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Edmundo returns to Cuba in 2010 after 
living in eXile for 50 years in the USA 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Edmundo‟s Experiences with Michael and Boris, „Our Man in Havana‟ 



 

There are three major 

characters in this story . . . . 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

And then there is Edmundo’s  

family in the US . . . . 

 
 

 
The year is 1960 . . .  
 
A coddled young lad, barely out of short pants, 
leaves his family behind and flies out of Havana 
with a planeload of other children to escape the 
strictures of Fidel Castro‟s revolution.  

 
His father dies months later in Havana. 
 
His teen years are spent in camps and a series of 
foster homes before he gains some independence 
when old enough to go to university. 
 
His older sister stays behind in Cuba initially, 
and suffers the trauma of another kind of 
dispossession when the communist regime of 
Fidel Castro passes the „Urban Reform‟ Bill and 
confiscates all homes. As with so many other 
unfortunate people, his sister and the family‟s 
beloved and trusted nanny are forced to move to 
a mixed dwelling.  

  

Now in 2010 . . . 
 
Like most of the Cuban exiles that came with 
him, that coddled young lad worked very hard. 
He ultimately worked his way to the top 
position in Latin America for an American 
multinational company, and is now retired.  
 
You can only imagine the pain and lingering 
resentment towards the oppressive Castro 
regime, and understand his determination never 
to return until the communists and their 
fearsome security forces are gone. 
 
Now, 50 years later, I have convinced Edmundo 
to travel back to Cuba with me. You might 
understand why he chose not to divulge his 
plans to his sisters and other family members 
now living in Miami until one week before we 
were to depart. They were at first in shock and 
understandably apprehensive and nervous. Like 
so many other exiles, they deeply resent Castro 
benefitting from even one penny brought in by 
foreign tourists. 

 

This is our story. . . 
 

 

 

Michael 
 

An Australian friend of 

Edmundo’s since days of working 

together in New York in 1975 
 

 

Boris 
 

‘Our Man in Havana’, introduced 

to Edmundo by a recently arrived 

Cuban immigrant to the US 
 

 

Edmundo 
 

Airlifted out of Cuba with other 

school-children to escape the 

Castro Revolution in 1960 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTERS 1 & 2  

Family Wounds  

Michael manages to pierce Edmundo‟s 

impenetrable wall of secrecy and privacy 

and convinces him to consider this trip to 

Cuba.  Even after 50 years, the pain of 

dispossession, humiliation, and lives lost 

doesn‟t lessen in the slightest for 

Edmundo or his family. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 3 

„Our Man in Havana‟ 
Edmundo‟s personal trainer in Miami, 

Osmany, made two attempts to escape 

from Cuba in a rowing boat. He is a man 

of integrity and recommended his best 

friend, Boris, with whom he worked in 

Havana, to be our contact for finding the 

places of family interest. 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 4 

‘Lifestyle Lost’ 

Edmundo‟s grandmother‟s corner home 
in Calle 14 is now subdivided with many 
families living in cramped quarters. As we 
walk to the main street he observes, 
“There‟s not only been a war, there‟s been 
a universal deluge of bad taste”. 

 
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 5 

 

Despair 

Decaying buildings along the once 
bustling, colonnaded Calle Reina can only 
be a source for despair. Another dramatic 
shock for Edmundo is seeing Havana‟s 
street of „brands‟, the Calle Galiano, which 
looks like Armageddon has happened. 

 
 



 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 6 

 

Missionary Zeal 

 
 

Edmundo explains the meaning of the 
Monstrance at the Monastery of St Francis 
of Assisi. He gives up when Boris asks, 
“How long is Jesus alive within your body 
once you receive the host?”– Not a bad 
question for a „child-of-the- revolution‟. 
 
 



 

 

  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

CHAPTER 7 

Incredible 

A major shock on this „pilgrimage‟ 
back to Cuba is seeing the complex of 
houses once owned by Edmundo‟s 
Aunt Rosa on his mother‟s side in 
Santa Catalina. The main house 
remains, but smaller houses 
connected by little patios that went 
through to the next street are gone, as 
has the garden. 

 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Living Relatives 

 
Searching for a painting that step-father 
Humberto had posed for years ago, and 
which once hung in a little church but was 
now locked away, and then incredibly 
discovering that the lady with the key is 
his step-father‟s sister, Anadelia – alive 
and living a few streets away! 
 



 

  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 8 
 

Tropicana 
 
Showgirls in dusted-chocolate coloured 
net stockings perform on the huge main 
stage in a swirl of flashing lights, and in 
flood-lit tiered tropical gardens on the 
sides. The prettiest showgirl came down 
from the stage and chose Michael to 
dance. 
 



 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER 9 

City of Havana 

Amazing! A European City on a Caribbean Island 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Michael  

The Chronicler 

 
If being a „chronicler‟ for a story like this 
makes me an „obsessive compulsive‟, then 
I am! I want my story to reflect the man, 
the pain, the place, and the sense of 
emotional upheaval experienced by 
Edmundo. I need to keep „at it‟ as we go 
to deliver that. The photos for the trip are 
available in our Picasa Web Albums. Click 
on the link: www.epc-exile.blogspot.com  

 

http://www.epc-exile.blogspot.com/


 

You may like to print out the next 11 black and white pages for ease of reading 

 
CHAPTER 1 – FAMILY WOUNDS 

 
 

dmundo and I have been friends since working together in New York in 1975. I was always aware of 
his Cuban heritage despite his choosing never to talk about it. We have become much closer in 
retirement and have shared many trips together, and with my family and friends.  

 
This is a story of a „pilgrimage‟ I make with Edmundo, back to the home of his birth, Cuba, for the first 
time in fifty years.  
 
It is a poignant story of Family, Religion, Lives Lost, Unexpected Surprises, and of an Oppressed People. 
 
When I visited Cuba on a purely touristic visit in 2008 with an Australian friend, Victor, we came away 
with favourable impressions of progress in the country. The local people we met were friendly; we stayed 
at the Saratoga, a recently opened new hotel in Havana; we enjoyed sightseeing and discovering the back 
streets for ourselves; we loved the music that seemed to come from every doorway; and the weather was 
delightful. I believe most tourists see Havana through these same rose-tinted spectacles. 
 
Edmundo had always professed that he would never contemplate returning to Cuba while the communist 
regime remained in power. However, I managed to pierce his impenetrable wall of secrecy and privacy 
and convinced him to consider this trip with me.  The pain of dispossession, humiliation, and lives lost 
doesn‟t lessen in the slightest for Edmundo or his family after fifty years. Reports on Miami Radio from 
clandestine messages coming out of Cuba continue to instill fear and foreboding. Security forces of the 
CDR (Committee for the Defence of the Revolution) still make unannounced invasions of homes in Cuba at 
any time of day or night, and detain people on the basis of suspicion alone.  
 
So, I should not have been surprised when I arrived in Miami three weeks prior to our agreed departure 
for Havana and Edmundo still had not informed even one member of his family of the trip. Many family 
members attended an Anniversary Mass for a matriarchal family figure, Aunt Rosa, who touched all their 
lives. After Mass, everyone came back to Edmundo‟s for lunch. It was here that he told them of his plans. 
Over sangria and Cuban roast pork, I heard so many family ‟Cuba‟ stories. 
 
 

Cuban Connections and the CIA 
 
Aunt Rosa‟s daughter, Rose (Tita) was brought to the Mass in her wheel-chair. She is the mother of 
Edmundo‟s cousins, Fausto and Sylvia by two husbands. Both were pilots for the CIA primarily for the 
purpose of flying missions to Cuba; both were shot down over the Congo. One of Tita‟s two brothers was 
in the „Group of 5‟ (also CIA), and it was he who led the Watergate break-in to the Democratic Party HQ.  
 
Trying to mentally process the CIA stories, I also had 87 year-old Nena telling me that she flew to the US 
from Venezuela on the actual day of the „Bay of Pigs‟ invasion – she couldn‟t fly over Cuban airspace and 
had to detour to reach Miami. How much untold history is in the room! I needed a „refresher‟ on the „Bay 
of Pigs‟ though. 
 
The „Bay of Pigs‟ invasion was carried out by nearly 3,000 crème de la crème of Cuban exile young men, 
who had undergone training in Central America with the help of the US military and CIA. The mission 
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http://stories.michaelmus.com/CubanConnection1.pdf


 

failed. Kennedy got cold feet and withdrew air and naval support that was promised. Castro captured the 
invaders and executed many. He jailed others and took about 1,500 prisoners (including one of the guests 
at friend Tere‟s dinner party I attended a few nights before). 
 
Edmundo adds sadly, "All the thousands of people who have lost their lives in Cuba under Castro, and the 
hundreds of thousands of lives of families disrupted . . . . . "  the trauma of these Cuban families here in Florida 
is truly starting to dawn on me, and not without some growing foreboding of my own. 
 
 

CHAPTER 2 – RETURN FROM EXILE 
 

At the tender age of thirteen, Edmundo boarded a Pan Am flight to Miami from Havana with other school 
children not knowing when or whether he would see his family again. Now, fifty years later, and 
descending through grey clouds towards the airport in Havana, there‟s no mistaking the red soil and 
Royal Palms below. This is Cuba!  
 
He tells me about the butterflies in his stomach on this „return from exile‟. It is a very emotional experience 
to be returning to the country of your birth, where close and distant relatives died and lives of whole 
families were so disrupted. So many relatives remain only in the cemetery. The next eight days will be a 
wrenching sentimental journey for Edmundo, and for his sisters and relatives in Miami, who are following 
his every step with more than a note of anxiety.  
  
Our arrival in Havana is sombre. At the Immigration checkpoint, I suggest Edmundo go ahead of me so I 
can witness his progress through officialdom, but it was only when we get to Customs at the exit door, that 
he is pulled over for interrogation and asked about his current residency, and how many times he has been 
into the country in the last twelve months. He had great pleasure in telling them that this was his first visit 
in fifty years! He tells of the Customs people looking at him with curiosity, but respectfully, and that he 
heeded my repeated ministrations to go humbly, and not play the „us/they‟ card should he be questioned. 
We all know of Edmundo‟s „imperious-at-times‟ trait. 
 
Edmundo‟s personal trainer in Miami made two attempts to escape from Cuba in a rowing boat in his late 
teens, but was caught on both occasions and beaten. He eventually obtained a visa to Venezuela and came 
to Miami. Osmany is a very decent guy and he has recommended his best friend in Havana to be our 
contact for finding the places of family interest that Edmundo most wants to see. They used to work 
together as models for the State Fashion Agency and in tourism promotion. We recognise Boris from his 
photograph, but more for his huge smile, as we finally exit Customs into a bleak twilight. Our first stop on 
our way to the hotel is at the home of Osmany‟s mother where Edmundo delivers a gift to the tearful lady 
from her son.  
 
Edmundo picks up that our taxi driver speaks English with his unsolicited comment on the old, brightly 
painted American sedans running on the roads here. “That‟s a 1952 Chevrolet”, the driver says very 
clearly. He was 40 years-old and had been a teacher in a previous period. While waiting for Boris to locate 
Osmany‟s mother‟s apartment in a run-down large suburban block, Edmundo shows the driver old 
postcards of his Christian Brothers School across the street from his grandfather‟s home. He recognises it 
immediately as in fact has gone to mechanic lessons in the basement of the very same building that used to 
be the boys‟ dining room!  
 
While this discussion is happening, I am aware of movement of a lace curtain on the ground floor 
apartment and the face behind taking in what we are doing. I wonder if our presence is being noted for 
reporting to the feared CDR! 
 



 

Finally, we arrive at the Spanish-managed Parque Central Hotel where we have very comfortable 
accommodation. We decide to eat in the hotel and discuss our program for the week with Boris, „Our Man 
in Havana‟. I want to eat in the recently opened Steak House of the hotel that I‟d seen advertised on their 
website! All we‟ve had to eat today is peanuts on both flights from Miami and Cancun. I‟m hungry. As we 
enter, the shapely dining room hostess greets Boris, not us! He is an acclaimed fashion photographer and 
this young lady has been one of his models. (In this communist country with no advertising, his 
occupation will need some explaining, but that can wait.) 
 
Confident that Boris can guide him on his mission of rediscovery, Edmundo starts to relax and talks of the 
places he wants to visit while Boris shares a little insight into the situation in his country.  People struggle 
to make ends meet. It is illegal to earn money on the side and to have more than the communist system 
provides. He tells of his going to jail for three years for being caught with US$1 in his possession in a 
particularly draconian period in the Nineties. Unjust laws like this are in themselves a pernicious tool of 
oppression exercised by the regime. 
  
I‟m sure that won‟t be the end of the disturbing stories we are to hear. 
 
 

CHAPTER 3 – „OUR MAN IN HAVANA‟ 
 

And the Visit begins . . . 
 
Our best laid plans are changed already on the first full day. The return and the digesting of what he has 
seen since arriving has taken a toll on Edmundo. He doesn‟t sleep well and asks that we start our day after 
lunch. We head off along the Paseo del Prado and as we pass the National School of Ballet, the assistant 
headmaster, Enrique, greets Boris and invites us in. Such old world grandeur, up a sweeping staircase into 
open space flooded with light from floor to ceiling windows and decorative wrought iron and soaring 
ceilings supported by iron pillars. The area is subdivided for classrooms. The wife of the Cuban 
Ambassador to Australia was a teacher here and Enrique asks me to contact her and pass on his regards. 
We ask about the school budget knowing that ballet is well funded in Cuba and are told that there‟s 
adequate budget to educate more than 250 students starting from ages of 9 or 10 (propaganda?), as we 
watch them going through their paces. 
 
Further along, Boris points out Eusebio Leal, the official historian of the city and the person in charge of its 
restoration. He is a tsar and is one person in the regime whom Edmundo is willing to recognize. Boris 
chases him and in discussion with Edmundo, Eusebio recommends we continue to the Plaza Vieja and see 
the latest restoration works. We do just that and stop for a beer at the Taberna de la Muralla and join the 
crowd in cheering Fara, an insane Cuban transvestite, who sashays and waves like her idol, the local soap-
opera actress, Fara Maria. 
 
During dinner at El Templete restaurant down near the Port, we hear a cannon fire that for centuries 
signals time for closing the doors in the walls of the old city. I pay the bill tonight using my Visa card and 
am surprised to find that the regime surcharge on money exchange transactions is only 11% on a card 
versus 20% for cash. It has to be my card we use for the rest of the week because US-issued Visa cards are 
not accepted. Of course, there‟s no Amex. I‟m inquisitive to understand what makes this „child of the 
revolution‟, Boris, appear to be so content in what appears to be a pretty awful existence. Tonight, the 
conversation leads to his asking, „What is God?‟  He‟s asked the wrong people if he wants a short answer! 
And from this moment, Edmundo has the poor man in his sights for „conversion‟! But, more on that later. 
 
You may already have the impression that Boris is more than a contact here. He is turning out to be a real 
asset. He knew that his modelling days would be as short-lived as his good looks and made a conscious 



 

switch to become the best photographer in Havana. He is now sought after not only in the fashion business 
but also for the Arts. He is a „creative‟, free spirit with a personality that makes it easy to like him. That‟s 
very evident already with the number of beautiful women who stop and kiss him in the street, and others 
who greet him. He may receive only $1 for a job through the official „model agency‟, but he has plenty of 
work. Boris is more than a „guide‟. He truly earns the title, „Our Man in Havana‟. On Osmany‟s 
commendation in Miami, we knew we could trust Boris to research where we needed to go and also to 
make recommendations for some of our lighter touristic activities. He more than delivers. 
 

 
Boris says, “I can‟t live anywhere else” 

 
As the week goes on, we get to talking about the sad life of the people here and I ask Boris does he have 
any concerns about the conditions that he lives in when he sees how more advantaged in a material sense 
that the tourists are. It doesn‟t worry him. He says, “I have no desire to travel abroad. I cannot live 
anywhere else. I love my family; my friends; I love my old Havana; I love my Cuba”. He does 
acknowledge that the average working man here is resigned to a life in slow motion without anything to 
look forward to. People are kept occupied just trying to exist. The younger generation on the other hand 
are preoccupied with the latest fashion and intent to look good by any means. Unfortunately, the „means‟ 
often involve providing sexual favours for cashed-up foreigners. 
 
The job to have here is in Tourism. A waiter in a good restaurant will receive one tip from a table at dinner 
that equates almost to the $25 that Boris‟ brother earns in a month as a doctor anesthetist in a hospital! The 
whole communist system is being turned on its head by this new „elite‟ that‟s evolving, but as the country 
badly needs the „tourist‟ dollar, nothing is expected to change.  
 

 
CHAPTER 4 – LIFESTYLE LOST 

 
Family Homes and Old Haunts 

 
We head for the Vedado district in search for the homes of Edmundo‟s immediate family, and to take a 
look at what remains of his old school. On the way, he looks for the Vedado Tennis Club but can‟t find it. 
 
In this residential area of Havana within earshot of the sea, we see imposing old homes along the tree-lined 
avenues. Most have large portals, balconies and balustrades, and coloured vitral glass panels above doors 
and wood-shuttered windows. Decorative stucco motifs and wrought iron enhance like a brooch on a ball 
gown.  Alas, so many are in a shocking state of repair, or simply falling down.  
 
We drive over pot-holed side streets, and pass broad boulevards with monuments and lawns, and shaded 
pathways.  Nannies would bring the children here to play, or to the parks where stonework is now painted 
over and trees are dying.  
 
Edmundo‟s old De La Salle Christian Brothers School across from the family home is in a sad state of 
disrepair and is now used as a Technical College. The Chapel has been stripped and is now closed. Like all 
school children fifty years ago, Edmundo had the rigour of uniform and was taken to school wearing short 
pants until the age of 13. Today, we see the 13 year-old boys here, already fashion conscious and dressed in 
tight-legged, short-rise jeans falling off their hips. 
 
The family home was being gutted when I was here last year.  It is now totally restored and used as part of 
the Chinese Embassy. Of course, we can‟t get past the guards. Edmundo says, “First, I see it in that 
ridiculous yellow colour and know Chinese can go in, and I can‟t. Then, I‟m stopped by a guard from even 



 

looking under the fence, and I‟m made to feel like a delinquent. I only want to look in at the house where I 
was born”.  
 
We drive on silently to his grandmother‟s corner home in Calle 14 nearby. It is now subdivided with many 
families living in cramped quarters. Edmundo recalls “her lawn of Japanese grass like little umbrellas and 
when I stepped on it, it sprung back. The car in the garage is no more.” As we walk to the main street, he 
says, “There‟s not only been a war, there‟s been a universal deluge of bad taste”. 
 
The fearsome warnings from the relatives in Miami have not been lost on me. Every time I hear a whistle 
or a shout; or a police car or army vehicle slows, I look to Boris for reassurance, but still freeze. 
 
 

A „Lifestyle Lost‟ 
 
Fifth Avenue, a wide boulevard with topiaries, paths, seats and large ornaments runs through the 
exclusive Miramar district of embassies, homes and restaurants. The paving is cracked; the tops of some of 
the Royal Palm trees have broken off; and many once noble homes stand in ruins. At this stage of the day, 
Edmundo can‟t muster much more than, “It all looks so tired”. 
 
He sparks up as we arrive at the church where he made his First Holy Communion - Iglesia de Jesus de 
Miramar. It still functions and is run by the Capuchins. Looking in a side door, I see a wonderful pipe 
organ and wish that I could hear it played. The Stations of the Cross are painted in large murals above the 
doors and windows all along the walls.  On looking at the sign for Times for Masses and Confessions, 
Boris expresses surprise that Catholics actually do go to Confession. He says that he thought Confessions 
was something only for the movies. I sense Edmundo making mental notes to add to his Boris „conversion‟ 
plan – What is God, Stations of the Cross, Confession. The list grows.. 
 
The sense of a „Lifestyle Lost‟ hits home as we pass the Havana Yacht Club and the Nautico Club 
beautifully located right on the beach with waves rolling in from the Caribbean. Edmundo remembers in 
our stop at Nautico that people went there for the beach, swimming, rowing, tennis, and also for the Tea 
Dance with full orchestra on Sundays at 4pm. The architect for Nautico is the same as for „Tropicana‟ 
garden night club, which is on our agenda for later in the week.  
 
 

No shortage of anything at „El Palenque‟ Restaurant 
 
Boris comes up with a typical thatched roof Cuban restaurant „El Palenque‟ under tall palms and 
surrounded by mango trees in the countryside nearby. It‟s immediately obvious that members of the 
nomenclature can eat, and eat well, while the majority do without. I learn that the palenques had their 
origins in the 19th Century in the days before slavery was abolished. Slaves would escape and hide in 
fortified enclosures where they could grow crops and raise pigs and chickens. If the slaves ate the roast 
pork with Mojo sauce (sour orange), and the crisply fried chicken with black beans and white rice (for 
Moors and Christians‟ says Edmundo), they must have been doing well. Edmundo may be traumatised by 
the experiences of the morning, but it has not affected his appetite. 
 
 

CHAPTER 5 - DESPAIR 
 

On the way back to the hotel, the drab scene of decaying buildings along the once bustling, colonnaded 
commercial thoroughfare, Reina Street, can only be a source of despair. A dramatic shock for Edmundo is 
the walk down the once elegant Calle Galiano, Havana‟s street of „brands‟ and smart shopping. Today it is 



 

renamed and looks like Armageddon has taken place. As if to exaggerate the shock, we drive into a nearby 
congested side street and see a large crowd and a police car up ahead of us. The people are queuing to 
collect a meagre ration of bread from a window and a policeman stands guard.  
 
Boris takes us for a walk through Old Havana along streets where tourists rarely venture. Grand old 
homes with carriage doors, beamed ceilings and tiles on the lower part of the entry areas stand decayed 
just blocks from the Capitol. Edmundo recognizes the name of the family Sarra in the marble doorstep of 
La Reunion Farmacia, which has been converted into a museum. The pharmacy is lined in mahogany 
panelling and features an amazing skylight in crystal and lead. The next building we wander in to was 
built in 1906 in Art Nouveau style as the first Chamber of Commerce of Havana. Marble columns support 
a colourful glass ceiling in the atrium and an old wire-cage elevator takes us up to the rooms of what is 
now the Raquel Hotel, a kosher establishment. As we walk and view these once grand buildings evoking 
so many architectural styles, Edmundo says, “Not bad for a little island. Imagine how it would look today 
if this tragedy had not occurred”. 
 
One of the first monastic orders to arrive in Cuba was the Franciscans, in the 16th Century. The Monastery 
and Basilica of Saint Francis of Assisi was first constructed in the 17th Century and rebuilt in the baroque 
style in the 18th Century. It was taken over by the Spanish state in 1841 in a political move against the all-
powerful religious orders of the day. Now, this church belongs to the State and is a venue for concerts and 
other public events. The altar and ornamentation have gone. The back wall of what was once the Sanctuary 
is now a trompe-l'oeil of recesses, arches and columns under an imaginary dome – inappropriate for this 
very simple stone church. The crucifix suspended from the ceiling over a grand piano where the altar once 
stood is real. 

 

 

CHAPTER 6 – MISSIONARY ZEAL 

 

Our visit presents so many opportunities for Edmundo to explain to Boris what the Catholic faith is all 
about. Edmundo‟s missionary fervour was already raised a notch when Boris quite innocently asked (over 
our second bottle of Chilean red wine) at dinner last night, “What is God? Why believe in a God who 
allows tsunamis and hurricanes”. To Boris, the wonders of Creation, children and flowers, are from 
Nature. “I‟m just part of the Animal Kingdom”, he says. The first step in Edmundo‟s plan is to change 
Boris‟ Russian-inspired name!  
 
Here in the monastery, I observe Edmundo becoming most intense when explaining the Monstrance that 
we were inspecting in a glass display case in the museum.  We walk on through the magnificent cloisters 
and see many fine examples of Crucifixes, and a Pieta that attracts Boris‟ photographer‟s eye first, but also 
piques his interest in hearing more of the „story‟ that Edmundo is telling. Unfortunately, I can‟t join in as 
they‟re speaking in Spanish. Later, Edmundo tells me that he tried to explain the mystery of the trans-
substantiation to Boris but gave up when Boris asked, “How long is Jesus alive within our body once we 
receive the host (in Communion)?” – not a bad question for a „child-of-the-revolution‟.  
 
Before leaving, we visit the gardens and see the bronze statue of Mother Teresa with a dear old lady on the 
seat next to her saying the Rosary. A walk-in Baptismal set under shade trees behind a new Greek 
Orthodox Church in the corner of the gardens provides me with an opportunity to explain in simple 
English what we mean by Baptism – but probably too much for the poor Boris for one day. It‟s difficult 
talking to an atheist. All our Christian upbringing and reasoning doesn‟t equip us well for that. But that‟s 
not going to stop Edmundo!  
 



 

As a reward for being so attentive, Edmundo suggests we take Boris to the rather extravagant Café del 
Oriente located on the Plaza opposite the old Stock Exchange building and the Terminal Sierra Maestra 
(named after the mountains in Oriente province where Castro landed from Mexico). The restaurant has a 
large U-shaped bar with beautifully patterned marble floors, high ceilings and dark wainscoting on the 
walls. We order our usual selection of small „starter‟ courses and after my delicious and simple fried 
chicken meal of yesterday, I splurge on lobster and shrimps in a coconut sauce. Guess which one was 
better? 
 

“And I shall be with you till the end of time” 
 
We are lucky to have the Cardinal Archbishop of Havana celebrate the Mass when we go to the Cathedral 
on Sunday morning. There‟s also quite a moving ceremony of Baptism for some grown children during the 
Mass that he performs. Afterwards, we say hello on the steps of the Cathedral and of course I‟m in trouble 
with Edmundo for not kissing his ring. The anthem-like hymn at the end of Mass, “We stand for God and 
for his Glory” was sung with unusual gusto by the local congregation. I learn that this particular hymn 
was the theme song of many demonstrations, and previously prohibited by the regime. Even the dear old 
black lady wrapped in a red Air France blanket as a shawl in front of me joined in loudly. 
 
  

CHAPTER 7 – INCREDIBLE SURPRISES 
 
We pick up a rental car and Boris arranges for an older man who remembers the old names of the streets to 
be our driver. Our focus is now to go in search of the homes of relatives. Driving down the main street of 
Centro Havana Edmundo sprouts, “I still remember the phone number of „La Gran Via‟, the bakery we just 
passed, I 8523”. The main street is in worse condition than we‟ve seen in Old Havana. More buildings 
boarded up, or simply fallen down; balconies crumbling; and weeds growing from crevices. The shock 
prompts Edmundo to comment, “The only way to reconstruct this city is to go back to capitalism, and 
private property with tax incentives, strong conservation guidelines and strict zoning regulations”. 
 
In Vedado, the first condominiums of relatives that we find in the Edificio Lopez Serrano are one block 
from the sea and as imposing as ever in true Art Deco style, but the detail is crumbling from the salt air.  
We then find the apartment of cousin Fausto‟s grandfather in the elegant Art Deco Edificio Altamira 
building situated opposite the famous Hotel Nacional de Cuba. The marble lobby and six-storey marble 
internal staircase of the apartment block in a spiral shape from large to smaller at the top is an architectural 
masterpiece even today. 
 
 

Search for Painting leads unexpectedly to Living Relatives! 
 
We visit the small Church of St Francis Xavier in the suburb of Marianao in search of a painting of Jesus 
being baptised in the River Jordan for which Edmundo‟s stepfather, Humberto posed. A friendly old lady 
explains that she remembers the painting but it is now stored in the sacristy but it is locked. Edmundo 
presses on in his quest and the lady mentions a name of the person who holds the key and he recognizes it 
to be Humberto‟s sister, Anadelia. What incredible luck – finding unexpectedly, a living relative! We 
immediately drive to the home which Anadelia shares with her sister Esther and brother Fidel.  They‟re all 
speechless as they greet Edmundo in wide-eyed wonderment, remembering him only as a little boy. The 
strength of their faith in God is not lost on a very observing Boris. Anadelia is a pillar of the church and we 
see a picture of the Sacred Heart hanging on the wall; Esther has her miraculous medal pinned to her 
blouse; and there is a palm cross from Palm Sunday pinned to the front door. They proclaim their faith 
with pride. 
 



 

It is here where the real truth of social oppression under this communist regime hits home hardest. Both 
Anadelia and Fidel were lawyers. They lived a comfortable lifestyle in a large home. The regime moved 
them and placed them out here where they now live in poverty. When Edmundo gives what he has in 
wallet, Anadelia says, “It‟s been a miracle. I don‟t know how we were going to eat tomorrow”.  
 
Edmundo talks of two major shocks for him on this „pilgrimage‟ back to Cuba. One is our search for the 
complex of houses once owned by Aunt Rosa, on his mother‟s side, in Santa Catalina. The main house 
remains, but smaller houses connected by little patios that went through to the next street are gone. 
Edmundo is carrying pictures of his sister Elizabeth and himself with their mother in the gardens of the 
main house but all that remains is a rusted corrugated iron shed. We went to the „hipodromo‟ where the 
family rode horses and we see the stables closed tight and no longer in use. 
 
One more stop at a Dominican church on a large park where Edmundo would go as a child finds it now 
closed. I see broken plastic bags at each post of the front gates with broken dolls. Edmundo tells me one is 
St Barbara, another is the head of Christ and a third is a headless black doll and warns me not to 
photograph or touch. This is voodoo and part of the Yoruba religion which originated in Africa. 
 
After this very busy day, we need sustenance, and a cold beer. Boris takes us to „El Aljibe‟ a restaurant in 
the country style that specialises in roast chicken. It reminds me so much of an Italian restaurant mum and 
dad used to take us when we were children, „Mama Luigi‟s‟, situated up rickety front stairs in an old 
weatherboard house on stumps at Spring Hill in Brisbane. There was no menu. In those days, we sat at 
long tables and ate the roast chicken, spaghetti and salad that was brought to the table for everyone. 
Today, the plate of roast chicken is brought for all of us but rice, black beans and fried plantains replace the 
spaghetti. And it‟s so good, and inexpensive. 
 
 

CHAPTER 8 – FROM TROPICANA TO FELLINI 
 

Tropical gardens in what was once the Villa Mina provide a lush natural setting for the still popular 
„Tropicana‟ outdoor cabaret in the suburbs of Havana. Popular in previous times as a club/casino, it still 
hasn‟t lost any of its drawing power. It‟s full with tourists every night and most paying nearly $100 for the 
privilege. Showgirls dance on the huge main stage in a swirl of flashing lights, as well as concealed 
platforms suspended above the stage and in flood-lit, tiered, tropical gardens on the side. Some of the girls 
in their dusted-chocolate coloured net stockings and very little else are so pretty. The highlight of the 
evening was when the prettiest of the showgirls came down from the stage and chose me to dance with 
her. 
 
The same can‟t be said about the birthday party of Havana‟s leading hair dresser that we attended in what 
was once a palatial home right on the sea in the fashionable Miramar district. It is now a workers club and 
had been decorated with yellow balloons and a giant screen that showed slides of the lives and loves of the 
guest of honour using every „dissolve‟ ever made by Microsoft and Apple. In this country where all are 
supposed to be equal, how can we have a man in tuxedo hosting 100 of his nearest and dearest to a 
birthday bash?  
 
A mariachi band started the evening, and Havana‟s most popular singers and three drag queens 
(reminding me of the „Purple Onion‟ of my youth in Sydney forty years ago) continued to entertain the 
guests for three hours non-stop. Bohemians of a Cuban variety and artsy, hairdresser types were there in 
force. According to the Revolution, there are no gays in Cuba; well, maybe they were all there that night. 
When I query how such an „underground‟ party be safe and guests unperturbed by so many „official‟ 
photographers clicking away, I„m told that members of the regime and officials of the Department of 



 

Culture were also numbered among the guests and seated at tables swilling from bottles of rum non-stop 
under a twirling mirror ball.  
 
Boris delivers again with tickets in the stalls of the 5-tiered Gran Teatro Chacon, now called Garcia Lorca 
for the Opening Night of the Ballet Nacional de Cuba‟s performance of „The Nutcracker‟. Ninety year-old 
legend, Alicia Alonso, Director General of the Ballet and choreographer of tonight‟s performance is in 
attendance in the centre balcony seat. Edmundo says, “She is admired but despised by „Cubans in Exile‟. 
She exchanged sponsorship of her art for her freedoms and that of her country and is accommodated by 
the regime. Cubans in Miami believe that her premature blindness is a punishment from God”.  
 
Javier Tores is the Premier Danceur and Anette Delgado is the Prima Ballerina for tonight‟s performance. 
The dancing and costumes are wonderful but the audience greets every intricate movement with applause 
and I get to feel that we are at a Variety Show, not the ballet. There wasn‟t much music to drown out 
thought. The orchestra is a bit under-powered and doesn‟t match the quality of the dancers. The Childrens‟ 
Ballet of Hamilton Canada provide 40 „extras‟ which made quite a spectacle when all the dancers shared 
the stage. 
 
I could not imagine Havana staging a Fashion Parade with models, male and female, strutting the catwalk. 
Edmundo has front row seats next to the flamboyant designer and choreographer of the show, Ariel. I‟m 
still trying to fathom where these „fabulous‟ gowns are sold; who has the money to buy them; and where 
they‟d be worn and shown off to effect. In truth, these gowns are the „fantasy‟ of Ariel made only to 
„entertain‟ people. They can‟t be acquired – very Fellini Satyricon! Of course, with Boris in action, the 
evening ends up with our shaking hands and meeting the models in their dressing room.  
 
It‟s difficult to have a „commercial‟ conversation with Boris. He is so sanguine and accepting about owns 
nothing under the communist system. He certainly doesn‟t understand the concept of mortgages, and 
buying and selling houses with opportunity for capital gain. He listened to Edmundo attentively on this 
subject (perhaps more than on Religion), but then showed no sense of deprivation.  He was humiliated 
though when we asked him to the roof of the hotel for supper and he was unceremoniously stopped by the 
guard at the elevators. 
 
 

CHAPTER 9 – CITY OF HAVANA, A EUROPEAN CITY ON A CARIBBEAN ISLAND 
 

The skies are cloudless on only one day of our visit, so I skip breakfast and walk down the Prado del Paseo 
to the Malecon for some much-needed exercise. We then take off with the driver in search of the wood 
mills of cousin Fausto‟s paternal grandparents, founded in 19th Century colonial times when ships were 
still being built in Havana. They were confiscated in 1959 but no longer exist, apparently run into the 
ground like so much else through ineptitude of the regime and the communist system. We abandon the 
search and head back along National Highway 1 hugging the Caribbean Sea coast and initially get lost 
trying to find the statue of the Christ, „El Cristo de La Habana‟ standing majestically on a hill across the 
bay from the City of Havana. The inscription written by the artist, Jilma Madera, contains very some very 
beautiful words worthy of reflection:  “ . . . I had a special interest in undertaking  a project based on the 
figure of Christ . . . Christ the man . . . Leader of his time . . . I could manage to make the statue full of 
energy and firmness, with a face that shows serenity and to be sure of himself. I have managed to create 
Christ the man...”. 
 
From this vantage point, I can only now fully appreciate this well-planned city of domes, spires, 
boulevards and parks laid out below me. It truly belongs somewhere in Europe, not on a tropical island in 
the Caribbean where in better times it was referred to as „Pearl of the Antilles‟. Edmundo says, “only 
Buenos Aires in all of South America comes close to Havana but time hasn‟t stopped down there. This city 



 

was laid out for living but is now dead”. If Cuba was ever freed of Castro and Communism, Edmundo has 
already chosen the building right on the Malecon overlooking the sea where he would live. Sorry to 
disappoint him but I learned on my last trip here that the regime has given the whole prime block to the 
Chinese for redevelopment into hotels and casino in return for traffic lights and buses. Dismissively, 
Edmundo scoffs, “We‟ll sue them and get it back!”  
 
Back to Miramar, we find the home of other relatives, and in Vedado, we drive up and down streets 
looking for Edmundo‟s father‟s town houses where he kept an office. We eventually find the complex one 
block from the Malecon. 
 
 

CHAPTER 10 – A SENTIMENTAL AFFAIR 
 

Using the chapel in the centre of the Colon Cemetery as a marker, Edmundo remembers walking with his 
grandmother as a child in a certain order to visit the family vaults. We find the Cobos-Barker vault without 
too much trouble. Amazingly, a small, marble flower holder inscribed with the name of his cousin, 
Gustavo, is still there on top of the grave fifty years later. We have no luck finding the grave of his father‟s 
mother‟s family and a visit to the Administration office with walls lined with dusty old record books 
didn‟t help. The officer told Edmundo if he was interested in getting a copy of the property deed and 
restoring the Cobos-Barker vault, he should come back and speak privately and they could discuss „certain 
conditions‟. As we leave, Edmundo spits, “bribery!”  I know when Edmundo is deep in reflection with 
painful memories resurfacing because he withdraws and speaks only in Spanish. I have to wait and ask 
him to recall moments that I sensed were poignant. He did return the next day and negotiated with the 
„bandit‟ as he told me that he felt a moral obligation to repair the vault. 
 
Edmundo has no luck in his search for a painting of his mother in the Museum of Fine Art. We also tried to 
visit the House of Oreste Ferrara, now housing the Napoleonic collection belonging to sugar baron, Julio 
Lobo, but it was closed for restoration. But, we are in luck at the Museo de Artes Decorativas housed in a 
mansion once owned by Maria Luisa Gomez Mena, Countess Revilla de Camargo, who died in exile. The 
house was sacked when she was expelled but other priceless items were subsequently found in the cellars 
and make up the exhibition that fills every room of the house.  
 
At late lunch at the old Biltmore Yacht Club at the sea, I am drawn to a dish of fried chickpeas with chorizo 
and tomato to have with a glass of wine. Edmundo with eyebrows raised comments saying, “I‟m sure the 
Countess would never eat those”. We also have a meal in another restaurant, „El Rancho‟, in the Biltmore 
area (now called Siboney) where Fidel Castro and the power structure in the government live, and 
patronise. Judging by the people we see at these restaurants we visit, it‟s fairly obvious that there is an 
„elite‟ in this communist system of equals. No longer is „status‟ earned or inherited;  those with money like 
the tourism workers who benefit hugely from tips, foreigners, people in the Arts, and of course the 
nomenclature of the regime, some of whom even have second homes abroad, obviously not in the US. On 
the way back to the hotel, we pass a huge billboard: “Revolution is – „never lie, never violate ethical 
principles‟” which is exactly the opposite of what‟s going on. 
 
 

When will it all end? 
 
I wonder why there‟s not a „people‟s revolution‟, but from what we‟ve been able to see for ourselves and 
glean from other reliable sources, people are kept so busy scratching for basic needs like a loaf of bread, or 
how to get some extra pennies, they become „anaesthetized‟ and resigned to their miserable existence. 
Under the communist system with no incentive to work and improve your lot, it‟s understandable that 
people become unmotivated and want to do the least possible.  



 

 
It would be very difficult to ferment revolt because the CDR (Committee for the Defence of the Revolution) 
controls every move of people in the neighbourhoods. Despite what tourists see, the Army, Police and 
undercover operatives are still very strong. On my flight home, I sat next to a young surfie from Sydney 
who was returning from two weeks holidaying in Cuba with ten other young Australians. He corroborated 
what we are feeling and told me of being invited to a home for dinner by some local youths and being told 
to walk one block behind for fear of the police harassing them for fraternising with tourists. The fear of a 
knock on your door at any hour of the day or night and detention on the basis of suspicion alone seems to 
be sufficient enough to keep people „anaesthetized‟ and compliant. 
 
Castro has punished people of all classes, and at all levels. The revolution has done no good for anybody. 
You can see it. Healthcare and Education are bad, and not an accomplishment of the Revolution as the 
country tries to present to the outside world as a propaganda tool. People do not have enough to eat and 
there are water shortages. Agriculture is at an all-time low through ineptitude and lack of basic farming 
methods. There‟s no industry despite Castro making industrialisation a major goal of the Revolution. 
Another of his goals was to kill tourism, but with such severe shortages in the country, he‟s had to renege 
on that and allow tourists back for the money they spend. Tourism revenues are second only to 
remittances from abroad from relatives who have left the country. 
 
Most importantly, there is no freedom! 
 
Edmundo leaves once again from this land of his birth with mixed feelings, saying: 
 

“I was able to look at Cuba from a different dimension. I confirm my previous feelings of longing for 
„whatever was‟.  I am deeply saddened by the fact that so many lives have been disrupted and so many other 
lost by the insatiable hunger for power and recognition of a few.  I come away with a feeling that I will not be 
able to see the country where I was born flourish again in my lifetime.  I also come away with a strange 
feeling of belonging.” 
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