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The tap on the hollow metal door was soft and almost inaudible, not like the 
thunderous wrap that woke us up at 6:00 AM the previous morning for 
breakfast after 4 hours of sleep, but this time it was 2:45 AM. We needed to 
hear the wake-up tap in order for us to catch our plane home from Havana to 
Montreal. The van to the airport leaves at 3:00 AM sharp. This time, I was 
working on about one and a half hours sleep, having given up on going to bed 
early with the Cuban DJ blaring dance music a few hundred feet from our 
dorm room. Even with earplugs in it sounded like the DJ was set up next to my 
night table. At that point I decided to join the crowd of Cubans, gringos, and 
merry makers from a couple dozen nations that were drinking rum and beer, 
smoking cigars and cigarettes, playing cards, dancing and socializing until the 
wee hours. We scrambled to get our clothes on and do our last second packing 
while the rest of the group waited by the van. We made it in the nick of time. 
 
It was our last night in Guira, a tiny agricultural community about a 45 minute 
drive from Havana. My girlfriend Katie and I, along with a vanload of Vermont 
and other North Country farmers were beginning the long journey home after a 
week attending an international farmer-to-farmer agroecology conference. We 
finally arrived home in northern Vermont at 8:00 PM after an unplanned delay 
at the border (note- don’t try to sneak in Cuban cigars across the border when 
flying into Canada first). We were hungry and exhausted but exhilarated at 
what we had just experienced during the week that had just passed.  
 
We, and about 250 other delegates representing 27 nations, were attending the 
National Association for Small Farmers (the acronym ANAP in Spanish) and 
Campesino-to-Campesino (translated means small farmer-to-small farmer) 
sponsored international agroecology event which is held every 2 years. Our 
farm is a NOFA VT member, which is in turn a member of Campesino-to-
Campesino organization. Vermont was well represented, accounting for 
approximately one-third of the U.S. delegate total. The Vermont delegation 
included three of Vermont’s largest organic vegetable producers, many other 
smaller vegetable producers, and sustainable agriculture non-profits as well as 
UVM Extension’s Vegetable and Berry specialist. The event is attended by 
farmers and sustainable agricultural organizations and advocates from around 
the world. The format of the event includes farm visits, classroom 
presentations and discussions, and delegate networking.  
 
 



After the delegates participated in an opening ceremony, buses departed to all 
of Cuba’s provinces, some of which were located a day’s drive away. Our bus 
toured numerous farms around Havana province and consisted of many urban 
farms supplying food to Cuba’s most populous city, Havana. In three days of 
touring we visited about 20 farms. Each farm was a member of ANAP and a 
local farm cooperative. ANAP and the local cooperative provided farmers with 
technical assistance and guidance on growing techniques, organic pest control, 
compost and vermiculture guidance, and in the collection and distribution of 
goods.  
 
Each farm we visited included a gathering of the entire farm family and ANAP 
and cooperative representatives. The local cooperative representative proudly 
shared data on how many farms were included in the cooperative and how 
many of those farms were led by women and how many were youth-farmer led. 
After introductions, the farmer presented information on how much land was 
in production, showed a map of the farm, what crops were grown and where 
they were grown, described the history of obtaining the farm, and delved in 
deeply to the principles and practices of agroecology. Each farmer radiated a 
deep sense of pride of how they were growing quality, organic food for their 
local community. Much of the fresh fruits and vegetables they produced were 
destined for nursing homes, daycare centers, schools, and hospitals. Typical 
Cuban farm products included: bananas, watermelon, papaya, yucca, onions, 
tomatoes, cabbage, lettuce, and coffee. The bananas were smaller and tastier 
version of what we find in the US supermarkets. 
 
Many Cuban farmers were given their land in one of Cuba’s land distribution 
programs to re-distribute pre-revolution US corporation-owned sugarcane and 
banana plantations to local peasant farmers. Cuba’s post-revolution ties to the 
former Soviet Union allowed for the influx to Cuba of large farm equipment, 
cheap oil, chemical fertilizers, and pesticides in exchange for tropical fruits and 
sugar to the Soviet Union. The Cuban government established large 
government farms that produced generally monoculture crops. After the 
dissolution of the Soviet Union in the late 1980s, Cuban-Soviet Union trade 
collapsed. This turn of events called “the special period” devastated Cuban 
agriculture. Without cheap oil and spare parts to run farm equipment and no 
chemical fertilizers and pesticides, many Cuban agricultural fields went fallow. 
The Cuban people started to go hungry. Cuban citizens lost an average of 10 
pounds each during the special period. They needed a new an agricultural 
revolution.  
 



Cuba was forced to go organic in its food production. Land that was previously 
tilled and cultivated with large tractors and big farm equipment was now 
worked by draft oxen, horses, and donkeys. The manure from these draft 
animals provided a source of manure for organic compost. The planting of basil 
and oregano near other vegetable crops replaced the use of chemical pesticides 
as pest deterrents. Disregarded and fallow farmland and city lots came teeming 
to life with healthy fruits and vegetables and meats. Cubanos became 
healthier.  
 
The Cuban government gave its large government farms to local family farmers. 
Farmers compete to see who could produce foods on these newly available farm 
plots by developing farm business management plans that show the potential 
for a viable farm business. Selected farmers could continue to stay on these 
farms, and even pass along to their sons and daughters, as long as the land 
remained productive.  
 
To be called a campesino (peasant farmer) in Cuba is considered a compliment. 
Cuban farmers are often better off financially then their city-dwelling 
countrymen that live on $20-30 a month. As meager as that seems, the 
government provides its citizens with apartments, health care, day care, senior 
care, and retirement and are provided with monthly food allowances. It is far 
from a consumer-driven society for sure. Cuban people are generally happy 
and healthy and have all they need but little extra.  
 
All Cubans want to see the US embargo lifted. They consider it illegal and 
deeply resent the US government for this, but they are able to only direct this 
anger and resentment at the US government and not its people. Many Cubanos 
that we encountered said that they want to visit the US and were very friendly 
and curious when they found out we were from the States. We saw firsthand 
how the embargo stymied their economy. Spare parts are few and far between 
but Cuban resourcefulness and innovation are widespread. This was 
demonstrated on a daily basis from farmers building their own farm equipment 
from scrap metal to the taxi drivers keeping the 1950s cars running. 
 
I was familiar with the term agroecology but really didn’t have a true grasp of 
the actual practices and principles of agroecology, and the farmers’ deep 
commitment to this philosophy of farming. Agroecology takes organic farming 
to the next level and blends principles of permaculture, bionutrient density, 
and biodynamic farming principles. Agroecology principles include: organic 
nutrients and pest controls, raised beds, over story-understory growing, 



intercropping, animal traction power (using draft animals), addressing soil 
erosion, the application of micronutrient teas, making and applying manure-
based and vermiculture compost, and only using materials from the farm 
whenever possible.  
 
After the presentation and farm tour, visitors gave thanks to the farmer and 
often presented gifts from the group. The farmer, their family, and cooperative 
and ANAP representatives then had a social hour eat fruits and vegetables 
grown on the farm and sipped strong, sweet coffee, also from the farm. We 
often visited 7-8 farms in one day, spending lots of time on the bus getting to 
and from farms. The last farm visit of the day including an expanded social 
hour with extended hospitality. We were often treated to pig roasts, which 
included rice, yucca, and lots of local fruits. Our Cuban hosts liked to let their 
hair down at the end of the day. After the business part of the day was over 
and formalities concluded, our hosts would plop down numerous bottles of 
light and dark Cuban rum, Cuban beer, and put on the Cuban music. We had 
many impromptu dance parties with local farmers, cooperative members, and 
international conference attendees all swinging their collective hips on the 
dance floor.  
 
After a long bus drive back to the dorm, the party often continued at the “pool” 
bar. There was no water in the pool. The international contingent mingled with 
local over beer and rum, chatting, playing card, smoking, and of course, 
dancing to very loud music, to the wee hours in the morning.  
 
Our days touring farms and in the classrooms were long and full, with almost 
no downtime. We did manage one free day off and decided to head to Havana. A 
group of about 15 of us walked into the local village of Guira and waited for a 
bus or cabs to take us to Havana, which is about a 45 minute drive. After 
waiting for a few minutes, a covered flat back truck stopped and offered to take 
the entire group. After a brief price negotiation, we each paid about $3, we all 
jumped on the back of the truck, as did a bunch of local Cubanos, and we were 
off to Havana. I befriended a local teenager who insisted that I listen to the 
songs on his headset. We had a great time going back and forth giving thumbs 
up to the songs that he clicked through on his I-pod.  
 
After the group unloaded in downtown Havana, we all decided to go our 
separate ways. Katie and I were only armed with a Havana city map that came 
with my Cuba Lonely Planet book. A person in our group that had been to 
Havana before recommended hitting Old Havana and pointed us in that general 



direction. So we were off! The old buildings were a mix of beautifully restored 
and severely dilapidated. We later found out that the Cuban government was 
not able to restore much of the historic buildings but instead relied on the 
generosity of European donors to preserve these building because Havana has 
been designated as a World Heritage site.  
 
Havana was full of old, restored America cars circa the pre-revolution 1950s. 
The term “restored” usually denotes that the car was perhaps driven, and 
junked, or at least garaged and then restored back to its original beauty. That 
was not the case in Cuba. These were working cars that have probably seen 
little respite over the decades, only brief periods of idle time while their owners 
try to keep these cars going. Many of the original engines have since been 
replaced with European diesel varieties, painted various versions of colorful 
Caribbean pastel. 
 
One had to be careful when walking on the sidewalks and streets of Havana as 
there were often “ankle breaker” holes in the middle of walkways and they 
came without warning. Good thing there is an abundance of doctors in Cuba! 
From those same streets came some amazing live Cuban music wafting from 
the many open-aired cafes, bars, and restaurants. It was similar to walking in 
downtown New Orleans, where one could be easily lured from one 
establishment to the next, listening to festive local rhumba, salsa and African-
influenced music while sipping on mojitos garnished with mint.  
 
We had a trip of a lifetime to Cuba and are already planning our next one. 
 
Jim Ryan 
Bear Swamp Farm  
Wolcott, Vermont 
bearswampfarm@hotmail.com 
 
 
 
 
 
 


