Using the

Havana Film Festival
as an excuse to fulfill
a dream

By Begonya Plaza

Like any
great film, anyone who’s experienced Cuba does not leave untouched.
lthough the United States has relaxed
its regulations a little with regards to
allowing American citizens to visit Cuba,
still to this day it is virtually impossible to
travel there freely, unless perhaps for
cultural reasons. Thanks to the Havana
Film Festival and their group tour organizer, Geo Darder, I was
assured a guaranteed visit.

Havana Film Festival, it was a wonderful surprise. I am proud to
see my work be recognized, and was thankful for affording me
this long awaited opportunity.

In 2002, I remembered dreaming about visiting that
mysterious island. In my mind, I’d imagine what it be like to
see a country unlike any other; one that was so close and yet so
far away. To step back in time 55 years, and live amidst a society
that is void of our accustomed capitalist comforts, was a
fascinating dream.

This feeling stayed with me even during the flight to Miami,
but turning point came when we landed in Havana. The entire
plane, filled mostly with Cubans coming back to their country for
the first time in many years, cheered with such extreme ecstasy
that I became impregnated with an incredible sense of joy and
wonderment about what was ahead.

In my attempt to not miss out on this opportunity, and
get there in time before the inevitable changes begin to occur,
I petitioned the office of the United States Treasury for a
visa to travel to Cuba for its 2002 Havana Film Festival,
but was denied.

Just a few days earlier, back in New York, I had met a young
man of Cuban descent who bitterly swore he would never set foot
on Cuban soil until Fidel Castro had died. I thought about that
young man and wondered if he wasn’t missing out on a revelatory
experience. He explained to me that his resentment came from
how his family was forced to abandon everything they owned;
land, home, possessions. I then wondered what had become of all
those things left behind by these Cubans who are now Americans.

So a year later, when I received the fantastic news that my
film Souvenir Views had been invited to participate in the 2003

The December snow blizzard that stung New York caused
major postponements of flights in and out of the area. I was
delayed for two days, and wondered if I was going to again be
denied an opportunity to visit Cuba.

“I spent five amazing and magical
life changing days in Havana. The
paradoxes and the extreme gamut
of emotions I experienced were out
of this world.”
During the cab ride from the Havana Airport to the “Hotel
Nacional” the driver explained to me how all Cubans live in
houses or apartments that they do not own, nor will they ever
own. There are no rental fees to pay, but then the government is
the sole owner. One can live in the same home for a lifetime, or
have the option of trading it for another, but never has the
freedom to sell or buy it.
This cab driver explained to me that the
wealthy families who left the island,
escaping the dictatorship of Castro,
were forced to abandon
everything, leaving behind their
service help (who were their
very object of exploitation)
with all abandoned
possessions at their disposal.
Currently, you can see a dark
complexioned indigenous
Cuban living with their family,
but in a very luxurious home.
Most likely they were the maid
for a light skinned, wealthy family.
Cuba has developed programs to help
rebuild the Havana, but of course the
challenge is great with the embargo still imposed
by the United States.
A woman in her early 70’s told me, “It is very difficult to do
anything here, when we can’t obtain basic materials of any sorts.
The United States is a very strong power that can easily punish any
country who reaches out to help us.” This woman told me that she
used to be quite well off before the revolution, working in
advertising for a company called McAnn Erickson in Cuba.
“But now,” the woman reflects, “although I don’t live as well,
I can go to sleep knowing that everyone on the Island has had a
meal to eat.”
During my stay, I noticed that everything is paid with US
currency by foreigners, while the native people use Pesos. Natives
are after the Dollars, and everything costs as much as here in the
US or more. Ironically, this is no different than in a capitalist
society; the approach is different, but ultimately the bottom line
is the same.
On our way to a tobacco factory, I sat up at the front of the
tour bus, to talk with the driver. He readily complains of how
difficult it is to make ends meet and of how much he relies on the
kindness of foreigners.
When I ask him if he has children, he states “Yes, I have
seven.” I responded by telling him it was no wonder, and that
even in the United States you’d have a hard time making ends
meet with seven children. I have one daughter myself in New
York, and I too find it extremely difficult.

When I remind him how he doesn’t have to pay bills, for
food, education or health care, he replied, “Yes this is true, but
there is very little food available, the rations given to us by the
government are minimal, the stores are empty. There is nothing
to choose from. I am a doctor, but as a doctor, I can’t make
enough money, so I’d rather be a bus driver and augment my
meager salary with tips.”
The next morning, at the end of a filmmaker seminar, a
Cuban photographer approached me wanting to take my picture.
I accepted on the condition that he would show me around the
‘Real Havana,’ and share with me his thoughts about living in
Cuba.
It was fascinating, and I got to see things that otherwise I
wouldn’t have. For instance, the way in which people use
transportation is very unique. It’s almost like hitching a ride: You
wave down a car, usually an old 50’s American model, ask the
driver in what direction they’re going, and if it
coincides with your destination, you climb
inside. It’ll cost 8 pesos, which is equal to
$1.00 U.S., but expect to make many
stops along the way, to either pick
other passengers up or drop them
off. There is no such thing as
rushing around in Cuba.
Marco, the photographer,
got a kick out of my
enthusiasm. He asked me
many questions, of what it’s
like in other countries, and as I
told him things, I noticed
resentment in his eyes. It was the
same kind I saw in the eyes of the
American Cuban back in New York.
Marco is frustrated because he can’t get
photographic materials to shoot and print his work,
and his passion for the work is palpable. He dreams of showing
his work in other countries, of traveling the world. I told him
that the majority of Americans never leave their hometowns
because of lack of time and money, but he replied me that it’s not
the same thing.
“To be denied the freedom of choice,” Marco stated, “kills all
hope in any human being, we feel trapped without illusions.”
I spent five amazing and magical life changing days in
Havana. The paradoxes and the extreme gamut of emotions I
experienced were out of this world. I met so many beautiful,
generous people who live with the bare minimum, but who
would take their shirt off their back to give to you. I saw so
much talent, young and old, and of every color. It was sad for me
to imagine that these people will never have the possibilities that I
have. The opportunity that at any given moment a person’s life
can change is not available to them. It was almost like visiting
someone in jail, because a prisoner has all the bare necessities: a
bed, a roof over his head, food, health care, books to read, but is
trapped within limits.
Spending that time in Havana made a part of me wish that
the United States lifted the embargo. Having seen the city and its
people up close, with all politics aside, I’d love to see what Cuba
would do then.
Begonya Plaza is an actor, as well as an acclaimed independent
film producer. For more information, check out her website at
http://www.izarproductions.com

