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A True Story of Prison
Life in Castro’s Cuba

[image: image]


The names of some of the people who feature in this book have been changed to protect their privacy.


‘We laugh to win.’

Paul ‘Dundee’ Clark
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Prologue
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It’s a shame it ended like this

Yet another bloody endless Sunday afternoon. Christ, and I thought they were boring in Wimbledon during the seventies.

The buffoon Pupi is officer of the day and vindictive retard that he is, he has turned the fans off so that everyone is hot and cranky as well as bored. He keeps grinning at us through the bars and asking if we are feeling good. Most people are asleep but there is a crowd of South Americans draped over chairs watching some godawful Venezuelan music DVD. I am on my top bunk trying to block it all out. I could happily strangle the sod in charge of the entertainment. He is a pockmarked little sneak from Caracas who buys privileges by informing on people. Privileges like manning the central DVD machine that provides the entertainment to the different cellblocks. I am passing the time painting a copy of a photo of Jesus’s wife. But she won’t like it, I’ve made her look frumpy. Oh well, I wonder what she will look like when he finally gets out. Perhaps she will age and sag to fit the picture.

Out of the corner of my eye I see Alexei waddling down the cellblock, his face ash grey and waxy. Alexei always walks like he has Soviet-issue haemorrhoids, but the truth is that he was caught smoking crack with one of Fidel Castro’s sons. They gave Alexei thirty years and then when nobody was looking the guards at Combinado Matanzas first broke his knees and then his ankles. You won’t read about that in the papers. He’s definitely out to lunch but probably no more than is to be expected, as he has already done eight years. He is given to violent and strange behaviour, usually triggered by mixing medication that he gets from a nurse who has a business on the side selling drugs. Despite that, I play tennis with him fairly often and we laugh at each other’s terrible techniques. He isn’t laughing today though, and he walks as if in a dream. He stops at Gadhafi’s bunk, the top one next to mine. In grim silence he sweeps the mattress with the snoring Bedouin on to the ground, in the process sending some dozing Ecuadoreans flying. Gadhafi is screaming in Arabic and everyone starts shouting. After savagely stamping on Gadhafi’s head a couple of times Alexei pulls a long knife out of his pocket and starts to stab him. It’s a 10-inch hacksaw blade filed to a point, with a crude wooden handle. In a split second ten people are on top, restraining him. Fumbling with the padlock, the guards come piling through the door, batons drawn, with Pupi, the coward, at the rear. They drag Alexei and Gadhafi away and the door slams shut with a reverberating bang.

The room is buzzing with conversation as everyone tries to piece together what just happened and why the 150kg Russian giant should try to kill his 70kg friend from Western Sahara on a sleepy Sunday afternoon. As with many things in a Cuban prison, the truth is stranger than fiction.

Yesterday was meant to be the visit of the women prisoners. Once a month the women’s prison sends a small busload of very ugly ladies to service some of the male prisoners at La Condesa. The deal is simple. The men arrange, via telephone, for the family of the female prisoner to receive some cash back home. The guards demand a cut, paid in cash or kind. The two rooms officially reserved for conjugal visits from wives are then made available and the amorous couple are locked in for a few hours of rutting. It is an occasion of great importance in the social calendar of La Condesa, more important than the monthly visit from the priest. Many of the guys that make use of this service have some chivalrous leanings. They spend hours getting ready and take small gifts of biscuits, cigarettes and soft drinks. Everyone claps, cheers and makes rude suggestions when the stud is led off to do the business. It’s simply the international version of the vegetable ladies of Güines. Güines is the local village and the entire economy of it is based on exploiting the foreign prisoners of La Condesa. For certain prisoners, once they have become trusties they are allowed access to local ladies who sell vegetables, fruit and sex. Would you be totally surprised to hear that the guards take a percentage of this as well? I thought not. But I have ceased to have any moral position on this. This is my new reality. I just have to keep an amused distance and sleep with one eye open.

Yesterday the visit of the female prisoners had been cancelled due to a cholera outbreak in their prison. This being the cholera which does not officially exist despite news of deaths in Havana filtering in from all sides. Alexei had become obsessed with a particular woman and had been looking forward for the past six months to a few hours of musky heaven. His most treasured possessions are his tennis racket and a soiled pair of panties he has purchased from this woman, into which he buries his face from time to time and shouts muffled Russian obscenities. And so this morning, having tossed off a mind-bending mixture of pills washed down with half a bottle of aftershave, he took one long, deep, farewell sniff, put them under his pillow and then waddled off to kill his friend Gadhafi.

The bizarre consensual morality of the prison has judged that although Alexei is a dangerous lunatic he is basically a good guy who should not be punished and that these things happen. There was a small group of people who thought it unfair of him to try and kill his friend, who was two feet shorter and half his weight, but this was merely on the technical grounds of being in different fighting classes. What exactly are friends for?

After the excitement of the act itself and the thrill of the post-mortem, the atmosphere in the cell has become depressed. The realisation of the consequences for all of us is now sinking in. The coronel will use this as an excuse to punish us: it is what he always does. In a few hours the investigation will start and each of us will be quizzed about what we saw, who knew Alexei had a knife and so forth. We will all be found guilty of something and the cellblock will lose some hard-won necessity. Everyone goes back to their bunks and lies down with their thoughts.

My own thoughts turned to the wretched chain of events that had brought me here, and a pessimistic analysis of my situation and my poor family, now a million miles away and wondering if it was going to be fifteen years till I got home. I am trapped in this crazy place called La Condesa. It’s a stalag for foreign criminals in Cuba, complete with watchtowers and barbed wire. I live in a large cell holding fifty prisoners from all over the place and we are subject to what the Cubans call a severe penal condition. This is as unpleasant as it sounds. Nobody can remember an Englishman ever being here. My companions are for the most part convicted murderers, drug traffickers, people smugglers, paedophiles and rapists and gangsters, oh, and four other people like me, foreign businessmen held without formal charge pending trial. Having heard many of their stories a thousand times and having got to know some of them like friends, or indeed enemies, I believe probably about 20 per cent are totally innocent. Of the rest I am sure that none of them had a fair trial, certainly as we know it in England. My lawyer tells me that nobody is found innocent at trial after they have been sent to La Condesa and that they will make sure I am guilty of something. He also tells me that the provisional charge against me, which seems to be revelations of state secrets, carries a fifteen- to twenty-year sentence.

But despite all that I am relatively happy, because before I arrived here I spent a terrifying eight months in a dungeon in the State Security interrogation centre of Villa Marista. Eight months in a tiny, filthy cell being let out for only fifteen minutes a week, in a place where most people lose their mind and their health is broken. And so I have a freshly forged appreciation for the relativity of human despair. A year ago Alexei’s little drama would have appalled me. I would have thought that his act of random violence against his little friend was against nature. But now it makes all the sense in the world. There is no right and wrong, no centre of gravity: we are all just hanging on by our fingertips in a place beyond natural law or society. A place where on a Sunday afternoon your friend can decide to stamp on your head and stab you, and where the upholders of the law are rotten to their stinking core.

It’s a shame it ended like this. This is like the end of a love affair, one that ended in the worst possible way where, still reeling from the blunt trauma of being dumped, you come to the horrible realisation that you were never loved in the first place.


Chapter minus one

This is about Cuba, but in a way it isn’t. What happened to us could happen to anyone who decides to go off-piste anywhere, it’s just that you cannot imagine it could ever happen to yourself. Sadly, stories like ours are being played out all over the world and nobody takes any notice. So not only is this book an attempt to shine a tiny light into the broken heart of Cuba and to honour all the many victims who have suffered at the hands of a paranoid system on both sides of that particular rickety political fence, but it is also a cautionary tale about the price we paid for leaving home.

For thousands of years young people have woken up one morning and decided that instead of dreaming of a life beyond the ordinary they could just go and see what happens. Fortunes have been made and lost, languages sucked up or mangled and cultures loved and loathed. Kids have grown up in a wonderland of smells and sights and have had a lifetime of tales to tell. I read somewhere that the average lifespan of an Englishman in eighteenth-century India was a mere eighteen months. Today we can venture forth, freshly punctured against disease, with the naive assumption that all the safety nets of the modern world travel with us. It isn’t so: there are the bird watchers charged with spying in Turkey, businessmen accused of mysterious political murder in China, textile traders disappearing in Iran. Some guilty, maybe, and some not, but the concept and rule of law does not travel with us in our carry-on. I had not considered for one second that what happened was a remote possibility until it was too late.

My parents made their own leap into the void. My father came from generations of miners whose meagre livelihood came from the earth, but he left school in Gateshead at fourteen to become an apprentice millwright in the submarine shipyards a few miles away, and then at eighteen, after pushing himself through art evening class, he won a scholarship from the Workers’ Education Association to study theatre design at the Old Vic in London. This was a quantum shift of life on a par with emigration. He used to laugh and say that in pre-Beatles London a Geordie had to learn English to be treated as a human being, let alone work in the theatre. My mother came from farming and army stock, with graveyards of sergeant majors and a house full of exotic memorabilia to prove it. Yet from eight years old she knew she wanted to be a classical ballerina. She swopped a culture of cows and soldiers for ballet and I think the bravery of their personal voyages rubbed off, as in time their three wandering offspring chose to create homes in Italy, Turkey and Cuba.

My wife Sarah and I had been together for ages. She was a nurse, a compassionate and gutsy young woman whose love of life and ever-expanding circle of friends was built on the bedrock of a Catholic upbringing and a student life centred on Camden Palace. I was an architect who loved the great outdoors and urban grime in equal measure, read a lot but went out far too much. We had remained together through all sorts of ups and downs for years and in fact due to the boom-and-bust nature of my profession we married at a time when I was totally skint and starting a new business from scratch. So skint in fact that she had to pay for her own engagement ring.

All the kids had been born at Guy’s Hospital, walking distance from our house. In those days, the birthing suite was near the top of the wrench-shaped tower block, with huge vertiginous windows open to the sky and London spread below, a magnificently inappropriate space for something so private and primeval as birth. Four times I had spent cliffhanger hours holding hands with Sarah or, shouting encouragement, having the occasional quick sniff of gas myself and crying with happiness and relief. The whole saga had been repeated in quick succession, in 1994, 1996, 1997 and 1999. Two boys followed by two girls. Nothing quite prepares you for your first one and there is something rather sensible in not doing too much research before the event. The first time, Sarah went into labour after spending a relaxing day laying a carpet in the baby’s bedroom. Everything that could go wrong went wrong, but twenty-four hours later we were a family, albeit with Sarah unconscious in a recovery room after an emergency C-section. As the sun spread its warm glow over the city below I was left holding a tiny but perfect ginger boy, humming rusty nursery rhymes and staring into the future that lay way beyond the mossy smudge of the South Downs, wondering what on earth Dad was supposed to do when we got the baby home.

Bermondsey had been our home for a few years before married life. The land that time and London Transport forgot. During the nineties, London’s rotten ring of dilapidated sink estates and derelict factories had been swept aside by the flood of city cash ’n’ trash; namely the frothy mix of transformative developers, Thatcher’s right to buy and an enthusiastic house-buying mixed breed of urban adventurers, hipsters and anyone who wanted something a bit bigger and would rough it for a bit. All except, that is, for Bermondsey, which sat stubbornly in its wheelchair watching the world change with deep suspicion while muttering into a pint. The National Front stalls on Southwark Park Road still sold their poison, the windows rattled to Millwall’s roar on a Saturday afternoon and jellied eels were actually eaten by men as young as fifty. But for an architect it was heaven.

The Old Saxon settlement of Beormund’s Eyot was a damp, miserable island in the wider, swampy estuary of the Thames. The Romans sensibly decided to burn the grotty settlement to the ground. There is no trace of the medieval enthusiasm for monastery building and fortified houses except in the gnarly street names, and lots of skeletons and plague pits. To the immediate south at the edge of the first hard ground, Chaucer’s Old Kent Road led to Canterbury and civilisation. To the north, as the port of London became a powerhouse of the Empire, the banks of the river congealed into a warren of quays, chandlers and warehouses. But every powerhouse needs provisioning and servicing and that is what Bermondsey became. It was the whorehouse, boozer, victualler, brewer and manufacturer for the merchant fleet and trading companies and in time the tanning centre for all of the pink areas of the globe. And so it was that it had one of the highest densities of weird and wonderful eighteenth- and nineteenth-century industrial architecture; left abandoned when the tide went out in the 1970s, ripe for reimaging in the nineties. For the last few years I had been a design director at a development company, working on regeneration projects all within walking distance. Our home was in a street with an old-fashioned corner shop. A friend went in one day and asked if they had spring onion-flavoured crisps. The owner simply said ‘Fuck off yuppie’, and went back to reading the Daily Star and sipping his Special Brew. It was that kind of street.

After a childish attempt to annoy the priest by insisting our first-born be called Tiberius, after the notorious Christian-slaying emperor, I had eventually agreed to the wholly reasonable suggestion that the name Adam was less damaging all round. We realised when Adam had completed his first year in a city centre primary school that we had reached a crossroads. With the youngest Rosy just born, Sarah would push her and her elder sister Naomi in a double buggy to his school and back, with Oscar number two trotting alongside and Adam, with blue knees, complaining in his school uniform. Their innocent wonder at the world was still intact. A huge old safe, its door blown open, had been left abandoned by some villains under the viaduct and was gradually accumulating a shroud of pigeon droppings. This strange object on the school run was a source of continued questions. Despite the grand storytelling opportunities and despite how cosy and lovely our house was, it was still the land of crunching broken glass, dodging massive dog turds and skirting junkies’ needles. And despite being a Roman Catholic primary school the most commonly used words at the school gate began with either F or C. The time had come to move either back to the safer, greener suburbs, to which all our friends seemed to have retreated, or perhaps even further south. We even toyed with the idea of the wilds of Sussex.

We had been viewing little houses near my childhood home when out of the blue a client introduced me to his brother-in-law, who needed an architect/developer for a project in the Caribbean. One thing led to another and after a year spent travelling to Cuba every couple of months, instead of moving to SW19 at the end of 2000 we moved to SW9000. At that time there was a single flight a week on an Ilyushin from Stansted Airport, there was no bread in the shops let alone spring onion-flavoured crisps, there were power cuts, there were only three other British families in the country, none of us could speak Spanish and the job was only certain for a year. The consensus of families and friends was, ‘you are totally mad’. But they failed to understand the main point. Sarah and I had come to the realisation that if we did the conventional thing our entire lives would fall into the preordained suburban, middle-class pattern. Not without its challenges and joys of course, but that would be it: a long road to certainty. We knew that if we wanted to do something interesting with our lives and give our kids an adventurous childhood, then here, out of the blue, was a chance. The worst that could happen, we thought, would be scuttling back in a year with not much more than our tails between our legs and some nice photos. So basically, we went to Cuba because we saw an opportunity to escape the smallness of our lives and to have the kind of family experience you cannot buy at Chessington World of Adventures. And one summer’s day we left with high hopes and heavy suitcases.

Habana Vieja, where I built my first Cuban project, is a beautiful lozenge-shaped city of mainly eighteenth- and nineteenth-century buildings and is deservedly a UNESCO world heritage site. The third choice for a capital city, Havana came into being as a safe-haven port for consolidating Spanish treasure fleets from South America before they chanced the forbidding Atlantic and in later years for the export of sugar and the trading of slaves. The harbour frontage developed into a myriad of finger quays and warehouses, together with their sinister sisters for warehousing people, the barracoons. At regular intervals stern, star-shaped castles were built to keep marauding pirates and the English at bay and as a place of refuge when the peasants got uppity. The colony was administered by the all-powerful capitán general from an imposing house in the Plaza de Armas, where he would review his soldiers. Spreading out from there a sprinkling of fine churches, public squares, theatres and government buildings sprouted inside the city walls and, like in Bermondsey, a hive of business both official and illicit hummed all day and night off the back of an imperial port that reached across the oceans.

By 2000 the city, now with a population of two million, had seen some momentous events yet, despite flashes of transient glory, for the rest of recorded history it will be remembered as the focus of an insane brinkmanship that brought the world to the eve of annihilation. Actually, not so at all. Humanity has a happy way of forgetting unpleasantness. Ask anyone on this planet what Havana means and they will have forgotten the Missile Crisis. They pluck four things from their foggy long-term memory in the following order: cigars, rum, Fidel and ‘say hello to my little friend’ Tony Montana in Scarface.

For the first five years we lived in the barrio of Nuevo Vedado. Developed in the 1940s, it was perched on the highest hilltop in the city and the wind always blew fresh and strong. To the west, limestone cliffs and escarpments dropped into the river valley of the Almendares River, with its remnants of ancient forest festooned with vines and the special forces base hiding in the bushes. To the north-east was the necropolis of Colon, a vast and monumental walled cemetery. To the east was the ramshackle and depressing zoo. And incredibly, underneath our feet tunnelled the army engineers. The house would be shaken from time to time by subterranean explosions as they burrowed ever deeper hoping to hide from the wrath of America should it ever come. It was rumoured that regiments of armoured vehicles were stored down there; rockets, hospitals, in fact everything to run a war. So in short we lived on a hill surrounded by dead people, special forces and caged animals and with paranoid soldiers digging under our house. We loved it and with little objective consideration we started a new life. Rosy was just six months, Naomiwas two years old, Oscar four and Adam about to turn six.

Our house was Dashiell Hammett style, damp and built for some reason at two-thirds scale. But being perched on the edge of a cliff, the kitchen and bedroom windows opened out into the bird-filled canopy of flame trees. To the boys’ amazement, a staircase hewn out of rock went down into a garage that opened up further downhill. Our very own Batcave to park our mafia-style black Volvo. But best of all, we lived on a cul-de-sac perched at a drunken ten degrees, with the road circling around a tatty scrap of woodland and ending in a 20-foot cliff. The children were in heaven. I bought them a rope so they could scramble up and down the cliff, they made camps and bows and arrows and generally ran amuck with the local kids. The place was infested with scorpions which came into the house out of the rain and which Rosy delighted in battering to death with her squeaky hammer. We never had to lock the door until we went to bed, not because it is a crime-free city but because we had inadvertently moved in next door to a senior government official, Chomi. He was a courtly, handsome intellectual in his sixties. He would pootle off six days a week in his ancient Lada, dressed immaculately in dove-grey guayabera and trousers, returning after midnight to nurse his terminally ill wife. He would knock on our door every Sunday wearing only lemon-yellow running shorts, with a bag of greens. His hobby was growing an incredible quantity of vegetables on his roof, and every week he would personally deliver them to all the houses in the neighbourhood.

The contrast with Bermondsey or indeed suburban London could not have been greater for all of us. Adam’s class was from every corner of the globe and the language of the playground was Spanish. After a few tearful mornings he took to it like a duck to water. At home the other three revelled in the sunshine, the club pool and the weekends at the beach. Rosy spoke her first word, ‘leche’, and the rest picked up Spanish without much difficulty. Sarah and I quickly amassed a network of warm and interesting international friends, the glue to these friendships being children, and although the only foreigners in the neighbourhood we were made very welcome. The years passed and one by one the kids all started school. The days of power cuts, when we had to do homework by candlelight and sleep on the bare cool floor to escape the insufferable heat, went as soon as Chávez fell into a swoon of comradely adoration and sent oil tankers to his chum Fidel. Hurricanes came and went, as did friends, but steadily our business grew into a respected company.

And then, out of the blue, one day the government rules changed and we could no longer rent a private house, and so we moved to the posh suburb of Siboney where all the diplomats and big-cheese foreigners live behind high fences with their custodios sat out in front. The house is huge, it has a pool and everything, but despite the comfort and the lovely garden I think we all miss the street life of Nuevo Vedado. The weekends are still special, with a revolving door of hordes of kids staying over, Saturday morning football and parties, but we feel more in the expat bubble now and the children’s Cuban friends are no longer from ordinary homes but seem to be the pampered offspring of the elite. And this was where we had ended up in March 2011.
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