
Notes on Cuba 
 
 
All,  
 
Below are two articles, one on Cuba the second on Venezuela. Both, especially the 77 year old’s bike trip through 
Cuba, mirror my impressions on our recent visit to that Communist nation. My time in country was only two days, 
but it was an intense two days (16+ hours) and Cindy and I covered a lot of Havana and Cienfuegos.  
 
While there we found graphic evidence that Cuba stopped evolving in 1959 and its people bear the brunt of the 
many poor choices made by their Communist leaders since. The average monthly wage is $20, and I saw no fat 
Cubans. We were told that in the 10 years following the dissolution of the USSR, Cuba’s principal patron, 80% of 
the Cuban population lost 40% of their body weight. I wish those misguided politicians and their supporters who 
talk of democratic socialism for America could spend some time is Cuba or Venezuela to understand what types of 
economic prosperity those systems have created for their people.  
 
I have attached some pictures to this email of our trip. The beautiful cars that they would not let us look under the 
hoods, the many building needing much more work than a coat of paint and I especially call your attention to the 
many electric wires crossing the streets and running all over the buildings. A US electrical inspector would be 
apoplectic by the sight.  
 
I’m glad we went, as most of you have read 3 weeks after our trip Cuba was closed by the Administration to further 
visits by American citizens on cruise ships. I found the trip interesting but will not be signing up for a return visit. 
Ever! 
 
Best, 
Rusty 
 
Matt, 
Please post to Blog. Tks, r 
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The following is an interesting perspective from a person who actually rode a bicycle through CUBA and had 
2 weeks to see and experience Cuba from close up: 
 
As a 77 yr. old guy who has gone to Europe, Canada, Mexico and now Cuba for bicycle road trips,  I 
thought you might enjoy reading my report of my bike trip to Cuba: 

The following is an interesting perspective from a person who actually rode a bicycle through CUBA 
2 weeks to see and experience Cuba from 

As a 77 yr. old guy who has gone to Europe, Canada, Mexico and now Cuba for bicycle road 
thought you might enjoy reading my report of my bike trip 



  
On February 1st I flew to Atlanta, met some friends and we flew to Cancun, Mexico.  We spent 4 days 
there, mostly touring the Mayan ruins of Tulum and Chichen Itza and getting ready for the next part of the 
adventure.  Seven more people flew in and we all boarded a Mexican airline, Interjet, and flew to Havana 
for a week of bicycle riding in Cuba. 

Cuba, where nothing works, including the people.  Unemployment is 48% and of those who do work, 8 
out of every 10 work for the government.  Before heading to the western part of the island, we spent a 
night in Havana at the Riviera Classic, the finest hotel at one time.  20 stories with 3 elevators, but only 
one worked.  Contrary to what I found in the rest of the country, my shower only had hot water.  Turn the 
knobs all you want, but you only got hot, scalding water. 

The stories about the old cars is quite true, but many of those cars are used to take tourists on tours of 
the city.  $30.00 gets you 2 hours in a 1952 Cadillac convertible and you can pile in as many people in as 
you want.  Old Chevys seem to be the most popular and a few are quite nicely restored.  They all fell in 
the 1941 to 1957 range.  I saw nothing newer than a 57.  By restored, I mean they look good on the 
outside, but as our Cuban tour guide said, there would not be a V8 under the hood.  The original had 
failed decades ago and with no parts to fix it, other means had to be found.  Generally, that involved 
putting a 4 cylinder Russian made diesel in and making the necessary changes to get it to fit and mate up 
with an unknown transmission. 
  
The country is still in the 19th century.  Many people walk, but equally as many use horses, both to ride 
and pull carts.  I saw wagons pulled by oxen on the highway.  We traveled by motor coach, stayed in 
crude motels, and ate in restaurants; all owned by the government.  Staying clean was a challenge.  In 
the public restrooms washing your hands was interesting.  You need three things to wash your hands; 
water, soap, towel to dry.  Well, the towel was your shirt or pants, because there never was any 
towels..  In 1/3 of the toilets there was no water and in one case, there was a lady standing beside the 
sink with a bottle of water to pour over your hands.  In an equal number of places, there was no soap. 

If you thought not having soap and water in the restroom was a problem, imagine not having a toilet 
SEAT.  Yep, no toilet seat and it wasn’t just confined to public facilities.  One of the rooms we stayed in 
had no toilet seat, which was matched by the fact there was no toilet paper.  In its place, somebody had 
carefully torn individual sheets of toilet paper from a roll and placed them on the back of the toilet. 

Free health care and education is one of the things Castro brought with his revolution.  The healthcare is 
generally limited to the bigger cities.  Our guide told us that a taxi driver in Havana earned more in tips 
each day than a medical doctor earned in salary in one month.  Oh, and the doctor can be arrested and 
jailed if he attempts to treat people on the side for extra money.  Education is free, but the reality is that 
most people cannot afford to stay in school.  Our tour guide was the exception.  He completed college 
and got a Master’s degree in computer technology, but can’t find a job in that field, so he conducts tours. 
  
We visited a tobacco farm, where we had the opportunity to purchase genuine Cuba cigars for 
$3.25.  The farm had been in this man’s family for 3 generations, but only recently had actual title been 
put back in his name.  The government claimed it after the revolution.   After harvest, the government 
takes 90% of the tobacco, leaving the farmer with just 10% for his “own personal use”.  He chose to 
demonstrate how to hand roll a cigar, then sell it to tourists.  I asked our guide if all farmers lost 90% of 
their crop to the government.  His reply, “Oh no, vegetable farmers only give up 60% of their crop”. 

The roads looked like they had been carpet bombed with huge potholes everywhere.  Add that to the very 
steep hills we encountered and it made for slow biking.  While I am no speed demon, one day I averaged 
just 4.5 MPH as I attempted to find bits of pavement between the holes in the road.  In many cases, there 
was no road, just dirt and when the trucks went past, we were engulfed in a storm of dust and exhaust 
fumes.  A few of the trucks were left over Russian military vehicles.  Personal transportation in the rural 
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area was provided by stake bodied trucks.  People would stand by the side of the road and climb aboard 
when such a truck came by.  The fare was around 8 cents and you stood packed in the bed of the truck 
with several dozen other people. 

Those on welfare receive $25 a month, plus a ration of beans, rice, and cooking oil.  The money came 
from the Cuban government, but the Russians provided the food.  Each month a supply cargo ship docks 
with beans, rice, and cooking oil sent by the Russians.  Speaking of them, the Cuban version of the 
Missile Crisis is quite different from what we heard in the US. 
  
Glad I went, but have no desire to return.  Cuba makes our inner cities look like paradise and the poverty 
is staggering.  After two weeks abroad, we flew home and I spent the night in a Hampton Inn at the 
Atlanta airport, before catching an early morning flight back to Seattle.  Took the longest hot water shower 
ever after having a cheeseburger, fries and two gin & tonics for dinner.  I was really glad to be back. 

Dedicated to all Bernie Sanders supporters, like Jacinto and others that believe "Government Socialism" 
is so much better than "Capitalism." 

 
And lastly an article on the plight of the people of Venezuela:  
 
 

This nightmare is what Venezuela has become 

  Refugees from 
Venezuela cross the Simón BolívarInternational Bridge into Colombia on June 10. (Juan Pablo 
Bayona/Reuters) 
 
WaPo 
By Michael Gerson 
Columnist 
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June 17, 2019 

CÚCUTA, Colombia 
The walkers come in a steady flow, individually and in small groups, through most of the day. The 
serpentine mountain road they take often has little room at the sides, leaving refugees in the path of 
traffic. The 350-mile journey to Bogota is part forced march and part pilgrimage — impelled 
by hunger and desperation in Venezuela, but also drawn toward a new start in Colombia, Ecuador, 
Peru or beyond. 
At this point in the Venezuelan crisis, many of the men have already gone ahead in search of work. 
Their families now follow. Children drag luggage behind them. Mothers carry babies or cranky 
toddlers. Their clothing is generally unsuited to a trek in which temperatures often start in the high 
90s but dip into the low 40s in the mountains. Many make the long walk in either flip-flops or Crocs. 

Along the route are a string of way stations, run and supported by organizations including 
the International Committee of the Red Cross, Oxfam, Samaritan’s 
Purse and World Vision (my host). A station known as El Diamante, sponsored by a local 
Catholic church, is helping 300 to 400 walkers a day, providing hot food, bathroom facilities and 
temporary shelter. 
“There is no work and no food [back in Venezuela],” one woman resting at El Diamante told me. “I 
can’t buy diapers or milk.” Another added, “I came here because I suffer with diabetes and can’t find 
any medicine there.” A man holding his child explained to me, “My son didn’t have anything to eat. I 
need to fight for him.” 

  A young girl who had just arrived at the El Diamante shelter in Colombia. 
The wheels of the suitcase no longer worked correctly, so she had been dragging it behind her. 
(Michael Gerson/The Washington Post) 
 
The president of World Vision U.S., Edgar Sandoval, lived in Venezuela as a teenager. “People 
all over the world came to Venezuela looking for a better life,” he told me. “I still keep in touch with 
some people in the country. Access to water is an issue. Some make several trips a day with a 
wheelbarrow to get water for their needs. Malnutrition among children is a significant issue. I know 
of kids who are 2 years old and not walking or talking. That’s when desperation sets in.” 
Venezuela is now a world leader in the production of desperation. In the early 2000s, socialist 
strongman Hugo Chávez created a system, funded by oil revenue, in which food, education 
and health care were all essentially free. Salaries were small but were mainly used for extras, not 
essentials. When the price of oil crashed, so did the system of subsidies. Poor and middle-class 
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Venezuelans were left only with their salaries, paid in a local currency that hyperinflation rendered 
essentially worthless. Some products are still available, but only when purchased with U.S. dollars. 
The minimum wage in Venezuela is now worth about $6 a month, while one kilo of corn meal 
(about 2.2 pounds) costs about a quarter of that amount. Add to this the rolling blackouts, hospitals 
without gauze or painkillers, no propane for cooking and chronic shortages of toilet paper and 
hygiene products. Add to this a regime that stays in power through brutal oppression, enforced by 
the national guard, as well as deputized street gangs known as “colectivos.” The result is a 
country that more than 4 million refugees have chosen to flee. 
The recently reopened Simón Bolívar International Bridge in Cúcuta is where most refugees 
walk out of Venezuela. Those fortunate enough to get remittances from relatives abroad can pick up 
dollars at a Western Union station on the Colombia side and pay for a bus trip to their destination. 
But the very poor are left to walk through the mountains, or subsist by begging or petty smuggling 
across the border. 
 
At the Colegio La Frontera, a public school in Colombia that mainly serves Venezuelan students, I 
met a refugee named Jheyde, a bright, confident, outspoken girl of 13. With support from World 
Vision, she now doesn’t miss a day of school. But she spent years working at odd jobs along with her 
mother. Jheyde once sold cuttings of her hair for use in wigs. She recalled smuggling pineapples and 
being forced to pay bribes if caught by the police or the colectivos. 

This is what the Venezuelan experiment in Chavism has become: the employment of armed thugs 
to extort impoverished little girls. A better future will require an end to the Venezuelan regime’s 
cruelty, corruption and incompetence. But, in the meantime, the humanitarian emergency is acute 
and expanding. Aid organizations are operating at the limit of their resources. And the walkers 
continue their difficult journey. 
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