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Photos and Story By Alice Gorman

iming, they say, is everything. That was certainly true on my trip to Cuba in December 2014.
The trip was planned well in advance as a shared musical, educational, travel experience for
me and my grandson Daniel after his graduation from college. Neither of us had any expectations that the winds of historic political change between the United States and Cuba were about
to blow.
On Wednesday, Dec. 17, our tour group walked into the Ambos Mundos Hotel, Ernest Hemingway’s first home in Havana, at 10 a.m. and discovered breaking news on a CNN television screen.
As the reporter animatedly announced that Presidents Obama and Raul Castro would speak to
the world at noon, the tape at the bottom of the screen flashed specific information – the three remaining Cubans of the original Cuban Five in prison in the United States were being returned to
Cuba, and that Alan Gross, an American citizen accused of spying and held in prison in Cuba for five
of his 15-year sentence, was already enroute home to the U.S.
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In addition, many of the U.S. sanctions against
Cuba would be lifted: Travel restrictions, banking
and trade policies, and, of vital interest to Cuban
families, the ability to receive money from relatives
and friends. It was the first breakthrough in diplomatic relations between the two countries since
President Eisenhower closed the American Embassy
in January 1961.
As I watched the TV screen, hardly able to
breathe, our Cuban guide, Alicia, burst into tears.
With her hands on her face and her eyes wide, she
repeatedly exclaimed, “Oh My God, I can’t believe
it!” I could not stop my own tears. I have believed
for so long that the embargo set in place by President Kennedy in 1962—an executive order he
signed after he received 1,000 Cuban cigars for
himself—has not proved to be a deterrent against
the Castro communist government, but instead has
been a detriment to the Cuban people. Besides my
political convictions, I have personal reasons to feel
a close connection with Cuba.
My husband and I were returning to New Orleans from our honeymoon in Jamaica in July of
1958. The plane stopped in Havana for an hour to
refuel. Assured that we would have plenty of time
to go into the city and back, we and another couple
hired a car and driver to take us there. I was determined to make a stop at Sloppy Joe’s Bar. I had
heard about Sloppy Joe’s for many years from my
parents who spent their honeymoon in Havana. It

“I have personal reasons to feel
a close connection with Cuba.”
has always felt special to me that I was conceived
on their honeymoon. Sloppy Joe’s looked exactly as
my parents had described it – dark wood paneling,
a long bar and pictures of American movie stars
and celebrities all over the columned walls. We ordered a rum punch and a bottle of banana brandy
to go. As we drove through the entrance to the airport, the plane was already taxiing out on the runway. There was not another plane to New Orleans
for 24 hours.
With no toothbrush or change of clothes, we decided to keep the driver and stay up all night. In the
1950s, Havana was known as Sin City. Gambling
casinos and all forms of prostitution and pornography were rampant. We had dinner at the famous
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Tropicana and watched the elaborate show, modeled at that time after the Folies Bergere. It
seemed to last for hours. I had never seen such
glamorous Carmen Miranda style costumes. Nor
had I seen topless dancers. As we drove through
the streets of Havana later that night, I remember
feeling that the whole place was alive with percussion music spilling out of windows and doors
and thousands of colored lights illuminating the
crowded streets.
My husband kept trying to get the driver to talk
about Fidel Castro. Who was he? What was happening in the mountains? The driver continually
zipped his finger across his mouth signaling that
he could not speak. Around four in the morning
he drew both of the men away from the car into
a wooded area.
He told them that his car, as well as his house,
was “bugged” by the Batista government. All of his
friends and family were sending every
peso they could afford to Castro.
He said that they did not know who
Castro really was, but they believed that
whoever he was and whatever he planned
for Cuba, he would be better than Batista.
At that time, the underclass of Cubans
had no access to basic healthcare, many
were illiterate and most were living in dire
poverty. Every beach in Cuba was privately owned. The driver never mentioned
communism or socialism. All that mattered
to him was that the living conditions were
so bad for everyone but the very rich,
there had to be a change.
After returning home to the States, I
read everything I could find about Cuba.
While Fidel Castro and his group were
gathering steam in the Sierra Maestra
Mountains, few people realized that he
and his generals were communists. Herbert Matthews, an op-ed reporter at the New
York Times, wrote many articles and a book
called “The Cuban Story” in which he refuted all
accusations that Castro was a communist. After
Batista and his family fled Cuba on January 1,
1959 and the Castro forces marched into Havana
six days later, the conservative National Review
printed a cartoon of Fidel seated on a map of
Cuba with the slogan beneath it: “I got my job

through the New York Times.”
It did not take long for the repressive fascist
government of Batista to be replaced by the
repressive communist government of Fidel
Castro. Still, through all these years, as “People-to-People” educational trips from the
United States have been allowed in Cuba, I
have wanted to go back and see the country
for myself. Since Raul Castro took over from
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his brother in 2006 some travel restrictions within Cuba have lessened and more are expected, although no one anticipates completely open travel to and from the United States any time soon.
There is no doubt, however, that the government recognizes that tourism is providing a greater and
greater source of desperately needed revenue.
For seven days from December 15-21, 2014, my grandson and I were on a Tauck Tours “Cuba:
Connecting People to Culture” trip to Havana. We traveled on a Sun Country charter plane from
Miami, along with a full flight of Cubans and Americans. Our Cuban guide Alicia informed us on the
first day that although every day of the trip was carefully planned and agreed to by the U. S. State
Department and the Cuban government, she would be happy to answer any questions about any
aspect of Cuba, and that she would speak from her own experience and the experience of her parents.
What I learned from her and what I saw with my own eyes in Cuba was not propaganda from
either the U.S. Cuban-influenced politicians or the Cuban government. One of her first revelations
was that the Cuban people always speak of their leaders as Fidel and Raul. For many years they
kept pictures of Fidel in their living rooms.

“Not so much anymore,” she said, “but when
he dies, we will all mourn his death.”
She did not mention what others have said, that
some Cubans refer to Fidel today as “el Comandante” in a derisive tone under their breath.
Born in 1973, Alicia’s childhood, according to her,
was peaceful and happy. Although both of her parents were doctors, they had very little money. Still
she, along with all Cubans, had free health care and
free education. All children were required to go to
school from age 7 until the age of 15. After that she had to pass a test to continue. Alicia is a highly
intelligent, well-educated woman with a college degree. She was trained to be a teacher, but as a
single mother supporting a son, she makes more money as a tour guide with a foreign salary and
tips.
Since the Russian financial support was discontinued in 1991 and the economic crisis began, the
standard of living in Cuba has plummeted. Salaries, set by the government, have fallen so low that

58

the people barely have enough to eat. All Cubans receive a ration book, which is intended to last one year.
According to Alicia, it is never sufficient. The open neighborhood market our group toured sold a pound of pork
for 30 CUP’s, a pound of black beans for 10. Most
salaries are no more than 300-400 CUP’s a month,
whether the person is a doctor, teacher or plumber. (A
CUC, the foreign currency all tourists must use, is worth
approximately one American dollar. A CUP, the currency
of the Cuban people, is worth one twenty-fifth of a CUC.

) Our five-star hotel, the Melia
Habana, for instance, is jointly
owned by a Spanish company and
the Cuban government. The manager is paid in CUC’s by the company and all the employees are
paid in CUP’s by the government.
I was advised before the trip to
bring small gifts like soap, shampoo, baby aspirin and chocolates
that are inaccessible to local people. I left a variety of them each day for the maids in the hotel and
received memorable notes of thanks with hand-drawn pictures.
Alicia explained that, unfortunately, there is a thriving black market in Cuba today. Many people
she knows are conflicted about the ethics of the black market, but they are desperate and therefore they participate in it. One teacher sold her blackboard chalk for money to pay her cell phone
bill. Some families have as many as 10 or 12 family members living in two or three rooms. Often
the front room on the street will be used as a small shop for selling items to tourists. There is little
to no air-conditioning. There are cell phones but no personal computers. Internet access for the Cubans is limited
and monitored by the government. Public transportation in
overcrowded. Those who still own the ’50s American cars
treat them as if they were newborns.
On the day after the historic announcement, Alicia took
us to visit a sixth grade classroom. Walking in, I was impressed that the boys and girls were seated in orderly rows
and neatly dressed in uniforms. There were shelves of
books and toys with artwork on the walls. It could have
been an American classroom. The children sang for us and
showed us their picture books. Through their teacher as
translator, they asked us questions. How did we like Havana? And they answered our questions. I asked how they
felt about President Obama and Raul Castro’s announcement the day before. They all smiled. One boy said he was
so happy that the “Three Cubans” were coming home. A
girl wearing a T-shirt with the English words “You Know
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That You Need Me” said, “ I am happy the United States and Cuba will be united again.”
In spite of the obvious poverty, the degradation of many of the buildings, and the garbage in the
streets, there are many remaining examples of the magnificent European architectural heritage. Palladian arches,
Corinthian capitals, art deco, art nouveau, carved wooden

balconies, and interior patios with sculptures and fountains. A young Cuban architect was assigned by the government to give us a walking tour of the renovations
already accomplished and an incredible miniature tabletop cityscape of future plans. He spoke of their
lack of proper building materials and his hope that now they will be able to obtain them from the
United States.
As foreign visitors, we were treated to some of the finest food I have ever had. At a family-run organic farm, “Finca Paraiso,” near Pinar Del Rio, I was embarrassed by the amount and the diversity of
food brought to our table. Besides the ubiquitous black beans and rice, plate after plate of fresh vegetables: carrots, cabbage, celery, cucumbers and tomatoes. Multiple dishes of grilled vegetables. A roasted
pig as delicious as any I have ever eaten. In all of the beautifully appointed restaurants in Havana—always fresh flowers everywhere—we were consistently offered a choice of well-prepared fish, lamb or
tenderloin. Flan seemed to be the first choice for dessert. Sangria and/or a rum drink with fresh fruit
juices was put in front of us whether we ordered it or not. Some form of music accompanied every
meal but breakfast.
On the eight-hour bus tour every day, we were treated to one artistic venue after another. The art
museum, the art school, dance troops and singing groups. Dressed in tight-fitting black pants and tank
tops, exposing their stunning figures, the young, dark-eyed women danced with obvious passion. My
grandson’s eyes were out on stems. On two occasions, one during the show at the Tropicana, he
hopped up and danced with one of the women. The leader of the Havana Compas, a private dance
company that has performed all over the world, said, “It is the creative spirit of the Cuban people that
has kept us alive.”
Alicia told us that the biggest celebration in Cuba is always on New Year’s Eve. The people drink rum
and make a toast of “Esperanza” for the New Year. She said that every year she has tried to have hope
for the future, while not truly believing it would come. Although she expressed concern that it will not
be easy to change the mind-set of the Cuban people—socialist programs have killed incentive for so
long—still, she believes that real change is coming. She quoted one of Raul’s first speeches after he
took over from Fidel: “Government should not control people, government should support people.”
Her real hope lies in the reestablishment of diplomatic relations with the United States and the lifting
of the restrictions on December 17. This year she celebrates the New Year with joy and conviction.
I, too, celebrate the joy of having shared an historic moment with my grandson and the Cuban people in Havana. Timing was everything for us.
May it be everything for the Cuban people in the years to come.
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