
Photographing Cuba
INSIDER TIPS FOR PREPARING AND  

PHOTOGRAPHING YOUR CUBAN ADVENTURE!
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Introduction
In January 2015, I landed at the Havana Airport with a dozen 
photographers. Over the next 10 days we explored plazas, restau-
rants, museums, businesses, and cultural centers throughout Cuba. 
I met with dozens of citizens there, and I returned home consider-
ing many of them my friends.

This trip was the culmination of months of planning. I was visiting 
a country that, initially, I didn’t know much about. I began reading 
about Cuban history, economics, historical sites, everyday life, and 
the accounts from Americans who had recently visited this Carib-
bean country that was only an hour’s flight from Miami, Florida.

The rewards from this trip were greater than I ever could have 
imagined. Not only did I return with hundreds of images that I’ll 
always cherish, but I learned a lot about a culture that has endured 
tremendous adversity and now possesses the kind of resilience that 
only results from overcoming each obstacle along the way.

My hope is that this guide will help prepare you for your visit to 
Cuba—or at least whet your appetite for a trip there in the future. 
This ebook will not only cover how to prepare as a photographer, 
but also how to engage with the people who make this island one 
of the most interesting places on earth.
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Photographing Cuba

Figure 1: A classic American car on a Havana boulevard.



In my opinion, now is the time to visit Cuba, before the bullet 
holes from the Revolution are covered up and painted over, before 
masonry walls are torn down in favor of steel and plastic structures. 
Streets that are now filled with Ford Fairlanes and Chevy Impalas will 
slowly give way to Toyota Corollas and Ford Fusions. And the roasted 
peanuts sold in rolled-up paper cones on the streets will be shrink-
wrapped and suspended from metal rods atop drugstore counters.

Ultimately, this all could be good for the Cuban people. And in the 
end, what’s best for them is my greatest concern. But for the time 
being, there’s much to be learned there by those who have never 
seen life lived like this.

Now Is the Time to Visit Cuba
From an outward appearance, today’s Cuba is still very much the 
same country it’s been for the last few decades. Old 1960s Ameri-
can cars still rumble down Havana boulevards. Many buildings are 
suspended in a state of arrested decay. There are no strip malls, 
McDonalds, Walmarts, or auto rows with various dealerships showing 
off the latest models. A visit to Cuba feels like a step back in time. 

This is not to say that Cuban culture is primitive—far from it. The 
businessmen are smart, the artists are creative, and many Cubans 
know more about U.S. politics than their American counterparts. 

The reason why time has been suspended 
in the physical world is because resources 
have been constrained. Between the Ameri-
can economic embargo and the breakup of 
the Soviet Union, Cubans simply have not 
been able to get their hands on many of the 
modern conveniences that Americans enjoy 
daily. As a result, you see a country today 
that outwardly isn’t that different than it was 
decades ago. 

But now that diplomatic relations are begin-
ning to thaw between the U.S. and Cuba, 
the constraints on imports may relax in the 
coming years, leading to physical change.

Figure 2: Market with an old American car on  
a street in Trinidad.
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How to Get There

Generally speaking, the easiest way for Americans to fly directly to 
Cuba is via a tour operator licensed by the U.S. offering trips called 
“people-to-people” tours. This is a specific type of authorization 
permitted under U.S. law.

Tour companies such as Insight Cuba (insightcuba.com), Smithson-
ian Journeys (smithsonianjourneys.org), and National Geographic 
Expeditions (www.nationalgeographicexpeditions.com) are 
approved for people-to-people excursions, often flying out of Miami 
Airport and landing in Havana.

Now is our chance to see how a society can survive—and in some 
sectors even be happy and thrive—with a fraction of the resources 
that U.S. citizens consume daily. Today, practically every meal 
served in Cuba is organic, without pesticides, growth hormones, or 
chemical fertilizer. The cigars are all natural, the rum is smooth, and 
the lone highway is free of traffic.

Personally, my belief is that Cuba will always be a magical place. 
But in 2015, it has one foot firmly planted in the ideals of the Revo-
lution, with the big toe of the other skimming the alluring waters of 
modern Western culture. This is a sight you want to see—and hope-
fully, with camera in hand.

Figure 3: Morning in Old Town Havana.

Figure 4: Boarding for Cuba 
at Miami Airport.



At first this restriction may seem like an inconvenience. Many travel-
ers may prefer to simply book a flight and visit the destination on 
their own terms. And certainly, this may soon be easily possible, as 
diplomatic ties strengthen between the two countries.

But I enjoyed the people-to-people approach. First of all, much of 
the paperwork was handled for me. I needed to have a passport 
that was valid for six months past my trip (this is a Cuban require-
ment). And the tour company handled my visa and the other 
required documents.

Another advantage was that accommodations and transportation 
were also arranged for our group. We traveled via a large van (or 
small bus, depending on your point of view) with a Cuban driver 
and tour guide. So I never had to worry about choosing the best 
route, interacting with law enforcement, or figuring out the best 
place to eat at any given location. 

The philosophy behind people-to-people tours is that the group 
has the opportunity to interact with educators, businessmen, 
government officials, and artists who teach us about Cuban life 

Figure 5: A state-
operated cigar shop 
with fresh products 
and the same prices 
that locals pay. 

Figure 6: A curious 
walkway between 
buildings in Old  
Havana.

Figure 7: A Havana 
artist with whom I 
met and purchased 
his portrait of a young 
woman. 
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during the entire trip. So the packing list begins with personal 
items to keep you safe and comfortable:

• Pain reliever

• Treatment for upset stomach

• Sunblock

• Insect repellent

• Benadryl

• Prescription medications

• Personal first aid kit

from their perspective. And to my delight, all of the people we 
encountered were surprisingly candid.

This environment also makes for good photography. Instead of 
trying to approach strangers with my broken Spanish, many of our 
hosts spoke English and were happy to cooperate with impromptu 
portrait sessions. And finally, we were introduced to the best places 
to purchase cigars, rum, artwork, and other souvenirs to bring home.

Even as travel restrictions loosen, I would still consider a people-
to-people visit by a highly rated tour operator, at least for your first 
visit to Cuba. You’ll learn a lot, enjoy a high level of 
hospitality, and be able to focus on your photography 
instead of finding a place to eat and shower.

Packing for Cuba: Personal Items

I have this saying when my family is packing for vaca-
tion: “Don’t worry if you forget something. It’s not like 
we’re going to a desert island.”

Well, that pearl of wisdom doesn’t apply to modern-
day Cuba. 

Most tour agencies will provide you with a list of items  
to include. In my experience, the list was good but a 
bit too extensive, which could lead to over-packing. 
However, the bottom line is this: I did not see one  
convenience store or pharmacy open to tourists 

Figure 8: There are no Walmarts in Cuba. Bring the  
essentials you’ll need.

6     |     PHOTOGRAPHING CUBA



and private restau-
rants. For those occa-
sions, I packed a 
pair of travel slacks, 
button-up shirt, and a 
light blazer. And I was 
glad I did.

Whatever you decide 
to bring, make sure 
it fits in one suitcase, 
with a little room to 
spare. Most tours are 
on the go from place 
to place during the 
trip, and it’s just easier to manage one piece of luggage. 

I also packed gifts to leave behind for my hosts. Try to find out 
where you’ll be visiting on your tour, then bring appropriate gifts 
that show your appreciation. For example, we spent an afternoon 
at a children’s school of arts. So I brought pens, pencils, and draw-
ing paper to give to their teacher.

For the housekeepers, I left T-shirts, over-the-counter pain reliever, 
insect repellent, ziploc bags, pens, band-aids, and stationery. These 
items are hard to come by for the average Cuban.

This works out nicely for your packing. Once you share the gifts with 
your hosts, you have room to bring back souvenirs. On my return 
trip, I brought back legal amounts of cigars and rum, artwork, and 
a few small items. The room in my suitcase that the gifts had occu-
pied was perfect for the goodies I returned with.

Also, because of the intense sun during much of the year, don’t 
forget these items:

• Hat

• Sunglasses

• Layered clothing

• Walking shoes that breathe

During your visits in the daytime, casual attire works great. I often 
wore nice cargo shorts and a comfortable shirt with a collar. But 
the evenings can be a different scene if you’re visiting night clubs 

Figure 9: The nightlife in Havana is vibrant. You’ll want to look sharp 
when visiting the clubs.

Figure 10: Gifts left behind for my house- 
keeper and her family.
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Packing for Cuba: Photography Gear

Capturing the vibrancy of daily life in Cuba is photography heaven. 
Colors, textures, buildings, and people all combine to provide a rich 
canvas for your work.

As with most travel, the trick is to bring the items you’ll need, and 
leave behind the rest. You’ll want to travel fairly light and keep the 
bulk of your camera gear with you. Some hotels have room safes 
and others do not, and you won’t really know what’s available until 
you arrive. When traveling by charter bus, the driver typically locks 
the vehicle during site visits, so you may be able to leave some 
optional equipment onboard during the day.

Additionally, there are actual weight restrictions enforced by 
airlines. For example, I was allowed 17 pounds for my carry-on 
luggage. So, I needed to have enough gear to capture stills and 
video, but not so much that I would grow weary hauling it through 
the long days that often stretched into the night.

In preparation for the trip, I developed a list of prime considerations 
for my camera bag. Each item was scrutinized carefully to provide 
the maximum amount of performance per ounce. 

Now, I realize that photography gear is a very personal choice. So I 
have established a series of considerations that I think can serve as 
guidelines for you to apply to your own preferences. For example, 
you may choose a Sony a7 over my Olympus E-M10. Or decide that 
you do want to bring your large-sensor Nikon. Just think it through; 
that’s all I ask. Speaking of camera bodies, that’s the perfect place 
to start this list.

Figure 11: The technical gear I packed for Cuba. The total weight was 
just a bit over 15 pounds.

Consideration #1: Camera Bodies. I own a couple Canon DSLRs, 
but they didn’t make the cut for Cuba. For starters, their bulk was a 
packing problem. But the size of the lenses they use was a bigger 
issue, literally. The zooms in particular seemed huge compared to 
the Micro Four Thirds counterparts that I opted for.

Instead, I packed two mirrorless cameras. My main shooter was an 
Olympus OM-D E-M10 that uses a 16 MP Micro Four Thirds sensor, 
and my second body was a Samsung NX3000 with an APS-C 
sensor inside. Both cameras render excellent images. Each has its 
unique strengths, too.

The NX3000 can be recharged via USB, which could be important 
during long trips via bus and other public transportation. More on 
that soon. Plus it has a flip-up LCD screen that makes it easy for me 
to get in the shots. (Yes, selfies on the road are not beneath me.)



optics would be a tandem such as a 35mm f/2 and 85mm f/1.8. For 
daytime work, I like the Canon 24–105mm f/4 zoom.

Consideration #3: Compact Tripods. You probably don’t need to 
lug your five-pound set of sticks to a foreign land, but a portable 
tripod such as the Joby Gorillapod Micro 800 (for smaller cameras) 
can prove invaluable for long exposures and HDR photography. 
Plus, it’s fun to set up a self-timer group shot every now and then, 
where you’re actually in the picture instead of being stuck behind 
the camera.

The Olympus E-M10 sports a built-in electronic viewfinder to 
augment the LCD. This feature is particularly important in bright 
conditions (thinking Caribbean island here) where LCD composi-
tion would be difficult. The Olympus also sports a pop-up flash and 
three-axis sensor-based image stabilization.

Now, some photographers in our group did opt for DSLRs. Their  
kits were certainly bulkier, but they wanted to go with the equip-
ment they were already comfortable with. As I said earlier, gear  
is a personal choice.

Consideration #2: Optics. During the day, I had plenty of light to 
work with, so I opted for light-packing zooms, such as the Pana-
sonic 35–100mm f/4–5.6 aspherical lens for Micro Four Thirds. It 
weights only 4.76 ounces and is 2.19” long. This optic is extremely 
sharp and provides me with an effective 70–200mm reach. I also 
kept an Olympus 14–42mm EZ pancake zoom on the E-M10. This 
tandem is so compact that I could carry them in my jacket pocket.

When the sun set, I switched to prime lenses that have faster aper-
tures. My two favorite “go to” primes are the Olympus 17mm f/1.8 
and the Samsung 30mm f/2 NX pancake lens. Both lenses have 
optics that are extremely bright for low-light shooting. And the 
Samsung 30mm has incredible bokeh when paired with the APS-C 
sensor in the NX3000.

Another consideration for the Micro Four Thirds shooter is the 
Panasonic 20mm f/1.7 II pancake lens. It’s very sharp and weighs in 
at a svelte 3 ounces.

The DSLR shooters in our group typically worked with general 
purpose travel zooms during the day, and a couple of fast primes 
for evening work. On a full-frame DSLR, my preference for prime 

Figure 12: The E-M10 packed, but ready for action. 
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from Terminal 1 to Terminal 2), and its compact size that fits both 
under the seat in front of me and in a tight overhead bin on a bus.

Other handy travel features include a removable waist belt, built-in 
rain cover, and padded compartment that holds up to a 13” laptop.

Consideration #5: A Packable Shoulder Bag. Once I’m on loca-
tion, I can leave my larger Pro Tactic locked up and bring only 
what I need for the day in a lighter, more maneuverable shoulder 
bag. This item needs to pack flat in my suitcase during travel so I 
can conserve as much space as possible in my checked bag. But 
once I’ve reached my destination, I can use it for my day’s supplies 
including water, snacks, sunscreen, camera gear, and a light jacket 
if necessary.

A good choice in this category is the Lowepro Passport Sling III. It 
hugs your body, keeping a low profile, has an expandable zipper 
that increases storage if you make purchases while on the go, and 
features a separate water bottle pocket outside the bag to keep 
condensation off your camera gear.

DSLR photographers will need something a little bigger. I recom-
mend the compact tripods by MeFOTO, such as the Day Trip ($99). 
It folds down to 9.4” and holds up to 8 pounds, yet weighs less than 
2 pounds. I have a red model and love it.

Consideration #4: A Proper A-to-B Bag. There are two types of 
camera bags that I recommend for a nimble photo adventure. The 
first is the bag that you’ll use to transport all of your gear from point 
A to point B, such as from your home in the U.S. to a rustic hotel in 
Santa Clara, Cuba.

I used a Lowepro Pro Tactic 350 AW because of its rugged build, its 
lightweight and comfortable harness system (for those long treks 

Figure 14: A pack-
able shoulder bag  
is invaluable once 
you arrive at your 
destination.

Figure 13: The Lowepro Pro Tactic 350 AW, packed and ready to travel.
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isn’t necessary, and if traveling light is of the utmost importance, 
then the wireless drive is a winner.

Consideration #8: Extra Batteries and Memory Cards. I carry a 32 
GB memory card for each day of shooting. My hope is that I won’t 
have to erase any cards while on the road, which lets them serve 
as an additional backup for my images (remember: photos in two 
places at any given moment). And, of course, who needs to build 
an argument for extra batteries?

After all of the above considerations have been taken into account, 
add what you need (but just don’t add too much!). 

My final tip is to pack your photo bag a week or two before depar-
ture. Use it for your day-to-day activities to give that gear a “trial 
run.” By doing so, you’ll figure out what’s really essential for your 
trip, and what isn’t. I’m always glad when I’ve done this, and I 
always make adjustments to my original set of gear.

Consideration #6: Backup Power. Power is the one thing our digi-
tal devices cannot survive without. The WakaWaka Power (http://
us.waka-waka.com/products/) is an external battery, solar charger, 
and tabletop light that weighs only a few ounces, but can recharge 
your camera, smartphone, and even tablet when all other power 
sources fail.

You can fully charge the WakaWaka via a standard wall charger 
before you leave, then keep it going using its built-in solar panel. 
I can use this device to recharge my Samsung NX3000, which is 
capable of USB charging, plus my phone if necessary.

If solar isn’t important to you, an alternative is a standard exter-
nal power device such as the Photive BOLT 9000mAh Rugged 
USB Charger. This rugged unit is weatherproof and packs a potent 
charging punch, especially for its compact size.

Consideration #7: Backup Storage. I like my photos to live in at 
least two places at any given moment. To achieve this, I’ll pack a 
backup storage device such as the Western Digital My Passport 
Wireless. This external 1TB hard drive has a built-in SD card slot 
allowing me to back up my photos each day without the need for a 
computer. Simply power it up, put the SD card in the slot, and wait 
for the indicator lights to stop blinking. Once I return home, I can 
plug the My Passport into my laptop via the USB port and down-
load the pictures.

The device also has built-in Wi-Fi capability that provides access to 
smartphones and tablets. So not only can I back up my photos, I 
can view them on my tablet, even while still on the road.

You could substitute a laptop computer for the My Passport drive, 
especially if you are required to publish while in transit. But if that 

Figure 15: Many classic car owners moonlight by providing taxi  
service, as shown here outside of Santa Clara.



All of this came into perfect focus during my visit to Ernest 
Hemingway’s house outside of Santa Clara. One of the Cuban 
attendants there had helped me capture a photo in a restricted 
area. I was so pleased about the picture that I forgot to tip her. One 
of her coworkers came over and nudged me in Spanish. I immedi-
ately felt terrible for my absentmindedness.

I went back to the attendant who had helped me, cupped her 
hand with mine and gave her the peso, all while apologizing for my 
forgetfulness. She beamed, hugged me, and replied that she was 
happy that she could help me.

I never forgot to tip again. Along those same lines, I would say that 
bad Spanish is better than no Spanish. I know at times I was quite 
entertaining to the locals. For example, I like a little ice with my 

Interacting with Cuban People

As I mentioned earlier, the people of Cuba are generally warm, 
open, and a pleasure to be with. That being said, I was fortunate to 
receive good advice on how to handle myself during the tour.

The language of Cuba is Spanish. And it pays to practice key 
phrases before your departure. Being a native Californian, I’ve been 
around Spanish my entire life. And what I’ve learned here was very 
helpful to me when in Cuba.

Knowing how to ask for a restroom, order your meal, purchase 
souvenirs, and communicate regarding other daily interactions is 
quite helpful. Even though I couldn’t understand Cuban dialog 
when they were talking with one another (they spoke fast and used 
terms I wasn’t familiar with), they generally slowed down when 
responding to me, or they would try their hand at English. In fact, 
there was more English spoken than I anticipated.

I typically initiated an interaction in Spanish to be polite. They 
would often respond in English (if possible) to be expedient. This 
approach served me well.

When you photograph a Cuban or ask for help, it’s customary to 
thank them with 1 CUC (the Convertible Cuban Peso), which is the 
preferred currency. (More on this later.) I guess you could say this 
is a tip. But to be honest, it’s more than that. Other than a heart-
felt “muchas gracias,” that peso represents respect for their time 
and provides a much-needed supplement to their income. Before 
I left the hotel each day, I would break a larger bill into a handful 
of 1 peso coins. I rarely needed more than 10 CUC coins for a day’s 
outing. And by having them at the ready in my pocket, I was able to 
avoid fumbling with my wallet in front of a stranger.

Figure 16: My Span-
ish isn’t great,  
but I had a nice 
moment with this 
artist who sold  
me this poster.  
It’s hanging in my 
studio today.
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rum if it’s available. The first time I ordered it, I asked in Spanish, 
“con helado,” thinking that I was requesting ice with my drink. In 
fact, helado is ice cream; hielo is ice. You can image the bartend-
er’s delight knowing that his customer just ordered a rum and ice 
cream. He smiled, brought me my drink with ice, and politely said, 
“hielo.” After that, he was my best friend.

When I was taking pictures in public places, I had very few people 
ask me straight out for money. But there were definitely entrepre-
neurs on the streets. One young man followed me around for five 
minutes, sketching my likeness on a sheet of photo paper with a 
Sharpie pen. He then approached me and presented it. One peso.  
I still have it.

Another time, a woman dressed in traditional Cuban attire took me 
by the arm and asked if I wanted to photograph her. Indeed I did. 
One peso. She was pretty, too.

You never really know what you’re going to encounter in a big city 
such as Havana, which hosts tourists on a daily basis. My advice is 
to just go with it. On the balance, these encounters will most likely 
be more fun than troublesome. But that doesn’t mean you should 
abandon your street sense either.

Having grown up in the U.S. and photographed many big cities here, 
I have a pretty good sense of my surroundings. I know that a casual 
bump can be a pickpocket’s ploy, asking for a light can lead to a 
robbery, and arbitrary conversation can be a lead-in for a handout.

And I certainly didn’t abandon my street sense in Cuba. I kept my 
camera gear put away when not in use, carried my shoulder bag 
crossways across by back to make it difficult to grab and run, and 
never flashed a wallet full of money in front of a stranger.

Figure 17: This Cuban woman approached me for a photo. I was more 
than happy to oblige.
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Places to See

No matter where you are in Cuba, if you 
step out of your room, you’ll most likely find 
something interesting to photograph. But I 
did discover some areas that had a higher 
concentration of photo subjects.

Early on, I learned that plazas in each town 
serve as a gathering spot for locals and 
tourists. Plus, they’re usually bordered by 
interesting architecture such as churches, 
cafes, and businesses.

For classic car lovers, the greatest density 
is found in downtown Havana, near the 
Museo de la Revolucion. Many classic car 
owners help defray the costs of upkeep by 
moonlighting their automobiles as taxis. 
Find a good spot off the street, and enjoy 
the show.

But my personal experience in Havana, Santa Clara, Cienfuegos, 
and Trinidad was that I felt safer in those places than I do in many 
of the big U.S. cities that I visit on a regular basis. Use common 
sense, and I predict that you’ll have good interactions.

Figure 18: Bustling streets in downtown Havana. 

Below, Figure 19: A beautiful plaza in Trinidad. I had a quiet moment 
here watching the world slowly go by.



The other must-see location is the town of Trinidad, declared a 
World Heritage Site by Unesco in 1988. It’s a preserved Spanish 
colonial settlement that was established in the mid 1800s, and 
it still appears basically the same today. This is not by accident. 
During our people-to-people tour, we met with a specialist from 
the office of the city historian (Project Aldaba). While working over 
a scaled model of the city, he explained the tight regulations for 
improvements and construction in Trinidad. Basically, if a structure 
needs repair, it must match its original design and even paint color.

One of the challenges there has been accommodating tourists. 
At any given time, there could be up to one tourist for every three 
residents. Yet there are only two hotels in town. The solution has 
been to allow locals to open up their homes to visitors, which has 

Beyond that, there are two locations in Cuba that I put 
on the “must see” list. The first is Old Town Havana, know 
locally as La Habana Vieja. Quite honestly, I could have 
spent every morning in Havana exploring this treasure that 
was founded in 1519 by the Spanish. The combination of 
expansive plazas, narrow streets, old buildings, businesses, 
and of course the Cubans themselves make this area rich 
for photography and people-watching..

And by people-watching, I don’t mean just the Cubans. 
A rich mix of tourists consisting of Canadians, Europe-
ans, Americans, and a variety of other cultures provides a 
constantly active stage for observation. I recommend that 
you allow a half day for exploring La Habana Vieja. And do 
so early in the trip. You’ll probably want to return before 
departing for home.

Above, Figure 20: Plaza Vieja, Havana. 

Below left, Figure 21: Ice cream vendor parked at the corner of a  
plaza in Havana.  



Figure 24: Locals in the afternoon sun in Trinidad, Cuba.

led to a thriving small business environment. As a result, many of 
the homes are nicely appointed and quite comfortable for visitors. 
Chances are good that you will see this for yourself if you visit  
Trinidad.

And finally, a stop that was a personal favorite of mine was the 
small fishing village of Cojimar. Here was the inspiration for Ernest 
Hemingway’s The Old Man and the Sea. It’s a wonderful place to 
walk along the water, explore the old fort, and soak up the vibe that 
inspired Hemingway. The photography there is pretty good, too.

Figure 22: Trinidad residents posing for a shot.

Figure 23: The fishing village of Cojimar.



the hotels. Some establishments will have a single 110-volt outlet in 
the bathroom, but don’t count on it.

If you plan on taking a cab in Havana, ask a trusted source first what 
you might expect to pay for the fare. This saved me a lot of money. 
I had drivers ask for as much as 20 CUCs for fares that should have 
been 8 CUCs. I never had a problem correcting the amount with  
the driver. Of course, the original price was a “mistake.”

When it’s time for a good meal, I recommend asking about a 
“private restaurant,” or Paladar. These are private enterprises, some-
times in the homes of their proprietors, that serve authentic Cuban 
cuisine. In general, I think the food in Paladars is better than in the 
hotels, and the atmosphere is far more interesting.

Money and Basic Information

Cuba uses two currencies: the Cuban Peso and the Convertible 
Cuban Peso, usually referred to as the CUC. The Convertible Pesos 
are what tourists use, and they are the desired currency. On my trip, 
we did not have access to banks. American dollars were exchanged 
for CUCs at the hotel front desk. We could not use credit cards, and 
there were not ATMs. This scenario will most likely evolve over the 
coming months.

In terms of communications, both WiFi and cellular services are 
sketchy in Cuba. Most hotels will sell you a WiFi card that doles out 
access by the minute. But there’s no guarantee that it’s reliable, and 
bandwidth is slim at best. 

For cellular, you can purchase SIM cards for GSM phones. But even 
with a card that’s compatible with local service, I still had difficulty 
connecting. At one point in the trip, all of us were without any 
cellular service for three days.

When it’s time to recharge your devices, plan on 220-volt outlets in 

Figure 26: A private restaurant.

Figure 25: Convertible 
Cuban Pesos are  
the currency used by 
visitors to Cuba. At 
the time I was there, 
the U.S. Dollar was 
about 80 cents to the 
CUC.are top notch.
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Final Thoughts

During the day, protect yourself from the sun with a hat and SPF 
30 or 50. Drink lots of bottled water, and shoot pictures regardless 
of the time of day. A polarizing filter will help you tame midday 
contrast and reflections.

Keep plenty of notes to help you with keywords and captions. 
Trust me, when someone sees a picture they like, they’ll often ask 
you where it was taken. If you don’t have it identified, after a few 
months you’ll begin to wonder yourself.

And finally…thoroughly enjoy yourself. Cubans tend to be excellent 
hosts. Reward their kindness with respect, and you just might have 
the trip of your life.

Stick with bottled water during the duration of your stay. Cuban 
water is good, but it’s different. And drinking it from the tap can 
cause stomach distress. I used bottled water exclusively during my 
stay, and didn’t experience any problems. I also only ate fruit that I 
could peel. So, for example, bananas were fine.

Before your meal you may want 
to enjoy a legendary Havana Club 
rum (and for good reason). Most 
establishments serve both Añejo 
3 años and Añejo 7 años. They 
are excellent. The three-year rum 
is often used to make mojitos, 
but I also enjoyed it on the rocks 
or with cola as a Cuba Libre. The 
seven-year rum is outstanding 
for sipping by itself. There is also 
Havana Club Añejo 15 años. It is 
delicious beyond description.

As for cigars, only purchase them from a state-run store. This is one 
item you don’t want to buy from a street vendor because there’s no 
guarantee of quality or purity. Authentic Cuban cigars are a work of 
art, and you deserve to have the official experience.

And finally, tipping is customary for just about everything. Be sure 
to have a handful of 1 CUC coins in your pocket so you don’t have to 
fumble with your wallet.

Figure 27: A refreshing mojito 
made with Havana Club three-
year-old rum.

Figure 28: The Ron Tabaco Cafe in Havana sells a wide variety of  
cigars. It’s a state-run store, and freshness and quality are top notch.
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Author’s Note
I wrote this e-book for two reasons. The first is because I want you 
to have a good experience if and when you travel to Cuba. I hope 
I’ve helped.

Here’s the second reason, which I also feel strongly about. Rocky 
Nook is a terrific publisher of photo books with many great authors. 
And I want more people to be exposed to their catalog. I’m hoping 
that this e-book will help with that.

Please share the download link with your friends and encourage 
them to be a part of the Rocky Nook community. By doing so, not 
only will they receive their legitimate free copy of this guide, but 
they will learn about the other books we have to offer. We promise 
we won’t abuse your trust in us.

—Derrick Story

19     |     PHOTOGRAPHING CUBA



Rocky Nook’s Guide  
to Photographing Cuba

Derrick Story  
© 2015 by Rocky Nook 
All photographs © Derrick Story 
Layout and Design: Charlene Charles-Will

Rocky Nook, Inc. 
802 East Cota St., 3rd Floor 
Santa Barbara, CA 93103 
www.rockynook.com 

All rights reserved. No part of the material protected by this copyright notice 
may be reproduced or utilized in any form, electronic or mechanical, including 
photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, 
without written permission of the publisher. 

Many of the designations in this book used by manufacturers and sellers to dis-
tinguish their products are claimed as trademarks of their respective companies. 
Where those designations appear in this book, and Rocky Nook was aware of a 
trademark claim, the designations have been printed in caps or initial caps. All 
product names and services identified throughout this book are used in edi-
torial fashion only and for the benefit of such companies with no intention of 
infringement of the trademark. They are not intended to convey endorsement or 
other affiliation with this book. 

While reasonable care has been exercised in the preparation of this book, the 
publisher and author assume no responsibility for errors or omissions, or for 
damages resulting from the use of the information contained herein or from the 
use of the discs or programs that may accompany it.

20     |     PHOTOGRAPHING CUBA



E

s

c

a

p

e

 

w

i

t

h

 

a

 

$

3

5

 

 

T

r

a

v

e

l

 

P

h

o

t

o

g

r

a

p

h

y

 

B

u

n

d

l

e

!

@rocky_nook

Travel Photography Bundle #2

Travel Photography Bundle #1

Capture outstanding images wherever  
you go with these must-have travel 
photography resources. 

rockynook.com/travel-photography-bundles/


