instant
escapes

Hot-stuff Havana

Cuba? Sleepy? Notits buzzing capital, baby. This place sizzles with life!

The sexiest city inthe Caribbean has always had an edgy, dishevelled
glamour and athrill of cultural creativity. But these days its steamy allure
comes with the extra chispa (spark) of entrepreneurship. Look between
the ramshackle mansions and sharp-angled Communist monuments
andyou'll find funky galleries and rooftop bars. By Claire Boobbyer
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instant escapes

CUT-OUT-AND-GO GUIDE IHOT-STUFF HAVANA

SEE&DO

® OldHavana's streets might
be antique but, boy, have they still got
it, popping with pastel pinks, peaches
and pistachio. So take time to admire
the Spanish colonial palaces, Art

DecohomesandNeo-Classicalpiles, Yo,ﬂgflg’E: |
andwalk between the main cobbled Fancyaspininone |
squares: Plazade SanFrancisco de °fth‘)_fe_"i"‘39e
Asis (® onmap) forits 18th-century momrtf]elz'ﬂ;:::ﬂ
basilica; Plaza Vieja®@ for coiffured Central Park,
beauty;Plazade Armas ®forthe whereVOUC_an
opulentPalace of the Captains General; hiqgl‘:""i”cet

aimforabout :
andPlazade la Catedral®@fornobles’ £20anhour)

mansions andits asymmetric church.

@ Inuntouristy Sanlsidro barrio, along
streets once rude with pimps and
prostitutes, you'll find the city’s most
happeningart. Cuban filmactor, Jorge
Perugorria, has opened Galeria Taller
Gorria(galeriatallergorria.com;®) and
encouraged street artists to decorate
the district's flaking walls. Wander
among vibrant spray-painted

murals and poignant pieces of social
commentary; check @sanisidroda
onlInstagramforregularevents.

® Havana flourished with profits from
sugar,rumandtobacco, soit'sno
surprise the cocktail cultureis liberal.
Ordertherefreshing vodka-based
Raining Geisha at Eldel Frente (Calle
O'Reilly 303e/Habanay Aguiar; ®); the

Mind-| ing:
passion-fruit cocktail at Michifti (Calle indblowing:a

trombone player
Concordia; @); and a classic Daiquiri hits the rightnote on
atJesusMaria 20 (same address; ®)). theMalecdn; below,
asalsaconcertat
. ) CasadelaMusica;
@® Lookingforaperfectly photogenic chill-outtime at

sunset? Wander along Centro Habana's PlazaVieja
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curving concrete walkway, the Malecon,
lined with salt-nibbled ornamental
windows and doors. As the sunspills
gold overthe Atlantic, snap trumpet
players, fishermen, lovers andthe
chromefins of dolly-mixture Detroit
carsasthey cruiseby. Climbtothe
rooftop terrace of Malecén 663
(malecon663.com;®) for sundowners.

® The glowingembers of agood cigar
are where luxury symbols meet
socialist Cuba. Partagds Factory (San
Carlos 816e/Pefialvery Sitios; £8; )
isthe only one properly opento visitors:
watchthe selection, de-veiningand
rolling of leaves into Cohibas and
Montecristos, shroudedin afugof
nicotine. Thenletasommelier talk
youthrough arum-and-cigar pairing
atKempinski's moderntobacco
lounge (kempinski.com; £24; ).

® The monumental, wedding-cake-
white Capitol building, recently
decorated with agold cupolalike
anarmouredbosom, is newly open
fortours (Paseo de Marti; £8; ().
Goforthehistory as well as the jaw-
droppinginteriors:there’s the blinging
bronze Statue of the Republicin tunic
andhelmet, luminous marble Hall
of the Lost Steps and arare statue

of thedevilin aninterior courtyard.

@ Pulsating with salsa, reggaeton,
son cubano, electronic and fusion,
Havana's music sceneis ashotas ever.
Differenthaunts host various artists,
soyou'llneed cubanessjournal.com for
eventslistings. Youmightdance to
kings of timbaHavana d'Primera at
Miramar’s Casade laMusica (Calle 20,
3308esq35;£8;®@) or Club1830 (Ave
Malecony Calle 22; £4;@4); or hear
fusionmaestros Interactivo at Bertolt
Brecht(Calle 13 cnrCallel; £4;@3) and
sizzling Afro-Cuban funk artist
Cimafunk at Fabricade Arte Cubano
(Calle 26, cnr11; £1.50; fac.cu; @e).

® Beachtime! The best withinreach

of the city is Santa Maria delMar@). Hire
asunlounger and sip a Piiia Colada at
theno-name shack. There's no decent
lunch spot, so grab apicnicintown from
ElCafé (Amargura358e/Villegasy
Aguacate; about £7;@8). Get there using
the door-to-door Habana Bus Tour
service from Central Park, opposite
HotelInglaterra (£3.20 return;@). »
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CUT-OUT-AND-GO GUIDE IHOT-STUFF HAVANA

EAT

® Artylunchspot
BELVIEW ART CAFE (Mains
about £5)
Because: This cafeina chic colonial villa
serves fresh-to-order crepes, coffee
andarockingMamey (pink tropical fruit)
milkshake. Travel's tip: Fancy cafe-
hopping? Nearby Casadela Amistadis
aglorious pink confection. Calle 6 412,
cnrof19;005378325429;%9.

® Gourmetbreakfast

SALCHIPIZZA (Breakfast £6)
Because: Alberto Gonzalez Ceballos,
formerhead chef ataMichelin-starred
restaurantin ltaly, came hometo open
this bakery. Startthe day here with

the likes of fried duck and quail eggs,
homemade bread and herb butters.
Travel's tip: Finish off withice cream
(bigin Cuba). Top emporium Monte
Freddois afew minutes’ walk away.
Infanta 562e/Valle y Zapata; 00 53
52818792;@.

® Vegetarian specialties

HECHO EN CASA (Mains about £9)
Because: Charming chef-owner Alina
Menéndez Lamas cooks fresh, organic
garden-to-table dishes — vegetarian
moussakaand akiller Cuban chocolate
ice cream. Book ahead. Travel's tip:
Pick up localcheese from Alina’s deli.
Calle14no511e/ 5tay7ma; 00537202
5392, hechoencasacuba.com;@

® Glamfinedining

OTRAMANERA (Mains about £10)
Because: This fashionable spot offers
Mediterranean-rooted food with
aCubantouch: meatylambburgers,
velvety guava panna cotta, plus awine
listfrom the Spanish sommelier
co-owner. Travel's tip: A great dining
spotbefore or afteraconcertatnearby
CasadelaMusica. Calle 35no
1810e/20 y41;00 537203 8315,
otramaneralahabana.com/en;@3),

® Cubanclassics

IVAN CHEFS JUSTO(Mains about £16)
Because: Slow-roasted suckling pig

is the national dish and this colonial
home servesthebestinHavana.lt's
whatyou'd expectfrom chefswho
cookedfor Castro. Travel's tip: Chef
Ivan Rodriguez offers tailored half-day
cooking classesinhiskitchen (£35).
Aguacate 9e/Chacon y Tejadillo;
005378639697 ivanchef.com; 2.
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SHOPPING

SPREE |
NearElDandyare
some of Havana's :

cooleststores: :
Clandestina
(Villegas 403)for :
bargaindesigner :
totesand T-shirts,
andExperimental :
Gallery for
graphicposters
and curios (321 §
Armaguray
Aguacate) :

JUST
| NEARBY...

: TheMuseumof

i FineArtsisacross

i theroad.Gofor
i Afro-Cuban
i imageryby

i ManuelMendive,
i PopArtfromRatil

i Martinezandthe
homoeroticism
i of Servando

i CabreraMoreno

LOCALBARS

® Hip sundowners
ELDEL FRENTE
Because: The city’s coolest vibeisright
here on this rooftop bar, along with
brilliant cocktails. Travel's tip: You can
eathere, too; try the superb tostones
pelotones (ceviche onfried plantain
withbeetrootand sesame; £6).
O'Reilly303e/Habana y Aguiar;(®.

® Colonial cocktails

EL DANDY

Because: This boho street-corner
wateringholeinacolonialhome

is prime people-watchingterritory.
Travel's tip: The Daiquiriis akiller (in
agoodway). Calle Brasil (Teniente
Rey) 401e/ Villegas & Cristo, Plaza
del Cristo; bareldandy.com;@3.

® Well-mixed mocktails

JIBARO

Because: Arustic hole-in-the-wall
joint, framed by streetart, it serves

up booze andHavana's best mocktails:
try the deeply refreshing Pink Ale.
Travel's tip: Boxingis bignewsin Cuba.
Catchfuture champstrainingatthe
Rafael Trejoring aroundthe corner.
Merced 69e/Cubay SanIgnacio;2s),

ASK THE
LOCAL

8 HabaneraPatriciaSanta
Colomais afilm-script
supervisorand founder of
independent media outfit
Producciones Almendares

If your hotel doesn'’t offer
breakfast, try Lo de Monik
(Chacén esq Compostela; £4;@) for
great-value fresh fruit, breads andrich
coffee. Under-the-radar Grados (Calle
E562e/23y25; mains about £9;@8)
ismy favourite forlunch: chef-owner
Raulito Bazuk shows off authentic
Cuban cuisine — try the callaloo with
steamed dumplings. The Kohly district
is out of the tourist zone, butit's stuffed
withthe elegant'40s homes of Cuba'’s
bourgeoisie — goforastroll. By night,
squeezeinwiththefans atsinger-
songwriter Ray Fernandez's weekly
show atthe CasadelaMusica@),
followed by late-nightdancing at
EFEBar (Calle23e/EyF; ).

STAY

@ Hip family homestay
CASALILLY (Doubles from £30,
roomonly)

Because: You'llgetas much comfort,
space andluxury as youwouldin

more expensive boutique stays atthis
traditional casa particular(guesthouse)
inleafy Vedado. Travel's tip: Tap your
host, Lilly, for advice: she has herfinger
firmly onthe cultural pulse. Ave delos
Presidentes 301apto 13e/13 y15;
airbnb.co.uk/rooms/5917779;69,

® Artyurbanloft
CASAVIVAHAVANA (Doubles
from£38,roomonly)

Because: Decorated with bold works
by the youngowners' arty friends, this
compacthideaway withkitchenetteis
locatedinthe heart of the city, bordering
OldHavana. Travel's tip: More thantwo
of you? Book the one-bed mezzanine
loftwith aninterconnectingdoortothe
adjoiningtwo-roomedflat; from £103
forthe complete space. Paseo del
Prado 609 apto 312; airbnb.com/
h/casavivahavana; @,
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@ Stylish welcome
PASEOPENTHOUSE (Doubles
from£146,B&B)

Because: Seamless hospitality isthe
modus operandiof the couple running
this spacious, mid-century-looking
joint. Take breakfastontheterrace
oronthe sunnyroof withbird's-eye
views of the swanky neighbourhood.
Travel's tip: International data-roaming
iscomplicatedin Cuba.Here, though,
ahassle-free 4G-fitted smartphoneis
lentto guests — greatforreservations
andlistings. Paseo cnr Calle 13;
elpaseopenthouse.com; @),

® Gardenvilla chic

LARESERVA (Doubles from £146,B&B)
Because: The 1larty, antiquey
bedroomsinthese gorgeous
neighbouring colonialvillas are
arranged around a sociable, secluded
patio. Travel's tip: Take the hotel's
insiderbehind-the-scenesfilm,
artiststudios’ or chef-led food

tours, from£35. Calle2508e/21y23
Vedado; estampacuba.com/
lareservavedado-us; &3,

4 WRITER’'S
{ TIP
Arranging

i accommodation
! inHavanacanbe
¢ hardwork, but
cubatravel

i network.com (for
i hotels) and cuba
! casa.co.uk (for

i homestays) have
! liveavailability,
whichmakes

! things easier

Trueromance:
clockwise fromtop
left, anairybedroom
atLomadel Angel;
cocktailhouratEl
Dandy;LaReserva’'s
bedroomsrock
anarty vibe; enjoy
breakfastfeasts
atLo de Monik;
Belview Art Cafe

instant escapes

® Colonial glamour

GARDENS (Two two-bedroom
floorsfrom£200,B&B)
Because: Setin afunky cornerof Old
Havana, you can eitherrentthetwo
floors separately — with shared use of
thelivinganddiningrooms andbijou
patio— ortake overthe whole house.
Swanabout, play onthe vintage piano
and mix drinks atthehonesty bar.
Travel'stip: The conciergeloves a
challenge — ask himto arrange apicnic
andvintage-cartrip to his favourite
secretbeach, from £91for four people.
Villegas 463; gardens havana.com; &3

® Romanticbolthole

LOMADEL ANGEL (Doubles from
£255,B&B)

Because: Thisis the sumptuous colonial
hideaway of your dreams:justtwo
roomy suites, withlarge gold and white
bathrooms, inasoothingmonochrome
palette. The very generous breakfast
isservedonvintage crockery. Travel's
tip: Book the Terrace Suiteto take tea
alfrescolisteningto Sunday bells. Calle
Cuarteles 104; lomadelangel.com; 3,

GETMETHERE
GOINDEPENDENT

Virgin Atlantic flies from Gatwick
from £668return. Air Europaflies via
Madrid from £596 return. Air France-
KLMflies via Parisand Amsterdam
from£812return.

GOPACKAGED

CubaPrivate Travel (cubaprivatetravel.
com) has seven daysinHavana staying
atGardens,includingaprivate guide and
tours, from £1,999pp, B&B, withreturn
Gatwick orHeathrow flights. Plan South
America (plansouthamerica.com) has
afive-nightluxury B&B stay atLoma
delAngel,including aprivate guide
andtours, from £2,605pp, B&B, with
Gatwick flights.

FURTHERINFORMATION

UK citizens need a 30-day Tourist
Card. These cost Virgin passengers £15
from VirginHolidays at Gatwick (and
Heathrow fromJune). The cheapest
non-airline provider is cubaniatravel.
com, sellingthemfor£15plus £5
postage. Seeinsidecuba.co. m
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