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I’m leaving Havana the way I arrived – up on 
the pool deck of the Hotel Saratoga - in the 
sunshine with a cold Bucanero beer and a 
plate of prosciutto over mango with a drizzle 
of olive oil and a sprinkle of oregano. (I think 
I enjoyed the prosciutto over red papaya 
better on arrival day more than the mango 
and banana today – but delicious and 
tropical all the same.) The tropical feel belies 
the fact that I’m in a large, once-
cosmopolitan European city but transplanted 
with European grandeur on to a tropical 
island in the ‘New World’.  
 
Staying in one of the few recently opened 4 
and 5 star hotels, we are comfortably 
cocooned from the deprivation, silent 
suffering and lost hope of an entire 
population who live in a country where the 
clock stopped fifty years ago. 
 
Cuba is an island of just 122 square 
kilometres in size, located 100 kilometres but 
50 years away from Miami. Havana has seen 
better times but the decay and dilapidation of 
some gorgeous old homes and colonnaded mercantile buildings that stand proudly around 
spacious plazas and along wide tree-lined boulevards doesn’t lessen the impact. Many of 
these buildings are made of stone, but hues of mustard and blue set others apart from their 
loftier European cousins. Our hotel is green – but up until it was renovated and re-opened last 
year, it had stood empty for 40 years! This story is repeated all around the city. On the 
domestic front, three families are living in homes that once housed only one.  
 
I have had my old Australian friend Victor here for the six days of discovery but he returned 
on Air Canada this morning. He was drawn to Havana by the promise of sun, music and fun 
but like me, the fun part became much less important. Both of us were totally captivated with 
what we were discovering right from the outset.  

Capitol Building – and cutting the grass with a scythe on a roundabout opposite our hotel   
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On our first short walk from our hotel to the sea before dark on our day of arrival, with no fear, 
we venture into the side streets full of topless or half shirted people, all listening to music, all 
speaking animatedly together. The old greeting “Hello, where you come from?” is quickly 
followed by “you like good Cuban cigar?”  

 
Colonnaded commercial buildings next to our hotel

We get ourselves lost “looking for the real Havana”. We look like two gringos ready to be 
taken advantage of but quickly escape what looks like an area of bomb devastation with 
people hanging out of windows and back-track to the main Paseo de Prado. This once 
elegant stone promenade divides Old and Modern Havana. It stretches for a kilometre 
between old buildings from the Parque Centrale to the Malecon seawall and is decorated by 
centuries-old bronze urns, decorative lamp posts and huge lions on stone pedestals. And 
nobody has stolen them? Here we can stop and start taking in the crumbling facades of so 
many once beautiful buildings at our leisure. It’s transfixing. We continue walking and gazing 
till we reach the recently restored Saint Salvador of La Punta Fortress at the sea.  
 
A seawall arcs for kilometres on the southern side of the city. The wind whips up the waves 
that crash on to rocks below sending spray high into the air and salt across to all the buildings 
along the Malecon. Sitting down there with the wind in my hair and the sand stinging my eyes, 
I still have trouble comprehending how this huge ‘European’ city, which easily parallels Madrid 
or Barcelona for elegance, can be located on a tropical island in the Gulf of Mexico. 
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Fortress and the start of the Malecon, the sea-wall that arcs for many kilometres



Wonderful! Feel the sun! Smell the salt! Quite exhilarated, we retrace our steps back to the 
Main Square for our first drink and the sound of the salsa beat. 
 
The foundation of Havana is linked to the first colonisation of the island by the Spaniards in 
the early 16th century. ‘Modern’ Havana with its impressive grand European buildings dates 
from the 18th century. For a short period in 1762, the British won control but after only 11 
months of domination, Spain signed peace with Britain and again regained Havana in 
exchange for Florida. It then became the strongest port in the Americas, because all ships 
coming to and from the Iberian Peninsula to Peru and Mexico to collect the gold had to stop to 
get water, salted meat, and horses from northern Havana and let the poor sailors rest from 
the monotony of the waves. We didn’t see any sailors, but we can still get the feeling. 
 
A couple of anecdotes from the 20th and 19th centuries better describe the grandeur, size and 
lifestyle of Havana before the Revolution. My old Cuban-American friend Edmundo in Miami 
was airlifted from Havana to Miami to escape Communism nearly fifty years ago. At that time, 
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Fidel Castro passed a law “Patria Postesta” ruling that the State would take over the decision-
making for all children. That is why so many fled to the US and many to the Soviet Union. 
Obviously, Edmundo has deep-rooted personal feelings about the Revolution and its impact 
on his family, but he is able to reminisce with more than a touch of pride on his once beautiful 
birthplace when he says. “Life was very different and comfortable in Havana before the 
Revolution. Miami was only a little town, just a shopping outpost where we came to get some 
very American products liked by the family. After all, the ferry-boat only took 5 to 6 hours and 
there was all kind of entertainment on board, including casinos. If you needed serious 
shopping you went to New York or Europe. But these trips were mostly for fun because our 
little island had every consumer good you can imagine and most couture houses had 
representatives in Havana. It was an on-going party - at least, that's what seemed to me.” 
 
In another testament to the grandeur and culture that once existed, a visiting Frenchman 
Marrnier wrote in 1838 of his impressions of the National Theatre and its audience - the same 
theatre where Victor and I went to see a performance of the Ballet Español de Cuba’s “La 
Danza Española en Concierto”. He said,” If there is in Europe larger theatres with a numerous 
orchestra, I known none of more aristocratic appearance. White vests and trousers abound . . 
. . Here the clothing of elegant women is not one with many colours or glitters so common in 
our opera during a great performance. A flower in the hair, yards of tulle and lace, shoes with 
a barely visible sole and a silk ribbon of the same colour of the slipper tied to the ankle. This 
is what the tropical lilies can withstand.”  

 
Gran Teatro de la Habana – where Victor and I went to see the Ballet Español de Cuba 

Victor’s fashionable but impractical shoes for a man his age “with barely visible sole” (and 
regrettably no heel for support) caused him to hobble out of Havana with a badly swollen 
instep to consult a doctor in Canada. I didn’t wear a “white vest’ but I did give a blousy new 
Armani shirt (fresh from a shopping expedition with Edmundo in Bar Harbour in Florida earlier 
in the month), its first outing. There was no visiting Frenchman to comment on our dress, but 
we appreciated the beautifully dressed daughters of the conductor (or were they off-duty 
ballerinas), who were sitting in the box next to ours – yes, Victor bought box seats. The once 
grand theatre of many tiers was shabby and dimly lit, but this didn’t lessen the atmosphere, or 
the performance. 
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Having our own private guide and driver on the first day helps us get our bearings, but more 
importantly, gives us an idea of the size and scale of the city and suburbs. We start off driving 
along the Malecon and learn that the Chinese have been granted title to the first 100 metres 
of this prime stretch of real estate in return for funding other infrastructure needs of the 
country, Plans for a new hotel in the area are eagerly awaited. The Venezuelans and 



Canadians seem to be the other major benefactors in return for rights to exploit oil and other 
resources. 
 
Further along the seawall we see the grand old National Hotel from the Twenties reigning 
over the sea from its prime hilltop position, and pass by the 132 black flags in memory of the 
Cubans killed during the invasion of the Americans at the time of the Revolution. Of course 

we visit Revolution Square and see the memorial to the national hero José Marti but then we 
drive along the tree-lined central boulevard of Miramar, the Fifth Avenue suburb of Havana, 
where all the Embassies are located. This is a ‘frozen area’ and title to property cannot be 
transferred. To live here as a local, your family would need to have been in residence for 
ever. At times, it’s confusing for me to see stately Royal Palms (the national tree of Cuba) 
standing tall, and flowering shade trees growing near to and adding colour to baroque 
churches and neo-classical buildings. 

Memorial to national hero José Martí leader of the Cuban independence movement from Spain 
in Revolution Square 
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Returning closer to the centre, it’s sad to see La Rampa, a vibrant commercial area where 
hotels, doctors, solicitors, movie theatres and cafes once abounded. Rows of beautiful 
arcaded buildings surrounded by parks and plazas are in a sorry state of disrepair. Shuttered 
retail stores now stand closed along once busy streets. “This was the place for excellence 
where women came to buy, and a thriving Chinatown is right next door for the cheaper things 
you need.” I hear. 
 

The tour shines a light on a sorry recent history, but we feel some hope when we visit the 
Farmers markets and see people trading the fruits of their labour openly. Our guide gives us 
his recipe for an okra and banana combination dish as he purchases them fresh from the 
farmer. . On the Sunday morning, the main street in front of the Capitol Building was closed 
for Market Day. Boys sold bananas from a ‘mountain of yellow’ stacked high on the back of 
their huge truck. Others were selling potatoes, a variety of root vegetables, fish, or their own 
fruit. A colourful, happy scene and an inexpensive glimpse of free-trade to brighten a local’s 
minimal existence.  

Farmers Market selling very basic vegetables and fruit 

 
Until recently, anything the people 
grew had to be sold through the 
government system. Now, even flower 
sellers have returned to brighten the 
colonnades and many a woman’s 
heart. We visit a ‘convertible’ market 
where those with funds can purchase 
more luxury-type goods, (we bought 
our bottled water there), but right 
across the street we come back to 
earth in one of the “Rationing” market 
stores where so many have to shop 
with their ration coupons for basic 
supplies of rice and beans. It is 
downright colourless and depressing 
with lists of what is available today 
chalked on boards on the wall.  

‘Rationing’ Market – a dismal store where most Cubans 
have to shop for basics with their ration coupons. 
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We hear in western television bulletins of further liberalisation. It gives a false impression that 
Raul Castro is loosening the once iron grip on imports by his ailing brother, Fidel. Mobile 
phones, DVD players and microwave ovens are now available for sale – but who can afford 
them? A mobile phone contract costs a month’s wages. Also, any notion of fashion in the 



dress of men and women is still a distant dream but strangely if there is a trend, it is 
American. Most look like they are wearing hand-me-downs purchased from very uninspiring 
‘markets’ that make our St Vincent de Paul stores look like Saks Fifth Avenue. And still the 
people smile – outwardly anyway. 
 

In marked contrast, within the pedestrian and pollution-free zone of Old Havana progress is 
palpable. Here we explore while listening to music emanating from so many cafés and other 
nooks and crannies.  Four years ago only one of the many plazas had been restored. Today, 
four of them are fully restored with buildings painted in shades of pink, blue and yellow and 
we get the impression that life is fast returning to the rest. So many restaurants have tables 
set with crisp linen to welcome more tourists than are coming at the moment. The welcome in 
these places is bright and the food is not bad. Good bands play in so many of them. We 
follow the Hemingway Trail and visit the La Bodeguita Bar where Ernest frequented for his 
‘Mojito’ rum cocktail, and later made our own way to Floridita Bar where the now-famous 
Daiquiri was created for him. 

Music and dance everywhere in the much restored sections of Old Havana  

 
Perhaps what 
defines and 
explains Old 
Havana and 
its 
development 
are these 
plazas. The 
Arms Plaza 
was the first 
priority in the 
development 
of Havana to 
group 
political-
military, 
religious, and 
civilian 
functions of 
an emerging 
population. 
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Parallel to this plaza and closer to Havana bay is the Saint Francis Plaza receiving its name 
from the Convent and church built by the Franciscans in the 16th Century. So near the water, 
it became the trade plaza par excellence and dealt with overseas exports and merchandise 
and the centre of economic life of the village. It still has that feeling of gravitas today.  
 
In recent times, a shaded garden in tribute to Mother Teresa of Calcutta, and a small Greek 
Orthodox Church have been built behind the Franciscans’ Convent where we rest our weary 
bones sitting on the seat next to the good lady of Calcutta for a few moments to take a swig 
from our water bottles. Victor’s instep is aflame (no, not his gout this time), so we take 
ourselves off in search of a horse and carriage for the ride back along the waterfront to our 
hotel. 
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In the early 18th Century, the Jesuits built their church with a Baroque façade and neo-
classical decoration on one side of what was known as Swamp Plaza. The grand homes of 
many important families were also bordering the Plaza. (We enjoyed lunch in one of these 
homes with an internal courtyard garden and shuttered windows with coloured glass panels 
inset above.) Towards the end of that century, the church the Jesuits built became the 
Cathedral of Havana and since that time the name of the Plaza became the Cathedral Plaza. 
The Concierge at our hotel eventually came up with a time for Mass at the Cathedral on 
Sunday and it was only an hour out. Jewish Victor came to see if his late mother Vera would 
appear in a puff of incense and speak with him. 
Maybe a quiet spiritual moment ensued, but he 
was satisfied simply listening to the music. An 

Cathedral Plaza in Old Havana where we enjoyed lunch 

The saxophonist and his family after Mass Cathedral of St Christopher on Cathedral Plaza



electric keyboard and live saxophone accompanied a choir singing sweet melodic hymns. 
After Communion, a solo by the saxophonist was ‘supper club’-soothing and very inducive to 
quiet moments of reflection.   
 
The once prominent role of the Catholic Church in society greets us at every turn. Here I go 
again with my questioning of how some of the church institutions operated in the 17th Century. 
The Convent of St Clare of Assisi was set up for the maidens of good family who did not find 
a suitable spouse. “Unmarried women from powerful families were numerous in view of how 
the convent absorbed streets, homes and fountains within its premises becoming three 
magnificent cloisters and orchard. There was a class distinction within the convent that came 
very naturally for these women from noble households. Known as ‘Monjas Reinas’, they 
entered the convent with their ladies-in-waiting and their habits were of fine cloth and not the 
sack cloth as were others. The power of the institution rested on the dowries that 
accompanied these novices, dowries that included their female 
slaves.”
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Courtyard in old Presidential Palace representative of the architecture in many of the old 
buildings 



 
“Hola Amigo! . . . . Taxi?” became a 
familiar greeting everywhere we walked - 
nearly as familiar as “You like Cuban 
cigar?” Pedal trishaws drivers in sandals 
and singlets slowed to offer us a lift; 
others in cowboy shirts and hats waited 
indolently under a tree with their horse 
and carriage; and of course there were the 
brightly painted Buicks, Chevrolets, 
Packards and other American cars from 
the Forties and Fifties, a “Rolling Museum 
of American cars” forever cruising along 
the main streets; and even some 
conventional modern cars with a meter. 
It’s hard to comprehend with today’s very 
little traffic that at the time of the 
Revolution, Cuba had the sixth highest 
number of motor vehicles in the world on 
their roads. Up till three years ago there 
was little or no electricity for street lighting. 
Today in the main streets near the Capitol 
Building and the National Theatre, the 
lighting is still very dim and a bit scary at 
first when we venture out after dark. “Rolling Museum of American cars” 
 

Music and dance is in the souls of the Cubans. Bands abound. Dance music booms from 
houses in which three families share and can be heard up the next block. Seeing young 
couples dance to a Salsa beat with straight backs and an exaggerated hip movement on the 
half beat between steps is so sexy. An electrifying version of the Eagles’ “Hotel California” in 
Flamenco-fusion style with electric guitars and bongo drums has Victor and me on the table 
after dinner on one of the evenings. (Well, nearly!) I’m too old to learn, I’m afraid. The terrific 
sound still resonates. 
 
We enjoy our favourite band 
under the colonnades of the 
Telegrafo Hotel while 
lunching on grilled prawns 
and enjoying the breeze 
wafting up from the sea, 
and again late in the balmy 
evening on the rooftop of 
the oldest hotel in Havana, 
the Inglaterra. It’s fine to go 
away humming 
Guantanamera after you’ve 
heard it many times, but I 
had to go to Google to get 
the words of another 
frequently played and 
infectious ‘oldie’, “It's cherry 
pink and apple blossom 
white, When your true lover 
comes your way, It's cherry 
pink and apple blossom 
white, The poets say.” Now, 
can you hum the tune?                                                  
 

Our favourite band under the colonnades of the Telegrafo Hotel

The Tropicana Night Club was ‘the’ establishment of old and is still operating for the tourists. 
However, we thought we could skip the $100 a head entrance fee for that one and chose a 
more reasonably priced dinner and concert by a group recently popularised in a movie, “The 
Buena Vista Social Club”. We were able to wander to it on foot, a little warily at first, walking 
through half-lit and dark streets to the 18th Century Plaza Vieja. Only one of the beautiful 
colonnaded buildings in the Plaza is still ‘awaiting recovery’. This area of Old Havana and its 
Fortifications were inscribed in the UNESCO World Heritage List in 1982.  
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Another balmy night sitting at a table right on the Plaza outside the once important home of 
the Counts of Jaruco listening to a performance that encapsulates Cuba's "musical golden 
age" between the 1930s and 1950s.  We are entertained by wonderful old divas singing and 
sashaying through the tables of guests while the Buena Vista Social Club ‘chorus’ of three 
hip-moving 80 year-old men and a 15-piece orchestra under the colonnades also perform 
solo items.  A white-haired saxophonist Tony Jimenez had main billing for the evening and his 
performance of Frank Sinatra’s “My Way” with accompaniment of the trumpeters and bongo 
drummers is the highlight of the evening. Youthful locals gather around the perimeter swaying 
and enjoying a free concert. 
 
The day of departure has arrived. It’s May Day 2008. People start congregating outside our 

hotel at 4.30 a.m., music blaring and all are dressed in blue or 
red and carrying flags preparing to march to Revolution Square 
for the big Parade. The slogan for this year is "Unity, Strength 
and Victory," and today’s activities are a lead up to the 
celebration for the upcoming 50th anniversary of the Cuban 
revolution in 2009. “Strengthening the Cuban labour movement 
and making progress in the revolution’s priority tasks and 
programs will be part of the show of support”, I read. 

 
I turn on the television to see President Raul Castro in army uniform standing on the dais 
saluting the workers as they pass by. Heads of State from other South and Central American 
countries stand beside him acknowledging with closed fist salutes the worker representatives 
from their countries as they pass carrying flags, huge banners, posters of Fidel Castro and 
Che Guevara. And of course there are the banners denouncing US imperialism. It all ends 
with the rousing National Anthem and cheering workers carrying masses of their red white 
and blue stars and stripes (but of the Cuban variety with more stripes and less stars).  
 
Really, how happy are these poor deprived people eking out an existence under the current 
oppressive socialist conditions? I won’t go there, but during our stay, we did hear instances of 
real frustration. “We are not looking for change” said one. “We simply want to recover what 
we once had.” On asking young teacher about his hopes for acceleration of changes for the 
better, his happy disposition turned to one of resignation as he said “There’ll be no hair under 
my cap when the changes come.” 
 
 
P.S. Victor’s inflamed instep turned out to be gout! Surely not too many Daiquiris?

Restaurants – old and new. Los Nados (on the left)  After being lead into an unmarked doorway in a run-
down building near our hotel, we tread warily up a dark staircase and at the top have to wait for our eyes to 
adjust to the subterranean feel of old wood, bottles, and purple strip lighting. The food wasn’t bad and 
certainly inexpensive. In marked contrast on the right is the contemporary Tapas Lava Dia Bar on the 
Malecon where we enjoyed a wide selection of tasty dishes. 
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The players … … … Victor and Michael 
 

Michael - with Ernest Hemingway at the “Floridita Bar” where the Daiquiri was created  

Victor - outside the Gran Teatro de la Habana (and Parque Centrale) before the Ballet  

Photos in Slideshows – View more photos on-line in Picasa SLIDESHOW 
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Simply click on the link and ENJOY! 
http://picasaweb.google.com/michaelmusg/HavanaCUBA  

 

What lies in store in the future for this happy young family in Havana? Western media is full of news of 
recent liberalizations in Cuba. The local people are now permitted to purchase mobile phones, DVD-
players and microwave ovens for the first time – but who can afford it? Wages are so low. This only 
increases the people’s frustration with their sorry lot.
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