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HRISTOPHER 

COLUMBUS 

knew a good 

thing when 

he saw it. The 

Admiral of the 

Ocean Sea was rapturous when he 

sighted Cuba, believing it to be the 

coast of Japan – the target of his 

royal-sanctioned mission.

His boat, the Santa María, sails 

billowing in the West Indies wind, 

first sighted Cuban land in 1492 

on the north-east coast of this 

crocodile-shaped isle. The exact spot 

is disputed by Cubans but his diary 

entry revealed that he found the 

Caribbean island “so enchantingly 

beautiful that it surpasses all others 

in charm and beauty...” Indeed, 

Cuba was so alluring that he 

actually navigated through its coral 

islands some three times in search 

of those elusive Oriental shores and 

the lucrative East Indies spice trade.

It’s surprising, then, that 

perambulating the island on a 

pleasure boat has not been a more 

common and available pursuit. 

Due to political constraints it’s 

only been in the last few years 

that organised long cruises 

around Cuba have been possible, 

which is why it’s so fascinating 

to follow Cuba’s pioneering 

sailors and buccaneers, including 

Spanish conquistador Diego de 

Velázquez, who was given the task 

of founding seven towns in Cuba. 

The Spaniards believed that Cuba 

must be richly seamed in ore-

bearing gold. Cuba’s earth didn’t 

relinquish any mineral riches to 

the conquerors but the bay of 

Carena, at Havana, grew into one 

of the most important staging posts 

for the Spanish treasure fleets. At 

Havana, boats were careened before 

Spanish sea dogs sailed their ships 

across the Atlantic Ocean to unload 

their plundered silver and gold at 

the royal court in Seville.

WITH SO much New World wealth 

tumbling out of the Spanish 

galleon hulls, it’s no surprise 

that Cuba fell under the radar of 

sea-roving pirates. The MS Island 

Sky’s route along the western coast 

of Cuba follows the trail of many 

infamous buccaneers, including Sir 

Francis Drake, William Dampier 

and Henry Morgan, among 

others, in their search for these 

ransacked riches. These salty 

rogues salivated at the thought of 

so much glittering loot and set to 

work attacking ships in their midst. 

Drake had already prowled around 

Havana’s  harbour on several 

occasions in the 16th century, 

sniffing the silver-lined air.

A coastal journey goes past Cayo 

Levisa, a tiny island of cabañas, 
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reaching the Isle of Youth (Isla 

de la Juventud). This curious, 

comma-shaped island dangling 

off the southern coast of Cuba 

was hijacked as a pirate’s lair for 

centuries. Legend relates that 

it was Robert Louis Stevenson’s 

location for Treasure Island, 

and Spanish wrecks sunk off its 

western coast fuel the folklore. 

Its tiny capital, Nueva Gerona, 

famous for its grapefruit-based 

pinerito cocktail, sits close to the 

giant panopticon prison (now 

a museum) where Fidel Castro 

languished for two years after 

attacking Santiago’s Moncada 

barracks in 1953 in a bid to topple 

Cuba’s dictator Batista.

Before a total immersion in 

Spanish colonial culture at 

Trinidad, there’s time for a French 

foray at Cienfuegos, a columned 

city of pastel colours founded 

by the French in 1819. In the 

bounded by sapphire seas, and 

close to where American novelist 

Ernest Hemingway used to fish, 

the Cape of San Antonio – Cuba’s 

most far-flung tip. This little-

visited raggedy peninsula is cut 

through with dog’s teeth (sharp-

featured limestone platforms) and 

is home to bounding wild deer, 

hummingbirds and honeybees. 

Rounding this remote western 

tip is the Bay of Currents whose 

coastline is creased with the soft 

white sparkling sand of María 

La Gorda, one of Cuba’s most 

popular dive and snorkel spots. 

Legend relates that María La 

Gorda (translation: ‘Fat Mary’) 

was a buxom wench who  

serviced passing sailors and 

pirates in a bygone era.

From María La Gorda, the 

ship voyages through low-slung 

coral islands scattered in the 

aquamarine Caribbean before 



Just back

Moorish fantasia that is the 

Palacio del Valle on Punta Gorda, 

María del Carmen Iznaga Guillén, 

niece of the famous Cuban poet 

Nicolás Guillén, tinkles on the 

piano at lunch and dinner. Punta 

Gorda itself trails off to a tiny 

point, dotted with colourful 

Caribbean gingerbread houses.

Diminutive Trinidad, founded 

in 1514, is a time-warped 

town built with a bundle of 

stunning architectural fl ourishes. 

During the 18th century, the 

neighbouring Valley of the Sugar 

Mills ripened cane that fi lled the 

coffers of the area’s sugar barons. 

Some 12,000 slaves worked the 

75 plantations and their Spanish 

owners grew fabulously rich. 

This wealth is refl ected in the 

outstandingly beautiful mansions 

and plazas that straddle whole 

city blocks in the winding 

cobblestoned streets. Declared 

a Unesco World Heritage Site 

in 1988, a lively salsa dancing 

scene lures visitors out into the 

balmy tropical nights among the 

porticos and the alfresco plazas.

Outside of Havana, Trinidad 

is one of the few places to really 

benefi t from President Rául 

Castro’s economic reforms. 

Just three years ago, Trinidad 

offered a mere three private 

pop-up dining establishments; 

now there are more than 60 

paladares, or private restaurants. 

In late 2010, in a bid to boost 

his country’s dire economic 

straits, Castro permitted Cubans 

to start running their own 

businesses in 178 job categories. 

This deregulation has enabled 

Cubans like Julio Muñoz to 
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benefi t from these reforms. 

Now he runs a beautiful Cuban 

B&B in his family’s 1800-vintage 

mansion, along with horse riding 

excursions, horse-whispering 

classes and street photography 

tours. The Island Sky continues 

east past the Ancón beach 

peninsula and the ancient port 

of Casilda from where Spanish 

conqueror Hernán Cortés sailed 

for Mexico in 1518. As she 

cruises beneath the bulging 

southern coastline of Cuba, she 

weaves through the island’s most 

outstanding coral archipelago 

– the protected Gardens of the 

Queen (Jardines de la Reina). 

These 250 tiny, uninhabited 

virginal coral atolls are sprinkled 

across perfect turquoise seas and 

fringed by red mangrove where 

turtles, dolphins, whale sharks 

and goliath groupers swim.

ROUNDING THE Granma 

province peninsula, the raw, 

sheer sides of the Sierra Maestra 

mountains can be seen towering 

over the indigo and black waters 

that swirl along this wild coast. 

At the bay of Santiago, the 17th-

century monumental El Morro 

fortress provides a fearsome guard.

Santiago is tangled compared 

to most other places in Cuba 

— literally, in its enmeshed 

streets; and metaphorically 

in its musical heritage and 

population of Spanish, African 

and Haitian refugee origin. I’ve 

been to Santiago a dozen times 

to learn to dance salsa and son 

(a musical genre that predates 

salsa), and to generally party 

and conga, and be initiated into 

the mysteries of Santería, the 

Afro-Cuban religion syncretised 

with Roman Catholicism. 

There’s something enigmatic 

and seductive about this city, 

a combination of the hypnotic 

sounds of percussive rhythms, 

the musical riot of conga, the 

melodic moves of son and 

salsa; and the idiosyncracies 

of a belief that combines 

African deities and Roman 

Catholic saints. 

Fidel Castro knew about 

Santiago’s intangible allure 

when he chose it to make 

his victory speech there 

in January 1959, heralding 

the beginning of his rebel-

fought grassroots Cuban 

Revolution, and promising 

that Cuba’s second city would 

become the capital of his 

new republic. It didn’t, but 

it is part of the intoxicating 

mix on this fascinating and 

contested island. 
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