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CAMPING CULTURE
By Conner Gorry

Cubanow.- Like many Cuban families, we began

thinking of vacation once August rolled around. And like

many of those families, that meant camping. With so

much beautiful countryside -everything from cloud-

shrouded summits to azure seas and floury beaches are

found here- pitching a tent and sipping rum from a tin cup around the
campfire is a logical choice for getting away. As with many endeavors
here, the economics of camping-as-vacation lends its own
incontrovertible logic to the equation.

This wouldn’t be our first taste of Cuba’s natural bounty. Two years
ago we set out on a camping odyssey, taking in all the provinces save
Pinar del Rio and the special municipality of Isla de la Juventud (both
stellar outdoor destinations in their own right). From the insidious sand
fleas and spectacular snorkelling of Playa Giron to the cloud forest and
hail storms atop Pico Turquino, we explored pockets not lionized in any
tourist brochure. On that trip we discovered favorite places that keep
calling us from our humble microbrigade home into the island wilds.

We schemed and strategized about destinations and driving times,
logistics and promising natural adventures. This was to be an extra-
special trip, requiring careful planning, because our party of six included
two people who had never been tent camping before. We decided on
Rancho Luna near Cienfuegos, one of our all-time favorite spots and ideal
for novice campers: the little scoop of beach just beyond the lighthouse is
picture perfect, with a terrific raised area at the base of the cliffs to pitch
camp, plus there’s privacy, sufficient downed wood to build campfires,
good shore fishing and decent swimming.

Our expedition brimmed with excitement as we neared the access
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road to the little beach beside the lighthouse. Turning in, however, our
bubble burst. The first meter of the road had been destroyed thanks to a
gigantic hole just large enough to prohibit passage by a car. With a fence
on one side and impenetrable, prickly shrubs on the other, there was no
way around it. Surveying the situation, we all agreed we could get past
the hole by lining it with rocks and just going for it. As we hunted and
hauled rocks, a small crowd of young boys gathered. They laughed and
shook their heads and told us there had been troubles at that little beach,
hence the hole rendering the road impassable. We didn’t care. We
persevered, working on sheer determination and the image in our
collective mind’s eye about hooking a fish and grilling it over the
campfire, the flickering flames catching our contented smiles.

At last we were ready. My husband got behind the wheel and
gunned it, the heavily laden car getting just to the far edge of the hole
before it sunk doggedly into the sand. A burning rubber smell punctuated
the air as he revved the engine, sending plumes of sand spraying all over
us, while the young boys bearing witness tried half-heartedly to stifle
their laughs. We pushed and shimmed the car, dug out sand and filled in
the hole with rocks, reluctant to give up the vision of the perfect camping
spot we knew lay just beyond. Only at this desperate moment did |
remember a lesson learned in Hawaii: to drive in sand you have to lower
your tire pressure dramatically, to 20 or even 15 pounds.

Alas, we couldn’t conquer the hole and only barely extricated
ourselves at all from that hot and heinous predicament. To their credit,
the young onlookers lent backs and legs and advice (iDale! iDale! Go!
Go!) to the communal effort and we finally wrenched free of the sand pit,
only to be left with fading light and no place to camp: a terrible
combination, even for veteran campers. We had plenty of potable water,
so that wasn’'t an issue, but we needed a spot somewhat protected from
the elements and prying eyes, with space to safely build a fire and cook,
plus a little forest, if possible, to relieve ourselves. Driving the length of
Rancho Luna, past the little town and public beach, the private hotels and
grazing goats, we at last struck upon a diminutive bluff overlooking a
straw-colored bend of beach. Pitching our three tents drew commentary
and stares, with an open curiosity emanating from the beachgoers. This is
probably because when you say 'camping’ in Cuba, what you really mean
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is campismos.

Wildly, insanely popular, none of the 80 or so campismos in Cuba
bear any resemblance to campgrounds as we know them in North
America and Europe. Camping Cuban-style has its own eccentricities. For
example, | was quite surprised to learn that campismos are not places to
pitch a tent, but rather clusters of cinderblock cabins equipped with bunk
beds. Located in spots of irrefutable natural beauty, campismos come in
different categories (the top notch installations have private bathrooms in
the cabins, while wunits reserved for foreigners even sport air
conditioning!), and have a cafeteria and discotheque on site. The all-
inclusive nature of campismos, with food, entertainment and even
transport to the site, make it the perfect family getaway.

A major initiative of the government, campismos have been
expanded, repaired, and upgraded and people are flocking to them in
unprecedented numbers. In June, more than 130,000 Cubans stayed in
campismos and officials estimate that over 1,000,000 people will use
them this year. As a nature junkie and all around lover of the outdoors,
this is thrilling news for me, but as a diehard and long-time tent camper,
I still lament the dearth of facilities for tent camping. After all, sleeping in
a bed with close proximity to a toilet, eating in a cafeteria and
communing with nature to blaring gangsta rap or whatever catches the
fancy of the campismo deejay, is not really my idea of camping.

It was with real excitement, therefore, that we received the news
that a handful of campismos nationwide are beginning to offer tents and
places to pitch them; the former is especially important as buying a tent
here is prohibitively expensive -a laughably basic tent costs nearly $100
in the sports store. Now, our compatriots have the opportunity to
experience their land in a totally new and novel way. Heretofore, only a
handful of bohemian university students were roughing it in the outdoors,
sleeping with just a thin fabric layer separating them from the elements
(trying to sleep while worrying about meddlesome animals or the seam
leak near your head is a particular type of vacation stress!), cooking on
campfires and experiencing unadulterated contact with the natural world.

Of course, the glories of real camping and experiencing nature up
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close carry a personal responsibility to the environment from which we all
benefit when observed. Age old camping rules like taking your garbage
with you, burying human waste, not contaminating rivers with detergents
and not taking plants or animals out of their natural setting are
fundamental. In Cuba, we might add respecting your neighbor’s space by
lowering music and voices to this non-negotiable list, as noise is another
form of pollution which affects us all.

For our part, we had a glorious time camping in Cienfuegos this
year. Especially fulfilling was the opportunity to share camping culture
with our family and friends. It’s exhilarating to think of this whole new
world that is opening up here, thanks to the availability of tents and
spaces at the country’s campismos.

Home | Editorial | Feature | People | Stories | Spotlight | Thinking today | Events | Literature | Music | Culture | Films | Paths

Cubanow (c) is developed by Ediciones ICAIC
& Martin Luther King Jr. Memorial Center.
All rights reserved
ISSN-1810-3405
Programming; Ing. Indira Izquierdo Rodriguez
Desing by:D.I. Alain Lopez Gonzalez

file://C:\Documents and Settings\Connerini\Desktop\connergorry.com\camping in cuba.htm 11/4/2007



