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Introduction
Havana’s silhouette at sunset is iconic—domes and spires outlined against a thrum of
pastel blues and humid gold. For most outsiders, this vision is both a beginning and an
end: a city paused in time, shimmering with nostalgia and colored by myths of
revolution and salsa. My own fascination began like this, with photographs and stories
told across oceans—a promise of warmth, romance, and rhythm. Yet it didn’t take
more than a few walks through winding alleys and whispered conversations with locals
for that promise to unravel into something far deeper and more complex. It is this
Havana—the vibrant, battered, beautiful, and contradictory metropolis—that
compelled me to write this book.

To know Havana is to understand how much exists out of sight, in the shadow of both
its history and its tourist economy. Beneath the palms, beyond the museums and the
faint scent of cigar smoke, beats the pulse of a city grappling daily with scarcity,
improvisation, and an indomitable sense of possibility. This book is an invitation to
journey past the familiar façades and curated experiences, to witness the hidden life
of Havana that ordinary Cubans inhabit every day.

Here, history is lived as much as it is remembered. The faded grandeur of colonial
mansions and fortress walls speaks to centuries of conquest, resistance, and
revolution. These stones are not relics, but living backdrops to the city’s current
dramas: children playing baseball on crumbling streets, neighbors pooling resources to
restore a collapsing staircase, and santeros performing quiet rituals for blessings and
protection. Havana’s beauty is inseparable from its wounds, and its moments of magic
occur precisely where hardship meets collective genius.

The chapters ahead trace stories from corners most travelers never glimpse. They
uncover the intricate fabric of neighborhoods like Vedado and Guanabacoa, revealing
how identity, ancestry, and solidarity are constantly negotiated through the rhythms
of daily life. We’ll peer into home kitchens where cooks stretch meager ingredients
into memorable meals, and we’ll wander into art studios and makeshift performance
spaces where dancers, poets, and musicians invent new expressions from shared
memory and present struggle. You will meet Habaneros who embody
resilience—market vendors, taxi drivers, young tech innovators, and elders who
remember both hunger and hope.

Yet this book is not only a chronicle of hardship. It is equally a testament to joy,
laughter, and the creativity that flourishes in the margins. From the social swirl of the
Malecón at twilight to the clandestine rituals in the Havana Forest, life here is
communal, improvisational, and fiercely alive. Every chapter seeks to balance warmth
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and empathy with the deeper truths—unflinching looks at what it means to survive
and dream in contemporary Cuba.

"Beneath the Palms" is for travelers, students, and armchair explorers alike. My
intention is to offer practical ways to engage with Havana ethically and attentively,
whether in-person or from afar. In opening windows into the hidden life of Havana, I
hope to dissolve some of the clichés and unveil a city defined not by propaganda or
nostalgia, but by the enduring creativity, hope, and humanity of its people. Welcome
to a different Havana—one pulsing far beneath the tourist gaze, where the real heart
of the city beats.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Birth of a City: Havana's Early
Origins
Havana's beginnings were anything but straightforward. Long before its iconic Malecón
graced postcards or its old city charmed visitors, this land was home to indigenous
peoples like the Taíno, Ciboney, and Guanajatabeyes. These groups, part of the larger
Arawak culture that migrated north through the Caribbean, had established their lives
across the island. The Taíno, being the largest of these groups, brought their own rich
traditions and language, some 400 terms of which, including "Cuba" and "Havana"
itself, survive in the Spanish spoken today. Yet, their world was about to change
irrevocably.

In 1492, Christopher Columbus arrived in Cuba, claiming the island for Spain. The
Spanish quest for gold and new territories quickly led to the establishment of
settlements across the island. Diego Velázquez de Cuéllar, the first governor of Cuba,
initiated the conquest in 1511, establishing the first Spanish settlement in Baracoa.
The indigenous Taíno, led by chieftains like Hatuey who had fled Spanish brutality in
Hispaniola, fiercely resisted the newcomers. However, within three years, due to
prolonged guerrilla campaigns, the capture and execution of their leaders, and the
devastating impact of diseases brought by the Spanish, the indigenous population was
largely subdued or tragically decimated.

The Spanish, ever on the lookout for strategic locations, initially attempted to found a
settlement on Cuba's southern coast in 1514, near what is now Surgidero de
Batabanó. This location, however, proved to be a poor choice—swampy and plagued
by mosquitoes. It was far from ideal for a burgeoning colonial outpost. Consequently,
the site was abandoned.

Between 1514 and 1519, the fledgling settlement moved twice more on the north
coast. Finally, in 1519, the Spanish found their sweet spot: a superb natural harbor
they called Puerto de Carenas, or "Careening Port," a name derived from the practice
of ships undergoing repairs there. This was the definitive and current location of
Havana, founded on November 16, 1519. The city was christened San Cristóbal de la
Habana, combining San Cristóbal, its patron saint, with "Habana," possibly from
Habaguanex, a local Taíno chief.

The decision to settle at this harbor was a stroke of strategic genius. The bay offered
natural protection and unparalleled access to the Gulf Stream, the ocean current that
served as the primary highway for Spanish galleons traveling between the Americas
and Europe. This made Havana an indispensable stopping point for the Spanish
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treasure fleet, a crucial rendezvous point before the perilous Atlantic crossing. It was
this pivotal role that would shape Havana's destiny for centuries to come.

Initially, Santiago de Cuba, on the eastern end of the island, served as the capital. But
as Havana's importance as a port grew exponentially, facilitating the shipment of
immense quantities of gold and silver from newly conquered lands like Mexico and
Peru back to Spain, its status steadily rose. By 1553, the Spanish governor unofficially
moved his residence to Havana, recognizing its newfound wealth and strategic
significance. This effectively, though informally, made Havana the de facto capital of
Cuba. In 1592, King Philip II of Spain formally granted Havana the title of "City"
(ciudad).

The city's burgeoning importance, however, came with a considerable downside: it
became a prime target for buccaneers, pirates, and French corsairs. The first
significant attack occurred in 1555 when the French corsair Jacques de Sores
plundered and burned much of the city. This vulnerability underscored the urgent
need for robust defenses.

In response, the Spanish Crown began investing heavily in fortifications, transforming
Havana into one of the most heavily fortified cities in the Americas. Construction on a
formidable system of castles and forts commenced. The Castillo de la Real Fuerza, one
of the oldest colonial fortresses in the Americas, began construction in 1558. Guarding
the narrow entrance to the bay, the Castillo de San Salvador de la Punta and the
Castillo de los Tres Reyes Magos del Morro were built, often connected by a defensive
chain across the harbor mouth. These imposing structures, some of which are still
standing today, are a testament to Havana's early struggles for survival and its critical
role in the Spanish colonial empire.

The city's growth was fueled not just by its port, but also by the needs of the passing
fleets, which required provisions like food, water, and timber for repairs. This spurred
early agricultural and manufacturing sectors around Havana. As the 16th century
progressed, the city truly began to take shape, with Spanish architectural styles,
influenced by Moorish designs, becoming prevalent. Practical adaptations to the
Cuban climate, such as semi-enclosed porches and security bars on large windows,
became common, allowing for ventilation while providing privacy and protection.

By the 17th century, Havana was a major center for shipbuilding in the Caribbean. A
royal decree in 1634 officially recognized its immense importance, bestowing upon it
the grand title of “Llave del Nuevo Mundo y Antemural de las Indias Occidentales” –
"Key to the New World and Rampart of the West Indies." This inscription is proudly
displayed on Havana's coat of arms to this day.

The city's developing economy relied heavily on the forced labor of enslaved Africans,
who were brought to Cuba to work primarily in the burgeoning sugar and tobacco
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industries. This tragic chapter of Havana's history, while a foundation of its economic
prosperity, also laid the groundwork for the rich Afro-Cuban cultural tapestry that
would later emerge.

By the mid-18th century, Havana had grown into a prosperous port city of over 70,000
inhabitants, surpassing even Boston and New York in size. Its strategic location and
well-developed port facilities made it the most important of the Spanish ports in the
Americas, boasting the largest and most active shipyard in the New World by 1740.

The early years of Havana were a period of dynamic, often violent, establishment.
From humble, shifting settlements, it quickly blossomed into a vital nexus of the
Spanish Empire. Its growth was a direct consequence of its magnificent harbor, a
natural advantage that inextricably linked its fate to global trade and imperial
ambitions. The foundations laid during these initial centuries, shaped by conflict,
commerce, and the imposition of a new world order, would continue to define the
physical and social landscape of Havana for generations to come.
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