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North of Havana is a fantasy
world of mangrove-lined

cays and green water ﬂwing

with tropical fish—perfect
sea-kayaking country. But the
line between what's permissible
and what's not in Castro's




THE GREEK PROFESSOR is gerting to be o pain in the ass. Fle savs he's in
Havana lecturing on the predominance of the female figure in excavated
Minoun art. The archacological recond, he savs, sugeests that Minoan society was 4
mutrmrchy an wdca that appeals to his fermmiss Cuban colleagues. He smiles thioeh
his beard and looks around the hotel coffee shop, We dont truss him. The night we
amved, he checked into the wom next door, and hes been monitorine our cven
move. Now he doesn't want to talk about art, he wants 1o talk about our plans. Sea
kavaking® How mteresting. \Vhere, exactiv? “The north coast. Show me the mayp. |
don’t want to show him the map. | want him to bug off. I want him o quit calling
otir room dav and night, an uncanny five minutes after we retum to it It ssanting (o
feel like o setup

“So, my adventurous American friends,” the professor savs, “what have vau
disconvered:”™

I want to say: That o "35 Chevy Bel Air can run beautifully with 4 Russian Lada
motor und o Tovota transmission, That the women of Caby, unbombarded by
media imupes of skinny blondes, don't hate their bodies. (The reigning fashion
among females of all ages and shapes is a Lyen casuir, preferably with vertical
stripes ) That a box of NMontecristo No, 45 costs $25 on the street.

Inseead 1 say, “We've discovered that we're nins.”

My old friend und paddling purtner Adam Duerk and | have enme here
to do what we believe no one else has done: kavak & leng stretch of the
Cuban coast. We also want to see what Communism in the Americas looks
like at the beginning of the third millennium. For the kavakine, we've
chosen an archipelago of pristine mangrove-and-sund cavs along the north
shore. It's o coastline Hemingway wrote abaut in Jedande in the Streass
We've brought two exquisitely buile collapsible Klepper kavaks and 20
boxes of Kenft Macuoni & Cheese, “The dinners are backup; we've heand
that in the ultraciear water on the Gulf Suream side of the stand vou can
frec-dive and pick out Jobsters like deli sandwiches

Whut we don't have vet is permission. After maonths of faxine vanious
agencies of the Cuban govemment and receiving no reply, and ralking on
the phone with officials who were enthustastic, voluble, and completely
umable to give an answet, | cilled the Cuban embassy in ‘Toronto, The
worman at the tounsm desk was suceinet. “1f vou mow past the boundary
of the resort vou will be detained.”

“I'm not going to uny resort,”™ 1 said

“If vou don't go to g resort you will be detained.”

“You mean 1 have to go to u resort or 1 will be demined?”

“You misunderstand, I vau take vour baats ouside a resorn—"

“Don'tsay it!" [ pleaded. | thanked her and hung up

Ve bought plane tickets. | Hgured nothing tikes the place of fice-to-fice
personal churm, especiilly when the fsce belongs to George Wishington ot
Andrew Juckson. There are some 3,100 nautical miles of Cuban coastline
Ihere are hundreds of fishing villages, scores of porr towns, thousands of
reasonable officials. I all else failed, we'd sneak. Both Adam and | had
vears af experience slipping our kavaks onto tishtly regulated nvers in
the American Southwest, How tough could Cuba be?

| COMMODONRE UF THE 1 # ot the Manna Hemingway, just west
of Havana, leans across his mahogny desk. Seior José Mizuel Diaz Escrich is 2 big
affable, all-business socialist who clearly enjoys being at the helm of 3 conspicuousls

capitalist enterprise. Above him, lovingly framed., are two pictures of famousls

“Imagining it might be just as fruitful as the real thing™: clockwise from upper left, 101.year.
old Gregorio Foentes, the fisherman who inspired Hemingway's O/d Man and the Sea: the
Havana waterfront] a streel musician's buena vista; the author, free at last, paddiing on Lake
Hanabanilla; relic of the old religion; a window on private life,

Previous page: top left, the author and his comrade In misadventure, Adam Duerk, in Santiago
de Cuba: bottom left, members of the Cuban National Kayak Team pose with the author (at
right) on the banks of the Rio Manajanabo, near Santa Clara; portraits of anachronism in
Socialist Havana,
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bearded men. Castro i shaking hands with a couple of Australan
sthieres who, ina dehightiul reversal of the usual direction, had
swum to Cuba from somewhere else. Hemingway, in the ather
photo, m just bemg humsclf, winch looks like such an efforr it puts
me m the mood for a Jouble rum

We'se come to see Esench because he o the man most responsi-
bie for the nsing populanty of Cuba i o yachtng destnanon, In o
country with ome of the most tightly regulated coastlines in the
sworkd, he's convineed the govemment that crussing boats ane not a
big threat, Even Cuban fishermen in skiffs need daily permits from
the military to throw a netin the bay, but becise of Esenich the red
tupe for forcign yachters has been made munageable, \We want to
paddie about 120 miles from the sugar port of Caibarién, on the
central north const, westsward o a tonrst resort called Vamdern, We
have littde doftsuils, snd we figure that if we cun convinee the Cubuans
thut our kavaks are simply very small vachts, we'll get permission,

“And what about vour bours?™ Escrich asks. “What happens in
the waves?"

1 understund his question. As poor us Cuba is, sports are 3 big deal,
and the Cubun fhiewater Kavak team tmins ot the manma. The com-

modore 1s probably imagining us in sleek, tppy competition shells
“These are expedition kuvaks,” 1 sav, *Buile by Germans. A
German paddled one across the Atlantic in 1956, Completements
loc, huh?"
Escrich smiles, “Yes,” he replies, exccuting the signature Cuban
[ronic Evebrow Raise, which can be made to speak volumes
“Levw. But to tell you the truth, what you are tryving to do is cven

maote Ixw,”

“It’s perfect for kavaking” | argue, “It's practically an inside
passage 0

He does the evebrow thing again. “Nobody has ever done this
Submit g detailed written proposal. We will submit it to the
Minisory of Tounsm. This will take time to analvze. And let’s be
clear with cach other,™ He lcans forward and gives us the same
I-know-bovs-will-be-bovs look myv hardass Uncle Wilson used mo
mve me uand my cousins. ~If vou go our to Caibanén and construct
vour kavaks vou will be—"

I chime in: “—dectmned.”

HAVANA 11AS NO raTieNor for nighefall. Dusk sweeps over it
ltke the shadow of a wing and i's dark. We rell the Greek professar
we're going w our moom o have another ook ar our nautical charns
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and head serght our the front doot. There are fow streetheies in
Havana, People stream in the close darkness of the namow streets,
hroccastonally by the passing of a2 mumbling Studebuker or a fimned
ind sharklike Pontac. We walk past block after block of coloniul
stone binldms with 12-foot doorwavs and elaborate lintels, gnll-
work balcomes, and shuttered, glassless windows. Even ar might
vou can see the weathered lack of paine, the lundry ghostng the
onwork. But it doesn't feel like squalor; it feels like the un-
resigned and dignihed demise of an antebellum manor house
Maybe that's because, ymlike Mexico, where we've just been, we
haven't vet seen u child who looks malnounshed or unhealehy

We turm down Ohispo Street, restored w its colonial-era splendor
hrongs of Germans and Canadians stroll the swept cobbles
beneath replica gas lamps. Palicemen stand on every comer. We
head toward the throm and trumpet call of a loud balero and enter
the Lluvia de O bar fust as the sis-man combo breaks into a loud
rendition of “Chan Chan,” the sang made famous by the Buena
Vista Soctal Club album

We drink tall mojitos, juleps made with lime juice, mum, and
crushed mint Through the iton bars of & big window we can see

Stuck in town; well-dressed Cubuns dancing on the sidewalk.

idle days in old \elom nods o the music. He isn't good ar bemg
stalled out. He's will, athlene, an mstroctor at the

Colorado Oueward Boond School, and o director

Havana

of Ourward Bound's sea-kavaking base in Baja, He's always on the
move, When T ask him why he didn't bring a joumal on the mp, he
savs, “The unexsamined life s the only hife worth living”™

AMham, who's 3, sports o Hatrop, goatee, and caming. He looks
hke a Generation N version of Ditk Pir, U S, Commando, Given
the current anti-Yankee climate in the wake of the Elkin Gonzdles
mess, | suppose it’s 1o be expected that the Caban govemment
would give us the full burcsucranic restment

“Sa, what do vou want to dof™ | saw stiming the e in my maodito

‘Paddicpaddie.”

“Me too”

‘I don't relish spending time in o Cubuan jail.”

“Why not®

Food probablv sucks.”

Back at the hotel, we commandeer the computer at the front desk
and bang out a detuiled proposal for 4 sea-kavak expedition along
the north coust. complete with photocopied chares with arcles and
arrows. The next moming we deliver it to o surprsed Commodore
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Escnch, who promises he will send it directly 1o the

Detained: The revolutionary

tobacco country. Soon there's murmurng mn the

Minister of “Toursm. We think we know what thur  spirit of Che watches over scats up front. Heath's fancée sits up and clucks
means: weeks, maybe months, of “analysis” Sowe  ©0® of Havana's many inner 1510 Ghe cive thar the Cubans are complaining
sanctums of bureaucracy.

bty a bos of cygars and take the night tam cast w
Santa Clars, a lange town in the center of the country that will put us
within an hours drive of our takeoft point ar Caibanén,
ADAM AND | HEAVE THE saYAks into the dark baggage car
and are waved inside by a thin old man in a striped shin holding »
flashlight. e makes his way past piles of luggage to s crate desk in
the comer, where he sits stiftly und pulls sevensl ledgers our of a
stack, He opens one to a tattered tuble of figures but with the
rocking of the car has trouble Keeping it in the cirele of light. T hold
the Hashlight, and he shakily reads down the columns with the
point of his pencil und makes mystedous caleulutions on the back
of & receipt. Then he pulls out another ledger. He multiplies and
adds. After ten minutes he looks up und tells us that we owe 13
pesos—abaut 70 cents—in overweight bageage. 1 pull out a 20-
peso note. und he says he doesn't huve change, we can pav him in
Santa Clan | say, "Keep the change.™ He waves his hand: No, no.

Nckarm and 1 walk unsteadily o our sears. The coach clatters and
swavs, lights dimmed, most of the passengers asleep. When [ press
my face agunst the ghiss | can see Onon hanging ssdewavs in the
sky, shooting his ammow upward to heaven, and the cut-out shadow
of roval palms. The man in the scat across the asle lcans over and
asks me where we're headed. He savs he's from Austmba, name’s
Hcath, and pulls a footlong Corona Double A cigar out of his
satchel. He offers me one

I tell him we're trying to get permission o g0 paddling, and he
twitches his mouth mto a pmned smile and jerks his hesd towand
the beautiful green-cved mulatto woman cured against him

“I've been trying to get permission from the government to
murry her for nine months. Full-time job, Best of luck.”

We smoke and talk and | think how lovely it is to be enjoving
these fine cigars as we jostle through some of the world's nchest

L1

about us: They wish the obnoxious tounsts would
pipe down. She says this in Spamish, and loud enough that the
whole car can hear. Busted

The people up front stare w laugh, Cubans are nothing if not
good humored. | think it's funny, too, and | laogh a hirte like Tom
Hulee's Mozart in Amadns, The car enipts. The woman conductor
seuted up front shiakes her head and abrupely leaves for the next
carriage. Then the door bangs open and she's back, hurmying down
the aisle, followed by two policemen who ask some of the Cubans
for their papers, There’s no sound now but for trin wheels and
couplers, Palpable fear " The cops examine the documents and begin
to write out citations, The offense: telling foreigners o shut up,
NORODY ELSE 1T sErMs i interested in going to Sants Clan
the stnion’s deserred. A cold frone s moving down from the States,
and a shank-of<the-night fog haloes the few lights. Bevond the
station is a lietle plaza where a real, late-fifties Cadillse is parked
next to 4 horse and camiage. | have 2 momentary fantasy of my
grindmaother Barbars us o pretty brunette waving from the car

A mun with a thack mustache humes down the platform, hands in
packet pockets,

“You need a room.™ he savs. “In a privite house.”

I nod.

“Follow me.™ He goes for one of the kavak bags and stagpers
under its werght. He Jeads us toward an idling vellow Lada A thin
man in a red baseball cap tums to us from the dnver’s seat He has
a longz fanened nose like 2 boxer’s, shaved head. sad bluck eves.
“Femandn,” he savs by way of introduction

I'be car sputters through the misty streets of Santa Clam. Adam
shoots me a look. He thinks we're being handled, passed from ane
mtelhigence agent to another. Could this be true? Probahlv not

Yease turnto page 122
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CUBA fram puge 64

We're probably paranoid. Navigating Cuba
is like steering a deeply keeled ship
through a sea of icebergs; just a [raction of
the territory is explicit. ‘T'he rest is below
the surface. inscrutable to the stranger.

We arrive at Fernando’s house, with a
comfortable front parlor und u long, narmow
courtyard open to the hazy sky. In the
Kirchen we sit at a heavy antique table, and
Fernando serves us espresso in ching
demitasse cups. 1 like Fernando nghraway.
He has the loose-jointed movements of an
athlete, and a brisk heedlessness as he
crushes mw sugar into a splash of coftee.
He smokes cheap Cuban cigaretees and
listens with great attention to our plan. It
evident that he loves the sea. und he seems
fascinated by the idea of a long kavak trip.
He says he'll help us get to Caibarién. A
friend of his knows the entire Cuban
coastline, he adds; Fernando will invite
him to dinner tomorrow night. As
Femando talks, [ notice that his key ring
is 4 miniature red-and-white fishing buoy.

THE FRIEND 1S KNOWN simply as Guajiro,
which means “farmer” or “peasant.” He
was 4 field commander in the Angolan war,
to which Cuba sent thousands of troops. He
moves two glasses of um and two demitasse
cups to the edge of Fernando’s wrought-iron
table and spreads the map. Above the little
courtyard the skv is mauve with dusk. Fer-
nando’s wife, Diang, 15 in the kirchen mak-
ing dinner; his two small children, Laur and
Fernandito, are at our feet. building parking
garages with our dominoes.

Guajiro wears a camo bush hat. left over
from his davs in Nicamgua, where he also
served. fighting agninst the contras with the
Sandinistas. He's my age, 40, but he looks
older. It's in the creases around his eves and
the stiffness of his shonlders, In Angols he
and two Cuban comrades got lost in the
jungle for 70 davs, after a firefight with
rebels who torched a church full of temified
villagers. The three men lived on insects
and rodents. Larer, Guajiro returned to the
village and asked the priest, who survived,
where God had been that moming, why he
had let the church burn, “He was busy
with other things,” the priest said.

Guajiro laughs and downs his glass of rum.
“After that,” he says, “1 didn’t have much to
do with God. We were both yery busy.”

He traces the route we will paddle and
marks the islands. “Here, this is called
Cayo Alto. On the outside s a sand beach.
very clear, many, many lobsters. In the
center of the biggest island vou will see wll
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cedars that mark a spring of sweer water.
Here is the Rio Chica la Sagua. You can
paddie up it through the mangrove some
kilometers to a small village.”

Guajiro says that at night the cays are
dangerous because cigarette boats come
across from Flonda—torpedo-fast with twin
M0-harse Mercuries—to pick up fleeing
Cubans from the estuanes. The Guarda
Fronteru, the border patrol. is helpless to
stop them because the speedboats easily
outrun their military fngates.

“At night. if the smugglers were o sce
vou. and there was some confusion...” Tle
shrugs. [ ask him where, exactly, are the
Guarda posts. It's not a state secret; the
Cubans are proud of their defense system,
Guajiro makes a series of small Xs along the
coast. Adam shakes his head. The stations
are ten w 15 miles apart. almost within sight
of each other. It’s like the Grear Wall,

The ald soldier sits back and smiles. He
knows what we're thinking.

“If you paddle out there, every Guarda
station, every patrol, will know the length
and weighr and color of your boats, your
passport numbers.” He leans forward.
“They will know your mothers' names.”

ADAM AND | STROLL up to Santa Clara’s
central plaza. We buy penny cups of
espresso at the open-air coffee stand and
watch the bustle. Dangling earrings and
high heels are out in full force. A voung
man sipping from his cup beside us savs,
“Where vou from? Alemdn? laliano:™

L love this part. “Estados Unidos.”

His head pulls back. evebrows lift. We
get this response everywhere, Often it's
followed by a question abour the boy
Elidn. But not this guy. He begins to vent,
“There are two Cubas,™ he says. “There are
the people and the sovernment. Everybody
knows this, that the government is for
itself. “The people are suffering.”

Adam and I look uncomfartably wround
us, “This is the first ime anyone has spoken
openly and crtically abour the govemment
within earshot of ather people, and we've
heard wild allegations thar everv fifth or
tenth person in Cuba is 4 government
informant. | wonder if the man is crazy. He
tells us that a few years ago a tugboar called
the /3 de Marzo, loaded with 71 illegal
emigrants, was heading for Florida. The
Guarda Frontera let it pass into intemational
warters before turning the fire hoses from
one of its frigates on the open boat. Mothers
held babies up over their heads so the
soldiers on the frigate could sce who they
were attacking, The /3 d Warso sank. with
31 survivors to tell the story,

On our way back to Fernando’s, Adam
WS (uiet.

“Do you think 1t’s trues™ 1 sav. “About
the boaes™

“It’s fucking grim if 1t 1s.” he savs. We
later find out that it was,

IHERE'S A KAYAKING culture in Cuba
that surprises us. We knew there was o
national kayvak team, a remnant of the
Sovict-cra quest for Olvmpic medals, but
we couldn’t have imagined that many of
the provinces and municipalities have
flatwater kayak and canoe teams. Sea
kayaking, on the other hand, has been
forbidden. Kavaks are difficult to pick up
on radar, and @ good paddler could make
the crossing to Florida in 24 hours,

In the interest of salidarity, Fernando
mkes us to visit the team ourside Santa Clara,
A dozen voung men and women between
the ages of 16 and 23 live in two small bun-
galows by the Rio Manajanabo and
train three times a day, Most go to the nearby
Sport College dunng the week. where they
study to be coaches and rrainers. Cuba sends
trainers all over the Third World to spread
the gospel of athletic prowess and to carn
money for the government back home.

The Santa Clara team 1s proud to have
been national provincial champs for the last
five vears. Their dedication is remarkable,
and their equipment is old and crude:
batrered and oft-repaired fatwarer boats
from the carly eighries, A typical moming
workout consists of a 12-kilometer paddle,
a 10k run, and weight training. The rusting
set of free weights is scattered under a
ceiba tree. When Lask if | can take o team
picture they disperse immediately and come
out from around the buildings carrying
their paddles. Most of the paddles are
homemuade, with aluminum shafts and
fiberglass blades. One boy has a battered
wood-stip canoe paddle. They hold them
like spears or swords, personal Excaliburs.
Before we leave, I try to describe whire-
warter paddling to the kids. When 1 tell
them that the moton of paddling is /nda,
beaurtiful, like a bird flying, they nod
uncerminly. *Isn't it beautiful? “lo paddle
so fase?” They hesitate. I think that perhaps
to them it's a job.

WE ARE TEARING through sugar country,
The mountains of the Escambray, where
Che Guevara trained his guerrillas, rise
ahead, forested and rugged. Randy Travis
blasts on the tape deck. All the windows
are open and cigar smoke billows.
“Mylove is deeper than the holler, stronger
than the river, higher than the pine rees
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growing tall upon the hill..."

Femando is bananas over Adam’s Randy
Travis rape. Inside the Lada, the mood
swings vertiginously berween country-
lovesick and Elvis Crespo’s power salsa.

We've given ourselves up to Fernando's
care. He's savvy and well connected in the
provinee; he'll work the system for us as best
he can. In Caibarién he'll take us to a gov-
ernment Fishing Authority, where we'll buy
fshing permits that should justfy our boats
and, we hope, allow us to paddle around the
cays. T'he lietle car is heavy with the weight
of our kayaks and warer containers, our dny
bags and tent and dnift sails,

We pass a mock village built of concrete,
totally deserted. "T'here’s a church, houses,
and a square, all surrounded by barbed wire.
It's one of many such sites in Cuba where
civilians meet for national-defense drills.
Hundreds of thousands of men, women,
and children big enough to hold rifles are
organized into militias, which train regularly.
They can be armed and deploved within
hours. Underground bunkers honeveomb
the countrvside. It's mind-boggling: This
island the size of Louisiana is prepared for
an invasion by the States at any moment.

The Revolution is stll very much alive in
Cuba, galvanized by the U7.S. embargo and
repeated attempts at insurrection and assas-
sinacion. Adam and [ believe tharone reason
wily Fidel remains so potent is that he has
taken the country’s deep (though discour-
aged) Cartholic beliefs and used them to his
own advantage: e has co-opted the "Tiinic
Castro is God. You don’t s¢e or tulk about
him much. Che is Jesus. He is everywhere,
on posters and billboards, eternally young
and handsome. “CHE—SER COMO EL."
("Che—"TTo Be Like Him™) is scrawled
across 4 thousand concrete walls. The Holy
Ghost is José Marti, Cuba’s greatest poet
and the leader of the 1895 uprising that
nearly shook off the colonial voke of Spain.
And there's a host of Revolutionary saines,
all of whom live in the daily conversation of
farmers as well as ciry folk. | think, Why
can'tthe LS. be like this? When was the last
ame a bunch of Amencan schoolkids went
out to play and one velled, “Hev. I'll be
George Washington, total badass, and vou
be Paul Revere, and Jason—quit sniveling.
dude!—vou be wicked Lord Dunmore™?

CAIBARIEN AT LAST. [E's 4 quaint port
rown with pink and aqua houses and an
ancient Spanish church. “T'he cross streets
end at smooth water, the dark cays laying
along it like sleeping scals.

Bur the officers at the Guarda say we can't
paddle the coast, nor even with our fishing

permits. We can. however, head inland to
Lake Hanabanilla, o ten-mile-long reservoir
surrounded by steep jungly hills. Why don't
we take our boats there?

In Cubu. even on a lake, vou don't just
shove vour kuvaks off the shore and
paddle. You get permission from a state-run
resort hotel, You pull up the arcular drive
and a bunch of uniformed porters carry
vour boats through a green marble lobby
and down to the dock.

We paddle hard for a few kilometers,
glad to stretch our muscles. Then we dnft,
weightless at last, and the quixotic nature
of our expedition dawns on us. I look ar
Adam. We start to laugh.

“And then we went lake paddling in
Cuba,” Adam says. “Cime se diee “idiotic’?”

But itis beautiful here. "The water is
silk-smoorth, and the mountains are lush
and cradle the lake. Egrets perch in the
trees along the shore. We hear salsa drifting
across the cove from a shack covered in
bougainvillea. We hop out of the boars
into the cool water. We splash around and
dive for the borrom. T'he kavaks drift
awav on the warm breeze and we have to
swim after them. A few miles farther on
we meet a decrepirt ferry crowded with
Cuban rounsts. T'hey hang off the rails
and wave. It looks like a refugee boat, and
the irony doesn’tescape me: Three ocean-
going vessels passing each other on a tiny,
bounded inland sea.

THAT NIGHT BEFORE | sleep [ imagine
we are paddling out from a sandy beach.
"I'he boats are red and the warer is clear and
green. Inches below us, we can see purple
sea fans. black anemones, the tanslucent
green shadows of schooled fish fashing to
silver as they turn, The sun is hot, the trade
wind is rising. | can feel it on the back of
my neck.

I think about the vacuum cleaner sales-
man Wormold in Graham Greene’s Our
Man in Havana. e is recruited by the
British Secrer Service, and he proceeds to
make up all of his Cuban intelligence
repores. He invents a host of paid informants.
I's a lot easier thar wav. Soon his reports are
given terrible credence by the police and
spy agencies of several nations, and people
are murdered as 4 result.

I wonder about the meaning of our
expedition. | wonder if. at this point.
imugining it might be just as fruitful as the
real thing. The story seems to have
become the act of trying to get on the
water. What if we never actually ger there?
I can make it up: “Adam Hips the heavy
tung into his cockpit and pries out the

hook. The cay just to the west must be
Cavo Nansanillo, for I remember the
clump of cedurs and the sweer spring
marked on the map by the old soldier..”

As | dnft to sleep | conjure the vast
country just K) miles across the strait to the
north. The United States has lost so much
that Cuba stll has. | see it everywhere on
the fuces of Cuban children: a kind of
sceure sensc of self. an innocence. Yer from
this small room in Fernando's house the
freedom of the United States seems wild,
intoxicating. Nobody writes me a ticket for
laughing on the train. A few years ago |
rode a horse from my doorstep in southemn
Colorado all the wav to Wyoming, and
nobody asked for my papers. There will be
a time, soon, when Cuba is like that, when
its mountains and thousands of miles of
wild coastline will be open o adventure.
Castro will be dead then. the embargo
lifted, and, I fear, much of the country’s
strange charm washed away in a tide of
commercialism from the north,

Before we leave Cuba, Fernando rakes
us fishing. He drives us to his father’s cabin
in a muddy hamler carved out of the
mangrove called Playa Francisco, He stops
at the whitewashed Guarda station and
buys our permits. The three of us wade oot
into the warm water. up to our waists. We
bait weighted hand lines with shrimp and
whip them over our heads. The sun is
straight in our faces. The sand fleas are
terrible. Across the slick-calm water a few
fishing skiffs move slowly. Beyond them
arc the dark shapes of the cavs,

I gera tug on my line, and then another,
and I'm hauling in, hand over hand. The
fish 1s fightng hard. | pull him in and lift
out an eight-inch tmggerfish,

“Hey, Pedro!™ Fernando whoops. He's
smoking a Montecristo and he looks happy,
in his element. “E/Vigo y e/ Mar!""The Old
Man and the Sea.

'HREE WEEKS AFTER WE return to the
States, | gera startling e-mail. It’s from
Commodore Escrich: “Congratulations.
The government has approved vour
project...” | laugh. Perfect timing. I think
about what many Cubans told me: that
Castro is the ultimate micro-manager and
that a proposal for an expedition of this
nature, so novel in Cuba and so off the
beaten tourist track. would end up on his
desk for approval. He's an avid free-diver
and I think how this trip might appeal to the
old athlete. We're going back in October,
Peter Heller Is a poet, essayist. and journalist who
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