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willing to forfeit hooury for possible
adventure. When the trade embargo
lifts, what then? The fear is that US.
mvestment will turn Cuba into a kind
of Disneyland.

For me, Cuba was a distant dream, an
“I'd love to” but *not hikely” destination.
When 3 fnend offered a place on a small
group tour of Havana leaving last fall,
1jumped at the chance. The New York-
based Fundacion Amistad, 2 nonprofit
promoting Cuban-American ties, put
the agenda in place. Fundacion beard
member Michael Connors, a “big game
hunter” in Cuban art and design, offered
his insider's view and access.

By day, Connors promised, we would
go in search of Havana's museums,
galleries and artist spaces, a few not on
the radar of Cuban guthorities. Coming
off the Havana Biennial in May 2015,
Cuba revels in its growing reputation for
sophisticated, contemporary art—as edgy
and accompilished as anything you'll find
in Miami or New York It's a paradise for
collectors on limited budgets.

Flexibility, Connors had urged in

more than one advance e-mail. The

old Cuba—in all its ruined beauty and
poverty—readies itself for change.
still, nothing is much altered since the
floodgates opened. Online tips advise
travelers to bring their own toilet
paper and pack their sheets; Cuban
hotels, they report, can't always get

all However, our air-conditioned rooms
were stocked with fluffy towels and tiny
bottles of shampoo, not to mention crisp
sheets and impressive quantities of
toilet paper.

Internet acoess is not reliable. Only 5
percent of Cubans have access, among
them, hotels. However, loggingon is a
constant challenge.

the "amenities.” And Inan

bring cash. introduction
Els'uen of us Only 5 percent of Cubans to Havana, we

landed st jose Marti | Nave internet access, walked from

International Airport among them, hotels. Parque Central

on a scorching day in down the city's

late October. We were met by a comfy, famous El Paseo de Prado, a spectacular

air-conditioned Havana Toursbus and ~ elevated plaza designed by French

Renier, a local English-speaking guide
who ran interference for Connors while
we toured.

"Anything is possible,” Remier was fond
of saying, "but nothing is guaranteed”
Indaed, the more than an hour it took to
check into the El Capri, a mid-level hotel
in Havana's Vedado section, made some
of us wonder if we had reservations at

landscaper J.C.N. Forestier in 1929.
Sugar accountad for the extraordinary
wealth of those who built the gorgeous
Beaux Arts mansions that line the dity’s
sometimes cobblestoned streets and
thoroughfares. After the revolution of
19509, well-heeled Cubans fled Fidel
Castro's communist regime. Their
homes were confiscated and handed
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Today, these mansions collapse at the
rate of one every three days. Squatters
live in some without water or electricity.
still, Ralph Lauren would kill for paint
colors that approximate the pastel
patina of these faded beauties.

The grand family home of josie, a
friend of Connors on whom we dropped
in, had bean cleaned up for Rihanna's
recent Vanity Fair shoot. Nonetheless,

disintegrating plaster left wide swaths
of the ceiling rebar exposed. Josie,
approaching 90 and living alone, was
happy to accept CUCs, the tourist
ourrency, to keep the electricity on.
For all the disintegration of Havana,
incredible jewels of architecture
Headquarters Building is an Art Deco
shring; its splendor makes its New York
City rival, the Chrysler Building, look

somewhat tired. The facades of the
presidential palace (now the Mussum
of the Revolution) and Havana's Great
Theater compete with those in major
metropolises anywhere in the world.
As for small masterpieces, the Museo
de Artes Decorativas and the Museo
Napoleon are advertisements for the
kind of exquisite cultural legacy that
Cubans are eager to keap alive.
Photos are banned in many places.
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Among those is the headquarters of El

Museo National de Bellas Arts (National

Museum of Fine Arts) — a modernist
structure completed in 1955_Its spiral
ramps lead to galleries upon galleries
of Cuba's modern and contemporary
art Why, we wondered, had we never
heard names of extraordinary artists
such as Armando Menocal or Wilfredo
Lam before?

Much of the contemporary art at the
Museum of Fine Arts takes wry shots
at Cuba’s communist regime — often
with a humor that appeals to American
sensibilities. Fidel's iron grip has
apparently been somewhat loosenad
under the leadership of brother Raul

and American movie stars The Hotel

Sevilla, a Neo-Moorish structure in the
histornic heart of the city, preserves this
past with faded photos of habitues
such as Al Capone, Frank Sinatra, Ava
Gardner and Ernest Hemingway. Cuba's
legendary cgars and rum, once banned
for import to the US,, can come home in
your suitcase today.

Hemingway lived in Cuba for 22 years
— longer than he spent in Key West,
few realize. On the outskirts of Havana
at Finca Vigia (Lookout House), he wrote
“The Old Man and the Sea " "A Moveable
Feast™ and "Islands in the Stream,” and
alternated mistresses as often as salsa
partners. The books, art and mounted

In the old days, a trophy heads are
Cuban could be just as he left them
detzined for uttering Hemingway lived 55 years ago —
Castro's name aloud. in Cuba for 22 years — including scribbles
Cubans referred longer than he spent in on the bathroom
to Fidel by pulling Key West, few realize. wall, a record of his
on their chins to weight, which he
indicate his beard. obsessively noted

Some still take the precaution today.
That Cuba is stalled in the 15508
accounts for so much of its charm_The
oolorful old Chryslers and Fords that
Cubans still drive will surely begin to
disappear once the embargo lifts — a
crying shame. They were the height of
sutomotive hooury in 1958 Now, still
picturesque, these cars are missing
critical parts. This is no deterrent to
Cubans who drive, many with the top

down in fedoras, sunglasses and Sunday

cothes. We had a harrowing ride home
one night in a taxd without brakes.
In its heyday of wealth, the island

was a mafia stronghold and the tropical

playland of tycoons, gamblers, writers

every mormning.

We kearmned that every building in
Cuba has a complicated story.

In the heady early days of the
revolution, Fidel and Che Guevara played
golf on the course of the abandoned
Havana Country Club. Cuba's new
president had a dream that moming:
He tasked architect Ricardo Porro with
building a bold, new National School
of Art (imown as ISA), a design that
Castro disavowed within the year. By
then utilitarian Soviet architecture
was deemed more appropriate to the
revolutionary spirit.

Cuba's aspiring artists nonetheless
took up studies at ISA, as they do today,
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WHAT YOU NEED TO KNOW
Cuba Travel 101

Cuba = a mere 90 miles off Key
We=t Still getting there = nothing
ke hoppng a plane to Crcrnat

You'll need a visa, for one, and to
travel under the suspices of a trave
agency with a general icense Cuba
Travel Services n Miami = a relsble
choce. OF 12 hcensed categories,
“pecple to peop le educations
activities" = a common desgnation for
e travaelers comung from the U S

Workang through CTS, the New
York-bazed Fundascon Armist sdl
a nongro fit that fosters CTuban
Amencan ties, planned our toue
“Plan now for next year” sdwse<
Christy Alcedo, Fundacson
Amstad's pogram dmector To
avoid the heat, late Detember to
March = the optsmum tme

Unlese yous have family on the
wland, forget traveling ontangonsly

*Securng rooms at hotels
planning group visits O Musew s,
getting restsurant reser vabhons can
tehe monthe" Alced o says Intermaet
nto Cuba = uneven and phone
service spo tty. even on landines. In
Cubha_ by the way, your cell phone
won't work at a

There are two Cubas: One for
toursts and the other for resdents
Culbhans are not perrmtted above
the bbby of Hovara's homis When
Cubans ravel on the sland, they say
n far lems-expencve camss particuisrg
sngle roomsn prvete houase<
Padadars and staterun mstawrants are
beyond the mach of Cuban budgets
Even curernces are separate Toursts
spend the Cuban comvertibie peso,
knownas CUCs natiorals deal n the
Cuban peso, or CUPs

Bring plenty of cash on your
travels, whach you can change mto
CUCs st your hotel The exchange
rate of doliars for CUCs = roughly
100 to 90. American credit cards
are permitted, but the mirastructure
= such that few est ablishments are
eqguipped to run the change
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