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Introduction

The Pearl of the Caribbean

Images

More than anything else, Cuba evokes images. For the sixties generation it was the compelling photograph of Che Guevara, taken at a 1960 rally in Havana, as visitors went to Cuba in search of a new version of socialism – joyful, young and heroic – in contrast to the grey anonymity of Eastern Europe. Guevara’s face was the iconic representation of the Cuban Revolution of 1959, though fifty years after his death in Bolivia in 1967, it has become a symbol of all revolutions and their heroes, frozen in the moment of his death in another iconic image. The emaciated body of Guevara lies on a concrete slab; the photographer seems to have reproduced one of the great Renaissance images of the crucified Christ – Andrea Mantegna’s Lamentation (c.1480). Since then the face of the revolutionary has reappeared in one form or another across the world, on T-shirts, key rings, flags and placards, and in every style from naturalism to pop art. Guevara was not Cuban: he was born in Argentina, but became a leader of the 26th of July Movement that overthrew the dictatorship of Fulgencio Batista on the island in 1959. The iconic 1960 photograph of Che was taken by Alexis Korda at a rally to mourn those who had died in the explosion aboard La 
Coubre, a freighter carrying arms to Cuba from Europe. But Korda cropped the photograph before printing to excise the specific circumstances in which it was taken. The handsome young revolutionary looks up into the distance, a dream of a new world imprinted on his eyes – or so we imagine – and the image becomes both timeless and universal.

The leader of the Cuban Revolution of 1959, Fidel Castro, appears in fewer photographs than Che, but still a considerable number. He has been recorded countless times playing baseball – he was a fanatical follower of the sport, as are most Cubans – or delivering his famous speeches in Revolution Square in Havana to an infinitely patient audience absorbing his words despite the sun and the seven hours or so they will have to stand while the leader of the revolution speaks. In more intimate moments he is invariably smoking an enormous Cuban cigar, in tribute to Cuba’s second most lucrative industry. And in his long tenure of nearly fifty years he was pictured with most world leaders, from Khrushchev to two Popes. Until his illness and retirement in 2008, his authority in Cuba and his almost mythical stature in Latin America were unassailable. He was certainly ruthless with his opponents and, as successive US governments discovered, implacable.

This is Cuba as a political reference, the small island that took on the giant of the north in a sixty-year-long face-off, and remained unbowed, even in the face of the extreme hardships of the ‘Special Period’ that followed the ending of Soviet support. This revolution on a single island suddenly became globally significant in October 1962, when a US spy plane identified Russian missile sites on Cuba – the world held its breath as the two nuclear powers, the Soviet Union and the United States, moved closer to what seemed to be the ultimate confrontation and the Cold War nightmare seemed about to become reality. The October Crisis held the world in suspense, until a compromise was reached, without consulting the Cuban leadership. Oliver Stone’s film Thirteen Days (2000) conveys the tension of those times.

It may be that for many of the generation and a half born since the Cuban Revolution, Cuba conjures up something very different. In the first half of the twentieth century, after the US took effective control of its political and economic affairs, Cuba came to mean two things at once. It was the emblem of the forbidden, sensual and seductive, the beauty of its women (and its men) legendary, its clubs and hotels places of abandon, its casinos money-making machines. The reality is that many of these places were run from the US by the Mafia, under the benevolent protection of corrupt presidents such as Gerardo Machado (1925–33), Carlos Prío Socarrás (1948–52) and Fulgencio Batista (1940–44 and 1952–8), laundering Prohibition money and gambling profits through Meyer Lansky, the infamous Mafia banker. The shadier elements of Hollywood, whose criminal connections were well known, like George Raft or Frank Sinatra, added their reputations to the seductive propaganda for Cuban tourism, appearing regularly at hotels like the Capri, the Riviera or the Nacional, in which they had a major stake.

Havana still bears the hallmarks of those times, with its grand houses in Vedado and Miramar, modern palaces built by the very rich with a privileged view of the Caribbean Sea and easy access to clubs and casinos. Those who travelled in search of the pleasure domes or the beaches at Varadero will have had little or no idea of how Cubans really lived, not only in the poor districts of the capital, but also in the countryside where the sugar came from or in the hills of the east where peasants farmed in harsh conditions.

And then there is rum – the immediately consumable product of the sugar plantations. Rum is associated with the pleasure palaces of pre-revolutionary Havana. The mojito cocktail, now global, reputedly sustained Ernest Hemingway through his long stays at the Hotel Ambos Mundos in Old Havana, where he was writing his novel For Whom the Bell Tolls, set during the Spanish Civil War (1936–9); the daiquiri was baptised by the US troops who occupied the Guantánamo region in 1898. They named the drink after the nearby town of that name. Graham Greene regularly took his daiquiri at Sloppy Joe’s bar in the city, recently restored to its appearance in its heyday. Rum is often paired with cigars. No matter where they are actually manufactured, the cigar is always associated with Cuba, where Europeans first encountered the pleasures of tobacco. It is the one product that is almost always freely available to the Cuban population, rather than shipped in its entirety to the markets of the north and west.

There is also a visual vocabulary linked to rum and to the Bacardi name, the Catalan family that produced the most famous rum on the island until the revolution. It is still produced, but in Puerto Rico – its Havana Club is now the state-owned alternative. The association of Bacardi and rum with Cuba, however, persists – but the accompanying images evoke a pre-revolutionary island, an idealised timeless Caribbean of smiling people with nowhere particular to go, swinging in hammocks or speaking of old times. The enormous success of the Buena Vista Social Club in the 1990s provided a soundtrack for those images, evoked in their turn by the boleros, the sentimental ballads sung by the elderly musicians of Buena Vista.

The advertising imagery gives the sense of a place out of time, its buildings crumbling, its vehicles old American cars held together with string (sometimes literally so), its population, black, brown and white, moving rhythmically through its streets to musical accompaniment. The suggestion is that this is the ‘authentic’ Cuba. In fact the crumbling buildings and the ancient cars are not the expression of a charming anachronism, maintained as a film set, but of fifty years of sanctions imposed by the US government that have impoverished the economy and stimulated the Cuban capacity to repair everything and anything, ‘atándolo con alambre’ (tying it together with wire) and resolver, a very Cuban term that speaks to the capacity of Cuban people to survive and find a way out of any crisis.

Sugar not so Sweet

The United States was almost the sole purchaser of Cuban sugar after independence in 1898 – much of it then produced on American-owned land. Until 1959, almost all of Cuba’s imports, its machinery and its consumer goods came from the US, its main trading partner. The symbols of progress, modernity and the good life – like the Cadillacs and Chevrolets that still circulate around the island or the emblematic Hershey chocolate bars that were made in the company town on the island built in 1916 – were expressed in English. When Spain lost this last fragment of its empire, the United States moved to occupy the vacancy. To all intents and purposes, though nominally independent, Cuba became a colony of its northern neighbour. When in 1961, the US placed an embargo on all trade with Cuba, it was in the confident belief that the economy would collapse in short order and its revolution end before it had begun. It could very easily have happened. A year earlier, however, a trade delegation from the Soviet Union visited Cuba; when the embargo was imposed the Soviets signed a deal that kept Cuba afloat, taking a million tons of sugar in exchange for Russian technology and oil. The problem for Cuba, however, was that it replaced one dependence with another.

The slow decline of Havana is neither picturesque nor romantic, but a sign of deprivation. In the 1950s the city’s luxury hotels and casinos made their owners rich. And with the gambling came a sex industry that traded on the beauty of the island’s men and women, its Caribbean beaches, and the cigars and rum that together defined decadence in 1950s America. Martin Scorsese’s recent film about the Mafia, The Irishman (2019), portrays lengthy discussions about Cuba at Mafia meetings shrouded in the smoke of Cuban cigars. The topic of conversation is how to recover the golden goose that was Havana before the 1959 revolution.

Musical Connections

The hotels and clubs of Havana and Varadero drew not only tourists but also musicians to entertain them; they travelled from Oriente, the island’s east and the birthplace of Afro-Cuban music – rumba and son – to Havana, adding trumpets to the traditional percussion instruments and guitars as they travelled west. The sextets and septets brought with them singers like Celia Cruz, to transmit the sensuality and the infectious rhythms of the son and the guaracha, and with them the dances that expressed that tropical energy. The growing popularity of Cuban music in the US was one, possibly unintended, effect of the traffic of sex tourists and gamblers; every hotel had its nightclub and the famous Tropicana club was the most glamorous example. Musicians travelled on to New York and Boston in an immensely creative two-way exchange, like the meeting of Cuban son and jazz that produced Machito’s Latin jazz and inspired Dizzy Gillespie. The romantic ballads of the forties and fifties, and in particular the voice of Nat King Cole, merged with boleros in the movement called ‘fílin’ in Cuba whose most beloved exponent was Beny Moré. A new dance culture beyond the Caribbean was energised by Cuban-inspired dances – the rumba, the mambo, the chachacha. The music and dances were exotic, sensuous, uninhibited.

It has been said that after sugar, Cuba’s most important export has been its music. It was true before 1959 and from the 1990s onwards doubly so; salsa, which began with son and then absorbed elements from other Latin American music in the recording studios of New York, has been reclaimed by Cuba.

Oscar Hijuelos’s fine novel The Mambo Kings Play Songs of Love (1989) won the Pulitzer Prize the year after its publication. The novel captures beautifully the atmosphere in New York where the novel’s protagonists briefly find fame and the fulfilment of an American dream. César and Néstor Castillo are brothers, both of them musicians born in Cuba who take their music to New York on the wings of the mambo craze. It was Pérez Prado, also a Cuban, who set mambo fever in motion in the late fifties, and the Castillo boys followed, hoping to take advantage of its popularity. The bandleader Xavier Cugat, and his singer Miguelito Valdés, had set the ball rolling at the ballroom of the Waldorf Astoria as the Second World War ended. At the same time Machito and his Afro-Cuban All Stars, featuring the trumpet of Mario Bauzá, launched Latin jazz on a new public. And the roll call of Dizzy Gillespie’s outstanding soloists includes many Cuban names.

In Hijuelos’s novel, the Castillo brothers follow the same route as their predecessors, with their band the Mambo Kings. One bandleader who had gone before them and succeeded was Desi Arnaz.


Arnaz had turned up in the States in the thirties and established himself in the clubs and dance halls of New York as a nice, decent fellow and had parlayed his conga drum, singing voice, and quaint Cuban accent into fame … That Cesar was white like Arnaz (though to some Americans he would be ‘a Spic’) and had a good quivering baritone and blunt pretty-boy looks all seemed destined to work to his advantage.

In the novel Arnaz hears the Mambo Kings play and invites them onto his television show I Love Lucy, a hugely popular domestic comedy in which Lucille Ball played the scatty housewife married to Arnaz (Ricky Ricardo in the show). When the brothers Castillo arrive at their home, Néstor’s son recalls his father´s memory of their first meeting:


Some months later (I don’t know how many, I wasn’t five years old yet) they began to rehearse for the immortal appearance of my father on this show. For me, my father’s gentle rapping on Ricky Ricardo’s door has always been a call from the beyond, as in Dracula films, or films of the walking dead, in which spirits ooze out from behind tombstones and through the cracked windows and rotted floors of gloomy antique halls: Lucille Ball, the lovely redheaded actress and comedienne who played Ricky’s wife, was housecleaning when she heard the rapping of my father’s knuckles against that door.

‘I’m commmmmming,’ in her singsong voice.

Standing in her entrance, two men in white silk suits and butterfly-looking lace bow ties, black instrument cases by their side and black-brimmed white hats in their hands—my father, Nestor Castillo, thin and broad-shouldered, and Uncle Cesar, thickset and immense.


My uncle: ‘Mrs Ricardo? My name is Alfonso and this is my brother Manny…’

The brothers have their few minutes of fame on the show and are fairly successful for a while. Cesar, who narrates the story from his later years, was a buoyant macho and a womaniser with plenty of luck with women. His brother Nestor, however, who plays the trumpet, is more melancholic and introspective. The song for which the band becomes known, ‘Beautiful Maria of my Soul’, evokes Nestor’s love affair in Cuba with Maria, for whom he maintains a nostalgic longing which eventually proves destructive. Cesar’s memories, though they are more positive at times, are riven with the same regrets and frustrations as his brother and what is left of those years of hopes and disappointments are the endless reruns of I Love Lucy, where they can watch again, in black and white, their moment of triumph. Cuba’s vibrant music travelled the world over these three decades, but it did not indicate any knowledge of or interest in the island or its history. The musicians became known for their performances in tourist hotels in Cuba, and then moved north to the jazz clubs and dance halls of the US. Many did not return to the island.

Bad Neighbours

Only ninety miles from the Florida coast, Cuba might have felt – as Mexico did – that it ‘was too far from God and too close to the United States’. By the mid-nineteenth century, sugar had ceased to be a luxury and become a staple in the North American and European diet in many forms. There was considerable profit to be earned by producing it, especially after the American Civil War ended slavery and with it the supply of sugar from the south. US capitalists and companies gradually moved into buying sugar land, and when the US took direct control of the Cuban economy in 1899, still more land moved into US hands. In 1917–19, as the First World War ended, sugar became a hugely desirable commodity and its price rocketed – partly because the US army, entering the war in 1917, marched on its stomach. Every soldier’s weekly food package contained Maxwell House Coffee, sugar and a Hershey chocolate bar. When the war ended the price of sugar fell as dramatically as it had risen, banks collapsed as speculative loans were not repaid and by 1920 bankrupt Cuban landowners who had devoted all their land to sugar now sold it cheap to US investors. The Wall Street Crash of 1929 drastically reduced demand for Cuba’s sugar, but the Second World War led to a new rise in sugar production. By then sugar mills were increasingly owned by Cubans – 121 of a total of 161 by 1958.

On the eve of the 1959 revolution US companies owned the telephone company and the electricity company, had major investments in industry and owned hotels and casinos. Fulgencio Batista’s government (1952–8) had welcomed the mobsters who wanted to extend their gaming empires from Las Vegas to Cuba and offered them protection (at a price) and corruption proliferated. His repression of popular movements and abuse of human rights had grown increasingly violent during his second term after 1952, and protests by students and workers grew in number. His unpopularity, the weakness of his regime, a growing resistance in the cities and the guerrilla campaign led by Fidel Castro finally brought the fall of the dictatorship on New Year’s Eve 1958, causing Batista to flee his end of the year party and seek refuge in the Dominican Republic with another dictator, Rafael Trujillo. The moment is famously re-enacted in Francis Ford Coppola’s The Godfather Part II (1974).

The year before the Cuban Revolution, Vice President Nelson Rockefeller’s tour of Latin America had produced protests everywhere. When Cuba, which had been a virtual US colony, took on Washington and won, removing their favoured occupant of the Presidential Palace in Havana, there were celebrations across the continent. But the news of Batista’s overthrow at the hands of a small ill-kempt guerrilla army did not go down well in the US. Rockefeller himself had multiple interests in Cuba, as did the Dulles brothers (John Foster, secretary of state, and Allen, head of the FBI), both of whom were directors of the United Fruit Company, with its Cuban headquarters in the company town of Banes. The Miami and Las Vegas based Mafia were also less than happy as their lucrative interests in Cuba were now at risk.

In Cuba itself, jubilant crowds greeted the column of tanks and jeeps that entered Havana on January 1 1959, led by Che Guevara and Camilo Cienfuegos. They turned out again to line the route taken by Fidel Castro’s victory tour from Santiago to Havana some days later. Castro and Guevara’s goodwill visit to New York in mid-1959 won them many fans. But President Eisenhower was not among them. When the Cuban delegation to the United Nations General Assembly arrived in September 1960, he elected to play golf rather than meet them. They met instead with Vice President Richard Nixon, whose reaction was wholly negative. In June, when the US Congress drastically reduced the Cuban sugar quota, the revolutionary government expropriated three oil refineries and the electricity and telephone companies, all US-owned. Washington responded in January 1961 with the imposition of a full-scale trade embargo – effectively an economic blockade – that has lasted, with some amendments, to the present day.

The impact was not just economic. From films to cars, from machinery to biros and nylons, everything came from the US. The dreams and aspirations of many Cubans were Americanised too, drawn from the mainly American films they saw in their cinemas and the consumer goods advertised on billboards that fed their dreams. Rum with Coke was a popular drink, whose origins are disputed – but it cannot have existed prior to the first Coca-Cola shipments to the island in 1900; after the revolution the suspension of shipments of Coke proved to be a major cultural problem. The tuKola created to replace it was a poor substitute.

Music, too, was an early casualty of the embargo. The creative musical traffic between Cuba and New York was stopped in its tracks and Cuban musicians could no longer follow in the footsteps of Oscar Hijuelos’s Castillo brothers. Some did go north, like the jazz trumpeter Arturo Sandoval or the iconic singer Celia Cruz, and for decades were unable to return home, having been branded as traitors and renegades. Others elected to stay in revolutionary Cuba, like the great singer and bandleader, Beny Moré, ‘the barbarian of rhythm’, who chose to be with ‘mi gente’ (my people) until his early death in 1963. Others who remained were cut off from their audiences in the north, and often forgotten outside the island as musical tastes changed. Ry Cooder’s massively successful recording of the Buena Vista Social Club (1996) introduced a new generation in the United States and Europe to the great stars of Cuban music of earlier times. Thus the
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