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t's all change in the Cuban capital
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f you come expecting a Havana
steeped in aspic, you're in for an eye-
opener. While it's true you'll see "50s
motors swarming about decaying
colonial buildings, the old smell of
poverty from crumbling blocks is
gradually being overpowered by the
new scent of fresh plaster — thanks to a
decades-long restoration project. And
as for the cars — there are now as many
government-issue Ladas as classic
Buicks. These dilapidated-but-delightful
Cuban icons owe their presence to one
man and his revolution. Even though
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street eulogises Fidel Castro, whose
1959 ousting of American influence
froze Cuba in time.

So do as the locals do: get used
to the timewarp, and celebrate. The
streets of Old Havana are in permanent
party mode. Carnival processions
swagger down the cobbles, and music
— salsa, son, and the hip-hop-inspired
reggaeton — blasts through every
doorway. And don't fret about
museums and galleries — just go with
the flow. If the city's layout were a
clock face, Old Havana sits at three

~A'AlAanl (An A firet triv v Ul nroaohahivy

-

Cuban wheels: a
classic car by the
Gran Teatro. The
majestic Capitolio
(left) was inspired by
the White House

— s0 join the party before the new (Western) dawn
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Centro at six o'clock, home to the
iconic Capitolio (the ex-government
building based on the White House,
later taken over by Fidel and Che). At
nine o'clock is Vedado — all decrepit
mansions and tree-lined streets, while
midday is the Malecon, or waterfront.

For years, people have been saying
of Havana, ‘Go now, before it changes.
Well, it already is — which means there's
something for revolutionaries and
revellers alike. But with Obama easing
restrictions on American travel, the 21st
century is about to hit the city head on.
\Watch out for the wet paint. >



! =3

L’
w-g,-o“‘ : -m'..
. - - _J

- °’.7

FOR REVOLUTIONARIES

® Not for Castro the luxurious spoils of
the ruling classes — he turned the
sprawling, gilt-painted presidential
palace over to the people, transforming
't into the (1) Museo de la Revolucidn
(Refugio 1; 00 537 862 4092; £2.50).
it's a mammoth, if highly partisan,
collection — the interesting bits come
first (the build-up to the Revolution)
and last (tanks used by militants, and
planes from the Bay of Pigs invasion).
But the propaganda in-between is
eminently skippable.

» Never let it be said revolutionaries
are party-poopers - funding for the
arts has always been high on the
Castro agenda. The best place to
see the fruits is at the frothy-fronted

2) Gran Teatro (458 Paseo de
Prado; 00 537 861 3096:; tickets
from £4). Every weekend there are
performances of opera, modern dance
and ballet (the National Ballet, which
counts Carlos Acosta among its
progeny, Is based here).

Che Guevara memorabilia isn't
limited to that campus-favourite
T-shirt at the second-hand book
market in (3) Plaza de Armas (closed

Sun and Mon). The oldest sauare in

fortress, and El Templete, a mini Greek
temple marking the city’s foundation in
1519 —is ringed with stalls hawking
Fidel's speeches, Che’s diaries and
even the odd erotic story collection
(helpfully translated into English).

® Cigars are right up there with
Socialist icons when it comes to
celebrated Cuban exports. Watch
them being made at the (4) Real
Fabrica de Tabacos Partagas
(Industria 520; 00 537 862 0086;

27, closed August). A 40-minute

tour shows you how tobacco

leaves become Cohibas and
Montecristos - the latter being
Castro’s favourite brand.

Seize Cuba’s most famous photo-
opp at the (5) Plaza de la Revolucion
N Vedado neighbourhood, where
concrete buildings are jazzed up by
that giant, steel-cut likeness of El Che.
Heading back towards Old Havana,
check out the (6) US Interests Office,
America’'s embassy - it's the building
completely obscured by Cuban flags
that forms the (7) Plaza Tribuna Anti-
Imperialista (Anti-Imperialist Square),
with its ‘Patria o Muerte’ (Homeland or

Death) and ‘Venceremos' (We shall
overcome) cloaoane Clateh it hefare

Clockwise from
top left, Cuban
classics: outside
Hemingway’s
favourite bar,

El Floridita; Che
dominates Plaza
de la Revolucion;
Cohiba cigars;
the Plaza de Armas
book market, on
Havana’s oldest
square

® Howsaver much the regime frowns
on religion (Castro declared Cuba
an atheist state in 1959), it can't
prevent Havana's deliciously jaunty
8 ) Cathedral (Plaza de la Catedral)
being one of the city’s most
spellbinding buildings. The florid
exterior, with its misshapen belltowers,
pelies the plain interior, saved from
complete austerity only by the pink
flush of coral ingrained in the stone.
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