
The Best of Cuba
by Eliot Greenspan & Neil E. Schlecht

Cuba is unlike any other place on earth. What draws people to this fascinating
Caribbean island is much more than beaches, sun, and cheap drinks, though
there are plenty of all three for those who want them. Cuba’s rich culture, unique
political history, and continued economic hardship make it one of the most eye-
opening countries that experienced travelers can still discover. Seeing the best of
Cuba means grooving to its intoxicating music, marveling at how Cubans
improvise on a daily basis to make ends meet, and visiting a land in which the
past 50 years seem to have crept by.

1

1 The Best Cuban Travel Experiences
• Patronizing Paladares and Casas

Particulares: The best way to
appreciate Cubans, as well as to
have the opportunity to exchange
ideas about Cuba and the outside
world, is by stepping inside a pala-
dar restaurant or a casa particular,
the Cuban version of a simple bed-
and-breakfast. These private initia-
tives, heavily taxed by the state, are
one of the only ways Cubans have
to earn badly needed dollars, and
they offer travelers a rewarding
chance to see the country beyond
the state-run hotels and restaurants.

• Exploring la Habana Vieja (Old
Havana): No trip to Cuba is com-
plete without at least a day spent
in Habana Vieja. The streets and
alleys of this colonial-era city center
have been immaculately restored.
You’ll feel sucked back in time as
you visit the plazas, churches, and
forts here. Be sure to take a break
from sightseeing and museum
hopping to stock up on souvenirs
at the Calle Tacón market, your
best one-stop shop in the country
for this sort of stuff. See “What to
See & Do” in chapter 3.

• Spending an Afternoon at the
Callejón de Hammel: This short
alley is lined with Salvador
González’s colorful murals and
punctuated with scrap sculptures
and shrines to Afro-Cuban deities.
If you can make it on a Sunday
afternoon, you’ll be treated to a
popular Afro-Cuban dance and
music celebration. See “What to
See & Do” in chapter 3.

• Walking along Havana’s Male-
cón: Your best bet is to start in
Habana Vieja and work your way
toward the Hotel Nacional in
Vedado. Take your time to stop and
sit on the sea wall for a spell, and be
sure to talk to some of the locals on
your way. If you time it right, you
will reach the Hotel Nacional in the
late afternoon—a good time to
grab a cool drink and enjoy the 
setting sun from their “Compass
Card” outdoor terrace. See “What
to See & Do” in chapter 3.

• Celebrating Las Parrandas: As
the end of the year rolls around,
the little colonial town of Reme-
dios gears up to host Las Parran-
das, one of Cuba’s grandest street
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parties and religious carnivals.
Everything culminates on Christ-
mas Eve in an orgy of drums,
floats, and fireworks. See “Santa
Clara” in chapter 6.

• Hopping a Steam Train to the
Valley of the Sugar Mills: The
colonial mansions in Trinidad
were built with the riches of a
booming Cuban sugar trade of the
18th and 19th centuries. The best
way to see the Valle de los Inge-
nios, an extraordinarily lush valley
once home to 60 sugar mills, is
aboard a vintage 1907 American
steam train to one of the sugar
estates, Manaca-Iznaga, where you
can survey the valley’s many shades
of green from a fantastic tower. See
“Trinidad” in chapter 6.

• Following in Fidel’s Footsteps:
Waging a guerrilla war against the
Batista dictatorship, Fidel Castro
and his young comrades hid out
in the Sierra Maestra mountains

in the late 1950s. Their small-
scale rebel base camp was never
discovered, but visitors today can
hike a trail through remote cloud
forest up to Comandancia de la
Plata, the command post where
Fidel turned a country on its head.
It’s a fascinating glimpse of history
from up close. See “Bayamo & the
Sierra Maestra” in chapter 8.

• Joining a Carnival Conga Line:
In the intense heat of summer,
Santiago de Cuba explodes with
the island’s best carnival, an evoca-
tive celebration of the city’s Afro-
Caribbean roots. Ripe with rumba
music, conga processions, boom-
ing percussion, fanciful floats, and
wild costumes, it’s a participatory
party that has nothing to do with
those cheesy conga lines people
tend to do on cruise ships. See
“Carnival & Other Santiago Festi-
vals” in chapter 9.

2 The Best Historical Sights
• Catedral de San Cristóbal and

Plaza de la Catedral, Havana 
(& 7/861-7771): Havana’s cathe-
dral and the plaza it sits on are 
perhaps Old Havana’s most distinc-
tive historical sites. The twin towers
and worn baroque facade of this
ancient church are beautiful both
by day and at night. The small plaza
it fronts is an atmospheric cobble-
stone square surrounded by per-
fectly restored colonial-era buildings
with shops, museums, galleries, and
restaurants. See p. 84.

• Museo de la Ciudad, Havana 
(& 7/861-6130): Old Havana’s
preeminent museum displays
colonial-era art and artifacts. It’s
worth the price of admission alone
to stroll the rooms, outdoor court-
yards, and interior veranda of the
former Palacio de los Capitanes

Generales (Palace of the Captain
Generals), which houses the
museum. See p. 85.

• Parque Histórico Morro y
Cabaña, Havana (& 7/863-7063
for El Morro, and 7/862-0617 for
La Cabaña): Across the harbor from
Old Havana, the Morro & Cabaña
Historic Park complex is comprised
of two major forts charged with
protecting Havana’s narrow and
strategic harbor entrance. There’s 
a lighthouse, several museums,
restored barracks, batteries of can-
nons, and a handful of restaurants
to explore, and a nightly cañonazo
(cannon blast) ceremony is held
here. See p. 92.

• Cementerio de Colón, Havana
(& 7/832-1050): Columbus
Cemetery is an impressive collec-
tion of mausoleums, crypts, family
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chapels and vaults, soaring sculp-
tures, and ornate gravestones. All
of the dead are laid to rest above
ground, and you’ll be awed by the
surfeit of marble and sun-bleached
alabaster. The whole thing is laid
out in an orderly grid of streets.
See p. 89.

• Monumento Ernesto Che Gue-
vara, Santa Clara (& 42/20-5878):
Featuring a huge sculpture of the
revolutionary hero overlooking a
vast plaza, this place is deeply
revered by Cubans. Underneath the
statue is a museum with exhibits
detailing the life and exploits of “El
Che,” as well as a mausoleum hold-
ing Guevara’s remains and the
tombstones of 37 other revolution-
ary fighters killed with Guevara in
Bolivia. See “Santa Clara” in chap-
ter 6.

• Trinidad: The entire town of
Trinidad qualifies as a historical site.
The impeccably preserved relic—
several blocks square of perfect pas-
tel-colored mansions, churches,
and cobblestone streets—is one of
the greatest collections of colonial
architecture to be found anywhere
in the Americas. The star among
Trinidad’s colonial set pieces is the
Museo Romántico, in an 18th-
century mansion right on the main
square. See “Trinidad” in chapter 6.

• Plaza San Juan de Dios, Ca-
magüey (& 32/29-1388): This
dignified square is the highlight of
Camagüey’s colonial quarter, one
of the largest in Cuba with more
than a dozen 16th-, 17th-, and

18th-century colonial churches.
Marked by cobblestones and colo-
nial houses with red-tile roofs and
iron window grilles, the under-
stated plaza is home to a 17th-
century baroque church and
hospital of the order of San Juan
de Dios. See p. 193.

• Museo El Chorro de Maíta,
Guardalavaca (& 24/3-0421):
Guardalavaca is in the midst of 
the most important archaeological
zone of Native American groups in
Cuba. This small museum site is a
Taíno burial ground from the late
15th and early 16th centuries, the
biggest and finest American Indian
cemetery discovered in Cuba. The
very well-preserved remains of
more than 100 members of the
community reveal important clues
about native groups after the arrival
of the Spanish conquistadors. The
museum displays ceramics and
objects found at the site. See
“Guardalavaca” in chapter 8.

• Casa Velázquez (Museo de Ambi-
ente Colonial Cubano), Santiago
de Cuba (& 22/65-2652): Diego
Velázquez founded the original
seven villas in Cuba, and his 1515
mansion in Santiago de Cuba, the
oldest house in the country and
one of the oldest in the Americas, is
still standing. Today it’s a museum
of colonial furnishings from the
16th to the 19th century. Individ-
ual pieces are splendid, but none
manages to upstage the historical
impact of the restored house itself.
See p. 241.

T H E  B E S T  O F  N AT U R A L  C U B A 5

3 The Best of Natural Cuba
• The Viñales Valley: This broad, flat

valley is punctuated by a series of
limestone karst hill formations, or
mogotes. The views from the small
mountains surrounding the valley
are spectacular. The area offers great

opportunities for hiking, mountain
biking, bird-watching, and rock
climbing, as well as caves to explore.
See “Viñales” in chapter 4.

• Las Terrazas: This planned eco-
tourism project is set amidst the
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Sierra del Rosario Biosphere
Reserve. There are a host of 
trails and attractions here, includ-
ing lakes, swimming holes, and
even some sulfur springs. The
bird-watching is excellent. See
“Sierra del Rosario Biosphere
Reserve & San Diego de los
Baños” in chapter 4.

• Parque Nacional Ciénaga de
Zapata: The Zapata Swamp
National Park is a massive expanse
of mangroves, swamp, and wet-
lands housing an abundant variety
of flora and fauna. The area is a
mecca for bird-watchers, natural-
ists, and anglers. Your best bet for
exploring the park is Playa Larga,
a simple beach resort area catering
to scuba divers. See “The Zapata
Peninsula & Playa Girón” in
chapter 5.

• Parque Nacional Topes de Collan-
tes: The dense pine-covered moun-
tains of the Sierra del Escambray
lurk on the outskirts of Trinidad,
and the Topes de Collantes
National Park is a lovely, cool
refuge from the town’s stone
streets. It’s great for hiking, with
several well-established trails, the

best of which culminate in refresh-
ing waterfalls. See “Trinidad” in
chapter 6.

• Baracoa: Cuba’s first settlement,
overlooking a beautiful oyster-
shaped bay, remains a natural para-
dise, with thick tropical vegetation,
10 rivers, and a distinctive flat-
topped mountain called El Yunque,
a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve 
that beckons hikers. Travelers into
rafting, beaches, and boating will
also find ample opportunities to
explore this isolated area. See “Bara-
coa” in chapter 8.

• Sierra Maestra: The highest and
longest mountain range in Cuba,
the Sierra Maestra is full of lore for
Cubans—it’s where Fidel Castro
and his band of rebels hid out and
waged guerilla warfare against the
Batista government in the 1950s.
Stretching across three provinces,
its peaks are almost on top of the
rocky southern coastline. The Gran
Parque Nacional Sierra Maestra
and Parque Nacional de Turquino
are perfect for hikers and nature
lovers. See “Bayamo & the Sierra
Maestra” in chapter 8.

C H A P T E R  1 . T H E  B E S T  O F  C U B A6

4 The Best Outdoor Adventures
• Landing a Marlin or Sailfish: If

you really want to emulate Ernest
Hemingway, you’ll head out to 
sea to fish. The waters off Cuba’s
coast are excellent for sportfishing
year-round. Big game fish are 
best sought off the northern coast,
while bonefish and tarpon are 
better stalked off the southern
coast. Marinas Puertosol (www.
puertosol.net) runs a string of 
marinas with modern well-
equipped sportfishing fleets all
around Cuba’s coastline.

• Rock Climbing the Mogotes of
the Viñales Valley: Although in
its infancy, this is a rapidly devel-
oping sport in Cuba, and this area

is the place to come and climb.
Over 60 routes and 100 pitches
have been marked and climbed,
and more climbs are constantly
being uncovered. See “Viñales” in
chapter 4.

• Scuba Diving at María la Gorda:
Cuba has many excellent dive des-
tinations, but María la Gorda
probably edges out the rest by
offering consistently excellent
conditions, a variety of sites, an
amazing setting, and an excellent
dive operation. However, there’s
excellent diving off of much of
Cuba’s coast, and if you want to
combine diving with other attrac-
tions you can do so from just
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about any destination on the
island. See “María la Gorda” in
chapter 4.

• Bird-Watching in the Zapata
Peninsula: A dedicated (and
lucky) bird-watcher might be able
to spot 18 of Cuba’s 22 endemic
species in the swamps, mangroves,
and wetlands of the Zapata Penin-
sula. In addition to the endemics,
ornithologists and lay bird-watch-
ers can spot over 100 other vari-
eties of shore birds, transients, and
waterfowl in this rich, wild region.
See “The Zapata Peninsula &
Playa Girón” in chapter 5. Other
top bird-watching destinations
include La Güira National Park
(see chapter 4), as well as the areas
around Cayo Coco and Cayo
Guillermo (see chapter 7) and
Baracoa (see chapter 8).

• Hiking and Rafting in Baracoa:
Baracoa, long isolated by impene-
trable tropical vegetation, steep

mountains, and rushing rivers, is 
an adventurer’s dream. El Yunque, 
a curiously flat-topped limestone
mountain, is home to dozens of
bird species, orchids, and unique
tropical plants and forest; it’s also
great for climbing. The Río Toa, the
widest river in Cuba, is one of the
few spots in Cuba for white-water
rafting. See “Baracoa” in chapter 8.

• Hiking Pico Turquino: Pico
Turquino, tucked within the cele-
brated Sierra Maestra National
Park, is the highest peak in Cuba
at just under 2,000m (6,560 ft.).
The trail to the summit is swathed
in cloud forest and tropical flora.
Mountaineers in good physical
condition can do the 15km (9-
mile) round-trip journey in a day,
but most camp overnight below
the summit. The panoramic views
of the coast and Caribbean Sea are
breathtaking. See “Bayamo & the
Sierra Maestra” in chapter 8.

T H E  B E S T  B E A C H E S 7

5 The Best Beaches
• Playa Paraíso and Playa Sirena:

These two connected beaches are
the most outstanding of the uni-
formly spectacular beaches that
stretch the length of Cayo Largo del
Sur. Located on the more protected
western end of the island, these two
beaches are broad expanses of glis-
tening, fine white sand, bordering
the clear Caribbean Sea. There’s 
a simple beachside restaurant on
Playa Paraíso, and not much else
here—and that’s a large part of their
charm. See “Cayo Largo del Sur” in
chapter 4.

• Varadero: This is Cuba’s premier
beach resort destination, and it
ranks right up there with the best
in the Caribbean. We personally
prefer some of the island’s less
developed stretches of sand. But if
you’re looking for a well-run all-
inclusive resort loaded with ameni-
ties and activity options, Varadero

is a good choice. Oh yeah, the
21km (13 miles) of nearly uninter-
rupted beach here are fabulous.
See “Varadero” in chapter 5.

• Playa Ensenachos: You may still
be able to visit this virtually undis-
covered gem before the hordes
arrive, since work isn’t expected to
be completed on the new luxury
resort here for another year.
Located on the tiny islet of Cayo
Ensenachos, which is part of la
Cayería del Norte, this protected
crescent of sand drops off very
gently, allowing bathers to wade
100 yards or more out into the
calm, crystal clear waters. See
“Santa Clara” in chapter 6.

• Playa Ancón: A close runner-up
to the more spectacular beaches
on the north coast of Cuba,
attractive Ancón has one huge
advantage: it’s just minutes from
one of the country’s true treasures,
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Trinidad, and perfectly positioned
for those who’d like a bit of colo-
nial culture with their sun and
sand (or vice versa). With good
diving and one very nice resort
hotel, it’s sure to be built up soon.
See “Trinidad” in chapter 6.

• Cayos Coco and Guillermo:
These tiny cays off the north
coast, separated from the Cuban
mainland by a long man-made
causeway, are tantalizingly tucked
into shallow waters that flow into
the Atlantic. There’s barely a sign
of the “real Cuba,” but what you
do get are stunningly unspoiled
beaches, excellent diving, and a
full contingent of watersports. See
“Cayo Coco & Cayo Guillermo”
in chapter 7.

• Cayo Sabinal: If it’s seclusion and
pristine nature you’re after, find

your way to this small cay on the
northeastern coast. It has brilliant
beaches protected by stunning
coral reefs and almost no facilities
to speak of. With its rich flora and
fauna, Cayo Sabinal is an eco-
tourist’s dreamland. See “Cam-
agüey” in chapter 7.

• Guardalavaca: Probably Cuba’s
prettiest resort area, Guardalavaca
is hot but not overheated like
Varadero. The area, the archaeo-
logical zone of pre-Columbian
Cuba, is one of lush tropical vege-
tation, brilliant white sands, and
clear turquoise waters. Long
stretches of coastline are inter-
rupted by charming little cove
beaches, and some of Cuba’s finest
resort hotels are here. See
“Guardalavaca” in chapter 8.

C H A P T E R  1 . T H E  B E S T  O F  C U B A8

6 The Best Resort Hotels
• Paradisus Varadero, Varadero 

(& 45/66-8700): This is the Sol
Meliá’s fanciest resort hotel in
Varadero, with expansive grounds,
a huge free-form pool, and all the
activities and amenities you could
hope for. There’s a variety of din-
ing options, and overall they 
manage to create the feel of an
intimate, romantic getaway better
than any of the other large resort
hotels in Varadero. See p. 137.

• Tryp Península Varadero, Vara-
dero (& 45/66-8800): This is my
top choice for a family resort in
Varadero and an excellent all-
around resort in its own right. The
setting, facilities, and service are
all tops, and the rooms are quite
spacious and well equipped. The
children’s pools and play area are
the best in Cuba. See p. 139.

• Meliá Cayo Santa María, Cayo
Santa María (& 42/35-0500):
This new resort is yet another of
the Sol Meliá’s excellent all-inclu-
sive properties. This one is located

on a very beautiful and very iso-
lated patch of beach in la Cayería
del Norte. The facilities are cer-
tainly top-notch, and the setting is
just spectacular. See p. 152.

• Brisas Trinidad del Mar, Península
Ancón, Trinidad (& 419/6500):
This swank new resort hotel on
Playa Ancón, the nicest in the
vicinity of Trinidad, has excellent
sea and mountain views and is only
minutes from the most beautiful
colonial city in Cuba. The well-
conceived design echoes the hand-
some architecture of Trinidad. See
p. 166.

• Meliá Cayo Coco, Cayo Coco 
(& 33/30-1180): Of the several
fine hotels on Cayo Coco, Sol
Meliá’s top property on the cays is
the most sophisticated and stylish,
with cool bungalows overlooking
a natural lagoon, elegant decor
throughout, good restaurants, a
beautiful pool area, and a great
stretch of beach on a natural cove.
See p. 184.
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• Sol Cayo Guillermo, Cayo Gui-
llermo (& 33/30-1760): Relaxed
and unpretentious, this lively
resort hotel is less staid and 
pre-packaged than many of the
big hotels on the cays. The cheery
bungalow-style rooms are perfect
for a younger crowd. See p. 186.

• Paradisus Río de Oro, Playa
Esmeralda (& 24/3-0090). Per-
haps Cuba’s most sybaritic all-inclu-
sive resort hotel, this sprawling Sol

Meliá property hugs a rocky cliff
and is distinguished by some of the
most luxuriously designed grounds
you’ll find anywhere. Rooms are
large, refined, and private. Sun-
bathers will have a hard time decid-
ing between the terrific main beach,
the nearly private small cove
beaches, and the extraordinary pool
area. Not to mention the massage
hut that hangs out from the cliff
over the sea. See p. 206.

T H E  B E S T  H O T E L S 9

7 The Best Hotels
• Hotel Florida, Havana (& 7/862-

4127): This is probably my favorite
of the Habaguanex properties in
Old Havana. The building features
a wonderful open-air central court-
yard, checkerboard marble floors,
and oodles of colonial-era charm.
The whole operation is elegant and
refined, and located right on the
pulse of things on busy Calle
Obispo. See p. 65.

• Meliá Cohiba, Havana (& 7/833-
3636): Towering over the Malecón,
this modern high-rise hotel offers
excellent comfort, service, and
amenities. Most of the rooms have
fantastic views of the sea. The hotel
is close to all of the action and
attractions Havana has to offer, 
and has plenty of restaurants, bars,
and clubs of its own, including the
very popular Habana Café. See 
p. 70.

• Hotel Los Jazmines, Viñales (& 7/
833-4042 in Havana, or 8/93-
6205 at the hotel): With a spectac-
ular setting on a hillside overlook-
ing the Viñales Valley, this is hands
down the best option in town. If
you land one of the third-floor
rooms with a balcony, you’ll forgive
the somewhat smallish rooms and
minimal amenities. Los Jazmines
makes a great base for exploring this
region. See p. 111.

• Cubanacán Boutique La Unión,
Cienfuegos (& 432/55-1020 or
432/55-1685): Housed in a mar-
velously restored colonial mansion
right in the heart of downtown
Cienfuegos, this is one of the nicest
boutique hotels in the country.
With a couple of interior court-
yards, neoclassical furnishings, and
architectural touches, La Unión
captures the elegance and charm of
Cuba’s bygone era. It’s worth the
small splurge for one of the spa-
cious junior suites. See p. 157.

• Hostal del Rijo, Sancti Spíritus
(& 41/2-8588): The concept of
small boutique hotels with his-
toric character is just catching on
in Cuba, but this boutique hotel
in unassuming Sancti Spíritus is
among the best of its kind in the
country. In a beautifully restored
colonial mansion, it has massive
rooms with restrained decor, and
it just might rank as the best hotel
bargain in Cuba. See p. 175.

• Gran Hotel, Camagüey (& 32/
29-2314): In the heart of Cam-
agüey’s colonial quarter, this 1930s
hotel has real old-world character, a
selection of atmospheric bars, and a
terrace pool. The Gran Hotel offers
tons of style at a bargain price—
especially if you get one of the spa-
cious corner rooms. See p. 194.
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• Hotel Colón, Camagüey (& 32/
28-3346): A stylish 1920s midsize
hotel with newly restored historic
touches, the charming Colón has a
beautiful antique dark-wood lobby
bar, a pretty interior patio, and very
nicely appointed rooms, all for lit-
tle more than a casa particular. See
p. 194.

• Hotel El Castillo, Baracoa (& 21/
4-2125): This hotel has history,
charm, and a location to die for.
Inside the walls of one of the
town’s oldest fortresses, up on a hill
where the pool comes with splen-
did panoramic views of Baracoa
and the bay, this is the kind of

place you won’t want to leave.
Relaxed and unpretentious, it suits
Baracoa perfectly. See p. 225.

• Hotel Casa Granda, Santiago de
Cuba (& 22/65-3021): It’s not
Santiago’s biggest or most expen-
sive hotel, but the Casa Granda, in
an elegant landmark building on
Parque Céspedes in the heart of the
city, is the place to stay if you want
to be in the heady mix that is the
Oriente region’s capital. Renova-
tion has dramatically improved the
rooms, and the terrific terrace bars
are among the best people-watch-
ing places in the city. See p. 235.

C H A P T E R  1 . T H E  B E S T  O F  C U B A10

8 The Best Casas Particulares
• Casa Particular Sandelis, Havana

(& 7/832-4422): Located just
across from the Hotel Nacional,
this is practically the most presti-
gious address in Vedado—at a 
fraction of the cost. The hosts are
helpful and friendly, and you 
even get an ocean view from the
apartment’s sixth-floor terrace. See 
p. 72.

• Casa Ana María, Cienfuegos 
(& 432/51-3269): Located right
on the water, you get bay views
from each of the two rooms here,
and there’s also a wonderful shared
courtyard which opens on out to
the water. The home is a charming
colonial-era fixer-upper, but don’t
worry, you’ll be pampered here
and not pressed into service. See
p. 158.

• Hostal Casa Muñoz, Trinidad 
(& 419/3673): Historic Trinidad is
well-stocked with beautiful colonial
houses renting out rooms, but this
one is distinguished not only by its
impressive rooms and ever-expand-
ing facilities, but also its gregarious
and informative host, a photogra-
pher who knows Trinidad like the
back of his hand. See p. 166.

• La Pantera, Sancti Spíritus (& 41/
2-5435): A handsome early-19th-
century house with marble pillars
and high ceilings, this breezy pri-
vate homestay has large rooms,
very friendly live-in owners, and
good, filling meals. See p. 176.

• Casa Xiomara & Rodolfo, Cam-
agüey (& 32/28-1948): Like hav-
ing your own house in Camagüey,
this huge and very well-maintained
apartment offers a full kitchen,
dining room, TV room, and a
backyard terrace—and total pri-
vacy. It’s considerably bigger and
better equipped than most hotel
rooms in Cuba. See “Camagüey”
in chapter 7.

• Casa La Colina, Baracoa (& 21/
4-3477): One of the things that
makes Baracoa so extraordinary is
its spectacular natural setting, and
this handsome house has a fantas-
tic terrace with panoramic views of
the entire town and the bay lead-
ing out to the sea. The rooms are
large and comfortable, and your
host is a charm. See “Baracoa” in
chapter 8.

• Casa Hugo & Adela, Santiago de
Cuba (& 22/62-6359): Most of
Santiago’s best casas are in the
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leafy outer neighborhoods, but if
you want to be in the thick of San-
tiago, with a comfortable room
and a huge private rooftop terrace
overlooking the old city and har-
bor, grab this room. See p. 236.

• Casa Asensio, Santiago de Cuba
(& 22/62-4600): Facility-wise,

this house is unrivaled in Cuba.
It’s a very large apartment with its
own kitchen and a massive, pri-
vate rooftop terrace. It’s perfect for
anyone planning to stay a while to
explore Santiago de Cuba and the
surrounding area in depth. See 
p. 238.

T H E  B E S T  R E S TA U R A N T S  &  PA L A D A R E S 11

9 The Best Restaurants & Paladares
• La Bodeguita del Medio,

Havana (& 7/867-1374): This
classic joint is a must for any visi-
tor to Cuba. The criolla cuisine is
excellently prepared, and it’s an
understatement to say the ambi-
ence is lively. Go ahead and have a
mojito, but get one made with
añejo rum. See p. 77.

• La Guarida, Havana (& 7/862-
4940): Atmosphere, fame, good
food, and good times all combine
in equal measure at perhaps the
most famous paladar in Cuba. The
walk up the rickety steps to this
third-floor private restaurant is an
experience in itself. See p. 79.

• Roof Garden Restaurant, Havana
(& 7/860-8560): The creative
French-inspired menu and stun-
ning setting make this probably the
best high-end dining option in
Havana. Try for a window table on
the elevated area ringing the restau-
rant. See p. 77.

• La Cocina de Lilliam, Havana 
(& 7/209-6514): Lilliam
Domínguez has raised the bar for
paladares around Havana. Her
delicious criolla cooking always
makes the most of whatever ingre-
dients are locally available, and her
softly lit garden setting is stunning.
See p. 82.

• La Fonda de Mercedes, Las Te-
rrazas (& 8/77-8647): Working
out of her apartment’s simple
kitchen, Doña Mercedes Dache
serves up wonderfully prepared
criolla cuisine. Meals are served 
on large tables in an open-air 

terrace overlooking a mountain
lake. If you come to Las Terrazas,
don’t leave without eating here. See
p. 114.

• Paladar Estela, Trinidad (& 419/
4329): A colonial house with a
pretty garden patio dining area,
this private home restaurant in the
heart of the historic quarter of
Trinidad serves epic proportions
of well-prepared Cuban special-
ties. The friendly owners also rent
a room. See p. 168.

• Mesón de la Plaza, Sancti Spíritus
(& 41/2-8546): One of the nicer
state-owned, small-town offerings
in Cuba is this restored 19th-cen-
tury house with quality specialties
like chickpea soup, ropa vieja
(shredded beef ), and sangría, as
well as live music during the day.
See p. 176.

• La Campana de Toledo, Cam-
agüey (& 32/29-5888): Located
on one of the most authentic and
elegant colonial squares in Cuba,
this handsome, rustic restaurant
with a pretty patio is a great spot
for a midday break from the heat
or a relaxed dinner. Dishes are
more imaginative than the basic
Cuban fare at most state-run
establishments. See p. 196.

• La Colonial, Baracoa (& 21/4-
5391): The government seems to
support the competition of private
restaurants only nominally, and
this is the last surviving paladar in
Baracoa. The nicely decorated
colonial house easily outclasses the
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state-run options in town, and it
has good service and a changing
menu with several fresh fish dishes.
See p. 226.

• Restaurant El Morro, Santiago de
Cuba (& 22/69-1576): Perched
along the cliff next to the El Morro
fortress, with spectacular views of
the Caribbean, this popular open-
air restaurant is a good-value lunch
spot. There are plenty of fish
dishes and a fixed-price midday
deal, all served under a canopy of
hanging plants that helps patrons
beat the heat. See p. 240.

• ZunZún, Santiago de Cuba 
(& 22/64-1528): One of the few
upscale dining experiences in east-
ern Cuba, this elegant restaurant
has several small, private dining
rooms scattered throughout a
large 1940s house in one of 
Santiago de Cuba’s most pleasant
suburbs. Attention to detail and
presentation—dining elements
seldom given much thought in
Cuba—are a welcome surprise. It’s
best known for its top-quality
seafood. See p. 239.
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10 The Best of Cuban Nightlife
• Macumba Habana, Havana (& 7/

33-0568): Located in a trendy
tourism complex on the outskirts 
of Havana, this minor cabaret is 
a major disco and dance spot.
Macumba Habana consistently
draws top-notch salsa bands includ-
ing NG La Banda and Los Van
Van. See p. 99.

• Tropicana, Havana (& 7/267-
1010): This is the original and still
reigning cabaret show in Cuba.
The Tropicana has been at it for
over 60 years and it shows no signs
of slowing down. The sea of lithe
dancers, the exuberance of their
costumes, and the sheer excess of it
all is worth the trip. It all occurs
under the stars in the shadow of
tall overhanging trees. There’s a
second Tropicana in Matanzas for
visitors to Varadero, and another
in Santiago. See p. 100.

• El Gato Tuerto, Havana (& 07/
55-2696): The mood is dark and
bohemian, although the decor
mixes Art Deco and kitsch in equal
measure. The nightly show usually
features three or four distinct acts,
which can range from sultry boleros
to up-tempo jazz. A storyteller,
poet, or comedian might perform
between sets. See p. 101.

• La Zorra y El Cuervo, Havana
(& 07/66-2402): This is Havana’s
best jazz club, and that’s saying a
lot. The vibe is mellow and unpre-
tentious in this compact basement
club, but the music and acts are
usually culled from the best Cuba
has to offer. See p. 101.

• Habana Café, Havana and
Varadero: Mix the Tropicana with a
Hard Rock Cafe, and Habana Café
is more or less what you’d get. The
floor show is a mix of cabaret-style
dance numbers and slightly bur-
lesque comedic bits, all anchored
by a top-notch big band. After the
show, the dance floor swings and
writhes for hours. See p. 99 and
“Varadero” in chapter 5.

• Discoteca Las Cuevas, north of
Viñales (& 8/79-6290): With a
good sound system and lights
bouncing off the stalactites, this is
by far the best party spot in the
Viñales Valley. See “Viñales” in
chapter 4.

• Trinidad: Trinidad’s popularity has
ensured a steady menu of live-
music offerings. Cuban bands play
under the stars on the steps of the
Casa de la Música until more ener-
getic dancing and music get under-
way inside. The local Casa de la
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Trova also has a nightly roster of
traditional Cuban bands, and even
small, relaxed spots like the patio
bars La Canchánchara and Ruinas
de Segarte feature live son. If that’s
too traditional, then check out La
Cueva, a funky discoteque in a
cave. See “Trinidad” in chapter 6.

• Casa de la Trova, Camagüey and
Santiago de Cuba: Perhaps the
country’s two best Casas de la
Trova, the traditional Cuban live-
music spots, are in Camagüey and
Santiago de Cuba. Camagüey’s
Casa is agreeably low-key, while
Santiago’s is legendary, having
given birth to dozens of Cuba’s

most respected musicians and
bands. Both are great places to 
mix with locals, try out some
dance moves, and sip a mojito. See
“Camagüey” in chapter 7 and 
p. 247 in chapter 9.

• Calle Antonio Maceo, Baracoa:
Tiny Baracoa rocks at night with
its own little version of Bourbon
Street. People spill out of a half-
dozen cafes, bars, and live-music
venues, shifting gears from tradi-
tional trova to son and dance
music to full-throttle disco. Ami-
able emcees entertain audiences
with romantic poetry and humor.
See “Baracoa” in chapter 8.
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11 The Best of Cuba Online
• http://lanic.utexas.edu/la/cb/

cuba: Hosted by the University of
Texas Latin American Studies
Department, this site houses a vast
collection of information about
Cuba. This is hands down the best
one-stop shop for Web browsing.

• www.afrocubaweb.com: Afro
CubaWeb focuses on Afro-Cuban
cultural issues and events, but also
includes a wealth of general infor-
mation, tips, and links.

• www.cubanacan.cu: Cubanacán is
a state-run tourism company, with
hotels, transportation, and recep-
tive tourism arms. They also have
the best developed website of 

the handful of state-run agencies,
although that’s not necessarily say-
ing much.

• www.cubasi.cu: CubaSi is the best
of the state sponsored all-purpose
information sites on Cuba. It’s got
an English-language mirror of the
principal site, as well as a good
search engine and easy links to an
online version of the Cuban tele-
phone book.

• www.dtcuba.cu: This is a some-
what clunky and unappealing site,
but it’s got a wealth of information
in English. It’s much better than
the much flashier official tourism
site www.cubatravel.cu.
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