CRAIG LUEBBEN

To MOST AMERICANS,%'UB' [CIBRE! 1S A @m EOUND IN BARS —
a rum and Coke with a squeeze of lime. The cocktail can\,sérve as a metaphor for the place
itself, Cuba’s national liquor, ironically mixed with America’s favorite cola, and enlivened by a
. ﬁ OflCanbbean citrus, But Cuba Libre! also has a deeper, historical meaning as the rallying cry for
Cubans ﬂghﬂng mrfmedﬁfp fromWnnv and socialistic oppression. ® During a month-long running
tour, of Cuba, | found freedom of anome%oft'l'hﬂvpks to the country’s socialist government, the state
"ths most of the land, so | was free to roam the expansive caﬁﬁtrysnde, to explore trails, dirt roads and
. coastlines ’Knd perH‘hﬁscbgsﬁ‘pf all, to enjoy the warm hospitality and vivacious culture of the people of
Cuba. ® The “forbidden island” s So close to the USA — just 90 miles south of Florida — and vetso farb
away politically and logistically. Federal regulations restrict visits by us, cihzens but if you reallv want
to get there you can (see Trailhead: Cuba), Of the 1.7 million v:srtors in 2000, an estimated 100,000 were
Americans. % Cuba’s melting pot of races, ideas, art, music, sensuality and sunshine is so unigue that it'’s

hard for a visitor. not to fall in love with it. Columbus was the first European to hear the siren song, -y

~"‘i:".jr.-;;.;._ " discovering the island on his first voyage i 1492 and lateg@Wliti
:‘ s 1 fairest eyes have seen. '
) o et 4y Greene and Step' e
'1*\" 34 ,";: P Al q,-f followed, usuallyfmd‘ ing & o
- . .‘ ing for more, Because beneath every stone in the Iush
. p !ﬂm Cuban countryside is a story, and what better

way to learn of Cuba 's stories than by




ADVENTURE IN ATROPICAL PARADISE

A PN s unspoiled mountain ranges, hundreds of rural dirt roads and
by “" L 3 3“ o S countless trails. Getting to Cuba in the first place can be ditfi-
. A cult, but once you get there it's a trail running paradise
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LIKE MOST VISITORS, I fly intu
Havana and its new airport named aftet
Jose Martl, 4 poet and national hero
killed in battle in 18695, | take a taxi 12
miles into the cloy with Pably, one of o
new breed ol Cabun entrepreneurs
licensed (and xed) by the government
1o house tourists tn what are called casas
particulare. We stop in bustling, tight,
sweaty central Flavana at his well-kept
apartinent

| ask Noru, Pablo’s

wife, a woman who in the days o come

“How are things"

will hand-wash my running shorts, T-
shires and socks and have fresh mangoes
waiting for me after every run

“No es facile,” she savs, meaning, it
is not easy.”

No es facile — an apt way 1o sum up
not only Cuba’s economic situation
which has been dismal since the collupse
of the Saoviet Union, but also running on
the island, For while Cuba has three
unspoiled mountin ranges along with
countless miles of dirt roads, trails and
sugarcane and tohucco fields, it often is
not easy gerting there

My secondd day wantng o get uft
road and out of Havang, 1 walk over o
the Capitolio, a nearly exact replica of
the LS, Capitol in Washington DG and
cateh a vide on & “camel.” These lumber-
ing Soviet-made buses are hooked
togethier in pairs making them look like
two-humped camels

\s the bus nears Cojimar, a small
fishing village 10 kilometers cast ol
Havama, | meekly call out, but the bhus
does not stop. Inside & packed camel
no one can hear you, especially if vou
speak English. Finally, miles Later, Tmake
my way over o the door, and at the next
stop | tunble out in a heap

By chance, | land at a great place 1o
run, Mavas del Estes, a series of nearly
empty beaches that streteh for miles
along the coast. There are single-track
trails through sand dunes and grassiands
meundering past patches of palm trees
and o Tew cabamas and small hotels, | run
along the coust at the water’s edyge, past
concrete shelters built 1o help repel
attacks, Heading west, | continue until |
reach Cojimar, where Hemingway used 1o

| ep s boat

Cromsing the hridge over Cojinan
Harbar, | jog up a hill to Calle Pesuela
and the home of Gregorio Fuentes, the
captain of Hemingwav's ship. the Pilar,
und his best friend from 1958 until the
writer's death in 1961

Even at 102, Fuentes Is full ol lite
and eager o k. “Did Hemingway run:”
I ask
‘Bul

No. not much.” Gregorio siavs

OLD MAN AND THE SEA: Captain Gregorio Fuentes
{above), Emest Hemingway's best friend and ship
captain, is full of stories but insists the famous
author wasn't much of a runner. Rehydrating an
Cuban trails is easy (right), as long as you carry
a big machete. Scott Dietler from Miami (far
right) runs on @ dirt trail throogh a tobacco farm
in Valle de Vifales.

he was an athlete, alwavs boxing and con-
cerned with his weight” and with this
Careporio s nels o slow motion i.li‘ thut
stops i few inches from my face.

"Qué quicres tomars” he asks

“Water,” | unswer, [eeling verv dehy
dted from several hours in the hot sun

“Water!? No!™ Gregario savs. shuking
hiis head. He motions 1o his grandson,
who brings me o glass of rum

“This s where Hemtingway used to sil
when he came alter fishing,” Gregorio
sayy, pointing out u chulr in the corner of
the room, | sit and we wlk about Hem-
ingway — and drink — for another houat
until the grandson ushiers me out. saving
itis time for Gregonio's nap. I stumhle
out and jramp into o e fuerti mlar parked
near the hirbor Itis o 1948 Chevralet
with a backseat big enough for me to
stretch ot on. | give te driver my

address and Ll sound asleop

NOT ALL MY RUNS ARE like scencs

Irom Hemingway novels, but i Caba,

invitriably something unexpected — and
N — comes up

During my stay, | ook up with a giny
named Scott a runner rom Moo, For
aut Hirst foray, we choose Pinar del Rio
the large, beautiful provinee west ol
Havana. Thanks to the holiday season

there is ot u rental car to be found, Ina
gesture of hospitality typical of Cubans
Pablo otters to be our guide and dover in

exchange for expenscs



“You can get whatever you need or
want in Cuba — as long as you have dol-
Iars.” Pablo explams

We head out on the Carretera Cen-
tral under billboards featuring revolu-
tionary heroes Che Guevern and Camilo
Cienluegos and past acres and acres of
lush sugarcane and green, rolling hills

In the Valle de Vinales — Cuba's
tabacco country, which is littered with
strange lmestone hills called mogotes —
we stop whenever and wherever we want
in order o run, IU's 2 great way 1o meet
the localy, as we discovered one morning.

“Uh. oh.” Scott savs as we wind along
a dirt path between waist-high tobaceo
plants and past thatched-roofed barns
where tobacco leaves lay drving. Looking
up, I sec ourway is blocked by a tough-
looking cowboy on a lean horse who
looks even meaner. Coming down
nearby hill 15 an old woman with skin as
weathered as the cowboy's suddle, | know
the state owns the land i Cuba, bur i
sure feels to me like we are trespassing
We stop. The cowboy and old woman
come closer “Thev know we're Amen-

cans,” Scott whispers.

The woman wilks up and asks where
we are from

I think of saying Canada, but when |
tell her “Estados Umidos,”™ she smiles, the
gaps in her teeth looming like black
holes. “Oh, Estados Unidos! Bien-
venidos!” Her exuberant welcome
includes hugs for each of us and  gift of
two grapelruits just fallen from the tree
in front ol her house, After lsughing and
tulking, we continue our run along the
solt, red dirt.

“The people in Cuba have nothing,”
Scott remarks later, “and vet they huave no
hard feelings towards people from the
United States.”

OUR JOURNEY CONTINUES south
to the constal town of Trinidad, This
UNESCO World Herituge Site looks the
same as 11 did centunes ago when pirates
used 1o come ashore 1o plunder its
nches. It's a town where you could spend
vour entire vacation. There is incredible
snorkeling at nearby Playa Ancon, and
there &5 plenty of dancing and music,

along with the great trails of the nearby
Sierru de Escambray mountains. One of
the best trails starts near the Topes de
Collante spa, formerly a retreat for
Cuban army officers, and ends at & water-
fall — a cool and refreshing tonic aftey
the steep climb through a forest ol green
ferns

There's really no reason to leave
Trnidad, bt I am eager to reach Sant-
ago de Cuba, the country's second largest
city. While Havana looks toward Minmi
and focuses on the matenial world, Sanu-
ago is thoroughly Canbbean — hot, lusty
and vivacious, the hirthplace of o, the
distinctive Cuban dance music,

When the Fidel Castro-led guerrillas
were fighting in the mountains, journal-
ist Carlos Franqui wrote that there were
1,001 different kinds of tmails in the
Sterru Maestra, That is a low estimate,
and trail runs in the Sierra are limited
only by your time and ingenuity,

Farther cast is the Gran Pledru, o
massive granite rock (it weighs an esti-
muted 63,000 tons) that is the highest
point on this part of the island. When
I finish my run to the top. the small view-
ing aren is lined with cheering people
who had driven past me on the way up.

A steep staircase leads 1o the top of the
Medra, where Hain can be seen glisten-
g i the distunce across the sea

One mormmg | leave my casa particy-
farin the center of Santago looking for
some new routes. Pablo finds a local
warking a field outside of town who
agrees to guide me. He points out a trail
winding through some thick woods and
up s mountain. el him P wait for him
at the top, After a couple of miles, I look
hack, and there s my guide, jogging
bareloated behind me, not even sweat-
ing. Keeping a polite distance, he stops
when | stop and starts when I start. At the
top, my reward Is a magnificent view ol
Santiago harbor, where Spunish Admiral
Cervas was routed in the last battle of the
Spanish-American War, ending torevet
Spain’s colonial empire

“I'm thirsty,” T tell my guide.

“Venga,” he says, and we follow n
rocky ail 1o a small frame house where
my guwide’s brother lives. Atop the house
is & cacrus, believed by members of the
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Santerin religion w provide good luck. My
guide’s brother comes out holding 4
machete. and it appears my luek has run
ont. When I tell it I am an Americun
journalist, he comes closer, holding up the
machete. TTook behind me and see u cliff
with a long drop. Lam ready 1o fall 1o my
knees and plead for merey, when he Jeans
over i fraont of me, pl(ks up i coconut,
slashes 1t open and hands it 10 me.

I lean back my head and feel the
coconut milk cooling my insides. He
otfers me another. Before long, | have
drained half a dozen coconurs and
stufted myself with the white insides. His
wile comes out with a meal of chicken
and rongr (nice and beans) and — sur-
prise — rum. Because my Spanish is loss
than perfect, 1 act out my stories, trving
1o explain through pantomime what
snow looks like.,

AFTER LEAVING Santiago de Cuba
we head to Camaguey, then on to Playa
Giron on the east side of the Bay of Pigs,
Forming the west side of the bay, the Zap-
ata peninsula s o lurge, sparselv popu-
lated marshlund with the best wildlife

on the island. The world's sinullest hum-
minghird, about the size of vour thumb,
15 here along with rare crocodiles. the
Cuban hizard cuckoo and the Cuban
pygmy owl There has been no develop-
ment, and nature has been allowed

1o thrive

The sand cast along the Bay of Pigs
i great for runming. | ke a worn trail
past some royal palims, grazing horses
and a double row of tounst cabanas, A
Frenchman, wearing one of those bikim
bathing suits, is jogging along the beach.
We run wogether for o bit and exchange
pleasantries as runners are wont 1o dn
the world over,

I feel conspicuously American and
wander how Cubans will respond 1o me
in this, their sacred battle site where the
nascent Cuban revolutionary government
lound its footing.

One of the great pleasures of run-
ning ina foreign lund is retracing his
tory’s footsteps. simplyv running where
the fighting took pluce. keeping an open
mind., weighing both sides and letting
history sink in however it wants. Running
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COLORFUL CUBA: Author Michael Sandrock runs past El Mural de {a Prehistoria near Vifiales. The 15-
story mural, which represents the evolution of life on earth, was painted by 25 campeasinos in 1961
under the direction Leovigildo Gonzalez Marillo, 3 follower of famed Mexican artist iego Rivera

then becomes more Ui just acrobic

exercise: it becomes purt of the long,
grand story thut is our common leritage.

Finishing the hourlong rmn. [ sit an
the beach und look over the calm water,
mmagiming the scene 40 vears ago when
ships imloaded exiled Cubans who
anempted, unsuccesstully, 1o reclnim the
island from Fide! Castro and his bind of
bearded revoluuonaries. The sunset is
beautiful, as olsewhere in Cuba. This
beach, however, is marred by a large con-
crete wall constucted about 50 merers
affshore to prevent any future landings,
s if the exiles would mry again at the
sume place after their first disaster

A hot shower awiits me back at i
cast praarticwlar, along with u feast fit for a
marathoner. For 83, we are presented
with more food than | could eat in three
diys — piles of shrimp, cavught this morm-
ing i Cochina Bay, rice, vams, lettace,
tomutoes, omons, bananas, numngoes and

oranges. It's topped off by cold Hutuey
beer (of this Tam glad, s Tam very tired
ol rum by this paint)

After dinner, we sit around the
kitchen table drinking more Hatuey and
talking, Maostly, my Cuban friends talk
and 1 listen. What u delight it is o be
around people who love nature, Far away
from the incessunt call of development,
subdivisions, fust food restaurants, cell
phones, esmail and the Internet. Here in
the solitnde of Pluva Giron, we talk of’
pohitics, ideas, philosophy and nature,

THE NEXT MORNING, my final ane
m Cuba, Tam up early 1o watch the sun-
nse. How quier and peaceful it 1y, and
how unlikely o bloody invasion now
seems in this spot | start on the coasml
road toward Cienfuegos, but 'm in the
mood 1o get otf-road again | see no
paths, however, into the thick vegetation.
A couple of miles larther, | finally
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& Tha US Trading with the Ensmy
Act of 1983 restricts the spending of
monay related to Cuban travel by
US. citizens unlsss they have & licensa
issued by tha Treasury Departmant's
Office of Foreign Asssts Control
(OFAC), However, enforcament of
thiu act, which forms the basis of the
Amencan embargo against Cuba
vanes from yeur o ywar Bororsing
to the political climate. The bottom
Iitae 1 that legal traved to the islund
rixqures a Treasury Degartment loerss
limitad, sccording to & recent New
York Tirmes article, 0 joutnalists “and
thoss engaged In governmant busi-

MICHAEL SANDROCK COLLETTION

ness or cultural exchanges. Ganeral
tourism and business travel are not
allowed"”

& Il you're interested In visiting
Cuba
Departmant’s OFAC departmant to

start with the Treasury

see Il you quality for o licensge;
waww.traas goviafac; (202) 622-2480.
MNex1, chack with the following orgs-
nizations that legally take groups
to Cubs

Canter For Cuban Studies: 124\
23 St New York, NLY. 10011; 212)
2420558 www.cubaupdata.org

Global Exchange: 2017 Mission
St No.303, San Franmisco, CA 84N0;

now forced 1o jump and step over fallen

in however it wants.”

turn at a trail cat through the green jun-
gle. The tral has many sharp rocks and
coral on i1, but the dirt in between is sofi
and the footing good. Thirtyy minutes in,
the trail narrows and the trees ger

denser. Like most runners, | am loathe to
ever turn back, and yo | continue on,

1815) 255-7296; www pglobalex-
change oig

Marazul Tours: Tower Plaza Mall,
4100 Park Ave., Weshawaon, NJ 07087,
1201) 313-8670; www.marazul
tours.com
* Peter Haney, an avid troil runnar
fram Fort Colling, Colorado, i plan-
ning & lagal two weaek tour of Cuba
for trall runnars and road cyclists
from Apni -20, 2002 Tha trip will be
coordinated through Globsl Exchungs
is=a abovw! wnd will cost about §1,800
per person, For more information,
call (570) 282-1386 or e-mall him o
rmeand 000 & aol.com

“One of the great pleasures of running in
a foreign land is retracing history’s footsteps, stmply
running where the fighting took place, keeping an open

mind, weighing both sides and letting history sink

trees. All at once, am knocked down by
a stubborn vine hanging across the trail
that does not break as | expect. Lying
stunned on the matted leaves and roots,
feeling sharp coral cutting into my back,
[ look up through the leaves blotting out
the hot Cuban sun. | gather my senses,
and after a bit of cursing, my {irst
thought 1s, *“What a ridiculous place for
an mvasion. How could the exiles have
chosen such an impenetrable and iso-
luted area to launch their atmeks"

After several minutes, | rise and
retreat back o the road. The blood that
was flowing down my leg has dried, and |
run back to Playa Giron feeling utterly
whipped.

ON THE THREE-HOUR DRIVE hack
to Havana later that day, Pablo makes
a lunch stop ara emoire halfway berween
the battle sites of Playa Giron and Playa
Largn. After diming on crocodile meat,
we watch i group of tounists scuba diving
in the deep, fresh water of the limestone
sinkhole. The embargo, the Cuban Mis-
sile Crisis and the bartle of the Bay of
Mgs all seem far away from this idylhic
spor. At least they do unul Pablo pulls
me aside and whispers thar local lore
says i bomb sull lies ar the bortom of
the cenote

“Of course, we don't el rourisis
thar,” he contides. “We don’t want 1o
scare anvone off from visiting Cubal”
Then with a big grin, he adds, “Especially
Americans!”

Michael Sandrock, who wrote his thesis
on “A Farewell to Arms, ™ s a former 2:23
marathoner and the author of “Runming

with Legends” (Fluman Kmnetics, 1997), @
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