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BY CHRISTOPHER BAKER

LIP on your beat Guayabera, grab & bottle of afejo num
and brush up on those allsimportant Spanish pick-up lines,
because we're going to Cuba. For decades the enigmatic
island nation has atiracted adventurous spints, seduced by
decaying Spanish architecture, Eisenhower-era Cadillacs and dark-
eyed Cubanas, Among the socialist republic’s devotees include
Emest Hemmingway, Jack MNicholson and Hunter 5. Thompson.
See the appeal for yourself as we follow Christopher Baker on
hia journey through the bars, mghtclubs and cabarets of one of the
most allunng Canbbean destinations.
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VIVA CUBA

ITH &l the hooplda about poltics, It's easy to evarlook the sheer beauty of Cuba.

The takesm beaches. The chamtrouse cane-fivics. The ememld mountaing and

vallays full of dramatic formations. The ancen clies evocative of The once-

mighity powar of Spain. The whitf ol ciger smoke and soa mis! walling oves
Havana's seafront Malecon boukrad as the sun sets and tha city setcumbs % nights
of sary showgirs and sezbng salsa. Ah... the musc! Everywhare masic hot enough o
cook the pori. Watching Cubans danc grom 10 groin, if's a surprse the birthrate isn't
Paghur. Socsalism and sersualiy? Yeu'll love

Betom tha mvokaon, Havana was a place of intrigue and tawdry romance. Tha whill,
the intimaton, still lngars. Sura, the Ravolution shultésod ™ stinp cdubs, but Communam
hasn't made & dant in Cubans’ renowned promisculty. "Dark-syed Stellis lght thae
toler's panatelas” Amencan sorgwries Irding Borkn wrote, Possibilty hangs in the ar
like intosicating arcmas of ahajo rum.

Your frst reacticn & of having arvived at a Hollywood stage . Habana Vieja = tha
city's remarkabla colonial core = ovarfows with casties, convants and cobbled plaras
that gleam afresh afor restorabion like confections i stone. Stroet after streed of once
1oy, now skohtly decelel, “modemn” Hivana wo lined with astonshing Boacx Ants, An
Duco, and Modernit buldngs Many are conoded 10 T pant of diagidation, with grmy
decades-old adverts for Hotpoint and Singer soldered by wopecal haat onte waalhaered
tagadus. Cars fram the Eisenhowar era are evarywhara, 100, thesr fins sharp ancugh o
diaw Dlood, conjurng up the decaden! pra-revolutionary docaces of Mmanminig and makow.
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DRINK LIKE HEMMINGWAY

HERE are mojitos and daiquins to
savour. And the world's fines! Cigars
1o amoke fresh from the faclory as
you remble down the hghway in a
chrome-laden "55 Cadillac to the rhythm
of the rumba on the radio. In fact, your
firs? move should be to hire a convertible
classic car (they're lound outside every
hotel) and head to Fabrica H Uppmann
for a cigar factory low. Conlrary to
populer myth, cigars aren’l rolled on the
thighs of dusky maidens. Bul the wink of
the prefty fermale torcederas (rollers) hents
that rrary would happily ndulye more
than the lantasy
Walking Havana's sireels you sense
you're Iving inmide a romantic thaller
I's intoxicating Stll laced with the
sharp edges and sinister shadows that
madée Ernest Ht_-r"llng'n'n,' want "o stay
hare lorever” Cuba was a salacious
environment 1o pursué wnling, s women

histy and ibedtine. It still ia. They atill are.

"Mi majito an El Bodeguita, mi dakguin
in La Fondita” the novelst had serawled
on the sky-blue wals of Bl Bodeguita del
Medio, Hemmgway's watering hole half
a block from Havana's anbque cathedral.
Esrrol Flynn thought it "A great place o get
druni.” They are there in black and whde
on a wall squinbing al the camera through
& hare of rum and cigar smoke. On a
recent visd, | settled myssll a1 the bar 10
sample the proletanan fution of dulectss
and rum. Seduction, however, créepl i, |
spped a mojilo, the rum m ulep thal
Hemmgway brought oul of obscurty.
They were strong, and as a sultry cubana
stared into my eyes | senaad a glimmer of
the "other chaema” 10 which Hemingway
hid succumbed

Havana's appeal owes much 10 thes
inescapable louche demimonde Bul
things aré changang,




END OF AN ERA

ONE day last Juna | was stroling along a
oobiied swodt in Habana Viya whan my
pal Ernesto Guevara, son of Che fyes, the
revolitiorary on), bourded out of & bar
and embraced ma. Like hs dad, BEvesto
% ks a moloroycio enthusiast. Whan | st
met him abeut e podrs 300, he was ndng
a4 jedecolored 1948 Hardey-Dawdson
Fathead aound the wumbledown stioats,
Now, afler dining together ot & nawly
oparad barrestaumnt — Chacon 162 - in

Cinco Esquanas, Havara's ondy epcentye
of sudcan gomeficabon, Erresio rode off on

a 2015 Blectra Gide Ulva Qassic,

Sucdonly | nedd & nack restraind 10 S100
dong double-taked &b young Ao mneurs
burst out of thar straighiackeis. Every third
buskdng in thes cvarceowdod, onca-sclkrono
Quarier & in P throos of o romake &5 a
bousque BAB or Mg restawont ceasng
oolonal-tinged Miarmi chic, or = what's this?
= & goume! holadienia sellng homomade
polalo 08 Croama.

Ovar of my favourte nesw Pang-outs 5 5a
Kara, bahind the Capholo — the 1830 rp-
off of Washington's recchssical Capdol
buldng. The banchdd of Cuban baliet
darcar Joad Manuel Cara’o and his parine,
French-bom arst Maseo Royar, Sa Kam
& an o®beal arsy hangrout tor Havana's
cultural olte, who setthe n on s woll-stutied
wofas and cancdde in the lof-style lounge.
Tre n‘qu.ﬁ ane suparty, s & e Caiterccka

a “capeinha” made of vooka

i
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EAT, DANCE, GIRLS

HE ene paladar (privale restaurant] not to miss s La

Guarnida, on the thied floor of a lormarly glamorous,

now dlapidated 19th-centry townhouse The

crowded cudadela (lenement) balongs in a Fellini
mowe. The crumbling starcase, lent an operatic ak by
hanging laundry, deftvers you into a world-class Partsian-
siyle restaurant beloved by Cuban models, foresgn
diplomats and wisting VIPs (from Jack Nicholkson to, moa
recantly, Boyoncd, Rhianna and Madosna). Atler a dinnes
= maybe garpacho, an cut-ol-thes-world roas! chicken in
ofange sauce and hongy, plus kemon pie — haad to tha
alfresco roofiop bar for posiprandial cocktals

i La Guarda is booked solid go to B Cocinaro. lis
spiral staircase augers up throwdh a red-brick chemnay and
apilis you onto a chic rooftop tapas restaurant, conjured
by wimonary owndes from a formes cookingoll factory.
Havana's young farandula (Bohamean in-crowd) Pt on aach
oifsy over cochiale belere streamng downstairs to the
adjoining Fabeaca de Arte, an avani-pgarde cultural venua.
Tha mght's fare iIncludes an acrobathe dande perlomance,
an erotic art espo, and DJ hin Lejardl’s esperdmantal
alocironc rave.

Havara's equivakent 1o Sydney's Marqueo & salsashot
Sangerla Mick Jagger chose it 1o get wild — if's known
foe uck-ass cocktals and [intarms (hookers) = ater playing
a tree conoent m Havana in July 2016. For something
clasaws, Iry highroctane Sarao's. With its slick modemn
desagn, thes Miame-style, moon-3t nightclub (the branchild

of mrmleﬂhmﬂhxﬂhlﬁmmtl“hﬂﬂh

ciscaming oty anirals, not kast Usher and
The porpecus famale milknniats wait staff is as al
as tha sjunning Cubana clentele esuding an ayeg
Latin panchant fee menimal clothing.
Vi up for your dance-unti-dawn Sarao
Trogecana, the saucy Cpenrar axravaganta

Girka! — il I 115 ngghth decacks of stilemo-haclod Stillation:
Cubaras lowe saucy cabarets espoctdculos (shows) with
lots of gratutous shen Every town has one, though nons
can compate with Troploana, which first opanad on Naw
Year's Eve 1939 and makes a fiitng finale © any Havana
wacAnon.

Duning ona necent wai, | waiched mesmaonsed as mocha-
skinmed mulitas paraded among Scodit palm troos,
quivaning thes sequinesd G-atrings and loathars lka ropical
beds. Volotuous Sguranias |showgiis) then streamed off
stago, and an amm readhod out. dawing me Mo e ask
to dance. My partner was beyond drop-dead gorgeous
“You're beautitul! il wak for you outside.” | blurted as the
troepe tumed tal and rushed back %0 the slage % the
frenziod finaks.

To my astonishement, she appeared, diessed allin whine,
including a turban (she'd boon shaved), cal~kength skirt
and thigh-fegh ssockings. Copper amulsts ghnted upon
P arms, and she wore many nechlaces—collaras—of
coloortul beads. Sha'd just been inftiated into the Santeia
ralgron n 2 secrot catamony that ncluded animal sacrifice.
Mercedes believed hersel now possessed by an odsha (a
god of the Aican Yoruba pantheon) and she lived at this
moment in a high state of grce. i
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