
CUBA
Cuba is a land of 
contradictions. While 
democratic countries 
perceive this small 
Caribbean island nation 

as chained to communist ideals, 
there are no shackles on the spirit 
of its people whose joyous energy 
brought the world rumba, salsa and 
cha cha cha.

The force behind this contradiction 
is Fidel Castro. Since coming to 
power in 1959, he has become one 
of the most controversial leaders of 
modern times.

On the one hand, Castro is 
the ultimate freedom fighter, 
a proponent of humanism and 
independence that has preserved 
Cuba’s cultural riches. On the other, 
he is a dictator who has doggedly 
adhered to an ideology that has 
been abandoned by many countries 
once considered communist 
strongholds.   

For the casual visitor, it’s best not 
to discuss the political regime 
or Castro’s pervasive rule. Many 
Cubans love their revolutionary 
hero and are fiercely proud of their 
culture and their history.

Some say mystique is at the heart 
of Cuba’s charm. It was what 
fascinated Bali-based travel writer 
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MYSTIQUE OF

A journey into Cuba is as enlightening 
as it is mysterious. The island nation still 
bears the marks of a communist regime, 
yet its people have a vibrant culture with 
a joyous beat like no other.
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Samantha Chalker, who named her blog 
SAVING FOR CUBA many years before 
heading there.

“I went to a travel agent in 2008 and 
tried to book a round-the-world ticket that 
included Cuba, but it proved so difficult 
because of the travel restrictions,” says 
Samantha. 

“This fuelled my desire to go even more 
– the elusiveness and uniqueness of 
Cuba had me captivated.”

Six years and 40 countries later, Samantha 
finally made it to Cuba on a trip supported 
by Gold Coast-based travel agency Letz 
Live, to seek out potential volunteer 
projects to undertake on the island.

Samantha says the journey was 
everything she thought it would be “and 
so much more”.  What started as a 10-day 
trip became a month-long escapade 
featuring exotic food, salsa dancing, 
cigar smoking and mojito drinking across 
pristine white sand beaches and lush 
coffee plantations replete with relics of a 
rich colonial past.   

“I felt like no matter how much time I 
spent there and talked to the locals, it 
was still a mystery,” says Samantha. 

“The mystery is in part attached to the 
political system. Cubans have big ideas 
about communism, but how this prevails 
in real life is not what you would  
expect.

“I guess this comes down to the country 
being on the cusp of change. The older 
generation fought for their independence, 
while the younger generations have a 
more globalised mindset, but still embody 
a deeply patriotic affection.” 

Cuba is an economically poor yet 
culturally rich country where exuberant, 
and possibly restless, people are coming 
of age. 
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I felt like no matter 
how much time 
I spent there and 
talked to the locals, 
it was still a mystery

It has one of the highest education standards and 
lowest unemployment rates in the world, but little 
development to show for this.

Cubans may be steadfast on some traditions, 
with the country’s youth loving their coffee, 
cigars, rumba and rum. However, Samantha says 
contrasts can be found across the country, where 
the signs of capitalism are juxtaposed with a 
communist heritage on almost every street. 

A trade embargo with the US since 1959 has 
resulted in something of a time capsule, with 
1950s American Chevrolets parked outside old-
town Havana’s crumbling colonial buildings. Inside 
those buildings are internet services and other 
modern conveniences that the Western world 
takes for granted.

Then there are initiatives such as the Factory of 
Art Cuba (FAC) that Samantha says are “straight 
off the streets of New York”.

“FAC is an old oil warehouse that has been 
transformed into an art gallery, but it speaks 
volumes about Cuba and where it is heading,” she 
says.

Similar venues are sparsely scattered across 
Havana to cater to Cuba’s creative set and a small, 
yet growing, pool of nouveau riche. 

“We were taken to FAC by a couple of friendly 
locals on an adventure, swerving through the 
back streets of old-town Havana. We kept an open 
mind but weren’t sure exactly what we were in 
for.

“Digitally imposed street art is plastered on the 
outside depicting a Zara (clothing store) sign 
above a salsa studio and classic cars lining up at 
a McDonald’s drive-through. It’s as if the locals 
are torn between what they want, holding onto 
the past while wanting to move forward into the 
future.  

“Inside was a complete immersion of urban 
culture. The people, music and art were so 
cosmopolitan that it felt like we were at Brooklyn’s 
hottest new club.”

Caroline Henley, a sales representative for the 
Asia Pacific office of Cuba Travel Network, says 

the Western touch that Samantha experienced has 
been returning to Cuba over the past two decades, 
although the take-up has been slow for a number 
of reasons. She says this makes Cuba all the more 
appealing.  

“There has been a relaxation of regulations around 
issues such as private enterprise and mobile phone 
usage since the 1980s, but the preservation of 
Cuba’s national identity has been very successful, 
which is what makes it such a draw for visitors,” 
says Caroline.

“Another draw is Cuba’s safety, because unlike 
some South American countries that are riddled with 
crime and corruption, Cuba has been set apart since 
1959 when its mafia-fuelled casino and drugs scene 
disappeared following the revolution.”

Samantha can vouch for the safety of her  
Cuba experience. She travelled on her own for most 
of her trip yet never felt alone or in  
danger.

“Cubans are a naturally very warm and happy 
people,” she says. 

“They love their art and dance, which in itself brings 
out so much positivity, and they also love their rum, 
which to some is happiness in a bottle. 

“More than anywhere else I’ve been in the world, 
hospitality seems to be the Cuban trademark.”
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Tradewinds from the Caribbean, 
coupled with Cuba’s tropical 
climate, make for a coffee 
growing ideal.

After the revolution, the crops 
suffered when many farmers 
fled, but the coffee fields are 
now being restored to their 
former glory. The lush Topes de 
Collantes and mountainous Gran 
Piedra are the two main areas 
where coffee is grown.

Coffee is very important in 
Cuba. Cubans start their day 
with a small cup of strong 
coffee with a lot of sugar, and 
drink it throughout the day. It’s 
prepared in a cafeteria or moka 
pot, and perfecting the taste is 
considered an art.

‘Fancy’ coffee shops are popping 
up across Cuba’s cities, where 
Western-style coffee and exotic 
blends such as cappuccino and 
coffee with rum are served.

One of Havana’s most famous 
coffee shops is El Escorial, 
located in Plaza Vieja. Although 
some shops are becoming more 
adventurous, Cubans still prefer 
their coffee made the traditional 
way: strong and sweet, perhaps 
with a little bit of milk to create a 
cortadito. 

CUBAN COFFEE

Varadero Beach, one of 300 beaches in Cuba 

Cuba produces over 80 million cigars each year 

Samantha chilling in Cuba
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