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Introduction
Cuba: Portrait of a Country seeks to present a nuanced and comprehensive
exploration of an island that has long captivated the world’s imagination. From its
misty mountains and sun-gilded beaches to the vibrant neighborhoods of Havana,
Cuba is a land where history and modernity intertwine in unique and often surprising
ways. This book is intended both for readers with a longstanding fascination with Cuba
and for those newly intrigued by the country—whether you are planning a visit or
simply wish to understand what makes Cuba so distinct among the nations of the
Caribbean.

The story of Cuba is one of encounter and exchange, marked by the arrival of
indigenous peoples millennia ago, followed by Spanish conquest and centuries of
colonization. The legacies of slavery, plantation agriculture, and the struggle for
independence weave through the fabric of Cuban identity. The birth of the modern
Cuban state took place amidst revolution and contestation, setting the stage for
decades of socialist rule and international intrigue in the shadow of the Cold War.
Through shifting fortunes, Cuba has remained notable for its resilience, creativity, and
ability to adapt against external pressures.

Yet Cuba is far more than its politics. The country is home to a lively and diverse
culture, world-renowned for its music, dance, literature, and visual arts. From the son
and salsa clubs of Havana to the spirit-infused traditions found in rural communities,
Cuban arts express the complexity and richness of a people shaped by African,
European, and indigenous influences. Everyday life in Cuba is both challenging and
inspiring, molded by economic constraint, state policies, and the enduring warmth and
ingenuity of its citizens.

Modern Cuba faces a host of challenges. Economic difficulties, a legacy of decades-
long embargoes, and struggles to modernize existing systems are acutely felt by the
population. The government maintains a firm grip on political life, with civil society
and individual freedoms constrained by law. Nonetheless, Cubans remain proud of
achievements in healthcare and education, even as hardships spark debate about the
nation’s future path. Recent years have brought reforms and openings, as well as
renewed tensions—evidence of a society in motion.

For travelers, Cuba offers rich rewards and certain surprises. The country’s unique
blend of history, music, hospitality, and dramatic landscapes draws millions of visitors
each year, even as practical realities like currency, infrastructure, and the rules of
engagement with local people require careful navigation. Whether you intend to set
foot on Cuban soil or simply wish to travel here in your mind, this book aims to
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prepare you with clear explanations, context, and guidance.

Above all, Cuba: Portrait of a Country is an invitation to see Cuba as it is—complex,
contradictory, enduring, and beautiful. It is a land of old traditions and new
possibilities, of hardship and hope. By presenting Cuba in all its dimensions—history,
culture, society, and daily life—this book aspires to foster understanding and perhaps
a sense of kinship with the people who have made this extraordinary island their
home.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Cuban Archipelago: Land, Sea,
and Climate
Cuba, often described as the "Pearl of the Antilles," is an island nation that stretches
elegantly in the northern Caribbean Sea, where the Gulf of Mexico and the Atlantic
Ocean converge. Its unique shape, sometimes likened to a crocodile, is a defining
feature of its geography. This distinctive form, long and slender, hints at the diverse
landscapes contained within its borders, from sun-drenched coastlines to mist-
shrouded mountain peaks. Cuba isn't just one island; it's an archipelago, a collection
that includes the main island of Cuba, the Isla de la Juventud (Isle of Youth), and an
astonishing 4,195 smaller islands, islets, and cays. This intricate network of land and
sea creates a captivating natural mosaic.

Geographically, Cuba sits strategically. To its east lies Mexico's Yucatán Peninsula,
while to the south are Florida and the Bahamas. To the west, one finds Hispaniola,
shared by Haiti and the Dominican Republic, and to the north, Jamaica and the
Cayman Islands complete the Caribbean neighborhood. Havana, the bustling capital, is
not only the largest city but also a vibrant hub that reflects the nation's rich history
and ongoing evolution. With approximately 10 million inhabitants, Cuba holds the
distinction of being the third most populous country in the Caribbean, a testament to
its enduring allure and capacity to support a thriving population.

The main island of Cuba itself spans approximately 1,250 kilometers (780 miles) in
length, making it the largest island in the West Indies archipelago. Its width, however,
varies dramatically, ranging from a mere 31 kilometers (19 miles) at its narrowest
point to a more substantial 191 kilometers (119 miles) at its widest. This elongated
shape contributes to the varied microclimates and ecosystems found across the
island, from the drier western regions to the more humid eastern provinces.

While much of Cuba's terrain consists of flat or gently rolling plains, particularly
suitable for agriculture, the island also boasts rugged hills and impressive mountains.
These elevated areas are primarily concentrated in the southeastern part of the
country. The most prominent of these is the Sierra Maestra, Cuba's largest and most
significant mountain range. This range, stretching for approximately 240 kilometers
(150 miles) along the southeastern coast, is a formidable natural barrier and a
historical sanctuary. Within the Sierra Maestra lies Pico Turquino, the highest point in
Cuba, proudly standing at an elevation of 1,974 meters (6,476 feet). This majestic
peak is a challenging ascent for hikers, offering unparalleled views of the surrounding
national park.
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Beyond the Sierra Maestra, other notable mountain ranges dot the Cuban landscape.
These include the Sierra Cristal, the Escambray Mountains, and the Sierra del Rosario.
Each of these ranges contributes to Cuba's diverse topography, providing unique
habitats for flora and fauna and offering distinct scenic beauty. The plains, which
cover about two-thirds of the main island, have historically been utilized for the
cultivation of sugarcane and tobacco, as well as for livestock raising, shaping much of
Cuba's agricultural identity.

Cuba's coastal areas present a striking contrast to its mountainous interiors. Here, one
finds pristine white sand beaches, such as the internationally renowned Varadero,
which draw visitors from across the globe. Interspersed with these sandy expanses are
extensive mangroves and marshes, vital ecosystems that play a crucial role in the
island's biodiversity. The Zapata Swamp, located on the southwestern coast of Cuba,
stands as the largest of these wetland areas, covering an impressive over 4,520
square kilometers (1,750 sq miles). This expansive biosphere reserve, characterized
by marshes, brackish lagoons, and mangrove swamps, is a crucial ecological hotspot
and the largest and best-preserved wetland in the entire Caribbean. It provides a
unique habitat for a variety of migratory and local species, including the critically
endangered Cuban crocodile.

Cuba's climate is predominantly marine tropical, ensuring warm and humid conditions
year-round. This pleasant warmth is influenced by the northeast trade winds in winter
and by east-northeast winds in summer, with the warm currents of the Gulf Stream
providing a moderating influence along the coasts. The annual mean temperature
hovers around 26°C (79°F), with minimal fluctuation between the coolest month,
January (around 23°C or 73°F), and the warmest month, August (around 28°C or
82°F).

The year is broadly divided into two distinct seasons: a dry season and a rainy season.
The dry season typically extends from November to April, offering generally pleasant
weather with daytime temperatures averaging between 26°C (79°F) and 30°C (86°F).
Even during the dry season, however, occasional heavy rainfall can occur for a few
days each month. The rainy season spans from May to October, bringing with it more
frequent and significant precipitation. This period is also characterized by higher
humidity and muggy conditions.

A significant consideration during the rainy season, particularly from August to
October, is the potential for tropical storms and cyclones. These weather events are
more likely to affect the eastern part of Cuba, underscoring the island's vulnerability to
seasonal atmospheric disturbances. Despite these occasional weather challenges,
Cuba's tropical climate largely contributes to its lush vegetation and fertile lands,
which historically have been, and continue to be, essential to the country's agricultural
output. The interplay of mountains, plains, and extensive coastlines, all bathed in a
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warm tropical embrace, truly paints a vivid portrait of Cuba's diverse and captivating
natural environment.
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