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EL CASTILLO ILLEGAL

El Morro, the heart of Havana climbing

IN CUBA, climbing is an “unauthorized” activ-
ity one that provides no revenue for the gov-
ermment. Still, a scrappy scene thrives, despite
Cuban climbers’ dependance on gear danations
from foreigners and a need fo keep the activily
largely secrel. Nowhere is the Cubans' dilemma
mare evident than at El Castillo de los Tres
Santos Reyes Magnos dei Morro—Castle of the
Three Magnificent Holy Kings of El Morro, aka El
Marro—a sixteentn-century edince two minutes
from central Havana.

Standing resolutely above the choppy, tur-
quoise waters of Havana Bay, £l Marro IS an un-
mistakable symbol of colonial might. Bullt by the
Spanish, it survived a lew lumuliuous centuries
of attacke and regime changes before solidifying
its position as a point of strategic defensa Dur-
ing the Spanish reign, massive limestone bricks
were cut from the coastline, and then dropped
into place both to create the oppressive, 70-foot
seaward walls and a deep landward moat. The
castle was soon outhited with a battery of can-
nons named “The Twelve Apostles” her mighty
walls absorbing thousands of cannonball blasts
over the cenluries

| came to Cuba in February 2008, just
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LEFT: Jose Luis Fuentes on Yumi-
ta Linda (5.11b). RIGHT: El Morro
Lighthouse and Havana Bay

weeks before Fidel Castro sur-
rendered his 50+-year reign. and
the country’s energy was electric
After tufa tugging in Vifales, the
unofficial cimbing capital 100
miles west (see Classic Chmbs,
p.72, for more), | found myself
adopted by Havana climbers
eager to show me their urban
training zone. Althouah two ather
areas lle within striking distance
of Havana - Jaruco (11 sport
climbs), to the east, and Boulder
(13 routes, bouldering), near the
Almendares River—El Morro. be-
cause of its stunning ambiance,
nas the edge Even with only
seven climbs from 58 to 511+ 1t
remains fhe place to train

Climbing began at El Moo
in the late 19805, when legends
like Anibal Fern&ndez began scak
ing her walls, Now, & decade later,
small groups continue to follow
In Fernéndez’ footsteps. arriving
after work in search of a pump. £
Morro's walls tell stories of their
own: rusted bolts (the hangers
often stolen) accent the eroded,
neglected, and masonry-patched
faces. And though the woultd-be
jugs from cannonball blasts were repaired
centuries ago, the occasional shifted block
offers a welcome rall or pocket on the steep
taces | discover this during an afternoon visit

After jumping from our taxi, my Havana
friends and | scuttle along El Morro's eastern
llank — the same approach used by English
troops in their successtul eighteenth-century
assault—praying staalth will allow us to avoid
any unwanted attention

“Ah! The police are here!” curses Jose, our
crew's charismatic leader. Fearing we'll have
to pay bribes or have our gear “confiscated.”
we cauliously descend into the moat, flirting
with a 60-foot plummet off the eroded slabs
Hidden at the crag’s base, Cuban youth drink
rum and make out in the shadows.

"What about the police?” | ask Jose, ges-
turing toward two nearby cops. “A problem?”

‘No,” he says, smiling and looking back

“Today, | think 1s OK.*

After sending Yumita Linda (Pretty Little
Tourist, 5.11b) and working the bouldering
traverse, | hinlsh up with El Morro’s newest
route. Salida Megal (Negal Exit: 511+)

“One day, we will have bolls" says Ri-

cardo, the route’s proud creator. “You will lead.”

Al day’s and, as the sun slides behind Old
Havana, the Cuban climbers launch headfirst
into the sea

“Go, go, gringal”™ they taunt. "Jumpl®
Fesling like an ambassador for the Western
world, | hurt mysalf into 1he deep waves.
Treading the cool waters of the Guif of Mexico,
| watch El Morro—without a doubt, Cuba's
coolest climbing gym—turn amber in the fad-
Ing light —Michael |.P. Hall
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Vintsnes sniast HAVARA'S $AMULS MALECON (524

watll), El Morro is accessible via taxi—the two-

nunuLE (P susty just 8 few pesos. Your best ber
| bs toy hawe Cubun clismbers give vou the tour dod
10 keep the climbing gear under wraps. Upon
arrival, hzad norhwest toward the watcs, passing
a cement plarforss housing a 30,000-vn0lt genera-
tor (don'r touch! L Just beyond s the climbing
moat. Be very carofu] ner the crumbling) odges,
us there are no guardrails

Woar 1o Bupas

Cubuan ¢limbery need gear: boles, hangers, bar
nessoy, shoes, draws, 12wl battenes, and
chargers, Therr are anly rwi racks n all of Cubs,
10 know vout dananons will be nsed! For more,
vitit caelaclimsrg.come

RicomMemsprn nooTes
o Paso de los Viestos (5.00): The fiese route ot E
Morro! Toprope (or test your conzage on lead) as
yous wisrk wp 4 windy and exposed north face on
ancient, rusty bolty, the waves breaking below
o Yioreita Lieeda 1 £ 11100 1) Morro's only safels
functionitge bead route climbs the east-face cornes
A balancy crus an pebbles ar the forrth bolt grves
it the 511 ranng.
» Salida tlegal (5.1 This w the crags most
prontising route, featuring sustaited climbing
on thit featnees, Brng 2 six-meter cordelette fur
the anchuoe

—MJI'H

MICHAEL ). HALL (BOTH)



