


FROM TOP: Smartly dressed
schoolgiris play a clapping game

in Santiago de Cuba. Cuban cow-
boys hitch a ride near CamagGey.
Bunnett jams with José, a musician
and groundskeeper, who taps out
rhiythms on his shovel in Santa
Lucia. OPPOSITE PAGE, CLOCKWISE FROM
TOP LEFT: Fresh coconut milk is a
popular thirst quencher. Bunnett
pauses near her casa particular in
Santiago de Cuba, a city famous for
antiquity and a warm palette. An
ccean view near Santa Lucia. Saisa
dancers jump at the Casa de la
Trova in Santiago de Cuba.
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Jane Bunnett is being paged over the
iitercom at the Camagliey airport. We’ve
already flustered the security guard by
going back outside to the patio where Bun-
nett, her husband, Larry Cramer, and 1
are drinking Havana rum and freezing our
butts off. A frente frio — a cold front — has
moved in, but until our flight leaves we're
passing time at the poky little bar, bending
the rules. Now what? Is it possible to fit an-
other adventure into this two-week trip?

We've been lost on back roads under starry skies, had an altercation with
a conga band over ice cream, and witnessed the grief of a trombone player
whose 21-year-old daughter was murdered by her jealous husband. The
Canadian jazz diva has even jammed on the beach with a local playing a
shovel, tapping out rhythms with his pocket knife and belting boleros.

Bunnett rushes to the information counter to find a brother and sister in
their twenties — strangers but friends of a Cuban friend in Toronto — who
are members of the same family to whom she hand-delivered bedsheets
and DVDs just two weeks ago. They have a favour to ask.

Everyone needs a favour in Cuba. I recall the nice man holding up a
“Bonnet” sign when we arrived — I thought he was a taxi driver — and the
rushed transaction that occurred on the sidewalk before we boarded the
bus to our base camp, a no-frills resort we'd booked in Santa Lucia, from
which we planned to escape by car. Now these two are hoping Bunnett will
transport a ring and other mementoes back to family in Toronto. Of course
she will; she’s got a generous heart.

Bunnett tries on the ring, but it’s too big for her fingers — on hands too
small, she was told as a kid, for a serious career as a pianist. She appeals to
her husband — her 31-year life partner, trumpet player, producer, all-round
co-conspirator — who takes charge, stuffing the gifts into his carry-on.
That done, there’s kissing and hugging and then the duo slip into the night,
leaving unanswered questions in their wake. How they found Bunnett and
this precise flight and persuaded a bureaucrat to make a public announce-
ment is a mystery. But then everything is mysterious in Cuba, where fact
and fiction collide and truth is elusive. Invention is an act of necessity, and
everyone must be inventive in order to survive on this Communist island
where the diet is bland yet the people are anything but.

What’s all this got to do with jazz? And with multi-Juno award winner
and Grammy nominee Jane Bunnett, 53 — three years older than Castro’s




“Magical things happen

to me here,” Bunnett says,
calling such occurrences

“latinadas”’

revolution — the soprano saxophone and flute player and Spirits of Havana
bandleader known for her pulsating Afro-Cuban music? Well, everything,
actually, because in Cuba life and art intersect like roads at a punto de control
(checkpoint). Surreal encounters are just an extension of all that jazz we’ve
been experiencing since our arrival.

TWO DAYS OF ocean breezes and Bunnett is eager to get to the real Cuba,
where “things always change.” Investigating changes, she tells me, is what
helps her delve deeper into the music. She’s almost convinced me the
semi-annual tropical trips she and Cramer have been making since 1982
aren’t all fun but also business. Almost. As a skeptic, I'll have to tag along
and see for myself.

We'll visit Camagiiey, Santiago de Cuba and finally Guantanamo, infam-
ous for its nearby base and famous for changiii, a style of music that ori-
ginated with slaves on coffee plantations in nearby mountains. There are
old friends and musicians to reconnect with and a shopping list of bureau-
cratic problems to solve. We’ve allowed time for road trip serendipity and
we’ll stay at casas particulares (private homes).

The colonial town of Camagiiey is 90 minutes inland from Santa Lucia,
through flat countryside and past fields of sugar cane, thatched cottages and
itinerant chickens. It’s home to Grupo Vocal Desandann, the Haitian-rooted
a cappella choir featured on Bunnett’s latest album, Embracing Voices. She
and Cramer can’t wait to deliver copies of the CD, logistically their most
challenging project to date.

We get lost on the confusing streets (designed to thwart pirates), but
within minutes of a phone call, are rescued and led to the home of Emilia
Diaz Chavez, a force of nature and Desandann’s ebullient director. The re-
union is raucous; the Canadian couple is family here. Music spills into the
spacious room but people can’t resist talking over it and all at once. There
are 14 of us, not counting bright-eyed children who appear in the doorway.
Eventually, Bunnett and Cramer get around to ironing out details for visas
and dealing with serious money issues for the upcoming Canadian tour —
theirs is a cottage industry with no big-time producer in the picture, which
makes importing artists, especially a 10-person ensemble, a daunting task.
Cramer does the booking, with visiting musicians becoming house guests.

While I'm enjoying the vibes, a sombre drama unfolds. Bunnett has
dreaded this “bad guy” moment. She begins to explain (in limited Spanish)
why someone will sit this tour out. Last trip, one singer inadvertently ran up
a costly telephone bill while staying at a billet’s home. It's delicate — a mis-
understanding — but money is tight. There are tears and apologies that end
in a hug, but Bunnett feels like crap. The mood lifts only when she promises
to return the following Sunday to perform with them at a music gala.

Two days later, heading south for Santiago de Cuba and listening to rum-
bas on the radio, we wind up on an unfinished road, dodging nasty potholes
the size of moon craters as if we’re in an arcade  Continued on page 106
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