
[image: Mrs Gargantua, Reports from Cuba by J.S. Tennant. The front cover has a red background and a collage of photos and illustrations, including a large gorilla, a dancer with a maraca, a cigar-smoking man in a white hat, a parrot, a knight and tropical plants.]


[image: A collage featuring an assemblage of various objects and figures, including an owl, hexagonal patterns, a bust of a woman, and scientific instruments. The composition is dense and intricate, creating an abstract and chaotic visual narrative.]
Ars Simia Naturae, by Giuseppe Crespi, c. 1775. (Nash Collection of Primates in Art and Illustration, University of Wisconsin-Madison)





MRS GARGANTUA

[image: ]
Reports from Cuba

J.S. Tennant


[image: Wiliam collins]




Copyright

William Collins

An imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

WilliamCollinsBooks.com

HarperCollinsPublishers

Macken House, 39/40 Mayor Street Upper,

Dublin 1, D01 C9W8, Ireland

First published in Great Britain by William Collins in 2026

Copyright © J.S. Tennant 2026

J.S. Tennant asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988

Cover illustration by Sean Mackaoui

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publishers.

Without limiting the exclusive rights of any author, contributor or the publisher of this publication, any unauthorised use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

Source ISBN: 9780008447748

Ebook Edition © June 2026 ISBN: 9780008447762

Version: 2026-07-16




Dedication

To the memory of my parents




Epigraph


You must borrow me Gargantua’s mouth first. ’Tis a word too great for any mouth of this age’s size.

As You Like It

Note how, even in the rearing of apes, a motherland can be forged.

Jorge Mañach






PART ONE

Wildmen




CHAPTER ONE

Terra Incognita
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I WISH I could see Havana again as she appeared to me on that early January morning of my first arrival. I came ill-prepared for a country with barely any internet access, where I had no affordable means of making long-distance calls and where independent travel was relentlessly difficult. Six months’ solo travel lay ahead and Cuba’s living costs, for a young foreigner, far exceeded the daily budget I’d hashed out for myself. I had aspirations to write; but my diaries from that trip seem, now, little more than a catalogue of thrift and naivety. Reading them, though, I remember the excitement I felt, the observations and confusions seeding an affection that has now spanned decades.

Above all else I recall, from that first morning, my impressions of the Plaza de Armas at the seaward end of the Old Town. This square, the city’s oldest, backs on to the harbour channel that bottlenecks into Havana’s wide port. I knew nothing, then, of the place’s history, and little of Cuba’s. But I felt captured by the plaza’s modest size, its medley of historic buildings to each side, the tall palms and overgrown lushness of its central walk under a canopy of flame trees, tumbling pink bougainvillea, empty fountain basins piled full of wispy moultings from the kapok, or ceiba, trees towering overhead. I spent over an hour that day – shaded by thick, glossy banyan leaves, their tangled aerial roots dangling like hair – among the second-hand book stalls set out round the plaza’s balustrade. One bookseller, knowing how to draw my attention, asked if I was interested in ‘dissident authors’ while unveiling – slotted in behind sundry titles on Cuba’s revolutionary wars, copies of Das Kapital and portraits of Hemingway and Che Guevara – works by writers I was vaguely familiar with: Reinaldo Arenas, Pedro Juan Gutiérrez and Heberto Padilla.

Town squares are ever replete with civic symbolism but the Plaza de Armas seems, now, to encase several themes and stories from Cuba’s past that resurface in the following pages. To its northeastern corner the timeworn Castillo de la Real Fuerza stands sentinel at the water’s edge, its eighteen-feet-thick canted walls and triangular bulwarks set into the ground like the combination dial to a vault. Accessible via a wooden walkway spanning a water-filled fosse, La Fuerza – rebuilt over an original structure dating from 1540 – is the oldest fort in the western hemisphere. Its construction, underwritten by Mexican gold and Peruvian silver, was overseen by Isabel de Bobadilla, a Spanish noblewoman married to Cuba’s governor Hernando de Soto, the ruthless conquistador newly enriched by his part in toppling the Inka empire. Apocryphal history has it that from La Fuerza’s slender belfry, Bobadilla spent four years gazing out to sea, pining for her husband’s return from an exploratory mission into an enormous, unknown continent to the north. Learning of his death on the banks of a giant river called the Mississippi, she is said – with echoes of King Aegeus awaiting his son’s return from vanquishing the Minotaur – to have expired from grief. Within a decade, La Fuerza lay partially ruined following a devastating raid by a French corsair, the ‘Exterminating Angel’ Jacques de Sores, and Havana itself was left (in the words of one contemporary witness, Mosén Boteller) with ‘not a stone standing, everything razed, worse off than Troy after the departure of the Greeks’. This was the first recorded pirate raid on the city, whose threat would shape its character over the following century.

Statehouses opposite La Fuerza, enclosing two sides of the plaza, have none of the heaviness associated with the administrative purposes they were put to. The Palacio de los Capitanes Generales, now the City Museum, has been seat to Spain’s 128 colonial governors and town councils, two US military governors, and Cuban presidents. Its high, arcaded columns let in to airy central patios with portals decorated in Havana’s signature eighteenth-century baroque style, though somewhat chastened by municipal function. The grandeur of the adjoining Palacio del Segundo Cabo, erected for use as the royal post office, speaks to Havana’s historic status as a communications hub between Madrid and its ‘New World’ possessions. Both palaces were hewn from a porous, pocked local limestone that, if you look close enough, you’ll find inlaid with fossilised sea fans and coral stems lending an encrusted, vegetal feel. As the sun’s glare percolates these jagged façades, they take on a delicate sponginess betraying nothing of the grim dungeons lying beneath, the fact that both were cut by enslaved labour.

East of the government houses is an older construction, the former Casa del Conde de Santovenia completed by the dowager countess of San Juan de Jaruco, great-aunt to Mercedes Santa Cruz y Montalvo: one of the country’s leading nineteenth-century writers (better known as the Countess Merlin) from a family line whose riches – like most historical wealth in Cuba – accumulated in the traffic of human cargo and sugar production. Since the mid-1800s, the Casa del Conde de Santovenia has been, as the Hotel Santa Isabel, one of the city’s smartest lodgings. I see I noted, that first January day, a brass plaque under the hotel loggia commemorating a stay by German archaeologist Heinrich Schliemann who, by intense study of the Iliad, uncovered the site of ancient Troy.[1] Four centuries earlier, fantasies entertained by Christopher Columbus and the conquistadores who walked this square were, similarly, kindled by texts from classical antiquity. Ancient lore enticed Francisco Hernández de Córdoba out from these shores, a man who, sailing under instructions to keep an eye out for ‘Amazons’, became the first European to land in modern-day Mexico. A couple of years later, Juan Ponce de Léon (the first European to sight Florida) returned into this bay from a futile quest in search of the Fountain of Eternal Youth.

Adjacent to the square’s fort lies a small Doric temple, a newer build of the same conchiferous coral stone as its statehouses. El Templete marks a spot[2] where the city’s first Christian mass and council meeting were held, near the shoreline of its harbour canal, shaded by a colossal ceiba. Beautiful nineteenth-century murals inside recreate this scene: bearded conquistadores, in white ruffs and capes, grouped round Diego Velázquez, Cuba’s first governor; and the overawed, long-haired, indigenous islanders knelt to witness such strange new rites performed.

By the 1800s, as Spain lost control of its American colonies to widespread liberation risings, military bands would assemble on this square to play under the statue of Fernando VII, their king. Madrid’s increasingly desperate attempts to hold on to Cuba were once embodied, in miniature, by one of history’s most surreal episodes of nationalistic mania: the embalmment of a dead bird, buried with full military honours, whose obsequies and wake were celebrated in La Fuerza. And, a century later in more recent times, the plaza played host to a herd of genetically modified ‘revolutionary cows’, displayed here before an admiring public.

Two hundred and seven years, almost to the day, before my first sight of the Plaza de Armas, three stately rowboats, dipping muffled oars, landed here a cargo disembarked from the San Lorenzo: a Spanish galleon riding at anchor close by.

Making shore, ceremonial pallbearers – accompanied by soldiers in mourning regalia – stoop to offload a coffin draped in black velvet fringed with gold tassels and embroidery. Solemnly, they shoulder the bier into the centre of the square, placing it on to a shrouded ebony catafalque illumined by forty-two candles. Under supervision of the archbishop, its lid is prised open. Within is a small lead casket bolted with an iron padlock that, unfastened, reveals to the expectant Spanish captain-general nothing but a handful of dust and jumbled shards of bone. The casket is then replaced and carried towards the city’s principal church (elevated recently to cathedral status) for a candlelit mass. The leaden box is hoisted into a niche by the chancel, then sealed behind a marble slab that still bears the legend:


O remains and likeness of the great Columbus!

A thousand centuries stay preserved in this urn

In remembrance of our nation.



The navigator Christopher Columbus’s corporeal trajectory – borne by the swell tides of European designs on the Caribbean, then its gradual diminution into an urnful of hallowed dust and splintered bone – closely maps the vacillations his reputation has since undergone.[fn1] As the first European to explore these islands, this pioneering Italian seafarer died in Spain with his achievement occluded, in no small part, by misunderstandings of Cuba.

As posthumous recognition of his ‘discoveries’ consolidated, Columbus’s body was twice moved – each interment grander than the last – before, in the summer of 1544, his remains were returned to the Americas for reburial in the cathedral of Santo Domingo, present-day capital of the Dominican Republic though once Spain’s transoceanic colonial headquarters where the admiral was vested with governorship of the New World. How apt that this individual – introducer of sugarcane to the Caribbean and instigator of Europe’s transatlantic trade (west–east) in enslaved peoples – should have his repose troubled as a consequence of struggles to eradicate his direst bequest to the region. In 1796, after the Spanish half of Hispaniola was ceded to France during the tumult of Toussaint Louverture’s revolts (that would transform Saint-Domingue into the Black republic of Haiti), the casket holding the admiral’s relics was transferred, very much in the manner of a saint’s ossuary, to nearby Cuba for safekeeping. There it stayed, for a hundred years, till the island achieved its own independence at which the Columbus reliquary retreated, in lockstep with Spain’s imperial forces, to a nation that had just lost, after four centuries, its last major possession in the Americas.

In a famous scene from The Autumn of the Patriarch, a novel by Gabriel García Márquez, a Latin American general gazes out across the twentieth-century Caribbean and believes he sees, beyond a battleship abandoned by US marines, the three caravels Columbus commanded on his first transatlantic voyage. García Márquez’s eponymous, deathless dictator – recently lifted to power by the United States though, seemingly, hundreds of years old – claims to have known Columbus in his youth: an encounter recollected, the patriarch concedes, by an unreliable ‘feverish imagination’ yet to whose memory, nonetheless, he erects a lavish memorial.

The statue of Spain’s monarch that once stood at the centre of Havana’s oldest plaza, under which its military bands struck up each evening, was subsequently relegated to a bordering arcade – dethroned, like a spent chess piece, in favour of the Cuban independence hero Carlos Manuel de Céspedes. Yet, from a high marble pedestal framed by the jagged greens of palmetto blades, a regal Columbus commands the patio of its Palacio de los Capitanes Generales, once colonial headquarters of this island nation where his undead presence lingers still.




CHAPTER TWO

Cities of Smoke
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THE GENOESE Columbus had become transfixed on the idea that China could be reached by traversing the uncharted Atlantic. Such a venture required legal sanction from a monarch and, after many trials and much rejection, he finally secured permission to equip a fleet under sponsorship of the Spanish Crown. This was to be, primarily, a trading mission in conscious imitation of the Venetian Marco Polo whose travel book, Il milione, was one of the most popular prose works of Europe’s Middle Ages. After an arduous ten-week voyage into the unknown, with Columbus’s frightened crew on the point of mutiny, his three caravels sighted land somewhere in the Bahamas on 12 October 1492. But the parched keys of the Great Bahama Bank did not at all conform to anticipated splendours of Polo’s China. The flotilla pressed on regardless and, after a few days, arrived at Cuba’s northern shore. Its captain convinced himself that this, finally, was the continental landmass most resembling his objective; it followed that Khan-balik (present-day Beijing), the opulent capital of Cathay, must lie near at hand.

Domains brought to heel by the Khan of Tartary, Lord of Lords, once stretched from eastern Germany to Korea: an imperium girdling half the world whose might outstripped even that of the mythical Prester John, Sultan of Babylon, and Persian or Roman emperors. The Great Khan ruled from a majestic palace of marble, gold, jade and lacquer set with columns of carved spice-wood decked in ermine and sable. After the land route from Europe was severed by war, Khan-balik, City of the Khan, took on a life of its own in Western fantasies of the Orient. Realms of the particular lord Polo visited had splintered into smaller Mongol principalities well over a hundred years before Columbus first ventured forth; yet medieval Spain[fn1] continued to believe in the magnitude of this lotus empire (of misty pagodas and immeasurable riches) that nonetheless – as Columbus and those who followed pressed on westwards – kept receding, like an oasis mirage over desert sands.

For all that subsequent Renaissance scholarship, so in thrall to antiquity, combed classical texts and Christian doctrine in hope of finding these ‘new’ lands foretold, the sage ancients were as ignorant of the Americas as Columbus was. The existence of two gigantic transatlantic continents, blocking their direct path to East Asia, was a possibility beyond the imaginings of early modern Europeans. After exploring the Caribbean archipelago, Columbus undertook three further voyages and, in 1498, became Europe’s first captain to reach continental Central America. But, embittered by numerous detractors, he chose to cling steadfastly – till the day he died, in 1506, heedless of mounting evidence that suggested otherwise – to the belief that lands he’d touched were a territory on Asia’s perimeter. Thanks to the shaky geographical knowledge of the day, this was a theory entertained by others but, in Columbus’s case, appeared to be reinforced by wilful misunderstanding. Cuba – its spatial reality and peoples – was the primary concern of his first and second voyages; a false accounting he made of the island sowed confusion and prejudices that were to play out for decades and, even, into present times.

In his intricate and philosophic Invisible Cities, the Italian novelist Italo Calvino (who happened to be born in Cuba) reimagines interviews between the Great Khan and Marco Polo, episodes in which the Mongol potentate is bemused by his guest’s appetite for travel. The immensity of the Khan’s empire, coupled with the dim foreknowledge of its inevitable dissolution – his kingdom is attenuated, terminally weakened by corruption boring through it like termites in a nest – depresses Calvino’s monarch who craves entertainment from this foreign merchant. Polo tries to explain how, at each encounter with a new city, the pleasurable sensation of one’s own perception of the past, as well as future aspirations, undergo subtle but irredeemable recalibration.

Reading the Cuban entries in Columbus’s ship’s log, I’m fond of colouring him with something of Calvino’s fictionalised Polo while summoning an actual scene in which Spain’s captain expectantly scans the faces of his crewmen Luis de Torres, Rodrigo de Xerez and Diego Colón (their Bahamian interpreter) the evening of 5 November 1492, on their return from Europe’s first exploratory mission into Cuba’s interior. The men had been away five days, incited by locals uttering ‘Cubanacán’, gesturing inland, after the Spaniards had presented them with gold nuggets. In Spanish, can was the word for khan, a cognate that propelled the visitors into a gleaming reverie of chinoiserie. As Columbus and his shipmates enquired how to reach the court of the Gran Can, Cuba’s Indians[fn2] perhaps assumed they meant Cubanacán[1] (a chiefdom in the island’s centre known for its gold deposits), pointing in that direction. The exultant Europeans set off bearing royal gifts and – in a time-honoured diplomatic protocol between rulers of equivalent might – a letter of greeting from their Iberian sovereigns to the Great Khan of Cathay.[2]

On learning that Spain’s official embassy to Khan-balik had not, in fact, reached earth’s most magnificent city but a ring of fewer than fifty palm-thatch dwellings, improvident huts his men dismissed as mere alfaneques, Islamic campaign tents, Columbus must have experienced an unsettling recalibration as he felt his future glory drop away like an undersea shelf. This settlement’s tribal leader, an anonymous cacique, accompanied the strange, anaemic, bearded incomers back to the coast to parley with their chief. Whoever he was, this Cuban elder[fn3] must, surely, have been surprised and flattered to find his fame so widespread; perhaps he was put out, too, at dishonours shown him by the Genoese cacique’s evident disdain towards his offertory goods brought for exchange: beans, maize, and a cotton sling his subjects used for sleeping in, a contraption they called hamaca, or hammock. Khan-balik aka Cubanacán – the territory or settlement from which Spaniards coined Cuba’s name – would remain, for Columbus, an aggravatingly invisible terminus.

*

Through the keyhole, a diabolic sight. A woman spies into the back bedroom of a small, whitewashed house on calle Viriato, Ayamonte. Her husband – a sailor recently returned to their Andalusian village from exploring newfound lands in the far Atlantic – has been acting strangely. Each day at siesta hour he retires to bed and his room soon fills with an acrid scent stronger than any incense. As he inclines towards a candle flame, something catches between his lips that then glows with an infernal ember. In a mounting state of fear, she watches as her husband – lying back now with the expression of one possessed – expels plumes of smoke from his nose and mouth.

Spain’s embassy to Cuba’s khan came to an unfortunate end. Its translator, Luis de Torres, Columbus left behind with thirty-eight others to man a camp on Hispaniola before re-embarkation for Spain. Returning later that year, he found them all dead, murdered by the local islanders. Its other delegate, Rodrigo de Xerez, had, though, made it back to his home village, bringing with him an eccentric custom. On their mission into Cuba’s interior, Columbus’s officers had seen Indians burning an intensely aromatic leaf. This was the first time Europeans witnessed smoking of tabacos: a Cuban word (still in use there) signifying not the plant itself but what a contemporary described as the ‘musket-like’ tube it was rolled into, origin of today’s cigar.[fn4]

Long before Jacques Cartier sampled tobacco in 1535; a half-century before André Thevet and the diplomat Jean Nicot (hence, nicotine) had it imported to France; and one hundred years before Walter Raleigh brought Virginia leaf back to England’s Elizabethan court, Rodrigo de Xerez, in humble Ayamonte, had become Europe’s first recorded smoker. But the mariner’s pious wife, spying as he puffed on a pungent tabaco stub, grew convinced he’d been bewitched by the bronze-skinned idolaters who had accompanied his return voyage, taking as proof the reams of daemonic smoke issuing from his entranced body. In an attempt to save Rodrigo’s soul, she hurried to denounce him to church authorities, hoping they’d exorcise the diabolism kindling hellfire under her spouse’s ribcage. Instead, subjected to trial by the Inquisition, Xerez found himself tossed into a dungeon, where he was to languish (racked, no doubt, by severe nicotine withdrawal) for ten whole years …

*

During Columbus’s first exploration of the Caribbean, lasting three months, a full forty days were spent coasting Cuba alone. Everywhere the admiral made attempts to glean from its inhabitants whether this really was an island. Yet it would have been nigh impossible – not sharing a word of each other’s languages – for these strangers to make sense of one another. Whatsoever occurred during their confused exchanges, information Columbus (faultily) acquired or chose to propagate was to leave a deep imprint on the world’s lexicon and imaginary. One Indian word Columbus heard, or thought he had, led him to intuit their dread of a people, called either the ‘Caniba’ or ‘Canima’, feared as inveterate man-eaters. This term, transposed into Spanish as Cariba, would lend the Caribbean its name and led to an addition, in English, of the term ‘cannibal’ alongside anthropophagus. It is now thought there probably was some tribe, at war with the Arawak-majority Caribbean islanders, calling themselves the Kalina, or Kalipungo,[fn5] but no conclusive evidence affirming the practice of cannibalism, ritual or otherwise, in the archipelago has come to light. Even Columbus grew circumspect, fairly soon, about its existence there, theorising that perhaps these ‘Caniba’ were simply one of the Khan’s roving militias. But as his sensational reports were eagerly spread round Europe, many picked up the idea and ran with it, enshrining cannibalism as a defining habit of those islands.

It is said that Cuba’s Indians likened the shape of their elongated homeland to that of a crocodile, and caimán (alligator, in Spanish – though Cuba’s endangered, freshwater species are in fact true crocodiles) remains its fond name as The Great Green Alligator of the Antilles. The outlandish claims Columbus was soon putting about concerning his findings – reports of ‘one-eyed men, with snouts of dogs, who eat men’ and others ‘with tails’ – could have been prompted by local signalling, while making some kind of snapping motion with their jaws, towards a locale whose name the navigator transcribed both as ‘Faba’ and ‘Avan’. His Cuban interlocutors, gesticulating in a south-westerly direction (as recorded in Columbus’s log), may well have been pointing to Hanámana, or Hanábana: an indigenous chiefdom. Its territory lay across today’s Zapata Peninsula, still the island’s main swampland crocodile habitat and home, in 1492 when the Europeans came, to Cuba’s only large quadruped and sole dangerous land predator.[fn6]

*

February 1493. Such is the storm’s force on the return voyage, raging for two weeks in the mid-Atlantic somewhere off the Azores, Columbus fears his caravel will go down with all hands, taking with it news of the lands he has just discovered. His sister ship, the Pinta, has been lost from view, presumed to have gone to the bottom; the terrified Caribbean islanders (Cubans among them) packed into the hold – men, women and children who’ve never before set out on the high seas – are sick and dying.

[image: An etching of a crocodile hunt, from Erasmi Francisci’s Guineischer und americanischer, 1669.]
Crocodile hunt, from Erasmi Francisci’s Guineischer und americanischer, 1669
As the deck lists, precipitously, its rent rigging cracking in the gale, Columbus musters his crew. Together, kneeling, hands raised in supplication towards racing skies, they offer up prayers to the Virgin of Guadalupe, patron of sailors. The captain proposes a pilgrimage to her shrine in Extremadura should they survive, with the offertory of a five-pound candle. Chickpeas – one scored with a cross – are drawn from a hat; and it is Columbus who finds himself obligated to that duty. Pretending he is making some further, private devotion (so as not to panic his men), the navigator envelops a parchment in waxed cloth, sealing it within a small barrel that he plops overboard. The cask holds a letter outlining his findings, a desperate message in a bottle that was, in essence, the first summary of American lands written for European eyes. Another barrel he lashes to the stern, this like the first with an accompanying note offering reward to anyone capable of conveying their unopened contents into the hands of his sponsors, Spain’s sovereigns.

Columbus’s caravel La Niña did, of course, make shore – though neither of those desperate first letters survived. The navigator’s journal from his maiden voyage, in essence an embellished ship’s log, has been called the first travel account of the Americas. But news of his achievement was spread by way of two shorter texts: further letters written at sea, once the weather had abated, then sent ahead to court the instant his vessel made Lisbon. The first, to the minister of the Aragonese treasury that underwrote much of his voyage, is dated 15 February 1493. Its edited version (the original does not survive) was, for over three hundred years, the only publicly available record in Columbus’s own words until his ship’s log, though edited and abridged, saw publication in 1825. The second shipboard letter, dated 4 March (mislaid till 1985), Columbus addressed directly to the Crown.

These two surviving letters bear similarities, containing detailed inventories of the majesty of Cuba, its remarkable harbours, varied species of palms, mountains and exotic fruit. Amazed at the island’s size, Columbus makes clear that at first he assumed Cuba to be a province of Cathay as he followed its shoreline intently seeking the magnificent cities mentioned by Marco Polo. He notes that the indigenous islanders (somehow) communicated that Cuba is, in fact, an island: a claim Columbus appears to accept. Both texts focus on the ‘incurable timidity’ of these peoples possessed, ‘like beasts’, of unreason in the way they marvel at fragments of broken crockery and metal hoops, from wine barrels, offered by the Spaniards. In the second letter Columbus switches to ponderous Christian language and imagery, flights of self-pity for the ‘many indignities’, hardships and dishonour its author faced during years spent trying to persuade the court to back his plan. Unlike his lengthier log, neither letter expresses much scepticism about Cuba’s insular nature, yet Columbus was soon to insist, vehemently, that it was a mainland landmass.

The letter to the treasury of Aragón was adapted for use as a Spanish propaganda tool, published in mid-April 1493 after Columbus’s victorious arrival at court. Its promulgation was vital to cement Spain’s legal claim over these newly discovered lands, warding off rival claimants. In Lisbon, where Columbus was detained en route, it was already rumoured that ‘Antilia’ had finally been found. Such an event, if proven, posed grave implications for Spain, granted that this mythical Atlantic isle was supposed to have been first occupied by Portuguese settlers. Under the title ‘Letter of Columbus, on the Islands beyond the Ganges Recently Discovered’, this text alerted the world that a hitherto untried route into ‘the Indies’[fn7] had been found. News of it spread like wildfire through Europe by way of the letter’s nine printed editions that year,[3] which increased to at least sixteen by the century’s close. Within this inaugural public account of the Americas was first use of the word indios to refer to its indigenous peoples (several of whom Columbus says he has with him).

*

Autumn-time, Spain. I’m driving south towards Alcalá la Real to take up a writing residency in a nearby village. Crossing from Extremadura on to the plains of La Mancha, then climbing a pass in the Sierra Morena, I descend into the olive-growing hills of northern Andalusia. My car’s dusty undercarriage jangles like a horse’s tack when the engine idles, its pocked bodywork and dinted chassis war wounds of my lengthy quest from northern England.

I pass turn-offs to the medieval towns of Porcuna, Bobadilla, Calatrava, Navas de Tolosa: ancient frontier settlements obdurate with memories of fifteenth-century Christian Iberia’s drawn-out war against its Muslim colonisers. This is the old road, from Seville towards Ciudad Real, Columbus took to deliver news of his discoveries to the king and queen (stationed in Barcelona at that moment), a service for which he would soon be knighted by his grateful patrons. This foreigner, of humble birth, was to join the ranks of Spanish minor nobility as a hidalgo and, newly invested as an admiral – a hereditary rank that came with viceregal powers over the mysterious islands he had explored – was henceforward authorised to style himself ‘Don’ Christopher Columbus.

These too are the landscapes of Don Quixote. Further north is the supposed location of a castle (in fact a wayside hostelry) where, one dawn, in recognition of audacious feats of arms, Cervantes’s lunatic is ‘ennobled’ by a fat innkeeper as two fey damsels (in fact prostitutes) look on, trying to keep a straight face. With a tin washbasin on his head in place of a helmet, Spain’s newest knight pledges to Sancho Panza, his hapless page, an island kingdom of his own should he agree to become his squire. The Sierra Morena was then, as now, a wild region of the country into which – fearing further, perhaps worse, mishaps – Panza corrals his master. As in Shakespeare, where the forest is a democratic space, an arena of play and often of resolution, Don Quixote grows unusually contemplative in the sylvan solitude of the sierra. He recasts himself as penitent lover, drafting screeds of doggerel verse and paeans to his Dulcinea, undecided whether the melancholy of Amadís of Gaul or the rage of Orlando Furioso most befits his station.

Hiding out among these inhospitable peaks, the Knight of the Woeful Countenance comes upon Cardenio, self-styled Knight of the Sierra, similarly outcast by frustrated love. Deranged Cardenio – Quixote’s double – half-naked, hopping from rock to rock and covered in hair, seems the embodiment of man’s potential for bestial regression once cut off from civilisation. His appearance prefigures another episode, a wedding pageant witnessed by Don Quixote in the book’s second volume, where prancing nymphs and muses file past at the head of an allegorical wooden turret encasing a virgin. The castle is paraded along by four masked, shaggy ‘wildmen’ garlanded in ivy, poised to defend their lady from the onslaughts of Cupid.

Don Quixote in his madness has nothing on the scene greeting villagers round here, in March 1493, as the monumental meeting of worlds Columbus brokered became tangible to European eyes. Progress is marred by crowds everywhere the captain passes, pressing forward to witness one of the strangest processions ever known. Journeying across Spain towards Murcia, and then Barcelona, following his five-month Caribbean quest, Columbus advances accompanied by two officers from the convoy and Diego, his eldest son.

The weary navigator’s panniered mule is loaded by marvellous freight from tropic seas, items never before seen in Europe:[4] crates of sweet potatoes, yams, bell peppers, red chillies (which he named ‘peppers’ for their nip), peanuts, avocados, kidney and butter beans, maize and Caribbean ginger; stems of agave (wrongly believed to be medicinal aloe) and allspice seeds (thought to be highly valuable Chinese peppercorns). Neither the fetid sacks of guavas nor tomatoes have survived the voyage, mulched into a coulis with a consignment of another new fruit – a strange, spiky item already greatly favoured among his men. Columbus has christened it piña de Indias, Indian pinecone (today’s pineapple). His troupe bear sheaves of tobacco leaves and skeins of spun cotton; cassava cake and indigenous cemí idols; they carry samples of dried plants and lumps of tree resin, an enormous salted ray and a desiccated yellow sea chervil (long thought to have been a bar of beeswax); the cured skin of a seven-foot boa constrictor enfolded with that of an iguana (thought to be a baby dragon); live Cuban hutías (tree-dwelling, guinea pig-like rodents still found across the island) and stunted native dogs the Indians used to hunt them, source of so much wonder to Spaniards for their inability to bark.

Six, perhaps seven, enslaved male Indians – the first American travellers in Europe[5] – accompany the pageant, covered in red and black ochre body paint, wearing silver nose-studs and gold earrings that glint under their long, dark tresses tied back with parrot feathers. Beardless and weakening, ill-dressed for Castile’s tableland, some lead pet dogs on leashes and others bear copper masks inlaid with precious stone in parrot motif, or ornamental belts studded with polished shell and pearl. Recently, as they passed through Seville on Palm Sunday, an astonished eight-year-old local boy (whose father will soon sign on with Columbus for his return voyage)[fn8] watched these dark-eyed men playing with yet another American novelty: a rubber ball the size of a cannon shot that, as he recalled later in life, bounced on its own for ten minutes straight.

Forty parrots caw from their cages, hopping from perch to perch, as the multitude thronging the way pokes at them through the bars. Pietro Martire d’Anghiera, an Italian humanist then in service of the Spanish court, writing to Cardinal Sforza at Rome,[fn9] described this polychrome pandemonium in the breathless terms surely shared by all who saw it: ‘Some were green, others yellow all over, others like those from India with a reddish-orange collar, as Pliny has it … the wings are multicoloured as the green and yellow feathers have those of blue and purple inmixed.’ Martire d’Anghiera’s inference here is that parrots had long been associated with European ideas of ‘India’: that faraway region believed, by many, to include Cathay. The expected haul of gold, spices and precious stones had proved elusive in the Caribbean; but parrots, soon elevated as imagistic emblems for the ‘New’ World, at least strengthened Columbus’s claim to have reached lands on Asia’s rim.

Among this cargo of exotica most precious of all, guarded closely by the captain as written testament to his discoveries, was a ship’s log: the daily journal that was the basis for concepts and terms henceforward assigned to the Americas. The manuscript of Columbus’s log, and above all his public letter, served as touchpaper for ensuing accounts. Standard renderings of Cuba’s story gloss over its pre-Hispanic past (often termed ‘prehistory’, as if history arrived with the Spaniards), truncating the island’s four-thousand-year pre-contact human habitation into a few brief pages. The same stories are rehashed over and over, differing only by degrees of effort or style but converging round a set of givens. Tales of proud but doomed Caribbean islanders began, from the nineteenth century, to feed many lachrymose novels in a tradition of Romantic nativism known, in Cuba, as siboneyismo. The histories afforded these Rousseauian, noble savages depict an easeful, pre-Columbian existence in Cuba as that of a bounteous, subtropical Eden free from the mores and violent hierarchies that were soon to overwhelm them.

Susan Sontag once wrote that photography makes us consider the act of framing, what’s left out of a captured image, deliberately or otherwise. The ways in which Cuba’s story is often composed have the same obfuscating effect. Historiography is ever an exercise in omission, of intent: written by victors, as the truism goes; but for Cuba, in many ways, history of the Western kind did arrive with Columbus. Almost everything known, or thought to be known, about the indigenous Caribbean has come down through mediated, fudged accounts by Europeans, narratives entirely – in technique as well as outlook – of their time. While Norsemen visited Newfoundland and Greenland five hundred years before Columbus, record of their settlements in the Sagas of the Icelanders is thin on detail and, not disseminated early in print, failed to gain a toehold in world history.

Above all, it’s the printed accounts that survive, ones used subsequently as springboards for so much future enquiry. It hardly needs emphasising that these constitute only one side of the story, in part due to the short span of time it took for peoples of (what we now call) the Caribbean to be murdered, subsumed, sold, infected and forcibly evacuated. Indigenous lands and peoples of the American mainland were, comparatively, less destroyed or sublimated than those of the Antilles in both culture and population. Neighbouring regions had writing systems or oral traditions with which to pass down some of their experience and worldview, but less so for the Caribbean archipelago. Waves of imported microbial pestilence, rising like an amnesiac sea fog to encircle those islands, soon put paid to whatever work-gangs and enforced migration couldn’t. Yet the totality and speed of this destruction was not as extensive (certainly in Cuba) as once thought. The presence of vestiges, communities even, representing a living indigenous culture – be it in bloodline, affiliation or practice – throughout the island is becoming increasingly apparent.




CHAPTER THREE

Last Chiefdoms, Early Rites

[image: ]
MORE THAN ever, present-day Cuba’s economy is on the skids, with the whole island weathering petrol shortages and electricity cuts.

All morning I’ve been sitting outside a pizza stand in Manuel Tames – a village beyond the city of Guantánamo in the island’s far east – awaiting transport into the foothills north of here. I’m listening in on a bystander’s impassioned diatribe, someone called Emilio, on why, in an island this size surrounded by ocean, the government is still unable to provide seafood for its citizens. ‘Why are we reduced to eating muddy tench fillets – a freshwater fish! – and greasy croquetas of such dubious provenance they’re liable to explode in your face while being fried, leaving people maimed by scalding oil. It’s a humiliation!’

The issue is not limited to seafood. Reliable statistics are hard to come by, but it is thought this prodigiously fertile land currently imports over 80 per cent of basic foodstuffs. In the weeks before my arrival to this neglected province, mass protests at the failure of food consignments spread through surrounding towns and villages. Cubans had recently been permitted to import produce on their own initiative and, their semi-private shops and stalls laden, appear to face few of the supply-chain glitches their government does; the stock excuses put out by spokespeople in state-controlled media ring hollower than ever. The frequency and duration of rolling blackouts and unannounced outages further inflame mounting unrest. Unrefrigerated food, scarcely affordable anyway, goes off rapidly in this heat; mothers have no milk for their children and the price of bread has skyrocketed. Cargoes of Russian oil, intermittent at best, occasionally alleviate matters. But – as a technician from the refinery at Santiago de Cuba told me – the impurity of Cuban crude, with its high sulphur content, has already irrevocably debilitated the country’s thermoelectric plants.

‘Éste,’ Emilio continues, in euphemistic reference to Fidel Castro, ‘to my eyes, in terms of political strategy, was on a par with Lenin. But he clung on too long! And now the country is in tatters … Co ty si o tom myslíš?’ Suddenly, aware I’m eavesdropping, Emilio addresses words in my direction that sound like Czech or Polish. It transpires that, in the 1980s, he studied to be a mining engineer in Prague but failed to obtain a degree, recalled to Cuba at the collapse of its ally the Soviet Union. ‘Things were rosy when I left … I’d never have agreed to return had I known what a shithole this country would become …’

Cuban students, Emilio explains, underwent just a month’s intensive language study before embarking on university courses imparted in Czech. I ask if, as a Black man, he experienced racism in Europe. ‘Are you kidding?!’ comes his reaction. ‘At first, when we went to the swimming pool, all the locals would frantically leap out, thinking we’d contaminate the water … but the Czechs are good people … their gypsies, though … they were a problem. We soon developed the habit, on nights out when there were few of us, of each pocketing a heavy glass ashtray the moment we entered a bar so that, when we were set upon at closing time – as we always were – we’d be primed to bash in some heads.’

An early inducement for Cubans studying in the Eastern Bloc was a chance of saving enough money to bring home, to a country under trade sanctions by the United States, a new motorbike. But, during the course of Emilio’s studies, his government rescinded authorisation for this popular perk. The move caused hundreds of Cuba’s expatriate students and workers to take to the streets of Prague, riding their motorcycles together into a central square, where they threatened to torch them. The frightened Czech authorities then pressured the Cuban government into overturning its decision.

At long last, belching fumes, my ride arrives. Provided I pay for a tank of petrol, the village collective tractor – a red Ukrainian-built Soviet YuMZ from 1968 – will carry me onwards up into the sierra.

Lashing my rucksack to the back of its cab, I perch alongside Tito, the driver, as we lurch out of town to begin our ascent into the Yateras highlands. He slots a USB stick into the radio console over our heads and his reggaetón mixtape starts up, barely audible above the engine noise and churning wheels. We ford two rivers – impassable to lesser vehicles – before the track peters out into a narrow, boulder-strewn gulley; our bone-jolting, twenty-mile climb will take over four hours. As we bounce up a single lane hewn into the hillside, sections of which have crumbled away, Tito wags a finger at me when I lean out to peer down a sheer, hundred-metre drop to the valley floor. ‘¡La Curva del Muerto! Dead Man’s Bend! Be careful: a woman toppled out of this very tractor just a few years ago, falling headlong to her end.’

The land about is parched and yellowed by drought, its principal crop the rampant, invasive marabou briars destined for Africa and the Middle East for use as charcoal. Under the sun’s glare, our chalky track gives back a blinding incandescence and, chugging forward so slowly, we’re both caked white from kicked-up dust clouds. Ahead of the first village its gradient levels out again. Our approach to Caridad de los Indios is marked by metal drums at the roadside, painted white with red lettering that extols the trinitarian presidency of the past sixty-five years: ¡Viva Fidel! ¡Viva Raúl! ¡Viva Canel! Its houses are neat and trim with clapboard walls. Some of them are thatched with fronds of guano palm set over hardwood pole beams and resemble bohíos, the traditional trash-roofed lean-tos of Cuba’s indigenous past; but even in this remote spot its government has provided concrete for each to replace the tamped earth flooring of old. The village has a schoolhouse and modern polyclinic. Its scattered farmsteads and garden plots are fenced in by palisades of close-growing cathedral cactus over which we glimpse the occasional villager, idling on a veranda; old ladies in floral nightgowns, tilting towards us on rocking chairs, and farmers in unbuttoned shirts and wellies, machetes sheathed under the belt, yelp clipped but cheery greetings in our wake.

It is early evening by the time we make our entry into La Ranchería, a cluster of huts down the end of a rutted, earthen track. Many of its eighteen remaining inhabitants – all related to one another – turn out to watch our arrival. At the village centre, in the shade of a pink-blossoming coral shower tree, I recognise the reconstruction of a caney, a ceremonial log-house once intended for tribal gatherings and Taíno Indian rites. To the edge of the green, pendulous flame tree seed-pods rustle in the breeze; there are mangos, mameyes, guavas and a giant, contorted jagüey, or banyan, tree. I watch a small red-tailed hawk hovering above the chicken run and – as I’m introduced to Vladímir ‘Vladi’ Ramírez – an irate choncholí (regional name for Cuba’s blackbird) hops territorially between the branches behind. Vladi offers me a bed for the night, apologising for the lack of electricity; his settlement’s only solar panel packed up months ago. Nor is there piped water, but he leads me down into a forest gully where the stream forms a pool just deep enough to dunk my head and torso, rinsing myself of dust. From the impenetrable canopy comes the call of tocororos, Cuba’s national bird, and then a bright flash as one wings past.

Back up in the village, a laughing girl scurries in circles, trying to catch a hen for dinner. As she wrings its neck, triumphant, a kid goat tethered nearby bleats inanely, fearing he’ll be next. These hills are home to the Ramírez Rojas, an extended family now thought to number in the thousands, but with firmer ties to Guantánamo province’s San Andrés valley than anywhere else. Names of the few settlements surrounding Ranchería – Charity of the Indians, La Escondida (‘The Hideaway’) and El Palenque (mountain holdout for fugitive enslaved Africans, similar to maroon settlements in the British West Indies) – suggest the area’s historical seclusion. I’ve come to meet a family with the country’s strongest claim to an unbroken indigenous heritage. The Ramírez Rojas clan are descendants of Indians who underwent enforced relocation and mass baptism in the 1530s, ceremonies that also imposed on them European surnames: those of Manuel de Rojas, Cuba’s second Spanish governor, and Miguel Ramírez de Salamanca, an early bishop.[1] Roads, such as they are, didn’t penetrate this hill country till the 1970s when the island authorities encouraged local smallholders – for the most part living in scattered backwood bohíos – to relocate to villages where they might benefit from basic amenities.

I’d wanted to meet Cubans who identify as Indian, remnants, perhaps, of those communities Columbus impugned as ‘incurably timid’. It is generally believed that 90 per cent of Cuba’s indigenous population, totalling up to two hundred thousand people, vanished within sixty years of the Europeans’ arrival: worked to death, killed in battle, by their own hand, through pogroms, exile and – above all – galloping pandemics sparked by imported pathogens (such as influenza, measles and smallpox) to which they had no immunity. A tradition among historians of Cuba holds that its original population went extinct as early as 1700. Later, in 1846, the queen of Spain herself declared the island’s Indians ‘finished’, though an imperial census of 1861 put their number at 1,046. Across Cuba’s history, as recent research has shown, parish and court records make continued reference to isolated communities of indios throughout the island. An indigenous formation from this valley, the Hatuey Regiment, even fought under General Maceo (others took the side of the Spanish) during Cuba’s late nineteenth-century independence wars. Yet the first serious attempts, undertaken by Miguel Rodríguez Ferrer, to document relics of Cuba’s Indian past began only in the mid-1800s. The Spaniard’s preliminary studies were furthered by US archaeologists Stewart Culin and M.R. Harrington, early in the twentieth century, then furthered by Irving Rouse and the Cuban geographer Antonio Núñez Jiménez.

[image: A woman with long hair wearing a light-colored blouse sits outdoors, with a child leaning against her, looking directly at the camera. Another child is partially visible in the background amid trees.]
Luisa Gaínza in Guantánamo province, by Mark Harrington (1919)

‘Luisa Gainsa, Yara Indian woman,’ by M. R. Harrington, 1919. (National Museum of the American Indian, Smithsonian Institution)


Vladi, my host at Ranchería, is the elder son of his community leader Francisco ‘Panchito’ Ramírez Rojas, the man – considered Cuba’s ‘last cacique’, or indigenous chieftain – I most wanted to meet. Later I did talk to the eighty-eight-year-old Panchito alongside Reina Ramírez Ramírez, his wife. Panchito identifies as ‘Cuban Indian’ rather than, say, Taíno or Native American. Though the term is in wide use today, no people (as with the designate ‘Aztec’) ever called themselves the Taíno, which was only coined as an ethnic label in 1836. Historically, Spanish-speakers used indio, the word first deployed in that sense by Columbus. In the Caribbean dialect of Arawak, taíno meant something like ‘good’, or ‘noble’, person and was perhaps first heard by Europeans as some kind of greeting, one that they later misappropriated.

Recalling the days of his youth, Panchito told me of several immemorial traditions, many of which I recognise as drawing on indigenous practice and knowledge systems, customs passed down orally by Panchito’s viejos antiguos, his revered elders. They netted freshwater crabs and biajaca fish in rivers, for example, and ate them alongside maize tamales and flat discs of cassava bread. Village music was provided by a changüi ensemble made up of a tres (Cuba’s three-stringed guitar) and marímbula (a pluck-box with metal keys), set to the percussive rhythm of claves (hardwood sticks) and the raspy accompaniment of a güiro (serrated calabash gourd, scraped with a stick) or güayo, an instrument improvised from the pre-Columbian cassava grater. At times of celebration or to propitiate harvests, neighbours performed versions of areítos – the indigenous interlinked circle dance in which, according to Gonzalo Fernández de Oviedo, writing during the 1500s, Cuba’s Indians excelled above all others. Crops cultivated in Panchito’s childhood were primarily endemic: malanga, boniato, yucca, tomato, black beans, chillies, maize and plantain – all staples, he reminds me (with the addition of chicken or pork) for a nourishing ajiaco, Cuba’s traditional pepper-pot and national dish.

Reina and Panchito sung for me their hymn to the sun and moon. The invocation is unique to Ranchería, and usually reserved for a ceremony whereby the cacique blows smoke from a macuyo cigar towards the ‘four sacred cardinal points’ while extolling the seven elemental natural powers, among them air, water, stars and Mother Nature. It was Panchito’s grandmother who bestowed on him the title of cacique – seemingly more of an affectionate nickname than any formal tribal accession – for his facility to memorise tradition and correct recipes for herbal cures from plants like parsley, thyme, guava leaf (and rind), plum, chirimoya, mango or salvia. Until very recently, Panchito and his wife Reina, both just shy of ninety, had never visited a doctor.

Several of the Ramírez Rojas I meet display physical characteristics associated with the ‘Indian’ stereotype: short in stature, with dark eyes, sparse facial growth, ochre-coloured skin and straight black hair (that keeps its colour into late age). The geneticist Reginald Ruggles Gates – once married to Marie Stopes – toured these villages in 1952, publishing his findings as ‘Studies in Race Crossing’. Gates even records meeting a young Reina, and she recalls the Canadian eugenicist’s assiduous attempts to measure her relatives’ earlobes.[fn1] More convincing analyses have been undertaken only recently, including a detailed study by an international consortium of geneticists that sampled DNA from a thousand individuals round the country. Cubans from the east had roughly double the percentage of Amerindian traces in their genome as those from elsewhere, the highest (averaging 30 per cent) among participants originating from these villages near Yateras.

Fittingly, Panchito himself holds the country’s strongest indigenous heritage: 37.7 per cent Amerindian, 15.9 per cent African, 35.5 per cent European, 11 per cent Asian. His was the only genetic make-up displaying a higher quota of Amerindian genes to European – quite a remarkable finding, fifteen to eighteen generations on since the Spanish arrived. Furthermore, the ‘Asian’ figures shown in many test results may prove, with advancements in genetic sequencing, to connote something else. Cuba received notable immigration from East Asia in the nineteenth century, but little that penetrated these eastern provinces. As Charles C. Mann states in 1491, his history of pre-Columbian peoples, ‘Indians’ (the true discoverers of America) migrated into the hemisphere over the Bering Strait from Asia, between thirty-three thousand and forty-four thousand years ago, before spreading into the Caribbean at least four thousand years ahead of Columbus. It is probable that the Asian component to many Cubans’ bloodline will, someday, be requalified as one common among Mesoamericans.[2]

Recent DNA results may help dispel widespread scepticism concerning the survival of Cuba’s indigenous population. But it is in the continuance of tradition, however acculturated, where Cuban Indian identity lies. The island’s landmass nearly equals the combined area of all Caribbean islands. The country possesses the region’s most impenetrable mountain range. Cuba is over half the size of Great Britain – if you include the 4,195 islands, keys and atolls that compose its territory. Approximating Portugal or Bulgaria in terms of surface area, Cuba exceeds either and, in length, equals the distance between New York and Chicago. That a community of Caribbean Indians can still be found on tiny Dominica and the difficulty, even today, of reaching La Ranchería makes their survival in such a terrain more than convincing. Cuba’s demographic surveys of the past, in a country sparsely populated through so much of its history, were unreliable. Indians, yes, in the sense of a society, vanished early on; but Cuba’s indigenous population never did. While Panchito will not be the last in his family to adopt the title cacique, no future chieftain will have grown up, like him, in a secluded community so cut off from the world beyond.[3]

Outside each hut in Ranchería grow clumps of rosemary and a single tobacco plant, some over six feet high. Villagers call this potent variety tabaco cimarrón, slave tobacco, and the ancient strain discovered here – used for religious and medicinal purposes rather than recreational smoking – might be that closest to the uncultivated form first encountered by Columbus, that which caused Rodrigo de Xerez’s downfall. Herbal remedies are routine here and, noticing I have a cough, Vladi’s sister Almeida leads me to a bija (lipstick tree, or achiote: Cuba’s saffron) to extract its reddish seeds used for food colouring. I recall that the Arawak islanders harvested these for body paint. In her kitchen, Almeida encourages me to slurp down two teaspoons from a sticky brown bottle. Cure for all manner of respiratory ailments, this viscous concoction is made from sprigs of manajú (mangosteen), rosemary, powdered bija and tobacco seeds, all fried up together, with a pinch of coffee powder, in cooking oil and chicken fat. (Should I ever come down with fever, Almeida advises, copal resin is a sure fix.)

I eat with Vladi by candlelight and that of open flames crackling under an encrusted cookpot where the chicken simmers, its bald legs poking out. Piles of delicious boniato, sweet potato, are brought out accompanied by beans, fufu de Guinea (a West African-derived dish of mashed plantain) and tall glasses of chirimoya, or soursop, juice. They still make cassava bread here – but a rough, coarse variety as the village lacks both burén, a traditional earthenware griddle, and güayo scrape board. As we eat, talking of our respective countries, I keep glancing at two perros criollos creeping in the wall shadows. You find these stunted country dogs across Cuba, carrying their heads low with a perennially whipped look, slinking silently as if bearing some great shame. Perhaps it’s my surroundings but I can’t help but consider these hang-dogs successors to those (now long extinct) seen by Columbus and his crew, stupefied as they were for their inability to bark.

I sleep poorly, awoken before dawn by the braying of puffed-up cockerels. I have to be in Guantánamo for a meeting; the tractor comes early and can take me as far as Tames. During our stopover in Caridad a trailer is hitched on and, waiting for it to fill with passengers – one of whom carries a trussed goat slung, like a Paschal lamb, beneath a pole – I climb down, following the sound of song emanating from a nearby hut. It is Easter Sunday and a Pentecostal service is in full flow; its congregants (mostly women) raise their palms towards an unseen heaven beyond the corrugated-iron roof. Led by a pastor in a pink shirt under a royal blue satin canopy, intoning Cordero de Díos, dulce Señor, Te amo Cristo, mi Salvador, they begin to sway in unison as the music’s tempo quickens. The young men by now cramming the trailer-bed, one twirling a bat, turn out to be Caridad’s baseball team. Thanks to the extended fuel crisis, they’ve been marooned up here for weeks but can now piggyback down on to the plain, elated at the chance to resume a once-weekly fixture against their arch rivals at Ciro Frías.

*

The Serralada de Marina, Catalonia. I open shutters to the scent of sunbaked rosemary, an acacia lattice beyond my balcony and the dance of papery leaves; beyond lies a filed rank of cypress from where, on a previous visit in springtime, I heard a nightingale in full throat. Along the valley, where last night I saw wild boar, is a glimpse of the sea behind Badalona’s three ugly electricity towers and, southwards, the distant rooftops of Barcelona.

This is the medieval monastery of Sant Jeroni de la Murtra. The windows of our communal kitchen look on to a square tower from which, it’s said, Mallorca can be seen on clear days. In its belfry, tenanted by a nesting kestrel, bells clang every fifteen minutes from seven in the morning. But, otherwise, a muffled quietness reigns, in conformity with wishes of the monastery’s first private owner Francesca Güell (daughter of Eusebi Güell, patron to the architect Gaudí), who transformed it into a place of mystical contemplation for artists and others, of any or no denomination, to benefit from silence and solitude.

Off the other side of my corridor is a view over a two-storey cloister at the centre of which squats a large, octagonal fountain crowned by the lion heads of León. A two-hundred-year-old myrtle droops over it; the original once furnished Queen Isabel with an unction to deodorise the regal












[image: Anthropological artifacts and sculptures, including various carved stone and clay figures with Spanish labels, are displayed in a museum setting.]


[image: Stone carving of a smiling figure with short hair, integrated into an old, textured wall.]



[image: Capital conceivably showing Columbus, Sant Jeroni de la Murtra.]






[image: A vintage nautical map with detailed coastlines, compass roses, and intersecting navigation lines.]
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