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The island’s climbing scene may be its best secret

photographs by holly wilmeth

on the rocks         cuba

cuba was in my memory long before i ever knew it in reality. Graham Greene’s 
words and Celia Cruz’s music were partly responsible for this, but the elements of Cuba  
that loomed largest in my subconscious were its towering rock faces. I’ve spent the past  
20 years climbing and guiding—from Namibia to Corsica, and everywhere in between— 
all the while waiting for a chance to climb in Cuba. My friend, the late American climber Craig 
Luebben, was a pioneer of the Cuban climbing scene. He discovered routes in the rocky out-
crops of Viñales Valley and began a tradition of leaving behind gear for locals. A decade ago, 
Craig showed me photos of Cuba’s spectacular karst mountains and their dramatic stalactite 
overhangs. When I saw those images, I knew I would someday climb there. 

My wait ended when fellow climbers Erin Guertin (pictured) and Tara Guertin (AFAR’s 
director of photography) and I committed to a two-week trip that would combine our  
enthusiasm for rock climbing with our passion for travel. Technically, climbing is restricted in 
Cuba, but locals still do it at the risk of thousand-dollar fines and even imprisonment. We were 
ready to learn the ropes of a new culture, and perhaps break a few rules along the way. We also 
wanted an adventure. A tropical Communist country where we could climb all day and salsa 
dance all night promised just that. 

Our daily plan was simple: challenge ourselves on the rock, then discover as much as  
possible back on the ground in the tobacco fields, dance halls, and in the homes where we 
stayed. The leader of the local climbing scene, Yarobis “Yaro” Garcia, immediately took us 
under his wing, nicknaming us Team Feminista. His insider climbing advice: Hold on. Then 
hold on tighter. 

At night we explored and discovered which bar had the best mojitos to toast our day of 
climbing, and where to find the best cigars. Schoolgirls showed us where to take dance lessons. 
Women showed us how to dance. Men asked us to dance. And we did. 

By the end of our trip, the images of Cuba I had held in my mind for all those years had been 
supplanted by the real thing. My memories—the view of the ocean from 200 feet up a rock, 
the taste of a well-earned mojito, the feeling of cool, crumbling marble beneath my feet—were 
more vivid than anything I had ever imagined. —Majka Burhardt





afar.com  january/february 2012  a fa r   87

Twenty-five percent 
of Cuba is covered in 
mountains. Some of  
the steepest peaks  
surround the Viñales 
Valley. The two-hour 
journey by car from 
Havana to the valley 
begins along the 
Malecon, right, a five-
mile road that hugs  
the coast spanning  
old to new Havana.  
Pastel buildings and 
vintage automobiles 
give way to tobacco 
plantations and sugar-
cane fields, which lead 
to the valley’s towering 
limestone walls. 
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Some of the highest 
and most challenging 
climbs in Cuba lie six 
miles outside the  
village of Viñales at La 
Costanera, a large lime-
stone outcrop known 
as a mogote. Majka 
Burhardt, right, makes 
her way up Mucho 
Pumpito, a route that 
was first climbed in 
2000 by a group of 
adventurous Americans 
that included her friend 
Craig Luebben. The 
reward for reaching 
the top of the 200-foot 
overhang: views of the 
ocean and Cuba’s spec-
tacular northern coast. 



The mouth of a  
limestone cave in 
Viñales’ Sierra de los 
Órganos Mountains, 
left, becomes the per-
fect shelter to wait out 
the valley’s frequent 
rainstorms. In Havana, 
the hallway of a dilapi-
dated mansion acts as a 
makeshift barbershop. 
An exquisite, crum-
bling  white marble 
staircase, lower right, 
spirals up three floors 
to La Guarida, Havana's 
most popular paladar, 
a private, family-run 
restaurant.  

Go off the beaten 
path in Cuba. See 
more remarkable 
photos at  
afar.com/mag/cuba
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