
      

 

 

DOWN IN THE VALLEYS

By Conner Gory 

Cubanow.- A hot, parched, hard to breathe air fills our 
lungs as we climb the 137 steps to the top of the Manaca 
Iznaga in the Valle de los Ingenios. The steep, wooden 
staircases keep going up, up, up. At each successive level 
we think this must certainly be the last, until we finally reach the top of
the watchtower, breathless, but in awe. The entire valley is spread out
below.  

While I had been to Trinidad and the lovely beach at Ancon many
times over the years, this is my first trip to the legendary Valle de los
Ingenios, where rumors of buried treasures still make the rounds and
Cuba’s sugar aristocracy made fortunes off cane and slaves.  

The valley, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, is one of the country’s
most fertile and its verdant landscapes, cut through by a steam-powered
locomotive, are popular postcard fodder. Still, no brochure or postcard
can prepare you for the real thing and we are stunned taking in the view
from the top of the tower. Not at all like the tourism propaganda, the
valley is burnt yellow and black, with columns of smoke swirling skyward
from the valley floor and hills beyond. 

You may have heard that Cuba, especially the central and eastern
parts of the country, is in the throes of a crippling drought.  Cattle and
crops are suffering, with the former falling at an alarming rate and the
latter yielding frighteningly low harvests. In the streets, on the nightly
newscast and among the 1100 Ham radio operators country-wide,
everyone is talking about rain. ‘It rained in Camagüey,’ you’ll hear
someone say. ‘How about Holguin?’ a friend will ask. ‘No, still nothing
east of Las Tunas,’ your neighbor answers.   
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The evidence in the Valle de los 
Ingenios is irrefutable and we’re 
thinking a lot about precipitate as we 
put our little rental car through its 
paces, bumping over a rutted-out road 
through the serene valley dotted with skinny cows.  

After eating a lot of dust on the dirt access road, we arrive at the
Sitio Guamiro, once the mansion of sugar baron Don Mariano Borrell.
Notoriously greedy, one infamous story tells how he had a handful of
slaves bury his fortune in gold somewhere on the property and then killed
them afterwards so as to forever guard the secret of the treasure’s
location.  

Currently undergoing a massive renovation jointly administered by
the Cuban government and UNESCO, this grand old house is one of those
hidden gems in a country brimming over with them.  

Entire rooms here are covered in floor to ceiling Italian frescoes and
tales of ghosts, goblins and secret passageways used for nefarious ends
abound. There are deep front and rear porticoes running the length of the
house, supported by ornate columns, plus giant windows taking in the
valley views. The restoration work is slow and staff estimate it will be
another three to four years before it’s complete.  

The house is off the beaten track and worth a peek if you’re in the
neighborhood. Taking the train from Trinidad to visit the Manaca Iznaga
is also highly recommended, especially if you don’t have a car.  

Trinidad doesn’t hold a monopoly on stellar valley views. Indeed,
one of Cuba’s most celebrated vistas is of the Valle de Yumuri from the
Bacunayagua Bridge. Smack on the border between Havana and
Matanzas Provinces, this bridge is Cuba’s highest (328 feet) and longest
(1027 feet)  and delivers deep and broad views into this valley with rich,
red soil that at turns produced tobacco and sugar in the old days, but
now is mostly food crops such as sweet potato and tomatoes. 

Another off the beaten track destination, the Valle de Yumuri is also
suffering from the drought. Normally, as you sip a fresh squeezed orange
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juice or cold beer from the cafeteria at the bridge lookout, the valley
unfolds lush and green for miles, but this time, it’s withered, with waves
of heat rippling off the yellowed earth.  

Chugging from small town to small town on the electric Hershey
Train, which runs from Havana to Matanzas and through the heart of the
Valle de Yumuri, folks talk about the last rainfall in recent memory, some
months ago. The little ditty my husband remembers from his childhood,
sung to the tune of Frère Jacques rings in my ears:   

Campamento, campamento 

¿Donde estas? 

¿Donde estas? 

En el lindo valle, 

en el lindo valle 

Yumuri, Yumuri 

The camp is still there, but the valley is a little less ‘lindo’ -a little
less pretty- these days. This is a part of Cuba not many tourists explore,
making it all the more alluring for those of us drawn to secluded, slow-
paced places where the biggest news is when it last rained.  

If real, untouristed traveling is your thing, an interesting itinerary
would involve getting lost in the knot of roads twisting through the valley,
before overnighting at the very tranquil and relaxing Hotel Casa del Valle
After a swim or a horseback ride, you could continue the next day on back
roads to Surgidero de Batabano for the boat to Isla de la Juventud.  

Perhaps Cuba’s most famous valley is the picturesque Valle de
Viñales. Another UNESCO World Heritage Site (Cuba has seven all told,
plus six UNESCO Biosphere Reserves), this valley is famous for its
haystack hills that offer some of the most varied and challenging rock
climbing in the western hemisphere.   

I am fascinated with Pinar del Rio and this valley is in a large degree
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responsible. The expansive vistas are unparalleled and ever-
enchanting: after a dozen visits, a smile still escapes looking on the
tobacco drying houses amid fields of healthy, green crops rooted in rich
red soil, with the strangely formed mogotes (hills) rolling towards the
back of the valley. 

Located in a big dip of the mountainous Sierra de los Organos, this
valley is in a micro-climate that has been less severely affected by the
drought. Still, climbing through the fragrant pine and eucalyptus forests
from the city of Pinar del Rio, the women to whom we’re giving a ride tell
us the date of the last big rainfall and how it didn’t reach far south
enough, leaving folks halfway between the capital and Viñales high and
dry.  

Talk turns to weather and we all hope for the people in the east.
The clouds are low and dark as we let the women out at a crossroads,
with the first fat drops of a heavy rain falling on the windshield.  

Without delay, the skies unleash a fierce, pounding rain driving
people inside, under awnings and towards shelter in cafeterias. Strangers
strike up conversations about Cuba’s hottest topic: ‘damn, look at how
it’s coming down’ and ‘yeah, brother, but we needed this rain’ drift over
the basso cacophony of the downpour.  

After about 15 minutes with no slowing in sight, red rivers flow
down either side of the street and conversations turn less optimistic,
talking about washed away top soil and erosion. It rains almost non-stop
the entire day, flushing away layers of fertile soil and flooding roads.  

The government is taking the drought very seriously. Public service
announcements and billboards exhorting people to conserve water are
ubiquitous. On the supply side, a series of emergency engineering
projects involving a massive investment of time, labor and money are
well under way. In hard hit Holguin, for example, where water availability
is usually 160 liters per person, but is now at heretofore unprecedented
lows of 25 liters, a water pipeline is being constructed from the Rio Cauto.
Water should be reaching the city of Holguin (which, by the way, is right
next to another spectacular valley –the Valle de Mayabe, but that’s
another story!) by the end of August. 
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In the meantime, we ask all our friends to do a little rain dance, so
that the heavens may continue to smile down upon this island.         
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