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Getting the runaround on getting into Cuba 
Getting into Cuba is never easy for a journalist. Visas 

are most readily obtained for the anniversary of the Cuban 
Revolution. As penance, journalists have to sit through one 
of Fidel Castro's marathon speeches. (A short Castro speech 
lasts four hours.) 

On occasion, visas also may be obtained after many mo 
nths of waiting, sometimes accompanied by supplications and 
even vague suggestions that the applicant's coverage may tum 
out to be sympathetic to the regime. But, for the most part, 
unless you are viewed as a friend of revolutionary Cuba, 
your chances are slim. 

My own chances appeared to be nil. 
As chairman of the Freedom of the Press Committee of 

the Inter American Press Association, I have made statements 
about press problems in Cuba. Earlier this year, for example, 
a statement of mine condemning the arrest and imprisonment 
of a group of dissidents who were charged with "telling lies 
about Cuba" to foreign journalists received an angry response 
from the government news agency, Prensa Latina. I was 
described as a "lackey of imperialism," a "spokesman of the 
CIA." In fact, I was so thoroughly reviled I felt rather honor
ed to be the subject of so much vitriolic rhetoric. 

I along with other members of the IAPA executive 
committee, was refused a visa a few years ago. Hoping to 
take advantage of what appeared to be an opening to the 
outside world by President Castro, we planned a meeting in 
Havana. Our executive director reported that the Cuban 
diplomat he called in Washington simply laughed. 

Then, out of the blue, came an opportunity to enter Cuba, 
I was asked to represent the International League for Hwnan 
Rights at a United Nations "congress on crime" to be held in 
Havana. I was assured that as a delegate to the congress, I 
automatically would be given a visa. 

I sent my application by express mail to the Cuban Inter
ests Section of the Czechoslovak Embassy in Washington and 
paid for a certified receipt. In a follow-up telephone conver
sation to the Cubans, I was told that I would have my visa 
within six to eight days. 

I called on the sixth and the eighth days. I was told that 
the visa was on its way. On the 1Oth day, I called again. 
This time, I asked when my visa had been sent. The Cuban 
diplomat said that he would check the computer. He put me 
on hold. When he returned, he said that my application had 
never been received. I told him that I had a signed receipt 
indicating that the application arrived at the Cuban mission 
on Aug. 8. 

He then confided that hundreds of visa applications had 
been received for the congress. I shouldn't worry, he said. 
My application must be among them and it would be ap
proved because all those invited by the United nations were 
automatically being given visas. In that case, I said, I would 
pick up the visa when I went to Washington on Monday. 
"No problem," he said. 

On Monday, Aug. 20, I called at what used to be the 
~uban C~nsul.ate at 2639 16th St. N.W. Like the embassy 
Itself, which IS across the street, the consulate has a dirty 
brass plate identifying it as the Cuban Interests Section of the 
Czechoslovak Embassy. It is a dingy one-story building that 
looks~ appropriately, like a guardhouse. Its interior is squalid, 
unenhvened by dreary tourism posters. 

There was a problem. My visa was ~ot ready. Instead, I 
was given a long, detailed and totally unconvincing explan
ation. My application had been addressed to the consul, 
Ramon Garcia, but Mr. Garcia had returned to Cuba. So, my 
application had lain unopened until the vice consul came back 
from vacation. Only the vice consul had authority to open 
Mr. Garcia's mail. I pointed out that I had spoken by tele
phone to at least four people, all with different voices, who 
claimed to be Mr. Garcia. Why hadn't anyone told me Mr. 
Garcia was on vacation? 

But, never mind, I said. Since the visa is being granted 
automatically to people invited by the United Nations, I 
would wait while they completed the necessary paperwork. 

It was not that simple, said the young man who attended 
me. Although visas were being granted automatically for the 
U.N. Congress, they could not be issued without approval 
from Havana. A reply from Havana could be expected any 
day because a telex message had been sent from Washington 
on Saturday. 

When I tried to establish exactly how my application had 
been overlooked and why, I was given a repeat of the spiel 
about the consul's vacation, and my overlooked application. 
The young man repeated the story four ties, and appeared 
ready to launch into it yet again if I asked any other ques
tion. Throughout our conversation, he wore a smile that said: 
"I know that you know that I am not telling the truth, but 
what can you do about it?" 

After daily telephone calls, I returned on Thursday to that 
squat little building on 16th Street and tried to see the young 
man's superior, the vice consul. But the young man saw me 
sitting outside the vice consul's office and angrily ordered me 
back to the grubby waiting room. A few minutes later, the 
young man appeared again and asked me to accompany him. 
He ushered me into the office of none other than the absent 
Mr. Garcia. A portrait of Fidel Castro looked down on us. 
After we sat down, he repeated his spiel, with one tiny addi
tion. He now believed that it was because of the rainy 
weather, which affected the teletype machine, that approval 
for my visa still had not been received. 

He showed me the ledge on which my application had 
rested while Mr. Garcia was away until the vice consul 
returned from his vacation. He showed me two small stacks 
of what appeared to be approved visa applications and ex
plained at length how hard he had to work because the 
consulate had no computer. I did not tell him that one of 
the Mr. Garcias I had spoken to had claimed that he had 
consulted a computer in searching for my application. He 
would have told me his story all over again, with that trium
phant smile of blatant insincerity on his face. 

I told him that the United Nations secretariat for the con
gress had told me that I should fly to Havana, where a visa 
would be issued to me at the airport. He warned me not to 
do so. I would be sent back immediately and I would have 
wasted money on the fare. 

He shrugged his shoulders and smiled his smile. I thanked 
him -- to avoid a further repeat of his story -- and left. 

If yo1:1 are· reading this, I did, thanks to the United Nations 
and the agreement that the Cuban government signed promis
ing not to exclude invited delegates, get my visa at the Jose 
Marti airport in Havana. 

I wonder if it will be stamped "persona non grata." 



Havana welcome. 
can be unsettling 

You book in at 4 a.m. for the early 
morning flight from Miami to Ha
vana by joining a line that snakes in 
a loop around the back of a long 
Eastern Airlines counter. You pay 
cash, $125 dollars each way, and fill 
out a card for the U.S. Treasury De
partment to explain why you are go
ing to Cuba. 

My visit had a dual purpose. I was 
a member of a five-member delega
tion from the International League 
of Human Rights invited by the 
United Nations to participate in its 
eighth congress on crime to be held 
in the Palacio de Convenciones in 
Havana, but I also intended to report 
as a journalist on my findings. 

When my bags had been checked 
and two forms filled out, I walked 
toward the gate. It was about 5.30 
a.m. by the time I cleared security 
and went to the flight lounge. 

The waiting area presented an ee
rie sight. In the cavernous space of 
the airport, several hundred elderly 
people sat rigidly. Their expressions 
were strained. It was clear by their 
clothes, most particularly their 
s~raw hats, and the motley collec
bo~ _pf pe~nal belongings stowed 
in plastic bags anif straw baskets, 
that they were Cubans. 

Usually, when Latin Americans 
gather, there is animation - peals 
of laughter, chatter and gossip 
among friends and a lively commo
tion, with purchases being compared 
and stories swapped. 

This group could have been in a 
church or in a courtroom. Then it 
struck me. There was fear in the air. 
Their demeanor reminded me of 
people visiting a prison or re
sponding to a summons to a police 
station. 

The silent, obedient people, their 
taut faces dramatically etched in 
the harsh lights of the flight 
lounge, were Cubans returning 
after visiting relatives in Miami. 

The Cuban government allows 
women over the age of 50 and men 
over the age of 55 to apply for an 
exit visa to visit relatives abroad. 
They are allowed only seven days 
with friends, which on rare occa
sions may be extended to 14 on "hu
manitarian grounds." By paying 
$180- an enormous sum for a Cu
ban - the equivalent, at the true 
(black market) rate of about $1,500 

- and petitioning the Cuban gov
ernment, a stay in the United 
States may be extended to 20 days. 

The palpable tension in the air 
was explained. These people were 
going back into a kind of prison. So, 
too, was a journalist colleague 
whom I had met for the first time 
the previous night. 

He told me that he was returning 
to Cuba exactly 11 years and 11 
months since his departure from 
the land of his birth. He left Cuba · 
from a jail cell, freed under an 
agreement between the govern
ment of Fidel Castro and the 
Carter administration. 

Pablo Alonso, now a reporter for 
El Nuevo Herald, the Spanish lan
guage edition of the Miami Herald 
had, like myself, received an in~ 
vitation to the crime congress 
from the United Nations. 

Also like myself, he had not been 
given a visa by the Cuban authori
ties, but he had a valid Cuban pass
port, given to him earlier in the 
year by the Cuban Interests Sec
tion in Washington when it was be
lieved that Pope John Paul II 
would visit Cuba. 

Alonso, who is close to the Ro
man Catholic Church and whose 
imprisonment in Cuba stemmed 
from his activities with church 
groups, was armed with a letter of 
invitation from the U.N. Informa
tion Officer. He planned to cover 
the congress, visit his mother who 

_ liv~~ seve_!al hundred miles 'from 
Havana, andtbe-ii return to Miami . . 

I was joined at the gate by Diane 
Orentlicher, a law professor who, 
with two independent Cuban law
yers and a prominent member of 
the Cuban Commission for Human 
Right~ and National Reconcili
ation, all residents of Cuba, were 
to complete the delegation of the 
New York-based International 
League. The league is the world's 
oldest human rights organization, 

_ ~!lonpolitical, voluntary associ
ation whichCan trace its foun-da
tion back to the days of the French 
Revolution. 

Ms. Orentlicher and I, like Alon
so, had been unable to receive our 
visas from the Cuban Interests 
Section in Washington because of 

endless prevarication and an atti
tude that appeared to be a mixture 
of normal bureaucratic bungling 
and purposeful obstruction. 

We believed that we would be 
able toenter Cub~, once we were 

. at the Jos~ Marti International 
Airport in Havana, because of the 
Cuban government's promise that 
it would not deny anyone entry 
who had received an invitation 
from the United Nations. Although 
I had been warned at the Cuban 
Interests Section that should I fly 
to Hav~na without a visa I would 
be sent back on the same plane, I 
had also been assured by the U.N. 
staff that a visa would be awaiting 
me in Havana. 

The flight was -uneventfu(a 40-
minute journey on a packed Jumbo 
jet chartered by one of the air 
brokerage firms that flies to Cuba. 

On the tarmac, VIPs for the U.N. 
congress were whisked away to a 
cool lounge, given iced fruit juice 
and sweet, dense black Cuban cof
fee. The oldsters had to endure 
having their luggage taken apart 
by bullying customs officers in 
military uniform. 

One by one, the other delegates 
to the congress were smoothly re
united with their luggage and us
hered on their way to their hotels. 

Ms. Orentlicher, Alonso and I 
waited, sitting on leatherette 
couches among the potted palms. 

To begin with, a series of young 
women tripped out to see us offer
ing more coffee, fruit jui~e and 
apologies for the delay. The prob
lem, they said, was that our papers 
were not in order. When I proved 
that Ms. Orentlicher and I had 
complied with every requirement 
from the mo·ment we first applied 
for vi~as, an official appeared who 
_questioned the validity of the 
U.N.'s letter of invitation. We pro
duced copies of telegrams of wel
come from the executive secretary 
of the congress. 

The official retreated into some 
inner sanctum. One of the young 
women from the foreign miniStry 
reappeared, this time to assure us 
that we would be issued visas but 
that the minister of justice w'ould 
have to sign them. ~nfortunately, 



This towering monument to Cuba's national hero, Jose Marti sits in Revolution Square in Havana. 
The square is dominated, however, by the likeness of Argentine revolutionary Ernesto "Che" 
Guevara. Guevara was killed 23 years ago leading a band of guerillas in Bolivia when Cuba was 
trying to export its revolution to the rest of Latin America. 

his car had broken down, so a car 
would have to be sent to bring him 
to the airport. . 

Three hours after arrival at the 
airport, Ms. Orentlicher and I were 
given two pink slips of paper to put 
in our passports. Alonso's paper
work, we were told, was more 
complicated and would require a 
little more time to sort out. I re
plied that I was prepared to wait 
with him until he was given his 
visa. I" was assured that he would 
receive his visa, and Alonso him
self seemed to believe that he 
would soon follow us to Havana. 

Later, when I discovered that he 
had not registered for the con
gress, a U.N. official and I reached 

him by telephone at his Miami of
fice. He told me that, as soon as we 
left, a colonel from the interior 
ministry had told him that because 
he was a Cuban journalist living 
abroad, he was not entitled, under 
the agreement between the United 
Nations and the Cuban govern
ment, to cover the congress. He 
was returned to Miami on the 
same plane, which had been held at 
the airport. 

Because all the other delegates 
had left by the time we were 
cleared, Ms. Orentlicher and I 
were given a free ride in a taxi to 
the center of Havana. The road 
from the airport to the city center 
passes through Revolution Square, 

with its huge portrait of Che 
Guevara. Most of the government 
buildings, and other monuments to 
socialism, were on our route and 
the driver gave us a propagandis
tic running commentary on them 
as we sped by. 

It wasn't until several days 
later, when I was looking through 
the brochures left in my hotel 
room, that I realized that the slo
gan of the government tourist of
fice, "Welcome! We knew you were 
coming to Havana" contained a hid
den message for me. I realized as 
the days wore on, that what it said 
was: "We (the state security appara
tus) knew you were coming to Ha
vana and we are watching you." 



When an old friend who spent 
years in the Soviet Union and the 
satellite countries as a foreign cor
respondent returned from his first 
visit to Cuba, he said life under Fidel 
Castro was almost the same as in 
the Communist Bloc nations in Eu
rope. 

"The only difference is that the 
people are nicer and the sun shines," 
he said. 

I think there is another difference. 
In Cuba, you never can be sure 
where the activities of the secret po
lice begin because you never can 
know where natural tropical ineffi
ciency and idiosyncrasy end. It is 
never clear whether the notoriously 
inadequate telephone system is mal
functioning as usual or whether 
state security agents are blocking 
calls. Certain people are kept in
communicado until the secret police 
decide that they want to listen in. 
Then your call goes through and you 
can _almost hear the breathing of 
the listeners. 

I had encountered this problem of 
not knowing what .was purposeful 
obstruction and what was normal 
bungling when I applied for a visa. 
And so it was during the first days in 
Havana. 

After barely getting into Cuba to 
represent the International League 
for Human Rights at the U.N. crime 
congress in Havana, law professor 
Diane Orentlicher and I were not at 

first sure of our ~ceptlon. 
Was the Cuban government trying 

to make our work more difficult by 
assigning us to different hotels? One 
of the characteristics of socialist 
tourism is that you don't get to 
choose a hotel. Was il -merely ineffi
ciency when, at Ms. Orentlicher's 
hotel, it was claimed that she was 
not listed as a guest and, moreover, 
that there were no more rooms 
available? Was it purposeful, or 
chance, that the seedy hotel where 
we secured rooms about five hours 
after .trriving at the airport, was in
fested with cockroaches and had 
bathrooms without baths and, at 
night, without water? 

To add to the atmosphere, joyless 
Cuban music reverberated through 
the night from the swimming pool on 
the sixth floor. Part of the entertain
ment early one morning was a noisy 
fight between rival musicians. Were 
the telephone numbers I had for O!!~. 
Thoan colleagues, who were to join 
us as part of the human rights 
league delegation, truly impossible 
to secure, or were our colleagues be
ing kept incommunicado? The ho
tel's telephone operator explained 
that when she dial~d she couldn't get 
the 2s and the 4s in the number to 
register. 

That night, as dusk fell over Ha
vana, with many of its residents re
turning to ruined old buildings or to 
join their families crowded into 

Cuba: East Bloc 
with sunshine 

,_ 
what were once stately single
family hoines, we went to the house 

- of the Sanchez family to arrange to 
meet the Cuban members of our 
delegation. They were the distin
guished lawyers Jorge Bacallao and 
Antonio Varona Batlle, and a 
prominent member of t~e Cuban 
Comm!.ssion for Huma~ Rights _'!nd 
Natiomil Reconciliation, Yndamiro 
Restano, who was also vice presi
dent of the Association of Indepen
dent Journalists in the early '80s 
when it appeared that the Castro re
gime might allow a few journalists 
to be somewhat independent. 

Gerardo Sanchez and his sister, 
the wife of Restano, are keeping the 
human rights organization going, 
operating out of the garage of their 
shared home while their brother, 
Elizardo, an eminent university pro
fessor, is in prison. He was sen
tenced to two years in jail "for 
disseminating false news against in
ternational peace" last November. 
In simple words, Sanchez's crime 
was that he spoke on the record to a 
group of American reporters and 
commented on the trial and execu
tion in July 1989 of four Cuban mili
tary officers, including a highly 
decorated and popular army officer, 
Gen. Arnaldo Ochoa. Sanchez said 
that Ochoa gave the impression that 
he had been drugged when he was 
pictured on television during what 
has been described as a "show trial." 

At the Sanchez home, we ar
ranged to join our delegates to at
tend the U.N. congress on crime at 
7.30 a.m. the next day at our hotel. 
But when we were aboard the bus 
taking delegates to the congress, our 
colleagues were ordered off because 
they were Cubans. They could not 
travel with the foreign delegates, we 
were told. We hired two taxis and 
drove with them to the congress cen
ter., 

I managed to escort Bacallao into 
the congress hall, despite attempts 
~ _ Cu~an sec!lrity guards to stop 
him. I had arranged for him to be , 
given his credential to attend the 

~on_gr~~ ~l!._en the _otb~r two Cuban 
delegates arrived with Ms. Orent
licher. They were denied entry to the 
congress by the now _reinforced 
guards. While U.N. officials argued 
that they should be allowed to enter, 
Ms. Orentlicher and I were asked by 
another U.N. representative to get 
our credentials and then come back 
to escort the Cubans into the con
gress hall. 

I feared that our delegates would 
be spirited away, but was assured by 
the guards and the U.N. officials 
that this would not happen. But our 
delegates were abducted during the 
two minutes our backs were turned. 
The guards who carried out the ab
duction also had vanished. 

The new security agents said that 
they had seen nothing. 

Hours later, when the telephone 
line to the Sanchez house was mirac
ulously restored, I managed to as
certain that our three Cuban 
colleagues had been forced into a 
car and driven to a dining hall about 
three quarters of a mile from the 
congress center. There, they were 
held for an hour and finally told that 
the Cuban government did not in
tend to allow them to attend the con-
gress. . 

The next 10 days were spent 
fighting to get these three experts on 
the Cuban situation into the con
gress, which was supposed to be con
cerned with fashioning and 
approving international legal in
struments to fight crime, .protect in
dividual rights, establish the 
independence of the judiciary and of 
lawyers. While the U.N. officials ap
peared disturbed by what had hap
pened and described the abduction 
as "a serious incident" and insisted 
that the matter was being handled 
"at the highest possible level," the 
affair demonstrated once again that 
while the United Nations has a 
charter that commits it to the high
est principles, it lacks the power -
perhaps even the will - to see that 
they are ~espected. 



A knock on the door, 
a voice in the night 

The knock on my hotel room door 
came at precisely 3 o'clock in the 
morning of my sixth day in Havana. 

I was awake, because I had been 
trying to plan a strategy to over
come Cuban resistance to the par
ticipation of three Cuban experts in 
the United Nations crime congress 
in Havana. 

I heard a series of sharp knocks on 
the door of my room, 1516 at the 
Hotel Capri. 

"Who is it?" 1 asked. 
"Room service. A gentleman in

vites you to a Cuba Libre." A Cuba 
Libre is a drink made with rum and 
cola, which originally celebrated the 
"freein(' of Cuba by Fidel Castro. 
Today many Cubans call the drink 

"La Mentirita," "The Little Lie." 
It had been a hard day and I 

~adn't had much sleep since arriving 
m Havana. I had been fighting ex
hausting battles with both the U.N. 
and Cuban bureaucracy to change 
hotels and get our delegates into the 
congress, so I wasn't polite. 

"Go away," I shouted. "I don't 
want a Cuba Libre. I want to sleep." 

(A basic r~le I lear~ed from living 
under a series of dictatorships in 
Latin America is never to open the 
door to anyone in the early hours of 
the morning.) 

. I thought that would be the last 
. disturbance, and that it was typi
cally Cuban. in that I would never 
know whether the invitation to drink 
a Cuba Libre was a warning from 
state security or merely the result of 
a mistaken room number when 
room servce took the order. 

I decided that I could probably 
sleep now, undisturbed until dawn. 

But I had opened the curtains of 
my room, and I realized that every 
few minutes a dazzling light was 
flashing into the room. I closed the 
curtams and tried to sleep.- -

At precisely 3:30 a.m., there came 
anotherv knock, which swiftly be
came a pounding on the door. The 
same voice shouted loudly: "Take 
your drink. A gentleman has invited 
you to drink a Cuba Libre." 

I shouted back: "Go away. I want 
to sleep." 

It sounded as if the man had left. 
But this time I didn't try to sleep. 

I got busy on the house telephone. By 
telephoning number after number, 
for room service, the front desk and 
for the hotel operator; I managed to 
establish the name of the man who 
h~d come to my room. I must have 

~ade 15 to 20 calls, checking each 
hme on scraps of information given 
me by different members of the ho
tel staff. I jotted down the contradic
tions. The night manager remained 

_unavailable - "patrolling the ho
ler,~1he telephone operator told me, 
although I later learned that he was 
asleep in one of the rooms. 

When dawn came, I opened the 
door thinking that I might as well 
drink the Cuba Libre, but there was 
nothing there. 
- A meeting with the manager' and 

the night manager at 8 a.m. estab
lished what I had suspected. All I 
was going to get by way of explana
tion or reassurance was lies and 
evasion, but I had picked up enough 
information from members of the 
staff to know that only state security 
agents could have been responsible 
for the early morning calls at my 
room. 

At 3 the next morning, I had just 
fallen as!eep when I was awakened 
by a knock at the door. A courteous 
voice informed me that he was from 
room service and that he had been 
instructed to bring me a Cuba Libre. 

I answered politely that I didn't 
want a drink at that time of the 
morning and that I would prefer to 
sleep. 

He left. 
I made another round of telephone 

calls and discovered the same kind 
of contradictions as I had the pre
vious night. One staff member told 
me that the hotel had no security 
personnel. Another said that there 
were three security men on duty. I 
eventually spoke to all three and 
each had a different explanation 
why someone should wish to send me 
a rum and cola at 3 a.m. Finally, 
after over an hour's delay, I located 
the night manager. His story this 
time was that nobody from room 
service had knocked at my door and 
therefore this incident was not the 
responsibility of the hotel. He sug
gested that a friend of mine was 

. playing a joke on me. He assured me 
. that he had taken pi,"ecautions to en
sure that no one could order room 
service to send a drink to someone 
else's room. 

I waited until 7 a.m. and asked 
room service to send a Cuba Libre 
to the room where I knew the night 
manager was sleeping. 

When I saw him, with the man
ager, at about 8.30 a.m., he was very 
angry. He said he had been woken up 
when the drink was delivered to his 

room. I explained that I sent It to 
prove how easy it was to have a 
Cub~ Libre served by room service, 
despite the precautions he said he 
h~d taken. 

I asked the two- man-agers what 
guarantees they could give me that 
I would not be disturbed again. I said 
that I was now concerned about my 
safety .. My colleague, lawyer Diane 
Orenthcher, ha«!__returned to New 
York the previous evening. I asked 
to speak to a higher authority in the 
~tate entity that controls all hotels 
m Cub;:1. 

The ~anag~r, apparently with 
some sahsfactwn, insisted that the 
!w~el was not responsible for any
thmg that might happen to me. 
There was nothing more to be said 
then? He nodded and turned away. ' 

_It was Saturday morning and Ire
alized for the first time that I had 
nowhere to go. The congress was in 
recess. I had no idea where mem
bers of the U.N. secretariat could be 
reached. I thought, for a moment of 
going to :m embassy. Then I reali~ed 
that I was in the same situation as 
any ordinary Cuban citizen. The em
bassies were all heavily guarded 
following the recent spate of at~ 
t~mpts by Cubans to escape the re
gime by seeking political asylum . 

I could think of nothing better to 
do, ~bile n:tY momentary feelings of 
pamc subsided, than join one of the 
tours organized by INTUR the state 
tourist agency. ' 

It was eye-opening because it al
lowed me to see how easily foreign
ers, who want to enjoy themselves in 
their hours away from the congress 
swallew the big lie. ' 

I was fortunate in that the tour 
was . to the Finca Vigia, Ernest 
Hemmgway's home for 20 years and 
now maintained as a museum. The 
house remains as if the writer and 
his. wife h~d left it only yesterday, 
an tmpresswn purposely maintained 
by a pile of unopened letters left on 
his bed that arrived at the house 
after Hemingway left Cuba in 1960 . 

, It kept .my mind from dwelling on 
what might be awaiting me in room 
1516. 

That night, however, I resolved 
the problem by threatening to de
nounce th~ hotel'~ I_ack of security to 
the Intenor Mmistry (which, of 
course, runs the secret police who 
were causing the trouble). The man
ager, ~hose attitude had changed 
100 percent since the morning, said 
that he would sleep outside my room 



to see that I was not disturbed.. Sat
urday night I slept soundly,_but at 3 
o'clock on Monday mormng, my 
phone rang. I couldn't keep the 
laughter out of my voice when l an- . 

swered the call. 
"Oh, so you're awake," said an 

educated voice. "We're sending you 
your third Cuba Libre." But nothing 
further happened that night. 

I wrote a report on the 3 a.m. 
Cuba Libres for U.N. security and 
received no calls in the early hours 
of Tuesday. · 

On Wednesday at 2:29 a.m. I was 
called on the phone by a woman who 
said her name was Sandra and that 
I should come down to meet a friend. 

I told her to leave her name, ad
dress and telephone at the front desk 
and I would call her in the morning. 
I gathered from other male dele
gates, who had received similar 
calls from ladies of the night, that 
Sandra was probably not working 
for state security, but it did seem 
odd. She didn't leave her card. 

I gave a detailed report of all my 
early morning callers to the U.N. 
secretariat because I suspected that 
the secret police were trying to fab
ricate charges against Cuban human 
rights activists - alleging, perhaps, 
that they were conspiring with me to 
disrupt the U.N. crime congress -
in order to arrest. them. 

A member of the party on the 
minibus tour to the Finca Vigia and 
Cojimar, who was not enamored of 
the Cuban revolution as were some 
of the others, said how much the 
drive reminded him of Hemingway's 
classic short story about fascist 
Italy, "Che Ti Dice La Patria?" 

I looked up the ironic last lines of 
the story when. I was back in 
Charleston: 

"The whole trip had taken only ten 
days. Naturally in such a short time, 
we had no opportunity to see how 
things were with the country or the 
people." 

Two Cuban soldiers watch passersby on a Havana Street. 

The Karl Marx Theater In Havana. 



Castro shows tourist~ everything 
but real Cuba 

Even an ordinary tourist headed 
for a beach holiday or intent on ex
ploring the decaying beauty of old 
Havana should soon recognize the 
totalitarianism that grips Cuba. 

There are state security agents as 
well as two types of uniformed po
lice (ordinary and tourist) at every 
hotel in the city where foreigners 
stay. Billboards, some. with ~eon 
signs that light up at mght, bristle 
with political exhortat~ons at. r?ad 
junctions all over the city. Pohbc~l 
propaganda spills i~to souve~Ir 
shops and warning notices - calling 
upon Cubans to den.ounc,~ u~
revolutionary behaviOr, anti
social" attitudes and other "crimes 
against the stat~" - are post~d in 
apartment buildmgs and vromment 
places in neighborhoods. Tacked to 
trees and garden gates in residential 
neighborhoods where party loyalists 
live are blood-red posters, with an 
idealized drawing of Fidel Castro in 
combat garb with automatic rifle in 
hand, warning Cubans to be con
stantly prepared to repel a U.S. in
vasion. 

··-Th-e -pretty- tourist guides and 
young, recently trained maitre d's in 
hotel restaurants are indoctrinated 
to the point of absurdity. One maitre 
d' told me that every family in Cuba 
had a refrigerator, a blender, an 
electric fan, a radio and a cassette 
recorder - something so patently 
untrue that it could be disproved by 
walking half a block from the four
star hotel where he works. A 20-
year-old tour guide claimed that the 
government was solving the housing 
shortage by giving plots of land and 
materials so that homeless people 
could build their own houses. They 
just had to sign up to work at an 
agricultural colony that was on the 
route her tour bus took to see where 
Hemingway's "The Old Man and the 
Sea" was filmed. 

Some foreign visitors, eager to 
discover a socialist system tnat 
works, appear to believe everything 
they are told. But, as I watched tour
ists walk unseeingly- past lines of 
sad-eyed Cubans waiting their turn 
to enter a restaurant for a frugal 
meal, I realized that most tourists 
chose not to see anything that would 
spoil their vacations. It would be im
possible, however, for any visitor to 
Cuba not to be made aware of the 
form of apartheid that the regime 
has imposed upon Cuba. Should they 
invite a chance acquaintance to join 

them in a meal at a hotel, they will 
learn that a Cuban who accepts such 
an invitation risks a jail sentence for 
bei~ friendly with a ~oreign~ 

Tourism, however, offers Fidel 
Castro a last chance to staye off eco
nomic collapse when the Soviet 
Union ceases, beginning in January 
1991, to subsidize Cuba through .an 
exchange of cheap oil for expensive 
sugar, to the tune of up to $5 billion 
a year. The government has be.en 
forced to run the risk of undermm
ing one of the world's last re~aining 
Marxist-Leninist dictatorships by 
letting foreigners get a firsthand 
view of tropical socialism and al
lowing them to pay with credit 
cards. Only American Expres~ (pre
sumably because it is so. obvwusl.Y 
American), among maJor credit 
cards is not accepted. 

Judging by the construct.ion goi~g 
on, the government is po~rmg all Its 
resources into refurbtshmg old ho
tels and building new ones. It is de
veloping restricted resort areas -
tourist ghettos, as they were 
scathingly described to me by one 
Cuban who recalled that the 1959 
revolution was powered in part by 
the decadence of Havana, which, un
der the right-wing dictator Fulgen
cio Batista, had become an 
American playground with broth~ls, 
spectacular sex shows and gambling 
casinos. 

The tourists, now flooding in from 
Europe and Latin Ame~ica, are 
forcing unwilling concessiOns from 
the Castro regime. U.S. news mag
azines The Wall Street Journal, the 
Intern~tional Herald Tribune and 
The Economist are a,vailable - al
though for tourists only - in major 
hotels. They are locked in display 
cabinets, in the "dollar shops," as if 
they are dangerous even to touch. 

Against all odds, the regime is do
ing everything within its po~er. to 
prevent the tourists from mmghng 
with ordinary Cubans. The state se
curity agents are not at their posts, 
lounging day and night. on th~ .hotel 
steps, to spy on foreign VISitors. 
Their job is to keep Cubans away. 

All the major hotels, better res
taurants and tourist stores accept 
only hard currency - the dollar, 
plus 17 other hard currencies (all df 
them issued by Western democra
cies) - or funny money issued by 
INTUR the state tourist organiza
tion in' dominations equivalent to 
the dollar. In all, there are six dif
ferent currencies in circulation, in
cluding a special monetary unit for 

tourists from the Soviet Union and 
. Eastern Europe. 

Ordinary Cubans are allowed to 
use only the Cuban peso. This keeps 
the people out of hotels and restau
rants that have plenty of food and 
drink and relegates them to the res
taurants that have meaningless 
menus and lists of unavailable 
drinks. The system also keeps the 
dollar stores fully stocked to satisfy 
the appetites of government offi
cials, privileged party members and 
their friends, diplomats and tourists. 

One evening, I walked with a 
friend in search of a beer. We 
walked into an expensive but non
tourist restaurant not far from the 
Havana Libre (formerly a Hilton ho
tel) and asked if we could have a 
table just to drink a glass of beer. 
The maitre d' rocked with sarcastic 
laughter. "Just for a beer?" he said. 
"We haven't had beer in weeksf" 

A foreign resident, who is a 
scholar of revolutionary Cuba, ques
tioned me about the motives of the 
International League for Human 
Rights that I had come to represent 
at the U.N. congress on crime. He 
comes from a country that produces 
good wines and is known for its good 
food. "What about the human rights 
of Cubans in restaurants?" he asked. 
And he had a point. Before I was 
precipitated into the world of the 
Stalinist state security apparatus, 
with its mind-control methods, its 
use of psychological torture and the 
dissemination of fear and the big lie, 
I thought that the way the Cuban 
state treats its own people, grinding 
down the individual every day, was 
sufficent an indictment of the Castro 
regime. 

But it was the human rights of 
brave individuals sentenced to long 
prison terms for speaking their 
minds to foreign journalists, of peo
ple jailed for a year for using a cam
era without a license (that's an 
"economic crime" in Castro's Cuba), 
of lawyers deprived of their right to 
exercise their profession and kept 
under constant surveillance, that I 
had come to defend. 

So for 12 days in Havana, I found 
myself living as these brave Cubans 
live, watched constantly and fol
lowed everywhere I went - with, of 
course, the shameful difference that 
I could eat excellent Cuban food and 
drink Cuban rum (although I kept off 
Cuba Libres) and Cuban beer, too, if 
I ~ancied it - and that I had a return 
ticket from Havana to Miami. 



Stores reveal divided society 
In a supermarket three blocks 

from the Hotel Capri, in the heart of 
downtown Havana, Russian vodka 
(Moskovskaya brand) and Albanian 
brandy, described on the label as 
"Konjak," were in plentiful supply. 
The liquor was in a large glass 
cubicle at the entrance to the store. 

On the first row of shelves in the 
su~rmarket was a huge quantity of 
~v1et soap. I was given a bar of this 
~oap by a friend that I made in Cuba. 
'He said that it said a lot about life in 
·cuba today. ~e thought my dog 
might like it. 

Unfortunately, when a customs 
official in military uniform, who 
,s~ernly told me, "Don't call me 
~mandar,tte," went through all my 
possessions when I left Havana tak
ing all my papers away for an hour
l90k, scrutiny, the bar of soap was 
seized. So I cannot provide a 
photograph of the soap; I can only 
describe it. 

It appeared to have been fa
shioned from congealed grease and 
melted candle wax. It had a coarse 
texture, seemed to have traces of 
animal hide in it and had an un-
pleasant smell. It did not have the 
crisp, sanitary smell of carbolic 
soap. I was never able to test the 
washing capabilities of the soap, but 
I imagine that it was used by the 
hotel laundry to wash a few items 
before I got wise and washed my 
own clothes using the small bars of 
somewhat superior toilet soap that 
were provided by the hotel. 
. As I was trying to take photo

graphs without being detected, I was 
unable to write down all the items in 
the store, but I would estimate that 
there were no more than about 20 
items for sale, and none of them sta
ple foods. There was no sign of rice, 
bread, milk, other dairy products, 
eggs, pasta, fish or cooking oil. I also 
saw none of the items that are 
rationed, like chicken (one pound per 
person every nine days), beef (nine 
ounc~s every 27 days), beans (10 
ounces a month). 

Available were such strange food 
products as a bottled substance de
scribed as "salsa de langosta" (lob
ster sauce). It appeared to be the 
water in which lobsters had been 
cooked, with the addition of some 
herbs and stices. Row ·upon row of 
shelves were filled with bottles of 
the stuff. Only one standard food 
item was plentiful. That was sugar, 
packaged in brown paper bags. The 
shelves on about half the aisles in 
the store were totally bare. 

It was by chance that I discovered 
the other world, of plenty, in Ha
vana. I needed film for my camera 

and the hotel store (dollars only) did 
not open untillO a.m. My taxi driver 
suggested that we drive to the "dip
lotienda" (diplo[mat)store) where, he 

, said, I could get "anything." But the 
"diplotienda," housed in a com
pound, rather like a commissary 
store on a military base in the Unit
ed States, along with the "diplo
farmacia" (diplo[mat}pharmacy), a 
snack bar and a restaurant were not 
scheduled to open for another half 
hour. 

Instead, we drove to a nearby 
~our-star hotel where, in a hotel shop 
well-stocked with luxury goods from 
all over the world - including, 
strangely, a stuffed raccoon - I 
purchased film. I wanted to take 
some Cuban coffee back with me, so 
my driver suggested we go to the 
diplomercado (diplo[mat]market), 
yet another of the hard currency 
shops that are open only to the party 
bosses, privileged Cubans, diplo
mats and tourists. Payments must 
be in dollars, hard currency or by 
credit card - all prohibited to ordi
nary Cubans, who can be jailed for 
having a single dollar bill in their 
possession. It was there that I saw 
the contrast between the "haves" of 
Cuba and the "have nots" who rely 
on normal stores. 

I captured a few of the vistas of 
plenty on film. Only one luxury ap
peared to be lacking. The store was 
mome 1tarily out of caviar. 

Ordinary Cubans dream of food. 
Many of them asked me again and 
again about the buffet in the conven
tion center and I was coaxed into 
telling them all the different na
tional dishes that were available, 
which ordinary Cubans never see 
anymore. 

Cuban delicacies are simply not 
available to most Cubans. Friends I 
made during my short visit told me 
that they dream of feasts of lobster. 
That I realized when I unwisely in
vited a Cuban journalist, somewhat 
of a dissident but with fairly good 
relations with members of the gov
ernment, to have dinner with me in 
my hotel (in a rather dingy restau
rant on the fourth floor with poorly 
cooked food). He proceeded to order 
all the most expensive items on the 
menu, not out of the ordinary by in
ternational standards but a feast for 
the ordinary Cuban. He began by or
dering a shrimp cocktail, going on to 
lobster, which he ordered covered 
with cheese, and ended with ice 
cream, a Cuban demitasse and 
seven-year-old rum. To compensate, 
I ordered the cheapest items on the 
menu, but the bill still came to al
most $60. Although I spent many 
hours in Cuban homes, I was only 

once invited to stay for a meal -
though warned it was "fideos 
solamente" (only pasta). Naturally I 
declined. I was aware by then that 
for Cubans without any privileges, 
finding food is a daily struggle. 

I asked one of my friends how his 
family managed to put food on the 
table. "Bv foraging," he said. "The 
word spreads that a certain store 
has eggs, or that sweet potatoes 
have arrived somewhere else, so 
someone is sent to each place and 
what has been foraged is sh~red 
among several families who are 
friends." 

The cruelty of the regime can be 
seen in the streets of Havana, where 
the Cuban people trudge to and from 
work because of lack of public 
transport (and that applies, also, to 
army officers, who keep normal of
fice hours and live at home), where 
young people wait patiently to buy 
an ice cream at the famous Copelia 
cafe in the park across from the Ha
vana Libre hotel, or join long lines 
to buy a slice of pizza. 

Meanwhile, foreigners are whizz
ed around in tourist-only taxis, 
mostly Soviet Ladas (based on a 20-
year-old Fiat design) and- a recent 
response to the tourism drive - air
conditioned Mercedes. 

Cuba's leaders are discreet, and 
their consumption of luxury is not 
conspicuous, but I was taken one 
night by two journalists I took to be 
spies to a restaurant called La Tor
re, which is at the top of a towering 
building that faces my hotel room. It 
was there where the leaders of the 
revolution ate. I was told that it was 
the best restaurant in Havana, but it 
was reserved for government people 
and their guests. Payment was in a 
special currency. I also happened to 
know that it was where the state se
curity agents liked to entertain. 

The decor was Stalinist. That and 
the atmosphere made me feel sick. I 
made an excuse and left. Going 
down in the elevator alone, I chatted 
with the attendant, a stout man in a 
dirty yellow polyester suit who was 
trying to look cheerful. He told me 
that it took him two hours to get to 
work that day and that public 
transport was getting worse. 

Cubans don't talk to foreigners in 
public. One episode involving- a 
friend will serve to demonstrate the 
degree to which the people of Cuba 
are in the grip of state-orchestrated 
fear. 

I have changed t~Je name and the 
hotel to protect a b :llboy who struck 
up an acquaintan<:e with one of the 

delegates to the U.N. congress. Go-



ing down in the elevator one day, 
which was packed with other 
English-speaking tourists, my friend 
was amused when the bellboy, I'll 
call him Alberto, suddenly an
nounced in clear, well-practiced 
English: 

"I know that some of you think 
that we're not supposed to accept 
tips. I must tell you that we do ac
cept tips." Then he tapped his mouth 
with his hand and added: "With tips 
we eat. Without tips, we don't eat." 

The elevator operator, a young 
man who was learning English and 
had in his hand a list of irregular 
verbs that he was memorizing, 
laughed, as did the tourists. 

Later, Alberto followed my friend 
into the elevator and operated it so 
that they could be alone. They chat
ted and my friend asked Alberto if 
he'd like to have coffee with him. 

"Not in hotel. You mad?" said Al
berto: 

But the following day, when my 
friend was waiting fo~ a taxi several 
blocks from his hotel, Alberto ap-· 
peared. 

1 
· 

"Cafe no, beer si," said Alberto. 
The two of them went to another 

tourist hotel and drank two beers 
each. Whenever the cOnversation 
touched a social or vaguely political 
topic, Alberto was grip~d by fear, 
said my friend. Before they parted, 
Alberto asked my friend to write to 
him, but added, "not from the United 
States. You send the letter via Eu
rope, or Mexico, maybe?" 

The next day Alberto again fol
lowed ·my friend into the elevator 
and this time, with an air of secrecy, 
followed him to his room. There he 
asked my friend to meet him at 6 
p.m. outside a nearby cinema. 

My friend agreed and went to the 
assignment wondering what he 
would say or do if Alberto. asked him 
to smuggle him out of Cuba. The 
young man had been so frightened 
and tense that my- friend assumed 
that he was in trouble with the police 
and wanted to run away. 

When they met, Alberto suggested 
they go for a walk. In a deserted side 
street the bellboy prodJl~ed a dollar 
bill and asked my frien'H to buy him 
a bottle of shampoo from the hotel 
dollar shop. 

Supermarkets In Cuba are a study In contrasts. Above, a •dlplomercado• 
Is well-stocked with both necessities and luxuries for tourists and Commu
nist Party members who have dollars. Below, a supermarket frequented 
by ordinary Cuba~s has mainly bare shelves to display. 



Palatial embassy 
symbol of decline 

In Havana, a huge symbol looms 
above Quiuta Avenida, once the ave
nue of Cuba's aristocrats, but few 
seem to note its significance. 

The building is the Soviet Em
bassy, and it is as if the Soviet archi
tects wished to plant a stake on the 
island that would say, for all time, 
"This is ours." 

I became fascinated with the 
building, which I passed each day as 
I traveled from my hotel to the "pal
ace of conventions" (palaces are sur
prisingly popular in socialist Cuba), 
the site of the U.N. crime congress. 

I saw it from different angles and 
it looked more like a monstrously 
evil robot in a horror comic for chil
dren. 

It seems ridiculous today because 
it is a monument to the past. While 
it still represents the Stalinism that 
Fidel Castro cannot seem to aban
don, it iS mocked by the policies of 
·openness and reform embraced by 
Mikhail Gorbachev. 

In one way, however, it is still a 
valid symbol because Castro contin
ues to reject Gorbachev's reforms. 
The Cuban regime is doing every
thing it can to keep out the winds of 
change that blow from Moscow 
these days, prohibiting the circula
tion of Moscow News and Sputnik, 
two Soviet publications that are far 
too progressive for Castro's tastes. 

By comparison with the towering 
Soviet presence, the office building 
of the American Embassy, now 
known as the U.S. Interests Section, 
carries no symbolism. It looks much 
more impressive in a photograph 
than to the eye. 

It is challenged by two large bill
boards erected by the Cuban govern
ment. One, facing the front of the 
building for all inside to see, an
nounces: 
':: "Gentlemen imperialists: We have 

absolutely no fear of you!" 
Another billboard, facing away 

from the building, presumably in
tended for Cuban consumption, an
nounces: "My sling is that of David." 

The contradictions in the 
revolution grow daily. During my 12 
days in Havana, these developments 
took place: 

• A Stalinist-style "confession" 
by poet and human rights activist 
Tania Diaz Castro - following 
seven months in the dreaded Villa 
Marista state security prison -
charging that Cuba's' human rights 

· groups are manipulated by the Unit
ed States and the European democ
racies with the aim of bringing down 
the government. 

• The announcement that the Cu
ban government is buying a factory 
from China to manufacture 250,000 
bicycles a year to overcome the ex
pected decline in supplies of Soviet 
subsidized oil. 
· • Another measure announced to 

save oil was a supposedly successful 
test of the use of 170 teams of oxen 
to plow the fields in place of trac
tors. The government said that 1,000 
oxen will be yoked up in the coming 
weeks. 

(The announcements about the 
bicycle factory and the oxen were 
the subject of many jokes while I 
was in Havana. One claimed that an
other factory was going to be built 
to produce bicycles for the oxen, 
which were already being trained 
for this new task in defending the 
revolution.) 

• Fidel Castro lashed out at the 
Soviet newspapers Izvestia and 
Komsolskaya Pravda, calling re
ports refuting Cuba's claim that sup
plies of oil are down by 2 million 
tons so far this year "lies." 

George Orwell's allegory of the 
corruption of socialism, "Animal 
Farm," describes what Castro has 
done to Cuba where, indeed, all Cu
bans are equal but some are more 
equal than others. 

At the end of Orwell's political 
satire, the pigs have taken on human 
form and have become the new op
pressors of the other animals. The 
parallel with Cuba is compelling. 
The Castro regime is coming round 
full circle to resemble the deca
dence and injustice characterized by 
fulgencio Batista, the dictator Cas
tro overthrew in 1959. 

Havana has not yet reverted to 
t_he city the British novelist Graham 
Greene wrote about in "Our Man in 
Havana" and in "Ways of Escape" -
"I came for the brothel life, the rou
lette in every hotel, the fruit ma
chines spilling out jackpots of silver 
dollars, the Shanghai Theatre, 
where for one dollar and twenty-five 
cents you could see a nude cabaret 
of extreme obscenity with the bluest 
of blue films in the intervals" - but 
prostitution is visibly flourishing. 

The gangster Meyer Lansky, who 
once o·Nned and ran it, would disown 
the down-at-the-heels Riviera Hotel 
today, and only the ghost of George 
Raft greets guests at the decrepit 
Capri, with its rooftop swimming 
pool and its memories of American 
gangsters and their molls. All the 

_l!!>!~)s_ in Havana, with the exception 
of the 32-bedroom Victoiia, which 
has been redecorated by a ~panish 

company, are shabby, but the gov
ernment is doing up the old Hotel 
Nacional. It is also building luxury 
accommodations, like the newly 
completed bungalows at the Com
modore Hotel, to attract moneyed 
tourists. 

Castro is turning on nations that 
have been friendly to Cuba and says 
he will see Cuba sink into the sea 
before giving up socialism. The slo
gan "Socialism or Death," which was 
reported to be ubiquitous earlier this 
year, is not being stressed because 
Cubans were beginning to ask what 
was the difference between social
ism and dea.th. A more moderate 
slogan was going up on the walls in 
the outskirts of Havana while I was 
there: "Reform Yes; Capitalism No." 

On the first of the two occasions I 
saw Castro in person, he gave an in
coherent speech to inaugurate the 
U.N. crime congress. His message 

·' was that while there is virtually no 
crime in Cuba, what there is can be 
attributed to the foreign debt. 

I saw him again at a reception for 
U.N. delegates and the groupies that 
a crime congress attracts. Fidel 
strode through the crowd with a pha
lanx of bodyguards, slowing, some
times coming to a stop, when he 
sensed adulation, of which there was 
plenty. 

But he looked quite unconnected 
to what was going on around him. 
Watching him later on television 
with baseball players and a women's 
volleyball team - he seems to 
spend a lot of his time these days 
receiving sports teams- he seemed 
more at ease, although he talked as 
if his mind was straying and flapped 
his arms and slapped the furniture 
and the people around him with his 
hands. 

Physically, he's unremarkable, 
which doesn't jibe with written ac
counts of his personal magnetism 
when younger. His uniform looks un
comfortable upon him and you can't 
help but be conscious of the bulk that 
his bullet-proof vest gives him. He 
doesn't look healthy, and the pink 
skin of his fa~e, contrasting with his 
grey beard, ·has the texture of 
parchment. But he does have his 
adulators, particularly among the 
U.N. crowd. ·, 

Exiled Cuban writer G. Cabrera 
Infante wrote earlier this year in the 
British weekly newspaper The Sun
day Telegraph: "I know a police 
state intimately - Castro's Cuba -
where not only is the job of police
man easy but also that of prosecu
tors and judges. It is also an easy job 



for journalists, especially for for
eign correspondents and commenta
tors. In order to be able to work at 
all it is merely necessary to to say 
nice things about everything. Even 
about the ugly old tyrant - espe
cially about him." 

While I was in Cuba, I looked into 
some of the achievements of rev
olution that it should be easy to say 
nice things about. When I was in the 
palatial office of the director of the 
Clinico Hermanos Ameijeiras, the 
best hospital in Cuba, which is called 
by Cubans "el hotel de Ia salud" (the 
health hotel), it suddenly struck me 
that there is a sinister side to the 
social achievements of the rev
olution. The regime's massive in
vestment in health and education 
has an unspoken objective, which is 
to justify totalitarianism. 

The "model" prisons, of which the 
regime is so proud - but which did 
not favorably impress many of the 
serious delegates to the U.N. crime 
congress who visited them - are al
so used to ju~tify jailing so many Cu
ban citizens for "crimes" that would 
not be crimes in a democracy. Cuba 
has a shockingly large prison pop
ulation, despite claims that the is
land has a low crime rate. But the 
final indictment of Castro
communism is the state of fear that 
has everyone in its grip. 

A Cuban dissident explained why 
fear is so pervasive: "You see, al
most every Cuban has committed a 
crime because almost everything is 
forbidden. Nobody can live without 
going to the black market some 
time, or occasionally having a dollar 
bill in his possession, so everyone 
lives in fear of going to jail. 

"In my case, the government says 
that I am conspiring against it. In 
fact, the government is conspiring 
against me, 24 hours a day, 365 days 
a year, simply because I believe in 
freedom." 

Footnote: On my lOth day in Ha
vana I was officially informed that 
the Cuban government would not al
low the three Cuban delegates of 
The International League for Hu
man Rights to attend the U.N. con
gress. I was also warned that I faced . 
expulsion if I continued to have con
tacts with them. The Cuban govern
ment said that it would oppose the 
renewal of the League's status as a 
recognized U.N. non-government or
ganization. My departure from Cuba 
was as scheduled, but I felt as if I 
were being expelled. The Cuban 
authorities seized many documents 
and personal belongings at the air
port an4 detained, during the night, 
my friend Yndamiro Restano. 

The Soviet Embassy in Havana towers above Quinta 
Avenida, once the avenue of Cuba's artlstocrats. 



Cuba's stifling embrace 

with communism 
The News and Courier was one of the first 

newspapers in the world to identify Fidel Castro 
as a communist and to warn that his revolution
ary movement would develop into a tyranny. As 
early as August 1957, more than two years before 
Castro's triumph, an editorial warned: "We see no 
guarantee that a new regime in Cuba will be any 
better than Batista's." 

Editor Thomas R. Waring wrote a series of 34 
editorials from Aug. 3, 1957 to Jan. 1, 1962 that 
were collected in a pamphlet. On the cover is a 
cartoon by Jack Knox of the Nashville Banner. It 
shows Castro taking off a pair of dark glasses, 
opening his shirt to reveal a vest emblazoned with 
the hammer and sickle, and declaring, "I am a 
Marxist-Leninist and will be one until the day I 
die" (an admission made by Castro in December 
1961). The artist also drew a crowd of people with 
their mouths open (labeled "The dupes who have 
persistently refused to believe it") and a thick 
book titled ''Communist Plans for the Western 
Hemisphere." 

Castro's commitment to communism has not 
declined over the years. He appears to be deter
mined to be the world's last Marxist-Leninist. In 
his recent speeches he has insisted that he will see 
Cuba sink into the sea before he gives up social
ism. 

Yet, a student of Cuba, who has lived on the 
island and has known the dictator since 1959, in
sists that the keys to Castro's character are that, 
first and foremost, he is a hard-headed Spaniard 
from Galicia (the birthplace of his parents), sec
ondly that he was trained by Jesuits, thirdly that 
he is profoundly anti-democratic and, last of all, 
that he is a communist. 

His presence broods over Cuba, as I discovered 
durin~ a 12-day visit to Havana, although there 
wer~·tlot as many signs of a Castro cult as I 
expected. You cannot go far without seeing some 
reference to him, but Havana is not defaced by 
huge portraits of the dictator. The promotion of 
a personality cult is restricted to Ernesto "Che" 
Guevara, who has been dead for 23 years. 

Today it is irrelevant whether Castro em
braced communism or communism embraced 
Castro. The slogan "Socialism or Death" was 
adopted by Castro when the Eastern European 
nations of the Soviet empire began collapsing like 
houses of cards, but the dictator uses it less fre
quently these <Jays as the choice between the two 
becomes less and less apparent. 

It is not easy to get Cubans to talk about Castro, 
or ''El Caballo" (a nickname that he earned for 
his horse-like endurance as a guerrilla fighter) or 
"Numero Uno" (the figure one is called "the 
horse" by lottery players and other gamblers), as 
he is called. In public, and even in private, unless 
only close friends are present, critics of the re-

gime call him Fidel and speak of him with awe. 
The general belief among doubters is that Fidel 
~~:;.,-:--s not know how bad things are for ordinary 
Cuban people. 

In ~rivate, however, when all dissembling is 
put as1de, I found Cubans who still profess them
selves to be Marxists, but who hate Fidel Castro. 
They ""'-~'"'re reassured when I told them that Ron
ald Reagan once described Castro as a fascist. 

The Cubans who dare to hate the dictator are 
these Cubans who live under the constant surveil
lance of his secret police. Anyone who has ever 

. openly expressed criticism of the regime is as
stgned a "minder" from the state security appara
tus. Th~ "minder" has only a first name, which is 
n<> ver h1s real name. He identifies himself only as 
"Adolfo" or ''Carlos" when he telephones or 
makes his house calls. 

It is in the psychological sophistication of the 
secret police surveillance, employing all the 
methods of the Stalinist totalitarian state, that 
the secret of Castro's 32 years in power resides. 
In many ways Castro is a typical fascist Latin 
American dictator, but he must have realized 
when liberals and conservatives in the United 
States were debating his ideology, that a com
bination of the methods of the caudillo and the 
commissar would make him president for life. 

The last laugh, however, is on Fidel. The world 
has seen the future and communism doesn't work. 
It takes a Russian to appreciate this fully. I heard 
when I was passing through Miami that a writer 
from Moscow News had been in town to write 
about the Cuban exile population. Back in 
Charleston I read the article, by Alexander Mak
hov, who sarcastically referred to Cuba as "Free
dom Island." An editor's note explained that this 
is the Soviet euphemism for Cuba. 
B~ going through international yearbooks in 

the library of the University of Miami, Makhov 
found the statistics that refute what he described 
as ''rich communist mythology" (a euphemism for 
"the big lie"). He reported that in literacy in the 
late 1950s Cuba was second only to Argentina, 
while on a par with Costa Rica and Chile; in edu
cation it ranked second in the region; for the de
velopment of radio and television (including 
incidentally, color TV) it was unequalled in Latin 
America. The medical services of those years 
well matched the level of world standards. Cuba 
was at the top of the regional list for annual per 
capita income. for the number of cars, radio and 
TV sets; and inflation was non-existent between 
1951 and 195~ . "Thu~ . ·· said Makhov. "statistics 
testify th e~ t three dee' a d~:> ago the revulutionaries 

got hold of a country with a developed economic 
and social structure." 



In September 19-90, following the 
transformation of Eastern Europe and the de
mise of the Cold War, everything to do with the 
system that Castro so slavishly copied from 
Kremlin blueprints seems ludicrous, particularly 
to the Russians themselves. (I am still trying to 
work out why the hotels in Havana follow Mos
cow rules and have no plugs for the baths and 
wash basins.) It would be laughable, were it not 
for the tragic bondage of the Cuban people to an 
alien, totalitarian ideology. 

Castro, in his decline, is the capo of a regime 
that bears some resemblance to that of the last 
years of the dictatorship of Francisco Franco. 
Like the old Spanish caudillo, who rejected a plea 
from Pope Paul VI to show mercy and not ex
ecute five Basque terrorists, Castro defied world 
opinion last year and sent four of his own officers 
to the firing squad for drug dealing. Castro, who 
is only 64, is in his twilight at a much younger age 
than Franco, who was into his 80s when his ideas 
were overtaken by history. And, instead of easing 
repression, Castro appears to be trying to tighten 
the screws. A so-called movement toward democ
racy is merely a twist on the big lie. 

"We have democracy," say the party loyalists. 
"Anyone can criticize and say what they like 
within the party." The discussions within the 
party are supposed to prepare the ground for re
form proposals to be presented to the fourth con
gress of the PCC early in 1991. The idea is to 
make the party more "democratic" (one of the 
lessons drawn from Nicaragua, where the San
dinista defeat was partly attributable to the ri
gidity of the party machine) without making Cuba 
more democratic. 

Twelve days in Havana is long enough to lose 
your heart to the beauty of the old city and the 
indomitable spirit of those Cubans who have 
maintained their individuality. It is more than 
enough time to see the cruelty of the regime and 
to despair at the mindlessness of the party 
loyalists. What passes for literacy and education 
is really only propaganda. Children learning to 
read have to learn F "for Fidel" before they learn 
"A." The bookstores are full of useless Soviet 
texts. The health system seems to exist solely to 
give the regime credibility and to gull visiting 
foreigners into believing that yes, Virginia, there 
is a Socialist Utopia. 

I would like to believe that Castro will soon be 
toppled. Undoubtedly, his dictatorship is in its 
twilight, but there could be much more suffering 
ahead for the Cuban people. Trade between the 
Soviet Union and the former satdlite countries is 
a two-way street and the Russians and the East
ern Europeans need Cuban sugar and citrus fruit. 
Castro's rope may be much longer than anyone 
imagines. 

It is Cuba's isolation that gives Castro his 
strength while weakening the resolve of Cuban 
dissidents It, could be lessened quite simply with
out any major policy upheaval. The U.S. g~vern
ment need merely authorize the completion of an 
AT~T cable link, reach an agreement on direct 
m~Il ~nd encourage the cheap flights between 
Miami and Havana that have allowed exile-torn 
families to meet again, however fleetingly. 

_Then,_ at least, I might be able to reach my 
fn_ends m Havana by telephone and send and re
ceive letters without _long delays. I don't how
ever. e~pect _to get into Cuba again whiie "El 
Caballo IS still "Numero Uno." 

ROBERT -J. 
cox 



FREEDOM HOUSE 

During the near-fifty years of its existence, Freedom House has 
fought against oppressive tyrannies of both the right and the 
left. In opposition to these it has upheld the principles of 
democracy and human rights. It has, in a variety of ways, 
supported groups and individuals who have pitted their limited 
resources against the might of the tyrannous state. Freedom 
House will continue to help others give voice to the democratic 
impulse, to be alert to continued violations of human rights, 
both at home in other countries. 
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