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CLIMBING ON THE ISLAND OF REVOLUTION

Story and photos by Craig Luebben

UST A STONE'S
~ § THROW FROM FLORIDA, yet worlds
"l away, the forbidden island of Cuba faces
“an uncertain future as one of the last bastions of

communism. Cubans anxiously and nervously await the change

that Is sure to occur at the end of 73.year-old Fidel Castro’s reign.

The question on everyone’s mind is what's to come — democracy or dictatorship?

One thing is certain, however: With some of the best limestone in the America’s and a
population of warm, inviting citizens, Cuba is set to become a favorite destination for climbers,
no matter what political road the island’s government takes.
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,, - shit! Rock-

Khkkkk!™ 1
screamed, as a
stafactite the size of a junicr high kd
ripped through the sky, From the
ground, 15 Cuban lumbenacks locked
up anxicusty &5 Cameron, five pitches
off the deck and hallway through a
pumpy, 40-fzot rool, whigped cnto
the rope, The lumberjacks had been
watching us far days — they moved
logy while we drilled bolts — and
had fondly bequn caling us gningos
foces. Now they wousid think wie weee
compietely nuts.

Ve were climbing o 350-faot
limestone cathedral that arched
high above the lumberyard near
Cuba's Vinales Valley. Trippy tufa
calumns dribbled down the wall,
and stalactites dripped from the
huge roof, At the fist belay ledge
we lound three rsty Italian pitons
strung with tattered cord, A lecal
farmer told us that a pair of Span-
ish women had lelt them 20 years
eartiee, Two pin scars en the second
pitch marked the Spanish high-
point. The wall above looked
improbable, but we managed a
dot-ta-dot link-up of giant tufas
On the first redpoints of cur new
roule, we wrapped cur legs arcund
the mammoth stalactite on the
fifth pitch for a hands-off rest, Then
the rock spear splintered olf the
face, o Cameron tumbhing to
the sky.

aribbean climbing pioneer

Skip Harper spent five years

cenvinging me to visit Cuba,
With Skip, I'd made successiul cimb-
ing expeditions 1o Cayman Brac,
Puerto Rico and Mana Island, Cubia
turned out to have the best climb-
iny of any of these wlands, and the
chance to delve into a socicty and
culture so far removed from our
owr was incomparable.

The adventure started long before
we set foot on Cuban soil, with the
challenge of finding a legal way
onto the island, American citizens
wha spend money in Cuba risk a

Caminon CHROLE TAKIY T BEAUTIIUL,
5.17C DINICTINNMA UF THE SMOOTH,
WHITE FACE OF THE THIRD PITOH Of M
Macare. CRoss AND AuTHoun Cralc
LULUBEN BIVIED IM THE CAVE BELOW THIS
PITCH DURING TIEIN TWO-WEER STAY W
Cusa.
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$50,000 fine tor “trading with the enemy.” No one
has yet been prosecuted for merely traveling to the
island, but we didn’t dare risk such a ludicrous penalty

So, long befere we left we began o pretracted series
of email communications in search of some local Cuban
chimbers. With peshaps only 20 cimbers and two cimb-
Ing clubs, in Havana and Camaguey, the Cuban climb-
Ing scene is small, 1o say the least. The difficulties of
transportation on the island and the almost tatal
absence af gear — a doctor's salary for an entire year
barely buys a rope and shoes — explains why climb.
g is in its infancy, We eventually tracked down the Club
de Escalada Arne Saknussem, the climbing branch ot
Havana's Spelealogical Society, and
were abie to focate some cf the friendly
locals. Carlos Pinelo, a microbioloqist
wha does bloodwork for Cuba’s €ite ath-
letes at the Natlonal Sports Institute,
aranged for an efficial invitation from
the club to ¢climb in Cuba, with trans-
portation, food and accommodations
provided.

It's a cliché, but true — arriving in
Havana was like traveling back in time
Vintage Chevies, Dodges and Fords
cruised the streets, along with bicy-
cles, rickshaws, horse.drawn carnts and
smoke-belching buses. Once a thriv-
Ing city built on sugar and tourism,
Havana suffered from nearly 40 years
of socialism and was crippled in the
early 90s by dwindling subsidies frem
the crumbling Soviet Union, While
some areas have been restored to their
fermer glory days — when rich Amer-
lcans visited for sex, drugs, booze and
cigars — much of the city s still in
shambles. Trash Ltters the streets, rw
sewage plugs some of the qutters, and
Cubans pack the ailing buses almost
1o bursting

Seon after we arrived, | presented
a slide show to Havana's ¢ limbing club
at the Sports Institute. Attenward, Car-
fos, his climbing panner Vitalio Echaz-
abal and a handful af other club
members took us to taprope the walls
ol Tres Reyes del Morro, the famous fort guarding
Havana's harbar. Vitallo is a natural chimber, with a
body like o European rock star — wide shoulders, huge
ats, a finy waist and legs and wild cutly haie. In spite
of inadequate gear and virtually no menters to teach
m, Vitalio has reached the 5.17 level in a single year
of climbing. The young Cuban was cager Lo show us
sround the fort’s routes, including an aréte created in
1898, The scar of a line was lefltover from whern a Us
sattleship, fighting to claim Cuba and Puerto Rico
rem Spain, blasted the ten-foot-thick stane wall with
{5 cannons.

L ariginally dreamed of climhing sea cliffs in Cuba,
ut the fort was as close as | would get. Instead, we
eaded for the quaint, western Lown of Vinales. Skip's
esearch had tumed up the prospect of good fime-

stane near the small town, and
we higured that, at 10 miles and
1,000 vertical feet irem the sea,
the region's cosl, dry and breezy
conditicns would make an ideal
climbing setting.

The first views, however, were
discauraging The huge mounds
of limestone, calted magozes, that
rose above the lush tobacco ficlds
were a'most enticely wrapped in a
thick cloak of vegetation. But as
we explored the valley, we began

CLOCKWISE FiROM Lirs: Mis sKULL oM THE
VERCE OF EXPLODING, Cusan ViTaun
EcHAZABAL PULLS OFF 1S fiyT 5. 118
LLAD O ThL THIRD PITCM oF Fivin' Mymwa,
CUBA'S DUILDINGS AND PUBILIC PLACES AfE
FLASTIRED WITH COVERNMINT PROPA -
CANDA LIKE TS MONTACE — “Minoic
roRtVIR! " — in SanTACo 0f Cuma. If T
MUMALS ANE SLICHTLY DISTUMBING TO THE
AMERICAN EYE, THIRE 15 PLINTY 1O DELGHT
THE WIESTERN TOURISY A3 witL. Coco
TARI, ANYONET

to spy long faces of cloan, overhanging imestone with
caves, pockets, stalactites, tufas and columns. Only
two other climbing teams — the Spanish group 20
years earier and a Cuban-Colombian team that cpened
two traditional lines — had developed routes in the
valley. \We had stumbled across a bountiiul expanse
of untapped limestane.

- he first cliffs we explored in the Vinales Valley
were near El Palenque, a tourist attraction built
inside & cave where runaway slavas once took

refuge, By day, it's a bar and restaurant; ar mghu it
transforms into a saucy cabaret and disco, We quickly
et 1o work en a small wall close encugh that the com-
plex rhythms and staccato vocals of the club's music
floated aver 1o us on the breeze. When the drill dust
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OXEN DRIVIN PLOWS AND LUSH TOBACCO
HILDS ARE A COMMON SICHT IN KUNAL
Cuna. Hich anove, Camenon Cross nar
PILY A HIXID ROPE WHILE CLEANING THE
FOURTH FIIcH of MR Macore.
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settled at the Palenque Wall, we had
created {ive one-pitch sport roules
ranging from 5.10a to 5.11b.
We settled into a camiertable
feutine of warking new routes by
day and hanging out with our
host, Oscar Rodriguez, in the
evenings, The gloom al Havana
15 washed over by a happier exis
tence in Vinales, Oscar embodied
this happy-go-lucky attitude, with
unmatchable hospitality, a loving

attitude toward friends and family and an industrious
nature. Oscar prepared countless meals of rica, beans,
salad, fried melonge (2 root simitar to a potato) and
park or chicken, and we'd spend the long evenings
teasting together and sharing convensation. Aftes din-
ner we'd head to either Bl Palengue or Casa Dago, a
small neighberhood nightclub. Casa Dago was usu-
aliy alive wath spirited Cuban songs performed by as
many as seven musiclans on guitas, trumpel, $axo-
phone, a decrepit piano and fawless percussion.

To diminish comgetition to government.owned
businesses, Casa Dago was imited to 12 patrons, even
though it had room for 30, One night, after finding too
many pecple inside, the imspecters closed the night-
club for three years. This sort of government oppres-
sion is lelt across Cuba, where the streets and open
spaces are awash with propaganda. Billboards and
buildings are painted with images of revolutionary

heroes Che Guevara, Fidel Castro and Jose Marti, and
slegans such as “Long live free Cuba!™ and “Patrio-
tisn or death!" are everywhere. Olten, however, gov.
ernment meddling s far more overl. One day, our taxi
was stopped just outside ol lown by government
inspectors, who informed us that the Laxi was rot cer-
tified to transport tounsts. Later that day, the pesos.
only taxi was impaunded,

any Cubans teel frustrated and trapped by these
intrusions — the “revolutien® contrals thei
every step, and poverty is widespread, After the
tal) of the Soviet Union, farmgn aid dwan
dled 10 nothing and Cubans endured a
harsh penod of scarcity, deemed the "spe-
cial period.” The ecanomy nearly col-
lapsed, and feed shortages were ampant.
Thousands of Cubans took ta the sea Lke
lemmings, and many ded. Because of
its embargo policy, the United States did
nothing to help, The country eventually
got back on its feet, but st Barely. Today
thee is enough loed, but Cubans often
have to brave fong Fnes to gat their rations
ol rice and bread, Cubans are forbidden
1o eat luxuries such as beet and lobster —
these are reserved for the govermnment
1o sell to tourists. Roving e'ecinzal black-
outs plague Cuba — often the whole
town of Vinales goes black lor three or
four hours at o time

Most tourists, predominantly [rom
Canada and Europe, never see this side ¢f
Cuba, riding around n ther air-condi-
tioned buses and staying = luaury hotels
In tact, the government strongly dis-
courages contact betwesn tourists and
Cubans. A recent crackdown hay made
many Cubans, especaty women, alraid
to be seen with faregners |est they be
suspected of husthng or prostiaution. It's
teo bad — when we were abile (o spend
time with rural Cubiens, wee found them
to be same of the warmest people we'd
ever met, even 1o us Amesicans, whose country is
openly hostile toward Cuba

Through Carlos and Vitalio we met Licuel Angel. Some
nights we'd sit in Miguel's rocking chars, bsten to the
jozz of Charlie Parker and discuss current events, One
such evening, Miguel seemed tentatie

“You're from Caolorado, nght?” e aked. “A school
in Colorado was just bombed and romersus students
were shot,” he explained, relerring 1o the Columbing
High massacre.

"What » Celerado like? That cow'd niever happen
here,” he said in disbeie!,

1 was ashamed, As Amencans, we t20d 19 lock down
on the world with a sense of se¥.congratulatory supe-
tiority, particularly “rogue natoms” Lie Cuba. And
while Cuba has iLs share of preblem, violence there is
rare, except perhaps government-rponsered viclence
against dissidents and crime i the aregs of Havana,



Anovi: CROSE MOVES COMPIDENTLY ON BIG BUCKLTS AT THL
Lr of THE 401007 ROOr oM Frvin® Myewa (5.124),
Al ACROSS THE VINALES VALLIY WE SAW UNCLIMBID CLISS
THAT LOOKLD SURS TO HAVE SCLID ROCK,

tf you go At publication, the US embargo on
Cuba |4 alive and well, meaning that Americans
are sill prohibited from spending USS on the
island. However, tourists of ather nationalities —
and defiant or savvy US citizens — can fly Into
Havana for an unsurpassed cultural vacation. Be
sure to get a visa before you arrive. The budget
traveler can get by on around 525 a day, double
that, and you'll be living large, Vinales is 15 miles
northeast of Pinar del Rio and between two and
three hours drive from Havana — depending on
whether you rent a taxi (540) or car (expensive),
or take the bus ($10-515). You'll find plenty of
lodging opportunities in private homes In Vinales;
Just ask around. Dan't forget to reserve $15 for
your departure from Havana, Without paying the

lax, you won't be permitted to leave,
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A BRIEF HISTORY

OF CUBA

1493 The Pope grartes cantral pf

Cuha o Spain

1512 The Spaniands begin g bru-
tal campaign af slavghering and
rnalan inng Cuba's indigrnous
Twinos pupulation

E7R0- 1310 Chver 1OH OO0 slaves are
hrvraght from SErke s vo Caba o
Labse st the sasgear dnndiastry,

BOOE T an ottempt 1o gain male
tary supremacy i the Gull ol
Mesico, Fresidenc Thomas felters
SN attempis (o pur hase ¢ gaha
[rens Spain

THER BT Govrridle warfare
Treaks o o Cubua, withs eevolu
Do teving toend Spanish
comral ol the island. Casaalties
aret high on hoth sides: 80,000
Spatniards g 250000 Cobrins,
195 Revolutionarny leader Jose
Marteand general Maximo Games
renew the assault on the Spanish
rulers of Culae Wy ehding seraight
intn ehe Spanish teons Tine, Mand
ety es bimose Ll b omes oane
ol the most prominemt Cabun reve
olutionary hermes

a8 Fressdom William Mo Kinley
sends the wanship Uas Maine 1
Phavarsa haebor w pootecr C S el
pens living there The Maine mys.
cerimmly explondes 1o the lusbor,
and the US declares war an Spain
In Jews than 3 manths, the Span
o sere defeaned, LS arilinars
iz al Ceba hegins

1902 Cuba finally gains indepen.
demee, thinagh Washingian sall
wwaintatey o hold oo Caban
pulittes. Over thie nest fon
decades, investement capital

pours in fovm the LS and the
swealth created iy Ceba's sugar
andd tourism induseraes v
sipthoed feam the connny

1903 The USanneses Guans
Lo Bav in eastern Cubua, eres
Ating o permanent naval hase
POITH58 Fulgendcin s nises
o the top ot thar Cuban malary
and ks contrnl of Culia, e bra-
Ly suppresses internad opposi
tian wn his government and enters
business with the Mabia
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IHS3 Aage 2b, Fidel Castro
Laant bes o revolutionary aack
amvinst the Moncada army bar
ran ks in Santhago de Cuba, S
fuur rebels are captured, woriured
and exee llll'\" CAaMIm l“Yl‘Yl'\
omed with 25 of his compatriots,
1953 Artazingly, Castro v freed
ard e depares (o Mexico whiere
he continues plotring his revolu
o

1936 Aler o disastrous hoat rid
leness Mes o, Castro and 01 revo
lutlinaries Lind in Cuba’s Ori
pnte provinoe Batista’s army is
waiting, and only 16 revolutions
arves survive — o loding Fidel
Castrn, his beother sl and Che
LRSI B

19571938 The rebel army grows
and lawni hes many successiol
campaipns from the Sierra Maes
o mountains in soutbeasierm
Cuha,

1959 The eevolutionaries presail,
and Batisa escapes into exile
with almost $100 million, Niedel
Castrn assuzes control of Cuba
Sann alterwand, the CLA begins
plotting to oust Casteo in arder o
protece US commercial interesis
in Cuba

1960 Castro Lads 1 hold the olee-
tons that he promiscd. He signs
o pract with Soviet Jeader Nikita
Kruse hey, and Caba becomes a
soviet saellite President Dwighe
Lisenhower refuses o purchase
the presinusky contra ted Cuban
stiezar, and Caba nationalizes all
LS propeesy an the bsland. Elsen
hevwver bans expores tn Cuba

1961 Washiington hreaks diplo
wratic relatinns with Havana, and
President Jolm 12 Rennedy bans
LS ¢ btz o traveling to the
country. The CLA sponsars thie

Sy of Pigs invasion by o small
army of Cuban exiles. Renneds
withdgaws dir sapport afier the
esile forces invade the Bay ol
Pige. Cantro's forces overwhelm
the invaders, Killing 174 and cap-
g 1189 men The USdeomes
imvolvement an the warld swge,
hast thie trutly soon coes to Hghe,

Kennedy Liter refledts that chis

was the most embarvassing deba.
cle ot his lilie Cuba othicially

ANNOUDCES 118 COmuErsinm mo 4

Marsist-Leninise stte

1962 The Sovier Union places J <
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VLBREN COnEE

THL AUTHOR BEVELS IN TUFA PARADISE ON T
yousTi riren of Ma, Macort (5.12a).




Cubans may have little matena! wealth, but they have
held last to their strong personal tes with famities and
friendds and, in spite of the grm circumatances, they seem
to stll have a powerful hope for a better future.

O Cubian asked me i | knew what communism was.
Belere | had a chance to respond, he broke in, “It’s a
period between capataiivm and capaatism =

fter equipping a number of routes in the Vinales

Valley, Vitalio and Carlos accompanied us from

nerthwest to scutheast Cuba in search of rock
— a total of 1,500 miles reund-trip. We found several
small outcroppings, including some 60-foot sea clilfs,
but nothing 1o rival the elimbing in Vinales.

One dirt road through the Sierra Maestra, the rugged
mauntains where Fidel Castro launched his revolu-
tian in 1958, grew Increasingly rough until it was
impassable. Rural Cubang soon appeared out of the
mountains with shovels and pickaxes. They told us
we were the first tourisis to pass through in many
years, then they kindly re-built the road for us, We
were overwhelmed by the Cubans’ generosity, as weil
theiringenuity in the face of 2 poor infrastructure and
a scarcity of
resources, Later
on that trip,
Vitaliv and Carlos
showed us their
packs, which
they'd constructed
of dutfel bags and
car seat beits, The
craftsmanship
wits 10 good you
could hardly tell
the difference
between their
makeshilt bags
and our expensive
alpine packs, iy

Though we
were scheduled 1o fly back 10 Colerado in a few days,
we began work an a 500-foot mute across the road from
El Palenque as soon as we made it back to Vinales, On
the second pitch, | spent three hiurs in the sun lead-
ing with a machete, chopping through cactus and
barbed aloe vera plants. The plants inflictad deep
wounds, but | wen the battle — from that peint on,
Carlos and Vitalio took to calling me Mr. Magore.

The third pitch chimbed a beautdul, vertical white face,
From a cush belay cave, an overhanging tufa system
led upward, Pinching and liebacking the sfas gained
some buckets, then anather steep tuta system led 10
« sharp limestone slab. In spite of my effons, time was
up. We scrambled cur gear together and hustlod back
to Havana for the long flight home.

ack in Colorado, | was burning to hinish the
route, and | couldn’t get Cuba cut of my head.
I rounded up another tearn, S6-year-cld Armando
Menocal, who was en the first trip, and 18.year.old
Cameran Cross, and we headed back 1o the isfand.

—'—‘

Cameren has treessoloed seme big reutes in the Black
Canyon and recently flashed all the pitches on Astro-
man, Though he had little aid climbing and lead bolt-
ing experience, he jumped right onto the sharp end,
drilling bolts from sketchy hooks

When we amved in Vinales, | noticed that Vitalio
had taken to wearing white knee-length pants and a
white tee-shirt — the same ensemble | had worn on
the first trip. | was flattered by the gesture, and once
again reminded of the youth ¢f Cuban climbing. On
cur first afternsen back, Cameron, Vitalio and | set to
work drilling the final pitch of the praject I'd been
forced to abandun, and the next day we redpointed
all five pitches of M, Magote (5.12a).

The new route was just in time — since Armando
and his girlfriend
were staying at
Oscar’s house,
Cameron and |
needed to find other
lodging. Realizing
that the cave an the
second pitch woulkd
make a comlentable
bivy, we ngged up
3 lixed rape and
set up camp. Each
night we'd dine
in Vinales, hit the
clubs with some
locals, then walk ar
hiteh the two miles
fram £l Palenque to
the clit’s base. From
there, a ten-minute
hike and a 120-foor
hanging jumar took us to our beds,

One such evening, while Cameron, Armando and
Iwere sipping Cuba Libres at El Palenque, a bartender
introduced himse't as Raul, “Raul Castra?” | asked,
lacetiously referring to Fidel's brother Raul, Cuba’s
second in command. The bar esupted in laughites, and
every time | returned during his shift, Raul and | would
play the joke cut again,

"M nembre?” he'd ask

“Raul Castro,” I'd respond, and the general hilarity
wauld ensue

Limestane cimbing and tropical setting aside, Cuba’s
appeal 1o climbers lies in just sich experiences. The coun
tey's true commodity isn't sugar or cigars, it's a pop-
ulace of warm, friendly, genercus people. Cameron
and I bohed four new routes on our secand visit and
climbed until our ferearms were dead. But in the end,
is the Vitatios, the Oscars, the Miguels and the Rauls
who will bring me back to this controversial island
over and over again

LIKE CRANDIATHER LINE CHANDION ON
Tor STREEYS or Camacuty. Uncie-
TAIM AS 1T 15, Cuma’s ruTuse LIES 1w
THE MANDS OF 113 CHILDREM

Though most of his cimbing mates spend thei Ume trav.
eling to the icy mountain ranges of the world, Crosg
LuebBen prefers the balmier Carlbbean cimes. a

b bear prisailes b Culsa, amd

the world scands on the brink of
nuclear annihilation as Kennedy
and hrus hev play a game of
nerves. Rennedy demands thate
the emianiles be remmoved, and
Kruse s erfuses. Aller soveral
tenve ivs, the Russiies poll the
mrisniles oot Kennedy arders as
many Cuban cigars as be can
gt then b bmposes the crale
embargs on Cube

LOGI1963 The LA mitbhes many
AMEMpIS 0 assassinate Castro,
19605808 Cuha exports sesuly-
diom acrass Latin America and in
Afriad, shepping weapnns amd
saldbers ard tratnimg guerrills,
1967 Revolutionary hern Che
Guevara is captured and e
cuted by che €L and Bolivian
militery

1909 The Herlin Wall Lills

1991 The Soviet Union begins
 collapse and ends i1s subsidies
to Cuba.

19911993 Cobuns endure the
“special period,” Hunger is wide-
spread across the couniry.

1996 Alter passing through
Cuban airspace, o civilian plane
flown by Cuban ex-puats (s shot
doser by Cubsan fighters in
Intermational airspace. Riding
thie thle of anthCastro sentiment
apureed by the incident, Senator
lesse [elms and Represencative
Ban Barton push the *Cuban
Liberoy and Demuocratic Solidar
|l_\ ATR lhnmuh Caongress,
severely tighiening the trade
embargn. Cuban ¢itzens suller
because they sanno reonive

US medicine or foodd. Ex-Presi-
dem dhmmy Carter sass, *1 think,
ol adl the things that b ever
heen dane in mv counerey, this
s the siapudese ™

1992-1999 The Unied Nattons
repeatedly condemms the 1S
trade embarge, and Pape Juhn
Paul 1 cadls the embargo
“unjust amd ethically wmacepe
able” Though wik ot opening
USLuhan relations is rile,

the Helms turton act s

made Changing the polin

much mroee diffacall, Peesident
Climon mn longer bas the power
to hafe the embarpo withoot

congressional approaal,
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