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Two countries just
here lay side by side

Graham Greene

Foreword

IF YOU HAVEN'T BEEN to Cuba yet — what have you been doing? —or if, like me, you haven't been in Havana for some time, the good news is that things are getting better. The bad news is that things are getting worse. How to explain this seeming piece of Caribbean casuistry? Let's begin by saying that such a conundrum is perfectly typical of Cuba. When I was writing this book a decade ago, I hoped to suggest the contrariness of the island with my title, The Land of Miracles, which was borrowed from a nickname that the Cubans had given their home, a place where habaneros watched power cuts snuffing out the lights in one part of their city after another and observed with irony, 'Our town is like a flashing Christmas tree!' I'm glad to report that the indigenous sense of humour, which has been mysteriously overlooked in the vogue for all things Cuban in the past ten years or so, remains in excellent working order. Like the country's matchless rum, which is brought to market according to its age so that the toper knows if he is sipping a fresh, two-year-old mash or revisiting an old favourite distilled many moons ago, a new batch of wisecracks always seems to be coming into circulation at just the right time. A new one I heard concerns the latest crackdown by 'them' — the ubiquitous, unnameable powers that be — on the irresistible Cuban sirens who are in the habit of parting foreign men from their money, and indeed their trousers. The jiniteras tend to frequent certain bars, so the authorities put two and two together and decided to close down the premises concerned. In the barrios, the cubanos turned this into the 'sofa solution'. 'It's like the cuckolded husband who comes home to find his wife making love to his best friend on the sofa. So he throws the sofa out.' A people who can laugh at the sofa solution, a regime which can impose it: this is the sort of place where things can get better at the same time as they get worse. The Cuban novelist Pedro Juan Gutierrez observes in The Insatiable Spiderman (published in English in 2005), 'We get up. I shave, brush my teeth, make coffee and have a shit. I look out of the window. Everything is worse than yesterday, but traditionally, to save trouble, we don't say that. The correct thing to say would be: “I look out of the window. All's well.”'

Ten years ago, the visitor could hardly fail to spot the difference between the Cuba that he was fortunate enough to enjoy as a tourist and the much less comfortable domicile of the Cuban citizen. These were 'the two territories which had been united as la pais de los milagros'. The unmarked but unmistakeable frontier which divides the two Cubas has not become more permeable; if anything, the disparity is now even more pronounced between 'the bureaucratic, exasperating country familiar to the Cuban in the bus queue, and the magical island, shaped like a crocodile, which the foreigner recognised as Columbus's paradise'.

Returning to Cuba after a little while away is a revelation. For one of the world's great destinations, it used to have some of the worst catering known to travellers. Now it's almost worth going for the hotels alone. There's the Armadores de Santander overlooking Havana bay, the offices of a nineteenth-century shipbuilders splendidly restored and converted, complete with its original marble staircase. The Hotel Raquel, named for its connections with the old Jewish quarter of the city, brilliantly fulfils its improbable brief of an Old Testament theme, down to a Garden of Eden restaurant serving kosher dishes. A parade of refurbished hotels such as these is the elegant centrepiece of an unprecedented restoration scheme. When I first visited Havana, the faded and tottering architecture was all part of the charm, of course, but it sometimes took an act of fortitude to look the other way as a tenement calved a landslip into the street right in front of you. The deterioration of this world heritage site has grown so advanced that it's positively dangerous. In the heart of the capital, there's a rockfall of masonry roughly every three days, as yet another building succumbs to the combined effects of time, neglect and the tropical elements. At the sight of wooden scaffolding propping up a trembling casa, wily habaneros instinctively cross to the other side of the street. But now an experiment called 'Fenix' (Phoenix) is beginning to bring the city back from the dead. And foreigners who might feel guilty about enjoying themselves in the impoverished surroundings of Cuba can rest easier, knowing that it's the money they spend in the hotels and bars of Havana that is paying for it all. Not only that, but the scheme also supports amenities including children's clinics and old people's homes. As in the case of the international smash film and album from Cuba, Buena Vista Social Club, masterly veterans have been coaxed out of retirement to make Fenix work – in this case, elderly artisans adept in working with limestone and wrought iron, the materials of the old town.

The project works like this: almost all of the hotels and restaurants in the centre of Havana are now owned by a state-run enterprise called Habaguanex. On Fidel Castro's communist island, profit is no longer the dirty word it once was, judging by the unsentimental decision to plough all of Habaguanex's takings into the restoration work. And with the same directness that a command economy like Cuba's is sometimes capable of, the authorities have taken the bold stroke of transferring the deeds of all the buildings of central Havana to one man, an architect who knows the city so well that its familiar sights are like the features of an old friend to him. 'It is like the expressive face of the social body,' according to Eusebio Leal. Appointed the city's official historian in 1967, Leal has been the curator of his hometown for almost as long as Castro has been running the country, taking up his post only eight years after the Cuban revolution. One of the people I wanted to see on my return to Havana was Leal, the man who was recreating the city out of its own ashes.

I was told that Senor Leal walks the streets of Havana constantly, brooding on his task. Cuban friends said that I would be wasting my time if I went looking for him at his office, close to the city's sumptuously motheaten cathedral. My best hope of finding him was to bump into him around town. Look for a man dressed from head to toe in grey – Leal favours grey exclusively – and wearing a distracted expression, they said. This seemed a hopeless task, like expecting to come across one of Britain's leading historians by wandering aimlessly through central London. But sure enough, after a fruitless trip to Leal's office, I rounded a corner and came face to face with a short, preoccupied man in grey fatigues. Eusebio Leal is an unassuming man, but not where his ambitions for Project Fenix are concerned. 'To recreate the city, not just to contemplate it, but also to live it; that is the challenge,' he says.

A preservation order was effectively slapped on Havana as long ago as 1982, with the award of world heritage status from UNESCO. But with the end of the Soviet Union, and with it Cuba's line of credit from the Kremlin, the odds on preserving the architecture of the city dramatically lengthened. 'The idea that it was impossible to restore monuments in countries like ours was fairly generalised,' admits Leal dryly. But Cuba is also a country where fifty-year-old Chevrolets somehow remain on the road. Trust the ingenious Cubans to come up with an answer to their conservation problem. They set up a real estate company, also called Fenix, and began converting foreigners' dollars into bricks and mortar. Their canny if politically sensitive insight was that tourism was a golden goose: accordingly, they began fattening it up. Splendid hotels like the Raquel and the Armadores de Santander now exert a centrifugal force on the redevelopment of old Havana, spinning out cash which in turn produces more growth. Fenix Project returns 45 per cent of what it makes directly to the tourism sector, to create more hotel rooms in old Havana: 500 and counting. These boutique hotels have in turn attracted boutiques: Benetton, Le Shark, a perfume shop, a perhaps unlikely museum devoted to the history of chocolate. Leal and his team have painstakingly surveyed more than 3,000 buildings in the historical centre, assigning each one a grade of aesthetic importance, a likely end use and a costed restoration schedule.

But this has brought muttering in the street that the pace of change is too tardy. In the barrios of old Havana, more than 70,000 people share 22,500 'units', many of which consist of jerry-built conversions subdividing already overcrowded edifieios. Fenix is accused of hurrying slowly: making the city better for tourists, no better for habaneros, ignoring long-suffering locals in favour of a tourist-friendly 'golden kilometre' which links old Havana's photogenic plazas.

One night in the old town, I turned off this gilded strand and had a drink at the Bar Bilbao on Calle O'Reilly, a street named after a Spaniard with Irish ancestry who had once governed the island. Bar Bilbao didn't look the sort of place where tourists go, though it was only yards from the main drag. The bar, like the street itself, was all but deserted. A black man, Norbert, was effectively MC for this ancient dive, while an old, rake-thin white man in a suit prepared the inexpensive and yet potent mojitos which were the house speciality. Both men operated behind what may have been the original counter (from the thirties? Twenties?). The bar was decorated with the colours of the Bilbao football team, including a photo of the ladies xi, but what caught the eye were the antique fixtures, such as a huge brown till which looked like the radiator of an old Buick. A drunk was sitting at a table, the only other customer in the place. He told me (several times) that although he was black and I was white, we were brothers. Perhaps he knew this would soften me up for the moment when Norbert enquired if I wanted to stand my 'brother' a mojito. I said that I would. Norbert, with his talk of Chelsea and Michael Owen, persuaded me to accept another. The thing with mojitos is that you have to calibrate your consumption of them. One isn't enough, I find, while on the other hand, three isn't enough either.

Enter, at this point, the inevitable mujer: not a teenage jinitera but a working girl, a full-figured woman not afraid to write her age for me with her finger in the wetness on the bar: 39. I had the sense at first that she had just popped in – for cigarettes? One for the road? – after a hard day at the office. She explained that she used a typewriter – not a computer, mind you, a typewriter. But it seemed as though she was in no hurry to get away. At Norbert's gentle, almost courtly, prompting, I stood the woman a mojito, too. A musical duo materialised – an old boy on maracas, a younger man in a straw hat on guitar – and launched into Tesame Mucha'. This turned into a vocal number when my new companion began to serenade me. It was time to make my excuses and leave. The band cut up a bit rough: after two or three tunes, they were looking for a gratuity of five pesos (about £2.50), the straw-hat man explained tersely, so that they could eat, which was a fair point. I gave the band their fiver. Outside on the street, I was propositioned by a young woman, probably still in her teens, who wanted 25 pesos – all right, 20. When I demurred, she was affronted: what was wrong with her?

I recounted my impressions of 0' Reilly, or some of them, at least, to Patricia Rodriguez, an architect who has the tall task of implementing Senor Leal's masterplan for Havana. Why were neighbouring streets booming while O'Reilly was overlooked? 'Some places have not been developed as much as others. We would love to spread the restoration all over the city but that's not always possible,' Rodriguez admitted. 'For example, we know that local homes are the biggest problem but they cost more.' Rodriguez insisted that there were spin-offs for everyone from the `dynamic focus' of Fenix. About a third of its profits are spent tackling social problems, of which the most pressing is the chronic housing shortage.

It's ten years since the scheme was first mooted and a third of the old city has been restored. The master craftsmen who have been brought out of retirement to rebuild the city are in turn training young apprentices, aged from 17 to 21, passing the old skills on to them. And just as in the long-ago days of the former Spanish colony, artists are being brought over from Europe to work on the caryatids and fountains and courtyards of Havana. I asked Rodriguez if her task was not a little like painting the Forth Bridge. After this Caledonian analogy had been explained to her, she said, 'Yes, we do have something similar here. But like we say in Cuba, it's not a record but a good average.' UNESCO is now studying Fenix, to see if its principles can be applied to other cities in need of reclamation. Leal and Rodriguez have set themselves the ambitious target of completing their work by 2020, when Havana will celebrate the five-hundredth anniversary of its founding. Theirs is a very Cuban solution to the problem of redevelopment, Castro's communist state harnessing the spending power of Western tourists to pay for urgently needed welfare measures, and in the process reversing the picturesque decline of their capital city.

The natural inclination, when contemplating this (in many ways) idyllic Caribbean island, is to suppose that its shores are lapped – kissed – by the most benign and torpid of seas. Looking at the waters off Havana from where I was staying, on the tenth floor of a Vedado edificio, you could be forgiven for thinking that they were indeed of a docile and forgiving disposition. But this is by no means the whole picture. Cuba may be in the Caribbean but its northern seaboard lies on the Atlantic. The sea is a deep, dark and roiling body of water, shading from a relatively friendly aquamarine to a fathomless blue, with shades of inky indigo. I walked along the sweeping promenade of El Malecon, enjoying one of my favourite views anywhere, even after the hot tropical wind and a briny salsa off the sea had combined to smear my sunglasses to a glutinous opacity. Taking the Malecon is like taking a steam bath; fittingly, the buildings are as pitted as bars of soap. For all Senor Leal's efforts elsewhere in the city, these old mansions continue to endure their long, stately erosion. It astonishes, all over again, to see families living in their gouged-out hollows.

At first sight, the Malecon is unchanged – remarkably unchanged, you might say of anywhere else but Cuba. But at intervals along the strip, there are now bars – counters, tables under canopies. The Hotel Deauville has had a lick of paint. I noticed a plutocrat living in a condo carved out of the carbolic wall of the Malecon. His place was all high windows and recessed lighting. The presumed millionaire slid open a glass door, stepped onto his decking and fell into a wicker chair, resting a careless espadrille on the railing of his balcony. On the seaward side of the promenade, a crowd was watching a man on the rocks below as he attempted to lure a pelican into his grasp. The bird evaded his outstretched fingers but appeared to be in no hurry to fly off. Even after the man had given up trying to catch it, the bird swam in one of the pools scooped out by the waves in the old sea defences. Perhaps this man had an exemplary charm, the sort of gift that the resourceful Cubans manifest to cope with their difficult lives, the charm of seducing seabirds.

As always, people were gazing out to sea. One young woman was clutching a sizeable piece of luggage, as if awaiting a ship which was about to steam over the horizon. It's difficult to describe the look on the faces of these people. It was the same look you glimpsed through the rusting courting grilles in the rotten old colonial buildings in the ghettos of HabanaVieja, on the faces of the women – old, young: it was hard to tell –sitting on rocking chairs in singlets and curlers, oblivious to a booming TV or cassette player. A look of wistfulness? No, that's much too fey for the circumstances. Resignation? It was beyond even that; it was like the look of a face carved from stone, the closest human features could come to reflecting the petrification of their surroundings.

In a 2001 epilogue to his magisterial Cuba, the historian Hugh Thomas writes, 'By chance, if not design, Cuba's isolation is a fulfillment at last of what the first advocates of independence desired.' The implacable water, the far skyline seldom broken by the silhouette of a cargo vessel putting into port – this all tended to reinforce an impression that Cuba was alone, cut off, cast adrift from the rest of the world, a failed experiment, a penal colony. Notoriously, it has become the latter, of course. Guantanamo had been an unremarked corner of the island at the time when I visited the base, in the unlikely guise of an arms dealer, and few knew of its incongruous niche as an outpost of the United States in Fidel's backyard. But since then the Americans have been using it to warehouse terrorist suspects, mainly detained in Afghanistan. I wondered how much most Cubans knew about what had been going on in Gitmo? They were certainly left in no doubt about the other notorious prison indelibly associated with the administration of George W. Bush, Abu Ghraib jail in Baghdad. Outside the US Interests Section on the Malecon, hoardings put up by the Cuban government reproached the Americans over their human rights record. They featured blow-ups of lurid images from the prison, accompanied by swastikas and straplines such as Tascistas. Made in USA'. The billboards went up after cheery Christmas decorations appeared at the Interests Section, a square-shouldered grain silo of a building, including the number '75' picked out in winking lights. This was taken to be a reference to 75 Cubans who had been incarcerated on political grounds. The full handle of El Commandante is Dr Fidel Castro Ruz, and both critics and admirers like to say that the customary latin honorific is really a tribute to his pioneering work as the original spin doctor. While the world was preoccupied with the conflict in Iraq, Castro had exploited the fog of war which had been obligingly created in the White House to spirit the dissidents to prison.

On a stretch of the Malecon, the shouting match which has been going on between Havana and Washington for forty years now has its own amphitheatre, its own showground. Directly in front of the US Interests Section, the Cubans have built an outdoor stage which they call the Anti-Imperialist Plaza. Groups including the legendary Los Van Van play gigs there at cochlea-jangling volume, though the concerts are usually held on weekends, when the American expats can be expected to be enjoying the peace and quiet of their residences in far Miramar. This part of town is also notable for a new statue of Jose Marti. The sculptor's vision of the Cuban patriot depicts him clutching a young boy. The work was unveiled following the Elian crisis, a tug-of-war between Cuba and Miami over eight-year-old Elian Gonzalez, who was found clinging to an inner tube in the Straits of Florida on Thanksgiving Day, 1999. Other members of the boy's family, including his mother, had drowned in an attempt to flee Cuba for the United States. Amid much hoopla, Elian was eventually returned to relatives in Cuba at the end of a seven-month custody battle. `Although officially designated as Marti's son, the sculpted boy's visage has an undeniable resemblance to Elian Gonzalez,' notes Ann Louise Bardach in Cuba Confidential. `Marti's free arm is pointing accusingly straight ahead at the US Interests Section, and anti-American epigrams from Simon Bolivar and Marti are engraved in the base of the statue. But la bolla en la calle – the buzz on the streets – had another interpretation of Marti's gesture: las visas estan 'Your visas are that way'! Walking past the statue to the Interests Section, I looked at the neon sleigh ascending a fortified wall, at the frosty homunculi of a snowman, at the pulsing '75', and thought that these were probably the only truly reliable illuminations in the entire city.

My friend Julietta had been the first to introduce me to the ironic nickname which Cubans gave their country; the memory of it came back to us in the lobby of the Hotel Presidente, when the lights abruptly guttered and went out. The hotel's guests must have wondered at our giggling. The first time I'd met Julietta, it had also been in the lobby of a hotel, the Inglaterra in the old town. She was 22-years-old then, about to graduate from university.

As the lights were flickering back on, I thought that Julietta was as striking as I remembered her. Her black hair was tied back, her pregnant belly was beachball-tight – but she was older now, a woman. She had been a girl when I first knew her, it seemed to me now. Julietta's second child was due in two months' time. 'It's a girl, I'm sure of it. I'm going to call her Mariana.' Julietta and her husband Ulises already had a four-year-old boy, Omar Antonio. They lived in Playa, with Julietta's trying mother-in-law (`the wicked witch') occupying a granny flat.

When power cuts were still a comparative novelty in Havana, in the 1990s, the government announced the 'special period in time of peace', an interlude of short rations, apparently without respite, which followed the demise of the USSR. I asked Julietta if there was a new name for the time that the Cubans were living through, an official title for the period of the sofa solution. 'I think it's called the Battle of Ideas,' she said. People were mobilised to take part in events – semi-spontaneous rallies, not wholly impromptu marches – in order to trumpet the virtues of la Revolucion. Every weekend, it was the turn of one provincial city or another to host one of these fiestas. 'Do you ever go to them?' I asked. She glared at me.

To the dismay of her father, Roberto, a loyal party man, Julietta had always been a spitfire, never one to hold back. But I was surprised at how unconstrained she was about discussing the difficulties of life in Cuba in the lobby of the Presidente. She said, 'There is a lot of tension now, after what has been happening with the money.' I had vivid memories of a day when all the dollars disappeared from Havana, when the banks mysteriously ran out of foreign currency, but that had proved to be nothing more than a temporary cash flow problem, a snafu of the special period. The dollar bill had been a defining signifier of that time, in retrospect, representing the private sector which was then tolerated by the Cuban government, albeit with poor grace. It was in this sector that families converted their front parlours into paladares, private restaurants; women like Hilda, my old landlady, eked out their pensions by taking in paying guests; and a surgeon like the Doc made more money from driving his Dodge Colonel than he could in the operating theatre. Hilda had since gone up in the world. She and her son Nico had moved to a new apartment. They were still in the same building where I had stayed, but they were now on a higher floor. Hilda's new address meant that she was closer to the rooms where the young Fidel had once slept, dreaming of revolution. Number 603 remained a museum devoted to the strivings of the future commandante, and a sampler of the upholstery of Fidel's three-piece suite was still preserved like an apostle's relic. But Hilda's relocation owed little to the nearness of this beatified penthouse. She had wanted to remove herself as far as possible from the stink and the noise of the street. She craved the cooling breezes that blew in from the sea, over the buildings of the Malecon and into the fortunate sitting rooms of those whose homes had clear sight of the water. Like any proprietress of a boarding house in a popular resort, Hilda wished to offer her patrons a sea view. But she had put the 'No Vacancy' sign on her front door for good, because she'd had a visit from a man who warned her that she would be liable to pay tax whether her back room was occupied or not. The Doc had sold the Dodge and taken his family to Florida, joining the Cuban diaspora – as had Kiki, the babalao, the priest who had initiated me into the arcane rites of Santeria: his daughter had married a wealthy Italian and Kiki was last heard of practising his occult profession in Venice. And now, Julietta reminded me, the government had taken the extraordinary step of banning the dollar, replacing it with the convertible Cuban peso. 'These changes are really hitting people,' she said. 'They've been saving dollars, hoarding them, but they're no longer accepted in Cuba. Not legally, anyhow.' It might have had something to do with a court case, Julietta thought, an action involving Swiss banks which had interests in Cuba but also in the United States. Indeed, it was nothing other than that old familiar bugbear, the American embargo. The Washington of George W. Bush had ratcheted it up a few more notches, imposing new penalties on companies which dared to treat with Castro. The United States had also reduced the number of trips that Cuban-Americans were allowed to take to visit relatives in the land of their origins. And at the US Interests Section, officials had begun charging would-be migrants $100 just for an interview. (At least there was one use left for the greenback in Cuba.) In the crisis of the vanishing dollar bill, it was tempting to discern Castro's hand, too. Was he afraid of all that hard-won booty slipping through his fingers? I thought about an image I'd once had of him, Castro the robber king, Castro the pirate, his familiar bearded figure up to his boot-tops in doubloons spilling from sacks.

El jefe had recently appeared on the world's television bulletins after taking a spectacular tumble as he finished a speech. He had been speaking in the city of Santa Clara in honour of his late comrade-in-arms Che Guevara, whose remains had been recovered in Bolivia and returned to the city where he had once pulled off a famous victory during the revolution. Leaving the lectern, the Maximum Leader had missed his footing. He had travelled on his stomach across the buffed stage before making a moshpit dive into the arms of anxious security men, while his ministers, including Castro's younger brother Raul, looked on aghast. What had happened that day in Santa Clara told you a lot about how things were in Cuba, about fear and paranoia at the heart of the regime, and about the ever-more crabbed and circumscribed endgame of the Castro years. Fidel wasn't mortally hurt but he was left with a broken arm and knee. He was rushed to his physicians, who were several hours' drive away in Havana. On the way there, he waved away a soothing shot of painkiller. Instead, according to official sources, he placed a telephone call from the ambulance to his colleagues, asserting both his complete consciousness, and the fact that he remained fully in charge of events at all times.

The one place where Castro's indignity was not shown in full was Cuba. The closest the official media came to covering the accident was with a couple of stills – before and after pictures – showing him at the dais and then sitting down again in another location, apparently none the worse for his experience. But many Cubans had watched the unedited footage on the Internet, and in any case, the full story had been circulated by street-corner gossip, otherwise known as Radio Bemba, literally 'Radio Big Mouth'. In spite of what the novelist Gutierrez says in The Insatiable Spiderman about the Cuban everyman biting his lip, my impression was that people seemed more outspoken than used to be the case a few years ago. (Gutierrez's novel supports the point, in fact, since he not only published his observations in many foreign editions of his book, but publication did not prevent him from pursuing his writing career in Havana.) This lack of inhibition is partly because the waning of the ageing leader is all too evident. Cubans borrow from topical talk of weapons of mass destruction to say that they are awaiting 'the biological solution'. There's also an awareness that the cash-strapped regime is simply not capable of the massive effort required to keep tabs on all of its citizens. A Cuban friend has a put-down which he keeps ready for anyone who still needs to be convinced: 'Look, there are only three stupid people in the country,' he says. 'There's –' and here my friend strokes his chin, miming the grooming of a substantial beard – 'there's his brother, and then there's you.'

I had an insight into Cuban security, and how mortifyingly small-time it could be, on the street where I was staying. Guards were posted at night outside a house or museum dedicated to Haydee Santamaria. She had once cooked and washed for Fidel at Number 603 in Hilda's edificio a few blocks away, and had thus become a kind of Mary Magadalene of the Revolution. There were also uniformed men keeping watch over a library built in the art deco style, with deep blue stained-glass windows the colour of the sea off the Malecon. At first, the sight of this crepuscular muscle surprised – even alarmed – me. Were 'they' really afraid of a coup, in which these glorious premises of the people might fall? Then I was contemptuous – what could the gusanos, the 'worms' of Cuban Miami, or indeed the malo elemento within the resident population, come to that, possibly want with Haydee Santamaria's house? Then the prosaic truth dawned. The properties were protected because the least thing (to Western eyes) might be worth scavenging: electrics, light bulbs, old furniture, even sheets of toilet paper. (Hotels and restaurants still retained matrons who sat outside the cloakrooms with sheets of bog roll, a dish of tips and a forbearing expression.) But the people were not about to storm Haydee Santamaria's house. They couldn't be bothered, it just wasn't worth it. This was Cuba in the time of the sofa solution, but the country was also characterised by an utterly contrasting spirit, a ridiculous, even reckless sense that all would be well, that the good life was just one lucky break away, and this would from time to time rouse Cubans from their lethargy and despair. It was best expressed in a joke that Cubans liked to tell. It was a joke at their own expense, like everything else. One day a man hears a voice telling him to go to Las Vegas. He persuades his wife that they must leave for Nevada immediately. When they arrive at their hotel, the voice tells the Cuban to go to the roulette wheel at Caesar's Palace. He drags his wife to the casino. As they stand in front of the wheel, the man hears the voice saying, 'Number 22.'

`How much?' says the man.

`Everything!' insists the voice.

The Cuban puts everything on 22 – and loses. 'What now?' he cries aloud to the voice.

And the answer comes back, 'We're fucked!'

I wanted to visit the Che mausoleum at Santa Clara. If the figure of Castro had grown more isolated and ambiguous in the time since I was last in Cuba, the fortunes of Che had continued to enjoy their extraordinary posthumous revival. The Motorcycle Diaries, a film inspired by his youthful adventures in South America, had introduced the eternal revolutionary to a new generation. On the back of its success there was a new slew of T-shirts and posters and biographies: it seemed as though every word Guevara himself had written was also in print. Che had never been bigger. Even in Cuba, where decades of trowelled-on hagiography had inevitably taken their toll, he was still comfortably more popular than his one-time companero and his shrine was a draw, though the Cuban jokesmiths were saying that this was due to the large numbers of people wanting to touch the spot where Castro had taken a pratfall.

Ulises said that he would take me to see the Che memorial. The idea came up when I was visiting Julietta and Ulises at their house. It would be a busman's holiday for him. Like his wife Ulises was working as a tour guide, but he had a couple of days off and he said that fewer foreigners than one might imagine asked to make the journey to Santa Clara. I'd seen Ulises a few nights earlier, when he was clean-shaven and smartly dressed, having just left a party of elderly American tourists whom he had been chaperoning. Today, as he made us cocktails of rum and orange squash, he had two or three days' growth of beard and I thought how gaunt he looked. He had lost none of the seriousness that I had first seen in him, though he also had a sense of humour which I had failed to detect before. He wanted to talk politics, the future of his country, and was quite outspoken about it. I didn't know how worried Julietta was about him (she said she wasn't). He told me, 'I stopped being paranoid a long time ago.' He said that he answered the questions of holidaymakers as candidly as he could and Americans often wondered if he wasn't afraid that their tour bus was bugged. 'I say, “Yes, of course it is bugged, there are microphones all over the place. The thing is, the batteries don't work.”' A typical Cuban sally (and not so far from the truth, one supposes).

Ulises and I took the autopista out of Havana to Santa Clara. It was empty, a long flat highway patrolled by turkey vultures. There was nothing to see on the road apart from the occasional truck, and no other sign of life apart from infrequent lines of people at the roadside, supervised by men in canary-yellow fatigues. `Ah yes, the yellow. We call them the yellow,' said Ulises. It was the job of these custard-coloured figures to flag down the trucks and fill them from their petitioning queues of footsore hitch-hikers. `People say, “I caught the yellow to work” or “I came by yellow”.' Ulises himself had once been destined for much greater things than marshalling travellers, or even guiding tourists. The army had put him through university and he had been in line for an overseas posting, a trusted emissary of la Revolucion. 'If I'd played by the rules, I would be in London by now,' he said.

His privileged education, made possible by the Cuban state, had ironically exposed him to a world beyond the comforting certainties of the Cuban state, with disastrous consequences for his glittering prospects. A budding army officer and prospective diplomat, Ulises had had sight of El Pais, the Washington Post, the New York Times.

`Newspapers that the ordinary Cuban wouldn't see?' I said.

`Wouldn't have heard of.'

Ulises began to have his questions, his uncertainties. By his own admission, he was a stirrer, an awkward bugger. (It was not a trait which he had entirely lost. He was a serious person, he took himself seriously –he would perhaps regard that as a compliment – and he didn't have much time for any light-heartedness. The only time that I felt I really had his attention was when I was addressing his unexpected questions about cricket.) As an enlisted man, he had been called up by the army to take part in the Cuban adventure in Angola in the 1980s, fighting on the side of the MPLA against Jonas Savimbi's UNITA. Ulises said he was proudly looking forward to 'doing my humanitarian service' in Africa. On the eve of his departure, however, his father, himself a veteran, had asked to see him, and the older man had introduced Ulises in no uncertain terms to the facts of war for which his training had not prepared him. Ulises had survived and served three years in the Angolan conflict only to return to Cuba to find that his countrymen had absolutely no use for his patriotic sacrifice. 'I was demobbed and left to find my own way home from the barracks to my parents' house. A truck driver gave me a lift, just like these guys –' Ulises gestured at another line of long-suffering Cubans at the roadside – 'and when I told him what I'd been doing, he looked at me as though I was an idiot.'

The topography of Santa Clara is dominated by a statue of Che, a carbine in his mighty hand, a water bottle and a grenade at his hip. He overlooks a kind of coach park, where well-turned-out revolutionaries are periodically bussed to listen to speeches. Beneath his towering bronze, mortal remains which were said to be his were laid to rest in a sepulchre of blond wood in 1997. In an adjacent room, a museum devoted to Che has recently been opened. Here admirers of the dashing Argentinian can study back-issues of the rugger magazine he had edited as a medical student, or take a 360-degree tour around an inhaler which he had taken into the Sierra Maestre mountains before the revolution triumphed. A remarkable photograph shows Castro apparently checking the passport of Peter Sellers who was wardrobed as Dr Strangelove: in fact, the stocky, balding man was none other than Che himself, the master of disguise, about to enter Bolivia illegally on what had proved to be his last hurrah.

As if a darkness has descended over their country, Cubans have compensated for the gloom by developing different faculties. Their defining genius is a kind of balancing act, between the African and Spanish aspects of their birthright, between Fidel and whoever happens to be occupying the White House, but also between poverty and survival. The famous Cuban dancer Carlos Acosta is a dazzling incarnation of this national poise. In his self-penned work, Tocororo, a deceptively homespun story of a country boy adapting to the wiles of city life, Acosta could almost be offering a metaphor for his island's struggle. Though the effigy of Che at Santa Clara is admirable in every detail, the Cubans' sense of direction tells them that he is facing the wrong way. He has his back turned on the city, which he liberated from the forces of Batista's hated regime in 1959. Instead, he gazes upon the granite steps where Fidel fell, the bleachers where the party cardholders come to pay homage to him. He looks down at a sanctified car park, at the drive-in of the revolution.

Stephen Smith
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