3
]
=
=
©
]
@
=3
<]
&
©
(o)
5
2
o

18

gripped.com V12.03 06/07 2010



®
o
<]
c
7]
=
o
°
c
]
E
<
2
<]
2
o

northern faces

Left: Anibal Fernandez Below: Anibal Fernandez on Milenio 6¢+ (5.12a).
on The Wasp Factory 7b+ Typical of many rock climbs in the Vifales Valley,
(5.12c), Cueva Cabeza de Milenio ascends high above the tobacco and

la Vaca, Vinales Valley malanga fields

Story by Armando Menocal

“There are tons of climbers here from the whole world, and many chicas as well, the
weather is perfect and there are new routes. La vida es bella! Life is beautiful!”

That was the message — in its entirety — from Anibal Fernindez, my friend, climbing and
guiding partner, and Cuba’s most prominent climber. Anibal was a force of youthfulness and
exuberance. It was easy for me to envision him as I sat at the computer reading the message
from my snowbound Wyoming home in the winter of 2003: a 23-year-old Don Juan, blue-
eyed, with long blond dreadlocks.

In 1999 I had been one of four U.S. climbers who were the first foreigners to go to Cuba
to climb — and give bolts, drills, and gear for any Cuban climbers we could find. On our last
day of climbing, we had been joined by an earnest teenager with short cropped blond hair.
We did not know it at the time, but Anibal had gone awoL from the army and hitchhiked all
day to climb with us. After I dropped Anibal in Havana, he went straight to the brig for two
weeks. As he later told me, he was not going to miss his first genuine climbing experience,
and he didn’t care what the army did to him.

Still, our first meeting and his trip to the brig didn’t clue me in to what was coming. Over
the next decade, Anibal was to expose me to a redefinition of the term that each of us as
climbers believe we know better than any other: commitment. Climbing is a freedom taken
for granted in an open society. I was to see that to climb in an authoritarian country, however,
takes a demoralizing and stift-necked commitment to climbing.

Anibal’s upbringing was not typical, especially for crushingly poor, communist Cuba.
Anibal’s mother, Esther, is an actress and director, who has travelled with stage productions
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