
 
 
Cuba letter #7 from Cantor Caplan -- Billboards in a Communist Country 
  
  
(We're back now, but here's more from Cuba, from our CAI group who just visited 
Jewish communities and brought them donations...) 
  
Our group has been back from Cuba only a few days, and the headlines are full of the 
news about a dramatic shift in US-Cuban relations. I've gotten many emails asking if we 
had secret talks with Raul Castro during our trip, and one message read, "Nice job in 
Cuba. When are you all traveling to Iran?" 
  
In the newspaper stories in America, we were told that an unnamed American 
government operative who had been in a Cuban jail for twenty years was brought back 
to the US, and that Alan Gross, who had languished in a Cuban jail for five years, was 
released "for humantarian reasons". At the same time, the papers said, three Cuban 
spies were returned to Cuba. 
  
Now, we don't know who the unnamed operative is, and many Americans didn't know 
anything about Alan Gross until last week. The little I had known was that Mr. Gross had 
had some connection to the State Department, and that he had been arrested in Cuba 
for giving out satellite phones (to Cuban Jews?).   Our tour guide in Cuba was very 
helpful and intelligent; he's also a government employee, giving the "official" Cuban 
government perspective on many issues. When I asked, "Tell me about Alan Gross," he 
said, "Mr. Gross was part of a group operating in Florida with ex-Cuban Castro-haters, 
trying to find ways to bring down our government. He worked with a radio station 
broadcasting anti-government propaganda into our country. He then violated our law by 
providing satellite phones to Cuban citizens, again in an effort to provoke treason, so he 
was arrested." I'm sure that the American take on this would be different.   In any case, 
Mr. Gross had lost over 100 pounds in prison and developed serious health troubles, 
and I'm delighted that he has been released. 
  
But what struck me most about this release of prisoners was that pretty much everyone 
in Cuba seemed to know about the Cubans being held in America. We saw billboards 
all over like this one:  
  



 
 
  
You see the faces of five men, with the Cuban flag and one word, "Volveran", meaning 
"They will return". No mention of their names, so it seemed clear that everyone knew 
who these were and what was meant by "They will return". Our tour guide said, "These 
are the Cuban Five. Don't you know about them? About 17 years ago, they were 
working undercover in the US for Cuba. They found evidence that ex-Cubans in Miami 
were planning terrorist attacks against targets here in Cuba, and they provided this 
evidence to US authorities, in order to prevent terrorism. But by US law, their actions 
constituted spying. They were arrested, held in solitary confinement for 17 months, and 
then trials were held in Florida, where of course they could not get a fair trial. Two of 
them were sentenced to 15 years -- they're now back in Cuba, having served that 
time.   One got a life sentence, and two got 2 consecutive life sentences." 
  
Again, I'm sure that an American explanation would be quite different. But what struck 
me were the billboards, keeping this issue alive for average Cubans. In the US, we see 
billboards urging us not to forget POW's and MIA's, but how many of us know their 
names and faces? 
  
The first billboard that really told me, "Toto, we're not in Kansas anymore", was this: 
  

 
 
  
You can see the giant Cuba fist socking it to Uncle Sam. 



  
And there were many giant billboards with Che Guevara's face: 
  

 
Guevara had helped Fidel Castro and his Communists take over in 1959, and he was 
eventually killed in Bolivia while trying to foment revolution there. His image is 
everywhere, and we saw enormous billboards proclaiming, "We want our children to be 
like Che." 
  
Another huge face was that of Hugo Chavez of Venezuela: 
  

 
  
The Spanish reads, "Chavez -- Our Best Friend." 
In a similar vein, another sign trumpeted, "True Example of Brotherhood", showing 
Fidel's face alongside that of North Korea's Kim Jung Un. 
  
Even so, Sandy Welsher (Toms River) said, "I've traveled in other Communist countries, 
and I'm surprised by how few such billboards I've seen.   There were many more in 
those other countries, with various images of their dictator..." 



  
Other gigantic slogans included: 
  
"Celebrating the 55th Anniversary of The Triumph" [that is, the Communist Revolution] 
  
"La Union de los Trabajadores Garantia la Revolucion" (The Union of Workers 
Guarantees the Revolution) 
  
"Nunca Renunciaremos a Nuestros Principios" (We Will Never Renounce Our 
Principles) 
  
"The Changes in Cuba Mean Even MORE Socialism" [The "changes" included the 
expansion of dollar-seeking tourism...] 
  
And perhaps the most jarring of all was: 
  
"Bloque -- La Genocida Mas Larga en la Historia" [Blockade -- The Longest Genocide in 
History]. 
  
Genocide? Generally, the US won't allow American trade with Cuba, but Cuba has trade 
with many other nations.   Using the word "genocide" here makes us bristle. 
  
On the other hand, we also saw on billboards: 
  
"We Work Together for the Quality of Education"  
"Viva la Integracion -- La Manera Justa" ("Long Live Integration -- The Just Way". )  
"Si, se puede" ("Yes, We Can")   [Note: I'm not making any comparisons between our 
President and the Cubans; I just thought this was funny.] 
  
Then there was the Karl Marx Cement Factory, and the Comite por la Defensa de la 
Revolucion (Committee for the Defense of the Revolution) in every neighborhood, which 
our guide said was like a Neighborhood Watch, but also that "they know what 
everybody's doing". 
  
But: Even with the general US ban on trade with Cuba, there are exceptions. Cuba 
imports rice, wood, paper, chicken and rice from America, and at the grocery store 
across from our hotel, I bought Coke (bottled by Coca-Cola Mexico), saw Nestle 
products, and found 12 bottles of Manischewitz Blackberry Wine on a shelf. Who buys 
that? Or maybe it's a prized delicacy here... 
  
With the changes in US-Cuba relations, there are sure to be other changes on the store 
shelves. Regarding the billboards, we'll see. 
  
Next: Funny Moments, Poignant Moments 
 
 


