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TRAVEL CUBA

You can’t walk –
sashay – anywhere in
Havana without
bumping into a band.

Lords of

the dance

The cracked modernity and faded

glory won’t last but Cubans will

always know how to salsa.

Jane Cornwell gets into the rhythm.

Famous salsa
dancer Maykel
Fonts on the
Malecon. Top right:
dancers go through
their paces.
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Kerry Ribchester & dancers. PHOTO: MAUREEN SAMUELS

Oye!Evenasyoureadthis,Cubais
changing.Theembargomightstillbe in
placebut there’sanewoptimismintheair,a
freshenergy inthestreetsof thecapital,
Havana.Smallbusinesses–onlineapps,
designshops, tattooparlours–are
flourishing.Hoardsof touristsaremilling
about thegalleries,museumsandchurches,
bentonsoakingupthat trademarkmixof
crackedmodernityandold-worldcharm
before itdisappears.Filmproductiontrucks
arehoggingparkingspots. International
A-listersaredescending:Madonna,
Beyonce,PopeFrancis.
InMarchthisyear, thesamemonthUS

PresidentBarackObamamadehishistoric
visit,markinganewchapter inUS-Cuban
relationsafterdecadesofanimosity, the
RollingStonesplayedafreeopen-air
concert, thefirstonthe ‘‘forbiddenisle’’bya
non-Cubanband.
InMayKarlLagerfeldandfashion

glitteratipitchedupforaChanel fashion
showonagrandcolonialavenue,El Prado,
wherethousandsofordinaryCubans
watchedfrombehindsecuritybarricades,
blinkingasstick-thinWesternmodels
dancedanafter-showconga,badly.
“Cubansare thebestdancers in the

world,” saysKerryRibchesterof the
London-basedKey2Cuba,adanceholiday
companythatoperates incahootswith
packageholidayspecialists,Captivating
Cuba.We’restrollingdownObispo, the
mainpedestriandrag inHavanaVieja

(Old Havana) - founded1514,pretty,
cobbled,UNESCOworldheritage-listed.
‘‘WatchthewayCubanwomenwalk,’’ she

continues. ‘‘Theymove fromtheircore.
Everyone’skneesandpelvisesare
wonderfullyrelaxed.’’
Indeed,everywhereI look,allkindsof

mujeras– fresh-facedteenagers, straight-
backedgrandmas,chicas intight jeansand
unforgivingneonLycra–aresashayingthe
Cubanway,goingabout theirbusiness ina
mannerasconfidentas it iseffortlessly,
unselfconsciouslysensual.
‘‘UsWesternersneedtogetmore intouch

withourbodiesandouremotions,’’ says the
dark-hairedRibchester,53,whoafternearly
20yearsofvisitingthisbeleagueredyet
compellingCaribbeanisland, rolls just likea
Latinaherself.
‘‘We’remore inhibited intheWest, less

usedtobeingtouched,’’ sheaddsaswepass
HotelFlorida,anupmarketcolonial joint
withpottedpalms,a tiledcourtyardanda
clubthat, comeweekends, teemswithsome
of thehottest salseros intown.
‘‘Cubanculture is farmoreopenand

tactileandthis isespeciallyevidentwhen
Cubansdance.’’
Havingconstantaccess to livemusic

helps.Youcan’twalk–sashay–anywhere in
Havanawithoutbumping intoaband.
There, inanopen-sidedbar, isa trioon
percussion,guitaranddoublebass,
coveringtherootsy ‘‘son’’music
popularisedbytheBuenaVistaSocialClub

ascouples twirlanddipwithelegantgrace.
There,atCasade laMusica inMiramar,an
upmarketdistrictnear thebeach, is the
greatLosVanVan, theso-calledBeatlesof
Cuba,peelingoffhitafter timba(funky
salsa)hit inaroompackedwithsweating,
movingaficionados.
At theHavanaCafe,ahard-rock-style

placewithanoldCubanaAir lightplane
danglingfromtheceiling, isanalbum

launchbysalsagiant IsaacDelgado.Overat
CafeCantanteunder theNationalTheatre,
peroxidediconElNoro isshowingoffhis
reggaetonchops.Under theradar,ata
ramshacklehouse incentralHavana,
legendaryrumbagroupClaveYGuaguancó
arehostingaparty;bare-chestedmenand
womeninswishyskirtsarebendingtheir
kneesandmoving,elbowsakimbo,alongto
thecall-and-responsesingingandthebeat
of thebatadrum.
Andinfrontof themall,practisingthe

stepswelearnt inaroombehindadulceria
(bakery)onthe infamouslycatwalked
Prado, is thecurrentKey2Cubagroup,who
haveflowninfromBritainandelsewhere–
thegroupincludesaGreek,anItalian, two
AmericansandthisAustralian– for two
weeksofdanceandmusic.Music is justas
vital;withacontactsbookunlikeanyother
touroperator,Ribchestervariouslyensures

we’reonthe list, in theVIPsectionandeven,
shouldwewant togetrightupcloseand
personal,backstage.
While I’vehadtounlearnsomebadsalsa

habits (‘‘You’vebeendancingonyourtoes,
notonyourheelsandyourtoes,’’ cries
Ribchester),otherswho’veonlydoneabitof
ballroomorkizombahave takentosalsaas
if to thebarrioborn.
Muchof this is todowithourgood-

natured, swivel-hippedCubandance
partners,all fromtherespectedfolkloric
ballet troupeRaicesProfundas. It’swith
theirhelpthatwetearupdancefloorsunder
thenoseofRibchester.Adanceteacher,
bodytherapist, choreographer,videomaker
andthree-timerecipientof theUKSalsa
Teacherof theYearaward,herphilosophy
issimple:get thebasicsrightandfreeyour
mind.Therest, shereckons,will follow.
Mostofusarestayingat therecently

renovatedfour-starHotelSevilla–ahaunt
ofJosephineBaker,GloriaSwansonand
gangsterAlCapone(wholived inRoom
615).Noneedtostick to thescript,however:
oneclienthasopted for theVIPpackageand
isstayingdowntheroadat IberostarParque
Central,afive-stardigswithatraditional
facade,moderninteriorand360-degree
viewfromtherooftoppool.Detoxmassages
(what,all thatHavanaClubisn’tgoodfor
you?) fromthespa’sever-courteousNelson
are thebomb.
Planit, then,howyoulike;Ribchesterhas

bespoke itineraries forwell-heeledclients
whowantdance lessonsbythepoolof their
privatevillabeforediningatLaGuarida–a
fine-diningestablishmentonthetopfloorof
thedilapidatedtenementblock inwhichthe
1993filmStrawberryandChocolatewas
filmed. It’s reveredbyfoodcriticsand
widelyconsideredanemblemofHavana.
OrPaladarSanCristobal,whereBarackand
Michelleatewhentheywerehere (sodidthe
Kardashians).ThePresidenthadthetriple
Asteak; theFirstLady, fajitaswith fried
plantains.
SplashoutonHotelSaratoga,aclassic

‘30sestablishmentandthemost luxe in
town,whereJayZandBeyoncestayed ina
roomwithaview(probably)of themajestic
Capitolio, that formerseatofCuban


