with stupendous views of the city.

Coppelia

GIANT ICE-CREAM EMPORIUM

Fidel Castro loved gelato so much that he resolved to fund the building of one of the world’s largest ice-cream parlors. Featuring shared tables, long queues, and 26 flavors, the Coppelia opened in a modernist flying-saucer-shaped pavilion in a Vedado park in 1966. Insanely popular, despite some very rough economic times (and a concurrent drop in flavor choices), the place has evolved to become an indispensable part of habanero life. Love affairs have been ignited here, college dissertations written, and Miami-bound escape plots hatched. The parlor even served as a key location in the Oscar-nominated Cuban film Fresa y Chocolate (the title alludes to two flavors of Coppelia ice cream: strawberry and chocolate).
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Centro Fidel Castro Ruz

REVERENT NOD TO FORMER LEADER

Propagandist and proud of it, this superb museum and cultural center in a gorgeous mansion on Av Paseo offers an encyclopedic insight into the life of the man who ignited the Cuban revolution. Objectivity isn’t the aim. Instead, what you get is an uncritical homage to Fidel, beautifully laid out over two floors, a fecund garden, and several affiliated buildings. The highly visual exhibits include personal objects, historical heirlooms, and multimedia exhibits. There are some wonderful details, including rare childhood photos, and maps of the Moncada Barracks and Bay of Pigs battles.

Entrance is free and comprehensive guided tours leave on the hour. If you can see past the obvious bias, it’s an interesting and illuminating historical journey.
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Parque Lennon

HOMAGE TO BEATLE JOHN

John Lennon never visited Cuba, but his influence has permeated Cuban culture enough to inspire this small green park in Vedado, where a hyper-realistic statue of the former Beatle – unveiled by Fidel Castro in 2000 – sits cross-legged on a bench waiting to welcome the next admiring group of camera-toting tourists.

The Beatles have long been icons in Cuba, despite being temporarily banned by an over-officious government in the 1960s for their ’corrupting’ influence. In a side street next to the park, the Beatle-influenced Centro Cultural Submarino Amarillo is one of Havana’s best nightclubs and an animated hub for the city’s roquero subculture.
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HERMANO JOSÉ

One of Colón’s more curious pilgrimage sites is the tomb of an Afro-Cuban medium called Leocadia Pérez Herrero who was known for her great acts of charity among the poor. Herrero claimed she was guided by a mysterious Santería priest called Hermano José. On her death in 1962, she was buried with a painting of the priest; subsequently, followers of Santería have venerated Hermano José by coming to Leocadia’s grave to ask for charitable favors and leave flowers, glasses of rum and sacrificed chickens.



Necrópolis Cristóbal Colón

MASSIVE, SOUL-STIRRING CEMETERY

One of the largest and most haunting cemeteries in the Americas, the Colón (pictured) is not just the resting place for over 2 million deceased souls; it’s also a spectacular showcase of religious architecture. Walking through its hallowed 50 hectares, you can’t help but be moved by the myriad graves and mausoleums decorated with weeping angels, marble crosses and graceful domes.

A splendid triple-arched Byzantine-Romanesque gateway – the Puerta de la Paz – lures you into a large rectangular grid anchored by an octagonal neo-Romanesque chapel, the Capilla Central (1886). The tallest memorial by far is the 23m (75ft) firefighters’ monument, a thick column on a huge plinth topped by a gallant angel commemorating 28 firemen who lost their lives in an 1890 blaze.

The necropolis’ most famous pilgrimage site is the tomb of Amelia Goyri de la Hoz, better known as La Milagrosa (the Miraculous One), who died in childbirth in 1901. When the bodies were exhumed some years later, Amelia’s body was uncorrupted (a sign of sanctity in the Catholic faith), and the baby, who had been buried at its mother’s feet, was allegedly found in her arms. As a result, La Milagrosa is the focus of a huge spiritual cult in Cuba, and it’s common to see the tomb surrounded by pilgrims bearing gifts, in the hope of evoking a minor miracle.

A map available at the entrance highlights the graves of assorted artists, sportspeople, politicians, writers, scientists and revolutionaries.
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SANTIAGO’S CITY OF THE DEAD

Almost as lavish and harboring an equal number of important memorials to dead patriots and personalities is the Cemeterio Santa Ifigenia in Santiago de Cuba. It’s the final resting place of José Martí and Fidel Castro.



Memorial a José Martí

NOD TO CUBA’S NATIONAL HERO

The centerpiece of the Plaza de la Revolución is the José Martí Memorial (pictured), a monument entirely befitting the man celebrated as Cuba’s national hero. It consists of a 138.5m-tall star-shaped tower (which you can ascend by elevator) fronted by a 17m marble statue of Martí crouched in a pensive pose. It mirrors the Lincoln Memorial in Washington, DC, in both reverence and scale. At its base is a succinctly comprehensive museum that provides the definitive word on Martí’s life and work, with photos and large panel displays. Once the tallest structure in Cuba, it was eclipsed by the K23 tower in 2022.
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Plaza de la Revolución

MASSIVE CIVIC SQUARE

Based on plans conceived by French urbanist Jean-Claude Forestier in the 1920s, but not executed until the 1950s, the overbearingly concrete Plaza de la Revolución was part of Havana’s dramatic urban expansion in the first half of the 20th century. In keeping with the original plan, the square was built on a small hill (the Loma de los Catalanes) in the manner of Paris’ Place de l’Étoile, with avenues fanning out in various directions toward Río Almendares, Vedado and Parque de la Fraternidad.

Surrounded by functional, modernist buildings dating from the late 1950s, the plaza today is the base of the Cuban government and a place where large-scale political rallies and concerts are held. Up to a million people have congregated for Castro speeches and papal Masses.

The utilitarian building on the plaza’s northern side is the Ministerio del Interior, famous for its steel mural of Che Guevara with the words Hasta la Victoria Siempre (Always Toward Victory) emblazoned underneath. The adjacent telecommunications building depicts Che’s fellow revolutionary Camilo Cienfuegos.

Universidad de la Habana

HISTORIC CENTER OF LEARNING

Havana’s prestigious university (pictured) was founded by Dominican monks in Habana Vieja in 1728. The present neoclassical complex in Vedado dates from 1902 and, with its sweeping entry stairway and slender Corinthian columns, radiates a vaguely Aristotelian air. Within its walls over 30,000 students choose from a spectrum of courses: the law and history faculties are particularly well regarded.

The campus has two museums. The Museo de Historia Natural Felipe Poey is the oldest museum in Cuba, with many specimens of Cuban flora and fauna. The Museo Antropológico Montané specializes in pre-Columbian artifacts, including a 10th-century Indigenous idol called the Ídolo del Tabaco.
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Fábrica de Arte Cubano

UNIQUE ART AND MUSIC VENUE

Catapulting straight to the top of Havana’s best nightlife spots when it opened in 2014, Vedado’s unique art ’factory’ was the brainchild of Cuban fusion musician X-Alfonso. Conceived as part art gallery, part live-music venue, part inspirational meeting place for anyone who could afford the minuscule entry fee, it has quickly established itself as a cultural venue par excellence where electrifying ‘happenings’ take place in a multifaceted, Bauhaus-style interior four nights a week.

Cool yet unpretentious, FAC is the kind of place where you can meet the performers as well as be part of the audience. Expect free tango lessons, classical cellists, Cuban rappers, arty T-shirt designers and head-scratching art – all in the same night.

For the best experience, arrive at the Fábrica early (it opens at 8pm) to explore the revolving art exhibits and hit the food outlets before the crowds descend. Performances take place throughout the evening in a potpourri of rooms – follow the sounds. It’s more than exciting!

The Fábrica is closed for all of May, September, and January.
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MORE IN VEDADO

Mob-Era Hotels

MONUMENTS BUILT BY THE MAFIA

Before Vegas became Vegas, Havana was the nucleus of the US Mafia’s gambling ambitions.

The city’s tempestuous marriage with the Mafia was first nurtured during the Prohibition era in the 1920s, but it wasn’t until after WWII that the big money – high-stakes gambling – started to roll more freely.

With its twin Moorish towers, the Hotel Nacional overlooking the Malecón was a major Mob hub. Meyer Lansky and his notorious Mafia amigo Charles ‘Lucky’ Luciano convened the world’s biggest ever Cosa Nostra get-together in the hotel in 1946 under the pretense of a Frank Sinatra concert. It was here the Mob hatched a plan to open the Cuban capital to narcotics, prostitution, and large-scale gambling by building a slew of fancy hotels. The hotel is listed as a national monument today, and its alfresco terrace bar remains one of the best places in Havana to nurse a mojito.

A block south, the Hotel Capri opened in 1957 under the ownership of mobster Santo Trafficante with American actor George Raft as its front man. The business featured heavily in the movie Godfather II, but the embargo meant filming took place in Santo Domingo. After years of neglect, the Capri closed in 2003, reopening 11 years later under Spain’s NH group.

The Hotel Riviera was Meyer Lansky’s attempt to emulate the opulent gambling resorts of Vegas. The lavish glass structure with its revolutionary air-conditioned rooms and on-site casino opened in December 1957 with a Ginger Rogers concert. Lansky, who was officially listed as ’kitchen director,’ conducted his dodgy business affairs from the presidential suite on the top floor. The classic 1950s lobby retains its postmodern luster under current co-owners Iberostar.

Inaugurated in March 1958, the Havana Hilton was the largest of all Havana’s prerevolutionary hotels, with a prestigious casino, 630 rooms and a rooftop bar with a retractable ceiling. The rebel army occupied the building in 1959 and renamed it the Habana Libre. Fidel Castro briefly ran the country from a suite on the 24th floor.

Lansky and his Mafia henchmen abruptly left Cuba in early 1959 after a victorious Castro casually announced that he preferred executing mobsters to imprisoning them.


THE BATTLE OF THE HOTEL NACIONAL

In October 1933, a gun battle took place in the Hotel Nacional between elements in the Cuban military loyal to rising star Fulgencio Batista, who had recently seized power in a ’Sergeant’s Revolt,’ and aggrieved officers who vehemently opposed him. More than 300 senior officers barricaded themselves inside the hotel, hoping to garner favor with resident US ambassador Sumner Welles, as Batista’s soldiers laid siege outside. Much to the officers’ dismay, Welles promptly departed for the US, provoking Batista’s soldiers to open fire on the building. Over 30 military personnel died in ensuing exchanges, and the officers capitulated the following day after Batista launched a full-scale naval bombardment. Severely damaged, the hotel didn’t reopen until 1939.



WHERE TO FIND THE BEST LBGTIQ+ AMBIANCE

Cabaret L:as Vegas

Reliable gay club that’s well-known for its fun late-night drag shows.

Toke Infante y 25

Small cafe next to Cabaret Las Vegas serving perfectly curated snacks from burgers to brownies.

Café Madrigal

Artsy bar offering tapas and cocktails with an atmosphere reminiscent of 1920s Paris.


JULIO & ELSA ROQUE’S HAVANA RECOMMEN-DATIONS
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The owners of Hostal Peregrino (hostalperegrino.com), with outlets in Habana Vieja, Centro Habana and Vedado, share their tips.

Favorite restaurant?

Café Laurent. It has a great top-floor view over Vedado. We highly recommend the spinach croquettes.

Favorite night out?

The Parisien cabaret in the Hotel Nacional – you get to see the whole history of Cuban music in one show.

Favorite place to stroll?

The Malecón, especially at sunset. You’ll see a rainbow of people: youngsters, couples, LGBTQI+, families. We like to walk and breathe in the sea air. There’s no aroma quite like it. When we arrive back in Havana from abroad, we always go driving along the Malecón with the car window open.
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Sunset, The Malecón | Eloi_Omella/Getty Images ©

Salubrious Avenues

TWO BROAD BOULEVARDS

Vedado has two parallel Parisian-style avenues running between the Plaza de la Revolución and the Malecón. Avenida de los Presidentes, aka ’Calle G,’ is a wide promenade studded with monuments to long-dead Latin American leaders. Along its mile-long course, you’ll encounter tributes to Simón Bolívar, Benito Juárez, and Salvador Allende, to name but three. A traffic circle at the southern end is crowned by an ostentatious monument to José Miguel Gómez, Cuba’s second president. Closer to the Malecón, a statue of the country’s first president, Tomás Estrada Palma, was toppled by Castro’s revolutionaries in 1960. All that remains are his shoes.

Paseo is another grand two-lane boulevard with a strollable central walkway decorated with shapely trees. Buildings worth further investigation include the Casa de la Amistad, an elegant pink mansion with weekend rock; the Centro Fidel Castro Ruz, a villa and garden that showers adulation on the former Cuban leader; and the Meliá Cohiba Hotel, whose Havana Café offers retro 1950s-style shows with mucho dancing.

WHERE TO EAT IN VEDADO

Café Laurent

Fine dining on the top floor of an apartment building with everything from barbecue ribs to seafood risotto. $$$

Casa Mia Paladar

Modern, clean-lined restaurant overlooking the Malecón that injects extra zest and creativity into Cuban classics. $$

Fangio Habana

Deluxe restaurant in the boutique Hotel Claxon serving Cuban-international food to a jazz soundtrack. $$$

Vedado by Night

WHERE TO FIND NOCTURNAL ACTION

Ever since its days as a tawdry bolt-hole for American tourists escaping Prohibition, Vedado has fashioned itself as Havana’s go-to nightlife district, flaunting music and entertainment with abandon. Calle 23, aka ’La Rampa,’ is an ideal place to launch a nocturnal adventure.

Havana’s jazz scene, pioneered by pianist Chucho Valdes in the 1960s, revolves around La Zorra y El Cuervo, a subterranean club accessed via a red English phone box. While the club still grooves, jazz has started to spread its wings to newer private places such as the Hotel Claxon in Paseo, whose rooftop terrace and patio restaurant (Fangio Havana) regularly pulsate to silky sounds. Nearby, trendy Pazillo mixes burgers and tapas with a jazzy contemporary soundtrack.

El Tropicana is Havana’s world-famous cabaret, but you can experience equally slick (and infinitely cheaper) performances at the Parisien in the Hotel Nacional or witness a kitschier show at Cabaret Turquino on the 25th floor of the Habana Libre.

Rock subculture has deep roots in Cuba, where Beatlemania made a late arrival in the early 2000s. Submarino Amarillo is the top spot for Fab Four imagery and live bands, while the mansion-like Casa de la Amistad in Paseo is rightly famed for its Sunday rock ’n’ roll evenings.

Havana’s modern national theater overlooking Plaza de la Revolución attracts concertgoers to ballet and classical-music performances. More caliente are its two affiliated nightclubs. The basement-level Café Cantante Mi Habana is known for its Saturday-night drag shows, while upstairs Piano Bar Delirio Habanero experiments across the genres, from salsa to rap.


WHY I LOVE VEDADO
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Brendan Sainsbury, writer

Trying to choose your favorite Havana neighborhood is like trying to choose your favorite child. You love all of them for different reasons. For me, Vedado is the showy one: it still dines out on its erstwhile Mafia associations and prerevolutionary swagger but has plenty of elegance and sophistication too.

I love walking its wide, leafy avenues, admiring the partially restored buildings and imagining ambitious makeovers for the more dilapidated ones. Day or night, I never tire of the Malecón, especially when the waves explode against the sea wall, or the Hotel Nacional and its attractive Sevillan lobby.

My newest muse is the Hotel Claxon, where you can dine on Cuban classics in a delightful garden.



WHERE TO EAT IN VEDADO

Grados

Pioneering restaurant in a family home with strong connections to local farms and Cuban ingredients. $$

El Biky

Meet-the-locals brunch-lunch spot with quick-fire food served to a backdrop of retro photos. $

Ela y Paleta

Mega-popular ice-cream parlor packed with young Cubans filling up on the generous scoops. $




PLAYA & MARIANAO


DIPLOMATIC QUARTER WITH FINE DINING

Playa, demarcated from Vedado by the Almendares River, is a large municipality of leafy subdistricts whose elaborate mansions – many constructed in richly eclectic styles – testify to a wealthy past. Most of its erstwhile residents left shortly after the 1959 revolution, when the houses were expropriated by the government.

The neighborhood’s name is something of a joke. There are barely any playas (beaches) here; rather, the rocky shoreline comprises sharp diente de perro (dog’s teeth).

Miramar is a pleasant diplomatic quarter whose broad avenues are lined with geriatric banyan trees and dotted with some of the capital’s best private restaurants.

Cubanacán, further west, hosts scientific fairs, biotechnological research centers, and an old country club turned art institute; Jaimanitas, an erstwhile fishing village, is home to street-art extravaganza Fusterlandia; and Santa Fé shelters Marina Hemingway, Havana’s slightly decrepit boat dock. The separate municipality of Marianao is famed for the Tropicana nightclub.
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TOP SIGHTS

1El Tropicana

2Fusterlandia

SIGHTS

3Iglesia Jesús de Miramar

4Marina Hemingway

5Parque Almendares

6Parque Metropolitano

7Paseo Maritimo

EATING

8El Aljibe

9La Esperanza

see 13 Nero di Seppia

10Otramanera

11Paladar Vistamar

12Sensaciones

13Toros y Tapas




TOP TIP

Playa’s Santa Fé district hosts Havana’s largest marina – Marina Hemingway – and is thus the best place to organize water-based activities. Diving and fishing are the most popular pastimes. Most people plan everything through their hotels, but it’s also possible to go direct to the marina. Book at least a day ahead.
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Iglesia Jesús de Miramar

GIANT DOME AND STRIKING MURALS

Habana Vieja may cradle the city’s most celebrated ecclesial buildings, but Playa has a reverent temple of its own. The hefty neo-Romanesque Iglesia de Jesús de Miramar is Cuba’s second-largest church, built between 1948 and 1953. What it lacks in age it makes up for unusual quirks, including the nation’s largest pipe organ and a head-swiveling series of 14 giant murals depicting the Stations of the Cross painted directly onto the inner walls by Spanish artist Cesareo Hombrados Oñativia. The church’s shapely dome dominates the skyline in western Miramar’s modern hotel zone.
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Marina Hemingway

WHERE THE BOATS COME IN

Havana’s premier marina was laid out in 1953 in Santa Fé, a small coastal community 18km west of central Havana. After the revolution, it was nationalized and named after Ernest Hemingway, one of the few Americans Fidel Castro still professed to like (a commemorative stone marks the spot of their only meeting). The marina has four 800m-long channels, a diving center, a collection of shops and restaurants, and two hotels. Miami it isn’t! Drop by to organize diving excursions or fishing trips in the nearby Gulf Stream.

[image: jpg]

Roberto Machado Noa/Getty Images ©

Tropicana Nightclub

THE ULTIMATE CABARET SHOW

As quintessential as the Scala is to Milan or Carnegie Hall is to New York, El Tropicana in Marianao is one of the few bastions of Havana’s Las Vegas–style nightlife to survive the Cuban revolution. Unashamedly over-the-top, but spectacular and skillfully executed, the open-air cabaret show, which ran its first performance in 1939, has changed little since its 1950s heyday, with dozens of flamboyantly dressed dancers parading across a multi-level stage in a maelstrom of glitter and glitz.

Easily the most popular of Havana’s cabarets, the club is a de rigueur attraction on the capital’s tour circuit.
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MORE IN PLAYA & MARIANAO

Into the Woods

GREEN SPACE ALONGSIDE WOODED RIVER

Flanking the banks of the Río Almendares on the cusp of Vedado and Miramar, the city’s wildest park is like a tract of tropical forest inserted into Havana’s urban jungle. ’El Bosque,’ as it’s sometimes called, might not be as finely landscaped as the manicured parks of Europe, but it’s a work in progress and far safer and more salubrious than it was two decades ago.

The downriver section, close to the Calle 23 bridge, is usually referred to as Parque Almendares and is equipped with a handful of mediocre diversions; a miniature golf course, an amphitheater for outdoor performances, and a kids’ playground all feature. South of the bridge, the so-called Parque Metropolitano is untamed and more bewitching, with ancient ficus trees cloaked by hanging curtains of creeper. Narrow footpaths wind their way through the greenery between the road and the river, and Santería ceremonies are sometimes performed beneath the trees. It’s a beguiling spot, potentially more so if the city would clean up the litter.

Part of a masterplan conceived by French urbanist Jean-Claude Forestier in the 1920s, El Bosque was originally supposed to be part of a city-wide network of interlinking parks and gardens ambitiously designated the ’Gran Parque Nacional’ that never came to fruition. Forestier’s style was influenced by the British Garden City movement and sought to use green spaces to promote recreation and bring the essence of the Cuban countryside into the city. In this, he partially succeeded.


EL ALJIBE

One of the few state-run restaurants in Havana that you’d recommend to your friends rather than your enemies, El Aljibe is a direct descendent of farm-to-table restaurant Rancho Luna, founded by brothers Pepe and Sergio García 50km west of Havana in 1946. The business built a formidable reputation on the back of one dish, pollo a lo tinguaro (barbecued chicken in a ’secret’ bitter-orange sauce), and it prospered until it was nationalized and forced to close after the revolution. Thirty years later, the brothers relaunched the place as a state-run enterprise in Havana’s Miramar district. The secret chicken, served with unlimited rice, beans and root vegetables, has lost none of its magical power.



WHERE TO GO FOR LIVE MUSIC IN PLAYA

Casa de la Música de Miramar

Suaver sibling of Centro Habana’s ’Casa’; a hive for traditional jazz, son, salsa and timba.

Salón Rosado Benny Moré

Dancing is de rigueur at this very local venue hosting everything from jazz to reggaetón.

Don Cangrejo

State-run seafood restaurant hosting Friday-night concerts by the sea for a mostly young crowd.

Flavors of Miramar

CULINARY TOUR OF RESIDENTIAL DISTRICT

If you want to understand Havana’s culinary evolution, Playa is a good place to start. The municipality has long been a bastion of some of Cuba’s finest restaurants, especially the diplo-district of Miramar, where many of Cuba’s foreign embassies are situated.

When laws were loosened on private enterprise in the late 1990s, locals began opening pioneering paladars (private restaurants) in Playa in the hope of titillating the palates of deep-pocketed diplomats – and, later, tourists.

One of the oldest, La Esperanza dates from 1995 and still evokes the warm, only-in-Cuba feeling that you’re inadvertently dining in someone’s front room (which you kinda are!).

Esperanza isn’t alone. Many of Miramar’s restaurants occupy opulent houses and mansions in quiet side streets with food themes that often reflect the international flavor of the district. Italian cuisine is particularly well represented. Nero di Seppia rustles up Naples-worthy pizza and delicately sliced carpaccio. Next door, Toros y Tapas shifts the Mediterranean theme to Spain with a menu (paella and tenderloin) and decor (bull’s heads) that vegetarians might want to avoid.

Of newer provenance is Otramanera, whose minimalist ranch-house ambience and romantically lit garden bar might have materialized from LA. The Cuban-Spanish food – truffled quail eggs, rabbit stew – is New York standard and all the more remarkable considering the difficulty of securing ingredients. Of similar quality in both food and atmosphere is Sensaciones a little further west.

Playa might be short of playas, but its waterside real estate is priceless. Paladar Vistamar occupies an enviable slice of the coastal strip and serves lobster and prawns beside a gorgeous oceanside swimming pool.


UNFINISHED ART SCHOOL

Not much of architectural merit has been built in Havana since the revolution, but an exception is the Universidad de las Artes (known locally as the Instituto de Superior de Arte – ELISA). Established in the former Havana Country Club in 1961, it was the brainchild of Che Guevara and a team of architects, including Camagüey’s Ricardo Porro.

The organic building style – terracotta bricks, Catalan vaults and graceful arched domes – was designed to reflect the landscape and the utopianism of the times. Unfortunately, the flowing curves quickly fell out of fashion, replaced by Soviet functionalism. As shortages bit, many buildings remained unfinished. Today they stand as testament to a project that never reached fruition.



WHERE TO DRINK IN PLAYA

Café Fortuna Joe

Ultra-quirky cafe where you can sip coffee in a horse carriage, old car, or cushioned toilet.

Espacios

Chilled tapas bar in an un-signposted Miramar villa where hip habaneros consume cocktails and art.

Café Miramar

Suitably refined little club affiliated with government agency ARTex and dedicated mainly to live jazz.


CHEAPER CABARET

The Tropicana show is world famous, but it’s also very expensive (up to US$90). You can see a slightly less flamboyant but equally professional cabaret at the Parisien in Vedado’s Hotel Nacional for a fifth of the price.






HABANA DEL ESTE


MULTI-FLAVORED BEACH STRIP

The neighborhoods that sprawl to the east of Havana feel more like small towns than districts in a buzzing metropolis. The municipality is home to Havana’s finest beaches, an 18km-long strip of fluffy sand that starts near the marina at Tarará and extends east as far as the no-frills beach-village of Guanabo. Curiously overlooked during the development push of the 1990s that aimed to separate Cubans from foreigners on resort islands, Playas del Este remains low-key and definitively Cuban. The international crowd tends to gravitate to the all-inclusive zones of Varadero and Cayo Coco, leaving Havana’s playas the domain of local beachgoers and a handful of foreign day-trippers.

Of the conjoined beaches, Tarará has an unkempt and semi-abandoned air, Mégano and Santa María del Mar retain a festive Cuban spirit, and Boca Ciega is favored by LGBTIQ+ visitors, while Guanabo, despite some decent restaurants, has a seedy reputation for sex tourism.
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TOP TIP

Regular tourist buses (line T3) run from Parque Central in Centro Habana to the beaches of Playas del Este as far east as Boca Ciega. If you’re heading to Guanabo, catch bus A40 outside Havana’s main train station. Bring plenty of snacks, as shops and restaurants on the strip are limited.



Playa Santa María del Mar

IDYLLIC MUNICIPAL BEACH

Havana’s most popular beach (pictured) is backed by a trio of mediocre state-run hotels and several puntos naúticos renting out water toys (including kayaks), sun loungers and parasols. There’s more a Cuban than a ’tourist’ scene here (foreign visitors tend to head to Varadero). Bank on mucho rum, music, and noisy beach parties. For tranquility, try Playas Mégano and Tarará further west. Santa María’s high-quality sand is protected by low dunes and shaded by occasional stands of palms, but don’t expect Miami- or even Varadero-style infrastructure. A shack called Don Pepe will fortify you with booze and seafood. Regular buses connect with Parque Central.
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Playa Boca Ciega

GAY-FRIENDLY BEACH

Grassy dunes rim Playa Boca Ciega, an eastern continuation of Santa María del Mar that abuts a narrow river mouth and a shallow lagoon. Since the 1990s, this has been known as Havana’s unofficial LGBTIQ+ beach, but it’s also frequented by people looking for away-from-the-crowds tranquility. In good weather the water is a luminous turquoise and invitingly swimmable. The area’s best hotel, the Blau Arenal, is located across a short boardwalk. The only other infrastructure is a newly renovated bar-restaurant beside the Itabo lagoon.
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Guanabo

VILLAGE WITHIN THE CITY LIMITS

The ramshackle beach-village of Guanabo is perched at the eastern end of Playas del Este’s elongated beach strip. This is where Cubans and locals come to holiday and hang out in a distinctly non-metro environment. The lapping of waves is mixed with the clip-clop of hooves on asphalt: horse-and-cart remains a popular form of local transportation here.

The beach, an extension of Boca Ciega, is a little scruffier than its western counterparts but still inviting. The village, meanwhile, has some decent private accommodation in casas particulares and three well-appointed restaurants. Il Piccolo is a bastion of pasta and pizza, Chicken Little specializes in poultry dishes, and Restaurant 421 offers super-affordable lobster. Bus A40 runs half-hourly to Centro Habana.

Ajiaco Café

SUSTAINABLE RESTAURANT WITH COOKING CLASSES

Cojímar’s a trek from central Havana, but it’s worth it for this outstanding country-style restaurant and its farm-to-table food. The ropa vieja (pictured), pork, lobster, and signature broth-like stew (ajiaco) are all salt-of-the-earth good, and the smooth coffee prepared artisan style by a woman at the door may be the finest in Cuba.

Bonus! It also offers cooking classes involving a visit to a nearby finca (farm) to choose ingredients, followed by time to prep, cook, and eat your concoction back at the restaurant. To finish, the bartender will coach you in the art of mixing unique mojitos, made with dark rum and honey.
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Cojímar

WHERE HEMINGWAY ONCE FISHED

Wrapped around a narrow bay 10km east of the city center, Cojímar is a diminutive fishing village inside Havana’s city limits that’s famous for its Ernest Hemingway connections. In the 1940s and ’50s, the American writer kept his prized fishing boat Pilar moored here and frequented the local bar, La Terraza, for his libations. It was in Cojímar that he set his Nobel Prize–winning fishing tale, The Old Man and the Sea. These days Restaurante La Terraza is an obligatory stop on any ’Hemingway-once-got-smashed-in-here’ tour, and an iconic bust of the writer, sheltered under a columned gazebo, overlooks the ocean a few blocks to the north. The village also harbors a small waterside castle – an outlying section of Havana’s ring of forts – dating from 1649. Known as the Torreón de Cojímar, the fort was shelled by the British in 1762 on their way to capturing Havana from the Spanish. As a result, most of what you see today dates from a 1760s restoration.
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REGLA, GUANABACOA & THE FORTS


AFRO-CUBAN CULTURE AND HISTORIC CASTLES

Regla and Guanabacoa are once-separate towns on the eastern side of Havana harbor that were gobbled up by the wider city as it expanded inland in the early 20th century. Visibly down-at-heel and little visited by tourists, the municipalities retain an independent and culturally distinct spirit nurtured by their bolshie political history and associations with various Afro-Cuban religions. Guanabacoa is called el pueblo embrujado (’the bewitched town’) for its strong Santería traditions. Regla is known as La Sierra Chiquita, an allusion to its support for Fidel Castro in the 1950s and its longstanding commitment to revolutionary politics. A monument to Lenin decorates a local hillside, while the parish church is an important pilgrimage site. Closer to the harbor mouth, two colossal forts, joined in the ’Parque Histórico Militar Morro-Cabaña,’ are testament to Cuba’s 400-year tenure as a Spanish colony. Ferries cross the harbor between Habana Vieja and Regla throughout the day.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Fortaleza de San Carlos de la Cabaña

SIGHTS

2Castillo de los Tres Santos Reyes Magnos del Morro

3Estatua de Cristo

4Iglesia de Nuestra Señora de Regla

5Museo Municipal de Guanabacoa

6Museo Municipal de Regla

EATING

7Doña Carmela

8El Cañonazo




TOP TIP

Despite its superficial dilapidation, Guanabacoa has some beautiful architecture. One can only imagine what miracles might one day be worked if a city historian of the ilk of Eusebio Leal should take charge. For the time being, you’ll just have to wander the busy, semi-neglected streets and dream.



Fortaleza de San Carlos de la Cabaña

LARGEST SPANISH FORT IN THE AMERICAS

Immense, forebidding, and impenetrable, La Cabaña is Cuba’s military masterpiece, built between 1763 and 1774 on an exposed ridge overlooking Havana harbor that the British had exploited when they captured the city in 1762.

After regaining Cuba in 1763, the Spanish resolved to eradicate any remaining weaknesses in Havana’s intricate defense system and repel future invaders. The fort, named for contemporaneous Spanish king Carlos III, was the answer and it served its purpose well. The city was never captured again.

Measuring 700m from end to end and covering 10 hectares, the bastion formed the final link in a chain of over half a dozen forts that protected the city from attack.

It has served several other purposes over the years, too, not all of them pleasant. During the 19th century Cuban patriots faced the firing squad here, while 20th-century presidents Gerardo Machado and Fulgencio Batista used it as a military prison. The firing squads returned in January 1959 when Che Guevara set up his headquarters inside the ramparts and meted out ’revolutionary justice’ with barely a lawyer in sight.

Since becoming a Unesco World Heritage Site in 1982, the fort has embraced more benign functions, hosting Havana’s annual book fair and a nightly cannon-firing ceremony. Contemporary visitors can while away half a day browsing bars, restaurants, souvenir stalls, a cigar shop (containing the world’s longest cigar), and two museums – one relating to armaments, the other an engrossing dissection of Che Guevara.
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THE CAñONAZO

Long established as one of Havana’s essential nights out, the Cañonazo replicates a centuries-old tradition that used to mark the closing of the city’s gates every night at 9pm.

To this day, actors dressed in full 18th-century military regalia reenact the cannon-firing over the harbor from the ramparts of La Cabaña. It’s a powerfully evocative event with fire torches, showy marching, and the deafening explosion of the cannon over the sturdy walls as the lights of Havana twinkle in the background.




A DEFENSIVE RING

Two other forts in Havana’s defensive ring that are worth visiting are the Castillo de la Real Fuerza in Plaza de Armas and the Castillo de San Salvador de la Punta on the cusp of Habana Vieja.



Estatua de Cristo

HARBORSIDE SCULPTURE OF JESUS

This impossible-to-miss statue atop the slope on the eastern side of Havana’s harbor was created by Cuban sculptor Jilma Madera in 1958. Dedicated to President Batista by his wife after the US-backed leader survived an assassination attempt in the Presidential Palace in March 1957, it was unveiled on Christmas Day 1958, a mere week before Batista fled the country in the face of Che Guevara’s advancing army. Take a ferry across the harbor from Habana Vieja to Casablanca and follow the road uphill to reach the monument.

It’s known for its superb views and is a popular nighttime rendezvous for the local youth.
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Castillo de los Tres Santos Reyes Magnos del Morro

CITY’S CITADEL FORT

Havana’s sentinel fort, capped by its famous lighthouse, is a longstanding city symbol that was erected between 1589 and 1630 to protect the entrance to the harbor from pirates and other uninvited guests (French corsair Jacques de Sores had notoriously sacked the city in 1555). Perched high on a rocky bluff above the Atlantic and lashed during stormy weather by tempestuous waves, the fort has an irregular polygonal shape. Its 3m-thick walls and deep protective moat are classic examples of Renaissance military architecture.

Impregnable from the sea, the fort withstood sporadic attacks by European navies and privateers for over a century. Its nemesis came in 1762, when a 12,000-strong British force led by the 3rd Earl of Albemarle captured El Morro from the rear at the end of a 44-day siege after an initial seaborne attack had proved unsuccessful.

Aside from fantastic city views, El Morro hosts several exhibits, including a riveting account of the fort’s siege and eventual surrender to the British, told through a series of paintings.
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MORE IN REGLA, GUANABACOA & THE FORTS

The Mysteries of Santería

CUBAN RELIGIONS OF AFRICAN ORIGIN

One of the many veils worn by organized religion in Cuba, Santería is a syncretized belief system that evolved during the colonial era when enslaved people hid traditional African deities behind a facade of Catholic saints. Despite being opaque and complicated, it’s also fascinating and intensely spiritual. Havana offers a candid glimpse of its secrets.

Although Santería is practiced all over Cuba, it’s mostly an urban phenomenon with deep roots in Matanzas and Havana. The neighborhoods of Guanabacoa and Regla, with their strong working-class black communities, are two of the most important hotbeds.

The diminutive Iglesia de Nuestra Señora de Regla, next to the boat dock in Regla, is dedicated to La Santísima Virgen de Regla, represented by a black Madonna and venerated in the Santería religion as Yemayá, the orisha of the ocean and the patron of sailors (and always represented in blue). The current church is a 19th-century copy of an older building raised in 1687 and dedicated to a Spanish cult dating back to the 5th century. It’s beautifully maintained and perennially busy, with devotees stooping in silent prayer before the highly decorative image of the Virgin that dominates the altar. In Havana there’s probably no better place to see the layering of and transference between Catholic beliefs and African traditions.

A couple of modest museums nearby continue the story. The Museo Municipal de Regla guards Santería imagery and ephemera on other important Afro-Cuban cults including Abakuá and Palo Monte. The Museo Municipal de Guanabacoa displays scale models of the seven main orishas highlighting their colors, powers, and associated objects.


A BRITISH INVASION

On June 6, 1762, the British turned up uninvited off the coast of Havana with over 50 ships and 20,000 men, intending to breach the supposedly impregnable El Morro fortress.

Under the command of the 3rd Earl of Albemarle, they caught the Spanish off-guard, landing 12,000 men near Cojímar and marching on nearby Guanabacoa, where they established a base. After a seaborne attack of El Morro failed, Albemarle decided to attack the castle from the rear and had his army build bastions on the woefully unprotected Cabaña hill on the harbor’s eastern side. The British fired relentlessly on the thick castle walls until, 44 days into the siege, the demoralized Spanish raised a white flag.



WHERE TO EAT IN REGLA, GUANABACOA & THE FORTS

Doña Carmela

Longstanding purveyor of rice-and-beans-heavy meals a mere baseball pitch from La Cabaña. $$

Cafe Versalles

A 100% local affair amid the busy streets of Guanabacoa plying all the Cuban favorites. $

El Cañonazo

This go-to pre-Cañonazo place isn’t gourmet but will get you to the fort on time. $$


PILGRIMAGE SITES

Aside from Regla, other pilgrimage sites in Cuba relate to both Catholicism and Santería. The most important is the Basílica de Nuestra Señora del Cobre, near Santiago de Cuba, which honors the Virgen de la Caridad, Cuba’s patron saint.






THE SOUTHERN SUBURBS


PARKS, GARDENS AND PILGRIMAGE SITES

Havana’s southern suburbs cover a wide area spread over seven separate municipalities. For most people, their first and last sight of the region is José Martí International Airport in the municipality of Boyeros, but for the ultra-curious there are several underrated half-day trips. For those of a literary persuasion, the most obvious lure is the Finca Vigía, the former home of American writer and Cuba icon Ernest Hemingway in the municipality of San Miguel del Padrón. It’s now a museum.

Rincón and Santa María del Rosario are one-time rural settlements that were enveloped by the metro zone without losing their soporific nature. Both harbor interesting churches. Rincón’s is a national sanctuary and important pilgrimage site; Santa María del Rosario’s is a national monument with a fabulously glittery interior.

Arroyo Naranjo, east of the airport, harbors two of the city’s largest green spaces: Parque Lenin, and the richly diverse botanical gardens.
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TOP TIP

Regular but invariably crowded buses (guaguas) serve all of Havana’s outer municipalities, but stops aren’t clearly marked and there are few printed timetables. If you don’t speak Spanish and don’t have a mega-flexible itinerary, select which suburban sites you wish to visit and arrange a taxi.



Iglesia de Nuestra Señora del Rosario

LITTLE-KNOWN CHURCH WITH ELABORATE INTERIOR

Havana’s churches hide many secrets, but few are as stupefying as the gilded interior of this 18th-century baroque beauty also known as the Catedral de los Campos de Cuba, in Cotorro, 16km from central Havana.

Facing a leafy plaza that might have sprung from a small village in El Oriente, the church’s exterior is relatively sober and characterized by a single bell tower, which lends it a lopsided appearance.

The real riches lie inside. If you traveled this far, pray the door is open and you’re able to admire the gilded mahogany altar and some equally sumptuous side altars fashioned in the churrigueresque style.
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Santuario de San Lázaro

IMPORTANT PILGRIMAGE SITE

Tucked away in the unspectacular Havana suburb of Rincón, the sanctuary of San Lázaro (pictured) is one of the nation’s most important pilgrimage sites. Dedicated to the patron saint of the poor and sick, the church is venerated by both Catholics and followers of Santería. In Afro-Cuban religions the miraculous orisha Babalú Ayé is syncretized with San Lázaro. Depicted as an old man with sackcloth and crutches, San Lázaro is said to harbor divine healing powers. On his feast day on December 17, thousands walk to the church (some crawling on their knees) to pray for respite from illness or to give thanks for cures.

The domed church, which dates from the 1910s, is always busy with people lighting candles, laying flowers, and making offerings to San Lázaro. Many of them are dressed in purple, the Catholic color denoting suffering and penance. A small museum next door displays offerings to the saint, from baseballs to locks of hair. Lázaro has long been associated with lepers and people with AIDS. A large hospital stands adjacent to the church.


TRACKING U-BOATS

In 1942, in response to a call from the US Navy, Hemingway refitted his peacetime fishing boat Pilar with grenades, machine guns, and rocket launchers, and set sail around Cuba’s northern cays masquerading as a fishing vessel while secretly searching for German U-boats. The U-boat threat was very real during WWII, with the Germans sinking around 15 Allied boats a month in Cuban waters by 1942. Suffice to say, Hemingway and his motley crew of fishermen and off-duty bartenders never successfully apprehended one.



Museo Hemingway

FORMER HOME OF AMERICAN WRITER

The one-time residence of Cuba’s second-most-famous Ernesto after Che Guevara and the country’s most beloved American (by far), the Finca Vigía was where novelist Ernest Hemingway made his home for over two decades between 1939 and 1960.

An attractive one-story villa perched atop a hill in San Francisco de Paula, 15km southeast of Havana, the Finca was built in 1886 in 6 hectares of wooded grounds. Hemingway arrived in 1939 after a long spell staying in Havana’s Ambos Mundos hotel, where he’d kept busy writing the novel For Whom the Bell Tolls. Initially just a renter, he ultimately bought the property outright with the book’s first royalty payments.

He departed in 1960 and died the following year. Thereafter the house was taken over by the Cuban government and transformed into a museum.

It remains almost unchanged since the day Hemingway left. Visitors are not allowed inside the house but are permitted to look through the open doors and windows to get a candid glimpse of Papa’s universe. Not surprisingly, there are books in every room (including the toilet), a Victrola with a large vinyl collection, and wall decorations that attest to the author’s hobbies, namely bullfighting and hunting.

You can also ascend his three-story writing tower, with suitably inspiring views toward the distant city. In the wooded grounds there are a swimming pool, a cockfighting ring and Hemingway’s beloved fishing boat, Pilar, grounded on what was once his tennis court.


HEMINGWAY HAUNTS

If you’re on the Hemingway trail you’ll also want to pencil in visits to Cojímar and Marina Hemingway, as well as lining up the shots at his favorite bars, El Floridita and La Bodeguita del Medio.
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Jardin Botánico Nacional

HUGE POCKET OF TREES AND BIRDS

Havana’s oft-overlooked botanical garden stretches over 600 hectares but receives few non-Cuban visitors, thanks in part to its difficult-to-reach out-of-town location (get a taxi). Developed over a decade starting in 1968, it opened to the pubic in the 1980s and is renowned for its extensive collections of palm trees (over 250 species) and pines, and pyramid-shaped greenhouses where endemic flowers decorate trickling water features. Guided tours are conducted on a mini-train or in your own vehicle. There’s limitless bird-watching potential here, especially in the mornings.

The onsite Bambú restaurant overlooks an ornamental Japanese garden anchored by an artificial lake and fountain.
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Parque Lenin

SUBURBAN PARK BELOVED BY LOCALS

Way out in Havana’s southern suburbs in the little-touristed municipality of Arroyo Naranjo lies the city’s largest recreational area, a 670-hectare tract of haphazard attractions and handsome old trees known as Parque Lenin.

The brainchild of Celia Sánchez, a long-time associate of Fidel Castro’s, the park was laid out in the early 1970s, its name and bombastic design reflecting the socialismo of the era.

For a while its outdoor attractions – mini-train, equestrian club, artificial boating lake – were popular, an idyllic weekend escape for hordes of pleasure-seeking habaneros, but since the demise of the Soviet Union the park has taken on a more neglected and surreal air. Nonetheless, it’s still patronized by locals, who come to horse-ride, picnic to loud reggaeton music and enjoy a low-grade amusement park.

Most attractions are on the southern side and range from the lackluster (a tiny ‘aquarium’, and an art gallery that’s rarely open) to the esoteric (a rodeo, a restaurant grafted around the ruins of an old sugar hacienda, and a statuesque homage to Lenin).





WESTERN CUBA
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TOBACCO COUNTRY AND HERITAGE SITES

Tobacco heartlands, mountain retreats, beautiful beaches and extraordinary wildlife – Western Cuba is full of surprises.
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Tobacco has been grown in Cuba for hundreds of years. But it was farmers protesting an 18th-century monopoly by the Spanish Crown who moved out west and discovered the ideal growing area, Vuelta Abajo, in Pinar del Río. Tobacco farms anchor this area – made distinctive by thousands of large leaf-drying barns set in deeply ruddy red soil.

Nearby is the Jurassic landscape of Viñales, where pudding-basin hills cloaked in jungle dot a preserved landscape of farms, plowing oxen and lean royal palms. It’s a timeless landscape enshrined by Unesco. Beyond are beautiful white-sand beaches, coral reefs and rare wildlife.
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Closer to Havana are high-altitude eco-retreats – Las Terrazas and Soroa – where you’ll find tasty food, endemic birds, orchids and walking trails through the Sierra del Rosario.

In north-coast Mayabeque, just east of Havana, dig into Milton S Hershey’s chocolate history at Hershey town with its gardens and electric train. Mayabeque’s coastline hides beautiful white-sand coves, cliffs to climb and vibrant reefs offshore.

It’s a challenge to get to the Isla de la Juventud, but those that do are rewarded with the dazzling beach, coves and wildlife of Punta Francés, rock art, marine turtles and the tiny fishing community of Cocodrilo, the most remote village in Cuba, and its precious coast. Cayo Largo del Sur is a beach getaway of exquisitely beautiful sea and sugar-soft sand and an island of hotels, tourism and turtles.


THE MAIN AREAS

VIñALES VALLEY

Tobacco and mogote country.

SIERRA DEL ROSARIO

Mountains, birds, orchids and missile ruins.

JIBACOA & HERSHEY TOWN

Chocolate history and colorful reefs.

ISLA DE LA JUVENTUD & CAYO LARGO DEL SUR

Gorgeous beaches, remote living and wildlife.



Find Your Way

Western Cuba occupies the entire western stretch of the country, the offshore southern islands of Cayo Largo del Sur and Isla de la Juventud, and the coastal province of Mayabeque, east of Havana.
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Plan Your Time

Hit the Viñales Valley for sure but spend a few days exploring the wild western tip, too. Alternatively, head for the trails, stays and wildlife of the Sierra del Rosario mountains (pictured).
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Base yourself in the Viñales Valley. From there, walk into the valley to see tobacco farms and farm life, stopping for a drink with campesinos. Or take a gentle horseback ride to a more distant valley with a farm lunch included. A dawn walk to Los Acuáticos village will be truly special. Make sure to explore all the delicious farm-to-fork food at local fincas (farms) and restaurants, the growing cocktail scene, and the nightlife. A round trip to a famous tobacco plantation in San Luis or San Juan y Martínez can be arranged in Viñales.




Three Days to Travel Around

• Make Viñales your base. Head into the valley on foot, bicycle or horseback and take in a tour and lunch at a tobacco plantation in San Luis or San Juan y Martínez, an hour or so away. On the second day, head to the coast at Cayo Jutías, eating lobster on the sand and heading out to see the huge red cushion sea stars at the tip of the peninsula. Or choose island idyll Cayo Levisa, further away, for a beach day escape. On your return to Havana on the third day, spend time at either Las Terrazas or Soroa, both Sierra del Rosario mountain retreats, immersed in nature.




More than a Week

• After a few days in the Viñales Valley, head to remote María La Gorda and Peninsula Guanahacabibes for the beaches, diving, snorkeling and wildlife. Overnight in Las Terrazas or Soroato inhale the mountain air and explore waterfalls, birds, orchids and the great food. From there, trek the Cañon de Río Santa Cruz or horseback ride to mysterious Cuban Missile Site ruins. The reefs, sea and cliffs of Jibacoa, Canasí and Puerto Escondido and the chocolate town of Hershey, can all be visited in a day trip from Havana. For an off-the-beaten-track adventure, head to the wild south of the Isla de la Juventud.



Seasonal highlights

Cooler November to April are perfect for adventure. Humidity is guaranteed in summer but spend time in the mountains to escape.

FEBRUARY

See the tobacco fields in full flow as harvest begins in February and March and secaderos (leaf-drying barns) fill with leaves.
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APRIL

Swarms of red crabs migrate across the coastal road on Peninsula de Guanahacabibes to spawn in the sea.
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MAY

The Isle of Youth’s Caribbean International Film and Environment Festival Isla Verde screens movies and offers workshops from late May.
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JULY

July and into August are the optimum months to help monitor green marine turtle nests on Peninsula Guanahacabibes.
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AUGUST

Semana de la Cultural San Luis sees music with its roots in the Congo played using tambor yuka drums.
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OCTOBER

Discover dance, music and cultural activities in Viñales during the week-long Semana de la Cultural Viñalera.

[image: jpg]

Arsgera/Shutterstock ©

NOVEMBER

Find parades, country dancing and celebrations of local food and liquor at La Semana de la Cultura in Pinar del Río.
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VIñALES VALLEY
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The Viñales Valley is a beauty. Domed, craggy hills draped in jungle plants grace the valley floor. Neighboring valleys – Ancón, Silencio, Palmarito – are also studded with clusters of these limestone mogotes, the backdrop to timeless valley life. Oxen pull plows through fields of tobacco and food crops. New tobacco leaf-drying huts are being erected after 2022’s Hurricane Ian, and royal palms, their fronds bristling in the breeze, stand tall over the idyllic scene. At the heart of the Viñales Valley is the 19th-century village of one-story homes with columns, the main road lined with Caribbean pine. The valley is a Jurassic wonderland formed by erosion of karstic landscape; the oldest rocks date back 199 million years. Fossils found include a dinosaur named after the valley – the Vinialesaurus.

Explore caves, visit farms and fields, and soak up the atmosphere in the bars, music venues and outstanding casas particulares.
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SIGHTS

1Cueva de San Miguel

2El Olivo

3Gran Caverna de Santo Tomás

4Hotel Los Jazmines

5Los Acuáticos

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

6The Viñales Experience

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

7Casa La Complaciente

ENTERTAINMENT

8Centro Cultural Polo Montañez

9Patio del Decimista




TOP TIP

Viñales town is at the heart of a busy farming community. Bring earplugs to reduce your chance of being woken at dawn by snuffling pigs or crowing cockerels.
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Viñales Village

HEART OF TOBACCO REGION

Viñales village was founded in 1875 and settled by cattle farmers and tobacco growers. Low-slung homes radiate out along roads that stretch into the valley. Most homes have a veranda under which a couple of rocking chairs provide time for contemplation and homemade mojitos. Whiling away time with your hosts watching the bustle of daily life is one of the most appealing things about Viñales. Village life centers around the main plaza with the small church. In one corner is the Centro Cultural Polo Montañez with regular nights of dancing. Just down the road is the Patio del Decimista with its roster of live-music bands and hot dancing. Jardin del Arte Sano, off the main street, offers live music into the early hours in its pretty, lit garden.

It’s obligatory at some point in your stay to stop by the mirador (lookout) at the Hotel Los Jazmines above the valley floor. The sweeping panorama of green mogotes, palms, wooden homes, ruddy red fields and secaderos (leaf-drying huts) is breathtaking. On the road out toward Rancho San Vicente, near the petrol station, you’ll find the delightful Jardín Botánico. Beyond the gate is a huge garden of trees, orchids and flowering plants. You’ll be greeted and take a guided tour or wander on your own; it has a tiny cafe, too. Donations are accepted.

ViñaleArte is a new project comprising 15 locals working in different sustainable crafts. Its store is at the bottom of Calle Salvador Cisneros.
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BEST BARS IN VIñALES

Mogote Café

Overlooking the lush valley, Mogote Café is all hammocks and rocking chairs. It serves the classics and a few craft cocktails. Its canchánchara is on fire!

Tarecos

Cool vibes and cool drinks at this bar with a rooftop terrace perfect for valley sunsets. Its Tarequeando cocktail ramped up by Guayabita liquor is a winner.

Tres Jotas

Tres Jotas tapas bar has a clubby vibe and a fulsome drinks menu. The best of Cuban rums and some stonking mojitos.



WHERE TO EAT IN VIñALES

Restaurante El Cuajaní

The freshest of farm food served up by chef José at a pretty clapboard house with a mogote backdrop. $$

Tarecos

Exceptional chicken breast cooked in honey, garlic and ginger plus tasty tacos, too. $

Finca Agroecológica Paraíso

Restored after Hurricane Ian, this beautiful farm offers fresh field-to-fork meals offering the best pork in the region. $$

Los Acuáticos

THE POWER OF WATER

Los Acuáticos is a tiny community found in the Sierra de Viñales whose ancestors believed in the curative power of water. It’s reached by a dawn walk – made easy by the spectacular sight of early-morning mist ringing the tops of the mogotes and the slim trunks of the royal palms. You’ll climb above the mist line and drink in this ethereal sight.

You’ll pass plantations of sweet potato, rice and yucca, and oxen plowing the deep red earth, before climbing up through small rocky canyons, passing royal palms, and coffee plants either side and vultures overhead. You’ll spot egrets attending the oxen, the velvety black smooth-billed ani (judio), the Cuban tody, and tocororo. After reaching one of the first wooden houses in the community, you’ll sip coffee or fruit juice while waiting for the sun to break through behind the mogotes.

In 1936 Antoñica Izquierdo, without resources to pay for a doctor, heard the Virgin Mary tell her how to cure her ill son with water. Her son recovered and the pilgrimages began. Other people established the community of Los Acuáticos using her guiding principles. Go guided with Sergio Enrique Luis Nodarse (sergioluis.vinales@gmail.com; +53-5331-1812); at the end of the walk, you’ll have breakfast with a local farmer (with unrivaled views of the sierra) whose farm crops were wiped out by Hurricane Ian. Learn how to order the oxen to plow the fields, collect coffee, and feed the farm animals.


MUSIC IN THE VALLEY

Viñales isn’t known for its cracking music scene but that doesn’t mean there aren’t good nights to be had. The small, alfresco Patio del Decimista always has a good roster of bands. Don’t miss Sol del Valle as there’s a band member who plays the recorder through his nose! This place draws a good crowd with some rocking salsa dancing nights. The Centro Cultural Polo Montañez is a much larger bar with a dance floor. Don’t pass up a chance to dance salsa at Viñales’ planned or impromptu street parties.



Exploring the Valleys & Farm Life

HORSEBACK RIDING WITH CIGAR CLASS

Getting on a horse and heading out beyond the Viñales Valley is a bit of a rite of passage. The Miranda family with their beautiful horses offer the Viñales Experience, guided trips starting a little later in the day to avoid the morning rush hour. You could always get to the start point earlier and have a piña colada at the rustic bar Casa La Complaciente. The gentle horseback ride heads out on tracks that wind through the deep reds of the valley floor. Under a blue sky, the 180-degree view of the contoured mogote ranges is an uplifting sight. In the distance some of the more jungled mogotes look like giant sleeping creatures. You’ll pass oxen furrowing the land, egrets all to attention, and plots of beans, maize, yucca and sweet potato. After an hour, you’ll enter the Cueva de Palmarito – 14km long – with a guide and torchlight. Lunch at the family farm is accompanied by some wicked Guayabita mojitos and an explanation in the leaf-drying hut on cigar making and, importantly, how to smoke one. The Miranda family, like many tobacco farmers, sell 90% of their tobacco leaves to the government, leaving them 10% to smoke or sell to visitors to the farm.

WHERE TO STAY IN VIñALES

Casa Daniela

A super casa with six rooms, a lovely pool and a secure yard for parking. $

Casa Omar

The warmest of welcomes from Omar and Mayra at this very family-friendly casa with two rooms. $

Finca Villaverde

A peaceful, minimal retreat in extensive gardens with hammocks and chairs set close to the canopy tour. $$
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CLIMBING IN VIñALES

Cuba is a mini Yosemite for climbers with a growing community heading for the heights over the last 20 years. Various operators offer climbs and routes, and Casa Oscar Jaime Rodríguez is a good source of info. If you’re keen to get out there, your first points of reference should be the Cuba Climbing website (cubaclimbing.com) and the book Cuba Climbing by Aníbal Fernández and Armando Menocal (out of print, but available secondhand).

Climbing in Viñales occupies a gray area: officials have authorized three routes only, but guides offer multiple alternative routes privately without consequence so far. Bring your own equipment or borrow from local climbers.



Delve into Gran Caverna de Santo Tomás

SPELUNKING IN CUBA’S BIGGEST CAVE

Equipped with a helmet and head torch, you’ll climb up the steep, rocky slope – around 120m – to enter the sixth-level ’Wasps gallery’ in this impressive cavern for adventure lovers. The view from the top via a cave opening of the La Moncada area is worth the climb alone.

Discovered in 1954, this cavern with 46km of subterranean galleries is the largest cave system in Cuba. You’ll see a myriad of stalagmites and stalactites and climb wooden staircases to move to the seventh and uppermost gallery – Alta. In these Sierra de Quemado caves, the remains of Cuba’s extinct giant animals, the great sloth and giant jutía, were found alongside rock art. Look out for the smaller-than-thumbnail frogs that live in the crevices.

WHERE TO STAY IN VIÑALES

Casa Haydée Chiroles

A fine casa with six rooms and a lush patio (pool being built) run by the friendly and organized Haydée. $

Cabaña Mía

A special private cabaña overlooking a mogote and water in an untouristy spot in the valley. $$

Casa Deborah

Two quiet rooms centered around a small patio in a lovely home behind the plaza. $


HEART OF THE VIÑALES VALLEY ON FOOT
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This scenic route starts at the eastern end of Calle Salvador Cisneros. Where it forks, take the left-hand road into the valley to reach 1 Finca de Benito, a working farm that grows tobacco behind an appealing 1946 blue-and-white clapboard house. Learn about the tobacco process with farmer Benito and take coffee under the mango and mamey trees.

Take the red soil path through the farm, keeping to the right. The 2 mogotes of Viñales are in constant view. You’ll approach a blue-and-white casita; lift the barbed wire here and rejoin the path, keeping the house on your right. You’ll reach a house with three white columns. Turn right toward a stream beneath royal palms. At the next fork, turn right. You’ll pass cattle, goats, dragonflies and crops fields, the peaceful silence broken only by birds. At the crossroads, walk the left-hand path toward Hotel Los Jazmines on the ridge. The views are spectacular. At the next two forks turn right and continue until a third fork, where the right-hand path curls around a mogote; go straight on here. At the next little fork, bear to the left.

After an hour’s walk you’ll reach 3 Casa del Rey, a white wooden casa with green trimming. Pull in for laughter and its rollicking ’guarapina’ cocktail – guarapo (pressed cane juice), pineapple and orange juice, and ‘Vitamin R’ – the Guayabita liquor. Leave the house, heading over a metal-tube bridge. At a tiny crossroads, turn left to reach 4 La Casa Postal, a white house with blue window shutters; take coffee or juice here with an extraordinary valley view. Return to the path walking toward Los Jazmines. Climb a hill and take the right-hand path at the fork by the electricity pylon. Grab a refreshing beer at 5 Balcón del Valle Restaurant.



Spinning Through the San Vicente Valley

BICYCLING, VIEWS AND MINERAL BATHS

The fresh air of the Viñales Valley is a balm to the soul, and there’s no better way to get a lungful than by hiring a bike. Find Fashion Bici close to the church with sturdy bikes for daily hire. Head north out of the valley toward the Valle de San Vicente. You’ll pass steep-sided mogotes on either side of the road, wooden clapboard homes and locals working in the fields. A couple of cafe and drink stops will fuel you along the 7km journey. The vast Cueva de San Miguel, on your right, is where cimmarónes (escaped enslaved Africans) took shelter. Just after the Cueva del Indio is the Hotel Rancho San Vicente. Take your bathers (or not) and dip into the enclosed warm-ish sulfurous mineral pools (saloon door access) in the grounds of the hotel before biking back.

Delectable Dairy at Finca Olivo

AWARD-WINNING FARM GOATS’ CHEESE

El Olivo produces award-winning goats’ cheese at its finca just out of town. Mosey on up to the farm, 3km outside of town, and you’ll see the farm in full horticultural glow – everything from lettuce to beans to strawberries – before taking a tour of the facility. El Olivo lost all its animals during COVID-19, and 50 goats perished from heart attacks during Hurricane Ian. Thankfully, its flocks have replenished and now you’ll meet some of the 45 adults and 45 cute kids before learning about cheese production in the lab. The tour ends with a tasting platter of the moreish cheese and a glass of vino. Best of all, you can continue the cheese journey at the lovely El Olivo restaurant in town with its more than 30 goats’ cheese-centric dishes. Book at the restaurant for the tour.


UNESCO DISTINCTION

In November 2021, Cuba declared the Viñales Valley the country’s first Geopark highlighting 57 geosites, 10 of which have international importance. In addition to dinosaur fossils, rocks related to the meteorite impact that wiped out the dinosaurs 66 million years ago have been located in the area. But 22 years before that, Unesco declared the valley a World Heritage site. When you drill down, you learn that part of the Unesco protection relates to the ’living landscape’ of the unusual karst setting. But Unesco also noted the cultural significance of the region’s traditional farming practices, particularly related to tobacco, which is still harvested by time-tested non-mechanical methods to ensure the highest quality.




GETTING AROUND

The hop-on hop-off ViñalesBusTour circulates around the valley. However, it’s not regular so you’ll need to rely on local taxis, horse and carts and your feet. The national park’s Centro de Visitantes offers guided walks (an additional sales desk has opened in the Víazul office), as do many private guides.




MOGOTES, FARMS & PAINTED FOSSILS
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This scenic walking route starts at Cuajaní at the Antonio Maceo ANAP sign, 3km from Viñales’ plaza. Walk toward the 1 Sierra de Viñales mogotes, passing houses, a school, and plantations of yucca and tobacco. After 25 minutes, take the right fork to turn off the main road onto a red earth path by a tiled mint green house, and continue until the next fork. Turn right for 2 Finca El Renacimiento and meet Luis, a fourth-generation farmer, to learn about the production of coffee, tobacco, honey and guayabitas (little guavas).

Leave the finca, and detour 300m to the left to 3 Mirador Bella Vista, a bar, for views of the immense mogotes. Return to El Renacimiento and walk south.

Ten minutes away is 4 MogoteArte, a casa in a beautiful arty garden offering drinks to passersby. In 10 minutes, you’ll reach a road junction. Turn right to visit 5 Mural de la Prehistoria, an eye-opening eyesore that really has to be glimpsed to be believed. Painted on the Dos Hermanas (Two Sisters) mogote in 1961 by Leovigildo González Murillo, a student of Mexican muralist Diego Rivera, it’s 120m high and 160m wide. Fidel Castro commissioned it to depict ‘Socialist Man’ emerging from the primal world. In garish bold colors, find painted ammonites, ground sloths and plesiosaurs – all creatures whose fossils have been found in the valley.

Return to the junction and continue south, walking between the Dos Hermanas mogotes and the Mogote el Valle. On your right you’ll pass the 6 ‘Stonehenge of Viñales’ – though these random, jagged karstic pillars of up to 2.5m in height are naturally found here. On reaching the main road, turn left for a lovely lunch at 7 Restaurante El Cuajaní.






Beyond Viñales Valley
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Beyond the Viñales Valley, find glorious white sand beaches, dive spots, wildlife, under-explored towns and top tobacco terroir.


Exploring beyond Viñales Valley is difficult without your own wheels. But heading deeper into Western Cuba opens up a world steeped in tobacco farming – the country’s most important growing region. Further west, and reached by a rutted road, are the remote coastal spots of María La Gorda, known for its diving; La Bajada with homestays and an alluring sea pool; and Cabo San Antonio enveloped in the wildlife-rich, unusual landscapes of the Unesco-protected Peninsula Guanahacabibes. Spurred off the heavily potholed northwest coast road are beach paradise Cayo Jutías, time-warped, pretty Puerto Esperanza and idyllic beach haven Cayo Levisa. Inland are a quirky spa town, workaday city, and Che Guevara’s missile crisis HQ in a cave.


TOP TIP

You’ll need plenty of mosquito repellent and sun cream for the remote corners of Western Cuba.
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Cayo Jutías | Paul Biris/Getty Images ©


HEMINGWAY FAVORITE

American novelist Ernest Hemingway loved to roam these northwest coastal waters, rich in corals, turtles and crustaceans. At the tip of Cayo Jutías lives a colony of large orange starfish, protected by the hooked tip of the peninsula. Walk 90 minutes along the beach passing fantastical driftwood sculpture or inland via the mangroves and casuarina trees, or hire a boat. The colony of red cushion sea stars (Oreaster reticulatus) is long-standing (please don’t touch them), and easily visible in the shallow water. Your chances of spotting endangered green marine turtles (Chelonia mydas) might not be easy as illegal poaching along the northwest coast is rife with divers taking fishing nets on boats to capture them.



Beach Paradises on the Northwest Coast

SANDY BEACHES, STARFISH AND SEAFOOD

The northwest coast of Cuba is remote, little visited and reached by roads gouged by some serious potholes and hopelessly fractured tarmac. But one heart-breakingly beautiful cinematic stretch of road winding its way north through the San Vicente Valley has been resurfaced. It emerges close to Puerto Esperanza, a fishing port of columned homes with pretty boats bobbing in the water that is ideal for an off-the-tourist-trail stay. East is Hotel Cayo Levisa, a slice of sugar-soft sand paradise reached by a 30-minute boat ride. Swing in a hammock, snorkel and dive. It was closed after September 2022’s Hurricane Ian but was fast on its way to reopening for visitors at the time of writing. Bear in mind that the reputation of the food at the hotel has always been sub-par, though fingers crossed there’s an improvement on reopening. Boats leave Palma Rubia (where there are a handful of casas particulares) twice a day.

Cayo Jutías, 1½–two hours from Viñales on an evil potholed road, is the preferred slither of soft sand for those staying in Viñales. Reached by a causeway, a dazzling white beach shelves into the bluest, warmest of seas. Jutías was rattled by Hurricane Ian so the languid coconut palms that once framed the pretty beach are gone. Hire sun loungers and umbrellas, as well as kayaks, stand-up paddleboards and pedal boats from the water sports center Marlin. Walk, or hire a boat to take you to the virgin tip of the peninsula where you’ll find starfish in the shallows. Snorkel trips and a visit to offshore Cayo Mégano can be arranged, too. Colectivo taxis run up to Cayo Jutías.
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Lighthouse, Cayo Jutías | Richard Semik/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO STAY & EAT ON THE NORTHWEST COAST

Casa Teresa Hernández Martínez

The heart of Esperanza with rooms and a ranchón (open-sided) offering fresh seafood. $

Hotel Cayo Levisa

Smart, spacious bungalows with hammocks right on the beachfront are a favorite choice. $$

Cayo Jutías Restaurant

Huge grilled lobster tails, fish and roast chicken served in a rustic ranchón overlooking the water. $
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HEALING WATERS?

Legend has it that a 17th-century enslaved man with skin lesions found his way to a local river and discovered mineral pools that cured him. Word spread and Cubans came to bathe in the river by day. It wasn’t until 1891 that a permanent natural bath was built. The natural springs – El Templado, El Tigre and La Gallina – range in temperature from 30°C to 40°C (86°F to 104°F) and are strongly sulfurous with hints of calcium, magnesium, sodium and chlorine. The town grew, opening several hotels for Cuban visitors and the famous who’d heard about the healing waters. German naturalist Alexander von Humboldt visited, as did Corsican François Carlo Antommarchi, Napoleon’s private physician.



Mountain Park, Cave & Spa

THERMAL BATHS AND CHE CAVE

Deep in the Cordillera de Guaniguanico, where it splits between the Sierra del Rosario in the east and Sierra de los Órganos in the west, you’ll find San Diego de los Baños, an isolated sunbaked town with a famous bathhouse, spreadeagled along the banks of the San Diego and Caiguanabo Rivers. Be warned this is no sleek spa with fluffy towels and ambient music. It looks and feels like an abandoned sanatorium, its heyday decades ago. It needs the Wes Anderson touch for revival. But for those who love Cuba’s quirks, marvel at the abandoned corridors and descend into the basement for a dip in its egg-shaped pools fed by sulfurous waters. Massages, acupuncture and rectal ozone therapy anyone? The bathhouse closes early on weekends and accepts card payments only.

Hacienda Cortina (Parque La Güira) is another incongruous quirk loved by Cuban visitors. Wealthy lawyer José Manuel Cortina built a giant pleasure ground entered by a small, crenellated castle gateway a few kilometers from San Diego. French gardens with statues and a Japanese park with bridges over streams wind their way through the vast estate under the flowers of the dazzling pink-fronded amapola tree. A bar and fantastical curved 1960s restaurant serve minimal offerings.

Beyond, a potholed road leads to Cueva de los Portales. Here, in 1962 during the height of the Cuban Missile Crisis, Comandante Che Guevara holed up in a cavern, the River Caiguanabo running through it. Che’s kitchen, bed and chessboard are still on view. The cavern is a favorite spot for the island’s melodic Cuban solitaire.

San Diego is 1½ to two hours hrs from Viñales by car or taxi, and from La Güira, just outside of San Diego, to Cueva de los Portales is a further 30 minutes.

WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN SAN DIEGO DE LOS BAñOS

Hostel Mountain View

Two en suite rooms run by Mayra with a ranchón in the back garden patio. $

Casa Nalúa

An arty casa serving vegan food in a quiet San Diego street. $

Hotel Mirador

A no-frills hotel next to the spa but with a welcome swimming pool and poolside grill. $


LOCAL LIQUOR

Pinar del Río’s ridiculously moreish deep amber drink – marketed as Guayabita del Pinar – is made from distilled sugarcane and fermented olive-sized little guava fruits plucked from the guayabita del Pinar (Psidium salutare), a small flowering plant. Basque immigrant Lucio Garay Zavala developed a taste for the drink in 1892 and set up a factory producing dulce (sweet) and seco (dry) with each bottle carrying one little guayabita. Unfortunately, Hurricane Ian almost wiped out the plant and it’s currently difficult to find the polished product, but locals may know where to find a few bottles. If they’ve got it, don’t turn down a mojito made with the liquor. It’s a knockout!



City of Cigars & Liquor

SMOKES, ART AND LIQUOR

Pinar del Río city is an odd place as it offers no great standout attractions to the passing visitor. But therein lies its appeal. Gone are the jineteros (hustlers) of previous years who would hassle visitors on foot and in cars. Today it’s a city busy reinventing itself after some years in the doldrums. Its main street Calle Martí, once dormant a few short years ago, is alive with new private businesses cheek by jowl alongside art galleries, museums and the city’s theater. It’s an hour by taxi/car from Viñales by Víazul coach.

The Fábrica de Tabacos Francisco Donatien, open weekdays until 1:30pm, offers a chance to glimpse the cigar-making process outside the capital. The unique Fábrica de Bebidas Casa Garay produces the city’s signature liquor. The factory was closed at the time of visiting but should reopen once the guayabita crop recovers. Tours are offered and the liquor is sold on the premises. The ornate, fantastic facade of the Museo de Historia Natural with sculpted seahorses is, sadly, more interesting than the exhibits. Call in at the beautiful art nouveau–fronted home of the artist Pedro Pablo Oliva on Plaza de la Independencia; close by is the Consejo Provincial de Artes Plásticas exhibition space. Swing by contemporary art at Galería Sala Real on buzzy Calle Martí.

Cuba’s Tobacco Heartland

THE LOWDOWN ON CUBAN CIGARS

Cuba’s cigar-growing area – Vuelta Abajo – was struck by winds of more than 200km/h during September 2022’s Hurricane Ian. This region produces 80% of the island’s tobacco and nearly all its export crop. Almost all the tobacco leaf-drying huts (secaderos) – 10,000 – were flattened, severely disrupting the cigar-making process. And, according to the government, 33,000 stored leaves were lost. You may find everything is still not quite back up and running on your visit.

Hector Luis Prieto, the youngest man in Cuba to receive the prestigious Hombre Habano award for the quality of tobacco grown in a season, farms land set by a stream at Finca Quemado de Rubí. His leaves are used to fashion cigars for brands such as Behike. A tour takes in the fields, the secadero, the casa de escogida (leaf-selection house), a visit to a humidor and a rolling demo by a torcedor (cigar roller). A tasty criollo lunch is included in the tour price.

Finca Robaina grew famous under the late farmer Alejandro Robaina, whose leaves are crafted into Vega Robaina, one of 27 cigar brands made in Cuba. In the mid 1990s he was anointed the best tobacco grower by the government. Finca Robaina was also thwacked by Ian, lost all its secaderos, and is recovering from the damage. It borrowed secaderos and took the risk of planting two months later than the ideal. Finca Robaina’s tour is very quick. It begins with a detailed but rapid explanation of the growing process and ends with a torcedor rolling a cigar for you. It takes just over an hour in a taxi or rental car to reach both these tobacco plantations.

WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN PINAR DEL RÍO

Casa Colonial La Nonna

In the heart of Pinar, Moro and his wife will take care of you in their home with several rooms. $

Café Ortúzar

Light bites and meaty mains plus the moreish orange chocolate martini at Pinar’s funkiest dine.r $

El Mesón 1995

Criollo (Cuban) food in comfort and plenty of drinks at the city’s longstanding restaurant. $

[image: jpg]

Tobacco plantation, Vinales Valley | Roberto La Rosa/Shutterstock ©


CUBA’S TERROIR & THE BEST CIGARS IN THE WORLD

Vuelta Abajo, centered around San Luis, and San Juan y Martínez, is the only region in Cuba growing high-quality Nicotiana tabacum leaves destined to be rolled into a cigar. But why here and why the hype? It’s a combination of crucial ingredients: the soil’s color, pH level and mineral content (crucially, nitrates). The sun plays its part, as do wind, rain, humidity (around 65%) and daily and nightly temperatures. Human labor also factors into the mix. Farmers must irrigate, apply fertilizer and pesticides and check for pests. Each plant is given a once-over daily to ensure leaves receive all the nutrients. New shoots and buds are removed. All these ingredients affect the aroma of the cigar – the hallmark of a Cuban cigar.



WHERE TO STAY & BUY CIGARS IN THE TOBACCO HEARTLAND

Cabaña Quemado el Rubí

A blue-and-white clapboard casita overlooking the river rebuilt after Hurricane Ian. $

La Casa del Veguero, Viñales

Short on time? Head to this ranchón and secadero for a cigar-rolling pit stop.

Casa del Habano, Pinar del Río

Opposite the Donatien Factory, this revamped store will guide you through those cigar steps.


WILDLIFE OF GUANAHACABIBES

The Unesco-protected biosphere reserve is home to some unusual creatures. In April, you’ll witness the massive migration of red crabs from the forest to the sea to lay their eggs. The crabs need to cross the main road to do so, and locals driving during this spectacle have no option but to drive fast and commit a massacre. A slow crawl will mean the crab pincers, reared in fear, could puncture your tires, and you must take this into account if you drive here in April. You’ll also find endemic birds, Cuban rock iguanas, white-tailed deer and American crocodiles, in this jagged limestone area. Guanahacabibes is also an important area for the production of prized organic honey. Bees collect nectar and pollen from local plants such as yellow mastic, copperwood, palm and mangrove.



Roam the Península de Guanahacabibes

WILD AND REMOTE ADVENTURES

Peppered with coconut palms, María La Gorda beach is postcard perfect. It shelves into a luminescent sea with a coral reef around 100m offshore. Thatched palapas (umbrellas) and sun loungers dot the sand. Behind the dive hotel – Hotel María La Gorda – is a wooded patch with cabañas, a favorite with enormous iguanas.

Most visitors come for the diving – 32 dive spots curve around the Bahía de Corrientes. María La Gorda is named after María the ‘Fat Lady’ who serviced passing pirates. A 6km Sendero El Tesoro de María walk with beautiful views leaves from the hotel. The Hotel María La Gorda is 14km along a coastal road from La Bajada fringing some of the most beautiful sea in all of Cuba – pristine sapphire, indigo and turquoise waters.

Kick back in off-piste La Bajada, a tiny community of around 150 people, with five casas particulares offering rooms facing the sea. Its gorgeous attraction is a beautiful sea pool, Pozo de Juan Claro. Find it in front of the military post. Snorkel in crystal-clear waters and spot colorful tropical fish, the odd barracuda and a cavern. Wear water shoes and take care on entry because of the spiky black urchins.

At the Estación Ecológica La Bajada, 10 minutes’ walk away, compulsory guides can be arranged for walks into the Peninsula de Guanahacabibes Biosphere Reserve and a trip to Cuba’s westernmost tip – Cabo San Antonio. Osmany is the most experienced guide. It’s best to get there the day before to book a walk or tour as the office closes at 3pm.

The unmissable Cueva Las Perlas takes in a three-hour walk where you’ll encounter endemic birds including the brightly colored tocororo, Cuban tody, Cuban emerald hummingbird, blue-headed quail dove and pint-sized Cuban pygmy owl. The cave is also home to screech owls, appealing Cuban tree rats (jutía conga), Jamaican fruit-eating bats, mottled fingernail-sized frogs (Eleutherodactylus guanahacabibes) and the equally minute Eleutherodactylus atkinsi, both endemic to the province.

A five-hour road trip journeys to Cabo San Antonio. Bordering the sea is a rough limestone platform pricked with tiny, jagged peaks and holes known as dientes del perro (dogs’ teeth). The vegetation changes quite abruptly from coastal to semi-deciduous forest to swamp forest and shrub. Palms, sea grape and fragrant frangipani line the road.

Access to the biosphere reserve and Cabo San Antonio is controlled so there’s no scooting along the 60km to the tip without a guide. Stop for butterfly, bird and wildlife watching – Cuban rock iguana and white-tailed deer roam. The karstic cliffs – El Farrallon de los Ingléses – have a new viewpoint. A new extensive walkway across Laguna de Caleta Larga offers the only chance to see American crocodiles in the wild in Cuba. Some 18 to 20 individuals skunk about the tea-colored water along with white ibis, herons, anhinga, teal ducks, egrets and pelicans. Playa el Francés with seats and thatched umbrellas and Playa Las Tumbas, opposite Villa Cabo San Antonio (closed for long-term restoration), are wild and beautiful enough but plagued by mosquitoes. On the return journey, stop at the spectacular Poza Redonda, another sea pool with gin-clear water and tropical fish.

There is no public transport to this remote area. You’ll need your own wheels or a taxi. The journey from Viñales to La Bajada takes three hours.
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WHERE TO STAY IN GUANAHACABIBES

Hotel María La Gorda

Wooden cabañas, off-beach rooms and casas make up this no-frills dive resort with limited eating options. $$

Villa Azul

Comfy seafront rooms in La Bajada village with a restaurant on-site. $

Brisas del Mar

A smart La Bajada casa particular with two en suite rooms facing the sea. $


TURTLE ARMAGEDDON

Guanahacabibes is a hot spot for green turtle (tortuga verde) nests. The endangered turtles lay eggs in July and August – prime months to watch hatchlings emerge and waddle toward the sea. Tours leave La Bajada ecological station at 9pm for Playa La Barca. Reserve the day before; you’ll need hired wheels.

Leading Cuba turtle expert Dr Julia Azanza Ricardo, professor at the University of Havana, began monitoring marine turtle populations here 15 years ago and has witnessed the devastating impact of climate change. Nest temperatures are rising, and those that were once 28°C to 30°C (82.4°F to 86°F) now reach 32°C to 34°C (89.6°F to 93.2°F). The sex of a turtle is determined by incubation temperature, and 90% of turtles born in Cuba are now female.




GETTING AROUND

Víazul is the only public coach service leaving Havana with stops in Pinar del Río and Viñales. If you don’t have your own wheels, you can hire taxis or private cars to reach the Guanahacabibes Peninsula. Casa particular owners always have contacts with cars. Yellow Cubataxis line up on Calle Ceferino Fernández in Viñales. La Bajada casas particulares have transport contacts but if you’ve arrived by taxi to stay at Hotel María La Gorda you may have trouble taking local excursions. Ask at the hotel front desk for transport options.






SIERRA DEL ROSARIO
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The Sierra del Rosario is an eco friendly getaway just outside of Havana. With colorful national birds, rare flowers and lush nature to dip into, these forested fresh-air mountains offer the perfect escape into nature. At the peaceful eco-community of Las Terrazas, contoured around a lake, walk through forests of elegant royal palms and precious hardwood trees, spot endemic birds, and feast on homegrown vegetarian food at a slow-food restaurant. Meet the locals during a cooling dip in the refreshing pools of the San Juan River and keep an ear out for the tribute band playing the heartwarming melodies of Las Terrazas’ most famous son, country singer Polo Montañez. Culture lovers will enjoy whiling away afternoons visiting artists’ studios. Orchids, mountain views, a waterfall and mineral baths greet travelers at the mountain community of Soroa, 16km south down the road, with its excellent homestays.
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SIGHTS

1Castillo en las Nubes

2Las Terrazas

3Mirador Loma el Mogote

4Orquideario de Soroa

SLEEPING

5Horizontes Villa Soroa

6Hotel Moka




TOP TIP

The Víazul coach service that leaves Havana stops once a day in high season at Las Terrazas en route to Pinar del Río and Viñales. You’ll need your own wheels or local taxis to get to these places off the main tourist routes.
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Cuba’s Shangri-La

A REMOTE MOUNTAIN ECO-COMMUNITY

Las Terrazas is a small village of 1000 souls buried deep amid royal palms in the Unesco-protected Sierra del Rosario Biosphere Reserve, several kilometers off the main highway. The community of white casitas and apartments with splashes of bold colors is scattered around the San Juan Lake. Book guided walks, trek to coffee plantation ruins, birdwatch, hop on a zip line and kick back in beautiful teal-green river pools. Visitors can wander around the village and visit artists’ studios as well as the home of country singer Polo Montañez.

Las Terrazas emerged in the late ’60s. In 1968 Fidel Castro dreamed of a green revolution: he would reforest the Sierra del Rosario, once logged by bygone Spanish colonialists, with precious wood trees. He’d plant citrus trees to replace coffee bushes abandoned by French planters, and he would set about educating illiterate charcoal makers who lived in these remote mountains.

Architect Osmany Cienfuegos, brother of Camilo Cienfuegos, was tasked with mobilizing work brigades to create 1260km of terraces with six million royal palms, mahogany, cedar, avocado and hibiscus trees. After the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991, Cuba’s cash lifeline was cut. ‘Plan Osmany’ sought to save the community’s success by opening Las Terrazas to tourism. Hotel Moka opened in 1994 and now 85% of the community work in support of the accommodations, restaurants and guiding.
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WHERE TO STAY IN LAS TERRAZAS

Hotel Moka

Screened by teak trees, the modernist Hotel Moka perched on a hill offers 46 rooms. $$

Community Casas

Stay with a local family in a private en suite room in a casita around the lake. $$

San Juan Cabins

Climb a ladder to reach cabin rooms on stilts facing the San Juan River. $


MUST-VISIT SPOTS IN LAS TERRAZAS
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Idalmys González Pérez, a guide in Las Terrazas, shares her local recommendations.

idalmisgonzalesperes@gmail.com

Las Terrazas Community

Visit the local artists. And don’t forget to stop at El Romero eco-restaurant for its creative dishes. Finish lunch with a delicious coffee at Café de María.

House of Honey

Visit the ‘Las Angelitas’ project where Angela cares for the Melipona stingless bee in 33 hives. Learn about bees, honey and a tasting. You might be able to buy this delicious local honey, too.

Local Music

Listen out for the Grupo Polo Montañez, who play during lunchtime at the Casa del Campesino, and the Hermanos Morales, who play salsa and Polo songs most nights during dinner at Hotel Moka.
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Mountain-High Coffee & Birds

COFFEE RUINS, BIRDS AND RIVER POOLS

Bird lovers should book the early-morning birding trail leaving from Hotel Moka. Ask your guide about sightings of the medium-sized Latin American stygian owl, which lives in the local forests. The easy 9km El Contento hike takes you through thick jungle along rocky paths looking out for endemic birds such as the tocororo and cartacuba. On the way, you’ll pass the 19th-century coffee plantation ruins of San Ildefonso and El Contento. San Ildefonso’s scant stone remains are being enveloped by the jungle, whereas the larger El Contento sits with many intact walls in a clearing. Coffee was introduced to Cuba when French settlers in Haiti fled with their slaves to Cuba after the 1790s slave rebellion on the French-colonized island. Peak coffee production was reached on the island in the 1830s. Your reward at the end of this hike is a refreshing plunge into the idyllic, beautiful jungle-dressed teal-green river pools of the San Juan River. Treks can be booked at Hotel Moka’s reception.

WHERE TO EAT & DRINK IN LAS TERRAZAS

El Romero

A pioneering eco-restaurant serving up vegetarian cuisine and refreshing juices with low food miles. $

La Casa de Mercedes

Delicious criollo food served in a local home. The occasional Montañez tribute band performance is a plus. $

Café de María

A tiny pit stop under the shade of a mango tree offering up Las Terrazas coffee and biscuits. $

Village Life & Artistic Legends

IDYLLIC VILLAGE LIVING

Walk through the village to San Juan Lake and you’ll find the house of legendary singer Polo Montañez right on the water. His elder brother looks after the house, which is open to visitors. While Polo’s hits from his two albums – Guajiro Natural and Guitarra Mía are piped – you can see family photos, instruments and newspaper cuttings. Polo’s humble origins (his parents were charcoal makers who brought up 12 children) and his country music endeared him to millions.

Beyond, around the lake, is the home of artist Lester Campa, known for his canvases depicting the richly fertile landscapes of the Sierra. Ariel Gato Miranda recycles office paper into pretty cards and notebooks embedded with petals. Find local crafts – wooden souvenirs, bookmarks, bags made from discarded ring pulls – at Bazar Cusco, and Las Terrazas honey at El Colibrí souvenir store below Hotel Moka. Look out for the reopening of the El Ilang perfumería, which has bottled the seductive smell of the mariposa, the national flower of Cuba.


WHY I LOVE LAS TERRAZAS

[image: jpg]

Claire Boobbyer, writer

Pulling off the autopista into the high-altitude fresh air of Las Terrazas embraced in royal palms is a boon for the soul. It’s only an hour from Havana but a world away from the traffic of the capital.

The terraceros’ love for their community is infectious. I’ve stayed with a family in a lakeside casa and was offered avocados the size of small rugby balls for lunch. One guide serenaded me with songs from the repertoire of the community’s beloved late singer Polo Montañez. His melodies seem to permeate the air. I’ve met the lovely Tito Núñez Gudás, head chef at El Romero, who pioneered vegetarian cooking in Cuba. I love to splash about in the river with a beer with the locals.



Beautiful Fresh-Air Hideaway

MOUNTAIN ORCHIDS AND WATERFALLS

The small village of Soroa is strung out along one road that heads off the autopista into the mountains and is flanked by streams and mineral pools. The heart of the community pivots around the Hotel & Villas Soroa, the national orchid garden, and the Castle in the Clouds, a smart country residence. Plenty of casas particulares line the main road through the community, some more winning than others. The village is increasingly popular with Cuban artists and creatives who have relocated to the country from Havana. Soroa is named after coffee planters who founded several plantations in the area. Villas Soroa sits on the site of Neptuno, a former coffee farm.

The Orquideario, created by Spanish lawyer Tomás Felipe Camacho in memory of his wife and daughter, is the star attraction. It’s worth hiring a guide (tips welcome) for a full explanation of all the plants and not just the incredible orchids of which there are 500 species. Orchids flower at different times of year so there will always be something beautiful or fragrant in full bloom. The regionally endemic orchid, encyclia phoenicea, which smells of chocolate, flowers in June and July.

Walk 30 minutes uphill beyond the Orquideario to Castillo en las Nubes. This Castle in the Clouds was built by businessman Pedro Rodríguez in 1940 as an escape from Havana. The fairytale mansion has been converted into boutique rooms as part of the Horizontes Villa Soroa. Within the grounds, and built on El Fuerte Hill, a Spanish fort is reimagined as a bar with a small pool. Sip your drinks overlooking the extraordinary panoramic landscape of the plains below Soroa. Fancy a dip? Pay to use the pool at the hotel reception before you visit Las Nubes.

WHERE TO STAY & DRINK IN SOROA

Miramontes

A cute, stylishly decorated cabaña run by creatives. Delicious food and tours offered. $$

Art Studio/Estudio de Arte

Immersed in a flower-filled garden is this family home with two en suite rooms run by an artistic couple. $

Café 8

The bar in the old Spanish fort serves a great piña colada. Drinks with fantastic views. $


BIRDS OF THE SIERRA DEL ROSARIO

The Sierra del Rosario is a Unesco Biosphere Reserve. Its secondary tropical deciduous forest is home to more than half of Cuba’s 27 endemic bird species. Many of these can be seen along Soroa’s main road. Keen birders should lace up and head up hills to old coffee ruins for greater sightings: cartacuba (Cuban tody), a cute ball of neon-green and red; tocororo (Cuban trogon), colored red, white and blue like the Cuban national flag, and the national bird (it can’t be raised in captivity); the large arriero (great lizard cuckoo); fine-looking pitirre (loggerhead kingbird); zorzal, a red-legged thrush; bobito chico, the Cuban peewee; and yellow-collared Cuban grassquit (Tomeguin del pinar).



Waterfall & Birding Adventures

WATERFALL, BIRDS AND MINERAL POOL

-Just beyond Soroa’s orchid garden, on the main road, is a riverside bar and restaurant – gateway to the entrances (ticketed) to climb to Mirador Loma el Mogote with outstanding views of the area, and the Salto del Arco Iris (Rainbow Waterfall). Bar Tropical keeps things merry for visitors with beer and cocktails. The waterfall gushes over terraces and boulders during the rainy season; in dry season, a gentle trickle pulsates over the ledge. Year-round, though, you can sink into the beautiful river pools below the falls for an afternoon. Opposite gates to the Hotel Soroa (right of the main entrance) a path leads into the woods. Natural sulfurous mineral baths (signposted) are set among the rocks and leaves. Dig down for the mud, which you can smother over you using the fallen leaves.

Some 2km north of the hotel is Finca La Caléndula, where Eloise Bocourt Vigil guides visitors around her extensive garden of fruit trees, veg and herbs. Visits are by donations and include coffee and fruit. Look out for her new cabins to rent.

The hills around Soroa are brimming with endemic and migratory birds. Call experienced English-speaking guide Alexander Díaz (+53-5642-7751) for early morning walks past local fincas and French coffee plantation ruins.
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Orchid garden, Soroa | Lisa Strachan/Shutterstock ©
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Green woodpecker, Soroa | Poopee/Shutterstock ©


GHOSTLY PETALS

The ghost orchid, the delicate white-petaled Dendrophylax lindenii, is only found in Cuba and southern Florida. According to London’s Royal Botanic Gardens, only 2000 of the endangered plants remain in the wild, with 500 of these epiphytes living in Cuba. The orchid is leafless and is characterized by two dangling curled wisps. It grows on a long spike protruding out of its roots, giving the impression that the orchids are floating in the forest when they bloom in in June and July each year. D lindenii also releases a fragrance at night.

Curious about orchids? Read the intriguing The Orchid Thief by Susan Orlean.




GETTING AROUND

Las Terrazas village is small and easily walkable on foot. If you’ve not taken a walking tour, you’ll need your own wheels to get to the San Juan River pools. Much of Soroa can be accessed on foot. However, if you stay at a casa particular distant from the main attractions, you’ll need your own wheels. Soroa village is stretched out along more than 2km of road.






Beyond the Sierra del Rosario
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Artemisa is an overlooked province of exceptional farm food and fun, and ruins and remnants of the Cuban Missile Crisis.


Many visitors skip through Artemisa Province in favor of beelining to the famous mogote hills and homestays of Viñales Valley. Think again. Slow down and savor some of the little-known highlights of Artemisa, just a short drive from Havana. San Antonio de los Baños is known for its museum and biennial celebrating comic illustration and humor. Provincial capital Artemisa holds little interest save an atmospheric ruined coffee plantation just outside of town. Enjoy an exquisite lunch made by a Paris-trained chef at Finca Tungasuk, and pull into off-the-tourist-trail San Cristóbal for a trip in search of a river canyon and the remote remains of nuclear hangars from the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis.


TOP TIP

A car is essential for exploring Artemisa Province – either a rental car or a taxi.
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Nuclear hangars remains from the Cuban Missile Crisis | Claire Boobbyer ©
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San Antonio de los Baños | Víctor Augusto Mendívil/Getty Images ©


THINGS TO DO IN SAN CRISTÓBAL

Alberto Ramón Fernández del Castillo, English teacher, nature guide and owner of Vueltabajo Natural, shares his recommendations for things to do. facebook.com/people/Vueltabajo-Natural-Sucursal/100086008697641

Guayacán Bazaar

Every Saturday morning, local artists and artisans sell their artwork and crafts here in the porch of the Guayacán Theater. Check out the Galería de Arte Murciélago, too, for local exhibitions.

D’Farándula

Head to this cocktail and tapas bar, the favorite spot for locals for a weekend drink.

La Peña con los Beatles

The local museum holds this celebration of the Liverpudlian superstars on its patio every second Saturday of the month. It’s a much-loved place in the town for its performances of the Beatles’ legendary songs. Other nights feature bolero, son and danzón.



Finca Food & Missile Ruins

HUMOR, MEMORIALS AND COUNTRY LUNCH

San Antonio de los Baños, 45 minutes south of Havana, is known for its Humor Museum and International Film and TV School, EICTV, set up with the help of Nobel prize-winning Colombian writer Gabriel García Márquez. It’s also the birthplace of the giant of Nueva Trova, Silvio Rodríguez. Sunbaked San Antonio recently came to prominence as the town that lit the tinder for the July 11, 2021, nationwide protests in Cuba. The Museo de Humor, inside a colonial mansion three blocks east of the church plaza, houses caricatures, cartoons and other memorabilia including the work of Cuba’s foremost caricaturist Carlos Julio Villar. The four-day Biennial of Graphic Humor, held on odd-numbered years in April, is followed by a five-day festival in town.

The imposing Memorial al Soldado Internacionalista Soviético alongside the Autopista Novia del Mediodía is 20 minutes north. The remains of 67 Soviet military personnel who died in Cuba in the 1960s are interred here.

Artemisa is a quiet provincial capital centered around San Marcos Church and a shopping boulevard. Just 5km outside of town are the atmospheric ruins of the 19th-century Antiguo Cafetal Angerona, a large former coffee plantation with an old watchtower, crumbling in the dust. Angerona is reached by a grand driveway lined with palms.

Finca Tungasuk, 30 minutes from Las Terrazas just off the Havana–Pinar del Río highway, is tucked into a hill behind La Coronela Reservoir. Here Annabelle Cantarero, a Paris-trained chef, cooks four-course farm-to-table brunches and lunches. She launched cooking classes in 2022 – reserve three days in advance. Think homemade breads and salsas, causa limeña, shrimp flamed in Eminente rum, and a brownie made from green banana flour and peanut.

PLACES TO EAT BEYOND THE SIERRA DEL ROSARIO

Piedra y Carbón

San Antonio de los Baños’ grill house offering succulent meats. Pizzas and pastas, too. $

Los Lauzanes

Comida criolla (Creole food) in San Antonio de los Baños with alfresco seating. $

Café Kawaii

Coffee, milkshakes, and Oreo ice cream in downtown Artemisa. $


THE 1962 CUBAN MISSILE CRISIS

The Cuban Missile Crisis brought the world to the brink of nuclear war. In autumn 1962, of the 158 missiles the USSR secretly placed in Cuba, 36 were loaded with operational nuclear warheads, each 70 times more powerful than the Hiroshima bomb. Following the tense climbdown, Soviet soldiers hurriedly withdrew from the island taking the 20m-long missiles with them. But they abandoned the hangars housing the missiles, launch pads, iron planking and platforms among the sugarcane fields and pig farms. Cuba was not part of the secret negotiation between JFK and Khrushchev that would eventually see the USSR remove their missiles and avert war. It’s still a sore point on the island today.
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Antiguo Cafetal Angerona | Arcaid Images/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Off-Piste Sierra del Rosario

MISSILE RUINS AND RIVER ADVENTURE

Relics of the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis are found in the foothills of the Sierra del Rosario. While not off-limits, they are little known and difficult to get to. Vueltabajo Natural has launched a new experience that is thrilling for history buffs and lovers of Atomic Age artifacts.

Overnight in San Cristóbal before heading out to Aspiro by 4WD. After coffee at El Manantial, a finca set in the most beautiful of gardens with heliconia and trees dripping with mangoes, you’ll mount horses for a ride through forest, farmland and open plain dotted with cattle and clusters of solitary royal palm. After an hour and a half, you’ll reach La Balestena, site of the disheveled remains of a nuclear missile hangar. Under the shade of carob and royal palm trees are the awkward remains of a collapsed hangar with a rusty sign announcing ‘Ruinas del Silo’. It’s an eerie sight as the jungle reclaims the arches, and tree branches and roots curl themselves around the fallen concrete roof. Birds such as the lime green cartacuba dangle on small branches, lizards hop about the concrete and rusting metal, and wasps have made nests on the arch undercarriages. Not far away, and announced by a pink painted sign, are the launch pads of the medium-range R-12 missiles. It’s chilling walking around on the concrete pads – long tongues of stone that stretch into the undergrowth. This grassy field almost sparked nuclear Armageddon. You’ll spend the night in the mountain community of El Rosario dining with a family and chewing the cud on the porch with fireflies.

PLACES TO STAY & EAT IN SAN CRISTÓBAL

Hospedaje Odaly

A comfortable en suite room in a family home in the town center. $

JL Restaurant

Chicken fajitas, ropa vieja (shredded beef) and sushi at this popular air-conditioned private restaurant. $

Los Ocujes Restaurant

Comida criolla plus grilled meats, rabbit and shrimp dishes in large breezy ranchón-style setting. $

Trek the Cañon de Río Santa Cruz

RIVER TREK AND SWIM

For lovers of nature, adventure and wild swimming, this trip is for you. The 6km trek up the river canyon, which cuts through the mountains of the Sierra del Rosario, sees you navigate boulders and squeeze through the canyon straitjacketed by ridiculously high rocky outcrops – some up to 300m high. You’ll pass caves (once used by cimmarónes) and deep river pools of teal-green water that are perfect for a quick (or long) dip. The lush jungle envelops the area with lean royal palms, the white mariposa that perfumes the air, rose-apple trees, wild banyan trees, orchids and ferns. Keep an eye out for endemic birds including the tocororo, Cuban tody, Cuban green woodpecker and the hummingbird, the Cuban emerald. You could get lucky and spot Liguus blainianus, a large tropical snail local to the region, striped in red, white, orange and black.

Before you begin the canyon trek, you’ll take a break at the house of Tomás, an elderly campesino who lives up in the mountains. Hot coffee and fresh fruit await at his isolated home, close to the source of a spring. You’ll see his coffee bean drying area, a platform in the forest, and may even sight jutías. The best time to visit the canyon is from the second fortnight of November through to April. Contact Vueltabajo Natural for tour information.


SOVIET BUILDUP IN CUBA

’We have been millimeters from an atomic catastrophe,’ said Ernesto Che Guevara, who holed up in Cueva de los Portales during the October Crisis, as the Cubans call the 1962 Missile Crisis.

Between July and October of 1962, the Soviet military sent 42,000 men to Cuba. The Soviet Union’s Operation Anadyr saw men and missile deployment (including rockets up to 20m long) leave the country on ships packed with skis, coats, fur hats and winter boots for the Soviet personnel, a tactic used to hoodwink American intelligence. The tense standoff only began when the missiles were discovered by an American U-2 plane secretly photographing the sites.




GETTING AROUND

You’ll need your own wheels to get around Artemisa Province whether that’s a hire car or private cars and taxis.






JIBACOA & HERSHEY TOWN
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The Mayabeque coastline is bestowed with lovely spots mostly overlooked by travelers en route from Havana to Varadero. It’s time to pull up and linger a while. Jibacoa is the collective name of a series of beaches around 60km east of Havana around the Memories Jibacoa Resort, which sits comfortably in front of a jungled limestone ridge on beautiful Playa Arroyo Bermejo with a fantastic reef just offshore. Just to the west are Playa Jibacoa and the cove Playa de los Artistas. West of here is the community of El Fraile with a couple of casas particulares and excellent snorkeling offshore.

Inland, and just south of Santa Cruz del Norte, is Camilo Cienfuegos aka Hershey. This is the town that chocolate confectioner Milton S Hershey built. History and chocolate fans will love it.
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TOP TIP

Looking to take the Hershey train? Unfortunately, it only runs on a branch line from Hershey to Jaruco, 16km south. Departures at 8am and 10am from Hershey return at 2pm and 4pm. But you never know. Cross the Bay of Havana by ferry to Casablanca and ask at the Hershey terminal.



Bijou Beach Resort at Jibacoa

SUNBATHING, SNORKELING AND PARAPENTING

Memories Jibacoa Resort is at the heart of Playa Arroyo Bermejo, which curves gently around a cove backed by a lofty sky-high limestone ridge. Next door, to the west, is the sprawling Starfish Jibacoa, formerly the budget Villa Tropico. The Starfish sits in extensive manicured gardens with some striking 1960s architecture and has an even more beautiful sweep of this golden beach. All Cuban beaches are open to the public, so you’ll just need to find your way down the trail to the right-hand side of the Memories Jibacoa Resort if you’re not a hotel guest. The snorkeling on the reef – around 150m offshore – is fantastic with shoals of colorful tropical fish and fan and brain coral. The small nautical center at Memories offers diving, pedalo boats and catamarans, too.

Peel yourself away from the sun lounger to climb the limestone ridge. About 2km east from the resort along a road, and passing the only paladar (privately owned restaurant) in the area, El Cacique (Cuban criollo food), is Pueblo de Matilde, a tiny cluster of homes. Here the path slopes up to the densely jungled ridgetop. You might meet someone from the community selling coconuts to drink from on the way up. A mirador here overlooks Arroyo Bermejo Beach, the turquoise and indigo sea far below and the distinct outline of the coral reef under the water. Parapenting over this seascape is awesome.
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Playa Arroyo Bermejo | Ian Bottle/Alamy Stock Photo ©


THE HERSHEY TRAIN

Hershey harvested so much sugar from Cuba – around 36,420 hectares – he needed transport. So he built the Hershey electric railway from 1917 to 1922, the line running from Casablanca, across the bay from Old Havana, to Matanzas. With a couple of branch lines it ran to 404km of track. It used to run three times a day – rattling out of the port town, thwacking drooping banana fronds and pulling in at tiny platforms in the middle of the countryside en route to Matanzas. There are 46 ’stations’ in all on the main Hershey line. Today you can still board one of the spartan carriages to Jaruco.



WHERE TO STAY IN JIBACOA & HERSHEY

Memories Jibacoa

An excellent all-inclusive low-key resort of 250 rooms for adults 16+ only with wonderful staff. $$

Starfish Jibacoa

The revamped Tropico with rooms in some striking ’60s architecture sits on a beautiful beach. $$

Casa Cubanita

A beautifully restored 1924 Hershey home with two bedrooms. Anita’s food is the bomb! $

Cuba’s Chocolate Town

MILTON HERSHEY’S CUBAN SUGAR DREAM

Hershey town isn’t what it once was, but you can walk the small, neatly laid-out town, admire the American-style homes with wooden swings on their porches and flower-filled gardens, soak up the atmosphere and take the electric train. For the first time in the town, you can also stay in a lovely casa particular.

In 1917 confectioner Milton Hershey had an idea. He needed good sugarcane land for his successful chocolate company based in Pennsylvania, so he opened a factory in Cuba. He built 180 homes, gardens, a golf course, sports field, orphans’ school and several sugar mills. And in 1922, to ensure his sugar got to port, he built an electric railway from Casablanca on the Bay of Havana 84km east to the port of Matanzas. His Cuba venture was so successful he also exported sugar to Coca-Cola in the States and sent molasses to the rum distillery up the road at Santa Cruz del Norte. The sugar market peaked in 1920 and the industry bombed in 1921. Hershey sold his Cuba business in 1946 and the mill closed in 2002, leaving Hershey town to sink into the tropical foliage. Much of the industrial architecture is disintegrating. However, a joint Cuba–Vietnam venture now produces ceramic tiles in one of the disused buildings.

A short walk north from the town is the Hershey Garden, where lush planting, including royal palms, circles a series of small pools of spring water. It’s a favorite cooling-off spot for locals with a couple of small ladders to help you dip into deeper water.


THINGS TO SEE IN HERSHEY
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Architect Renán Rodríguez shares his recommendations. facebook.com/arteindustriaypaisaje

The Town

Walk around the town and notice its design with sidewalks, rustic stones, the portals of homes, the gardens, the side passages, and the long street with the bodega with its Moorish counter and the original wood-clad pharmacy. Also look for the old Hotel Hershey, and of course the passenger station.

The Workshop & Carriage Park

Here you can see a couple of carriages. The standouts are the original 1920s Brill cars #3008 and #3009.

The Power Plant

The former power plant is the most significant industrial building here, dating from 1919.




GETTING AROUND

You’ll need a rental car or a private taxi to take you to Jibacoa and Hershey. Alternatively, you could take the Víazul coach from Havana to Varadero and ask to be dropped at the Hershey turnoff on the Vía Blanca. Hershey is only a kilometer south. It’s also possible to safely walk from Hershey to Jibacoa’s beaches via El Fraile on the Vía Blanca.






Beyond Jibacoa & Hershey
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Not far from Havana, find swimming, climbing, kayaking, walking and snorkeling adventures along an undiscovered coastline


Jibacoa and Hershey are ideal jumping off points for a raft of different destinations, from an eco-haven to a river canyon.

Boca de Canasí is the gateway to some wonderful adventures away from the hubbub of Havana. It’s within walking distance of Memories on Playa Arroyo Bermejo and makes for a rewarding day trip. Or why not spend a few nights in a rural getaway? Beyond is Puerto Escondido, Hidden Port, and indeed a little hidden. You need to work to find its river canyon and beach coves – perfect for swimming and snorkeling. Beyond you’ll find the lush royal palm forests of Bacunayagua where the impressive Bacunayagua Bridge transports you to Matanzas Province.


TOP TIP

A car or taxi is essential. Boca de Canasí is 3km east of Memories; Puerto Escondido is 9km further east.
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Bacunayagua Bridge | Miguel G. Saavedra/Shutterstock ©


WHERE TO EXPLORE AROUND JIBACOA
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Natacha Fabregás Segundo, owner of MontECOrales, shares her recommendations for the best things to do in the area. facebook.com/montecorales

Ridge Climb

Climb up the western tip of the ridge at the mouth of the Canasí River. At the top, there’s a fantastic view of the village and the sea. You can walk along the coastline to Jibacoa passing abandoned Cuban campsites along the way.

Snorkel

The true beauty of this area is the coral. Snorkel from Canasí’s coves, the reef off Puerto Escondido, and the pretty reef off Playa de los Artistas.

Kayak

Kayaking from Puerto Escondido along the tiny river canyon toward the sea is so beautiful with the mountains and sounds of nature.



North Coast Adventure Paradise

SNORKELING COVES AND THE SEA

Boca de Canasí is a small fishing village at the mouth of the River Canasí sandwiched between two high limestone ridges. You’ll find a cluster of homes and fishermen hauling in the daily catch. Base yourself at MontECOrales. Climb the western ridge (fairly easy) for awesome views of the river mouth, limestone hills and water. And head out with snorkel and flipper out of the river mouth and east along the coastline passing barracuda, rare staghorn coral and shoals of colorful fish along the way. Visitors also love to wade across the river mouth (rucksacks held high, as sometimes the river can reach chest height) to the far eastern shore where a trail leads up and along the headland to a series of caletas (coves), where the best thing to do is jump over the ledge and into the deep turquoise blue sea. Weekending Cubans love to camp around here, too. The jungle here is a favorite hideout for the island’s beautiful large endemic Cuban tree boa (Chilabothrus angulifer), whose scales are colored in ivory, chocolate, black and beige. This non-venomous snake, the longest in the western hemisphere, can grow to more than 5m in length. It’s known to locals as maja de Santa María. The snake likes to hang in the cool of caves so ask for a guide at MontECOrales if you want to see them.

Adventures on the Puerto Escondido Coast

REEFS AND A SECRET RIVER

Puerto Escondido, Hidden Port, is a little bit of a secret. You’ll need to drive past a petrol plant to get there, so many visitors might be put off. Push on, though. Pulling off the highway, keep the petrol offices on your left and head downhill to the coast. When faced with the enormous petrol plant, bear left until you find the road along the coastline. Keep driving until you pull into the old campismo (cheap rustic accommodations) grounds. Here, under the shade of sea grape and other coastal trees, you’ll find a very pretty cove with slithers of white sand. There’s a wooden walkway down to the beach. It’s perfect for families with young children.

From here snorkel out to sea and west (left) along the coastline to the mouth of the Río Escondido. You’ll find barracuda, clusters of critically endangered elkhorn and staghorn corals and shoals of blue chromis.

At the mouth of the river is an old biological station, now run by the Cuban institution Flora y Fauna, which runs camps for university students. Above the station is a mirador. Want to explore further? You’ll need to head back to the highway and take a turning signposted ‘nautical base’. The road heads downhill toward the coast. Here, hire a kayak to paddle down the most beautiful teal-green river with a sandy riverbed sandwiched between a tiny canyon draped in jungle. Look up to spot caves, favorite roosts for bats and swallows. This area was a secluded hideout for pirates and bootleggers during US Prohibition. One farmer has the remains of enslaved people’s homes (barracones) on his property.

WHERE TO STAY & EXPLORE BEYOND JIBACOA & HERSHEY

MontECOrales

This three-bedroomed bungalow set in fruit tree gardens offers a wonderful escape with delicious food. $

Skalan2

Rock climb, trek, slackline and zipline with this experienced outfit that can organize transport. $

Parapente Jibacoa

Nothing beats landing on the beach in front of Memories with that bird’s-eye view. $$
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North coast. Canasí | Ali Mobile-Shots/Stockimo/Alamy Stock Photo ©


HOME RUM

You know you’re approaching Santa Cruz del Norte on the Vía Blanca coast road when rum from the factory starts strongly perfuming the air! It’s here the Ronera Santa Cruz produces Cuba’s famous Havana Club rum. Havana Club was founded in 1878 by the Arechabala family of Cárdenas. The Arechabalas fled to the US when their business was nationalized in the 1960s and let their trademark lapse. The Cuban government snapped up the opportunity and opened the factory in 1976. In 2007 Cuban Ron SA as it’s now known opened a second Havana Club factory in San José de las Lajas, also in Mayabeque Province.




GETTING AROUND

You’ll need your own wheels to get around. The 3km walk from Jibacoa to Canasí by road is quiet and pleasant.






ISLA DE LA JUVENTUD & CAYO LARGO DEL SUR
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The Isla de la Juventud – Isle of Youth – is unlike anywhere else in Cuba and it’s difficult to get to. And therein lies the appeal. Pack patience, snorkel gear and a sense of adventure. Hope to meet another tourist on the ground? You might not as La Isla, as it’s dubbed by Cubans, is way off the beaten track. Flights are regularly suspended, so a ferry ride is the only sure way to visit this off shore island shaped like a bashed-up apostrophe. You’ll find pirate lore, Fidel Castro history, dazzling white-sand curves, protected forests and beaches bristling with birds, crocodiles and marine turtles, and a laidback groove.

Cayo Largo, further east, is the opposite. Here, the focus is on all-inclusive resorts, gorgeous beaches fringing sapphire seas, water sports, sea fun, marine life, cocktails and naturism. It’s incredibly beautiful but devoid of original Cuban towns or authentic Cuban culture.
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TOP TIP

Book 30 days ahead for La Isla ferry tickets via a casa particular or a Cuban with the Viajeros app. Buses leave from Avenida 26 y Zoológico, el Vedado, Havana, for the one-hour journey to Batabanó port. The boat takes three hours. Cayo aa is reached only by plane.
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Playa Paradiso | gg-foto/Shutterstock ©

Experience Caribbean Island Life

DAZZLING BEACHES AND TURTLE PARADISE

An impossibly gorgeous coral island bathing in sparkling aquamarine sea, Cayo Largo is a stunner. Experts claim it has the most beautiful beaches in all of Cuba. With very little development, it’s easy to see how Cayo Largo’s flawless icing-sugar soft sands dotted with the odd palm and crystal-clear water wins accolades. If you’re looking for raucous rum bars and hedonistic nightlife, you’ll have come to the wrong place. Cayo Largo is favored for its peace and undisturbed nature.

Four all-inclusives and seven villas fronting Playa Lindarena and Playa Blanca host mostly Canadian and Italian sunseekers fleeing northern hemisphere cold. West of these beaches are the isolated, beautiful swaths of sand – Playa Paraíso and Playa Sirena – where a couple of ranchón bars and restaurants, sun loungers and umbrellas are laid out for those looking for a different scene.

Some 18 dive sites are found offshore around the small islands of Cayo los Ballenatos and Cayo Hijo de los Ballenatos. Scuba divers will spy rich coral seas with plenty of iridescent tropical fish, giant grouper and reef sharks as well as the odd shipwreck.

Cayo Largo is well known among the naturist community for its relaxed atmosphere – away from the hotels and hotel beaches.


HOW TO GET TO CAYO LARGO DEL SUR

In November 2022, Canadian company Blue Diamond Hotel & Resorts signed an agreement with Cuban hotel group Gran Caribe to manage all the island’s resorts and organize air transport. An air route between Havana and the island is expected to be re-established with Cubana de Aviación. Until it becomes operational again, the only way to reach Cayo Largo is via Canadian and Italian airports. Canada’s Sunwing offers flights from Toronto, Montreal and Ottawa, and Italy’s Neos flies from Milan to Cayo Largo with a stop in Havana. There is no boat service to Cayo Largo del Sur. Residents from the Isla de la Juventud who work on Cayo Largo reach the island on special ’employee’ boat services.



WHERE TO STAY ON CAYO LARGO DEL SUR

Memories Cayo Largo

An attractive, medium-sized, family-friendly resort on Playa Lindarena. $$$

Starfish Cayo Largo

A relaxed, family-friendly hotel on Lindarena beach with a baby club for new parents. $$$

Sanctuary at Grand Memories Cayo Largo

With just 45 cabins, this adults-only hotel offers seclusion on Playa Blanca. $$$


TURTLE MAGNET

The world’s four marine turtle species all like to nest in Cuba. The most abundant visitor – totaling 90% – is the endangered tortuga verde (green turtle); some 6% are the vulnerable caguama (loggerhead); 3.5% are critically endangered carey (hawksbill); and less than 1% are vulnerable ataud (leatherback). Cayo Largo and a few islands in the coral necklace of the Canarreos archipelago attract green, leatherback and loggerhead turtles. The most important nesting area in the whole country are some of the beaches on Cayo Largo, with around 1700 green turtle and around 300 loggerhead nests made each summer. Marine turtles are under dire threat.
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Turtle, Cayo Largo | Cristian Santinon/Shutterstock ©

Water World

CARIBBEAN WILDLIFE WONDERS

The Sea Turtle Rescue Center offers a close-up view of young turtles of different ages in nursery tanks. Hundreds of eggs are scooped up in laying season (April to August) and reburied until hatching time (some 50 to 60 days later). Survivors are cared for until they are old enough to be released into the sea – boosting their chances of survival. In the right season, ask about heading out at night with a specialist to monitor nests and collect eggs.

Cayo Largo offers fantastic bonefishing grounds with shallow white sand flats as well as the chance to catch jumping tarpon, barracuda and snapper. Peak season for optimum fly fishing is November to January and trips from half-day to full day are offered. Avalon Outdoor runs week-long liveaboards on the 10-roomed Jardines Avalon I from November to August. The half-day sunset cruise on a catamaran with an open bar gives you snorkel time, a chance to snap the Cuban rock iguanas as well as sunset with a lobster dinner on board. Sailing to Cayo Rico (Rich Caye), west of Cayo Largo, on a trimaran is a dream. This tiny slither of sand set in a sea of sand banks and exquisite turquoise sea is uninhabited save for a ranchón that fires up the BBQ when there are visitors, and a couple of sun loungers.

Walk to its eastern tip to spot large red cushion sea stars in the shallows, hear jutías squeaking amid the bushes, watch southern stingrays navigate through small channels, and spy pelicans dive bombing the sea. Oh, and bring your camera. The colors and the views are unforgettable.

WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN NUEVA GERONA

Casa Cunagua

A smart casa with one room in downtown Gerona with perfect local hosts. $

Casa Alina

Alina and Camilo are wonderful hosts with several rooms and an independent apartment. $

Restaurant Galeón

The best and buzziest restaurant serving up BBQ food, comida criolla, pizza, cocktails and beers. $

Castro Brothers’ Prison Time

PENAL COLONY UP CLOSE

About 5km from Isle of Youth capital Nueva Gerona, the eerie solid circular walls of a huge prison complex come into view. Built between 1925 and 1932 by President Gerardo Machado, the Presidio Modelo was modeled on a panopticon prison where a centrally located guard could observe all inmates. The blueprint was a notorious penitentiary in Joliet, Illinois.

Today, rusting metal whines in the wind, the numbered cells are exposed to the elements, the guards’ towers loom ominously and wasps have colonized the supports of the tables in the refectory. The prison is open to visitors every day except Mondays.

After Fidel Castro and his brother Raúl attacked the Moncada Barracks in Santiago de Cuba in 1953, Fidel was sentenced to imprisonment here for 15 years; Raúl for 13.

During his internment, Castro wrote a treatise under candlelight – La Historia Me Absolverá (History Will Absolve Me) – the manifesto of what was to become his 26th of July Movement. In February 1954, when Batista came to oversee the renovation of the electric plant, Fidel and his comrades began to sing the 26th of July anthem. According to history, Batista remarked that they were too well fed as they could sing. Fidel was hauled into 40 days of isolation. While imprisoned, he wrote letters in lemon juice that were smuggled out and ironed over and read by arch-supporter Melba Hernández. Under an amnesty ordered by Batista, the Castro brothers were released in 1955 and went into exile in Mexico. In the old infirmary, you’ll see Castro’s bed, books and bathroom, and you’ll get a good tour from the guides.


IDENTITY STRUGGLES

La Isla’s early history is one of disillusion and abandonment. Christopher Columbus dropped anchor here on his second voyage to the Indies in 1493. He named the island La Evangelista but was convinced that it was a peninsula of mainland Juana (Cuba). Inked as a ‘prawn’s tail’ promontory on the ground breaking 1500-era Carta Universal by cartographer Juan de la Cosa, it was only in 1529 it gained geographical independence on parchment: Diego Ribero’s Map of America revealed Cuba’s largest island – a little bigger than Mauritius – as Isla de Pinos, Isle of Pines. Albeit recognized by early cartographers, La Isla was largely forgotten by Spaniards in their search for gold. It was only colonized as Reina Amalia in 1828.




GETTING AROUND

The Isle of Youth does have a network of public buses, including to Cocodrilo. Nueva Gerona also offers taxis and electric rickshaws. Ask at your accommodation.

To move around Cayo Largo del Sur between hotels, the village and beaches, a touristic ‘train’ on wheels transports guests. Taxis and motorbikes are also available to move around the 25km length of the island.






Beyond Isla de la Juventud
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Find Cuba’s most remote wild spaces, home to marine turtles, birds, crocs, dive spots and intriguing rock art


The wild southern third of the Isle of Youth is a protected area of beaches, coral seas, limestone forests, mangroves and swamps. You can’t really get more remote than this in Cuba. It’s home to manatees, Cuban and American crocodiles, marine turtles, endemic birds and tropical fish, as well as pre-Columbian rock art found in caves in the southeast corner. Within this vast ’South of the Isle of Youth Protected Area of Managed Resources’ sits the Punta Francés Marine National Park, with beautiful beaches, dive sites, crocs and endemic birds.

The diving out of the Hotel Colony, a bare bones resort with a pool on Red Beach, and the nearby marina draws visitors to La Isla’s southwest.


TOP TIP

Contact Ecotur (facebook.com/ecoturij/) three days ahead to secure access to the protected area or contact a casa in Cocodrilo.



[image: jpg]
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British-Founded Turtle Community

CUBA’S MOST ISOLATED VILLAGE

Cocodrilo, three hours by bus from Nueva Gerona, was founded by English-speaking Cayman Islanders in the early 20th century, whose descendants still live there today. The small community of 122 families survives via the fishing cooperative and nascent tourism. Selling turtle meat once provided a livelihood for the area and, until 2008, Cocodrilo was one of two places in Cuba permitted to sell marine turtle flesh.

Come for the laid-back atmosphere, the swimming and snorkeling in the gorgeous turquoise sea, and the chance to participate in a conservation and dive program run by the hosts of Villa Arrecife. Help grow and plant critically endangered staghorn coral, pick up litter and capture invasive lionfish for lunch. Staying at Villa Arrecife provides funding for the conservation project that encourages local youngsters to protect their coastline and marine life.
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Cocodrilo | Claire Boobbyer ©


WHAT TO SEEK OUT ON THE ISLE OF YOUTH

Reinaldo Borrego Hernández runs Consytur and shares his recommendations for things to experience on the island.

facebook.com/ecosistemas.marinoscosteros

Paseos

Walk the main Nueva Gerona boulevard dipping into the bars to drink with the locals. Listen out for Sucu Suco, son music and dance but with a twist. A band might include an accordion, lute and a machete.

Playa Bibijagua

This beautiful black sand beach is perfect for a day out. You’ll find peace and birds singing against the background of the waves.

José Martí Museum

It’s not well known but José Martí, our national hero, spent time in exile at a farm called Finca El Abra before he was deported to Spain. It’s now a museum.



WHERE TO STAY ON THE ISLA DE LA JUVENTUD

Villa Arrecife

A two-bedroomed casa in Cocodrilo with the hosts offering the warmest welcome and tasty meals. $

Villa Coco-Beach

A newly refurbished two-bedroomed casa with private patio in Cocodrilo close to the beach. $

Hotel Colony

A 1950s resort of two-story bungalows surrounding a pool overlooking the famous sunsets of Red Beach. $


FROM GLOBAL PIRACY TO GLOBAL EDUCATION

In the 16th and 17th centuries, Sir Francis Drake, Welsh privateer Henry Morgan and other buccaneers sought refuge in caves along the island’s coastline after attacking Spanish treasure ships en route from South America to Havana. It’s even said La Isla inspired Robert Louis Stevenson’s 1883 classic Treasure Island. The winds changed in the 1970s when Fidel Castro opened dozens of universities to young foreign students on scholarships. They came from Angola, Mozambique, Yemen and North Korea in their thousands to study in concrete blocks squirreled away in citrus orchards under unrelenting sun. Thus, in 1978, the island was rechristened Isle of Youth. The schools closed in the late 1990s.



Wild Beaches & Diving of Punta Francés

GLORIOUS BEACHES AND WILDLIFE

Punta Francés Marine National Park is home to a wild peninsula of beautiful fine-sand golden beach, sapphire sea and ample birding opportunities. Punta Francés can be reached by bici-taxi from Cocodrilo in a 40-minute ride. Along this wild coast you’ll find the refuge of French privateer François Leclerc, where he escaped the heat when the swashbuckling became too perilous.

Keep your wits about you and your binoculars close. Along this coastline American crocodiles nest. There’s a lagoon behind the national park office on the beach where you may be able to spot them.

Apart from a dip in the tantalizing sea, the other main attraction here is the birds – the national bird, the tocororo, is a frequent visitor, as are American white ibis, cartacuba and the magnificent Cuban black hawk. It’s like the Galapagos of Cuba: the birds are nonchalant in your presence.

A morning dive boat leaves Hotel Colony for the dazzling turquoise waters of Siguanea Bay and the more than 50 dive sites between Punta Francés and Punta Pedernales. Fish life is diverse but it’s the chance to spot several sharks, including great hammerheads, that will really thrill. Southern stingrays, spotted eagle rays and yellow stingrays all roam. The dive boat anchors at the jetty on Punta Francés.
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Cuba’s Sistine Chapel

ASTRONOMY AND ROCK ART

Cuevas Punta del Este were described by Cuban anthropologist Fernando Ortiz as the ’Sistine Chapel of Caribbean Rock Art.’ Tantalizingly difficult to get to, the five caves found at the far southeast corner of the Isle of Youth are often closed to the public, but there has been repair and protection work recently so visit if you can. Cave No 1 is home to more than 200 documented prehistoric pictographs. Famous Cuban geographer and speleologist Antonio Núñez Jiménez described the caves as having the most important rock art in Cuba. He concluded Cave No 1 is an observatory as the summer and winter solstices can be seen by someone standing beneath the seven skylights.

The Central Motif depicts 56 concentric circles ringed in ruddy red and black. Ortiz surmised that these drawings calculated the lunar month, red marking the day, and black circling the night. Another image features 13 black circles perhaps indicating the 13 lunar months. Ortiz concluded that they were astronomical maps. Carbon 14 dating revealed human remains found in Cave No 1 date back 1150 years.
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Cuevas Punta del Este | Melba Photo Agency/Alamy Stock Photo ©


GETTING AROUND

A bus leaves Nueva Gerona Tuesdays, Thursdays and Saturdays for Cocodrilo, passing the military post to cross to the southern zone. The return bus leaves on different days of the week back to Nueva Gerona. For local buses to other far-flung corners of the island, consult redisla.gob.cu.







WEST CENTRAL CUBA
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BEACHES, UNESCO SITES AND CUBAN HISTORY

West Central Cuba is as diverse as the Cuban people, with pristine beach bliss, Unesco-listed city plazas, historic battle sites, and lots of Che.
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Museo Provincial, Cienfuegos | Maurizio De Mattei/Shutterstock ©

Many people only experience a fraction of what West Central Cuba has to offer and even that is enough for them to be wowed and awed. The region is so diverse, especially from north to south, that it feels almost like visiting different parts of the world. The luxury all-inclusive experience on the beaches of Varadero is vastly different from the quiet, laid-back beach experience in Playa Larga, where some of the best shore diving lies just a few minutes’ swim away from the parking lot. The country’s largest national park, the Ciénaga de Zapata, hosts unparalleled bird- and wildlife, some of it easily accessible by car. Further east are the fascinating, history-rich cities of Cienfuegos and Santa Clara, with spectacular, Unesco-protected buildings, museums, hotels and theaters. For those who think the legacy of Che Guevara has long been forgotten, will think again if they visit Santa Clara. Monuments, statues, battle sites and an excellent museum all remind visitors that this key figure in La Revolución may be gone, but he’s far from forgotten. Time it right and you’ll have front-row seats at some unique festivals commemorating Cuban history and culture.
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Many tourists zip through West Central Cuba on their way to Santiago de Cuba, but if you’ve got the time, this region is a delight and you’ll find, unexpected discoveries the longer you stay.


THE MAIN AREAS

VARADERO

Beautiful beachside bliss.

SANTA CLARA

Che Guevara’s stronghold.

MATANZAS

Gritty and authentic.

PLAYA LARGA

Quiet seaside and nature.

CIENFUEGOS

Stunning Unesco-protected city.



Find Your Way

This region is so close to Havana that it’s possible to even make day trips to some of the spots, though you’ll find it’s well worth spending days or even a week to explore fully.
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Plan Your Time

Laze on a beach and commune with pelicans, trek to see flamingos and the elusive Cuban trogon, or marvel at majestic architectural beauty.
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Pressed for Time

• Pick one of these three hit Varadero (pictured) for at least an overnight stay, giving yourself time at the stunning white-sand beaches. Enjoy a night on the town at Beatles, surrounded by expats listening to classic rock. Or head to stately, regal Cienfuegos and its lovely walks, beautiful bay and Paseo el Prado. Alternatively, opt for Santa Clara, where you can get up close and personal with Che (or at least his multiple effigies!) in various places around the city. While there, consider checking out Cuba’s first and sometimes only drag show, held at Club Mejunje, a famous artsy cafe-bar.




Three Days to Travel Around

• Spend more than an afternoon lazing beachside in Varadero, then cross south and see what the beaches are like on the other side, in Playa Largaand Playa Girón. Check out the birds or take a nature walk in the Ciénaga de Zapata while you’re there. Dive if you can on one of the closest-to-shore wall dives in the world. Dry off and head to Cienfuegos, checking out the beautiful architecture and the lovely Teatro Tómas Terry. Then spend your last night in Santa Clara, learning about Che Guevara’s David and Goliath moment that gave the revolution the momentum it needed.




More than a Week

• Luxuriate in really seeing everything this rich region has to offer. Swim and sunbathe for a day, two or even three at Varadero, being sure to catch the cool caves and the giant cactus while you’re there. You might even spend a day on a catamaran tour to Cayo Blanco. In Playa Larga, you’ll want to get some diving in, and also to go on a flamingo search in the Ciénaga de Zapata or find the smallest bird on the planet at the Bee Hummingbird House. Cienfuegos can take another two relaxing nights, and Santa Clara can as well.



Seasonal highlights

The most popular time to visit is November to April, when it’s warm and sunny, and the rainy season hasn’t started yet.

JANUARY

Cooler temps make January a lovely time to visit, especially since ’cooler’ is still a very pleasant 15°C (59°F) or so.
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MARCH

Beachgoers can rejoice: the early spring is great for sunbathing with fewer crowds.
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APRIL

Playa Larga commemorates the Bay of Pigs invasion with the April 19 Victory Against the Mercenaries celebration.
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JULY

Cuba’s many Carnavals happen in July (and August), so revelers may want to brave the higher temps in hopes of sizzling street parades.
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OCTOBER

Hurricane season is fully underway at this point, so take your chances and be very tuned in to weather forecasts.
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NOVEMBER

The end of the rainy season brings cooler temperatures and delightful sunshine.
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DECEMBER

Las Parrandas in Remedios is a Christmas spectacular, one of Cuba’s biggest, with fireworks, floats and parades.
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VARADERO
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For many visitors, Varadero is the reason they come to Cuba in the first place. It’s a long, thin peninsula about 90 minutes’ drive from Havana, with beautiful beaches on the entire western side, and delightful cayos (keys) and mangrove swamps and some curious caves inland. Come here expecting to relax, soak up the sunshine, bathe in blue water that seems too turquoise to be real, and recharge the batteries. For those looking for a bit of evening fun, there’s a low-key nightlife scene, with some bars that have live bands, some local cumbia joints, and even a nightclub or two. Nothing remotely like the craziness of Cancún, nor even the Havana nightlife, but it’s still a fun reason to head out of the all-inclusive scene. Those in a casa particular may need to inquire as to the best place to plop down their beach towel.
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TOP TIP

Beaches in Varadero can get crazy crowded in the peak vacation months (December to February), so if you’re hoping for a sedate and secluded holiday, consider planning for a different time of year. You can also find peace and quiet by zipping to offshore islands in a catamaran.
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Beachgoer Bliss

BEACHES DON’T GET BETTER

Imagine water so turquoise it seems to be electrified, with powder-white sand that stretches as far as the eye can see. Imagine rows of immaculate chaise longues waiting beneath shade umbrellas. Imagine the occasional curious pelican or chirping tern. ’Welcome,’ they might be saying. Yes. Welcome to Varadero.

There’s simply nothing that’s not perfect about this beach: the water is shallow, the color is dazzling, the waves are gentle, and there’s little in the way of current or undertow, so it’s a spot that even non-swimmers can safely splash around or wade in. The balmy temperatures can make the waves seem as warm as bathwater, and while sunburn is a risk, that’s about the only serious thing you’ll need to think about. Just bring your towel, slather on the sunscreen, and prepare to dose up on a year’s worth of vitamin D. If you get too hot on the towel, cool off in the gentle waters or don a snorkel and mask and see what cool critters you can find below the surface. Though not as varied as snorkel spots on the island’s south side, like Playa Larga, there’s still a lot to see here while you swim. One thing you won’t find though, is much in the way of shells, corals or other such beachside curiosities. For those you’ll need to head to the remote islands where fewer folks have been before you.

Depending on where you stay, your section of the beach may be more (or less) developed, with facilities like restrooms and showers perhaps a quick walk back inside the hotel. Some spots have rental items; other times, you’ll have to bring your own.


PREPAID PLASTIC

You’ll find many government-owned establishments (and even convenience stores!) have shifted away from accepting cash. For non-American travelers this isn’t an issue, but if your bank is US-based, then you’ll be out of luck. New prepaid cards are available at kiosks in the marina and elsewhere, but even then, things aren’t quite as easy as they could be. You may need to show your passport to purchase, and US dollars are not accepted.



WHERE TO EAT IN VARADERO

El Aljibe

A popular seafood spot with good lobster tail, shrimp and cocktails. $$

Factoria Veradero

Fantastic pork and other meats at this smokehouse and bar. $

La Bodeguita Del Medio

Yes, a government-run branch of the Havana original, but tasty food and ambience you can count on. $$


OUT & ABOUT ON THE TOWN

There’s a delightful range of options when it comes to taking in the Varadero scenery. Here are some of the best:

Rent a Classic Car

You’ve seen pictures of tourists traveling top-down, wind-in-hair, loving every minute. Many cars are available for hire, often with a driver. Your hotel can arrange one for you. Expect to pay priiiimo prices for the (often short-lived) joyride.

Hop on a Double-Decker Bus

Transitur buses run a number of routes around Varadero and nearby spots, with a hop-on, hop-off policy that lets you explore at will.

Horse & Buggy

They’re adorable, cute and classic: horse and buggy rides will let you clip-clop, clip-clop around in style, an option particularly fun for families with small kids.



Welcome to Xanadú

A MAGNIFICENT MANSION AND BAR

Mansión Xanadú, built in 1927–1928, sits by itself amid acres and acres of golf course greens, a stately and imposing structure that stands out as being completely different from typical Cuban architecture. It’s now a country club and certainly the best golf around, if not in the whole of Cuba. The grounds and structures were all part of the Du Pont family’s estate, and a visit now offers a bit of time travel back to the opulent past, when these sorts of ’summer cottages’ were popping up all over the place at the whims of the vastly rich. Regardless of whether you think this was money well spent, it’s certainly has a legacy to future generations, and a beautiful one at that. The archways, the velvet-lined stairs, the chandeliers – it all seems like something out of a period Hollywood movie, only it’s real…much of it original since the time the Du Ponts were there. There’s a myth that the structure was brought in its entirety by ship, but that’s not the case. Many of the timbers and finishings were imported from overseas, but it was built and assembled piece by piece.

The best part of Xanadú by far is the Casa Blanca Panoramic Bar, which is accessed through a tiny stairway and door on the building’s third floor. Once you pass through the claustrophobia-inducing entry, the room is vast, open, airy and has incredible views of the ocean. While it’s atmospheric and fun any time of day, you’ll lose a bit of the experience visiting after dark. It’s best to arrive before sunset and stay, sipping high-end rum-laced concoctions, while chatting with the patrons or affable bartender. The polished woodwork, the checkerboard tile floor, the barstools and tables by the window – it’s a classy drinker’s delight. Keep in mind: like many government-run establishments, the Xanadú does not accept cash, so you’ll need to have non-American plastic in hand to dine or drink here.
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WHERE TO STAY IN VARADERO

Valentin el Patriarca

A beachside all-inclusive resort near the Giant Cactus. $$$

Meliá Las Américas

One of several hotels in the same chain, the Las Américas is in a prime location for exploring Varadero. $$$

Verazul

This mainland-end resort has great beach access and is reasonably priced. $$

A Marina for All Seasons

EVERYTHING IS HERE

The Varadero Marina, at the peninsula’s far tip, is a quiet, calm, spot where mariners and islanders can meet and mingle. It’s amply protected from the open ocean’s waves, so it makes a great stopping point for water-based travelers. It has all the boat-related services, such as gasoline (when available) and moorings, but there’s a lot for landlubbers as well: catamaran rentals (and all things ’boat’), restaurants, bars, souvenir stands and shopping. In fact, you could likely spend a whole day here and see one activity segue into another, especially if you take time to zip out for the afternoon on a catamaran tour. But even if you choose to meander the shopping mercado (market) and wine, dine or dawdle in one of the many restaurants, you’re sure to enjoy yourself in a lazy kind of way. The catamarans are easy to spot, you’ll likely see several moored there along the walkway. But you may need to hunt around the marina to find a captain. If you can’t find someone on or near the boat, try across at the harbormaster’s office. Or just park yourself in a relaxing alfresco cafe and kill time with a mojito or three as you wait for them to return.


A BIT LIKE KEY WEST…?

If you’re in Varadero and feel hit with a strange déjà vu, you might be remembering a visit to Key West. There’s an unmistakable similarity between the two locations, the style of architecture, the landscape, the flora and fauna on the keys. Look at a map and you’ll realize that this peninsula is Cuba’s nearest point to the USA, separated by just over 100 miles (160km) of warm, tropical waters. Turn the clock back to Pangaea and these two spots were right next to each other…separated today by eons of continental drift forcing the two regions apart. Hemingway may not have spent lots of time in Varadero, as opposed to his other frequent Cuba haunts, but he would surely have found himself very much at home here.



WHERE TO STAY IN VARADERO

Casa Amelia

Two quiet rooms in a house at the end of a cul-de-sac, with a friendly family and tasty breakfasts. $

Beny House B&B

Right next to the park, this has good beach access. $$

Casa Leyla

The friendly Leyla makes you feel at home here at this small casa right on the beach. $


THE GIANT CACTUS

Visitors from the American southwest may scoff a bit at the idea that any cactus on Varadero could truly be ’giant,’ but it turns out Cactus gigantea is nothing to sneeze at. It could also be called Cactus vieja (old), since it’s estimated to be over 500 years in age. That’s putting it back to when the Spanish first arrived in the New World! Who knows, this very plant may have welcomed Hernán Cortés. Getting there is a quick five-minute walk through forest scrub. Expect to see a lizard or two along the way.
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Bats, History and Enigmatic Cave Art

CUBA’S FIRST HOTEL

It’s unassuming from the outside, but stop at the Cueva del Ambrosio and you’ll be surprised by how vast this cave is, and even more surprised at how many bats are hanging out (literally, they’re upside down!) on the ceiling. You’ll park, then likely get a guided tour by the ticket taker, who will vary day to day. Some focus on science, others on history, others on humor…it’s always different, depending on who’s there that day. Called by some guides ’Cuba’s first hotel,’ the cave was used by indigenous people as a temporary living area, as a lack of fresh water meant permanent stays were impossible. Some enigmatic cave drawings attest to its history, though little is known about the markings. More recently, the cave has been used by people hiding out as they plan sea escapes from Cuba, often in dangerous home-crafted vessels that are very unseaworthy.

But back to the bats: five different species call the cave their home, and you can tell the pollen eaters by their distinct, almost comical, yellow dust on their fur. Other species are light averse and start flying around the moment a flashlight hits them. Look down and (eek!) you’ll likely see cockroaches scuttling around. It’s a fun, interesting stop for anyone looking for a non-beach outing.

WHERE TO EAT IN VARADERO

Andalucia

A tapas-style spot with cocktails in the marina. $$

Internacíonal

Lovely water views and a nice mix of international options if you’re missing the taste of home. $$

Restaurante RT Tradicíones

This stylish restaurant has classic Cuban options like ropa vieja (shredded beef), bistec (beefsteak), and more. $$$

Feel the Wind in Your Hairr

RIDE WITH THE TOP DOWN

For many visitors, renting a convertible is a must-do and Varadero is just as good a place as Havana to enjoy it. The easiest thing is to rent a car with a driver; prices vary based on the length of the trip and the destination, so be sure to negotiate the price before you hop in. Take those selfies, and enjoy the wind blowing through your hair in an experience that once was the humdrum everyday of the 1950s. You may have your own destinations in mind, but the driver will be an expert on Varadero and can take you to many of the places listed here if you’re unsure. Or just go up and down on the highway a few times – it’s an experience that won’t be possible when you return home. Unless your home is another part of Cuba.

There are a few things to keep in mind when you rent one a car. First, these vehicles are someone’s livelihood, so be very careful with interiors, paint, and so on. Any damage may mean you pay a premium to fix it. Second, many of the cars will cars have the same safety features that came with the original interior. Seatbelts and whiplash protection will likely be nonexistent, and forget entirely about air bags. If there’s an accident, you’re on your own. And, third, even if something as basic as a seatbelt is missing, it’s quite possible your driver will be able to open the glove box and show you the USB-charging ports, so if your phone is low on juice, be sure to ask the driver.


VARADERO CAR OPTIONS

Renting a car can be a mixed bag for many visitors, and you may find it best to just use taxis or hire a driver if you need a vehicle for a longer time. However, there are some agencies in Varadero that offer longer-term rentals, though the chance of ’nothing available’ is high. Fees are about US$85/day.

CubaCar

CubaCar has several offices in Varadero and offers (when available) a variety of options, from small econocars to larger SUVs and even luxury cars.

Via Rent-a-car

This agency seems to come through when others fail (but still, keep your fingers crossed). It mostly has economy and mid-sized vehicles. There’s an office in the town center as well as one at the marina.




GETTING AROUND

Getting to Varadero from Havana is easy, as the town is served by multiple buses and it’s commonly reached with a private taxi hire. There’s also an airport, so you may be able to fly in here directly instead of going through Havana.






Beyond Varadero
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Beyond Varadero is a whole lot of blue, blue sea…enjoying it is really up to you, the fates (and your wallet!) to decide.


The great ’beyond’ of Varadero is a delightful warm ocean filled with rarely visited keys, mangrove hammocks, birdlife and sunshine. Most people explore by boat, either with a private catamaran hire or by joining a group tour to places like Cayo Blanco. The advantages of a private vessel are obvious, but you certainly have to be in the ’I’ve got a private jet, too’ income bracket. For most of us, a group tour – you can set up one from your hotel – will best balance cost with convenience. It’s hard to imagine a nicer way to spend an afternoon than on the white sand, surrounded with all that tranquil blueness – the sea, the sky – punctuated by stops for snorkeling or lunching.


TOP TIP

Weather can make or break a sailing expedition, so be sure to check conditions carefully and bring layers should it get windy.
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Catamaran, Cayo Blanco | Bruno Medley/Shutterstock ©
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Dolphin, Cayo Blanco | bayazed/Shutterstock ©

Catamaran Touring

BOATING BLISS

Hop on a catamaran and you can feel the stress begin to fade even before it’s left the dock. There’s just something about being on these craft that brings on the relaxation. They’re beautiful watercraft, so perhaps that’s part of it, or perhaps the dual-hull design lets you feel more a part of the water you’re surrounded by. Whatever the reasons, a catamaran tour is one of Cuba’s delights and should be on your activities radar. Many tour operators can pick you up at your hotel to whisk you to the Marina. Expect to spend a good eight to 10 hours on the water, sailing leisurely to Cayo Blanco or other spots along the way. Keep an eye out for dolphins and other sealife – you’ll possibly spot whales, ocean sunfish, rays, sharks or sea turtles.

The open bar can be tempting and, for some, there’s no real need to go further than the boat. Others will want to take advantage of the snorkeling opportunities, so bring your mask and fins (or rent beforehand), and plan on getting wet. Most catamaran tours include a solid lunch, often with fresh grilled lobster as the main course. Snacks are also on hand, but it’s a good idea to bring your own munchies as well just to be safe. It’s very importan to plan for the sun exposure. The UV rays can be punishing for some skin types.


BEST SEALIFE TO LOOK FOR

The ocean seems flat and even boring at times, but if you’re out on the water a while you’ll surely spot some cool critters.

Dolphins and Whales

These iconic animals are not uncommon; look for dolphins just about anywhere, and whales in the deeper waters.

Sea Turtles

Often seen while snorkeling, but even from the boat these reptiles are delightful and fun to see.

Mantas and other Rays

A variety of rays make the Caribbean their home. Look for them jumping, often high out of water, to escape predators.



BEST CATAMARAN OPERATORS AROUND VARADERO

Varadero Yacht Charter

Runs trips to Cayo Blanco and other nearby Varadero spots, as well as longer voyages.

Taino Tours

Runs a variety of tours around Havana and Varadero, including Cayo Blanco trips.

Viajes Kronos

Specializes in Cayo Blanco tours; note that swimming with dolphins may not be included.


WHAT’S THAT? A TREE RAT!

If you’re one of the millions out there with an aversion to normal-sized rats, chances are you’ll be horrified to encounter a hutia, which is basically like a rat that’s been on steroids or gotten too close to a nuclear testing facility. These guys are huge, the size of a house cat, and yes – true to their name – they’re often found in trees. So if it helps with your rat-o-phobia, maybe think of them as a ’tree squirrel’? You may cringe, but talk to a Cuban and you’ll hear that ’they’re delicious.’ Though protected under the Cuban Wild Animal Protection Act, they’re often hunted and cooked in savory stews, along with dates, seeds, nuts and spices.
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White sands, Cayo Blanco | CMT Photography/Shutterstock ©

Dreamy Tropical Key

WHITE SANDS AND BLUE WATERS

Cayo Blanco is the most popular spot for catamaran tours, for good reason: it’s gorgeous, with palm-tree-lined white-sand beaches, water so vibrantly blue it hurts your eyes, and (whew!) a restaurant and restrooms. Yes, it’s civilized. Being as popular as it is, you can expect to be sharing the sand with others, at least if you’re there during the peak times. But it’s worth it: bathwater-warm waves and soft, pillowy sand make it easy to laze about for as long as your captain will let you. If you’re on a private charter, you can ask to head to other nearby spots that have far fewer people, or perhaps none, as the case may be. Those on the package tours will likely be treated to a tasty lunch buffet at the restaurant. The dolphin experience is problematic because the dolphins are not free to swim where they like. You may want to skip this part of the trip, or talk to the captain to ensure the dolphins will be well treated.

Though the beach is the overwhelming draw, nature lovers may want to take a walk overland, where some interesting wildlife sightings are possible. Hutia, also known (rather unattractively) as the ’tree rat,’ are a large endemic rodent that’s of interest. You’ll possibly spot a variety of lizards as well. And pelicans, cormorants, egrets and herons will be plentiful. Peer into the mangrove swamps and find land crabs, other crustaceans and delightful songbirds.

PLACES TO DRINK IN VARADERO

Beatles

This expat-packed spot has lots of outdoor seating and live classic rock, usually with a line to get in.

Calle 62

A salsa and cumbia joint with live music and steamy dancing, especially on weekends.

Casa Blanca Panoramic Bar

This bar on the top-most floor of Mansión Xanadú is as classy as they come, with great views of the water.

My Heart is in Havana, na na na na…

TOUR CUBA’S CRUMBLING CAPITAL

If you haven’t visited Havana yet, you owe it to yourself to at least take a day trip and experience the city. You can do this on your own, but it’s just as easy – and a lot more fun – to hire a classic car and get a real tour of the town. You can get there in about 1½ hours, and see the key spots in Havana that you might not see otherwise. The Parque Central is unmissable, with the grand buildings surrounding it: the Capitolio Nacional, the Gran Teatro de La Habana Alicia Alonso, and Museo Nacional de Bellas Artes. They’re all spectacular. Make sure the tour includes the Fortaleza de San Carlos de la Cabaña and its dark history (though you’d never know it today, with the quiet ramparts looking out on blissfully peaceful waters). One of the nice things about doing this kind of tour is getting to meet and make friends with the guides, who often are able to tell you not only the history of Cuba and Havana, but their take on current affairs as well. It’s a chance to – for those in an all-inclusive in Varadero – meet some of the ’real Cuba’ and understand what makes this country tick. Some of the tours will give you only a trip through the more popular tourist sights, but it’s worth asking to detour into some of the poorer neighborhoods as well, to gain an understanding of what of the people here have to endure just to get by.


THE CLASSIC CUBAN FRANKENCAR

Yes, sure, you’re here in Cuba and dying to ride in a ’classic car,’ one of those 1950s- era beauties you see in the photographs. Well, turns out there’s a good chance that you’ll actually end up in a classic Cuban ’Frankencar,’ something that looks old, but is really a mishmash of different makes, models and eras under the hood. You might hop into a 1957 Chevy and see that it’s been tricked out with a USB charger and satellite radio. Or you’ll kick the tires of a 1954 Pontiac and be told it’s actually got the suspension of a 2000s-era Toyota that’s been imported from Japan. In fact, creative Cubans have been known to retrofit boat engines into their supposedly ’classic’ cars.




GETTING AROUND

The near-infinite keys and bays that abound in the waters off Varadero are impossible to get to by car, so a boat or perhaps a swim are your only options…unless you have access to a sea plane, of course. Or a submarine.






MATANZAS
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Named after the word ’massacre,’ Matanzas was one of Cuba’s earliest cities and for centuries was a vital sugarcane production region, with several uprisings and revolts attesting to maltreatment of the cane workers. The many bridges over the rivers have earned it the delightful nickname ’Venice of Cuba,’ but, admittedly, there’s a bit of a way to go before Matanzas parallels Venice in more ways than just the architectural. It’s a gritty, oft-overlooked spot, with tourists zipping from Havana to Varadero, with hardly a glance at the city that lies between.

Matanzas is worth a look, assuming you have the time. Its delightful ’art street’ has shops, galleries, stores and cafes that await the pedestrian, and the city has a number of historic buildings, including the majestic – and still operating – Teatro Sauto, which is beautiful both from the outside and within.
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TOP TIP

Another nickname for this gem of a city is the ’Athens of Cuba,’ for its rich musical and poetic heritage. Two forms of popular dance, rumba and danzón (ballroom dance), are said to have originated here. If you’re spending a few nights, seek out a club and try getting a local to teach you some moves.
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Matanzas | Evgenia Bolyukh/Shutterstock ©

Grandeur of Yesteryear

MAJESTIC AND DELIGHTFUL NATIONAL MONUMENT

The elegant and majestic Teatro Sauto is Matanzas, at least in the eyes of many Cubans. It’s hard to imagine the city without it, and with so much wood (and so many lit cigars!), it’s a bit of a miracle that the place hasn’t been destroyed by a fire. Today, the Sauto’s three stories provide a fantastic glimpse of the grandeur of the late 1800s, and the building has hosted some of Cuba’s, and the world’s, most famous entertainers. Dancers, musicians and poets have all regaled audiences from its beautiful stage, including Anna Pavlova, the famous Russian ballet dancer known for her piece The Dying Swan.

The theater still runs shows several times a week, so if you’re visiting Matanzas and in the mood, get a ticket to whatever’s playing and plan to look up to the ceiling, where beautiful frescoes of the Muses adorn the cavernous roof, along with a stunning chandelier. The lucky may want to get one of the balcony seats, which give an even better sense of the building’s beautiful architecture. But as the cliché says, ’there’s not a bad seat in the house.’ Even the lobby is pretty impressive, with delightful marble statues of Greek deities.

Because the building is an active theater, you may not be allowed inside just to look without a ticket, and it’s not open to the public except when shows are happening. The best way to experience this is to get a ticket and enjoy the show, but even from outside it’s a beautiful landmark well worth stopping for.


BEST MATANZAS MUSEUMS

Matanzas, for all its rep as a ’gritty’ city, has some great museums and lots of culture to explore. Here are some top spots to check out while you’re here:

Museo Histórico Provincial

Learn about the de Junco family’s home with lots of period decor and furniture.

Museo de los Bomberos

See old fire engines and learn about firefighters and firefighting at this one-of-a-kind museum.

Palacio del Justicia

This is no longer used as a court, and houses a cafe and galleries.



PLACES TO STAY IN MATANZAS

Hostal Medio

Nice casa particular that’s right at the start of Calle Medio. $

Hostal Sueños

Clean two-story spot in the middle of Calle Medio, with an airy courtyard to hang out or eat in. $

Hotel Velazco

Come for the spectacular lobby, with marble floors and beautiful decorations…rooms are plain, but have a faded elegance. $$

Take a Walk on the Artsy Side

ARTSY PEDESTRIAN ALLEY

There’s something delightful about Calle Medio’s collection of galleries, shops, stores, cafes, and restaurants. Start at the beautiful Plaza de la Vigía, where you’ll be surrounded by some of the city’s most impressive architecture. Then follow the street, stopping wherever strikes your fancy. Open and airy, the Casa Galeria de Artisans has interesting and quirky art on display. The street is always full of people, everyone from families with kids and baby carriages to teens on skateboards to couples sharing ice-cream cones on a date, so it’s a fun spot to people-watch, as well. The fact that the establishments are mostly local places rather than worldwide shopping chains makes a big difference, too, and you feel like you’re in Cuba in a way that you don’t always feel elsewhere, an artsy, chic Cuba. Perhaps that’s what’s always set Matanzas apart: it has a creative history that still permeates the pride of the people who live here today.

On Calle Medio, you won’t see the ubiquitous brands that often fill malls and shopping streets and that’s refreshing. Stop to watch a busker do a magic trick. Say ’no’ to a tout who wants to exchange money (it’s usually fake). Get an ice cream or a snack and stroll along the street, watching the crowd. Come at night for darkness, light and throngs of people out to make the most of the evening. That’s the essence of what it means to be on Calle Medio.


THE MATANZAS PETROLEUM INFERNO

On August 5, 2022, lightning struck an oil storage tank in Matanzas and it caught fire, eventually spreading to other nearby tanks as well. It was a horrible disaster, and the raging inferno caused an oil shortage in Cuba, as well as loss of life. Nearly 5000 people had to be evacuated from their homes, and smoke from the fires reached as far away as Havana. The fire took days to control, and the effects on both the gasoline and electricity supply were felt for months, but – of course – the city has rebounded and the Matanzas pride and spirit is as strong now as it’s ever been.
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Plaza de la Vigía, Matanzas | S Forster/Shutterstock ©


GETTING AROUND

Matanzas is easily reached by bus in either direction, from Havana or from Varadero. It’s also served by the nearby Varadero International Airport, which lies between Matanzas and Varadero. Private taxi hire is another way to reach the city, and once you’re here, taxis or the occasional horse cart will get you where you need to go.






Beyond Matanzas
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Matanzas is a port surrounded by an interesting mix of Cuban mainland, oil refineries, natural beauty, caves and beaches.


The area beyond Matanzas is not a top draw for tourists but there’s more here than meets the eye, particularly if you’ve done other ’more exciting’ stuff elsewhere and are looking for ways to fill an extra morning or afternoon. There are numerous caves, such as the Cueva Saturna, to seek out and spelunk in, and for some (like the Saturna), you’ll want to bring your swimsuit. Dive in (literally) to what’s around you. Other ways to enjoy the area include sunbathing on some beaches that aren’t overshadowed by all-inclusives, or even just donning a snorkel and mask and seeing what you can find there under the waves.


TOP TIP

Drivers will want to be sure to fill up the tank whenever possible, as this region seems to be perennially short on gas.



[image: jpg]

Cueva Saturna | Gregor McDougall/Shutterstock ©


STEPPIN’ & SIPPIN’ IN SANTA MARTA

Between Varadero and Matanzas is a teeny town called Santa Marta, which was a crossroads and not much more until recently. If you’re looking to escape the tourists and Matanzas is a bit too big for you, look to Santa Marta and you may find it’s just what the doctor ordered. It’s got some great cafes, too – look for Cafeccino, as fine a spot for coffee as anywhere. Another top spot (especially for cocktail sipping!) is Atlantida, which has a great view of the transportation chaos the town is famous for.
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Santa Marta | Mario Hagen/Shutterstock ©

Splishin’ & Splashin’ among Stalactites

GOOD OLE SUBTERRANEAN FUN

The on-the-bus-tour-map Cueva Saturna is well-touristed, but it’s still a lot of fun, especially for families with kids who love the thought of swimming around in subterranean pools of crystal-clear water as stalactites hang from the ceiling and bats flutter around. It’s an experience that will either be ’awesome’ or make you shudder and think of vampire horror movies, depending on how cool you are with caves, claustrophobia, and ’mice’ with wings. The cave is big and much of it is open, so even the claustrophobic may find it a spot they can enjoy. The cave has plenty for non-spelunkers to enjoy, with an expansive parking lot, a decent restaurant and some billboards introducing the site. A few stairways guide you to the actual cave, which is a wide grotto filled with water at the bottom. The intrepid will strip to their swimsuits and plunge right in, but that’s not necessarily required. You can still enjoy walking down, looking at the pretty water (it has a sublime shade of blue!), taking a selfie or two, and going back up to have a beer. If you’ve seen plenty of caves before, this won’t rank among the best, but for first-timers, it’s an interesting spot to spend an hour or two.

BEACHES AROUND MATANZAS

Faro Maya

A tall white beacon and some delightful beach make this a good spot to check out.

Coral Beach

They don’t call it Coral Beach for nothing so get that snorkel gear on!

Playa Larga

This lovely beach has an island you can swim, wade or walk to depending on the tide.

Relaxing, Picnicking & Snorkeling

A LOVELY NORTH–SIDE BEACH

Beachgoers often overlook the relatively unvisited stretch of coastline between Matanzas and Varadero, as most folks just want to get to the latter as quickly as possible. That’s a shame, since there are lovely coves and beaches that are perfect for exploring and swimming. Playa El Mamey, named for the avocado-like fruit, is a prime example: it has a wide swath of soft sand to relax on, with some fish-filled walls and crevices that snorkelers will enjoy. Bring a picnic lunch and you could easily spend a whole day here and not need to say hi to anyone else the entire time. If the sun gets too punishing, a few sometimes-tattered palm-thatched umbrellas offer much-appreciated shade. Though it always varies with weather conditions, the protected shore here has little in the way of dangerous current, and as long as you’re not there when a strong north wind kicks up the waves, there’s little to worry about safety-wise. Come, claim some sand with a towel, put on the sunscreen or pop up a shade umbrella…and enjoy!

If you go swimming, expect to see a dazzling array of species in the rocks that extend like fingers out on either side. Just don’t get too close to the corals and rocks, as touching them may damage them – and your fingers. These volcanic and limestone rocks are incredibly sharp, even with the constant erosion of the waves. It’s best to just look at what’s there rather than trying to touch it.
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Rays | Leonardo Gonzalez/Shutterstock ©


MAGNIFICENT (MANTA) RAYS

No, not the sunshine. We’re talking about the incredible eagle rays, mobula rays and manta rays that – if you’re lucky – you might see not only underwater but even from above water too. If you’re looking out across the flat ocean and see something jump out that’s smaller than a whale but weirdly wobbly for a fish, it just might be a ray. The reasons for this behavior aren’t fully known, though it certainly might be to avoid large predators at times. If you see one, keep your eyes on the spot because they often jump several times in succession.




GETTING AROUND

The area around Matanzas isn’t particularly remote, but it’s not as well served by regular bus routes as the larger cities are. If you’re not renting a car, considering hiring a driver for the day if you’re going out to some of the remote beaches. Not only will there be a ride for you when you’re done with the sun and surf, but there’s added security in having someone at the vehicle. Break-ins are unlikely, but they are even less likely if someone’s guarding the car.






PLAYA LARGA


[image: jpg]

Where are the cochinitas (pigs)? You won’t find many here in Playa Larga, the town that lies closest to the famous Bahía de Cochinos (Bay of Pigs). And for all its grim history, today this area is as tranquil as it gets, a wonderful spot to decompress, soul-search and yes, swim. The waters are warm and spectacularly clear, and divers and snorkelers will love the fact that just offshore, a five-minute swim in some cases, lies a 275m-deep shelf; few places in the world can offer such unparalleled shore diving.

Even if diving isn’t your cup of tea, Playa Larga has a lot of onshore fun to offer, too. Hunt (with binoculars) for flamingos and other rare birds in the Salinas de Brito; watch the world’s smallest bird, the bee hummingbird, land on a feeder in your hand; or stay on the sand and let yourself get as bronze as your skin can handle.
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TOP SIGHTS

1Playa Giron

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

2Bee Hummingbird House

3Criadero de Cocodrilos

4Río Hatiguanico

5Salinas de Brito

6Santo Tomás

7Sendero Enigma de las Roca




TOP TIP

If you’re planning to go birding or do any of the other activities that require a guide, make sure to plan well ahead of time so that one’s available. This region sees a lot of tourism from birders and other wildlife seekers, so the guided activities are in high demand.
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Playa Larga | Alessandro Ciabini/Shutterstock ©

Spectacular Shore Diving

A SHELF CLOSE TO SHORE

Playa Girón is a beautiful spot even if you’re not planning a shore dive, with soft, powdery sand, coconut palms lining the shore, and generally quiet surf that lends itself to playful splashings. But hook up with a dive operator to really experience the full wonder of this region.

Stand on the shore and look south to the horizon and you’ll actually see where the shelf begins: the water’s bright jade green out to a point – at times only 15m from shore – and after that it’s a deep, delicious blue. In other parts of the world that would indicate corals or reefs or rocks or such…but here, it’s the abyss, a 275m sheer drop. So you can dive as deep as you want to, really, though for many, even a basic open water PADI experience is enough to see stunning corals and sponges, giant sea fans, and a vast assortment of fish and other species that call these waters home. Species to spot include familiar friends like barracudas and parrotfish, as well as several species of sea turtles, moray eels, reef fish, lionfish and spiny lobster. You may also spot eagle and manta rays, sharks and dolphins. The benefit of a shore dive is that you don’t have a long, tiring and expensive boat ride before you’re at the wall. Here you just don your tanks and gear from shore, plop in and you’re there in a short swim. Any diver knows how much of a luxury this is.


BEST SPOTS FOR DAY TRIPS

The Playa Larga area has a lot to do. All but the Bee Hummingbird House need a pre-arranged guide:

Río Hatiguanico

Fishing and wildlife-watching by boat on one of Cuba’s most iconic rivers.

Bee Hummingbird House

Hundreds of the world’s smallest bird dance inches away at feeders.

Santo Tomás

Birdlife and wildlife in the dense expanse of Ciénaga de Zapata.



PLACES TO STAY IN PLAYA LARGA

Hostal Pelicano Jocaos

A delightful host family and multiroom options set right next to the water. $

Hostal Luis

A clean, convenient Playa Girón option near the beach. $

Casa Lidia y Julito

Another Playa Girón option, with great breakfasts and a kind host. $


IN A WHILE, (CUBAN) CROCODILE

The Cuban crocodile is endemic to Cuba and – like so many other native species – it’s in danger of extinction due to habitat loss and hunting. Though males can reach lengths of over 3m, it’s generally a small species and found only in two places in Cuba. Of the many fascinating behaviors and characteristics that make it unique, perhaps the most interesting is that it is believed to hunt in packs, something unseen in other crocodilian species. This allows the smaller-sized reptile to bring down larger prey, some of which, like the giant sloth, are now extinct. Though you may see them in the Ciénaga de Zapata, the easiest place to view them is the Criadero de Cocodrilos, a conservation zoo.



Finding Flamingos

WATERBIRD PARADISE

You don’t even have to be a birder to enjoy a morning, afternoon or whole-day excursion to the Salinas de Brito. There’s something universally cool about spotting your first wild flamingo, then seeing dozens – or even hundreds – more as you continue through the preserve. It begins at the park gate in thick woodland, where you’ll spot thrushes, catbirds and woodpeckers. As you drive what was once the area’s only train track, the trees start to vanish, giving way to the reddish-colored lagoons. Waterfowl of all kinds come here to enjoy the shallow, mangrove-dotted flats, where tiny brine shrimp and krill thrive, and make easy prey for these larger birds. In fact, the color of flamingos and several other species comes not from DNA, but from the pigments of their food. Immature birds are white, and they gradually gain their adult color over years of exposure to the food source.

Look for tricolored herons, snowy, common and great egrets, flamingos, roseate spoonbills, ibises, cormorants and ducks. In the bushes you’ll likely see many species of warblers, as well as the endangered Cuban bullfinch, vanishing due to its beautiful song, which is why it’s often trapped and kept in tiny cages.

What birds you see will depend a bit on the water levels. At times there’s mostly dry mudflats; in the rainy season, between April and November, there can be several feet of water in the lagoons.
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Flamingos, Salinas de Brito | Cyrielle Beaubois/Getty Images ©

PLACES TO EAT IN PLAYA LARGA

Tiki

A tiki-inspired spot with great water views and a nice cocktail selection. $

Chuchi el Pescador

A mostly seafood spot with a lovely second story for views of the field and the water. $

Hostal Don Luis

A casa and restaurant with tasty meals in a casual, palm-roof setting. $

An Otherworldly, Watery Enigma

CENOTES, SWAMPS AND RAVINES

Enigma de las Rocas is a fascinating spot on an inactive fault line that cracked and damaged the limestone crust, allowing water to have its way with the stone for millions of years. The result is an intriguing – even enigmatic – walking trail that passes through crystal-clear cenotes, a swamp, some woodland, with cliffs and other rock formations. There’s a host of lizards and crabs to see, and if you’re lucky, gars or even a Cuban crocodile might be lurking in the shallows. Birders will thrill to know that this area has a resident population of Cuban trogons, Cuba’s national bird. If your guide knows birds, they will tune in and listen for their calls.

The walk starts in a scrubby wooded area and you’ll want to have long pants and good shoes, as the brush is scratchy and the rocks are very sharp. One slip in open-toed-shoes, and you’ll be in trouble. After 10 minutes or so you’ll reach a wide-open area, a dry cenote that was once a subterranean cave, but after the roof collapsed, has become a swampy lowland surrounded on all sides by cliff. From there, walk a bit more and you’ll come to a stunning cenote, a pool of azure water that – if the sun hits it – looks like liquid electricity. A bit further along you’ll reach a larger cenote that’s swimmable. Did you bring your bathing suit?

We did mention crocodiles, but they’re small here, and you don’t need to worry about being attacked. On the way back, you’ll likely descend into the dry cenote for a close look at the swamp, while curious songbirds flit and follow you, landing in the branches just a meter or so away.


PRECIOUS BIRDS OF CIÉNAGA DE ZAPATA

Yoandys ’Kiko’ Garcia (+53 5 3536958), birding guide, describes some of the area’s stunning inhabitants.

Parque Nacional Ciénaga de Zapata is the largest wetland in the west Caribbean area, and has enchanted me with great bird sightings my entire 10 years here as a birdwatching guide.

The three birds I love seeing the most are the endemic Zapata wren, Zapata sparrow and Zapata rail.

The Zapata wren is stunning because of its beautiful call and how rare it is. The Zapata sparrow is an intrepid, fearless bird and easy to approach, and the Zapata rail for its rarity; unfortunately, the last record we have is from the 1930s. These three species are why the Zapata swamp is worthy of protection…and why birders all over the world should come here!




GETTING AROUND

Buses run from Havana and Varadero to Playa Larga, so arriving isn’t much of a challenge. Once here, get around by hopping on one of the many bici-taxis or take a taxi to the further destinations.






CIENFUEGOS
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Unesco-listed Cienfuegos is one of Cuba’s most impressive cities, for all kinds of reasons: the architecture, the location on a stunning bay, the unique history, its wealth of things to see and do, and its place today as a model city for rebranding and preservation. Come here and you’ll find a visual feast everywhere you look. The quiet, scenic malecón (sea wall) allows for delightful strolling, and its spectacular French-style architecture makes Cienfuegos even more dramatic than Havana (no wonder it’s been awarded Unesco World Heritage site status!). Despite being a relaxed, easygoing city, it has a surprisingly vibrant nightlife scene. But step away from the glamour into an alley and marvel at wooden doors weathered by centuries, and paint peeling off walls that look like they should be framed and put in a modern art museum. No matter why you’ve chosen to stop here, you’ll be sorry when it’s time to leave.
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SIGHTS

1Castillo de Jagua

2Cementerio Tomás Acea

3Parque José Martí

4Juragua Nuclear Power Plant

5Malecón de Cienfuegos

6Paseo el Prado

7Punta Gorda

8Teatro Tomás Terry

EATING

9Restaurant El Pescador




TOP TIP

The bay, though beautiful and scenic, isn’t very clean, and dining or staying too close to the water can lead to some pretty putrid wafts as you dine or sleep. Try to find a hotel that’s a good way from shore.
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Parque José Marti | Marisa Martinez Tarran/Shutterstock ©
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Castillo de Jagua | Vadim_N/Shutterstock ©

Austere & Awesome Fortifications

FORMIDABLE BAYSIDE FORTRESS

One of the oldest structures around, the Castillo de Nuestra Señora de los Ángeles de Jagua (known as Castillo de Jagua) was finished in 1745, built at a time when pirate attacks were common. When completed it was the third-strongest fortification in all of Cuba, after Havana and Santiago de Cuba.

It’s a delightful museum now, with stunning bay views, and you’ll spot the fort from nearly anywhere in the harbor. Visitors have a choice of strolling around unaided, but you’ll certainly get more out of the visit if you opt for a tour (donations are appreciated). Highlights include descending a narrow rock staircase to the aljibe (cistern), a cavernous chamber beneath the structure that could hold months of water at a time, and the stockade, a grim, small room you definitely wouldn’t want to be locked up in for any length of time. A small chapel was requisite for buildings of that era. The site also has a working drawbridge that, if you ask politely, they’ll let you operate. It’s great entertainment for all ages. You can wander about the three stories (four if you count the roof) and look at the exhibits, but the real treasure here is the building and the architecture…the exhibits themselves aren’t particularly spectacular, especially if you have come ’the long way’ along the mainland road, rather than taking a quick ferry hop from Punta Gorda. But if you like old castles, this won’t disappoint.


EL PESCADOR RESTAURANT: A NICE SURPRISE!

There’s not much to eat at the small town that hosts the Castillo, but you’ll find yourself glad to dine at El Pescador, where fried fish and other seafood options are fresh and tasty, despite the casual setting and the somewhat tiring suggestions by the waiters to dine there. Usually that’s a good sign a place is skippable but here is the exception. In addition to decent food, the restaurant has unbeatable views of the water and the ferries, and you may even find yourself eye-to-eye with a pelican or seagull hoping you’ll toss them a snack from your plate.



PLACES TO STAY IN CIENFUEGOS

Hotel La Union

Government-run historic hotel with a lovely rooftop bar and great city views.

Hotel Melía San Carlos

A ritzy Cienfuegos option of the Melía franchise, also in a historic building, but with modern touches as well.

Perla del Mar

Beautiful Punta Gorda boutique hotel with a 1950s-era feel.

Take a Hike or Walk along the Paseo

LONGEST HISTORIC BOULEVARD IN CUBA

You don’t have to be training for Ironman competitions to enjoy walking down Cienfuegos’ Paseo el Prado, the longest boulevard in Cuba and a gorgeous place to people- and building-watch. Some of the latter are beautifully restored, with ornate iron grillwork, balconies and tiles. Other buildings are slowly falling into stunning, honorable decay: the paint peeling, the wood weathered to paper, and the tiles cracked, worn or missing. Add in the 1950s-era vehicles passing by, the bicitaxi and the occasional horse cart, and you’ve got yourself a very inviting afternoon. You can start at one end and walk to the opposite in less than an hour, and from Punta Gorda to Parque José Martí in about 30 minutes. If the sun’s out it can be hot and you might work up a sweat, but at night, with fewer cars and the atmospheric lamplight on the old buildings, it’s quite spectacular. Be sure to stop and admire the statue of Cienfuegos’ most famous musician: Benny Moré. It’s located at the corner of Paseo el Prado and San Fernando, in the median. The jaunty figure is life-size, and were it not bronze you might think it’s just another carefree passerby – dressed, as the icon usually was – in a cowboy hat and cane. Other statues and busts also line the avenue, and if you’re tired, numerous benches make for an easy spot to sit.


BEST CHEAP-ISH EATS IN CIENFUEGOS

Coppelia Café

One can’t survive on ice cream alone, but people often have 10 scoops here and it’s no surprise why! $

Casa Prado Restaurante

If ice cream alone can’t sustain you, try a plate of hearty paella while listening to the live music and swapping stories with those nearby. $$

Palacio de Valle

It’s a pleasure to dine here and cheaper than it looks from the outside. Food isn’t fantastic, but with the view and the ambience it’s good value. $$



Idyllic Beach for Winding Down

WATER-SURROUNDED PARK AND VIEWS

Punta Gorda lies at the end of Cienfuegos’ incredible Paseo and malecón, a quiet, relaxed, pretty spot with – at its very tip – a park (there’s a nominal entry fee) where you may spot flying fish leaping out of the wake as boats pass by, watch families playing with balls, grab a cocktail at the small bar, or even use a grill to cook food you’ve brought. The water is clear and blue, and on a balmy day there’s something indescribably idyllic about just sitting on a bench and watching the water, the boats and the sky. Those who fish will enjoy watching the anglers casting from the breakwater rocks, or you may want to cast your own rod if you have one. This was the Cienfuegos upper-class neighborhood, so the streets are lined with incredible mansions, many of which have been restored to something approximating their original grandeur. The beautiful Palacio Azul is a prime example, and you can even stay there, as it’s now a guesthouse. The Club Cienfuegos is here as well, with music, boating and food, as is the unmissable Palacio de Valle, a grandiose mansion with an oddly Moorish turret on one side. It too is now a hotel and restaurant. Punta Gorda is just a few minutes by bicitaxi from the center, but many find it a delightful walk as well.

PLACES TO EAT IN CIENFUEGOS

El Chelo

Inside the Palacio Azul, this spot is a fancy deal with starched white tablecloths and prices to match. $$$

Finca del Mar

A midrange restaurant by the water with tasty seafood and a decent cocktail menu. $$

Restaurante Villa Lagarto

Some tables feel close enough to topple into the water, but the food is great and the views are even better. $$$
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Palacio de Valle | Framalicious/Shutterstock ©


A POWER PLANT NAMED GODOT

Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot (about characters waiting for a man, Godot, who never arrives) is a parable that perhaps applies to the behemoth ruin rising above the forests and fields that is the defunct-before-it-opened Juragua Nuclear Power Plant. This giant project began with Soviet Union backing and promised work and an improved economy. Whole families relocated to apartments quickly constructed to house the expected workforce. Due to political fallout and diplomatic pressure from the USA, the plant’s construction was abandoned. As the project sank, so too did the hopes of many locals. It’s a sad tale, and while foreigners can’t visit it, you’ll see it from a distance looming over the bay, or from the roadside if you drive toward Castillo de Jagua.



Moseying along the Malecón

DELIGHTFUL BY DAY OR NIGHT

It seems in the Latin world that a city is not worth its salt if it doesn’t have a malecón – or a city worth its salt anyway – and Cienfuegos is no exception. The malecón here runs along part of the Paseo de Prado, and by day, it’s a beautiful way to see the bay. Fishers cast poles or stand on the wall and hurl out shrimp nets, which swirl in the air before sinking and trapping whatever ocean life is below. Families with children push baby carriages. Lone thinkers may stare out at the water, inhaling pensively on a fat Cuban cigar. Sadly, the water (and all too often the air, what with all that cigar smoke) is polluted, so you won’t see people swimming here, and at times, it’s a bit of a strong odor wafts in. But with sunshine dappling the surface and perhaps a tall ship that’s dropped anchor in the bay, it’s hard to find a prettier spot to walk around.

By night, the malecón takes on a different air. You’ll see couples claiming a section of wall as a ’bench,’ sitting and talking and perhaps stealing a kiss or two. Keep walking and you’ll likely pass some kids who’ve set up a portable speaker and are dancing to it, recording social media videos to share with the world. The fishers there earlier in the afternoon will have left, to be replaced by others, some of them perhaps with frosty beers tucked into a cooler. Everyone’s in public, but there’s an intimacy in these little groups and enclaves, too. So whether you’re seeing it by day or by night, the malecón is well worth checking out.

WHERE TO STAY IN CIENFUEGOS

Casa Colonial Lalita Cienfuegos

A quiet spot with good breakfasts and easy walking access to Parque José Martí. $

Casa Los Delfines

A Punta Gorda option with two stories and rooms that overlook the water. $

Camila’s Hostal

Another great Punta Gorda option, with a great restaurant on site and views of the bay. $


TOMÁS ACEA CEMETERY

Certainly the most impressive cemetery in this region, the Cementerio Tomás Acea was modeled after the Parthenon of ancient Greece, and at every turn, the influences are easily visible. Unmissable are the massive Doric columns at the entrance pavilion, which you’ll pass through as you arrive. Inside, the site is filled, of course, with gravestones and mausoleums, many of them from the naval uprising in Cienfuegos in 1957. But you’ll also notice a lovely amount of shrubs, trees, bushes and other greenery. It’s for this reason the spot is called a ’garden cemetery,’ and the foliage makes for nice, if still somber, photography.



[image: jpg]

Cienfuegos | Nixy Jungle/Shutterstock ©


GETTING AROUND

Cienfuegos is served by the main Cuba buses and is only a few hours from Havana. Get around town by hopping on the horse carts, bici-taxis or taxis, but ask first to check the price, as the ’tourist price’ may range from not much more than what locals pay to something absurdly overpriced.




EXPLORING PARQUE JOSÉ MARTÍ
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This easy walking tour of the park starts at the unmistakable 1 Arco de Triunfo, where, if you frame it right, you can take some great pics of the surrounding buildings through the arch. From there, walk to the 2 Museo de las Artes Palacio Ferrer, a stunning blue building with a cupola atop. Be sure to take in the beautiful furniture and decorated walls, but don’t miss the view after ascending the spiral staircase. When you’re done ’ooh’ing, stop at the 3 Centro Cultural Benny Moré, where you may hear musicians practicing and poets working on their next open mic performance, or find ladies chatting over espressos. Next face the Arc and look left for the grand 4 Teatro Tomás Terry. It’s a beautiful building with a spectacular wooden interior that includes Carrara marble and hand-carved Cuban hardwoods, decorative walls, frescoed ceilings and red carpets through the aisles. If you’re lucky, you can see a show here. Otherwise, just peek in and take pics before continuing to the 5 Catedral de la Purísima Concepción, the iconic church on the plaza’s east side. It’s a delightful stop, especially if it’s hot, as the cavernous interior remains cool. Look up for the pretty, French stained-glass windows and enigmatic Chinese writing on its columns thought to be from the 1870s. Continue around the plaza to the 6 Casa del Fundador, the city’s oldest building and once the residence of founder Louis D’Clouet. After a peek, move on to the 7 Palacio de Gobierno, a grandiose, silver-gray building that houses the provincial government. Guards prevent you from entering, but you can see the staircase from outside. The 8 Museo Provincial contains a number of artifacts that are more meaningful if the guard has time to explain their significance to you.






Beyond Cienfuegos
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The region beyond Cienfuegos is wilder, hillier and more tropical than anything you’ll have seen elsewhere in this region.


The area beyond Cienfuegos, particularly to the east, is a beautiful patchwork of smaller towns and villages which blend eventually into hills and ever-more-dramatic mountains. Banana trees, farms and fields, fallow or planted, will surprise and delight as you journey past them. Among the highlights are hiking, waterfalls and lagoons with great birding and wildlife-spotting opportunities. There are also caves and caverns, and religious brotherhoods with mysterious rites and rituals. The gem is the Parque Natural Topes de Collantes, which encompasses a vast area of mountains east of Cienfuegos and northwest of Trinidad. There you’ll find the El Nicho waterfall, among other highlights, which most travelers won’t want to miss.


TOP TIP

Like so many spots with water and jungle, this area can have mosquitoes: bring lots of repellent and apply it frequently.
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Waterfall, El Nicho | Eloi_Omella/Getty Images ©

Religious Brotherhood in Palmira

ANCIENT BELIEFS INTERWOVEN WITH TODAY’S

There are numerous Cuban brotherhoods, shadowy and unique interpretations of religious practices that often blend elements of African theology with Catholicism. But to many locals here, these beliefs are very, very real. Perhaps none is better known than the Santería Brotherhood, most easily observed in the small town of Palmira, due north of Cienfuegos. The religion encompasses all aspects of life here, from the instructive side of advice-giving and fortune-telling, to the ritualistic. Santería beliefs have spread their wings far beyond Cuba, too, extending into the USA and even Venezuela, and elsewhere that Cuban populations are found. Visitors to Palmira can learn a bit about the brotherhoods in the Museo Municipal de Palmira, but it’s best to opt for a guided tour to make the most of the experience. If you’re in the area in early December, you may want to stay overnight and attend the religious festival, but be warned that some of the practices may shock the casual onlooker; for example, often animals are sacrificed and the fresh blood may be drunk. These deep-rooted cultural beliefs and practices that have helped the Cuban people endure slavery and its aftermath, as well as the challenges and frustrations of existing in modern Cuba today.
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Santeria temple, Cienfuegos | Bill Bachmann/Alamy Stock Photo ©


WHY I LOVE THE CIENFUEGOS AREA
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Ray Bartlett, writer

This region is fascinating because it has so much diversity. It’s a treat to be in a region where you can do world-class snorkeling or diving one morning, then hop in your car and check out a mountain trail, caves, and waterfalls in the afternoon. There are little pockets of farmland, beautiful birds to see and surprises and delights around every corner. The fact that there’s some big protected areas such as the Sierra del Escambray help a lot, and it’s wonderful that Cuba’s created these national parks. The only problem is getting here, since you really do need a private vehicle to save time.



WHERE TO STAY BEYOND CIENFUEGOS

Casa Larabi

Wildly and unmissably colorful spot with great sea views from the terrace.

Hotel Rancho Luna

A faded old-timer favorite with free shuttles into Cienfuegos for those who want a taste of the city.

Hotel Faro Luna

The rocky shoreline and neighboring dive shop make this simple, no-frills spot a top choice for divers.


THE ’NOTRE DAME’ OF DIVING

In a region where just about anywhere offers great diving, it’s hard to claim that any one place is necessarily ’the best,’ but chances are good that the coral gardens offshore of Rancho Luna can vie for the title. Known by divers as the ’Notre Dame of Diving’ the spot offers caves, coral gardens and a host of marine life, from sea turtles to manta rays. Other sights to see include a half-dozen sunken ships, as well as the defunct transmission cable that once linked Cuba and Spain. The beach is also decent for snorkeling, with a long stretch of reef that protects it and offers shelter for the critters there.



Waterfall Wonders of the Sierra

SWIMMABLE WATERFALL AND POOLS

El Nicho, high up in the Sierra del Escambray (Escambray Mountains), is a delightful series of swimming holes and waterfalls with a walking trail that leads up to a viewpoint. You can bring a swimsuit and spend the better part of a day here if you so desire: swim in the pools, sit under the waterfall, enjoy some time in the sunshine as you warm up and dry off, and hike the short trail to a viewing spot of the valley below. Tiny frogs hide in the reeds, catching mosquitoes (oh yes, bring the repellent) and other hapless bugs. There’s even a cave you can visit at the very top, with bats and a subterranean pool. The entry fee also gives you access to the restaurant and bar that’s near the parking lot, but many visitors bring their own snacks and picnic next to the water. It’s a fun time.

Getting here is also fun, with the road, full of dips and hairpins, certainly one of the curviest in Cuba. It’s made more ’exciting’ by the chance of a random collectivo hurtling around a corner.

ACTIVITIES AROUND CIENFUEGOS

Dive Center

Next to the Hotel Faro, this shop visits up to 30 sites, all within 20 minutes of the dock.

Hacienda la Vega

A cattle farm with a restaurant, but the real draw is climbing into a saddle and riding horseback to the beach.

Caleta de Castro

This is a great swimming and snorkeling beach, though you’ll need to bring your own gear.

Funky Birding Fun

FLAMINGOS AND OTHER BIRDS

If you’ve not been able to get to the Ciénaga de Zapata and are keen to see flamingos, the Laguna Guanaroca is your next best chance. You can set off with a guide rowing in small boats across the wide, shallow and slightly murky water, or you can opt to hike around the nature preserve to a viewing platform – either way, hopefully you’ll see these elegant birds. If you’re really lucky, you’ll spot them doing the ’moonwalk,’ a funky dance they do by pumping their feet to stir up the muck at the bottom and then siphon the critters into their beak. There’s a gangly beauty in this behavior that’s well worth trying to see. Other possible sightings include cormorants, herons, egrets, ibises, spoonbills, ospreys, sandpipers and a variety of coots, ducks and other wading birds. Get really lucky and you might spot a Cuban trogon (tocororo in Spanish), Cuba’s national bird. They’re a drab gray on the back but have a bright red and white breast that’s quite striking. Look down at the ground or among the mangrove roots and you may spot land crabs scuttling around.

For nature lovers, or flamingo fans, the lagoon is a must see if you’re in the area.
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Laguna Guanaroca | Eniko Balogh/Shutterstock ©


LAND-CRAB SWARMS

Mosquitoes and flies aren’t the only things that swarm in this region. Inconspicuous most of the year, red land crabs (Gecarcinus ruricola, also known as the zombie crab) swarm to the ocean each rainy season in order to lay their eggs in the sea. And boy oh boy, do they ever swarm. In the area from Playa Larga to Playa Ancón, near Trinidad, roads can be entirely covered with the crabs, who sadly are often crushed by passing vehicles. Ironically, their numbers rebounded due to the Covid-19 pandemic and the lack of tourist traffic during those years. In some areas near Playa Girón there are even cement barriers that funnel the migrating crustaceans into tunnels that allow them to cross beneath the road.




GETTING AROUND

Those wanting convenience will be best served in a rental car, as these spots are remote and bus transport may be infrequent. Cubans get around much of the time with an outstretched thumb and by waving a few CUP in the air, but taxi is another option.






SANTA CLARA
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Santa Clara is both stately and gritty, grandiose and humble, lofty and practical. It’s always been a key hub of Cuba but it gained in importance and stature in 1958, when Che Guevara and his small band of revolutionaries liberated the city from Batista control. The event was like pouring gasoline on a fire. It gave hope that the Fidel Castro movement would – as it indeed did – succeed. Today, many parts of the city pay homage to ’Che’ and to the Revolution, and some buildings still show the battle scars. But there’s more here than just history: it’s a vibrant, artsy place, has an established LGBTQI+ community, and many of its restaurants and cafes are top-notch, rivaling anything in Havana. It’s also got a grittier side: touts here are more aggressive than in some places, and tourist vehicles may be damaged if left unattended.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Plaza de La Revolución Ernesto Che Guevara

SIGHTS

2Café-Museo Revolución

3Fábrica de Tabaco para le Exportación Constantino Pérez Carrodegua

4Santa Clara Libre Hotel

5Loma del Capiro

6Parque Vidal

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

7Club Mejunje




TOP TIP

If you’re driving, be wary of parking in the main plaza (or anywhere not in a privately owned lot). Santa Clara is famous for its ’helpful’ locals who point out a punctured tire (that they’ve just punctured) and then try to extort money from the unsuspecting tourist to fix it.



Explore an Historic Town Square

ARCHITECTURE AND PEOPLE-WATCHING

Santa Clara’s Parque Vidal is one of the central region’s largest, prettiest and most historically valuable town squares, which may come to many as a surprise. In colonial times, segregation was stark here, and there was even a separate sidewalk for blacks and whites, with a wall between the two to keep each race on the designated side. That’s now a thing of the past and today the square enchants: walk around and spot men in ornate guayaberas (short-sleeved dress shirts) talking about the day while puffing on fat Cuban cigars. You’ll spot mothers watching toddlers as they chase pigeons or zip around delightedly in rental electric trikes. Teens might be listening to music as they lounge on a park bench. But all around, the buildings have a stateliness and grandeur that some other plazas don’t. Several cafes have balconies that overlook the beautiful plaza, there are statues to admire, such as the enigmatic El niño de la bota (Boy with a Boot), and the statue of Marta Abreu de Estévez, Santa Clara’s most beloved philanthropist, and majestic buildings rise up all around, like matronly chaperones. If you need some shade, duck into the pavilion in the center and sip an iced drink or chat with curious locals about why you’re visiting.

Come in the evening and you may be able to catch live music: the city orchestra performs every Thursday and Sunday at 8pm.
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Parque Vidal | Matyas Rehak/Shutterstock ©


LOOK FOR THE BULLET HOLES

Stand in the square and look west for the tall, mint-green Santa Clara Libre Hotel. If you approach and look carefully at the cement facade, you’ll notice a number of round, circular pockmarks: these are bullet holes left from the Revolución. It’s sobering to think back to this same spot in 1958, bullets flying, as Che and crew liberated the city. They’re easy to miss, but look closely and you’ll see the entire wall is peppered with them. Go to the corner and you’ll see another wall pockmarked with holes. This wasn’t a lone bullet or two exchanged, but fierce fighting that’s still in the hearts and minds of the Cuban people today.



WHERE TO STAY IN SANTA CLARA

Hostal Familia Rivalta

Delightful multiroom casa particular with excellent breakfasts and clean, cozy rooms. $

Hostal Florida Terrace

A nice, friendly casa particular with a great location and excellent terrace views. $

Hostal Familia Sarmiento

A casa particular that really seems like a casa, your casa, with kind hosts and an excellent location. $


EAGLE’S VIEW FROM CAPIRO’S HILL

Often included in a city ’Che’ tour, El Mirador (also known as Loma de Capiro) is a delightful lookout point over the city, but definitely not ideal for those who haven’t been on a step machine in a while. The spot has over 300 stairs to climb before you reach the top. Once there, enjoy a monument (that looks a bit like an alien spaceship radio; look closely and you’ll see Che’s face) and gorgeous 360-degree views of the city. This was a vital, strategic spot for the revolution as it offered a clear vantage point of every spot in the city. The trenches used by Che and his guerillas are still visible.



Che Is Still Alive and Well

ENIGMATIC REVOLUTIONARY ICON

…at least his memory is. You won’t be able to literally experience Che in the flesh, but visiting Santa Clara might just be the next best thing: to say he made a mark on this city is an understatement. If you need convincing, head first to the impressive Plaza de La Revolución Ernesto Che Guevara (officially known as the mouthful ’Conjunto Escultórico Comandante Ernesto Che Guevara’). This is either the beginning or the endpoint for many a Che fan: a massive monument topped with an imposing statue of the man in his later years, his beret in place, a thick, grizzled beard covering his face, his fatigues on and rifle in hand. He’s staring out across the land with the protectiveness of a pit bull terrier. You can almost see the statue spring to life, raise the rifle, and yell ’Viva la Revolución!’ to a cheering crowd.

After visiting the monument, be sure to cross behind the statue to the somber mausoleum, with its 38 niches carved to honor valiant guerillas who lost their lives fighting in Bolivia’s failed revolution (where Che was killed). In 1997 his remains and those of 16 others were repatriated here from a secret Bolivian mass grave. Fidel Castro himself lit the eternal flame that burns here in these soldiers’ memory.

From there, duck into the small Cafe-Museo Revolución as well. You’re not allowed to take photos, and all backpacks and even cell phones have to be left in a guarded area outside while you tour the modest museum. There are photos, memorabilia, and of course, plenty of propaganda to see, but most visitors will find it less than overwhelming.

If you’re just starting your journey, you may want to hop aboard one of the horse-drawn carriages that wait outside the grounds, and clip-and-clop through town to the other Che-related spots. There’s a statue of Che holding his baby (or a baby that represents the next generation, depending on who’s telling you the tale). If you look closely, an army’s coming out from his belt buckle, representing the 38 men killed in Bolivia, and there’s a horse riding up his shoulder. You can also visit the site where an ill-equipped bunch of rabble-rousers successfully derailed a Batista armored supply train using a bulldozer to push the tracks apart. The bulldozer’s there, as are some train cars and track.

It’s not too far a stretch to say that the taking of Santa Clara was the single most decisive victory in the Cuban Revolution. Once the city had been liberated from Batista, he fled the country and the war was essentially won. So it’s little wonder that now, when there are still people alive who remember fighting to liberate it, the city takes great pride in its place in Cuban history.
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Revolution monument, Santa Clara | Angelo DAmico/Shutterstock ©

NOT-TO-MISS MUSEUMS IN SANTA CLARA

Museo Provincial Abel Santamaría

Located in a former barracks with displays (in Spanish) about Santa Clara history.

Sitio-Museo Acción Contra El Tren Blindado

This small museum is at the site of the train derailment monument and tells its story.

Museo des Artes Decorativoes

Furniture buffs and art deco fans will love the panoply of items on display here.
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HORSE CART OR ELECTRIC SCOOTER

You’ll find it interesting that within steps of each other you can see a horse-drawn buggy, a 1950s-era Ford, a reasonably new Hyundai (tourist rental car), and then, whooshing by almost silently, a high-tech, modern electric scooter. These all make sense in Cuba, even though to the first-timer or outsider, it’s a head-scratcher. The reason is that while it’s prohibited to import a new car, that law doesn’t apply to scooters, so some awfully modern two-wheel vehicles ply the streets…side by side with transportation that’s been around for decades or centuries.



WHERE TO EAT IN SANTA CLARA

Bodeguita del Medio

The Santa Clara franchise of this government-run chain, but it’s tasty, cheap and good. $

El Alba

Decent portions, white tablecloths, and a classy ambience at this tasty near-the-plaza staple. $$

El Sol

Head up to the terrace if you can, where you’ll dine looking out over rooftops, beneath the sun, sunset or the stars. $$

Roll with It: Visit a Cigar Factory

CIGAR-MAKING AS AN ART FORM

Few things are as synonymous with Cuba as cigars, and whether you relish them or think they’re disgusting, there’s a lot more that goes into making them than meets the eye. You can visit cigar factories in many spots in Cuba, but if you haven’t already seen this yet, a tour of Santa Clara’s famous Fábrica de Tabaco para la Exportación Constantino Pérez Carrodegua will clue you in to just how much effort, skill – and even art – goes into making a good Cuban. Get tickets via one of the agencies around town, and be wary: like so many government-run locations, only plastic money can be used. (If you only have a US bank account, at the current time this means you may have a tricky time getting a ticket.) Once you’re in a tour, you’ll start with the basics. Four different types of Viñales-grown tobacco are used, each with a different feature that contributes to making a great cigar. There’s a balance between flavor, aroma and combustion, and the fourth leaf is used as the wrapper. It’s cut, rolled, and wrapped by hand, and sealed using a paste made from maple sap from Canada. The different tasks are done by experts; someone might spend years learning each one, gradually moving up ranks to more challenging tasks that require more skill. Though you can’t take photos inside the plant, you’ll get to see how the cigars are rolled and then tested for smokability. You can’t have it too loose or it will burn up quickly; too dense and it won’t stay lit very long. Finished cigars can go for US$100 each.


CUBAN CANCER RATES

Cuba doesn’t do too well when it comes to lung, throat and esophageal cancers. In fact, those are the highest causes of cancer death in the country. It comes as no surprise that a country that dotes on the cigar wrestles with its health effects, but there’s some hope on the horizon: overall rates of smoking – in both men and women – are going down year to year. in Cuba non-smokers may find themselves unable to dine, walk or see a show without holding their breath. And that’s unlikely to change in the near future, anyway.



Experience Club Mejunje

CUBA’S OLDEST DRAG SHOW

There’s something to be said for a club that can host a Saturday night drag show for decades, and Club Mejunje, serving the city’s LGBTQI+ community, seamlessly manages to be a place where one can dress in drag with a feather boa and glittery sequins, and be followed on stage by a guy dressed like a taxi driver…followed by an entertainer who’s dressed like a Rat Pack member. It’s somehow everything for just about everyone. The building itself is a fantastic, Escher-painting-like mix of levels, balconies and staircases, with an open roof and rough brick walls, and lots of plants and greenery. It’s so unique that it’s become an unofficial Cuban institution.

It’s not just a spot to drink and take in a drag show. There are poetry slams, open mic nights, art exhibitions; it’s truly a spot where anyone with an appreciation for creativity – will find community and inspiration.

WHERE TO DRINK IN SANTA CLARA

El Valkyrie

This Viking-themed joint has skulls for candle holders, but it’s great for live music and has a good drink selection.

El Balcón de los Frutos

Sip your espresso in style with a beautiful balcony view of the plaza. Perfect for a respite on a hot day.

Bar Cafe 9¾

No muggles allowed at this Harry Potter-inspired bar, though even non-wizards might find the ’Potions & Elixirs’ tasty.
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A CAFE DOWN MEMORY LANE

Café-Museo Revolución is a funky, fun homage to you-know-who (hint: he’s one of Cuba’s two famous Ernests!). Yes, that’s right, it’s dedicated to Che Guevara and the Revolución, and as such is decorated with all sorts of 1950s-era memorabilia. There are photographs, old uniforms, medals, books and other delightful mementos that make this more than just a spot to grab a coffee or snack. But those are delightful too: the espressos are rich, cappuccinos are creamy, there’s frothy shakes and some house specials…and the sandwiches and other bites are decent, too. Ironically, the ancient gasoline pump has as much gas in it as many of the stations outside on the highway.




GETTING AROUND

Santa Clara is a major stop for most cross-the-country bus routes, so getting here by bus (or when it’s running, by train) is relatively easy. When you’re in town, there are numerous bici-taxis and horse carts to get you around to the sights. Drivers, be sure to use paid parking rather than park on the street, especially around the Plaza Vidal area, as tire punctures are a common way local ne’er-do-wells get money out of tourists.






Beyond Santa Clara
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Villa Clara holds a wealth of interesting towns and outdoor activities that are well worth exploring if you have some extra time.


Beyond Santa Clara is the province of Villa Clara, which has all kinds of things to do and see, many of them unique to the region that aren’t found elsewhere in Cuba. Find hidden waterfalls, catch bucket-list fish species, hike to the top of mountains and survey the world below…the possible day and overnight trips are almost limitless. Even further, the myriad mangrove hammocks and keys make for spectacular wildlife and bird-spotting. You can also settle in to a quiet village and experience Cuban life with a luxury that only comes from being away from it all. As is the case anywhere in Cuba, the people are welcoming and excited to share their part of the country with you. Dive in!


TOP TIP

There’s a lot to see here, and if you want to take it all in, having a private vehicle is essential.
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Enchanting Mountain Lake

WATER FUN FOR EVERYONE

The Embalse Hanabanilla is a top fishing destination, with record-setting bass that lurk in the myriad roots, shelves, submerged trees and stumps, and other watery hideouts that fish – and fishers – so dearly love. It’s a pretty spot even if you’re not goin’ fishing: the water is a pleasant green, matching the verdant hills that surround it, there are rocky outcrops and cliffs that make for scenic backdrops, and even a few uninhabited islands as well. One of the biggest attractions is the salto (waterfall), where you can dip in the refreshing spray as it tumbles over the rocks. Look for turtles, pelicans and other critters as you tour around. You can hire boats for a variety of excursions from the Hotel Hanabanilla, which is on the northwestern shore, and there’s a good chance you’ll be the only tourist on the ’pond,’ as somehow this beautiful spot still remains mostly un-touristed by anyone other than Cuban locals. The really intrepid may want to hire a guide (ask at the Hotel Hanabanilla) and hike from here across the mountains of the Sierra del Escambray, arriving in a few days at El Nicho. There aren’t a lot of hotel options, and if noise isn’t your thing you may want to avoid staying at the Hotel Hanabanilla, which caters more to those looking to have a pool party than those seeking tranquility. But casas particulares can offer quieter accomodations, or you can do this as a day trip, even from Santa Clara if you leave early enough in the morning.
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GO WILD IN REMEDIOS

This is a calm, tranquil spot which for most of the year is off the map and (we’ll be honest) pretty boring. But come Christmas, all the stops are pulled for a festival that’s one of the area’s most spectacular: Las Parrandas, with a mock ’battle’ of competing floats, a massive fireworks display, and multiple events and parades. You’ll need to plan ahead if you want accommodations; it fills up months in advance. In addition to the festival, the town is noted for its two churches on the main plaza.



WHERE TO STAY AROUND SANTA CLARA

Hotel Hanabanilla

Noisy for some, but a one-stop-shop for anyone wanting to stay lakeside. $$

Hotel America

A Santa Clara option with inexpensive rooms and excellent access to the town square. $

Villa Las Brujas

A smaller government-run spot directly overlooking the water, with a white-sand beach just steps away. $$$

Sweet Stopover on the Way North

SLEEPY, GLORIOUS SUGAR TOWN

You can’t get much further off the mainstream map than a visit to Sagua La Grande, a sleepy sugar town that really hasn’t seen much action since the 1930s, when the sugar industry here slowed down. An eponymous river winds through it, making for some pretty vistas and photo ops, but it’s remote enough that you can’t even get here by bus; it’s that far off the regular ’beaten path.’ What that means for the discriminating traveler is a real chance to spend time in a spot where you’ll get to know the place, enjoy the people, and perhaps not want to leave. It’s also possible that as the northern keys are developed, this quietude may fade as more focus moves northward and this town becomes a stopping point along the way. But for now, it’s a treasure: tall buildings with beautiful decorated facades, ornate towers on the churches, a relaxed pace that makes it seem as if time itself has slowed. Stay in the Hotel Sagua and be wowed by restored marble, beautiful velvet curtains, and an elegance that gives you a sense of what Cuba used to be, you’ve come in days of old. Atmospheric street lamps line the avenues, illuminating the excitement (or lack thereof) that’s happening in the streets below. If you’re this far, it’s worth continuing on (or taking a day trip) to Isabela de Sagua, also known as the ’Venice of Cuba’ for its docks and waterways that extend into the vast lagoon stretching along of northern Cuba’s coast.
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BEST LANDMARKS IN SAGUA LA GRANDE

Iglesia de Purisima

The church predates the town’s incorporation, though it’s been rebuilt four times.

Hotel Sagua

Beautiful four-story structure with restored grandeur and loads of elegance. If you can’t stay here, at least peek inside.

Puente El Triunfo

A lovely, photogenic iron-truss bridge that spans the Río Sagua on the northeast side of town.

Café Real

One of the town’s few nexus points for chatting over a good cup of joe.



Explore the Cayerías del Norte

A NEW TOURISM PROJECT

Three keys, Cayo las Brujas, Cayo Ensenachos and Cayo Santa María, are fast transforming the area, accessed either by plane or by yet another impossibly long causeway that links these remote islands to the mainland. It’s a toss-up whether the development is worth the loss, as these new sites abut the Buenavista Unesco Biosphere Reserve, and as such threaten the wildlife. But it’s certainly an idyllic spot at the moment, and compared to places like Cayo Guillermo, these three keys are vastly less visited. For now. You can enjoy stunning ocean, peaceful days on perfect white sand at beaches like Playa Las Gaviotas, or take boats to remote spots that will make you think you’re the only person (or people) on the planet. Deep-sea fishing and scuba trips are also easy to arrange, either through your hotel if you’re staying there or by visiting the docks at Cayo las Brujas. If the outdoor scene starts to tire, you can try your hand (or arm?) at bowling in the La Bolera alley, which is part of the complex of Pueblo La Estrella, a mall. You’ll find pool tables and darts there as well. Canadians can rejoice that there are even pop-up stands that sell poutine (French fries covered in cheese and gravy).

WHERE TO EAT AROUND SANTA CLARA

Hotel Hanabanilla

If you’re in the lake area, you’ll find there aren’t too many other options, but it’s decent food. $$

El Louvre

Classy Remidios cafe and bar with alfresco seating and a decent cocktail menu. $$

North Beach Hostal & Restaurant

This spot in Caibarién has decent food and is a good stopover to or from the keys. $
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THE BEAUTIFUL BUENAVISTA BIOSPHERE RESERVE

It’s in some ways on the chopping block as the ever-advancing boots of tourism encroach, but for now, the 313,502-hectare Buenavista Biosphere Reserve is a beautiful swath of mangrove hammocks, keys, lagoons, flats and scrubland, allowing for a wide number of different species to call the area their home. It spans the north side of three different provinces of Cuba, and to date there’s little development. There’s not a lot of access without a boat, but this is where birders and fishers will find themselves living the dream. Other highlights include caves, beaches and indigenous art.




GETTING AROUND

If you’re coming from Havana or Santa Clara, you’ll likely already have a car to fully explore this region. If you fly into Cayo Las Brujas Airport, both CubaCar and Via Rentacar have offices there on the keys.







CENTRAL CUBA
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AS DIVERSE AS CUBA GETS

This central swath runs from blissful keys in the north to fascinating historical cities in the south, and everything else in between.
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Few regions of Cuba have more for the tourist than Central Cuba does, and those who skip it as they zip toward Santiago de Cuba (or miss it entirely on their way to Viñales) are missing out. Here you’ll find one of the country’s oldest and most colorful cities, Trinidad, with its proud celebration of diversity and its fascinating sugarcane history. It contrasts vastly with the northern keys such as Cayo Guillermo, part of the vast Buenavista Biosphere Reserve, where one can enjoy all-inclusive luxury, bask in azure waters and lie on sand so white it hurts your eyes. But there are delightful beaches (such as Playa Ancón) on the south side as well. Crumbling ruins of haciendas sit alongside restored mansions that look as grand as they might have in their heyday. Stop to smell the flowers and you’ll find small towns that are rich with their own history and architecture and natural wonders that give even the most active traveler a lot to look forward to.
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Ask anyone in Trinidad and they’ll proudly tell you that it was here (not in rival Santiago de Cuba, which also claims to be this beverage’s birthplace) where the canchánchara, the iconic Cuban mix of aquavit (or rum), lime and honey, was first concocted. That and other delicious culinary discoveries await!


THE MAIN AREAS

TRINIDAD

Vibrant, hopping and full of history.

SANCTI SPÍRITUS

Delightful plaza and historic buildings.

CIEGO DE ÁVILA

Faded yet beautiful architecture.

CAYO GUILLERMO & CAYO COCO

Beaches, blue water and luxury.



Find Your Way

The two provinces of Sancti Spíritus and Ciego de Ávila are a delightful mix of historic cities, small rural villages and spectacular beaches on both the north and south sides.
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Plan Your Time

There’s so much to see here that you’ll find yourself running out of time. Beaches either north or south, great local towns and flavor in between…what’s not to love?
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If You Only Do One Thing

• It’s Trinidad, pure and simple, a delightful city with a rich history and fascinating museums, architecture and food. It’s got beaches if you’re a sun-worshipper, it’s got nightclubs (even one in a cave!) and bars for the night owls, and it’s generally safe even long after dark. Visit the town center, check out the lovely plaza, then walk to the Plaza de las Tres Cruces where three sobering crosses stand in simple, stark memory of the human cruelty that happened here at the hands of human traffickers. Take a tour of the town if you like, or head to the Playa Ancón (pictured) for R&R.




Three Days to Travel Around

• Do everything in the previous itinerary, then on day two head out to beautiful Valle de los Ingenios, where you’ll see the region that put Trinidad on the map and made it what it is today. The nation’s largest sugarcane hacienda was here, along with numerous smaller ones, making it one of the richest regions in all of Cuba, and also one of the most dependent on enslaved African labor. It’s a complex history that every visitor should take time to understand. On day three, head to Sancti Spíritus for some small-city fun or to Cayo Guillermo for more time at the beach.




The Luxury of Time

• If you have more time to spend in this area, then give yourself more of all of the above. Luxuriate in the joys of Trinidad, with its history, food and culture, and the nearby beaches of Playa Ancón,before heading off to Sancti Spíritus for some inland architecture and friendly city life. From there, head up north and discover the beaches that Ernest Hemingway thought were the best in the world, Cayo Guillermo and the other keys, sipping something frosty and working on that tan.



Seasonal Highlights

The rainy season is April to November. Other months are drier and sunny. Hurricane season runs August to late November.

JANUARY

Cultural Week celebrates Trinidad’s founding, with dancing, food and merriment for locals and tourists of all ages.
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MARCH

Semana Santa (sometimes in April) brings thousands of people to the streets in honor of the rising of Christ.
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APRIL

The start of the rainy season brings wetter days but also fewer people, and some are fine with that.
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JUNE

Fiestas Sanjuanera are Trinidad’s answer to Carnaval, with live music, parade floats, a queen, and cowboys competing on horseback.
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AUGUST

Fiesta de Santa Elena, held in tiny Casilda, is a lively event with horse racing, feasts and (of course) plenty of rum.
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SEPTEMBER

Morón’s Aquatic Carnival is a fun water event, with similar merriment to a carnival but the floats are literally floating.
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NOVEMBER

Fiesta de los Bandos Rojo y Azul celebrates campesino culture with traditional dancing and instruments.
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TRINIDAD
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If you can stop in only one city in this region, make it Trinidad. It will charm, delight, surprise and leave you understanding a bit more about Cuba than you did before. One of the country’s oldest cities, Trinidad depended on the sugarcane industry for much of its early history, and was moved several times (from earlier locations near the ocean) to protect it from pirates. Today, the historical tapestry makes the town one of the most vibrant and diverse, rich in what it can offer visitors. The pubs and bars are full of an interesting mix of locals, Cuban tourists and foreigners, and you’ll find music happening everywhere. In a way, Trinidad could be thought of as Cuba’s New Orleans. Fantastic food, historic architecture, cultural events and cobblestone streets too beautiful to be believed. It’s all here. Enjoy.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Plaza de las Tres Cruces

SIGHTS

2Galería de Arte Universal Benito Ortiz

3Museo de Arqueología

4Museo Romántico

5Museo Nacional de la Lucha Contra Bandidos

6Plaza Mayor

7Plazuela del Jigüe

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

8Restaurant Muñoz Tapas

9Taberna La Canchánchara

ENTERTAINMENT

10Discoteca Ayala

11La Botija




TOP TIP

Drivers will find that the maze of cobblestone alleys and one-way streets make for challenging driving, and parking is a challenge in the town center, so choose a hotel on the outskirts if you can and then walk or take a bici-taxi around the town to avoid hassles.
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The Marvelous Central Plaza

HISTORIC AND BEAUTIFUL

Trinidad’s Plaza Mayor is the center of the city in more than just the geographic sense: it used to be the main town market, where everything (except enslaved people) was bought and sold. Look at a map and you’ll see it sitting there like the hinge on a spread-out fan, with roads like spokes leading to the city fringes. Take in the beautiful historic buildings, stone-paved streets, curious upended cannons on street corners – there’s a reason for these, trust us! Stop for shade outside the humble Iglesia Parroquial de la Santísima Trinidad and you’ll notice it’s rather plain, surprising for a main plaza church. Look closely and you’ll see where twin towers on either side but never were supposed to have been constructed. Other things to look for are the upturned ceramic vases on the fenceposts: they match those atop the nearby Museo Romántico. Spend some time walking around here and you’ll find yourself amid nearly every aspect of Trinidad life: people selling ice creams, children chasing pigeons, couples kissing, quarreling or making up, and mothers and grandmothers looking after newborns. It’s a delightful one-stop spot for a peek at the essence of the city. Most of the park, however, is newly built and carefully curated to fit with the surroundings. Before, this was just a flat square.

There’s plenty to look at if you duck inside the various buildings, too. The Museo Romántico has period rooms showing the opulence of the Trinidad elite. Be sure to contrast this with the grim simplicity of the Trés Cruces plaza, where enslaved Africans and other people were bought and sold. And oh, those cannons? They were put there to prevent horse carts from cutting corners too sharply and damaging the building walls. Very practical, those Trinidadians.


TRINIDAD’S BEST MUSEUMS

Museo de Historia de Trinidad

Period carriages, furniture, decorations and photographs.

Museo de Archueología

Pottery, brass items, vases and ancient cultures.

Museo Nacional de la Lucha Contra Bandidos

Military and bandit history is ok, but come to climb the tower.

Museo Romántico

Beautiful furniture, chandeliers, vases and tableware.



WHERE TO STAY IN TRINIDAD

Las Cuevas

A midrange option on a hill, with easy access to the plaza and Discoteca Ayala. $$

Iberostar

An all-inclusive, government-run spot with the usual amenities and decor. $$$

Hostal Romero

A no-frills, full-of-heart casa particular that will make you feel like family. $
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TRINIDAD’S BEST HISTORIC SITES
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Duviel López García is an artist and tour guide. +53 5 8194065

Plaza del Jigüe

Where Trinidad was founded in 1514 around a jigüe tree.

Taberna La Canchánchara

Bears the name of the original Cuban cocktail (created by enslaved people in Trinidad), and located in Trinidad’s oldest house.

Cabildo de Yemayá

The most accessible Afro-Cuban temple in Trinidad.

Benito Ortíz Art Gallery

Local art is exhibited, and all the original murals are being restored.



Don Your Beret

AN ARTISTS’ PARADISE

Anyone with an eye for art will find themselves captivated and bedazzled, even awestruck, by the beauty here, and not just the carefully manicured garden spots or the restored architecture. Sometimes it’s simply the way the afternoon or early morning light falls on a crumbling wall or casts shadows across the rough surface of peeling paint. If you’re an artist, definitely bring your sketchbooks, paints and easel, because you’ll want to be out capturing the beauty at every turn. You can delve deeper into the artistic history of the town by joining an art walk. It will take you to some of the most historical and artistically valuable sights, explaining their significance.

Some highlights include the government-run Taberna La Canchánchara, which has the oldest original doors in town. You may also visit the Plazuela del Jigüe, where stunning tilework on the walls makes for fantastic photos or watercolors. Back on the plaza, the two-story Galería de Arte Universal Benito Ortiz has stunning interior murals. If you go with a guide, you’ll learn how to tell the difference between parts of the mural that have been restored and what’s still original. There’s also something to be said for setting up an easel or just sitting on a bench, getting out the pencil or brushes, and seeing what an hour or two will produce. One thing’s for sure, you won’t run out of inspiration.

WHERE TO EAT IN TRINIDAD

El Jigüe

Government-run spot in the gorgeous Jigüe tiled building, though food is so-so. $$

Muñoz Tapas

Beautiful rooftop terrace location with tasty small plates that fit the bill, and free wi-fi. $$

Vista Gourmet

A top dining spot in Trinidad for the views alone, but the food is excellent too. $$$


THE TASTY CANCHÁNCHARA

Not just a government-run bar, the canchánchara is both a drink and the vessel it’s served in, a simple earthenware pot with smooth sides, usually only glazed on the inside. These cups are sold as souvenirs in shops, but be wary of those which use wax instead of glaze. If you want to drink from it, make sure it’s the real thing. The drink comes as part of Trinidad’s and Cuba’s legacy of slavery. Alcohol, usually something landowners thought undrinkable, was given to the enslaved workers, who sweetened it to drinkability with honey and added tartness with lime. Over time, the drink was recognized and assimilated into Cuban cuisine. Both Trinidad and Santiago de Cuba claim it as their own ’original,’ but who really knows?



Trinidad’s Underground Nightlife

DANCING IN A CAVE

Normally, the ’underground nightlife scene’ is used figuratively to mean hipster and funky, but here in Trinidad, you can literally be dancing below the earth: one of the biggest and best clubs is in a vast underground cavern known as the Discoteca Ayala. It’s located up a hill, away from the main plaza. A rather narrow doorway leads to an expansive cave with numerous levels and chambers. Some of them, like the main dance area, can fit hundreds of people, and with the laser lights going and the music pumping it’s quite an experience. There are quieter sections, too, but mostly this place rocks to hip-hop and Latin pop tunes, with cheap bar drinks and beers getting sloshed around. With a good DJ spinning tunes and a lightshow, it’s a surreal a party spot. Definitely go late, as it’s only crickets chirping before midnight, but in the wee hours it’s packed. A creepy side note: the cave’s name ’Ayala’ comes from a gruesome series of serial killings done by Trinidad resident Carlos Ayala, who used the cave to torture and kill his victims in the late 1800s.

There’s plenty of other spots to drink and dance in Trinidad, so if you’re claustrophobic or just don’t like dancing where a serial killer once lived, try the beautiful terrace of Muñoz Tapas for an airy meal or cocktails, or catch live music at La Botija.

WHERE TO DRINK IN TRINIDAD

Discoteca Ayala

You don’t have to dance if you don’t want to, just sip something and enjoy the ambience.

Casa de la Música

Live music in an outdoor patio setting can’t be beat on a sultry Cuba night.

La Canchánchara

A tourist trap and government-run, but still a heck of a lot of fun.


LA BOTIJA

In contrast with somber spots like Plaza de las Tres Cruces is lively La Botija one of the town’s most popular spots for drinking, food, and merriment. The decor and theme are intended to pay homage to the enslaved people’s history of Trinidad, and whereas many restaurants purchase ’flair’ en masse that’s made from cookie cutters, here, the walls are decorated with actual relics of the past. Servers are friendly, the food is tasty, and they do serve an excellent canchánchara if you’re so inclined. Some balk at the rather complex issue of theming a restaurant around slavery, but most locals see it as a way to honor and pay homage to their roots – roots they prefer be celebrated, rather than ignored, side-stepped or forgotten.



A Somber Reminder

PEOPLE WERE BOUGHT AND SOLD

Separate and apart from the bustling plaza market was the Plaza de las Tres Cruces, which stands today as a grim reminder of the pain and horror of the slave trade. For all that Trinidad has done to assimilate its past and make it a vibrant part of the culture, there is no denying that its prosperity and place in Cuba’s history came at the expense of untold families being torn apart, of countless men, women and children dying, of lives that were endured instead of lived. Children ripped from their mothers and sold – the horrors of that epoch in world history still reverberate today.

At the Plaza of the Three Crosses you won’t find beautiful decorations or fancy museums or benches. The area is open and a bit forlorn, with uncut grass poking up through missing cobbles and in the center stand three simply made crosses near a shade tree. They mark the spot and in Trinidad, the symbolism of the number three should not be lost. It’s somehow a more moving experience to come and see how simple and unadorned this spot is. As if the city can’t quite decide if it should be commemorated or forgotten.
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GETTING AROUND

Trinidad is well served by buses from Havana and other parts of the country. You can get around best by foot, as it’s a small city, but hop on a bici-taxis if you need something with wheels. When it’s running, which is hit or miss, a sightseeing train makes the route from Trinidad into the Valle de los Ingenios and back.






Beyond Trinidad
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Beautiful beaches, intriguing historical valleys and some delightful national parks all await those who venture out from Trinidad.


It doesn’t really matter which direction you go, spin the compass and you’ll end up somewhere fun, beautiful or fascinating. There are nearby spots like the gorgeous Playa Ancón, to the south, or the historic, pastoral beauty of the Valle de los Ingenios to the north, where you can learn about sugar and the haciendas that produced it, see ruins and relics, or climb a tower and get a bird’s-eye view for miles around. Then there’s the Gran Parque Natural Topes de Collantes, to the west, where hikers and waterfall-seekers will find plenty to occupy themselves. It’s a region as rich as the town of Trinidad itself, so be sure to give yourself time to explore it.


TOP TIP

Hikers should be careful to plan well, especially if doing overnights, and not count on having reliable cell service on the trails.
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VISIT SANITORIUMS & ART MUSEUMS

Yes, you heard that right: the tuberculosis sanitorium built by dictator Fulgencio Batista for his ailing wife was located in beautiful Topes de Collantes, a massive construction project that, like many buildings, was taken over by the Castro government when Batista fled. Inside it were hundreds of artworks by contemporary Cuban artists. Today it’s the massive, government-run Kurhotel Escambray hotel, which also offers medical treatments for respiratory issues. The extensive art collection is now housed in a smaller building once owned by a former senator, the Museo de Arte Cubano Contemporáneo. Batista’s own residence here is now a restaurant, the Mi Retiro.



Hike to Waterfalls, Pools & Caves

SPECTACULAR HIKING AND TREKKING

The Gran Parque Natural Topes de Collantes is one of the area’s best-kept secrets, and it’s not visited nearly as much as it could – or should – be, meaning that you might find yourself feeling like it’s all yours. Hike through verdant jungle to shimmering waterfalls that tinkle and sparkle and invite you to strip to your skivvies and dive right in. It’s part of the beautiful Sierra del Escambray, Cuba’s second-largest mountain range, a rich, diverse area with lots of ups and downs, which makes for exciting (or exhausting) hiking. The region is especially popular for its verdant plant species, so botanists will want to keep their notebooks open and their eyes peeled for epiphytes, ferns, vines and more. Seasoned hikers will want to seek out the Sendero Centinelas del Río Melodioso, a 6km round-trip that takes you through refreshingly cool coffee plantations and then drops sharply to the stunning El Rocio waterfall. Take a dip there (brrr!), then keep going and you’ll meander along the Río Melodioso, passing swimming holes, waterfalls and stunning scenery every step of the way. This hike is usually done as part of an organized tour, and solo hikers will need to plan carefully to avoid getting lost.

Other hiking here includes the Salto del Caburní, which starts at the hotels and goes to a 62m waterfall with swimming holes below. It’s possible to leap from points on the cliff and into the water below, but be wary: a misstep could mean injury or death, and at certain dry times, the water levels of the pools may not be very deep. Another hike, the Sendero La Batata, leads out to a cave and underground river.
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Waterfall, Gran Parque Natural Topes de Collantes | Tibor Scholz/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN TOPES DE COLLANTES

Villa Caburní

A set of Swiss-chalet-like cabins with ample trees and bushes make for an idyllic spot. $$

Hotel Los Helechos

A mammoth spot with a decent restaurant, giant indoor pool and even a disco. $$

Mi Retiro

Creole food served in the once residence of dictator Batista, with a decent view if you’re near the windows. $$

Bask on the Beaches

SUN AND SAND SUBLIME

Trinidad is so close to Playa Ancón and its neighbor, Playa María Aguilar that you can bike there if you fancy getting some exercise going to and from the beach. The two beaches sit on the south side of a long peninsula that is currently being developed, with large hotels there now and more surely on the way. Of the two, Playa Ancón is the more developed and has the looming Hotel Ancón behind it. It’s thus less natural, but the facilities are better on this side and it’s easier to make a day of things, with good restaurants and a reliable dive shop. The smaller, less developed Playa María Aguilar will be the best choice for those who like their beach to be mostly beach, with a few small palm-thatch umbrellas and a shack selling food, and beverages. There aren’t any dive shops or places to rent equipment, so you’ll need to bring your own.

Both beaches offer sublime views of the Caribbean, with crystal-clear turquoise water and delightful crushed-coral sand. Look closely and you’ll spot shells, fragments of gemstones and larger coral pieces. Don a mask and you’ll be surrounded by an underwater wonderland of fish, corals and marine life, with warm water and relatively mild currents. Be wary, however, of current conditions as weather may change quickly, especially in the rainy season. But a trip to these beaches will hit the spot just about any time of year.


MOUTH OFF IN LA BOCA

OK, so maybe you won’t be mouthing off, but ’La Boca’ means ’the Mouth’ and it sits at the mouth of the Río Guaurabo and was the original site of Trinidad, before it was raided so many times it had to move upriver and uphill. Today ’the Mouth’ is a quiet, relaxed fishing town that’s on the tourist map mostly for its proximity to the beaches; stay here and you can walk to either of them. With a bike you’ll be plopping down on your towel 10 minutes after leaving your casa particular. The town isn’t as vibrant as Trinidad but if you’re looking for peace, quiet and easy days on the beach, this is where you’ll want to be.



Sugar Is Not Always Sweet

TRINIDAD’S COMPLEX SUGAR HISTORY

What brought Trinidad to power and prominence was its location next to the Valle de los Ingenios, which would become one of the most productive sugarcane-growing valleys in the world. This valley’s fertile soil and perfect climate made it easy to grow the lucrative crop, and the valley’s hacienda owners quickly became some of Cuba’s richest, most powerful elites. But the prosperity and profitability of the region had a stain: the wealth was due to the ease with which human labor was procured in Africa by enslavement. Quite literally, the profits here were reaped on the backs of enslaved people, mostly Africans, who endured some of history’s worst injustices at the hands of cruel ’owners’ after being ripped from their native lands. Today, the valley is a fascinating place to visit, and it’s possible to see many parts of the tapestry that came from this past. Explore ruins of haciendas such as San Isidro de los Destiladeros, with a tower, foundations of the quarters, and interesting brickwork where the sugar was boiled. From there, move to Hacienda Ingenio Guáimaro, original, unrestored grounds with atmospheric buildings to explore. Be sure to seek out someone there to show you inside the main building, as it has a number of fascinating murals, period furniture, and even a tiny church attached to the structure. Don’t leave the valley without climbing the Torre de Manaca Iznaga, where you’ll see the entire valley from the area’s tallest watchtower. This is one of the more touristed spots in the valley, so be aware that touts may be persistent.

WHERE TO STAY IN PLAYA ANCÓN & LA BOCA

Memories Trinidad del Mar

A bit gaudy but with all the caliber you’d expect in a large, on-the-beach resort. $$$

Hotel Club Amigo Ancón

Grand and a bit ugly, this beach resort is rather faded and food is hit-or-miss, but it’s steps from the water. $$

Hostal Idel

A no-frills yet comfy casa particular with rooms that face the sea, hammocks and decor that’s delightfully kitsch. $


BE AWESTRUCK AT THE MIRADOR DEL VALLE DE LOS INGENIOS

You don’t even have to be in the Valle de los Ingenios to be amazed by it: just outside Trinidad, as the road climbs up in preparation for its plunge down into the valley, is a rest stop called Mirador del Valle de los Ingenios. Sure, it’s a bit hokey, and there’s everything from a pool table, restaurant, even a zip line there, so it’s something of a tourist trap. But it’s undeniably the best view you’ll get of the valley as a whole, with the wide patchwork quilt of farms and fields, the river snaking through, and if you’re really lucky, the sight of the tourist train chuffing along down below. Regardless of how long you stay, it’s well worth seeing the vista.
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Valle de los Ingenios | Inspired By Maps/Shutterstock ©


GETTING AROUND

Bicycles make good sense if you’re staying in the beach area; otherwise, you’ll likely want to have private transportation for the park or the valley to get the most out of being there. If you need a taxi, try bargaining for a decent full-day rate rather than a one-way or wait-and-return fare.






SANCTI SPÍRITUS
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This beautiful, less visited city is a great place to use as a hub for exploring the surrounding province, but there’s plenty to do and see in the city itself. The buildings are gorgeous, many restored lovingly to grandeur, and the proximity to the river makes it a place with delightful views. You’ll find that in many ways it’s as pretty as Trinidad (albeit without the beach proximity), and yet has hardly any touts because there aren’t as many tourists. Explore to your heart’s content without hearing calls for changing money or people wanting you to stay in their hotel. Of its many charm points, the city is where Cubans claim the famous guayabera shirt was first invented. It is now ubiquitous across Cuba, the Caribbean and Yucatán. Regardless of whether this is true or not, you’ll find plenty of spots to purchase one should you be so inclined.
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SIGHTS

1Biblioteca Provincial Rubén Martínez Villena

2Iglesia Parroquial Mayor del Espíritu Santo

3Parque Serafín Sánchez

4Plaza Honorato

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

5Al Medio

6Hotel Rijo

ENTERTAINMENT

7Casa de la Cultura

8La Balanza




TOP TIP

Most visitors will want to take a photo of the beautiful Puente Yayabo (Yayabo Bridge), which spans the eponymous river below and is now a national monument. If you need to while away the moments waiting for a decent shot, grab a bite or a beverage at Taberna Yayabo nearby.
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Sancti Spiritus | Fotos593/Shutterstock ©

Enjoy Time with Locals

LOVELY TOWN SQUARE…ER…OVAL

Though not quite a town square if you look from above, the Parque Serafín Sánchez is a delightful central spot around which to base your Sancti Spíritus adventures. It’s shaped a bit like a track field, with oval ends and straight sides, and a raised area in the center where you’ll see men in guayaberas chit-chatting while puffing on the ever-present cuban cigars. You’ll see moms or grandmas overseeing kids as they totter toward near-tame pigeons, and every so often, a bench will feature a couple who seem like they’d really prefer not to have anyone chaperoning. Surrounding you are some of the city’s most impressive buildings, such as the beautiful antique buttermilk-colored structure that was once the La Perla hotel, now turned department store and shopping complex, and always a popular spot for locals to find good deals. The Casa de la Cultura, on the south side, is a gathering spot for anyone interested in listening to live music, and it’s especially crowded at night, when the people (and the party) may swell far beyond its doors and fill the whole southern corner of the park. Scruffier in some ways than Trinidad, Sancti Spíritus has some homeless people who may have claimed a park bench, but for the most part they’re not aggressive.
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Parque Serafín Sánchez | Ana Iacob Photography/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO STAY IN SANCTI SPÍRITUS

Hostal Los Richards

This right-on-the-plaza spot has a rooftop terrace, kind hosts and ceilings too high to be believed. $

Hotel Del Rijo

This classy hotel on Plaza Honorato has a restaurant, cafe and great ambience. $$$

Hotel Plaza

A blue-themed spot with ornate tilework and pretty archways. Rooms are unadorned, but functional. $$

Grand Provincial Library

BEAUTIFUL BUILDING AND BUNDLES OF BOOKS

The stunner of a building on the southwest corner of the plaza now houses the Biblioteca Provincial Rubén Martínez Villena and dates to 1929. You can go inside during business hours, and it’s worth heading to the second story and look out at the plaza from the beautiful columned balcony, which sweeps grandly above the street like a frosted cake. Inside you’ll see it’s just as grand, with a beautiful dome and columns…and, of course, books. It’s dedicated to the famous Cuban writer, Rubén Martínez Villena, who died of tuberculosis in the mid-1930s.


WHY I LOVE SANCTI SPÍRITUS
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Ray Bartlett, writer

I just found myself feeling like this city had the best of everything Cuba had to offer. It was quiet in an intimate way that made me feel instantly at home, and yet it was gregarious and outgoing, too, with friendly people always striking up conversations with me, sort of like that shy person you don’t talk to much but when you finally do, you realize how cool they are. I enjoyed the food, I loved walking around at night, and seeing everyone dressed to the nines to go clubbing was amazing.



Small Plaza with a Big History

SMALL SWEET SQUARE

If the larger Parque Serafín Sánchez gets stale or you just need some shade, try wandering just a few streets away and hanging out in Plaza Honorato. ’Hanging out’ here has a bit of irony, since this plaza was the site of grisly public executions at the hands of the Spanish, who perversely named this spot the Plaza de Jesús. Today the grim history is easy to forget; it’s a small, pleasant, intimate square with a lovely hotel, the Hotel Rijo, where you can get a coffee or espresso and sit outside on the terazza chatting with friends or just watching the world go by. There’s shade trees and benches, and a statue of Rudesindo A García Rijo, a wealthy Sancti Spíritus doctor and surgeon who lived in the building of what’s now the Hotel Rijo. He was murdered on his estate in 1912, and the building was eventually abandoned. Luckily for architecture lovers (and hotel guests) it was finally reincarnated into its present state as a hotel. Across from the hotel, and nicely framed by its archways if you find the right spot, is the delightfully pale-blue Iglesia Parroquial Mayor del Espíritu Santo.

Whether you come in the morning when the shadows are deep, at noon when the sun is hot or in the sultry evening, you’ll find this square a calming, relaxing place to take a photo or a rest.
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Biblioteca Provincial Rubén Martínez Villena | Maurizio De Mattei/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO EAT IN SANCTI SPÍRITUS

Al Medio

A busy spot for dinner or drinks, with low light and excellent cocktails. $$

Hotel Rijo

Its restaurant is not always open, but when it is, expect tasty food in an elegant atmosphere. $$

Mesón de la Plaza

A casual, well-lit cafe with good portions and a variety of options, mojitos and tile floors. $


IGLESIA PARROQUIAL MAYOR DEL ESPÍRITU SANTO

On the other side of the Honorato Plaza from the Hotel Rijo is the bright blue Iglesia Parroquial Mayor del Espíritu Santo, not just one of the oldest churches in the city, but claimed to be the oldest church in all of Cuba that’s still on its original foundations. Regardless of the history, today it’s a nice spot to peek inside, and there’s a steeple that you can ascend for a breathtaking view of the rooftops surrounding you. Interestingly, this church was originally built out of wood, but in 1680 it was rebuilt in stone.



Nightlife that Wows

AMAZING OUTFITS AND BEATS

Sancti Spíritus may seem like a quiet, small town but don’t tell the locals who are going out on a Friday or Saturday (or even a Tuesday!) night: Havana may have the clubs and the crowds, but you’ll see girls (and even guys) dressing as if they’re heading to a night at the Oscars, with fancy evening gowns, teeny mini-skirts, and everything in between. It’s a bit of a surprise in what’s otherwise a sleepy, sedate scene to see nightclubs packed with ladies and gents who dazzle. You can start the evening in the afternoon by having drinks at the patio of Hotel Rijo, then check out the scene at Al Medio, just a few buildings away from Plaza Honorato. It’s a fun spot, with tables that are so close to the street they’re almost alfresco, or opt for ones deep inside that invite you to sidle up and make new friends. Raw brick walls, dim lighting and a decent cocktail menu make for a good start to the night. Then, if the coffee’s hit you and you need to go clubbing, put on something nice (maybe stunning!) and head to La Balanza, one of Sancti Spíritus’ hottest clubs. It’s a mostly 20- to 30-something crowd, but with the music turned up to 11, you won’t need to talk much. Just dance, smile, soak up the vibe, and plan on staying up until the wee, wee hours.
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Hotel Rijo | Jane Sweeney/Alamy Stock Photo ©


GETTING AROUND

Sancti Spíritus is smack in the middle of all the key routes, north to south or east to west, so there are ample bus connections and the train as well. For getting around, the city is so small it’s easy to walk to the key spots, but there are taxis and bici-taxiss if you need them.






Beyond Sancti Spíritus
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A diverse region with sparse population, farms, fields and an almost European pastoral beauty. Take advantage of its outdoor activities and quirky museums.


Sancti Spíritus province is nearly forgotten as tourists zip eastward to Santiago de Cuba and elsewhere, so its quiet beauty is something of a secret. For those in the know, the region has a lot to offer. Hike through forests and explore caves, find yourself on near-unvisited beaches, and visit waterfalls and swimming spots that others rarely see. The modern museum of the Museo Nacional Camilo Cienfuegos will remind you of the Che Guevara memorial, with a monument, museum and mausoleum all similarly dedicated to this hero of La Revolución. For the truly determined, visits to the Parque Nacional Caguanes offer flamingo sightings, cave paintings and artifacts from indigenous cultures.


TOP TIP

If you don’t have a rental car, try getting a taxi hire that offers a good day rate or consider an organized tour.



[image: jpg]

Statue of Camilo Cienfuegos, Sancti Spíritus | agefotostock/Alamy Stock Photo ©

Explore an Under-the-Radar Nature Reserve

HIKES, CAVES AND CHALETS

The Jobo Rosado Nature Reserve sits in the north of Sancti Spíritus province near the Parque Nacional Caguanes, out of the way and often unexplored, which is a shame, since there’s a lot to see here. If you do manage to get out this way, you’re in for a variety of fun adventures. The easiest way to come is with an organized tour, but individuals can come on their own as well. One of the most popular activities is a relatively short hike through woodland forest to a delightful cave, the Cueva de Valdés, one of many in this limestone-rich area. Another short hike will take you to a set of swimming holes known as La Solapa de Genaro, which has a lush, tropical setting and a pretty, idyllic set of waterfalls. If that’s not enough walking for you, check out the Chalet Los Álamos, which is at the end of an 8km hike. The ’chalet’ (more like a house) is now a spot where visitors can camp and see period-style rooms and furniture, sort of a living history museum. You can even try your hand at pressing sugarcane juice with a hand-cranked machine, like in olden times. It’s a great way to experience rural Cuba’s campesino life and get some good exercise at the same time. Arrange for trips via Ecotur.

The history of the region is also on display if you to look for it. There’s a monument to Camilo Cienfuegos and his rebel army, who had their last encampment here. Further back in history, General Máximo Gómez fought here in Cuba’s War of Independence.


BEST HIKES AROUND SANCTI SPÍRITUS

There’s great hikes aplenty in this region. Many of them are best with a guide. Check with Ecotur for details.

Jobo Rosado Nature Reserve

Many hiking options will take you to pastures and farms, to hidden waterfalls and even to caves.

Rancho Querete

Many hikes for points inside the Jobo Rosado depart from here.

Parque Nacional Caguanes

A generally closed nature preserve with a few hikes to caves, often combined with a boat trip around the Cayos de Piedra.



Homage to Key Revolution Figure

IMPRESSIVE MODERN MUSEUM

’A man of the town who left the town…’ begins a famous Fidel Castro quote on the impressive monument to one of La Revolución’s key figures. Camilo Cienfuegos Gorriarán, so important a figure that his likeness appears on the 20-peso Cuban bill, took control of a military barracks here in the small town of Yaguajay, helping send Castro to victory after a hard-fought campaign into the northern Sancti Spíritus province. The site of the barracks is now the Hospital Docente General, but the building still retains its barracks feel. Known as the ’Man at the Vanguard,’ Cienfuegos was one of the original members who sailed on the Granma, and ironically was arguably the least experienced in warfare at the time. He proved himself in many ways during La Revolución and the museum commemorates his life and achievements, as well as providing somber reflection on the many people who lost their lives. Visitors who’ve come from Santa Clara will no doubt see plenty of similarity between this museum and its monuments and the ones dedicated to Che Guevara. Highlights include the statue of Cienfuegos (with his trademark cowboy hat), a replica of the Dragon I, the converted tractor-turned-tank, and the mausoleum for the ’martyrs who lost their lives.’ The museum itself is filled with photographs, documents, mementos and other memorabilia of the man and his legacy on the Cuban revolution. Among the interesting trivia, Che named his firstborn son, Camilo Guevara March, after Cienfuegos.

WHERE TO STAY AROUND SANCTI SPÍRITUS

Hotel Zaza

When operating, it’s the only spot on the reservoir, with nice views and an outdoor swimming pool. $$

Tunas de Zaza

Your best bet may be to ask around for someone with spare rooms they can rent. $

Hostal Fuente Verde

Up north, this bright pink spot is in Yaguajay, with double twin beds that are anything but green. $
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WHAT IS KARST, ANYWAY?

The landscape of Cuba in these parts has some strange geography, with much of it being covered by karst, a kind of limestone formation. Beds of limestone are laid down for millions of years and then raised up, often above sea level. The pressures, and events like meteorite strikes and other natural forces, cause certain parts of the limestone to vanish before others, leaving behind odd towers and shapes that resemble termite mounds or huge wax sculptures. Sometimes karsts are actually stalagmites that remain after the upper layer of a cave has totally disappeared.



Fish or Float on the Embalze Zaza

A RESERVOIR OF OPPORTUNITIES

With fuel shortages what they are and low water levels, the activities here on the vast Embalze Zaza are limited. Let’s hope that changes in the near future, as the country’s largest reservoir deserves a little time. It’s still a pretty spot to drive around, with wide expanses of lake, open sky above and mountains in the background that give it a surprising, almost Western America feel. You’ll see cows grazing and cowboys trotting by in full garb on well-groomed horses. Birders will want to keep their eyes open and have the binocs at the ready, as there’s a host of birdlife wading in the shallows. And the gargantuan Cuban-blue dam is very photogenic. You may need to check in Sancti Spíritus for current conditions and whether there’ll be boats and a guide. Those with their own vehicle will find it a pretty afternoon jaunt. If you wish to fish here, be aware that you may need to check with local authorities and get a permit, but bass, trout, catfish and other freshwater delights are the reward. Arapaima gigas, one of the largest freshwater fish in the world, was introduced here for recreational fishing purposes. It’s native to the Amazon, and curiously has to come to the surface to breathe, much like a cetacean (dolphin or whale) would. It’s reported to reach sizes of up to 4.5m long, so whatever you do in the Embalze Zaza, don’t fall in!

WHERE TO EAT AROUND SANCTI SPÍRITUS

Bar Family

Surprisingly spiffy cocktails and decent bites to eat in Yaguajay. $$

Restaurante de Luna

A little palm-roofed spot with decent bites south of the city. $

Hotel Zaza

If the hotel is open, the restaurant here is the only option for miles. $$


SLEEPY FISHING PORT: TUNAS DE ZAZA

Don’t expect grandeur if you come to the coastline here, but the Tunas de Zaza area is pretty cool if you’re looking for a fun day trip out of Sancti Spíritus. You can see fishing boats rocking, tied up along the shore, perhaps topped with a pelican or cormorant. Mangroves line the canals and estuaries. It’s worth checking out in a quiet, unassuming kind of way. The town is tiny and cute, not much more than a dock and some fishing boats at the mouth of the Río Zaza. The lagoons behind the barrier beach are excellent for birding, and you’ll find ample sightings of herons, egrets, cormorants, ibises, and other shorebirds. Start swimming southward and, if you go far enough you’ll land in South America.
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GETTING AROUND

You’ll find that even having a car may not be ideal for getting to places within the parks. It’s probably best to arrange for a tour that includes transportation, as some of the roads are barely passable and depending, on seasonal conditions, could be very muddy.






CIEGO DE ÁVILA
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Ciego de Ávila is both a city and a province; both hold hidden gems that reveal themselves as you spend time here. The city has risen and fallen in fame and fortunes and is now known for its killer baseball team, with many wins in the national series and a few alumni going on to play in the United States, including Rusney Castillo, who played for the Boston Red Sox. There’s a lot of friendly baseball talk here, and the occasional die-hard fan who knows more stats than ChatGPT.

But baseball can’t sustain a city forever, and the need for TLC is clear. Buildings are beautiful, but need repair, and locals will caution you to not walk at night – not because of crime but due to the risk of twisting an ankle in an unseen pothole. Nevertheless, it’s a beautiful city that has not been touched up significantly like Trinidad and Cienfuegos, so coming here gives you a small taste of authentic Cuba.
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TOP TIP

As locals will caution you, the roads are pretty rough here and that includes the sidewalks. If you’re walking around at night, keep your phone flashlight on and keep looking down, because you never know when something – a hole, a brick, a step, a stairway – might need to be avoided.




WHO WAS JOSÉ MARTÍ?

Before the Parque Martí was renamed it was the Plaza de Armas. So why the name change? José Martí was a Cuban national hero who helped in the Cuban War of Independence against Spain. His role in this war was varied, and some accounts credit him with high-level planning, as well as participation in, the war. He also ran one of the country’s best-loved newspapers, Patria, and was a renowned intellectual, poet, scholar and publisher. He even taught at several prominent universities. Martí was killed in battle in Dos Ríos when he was only 42. His likeness and name is immortalized in statues, busts, parks and streets all over Cuba.



Soak Up Small-Town Life

FADED AND FRIENDLY

If you’ve ever wondered what it would be like to have grown up in a small city in Cuba, experiencing its small town life for yourself, just park yourself in the Parque Martí in Ciego de Ávila’s main square and see what happens…it’s possible that in 10 or 15 minutes, you’ll stop feeling like a tourist and begin to fit right in. Probably because the city gets far fewer tourists than places like Trinidad, the the locals hanging out at this park aren’t there to sell you anything. They want to hear where you’re from, talk about baseball, maybe invite you to play checkers or cards. Combine it with a bit of fuel shortage or power outage and you may find yourself helping to push someone’s out-of-gas car off the road or accepting a local’s offer of a flashlight so you’ll get home safely. To look at, the park is much the same as many squares in Cuba. It has a church overlooking some benches and bushes and a few small trees. There’s a statue of the namesake, José Martí, and interestingly enough, city-provided wi-fi (when it’s running). Buildings are scruffy, elegant and faded, and compared to many parks in Cuba, this one pales a bit at first glance. But the real heart of the square is not what’s visible, but what isn’t.

Explore the Dream Deferred

EVEN THE BEST-LAID PLANS…

…sometimes go awry. So it is with the expansive Parque La Ciudad, which was once a stretch of unusable swampland that stretched between the now defunct Hotel Ciego de Ávila and the center of town. For a candle flicker, it was pretty impressive: a grand hotel with a beautiful artificial lake behind it, playgrounds, restaurants, boat rentals and even a floating restaurant. The dream, unfortunately, seems unable to sustain itself and today this grand park is pretty shabby. Paradoxically, that’s now the best reason to come here and check it out. It’s a good spot for jogging, for pushing a baby carriage, or for having a nice constitutional walk, but there’s not much more to do and see here. The playground attractions have rusted into finger-slicing sharpness, so watch out and make sure those tetanus shots are current. The hotel has closed (we hope temporarily). The lake is a bit brown, as if the swamp that it once was is trying hard to return to its old ways. The highlight for photographers is the oddly incongruous iron and steel sculptures, however, which have benefited from the weathering and now sport very photogenic rust and discoloration, giving them almost a steampunk appearance. The elephant especially is worth the detour.

Increased tourism – both Cuban and from abroad – may yet return this spot to the glitzy, glamorous date destination it was a few years ago. But in the meantime, come here for the urbex strangeness and the chance to see some waterfowl in the reeds.

WHERE TO STAY IN CIEGO DE ÁVILA

Billy’s Hostal

A sweet, inexpensive casa particular not far from Parque Martí. $

Villa Jabon Candado

A bright pink, spic-and-span option that’s also close to Parque Martí. $

Hotel Ciego de Ávila

The top-notch stay in the city was closed for renovations at the time of research but will hopefully reopen. $$
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RESTAURANTE EL FLOTANTE

Of all the quirky ideas of the Parque La Ciudad, El Flotante (the Floating) is both the most wild and the one that’s been the most successful: a floating restaurant in the middle of the human-made lake, Embalse La Turbina. It’s not much to look at – a one-story, square-shaped thing – but it’s got real tablecloths and enough tables to seat a bus tour, maybe even two. You’ll find the food is average, but it’s not bad, and the chance – in the middle of Cuba, without a shore in sight – to dine ’with a water view’ is pretty unique. One small caution: if you’re going at night bring repellent, as you’re about as close to the mosquitoes as one can get and those ankles are pretty tasty.



Marvels in a Wide-ranging Museum

SMALL TOWN BOASTS IMPRESSIVE MUSEUM

It’s a bit surprising that one of the best museums in all of Cuba would be found in a relatively off-the-map city like Ciego de Ávila, but there you have it. This bright yellow building that houses Museo Provincial Simón Reyes has the typical exterior of a true ávileno structure: a wide, inviting porch. Inside you’ll find that the exhibits range from ancient indigenous artifacts from sites nearby, to explanations of the area’s festivals and information about the complexities of Afro-Cuban culture and religion. The crème de la crème, however, is a scale model of La Trocha, the massive 68km-long wall that defended against Mambí invasions (19th-century rebels). Parts of the wall are still visible today if you search for them, but seeing the exhibit gives one a sense of the scope of this endeavor, which was truly a feat of engineering. The city (the name means ’the clearing of Ávila’) was initially just a spot on an estate owned by a merchant, Jacomé de Ávila. The clearing was a resting spot for weary travelers, and over time, it grew into a city. When the wall was built, Ciego de Ávila was a key refuge behind it. The five exhibition rooms are divided by subject, such as archaeology, religion, history and so on. Kids may enjoy the chance to ring the bell from the locomotive La Cuenca, which is housed in the interior courtyard. It’s an interesting bell because instead of being rung by a pull below, there’s a handle above it and you rock the whole bell back and forth.

WHERE TO EAT IN CIEGO DE ÁVILA

La Fonda

A government-run spot on a Parque Martí corner. Food is decent, not bedazzling. $

Don Ávila

This is a classic, old-school spot with dark wood, a long bar and cigar-smoking gents discussing baseball. $$

Molino Rojo

Decor brings to mind a high-school prom setup, but the food isn’t bad. $$

[image: jpg]

Museo Provincial Simón Reyes | FotosDCuba/Alamy Stock Photo ©


GOOD NIGHTS WITH NOCHES AVILEñAS

The city is trying hard to make the most of what it has, and the Noches Avileñas are a good example of this. Every Saturday, assuming there’s electricity (and sometimes even when there’s not), people set up food carts and start playing music and turn the street corners or alleys into little pocket fiestas. You’ll find it fun to walk around and join the action for a bit, then keep walking to another spot that catches your fancy. The Parque Martí is always a good place to start your Saturday adventure.




GETTING AROUND

Ciego de Ávila is spread out, so you’ll find yourself doing a lot of walking unless you want to grab a taxi or hitch a ride. If you’re backpacking, picking a spot near the Parque Martí will give you a lot to do and see that’s within walking distance.






Beyond Ciego de Ávila
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A beautiful part of the country that’s often overlooked and forgotten, by local Cuban visitors and foreigners alike. Explore it!


The rest of Ciego de Ávila includes some pretty diverse landscapes, from the spectacular cayos in the north and the beautiful, vast Buenavista Biosphere Reserve, to the small and sleepy towns, and the diving and snorkeling possible on the southern side. You might as well be in a different country, almost, as you travel from one spot to the next. Those who want to fully explore the region shouldn’t overlook the incredible Jardines de la Reina, a set of uninhabited keys that are so great for diving that there’s a yearly limit on the number of divers, and the number of boats. Those who meander into places like Morón will find there’s a lot of gentle Cuban beauty to find there.


TOP TIP

Divers, you’ll want to book early and prepare to get out your wallet, as trips aren’t cheap and they fill up fast.
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Crocodile, Jardines de la Reina | Jesus Cobaleda/Shutterstock ©


A WHALE OF A TIME

If you’ve been lucky enough to swim with whale sharks you’ll know what incredible creatures they are, but they’re fragile too, and many dive operators don’t follow the rules as well as they should. You can proactively help by following the rules yourself:

• Never touch, scare, or disturb the animal.

• Never approach one within 6ft (2m).

• Never wear sunscreen if you’ll be diving with whale sharks (the oils affect the water, affecting both the shark and its plankton meal).

• Never swim with them for more than a few minutes.



Dive in Unparalleled Beauty

BEST DIVE EVER: (MIC DROP)

Many visitors come to Cuba for the diving, and it’s pretty good just about anywhere. But if you’re going to point to the map for a bucket-list dive, it’s here: Jardines de la Reina (Gardens of the Queen). This park, located nearly 100km off the southern side of the province, covers an incredible 3800 sq km of virgin mangroves, coral reefs, hammocks, lagoons and open sea. Interestingly enough, there’s a fair bit of above-the-water wildlife out here as well, including a host of different birds (which one would expect), but there are also iguanas, the adorable hutia (tree rat), and other small mammals. Of course, the real reason to be here is beneath the surface. Don that scuba gear and you’ll find an underwater paradise awaits you. Pristine coral gardens, sea fans, mollusks, copepods, shrimp and spiny lobsters, and thousands of fish, including a number of shark species and the biggest of them all: the whale shark – they’re all here. The chance to dive, and perhaps bond, with the other folks on the boat is another part of the experience. Some find that lifelong friendships are forged on deck sipping beer after a two-tank dive.

Generally packages are for one week and include the usual: live-aboard accommodation, equipment, guiding, the license, plus food and (some) drink. Alcohol may or may not be extra depending on the outfit. Expect to pay a small fortune, but most who part with it don’t have any regrets.

Age-old Rivalries on Display

RED, BLUE AND YOU

If you’re in Ciego de Ávila in early November, you owe it to yourself to go just a short hop away to the small town of Majagua. Most of the year, it’s a fairly skippable spot, but the Fiesta de los Bandos Rojo y Azul is something you won’t want to miss. The town swells as people come from all around to watch, or even participate in, a festival that essentially boils down to the town being divided into a Red team and a Blue team, a division that’s designated to people almost from birth and dictates their house decorations and clothing, as well as which ’team’ they join. Think Capulets and Montague-style rivalries, only without the tragic ending. Men and women wear elaborate traditional costumes (yes, in red or blue) and celebrate all things campesino. There’s lots of lively dancing, parades and processions, contests, merriment, and, of course, plenty of música, often played on traditional instruments. Once a little-known festival in a sleepy town, it’s even been studied by ethnographers and recognized by sociologists for its preservation of valuable cultural tradition that is all too often disappearing as cellphones, soda and social media take over the world. If you plan to stay overnight here, you may need to plan well ahead, perhaps months, to reserve a hotel or casa particular. Otherwise, it’s only a short drive from Ciego de Ávila, and many people stay the night there instead.
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MUSEUMS IN CIEGO DE ÁVILA

Centro de Promoción Cultural Guiarte

A gallery with local artists and works by pop-art icon Raúl Martínez.

Museo de Artes Decorativas

See vintage furniture, antiques, personal effects and even Asian art.

Museo Casa Natal de Pedro Martínez Brito

This museum is the birthplace of revolutionary hero Pedro Martínez Brito.
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CUBA’S GREAT WALL(S)

Though there were a number of these defensive lines made throughout the country, built to defend against invaders and guerillas, none was as long nor as substantial as the one that bisected Cuba, running from Júcaro in the south to Morón in the north. The wall was a raised barrier of earth with a depression on each side bearing armed guardhouses with watchtowers. No fewer than 39 of these towers were on the famous La Trocha, and some still remain today. One of them has even become Ciego de Ávila’s provincial museum. The barrier prevented east–west passage of troops or rebels on land – the only way around the wall was to go by sea.



The Florence of Cuba

AT LEAST FLORENCE BY NAME

Florencia, tucked into the northwest corner of Ciego de Ávila province, got its name from that city in Italy. It may not quite measure up to the Italian location’s reputation and you won’t find any statue of David or a Birth of Venus; however, the town is a pretty spot to hit. The biggest reason to come here though is the dam: Built in 1991, the structure (which has the rather high-faluting name of ’La Liberacíon de Florencia’) stopped up the waters of the Río Chambas, and flooded the surrounding valley. The big puddle that it made is La Prensa de Florencia, an artificial lake that’s still, even now, off the map for most visitors who aren’t Cuban. A bit of a shame, because it’s a delightful spot and you couldn’t ask for a more idyllic place for a picnic. You can take a boat to the lake’s largest island, where there’s even a restaurant, and other waterside activities, such as kayaking. If water isn’t your thing, the surrounding hills and trails can be ridden on horseback, or you can trek the trails by foot. You can organize most of this at a Cubatur office, the closest being in Morón. Visitors who do come from the keys often travel here in comically long caravans of Suzuki Jimnys from Cayo Guillermo or Cayo Coco.

PLACES TO EAT AROUND CIEGO DE ÁVILA

La Esquinita

A cafe in Florencia that’s got bites and beverages, plus is a good resource for activities. $

Restaurante Presa de Florencia

This out-in-the-middle-of-the-lake restaurant has passable food and unbeatable views. $$

La Marquesita

A spot in teeny Majagua for Cuban food served with a smile. $


LOS BUCHILLONES

Don’t come here expecting the grandeur of Tikal. In fact, the archaeological site of Los Buchillones is underwhelmingly easy to miss if you’re not looking for it: most of it is underwater. It was discovered relatively recently, when fishers in the 1980s started pulling up axe handles and other items from the muck. Interestingly, it was the muck that preserved the objects, thanks to its anaerobic properties that prevented them from rotting. Today, though it’s not much to look at, the site remains one of the most impressive caches of pre-Columbian relics in the Greater Antilles. What little is known is quite impressive: the Taíno culture settlement likely had nearly 50 structures, and supported a community that crafted deities, canoes, tools and other artifacts.
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GETTING AROUND

Getting to most of these spots is easiest in a private vehicle. If you’re not renting a car, try finding a good day fare by asking drivers in the Parque Martí.






CAYO GUILLERMO & CAYO COCO
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Ernest Hemingway thought Cayo Guillermo had the best beaches on the planet, and you might nod in agreement when you get here. Part of a long string of islands called the Jardines del Rey (King’s Garden), they are second to none. There’s just nothing that matches the vibrancy and beauty of the sea here, and its dappled shades run from minty milk all the way to bluish ebony. You’ll see windsurfers and foils skimming over the surface, and hear grackles and orioles chirping in the coconut palms. The powdery white sand beckons – no, insists! – that you take off your shoes and let your bare feet stay for a while. The all-inclusive resorts offer just about anything a visitor could need, but even if you zip up for a peek from the mainland you’ll be wowed and want to stay. Cayo Coco, just next door, has pretty much the same attractions.
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TOP TIP

Watch for thieves while you’re on the beaches or eating a meal, and no, not the human kind. Grackles and orioles will audaciously head for anything you leave unattended, so make sure your smaller items are in zippered pockets. If you’re eating, don’t head to the bathroom and expect to finish your meal: it’ll have gone to the birds, literally.
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BEST WINDSPORTS

Sailing

Hopping on a catamaran and getting to a remote spot is pure bliss.

Windsurfing

These triangular sails and zippy boards are fun to watch.

Kitesurfing

Windsurfing’s younger sibling, this sport uses a kite instead of a sail.

Wingsurfing

These small sails are handheld and look like a butterfly.

Foilboarding

The foil lifts the board out of the water, causing less drag.



Beachy Keen in the Cayo

NOTHING BEATS THIS BEACH

Imagine a beach so sublime it’s become almost mythical. A Xanadu. A Shangri La. That’s the beach of Cayo Guillermo, the place Ernest Hemingway loved and vacationed to so often that the entrance bridge has three life-sized statues of the man welcoming you as you pass across to the key. The water here defies description. At times it’s bathwater warm, almost hot; other times, it’s warm but refreshing. You can wade out for quite a distance and not be deeper than your waist, but for many the magic isn’t even about the water…just soaking up sunshine as you lie on the pillow-soft sand is the reason to be here. If you get bored or (God forbid, how rude!) a cloud passes by, you can get just about everything your heart desires at your all-inclusive: massages, cocktails, beach gear, clothing…it’s all mere steps away. If you come here from the mainland, you won’t have access to the all-inclusive sections, but Playa Pilar is just as good. It’s at the westernmost tip and has wooden walkways that lead you over the barrier dune to the beach. A busy but simple restaurant serves mostly fried-fish platters and other seafood as hungry (make that brazen) flocks of grackles wait to pounce on leftovers. There’s a bar where you can get mojitos or go whole hog and indulge in a scooped-out pineapple filled with your favorite liquor-laden beverage. Keep those sunglasses on because when you look to the horizon it’s so vividly blue it hurts your eyes. Hemingway may have had his faults, but you’ll agree he was right about the beach.

WHERE TO STAY ON CAYO GUILLERMO

Iberostar Playa Pilar

Of the all-inclusives, this is the closest to the non-privately owned beach, Playa Pilar. $$$

Starfish Cayo Guillermo

A smaller, more intimate all-inclusive that often caters to the windsports crowd. $$$

Hotel Grand Muthu Cayo Guillermo

A mega-all-inclusive with good family activities and even a kiddie playground. $$$

Enjoying Coco, Too

MORE BEACH TO ENJOY

Cayo Coco is not, as many people assume named for the coconut, but rather for a local bird, the white ibis, which is known by Cubans as a ’coco.’ Both the bird and the island are spectacular, though it’s the latter you’ll want to put a beach towel on. The sand here, like its neighbor to the west, Cayo Guillermo, is something you’ll need to feel with bare feet: soft and white and powdery, it feels like everything a perfect beach should be. And because it’s so white, it’s never hot enough to burn tender, bare tourist feet. This is the ’Big Daddy’ key of the area; much larger than Cayo Guillermo, and larger than Cayo Romero, the key just to its east. As such, there’s more infrastructure here, more to see and do, and even some shopping centers, activities and an airport. In short, you’re closer to civilization here on Cayo Coco than on the other two keys.

But civilization may not matter, really, when you get to the beach. The water is shallow, current free, warm, and bluer than blue. Sunbathe, play in the water, and replenish those vitamin D supplies.

The beach, though, isn’t the only reason to come here. There are wild flamingos and roseate spoonbills (an exotic bird with a bill shaped like a spoon) to see, and even a cave disco, La Cueva Del Jabali, where you can dance and party until the wee hours with stalactites and bats.
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A LOST CAUSE…WAY

Those flying into Jardines del Rey airport may not ever see the long causeway that connects the keys to the mainland. It was built in 1986, at great cost and expense, and with some environmental effects as well: not surprisingly, putting a long dam across a tidal plain changed its drainage patterns and salinity. This in turn has caused some changes in the number of birds seen, such as the flamingos, which experts say aren’t coming in as great numbers as they used to. To mitigate this to some degree, tunnels were added after the fact, allowing water to flow beneath the structure.



WHERE TO STAY ON CAYO COCO

Memories Caribe

Caters to younger couples (16+ only allowed), with on-the-beach bars and lots of day activities. $$$

Melía Jardines Del Rey

Great choice for families, with easy beach access, tasty buffets, good cocktails, and large, clean rooms. $$$

Hotel Tryp Cayo Coco

Smaller all-inclusive with varied dining and bar options. Rooms on multiple levels, some with a view of the water. $$$


GETTING YOUR CAVE ON

There’s something pretty cool about being able to dance inside a cave. La Cueva Del Jabali can be visited during the day, too, if people want to come with families and see a relatively tame spot with some cute bats and a stalactite or two. At night, buses bring guests from the hotels to dance, drink, and party until the erly hours. On a Friday or Saturday night in the peak of tourist season, the cave will be packed with revelers enjoying the experience, listening to the DJs spinning beats, and dancing the night away.



Going to the Birds

GREAT BIRDING EVERYWHERE YOU LOOK

Great birding is one of the biggest reasons people flock (get it?) to Cuba, but these cayos are even better than most spots because of the diversity of habitats that one can visit, all in a day’s drive. Start the day birding on the outer beaches to see plovers, pelicans, sandpipers, terns and, of course, a seagull or two. Then cross and hunt for wading birds, herons, egrets, spoonbills and flamingos in the shallow lagoons. You can spot a variety of ducks, coots and more sandpipers here as well. Not to mention warblers, which love the scrubby thickets and mangroves. If you’re with a bird guide, chances are you’ll hop into a classic car and zip across the causeway to the mainland, where you’ll get a chance to look for some totally different endemic species, such as the Cuban trogon (Cuba’s national bird, also known as the tocororo), Cuban pygmy owls, Cuban green woodpeckers, Cuban bullfinches, caracaras, redstarts and tanangers. It’s astonishing to be able to visit so many different habitats so quickly, and possibly in a sweet convertible 1957 ride! While any birdwatcher worth their salt will come with their binoculars, zoom lenses and spotting scopes, many of the guides have equipment they may be willing to share. It’s worth bringing your own water, snacks and even a lunch – or ask the guide if that’s included in the tour.


THE OTHER CAVE DISCO

Believe it or not, this isn’t the only cave disco in Cuba. Head to Trinidad and you can visit Discoteca Ayala, a party hot spot that got its name from a serial killer who used it to murder his victims.




GETTING AROUND

Cayo Coco has its own airport, so folks often just fly in directly and use taxi services to get around. If you drive, be aware there’s not much parking that’s for non-all-inclusive customers, but access from the mainland is easy thanks to the causeway.






Beyond Cayo Guillermo & Cayo Coco
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Beautiful lagoons, stunning water, vast shallow bays and scruffy mainland all make this a fun place to day trip, overnight and explore.


Whether you’re staying in one of the all-inclusives or coming up from cities like Ciego de Ávila, the region around the cayos is a fun place to check out. Birders will be in heaven, because the diversity of habitats means they will potentially see dozens, possibly even hundreds, of different species. There’s also small-town life, beautiful vistas, and interesting natural wonders, all within a relatively small radius. Check out festivals, stop in at ranches that seem like time stopped a century ago, or just road-trip around and see another part of Cuba that’s starkly different from life on the keys. It really can seem like another world once you leave the all-inclusive, and is well worth checking out if you have the chance.


TOP TIP

Rather than slather on the bug cream or sprays, pack some repellent-infused clothing and never look back.



[image: jpg]

Cayo Guillermo National Park | alejandro raul ottoboni/Shutterstock ©


JUST ADD WATER: THE MORÓN AQUATIC CARNIVAL

If you want to see floats that are actually floating, come to the Morón Aquatic Carnival, held each year in September. It’s a gala affair, with all the usual fun of a Cuban fiesta, held on, in and around the beautiful Laguna de la Leche. There’s less of the showiness and grandeur of the carnivals on land (in truth, some of the floats look a bit rickety), but it’s a fun time for all, with food, dancing, costumes, contests, and of course, lots of música en vivo (live music) and dancing. The event usually ends the summer, closing out events that are often sponsored (as are many of the floats) by the biggie hotels across on the keys.



Colonial Sights in City of the Rooster

A TRAVEL STOP AND MORE

Also known by the cocky name ’Ciudad del Gallo’ (City of the Rooster), Morón is a railway-stop city with a lot of stunning architecture. For those coming from the cayos to the north, it’s your first and possibly only chance to really see the beauty of these colonial towns. Unmissable is the massive Terminal de Ferrocarriles, the Morón train station. The exterior has the look and feel of a historic European train depot, with large balconies and an iron awning. Inside, the simple wooden benches and multiple murals (one of a rooster, harkening to the town’s nickname) make for a fun visit. Above, there’s also beautiful stained glass. Sure to vanish at some time, you can even still find a dusty, forlorn pay phone in the small nook named ’Telefono.’

Also unmissable is the Central Azucarero Patria, a vast, decaying old sugar hacienda that’s just a few kilometers away on the outskirts of town. Hear about the life of the enslaved workers, learn about the process of milling sugar, and there’s even a train ride you can take, which makes this a fun detour for those with kids.

Other city delights are the history museum, the Museo Caonabo, a beautiful neoclassical building built in 1919 that was once a bank. Inside you’ll find excellent exhibits about archaeology, not just from the local area, but from as far away as Mexico and Peru, and Cuban history exhibits of swords, machinery, farm equipment and more. The explanations are in Spanish but often they are short, and many items are easy to understand on their own.

Not Just Spilled Milk

AS IF FALLEN FROM SPACE

The Laguna de la Leche in English translates to ’Milk Lagoon’ and the moment you see it you’ll know why. Instead of the azure-turquoise of the surrounding waters, this one lagoon has an opaque, milky color. It’s as if someone spilled a vast quantity of cow juice into the blue-green sea. It’s a Cuban national park and the color comes not from any accidental or human-made reason, but from the water mixing with the white limestone sediments of the lake floor. Its uniqueness doesn’t end there, however: it’s also the largest of Cuba’s natural lakes (the bigger ones are all artificial reservoirs). And it’s a brackish lake, meaning the water is a mixture of salt and agua dulce (freshwater). The lake is a key fishing destination, where anglers from around the world cast for some of Cuba’s prize species: tarpon, tilapia and perch among others. These trips can be organized from nearby Morón or sometimes at the park entrance. Most fishing is catch-and-release, but depending on the species and the facilities of the guide, you may be able to have it for dinner, too. Not far from the lake’s marshy southeastern side is a crocodile breeding station, where crocodiles can be viewed. This may also be your only chance to get up close to a hutia.

WHERE TO STAY & EAT IN MORÓN

La Casona de Morón

An historic, yellow-and-white hotel with simple rooms and a nice shaded pool. $$

Alojamiento Vista al Parque

A sweet casa particular with three rooms in a light blue house. Breakfast is across the street. $

Restaurante Maité La Qbana

The spot to come if you’re in Morón, with great cocktails, soups, appetizers and a hit paella. $$
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TOUR OR FISH IN LAGUNA REDONDA

Believe it or not, the much smaller Laguna Redonda, only 4 sq km, is Cuba’s premier bass and trout destination. If you’re an angler, plan on bringing that rod. You can do four-hour fishing trips (or longer, if you like), as well as take boats through the narrow, mangrove-lined canals that connect up in places with Laguna de la Leche, nearby. It’s an almost jungle-like journey, and exciting catches await if you drop a lure. Even if you’re not into fishing, there’s a decent bar/restaurant where you can hang out, and one could do worse than have a beer with such a pretty view.




GETTING AROUND

The closest airport is Jardines del Rey, on Cayo Coco. Most of the spots around Cayo Guillermo and Cayo Coco can be reached either by tour from the keys or from the mainland by bus, or even train, into Morón. There’s a toll on the causeway to go to and from the islands, though it’s sometimes out of order and they just flag you through.







EASTERN CUBA
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UNTAINTED, UNEXPLORED, UNDERRATED

Home to Cuba’s highest peak, its most defining historical events and virgin beaches, the East should not be overlooked.
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Everything originated in El Oriente (the East): Christopher Columbus’ first steps in Cuba were on eastern soil, it was the heartland of the country’s booming sugar and rum industry, and the liberation wars against Spain and the Cuban Revolution were both birthed and battled in the East. Yet strike up a conversation with an oriental and they will likely tell you in their distinctive melodious eastern accent that they often feel like an afterthought, with most focus and resources directed towards the west of the island. Indeed, most tourists stick to the well-trodden western route of Havana, Viñales and Varadero, perhaps only venturing as far away from the capital as Trinidad. But for those with an adventurous spirit and who harbor a curiosity to see the island at its most raw, the East is not to be missed. For centuries, El Oriente was the name of one giant homogeneous district encompassing a large swath of the country until it was split up into five separate provinces in 1976, each profoundly different geographically, historically and culturally. In the East, you will find arid semi-desert plains and lush green valleys, the sprawling second city of Santiago de Cuba, and isolated villages brimming with Indigenous traditions. In every province there are incredible coastlines, intriguing local legends and – at every turn – Cubans eager to tell you their stories.
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THE MAIN AREAS

CAMAGÜEY

Artists and artisans.

BARACOA

A nature-lover’s paradise.

HOLGUÍN

Film festivals and postcard-perfect beaches.

GRANMA

The heart of rebellion and revolution.

SANTIAGO DE CUBA

A hotbed of history.



Find Your Way

Most visitors never manage to make it down to this out-of-the-way part of the island, but with its wealth of astonishing history, diverse natural wonders and eccentric cultural curiosities, Eastern Cuba is more than worth the effort.
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Plan Your Time

Eastern Cuba has a lot of ground to cover, so if you have limited time, focus on just one or two provinces. A longer visit will allow you to get to know Cuba at its deepest level.
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If You Only Go to One Province

• If you visit just one place in the East, it has to be Baracoa. Go to the Yumurí Canyon, take a boat ride along its river, and uncover the famous Baracoa painted snail. On the way back, stop off at female-run Finca Las Mujeres to learn about the cultivation and culture behind the sacred cacao plant. The next day, after hiking in Parque Nacional Alejandro de Humboldt (pictured), iconic in the Americas for its endemic species, visit the perfect Playa Maguana for the afternoon. Your evenings should be spent at Restaurante Ortiz or Baracoando, Baracoa’s best dining experiences.




A Couple of Days in Camagüey

• After breakfast at El Andén, spend the first day getting lost in the city’s tangled streets and visiting its several squares, such as the Plaza de los Trabajadores or Parque Ignacio Agramonte. The next day, engage in some cultural sightseeing by visiting the classical-ballet company Ballet de Camagüey and peeking at the dancers rehearsing in one of their practice sessions. Then explore the city’s main art galleries in Plaza de Carmen and Plaza San Juan. In the evening, go to Aldea San Blas, where you’ll find an insanely stylish eco finca (farm) with the best food in Camagüey.




A Week of History Hunting in the East

• Start in Granma’s provincial capital of Bayamo and take a day trip to La Comandancia de la Plata, Fidel Castro’s secret rebel headquarters. Spend the next couple of days on a road trip passing through iconic historical sites such as La Demajagua and the landing spot of the Granma yacht before taking the spectacular the Coastal Road to Santiago de Cuba. Spend a couple of days in the city visiting the museums and music venues and then venture further afield. Make a pilgrimage to El Cobre, looming atop abandoned copper mines, and climb Cuba’s highest peak, Pico Turquino.



Seasonal Highlights

Cuba is hot, and the east hotter. Summers are full of festivals; winter is ideal for the beach; while spring is the lushest.

JANUARY

Start the New Year off right in Eastern Cuba’s most vibrant city, Santiago de Cuba.
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APRIL

Hike to Pico Turquino in spring, when the Sierra Maestra mountains are at their most verdant.
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JUNE

Spend a night in Las Tunas at the end of June for the Jornada Cucalambeana, filled with cowboys, crafts, and country music.
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JULY

July is Caribbean carnival month in Santiago de Cuba. Yes, it’s hot – but wow is it worth it.
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AUGUST

Sleepy Gibara comes alive for the Festival Internacional de Cine de Gibara.
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SEPTEMBER

While the rest of the island’s still scorching, Baracoa is fresher – and September’s a great time to fish for tetí.
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DECEMBER

Enjoy the beach resorts at Guardalavaca when the Cuban climate is at its most pleasant and least rainy.
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CAMAGÜEY
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Although Santiago de Cuba’s size and significance mean it’s referred to as Cuba’s second city, Camagüey is the island’s cultural capital after Havana. With some of the country’s most prestigious art academies and dance institutions, it’s a city of artists, artisans, poets, potters and prima ballerinas. It is the birthplace of Cuba’s first piece of literature, Espejo de paciencia (Mirror of Patience), as well as poets Gertrudis Gómez de Avellaneda and Nicolás Guillén. With a large historical center that includes 15 churches, Camagüey is known as Cuba’s most Catholic city. It’s also a tangled maze of winding streets and blind alleys. Some say it was designed this way to perplex marauding pirates; others say it’s the result of continual changes to urban land distribution over the centuries. Its more than 300,000 inhabitants, the camagüeyanos, are justifiably proud to be from a city with such history, architecture and cultural output.
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SIGHTS

1Ballet Contemporáneo de Camagüey

2Ballet de Camagüey

3Ballet Folklórico de Camagüey

4Vitrales Daluz

SLEEPING

5Casa 1902

6Casa Maydi

7El Paso

8Hostal La Isabela

9Hostal San Rafael

10Hotel San Juan

EATING

11Cafe Austria

12El Andén

INFORMATION

13Paradiso




TOP TIP

It is easy to get confused trying to navigate Camagüey’s unusual street network, so always make sure you have a map to hand. Alternatively, keep calm, let yourself get lost, and see where the city’s labyrinth takes you!



[image: jpg]

Camagüey | Fotos593/Shutterstock ©

A Cuban Dancer’s Daily Life

CAMAGÜEY’S BALLET CULTURE

Watching live rumba and salsa dancing is on practically every tourist’s Cuba bucket list, but what about ballet? Camagüey is the home of some of Cuba’s most prestigious ballet schools and companies, many of which allow guided tours of their headquarters for visitors to catch a glimpse of what it takes to be a member of the company. The Ballet de Camagüey, a 10-minute drive southeast of the city, was founded in 1967 and taken over in 1975 by Cuban ballet legend Fernando Alonso, co-founder of the Cuban National Ballet in Havana and husband of iconic prima ballerina assoluta Alicia Alonso. In the main hall you can watch the company’s young dancers in action during their daily rehearsals. It takes 10 years of rigorous training to be eligible to join the ballet, where dancers perform in annual shows all over Cuba and the world. Aside from the dancing, another fascinating dimension of the company is the outhouses where they hand make their ballet shoes, costumes and sets, allowing them to save money and find creative ways around the country’s perpetual material shortages. Step into the ballet-shoe workshop, the only one in Cuba, where dancers mill around waiting to be fitted for their highly tailored pumps and pointe shoes. This is something they must do often, as none of the shoes are made with the correct materials, so the dancers tend to get only two or three wears out of them. Next is the costume and set department, with racks of colorful fabrics and clothing, tables piled high with hats, and shelves filled with props and accessories. In a small room at the back, seamstresses work away on their sewing machines, turning clouds of white tulle fabric into tutus.

Headquartered in the grand Centro Iberoamericano building in the city center is another renowned company, the Ballet Contemporáneo de Camagüey. Founded in 2002, the institution is a Cuban fusion of classical ballet and contemporary dance that also welcomes visitors who want to see the dancers practicing this unique merging of styles. It’s a stark contrast to the disciplined dancing of the classical ballet company. Coming from either a ballet or a contemporary-dance background, the dancers have performed all over the world, including in Germany, the United States and Mexico, and have been taught by a host of esteemed international choreographers. Lisandra Gómez de la Torre, a dancer in the company for 18 years, now performs the role of director and choreographer. Another institution not to be missed is the Ballet Folklórico de Camagüey, located on Callejón Finlay. The company was formed in 1991 with the purpose of bringing together the copious popular and folkloric dances that have developed in Cuba over centuries of Spanish, African, French and Caribbean influence. The group boasts a repertoire of hundreds of works that incorporate styles from Afro-Cuban rumba, mambo, and danzón ballroom dancing to ballet and contemporary.


BALLET…BUT MAKE IT CUBAN

If you see a ballet performance while you’re in Cuba, pay close attention to its particular local flavor. Cuba’s ballet style is also known as the Alonso method, named after Alicia Alonso, her husband, Fernando Alonso, and his choreographer brother, Alberto Alonso. As with many other Cuban dance forms, ballet dancers move organically, holistically and expressively, and there is a level of storytelling in their movements unique to Cuba. The most distinctive part of the island’s ballet method is the relationship between the female and male dancers, likely because of Cuba’s culture of partner dancing. There is a heightened romantic and sensual dimension to the pair’s synergy, expressions and eye contact.



WHERE TO STAY IN CAMAGÜEY

El Paso

Each of this hotel’s seven rooms is named after an iconic camagüeyana (local woman). $

Hostal San Rafael

Impeccably decorated boutique hostel building constructed at the end of the 18th century. $$

Hotel San Juan

Grand turquoise doors admit you into this beautiful hotel with a stunning interior courtyard. $$


EXPLORING CAMAGÜEY’S ’GOLDEN TRIANGLE’
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Camagüey has the largest historical center in Cuba and is home to several beautiful squares, parks, and boulevards packed with life. Start under the ceiba tree in 1 Plaza de los Trabajadores, which marks the heart of the city. This square contains the 2 Nuestra Señora de la Merced, erected in 1748. Inside you’ll find interesting religious relics, such as a sepulcher made from more than 20,000 melted silver coins. Next door is a must-see museum, the 3 Casa Natal de Ignacio Agramonte, birthplace of one of Cuba’s greatest national heroes. Leaving the square, wander down Ignacio Agramonte St, also known as 4 Calle de los Cines. This is a slightly surreal cinema-themed promenade with a string of bars, cafes and restaurants named after and inspired by popular films, as well as two major cinemas. The street ends at pretty 5 Plaza de la Soledad, where many of Camagüey’s most important streets meet. Surrounding the plaza, which is also called Plaza de Gallo, are landmark hotels such as Santa Maria, La Avellaneda and Camino de Hierro. Walk down 6 Calle Maceo, the city’s main boulevard, with plenty of hustle and bustle, and good opportunities for people-watching. Halfway down, turn right onto Calle General Gómez and follow it for one block until you get to cobblestoned 7 Calle Independencia. Turn left, and this street will take you to 8 Parque Ignacio Agramonte, with a bronzed statue of Agramonte on horseback, and palm trees in each corner to commemorate four independence fighters who were killed during Cuba’s Ten Years’ War. Finish your walk by grabbing a drink or two at one of the park’s many surrounding bars and cafes, such as 9 Bar el Cambio or 10 Café Ciudad.
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VISITING CAMAGÜEY’S DANCE COMPANIES

To see the ballet companies’ rehearsals and visit the Ballet de Camagüey’s workshops, you will need to book a tour. Go to the office of state tourism agency Paradiso, at 409a Calle Ignacio Agramonte (aka Calle de los Cines), which is open from 8:30am to 5pm Monday to Friday. Alternatively, get in touch via email at paradiso@sccm.artex.cu. Address your message to Liena.
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WHERE TO STAY IN CAMAGÜEY

Casa 1902

A stylish casa with two double rooms, ornate tiled floors and a sunlit downstairs patio. $

Casa Maydi

A simple casa opposite the Teatro Principal with the warmest and most relaxed of owners. $

Hostal La Isabela

Centrally located on Calle República with comfortable rooms and welcoming hosts. $


GALLERY-HOPPING IN CAMAGÜEY
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Camagüey is a feast of culture at every turn. Walk the streets – or hop in a bici-taxi – to explore galleries, studios and workshops, whose doors are always open to visitors. Start at 1 Taller Nazario Salazar Martínez, just down from the Teatro Principal. This Camagüey art veteran’s studio is a multifaceted mix of abstract multicolored swirls of oil paint on canvas and elaborate earthenware vases. Take a left down nearby Calle Lugareño and follow this windy road for a while before going left again onto Calle Raúl Lamar. A block away you’ll come to the top of Calle San Juan de Dios, which has a string of studios. Up first, 2 Galería Eduardo Rósales Ruíz is packed with artwork centered on three themes: the Indigenous, African and Spanish ancestry of Cuba. Eduardo is passionate about the subject and a big talker. Enter the leather-art studio 3 Galería Pepe Gutierrez and you will be met with dozens of little leathery faces mounted on the walls. Across the street is 4 Estudio Magdiel García Almanza. This sculptor creates colorful and playful interactive pieces made from recycled mahogany and bronze. Go back onto Calle Lugareño, heading in the opposite direction to the way you came, and after a few blocks turn left onto Calle Martí, following it until you reach Plaza de Carmen. Here, 5 Estudio Marta Jiménez Pérez belongs to one of Cuba’s most well-known female artists, famous for the voluminous feminine figures that appear in her work. The square features several of her life-sized sculptures of everyday camagüeyanos. Across the plaza is 6 Estudio Osmany Soler Mena, whose semi-abstract work of organic shapes and marine life forms you will see hanging in many of Camagüey’s hotels.



The Artisan Capital of Cuba

CERAMICS AND STAINED GLASS

Owing to the clay-like soil found in Camagüey, the city has long had a culture of artisan pottery. Across the road from the Teatro Principal is the humble workshop of Ramón Guerra López, one of the city’s most respected ceramists and a member of Cuba’s Association of Artisans and Artists. Step inside and watch him working at his potter’s wheel, shaping his trademark higgledy-piggledy sculptures of houses and churches that celebrate Camagüey’s architectural heritage. He delicately colors their terracotta roofs, window shutters and protruding turrets with faded earthy tones, using paint made from metals such as magnesium, zinc and cobalt.

On the other side of town sits a workshop dedicated to a different type of Camagüey craftsmanship: vitrales (stained glass). Fifteen years ago, brothers David and Dasmián Sánchez Prieto put their professions as architects and engineers aside to become stained-glass artisans, establishing their studio Vitrales Daluz in 2016. The workshop’s table is scattered with shards of glass destined to be fused together with metal like an elaborate mosaic. Shelves are stacked with sheets of glass in every shade imaginable, although sourcing these primary materials is an eternal struggle for the pair in Cuba. Often, they have to paint on top of plain glass instead, and mixing the perfect shade is a painstaking process of trial and error. Their work can be seen all over town, and they have restored the centuries-old stained glass of Camagüey’s churches. They are artists, scientists, restorers and material engineers all in one.


THE CITY OF TINAJONES

Large earthenware pots called tinajones are dotted around the city’s historical center, giving rise to Camagüey’s nickname ’the city of tinajones’. These jars came over from Spain and quickly became an essential part of life in Camagüey: they’re used to collect rainwater and keep it cool in this dry part of Cuba where water is scarce. It would be remarkable if you didn’t find a tinajón or two on the patio of any Camagüey home, although their purpose now is more of a decorative one. Today, the tinajones are a symbol of Camagüey’s identity and heritage, and they have been used as inspiration for many folkloric dances, songs and poetry.




GETTING AROUND

From Havana to Camagüey is US$35 by Víazul bus and takes eight to 11 hours, depending on the number of stops. A taxi costs between US$175 to US$200, which works out as a similar price per person if you fill up the car with four to five people, and will be a lot quicker and more comfortable. Camagüey has flights every Saturday to and from Havana for US$100 to US$150 one way. Go to cubana.cu to book.






Beyond Camagüey
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The largest of the island’s provinces, Camagüey is variously considered eastern, central and eastern-central Cuba. Regardless, it’s a cultural and culinary delight.


Founded in 1514 under the name Santa María de Puerto Príncipe, in 1903 the province saw its name officially changed to Camagüey in honor of the Indigenous chief Camagüebax and as an act of separation from its colonial legacy. However, camagüeyanos still refer to themselves as príncipeños as well as agramontinos, in homage to their provincial hero Ignacio Agramonte. Down close to the border with Las Tunas is the town of Guaimaro, where Cuba’s first constitution was signed in the presence of Agramonte and Carlos Manuel de Céspedes. A low-lying, slow and dry region, the province has a history of prosperity and a modern identity tied to cattle ranching, small-scale farming and artisanship.


TOP TIP

You can’t leave Camagüey without sampling the province’s artisan-made cheese. Buy some from one of the farmers selling it along the highways.
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WHY I LOVE CAMAGÜEY
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Katya Bleszynska, writer

Before I visited Camagüey, I was under the impression there wasn’t much to it. I thought Havana and Santiago were the two big cities to prioritize. But when I arrived in Camagüey, I realized how mistaken I had been. I was stunned by the cultural richness at every turn: art galleries, artisan workshops, dance academies, and bars and restaurants offering experiences that give Havana a run for its money. Camagüey is cosmopolitan and lively but safe and respectful, and plazas such as San Juan de Dios and Carmen are nothing less than beautiful.



Cuba’s Chicest Finca

COCKTAILS, CABAÑAS AND COMIDA CRIOLLA

Take the Florida highway 21km west of Camagüey city, and look out for a clearing marked by a curious archway made of wood. Walk through this tunnel and, in Alice in Wonderland style, you will come out into a whole different world. This is the recently opened Aldea San Blas, an eco-farm, restaurant and bar unlike anything you have encountered in Cuba. For ambitious owner Romey Chuit, who was born and raised in the neighboring village of San Blas, turning his family’s land into a finca has been a lifelong ambition. Every inch of the design is made from wood and natural fibers, exuding an eco-chic bohemian aesthetic that makes you forget you’re in Cuba and not Tulum. Shaded under giant fruit trees is a rustic wraparound bar and circular, nest-like dining areas made from entwined branches.

Currently, around 50% of the ingredients used in the restaurant’s food are from the finca’s organic greenhouses and livestock, but the aim is to become completely self-sufficient in time. Enjoy intricately presented salads scattered with baby carrots, cherry tomatoes and fennel, sharing boards full of feta cheese, chorizo and sausage made at the farm, succulent ropa vieja (a dish of shredded beef), and buttery yuca that melts in your mouth. Everything they prepare, including the drinks, tastes out of this world. The team is also constructing wooden cabins nestled in the site’s fruit-tree plantations, turning the finca into an eco-hotel where visitors can roll their sleeves up and volunteer at the farm.

WHERE TO EAT IN CAMAGÜEY

El Melangé

Owned by Romey of Aldea San Blas; fine dining with a cosmopolitan feel. $

Mesón el Príncipe

A culinary institution, serving classic Cuban food and a good selection of wines. $

Restaurant 1800

Slow service, but great food and delightful outdoor dining in Plaza San Juan de Dios. $


BEST BREAKFASTS IN CAMAGÜEY

Fuel up in Camagüey before heading out on a day trip or longer stay elsewhere in the province.

Austria

A typical Cuban spot to get a coffee and a sweet treat, but its Austrian owner has given it a European twist. The apple strudel is a customer favorite. $

El Andén

Next to the railway station, this fantastic place provides breakfast dishes you wouldn’t expect to find in Cuba: hash browns, smoked-salmon bruschetta and serrano-ham baguettes. $
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Camagüey’s Protected Woodlands

BIRDWATCHING AND CAVE EXPLORING

If you fancy returning to nature after all the history and culture of Camagüey, La Reserva Ecológica Limones-Tuabaquey, 20km north of town, offers several easy-going hikes perfect for a half-day excursion. This ecological reserve is a protected area of the Cubitas Mountains and is full of caves, 50m-high limestone walls that loom above you, and interesting species that you’ll seldom find elsewhere on the island. One of the main sites of interest is Hoyo de Bonet, a huge, gaping gorge – over 90m deep and 300m in diameter – that was caused by the collapse of a cave roof. The Limones viewing platform looks out over the canyon, covered with rich vegetation and giant ferns. The reserve is also ideal for birdwatching and you will be sure to see lots of tocororos (Cuba’s national bird), pitibobos and cartacubas, teeny bright-green birds with oversized beaks practically as long as their round bodies. There are also several caves to explore, some of which contain Indigenous rock carvings. Disappear down the rickety wooden ladder into the María Teresa Cave and look at triangular-shaped petroglyphs around 600 years old. Interestingly, inscribed on the cave walls is also flowery 19th-century handwriting recording the names of people who visited the site hundreds of years before and the dates they stopped by.

WHERE TO DRINK IN CAMAGÜEY

Seven Lounge Bar

Music-themed venue with versatile live performances every night of the week.

Congo’s Bar

Tapas, tacos and regular domino tournaments. Closed on Mondays and during the day.

Eleazar

Upmarket, good-vibes favorite with young camagüeyanos. Come for the drinks, not the food.

The World’s Second-Longest Coral Reef

CAMAGÜEY BEACH BREAKS

A lot of people are unaware that Camagüey’s Playa Santa Lucía has the second-longest coral reef in the world after Australia’s Great Barrier Reef. The 21km stretch of beach is known for its calm and shallow waters, and the sea between the reef and the coast only ever gets as deep as 3m before opening out into a large natural pool. It’s a couple of hours’ drive from Camagüey, so you can do a day trip if you set off early. Otherwise, stay for a couple of days at one of the area’s resorts. (At the time of writing, only the four-star Brisas Santa Lucía had been operating since the COVID-19 pandemic, but the four other main hotels were expected to reopen at some point in 2023.)

Driving a little further north, whizzing past salt farms and flamingo-filled lagoons until you reach the tip of the quay, you will find another small beach, equally appealing but without a single resort in sight. While Playa La Boca may not be as tourist-friendly as the resort town of Varadero, it certainly competes when it comes to beach beauty. The surroundings are a dream of powdery white sand and shades of electric-blue water, with the occasional swordfish swimming in the shallows. Expect a quiet and peaceful experience during the week, but at the weekend you’ll be sharing the beach with a lot of local Cubans looking for a good time, with the standard reggaeton-blasting and beer-drinking.


VISITING LIMONES-TUABAQUEY

A taxi will drop you off, wait for you, and drop you back in Camagüey for around US$50. Turn up at the park entrance, pay a small fee, and a guide will take you around. Be sure to wear long-sleeved clothing and bring repellent due to the presence of mosquitoes and other insects. The guides may warn you of a particular creepy-crawly, the gusano meón (peeing worm): endemic to the reserve, this long, black invertebrate shoots out a jet of acid when it’s stepped on. While it won’t cause serious injury, the acid can burn, so watch your footing, especially in the dark caves.



Santa Isabel Stop-Off

SIP STRONG COFFEE AND WATCH THE WORLD GO BY

Halfway between Camagüey and Playa Santa Lucía is a little cafe that Cubans regularly stop at to get their coffee fix en route to the sand. The place is always packed with sellers flogging snacks at extortionate prices, so it’s worth going just for the people-watching and the strong espressos. Behind the cafe stand the ruins of the 18th-century Ingenio Santa Isabel. Locals say the owner named the sugar mill after one of his daughters, who was crushed to death after falling into the sugar grinder in 1822. The site was bombed and set alight by Spanish troops in 1868 and the mill has been in ruins ever since.

WHERE TO SLEEP & EAT IN PLAYA HERRADURA

Casa Heredia

Beautifully decorated with a traditional Spanish aesthetic; same owners as Rincón Gallego. $

Paradise House

A stone spiral staircase ascends to three basic bedrooms and a sea-view rooftop. $

Restaurant Neptuno

With a candy-pink exterior, this ranchón-style open-sided restaurant has a wide range of freshly caught fish dishes. $


IGNACIO AGRAMONTE THE MARTYR

A beloved icon of Camagüey, Ignacio Agramonte was one of the most important figures in the Cuban independence movement. Agramonte was known for his military prowess and organized several successful battles against Spanish forces, such as the uprising of Camagüey in 1868. He was also a prolific intellectual and wrote several essays advocating for the rights of Afro-Cubans, a radical position at the time. Tragically, he was killed in battle in 1873 and his death was a devastating blow to the independence movement. The Spanish burned his body and put his remains in an unmarked location whose whereabouts remain unknown. His legacy lives on as a symbol of Cuba’s unwavering commitment to freedom and self-determination.



A Very Amusing Park

CUBA’S NOAH’S ARK

Towards Playa Santa Lucía, half an hour from the city, is another stop-off that’s very likely to be the most surreal experience you will have in Cuba. Finca el Lago de las Delicias is a local development project that began in 2010 when José Fernando Menéndez Betancourt decided to turn an illegal local dumping ground into an amusement park meets zoo meets outdoor bar and restaurant meets who knows what. There’s no entrance fee, so feel free to rock up, grab a few drinks, and gawp at the randomness of it all.

Once inside, what will most catch your eye are the peacocks majestically strutting around the grounds. The finca is home to hundreds of animals, predominately birds of all kinds: geese, chickens, turkeys, rainbow-colored parrots and parakeets, many of which are let loose to roam the site. If you happen to see the eccentric José, he takes great delight in exciting visitors by making the birds frenziedly flock around him at feeding time. There’s also a mini petting zoo with horses, goats, hutias (cavy-like rodents) and giant tortoises. As well as the restaurant selling food at government prices (ie cheap), there’s a convenience store jam-packed with imported snacks and drinks, a children’s play park, and cabins to rent. Other activities include sport fishing and pedal boating on the finca’s lake, with giant inflatable flamingos floating on the surface. Finca el Lago is wacky and a little tacky but well worth a visit.
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A Trip to Las Tunas

COWBOY COUNTRY-TOWN LIFE

Las Tunas is Eastern Cuba’s least-frequented province and for good reason: there’s very little going on. However, it may be worth staying for at least one night on your way to or from Camagüey or Holguín. When you say ’Las Tunas’ the first thing that comes to a Cuban’s mind is Casa Isólita. Open from Wednesday to Sunday, this anti-gravity house – one of only 12 in the world of its kind – plays with science and sensory illusions. Fish swim uphill, sofas make it difficult for you to stand up of your own accord, and snooker balls sit on an incline but will not roll down.

On the north western outskirts of town, El Cornito is a motel dotted with cabins surrounded by bamboo forests. While it’s pretty desolate most of the year, at the end of June the venue holds the Jornada Cucalambeana, a country-town fair honoring Las Tunas poet Juan Cristóbal Nápoles Fajardo (aka El Cucalambé), who lived at this former farmhouse. The focus of the weekend-long event is to celebrate the literary, oral and musical traditions of Las Tunas’ guajiros (farmers). Food stands, stalls selling artisan-made leather goods, wild rodeos and a beauty pageant are also part of the festivities. If you’re visiting outside festival time, you can simply wander down Las Tunas’ main boulevard until you get to the Cadillac Hotel, where you can sip a cocktail on its patio overlooking the charming Parque Vicente García.
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OCEAN-LOVER’S UTOPIA

Excursions such as diving, snorkeling, fishing, water sports and (for qualified divers) controlled dives with bull sharks can be arranged through your resort or with Náutica Marlin Santa Lucía (comercial@marlin.stl.tur.cu), located between Hotel Brisas and Hotel Gran Club on the main avenue. If you’re looking for a lunch spot, Luna Mar, next to the commercial center and identifiable by its bright-orange-and-green exterior, serves seafood a stone’s throw from the beach.



Cuba’s Most Hidden Beaches

VIVID AND VIRGIN

There are hidden treasures to be found along Las Tunas’ northern coastline. Playa Herradura, named for its horseshoe shape, is one of the most untouched yet effortlessly pretty beaches in Cuba. However, the most curious thing about this isolated village is that it’s home to some surprisingly swanky guesthouses. Rincón Gallego, at the end of the main street and instantly recognizable by its crisp white walls and blue shutters, is owned by Pablo and Marey. It’s a favorite with Cuban American tourists. This is the place to go with a family or a group of friends for the weekend if you’re looking for something low-key but lovely. The hosts can set up incredible seafood lunches or puerco asado (spit-roasted pig) out on the patio, and the back porch has a practically private beach on its doorstep that you could spend all afternoon admiring.

Further along the highway are two other beaches. La Llanita is completely deserted and virgin, while Playa Las Bocas has a couple of food shacks and a ferry that connects the beaches with the port town of Puerto Padre. Situated 30km from Playa Herradura by car, Puerto Padre used to be the largest sugar port in the world – though you’d never guess that to look at it now. Today, it’s a ghost town during the day, but it’s known for its lively street parties at night down by the Malecón. Head to the super-stylish bar Drs.com, run by medical students and doctors as a side hustle. It’s the go-to venue in town.

WHERE TO EAT & SLEEP IN LAS TUNAS

El Caché

Always busy, this dinner place has good Cuban and Italian dishes and blasting air-con. $

Sal y Pimienta

Las Tunas’ most famous restaurant, with classic Cuban food and cocktails. Closed Monday and Wednesday. $

Casa Lily

Bright and spotlessly clean rooms; host Danniuris goes out of her way to help. $


CUBAN COUNTRY MUSIC

The music of Cuba’s rural communities, música campesina is known for its simple melodies, rustic instrumentation and storytelling lyrics. Acoustic musicians perform poetic and improvised décimas (10-line stanzas) that touch on themes such as love, nature and the struggles of rural life. Punto cubano (aka punto guajiro), a subgenre that stemmed from Andalucia and the Canary Islands, is so named because the musicians use a punto (pick) instead of strumming the guitar. It is performed in interactive groups with singers that improvise their lyrics, with long instrumental intervals where they think up their next stanza. Catch the guajiros playing and you will be moved by their bittersweet sounds and sentiments.
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GETTING AROUND

Las Tunas is a two-hour drive on the Central highway from Camagüey. There are four Víazul buses daily, leaving from 1am to 9am and returning at 9:45am or 9:15pm. Likewise, there are three early-morning buses to Holguín. To get around the province your best bet is car or taxi, although you can go to the train station northeast of the city in the morning and try your luck getting a colectivo (shared taxi) to Puerto Padre for a few hundred pesos.






HOLGUÍN
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Holguín is the homeland of Cuba’s biggest names. Fidel Castro and his brother Raúl were born on their Galician family’s 9-hectare sugarcane plantation in the village of Birán. From an early age, Fidel observed the exploitation of Afro-Cuban indentured laborers, memories that would form the basis of his anti-imperialist beliefs. Holguín is also the birthplace of two of Castro’s archnemeses: Fulgencio Batista, US-backed military dictator, and Rolando Masferrer, Castro’s staunch rival during their university years who would later plot an assassination attempt against El Comandante. Calixto García, a key general during the Cuban War of Independence, was also born in the province, and his statue stands tall in Holguín City’s central park of the same name. The provincial capital, known as the city of parks, is laid-back and a lot less intense than some other eastern cities, so be sure to saunter down its many appealing plazas and parks, conveniently positioned in a straight line.
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SIGHTS

1La Loma de la Cruz

SLEEPING

2Hostal Gina y Francis

3Hostal Ideal

4Hotel Saratoga

EATING

51910

6San José

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

7Bar Benjuly




TOP TIP

Holguín is often referred to as the gateway to El Oriente, as its borders are shared with those of all of the East’s provinces: Las Tunas, Guantánamo, Santiago de Cuba and Granma. This makes it a great launch pad for getting around the East by bus, car or flight.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT & DRINK IN HOLGUÍN

1910

Holguín’s number-one restaurant, albeit a little stuffy. It serves unusually non-Cuban dishes such as surf and turf, steak mignon and onion soup. $

San José

This restaurant specializes in barbecue, with an outdoor grill that sends succulent smoky aromas wafting through the air. $

Bar Benjuly

One of Plaza de La Marqueta’s bars, with an impressive cocktail menu and light tapas. $



The City of Parks

SLEEPY BY DAY, LIVELY BY NIGHT

While in Holguín you must visit its most famous landmark, La Loma de la Cruz. Climb up the hill’s 465 steps on the outskirts of town in the morning before the sun gets too strong, or go to one of the main parks and find a taxi to take you up there. At 261m above sea level, this hill was used as a defense point by the Spanish Army. In 1790 a cross was erected on top of La Loma by a Franciscan friar – in Spanish religious tradition, placing a cross at a town’s highest spot is said to protect it from natural disasters and plagues. At the beginning of May, Holguín hosts the Romerías de Mayo, a festival rooted in Catholicism during which the hill is climbed as an act of pilgrimage while music, dancing and arts events are held back in the city.

On the main boulevard is the Holguín headquarters of UNEAC (Cuba’s Union of Artists and Writers). Pass by and you will likely stumble across an exhibition in the main hall or a talk or performance on the back patio. While the town is sleepy during the day, at night the patrons of a string of bars by La Plaza de La Marqueta spill out onto a small pedestrianized street and things get very lively. There are great cocktails, food sizzling on an outdoor grill al carbón (barbecue style), and live music on the small stage at the far end of the alley.

WHERE TO STAY IN HOLGUÍN

Hostal Ideal

In Plaza San José, with six simple rooms and a reception area sporting giant, colorful paintings. $

Hostal Gina y Francis

Walking distance from the center, with modern rooms, a good terrace and a small pool. $

Hotel Saratoga

Holguín’s nicest hotel has rooms surrounding a mint-green open-air courtyard with a fountain. $$




Beyond Holguín
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Holguín’s northern coastline is sprinkled with outstanding beaches blessed with warm waters, fine white sand and one unusual fisherman’s village.


There’s still confusion over whether Christopher Columbus’ first landing in Cuba was in Baracoa’s Porto Santo or Holguín’s Bariay Bay. Whatever the case, Columbus wrote in his diary of the bay area’s fertile rivers and that its mountains were as high and beautiful as Lovers’ Rock in Andalucia. In the middle of the bay’s key is a national monument commemorating Columbus’ visit. Created by Holguín artist Caridad Ramos in 1992, the monument symbolizes the collision of two worlds: totem-like terracotta statues surround striking European neoclassical archways with crumbling whitewashed pillars. Nearby are two of Holguín’s most visited destinations: the resort town of Guardalavaca to the east, and Gibara, home to Cuba’s biggest film festival, to the west.


TOP TIP

From the city of Holguín, one-way taxi fares are approximately US$30 to Gibara and US$45 to Guardalavaca.
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Guardalavaca | Jason Wells/Shutterstock ©


BEYOND THE FESTIVAL

What does Gibara have to offer apart from the festival? More than you would first think. Go up Gibara’s small hill to look down at the town before heading to La Cueva del Silencio (aka Cueva de los Panaderos), part of a 2km cave system across four levels of galleries and underground rivers with interesting marine species. You can also rent a bike and set off to Caletones, a fishing village 19km from Gibara, for the best seafood in the area. Gibara has some local delicacies, such as mollusks from the Río Gibara that are eaten alongside rice; jaibitas rellenas (stuffed freshwater crabs); and budín de caro, crab roe made into a soft, cake-like patty.



Seaside Town Turned Movie Set

GIBARA’S INDIE FILM FEST

Come at any time from September to July and Gibara is like a ghost town. However, once a year this unsuspecting fishing village bursts into life for Cuba’s Festival Internacional de Cine de Gibara. This is a major event where filmmakers and film lovers from Cuba and around the world come to celebrate cinema. But why’s it held in Gibara?

Once a thriving port and center of commerce, the town slowly fell into decline as the fishing industry waned and young people left for larger cities. When Cuban director Humberto Solás came to visit, he was instantly enthralled by Gibara’s eerie energy, and from then on the town became his muse. Parts of his world-renowned movie Lucía were shot there in 1968, as well as the 2001 film Miel para Oshún (Honey for Oshún). In 2003 Solás created what was first called the Festival International de Cine Pobre (International Festival of Low-Budget Cinema) to promote independent and low-budget filmmaking, showcase emerging talent and stimulate cultural exchange. Previously held in April and now taking place in August, the festival starts with a bang of fireworks, and Gibara’s historic buildings and outdoor venues heave with people attending film screenings, panels and discussions.

In later years, the festival has come to include the wider arts such as photography, theater, and music. But be warned: the locals believe a wicked traveler has set a curse upon the town that means whenever Gibara puts on a party, it starts to rain.
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Gibara | marcin jucha/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO EAT & SLEEP IN GIBARA

Hostal el Patio

A family feel, plus a few well-decorated rooms and a central location. $

Hostal Mar y Sol

Look out for this bright-yellow-and-blue building right on the beachfront. $

La Villa de las Rosas

Surprisingly hipster restaurant and bar with regular music events. $

Resorting to Luxury

PLAYAS AND POOLSIDE PIÑA COLADAS

Cuba’s most popular resort town after Varadero, Guardalavaca likely gets its strange name (which literally means ’guard the cow’) from locals warning each other of pirates trying to rustle cattle in the area. Each one of the town’s three resorts is well patronized by Canadian travelers as they look to escape the North American winter months. There is the pleasant four-star option, Las Brisas; the ropy-looking, three-star Club Amigo Atlántico; and now the town’s newest addition – and by far the most elegant – the five-star Gran Muthu Almirante. The main lobby is a luxurious sight to behold, with a long balcony at the far end that looks out onto the whole resort. There are 534 rooms in total, 53 of which are part of the VIP section, which has its own restaurant, VIP lounge, butler service and beautiful curved pool that’s much more luxurious than the one in the center of the resort. On the ground floor, well-kept avenues lined with flowers and foliage lead to the bars, pools, snack shacks and three themed restaurants serving their versions of Italian, Indian and Asian cuisine.

The main attraction in Guardalavaca is, of course, the beach. Sip the best piña colada you will drink in Cuba while looking at the bluest of blue sea and lying on the whitest of white sand. As well as the resorts’ own private strips of beach along Playa Guardalavaca, Holguín is home to 41 beaches, two of which – Playa Esmeralda and Playa Pesquero – make easy day trips from your hotel.
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Playa Guardalavaca | Michel Guenette/Shutterstock ©


A DESERT-ISLAND GETAWAY

A popular day trip from Guardalavaca is to the stunning key of Cayo Saetía, next to Bahía Nipe. Its only connection to the mainland is a small bridge, although resort-goers typically arrive by catamaran. It used to be the favored vacation spot of the Castro family, as it really does feel as though you’re on your own private island. The key is dotted with rocky saltwater lagoons and sandy coves, closed in by lush forests. Have lunch in the ranchón restaurant right at the shallow water’s edge, stay the night at Villa Cayo Saetía or, most random of all, visit the island’s exotic animal park, where camels, ostriches and buffaloes roam freely.




GETTING AROUND

There are direct international flights from the US, Canada, Mexico and Germany to Holguín’s Frank País Airport. You can also fly from Havana on Wednesday or Sunday for around US$150 one way.






GRANMA
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Positioned in the tropical heart of south eastern Cuba, Granma is a lesser-known yet enchanting province that bursts with awe-inspiring history and natural splendor. Travel through Granma and be entranced by the smoky aroma of freshly roasted coffee beans from the lush Sierra Maestra mountains and the pastel hues of colonial architecture in Bayamo, the provincial capital. It’s undoubtedly the most revolutionary province in Cuba, and socialist pride still runs deep in the hearts of the campesinos (country folk). Delve into the area’s soul by retracing the footsteps of Fidel Castro and his comrades, whose journey back to Cuban soil on the yacht Granma inspired the province’s name. The spirit of rebellion is palpable at Comandancia de la Plata and La Demajagua, sites where Cuba’s fight for independence against great Western powers was plotted. In Granma, every town brims with peculiarities unlikely to be found anywhere else on the island.
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TOP TIP

Granma tourism would not be the same without Anley and his team at Bayamo Travel Agent, the only major non-state tourism company in the area. As this isn’t the most well-known or well-connected province, having a local guide to help arrange excursions, transport and accommodation will transform your experience.
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Bayamo | Jerome LABOUYRIE/Shutterstock ©

Breathing in Peaceful Provincial Beauty

WIND DOWN AND PEOPLE-WATCH

One of Cuba’s most gentle-paced towns, Bayamo is the perfect place to spend a day recharging before you trek to the area’s most-visited sites, such as nearby Comandancia de la Plata or Pico Turquino. Wander down its narrow streets and alleyways, lined by softly candy-colored buildings, and pass by landmarks such as the Plaza de Himno, where Cuba’s national anthem, La Bayamesa, was sung for the first time in 1868. The square also houses La Iglesia Parroquial Mayor de San Salvador, one of the oldest churches in Cuba, dating back to 1516. Inside is an impressive mural depicting a scene from the nation’s independence wars in the mid-19th century – this is the only church in Cuba to artistically mix the religious and the patriotic. The town still bears the scars of a devastating fire in 1869 that burned many of its most important buildings to the ground, such as Casa de Estrada Palma, the home of Cuba’s first president, and the birthplace of Carlos Manuel de Céspedes. Pass by Plaza San Juan to see the ruins of a church that was almost entirely destroyed by the fire, except for its main tower, which still remains intact. After leisurely strolling around the town, stop by to eat at Mesón La Chuchipapa, a decorative and culinary homage to Granma life, where you can try some of the province’s signature dishes such as bollo prieto (a dessert with a name that’s too vulgar to translate), made from a crispy cassava base with a toasted corn-and-peanut paste.
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Cathedral, Bayamo | Maurizio De Mattei/Shutterstock ©

WHERE TO STAY IN BAYAMO

Casa Lucy Bayamo

Buttercup-yellow town house with terrace views of the Bayamese countryside or the city center. $

Casa de Pupi

Inviting family casa with four rooms, two terraces, pretty pink bathrooms and ping-pong table. $

Hotel Royalton Bayamo

At the corner of Parque Céspedes and a stone’s throw from the main points of interest. $$


CUBA’S COUNTRYSIDE WAR HEROES

Rural Cuban folk are known as campesinos, but they’re also often referred to as guajiros. This nickname has an origin story that – although it’s probably more fiction than fact – is interesting regardless. After Cuba won the War of Independence against Spain in 1898, its ally, the United States, praised the bravery and contributions of the countryside locals in the island’s fight for freedom, calling them ’war heroes.’ The campesinos took a shine to the term and it was adopted into Cuba’s common vernacular, where it was pronounced ’guajiros.’
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La Comandancia de la Plata | David Evison/Shutterstock ©

Bayamo’s Botanicals

GARDEN PARADISE WITH ANCIENT TREES

In the foothills of the Sierra Maestra, close to the town of Guisa, is the country’s third most important botanical garden, Jardín Botánico Cupaynicú. Much of the garden is considered a protected area and is dedicated to the conservation of the native flora of the province as there are more than 2000 species of plant, 80 of which are endemic. Within the garden you will find a solarium and an area called El Bosque de los Gigantes (Wood of the Giants), so named because many of its trees are over 200 years old. The garden is open from 9am to 3:30pm every day except Monday.

WHAT TO DRINK IN BAYAMO

Aliñao

Made by mulling aguardiente with fruit. It’s typically prepared by pregnant women, to be drunk once their baby is born.

Frucanga

A fiery cocktail of chili, bitter orange leaf, ginger, lemon and honey drunk by Cuba’s former freedom fighters.

Prú

Soda made from roots and leaves that is well loved by all Cubans but most likely to be sold on the streets in the East.

Castro’s Hidden HQ

TREKKING BACK THROUGH TIME

Concealed in the depths of the Sierra Maestra mountains, La Comandancia de la Plata is a must-visit for Cuban history fanatics as it marks the location of the rebel camp where Fidel Castro and his faithful followers hid out and plotted the next steps of their outlandish plan to overthrow the government. The disheveled rebels spent a year scouting the Sierra Maestra before establishing this remote location, camouflaged by thick primary forests, as their revolutionary HQ in 1958. The trailhead for the hike up to the site is located a 1½-hour drive from Bayamo, climbing into the mountains and up to the town of Santo Domingo. After you’ve checked in at the national park’s information center and been introduced to your local guide, you can either hike the incredibly steep road to Alto Naranjo, which takes around two hours, or be driven up in a 4WD vehicle. From there, the 3km journey to the rebel camp begins, accompanied by rolling views of Cuba’s highest mountain range. Once there, you will see the well-preserved museum-meets-shrine to the revolution, including Castro’s quarters, kitted out with multiple escape routes and a trapdoor. Castro lived there for six months (and would soon become very well versed in circumventing assassination attempts). There are also a kitchen, a makeshift hospital and – another 40 minutes’ hike away – an old broadcasting station, Radio Rebelde, which is still the state radio channel you can hear blaring from Cuban homes today.


OFF THE BEATEN TRACK
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Anley Rosales Benítez, owner of Bayamo Travel Agent, shares his favorite Granma activity. @bayamo_travel_agent_cuba

If I could show my clients only one thing in Granma, it would be taking them to my countryside home in the Sierra Maestra. This experience was inspired by 10 years of friendship with the late farmer Miguel Nóno, who told me stories about the mountains that you’ll never find in any history book. His life teachings as a rural campesino help me in my daily life and I love to pass that wisdom on to people coming here. Behind everything that I do is the desire to connect travelers with the campesino community and help improve their lives.



A Farmer’s Life

HORSEBACK RIDING AND COFFEE MAKING

Getting up bright and early at 5am, just as true farmers do, Granma local and tour guide Anley Rosales Benítez takes you to a remote farming community for you to shadow the local campesinos while they carry out their daily routine, starting with the morning milk run. You’ll then arrive at his humble home in the Sierra Maestra. Once you’ve fed the pigs, chickens, and sheep, you can observe another essential morning ritual for Cubans from the Sierra Maestra: making café the old-fashioned way.

After you’ve fueled yourself up with a strong brew, you’ll jump on horseback and descend through coffee and pineapple plantations. During the journey, you’ll pass many historical spots, such as the birthplace of revolutionary heroine Clodomira Acosta Ferrales, and chat with farmers working the land who’ll tell anecdotes of life before and after the revolution. You can also visit an apiary to see how Cuban organic honey is made and bathe in the Río Yara to cool down after a couple of hours in the saddle. The tour finishes back at the casa with a traditional Cuban countryside lunch, which features products harvested on the farm: rice, tender roast pork, black-bean soup and salad.

For those who really want the full campesino experience, Anley also offers his home for you to spend the night in one of the tiny bedrooms or camping under the stars. There’s no running water and the bathroom situation is rustic, but it’s all worth it when you wake up the next morning to the view of the Sierra Maestra.

WHERE TO STAY AROUND LA COMANDANCIA DE LA PLATA

Villa Balcón de la Sierra

A 30-minute drive to Santo Domingo, with Sierra Maestra views from the rooftop pool. $$

Villa Santo Domingo

Dotted along the Yara River, 55 cabins offer a pleasant stay next to the park entrance. $

El Mirador de Arcadia en la Montaña

Three-bedroom home perched on the Santo Domingo hillside. Simple, tasty food, too. $


THE LIGHT OF YARA

La Luz de Yara is a folkloric legend from the East that has been passed down over more than five centuries. It is said that when Indigenous chief Hatuey was burned alive, a light emerged from his body that continues to wander around the town of Yara. Alternative interpretations suggest the light is the spirit of the chief’s mournful lover, also called Yara, who embraced his body as he burned and passed away with him. The story goes that a bright light (la luz) appears on the horizon that is so captivating it causes those who follow it to get lost and guides them to places they never intended to go.



Exploring Granma’s Sleepy Towns

LOCAL LEGENDS AND RURAL REBELLION

Granma is full of tiny towns that most people bypass. But taking an up-close look at these forgotten spots is the best way to catch a true glimpse of the daily lives of Eastern Cubans. Yara is a rice-producing town surrounded by verdant paddies. Although now in a peaceful slumber, its name is synonymous with spirited rebellion. In 1512 the Spanish burnt Indigenous chief Hatuey at the stake after he attempted to establish an uprising. An evocative statue just off the main square portrays the martyr’s body surrendering to the flames. In 1868 the first battle between the Spanish and Cuban insurgents, led by Carlos Manuel de Céspedes, took place in Yara, marking the beginning of Cuba’s fight for independence from Spain. The event is known as the Cry of Yara.

A further 20-minute drive away is Manzanillo. Stroll along its mini Malecón at sunset and, in the evening, hang out like a local in Parque Céspedes. Its stunning Moorish pavilion, La Gaviota de Manzanillo, which is illuminated by purple and orange lights at nighttime, provides the perfect backdrop for live music that takes place in the square at weekends. Just outside Manzanillo is the national monument of La Demajagua, a former sugar mill bought in 1866 by Céspedes as a front for his secret meetings to plot the insurgence against Spain. Hanging down from a stone wall next to the ruins is the bell that rang on the morning of October 10, 1868, to announce that his enslaved workers were now free.
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Manzanillo | Richard Semik/Shutterstock ©


GETTING AROUND

Your best bet to get to Bayamo is an overnight Víazul bus that leaves from Havana at 11:55pm and gets into Bayamo at 12:45pm. It’ll cost you around US$50. However, moving around the province you will need a car, especially if you’re going to some of its more remote areas. Taxi drivers are generally happy to make stops and let you take your time if you pay a little extra.






Beyond Granma
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In Cuba’s most underrated province, hidden treasures are waiting to be discovered by those willing to venture into the wilderness.


Most visitors to Granma only make it as far as Bayamo and La Comandancia de la Plata, and they rarely spend more than 48 hours in the province before they head off to Santiago de Cuba or return to Havana. However, Granma has a lot more to offer than most people realize. Stay a little longer and you may be surprised by what you find: pristine coral reefs off Cabo Cruz, rural communities tucked away in the Sierra Maestra mountains, and the most spectacular coastal road trip that Cuba has to offer. Very intrepid travelers might join the few who have hiked the long way round to La Comandancia de la Plata.


TOP TIP

Much of remote Granma lacks resources and facilities, so be sure to come prepared and bring your own supplies.
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SPIRITUALISM & SYNCRETISM

Heavily practiced in Granma, espiritismo is a syncretic religion that combines Catholicism and Indigenous beliefs. Unlike Santería, which is a mix of Catholicism and African religions, there are no sacrifices, saints, or initiations. Instead, espiritismo is based on a belief in spirits, the worshipping of ancestors, and the idea that the dead can communicate with the living. Many Granma towns have espiritismo centers where the religion’s ceremonies are held, often involving the use of mediums. In one ritual, Espiritismo de Cordón, members hold hands and move in a circle while stamping the floor and breathing heavily. This sends the medium into a trance so they can communicate with the spirits to heal members’ ailments.



Granma’s Underwater Treasures

SEAFOOD AND SNORKELING

On the most meridional tip of the island sits Cabo Cruz, a remote, unsuspecting fishing village that just so happens to have one of the most well-preserved coral reefs in the world. Approximately 1500m long, the reef is made up of seven terraces of 46 types of coral teeming with marine life. Looking down at the shallow waters, you will notice the varying shades of blue, from light turquoise to deep indigo, indicating the different depths of the terraces, with sheer drops of up to 100m between each level. You can clearly see where the reef abruptly ends and meets with the Gulf of Guancanayabo, which acts as a protective barrier preventing stormy weather from reaching the community. There are no facilities to be found in this tiny, neglected village, so bring your own snorkeling gear and go searching for parrotfish, barracudas, and sea turtles, before stopping off for lunch at Paladar los Santos, which has a beautiful sea view. You can tuck into generous portions of tender octopus cooked in onion and cilantro or lobster marinated in a tangy sauce. This spot is up there with the cheapest but most succulent food to be found in Cuba, in the humblest of settings.

El Guafe Archaeological Site

PRE-COLUMBIAN INDIGENOUS COMMUNITY

Barely a 10-minute drive inland from Cabo Cruz is the entrance to the Natural Archaeological Trail El Guafe. A relaxed two-hour tour will take you to an impressive network of caves and grottos that holds some of the most important remains of a pre-Columbian Indigenous community in Cuba. La Cueva de Ídolo del Agua is a cave dedicated to Atabey, the goddess of water and the protector of pregnant women. Splashing your face with water from the cavern and making three wishes is a ritual commonly carried out by visitors. La Cueva de los Petroglifos, used as an Indigenous burial ground and funeral site, contains six idols carved out of stalagmites. It’s thought the idols were intended to watch over the deceased.
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Sierra Maestra | Roberto Machado Noa/Getty Images ©

Cuba’s Most Wrecked but Rewarding Road

COASTAL CRUISING TO SANTIAGO

Sure, the quickest and most practical way to get between Granma and Santiago is on the main inland highway, but where’s the fun in that? The 180km of weather-beaten road that wraps around the ragged coastline is notoriously in terrible condition – potholes and rocks mean it takes double the time to traverse it as it should – but it’s also hallowed as one of the most spectacular travel experiences in Cuba. Buckle up, because you’re in for a bumpy but beautiful ride. Starting in El Peñon de Mota, the journey promises awe-inspiring views of waves crashing against black sand and pebbly beaches on one side and rocky cliff faces on the other. In fact, parts of the road get so close to the shore that you can feel the ocean spray if your window’s rolled down. The road rises into the mountains and falls back down to sea level, momentarily snaking inland away from the coastline before coming back to kiss it again. You will likely have to zigzag out of the way of armies of coral-colored crabs scuttling sideways across the highway. As dusk sets in, villagers wait on the side of the road to collect the crustaceans to cook or sell. The journey is long enough as it is, but it’s hard to resist stopping every 10 minutes on the deserted road to take in the dramatic scenery and clean sea air.


WHY I LOVE GRANMA

[image: jpg]

Katya Bleszynska, writer

Granma really caught me by surprise – in the best way. The stories of rebellion and resilience these historical sites tell are captivating, but what is most striking about the province is the nobility of the campesinos up in the mountains. Although they possess very little, they give their good company, food, and shelter to you without hesitation. As I lay in a hammock in the Sierra Maestra, listening to the song of a mockingbird in the trees above me, I thought: what more could I possibly need?




GETTING AROUND

Part of this route’s magic is that the road is incredibly cut off and rarely used, but this also means your chosen mode of transportation – whether that’s car, taxi or bike – must be capable of tackling the various obstacles. You must also bring all necessary food, water, and supplies. In bad weather, parts of the route can be flooded, making them impassable, so check ahead before you commit.





HIKING TRIP
Route of the Revolution

One of the world’s longest historical trails, this week-long hike retraces the steps that Fidel Castro and his fellow revolutionaries took after they washed up on the shores of Las Coloradas and escaped from Batista’s forces into the Sierra Maestra. To date, the route has only been completed by 33 seriously intrepid travelers. Anley and his team at Bayamo Travel Agent are the only company that guides this hike.
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1 Las Coloradas: After an arduous journey from Mexico, the guerrillas landed the Granma yacht on Las Coloradas beach early on December 2, 1956. You can visit the home of the first campesino who fed them before they left the area.

The Hike: After staying at the rural home of your guide, Leonel, the next morning you’ll hike 30km east to Alegría de Pío.

2 Alegría de Pío: Alegría de Pío is where the first battle took place between Batista’s troops and the guerrillas, three days after they landed. The exhausted men were ambushed and scattered into 27 groups; Castro fled alone. Of the 82 who landed, 62 were killed or imprisoned. You can visit the cave where Che Guevara and Juan Almeida sheltered for two days.

The Hike: Following the route that Castro traveled solo will take you 16km to El Plátano.

3 El Plátano: At El Plátano Castro slept in the house of campesino Guillermo García Frías, who became the first recruit beyond the 82 original men to join the cause. You will also rely on campesinos’ generosity during the trip, staying in their homes and eating food they provide.

The Hike: Covering 22km on foot and by horse and cart, you’ll pass numerous hamlets en route to La Guanabana village.

4 La Guanabana: In the villages you’ll immerse yourself in rural life, slurping up soups made of malanga (a root vegetable), watching a baseball game, making coconut soap, and bathing in the rivers.

The Hike: From La Guanabana, walk two hours to Cinco Palmas.

5 El Cilantro: In Cinco Palmas Castro reunited with his brother, Raúl, plus 14 of the remaining expedition members and three newly recruited campesinos. Continuing to El Cilantro, you will visit a small hydroelectric station created after the revolution to provide electricity to these isolated mountain communities.

The Hike: The journey to San Lorenzo and beyond will show you how the revolutionary movement began to get organized.

6 San Lorenzo: You will visit the first school Castro opened to train young campesinos to join the rebel army, a makeshift bomb factory created by Che Guevara, and a shoe store where the rebels’ boots were fixed.

The Hike: It’s another 12km to La Comandancia de la Plata from San Lorenzo.

7 La Comandancia de la Plata: Finally, after a week and 150km, you will arrive at the revolutionaries’ final destination: La Comandancia de la Plata.
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SANTIAGO DE CUBA
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Cuba’s former capital and now known as its second city, Santiago de Cuba is where many of the nation’s most defining cultural and historical movements exploded into action. In 1862 Catalan businessman Facundo Bacardí purchased a small, bat-infested distillery and began to develop a pioneering high-quality rum, Cuban light rum, which changed the industry forever. On July 26, 1953, a young Fidel and Raúl Castro led a surprise attack on Santiago’s Moncada Barracks, an event widely regarded as the turning point of the Cuban Revolution. Although the attack failed, Castro’s speech, ’History Will Absolve Me,’ which he delivered during his trial, became the revolution’s manifesto and had a transformative impact on the Cuban people. Musically, Santiago de Cuba is the birthplace of many of Cuba’s most important genres: son, trova and even Cuban reggaeton. It’s still a furnace of history, music and culture, but expect an entirely different vibe from Havana.
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SIGHTS

1Casa de Diego Velázquez

2Casa Dranguet

3El Cementerio Santa Ifigenia

4Moncada Barracks

5Museo de la Lucha Clandestina

6Museo del Carnaval

7Alameda Harbor

8Casa del Caribe

9Parque Céspedes

10Plaza de Marte




TOP TIP

It pays to be streetwise in Santiago. The city has a reputation of being a little lairy, especially during big events like the July carnival. Keep your possessions out of sight and be alert to hustlers.
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Santiago de Cuba | Autumn Sky Photography/Shutterstock ©


THE POLEMIC HISTORY OF CUBAN RUM

Previously located on central Calle San Basilio, the rum museum is now housed in Ron Santiago de Cuba distillery (which used to be the Bacardí distillery), next to the Hatuey Brewery (also formerly owned by Bacardí). After 1959 the Castro government nationalized the Bacardí company, forcing the family to leave and establish a new HQ in Bermuda. The state controversially renamed the brand Ron Santiago de Cuba. In 2019 drinks giant Diageo partnered with the Cuban government to distribute the rum abroad. Inside the distillery is a museum explaining the history and rum-making process, and an area to watch the bottles glide along the factory conveyor belt (10,000 bottles are filled daily).
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Museo del Carnival | Wirestock Creators/Shutterstock ©

Cradle of Rum & Revolution

SANTIAGO’S HISTORICAL SITES

From its early days as the capital city to its vital role in the Cuban Revolution, Santiago is the place to come if you’re a history buff. Just off Parque Céspedes stands the oldest house in Cuba. It is the former home of Diego Velázquez, the Spanish conquistador who founded the city in 1515, and it is beautiful. The house is a classic example of Spanish colonial architecture, with two floors, a charming central courtyard, high ceilings, and a wooden roof in the shape of an upturned boat. The building was also used as a foundry, with a furnace that would melt gold to be sent back to Spain.

A few blocks down is the Museo del Carnaval, which includes a wide range of artifacts related to the city’s annual carnival, including costumes, masks and photography. The exhibit traces the evolution of the carnival from its roots in Afro-Caribbean culture to its current incarnation as a vibrant celebration of Cubanidad (Cubanness). In the Tívoli neighborhood is the Museo de la Lucha Clandestina, housed in a former police station that was attacked in 1956 by revolutionary activists as a distraction from the Granma boat landing. It tells a well-curated story of the formative years of the underground uprising and pays special homage to Frank País and Celia Sánchez, two key members in the struggle against Batista. Finally, a little further out of the center are the Moncada Barracks, iconic site of Castro’s failed attack on the government in 1953.

WHERE TO STAY IN SANTIAGO DE CUBA

Roy’s Terrace Inn

Fantastic casa characterized by its leafy terrace with hanging plants, a perfect breakfast spot. $

Gracia Latina

Six rooms upstairs for couples, groups and families; great restaurant and event space downstairs. $

Hotel Casa Granda

It doesn’t get more central than this emblematic hotel on Santiago’s main square. $$


STROLLING THROUGH SANTIAGO’S SUBURBS
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Vista Alegre is a residential neighborhood that was once home to the city’s wealthiest bourgeoisie before the revolution in 1959 provoked many of these high-society santiagueros to leave Cuba. From the center, take a 10-minute taxi to 1 La Loma de San Juan, a hill where one of the most important battles of the 1898 Spanish–American War took place. Shelter under the Árbol de la Paz and take in the stunning views of Santiago province and La Gran Piedra. From there, walk down Calle 11 for three blocks and take a right onto Calle 8, where you’ll find the 2 Casa de Caribe II, a cultural center dedicated to Afro-Caribbean music, dance, art and religion.

One block away, you’ll come to the 3 Monumento José María Heredia, commemorating the 19th-century Cuban writer thought of as the first romantic poet of the Americas. Turning left down Av Rafael Manduley, you’ll soon come to 4 Galería René Valdés, one of the most acclaimed art galleries in the city. Next door is the ostentatious 5 Palacio de Pioneros, a former pink palace built in the early 1900s that was once the largest house in Santiago de Cuba, owned by one of the city’s wealthiest families. Today, it’s a vocational training center.

Continue down the avenue until you get to 6 Club LED, where you can grab a bite to eat or a coffee. Across the street is 7 La Maison, a restaurant and catwalk space. Inquire about booking tickets for one of its evening fashion shows. Keep walking past 8 Parque Ferreiro and along Av Garzón until you reach the city center, or veer right toward the 9 Meliá Hotel to grab a cab back.




ALSO IN JULY

Although the carnival is a riotous adult affair, in the days before the festival the Carroza Infantil (Children’s Parade) is held for the kids of the people performing in the carnival. Likewise, the Carnaval Acuático (Aquatic Carnival) takes place in the coastal areas of Santiago, with lines of boats decorated like the floats you find on dry land. But it’s not just Caribbean carnivals that are celebrated in July. The 26th marks the anniversary of the storming of the Moncada Barracks, which kickstarted the Cuban Revolution. In fact, Castro chose to overlap the attack with the carnival so the opposition would be distracted. This did not go as planned.
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Moncada Barracks | Matyas Rehak/Shutterstock ©

Celebrating Summer in Santiago

CAN YOU STAND THE HEAT?

July is the month when the city of Santiago really heats up, owing to its soaring seasonal temperatures and also because of several electrifying festivals and celebrations. In the first week of July is the Festival del Caribe, which celebrates not just Cuban culture but also the wider Caribbean community – Santiago is geographically and culturally closer to some Caribbean nations than it is to Havana. Each year the festival is designed around a specific theme related to one of the dozens of invited countries. During the week, head to the Casa del Caribe in the Vista Alegre neighborhood, where the center hosts events, workshops and concerts. Overlapping with this festival is the Fiesta de Fuego, which kicks off with the Desfile de la Serpiente (Parade of the Snake), a winding procession blending the folkloric dancing and music of each country. It starts in Plaza Marte and culminates in Parque Céspedes. On the final night, go down to Alameda harbor to join the hordes of crowds watching the famous fire parade, where a giant totem representing the devil goes dramatically up in flames to the sound of frantic drumming. Later in July, the city’s most famous week-long festival takes place: the carnival. From the 21st, Santiago’s main streets and squares are transformed into a sea of colorful floats, comparsas (costumed dancers) and conga lines while stands sell fried chicken, roasted pig, and gallons of beer, rum and cheap aguardiente.

WHERE TO EAT IN SANTIAGO DE CUBA

Sabor y Arte

An intimate restaurant in the Tívoli neighborhood with great food and drinks and eclectic decor. $

Bar-Cafetería M’ka

Harborside M’ka is as Cuban as it gets, with a varied menu and a reggaeton soundtrack. $

Club LED

Vista Alegre’s Club LED has the ideal terrace for a chilled-out lunch or evening cocktails. $

Resting Place of Revolutionaries

MARTÍ’S MAUSOLEUM AND CASTRO’S TOMB

El Cementerio Santa Ifigenia may not be as large as Havana’s Necrópolis Cristóbal Colón, but it holds the two most important Cubans in the country’s history, who almost need no introduction: José Martí, Cuba’s national hero, poet and martyr, and Fidel Castro, the country’s longest-ruling leader. Martí’s marble mausoleum, a hexagonal pillared tower that dazzles in the sunlight, has a world-class design with a great quality of thought behind it. In one of Martí’s poems, he wrotes that he wished to be buried facing the sun with a Cuban flag and a bouquet of flowers. Well, ask and you shall receive. His coffin, draped with Cuba’s Estrella Solitaria flag and surrounded by fresh flowers, is positioned in the central chamber to always receive sunlight no matter the time of day. The casket contains soil from every Latin American country, representing Martí’s influence across the hemisphere. Castro’s tomb is also vibrating with symbolism, but in a very different key. Castro’s ashes are hidden inside an irregularly shaped smooth boulder with ’Fidel’ etched in gold on a small plaque. The juxtaposition between the two is a fascinating encapsulation of pre- and post-revolution aesthetics. While Martí’s mausoleum is a work of flamboyance and sensational beauty, Castro’s tomb is minimalist, austere and emotionally raw. Besides these two, an impressive list of other Cuban figures are buried here: Carlos Manuel de Céspedes; Emilio Bacardí, mayor of Santiago and son of the rum-industry impresario; and Tomás Estrada Palma, the Republic of Cuba’s first president.


WHY I LOVE SANTIAGO
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Katya Bleszynska, writer

Maybe it’s the oppressive heat down in this part of the island or the santiagueros’ abrupt and bolshy way of communicating, but Santiago certainly has a highly charged atmosphere. This place isn’t for everyone, but I’ve always loved cities with a bit of an edge to them. After all, it’s that same spark of electricity in Santiago’s air that jumps-started the revolution, created the most explosive carnival in Cuba, and transformed the island’s musical landscape.




GETTING AROUND

It’s known as the city of motorbikes, and hundreds of them can be seen zipping noisily through Santiago’s colonial streets. If you stand on a street corner and put your hand out, a moto-taxi is sure to offer you a lift. Be aware that this is not the most formal way of getting around – only pay a few dollars, maximum, to anywhere in and around the city center.






Beyond Santiago de Cuba
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Take a rest from the intensity of the city and delve deeper into Cuba’s most Caribbean province.


While the city of Santiago has more than enough to keep you occupied when it comes to bars, restaurants, museums and music, the heat and hustle can get a little stifling. Venture beyond the city limits, where a range of day trips and excursions showcase the religious, historical and geographical richness of the wider province of Santiago de Cuba. You can visit abandoned coffee plantations and strange rock formations or go diving in amongst the sunken warships that line Santiago’s southeastern coast. Want more? You might make a pilgrimage to Cuba’s most venerated church, El Cobre, or hike to the top of the island’s highest peak, Pico Turquino.


TOP TIP

Your casa or hotel, or the Cubatur office (opposite the entrance to Hotel Casa Granda), can help you arrange excursions.
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Pico Turquino | Losa/Shutterstock ©
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La Basílica del Cobre | Harry Laub/Getty Images ©

Cuba’s Greatest Pilgrimage

SUNFLOWERS AND STATUES

As you drive toward the copper-mining town of El Cobre, a church perched atop a hill appears on the horizon like an enchanting fairy-tale castle. This is La Basílica del Cobre, one of the most significant sites on the island and a place of pilgrimage for Cubans from far and wide. The church is dedicated to the Virgin of Charity, the patron saint of the nation. Coming into the town, you’ll notice that the sidewalks are lined with ornate religious trinkets and giant bunches of bright-yellow sunflowers for pilgrims to purchase and give as offerings. The church’s exterior is a beautiful example of neobaroque architecture and its interior is full of religious decorations, artifacts and curiosities. In one corner lies an eccentric assortment of crutches, tangled stethoscopes, piles of university diplomas and army badges. These are offerings left over the years by churchgoers who believed the Virgin had helped cure their ailments, spur them to exam success or keep them safe in times of danger. The main attraction is the small yet striking statue of the Virgin of Charity, who floats high up in her golden glory in a glass case at the front of the church. Cubans wearing yellow T-shirts and dresses with sunflower designs (symbols associated with the saint) sit solemnly in front of the statue, praying for miracles or giving thanks to the Virgin for prayers that were answered. Whether you’re religious or not, it is impossible to deny the church’s magnetism and spine-tingling energy, a feeling that you are indeed on hallowed ground.


THE STORY OF CACHITA

In 1612 three young fishermen were caught in a fierce sea storm and miraculously survived after praying to the Virgin Mary. When the storm passed, they found a small statue floating in the water attached to a board that read ’I am the Virgin of Charity’. The statue was brought back to shore and the Virgin, affectionately known as Cachita, has become a defining Cuban symbol of salvation in times of turbulence. It’s common practice to take from the church grounds a stone with flecks of copper, which is said to offer protection. Our Lady of Charity is also linked to the Afro-Cuban deity Oshún, who is represented by the color yellow and sunflowers.



WHERE ELSE TO EAT IN SANTIAGO DE CUBA

Roy’s Terrace Inn

This casa also welcomes guests to dine on its romantic upstairs terrace. $

St Pauli

A bar, restaurant and nightclub just off Plaza Marte that attracts a young Cuban crowd. $

El Madrileño

Outdoor restaurant in Vista Alegre with Spanish-themed decor; order the tostones rellenos. $


THE CIMARRÓN STATUE

On a neighboring hill from La Basílica del Cobre sits El Monumento al Cimarrón, which commemorates the cimarrónes (runaway enslaved people) who fought against slavery in Santiago de Cuba. A brief climb up a set of steep stairs takes you to the top of the hill, marked by a 9m statue made from bronze and recycled materials. It depicts the body of a lean man standing in an African cauldron yet with the head of an unidentifiable wild animal. Created by Santiago-born artist Alberto Lescay in 1997, it’s an emblem of freedom and Afro-Cuban pride. Just below the hill is a lagoon, known for its piercingly blue sulfurous waters, that formed after the nearby mine was abandoned.



Rock at the Top

SANTIAGO’S BEST VIEW

With a pretty self-explanatory name, La Gran Piedra (Big Rock) is a curious natural landmark an hour from the city in the Bacanao Biosphere Reserve. The colossal volcanic boulder is over 50m long and weighs around 63,000 tonnes. It is thought to have been formed millions of years ago, most likely from the eruption of magma from an underground volcano that rose to the surface and cooled into granite. To get to the rock, you must first drive up through the very steep and very windy mountains. Around halfway up, the climate becomes instantly cooler and fresher, a welcome respite from the cruel Santiago sun felt below. Once you’re at the base, you’ll need to climb 459 steps through prehistoric-like ferns (of which there are over 200 species) to the top of the rock. At 1214m above sea level, the view is spectacular, with mountains, valleys, countryside, city and sea all laid out in front of you. At night you can even spy Jamaica glowing in the distance.
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La Gran Piedra | Matyas Rehak/Shutterstock ©
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La Gran Piedra, Sierra Maestra | mathess/Getty Images ©

WHERE TO DRINK IN SANTIAGO DE CUBA

El Morro

Next to El Morro fortress; visit for the ocean view and a drink or two.

Casa Granda

This hotel’s rooftop bar is a must-visit spot for a sunset cocktail.

Casa Dranguet

Crucial Santiago establishment with regular live music and events.

Cuban Coffee Route

COFFEE CULTURE

Although coffee plants were introduced to Cuba in 1748 by the Spanish, it was not until the arrival of the French decades later that the industry took off on the island. Haiti was formerly the coffee capital in the region, but after the revolution of enslaved people there in 1871, the French left the island of Hispaniola and turned their attention to southeastern Cuba for coffee cultivation. They settled in the Santiago countryside and constructed grand haciendas and cafetales (coffee plantations) around the mountainous Gran Piedra – 139 of them, to be precise. Today this zone is an archaeological site peppered with the ruins of cafetales. One in particular, Cafetal La Isabelica, is among the few well-preserved 19th-century plantations left in the Caribbean. Built around a two-floor mansion where the French owner, Víctor Constatan, dwelled, the building is now a museum whose 17 rooms tell the story of Cuba’s former coffee glory and dark past of slavery. The top floor was reserved as the owners’ residence, and the ground floor contains a kitchen, a secadero (an area to dry the beans), a coffee warehouse and a haunting tool room equipped with chains. In the cafetal grounds is the coffee mill that was used to process the beans and the bleak living quarters of the enslaved people working on the land.

Back in the city center, you can also discover Casa Dranguet, a colonial townhouse that was owned by coffee exporter Don Carlos Dranguet. The internal patio is now a cafe where you can get a good coffee and watch live music. It’s also the headquarters of a center that promotes and preserves Cuba’s coffee-growing heritage.
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Cafetal La Isabelica | Matyas Rehak/Shutterstock ©


THE GARDEN OF PARADISE

On the way up or down from La Gran Piedra, take a detour to the Jardín Ave del Paraíso, built atop the ruins of coffee plantation La Siberia. The botanical garden is filled with highly fragrant flowers, such as the colonia plant, which smells like cologne, and jasmine-like gardenia, with a sweet and creamy scent. While the garden houses many plants you would expect to find in tropical Cuba, the French former owners introduced species from around the world, such as peach trees, forget-me-nots and fennel that thrive in this area’s cool and misty climate. The gardeners also tell of black roses that grew here before Hurricane Sandy wiped them out.
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Shipwreck, Santiago de Cuba | Yandry_kw/Shutterstock ©

Santiago’s Shipwrecks

A DIVER’S DREAM

Along the seabed of Santiago’s coastline rests an underwater ghost world suspended in time, an archaeological aquatic park whose shipwrecks tell of a historical event that changed the course of history in Cuba and the whole of the Americas. The Parque Arqueológico Subacuático is over 100km long and scattered with six Spanish and two American warships that were sunk in the naval battle of 1898 during the Spanish–American War. The United States’ overwhelming victory marked the end of Spanish colonial rule in the region and gave way to America’s newfound power, which Cuba would struggle to break away from. Realizing their downfall was imminent, the Spanish tried to get their ships near to dry land to save the crew, which explains why the vessels are so close to the coastline. The Spanish cruiser Almirante Oquendo lies in the shallow depths of Playa Juan González, 30 minutes from the city, where its cannon sharply sticks out from the water’s surface. You can even climb (carefully!) on top of it and sit peering into the hollow wreckage, which creaks and moans as the waves lap against it. At the other end of the underwater park is Playa La Mula, where you will find the Cristóbal Colón, the most well preserved ship of them all. As well as the vessels themselves, there are endless artifacts strewn all over the sea floor, including the remains of artillery, rigging and masts. After over a century, the wrecks have become integral to the area’s ecosystem and exist in a unique symbiotic relationship with local aquatic life.


WHERE TO WATCH LIVE MUSIC
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Hailing from a family of musicians, Arletis (’Lety’) Ricardo Labrada is a choral singer with Santiago group Coro Madrigalista. Here are her favorite city music venues.

Coro Madrigalista

Catch us practicing most mornings at our headquarters opposite the Emilio Bacardí Museum.

La Casa de la Trova

Before my grandma retired, she and I sang together regularly at this iconic venue.

Iris Jazz Club

On Plaza Marte, this is the place to go for jazz (and good food).

Centro Multicultural El Ingenio

Enjoy a varied repertoire of performances by up-and-coming artists.
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Cayo Granma | jet 67/Shutterstock ©


CAYO GRANMA

Just before Santiago’s bay meets the sea is a tiny blob of island called Cayo Granma. It’s home to a fishing village with dilapidated piers and wooden houses on stilts down by the waterfront. Take a trip to Santiago’s El Morro fortress and stop at Punta Gorda port to get a short ferry ride to the island, or go direct from Santiago’s harbor. There are no cars in Cayo Granma, but it’s so small you can walk around its perimeter in 20 minutes. There are a couple of places to eat and a humble church placed atop the key’s mound.



Santiago’s Secret Ghost Ship

THE WRECKAGE OF HURRICANE DENNIS

In 2005 Hurricane Dennis wreaked havoc on Cuba’s southeastern coast. When a rescue team was dispatched to Siboney Beach, they were surprised to find the vestiges of an unknown ship. The storm had disturbed the sea bed, laying bare parts of the vessel that had been out of sight for over a century and preserved by thick layers of sediment. After months of deep archaeological investigation, the wreck was revealed to be the Shafter Bridge, the second of two American ships sunk in the Spanish–American War. To arrange a snorkeling or diving excursion and get up close to this remarkable shipwreck, go directly to the Cubatur office opposite the Hotel Casa Granda’s entrance.

Climbing Cuba’s Highest Mountain

SIERRA MAESTRA SUNRISE TREKKING

At 1974m above sea level, Pico Turquino is the only place in Cuba to have ever recorded snow. Climbing to the top of this typically mist-covered peak is a rewarding rite of passage for visitors to Eastern Cuba. It’s situated in the Sierra Maestra range that spans both Santiago de Cuba (the south side) and Granma Province (the north side), so you can approach the ascent from either. The trek is challenging but achievable depending on how you choose to tackle it. Complete it in one day by setting off from Santiago at around 4am, reaching the starting point in Las Cuevas at 6am and arriving back in the late afternoon or early evening depending on your level of fitness. Or take your time and stay overnight in the mountains at one of the campsites, heading back down to Las Cuevas the following afternoon. You can even begin in Santiago and finish in Granma, or vice versa, which is a great way of getting from one province to the other.

Like most hikes in this part of Cuba, it’s replete with sites of historical significance. Pico Turquino never received much interest until members of Castro’s revolutionary movement began to explore the area. In 1953 a spirited Celia Sánchez (known as the mother of the revolution) and her leftist-leaning father hiked Pico Turquino and placed a bust of José Martí at the top. Similarly, some of Castro’s rebel army climbed the peak in 1957.
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Trail to Pico Turquino | Karol Kozlowski Premium RM Collection/Alamy Stock Photo ©


PICO TURQUINO TIPS & FACTS

• Bring provisions including extra food, energy bars and bottled water. Cuba is notorious for shortages.

• If you’re staying overnight, bring warm clothing. It gets cold even during Cuba’s hottest months.

• Organize your hike in advance with a travel agency, or, once you’re in Cuba, go to the Cubatur office opposite Hotel Casa Granda in Santiago or in Bayamo’s Hotel Sierra Maestra.

• Unfortunately, the views at the top are obscured by dense vegetation, but the views along the way are spectacular.

• The name turquino does not come from the Spanish for turquoise but from the Indigenous words turey (sky) and quino (a prominent person or thing).
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Foot of the Sierra Maestra | rchphoto/Getty Images ©


GETTING AROUND

Airline Cubana operates flights from Havana to Santiago de Cuba on Tuesday and Friday for around US$150 each way. Alternatively, get the Víazul bus that starts in Havana and makes its way down via each central and eastern province. There are three buses daily, taking between 15 and 20 hours depending on the number of stops, and costing approximately US$58 one way. Head to viazul.wetransp.com to book before you get to Cuba.






BARACOA
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Simply put, Baracoa is paradise. In 1492 Christopher Columbus sailed into Baracoa’s Porto Santo bay and wrote in his journal that it was ’the most beautiful land that human eyes have ever seen.’ And this is no less true today. Rich tropical greenery, natural pools, waterfalls, rivers and oceans with the clearest waters imaginable, plus habitats overflowing with colorful birds, insects and fish – how can you not fall in love with Baracoa? Two decades later, in 1511, conquistador Diego Velázquez established a settlement in the area that became the capital of Cuba. Sequestered at the far-eastern edge of the island and enclosed by mountains and forests, Baracoa has always been hard to get to. This isolation has been the area’s biggest challenge, but there’s a silver lining: its population has forged and upheld a unique identity stemming from ancestral ties to the Indigenous Taíno people.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1El Yunque

2Yumurí Canyon

SIGHTS

3El Eden

4Finca Las Mujeres

5Malecón

6Museo Arqueológico ’La Cueva del Paraíso’

7Nuestra Señora de la Asunción

8Playa Maguana

9Playa Manglito

10Yara-Majayara

EATING

11Baracoando

12Restaurante Ortiz

13Villa Paradiso

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

14Cafe Yaima

ENTERTAINMENT

15Casa de la Trova




TOP TIP

While July and August are the wettest and stormiest parts of the year in most of Cuba, Baracoa’s seasonal climate is the complete opposite. Visit during these months and you will enjoy the mildest temperatures, the most pleasant waters and the juiciest fruits.
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Baracoa | alxpin/Getty Images ©

Experiencing Small-Town Magic

PLAZAS AND PEOPLE-WATCHING

Baracoa is best known for its excursions outside town, but the main square, Plaza Independencia, is a great spot to hang out. Sit at Café Yaima with a US$2 canchánchara cocktail zinging with lime juice and take in the lively and sociable atmosphere of the town center. There are many interesting characters in Baracoa who will strike up a conversation with you. In the square’s cathedral, Nuestra Señora de la Asunción, you will find the Cruz de la Parra, said to be the oldest artifact in the Americas that is linked to Columbus. He placed 29 crosses in the Americas as symbols of Christianity, and this is the only one that remains.

Saunter down the Malecón at sunset until you get to the far-eastern end. This is where all of Baracoa’s teenagers hang out and children jump off the sea wall into the water of the local beach below. In the evening, head to Casa de la Trova for a bit of live music, but please don’t be taken in by the charms of the many jineteros (hustlers) there.

Walking distance from the center is the Museo Archaeologico La Cueva del Paraíso, situated inside a system of caves that were used by the Taíno people over 500 years ago to shelter from natural disasters, worship and bury their dead. There are countless Indigenous pieces, some thousands of years old, including pots, musical instruments, implements and skeletal remains said to be of a great Taíno cacique (chief).
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Plaza Independencia | Marc Venema/Shutterstock ©


WHY I LOVE BARACOA
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Katya Bleszynska, writer

What struck me most on my recent trip is that everyone you pass by gives you a grin, a nod or a wave. That doesn’t mean everyone in Baracoa is happy all the time and that life is a bed of roses, but there’s a visceral sense of peace that feels lost in so many other places in our modern world. The more isolated the places you visit in Cuba, the warmer the people, and the less they have, the more they give you. This is why I am yet to meet anyone who has a bad word to say about Baracoa. It is a true oasis.



WHERE TO STAY IN BARACOA

Villa Paradiso Baracoa

Owners Manuel and Roberto offer you the best view in town and unbelievable home cooking. $

Casa Colonial Isabel Castro

One of the oldest houses in Cuba, with a beautiful garden filled with morning birdsong. $

Villa Esmeralda

Migdalia is the epitome of Cuban hospitality at this pretty casa with bay views. $


BARACOA CULTURE WEEK

Every spring Baracoa holds its Semana de la Cultura, a week-long festival of music, dance, art and food. It honors the unique blend of African, Spanish and Indigenous influences that have shaped the culture of Baracoa and of which its people are immensely proud. It’s a small-town festival, so don’t expect it to be anywhere near as lively as Santiago’s carnival, but it certainly has its own charm. One of the highlights is the chance to see treseros perform with their traditional musical instrument, the tres (a guitar with three courses of two strings), which is at the heart of Cuban son and its predecessors nengón, kiribá and changüí.
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Playa Maguana | Aleksandar Todorovic/Shutterstock ©

Baracoa’s Blissful Beaches

PURE, REMOTE, PEACEFUL

On the way back from a big excursion, spend the afternoon at one of Baracoa’s many phenomenal beaches. The area’s most popular, Playa Maguana, close to Parque Nacional Alejandro de Humboldt, has the trademark white sands, turquoise waters and towering coconut trees providing ample shade from the tropical sun. Just off the beach is a little blue shack belonging to Víctor, who can rustle up grilled fish in coconut milk and aromatic herbs as well as out-of-this-world mango mojitos. If you get tired of sunbathing, you can also hire aquatic bicycles, kayaks and catamarans for a low price.

Playa Manglito, a 10-minute drive on the way back from Yumurí Canyon, is not quite as postcard perfect as Maguana (you may see the occasional wild pig wandering around), but it has its own unique allure. Unlike some other Cuban beaches, where jineteros prowl along the sand looking to make a quick buck, you will be taken aback by the genuine sweetness of the locals selling cacao products, almonds and US$10 massages using Baracoan coconut oil. A little further down the strip, eat at Restaurant Tato, where they pull up a table and some weather-beaten deck chairs and you can dine on crab and octopus right on the shore. Further off the beaten track are Cajuajo and Mapurisí, two beaches in the middle of the wilderness where there isn’t a seaside restaurant or rentable kayak in sight.

WHERE TO STAY IN BARACOA

Hostal Casa Grande

Seven spacious rooms to choose from and an upstairs restaurant and bar. $

Hostal Las Terrazas Casa Nilson

Eccentric nautical-meets-Santería-themed decor and very attentive service. $

Casa Yamicel

Yellow-and-blue colonial home with attention to detail in food, interiors and hospitality. $

Life Along the River

BATHING IN BARACOA’S WATERS

Baracoa’s 29 rivers are an integral part of the town’s ecosystem, identity and way of life. Río Toa, which flows through the Parque Nacional Alejandro de Humboldt and forms part of the Cuchillas del Toa Bioreserve, is the most voluminous in Cuba and also one of the most biodiverse. Río Camarones is known among locals for its healing properties, and Río Duaba, meaning ’clean water’ in the Indigenous Taíno language, is so crystalline that every detail of the river bed is visible, even though parts of the river can be up to 8m deep. Baracoa is famous for its beaches, but Cubans tend to prefer to bathe in fresh rather than salt water, and the Duaba is the area’s most visited river. Let these watercourses guide you, whether by foot or by boat, and discover the small communities that live along their banks and how the rivers shape their daily lives. Watch locals bathe, fish, transport themselves downstream on homemade rafts and canoes, and do laundry using the ancient method of beating the clothes with wooden pallets. Baracoa also has seemingly limitless waterfalls and natural pools connected to the rivers for you to take a dip and refresh yourself during or after a long hike.


FISHING BY MOONLIGHT

Unique to Baracoa, the tetí is a minuscule fish with a mystical story. Tetí can only be caught from July to December in the light of a waning moon, as if a spell had been cast upon them. Technically, they’re freshwater fish, as their eggs are hatched in Baracoa’s rivers but then carried downstream into the sea. Once they’re adults, as if by magic, silvery shoals of tetí, illuminated by moonlight, swim against the current back into the rivers whence they came. Fishermen wait with their nets to catch the fish that leap from the water’s surface. Tetí are fried, added to rice, or used in Baracoan dishes such as sauces.



Cuba’s Culinary Capital

COCONUTS, CACAO AND COFFEE

Rightly or wrongly, Cuba’s cuisine often gets a bad rap for being somewhat limited and bland compared to the highly flavorful food of some neighboring Caribbean countries. Well, in Baracoa it’s an entirely different story.

The geographical isolation of the town means it has preserved many culinary traditions that have largely died out in the rest of the island and its own unique food culture has flourished. Being so cut off, Baracoa has had to rely on the area’s abundance of flora and fauna for sustenance, so one of the most distinctive features of the cuisine is its use of local ingredients.

Wander around the neighborhoods and you will catch the scent of food frying in coconut oil wafting through the open windows of local homes. While most Cubans associate coconut just with sweet desserts and piña coladas, Baracoans love coconut milk in savory dishes.

Also, Cubans famously can’t stand picante (spicy) flavors, yet Baracoa is famous for its tangy sauces. It’s easy for visitors to uncover the culinary magic of Baracoa, as the town center is awash with restaurants doing ambitious things to put the town firmly on the world food map.

Even being invited to a campesino’s home in the middle of nowhere and eating the most basic plate of beans and rice is a memorable experience. Whether it’s fine dining or a home-cooked meal, Baracoa will never disappoint you when it comes to food.

WHERE TO STAY IN BARACOA

Las Palmeras

Laid back option with views of the leafy mountains from the cute terrace. $

Casa Colonial Yikira

Humble home owned by Yikira, who’s a sweetheart and a great cook. $

Finca la Esperanza

Very basic state-run ranch in an incredible location along the Río Toa. $


BEST SPOTS TO EAT IN BARACOA
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Cuban food blogger Álvaro Llerena travels around the island discovering the best (and worst) of Cuban cuisine. These are his top Baracoa picks.

@alvarofoodie

Restaurante Ortiz

Where traditional Baracoan food meets innovative dishes. And the chocolate cake is not to be missed.

Baracoando

Iconic vegan restaurant with a daily improvised menu. When owner Aristides plays host, the evening becomes like a theatrical performance.

Villa Paradiso

The food this casa offers its guests is made with so much love and attention to detail, especially the vegan breakfasts.



Baracoa’s All-Female Finca

ANCIENT CACAO CULTURE

Cacao was one of the first crops to be introduced to the island by Europeans, and although it never became as vital a product as sugarcane, tobacco or coffee, cacao was, and still is, an important aspect of Cuban identity. This is especially so in Baracoa, where most of the plantations were established.

Baracoans are so fond of the stuff that instead of drinking espresso in the morning, like most coffee-obsessed Cubans, they slurp hot chocolate. Finca Las Mujeres, an all-female farm just outside of the town, lives and breathes the divine feminine energy of the cacao plant.

Daisy, also known as La Reina (Queen) of cacao, is the youngest of six daughters and married into a cacao-farming family. Her father-in-law taught her the tough grind of working on the plantation and how to master the machete – she has the scars on her arms to prove it.

Now Daisy is the owner and has between four and six women working alongside her, including her 96-year-old mother when she has the energy.

Taking you on a tour around the finca, where purplish and maroon-colored cacao pods dangle from shaded trees, Daisy explains the cultivation and harvesting process, likening the lifespan and characteristics of the cacao plant to womanhood and female fertility. She then demonstrates the traditional fermentation, drying, roasting and grinding methods that turn cacao seeds into the chocolate we know and love. Arrange a visit through your casa or a tour guide.

WHERE TO EAT IN BARACOA

Mirador del Silencio

Right near Yumurí; tuck into seafood in one of the wooden watchtowers overlooking the sea. $

Marco Polo

The food’s spectacular at this busy spot; be sure to pop by in the afternoon to catch the sunset. $

El Sueño

Right by the Malecón, with a decent set menu and a youthful vibe. $
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El Yunque National Park | Inspired By Maps/Shutterstock ©


BARACOA FOOD TOUR

Steve from Baracoa4u leads a tour that takes visitors off the tourist trail to sample authentic Baracoan street food. Along the way, he explains the history of Baracoan cuisine and how it reflects the societal changes Baracoans have experienced and how they have adapted to the difficulties associated with living in this remote place. He also shares his insights into the complexity of finding food in Baracoa, where shopping is a little like treasure hunting. The tour finishes with an intimate lunch at Steve’s home, where he serves typical Baracoan dishes and drinks.



Scaling Baracoa’s Highest Peak

HARD GRAFT MADE EASY

A 30-minute drive from the town center lies El Yunque, Baracoa’s highest mountain. When you first look up at the flat-topped peak, 575m above sea level, you’ll wonder how on earth you will make it up there, but with the right guide it won’t feel like such hard work. Your guide will build in multiple stops along the way to distract you from the steepness. They’ll also show you the conservation efforts that have been made to protect El Yunque and the diverse array of plants used as alternative medicines in this cut-off part of the country.

There are countless birds and insects hiding in the trees and undergrowth for you to discover, such as slugs that produce their own sticky slime that glues the mouths of their predators shut and oodles of shiny black-and-yellow-striped millipedes that slither down the tree trunks.

Halfway up the mountain you can take a much-needed rest at the palm hut of a campesino, who will prepare a platter of tropical fruits grown on his farm and crack open a coconut for you to sip from.

At the top, marked by the bronze head of war hero Antonio Maceo, the whole of Baracoa and beyond is spread out in front of you.

After you have descended back down the mountain, your guide can take you to the nearby Jutiero waterfall or Charco la Piña natural pool so you can cool down.

BEST GUIDES IN BARACOA

Steve Cardosa

Steve is the administrator of the Yumurí Canyon and owner of Baracoa4u (baracoa4u@gmail.com; +53-5530-2820).

Noel Coutin Lobaina

Noel takes his time to show you every local plant, including the rarest species (coutinnoel1974@gmail.comcom).

El Indio

El Indio has guided world-class ornithologists around Parque Nacional Alejandro de Humboldt (+53-5563-4136).


CACAO QUEEN
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Daisy, the cacao queen of Finca Las Mujeres, shares her love for the ancient magic plant.

Originating from Central America, the word ’cacao’ derives from the Mayan phrase kakaw (food of the gods). It was drunk during a full moon to help Indigenous tribes procreate. In Baracoa, we rely on the healing properties of the plants around us, and cacao is mood-enhancing, anti-aging, cholesterol-lowering and immune-boosting. Working with cacao is strenuous, yet the plant itself is very sensitive and needs to be treated with love and care. I want to leave visitors with such a lasting impression that, whenever they put a piece of chocolate to their lips, they think of the women of this finca.



Cuba’s Archaeological Hub

PETROGLYPHS AND PANORAMIC VIEWS

The protected area of Yara-Majayara, only 3km from Baracoa, offers a little bit of everything. It’s best known for its archaeological and speleological significance as it’s been hypothesized that this region used to be one of the main Indigenous settlements in the country, with around 4000 inhabitants.

The site is made up of vast underground galleries over three levels that contain more than 500m of caves, 500 discovered petroglyphs and an ancient waterway system.

Accordingly, the area is the hub for Indigenous culture, and each year from August 10 a festival dedicated to Taíno traditions takes place here.

Descendants bring traditional dishes such as buñuelo (sweet fried-dough snack), tulanga (dish made with cassava, coconut milk and spices) and frangollo (hard blocks of plantain, molasses, and nuts) to share, and engage in Indigenous music and dance practices. Yara-Majayara is next to the mouth of the Río Miel, which is lined by thick mangroves, and Playa Blanca, a tiny patch of white sand whose sea is great for snorkeling.

Alternatively, you can take a dip in the natural pool at the site’s Cueva La Perla del Agua. Perhaps the most impressive part of the excursion is the viewpoint on the third level, which offers all-encompassing vistas of the park, Río Miel opening out into the sea, and the town of Baracoa in the distance.
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Playa Blanca, Baracoa | master2/Alamy Stock Photo ©


BARACOAN MYTHS

Here are two of Baracoa’s 200 oral traditions known as mentiritas (little lies).

El Yunque

The Indigenous people called the mountain yuke (white lands) due to the thick clouds that covered the peak. When the Spanish came to the mountains, they misunderstood yuke as yunque (anvil), which they believed represented the peak’s flat top.

Río Miel

This myth tells of a Spanish soldier who fell in love with an Indigenous girl. They eloped into the Baracoa wilderness and bathed in its rivers until the soldier missed his ship back to Europe. When the Spanish returned, they named the river Miel (Honey) to represent the enticing sweetness of its waters that keeps you from leaving.



The Mighty Yumurí Canyon

PAINTED SNAILS AND TOWERING CLIFFS

Yumurí Canyon is one of Cuba’s most stunning natural wonders, owing to the area’s deep surrounding rainforests, dramatic waterfalls, striking cliffs and river crammed with wildlife. At the Flora and Fauna Center, the state company presiding over the area, you can choose from one of multiple guided excursions, the most popular of which is a boat ride along the Río Yumurí, which meanders through the canyon.

As the rowing boat glides along the river, making its way through clear waters brimming with shoals of transparent fish while the songs of some 30 species of bird float from the trees and cliffs, you’ll be enveloped by the blissful serenity of the surroundings.

There are also 9km and 13km hiking options, which allow you to take a more detailed look at the natural sights and species of the zone. Another must-see is the world-famous painted snail, the polymita.

Walk up a steep road to a viewpoint that looks out over the canyon and you will find a conservation project in the Matos-Duran family household.

In 2022 these snails won the international title of Mollusc of the Year for their beauty and ecological importance, yet due to their brightly colored shells they have been illegally traded and collected – it’s even rumored that Queen Elizabeth II had a pair of polymita earrings.

The snails are now under threat of extinction. However, thanks to conservation projects such as this, the species count has grown 15% in the Yumurí Canyon in recent years.

BEST BARACOA TREATS

Chorote

Hot chocolate often prepared with coconut milk, cinnamon, vanilla and a pinch of salt.

Torta Chocoron

A tart-meets-brownie made with cacao and rum.

Cucurucho

Grated coconut with sugar and nuts wrapped in a palm-leaf cone.


BEST HIKES IN BARACOA
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Steve Cardosa, administrator of the Yumurí Canyon and owner of guide company Baracoa4u, shares his favorite hikes in his beloved Baracoa. @baracoa4utours

El Yunque

I love the challenge of climbing El Yunque, where I can show people the secrets of the area’s flora and fauna.

Yumurí-Belete

This 13km route brings hikers up close to dazzling nature and fascinating geological formations, topped off by a swim in the Belete waterfalls.

Balcón de Iberia

My favorite of Parque Nacional Alejandro de Humboldt’s six routes, this hike is full of lush landscapes and endemic species.
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Yumurí Canyon | Nestor Noci/Shutterstock ©
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Boats, Yumurí Canyon | Tomas Zrna/Getty Images ©

The Garden of Eden

NATURE IN HARMONY

On the way to Quibijan, a tiny farming village 30 minutes from Baracoa, you will find a finca developing sustainable agricultural practices. To reach the farm you must cross the Río Quibijan, either by wading through its waters or by tentatively hopping onto a homemade bamboo raft.

On the other side, Oni and her husband, Pincho, welcome you to their permaculture farm El Eden. And an Eden it certainly is.

Around eight years ago the couple enrolled in a course at the University of Santiago de Cuba to learn about alternative ways of farming and began to transform their family finca into a permaculture system.

They grow an impressive range of organic produce, from fruits and vegetables to roots and herbs. They also have a dry store with organically preserved jars of spices that you can purchase to help support their efforts.

The land itself is dissected into a maze of paths and patterns made from upturned tires, glass bottles and bricks, a practice that mimics the natural designs found in nature and aids species to cooperate instead of compete.

Relax for the afternoon in their palm-roofed watchtower and observe their little grandson running around the land with a chicken under one arm while Oni prepares a great spread using their own produce, or even just a light snack of tostones (twice-fried plantain) and scrambled egg mixed with tomatoes and bell peppers. Life on this finca is pure harmony.


THE ORIGIN OF YUMURÍ

Legend has it that when the Spanish attempted to take the Indigenous population as slaves, many managed to escape and jumped off the valley’s cliffs into the river. As they did so, they shouted at the Spanish yo moriré (I will die), but it came out as yumurí in their local pronunciation. The area’s name is a symbol of the bravery of the Indigenous people who chose to die rather than be enslaved.




THE BEST BARACOAN DISHES

Baracoa has dozens of dishes you won’t find elsewhere in Cuba. If you’re a foodie, make this town your next destination.

Bacán

Like a Cuban tamal (tamale), bacán is a solid bar of plantain paste stuffed with crab meat and wrapped in banana leaves. Bacán perdido is a variation where it is stripped of its outer leaves and cooked in coconut milk.

Casabe

A flatbread made from shredded yuca – an ancient staple food eaten by the Taíno.

Calalú

This Caribbean dish is typically made with sweet-potato leaves stewed in a spicy coconut sauce.
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El Yunque National Forest | Jerome LABOUYRIE/Shutterstock ©

The Remains of United Fruit

THE FORMER US BANANA EXPORTER

In the late 19th and early 20th century, Baracoa was the epicenter of the banana boom in Cuba, then one of the world’s biggest exporters of ’green gold.’

Presided over by US behemoth the United Fruit Company (UFC), Baracoa was packed with large-scale banana plantations, which brought infrastructure and economic prosperity to the region.

In 1960 the Cuban government seized the company’s assets and the UFC in Cuba was no longer. Today the legacy of Baracoa’s neo-imperial past lives on. Surrounding the forests of the Yumurí Canyon are the ruins of a UFC site, including the remnants of an elevator used to transport bananas.


GETTING AROUND

A great way to get around Baracoa is by bike. Your casa should be able to arrange this for you for US$8 to US$10 per bike per day. Cycle to and from popular sites such as El Yunque (18km), Finca Las Mujeres (42km) and Playa Maguana (44km), or go one way and organize a taxi to bring you back with your bike.






Beyond Baracoa
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Baracoa is a great base for you to go forth and uncover the wider area of the mostly uncharted Guantánamo province.


Visitors tend to underestimate how much there is to do in Baracoa and only stop by for a few days on their way to or from Santiago de Cuba. Most people visit the closest and easiest-to-reach sites, such as El Yunque or Yumurí, but Baracoa and its surrounding areas have so much to offer that you could easily spend 10 days there. Parque Nacional Alejandro de Humboldt, over an hour north of Baracoa along the very bumpy Moa highway, is Cuba’s most biodiverse protected area and a celebrated site in the Americas for its level of endemism. Around a 1½-hour drive east of Baracoa is Maisí, the island’s most eastern municipality and the best-kept secret of Cuba.


TOP TIP

A great guide is critical in Baracoa. Arrange an authorized guide in the town’s Ecotur office.
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Entrance to Parque Nacional Alejandro de Humboldt | Christian_Schmidt/Shutterstock ©
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Parque Nacional Alejandro de Humboldt | Tupungato/Shutterstock ©


DR ENRIQUETA FAVEZ

Born around 1791 in Switzerland, Enriqueta Favez was married to a French soldier at 15. When he died in battle, she adopted his identity so she could study medicine and become an army surgeon. In 1819 she arrived in Cuba and began to practice medicine in Baracoa, still in disguise. Enriqueta married a poor Indigenous woman, but soon her real identity was revealed to authorities by a servant. She was put on trial, during which she claimed to have a female body but a male soul. She was found guilty of fraud and was eventually shipped off to New Orleans, where she lived as a nun.



Hiking in Parque Nacional Alejandro de Humboldt

UNRIVALED ENDEMISM

A 700-sq-km protected area, Parque Nacional Alejandro de Humboldt spans the provinces of Holguín and Guantánamo. The park is named after German explorer Alexander von Humboldt, who came to Cuba in the early 19th century and was struck by the area’s unique biodiversity. This is due in large part to its location at the intersection of two major biogeographical regions: the Caribbean and the neotropics. This has resulted in a highly diverse ecosystem of plants, birds and amphibians, many of which are found nowhere else on Earth.

The park is known for its six hiking trails that encompass both land and sea. El Recreo Trail, taking around three hours, winds through the lush rainforest and shows off the level of endemism that makes the park so renowned worldwide. A type of rock exists in this environment that is toxic to plants, so in order to survive the local species had to adapt to the conditions, such as by developing spines to protect themselves and absorb water. Along the way, hikers can spot many rare species such as the Cuban tody bird and the bee hummingbird, and, if you turn over the damp fallen leaves of the forest floor, the northern hemisphere’s smallest frog, which measures just 1cm long. For true nature nerds, there’s the Humboldt Route, which combines various trails in a three-day, 34km excursion that includes camping in the park and climbing its highest peak, El Toldo.

Baracoan Botanicals

GET A LITTLE PEP FROM THE LOCAL FAUNA

The area’s isolation and lack of access to medication have led to a culture of homeopathy and alternative medicines using its rich flora. El árbol de la suegra is a tree that has this nickname because of its leaves that flip from one side to the other in the wind, much like the daily mood swings of your suegra (mother-in-law). Its leaves are used as a replacement for aspirin and its latex helps to eliminate warts and cold sores. Guava, sometimes called the Cuban apple, is a fruit that eases nausea, and its leaves are a great antiseptic treatment. Coconut, the tree of a hundred uses, is used in Baracoa to fight dengue fever.


CUBA’S FIRST REBEL

Hatuey was a Taíno chief from present-day Haiti. In 1511 Diego Velázquez left Hispaniola with the aim of conquering Cuba – but to his surprise, Hatuey had beaten him to it, fleeing to Baracoa with 400 other men in canoes to warn the Indigenous people of Cuba what was in store for them when the Spanish arrived. He famously declared, ’They tell us, these tyrants, that they adore a God of peace and equality, and yet they usurp our land and make us their slaves.’ After initiating attacks against the Spanish, Hatuey was eventually caught and executed. A bust of the chief is in front of Baracoa’s cathedral, a tribute to Cuba’s first rebel.



Boating Across Taco Bay

MAGIC MANGROVES AND MANATEES

One of the many activities offered at Parque Nacional Alejandro de Humboldt is a boat trip around Taco Bay, a stunning saltwater inlet that opens into the Atlantic Ocean. During your two-hour excursion you may be lucky enough to spot a manatee, a shy mammal endemic to the Antilles that wallows in the muddy depths of the bay. You are also likely to see the striped body and fanlike fins of a lionfish, an invasive species that made its way into the park when Hurricane Matthew disturbed the maritime currents.

About halfway through the trip, the boat will veer off into thick mangrove forests. Mangroves are one of the most important parts of the aquatic ecosystem, as they protect environments from storms and coastal erosion, improve water quality and store high levels of carbon. Along the bank of the bay, newly planted green mangrove shoots poke up above the soil, evidence of a reforestation project that is trying to combat the effects of climate change on the mangroves. Although they are not considered very pretty to look at, the mangroves are teeming with life beneath the surface of the water, as tons of varieties of fish and birds breed and take refuge in their tangled roots. Ask your guide if you can do the boat trip at dawn and experience a symphony of song as birds awaken from their night’s slumber in the mangroves and take to the morning sky.

Going Remote in Maisí

OUT IN THE STICKS

If you think it can’t get more remote than Baracoa, think again. Before 2016 tourism in Maisí was prohibited, but now things are starting to open up and six new trails have recently been authorized that take visitors to barely traveled locations. The Cueva de Patana hike, leading through 10km of semi-arid forest, is only for hard-core adventurers, with tricky terrain that is extremely rocky underfoot and steep in places. You will need to embody the agility and stamina of a mountain goat to conquer it. Polymita snails in myriad colors stick to the trees, jet-black and blue butterflies flutter overhead, and you will occasionally be hit by the peppery scent of wild oregano.

The trail starts in the hamlet of Patana, where only 100 people dwell in 20 homes mostly powered by solar electricity. There you’ll meet the community with the strongest remnants in Cuba of Taíno ancestry, which is revealed in the structure of their faces, their speech, and their cultural practices. The townsfolk of Maisí are known for their hospitality, so be prepared for them to welcome you into their homes and insist on serving you a very generous quantity of strong black coffee. Twice during the trip you will briefly come out into clearings that offer awe-inspiring vantage points over the vast expanse of ocean. A lot of underwater heritage, including unspoiled marine life and sunken ships, is yet to be fully explored in the area.

[image: jpg]

Taco Bay | Holger Leue/Getty Images ©


CUBAN INVENTIONS

In 1991, after the fall of the Soviet Union, Cuba was hit by a devastating economic crisis famously called El Período Especial (the Special Period). The time was most defined by severe shortages that were felt all over Cuba, and even more so in places such as Baracoa, which were already cut off from the rest of the island. Lacking food, medicine and other essentials, locals had to invent their own ways to survive. Two examples are the pitahaya (dragonfruit) and jamoncillo, fruits that contain a liquid that turns to foam when added to hot water. Both of these were used as detergents and soap. They also have a host of medicinal properties, such as helping to contain epileptic seizures.
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Faro de Maisí | Lena Wurm/Shutterstock ©

Explore Archaeological Treasures

ONE OF CUBA’S MOST IMPORTANT SITES

The main attraction of the Cueva de Patana hike, as you might expect, is La Cueva de Patana, where numerous Indigenous artifacts and petroglyphs have been unearthed. In 1915 US archaeologist Mark Raymond Harrington discovered one of Cuba’s most important archaeological finds to date, the stone idol Gran Cemí, in one of the cave’s bat-infested inner chambers. He removed it by hacking it from the rock and transported it to the United States, where it still lives in the National Museum of the American Indian. Cuba and the United States remain in discussions regarding the idol’s return to the island.

Venturing Far, Far East

LAGOONS AND LIGHTHOUSES

The Punta de Maisí is a spot so remote that when cyclones hit, its residents hide out in the nearby caves. During the colonial period the point was an important site for navigation and served as a landmark for ships traveling between the Caribbean and the Atlantic. Marking the easternmost point of Cuba is the Faro de Maisí, a lighthouse previously known as La Concha, which was constructed in 1862 and is still in use today. For a minute fee, preferably by card, visitors can climb the 144 steps to the top and take in panoramic views of the wild eastern coastline and the Windward Passage, a strait in the Caribbean Sea between Cuba and the island of Hispaniola. On a clear day, you can even see Haiti (the western part of Hispaniola) in the distance, as it’s situated just 77km from the point.

Around this zone are also many cenotes (natural wells), most notably Pozo Azul. A 24km country trail starting just before the lighthouse will take you there, either completely on foot or covering some ground by car (only the most robust vehicles such as jeeps will do). The trail combines archaeology, geology and ecology in one: you will pass by many caves, interesting rock formations, and rare species of butterfly, bird and cactus. When you arrive at the sinkhole, which is surrounded by giant ferns, you can swim alongside the shoals of fish and crustaceans in its jade-green waters.


LA RUSA

Baracoa is so enthralling that many foreigners who visit end up staying forever. Among them was Magdalena Menasse, a legendary character known locally as La Rusa. After Russia’s October Revolution in 1917 led to the execution of her father, Magdalena fled her homeland, meeting and marrying a Russian diplomat in Europe and emigrating to Cuba in 1929. The pair, seeing Baracoa’s booming banana industry, moved to the town and became prosperous business owners. In 1953 the couple built a hotel (also nicknamed La Rusa) where many famous revolutionaries stayed – including Fidel Castro. Magdalena became enchanted by Baracoa, and Baracoans were captivated by her beauty and charisma. Cuban author Alejo Carpentier even included a character inspired by her in his book The Rite of Spring.



Spot Cuba’s Emblem of Liberty

THE MYTH OF THE TOCORORO

Many people think the tocororo, with its blue back, white breast and red underbelly, is Cuba’s national bird because it has the same colors as the Cuban flag. But another reason for the bird’s status is shrouded in myth: it’s said that when the tocororo is kept in a cage it dies very quickly because it does not know how to survive in captivity. This bird has therefore become an emblem of liberty for Cuba, where it enjoys complete freedom in the countryside. Since 1982 it has been illegal to hunt or capture it.


GETTING AROUND

The best way to reach Baracoa, whether by taxi, bus or hire car, is to wind through the Nipe-Sagua-Baracoa mountains along the scenic highway that connects Baracoa to the rest of the island. The road is known as one of the seven wonders of Cuban engineering and is an icon of the region. Stretching for over 100km, it was constructed in the 1960s as part of Castro’s plan to improve infrastructure and connect remote regions of the country. Baracoans were so thrilled that the metaphorical light was finally going to return to Baracoa’s isolated darkness that they named the road La Farola (Streetlight).







TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Cuba. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Cuba and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

Around 99% of travelers to Cuba arrive by air at one of its 10 international airports. The busiest by far are Havana and Varadero, both in the western part of the country. Popular airlines include Air Canada, Westjet, TUI, Aeroméxico, Air France and Iberia. American Airlines, United and JetBlue fly to/from the US.
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Visas

Regular tourists who plan to spend up to two months in Cuba do not need a visa. Instead, you get a tarjeta de turista (tourist card), usually provided by your airline. Check ahead to make sure.




Medical Insurance

It’s necessary to have travel medical insurance for Cuba, and you may be asked to provide proof of your policy at the airport, where random checks are made.




Medical Supplies

Cuba suffers from shortages of many basic medicines. You are allowed to enter the country with 10kg of medicines duty free, packed in a separate bag to your personal luggage.
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Online Form

All travelers must fill in an online form called Dviajeros (dviajeros.mitrans.gob.cu/inicio) up to 72 hours before landing. The form will generate a QR code, which you must then show to border officials.



Public Transportation from Airport to City Center
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TOURIST CARD

Package tourists will find Cuba’s obligatory tourist card included with their travel documents. Those going ‘air only’ will get it included with their plane ticket (Canadian airlines give out tourist cards on their airplanes just before landing) or will need to purchase it beforehand. In some cases you may be required to buy and/or pick up the card at your departure airport, sometimes at the flight gate. Policies vary, so check ahead with the airline office or travel agency via phone or email. Some independent travelers have been denied access to Cuba-bound flights because they inadvertently haven’t obtained a tourist card.






Getting Around

Cuba has a reasonable bus system, ponderous trains and a variable road network. Bus or long-distance taxi are the best ways of getting around.



TRAVEL COSTS

Bus to Varadero
US$9*

Bus to Santiago de Cuba
US$56*

Flight to Santiago de Cuba
US$175*

Bus/boat to Isla de la Juventud
CUP$60*

*All from Havana



Renting a Car

Car rental in Cuba is relatively pricy (around US$85 per day) and, despite low car ownership, driving isn’t the piece of cake it ought to be thanks to poor signposting, rutted roads and sporadic obstacles (from drying coffee to stray goats). Rental cars are invariably in short supply.

Taxis

Colectivos (shared taxis) are a good option over longer distances if you’re traveling in a small group. Fares can be split four ways, meaning colectivos are almost as cheap as buses. The taxis often hang around outside bus terminals, or you can organize them through any private accommodations.

DRIVING IN CUBA

Gas shortages are part of daily life and the supply of rental cars is often as scarce as the fuel. Then there are the roads themselves, frequently potholed and in a state of poor repair (especially in the East). Factor in the numerous roadside obstacles (goats, kids, horses and carts, bicycles and overzealous cops) and you might want to leave the driving to an experienced professional by taking a bus or taxi.


Víazul Buses

Bus travel is a dependable way of getting around, at least in the more popular areas. Víazul (viazul.wetransp.com) is the main long-distance bus company available to non-Cubans, with fairly reliable air-conditioned coaches going to destinations of interest. Tickets can only be paid for by credit card.




Trains

Train travel is only for those with plenty of time, flexibility and patience. Cuba’s extensive, if poorly maintained, rail network was upgraded in 2019. Trains are still slow and unreliable, but they’re a smidgeon more comfortable. The most reliable is between Havana and Santiago de Cuba.




Bicycle

With low levels of highway traffic, Cuba lends itself to long-distance cycling. Bike trips have long been popular among travelers. The main drawbacks are the debilitating tropical heat and the lack of decent rental outlets and bike shops. Bring your own bicycle if you’re planning on pedaling far.




TIP

There are no ticket machines in Cuban parqueos (car parks). Instead you pay cash to a parking attendant, who normally wears a red vest.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right
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Speed limit is 100km/h on the autopista, 80km/h on country roads and 50km/h in urban areas.

.04

Blood alcohol limit is 0.04%.








Money

CURRENCY: Cuban peso (CUP$)
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Credit Cards

Credit cards are accepted in Cuba – indeed, they are the only way to pay for some services. Credit cards affiliated with US banks are not accepted.

Foreign Currencies

Foreign currency is widely accepted and is often preferred in the private sector. Euros are the best currency to bring, followed by US dollars, Canadian dollars and sterling.

Changing Money

The country’s ubiquitous cadecas are the best official places to change money. Rates are usually posted on a screen inside.

Tipping

Tips are a vital source of income: employees are often poorly paid compared to other countries. Tip at least 10%; 15% to 20% for good service.
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THE BLACK MARKET

Cuba has a huge informal black market and practically everyone is in on it. The unofficial, ‘on-the-street’ exchange rate is invariably more favorable than the official government rate (ie the rate you’ll be offered in banks, at ATMs and cadecas and when making credit-card transactions). Never change money with a stranger on the street.

Remember: euros and US dollars are widely accepted in Cuba, but always check the exchange rate you’re getting vis-à-vis pesos before using them.




HOW MUCH FOR…

museum entry
US$1

1L of gas
US$.70

a ticket to the Tropicana cabaret
from US$75

a single dive
US$30-45



HOW TO… Change Money Safely

• Only change money in small amounts. Rates fluctuate constantly and you can’t take excess pesos out of Cuba.

• Avoid changing money at airports, where rates are poor.

• Cuba’s currency rules are highly volatile. Check for updates before your trip.

• You can find the official exchange rates on cadeca.cu. Approximate unofficial rates can be found on eltoque.com.

[image: jpg]    Scan to see exchange rates


LOCAL TIP

Cuba is still mostly a cash economy. Bring a good stash of clean, undamaged notes – preferably euros or US dollars.








Accommodations

Casas Particulares

A casa particular (room in a private home) is the best option for independent travelers in Cuba and a great way of meeting locals. In general, rooms provide at least two beds (one is usually a double), fridge, air-con, fan and private bathroom. Bonuses could include a terrace or patio, private entrance, TV, security box, minibar, kitchenette and parking space.

State-Run Hotels

All hotels in Cuba are at least 51% owned by the state. Standards vary from holiday-camp-style two stars to the boutique-like Encanto brand. Many are encased in attractive historic buildings. Aside from the top five-star options, service and facilities in state-run hotels are usually inferior to those in the private sector.

Resorts

Cuba has an abundance of large, international-standard hotels in resort areas that sell all-inclusive packages. Almost all tourists buy their packages abroad, mostly with flights included. The primary resort zones are Varadero, Cayo Santa María, Cayo Coco, Playa Santa Lucía and Guardalavaca. Most resorts abut popular beaches and a good proportion are part-run by international chains such as Meliá, Iberostar and Blue Diamond.
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HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN…

a casa particular
US$25-50

a midrange all-inclusive resort
US$140+

a five-star Havana hotel
US$250+
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Other Private Accommodations

Deluxe private accommodations have proliferated in Cuba in the last five years. There’s everything from independent rooms and apartments where the owners live off-site, to small boutique hotels. Many of these places are available on Airbnb and Expedia, so you can book them online from your home country. Others have their own websites.



BOOK AHEAD

Booking your accommodations in advance in a holiday package (for state-run places) or via websites such as Expedia and Airbnb (for private places) means you can pay upfront by credit card (including US cards) and consequently bring less cash to Cuba. Bear in mind that popular booking site Booking.com doesn’t currently list Cuban properties.

Many international hotel brands operate in Cuba. Meliá (melia.com) has more than 30 hotels, Iberostar (ibercuba.com) has 18, and Blue Diamond (bluediamondresorts.com) has more than 25, branded as Starfish, Memories and the uber-posh Royalton resorts.






Family Travel

Many families with kids travel to Cuba, and 95% of them gravitate to all-inclusive resorts. But they’re not the only option. Although Cuba may lack the theme parks and Disney-like attractions of other destinations, there’s plenty of good, old-fashioned fun to be had, and by staying in a casa particular, you’ll come into contact with local families.


Safety

Local children run around freely in Cuba and, with strong local community organizations, the safety of your child shouldn’t be a problem as long as you take the usual precautions. Mobile phones have yet to kill the nationwide passion for street soccer and baseball. Be careful with the unforgiving motorized traffic, watch for unprotected roadworks, and be aware of the general lack of modern safety equipment.


Car Seats

Car seats are not mandatory in Cuba, and taxi and rental-car firms don’t carry them. Bring your own if you’re planning on renting a car.



Inoculations & Medicines

Your kids shouldn’t need any specific pre-trip inoculations for Cuba, though check with your doctor about individual requirements. Medicines are in short supply in Cuba, so take all you think you might need. Useful supplies include acetaminophen, ibuprofen, anti-nausea medicines, and cough drops. Insect repellent is also helpful in lowland areas. Diapers and baby formula can be hard to find; bring your own.


Chairs, Strollers & Cribs

High chairs in restaurants are almost nonexistent, though waitstaff will try to improvise. The same goes for travel cribs. Cuba’s pavements weren’t designed with strollers in mind. If your child is small enough, carry him/her in a body harness.




Kid-Friendly Picks

Parque Histórico Militar Morro-Cabaña

Two fabulous forts with long ramparts, pirate history and a cannon-firing ceremony.

Fusterlandia

Colorful neighborhood decorated with cartoonish art pieces.

El Nicho

Gorgeous waterfall adjacent to natural swimming pools.

Cayo Jutías

Idyllic cay with pedal-boats, paddleboards and great starfish-spotting opportunities.

Playa Jibacoa

For older kids, there’s excellent snorkeling with loads of fish.

Varadero

Cuba’s biggest resort has a ton of tailored kids’ activities.
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EATING

With a dearth of exotic spices and an emphasis on good, plain food, Cuban dishes suit kids surprisingly well. The family-oriented nature of life on the island certainly helps. Few eating establishments turn away children, and waitstaff will, more often than not, dote on your boisterous young offspring and go out of their way to try to accommodate their tastes. Rice and beans are good staples, and chicken and fish are relatively reliable sources of protein. The main absent food group – though your kid probably won’t think this is a problem – is fresh vegetables. Bring a jar of multivitamins.






Health & Safe Travel

SCAMS

Cuba’s two biggest scams concern currency exchange and cigars. Avoid changing money on the street – stick to banks and other trusted sources. Similarly, don’t buy cigars on the street (they’re always fakes!); rather, get them in state-run shops and outlets such as the Casa del Habano chain.
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Water

Tap water in Cuba is not reliably safe to drink and there was a cholera outbreak as recently as 2012 (after a century of no recorded cases). Home-produced bottled water called Ciego Montero is relatively cheap but sometimes hard to find in small towns. Stock up in the cities when you’re going on long bus or car journeys.

International Clinics & Pharmacies

For non-emergency treatment, head to a clínica internacional run by CSMC (smcsalud.cu). Every provincial city will have at least one. All-inclusive resorts usually have their own clinics. There are more than 80 international pharmacies for foreigners (usually called Novafarmas), also run by CSMC. Be sure to bring adequate quantities of all medications you might need.


WORLD’S SAFEST COUNTRY

In 2018, at a conference in Madrid, Cuba was voted the safest country in the world for tourists.



INFOGRAPHIC: HURRICANE WIND SCALE
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Category 1: 119–153km/h; some damage
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Category 2: 153–207km/h; extensive damage
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Category 3: 179–208km/h; devastating damage
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Category 4: 209–251km/h; catastrophic damage
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Category 5: 252+km/h; catastrophic damage
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HURRICANES

The official hurricane season in Cuba runs from June to November. Cuba is hit by a major hurricane about once every four years. Fortunately, the country has an excellent record in dealing with hurricanes and casualties are usually mercifully light. If a storm is developing, begin monitoring local television and radio or the website of the US National Hurricane Center (nhc.noaa.gov).








Food, Drink & Going Out


Big Breakfasts

Breakfast is a healthy repast in Cuba and traditionally offered in hotels and casas particulares, nowadays for a small extra cost. It generally consists of a large plate of fruit (bank on papaya, mango, guava and pineapple), crispy Cuban bread, guava jelly and eggs. If you’re lucky you may also be offered a hotcake and/or a pastelito de guayaba (guava pastry).
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All About Booze

Cuba’s two popular home-produced beers are Cristal, a light, refreshing lager (4.9% ABV) that goes down like treacle when served ice-cold, and the darker, slightly stronger Bucanero (5.4% ABV). The three classic cocktails, all made with local rum, are the mojito, the daiquiri and the Cuba libre. The default rum is the internationally marketed Havana Club, but almost any Cuban will tell you the country’s best rum is Santiago de Cuba, made in its namesake city’s former Bacardí factory.
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MENU DECODER

Ajiaco Thick, seasoned broth

Cafecito Dark-roast sweetened espresso

Congris Rice and red beans (and sometimes pork)

Entrantes Starters

Fruta bomba Papaya (don’t use ‘papaya,’ which refers to part of the female anatomy)

Guarniciones Side dishes

Hierbabuena Mint-like herb used in mojitos

Langosta mariposa Lobster tail

Lechón asado Roast pork (often cooked whole on a spit)

Lomo Tenderloin

Moros y cristianos Rice and black beans

Picadillo a la habanera Ground beef in a seasoned tomato-based sauce

Platos principales Main dishes

Postres Desserts

Ropa vieja Mildly spiced shredded beef (Cuba’s national dish)

Tostones Fried plantains



HOW TO… Pay in a Private Restaurant

Since the abolition of convertibles (CUC$) in 2021, most restaurants publish their prices in Cuban pesos (CUP$). However, some private places may also offer you a menu in euros/US dollars (the two currencies run at the same rate on the black market). In state-run restaurants, you’re generally required to pay by credit card, which converts pesos to dollars at the official exchange rate. In private restaurants you almost always have to pay in cash using pesos, euros or US dollars, though Canadian dollars and pounds sterling may also be accepted. If you’re paying in a foreign currency, check the exchange rate on offer before you sit down. It can vary considerably between establishments, although it’s nearly always better than the official government rate. Many restaurants now add a 10% service charge.


HOW MUCH FOR…

a cafe con leche
from CUP$350

a beer
CUP$300–400

a main in a private restaurant
CUP$1000–1500

a main in a state-run restaurant
CUP$750–1200

a mojito
CUP$400–500

a sandwich
CUP$750
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HOW TO… Choose Between State-Run & Private Restaurants

In Cuba it’s important to differentiate between state-run restaurants and paladares (private restaurants). Standards vary wildly between the two, with food, service and ambience nearly always better in the private sphere. State-run restaurants dominated until the early 2010s. Earning Cuba a bad culinary reputation, they were notorious for handing out 10-page menus when the only thing available was fried chicken. The meal, when it came, could be limp and unappetizing, and discourse with waitstaff was often deadpan or nonexistent. Things changed radically when laws governing private business were expanded in 2010 and private restaurants could broaden their menus, and seat more diners. Cuba underwent a minor culinary revolution and paladares proliferated, with many specializing in adventurous foreign cuisine. There are still plenty of government-run restaurants in Cuba and, with a few honorable exceptions, they’re nearly always inferior. You can usually tell a state-run place because the food is cheaper, the tables emptier, and the staff less visible when you walk in. Since the currency reorganization in 2021, state-run restaurants supposedly only accept payment by credit card (if the machines work). The food is better in state-run all-inclusive resorts and top-end hotels in Havana.
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Fast Fact

Paladares were first legalized in the mid-1990s. The name (literally, ‘palate’) refers to a fictional chain of restaurants depicted in Brazilian soap opera Vale Tudo, which was popular in Cuba at the time.




NIGHTLIFE

In Cuba the party never stops, irrespective of inclement weather, apagones (power cuts) or economic crises.

One of the first things you’ll notice when heading out for a night on the town is that live music is everywhere, and the talent is often extraordinary. Practically every bar with a plug socket has live performers, and so do an increasing number of private restaurants. While the emergence of reggaeton has widened the musical goalposts, there is still an unquenchable penchant for suave jazz, trova (folk songs) and boleros (love songs), and don’t write off flamenco, classical music, ballet and opera (possibly all in the same night at the Fábrica de Arte Cubano). Cubans excel in every genre.

Be sure to check out the country’s Afro-Cuban heritage with live rumba in Havana and Matanzas, and electrifying folkloric shows in Santiago and Guantánamo.

Bars range from overpriced Hemingway-was-’ere cocktail spots in Havana to grubby dives selling paint-stripper-flavored rum in rural Las Tunas. You can procure cheap beer anywhere, and almost every Cuban bartender with a pulse knows how to mix a decent mojito. Some of the trendier bars have live DJs – 1990s-style electronic music is currently in vogue.

Havana is the national entertainment capital, although santiagueros might disagree. In truth, cutting-edge talent lurks everywhere, even in the smallest towns. Santa Clara, Trinidad and Baracoa all have vibrant nightlife scenes.








Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when traveling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travelers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travelers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travelers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognizing this is a mitigation more than a solution.

Casas Over Resorts

Casas particulares are privately run and by staying in one you’ll be putting money directly into the pockets of hardworking Cuban people. You’ll also be privy to an uncensored glimpse of life as Cubans live it.

Avoid Internal Flights

Aside from their high emissions, Cuban airlines aren’t always reliable and don’t have the best safety record. It’s more relaxing to take the bus or use a colectivo taxi to travel around La Isla Grande.

Farm-to-Table Restaurants

Cuban restaurants are increasingly following a farm-to-table ethos by teaming up with local fincas (farms) for their produce and ingredients. At Havana’s Ajiaco Café you can visit a farm as part of a cooking class.

Community Projects

Cuba has a number of grassroots community projects that have revitalized urban areas with art, gastronomy and small business. A notable recent example is the San Isidro Art District in Havana.
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Las Terrazas in Artemisa Province provided a blueprint for reforestation in the late 1960s, restoring hectares of denuded woodland to prevent ecological disaster. Today it’s a Unesco biosphere reserve with good tourist infrastructure.




On top of its national parks and Unesco sites, Cuba protects land in flora and fauna reserves, eco-reserves and areas of managed resources, including the Sierra del Chorrillo in Camagüey and the Reserva Ecológica Varahicacos in Varadero.



[image: jpg]

Discovod/Shutterstock ©

CAR-POOL IN A COLECTIVO

Part of the culture in Cuba, colectivos (shared taxis) take up to four people, who split the cost between them. Colectivos run between most major towns and can work out cheaper than buses.

HAVANA’S SOCIAL PROJECTS

Join a social-projects tour with Agencia de Viajes San Cristóbal in Havana and see how tourist money is reinvested back into the community by the City Historian’s Office.

Visit the Parque Nacional Alejandro de Humboldt

See how Cuba’s most heavily protected area has safeguarded one of the last tracts of virgin rainforest in the Caribbean, harboring endemic birds, manatees and the northern hemisphere’s smallest frog.
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Car Ownership

Cuba has one of the lowest rates of car ownership in the world, with 67 vehicles per 1000 people, compared to 890 cars per 1000 people in the US.

[image: jpg]

Tichenor/Shutterstock ©

Cycling Trips

Exodus Travels (exodus.co.uk) organizes one- and two-week cycling trips around Cuba.
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Cuba’s local produce markets are called agropecuarios and all towns have at least one. Usually they sell a mix of private and state-produced goods. Listen out for the pregones (comic singsong offerings of wares).




Ecotur (+53-7273-1542) is Cuba’s main green travel agency, running organized hiking, trekking, fishing and birdwatching trips to some of the inaccessible corners. It has offices in every province and an HQ in Havana.




40th

In the 2022 Sustainable Development report, Cuba ranked 40th out of 163 countries.




RESOURCES

Complejo Las Terrazas lasterrazas.cu/en 5000 hectares in Sierra del Rosario UNESCO reserve.
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Cubans in Defence of Animals (CeDA) cedacuba.org
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City Historian’s Office, Havana portal.ohc.cu
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LGBTIQ+ Travelers

The Cuban LGBTIQ+ community’s long road from marginalization to widespread acceptance was capped in 2022 when new laws recognizing same-sex marriage and adoption made it one of the most progressive states in Latin America for LGBTIQ+ rights. Discrimination on the basis of sexual orientation and gender is now illegal.
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It Started with a Film

The hit movie Fresa y chocolate (Strawberry and Chocolate) sparked the first national dialogue about homosexuality in Cuba soon after its release in 1994. The film tells the story of Diego, a skeptical gay artist who falls in love with a heterosexual communist militant who is secretly spying on him. It was nominated for an Oscar for best foreign-language film, and two of its main filming locations – the Coppelia ice creamery and La Guarida restaurant – have become de rigueur sights in Havana.


LGBTIQ+ Hotels

The Muthu Rainbow, Cuba’s first specifically gay-friendly hotel, opened in Cayo Guillermo in 2020. It was followed by the Hotel Telégrafo Axel in Havana in 2022. Many of Cuba’s private casas particulares have long welcomed LGBTIQ+ travelers.




Mariela Castro

Activist Mariela Castro, daughter of former Cuban leader Raúl Castro, led the way in many of the much-needed LGBTIQ+ reforms in Cuba in the early 2000s, helping push laws through and change social perceptions. She is the director of the Cuban National Center for Sex Education and a well-known advocate for sexual diversity, transgender rights and all-round tolerance.



SANTA CLARA

Santa Clara has long been one of Cuba’s most tolerant cities, with a large student population and an active gay scene centered on legendary culture center and nightspot El Mejunje, which has been hosting drag shows since the 1980s.

HAVANA

Havana’s LGBTIQ+ scene has blossomed, with many new gay-friendly bars and clubs joining longstanding venues such as Cabaret Las Vegas, known for its drag shows, and Café Cantante Mi Habana, in Cuba’s National Theater, which has Saturday-night gay parties. Havana’s gay beach is Playa Boca Ciega in Habana del Este, and the city has recently opened its first LGBTIQ+-friendly hotel, the Telégrafo Axel in Parque Central.


LGBTIQ+ Awareness Month

In 2008 the Cuban authorities designated May an awareness month for LGBTIQ+ issues. The community openly celebrates in Havana with a big gay pride parade on May 17, the International Day Against Homophobia, Biphobia and Transphobia.








Accessible Travel

Potholed sidewalks, poorly maintained buildings and ubiquitous out-of-order signs mean independent travel to Cuba can be difficult for people with physical challenges. It’s not impossible, though: plan ahead and consider basing yourself in a modern hotel or resort with the option of making sorties elsewhere.


Organize in Advance

Beyond its resort zones, Cuba can be tricky for people with physical challenges. On an organized trip you’ll know what to expect beforehand and ensure your specific needs can be catered for.


Airport

While not super-modern, Cuba’s two main airports (Havana and Varadero) are equipped with elevators and escalators. Wheelchair service between the aircraft and arrivals/departures is available on request.




Accommodations

Most of Cuba’s all-inclusive resorts have been built since the 1990s with accessibility in mind. Private casas particulares and apartments may prove trickier, but you’ll invariably be assisted by resourceful and helpful owners.



GETTING AROUND

Most of Cuba’s public buses lack facilities for the physically impaired. For comfort and reliability, you’re better off using a modern yellow Cubataxi to get around. Book ahead for a more spacious vehicle.

Pros

• Cubans are mega-helpful and adaptable.

• Habana Vieja is partly pedestrianized and well paved.

• The cruise terminal and main airports are accessible.

• Most of Cuba’s all-inclusive resorts have accessible rooms available on request.

Cons

• Accessible public toilets are practically nonexistent.

• Some old cities have cobblestones.

• Most historic buildings lack ramps and elevators.

• There are no wheelchair-accessible minivan-style taxis.

PEDESTRIANIZED ZONES

Cuba’s sidewalks are perennially potholed and rutted. However, most Cuban towns and cities have at least one pedestrianized street, usually called El Bulevar, where you can move around in a safe, traffic-free environment.


RESOURCES

Asociación Cubana de Limitados Fíisco-Motores (aclifim@aclifim.cu) Nonprofit recognized internationally and by the Cuban Ministry of Justice. It’s a good general portal while you’re in Cuba, with offices in Havana’s diplo-district of Miramar.

Disabled Holidays (disabledholidays.com) Useful information portal for accessible travel that lists a handful of Cuban hotels with wheelchair access, special showers/bathrooms, and grab rails.
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Local Help

Many people with physical challenges live in Cuba, and you’ll generally find the locals are very friendly, and resourceful in aiding travelers of all types. Cubans are experts in the art of ‘working things out’ and will usually bend over backwards to help you.








American Travelers

Americans have been experiencing restrictions on travel to Cuba since the early 1960s. The only certainty is that official government policies change regularly. Always check ahead.


CURRENT RESTRICTIONS

• Travel is authorized under 12 self-qualifying categories. You can’t travel for explicit tourist purposes.

• Americans are prohibited from staying in most state-run Cuban hotels – and from dealing with any other state-run businesses.

• US cruise ships are prohibited from calling at Cuban ports.

• You may not import Cuban alcohol or tobacco to the US.
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Getting There

With US cruise ships not currently calling at Cuban ports, flights are the only option for Cuba-bound travelers. Scheduled services from the US, reintroduced by the Obama administration in 2016, continue to run from half a dozen US airports, with Miami the main gateway. Cooperating airlines include JetBlue, American, Delta, Southwest, and United. Airlines should provide you with the necessary Cuban tourist card before you embark (double-check when booking). Card prices range from US$50 to US$100, depending on which airline you fly with.

Where to Stay

The Trump restrictions prohibit Americans from staying at any hotel run by the Cuban government’s military arm, Gaviota (which runs the vast majority of Cuba’s hotels). The remedy? Stay in one of the thousands of safe, homely casas particulares (rooms in private homes). You can book casas in advance with a credit card through Airbnb and Expedia. Most casas particulares cost US$25 to US$50 per night. Airbnb apartments can cost substantially more.

Money

Despite optimistic political rhetoric, US credit cards still don’t work in Cuba, so come armed with all the money you’ll need in cash. US dollars can be readily exchanged in Cuban banks.

HOW TO QUALIFY FOR TRAVEL TO CUBA

Despite the increased restrictions introduced by the Trump administration, US citizens can still apply for a ‘general license’ to travel to Cuba under 12 US treasury-department categories. These range from the specific (public performances or athletic competitions) to the vague (‘support for the Cuban people’). Independent travelers with no specific affiliations are best off qualifying under the ‘support for the Cuban people’ category, a relatively open classification. General licenses are self-qualifying and require no long-winded paperwork. To avoid legal ramifications when returning to the US, draw up a detailed itinerary before you go, and keep all receipts, and the addresses of places you stayed at and visited, for five years after your return.

Essential bedtime reading for all US citizens wishing to undertake travel to Cuba is this regularly updated fact sheet on the treasury-department website: treasury.gov/resource-center/sanctions/Programs/pages/cuba.aspx






Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Banks 9am–3pm Monday to Friday

Cadeca money exchanges 9am–7pm Monday to Saturday, 9am–noon Sunday. Many top-end city hotels offer money exchange late into the evening.

Pharmacies 8am–8pm

Post offices 8am–5pm Monday to Saturday

Restaurants 10:30am–11pm

Shops 9am–5pm Monday to Saturday, 9am–noon Sunday

Internet Access

Wi-fi is slowly improving in Cuba, but it still lags behind the rest of the world. For public internet access, you’ll need to buy a cheap scratch-card from the local Etecsa telepunto office.


Weights & Measures

The metric system is used, except in some fruit and vegetable markets, where imperial is used.

Toilets

Public toilets often lack water, soap, and toilet paper. Bring hand sanitizer and carry your own paper.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone
Eastern Standard Time (GMT/UTC minus five hours)

Country Code
+53

Emergency Number
106

Population
11.2 million



Electricity 110V; 220V in many hotels
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

Officially, Cuba has 10 public holidays. Other important national days to look out for include January 28 (anniversary of the birth of José Martí), October 8 (anniversary of the death of Che Guevara) and December 7 (anniversary of the death of Antonio Maceo).


January 1 Triunfo de la Revolución (Liberation Day)

January 2 Día de la Victoria (Victory of the Armed Forces)

March/April (date varies) Good Friday

May 1 Día de los Trabajadores (International Workers Day)

July 25–27 Día de la Rebeldía Nacional (Commemoration of Moncada Attack)

October 10 Día de la Independencia (Independence Day)

December 25 Navidad (Christmas Day)

December 31 New Year’s Eve






Language

Spanish is the national language of Cuba, and knowing some very basic phrases is not only courteous but also essential, particularly when navigating through rural areas. That said, a long history of North American tourists has made English the country’s unofficial second language.


Basics

Hello. Hola. o·la

Goodbye. Adiós. a·dyos

Yes. Sí. see

No. No. No

Please. Por favor. por fa·vor

Thank you. Gracias. gra·syas

Excuse me. Con permiso. kon per·mee·so

Sorry. Perdón. per·don

What’s your name? ¿Cómo se llama usted? ko·mo se ya·ma oo·ste

My name is … Me llamo … me ya·mo …

Do you speak English? ¿Habla inglés? a·bla een·gles

I don’t understand. Yo no entiendo. yo no en·tyen·do

Directions

Where’s …?

¿Adónde está …? a·don·de es·ta …

What’s the address?

¿Cuál es la dirección? kwal es la dee·rek·syon

Could you please write it down?

¿Podría escribirlo? po·dree·a es·kree·beer·lo

Can you show me (on the map)?

¿Me puede enseñar (en el mapa)? me pwe·de en·se·nyar (en el ma·pa)

Signs

Abierto Open

Cerrado Closed

Entrada Entrance

Salida Exit

Servicios/Baños Toilets

Time

What time is it? ¿Qué hora es? ke o·ra es

It’s (10) o’clock. Son (las diez). son (las dyes)

It’s half past (one). Es (la una) y media. es (la oo·na) ee me·dya

Morning. mañana. ma·nya·na

Afternoon. tarde. tar·de

Evening. noche. no·che

Yesterday. ayer. a·yer

Today. hoy. oy

Tomorrow. mañana. ma·nya·na

Emergencies

Help! ¡Socorro! so·ko·ro

Go away! ¡Váyase! va·ya·se

I’m ill. Estoy enfermo/a. es·toy es.toy en.fer.mo/a (m/f)

I’m lost. Estoy perdido/a. per·dee·do/a (m/f)

Call …! ¡Llame a …! ya·me a …

A doctor un doctor oon dok·tor

The police la policía la po·lee·see·a

Eating & Drinking

Can I see the menu, please? ¿Puedo ver el menú, por favor? pwe·do ver el me·noo, por fa·vor

What would you recommend?

¿Qué me recomienda? ke me re·ko·myen·da

Cheers! ¡Salud! sa·lood

That was delicious!

¡Estuvo delicioso! es·too·vo de·lee·syo·so

The bill, please. La cuenta, por favor. la kwen·ta por fa·vor


NUMBERS

1

uno oo·no

2

dos dos

3

tres tres

4

cuatro kwa·tro

5

cinco seen·ko

6

seis seys

7

siete sye·te

8

ocho o·cho

9

nueve nwe·ve

10

diez dyes



DISTINCTIVE SOUNDS

Note that kh is a throaty sound (like the ‘ch’ in the Scottish loch), v and b are like a soft English ‘v’ (between a ‘v’ and a ‘b’), and r is strongly rolled.


DONATIONS TO ENGLISH

Numerous – you may recognize armada, aficionado, embargo, fiesta, machismo, patio, plaza…



To Lisp or Not to Lisp

If you’re familiar with the sound of European Spanish, you’ll notice that Latin Americans don’t ‘lisp’ – ie the European Spanish th is pronounced as s in Latin America.

Americano/a

In Cuba this means a citizen of any western hemisphere country (from Canada to Argentina); a citizen of the US is called a norteamericano/a or estado-unidense; also gringo/a and yuma.


Where the @!*# is it?

Spanish-language and English-language keyboard layouts differ because the two alphabets aren’t quite the same. This shouldn’t generally be a problem, but for one pesky – all too useful in the age of email – key. The @ (‘at’) symbol – in Spanish this symbol is called la arroba (la a·ro·ba) – isn’t necessarily labeled on keyboards or may not be accessed by simply pressing the keys you’re used to. Try the F2 key, use an ALT code – or ask for help:

Where’s the @ key? ¿Dónde está la arroba? (don·de es·ta la a·ro·ba)



SPANISH AROUND THE WORLD

Though it’s a distinct variety of Spanish, Cuban does share many similarities with its Latin American siblings, which set it apart from the mother language, Castilian Spanish. Cuban Spanish was influenced by the southern Spanish dialect of Andalucia, from where the first Spanish conquistadors sailed to the New World.
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Our writers delve deep into different aspects of Cuba life


A History of Cuba in 15 places

Even if you’re not a grade-A history student, you’ll be gripped by Cuba’s story

Brendan Sainsbury


Meet the Cubans

Julio Muñoz is the creator of the ‘John Wayne’ street-photography and ere, he introduces his people


Cuba’s Economic Revolution

Cuba hasn’t ditched its socialist model, but a quiet economic revolution has taken place

Claire Boobbyer
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Journeying through El Oriente will unearth surprising musical traditions
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A Soul Made of Dance
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Women in traditional costumes, Havana








A HISTORY OF CUBA IN
15 PLACES

Even if you’re not a grade-A history student, you’ll be gripped by Cuba’s story. It reads like the script of an action-packed Hollywood movie: heroes and villains, ambiguity and struggle, corruption and revolution. The main theme is a constant search for freedom, a multi-generational battle against colonialism, neocolonialism, slavery and dictatorship. By Brendan Sainsbury


CUBA’S HISTORICAL TRAJECTORY has often been turbulent. The destruction of Indigenous peoples was followed by 350 years of slavery, two bitter independence wars, a corrupt and violent attempt at democracy, and a 65-year revolutionary experiment that has put Cuba through decades of economic stagnation.

Before 1492, Cuba was inhabited by a succession of migratory civilizations that had originated on the South American mainland before island-hopping north. The most sophisticated group, the Taínos, were skillful farmers, ceramicists and boat builders, but they were practically wiped out by colonizing Europeans.

The colonial period was dominated by the Spanish and spearheaded by Christopher Columbus, who first made landfall near Gibara in 1492. The specter of slavery hung heavily over the whole era from the 1520s until abolition in 1886, and left deep scars on Cuba’s collective consciousness. The African legacy can still be seen in the country’s highly distinctive culture, music, food, dance and religion.

Postcolonial Cuba was initially dominated by the US, which maintained a paternalistic hold over the island for six decades. In the years since Fidel Castro’s revolutionary takeover in 1959, Cuba has been seemingly pathologically fixated on throwing off the American yoke, despite massive existential threats. The prickly standoff between the two countries continues today.

1. Punta de Maisí

VESTIGES OF TAÍNO CULTURE

The Taínos were the last of three main waves of migrants to settle in Cuba before the arrival of Columbus in 1492. It is thought that ‘classic’ Taíno people began migrating from Hispaniola in the early 1400s, pushing the existing Guanahatabey (an archaic culture) and Ciboney (another Arawak group) west. The Taíno were more sophisticated than their predecessors, exhibiting progressive farming techniques and a distinct political structure organized through a system of cacicazgos (chiefdoms). Some evidence of people with Taíno ancestry can still be seen in remote parts of Guantánamo Province, particularly around Punta de Maisí at Cuba’s eastern tip.

2. Baracoa

SOWING THE SEEDS OF A COLONY

Columbus first made landfall in Cuba near the present-day city of Gibara in November 1492 before heading east to Hispaniola. It was another 19 years before the island was colonized fully by a group of around 400 Spaniards under conquistador Diego Velázquez. Arriving from Hispaniola, the colonizers founded a settlement near Cuba’s eastern tip in August 1511, where Columbus had planted a wooden cross. Christening the site Nuestra Señora de la Asunción de Baracoa, the mostly European transplants were soon at war with the Indigenous Taíno, whose feisty leader, Hatuey, was burned at the stake by the Spanish after refusing to convert to Christianity.

3. Plaza de Armas, Havana

THE FOUNDING OF THE CAPITAL

After two abortive attempts to forge a settlement, Havana was finally established in November 1519 on the sheltered western shore of the Puerto Carenas. The new city was inaugurated with a solemn Mass held under a ceiba tree and presided over by Spanish priest Bartolomé de las Casas on the site of present-day Plaza de Armas (a younger ceiba still stands on the spot). The settlement was the last of the original seven villas founded by the Spanish in Cuba. Isolated and regularly attacked in its early days, it didn’t become the colony’s capital until 1607, usurping Santiago de Cuba.
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4. El Morro Fortress, Havana

CUBA BRIEFLY BECOMES BRITISH

Long a target for raiding corsairs, Havana faced serious threats to its security in the mid-18th century, when it was swept up in the European chess game precipitated by the Seven Years’ War. When Spain joined the conflict on the side of France in 1762, the British sent 45 warships to Havana in a bold attempt to conquer the colony. After trying to shell El Morro from the sea, the British eventually took the fort from behind after a grueling 44-day siege. Cuba remained a British possession for just 11 months and was peacefully traded with the Spanish for Florida at the 1763 Treaty of Paris.

5. Valle de los Ingenios

WEALTH BUILT ON SUGAR

Sugar was king in Cuba in the early 19th century, especially in Trinidad, where hundreds of French refugees fleeing a rebellion by enslaved people in Haiti set up more than 50 small sugar mills in the Valle de los Ingenios. The crop soon replaced leather and salted beef as the region’s most important product, and by the 1850s the area around Trinidad was producing a third of Cuba’s sugar. The boom ended abruptly during the independence wars, when the sugar plantations were devastated by arson and fighting. Trinidad never fully recovered and the sugar trade ultimately shifted west to Cienfuegos and Matanzas provinces.

6. La Demajagua

CRY FREEDOM

By 1868 many Cuban creoles had had enough of Spanish rule and the institution of slavery, which had been abolished in the US three years earlier. Challenging the status quo, landowner Carlos Manuel de Céspedes launched an uprising from his Demajagua sugar mill near Manzanillo. Demanding the abolition of slavery, and freeing his own enslaved people as an example, Céspedes proclaimed the ‘Grito de Yara,’ a cry of liberty for an independent Cuba, encouraging other disenchanted separatists to join him. Within weeks, the diminutive lawyer-turned-general had rallied an army of more than 1500 men and marched on Bayamo. The Ten Years’ War had begun.

7. Cementerio Santa Ifigenia

DEATH OF A MARTYR

Cuba’s national hero, José Martí, is buried in an elaborate mausoleum in Santiago’s Santa Ifigenia cemetery. He met his end in a suicidal two-man cavalry charge against Spanish forces at an engagement at Dos Rios near Bayamo in May 1895. After years in exile following his banishment from Cuba in 1871, Martí had returned to the island in April 1895 as the philosophical leader of a revolutionary movement intent on gaining independence through force. He was a man of thoughts rather than actions, but his early death turned him into a martyr and stoked a powerful patriotic myth that still resounds today.

8. La Loma de San Juan

TURNING POINT OF SPANISH–CUBAN–AMERICAN WAR

The only decisive land battle of the Spanish–Cuban–American War was fought at San Juan Hill on July 1, 1898, when the immortal Rough Riders led by future US president Teddy Roosevelt staged a victorious cavalry charge up a strategic hillock just outside Santiago where a defensive Spanish garrison was stationed. Though outnumbered 16 to one, the Spanish managed to hold off more than 8000 American troops for 24 hours. Regardless, the Rough Riders, after sustaining more than 1200 casualties, claimed their ‘greatest victory’ and forced a rapid end to what Roosevelt would later call a ‘splendid little war.’

9. Hotel Nacional

MOB RULE

Built in 1930, Havana’s opulent Hotel Nacional epitomized the corruption that plagued Cuba in the second quarter of the 20th century. With the paint barely dry on the property in 1934, a pitched battle was fought inside it after a military coup deposed President Machado. In 1946 the US Mafia, headed by Lucky Luciano, convened the largest ever Cosa Nostra get-together in the Nacional at a ‘conference’ that ultimately opened the Cuban capital to narcotics, prostitution and gambling. The hotel became a symbol of a country whose fate was tied to the roll of the roulette ball. It couldn’t last.

10. Moncada Barracks

CASTRO’S FAILED PUTSCH

When former president Fulgencio Batista returned to power in 1952 in a military coup, many were enraged, including a young, outspoken lawyer from Holguín named Fidel Castro, who had been due to stand in the canceled elections. Swapping the ballot box for a rifle, Castro started to plan a different route to power. His first target was the poorly defended Moncada Barracks in Santiago de Cuba. Designed to spur a popular uprising, his attack was a dismal failure. Most of the 137 insurgents were captured or killed. Lucky to survive, Castro defended himself in court with a fiery speech but was briefly jailed.

11. La Comandancia de la Plata

REVOLUTION IN THE MOUNTAINS

Soon after landing disastrously in a leisure yacht in eastern Cuba in 1956, Castro’s army of 82 volunteers – cobbled together in Mexico a few months previously – was laid waste by government forces. Around a dozen men, including Castro, his brother Raúl and Che Guevara, escaped into the Sierra Maestra, where, supported by local farmers, they began to plan one of the most extraordinary comebacks in 20th-century history. For nearly two years, Castro’s ragtag army hid in a primitive mountain base called La Plata in the cloud forests below Pico Turquino. From there they launched increasingly successful guerrilla raids into the surrounding towns and villages.

12. Santa Clara

THE BATTLE THAT WON THE WAR

The capture of Santa Clara after a short, incisive battle in December 1958 was the death knell for President Batista’s rule and the tipping point of the Cuban Revolution. The assault was led by Che Guevara and 300 fighters armed with guns, Molotov cocktails and crucial local support. Various skirmishes took place throughout the city, but the real game-changer came when the rebels derailed an armored train using a tractor from a nearby agricultural school. Around 350 soldiers and numerous vital armaments were captured. As government forces quickly surrendered or defected to the rebel cause, Batista, wisely reconsidering his options, fled the country.
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13. Playa Girón

THE COLD WAR WARMS UP

After Castro came to power in 1959, the US government grew increasingly intolerant of the regime, particularly when it began nationalizing US businesses. In an ill-conceived plan to unseat Castro, President Eisenhower authorized a covert invasion of Cuba, using an army of exiles trained by the CIA. The attack, which took place in April 1961, was focused on the beach of Playa Girón in the Bay of Pigs. Things went awry when incoming US president John F Kennedy refused to provide air cover. More than 1500 stranded exiles were quickly rounded up by the Cuban forces as Castro loudly claimed victory.

14. Isla de la Juventud

ISLAND OF SCHOOLS

After a particularly devastating hurricane raged across the Isle of Pines in 1966, the Cuban government sent in groups of young activists to help clear up the mess. This sparked an idea for Castro, who turned the island into a huge campus for international students Over the next 25 years, thousands of young people from across the developing world volunteered to study for free on the Isla at 61 specially built rural schools. In 1978 their role in developing the island was officially recognized when its name was changed to the Isla de la Juventud (Isle of Youth).

15. Plaza Vieja

REVOLUTIONARY HISTORIANS

As Cuba’s economy tanked in the early 1990s following the collapse of the Soviet Union, the government turned to tourism as a potential solution to its woes. Most of the initial focus was directed at developing beach resorts along the country’s north coast. But, under the guidance of Havana’s influential City Historian, Eusebio Leal, a concurrent plan was hatched to conserve and revitalize the capital’s immense historical heritage. Plaza Vieja is perhaps one of the best testaments to the rebuilding of Havana’s old town brick by brick. Rarely in the field of architectural preservation has so much been achieved with so few resources.





MEET THE
CUBANS

Julio Muñoz is the creator of the ‘John Wayne’ street-photography style and owner of rooftop restaurant Muñoz Tapas (munoztapas.com) in Trinidad. He was chosen by the US embassy to meet President Barrack Obama during Obama’s 2016 Cuba visit. Here, he introduces his people.


THERE ARE DISTINCT regional differences in Cuba. Habaneros think they’re superior. People from Santiago are often seen as migrants, heading west for work and a better life. Inhabitants of the countryside are called guajiros, a word originally from Pinar del Río that’s been adopted all over Cuba.

Trinidad was one of the country’s original settlements, but for many years it was isolated due to its mountainous topography. The local people developed a feisty, independent spirit. As a result, Trinidad has been preserved in time, not just its architecture but also its culture, customs and religion. This and its spectacular geography make it especially attractive to visitors.

If I could symbolically take one thing away with me from Cuba, it would be the Cristo de la Veracruz, an image of Christ in Trinidad’s main church. Legend has it the crucifix was stranded here after a hurricane in 1713. It has since been credited with miraculous powers and adopted as a protector of the city by Trinidadians of all faiths.

Who & How Many

The population of Cuba is approximately 11.2 million but has been slowly declining since 2016. If the country comprised just 100 people, 65 would be white, 25 would be of mixed race and 10 would be black.



José Martí is our national hero and the most important Cuban for everyone from habaneros to Miami-dwelling expats. He was many things: writer, philosopher, poet and warrior who fought for independence. In Cuba he’s often known as the apostle. All young Cubans read his famous children’s book El edad del oro (The Golden Age).

In Cuba, we call daily life la lucha (the struggle). Sometimes it feels as if we’re 11.2 million masochists working hard to make ends meet, but we always survive. Ultimately, la lucha has made us stronger, prouder and more secure in who we are.

I think one of the main reasons independent tourists come to Cuba is to meet the people. They want to experience the country’s open life and relaxed vibe. Many travelers tell me they love the warm welcome they receive here. I think it helps them rediscover their humanity and find their soul.

Cuban people are very gregarious and talkative. I’m reminded of that every day on my way to work. In theory, it should take me two minutes to walk from my house to my restaurant, but in practice it often takes me half an hour. This is both good and bad. In Cuba, we can waste a lot of time talking.

Life is very informal here. In my work as a documentary street photographer, I find it easy to approach strangers, start a conversation and quickly take a photo. If I acted in this way in any other country, I’d probably get a slap. But in Cuba, people aren’t bothered. No one asks you what your job is or how rich you are. We share what we have.
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PERSONAL ROOTS

I was born in Trinidad in 1966 in my own family home, where my grandfather was a gynecologist.

We lived in a large colonial house that had many rooms, one of which was used as a clinic where babies were delivered. Many other Trinidadians were born in my house, and for that reason my surname, Muñoz, is very well known and respected in the city. I grew up in Trinidad but studied to be an electronic engineer in Havana.

My ancestors came from various regions of Spain, but I also have some German heritage. I think this mix of blood and entrepreneurial spirit has instilled in me an instinct for survival and adaptability that’s fundamental if you want to live and advance in the difficult daily lucha in Cuba.





CUBA’S
ECONOMIC REVOLUTION

Cuba hasn’t ditched its socialist model, but a quiet economic revolution has enlivened towns and cities, especially the capital, Havana. By Claire Boobbyer


BLECO IS A new bar overlooking Havana’s Malecón, with DJs, a beachy tropical setting and a very cool vibe. I overstayed my welcome on my first visit and left at 2:30am after a rollicking night and several tipples of ‘Ron Fashioned.’

Just over 12 years ago, a fashionable bar like Bleco had no place on the island. Havana in the 2000s was a quiet city with uninspiring state restaurants, and a couple of headline bars – El Floridita and La Bodeguita del Medio. Back then, you could walk blocks of La Habana Vieja looking for a live-music scene that might flame into the early hours.

But things changed in 2008 when Fidel Castro stood down as president and his brother Raúl took over the reins of power. More pragmatic than Fidel, Raúl seized the moment to begin reform. The economy was in a precarious state.

Work for Pay

Cuba needed to archive the old communist joke: ‘We pretend to work, and they pretend to pay us.’ Raúl announced that the bloated state workforce of 5.1 million – which mostly earned US$20 a month – would need to be cut.

‘Without people feeling the need to work to make a living, sheltered by state regulations that are excessively paternalistic and irrational, we will never stimulate a love for work,’ he said.

Mass redundancies meant new streams of revenue had to be found. Much to the joy of islanders, Raúl rubber-stamped laws in late 2010 that allowed Cubans to open small private enterprises. Before this, Cubans had limited options such as running paladares (private restaurants) with 12 seats only, and simple casas particulares (B&Bs).

Raúl declared the big overhaul as ‘the economic battle…on which depends the sustainability and preservation of our social system.’

These May 2011 líneamientos allowed for expansion of the non-state sector, deregulation of the housing market, and foreign investment in certain areas of the Cuban economy (such as tourism). Cuba’s cuentapropistas (sole operators), champing at the bit, began to open smart restaurants with 50 seats, seductive bars (they operated under a restaurant license but were really bars with food on the side; true bars were only authorized in 2019), trendy cafes, and independent apartments beautifully renovated to high standards. Most fancy places were opened by islanders with FE (Family in the Exterior) who could fund and supply materials. (Wholesale markets were not authorized until 2018, foreign investment in wholesale and retail trade in August 2022.) In 2010, 157,371 people were self-employed on the island. By 2023 this figure had jumped to 600,000.
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Obama Years & Covid Years

In the ‘Obama years,’ Havana blossomed with new bars, shops selling Cuban-designed wares, cafes, smart B&Bs, and restaurants.

In 2021 the Cuban government, feeling the pinch from the Covid crisis and economic downturn from a lack of tourism – a major source of income – authorized micro-enterprises, small- and medium-sized businesses (MIPYMEs), and Local Development Projects (PDL).

By January 2023, 6564 new private businesses, 79 new state businesses, 155 PDLs and 64 non-agricultural cooperatives had been authorized.

This crucial step allows new biz owners to obtain legal status, credit in foreign currency, export goods abroad, and import from abroad. However, state regulation still dictates that imports must go through a state entity, employees are limited to 100 people, and individuals can only be members of one business at a time. It’s business freedom of sorts, but still with significant government control.

Havana Success

Despite the regulatory burden, Cubans are taking the plunge. In Havana, look out for food-delivery service Mandao; Vélo Cuba, a female-led bike-hire outfit, tour company and repair shop; female-founded fashion and design store Clandestina; D’Brujas cosmetics and soaps; and Afro-Cuban tour company and culture and fashion store Beyond Roots.

The owners of Jíbaro in Old Havana have taken up the baton, too. Economist David Roque and nuclear engineer Diana Figueroa, seeking greater economic opportunities on the island, opened their hole-in-the-wall paladar in 2017, serving up moreish mocktails.

‘When we started, we couldn’t find any mixers, so we started making our own,’ David says. ‘We called them La Mata. It’s like a guru. You say La Mata, the best of something.’

They make artisanal cordials, sodas and liqueurs that are used at Jíbaro and at La Fábrica de Arte Cubano.

‘As La Mata is a new project, we had to legalize it. We could be a MIPYME, a cuentapropista or a Local Development Project, which means working with the government.

‘With a development project the local government is your partner; it helps you find a place to work in your area,’ David explains.

‘This kind of partnership is also meant to have a more social element, too, as you work with the local community, so we decided on a PDL status for La Mata.

‘We wanted it to be separate from Jíbaro. Jíbaro is now a MIPYME. The local government has found us a place for La Mata. They have places they rent to you at a good price, so we can now start upscaling the operation.

‘By working with them,’ David continues, ‘they’ve helped us find a place and they keep a share of profits. It’s profitable for us. I think it’s the way the local government is trying to promote their municipality, and they can have their source of income. The percentage share they receive depends on each municipality. The maximum is a 50% share, the minimum is 15%, based on net income.

‘In our case we invest 50% of net income back into La Mata and from the remaining 50% share the Old Havana municipality will take up to 15% in the first three years, earning a minimum of 5% in the first year.’

Next time you sit down at a Cuban restaurant or bar, you’ll have an inkling of what goes on behind the scenes. Salud!





THE SOUNDS
OF EASTERN CUBA

Journeying through El Oriente will unearth surprising musical traditions that live and breathe in this often-overlooked part of Cuba. By Katya Bleszynska


FOR SUCH A small island, the contributions Cuba has made to the world’s music have been prolific. A special cocktail of factors have made this nation such a musical powerhouse. First, the extensive blending of African, Spanish and Indigenous cultures, as well as other influences from France, the Caribbean and North America, has created unique musical forms. Cuba’s proximity and historical ties to the US have also helped to shape and export its sounds. And the socialist system’s focus on the arts has given Cubans the time and space to nurture their musical talent.

The Eastern Street Organ

Traveling through the many small towns of Granma Province, you might stumble across a cluster of Cubans crowded around a wooden contraption. This is the eastern street organ, which made its way to Cuba with French immigrants to the southern coastal city of Cienfuegos in 1819. The instrument later migrated to Manzanillo, a formerly thriving port town known for its wood exports. Here the organ became a mainstay instrument at street parties and its popularity eventually spread to other eastern provinces such as Holguín.

The organ is a decoratively engraved and painted wooden box that’s operated by turning a crank that feeds through a roll of perforated cardboard. Each hole creates a note that sounds from wooden cylinders. The organ can be found chiming tunes on street corners, accompanied by a band playing other instruments more commonly associated with Cuba, such as congas, campanas, and claves. As the music plays, townsfolk will spontaneously break out into an eccentric hybrid of Cuban dances. The organ is still a vital part of Eastern Cuba’s street life, and every year the town of Niquero celebrates an organ festival to keep the tradition alive.

Tumba Francesa

Another eastern musical tradition with French roots is tumba francesa. After Haiti’s 1791 revolution of enslaved people sent the country into turmoil, both French-Haitian landowners and their enslaved people made for neighboring Cuba, taking their customs with them.

Over time, a fusion of West African and French musical and dance traditions was created, and also a creative tradition that was distinctly Afro-Caribbean. When Cuba abolished slavery in 1886 and formerly enslaved people were able to move and migrate around the country freely, tumba francesa really took off across the East.

It’s sung in French, Spanish, African or patois dialects and has two main musical styles: yubá, with feverish improvised movements responding to the frenzied beats of tumba drums (from which the genre gets its name), and masón, which mocks 18th-century French contredanse (salon dancing) as an act of insolence against these Caribbean nations’ former colonizers.

The musicians wear African shirts and headscarves in traditional prints, while the dancers are clad in shirts and waistcoats for the men and white, lacy dresses and fans for the women – again, to poke fun at the European attire of the 1800s.

Although Unesco designated the musical tradition an intangible cultural heritage asset in 2008, there are now only three tumba francesa societies on the island: one in Santiago de Cuba, one in Guantánamo and one in Holguín.
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ALTHOUGH UNESCO DESIGNATED THE MUSICAL TRADITION AN INTANGIBLE CULTURAL HERITAGE ASSET IN 2008, THERE ARE NOW ONLY THREE TUMBA FRANCESA SOCIETIES ON THE ISLAND
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Kiribá, Nengón & Changüí

It’s widely understood that Cuban son from Santiago de Cuba is the precursor to salsa, but where did son come from? It all started within a tiny village on the outskirts of Baracoa, whose remote location in the far east of the island meant that many aspects of the Indigenous Taíno culture were able to be preserved, including music.

Kiribá and nengón are musical traditions springing from a fusion of Taíno, African and European influences. They were first performed in the mid-19th century by mambises (guerrilla soldiers) during Cuba’s independence wars. El Güirito is a rural community of coffee and cacao farmers who are descendants of the original creators of these side-by-side musical forms, and the community members remain the only Cubans still practicing them.

While kiribá is faster paced and contains a lot of improvised partner choreography and lyrics, nengón is slower, characterized by a dragging circular motion of the feet and heels as they barely lift off from the floor – the motion is said to represent the traditional process of drying coffee and cacao beans.

The community gets together every weekend to perform the dances and feast on traditional Indigenous dishes to celebrate and conserve their cultural practices.

As people from Baracoa migrated to less isolated areas around Guantánamo City, so too did their music. This part of the province was never a producer of coffee and cacao, so the foot movements of kiribá and nengón started to disappear and a new subgenre emerged: changüí. It first took root in the countryside of the Yaterana Hills among laborers who would celebrate every Friday evening with music. Eventually, the style cropped up in the city. Musicians traveled from hut to hut performing changüí music to keep the party going, especially during the festive months of December and early January.

The lack of resources in the mountains meant musicians had to fashion instruments out of workers’ tools or natural materials they found lying around. Today, changüiceros play with maracas, marímbulas (plucked box instruments) and the tres (a double three-string guitar), although the improvised and spontaneous feel of the music very much remains. Changüí then traveled further afield to Santiago de Cuba, where it evolved into what is now known as son and, eventually, salsa.





THE CUBAN
‘FRANKENCAR’

Behind the cars’ beautiful outer shell lies a very Cuban story of reinvention and survival. By Katya Bleszynska
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THE CLASSIC CARS that line Havana’s streets are arguably the most recognizable visual symbol associated with Cuba today, perhaps even eclipsing the unmistakable iconography of Che Guevara and Fidel Castro. No trip to Cuba is complete without hitching a ride in one of the island’s estimated 60,000 classic cars that go flying down the Malecón carrying windswept, camera-wielding tourists beaming ear to ear.

Cuban Ingenuity

The biggest concentration of vintage vehicles can be found lined up in Havana’s Parque Central, which resembles something of a classic-car museum, with rows of squeaky-clean autos ranging from candy-pink Cadillacs (tourists’ favorite color choice) to cherry-red Chevrolets to Plymouths in pine green. There’s also a host of battered vehicles that still chug along – not for tourists, but just because that’s what gets their owners from A to B. The exteriors are the epitome of the nostalgic beauty that characterizes Cuba, but beneath the picture-perfect exterior there’s more often than not something completely different lurking beneath. These vehicles are a cobbled-together mix of whatever Cubans can get their hands on, whatever works, and whatever they’re able to fit inside. It’s no wonder they’re affectionately called the ‘Cuban Frankencar,’ in homage to Frankenstein’s monster.

No, these cars aren’t going to come to life like the creature in Mary Shelley’s novel and start attacking you. But they are a testament to Cuban ingenuity, creativity, mechanical skill, and also to their love for these vehicles. They’ve keep these cars running, even after decades of use and through constant material shortages – even if they have to rip out the dead insides and replace them with something else entirely. One tour guide takes visitors all over Cuba in what he affectionately terms his ‘Ponyota,’ a gorgeous 1954 Pontiac that he’s lovingly retrofitted with the engine of a 1998 Toyota Hilux and the suspension and brakes (got to be mindful of those potholes!) of a 2008 Mitsubishi Montero Sport. The Ponyota has 777,000km on the odometer and is still going strong.

A Car for All Occasions

While classic cars are used by Cubans and non-Cubans alike, only the most immaculately preserved ones tend to be accessible to tourists. Habaneros typically rent them just for milestone events such as weddings or quinceañeras (15th-birthday celebrations), where overly made-up teens sporting garish prom-style gowns perch on the trunk to pose for photos.

History Wrought in Metal

Special occasions aside, Cubans’ relationship with these vehicles is one of functionality rather than aesthetics. They have been using run-down versions of these cars, which they fondly refer to as almendrones due to their almond shape, as collective taxis since the days of the country’s economic crisis in the 1990s. The energy shortages were then so severe that Cubans had to share transport to move around the city. Many say the country has never recovered from this period, and this system is still integral to Cuban life today: beaten-up classic cars trundle up and down the same route, picking up and dropping off Cubans along the way. While tourists may be bowled over by the cars’ nostalgic beauty, their exterior masks a very different story on the inside, one of decline and scarcity. Peek at the interiors and you’ll realize many cars are hanging on by a thread.

If you find yourself in a battered Ford or Buick, take a moment to study the tell-tale signs of these vehicles’ dilapidation: windows that will not roll down, making the inside of the car heat up like a sauna, or ones that no longer roll up, which can be incredibly drafty when whizzing down Calle 23. Some car doors must be slammed in order to close properly, while doing so in others will get you scolded by a grumpy driver. Sometimes, doors swing open of their own accord. Yet you’ll just as likely see working USB chargers, or perhaps that crank windows have been replaced by automatic press-button ones.

Whatever is under the hood, chances are it’s working – many Cuban cars have hundreds of thousands of kilometers on them, double or triple what most Westerners put on a car before they send it to the scrap heap.

No Coges Lucha

Breakdowns are part and parcel of life on the road in Cuba, especially since these almendrones are often packed full of people, putting extra pressure on the vehicles. If you’re unlucky, your car may even grind to a halt in the middle of your trip, but as Cubans would say, no coges lucha (do not stress), sit back, and observe the driver as he thrusts up the hood and somehow works his magic to get it up and running again.

Over time, classic cars in Cuba have transformed into motorized collections of mismatched parts and scrap metal, shambolic patchworks that signify the various struggles and transformations both the car and Cuba have endured to still be here today. But as such, they’re also a testament to the determination and resolve of a people that forever finds ways to persevere in the face of challenges.





A SOULMADE OF DANCE

Cuba is a powerhouse of dance going back centuries. Experience elegant son, graceful ballet, and dynamic rumba, timba and reggaeton. By Claire Boobbyer


DANCE IS SO fundamental to Cuban culture it’s like a second language. Or, as Cuban-American poet Richard Blanco surmised in his poem ‘Havanasis,’ it’s at the heart of the island’s birth story.

For an overview of Cuban dance, look out for performances by the Conjunto Folklórico Nacional; is unmissable Santiago’s Ballet Folkórico Cutumba, which performs Haitian-African-Cuban dance. And keep an eye out year-round for festivals that celebrate all forms of dance on the island.

Conga

Conga explodes to life in Santiago de Cuba’s carnivals every July. The high-pitched note of a Chinese cornet – introduced by Chinese immigrants – hails the beginning of the conga. Ancient mutual-aid society bands with members playing conga and French-Haitian drums, alongside car-brake drums struck with sticks, lead the way through the humid streets, followed by thousands of santiagueros who arrollando (conga dance) behind them in a rhythmic march with some serious hip action.

Cuba’s cabildos (mutual-aid brotherhoods) are rooted in the city’s history of enslaved workers. In the 16th century Spanish colonialists imported thousands of enslaved people, at first from Haiti, then from the Bantu and Yoruba heartlands of West Africa. Toiling on sugar plantations, these people sought succor in music, dance, and these brotherhoods.

French mores from the 18th century also made their way to Santiago when thousands of French coffee farmers fled Haiti’s rebellion in 1791, bringing their enslaved people with them. A curious mix of ballroom dance steps set to African instruments and rhythm sparked the tumba francesa, which is still performed by local societies in Santiago and Guantánamo.

Mambo

Danzón orchestras – charanga – accommodated a cello, a double bass, two violins, a flute, timbales and a güíro. In the 1930s and ’40s a version emerged with a syncopated ending called the mambo. This would later inspire the cha-cha-chá.

Contredanse

French planters brought the contredanse, 18th-century French country dancing creolized in Haiti, to Cuba. This led to the more sensual contradanza and, later, danzón, a slow-dance tempo first composed in Matanzas in the 1870s.
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Son

Son, known as the mother of all Cuban music, is a synthesis of Bantu and Spanish forms that emerged in the late 19th century in the mountains of Eastern Cuba. With tres (a double three-string guitar) and repetitive vocal chorus, it’s a more creolized form than rumba. The predecessor to modern salsa, son fuses the percussive instruments of Africa, including the claves (two hardwood sticks that are tapped to create a penetrative five-note two-bar pattern) and the bongo drum, plus call-and-response song drawing on the traditions of colonial-era Spain. In time, instruments of the son sextet – tres, claves, maracas, bongo, guitar, and bass accompaniment that was originally a botija (clay jar) or marímbula – were amplified with el septeto (trumpet). Son is danced contratiempo (against time; on the off-beat). It’s a challenge even if you’ve already grasped salsa moves.

Folkloric dances also emerged in Eastern Cuba. Predating son are the simple rhythms of nengón and kiribá, now only danced in a small village near Baracoa.

Salsa

The roots of salsa (known in Cuba as casino) are in son. The sextets (guitar, tres, bongos, claves, maracas and double bass) became septets with trumpets. This music was exported to the world and in the US merged with American and Puerto Rican styles to become salsa.

In the 1970s, Los Van Van merged rock, funk and disco to create songo-salsa. From songo, timba emerged – a fast-tempo salsa sound of jazz, R&B/funk and disco. It’s timba you’ll hear in the salsa clubs, with groups such as Habana D’Primera, Maykel Blanco y Salsa Mayor and Charanga Habanera occasionally playing live.

Reggaeton

In the last 10 years, reggaeton, a fusion of reggae, electronic rhythms, rap and Latin, has seduced Cuba’s youngsters. Cubaton is Cuban reggaeton, with a dash more melody than the original. Gente de Zona are mega popular; and Jacob Forever’s 2016 ‘Hasta Que Se Seque el Malecón’ became an anthem of the moment. Reggaeton dancing, known as perreo, involves a lot of pelvic thrusting. (The Cuban government censored reggaeton tunes in 2012 for their obscene lyrics.)

Rumba

Rumba is a synthetic Cuban tradition combining percussion-driven dance and music, but the term mostly refers to the party itself. The style emerged in the ports and poorer black areas of Matanzas and Havana, and its music includes claves, tumbadora (an Afro-Cuban conga drum), a guagua or catá drum, and Andalucian-sounding call-and-response singing. Three main rumbas are danced: the fast, energetic guaguancó, centering on the vacunao (the male pursuit of the female); the yambú (a slow, elegant partner dance); and the acrobatic, highly competitive columbia for men. Look out for performances by Los Muñequitos de Matanzas, Clave y Guaguancó, and Osain del Monte and Rumba Timba. For street rumba, head into Matanzas’ Marina neighborhood.

Orisha

Orisha dances take place during religious Regla de Ocha (Santería) ceremonies, and without a special invitation are rarely open to visitors. Each orisha has its own cantos (songs), dances and toques (rhythmic melodies) performed on batá drums – the okónkolo, the itótele and the iyá.

Ballet

Classical ballet is choreographed by the Ballet Nacional de Cuba. At the helm is Viengsay Valdés, who took over from late prima ballerina assoluta Alicia Alonso in 2019. Find contemporary dance through Danza Contemporánea de Cuba and Carlos Acosta’s Acosta Danza. Every April Havana’s plazas and courtyards are the setting for the City in Movement Festival, organized by Retazos Danza-Teatro.
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“Cuba’s impossible-to-pigeonhole capital Havana is a city of stark juxtapositions and jarring contradictions.”

– BRENDAN SAINSBURY
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“Everything originated in the East: Christopher Columbus’ first steps in Cuba, it was the heartland of the sugar and rum industry, and the wars against Spain and the Cuban Revolution were both birthed in the East.”
– KATYA BLESZYNSKA
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TAXI

Taxis are ubiquitous, relatively cheap and
reach areas beyond the bus routes, especially
in outer Havana. Choose from state-owned
yellow taxis, private Lada cabs and restored
American cars offered up for tours by
companies such as Gran Car. Be prepared to

bargain.

©

BOAT

Regular ferries cross the harbor between
Habana Vieja and Habana del Este, Regla and
Guanabacoa. They provide a good way of

reaching the forts on the harbor's eastern side.

Fares are super-cheap. The terminalis at the
corner of Av del Puerto and Santa Clara.

FROMTHE AIRPORT

Unless you're alocal or someone with in-depth
knowledge of Cuba, the only practical way of
getting into town from the airport is by taxi. The
journey takes about 40 minutes. Pay in Cuban
pesos or euros/dollars.

BUS

A hop-on, hop-off tourist bus called Habana
Bus Tour runs on two routes between about
9amand épm and covers the popular tourist
sights. The main hub is in Parque Central.
Crowded metro buses serve more peripheral
neighborhoods on 16 routes.
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private vehicle is the most
convenient way to make

thé most of this region, and
rénting a vehicle or hiring a
river are both good options.

and cities here-are served by
regular route buses; however,
smaller towns may be harder
to reach, with infrequent
service or, in some cases, no
service atall.
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the Cuban countryside.
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Havana

HIDDEN RICHES BENEATH A WEATHERED EXTERIOR

Go for the devastatingly beautiful buildings, pretty squares
and wondrous seafront setting of this 500-year-old city. Find
fascinating museums, classic cars, cigars, and world-class
art, then dig a little deeper for its exciting creative scene: live
music in rooftop bars, culinary hotspots, indie stores selling

must-have gifts, plus art and dance.

HAVANA

Western Cuba

Western Cuba

TOBACCO COUNTRY
AND HERITAGE SITES

Head to the tobacco heartlands and relaxin
the beautiful Vifiales Valley. See the birds,
coffee-plantation ruins, and missile-crisis relics
of the rugged Sierra del Rosario. Dive off Cuba’s
westernmost tip. Find chocolate history and
colorful reefs in Mayabeque, and escape to La
Isla and Cayo Largo for wildlife and dazzling
beaches.

West Central Cuba

West Central Cuba

BEACHES, UNESCO SITES, AND CUBAN
HISTORY

The golden sands along Varadero are Cuba's
headline beach: the sea here is simply
gorgeous. Away from the all-inclusives, find
contemporary art and rumba in untouristy
Matanzas, wildlife and reefs in the Ciénaga
de Zapata, art and theater in French-founded
Cienfuegos, and Che Guevara history in
urbane Santa Clara.

Central Cuba

Central Cuba

AS DIVERSE AS CUBA GETS

Sublime Trinidad is an architectural jewel. Go for
the history, live-music scene and escapes into
the cooler mountains, with hiking and waterfalls.
Sancti Spiritus is a handsome historic town away
from the tourist trail. Ciego de Avila captivates
with its beaches, birdlife and kiteboarding, and the
Jardines de la Reina are a shark paradise.

Eastern Cuba

Eastern Cuba
UNTAINTED, UNEXPLORED, UNDERRATED

From historic Camagiey with its art and ballet
to the wilderness around Baracoa, this is Cuba’s
alluring far east. Explore caves in Gibara, trek to
Castro's hideout in the epic Sierra Maestra, and

take the awesome Granma coastal road. Drink

in Santiago's musical culture before heading
to Baracoa for wild beaches, Taino history, and
delicious food
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Congratulations on choosing Cuba
for your next adventure

The Guide

Navigate the destination with
in-depth tips on the best
experiences and the best way to
make the most of your trip

Toolkit

Get the most out of your trip with
nuts-and-bolts information and
valuable insights to help you
understand

. Responsible Travel

COVER PHOTOGRAPH
Havana,
Kamira/Shutterstock ©
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CAR BUS
Varadero Car rental can be tricky but Viazul buses hit all the major
Delightful beach resorts and some if you have one, nothing's cities listed here and are
Matanzas fun nightlife, as well as surprising better for flexibility in your economical, safe, and tickets
Cheaper and grittierthan natural beauty, secluded island travel. Be sure to fill the can be purchased inadvance.

its fancy neighbor Varadero,
Matanzas has interesting

architecture, artsy shopping
streets, museums and cafes.

beaches and interesting caves. Schedules often are less than
optimal. You may find yourself
arriving late at night or early in

the wee hours.

tank at every opportunity,
however, as many gasoline
stations may be out or have
only limited supply.
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TRAIN

Train service connects some

of the major cities, including
many in the West Central area,
however, as of research, many of
the lines are canceled, in some
cases with service suspended
for several years. New Chinese-
made cars were introduced on
some routes in 2019.
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