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            The doors are opening to stronger 
                               bonds with our island neighbors

On 
Cuban Time

2016 Travel Issue

The future of American 
travel to Cuba looks bright. 
Opposite page: Vintage 
American cars on the island 
nation date back to the days 
before trade restrictions.
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from the breakup of the Soviet Union. These 
days life is still challenging, but there’s a 
distinct sense of optimism over changes 
such as the government’s easing of restric-
tions on the buying and selling of property, 
and on opportunities for self-employment.

During my first visit, privately run restaurants known 
as paladares were subject to strict limitations and 
best described as uninspired, but they are now becom-
ing increasingly professionalized. In Havana, my 
favorites include San Cristóbal, which serves Cuban-
Creole food in an atmospheric setting on the ground 
floor of an eclectically decorated mansion in central 
Havana, and Doña Eutimia, an intimate and very 
popular spot just off Cathedral Square in Old Havana. 
Though there are fewer choices outside the capital, you 
can still find gems such as Villa Lagarto, a water- 
front paladar at the tip of the Punta Gorda peninsula in  
Cienfuegos. On one recent visit to this restaurant, my 
group and I watched a memorable moonrise over the bay 

as we dined on fresh, grilled seafood, chicken and pork.
Twenty years ago, much of Havana was dilapidated and 

crumbling, but a concerted effort to restore extensive 
areas, using funds generated by tourism, has now been 
underway for more than two decades. Although you only 
have to go a few blocks out of the way to find entire neigh-
borhoods still in dire need of help, the results in the heart 
of Old Havana are impressive. The project has brought 
a new lease on life to the historic core’s streets, plazas, 
mansions, churches and pastel-colored buildings such 
as the Hotel Ambos Mundos, where Ernest Hemingway 
lived and wrote in the 1930s. The Nobel Prize–winning 
writer’s room is preserved as a museum, as is Finca Vigía, 
the hilltop house southeast of the city that he bought in 

The familiar refrain dances on a warm breeze along 
Cuba’s northwestern shore through the streets of Old 
Havana. As the song finishes, the band moves smoothly 
into “Chan Chan,” a tune popularized abroad by the 
Buena Vista Social Club. It’s a typical scene in this 
island nation, where music permeates the culture and 
the streets are more than just routes to get around. It’s 
here in the doorways and squares, and on sidewalks and 
street corners, where the fabric of Cuban relationships 
is woven and the business of everyday life takes place.

In the Parque Central, baseball fans gather at the esquina 
caliente (“hot corner”) for passionate discussions about 
the game. In front of the Capitolio, the pre-revolutionary 
seat of the Cuban legislature, cigar-smoking men lounge 
beside shiny American cars from the 1950s. In the tree-
lined Plaza de Armas, domino players plot strategy over 
outdoor tables, while booksellers display their wares—
dominated by titles about Che Guevara and 19th-century 
Cuban nationalist José Martí—at stalls encircling the park.

I first visited Cuba nearly two decades ago and have 
returned more than half a dozen times in recent years 

as a tour leader. Each time I return, the short (approxi-
mately one hour) charter flight across the Florida Straits 
from Miami to Havana is like a passage into a different 
world, where time has its own distinct rhythm. It’s a 
step back into an era before iPhones and social media 
became ubiquitous. A stroll through Old Havana is a walk 
through 500 years of history, reflected in a rich mix of 
architectural styles. In the beautiful Viñales Valley, two 
hours to the west, steep, rounded hills called mogotes 
tower over an agricultural landscape of deep red earth 
and green fields, with farmers still performing most of 
their work by hand. In Trinidad, about four hours from 
Havana on the island’s south coast, cobblestone streets 
lead to colonial churches and squares, and cars share 
the right-of-way with horse-drawn carts.

Yet for all its relaxed pace and timeless quality, Cuba 
is not trapped in the past; it’s a nation in transition. The 
change may be slow, tentative and sometimes awkward, 
but it’s real, and it’s noticeable. When I first visited the 
island in 1997, Cuba was caught in the so-called Special 
Period, a time of deep economic difficulties resulting 

    “Guantanamera, 
guajira guantanamera....” 

DISCOVERIN G CUBA

A Havana street scene.

Ernest Hemingway’s room at 
the Hotel Ambos Mundos is 

preserved as a museum.

The art of cigar making.
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D
ozens of tour operators and affinity groups 
offer people-to-people trips to Cuba. Most fly 
to Havana on charter flights out of Miami, 
though regularly scheduled flights from 

other American cities are in the works, as is ferry service 
to the island. Some tour companies now offer cruise-
based programs that stop in various spots, including 
places not included in land-based programs . A AAA 
travel expert can help you sort through the options.

The continuing thaw of relations between Cuba and 
the U.S. has already brought significant changes. Most 
notable are the reopening of the U.S. Embassy in Havana 
last July, after 54 years without official diplomatic rela-
tions, and the easing of spending limits. Americans 
can now bring back up to $400 worth of items, includ-
ing up to $100 worth of previously illegal cigars and 
rum. Other restrictions are expected to ease, as well.
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1940 and occupied for over 20 years. Tourism continues to 
fund additional restoration efforts, while local residents 
are seeking ways to benefit from the influx of travelers.

And the tourists are coming. With no embargo to keep 
them away, Canadians, Latin Americans and Europeans 
have been coming since the 1980s, drawn by Cuba’s history 
and culture, as well as by beach resorts such as Varadero, 
two hours east of Havana. The old Chevys, Buicks and 
Mercurys now cruise alongside fleets of Asian-made tour 
buses, many of them carrying Americans, who have been 
visiting in rising numbers since 2011, when U.S. tour 
companies and organizations were first allowed to apply 
for “people-to-people” licenses to operate trips to Cuba.

Despite the loosening of U.S. regulations, however, the 
sun-and-sand vacations available to other nationalities are 
still not available to Americans. What has changed so far is 
that travelers who qualify in one of 12 approved categories 
no longer need to apply directly to the U.S. government for 
permission, although you must be able to prove that your 
trip falls into one of the approved categories if questioned 
by U.S. authorities. Many of the categories are related to 
professional and educational activities. These include reli-
gious activities (such as traveling with a church mission); 
humanitarian projects (for example, volunteering with 

a nonprofit organization); and support 
for the Cuban people, which generally 
still means traveling on an organized 
people-to-people program. These lat-
ter programs typically include walking 
tours of Old Havana, as well as visits to 
other key spots in and around the city, 
such as the Jaimanitas neighborhood in 
western Havana, where artist José Fuster 
has decorated houses with Gaudí-like 
mosaics and sculptures.

Itineraries venturing out of Havana 
expose travelers to a variety of land-
scapes, including lush mountain ranges 
near Trinidad and expansive wetlands 
such as Zapata Swamp, a UNESCO bio-
sphere reserve about 100 miles southeast 
of Havana. Other popular destinations 
include the French-influenced coastal 
city of Cienfuegos, and Matanzas, a city 
with a rich literary and musical heritage, 
less than 90 minutes east of Havana.

The focus of people-to-people pro-
grams is on meetings and discussions 
with Cubans from various walks of life. 
Activities can include visiting artist stu-
dios or an art school; touring a national 
park or botanical garden with a biolo-
gist; attending panel discussions with 

economists, journalists or scholars; learning about Cuba’s 
famous cigars at a family-run tobacco farm; or enjoying 
Afro-Cuban dance performances and concerts. Fortu-
nately, many Cubans are eager to get to know Americans, 
so it’s easy to interact with local residents along the way.

On an evening last March, the group I was leading 
attended a block party on the outskirts of Cienfuegos. Due 
to a minor miscommunication, we arrived earlier than 
expected, but the event’s organizers quickly swung into 
action. As local residents began to trickle in, community 
leaders welcomed us with brief speeches, and a group of 
children sang a song about Che Guevara. Then the boom 
box came out. No “Guantanamera” or other for-the-tourists 
classics here. As the speakers pumped out reggaeton, salsa 
and other modern beats, several local women tried to teach 
the bolder members of our group some basic dance steps. 
As an elderly local woman leaning on a cane swayed to 
the rhythm, a woman from my group, a teacher, tried to 
coax a few words from a shy child. Soon, neighborhood 
leaders were urging us to try some homemade rum. After 
an awkward start, Cubans and Americans were talking, 
dancing and laughing together. It’s just one of the count-
less ways in which a new relationship between our two 
countries is being woven. j

          For all its relaxed pace 
and timeless quality, 
         Cuba is not trapped in the past; 
it’s a nation in transition.

Nearby sugar mills brought Trinidad, now a UNESCO 
World Heritage site, to prominence in the 19th century.
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