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Cymru-Cuba works with all sectors of Welsh society in building links with the Cuban people, celebrating their achievements and defending their right to create their own society.  In particular, we campaign against the US blockade of Cuba.
No. 6, June 2005                                                                                              cymrucuba@hotmail.com


First steps into Cuba

Richard Essex

On Monday 14th March, I took my first faltering steps onto Cuban concrete, having flown to Havana via Birmingham and Madrid with my son, Joel.  There was the immediate impact of climate, jet lag & totally different culture, all at 1am.  We spent the next three weeks absorbing the unique characteristics of Cuba, making many friends, listening to fantastic music, visiting all range of attractions and travelling from Havana to the furthest point east at Baracoa.  The round trip by car from Havana to Cienfuegos, Trinidad, Santiago, Guantánamo, Baracoa, Camaguey, Santa Clara and return is a book in itself.
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Cuban musicians at work

One of the purposes of the visit was to deliver three quarters of a suitcase of gifts, correspondence and educational materials to recipients throughout Cuba on behalf of Cymru-Cuba members; all was duly delivered!  In doing so, new and sustained friendships were made.  The contacts that we made with Health Union, Culture Union and education representatives in Havana, Matanzas and Baracoa resulted variously in an impromptu summing up at a young health workers conference in Havana and visits to a school and a pre university college in Matanzas.

So what were the over-riding impressions of Cuba, a country that has resisted the full weight of the US’s economic & political pressure for the past forty plus years?
Well, first, admiration that ordinary, in the street Cubans still seem to be committed to resisting the 
pressures from the US, in order to create and maintain their own society.  In doing so, many sacrifices have had to have been made and shortages endured, and this situation continues.  Cuba faces many challenges in maintaining this position and external support and collaboration will continue to be essential, if the resistance to US pressure is to be maintained.

Secondly, the extraordinary commitment to education and health services.  In the context of the long-standing economic blockade of the country, the priority given to these activities, both nationally and locally, was amazing. These are priorities that are shared with Wales, but the delivery mechanisms are certainly different!

My son observed the potential gap in understanding between the generations.  As might be expected, those having the memory of pre-revolution and immediate post-revolution times seem to retain a stronger commitment to the revolutionary principles established in the late 1950s/early 1960s.  Without this experience, the younger generations are increasingly exposed to the values and life styles of tourists creating increasing pressure to acquire the perceived material benefits.
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Joel Essex with Professor Alejandro Mayor of the Instituto Superior de Arte, Havana, who tutored at RWCMD in October/November 2004

Given the geo-political changes of the past decade, the new international alliances that Cuba has made still need to be more firmly established.  Trading relationships have undergone major changes during this period, and the reliance on tourism as an increasingly significant part of the economy brings dangers.  There are aspects to the tourism industry that are distinctly unpalatable, and on occasions the difficulty of distinguishing between friendly Cubans and the jineterismo of street hustlers was a major challenge, especially in the first few days.  The parallel local and tourist economies, in terms of currencies and services etc., was also difficult to absorb. 

Support from any external individual, organisation or country is met by incredible gratitude by every Cuban I met.  There is a real need to ensure that the support and assistance provided meets the needs of Cuban organisations and individuals. In terms of health, my impression is of the need for constant and regular supplies of specific medicines, drugs and vitamins.  Whist large capital items of equipment and vehicles are appreciated, any failure to follow up with spare parts and effective maintenance puts this type of support at high risk.  In education, the preference is for tangible support for ‘revenue’ items or renewables, such as pens, pencils, paper, books etc.  In music education, which is my interest, spare parts (e.g. for instruments), teaching aids (CDs); and small-scale electrical equipment for performance seem to be the priority, rather than larger capital items.
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A street is emptied for schoolchildren to exercise
There is also great scope for establishing longer term working relationships, similar to those already taken forward by Cymru-Cuba.  Again, my interest is to build on the recent exchange between RWCMD and the Instituto Superior de Arte in Havana. This received initial funding through the Welsh Assembly Government, but does not seem to have any mechanism for longer term capacity building. This is an issue I am attempting to address, taking on board contacts in Havana and Matanzas.

Our last three days in Cuba coincided with the mourning of the death of Pope John Paul II.  We were taken aback by the decision to cancel all cultural and musical performances; and more importantly for Cubans, the baseball play-off finals featuring Havana and Santiago de Cuba.  The levels of tolerance, and appreciation for those that have given either direct or ‘veiled’ support for the Cuban cause, are reflected in this decision. 

Cymru-Cuba at Wales TUC

This year for the first time, Cymru-Cuba took its stall to the Wales TUC’s annual conference in Llandudno in May.  CSC has over 25 national union affiliates and wants to spread its message to union activists at branch and regional levels.  To ensure the inclusion of unionists in Wales, we raised £650 to book our place with donations from UNISON and CWU branches and committees.

We handed out to delegates over 200 conference packs, which included brochures on trade unions and women in Cuba and the Miami Five.  Back copies of Cuba Sí and the current Cymru-Cuba newsletter were distributed in the refreshment lounge.

Visitors were treated to a colourful display of T-shirts, CDs, mugs, and brochures.  Few left the stall without buying a Cuba-Wales friendship badge.  Cymru-Cuba members on the stall discussed with delegates taking up the TUC’s backing for a change in EU policy towards Cuba and the case of the Miami Five jailed in the US.  We gave out a leaflet outlining the need to end the EU’s anti-Cuban policy 

We plan to follow up this conference with new trade union subscribers in Wales.  We are already planning our presence at next year’s WTUC – hopefully with another stall and a fringe meeting featuring a Cuban speaker.
Siwsann George

With warmth and affection we remember Siwsann who died recently after a long and courageous struggle against cancer.  

Siwsann, originally from Treorci but latterly of Abercynon, was one of Wales’s greatest singers of traditional and political song.  The first Welsh singer to represent the British Council abroad, she was always willing to take part in local events for progressive causes, including several performances for Cymru-Cuba.

Some of us remember being moved to tears when she sang Dafydd Iwan’s song about Victor Jara, the Chilean martyr, followed by one of Victor’s own songs.  This was at the Coal Exchange in Cardiff  - at a concert to raise funds for Medical Aid for the Victims of Torture – when she was still recovering from a stroke.

We send our heartfelt sympathy to Roger, her  son Osian and her father.

Upcoming Events

AGM 2005

This year’s Cymru-Cuba AGM will be at Chapter Arts Centre, Cardiff, on Wednesday 29 June at 7pm. The formal agenda will be followed by supper and a presentation, Letters to Che Guevara, introduced here by its author Jackie Cornwall.  

Letters to Che Guevara
A multi-media presentation about the life of Che Guevara, written by Jackie Cornwall and performed by the writer with Noel Martinez, Melanie Poole and Seth Cornwall.

Cuba is full of references to Che Guevara, the handsome, principled and wayward Argentine doctor who stopped a train at Santa Clara and secured the Revolution for Fidel Castro.  Cuban children recite “seremos como el Che” – we will be like Che. In parts of South America, he is a saint. But the man has drifted into legend and become increasingly elusive, despite a mountain of biography.  The search for Che took me eventually to Cuba.

I reached Santa Clara mid-afternoon, dodged the accommodation touts and made my way into town. At a crossroads, I asked a young boy “¿donde está el memorio del Che?”  He goggled at my ignorance and pointed over my shoulder. 

And there he was, dwarfing the houses around him, the great man, complete with beret and Army fatigues.  The sculptor had perfectly captured his shabby and athletic grace.  I couldn’t help wondering what El Che would think if he could see Cuba now, and the idea for Letters to Che was born that afternoon.

The pattern I chose was the left-wing poet WH Auden’s ‘Letters to Lord Byron’, written in the 1930s.  Byron, famous as a poet and libertine, was also a British freedom fighter who died in the struggle for Greek independence.  Like Guevara, he was physically afflicted; like Guevara, he was the darling of a generation – the parallels are irresistible. 

Auden described to Byron how the world had changed since he died., borrowing Byron’s own 
conversational and accessible style. I decided to use the same verse form in my letters to Che.  But words alone could not convey the myth of Che Guevara.  A multi-media presentation emerged, blending poetry with music and images, and drawing on the words of Che himself and the many who had spoken and written about him. 

As I worked, a tale emerged, of a young Faust, driven by curiosity and ambition, who one starry night met with a truth-teller who predicted his future and his fate.  Soon, Fidel Castro showed him the way to great deeds.  As the dream turned to nightmare, Che’s future lay in Fidel’s hands. Ultimately, Fidel cut the bonds between them; an act of betrayal, but also of mercy.  Their relationship is one of the most intriguing of the 20th century.

 Che Guevara now inhabits the realm of heroes, where fact is almost irrelevant.  In a world which has learned to mistrust the use of force, even heroic struggle, to resolve conflicts, the guerrilla’s methods are suspect. Che’s integrity, however, is unquestioned. The Western liberals who idolised him in their youth now tend to agree that ‘he was brilliant, but he was wrong’.  In fact, Che Guevara was right about many things at a time and in a context where political expediency was placed above truth.  Some things never change.

We need an idea of the number attending on 29th June for catering purposes; please ring Margaret Roberts on 029 20 562268 if you plan to be there.

El Sueño Existe
Victor Jara Festival in Machynlleth

A melting pot of radical culture and vision, set in one of the loveliest valleys of Mid Wales, is promised by a festival dedicated to the life and music of Victor Jara which will take place in Machynlleth over the weekend of 22nd – 24th July 2005. 

Victor Jara’s songs entwine a passionate exuberance and love of life with a profound representation of the struggle of the oppressed in Latin America and the world.  A key figure in the cultural awakening that took place through the government of Salvador Allende in Chile in the early 70s, he was amongst the thousands tortured and murdered following the 1973 coup.
Following the end of the Pinochet dictatorship Jara’s vision is slowly re-emerging.  The Victor Jara Foundation, recently established in Chile by Victor’s English-born widow, Joan, works for human rights and provides dance opportunities for disadvantaged people in Chile.

The festival will be a lively mix of Chilean and Welsh music.  Quimantu; an exciting Anglo – Chilean band will headline on the Saturday night and “Gerardo Y Su Son”  from Venezuela will be performing in the UK for the first time.  Welsh traditional music will be provided by “Pigyn Clust”  and Tecwyn Ifan.  There will also be a human rights debate and an associated exhibition. 
For details contact Tony Corden, 01654702166 Website: mindout4music.org.uk
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